
      As He Lay Dying


      

      
      
         Jonagold Apple’s eyes flicked open at the sound of argument out in the hallway.



“I don’t care what y’all think is best for me. I care what’s best for him, and that’s bein’ with family.”



Jonagold smiled despite the agony it caused him; he knew that voice.



“You’re darned right he’s a mess! But he’s my son, I’m sure I’ve seen worsen’ that.”



The doctor’s voices were low and muted.



“I don’t care what he wants, neither. He’s tryin’ to be all noble, dyin’ alone in there. Well, I ain’t gonna stand for it. Nor sit for it neither.”



After a few more seconds, the doors opened. Granny Smith only hesitated for a moment on seeing her son’s broken body.



“I thought I told the doctors ta make y’all swear on yer hats not to come see me like this,” Jonagold said.



“I don’t wear no hat no-how, so it ain’t like I’ve got much to lose.” Granny Smith ambled over to his bedside. “Now, what do you have to say for yourself, lettin’ a tree fall on you like that?”



“Just a durned fool, I guess,” Jonagold managed before he coughed.



Granny Smith glanced at the unicorn sitting at his bedside. “Ain’t there a thing you can do for that?”



The unicorn shook his head, a drop of sweat running down his forehead. “Sorry, ma’am. I’m doing everything I can.”



“S’alright,” Jonagold managed. “Only hurts when I breathe.”



Granny Smith’s eyes softened as she reached out to touch his mangled hoof with her own. “I’m sorry.”



Jonagold wheezed. “You ain’t got nothin’ to apologize for; it’s ol’ Wormwood who should be apologizin’ to me. Tryin’ to fall on my wife.” He coughed. “T’ain’t right after all I did for him.”



“Oh, he’ll be apologizin’ all winter, I ‘spect, when we chop him up for firewood.” Granny Smith sighed. “So that’s the way of it? He was fallin’ over onto that pretty young thing that caught yer eye and you just had to make sure you were under him too?”



Jonagold shuddered, his mouth working. “My wife’s okay, ain’t she?”



“She didn’t get laid up in the hospital, ifn’ that’s what yer askin’, but she can’t ‘xactly come to see ya, neither.”



Jonagold slumped back. “That’s all I wanted.”



“All you wanted? What about seein’ yer children grow up?” Granny Smith asked sharply.



He raised his hoof weakly. “Don’t mean it like that. Sides, ifn’ I’d let it fall on her, I’d have ended up in here anyway after you had at me for lettin’ her get hurt.”



Granny Smith cackled. “Darned tootin’!”



“It ain’t so bad. I got some good years in me.”



“You’re thirty.”



“Still, thirty good ones. And it ain’t such a bad way to go, savin’ my little Orange.”



“She weighs twice what you do, you galoot.”



Jonagold chuckled again, but the sound quickly turned into coughing as Granny Smith leaned forward and gripped his hoof tightly.



“Hurts,” he finally managed.



“I bet it does.” Granny Smith smiled softly. “Anything else you wanted to say to me, boy?”



Jonagold shook his head slightly before he stopped. “It weren’t pa who stolt all the zap apple jam.”



“Guess I’ll just have to tan your hide for lyin’ to me,” Granny Smith said, smiling.



“Fraid there’s not enough for that. Probably got too many holes to make a good bag anyhow.”



“Probably.” She looked down at his bandaged body, then back into his eyes. “I’ll miss you.”



“I’ll miss you too, ma. Take good care of Jack, Bloom, and Mac for me, will ya?”



Granny chuckled. “And not yer wife?”



Jonagold shook his head, swallowing slowly. “If it ever got out I didn’t think she could take care of herself, she’d kill me.”



“Bit late for that.”



Jonagold tried to laugh, but the sound stuck in his throat. He tried to swallow, but his throat was clamped shut. His apple bobbed as he looked over at the doctor, the glow around the unicorn’s horn fading. Shuddering, he reached out with his hoof to touch his mother’s face, slowly caressing his cheek with her hoof before he slumped back into the pillows.








“I’m sorry.”



“T’weren’t your fault. You did the best you could.” Granny Smith sighed, shaking her head slowly down at her son as she blinked away the tears.



 “Have you made arrangements?”



“For Valencia. ‘Spect it won’t be too hard for them to dig another hole for him right next to her.”
      

      
   
      Let a Smile be Your Umbrella


      

      
      
         Derpy glanced at the clouds as she trotted out of the post office. No way she’d make it home before the downpour started. Had Dinky remembered her umbrella today? If not, Derpy would have to head over and walk her home from school.



No, wait, she did. Derpy recalled rolling up Dinky’s green raincoat and stuffing it in her saddlebag. It always had that little collapsible umbrella in the pocket—no problems. Dinky would do fine. Derpy would just go home and get dinner started so she’d have it ready when her daughter arrived.



They had kind of an empty house this week, since Carrot Top had gone to visit her mother, so Derpy had to remember to…



She’d forgotten. Nobody home, the door locked, and Derpy had neglected to bring her key. She never needed that thing, and the one time…



She stomped a hoof in the dirt. And right then, the first fat raindrops landed on her forelock. Within seconds, they’d plastered it against the side of her head. Perfect. She’d have to camp out on the front stoop until Dinky got home with her key. Late, too—she had a club meeting after school.



“Awwww…” someone said behind her. She turned around, and there stood one of Dinky’s classmates—Twist, right?—beating on her front door. “C’mon!” she said. “Ugh, Mom’th not home for awhile thtill.”



Derpy gave a wry smile. “Forgot your key?”



“Yeth—yesss,” Twist answered, looking at the ground.



Might as well stay. Derpy sighed. “Here. I’ll wait with you.” Twist glanced up with a half-smile. “I’m Dinky’s mom,” she added, and Twist’s stiff posture relaxed.



Derpy held up a wing to shelter Twist from the rain. “Thank you, but… how’ll you keep dry?”



With a shrug, Derpy replied, “I’m already wet. No need for you to be, though.”



“Loser!”



Derpy whipped her head around to see two fillies pointing and laughing from beneath their very frilly, very expensive parasols. Were they talking to that poor…? No, they were looking directly at her. To speak to an adult that way…



“Wow, you two just look great together,” the one with glasses said. “Get soaked much?”



“Thorry,” Twist said, and a tic shot through her cheek. “I mean, sssorry. That you have to be seen with me. You could just go home.”



“I don’t mind,” Derpy said. She squinted after the two rude children. “Don’t listen to them, by the way. You’ll find ponies like that all your life. They never change. But you will.”



Beside her, Twist pursed her lips. “I hope th—so. I’m always so… awkward.” She picked a hoof at the mud. “And sorry for… Mom’s got me in thpeech—ssspeech therapy. I know it bugs ponies to listen to me.”



“Don’t worry about it,” Derpy answered, flicking a hoof toward her. And flicking the rain running off it toward her as well. Stupid. “Sorry. I didn’t mean…”



Twist took off her glasses, wiped the water away, and replaced them. “You don’t worry about it, either. You stopped to help me because you were nice. I won’t complain.”



“Still,” Derpy said. “I just…” She looked away. “I just do stuff like that sometimes. I don’t think, or… I can’t help it. I mess things up.”



“Oh.” Twist squinted at her and cocked her head. “I’ve never heard Dinky say anything about that. She just smiles and says how much she likes your muffins or how you help her with her homework.”



A tingle ran through Derpy’s chest, like when she’d take that first step off a cloud, the little buzz that’d run through her body until she snapped her wings out. “Th-thanks,” she said.



“For what?”



“Never m—here comes your mom!” Derpy waved to Bon Bon, who raised an eyebrow at her daughter.



“You… okay?” Bon Bon said.



Twist nodded. “Yeah. Mith Derpy wath—was just waiting with me. I-I forgot my key again.”



Bon Bon only tousled Twist’s mane. “No harm done. And thanks, Derpy. Can I offer you my umbrella?”



“No,” Derpy replied, already shifting her weight toward the road, “I’ll manage.”



But she felt a little tug on her leg. “Miss Derpy?” Twist whispered. “Does it get any better?”



Derpy grinned and crouched down to the filly’s level. “Yes. Some things you grow out of, and some things you don’t. But they make you who you are, and—” Muffins and homework. Heh. “I wouldn’t change a single thing.”



She waved good-bye and trotted off through the driving rain to wait for Dinky to unlock the door.
      

      
   
      The Gathering


      

      
      
         In the stars, the alicorns were gathering.



Come, Sister! In the heart of Virgo, we sing the thousand-year death-song for a fading galaxy. We shall gather its embers and bank them in a black hole.



“And then we come to the water tax,” Dotted Line said, turning another page of the neatly-lettered report on top of the stack of other neatly-lettered reports. “We tax per acre, as you know. Last year in Appleloosa, Flinthide Hayseed planted three acres of tomatoes.”



Celestia nodded. “Farmer Hayseed. He’s featured in several of your reports.”



We shall circle its fatal horizon and bathe in its death-glow. We will sing the birth song as we dive into its gravity well. We shall meet at its center and re-kindle its fires, and a new galaxy shall be born. Join us, Elder!



Dotted grunted discreetly. “Tomatoes use a lot of water. Not really suitable for Appleloosa.”



Come, my dove. I remember when you danced the death of Lachrydyceia, how your mane whipped in the solar wind as your hooves spread its heart across a hundred stars.



“The tomatoes all die, of course. Hayseed said he just wanted his money’s worth from his taxes.”



No mare’s laughter ever made the stars twinkle so brightly as yours did then!



“Flinthide Hayseed was never a very popular pony, the way a manticore isn’t a very desirable dinner guest.” Dotted held a form out. “But the trouble really started when he filed for drought relief for his dead tomatoes.”



Hold in your brilliance no longer. Let me see your pelt glow like the furnace at the heart of Mu Cephei. Let me see the light of a hundred suns in your eyes, and I will breathe down your neck from behind, and hold you tight while a thousand novas burst within us.



“Your Highness? Are you all right? I can come back later.”



“I’m fine.” Celestia took a breath. “Tell good Yeoman Hayseed we grant his relief, provided he justifies his attempt to grow tomatoes in the desert with a form SF-3553, Explanation of Peculiar Circumstances.”



Dotted inhaled. “An SF-3553?”



Celestia nodded.



“I have faith, as always, in your judgement. But You help us if Flinthide turns out to be the pony who can actually finish the thing.” Dotted flipped the tax reports onto the growing stack of finished items. He wrote a note, clipped it to Hayseed’s application, and put that in a third pile. He cleared his throat. “Now. As regards the upcoming Gala. I have a petition signed by seventy-three nobles to find a ‘more secure’ location for this year’s festivities.”



Remember all, then forget it, forget yourself, forget the borders between minds and drift, feel, see, be!



“Reassure them that we shall,” Celestia said with a slight smile.



“The only location more secure than the Royal Palace is the Royal Dungeons,” Dotted observed.



Celestia’s eyes looked innocently upwards.



Come! Fly between Rigel and Orion’s belt, out through the purest deep space, and pull up at the great hydrogen clouds. You can be here in a hundred years!



Dotted clipped a note to the petition and put it in the third pile. “And here is the recommendation committee’s report on the advisory committee’s report on the recommendation committee’s activities.”



“Dotted Line,” Celestia interrupted, “I would like a hug.”



Dotted blinked. “Your Highness?”



“A hug. I understand it is a thing ponies do.”



Dotted coughed. “Ponies, in general, yes.”



Celestia waited.



“Is that an order?”



“No.”



Dotted gingerly stepped two inches closer to Celestia. He had spent much of his life with his muzzle a pastern away from Celestia’s, but never before within a hoofspan of it. He reached up and placed his forelegs stiffly around Celestia’s shoulders, his eyes shut tight.



Celestia inclined her neck until it brushed up against his.



Dotted’s eyes opened wide. Slowly, his face relaxed into a smile. After a few seconds, he slid back to the floor and took two steps back.



“Thank you, Dotted.”



Dotted mumbled incoherently.



“Please file a GR-17, Recommendation for Recognition. Action/Honor/Award, Pendant of the Sun. Recipient, Dotted Line. Stamp it with my seal.”



Dotted’s eyebrows pulled together. “The Pendant of the Sun is for heroism in the defense of Equestria.”



“It would have taken you less courage to lead a battle charge, and done less to defend Equestria. Now. These committees. What do they even do?”



Celestia leaned over the report. Dotted grasped eagerly at the familiar bureaucratic language. Out past the constellations, the alicorns continued to gather.
      

      
   
      Octavia the Rebel


      

      
      
         Octavia fidgeted in place while her “friend” Vinyl Scratch giggled behind her. “Are you sure about this, Tavi? You know, this could really hurt your reputation.”



 “I must do it, Vinyl,” she declared with a shaky voice. “There has been a heinous stigma that has developed among the Canterlot musicians that simply must be demolished, and I must be the one to do it.”



 “But it’ll be so embarrassing for you,” Raven commented.



“Yeah, it will be,” Vinyl snickered. “So you should definitely do it.”



Octavia leered at her, but knew she was right. She took a deep breath. “Okay, I’m ready.”



 “You’re sure?”



 “Yes.”



 “Absolutely positive?”



 “Yes!”



 “You’re not gonna chick—“



 “Just get to it already!” She brace herself. “I’m ready.”



The two unicorns shrugged, and Vinyl activated her magic. It took an agonizing five seconds, and soon it was all done.



“It’s all done, Octy,” Raven muttered, trying to hold back a blush.



“And oh boy, do you look nice!”



Octavia’s eyes sprung open, and she looked down at herself. Her bowtie was gone.



“I never thought,” Vinyl began dramatically, “that you, Octavia Philharmonica, would be out in the open.”



 “Shut it,” she said in a shaky voice. She turned around and looked out at all the upper-class ponies milling about with their elite outfits. She gulped.



“Go on, Octavia,” Raven said, giving her rump a nudge. “You can do it.”



Her knees were buckling, her heart was pounding, and her thoughts were racing. “Oh my stars, what if I get kicked out of the musicians’ guild? I won’t be able to show my face in Canterlot again!” She took a deep breath and crouched down. “No, this must be done. It’s for the good of ponies everywhere. The very future of music depends on it.”



With one more deep breath, she took off in a gallop straight for the main street.



“Oh my stars, she’s actually doing it!”



 “Oh, man, she’s awesome!”



Immediately, the remarks began.



“Oh my stars.”



 “What is she doing?”



 “And why is she-she—“



 “Celestia help us,” a stallion cried. “She’s naked!”



Octavia looked around to see a multitude of shocked faces of the musicians and Canterlot ponies. Some of the mares fainted, while others chastised her for being possessed by Tartarus, while others still tried covering her in a cloth or a hat, and others chastised their coltfriends for staring. Stallions either sneered in disgust or hooted and hollered after her. Everypony tried to cover the foals’ eyes from the display; one filly threw off her poofy necktie, and was grounded forever.



 Octavia couldn’t help but laugh at the absurdity of it all. It felt so liberating to be among the Canterlot elite without clothing on, like this was who she truly was. She didn’t care who saw what, she was liberated.



 She was having so much fun, she didn’t notice her galloping past Princess Luna; she went on her merry way.



“What in my sister’s name is going on with her?” The princess shook her head and continued her walk, only to witness the damage that was wrought. Stallions and mares cowered on the sidewalks while a select few tossed their clothes off and romped around.



“Please stop!”



 “It’s so indecent!”



 “Think of the children!”



Two guards came and began wrapping the rapscallions in sheets. “That’ll teach you to expose yourself in public,” one of the guards said to a stallion. He levitated the stallion’s monocle over. “Now please cover yourself.”



Luna tilted her head. “What?”



Meanwhile, Octavia got back to her house and dove in. Vinyl and Raven closed the door behind her.



“So?” Vinyl began, leaning in with a grin. “How was it?”



Octavia was shaking. “It-it—“



 “Here,” Raven said kindly, fastening the bowtie around Octavia’s neck. “That was insane of you.”



 “Everypony’s gonna know you as the Canterlot streaker now!” Vinyl collapsed into laughter.



 Octavia tried leering at her, but couldn’t stop grinning from ear to ear. “I regret nothing. It was for the good of ponykind. Now are you two going to do it?”



The laughing stopped. Vinyl clutched her shades. "Nah, you did enough for everypony." Raven nodded in agreement, gripping her collar for dear life. 
      

      
   
      Friends Forever, Insides and Outside


      

      
      
         Friends Forever, Insides and Outside







“Scootaloo, are you sure I need my appendix removed?”



Apple Bloom squirmed around on the table beneath the loose straps that were supposed to restrain her while Sweetie Belle flipped through the book they had borrowed from the library.  Scootaloo pressed her back down on the table with one hoof and picked up the saw in her teeth.  



“Relax, Apple Bloom.  The book says an appendix doesn’t have any real use, so we can’t go wrong by taking it out.  Besides, you said you’ve got a tummy ache, and the book said that’s one of the symptoms.”



Sweetie Belle continued to flip through the back of Neigh’s Anatomy.  “I still think we need an annystesia spell before you start operating.  You know how much it hurts when you crash your scooter, and this is a lot more cutting.  Maybe we should ask Twilight first.”



“How are we supposed to get our cutie marks if we can’t try new things?” said  said Scootaloo, waving the saw.  “Besides, we got a bottle of annystesia from your sister’s dressing cabinet.  We just need to apply it.”



“I don’t think—”  Whatever Sweetie Belle was trying to say was cut off as Scootaloo unscrewed the top from Rarity’s bottle of Anastasia perfume and poured it over Apple Bloom’s bare tummy.



“That sure is strong,” said Sweetie Belle through a fit of coughing as she opened a window in the clubhouse.  “My sister only puts a drop behind each ear when she goes out on dates.”



“That should do it,” said Scootaloo, prodding her patient with the saw, or at least attempting to prod Apple Bloom.  Her eyes were so filled with tears that it was difficult to make out the table, let alone her friend.  “We’ll get our cutie marks in surgery for sure this time.”



“Wait a minute,” protested Apple Bloom though a coughing fit of her own.  “What would a cutie mark for cutting out an appendix look like anyway?”



“An appendix, probably,” said Scootaloo.  “Did you find a picture of one in the book, Sweetie Belle?  I’d kinda hate to cut the wrong thing out of Apple Bloom and have to sew it back in.”



“Found it!” declared Sweetie Belle, plunking the book down on the table.



All three friends looked at the picture while waving their hooves in an attempt to get some fresh air.  



After an exceedingly long time, Scootaloo said, “Ewww.  It’s a worm.”



“Ah’m not sure I want that on my flank,” said Apple Bloom.  “‘Sides, my tummy don’t hurt too much any more.  It was probably them green apples we had for lunch.”



“Maybe if we tried something a little prettier, like heart surgery,” suggested Sweetie Belle.  “I’m sure Twilight would be willing to help us out, and we wouldn’t have to get blood all over our clubhouse table.”



“Fine, I suppose,” groused Scootaloo, putting the saw back into the clubhouse toolbox.  “I guess this was just another dead end on our search for cutie marks.  Let’s go over to the library and talk to Twilight.”














“Doctor Scootaloo?  Are you having second thoughts about the operation?”  The gown-clad nurse who touched Scootaloo on the shoulder smiled hesitantly as the famous cardiac surgeon shook herself out of her thoughts and looked at the thick folder of papers spread out across the table.



“No, Nurse Widget.  Just remembering what it was like during my first surgery.  Are you nervous?”



“N-no.”  The young nurse brushed a strand of mane back under her paper cap and swallowed.



“Well, I certainly was back then,” said Scootaloo with a reassuring smile.  “You’ll do just fine.  How is the patient?”



“Anesthesiologist Belle says he’s fully sedated and his vitals are strong.  Doctor Bloom has the rest of the transplant team assembled and ready to go just as soon as the donor heart gets here, which should be any minute now.  We just need to scrub up and get into the operating theatre.”



“Very good, Nurse Widget.”  Scootaloo took a moment to look back at the bright red heart on her flank before shrugging into her own operating gown and stepping up to the scrubbing station.



“Let’s go save a life.”
      

      
   
      トワイライト・スパークル・シュッド・ハブ・ゴン・トゥー・ホグワーツ・インステッド


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle was the best ninja in Ninja High School.



She was quite sure of this. As she passed, all the other students fell silent, fingering their ku-nai with barely concealed jealousy. At least, kind of silent. They were ninjas so they were already quiet, but if they had been making noise they definitely would have stopped just to stare in envy at Twilight.



Today was going to prove that Twilight was the best, because today the midterm exam scores were published for the whole school to see. As Twilight approached the crowd of teenagers in black at the main stairwell, they parted to the left and right, watching her with sharp eyes. She could see lips moving underneath ninja masks, undoubtedly silently cursing her for making them look bad.



It wasn’t their appreciation that she wanted. No, first place meant something more. She would finally be noticed by Flash sem-pai! Celestia sen-sei would appear, probably in a cloud of smoke, to fondly pat her on the head! And she would have another line for her application for the prestigious Ninja Higher Learning University!



Yes, Twilight had been waiting for this day for a long time. She lifted her head high, readjusted the hitai-ate on her forehead, and stepped forward. Her eyes went to the top of the list, printed, of course, in kata-kana. 



And then she blinked. She looked over to the side to confirm she was looking at the right grade level. She glanced back. 



It took a good thirty seconds before her eyes drifted down where her name was printed at number two.








Twilight slammed the shō-ji door open to her classroom with such force that several of the students inside reacted with alarm, using nin-jutsu to vanish and leave behind an inexplicable log.



There was no teacher anywhere in sight, which meant either that it was study hall or Advanced Stealth. Ninja High School could be pretty confusing, given the class schedules were only kept as classified information in a heavily-trapped secret room somewhere on campus.



Twilight headed over to her two least-disposable human assets. Good ninjas couldn't afford to have real 'friends'.



Applejack was carefully pruning the branches of an apple bon-sai. Next to her, Rarity had forgone the traditional ninja garb for that of a gei-sha in elaborate ki-mono – which didn’t really indicate that it was disguise class as much as it indicated that Rarity was a pretty crappy ninja. She kneeled on a ta-tami mat, dedicating herself to the mastery of the wa-bi and sa-bi of classic tea cere-mony.



“Na-kama!” Twilight said. “There has been a great injustice that we must right!”



Rarity slowly stood and bowed. Applejack shrugged, snipping off a tiny branch.



“There has been a mistake with the exam scores! I've never even heard of this… Furatā-shai?”



“You mean the girl that sits behind you?” Applejack asked.



“No one sits behind me.” Twilight gestured back, only to realize the desk she was pointing at had someone in it. “Huh?”



Rarity inclined her head. “She’s rather good, darling.”



Twilight stomped over as threateningly as she could while wearing ta-bi, glaring at the girl. “You! I demand satisfaction. I challenge you to a ninja duel!”



The girl eeped, sitting up straight and shaking like a leaf.



A cold grin crossed Twilight’s face. “To the death. I will allow you to choose the time, place, and manner of— erk.”



Twilight reached up to feel the dart protruding out of her neck. She turned to see a small white bunny put away his blowgun and duck back into the ceiling, replacing the ceiling tile.



She turned back to Fluttershy, already starting to see spots in her vision. “This… this is a most dishonorable attack.” She fell to her knees, coughing. “I... You... You really are a good ninja,” she choked out in annoyance.



Fluttershy tried to make herself as small as possible, hiding behind her pink hair.



The door slammed open again. Another Twilight Sparkle rushed in, her eyes lighting up as she looked around. “There you girls are! Okay, you’re not going to believe me, but I’m actually a pony princess, here to find a person known as Sunset—”



She stopped, having almost tripped over the first Twilight Sparkle, who was drooling on the floor as her face rapidly turned green.



Twilight looked at the body. She looked up at Fluttershy, who blushed.



“On second thought,” Twilight said. “Screw this, I'm going home. Celestia can get her own damn tiara back.”
      

      
   
      Opened Eyes


      

      
      
         It was the kind of day that made one resentful of being indoors. Like moths to a flame, everypony was beckoned toward the meadow, into the sunlight. Thus, it came as a surprise to the inhabitants of Greenwaters when the pegasi of Guston began their descent.



Dandy sat a fair distance away under the shade of an old oak, observing the gathering with interest. An air of expectation surrounded him. Eventually, he saw what it was he had been searching for. High above, chained between two armored pegasi, flew a mare. The color of sunset with a glistening, violet mane, her presence seemed to scorch a path across the heavens. 



Recognizing this as some important Guston business, those gathered upon the earth became wary, and many earth ponies began to take their leave. By the time the pegasi had all assembled, only a sprinkling of curious onlookers remained. 



Dandy eyed the mare as she landed to the sound of clinking chains. She scanned the stragglers until, finally, their eyes met. There was a look of indescribable tenderness. The mare then managed to pass him a weak smile before turning to face the spectators. An old, statuesque stallion stepped forward, eyeing her with contempt. Stomping his hoof, he called for calm.



“Glowbeam Runner, you stand accused of stealing Guston rain reserves, and doling them out amongst local earth tribes without clearance, an action that goes against tribal edict. You have shown no remorse, and thus no redeeming quality that might have inspired some mercy from these courts. Therefore, for your crimes against your kind, by order of the magistrate, you are hereby banished forever from the tribes of the sky, and for the remainder of your life, shall remain upon the earth. Do you understand?”



There was a beat of silence. All eyes turned toward the mare, expecting some scandalous reaction.



“Yes, Your Grace,” Glowbeam replied, sitting calmly amongst her accusers.



“Have you nothing more to say?” the old stallion asked, leaning forward. 



She seemed to think.



“Only that what I have done was right. Greenwaters and Trotchester were hungry. They had to plant. The magistrates refused them rain when none can afford this.”



Glowbeam turned away as if flushing her mind of the entire matter. Her brazenness inspired a fresh swell of whispers from the crowd. Eyeing the mare, no trace of sympathy in his gaze, the magistrate then turned toward the guards.



“Get on with it.”



A blade was unsheathed, and she was forced to the ground. She grunted in distress as one of her dainty wings was extended, and pinned with a hoof. Her breath quickened. Fighting down panic, she lifted her gaze toward the sky. 



The ordeal was bearable until they cut the blood feather. She yelped, feeling something warm trickle down her barrel. Dazed, Glowbeam rolled onto her unclipped wing for comfort until the guards shoved her over, performing the ghastly task again. 



Lying there, overcome, she scanned the crowd. Some pegasi eyed her with disgust, others with tearful pity. Some couldn’t bear to look at all, finding her punishment too abhorrent. Resenting their self-indulgent reprieve, Glowbeam slowly moved to sit upright. Her wings, now useless, slumped downward, shivering. Eyes glazed, she waited whilst the guards undid her shackles. By and by, the crowd began to dissipate, soaring skyward where she could never return. Soon, only she remained.



Collapsing onto her side, she closed her eyes and cried, not caring who saw. A moment passed before she felt a tender touch brushing the mane from her face. A pained smile graced her lips. She heard the sound of Dandy’s satchel opening, and the uncorking of bottles. Soon, waves of sweet relief were being rubbed into her sore wings. 



“Open your eyes,” he bid her. 



“What if I don’t want to?” she asked, sounding dejected.



“Oh, I think you’ll want to,” Dandy replied, a hint of joviality in his tone.



Now curious, Glowbeam allowed her eyes to flutter open, taking in her new reality. She had expected the comforting sight of Dandy’s smile, but she had not anticipated thirty more. 



Stunned, she sat upright, and looked at the small crowd of earth ponies encircling her with looks of love and gratitude. She passed Dandy a rather perplexed expression, and he grinned in return. As he helped her down the hill, the sound of that special kind of laughter passed between newly made friends seemed to drown out the din of jangling chains fading into the distance.
      

      
   
      The Chicken And The Egg


      

      
      
         The very newly crowned Alicorn Princess Twilight Sparkle was practically bouncing as she slipped through the open doors of her mentor’s private suite. Her coronation party was winding down, giving her a few moments to seek out her teacher / fellow princess and thank her once again for such an incredible opportunity!



 “Princess Celestia! I just wanted... to... thank you? Again?” Twilight trailed off as she took in the scene before her. “What’s going on, Princess?” 



Twilight had been in her mentor’s private suite numerous times in the past. A quick glance showed it to be more or less unchanged from her last visit. Except for the wooden crate in the center. That was new. So was the sight of the Alicorn of the Sun attempting to shove something into said crate.



Something furry. And purple. And rather familiar looking. 



“Ah! Twilight!” Celestia jumped slightly, startled. With a quick shove, she pushed.. whatever it was.. over the top and into the crate before turning to give her student a sheepish smile. 



“What an unexpected surprise! What can I do for you, my faithful student?” 



Twilight just raised a hoof and pointed at the crate. Where a disturbingly similar looking leg and hoof were dangling over the edge.



“Oh, fiddlesticks...” Celestia sighed and shook her head. A golden glow surrounded the limp appendage, shoving it up and into the box. 



“P.. Princess? What.. what was that?” Twilight’s eyes were as big as dinner plates, her hoof shaking as she continued to point at the crate. “I.. It looks li.. Like...” She stammered and stopped, the words refusing to leave her throat. 



Celestia hurried over to her beloved student and quickly draped a wing over her back to calm her. She sighed heavily and shook her head.



“I’m sorry Twilight. I had hoped to spare you a few... uncomfortable facts about your ascension.” 



“So tha.. that’s m... Me... In the c...crate?” The newly ascended alicorn stuttered, her mane rapidly becoming more and more frazzled. 



“Oh, of course not my dear Twilight Sparkle!” Celestia laughed gaily at the very thought. She could feel Twilight relax beneath her wing. “You are right here beside me. That is just some leftover bits and pieces.”



“L... Leftover bits and pieces?” And just like that, the shaking and frazzled mane returned. 



“Well, yes. You can think of your ascension as being like... a baby bird breaking free of its egg!” Celestia gestured grandly, smiling. “At first all that can be seen is the shell. Its true nature and potential hidden inside. But then comes the momentous day that it hatches!” She hugged Twilight more tightly to emphasize her words. 



“And on that wonderful day, the world is blessed with a beautiful baby bird, eager to spread its wings and soar!” Celestia’s hoof stretched out, gesturing towards an imaginary horizon.



Twilight smiled and relaxed, gazing up are her mentor / teacher / idol in awe.



Then Celestia glanced at the crate and grimaced. 



“Yes, all that’s left is a beautiful baby bird. And lots of bits of icky, gooey, disgusting shell fragments all over the place.” She rolled her eyes. “And let me tell you, they do get all over the place.” 



“In any case, you should head back to the party, my dear Twilight. I’ll take care of getting this detritus down to the Royal Incinerator.” She gave the purple alicorn a big smile and a gentle nudge with her wing. She carefully ignored the way Twilight’s mane was standing on end, or the fact that her pupils had shrunk to pinpoints. 



“Y.. Yes... Of course Princess... the party...” Taking one last, terrified glance at the crate, Twilight turned around and slowly, calmly, regally walked out of the room. 



The sound of insane galloping didn’t start until she was out of sight.








Luna’s hoof pounded on the table, almost upsetting the tea set as laughter took her. Her sister’s tale nearly had her falling from her chair, she was laughing so hard!

 

“Oh Tia, I can not believe thou hast played such a prank on thy favored student!” She exclaimed as she wiped away tears of mirth. 



Celestia giggled in response. “Opportunities to prank newly ascended Alicorns are so rare Luna. It would be a crime to let one pass without my best efforts!”

 

“But does thou not worry that thou might someday regret thy pranking ways, sister?” Luna asked with a raised eyebrow.



Celestia pondered briefly, then sipped her tea with a serene smile. 



“Nope.” 


      

      
   
      The Destruction of the Self


      

      
      
         I wake up, and I think I would like to be a farmer today.



Spring Heath is asleep beside me, a purple shape in the dark. I give her a nudge with my muzzle, in case she feels like fooling around, but she mumbles and rolls away.



Ah well. Perhaps tomorrow.



The house is quiet without any foals. There are no thumps echoing from the bedrooms, or slamming doors, or shouts from tiny throats that they need a special lunch today for a field trip and sorry for not mentioning it last night. It is peaceful, and I hear the grandfather clock ticking in the parlor, even from my spot sipping coffee in the kitchen.



Spring Heath descends the stairs, her coat and mane still matted from sleep. I gesture to the steaming mug waiting at her seat, and she smiles at me.



I hope I get to be a farmer today.








“Buckwheat!” The administrator calls my name, and I step out of line. My heart is pounding, and even though the spring day is still chilly, I feel the first drop of sweat run down my side.



Please be a farmer. Please be a farmer.



The administrator fumbles with the paper tag that has my name. She looks up at me, then down at the list of names on the table before her. She looks at me again, then at the tag, and finishes back at the paper.



I don’t think she’s done this before.



“Uh, Buckwheat?” She waits until I nod. “Okay, good. You're a blacksmith!”



I wince, my ears falling flat against my mane. “Are you sure? Not a farmer?”



She runs her hoof down the list of names again, then slides it sideways to the column of jobs. “No, blacksmith. Do you know where to go?”



“Yeah, I’ve done it before.” I turn away to let the next pony take my place. There’s no point in holding up the whole village.








Blacksmithing isn’t as hard as it sounds. You just heat the iron in the forge until it glows, take it out (carefully!) with the tongs, then hit it with the hammer until it’s the shape you want.



I consider the misshapen disk of wounded metal before me. It didn’t quite curve the way I’d hoped, and the sides are split in several places. If I squint, it vaguely resembles a pancake with curled edges, or maybe an ashtray.



Close enough. I place it on the shop counter, where a tan earth pony is waiting. “Here’s your bowl, sir.”



We stare at it in silence for some time.



“Okay,” he finally says. He drops a few coins on the counter and leaves with his purchase.



Rarely, maybe twice a year, Igneous gets to be the blacksmith, and she crafts masterworks for us. Plows, horseshoes, barrels of nails, on that day everything is perfect.



But today I am the blacksmith.



Maybe tomorrow I’ll get to be a farmer.



But it’s fine if I don’t.








I come home and there is a foal waiting for me. I vaguely recognize his lemon coat, and after a few seconds I speak.



“Saffron… Lark?”



“Saffron Spark,” he corrects me, then runs up to toss his legs around me for a hug. “Welcome home, dad! Mom’s making dinner.”



I walk into the kitchen, and sure enough a lime green mare is at work over the skillet. The smile on my face is genuine – the first of the day. Glenmore has been my wife before, and she makes a wonderful potato casserole. I can smell it cooking.



She trots over and kisses my cheek. “Welcome home… Buckwheat, right? How was your day?”



“Not bad,” I say. And it’s true.








I am supposed to be asleep beside my wife, but instead I lie awake in the dark. This happens, sometimes.



Ponies who visit our village ask, bewildered, how we do it. How we can stand to change everything – everything – about our lives every day. How we don’t go insane.



These ponies have never suffered. They’ve never left their home after losing their wife and unborn foal in a delivery gone wrong. They’ve never wished for oblivion to take them as well. Maybe, if they did, they would understand the solace we find here, where every pony can be any other, and to lose one is to lose none, because we are all the same.



I love it here.



Perhaps tomorrow I’ll be a farmer.
      

      
   
      Surrogate


      

      
      
         “Honey?” I say as I walk through the door. Another tough day at work, with the stock market down and my best accountant out sick. But everything will be okay in the long run. That’s the way stocks work, which we keep telling our clients, and it’s always been true, so far.



Play the long game. That’s what I do.



No answer, though, and no butler to greet me and take my coat. “Honey?” I say again. She must have gotten tied up doing something. A make-believe tea party or some such, and they’ve gotten the staff involved. That must be it.



I can hang my own coat up. It won’t hurt me. So I put it on a hanger, fish out my receipt from lunch, and tuck it where I keep everything for my expense account.



Quietly, I walk up to the condominium’s second floor. Perhaps I can sneak in and spook them at their tea party. Not too badly—I don’t want any spilled tea on the carpet, and then I’ll be persuaded to join. All the doors on the upstairs hallway stand open, except the spare bedroom, though, and… the maid sits on her haunches outside, shaking her head.



Oh no…



I rush to her side as I feel the blood drain from my face. “It’s okay,” I tell her. I don’t know what’s okay, but it will be. “Where’s Starched Collar?” I ask.



“Gone. Gone after…” Her lip trembles, and I just nod. I steel myself, open the door softly, and walk in.



Through the blinds, the setting sun leaves stripes across my wife’s mane as she sits with her back to me. The bed hasn’t been made. She must not have let the maid in here all day. And…



Oh no. She’s… gotten the crib out of the storage room. There it sits, near the window. Empty. Always empty. I run a hoof over my mouth.



“Cordial…” I say. She hunches over further and shudders. And clutches her forelegs across her stomach. “You can’t keep doing this to yourself.”



After her second miscarriage, we… we put the crib away. I should have donated it, sold it, thrown it out… something. I should have. But she wouldn’t let me, just in case. And then once every two or three years, I find her like this. But it’s usually on one of the anniversaries of… those days. Today is different.



I can guess why. I put a hoof on her shoulder and try to wipe her tears away, but they don’t stop. If the maid hasn’t straightened the room, then Cordial must have stayed in here all day. Hours. But still, the tears don’t stop.



She wouldn’t consider adoption. It has to be family, blood relations. She’s stubborn like that. And then…



“I promised my sister!” she blurts out. “I promised her, Mosely!” She starts shaking again, and I just hold her. It’s all I can do. Another loss, as if two babies weren’t enough.



“And you kept your promise.” Maybe it’ll help. She already knows that, though. She’s not letting her sister down.



She nods, too hard, and sniffles. “I thought… we’d finally…”



Not an infant, but still a child. I thought it would have made Cordial feel worthy for once. Like she deserved to be a mother. “Did she say why?” I ask.



Cordial can only point toward the bedside table, where a scrap of paper sits. If only I’d found it first, I could have… No. It wouldn’t have made a difference. I walk over to it and read.



Dear Aunt and Uncle Orange,



I’m sorry, but I can’t change who I am. I thought I wanted this, but I miss home too much, and I realize that it’s the place I was meant to be. I really appreciate you allowing me to stay with you, and I hope I can visit sometime, but my heart really is on the farm. Please understand, and I’m sorry for the trouble I caused. I don’t at all regret the time I spent with you.



Love,

Applejack



I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. Pretty much what I’d figured. Poor Orange Cordial.



“We’ll see her at the next reunion. And we’ll keep sending the checks,” I tell her, for what good it does. Give her a couple weeks, and maybe she’ll feel better. “You’ve done your sister proud.”



She nods, too quickly again, and I hold her as she buries her face against my neck.
      

      
   
      Sunshine


      

      
      
         Shaker was faintly surprised when the door opened and a bookish purple unicorn peeked in. He lowered the glass he was polishing, watching as she surveyed the room. The bar’s empty seats shimmered in afternoon sunbeams, the rich wood of the counter gleamed clean and inviting.

 

Apparently satisfied with the vacancy, she marched over to the bar and plopped down a pile of books.

 

"Isn't it a little early, Twilight?" Shaker glanced at the clock. "It's three in the afternoon. I've just opened."

 

"I need someplace quiet." Twilight shot the bartender an annoyed glance. "To study. Alone."

 

"And you picked… the castle bar."

 

She merely grunted, flipping open a book and ignoring the question. Shaker returned to polishing the glassware, hunting for tiny smears on his immaculate crystal. He watched the pages flip angrily until curiosity got the better of him.

 

"Something bothering you?"

 

"None of your business!" Twilight snapped.

 

Shaker raised an eyebrow at that, but received only silence.

 

"Have you ever wondered why there's a bar in the castle?" He lowered his rag and leaned in until she gave a resigned groan. The book closed with a snap, and Twilight looked up.

 

"No, Shaker, I haven't. Why don't you explain?" Saccharine annoyance laced her words.

 

"Because Princess Celestia doesn’t want a therapist." He smiled at her sudden confusion. "If you want to talk, feel free. Bartenders have heard it all."

 

She considered for a long moment before sighing in surrender. She rested her chin on a hoof, grimacing. "They all laughed at me."

 

"Mmm?"

 

"I was at court today, with Princess Celestia. I know there's more to this Nightmare legend. I should be researching it! I've been busy, but she invited me. It was business as usual, until... she was lecturing Highfalutin about emergency preparations and asked me to illustrate with an illusion. Just chart grain stores and clean water." She sighed, visibly wilting. "But I was tired, distracted, and... well, I flubbed it. Bang, flash, green splotches everywhere! I was so embarrassed! The nobles all laughed! Quietly, of course."

 

"Mmm." Shaker nodded sympathetically.

 

Twilight sighed again, moving to reopen her book.

 

"Would you like a drink?"

 

"Huh?" She paused. "No, I don't—"

 

"On the house, for you. I'm only supposed to have customers in here." Shaker shrugged. "Rules."

 

"I… well… rules…" Twilight chewed her lip. "Just one, then."

 

Shaker nodded, and began assembling ingredients.

 

"You know, Twilight, I get all sorts in this bar."

 

She frowned, closing her book again.

 

"Guards, of course, nobles looking to scheme, the odd tourist." He worked quickly, scooping ice into a glass and slicing and squeezing an orange. "I've been at this a long time. Once, right after I started, a certain noblemare - famous, rich, cultured, oh-so-dignified - got a nickname. It was slightly crass, a little silly, and wonderfully degrading. It spread like wildfire; it was on everypony's lips overnight. Quietly, of course."

 

Twilight's expression shifted from annoyed to curious as he worked, pouring a measure of liquor into the orange juice. He stirred, and began dribbling pomegranate syrup down the bar spoon.

 

"I was shocked when she burst in one night, laughing like a madmare. She'd heard all about it, and was amused no end. I asked her why she wasn't angry. She told me this: 'When I grew up I left behind childish things, like the fear of appearing immature and the desire to be very adult'. She invented this cocktail to commemorate the occasion." He garnished it with an orange wheel and cherry, and slid the highball glass carefully across the bar. The drink was pale orange on top, shading beautifully into a deep, sharp red. "Please enjoy."

 

Twilight took a cautious sip, curiosity shifting into appreciation as she savored it. "It's… sweet, but refreshing." She tried again. "Sour, but not biting."

 

"Like it?" Shaker smiled. "But it's not the flavor that's so important. It's the name."

 

Twilight cocked an eyebrow.

 

"This is my favorite drink," he pointed to the glass. "Tequila Sunbutt."

 

Twilight's eyes widened, her jaw slowly dropping. Shaker nodded and tipped her a wink.

 

"Some things are worth regretting." The bartender shrugged as he began clearing the counter. "Sometimes you need to look back and cry. But don't get hung up on the small stuff, Twilight. Some mistakes should be laughed off, huh?"

 

"Maybe." Twilight looked at the drink again, sipping tentatively. "Heh. Green splotches."

 

"Everywhere?"

 

"I got one on Blueblood."

 

"Heh."
      

      
   
      The City of Regret


      

      
      
         Regret was dying. A failure in the sector three towers had caused a rupture in the paradoxical wall and reality was rushing in, in a tidal wave of destruction. Whole districts were vanishing before Twilight’s eyes as the darkness pressed in on the city. There would be no survivors. 



She had to admit, it had been a remarkable stroke the part of the Hornless rebels. Sabotage had destroyed seven third tier towers, across two sectors. Three tier two towers had also failed, or at least, not activated in time to prevent the onslaught from penetrating deep into the heart of the city. Faster than even the most desperate pony could run reality swept across houses, down streets and leapt over the district walls. The final layer or arcane towers were spinning up, but they wouldn’t come on-line in time. 



Regret, was dead.



“Goddess,” a guard interrupted. Twilight glowered at the unicorn. She didn’t know his name, she rarely found it in herself to care. “We found the Hornless Mare.” 



“Bring her to my castle.” 



“But--” 



“THE CASTLE!” Windows shattered beneath Twilight’s rage. The guard set off at a blind gallop and Twilight swept after him. 



Central Command was utter bedlam, with unicorns rushing around as if their tails were on fire. Twilight ignored them, breezing past panicked ministers, crying fools and guards deserting their posts by the hundreds. There was little point trying to comfort them, it would all be over soon. 



The last frantic plea faded away as she crossed the threshold into the inner sanctum. The village of Ponyville lay spread out before her, bucolic in every sense of the world. Ponies idled about, with no idea the world was ending beyond the triple layered armoured walls of their pastoral bubble. A few glib words to explain her hurry was all it took to ease her passage and in just a few moments she reached her castle. 



Pinkie Pie awaited her there, in heavy manacles, her chains held by six stallions from Twilight’s personal guard. For the first time in millennia Twilight paused at the threshold, taken aback. Then, shaking her head, she approached. 



“Why, Pinkie? Didn’t I give you everything? We are friends, aren’t we?” 



Pinkie Pie just hung her head. “Maybe we were, once. I’ve seen outside, Twilight. When were you going to tell us about the city? When were you going to tell us about the towers that kill by inches if you get too close. Was reality itself trying to stop you not a hint that you were doing was a bad thing?” 



“ENOUGH!” Twilight bellowed, stamping a hoof hard enough to shatter the enchanted crystal floor. “I saved you!” 



“I died, Twilight. I died centuries ago, and having known us all for so long I can tell you, we died happy.” Pinkie sighed. “Couldn’t you have just let us die?” 



“I did.” Twilight began to pace. “A thousand years, Pinkie. That’s how long it took to figure out immortality, and by then I was the only pony who even remembered your names. I failed. I didn’t save you, even time travel wouldn’t save you, it would just cause a paradox.”



“And you’ve been burning forty tons of unicorn horns a day to hold off that paradox,” Pinkie Pie interjected. “I know. And it’s over.” 



Twilight’s eyes narrowed. She had to admit that her initial calculations had fallen short. As the paradox had built, more and more unicorns had been required to hold off reality. “It was worth it.” 



Pinkie shook her head. “There’s no laughter in your world. Just pain, propped up by devotion to five long dead mares. It wasn’t worth it.” 



The first overpressure waves of reality struck them, tearing the stallions from their hooves and rocking Pinkie Pie to the core. Twilight’s ethereal mane barely flickered as unreality crumbled. She watched the mare she’d rescued from time as a foal, who’d grown up on a rock farm, waver. The millennia of living in peace at the centre of Regret, deep lines of a life long lived etching themselves on her face. 



“I have no regrets,” Pinkie said, softly, her voice ancient and haggard. 



Reality washed over them all, leaving Twilight alone before an ancient monument. 



Time had long since erased the engraved cutie-marks. 
      

      
   
      The Last Page


      

      
      
         The ancient crystal from which the palace had been built was not, as legend said, so hard as to be eternal. Ages ago it had been torn from the depths beneath the mountain and shaped, with forces now forgotten, to build the royal palace on its summit. The crystal, symbol of the Empire’s permanence, could not be bent, broken, or shattered. But the smooth, hoof-shaped depressions in the crystal staircase proved it could eventually be worn down.



To Sombra, 70th alicorn king of the Crystal Empire, they looked just as they had when the crystal heart had been passed to him nearly a thousand years before. Still they were a sign of decay, and he had tried to restore them to their original appearance by ordering workers to turn the heavy slabs over. They found, on the underside of each slab, hoofprints twice as deep.



The crystal staircase led ninety-seven steps up from the throne room to the Garret of the Books. Every morning, when the throne’s Onyx Gem swallowed the beam of ruby light from the Rose Window, Sombra followed the Keeper of the Books up the staircase. There the Keeper spread the three enormous tomes out on the crystal table to puzzle out that day’s duties. Sombra might be required to mount the palace’s western turret at seven minutes before noon and recite a poem to the ponies below, who would cover their ears lest they hear it. Or he might need to visit the Pool of Misremembering in its drip-drop cave beneath the mountain, and bring back one of its pale eyeless fishes to the evening feast.



In his youth, Sombra had spent hours reading the Books, to learn his future. Years later, he read them to recall his past, since they were the diary of his life, though written untold ages before. He found he could no longer remember whether passages described things he had done, or things he had read about and had yet to do. Still more years later, he realized it did not matter.



Sourdust, Sombra’s seventeenth Keeper of the Books, leaned close over the pages of the Third Book, squinting at the tiny letters which spread across its great pages like the tracks of uncounted insects.



“If Your Majesty were to imagine a shoe, how many nails would it have?” he asked, in a thin, rasping voice.



“Eight,” Sombra replied. This was easy enough; all his shoes, and the shoes of everypony in the palace, and in the city, had had eight nails at least since he had learned to count.



Sourdust muttered gutturally, or perhaps merely coughed. He consulted the previous night’s report from the Royal Astrologer, blue charts on a white scroll held unrolled on the table by two chunks of crystal. Then he turned several hundred pages forward and squinted again at the book.



“Hmm,” he said, and coughed or muttered again.



Sombra waited.



“Did Your majesty dream of ravens last night?”



“Yes,” Sombra replied. He had long since ceased to be surprised by the Books’ seeming foreknowledge, or even to regard it as such.



Sourdust turned to the first and oldest book and leafed through its brittle pages. Sombra could not tell whether the crackling sound and the musty odor came from the book’s pages, or from his Keeper’s rickety joints and dusty robes.



Sourdust read the page, then leaned in very close, squinted very hard, and read it again. He read it a third time before he looked up, his head still low over the page.



“Today,” he whispered in a voice even more weak and quavering than usual, “the Empire shall fall.”



It was a statement that called for a dramatic response. They looked at each other, Sombra in embarrassment, Sourdust perhaps in senility. Neither could summon the requisite enthusiasm to disturb the Garret of the Books, where no voice had risen above a whisper in thousands of years.



“Did you say, ‘the Empire shall fall’?”



“Yes,” Sourdust said, sounding surprised. He coughed.



Sombra stood and turned away from Sourdust to the wall behind him. There were no windows in the Garret of the Books, since its walls were clear as daylight. He looked down on the narrow streets below, where ponies plodded slowly along the same routes at the same tasks their great-granddams had, and their great-granddams before them, making, he knew, though he could neither hear nor smell them, the same tired sounds and the same stale odors.



“It’s about bloody time,” he said.
      

      
   
      Moving Day


      

      
      
         It was around the third time my house was destroyed that I decided it might be time to move out of Ponyville.



It’s not that I have anything against Princess Twilight. Or Mayor Mare. I mean, I didn’t vote for her, or anything.



But my house has been destroyed five times, and it’s gotten to the point where I can’t afford the repairs anymore. Living in Ponyville, no insurance company wants so much as to even look at me. It’s not like I can blame them; Ponyville’s favorite pastime is getting wrecked.



The first time was a few years ago, a little while after Twilight Sparkle moved in. Ever since she arrived, weird things had been happening, but nothing was weirder than when Discord came back.



The radio had been blaring all day, talking about how Canterlot had been turned into cheese, and how all the roads leading out of town were melting into chocolate pudding. Totally bizarre, right? But it got even worse when Discord finally reached Ponyville. All the sidewalks became chess boards. The schoolhouse got turned into a giant chicken. I think Lyra, that mare that lives over on the edge of town, tried to freeze herself into a block of gelatin.



I just hid in the back of my house and bolted the doors with some skis I had. And yet, when Discord came running by, they were no help. At that point, everything is just a blur. All I know is that when I finally woke up, I had a wicked stomach ache. It turns out that I ate my entire house. Like, the nails and everything. It’s a good thing that I live—er, lived—right next to the hospital. Discord still hasn’t apologized.



The second time was when that crazy mare Trixie came back to town, claiming that she was the best in the world, or whatever. Honestly, I was fine with her taking over—again, not that I have a problem with Twilight, or anything. I mean, they’re just two unicorns, y’know? They’ve both got horns, they’re both obnoxiously loud. What’s the real difference? I said that in front of Rarity once, though, and she kicked me, so I guess that's kind of offensive.



Everything was going okay, until Trixie put that dome around the town and split my house in half. That time, the town wouldn’t even pay for the repairs; I had to do it all myself. Again, I didn’t vote for Mayor Mare.



The last time was just a few days ago, when Tirek tried to take over Equestria. I was at my window, watching the battle between him and Twilight. They were swooping around, flying through mountains, shooting giant balls of fire from their mouths and stuff, like it was a Power Ponies comic or something. I vividly remember a massive plume of magic shooting straight for my head, and me throwing myself to the floor—only for the blast to pass my house completely and hit Twilight’s old library. When even the Princess is getting her house destroyed, you know there’s a problem.



Anyway, Twilight defeated Tirek, and everyone was celebrating, hoorah hoorah. But then this giant freakin’ crystal tree starts erupting from the ground. Everyone’s ‘oohing’ and ‘aahing’ at it—but all I can do is watch as one of its roots rips right through my bathroom, sending my toilet flying across town. I think it landed in Rarity’s garden, though, so karma I guess.



So I’m leaving. And look: it’s not like I regret living in Ponyville, or anything like that. Like I said, I have nothing against it. This is where I grew up! I learned how to ski in the hills around town, and earned my cutie mark for it. But there comes a time when every stallion has got to move on, y’know? Also, I’d like to be able to do my business without having to worry about stupid diamond roots.



So I’m moving out to this little town near Mount Trottingham. According to the brochure I read, it just got founded a couple of years back, and they’re looking for ponies with diverse cutie marks. The letter was signed by some mare… Starbright or something? She looked cute in the pictures. Weird cutie mark, though. Probably a math teacher.



It sounds pretty nice—after all, it’s basically just a row of buildings. Sure, there’s probably not many places to ski, but then again, what do I want more? Skiing? Or a freakin’ roof over my head?
      

      
   
      Because That's What Awesome Ponies Do


      

      
      
         “Because I’m awesome,” Rainbow Dash said, taking another long drink of the sweet and warm hard cider Applejack had brought to the Gala. Her head felt light and dizzy. “And awesome ponies get to do whatever they want.”



“It’s just not proper!” Rarity said, making a face at her from across the table Dash and all her friends were sitting around in the Canterlot Castle banquet hall.



Dash rolled her eyes, and took the opportunity give Princess Luna another once over. Luna sat with her sister at a table on the other side of the hall. She looked lonely and tired. “Since when do I care about proper?”



“You’re gonna embarrass yourself,” Applejack said, sounding bored. “Again.”



“You’re going to embarrass me again,” Twilight groaned. “Didn’t you learn anything from last time?”



“Hey, the only reason Celestia said no was because she knows that you’ve had sunstroke ever since you first got a good look at that big yellow mark on her flanks.” Rainbow Dash stood up from her chair, and barely wobbled at all. “Unless you’re, like, star struck on Luna’s butt, too, I think I’ll be fine.”



“Rainbow,” Twilight begged, “please don’t do this.”



“Too late.” Dash stuck her tongue out at them and jumped up into the air and over the table. After the room got right side up again, Dash picked Luna out of the crowd and flew straight for her. Some stupid pony had put a buffet table and hanging chandelier in her way, but Dash knocked those over easily enough and landed with a somersault onto Celestia and Luna’s table.



“Heya, Princess!” she said, striking a pose. “How’s it going?”



Celestia and Luna exchanged a glance, and then Celestia smiled delicately and said, “Very well, thank you for asking, Rainbow Dash. But perhaps you should—”



“Blah blah blah, not talking to you,” Dash said, focusing on Luna. “You had your chance.”



Celestia’s eyes widened, but she kept quiet.



“So, Princess Luna!” Dash said, grinning and tilting her head to the side to stay balanced. “How’s it going?”



Luna stared blankly for a moment, probably struck dumb at receiving the attentions of a future Wonderbolt and Equestrian hero, and then cleared her throat and said, “I am doing w—”



“Blah blah blah, I don’t care about that, either.” Dash sauntered forward across the table, wiggling her hips attractively, and swept her hoof forward trying to get it around Luna’s neck. But somehow she missed, almost certainly due to a trick of the light, and her hoof only hit air. But she expertly caught herself from falling off the table. “So, Luna,” Dash said, lowering her voice and leaning forward, “word on the street is that you haven’t had a taste of tail since your return, and that's crazy, because, and let me lay some straight facts down on your lap here, you’re hot, you’re cool, and you’re way more fun than Princess Uptight Sunbutt over there.”



Luna blinked, her face expressionless. Celestia giggled.



“So here are some other facts,” Dash continued. “I’ve got two tickets to the Wonderbolt show this weekend and no pony to go with. I’ve also got the hottest flanks of anypony at this lame-o party. So whaddya say?”



For a long while, Luna didn’t say anything. And neither did anypony else. Dash realized that the banquet hall had gone completely silent except for Celestia’s giggling and a dull thump that was probably Twilight’s forehead hitting her table. Dash also realized that she was standing in a bowl of mashed potatoes. As the silence stretched on, sweat slipped down her forehead and she wondered if she had made a terrible mistake.



But Luna smiled. “That sounds wonderful. I’d love to go with you.”



“Sweet. We can hammer out the details later. See ya then.” Dash turned around to leave, but Luna touched her shoulder. “What’s up?”



Luna leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek. “Thank you,” she said.



“No problem.” Dash hopped off the table and went back to her friends.



“You are such an ass sometimes,” Rarity said when Dash sat back down.



“Yeah, well I bet I’m the first pony to ask her out in, like, a thousand years. How would you feel if everypony was too busy acting too ‘proper’ or nervous around you to ever ask you out on a date?” Dash said. “And if I’m an ass, then I’m an ass with a date with a princess. So yuck that up.”
      

      
   
      Gossamer


      

      
      
         Silk and gossamer were nothing alike. Anypony who knew the the silkworm's singular flawless thread could never be satisfied with that ratty spider mishmesh. Those who thought otherwise were simply not Rarity.



The fashionista conducted a riot of colorful cloth all over her workroom. The swarm of earthy blues and greens flitted about two ponequins as needles and thread sewed them into two dresses. A box by the door was marked to the Peachbottom residence with gratitude for their business.



Trim the hemming. Green ribbon for the straw hats. A few red apple accents for one, a rooster clasp for the other. Just the bodices left. A roll of silk floated to her cutting table. She drew out a measure and chalked it down, but when she pulled a second, the roll was bare.



No bother. Rarity reached out for more green silk but felt nothing save empty spools. It took a second for the failure of her meticulous inventory to register. She peered into all the cabinets just to make sure.



It so happened that her inventory was exactly as meticulous as she thought. There was one bolt of green left, but no silkworm had woven it. She flipped through her records: Lunday - 10 LG. silk. But no silk could be so uncouth. She could feel the... and the weave had this...



It just was, and everything was ruined forever.



The clock struck three, bringing Rarity back to two not-bodices. She dumped the gossamer on the chalking table and rummaged through the rest of her silks. But the week was nearly done and so too were her supplies. For a moment she humored a wool or cotton, but dull and sleek simply did not mix.



At last, she slumped at the table. To either side was a paper pattern: one a rooster, the other an apple. She brushed them aside, but could not bring herself to lay out the peculiar textile.



Her eye drifted to the rooster. Or perhaps she could.



She put the rooster atop the gossamer and rummaged through the shipping box. The order said nothing about particular fabrics, but at the top: Carousel Boutique: Our Best for Yours.



The rooster glowed and slid aside as she returned. Her eye fell to the apple. Applejack was not exactly particular. Rarity found herself arranging the pattern this way and that. The poor mare was counting on her to make just right what she could hardly see: from the accessories to the fabr- 



The apple drifted to the table. She needed a long deep breath. Then another.



She trotted to the ponequins. That seam was too obvious. How could she have used a cross-stitch there? She fussed, unfussed, and refussed until the two dresses were exactly as she had found them.



The clock chimed the afternoon away.



Rarity sat again at her chalking table. The outlines were perfect: she had checked. Thrice. Every last tracemark was shaved from the patterns. She even sharpened the chalk. Now her hoof drifted from silk to gossamer. Were they really that different?



They were to her.








A bell tingled downstairs. "Hey Rarity, you around!?" Applejack called.



Rarity sat bolt upright. "A-a moment, please!"



"Well, we're in a bit of a hurry, if ya don't mind."



"Yes, yes, of course." Rarity shut her eyes, mixed the fabrics, and grabbed.



Whatever it was, it was certainly not one strand. She started to mix again before she realized what she was doing. The silk and rooster flew off the table, and she traced apples until the chalk warmed. Measure twice, cut once. Something with a lot of needles. The next thing she remembered was the apple bodice around the ponequin's neck. 



The door creaked open. "Uh, Rares?"



Rarity whirled about. "I'materriblefriendit'sawfulpleaseforg-h-h-h-hivemeeeeee!"



Applejack found herself patting her friend's back as Rarity slumped over her shoulder. She looked at the dress sidelong. "So it's just as good as the rest of your fabulous fashions that Canterlot can't get enough of."



"B-but-"



"Anything need fixin'?"



"It's just that- well... you see..." All the words dribbled out of her mouth. "It's... nothing." She looked to the floor. "As usual."



"Darn toot'n." Applejack gave the ponequin a buck, sending the ensemble airborne. She stepped under and came out dressed, hat and all. "Perfect fit as usual. Thanks a million, Rares. Now if you'll excuse me-"



Rarity's eyes clung to the gossamer all the way out the door.



Nothing at all.
      

      
   
      Speak Easy


      

      
      
         The speak-easy was closed, or so the sign said, but behind the vacant façade the Sheriff could hear the tinkle of liquor hitting the bottom of a glass. He knocked on the door, two sharp taps, and inside someone cursed softly.



"You gonna open these doors, Braeburn, or do I have to buck my way in?"



There was silence from the other side, and then, "Come in if you want, Sheriff. I'm not stopping you."



The Sheriff hesitated. He didn't quite know what to expect when he entered. There might be a trap. It didn't seem likely, but then Braeburn hadn't seemed to type to put another stallion in the dust either, and he'd been wrong on that count. 



He shook his head. He would have to take the chance.



The Sheriff pushed open the doors and stepped inside.



After the antiseptic brightness of the desert, his eyes could make out only shadows and darkness. He focused on his hearing, searching for the faint rustle or click that would signal an attack.



Nothing.



The Sheriff let himself relax.



Once his eyes adjusted, the Sheriff picked his way over to the bar and pulled up a stool. Beside him, sitting in front of an empty bottle, sat his suspect.



He was an earth pony, his mane and coat the colour of corn husks. He slouched against the counter like an empty sack of wheat and hid his face beneath a hat that had obviously been well-cared for. There was a faint whiff of apples about him as well as something bitter. The whiskey? It didn’t matter; what mattered was that he didn’t appear jittery or aggressive -- just tired.



No sense waiting.



The Sheriff cleared his throat. “It’s impolite to wear your hat inside, Braeburn. Didja Pa not teach you that?”



The stallion let out a bark of laughter. “Sheriff, in all honesty, I think I’m in enough trouble already. I don’t think a li’l bit of bad manners is going to make much of a difference.” 



“I s’pose not. Still.”



Braeburn sighed, took off his hat. 



“Are you here to arrest me?”



“Maybe.”



“Maybe?” Braeburn’’s face twisted in confusion. “I got him right in the face, Sheriff. He didn’t see it coming. No time to react. I took him down, and nothing I say can change that.”



“No, it can’t,” the Sheriff said, picking his words carefully. “But it can change what happens next. Be honest with me. Why did you do it?”



“Honesty . . .” Braeburn toyed with the rim of his hat. “You ever wonder how arrogant we are?”



“Us?”



“Ponies.”



The Sheriff shook his head. “Can’t say I have.”



“We walk this land like we own it, but up ‘til recent times this land was wild and dangerous. Not a place for pony folk.” Braeburn smiled sadly. “Now look at it. We’ve got a prosperous town and an orchard and the best dance and music in the West. This land ain’t nothing like it was and no one cares.”



Braeburn looked down, and the Sheriff saw with some surprise that he was close to tears. “‘Cept that isn’t true. I care. I can feel the difference we’ve made and the difference we’re making, and I know it ain’t right. Earth ponies are meant to live with the land. We’re meant to nurture it, not demolish and rebuild it how we see fit, like that pony from the Company would have us do.”



The Sheriff rubbed the bridge of his nose and sighed. “Then why didn’t you jus’ tell him that?”



“I tried to, but he wouldn’t listen. Called me an ignorant hick.” Braeburn glowered. “So I went home and I baked myself a pie, and . . . well, you know the rest.”



The Sheriff nodded. “Was that an Apple Family recipe?”



“Yeah.” Braeburn cocked his head. “How’d you know?”



“It was evidence. The flavour might have been important.”



Braeburn looked at him, then laughed and shook his head. “I’ll bake you another if it gets me outta jail.”



“That won’t be necessary,” said the Sheriff. “I ain’t gonna lock you up, but I do need you to come with me and apologise to that company fella. And then I want you to talk to him again. Be passionate and patient. He’ll listen.”



“Will he?”



“He ain’t evil, son. Just ignorant.”



Braeburn took a deep breath and placed his hat in its rightful place.



“Alright,” he said. “Let’s have ourselves a chat.”
      

      
   
      Monsters


      

      
      
         We were in the middle of a perfectly ordinary dinner when Father abruptly paused, turning from his half-finished squash casserole to steadily look at my younger brother and me and state: “I saw a changeling underneath your bed today.”



Mother frowned. “Stop it. You’ll scare them.”



“Don’t worry,” he continued, as if discussing the weather. “I’ll take care of it after supper.”



Once we had finished eating, Father went to the hall closet and dug around in the back for the bag that held his golf clubs. He selected a nine iron, firmly clenching it in his teeth.



He made sure to shut the door to our room behind him, leaving my brother and I outside, unsure whether we should cheer or help or go hide in the attic. There was a grunt, then a thump. Metal pinged off metal and I winced at the sound of glass breaking. More thumps sounded, spaced further and further apart until one final strike caused the door to rattle. Father’s muffled voice came: “And stay out!”



He opened the door, and set aside the now slightly bent club. “I broke your lamp,” he informed us. “Don’t go in until your mother can clean up the glass.”



Later that night, laying in bed with my brother curled up next to me, sleep eluded me. 



Father had always been considered particularly eccentric, even for an artist. Nopony would say such to him directly, but I could not count the occasions in which, ignored by my elders, I overheard fragments of tactfully-phrased whispers that inevitably preceded an: “Oh, that explains so much.”



I also knew that many thought I had inherited his peculiarities in full. But he and I had a connection, and I knew that his quirks were never arbitrary delusions. He acted simply and with purpose, only in ways that the average pony could not grasp. 



Perhaps his display had been a ruse, intended to reassure my brother, who often found himself plagued by nightmares.



But another theory troubled my mind. What if my father had indeed seen a changeling, and approached the matter with customary honesty? If that had been the case, it raised an unsettling question:



What if the changeling had won the fight?



I was unable to find solace in dreams. The next morning, I found Father sitting at the table, eating an orange. I went to the refrigerator, not looking at him as I scanned the shelves. I selected an apple that looked fresh. 



We had plenty, and why not? It had always been Father’s customary breakfast.



From that moment onwards, I kept track of everything, carefully testing my suspicions. I checked our room, finding a splotch on the wooden floor, a stain of something imperceptibly darker. Was it still sticky? I could not determine if it was originally red or green.



When things ever-so-slightly changed over the next few weeks, I noticed. When Father took a break from his sculpture work, he trotted into the kitchen to surprise Mother with a kiss. In the afternoons, he acceded to my brother’s urgings to go and play in the yard where previously he might have complained of being too tired. 



I noticed him watching me back, eyes slightly narrowed and brow creased in concern. I could disguise my suspicion, but I could not hide the way realization had choked out any love towards the creature in Father’s fur. He said nothing, only crept closer and closer to Mother and my brother, and more distant from me.



I couldn't risk checking out books from the library so I read in the aisles, picking through encyclopedias and bestiaries for information. I could not go to the authorities. I would resolve my problems on my own.



I chose Father's Day as the most fitting opportunity to act. Early in the morning, I rose, trotting past Mother in the kitchen and into Father’s studio. I nosed through his tools, selecting a thin chisel to carry back to his bedroom, where he lay twisted in the sheets, breathing steadily.



I had chosen his sharpest tool because I was uncertain if the chitinous exoskeleton would persist in disguise. As it turned out, the chisel sank deep into his chest with hardly any effort at all. His eyes flew open, some word choking out of his throat only to die on his lips.



I calmly waited, as the books all said that changelings revert to their natural form on expiration. 



But of course, books could be wrong, too.
      

      
   
      So Our Children May Live


      

      
      
         Lycaenidae limped towards the tent. The burning sun was hot on her black chitinous shell, and the desert sands that had leaked into the cracks of her armor scraped and chafed with every step. Her gossamer wings lay torn and useless at her sides.



She avoided putting weight on her right foreleg, from which arose a smell like algae on a still summer pond. It had been broken in the fall after their defeat by the ponies at Canterlot, now a week past.



She passed hundreds of her brothers and sisters, lying broken and lost and exhausted in the heat of the sun. Those closest to passing moaned and cried out. The rest stayed still and quiet. Past them lay the featureless sandy brown dunes of the desert that stretched past the edge of every horizon.



Lycaenidae reached the entrance to the tent. Entrance was barred by two guards, two of the few uninjured.



“I need to see her,” Lycaenidae said, her voice hoarse, breath painful.



“Queen Chrysalis is not taking visitors.”



Lycaenidae stood up straighter, ignoring the pain in her leg and chest. “I am the Queen’s chief lieutenant. She will see me.”



“The Queen ordered us not to let anyone inside.”



Lycaenidae ground her teeth. If she hadn’t been wounded, if she hadn’t gone a week without a meal, all it would have taken was a casual flick of her magic to cast the two drones aside. But in her current state, all she could do was shout. And so shout she would.



But just as she opened her mouth, a weak voice called from inside the tent, “Let her in.”



The two guards quickly shuffled out of her way, and Lycaenidae scowled at them as she passed inside.



The tent was bare except for a rug and a few cushions. Lycaenidae couldn’t guess at where they had been found. On the cushions lay Chrysalis, her Queen, her mother.



Chrysalis lay on her side, head rested on a cushion, her legs twisted unnaturally beneath her. The rug beneath her was wet with a liquid dark and heavy. The air felt humid and smelled of sickness.



“Lycaenidae, my beautiful daughter,” Chrysalis said, smiling.



“My Queen,” Lycaenidae spit out the word. “We have already waited here a week, and our situation is bleak. I need to know what your plans are. What are we going to do?”



“Do?” Chrysalis chuckled. “Why, nothing, of course.”



“Nothing?” Lycaenidae repeated, trying to keep her anger in check.



“Yes,” Chrysalis said.



“A thousand changelings, a thousand of your children lay bleeding and starving outside this tent,” Lycaenidae said, voice a growl. “Hundreds have already died, and you propose that we sit here and do nothing?”



“What can we do now but go quiet and die?” Chrysalis asked, raising a limp hoof off the floor.



“Traitor!” Lycaenidae shouted, stomping forward and stumbling on her leg. A horrible pain wracked her chest. “You traitor! You promised when we attacked Canterlot that our hive’s future would be secured, that our hive would live on forever. Yet we lie here defeated and destroyed!”



Chrysalis looked at her with sad, pained eyes. “My daughter, my foolish pathetic little daughter, you see so very little. Do you really think I would stake our hive’s future on such a foolish and rash plan as an open attack on the ponies’ capital? That I would reveal myself to their Princess so brazenly?”



“But… you promised,” Lycaenidae said, breathing heavily, every breath a struggle. “You promised me.”



“And you performed your role perfectly,” Chrysalis said, and laughed hoarsely. “Your pitiful failed attack on Canterlot Castle has convinced the ponies that not only have they banished all changelings from their kingdom, but that their clumsy spells can detect and defeat a disguised changeling.”



Lycaenidae's vision blurred. “It was… a ruse?”



“During my time as that simpering princess, I was able to smuggle thousands of our kind all across Equestria. They remain there now, and their children forever will, with a limitless supply of love.”



“But… what about me? I was your chief lieutenant, your first born daughter!”



“You will die,” Chrysalis said simply. “And so will I. But know that through your sacrifice, my promise will be fulfilled. Our hive will live on forever.”



“You…” Lycaenidae fell hard onto her side. Her chest felt tight. She couldn’t catch her breath. “You promised me…”



“Rest now, my wretched daughter. Your part is finished.”



Lycaenidae’s eyes closed. The sand felt cool on her cheek.
      

      
   
      Fighter


      

      
      
         Snow muffled the sound of Octavia’s grey hooves as she trudged, head down, through the empty back streets of Canterlot’s eighth district. The drifting snow dimmed the light of windows, Hearth’s Warming decorations, and gas lamps along the sidewalk. But Octavia knew her way by heart.



Octavia rounded a corner and came to a stop. Turning, she peered into the darkened windows of Scrollwork’s shop. She could recall the warm smell of wood and the rhythmic scraping as he worked, carving out violins, guitars, and other instruments. She had become best friends with his rambunctious unicorn granddaughter here. She had earned her cutie mark here. She smiled briefly at the thought before turning away and moving further down the street towards her destination.



Her parents had not been as pleased.








Once, when both of her parents had been home for dinner, she had asked why her teachers never taught her anything about art, music, or literature. Her mother had rolled her eyes while her father set down his tableware and turned to regard her.



“Octavia, when you have a better understanding of the value of more marketable goods you will receive instruction in the appraisal of such things.”



“But Father, I mean I want to learn how to do these things. To paint, to sing, to write… Maybe I’ll find my special talent!”



Her father sighed. “Child, your future lies in finance with your mother and I, not rotting away in some gutter. There is no value in creating art. A musician or an artist does not live by the work of their hooves, even a lowly tradespony at least has that. No, it’s by the grace of their patrons who in turn become enriched through the dissemination of these works and the elevation among their peers. The only value in art is as a commodity: a thing to be owned, bought, or sold.”



The next day she snuck away from her tutors, determined to go to a library and teach herself how to be a great artist, musician, or writer. Or all of them.



Her six year old hooves had not made it very far.



She stared into window in wonder at all the instruments on display. There were violins, bigger violins, and really big violins! And other instruments she didn’t know the name of. And a pair of magenta eyes peering back at her from between two of the largest violins. Octavia gasped and toppled over sideways. The store’s door opened and moments later a pair of small white hooves helped her up.



A unicorn filly smiled at her. “Hi! You okay?”



Over the months and years Octavia kept finding ways to sneak away. She had been caught and scolded many times but she would always find a way to spend time down at the luthier’s shop. She learned how to help test the instruments and loved the pure, clean sounds they could produce, and, after a few years, she was able to play most of them reliably.



The day she decided to tell her parents of her intention to audition for the Canterlot Conservatory of Music had been the day her mark appeared. It had been the day her parents disowned her.








Octavia sat on a bench across the street from her foalhood home, looking up at its darkened windows. She had heard that they had moved away to Trottingham after her engagement was announced but only now, with the empty building before her could she finally feel that last tie to her past slip away. A white limb around her shoulder and a kiss on the cheek shocked her out of her reverie.



“Hi, Tavi. You okay?”



Octavia blinked. “How--”



Vinyl hugged her tighter. “Please. I probably knew you were gonna come here even before you did. So, you okay?”



“I--I don’t know. I wish things had been--I mean, they’re gone. They’re completely gone.”



“Does that matter? Do you regret your life? Do you regret… us?”



Octavia shook her head. “Of course not. But I still miss them. They don’t deserve it but I do.”



“You know who missed you tonight? Me, your quartet, and all your friends at the pagent’s afterparty. You’re a fighter, Tavi, and you’ve earned more of a family than they would have ever given you.”



“You’re right.” Ocatvia stood and brushed snow out of her bangs. “Let’s head back to the party.” She turned, and with her heart full, left the emptiness of her past behind.
      

      
   
      All Right


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash shot up from her chair, opting instead to pace back and forth. Her tense muscles were hurting, and her flared wings showcased several feathers pointing in unnatural directions and a few more missing. Her eyes, framed by dark circles and a bruised face, were fixed on a closed sterile-white door. As the taste of blood filled her mouth, she forced herself to stop biting her lips.



"I shouldn't have put her through that. It was dangerous, and I knew it, I thought she could – I just, should have thought..."



A nurse emerged from the door, and Rainbow was upon her immediately.



"Is she okay!?"



The nurse said she would be, told Rainbow to relax. Got her to sit down on a sofa, pulled out paper and a pen. She just had to ask some questions.



– Were they related?



Rainbow was pretty much her big sister.



 – But where they actually related?



Not really, but...



 – What had happened?



It was an accident.



 – What had happened, exactly?



"I messed up. I should have known, I... UGH, stupid stupid stupid!" Rainbow thought.



Just an accident. They had been flying and lost control.



 – She could fly?



Just barely, Rainbow had helped her.



The nurse jotted a few more words, then gave Rainbow a curt nod. "That would be all. You may talk to her if you want; she's awake."



Rainbow Dash entered the room. In a white bed with white linens lay a mess of orange and purple covered with white bandages.



"Hey, squirt." Her voice almost cracked, and she swallowed. "H-how you feeling?"



"Rainbow!" Scootaloo lit up. She made to sit up, grimacing, but Rainbow was over in a heartbeat and held a hoof against her shoulder.



"Just, relax, okay?" Rainbow smiled, but it felt unnatural. "How are you?"



"The doc said I broke a bunch of stuff, but it doesn't –" She stared at Rainbow bruised face, sunken-in eyes, and drooping ears. "Wow. You look waaay worse than me."



"Don't worry about me, okay?" Rainbow insisted. "You're not in pain?"



"Not at all." Scootaloo shrugged, frowned when she realised doing so hurt, and gave a sheepish smile instead. "They gave me some pills. I feel pretty great, actually. Honest."



Rainbow smiled briefly, then turned and blinked away some tears. It was windy outside. The grass billowed and the trees creaked and swayed in time to the gusts of air flowing through their small town. Leaves danced in the air, and a soft, sideways morning rain pattered against the window.



"Should have known better..."



"You should maybe get some sleep, you know?"



"I'm all right, Scootaloo." Rainbow sighed. "It'll be fine."



They went quiet, until Scootaloo broke the silence with a giggle.



Rainbow looked back, and was met with dreamy eyes and a big grin. Rainbow raised a tired eyebrow, but couldn't help a faint smile herself.



"What?"



"I know I'll have to stay here for a while, and it'll be aaages before I can walk right –" she rolled her eyes, "– buuut it was pretty awesome."



Rainbow's smile faltered.



"No," she thought. "No, no, it wasn't."



"I mean, the weather was perfect – well, at first." Scootaloo chuckled. "And you were so cool! Looping and diving and doing tricks all over the place!



"And when I messed up and fell, you swooped down and caught me and everything!" Scootaloo grinned larger than ever. "Sure, we crashed anyway, but you totally saved me!"



"It was my fault in the first place!" Rainbow couldn't say anything.



"So all this stuff?" Scootaloo waved a bandaged leg around, before looking back at Rainbow. "Totally. Worth. It. We'll have to do that again!"



Rainbow bit her lip, hard, and tasted blood again. Scootaloo's young eyes, eager and full of hope and worship, bore straight through her.



"Yeah, squirt." She swallowed. "Of course we will."
      

      
   
      Organized Chaos


      

      
      
         There was a note in the Harmony-colored bouquet: "It's time." It was hastily scrawled—which is to say, the parchment itself was; cruder and less real than the flowers—and before Celestia's eyes it collapsed in upon itself, slipping out of reality amid the scent of lilac and paradox.



She looked into his eyes, surprised. His wink was oversold. Poor theater, but it would fool the others.








"I regret betraying Twilight to Tirek," he told her, as they sipped tea behind the curtains of the fifth dimension.



The panic that had been dancing behind her ribs stabbed into her heart, and she tried to keep it out of her tone. "I'm sorry. I was so scared of him—I shouldn't have ever involved you—"



"Celly." His tone was firm. Weary. For a moment, she heard a voice thousands of years gone. "It's not your fault. I want it to be, but I can't fool myself this time. I made a choice that I regret, and you know what that means."



"Maybe you just need some perspective," she said quickly. "Let's talk about this. I can help. Luna and I are the world's leading experts on regrets."



Discord laughed. "Your idea of fixing this is talking sense into me? Really?"



Her muzzle flushed. "Friendship transcends order and chaos—"



"But this isn't a friendship problem, it's a chaos problem. You know that. As soon as I start regretting my actions, my guilt becomes a restriction. I'm sabotaging my own purpose."



"My old friend," she said. "Please—"



"I'm cashing in your promise," he said. "It's time to retire. Find me a replacement who has no regrets."








"You've got to be kidding me."



Celestia put on the room's only smile. "I assure you, she is not in the habit of kidding."



Discord stared at Miss Harshwhinny, then back at Celestia. "You have reduced me to speechlessness. This? It is me telling you I am literally speechless."



Harshwhinny's frown deepened. "You mean figuratively. If you were literally speechless—"



"Oh, hush." Discord briefly clamped his eagle-claw around her muzzle, and a floating image of a crossed-out speaker appeared above her head. He turned to Celestia. "Your idea for the avatar of Chaos is the pony who Twilight Sparkle turns to for list-making advice? A pony whose job is literally, in the pedantic sense, evaluating locations for adherence to rules?"



Celestia wingshrugged. "She's the only pony I've spoken to who's regret-free. I recall that being your sole criterion." She suppressed a smirk. "Literally."



"Buh. Glrk." Discord's muzzle curled into a grimace, and he whirled back to Harshwhinny. "For Me's sake, how is that even possible? You're an ex-athlete in an administrative job you barely tolerate! You're divorced and estranged from your children! Your whole life should be one big regret!"



Harshwhinny swatted the ghostly symbol out of the air and turned an imperious stare toward the draconequus. "That, sir, would imply I had done something wrong." She glanced at Celestia. "Are we done here, Your Highness? If you're reassigning me, I'll need the day to delegate my current duties to my worthless assistants."



"I don't believe there's anything more to discuss," Celestia said. She looked up to the ceiling and put a hoof on her chin, casting a sideways glance at Discord. "Although…if you think you'd regret retiring more than you regret continuing to be Chaos incarnate…"








The afterparty at Donut Joe's was somewhat larger than usual, owing to the Grand Galloping Gala having ended in flames. Flaming ice, to be specific, which chased ponies around while shouting knock-knock jokes. The fireponies' clouds had also frozen and burst into flames, and they'd finally settled on slapping a giant magical bubble around Canterlot Castle to let everything burn out overnight.



Celestia staggered in, gasping for breath—tears streaming down her face, a grin plastered to her muzzle. Discord was, uncharacteristically, sitting quietly in the corner. She levitated a creme-filled donut to him, taking one for herself and sitting by his side.



"So," she said, taking a bite and swallowing before speaking, "between your little feud with Fluttershy and your response to Blueblood's insult, you quite thoroughly wrecked my castle tonight."



"I really did, didn't I." A grin slowly spread across his face. "Should I regret it?"



Her only response was to burst back into laughter. He joined her.
      

      
   
      Fallen Foes


      

      
      
         “It would seem that this is the end of the line for you, my old enemy.” 



I speak the words softly as the green glow of healing magic fades from my tail-hand. Removing the appendage from your chest, my fingers gently close your blankly staring eyes. Really, Mrs. Do, a heart attack while dodging a paltry few falling rocks? I knew the years were catching up with you, but this…



This is not how I expected things to end. If I am to be honest with you, I had forgotten that they would end. That you, like everything else, would eventually fade away into dust, memories, and oblivion. Do you have any idea of what an accomplishment that is? To make one such as I forget, even briefly, that all things end? All the ruins you explored, all the traps you evaded, the relics you discovered, the plots you foiled. 



Did you even realize that your greatest achievement was making me feel alive again? 



Me, an immortal who has seen eternity. Who has watched ages pass. Who has seen his own civilization fade from life, to memory, to myth, and then to nothing. Everything my people made, every wonder we left behind, lost and forgotten. 



I can still remember the day we first met. The look of shock on your face when you woke me from my slumber in that ‘Ancient Tomb of Evil.’ Did it never occur to you that despite all the dire warnings, the ominous carvings, the deadly traps and clever puzzles, there was nothing actually keeping me in my so called ‘prison?’ I will admit that my décor may have been a bit melodramatic. But its purpose was not to keep me in but to keep troublesome trespassers such as yourself out. When I constructed that place, I wished to be left alone. To wallow in my ennui and sleep away the centuries. To avoid the pointless trivialities of existence until existence itself came to an end. 



Would you believe that upon awakening my first act was going to be berating you for disturbing my slumber? I would merely have cast you out, dusted off my hands, and returned to my fugue state.



But you spoke first. I can still recall your words:



“An evil monster! Jinkies! What villainy have I unleashed upon the world?”



As I am sure you’ve noticed, I have something of a flair for the dramatic. I could hardly allow a line such as that to pass! You expected a villain, so I gave you one. As overblown, megalomaniacal, and melodramatic a villain as there ever was. When I ‘fled’ my ‘prison,’ I merely planned to wander the world for a few moons. See how little of the world I once knew remained. Then return to my slumber once a certain winged house crasher had left. 



But you... you followed me. Tracked me. Stalked and harassed me. So quick to leap into action! So quick to leap to conclusions! You had such fire, such passion and determination! Such drive and energy! All directed towards defeating me your nemesis.



It was magnificent!



Is it any wonder I went to such lengths to fulfil the role you set for me? The ridiculous speeches, the flawed death traps, the clueless minions? Did you truly believe the baubles I ‘sought’ meant anything to me? Watching you rescue a few small scraps the past from oblivion was the true prize.



And now you are gone. And already the world grows cold without your fire, your passion. Perhaps it is time I returned to my slumber?



“You! You killed her! You killed my mother!” And suddenly there is an angry pegasus filly before me. I had not realized you brought your daughter on this little quest.

 

I wish I could comfort her. Tell her that you meant as much to me as you did to her. Tell her that in the pain of your loss, we are siblings. 



But I cannot. 



I am the villain. That is the role you cast me in. The mantle I happily accepted and embraced over these few, short decades. 



“You’re going to regret killing Mommy!” Your daughter growls at me, and I must say Mrs. Dashing Do, your daughter has certainly inherited your passion. The fire in her eyes is unquenched by the tears pouring out of them. It is difficult, giving her a proper villainous sneer.



“Miss Daring Do, I am the immortal Ahuizotl. I regret nothing.” 



Perhaps sleep can wait.


      

      
   
      Cutie Mark Crusaders Diarists, YAY!


      

      
      
         Ohmygosh today was amazing! Rainbow Dash took me flying and everything! Me and the girls didn’t get our cutie marks, but I think that’s probably for the best. This wasn’t exactly our best idea ever.



Anyway, gotta rush. I have so many chores to do, but I guess that’s just the price for being awesome.



—Scootaloo








3/2/03



AJ’s downstairs talking with the mayor, and I’m meant to be doing my homework before starting on all the chores I’ve been given. I thought I’d use this time to write what I could in my journal, though. I don't know how much time I'll have to wr



If I’m honest, even though today could’ve gone a whole lot better, I don’t think it was a complete failure. We may have caused more damage than we ever have before, and Granny may say that I’m lucky I’ve only got chores and ain’t locked up in a cell, and we’re still blank flanks it wasn’t our most productive day ever, but I do think we’ve all learned a valuable lesson. AJ and her friends are off on dangerous adventures all the time, and they always learn a lesson and that makes it all okay, so we probably did the right thing.



Actually, we learned a whole load of lessons, now I stop and think about it. Scootaloo’s pretty good at taking charge in emergencies (which I wouldn’t have ever guessed) and Sweetie Belle’s good at yelling for help (which I would.) Also, it turns out garden hoses are stronger than they look, but not very good at putti








Dear Diary,



Okay, so the fire might have been just the teensiest, tiniest bit entirely my fault. Scoots and Bloom would probably say that they were to blame, too, but “Cutie Mark Crusaders Firemares Yay” was my idea and Rarity says I should own up when I do something wrong. It was only a little bit wrong, though, because how was I supposed to know that thatched roofs burned so quickly, or that the fire would spread from one house to another like that?



I guess Scootaloo might be a little bit at fault, too, because she was the one who pointed out that we couldn’t be firemares without there being a fire to put out. We tried waiting for one, we really did! But it was taking so long and we couldn’t find any fires anywhere, so Scoots suggested we try making one, just a little one, and then putting it out. We were going to put it out right away, so it wouldn’t be dangerous or anything, and if we set fire to a bit of roof the ponies below would be safe because we learned this week that heat goes up.



Cheerilee never taught us that burning roofs fall down! Of course, we were on the roof, too, so Scoots and I fell right into Miss Heartstrings’ bathroom, and Bloom was swinging from the burning roof because she had the hose held in her mouth and it had gotten caught on one of those beam-thingys. Scootaloo ran out of the bathroom to try to find Miss Heartstrings, while I tried to reach AB with my magic to help her down.



I don’t quite remember what happened next, ‘cos the smoke was getting thicker and I was really, really scared. I think I probably yelled a lot, because the next thing I know the three of us are scooped up in Rainbow Dash’s legs and flying away from the fire, which had almost reached the town hall. I don’t think Mayor Mare was too happy about that. She was at the boutique earlier talking with Rarity, ‘cos Mom and Dad are on another dumb vacation, and she sounded pretty angry.



So you see, half of Ponyville burning to the ground might have been my fault, but at least I didn’t mean for it to happen, right? And now I know I’m not meant to be a firemare, which is a relief because fires are scary. Sure, all three of us are in lots of trouble, which sucks, and we have to do a bunch of community service, which is basically like doing more chores and also sucks, but at least nopony got hurt. And, at the end of the day, isn’t that what really matters?



~Sweetie x








Oh, yeah, forgot to mention. Kinda maybe accidentally sorta burned the house down. At least this dumb diary survived, right?



—Scootaloo
      

      
   
      Pink


      

      
      
         “I hate this day.”



Octavia’s eyes danced from her textbook to her roommate and back. She did a double take.



Vinyl had become a pink explosion. Pink hooves, pink face, pink eyes. Her mane extended in all directions in spikes of hot magenta that radiated fuchsia sparks.



“You’re pink.”



“No kidding!” The door slammed closed. Vinyl pressed  against the wood as if she were the only thing keeping the demons out. “Somepony’s pulling out all the stops. This is the mother of all pranking sprees!”



Octavia turned back to her homework. “Serves you right.”



“No, it does not!” Vinyl fled for the bathroom; the sound of running water arose. “Come on, come on… Sweet merciful Celestia, it’s not coming off!”



“So tell one of the professors,” Octavia called, pretending to read through her textbook.



“They’re in on it.”



Octavia’s head whipped to the door. “The professors are in on it?”



“Uh-huh.”



Octavia’s lips threatened to rebel against her determined effort to not grin. “Guess they finally got tired of your pranks. I hear Dr. Musky still finds gum in his mane.”



“That was three months ago!”



“Symphony had to buy a new violin.”



“How was I supposed to know it couldn’t hold Fancy’s weight?”



“Parish still can’t get his chords straight.”



“His memory will come back… eventually.”



“The clocktower is being used as a mouse shelter.”



“Like I’m to blame for Vento using the Piper’s flute?”



“And let’s not forget how Maud—”



“I get it, okay?” Vinyl, still more pink than any pony had a right to be, stomped out of the bathroom. “So I played a prank or two over the school year, so what? It doesn’t warrant making me look like a bucking fruitcake.”



“With an electric mane.”



“Somepony put a twittermite in my juice.”



Octavia shivered; she had to admit, that seemed a bit much. “Anything else?”



Vinyl rolled her head back with a groan. “Plenty! I got a donut from Joe’s and it had hot sauce in it, somepony replaced all my synthesizer settings with classical crap, Jet Set thinks I wrote him a love note, Fleur has a signed contract for me to model at the next junior fashion show, Shining Armor is on my tail for making his sister cry and I don’t even know what I did, and… and…”



Somehow managing to get a blush through the wall of pink, Vinyl put her hoof in Octavia’s face. “Smell.”



With both anticipation and dread, Octavia leaned forward and sniffed. Her muzzle was bombarded by the scent of strawberries. “Hmm, I like it.”



“I smell like a frou-frou pansy!”



“It’s still nice.”



“I don’t wanna smell nice!”



Octavia shrugged. “What do you want me to say?”



“I want you to help me get revenge!” Vinyl sat and rubbed her hooves together with a grin befitting a mad scientist. “I’m gonna get that pony back with the ultimate prank! But first I’ve gotta figure out who it is.”



One facehoof later, Octavia turned back to her homework. “Reward revenge with revenge? Vinyl, is it never going to end?”



“Vinyl Scratch always gets the last laugh!” Vinyl clapped her hooves with a grin, which promptly turned to a grimace as she got a whiff of her own fruity aroma. “Right after she takes a shower. I hope to Celestia this smell isn’t magically coated.”



“Vinyl, you really should consider—” Too late, the pony dove back into the bathroom and slammed the door. Octavia sighed… then gained a tiny, satisfied smile.



With timing so perfect it had to have been fate, there came a knock at the door. Octavia opened it to find a familiar grey pony, who stared at her with the dullest expression imaginable. “Hello, Octavia.”



Octavia sat back and crossed her hooves with a smirk. “Are you done?”



The pony reached into a pocked and pulled out a wrench. “Turned off your hot water.”



A scream rose from the bathroom. “Oh, come on!”



Octavia giggled. “I really didn’t think you were going to do it.”



If Tartarus could freeze over, Maud’s smile would have been the trigger. “Had to learn something from my sister.” She raised an eyebrow.



“Yes, yes.” Octavia waved a dismissive hoof. “I’ll be at Pinkie’s birthday party this weekend, as we agreed. I just hope she doesn’t ask me to perform the Hokey Pokey.”



“She will. She loves that song.”



Octavia shivered, then glanced at the bathroom as more delightful curses filled the air. She grinned.



“I regret nothing.”
      

      
   
      Seductress on the Prowl


      

      
      
             It was the third year of the reign of Celestia, the Unconquered Dawn, Vanquisher of the Night and sole Princess of Equestria, and tonight she had thrown another grand party, one of the endless celebrations she found cause for each week.



    The Princess roamed amongst the throng of ponies, and a drink always floated alongside her. She never stopped smiling, never stopped laughing, immersing herself in the energy of the crowd, yet always moving onwards, seeking...something.



    And then her eyes fell upon him, and she smiled. The stallion was of hardy stock, fit and young, and most importantly, new. Yes. He would do.



    “My, my, what brings you to my little...gathering?” she cooed as she stepped alongside him. Celestia laughed as he flinched, whinnied in startlement at her sudden appearance.



    “P-Princess! I didn’t see you! I - well, that - this is a wonderful party!”



    “That does not answer the question,” she chuckled, seating herself beside him. “Come, my little pony. What is your name? Where are you from?”



    “H-Heart Throb, your highness. My mother is Duchess Rose Blush, and she could not come tonight, so she asked me to come in her stead.”



    “You are Rose Blush’s colt?!” she cried out, turning heads, and then laughed and dropped her voice. “I had no idea she was keeping such a strapping young stud from me.” 



    “Yes, well, ah,” he began, “She had always said it was not time, yet, but this week she...said I had a duty to be here. That ‘The time has come for you to present yourself to the court’.”



    “Really,” she said, and a faint batter of her eyelashes coincided with an ignored little voice in the back of her mind. “How fascinating. Would you do me the honor, perchance, of accompanying me this evening? The night is always far less cold when one has company to warm the heart.”



“I…” he began, and glanced about. A waiter had appeared beside him, and he took the drink offered, took a deep swallow, and then turned to her. “Yes, of course, Princess. It would be my...honor.”



    As the night wore on, she plied him with honeyed words while the food and drink flowed freely, and she was always waiting his return those few times he found excuse to separate himself for more than a minute. She plied him with honeyed words, soothing away his nervousness until at the end of the night, she invited him to her chambers.



    And there, beneath the Mare in the Moon whose visage Celestia would not look at, she lived as if the night would never end, as if morning would never come. She lived in the moment, refused to think of past or future. So long as she had something to cling to, something to hold, the rest fell away. She could deny the voice that called out to her, deny the sadness existed, deny that there was anything wrong.



    There was only tonight. Only now. And when she finally fell asleep, she dreamt of running, fleeing a formless darkness she would not acknowledge.
      

      
   
      Clipped Wings


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash clenched her fists and cursed as the needle sank into her back. Across the room, she could see her mother, Firefly, tense up; she clutched her purse with both hands, knuckles going white. Rainbow tried to smile, but she was shot down by a blast of pain running up her spine.



She let out a strangled yelp, forcing her mother to her feet. “Does that hurt?” the doctor asked, adjusting his glasses.



“What does it look like?!” Firefly said before Rainbow could even open her mouth. “Stop this, stop it now!”



The doctor slid the needle out of Rainbow’s skin. A thin driblet of blood ran down her back, seeping into the long sheet of paper below her. She cringed as she sat up, covering her chest with just an arm. She tried to put her shirt back on, but was stopped short as Firefly clamped a hand around her arm.



“Well?” Firefly asked, her voice piercing “Anything new? Or was this just another wasted torture session?”



The doctor hesitated—it was too late. As soon as Rainbow’s shirt was back on, she and Firefly were headed out the door.








“You didn’t have to do that,” Rainbow muttered, breaking up the thick silence. She rested her head on her hand and gazed out the car window at the cityscape speeding by. “I was totally fine, y’know.”



Firefly waited a few seconds before saying, “I know. But I just can’t stand to see you in pain like that.”



“You could just stay in the waiting room.”



“And leave you alone with those perverts?” Firefly tightened her grip on the wheel. “I swear, half the reason they keep calling you in is so they can ogle the ‘girl with wings.’ That’s what they say, isn’t it? That they’ve ‘never seen a girl like you before?’ You’re not a patient; you’re an attraction.”



Rainbow knocked her head against the cold window. “Oh.”



Firefly sighed. “I don’t mean it like that, Rainy. I know that you’re the same little girl who’s obsessed with soccer and kung fu movies. These… powers of yours don’t change that.”



Silence flooded around the car once again. As they drove, Rainbow drew pictures in the window’s foggy landscape; a guitar, a lightning bolt. A stick figure with wings. She stared at the figure for a long moment before reaching up again and wiping away the wings—but now there were just two massive holes in the fog, like black holes sucking the figure in. She narrowed her eyes and dragged the flat of her arm across the entire window, erasing everything.



She finished just in time for the car to jerk to a halt at the end of their driveway. Rainbow moved to unbuckle herself, but froze as Firefly rested a palm on her hand. She looked up, only for her mother's wide gaze to steal the wind from her lungs.



“I’m sorry,” Firefly said, wrapping her hand around Rainbow’s. “I know you think I’m overreacting. But I’m just scared, Rainy. Ever since that Twilight girl showed up, it seems like you’re always off on your own, fighting demons, or magic witches. And then there’s all these trips to the doctor’s, and the way your back is always hurting—“



“My back hurts because I fall asleep on the floor,” Rainbow forced a smile and pulled her hand away. “Not because of my wings.”



“But how do you know that?”



“Because I do, alright?” Rainbow crossed her arms and looked down. “And if I was just gonna let some pain get in the way of me saving the world, I’d be pretty selfish.”



“Taking care of yourself isn’t selfish,” Firefly said. “Rainy, I love you more than anything. All I want is for you to be safe. I don’t know what I would do with myself if you ever got hurt…”



“I know,” Rainbow murmured. “But mom, here’s the thing: if I don't save the world then everyone’s gonna get hurt. Bad. Me and my friends are the only ones who can stop that from happening.”



“But why?” Firefly asked, eyes shining. "Why you? Why my Rainy?"



Rainbow's mouth hung for a moment, but no words came. She could only clench her teeth as her mother wrapped her in a tight hug, her own tears staining Rainbow's jacket. She closed her eyes and thought back to all the students at CHS, all the lives she had saved—it was her only defense against the sob crawling up her throat.
      

      
   
      In Thy Name


      

      
      
         Princess Celestia turned to the soft knocking at her study door. “Please, come in.”



“Hi,” Twilight Sparkle said with a muted wave. She took the chair directly across the desk from Celestia and fiddled with her hooves. But after a solid minute, she still hadn’t spoken.



“So… what brings you to see me today, Twilight?” The poor dear wouldn’t drag her gaze off the floor, and was she blushing?



Twilight squeezed her eyes shut and held her breath, then spilled it all out. “I was afraid to bring this up with you because you might think I’m going nuts, but… ever since I became a princess, I’ve… heard things.”



Sitting up straighter, Celestia steepled her hooves. “What kind of things?” If only she could keep her face blank, but she could never get rid of the sparkle to her eyes.



“Whispers.” Twilight shook her head. “At first, like wind rushing, but it got louder. I could pick out individual words here and there, then whole phrases, and… it’s getting worse.”



Celestia hid her mouth with a hoof. It wasn’t often she got to watch a pony make this particular discovery, so no need to rush it. “What do these whispers say?”



With narrowed eyes, Twilight stared at the desk’s wood-grain surface. Or somewhere far beyond it. “I don’t know. Sometimes, just conversations. Other times, more like… questions. About life, about… wanting something. Pleading. And—” she gulped “—the louder they get, I think… I think I can recognize some of them now.”



“How so?” Oh, she should stop toying. Just tell her already!



“I know a few, and others… Though I’ve never met them, I remember their names.” She jerked her gaze free and looked deep into Celestia’s eyes. “What does it mean? Am I imagining it? Am I losing my mind? Or—” she gasped and straightened up “—have I gained Princess Luna’s powers? Are they dreams?”



Celestia folded her hooves and leaned forward over the desk. “Twilight, those are… prayers.”



“Prayers!?” Twilight shot to her hooves and sent her chair tumbling to the floor. “Prayers!? But we’re not—”



“I know,” Celestia said, holding up a hoof. “I don’t know why it works. Maybe so we can hear citizens in trouble. But most of them we can do nothing about. Every time somepony mentions my name, I hear it. I’ve learned to tune it out.”



“Every time?”



Celestia nodded. “Yes, and—” She swiveled an ear northward and let out a heavy sigh. “No, I will not help your hoofball team win. I couldn’t care less about the damn sport.”



After erupting in a giggle, Twilight went ashen. “I-I’m sorry. This is supposed to be serious.”



“No it’s not.” Celestia flicked a hoof. “You know how often I have to listen to angry ponies, ones amazed for any given reason—” she leaned in closer “—that… house of ill repute across town? After dark, it’s nonstop.”



Twilight righted her chair, fell into it, and… somehow shrunk into a tiny ball. Funny, Celestia rarely got that reaction. “So we can’t use it to do any good?”



Pursing her lips, Celestia walked around the desk and put a hoof on Twilight’s shoulder. Leave it to the Princess of Friendship to make a beeline right for that aspect of it. Celestia couldn’t help smiling; she whispered, with an urgency, one that would get her message across. “Yes. Once in a while. When it happens, you’ll know.”



“But—”



“You’ll know.”








Twilight stepped into the quiet hospital room and approached the small figure in bed. Just a filly, the poor thing. Unfortunately, magic didn’t have many advanced medical applications, if she even knew what was wrong, but the child hadn’t said. Only that somepony was lonely. That she could handle.



She brushed the filly’s forelock back, and the girl stirred. “Hello, sweetie. You needed a friend?”



The patient shook her head and pointed to her roommate, an elderly stallion staring out the window. “Not me. I have him. But he has nopony.”



Twilight’s eyes glistened. She squeezed the filly’s shoulder. If only that one meaningful look said all she wanted… but she had a feeling it did. So she moved to the next bed. “Hello there.”



The stallion rolled over and immediately tried to bow his head. “Princess!”



“Not today. Just Twilight Sparkle,” she said, smiling as she sat down beside him. He returned the smile. “Please. I thought it might be interesting to come here and talk to folks. Why don’t you tell me about yourself?”
      

      
   
      Waldeinsamkeit


      

      
      
         “Hey, wait up, G!”



Twisting, swooping, and flapping, Gilda perched herself on the thickest bough of the tallest tree around. It let out a quiet groan as it took her weight. The bark against her paws and her thighs was rough, scratchy, and just wonderfully solid—not at all like those useless, ready-to-fall-apart-at-the-next-stiff-breeze cloud beds.



With a private little purr, Gilda let herself settle in. As her forearms folded underneath her to hug the branch, she saw Dash closing in out of the corner of her eye.



Rainbow Dash bobbed and ducked through the branches, pausing and stumbling in the air with an inexperienced twist each time she encountered another obstacle. Gilda couldn’t blame her; Dash was pretty obviously an open-air flier. And, well, she was a pegasus. Effortlessly gliding from treetop to treetop was more of a griffon's thing.



“Hey, G,” Dash called out as she finally caught up. “Don’cha think we might be a little far? I can’t tell where we even are anymore!”



Dash flopped down unto Gilda’s branch, but she was too far away from where it met the tree trunk. The thinner, younger wood bent and creaked as Dash struggled to find purchase with her forehooves.



“Don’t be such a scaredy-cat,” said Gilda as she grasped one of Rainbow Dash’s forelegs to hoist her to a lower, sturdier branch. “I can still see Flight Camp from here.”



Dash squirmed until all four hooves were firmly secured around her branch. “How? I lost sight of it, like, an hour ago!”



Gilda sighed and turned her head towards the mid-afternoon sky, extending a talon at a pale dot near the horizon. Around it, a multitude of little specks glinted briefly in the sun as they caught its light for a moment or two.



“There. The cloud just left to the sun, with all the pegasi around it.”



Dash squinted and blinked. “I don’t see anything.”



“Then trust the girl with the eagle eyes, yeah?” Gilda eased herself back into a recline.



She closed her eyes and opened her ears. The woods were alive with the buzz-song of insects and squeakily happy bird chirps. From further away, a stream burbled and babbled as it hurriedly rushed through the forest, winding around trees and stumps and rocks.



“Um, Gilda?” Instantly, Dash’s voice drowned everything else out. “You said you wanted to show me something?”



“Yeah, you dweeb,” Gilda said, cracking open an eye. “This is it.”



Dash swung her head around, cautiously taking one hoof off of her branch to shade her eyes. With a confused scowl, she gave up.



“So, what’s 'this?'”



“Pshha, I don’t know what to call it.” Gilda stretched her legs and wings to catch some more of the sun. “You ponies don’t really have a word for it, which is kinda lame if you ask me.”



Brow scrunched, Rainbow Dash gingerly tried to get into a more comfortable position.



“Well, can you, like, explain it or something?”



Gilda sighed. “It’s about being here. Like in the woods, you know. It feels real and not all up in the sky like a cloud or something.”



“Clouds are real.” Dash’s head tilted.



Gilda dragged her hand across her face.



“Yeah, they’re real, but when you’re up on a cloud, there’s like nothing around you. Just empty air. And if you’re alone, there aren’t any sounds either. But here, there’re things around you, you know. It’s how it’s supposed to be.”



A pause lingered as Dash chewed her lip.



“Sorry, G, I still don’t get it.”



"Ja, ja, it’s fine. You just gotta sit still for a while and feel it.”



“Okay.” Glancing around, Dash was silent for a minute. “What’s that word, anyway? The one ponies don’t have.”



A chuckle broke free from Gilda’s beak.



“It’s like four syllables and in Griffish. Just forget about it and just enjoy the moment.”



Dash nodded. Her big, round eyes wandered to the open skies.



“Do you think they'll notice we're gone?"



“Naw, I’ve done this before.” A thought struck Gilda when she noticed the look on Dash’s face. “You are glad we snuck out, aren’t you?”



“Yeah, G, of course.”



“Cool. Cool.” Gilda curled into the crook of the branch and closed her eyes again. “You've ever napped in a tree?”



“Uh, no?” The way Dash said it was almost funny.



“Try it. You’ll love it, I swear.”



Gilda let out a long breath and let herself melt away into the sound of the forest breathing around them.





      

      
   
      Shoe Grit


      

      
      
         Ponies might disbelieve that a filly still unpossessed of her cutie mark would leave home in wintertime just to right a fearsome wrong. But in short, here's how it happened.



That year on the day we ran the leaves, a droop-eared gray earth pony came straggling up to the back door at the Acres. My sister offered him a job, and he took it.



For my part, I mistrusted him first thing. He bowed and scraped to Applejack but curled his lip at me. He called himself Lawn Chainey, his cutie mark was a bottle spraying water from a nozzle, and he said he specialized in yard work. So AJ set him to raking leaves.



I had my own chores, but I finished early before the afternoon's scheduled snow. Upstairs, I settled in with a potions books, but a squeak-squeak-squeak from outside kept derailing my attention.



When laughter began to mix with the sound, I peered through the curtains and saw Chainey up on his hind legs with the rake balanced atop his nose while he juggled three red balls. Dead leaves still littered the ground, and worse than that, the rest of the hired hoofs were the ones laughing.



Then Applejack came running. "This ain't time for clowning!" she shouted.



A frown spread over Chainey's face like frost on a windowpane. Those three red balls shot from his front hoofs like stones from a sling and knocked my sister sideways. Chainey then flipped the rake, caught it, and smashed AJ's head so hard, the rake shattered to kindling.



Bedlam arose. I raced outside to see Macintosh arriving, Applejack stretched out in the fallen leaves, and Chainey racing toward the train station with AJ's hat wobbling between his ears.



I snatched my saddlebags from the porch and took off after him just as Cloudsdale swept the snowstorm in behind me.








I stewed the whole train ride. Chainey's cutie mark, I realized, was a seltzer bottle and his antics those of a rodeo clown. Which meant I had one destination.



Appleoosa's stationmaster directed me to that old trailer, and when I knocked, the door just pushed open. Inside, spilling over a busted bed, lay Trouble Shoes. The salty stink in the air made me sneeze, but a pot of cold water over his face woke him nicely. "Lawn Chainey," I said. "I'm looking for him."



Trouble Shoes groused how he'd been out late with the troupe celebrating, so I heated the next pot to brew coffee, and that got him talking. Except what he said was, "Chainey's no name I know."



I described what had happened, and his long face got longer. "Sounds like Lucky Red Pepper. Least they called him that till I joined the troupe. Then he said I'd switched our lucks. I tried telling him what you girls said, that I never had bad luck, but he seemed unconvinced. Ain't seen him the past several weeks."



Which was all I needed to know. "Where'm I likely to find this Pepper?"



"The hills." Trouble Shoes heaved himself to his hoofs. "Reckon I'd best show you."



Hills, he'd said, but all I saw was gorges and crags. Trouble Shoes led me up for three whole days and halfway to Dodge Junction before we came through a narrow passage between two boulders to find a dusty shack leaning against the bluff. Out front was the scoundrel I'd known as Lawn Chainey, and on his head was Applejack's hat.



He smirked. "Got me a lucky hat, Shoes! You'll hafta take your trouble back again!"



"Ain't your hat, Red." Trouble Shoes patted my bow. "It rightly belongs to this filly's sister."



Chainey's face tightened. "Not no more, it don't."



Trouble Shoes snorted. "A triple negative?" He shook his head, and a bushel of clown paraphernalia dropped from his own hat. "Fill your teeth, you son of a—" And he stomped a bulb horn so hard, it near to knocked me over.



What followed was no goof-off. Chainey tried to juggle and pratfall, but Trouble Shoes simply charged, tripped, and slid himself into both the slighter pony and his hovel. Leaving the scene looking like a cyclone strike and wearing Applejack's hat, I followed Shoes to the nearest rail junction, thanked him kindly, and rode home.



AJ had been languishing and feverish in my absence, but soon as I put that hat on her, she perked right awake.



So I'd do it all again if I had to.
      

      
   
      Reflections


      

      
      
         Pinkie Pie had to hoof it to Twilight. This watching paint drying thing was a pretty good idea.



Pinkie had never expected such disastrous results when she’d decided to bring her reflection to life in the Mirror Pool. But regardless of her intentions, here she sat in a room full of copies of herself, staring intently at the large glob of wet paint that was, ever so slowly, becoming dry paint.



It was the most boring thing Pinkie had ever seen in her life.



And judging by all the fidgeting from the other Pinkies, they felt the same. It was only a matter of time before they all looked away, allowing Twilight to determine which of them was real.



It was the perfect plan.



It wasn’t long before one of her duplicates cried out “Oh hey! Lookit the birdie!” The first of many similar outbursts Pinkie was sure. But now that one of her many lookalikes had revealed herself, all that was left to do was have Twilight escort her away and-



A beam of energy shot out of Twilight’s horn, inflating the offending Pinkie up like a balloon before exploding into nothingness.



Pinkie was unable to believe what she had just seen. Twilight Sparkle, one of her most bestest friends ever, had just murdered a pony that looked just like her.



And nopony else seemed to care.



Over the next few minutes, dozens of Pinkie Pies, unable to restrain themselves, took their eyes off the paint for one reason or another, only to share a similar fate. Before Pinkie knew it, only a scant few remained.



Pinkie’s mind raced. How could Twilight do such a heinous act? Was the friend that Pinkie had known all this time really a cold blooded killer? Was everything they had ever done together a lie?



She wanted to scream. To cry out. To tell Twilight that she was a monster who had dared do what was normally an unthinkable act for any pony. But instead she sat there, frozen. Unable to do anything but stare blankly at the paint before her, hoping that somehow it would dry before anypony else did something that would get them killed.



Before she knew it, only two Pinkies remained.



The pair of pink ponies sat in silence for what seemed like an eternity. Neither daring to take her eyes off the glob that was their only hope for salvation. Pinkie wished she could say something, to tell the remaining doppelganger that everything would be fine so long as she didn’t dare take her eyes off the paint. But she remained silent, knowing that even a simple act of passion and protection would get her blasted.



Instead, her thoughts returned to Twilight. There was no way she could actually do something as horrible as murdering ponies, was there? Certainly the Twilight she knew wouldn’t do something so horrific unless she felt it was the only course of action. Which meant blame for this tragedy lied elsewhere. No, the actual cause for all this was Pinkie.



She was the one who went to the Mirror Pool. She had decided to bring a new pony into this world. She had the idea to do it again, leading to the eventual birth of dozens of new lives. She was responsible for all of them. They were, in a way, her children. And her carelessness had gotten them all killed. Twilight may have been the one actually casting the spell that caused their deaths, but she never would have had to if Pinkie hadn’t brought them to life in the first place. She had failed everypony: the townsfolk, her doubles, and most important of all, her best friends. Everyone was miserable, and it was all her fault.



Unable to take the guilt any more, Pinkie glanced at the other version of her. She may not have been the real Pinkie, but at least her soul wasn’t tainted with the knowledge that she had caused the terrible events of the day. She was exactly what her friends were looking for: a normal, regular Pinkie Pie who would do nothing but bring them joy, laughter, and parties, day in and day out. Which was something that the real Pinkie Pie had clearly failed in today. Maybe she could be a better Pinkie than Pinkie had ever been.



Determined to make things right, Pinkie knew what she would have to do. And after one last blast of magic, only one Pinkie remained.
      

      
   
      Schedules and Starbats


      

      
      
         “Just try a bit. It’s darn good.” Applejack slid her bowl of soup across the cafe table to Twilight. They were sitting outside a cafe in a little town, amidst old stone buildings with brightly painted wooden shutters and doors.



“We’re supposed to be having dinner at six o’clock,” Twilight grumbled. “We’re supposed to be checking into our hotel right now.”



Applejack pulled the soup back and sighed. “I’m sorry, sugarcube. I coulda sworn the conductor said Hoof City.”



“Me too,” Twilight agreed. “But this ruins all of my plans.”



“I can register for the rodeo tomorrow if we catch the mornin’ train. And we can have dinner at the restaurant tomorrow night.”



“We’ll miss the starbat migration tonight. Fluttershy said it’s amazing.”



“Maybe next time?” Applejack shrugged.



Twilight nodded. “I know. It’s just frustrating.”



“It is. But you still gotta eat.”



“Okay.” Twilight reluctantly stood up and went into the cafe.



Applejack watched ponies around the town square. There were a lot of them, and even though it was suppertime the shops and market stalls were open and busy. She smiled as Twilight returned with a bowl of soup. 



“I never heard of Hoof Creek. It’s a nice lil’ place.”



“It is.” Twilight nodded. “And you’re right, this soup is terrific. The only thing that would make it better is if I was supposed to be eating dinner right now.”



“You could wait until six.” Applejack smirked.



Twilight raised an eyebrow. “Wait to eat this? Are you crazy?”



“Soup good enough for Twilight to break her schedule? These folks got a dangerous weapon on their hooves.” Applejack chuckled.



Twilight snorted a laugh. “I’d stick my tongue out, but I’d have to stop eating.”



Applejack grinned. “Wait’ll I get the recipe and lay waste to Ponyville by cookin’ it every night.”



“As if I can’t just get Apple Bloom to look at your planner and see what time you’ll be cooking.” Twilight smirked.



“My sis wouldn’t sneak like that.” Applejack raised an eyebrow. “Or maybe it ain’t such a coincidence when you happen by when I need help haulin’ apples?”



Twilight kept her face straight. “The Equestrian Constitution says that I can’t be forced to incriminate myself.”



“Do ya think I wouldn’t ask for help?” 



Twilight smiled. “That, and I just like helping you.”



Applejack smiled back. “I can’t say I mind either of those.”



“Where are all those ponies going?” 



Applejack looked up to see that the crowd in the marketplace had nearly disappeared, and the last of them all seemed to be hurrying in the same direction.



The stallion from the cafe was nearby, cleaning up for the evening. He looked over and answered, “To see the starbats.”



Twilight blinked, and her mouth fell open. “But… that’s in Hoof City!”



“Oh, they fly that way. But they come outta the cave on the edge of town. Should start flying in about five minutes.”



Twilight and Applejack looked at each other in shock. Then Applejack lept to her hooves with a grin.



“Come on!” She motioned, waiting for Twilight before they both took off at a gallop.



They came to a meadow at the edge of town, where dozens of ponies were spread out across the field. They barely had time to stop and catch their breath when a wave of darkness rolled across the rising moon. Millions of bats flew over the meadow, blacking out the night sky. But the glowing yellow spots on their wings replaced it all with twinkling, moving points of light, as if the stars were dancing.  



Applejack and Twilight leaned against each other, staring at the display.



“The legend goes that Princess Luna fell in love with a pegasus and turned his wings into starbat wings. Then when she was banished, the stars faded, and that’s where batponies came from,” Twilight whispered. “Starbats were a symbol of love in Equestria for a long time.”



Applejack nodded, still watching. “I reckon this’d be awful romantic with a special somepony.”



Twilight took a deep breath. “Applejack? What time is it?”



Applejack turned to answer, “‘Bout quarter of—” 



She was cut off by a kiss. They locked together under the shimmering sky, both hearts beating like the fluttering wings above them. When they finally parted, Applejack’s eyes were wide, while Twilight just wore a proud smile.



“Twilight…” Applejack whispered. Then she cleared her throat as she snuggled against her. “So, was that on your schedule?”



Twilight smirked and draped a wing over Applejack. “I’m not telling.”
      

      
   
      Abuse the Ooze


      

      
      
         “Are you sure this is smart, Pinkie? I'm not the brains of the group, but this seems a little...” Dash grimaced, rolling a blue hoof as she thought of the word. “Oh, I don't know, crazy!?”



Pinkie smirked and gave a condescending shake of her head, her curly hair jiggling like pudding, and moved over to Dash.



“Dashie...” she smugly stated, smiling sagely. “Crazy is what everypony called the stallion that made the light bulb and look! We've got lights everywhere!” Throwing a hoof out across the wide expanses of the Gala's dance floor, she winked towards Dash. “Even indoors!”



“She's right. There are lights inside,” Maud Pie agreed, her flat, distant expression making Dash unsure if it was dry humor or complete agreement.



Dash brushed off Pinkie and took a few steps back “You're nuts! Remember what that stuff did to Twilight and Celestia?”



“Different things affect different ponies differently. Like how Fluttershy's tummy hurts after carrots! And like what happens when I eat hot peppers!” Pinkie said in a sing-song voice.



“A gastrointestinal nightmare that I can't wake up from when she's at home,” Maud stoically agreed, offering a rare blink for emphasis to her words.



“But... Smooze?” Dash asked, putting her hooves to her face.



Pinkie reached down, scooping a heaping hooffull of the goop Smooze left everywhere he scooted. Striking a pose, she stared at Dash. “I must!” she proclaimed. “I will not be able to rest until I find out exactly what it tastes like! It's my duty as the most reliable and dependable pony in Ponyville!”



“That's Applejack!” Rainbow Dash exclaimed. 



“Only because I let her have it!” Pinkie brought the gristly aftermath of Smooze... smoozing around towards her mouth.



“That stuff is probably poisonous,” Maud said. Pinkie waggled her free hoof in her direction. 



“Then why does the inside of his cute hat say 'non-toxic'?”



"I don't think that's talking about him, Pinkie," Dash said.



"Whatevs!" she exclaimed. So saying, she opened her mouth and wolfed it down. Pinkie paused, amazed.



“Girls. This stuff is great!” she squealed out, reaching down to take another hoofful. “It's like eating a rainbow!” She paused, “Not like that time I tasted a rainbow, better than that! It's super yummy!”



Pinkie swallowed another mouthful. Maud gave a disinterested poke into the gel, then decided to have a small taste of her own.



Pinkie looked over to Maud.



“It's good,” Maud flatly agreed after what felt like generations. “Maybe as good as rock candy.”



“That's some pretty serious praise from you,” Dash said, scratching her brow.



“Maud nodded. "Yes."



“We should scoop this up so we can have it for months!” Pinkie exclaimed, bouncing across the floor zealously. “I'm putting it on every bagel I ever eat! It's impossible to describe just how good it is, Dashie, so I'll just say that it's really, really, really goo—“



She froze mid hop as the world began to dance sway around around her, dissolving and fading into a multichromatic, pulsating sea. The walls melted, revealing a moonlit wilderness that, in the same breath, vanished, replaced by endless sands.



“I...” Pinkie said to herself, the words funny sounding enough that she giggled. Looking down a pink cup was in her hooves and she nodded, pleased to see it was firmly attached to her hoof. 



“It clings to my hoof,” she announced sluggishly, turning and letting her vision be washed over with colors. She smiled at her dancing companion, a lobster named Clippy and she offered a hoof to the lobster's strong grip. Clippy clapped his claws in excitement and they pranced across the sands of the gala.



"Here's lookin' at you, kid," Pinkie said, giving a small, playful shove of a hoof against Clippy's strong, handsome mandible, just as a plate of spaghetti appeared and they chased after it, laughing.








“Love you ooze...” Pinkie drawled out, still vacantly staring up to the ceiling.



“Wow. That's, uh, wow,” Twilight Sparkle stammered out amid the rest of the girls. She looked towards Dash. “So she was eating what Smooze left behind and it caused this?”



“She tried to eat my mane to,” Dash whined. Twilight paused.



“Did Maud have some too? How is she feeling?”



Dash raised a hoof. “Looks fine.”



Sure enough, Maud stood, a statue of a mare embodying focus and stoicism. 



“You ok, Maud?” Twilight asked, moving to the mare.



“I'm fine,” she agreed, “aside from the spiders crawling up my legs and mane. It could be worse.” 
      

      
   
      The Tenth Anniversary of the Death of Jonagold Apple


      

      
      
         “Surprise!”



Applejack stopped mid-step at the chorus of voices that greeted her as she stepped into Sugarcube Corner before glancing back over her shoulder. “I think you got the wrong pony.”



“Nope!” Pinkie Pie said as she bounded over to her friend, putting a hoof over her withers as she drug her inside. “This party really is for you!”



“What for?”



“We simply thought you seemed a bit under the weather this morning, and thought we would do a little something to show we cared,” Rarity said, smiling.



“Aw, shucks. You didn’t need to do nothin’.” Applejack stepped over to the nearest table, glancing dubiously at the tray of cookies on top. “Are these… tombstones? They ain’t left over from Nightmare Night, are they?”



 “Nope! Made ‘em fresh for you just this afternoon!” Pinkie Pie smiled brightly.



“Well, they’re uh, real nice,” Applejack said, picking one up and eyeing it for a moment before she bit into it, her face brightening. “But they sure taste good. Bit morbid though, don’t ya think?”



“Nah. What would be really morbid would be dead ponies!”



“Er, right.” Applejack glanced over at Twilight. “Does any of this make a lick of sense to you?”



Twilight smiled gently, stepping up to put a hoof on her friend’s shoulder. “Sorry, Applejack. We were just worried about you.”



 “Was I really that bad this mornin’?”



Twilight and Rarity exchanged a glance.



“Shoot, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize I was so short with y’all.”

 

“It wasn’t any trouble at all, darling. Though I must admit, I’m a bit surprised you didn’t tell us why. We would have understood.”



Applejack chuckled. “Well, I figured after all the shoutin’ I did at Apple Bloom and her friends for tracking in tree sap all over the house and makin’ em scrape the floors there weren’t nothin’ more to tell.”



 “There… isn’t anything else that is bothering you?” Rarity asked uncertainly.



 “Alright, now I’m worried,” Applejack said, glancing between her three friends. “What’d I miss?”



Rarity’s ears fell. “You mean you really don’t know?”



“Know what?”



Twilight looked away. “I uhm… went through the death records at City Hall and I found your dad’s death certificate.”



Applejack’s jaw fell open. “You mean y’all didn’t realize that my pa was dead? Rarity, you lived here in Ponyville!”



“Of course I knew he was dead, darling! The date had just… slipped my mind, that’s all.”



“The date?” Applejack scrunched her snout.



“Today’s the tenth anniversary of his death, isn’t it?” Twilight asked quietly.



“It is?” Applejack tilted her head. “Well, I’ll be darned. Sure is.” She picked up another cookie to stick into her mouth, her loud chewing the only sound in the room.



Applejack looked at her silent friends. “What?”



“You mean you forgot?” Rarity shrieked.



“It ain’t like I got it marked on the calendar or nothin’. That happened like ten years ago.” Applejack glanced up at the brim of her hat. “Well, ‘xactly ten years ago, apparently.”



Twilight stepped forward. “Well, a lot of ponies are sad on days that remind them of dead ponies.”



Applejack shrugged. “Way I figure it, ain’t no reason to pick out a day to be sad on. ‘Sides, like my pa always used to say, no point in feelin’ bad ‘bout things you can’t change. ‘Tain’t like feelin’ sad’s gonna bring him back, and it ain’t like he ain’t gone every other day of the year, neither.”



“Really? That sounds like something Granny Pie would have said!” Pinkie Pie said as she bounced over to the far side of the table.



“Then she was a wise pony,” Applejack said, bobbing her head. “Pa always used to say, don’t have no regrets, ‘cause there ain’t no point in carryin’ the extra weight when you’re plowin’ the field.” She paused. “Ma used to say the same thing, too. And then give pa a little poke in the ribs.”



Rarity coughed.



Twilight smiled. “Wow. Your dad sounded like a really great pony.”



“Sure was. Told me he never had a regret in his life,” Applejack said as she retrieved her cookie from the tray.



“Not a single one?” Twilight asked, tilting her head.



Applejack paused with her cookie halfway to her mouth. “Now that you mention it, there was one thing he mentioned when he was lyin’ in bed in the hospital.”



“What was that?" Rarity asked hesitantly.



Applejack smirked as she put the cookie in her mouth and began to chew. “Havin’ a tree fall on him.”
      

      
   
      Blessed With a Curse


      

      
      
         The white mare took a deep breath and knocked, taking a moment to ensure her mane was okay.



The door swung open; a young tan earth pony greeted her. “Welcome to my humble home. Thank you for answering my letter.” She held out a hoof. “Fantasia Pine.”



The white mare took the hoof and shook. “Twilight Velvet.”



Fantasia Pine grinned. “Please, come in.”







“So how may I be of service, Miss Pine?” Twilight asked.



“Please, call me Fantasia,” her host said. “I’m ever so glad you agreed to meet with me. As an editor for Daring Do, you would have heard some far-fetched tales. I figured you would believe me when I explained my problem.”



Twilight raised an eyebrow. “Problem?”



Fantasia reached under the table and produced a quill and a notebook. “I’m going to write something. Please wait just a minute.”



Twilight nodded as Fantasia’s scratching filled the room. She cast her gaze around the house. It was plain and cozy, made of nothing more than wooden materials left unpainted. She picked out different timbers everywhere: oak, sandalwood, willow…



An unwelcome sensation in her groin area distracted her. “Ah…” She smiled at Fantasia as pink tinged her cheeks. “Perhaps we can continue this discussion in a few moments? I think your tea must be going right through me.”



“Yes, of course.” Fantasia set down her quill. “But take this with you.” She tore off and held out a small page, already scribbling on another.



Twilight hesitated for just a second before taking the paper and walking away. Her eyes raced back and forth over the lines.



An unwelcome sensation in her groin area distracted her. “Ah…” She smiled at Fantasia as pink tinged her cheeks. “Perhaps we can continue this discussion in a few moments? I think your tea must be going right through me.”



Her eyes widened. She dropped the note. She screamed and spun on the spot, even as her tension disappeared; Fantasia’s eyes were downcast. “What… I mean h-how did… you… you—”



Fantasia passed her the second note; it hovered shakily to rest before Twilight’s eyes.



Her eyes widened. She dropped the note. She screamed and spun on the spot,



“I-I’ve seen enough.” Twilight clutched her barrel. “Excuse me while I have a heart attack.”



“Please don’t!” Fantasia leaped off her chair to grip Twilight’s shaking shoulders. “I really need your help. Please, Miss Velvet. Let me just explain?”



Twilight closed her mouth and sat back down at the table, still clutching her thumping chest.



“Okay. Here goes.” Fantasia took a deep breath. “Since I was a filly, I wanted to be a writer. I really looked up to Daring Do, and I was inspired by her stories to make my own. One day, I was bored by history class. So, for fun, I wrote my own version of the Heart’s Warming tale when I got home.”



She lowered her voice. “Imagine this—the teacher going on about my story, like it was history instead of what he had been teaching just the day before. And nopony even seemed to notice! It was like…” She swallowed. “As if my story had always been the truth.”



Again, she reached under the table. A stack of history books came up with her.



Twilight peered at the familiar covers: The Elements of Harmony: A Reference Guide; Rise and Fall of the Crystal Empire; Tales of The Six…



“Look inside.”



Hoof shaking, Twilight grabbed Tales Of The Six and opened the cover. Instead of printed text, it was written in cursive, florid quill-scratching… just like the two notes.



Twilight remained silent, skimming through book after book. Finally, she set down Celestia And Luna: The Leaders Equestria Deserves after reaching the part about them taking control of the sun and moon.



“How much history… have you rewritten, Fantasia?”



“Enough to make the world a better place.” Fantasia smiled. Then, she bowed her head. “Twilight Velvet, I would be honored if you would be my ghost writer.” She continued on at Twilight’s cocked head. “I want to write fiction—and not have it become history for a change. Perhaps if another pony writes what I say, then maybe…”



Twilight exhaled. “How can I refuse? I’ve seen the evidence. Felt the evidence.” She rubbed her stomach. “So, any ideas?”



Fantasia put a hoof to her chin. “Well, I have this idea about a mare with the power to make anything she writes happen in real life…”
      

      
   
      Fight Back


      

      
      
         Contrary to popular belief, the Great and Powerful Trixie is not pathetic. She is not stupid, nor moronic, nor terrible, and she is most certainly not lazy. The Great and Powerful Trixie is merely… opportunistically challenged. Yes, that’s it.



And to be quite fair, Trixie believes that you would be to, if you had to endure the hardships she has had to. Trixie was born on a mere iron mill—yes, that’s right. Trixie was born with nothing but the hair on her back and the horn on her head, like a true unicorn should be.Not at all like that wretched, spoiled Twilight Sparkle!



…No. Twilight Sparkle is not wretched, nor spoiled; she is a friend, now. Trixie does not hate her, nor does Trixie wish to grind her entrails into dust. Trixie likes Twilight Sparkle. Probably. Maybe.



But even you can agree that Trixie’s life has been much harder than Sparkle’s. Yes, she has had to face down demons and chaotic spirits, all in the service of Equestria, this bizarre country of ours—but what of Trixie’s service to the country? What about all the countless foals she has entertained, mares she has set the vapors upon? Where is Trixie’s castle? Why must she sleep outside, while Sparkle is gifted blankets of silk?



That is not to say that Trixie dislikes her caravan. Trixie loves her caravan! With it she travels between all four corners of Equestria, reinvigorating the minds of everypony, no matter the age! Doctors should cite her show as a health benefit!



But they don’t. And nopony comes to Trixie’s show anymore. Not since Sparkle destroyed Trixie’s career in front of hundreds of my adoring fans. Trixie was made into a laughing stock! She was barred from the Equestrian Showmare’s Society! She was forced to eat dirt off the sidewalks for the enjoyment of foals!



…Well, alright, perhaps that last claim isn’t so true. But it might as well have happened! Sparkle ruined my life! Oh, I don’t even care about being ‘nice’ to her anymore. It’s true! If Sparkle didn’t exist, the Great and Powerful Trixie would be the one receiving medals from Celestia! Trixie would be famous! But no, Sparkle had to go and mess everything up!



It’s not like the Amulet Incident made anything better—what do you think ponies did when they heard about Trixie’s failed plan to conquer Ponyville? They laughed! They laughed and laughed and laughed! They hate Trixie! No amount of ‘friendship’ can help you when ponies think you are no more than a terrorist.



And what has Sparkle done to help me? Nothing! She should have stopped me before I ran away! She should have offered me a room in her home where I might have stayed and rehabilitated my image! Sparkle is no better than Tirek!



Tirek.



The name still brings nausea flipping through Trixie’s normally-leaden stomach. Trixie will have you know that if it weren’t for her excess reserves of magic, Tirek would have never grown to the size he did! Tirek sought her out! Trixie was by far the most powerful pony he… you know. Absorbed? ‘Ate’ is more like it.



Trixie cannot describe the feeling of having her magic eaten. A mind-rending pain ran through every vein, feeling as if her blood vessels had turned to acid. Her horn burned hotter than any fire. And, of course, there was the laughter. Tirek laughed at Trixie’s limp body. He laughed at her tears as she begged for mercy—the only time in my life she has ever done such a thing. He laughed, even louder than all those cursed ponies laughed.



Trixie truly believed that laughter would be the last thing she ever heard.



…



I’m sorry, I—Trixie does not like to remember that day. No matter how hard I begged, no matter how loudly I screamed, nothing could save me from Tirek. And Sparkle was only able to defeat him when she finally stood up to him and… fought.



What has Trixie been doing? Does Trixie truly believe that sitting here and whining will erase all of her problems? No, it won’t! If Trixie truly wishes to earn the respect she deserves, she must fight for it! She will fight for it! Trixie will not die laying in the dirt!



Trixie will be recognized as the greatest unicorn ever to live. And, one day, when everything is said and done, ponies will speak of her in hushed tones. 



Trixie’s life will be the greatest story ever told.
      

      
   
      No Regrets


      

      
      
         I started taking lessons with Twilight a few weeks ago. Not just about Wonderbolt stuff, but with... everything. I never understood how great learning could be until I put it with something I was already amazingly awesome at. 



But being all eggheady and smart isn't as great as I thought it would be. It actually kind of sucks, but I'd never tell Twilight that.



Twilight told me I should start writing stuff down to get it all out of my mind. When you start filling your head up, you gotta let it go out somewhere or else it'll pour out of your mouth at the wrong time and make you look like a moron, or it'll get all compacted in your skull and make your head explode like when you shake a soda bottle too much and don't open the cap.



Well, okay, I might be going a little overboard but you get the idea.



She'll give me little things to write about, little "prompts", she calls them, and this time she told me to write about if I had any regrets. So I guess I'm doing that now.



Anyway, being smart: you don't realize it, but not knowing stuff really does feel better. When you start learning about things and why they work and what actually happens, you see stuff that makes you kinda sad or angry that you didn't notice it before, and then you get really ticked when you realize that you were happier not knowing about that kind of stuff.



I wish I wasn't dying; we all are, all of the time, but I wish I wasn't. I wanna feel lethal, even when my pain is constant and sharp and I want to read Equestrian Psycho again even though Twilight says that will give me nightmares.



Is a wish different from a regret?



I really do like to learn... I don't feel any regrets with that.



I just remember all these random facts that she stuffed into my head about how ponies work... unicorn horns are jam packed with nerve endings so they can do magic and hollow pegasus bones let us fly and the thick, sturdy skeletal structure of an earth pony give them strength. All of those are just gonna fade away to dust, or get stuck under the ground and compressed into carbon and become fossils, if we get lucky.



I don't know why I'm like this... I'd never talk to another pony like this. It's so weird how I feel so different talking to myself inside my head when I'm all alone... it's like somepony else takes over for me and does the talking and thinking and when I'm finally alone I pat them on the back and say "thanks, I'll come and take it over from here".



There's probably some sort of psycho-mental whatever that's like this, but I don't think I got it. Twilight would have noticed if I did, right? She's always poking around in my head to make sure I didn't knock my brain loose when I crash into a tree or a brick wall or a reinforced steel structure so she'd notice if I were all broken inside.



Well, physically, I guess.



The more I learn about this "psychology" crud, especially, the more I feel like I'm not all here. Like there's something missing with me, or something that went wrong along the way that turned me into a pony who isn't quite alright upstairs. I learned about "ego defense mechanisms" and what they do for us by making sure we don't go insane, and about the different ones I use and that scares the FEATHERS off of me.



Twilight tells me that my life will be so much better when I'm educated, but I guess I was content being a simple pegasus, you know? I didn't have to worry about facts or figures or proper comma placement or physics or (ugh) psychology. When I start chasing away everything I made up for myself in the world I start to doubt everything about me, and what's left when you strip everything away? Hollow pegasus bones.



I guess the only regret I have is not having been smart enough to see how great being dumb was.



Celestia'll still rise the sun up tomorrow, and I'm gonna be flying along learning about how astrology and astronomy are actually totally different. Joy.



Oh jeez, if anypony finds this, I'm hosed. I gotta hide this real well.



-Rainbow Dash
      

      
   
      Forever


      

      
      
         The rain fell in a torrential pour around the ground, splattering amongst tears and mud. The alicorn responsible for the tears sniffed, flexing her wings in an attempt to shield herself from the rain. A shadow encompassed the alicorn, as her companion shifted at her side. He raised a giant green wing to cover the alicorn, the exertion of doing so caused him to break out in a fit of coughing, and huge plumes of ash were expelled into the air. His breaths came in long, raspy draws, barely audible over the downpour of rain.



He eyes fell towards the gravestones in front of them, and his eyes clouded in nostalgia.



“Are you alright, Twilight?” He asked, as he glanced at his companion. Her purple coat was even darker under the shadow of his wing.



Twilight sniffed, “It’s just been so long, Spike. If only my memories were as good as my magic." She traced her hoof over the crests on the tombstones.



Balloons. 



She remembered so much happiness, so much fun and so many games. So much pink. "The faces are clouded, and the locations are unclear, but I remember so much cheer." Twilight blinked away tears. 



Butterflies.



She remembered the kindness, the supporting words, the open heart, believing in people being able to change, even against their nature.



A Rainbow.



So much speed and brashness. Conflict... yet an undying connection and responsibility for her friends. No fear of being abandoned or let down.



Diamonds.



A pony willing to give anything, willing to sacrifice anything to her friends. Even her career  and fame.



The scent of apples.



The hard and honest truth, regardless of how much it might have hurt. Someone willing to tell you the facts and be there to help. 



"It's wrong for me to forget so much about them." Twilight whimpered.



Spike lowered himself closer to the ground. "And yet?"



Twilight raised her head and wiped her tears. "And yet... I have so much work to do. So many ponies need my help and support, and there are things that need to be done that only I can do. Places I need to be, threats I need to deal with, and spells that I need to master. Things to do for Luna and Celestia, things to do for Ponyville, Canterlot, and all of Equestria."



Spike coughed, "They'll always be with you, Twilight, they shaped who are, and when the time comes, all of us will be together again."



Twilight cleared her throat and stood, "Yeah, I know."



The rain seemed lighter.






      

      
   
      The End of an Era


      

      
      
         	Luna was dead. 



	Her body rested on her bed beside my own. The shock of it struck me like lightning; I should have died for I was the older one. But at the same time I was somewhat relieved knowing that she didn’t have to see me go; never in eternity would I have allowed my Luna to go through such heartbreak.



	“No…” Twilight whispered through her tears. She wrapped her hooves around Luna’s body and kissed her forehead. My heart sunk to see my little girl cry so helplessly like a foal lost in the Everfree Forest.



	“...Twi...light…” I said. My throat burned but I no longer had the will to tend to it. It wasn’t like it mattered anymore.



	“Twilight…” I said, trying to be louder. This time she turned toward me, allowing her bloodshot eyes to enter my sight. I imagined the times where I gave her a hug— when she cried, when I was proud of her, and when I wanted her to know she was special— and scolded my weary bones for restraining me.



	“Celestia,” she said as she stumbled her way over to my bed, “I don’t want you to go.” She nestled herself between my neck and chin and grasped what parts of my body she could. I felt my eyes stinging, forcing me to squeeze them.



	“Y-You know I wasn’t t-think you’d die s-so soon,” she struggled to make out. Her grip tightened and her whimpering strengthened, “I’m n-not ready to rule on my own. I need you!”



	As she continued crying by my side, my waist and abdomen grew numb; death was crawling its way up. I took in a breath and spoke.



	“I know you are ready,” I said. I used the still-existent feeling of my upper foreleg to raise it from under the blanket and onto Twilight’s neck, “I’ve known... when my time was for a while now... and I made sure to prepare you for your destiny…within that time...”



	“But…” Twilight said. She sniffled as several more tears escaped her eyes, “who w-will raise the sun...and the moon? I...don’t know how…”



	I smiled and began rubbing my hoof along her back.



	“On my throne, there is a container...that has both my magic and Luna’s…” My voice grew weak and my lungs tightened. I stopped talking to take a breath, enjoying the pure air entering my body, “I would like you to go there....and use an absorption spell to infuse it into your body...raising the sun and the moon will be as easy as breathing…”



	My words, however, didn't slow Twilight’s crying; my body was like a lone piece of wood in the middle of the ocean, the one thing keeping her afloat. 



	“But...y-you never told the people...they’ll b-be devastated when news gets out…”



	A tear broke free from my own eye and trailed its way down my pale, blemished cheek. I exerted every bit of effort to slide out my other foreleg and wrap it around Twilight. I was strong enough, however, to pull her in.



	“W-What if…” Twilight said, “I’m n-not good enough? W-What if Equestria crumbles w-within my hooves? W-What if I-I go down as a-a...disgrace?”



	She hyperventilated and dug her face into my skin. I made sure to never let her go during her time of grief. Another tear escaped me as I saw her falling apart but in a way I was calm as death drew closer.



	“Twilight,” I said. Her crying grew less intense as her ear slightly jerked, “I know...you will not be a disgrace...I know you will change the world for the better...how exactly...I cannot tell you the answer…” I briefly paused to take another breath. I noticed my girl calming down, which helped put me at peace as well, “As for me...I’ve lived my life...I’ve fulfilled my destiny...and I’m ready to move on…”



	I found a little strength left over, which I used to pull Twilight into the best embrace I could. I felt her pull me in tighter as well.



	“I’m not afraid of passing on because I’m happy with what I’ve done...I know I have touched the lives of many ponies...including Luna’s and your’s...and all of those ponies have also touched my life…”



	I smiled as my forelegs grew numb.



	“I...will see you excel...even when I’m gone…”



	Death accelerated its pace— my head was weightless, my eyes heavy, and the room growing dark.



	“Goodbye…” I whispered before the last bit of light was replaced by tranquil darkness.
      

      
   
      U+202E


      

      
      
         ‮Hindsight is a bitch. I mean, we’ve all had moments like this one, haven’t we? You prepare and plan and plot for months on end, getting every last detail down pat, and it’s only when something you couldn’t possibly have predicted happens and ruins everything that the little voice in the back of your head starts saying “You know what we could have done?” and “You really should have seen that coming.” It’s not fair, and it’s not right, but hindsight doesn’t care about that. Hindsight is a bitch, and it’ll bitch about how dumb you’ve been whether you want it to or not.



‮But seriously, a love-powered explosion? “Absolutely ridiculous” doesn’t even begin to cut it. Love doesn’t explode. It tastes like Pumpkin Spice Latte, and gives you gas if you eat it too fast, but it doesn’t violently and discriminately throw an entire species halfway across a country. Sure, we changelings get plenty of energy from it, but ponies get plenty of energy from hay burgers and you don’t expect those to start practicing the hammer throw.



‮Still, it’s a long flight to the Badlands, even with the speed we’re going at. Just enough time to get some real, good, strong regret going.



‮In hindsight, it might have been wise to seek negotiations with Celestia instead, and find a way to integrate our societies. In hindsight, invading Stalliongrad in winter was not the greatest decision in military history, but that didn’t stop four million ponies going along with it. At the end of the day, the problem really lies in the fact that bad ideas don’t always seem like bad ideas at the time. Kidnapping and impersonating a Princess seemed quite clever, actually. Really, really clever. Probably the cleverest idea I’ve ever had.



‮So why didn’t the voice in the back of my head (that is, at this second, kindly reminding me how dumb an idea this entire invasion was) tell me quite how wrong I was sooner? Surely it would have saved us both a lot of hassle had we never gone through with the invasion in the first place and, who knows, maybe I wouldn’t be about to crash back-first into a hoodo—



‮Ouch.



‮Oh, that hurts. Ow. Okay, come on. Shake it off, stretch a little. Oh, my head. This is more painful than that time Elytra dug too deep and collapsed half the workers into the throne room… 



‮Where was I?



‮The problem with hindsight is that it doesn’t come soon enough. It’s like that one friend who is always late to the party, then berates you for running out of Pumpkin Spice Latte before she got there. Sure, you could plan around that happening, but why should you? It’s not your fault if they show up late. And besides, if you bought more Pumpkin Spice Latte, it would probably still all be gone before they showed up. You can never have enough Pumpkin Spice Latte.



‮You could always just not invite hindsight to the party, but I’m starting to suspect that hindsight is also the sort of friend who would gatecrash a party. Late, of course. And still complain about the lack of latte. In fact, now I think about it, I don’t think hindsight actually does get invited, ever.



‮Wow. Hindsight really is a bitch.
      

      
   
      Bridle Bound


      

      
      
         “Get him!” Apple Bloom hollered, digging her rear hooves into Applejack’s flank. Applejack reared up and charged forward.



“Yeah! Giddy up!” Sweetie Belle yelled, doing the same with Rarity. Rarity turned back and gave her sister a silent glare. Her bridle and bit looked a lot more stylish than her counterpart mounts. “Please,” Sweetie Belle added, and Rarity took off in a trot.



“To the sky!” Spike hollered. He tugged at the reins, and Twilight gave a soft groan. Lifting her wings, she took to the air, hovering just a few heads above the assault. He turned on his assailants and spewed a short breath of dragon fire.



“No phair,” Pinkie said, flapping her tongue against the bit in her mouth. Gummy bounced along happily gumming her mane.



“Pegasus attaaaaack!” Scootaloo screamed, barely holding on as Rainbow Dash went into a dive. The bit caught when Scootaloo pulled back to try and steady herself on the descent.



Rainbow Dash flared her wings and came to an abrupt halt. In a fit of coughing, she flailed at her mouth trying to dislodge the object from her throat. Scootaloo attached herself to the rainbow mane and hung on tight as the entire bridle came loose and fell away.



“That’s it. I’ve had enough.” Rainbow Dash waved her hooves in front of her. “Sorry, Scoots.” She flapped down to the ground and let her passenger hop off.



Rarity waltzed up beside them. With her magic, she removed the bridle from her head, adding a little drama as she spat the bit from her mouth. “I second that thought.” In a second wave of her levitation magic, she hoisted Sweetie Belle from her back and deposited her next to Scootaloo.



“Ahh, come on girls,” Applejack said, riding up alongside the little ones. “It’s all for fun. Get yer head in the game and play along.” The brass bit in her mouth didn’t seem to affect her speech at all. Apple Bloom yelped as her ride galloped off after their quarry.



“Whose idea was this anyway?” Rainbow Dash asked Rarity.



“I believe it was Spike’s, dear,” Rarity replied, smacking her lips and rubbing at her jaw.



“He wanted to play Dragons and Ponies for his birthday,” Scootaloo said.



“Yeah, and you all promised you’d help,” Sweetie Belle added, kicking a hoof in the dirt.

 

“Fine,” Rainbow Dash answered. Plodding over to the harness she’d tossed on the ground, she picked up only the bridle. “But I’m not wearing that bit again.”



“Alright then,” Rarity said. “I’ll do the same, but no kicking my flanks either.” She gave another glare to her sister who swiftly nodded her head.



In a moment, the pair of riders and mounts were back on the hunt for the elusive dragon. They had barely rejoined the chase when a terrifying roar had them all stop dead in their tracks.



Twilight circled back to the group. Down from the clouds, a giant shadow descended on them all. A giant red dragon belched a stream of flame. Twilight barely had time to conjure a shield to protect them.



Quickly checking to make sure everypony was alright, she yelled up at the new arrival. “What are you doing, Fluttershy?”



The quiet mare poked her head around the side of the dragon’s maw. “I thought I was supposed to bring a friend?”



“Why didn’t you bring Angel, or Discord even?” Twilight answered. The back and forth questions kept the rest of the group bouncing glances between Twilight and the dragon mounted Fluttershy.



“Wasn't I was supposed to bring a dragon?” Fluttershy mumbled. “We are supposed to be playing Dragons and Ponies, right?”



Twilight slammed a hoof to her forehead. “That’s it! Birthday’s over!” She tore off her bridle in her magic pull and quickly wrapped it around the dragon’s snout. “Take that dragon back to where he belongs. Hurry, and I’ll try and save you some cake.”



“Aww,” Spike moaned, his reaction shared by the fillies, “but we were just getting to the good part.”



“Um, Twilight,” Fluttershy said, “can I get some cake for Leroy too. I promised he could have some if he behaved.” The dragon raised back and bounced his head, begging like a common house pet. If his mouth wasn’t tied up, his tongue would have been lolling as well.



“Whatever.” Twilight shook her head. “Next year, Spike, Pinkie’s in charge of the party.”



“Thee, I to’d you guize,” Pinkie said, still sputtering around the bit. “Pa’ty p’anning ith therioth bithnethh.”
      

      
   
      Clear Cut


      

      
      
         Rarity knocked gently on the door in front of her, adjusting her mane with her hoof as she waited for it to open. Inside she could hear the sound of a phonograph playing classical music. She shuffled her hooves a bit, staring at the welcome mat before turning up to look at the mare who had opened the top half-door. "Yes, hello. I'm not late am I?"



"Oh goodness no!" The mare that answered the door was aged but not old, her fur a soft tan, her cutie mark a trio of well-kept manes. "You're quite early, in fact. I wasn't going to open up the shop for another few hours."



"Yes well I was thinking that discretion might be advisable." As the older mare opened the door, Rarity followed nervously, her head flitting this way and that. "If it's all the same, I'd like this to be an anonymous donation, Mrs. Makemane."



Mrs. Makemane nodded and gestured to a barber's chair. "As you wish. Although many ponies prefer to advertise their generosity with a bald head for a few months."



Rarity climbed into the chair and closed her eyes. "That may suit other ponies, but I'd rather not crow about this sort of thing in front of the fashionistas." She caressed her mane with her hooves, and then put her hooves in her lap as Mrs. Makemane hung a cloth around her neck.



"Well, the Equestrian Cancer Society will certainly thank you for the donation. I don't think I've ever collected such a resplendent mane as a donation." Mrs. Makemane retrieved and then started a large electric hair clipper. "Now are you sure about this? Once I start I can't stop."



Rarity took a deep breath. "I'm sure." She closed her eyes tight, wincing as she felt the cold steel press firm against her skull. She could feel he hair coming off, falling down her shoulders and across her face in large, thick lines, taken off expertly in enormous bundles. She did not open her eyes again until the clippers turned off. "I want to see myself."



"Are you sure about that?" Mrs. Makemane began to collect the hair she had trimmed, gently aligning it and tying it into small bundles with hair ties. "Most ponies wait until I've put their artificial wig on."



"I'm sure." Rarity waited for the sound of a mirror being wheeled out, and then opened her eyes. She gasped slightly, putting her hoof to her mouth as she saw her head. It was as bald as one of her dress mannequins. 



"Now now, don't worry, I had your wig made up last week and it is an exact copy of your old mane style." Mrs. Makemane retrieved a box from a nearby shelf and opened it, extracting the contents and placing them on Rarity's head. "See? It even straps around your horn for a more secure fit. It's a very good synthetic weave, you could go swimming in it and nopony would know."



Rarity looked at her "new" mane, tapping it gently with her hoof. It was very well made, certainly, but anypony who got a good enough look could tell it was fake. It sat on her head unnaturally, with a springiness and color that were close but not right. Still, it was better than looking like a cue-ball for the next six months. "I suppose it will do fine if I pair it with a hat." She retrieved one from her saddlebags. "A chapeau is very 'in' right now."



Mrs. Makemane frowned a little before going back to collecting and sorting the hair. "Well yes, I suppose a fancy hat would help you hide the hem line."



Rarity climbed down. "I mean no offense, it's just..." She sighed and gave Mrs. Makemane a hug. "Thank you for helping me to give this gift. I couldn't have done it without you."



Mrs. Makemane smiled again. "I suppose not everypony is as comfortable with her first wig as I was." She adjusted her mane, yanking on the edges and making sure it fit tight. "Plus those synthetics never look quite right. That's why I was so pleased when you said you were donating your mane."



"Just treat it with the care I have for the past two years." Rarity walked towards the door, pausing one last time to adjust her wig and hat. "And don't worry. I'm sure you're right, nopony will notice." Nopony but Rarity, of course. But that was a small price.
      

      
   
      Whoops


      

      
      
         “Seriously?” Twilight Sparkle glared at Discord. “Not a thing?”



“Well, why should I?” Discord spread his arms wide to encompass the vista of roiling color, sound, and texture. His limbs kept going long after they should’ve stopped. ”I mean, look around!”



Twilight’s disembodied head, floating at his eye level, just glared at him.



Discord’s lion paw looped back from halfway to the horizon, allowing him to cough into it. “Yes, well, you know what I mean. The point is, even I couldn’t have produced such incredible chaos!”



“She literally broke reality,” said Twilight. ”This isn’t good, Discord.”



Discord waved this off. “Oh, it’s not like nopony actually got hurt.”



“I lost everything from the neck down!” Twilight’s outburst was enough to make her start spinning. “Ah!” She waggled her ears, trying to stabilize herself, but that just added roll and yaw to the pitch. Adding magic didn’t help, unless making her even dizzier counted as helping.



Discord caught her by the horn. “Yes, but you aren’t actually hurt. No pain, no blood loss, and I’m sure your body is around here somewhere, just as unharmed.”



Twilight took a deep breath. This wasn’t getting her anywhere. “Can you fix this?”



“Why would I want to?” Discord leaned back on a comfortable shade of blue as earthbergs drifted by overhead.



“Well, for one, it’ll shut me up,” Twilight said with a smirk.



Discord stroked his beard. “Hmm. Tempting, I must admit.”



Twilight bit her lip and hoped. “Is that a yes or a no?”



“Neither.” Discord sighed. ”Much as I hate to admit I can’t do something, at this point, adding more chaos magic to this lovely mess would be like trying to douse a bonfire with lamp oil.”



“So this is it?” Twilight’s ears drooped as she took in the madness around them. A three-faced pyramid flitted past on butterfly wings, and a pregnant pause gave birth to an idea before its time. “Equestria is doomed to eternal chaos?”



Discord crossed his arms, then placated them. “Oh, come now. 'Doomed' is such a strong word. I told you, nopony got hurt! And now that causality is little more than a casual suggestion, there’s no reason why ponies should even feel pain, or anything worse." He shrugged. "Yes, it's going to take a little getting used to, but the same could be said of any change for the better. In the end, I'm sure you'll agree that this is preferable to the alternative.”



Twilight gave him a half-lidded stare. “Can you at least give me my body back?”



“Wheee!” The body in question flew by, its neck ending in a flat surface with the same coat as the rest of it. Tied around that neck was a pink balloon with a familiar face. “Hi, Twilight! Hi, Discord!”



Discord waved. “Hello, Pinkie Pie!” He turned back to Twilight. “See? Pinkie’s having fun.”



Twilight rolled her eyes. “Of course she is. She’s Pinkie Pie. I’m surprised she wasn’t the one who did this.”



“As am I. After all, that’s why I didn’t give her my powers for a day.”



Twilight thought about this for a bit. “Assuming we can find her, would she be able to restore Equestria if she had your powers again?”



Discord shrugged and grinned. “I have absolutely no idea. Isn’t that wonderful? Let’s go find her and find out.” With that, he tucked Twilight under his eagle talon and flapped off into the maelstrom, calling out, “Fluttershy? Where are you?”
      

      
   
      I Left My Butt in Appleoosa


      

      
      
         "Ain't it bad enough you get to back to Ponyville with a shiny trophy, and all we're bringin' back is these same old blank flanks?"



Apple Bloom and her friends gazed upon their markless behinds. Applejack may have been underwater for all that they didn't hear her next words.



"What if..." Scootaloo glanced at the other two. "What if we just left them here?"



A manic smile dawned on Apple Bloom's face. "That's the best idea you've ever had."








"Home sweet Ponyville!" Applejack inhaled dramatically as she stepped off the train, three fillies following close behind. "And wasn't it nice of the buffalo to give y'all them sarapes?"



"It sure was!" Sweetie said, the three of them giggling. They paraded onto the platform, colorful buffalo-print capes fluttering over their hindquarters.



"Y'all run along now," Applejack said, gazing longingly into the large, reflective trophy she carried. "Me 'n Goldie here got a hot date." She left, cooing to her trophy.



"What should we do first?" Scootaloo asked. Before her friends had a chance to respond, a pair of shrill voices cut the air.



"Well, well, if it isn't three blank flanks, back from Dust Bowl City!"



"Too bad you didn't get stampeded by buffalo. It would have done wonders for your figure, Sweetie Belle!" Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon punctuated their taunts with cruel laughter.



Sweetie pouted. Scootaloo glowered. Before either could react, Apple Bloom stepped forward, cool and calm.



"I don't think y'all got grounds to be callin' us blank flanks no more."



The bullies stopped laughing, fixing Apple Bloom with suspicious stares. "Don't tell me you losers got your cutie marks in Appleoosa," Diamond Tiara said.



"Not quite." Smirking, Apple Bloom nodded to her friends. As one, they turned, presenting their sides to Diamond and Silver. They flipped their sarapes up, providing a clean view of their haunches, as though they'd spent the train ride practicing their choreography. (They had.)



The color drained from Silver Spoon's face. Diamond Tiara screamed. They fainted dead away.



The Crusaders grinned at each other.



"Y'know what this means?" Apple Bloom said.



"We're finally free!" Sweetie shouted.



"We're invincible!" cried Scootaloo.



"Granny Smith can never whoop me again!" Apple Bloom's friends seemed slightly confused by her excitement. Sweetie nevertheless clapped Scootaloo on the back.



"This really was your best plan ever."








"Okay, squirt! Today, I'm gonna teach you about kickoffs. Not only do they look cool, they might give you just the boost you need to start flying.



"First you crouch, like this, then spread your wings. Then use those powerful haunch muscles to push yourself up! It's easy! Now you try it!"



"Uhh, Rainbow Dash? I don't think my haunch muscles are all that powerful anymore."



Rainbow frowned, looking at Scootaloo as though she hadn't seen the filly before. "Huh. Yeah, you're right. No offense, but that's kinda gross."



Scootaloo sighed.








"Sweetie Belle, would you please sit still? Your constant fidgeting is distracting!"



"Sorry, Rarity. I'm trying, honest! But I kinda... can't sit."



Rarity frowned, looking at Sweetie as though she hadn't seen the filly before. Then she fainted.



Sweetie Belle sighed.








"Stir yer stumps, youngin'! There's trees out there what need t'be bucked, and I cain't find yer sister nowhere!"



"I don't really feel like applebucking, Granny."



"Nopony ever earned her cutie mark sittin' around doin' nothin'!"



"Don't think I'll be gettin' a cutie mark at all, now..."



"Why, I got half a mind t'paddle ya senseless, li'l missy, lessin' ya move yer caboose this instant!"



"Can't really do that, neither."



Big Macintosh, passing by, frowned, looking at Apple Bloom as though he hadn't seen the filly before.



"That ain't right."



Apple Bloom sighed.








Meanwhile, back at the barn...



"Applejack, are you in here? It's time for Winona's..."



Fluttershy trailed off as she noticed a voice inside the barn.



"Oh! Mmm! Oh Goldie, yes, yes! You're prettier 'n a prize apple at the fair! Ohh, make me your filly!"



Fluttershy's wings stood straight up.



"I... I can just come back later... If you're... busy..."



Fluttershy backed out of the barn.



Her wings stayed erect for over four hours.



She should have called a doctor.








Meanwhile, back at the ranch...



"What do you mean, the ponies didn't want 'em?"



"They just kept screamin', bro. I think those three little ponies fleeced us."



"Aw, man. What're we gonna do with these things, dude?"



"Bro, I got no idea."



"I think we got a bum deal, yo."
      

      
   
      Ode to Change


      

      
      
         I know the songs from days of old

That spoke of all my power.

I know the tales that young bards told,

How I changed sweet to sour.



They say that I was born in light,

But darkness in me grew.

They say that I lived just for plight,

And I know this is true.



For in me there is much turmoil,

A Chaos much engorged. 

I dropped the seeds into the soil

And Elements were forged.



I reigned terror across the years,

Much to my heart's delight.

I rained chocolate to match the tears

That cursed me as a blight.



Yet still I carried on my way,

Til the sisters pony

Used Harmony to banish me

And turned me all stony.



A thousand years then came and passed,

And I watched from my cell.

Until three fillies broke my fast,

Scoots, Apple, and Belle.



But this was not to last, you see,

For Elements still were.

Twilight Sparkle and all her friends

Won, with a rainbow blur.



All of my tricks were not enough

To turn all against all,

And thus I became once more rough

In my second downfall.



But then I was told about change,

Which I gladly wanted.

But once explained, my heart felt strange

And my spirit haunted.



So Six set me free, and then I

Started causing a mess.

Until threatened, so twitched my eye

And agreed to make less.



Fluttershy, the yellowy one,

Was convinced I could change,

Evil magic could be undone,

And good instead my range.



I led her on, and led her on,

Believing I had won.

But she felt hurt, and then was gone,

And then it wasn't fun.



I'd never truly had a friend,

One on whom to rely,

She was only means to an end...

Then I started to cry.



She did reform me, I admit,

As much as it hurts to say.

But like a candle that was lit,

Part of me died that day.



You know about the Gala trip,

And of my Smoozy date.

Jealousy resurged, then a drip

Of my old self felt great.



But in spite of this, and all that,

I do not have regret

For my past actions, none of that

Will I pay back my debt.



In short, you are who you are, and the past is the past. Let it go, and live each day as it was your last.
      

      
   
      The Paragon


      

      
      
             It was the first decade after her crowning as Princess, and to her ponies, Celestia was their savior, their champion, and their ruler. Equestria was younger then, a nation still wild and fraught with peril, and the Princesses often found themselves called forth to challenge those who would dare threaten their subjects. Together, they would set out, array themselves against beast or bandit, staving off disaster, taming the land, and slowly extending the blanket of prosperity outwards from their tiny capital within the Everfree.



    By now, the golden armor wrapped around her body had become a comfortable second skin. Celestia dropped out of the air and to her hooves, and moments later she heard the clatter of rock as her sister touched down beside her. The protective runes etched into Luna’s black barding gave off a faint moon-glimmer, one that would grow into nocturnal radiance as the sun fell further towards the horizon.



    The two sisters smiled at one another, and then as one, began to walk towards the gaping hole before them, cut into the side of a great mountain west of the great lake-town of Dartmoor. Within lay the lair of Angarakab the Vast, a great wyrm whose avarice knew no bounds. Of late, she had begun laying claim to the bounty of Dartmoor, to the fruits of its fields and the the shimmering Kelp Pearls that blossomed within the depths of the lake. The ponies had cried out for aid, and the Sisters had answered.



    As they passed the threshold, a great heat washed over them, an exhalation from the dragon’s burning breast, a low growl emanating from deeper within. “Who dares?” challenged the wyrm. “Who comes to my hoard and tempts my wrath?”



    “We come to give you an offer, dragon,” Celestia replied, head held high and voice filled with righteous certainty. “Leave our ponies in peace, and we shall become as friends. Our friendship can prove valuable, and we can offer much to one another.”



    “FRIENDS?!” Angarakab roared, and within the darkness, something moved. Two vast glowing eyes opened, and scales glimmered as she rose her head upwards, uncurling to loom over the twin ponies before her. “I call no being friend, least of all specks whose lives are but embers before the magnificent blaze that is me.”



    “Do not make this mistake, dragon,” said Luna as she stepped forward. “It shall not end well for you.” Celestia’s lips pulled backwards into a confident smile, and her horn blazed bright as she called forth her sword. They had given peace its chance, however cursory. She had never once expected it to work, and her heart quickened as she prepared herself for the thrill of battle.




    Hours later, Celestia descended towards Dartmoor, her armor covered in scorch marks, her walk now favoring her left foreleg over its twin, yet her head held high with anticipation. Now came the feast, the celebration, the chance to bask in the praises of her ponies. Luna had remained behind to tally the hoard, to ensure it remained protected until Celestia could arrange for its transport. That, she knew, would take a day or two. The ponies would wish to throw a grand feast, and their Princess would be its guest of honor. 



    Next time, she promised herself - next time, it would be she who would guard the spoils, and Luna who would bring forth the news of their victory. But today, Celestia would shine. Today, the bars would sing of her first and foremost. Today was her day, for she was in the prime of her reign, and nothing could bring her down.
      

      
   
      The Visitor


      

      
      
         Discord reclined on his couch, keeping both of his mismatched feet up, a mug of lemonade in his paw. Sighing contently, he brought the mug to his lips and drank it, throwing away the actual liquid.

 

“Well, despite an early fumble or two I think the Gala went perfectly! Even Celestia allowed me to tear a hole through space and time simply for her amusement!” He paused, contemplating. “Hm. She must be suffering from one of those ‘mid-life crises’ if that’s what it takes to excite her these days.” He rolled his shoulders, along with his whole arms. “Oh well.”

 

Then came a knock at the door. A surprise, Discord thought, considering he rarely got any visitors. Except the neverending supply of mailponies who kept getting lost in his domain. Or perhaps it was just the one mailpony? Sometimes those equines all looked the same.

 

Stretching an arm, he grabbed the doorknob and pulled it open. “If this somepony trying to sell me something—”

 

“Hiya Discord!”

 

Discord blinked, his back jolting up straight. “Pinkie Pie?”

 

“Theeeee one and only!” Pinkie announced, stepping in, the door shutting by itself behind her. She took a few quick glances around the room and said, “Huh. I expected more jelly.”

 

“Jelly?! Why would—” Discord snarled, shaking his head. “What are you doing here? How are you even here?! Nopony is supposed to know where I live!” Mailponies excepted, of course.

 

Pinkie took a deep breath. “Well at the Gala Smoozy—”

 

Discord snapped forward and grabbed her lips. “Stop you right there. His name is The Smooze. The is his first name. But what do you expect when your parents are called An Smooze and It Smooze,” he said dryly.

 

“Pfftptmmmpft!” Pinkie replied.

 

“Ah, yes.” Discord let go of her. “Continue.”



“Smoozy is my nickname for him,” Pinkie clarified. Discord rolled his eyes. Backward. “And while we were dancing and chilling and stuff, he told me where you lived and I just had to visit your house ‘cause I knew it’d be totally fun!”

 

“What? The Smooze can't even—nevermind. It's time for you to leave,” he growled, pushing Pinkie out of the door.

 

“I can’t leave yet!” Pinkie cried, walking down the stairs.

 

Discord did a double take, slamming his front door with such a force it shook the whole house. “Why not? Besides, it’s too dangerous here for ponies. Yes, you’re far better off going back home and stuffing your face full with cakes or something.”

 

Pinkie’s face brightened up, as she stepped onto the floor. “Hey! Good lead in.”



Discord scratched his head. “What—”



“Because you remember how you asked me for all the cakes?” Pinkie asked, smiling up at him.

 

Discord frowned. “No. We’re not doing this.”



“That’s what I thought too when you said that you wanted none of the cakes! But then I thought, wait a minute, this is Discord we’re talking about! He’s almost never serious! So when you said you wanted all the cakes you meant you wanted none of them, which means you did want all the cakes!” Pinkie explained, all in one breath.

 

Discord clenched his fists. “That doesn’t even make sense!” He stopped and blinked. “Oh. Oh yes it does.”

 

“I know, right?” Pinkie replied, with a little hop. “But getting all those cakes to your house was tough. Luckily I met a new friend here who could help!”

 

“A new… friend?” Discord gulped, a ball travelling right down his throat, all the way to his cloven hoof.

 

“Yep!” Pinkie trotted to the window and stuck her head out. “BRING THEM IN, GEORGE!!” she shouted.

 

There was a massive, ear deafening wail as a strange creature with the head of a pelican and the body of a whale swam through the air towards the house. Opening its bill wide, out came a storm of cake boxes, piling on top of the house and burying it completely.

 

Pinkie smiled at Discord, her head above the sea of cake boxes that had flooded the house. “I hope you like them!”

 

Discord shot her a blunt look. “Pinkie.”



“Yes?”



“Time out.”

 

Discord ripped his paw through the air, creating a tear through reality itself, blinding light pouring out of it. With his talon he grabbed Pinkie by the tail and tossed her through the rift, closing it behind her.

 

Discord sighed and rolled his eyes. “What? I don’t care at all. You know she’s going to be fine next week.”
      

      
   
      Head in the Clouds


      

      
      
         Thunderlane entered the office, head bowed. “You wanted to see me, boss?”



“Sit down.”



Thunderlane did as he was told. When the weather manager took that tone of voice, it only meant trouble.



Cloudy Skies leaned over her desk, looking him in the eyes. She sighed. “Look, Thunderlane. You’re here because I’ve been getting heat from Cloudsdale. They insist I’ve been too easy on you. They want me to fire you for what you did today.”



Thunderlane’s eyes widened. “Wait, what? What did I do to deserve being fired?”



Reaching into her desk drawer, Cloudy pulled out a picture of clouds, spelling out “Happy birthday, R”. She placed it on the desk.



“So I tried to make a birthday message. What’s the issue?”



“Those clouds were meant for Sweet Apple Acres.” Cloudy moved the picture to the side, then turned back to Thunderlane. “Since they didn’t get the full amount of rain, they complained. There was plenty there for a report, what with the picture and all. I’m just glad somepony stopped you before you took all of it.”



Leaning back, Thunderlane said, “I still don’t see the problem. I’ve done this before and not gotten into trouble.”



Cloudy shook her head. “You know full well that you need to file a request for this kind of stuff. I was able to let you slide the last few times since you used extra clouds, but this time, you blew it.” Cloudy sunk into her chair, running a hoof through her mane. “Why do you do this to me, Thunderlane?”



He set his jaw. “I had a good reason to.”



“‘A good reason’, you say.” Cloudy rolled her eyes. “It’s always a good reason in your eyes. But I’ve got news for you: Cloudsdale doesn’t see it as a good reason when you’re constantly doing this for your mare of the week.”



Thunderlane said nothing, only opting to stare defiantly back.



“Well? Aren’t you going to say anything else in your defense?”



“It won’t happen again. I’ll file the request next time.” He leaned forward. “But this time was different. Birthdays only come around once a year, you know.”



“Unless you celebrate a new one every week.” Cloudy waved a hoof dismissively. She once again stared at Thunderlane. “I really should fire you. But darn it, I like you. You’re a good worker when you’re not distracted by mares.” She closed her eyes for a moment as she thought. “I can’t just let you off with a warning, considering your history.” She opened her eyes again. “But I will let you off with just a writeup. I’ve told you you’ve broken the rules, you’ve acknowledged that, and that’ll be the end of that. But next time, I will have to suspend or fire you. Got it?”



Thunderlane nodded.



“Sign the bottom of the paper, and you’re free to go.” After Thunderlane did so, she stopped him. “Don’t let this happen again. Please.” She rubbed her temples. “It’s easier for both of us.”








The first thing Thunderlane did upon getting home was collapse on the couch.



A familiar blue colt raced to his side. “It’s about time you got home!”



Smiling, Thunderlane wrapped his brother in a big hug. “Sorry, bro. It was a long day at work.” He brightened up. “Did you see what I wrote?”



Rumble beamed. “I sure did! And here I thought you forgot all about my birthday!” He hugged Thunderlane tight. “You’re the best brother ever!”



Thunderlane mussed Rumble’s hair. “Anything for you, Rumble.”



There was no need for Rumble to know how much trouble Thunderlane had gotten in, nor did Thunderlane particularly care right then. One look at his little brother’s smiling face was all it took to know he’d do it all again in a heartbeat.



Totally worth it.
      

      
   
      Teatime, Unfettered


      

      
      
             Twilight Sparkle arrived precisely seven minutes ago for teatime with Princess Celestia. Ever since she had departed for Ponyville, moments like these were precious, and one unexpected benefit of her ascension had been how much easier it was to travel to Canterlot. Only a short flight separated her from her former teacher, and they had managed to establish a new weekly ritual, at least an hour where the needs of Equestria fell away, and the two could simply be ponies. Friends. Certainly, it was a far more peaceful meeting than the chaos that always seemed to accompany the Grand Galloping Gala.



    “We should do this more often, Twilight,” Celestia began, and she felt her heart warm at the eager smile that bloomed before her.



    “Oh, yes please, Princess -”



    “Celestia,” she corrected gently.



    “Celestia,” Twilight agreed with an embarrassed grin. “I don’t think I’ll ever get over that, no matter what you say.”



    “You would be surprised how much can change in a short time...Princess Twilight,” Celestia teased. “After all, look at how much you have accomplished.”



    “I never would have done it without the help of my friends,” Twilight replied, ducking her head to the side, suddenly bashful. “Nor without all you have taught me.”



    “It is always good to acknowledge the contributions of others, Twilight, yet you should be willing to take pride in your victories. Had you always done what I asked of you, we would not be here today. Chrysalis would rule Equestria, or Tirek, and let us not forget that with Sombra…”



    “Which I still believe was a horrible test!” Twilight protested. “If I hadn’t broken the rules -”



    “But you did,” Celestia cut in. “Time and again, you have validated my trust in you, my faithful once-student. And you have given me the greatest of gifts. After all-”



    “Talking about me again, Sister?” came a voice light with amusement. A feathery touch tickled the nape of Celestia’s neck, drawing forth giggles from Twilight Sparkle as Celestia startled at Luna’s sudden touch. “Yet she is right, Twilight Sparkle. We both owe you the greatest of thanks, and we feel endless happiness that you have become our equal. Might I join the pair of you?”



    The two ponies scooted around to make room for a third, and Luna soon had her own tea steaming before her. “Not coffee,” she said after a sip, “Yet pleasing nonetheless. How have you been, Twilight Sparkle?”



    Princess Celestia sat back, and watched her sister and her once-student talk, and quietly sipped her tea. In this moment, as she sipped her tea and felt her soul sing with joy, she knew that now, after so very, very long, she could finally let go of the guilt she had carried with her. After more than a thousand years, she was finally free.
      

      
   
      I Did Not Start That Fight!


      

      
      
         "I totally regret *hick* nothing I did during my *hick* time at the bar tonight," slurred Berry Punch as she tried to walk straight by trying to grab the nearest pony before slipping because of the wet blood still on her hooves. "Well, other than *hick*"



"Ehh? Say that again Mrs Punch, I didn't quite get that." replied Sturdy Shoes, as he walked with her to their destination. The local police officer who just so happened to be on duty tonight, filling in for his mate who's on sick leave. His thoughts then drifted back to the event that transpired earlier in the night.








Having late night drinks in Ponyville's pubs on the weekends are a must do after a good weeks work. The top notch alcohols has won prices all across Equestria, due to the fact that the local Apple growers are the best in Equestria as well.



Sturdy Shoes loves walking around Ponyville right after sunset, the view over the hills in the west gives off an beautiful aurora if you actually looked for it. The early-Autumn evening breeze made him look scruffy, if it weren't for the police uniform and those sunglasses that the locals knew he regularly wears.







But then he heard a loud yell before a great cacophony of sounds started to pour out from a pub further down the road. He wasn't the only one that was attracted by all the ruckus caused by the occupants, a large crowd had formed in the small amount of time it took him to run down the length of the road to investigate.



"Excuse me," Shoes said politely as he tried to get through the sea of ponies, "Coming through here."



When he arrived at the pub broken glasses could been seen outside a smashed window, ponies are already looking out the windows to look at the commotion that was happening right in the middle of the road. Two mares can be seen fighting over what appears to be an old vintage wine bottle, with one trying to get the cork off while holding the other mare back.



Some cuts can be seen on their coats and rich fragrant scents of wine can be smelt by all around, both have a similar shade of purple. One with a darker shade and three smiling flowers for her cutie mark, while the other one had a much lighter shade of purple with a grape and strawberry cutie mark.



"What's going on here?!" shouted Shoes to the two sisters, "Berry Punch, what did you do now that got your sister drunk again?"



"Nuffin'," Punch yelled back, "Just sorting out some sibling- hey! Give that back!"



"No! It's my turn with this," shouted Cheerilee, "My turn for the night!"



As the sibling war wore on again for another few more minutes before Shoes decided to intervene, he first tried to get close to grab the bottle away, but the two screaming mare wouldn't let him. He then used his magic to grab the bottle out of Cheerilee's hoof while she was distracted.



"You two," said Shoes assertively at the two mares on the ground, "I have enough of you two blabbering every week at how each wine or cider is made. Couldn't you two do it like civilised ponies?!"



"That's it!" scolded Shoes, "I'm taking you two first to Ponyville Central then escort you back to your houses, and ban you two from all the pubs in the entire Ponyville region. If I see any of you anywhere near these pubs for the next month, I'll... I'll!!!"



The two mare visible shook at the sudden outburst from the normally calm police pony, but they had never seen his reaction to crime in Ponyville. And then they quietly followed him to their destination...
      

      
   
      Unlimited Breadsticks*


      

      
      
         The phone was ringing.



Which was odd because he didn’t remember having a phone, or why he knew it was ringing, or why it was on his desk, or why he knew it was called a phone in the first place.



Logistics lifted the phone with his hooves, unsure of what to do with it. He moved it up and down, shaking it as it continued to ring. Like most ponies with degrees in higher education, he did the most reasonable thing a pony of his clout and sophistication would do and chucked the contraption out the window.



He went back to his desk and stared back at the financial reports and ledgers, reviewing the numbers from the accounting department. He saw that both numbers on the bottom of the left and right side were the same and hoped that meant he didn’t need to do any more thinking on the subject. He hoofed through more of the reports, scrutinizing some of the spending in advertising from the marketing department, before something began to buzz on his mahogany desk.



The phone was ringing.



The CEO put down the reports, stood up and prodded at the object with a hoof. On the main rectangle, a comical picture of a strange creature was leaned up against the screen as if it was about to burst out of the glass.



Without warning the phone whispered menacingly, “unlimited breadsticksss.”



His eyes widened in horror as the phone started floating in the air and grew larger and larger, a dragon claw and a deer leg sprouting as a griffon talon and a lions paw erupted, the entire mass congealing into a strange antlered monster.



“Unlimited breadsticksssss,” the creature spoke, its eyes taut and glowing, mismatched appendages writhing.



He gulped before addressing the creature still amalgamating before him, taking courage in his position and authority.



“I’m sorry, but if you would like an appointment, you will have to go through my secretary.”



“Unlimited breadstickssssssssss…” hissed the creature.



“Sir,” Logistics assumed it was a he, “While I am proud of Equestria’s local demons advertising our restaurant chain, there are proper channels to go through before entering my office.”



“You… do not understand the magnitude of the offense your company has committed to the name of chaos.”



“And what offense is that?”



“Unlimited… “ the creature huffed as he twisted his neck closer at Logistics, “breadsticks.”



He frowned, “How about you take this up with Equine Resources? They can help you.”



The creature’s eyes furrowed, “I’ve already stepped on every wrung of the ladder, and it looks like you're on top.”



“You didn’t actually step on them, did you?”



“You tell me,” said the creature, producing a portal in front of him, a horrifying, delicious scene playing out among many of his employees.



His director of Equine Resources was absolutely drowning in—“LOGISTICS! IS THAT YOU!?” she screamed into the portal, “You have to save us! This,” she sniffed, “this is too much!” He looked closer and saw that her entire office had been stuffed to the brim. They were all over the desks, the floor, the walls, the ceiling, overflowing out of every single filing cabinet and nook and cranny: soft, pillowy, heavenly, chewy — smelling like they came fresh from the oven — garlic breadsticks.



“Please! Do something Logistics!” she cried, grabbing more breadsticks and chewing on them as more seemed to multiply before her. “They’re too good! If they don’t stop coming they’ll go straight to my thighs! I have a family, Logistics!”



“It doesn’t stop there,” said the cold voice, the portal shattering into a million pieces that became like stars all around the office. “Soon, the entire universe will be made of breadsticks: galaxies, planets, atoms, protons, up-quarks. Every scrap of existence will only be breadsticks in the end. All life will cease, all of chaos will be consumed into order because you made the monstrous mistake of trying to make your breadsticks ‘unlimited.’”



Logistics stared at the odd amalgam before him and sighed, reaching for a buzzer on his desk. "Hot Cocoa? Send in Filibuster from the legal department." He rubbed his eyes with his hooves. "I hope you're happy. Do you have any idea how much I hate asterisks?"








Discord smiled as he saw the new sign near the restaurant which had a smattering of legalese in fine print at the bottom and Unlimited Breadsticks* emblazoned on the top.
      

      
   
      That A Minute Could Reverse


      

      
      
         4 tbsps cocoa powder



1 ½ cups plain flour



1 cup milk



250g unsalted butter (softened)



…and all the rest, combined together, stirred thoroughly to ensure no lumps and poured gently into the cake-tin, which was promptly lifted into the oven with practiced ease.



Spike was nothing if not diligent.



Ponies were far too fussy, in his mind. What was wrong with a good chunk of quartz? You didn’t have to burn it, grind it, or slice it. You just ate the thing and you were done with it, simple as that.



But this was a surprise for Twilight, and that meant doing it Twilight’s Way. Precise measurements. No lumps.



No burnt bits.



C-CHK



“Spike, I’m home!”



He heard the door opening behind him, and he turned to see Twilight walking into the room.












And with that, Twilight walked out of the room. The door, being a door and as such possessing absolutely no sense of tact, slammed shut behind her.



And Spike realised that she’d made two mistakes.



The first was installing an anti-magic lock the door.



The second was locking said door behind her without a key. 



Spike moved to follow her, but stopped himself.



He’d lost track of how many times she’d done this, and to be perfectly honest (which, being the good dragon he was, he always was) he was fed up with it.



He was fed up the way he was forced to work everything around her little whims.



He was fed up with doing everything ‘Twilight’s Way’



He was -



Spike realised that he was now speaking aloud, and that his audience consisted of half a dozen bookshelves, two benches and a kitchen sink.



He decided he didn't care.



RRNNNNN-



That would be the cake. 



He should probably go and take it out of the oven before it burnt.



-NNNNNG 



Actually, you know what? 



It could burn, for all he cared.



It could burn.





 
	





There was the noise of metal-on-metal behind him, and he turned to see Twilight walking into the room.



“I’m home, Spike!” she called out as she ran upstairs. 



He followed her.



“Long day, huh?” 



“About to get longer” she replied, lifting her satchel onto the desk and methodically sorting and filing its contents.



“I, uh- whaddaya mean?” 



“Moondancer’s got a party on, and it started half an hour ago and I only just finished with the Princess and I’m sure I mentioned it before –“



“You…didn't actually.”



“I did. I’m sure I did.”



“You told me you were taking the afternoon off”



“Huh. Well sorry, but I’ll be heading out now”



“I just wanted to– “



“Sorry Spike, but I've really got to go” she interrupted.



And with that, Twilight walked out of the room. The door, being a door and as such having absolutely no sense of tact, slammed shut behind her.












Actually, you know what? It could burn, for all he cared.



It could burn.



C-CHK



Spike looked up at the sudden noise. Somepony was at the door.



C-CHKC-CHK



C-CHKC-CHKC-CHK



Some very impatient pony was the door.



“Spike? Are you in there? “ called a Twilight-sounding voice from behind the door.



Spike sighed. She’d probably forgotten a book, or realised she’d left the key behind, or -



“Spike?”



He supposed he’d better open it.



Spike walked up to the door and opened it to reveal a smiling Twilight, who promptly walked inside and shut the door behind her.

“What are you –“  he started.



“I decided to stay home“ the filly interrupted.



 “The party -  “



“I told them something important came up” 



“But-“



“They’re used to it by now” she said with a giggle. Trust me -” 



Twilight paused and rose back up, her nose twitching.



“Is that something… burning?”



Spike’s heart sank.



The cake.



Oh sweet Celestia, the cake.



Spike opened his mouth, but before he could get say as much as a word Twilight had dashed to the oven, thrown it open, and pulled the cake out.



“I’m sorry, I – “



She paused, looking down at the cake, before looking up at him again.



“Can I help you ice it?” she asked.



Spike stared at her wordlessly, overcome by surprise at her question.



She-



But-



“You…you probably want to get the black bits off first” he fumbled.



Twilight looked down at the cake and shrugged.



“It’ll taste the same anyway. So long as that’s fine with you, of course”



Spike smiled.



Perhaps Twilight’s Way wasn't always so bad.
      

      
   
      In Any Manner Necessary


      

      
      
         Prince Blueblood trotted over the mare’s cloak, grinning. Rudeness was strangely accompanied by an invigorating sense of loftiness. He didn’t quite know why that was, but for the few chances he got to play the part of a snooty upper-class prince, it was admittedly fun.



Perhaps this Rarity would finally leave him alone.



Blueblood was no stranger to galas and public events. As a figure in the public eye, it was expected for him to attend, but he wasn’t particularly a fan. The Grand Galloping Gala was nothing but a fancy party for nobles and pop stars. It was worth noting that more purposeful gatherings tended to be superficially political anyway, but the Gala in particular tended to attract the shallower nobles.



He was well aware of his own power and wealth, and he’d learned to be wary of freeloaders seeking his hoof in marriage so they could stick their own hooves in his pockets. Ponies like them were shameful. So, since removing himself from a position of power wasn’t a viable option at the moment, he had to resort to making himself undesirable in other ways.



He and Rarity approached a simple apple stand, likely set up by a local business. “Two apple fritters, please,” Rarity said. 



“Two apple fritters comin’ right up,” the vendor said, dipping down to fetch the fritters. Blueblood loved her southern accent, as not only did it sound authentic, but it was a nice break from the faux aristocratic accent that all other nobles pretentiously adopted. “That’ll be four bits,” the vendor said, smiling warmly.



He was glad to support small businesses, in addition to various charities and non-profit organizations, but galas like this were the best way to ruin the public’s perception of him. Blueblood had an idea, and cleared his throat to Rarity.



She cleared her own throat, but after some encouragement, she finally gave in. “I’m going to have to pay, aren’t I?” she said, glowering.



Blueblood smiled. Now she was getting the idea. Every shade of uncouth, this prince. Perhaps offering to dance and abandoning her for another mare was in order, if Rarity was still hanging around by the time they headed back inside.



Blueblood considered Rarity. It was possible that she was one of the innocent ponies, one of the ten thousands of readers of Ponies magazine’s annual Hottest Stallion Alive list, the wide-eyed dreamers who convinced themselves that love at first sight was a realistic notion. Blueblood knew that some of his admirers were like that, and some of those were genuinely good ponies, but tarnishing his public image was still a necessary evil.



“It’s okay, Rarity, I gotcha covered,” the vender said, handing Blueblood the platter of fritters.



Ah, so these two knew each other. Well, to insult one’s friend is to insult them both. Perhaps he could refuse the fritter and turn up his nose, refusing to eat such… plebeian trash? No, how about… carnival fare? Yes, that would do. They did look appetizing, though. Oh, of course! He could take a bite and then spit it right back out. Even better.



“Thank you, Applejack,” Rarity said as Blueblood accepted the tray of fritters. “At least somepony here has good manners.”



Prince Blueblood chewed the delicious apple fritter, allowing a small smirk. Oh, I can most certainly show you manners.
      

      
   
      Just a Piece of Paper


      

      
      
         “Hello! I’m Sundew, from the Cloudsdale Flight Academy," the pink pegasus mare on Rainbow's doorstep said with a wide smile. "Are you Ms. Rainbow Dash?" 



"Yeah?"



Sundew straightened her gray suit jacket. "I was wondering, when would be a good time to schedule your make-up classes?”



Rainbow raised an eyebrow. “Is this something Rarity signed me up for?”



“No, this is to get your diploma from the Cloudsdale Flight Academy.”



“Oh. No thanks.” Rainbow started to close the door, but Sundew’s hoof was in the way.



“Ms. Dash, every pegasus needs a flight school diploma.” She frowned.



Rainbow smirked. “I’m in the Wonderbolt Reserves, I have a throne in a castle, and I’ve done three sonic rainbooms.”



Sundew nodded. “But… you don’t have a diploma.”



“Yeah, and I don’t need a diploma.”



“It’s an attractive document, you know. It’s suitable for framing and looks very impressive hanging on the wall.” She wiggled her eyebrows with a smirk that made Rainbow wonder if she was hitting on her.



“That’s great and everything, but… pass.” Rainbow tried to close the door.



The pink hoof stopped it again. “It is great, though. You admitted it. And, well, I suppose it’s possible that we could wave the remaining requirements. We wouldn’t want you to miss out because of a technicality…”



“I dropped out,” Rainbow pointed out.



“Technically you dropped out,” Sundew admitted. “But you clearly continued your flight training!”



“Sure!” Rainbow nodded. “But… not at flight school. Which is where you get a diploma.”



“As I said, a technicality.” She waved her hoof, then pulled out a piece of paper. “All you have to do is fill out your application for graduation and we’ll send you your diploma!” 



“But… I don’t need one. I’d only be taking it ‘cause you’re throwing it at me.” Rainbow gestured at the form.



“We are not throwing it at you!” Sundew stood straight and tall. “It’s a very important achievement, one you’ve more than earned!”



Rainbow fixed her with a flat look. “I. Dropped. Out.”



“Technically.”



“Yeah, I technically dropped out.” Rainbow nodded, crossing her forelegs. “And I technically trained myself, and now I’m technically in the Wonderbolt Reserves. So, technically, a flight school diploma isn’t that important.”



They stared at each other for a long moment before Sundew deflated. 



“Okay, fine. It’s not that important. Just fill out the form, and we’ll send you one.”



“Fine.” Rainbow nodded and reached for the form, then she stopped and looked at Sundew. “Wait, why?”



“It’s not a very long form,” Sundew said. “In fact, you can just sign here.”



Rainbow rolled her eyes. “Why do you want to give me a diploma?!”



“We don’t want to give you a diploma, Ms. Dash. We feel you’ve earned a diploma. You’re one of the best flyers in Equestria. Surely at least some of that was aided by our expert trainers, and you’re going to apply whatever that was to your future endeavors. Please just sign the paper!” Sundew begged.



“But—”



“You can keep the pen!” she added.



“WHY?” Rainbow shouted, waving her hooves for emphasis.



Sundew frowned and sighed. “Our brochures say that since our founding, every Wonderbolt has graduated from Cloudsdale Flight Academy. When you become a Wonderbolt, our brochures will be technically incorrect.”



Rainbow blinked. “So? Change the brochure!”



“Do you know what that entails, Ms. Dash?” Sundew raised an eyebrow. “We can’t simply change the brochure. There will be… a committee. A committee with ideas...” She shuddered.  



“And… meetings. Content meetings, budget meetings, layout meetings… hours and hours of meetings.” Her face grew haunted. “Then somepony will have to approve it! They’ll be held responsible for whatever the committee changed or didn’t change! Teachers will complain that their classes weren’t represented, students will complain that their associations weren’t represented, and if there’s a grammatical error… Celestia have mercy.” She looked to Rainbow, her eyes wide. “You seem like a kind, decent pony. You wouldn’t wish that on us, would you, Ms Dash?”



Rainbow blinked. “Uh… I guess not.”



“So, you’ll let us give you a diploma?” Sundew asked.



“Sure...” Rainbow said slowly. “If it’s that big a deal.”



“Thank you!” she said, thrusting the application into Rainbow hooves.



“No problem.” Rainbow took up the pen and signed it, then handed it back. “Here you go.”



Sundew tucked the paper away, straightened her jacket, and dusted herself off. Finally she nodded to Dash. 



“Congratulations on your academic achievement.” 



Then she turned and flew away. 
      

      
   
      Green Night Trio


      

      
      
         There was a loud roar as the so-called car crested the top of the hill, soaring through the air for a second before crashing to the road, nearly bouncing its occupants out.



“Um, Discord?” Fluttershy asked with as nice of a tone as she could while clinging to dear life in the passenger seat of the strange contraption they were rocketing through Equestria in. “I know, um, that we’re all very hungry, and yes, Ivory Palace is very delicious, but I think that maybe going this far is, um, this is a teensy-weensy bit too extreme.”



“Very delicious?” Discord said, covering his heart with a claw in mock outrage while swerving to avoid a fallen log. “Ivory Palace is not merely delicious. They have the absolute best, the most wonderful, the most scrumptious hayburgers in all of Equestria! When you have a craving for them, absolutely nothing else will suffice.”



“He’s right, Shy,” Tree Hugger said from the back seat. “Their food has a type of energy to it, it’s hard to explain. Also they’re like, really tasty.”



Fluttershy bit her lip, glancing back at Tree Hugger before turning to Discord. “But, um, I know I don’t fully understand how a lot of your magic works, but couldn’t you just teleport us there, or summon the food instantly?”



“Oh, don’t be silly, Fluttershy” Discord cranked the wheel, sliding around a tight corner. “A late night food run like this is just as much about the experience as it the food. Who knows what kind of wacky misadventures we’ll have along the way?”



Tree Hugger nodded. “I don’t think I’ve ever traveled through the universe this fast before. I’m getting some great vibes from this ride.”



“I guess that makes sense,” Fluttershy said, sighing. “You said it’s close, right?”



Discord nodded. “That’s right. Not far at all. We’ll be there in a jiffy and get those delicious hayburgers, don’t you worry!”



As if on cue, there was a loud bang and the car lurched, twisting back and forth as Discord fought to keep it under control. When they finally managed to roll to a stop at the side of the road, he teleported behind the car.



“Oh dear. It looks like we’ve lost a tire. And I forgot to replace the spare!”








Fluttershy slammed open the door to Ivory Palace. 



A small filly took one look at her and screamed, running to hide behind her mother.



She limped her way towards the counter, bandages wrapped around one leg and her wings. Other ponies backed out of her way, letting her pass.



“Uh, can I help you, ma’am?” the pimply faced colt behind the counter asked.



Discord slinked into the building behind Fluttershy, his head bowed, wringing his hands together. “Look, Fluttershy, I—”



Fluttershy whipped her head around, snarling.



Discord shrunk back with a whimper.



“I’ll have eighty four mini hay-sliders, five large fries, and three cherry colas.”



“Um, can I have the same, but with diet colas instead? They have like, way less chemicals,” Tree Hugger said, sporting an eyepatch.



Some time later, the trio sat around the veritable mountain of food, and Fluttershy immediately dug in, stuffing her face with the hunger of a rabid beast.



“Look, Fluttershy,” Discord began, rubbing at the back of his head. “I’m really sorry for everything that happened. I just wanted us to have a fun little adventure, and I guess things got a little out of hand. Is there anything I can do to make it up to you?”



Fluttershy held up a hoof as she chewed, swallowed, then washed it down with her drink. “I think,” she said, looking over at Discord, tears streaming down her eyes, “you already have. Sweet Celestia, this is the tastiest thing I’ve ever eaten in my life.”



Discord perked up, grinning. “You mean it? So I was right all along, well that’s just wonderful, I—”



Fluttershy shot him a harsh glare, and he shrunk back again, zipping his mouth shut. “Don’t push it, Discord.”



She pushed a small plate of hayburgers towards the draconequus, stuffing another into her mouth.



“Shut up and eat.”
      

      
   
      Endgame


      

      
      
         “No regrets?” Death asked, his eyeless sockets peering intently at the board.



“Nope,” Dash replied. Her hair had begun to run grey at the edges, but by no means did she look old. Middle age at best.



Death picked up his queenside rook, examining the butter yellow piece. “You never told her how you feel.”



“She didn’t feel the same.” Dash shrugged. “She always preferred the quiet type. To be honest, I don’t think we were all that great of friends.”



“A lot of ponies would have considered you the best of friends,” Death commented.



“She was kind, I was loyal. We probably could have hated each other and still been good friends.” Dash snorted, glancing at Death’s side of the board. “You gonna make a move yet?”



“Never met a pony in such a hurry to lose.” Death managed to smirk without lips.



“Pffft, not like you’re gonna fold.” Dash leaned back in her chair, rubbing her temples with her hooves. “And these sirens are giving me a headache.”



“You never know. EMTs have called the game before.” Death set the rook back down, instead picking up a Queen in royal purple. “Not worried about her?”



“She’s got this. More than any of us, she’s got this.” Dash smiled softly, eyeing the queen. “If it weren’t for her, I might actually be worried.”



“What if she kicks it?” Death asked, shooting Dash a playful smirk. “I do like to drop in after all.”



“If she kicks it, all Equestria’s got a problem.” Dash shrugged. “Besides, I don’t think alicorns get strokes. I mean, Celestia’s still here.”



“Yeah. Alicorns.” Death sighed, a note of disgust clear in his tone. He set the queen back down, and set his hoof on a bright orange knight. “You know she’s going to be devastated, right?”



“Look, not to sound callous, but she can take it.” Dash glanced at her own king, a columbia blue like herself. “Can’t I just knock it over and fold?”



“Be a good sport.” Death sighed and leaned back, leaving the knight alone. “We only really get to do this once.”



“Yeah, and really, it’s kind of a letdown.” Dash glanced around. “Couldn’t you have sprung for some sunbeams? Foggy shores with a ship?”



“Budget cuts.” Death tapped the board. “You get a chess metaphor. Deal.”



“Awesome,” Dash drawled, tipping her own King back and forth. “I really can’t fold?”



“You really don’t care? At all?” Death began to reach for a pale white bishop, but Dash just shook her head. 



“Nope.” She sighed and tipped over her King. “I’m done.”



“But… why?” Death just stared at the fallen king, then looked up at Dash.



“Like I said, they got this.” Dash smiled, staring off into the distance. “I’ve been a Wonderbolt, saved the world, and had the best little sis in the world. Sure, I never had a kid, or got married, but those would end badly and we all know it.” She sighed. “Look, I’m gonna take off, alright? If you’re not gonna help, could you at least point me in the right direction?”



“Sure.” Death shook his head, finally laughing softly. “Come on, I’ll show you the way.” He glanced back at the board, and shook his head. “No regrets, huh?”



“Not a one.” Dash paused. “Unless the afterlife’s this bland. Then I’d probably regret dying.”



“Nah, you’re okay.” Death smiled, and led her off into the dark. “You’re gonna be just fine.”
      

      
   
      Lyra’s secret obsession


      

      
      
         ❉ Super Trampoline gewidmet, in Dankbarkeit. ❉




Act one, scene one: Bonbon, Lyra



Whistling, Bonbon pads into the house. She closes the door carefully.



Bonbon: Lyra?



She looks around, waits for an answer, but there is none.



Bonbon: Lyra! Where are you?



She listens attentively. After a few seconds, a faint clicking sound can be heard.



Bonbon (sighs, ears flopping): Oh no…



She thumps to the door of the bedroom and flings it open. Lyra is lying on the bed, typing on a laptop computer.



Bonbon: LYRA! What are you doing?



Startled, Lyra precipitately closes the computer’s lid.



Lyra: Oh! Hi sweetie! Err… Nothing.



Slightly flushing, Lyra smiles awkwardly at Bonbon.



Bonbon: My hoof! Don’t tell me you’ve taken to visiting those dating websites for humans again?



Lyra (facehoofs): Don’t be ridiculous, sug’! It was such a crazy experience…



Bonbon (shrugs): Whose fault?



Lyra: Okay, maybe I just went a teensy-weensy bit too far with my profile picture?



Bonbon: I told you it wasn’t a good idea to pick that – err… girl – what was her name?



Lyra: Pamela Anderson.



Bonbon: And nude at that!



Lyra (arches an eyebrow): So what? Do we clothe?



Bonbon: Of course not! But we ponies are a superior species. 



Lyra: I swear I simply looked up images tagged “horny humans” on Poodle!



Bonbon (surprised): What’s Poodle?



Lyra (rolls her eyes): An up to sniff search engine, www.k9.dog.



Bonbon (puzzled): And why the hay did you have to specify ‘horny’?



Lyra (shrugs): You’re not a unicorn, you cannot understand. I regret nothing.



Bonbon (peeved): Pfff… So what’s your hugger-mugger business with that computer?



Lyra (sighs): All right, all right. I was writing a fiction for a contest.



Bonbon: What!?



Lyra reopens the computer’s lid, shifts on the bed and magically turns the computer so that the screen faces Bonbon.



Lyra: Take a gander.



Bonbon (squints): Err… This time, the contest was fraught with unbearable tension. Would Titanium Dragon, who had vanished from the face of the earth three weeks ago, eventually reappear? The suspense was overwhelming.



Lyra: What do you think of it?



Bonbon: Charming but not very specific. I don’t think you’ll ever earn a prize with such a prose. What is it about?



Lyra: The prompt is I regret nothing. Since I wasn’t that thrilled about it, I went for a “meta-fic”.



Bonbon (perplexed): Who is that Titanium Dragon you write about?



Lyra: The gist of the contest is anonymity. Everypony picks a nickname, though. It’s a funny game trying to guess who’s hiding behind each one. 



Bonbon (smiling): Show me! Show me! Oh! Titanium Dragon… that’s an obvious one. Who’s next? Present Perfect?



Lyra: A wild shot?



Bonbon (ponders, then shakes her head): No. Beats me…



Lyra: That’s Rarity.



Bonbon: Uh!? Why?



Lyra: It’s a pun on her ‘perfect presentation’.



Bonbon (rolls her eyes): Super Trampoline… Now who can that be?



Lyra: Come on, don’t pretend to be dumber than you are! Who keeps bumping around all day long?



Bonbon: Okay I see now! I think I’m cottoning on to that game. (She presses the down-arrow key to scroll the screen down.) Cerulean voice… Must be a singer… Err… Fluttershy!



Lyra: Well done, honey!



Bonbon (beams): Hmmm… Lemme see. Trick Question?



Lyra: This one is more difficult.



Bonbon (hums and haws): Trixie?



Lyra: I don’t think so. Well, it’s true she says she lives in the boondocks. At first, I thought about AppleJack. But she also claims she teaches at Equestria university in Canterlot, and she writes a bunch about fancy science. I’m not sure, but I think it’s Princess Sparkle herself.



Bonbon (gasps): Gee! Princess Sparkle! Even the royalty’s keen on your contest? Spectral… got it! Rainbow Dash! (Pauses.) But, by the way, what’s your nickname?



Lyra (points her hoof at the screen): Here.



Bonbon (pulls a dubious face): Now can you tell me what the hay does that mean?



Lyra: Nothing particular. No more than M1Garand8 or Waterpear.



Bonbon: Agreed, but it sounds cr—



Lyra (Cuts Bonbon off. Huffily): All right, enough yackety-yaking. I’ve two hours to submit my fiction, so I’d rather get cracking. (She gets off the bed, walks to Bonbon and pushes her towards the exit.) Good bye! (She slams the door of the bedroom shut.)



Bonbon (dazed, slowly pulls herself together. Then yells): GOOD LUCK, “COLD IN GARDEZ”!
      

      
   
      Betrayal Tastes of Almond


      

      
      
         “Oh... oh Gummy, why?” Pinkie lay on the floor. Her breath came in short bursts, and she didn't move an inch. “How... how could you Gummy.” It was no use getting up, it hurt far too much. “I trusted you.”



Gummy sat on the kitchen counter and stared at her out of merciless eyes.








1 hour earlier.



“Pinkie, I'm so sorry we rely on you so much.” Mrs Cake said as Pinkie entered the kitchen of Sugar Cube Corner.



“Oh, that's no problem Mrs Cake, I love shop sitting.” Pinkie held Gummy out in front of her. “Gummy's gonna help, too, aren't you Gummy?” Gummy answered by biting Mrs Cake in the nose.



“Ouch!”



“Oh, Gummy just can't resist nice people.” Pinkie Pie pulled Gummy off Mrs Cake and put him on the counter, next to a gigantic bowl of light brown matter. “What's this Mrs Cake?”



“Mmh, I think you'll like this,” she said, smiling now but still rubbing her nose. “It's called marzipan. Have a taste.” Mrs Cake scraped some of the chewy matter off with a spoon and shoved it into Pinkie's mouth.



Pinkie's eyes went wide. The stuff was good.



“I'll be off now.” Mrs Cake was on the verge of leaving, then halted, grinning at Pinkie Pie. “Try not to eat all of it, okay?”



“Oki doki loki.”



The door slammed shut, and Pinkie looked at the bowl, then at Gummy. “One more spoon isn't gonna hurt, right Gummy?”



Gummy blinked, then opened his mouth.



“Oh, silly Gummi, this isn't something for little, toothless alligators.” Pinkie Pie giggled, then ate another spoon full. After another minute of waiting, still no customer's had appeared. “One more is still alright, right?”



Gummy blinked again.








“My tummy, Gummy.” Pinkie groaned, pushing the empty bowl still further away from her as though to get rid of the evidence. “Why didn't you stop me, Gummy?”



Gummy neither blinked nor showed any other signs of compassion for the troubled Pinkie.



The door of Sugar Cube Corner opened. Pinkie tried to get to her hooves, gave up halfway and dropped with a whomp. When she looked up again, Mrs Cake stood before her, a stern look on her face. “You ate it all, didn't you?”



Pinkie dropped her gaze. “I... I did.” She looked up at Mrs Cake again, now pleadingly. “Please forgive me. I regret... oh, I do.” After another's second thought, she added: “But I'd probably do it again.”
      

      
   
      Regretless


      

      
      
         "I regret nothing."



The words echoed through the long hallway along with her hoofsteps, sound bouncing unevenly off of the many alcoves and empty suits of armor.  She contemplated the sound for a moment as she passed yet another window.  It was nice to hear the words, if only briefly.  Conversation was difficult to come by this late into the night.  She paused at the next window, glancing out at the moon.  It was beautiful tonight.








"No!  Please don't hurt me!  Trixie didn't mean it!"



The powder blue unicorn scrambled backwards to get away from her.  Tears streamed down the unicorn's face as she lost her footing.  Her hooves moved spastically, trying to find purchase on the ground.  This pony dared to challenge her.  Now look at her laid low.



Curiously, the unicorn was not meeting her gaze.  That wasn't right.  Ponies terrified of their fate generally looked their tormentor in the eyes, desperate for a sign of mercy.  Slowly, deliberately, she followed the unicorn's eyes.



Ah, the Alicorn Amulet.  The unicorn - Trixie - indeed had wielded great power when it was in her possession, but was she so powerless without it?  Did Trixie truly covet the amulet so much?



A grin alighted her face.  She looked back to the unicorn as she spoke, "This is my prize now."



Trixie had stopped struggling to get away, simply shaking on the ground as she held back her sobs, her breath sharp gasps.  "N-No!"



"Do you realize who you just assaulted?"



The unicorn finally tore her terrified gaze from the amulet.








She sniffed sharply.



It would not do to fall into the dreams of memory.  Her mind stagnated.  Action was required.  She continued her path through the hall and down the stairwell.



She paused at the foot of the staircase.  Should she proceed to the throne room?  No, it held nothing for her.  Not even the guards were still present, not that she needed them.








"Your majesty, the beasts of the Everfree are roaming throughout the land."  Flash Sentry had quickly risen through the ranks - necessary field promotions.  Her captain's reports were short and to the point recently.  At first he had been a breath of fresh air.  Now a grim air hovered about him.  "Ponies are abandoning the cities in droves.  They're following rumors that the zebras can provide food and shelter."



She scowled at him.  "Were I informed sooner, I would have taken the field.  Why has the guard not acted?"



He didn't even flinch.  "The guard is joining them."



Rage gripped her now.  "Traitors!  They would dare abandon Equestria?"



His face broke into a snarl.  "Equestria is dying!"



Her horn flashed.  "I am Equestria!"








She shook her head.  The cold night air must have gotten to her.  Perhaps a walk outside to get her blood pumping.



She trotted now, heading for the castle's entrance.  She knew every step of this journey.  She'd made it enough.



She placed a hoof on the doors.  She didn't feel like using magic at the moment.








The six ponies lay on the ground, grimacing at their pain.  Five she recognized.  They had dared to gather the Elements of Harmony and raise them against her.  The sixth was new.  Yellow-orange with streaks of red through her mane and tail.  A sunburst her cutie mark.  Sunset Shimmer, Celestia's other student -








"I regret nothing."



The words were firm this time.  She pushed the doors open, allowing light to filter into the entryway.  The moon was brilliant, as always, but little else greeted her as she stepped into the courtyard.  Ice covered the ground, the walls, even what remained of the plants.  There wasn't a sound to be heard outside her frosty breathing.  Not even a whisper of wind brushed against her mane.



The long night had been silent for a while.  There hadn't been ponies here for years.  The dreaming world was silent as well.  She gazed up at the beautiful sky to distract herself.  The sun had long been relegated to its place amongst the stars, no greater than its peers.








"What did you do to her?  My student, Twilight Sparkle?"



She coolly regarded her oddly somber sister.  "The foal charged me, a spell on her horn.  I taught her that one should not joust with an Alicorn."



Celestia flinched in her sorrow.  Then she asked,  "Do you regret it, Luna?"



"My name is Nightmare Moon!"








"I regret nothing," she whispered, wishing it were true.
      

      
   
      Wail Into The Moon


      

      
      
         Dying is a much greater agony than it has any right to be.



I would have thought it to be a simple transition into comfortable non-existence. Nothing could hurt me if there was no “me” to feel it, right? It should have been easy to slip through the veil of eternity, wash my stained hooves, quiet the screeching in my ears, and heal myself from the pain. Mother used to tell me, long ago, that it would be like falling asleep and dreaming, and fading away peacefully into the stars. 



But I can feel it now. I can feel the wind lashing through me, whipping up a gritty coalescence of blood and sand in between burning gashes of skin. I can feel my strength drying up beneath the cruel and unforgiving sunlight. I am alive, yet I can feel my death sitting here beside me, waiting patiently.



My eyelids audibly cracked as they parted. The brilliance of the sun blinded me, and I gingerly lifted a hoof to cover my burning eyes. Holding it above me, I stared uncomprehendingly at my hoof for a space of time before realizing it was bent completely backwards. The pain registered only mildly as I dropped my useless foreleg beside me.



I know not how long I lay, but at last I managed to lift myself long enough to view my surroundings before a warm fuzziness enveloped my head and brought me flopping back to the sand.



I could see desert dunes rising throughout the landscape, the horizon bordered by an impossibly beautiful palette of pink and yellow. The sun watched low from the sky, the great scarlet eye looking down upon me. I could see dark, misshapen forms resting quietly in the sand, their shadows growing long. Guilt rose like bile in my stomach and I struggled to subdue the heaving sobs beginning to wrack my body. The pain simply faded into the background of my mind now, as the complete and utter unfairness of it all threatened to rob me of what I knew were my last breaths. 



I am broken. Helpless. Defeated. Alone. Again. The thin remnants of pride that blanketed me now fell away in tatters. I could do nothing but shiver in the growing chill. 



As the wind began to weaken, and the world began to settle into twilight, I watched a familiar light begin to rise gently from the east: the soft, healing glow of the moon.



I could not recognize the sound reverberating from my own throat. It began as a warbling cry, like a newborn foal crying for her dam. Soon, fueled by my precious breaths and all the power left in my lungs, I wailed. I wailed my pain, all of my pain, into the darkening sky. I wailed at the sun, retreating behind a great mountain. I wailed across the whole of the desert, littered with anguished souls. I looked into the moon and wailed until I nearly choked on my own sorrow. I wailed until I could only whimper, until the image of the world became distortions through my tears.



“I-I do n-not…deserve th…this…”



The sand seemed to glow beneath the full light of the moon.



“Mother…mother, I…you did not deserve it.” I let out a long, shuddering breath. “You deserved to be loved and recognized, and when you left, I-”



I collapsed back into the sand, unable to hold myself any longer.



“I am so angry, still, after all these years. One of the few things I could not change.”



The moon seemed to hang heavily above my head.



“Mother,” one last whisper of a breath as the world grew darker, “they do not have the right to be happy, to feel love, after what they had done to you. I knew…you would be…displeased with me, what I became…but…I could not live…knowing…y-you-”




  



Princess Luna stood alone on her balcony, looking into her beloved sky. She completed her newest constellation just as the last of her tears dried upon her muzzle.



Her daughter would live forever in the stars now, dreaming of the many wonderful years shared together, before- 



Hastily, she rubbed out her matted coat. She spread her wings and took flight, descending from her tower. Despite her own sadness, she knew how necessary it was for her to make an appearance after today's events.



The smile pasted upon her muzzle did not reach her eyes. She made landing next to her sister.



“Hello everypony. Did I miss anything?”
      

      
   
      I Ragrit Nothing


      

      
      
         "It's just that... I felt that change needed to be made, you know?"



"Uh huh."



"Something new! Something bold, something brash! Something totally amazingly stupendously wonderful! Something that would paint everypony a picture of my life when they see it!"



"I see..."



"But do you see IT?"



"Uuuh... yes. Yes I do. It would be hard not to see, um, 'it'."



"Exactly! So I thought to myself 'what can I do that would SCREAM 'Pinkie Pie' to everypony that walked past? What could jump right out in their faces and yell 'THIS IS ME AND I LOVE IT!', you know?"



"Well, of course, but I think—"



"So I sat down and I puzzled and I puzzled until my puzzler was sore..."



"Well, I mean, I think—"



"And I puzzled and puzzled and puzzled some more..."



"Pinkie, I would seriously consider—"



"And then it hit me! Well, Rainbow Dash, I mean. She'd tried to pull out of a super totally amazingly stupendously wonderfully awesome dive, and I was right there! She collided so hard into me that I think her EYES flew out."



"It's just that I'm concerned that—holy crap, REALLY?"



"Yup! But I popped 'em back in and she seemed fine. Honesty."



"I-I... uh... okay..."



"Anyway! So I was thinking to myself about everything I could do that would really grab ponies by the neck and throttle them until they knew it was ME, and there was somepony that I needed the most! After all, who knows more about being super totally amazingly stupendously wonderful and letting ponies KNOW that about them better than ANYPONY?"



"Is it Rainbow Da—"



"RAINBOW DASH, of course!"



"Gah! Pinkie, could you *try* to be a bit quieter, please?"



"Sorry! It's just so hard to keep it all inside! This is the BEST part of the story!"



"Seriously. I don't want you to do any more damage to vital sensory systems of ponies than you already have."



"Don't worry so much! Dashie's eyes are fine. I popped 'em RIGHT back in, all by myself! She didn't even scream that much! 'course, I suppose that could have been 'cus she passed out..."



"Uh..."



"Foaming at the mouth means you're recovering REALLY quickly from an injury, right?"



"I-I'm gonna go check on Rainbow Dash..."



"NOPE! You gotta listen to me finish my story!"



"Gah! Oka, okay, fine! Just please stop doing... whatever THAT is!"



"Pretty neat, huh? I learned that when I took a vacation to [untranslatable eldritch markings]!"



"O-Oh dear sweet Celestia..."



"Anywhooooo... so once Dashie woke back up, I asked what would be the coolest, most awesomest, most STUPENDOUS way to express myself and really stab ponies in the spleen with who I am! And she said 'Duh, the answer is obvious' and I was all 'well "duh", is it really?' and she said 'well, "'duh'", of course it is', and I said—"



"PINKIE!"



"Oopsies! Anyway, she gave me the name of the place to go to, and I skipped on down and I got it done up right away! I think it fits me, you know? Really socks a pony in the face and steals their molars with who I am, and the way I live, and everything!"



"..."



Pinkie Pie smiled broadly, the phrase "I RAGRIT NOTHING" in all caps tattooed across her face in neon yellow. "So do you love it, or do you LOOOOVE it?"



Twilight Sparkle, unable to contain herself any longer, projectile vomited all over Pinkie.



Because sometimes, the best way to let a friend know they made a poor life choice is expel the contents of your stomach all over them. It's the subtle things that really hit home.
      

      
   
      Neither Rain, Nor Sleet, Nor Grappleglorp...


      

      
      
         As far as days went, it could have been worse, Booko Stamps reasoned. His first week on the job had been rather boring, carting letter after letter around his locale, with the occasional package or oddity crossing his path. Whether it be a runaway baby carriage filled with fireworks, or a rooftop disco flash mob, Stamps found the job had its share of unexpected hazards.



Today, however, would take the cake. And thirty-nine more, Stamps reasoned.



As the lanky mailpony careened through the endless abyss, carried by a rogue Grappleglorp, his mind flashed through his intriguing, but short, career as one of Equestria's finest. From the day he earned his cutie mark delivering a lost bag full of mail in his neighborhood, to traveling inter-dimensionally to deliver mail to the Spirit of Chaos, Booko had seen enough to put grays into even the toughest of young postal workers' manes. 



And that was before he had even reached his destination. 



His mind still struggled to process what he had seen: nothing in any dimension should need that many razor-sharp teeth, nor should anypony be able to walk with their ears and mane, though that was nothing to say of the spiderponies...



Booko suppressed a shudder, the claws of the Grappleglorp digging into his sides as Eldritch abominations, used soda cans, and that scone he swore he ate for lunch, with the hair right on the top careened past. His mailbag almost emptied, Booko straightened his cap before his captor soared through an open portal. Where it would lead, he had no clue. It could lead home, to Fillydelphia, or it could lead to a universe where everything was made of cheese. Would the Grappleglorp become a Muenster? Would he see his quaint front yard once more? And would he finish his shift on time? 



Those queries and more filled Booko's head with wild theories, hopes, and fears. Remembering his oath to the mail service, taken in a back room of the city hall, administered by the greasy-faced janitor, Stamps straightened his uniform and held his bag close as the portal closed behind the pair. 



"Neither rain, nor sleet, nor a random beat, will stop the E.P.S. from their duties." Booko recalled. "They'll be adding 'nor inter-dimensional abominations' when - or if - I return." 



He was certain his tale would be legendary, talked about through generation and generation of mailpony, all to impart the crucial wisdom to never accept a delivery to the Spirit of Chaos. Discord had a P.O. box in Canterlot, though the carriers usually found it filled with nearly anything but mail. His ignorance left the lowly workers to draw straws over who would have to deliver dimensionally, and Stamps' time had come. 



As the Grappleglorp shot out of the portal, bright sunlight pierced his eyes, the duo crashing into a pond shortly after. Water filled his eyes and mouth, but his mailbag's waterproofing enchantment held steady. Catching the shore, Booko crawled to the grass, and breathed in the fresh air. Struggling to his hooves, he saw the skyline of the city in the distance.



There was but one problem.



Booko had no idea what city it was. 



And so, with bag in tow, Booko Stamps made for his next destination, bearing a new addition to his postal creed, and no regrets.



Though, a desk job sure wouldn't hurt any.
      

      
   
      The Most Important Meal of the Day


      

      
      
         “I assure you, we at the Food Safety Commission take our jobs very seriously,” the agent said.



Flam and Flam glanced at each other and shrugged. “I see no problem with the current product line.”



“It delivers what it promises, and does so with wholesome, all-natural ingredients.”



The agent rubbed a hoof between his eyes. “I don’t doubt that. But just because ingredients are all-natural doesn’t make them good.”



“You have our assurances—”



“I think you’ll agree that your assurances don’t carry much weight. Look—” the agent pulled out a notepad and pencil “—let’s just start with a list. What’s in the stuff? And I need specifics.”



“Wheat bran.”



“Oats.”



“A pinch of salt.”



Jotting down each item in the list, the agent gradually relaxed his frown. Nothing untoward there. “I… I guess I don’t see any problems. But you’re sure that’s everything?”



The brothers shared another glance. “Yes. What makes you think otherwise, my good sir?”



“Well… there’s the name. That’s often indicative of what’s in it.” He waved a foreleg toward the poster on the easel by the head of the table. “It’s called ‘Fibrous Nuggets.’ I can’t be the only one who might think it has…” He circled a hoof in the air.



“It has what?” Flim replied, raising an eyebrow.



“Well… fibrous nuggets.”



Flam wrinkled his brow. “I don’t follow.”



“Ponies might think…”



Flim and Flam stood up and flailed their forelegs. “Oh, no! Absolutely not! We couldn’t feed a cereal to ponies if it contained… that.”



The agent rubbed his chin. “I guess… I mean, there’s nothing wrong with the content. I suppose I can approve it for sale, but I have to say you might run into a marketing problem. It’s not the most pleasant name.”



Flim said, “Why not? It contains a lot of fiber, and it’s in a nugget form. It’s accurate, descriptive…”



“...and part of a complete breakfast,” Flam finished.



Sighing, the agent put his pencil down. “Okay. No objections. I still think you have a public image issue with it, but that’s not my bailiwick. You have a license to produce.”



“Excellent! In today’s stressful society, it’s an ideal solution for the pony on the go!” Flim said, his tail swishing.



Flam nodded. “With all that fiber, it’ll take a backed-up constitution and have you making fibrous nuggets in no time!”



The agent whimpered and slumped face-first onto the table.
      

      
   
      Promotion


      

      
      
         Cadet Rainbow Dash,



For your exemplary performance in numerous categories including but not limited to your astounding feats of flight and acrobatics, as well as a firm sense of loyalty to both your friends and fellow cadets, the Wonderbolts are proud to offer you an invitation into our ranks in an official capacity. We hope that you will aid us in continuing to protect and serve Equestria, Princess Celestia, and all her citizens from the countless troubles that threaten the peace of everyday life.



Speaking for myself, the ideals you have demonstrated at both the academy and the relay race at Rainbow Falls are exactly what I feel the Wonderbolts need to become better than ever before. Never in all my time as a Wonderbolt have I ever met a pony quite like you, and I would be honoured to have you join our ranks. I cannot think of anypony more suited towards paving the way towards a shining new era in Wonderbolts history. Should you accept our offer, I expect you to do great things for us and for Equestria.



We look forward to your response, cadet.



-Spitfire, Captain of the Wonderbolts.



Rainbow Dash sighed. No matter how many times she read the letter, it never failed to surprise her how different her emotions were from what she expected they would be.



She should be happy, right? This was everything she had dreamed of ever since she was a filly: a chance to finally join the Wonderbolts! There was no way she could possibly turn this down. Two years ago, she’d have lept at the opportunity. And here she was getting a hoofwritten, personalized letter from Spitfire herself, practically begging her to join.



So why was she so hesitant to respond?



Rainbow sighed again as the images of the five answers to that question danced through her brain.



In addition to the invitation, the envelope contained detailed information about what would be expected from her as a full fledged member of the Wonderbolts, from the little details like how she’d need to dress to more important details like where she would need to live. The information provided made it very clear that if she accepted Spitfire’s invitation she would need to leave her civilian life behind and live full time as a Wonderbolt.



She would need to leave Ponyville.



Twilight had been the first pony she’d talked to about the letter, of course. It was Twilight who had brought the six of them together, so she seemed like the logical first pony to talk to. As Rainbow had expected, Twilight was overjoyed to hear the news, and was somehow even more supportive than Rainbow had imagined was possible. Hugs were had and words of encouragement were given.



She met similar responses from the others as well. Pinkie promised to throw the most amazing going away party anyone in Ponyville had ever seen, Applejack was pleased as punch and several other countryisms, and Fluttershy, Rainbow’s best friend since forever and ever, was more excited than Rainbow had seen the since the second time she’d managed to do the impossible and pull off a sonic rainboom.



To Rainbow’s surprise, it was Rarity who was the most supportive of her friends. She encouraged Rainbow to chase her dream and never let go of it, citing her own recent successes as a seamstress and how wonderful it felt to be getting recognized all over for her work. There was simply no doubt in her mind that seizing the opportunity to become a Wonderbolt was the best thing Rainbow could possibly do.



All in all, Rainbow couldn’t have wished for a better response from a single one of her best friends. They all wanted the absolute best for her, and not a single one of them would stand in the way of what she really, truly wanted. Which, Rainbow knew, was exactly why the choice she still had to make was so difficult.



But no matter how daunting it was, a decision still had to be made. And Rainbow finally had the courage to make it. Abandoning her dream? Leaving her friends? Neither was a very appealing choice, but one was clearly more acceptable than the other. And, deep down, Rainbow knew that had been her choice all along. Ever since she had first read the letter.



All that was left to do was write her response to Spitfire.
      

      
   
      I Am Human


      

      
      
         I stood upon a bridge of this strange coarse but uninterrupted stone. Humans of white, beige and coffee color walked amongst themselves below me. It was interesting, seeing them going about their business, unheeding of my presence. They were so unaware as I stood there upon my two hoo—I mean, feet! Yes, feet. I have feet. So, anyway. The humans were oblivious as I stood on my two feet, watching.



Why was I watching them? Well, it was just that humans are so fascinating. They didn’t control the weather, though their books kept claiming about this “Soviet Union” controlling weather with light beams… like how did they even do that? They didn’t even have magic! They didn’t have horns! … Not that I knew of any magic, I totally didn’t have a horn under the fedora I was wearing.



The human city was called Ohay— Ohio… Wait, no. That was the… state? This kingdom was so confusing, they have so many provinces! Like fifty of them! How did they even keep track of anything? I was sure their nobles would be running ragged daily, trying to administer their estates.



Oh! The city’s name was Columbus. That was a weird way spelling Cumulonimbus… or did Columbus had anything to do with clouds? Well, it didn’t matter. A female human, a white one in a black body hugging sleeveless dress and leggings just ran past me, casting a weird look at me. I am a human! Stop casting weird looks at me. Yes, I have a peach colored skin, it wasn’t a fur coat! And my plum colored man— hair was all-natural! I didn’t even have a tail under the tan greatcoat I was wearing!



Anyway, the human jogged away on her two covered feet, perfectly balanced somehow without a tail, her teats bouncing with each step. I still didn’t understand why did their teats hung off their chest instead of somewhere sensible? Like somewhere between the back legs. Like mine. But that was why humans were so interesting! They were so different!



So, the humans also have these self-moving carriages. They were like our carriages but they have these puttering boxes that the humans feed a foul smelling oil to so it could keep puttering and somehow move the carriages. They were so convenient! Unlike the stallions who would keep making small talk and trying to hit on me. I could have peace and quiet while I went from Manehatten to Fillydelphia and back!



A faint shout caught my ear. I turned my head in the direction my ear twitched to and there was the white female human and another white one, a male. He wore a blue uniform like the ones in Manehatten, complete with a peaked cap. The female had a frown on her face, as if my presence was an affront to her sensibility. Like I said repeatedly, I am a perfectly normal human! I wasn’t a disguised pony!



The male, though, had a curious look on his face. He walked in my direction slowly. As though I was some dangerous creature. I am a herbiv— a vegetarian! Not some teeth gnashing meat-eater! No offense to the humans, of course. They have to eat meat to survive. I understand.



“Are you lost, little one?” the male said, making some kind of clicking noise with his tongue.



Did… did the human just treat me like I was a dumb animal? My tail twitched in agitation. I snorted, dropping down to my hoo— feet. The human stopped.



“Whoa, hey… I’m not gonna hurtcha,” he said, smiling.



“Is there a problem, officer?” I asked, my voice dangerously low.



“Oh my god, it speaks!” the female blurted out.



I stomped a hoof— feet. “Of course, I do! I’m a perfectly normal human!”



The male looked torn between placating me and completely weirded out. “Uh… yes you are, um… young lady.”



I huffed.



The male took a step forward. “Now, w-would you mind coming with me to the station for a friendly chat? I need to ask you a few questions…”



A sudden chill descended upon me. I suddenly remembered that my laundry needed cooking.



“Oh… I’m so sorry officer, I have to um, iron my dog!” I laughed nervously, backing away.



“It’s just a short while, miss. I’m sure you can spare the time.”



And then the male lunged. I barely leapt away, the transdimension spell held in my horn fired.



And then I was back in Equestria.



To no regrets.
      

      
   
      Necessary Evil


      

      
      
         Lord Tirek stood in his cage, held his manacled arms out before him, and waited.



Inside he ached with hunger. The knotting and jumping of his empty stomach, the maniac thirst that rode him, certainly, but above all the agonizing hunger for magic. Not to lock a pony’s eyes to his and drink, swallowing hot draughts of stolen power, for another hundred, another thousand years!



He grasped the iron bars of his cage and grinned through the hunger. Though he starved, he was drinking his fill, not of food or drink or magic, but of time.



This place was his strength. These bars had made him legend. He had not merely fought the gods of this place—not merely escaped them—but had been captured, bound with the strongest steel, warded with the most-powerful spells, guarded by the most-ferocious beasts, and buried deep beneath centuries of solitude that would have driven a mere mortal mad.



Lord Tirek giggled at the thought. Mad!



And he had overcome them all and came back from the underworld, and when ponies gazed into his eyes they felt the weight of all those sunken centuries crash down onto them.



Now, again, he waited.



Far above, stallions frightened their foals with tales of Tirek’s might, then tucked them in bed, reassuring them that he, Tirek, was again safely in chains. And they thrilled secretly at the thought that he might again escape.



Someday, they would begin to forget. Someday the stories would wither and the nightmares fade, and those above would munch their hay and walk their quiet streets and watch their peaceful sunsets, and wonder what they had lost. And then Tirek would emerge again, smashing their staid certainties, overturning their confident chronology, breathing the hot breath of history in their faces. Tirek threw his head back and laughed, and rattled the bars of his cage in anticipation.



One iron bar, which had held solid for centuries as he had shaken it and howled in anger, had finally chosen that moment to break free of the cement foundation. He easily pulled it loose. He held it in his arms and stared at it.



“Guards!” he called, “guards!”



His rasping voice trickled down from his cage, broke on the stalagmites all about, fell back and evaporated.



He scowled at the traitorous bar, then shoved it back in place as best he could. When all was well again, he stroked it gently.



“Too soon, my dear,” he whispered. “Much too soon.”



Lord Tirek stood in his cage, held his manacled arms out before him, and waited.
      

      
   
      I Regret...


      

      
      
         My name: Seal Breaker. I never knew what it meant, and neither did my parents. That's just not how naming ponies works.



My cutie mark: a broken wax seal with a royal insignia on it. I got it when one of the students was passing out chewflower on the playground. I tattled on her, and it appeared.



A royal cutie mark was a big deal. I got to meet the Princess herself. After running some tests on me, she said something bizarre. She asked me to wait as long as possible before getting my Deathcast. Like the Princess "asks" you to do something? I had no choice. I could never get mine.



Stars above, I hated Princess Twilight Sparkle.



Basic history lesson: the Deathcast was invented around a century ago. Once it's cast, you get a whisper in your ear that tells you how you'll die, sometimes with a sense of humor. Like, if it says "drowning", so you move to the desert, maybe you'll fall out of the window while having a nightmare about drowning. There's no way out, you see? At first it was a novelty, but most ponies avoided it because it's pretty damn grim.



A few years later, a foal named First Eye had her Deathcast, and she and her family just disappeared overnight. Princess Twilight (she'd recently assumed the throne of the Three Kingdoms, way back then) immediately made a law that anypony who even thinks about revealing their Deathcast to anypony else, even a spouse, becomes a noncitizen. Sometimes everypony who knows them can disappear, too. From that point on, only adults got the Deathcast.



Ironically, the law made Deathcasting more popular. Ponies quickly split into two groups, the deathers and the undeathers. The deathers were common ponies who wanted to show they were braver than everypony else: most ponies, in other words. The undeathers were nobility, professors, and anyone involved in politics or radio or news. It wasn't legal to discuss the Deathcast if you'd had it, so you had to be an undeather to be a talking head. It became a status symbol in two different directions.



A hundred years later, and little has changed, except radio conspiracy theories are becoming rather dramatic. Supposedly, common folk have stopped breeding almost entirely. My parents were deathers and could never talk to me about that sort of thing, but when they died in a house fire together—I guess they knew it was coming—I no longer had anyone to talk to about anything. I spent all of my time with nobles because of my job, and I hated nobles, so I never had adult friends.








I was taking a midnight walk on a fine Spring evening. A new moon hung in the sky: a big dark circle blotting out stars. I passed my old school, and noticed it was in disrepair. Schools around Equestria were crumbling, and Princess Twilight did nothing. "The Education Princess", yeah right. Just another lousy, lying noble.



I reached Founders' Park, and there were some ponies relaxing. I felt a large spring in my step. I was almost hyperventilating. I stopped at the automated kiosk in the park. Screw the Princess! I was getting my Deathcast, and I was telling everypony.



Inside, it connected me to a mage I couldn't see. I lied about my name, and for a moment I thought they might be reporting me to the authorities. But then, I felt something creeping slowly up my spine, a tickle at my ear like a cupped hoof, and finally, the words:



torn asunder by a black hole




I emerged from the kiosk and screamed the prediction, but ponies around me were already gasping and looking upwards. Before I could look up, somepony punched me square in the jaw. I lay flat on my back, but it felt like I was floating. The whole sky was pure black, and there were things in the sky that shouldn't be there, like enormous walls of water. A gentle breeze went directly up.



"Why'd you have to end the world, asshole? Don't you regret what you've..." gasped the pony who'd hit me. As the air tore itself from her lungs, the realization hit me harder than she had.



The only way for all the "black hole" predictions to come true, once anypony found out they weren't the only one with that forecast, would be for it to finally arrive.



I opened my mouth to respond. Nothing came out but my final breath.
      

      
   
      For the History Books


      

      
      
         It was just past midnight, and Rainbow Dash had just broken her third streetlamp. Rarity stifled a giggle as Rainbow collapsed to the sidewalk, the light smell of alcohol wafting from her ragged mane.



“Are you alright, darling?” Rarity asked. “That fall looked particularly ungraceful.”



“I’m fine,” Rainbow spat, using the streetlamp for support. “Just tired.”



Rarity rolled her eyes and kept walking. “Really, you had one bottle of cider! If I knew you were such a lightweight, I wouldn’t have invited you to this new cider bar.”



“I’m not a lightweight!” Rainbow yelped at Rarity’s neck. “I’m the heaviest weight pony ever! In the world!”



“Oh, really? Rarity asked, lidding her eyes. “I’d love to see you try and prove that. Every streetlamp in Equestria would be running in terror.”



“I will prove it!” Rainbow growled. She threw her gaze around the street a few times before letting it fall on a barely-lit window across the street. “There!” she said, flying up to it. “This is how I’ll prove that I’m totally hardcore.”



Rarity followed her over, one eyebrow shooting up as she read the sign hanging just above the door: ‘Ponyville Inkers.’ “A tattoo parlor?” Rarity asked. “I don’t think so. Moving on.”



“Why not?” Rainbow asked. “Are you scared, marshmallow face?”



“I’m not scared for myself,” Rarity said, ignoring what she assumed was meant to be an insult. “I’m scared for you. There are few ideas in this world worse than getting a tattoo while intoxicated."



“Ugh,” Rainbow groaned, slumping to the ground. “You’re such a priss.”



“That may be, but I am also your friend. I will not endorse such a gross desecration of your body.”



Rainbow grabbed Rarity’s shoulders and pulled her close. “C'mon!"



Muzzles pressed together, Rarity fought off a vicious blush. “I’m still not letting you tattoo yourself! You’ll regret it as soon as the hangover fades, and if you don’t, you’ll regret it when you’re older. How will you explain it to your foals?”



“I don’t care about any stupid foals!” Rainbow screamed, her voice echoing down the block. She took a step back and frowned. “C’mon, Rarity. It’s not fair that you think you can control me like this. I’m an adult, and I should get to make my own decisions about what I want to do with my body—even if that means getting a tattoo. It’s my choice, not yours, so respect that.”



Rarity’s mouth went slack for a moment. "Wow, Rainbow. That was surprisingly lucid of you!”



Rainbow fell over.



Rarity nodded. “Mhm. Well, if you really want this tattoo, I suppose I can’t stop you. But make sure you think long and hard about what you want, alright? Remember: this will last your entire life. This tattoo will be recorded in textbooks for centuries to come.”



“Uh-huh,” Rainbow mumbled. “Whatever you say!”








Six-hundred years had passed, and Ponyville was a thriving cultural center—one of the brightest beacons in the shining utopia that was New Equestria. Chrome skyscrapers and marble museums dotted the city, allowing every and any citizen a taste of the city's wealth.



When she wasn’t managing the computer that ran the country, Twilight Sparkle liked to walk the halls of the Museum of Harmony, one of the largest buildings in the city.



On this day, she was going to examine a series of portraits that had just been discovered, buried under the ruins of Manehattan. Apparently, there was one for each of the original Element bearers, which got Twilight excited. It was rare that any new art was found of her and her friends—especially Applejack. For some reason, she always just seemed to be in the background of everypony else’s paintings.



She smiled as she entered the hallway leading to the portraits. A group of foals, led by a robot teacher, were ogling a portrait, which towered over them.



“Hello, my little ponies!” she chirped, earning a chorus of cheers. “What are we looking at today?”



“That’s Rainbow!” a filly cried out, jabbing a hoof at the painting. “We’re trying to figure out what that thing on her leg is.”



Twilight giggled and followed their eyes. Probably just a nick in the paint, she thought.



A chill danced down her spine, however, as she found what they were talking about. On Rainbow’s left inner thigh, there was a large yellow splotch. Twilight took to the air and moved close to the picture. She squinted and scanned the splotch.



Her jaw hung. “Is that Spitfire?”
      

      
   
      Lyre, Lyre


      

      
      
         “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” Lyra said, sitting in her favorite chair, hooves crossed and staring at the ceiling. “I can’t even pay my half of the rent.”



“Don’t worry, hun,” Bon Bon replied, half taking note of Lyra’s little pity party while she continued to work her confectionery magic in the kitchen. “Everything will work out. I can always cover for you if you need.”



“Thanks, Bon. You know I hate asking, and I’m glad you’ve got my back. I just wish I had a better talent.” Lyra drew up her lyre in her horngrasp. With a sigh, she tossed it aside, barely missing the garbage can. “Having a musical talent is a curse. Nopony wants to pay to listen to me play.”



“Well that’s just silly talk. Everypony loves to hear you play.” Bon Bon shuffled over to the table with a tray of lemon drops. “Have a taste and tell me what you think.”



Lyra rolled her eyes. “Lyre work doesn’t pay the bills.” Levitating a pair of treats off the tray, she quickly gobbled them up. The sugary sweets rolled around her mouth bringing a slight smile to her otherwise sour disposition. Melting away like her musical career in small horse town, the goodness was gone before she knew it. “Amazing as always, Bon. Don’t know how you do it.” 



The doorbell chime and cooking timer both signaled an end to the taste test. “I’ll get the door,” Lyra said. Bon Bon nodded and headed back into the kitchen to check on her next batch in the oven.



Lyra moped over to the front door and flung it open.



“Hello. My name is Bob, and I represent Destiny Insurance Protection Services: Horses and Intelligent Trans-species division.” A little troll bobbed his head as if making an awkward bow. “It has come to our attention that somepony at this residence is in need of our services, a Miss Hearthstring?”



“It’s Heartstrings, and I have no idea what you’re talking about. Goodbye.” Lyra made a move to close the door, but the troll slipped inside before she could even blink. Lyra turned around to find him blocking her path back to the kitchen.



“This will only take a moment,” he said.



Lyra gasped and reared back. “Whoa there! What do you think you’re doing?”



“My job.” Bob reached down into a dingy brown suitcase and pulled out a piece of parchment. He cleared his throat and began to read. “Pursuant to applicant’s request, services are hereby rendered to adjust any and all related destiny based equivalents in relation to the aforementioned applicant’s current disposition. This action provides NO WARRANTY of any kind. All liability for said action lies solely with the applicant in pursuing of said modifications.” He pulled down his spectacles and peered over the rim. “Standard boiler plate; yada, yada, yada. One destiny per customer. Be careful what you wish for. No refunds.”



He reached over and stuck the paper in Lyra’s open mouth. With a passing smile and a smack of her hindquarters, he disappeared out the front door.



Lyra felt a little woozy, like she had suddenly indulged in one too many drinks from a Berry Punch party bowl. Not sure if she was thinking clearly, she craned her head around to take a look at her aching flank. She nearly lost her lemon drops when she realized her cutie mark was gone, along with Bob.



Before she could scream or faint, she heard Bon Bon call out to her from the kitchen. “Lyra, would you be a dear and take out the trash?”



Her mind settled, and everything became clear.








“I feel great, Bon,” Lyra said, smiling bigger than she had in weeks. “I finally have a talent that ponies appreciate!”



“But, Lyra, what about your music?” Bon Bon winced, taking another peak at the trashcan cutie mark. “Don’t you regret not being able to play your lyre?”



“Music doesn’t pay the bills, Bon,” Lyra replied. “Anyway, thanks for lunch, but I better get back to work. This town doesn’t clean itself, you know.”



“I’m glad you’re happy,” Bon Bon said, trying to smile back, “but I have one small request. Would you at least take a shower before you come to bed tonight?”



“Will do,” Lyra replied.  "See you after work."



Lyra pushed back from the table and pulled on her Ponyville Trashmare cap. She had a noticeable spring in her step as she trotted out the door.
      

      
   
      The Pact


      

      
      
         Luna brought her hooves down on another shadow tentacle, dispersing it in a fine mist that slowly retreated to the whirling mass at the border of the dream. She snarled at the horrid thing, not really sure how to attack it. It was different from the usual nightmares, it didn't behave like a hunter or a trickster, it simply was there, immense, limitless. She wasn't sure she could stop it if it decided to advance with all it’s weight, but she wouldn't wield to it without a fight. She simply couldn't leave the old mare to that… that thing, whatever it was. She briefly looked over her shoulder, to the small boat on the ocean where the dreamer sat, unaware of the battle, resting under the warm kiss of the sun. It pained her that even in her own domain ponies looked upon her sister, but this wasn't the time nor the place for her wounded ego. She would simply take this disappointment and bury it deep down in her heart, along with all the others.



This was a last dream, the last thing that mare would ever experience before passing on to whatever came next, and she wouldn't let it be haunted by nightmares.



She faced again the oppressive mass, extending her senses to get a measure of her adversary. The front she faced the only defined surface she could discern, alien and cold, something unlike anything she ever had faced.. With all the power she could muster, she bellowed at it “Leave this dream, abandon my realm, the Dreamer is under my protection, and not for you to prey upon!”



The dark mass flowed, oily and black, and as it spoke it’s voice was the storm, washing over the princess. “SHE IS MINE, MOONCHILD, AND YOU WILL NOT TAKE HER FROM ME.”



For the first time in centuries, Luna shivered. That words carried power unheard of, and a hint that her enemy was ancient, older than her, older than Discord, older than ponykind itself. Steeling her resolve, hiding the trembling she asked “What are you? You that lay claims on my subjects.”



“She is the sea.”



Luna blinked, then looked down at her side, where the old mare, a pallid blue earth pony, stood, straight and proud, her muzzle carrying the traces of long years, her cutie mark a bleached image of kelp. “What is the meaning of this?”



The mare looked at the boiling mass. “That is the sea, and she came only to collect what had been promised to her.” She looked up to Luna. “It was a bad time for us, many years ago. On our island nothing much grows, but the bounty of the sea had always been rich. And then something changed. The algae began to disappear, the boats sent out to other islands sometimes didn't return, the storms became worse every year.”



The scenery had changed, Luna and the mare stood on a rocky cliff overlooking a small island, a little village near the coast, the black entity was the ocean. “And so I got out on my boat, and called for her. I made a pact, prosperity for us in exchange of the promise I would join her when my time would come.”



Luna looked at the small hovels, at the barren landscape. “Why? Why didn't you come to us? Why didn't you simply leave this place? You would have been welcome everywhere in our reign.”



“This was our home. I know they say that ponies are not creatures of the sea, but they are wrong. She may be a harsh mistress, but she is just. She accepted my proposal, and now she is here to collect what I promised. There is nothing that you can or should do your Highness.”



“Why did she accept?”



“Who knows? We may learn to interpret her moods, but we can never truly understand her.”



They stood on a rocky beach.. “I don’t know what will become of me, but I will continue in death as during my life, as her subject, not yours. I am sorry your Highness, and I thank you for everything you and your sister have done for us, but this is not your choice.” With that the mare walked on, to the swirling dark tentacles, that softly embraced her. She turned a last time, smiling. “It has been a good life, do not be sad for me.” And so she disappeared, leaving a lone Luna in an ending dream. 
      

      
   
      Food


      

      
      
         Shiny things. Sparkly things. I love them all.



Not just because they’re shiny and sparkly, but because they’re tasty, too. I’ll always jump at a chance to go where I can eat them.



So when Discord asked me to be his...what is it, plus one? to the Grand Galloping Gala--whatever the flupper that means--I of course said yes. Because even though I had never been, I’ve heard about it being held at a castle. And as everyone knows, castles = shiny, sparkly things.



I made sure to dress nice. After all, can’t go and eat out looking like shplubber.



Discord left me outside. I didn’t mind. Lots of pretty things outside. Including that pony. 



She wasn’t too happy when I tried to eat her. But it’s not my fault; I thought she was a shiny thing.



I forgot how good regular food was. 



Discord locked me in a closet then. I was going to offer him some of my food, but I guess he was too busy. Something about a “Fluttershy,” whatever that was.



Turns out that closet wasn’t a closet. 



Who locks up valuables in an exposed area? 



Doesn’t matter, because I was in heaven.



After eating everything in there, I oozed out of the room, which caused a big fuss. I just wanted to eat! What’s the big deal? They even tried shooting me with their horns! Don’t ponies know anything about Smoozes?



Luckily, that one pony sang, and that calmed me down. I can’t tell ponies apart, but I figured this one was why Discord was so upset. He’s always been so uptight. I don’t know what I’m going to do with him.



Everything cleared up afterwards, but I was still hungry. I decided to search the castle. I encountered what I thought were a few guards. Were.





I could feel something kicking around, but I ignored it. I’ve found that sometimes my food doesn’t always agree with me.



The carpet began sticking to me, but I didn’t mind; I just kept flowing and ate it on the go.



I had no clue where I was going. I think it might have been up, because all of a sudden, the ground became inclined and bumpy. A couple ponies were coming down. Their clothes tasted stale, so maybe they were diplomats.



I finally made it up to the very top, where there was a larger pony. She told me to stop and release the ponies I’d eaten. I just faced her direction, confused. 



She tried to use her magic. It didn’t work. Silly ponies.



Then that Celestia pony arrived. She told me to stop or she’d call the guards. Guess she didn’t realize I ate them all.



I didn’t mean to. They were just in my way. But I didn’t regret it.



Just like I didn’t regret slimeing the two and continuing on my journey for much more delicious, kicking food.
      

      
   
      Immortals Have a Horrible Sense of Humor


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle stood in front of Princess Celestia’s chambers, looking over the plans Celestia had drawn up for the next Grand Galloping Gala, her brow creased. She sighed, then knocked on the door. It opened, revealing Celestia wearing one of her eternally warm smiles.



“Hello, Twilight. Come in.” Twilight entered Celestia’s room, the door closing behind her. Celestia went to her bookshelf. “I would have started implementing them myself, but I’ve got quite a few books to sort, as you can see. Are the schematics to your liking?”



Twilight rubbed the nape of her neck. “That’s the thing, these aren’t so much plans for a Gala as they are a series of deathtraps.”



“Whatever do you mean?” Celestia asked as she examined the spine of a book before carefully placing it on the shelf.



“Well, what do you expect when you give me schematics that…” Twilight said as she looked over the schematics, her eyes widening. “What even is a ‘chainsaw slide’?”



Celestia placed another book on the shelf. “It’s a slide made of chainsaws.”



Twilight buried her face in her hoof. “Really, Princess? With the kind of carnage your version of the Gala would provide, you’d be better off inviting Queen Chrysalis and her Changeling horde to the Gala.”



“...what was that last part?” Celestia asked, halfway through placing a book on her shelf.



“I said, you’d be better off inviting Queen Chrysalis and her Changeling horde to the Gala.”



Celestia dropped the book onto the floor. “Twilight, do you realize what you just came up with?”



Twilight shrank back. “I-I’m sorry, Princes—”



“You’ve just come up with the best idea ever!” Celestia spun towards Twilight and looked her in the eye. “Now how do we get into contact with Queen Chrysalis?”



“W-what?” Twilight bit her lip.



“I asked you how do we go about inviting Queen Chrysalis to the Grand Galloping Gala.”



Twilight gasped. “You can’t be serious.”



“Serious as a heart attack, Twilight. Now how do we invite the Changelings to the Gala?”



“Princess Celestia, one does not simply invite the Changeling horde to the Grand Galloping Gala.”



Celestia wandered around her room, tapping her chin. “You’re right. We’d have to lure them in somehow.”



“Wait.” Twilight shook her head. “You’re not actually—”



Celestia threw herself onto her bed and clopped her front hooves together. “A wedding! We’ll hold a wedding during the Grand Galloping Gala!” Celestia sat up and smiled at Twilight. “Moments like these are how I’m reminded that you’re my best student.”



Twilight tilted her head. “You do realize that this would cause untold chaos, right?”



“Please,” Celestia said with a chuckle. “If you spend your life worrying about regret, you’ll miss the show.”



Twilight swallowed. “I guess.”
      

      
   
      Pinkie Pie after Thanksgiving Dinner


      

      
      
         Pinkie Pie set her head down and sighed contentedly. That was it; she simply couldn't eat any more. She was completely full, a completely filled to the tippy top pinkie pony. Not even the whipped topping of the pumpkin pie she had used as an impromptu pillow appealed to her; its white fluffy goodness would have to wait until later to be consumed. 



Seated next to her, Maud raised a hoof and poked Pinkie Pie's protruding stomach. “I think you ate too much,” she observed. 



Pinkie gasped… and then nearly gagged when she realized she'd inhaled some of the whipped cream she had rested on. Still, she was just too full to even consider swallowing it, so she pushed it to one cheek and grinned at her sister. “Tha's ridiculous,” she said. “It's just halftime!”



Maud glanced around at the army of empty pie tins, the piles of platters that had been licked clean, and bowls stacked high that had had once been full of stuffing and other fruits. “For some reason, I doubt that,” she said. 



Pinkie's ears pricked up excitedly. “Ooh, speaking of half'kime, I wanna go p’ay a little hoofball with everypony else!”



Maud blinked. “I think you're being overly optimistic.”



“Nah, I got 'his!” Pinkie straightened up… and tipped over backwards, falling on the back of her head. Thankfully, her poofy mane absorbed most of the impact, leaving Pinkie staring at the ceiling… and now with a dollop of whipped cream sitting on top of her throat. She scooped it out with her tongue and then placed it on her cheek, for safekeeping. 



Maud blinked again as she processed this, and then turned to go outside. “I'm going to check on the game,” she said. “I think Rarity's dad is winning.”



Sure enough, if Pinkie cocked an ear, she could hear his shouted play commands, along with various cheers, playful smack-talk, and the occasional angry outburst. 



Maud stepped outside and sure enough, the game was in full swing. Magnum was definitely the most excited about this little exhibition match, but he had fierce competition from Applejack and her little sister. She watched with mild interest as Apple Bloom used her sister’s back as a springboard, launching herself up in an attempt to intercept the ball. Flailing at it, she managed to bat it away, sending it spinning in the opposite direction--right into Sweetie Belle’s horn. She rubbed her horn and sank to her haunches, causing an unofficial time-out. Maud blinked, once again happy that she had been born an earth pony. 



The sounds of muffled protests made her turn around and return to where Pinkie had landed. Apparently not content with letting their favorite foalsitter miss out on the game, Pound Cake and Pumpkin Cake had brought the game to her; and by that it should be understood that Pumpkin was bouncing on Pinkie's stomach (and had spread whipped cream everywhere on both of their coats in the process) and Pound was joyously pounding the tip of the ball into Pinkie's forehead. 



Pinkie looked up. “Maud, a little help, please?” she pleaded. 



Maud stepped forward and solemnly raised her hooves. “Touchdown,” she intoned. 
      

      
   
      You are Wrong, Rainbow Dash


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash stood before the cottage door. It has been two weeks since she had returned to her own home, but it felt empty, lonely. In the past months she had learned to stop and think, and by applying this new found skill, she had determined that what she really missed was Fluttershy. She hopped from one hoof to the other, took a deep breath, and finally knocked. 



A muffled voice came from inside “One moment…” After a few seconds the door opened, and Fluttershy peered outside. “Oh, hello Rainbow Dash. I’m glad to see you. How is your wing?”



Rainbow extended her wings a few times. “Fine, a bit stiff now and then, but almost back to normal.” She smiled coyly. “I wanted to thank you again for everything you have done for me. I know that sometimes I wasn't easy to handle.”



Fluttershy cocked her head. “That was nothing, I am glad you are feeling better. But…” she looked at her blushing friend. “... is there something else?” 



Rainbow drew a circle on the ground with her hoof. “It’s… You see… I…” She huffed frustrated. “Ah, ponyfeathers, it sounded better in my head.”



Fluttershy took a step outside and put a hoof on Rainbow’s shoulder. “Take your time.” A warm smile on her face. “Do you want to come inside for a tea while you think about it?”



Rainbow was about to protest, but deflated. “Yeah, maybe it will help.”



As they sat in the living room, Rainbow Dash stared at her tea, the beverage and cookies untouched. She rearranged her speech for the umpteenth time, stealing now and then a brief look at Fluttershy, the yellow pegasus calmly drinking her chamomile and smiling.



She sighed, words weren't her strength, and there was really no way around the issue. “Fluttershy, in this past few months you have kept me here in your home, you have helped me and you practically nursed me back on my hooves, even if for most of the time I have been a jerk.”



Fluttershy put her cup down, and shook her head. “I already told you, it was no problem at all. And the times you were grumpy, well, I understand you were in a lot of pain, so it wasn't really you talking.”



Rainbow Dash looked down at her hooves. “I was horrible, and I shouldn't have been.” She poked her cup, turning it around. “The thing is, I have understood something in this time together. I like you Fluttershy.”



Fluttershy raised her cup. “Well, I like you too, you are my friend.”



“No, not in that sense, I mean, I like you, like, I really LIKE you, like, in a special somepony way…” She heard the sound of clattering ceramic and raised her head. Fluttershy sat there, stiff, her cup on the table, the content spilled. She felt panic gripping her, she had messed up, she had ruined everything she had…



Fluttershy relaxed a bit, sighed, and straightened the fallen cup. She looked up, winced, and then spoke with an unusual steel in her voice. “No Rainbow Dash, you don’t really like me in that way.”



Rainbow blinked. “I don’t?”



“No, you don’t. You have suffered for months, and we have been very close during this time, but this doesn't mean what you think.”



Rainbow felt her heart shatter. “Do… Are… Does that mean that… You don’t like me in that way?”



Fluttershy looked away. “No, I mean that what you think you are feeling is not what you really feel.”



“I don’t understand.”



Fluttershy stood up and walked to a window. “What I mean is what you are feeling now is not something on which you can build. And you are too loyal to end it when you will see the truth. It would make us both…” She whispered “Please, leave.”



Rainbow stood up, now she was getting angry. “No, I know what I feel, I have thought about it! And what has loyalty to do with that?”



Fluttershy flinched, then, without turning, said. “It is better if you go now. Please don’t come back here for a while, and think again about what you believe you are feeling.”



“But…”



Fluttershy pointed at the door.



Rainbow Dash lowered her head, and slouching, got out. As she walked down the small path, away from the cottage she thought she heard somepony sobbing.
      

      
   
      A Thousand Years of Suffocation


      

      
      
         The world was gone in flash as a rainbow coloured whirlwind seemed to gobble her up and spit her out again. When she came to her senses, she was lying on her back, bouts of stars still clouding her vision. Wait, those stars were real.



She took a deep breath, but all the air seemed to leave her instead. Her heart made a leap and a rush of panic set her skin on fire. She jumped to her hooves... and started flailing in the air as she kept rising, the ground departing ever further. Instinctively, she took another breath, but there was nothing to breathe. Her lungs started burning.



She tried to cast a spell to create a bubble of air around her, but her horn didn't even start glowing. She tried to teleport to the castle. She tried to summon the castle itself. Nothing worked.



In complete silence, she hit the ground. She did not try to breathe again, it was no use. Wide-eyed, she stared at the grey dust beneath her hooves, then raised her head, taking in the barren desert that stretched out in front of her until it met the star-spangled horizon.



Her head turned to the gigantic orb of fire that hung in the black sky. Well, at least she didn't send me there, she thought. A laugh of defiance tried to escape her, but there was no sound. No sound at all. The feeling of suffocation intensified with every second, both the one in her lungs and the one pressing in on her mind. The attempted laughter turned into attempted screams.



The screams went on and on, but they brought no release without molecules to carry them. The anger, the hurt, the fear, it just kept growing inside her. Unable to bear it any longer, Luna dropped to her buttocks, grabbed her right arm and bit down hard. The taste of moon dust mingled with the taste of iron, and she concentrated with all her will on the searing pain until it drowned out the maelstrom in her head. 



The arm still between her teeth, she opened her eyes again and looked at the blue ball that towered above her, mocking her. In this wasteland, it was the only source of colour, and she both yearned for and hated it. She bit down harder again.



This is all your fault, you know, she thought. You had to banish the bad sister because you ignored the good one. It's your fault!



A tear rolled down her cheek onto her arm. It mingled with a drop of blood, and together they dripped onto the grey dust where they dried, together and unconsoled for a thousand years to come.
      

      
   
      Always a Politician


      

      
      
             It had been four centuries since the banishment of Nightmare Moon, and Princess Celestia had become the wheel on which Equestria turned. The wild parties of the past had been tamed, and now served as extensions of her court, a way for her ponies to approach her in a less formal setting. They had become another string she could pluck to ease tensions, to ensure Equestria continued to blossom beneath her guidance.



    Now, though, she was looking forward to an evening with one of her few friends, a former assistant who had retired, yet whose company Celestia valued. They had bonded over the long years together, as Bright Quill had helped Celestia keep the gears of government smooth.



    Her body may no longer have been up to the breakneck pace sometimes demanded, yet her mind was sharp as ever, her quick wit and sharp tongue always knowing just how to make Celestia laugh. Those rare nights they could bond over shared memories and a game of Kablarra - a foreign game few ponies besides Celestia even knew the rules for - were a happy break in the tedium of government.



    When the time arrived, Celestia ushered Bright Quill in, sat her down, and already had the board up and awaiting the first move. There were small cakes, and a sweet cider Bright Quill was fond of, and as the pieces clicked about, Celestia let herself relax, let the mask of Princess slip for the first time in weeks.



    At least, till the knock came. Almost apologetic, a guard poked his head in the door and said, “Princess? I apologize, yet I have been asked to request you come with me. The gryphons have sent a delegation to demand we yield control of the border pass near Hoofington, claiming that it is within their territory, and Minister Weathered Scroll is at a loss on how to proceed. She’s doing all she can just to keep General Flanking Charge from having the guard toss them all into the dungeons, as he’s yelling about how ‘no puffed-up feathery catbird will be taking a single inch of Equestrian land!’.”



    Celestia sighed, and for a moment, she allowed a sorrowful scowl to cover her face. “I’m sorry, Bright Quill.”



    “I know, Princess. You always are. And I forgive you. I know what you feel you must do. Perhaps some other night, soon.” And yet, Celestia knew, those ‘other nights’ almost never came, and her friend was not getting any younger.



    Yet, she smoothed her features into that of the calm Princess, and rose from her cushion. “Please have somepony show Miss Quill home, and another to clean up.” It was never easy, what she was required to do, to give of herself time and again when all she craved was a night’s peace. But she loved her ponies, she loved Equestria, and though it might hurt in the moment, she would always find time to give when she was needed.
      

      
   
      To show Compassion


      

      
      
         “Did the other trappers escape?” Starswirl asked as he patrolled the room.



“No Starswirl. The other guards are patrolling the grounds as we speak. They won’t get far.” The royal Pegasus guard at his side replied.



“Good. The sooner we find them, Captain Storm Rage, the sooner we can end their illegal trafficking once and for all.”



Storm Rage nodded and he continued his search. Starswirl gazed at the room, taking in what he could see. There were many things that he bore witness in his life. Wars and rebellions, incurable plagues, and destruction of cities; but never in all of his life that he would witness this. The killing and selling of rare creatures. It was by far the vilest acts against nature’s creatures and Starswirl would have none of it.



When he finished his search he turned to leave the room but stopped short when his ears perked up. It shifted toward the back where he heard the smallest of whimpers.



“Did you hear that?” Storm Rage turned his head toward the direction where the sound emanated.



“Indeed.”



Starswirl turned and was fixated onto a broken crate that was on its side; a small pelt covered the top and inside. Starswirl moved forward, his hoof steps silent as he pressed ahead, with Storm Rage close by his side. With the glow of his magic he slowly lifted the pelt off the crate. He eyed Storm Rage who readied his spear. With a quick nod the pelt was removed and Storm Rage lunged his spear at the open crate. Their hearts stopped at what they saw. For inside the crate, were three frightened fillies staring back at them.



Storm Rage was shaken that his spear was mere inches from them, as a result he quickly withdrew his weapon. He could only stare in confusion and shock, however, Starswirl stared in fascination and curiosity at the three. The elder unicorn looked at each of the fillies before him. In the center of the crate was an orange filly with a large curled mane. The filly on her left had a light purple fur with a deep purple mane. The final filly on her right had a light blue fur with a deeper blue mane. As the seconds ticked by his intrigue of them only grew. He lowered himself down to see them, his beard brushing the floor as he moved. The three fillies huddled closer to one another.



“Hello there little ones.” His voice calm and tender.



The orange filly replied by hissing at him.



“Starswirl, this doesn’t make sense,” Storm Rage said as he lowered himself to get a better look of the fillies, “why would the trappers hold ponies, especially fillies this young?



“Appearances can be deceiving Storm Rage.” Starswirl reassured the captain as he moved a hoof toward the three. The three fillies cowered again, closing their eyes shut and began crying. He gently placed his hoof on each of their heads, rubbing tenderly across each of their manes. The fillies opened their eyes to see him give a warm smile.



“Sleep now little ones. You're safe now.” his horn glowed as he spoke and the three fillies began to drift to sleep. He turned to Storm Rage who eyed him curiously.



“Inform the guard that I will be taking my leave. Find any remaining trappers and inform me as soon possible.”



“Yes Starswirl.” Storm Rage turned to leave but stopped when he saw Starswirl reach into the crate and lift the three sleeping fillies into his right hoof, cradling them at his side. His eyes widened at what was before him.



“Starswirl. That’s… they’re not…”



“I know, Captain.”



“Their race… I thought them to be extinct.”



“There is a possibility for more to be found.”



“You know what they are capable of? You be risking our entire kingdom of you let them loose.”



“I will not let that happen.”



“Starswirl! Their Sirens! They’re dangerous!”



Starswirl turned his gaze at Storm Rage.



“Captain. How many children do you have?”



Storm Rage was caught off guard by the question but answered honestly.



“I have two foals, with a third on the way. I love them very dearly.”



“Life is a precious thing Storm Rage. The life of a child is precious. They deserve a better fate than this.”



Starswirl headed for the entrance, carrying them with his hoof.



“Starswirl. Don’t make this something that you will regret.”



"I will not regret caring for the life of a child."
      

      
   
      My Little Pony


      

      
      
         It was a full moon tonight. 



She used to not notice such things, but then MLP had come along and changed all that. Full moons always made her think of Luna now, and sometimes when she looked at it she tried to imagine the Night Princess’s visage embalmed in it, thinking what it must have been like to be Celestia seeing it for that first time. Usually though it was too difficult to look past the smaller size and boring features (what she now thought of as boring). The dreaminess of her imagination barely clung like soft droplets on the crisp reality of it, hanging up there in the sky. 



She always noticed the moon now. And the sun—ah, well, the sun. 



Tonight there was no full moon. She sat atop her half-made bed, back leaning against two pillows stuffed against the headboard. Her short fingers ran slowly through the thin, synthetic tail fibers of a Celestia figure, catching sometimes on the clamminess of her hands or a chewed nail. She liked to imagine it flowing gently and ethereal around her fingers, a light magical zing twinging her senses. There were others on the bed with her: a Luna, a Twilight and Rarity, and a chibi Celestia plush she kept tucked up under her arm. She liked the touch of it on her skin. It was like fur, almost. The plastic of her figurines was cold and hard to the touch—lifeless. The light, painted-on blush of Celestia’s cheeks and that little smile, frozen and unchanging, as her own brightened with laughter or was impressed with concentration or smeared with tears.



On her lap sat a worn and bent and stained notebook, twisted open to an empty page. At the top were written the words:



Story Idea

Celestia, Luna, Twilight and Rarity



A pen lay untouched next to her, her hands occupied with stroking Celestia’s mane and tail as she looked off at something in the distance. Her phone sat on her other side, its screen recently smudged and still lit. 



Jess had texted her. 



—Carol, are you okay?—

—I should come over— 

—It’s probably nothing, you know— 



Carol continued to twirl the plastic fibers through her fingers. She had a story about the three princesses, and how Rarity and her love of the dream of royalty contrasted so sharply and painfully with the reality. She always imagined Twilight to hate being a princess, but Celestia and Rarity both would want it so much for her, think it fit her so well, not realizing they really wanted it for themselves. 



Luna would be the only one who would notice the bookmare’s distress, wouldn’t she?



Setting down the Celestia figure she picked up Luna, her phone vibrating with a new message. 



—It’s probably just some old friend of Kevin’s— 



There was a muted rumble beneath her floor and the lamp flickered. Angry voices drifted up through the loose boards. 



The Jones family again. Their young boys were so rambunctious. She liked to watch them though and think what she might do as their mother, in case she ever…



—Carol, please say something—



Perhaps she should have gone out with Kevin tonight. It was Friday after all, and he had been mentioning it over the course of the week. But inspiration had struck her this afternoon, while handing salted pretzels to spoiled kids and rich parents, and such a thing couldn’t be wasted or it would drift away. Kevin understood. He liked to draw pony from time to time. 



He knew how important this was to her. Two years, sixteen stories, four hundred and thirty two followers. So close to five hundred. She knew this new story would be the one to push her there. She knew. Maybe she would even reach a thousand…



Carol picked up her phone, opening a text to send to Kevin, but stopped. She could say so much—she should say it. But looking around her room she noticed how strangely empty it felt. Over thirty pony figurines, customs, mini’s, Funko’s, and framed art sat and hung about her, always looking at her, always filling her room with Equestria. And yet, this night it was empty. Empty of words to text. Empty of feelings. 



She set the phone down. Kevin was left ignored. She picked up her pen and gripped her notebook. 



She remembered she hadn’t washed her dishes in week, but there would be time for that later. Perhaps time for Kevin. 



Now, she wrote. 
      

      
   
      Of Simple Importance


      

      
      
         It was Shining Armor’s birthday at Canterlot Castle, and Twilight needed everything to be perfect. With her checklist in hoof and a party cannon in mine, the two of us worked decorating the open halls and gardens with streamers, confetti, and multicolored balloons. We hired Applejack for the catering (Princess Cadence loved her cooking), and sent invitations to his guests: Ponies from the Royal Guard Academy and the Crystal Empire, his old classmates from school, and his family. 



One by one they arrived, and of course Princess Celestia and Princess Luna came. 



Princess Celestia even teased Twilight a bit saying, “My, isn't this a little too perfect, Twilight?” 



And Twilight laughed and giggled, fiddling with her hooves, her face reddening under the light of chandelier. And once she laughed, Princess Celestia laughed and then I started laughing too because, duh, I’m the Element of Laughter. And as the three of us were chuckling, Princess Luna gave us questioning stares and walked away. But honestly, I’m still not sure what was funny. 



I guess the party got out of hoof once Discord arrived because he wanted to make things “fun.” And though I don’t agree with his definition of fun, I decided to help him so that the maximum degree of enjoyment could be achieved for everypony (based on the calculations of Punch Line’s Enjoyment Theorem). Even Princess Cadence assisted us since love and laughter always equal good times. 



But the princess and Discord started bickering after the parasprites, along with a crowd of changelings, promptly appeared via Discord’s magic. I even saw Queen Chrysalis and Princess Cadence running after her, her hooves moving as swift as a cheese wheel. And then the birthday celebrant was battling what looked like the ghostly remains of King Sombra. 



Ponies started arguing and I became upset because a party isn't supposed to have ponies screaming and running away or baring arms to fight against horrifying evils. 



I tried to find Twilight, but she ran off earlier through a corridor with Princess Celestia. And my other friends were too busy with themselves to notice the commotion: They looked as though they had eaten a bad slice of apple pie, because Applejack was blushing and Rarity was yelling at her, and Rainbow and Fluttershy looked puzzled and embarrassed, with Fluttershy’s hoof was wrapped real tight around Rarity and Rarity wearing Applejack’s hat. And they all looked useless as if they were playing a kind of dance version of four square but with no ball.



And even though everything was going wrong I took a deep breath and said, “Pinkie, as a party planner, you’d better fix this.” 



One thing I learned from hosting so many parties was that you couldn't force ponies to have fun…on their own. 



So my other friend helped me: A specially mixed sarsaparilla.



With a black tuxedo and a bow tie I went around as a waiter, giving everypony drinks and refills. Soon there were smiles and laughs everywhere and it stayed that way until the morning, with ponies grumpy and complaining about their heads. 



Being the only pony well enough to eat breakfast, I went to the kitchen and found Twilight humming.



“Morning Pinkie!” 



“Morning Twilight.” 



We both smiled. Twilight’s smile was wider but mine faltered. 



“…Twilight, I kind of feel like I let your brother down. Yesterday was a disaster.” A few strands of my hair straightened and my eyes watered, but just as quick, Twilight’s hoof was on my shoulder.



“Oh, Pinkie. Don’t say that. I know my brother had fun.” 



“Even with the changelings, parasprites, and Sombra?”



Her eyes intensified and her mouth opened. Then she sighed. “I should've known something like that was bound to happen. I thought Princess Luna would've taken care of it. Um, maybe it wasn't a flawless party, but I’m sure everypony had fun.”



“Yeah, I know they did…Hm, you know what, Twilight? You’re right! It shouldn't even matter. They had fun, they smiled, and that’s what’s important to me!”  



“Then I’m glad it was a success. Besides as long as everyone was okay, I know my brother had a blast. So don’t worry so much, okay Pinkie?”



“Okay,” she said and we hugged. However one thing still bothered me. “So where did you go Twilight?” 



“I…was helping somepony deal with their regrets while casting aside my own.”



 There was a blush on her face, her eyes unsteadily searched mine. I smiled.



 “Was it a doozy?” I asked. 



She grinned in return. 
      

      
   
      Scooterface


      

      
      
         Diamond Tiara disliked ponies. There were one or two that she could tolerate, but for the most part she found others to be beneath her. Of course, that didn't mean she avoided them outright. Rather, she took the opportunity to educate them.



On that particular day, during the recess period at Ponyville Elementary, she was educating a quivering mess of tears formerly known as Twist. Diamond Tiara smirked evilly as she came up with yet another brilliant and cutting remark.



"And your lisp is, like, dumb!"



Twist cried even harder. Truly, Diamond Tiara was a master of her craft.



All of this was watched from afar by three seething fillies. The Cutie Mark Crusaders glared across the schoolyard, as much infuriated by their own inability to do anything as by the situation itself.



"Why are we way over here watching!?" Scootaloo ground her hooves into the grass.



"Because," Apple Bloom sighed. "If we go over there and get tangled up in it, you know that Diamond Tiara is gonna come out on top. She always does."



"I feel like crying just looking at her," Sweetie Belle added.



"Well I'm sick of it!" Scootaloo pouted.



"Oh yeah?" Apple Bloom turned her glare on the pegasus. "And just what do y'all propose we do about it?"



"I dunno... insult her back?"



Apple Bloom rolled her eyes. "You think she'll care about that? She's a sociopath."



"Oh yeah..."



Sweetie Belle raised a hoof. "We could try being nice!"



The other two slowly rotated their heads to stare at Sweetie Belle with matching expressions of horror.



Sweetie Belle shrunk back, but pressed onward. "I mean... it's the only thing we haven't already tried. Maybe she just needs some friendly ponies to show her that being mean isn't the answer to everything. Maybe her dad never loved her."



"Pshh," Scootaloo waved a forehoof. "My dad never loved me, and I turned out fine."



There was a moment of strained silence before Apple Bloom spoke up. "She's got a point, Scoots. It couldn't hurt to give something new a shot."



Scootaloo sighed and hopped on her scooter. "Alright, fine, we'll try the nice way, but only this one time!"



By the time the Crusaders came to their decision, Twist had already scampered away to cry in a corner somewhere. Diamond Tiara was scanning for new targets, and grinned wickedly when she saw her oldest marks approaching.



"Well well," Diamond sneered, "if it isn't the blank flank crusaders." She giggled at her own joke before continuing, "What brings the dummy, the hillbilly, and the flightless bird over to this side of the playground, hm?"



"I am not a hillbilly!" Sweetie Belle shouted indignantly.



Apple Bloom resisted the urge to facehoof, and instead offered the best smile she could muster up. "Look, Diamond Tiara, we just wanted to try and... patch things up between all us. Maybe we got off on the wrong hoof way back when, but there's no reason we have to be enemies forever. I think you could use some new friends, and... and if you're willing, we could be those friends. Whadd'ya say?"



Diamond Tiara stared, wide-eyed. The Crusaders offered up encouraging smiles. Finally, after several moments of tense silence, Diamond Tiara began to laugh.



The girls' spirits sank. They were all too familiar with that evil, condescending sound.



"Friends? With a bunch of losers like you? Puh-lease, I'd rather die!" She wiped a tear from her eye and immediately shifted back into a malicious glare. When she spoke, it was in a low and dangerous tone. "You three are the worst ponies in this school, and probably all of Equestria. I will never be your friend, and I will never leave you alone. I am above you, better than you in every way, and nothing will ever change that. Got it?"



"Yeah, screw this," Scootaloo muttered. In one smooth motion she picked up her scooter in two hooves, wound back, and swung it with enough force to make the local baseball coach shed a tear.



"Scooterface!" 



"Wha—" Pow!



Diamond Tiara was sent spinning, one tooth flying in a brilliant arc to land somewhere in the bushes. Diamond collapsed onto the grass in a groaning tangle of twitching limbs. A small puddle of drool and blood was forming next to her mouth, and her eyes fluttered on the edge of consciousness.



"Scootaloo!" Sweetie Belle gasped. "We are gonna be in so much trouble."



Scootaloo grinned, examining her bent, cracked scooter with pride.



"Worth it."
      

      
   
      Routine


      

      
      
         The sweet aroma of citrus wafted through the air as Octavia lounged in her reading chair. Bringing the cup to her lips, she sipped her morning tea slowly, content to watch the ponies outside her window go about their routines. This too, had become a routine for her. Wake up, put the kettle on, and prepare her modest breakfast of toast and jam. Then, relax on her chair and watch the day come to life around her, before taking up her cello.



“Awwwwww yeahhhh!”



This had become part of her routine as well. A quarter measure of breath was all the time she had to prepare for the inevitable decibel earthquake to shake the house’s foundations. The cup and saucer were in her hooves in a flash, and she stretched her foreleg out to suspend the cup of scalding liquid as far away from her as possible.



vrrrrvrrrvrrrvrrrerrrerrrerrr-wubwubwubwubwubwubwubwub-vrrrvrrrvrrrvrrrrrerrrerrrerrr



Octavia grit her teeth and stared down her hoof, mentally willing the tea to remain within her cup. If there was ever a time she actively wished she were born a unicorn, this was that time. She remembered when she entered Ponyville’s Barnyard Bargains and asked a very confused clerk if it was possible to order an entire bulk shipment of bubble wrap. The manager, in great sympathy, implored her to take as much as she could possibly carry, along with the advice that she wrap her most precious heirlooms at least three times over.



At last the vibrations subsided, and Octavia was pleased to note that the tea had not spilled onto her hoof this time, at least. Placing the cup and saucer upon a side table, she rose from the window and crossed her room to the cello case resting on the ground. She had just begun to apply a fresh coat of rosin to her bow when she heard a knock coming from outside her door.



“Come in!” Octavia called, not looking up from her task.



The door opened partially to reveal a bedraggled, grinning unicorn leaning into the bedroom.



“Hey Tavi, awesome day to be alive, ain’t it?”



Octavia glanced up with a small smile. “Yes, it is, and good morning Vinyl. I’m getting ready to start my practice, if you’d like to stay and listen?”



“Buck yeah I do!” Vinyl kicked open the door and trotted over to lay in Octavia’s chair, waiting as Octavia finished her preparations. 



Octavia ran through each of the cello’s strings, stopping to tune a peg until the note rang true. Soon enough, she flung herself into the music, closing her eyes and smiling as she listened to her bow flutter gracefully across the strings. Her entire body seemed to dance in place, the passion for her craft readily apparent by how her head swayed through the melody singing from her cello. A shaft of sunlight crept through the window, lighting Octavia in a golden haze.



She pulled her bow across the final chord, letting the final notes echo through the room. Opening her eyes once more, she looked to Vinyl to find her frowning hard, seeming to stare past her.



“Oh, was it no good?” Vinyl seemed to jump at Octavia’s words, who was now resting the bow beside her and leaning into her cello. “I suppose I did pick up the tempo slightly near the middle, perhaps I should-”



“No! Tavi no, that’s not it. It’s like,” Vinyl rubbed her neck, searching for the words, “you’re just so…good. You’re like, amazing! You could have been anything in Canterlot! And now you’re just here. With me. Tutoring ponies that have no business to even be holding an instrument!” Vinyl shouted, flailing her legs.



She hung her head, staring at the ground, a far cry from the brash mare Octavia had come to know. “I just don’t know why you’re here.”



Octavia gently lay her cello down and approached the somber mare. Her hoof reached out to lift up Vinyl’s sagging head. She looked down into her beautiful, expressive eyes, and then solidly bopped Vinyl right in the nose.



“Wah!” Vinyl cried out, nearly falling off the chair. She held her muzzle between her hooves. “What the hay was that for!?” 



 “Hush,” Octavia whispered, climbing into the chair, and leaning into Vinyl.



“But!-”



“No.”



“Tavi-”



“Shh-”



Octavia closed her eyes, resting against her closest friend. Bathed in the sunlight, she wrapped a foreleg around Vinyl and watched as Ponyville came to life outside her window, welcoming the start of a new routine.
      

      
   
      Neigh Retorting


      

      
      
         “Hi there, everypony! I’m Pinkie Pie!”



“And, uh, I’m Scootaloo!”



“Scootaloo, huh? I guess that makes sense. I see you around a lot, scooting around on your scooter. Scoot scoot!”



“Yeah, hehe. And you’re, uh Pinkie Pie. You’re pink and you bake pies?”



“Not just pies, but cakes, and cookies, and croissants, and bread, and donuts, and souffles, and…”



Scootaloo groaned, slumping her head down to the ground. “This isn’t going to work, Pinkie Pie. I don’t think I’m cut out for getting a cutie mark in stand-up comedy.”



Pinkie Pie giggled. “That’s okay. If it’s not your thing, it’s not your thing! But I’m having fun, aren’t you?”



“I dunno.” Scootaloo sighed, sitting back on her haunches. “I don’t even know what I’m supposed to be saying. You’re really hard to keep up with, you know?”



“Yeah, I get that a lot,” Pinkie Pie said, rubbing at the back of her head with a hoof. “I could slow it down for you a bit! Ooh, I’ll make cue cards!”



“Cue cards, seriously?” Scootaloo shook her head. “It still feels weird trying to get a cutie mark when Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle are out of town.”



“All the better then!” Pinkie Pie said, already furiously scribbling on a stack of cardboard. “Your cutie mark probably isn’t in comedy, but your friends aren’t around, and I know Rainbow Dash is busy. What else do you have to do? Let’s have some fun!”



Scootaloo rolled her eyes. “Okay, okay, I’ll give it another try. What do you think I’m doing wrong?”



Pinkie Pie threw her foreleg over Scootaloo’s shoulder, gesturing across the empty auditorium before them. “Kid, this type of comedy is all about the retort! It’s my job to say something silly, which, believe me, is super tough, and then your job is to shoot it down for being too impossible with some grade A snark! I see you fire off some good one-liners with your friends all the time, so just think of it like that!”



“You mean you just want me to be a smarta—”



“-ankle!” Pinkie Pie finished, beaming.



“... A smart-ankle? The term is smart-alec. I don’t know what a smart-ankle would be, but I can only imagine Discord being involved somehow, and nopony wants that.”



“See, that was perfect!” Pinkie Pie shouted, grabbing Scootaloo and shaking her up and down.



“Really?” Scootaloo asked as she tried to hide a growing smile. “That’s it?”



“Yepper depper! I’ll go nice and slow for you, no worries.”



“Alright, I guess I’ll give it another shot.“







“Hello everypony! I’m Pinkie Pie.”



“Yo. I’m Scootaloo.”



“Hey, Scootaloo, you’re a big fan of Rainbow Dash, right?”



“Are you kidding? You’re like, her best friend, you know exactly how awesome she is!”



“I see, I see. How do you feel about rainbows?”



“Like, the colors?”



“Yeah, fresh from Cloudsdale!”



“They’re alright.”



“How about dashing? You’re always dashing around on your scooter, right?”



“Well, I try my best.”



“So if Rainbow Dash dashes through a rainbow and spills rainbow all over a dashing Scootaloo, who’s the better Rainbow Dash?”



“Uh…”



Scootaloo stared straight ahead, her mouth working soundlessly as she wracked her brain for a good response.



Pinkie Pie smiled, holding up a cue card with a premade response written on it.



“There’s, uh, more to Rainbow Dash than rainbows and dashing, Pinkie Pie!”



“Oh? Like what?”



“She’s got a lot of talents, and interests, and general awesomeness that make her a well rounded individual.”



“Name one thing that isn’t already covered by rainbows or dashing!”



“Well, she’s also blue!”







“Thank you very much everypony, goodnight!”



The pair bowed to their non-existent audience, and Scootaloo sighed, sitting down and wiping the sweat off her brow.



“That was a lot of fun! You did great, Scootaloo!” Pinkie Pie said, wrapping the filly in a tight hug.



Scootaloo blushed, then checked her flank just in case. “Still no cutie mark. Oh well.”



Pinkie Pie grinned, giving Scootaloo a quick noogie. ‘You’ve got a knack for it though. With practice, I bet you could be up there with some of the greats like Ponyacci!”



“Yeah yeah,” Scootaloo said, pushing Pinkie Pie off of her . “I don’t think I’ll go that far, but it was a lot of fun. Thanks Pinkie.”



“Even without a cutie mark?”



“Yeah.”
      

      
   
      No Time For Regret


      

      
      
         Princess Luna winced as a bright blue light filled her bedroom, holding up one hoof to shield her eyes as powerful magic swirled around her and mad cackling filled the air.



“Halt! Who goes there?” Luna shouted.



“I am called Nightmare Moon,” a female voice answered.



Luna narrowed her eyes. “Begone, spirit of the night. I will have no truck with thee.”



 “I am no spirit of the night, but a pony like yourself,” the voice said melodically as the magic began to congeal into a diffuse field of stars. Fur black as midnight and feathers that would do a raven proud formed out of the mist. Armor that looked like it had been forged from the moon itself was next to form, wrapping around the figure’s hooves and the shape of its head – a pony, tall as Celestia, but far more fearsome. A long horn stuck out of the alicorn’s forehead, and behind her hung a thin swirling mist of stars in the vague shape of a pony’s tail and mane. A moon hung on her flank, and a second on her chest, glittering silver against her plate’s dull gleam.



“Thou darest mock me with mine own mark, Nightmare? Begone!” Luna’s horn flared, magic blue as the sky pouring out of her horn, only to strike a barrier glowing with the same blue magic.



Luna staggered. “How can this be?”



Nightmare Moon laughed. “‘Tis your magic as well as mine. Come, Luna. We have much to discuss.”



Luna stamped her hoof defiantly. “I will go nowhere with thee ‘til you answer my questions, spirit!”



“Spirit? Do you not recognize me?” Nightmare Moon grinned, sharp teeth glinting in the diffuse light that filled the room.



“I know a monster when I see one,” Luna said, snorting.



“Monster, am I?” Nightmare Moon leered. “No more than you. You want to be loved – I am loved. You wish respect? All kneel before me. You wish adoration? All bend themselves in supplication before my night!”



“The night is not thine, it is mine!” Luna cried out defiantly.



“And their love? Admiration? Respect? Are those yours as well?”



Luna ground her teeth. “Thou hast nothing to offer me.”



“I have everything to offer you, fool. I know all that you do. I have seen all that you have seen. And I know that as long as Celestia sits upon her golden throne, you will have nothing.”



“And what would thou hast me do?”



“Embrace your power! Call forth the shadows and cloak yourself in the power of the night! Find your true self and strike down your sister, that you may stand alone, and bring about nighttime eternal!”



“Only for you to strike me down in turn.”



Nightmare Moon cackled. “I have no need for your kingdom, Luna. After all, I already rule Equestria.”



“Equestria belongs to me!”



“Who do you think I am?” Nightmare Moon’s horn flared as she began to shrink in on itself, black coat fading to blue. Eye to eye with Luna, she bent forward to spit a set of false teeth.



Luna gasped as she stood beside herself. “How?”



“Someday, you will know, and you will understand. Now begone! Confront thy sister, and claim the night for you – for us!”



Luna’s other self cackled once more as the room was engulfed in another almighty flash of blue light; when the torrent of magic subsided, her other self was gone.








“Princess Luna?”



Luna started, nearly fumbling the scroll suspended in her magic. “Twilight Sparkle. I was not expecting to see you here.”



“I could say the same thing,” Twilight said, chuckling. “What were you reading?”



Luna shook her head. “Tell me, Twilight; have you ever wondered what it would be like had I not challenged my sister? Do you think my sister would have taken such interest in you had she had me to rule by her side?”



Twilight blinked. “I… never really thought about it.”



“Had I not, my sister would have been spared a thousand years of solitude. But it would only be for Tirek to break loose and steal all the magic of Equestria without you to stop him."



Twilight’s eyes softened as she glanced at the scroll. “Luna… That spell doesn’t work. It can send you back in time, but you can’t change anything. Everything turns out exactly the same.”



Luna smiled sadly as she rolled the scroll up in her magic and placed it back onto the shelf. “I know.”
      

      
   
      Unattainable


      

      
      
         As if she were in a train station, Twilight waited at the gates, shifting her hooves beneath her. If would be nice if this were a train station. It’d be far more pleasant. From beyond the caves out of her sight, she felt Cerberus’ scrutinizing eyes like x-rays, watching her and watching all of Tartarus with a sight that twisted through the tangles and turns of the dim prison.



Twilight waited. Her eyes rested on the small cell in front of her and her heart raced. Then she saw him. 



“The young princess. How nice of you to visit me. Again,” he added. Though he gave her a small smile, his nostrils were flaring. 



“Tirek, I want…no. I need to know if you regret what you did,” Twilight said. She found herself unable to control the beating of her heart.  



“We've discussed this before.”



“But I want to know if your answer has changed.”



“Only the heartless or the young—how ironic it is, for the young have much heart—can truly say that they have no regrets. I do not lament my actions; it is what I sought at the time. It is still what I seek,” he said.  



“You don’t feel bad about anything? What about your brother?” 



“My brother was a fool. Nothing else needs to be said about him.” 



“But—”



“Tell me princess. You know your destiny. You know what you were meant to do. But I know what I must be. Your sun goddess speaks light of the truth, but only because she has been blinded by how she serves. Her life is forever a service. My life, a gift.” 



“It’s not a gift if you’re trying to hurt ponies. You wanted to hurt my friends.” Twilight’s eyes narrowed. 



“There are those who find friendship, a priceless treasure and others who find it a hindrance. Discord, the fool he is, is a pony at heart.”



“Is it only ponies you hate?”



“You mistake my actions for hatred. It is not that,”



“I still don’t understand.” 



“Your friends are important to you, aren't they?”



“Yes. They’re very important to me. But what about you? Don’t you have any friends?”



“What’s the difference between a friend and stranger? A friend and an acquaintance? Is Discord truly a friend or is he an acquaintance? Creatures are creatures. We are all on this earth and we do as we please. It is not hatred. It is convenience, and just as easily, that convenience can be taken from you. When you have everything, it’s quite easy to have nothing. One day, young princess, you will be at the top and though you have your petty friends at your side, you will see how it feels to truly be alone,” Tirek said. 



He solemnly stared at his shadow, and Twilight was quiet. “But I’m sure you've come here for more than my philosophical quibbles. Let me guess: my horns?”



Twilight gulped. She tried to keep her eyes steady, but she knew she wasn't fooling him. 



“All of us princesses discussed it. We haven’t decided yet.”



“My life is long as long as theirs. They will continue to take their time.” 



Twilight tried once more. “Tirek don’t you want friends?



“You and your princesses will never be able to give me what I want. Now go. You waste your time here.” Without another word, Tirek turned and walked away from her, his shadow disappearing behind a lurking cave. She saw no more of him. 



Outside Tartarus Spike was waiting for her.



“How did it go Twilight?” he asked.



“He seemed indifferent about it. He didn't care much for what I had to say,” she told him.



Spike reached his tiny arms over Twilight and gave her a long hug.



“Don’t let it get to you. He’s probably just upset because he might lose his horns.”



“Maybe.” She paused. “Spike, do you think the princesses ever feel lonely?”



“What do you mean?”



“I mean, they've been alive for a long time. I don’t think anypony truly knows how they feel.”



“Well, maybe you should ask them about it,”



“Yeah. You’re right Spike…I should. Come on. Let’s go.” 



And the two began to walk home. 
      

      
   
      Tyrant of the Wastes


      

      
      
             Five months. A mere five months ago, Equestria had still been a verdant paradise, a land of plenty, and the entire world had blossomed under the warming sunlight of its guiding hoof. Yet now, the land was parched and dry, an endless desert of cracked dirt devoid of anything green. Five months since the Sun’s warmth had begun to burn. Five months since the plants began to wither, until they could no longer take the endless heat, and vast conflagrations burned across the world as fields and forests went up in flame.



    Those who survived the heat now sheltered deep within the mountains, driven to tunnel ever-deeper to escape the sun’s wrath, burying themselves away and using whatever meager magics they possessed to seek food and water, to struggle to endure in a world that could no longer shelter beneath Celestia, for it was her hoof that had ground the world to dust.



    Only Canterlot endured, and within, the will of its Queen was all. No longer would she endlessly give of herself to ponies whose gratitude was fleeting, who always returned seeking more, who could not see past their own petty wants. No longer would she coddle greedy nobles, no longer would she involve herself in the pointless squabbles over land, over money, over things that had no true consequence. Her ponies had demanded everything of her, had taken her for granted, and now they paid the price of their ingratitude. They wished for her to take care of all their problems, and so she had, in the simplest way possible.



    She had given them one problem above all others to worry over. She had given them a world devoid of her charity, and then established Canterlot as the lone sanctuary, with one simple rule. Anypony could live in Canterlot, so long as they agreed that her word was absolute. Any dissent, any complaint, and they would be exiled to the Wastes.



    Within Canterlot, there was still food. Within Canterlot, her magic kept the worst of the heat at bay. The city was still unpleasantly hot, yet it was the baking heat of midsummer instead of the endless burn of the Wastes. Each moment of each day, everypony now knew to whom they owed their continued prosperity, their good fortune, their food and their drink.



    Perhaps, soon, she would allow them to establish fields at the base of the mountain, and begin to grow from the seeds that remained, to allow some hardy crops to blossom once more. She had not yet decided when. After all, there was food yet for some time, and she would ensure her ponies understood where to give thanks.



    Perhaps, even, she would make it a regular cycle. She would give them time to grow, to gather as much food as they could, and then she would set afire all that remained. Times of plenty, and times of lean, as dictated by the will of the Queen. If they kept her pleased, the time of plenty would last longer. Yes. That would be good, would it not?



    She no longer understood why she had ever seen it necessary to deny herself. She had ushered in a new era, one harsh, yes, one cruel, yes, but there was not the faintest tinge of guilt to her heart. It was a new age, now, and Queen Celestia was finally free.
      

      
   
      The Fall of Night


      

      
      
         The wind stings my eyes.



Ragged wingbeats push me onwards – faster, higher. Until the air grows thin and shrieks in my ears as I hurtle above the wispiest cloud tops, gone all too soon.  My lungs ache.



It helps, a little.



It is beautiful, here at the roof of the world. Clear air surrounds me, as puffy clouds far below cast patchwork shadows to creep across the verdant quilt. The blazing sun pricks at my skin, and I glance up instead, the blue horizon fading into deepest black around a single, searing point of brilliance. I look away. No darkness could ever stand against her, it seems.



I have no rights to this place.



Were it only night, that I could be but a flicker among the twinkling stars. That the silver orb still beckoned, unbranded.



Day or night, the vault of heaven holds no comfort now.



Memory. That shadowed day of magic, steel, and blood. Of rainbow light and shattered hope. Away the faithful, flee they said, before the dawn came, incandescent. Our crushed, tattered few; some sought the cool, sheltered hollows of the earth. Others gave themselves to the light. I flew. To where, I knew not and cared less.



A pony smarter than I once said that the choices we make are what lead us to be the pony we are today. To regret your path is to doubt yourself.



Regret. Do I like myself now?



If only I had the breath to snort.



They called out to us, saying it is too late. That we have lost. I suppose the searing sun above is proof of some of that, at least. They continued, pleading for us to give ourselves up. To surrender. They claimed that everypony would be forgiven, all set aright. They offered mercy, no matter how stained.



The memory tugs a bitter smile to my lips.



My hooves are dyed a scarlet that no soap can touch. Nightmares fade in the morning light, but ponies that never wake are less easily set aside. War begets necessity.



How could I regret what I have become, doubt the events and duties that brought me near to her? Near enough to glimpse her moonlit smile, to hear smoky laughter echo in midnight halls, to catch the razor edges of her rapier wit. Can I bear to even contemplate trading those moments for others? To imagine not having seen that majestic vision of her dark, unappreciated dream that we all gave so much for. Dare I even risk that such speculation might diminish her worth? The fidelity of our sacrifice?



Dare I consider that this might have been avoided?



Motion catches my eye, a quicksilver flash darting among the clouds below. The light hurts. I blink away the treacherous moisture and focus past the pain. I see specks of white on gold. If only they were blue on black.



My eyes narrow.



I had chosen to fly higher, faster, farther; hiding in the sun might help, I thought – or did not think. Irony is not camouflage enough, it seems. Apparently somepony did expect the unexpected. Or the foolish. They have a word for us when we fly in daylight, after all. It is not a complement.



They are spreading out; I recognize the formation. The snare is closed. I breathe in as deeply as I can – It’s too late to matter now.



My teeth are bared; it could be called a grin. My wings snap shut.



Will I open them again?



I regret nothing.
      

      
   
      Asafoetida


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Substitute


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Dreams and Nightmares


      

      
      
         Eloquence screamed as he died. 



I expected little else from him. He was one of those unicorns that thought a flight of stairs was a physical challenge and spent most of his life working on his reputation, or his mane. What he’d foreseen happening I had no idea. Perhaps he’d hoped to secure some fragment of the Nightmare’s power for his family. 



“Pitiful,” Nightmare said, with a toss of her ethereal head. She turned to me next. Dark power rushed over me, tearing at my wings, driving daggers into my eyes and burning deep in my soul. “So, what do you wish, little pony?” 



“Swiftwing.” I had to shout over the screams. Of the six who started the ritual, only two still stood, though Rapier Wit had yet to stop howling in blind agony. “My name is Swiftwing.” 



Nightmare smiled a fanged smile, spreading her wings as her presence redoubled, almost driving me to my knees. “Cute. Now, why did you dare summon me. Do you wish for power, little pony? Or perhaps you want to be a princess? Did somepony wrong you, or is this all just a quest for riches?” 



I opened my mouth to speak, when Rapier began a fresh round of anguished screams. With a contemptuous kick, Nightmare silenced him forever. Trying to ignore another spreading pool of blood I began again. “I want to be the fastest pegasus in Equestria.” 



For a moment Nightmare just stared. Then she threw back her head and howled with laughter. Lightning roared in the sky above, wild and untamed as the ancient alicorn of madness and darkness spat on my dreams. 



I ground a hoof against the flagstones, setting myself against the torrent of magic and malice. “SHUT-UP!”



For a moment it actually worked, the Nightmare stopped her infernal sniggering and regarded me with a cocked brow. “You dare...” 



“Yes, I dare!” I bellowed. “I want nothing from this world but to be the best. From the moment I first laid eyes on the Rainboom there has been nothing else in my life. I am going to be the fastest pegasus if it kills me.” 



The Nightmare smiled. “Over the millennia my ponies have called on me for many things, but you Swiftwing, have managed to find the most petty and inane reason imaginable.” 



River Song died in that moment, her last breath a whimper of pain and she slumped to the floor, staring out with sightless eyes. The world seemed to fall away beneath me as the dark alicorn focused her full ire down upon me. It burned and froze and tore at my soul as if I’d ended up trapped in a lightning storm. 



“Die, little pony.” 



My head hit the floor. My knees had folded, though I couldn’t say when. A strangled squeak escaped my throat. It would have been so easy to lay down then, to give up and fade away. 



“No.”



My muscles screaming, I dragged myself to my hooves. I hadn’t given up when they’d kicked me out of flight school. I hadn’t given up when not a single racing team had even considered me for their lineup. I hadn’t given up when even the Weather Service had refused me, saying I was too weak a flyer. I hadn’t given up Rainbow Dash, my idol, laughed me out of her office. 



There are many ponies who’d die for their dream. 



I refused to. What difference was there between death at the Nightmare’s hooves and death by obscurity? None at all as far as I could see. There was no choice but victory. 



“Oh, well that is interesting.” The Nightmare seemed taken aback for a moment. Smiling like a cat she leaned down and touched her horn to my head. 



The world vanished into a maelstrom of agony. It lasted for just an eyeblink and then I found myself stood alone in the ruins of the old castle. The ritual had ended, five bodies lay cooling on the flagstones but I had survived. I spread my wings, feeling the new-found strength in them. A single flap took me almost to the ceiling and I fought down the urge to cheer. With those wings, I was finally the fastest pony in Equestria. 



“Not quite.” The Nightmare’s voice echoed through my mind. “There’s still one pony that stands in your way. You have to kill Rainbow Dash.”



I grinned. Now that was something I could do with no regrets. 
      

      
   
      A Princess, Penitent


      

      
      
             The second day after Luna...after Nightmare Moon had been banished dawned with the last Princess secluded in her chambers. No matter how she tried to block it out, the celebration that had begun with the return of the day still reached her ears, yet each cheer only worsened the pain in her heart. She was their savior yet again, the Princess who had conquered her dark mirror, who had saved Equestria when Luna sought to destroy it.



    She had been blind to her sister’s isolation. Time and again, Celestia had told herself that she would bring Luna with her to the next celebration, the next feast, and time and again she had allowed that promise to be forgotten, to let Luna languish in her shadow.



    She should have known better. She should have seen the light within Luna’s heart flickering, turning into a roiling jealous darkness aided by the careless neglect of an older sister. A darkness that had consumed Luna, had transformed her into the cold and callous Nightmare Moon.



    Celestia couldn’t find it within herself to blame her ponies for their celebration, just as she knew there was nothing else she could have done once Luna had revealed her plans. Celestia had pleaded, she had apologized, and when Nightmare Moon refused to yield to the dawn, Celestia had resorted to the only recourse available.



    Nightmare Moon had been banished, and Celestia’s sister was lost to her. 



    Her ponies had come to her, beckoned her to join the celebration, for to them Luna had been the reclusive Princess. They did not know her laugh, know the joy that once burned in her heart, had never grown close for they had forsaken the night for the bright warmth of the day. Celestia declined, again and again, could not bear to reveal to them that the victory was ash in her mouth. She would let them have their parties. She knew she would be strong enough to join them in time.



    But not today. Today, and tomorrow, and the next day, she would mourn for the little sister long lost. Luna deserved that much, now. Celestia would have to carry on, but not yet. She could not allow herself to wallow in sadness for long. Soon, too soon, she would have to leave the sadness behind.



    It had been necessary, after all. She knew so. She knew the Elements were the only force she could bring to bear, that her own pain was nothing before the needs of Equestria.



    And yet, the knowledge she had done what she must was little solace. 




Celestia sits alone amidst the light of dawn, and in a too-large room now bereft of love and laughter, she weeps for the loss of the one she loves most. 
      

      
   
      Last Entry: I Regret Nothing


      

      
      
         I regret nothing.



That is what the last page will say when they come to find my life's work. When they come with their questions, their anger, their fear. When they come to stop from ever happening again what I am about to do.



So I write the last entry of a lifetime; the first of the next. I regret nothing.



This does not mean I do not bear guilt, nor frustration, nor sadness. So heavy are those upon my back, they exhaust me so.



Could it have been that I had more time... But I am so tired. I have no more time.



And I regret nothing.



I do not regret those who died for my knowledge. Nor those who will die with the results of it. But I shed a tear for them.



I do not regret the butter feuds and terrible insults given to those who called me mad or foolish or evil. But I burn with frustration for their lack of vision.



I do not regret that I will be labeled a criminal--no, a monster--for the terrors I have wrought upon those under my care and guidance. Upon my own flesh and spirit. But the infinite burden of the chains of my guilt will be my most assured end.



But I regret nothing as I take the next heavy step.



The next step to power. To security. To undo the injustice those pandering fools in Canterlot call monarchs. With my work, my efforts, I will become equal to them. I will do what no other pony has done in all time.



I, a lowly Duke, will become a King. A King for all time, ruling with strength and dignity. Protecting my citizens with my own power, not relying upon those same citizens to defend me.



With my own unicorn essence. With the essences of two hundred earth ponies and pegasi...



With the dark powers of alicorn magic, distilled in crystalline form. All I must do is consume it.



It will change me. But I regret nothing.



They call it dark, but truly it is a beacon. Look how it shines in the crystal. The crystal... It is so beautiful.



And with it, with no regrets, I too will be beautiful.



Forevermore. As I always should have been. Just one last terror. One last pain.



I regret nothing...



...For I am King Sombra. And this is my birthright.



I regret nothing.
      

      
   
      The Court Jester


      

      
      
             The last of the six dignitaries from the Saddle Arabian delegation dipped their heads in a bow, and as one they spoke. “It is with great honor we greet you, Princess.” The Grand Galloping Gala had coincided with their visit, and their Queen was quite pleased that this year, the entire affair had been made to incorporate Saddle Arabian culture. “I am quite pleased by the Burning Blossoms you have obtained. They add a lovely ambiance to the area.”



    “I quite agree. When I suggested to my various staff that I desired to change things up a little, they were very enthusiastic. And I know that Burning Blossoms are quite the culinary delicacy, once they finish radiating their light and warmth. Green Shoots took care arranging each bouquet so that as the night wears on, they will dim one by one, providing an extra delicacy even as the lighting dims to a more nocturnal calm.”



    “A sensible way to let their volatility flow away. By your leave, then,” the Queen said, and the dignitaries broke away to mingle with the many guests, and soon after Celestia joined them.



    The night was still young, however, when Ambassador Firehoof stepped into place beside the Princess and the baron who was vying for her attention. “Your highness,” he started, “I have a question for you, if I may. I apologize for interrupting you, Baron Redwing, may I borrow her for but a moment?”



    Redwing grimaced, but nodded his head. “Of course, Firehoof. Princess, I shall eagerly await your return.”



    As the pair broke away, Celestia dropped her voice, “Thank you for getting me away from him, Firehoof. He was going on, again, about wanting funds for yet another wasteful vanity project.”



    “Of course, Princess,” Firehoof chuckled. “Yet my motives are not purely altruistic. I cannot help but notice how many Burning Blossoms are about, and they have an unmistakeable flavor. One that concerns me, for I seem to have tasted that same flavor in the desserts available, and I know how...enthusiastic your Head Chef can be in trying to please a guest. I would hope, however, that he had the good sense not to use Burning Blossoms as a baking ingredient, given their penchant to...cause such things to explode.”



    “We can ask him, if you wish,” Celestia said, and walked with Firehoof towards where the chef was supervising the arrival of more platters of delicacies. “Chef Good Taste, a moment? Firehoof here is concerned you may have used Burning Blossoms in your desserts tonight.



    “A course I did, Princess!” he chuckled jovially, “Heard they were right loved by the Saddle Arabians, and so obtained a great order of them. The cookies have them, the pastries, and of course, the cake.”



    “The...cake?” Firehoof echoed, and turned his gaze to the towering multi-leveled cake that was the centerpiece of dessert. “The entire thing?”



    “Oh, yes! Whole lot of it!”



    “Princess…” Firehoof warned, but Celestia was no longer there. She had stepped away, and was watching as one of the apprentices leveraging a platter into place stepped on a sweet roll that had somehow fallen on the floor. The sweet roll went out from under her, and though she struggled valiantly to remain aloft, she ended up falling backwards, the platter spilling to the ground with a great crash.



    As the pastries spilled free, they began to glow, and in a series of rapid pops, they burst, showering those nearby in goopy, sugary sweetness. Surprised cries of shock and dismay went up as suits and dresses were suddenly sodden with burst desserts. In the panic, some unfortunate pony blinded by a burst pastry backed into the dessert table, and went down in a tangle of limbs.



    The great cake atop it wobbled, jiggled...and then tipped, spilling forwards towards the floor below. It struck, and there was a thunderous boom as the magic of the Burning Blossoms therein burst forth, and the entire room was covered in a shower of icing.



    Celestia looked at the mass of ponies, herself included, who had found themselves covered in food. And then she burst out laughing, unable to contain her mirth at the ridiculous sight. She would pay for it tomorrow, she knew. And she would pay even more if anypony ever realized just who had told Good Taste about Burning Blossoms without warning him of their...risks. But in the moment, seeing another puffed up Gala ruined by a ridiculous catastrophe, she had no room for regret.
      

      
   
      Semper Fidelis


      

      
      
         As the newest commander of the Royal Guard, it was Solemn Guard’s sworn duty to protect Equestria and its Princesses from any and every threat, actual and possible. That included threats the Princesses themselves didn’t or couldn’t recognize. Solemn Guard had to be ever watchful and vigilant. He had to see more than any other pony, or else ponies would die.



Two decades stationed in the lonely borderlands had shown him the dark hearts and ragged claws that wished for the destruction of Equestria, held at bay horrors few ponies were even aware of.



Now a new menace had arisen to threaten the lives of the Princesses, a menace unlike anything ever before seen by ponykind. And Solemn Guard was the only pony who saw it truly.



As he walked through the darkened halls of Canterlot Castle, he heard talk of the creature on the lips of every member of the castle staff. He heard no frightened tones, only excited whispers and lighthearted gossip.



Fools, he cursed them. Utter fools.



Even the Princesses had fallen under the creature’s sway. They welcomed it with gifts and open hooves. Even now, it stayed in private quarters of Canterlot Castle completely unsupervised. The Princesses had ignored Solemn Guard’s warnings and insistence that the creature at least be assigned a guard.



The Princesses were wise in the ways of diplomacy and administration, but it amazed Solemn Guard how naive they were in ways of security. The creature could be doing anything now, plotting anything, and the Princesses refused to monitor it.



Solemn Guard passed two of his guardsponies in the hall and nodded to them. They stood silent and strong in the darkness. He wished he could enlist their help. Confronting the creature alone was a risk. He couldn’t guess at its abilities, only prepare himself for the worst. But it had to be done alone. When his task was done, there would be accusations, trials, punishments, and Solemn Guard would bear those alone. He had always been prepared to lay down his life for Equestria and his Princesses. Martyrdom was an expected aspect of the job.



Solemn Guard raised his head high. There were forces at play greater than he, he understood that. He was but a tool of the cosmos, a tool with a purpose. And that purpose would be fulfilled tonight.



Destiny was at play here tonight. Or an incredible series of coincidences. Was it not amazing that a stallion of Solemn Guard’s talents was captain of the guard at the time the creature arrived? It could have come in any other age, could it not? That Shining Armor had left the position open only weeks before? That Solemn Guard had returned from border duty just a day before the creature appeared? That Solemn Guard had been present at the very time and place of its arrival?



Solemn Guard’s mark was a spyglass. Most ponies misunderstood its meaning. Solemn Guard could see, both far and clear. He could scan a crowd of faces and immediately know who were the pickpockets, who were the gamblers, who were the miscreants, who was cheating on his wife, who was stealing office supplies from work. He could see into a pony’s eyes and know their hearts.



And so when the creature emerged from its vehicle, the function and magic of which had proved incomprehensible to the Princesses’ mages, Solemn Guard had seen the red crazed haze of violence in its eyes.



Its vehicle had appeared from nowhere in the castle gardens. Not even with a flash of light or sound. And then it had emerged, walking on fleshy legs and raising disfigured appendages towards Solemn Guard. It came with a smile and a soothing tone, and it named itself Human. 



Solemn Guard had looked into Human's eyes and seen avarice and cunning and coming destruction.



Human dazzled the Princesses with wondrous artifacts and displays of power. It told them that hundreds of millions of its kind remained wherever it had come from, and that they were eager to make the journey to Equestria.



Only Solemn Guard saw the ill in its heart. Only Solemn Guard recognized the scouting party for what it was. Only Solemn Guard could stop the impending invasion.



He would be denounced, insulted, exiled. But he would know that he had saved his home and its Princesses.



He came upon the door of Human's quarters and slipped quietly inside.



He locked the door behind him.



Solemn Guard found Human asleep.
      

      
   
      Zomg Cake


      

      
      
         “It’s gonna be the bestest, most delicious, biggest cake ever!” Pinkie said, licking her lips and rubbing her hooves. “Is it ready yet, Twilight? Huh, huh, huh?”



“Yes, yes. Almost, Pinkie.” Twilight looked over the machine in front of her, checking against her list on the clipboard she was holding. The machine looked like a giant boiler with an inner oven and two flaps on each end, and extended from the ceiling to the floor. 



“Oooooh, I can’t wait. I’m so excited, are you excited? Eeeeeeeeee!” Pinkie’s mouth gaped open, drool pooling onto the floor. Images of cakes and pies of all shapes and sizes floated through her brain. 



“Let’s see… that’s good. And that’s good. And…”



“Is it ready yet? Huhhuhhuh?” Pinkie Pie bounced around Twilight.



“Almost…”



Pinkie threw her hooves into the air. “Ahh, I can’t wait anymore!” With a wide grin, Pinkie opened one of the flaps and threw a bag of flour inside.



Twilight, still checking over her checklist, didn’t notice as Pinkie placed the rest of the ingredients into the machine. At the last second, Twilight looked over to see Pinkie toss another hoofful of ingredients. 



Twilight’s eyes bulging, she said, “Wait, Pinkie!”



Before Twilight could stop her, Pinkie strode over to the console and started hammering on all the buttons. “Which one starts it? Is it this one? Or this one? Or this one?”



“Wait, Pinkie, no! I haven’t finished cal—”



Pinkie’s tongue wagged out of her mouth as she smacked the massive button on the machine marked “Go.” 



“It’s now or never, Twilight!”



Mechanical grinding sputtered out of the machine, smoke pouring out of every orifice. Like an angry demon, it rattled back and forth. It seemed to grow bigger, emitting a whine that grew higher with each passing second.



“Weeeeeeeeee.” Pinkie embraced Twilight and held her close.



Twilight’s ears flopped backwards. “Oh no…”

All of a sudden, the noise stopped and the flap on the machine popped open to reveal a giant three foot cake. 



“See, Twilight? Nothing to worry about.” Pinkie reached a hoof towards the cake. No sooner had she touched it, it exploded into a giant pile of gooey mess covering everything in the room from head to hoof. 



Eyes popped open from a nearby giant ball of goo. A few blinks, and a purple hoof emerged to wipe off her face. Twilight looked down, the rest of her body still encased in cake mix. “Pinkie...”



With liquid mix dripping from her mane, a smile crept upon her face. “I regret nothing.”


      

      
   
      Course Review


      

      
      
         The study session was a weekly tradition that dated back to before Sunset had split up the group, and it was reinstated when she joined it. It moved from house to house each week, and this time, it was in Rarity's apartment over the Carousel Boutique. The mannequins and rolls of fabric had been moved out of the way to open floor space for textbooks, scratch paper, and laptops.



Rainbow Dash was lying on her belly, trying to force herself to focus on a passage about Commander Hurricane. She frowned and looked up from Hurricane cutting the Discordian Knot. "Hey, Sunset."



Sunset Shimmer looked over from helping Applejack with trigonometry. "Yeah?"



"You're supposed to be some kind of super-genius wizard, right?"



Sunset nodded. "I was Celestia's personal student back in Equestria, yeah."



"Then how come you suck at history?"



The other girls looked up from their efforts. Rarity scowled at her. "Really, Rainbow, is that any way to speak to a friend?"



Dash sat up and shrugged. "Hey, all I'm saying is that the rest of us need this. Applejack can't do math."



Applejack pulled her hat over her face. "Not well," she muttered.



"Pinkie's essays have to get translated before Ms. Singer will even take them."



Pinkie jabbed her fist into the air. "'Funnerificest' is a word no matter what she says!"



"Rarity can't remember anything in Prench past 'Bonjour,'"



"It's true!" Rarity sobbed. "It's true-hoo-hoooo!"



Dash waited for her to finish before continuing. "Shy has such crappy participation grades that she's gotta keep up everywhere else."



Fluttershy simply nodded.



"And I got my dumb learning thing where I don't get anything until I actually do it. But we're not magic genius ponies." Dash crossed her arms. "What's your deal?"



"My deal," said Sunset, "is that I was never immersed in this world's history the way you all were. You hear names like Cherry Chopper and Stovepipe Hat and you immediately know who they're talking about. I don't. Even when I find a name sounds familiar, it's in a completely different context." She sighed. "I didn't really care before. I was always planning on going back home and taking over. These past few months have been me trying to catch up with the rest of the world."



There was silence. A few of the girls had edged back to their work when Fluttershy asked, "Do you ever miss Equestria?"



"Not as much as I used to." Sunset smiled. "Not now that I'm able to appreciate what I have here."



She leaned back. "If I hadn't run away from Equestria, if I hadn't been a self-entitled little brat... Well, I'd have never discovered this world. I'd have never met all of you."



"You never would've taken a rainbow to the face!" said Pinkie Pie.



"I might not have needed to. But looking back, seeing what's come of all of the struggle and heartache and kicking siren butt?" Sunset looked about the room. "I've gone through the school of hard knocks, and I've come out better for it. I don't know what I'd be if I hadn't messed up, but looking back?" She beamed. "I wouldn't change a thing."
      

      
   
      Charge!


      

      
      
         “I regret nothing!”



The ironclad pony climb over the trench wall and disappeared from sight as the entire platoon fell into stunned silence.



“Sweet Celestia, he just ran in,” Sergeant Swifthoof helpfully commented a second later.



And then there was a mad scramble for the wall.



“Stick to the plan!” Captain Shining Armor yelled, lifting his spear.



Two hoofholds later, he rolled onto the mud of the no pony’s land. Flashes of magic missiles whizzed by him. They erupted in brilliant sparks of multicolored light as they collided with the ground of churned mud and trampled grass. The volley had been sporadic—the majority were concentrated at Corporal White Rook, who was already fifty yards ahead.



The stallions around him quickly formed up into two echelons, one to either side. Two more stallions galloped to the sides of Shining Armor, forming the tip of the formation.



“Shields!”



 Shining Armor lit his horn and his shield, a quarter-dome of half-inch translucent magic popped into existence in front of him. Off to the sides, his guardspony did the same and shields of a myriad of colors appeared. Barely a heartbeat later, magic fire which were still sporadic, bounced off them as they charged.



Another wave of multicolored missiles arrived, the enemies were cottoning on what they were attempting. Two stallions toppled into the mud as the magic blasts popped their shields in bright flashes. Goddesses damn it, White Rook! 



Shining Armor’s mental cursing was cut short when an enormous crash broke him out of the reverie. Splintered logs and enemies alike were bowled into the air. Before the dust settled, erratic magic missiles lit up the enemy position.



“Fifty yards!” Sergeant Swifthoof, called out off to his right.



“Left and right echelons, break now!”



Digging large divots in the mud, Shining Armor put more speed into his gallop as his flanks moved off to the left and right, the echelons straightening and then extended, as though they were the enveloping arms of an angry bear crushing into the enemies’ flanks.



His horn lit, sending a pulse of magic into a surprised face of an enemy. A volley of magic blasts—this time from his platoon—shot forth, colliding in flashes and sparks and geysers of mud as they either found their mark or fell short.



Shining Armor now saw the damage White Rook had done. An entire section of the fort was smashed open. The magic volley from his platoon had reduced further into a facsimile of swiss cheese. Shining Armor, Swifthoof and a corporal dove into the breach, their spears up and ready.



Confused shouts echoed in the cramped hallways and trenches. Magic flashed, leaving afterimages in Shining Armor vision. A unicorn lunged with a spear raised, intent on skewering him. Shining blasted him in the face with a stun spell and the enemy crumpled in a heap at his hooves.



“Clear!” Swifthoof shouted.



Shining’s head swiveled, alert for any other movement. White Rook was nowhere in sight. However, the direction of the many fired magic bolts gave Shining Armor a clear idea where.



“Rookie’s dead ahead.”



The three-pony team moved quickly but cautiously, exiting into a small courtyard. More shouts came from their flanks but the shots cut off one after another. His platoon was bearing down on the fort. Shining Armor waved his team forward.



They broke into a gallop across the open space and into a building. Pausing at the entrance for a brief moment, Shining motioned and Swifthoof rushed into the building, the captain following in his wake. The room was empty.



“Clear!” Shining Armor called out.



“Hey Cap! I got it!”



Shining Armor’s head whipped around to the sight of White Rook, his armor more than a little worse for wear, waving a red colored flag. He scowled.



“Rookie, you are in so much trouble when we—”



“Captain!” Swifthoof shouted, pushing Shining onto the ground but it was too late.



A bright flash lit Shining’s vision and everything turned to black.








Consciousness slowly returned to Shining Armor. He groaned, pushing into a sitting position, only to be stopped by the hoof of an irate medic. Princess Cadance stood behind the mare fussing over him, a smirk on her face.



“Did we win?” he croaked.



Cadance simply smiled and hefted the red flag in her magic. Walking up to his side, she planted a kiss on his cheek.



“You did well out there, Shiny.”
      

      
   
      Alive and Wubbing It


      

      
      
         Lyra found herself galloping next to the gurney as it was pushed down the hospital corridors. The wheels rattled and the monitor beeped in time with Vinyl’s heart. The mare herself was pulsating with every beat. She let out a moan of pain but continued bobbing her head through it all. 



As they burst through a pair of doors one of the doctors running next to Vinyl grabbed a nearby nurse.



“This patient is suffering from severe Wubatosis. I need a treble infusion STAT! And you!” he said, turning to Lyra “How could she have gotten this bad? I've never seen such an acute case.”



Lyra stared down at Vinyl’s hoof where it twitched, still trying to spin the shattered piece of record it gripped. “We were having a battle in the park, my electric harp versus her turntables. Neither of us could fumble the other's mumble so she turned it up to eleven. I was thrown off stage when the speakers exploded but she was right in the middle of it!”



“Then I’m amazed she’s still alive,” the doctor said as he guided Vinyl into a room and onto a bed, “the level of wubs she endured - most ponies are rendered unresponsive around level eight.”



“Do the Wubs liquefy their brains?!?”



“Don’t be ridiculous, the constant head banging makes them dizzy and they pass out before the Wubs can do any real damage. But your friend here literally has beats coursing through her veins. The fact she hasn't vibrated apart at the microscopic level is astounding.”



Seeing the stricken look on Lyra’s face the doctor quickly continued. “But she’ll be fine. As soon as she receives three standard Treble transfusions she’ll treat us to a few minutes of vocal dubstep before falling asleep. That or…” at this point the doctor dropped into a softer tone, almost mumbling to himself. “well, she might explode. I've never seen anypony quite so wubbed up.”



A panic stricken nurse burst into the room and presented the doctor with a destroyed I.V. bag. “Doctor, there’s nothing left! An undulating wave on the ultra Bassatronic spectrum must have blown through and ruptured all our reserves. Everything’s contaminated.” 



“She’s in Celestia’s hooves then.” Said the stallion, turning back to where Vinyl fitfully beatboxed in her sleep. “I’ll send a message to Canterlot General but with her rate of deterioration the chances they’ll arrive in time are slim. Only a miracle, or perhaps the power of love, can save her now.” 



Lyra moved to the bed and took Vinyl’s hoof. Despite the vibrations coming off the mare threatening to rattle the teeth out of her skull she refused to let go. “Why’d you have to do it? Those things only go up to ten for a reason.” She put the hoof to her forehead and only looked up when the doctor leaned comfortingly against her. They stared in silence, waiting for a miracle. 



Or in this case, for Octavia to kick the door off its hinges. 



Two pairs of eyes snapped to the doorway and looked on in horror as Octavia lifted a violin and threw it at Vinyl. Before Vinyl could be hit in the face with the instrument a blue arc of electricity suspended it in the air. Vinyl’s eyes snapped open, completely blue and pulsating, while more and more electricity poured off her and into the violin. 



Amid Octavia’s scream of “Hit the deck!” and a sound like a bass cannon, the violin exploded.



As the dust settled Octavia helped the other two ponies to their feet. Lyra glanced at the bed and then rushed over, babbling and sobbing in relief at the sight of Vinyl blinking blearily at them.



“Vinyl’s supposed to carry one of those on her at all times.” Octavia explained to the doctor while adjusting her bowtie, “The classical nature of the instrument seems to draw the Wubatonic particles out of her bloodstream, you see. But she left it at the apartment this morning and I only just noticed it.”



“Well,” mused the doctor, “normally I wouldn't condone throwing musical instruments at ponies as a viable medical practice, but I think I’ll let this one slide.” With that he left to attend to his other patients.



“Now Vinyl,” Octavia said, turning once more to the mare in question, “what have we learned today?”



“Umm, use larger cables so the speakers don’t overload?”



“And…?”



“Well...” Vinyl thought. Then, donning her characteristic sunglasses, “nope, just cables. Everything else was pretty cool.”
      

      
   
      Cryptaesthesia


      

      
      
         	Something shifted.

	I looked down into the blackness of the swamp, trying to pick out the small details. Reflections of light coming from seemingly nowhere, or maybe just what I thought I was seeing. Something caught my attention, so there must have been something there.

	I squinted.

	Nothing.

	I looked back up at my work, took a deep breath, and settled myself.

	Right angle there. Forty five degrees there. Twenty two and a half degrees there. Eleven and a quarter degrees there. And on. And on. And on. Begin as something concrete, something specific. Twirl into nothing. Just like me. I looked down again.

	Something shifted.



	I woke up.

	My candle was lit. I put it out. I looked up at my work. It was complete. Strange. I didn't remember filling in the rest of the page with the spirals. But then, I didn't remember lighting my candle, either; in fact, I didn't have any way to light my candle. I looked back at the candle. Sitting next to it was a box of matches. The box was made of oak wood, with gold hinges and a gold latch. It was open. I opened my mouth, considering if speaking was worth it.



	Is anypony there?

	No response. I look up at the moon. I can't find it. I take several steps forward, the ground squelching under my hooves. Another two steps, and I feel water swirling around my leg. I take a step backwards. No telling what's in there. I look around, and I can see the details of the swamp. A complex sprawl of land bridges built amid the dark water. I choose a direction and start walking. I begin to approach a forest of trees, though they are still far away from me.



	In an hour’s time, I will arrive at the forest. I will walk into the woods, snaking between thick, dark, musty-smelling trees. If I put my hoof against one, I will feel it sink in. I will jerk back, alarmed. I will keep walking. After I am weary and begin to think of rest, I will arrive at a circle of ten stones, each larger than myself. I will notice, despite the tall trees with their unconscionably dense foliage, the seven symbols, each inscribed individually on one stone. Three stones will bear the same respective symbol as three others. If I take the time, I will notice those twins share many properties beyond simply their iconography. Scrabbling over any particular stone, I will lose my balance and fall down onto the rough, decaying forest floor. Getting up, I will find myself at the perfect center of the circle. I will draw a right angle in the rot beneath me. I will draw a forty five degree angle. I will draw a twenty two and a half degree angle. I will draw an eleven and a quarter degree angle. And so on.



	I wake up. My candle is lit. I smile. I turn myself over in bed, still smiling. Luna is across the room, and I murmur a greeting. She smiles back at me. You were having a nightmare, she says. I nod. I felt it best not to intrude. I sit up. Thank you. I think this one was important. Are you sure? No. What makes you think it was important? Do you know anything about numeric symbolism? Yes. Can you get me my notebook? Certainly. I get out of bed. Luna looks around for a moment before discerning the outline of my notebook on a table in the corner. It drifts over to me. Thank you. I walk over to my writing desk and pick up a quill in my mouth. I open my inkpot and dip my quill. I write: Luna interfered. Must make it clear that this cannot continue. Box of matches. I draw: a right angle. I draw a forty five degree angle. I draw a twenty two and a half degree angle. I draw an eleven and a quarter degree angle. And so on.



	When I am satisfied that this moment will not be forgotten, I put the cork back in my ink pot and set down my quill. I taste ink, and spit out a small piece of feather. I ponder the circle of stones that became my canvas for the same eerie drawing--diagram, almost--as my first work. As now has my notebook. I look up at Luna. She notices how quickly I move. Oh, no.
      

      
   
      Polyphileos


      

      
      
         "I must say, this whole, 'multiple friendship' thing does take some getting used to," said Discord, eating a chocolate-chip cookie in reverse and tossing it onto the tray.



"Yikes. I'm not touching that one," mumbled Spike.



"Don't worry Spike, I'm keepin' track for both of us," said Applejack. She carefully grabbed one of the sugar cookies that Pinkie had actually baked and handed it to the little dragon.



"Oh, there's no need to worry. His cookies are wonderful," said Fluttershy, with a soft smile.



Pinkie Pie eyed the Discorded-cookie suspiciously, then popped it in her mouth anyway. "Mmm! S'gwwd!" she exclaimed, losing a few bits of cookie in the process.



"Of course it's good. The secret ingredient is love," winked Discord.



"Oh, barf," said Rainbow Dash, making a face to match.



"Anyway," added Discord, "I am pleased to report that Treebugger and Fluttershy and I have been getting along famously. And the Smooze, as well."



"Yep, we're the best of friends. But, um, oh! Just the other day..." said Fluttershy, nervously.



"Well, we're very happy to see that you're learning," said Twilight Sparkle, interrupting Fluttershy. "To be honest, I'm kind of surprised you weren't aware of how groups of friends can work. The six of us are all very good friends."



"A-hem!" said Spike.



"She means the seven of us, no doubt," said Rarity, reaching out to pet Spike on the head.



"Yes, of course," grinned Twilight.



"Very interesting!" said Discord, his eyes widening, quite literally. "A seven-way friendship must be something to see!"



"Well, but don't you see it all the time? We're always bein' friends!" said Applejack, incredulous.



Discord rolled his eyes in their sockets, again quite literally. "Oh please. Just because I can see anything I want to doesn't make me omniscient. Besides, I've already learned that friends should keep certain things behind closed doors, and I do respect your privacy, Applejack."



"That... doesn't make any sense," said Rainbow Dash.



Twilight smiled. "Well, we're just as friendly outside as we are when we're alone, Discord!"



Discord gasped. "Fluttershy! You've been holding out on me," he accused.



"Oh my," whispered Fluttershy. "You know, I think I might have to leave early. Angel gets very fussy if he doesn't have his..."



"It's okay everpyony!" interjected Pinkie Pie. "Discord's just new to friendship and hasn't spent a lot of time around ponies. We can show him all sorts of friendship!" She then lifted a plate of cookies to her lips and slid the batch right down her throat.



"I would love to see more," said Discord with an evil look on his face, rubbing his paw and talons together. "Especially the relationship between you three and your little sisters. That one, in particular, surprised me."



"Why wouldn't we love our little sisters? They're family," said Rarity, taking a sip from her tea cup. "Granted, I didn't always get along with Sweetie Belle, but once I learned to respect her for who she is, I discovered she is one of most darling ponies to be with. In... small doses, at any rate."



"Wait a minute," said Twilight, as a look of horror began to crawl across her muzzle. "What exactly do you mean by friendship behind closed doors...?"



"Oh, you know, the usual: all of the sorts of special things friends do together when they're alone. Fluttershy, care to demonstrate?" asked Discord. Fluttershy's head was barely poking up above the level of the table.



Rarity looked confused for a moment, then her eyes opened wide. "Oh holy Celestia," she said, covering her mouth with both forehooves.



"I'm gonna need a cider. The aged kind, to be precise," said Applejack, her facial expression unchanged.

 

"Woohoo! I wanna see!!!" squealed Pinkie Pie.



"I still don't get it, what are we talking about?" said Rainbow Dash.



Spike shrugged. "Don't ask me," he said.



Pinkie leaned over and whispered to Rainbow Dash, whose wings promptly exploded open.



"WHAT?" gasped Dash. "But... but... that would mean... every week, for like, almost five months now... and now Treehugger too!?"



"Don't forget the Smoo-ooze!" added Pinkie Pie in a sing-songy voice.



Discord furrowed his brow. "How interesting! I'm guessing this might be a different sort of friendship than the one you all were referring to."



From beneath the table, Fluttershy squeaked something too softly for anypony to make out, but it's not like they were paying attention.
      

      
   
      Titles


      

      
      
         It was a perfectly ordinary Tuesday morning when Her Royal Highness Dr. Twilight Sparkle, Most Faithful Student to Princess Celestia…, Element of Magic, Envoy of the Rainbow of Harmony, and Princess of Friendship, Teacher of Foals, MD, PhD, LLD, etc. rose from her royal slumber and looked out of her window to greet the morning sun as it crept over the horizon. The birds were singing, the grass was growing, and the ponies of Ponyville were doing whatever the heck it was that ponies did on Tuesdays. Her Royal Highness Dr. Twilight Sparkle, Most Faithful Student to Princess Celestia…, Element of Magic, Envoy of the Rainbow of Harmony, and Princess of Friendship, Teacher of Foals, MD, PhD, LLD, etc. knew that there was no obvious answer to this question, for it was a trick question: ponies did nothing on Tuesdays.



But Princesses were not like the common ponies, who were bad horses, and like everyday this Tuesday brought with it a mound of paperwork that Her Royal Highness Dr. Twilight Sparkle, Most Faithful Student to Princess Celestia…, Element of Magic, Envoy of the Rainbow of Harmony, and Princess of Friendship, Teacher of Foals, MD, PhD, LLD, etc. was greatly looking forward to completing. She smiled as she rose from bed, a familiar itch like a thorn in her wing, and leapt towards her desk.



And that was how Spike the Dragon, Number-One Assistant to Her Royal Highness Dr. Twilight Sparkle, Most Faithful Student to Princess Celestia…, Element of Magic, Envoy of the Rainbow of Harmony, and Princess of Friendship, Teacher of Foals, MD, PhD, LLD, etc., Saviour of the Crystal Empire, Three-Times Winner of Canterlot Comic-Con Cosplay Contest, Self-Proclaimed Heartthrob of Ponyville, found her hours later, quill scratching across flurries of paper as she signed contracts, decrees, and fanmail in triplicate. Knowing better than to disturb his friend and mentor as she worked, he left a hayburger on the desk beside her and slipped soundlessly out of the room (resisting the temptation to blare his bugle.)



It was at that moment that Her Royal Highness Dr. Twilight Sparkle, Most Faithful Student to Princess Celestia…, Element of Magic, Envoy of the Rainbow of Harmony, and Princess of Friendship, Teacher of Foals, MD, PhD, LLD, etc. came across a proposed decree that warranted her attention. She was not a fan of most everything she signed, but this one would forever be her favourite. It stood out from the other documents, because it was one which finally made some sense:



Proposal: That ponies be allowed to refer to each other in writing without the use of their full titles. It’s ridiculous. “Welcome Her Royal Highness Professor Princess Celestia, Ruler of Equestria, Bringer of the Sun, Vanquisher of Chaos, Ten-Times Winner of the Equestria National Donut-Eating Championships, Hero of Harmony, She Who United the Sovereign Kingdoms, Most Senior Troll, Headmistress, Lecturer, and Tutor at Her Own School for Gifted Unicorns, MD, PhD, LLD, etc.” only fits on a page because we don’t allow recursion. It would be so much easier if we could simply call her “Princess Celestia.” We would even be able to fit that on banners!




Her Royal Highness Dr. Twilight Sparkle, Most Faithful Student to Princess Celestia…, Element of Magic, Envoy of the Rainbow of Harmony, and Princess of Friendship, Teacher of Foals, MD, PhD, LLD, etc. had never signed a form in triplicate so quickly.
      

      
   
      Justifiable Nivicide


      

      
      
         Spitfire adjusted her tie and glowered down at Rainbow Dash. The blue pegasus was likewise clad in full dress uniform, although much less smartly. She glowered over her sunglasses. "The fact that nopony was injured and no serious damage was done is not at issue here, Dash. Although that is why you're before this formal inquiry instead of answering to the Equestrian judicial system."



"Your honor, I was totally justified in what I did!" Dash stood up, stamping her hooves on the table in front of her. "If your pet had likewise been threatened by h...By hyyy...By needing to sleep all winter, you would have been just as desperate to delay the season."



Twilight grabbed Dash's shoulder, trying to pull her back down. "Dash, she isn't a judge, and this isn't your time to speak!"



Rainbow Dash wrenched free. "Like hay it isn't! I've been sitting here for like an hour, listening to Spitfire and all these other pegasi chide me for being irrational, irresponsible and dangerous, even though nopony got hurt. Heck, they should be thanking me, for turning a five-day winter weather application into a six hour single-weather event!"



"And a seven day snow dispersal and disaster cleanup period." Spitfire shuffled some papers on her desk, and then retrieved a few, handing them to her colleagues. "You made quite a mess, Rainbow Dash, and a lot of bits had to be spent cleaning it up."



"More bits than it would have cost you to lock that door, or install emergency termination systems?" Rainbow Dash leaned back on her chair, crossing her legs and huffing. "Anypony could have wandered in there. What if some Changelings broke in and flooded half of Ponyville? Or some curious young filly accidentally dropped three tons of snow just because you couldn't be bothered to stagger your lunch break."



Twilight Sparkle rose to the fore, putting herself between Rainbow Dash and Spitfire. "My client makes a good point, Spitfire. Where were the security ponies assigned to guard the weather station from intruders? Why weren't mandatory safety shut-off systems engaged automatically once Dash began to overload the system? These are serious shortcomings in your safety protocols, and we should consider ourselves lucky that it was Rainbow Dash who tampered with the system, not some pony bent on more serious mischief."



Spitfire opened her mouth to speak, and then closed it, leaning over to whisper into the ear of the pegasi nearest to her. They conferred for a bit before Spitfire cleared her throat to reply. "Princess Twilight Sparkle, I'll remind you that as this is only an inquiry, and that you have not been admitted to the bar, Rainbow Dash is not on trial and even if she was you couldn't be her attorney. Nonetheless, we will note of the security shortfalls in our final report to the Crown, and implement new security and safety measures before next year's winter."



"To hay with that! You just don't want to admit you're wrong!" Dash moved in front of Twilight, almost pushing her aside. "I don't regret what I tried to do in order to spend more time with Tank. Anypony who's lost a pet, even just for a few months, would work just as hard as I did to try and keep that pet in their life. It's not my fault that you left the doors open and the machines running. You practically invited somepony to come in and make a mess!"



Spitfire stiffened. "Well we didn't actually invite you in. Still, you and the princess have made good points, and in light of this, we aren't going to strip you of your rank, or employment. Just place you on a six week unpaid suspension, and remind you that it was very unusual that you got off this lightly. We won't be so kind if this happens again next winter."



Dash fumed, frowning at Spitfire. Twilight grabbed her by the shoulder, keeping her from taking to the air. "Rainbow, take the win."



Rainbow Dash turned around and walked towards the exit. Stopping before the door, she spun to face Spitfire, throwing her hooves into the air. "I REGRET NOTHING!" 



Twilight winced. "She's sorry, really. And it won't happen again."



Spitfire stood up then adjusted her uniform smiling at Twilight. "I just hope the Crown remembers my benevolence when it comes to your investigation into our little...Security lapse."



Twilight stood at attention, frowning at Spitfire. "The crown doesn't trade favors. Celestia will see you next week."
      

      
   
      Unspoken Villain


      

      
      
         You had it good. You know this, admit to it, yet do you ever really go back to think about it? On all the good times you missed out on. All due to your own hubris… although ignorance could be attributed to it as well.



Remember the good ol’ days? Oh, you sure do. You’re silently cursing yourself because of it. So many wasted opportunities, all because of one mistake.



Actually, there were several, but come on, who’s keeping count? You did the best you could, given the circumstances. You already know no one else could have done better. Really now, you did an alright job.



Well, other than abusing your power, of course, but come on, that was to be expected. Why it didn’t happen to her you still have no idea, but you do have your theories…



Sure, it wasn’t all dandy, and you know this. You could have been a better ruler. Envy surely didn’t help you in any regard. Then there was that jealously because of… well, her, again. Wow, you have more resentment about her than you first thought.



So what if you abused your power a bit… slightly… just a smidgen… of going completely over the line into tyrannical psychopath territory. Stuff like that happens with leaders all the time. You weren’t the first and you surely weren’t the last, so what gives if you got the worst end of the punishment for it?



You didn’t exactly deserve what she had thought had coming to you. Surely your actions didn’t require the Elements of Harmony to be used? What was it her business anyway, dictating what you were guilty of when she probably did much worse in her given elongated lifetime? It wasn’t fair, and she knew that, you knew that, and pretty much everyone knew that!



Oh, but nooooo, everyone sided with her and left you in the dust… rot in this unforgiving prison. Everyone you once trusted just up and abandoned you. Ironically enough even she did as well, although she’d never admit it. She had a conniving tongue, that much was given.



Mistakes were made, you’re honest enough about this. What could have turned out better actually went horribly, disastrously, near-apocalyptically wrong. It wasn’t all your fault, of course. She could have supported you better. Helped make the weight of responsibility less… claustrophobic and suffocating. But no, she had her own thing and left you to your own devices, where you could plot and scheme and have your way until…



You probably should have seen what happened next coming. But how could you? You had no idea the Elements of Harmony could be used against you, much less lock you away in this prison. And her actually using it… it never occurred. Not once. You thought she was closer to you than to use that against you.



Ah, but what a fool you are! Your overconfidence was swaggering! Your ignorance was thicker than boulders! After all you had done for her and she had done for you, just to end it like that… it was just so anticlimactic and wrong!



You knew why she did it, but was it really worth it? To her, for instance? You were gone now, and you knew despite her best efforts the pain was evident. This made you smile despite yourself.



Ah well, it’s all done and done. Lost to the past in ages and ages henceforth. You just wished it could have gone on longer. Having your own way was just so… so much fun. You were finally free to be who you wanted to be. You thought everyone would have loved it, or at least would have gotten used to it. Even her, but your best efforts were all in vain.



Despite everything, you never could have her join in your fun. Such a shame.



...Oh well, better luck next time!
      

      
   
      Fit For Dionysus


      

      
      
         “Minuette you wait in line every year for the Sweet Apple Acres’ apple cider, don’t you?” Berryshine poured the cup over her head, trying to get the last drops of her juice. She and Minuette were lounging on the grass at the park. “Haven’t you noticed that every year Rainbow Dash always complains about never getting any cider?”



“Yeah. So?” 



“Isn't it weird? Applejack and Rainbow seem like the best of friends. How could she not save some apple cider for her? I mean it’s as if Cherry Berry didn't save me some of her cheery juice—”



“Don’t you mean cherry juice?”



“—I’d totally be mad, you know? How could you not save something for your best friends? That’s like, definitely suspicious.” 



“Suspicious?” 



Berryshine ignored Minuette’s eye roll and breathy sigh, and continued, “Rainbow gets mad, but after she’s done huffing and puffing, she’s normal again. Why is that?”



“Because…some ponies don’t hold grudges for that long?” 



“No.” A smile crept on Berryshine’s face. “It’s because Applejack has something better for Rainbow.”



Minuette sighed again. 



“It’s zap apple cider.”



“What?”



“Zap apple cider! I heard that Applejack secretly saves some of the harvested zap apples and turns them into a cider.”



Minuette stared at Berryshine, long and hard, her nostrils flaring. “No,” she said curtly. 



“I haven’t even asked yet and already—”



“We talked about this. You need to stop being delusional! There is no such thing as your ambrosia! No such—”



“It exists Minuette! I know it does because it’s my destiny to find it! The zap apple cider could be it!”



“It’s not. It’s ponymade; it’s not from the gods!”



“Are we not the servants of the gods? Who else can make their nectar?” She ran up to Minuette, forcing their eyes to lock. “Besides, aren't you curious? You like their apple cider as much as I do; you wait in line as long as I do. Think about the taste, how divine it could be!”



Minuette bit her lip.



“I’ll help you get a dental date with Dr. Hooves?” Berryshine asked. 



“…I’ll do it.” 








Breaking into Sweet Apple Acres wasn't hard and even figuring out where they kept the cider was filly’s play. They crept inside the main house, down into the basement cellar after Berryshine had spotted the cider press, and Minuette followed nervous and hesitant.  



“We shouldn't be in here,” Minuette called. 



“But this is where it has to be!” Berryshine whispered. 



It was a room full of packed bottles with crates stacked in the corner and barrels full of juices. Looking around, Berryshine noted the different packaging. There was a section for aged cider, another for their famous apple cider, spiced apple cider, apple cider with oranges, and even traces of an apple wine, but though there were many bottles, her treasure wasn't there.



“Where is it?” She became frantic. She started opening the barrels tossing the lids on spare haystacks.



“Maybe it’s not in season?”



“It was Zap Apple season last month!” 



“Here it is!” Minuette said. She stood in front a cask taped: “Experimental Zap Apple Cider – Do Not Drink”



“Oh my Celestia, it’s a cask!” Berryshine hugged the barrel. 



“Berryshine we shouldn't. I mean, experimental?” 



“Tasting first; crying later,” she said, her tongue under the nozzle and her hooves readying to turn it. 



They both heard the swinging of the upstairs door, but Berryshine didn't care. Just one drop. 



“WHAT IN TARNATION?! WAIT! BERRYSHINE DON’T—” 



The drop hit her tongue. One drop and she felt complete. 



It definitely wasn't the ambrosia. It lacked finesse, lacked the quality of a finely aged wine, and it didn't even truly taste like apples. There was a hint of cinnamon, a touch of an eastern spice, and was that vanilla-infused saffron? It was exceptional but it still wasn't her ambrosia.



But it still tasted heavenly, and it left a nice lasting buzz. 



Berryshine didn't care about the angry cluster of Apple ponies, or the royal guards placing her hooves in hoofcuffs, or even the fact that she was now sitting in the police station with her head spinning round and round, waiting with Nurse Redheart and Dr. Hooves, watching everyone as though they were dancing in a ballet.



No, she felt the buzz and smiled all the way through. 



Now if only she could clear her head long enough to figure out how she was going to post bail. 



And maybe the hospital bill too.  
      

      
   
      The Ghost Of You


      

      
      
         Rarity sighed crawled out from under the duvet. How long has she been here? She looked around the room, at the empty ice-cream boxes and tissue paper strewn around. It was absolutely dreadful. Even her deep, deep despair did not excuse such thing. She levitated all the trash from the floor, crumpled it into a neat, little ball and went downstairs to deposit it in the bin.



As she entered the kitchen she was pretty sure she caught the scent of earth and wind. She took a deep breath and tried to steady herself. She was just imagining things, there was no way that the scent of that pony could linger around for so long. 



Rarity threw the trash away in the surprisingly-clean-kitchen - she was surprised that Sweetie Belle had managed to keep it so neat. It seemed that the time spent with Scootaloo and Apple...Bloom had a good effect on her sister after all.



But even a casual glance around stirred up another round of memories. So many evening of cooking with...with Applejack, cakes and apple pies blurred together, overlapping. They spend so much time together there. Rarity trying to teach Applejack more refined cooking while the country mare was always adamant to prepare something that “stuck to ya ribs”. Rarity caught herself smiling. 



She went up to the door and opened it a little. There were four envelopes laying on the doorstep - notes from her friends, without a doubt. Of course, Applejack didn’t leave one. Rarity wondered if she will be able to call her a friend ever again. She levitated the letters to the dinner table. She will read them later, they will surely cheer her up.



Now she had something else to do - getting outside.  Citizens of Ponyville were surely distraught at her absence. She hesitated for a moment. She forgot to put her makeup on. 



She still stepped out. The ponies will surely forgive her, her world had ended a few days ago.







As Rarity walked around town the memories kept coming back.



She looked at the trees and could only remember the branches they were arguing about before the fateful storm. It seemed eons ago now.



“Quills and Sofas”. Another memory. Herself explaining why this particular sofa would look exceptionally good with the current barn decor.



Sugarcube Corner. Applejack flustered, her cheeks red, her voice raised, pointing at the bill. They had been arguing and over again over such trivial things before it all ended.



Train Station. Applejack in her arms, so happy about yet another ribbon she has won on the rodeo.



Town Hall. Herself screaming, her friends trying their best to avert their gazes.



Twilight’s Castle, Coffee Shop, grocery, that blue house, the fountain...



Happy memories. Painful memories. Bittersweet memories. Applejack’s face in all of them.



Rarity was not surprised at all where she felt her hooves touching the fresh grass. She was sure they will lead her here. The hill was overlooking numerous apple trees in full bloom and the farm. The air was sweet and warm, just like that day. That’s where it all began, with the first “I love you”.



She could have just avoided the answer, avoided the memories of her and whole Ponyville being forever.



But she could never do that, even if she had known back then. It was well worth it. Even if that meant if she had to live her remaining days with the shade of lost love haunting her every step.
      

      
   
      For Your Friends


      

      
      
         Spike stared down at the page, eyes unblinking. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been stood there for, or how long his breath had been caught in his throat, but his eyes never left the paper. His mouth moved, as he tried to form out words.



“Spike, I can explain.”



Spike blinked, and his mind surged forward as color bled back into his vision. His tongue rolled over his dry mouth, and he glanced towards the other end of the room.



“Twilight,” Spike began. “What is this…?” He shook the paper at her, claws digging into the page. “You tell me what this is right now!”  Spike exhaled, trying to keep the red from his vision as he glared daggers at the unicorn. “I expected better from you!” He spat.



“It’s not what you think it is, Spike!” Twilight countered as she crept closer to the dragon. “It was a one-time thing; no one has to know what’s on the paper!” She begged through clenched teeth. “Please, just give it back, and you’ll have my promise I’ll never do anything like that again.”



Spike drew the page back as she stepped closer. “Twilight, you don’t understand the magnitude of this. This isn’t even the first step! If you’re writing things like this, then you’ve written more than just one!” The dragon shook his head. He brought the paper up to eye-level and took a deep breath. “This needs to be done.”



Twilight leapt forward, “NO, SPIKE!”



Spike was faster. “Daring Doo had finally cornered the Mare Do Well.”



Twilight froze in mid-air; her pupils were non-existent in her eyes. “Spike…” Twilight whispered, “I’m begging you to not do this.” All the strength was gone from her voice, as she floundered haphazardly in the air.



Spike took another breath, and glanced further down the page. “Daring Doo slowly drew her hoof across the soft, yet toned flank of Mare Do Well.” He looked back to Twilight, biting back tears, full of questions no one should have for their friends. “…You’re writing… fanfiction?”



Twilight seized up and dropped to the floor in a heap. Her words came out in a slur of frantic excuses, but eventually slowed to defeated mumbles. "I'm sorry." 



Spike kept his eyes from reading further down the page, and folded the letter back up. He knelt next to Twilight, and asked only one question. “Why?”



Twilight stared into everything and nothing, her pupils were pinpricks and her breathing had stopped entirely. “It’s just a crossover ship fic, Spike. A one shot. Nothing more.” 



“Then why does it say ‘chapter one’ on the top, Twilight?”



“I….I….” Twilight rolled over onto her side. “Spike, just let me die, please.” She whispered.



Spike stood up, and looked over Twilight’s form to the desk on the other side of the room. He saw paper and quills resting there. Ink dripped from the quill.



He wouldn’t believe it.



“Twilight…. What were you writing when I came in?” The dryness in his mouth returned as he spoke.



Twilight curled into the fetal position as Spike approached the desk.



He saw the words.



And he understood.



“Chapter 2,” the words left Spikes mouth as less of an accusation, and more as a defeated whimper. 



He would never see Twilight Sparkle as the best magical unicorn in all of Equestria anymore, not as the personal student of Princess Celestia, or even an better-than-average fanfiction writer.



She was a shipper.



Bile crept up the back of his throat. “Princess Celestia needs to see this,” he croaked as he grabbed both pieces of paper. "She'll figure this out."  He felt the ground shake behind him.



Twilight Sparkle was back on her feet, glowing slightly. “Spike… what are you trying to do?” She laughed.



The paper was right in front of his mouth, all he had to do was breath his dragon fire and the nightmare would end. His arms shook.



Twilight’s horn began to glow, the purple illumination allowing Spike to see her face. She was smiling. But her eyes housed the flames of Tartarus.



 “Give it back, Spike, and we can go over to Rarity’s to get some gems. Wouldn’t that be fun?” She walked closer to Spike, leaving violet flames burning in her path.



This needed to be done. It wasn't even the fanon OTP.



Spike drew in a deep breath as Twilight screamed and rushed him. The letter melted away in green dragon fire, as a tidal wave of magic slammed into him.



"Worth it."
      

      
   
      A Touch of Lunch


      

      
      
         The sun shown bright and hot. 



A whirlwind of activity and moving bodies amid a hot breeze, and in the middle of it an island of calm. A café table covered in plates filled with crumbs and mostly-eaten cucumber sandwiches and biscuits and Daylilies of all things, two princesses sipping tea, enjoying the moment. 



“That was rather good.”



“Yes, you always do know the best spots, princess.”



A sly smiled on her lips. “I dare say it comes with the age.”



“I suppose three hundred isn’t close enough?”



A look of mock nobility. “The mere youth of a filly.”



A cynical chuckle, the toss of a lilac mane now turning silver, its pink stripe a little duller than years passed. 



“Had enough did you?”



A deep, unhappy frown. “No.”



“Oh my,”—laughing—“Sorry. You know how it is. Surrounded by hundreds of ponies, all of them pretending not to see you, all of them watching you. We must show delicate restraint.”



Another cynical chuckle. “You know, if we actually gorged ourselves once I wonder what it might do to the modeling industry.”



A sip of tea. “You probably don’t want to know. Believe me.”



Ponies breezing by in a blur, in a passing shadow, hundreds of small noises and voices blending into a cacophony of gentle static. She looks at her Twilight, who is gazing off at something and wrinkling her slightly age-wrinkled nose, and at once her tea is both sweet and bitter on the same tongue. 



“I…hope it wasn’t too difficult making your way here from the Griffon capitol.”



“Oh no, not at all. After you make the journey a couple hundred times nothing tends to bother you anymore.”



“I suppose so. I must say that even after becoming princess you still managed to surprise your old teacher, never settling and nesting in one place like I or Luna or even Cadance.”



A distant, sadly amused look in Twilight’s eye. “Always about, solving ponies’ interpersonal problems or off on some adventure or scientific research—I hardly know what to call home anymore.”



“My Wandering Princess. I’m surprised I didn’t think of the nickname.”



An awkward smile. “Yeah…”



A twitch of the wings. “…I do so miss your company, Twilight.”



Folded ears. “Me too, princess.”



“Spending time with you is always so refreshing.” A sigh. “I blame myself for cutting the leash so long ago, but—ah, bad metaphor, sorry, you know what a mean. But,”—a white hoof gently touches a dulled purple one—“I am so, so proud of all you have done and become Twilight. I could never say it enough, and don’t ever forget it.”



A bowed head, to hide a blush.



“Though, I almost…wish sometimes…”



“…Yes?”



A tilt of the head, a sudden smile. “Oh, nothing.”



A return to the stillness of before. Then Celestia stirs. 



“Ah, I meant to ask,”—she rummages in her saddlebags—“I got this while we were in the market and you had your back turned.” 



She pulls out a flaming red shawl and playfully wraps her head in it. “How do I look?”



Twilight holds up her tea cup to hide a smile, but there’s a glint in her eye. 



“You’re very pretty.”



“I see that look, Twilight Sparkle,”—an amused, playful glare—“What are you thinking?”



A furrowed brow, a gently tapping hoof—she’s contemplating something. Finally, she speaks. 



“Would you do a favor for an old, grumpy past student?”



“Anything.”



Twilight peaks into her own saddlebags and draws forth a piece of twine. It floats up to Celestia, a gentle, humming force suddenly taking hold of her mane like a comb and pulling it back. The twine secures it into a sort of ponytail. 



“There. You look a hundred years younger!”



Celestia conjures a reflective surface to look at herself.



“I’ve always wanted to tell you to put your mane back like that. I didn’t, because…I knew you covered an old scar on that side. But…I once heard a pony say that the sunlight is good for scars…”



Celestia turns her head back and forth, a sensitivity in her eyes.



“Well…what do you think?”



A deep, loving grin. “Why Twilight, I do think you have the makings of a mane-stylist.”



A bark of laughter, a beam of pride, a show of adoration. 



A hot breeze which blows some loose summer leaves by, a crash of cutlery off in the distance, a whining foal, a pony who bumps into Twilight’s chair and quickly utters apologies. 



Unheard by the two of them, quietly sipping tea together, enjoying the moment. 
      

      
   
      Twilight gets the Government ISO-9000 Certified


      

      
      
         Twilight closed the book panting, sweat dripping from her brow. She caught a staple of papers in her magic and used it to fan herself. She closed her eyes, took a few deep breaths, and calmed down.



As she looked again down at the massive collection of volumes in front of her, a smile crept on her face. The sheer beauty of the thing was staggering, the perfection almost blinding. This would be a turning point in Equestria’s history, the dawn of a new and wonderful era of peace and efficiency.








“Let me get this straight, a portal opens, that weird two legged things come out, bring technology, strange ideas and general chaos, and you are excited for a bunch of forms?”



Twilight almost hopped along the corridors in Canterlot Castle, her wings stiff, accompanied by a definitively less excited Spike. “You don’t understand, it is a revolutionary concept! The technology, we can copy and sometimes surpass with magic, and philosophically we are on the same footing even with some difference here and there. But this, this is something else!”



She levitated the massive volumes, shoving them in the little dragon’s face. “See, there is a procedure for everything, checklists, procedures to create other procedures…” She cleaned a bit of drool from her mouth. “You will see, I have read everything. We can reform the government, we will finally get ridden of a lot of that old stuff. It will become so simple for everyone, clear, organized, unambiguous…”



“Twilight, you are drooling again.”



“Wha? Oh, sorry. Thank you Spike. Anyway, you will see, everypony will see, it will be glorious!”



Spike sighed. “If you think so, you are princess after all.”








Twilight sat on her massive throne made of forms and reports. In the distance one could see the orange glow of the flames ravaging Canterlot, under the silver moon etched with the screaming faces of the certification inspectors. Over the hills and the plains she could hear the mad cackling of the royal sisters as they brought down the last remnants of Pony civilization, scorching the earth around the ruins of the old buildings that had housed a millennium of bureaucracy. She had heard the news of ravaging bands of public servants in the streets, bonfires of documents, hunts for the few humans that hadn't fled. She knew they would  come for her too, once finished in the capital.



Spike stood beside her, a weary expression on his young face, his right hand bandaged after the doctor had prohibited him to write  anything else. With a tired voice that spoke of resignation he said “So, peace, harmony and efficiency, right?”



Twilight surveyed her crumbling reign, the mountains of forms, the newly printed manuals to explain the other manuals, the heaps of proposals and towering piles of checklists. It could have been so wonderful, if they only had accepted the future…



With the wild glow of blind faith in her eyes, sure history would vindicate her, she said “I regret nothing Spike, nothing…”
      

      
   
      A Bellyful of Manehattan Dust


      

      
      
         Rarity waited in the shadows of a Manehattan alley and breathed in the brown and black and the fine and choking dust of the city. There had been a time when she had seen the windows of the city’s towers reflecting the golden light of the sunset and thought it a kind of final performance before the drawing of the curtains on a city where the elite and the civilized gathered, where fortunes were made, where dreams were realized. Now she watched the many refractions of the sunset and knew it meant something else.



It was at sunset that the dust of the city settled.



During the day, the carriages and the hooves of the wealthy and the famous kicked the dust off the streets and the sidewalks. The dust rose up over the city like stormclouds on the horizon. At night, the dust fell like snow. It hung in the air, collected in your mane, in your eyes, in your mouth.



During the long sleepless nights of the past week Rarity had taken in more dust from the streets and alleyways than she would have thought even existed in the city. Its taste was ever present on her tongue. Her coat felt heavy, like she was wearing a winter coat. She felt filthy. It had meant to be a week of vacation. But what had started as silly intrigue and gossip had turned into violence and frustration and failure. And now here she was, waiting in a dark and dirty alleyway.



She heard the sound of hooves on concrete nearby, and quieted her breathing.



A hooded stallion walked by, struggling to drag a pony-sized sack behind him through the dust.



Rarity cleared her throat.



The stallion dropped the sack and whirled around. “Who’s there?”



Rarity stepped forward. “It’s over, Silver Locks,” she said, trying to keep her voice cool. “The city guard is waiting outside this alley to take you into custody. If you try to run, they will catch you in mere moments.” She looked at the sack. “Is she in there?”



Silver Locks pulled down his hood, revealing his long, frazzled, graying mane and yellow eyes panicky with the desperation of a father with a child in trouble. “Dammit, Rarity! What are you doing? Why can’t you mind your business?”



“Is she alive?” Rarity asked.



“Dammit, Rarity!” he shouted. “Is the guard really here?”



“Yes.”



He cursed again. “Why are you doing this to me? For her? What did she ever mean to you?”



“She was nothing to me but a mare in need,” Rarity said, and stepped towards the sack. It looked wet.



“And that’s enough to risk your career, even your life over?”



“It is.”



He raised a hoof. Rarity saw it clearly. She could have moved out of the way. She could have stopped him, but she found she didn’t want to. He deserved this much from her. His hoof came down hard across her face, and she fell to her knees.



“You’re such a saint, aren’t you?” he hissed, standing over her. “You’re such a perfect little saint.”



“I’m not.” Rarity rolled her jaw back and forth. It would hurt for a day or two, but not any worse than the rest of her.



“Why can’t you let this alone?” he asked, pleading. “Why can’t you just go home?”



Rarity didn’t answer.



“She was a bitch, Rarity. Even you admitted so.”



“Everypony has the power to do the right thing, if given the chance.”



“She had her chance!” he barked, and his warm spittle fell on her forehead. “She had every chance. She was never going to change. She was never going to leave my daughter alone. You know that.”



“And killing her was the only way?”



“Shut up. I won’t apologize for washing a little spot of filth off of this city.” He backed away from her. He looked towards the alley exit. “I’m leaving.”



He ran off, leaving the sack.



Rarity let him go. He wouldn’t get far.



She stood up. She stepped towards the sack. Her hooves felt heavy like lead and her head felt faint like too many glasses of wine. She untied the sack and looked inside.



Past the smell of the decay and the dust, she recognized the mare’s perfume, sweet and strong as flowering lavender in summer wind.



“I’m sorry,” Rarity said, to both a loving father soon to be in jail and a miserable mirthless mare lying motionless in the Manehattan dust. “I’m so sorry.”
      

      
   
      Opposite Day


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle burst through the door to the mayor’s office. “Mayor Mare, I must insist that you reconsider making opposite day an officially regulated holiday.”



Mayor Mare sat in her office chair, reclined and spinning on the swivel. Whereas various papers were normally strewn across the busy mayor’s office, her office was spotless today, the desk completely cleared off and polished. The mayor eventually slowed down her rotation enough to stop, facing away from Twilight. “Why?” she asked.



“Ma’am, it’s a nightmare out there,” Twilight said. “The weather team is scrambling. Nopony’s sure if it should be raining or sunny today. Ponies in the marketplace are bickering over prices, and whether or not anything actually costs money. Some ponies have begun to protest by rioting and not destroying city property. It’s complete chaos right now!”



“That’s terrible news.” The mayor turned around and leaned back in her chair, setting her legs up on the desk and folding her hooves behind her head.



“Ms. Mayor, I think it would be best if you repealed opposite day.”



The mayor nodded. “As do I.”



Twilight looked around the empty room, disappointed that nopony else was in the room to tell her whether or not she was going crazy. “So, are you going to do something about it, or what?”



“Of course, dear, right away,” the mayor said, not moving from her chair, a mischievous glint in her eye.



Twilight then understood. Mayor Mare was in full-fledged opposite day mode, which meant that by what she had just said, she was going to do nothing about it. Twilight fumbled for a moment, realizing that if she was going to get through to the mayor, she’d have to play along as well. She licked her lips, choosing her words carefully. “Ponyville is completely normal right now, and… it’s not because of opposite day.” 



Mayor Mare looked out the window at the town square, observing some of the protesting ponies. “You mean to say it was a complete success.”



“No, that’s not—I mean, yes!” Twilight shut her eyes, frustrated. Straining her brain, she searched for the right words to make sure that she conveyed what she wanted to say. She spoke slowly. “I believe your decision to make opposite day official was a great idea.”



Mayor Mare turned and leaned forward in her chair, placing her hooves on the desk. She squinted as she looked over the princess, her brows furrowed. “Do you mean to say that you trust my judgement?”



“Yes—no.” Twilight groaned, the logicistics of this argument taking its toll. The words felt so strange coming out of her mouth. “I don’t trust you.”



“How awful,” the mayor said, relaxing her features and smiling. “You’re the worst community member I’ve ever consulted, and I don’t value your input. However, I must insist on repealing opposite day.”



Twilight’s ears perked up, hopeful for a few seconds, then realized the mayor was still speaking in opposites. “I understand, ma’am.”



“Good.” Mayor Mare said, reassuming her original position, leaning back and folding her arms behind her head.



Twilight stood in the doorway, paralyzed. Mayor Mare seemed so secure in her decision to keep opposite day. Was there anything to gain in trying to convince her otherwise? Annoyed, Twilight turned around to leave, determined to fix this problem without the mayor’s help for now. “Have a horrible day,” she said before closing the door behind her.



Mayor Mare swiveled a bit more in her chair, smirking, letting the disguise dissipate. His body stretched as he reverted to his normal self, his beige front hooves poofing back into his lion paw and eagle talon. Discord allowed himself a hushed cackle.



He spun in his chair as he surveyed the streets, watching ponies march this way and that through the town square with their fire extinguishers and pitchspoons, chanting about how much they wanted to keep the holiday.



Discord stroked his beard, as proud as he was amused. “I must say, playing mayor has been the least fun I’ve had in years.”
      

      
   
      Float On


      

      
      
         It all happened so fast.



In retrospect, that seems like an odd way to signify the event.  Most things happen ‘fast’ on a geological time scale.  When it comes to speed, it wasn’t really that fast either.  Pinkie Pie can assemble an entire surprise party from nothing in less time, so categorizing the event by relative speeds seems utterly pointless now.



Perhaps a better qualifier would be the the pleasantly mud-like quality the smooze had.



Pardon me, Smooze.  Capital ‘S’ because it...he...I think, is a sentient creature and not merely an environment condition slash hazard.  Though I suppose the Smooze is that too.  Pronouns are confusing.



The event I am failing at properly categorizing is this year’s Grand Galloping Gala.  My sister was invited and took me along as her plus one.  Or maybe as her date.  I can never tell with Pinkie.  I was a bit put off by the gesture, as I was in the middle of some studies.  But leave it to Pinkie to remind me that the Gala would give me the opportunity to take a closer look at the marble Princess Celestia favored for the castle.  If nothing else, it would help me settle a bet.



And I get to spend time with Pinkie and her interesting friends.  I like that.



I barely got any time to look at the marble, but that’s ok.  The Smooze exploded all over the place.  It got in my mane.  It was like taking a warm mudbath.  I like mudbaths.  Pinkie Pie has never been a big fan of them though.  She finds it difficult to get it out of her mane.  Thankfully, she was showing me her new table dance routine when it happened, so she didn’t get much on her.



But the Smoove was everywhere and if Pinkie’s friends needed her for any of their interesting hero work, she would need to get closer to them.  Always the forward thinking one, Pinkie brought an oar with her to steer through the Smooze.  I like that she’s always thinking.  I like how she plans things out.  I might be the geologist in the family, but Pinkie is the one that is never caught unprepared for flooding inside a castle on a mountainside. 



She even planned on using my pumice-like ability to float in thick, viscous semi-liquids.



I have never been a row boat before.  I...didn’t hate it.  It was weird.  But a fun sort of weird.  The Smooze got inside my dress, but that’s ok.  It...he...it came out later when that other pony made noises at it.  Him.  Whichever.  I wonder if real rowboats care about getting wet?



If I am ever used as a row boat again, I expect it will be at a party with my sister.  I wonder if it’ll be in cake batter next time?  That seems like a safe bet.  Plus I am a fan of big fancy parties, like Pinkie’s.



Sometimes, other ponies wonder how I can put up with Pinkie and the things that happen around her.  I just tell them I love my sister.  She can be a hoof-full, but that doesn’t bother me.  My sister is sweet and I like her and her interesting friends.  If there is anything I regret, it’s not spending more time with my family and friends.



And maybe not finding Boulder a dress good enough to go to the Gala.
      

      
   
      A Lifetime Worth of Trouble


      

      
      
         I’ve caused a whole heap of trouble in my life. I mean, it’s part of my name and all, but it’s still the one thing that keeps comin’ across my mind, every night when I’m back on my lonesome. Well, at least after I’ve turned on the lights and not tripped over my front hooves in the dark. Granted, the heavy clothes and exhaustion from a day’s worth of rodeo clownin’ don’t often help, but I’m mindful enough to keep from makin’ a mess that’ll take hours to clean up.



The nightly ritual is pretty standard for me now: say my goodnights to everyone I happen to pass on the way back to my room, while tryin’ not to cause as much damage as I did during the day, get out of those baggy clothes and make-up, and then settle in for a good night’s sleep. That’s usually when I start contemplatin’ my past, my place in life and how I done got to this point. How I went from livin’ out of a cart and chasin’ after the rodeo, while tryin’ to keep my head down and my damages to a manageable amount, to… I guess it’s actually gettin’ paid for it now.



Still, I can’t help but think back to all of those years I spent chasin’ the rodeo, just for a chance to see some of it, and all the messes I caused. I bet if I took the rest of my days I couldn’t count the number of ponies I got injured or wonderful days of rodeoin’ I ruined. Heck, there’s probably a few fillies and colts that were at their very first rodeo, filled with excitement and anticipation, but they had the bad luck of havin’ Troubleshoes there to muck it all up.



It’s about that time I start tossin’ and turnin’ over in bed, foolin’ myself that if I just find a more comfortable position it’ll undo all the restlessness, but I know it ain’t true, really. Even after I paid my dues from all those years and finally joined the rodeo I always wanted to be a part of, my past keeps naggin’ at me like a couple of fleas I just can’t shake off. Sometimes it’s enough to make me want to call it quits and run off with my tail between my legs, but… Then I have nights like this, I suppose.



Tangled Locks, one of the other rodeo clowns, came knockin’ at my door just as I was gettin’ settled in for some rest and self deprecation. The rodeo was set to move out of town tomorrow, and he and some of the others wanted to spend the night out on the town enjoyin’ themselves. Part of me wanted to ask why he came to me at all, but I guess I just knew on my own. It’s ‘cause after all those years of runnin’ amok and trailin’ havoc wherever I went, I’d finally found where I belonged.



I may not be able to atone or apologize to every single pony I done messed the rodeo up for, but I can rest easy knowin’ that as long as I’m clownin’ about out there, makin’ ‘em laugh, I’m at least tryin’.
      

      
   
      The Course of True Love


      

      
      
         Cadance stuck her head into Luna’s sitting room. “You wanted to see me, Princess Luna?” 



She’d had a busy few years since Luna’s return, and they’d never really had a chance to connect; this was her first visit here. The room was dim despite opening to a large balcony. The afternoon sun streamed in, but the heavy, dark, old fashioned furniture and the large tapestries of the night sky made it feel like Luna may have to perform her duties at any moment.



“Yes. Come in.” Luna stood from a pillow in the middle of the floor and nodded. “I fear I have a dangerous problem. I require your assistance.”



Cadance stepped in, glancing back at the door. “Maybe Aunt Celestia and Twilight should be here, too?”



Luna shook her head. “Only you. I request that you break the spell of love that my own nature has cast upon me.”



“You’re… in love?” Cadance raised an eyebrow.



“Yes.” Luna sighed and looked down.



“And that’s a bad thing?”



Luna’s frown deepened and she and she turned away to gaze across the balcony. “I have loved this pony my entire life. It was love for this pony which caused me to open my heart to Nightmare Moon, though she would not be born for a thousand years.”



“With all due respect, I think you might be getting a little melodramatic.” Cadance relaxed with a small smile. This was a kind of problem she knew well. “Well, who is it?”



“It does not matter. She can never love me.” Luna placed a hoof over her heart and shook her head. “She has no use for my night. My title and powers are meaningless to her… worth far less than dirt. I admit, sometimes I wonder if… if that’s why I love her. So many years ago, all I wanted was the adoration of ponies like her…” She looked over at Cadance with large, sad eyes. “Princess Cadance, I fear this path.”



Cadance walked over and laid a hoof on her shoulder. “Everypony does.”



Luna glared. “Everypony has not attempted to destroy Equestria.”



“That’s true,” Cadance admitted. “Tell me about this mare.”



“Very well.” Luna sighed. Then her face softened, and her eyes lit up. “She is beautiful as the daylight, bright as the sun. When we were formally introduced, even on my night she wore one of Celestia’s flowers. And she was... fun. 



“Since that night, she has only grown in my esteem. She tends to the needs of ponies and plants. She admires history and tradition. Even her dreams are grounded in days gone by and days that are within her reach.” Luna sighed. “She would not sit pining for the admiration of a pony who has no use for her.”



“It sounds like she’s not looking for a Princess of the Night.” Cadance smiled. “That’s good. Who would want a pony who loved us because we’re princesses? That would be like falling in love with a baker because he made good muffins. What does she think of you?”



Luna cocked her head. “I don’t know what you mean.” 



“If you weren’t a princess, do you think she might like you?”



“I— I have no idea.” Luna blinked and considered it. “Perhaps? But I would never be so foolish as to abandon my position...”



“Of course not. What I’m saying is, that’s the pony you really are. And perhaps she could love that pony.” Cadance nuzzled Luna. “And I don’t think that pony is in any danger of becoming Nightmare Moon.”



Luna looked at her with a hopeful expression.



“Do you still want me to remove the love you feel?” Cadance asked softly.



“No.” Luna swallowed. “I am still afraid, but not of the darkness. Suppose she… doesn't love me?”



“Like I said, everypony is afraid of that.” Cadance smiled. “Just get to know her, and let her get to know you.”



“Very well.” Luna nodded, then she smiled. “Thank you, Princess Cadance. You are a good friend.”



Cadance nearly laughed as Luna’s expression grew more enthusiastic by the second. “Let me know how it goes!”



“I shall!” Luna grinned and hurried to her writing desk, a quill already floating in her magic. “Let me begin my courtship of fair Applejack at once!”



Cadance’s eyebrows shot up, and she clapped her hoof to her mouth. “Well… then… good luck!”



She hurried out of Luna’s chambers, both to hide her fit of giggles and to get a warning to Twilight right away.
      

      
   
      For My Little Brother


      

      
      
         He could hear Applejack’s voice from not far behind: “I knew there was a thief in Ponyville! Come on, Winona, after him!”



The Apple family dog barked, urging him to clutch the large sack harder and fly faster. His first instinct was to head straight home, but then he thought otherwise. “If that dog tracks me down to the house, there’d be no use trying to hide. She and all of Ponyville would know who I am. I can’t let him go through that.” With a look around, he turned left towards downtown. 



Downtown was more crowded, and as he flew on the house lights came on. In a panic, he flew up higher. In an instant the sack hit one of the rooftops, and two potatoes fell out. “Dang,” he huffed. He pulled it up and continued on until he was at Town Hall. The barking changed direction, coming towards him.



“I hope this works,” he thought, even though it always had. The lights were on, much to his dismay, so he went to the very top of the building and began circling around. Once, twice, thrice he went around, even chancing going lower and circling the upper story. He saw the Mayor at her desk, and in a fit of panic, he dashed away from the Hall, making a wide arc outward before making his way west.



“Almost there,” he wheezed. He could see his house in the distance a few hundred yards away. Behind him, he could hear Applejack yelling.



“Dagnabbit, you’re not gonna get away with this, you good-for-nothing varmint! We’ll find you, and we’ll make you pay!”



“In time.” With renewed vigor, he threw the sack over his shoulder and doubled his speed. In seemingly no time at all, he made it to the western edge of Ponyville—the less prosperous side of the idyllic village.



With heavy breaths, he flew around the front of his home and went around to the back. One of the windows was open. “Darnit, Rumble.” He flew to this window and looked inside, and simultaneously a small foalish head looked out as well. He balked.

“Hey, Thunderlane!” the colt smiled widely.



Thunderlane’s initial anger and startled state went away when he saw his brother smiling. “Hey, buddy,” he said breathily.

“Are you okay?” Rumble’s voice was slightly raspy, but his eyes were wide awake.



He took a deep breath and answered, “Yeah, I’m fine. Just had a late-night flight, is all.” He re-hoisted the sack. “Why aren’t you asleep yet? You know it’s a school night.”



And then he heard a howl in the distance. “Darnit,” he thought to himself.



“I was waiting for you to get home.” As Rumble said this, his stomach growled. He looked down in embarrassment.



“Hey, don’t worry about that.” Thunderlane hefted the bag through the window and dropped it. Immediately Rumble’s face animated with delight.



“Oh, boy! Did you buy groceries from your friend again?”



He nodded. “And it cost me twenty bits. Write that down in your notebook, okay?”



“And then we can have dinner?”



“Yeah.”



“Woohoo!” Rumble galloped to his bed, grabbed a notebook, and scribbled in it.



“There,” Thunderlane thought. “Twenty more bits I owe them. Someday—“



“Get on, Winona!”



He jerked around and looked out the window. In the distance, about two hundred yards away, a lantern swung about, getting closer to him. He grimaced, looked back at Rumble, who was busy taking the sack to the kitchen, and sighed. “I, uh, need to bring the bag back.”



Rumble looked up. “Now?”



“Yeah.” Another sigh. “Now.”



Rumble looked crestfallen.



“Hey, don’t worry about it,” Thunderlane said, pouring the contents out and taking the sack. “Just make dinner, and I’ll be here, okay?”



That got the colt to smile. “Okay, big brother. I will!”



With that, Thunderlane kicked off and flew out.



“Don’t worry, Rumble.” He looked back to see Rumble close his window. With a smile, he flew towards where he heard the howling.

“She caught the thief’s scent!” She yelled. “Get on, Winona!”



It hurt, but he focused and flew on. “One day, Applejack, I’ll pay you back. For now, though, I just need to feed my little brother.”
      

      
   
      The Angelic Rabbit


      

      
      
         Fluttershy stepped into her cottage to find the interior had been completely redecorated. Clashing colors and patterns covered her walls and floors while absurdly-shaped furniture took up whatever room was available. Seated at what was probably meant to be a dining table was Discord.



“Hello, Fluttershy!” he said with a wave. “I didn’t know how long you’d be gone, so I thought I’d make myself comfortable while I wait. I hope you don’t mind.”



“Not at all,” Fluttershy said with a smile. After so many visits from Discord, she found that it was usually easier to go along with it.



“I’ll clean up after myself before I leave,” Discord quickly added.



“I know you will,” Fluttershy said patiently. Discord was still very much a “work in progress,” but she felt he’d definitely been making headway.



“You’re just in time for tea.” Discord held up a cup and smiled. “Why don’t you come join us?”



“‘Us’?” Fluttershy asked. She stepped over to the table and caught a sight that sent ice through her veins. It was a bunny that looked just like Angel.



Except his fur was a pale gray.



“D-D-Discord?” Fluttershy said, unable to take her eyes off the rabbit. It was smiling and waving to her. “What—? Who—?”



“Do you like it?” Discord asked excitedly.



“What did you do?” Fluttershy took a shaky step backwards.



“You see, I had a brilliant idea while you were out.” Discord reached over to pick up the rabbit and proudly held it out to her. “Presenting the new-and-improved and more appropriately-named Angel Bunny.”



“You…” Fluttershy’s eyes started filling with tears. “You used your magic on Angel?”



“Just a little chaotic corruption,” Discord said casually. “Completely non-invasive procedure.” Discord set the bunny back down in its seat. “I find he’s much more agreeable this way. We were just enjoying some tea together before you arrived. Isn’t that right, Angel?”



Angel nodded and smiled, holding up a cup for more tea.



“Won’t you join us, Fluttershy?” Discord asked with a smile.



“Oh, how could you?” Fluttershy flew upstairs, tears streaming behind her. She flew into her bedroom—likely the only room untouched by Discord’s magic—and slammed the door behind her.







Discord’s ear fell in shock. His eyes drifted to Angel, who seemed equally stunned.



“I—” Discord choked and swallowed hard. “I thought she’d like it. I’ve seen how the old you would treat her. You remember, don’t you?”



Angel nodded slowly.



“And now we’re not fighting anymore,” Discord continued. “Isn’t it better this way?”



Angel looked up at Discord’s mismatched eyes. His fur deepened to a darker gray right there in front of him.



Discord heaved a heavy sigh and snapped with his paw.



Angel hopped in surprise as his coat returned to its pristine white. He started squeaking angrily and waving his arms accusingly at Discord.



“Yes, yes—I get it,” Discord said. “Don’t you have something more important to do?”



Angel stopped and looked to the stairs.








Fluttershy was sniffling into her pillow when she felt a small weight on her mattress. She turned her bleary eyes to see Angel there with a comforting smile.



“Angel!” Fluttershy picked him up in a tight embrace. “You’re back!” She nuzzled him lovingly.



Angel returned the gesture and patiently sat through her examination to ensure that he truly was corruption-free. Once Fluttershy was convinced, she resumed hugging him and pushed open her door.



Her hallway was back to normal, as was the rest of her cottage. Fluttershy carefully flew down the stairs, keeping a protective hold of Angel as she went. She found Discord sitting on her couch and staring at the floor.



“Hello, Fluttershy,” Discord said without looking up. “I’ve been thinking about what I did.”



Angel scowled at Discord as Fluttershy set him on the ground.



“I see now that I crossed a line.” Discord finally looked up them. “I’m sorry, Fluttershy. And I’m sorry to you, too, Angel.”



Angel’s scowl diminished very slightly.



“Discord,” Fluttershy said slowly, “why did you do it?”



“Well, you liked me better after I changed,” Discord said, “so I just thought…”



“You didn’t change, Discord.” Fluttershy flew over and placed a hoof against him. “All it took was friendship to bring out the best in you. That’s all.”



Angel Bunny hopped over to let him know there were no hard feelings. Yes, Discord was still a work in progress, but together, they could help him take steps in the right direction.
      

      
   
      Spoon Bait II (The Final Chapter): the Re-Spoon-ening


      

      
      
         Silver Spoon’s eyes sprang open as an idea came to her. She couldn’t be the Gilded Spoon with a chunk of wood, but she was still Silver Spoon.



“Hey, Saddle Rager!” Silver Spoon said. “I can’t believe you’re just standing there while your friends and Maretropolis are in danger! Don’t you care about them?!”



Saddle Rager’s eyes went wide. “I-I’m trying, but I just… can’t…”



“‘Can’t’ what?” Silver Spoon demanded. “You can’t do anything, can you?! At least Hum Drum is good for comic relief. You’re completely useless!”



Tears filled Saddle Rager’s eyes as she collapsed in her cage. “It’s true!” she wailed. “I’m a failure as a hero!” She continued weeping as Zapp flew over to comfort her.



Silver Spoon looked around nervously. It wasn’t working. All she was doing was hurting Saddle Rager’s feelings. She closed her eyes tight and thought as hard as she could: what should she say?



…What would Diamond Tiara say?



“Everypony knows the Power Ponies only keep you around because they feel sorry for you!” Silver Spoon yelled.



“W-what?” Saddle Rager’s tears stopped.



“Yeah!” Silver Spoon continued. “They don’t even like you. They know you’d never make it as a hero, so they took pity on you.”



“How-how can you say that?!” Saddle Rager screeched.



Radiance threw herself against the cage in a panic. “Spoonydear, that is not a good idea!”



Silver Spoon didn’t stop. “They only pretend to like you. They’re not really your friends!”



Saddle Rager’s eyes and voice were rapidly distorting. “How dare you insult the integrity of my friends?!” Her body grew to enormous proportions, pressing the other Power Ponies against the walls of the cage. She let out a roar as she broke through and flew right at Silver Spoon.



Fili-Second got everypony to safety before they could fall into acid below as another crash announced another broken cage. She was about to run to save the Dynamic Duo, but was stopped in her tracks by what she saw.



Silver Spoon was hugging Saddle Rager.



“I’m sorry!” Silver Spoon cried, tears streaming from her eyes. “I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean any of those things I said! I just—I didn’t know what else to do!” She sniffled and hugged tighter. “I never wanted to hurt your feelings. Please forgive me.”



The ferocity slowly faded from Saddle Rager’s eyes as she wrapped her swollen forelegs around her. She carried the Dynamic Duo down to safety.



“Thank you,” Silver Spoon said, wiping her eyes. She gave Saddle Rager an apologetic smile.



“Alright, Power Ponies, Dynamic Duo,” Masked Matter-horn said, “let’s show him what happens when you mess with the heroes!”



“Yeah!” Hum Drum cheered, running for the control room. “Let’s show him—”



splash!



Hum Drum looked down and saw his hoof in a bucket.








Plasticus sat in the shadow of ray gun, patiently waiting for it to charge. The barrier began to rise, despite him not giving the order, and he saw nine heroes striking dramatic poses.



“How did you—” His eyes fell on a particularly angry Saddle Rager. “Never mind.”



“We’re here to stop you,” Silver Spoon said.



“And how are you, of all ponies going to stop me?” Plasticus chuckled. “Are you going to cook a delectable soup?”



Silver Spoon tightened her grip on the wooden spoon. “It’s not the spoon that makes the hero,” she said defiantly. “It’s the spoon on the inside that counts!”



Silence passed over the room.



“Can-can I do that again?” Silver Spoon asked sheepishly. “I can think of something better.”



“Henchponies,” Plasticus called in a disinterested manner, “go get yourselves beaten up long enough for the ray to charge.”



“You got it, boss!” they answered.



Fighting erupted all around Silver Spoon, but she was focused on the spoon in her hooves, whispering to it softly.



“I know you can do this,” she said to the Thunder Spoon. She pointed the little wooden spoon at the ray gun, pouring all of her belief into it, and the room filled with a blinding light.








“Thanks for all of your help, Dynamic Duo,” Masked Matter-horn said with a bow. “We couldn’t have done it without you.” She turned to Silver Spoon. “You know, we could probably change the Thunder Spoon back for you.”



Silver Spoon looked at the wooden spoon in her hoof and smiled. “Thanks, but… I kinda like it this way.”








Silver Spoon found herself back in her room. She smiled to the comic book as it disappeared.
      

      
   
      Warm in the Gardens


      

      
      
         Snow fell all around Princess Celestia as she strolled through her beloved garden.



Around her, but not on her.



Although the city of Canterlot was in the depths of winter, Princess Celestia found herself in the company of the most luscious trees and aromatic flowers one could ever hope to see. Nopony dared to make it snow on top of the Princess’s prized garden, so the space was kept in a perpetual state of spring, a green oasis in a desert of crystalline white. The flowers were always in bloom, the birds always sang in the trees, and the fragrance of nature could always be found on the breeze.



Princess Celestia took a seat at the edge of a pond, a spot she frequently stopped at to enjoy the tranquility of the moment. The border of her garden was marked by a small, well-maintained hedge, and beyond that, she could watch the snowflakes drift in the wind in every direction except towards her. Such was the nature of the magic protecting this place. The seasons never advanced in her garden, and at times, it felt as if time never passed here.



It was the place that foals were told about in their fairy tales—a land that was beautiful and flawless and could only exist in the dreams of the innocent.



Princess Celestia tapped the surface of the pond with her hoof. Ripples slowly spread through the water, a minor disturbance that quickly faded as the water returned to its previous state of perfection. Everything in her garden was perfect.



Princess Celestia got up and continued along the path. She passed by several rosebushes, each one with flowers of a different color: white, pink, green, and even magically-cultivated blue ones. Every rose was positioned to face her as she walked by to maximize the beauty she was exposed to on her leisurely little strolls through the garden.



Princess Celestia stopped at one of the green roses. One of its outer petals had started wilting. She smiled to it as her horn began to glow with its golden light. A simple age-spell and the petal returned to the vibrancy of its youth. Once more, it was perfect.



It was common knowledge among the ponies how much care Princess Celestia put into her garden. Those fortunate enough to have seen it all claim that its beauty is rivaled only by the Princess herself. They all said they expected nothing less.



Princess Celestia walked over to the edge of the garden and reached a hoof out over the hedge. A snowflake gracefully fell into her hoof, and she pulled it in close with the utmost care. She only got to look at for a second before the warmth of spring melted it away.



Gone far too quickly.



Princess Celestia continued through her garden, meticulously searching for and righting minor flaws as she came across them. A small stone out of place, a blade of grass that had grown too tall, a tree limb growing at an obtrusive angle—every detail was tended to. Everything in her garden was perfect.



Princess Celestia arrived at the end of the path, where the hedge was trimmed to form an arch and served as an entryway to the castle grounds. Even this part of her garden was mindfully crafted. This arch faced the west, much like how its twin faced the east. This allowed her to perform her duties from the comfort of her garden, if she saw fit. The sun was beginning its descent, and it was time for her to help it set.



Princess Celestia sat down, her back straight and wings tucked in. She angled her head such that her horn was pointed up into the air. A golden light appeared on the tip and deliberately travelled down its length until her entire horn was radiating with magical energy. She watched as the sun slowly set and disappeared from view, never blinking until the last sliver of light was gone.



A perfectly executed sunset.



Princess Celestia sighed softly and closed her eyes. The ponies of the past held such high expectations for her. They wanted a Princess who embodied grace, poise, charm, and beauty. Even if the ponies of today are more open-minded, the Princess needed to be steady and infallible. The Princess must be perfect, in all that she is and all that she does.



It was a cold winter’s evening in Canterlot, but it was warm in her garden.
      

      
   
      Frying-Pan Men


      

      
      
         Sweat rolled down from his forehead, becoming entangled in the thick, matted hair that jutted awkwardly from his jaw, eventually escaping only to become lost once again in the heavy folds that formed what could generously be called his neck. He reached a pizza grease-stained hand up to his forehead, shaky with anticipation, and wiped some of the sweat away, though an outside observer would never be able to tell the difference. He swallowed the last bit of Cheeto that had been tumbling around in his mouth like a man on a rowboat during a monsoon as he withdrew his hand from his forehead and wiped it aggressively against his already heavily-stained shirt. 



Being generous, one could describe his breathing as shallow, but it was anything but. In order for any air whatsoever to even reach his lungs, he had to take deep breaths. The man’s… voluptuous curves made it difficult for anything to get inside him that wasn’t a pizza bagel, or Mountain Dew. And yet, somehow he had made it work. Perhaps he was more capable than he thought of physical activity. He’d always told his doctor as much, so why couldn’t it be true. As he always told himself, as long as you tell yourself something enough, eventually it has to be true. It was Newton’s third law. That or it was Asimov’s third law of robotics. One or the other, he could never remember. 



The point being that whether it be through his clear physical prowess, or through some act of lust or greed, or perhaps even an ill-timed bargaining with god (Celestia, of course), he had finished the deed. And as a greasy smile worked its way across his powdered donut-encrusted face, he knew that he had done something great here today. His heart was beating even faster than normal as he became giddy with excitement, ready to tell his RP buddies all about his experience. He grinned like a hog in mud. They would be so jealous once they heard what he’d bought and what he’d done. Now it was just a matter of cleaning up before—



Knock. Knock.



His head whipped around towards the door. It was hard to see in the darkened room, but he still knew where the sound was coming from. Now fear sweat was mixing with his exertion sweat and meat sweat to form a big pool of sweat in the folds of his stomach. His mind raced, and as he heard another knock, he quickly shouted, “Mom, go away! I’m… playing Destiny with my friends!” 



Even through the door he could hear her sigh, the same sigh that he heard from her everyday when she came into his room to take the bedpan away. He rolled his eyes. At least she was leaving, and now he could return to his soulmate. 



In the dim light that filtered through the slightly open curtains he could see her as he looked down. She lay on her back, her arms spread wide, waiting for his embrace. She was covered in sweat and Cheeto dust, but she was just as beautiful as the day she’d arrived in the mail. He smiled, reaching a hand out to brush against her cheek. It felt just like a pillow, and that was probably because it was a pillow, but who was he to judge. He knelt down next to her and whispered into her downy ear, “I love you… Scootaloo.” 
      

      
   
      Vertical Asymptotes


      

      
      
         “Alright, squirt,” Rainbow Dash said, “let’s go over it one more time.”



“Right!” Scootaloo said, her wings buzzing in excitement. Today, she was going to fly, just like her big sister. Rainbow Dash said so, and they’d been planning it out all morning.



“Okay, what did I say comes first?”



“Helmet and goggles,” Scootaloo reported, gesturing her to stunt helmet and goggles on the ground.



“Good,” Rainbow Dash said with a nod. “Next?”



“Both hooves forward, keep my head down.” Scootaloo held her hooves out in front of her and narrowed her eyes in focus.



Rainbow Dash stretched out her wings. “And the most important rule?”



“Don’t flap my wings until you catch up with me.”



“Actually, it’s ‘Remember to have fun’,” Rainbow Dash said teasingly, messing up Scootaloo’s mane. “But that’s important, too.”



Scootaloo smiled up her.



“Alright, Scootaloo!” Rainbow Dash said with authority. “We’ve gone over the plan. We’ve practiced the maneuvers. You ready to do it for real this time?”



Scootaloo pressed her helmet onto her head and lowered her goggles. “I am so ready.”



Rainbow Dash held her forelimbs out wide and Scootaloo jumped into a hug. With one hoof raised into the air, Rainbow Dash tightened her hold on Scootaloo with her other forelimb.



Scootaloo slowly let go of Rainbow Dash and raised both of her hooves above her head. The way they planned it out meant that Scootaloo couldn’t be holding onto Rainbow Dash.



That’s okay, though. Rainbow Dash wouldn’t let her down. She’d never let her down.



Rainbow Dash looked down at her little sister and the two locked eyes. She wasn’t going to start until she was sure Scootaloo was ready. Scootaloo nodded to her with a confident smile, and Rainbow Dash did the same.



Rainbow Dash spread her wings wide and rocketed into the air, holding onto Scootaloo even tighter than before. The wind roared in their ears as they continued to pick up speed. Once they broke through the cloud layer, Rainbow Dash started to level off to almost-parallel with the ground, and then she really poured on the speed.



Rainbow Dash could feel the pressure building up around them. Her eyes darted down to Scootaloo to see how she was doing. Behind those goggles, there was a fire in Scootaloo’s eyes. This was the moment they’d been working towards, and she was focused.



She was ready.



Rainbow Dash turned her eyes forwards and squinted into the rushing air. The pressure continued to squeeze them on all sides, but she couldn’t afford to lose focus now. She needed to go faster. Her timing had to be perfect. She’d never pulled off a Sonic Rainboom with a passenger before.



Then again, that wasn’t the plan, anyway.



Just as the pressure became almost too much to bear, she arched her back and threw Scootaloo with all of her might. Rainbow Dash spiraled backwards in the resulting purple shockwave.



Scootaloo eyes went wide as the ground passed beneath her at supersonic speed. She kept her hooves out in front of her and her wings in tight. A bright, purple contrail followed her as she arced through the sky.



But mostly importantly, she was having fun.



“Whoo-hoo!” Scootaloo cheered with an uncontainable grin on her face. She could taste the breeze and feel the wind in her coat. “This is awesome!” Her words got swept up behind her as she zoomed through the air.



Rainbow Dash suddenly flew into her field of view, trailing a rainbow behind her. She turned over to fly on her back and look Scootaloo in the eye. Knowing words would be useless, she gave Scootaloo a wink.



Scootaloo’s grin found some way to grow even wider than before as she winked to Rainbow Dash. Just as they planned, Scootaloo pushed her wings open and started buzzing them.



Very gradually, Scootaloo started to slow down and Rainbow Dash matched her pace. Rainbow Dash opened her forelimbs wide to catch her as they slowed to the point their contrails disappeared behind them. Scootaloo fell into her embrace and hugged her tight as Rainbow Dash gracefully glided backwards onto a nearby cloud.



They stayed that way for some time, slowly getting control of their breathing. Scootaloo had done the impossible. For just a moment, Scootaloo had touched greatness.



All thanks to the pony who never doubted her. Scootaloo hugged Rainbow Dash tighter than ever.



Today, she flew, just like her big sister.
      

      
   
      Evening Moon


      

      
      
         Princess Luna looked up at the moon as it approached its peak in the night sky. How she could never tire of the sight continued to amaze her. Regardless of how many picturesque moonlit nights she’d seen in her lifetime, she always felt the same spark from that first night.



Luna closed her eyes. The beauty of the night could not overshadow how taxing it had been. The dreams of her subjects had become more than concerning. Such had been the case for many nights in a row now. This was her first break in dispelling night terrors all evening.



And it seemed that break would have to be cut short. Luna lifted her head as she sensed more turbulence in the Dreamscape. Not all nightmares required her intervention. Indeed, sometimes a pony could only grow by confronting the nightmare themselves. In such instances, Luna saw herself more as a guide than a guardian.



This, however, was a different kind of nightmare. This required her immediate action.



Luna stumbled a bit as she stood up and spread her wings wide. As tired as she was, she could not allow this nightmare to continue. She took a breath and drew strength from the words she’d told herself many years ago, the words that held off her descent for as long as they could.



If my subjects must sleep through the night, then they should at least be able to sleep peacefully.



A soft blue light enveloped her horn as she closed her eyes.








Tirek roared as he blasted another scar through the landscape. He towered over the small village and laughed at the ponies cowering beneath him. His chest swelled as he absorbed their magic and added to his already monstrous size.



“Tirek!”



Tirek turned at the sound of his name and saw Luna glaring up at him.



“Ah, Princess Luna,” Tirek said with a sneer. “Have you come to surrender your magic?”



“I have come to stop you.” She took an unsteady step forward.



Tirek barked out a laugh. “You? Alone?” A stomp from his hoof shook the ground, causing Luna to stumble. “And in such a sorry state. How do you expect to stand against me when you can barely stand as it is?”



“No matter how weak I may seem to you,” Luna said, pushing herself back onto her hooves, “I shall always be strong enough to defend my loyal subjects.”



Tirek held up a clenched first. “Hollow words.” A burning sphere of magical energy formed between his horns and released a violent blast straight at her.



Luna matched the blast with a ray from her horn and they collided in midair. Tirek roared and poured more power into his attack, but Luna calmly closed her eyes. The beam from her horn gradually overtook Tirek’s blast and pushed it back.



“What?!” Tirek screamed. “Impossible!”



Luna strained, focusing her magical beam until it collided with Tirek. His final roar of defiance rang in her ears, and then there was silence. She slowly opened her eyes and saw smoke rising from where Tirek once stood.








The light faded from her horn as Luna opened her eyes. She fell backwards and took slow, shaky breaths. Her gaze was drawn up to the moon above her. It was such a beautiful night. The moon and stars looked absolutely gorgeous, but Luna could sense more tremors in the Dreamscape.



Even with his defeat by Twilight and her friends, Tirek had struck fear into the hearts of so many ponies. Images of his attacks continued to haunt them in their dreams whenever they closed their eyes.



These were not a mere insecurities that needed to be confronted. These were monsters that needed to be stopped.



It was an epidemic.



How many more times would Luna need to dispel the same nightmare? A hundred? A thousand? How many more times in this night alone?



Luna steeled herself and slowly rose to her hooves. She couldn’t stop now. There were too many ponies who feared going to sleep. Too many children who screamed themselves awake in the face of their nightmares. Her subjects needed her.



Luna stole one more glance at the moon. A soft blue light enveloped her horn as she closed her eyes.
      

      
   
      Consequence of Love


      

      
      
         Rarity rapped on the door to the spa again. “Girls! I know it’s late.”



The moon drifted behind a cloud.



“I’ll pay double—no!—triple the normal rate.”



The latch juddered as the cloud drifted away, and the door cracked open.



“Rarity?” Aloe poked her head out, blinking clear eyes. “Are you okay?”



“Oh, you have no idea how much I need your help.” She stepped up closer to the door. “I know it’s past business hours, but I simply could not survive another hour. I didn’t wake you?”



“No…” Aloe stepped back, brushing a hoof against her muzzle, and ducked her head. “But it’s so late, I'm sorry, I—we can't.” She glanced inside, jerked her eyes forward, and started to close the door. “It’s very late.”



“Did I say triple? As much as you want.” Rarity took a quick step forward and put her hoof in the door. “I really do need your help.”



Aloe scurried back into the spa, covering her muzzle.



Rarity followed after, smiling. “Oh, thank you dear.” The smell flowed over her, weaker than the usual incense, musky, heady, sensual. She smiled and winked. “Oh my. Having some midnight fun on your own?”



“Oh…” Aloe dropped her foreleg and twisted about to look at the door back to the apartments. “Heh. Yes. Alone.”



“I shan’t keep you from your—” Rarity nudged Aloe’s shoulder lightly. “—entertainments long. I know how much that can relax a mare.”



“Er… yes.”



“Are you alright?” Rarity stepped past, into the spa proper, and closed the door with a thump. “You seem—”



A door creaked in the back. 



“Aloe?” That voice… so familiar.



Aloe winced, darted backwards, and snapped her tail. “Please, Rarity. I promise we’ll give you a full spa day tomorrow. Free. Just, please—”



“Aloe? Who was it?”



Aloe closed her eyes and sat down heavily, head lowered.



Lotus stepped out of the back, a rag on one hoof. She froze, widening eyes locked on Rarity.



Rarity stared at Lotus. She took another deep breath through her nose. The musk, stronger, filled her nose.



“Oh…”



Aloe’s damp muzzle, her rumpled mane, her pampered hooves, and Lotus, a mirror of her sister. Their guilty looks.



“Oh my.”







Their home really is very lovely, Rarity thought. Warmth flowed from every angle of the room, every golden-hued wall hanging. 



A cup of tea steamed quietly in front of her. Her favorite blend, perfectly brewed, as always, by Lotus.



The two sisters sat across from her, heads down, throwing looks at each other and Rarity.



She picked up the cup, bent to sniff at it, and frowned. The teacup trembled in midair.



She set it back down again.



“Why?”



Aloe glanced at Lotus, who nodded, then at Rarity. “We were raised apart.”



“We never knew each other, growing up. We only knew… later.”



Rarity’s eye twitched. “Why. Not how.” She picked up the tea again and took a sip, savoring the familiar, clean taste. The cup wobbled.



“We love each other,” they said in perfect synchronicity, sharing another lingering look.



The teacup jerked, tea splashed, and she set it down firmly. “And I love Sweetie Belle! But I don’t want to—to screw her!” Rarity shuddered. “How could you?”



Silence fell between them, palpable as the wisp of incense drifting by. Even through the jasmine and thyme, Rarity fancied she could still smell the aftermath.



“We’re not sisters, in our hearts.” Lotus leaned over to nuzzle Aloe’s cheek. “We never were.”



“Have you ever tried to stop wanting something?” Aloe tucked Lotus’s muzzle under her chin. “We have.”



“In our heads, it's wrong,” Lotus murmured. “In my heart…”



“And mine.”



“We can't stop loving each other.”



“Because you couldn’t stop wanting each other, you’ve just decided it’s okay?”



“Stop loving your sister," Aloe snapped. "Right now. Do it.”



"I can't. I do love her—” Rarity's stomach roiled.



“Yes, but not like us," Lotus said.



"And like you, we don't want to change.”



Rarity sighed. "And I didn’t see it... How?”



“We didn’t want you to. We didn’t want anypony to know,” Lotus said.



Aloe pulled her sister closer. “Can you keep our secret?”



“I don’t know.”



“Please, as a friend.” Lotus lifted her head. “At least let us tell it our way.”



“You would tell others?”



“So they hear it from us, from the source. Not from rumor. Please.”



Rarity watched the two sisters holding each other close. Her friends.



In love.



“No.” Rarity turned away, softening her tone. “You won’t have to tell anypony.”
      

      
   
      Spoon Bait


      

      
      
         Silver Spoon rushed up to her room, clutching the package that had just arrived against her. Once there, she calmly straightened her glasses and tastefully ripped the packaging paper to shreds. Diamond Tiara would never understand her excitement, so this was something Silver Spoon had to keep to herself. Her eyes lit up as she carefully pulled the comic book out of the package: The Adventures of the Dynamic Duo, delivered express from the House of Enchanted Comics in Canterlot.








Silver Spoon looked down at the golden threads of her supersuit and smiled at how well it complimented her coat. She was now the Gilded Spoon, and it was good to be back. In her hoof she wielded the mighty Thunder Spoon, an instrument of incredible power that merely looked like ordinary kitchenware. Looking around, she recognized the Crystal Cove, top-secret hideout of the Dynamic Duo.



“Ahh, Spoony,” a voice said. “There you are.”



Silver Spoon turned around and saw the Crystal Crown, the beautiful defender of Got-Them City. Most of her soft-pink coat was hidden by her dark supersuit, much like the mask that framed her blue eyes. Her violet mane was streaked with white and fell into a curl, all topped with her signature glittering crown.



“Are you ready to defend the good ponies of Got-Them City?” she asked.



Silver Spoon lifted the Thunder Spoon into the air. “The Spoon of Justice is always ready!” She sent a bolt of lightning into the air to punctuate her words.



Crystal Crown looked at her with a smile.








Crystal Crown and Silver Spoon stood on the edge of the rooftop and scanned the city below for any signs of danger. Silver Spoon tried to remember what she had heard about this issue. Her keen avoidance of spoilers meant she wasn’t entirely sure what was about to happen, but she did recall hearing something about the jewelry store.



As if on cue, an alarm started ringing in the direction of Got-Them City’s largest diamond store. The Dynamic Duo leapt into action and rushed inside. Standing there before them was a yellow mare in a green suit. Standing there.



On her hind legs.



“Holy harmonics, Crystal Crown!” Silver Spoon said. “It’s… the Fiddler!”



The Fiddler gave a toss of her blue mane and smirked. “Well, if it ain’t the Dynamic Duo.” She raised a bow to the fiddle she had tucked beneath her chin.



“Stop right there, Fiddler!” Crystal Crown said dramatically, but villains were notorious for not doing as they were told.



The Fiddler’s hoof was a blur as it played a high-pitched series of notes. Crystal Crown and Silver Spoon fell to their knees and tried to hold their ears closed. The Fiddler played faster and higher until it was letting out a screech. Just as it became too much to bear, the windows and display cases shattered, sending broken glass flying in all directions. The screeching stopped, and the Dynamic Duo looked up to see the Fiddler had disappeared.



“Hurry, Gilded Spoon!” Crystal Crown said, breaking into a run. “We can’t let her get away!”



Silver Spoon followed after her and saw a shadow pass above them.



“The Fiddler’s on the roof!” She raised the Thunder Spoon and fired a bolt of lightning at her while Crystal Crown threw one of her trusty crownarangs. Before their attacks could reach, however, a purple figure appeared next the Fiddler, followed a concussive blast. The shockwave disrupted the attack, leaving the villains unharmed.



“Oh, no,” Silver Spoon said. “It’s the Violet Violin!”



“Yeah!” the oversized stallion screamed. He ran the bow across his violin’s string again, unleashing another sound wave that shook the surroundings.



“Fiddle me this,” the Fiddler said. “How’re ya’ll gonna beat the two most dangerous musicians in all of Got-Them City?”



Crystal Crown nodded to Silver Spoon, and she nodded back. Crystal Crown threw an explosive crownarang at the villains, but as Violet Violin prepared to deflect it once more, Silver Spoon struck it with a bolt of lightning, detonating it right in front of them. With the Duet disorientated, Crystal Crown threw an anesthesia-pellet at the Fiddler, and Silver Spoon shocked the Violet Violin, incapacitating both villains.



“Excellent work, Spoony,” Crystal Crown said. “Once again, Got-Them City is safe, thanks to the Dynamic Duo!”



Silver Spoon smiled as light flooded her field of view.








Silver Spoon found herself back in her room and watched as the comic book faded away.



“Until next time, Gilded Spoon.”
      

      
   
      Spoon Bait III: Rise of the Spoon


      

      
      
         Silver Spoon sped to her room, a freshly-arrived package in tow. There had been a lot of buzz about the Dynamic Duo, particularly about the Gilded Spoon, and she couldn’t wait to see what had happened. She quickly pulled the comic out of the package and opened it.








Silver Spoon looked around. She was inside the Crystal Cove, but all of the lights were down. Confetti and streamers were scattered all around her, and in the darkness she could barely make out a banner hanging from the ceiling.



Congratulations, Gilded Spoon!



There had been a party here, and she had been the guest of honor. Crystal Crown slowly stepped into view.



“Congratulations again, Spoony,” she said as she gave Silver Spoon a hug. “I’m so proud of you.”



“This…” Silver Spoon said distantly. “This was… my graduation…”



Crystal Crown smiled knowingly. “It feels like just yesterday we defending Got-Them City together, but you passed the Hero’s Exam, just like I always knew you would.” She gave Silver Spoon another hug. “You’re not my little sidekick anymore. You’re a true hero.”



Silver Spoon started hyperventilating. “No! I’m—I’m not ready.” She finally realized which issue she was in. It was the last one before the time-skip when Gilded Spoon is all grown up and a successful hero. It was the last one before the publishers decided to run Crystal Crown and Gilded Spoon as two separate publications.



It was the last issue to feature them together: A Farewell to the Dynamic Duo.



“I don’t wanna go!” Silver Spoon said. “I wanna stay here, with you!”



Crystal Crown gave her a concerned look. “I know you’re scared. It’s okay to be.” She placed a hoof against Silver Spoon. “You have so much to offer the world. I know you’re ready for this.”



Silver Spoon could feel the tears building in her eyes, no matter how much she was blinking. “I—” she croaked. “I don’t know if I can be a hero on my own.” She looked at the little wooden spoon in her hooves. “What if I’m not good enough?”



Crystal Crown gently lifted her chin. “You said it yourself, Spoony. ‘It’s the spoon on the inside that counts’.”



“You don’t understand,” Silver Spoon said, shaking her head. “I’ve done… a lot mean things. A lot of bad things.” Despite her efforts, a tear managed to escape. “What if the spoon inside me isn’t good?”



Crystal Crown looked at her curiously. “Well, do you feel bad about the things you’ve done?”



Silver Spoon ran a hoof across her muzzle and nodded.



“Then you still have time to make it right.”



Silver Spoon sniffled. “Really?”



“We all have a tragic backstory, Spoony,” Crystal Crown said gently. “It’s up to us to decide if we’ll let it turn us into a hero or a villain.”



Silver Spoon hugged her tight. “It’s not too late for me to be a hero?”



“It’s never too late.” Crystal wrapped her forelimbs around her. “You can be anything you want to be.”



“Do you really mean that?”



“Of course,” Crystal Crown said with a chuckle. “Look at me: mild-mannered billionaire-dentist by day, defender of Got-Them City by night.” She smiled to Silver Spoon. “What do you want to be?”



“I…” Silver Spoon took a deep breath. “I want to be a good pony. A pony who does the right thing.”



Crystal Crown nodded to her. “I knew you were ready.”



They joined in one last embrace.



“I’m gonna miss you…” Silver Spoon said.



“I’ll miss you, too,” Crystal Crown said, “but I know you’ll be the best hero you can be.”








Silver Spoon hugged the comic book as tightly as she could. Tears began to leak onto its pages as it slowly faded away.








“Look, Silver Spoon,” Diamond Tiara said with a sneer. “It’s those little blank-flanks.” She giggled to herself mischievously. “I bet we can Scootaloo cry today if we try hard enough.”



Silver Spoon kept her gaze on the ground.



“Hey!” Diamond Tiara huffed. “Are you even listening to me?”



“Huh?” Silver Spoon shook her head. “Oh, yeah—I’m listening.”



“Well, come on, then.” Diamond Tiara turned to start walking over to the Crusaders.



Silver Spoon closed her eyes tight and swallowed hard. She wanted to be a good pony. She wanted to be a pony who does the right thing.



She wanted to be a hero.



“Not today, Diamond Tiara.”
      

      
   
      Absent and Flawed


      

      
      
         Trixie strained against the weight of her wagon, but despite her great and powerful efforts, it refused to budge. With a sigh, she relented and unhitched herself from the harness.



“Why is there never a decent lackey around when you need one?” Trixie said to nopony. At times like these, it was often better to wait for the wagon to be in a more cooperative mood than to try forcing it to move. Trixie took a seat on the ground and glared at the immovable object that was her wagon.



“I would hope that at least you would be on my side,” Trixie said flatly. After everything they’d been through together, her wagon had proven to be her most reliable companion, and now even it was giving her a hard time.



“I don’t have to put up with this, you know,” Trixie reminded her stubborn wagon. “I could be anything I want to be.”



Her wagon, unsurprisingly, remained silent.



“Oh, you think I’m bluffing, do you?” Trixie narrowed her eyes. “Need I remind you that I, the Great and Powerful Trixie, am a unicorn of such caliber that I was accepted into Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns?” Trixie stood and struck a heroic pose. “They don’t let just anypony in, you know.”



Her wagon patiently waited for her to continue.



“I’ve never told you about my time in Celestia’s School, have I?” Trixie pondered this for a moment. “Well, you never asked.”



Her wagon didn’t ask this time, either.



“Oh, fine,” Trixie said with a roll of her eyes. “Since you insist.” Trixie took a seat once more and cleared her throat.



“Picture, if you will, a vibrant little filly brimming with potential and ready to take on the world!”



Her wagon held back its snide remarks.



“Now, the whole school had heard what this little filly was capable of from her entrance exam. Everypony knew that she was destined to be great and powerful! Everypony, including herself.” Trixie took a moment to polish her hoof against her chest. “What could a simple school such as this one have to offer such a prodigy? Well, nothing, of course, but she would never deny her teachers and classmates the opportunity to bask her brilliance.”



Her wagon kept its opinions to itself.



“And so the intrepid little filly would attend her classes. She—stop interrupting—she attended her classes and was surprised by how capable her teachers actually were. A few of them even managed to teach her something she didn’t already know about magic, if you can believe that.”



Her wagon stayed perfectly still.



“Oh, ha-ha,” Trixie said indignantly. “You’re so funny. Yes, there were a few passable teachers there, but it was all the other teachers that proved to be the problem. They were jealous of the little filly’s abilities. They were threatened by how great and powerful she was. It’s the only explanation for what they did.”



Her wagon was quiet with what could only be anticipation.



“Oh, I’ll tell you what they did. They maliciously started giving her poor marks in class!” Trixie took a moment to let her words take effect. “Unjustly, I might add. And before she could do anything about it, those wicked teachers would move on to a new topic as if that terrible injustice never happened. Even somepony as great and powerful as she was would start to feel buried beneath all of that mistreatment. And no matter how much I—she pleaded her teachers for another chance or implored her fellow students to help her, everypony spurned her.”



Her wagon gave her its undivided attention.



“And-and why should she grace them with her presence if that’s how they would treat her, huh?” Trixie looked to her wagon. “Why even attend those stupid classes if all that was there was disappointment and loathing? Who needs them, anyway?! I was better off without that stupid school. I learned more the first day I left than I ever did in there!” Trixie’s chest was heaving, she was breathing so hard.



Her wagon patiently waited for her to calm down.



Trixie scoffed. “I bet you think you’re so smart. I told you, I can be anything I want to be.” Trixie flipped her mane and got into the harness. “And today, I want to be a great and powerful magician.” She gave it forceful tug as she stepped forward.



Her wagon moved.
      

      
   
      Against Pretty Much Everything


      

      
      
         Cranky trudged his way through the market stands, grumbling as he went. Ponyville was way too bright. It looked the inside of a child’s coloring book. And ponies here were always staring at his hair. It was like none of them had ever seen a toupee before. And it was noisy. It seemed like ponies were always finding some excuse to break into song. And don’t forget the fact that it felt like the epicenter of disaster whenever something bad happened. If ponies weren’t singing, they were screaming. How he had been convinced that it’d be a good place to retire was one of the greater mysteries of his life.



Cranky thought about mentioning Fillydelphia to Matilda again. Most ponies had the decency to keep to themselves there. He let out a sigh, knowing it’d be a fruitless effort. Matilda loved it here. She thought the locals were “friendly” and the scenery was “charming”. She didn’t even seem bothered by how much “stubborn as a mule” was thrown around here.



Still, at least his house was on the outskirts of town. Nopony usually went out that far, except maybe that one mailmare. The one Matilda would give a muffin to whenever she had a delivery for them. It was out of the way enough to be private, though, so at least there was that.



Cranky started the climb up the hill to his house.



“Craaaaaaanky!” a voice sang from behind him.



Cranky groaned but did his best to put on a smile. He was soon joined by a bouncing pink ball of energy.



“Hey, kid,” Cranky said.



“Hiya, Cranky!” Pinkie Pie was smiling with all of the enthusiasm in Equestria, just as she had been the first moment they met.



“Whatcha got there, kid?” He tilted his head to the box bouncing on her back.



“Oh, this?” Pinkie giggled. “I was just on my way to make a delivery, when I saw you, and I thought to myself, ‘Pinkie, you should go talk to Cranky. He hardly ever comes outside, so this has got to be a special occasion!’ And then I thought ‘That’s a great idea!’ so, here I am!”



“Well, that’s thoughtful of you, kid,” Cranky said, “but shouldn’t you be making that delivery?”



“Oh, I don’t you worry about that,” Pinkie said with a shake of her head. “I’ll walk you home and then I’ll deliver it right after.”



“I guess it’s my lucky day,” Cranky said with half of a grin. He wasn’t sure if he was being sarcastic or not. Pinkie Pie was usually too excitable for his tastes, but over time, she’d managed to grow on him, especially once she learned to respect his privacy.



Cranky and Pinkie soon found themselves outside of his door.



“Thanks for walking with me, kid,” Cranky said. “You better go make that delivery now.”



“Oh, I don’t have to go anywhere to deliver it,” Pinkie said, giggling like she had a secret. She passed the box over to Cranky. “It’s for you!”



“For… me?”



“I told you I’d deliver it right after.” She gave Cranky a wink. “It’s carrot cake! Matilda told me it’s your favorite.”



“Thanks, kid,” Cranky said, slightly in shock. The two stood there for a moment, just looking at the box.



“Well, I gotta skedoodle,” she said with a smile. “Bye, Cranky!”



“See ya later, Pinkie.”



He watched her bounce down the path back to town until she disappeared from sight before entering his home.







“What do you have there, Doodle?” Matilda asked from the table.



“Pinkie Pie just dropped off a cake,” he answered, setting the box down in front of her.



“Such a sweet girl,” Matilda said with a smile. They opened it together and saw a cake in pristine condition even though Cranky could swear he saw the box rattling on Pinkie’s back. “Happy Gala-versary!” was written across the cake in icing.



“She told me it’s carrot cake,” Cranky continued.



“Just like the one we shared the night we met,” Matilda said, leaning against Cranky.



“It was the most delicious cake I’d ever eaten,” Cranky said, resting his head on hers.



“I still can’t believe you let me walk around all evening with frosting in my mane,” she said, shaking her head.



“You just looked so pretty, I couldn’t bring myself to mention it.”



Together, they enjoyed the best carrot they’d ever eaten. This town definitely had its problems, but Matilda loved it. Maybe it wasn’t so bad, after all.
      

      
   
      Lysistrata


      

      
      
         One morning, Rainbow Dash finally realized that her true destiny in life was to care for animals. Her cutie mark even told her so! And so, by a mystical intuition, she let herself be drawn to Fluttershy’s cottage, pulled as it were by the threads of fate.



Inside the cottage were fuzzies and featheries of every stripe. Ferrets and hedgehogs, toucans and flamingos, and even a giant sleeping bear. They were calm and contented, nuzzling one another and sharing their food.



It was a microcosm of paradise.



Rainbow’s entrance got the animals’ attention. They sensed that the pony with the butterfly butt had returned to them, and were at peace. A couple of mice and a baby bunny skittered toward the door, greeting Rainbow with affection and nuzzlings. She felt overjoyed. “How could I have lived my entire life without knowing this feeling?” she whispered. “I must have been crazy!”



As she was cuddling the mice and the baby bunny, she began to daydream about her foalhood. She had not liked to remember it before, but now it was coming back to her: dressing up and playing make-believe as a princess, getting into trouble wearing mommy’s makeup, and most of all, playing with dolls.



She remembered Princess Vespa and Prince Valium, her favorites, and how she used to put on long plays with them by herself, which always culminated in hours-long nuptials and a visit from the stork.



And as Rainbow looked at the tiny, precious animals who practically fit in her hooves, she got an idea.








One of the mice had managed to escape, but Rainbow still had two hooves. In one was the other mouse, struggling to escape the washcloth wedding gown that had been forced over her head; in the other was the baby bunny, wearing a spoon on its head to signify dress armor. The bunny had long since fallen asleep.



Rainbow Dash was lost in the moment. “I pronounce you Prince and Princess! Now... kiss.”



She pushed the uncomfortable mouse and the sleeping bunny toward each other. But as the crucial moment approached—CRASH!—a clangor from the kitchen startled her, briefly loosening her grip, and the encumbered mouse slipped quickly out of her dress and became a runaway bride.



From the kitchen, a squirrel peeked his head out. The mice gave him a thumbs-up, then scampered into their hole.



Rainbow gave a harrumph. “Okay, you guys, be that way! There are plenty of other little animals here who’ll play with me!” She picked herself up and floated around the room, scanning the animals’ faces. “Aren’t there?”



She spied a chicken clucking softly beside a ferret. “You two! You’re the new Princess Vespa and Prince Valiant!" she said. "Now kiss!” She tried to push their heads together, anticipating romantic bliss, but the quick little ferret bit her on the foreleg.



“Yowch! Hey, that’s not part of the play! There’s no biting allowed!” She grabbed the ferret up and stuffed him in a hanging cage. 



“Everyone, this is the time-out cage,” she announced to the room. “Anycritter who acts up, gets put in here for time-out! Got it?”



There was a brief silence, as the animals traded looks. Then...



The room erupted. Flamingos and frogs, seals and snakes joined in the mutiny, overturning furniture, raising racket, and defecating ad libitum.



Rainbow sank down to the floor, overwhelmed with desperation and shock.



After several minutes, the clamor was enough to wake the bear, whose mighty roar-like yawn startled and stunned everyone. The bear surveyed the room with an irritated look, and the rioting animals froze where they were, their frightened eyes glued to him.



Rainbow realized she needed the bear on her side.



“H-H-Harry, my man... H-how was your nap? Have any sticky honey dreams?”



Harry gave Rainbow a blank look, and she became desperate.



“Look, Harry, these animals—I don’t know what’s gotten into them! You’re a reasonable bear. But the others are raising cane sugar in here! Won't you help me calm them down?”



Harry surveyed the damaged room, sighed, and rolled his eyes. Then he gave a bellow. The animals stopped their destruction, rushed back to their places, and remained still.



Rainbow sighed with relief. “Thank you, Harry! I... thanks.” She looked into his eyes. "Just one more thing, Harry..." Her eyes grew wide with emotion.



“Would you put on this gown?”








Bound and tied in a cauldron without recourse, fearing for her life, Rainbow’s final words were braver than her feelings:



“I regret nothing!”
      

      
   
      Oceano Nox


      

      
      
         Far above, a seagull chirps. Her gaze slowly averts from the creamy sand and reaches for the heavens, where the silent battle of dusk sets the zenith ablaze; listless crimson knights, effete stalwarts of the agonising sun, fight a desperate and hopeless sally against the implacable and ruthless legions of the overweening night; patches of carmine, occasionally blotted out as cheeky, unconcerned clouds scud to their own secret fate, clot near the horizon, in a derisory and nugatory attempt to resist the deadly invasion of the ultramarine juggernaut that has already devoured most of the vault, leaving behind its maws scores of glistening henchmen to watch over its tenebrous bowels. 



A gentle rustle nudges her out of this breathtaking spectacle. A second later, she feels the cold, elusive touch of the water on her hoof, like the brief, delicate osculation of a protean lover. Instinctively, she shudders, then takes a step backwards; no matter how hard she tried, she could never get used to it: the maddening rolling of the waves; the pungent smell of iodine; the recreant, fawning sand, threatening to give way under her hooves; the ever-changing patterns of the shore, that shifting abomination born from the obscene copulation of earth and ocean, and reformed afresh every day. 



Thoughtfully she turns her gaze towards the horizon. The boundless salty pond that extends before her eyes is all but placid tonight, its face hardly crimped by scurrying, ephemeral wrinkles whose cusps glisten of red and purple as they nip off the last effulgence of the crepuscular rays. But she knows it is only a pretence, a shameless charade to lull and entice the naive; the behemoth is simply catching its breath, mustering its wanton violence, awaiting the next opportunity to unleash its fury, to vent its primeval wrath, to claim its share of innocent lives and precious booty.



Her abhorrence is engraved, ensconced in her innermost self, almost written in her genes.



Written in her genes. How could she? Dang it, how could she? How could she resolve to sell her soul to it, to leave family and friends behind for the sake of that monstrous and vile tract of oily liquid? She grits her teeth as the memory of this accursed day springs again in her mind: that winsome beam as she lopes back home; her soft, but unexpectedly unflinching voice as she boldly declaims to her family, transfixed by incredulity, that she has found her way and decided to become a cabin filly, bored as she is of those puny, hackneyed, mundane acres of land she was reared in; her frail shape thumping away along the road, vanishing in the distance, without hesitation, without doubt, without even looking back.



Far above, a seagull chirps. She focuses back, slowly becoming aware of the gentle marine breeze that amorously fondles her carefully preened mane, as a wavelet shyly licks her hoof once more. 



What did I do wrong? Why did I fail? 



As these words resound in her mind, it suddenly happens. Out of nowhere blows a brutal gust of wind, snuffing out the dying echoes of the lingering twilight; the darkened water stiffens, sniffs the peevish gale, then rushes away, deserts the strand, recedes precipitately toward the horizon, leaving behind uncountable miles of drenched mud covered in seaweed and helpless fish. 



But this is no rout, no panicked retreat. Because down in the depths, she feels it, the ocean is honing its pebbles, brooding its revenge. Out in the offing, the weak horizon collapses, engulfed in the vengeful wave the enraged enemy summoned: an ominous hurtling wall of prodigious height, that in a few moments will ransack the land in search of its quarry. 



In search of her. 



Already she can make out the distant rumble of the boulders as they roll and collide under the command of the titanic mass of liquid. Paralysed, she observes the approaching nemesis crowned in white scum. Or is it? No. Scum it is no more, but countless mouths howling in a shrill voice a single strident word that crashes into her ears, fills her brain, chokes her lungs, sucks her life out…



Guilt!



NOOOOO! she desperately shouts as the apocalypse whisks her away.



Far above, a seagull chirps. Sand hisses as a wavelet gambols. A sweet draught of fresh air sweeps over the lonely beach. In the sky, the waxing moon breathes a wan, chill nimbus, barely bright enough to light the three apples on her flank.
      

      
   
      The Clouds


      

      
      
         The brony awoke before dawn. He put his open-toed sandals on.



Stepping softly, he crept down the hall of his urban home, into the room where his baby sister slept. He tiptoed up to the edge of her crib. She was fast asleep.



The brony reached around into his messenger bag, and pulled out his beloved Pinkie Pie plushie. Giving it one last kiss, he set it down next to his sister.



“Pinkie’s yours, now, Claire... I’m sorry I won’t be around to watch you play with her.”



Turning from Claire’s crib, the brony exited the room to pay his kid brother a visit.



“Jeremy,” he whispered through the cracked door, but received no response. He reached back into his messenger bag and pulled out a short stack of papers.



This fanfiction I wrote will explain everything perfectly, the brony thought, in a way that even a grade-school kid like you can understand.



The brony left his fanfiction on his brother’s desk, and walked on down the hall.



At the end of the hall, he came to a door. He considered looking inside, but his courage failed him. There was simply no way to explain what he was about to do to his parents.



So he left a Post-It note on their door. It read:



Gone to Equestria

Won’t be back

I love you




With that, the brony returned downstairs. He looked around one last time; then, turning with a flourish, he opened the front door, never to return.








“This is it,” the brony said. “This is my portal to Equestria.”



He looked down from an empty highway bridge, down at the rushing waters of a river flowing over jagged rocks. A blue bus drove past.



"It's not very far..." The brony started shaking nervously. "Just... move... your little rump..." He lifted first one leg over the guardrail, then the other, until he was sitting unencumbered atop the rail, looking down.



"You can make it... if you try..." The rushing water harshly reflected the morning sun, and the brony was practically paralyzed with fear and vertigo.



"With a hop..." He was suddenly wracked with a wave of nausea.



"Skip..."



Tears leaked down his face. Taking one last forlorn look at the city he was leaving, the brony closed his eyes tightly, and shut everything out of his mind except a vision of the celestial city he was headed toward, for which he was leaving the earthly city.



"And jump!"








As planned, the brony landed in Equestria. And it was even more wonderful than he had imagined it.



The mane six were already at his landing pad, forming a welcome party to meet him. Pinkie Pie, of course, led the cheering.



"Whoopie! Another suicide from Earth has come to live with us!" she yelled. "SUICIDE PARTY!" Pinkie's party cannon punctuated her final outburst.



The brony was overwhelmed, and in shock. "Wow... you mean, it really worked? Killing myself really brought me to Equestria? Is this real life?"



Applejack trotted forward and offered the brony a large mug of apple cider. "It sure as shootin' is, sugarcube. Would I lie to you?"



The brony had to admit that she had a point there. "So, then, does... does everyone who dies come here?"



"Every day, many humans from Earth die," Twilight Sparkle explained. "But only a small fraction of them actually come to Equestria when they do. The trick is to believe with all your heart that it will happen. If you do that while you're dying, you're guaranteed to land safely, either here in Ponyville or in another major city."



"Only the super-smart ones realize they can just kill themselves and cut out the waiting," Rainbow Dash chimed in. "After all, why wait for something to happen, when you can make it happen?"



Fluttershy managed a whisper. "Mister Brony, would it be all right with you, if, um... if I asked you for belly rubs?"



Rarity was blushing intensely, evidently remaining silent to hide her intense physical arousal.



The brony was overcome with ecstatic joy, and broke out into a monologue:



"Suicide is the best thing that has ever happened to me! If only the other bronies on Earth knew what was waiting for them here, they'd all kill themselves within a week!" He smiled broadly, but quickly became more sober. "If only there was some way to get this message out to them..."



Twilight Sparkle grinned. "Oh, I think I know a way..."



Then—she winked at you, dear reader.








      

      
   
      The Wasps


      

      
      
         As Brightbug sat in his usual spot on his living room dungpile, it occurred to him that he was not particularly satisfied with life.



Residing in a cave with nothing but pale artificial lighting was not the problem, nor was sharing the tight space with seven other changelings. In fact, splitting utility costs for the Lovenet meant more for everyone to eat. Besides, there was considerable social stigma attached to living alone.



But Brightbug still felt dissatisfied. It was hard for him to find the words to express his own ideas to himself, but it was almost as if... as if the Lovenet wasn’t enough.



But that was ridiculous, wasn’t it? For years, almost since his spawning, Brightbug had gotten his love exclusively from Fangbook, Flitter, and Gootube, and it had kept him alive and bug-eyed until now, so... 



...What was the problem?



Brightbug turned to his best friend, Slugbug, who was lying beside him on the dungpile, chittering away on the Lovenet. Brightbug didn’t want to interrupt, but he felt this problem was urgent, and Slugbug was... well, he was right there.



“Hey, Slugbug...” Brightbug nudged his friend, snapping him out of his reverie. “How’s the love today?”



Slugbug yawned and rolled over onto his other side to face Brightbug. “It’s pretty good, dude. Two hundred and seventy-three likes on a post I made explaining why the Hivemind isn’t brainwashing. Thinking of making a video, so the ponies can see it.”



“Cool, cool...” Brightbug coughed. “So, um... I was just wondering. Do you, like... are you satisfied with the Lovenet?” His voice fell. “Because I was just thinking, maybe, you know just for me personally, I think I’d like to try and, you know, get love from other places. Real places,” he said. “Just, you know, for a change.”



Slugbug frowned. “I don’t understand,” he said. He opened his mouth to continue, but at that moment, the cave trapdoor swung open, and Brightbug’s six other roommates swarmed in, chattering and seating themselves around the dungpile.



Brightbug tried to slip away, but Slugbug stopped him. “Hey, you can’t go anywhere! We’ve got to talk about this,” he said, grabbing his friend and pulling him back down onto the dungpile. “Listen, everybug,” he called out, “I think Brightbug might be losing his Hivemind.”



The swarm's eyes snapped toward Brightbug, and he went on the defensive. “No, I'm not! I was just,” he glared at Slugbug, “just telling Slugbug here that I was thinking about—just daydreaming, really—you know, trying to get love from someplace other than the Lovenet.”



The silence was thicker than bug juice. “What nonsense,” muttered Humbug, the eldest of the swarm. “When I was your age, we didn’t have the Lovenet, and we had to do exactly that. And many of us died. Foraging for love is regressive; if everybug did it, the Hive would die out.”



The swarm nodded approval, and released their agreement pheromones. The thick, intoxicating mist swirled around the room. It made Brightbug’s mind fuzzy, and spread a feeling of unnatural calm throughout his body. He questioned his own thinking, slipped between submission and resistance, and in a flashing moment of delirium, saw a vision of his soul reflected in a cracked mirror.



Pillbug, a pharmacist, looked concerned. Buzzing over, she looked into Brightbug’s eyes and felt his spine. She spoke calmly and directly to him.



“Brightbug, do you trust me?”



Brightbug did trust her, of course. So he nodded.



“Brightbug, your thinking is not good right now. You have a sickness in your mind,” Pillbug said, enunciating each word clearly and slowly. She pulled a small flask of clear liquid out of her pocket. “This drink is called Essence of Lethe. It will help you think better,” she said. “I want you to drink it for me, okay?”



She handed Brightbug the flask.



“Will you drink it for me?”



Brightbug's mind was a fog. He couldn't remember why all this had started, and he couldn't focus on anything except the changeling in front of him and the smell of the pheromones. He only knew that he had a very deep sickness in his mind, a sickness unto death, and that the drink his friend was handing him was his only hope.



So he drank the flask.







And after a night of sleep and recovery, Brightbug was back to his bug-eyed self, chittering cheerfully away on the Lovenet while lying on the dungpile, and feeling extremely thankful for the help and guidance of his friends.
      

      
   
      Spoon Bait II (Part Two): the De-Spoon-ening


      

      
      
         The stallion looked up at the captive heroes, smiling maliciously.



“Who are you?!” Silver Spoon demanded.



“I certainly can’t give you my real name,” he said casually. “But you, dear filly, may call me... Plasticus!”



A silence fell as the heroes exchanged glances.



“‘Plasticus’?” Silver Spoon asked.



“‘Plasticmane’ was already taken,” Plasticus said in annoyance.



“It doesn’t matter what your name is,” Crystal Crown said. “We’ll stop your evil scheme, no matter what.”



Plasticus simply gave her an amused smile. “Let me demonstrate how wrong you are.” He walked over to a covered table and removed the tarp. Underneath the cloth were Crystal Crown’s crownarangs, Gilded Spoon’s Thunder Spoon, Radiance’s jewels, Mistress Mare-velous’s lasso in its own box as well as her horseshoes, Zapp’s necklace, and a particularly sinister-looking ray gun. Plasticus picked up the ray gun and attached it to his hoof. “Watch closely.”



He pointed the ray at the Thunder Spoon and fired.



“No!” Silver Spoon cried.



Before their eyes, the shining metal of the spoon turned to wood.



“Nooooo!” Silver Spoon screamed. “Who would ever want a wooden spoon?!”



The light of the ray gun faded as he slipped it off his hoof.



“The only flaw is how long it takes to charge,” he said dismissively. “But this is only the small one.” He clapped his hooves and a henchpony pressed a button. A nearby wall raised and revealed a giant ray gun aimed at the city below. “Soon, all of the metal in Maretropolis will become wood! Skyscrapers will crumble, the city will be defenseless, and innerspring mattresses will become very uncomfortable.”



“Why would you do this?” the Masked Matter-horn demanded.



“Once there is no metal in Maretropolis, ponies will have to turn to plastic for their needs, and they will only be able to buy it from my company!” Plasticus let out an evil laugh.



“You mean this is all a get-rich-quick scheme?”



“Actually, it’s a get-rich-intelligently scheme.” Plasticus pulled down a conveniently-located chart. “You see, I’ve already cornered the market in common-use and industrial plastics, and I intend to reinvest the money in research-and-development as well as publics-relations. I want my company to eco-conscious and family-friendly. Once public opinion has improved—”



“Ugh!” Silver Spoon groaned. “This is the boring-est evil scheme ever!”



“Well, excuse me for long-term goals,” Plasticus said indignantly. He stuck his nose in the air as he walked towards the control room. “I do hope you enjoy the view. It should give you the perfect vantage point to watch your precious city being destroyed. Perhaps I’ll set my sights on Got-Them City next…”



“You wouldn’t dare!” Crystal Crown growled.



Plasticus casually continued walking and disappeared behind the barrier when a henchpony pressed the button again.



“There’s no time to lose, everypony,” Masked Matter-horn said. “We need to stop Plasticus and save Maretropolis.” She fired a freeze-ray at the bars, and to her shock, saw that it had no effect. She tried a heat-ray next, and it was simply absorbed by the thermoplastic. Her continued attempts yielded similar results.



“Cease thine efforts, Matter-horn,” Zapp said slowly. “’Tis noble but fruitless.”



“We can’t just give up,” Masked Matter-horn replied. “There has to be some way out of here.”



Zoom-zoom-zoom-zoom-zoom-zoom!



“Nope!” Fili-Second reported after her sprint around the walls and ceilings of their cage. “No way out.”



“We ain’t getting outta here that easily,” Mistress Mare-velous said. “Not with mosta our powers outta commission.”



“C’mon, Power Ponies,” Hum Drum said, trying to muster up some confidence. “You girls can do anything, can’t you?” None of the Power Ponies could bring themselves to answer.



Silver Spoon looked to Crystal Crown. “Do you have any ideas?”



Crystal Crown looked like she was trying to burn a hole through the floor with how hard she was starting at it. “I don’t know,” she said slowly, “but we’re running out of time.”



Silver Spoon looked out the window and saw the ray building its charge. At glance over at the Power Ponies wasn’t any more promising. She turned to look back at the table. Everything they needed was right there. She felt just the Thunder Spoon: stripped of her power and completely useless. She closed her eyes and got down on the floor, desperate plans rattling in her ears and brain.



Is this the end for our heroes? Will evil win the day? Tune in for the exciting conclusion in the next thrilling installment!
      

      
   
      Trust


      

      
      
         A sharp neigh, a flash of wheels.



Lyra dashed back across the busy Canterlot street, dodging around stalled carts and hooves.



“Bright Eyes!”



“Momma! I wan momma!” Bright Eyes bawled, inches away from a massive wheel.



Lyra’s heart crawled up in her throat. She made a mad dash across the remaining lane to catch the little filly in tight hug.



“Bright Eyes!” Amber, a tall, elegant earth pony with golden eyes, the same as Lyra’s and Bright Eyes’, scrambled out into the street. 



“Momma!”



She caught them both in a hug, and hauled them back to the curb.



Lyra sat a tail’s length away, lip caught between her teeth as Amber cooed and nuzzled her daughter.



When Bright Eyes settled, her eyes still streaming tears, Amber turned a glower on Lyra. “You’re older than her, Lyra. You have to be more responsible. You can’t let her follow you through the streets. Bright Eyes can’t see as well as you can.”



“I’m sorry! I didn’t know she was following me!” Lyra started crying. A flash of wheels, a piercing cry… She saw Bright Eyes laying still, her brilliant, happy eyes darkening.



No!



“I-is she okay?” Lyra said through a sob.



“She’s fine. Scared.” Amber’s eyes softened and she held out a foreleg. “It’s as much my fault.”



Lyra threw herself into Amber’s hold and sobbed against her neck. “I’m s-so sorry! I promise I’ll take care of her!”



“I know you are.” Amber kissed Lyra’s forehead and pulled her in tighter. “And I know you will. Come on, grab hold of my mane. I think we’ve had enough adventure for today.”







It was a long time before Lyra let Amber’s mane fall. “Why can’t I live with you all the time? I could be your daughter.”



“I wish you were my daughter, too.” Amber flinched.



“Why can’t I?” She smiled, her heart bouncing.



It faded when Amber shook her head. “Your parents love you very much. I couldn’t take away their daughter.”



“They’re never around anyway.” Lyra kicked a rock into a sewer grate. “Not like they’d care.”



“They do care.” Amber stopped her. “Listen to me, Lyra. Because they love you so much, they need to be away. They’re soldiers, Lyra. Do you know what that means?”



“They go away for a really long time and leave me alone.”



“They’re making sure that you are safe. Do you think they would leave you with me if they didn’t love you?”



Lyra clutched Amber’s leg tighter. “But why can’t I go with them? If they love me so much, why—”



“Shh. Lyra.” Amber pulled Lyra close. “How scared were you when Bright Eyes was almost hit by that cart?”



“Scared.” A flash of wheels, a sharp cry… She shuddered. “But I’m a big pony! I can take care of myself!”



“What if you were in danger, and the only way to save you was to put themselves in front of that danger?”



A Timberwolf bearing down on her, all wood and dark magic bound with anger. Her parents crying over her. Her parents dying for her

. 

“No!” Lyra thrashed.



“Shh… It’s not going to happen.” Amber’s nuzzled her mane. Slow, gentle. Strong.



“Y-you d-don’t know!” Lyra struggled, weaker, to get away. And go where?



“I do. Because they’re the best Equestria has. And you’re safe. That gives them strength.”



“But what about me? I’m strong! I can—” A flash of wheels, a piercing cry…



“You are, but you still have some growing up to do.”



“Why Lyly cry?” Bright Eyes opened her eyes. “Lyly need momma?”



“‘m not crying.” Mom and dad never cried.



Amber stood, still cradling Bright Eyes, and set off again. “She’s trying to be brave.”



“I’m not trying!”



“Bwave.” Bright Eyes's mismatched, wandering eyes followed Lyra. “I bwave, too!”



“Yes, you are.” Amber spoke to Bright Eyes, looking at Lyra. “A little too much for your own good.”







The flower shop was just around the corner when she bumped up against Amber’s foreleg. “I should have made sure she wasn’t following me.”



“I know you were excited to see the Royal Guards’ March.”



“C-can she ride on my back? I promise I’ll take good care of her.”



“No more running across roads willy-nilly, okay?”



“I promise.”



“Okay. I’m trusting you.”



Bright Eyes’ clasped her forelegs tightly around Lyra’s neck. “Wuv you, Lyly.”








Lyra yawned, memory fading, and nuzzled a sleeping Bright Eyes.



"I love you, too."



Above the couch in her home, Amber’s picture smiled.
      

      
   
      Ecclesiazusae


      

      
      
         The small room was lit mostly by the midday sun shining through the windows, but there was a small lamp that hung above the circle of chairs, like in those police procedurals where the officer shines a light in the suspect’s eyes. At least, that’s how it felt to Trixie as she waited for her turn in the stupid exercise which she had been mandated by a court of law to attend. They always asked the same question, and she always had the same answer. 



“Would you like to speak next, Silver Streak?” said the old stallion with droopy eyes and an even droopier expression. He gestured to the pony a few seats away from Trixie. 



Silver Streak nodded slowly. He took a long inhale, then let it out in a sigh. “Yeah, I’ll go. I…” he closed his eyes, his face tightening. “I done some bad things in my time, but I ain’t never regretted nothing until… until…”



He hung his head, weeping suddenly. His wails filled the room. The pony next to him patted him awkwardly on the shoulder as he continued to cry like a newborn foal. 



“Crying is a good sign,” said the droopy stallion in a tone that suggested crying was the last thing he wanted to hear. “It means you feel regret, and regret is exactly what we’re looking for here.” 



Silver Streak shook his head, wiping the tears from his eyes, though they continued to flow. “I swear I never seen ‘er there. I swear I never woulda done that if I’d known… if I’d known that she… I’m so sorry, lady. I ain’t mean to hurt you or your baby. I’m so so sorry…”



The pony next to him kept patting on his shoulder as he turned to his other side and wept on a second pony’s shoulder. 



Trixie rolled her eyes. 



“Good, good,” said the droopy stallion with a bored voice. “Stargleam?”



The mare next to Trixie nodded. “I regret a lot of things, doc, but the thing I regret the most is the storm. I knew…” she sighed, “I knew I couldn’t handle it. I knew I should have told my boss as much, but it was close to performance review time, and I knew if I impressed him I’d get that raise I always wanted.” A single tear rolled down her cheek. “All those ponies… all for a stupid storm. I should have told him. I should have told him…”



The droopy stallion nodded. Next he turned to Trixie. His eyebrows rose.



“Trixie, do you have anything you’d like to talk about?”



Trixie shrugged. “No. I’m good.” 



The stallion sighed. “Are you sure you don’t have any regrets? Anything you’d like to share?” 



“Why should I?” Trixie chuckled quietly. “I’m fuckin' Trixie. I regret nothing.” 



“You say that every time, Trixie,” said the stallion with a heavy sigh. “Frankly, I think you’re hiding some insecurity. After all, it’s not possible to have no regrets. Trixie, I have something I’d like you to try.” He produced a small orb from an inner pocket on his jacket. “This orb can tell me if you’re being truthful or not.” He tossed the orb to Trixie, and she caught it with her magic. 



“Sure,” said Trixie nonchalantly, “whatever.” She held the orb up, and then spoke to it, saying, “I have no regrets. I’m the best there’s ever been.” 



The orb was silent for a long time. It floated there motionless. Then, after an uncomfortable silence, it finally spoke. “Huh… she’s telling the truth.” 



The room was even more uncomfortable after the orb had spoken than before, but Trixie just shrugged. “I told you. Can I go now?”



The droopy stallion gave a droopy sigh. “Dammit… here,” he said, pulling some papers off his desk and shoving them in Trixie’s face. “Sign these and then you can go.” 



Snatching the papers out of the air, Trixie’s horn lit up and she signed her name in magic, with a cute little star where the i’s were. Smirking, she handed the papers back and tossed the orb in the air, bouncing it on her shoulder. Reaching the door, she threw it open and trotted jauntily out of the room, into the hallway.



As she left, the sound of her singing to herself could be heard echoing down the halls: 



“You better believe, I got tricks up my sleeve…” 
      

      
   
      Spoon Bait II: the Spoon-ening


      

      
      
         Silver Spoon rushed her package up to her room, once more cursing how long it took the comic book store to actually enchant them. She had to wait weeks, if not months after the public release before her enchanted copy arrived. But now her patience had been rewarded. She unwrapped her package with all of the daintiness of an angry chimera, and opened her comic book.








Silver Spoon looked around in confusion. She was definitely the Gilded Spoon, but this wasn’t the Crystal Cove. In fact, this didn’t even look like Got-Them City. Her eyes fell on the Crystal Crown.



“Oh, Spoony,” she said as Silver Spoon ran over. “How’re you enjoying Maretropolis?”



“‘Maretropolis’?” Silver Spoon took another look around as her eyes widened. This was the special crossover-edition: The Dynamic Duo Meets the Power Ponies! Silver Spoon started shaking with giddiness.



Crystal Crown smiled to her. “I see you’re excited, but remember: we’re here on business.” 



“R-right!” Silver Spoon said quickly. “Business.”



Crystal Crown nodded slowly and lowered her voice. “The Power Ponies have summoned us here to help them nab a dangerous villain, one unlike any we’ve faced before.”



“That’s right,” a new voice said.



Silver Spoon turned and gasped at what she saw. “Th-th-th-the Power Ponies!” Before her was Maretropolis’s greatest heroes!



…And Hum Drum.



“Right again,” the Masked Matter-horn said as she stepped closer. “We’re hoping you two can put those detective skills to good use here in Maretropolis.”



Silver Spoon let out a giggle that was about as well composed as the Crusader’s talent show performance. She quickly cleared her throat and forced an awkward smile. “It-it’s an honor to be here,” she said sheepishly.



“We’ll help you in any way we can,” Crystal Crown said.








The Power Ponies and the Dynamic Duo sat around a conference table, safe from any unwelcome eavesdroppers. Masked Matter-horn cleared her throat.



“Here’s what we know,” she said slowly. “An anonymous threat’s been made to the city of Maretropolis, but we haven’t been able to find any trace of what it could be.”



“All the supervillains are still locked up,” Mistress Mare-velous said.



“I’ve looked everywhere for explosives!” Fili-Second added.



“And the local doomsday-device shop has been closed for renovations,” Radiance finished.



“We’re fresh outta leads,” Hum Drum said with a shrug.



Crystal Crown narrowed her eyes in thought. “Are you sure you’ve checked everywhere?”



Fili-Second took a moment of consideration. Her chair spun on its swivel as she zipped away from the table.



“Truly we are dealing with a notorious mastermind bent on the destruction of all that we hold dear!” Zapp said dramatically.



Saddle Rager peeked out at the Dynamic Duo from behind her mane. “We could really use your help.”



A blur entered the room and crashed into Fili-Second’s seat. “Whew!” she said, wiping her forehead. “Yep, everywhere.”



Silver Spoon looked around at the thoughtful expressions around the table. “What if the threat came from outside the city?”



“Yes,” Crystal Crown agreed, “my thoughts exactly. If the threat was anonymous, and all of your supervillains are in prison, then this must be a new enemy who’s trying to keep their identity secret.” She nodded to herself. “It’d make sense for them to carry out their plan from outside the city.”



“Now that you mention it,” Hum Drum said casually, “I did notice some strange lights at the top of Mount Evil-Secret-Base just north of here.”



Hum Drum suddenly found himself surrounded by eight glaring ponies.



“What?” he asked. “I thought they were having a party.”



“Hum Drum!” they all groaned.








At the summit of Mount Evil-Secret-Base, the heroes discovered an evil secret base secretly being the evil base of secret evil!



Secretly.



“Alright, everypony,” the Masked Matter-horn whispered, “move in carefully, and try to spot any alarm-triggers.”



A siren blared out as red lights started flashing.



“…Found one,” Hum Drum said sheepishly.








The heroes found themselves in thermoplastic cages dangling over vats of bubbling acid, one cage for the Power Ponies, and one for the Dynamic Duo.



“So nice of you to join me,” a suave voice said from the shadows.



“Who are you?!” Silver Spoon cried. Even as the Gilded Spoon, she couldn’t keep the fear from choking her voice.



A stallion with a slicked back mane and cruel smile stepped into view.



Who is this mysterious new threat? What will become of our heroes? Is there any hope for Maretropolis? Tune in for the next installment!
      

      
   
      Pomp and Circumstance


      

      
      
         It would be the first Grand Galloping Gala ever held by Her Royal Highness Twilight Sparkle, Most Faithful Student to Princess Celestia, Element of Magic, Envoy of the Rainbow of Harmony, and Princess of Friendship. It would also be the first Grand Galloping Gala that all four Princesses--Her Royal Highness Princess Celestia, Prime Diarch of Equestria, Herald of the Sun, Beacon of Light, and Winner of the 113th Annual Cake-Eating Contest; Her Royal Highness Princess Luna, Mistress of the Batponies, Mare of the Moon, Guardian of Dreams, and Doubler of Fun; Her Royal Highness Princess Cadence, Empress of the Crystal Ponies, Banisher of Changlings, Dispenser of Love and Beauty, and Foalsitter Extraordinaire; and of course, Her Royal Highness Twilight Sparkle, Most Faithful Student to Princess Celestia, Element of Magic, Envoy of the Rainbow of Harmony, and Princess of Friendship--would be in attendance.



Everything needed to be perfect. Even today, Her Royal Highness Twilight Sparkle, Most Faithful Student to Princess Celestia, Element of Magic, Envoy of the Rainbow of Harmony, and Princess of Friendship had a reputation of stressing out over the details, and this was no exception. Her Royal Highness Twilight Sparkle, Most Faithful Student to Princess Celestia, Element of Magic, Envoy of the Rainbow of Harmony, and Princess of Friendship still saw herself as the student of Her Royal Highness Princess Celestia, Prime Diarch of Equestria, Herald of the Sun, Beacon of Light, and Winner of the 113th Annual Cake-Eating Contest and still wished to impress Her Royal Highness Princess Celestia, Prime Diarch of Equestria, Herald of the Sun, Beacon of Light, and Winner of the 113th Annual Cake-Eating Contest. Thankfully, Her Royal Highness Princess Luna, Mistress of the Batponies, Mare of the Moon, Guardian of Dreams, and Doubler of Fun as well as Her Royal Highness Princess Cadence, Empress of the Crystal Ponies, Banisher of Changlings, Dispenser of Love and Beauty, and Foalsitter Extraordinaire were more than willing to help Her Royal Highness Twilight Sparkle, Most Faithful Student to Princess Celestia, Element of Magic, Envoy of the Rainbow of Harmony, and Princess of Friendship, and everything was proceeding smoothly.



The castle of Her Royal Highness Twilight Sparkle, Most Faithful Student to Princess Celestia, Element of Magic, Envoy of the Rainbow of Harmony, and Princess of Friendship was filled to capacity with ponies from all over Equestria. Even Discord, Lord of Chaos, Master of Mischief, Unofficial Official Magical Guardian of Equestria, and Pretty Good at Checkers was in attendance. The festivities seemed to be great fun, but Her Royal Highness Twilight Sparkle, Most Faithful Student to Princess Celestia, Element of Magic, Envoy of the Rainbow of Harmony, and Princess of Friendship understood the importance of being a composed ruler, just like Her Royal Highness Princess Celestia, Prime Diarch of Equestria, Herald of the Sun, Beacon of Light, and Winner of the 113th Annual Cake-Eating Contest did, so Her Royal Highness Twilight Sparkle, Most Faithful Student to Princess Celestia, Element of Magic, Envoy of the Rainbow of Harmony, and Princess of Friendship smiled and greeted the guests.



Naturally, the friends of Her Royal Highness Twilight Sparkle, Most Faithful Student to Princess Celestia, Element of Magic, Envoy of the Rainbow of Harmony, and Princess of Friendship helped ease the burden by being there. Truly, Her Royal Highness Twilight Sparkle, Most Faithful Student to Princess Celestia, Element of Magic, Envoy of the Rainbow of Harmony, and Princess of Friendship considered them the greatest treasure Equestria had to offer.



The Grand Galloping Gala continued into the evening, long after Her Royal Highness Princess Luna, Mistress of the Batponies, Mare of the Moon, Guardian of Dreams, and Doubler of Fun had raised the moon high into the sky. Unfortunately, it was a long ride back to the Crystal Empire, even on the Crystal Bullet Train, so Her Royal Highness Princess Cadence, Empress of the Crystal Ponies, Banisher of Changlings, Dispenser of Love and Beauty, and Foalsitter Extraordinaire had to leave early. Her Royal Highness Twilight Sparkle, Most Faithful Student to Princess Celestia, Element of Magic, Envoy of the Rainbow of Harmony, and Princess of Friendship and Her Royal Highness Princess Cadence, Empress of the Crystal Ponies, Banisher of Changlings, Dispenser of Love and Beauty, and Foalsitter Extraordinaire shared a fond farewell.



The first Grand Galloping Gala of Her Royal Highness Twilight Sparkle, Most Faithful Student to Princess Celestia, Element of Magic, Envoy of the Rainbow of Harmony, and Princess of Friendship had been a rousing success.



Time for a well-earned rest.
      

      
   
      Aluminum Dragon


      

      
      
         Cobalt yawned and stretched out his large wings. Even in a cave as spacious as this, his wings scratched against the outer walls. He ran his claws through the horde beneath his belly, savoring the sensation of metal against his deep-blue scales. With an arch of his back, his head brushed against the ceiling, his spines cutting scars deep into the cavern roof.



It had been a good nap.



The lustrous mountain of his horde warped beneath his shifting weight as he crawled down. Cobalt attributed this more to his size than the strength of the metal. His immense bulk was a source of great pride for him. Even by dragon standards, he was massive. A smile tugged at lips whenever he thought about what it meant to be so large. He was among the greediest of dragons, with a horde to suit such a gluttonous creature.



He needed to be large, after all, to protect such a valuable treasure trove.



Cobalt crawled across the floor to a nearby pile of gems that, while puny compared to the pile of metal he’d just descended, would make most other dragons’ jaws drop in envy. Cobalt, however, placed little stock in this mound of gems. He reached into the pile and pulled out a clawful of gems before stuffing them into his massive maw. How many gems had he consumed over his lifetime? Thousands, perhaps even millions.



Only fools and ponies thought of gems as “valuable” or “precious”. It was only the dragons with some degree of sense that realized metals were the only material of worth. Among these wiser dragons, hoarders of gold and silver were not uncommon. Occasionally, one might encounter a dragon ambitious enough to try collecting platinum for their horde.



Cobalt, however, troubled himself only with the most precious of all metals: aluminum. His fixation with the metal earned him enough notoriety to be called “Cobalt, the Aluminum Dragon” by his contemporaries. He chuckled out a column of smoke as he thought about this, and reached for more gems.



Cobalt took a moment to look around his home, kept lit by the ever-present magma flow on the other side of the cavern. It was difficult to gauge time here, but by his estimates, it’d been about six-hundred years since he’d last seen sunlight, and he wouldn’t have it any other way. This cavern offered everything he needed. There was fresh magma to drink or bathe in, and it kept his cave warm without being so hot as to melt his precious aluminum. There was plenty of space for his horde, food, and himself, with enough room to continue growing, if he should happen to collect more metal. Above all, though, he successfully made it private. For centuries, he had to put up with ponies and other dragons who were after his aluminum, or even worse, diamond dogs too stupid to see the worth of his horde trying to steal his food.



It had become less of a problem in recent centuries, though. Cobalt figured that the ponies and dragons had wised up and knew not to challenge him for his aluminum, no matter how valuable. Besides an occasional diamond dog, he was able to enjoy his solitude in peace.



Cobalt crunched down on another mouthful of gems and swallowed. He decided he’d eaten enough to suit his stomach and looked at his sparkling pile of gems. At his current rate of consumption, he determined that it would last him perhaps another two-hundred years—three-hundred, if he ate conservatively. At that point, he would need to venture out of his cave to collect more food. As much as the thought of leaving his precious horde unguarded sickened him, he took comfort in the fact that it’d be an opportunity to find more aluminum to add to his pile of riches.



Cobalt crawled over to his horde and carefully climbed to the top. The aluminum groaned beneath him as he settled into a comfortable position. He closed his eyes and snorted out a column of smoke, getting ready to resume his nap. He slowly smiled as he entertained the thought of returning to the surface someday. It’d be interesting to see how much more valuable aluminum—already the most precious metal of them all—had become in his absence.
      

      
   
      Dull Light


      

      
      
         Twilight scampered through her basement laboratory with giddy excitement. All around her, flasks and bottles bubbled with concoctions of various colors. A quill mindlessly scribbled on a clipboard levitating next to her as she peered at her work.



Twilight stopped at a series of potted plants kept inside a glass cabinet. One could never be too careful with poison joke, after all, but she needed to keep a supply readily available.



Twilight marveled at the strange plants. Her eyes passed over the classic blue strains to the more exotic teal and purple varieties. Each pony responded to poison joke differently, but different types of poison joke also had their own unique effects. Zecora described it to her as each type having their own sense of humor.



If she could find a way to isolate and replicate these unique effects, poison joke could serve as the basis for entirely new fields of medicine. The way blue poison joke effected Rarity could be the key to curing baldness! And that was just the beginning. Once Twilight had managed to convince her friends to part with a few hairs in the name of science, she had everything she needed to begin her experiments.



Twilight turned to examine the progress of one of her potions. It was a distillation of aqua poison joke, a strain that would turn the normally hard-working Applejack so lazy she couldn’t even be bothered to wake up from a nap. If she could reproduce that, she could potentially invent a new type of anesthetic, or at least some sort of sleep aid. She levitated the flask closer and squinted at it, as if that might help unravel its secrets.



There was a crash upstairs, followed by a splash in the basement.








“Owie.”



Derpy rubbed her muzzle as she pushed open the door.



“Miss Twilight?” she called, her eyes drifting all over the library. “Are you here?” An odd noise from the open door across the room drew her over. “Miss Twilight?”



“Yoo-hoo!”



Derpy blinked in surprise but took it as an invitation to go into the basement. She shrugged off her mailbag before gliding downstairs and saw Twilight sitting in the middle of the floor among some broken glass. Twilight was dripping wet but simply watched quietly as she flew closer.



With one of her eyes, at least.



Her other eye slowly drifted around the room until Derpy landed in front of her.



“Hiya, Derpy!” Twilight chirped, her eyes jumping to the ceiling and floor. “What’re you doing here?”



“I was gonna give you some mail,” Derpy said, “but then I got an owie from your door.”



“Aww, poor Derpy,” Twilight spread her forelimbs wide and pulled Derpy into a hug. “It’s okay. Doors give me owies, too.”



Derpy pulled back and tried to look Twilight in the eye, a task she had enough difficulty with under normal circumstances.



“Twilight,” Derpy said with a tilt of her head, “are you okay?”



“Yep!” Twilight smiled as her eyes crossed. “I was just down here doing… something…” Twilight looked around curiously and kicked aside some broken glass as she walked to her work station. “Oh, yeah—look at all the pretty potions I made!”



Derpy watched as Twilight awkwardly walked down the length of the table, as if the floor was shifting beneath her.



Twilight giggled as she caught her distorted reflection in a beaker. “I look funny.”



“What are these?” Derpy asked as she stepped up to her.



Twilight shrugged to the ceiling. “I made them with that stuff.”



Derpy followed her hoof to the cabinet full of poison joke.



“They like to make jokes,” Twilight continued. “They made me all dizzy and clumsy, and they made my eyes go all wonky, like you!”



Derpy turned to look at her. “Like… me?”



“Just like you!” Twilight giggled and threw her forelimbs around Derpy.



Derpy narrowed her eyes. “I don’t think it’s very funny.”



“Aww.” Twilight’s ears fell as she pouted.



Derpy’s right eye noticed a bucket in its own glass cabinet next to the poison joke and walked over to it.



“‘In case of emergency’,” Derpy read aloud. She opened the cabinet and was overcome by a powerful herbal scent. “Twilight?”



Twilight smiled. “Yes, Derpy?”



Derpy dumped the bucket on her head.



“Huh? What?” Twilight quickly shook herself and managed a smile. “Oh, hello, Derpy. What are you doing here?”



Derpy let the bucket fall from her hooves with a sigh. “Just delivering some mail.”
      

      
   
      Apatite


      

      
      
         Spike opened the palace door to see an unfamiliar mare waiting outside.



“Oh, hi,” Spike said. “You’re Maud, right?”



Maud Pie gave him a nod.



“Twilight said you’d be stopping by,” Spike continued as he took a step aside. “Pinkie Pie told us you’re here to research something?”



“Mmhmm.” Maud slowly entered the palace and let her eyes wander.



“You study rocks and stuff, right?” Spike closed the door behind her. “Did you want to look at the castle?”



Maud took a moment to consider her answer.



“No,” she finally said, “but maybe someday.”



“Oh,” Spike said, his eyes narrowing in confusion. “Then, why are you here?”



Maud looked him over, as if searching for something.



“I’m here to study you.”








Spike and Maud sat in the middle of Spike’s room, and had been sitting there in silence for quite some time. Spike shuffled restlessly, but Maud remained absolutely still besides occasionally blinking.



“So…” Spike finally said, “Twilight told me to help you however I could. I’m her number-one assistant, you know.” Spike gave a proud grin that faltered slightly when she didn’t react. He cleared his throat into his claw before continuing. “Why do you want to study me?”



Maud turned to her saddlebags and pulled out a notebook and pencil. “Ponies don’t know very much about dragons.” She stared at him for a moment. “But we do know what they eat.”



“Well,” he said slowly, “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”



Maud carefully thought over her first question. “Do you like eating gems?”



“Oh, yeah,” Spike said with a smile. “Gems are great.”



“Why?”



“Uh…” Spike said eloquently. “Well, uh—they taste good. I guess?”



“Hmm.” Maud took her pencil in her mouth and scribbled into her notebook. She set them down again before continuing. “Do gems ever taste bad?”



“Nah,” Spike said, waving her off. “I’ve never met a gem I didn’t like.”



More scribbling. Far more scribbling than seemed to reflect what Spike was saying. “Do you have any favorites?”



“Sure!” Spike got up and ran over to a small chest across the room. “I keep some of my favorites in here, for special occasions.” He brought the chest back and opened it up. His eyes widened and sparkled as he looked at his little horde. He pulled out a pale blue gem and held it up for Maud to see.



“That’s tourmaline,” Maud said. “It comes in a lot of colors. Are the blue ones your favorites?”



“Uh, I guess so.” Spike stared at her in confusion as she continued scribbling in her notebook. She seemed even more single-minded than Twilight. “Are you sure this is helping?”



“Mmhmm.” Maud returned her attention to Spike. “What else?”



“Well…” Spike rummaged through his chest, unsure what he should be looking for. He liked all of them, after all. “There’s this one.” He pulled out a small, clear gem.



Maud’s eyes widened slightly. “That’s corundum.”



Spike stared at her blankly. “Co-run-dum?”



Maud nodded. “Rubies and sapphires are different types of corundum.”



“Really?” Spike looked at the little gem in his claw with a smile. “Cool.”



Maud resumed scribbling in her notes as Spike looked for another gem.



“Oh, here’s one.” Spike pulled out a green stone covered in red flecks, licking his lips as he stared at it.



“That’s heliotrope.” Maud began scribbling again.



“That’s a cool name,” Spike said absently.



Maud nodded and put down her pencil. “It’s also called ‘bloodstone’.”



Spike blanched. “‘B-bloodstone’?” He looked at the stone in his claw, suddenly feeling very uncomfortable.



Maud tilted her head at him slightly before reaching into her saddlebags. She pulled out a brilliant green gem and held it out to him. “Here.”



Spike blinked at her in confusion.



“If you’re stomach hurts, hold this,” Maud said. “You’ll feel better.”



“Really?” Spike took the gem and held it to his chest. Slowly, he started to smile. “Thanks, Maud. I feel much better.”



Maud gave him a nod and the softest of smiles. “Just don’t lose it.”








Maud looked over the notes from their first interview:



Dragons have a concept of flavor for gems.



Dragons do not seem to find any particular gem repulsive.



Gems do not possess a quality of freshness.



Gems appear to gain flavor based on impurities.



Gems have flavor regardless of impurity-content.



Dragons are capable of consuming gems despite perceived hardness.



Dragons also consume semiprecious stones.



Dragons can lose their appetites.

      

      
   
      Trustworthy Answers


      

      
      
         Applejack brought the covers up as Apple Bloom yawned softly, tucking her into bed.



“G’night, Apple Bloom,” Applejack said with a smile.



“Applejack?” Apple Bloom softly said.



“Hmm?”



Apple Bloom sat up a little straighter, but kept her gaze on the sheets. “…What were our parents like?”



Applejack lowered her hat over her eyes. “Aw, shoot, Apple Bloom—ya know I don’t like talking ‘bout that kinda stuff.”



“But why not?” Apple Bloom couldn’t stop her fidgeting hooves. “Why don’t ya ever talk about ‘em?”



Applejack sighed quietly and took a seat on her bed. It seemed like Apple Bloom wasn’t about to let this go.



“I was real little when it happened,” Applejack said, barely above a whisper. “Mosta what I know about ‘em comes from Big Mac and Granny. I hardly remember anything about ‘em myself.” Applejack took a steady breath. “Talkin’ ‘bout ponies I hardly know don’t sit right with me. Feels like I’m talkin’ behind their backs.”



Apple Bloom couldn’t decide where to look.



“Well,” she started slowly, “what do ya remember?” She slowly brought her pleading eyes up to Applejack’s. “You can talk about that, right?”



Applejack shook her head with a wry chuckle.



“Yeah,” she finally said. “I suppose I can.” Applejack closed her eyes for a moment and let the blurry images of her memories come to her.



“Daddy was the strongest pony ya’d ever see. He could darn-near buck a tree in half if he wanted to.” Applejack nodded to herself. “And when he wasn’t workin’ on the farm, he’d be practicin’ for the next rodeo.” Applejack tilted her hat back. “He’d let me wear his hat while I watched.”



Apple Bloom smiled to her.



“Momma was real pretty,” Applejack continued, “and she was always tryin’ to teach me how to cook.” She chuckled softly, a distant look in her eyes. “I couldn’t cook to save my life. Think I burned or messed up just about everythin’ we ever made together.”



“Really?” Apple Bloom tilted her head. “But yer a great cook.”



Applejack nodded slowly. “I found myself a reason to get a lot of practice.”



Apple Bloom bit her lip and looked down at the sheets.



“Hey,” Applejack said, lifting Apple Bloom’s chin with a smile, “y’know she’d spend every mornin’ gettin’ that bow in yer mane? No matter how much fussin’ ya did?”



Apple Bloom slowly started smiling again. “Mmhmm.”



“Big Mac says Daddy would always give her a hard time about it,” Applejack continued. “He’d tease her and say we got our stubborn streak from her. And then Momma’d say that we get it him.”



“I always thought we got it from Granny,” Apple Bloom said with a smile.



Applejack chuckled perhaps the most genuine laugh she’d let out all night. “Yeah, yer probably right.” Applejack took a deep breath and looked at her little sister. “Y’know ya look just like Momma?”



Apple Bloom nodded. “Granny says the same thing.”



“And Big Mac is practically the spittin’ image of Daddy.” Applejack nodded to herself slowly. “I guess that’s about it.” Applejack pushed herself off the bed.



Apple Bloom yawned softly. “Do ya remember anythin’ else?”



Applejack walked up to her and ran a hoof through her mane.



“Hush now, Little Apple,

Yer loved by all you know.

You’ll never lose their friendship,

No matter where ya go.

There ain’t no call to worry,

So don’t ya cry or fret.

A cutie mark won’t change you,

No matter what you get.”



Apple Bloom narrowed her eyes in thought. “‘Little Apple’? You always sing it ‘little sister’.”



“Momma sang it ‘little Apple’.” Applejack took a deep breath. “Back then, we were Big Mac and Little Apple.”



“Ya were?” Apple Bloom sat up again. “But if she sang that you… Applejack, were you nervous about yer cutie mark, too?”



Applejack nodded. “Last pony in my class, remember?”



Apple Bloom fell back onto her pillow.



“But one day,” Applejack said, “I went from ‘Little Apple’ to ‘big sister’.” A smile slowly grew across her face. “And I’d rather be yer big sister any day.”



“Thanks, Applejack.” Apple Bloom smiled softly. “For everythin’.”



“Go on and get some sleep,” Applejack said. “I’ll see ya in the mornin’.”



Apple Bloom closed her eyes. “G’night, Applejack.”



“Night, little sis.”



Applejack closed the door and leaned against the opposite wall. After a few shaky breaths, she dragged a hoof across her muzzle and continued down the hall.



It took its toll, sometimes, always crying on the inside.
      

      
   
      Blazing Innferno


      

      
      
         Sunset Shimmer clicked her silver lighter and watched the small fire dance before her eyes. She was getting better at using these new hands of hers, but so much of this world was still unfamiliar. She closed the lid to snuff out the flame before opening it again to start the cycle anew, as she had been doing for longer than she’d care to admit.



With another click, a new fire ignited and provided a small circle of light around her. Sunset was very proficient at using fire magic, back in Equestria. It took a unicorn of great skill and even greater control to conjure fire. Her talents earned her a brilliant sun cutie mark as well as the attention of Princess Celestia. It made her special. It made her unique.



In this world, however, anyone could start a fire with just a flick of their fingers. Creating a flame was nothing impressive.



Sunset tightened her grip on the lighter as she closed it. She carefully let out a breath before opening it back up. Another click, another flame.



Sunset used the light of the fire to look around her hotel room, even if it was too dim to illuminate the entire space. Fully-furnished, amenities included, room service on call whenever she wanted it—all rented for an extended stay.



It was amazing how far a sack of gold bits could go in this world.



As nice as the bed and furniture were, she found an odd comfort simply sitting on the floor in the dark with her lighter keeping her company. She shifted on the cushion underneath her and looked back at the little fire. It made things feel… cozy.



Sunset gazed into the fire and flickers of the past started to invade her mind.



A little filly, standing before the proctors at Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns. They said they’d never seen a filly as young as she was performing magic like she could. When word spread about the prodigy that would be attending, the Princess herself walked up to her and asked if she’d like to be her personal student. It had been the most exciting moment of her life. It was a dream come true.



The flame flickered, and so did the memory.



A little filly, studying teleportation and levitation while continuing to practice her fire magic. After the day’s lesson, they would retire together to the Princess’s private study and read by the light of her fireplace. Sometimes, she’d wake up on one of those cushions without realizing she ever fell asleep. She’d find that the Princess had draped a blanket over her while she slept. She never wanted to leave that room.



Another flicker, and the memory changed again.



A little filly, awkwardly smiling at her while the Princess explained that she was taking on another student. This little pony in front of her had amazed the proctors with her magical ability and earned her cutie mark right there in front of them. The Princess was saying something about the two of them being friends, but those words were distant.



Wasn’t she enough? Why did the Princess need another student? She was supposed to be the Princess’s prized pupil.



She was supposed to be special…



Sunset shook the thoughts from her head. The lighter clicked loudly as she snapped it closed, enveloping her in darkness. She let herself regain control of her breathing before opening her eyes again.



Sunset picked up the lighter and a nearby glass bottle before walking to the door, where her suitcases were patiently waiting for her. Another click, and a small fire appeared before her. She carefully lit the rag hanging out of the top of the bottle until she had a healthy flame and closed her lighter.



She took one last look at the lavish hotel room before throwing the bottle into the middle of the room.



This time, the fire she made was impressive. Not just anyone would be able to make a fire like that. This time, she had complete control of what was happening around her, and she was never going to give up control again.



Sunset was already carrying her suitcases down the hall by the time the fire alarm and sprinklers started up. It didn’t matter. As far as she was concerned, the only room that mattered had gone up in smoke a long time ago.
      

      
   
      Every Other Day


      

      
      
         “Ugh,” Sweetie Belle groaned. “Why are you dragging me to the spa?”



Rarity rolled her eyes yet again.



“You are the one who insisted we do something together today.”



“But the spa is so boring,” Sweetie Belle said. “I wanna do something fun—something that can earn me my cutie mark!”



“You’ve never even been inside one, Sweetie Belle,” Rarity said patiently. “Perhaps you will be inspired to be a spa pony by the end of our visit. I would certainly approve of that more than your attempts at making dresses.”



“I doubt it,” Sweetie Belle said. “Who’d want to be a spa pony? All they do is deal with snooty ponies like Diamond Tiara all day.”



“Well, I hope that’s not the attitude you’ll be taking with you when we get inside,” Rarity said with a hint of severity. “I only find time to go to the spa a few times a week, and I don’t want you embarrassing me in front of Aloe and Lotus.”



Sweetie Belle sighed but kept the rest of her thoughts to herself. Before long they made it to spa and stepped inside.



“Welcome to the Ponyville Day Spa,” a voice called at the sound of the bell.



Sweetie Belle watched as a pair of beautiful mares stepped into the room. They looked like they’d just stepped out of one of Rarity’s fashion magazines. More surprising than how flawless they looked was how friendly their smiles were.



“Hello, Aloe,” Rarity said cheerfully. “Hello, Lotus.”



“Good day, Miss Rarity,” Lotus said as they both bowed. “What can we do for you today?”



“I’ll take the usual,” Rarity said casually, “and do you have something suitable for my little sister here?”



All eyes fell on Sweetie Belle, who quickly froze in place.



“Oh, of course,” Aloe said with a pleasant smile. “I am sure we have just the thing for her.”



Sweetie Belle relaxed just a little bit. Maybe it was the way the light caught her mane and smile. Maybe it was the warmth in her voice. Whatever it was, this pony had a way of making her tension fall away.



“What is your name, little filly?” Aloe asked with a tilt of her head.



It was then that Sweetie Belle realized how long they’d been waiting for her.



“I-I’m Sweetie Belle,” she finally managed.



“It is very nice to meet you, Miss Sweetie Belle,” Aloe said with a small bow. “I am Aloe, and this is Lotus. We are going to take good care of you today.”



“O-okay.”



“I’m afraid Sweetie Belle here has a terrible misconception about the spa and spa ponies,” Rarity said as they started walking deeper into the establishment. “I was hoping you could enlighten her on just what it is you two do.”



Aloe and Lotus giggled in response, a sound that Sweetie Belle could only compare to the jingling of chimes in the breeze.



“We would be happy to,” Aloe said. She gestured to a pair of raised, cushy platforms.



Sweetie Belle followed Rarity’s example and climbed up. Her mouth fell open as Lotus began filing away at Rarity’s horn.



“D-does it hurt?” she asked nervously.



“No more than getting your mane cut,” Rarity calmly answered.



Aloe set down her file. “Miss Sweetie Belle, it is important for a young unicorn to have her horn filed. It helps make sure it grows properly and can even help with your magic.”



“Really?”



Aloe nodded and gave her a warm smile. “I assure you, you are in capable hooves.”



Sweetie Belle closed her eyes and tensed up. There was a soft grating sound, but she hardly felt a thing. Sweetie Belle slowly relaxed until she felt Aloe blow at her horn. As quickly as it had started, it was over.



“There,” Aloe said. “How was that?”



Sweetie Belle peeked an eye open and smiled. “That wasn’t so bad.”







“Ho-o-o-o-ow do you feel, Swee-e-e-e-tie Belle?” Rarity asked, her voice vibrating from Lotus’s massage.



“This is nice,” Sweetie Belle admitted while Aloe gently rubbed her back.



“I am glad you are enjoying yourself,” Aloe said with a smile. “You see, Miss Sweetie Belle, it is a spa pony’s hope that everypony they treat feels happy and relaxed during and after their visit. Your smile is our pleasure.”



“Mmhmm,” Sweetie Belle said slowly. She felt like she could fall asleep right then and there. “Rarity?”



“Ye-e-e-e-s, Sweetie Be-e-e-elle?”



Sweetie Belle smiled as she melted beneath Aloe’s touch.



“I like the spa.”
      

      
   