
      The Phantom of the Genre


      

      
      
         “Rarity? I’m back from the bakery tour, and I saved you some free samples!” 



Pinkie Pie knew there was something wrong as soon as she stepped across the threshold and into the hotel room. This knowledge came in part through her Pinkie Sense: a left hoof twitchy twitch followed by a tail twerk and two alternating ear floppies meant that a friend needed cheering up.



But then, since she had stepped right into an empty travel-sized container of vanilla oat swirl, and given that she could hear Rarity wailing from the other room, it wasn’t a particularly difficult conclusion to draw.



Hastily cantering in, Pinkie found Rarity sprawled out on her emergency chaise lounge, brought along with her luggage just for such a circumstance. The wailing and moaning redoubled as the unicorn noticed she had an audience.



“Rarity!” Pinkie cried out. “What’s wrong?”



“Disaster, Pinkie!” Rarity threw a hoof across her forehead. “Calamity! Of all the worst possible things that could happen, this is the Worst. Possible. Thing!”



Pinkie gasped. “Oh no! Queen Chrysalis has led an army of changelings on Canterlot, and has enslaved the population to feast on their love?”



Rarity blinked. “No.”



“Tirek is back, and he’s sucked the magic out of the Princesses and is even now rampaging across the countryside?”



“Also no.” Rarity crossed her arms, pursing her lips. “Pinkie…”



“Oh,” Pinkie said. “Oooh. Um. Cosmarepolitan magazine has declared that green is ‘in’ for the fall fashion season?”



Rarity smiled ever so briefly before dramatically swooning back onto the couch. “Far, far worse, though I know that’s hard to even believe!”



“Oh gee!” Pinkie’s eyes went wide. “That really must be bad!”



“I just heard from Coco Pommel—”



“Oh! About our tickets to the opening of the musical tomorrow night? I can’t wait! I read in a newspaper that Spider-Mare: Turn Down for What is expected to be ‘a blistering assault upon the senses of any pony with good taste’, and I love tasting spicy things.”



“That’s just it,” Rarity moaned. “The premiere has been canceled. In fact, the whole production has been postponed indefinitely. And this was meant to be the launching point for poor Coco’s entire career!”



“What happened?”



Rarity’s eyes darted back and forth. She motioned Pinkie to step closer, and then whispered, “According to Coco, there’s a ghost haunting the theatre.”



Pinkie’s eyes went wide. She straightened up to look down at Rarity, wallowing on her chaise lounge next to a pile of empty ice cream cartons that indicated she had made it all the way through her travel supply and dipped into the hotel mini-fridge. Pinkie stomped one hoof down. “No ghost is going to make a friend of mine upset. This will not stand!”



Rarity sat up as Pinkie marched over to the room’s phone. “Wait! What are you doing, Pinkie? There’s something strange in this neighborhood. There’s something weird and it doesn’t look good! Who are you going to call?”



Pinkie picked up the receiver with finality. “A taxi!”








“I’m so glad you could come,” Coco Pommel said. “You’ve done so much for me, Miss Rarity. But I really don’t know if you can help with this.”



Rarity straightened up, squaring her shoulders. “I’m not sure we can either, darling, but we are certainly going to try.” She glanced around the darkened stage, where Coco had nervously brought her and Pinkie. “Tell us, what exactly has been going on?”



Coco shivered. “Well, this theatre hasn’t been open for decades. Originally there had been plans on tearing it down to build condominiums, but instead we got a grant from the city to renovate and open it back up for business. This was supposed to be the first show, too. But things have been going… wrong.”



“Hmm,” Pinkie said, tapping a hoof against her chin. “Mysterious sabotage, cold drafty breezes, strange noises?”



“Exactly,” Coco said. “Particularly down in the orchestra pit. That’s where they say you can see the… g-g-ghost.”



“Ooh, a three G ghost.” Pinkie nodded sternly. “That’s pretty bad.”



“I’m sure that Pinkie and myself can investigate,” Rarity said. “In fact, I suspect that this ghost might be entirely imaginary.”



“I know all about how this goes,” Pinkie proclaimed. “See, we’ll start looking into the case, and come across a whole cast of shady characters with different motives for wanting the show to be canceled. Then, in a sudden twist we’ll find an important clue, right before running into the ghost itself. We’ll have a wacky chase scene—oh, do you have one of those hallways with a bunch of doors so we can run in and out a whole bunch?”



“Um,” Coco said. “No?”



“Well anyways, we’ll have the chase and then I’ll improvise some sort of trap and we’ll catch the ghost. Only it turns out to not be real, and instead it’s just a pony wearing a rubber mask and Rarity will say ‘Jinkies!’ and it’ll turn out to be the pony we least expect. Which means…” Pinkie gasped. “Wait, Coco! Were you the ghost this whole time? How could you?!”



Coco stood frozen, staring at Pinkie Pie.



“Pinkie, you’re scaring her,” Rarity said reproachfully. “And I don’t think I’ve ever said the word ‘Jinkies’ in my life, thank you very much.”



“Well, you have now.”



Rarity frowned. “Be that as it may, I do agree that it’s most likely that the ghost is fake.”



“Let me assure you, the apparition is unfortunately quite real,” a voice enunciated from the shadows of the stage.



Pinkie whirled around. “And who are you?”



A brown earth pony walked out of the shadows. She wore a purple blazer, a pink scarf, and an expression of infinitely comprehensive disapproval. “I am Miss Harshwhinny, and I am in charge of the production here.”



“Oh, yes.” Rarity smiled. “I believe we met in connection with the Equestrian Games in the Crystal Kingdom?”



Miss Harshwhinny turned her nose up, and trotted to the center of the stage, ignoring Rarity entirely. “When we first began plans to renovate the theatre, we of course brought in the usual exterminators and exorcists. Old theatres are lousy with ghosts. And termites. But the termites at least have the decency to stay quiet. This ghost slipped through the cracks somehow. In the first week of work, we had no less than six different job-related injuries.”



“That’s amazing…” Pinkie whispered.



Rarity frowned. “Pinkie!”



“No, I mean her face. Do you think she could teach me how to make my face do that too?”



“That’s when they brought me in. Because they needed a professional,” she said, attacking each syllable of the word like it had personally done her wrong.



There was a sudden snap high in the rafters.



“Look out!” Pinkie cried out, as a sandbag tumbled down straight towards Miss Harshwhinny’s head.



Miss Harshwhinny raised an eyebrow. And then the bag came to a jerking halt above her. “Backup safety ropes. See, I take everything into consideration.”



There was another snapping sound, and the bag jerked downwards another few hoofsbreadths before halting again. She sighed deeply and took a few steps over to the side, just as a third snapping sound came and the bag landed on the floor. “Though we are approximately 3014% over budget on safety mechanisms. But this? This isn’t the problem.”



“It isn’t?” Pinkie asked.



“No. As Miss Pommel has indicated, the orchestra pit is the problem. The ghost appears to have chosen it as its home. Cows, as I’m sure you are aware, are quite superstitious.”



“Cows?” Pinkie whispered to Rarity.



“Cows are excellent classical musicians,” Rarity whispered back. “Nearly all the greatest composers. You know... Beefthoven? Tchaicowsky? Brahmans?”



“Never heard of them. What about whoever wrote the birthday song?”



“Uh. Sure, let’s say that was a cow too, yes.”



“Wow!”



“Ahem,” Miss Harshwhinny said. “And while we can account for any kind of mechanical malfunctions, it is quite impossible to have a musical without music. Our orchestra is quite simply refusing to play.”



Rarity nodded, pursing her lips. “Then we shall have to call up this ghost and see if we can resolve whatever unfinished business she might have. Pinkie, it’s time for a séance.”



“Ahntz,” Pinkie said.



“No, a séance.”



“Ahntz,” Pinkie said again, shrugging.



Rarity sighed, raising a hoof to her forehead. “No, darling, it’s a word for a kind of mystical ceremony by which living ponies may seek to speak to spirits who have departed this mortal plane. I’m pretty certain you’ve even done this before. A séance.”



“Ahntz,” Pinkie said.



“Just go get your crystal ball and turban,” Rarity snapped.








They had to move some chairs to set up the table in the orchestra pit. After Pinkie had plunked down her crystal ball in the center, and they had scrounged up an appropriately eldritch number of candles to provide the general ambiance, the four all sat in a circle, watching the ball with expressions ranging from Coco’s general terror to Miss Harshwhinny’s vague disgust.



“Now join hooves,” Madame Pinkie said in her spookiest voice, having already donned her gypsy garb.



Rarity reached out to do so. She realized that it really was rather dark in the theatre, with the only lights coming from the candles, and shivered slightly.



Pinkie’s eyes slid shut, and she let slip a deep moan. “Spiiiiriiits of the beyoooond. We summon you!”



The candles flickered, causing Coco to let out a squeak.



“From beyond the grave, heed our call and answer us! Come forward so that we might cower before your great and terrible ghostliness!”



At first Rarity thought it had to be someone else making the quiet moaning sound. But Coco seemed completely petrified, Pinkie was still intoning solemn entreaties, and she didn’t think Miss Harshwhinny knew the meaning of the phrase ‘practical joke’. Or ‘joke’, for that matter. Though she clearly had a handle on ‘practical’.



But the point of the matter was that someone was saying ‘oooo’ right in Rarity’s ear, and when she turned her head to see who, she fell right out of her seat at seeing a white-cloaked lumpy creature wearing a mask.



“Aaaaaaaah!” Coco screamed, ducking under the table.



Pinkie’s whole face lit up. “Hooray! It worked!”



And then Miss Harshwhinny calmly stood up, pulled a newspaper out of her blazer pocket, and rolled it up to thwap the ghost on the head.



“Bad ghost!” she said firmly. “Go away!”



Rarity dazedly got back to her hooves before taking a seat again. Miss Harshwhinny was busy chasing the ghost in circles around the table, still bopping it with the rolled-up newspaper. “Uh. Pinkie?” Rarity said.



Pinkie nodded. “Hold it!” she yelled at the top of her lungs.



The ghost and Miss Harshwhinny both stopped in place. Even Coco poked her head out from under the table, before seeing the ghost and retreating once again.



“Now then,” Pinkie said calmly. “That’s not solving anything. Let’s take a moment and talk this over like respectable adults.”



“Ooo,” the ghost said. For the first time, Rarity got a good look at it. It was much bigger than a pony, and distinctly oddly shaped, but it really did look just like someone had tossed a sheet over a lumpy couch. On what she supposed was the front of the thing was a white mask with two dark eye sockets and a mouth stretched into a big grin.



“Now then,” Pinkie said. “Mr. Ghost, what’s your story?”



The ghost pulled itself together, raising hoof-like appendages high. Its mask floated away and a new one took its place, very similar except with the mouth curving downwards instead. “OoooOOOooooOOO!” it cried out, as a rumble of thunder shook the entire building and all the candles flickered at once, sending crazy shadows dancing across the orchestra pit.



“He says he’s the ghost of drama,” Pinkie said.



Rarity blinked. “You can understand it?”



“Well, you said he was probably imaginary.“ Pinkie shrugged. “When I was growing up, most of my best friends were imaginary!”



Rarity frowned, torn between wanting to point out how little sense that made and wanting to give Pinkie a big hug. She filed both thoughts away for later action. “Okay then.”



“Not okay,” Miss Harshwhinny spoke up. “What exactly is a ghost of drama supposed to be? And why would it be kicking around here, in an old Manehattan theatre?”



“That’s a very good question,” Pinkie said. “Mr. Ghost, are you sure you’re telling the truth?”



The ghost shuffled its appendages. “Oooooooooo,” it moaned, sheepishly.



“He says no. But it sounded better that way.”



“Oooooo,” the ghost said. Its head swung back and forth. “OoooOOoooOOO.”



Pinkie’s eyes widened. “Wow. So, he was an actor almost a hundred years ago, when this place was still new. This was one of the few theatres that would allow non-pony actors, and he was the best dramatist in the entire city.” She let out a giggle. “In fact, you could say he was—”



“Ooh, ooh,” Rarity said. “A drama llama?”



Pinkie grinned. “Nope. A camel. Or should I say… A drama-dery!”



The ghost flipped back to its laughing mask. Miss Harshwhinny seemed less than amused.



“OooooooOOOoooooooooooo,” the ghost howled.



“And he died in a mysterious tragedy, murdered when his own understudy poisoned the wine he drank during act three of Humplet.”



“Ooo,” the ghost finished.



“And ever since then he has wandered the halls of this theatre, waiting for the theatre to return once again. But that this new production is not true drama. Drama is about well-mannered scripting, and stagecraft, and most importantly of all, the actor bringing to life the words of the writer, demonstrating a full range of tragic and comedic emotions through a complete command of presence and commitment to the role! Not flashy songs and ponies wearing spider costumes swinging from wires.”



“...That’s what he just said?” Rarity asked.



The ghost nodded vigorously.



Rarity frowned. Then she stood up, sweeping one hoof through her mane. “I think I know how to deal with this. Mr. Ghost… you say that you care about drama. About the art of the theatre. But you are stuck in the past! Ahem, I suppose part of that is literal and not your fault. No offense.”



The ghost shrugged.



“What I mean is that the musical is if anything the culmination of centuries of artistic effort. What is a song, other than the purest form of stagecraft? Demanding a performance by the actor that is able to resonate with the emotions of the audience, emphasizing and livening the monologue, never destroying it! Sure, some art may aim for more nobler goals than others, but even in a story about… Uh.”



“Alternate universes collide, and all the Spider-mares are forced to compete in a dancing competition to save their respective realities and the neighborhood recreational facility,” Miss Harshwhinny filled in.



Rarity grimaced. “Ehem. Yes. Even in such a story there’s still drama! Think of the stakes! And beyond mere plot, there’s hard-working actors grasping at this opportunity to become a star, giving their all, their sweat and tears and blood each and every night. Musicals, my good apparition, are nothing but drama. Can you really say that you are acting in good faith in disrupting the performance of art, purely based on your own subjective standards?”



The ghost’s shoulders slumped. “Oooooooo,” it moaned.



“Wow! Your words have touched his heart!” Pinkie exclaimed.



The ghost swapped back to its angry mask. “OoooooooOOoooo,” it said, pointing at Miss Harshwhinny.



“But it still doesn’t like her very much. He’s gonna keep haunting everything.”



Rarity sighed. She bent down to where Coco was cowering under the table. “Sorry dear. I tried my best.”



“Wait!” Pinkie chirped out. “I might have a solution that makes everypony happy. What if we simply got Mr. Ghost to haunt somewhere else more to his liking?”



The ghost crossed his arms. “Ooooooo.”



“I know, I know, you’re not going anywhere unless it’s suitably dramatic. That’s just the thing.” A huge smile split Pinkie’s face. “I’ve got the perfect solution.”



Miss Harshwhinny furrowed her brow. “Most of the shows on Bridleway are musicals. We could locate a more classical theatre but it’d take time.”



“That’s okay. In the meantime, I’ve got something else in mind, something positively dripping with drama. Rarity?”



“Yes, Pinkie?”



“Go get your chaise lounge.”








Rarity and Pinkie sat on top of the satin cushions of her chaise lounge. It itself sat in the middle of the front row of the theatre, right next to where several cows in bow-ties were filing into the orchestra pit. “Oooooo,” the fabric underneath them moaned softly, but more out of anticipation than any kind of ill intent.



“I’m so glad he agreed to at least watch the show,” Pinkie said, bouncing up and down.



Rarity’s smile was a little forced. “And just how long is he going to be inhabiting my furniture again?” she asked.



“Just until we find a proper place for him to go!”



“Mmhmm.” Rarity’s gaze swept across the theatre. It was really a lovely old building, and filling up fast as a sold-out crowd moved in to take their seats. She looked forward again at the big red curtains, and then down to where the cows near them were tuning their instruments. “I just can’t believe this all worked out. And I’m not particularly sure that I care for the way in which it did. Surely, there had to be a less… inconvenient option.”



Pinkie Pie rolled her eyes. “I think you just need to look at this in a different light. It’s exactly like everypony always says!”



Rarity blinked. Her eyes moved from the cow musicians to the chaise lounge she was sitting on. Right on cue, it let out another gentle “Ooooooooo” right underneath her flank. “How?” Rarity asked, though she already knew she was dreading the answer. “How is this like what anypony has ever said?”



Pinkie Pie grinned.



“A herd in the band is worth boo in the tush!”
      

      
   
      Of Flies and Spiders


      

      
      
         Angry hoof steps next door. The tension makes me giddy: dinner’s ready.



“Hazel, come here this instant!”



The single mum’s shout from next door penetrates the paper-thin walls of the whole building; The other inhabitant’s annoyance seeps through the walls, the ceiling, the floor: a nice appetizer. I lie on my bed, stretched out, waiting for the main dish.



“Mrs Blossom just called and told me there’re scribblings all over her wall again.”



“I didn’t do it!” A young colt’s voice, no older than thirteen.



“Don’t lie to me, Hazel. Mr Bloom saw you last Thursday and they’re the exact same… things again. I know you’re in a uhm… curious age, but this is really inappropriate.”



“Last week wasn’t me, too, mum, I swear! I’ve been out with Nuts and Dasher today, they’ll tell you it wasn’t me!”



“Oh yes, of course your little gang would cover up for you. I’ve just had it with you and your lies. N-no— “ ohh, she’s struggling. The tightness in her throat is almost too cliché. “No supper for you today.”



“Bu—”



“And you’ll go wash that wall first thing next morning. And apologize.



“B—”



“Now go to your room!”



“But mum, tomorrow’s the fun fair! “



“I don’t want to hear another word. Go!”



Slammed door. The resentment, uh delicious resentment. Anger and regret, tons and tons of regret. A sob as she picks up the trash. I get up for desert.



I open my door right before she passes, startling her and stopping her in her tracks. I look her in the eyes. In front of yellowing corridor walls and illuminated by cold fluorescent lamps, she’s the perfect idol of liveable misery.



“Oh, hey there,” I say, stretching and yawning.



“Oh, h-hi Glitter.”



“Is everything alright?” I fake another yawn. “I heard shouting.”



“Did… did we wake you?”



“Yeah, well, kinda… you know, with the night shifts and all.”



“Oh no, I’m so sorry Glitter.” Isn’t she cute. “It’s… nothing, really. Hazel is being a little rebel.” A brave smile, oh so brave. “Just his age I guess.”



“Or maybe he needs a father.” Sting. Stingedy sting sting. She actually flinches. “Oh by Celestia, I’m sorry,” I say, “I didn’t mean to… I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking—”



“That’s okay. You’re probably right.”



“Your… I mean, Hazel’s father. Why did you say he, uhm—”



“A younger mare,” she says, eyes downcast.



“Oh well, I… I guess it can’t be helped, then.” I cast back the mane of my pony disguise, the embodiment of out-of-bed beauty. “I’m sure you’ll manage… somehow.”



The corners of her mouth twitch. “Thanks.” Pathetic creature.



“I’d so love to talk more but I’ve got to get ready and catch me some breakfast now. See you and, uhm… hang in there.” 



I get back inside my apartment and listen to her hoof steps as she leaves, leaving behind the noisy silence of an inner-city apartment building.



Well fed, I sink down onto my cheap bed again. Creaky creak. My gaze wander towards the crappy television set. Watch more about ponies, their woes and wonders? Nah. I look up at the ceiling, barren tapestry but for the spider in the corner. Would the spider watch fly television? No, it just sits there. It just is.



“We’re the same, aren’t we?” I ask quietly. No answer. I let the question hang, trying to endure the silence. I don’t remember how often I’ve competed with the spider like this, but today is no other than every day: I lose. Another rerun of The Rash Prince of Belle-Mare on Channel 5. Why not.








Working at a fun fare: My former hive would laugh their heads off. It would be a feast for any regular changeling… but for a freak like me? Tricky. Shouldering my way through excited foals and happy ponies is disgusting; the torrent of emotions feels too much like what they tried to force-feed me back then, before they exiled me. Love never fed me.



There’s one thing though that makes it worthwhile: the Haunted House. It’s funny, really; Ponies come in here knowing it’s all a hoax. Still, some are scared to begin with. Some try to play it cool, pointing out bad effects and laughing. The louder they laugh, the louder they scream once you turn it a bit too real for their tastes; that’s where the fun begins.



I’m lurking in my usual dark spot with a perfect view of the path through the house. The dusty smell of fake fog and almost-stench of cheap latex fills the air. Rattling of chains and the occasional distant screaming come from a cheap set of speakers; it’s so gratingly cheesy that I can’t suppress a frown. Then again, the cheesiness is exactly what makes ponies drop their guard.



I see a white unicorn foal approach. It looks around, distressed and on the verge of tears already.



“D-daddy?”



It’s genuinely scared. Jackpot! I go up to it in my usual pony disguise, pulling the helpful mare like so many times before.



“Hey there, little one.” 



It looks up at me out of red eyes. An albino, of all things. “M-mommy?”



Whaaa…? Heck, I’ll just roll with it. “Yes, darling.”



She leaps at me and hugs me around the legs. “Mommy!”



“Yes, darling,” I repeat. “Don’t worry, we don’t need daddy. I’ll take good care of you from now on.”



The foal looks up again at my fake, warm smile.



“Yes, I’ll take good care of you.” I start to smile wider, baring my teeth. I’m starting to turn them pointier and larger, the smile turning into a grimace.



The foal takes three steps backward, I one forward.



“What’s the matter, darling? Don’t you love me?”



“Y-your’re n-not mommy.” Its voice is shaking.



“Aw, don’t say that, you’re hurting my feelings. And if you hurt my feelings, I’ll have to hurt YOU!”



I leap towards the foal as my head explodes and all goes dark.








Shouting. Hoof steps. I turn back into my pony camouflage just before the lights are turned on. I’m on the dirty floor of the Haunted House. Gosh, it is dirty. The dust and cobwebs and all the other things you never saw unless your snout was pushed right into them. But why am I on the floor.



I try to sit up, but my head spins and I lie back down. A strange, white face appears before me… with red eyes.



I groan and turn to the other side. In the back of the room, I hear snippets of another conversation. Something about “right in the head”, “threatened” and “sorry.”



Another face appears before me: the manager’s.



“Man, she doesn’t look good. And she’s usually such a looker” He chuckles. “Glitter, can you hear me?”



“Uh,” I groan in affirmation.



“You okay?”



“Nu-uh.”



“Aw, she’ll be alright,” he says, standing up and addressing the other voice. “Can you take her off my hooves? Do see a paramedic, though, they’re supposed to stroll around the compound somewhere.”



The manager disappears, and another face comes into view: Brown, square jawed, and worried.



“Can you walk?”



I try to get up again, but nearly fall over to the other side. The stranger grabs me and almost lifts me off the floor. I half stumble, half get dragged out of the Haunted House. He sets me down on the short stairs outside, then takes a closer look at my head.



“Ivy, stay right here with the young mare, I’ll be right back.”



Off he goes. The white foal—Ivy, apparently—sits in front of me, just staring at me with those red eyes. I wonder why she called me ‘Mummy’. I try not to stare back, but our eyes keep meeting.



The brown stallion returns with a medic pony. After a check-up that involved blinding me with a flash light, the medic presses an ice pack to my head and concludes: “Think she’ll be alright, but keep an eye on her in case she develops symptoms of a concussion. Dizziness, nausea, sickness. Stuff like that. In that case you should get her to a hospital.”



“Alright, thanks doc,” the stallion says. The doc gets swallowed by the crowd an instant later, leaving me with that brown oaf and his foal.



“So… did you kick me in the head or something?” I ask.



“Uhm… yeah. I’m real sorry.” Genuine regret, me likey. I stare silent daggers at him. “I uh… we. We lost each other, Ivy ‘n me.” He points at the foal. I keep staring. “When I found her, it looked as though you threatened her and I… panicked. Sorry.”



I sigh, bemoaning the inconvenience of this situation as well as the pounding in my head. Accidentally, I lock eyes with the foal again. I look back at Brown: “Okay, so I forgive you and everything. Now go,” I say. hoping he’ll get that foal out of my sight.



“No can do, Miss. The doc said I should keep an eye on you, so that’s what I’ll do.” His bright blue eyes pierce mine.



“I said go!”



Stern look. No reaction. Impatiently, I try to shoo him away by waving a hoof and hissing, dropping the ice pack I’d been holding to my temple. Before I can do anything about it, he bows down and picks it up for me: Stubborn goody two shoes. The worst kind. He holds it up to me and I rip it out of his hooves, press it to my temple and turn my head away. Maybe he leaves if I just ignore him.



“You’re Glitter, right? I don’t think I’ve introduced myself. I’m Autumn Rain, but just call me Autumn.” Nah, I’ll stick with Brown. “And this is Ivory, my daughter.” I cast a quick sideways glance; the thing is still staring at me.



A few seconds of silence pass. Then, he says: “What about some ice cream, huh?”



“Yay!” The foal’s demeanour changes instantly.



“How about you get us some, Ivy? The usual for me and, uh… what about strawberry for our new friend?”



“I don’t like sweets,” I hiss.



“Oh, is that so.” He’s amused. Why the heck is he amused? “Well then, get her my usual, too,” he says and passes the foal some bits. Grinning from ear to ear, she disappears in the crowd.



Another few seconds of silence.



“Ignoring me, huh?” You sure don’t learn quick, Brown. “That’s alright, although this would be more fun if you wouldn’t, you know.”



The foal bursts out of the crowd again, distressed. She looks up at her father. “Daddy, there’s a line and all the other foals, they’re… they’re…” She’s about to cry. How sweet.



“They’re calling you names again?” Brown asks calmly.



The foal nods and starts sobbing. Pep speech incoming.



“Remember what I told you about that?”



The foal is barely comprehensible between hiccups. “W-what they th-think of m-me doesn’t matter. O-only what I think of m-me.”



He nods. “That’s r—”



“But it’s hard!” The foal almost screams and starts all out sobbing again. Brown hugs her and holds her tight, and I soak up all the misery that’s pouring out.



“Then think of me,” he says. The foal looks up, puzzled. “When everyone makes fun of you and nopony accepts you the way you are, think of me. I love you, just the way you are. Just the way you decide to be. I always will. Okay?”



My coat stands on end. Ponies like that actually exist, huh?



“O… okay.” The foal wipes her tears before deciding to push her face into Brown’s chest once more. She turns and dashes off towards the ice cream stand again.



“Father of the year award, right there.” I say, grinning.



He turns to me and smiles. “Thank you.”



A wave of nausea comes and goes. Stupid idiot doesn’t know what sarcasm is.



“Do you have foals?” he asks.



“What, me?” I bark a laugh. “I can’t.” Why? Why did I say that? A simple ‘no’ would’ve been enough!



“Oh… I’m sorry,” he says, as though there was any chance that anything he said could hurt me.



“I’m not.”



Awkward silence. Then, the foal returns with the ice cream. I’ve been confronted with ice cream before, only this time, it’s black. The puzzlement must be written across my disguise’s face; Brown laughs.



“Go ahead and try it. It’s not sweet. Promise.”



I have a taste. “What’s this?” It’s the best pony food I’ve ever eaten.



“Liquorice ice cream. You like it?” he asks, grinning foolishly, chomping down on his own cone.



“It’s… tolerable.”



“Daddy, can we go to the petting zoo now?” The foal’s already gobbled down her ice.



Brown looks at his daughter, then takes a long look at me.



I raise an eyebrow. “Go, I’ll mana—”



“Can’t be helped,” he says and stuffs his ice cone in his mouth. He takes two steps towards me, gets under my side, and lifts me up on his back like it’s nothing. I can’t help smearing some of my ice into his mane.



“Wha, that’s… wh-what are you… I’m making a mess!”



He swallows his ice cone whole. “Go make a mess, then,” he says. The foal laughs. 



He sets out with me on his back, apparently unfazed by the additional weight. “Off to more tolerable things!”








The petting zoo is a pen full of dogs, sheep, rabbits and other fluffy, good-natured animals. Foals laughing, giggling, having so much fun. I feel like ending myself. The albino foal runs ahead and delves right in.



I slump off Brown’s back just outside the entrance and sit down on the lawn. “From here on, without me.”



Brown stops and turns to me. “Don’t like animals, huh?”



I look inside the pen. One of the dogs stares at me, baring its teeth. Copying a pony’s appearance is easy. Copying it’s smell isn’t.



“Let’s call it mutual distrust,” I say.



Brown looks at the dog, then me again. I’m feeling sicker by the minute.



“Daddy, come on!” The annoying foal pops from the crowd, a bunny on her head. She grabs brown by the foreleg and tries to pull him into the pen. Brown’s still looking at me.



“Go on, I’ll be waiting here.”



Brown and Annoying disappear, and I get up from the ground. I’m still kinda woozy and wonky on my legs. I gotta do something about that.



I let my gaze wander across the crowd standing around the petting zoo pen. There’s a young mare smiling and looking at the animals. Can’t be older than sixteen. She’s all dressed up for the fare: glasses, braces and the self-esteem of a newborn. Jackpot.



I turn myself into a handsome colt her age and walk up to her. “Hey,” I say, putting on the warmest smile I can muster. “Don’t you want to go in and pet them?”



She looks at me, eyes wide, cheeks flushing instantly. “Well, yeah, but… don’t you think that’s a little childish?”



“Nah, absolutely not. Everypony loves animals, right? Wanna go together?”



She’s beaming. I can almost hear her little heart pounding with joy. “Y-yes!”



She takes a step forward, but I put out a hoof to hold her back. “Wait. Maybe this isn’t such a great idea after all.”



“Wha… why?”



“The animals might get scared, you know,” I say, smiling apologetically.



“What? Why would they get scared?” Her brow furrowed, her mouth slightly open.



“Because you’re so damn ugly.”



Bullseye: Her eyes go wide and her jaw drops. I imagine all the hurt pouring out from her open mouth, but that wouldn’t be enough; she’s radiating like a beacon.



“Wh… wha…” she’s dumbstruck.



“Wha? Whawha?” I imitate her.



Her eyes start to well up. “Why would you be so mean? Why even talk to me?”



“Somepony had to tell you.” I try to look comforting. “I’m not being mean, I’m being honest. With that glasses and the braces you could be the next Robo-mare without a costume.”



“Jerk!” She tries to slap me in the face. I dodge easily. She turns and runs away, but that’s okay; I’ve had my fill. Something is strange, though. I shouldn’t only feel fed: I should feel like the queen of the world. But I don’t.



I look at the place where the young mare stood. I wonder who has to give her a pep speech after what I’ve done. I wonder if she even has someone to do that. I wonder… wait, am I feeling sorry? For a pony? I slap myself in the face: snap out of it!



“Glitter? Glitter!”



I look back. Brown’s standing outside the pen, looking around frantically. I can feel his worry, his feeling of… loss? I turn my back on the scene and set out to leave.



I’ve only gotten ahead a few meters when something launches itself at my hind legs and grabs a hold of them. “Gotcha!”



I snap around and see a streak of white coat before I lose my balance and topple over onto my side.



“Oi, Glitter.”



I look up. It’s that face again: brown, handsome, and worried. Wait, handsome? Give me a break!



“Glitter, you alright? Where were you going?” he asks. The vice let’s go of my legs and the albino foal pops into view, too.



“Uhm… away?” I offer. I take a peek at myself: I’m back in the usual, female, almost-fashion-mare disguise. When did that happen. And why?



He looks almost angry. “That won’t do. I’m keeping an eye on you for your own good, you know.”



I get up from the ground and sigh loudly. “Yeah, yeah. Not that I had a chance with that little cannonball around.” I give Ivory a pat on the head. She grins up at me. Something inside me cringes.



“Sooo…” Brown says. I look at him again. His calm smile is back in place. “Where do you want to go?”



“Who, me?” I ask.



“Yeah. Your turn.”



I scratch my head. Then, I remember the fear the friends of a young colt had felt when he’d pointed at the roller coaster. I try to mimic his pose, along with the evil grin, and point: “There.”



“Glitter, your snout is bleeding.”



I touch my hoof to it, and sure enough: it’s stained red. Brown hands me a handkerchief, and I hold it to my snout.



Without forewarning, I’m lifted into the air again. “Ugh, wait! I’m fine going myself. I’m feeling much better now.”



“You sure?” Brown asks me, looking over his shoulder.



“Yeah, I’m sure.”



“Sure sure?”



“Yeah, I’m… what the hay.” I raise my voice. “Carry me, my loyal steed. To battle!” Chrysalis knows what cheesy movie I picked that up from. I rearrange myself on his back and grab a hold of his mane.



“Your wish is my command!” he replies, rears onto his hind legs, neighs... and starts walking. Not a canter, not even a trot. Walking. I nearly fall off laughing.








The safety mechanism locks with a loud click. Brown and I got the front seats and the ride’s about to start. He casts a worried look at me, although the bleeding only lasted a few minutes, then waves at Ivy who’s standing some way off in the crowd, watching, looking fearful.



“You sure about leaving her?” I ask.



“Oh yeah. Other than somepony else,” he says, “I can count on her not walking out on me.” He looks at me with an amused smile. “You’re crazy by the way, wanting to go on a roller coaster. ride when you can’t even walk on your own.”



“You! I could’ve… you wanted—” The cart makes a jolt as it starts moving, silencing me mid-sentence. “Oooh it’s starting.”



“Don’t tell me you’re a roller coaster. virgin.” A look of mild disbelief has crept into his smile.



“Uhm, yeah. So?”



“Oh, nothing,” he shouts above the loud clanking as the cart is pulled up a high slope, looking ahead now. “Enjoy the ride!”



I let my gaze slide from him towards the ground, and notice for the first time how far away it’s gotten. I’ve been to the roof of my apartment building. Once. And this… this is definitely higher. “Oh.”



The clanking stops as the cart suddenly tilts forward into a level position. There’s absolute silence for a moment. I look forward, but there’s nothing but air. “Oh.”



The cart tilts forward once more. “Oh by Chrysa-AAAHHH!” We plummet towards the ground, then get pressed into our seats. My mane flies everywhere. I can’t stop screaming, and I can’t tell up from down. All I see is sky, ground, sky, ground. I feel like a toy in the hands of giants.



“...Aaahh.” After far-too-long-but-not-long-enough, it stops. I can tell we’re facing upside-up again. I still can’t get my pounding heart or my breath under control, though. A hoof parts my mane that’s covering my face now, and through the gap looks a bright blue eye.



“You alright?” Brown asks.



I try to say something, but only gasp. I decide to nod instead. He laughs. The cart stops with another jolt, and we’re released from the safety mechanism. I basically fall onto the wooden planks next to the ride, my legs all shaky; Brown catches me.



“You were very brave for your first time. You only screamed, like, the whole time.”



I punch him in the chest with a hoof, then laugh. I let go off him and try to stand on my own, wobbly legs. Ivory comes running and hugs me round the foreleg.



I look straight at Brown “That. Was. Awesome!” I feel like jumping. “Let’s do it again, let’s—”



Something kicks me in the stomach with the force of a young bull; it empties itself almost instantly all over the wooden floor in front of me. I can’t breathe. Somepony shouts as my vision blurs. Then, all goes dark.








Something warm is resting on my belly. I jerk upright. The room is almost pitch black. Where am I?



“Oi, careful Glitter,” a calm voice says and turns on a dull bedside lamp. It’s Brown.



“Brown, what—”



“Psst,” he hushes me, then lifts Ivory off me and puts her down on another bed right next to mine. “Sorry, but she’s been very upset and now that she’s asleep, I’d rather not wake her up.”



“Hospital?” I ask.



He nods. “Hospital.”



I let myself sink down into the pillows again. What a misery.



“I carried you here.” Of course you did. “You were out for a couple of hours. It’s night time, you know. I don’t know if you remember, but you were sick and then kinda cramped up. All that happened since was quite scary to be honest.”



“Geez, did the doctors say I’m a changeling in disguise or what.” Whoops.



“Haha, no, not that kind of scary,” he says, dropping his gaze. “It’s just that this is all my fault, and to see you in such a bad shape got me really worried.” He pauses.



“Anything I should know?”



“The doctors checked you for a concussion, but didn’t find one. They don’t think it was the roller coaster., either. They said you were cramping because of something called an anaphylactic shock. They injected you with something and you relaxed in a matter of seconds.”



“So I’m back to normal now?” I ask.



“Doctors said you were allergic to something. First I thought the ice, but… they said that was highly unlikely, so they don’t know.” He nods at the table next to my bed. “They left you some of those injections if it happens again, but you should try to find out what it is they said.”



I sigh. My gaze wanders towards the sleeping foal. I can see dried tears glistening in the dim light of the bedside lamp. “What got her so upset?”



“I guess it was all just a bit too much for her. You getting sick. This hospital. Bad memories, you know.” He pauses, not meeting my eyes.



“No I don’t.”



He looks me in the eyes now. “She… well, we lost her mother in this hospital. She looked a lot like you, which doesn’t help.”



Oh, so that’s it. I knew there had to be a reason. Nopony is so nice without a reason. “Huh. I see. So you were so eager to take care of me because you couldn’t save her, and you could at least save me? I should have known.”



I pause. He stares at me, mouth slightly open. Say something you oaf! “I’m not her, you know. You don’t even know me!” You have no idea. So no idea. I could toy with you like a puppet, mess with your head so bad you’d kill yourself in a fortnight. I picture a fly sitting at the bed of a big, fat spider, and I have to suppress a laugh.



“I know you’re not her and I barely know you, but I like what I do know. I liked today...” He says. So innocent. So vulnerable.



“You’re really, really strange, you know.” I say.



“And I don’t think you’re strange at all,” he says. The gears in my head creak in dismay, trying to digest these words; they make no sense.



I take a deep breath, “Ponies around me get miserable. That’s what I do. That’s what I am.”



“I don’t think—”



“You don’t understand. You can’t.”



“Try me,” he says. That look… the same look he calmed his daughter with when she had been bullied. Calm and earnest, as though there was nothing more important in the world than your worries right now. I think I hate that look.



“Get out.”



He takes a deep breath. “Alright. In case you change your mind, I left my phone number next to your meds. Give me a call. I’d really like to make this whole mess up to you. And… see you again.”



He waits for a response, but I’m done talking. I pull the sheets over my head and turn away. He picks up his daughter and leaves the room. The door shuts with a soft thud.



I try to drop off to sleep again, but my head keeps spinning. Thoughts, images, the feeling of being carried on someone’s back. The clanking of a roller coaster. going upwards. Something warm hugging me. The look of horror on a young mare’s face. I cringe. Not for the last time this night, until exhaustion finally takes its toll.








The next day, I’m released from the hospital with a fake smile and the information that ’my friend’ already paid the bill. Bloody white knight, that Brown. The walk to my bedsit passes with my head in the clouds, thinking about stuff. Mostly about that one smile I can’t get out of my head. Screw you, brain.



Back in my room, I toss the meds from the hospital onto the floor in front of the TV, along with the now crumpled up piece of paper that I picked up from the hospital bedside table. I fling myself on the bed and switch on the TV. I zap through the channels: there’s nothing remotely interesting on. I stop at an infomercial about frying pans because at least they’re talking fast.



“The new, revolutionizing surface coating of The Power Pan 2000…” I wonder what he’s doing right now. “Tired of endless hours of soaking and scrubbing with aggressive chemicals? The new, revolutionizing…” Is he still worrying about me? Is he thinking about me at all? “The first two hundred buyers will get this set of kitchen knives with a value of…” ‘Try me’? Really?



I start banging my head on the wall beside my bed, muttering to myself. “Shut.” Bang. “Up.” Bang. “Shut” Bang. “Up.” Bang. “Shut.” Bang. “Up.”



Bang, bang, bang. Three times. Not my head, the door this time. I switch off the TV, get up from my bed, and open up. It’s the single mum from next door… never bothered to remember her name.



“Uhm, hi. What’s up?” I ask casually.



“Hi. It’s just… uhm. I heard you banging something against my wall, and normally I wouldn’t dare disturb, but since you were shouting ‘shut up’ in between, well… I didn’t think it was, you know, that.” She grins, nervous and embarrassed.



“I was shouting?”



“Uhm… yeah.”



“Geez.” I rest my head against the door frame.



“Are you alright?”



Another pony worrying about me. Lie. Just lie. “No.” Dammit.



“Do you want to talk?” she asks.



If you knew how much I’ve hurt you and your son. If you knew. “No. I want to forget.”



“Hmm.” She smiles. I wonder why. “I’ll tell you just this one thing then, young mare. From somepony who’s made a lot of mistakes in her life: Forgetting never works. If you don’t act in time, it might haunt you for the rest of your life… whatever it is. I’ll be going then.” She turns to leave.



“Wait,” I say. “Your son wasn’t the one doing the smearing.”



She turns around, puzzlement etched on her face. “How do you know?”



Think fast, think fast. “I uh… I saw a colt that looked nearly exactly like your sun at the fun fare yesterday. I was working in the Haunted House, you know. I heard him and his friends laugh about it. I... “



With dropped jaw and wide opened eyes, the look on her face reminds me of the mare I bullied yesterday.



“I told them off. They shouldn’t be doing it again.”



“And I’ve blamed and punished him all the time. I’ll need to apologize right now.” She turns and takes a few steps towards her own door. Then, she turns around again, flies right at me, gives me a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you.”



Perplexed, I watch her leave before my stomach lurches. I dash for my bathroom and throw up. The hospital food looks just the way it did when I ate it. I wonder why I even bothered with the pony food at all.



Feeling miserable, I return to my room with half a mind to start banging my head against something solid again. My eyes wander to the meds, and lock onto the crumpled piece of paper on the floor.



Without giving my troubled mind another chance to think, I grab and unfurl it, go to my old, second-hand phone and punch in the number.



Toot. Toooot. “Hello?” The voice vibrates through my head, deep and warm, even over the cheap speakers.



“Brown?” I ask stupidly.



“Oh, hey Glitter. How are you today?”



“So-so. Listen, I’m actually kinda busy right now but I wanted to ask if that make-up-for-it offer was still in tact.”



“Of course it is, I just said it last n—”



“So what’s the plan?”



“Uhm… how about dinner at my place? Tomorrow night 8 p.m.?”



“Sounds good. See ya.” I hang up the phone and start chewing my front hooves. I sit down on my bed. What the hay is wrong with me?



The phone rings. I jump and pick it up.



“Hello?”



“Glitter?” It’s Brown again… of course. I never use this phone.



“Yeah, what?”



“The address?” he asks, half laughing.



“Oh, right.” I resist another wave of head-bashing urge.



“Got something to write?”



I grab the piece of paper with his number, then look around my room. “There’s no pen. No matter, I’ll memorize.”



“Alright then. I live at number 9, Copper Street.”



“Number 9 Copper Street. Got it.”



“I’m really happy you called, by the way. I’m looking forward to tomorrow.”



“Yeah… me, too,” I say, pause, think about what I just said, then smash the receiver onto the phone. A chip of the cheap plastic breaks off at the force and flies to the far side of the room.



Silence spreads through my room again. My head feels a little quieter, but something strange is up with my stomach again. I fling myself on my bed and continue chewing my hooves, staring at the ceiling.



I look at the spider in the corner, sitting in her web. “Shut up,” I say. “And don’t look at me like that.”








The building before me is old and covered in vines, and seems to have a breath of its own on a mild summer’s evening such as this. This isn’t one of those cheap apartment buildings… probably not an apartment building at all.



I had managed to keep relatively calm throughout the day, but now? Gosh. I press the doorbell next to the nice brass name plate reading “Autumn & Ivory Rain” with a shaky hoof. Wait, nice brass plate? Give me a break.



The door opens and out flies something white, hugging me around the a foreleg. I pat Ivory on the head. “Hey there, little cannonball. You alright?”



“Yeah!” she says, then pulls me inside the house, through a corridor with parquet flooring and wood panelling and into a brightly lit dining room with a table so laden with food, it almost seems to bend.



Brown comes into the room and fits another bowl of food onto the table I-don’t-know-where. He smiles at me and the funny feeling in my belly is back.



“Dinner’s ready,” he says.



Dinner passes as quickly as it is enjoyable; among the numerous fruits and vegetables are things I’ve never seen before, things I actually like... a rare occasion with me and pony food. Ivory keeps chatting away; I thought she was a quiet foal, but in her own domicile, she’s a whole different person.



At 9 p.m., Brown announces: “Bedtime for little fillies.”



Ivory takes a breath to protest, looks at me, lets it go, and kicks her chair aside to go hug me once more. Then, she takes off, and Brown goes after her, winking at me.



I’m left alone at the table for a while, still chomping down on something called Natto, when Brown comes back. “Says she won’t go to sleep unless you give her a good-night kiss.”



“A what?!” Seriously?



“She really likes you, you know,” he says.



“I… well… but—”



“Come one, don’t be shy.” He grins.



“Shy? Me? That’s… ugh.” I sigh. Apparently, that’s consent enough for him. He grabs me around the foreleg and leads me out of the dining room.



Ivory’s room is Princess Luna themed: all in blue, with a big moon on the ceiling. The lights are dimmed to a gloomy twilight. She’s lying in a bed with star-patterned, blue sheets.



“You like Princess Luna, huh?” I ask her.



“No, Nightmare Moon!” she says, grinning.



“Oh, so you like bad girls, huh?” She’s just scored a few points with me. I move over to her bedside, give her a kiss on the forehead, then caress her cheek. Probably some sitcom where I picked that up; I can actually hear the audience with their fake ‘daww’s in the background. I feel so out of place, I wouldn’t be surprised if the earth opened up and swallowed me whole right now.



“Good night.” Brown switches off the lights and we both leave the room.



Back in the dining room, I grab a slice of what Brown called Durian and stuff it into my mouth. “You know, with you, this thing called eating is actually kinda fun.”



Brown laughs and looks at me, but his smile fades quickly. “You’re bleeding again.”



Chrysalis-damnit. Allergic. It’s so ridiculous. I refuse to accept this.



“Here.” He hands me another handkerchief. “Have you found out why this is happening to you?”



I take a deep breath. “No.” I smile at him, managing my best lie in days. “This time, it might be just lack of sleep, you know.” Lining one truth with another. Is that technically a lie?



“Well, alright. Let’s move somewhere more comfy,” he says, and leads me to a smaller room with a big couch, a TV set, and a rug in between. It’s all lit by a set of torchieres, scattered by white walls.



“So, this is Brown’s love cave, huh?” I say, flinging myself onto the couch.



“Hah, actually, it’s just the living room.” He sits down beside me. I wanted to ask you before but: why do you call me Brown?”



“Hmm.” I stretch out. “I called you that in my head before I knew your name, and it kinda stuck.”



Brown laughs. “I think I’ll take back what I said the other day: you’re a bit strange alright.”



“Does that mean I’m no good replacement wife?” This needle in my heart, it’s on fire.



“What?” Brown looks shocked. “I never said you were—”



I jump from the couch and start pacing on the rug. “But you were thinking it, right?”



“No, I didn’t—”



“Well, that’s good then, because you should stay away from me.” My voice, why is it trembling so much?



“Why?” His tone, defensive before, sounds calm now. “Because you’re a changeling?”



I stop in my tracks. Feels like someone just cut my belly open and all that was in there fell out. “Wh-why… how?”



“You shape shifting right before my eyes was one thing. Screaming ‘Chrysalis’ at the top of your lungs during the roller coaster ride was another. I’m not that stupid, you know.”



“But… I’m a monster, how can you—”



“No you’re not.” He stands up from the couch and moves towards me.



“I’m the spider, you’re the fly.”



He laughs. “You’re getting a bit melodramatic with your similes, don’t you think?” He puts a hoof to my cheek. “Would you show me your true form?”



I recoil at his words. I swallow hard, looking at the floor. Then again, I’ve probably made my choice long ago. I lift my disguise, and for the first time in front of a pony, I feel truly naked.



“Thank you,” he says. I look up. He’s just looking at me with those bright blue eyes, smiling his calm smile. A kick to the stomach: Not now! Not now, of all times! I manage to keep my lips shut and keep the food in, but my legs give way and I go down to my knees.



“Glitter!” He’s beside me in an instant. “That… that allergy again? Your meds, where are they?”



“My apartment,” I croak, laughing to myself at the injustice of it.



“I’ll call an ambulance right aw—”



“You’ll stay…” I grab him around the neck and pull him down onto the rug. “... right here. I want this to end on a high note.” With that, I kiss him.



My skin goes from freezing, to on fire, to freezing again. I feel tears of both joy and sorrow fight their way through my clenched eyelids, and I listen to my heart beating defiantly, buying me time.



Ba-dum. One more second of the life I yearned for. Ba-dum. One more second shedding the life I hated. Dum. Truly naked. Dum. No more lies. Um. His lips on mine. Um. The last pony I had to hurt.








Epilogue:



Manehattan Times, Friday the 14 of July.

Front Page.



Changeling found dead.



A changeling was found dead in the night from 13th to 14th July in a house on Copper Street, Manehattan. At around 10 p.m. neighbours woke from what they describe as screams and sobbing coming from the house next door. The residents did not respond to knocking. Luckily, the elderly couple had a key from taking care of the resident’s plants not long ago. However, the couple admitted that if they had known what they would find, they might not have entered.



In the living room of the single father and his young foal, a changeling lay dead on the floor. “Horrible, just horrible,” Sunset Shortcake said, another resident of the street that arrived on the scene just a little later. “You’d never expect one of these ghastly creatures to turn up in your very neighbourhood!”



Police ponies arrived at the scene in no time. “The changeling was obviously dead, no doubt about it,” Chief Lead Slinger from the 3rd department commented. “However, there was no sign of a fight. We haven’t been able to get a word out of Mr. Autumn Rain about what went down there yet, he’s just stammering and crying. Shock, no doubt.”



To our reporter’s questions whether there was any danger for Manehattan, Lead Slinger answered: “Rest assured that we’ll be taking every possible measure to investigate this incident and are not taking it lightly. However, we have no reason to believe that this changeling was part of an infestation. There have been reports of other changeling loners, and we believe that this is one of these occasions. There is no reason to worry for the good citizen of Manehattan.”
      

      
   
      Last Words


      

      
      
                 Doctor’s offices were always depressing, somehow. Big Mac could feel his life slipping away as he sat on the exam table, legs rocking back and forth for lack of anything better to do. He’d read the informational posters on the wall twice, and learned more about Hoof and Mouth disease in the process than he ever cared to know.



        At least they didn’t have the same skeleton diagrams that’d graced the walls when he was a little colt. Watching that skeleton pony smile down at him had given him a fair share of nightmares, and led to his lifelong vow: no doctors unless it’s an emergency.



        Granny Smith said otherwise.



        The door opened, and Nurse Redheart stepped in. Big Mac put on a smile; a check-up wasn’t so bad when she was performing it.



        She held up a clipboard loaded down with papers. “I have your test results, Big Mac. Would you like me to walk you through them?”



        “Eeyup.” She could’ve asked him to donate a kidney. There wasn’t any arguing with a hard-working mare, as far as he was concerned. Not that she was the prettiest he’d ever seen, of course. That honor was reserved for a certain schoolteacher.



        “Big Mac! Are you paying attention?”



        He finally noticed her stern expression and nodded. “Err, eeyup!”



        She tapped a hoof on the test results. She’d apparently walked him through two pages of it already. “Everything so far as been fine, but… I’m afraid the result of the throat swab is rather serious. If you’d come in sooner we might have been been able to do more, but…” She set the clipboard down. “I’m afraid you’re going mute, Big Mac.”



        He started at her, wide-eyed. “I’m what?” He’d said more during this visit than all of last week.



        Nurse Redheart put a hoof on his shoulder. “You’re going to permanently lose your voice… rather quickly, too. By this time next week…”



        Big Mac slid off the exam table. He’d never understand why sitting down for bad news was customary; sitting down meant defeat. “I’m… not gonna be able to talk anymore?”



        She looked into his eyes and nodded.








        Granny Smith was in the waiting room, clutching her purse in her hooves, lest one of the wayward magazines on the end table next to her try to steal it. She gave the reading material one last dour look before turning to Big Mac. “There ya’ are, youngin’. Got yourself clean bill ‘a health, just like last year?”



        Big Mac slumped into the chair next to her. “N…Nope.” That word, one of his two favorites, felt the more valuable than ever.



        Granny Smith slapped him on the back. “Well, out with it! What’s gone wrong? That mole on your hind leg need pruning?”



        He shook his head. Words had never come easy to him, now least of all. “I’m… loosin’ my voice, Granny… Doc says I’m gonna be mute within a week.”



        Her frown was almost audible. “Oh… my…”



        He hadn’t cried since Applejack did her fillyhood sojourn to Manehattan, but he felt like crying now. “It’s my voice, Granny. Can’t say I use it much, but… what am I gonna do?”



        Granny Smith stood and dabbed his eye with a handkerchief. “Hey now, Big Macintosh. Save the water for the flowers. The Apples have gotten through worse, we’ll get ya’ through this.”



        “But—”



        “It’s all in how ya’ look at this things. Barely two words slip out ‘a your mouth per week anyway, is it really gonna be that different?”



        He sighed. “Guess not, but… suppose I do have something to say? Barely spoken a word to half the ponies in this town since I was colt…”



        She gripped his foreleg and pulled him to his hooves; a feat ponies half her age would be a hard-pressed to accomplish. “Well then, guess we’ll just have to make do on the farm without you for a few days.”



        He stared into her warm smile. Maybe his hearing was going out, too. “What’re you saying?”



        “You’ve got a week, right? Go out there and say all those things you need to.”



        As usual, he didn’t know what to say. As usual, Granny simply gave him a hug. “Now don’t just stand here in this germ factory with your ol’ Granny. Find those ponies that need an earful! Skeedaddle!”



        “Eeyup!” He nodded, but didn’t break their embrace. “Thanks Granny. Thanks for… for raising all us little Apples when we needed it.”



        She batted a hoof dismissively. “Now don’t you waste another word on me, not when you could be out there seeing old friends, righting old wrongs… maybe talkin’ to a certain special somepony?”



        Big Mac didn’t know a pony as red as him could blush. “Granny…”



        “I fully expect some more little Apples running around before I’m gone, you hear? Can’t put all my stock in Applejack settling down, now can I?”



        “E…Eeyup.”








        Big Mac trotted up the dirt path towards the farm. At least he’d had the good sense to have his check-up bright and early, before too much of the day could be wasted. He definitely didn’t need a whole week to pay his last verbal respects. An hour or two would probably suffice, although a couple more wouldn’t hurt if he found his way to the schoolhouse.



        He crested a hill, and Sweet Apple Acres came into view. The rolling sea of apple trees looked best in the early morning light, or at least that’s what he’d always thought. Speaking wasn’t that important, in the grand scheme. Maybe he’d take up writing, like Pa used to.



        That was all assuming he could write legibly, of course. He plucked a twig off a nearby tree with his teeth, and scratched his name in the dirt with it. If he could barely read what he called writing, penning his worldly wisdom for the benefit of future generations didn’t sound too likely.



        The sound of tiny hooves, and a hummed country song, announced that he had a visitor. Apple Bloom looked as happy as could be as headed up the path. Judging by her bulging saddle bag, and the position of the sun, she was on her way to school.



        She smiled when she saw her big brother. “Heya, Big Mac! Back from your doctor visit?”



        “Eeyu—” He couldn’t just say that. Not to Apple Bloom, not to anypony else. “You… heading to school, Apple Bloom?”



        She nodded vigorously. “Yup. Just two more weeks ‘til summertime, then it’s nothing but having fun and crusading for my cutie mark!”



        “Need a ride there?”



        She gave her own hooves a glance. “Thanks, but I can walk just fine. I figure you’ve got important stuff to do, anyway.”



        He gave the farm a quick look. A day of apple bucking had never sounded better. “Yeah, but… could you help me with something real quick?”



        “I guess, but I’d better keep it short. Miss Cheerilee doesn’t take kindly to anypony being late.”



        He knelt down. “Hop on, I’ll have ya’ there in no time.”



        She was heavier than he remembered, although he really couldn’t recall the last time he’d needed to carry her anywhere. Pretty soon she’d be just as big as AJ. She was already just as independent.



        “So what can I help ya’ with?” She asked.



        “Well… I’m taking a little time for myself today, Apple Bloom. I wanted to go see a few friends of mine, but I want to make sure I don’t miss anypony. I feel like I ought to make a list, but my writing is awful bad, always has been. Think you could write it out for me?”



        He could feel her opening her saddlebag and fishing out the necessary supplies. “Sure thing! Just start naming those ponies and I’ll write ‘em down.”



        “Well… let’s see…” This was supposed to be the easy part. All he had to do was name off all the ponies he knew.



        Apple Bloom started writing anyway. “We’ll start with Miss Cheerilee. Haven’t heard you two say a word to each other in ages, even though everypony’s always talking about you and her.”



        “Everypony?”



        “Well… uh… some ponies… maybe. How about Spike? You two trade hoofball cards, right?”



        “That we do. So what ponies have been talking about me and—”



        “And if you’re gonna talk to Spike you just gotta put Princess Twilight on the list, too. She’s always got something good to say. Same goes for Fluttershy, and Rainbow Dash, and Rarity, and—”



        He started to laugh. “This startin’ to sound like all of Applejack’s friends, Bloom.”



        “I can’t help it if she knows all the nicest ponies around. Who else do you want?”



        “Well… How about Mr. Cake? We play a friendly game of cards once in a—”



        Apple Bloom gasped. “I almost forgot Pinkie Pie! She’s the nicest of ‘em all!”



        He sighed. “Guess I’ll start with all of them and see where the day goes… Thanks, Apple Bloom.”



        “No problem! Guess this makes up for me and the Crusaders accidentally knocking down the barn last week, right?”



        He rolled his eyes. “We’ll see.”



        The schoolhouse was on the horizon, along with Ponyville proper. Apple Bloom tapped on his shoulder. “Mind if I walk from here, Big Mac? I like talking with you and all, but…”



        He grinned. “You don’t want your friends to see you gettin’ hauled around like a baby.”



        She grinned, albeit sheepishly. “Yeah.”



        He nuzzled her behind the ear. “Fair enough. Say, think you could help me with my own writing? I… think I’m gonna try and do more of it.”



        She slid off his back. “Sure! Golly, can’t say I’ve ever heard you say this much. I like it!”



        He forced a grin. “How about we talk more after school? It’s no fair that AJ’s always the pony helping you with your homework. I can do my share… so long as it isn’t fancy writing, or making lists.”



        The school bell started to ring, and Apple Bloom gasped. “Sounds great, but I gotta run! See ya’ tonight!”



        Apple Bloom galloped into the distance, leaving Big Mac alone with his list of names. The farm didn’t need any more little Apples just yet. He needed to make up for lost time with the one that they already had.








        Big Mac gave the list a quick read. Seeing these ponies would take him all over town. With any luck, he finish up just as the school ended for the day. Maybe Cheerilee would be have a minute to spare. Then again, when would a mare like her ever have a minute, or even a second to call her own? Tending to a room full of little ponies like Apple Bloom sounded about as easy as herding cats.



        A baby duckling darted out of the bushes next to the path and stared up at him. Another appeared, and then a third. Each one stopped as soon as they noticed the red behemoth standing in the roadway. The mother duck came last of all, announcing her presence a fearsome quack worthy of a drill sergeant. The baby ducklings scurried into a line behind their mother, who promptly led them across the path and into the grass.



        Fluttershy flew over the bushes a few seconds later. “Careful now, lots of ponies come this way in the morn—” The mother duck shot Fluttershy a withering glare, and led her brood onward and out of sight.



        Fluttershy sank to the ground, right in front of Big Mac. “S-Sorry! I-I’ll keep up next time, I p-promise!”



        Big Mac took a second look at his list. Maybe Apple Bloom was onto something. “Morning, Fluttershy.”



        She glanced up at him, not unlike one of the baby ducklings. “Hi, Big Mac. Sorry, I don’t mean to block the path… I’d better be going.”



        “Just a minute, mind if we… have a few words?”



        She ran her front hooves through her mane with ever-increasing speed. “W-words? What’s wrong? What did I do?”



        “Nothing, I swear. Just thought I might help you out.”



        She gave a deep sigh of relief and put her hooves back on the ground. “Oh… What about?”



        “Well… what about what happened just now? That mother duck didn’t seem too grateful for you trying to help.”



        Fluttershy stared at the ground. “Oh, that was my fault. I got caught up talking to a hummingbird, but Mrs. Duck insisted on getting to the pond right away. I shouldn’t have dawdled.”



        Big Mac held back a grin. “Fluttershy… I understand helping animals is your special talent and all, but did you ever consider sticking up for yourself a bit more? No offense, but those little ducks looked like they had more backtalk in ‘em than you.”



        She took to running her hooves through her mane again. “I don’t want to be rude…”



        “Don’t mean they get be rude to you.”



        “I-I tried taking an assertiveness class, once. It was awful, I just ended up being mean.”



        “Didn’t say you have to act real different. Just start with… thinking different.”



        Her hoof motions stopped, and she stared at him. “Thinking different?”



        “Just because some critter thinks you ought to feel or act a certain way, doesn’t mean you have to.”



        “Oh… well I know that, but…”



        He knelt down so they were at eye level. “Bottling it up won’t help, either. How about this? Let it all out and give me your best right hook. Show me Fluttershy’s not afraid of what some busybody duck has to say.”



        She gasped and backed away. “H-hit you? I-I’d never do that! I-I never hit anypony!”



        He grinned. “I know, that’s why I’m offering. You can’t do me any harm, Fluttershy, Just let me have it.”



        He tapped his jaw and winked.



        She regarded her own hoof with abject terror, as if she was holding a lit stick of dynamite. “Are… are you sure?”



        He nodded. “Biggest part of standing up for yourself is knowing what you’re capable o—”



        Big Mac suddenly found himself sprawled on the side of the path with a throbbing pain in his jaw. “Wha… happened?”



        Fluttershy was hovering over him, gnawing on her hooves. “Oh my gosh, oh my gosh, oh my gosh! A-are you okay, Big Mac? I-I really didn’t mean to! You just got me thinking about the way some of the animals have been treating me this week, and how I should’ve said something to them, and how I never do, and…”



        For a moment, Big Mac didn’t see the kind and sweet pegasus he’d stopped to help. In her place was some sort of winged punching machine with bricks for hooves. “That’s… that’s okay, Fluttershy. Guess I asked for it, didn’t I? Just… uh… just remember to stand up for yourself in little ways… If ya’ ever feel like hitting something, come buck a few apples with me and AJ. I’m pretty sure the trees can take it…”



        She helped him to his hooves and hugged him. “Thanks, Big Mac. It… it felt good to let that come out. We should do this more often.”



        He shivered. “Ya’ mean talk, right?”



        She giggled. “Yes, talk.”








        Big Mac stumbled into Sugar Cube Corner and found the nearest table. His head was still spinning. Maybe Fluttershy and Bulk Biceps were related. A milkshake would help, and would look less pathetic than a bag of ice. Not that he had anything to worry about, the bakery was deserted at this time of the morning. From the smell of things, the Cakes were in the back frosting cupcakes. He’d have to come back later to have a word with Carrot; all he had in mind for him was a “you’re on” for the next poker night, anyway.



        Pinkie Pie appeared behind the counter. “Howdy there, stranger-pony!”



        He had no idea what to say to Pinkie. Not that he ever did. Talking with the moon probably made more sense. “Howdy, Pinkie. Could you get me a—”



        She disappeared through a door. “Coming right up!”



        “But… you don’t know what—”



        And then she was back, this time with a tray balanced on her head.



        A moment later, a milkshake and a pair of cupcakes were in front of him. “What’s all th—”



        Pinkie held a cupcake under his nose. “These are Mrs. Cake’s newest recipe; Double Apple Surprise.”



        The cupcake found his way into his mouth as soon as he tried to speak. Pinkie leaned over to his ear. “The surprise is one of the ‘apples’ is a pineapple!”



        Her laugh was sweet, and the cupcake was sweeter still.



        “Thanks, Pinkie.”



        She held up the milkshake next. “And this is my newest recipe, I thought of it just before you walked in!”



        He dutifully took a sip. The milkshake somehow possessed the cool burn of an ice pack, a head-clearing jolt of energy, and a hint of coconut. “What do you call this, Pinkie?”



        “Bucket of ice water.”



        He took a second look at the concoction he was drinking, which was most definitely not just water, and then to the unpredictable mare who’d given it to him. “Thanks.”



        She nodded. “I’m still working on the name. So watchya doing here all bright and early and chatty?”



        He took a long pull on the straw. “Just… here to say hi, I guess. Happen to know if Mr. Cake still doing poker night this Tuesday?”



        She nodded. “He sure is! I’m babysitting upstairs. Are you coming?”



        “If there’s a spot at the table, I’ll be there.”



        Pinkie held up a hooffull of cards. “Always, Big Macsie. Always.” She turned the cards around to reveal a full house.



        “Where did—”



        The second cupcake found its way into his open mouth.



        Pinkie set the empty tray on her back. “Gotta run, Big Mac, there’s a whole lot more cupcakes that need baking before the lunch rush. Come by and talk again soon, ‘kay?”



        She was out of the room before he could finish chewing.



        He glanced around the empty room, secretly wishing for a bystander to compare notes with, and left a couple bits on the table. He hadn’t said much of anything to Pinkie Pie, unless his cupcake chewing counted. In Pinkie’s case, maybe it did.








        Big Mac stood outside Sugar Cube Corner, regarding the dessert-adorned building with slight incredulity. Maybe Fluttershy had hit him harder than he thought. Maybe he hadn’t talked to Pinkie at all. He licked his lips and tasted pineapple; so much for that theory.



        “Excuse me… coming through…”



        Big Mac turned to see a small mountain of grocery bags passing by on two purple feet. He leaned down to where he assumed the nearest ear was. “Spike?”



        Spike jumped, throwing the bags everywhere. “Ah! Oh, hey Big Mac!”



        “Sorry ‘bout your—”



        Spike started piling the bags on his shoulders again. “It’s no big deal. I’ve just got a ton of errands to run while Twilight gets her old gala dress refitted.”



        Big Mac gingerly picked up a bag with his teeth and deposited it on his own back. “That so? Mind if I help you out?”



        “That’d be great! I—” Spike looked at him and arched an eyebrow. “That’s like, seven more words than I’ve ever heard you say at once.”



        Big Mac’s eyes darted around, and he leaned down for another grocery bag. “Just… have a few things to say is all. Figured I’d see all my friends today… tell ‘em stuff I’ve been meaning to.”



        Spike gave him a long stare before returning his own attention to the bags. “Okay… So… wanna see my new hoofball card? It’s in here somewhere…” He opened one of the bags and dug around inside.



        Big Mac peered over his shoulder, and saw that the bag was full of comic books. “Thought you were getting groceries or something.”



        “I am, but while I was out I decided to stop by the comic shop and see if they had anything new. I’ve been saving up to buy this super-rare copy of Power Ponies issue ten, the one where they introduced the Mane-iac. I just couldn’t say no to some of these beauties in the mean time, though.”



        Big Mac nodded. “I see. So that’s what you spend your bits on?”



        Spike’s rummaging ceased. “Well… yeah. Everypony’s got a hobby, right? Comics are just what I do when I’m not cooking, cleaning, or doing whatever else Twilight needs.”



        “Looks like more than just a hobby, from where I’m standing.”



        Spike folded his arms and glared at him. “Last I checked you’ve got more hoofball cards under your bed than the store has, Big Mac.”



        “True, but that’s a lifetime collection, Spike. Pa gave me most of it, and I only buy a new card every now and then. I could buy out the whole store if I wanted… but I don’t.”



        Spike gave a deep sigh. “I guess I kind of went overboard, didn’t I? I’d better return all this stuff, before Twilight sees.”



        “Where’d you say she was again?”



        “Getting a dress refitted. Hey, maybe I can use the bits to get something nice for Rarity instead!”



        Big Mac smiled. “You aim pretty high, Spike.”



        Spike blushed. “I can’t help it. Rarity’s gorgeous, and talented, and… y-you don’t like her too, do you?”



        “Me? No, no. You’ve got nothin’ to worry about, there.”



        “That’s a relief. So, what should get her? I could get her her favorite chocolates again, but I know she’s trying to watch her figure… Flowers are healthy though, so that’d be okay, right?”



        Big Mac patted him on the head. “You’ll think of somethin’. Since we’re on the subject, mind if I give you some advice? Might sound strange, what with my bein’ a bachelor myself, but—”



        The bags fell to the ground again. Spike stared at him, open-mouthed. “Really? You really want to help me out? Nopony else even takes this seriously, not even Twilight.”



        “I know. I used to hear the same things, from time to time, Spike, and I figure you’re ready to hear what my Pa told me.”



        Spike nodded and held out his hands, as if Big Mac was about to give him a literal key to a mare’s heart. Big Mac knocked him on the chin instead. “Time to decide what you’re gonna be, Spike, a kid or a grown up. You spend a fair bit of time acting like both, but a mare’s only interested in one. You want a chance with a mare, you’d better be able to call yourself a stallion, and means you think things through and know how to provide. All the flowers in the world don’t measure up to keeping a roof over her head.”



        Spike stood there, as still as an apple tree, for seconds on end. Big Mac, meanwhile, picked up the bags, save the one filled with comic books, and make a neat pile on his back. How in Equestria Spike managed to carry this much was beyond him; that was the magic of arms, he supposed.



        “I’ll do you one better, Spike. How about I carry all this to the castle for ya’, and—”



        Spike balled up a fist. “No. No, I’ve got this. You’ve got other ponies to see, right? You go do that, I’ve got my own job to do.”



        Moments later, all of the bags were back in Spike’s arms. All except one.



        Big Mac prodded the forelorne bag of comics. “Think you missed one.”



        “Nope. I don’t want it.”



        “But all this must’ve cost—”



        “I don’t want the bits back. I’ll earn some more, and I’ll keep them this time. Just give the comics to somepony else… Pass them out after school or something.”



        Big Mac glanced at the town clock. School wouldn’t let out for a little while yet. Just as well; he had a few more ponies to see before working up the courage to talk to Cheerilee. Figuring out what to say wouldn’t hurt either.



        He held up the list and started crossing off names in his mind. If Apple Bloom’s list-making skills held up, and he suspected that they would, Rarity’s shop would be his next stop. He started at a quick trot, eager to cross her and Twilight off the list in one fell swoop.








        A gust of wind rustled his mane, and a Rainbow Dash appeared by his side, hovering just high enough to put them at eye level. “Hey Big Mac, what gives? I just ran into Spike, and he was acting all serious. He said you were going around, talking to every pony in town or something.”



        He nodded. “Eeyup.”



        She folded her forelegs. “Yeah? Then say something new, already.”



        “Howdy, Rainbow.”



        She smiled. “Hah, awesome! So what’s your favorite kind of apple? What’s the capital of Equestria? What’s with the bag? ”



        He glanced at the bag on his back. “Uh… Just some comics I need to get rid of. Say, what don’t you take ‘em? Give ’em to that little pegasus that’s always talking about you, the one with the scooter.”



        “You mean Scootaloo?”



        “Yeah.”



        Rainbow shrugged. “Eh, sure. I don’t really know if she’s into those, but hey, free gift from the most awesome mare around. Maybe I can get her into Daring Do next.” She tucked the bag under her foreleg. “So why’re you doing all this talking, all of the sudden? Spike made it sound like you were in a big hurry.”



        Big Mac rolled his eyes. He should’ve just told Spike to learn to keep his mouth shut, that was another important lesson when it came to mares. “No real hurry I guess… just got a few ponies I want to say a thing or two to. Nothing wrong with that.”



        She cocked an eyebrow. “That’s all, eh? If that’s true, what’ve you got to say to me?”



        “I… well…”



        She hovered right in front of his face, smiling big. “Come on, AJ always says you don’t talk because your too busy thinking, so prove it.”



        Applejack. That was something he could work with. “How about this: could you cut her some slack?”



        Rainbow’s smile vanished. “Huh?”



        “AJ. I know you two are friends and all, but the way you compete sometimes makes me wonder if you’re just one fight away from going your separate ways.”



        Rainbow sank to the ground. Apparently he’d taken the air from under her wings as well as from her lungs. “That’s… crazy. W-We’re just both into winning. There’s no way that could hurt ever our friendship!”



        Big Mac leaned down until they were nose to nose, and grinned. “Prove it.”



        Rainbow’s eyes got as big as sheep’s on shearing day. “I-gotta-go-thanks-bye.”



        Hurricane-force winds heralded her departure.



        Big Mac picked up his pace. At this rate, the whole town would be lining up for his supposed words of wisdom before the school bell rang.








        Big Mac stepped into the Carousel Boutique and, not knowing any better, took a deep breath. The amount of perfume in the air bordered on lethal. Stuffing roses up his nose would’ve been less hazardous, thorns included.



        A number of elderly ponies browsing through the racks turned and watched him gasp and wheeze. He caught a sympathetic, watery-eyed look from a fellow stallion, at least until the mare he was attached to hurried him along to the next line of dresses on display.



        “Rar—” He coughed again. He couldn’t let a little perfume rob him of his voice, not before he’d finished his rounds. “Anypony seen the mare of the establishment? Where’s Miss Rarity?”



        “Psst!” Twilight was looking at him from a nearly closed door at the far end of the shop, and her gaze said plenty: follow me if you want to live.



        Twilight opened the door for him, and promptly shut it afterwards. He took a deep, fragrance-free breath, and nodded his thanks.



        She pointed to an open window nearby, the source of breathable air. “I know, I know. It’s way past overpowering. That’s why I’m hiding back here while Rarity finishes my dress.”



        “Is it always like this in here?”



        Twilight gasped. “Wow, it’s true; you’re talking a lot today!”



        Big Mac sighed. “Spike been here, too?”



        “Spike? I heard it from Rainbow Dash.”



        He put a hoof to his face. “ ‘course you did.”



        She touched a hoof to his shoulder. “Is everything all right?”



        “Right enough. Could ya’ just direct me to Rarity? Got a thing or two I need to say.”



        Right on cue, Rarity stepped through an open door with a dress floating next to her. “So sorry to keep you waiting, Twilight. I believe this time the wing holes will be much—why Big Macintosh, to what do we owe this pleasure?”



        Rarity glanced at Twilight, who nodded and smiled big.



        Big Mac sighed. “Yes, yes. I’m talkin’ up a storm today. Don’t suppose you and I could have a word?”



        Twilight slid next to Rarity and grinned. “Yes?”



        He shut his eyes. “In private, if that’s all right.”



        Rarity giggled. “Very well. Come with me, Big Mac. If you value your lungs, I’d recommend we move further away from the storefront; the Elders of Ponyville Society is making its monthly pilgrimage and… well you’ve smelled it yourself, haven’t you?”



        He followed her through the door and into a room lined with windows, fabric swatches, and mannequins. “ ‘fraid I have. Powerful stuff.”



        She cracked open the nearest window, and smiled at him. “If the rumors are to believed, your vocabulary has been rather… prolific, today. What might you have to say to me?”



        “Just that…” This should’ve been an easy one. He’d known from the minute Apple Bloom wrote down her name what he needed to tell her. “… I don’t think I’m gonna be able to sing in the Pony Tones no more.”



        Rarity gave one of her legendary gasps. “Leave the Pony Tones? You can’t be serious, Big Mac! You are, without question, the best bass voice in town!”



        “Shucks, that’s nice of ya’, but—”



        She stomped a hoof. “I won’t hear of it. I simply won’t. We need you, Big Mac. Your gift is undeniable, and depriving ponykind of it is tantamount to a crime. We simply must have you in the Pony Tones, no matter the extenuating circumstances.”



        He bit his lip. Spike had no idea what he was asking for. “How about… as long as I have the best bass voice in town, I’ll be there.”



        She smiled and fanned herself with a hoof. “Now that’s more like it. I know that was rather pushy of me, Big Mac, but honestly the Pony Tones couldn’t survive without you. Toe Tapper and Torch Song could replace a soprano like myself with little effort, but you…” She placed a hoof on his cheek. “You are irreplaceable.”



        For a moment he saw exactly what Spike did, but only for a moment. “We’ll see, I suppose. That’s all I came to say, but… well I guess there’s something else, too.”



        She nodded. “Yes?”



        There was no sugar-coating it. “Think you could give Spike a chance?”



        She smiled vanished. “Pardon?”



        “I know it’s not really my place to say, but—”



        Rarity stepped away and blushed furiously. “It certainly isn’t. He didn’t put you up to this, did he?”



        “No, ‘course not! In fact if he asks, I didn’t say nothing at all on the subject.”



        She turned to a nearby worktable and started straightening a stack of fabric squares. “If he isn’t behind this little… intrusion, then why?”



        He wasn’t sure he knew. “Just felt like I needed to. I’ll never mention it again, I swear. Just thought… just thought I’d plant the seed.”



        “Indeed. I suppose my own brazen move to save the Pony Tones makes this fair play. You may consider the ‘seed’… ‘planted,’ as it were, Big Mac. I make absolutely no promises, and I absolutely demand that this conversation not leave this room. Good day.”



        “Thank you for talking with me, Miss Rarity.” Thanking her for allowing him to leave with all his limbs still attached sounded equally fair.



        He returned to the previous room, and found Twilight staring at him with the biggest look of horror he’d ever seen. At first he assumed she’d had her ear to the door, at least until he saw the paper on the ground in front of her. He must have dropped it right after his escape from the gas chamber.



        “Big Mac… what’s going on?”



        He glanced around. This room had two doors, and he wasn’t anxious to go through either one of them. “N-Nothin’. Nothin’ at all.”



        Twilight held up the list and marched toward him with a heart-stopping glare fixed on the spot between his eyes. “So this list of ponies you wanted to talk to, this list of friends that you just happened to decide to visit today… That wouldn’t have anything to do with, I don’t know, a certain early-morning doctor’s visit that Applejack says you’ve been whining about for months?”



        “Ah… err… Nope! Just… speaking my mind for once, is all.” In a moment she’d have him literally backed into a corner, and he knew it.



        “Oh? Then speak it: what do you have to say to me?”



        He studied her clenched teeth for a moment. “Princess Twilight… you… worry too much.”



        Twilight had a counter argument. Big Mac had an escape plan.



        He sailed through the open window, catching a few syllables of her shrill reply and hoping against hope that she didn’t blast him into next week with her magic.








        The school bell was ringing, and Big Mac was running. Fillies and Colts whizzed by on the left and right with joy equal to his own. School was out, and they were fleeing the schoolhouse as if it was on fire, whereas he knew that it was the rest of Ponyville that was actually ablaze. If he didn’t get indoors quick, something bad was likely to happen, like running into anypony other than the one mare that he actually needed to have a word with.



         He caught sight of Apple Bloom and her friends at the far end of the school yard, off to cause another disaster, no doubt. There wasn’t another school-age pony to be seen, just the way he’d hoped. He skidded to a stop and looked the building up and down. The white columns by the door could do with a new coat of paint, which he happened to have back at the farm. Some fool part of him wanted to turn around right there and go get it.



        Instead, he stepped through the entrance and breathed in the scent of chalk. In so many ways, the schoolhouse looked as he expected it to before school, as opposed to after. The little desks were lined up straight, and almost as clean as the chalkboard they faced. To say Cheerilee ran a tight ship just didn’t do it justice. He could barely keep up with Apple Bloom. How Cheerilee managed to hold the attention, and command the respect, of a roomful of spit-ball-throwing, note-passing fillies and colts was beyond him, just like what in Equestria he could say to her.



        “Hello, Big Mac.”



        His breathing stopped, as did his heart. He stared blankly at the chalk board as Cheerilee walked around from behind him. She must have been by the front window, watching her little ponies take off for the day. That also meant she’d seen him gallop up like a stampeding cow.



        “H… uh… Hello, Miss Cheerilee.”



        She stepped into his view, wearing the same smile he remembered from their last encounter on Hearts and Hooves Day. Sure, their ‘date’ at the end of it was just to bait Apple Bloom and her friends into a well-deserved panic, but that didn’t mean it he didn’t think highly of it, or of her.



        “My, you’re talkative today. Did you have something to say? Is this about Apple Bloom? She said you might stop by.”



        He opened and closed his mouth a few times. “N-nope.”



        She walked to her desk at the front of the classroom and retrieved an extremely overstuffed saddle bag. “I was actually just on my way out. So many papers to grade before the school year ends…”



        May I carry that for you? That’s what he was willing his lips to say. They weren’t cooperating.



        She trudged her way back to him, clearly strained by the bag’s weight. “I imagine you’re busy too, what with harvest season coming up. That’s all Apple Bloom’s been talking about.”



        He nodded, and uttered his favored stand-in for intelligent conversation. “Eeyup.”



        She smiled again, although the tiredness in her eyes was all the more evident now.



        Forget the saddle bag; he’d carry it and her.



        “So, did you have any particular reason for this little visit?”



        Fireworks were exploding between his ears. “Err…err… Nope.”



        Her smile faded, and her ears drooped. “Oh… well thank for you stopping by, all the same. My sister in Fillydelphia keeps saying I should visit for the summer, maybe I actually will.”



        A train could’ve passed through his open mouth with room to spare.



        Cheerilee opened the door and motioned for him to follow. “I need to lock up for the night, Big Mac, unless you had anything else to say.”



        He hung his head. “Nope.”








        Big Mac shambled his way through Cider Trough’s door, feeling loopier and lonelier than the barflies drooling on the countertop. As local watering holes go, this place was the bottom of the barrel, the kind of establishment that Granny Smith wouldn’t even mention in polite company. In that sense, it sounded like the perfect place to tend to a broken heart, or at least to drown it.



        He stepped across the sawdust floor, forever thankful that nopony here would recognize him. None of them would care if he had a thing to say, wise or foolish. The later was more likely, anyway. He scanned the room for a spot to get off his hooves. Every barstool was taken, as was every table.



        So much for not saying anything. He pulled out the nearest chair and stared at the single mare occupying the table. “Pardon me, miss. Mind if I sit? I’m just here to rest a spell, no pick up lines, no funny business.”



        The mare, a grey one with a blonde mane, had a hoof wrapped around a half-empty mug. She glanced up at him, or at least one of her eyes did. The other seemed to be staring off into space for some reason. “Oh… oh wow, sure!”



        Big Mac didn’t care for her enthusiasm, but he wasn’t here to argue. He wasn’t here to talk at all. His throat hurt, which was probably the first sign that his voice was going out for good. All he needed was a little solitude, and a late lunch. So what if one of them was in liquid form.



        She seemed more than willing to talk, however. “Wow… Nopony ever sits by me. Not since… ever! Do you remember me who I am?”



        He shook his head. “Nope.”



        She grinned an inebriated grin. “I deliver your mail! Nopony ever thinks about the mail mare… unless I mess up. That’s how it’s supposed to be and everything, but—” Tears welled up in her eyes. “—I try really hard! I-I just don’t have good depth perception, and letters and numbers get all fuzzy sometimes!”



        He watched her cry quietly into the tabletop. Comforting her was only slightly higher on his priority list than finishing off whatever grog she’d been drinking. Still, Granny didn’t raise him to ignore a pony in distress.



        “There… uh… There there.”



        She sniffled loudly. “Nopony ever sits and talks with me… nopony ever listens…”



        Big Mac was ready to excuse himself. She grabbed his hoof, as if she knew. “S-say something, please? Anything.”



        “Uh…” His track record of helping friends today was spotty at best. Still, the bloodshot stare-down she was giving him tore him up inside in a way not even Cheerilee had managed to. “W-why don’t ponies like to talk with you? You seem nice enough.”



        She chuckled. “Lots of reasons. I mess stuff up all the time. At least nopony calls me names anymore…”



        “Names? Now that’s no way to treat a pony, young or full grown.”



        She nodded emphatically. “I know! I moved away from Cloudsdale right after school just so it’d stop! I—”



        The bar’s door swung open, and a group of pegasus stallions strolled in, laughing to themselves.



        The grey hooves grasping Big Mac’s foreleg shivered. “Oh no! No no no! That’s… that’s the captain of the hoofball team from my old school in Cloudsdale, and all his cronies. What’re they doing here? I-I’d better go before they see me!”



        Big Mac knocked a hoof on the table. “Now hold on a second. You’re a grown mare, ain’t you?”



        She slowly nodded. “Y-yeah, but they—”



        “This ain’t recess. Who cares what some other ponies think, you’re you, and you gotta be proud of that. Letting some other pony tell you who you are ain’t no way to live, not even for a day.”



        She shrank down in her seat. “B-but—”



        “But nothing. I’ll walk right up there with you, if you want. Show ’em you’re your own pony. Who knows, maybe they’re all grown up now too, nice and everything.”



        The laugher doubled in volume, and somehow Big Mac knew it was directed at her. One of the stallions walked over. “Check it out, dudes. You’ll never guess who I found over here!”



        The grey mare cringed. Big Mac stood up. “Now just a minute. If the lady don’t want to talk to you, you’d better just move along and leave her be.”



        She stood, too. “No… no. You’re right. I can be proud of who I am. I’m not afraid of you any more, Kicker. You might’ve called me names before, but that’s not who I am. I’ve got a job, a house—” She wrapped a foreleg around Big Mac “—and at least one really nice friend. I’m not that filly you used to push around.”



        Kicker sneered at her. “Oh yeah? So even if I call you Der—”



        Big Mac was knocked down by what could best be described as a grey explosion. He spat out some sawdust and, to his surprise, saw Kicker on the ground next to him with a mouth full of it. The grey mare had him pinned to the floor, one foreleg around his neck, the other brandishing the razor-sharp remains of her glass mug.



        Her voice shook the room like thunder. “The name’s Ditzy, you jerk! You want me to write down for you? How about right across that big, stupid forehead? Huh? Just so happens I’ve got a nice sharp pen, right here!”



        Big Mac lunged forward, as did every other pony in the bar. Suddenly hooves, mugs, and bodies were crashing down everywhere, including on top of his head. The world faded to black in the midst of Ditzy’s rage-filled cries for blood.








        Big Mac’s head hurt something fierce. He opened an eye, and then the other. Neither one was swollen shut. That was a good sign, at least. Maybe the bar fight hadn’t been so bad after all.



        Then he realized where he was. He was back at the doctor’s, laying on a hospital bed with a bandage wrapped around his forehead. Worse still, Applejack was seated in the chair next to him.



        She glared down at him. “Evening, Big Mac.”



        He opened his mouth, despite all fears of if anything would come out. “Appleja—”



        “You mind tellin’ me why half the ponies in town have this fool idea that you’re about to kick the bucket? Twilight already had Princess Celestia on high alert to make an appearance at your funeral.”



        “I can—”



        She slammed her hat down on his chest. “You’re funeral, Big Mac! Granny told me what’s really goin’ on… or least what you thought was.”



        “Huh?”



        Applejack crossed her forelegs and turned away. “So you took the whole day to give your pipes one last hurrah. I get that and all, but—” She whirled around to face him with tears in her eyes. “Why wasn’t I on your list, Big Mac? Don’t I matter to you? We work next to each other every day! We’ve been through thick and thin! We… We dug Ma and Pa’s graves together! Am I that bad of a sister that I don’t deserve a last word from you?”



        He reached up to pull her into a hug. She batted his foreleg away, but he followed up with the other one. She was getting a hug, even if it cost him his front teeth. “Applejack… ‘course you deserve a word or two. You deserve all of ’em, and then some. You weren’t on that list because… well, same reason Apple Bloom and Granny Smith weren’t. You and I, we’ve done so much together, we’ve done things that… that I don’t think there’s words for. I love ya’, AJ. Simple as that. Don’t think I can ever say it like I really mean it, but there ya’ go.”



        She raised her head off his shoulder and sniffled. “Thanks, Big Mac. Sorry I got so bent out of shape. I should’ve thought more of you.”



        Big Mac shook his head. “Nope. I should’ve thought, period. This whole day I’ve been wasting my time. Sure, friends are nice an’ all, but I should’ve just kept Apple Bloom home from school and spent the whole time with her, you, and Granny Smith. That’s who my last words should be for.”



        Applejack wiped a foreleg across her eyes and grinned. “Heh, about that…”



        Nurse Redheart burst through the door. She was panting, glistening with sweat, and missing her hat. “Oh good, you’re awake. I hope you’re ready to check out; we need every bed in the hospital. We just got another round of patients from the bar fight. It seems like just about every pony with a score to settle went nuts today.”



        Big Mac gasped. “That mare… Ditzy. She okay?”



        Nurse Redheart gave a slow, stern nod. “Ditzy M. Hooves. She’ll be fine. The pony she attacked agreed not to press charges, so long the stitches don’t scar, and so long as Ms. Hooves speaks to a counselor about her rage issues.”



        “Could I see her? Kinda feel like I should apologize for everything.”



        She shook her head. “Tomorrow, after she’s slept off whatever dreck they serve at that dive.”



        Applejack cleared her throat. “Say, Nurse Readheart, don’t you think there’s some other important news you should be telling him?”



        The two mares locked eyes, which Big Mac assumed was likely to start a fire. Nurse Redheart blinked, and gave him a weak smile. “It… seems we made a slight mistake with your test results this morning.”



        He raised his eyebrows. “Oh?”



        Applejack snorted. “ ‘Slight’ my hoof…”



        Nurse Redheart nodded. “It seems somepony in the lab mixed up the test tubes. You’re not loosing your voice, Big Mac. You’re as healthy as a horse, aside from the minor concussion you sustained when somepony broke a barstool over your head.”



        He gasped.



        Applejack glowered at her. “We’re not going to be seeing a bill for this little mix up, now are we?”



        Nurse Redheart shook her head. “No Ma’am. I’ll fill out all the paperwork. You can just leave as soon as you’re ready.”



        “We’re ready right now. Let’s hit the road, Big Mac.”



        He nodded. “Eeyu—wait!”



        Applejack winced like she’d just stepped on a thistle. “What now?”



        Big Mac hurried past her. “I’ve got one more stop to make. Think Miss Cheerilee is still up?”



        Applejack sighed. “Guess you’re gonna have to find out.”



        “Eeyup.”


      

      
   
      A Butterfly, Dreaming


      

      
      
         Consciousness slowly stirs to life amid the rustling of scaly wings. A gentle breeze is mingling scents in the air: the cloying sap of late-summer pines; the ozone of distant Cloudsdale and petrichor of the land underneath; the rousing musk of a thousand tiny bodies. Spindly legs stretch and delicate antennae twitch. The red glow kissing the horizon is calling us once again to the dance.



Awakening to so much motion always disorients me for a moment. I fumble for a connection, trying to make sense of it all, and the roiling storm of sensation resolves into more concrete feelings. Fresh air filling my lungs. A hint of chill as moisture evaporates from my outstretched yellow-and-pink wings, hardening them for flight. The tickle of antennae on wings and the jostle of bodies as the others crawl past me on our perch. My feet scrambling for a solid grip on the smooth surface as a bump sends me staggering sideways. I am deep in the center of the swarm: two days out of the cocoon and a bit smaller than the others, but full of restless life. The tails tapering from my hindwings are particularly beautiful, long and deeply hued, delicately spiraling at the end.



As the orb of light inches upward and the sky catches fire from end to end, the others start taking off one by one, and I join the swarm—flapping up through thick trees to the open air, wheeling and diving and soaring and pairing for hours as the distant and brilliant sky twists in its course. Finally, exhaustion drags us back to earth, and we flutter back to the secret place deep within the trees, casting our eyes to the brilliant pastels on the horizon as sleep overtakes us.







Consciousness stirs to life amid down pillows and silken bedsheets. I try to squint the dawn away, and fumble for a connection until my brain links up to leaden legs. I roll over, then reach up a hoof to brush pink mane out of my eyes.



Awakening always disorients me for a moment, until I remember that I'm not a butterfly.








I'm up well past my bedtime, and everything's so dark. Ponyville is a dense cluster of points of light in the distance below us—as if we were meant to be surrounded by an unbroken sphere of stars, but somepony had taken a broom and swept up all the light from the fields and hills and forests into a single spot to await the dustpan.



Twilight Sparkle leans over her telescope, peering through the eyepiece while making some adjustments. Even though the newly cleansed moon shines brighter than ever, I can barely make out the stars on her flanks.



I stare at them, glance back at my own hindquarters, and wonder if she dreams of being a star.



Stars seem so similar to butterflies. I can picture them perching, unmoving upon the bowl of the night, glowing in insectile slumber, and then waking up and taking flight with the day. If only we could see them, swooping and arcing and mating mid-flight, pregnant females depositing bellies of eggs into the dusty stripe of the galaxy. Or perhaps we do, and the night sky is a freeze-frame of that slow-motion dance.



And here among us, fallen from the heavens and pining to ascend on lost phosphorescent wings: Twilight Sparkle.



It's a ridiculous thought, but my mind refuses to let go of it. It would explain so much about her. The encyclopedic knowledge of astronomy. The social awkwardness which at times exceeds even mine. The personal tutelage of the Sun. And didn't that book of prophecies even say the stars would aid in Luna's escape? How better than to send their favored daughter?



Twilight sighs, rolling her head to stretch a kink out of her neck. "I hope Rainbow Dash didn't forget about that cloud she was going to put in front of the moon," she says. "The telescope is pointed straight to where the nebula should be, but I can't make anything out in this light."



I stare out into the sky, squinting, and my mind wanders. The mythology of Twilight's cosmic adventure rapidly falls together inside my head. Thus the Star would come to befriend the gemstones of the Earth and the balloons of the Air and the lightning of the Storms. (The Elements of Harmony, indeed.) Then she came unto the things which grew and the things which crawled, and befriended the fruits of the trees and the butterflies of the beasts. Every part of creation represented. How else could you cleanse one of the great celestial powers? 



"Fluttershy?" the stars say, and I nearly leap out of my skin before my brain snaps back into the moment and realizes the sound came from Twilight, off to my left.



"Um," I say, "yes?"



"Is everything alright?" Twilight asks. "You've been awfully quiet tonight."



I swallow and nod. I don't think she sees it, because she keeps silently staring in my direction. I gently clear my throat, not sure what else to say but knowing that she deserves more than silence, and what falls out of my muzzle is, "Do you ever feel like you're out of place?"



Her hooves shuffle in the grass for a moment. "Ponyville's been nothing but welcoming, if that's what you mean. It's definitely been an adjustment from Canterlot, but I'm lucky to have such wonderful friends."



"No," I say. "I mean…" Then the terrible ridiculousness of it hits me anew. "Nothing."



Twilight is silent for just long enough to let me think she's going to drop it. Then: "Nopony's harassing you, are they?"



 "Oh," I say quickly, "not at all. You're right, we've got such lovely friends."



Twilight stands and folds her forehooves over the telescope, staring out at the lights in the distance. "Our friends are wonderful, no question about it," she says, and then her voice softens. "But maybe…I think I know what you mean. As much as I'm coming to appreciate Ponyville, it's just…it's so strange living there, you know?"



"Yes," I say, heart quickening.



"Like…" Her head swings around, then fixates back on the stars. "I have so little in common with other ponies."



"Exactly."



"No, I mean, really. I just feel so weird sometimes. If I were to meet them halfway across the world, in a dark alley, would they even guess that I was a pony unless they saw me?"



"I dream that I'm a butterfly," I blurt out.



There's a moment of awkward silence.



"Well, I was going to say, I get more requests to use the library for parties than I do to check out books," Twilight says, "but, yes, same sort of thing. That's another perfect example. You have a really deep connection to nature that I don't think other ponies truly appreciate."



My mouth goes dry. That isn't how this was supposed to go at all. Now she's going to find out how crazy I am and laugh at me. "Don't you?" I manage, lunging for the one long shot that might save me.



"You mean, have that connection, or appreciate it?"



Dream about being a star, I try to say, but words fail me amid the icy grip of panic. "Dream," I whisper before my throat locks up.



Twilight turns to stare at me, though in the darkness I can't make out her expression. "Well, of course I do," she says. "Everypony does."



"About what?" I say desperately.



I can see her silhouette shrug. "Most recently, Princess Luna, although really that's a special case."



My fear derails, and I drag curiosity from the wreckage. "Wait," I say, "what?"



"When she came to thank me for saving her from the Nightmare. Didn't she visit you?"



"No."



"Weird. Rarity and Pinkie Pie said they got visits too, so I had assumed it was all of us." Twilight taps her chin. "Though there are plenty of reasonable explanations for why she wouldn't visit us all in one night. It might take a while to locate somepony in dreams, or she might have had other things to do, or she tired herself out because she's still recovering her alicorn magic." She steps in close enough that I can see her smile, and brings a hoof to my withers. "I wouldn't worry about it. It sounds like you were having a pretty good dream, anyway."



"It was," I say sincerely. The life of a butterfly is so simple, so carefree, so far removed from the terrifying social intricacies of ponykind.



"Then maybe she just didn't want to interrupt. When she showed up, I was in a library, having another anxiety dream about studying. Heavens know I was grateful for the break." Twilight chuckles. "What were you doing in last night's dream? I've got some great books on dream symbology—I might be able to look up what your subconscious was trying to tell you."



I'm rescued from further awkwardness by a cloud drifting across the moon. The silhouette of a short-maned pegasus waves in our direction, then dashes off into the night. Twilight squeals with glee, then excuses herself to her telescope.



The nebula looks like a newly eclosed butterfly unfurling its wings.








It is a week and a half before anything unusual happens in my dreams.



I am spiraling through a breeze, wing-tails ribboning behind me, showing off for a potential mate, when I hear an unfamiliar voice drifting on the wind from below. It is loud, low and feminine. 



The swarm, moving as with one mind, takes no heed, but the feathery hairs of my antennae curl. That's a pony voice.



I abruptly peel away from the dance and glide down toward our hidden glade, gripped by an unfamiliar emotion which it takes me some time to realize is fear. Some small and quiet voice from another life is whispering urgently in my head, and the voices tickle memories at the edge of my consciousness. The combined effect so shakes me that I veer away from our perch mid-descent and land in a nearby tree.



Hooves thrash through the underbrush, stepping in my direction. I flatten my wings against the branch and freeze. "My lady Kindness?" the pony calls, and then a dark form steps into view.



The sight of a pony sends memories flooding into my consciousness. The sight of this pony steals my breath. The pony I remember being has seen Princess Luna before, both at the height of her dark wrath and stripped of it, but she has never seen the Night Incarnate who now weaves through the forest shadows. She is tall and sleek, eyes solid black, crown gleaming with reflected glory. Her mane is billowing and radiant, burning like the sky. I am concealed against the wood of my hiding place, flattened and frozen, yet even so it is an effort not to bow.



Luna halts at the edge of the clearing. Her eyes trace a slow path around its edges. She takes a single step forward, hoof landing with a muffled crunch in the dross and deadfall, then freezes.



Her head swivels down. 



She draws in a sharp gasp. A forehoof strays up toward her muzzle.



Luna stumbles backward, horn lighting up, and then with the lurching rip of wounded spacetime, she vanishes.








Within minutes of sunrise, I've thrown my emergency bit reserve into some saddlebags and I'm trotting into town. The expression on Princess Luna's muzzle is seared into my memory. I'm not even certain what I did wrong, but like a startled rabbit, my best defense is to bolt.



I nearly collide with Applejack half a block from the train station.



She blinks and sidesteps. "Whoah, sugarcube." Then, as she glances at the sun on the horizon and my destination behind her: "What's wrong?"



I freeze, pinned by her words to the entomologist's board of the street. "It's, um, private," I mumble. "Family trouble. I might be gone a while."



At those words, her expression immediately softens, and she throws herself forward into a fierce hug. I squeak as her iron grip squeezes the air from my lungs, and manage to flail a hoof at her shoulder in a paralyzed semblance of reciprocation. Applejack steps back, staring intently into my eyes, and says, "You stay strong, hon. I'll tell the others. What can I do to help?"



She's going to be so upset when she finds out I lied to her. Maybe it's not technically a lie. A butterfly's swarm is like family, right? And my dreams might as well be my family. I haven't heard from my parents since I earned my Cutie Mark and moved out.



But she's waiting for an answer, and there's nothing I can say that won't dig me in any deeper. I finally settle on a simple "I'll be alright."



Her muzzle scrunches. "Promise?"



"I promise," I say, trying my hardest to mean it.



She gallops off. I buy a ticket to the Underdale, in case any of the others think to ask after me, and step on the first train that blows its whistle for departure. 



An hour toward Manehattan, my nerves finally begin to thaw. What am I going to do? If I'm halfway across Equestria from my friends, I won't have to see how disappointed they are when Luna banishes me, but she can find me no matter where I go. I can run from ponies, but I can't run from my dreams. 



I close my eyes, and see her again—her sharp gasp, her eyes widening in shock. The image roils through my mind for hours.



In midafternoon, at the transfer station in Drayton, I sneak onto a train returning west. The red-eye to Canterlot.



I have to know what she saw.







As always, I dream of butterflies.







I awaken on my hooves in a stone alcove lined with midnight-blue tapestries. Stained-glass windows filter morning light onto my coat. The distant sounds of ponies echo through the corridor beyond.



I take a moment to get my bearings. From the decor, I'm within Canterlot Castle. I must have gotten through the guards at the front gate, then stepped off to one side for a few moments' nap. A nap long enough to dream. The train ride must have been more exhausting than I had thought.



I glance down the corridor in both directions. One side looks less familiar than the other, so I go that way. A minute later, I'm rewarded by turning a corner to a short dead-end with a door labeled "Lunar Tower." It's guarded by two ponies in dark armor with dragon-slit eyes.



The instant I come into view, those eyes immediately lock onto me. I can't see their bodies tense, but I can see the way their posture shifts when they do.



"Um," I say, "I'm here to see Princess Luna. If it's not too much trouble, that is."



"Name?" one says, without breaking the stare.



"Fluttershy," I mumble.



When their posture doesn't relax, I figure there's about to be trouble. But he responds, "Enter."



I walk between them to the door. Their bodies remain at rigid attention, their muzzles locked straight forward. But their eyes continue to follow me, like one of those creepy paintings in a haunted house.



When I push open the door at the top of the tower, Luna is seated at a table, horn lit, a quill jerking through the motions of scrollwriting. She glances up at my arrival, sets the quill down, and immediately walks over to a window, looking pointedly out. Her expression is tired, and her hair a dull pastel blue in the morning sun.



"Salutations," she says. "We had wondered whether we were to hear from thee."



"Um," I say, letting her door swing shut behind me, "hello."



Her hornfield tugs at the edge of the heavy curtains, keeping as much of the sun out of the room as possible while still allowing her to stare at Equestria. "Would it comfort thee more to begin with the exchange of petty pleasantries, or to forego social rituals?"



Now that I'm here, I have no idea what to do, but at least that's an easy question. "The second one."



"Gladly. We find them a needless distraction, ourselves."



She still won't look me in the eye. That—and the fact she hasn't thrown me in the dungeon—is all that keeps me going. She did discover something, and we both know it.



I steady myself with a deep breath.



"What did you see?" I ask.



"A dream," she answers with no trace of hesitation.



"Um. Princess." She has to know that's not what I meant. "With all due respect—"



"My lady Kindness," she says, "we have traversed sufficient dreams to ken that a judgment upon the nature of one's subconscious is a woeful error. The true measure of a soul lies within their actions, and in that regard, there are but five others in all of Equestria worthy to stand with thee."



I shift my hooves. "Please. Tell me what you saw."



I can see her swallow. "It matters not. Thy secret lies in strict confidence—we swear upon the Moon that shines upon us both. And we shall do all within our power to ensure that none follow in our hoofsteps."



This is getting me nowhere. I steel myself, and voice my fears: "You saw the real me."



Luna turns her head to me, and I know I've struck home.



I fish a little deeper. "You saw a monster deep inside me that I don't have a face or a name for. A monster that will come out when I least expect it and ruin everything. You need to tell me what you saw, Princess. How can I fight what I don't understand?"



Luna slowly, deliberately, pulls the curtain closed, then paces across the darkened room. Silence hangs thick and heavy.



"My lady Kindness," she finally says, "thy concerns, earnest as they are, belie understanding of the nature of the self. It is not the occluded and caged darkness which takes thee over, it is the darkness which curls around thee, the one with which thou exchangest honeyed whispers. We…I…implore thee to trust in the word of the world's most regretful expert on the matter." She steps forward, muzzle to muzzle with me, staring earnestly into my eyes. "Thy heart is pure beyond ponykind's ken; to dig up thy secrets for fear of their contents would be the true tragedy."



I try to return her stare, but all I see is her fear and horror in my mind's eye. This time, it's I who can't meet her gaze. 



"I'm sorry, Princess," I say softly. "I have to know."



Luna backs away, lighting her horn, and a small chest in the corner opens. A single stone on a long necklace—glowing in the gloom, but casting no shadows—floats up out of it. "I had feared it would come to this," she says quietly. "Know this, then. Were I to answer your question, my words would do little but sharpen the blade of thy desire. To know, thou must see for thyself." The necklace floats over to me. "If thou'rt determined upon this mad quest, take this not off until the truth hath found thee."



I nose my muzzle through the loop of the chain and silently turn to go.



"My lady Kindness," she says.



I pause, not looking back.



"One final plea." I hear her wings ruffle as she steps forward. "Thy fear is not one which answers can succor. We hear thy yearning to discover thy true self, yet the truth of identity is that it is naught but a tale we tell ourselves." A wingtip touches my barrel. "It is up to thee to determine who Fluttershy is. I implore you to decide that she is the pony whose life you are already living. 'Tis no lie, and 'tis the truth which both thee and Equestria need."



I nod and depart, more unsettled than when I arrived.








I chew on Princess Luna's words all the way back to the train station. When I dig into my saddlebags for the bits for a ticket back home, my hoof brushes past a crumpled square of paper.



It's the unpunched ticket to Underdale I bought when I left.



Maybe…maybe the princess was right. I'm working myself up over a dream when I should just be going home and living my life. I stare at the ticket for a few minutes, then hop on a westbound train.



I remember, in the dream, the nearby shadow of Cloudsdale. It shouldn't be hard to fly a circle at ground level around the city, just long enough to convince myself that the butterflies don't exist, that there's nothing where the glade should be. That this is all in my head.



That's all. I'll calm my fears and then let them go.







It's an overnight train ride. I fall asleep, and dream of butterflies.



The swarm is unsettled, shifting about in frantic motion. It's harder than usual to focus, but I manage to orient myself again. This time, I am out nearer the edge of the swarm, but in the same familiar body: two days out of the cocoon and a bit smaller than the others, but with long and deeply hued wing-tails, delicately spiraling at the end.



We do not take off to dance. The others walk frantic little circles on our perch, and I cannot stretch my wings enough to leap free of them. Some small inner voice dares not be pushed to the ground, so I dash around in pointless motion with the rest.







I wake up in my bed, in my cottage at the edge of the Everfree. Luna's necklace is around my neck.



A punched ticket to Underdale is in my saddlebags, joined by a punched ticket home. My wall calendar is torn off to Sunday—two days after I left Canterlot. The Sunday paper on the doorstep backs that up.



Angel waits for breakfast with grudging patience, and I chop up fresh vegetables as I grope for memories that aren't there. I remember the train. Then the dream. Then…nothing, until today.



As Angel's eating, it strikes me how calm he was. The last time he missed a meal, he was upset at me for a solid week—and yet I forgot to ask Applejack to cover for me when I left. Three whole days. Did somepony feed him for me while I was gone?



A further search of my house and saddlebags turns up no further clues, so I sit down for a moment to think. I've always had problems when I sleep on trains, but this is ridiculous. I need to tackle this a different way.



I study the schedule at the Ponyville station, then purchase a ticket on Monday's early-morning westward express with my dwindling savings. I can get a good night's sleep beforehoof in the comfort of my own bed, arrive with an hour of daylight left, and fly at least some of my circle before fatigue sets in.



After a restless day of chores, I tear off another page on the wall calendar, then hoof-stroke Luna's necklace as I drift off to sleep. It's warm against my chest.







I dream of a restless swarm, marching in endless loops.







I stir to consciousness with an ache in my neck and an odd pressure underneath my haunches.



I sit up in what turns out to be an uncomfortable wooden chair, my muzzle pulling away from an open book titled "An Encyclopedia of Equestrian Insects." I glance around the room. I'm in Golden Oaks Library. I fell asleep on the last page of the "Butterflies" section, and a pair of punched Underdale tickets is the bookmark at its beginning.



I quickly riffle back through the chapter. There's not a single Equestrian butterfly whose wings are yellow and pink.



A key rattles in the front door, and I hear the lock scrape back to accompany Twilight and Spike's muffled banter from outside. Adrenaline explodes through my veins, and I take to the air, locating an open second-story window more by instinct than by thought.



Nopony sees me as I creep home along back streets, and I slip back inside my cottage with a long sigh of relief. That lasts exactly long enough for Angel to slam his empty food bowl against my leg, thumping his foot agitatedly on the floor. 



The vegetables in the crisper are wilted around the edges.



The wall calendar in my room is still on Sunday's page, but Monday's and Tuesday's newspapers sit at the front door, and Monday's mail lies unread in my mailbox. The animals are restless, and a few of the wilder ones have vanished back into the woods. I hurry through chores as quickly as I can, then sit down to take stock. 



On one forehoof, I have my answer. My dreams are impossible: my butterflies don't exist. I am working myself up over mere dreams.



On the other, it certainly seems like there's something the butterflies don't want me to know. And how can something that isn't real care about my trips to Underdale?



On the hindhoof, in between my missing memories and my improbable awakenings, I'm beginning to feel less real these days. I'm reminded a great deal of that ancient Qilinese philosopher—the one who dreamed of being a tiny lizard sunning himself on a rock, then after he woke up, was never again certain whether he was a dragon dreaming he was a lizard, or a lizard dreaming he was a dragon.



On the fourth hoof, even if I'm a butterfly dreaming of being a pony, Princess Luna's undeniably real—both halves of me saw her. And Luna's visit is at the heart to my mystery.



Fluttershy can't see what Luna saw.



But maybe I can.








Consciousness slowly stirs to life amid the rustling of scaly wings. The swarm is restless again, stampeding in loops around our perch. I am two days out of the cocoon, on the small side, with delicately spiraling and richly hued wing-tails. I am jostled roughly around, pushed into marching lines, prodded from behind into frenzied motion.



I flare my wings, brace, and plant my feet.



The marching line of lepidopterans piles into me. Several lose their footing and slip off the perch, wings frantically beating. Others try to sidestep me, colliding headlong with scaly bodies scurrying in the other direction. Within moments, the logjam has mutated into three-dimensional chaos, the swarm taking confused flight.



I dash from side to side on our perch—disrupting lines, buffeting stragglers with mighty wingbeats, headbutting others trying to cling to the margins. Within moments, the air is whirling in a rough approximation of our usual dance. I dash back and forth along the long, thin surface of the perch, hissing through vestigial mandibles, chasing away a few of my fellows gliding back down for a landing.



The swarm drunkenly lurches into the sky, leaving me alone on the perch.



I sit in quivering triumph, feeling my thorax burn, organs pumping fluid through me to stabilize my respiration against the burst of motion. My legs won't stop trembling. It was more energy than I had expected to spend. Too much. I can feel the weakness settling in.



I shuffle forward to the edge of the perch, bring my vision into the sharpest focus I can, and look down.



There's nothing but forest floor.



…I don't understand. What scared Luna, then? 



I force my gaze back upward and look around the glade, the same way she did. Really look, in a way I never have; aside from the light of the sky and the shadow of the ever-present cloud and the comfort of our perch, nothing has ever really mattered. I see the vertical silhouettes of trees, furred with moss and spiked with branches; the sprawl of bushes; the sporadic glow of distant sky. Nothing worthy of her reaction.



I turn my gaze to where she entered the glade. In the depression of her hoofstep lies a broken spur of perch.



My heart freezes.



My gaze slowly falls to the perch directly underfoot. Time-weathered white, smooth and long, a delicate bridge between a stump and a log. An identical lengthy rod, to the side, gleaming amid deadfall. Atop the log, a dozen points and ridges, with thin and curving arches scattered haphazardly around.



It can't be. No. It can't.



I whip my head skyward. The swarm is a whirling silhouette of a dervish against the million fires scattered like jewels in a bowl. I have to squint against the glowing orb of the moon, painful in its blazing brilliance. The shadow of the permanent cloud shifts with the sky, but its edge hovers almost directly overhead.



My wings are in frantic motion even before my mind puts it together. The only thought I can muster is, over and over, She can't be. She can't be. I have to know. I know, but I don't dare believe it. I have to see.



I don't know which way Ponyville is, but the pony I remember being does. I orient myself by moonrise and flap higher than I've ever gone before, feeling the air currents buffet me, hoping I can ride the winds there before I'm spent.



The world sinks into haze as the land scrolls beneath me and the familiar caress of the swarm recedes. The lights of the sky melt together, then fade. Time slows to a crawl, then a blur. The muscles of my wings burn, then numb, and then I can only tell I'm still flapping by the blobs of pink at the corner of my vision. All I know is that somewhere ahead of me lies the truth. I have to reach it.



It coaxes me forward like a flame.








Consciousness stirs, heavy and dark.



It starts with a hollowness. Then pain presses in behind my eyes. I flail to beat my wings again, and something blunt and heavy lifts amid tangled swaths of silk.



I open my eyes, and morning sun explodes in my vision. I flinch back, squinting. Something stirs at my side.



The motion resolves into a white blob, which doesn't get less blobbish as my vision sharpens. Angel. He's thin and haggard, nuzzling my barrel where it emerges from the blankets of my bed, and when I reach over to him with a trembling hoof, he clings to it and doesn't let go.



I know exactly how he feels. 



I fill my lungs with sweet morning air, get a leg underneath me, and push myself to my haunches. A flash of color slides off my chest, spiraling down to my bed without a sound, and a small, dull ball rolls after it with a muffled plunk.



I pick up the fragile wedge of yellow and pink. A dead Qilinese moon-moth, wings beautifully splayed in rigor mortis.



The ball is an inert, featureless stone. The setting in Princess Luna's necklace is empty.







I drink water copiously, ravage my cupboards for every snack I can find, and give Angel the run of my garden. He leaves it a wreck. It doesn't matter. I'll plant more.



I'm feeling better by sunset. The headache is almost gone.



I dream of moon-moths. 



Or, perhaps, they awaken from a dream of me.







As I'm sweeping out the cottage in the morning—for the first time in a week—there's a knock at my front door.



"Fluttershy?" Twilight's voice calls. "Applejack said you were visiting family this week, but…okay, this is silly. I thought you were reading up on your Cutie Mark in the library a few days ago. Rarity said she saw you at the market, too. Are you in there?"



I set down my dustpan and walk toward the front door.



Twilight knocks again as I'm almost there. "Fluttershy?" she calls again.



I open the door, lunge forward, and hug her tightly. 



"Yes," I say, and mean it.
      

      
   
      Dying to Get There


      

      
      
         




Princess Twilight Sparkle: Dead At 18



Teleportation Invariably Fatal, Warns Leading Scholar



Overnight Stringer

Canterlot Times




Princess Twilight Sparkle died and was replaced by a copy three months ago according to a highly-placed source at Princess Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns.



“Teleportation – that is, moving something from one place to another without going in-between, is impossible,” said Standard Benchmarks.



According to Standard Benchmarks, teleportation spells are actually duplication spells. “You make an exact duplicate of yourself at your target, then erase the original. Obviously. Much simpler. The pony we all know as Princess Twilight Sparkle is actually just the most recent copy of the princess, created after her latest casting of the spell. From a certain point of view, she isn’t the same princess that we crowned at all.”



It is unclear whether she knows that her previous copies have all been destroyed, but Standard Benchmarks believes so. “She knows too much,” he said.



Separate memorial services for the Twilight Sparkle who saved Equestria from Discord and the Princess Twilight Sparkle who saved Equestria from Tirek are planned for Sunday at 1 and 2 pm at Grave News’ Mortuary Services.








“I can’t believe this!” Twilight shouted, slamming the newspaper down on the illusory map in her throne room.



“I know, right? They didn’t even mention how many times I died,” Spike said, shaking his head from his own smaller chair.



“That’s not what I meant, Spike!” Twilight slammed her hoof down onto the paper. “I mean, who even writes something like this?”



“Well, it says his name right there beneath the headli—”



“And Standard Benchmarks isn’t a scholar! He’s a janitor! He moves around furniture and laboratory equipment. He isn’t even a unicorn!” She threw her hooves in the air. “Why would anypony even ask him how teleportation worked?”



“You gotta admit, his name is kind of ambiguous. Standard Benchmarks, Benchmark Standards…”



“Ugh.” Twilight collapsed face-first onto the crumpled newspaper.



“Well, just look on the bright side. You really like orchids, right? You can just show up at the memorial services, eat all the flowers, and be done with it. I mean, what are they going to do, arrest you? You can’t charge a dead pony with disrupting a funeral.”



“Lilies, Spike. They use lilies at funerals.”



“I’m pretty sure they use orchids as well,” Spike said, scratching the back of his neck.



Twilight slumped. “It doesn’t matter, Spike!” She sighed. “Today’s Saturday, right?”



“Uh, yeah. Why?”



“I knew I should have stayed in bed this morning.”



Spike smiled weakly, hopping off his throne to walk over and pat Twilight on the head. “They probably just wrote it to sell papers. I mean, it’s not like anypony would actually believe something like that, right?”



“Uhm,” Fluttershy said from the doorway, “are you alright, Twilight?”



“I’m fine,” Twilight muttered into the crumpled paper.



“Oh, good. Because you looked like you were upset. I, uhm, can come back later, if now is a bad time.”



The paper rustled as Twilight slowly lifted her head to shake it. “No, it’s fine. I was just getting annoyed at the newspaper.”



“Oh.” Fluttershy hung her head. “I’m sorry.”



“There’s nothing to apologize for. It’s not your fault they told everypony in Equestria that I was dead a hundred times over.”



“Yes. That was terribly insensitive of them.”



“I mean, it isn’t like Princess Celestia doesn’t teleport, and nopony writes stuff like this about her.”



Fluttershy pawed at the floor awkwardly. “Does it hurt?”



“Them printing a dumb article about me? I mean, maybe a little, but at least it isn’t as bad as the time Weekly Equis News claimed I was Celestia’s secret lovechild.”



“Which time? Before or after you were coronated?” Spike asked.



“Both!”



“Uhm, I wasn’t asking about the article.” Fluttershy stared at the floor. “Though, uhm, I’m sorry that it hurts.”



“It’s alright, Fluttershy. What were you asking about, then?” Twilight tilted her head. “You aren’t sill worried about my wing, are you?”



Fluttershy shook her head. “I meant when you teleport. That doesn’t hurt, does it?”



Twilight blinked. “Why would it hurt?”



“Uhm, well, wouldn’t being erased from all of existence hurt? Or does it happen too fast?”



Twilight stared, her mouth hanging open.



 “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked. I’ll just, uhm, go now—”



“You actually believed this garbage?”



 Fluttershy recoiled as if struck. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to! It’s just—”



Twilight groaned, rubbing her face with her hoof. “No, it’s fine. It’s just, I would have thought you would have realized just how ridiculous it was.”



Fluttershy paused at the threshold. “What do you mean?”



“I mean, you know all about nature and animals and stuff. They’re pretty complicated, right?”



Fluttershy nodded her head. “They are pretty fascinating.”



“So you know a lot about biology and anatomy and stuff, right?”



“Right.”



“Didn’t you stop and think about just how hard it would be to copy all that stuff?”



“Well, uhm… I did think about that a little at first. I mean, the brain alone is made up of a trillion cells, how could you get them all in the exact right places?”



“You see?”



“But, uhm, then I thought about that parasprite you created when you were fighting Trixie, and I realized that you could create life.”



“I can’t create life! I can’t even create something simple like a chair, much less a living creature!”



“But, then, how—”



Twilight sighed. “Summoning. I summoned a parasprite that we lead into the Everfree Forest, then banished it afterwards.”



“Oh. That does make a lot more sense; it looked kind of familiar.”



“See?”



“But, uhm, I also saw you turn a frog into an orange. How did you do that if you can’t create a living thing? An orange is a thing.”



“Oh!” Twilight brightened, sitting up. “That’s because of morphic fields. You see, you’re not really changing one thing into another, you’re just making reality think you’ve turned it into something else. It is much easier than actually trying to turn one thing into another permanently; that would require way more energy and concentration. It also means that when the spell wears off, you revert to your original state. That’s why it isn’t perfect; your body still remembers what it is supposed to be, on top of what it is. That’s why we looked like ourselves when I turned us into breezies, and why we remembered it afterwards, and why the frog was still jumping around after I turned it into an orange.” Twilight tipped her head. “I mean, I guess you could use trimming magic, but that would get really messy, and there’d be no way of undoing it.”



“Trimming magic?”



“Like they use on sculpted trees. The difference is – well, it is probably easier to show than tell. Spike, why don’t you get my chalkboard, and I can just go and explain this to you?”



Fluttershy paled. “That’s alright. I need to go feed my animals anyway. Thanks anyway, Twilight.”



“No problem!”



“I’m uh, sorry I believed that silly newspaper article.”



“It’s alright! I realized that I never really explained how it worked to anypony else, and I can see how it might be confusing.” Twilight smiled cheerfully.



“Thanks.” Fluttershy retreated through the doorway as Twilight slumped back onto her throne.



“Ugh. Well, that was awkward.”



 Spike fidgeted with his claws. “So do you think our other friends all believed that newspaper article?”



“Probably not. I mean, Fluttershy is a little panic-prone, wouldn’t you say? I’m sure they’re fine.”








“Twilight! I have to talk to you!” Rainbow Dash shouted as Twilight stepped out the front door of her castle.



“Of course,” Twilight said flatly as she swung the great gates closed with her magic.



Rainbow Dash zipped down from the sky, flaring her wings as she came in for a perfect landing beside her friend. “What’d you say?”



“Oh, nothing.” Twilight said brightly. “What did you want to talk about? Is some monster attacking Ponyville? Again?”



“Huh? No, no monsters as far as I’ve seen. Why would there be?”



“Well, it is Saturday.”



“Oh come on, Twilight! It’s not like that many monsters attack on Saturday. I mean there was what, Discord and the bugbear?”



“And the Ursa Minor. And the parasprites. And the hydra. And Cerberus. And Tirek. Not to mention Nightmare Moon.”



“Actually, that was more on Sunday morning.”



“Whatever.” Twilight waved her hoof. “What is it?”



Rainbow Dash shook her head. “Just… don’t teleport me again without asking, okay?” She paused. “Actually, scratch that. Just don’t teleport me again period.”



Twilight groaned. “Is this about that newspaper article?”



“Yes!” Rainbow Dash waved her hooves. “I mean, destroying somepony and creating an exact duplicate of them? That’s horrible!”



“Rainbow—”



“I mean, I get why you do it – you need it to fight big nasty monsters and stuff.” She paused. “And to get across the kitchen, but whatever. Look, point is, I don’t care if you do it, but I’m the fastest flier in all of Equestria. Every time you copy me, there’s another one of me in the afterlife. What happens then, huh? Are there two of me just sitting around in the afterlife, both trying to be the fastest? There can only be one fastest pegasus, Twilight!”



“Well, no, becau—”



“And what about my mom? How do you think she’d feel if I showed up and was like, ‘Well, sorry, mom, but now there’s two of me because Twilight really needed to get to Canterlot on time.’”



“That’s not how—”



“That’s lame, Twilight!”



“RAINBOW DASH!” Twilight shouted.



Rainbow Dash blinked. “What is it, Twilight?”



Twilight’s chest heaved. “That’s not how it works. And worse still, you’ve been teleported before! Did it feel like you were being ripped up into a million tiny little atoms and then reassembled from scratch in a new location?”



“How would I know what that feels like?”



“That’s not the point!” Twilight’s hoof cut through the air. “The point is that you’re going from one place to another while briefly passing through the immaterial æther. It even feels that way! Don’t you remember how when we were running from those dragons with Spike and we were still running when we came out the other side? I even tripped and fell!”



“Oh, yeah. Huh. Oh well.” Rainbow Dash shrugged and began to turn away. “Well, I guess you can keep teleporting me or whatever.”



“Besides, even if it did work by destroying you and making an exact copy, it’s not like there would be more than one of you anyway.”



“Huh?” Rainbow Dash stopped. “What do you mean? Is that some weird like, science thing, where you can’t tell the copy apart from the real thing because they’re exact duplicates or something? Because I’m pretty sure that’s wrong.”



“Huh? Oh, no, it’s because you have no soul.” Twilight waved her hoof dismissively.



Rainbow Dash scowled. “Wow. That’s really racist, Twilight. What are you going to do next, start calling Applejack a mud pony?”



“What’s a mud pony?” Twilight tilted her head.



 Rainbow Dash stared. “Really?”



“Look, Rainbow. Apparently I have to go explain to all my friends that I’m not actually killing them every time we teleport, so I might as well get that out of the way before someone starts a panic.” Twilight began to walk away, only to have Rainbow Dash land in front of her.



“Hey, wait. What do you mean by me not having a soul, huh?”



“Nopony has a soul, Rainbow Dash. I thought everypony knew that.”



“What?” Rainbow Dash fell back a step. “So you mean, if I die, that’s it? Like, I wouldn’t exist anymore?”



“Er, I guess. As far as anypony knows.”



Rainbow Dash’s eyes dilated. “So like, when you said you were afraid I’d broken my neck after that stunt, and you’d never see me again, you meant never ever? As in, not ever?”



“Uh, yeah. That’s why we were so worried about you.” Twilight leaned forward. “Are you okay? You don’t look so good.”



“I gotta go.” Rainbow Dash flared her wings and launched herself into the sky, leaving Twilight in a cloud of dust.



“Where are you going?”



“To ask Squirt where she got her helmet!”








“Pinkie Pie? Are you here?” Twilight asked, sticking her head in through the front door of Sugarcube Corner.



“I’m in the kitchen!”



“Oh, good,” Twilight said as she started walking forward. “Someone having a perfectly normal—”



Twilight gawked. Piled high on every available surface of the back of the bakery were cakes. Black cakes with white fondant frills stacked on white cakes with black fondant frills. Purple cakes with black frosting, and black cakes with purple frosting. Even as Twilight watched, an oven dinged and Pinkie Pie bent over to remove several more of the things, setting the cakes up on the counter before she scrambled over to grab several bowls full of frosting in her hooves.



“Oh, Twilight, you’re just the pony I wanted to see! Well, one of the ponies I wanted to see, anyway.”



“What is all this?” Twilight asked, stepping up to examine the closest cake.



“Funeral cakes, silly!” Pinkie Pie stuck a spatula into one of the bowls, scooping out some frosting onto one of the cakes in front of her. “Or would they be memorial service cakes, as there isn’t any body?”



“Wow. That’s a lot of cakes for one funeral.” Twilight read the inscription on one of the cakes. “Seven-hundred and ninety-two? You numbered them?”



“One funeral? Are you crazy? Nopony would need that much cake.” Pinkie Pie paused. “Well, unless it was Princess Celestia’s funeral. Or maybe Princess Luna’s.”



“Maybe? You don’t’ think as many ponies would show up for Luna’s funeral?”



“Oh, no. I just was thinking that it wouldn’t be enough. Celestia really likes cake.”



Twilight sighed. “You do realize it was just that one time, right?”



“Why do you think she started secretly ordering cakes from me instead, silly?”



Twilight looked up from the cake. “What?”



“What?” Pinkie Pie blinked innocently.



Twilight shook herself. “So if these aren’t all for one funeral, why do you need so many of them? I think I would have heard if seven-hundred and ninety-two ponies died today. It would have been in the paper.”



“But it was in the newspaper! Speaking of which, what kind of cake do you want?”



“What kind of cake do I want for what?”



“Your funeral, silly!”



Twilight grimaced. “That’s a bit morbid, isn’t it?”



“That’s what I thought! But then I thought, ‘Pinkie, if I died, wouldn’t I want my friends to know what kind of cake I wanted?’ But then I realized I wouldn’t be there to eat the cake, and then I thought I should ask everypony else what kind of cake they wanted, so they would get the right kind of cake. And then I realized that everypony likes a different kind of cake, so I’d really have to make a bunch of cakes. But then I read the newspaper this morning and realized—”



“Is this about that newspaper article about me?” Twilight asked suspiciously.



“Yup! And that’s why I wanted to know what cake you wanted. I never got to ask the rest of you.” Pinkie Pie’s ears drooped. “Not even number eighty-two. I really liked her.” Pinkie Pie sniffed.



“Pinkie—”



“And that’s why I wanted to know! Because with seven-hundred and ninety-six of you, I figured, why not make a cake for Twilight? At least, I think there’s seven-hundred and ninety-six. That’s all I counted. You didn’t teleport when I wasn’t watching, did you?”



Twilight groaned and started to step forward before stopping. “Pinkie, why is there cake on the floor?”



“Because I ran out of space on the counters, duh!”



Twilight rolled her eyes and lit up her horn, blinking across the room to where Pinkie Pie was working. “Pinkie Pie—”



Pinkie Pie gasped. “No! Now I’ll never know what kind of cake she wanted!” She clung to Twilight. “Please don’t do that again without telling me!”



“I won’t. But Pinkie—”



The pink pony’s eyes widened. “And now I need to make another cake! Oh, where did the flour go?” She pushed away from Twilight, dashing over to the cupboard and lifting a deflated-looking sack.



“Pinkie!” Twilight slammed her hoof into the floor before glancing down at it.



“Yes, Twilight?” Pinkie Pie said, smiling.



“I’m not dead.”



“Well, of course you’re not dead. But past-Twilight—”



“Isn’t dead either. She’s me. Teleportation doesn’t work like that.”



“Oh. I was wondering about that.”



“You were, huh?” Twilight said wryly.



“Of course! I mean, making an exact copy of somepony would violate the no-cloning theorem. I was wondering how you were getting around that.”



Twilight licked her lips. “You mean the idea that it is impossible to make an exact copy of the quantum states of a system?”



“Uh-huh! But then I remembered about the mirror pool, and decided that it must be more of a guideline.” Pinkie Pie stopped mid-step. “Should I make cakes for them, too?”



“Who?”



“You know. The other Pinkie Pies who came out of the pool!”



Twilight fell back onto her haunches. “You mean the mirror clones? I just sent them back to the pool. I didn’t kill them! Why would you even think that?”



“Well, you kind of killed King Sombra and Queen Chrysalis.” Pinkie Pie tapped her hoof to her chin. “Well, at least I’m pretty sure they’re dead. Though I guess that was really Princess Cadance and Shining Armor. Hm. No wonder Tirek went after you instead.”



“Pinkie Pie. Tirek went after Shining Armor and Princess Cadance, too.”



“Oh? That was silly of him. He’s lucky we were the ones who beat him.”



Twilight groaned.



“So, uhm…” Pinkie Pie glanced around her kitchen. “You want some cake?”








Twilight drug her hooves as she walked towards the Carousel Boutique. “Oh, please-please-please let Rarity not be working on funeral gowns,” Twilight said to herself as she stepped up to the front door and knocked. “Rarity, are you in there?”



“We’re in here!” Spike called.



“We?” Twilight shook her head and pushed the door open, blinking at the sight of Rarity fussing over Spike as he sat on her couch, grinning. “Uh, what’s gotten into her?”



“Oh, Twilight! It is simply awful!” Rarity wailed.



Twilight sighed. “Please tell me this isn’t because you’re making funeral gowns.”



“Of course not.”



“Thank goodness—”



“They’re terribly tacky. All that black. And the veils?” Rarity shook her head and tsked.



“I know, right?” Spike said, shrugging.



“Oh, I knew you would have good taste, Spikey-poo.” She patted him on the head before her hooves slid down around his shoulders to tug him into a hug. “And now I shall never see you again! You’ll be whisked away by Twilight, and the next time I see you, it will be a new you, and you will be gone forever!” Rarity’s eyes shimmered.



Twilight set her mouth. “You know what? No. I’ve already gotten this from three ponies, I’m not getting it from you, too. I don’t die every time I teleport, the pony who was interviewed by the Canterlot Times was a janitor, and you’ve been teleported before and know you weren’t disintegrated.”



Rarity paused mid-sniffle. “But it was just so—”



“What? Convincing? That I kill myself every time I teleport? That I make an infinite number of copies of myself? That I can make copies of myself? Because I’m pretty sure that if I could do that, beating Tirek would not have been a problem.”



“Well, yes, but—”



“And you!” Twilight jabbed her hoof at Rarity. “You are a unicorn! You should know all this! Creating a copy of me, with all my powers, would take more magic than all of the ponies in Equestria have! If it was all unleashed at once, it would destroy all of Equestria between here and Canterlot! Do you think I would just unleash that kind of power so I fetch a book from the other side of the room?”



“Well, no, but—”



“No! It is completely ridiculous!” Twilight strode across the room towards Rarity and Spike. “And I am sick and tired of all my friends thinking that I keep killing myself for no reason!”



“Now, Twilight,” Rarity said, taking a step forward. “Why don’t we—”



“And—” Twilight paused and looked down at Spike. “Spike. Castle. Now.”



“But Twilight—”



Twilight glared.



“I’m going!” Spike hopped down off the couch and ran out the door, Twilight’s eyes following him across the room.



Twilight waited for several seconds before whirling around the face Rarity. “And you need to stop leading Spike on like this! This is not okay!”



“Oh, is that all?” Rarity scoffed. “It’s harmless.”



“Harmless? Harmless? He goes to sleep with a little doll that looks just like you! It even has blue eyes!”



“Yes, it is darling, isn’t it?” Rarity leaned forward. “Just between you and me, it was the mane that gave me the most trouble. I never realized how impossible it was to be so fabulous.”



 Twilight’s eye twitched. “You made it for him? You?”



“Yes.” Rarity tilted her head. “Is something the matter?”



Twilight bit her lip. “You know what? Yes, there is something ‘the matter’.” She lifted her hooves to make the appropriate marks in the air. “You keep leading Spike on. You keep batting your eyelashes at him. You keep flirting with him and giving him presents. This has to stop. Now.”



“But—”



“No buts! You don’t actually like him, do you?”



Rarity looked unimpressed. “Twilight, he’s a child. I’m a grown mare.”



“Then start acting like one! I try telling him, but every time I think I’ve got him convinced, you start batting your eyes at him and then it starts all over again. You need to do it.”



“But it would break his scaly little heart.”



“It is going to break his scaly little heart anyway when he finally realizes you’ve been leading him on! He’s not going to get over it until you tell him no. It has been a year, Rarity! One. Year.” She stamped her hoof. “It is not okay.”



“Twilight, you are taking things far too seriously. Didn’t you have a crush on somepony when you were little?”



“Yes! And I told her, and she told me what you should be telling Spike, and I got over it!”



Rarity blinked. “She?”



“That’s not important!”



“No, I think—”



“He has dreams about you, Rarity!”



“Well, I should hope so.” Rarity said, fluffing her mane. “I’m sure I feature in many ponies’ dreams.”



“He calls them ice cream dreams, Rarity! Ice cream dreams! He has them so often he has given them names!”



Rarity froze. “Ice cream dreams?”



“Yes!” Twilight sat back on her haunches and gesticulated. “Involving nothing but you, him, and a whole lot of ice cream.”



Rarity’s mouth worked soundlessly as Twilight glared at her.



“Well?” Twilight said eventually, her shoulders falling.



“I’ll have a little talk with the dear.”








Twilight glanced up at the town clock before slowly rising to her hooves. “An hour should be enough,” Twilight said as she slowly rose to her hooves and began to trudge back through the Ponyville market towards her castle. To her left, Crafty Crate was closing up his stall, pulling down the cover over the front window. To her right—



“Howdy, Twilight! Or am I a stranger to you, seein’ as you’ve probably used that magic of yours since yesterday afternoon.”



Twilight groaned. “Not you too.”



Applejack ducked her head. “Shucks. Somepony already made that joke?”



“Joke?” Twilight blinked.



Applejack lifted her hat. “Yeah, you know. On account of the paper?”



“The paper? That was a joke?”



“Well, I reckon it musta been. I mean, what kind of pony would believe that magic of yours kills you every time you use it?”



“Oh, just about every pony in Ponyville.”



Applejack stepped over next to her friend. “That bad, huh?”



“Fluttershy wanted to know if it hurt. Rainbow Dash thought I made multiple copies of her in the afterlife. Pinkie Pie baked me a funeral cake, one for every time I teleported. And Rarity was fussing over Spike, as if she would never see him again. Rarity! And she’s a unicorn!”



Applejack furrowed her brow. “What does bein’ a unicorn have to do with seein’ that article was a load of what comes outta a pig sty?”



“Nothing, apparently.”



“Heh, that’s funny. I’ll have to give her a hard time about it the next time we talk.”



“Not to me,” Twilight moaned.



“Oh, sugar cube. Don’t you fret. Their hearts are in the right place, even if they ain’t got a lick of sense between ‘em. Reckon maybe I don’t either, given the way I keep runnin’ off after you chasin’ after monsters like Tirek and Discord.”



Twilight chuckled weakly.



“But I ain’t lost all my sense. Fact is, I knew that article was only fit for washin’ hogs the moment I saw it.”



Twilight’s ears pricked forward. “Was it because of the violation of the Heiheberg uncertainty principle? Or the fact that creating a bunch of biomolecules out of thin air includes a mixture of potassium and water and would likely react before you could fully form the body and result in a violent thermodynamic reaction?”



“Uh, neither. Shoot, I don’t even know half of what you just said there.” Applejack tipped her hat. “All I know is you, and you know magic. And I know you never woulda used it on Spike or a single one of your friends if you knew it killed ‘em and made another pony in their place.”



Applejack stopped as she realized that Twilight wasn’t walking beside her anymore. “Twilight?”



Twilight sat the middle of the road, tears running down her cheeks.



“You okay there, Twi?”



“Just fine,” Twilight muttered, rising to her hooves to wrap Applejack in a tight hug.



Applejack awkwardly patted her friend on the back. “That bad, huh?”



“I’m just happy somepony finally figured that out.”



Applejack smiled uncertainly. “Er, uh. Anytime.”



“Come on,” Twilight said, letting go of her friend and stepping off down the road. “I’m sure Spike and Rarity are done talking by now.”



“Huh?”








“Hello?” Twilight called as she pushed open the doors to her castle. “Is anypony… home?”



Twilight gaped. Filling the front hall of her castle were hundreds upon hundreds of very familiar looking cakes.



“Hoo-ey, that’s a lot of cake,” Applejack said. “What’s the occasion?”



“Twilight’s not-funeral, of course!” Pinkie Pie shouted, springing out of the kitchen, only to land on one of the cakes and send frosting splattering across the floor.



“Pinkie.” Twilight finally managed. “Did you bring all the cakes to my castle?”



“Uh huh! I figured, since they were made for your funerals, they were all your cakes anyway, even though you weren’t dead.”



Twilight twitched. “What am I going to do with seven hundred and ninety-two cakes?”



“Seven hundred and ninety-six, actually,” Pinkie Pie said sheepishly. “I figured I might as well finish off the last four I had in the oven.”



 “I ‘spect she meant, what was she supposed to do with all those cakes?”



Pinkie Pie tilted her head. “Well, eat them. Duh!”



“Yeah, we’ll even help!” came a raspy voice from the back of the hall.



Twilight leaned to the side, trying to look down past the disorganized rows of pastries. “Rainbow Dash?”



“Yup!” The pegasus rose up, flying over the top of the cakes to join her friends by the door, a shiny red helmet perched on her head. “Fluttershy is even bringing ice cream!”



“Fluttershy?”



“Yeah, Spike gave her his emergency ice cream supply. Said he didn’t need it anymore.” Rainbow Dash shook her head. “That dragon sure must like ice cream. He had enough for two ponies to take a bath in it at the same time!”



Twilight slumped to the ground and threw her hooves over her face. “I hate Saturdays.”
      

      
   
      Random


      

      
      
         It was the dead of night when I appeared on my daughter’s doorstep. Perhaps not the most traditional time to visit family, but I’d long since developed a strong sense of caution and secrecy thanks to a long life of remaining hidden from pony society. It was likely unneeded given that my daughter lived on a farm far away from any town, but when you’re as old as I am you find these kind of habits are the toughest to break.



I started to knock on the door, but it swung open before I was given the opportunity. An irritated grey mare glared up at me. “Go away, mother.”



Her customary greeting hadn’t grown any easier to hear over the years. Still, I was hopeful that her age-old enmity wouldn’t be enough to deny me such a simple request.



“You’re looking well, Fortune.” I smiled, both for emphasis and as an attempt to disarm her.



“It’s Cloudy, mother,” Fortune spat. “Cloudy Quartz. I’ve abandoned your culture and ways long ago. And I certainly don’t appreciate you showing up as a reminder of who I used to be. So leave me be!”



My smile dropped. This was going to be difficult. “I simply wish to see my new granddaughter.”



“Absolutely not!” Fortune’s glare intensified at the notion. “I will not have you corrupting her with your unnaturalness. Now leave and never come back!” She made to slam the door.



“Let her in.” A gruff voice asked from further in the house.



“Igneous!” My daughter shifted her glare to focus on the new source of defiance. “You know what she’s up to. It’s the same as last time with Maud. She’s only here because she wants to-”



“I figure it’s perfectly normal for a grandmother to see her grandchildren after they’re born. So let her in.”



My daughter’s opened her mouth to argue but said nothing, pondering her husband’s words. “Fine,” she eventually conceded. “You may see her.”



I sighed, relieved that Igneous’s words had managed to sway her. “Thank you, daughter.”



“But only so long as you don’t do anything to her. You even look at her funny and I’m throwing you out, mother or no.”



“That is fair,” I agreed as I stepped towards the house.



A grey hoof reached across the entrance, barring me from entering. “You are not coming into my house looking like that,” she snarled, gesturing in my general direction.



I looked down at my limbs. No, of course she wouldn’t let me in as I was. To her, my appearance was as unnatural as the sun rising under its own power. And with as much as my daughter craved normalcy, I shouldn’t have expected any other result.



So if that’s what it took to see my granddaughter, I was only to happy to conform to Fortune’s rules for the time being. “If that is what you wish, daughter,” I acquiesced, willing myself into a form more suitable to her desires.



A mere instant later, the mismatched appendages that signified those of our race were gone. In their place I had grown a complete set of four hooves, a monochrome grey coat to match my daughter’s, a brown mane and tail, and even a cutie mark of a clock. As far as outward appearances went, I looked just as my daughter did: an ordinary, unassuming earth pony. The most normal a pony could get.



My transformation complete, Fortune gave me a thorough look over. When she was finally satisfied that I would pass for a pony to all but the most discerning of magic users, she dropped her hoof and allowed me into her home.



An orange stallion sitting across the room glanced up from a book as I entered. “Evenin’, Change” was all he said before returning to his book.



“Good evening, Igneous,” I returned the greeting. “And thank you for help.”



Igneous shrugged. “Didn’t do nothing worth thanking me for.”



“How is Maud?”



“Healthy.”



“Yes, she is certainly growing up to be a perfectly normal young girl, isn’t she?” Fortune chimed in, walking past me. “And Pinkamena Diane will too, you can rest assured of that, mother. Now come on and see her so you can hurry up and get out of my life.” 



I wordlessly followed her through the small house to a room adorned with nothing but a crib housing a small pink foal. I couldn’t help but smile at the sight of her sleeping there, oblivious to our entrance. Appreciating the hue, I shifted the colour of my coat to match hers. Fortune rose an eyebrow at this, but she otherwise said nothing.



“You said her name was Pinkamena?” I asked.



“Pinkamena Diane Pie, yes.”



“And how old is she now?”



“Sixteen days.”



“And Maud?”



“About a year.”



“That’s wonderful,” I smiled. “Two beautiful daughters. You and Igneous must be very happy.”



To my amazement, Fortune smiled at me for the first time in far, far too long. “We are.”



We stood there in silence after that, mother and grandmother watching with pride as their newest family member’s tiny chest expanded and shrank as she silently breathed. Neither wanting to disturb the precious moment.



I broke the silence first, remembering that I was there for a reason. “May I hold her?” I couldn’t be sure of my suspicions just by looking at her.



Fortune looked as if she wanted to protest, but instead she carefully picked her daughter up, and handed her to me. I graciously accepted.



The moment Pinkamena was in my hooves, I could feel it. Coursing throughout her entire being was the unmistakable trace of boundless power and energy. Not the type of power that the descendants of Order typically had, but that of my kind. Of my daughter’s kind.



Pinkamena Diane Pie had the soul of a Draconequus.



It was everything I had ever hoped for, confirmation that the continuation of our race was still possible. When Fortune had finally succeeded in finding a way to fully embrace the mundanity she sought, I feared that perhaps we would never get another chance. And my worry only compounded when Maud showed no signs whatsoever of being anything other than an ordinary earth pony.



But there in my forelegs I held clear evidence that those fears were misplaced. While Pinkamena possessed the outward appearance of a pony, she was no less draconequus than I. All that was left was determining who she was.



Pinkamena’s soul stirred just then, as if sensing my thoughts. It reached out to my own and in an answer provided me with the answer to my question.



“Random,” I cooed aloud without realizing.



Fortune’s eyes narrowed at the word. “What did you say?”



I turned to face my daughter, dumbstruck at my error. “I-”



Fortune snatched Random from my hooves before returning her to her crib. “Get out, mother,” she hissed, slowly turning to face me “I will not allow you to corrupt my daughter!”



“But she is one of us!”



“No! She is a perfectly normal young girl, not a monster like you.”



“She needs to be taught our ways or she’ll grow up never knowing-”



“She doesn’t need to know anything about you fiends. Not after what he.” Her eyes glistened with an ancient rage as she descended into our age old argument.



“Just because one of your uncles abused his powers is no reason to blame the rest of us.”



“You’re all monsters. Every last one of you. And neither Pinkamena nor I will ever be like you.”



“Fortune, please-”



The fury in her eyes magnified at my latest mistake. “Do not call me that!” she screamed, waking Random and causing her to cry. “I am not one of you, not any more. I am a pony! Now get out, mother!” She shoved me out of Random’s room. “You are no longer welcome in this house!” The door slam that followed left me no room for argument.



Dejected and defeated, I had no options available to me but to concede to my daughter’s demands.








“Go away mother.”



I materialized next to Fortune, who was busy cooking. Despite having embraced her pony life full on, she still always seemed able to notice when I was nearby, even when I wasn’t entirely visible. The bonds of family were harder to break than those of race, afterall.



“I’m just here to observe my granddaughter,” I replied, gesturing out the window where a young pink Filly could be seen tending to the rock farm.



Fortune scowled. “You’re breaking the deal. You’re only allowed to visit on her birthday.”



I couldn’t thank Igneous enough for accomplishing that little detail. Despite having never seen my daughter as angry as she was the night I first met Random, somehow he had managed to convince her that it would be best if my granddaughters at least got to see their grandmother every once in a while. So every year on her birthday, I paid Random and her sisters a visit to tell them stories and legends of our kind. Her sisters never seemed to care too much, but Random loved them, and always begged for more from her “Nana Pinkie.”



“I won’t be seen,” I promised, returning to my invisible state. “She’ll never know I was here.”



Fortune grunted dismissively, but said nothing else as she returned to the meal she was working on, allowing me to watch Random in peace.



I never fully understood exactly what it was Igneous did with his rock farm, or what purpose a rock farm had to begin with. As far as I could tell the job consisted of nothing but moving rocks from one location to another, with no method to the madness that I could discern. At times, I almost thought it was a prank one of my siblings had played on the farmer pony. But he insisted it was valuable to Equestria somehow.



But regardless of its purpose, it was an undertaking that required quite a lot of work. Everypony living on the farm had to provide their fair share of tending to the rocks, including all four of my granddaughters. Maud, Limestone, and Marble all seemed to take to it well enough, taking after their father. But Random always seemed to struggle and lag behind. Much as she was doing now.



“She’s miserable, you know,” I mused aloud as Random accidentally knocked over the small pile rocks she’d been stacking. It was the third time this had happened since I started watching her. With a sigh, she set to recreating the structure yet again.



“She has absolutely nothing to be miserable about,” Fortune insisted from the stove, stirring whatever it was she was making. “She’s healthy, has three sisters who love her, and a great future as a rock farmer ahead of her, providing a great service to all of Equestria” She paused to sample the contents of her pot. “I couldn’t ask for a better life for any of my daughters.”



“Mm,” I wondered as the pile toppled for the fourth time. “Do you truly think she will be a rock farmer? She doesn’t quite seem to have a knack for it.”



Fortune stopped stirring to glower at me. “Perhaps not. But whatever her cutie mark dictates she’ll do, you can rest assured it won’t have anything to do with terrorizing innocent ponies or disrupting their way of life.” Back to the pot again. “She’ll be a productive member of society working together with other ponies to help benefit all of ponykind. As any normal pony would.”



I sighed. “Our kind isn’t as terrible as you make us out to be, Cloudy.” Over the past years I had finally succumbed to my daughter’s demands to call her by the name she had adopted for herself. “You should know this by now. Have you ever known any of us still around to do any of the wild things you accuse us of?”



“Biding your time, no doubt,” she scoffed. “Or perhaps simply afraid you’ll all be turned to stone too. I can’t and won’t trust any of you. Especially you, mother.” She stopped stirring and walked to the door. “Igneous, call the girls inside. Dinner’s ready.” She turned back to me. “You should leave now.” 



“Just a second longer, I promise.” She scowled in response, but walked out the room anyway, no doubt to prepare for her family’s meal.



I returned my gaze outdoors. Igneous had already rung the dinner bell, calling Limestone and Marble inside, while Random was busy gazing at her unimpressive pile of stones. I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her as I turned to leave.



Just then a brilliant flash of multicoloured light filled the sky, an immense gust of wind following shortly after causing Random’s normally straight and flat mane and tail to poof up into a tangled pink mess. Bewildered at the strange occurrence, she looked up at the sky in the direction the light had come from.



The smile that slowly grew across her face told me that, for the first time in her life, she had experienced true joy from something other than my stories.



Smiling myself, I dematerialized from the farm.








Several days later, Fortune called me out to a small diner near her farm for a talk. The fact that she was coming into contact with me under her own free was a pretty clear sign that I was in for some bad news, but I tried to ignore that feeling as I donned my Nana Pinkie form and headed over promptly at the time she indicated. Whatever it was she had to say, I would face it head on.



But despite fearing the worst, nothing could have prepared me for what she had to say.



“What?” I asked dumbly when she finished.



“I told the girls you passed away in your sleep a few days ago.” Fortune summarized, calmly sipping her tea. Igneous nodded by her side. “You are not allowed to see Pinkamena Diane any longer.”



“But we had an agreement!” I protested.



Fortune rose an eyebrow. “We did, didn’t we? But as you broke it first, I see no reason for it to continue.”



“I broke it first?” I repeated, confused as to what exactly was going on. “All I did was watch from the window.”



“Oh, so it’s just a coincidence that Pinkamena Diane’s personality became drastically different immediately after you left? Or that she’s trying to throw parties at every opportunity she has? Or that she simply refuses to work the fields now that she has her cutie mark?” Fortune leaned across the table to look me square in the eye. “This has your pawprints all over it, mother. She’s changed far too drastically for you not to have been involved.”



“She has her cutie mark?” I repeated, beaming at the news. I knew it was likely to happen eventually as she was a pony as well as a draconequus, but the prospect was still very exciting. “That’s wonderful news!”





“Yup,” Igneous agreed. “Three balloons. Says it means she’s a party pony.” He shrugged. “Not what I was hoping for, but it makes her happy.”



“Focus on the matter at hand, dear,” Fortune scolded.



“I see no harm in discussing our daughter’s cutie mark with her grandmother.”



“She is ruining Pinkamena Diane’s life!”



Igneous shrugged again. “Maybe, maybe not.”



Fortune gave an angry snort before refocusing her attention on me. “Well? Why did you do it, mother?”



My smile gave way to a more solemn expression as I remembered just what it was my daughter was mad at me for. “What makes you think I had anything to do with her new disposition? Isn’t it normal for a pony to embrace her new cutie mark once she gets it? I obviously can’t speak from experience, but it’s a rather life changing event, is it not?”



“You rigged the odds!” Fortune slammed her hooves on the table. “You couldn’t stand to see her grow up to be a normal, everyday pony so you changed her destiny to something more suitable to your wishes.” She sat there fuming for a minute before sitting back down, her anger replaced with sorrow. “I just wanted her to have a regular life, and you took it from her.” Igneous wrapped a comforting foreleg around his wife. She accepted it and sobbed silently into his chest.



“I-” I stammered, uncertain how to even begin to respond. What Fortune had just accused of me wasn’t just unthinkable, but quite impossible. Draconequi were a powerful race to be sure, but to directly defy Fate? Were there truly individuals who possessed that kind of power? “Even if I could do such a thing, I never would. Overwriting someone’s destiny? I couldn’t imagine a crueler fate for anyone, pony or not.”



“I don’t believe you,” Fortune managed between sobs. “You had to have done it. You had to…”



“You’d best leave, Change,” Igneous suggested. “I’m sorry you won’t be able to see Pinkamena anymore, but Cloudy’s mind is made up.”



“I understand.” It was all I could say, though I didn’t mean it at all. I had been forced out of my granddaughter’s life a second time. And it was for a crime that I hadn’t even committed. There was so much more I had to tell her, so many more lessons I could teach her. She could have grown up to be something fantastic. But now that part of her heritage may as well have not even existed.



With no options left to me, I hurried out of the diner before Fortune could find another precious item to remove from my life.








I made sure that the next time I visited my daughter it would be during the day. It was against my very nature to be so transparent in my actions, but I was there to make peace, and I didn’t want to do anything that might make Fortune turn me away before I had the chance to share my news.



Once again the door opened before I could knock, and I was once again greeted by an annoyed gray mare. Only this time, she looked slightly older. I knew it would have to happen but it was still quite a shock to see signs of mortality in my daughter.



“Pinkamena Diane isn’t here, mother.” She peered down her glasses at me. “Not that I’d let you see here if she were.”



“I’m not here to see her, Cloudy. I’m here to see you.” I materialized a photo album and offered it to her. “I thought perhaps you’d like to see what Random was up to nowadays.”



Fortune rose an acquising eyebrow at the unprompted gift. “You’ve been spying on her?” Still, she took the book from me and began leafing through it.



“I’ve been watching her, yes,” I admitted with a smile. “She can get up to some seriously entertaining antics when she puts her mind to it.”



“Mm, yes. She does send me letters, you know.”



I stood there in silent anticipation as Fortune continued perusing the photo album, wondering just how much she would enjoy my gift. I had been working on the album for this very purpose ever since Random had left her home to live in Ponyville, but hadn’t been able to work up the courage to finally give it to her, afraid of how she might react considering our history.



Finally, Fortune reached the last page and, upon discovering there was nothing more to look at, looked up at me. Not as the single individual she hated more than anyone else in Equestria, but as her mother and her daughter’s grandmother. “Come inside. I’ll make us some tea.”



I released the breath I had apparently been holding and smiled. “Thank you,” I said as I followed her into the living room where she offered me a chair before continuing into the kitchen to make the tea she’d promised.



“Where’s Igneous?” I asked noticing his absence.



“He’s taken Limestone and Marble to the fair. Should be back late, but I’ll want you gone before they come back.”



“Of course.”



We were silent for a while after that. Though I had remained hopeful, I hadn’t actually expected Fortune accept my peace offering. And now that she had, I was too afraid that anything I did say might inadvertently break the truce she’d offered and I’d be cast out her life yet again. So I just sat there in silence until Fortune returned to the room with the tea.



“I suppose you’re here to gloat,” she sighed as she had handed me my cup. “About how I was wrong for keeping her cooped up on the farm and that you were right that what she needed was more exposure to the world at large.”



“You were simply doing what you thought was best as her mother.” I took a sip. Peppermint with a hint of lemon. Quite good.



“But I was still wrong, wasn’t I? She’s made countless friends in Ponyville, and even some in Canterlot if I’m reading her letters right.” She took a sip herself. “Every letter she sends, she’s telling me about how much fun she’s having, and how great her friends are.” She sighed. “She’s never talked that way about the farm.”



“Random wasn’t much for chores, no. She still hates them, in fact.” Another sip. The lemon was in the foreground this time, while the peppermint took a backseat. “Except for baking, of course. She’s an amazing baker, though perhaps a little too focused on pastries.”



Fortune smiled at that. “I have to admit, her cupcakes are delicious. Marble simply adores them, and practically begs Pinkamena to make them every time she comes over.”



“And how often is that?” 



“At least once a month. Usually more.”



“See?” I asked, taking another sip. The lemon was gone this time, replaced with lime. “She still loves you as much as anypony could love her mother. Just because she’s left the farm hasn’t changed that one bit.”



“I know that!” Fortune put her tea down a tad too forcibly, spilling a little onto the tray. “She’s never been anything but the sweetest of daughters. But still...” She returned the cup to her lips. “I do miss her quite a bit. It would have been nice having her around the farm still.”



“She’d have left eventually anyway.” Peach this time, with the peppermint nowhere to be found. “As much as they may love their parents, children tend to have a habit of leaving the nest once they’ve found their calling.”



“I suppose so,” Fortune sighed. “Maud’s already well on her way to getting her rocktorate. I suppose it’s only a matter of time before she leaves as well.”



“Speaking of Maud, how is she? I haven’t seen her in quite some time.” Chamomile. One of my favourites.



“Busy. It takes a lot of hard work to get a degree like that. Still, she always manages to find time to help out around the farm from time to -” she paused, eyeing the contents of cup. “What in Equestria are you doing to my tea?”



Unable to control myself any longer now that I’d been found out, I burst out laughing. “Nothing, nothing, I swear,” I managed between giggles. “Just changing the flavour a little bit at a time.” I smiled. “You looked like you could use a little cheering up.



“This was supposed to be a simple lilac tea, you know,” she scolded. But apparently she couldn’t keep the sternness in her face for long as a smile broke through. “But thanks. I suppose I could have used a little silliness.” She took another sip. “Ugh! Cinnamon’s never been my favourite. Why would anypony want to waste good tea with such a horrible tasting spice?”



“Don’t worry, it’ll change soon enough,” I chuckled. “Though I could just make it lilac again if you’d prefer. I know how much you prefer things not be quite so chaotic.”



“No!” she protested, perhaps a little louder than she intended as her face reddened a little. “No, this is nice. I’m having a good time, mother.” How long had it been since I’ve heard her call me that without the bitter venom that normally accompanied it? The warmth I felt at that moment exceeded my wildest dreams.



“Well then,” I said, smiling into my cup of tea. “Let’s talk.”








"And she led them out of town blaring music all the way, much to the puzzlement of everypony else. Even Princess Celestia had no idea what was going on."



Fortune laughed. "That must have been quite the sight."



"It really was," I agreed, chuckling behind my cup. "When I told her that old story about Silver Pipes and the parasprites, I had no idea she'd go to such lengths if she ever encountered them herself. A simple flute would have done the trick, but to assemble an entire band and wear it herself?" I pointed to the picture of Random and the rather ridiculous assortment of instruments attached to various parts of her body. "She really does live up to her name sometimes."



"Mm." Fortune's smile vanished. "I wish you'd call her by her proper name. 'Random' is just not a very fitting name for a pony."



"But it is a fitting name for a Draconequus," I countered. "Besides. Even her new friends call her that sometimes."



Fortune choked a little in surprise. "They do? How did they even find out about-"



"It's not like that." I waved my paw, dismissing my daughter's concern. "It's just how they describe her antics, especially Rainbow Dash. But still," I gave Fortune my best playful smile. "It's quite the coincidence, don't you think?"



Fortune gave hit me with her best glower, though it didn't last long and the pleasant smile I had grown accustomed to over the past couple years took its place, then continued poring over the latest pictures I’d added to the album.



Ever since giving it to her, I'd been meticulously maintaining the photo album of Random's exploits. It was fairly easy to acquire pictures without being seen with my powers, and I was able to place them directly in the book for Fortune to look over whenever she wanted, despite having not actually touched the thing since I'd given it to her. One of the perks of being a nearly all-powerful entity.



It had wound up being the perfect gift too. Ever since I’d given it to her, Igneous would find some excuse one day each month to take his daughters out of the house for a few hours so that I could use the opportunity to drop by and talk with Fortune about Random and everything she had been up to since last we met. Random did continue to send letters, and visited home quite frequently, but a mother couldn’t help but worry about her daughter once she’d left to live on her. And since Fortune no longer possessed the ability to be anywhere she wanted any time she wanted, I think it put her mind at ease knowing that I was there to keep an eye on her daughter. Once she had gotten used to the idea of me silently watching her, anyway. Her only condition was that I not interfere in her life in any way.



Not that I would, of course. At least not in any manner that Fortune would find out about. 



Apparently done giving me funny looks, Fortune returned her gaze to one of her favourite new pictures in the album: A scene of Random and her new best friends floating and glowing before Nightmare Moon, Princess Luna's darker emotions made manifest, right before they took her down and returned her to the pony she had been before her rage and sadness consumed her.



"I still can't believe she's become the bearer of one of the Elements of Harmony," she sighed. "Laughter, even. How fitting.”



“Ha! You think you’re surprised? I’m impressed that anyone with a Draconequus’s soul could even come close to the position of element bearer.” The thought sent me into giggles. “One of Chaos’s descendants wearing one of Order’s sacred relics. The very thought is unprecedented.”



Fortune gave me an amused look. “Pinkamena Diane is pretty unprecedented herself.”



“I suppose she is.” I returned the look. “Although,” I dropped the smile, remembering something I’d been wanting to bring up for a while now. “I do still think that she should be aware of her heritage.”



“Mother, please.” She closed the book and looked me right in the eyes, her own pleading with me not to start a fight. “We’ve been having such a good time, and it’s been wonderful but…” She paused.



“But what?” I asked when it was obvious she wasn’t going to continue on her own.



“...I’m just not ready to make this kind of decision.” She stood up and walked out of the room, stopping at the doorway. “Thanks for the talk, mother. See you next month?”



“Of course.”








“Are you alone, Cloudy?”



Fortune jumped, dropping her spoon into the soup she was making. “Mother! Don’t do that! Wait…” her expression changed from surprised to alarmed. “Why are you even here? You just visited me a few days ago.”



“I’m sorry, Cloudy, it’s just…” I looked behind me to make sure nopony else was present. “Is it safe to talk here?”



“For a little bit. Igneous and the girls are still tending to the farm.” Alarm changed to concern. “What’s wrong, mother? You’re positively spooked.”



“Your uncle Discord has been freed.”



Fortune’s jaw dropped. “But how?”



“I’m… not sure. But somehow he got out and Ponyville became his playground, just as Equestria was as a thousand years ago.”



Fortune had no response, though I could see her old hatred flaring up in her eyes.



“Random and her friends stopped him, sealed him back in stone. But he was definitely loose for a couple days, and he...” I paused, fighting tears. “He hurt Random. Not physically, but he...” I couldn’t finish the thought. “I just wanted to tell you before Random did.”



“Mother…” if words were fire, the one Fortune had just said would have been hotter than the sun. “What did he do?”



I turned away, unable to see my daughter like that. “He made her angry. At everything. She was her own polar opposite. It was...” I paused, trying to think of the right word. Finally I settled on “dreadful.”



“And you did nothing to stop him,” she guessed. “You just let him do this to her.”



“There are rules!” I protested. “You know draconequi can’t affect each other’s magic! That’s just how it works.”



“And yet,” she growled, “he managed to twist Pinkamena Diane’s emotions with hardly any effort.”



“I-” I hadn’t even thought of that. Was her soul not enough to protect her from his powers? “I’m sorry.” It was all I could say.



Fortune turned her back to me and returned her attention to her soup. “Leave.”



“Cloudy, I-” I stopped when Fortune whipped her head around to face me.



“If I keep talking to you, mother, I’ll say something we both regret. And these past few years have been too nice for me to simply throw them away with a misplaced word of anger.” She turned back to her soup once again. “So leave. Please.”



I did.








I wasn’t sure if I was still welcome in Fortune’s home when the date of our next monthly chat came around, but I thought I would chance it anyway. Just in case, I materialized outdoors, and brought a peace offering of sorts: several bags of ever changing tea. She’d grown quite fond of my little prank from earlier, and it had become a part of our monthly routine. I thought she might appreciate the ability to make some herself from time to time.



But to my dismay, the door didn’t open as soon as I’d appeared, as it had so many times in the past. I waited a moment; perhaps she was preoccupied with something that required her attention, but it soon became apparent that she wasn’t going to come. So I did something I’d never had the opportunity to do before.



I knocked on the front door.



There was no response.



“Cloudy?” I called, knocking again. “Fortune? Are you alright?” I was genuinely worried. I could handle being shouted at or ordered to leave, but no response at all? What was going on?



After several minutes of knocking, pounding, and shouting, the door finally clicked open and a very distraught Fortune looked up at me before stepping aside to let me in. I wasted no time in doing so.



“Are you alright?” I asked again, my concern growing. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen her like this.



Silence continued to be the only response I got as she walked across the room to sit down in her chair. Not knowing what else to do, I took my customary spot as well.



We sat there in uncomfortable silence for what seemed like an eternity. I unsure of what to say, and she seemingly unable to talk. Unable to bear it any longer, I finally worked up the courage to speak.



“Cloudy, I-”



“It was worse than you described, mother.” Her words were barely audible and yet crystal clear. “She… her letter described…” Tears welled up in her eyes. “She couldn’t handle it.”



“I’m sorry,” I said dumbly, echoing my daughter’s expression. “I had no idea, but,” I brightened up. “She’s over it now! She’s back to her usual self, laughing and baking up a storm and being the friend to everypony in town, just like she always was. Just last week she, was dressed as a chicken and helping the town’s foals collect their Nightmare Night candy.” I chuckled to myself at the thought.



“I know.” There was no change in tone. “Pinkamena always managed to get over things remarkably fast. But still... the things she wrote about… the things he did…” she paused to wipe the tears from her eyes. “This is why I became a pony in the first place.”



“Fortune...”



“When uncle did all those things all those years ago, and none of you tried to stop him, I couldn’t take it. It just wasn’t right!” Emotion had finally returned to her voice, though it wasn’t a happy one. “Millions were tortured and not one of you lifted a claw to stop him. If the princesses hadn’t intervened when they did...” She turned to face me, tears running down her face. “Why didn’t any of you stop him?”



“There are rules…” the answer sounded as weak to me then as it had the first time she’d asked me over a thousand years ago. “I know it doesn’t sound right, but… not even the descendants of chaos can break these rules. There was nothing we could have done besides alerting the princesses to what he was doing. And even that was difficult to do without breaking one rule or another.”



“I know.” That shocked me. Fortune had never accepted my answer before. “You did what you could. But I still can’t accept that it was enough.”



Silence again. Our countless arguments about the subject had never reached this point in the past. I struggled to find the right thing to say in this situation.



But Fortune found them first. “She needs to know.”



I blinked. “You mean…?”



She nodded.



Had she told me this under any other circumstance, I would have sung out in joy. But as it was, all I could do was reach out to my daughter and give her the hug she so clearly needed.








“Hi mom, I’m home! You won’t believe what just happened back in Ponyville. Rainbow Dash finally found a-” Random stopped in her tracks as she noticed I was in the room. “Pet?” she finished before her jaw dropped.



“Nana Pinkie?” An instant later she was beside me, poking me with a stick that wasn’t in her hooves mere moments before. “Mom said you were dead, but here you are so that means...” she gasped “You’re a ghost!”



“No, Pinkie, I’m not a ghost,” I chuckled. “I’m as alive as you or your mother.” I smiled at Fortune.



She looked away. “Erm, yes Pinkamena. I’m afraid that when I told you Nana Pinkie was dead, I was lying a little bit.”



Random’s jaw dropped again.



I waved the topic away. “Yes, well, that’s all behind us now, Pinkie. We actually have something a little more important to talk about. You see, that’s not the only lie we’ve been telling you.”



“There’s more?” Random gasped.



I dropped my disguise.



“Discord!” Random glared at me, preparing a battle stance. “How did you-” she stopped, tilting her head to one side. “You’re not Discord.”



I shook my head. “No. I’m Change. And even though I may not currently look the part, I am also and always will be your grandmother.” I took on the appearance of my alter ego once more. “Your Nana Pinkie.”



Random tilted her head even further.



Fortune stepped forward. “Your grandmother and I didn’t always see eye to eye when you were younger. She wanted to tell you who she really was right away, but I wanted you and your sisters to grow up as normal ponies. I just,” she sniffled. “I just wanted to protect you.”



“Protect me from what, mom?” Random asked, still unsure of what was going on.



“From your heritage as a Draconequus.”



“Whaaaaat?”



It was my turn to explain. “When your mother was younger, my brother, your grand uncle, did something terrible to Equestria. You got a small taste of that when you fought him last month.” 



Random nodded solemnly.



I continued. “After the princesses stopped him, your mother decided she no longer wanted to be a draconequus, and did everything she could to stop being one. Several years ago, she finally succeeded, and swore that from that moment onward, she’d live as ordinary a life as possible. And that included never telling you or your sisters about her past or who I really was. So she lied to you. Trying to protect you from the horrors of her past. Horrors which you just experienced firsthoof.”



“It was awful,” Random agreed.



“I’m sure it was.” I placed a hoof on her shoulder. “But you need to know, Pinkie. We’re not all like that. But,” I turned away. “Considering what you just went through, I’ll understand if you’d rather never see me ag-”



Before I realized it was even happening, she had flung her hooves around me, gripping me tighter than I’d ever been hugged before. When I recovered from the surprise, I returned the embrace. I never wanted to let go of that moment.



But eventually it had to end, and I broke away from her, giving her my widest smile, and she gave me hers.



“Random.” She perked up at the name as I said it, the Draconequus half of her instantly recognizing it as her own. “We have so much to talk about.
      

      
   
      Time Enough for Friendship


      

      
      
         To look upon the world from outside time is not an easily described experience. Imagine a vast space of everything that could be and a line tracing out the most probable path through those events, drifting like a winding river. That image is wholly wrong, but in a way that approaches a truth that beings accustomed to a four-dimensional existence just aren't equipped to process. At least, most of them aren't.



Star Swirl the Bearded was not most four-dimensional beings. He had never completed the destiny spell, but he had been able to apply some lateral thinking to the subject of immortality. He had not been able to harden himself against time's flow through ascension, so he instead took himself out of the timestream entirely. Now—for a given meaning of "now"—free from age and hunger and all of the other concerns that assume one's body is aging, he could look upon all of history at once.



It wasn't pretty.



The harmony of ponykind was an incredibly fragile thing from a timeless viewpoint. Star Swirl could see all the myriad ways that that light could be snuffed out. Ice ages, whether the products of windigos or an absent sun, froze the world solid. Heat from within and without the planet melted its very surface. Hatred and conquest laid waste to the nations of ponykind. Apathy and corruption rotted them from within.



If asked, Star Swirl would say he did not meddle. Not anymore. On occasion, he made some small change to ensure the best possible outcome. A briefly waylaid messenger here, a prominently placed tome there... Had it been attempted from within time, it could not be done, for the events either had or had not happened, and no effort from those who came after could change them. Star Swirl was no longer so encumbered. It was not meddling, he would insist. Nothing good had ever come of his meddling. Given that, given the obvious benefits of these minor adjustments as they rippled outward, they were demonstrably something else.



Once again—for even Star Swirl could not help but think sequentially—the bright line of what was, is, and would be strayed from his preferred path, and equinity was lost. He leaned in closer to the divergence point. It was a time of returns for both Princess Luna and the Elements of Harmony. There was the curious little curlicue of twisted time, splitting out of the main line like a thread out of a rope before feeding back in, that marked Twilight Sparkle giving herself a self-fulfilling prophecy. And there, just a bit afterwards...



Enfeebling. Enslavement. Extinction.



It only took a matter of years before the ponies' overworked, magic-starved bodies gave out. Less than a century before all of their works were reduced to dust. And then, as he had long before, Tirek abandoned a wasteland, seeking a new place to consume.



Star Swirl cracked his neck. This one would take some finesse. Tartarus existed on a different temporal plane, to prevent the escape of those prisoners who could twist time or step out of it. He would not be able to reach Tirek before the fiend made good his escape, nor could he access Cerberus before he ran off. Though perhaps there was a way to keep the hound's flight short...



The unicorn seemed to flicker, here one moment, gone the next, here again the third, though much more disheveled. Cerberus, it seemed, was in a blind rage. It would take Fluttershy or a similar pony to gentle him before he could be led back to his post. Star Swirl had even less talent with animals than he did with ponies, so taking her place was not an option.



Warning Celestia and Luna was fruitless. Tirek had contemplated the princesses' every move for centuries; if he didn't want to be found, he wouldn't be. Celestia's most effective stratagem for finding him was freeing Discord. Fluttershy charmed the spirit into compliance... but so to did Tirek, who then proceeded to feast on Discord's power along with that of the Elements. With a grumble, Star Swirl removed the warning missive from Celestia's desk before she saw it. At least he had a project to consider when this one was dealt with.



Direct confrontation was off the table, of course. Any attempt to strike Tirek down with unicorn magic would be like trying to swat parasprites with a wheel of cheese. It would be the last, most foolish thing Star Swirl would ever do.



As for the Elements, they weren't enough. At least, not on their own. Star Swirl could see Tirek drinking in the rainbow, then smiting the Bearers for their impudence. It would take direct intervention by the Tree itself to overwhelm the centaur's abilities, but once the Elements were returned to it, it would not relinquish them until it had fully recovered its own strength. That would not happen in Twilight Sparkle's lifetime. She would never ascend, and so that path merely delayed the doom of ponykind. The Princess of Friendship was necessary for the future, but Tirek was not giving her the time needed to fulfill her destiny.



If time was the issue, perhaps Star Swirl could shorten the timetable. In the optimal timeline, Twilight ascended a few years after moving to Ponyville, but the relevant events covered less than one. If he could remove the chaff...



After a few adjustments, the timeline went skewing off into even worse territory. Eye twitching, Star Swirl peered into the new history.
Rarity and Applejack were visiting Fluttershy for tea. Neither of their own homes were suitable for guests at the moment, nor was much of the rest of Ponyville.



Rarity sipped and sighed. "Such a shame."



"She was such a nice pony," said Fluttershy.



Applejack snorted. "Nice, sure, but more trouble than a tinfoil plow."



"Applejack, really!" Rarity cried. "Is that any way to speak about a friend, especially behind her tail?"



"Were we friends?" Applejack raised her hooves as the others protested. "Hear me out, now. Sure, we had some good times together, but ever since Twilight came to town, it's just been one thing after another. I don't know about you two, but I've barely had a moment's peace since the Summer Sun Celebration."



Neither other mare could look her in the eye after that. "It's a rather harsh way of putting it," said Rarity, "but..."



Fluttershy gave a reluctant nod. "It's true."



"Ain't no wonder she snapped. Filly was high-strung from the day she first got here. All that stress..." Applejack shook her head. "It's a darn shame, but I ain't surprised it happened."



"Nor I." Rarity sighed. "I do wish she could've spared the town, though."



Fluttershy drooped, looking into her teacup. "And that poor Ursa Minor."



Applejack put a leg over her withers. "Least Princess Luna's feeling well enough that she could help you calm down its mama."



Rarity freshened her cup. "Well, hopefully with the summer behind us, things will be returning to normal."



The first flakes of raspberry gelato began to fall outside.
Star Swirl winced as he pulled away from the scene. He had to admit, at this point, he had slipped back into meddling. He undid the previous changes until the timestream returned to the previous, mildly more favorable state.



"One more try," he said to himself, his words resonating oddly in the space beyond time. "One more try, for good or for ill."
Discord looked upon the land and saw that all was without reason or form. And it was good.



"My lord?"



Discord turned away from watching several pins playing an enormous ponyball machine, bringing his attention to a beard and its attendant unicorn. The beard regarded Discord with commendable confidence. The unicorn... well, at the very least, Discord was willing to give him points for his daring use of bells.



"Well now." Discord smiled. "Hello there, my little pony. How may I make your life more chaotic today?" He barked out a laugh. "Oh, listen to me. As if you had a say in the matter." With a snap of his talons—



The unicorn's horn lit up.



—snolat sih fo pans a hitW



Discord blinked and sniffed at his eagle limb, then smacked his lips as he considered the magic's bouquet. "A localized time-reversal field. Not centered on me, of course; not even I know what would happen then. No, you centered it on where my hand was in space and time. You even threw it some mediating factors to deal with how time-reversed matter is indistinguishable from antimatter. How thoughtful." He no longer looked amused. His expression now spoke of something far more dangerous: curiosity. He leaned on one arm of his throne as it rotated to face the pony. "Congratulations. You're interesting enough that I'm willing to listen to you for a few minutes."



The stallion bowed, making the bells on his hat and robe jingle. "Thank you, my lord."



Discord gagged. "I am not your lord. Lordship implies a far more organized hierarchy than my preferred model of me followed by everything else." He patted one of the throne's arms. "Even the chair's more for lumbar support than a sign of rulership. You may refer to me by any of my preferred appellations, such as 'Discord,' 'Spirit,' 'oh rut me, it's him,' or 'my lord.'"



This got a jingly nod. "As you wish, Discord. I am Star Swirl, called the Bearded One."



"I don't recall asking." Discord stroked his beard, which was lying on his lap and purring. "Why haven't I turned you into a nectarine, again?"



"You found me interesting."



Discord rolled over, couching his face in his mismatched palms. "So I did. Finding somepony who can get a spell to work on me is such a rare treat." He twisted himself until he was floating above Star Swirl, looking at him from directly overhead. "I'm guessing you're not from around here. Or more accurately, from around now."



Star Swirl met his gaze, nothing in the pony's eyes but weariness. "You would be correct."



"Hmm. Well, that's quite interesting in and of itself. Past? Future? Alternate present?" Discord grinned. "No, don't tell me. It's more fun if I have to guess." His tufted tail produced a magnifying glass and brought it to his eye. He began orbiting Star Swirl, analyzing him from every angle. "Curious. Quite curious. Could go either way, really. I'm going to err on the side of future, though. There's no way that outfit could ever be forgotten. I suppose you come about during one of my vacations."



"Vacations?"



Discord shrugged. "What can I say? Unruling over a bunch of ungrateful horses gets old. At least, I assume it will. So, pop out for a few centuries, let them collect themselves, build up a few things it'll be fun to knock over. Seems like something I'd do."



Star Swirl gave a noncommittal grunt. "Be that as it may, I come seeking a boon."



Discord quirked an eyebrow. "Oh, you do, do you? Mister Fancy-Schmancy-Chronomancy here with his big blue robe, vworp-vworping his way about the timeline." He went muzzle to muzzle with the stallion. "Who do you think you are to ask me for favors?"



Star Swirl gave no visible reaction to the draconequus in his face. "Tell me," he said, "do you know how many ways ponykind can be brought to extinction?"



Never one to pass up a non sequitur, Discord flashed back to his throne and answered, "Not off the top of my head, but I'm sure I could think of a few dozen. Hundred. Thousand. Million." He tilted his head. "Not sure if those last few would work, actually. Still, it's not like ponies have to worry about any of them. I know better than to break my toys beyond repair. After all, that's why I'm not doing any time travel. Sure, there's some paradox protection in place, but I could overwhelm it if I really wanted to. That would break the universe, and that's where I keep all of my stuff! And what would I do afterwards, make a new universe?" Discord stuck out his tongue. "That sounds unpleasantly like work."



"There are times when your beneficence does not protect ponykind," Star Swirl said with a straight face. "In those times, I have been guiding it from the shadows, keeping it on the most favorable course."



Discord gave a lion's-thumb's-up. "Good to hear it. I'm sure future me will thank you for looking after the place while he was out."



Star Swirl slumped a little. "But there is one force, for all my wisdom and trickery, that I am powerless against, for which I need your aid, o Spirit."



One of Discord's eyebrow rose. He grabbed the string before it floated off. "Go on..."



"Do you know of the one called Tirek?"



"Tirek, Tirek..." The word appeared above Discord's head, sprouted arms and legs, picked up a padded mallet, and rang a gong. Discord perked up, dislodging the name, and cried, "Ah, of course! Vorak's colt! Fell in with Sendak the Accursed, tried to learn magical vampirism." Discord shuddered. "There are some lines even I won't... cross..." His face fell, slipping to his midsection before he fixed it back in place. He shook his head. "Oh, tell me he didn't."



"He will," said Star Swirl. "Twice. The first time, I will defeat him, with the aid of my mistresses and his own brother."



Discord gawked, too surprised to make a gag out of his dropped jaw. "You turned Scorpan against his brother? He's the biggest toadie to ever grow warts! Even I'd have to brute-force that one. How did you manage it?"



Star Swirl dipped his head. "Through a power I barely comprehend, and that you know not of."



Discord tapped his eagle talons against an armrest."Since you're seeking my aid, you should know that I have very little patience for the 'vague wisdom' schtick."



"The power of friendship."



The draconequus made a flatulent noise with his lips. "Fine, fine keep your secrets. So, that's the first time taken care of. I take it you can't do a repeat performance for the rematch?"



"There are six who are destined to defeat him," Star Swirl said, "but he breaks loose from Tartarus before they are ready to do so."



"Big whoop. Find someone else."



Star Swirl shook his head. "Destiny is firm on the matter. My attempts to circumvent it only lead to greater devastation."



"What, greater than Tirek sucking down every drop of pony magic?"



Star Swirl looked deep into Discord's eyes. "My early, clod-hoofed intrusions wrought eons of suffering and tyrants the likes of which even you would shudder to witness. Death is a mercy compared to some of the paths I have unwittingly led equinity down."



Discord found himself on the other end of abyss-staring for once, and blinked. "O... kay then. So what's the problem with the half-dozen heroes?"



"As with Tirek's first defeat, it must be the bonds between them that lay him low."



"Suuuure it must," Discord said with a snort.



"But they have fewer than two years from when they first meet to prepare, and they cannot be allowed to know that they are preparing!" Star Swirl began to pace. "They cannot meet sooner, or they will not be ready for the other terrors they must face! I cannot force them into readiness, for rushing them will destroy their friendships, not build them! They need times of peace, times when they need be only ponies, not heroes, but they cannot afford them!" Star Swirl hung his head, his breathing heavy. "And thus, o Spirit, I come to you."



"I don't know if you noticed, but 'friendship—'" Discord paused to gag. "Well, that isn't exactly my thing. How do you expect me of all conceptual embodiments to help?"



Star Swirl took a deep breath. "Render their time fluid."



Discord tented his fingers. "Explain."



"Effects will still follow their causes, but it will be unclear how unrelated causes relate to one another. Time will still progress, but it will be nigh-impossible to say how much."



"I think I get it," said Discord. "You can't beat the time limit, so you're making it irrelevant." He grinned. "You'd make a pretty good spirit of chaos."



Star Swirl shook his head. "I doubt any could confuse the two of us."



Discord snorted. "Don't flatter yourself. I said 'pretty good,' not 'sexily flawless.'"



"Will you aid me in this?"



"Hmm..." Discord gritted his teeth. "I hate admit it but, you will need to lend a hoof. As I said, I haven't done much time magic."



Star Swirl nodded. "I will do so gladly."



"Then why not? Sounds interesting enough." Discord held up an eagle talon. "On one condition."



"Name it."



"We keep going."



Star Swirl took a step back. "What?"



Discord grinned. "If this proves as fun as it sounds, then I see no reason to stop at some arbitrary milestone. I want to get as much entertainment out of this as I can."



Star Swirl glared at him. "And should it grow dull before Tirek falls?"



"You're making a deal with the draconequus." Discord twirled a pitchfork. "Surely you knew there would be risks."



"And you will let Tirek lay waste to your playthings?"



Discord snarled. "You play dirty."



"It is the only way to play against one such as you."



A smirk. "True. Very well, I suppose I'll keep it going until these heroes of yours are on a solid footing. But don't tell anyone about this. I have a bad reputation to uphold."



"As you say." And for the first time in far too long, even by the standards of a realm beyond time, a smile touched Star Swirl's lips.
      

      
   
      Dream a Little Dream of Me


      

      
      
         Applejack could hardly contain her excitement! She was practically bouncing as she walked beside her parents, her hooves clicking along the cobblestone streets. She couldn’t wait to reach her final destination: school! 

 

“There’s something not quite raight about ma and pa.” Applejack thought to herself. They looked… different somehow. But everything felt right and wonderful.

 

And she was so very excited to finally be going to school! She’d been working really hard on her reading at home with Mommy and Daddy. And she knew that schools were supposed to have lots of books for her to read! And other fillies and colts too! Maybe they’d like reading as much as she did? She sure hoped so!



“But I caint remember the last time I read sumthin other than the Farmer’s Almanac” Applejack thought, feeling more and more puzzled by the thoughts and feelings she was experiencing.

 

Daddy leaned over and nuzzled her mane lovingly as they stopped at the enormous wooden doors that lead into the kindergarten.

 

“Now Sweetie, this is your first day of school. So remember to behave, be polite to the teacher, and play nice with the other foals, okay? Mommy and I will be back to pick you up this afternoon, alright?”

 

Applejack nodded her head vigorously, body thrumming with excitement and eagerness. She looked over towards Mommy, who had been unnaturally silent all morning. For some reason she was sniffling into her hoof, and had tears in her eyes. It was almost like she was sad. But that made no sense, since this was such a happy day! Maybe Mommy was sick?

 

Well, she knew exactly what to do to make a sick pony feel better! It’s what Mommy and Daddy did to make HER feel better! She rushed to her mother and reached up to hug her around the neck.

 

“I love you Mommy.”

 

“I love you too Honey.” Her mother replied, her voice low and rough as she hugged her daughter close.

 

Rough voice? Lots of sniffling? Mommy was definitely sick. Applejack made a mental note to look for books on fixing sick ponies once she was in (squeee!) school!

 

Just to be safe, she gave Daddy a hug and an ‘I love you’ too before rushing away from her parents and into the building. She looked back one last time to smile and wave before skipping through the doors. She couldn’t wait to start learning new things! Maybe she’d even be able to use her horn soon!

 

“What? Horn? I ain’t got no horn!”






 

Applejack’s eyes shot up as she snapped awake. Slowly sitting up, she rubbed the sleep out of her eyes and glanced out the window. It would be some time before Princess Celestia raised the sun. But AJ knew from recent experience that she had little chance of returning to sleep.

 

 “That was a mighty strange dream.” She mumbled to herself sleepily. It had seemed a lot more... solid than a normal dream. And oddly familiar. But it was certainly an improvement over what had been haunting her rest for the past few nights, so she was hardly going to complain.

 

“Might as well get up and get to work.“ AJ sighed as she quietly slipped out of bed, trying not to wake her family

 

 


 

Applejack smiled as she bucked another apple tree.

 

THUD! Plop. Plop. Plop.

 

The familiar sounds and actions of applebucking were a balm to her restless mind.

 

THUD! Plop. Plop. Plop.

 

There was something relaxing about the routine. The sense of pride and accomplishment.

 

THUD! Plop. Plop. Plop.

 

The stability and order of it.

 

THUD! Plop. Plop. Plop.

 

The lack of chaos and disarray…

 

THUD! Plop. Plop. Plop. “Waaaaah!” Thud.

 

Applejack pinched her muzzle as she stared down at the blue pegasus that she had just bucked out of her tree.

 

“Seriously RD? Sleepin in mah apple trees? Again?”

 

The rainbow maned speedster groaned and shook herself as she regained her hooves. “Awww, gimme a break AJ! I was tired, and you’ve got the comfiest trees in Equestria!"

 

“Well, I admit you look like you could use a nap sugarcube.” Applejack drawled, giving her friend a once over. The grin on Dash’s face did little to hide the bags under her eyes. A feature AJ suspected was mirrored on her own face. “May be you’re not the only pony who could use a nap. Or a good night’s sleep.”

 

Rainbow dash looked away, breaking eye contact. “You.. still having nightmares too?” She asked tentatively.

 

“Yup.” Neither mare met the other’s eyes. The truth was, all six of them had been having a bad time since Discord broke loose.

 

Everypony else in Ponyville had more or less snapped back to normal when the Elements of Harmony had undone Discord’s madness. But the Bearers themselves hadn’t come out unscathed. Maybe it was some odd quirk of the Elements, or maybe it was because Discord had lavished the six of them with extra attention. Whatever the reason, they’d all been suffering from some pretty unpleasant dreams over the past few nights.

 

Unpleasant enough that they’d all had at least one nocturnal visit from Princess Luna since then.

 

Applejack cleared her throat. “Might be getting better though. Last night’s dream weren’t nearly so bad as the rest. Just… strange. And not Discord strange neither.”

 

Rainbow Dash nodded. “Yeah, same here.” She made an unpleasant face. “Though I almost wish it was just a nightmare.” AJ just raised an inquisitive eyebrow, and with an eye-roll Rainbow elaborated.

 

“Okay, it was weird. I dreamt I saw seeing Clousedale, but real far away and only out of the corner of my eye. I was on a train or something, and I couldn’t fly off to visit because I didn’t have any wings!” She huffed and crossed her forehooves, hovering a few inches off the ground as if to protest her dream-self’s lameness. “Instead I spent half the dream reading some egghead book about overlapping magical fields in the presence of unstable leylines or something. Ugh.” The blue furred pegasus stuck her tongue out in disgust.

 

Applejack rubbed her chin with her hoof. “You know, that sounds a bit like mah dream. I dreamt I was a little filly, and going ta school for the first time.”

 

“What’s so weird about a dream like that?” Dash raised an eyebrow, leisurely flying around on her back.

 

“Ah dreamt I was going tah school in a big fancy city. And I was hoping they’d be able tah teach me tah use mah horn.” Applejack raised an eyebrow in return as Rainbow Dash ceased her circling flight.

 

“You know, both of our dreams sounds sorta like…” Dash began.

 

“Something Twilight would be doin?” Applejack finished.

 

The two mares shared a look.

 

“Ahm thinking we should go talk to the other girls, and see if they’ve been having weird dreams too.”

 

 


 

“Oh no! Oh no, oh no, oh no, oh no…” Twilight rushed around the library at a gallop, repeating the words like a mantra. “SPIIIIKE! Where’s Mental Fortitude’s Amalgamated List of Mind Magic and its Effects?” She cried, desperately pulling books from the shelves and tossing them over her shoulder while the rest of her friends watched in shock.

 

“Sheesh Twilight, calm down and give me a second to look!” The little dragon complained, his arms already filled the books she’d already requested. Turning to face his surrogate sister, he yelped in shock at finding himself muzzle to muzzle with a madmare. The books in his arms went flying as he stumbled backwards, landing on his rump.

 

“We don’t have a second Spike!” Twilight’s eyelid twitched as she faced down her assistant. “This is serious!”

 

Spike tried to scoot away, swallowing hard. Somehow he’d failed to note the warning signs of a major Twilight Meltdown. They were all there. Huge, twitching, baggy eyes with tiny, pinprick pupils. Increasingly frazzled mane and tail, growing worse by the second. Twitching ears and tail along with a deranged, toothy grin. Clearly she had completed the full meltdown checklist.

 

And suddenly she was being pulled further and further away.

 

“Whoa there Twilight, hold yer horses.” Applejack mumbled around a mouthful of tail as she hauled the unicorn backwards.

 

“Yeah Twilight! There’s no need to be such a grumpy crazy-face just because we’re all having some funny dreams!” Pinkie said, using her hooves to contort her face into strange and silly expressions.

 

“Is.. Is everything okay Twilight?” Flutteryshy added in a whisper, staring nervously at her friend from behind her mane.

 

“N.. No! Everything is NOT okay!” Twilight shouted before seeming to deflate. She dropped down onto her rear and covered her face with her hooves.

 

“Well Darling, we can hardly help you solve the problem if you don’t tell us what it is, now can we?” Rarity wheedled, sliding up next to her fellow unicorn. Twilight just groaned.

 

“Don’t you see? Those aren’t just dreams, they’re memories! My memories! Which means I’ve potentially exposed all of you to mental contamination when I cast the spell to reverse your discordifications!” Twilight wailed.

 

Applejack just shrugged. “Well now Sugarcube, I dunno anything about mental contamination, but I sure caint see the harm of a few weird dreams. Especially if they’re replacing the nightmares we’ve been having.”

 

“It’s more than just a few weird dreams Applejack!” Twilight flailed her hooves in the air. “I mean, it might just be weird dreams! But I could go much deeper! Whole memories or thought processes! Why you... you could all start acting like me!”

 

“Well, while that is a worrisome possibility, I’m sure it’s not that bad darling!” Rarity replied delicately, patting a despondent Twilight on the shoulder.

 

“But it could be that bad! I just don’t know! I’m not a trained mind mage!” Twilight fretted, before taking a calming breath. “Which is why. .There’s only one thing left to do.”

 

Taking a deep breath, Twilight firmed her expression and turned towards her assistant. “Spike, take a letter.” She looked like she was about to face the hangmare.

 

“Dear Princess Celestia. I’m afraid that there may have been some unexpected side effects from my use of magic to disrupt Discord’s influence on my friends. All five are having….”

 

 




Twilight paced back and forth in front of the doors to the medical wing, the weight of the world resting on her shoulders.

 

Her panicked letter to the Princess had elicited a rapid sky chariot ride directly to the Diarchs. Once they arrived, Luna and Celestia had sequestered her friends in the medical wing in order to give each of them a thorough examination. That had been several hours ago, and Twilight was beginning to wear a hole in the floor.

 

So when the doors finally opened and Celestia stepped through, Twilight practically teleported in front of her mentor.

 

“Please tell me my friends are alright!” Twilight begged, looking up at the Princess with teary eyes.

 

Celestia just smiled and nuzzled the upset unicorn. “Your friends are just fine Twilight.” She murmured reassuringly before stepping aside to reveal the other five element bearers, smiling and unharmed.

 

Celestia watched with a gentle smile as the scene immediately descended into a group hug once Twilight’s friends saw her state.

 

“I’m so glad you’re all okay.” Twilight practically cried in relief. After allowing her friend’s warm words to comfort her, Twilight looked back up at Celestia.

 

“So you managed to fix the mental contamination I caused?” She asked hopefully.

 

“Not quite, Twilight Sparkle.” Luna replied, stepping forward beside her sister. “For there was no mental contamination to be removed.”

 

“But... How is that possible? They’ve all been having those dreams…” Twilight asked.

 

“Yes, but twas not contamination. Thou cast quite a spell, Twilight Sparkle. I doubt it would work were you not so close to your friends. Thou did not force contamination upon them, but merely offered of yourself to those in need, and allowed them to partake of your memories.”

 

“So, did that make sense to anypony?” Rainbow asked, looking consumed.

 

“Ooooh! Ooooh! Let me explain!” Pinkie Pie shouted eagerly, stuffing a cupcake into Luna’s mouth, preempting the alicorn.

 

“See, Twilight’s memories were like yummy cupcakes filled with love! She thought she shoved them into our brains, like that!” She gestured at Luna, whose surprised expression had changed to delight as she chewed.

 

“Now Twilight is worried that she might have force fed us super spicy cupcakes that might make us sick! But she didn’t do that at all!” The party pony enthused. “Instead she laid out a huuuuge spread with all sorts of delicious cakes and muffins and snacks! And then she offered them up to us when our insides were all scrambled and wonky and hungry for love!” She giggled, hooves rubbing her stomach.

 

“So Twilight didn’t force us to eat anything! We just picked out our favorite bits ourselves, and ate until out mental tummies were filled and we weren’t cranky anymore!”

 

Luna swallowed and licked her lips. “Mmmrr.. Crinkleberry.” She cleared her throat. “Ahem. An.. Unorthodox description. But accurate.”

 

“But if that’s the case, why are we having these dreams?” Rainbow questioned.

 

“Silly Dashie! Nopony just eats their favorites at a buffet! You gotta try other stuff that looks good! Though some of it turns out to be old and a bit stale. So you get a tummy ache and end up tasting it days later and…”

 

Applejack stuffed a hoof in her mouth. “I think we get it Sugarcube.”

 

“But, you and Luna fixed it and removed those memories, right Princess?” Twilight asked hopefully.

 

Celestia sighed. “I’m afraid not Twilight. Removing them would be both difficult and dangerous.”

 

“Indeed, the best we could do was strengthen those memories, and tie them to their dreams, which shall be clearer and more vivid. Being viewed thusly, the fragments of memory shall be excised safely and naturally, and haunt the Bearer’s no more.”

 

“So, we’re all going to be dreaming Twilight’s memories?” Fluttershy asked quietly, voice filled with worry.

 

“Unfortunately, yes.” Celestia nodded. Twilight just whimpered, covering her face with her hooves.

 

“Oh, this is going to be soooo embarrassing.”

 

 




Fluttershy dreamt .



This time she knew she was dreaming. Specifically, she was dreaming that she was Twilight Sparkle. It was a very strange situation for the shy pegasus. In some ways, everything around her felt so real. The sights, the sounds, the thoughts and emotions were all so much more solid than a normal dream. But at the same time there was a feeling that the world was… incomplete. As if nothing really existed outside of the little bubble of what she could see and hear.



What was even stranger was the fact that she was Twilight Sparkle. She was thinking Twilight Sparkle’s thoughts, and feeling Twilight Sparkle’s feelings. At least, on one level she was. On another level she was still herself, still Fluttershy, with all her own thoughts and dreams and emotions. Able to think and feel, but not act.



“I suppose this is what happens when you combine a memory and a dream.” Fluttershy thought to herself. “Oh, I do so hope nothing embarrassing happens. I’d feel terrible if I saw anything Twilight wouldn’t want known.” She fretted.

 

At the moment, Twilight Sparkle was sitting in her first grade classroom during recesses, nose deep in a book. The little filly was completely engrossed in the written words before her, almost to the exclusion of the outside world.

 

Twilight had always liked books. It wasn’t until she began school that she learned to truly love them though. Learned to dive into them and immerse herself in the worlds they created.

 

“Awwwww…even as a foal Twilight loved learning.” Fluttershy giggled to herself. There were no mirrors nearby, but she was certain that she must have been an adorable little filly.

 

The low buzz of conversation flowed over and around Twilight, but she managed to ignore it and focus on the written words. Mostly.

 

“……. loser…”

 

“… total egghead….”

 

“… she has no friends… teacher’s pet…”

 

“Wha… what?” Fluttershy thought to herself. This felt... This felt terribly familiar. Listening to the snide little comments the other foals made behind Twilight’s back, the yellow pegasus felt the urge to curl up in a ball and hope she could disappear. An emotion shared by Twilight, but one she failed to act upon.

 

Instead, the purple unicorn focused more intently on her book. Trying hard to ignore what was going on around her. Trying to focus solely on paper and ink and wonderful, wonderful knowledge. Shining Armor had told her that responding to bullies just gave them the attention they were seeking. And her Big Brother Best Friend Forever was never wrong.

 

W.. wait? Twilight has a BROTHER?” 

Twilight Sparkle had always liked books. But she came to love them when she realized that they never picked on her. Or laughed at her for using big words. Or rolled their eyes when she raised her hoof in class to answer a question. Or whispered behind her back. Or right in front of her.

 

Books were wonderful. And if she tried hard enough, she could lose herself in the worlds they created. She could lose track of time, and of where she was and what she was doing. She could even lose track of the ponies around her, and their cruel words and actions.

 

“This.. this is…”  Fluttershy sniffled mentally, wanting to do nothing as much as she wanted to hug her friend cry. But she couldn’t. Because she was Twilight Sparkle. And Twilight Sparkle wasn’t sad.

 

Twilight Sparkle had a book in her hooves, a world of knowledge and adventure to lose herself in, and the rest of recess to do so with.

 

Twilight Sparkle was happy.

 

 


 

Pinkie Pie dreamt.



It wasn’t like most of her dreams, which were filled with noise and colors and parties and all sorts of things. It was, comparatively, a rather tame and boring dream. At least as far as Pinkie Pie dreams went.



But that was okay, because she as dreaming/remembering that she was Twilight Sparkle, one of her bestest best friends in the whole world! Which was really strange, because she was thinking Twilight Sparkle thoughts at the same time she was thinking Pinkie Pie thoughts, and feeling Twilight Sparkle feelings at the same time as Pinkie Pie feelings.



But it was also kind of exciting! Because maybe she’d learn something new about her friend! Something she could throw her a party about! Maybe she should start planning a “We Learned Neat Things About a Friend” party when she woke up!



And that brought up another reason to be excited!

 

Because Twilight Sparkle was super excited! She was going to have a party! A birthday party! In just three days she would be turning four years old! And Mommy and Daddy were standing in front of her, having just told her she could invite anypony she wanted!

 

“Oooooh! A party! A party! Yay!” Pinkie Pie was doing joyous mental cartwheels. Her mood aligned perfectly with Twilight’s, who was hopping up and down excitedly.

 

“So, who do you want to invite to your party Honey?” Mommy asked with a smile.

 

Twilight paused her jumping, putting a hoof to her chin as she thought deeply, a serious look on her face. She was utterly oblivious to her parent’s efforts to not laugh t her adorable expression.

 

“Oooooh! Invite me! Invite me! I’ll come to your party! Only… We don’t know each other yet.”  Pinkie deflated at that sad thought. “Well then, I guess I can always throw her a ‘Sorry I Missed Your Fourth Birthday Party’ Party when I wake up!” That thought immediately perked Pinkie back up.

 

Finally, Twilight nodded firmly.

 

“I wanna invite you and Daddy.” She said confidently. “And Shiny. And.. And Cadance!” She nodded firmly and with conviction.

 

Mommy and Daddy smiled down at her as she finished her list. But they didn’t say anything for several seconds. Was there something wrong with who she wanted to invite?

 

“Um… Is that… Is that everypony you want to invite Sweetheart?” Daddy asked tentatively.

 

“WHAAAAAT? No, of course not!” Pinkie mentally crossed her forelegs and nodded her head. “For a filly’s fourth birthday party four people is just the start! She’s gonna invite everybody she knows! And half of Canterlot too! And maybe the Princesses! Only Luna’s still on the moon… And does Twilight know Celestia yet? And how would you even send invitations to the moon? I bet Nightmare Moon would have been a lot nicer if she’d gotten some party invitations while she was on the moon…”

 

 “Um, yes?” Twilight frowned, confused at the sad and concerned looks Mommy and Daddy were passing between each other. Had she done something wrong?

 

Were they unhappy because she wanted to invite Cadance? They couldn’t be upset about that, could they? Everypony loved Cadance! She was the best foalsitter in the world! Mommy and Daddy always seemed happy when she visited. So did Shining Armor. Even if her Big Brother Best Friend Forever had started to act a bit weird around her.

 

Pinkie gasped. “Whhhaaat? Nopony should only have one friend to invite to their birthday party!” It was unthinkable!



Twilight’s ears drooped as she looked between her parents. “Did.. Did I do something wrong?” She asked sadly.

 

“No, no! We’re perfectly happy with the ponies you want to invite Honey.” Mommy reassured her. “We were just hoping you might have some more friends you’d want to invite too.” Daddy nodded his head in agreement, but Twilight was just puzzled.

 

“Why would I need anypony else?” She asked curiously, tilting her head sideways.

 

Twilight thought that Mommy and Daddy still looked sad, even though they were smiling at her. But then they reached forward to hug her and tell her they loved her, and those thoughts slipped away, replaced by the feeling of warmth and love.

 

The little purple unicorn was perfectly happy. She was going to turn four, she was going to have a great party, and she was going to have all her family and friend(s) there! This was going to be the best birthday party ever!

 

Underneath it all, Pinkie Pie whimpered, sniffling and teary eyed at the very idea that a wonderful little filly like Twilight had nopony else to invite to her birthday party.



Then another thought crossed her mind. “Wait? Twilight had a BROTHER?”



“Huh. Who’d a thunk it?”






 

Rainbow Dash dreamt.



She was dreaming that she was Twilight Sparkle. And she didn’t like it. Not because of the lack of wings and stunt flying. Nor because she was being bombarded with (ugh!) books and reading and other egghead stuff. 



No, she didn’t like it because she was dreaming that she was Twilight Spakle, and Twilight Sparkle was maybe six years old and currently laying in her bed quietly crying into her pillow.



Dash was never all that comfortable with showing her emotions. She had a competitive streak a mile wide, and she had always believed that you should never let anypony see your sweat or see you cry. Watching one of her best friends silently crying her eyes out felt… disloyal. Like she was spying on her. And what was worse was that she was feeling what Twilight was feeling. Thinking what she was thinking.



And that made her want to cry too.



Twilight Sparkle sobbed quietly into her pillow, her mind revisiting the trials of the past days and weeks. This morning had been particularly bad.

 

Twilight loved books and learning. But, though she was ashamed to admit it, she did not love school. The other fillies and colts had never been particularly kind to her. And as they had grown older, their cruel words had only struck deeper.

 

But that might not matter for much longer! Mom and Dad had told her that they had signed her up for Celestia’s School For Gifted Unicorns! Only the best and brightest got in! Surely things would be different there, right?

 

But there was a catch. There was an entrance exam for the school. A really, really, really hard one from what she had heard. And she was determined to be ready for it! No matter what!

 

And so Twilight had filled the last two weeks with nothing but research and studying! Her teacher didn’t mind. She’d more or less assigned the purple filly to independent study months ago.

 

But just because the teacher left her alone didn’t mean that everpony else did.

 

She had been in the middle of revising her notes during lunch when three of the biggest bullies in class descended upon on. By now Twilight had become a master at tuning out the taunts and insults of her tormentors. But for once they hadn’t stopped there. Tired of being ignored, the bullies had… had…

 

They had stolen her notes! And then.. then they.. they dumped them in the toilet! And then the paper was all wet, and she didn’t know a spell to dry them without setting them on fire, and the ink had run anyway, and they had been in the toilet! Two weeks of notes and research and revision gone! And the test was just three days away and what if the answer to a question on the test had been in her notes and she didn’t remember it now and failed the test and mom and dad would be so embarrassed and she’d be sent back to class or maybe Magic Kindergarten…

 

As her thoughts spiraled downwards and rambled incoherently, Twilight sobbed quietly into her pillow, not wanting anypony to see how upset she was.

 

Rainbow Dash cringed at the scene she was experiencing. “Poor egghead. I guess I never appreciated just how important this stuff is to her. And those bullies! Grrrrr! Why, if I ever get my hooves on ‘em…!”



A sudden knock at the door had Twilight sitting up and quickly wiping her face dry before answering with a quavering voice.

 

 “Who is it?”

 

“It’s me, Shiny! Can I come in?” Came the reply.

 

Twilight eeped and hurriedly ran her hooves through her mane, trying to fix her bedraggled appearance before opening the door with her magic and allowing a tall white teenaged unicorn stallion into her room.

 

“Hey there LSBFF!” Shining Armor smiled happily at his sister. The smile slid off his face however as he took in his sister’s appearance. “I something wrong Twily?” He asked seriously, his eyes narrowing.

 

Twilight opened her mouth, preparing to tell her brother about her horrible day…

 

“Wait a minute… Twilight has a BROTHER?”

When a thought occurred to her. If she told Shining about what those bullies had done to her… Well, her BBBFF had always been very protective of her. He’d probably run off to confront those bullies. He might even give them a good thrashing for what they’d done to her!

 

“Oh yeah! Twilight’s got an awesome big brother! You tell him Twilight, and let him clean their clocks!” Rainbow eagerly advised.



The thought of those bullies getting bullied themselves was nice. But… Twilight knew just how much Shiny wanted to be a Royal Guard. It was his dream to join their ranks. And they only accepted the best. The most honest, loyal, capable, and virtuous.

 

And she rather suspected that they’d accept the sort of stallion that beat up foals half his age. Even if they really, really, really deserved it. Twilight loved her BBBFF too much to let him do something that might ruin his chances with the guard. No matter how much she wanted to see those bullies get their due.

 

And so Twilight closed her mouth without a word, instead rushing forward to hug her brother tightly.

 

“…” Rainbow Dash felt lower than dirt. She’d been so focused on Twilight getting even with those bullies that she hadn’t even considered potential consequences. Unlike Twilight. It was just like her friend to put the needs of other’s ahead of her own.

 

“Twily?” Shining asked worriedly.

 

“It’s nothing BBBFF. I’m just scared about the test.” She mumbled into his chest, hugging him tighter. Shining Armor patted her mane with a smile.

 

“Trust me Twily, you’ve got nothing to worry about. You’re going to do great.” He whispered back, returning her hug. “But I think that you need a break from all this studying. How about we go get some ice cream, huh?”

 

Twilight perked right up and giggled. “Okay Shiny!” She nodded vigorously.

 

“Just don’t tell mom and dad that I let you have ice cream for lunch, okay?” Shiny whispered conspiratorially as he led his little sister out of the room.

 

Rainbow Dash sniffled as she experienced the memory unfold, refusing to cry, even in the sanctity of her own mind and dreams.

 




 

Rarity dreamt.



She was dreaming, and she was enjoying it! Because this was a departure from her more recent dreams in two ways: First, there was no sign of Discord in this particular dream (a definite plus!) and secondly,  she was dreaming that she was her close friend Twilight Sparkle, which, while undeniably odd, was by no means bad. But it was the similarities to her normal dreams that were most comforting.



She was in an elegant castle.



She was surrounded by high society and nobility.



And she was involved in (squee!) fashion!



Twilight Sparkle was beyond excited! Today was her first day as the personal student of Princess Celestia herself! It was an effort not to jump up and down in excitement. But Twilight resisted the urge. Instead she looked herself over in the mirror of her new bedroom. She wanted everything to be perfect when she met the Princess for her first lesson!

 

“Ooooh, Twilight was SO adorable at this age! I wish I could take a picture!” Rarity giggled to herself. “And that little ensemble… So darling!” She mentally clapped her hooves together in excitement.



It was so rare to see her friend dress up like this! Rarity wouldn’t quite say that her friend had an aversion to fashion, but she did show a certain reluctance to dress up unless the situation required it.



Twilight looked over her reflection with a critical eye. Mom and Dad had helped her pick out her outfit, and even Shining Armor had agreed that she looked cute in it. Not that her brother had much fashion sense.

 

“Whaaaaaat? Twilight has a BROTHER?”



Her outfit was simple, but well made. The dress was a lovely shade of blue that complimented her coat as it draped over her back, covering her barrel. The edge was trimmed with white lace, and the body had a few small white stars sewn onto it. Her look was completed by a white star shaped hairpin, which Twilight carefully adjusted to stand out just so.

 

“Well, the style is a touch dated, but we are in the past, are we not? But the fabric is good quality, as is the stitching. And that color sets her eyes off wonderfully! And I just adore the hair pin!” Rarity’s excitement and pleasure at her appearance perfectly matched Twilight’s own emotions. “Oh Darling, why don’t you ever show this side of yourself on our little outings?”



With one last glance at the mirror, Twilight giggled and hurried out the door. She was meeting the Princess in small study the other side of the castle, and she didn’t want to be late! With her head held high, a skip in her step, and a song in her heart, she began making her journey.

 

Canterlot Castle’s halls were never truly empty, and this time of day was no exception. Every citizen and servant she passed received a smile and a nod from the excited filly, and almost of them reciprocated. But they were not the only ones she passed, for there were a fair number of nobles gracing the castle with their presence.

 

Twilight didn’t really understand the nobility. She knew they were important, but nopony had really explained why to her. But clearly Princess Celestia thought they were important, since she kept them around her all the time! Though it was strange how they tried to pretend the servants didn’t exist. Her own greetings were more or less ignored. But clearly they noticed her as she passed, since muted conversations often followed in her wake.

 

And Twilight Sparkle had excellent hearing as a filly.

 

“So that’s the silly little thing the Princess has taken in? How droll.”

 

“Yes. How pitifully plebian. And did you see that outfit? Ha.”

 

“Well, look on the bright side. Once the poor filly fails her studies and is brushed aside, the precedent of Celestia taking a student will mean my brilliant little Blueblood will be able to fill that role.”

 

“Why that, that, that harridan!” Rarity seethed. “As if that beastly son of her could hold a candle to dear Twilight!”

 

Twilight’s ears began to droop, her tail hanging a lower as she continued down the hall, out of sight and sound of the two noble mares. But there were plenty of hallways left to traverse to her first lesson. And plenty more nobles to pass on the way.

 

“Hmph. How sad that they’re allowing such rabble into the castle. And that outfit! Is she trying to say she’s a rising star since her Highness has briefly deigned to notice her? How tacky.”

 

“Oh, give the filly a break Jet Set. She’s just a foal. It’s her Sire and Dam that should know better.”

 

“I suppose you’re right my dear. If anything we should take pity her. Shooting stars burn out so quickly after all.”

 

“… And you sir are a pathetic excuse for a stallion! That mustache went out of style when Celestia was a foal! And your wife’s seamstress clearly despises her! There can be no other explanation for the way that ensemble emphasizes her expansive gut and thick pasterns! The fact that she can’t see that just proves that she’s blind to both fashion and the talents of an incredible unicorn such as Twilight!” Rarity may have been spending too much time in the company of Spike, for ire was positively draconic. She was practically breathing fire as she shouted into her mindscape.



Twilight picked up her pace a bit, trying to put some distance between herself and the low, whispered laughter behind her. But for each set of curled lips and half-whispered insults she left behind, another appeared before her.

 

By the time she reached the door to the study, Twilight’s good cheer had long since evaporated. It was a far more somber little pony that stopped before that suddenly intimidating doorway, her ears and tail lowered and her hooves shaky.

 

Maybe… Maybe she’d been wrong about the dress?

 

“Oh darling, don’t you even think like that!” Rarity admonished.



After all, the nobles were important ponies, right? And clearly they knew something she didn’t. So tomorrow… Tomorrow she wouldn’t wear it. It was okay, really. It was kind of itchy anyway. And… And the hairpin was probably a bit too much. Even if Mom said it had been passed down from her granddam.

 

And.. and she wouldn’t have time to dress up anyway. Not if all those Nobles seemed to think she was going to fail as Celestia student! There was no way she was going to let that happen! She wouldn’t disappoint her family, or the Princess! She’d give it everything she had!

 

Forcing herself to stand tall and confident, the little filly knocked on the door to her destiny.

 

There was no melodrama in Rarity’s tears.  “Poor little Twilight…”



 


 

Applejack dreamt.

 

She particularly comfortable with her dream. Because she was dreaming she was Twilight Sparkle. But she WASN’T Twilight Sparkle, and as such dreaming that she was felt an awful lot like lying. But she was thinking Twilight’s thoughts, and feeling her feelings, and there wasn’t much she could do about it except go along with it.



And at least it wasn’t a bad dream. As a matter of fact, Twilight was feeling pretty happy.



Twilight Sparkle was feeling pretty happy. She was happy because she was headed towards the Canterlot Library! Which contained two things that could make her happy! The first was books, always her first love. And the second was her two new friends!

 

She’d been Princess Celestia’s personal student for over a year now. And while things had eben a bit.. rough at the beginning, it felt like she had finally turned the corner! Sure, all the Nobles had turned their noses up at her when she first arrived, but that was starting to change! At least they were returning her greetings when she saw them in the hallways.

 

And, of course, she was learning so much from Princess Celestia! It was hard work, trying to keep up with her teacher. But she refused to let the Princess or her family down! No matter the test or challenge, Twilight refused to fail! No matter how much work she had to put in!

 

“Well, certainly can’t fault Twilight’s work ethic, even a little filly.” AJ thought to herself with a smile. “Girl woulda fit in just fine with the Apple Family.”



Sure, the princess kept making comments about fillies needing at least eight hours of sleep a night. But clearly finishing the lessons the princess gave her was more important than sleep! And she did just fine on five hours of sleep a night!

 

“Yup.” AJ thought to herself with a mental facehoof. “She’d fit raight in with the family.”



But that was neither here nor there! The Princess had given her the day off! (Well, insisted she take the day off really. And then two colts had asked her if she wanted to be their friend and play with them this afternoon!

 

Of course Twilight said yes! She was ecstatic! She’d never really had friends her own age before, so Beige Nostrils and Positive Affirmation would be her first! Well, Shining Armor was her Big Brother Best Friend Forever, but he was family and quite a few years older, so he didn’t quite count.

 

Applejack blinked. “Whaaaaaat? Twilight has a BROTHER?”

 

Her two new friends had even asked her what she wanted to do when they met up! And when she had tentatively suggested going to the library, both of them had agreed with her! It was like a dream come true! Other ponies who wanted to be her friend and who liked going to the library and loved reading and…and… and she was just so happy and excited!

 

Applejack might have been feeling what Twilight was feeling, but she was still Applejack. And Applejack had a bad feeling in the pit of her stomach.



And so Twilight Sparkle practically skipped down the road as she headed towards the library.

 

Of course, once she reached the library, she slowed down to a respectable (and nearly silent) walk. After all, it was rude to make noise in a library! And once inside the little purple unicorn slipped between the rows of books like a fish slipping into the sea. Eschewing the normal pathways, Twilight took a shortcut through the shelves towards the desk she had asked her new friends to meet her at. She knew she was a bit early, but that was better than being tardy.



Coming up towards the study area from behind, Twilight smiled and slowed her steps as she heard voices.

 

“… know exactly what you mean. I mean, seriously? Meeting in a library? For fun? What is wrong with this filly?” Positive Affirmation groaned.

 

“And I bet she’s going to want to spend all afternoon buried in these dumb books.” Beige Nostrils sighed. “And we’re going to have to at least pretend to follow along if we want to make friends with her. This is going to suck.”



“Well, my dad said to do whatever I have to do to make friends with her.”

 

“My mom said the same thing. She said that since Sparklebutt has lasted this long as Celestia’s student, she might be here to stay. And that means she might have the Princess’s ear when she grows up.” Beige Nostrils shared his parent’s wisdom with a sigh. “So it’s important to make friends and network with her and other important ponies.”

 

“Network? What does commoner fishing equipment have to do with anything?” Positive Affirmation asked, puzzled.

 

“How should I know? Now be quiet while we wait for Sparklebutt to show up so we can all be bored to tears.”

 

Silence once again descended on the library. But only because Twilight Sparkle was an expert at masking the sound of crying.

 

“Aw, Sugarcube. You really didn’t deserve that.” Applejack thought gently. “Them two-faced varmints on the other hoof, they deserve a good bucking!” She growled.



“And their parents too I reckon! For raising the little weasels to be so.. weasley!”



Out of sight of the table, hidden by a wall of her beloved books, Twilight Sparkle sat on her plot, her head down and ear flat, fighting back tears. It felt like somepony had shoved a dull knife right into her heart, and split it into two.

 

She had hoped that things would be different when she left public school. Well, they were different. Just not better. Twilight was thinking that she preferred the way things were back in elementary school. Sure, none of the other foals had liked her. But at least they had been honest about it!

 

Well, there was only one thing to do now. She’d calmly walk right over to those two colts. She’d stand right in front of them. And then she’d tell them…

 

That she had an important project to work on for Celestia, so she wouldn’t be able to play with them today.

 

It wouldn’t even be a lie! She just wouldn’t mention that the project wasn’t due for another two weeks.

 

Then she could go back to her studies and her books. Books that had never lied to her or betrayed her.

 

Applejack lowered her head and sighed. “I swear Sugarcube, ain’t a one of them weasels that deserves ta be around you.”

 

 




 

 

 

Twilight Sparkle dreamt.



Though calling it a dream might have been a bit of a misclassification. As with far too many of her recent nighttime excursions, this one could more accurately be called a nightmare. Once again she found herself standing alone, staring at the backs of her friends as they abandoned her. Friends who were hardly recognizable due to the changes that had been wrought upon them. There was one thing that made this little nightmare different from the previous evenings however.



This time it wasn’t Discord’s fault. It was hers.

 

In desperation Twilight charged after her friends, trying to catch up with them. Calling out to them. Promising to fix things if they’d just come back. Her hooves hammered on the stone path as she ran.



CLOP. CLOP. CLOP.



But no matter how hard she ran, they drew further and further away.



CLOP. CLOP. CLOP.



The sound of her hooves rang in her ears, louder and louder. Something was wrong. Something was…



Twilight Sparkle woke up.

 

BANG. BANG. BANG.

 

Somepony was hammering on her door.

 

A sleepy glance at the clock told Twilight that it was Too-Damned-Early O’clock. Which meant whoever was banging on her door must have a very good reason to be up.

 

Which meant it was probably an emergency. Which meant…

 

Her friends might be in trouble!



“Coming!” Twilight shouted as she teleported. She went from laying prone on her bed to standing before her front door in a literal flash, and had the door yanked open in her magic in a figurative flash. At which point she was confronted by the sober visages of all five of her best friends standing in a half circle before her.

 

“Girls? What’s going on? What’s wrong?” Twilight demanded, voice rising in pitch as increasingly horrible scenarios ran through her head.

 

Which was why she was completely unprepared to be dogpiled by her five closest friends, all of whom were hugging her and bawling their eyes out, and babbling apologies and commiserations.

 

There was only one possible response to this.

 

“What?”

 

 

A few hours later found Twilight sitting across from her friends in the main room of her library, sipping a cup of tea as each finished recounting the night’s events. All of her friends bore sad or somber expressions. They had all seemed so sad and sympathetic during their recitals. Very sympathetic. Edging right over into pity.

 

Twilight rubbed her muzzle and sighed

 

“Girls, I am really, truly touched by your concern. I mean that.” Her cheeks flushed. “I’m also a bit embarrassed that you saw all of that. I’m sorry you had to go through such unpleasant memories. But you’re taking those memories way too seriously!”

 

“But darling! Those nobles were so horrible to you!” Rarity delicately sniffed into a handkerchief.

 

“And y’all can’t tell me that having them colts treat ya like that didn’t have no effect on ya!” Applejack added.

 

“We’re your friends Twilight” Fluteryshy spoke softly. “I know remembering things like that can be sad, but you can talk to us about them. That is, if you want to.” Her voice trailed off to a whisper.

 

Twilight just eye-rolled. “Girls, I never told you about those things because they’re not important!”

 

“Come off it Twilight! Even I know that traumatic foalhood stuff like that shapes who you are later!” Rainbow snorted, crossing her hooves.

 

“Well, yeah. I suppose you’re right.” Twilight replied thoughtfully, rubbing her chin. “But that’s true for everypony! I’m sure all of you girls have memories like that too.” The other element bearers glanced away, each considering their own foalhoods.

 

“Plus you girls only saw a few unpleasant events. I had plenty of happy memories of being a foal too!” She smiled, recalling her first copy of Starswirl the Bearded’s Biography. “And anyway, it’s not like I spend all my time dwelling on those old memories. I hardly even remembered half of them until you girls brought them back up! I couldn’t imagine spending my days mulling over past slights and insults. Living like that would just be… unbearably sad.” She shuddered at the very thought.

 

“Well I must say, it’s very generous of you to offer forgiveness like that Twilight.” Rarity smiled.

 

Twilight just shrugged. “I guess you just have a different perspective on these things once you become an adult. Those things were pretty terrible for filly Twilight, but I’m not a filly anymore.” She smiled at the other Element bearers. “I’m a full grown mare! I have a beautiful home, a wonderful job, and the best friends a pony could ever ask for.”

 

There was a moment of silence. And then an enormous squee of joy as Pinkie somehow wrapped the entire group in an enormous hug

 

“YAY! Twilight’s not sad and we’re all great friends! This calls for a PARTY!”

 

Twilight giggled from within the press of bodies. “If you say so Pinky. But first, I think this calls for a friendship letter to the Princess!”

 

“Oooh, good idea! I can’t wait to find out what lessons we’ll learn tonight!” Pinkie enthused.

 

“Tonight? What do ya mean, tonight Sugarcube?” AJ raised an eyebrow.

 

“Silly Applejack! What kind of pony visits a huuuuuge dessert table and only samples one new thing?” She asked.

 

“You mean… more egghead dreams tonight?” Rainbow gasped.

 

Twilight just groaned and massaged her temples. “Girls, don’t take this the wrong way but… If there are no more questions, I’d really like to try to get some more sleep.”

 

“Oh, darling, there is one last thing we are all curious about.” The girls all shared a look before focusing on Twilight.

 

“Oh?”

 

“WHY DIDN’T YOU TELL US YOU HAD A BROTHER?” came the unanimous shout.

 

Twilight’s cheeks flushed as she shrugged in embarrassment.

 

“Um… Oops?”
      

      
   
      The Price of a Smile


      

      
      
         Under cover of night, a cloaked figure walked quietly up to the side entrance of the Ponyville schoolhouse. The windows of the building were shuttered, and no light filtered through. She rapped a hoof against the door three times. There was no response.



"It's Twilight. Mac sent me."



The pause grew so pregnant, she started to wonder if she'd arrived on the correct night. But finally, Twilight Sparkle heard the sound of a flipping latch. The door creaked open, and a familiar pony ushered her inside. Cheerilee looked carefully this way and that before shutting and locking the door behind them.



The interior of the main schoolroom was dimly lit by a few candles. Ten chairs had been arranged in a circle, and eight ponies were seated. Of those present, Cheerilee and Big Macintosh were the only ones Twilight knew as friends. One of the ponies in the circle was just a young foal, and the ponies adjacent to her didn't look related to her. Another of the ponies wore an unusual hat. Judging by the looks on most of their faces, they weren't expecting a princess to join them this evening.



Twilight Sparkle hung her cloak on a coatrack. Two empty chairs were positioned next to Big Macintosh. Cheerilee sat in the far one, flanking the empty seat which had clearly been reserved for Twilight. "I'd like us all to welcome Princess Twilight Sparkle to our group. Why don't we—"



"It's Twilight. Just, Twilight. Please," said Twilight, taking the place between her friends. She shifted her haunches uncomfortably against the seat of the foal-sized chair.



"Of course, Twilight. Now, some introductions," Cheerilee said. At her direction, each of the ponies in the circle introduced themself to Twilight, by name and occupation; but none of them said anything about why they were here.



"Now that we know each others' names, why don't we start by letting Twilight share some of her experiences?" said Cheerilee.



Twilight looked at the expectant faces surrounding her. "Um... If it's okay, I think I would feel more comfortable listening to other ponies speak first," she said.



Cherilee pursed her lips for a moment. "I'm afraid that's not how it works. I can assure you, Twilight, everypony here is as nervous as you are. You're a good friend, and although I trust you, most of these ponies haven't interacted with you in an informal setting. Before the group can open up to you, we need to hear your admission. It will help to show us that you belong here."



"We're on your side," said a homely-looking earth pony wearing a hat made from crumpled tinfoil. An actual, homemade tinfoil hat: the ultimate cliche in lunatic fashion. Twilight Sparkle rolled her eyes, then shut them tightly and lowered her head. This was just ridiculous.



One of the other ponies scowled at him. "I told you to leave that stupid thing at home," she said.



"Look, I... I really shouldn't have come here. I'm sorry for wasting your time," said Twilight, as she carefully avoided eye contact with everypony. She stood up to leave.



"Twilight, please," Big Macintosh begged, rising to his hooves. After a moment of awkward silence, he sat back down and stared at the floor.



It took Twilight a while to react. The imposingly-large earth pony looked ironically vulnerable; even desperate. Tartarus, they all looked pathetic, even Cheerilee, and she was one of the brightest ponies Twilight had ever met. Big Mac kept his gaze hoofward, but fifteen other sad, hopeful eyes looked up to her. Her heart ached for them; yes, even the hat guy. Even if she didn't belong here, she felt an obligation to help them.



Deep down, Twilight knew it was just an excuse; but at least it was a good one.



She sat back down. "Okay. Okay."



"Look," said Cheerilee, "I know this is hard. A pony's first night is never easy. But nopony is here to judge you."



"Well, to be honest, I'm just as concerned about me unfairly judging all of you," said Twilight.



"As long as you treat us with respect, you'll be fine," said Cheerilee. "Being in the Paranormal Society doesn't mean you have to endorse, or even believe, what any other pony here says. Okay?"



"Fine. Look, everypony... I'm a scientist, above all else," said Twilight. "Even when I study magic, I break it down as much as I can. I don't believe in supernatural voodoo, or superstitions, or astrology, or any nonsense like that. I mean, I can barely accept Pinkie Pie's extrasensory abilities, and even then only because they can be reliably replicated. I believe there is a logical explanation for everything in this world, even the things I'm here to talk about. I just don't know what it is yet. Applejack knew about this group, because of Big Mac..."



"Do your friends think you're crazy?" interrupted a walleyed pegasus. She spoke very softly, but with sharp intensity.



Twilight shook her head. "Not exactly, no. My friends just think I'm under a lot of stress, and that maybe I'm imagining things because of it. I am under a lot of stress, of course. It comes with the job title." She paused for a moment and stared at the floor in the center of the circle, then took a breath deep enough to dive for pearls.



"It all started with the dreams," she began, and the room fell silent.



"A little less than a year ago, around the time we defeated King Sombra—this was in the Crystal Empire, but I'm sure everypony here heard the news—I began having these bizarre nightmares. I suppose I can't exactly call them nightmares, because I never remember any details; but I wake up in a cold sweat, so what else would you call them? Whatever the dreams are about, my memories of them fade away as soon as I wake up. At first it would happen several times per week, but now I get maybe one or two per week. Anyway, when it first started happening, it was an overwhelming relief to feel the memories flush away. So I'd just let it happen, and I tried to put it out of mind. But now that all these other things are happening, I think the dreams might be some kind of a warning sign. Ignoring them for so long may have been a mistake."



A short murmur of acknowledgement echoed around the circle.



"Eventually I started noticing these, I guess I'd call them, inconsistencies in things. It's hard to put a word on it, because the phenomenon manifests in a wide variety of ways. I can't really say when I started seeing them everywhere, but they started really bugging me right around the time I became a princess. The first oddities I noticed were images. Like, I'd see somepony's flank—an adult pony, I mean—and their cutie mark would be missing entirely! The catch is, it would only happen if I was looking at it out of the corner of my eye. Once I turned to look at it directly, the mark would appear. Now, at first I just figured it was just my blind spot, which is a common optical illusion caused by the location of the optic nerve. The way it works is, some of what you see in your peripheral vision is missing, so your brain fills in the details with a kind of emptiness. Mystery solved, right? But it was happening in areas of my vision that shouldn't be affected. And then I started seeing other things that couldn't possibly be caused by my blind spot, because there were specific details. Like, I'd see somepony's legs overlapping in an impossible way, or a flank with two different cutie marks. I even started seeing exact duplicates of the same pony in a crowd of faces."



Twilight looked around at the faces of the other ponies, all of them rapt with wonder. Cheerilee's eyes were smiling, but wet with emotion.



She knows, thought Twilight. What I'm saying makes sense to her; it makes sense to all of them! Holy Celestia, I might actually be sane...



"So, then it started happening with my semantic memory," Twilight continued, her speech flowing more energetically. "For example, a book title would change, and I'd know it, because it would be some book I've read many times, or one I looked at daily in the library, back when the Golden Oak Library was still alive, I mean. All of this was driving me crazy, so I started experimenting. I practiced looking at things in my peripheral vision until I could analyze the details, and then I started to notice even more inconsistencies. I've been documenting this for a couple of months now, actually. Oh, and one time I wrote down the title of every book in the library, and then reviewed the list a day later. One of the book titles had changed, two were missing, and a new book had appeared: a book I'd never even seen before!"



"Sshhh," cautioned foil-hat. Twilight realized her voice had risen rather dramatically.



"Sorry," she said, lowering her volume by a few notches. "Anyway, it started affecting my episodic memory, too. My day-to-day memories don't always mesh up properly anymore. Sometimes dates are completely wrong. Sometimes it seems like somepony had to have been in two places at the same time for a sequence of events to make any sense. And the worst one is, sometimes things just feel wrong, and it's hard to objectively measure that sort of thing. Like, my friends and I might solve somepony's friendship problem, but when I stop to think about what we actually did, it wouldn't make any logical sense. Why did we do what we did? How did it work? That sort of thing. To be safe, I've had several batteries of cognitive testing performed, so I know I'm not suffering from dementia. So either this is some new kind of delusional insanity, or something very strange is going on."



Twilight paused for a moment. "Do any of you understand what I'm saying?" she asked.



"Show of hooves?" said Cheerilee, with a smirk. Nine ponies raised a hoof.



"It matches up with my experiences almost exactly, Prin—I mean, Twilight," said a dark-pelted pegasus stallion.



"Eeyup," said Big Macintosh.



"Oh yes indeed," said an unicorn mare dressed in a casual button-up shirt. "Especially seeing strange things out of the corner of your eye, and that nagging feeling that nothing makes sense anymore. That happens to me at least once per week!"



"How often does it happen to you?" asked an earth pony mare.



"Now? Several times per day, with rare exception. A day free of disturbances only happens when I spend most of the day in the castle, actually," said Twilight. "Actually... I can't even recall the last time I had a normal day."



"D'you know how come the weird stuff happens?" squeaked the little unicorn filly, her eyes bright and wide. "Cause we don't."



Twilight shook her head. "Not yet. But recently, I remembered the dreams that seemed to start the whole thing, so I've tried keeping a dream log by my bedside. I can only write a few words on paper before everything goes blank, but my current theory is that the nightmares are actually old memories, like the time Spike ran away from home, or the time we negotiated a treaty with one of the buffalo tribes. The word 'buffalo' has come up several times in my dream notes, actually. I've tried using magic to open up my dreams, to no success. Zecora's potions haven't worked either. Up until today, Zecora was the only pony I'd confided in with all the details. She hasn't noticed anything herself, but she seems to think I'm on to something big."



"Twilight, do you think the hidden dreams hold any recent memories? Or do the all of the dreams involve memories that predate your paranormal experiences?" asked Cheerilee.



"I'm fairly certain that none of the words I've written upon waking refer to recent events," said Twilight. "So that might be a valid hypothesis."



"Very interesting," said Cheerilee. "Well group, I think it's time for Twilight to hear from some of us."



The rest of the group began to describe their experiences. Big Macintosh felt fatigued all the time, yet had no difficulty completing his chores, which he was certain should be impossible; doctors said he was perfectly fine. Several ponies saw impossible things, usually in their peripheral vision. Tinfoil-hat pony heard voices and believed he was being abducted by strange, two-legged beings on a monthly basis. One of the pegasus ponies said she saw ghosts and believed she was the reincarnation of Star Swirl the Bearded. About half of the group had unsettling dreams they couldn't remember. The filly's story was the most heartbreaking one of all: she swore she'd had an older brother just a year ago, but her parents didn't remember him, and all of his things had disappeared when he did. Other than the ghost-seeing pony, nopony remembered anything unusual happening to them until about a year ago.



"Do you have any theories at all?" Twilight asked the group.



Cheerilee bit at her lower lip. "There's something more. You need to be warned about the Visitors."



"Visitors?" asked Twilight.



"They're aliens!" whispered the pony in the tinfoil hat.



"Nnope," countered Big Macintosh.



"Well, we don't really know what they are," said Cheerilee. "Twilight, I'm curious: how do you think we found out about you?"



"Huh? Well, Applejack referred me to the group, because of Big Macintosh..."



"Nnope," repeated Big Macintosh.



"Wait. What do you mean? Applejack gave me a letter telling me to show up here," said Twilight.



"I'm afraid you have it the wrong way around. Applejack doesn't know anything about the group. She thinks it's some kind of a secret, invite-only meditation class," said Cheerilee. "Big Macintosh is the one who told Applejack to refer you. The note she hoofed you was written by him."



Twilight sighed. "Well, great. So you can tell just by watching me that I see things? Ugh! I really thought I was hiding it well."



"Actually, you hide it very well, Twilight," said Cheerilee. "I'm afraid I have some unsettling news. We knew you were one of us because you're being watched. Nearly all of us are, although a couple of our members seem to have escaped their attention. I've seen ponies spying on you on three separate occasions, over the past two weeks alone."



Twilight's jaw dropped. "What? But... You've got to be kidding," she said. "I mean, let's be rational about this; I'm a princess, so of course ponies are going to watch—"



"Ponies are going to watch, yes," Cheerilee said. "But they're not going to follow you around town without ever approaching you. They're not going to carefully keep tabs on everything you say and do, for hours at a time, and occasionally take notes. Especially when they aren't citizens of Ponyville in the first place."



"But, who are they? What do they look like? The royal guard needs to be notified of this immediately! This is beginning to cross the line between 'weird' and 'crime'," said Twilight.



"I understand how you feel, but it's not that simple," said Cheerilee. "I was going to reach out to you for help before I even knew you were having the same experiences as the rest of us. I started watching your daily routine, because I couldn't think of the best way to approach you with something this crazy. That's when I noticed the Visitors were already keeping tabs on you. They only follow ponies who have experienced the inconsistencies you mentioned."



"They can take any form," said the walleyed mare. "Usually they just hide in crowds, though."



"Horsefeathers. It's changelings," said Twilight. "I have to notify Princess Celestia and Princess Luna immediately."



"We want to involve them, absolutely, and that's why your support is so important. We're fairly certain the Visitors aren't changelings, though," said Cheerilee.



"Why do you say that?" asked Twilight. "Do you know who they are?"



"No. But I read up on changelings after the attack on Canterlot, and we've never seen a Visitor in a changeling's hatchform. Changelings need to revert to their hatchform on occasion, and the Visitors seem to be around all the time. They can do things changelings shouldn't be able to do, as well. For example, they change forms instantly, without any magic signature, light, or sound. They can even control some of the paranormal events you've experienced. Twilight, one of the foals I teach is a Visitor—I'm one hundred percent certain."



Twilight slumped over in her chair, stunned. As the wheels in her head turned, her eyes scanned empty space in front of her rapidly as though she were reading the pages of an invisible book. "Okay. Has anypony confronted them yet?"



With that question popped, everypony looked very uncomfortable.



"Once," said Big Macintosh, very softly.



Cheerilee closed her eyes, and her voice dropped to a whisper. "Initially, many of us tried to talk to them, but they would just disappear or run away. However, there was one member of our group in particular who determined he would confront them in public. He tried on numerous occasions."



"Oh no. What happened?" asked Twilight.



"Our member... he was a pegasus pony, an adult stallion. That's all we know anymore, and then only because one of us wrote it down. We can't remember his cutie mark, or anything about what he looked like. For Celestia's sake, Twilight, we can't even remember his name! He's gone, just like that. Completely, totally, gone. It's like he was purged from reality itself. Of course, we hope it's an isolated incident, but I think you see the implication..."



"There could be countless others. I mean, you'd have no way of knowing," said Twilight. "Dear Celestia."



"Pretend you can't see them, Miss Princess Twilight," urged the filly. "Please."



"It's good advice, though it's hard to spot them at all unless you try," said Cheerilee. "You're not likely to bump into one by accident. But now you know a little about what we're up against. Twilight, whatever this is, it isn't just in our heads. This is a menace. Ponyville, and quite possibly all of Equestria, may be in grave danger."



Twilight's face grew pale, but she stood up from her chair straight and tall. "I will leave for Canterlot tomorrow morning," she said. "Based on what you've told me, it's probably best I not inform my friends about this yet. I'll start with Princess Luna, because I have questions to ask about my dreams, anyway."



"Thank you so much, Princess," said one of the ponies, and everypony else echoed the sentiment.



"Please be cautious, even with Luna," advised Cheerilee. "We don't yet know if the Visitors can impersonate specific ponies the way changelings can."



"I'll be sure to watch my flank," said Twilight.



"Alright, it's getting very late, everypony," said Cheerilee. "We'll each leave the schoolhouse in five-minute intervals, as usual..."








Twilight Sparkle arrived in Canterlot on Wednesday, the day after the meeting. No, wait; that wasn't right. It must have been longer than that—the meeting was on the weekend, wasn't it? And yet she'd left right away, hadn't she? But the calendar at the train station... It was happening again. Twilight shook off the uneasiness within her as she approached the castle.



"Princess Luna is waiting for you in her chambers," said one of the royal guards at the castle's main entrance.



"Thanks," said Twilight, faking a smile. She hadn't sent any messages to Luna in advance of her visit. How could Luna have known I was coming, she wondered?



Minutes later, Twilight Sparkle stood in front of the doors to Luna's chambers. No guards were posted, which seemed odd given Luna's schedule; she was normally asleep at this time of day. It's probably a trap, realized Twilight. Still, she was fairly certain she could hold her own against any pony in Equestria, even Princess Luna. She decided to play dumb. Was that the same thing as playing it cool, she wondered? She'd have to ask Rainbow Dash later.



At the first knock, both doors swung open. "Come in," Luna's voice called. Twilight entered the room, and the doors shut behind her. Princess Luna lay on the floor near an empty fireplace. The curtains were dark, keeping the room dim. Luna was unadorned by clothing or armor, and sat beside a plate of cookies, a notebook, and a chess set already prepped for a game.



"I've been waiting for you, Princess Twilight Sparkle," said Luna. "Come. Sit with me," she urged.



Twilight walked forward and sat, frowning. "Look, before we say anything, I need to ask you something," she began, but Luna put a hoof to her lips, then motioned to the notebook. On the notebook, something was written, but it wasn't legible. Twilight stared at it for a few seconds before realizing the letters had simply been modified by a diagonal reflection. It was the kind of cipher even a small foal could read. More importantly, it was easy to read and write without error.



Only one sentence was written there. "Write like this," it said. Luna hoofed Twilight the pencil.



It might still be a trap, thought Twilight.



"Do you remember when you returned to Equestria, how your mane glistened like the stars in the night sky?" wrote Twilight, and passed the pencil to Luna.



"On the contrary. Without my magical mantle, my mane was short and rather plain. Cornflower blue, to be specific. Satisfied?" Luna skillfully wrote her words upside down, facing her guest. Once finished, she returned the pencil.



"Thank goodness, it's really you. How did you know I was coming?" wrote Twilight.



"I have been watching you recently. Others may be watching, as well; hence the odd choice of communication. It is for our safety," wrote Luna.



Luna spoke out loud. "Have some cookies, Twilight Sparkle, and please, make the first move," she said, pointing to the chessboard.



"Thank you," said Twilight. She moved queen's pawn forward two, then wrote, "Tell me what you know."



"I presume you are here because you have troubled dreams, or perhaps you have noticed some unusual things in your daily affairs?" wrote Luna.



"A great understatement," wrote Twilight. "I'm hallucinating, mysterious ponies are watching me, and many things I experience make no logical sense."



"I am surprised you did not come here sooner," wrote Luna.



"I should have come sooner."



"It was fortunate that you waited."



"Why?"



"Ignorance is bliss."



"No, it isn't," wrote Twilight. She looked at the chess board again, and spoke aloud, "Huh. You moved your knight out after cracking? That's the King's Indian Defense. It's a hypermodern opening," she observed.



"Yes," said Luna. "I have been reading up on chess. Much has changed over the past thousand years, as the masters have learned to, how do you say it: 'up their games', I believe? I am still trying to catch up with the times."



"Well, you'll probably beat me. I'm no grandmaster," said Twilight. Then she continued writing, "Tell me what is going on. Some of my friends are scared. At least two ponies have gone missing."



"I am sorry to hear that," wrote Luna, "but friends can be comforted, and perhaps missing ponies don't wish to be found."



"What?" Twilight blurted out, then covered her mouth with a hoof.



Luna continued writing. "Read me closely. You have a perfect life, Twilight Sparkle. You have friends who love you. You go on grand adventures, and you make ponies' lives better. You want for nothing, and are greatly blessed."



Twilight made her move, then took the pencil back. "Yes, I am," she wrote. "I know I'm very fortunate, and I'm grateful for my opportunities, Princess. Are you trying to tell me I'm placing my life in jeopardy by looking for answers?"



"I am informing you of something most unfortunate. You may be forced to choose between that which you value most, and the answers you seek," wrote the elder princess. Luna then took Twilight's knight with her bishop. "Check," she announced.



"Ugh," said Twilight, seeing the quagmire she'd entered, though she wasn't certain where she'd first gone wrong. She moved her king, conceding a pawn. "You're going to win now, I'm certain. I should forfeit," she said aloud.



"How interesting. I never took Twilight Sparkle for a quitter," quipped Luna, stone-faced.



Twilight's fur bristled. "Fine, make your move," she said, then took the pencil back. "I don't understand how merely knowing something can ruin my life," she wrote.



Luna took one of Twilight's rooks. "Check," she said, then retrieved the pencil. "No matter how much your heart may desire something, you cannot judge its worth until you know its full price. But please, try to focus on the game for a moment, would you?" she wrote.



An angry, frustrated look crossed Twilight's muzzle. Luna was taking piece after piece. Maybe if I'm extremely lucky, I can pull out a stalemate, she thought. Twilight moved her king out of check for a third time.



Luna ceased her tempo and moved a knight forward to support her bishop. It seemed like a sensible move, but then Twilight noticed something unusual. Most of the pieces on the board were focused on a single, critical spot, and this made the board very easy to read. She took a moment to do the math, and realized she had the upper hoof! Luna had made a fatal error. Twilight could force a series of trades, sacrificing all but three of her pieces, and in the process trap Luna's king. She kept analyzing the board, staring at it for several minutes in silence, but the plan still looked foolproof. It was a forced mate in seven, leaving Luna with no choices at all.



I must be wrong, thought Twilight. Luna must have an out, probably several, even though I can't see them yet. The odds of a step-by-step forced mate of this length are impossibly slim! But my choice is clear, she reasoned. Twilight moved her remaining rook right up next to Luna's king.



"Check," said Twilight. Luna calmly moved her king, taking Twilight's second rook.



"Check," said Twilight. Luna intervened with a bishop, taking Twilight's knight.



"Check," said Twilight, yet again. Luna moved her king, taking the bishop.



Three similar moves followed: check, check, and check. Finally, Twilight placed her queen adjacent to Luna's king, sacrificing her strongest piece to force Luna to move her king right up against the edge of the board, blocked on all sides by her own pawns, her bishop, and Twilight's remaining knight.



King takes queen, pawn advances, and...



"Checkmate," Twilight said in a surprised voice. It was stunning. Twilight had only her king, four pawns, and a knight remaining on the board. Luna had an army, having lost only three pawns and one bishop.



"Congratulations," said Luna.



"I don't think so. Princess, you threw the game," said Twilight.



Luna took the pencil. "Are you certain of that, Princess Twilight Sparkle?" she wrote, and passed the pencil to Twilight.



"Yes," wrote Twilight. "You could have made the fatal mistake, of course. But that ending sequence of moves—I've never seen anything like that. The odds that a board like that would develop naturally from play must be a trillion to one! The evidence is clear: you're a genius at chess, and you orchestrated the entire game so I would come from behind and win."



"Congratulations again: this time on your deduction. However, I invite you to pretend for a moment that I lost our game legitimately. Does a come-from-behind victory feel satisfying?" wrote Luna.



"Yes. Of course it does," wrote Twilight.



"Even when you must sacrifice all of your pieces to achieve it?"



"Actually, that makes it even more satisfying. It's a more dangerous strategy, and therefore more impressive. In chess, all that matters is the king. That's how the game works."



Luna smiled, but her eyes betrayed a sadness. "Of course. But how would you feel if these were your friends?" Luna levitated the ten chess pieces Twilight had lost.



"I don't understand," Twilight wrote, then quickly crossed out her words as the meaning struck her. "Is looking for answers threatening my friends? Stop playing games, and tell me!" Twilight's writing darkened as she pressed the pencil down firmly with her telekinetic magic.



"Looking for answers does not endanger your friends, I can assure you. But with your eyes opened, you may no longer be able to see them in the same way," wrote Luna. "You might feel like something terrible has happened to them, even though no change has occurred. Twilight, I must now be blunt in my warning. If you go down this path, you will no longer be able to return to the life you once knew."



"Look, you know I'll do whatever it takes to protect my friends. But stop playing games, and tell me what the buck is going on." Twilight scowled at Luna as she hoofed back the pencil.



"I am willing to tell you everything, but you must make a choice. If you choose to heed my warning, you will return to Ponyville, entreat your friends to ignore the oddities they have seen, and resume your idyllic existence of success and friendship. You and your friends will he happy and healthy, and fortune will smile upon you for the rest of your days."



"Or?" wrote Twilight.



"Or, you may choose to throw everything away, and learn the truth."



Twilight read Luna's words, and sighed. "I must assume that you know this truth, and you seem perfectly fine to me. Princess Celestia seems fine as well," wrote Twilight.



"Princess Celestia is completely unaware of the truth. I believe she may have detected the disturbances, but if she has, she has kept it to herself."



"Are you serious? Why in Equestria haven't you told her?"



"Twilight Sparkle! Have these words of mine words fallen upon blind eyes? Celestia has not had the opportunity to choose, and for this I thank the Stars. I love my sister dearly, and I want her to be happy above all else. Do you understand this concept of love, or do you not?"



Twilight paused and tapped her pencil rapidly against the paper in frustration, before writing, "Are you telling me that you, personally, would rather forget the truth you've learned?"



Luna paused a moment after taking the pencil back. "I am sorry, Twilight. I cannot answer that question," wrote Luna.



"Well why the buck not?" yelled Twilight, standing up and snapping the pencil cleanly in two. Both pieces fell onto the chessboard with a noisy clatter.



"Sit, and I will answer your question," said Luna, and Twilight sat and brooded. "I cannot tell you, because your choice is not mine to make. Twilight Sparkle, you must live with the choice you make today, and all of the consequences to follow subsequent. I cannot allow you any room in which to blame anypony other than yourself for the decision you will make."



Twilight Sparkle began to cry, and Princess Luna quickly hoofed her a silk handkerchief.



"This isn't fair," said Twilight, closing her eyes as she held the silk against them.



"I know this. I am truly sorry," said Luna. "Truly, I am."



"You already know what I'm going to choose."



"Yes. I knew this long before you arrived."



"I'll want to tell Princess Celestia the truth. Surely you know this."



"It is possible you will, yet far from certain, I think."



"Okay," Twilight sniffled, wiping tears from her cheek with an ankle and blowing her nose with the cloth. "Well... Luna, if the truth is really as bad as you say, isn't there at least a way to show me a part of it, so I can make an informed decision?"



Princess Luna smiled gently, and placed a hoof on the back of Twilight's head, propping it up. "You are wise beyond your years, Twilight Sparkle. Tonight, I shall show you a small glimpse of what lies beyond the veil. I shall enter your dreams, and there we shall observe your nightmares together. Then is when you will make your decision."



"Do you think it will change my mind?" asked Twilight.



"Neigh," said Luna.








Twilight Sparkle had a very hard time getting to sleep, even in the castle's palatial guest suite. Eventually she relented and took the sleeping pills that Princess Luna had given her. She drifted into slumber almost immediately.



When Twilight came to, she was lying face down in the dirt of a barren scrubland. Princess Luna stood beside her, and offered her a hoof up. Twilight stood up, coughed, and took a moment to dust herself off.



"What... what is this?" asked Twilight.



"You must tell me. It is your dream, and your memory," said Princess Luna.



Twilight looked around. The pair of alicorns stood from a high vantage point, looking down upon Appleloosa. The sun was at its zenith, and it was a very hot day.



"I remember this; this is where we negotiated the trade deal between one of the buffalo tribes and the Appleloosans. But... something's wrong," said Twilight. She looked down at her coat, her hooves, the dirt. She picked up some dust and rubbed it between her hooves. It was dirty, of course, but somehow it was too dirty.



"What is it?" asked Luna.



"This...? Princess, this is a dream? Somehow this is more real than when I'm awake," gasped Twilight. "The texture, the imagery, the smells, my voice; dear Celestia, even my hooves! The detail is, I mean it's just, completely overwhelming my senses, I can barely think..."



"Yes, my apologies. It has been quite a while since you had your true senses," said Luna. "It will take some time for you to reacclimate."



"Luna, what is wrong with me? Are my senses being dulled by some kind of magic? Is everypony in Equestria like this?" asked Twilight.



"Your senses are dulled, and everypony you know is in the same situation. But I think it is more important, at the moment, for us to watch your dream unfold," said Luna. She then pointed to a large dust cloud in the distance, one quickly encroaching upon the village.



Twilight could clearly see the enormous buffalo that constituted the stampede. She could make out Appleloosan citizens, as well, most of them lying on the roofs of buildings with guns cocked and ready. Guns? What were those? She struggled to remember. But then a familiar voice caught her attention: her own.



A dozen hooves distant stood another Twilight Sparkle and her five dearest pony friends. They didn't seem to be aware of her presence. None of them were smiling, not even Pinkie Pie, who currently wore an obnoxiously sexual burlesque outfit that made Twilight feel both strange and uncomfortable. Fluttershy was off to the side by herself, in a fetal position, softly crying.



"We've failed, girls," said the other Twilight. "I'm sorry."



"Bucking hell, Twilight," said an angry-looking Applejack. "I should be down there right now, ready to fight and die alongside my kin! We should all be down there. This is a bunch of horseshit," she said, then snorted inward and spat a thick wad onto the dusty ground in front of her.



"We're here on official business, AJ," the other Twilight responded, her voice very tired. "We represent the entire princessdom, and we're not permitted to take sides. Besides, it's not exactly a fair fight. We all know who's about to win."



"The buffalo don't deserve this," said Rainbow Dash. "They were here first, no matter what the score is now."



"And they don't understand our concept of property rights," added Rarity. "It's not like they're trying to commit a crime by using this area for religious purposes."



"Fine! I know! It's just a tremendous steaming pile of bullcrap, alright?" shouted Applejack. "Nopony's in the wrong, and ponies on both sides are gonna die anyhow. Fuck me, fuck this day... Hell, fuck all of us."



Twilight couldn't remember what many of those words meant, but they sent a frightening chill through her bones.



Pinkie Pie approached Applejack and tried to comfort her. Applejack shoved her face-down into the ground.



"Twilight, why do we need to be here anymore?" said Pinkie, picking herself up off the ground and backing away from the group. "Nopony wants to see this."



"We have to see it. Somepony on the outside of this battle needs to remember what happened on this day," said the other Twilight. "Do you think I want to watch ponies die? Besides," she said, with a deep sigh, "if something actually does go wrong, I'm not about to stand here and watch everypony in Appleloosa be massacred. If the tide swings the wrong way, we intervene and save as many villagers as we can, law be damned."



"Thank you, Twilight," said Applejack.



"Hay! What about saving the buffalo?" complained Rainbow Dash. "Anypony give a shit about their lives? These are not bad quadrupeds! They were peaceful before any of this territorial crap went down!"



"We all care about the buffalo, Dash. They'll stop aggressin' as soon as a couple have gone down," said Applejack. "I mean... they just got to. They ain't no match for firearms, they'd be crazy not to see that."



Pinkie Pie walked over to Fluttershy and cuddled up against her. "I'm not going to watch with you, Twilight. I'm sorry."



"It's okay," said other Twilight. "It's my burden. None of your girls need to see this."



"It's our burden," said Rainbow Dash. She reached out a hoof to Applejack.



Applejack growled at Dash for a moment, then sighed and bumped hooves. "Our burden," she confirmed.



Rarity stepped back a ways, then walked over to Pinkie and Fluttershy. "I... I don't think I can bear to watch either, ladies. Dear Celestia, save us all," she whispered.



The thundering dust cloud drew close to the village, and then the first shot rang out. A loud bellowing noise sounded, and the dust cloud parted; then things became a chaotic blur. Several buildings were butted hard, and two collapsed entirely. Buffalo were dropping to the ground left and right. The sounds were terrible: screams of the buffalo, screams from the stallions and mares, and crying foals who could not be soothed. One pony had been gored through the barrel and hung like a grisly trophy from a buffalo tusk; several others were trampled into broken shells. Even though they watched from a large distance, the carnage was clear and obvious: the streets on one side of the city were already stained red.



Ponies and buffalo bleed the same color, thought the real Twilight Sparkle. Then her knees buckled and she vomited over a wide patch of dusty earth.



"Stop it, please, STOP IT!" she screamed in a raspy voice, and Luna mercifully complied.








The two alicorns stood in an empty area with a white marble floor and a deep blue, sunless sky. Twilight immediately collapsed onto the floor.



Her body was still too detailed, so she closed her eyes. But she could hear the sound of her blood pumping as it raced through her ears; she could feel the pain of her stomach; she could sense her joints aching as her hooves ground against the smooth, cool surface of the marble. Worst of all, she could still remember every horrid little detail of what she had just witnessed.



"I am deeply sorry, Twilight," said Luna, and Twilight felt the other pony nosing gently against her throat. Slowly, Twilight stood up, and gasped as she felt Luna's warm embrace. It was surprising, and very strange, but it helped clear her mind. They held one another for what seemed like minutes. Twilight felt Luna gently kissing her neck, and her mind whirled with confusion and strange feelings. Slowly, she disengaged from the hug. Twilight stood on her own four hooves for at least a minute more before she had the strength to speak.



"Explain this," asked Twilight.



"The earlier memories you have from your time in Ponyville, and quite likely many of your memories as a foal, have been... retouched, in a manner of speaking. Your memories have been made softer, gentler. Happier," said Luna.



"I can't believe this. That was real?" asked Twilight. She sat back down against the hard marble surface.



"Yes. That was the real memory. How do you remember it?" asked Luna.



"It's, it's just so ridiculous," said Twilight, chuckling darkly. "I actually remember a pie fight. I mean, that makes no sense whatsoever, right? I guess I just never stopped to think about it. Can you even imagine? My heavenly Sun. A bucking pie fight. I thought we solved a violent crisis by throwing pies at each other. I feel... so incredibly foalish," she admitted.



Luna nodded. "Now you see the innocence you will be giving up," she cautioned.



Twilight sniffed and wiped her eyes. "Yes, but... okay. I'm overwhelmed, but I can handle it. I can take this. I still want to remember, and I still want to know who, or what, is making me forget."



Luna sighed. "Twilight, I have one final word of caution," she said. "This memory of your past only scratches the surface. Even if I helped you to remember everything with perfect clarity, you would still know nothing of the truth from which I am yet trying to protect you."



"There... you're saying there's something even worse than this?" said Twilight, her face aghast. "Worse than having such awful memories like these in the first place? I can't even imagine."



"Worse? I cannot judge that. But there is more to your situation than a few altered memories and life through a sensory fog. Do you really want to travel to a world where this makes sense, Twilight Sparkle? Are you not happy where you are?" asked Luna. Her face was sad, but almost false; like an actor reading through an emotional script for the fortieth time.



"You already know my answer," whispered Twilight.



Luna sighed. "Very well. Return to Ponyville and say your goodbyes. You shall not see your friends again for quite some time, and when next you do, I fear it will be your intent to spread this disease among them."



"And after I return?" asked Twilight.



"One week from the evening of your departure to Ponyville, you shall go to sleep as you normally do. During that sleep, your body shall cease to exist. Then we shall meet," said Luna.



"Oh. Do I need to pack anything, or is that even possible?" asked Twilight.



"It is not. Your choice has been made; all you must do is wait."








Twilight brought all of her close friends, including Zecora and Spike, to the next meeting of the Paranormal Society. In that meeting she revealed everything she knew: every last detail, down to the blood spatter on the streets of Appleloosa. Fluttershy cried, as did the foal, and they were comforted by the others. Cheerilee questioned whether Twilight had made the right decision, even though they both knew the schoolteacher would have done the same thing. Most ponies were afraid to ask Twilight for any more details, but everypony wished her good luck, and hoped she would return soon. Her friends promised to take care of things in her absence.



Later that week, Pinkie Pie organized a private "You're Going to Another Dimension Maybe Or Something Else Weird Could Happen Party". It ended up being a somber affair, despite Pinkie Pie's best efforts to lighten the mood. Applejack was angry, but at nopony in particular. She was mainly worried that Twilight wouldn't find any satisfying answers to return with. Spike was worried that Twilight might be in way over her head. Rarity was worried that Twilight wouldn't have a thing to wear, and Pinkie Pie was worried that Twilight wouldn't get enough to eat. Rainbow Dash was worried that Twilight would realize just how worried she actually was, and Fluttershy, well... Fluttershy was just plain worried.



On Twilight Sparkle's last night in Ponyville, Pinkie Pie stayed awake while her friend slept, up until the moment when she disappeared.



And that was that.








Twilight Sparkle sat on the concrete floor of Star Swirl the Bearded's vaulted and spacious laboratory beneath Canterlot Castle. The secret historical site had become little more than a tiny encampment for five ponies in hiding. She reflexively tried to fluff her wings about her, and was once again reminded that she wasn't really an alicorn princess. So instead, she pulled a dirty blanket more tightly around her scrawny legs, and drank some warm yet revolting fungal broth, as her mind attempted to process everything that had just happened to her.



It was a blur, that first bit of waking memory: the moments just before Luna had teleported her to the safety of the lab, before she would vomit the sludge from her lungs and begin to gather her senses. She could barely recall her body unceremoniously splatting against the filthy floor, the only cushioning against impact being Luna's telekinesis. She'd had just enough time and sense about her to wipe the slime from her eyes and witness Princess Luna levitate a crude wax version of Twilight Sparkle into position.



Yet even in those dawning moments, before she would take her first breath in more than ten months, Twilight had already witnessed a vision which would haunt her until the end of her days. Oddly enough, the terrible image was not the pods dangling above her: the pods containing her emaciated friends, her brother, her foal-sitter, and her mentor; the pods where each pony floated in a fantasy world where the magic of friendship and adventure would keep their slowly-beating hearts brimming with a steady supply of love upon which the changelings would feed.



It was their smiles.
      

      
   
      Star Bright


      

      
      
         "Help! Help m—"



The pull-vines must have gotten to her, poor thing. I can see her struggling to keep her head above the swamp surface, even through the pre-dawn gloom of my shack. She's a unicorn, and sounds young. Heavier things weigh on my mind for the moment, however. My gaze returns within.



"Four feathers on the floor, my pet," I mutter, counting them again. "It is almost time. Now hide yourself, I must go to this pony."



The night gives my bones such a chill, and damp of the bog but makes it worse. My cloak is old, so rough and worn, but suffices to keep the worst out. Old nags like me wind up in the oddest places when ponies forget they love us.



I walk upon the waters with an old-remembered spell; it drains me, but time is off the essence. Plus, dramatics are everything at this stage.



I draw my dagger from my cloak and raise it in my magic—look at her eyes, the poor dear, she fears I might kill her!—and slash at the vines. One, two, three! and they disappear beneath the waters, to join the morass.



"They like the taste of magic," I say as easily as hello. "That's why they attack pretty young unicorns lost in the swamp."



She shakes herself and gazes up at me. "I-I'm not lost!"



Oh, a fighter! Making up for lack of cleverness with determination. I appreciate that.



"Then, my dear, feel free to lead us back to my hut. That is, if you had no other destination in mind."



"How..."



Speechless. This is why I play with dramatics.



"How did I know you came to see me?" Because few ponies venture into the Everfree and fewer still, to the bog. Because Ghastly Gorge is to the south, and she was headed east, so I can only conclude I was her destination.



I wink. "I'm a wise old mare, and we know these things."



Yes, it will be a simple matter to awe this one. She's trundling through the water rather than using my magic walkway. I admire determination, but there are limits.



"Are you certain you don't wish to ride upon my back? My legs are the longer."



"I'm okay. It's not like I'm gonna get any wetter than I already am."



Ah, universal irony: at that instant, she plunges into the swamp up to her horn. I shouldn't help, it might bruise her ego, but I lift her atop my back regardless and make for home. It wouldn't do for my guests to catch cold before reaching it, after all. Up close, her coat is pale lavender, the color of the word 'velvet', and though her mane is lanky from the swamp water, the thick purple and yellow stripes are quite fetching. Though I suspect she puts little stock in her appearance.



"Here we are. Down you go, my dear. I'll make you some tea," I add as she shivers.



"Th-thank you."



She sits, and I catch my breath. Though I'd like to think I can still carry a full-grown stallion, much less a wisp of a unicorn mare, that spell did take something from me. I need but a moment to gather myself, and then I can set about making tea inside my shack. I've lived here long enough, I hardly need to see to prepare it.



My attention is drawn once again to the floor. Five feathers, dull red in the not-light. The time is nearly here.



"W-what time?"



"Oh goodness, did I say that aloud?" I chuckle and try not to notice how off-kilter it sounds. "I've been too long without the company of other ponies, I'm afraid. Forgive an old mare her foibles."



"It's all right." She keeps her eyes on the bent wood of my porch, but her smile is so gentle and calm, like there's some internal joke that gives her strength and happiness. "What should I call you?"



I wave my hoof. "I think they're calling me the 'Bog Witch' these days. It doesn't matter. I've had more names than I can count. The real question, my dear, is what I should call you."



She swallows; she wasn't looking forward to this question. How intriguing.



"My name's Starlight. I'm hoping you can help me." She shifts in her chair; I can't blame her, it's both rough and rotting, hardly comfortable despite being the best the swamp has to offer.



The kettle whistles, and I bring the whole service out to us. "I apologize for the lack of sandwiches. You've caught me in sparse times, I'm afraid."



She takes her cup and begins drinking without waiting for the offer of sugar. The heat of the water doesn't bother her, it seems. A mare after my own tastes.



"Now, tell me what sort of help you seek, Starlight, who likes her tea hot and straight."



She blushes, and that light smile returns. "I was hoping you could give me some... direction, I guess? I'm trying to find my way in life, and, well, it's really, really hard."



"Life can be hard indeed." I sip my tea, but keep my eyes on her. "What makes your life hard?"



"My mother." Her eyes squeeze shut. "Ever since I was a foal, I've been in her shadow. If anyone noticed me, it's because I'm her daughter. Nopony cares about Starlight." A sigh heaves through her. "And it's not just her, either! My dad was a big-shot in the Royal Guard, until he..." She pauses just a little too long.



"I'm sorry for your loss," I say, and she shakes her head. Not a new wound, then.



"It's okay. He was always in her shadow, too. I'm not sure if it bothered him. We never talked about it." She rubs her shoulder. "Then there's my aunts. They've always told me stories about adventures and stuff, all the amazing things they did when they were my age. My uncle, too, but he's asleep now."



The way she phrases that sentence sparks something in my memory. "Just who is this mother of yours, who casts so long and deep a shadow over her family?"



The muscles in her jaw tense, and her head dips toward the floor. "Princess Twilight Sparkle."



"The pieces fall into place." I set my teacup down, lest it drop from my magic. "That is a name I have not heard spoken in quite some time, young Starlight Sparkle."



"Please, just Starlight."



"My poor dear." I reach over and lift her head. "How like Equestria's Princess to name a pony after herself, yet never consider what grief such a similarity might cause. I am sorry to hear about Spike. You will likely not speak with him again in your lifetime."



"I know." She avoids my gaze for a moment. "He's actually the one who got it in my head that I should come here to see you. Do you..." Her eyes scan over my face. "Do you know my mother?"



"I did, once." I release her chin and lean back in my chair. "A long time ago, I might have even called her a friend."



Starlight gives me a sidelong glance. "She didn't banish you here, did she?"



"It is a long story," I say, waving my hoof. "Whether her fault, or mine, or both, or neither, is inconsequential. I have forgiven us." I take another sip of tea. "But you did not come here to listen to an old woman natter on about her past. Tell me, how do you expect somepony like me to help you with this problem?"



"I-I was hoping you'd know..." She taps her hooves together and takes the moment I give her. "No, actually I was hoping—well, this is gonna sound stupid—I was hoping you could give me a quest."



"A quest?"



"You know, like my mom and aunts used to go on." Much to my surprise, she perks, waving her hooves to describe scenes from her imagination. "Fighting dragons, getting lost in hedge mazes, saving entire towns from evil ponies, that kind of thing! I need to go out and have an adventure of my own, one that'll show everyone just what kind of pony I am!"



For a moment, she is enraptured. I check inside the door once again; still only five feathers.



"Come with me," I say, and rise. I wade two paces into the swamp, until I can reach a cypress knee emerging from the water. Placing my hoof upon it, I mutter an incantation that sounds much better spoken by the zebra shaman who taught me it. The knee glows green, light spreading like fire across dry leaves down every tree root connected to that one, until the whole swamp is alight with a web of green.



"Follow me," I say, not bothering to confirm if she is, "and stay to the lighted areas. It will make the trip smoother."



We walk in silence, save for the calls of early morning creatures as they wake from slumber. Good filly, she knows better than to ask where a wise mare is going in her own domain. Not that this domain was ever truly mine, but I have long since stopped recalling those far-flung days in favor of the moment. It takes a good fifteen minutes before we find what I am looking for.



"Watch your step," I say, as we move onto a small hillock poking out of the bog. "The ground here is solid, but wet, and can shift underhoof if you aren't careful."



I gaze up into the canopy, stretching into darkness above us. The sky is not something I see much of, and the glow of my spell does not reach far above our knees.



"Tell me what you see, Starlight."



She starts, but takes time to look around before answering. She's inherited the most important part of her mother's smarts, then.



"Well, I'm going to assume you brought us out here to see the tree. So..." Her tongue sticks out the side of her mouth. "Uh, well, it's a big tree. I dunno what kind. Bet mom would know," she adds under her breath.



"It is a cypress. Do you see anything else?"



"Swamp?" She shrugs. "I'll bet you're a lot more observant than me."



"Look down, my dear."



She lifts a hoof, examining at the spot it was in. "Huh. There's little shoots and stuff growing in the dirt."



I nod. "Those are the cypress's offspring. This tree has stood here for centuries, and is one of the largest in the swamp. Now, what can you tell me about the relationship between the two?"



Starlight again takes time to answer, studying the ground, the tree, and finally looking up. Her eyes shift toward me.



"You're gonna tell me it's something like me and my mom, right? Because they're..." She grins. They're living under the big tree's shadow."



"Very good." I return her smile. "Now look around you. Do you see many trees growing beneath this one?"



"No." She squints into the distance. "Not many big ones, anyway. It's like they're all giving it space. There's just these little guys down here."



"Right again. And these 'little guys', as you put it, may not survive very long, with their parent blocking out precious sunlight during most of the day."



She frowns, and I continue.



"The shadow you live beneath is perhaps the longest in Equestria. But think about this: once upon a time, hundreds and hundreds of years ago, that tree before us lived under its parent, and now that parent tree is gone, forgotten. You can't even tell where it might have stood."



There is a pause, and she turns to me, face broad with seriousness.



"Are you telling me I need to kill my mother?"



The laughter I am holding back doubtless shows on my face. "I hope that isn't the lesson you'll take away from this. No, dear Starlight, my point is that this tree was once a 'little guy', but through strength, perseverance, and a little luck, it became the one casting the shadow. To live a life like yours will require struggle; you will only achieve what you desire if you are willing to put in the work."



"I am willing, though!" She hops, the soft earth squishing when she lands. "I can do so many things! I just need to find somepony who believes in me and can help make my dreams real!"



I feel a smile tug at the corner of my lips. "I find it odd, then, that you seek to distinguish yourself by doing precisely what your mother did."



I give her a few moments to compose herself.



"The look on your face tells me you haven't quite thought your plan through." I do my best not to smile; she's likely embarrassed enough as is. "Consider this as well: did your mother's achievements come through her hard work alone?"



"Well, no, she had my aunts," she replies automatically.



"Yet here you are, in the middle of the Everfree Forest, all by yourself."



Her head sinks toward the quagmire, poor dear. "I don't really have any friends," she mumbles. "Everypony either just wants to get close to my mom, or gets intimidated when they find out I'm related to her."



I move to stand beside her and lift her chin once more. "If it is a quest you desire, Starlight, then here it is: make some friends. You are already out in the world. It would be a small thing for you to continue on to Dodge Junction or hop a train to Las Pegasus, somewhere farther away from your mother's shadow, where you can be yourself without anypony the wiser."



Tears cloud her eyes, and her lower lip trembles. "But w-w... what if nopony likes me?"



"Somepony will. I guarantee it. You just may have to work hard to find that pony." I use one of those radiant smiles I once was so fond of. "Are you willing to put in the work, Starlight?"



She sniffs, wipes her eyes, and stands a little straighter. "I am. I'll do it. I'll go out and find some friends, and then maybe we'll have some adventures, or maybe we won't, who knows? But if they're really friends, then... then they'll like me for being me, right?" Her smile couldn't be wider.



"Now you're getting the idea."



"Thank you!" She clasps me tightly, and something in my heart aches.



Wrapping a leg around her, I am reminded of a filly who once looked up to me the way, I thought, that a daughter looks at her mother. In that case, it was the daughter who outshone the mother, though she was never any mother at all. And then the mother who was no mother was cast aside, forgotten.



I hold her tighter. I feel light and I need to compose myself, lest I appear less like a wise old mare than simply an old fool.



"Are you okay?" Starlight whispers.



"I'm sorry. You just reminded me of somepony I was close to, long ago."



We separate, and she looks up at me, smiling. "I won't forget you. I promise, when I've found some friends, I'll come back here and tell you all the stories of our adventures together. Even if they don't involve saving the world." She giggles, and I relax.



"I would not wish such a burden to fall on you. But if it does, know that I have every faith in you. After all, you made it to my swamp all by yourself."



She hugs me again and splashes into the swamp. "Really, though, I won't forget you."



Some of that lightness dissipates. "Consider going to your mother for help, should you need it. She was known as the Princess of Friendship once upon a time, after all. She might be able to give you some pointers."



Starlight frowns, but it is ephemeral. "I guess I could, but I'd rather do this on my own."



"Perhaps that is for the best." I nod. "If you do go to her, it might be best if you didn't mention the mare in the swamp. I'm not sure she's forgiven me as I have her."



She nods, dashing toward the big cypress and the path beyond. Stopping, she turns and shouts "And thank you for the tea!" before dashing off once more.



My smile remains until she is out of sight. Like drawing the air from a lantern, it is extinguished with her absence. The walk back to my home is quiet.



There are six feathers on the floor when I return. It is time.



"Come along, Philomena," I say, extending my hoof for my pet to perch on.



I will take her to a flat rock not far from our home, where she can burn freely without setting our house aflame and without her ashes being lost to the waters of the swamp. It was a lonely year in which we learned that lesson.



As my pet burns herself alive, to be rekindled once more, I will remove my cloak, though the damp will aggravate the ache in my bones. I will spread my wings, though they creak and strain with the years. And, as there are appearances that must be kept up, I will raise the sun.
      

      
   
      Pair the Spares


      

      
      
         The bright pink orb glimmered as an aura of cerulean magic suffused it. It floated up from the ball return and then lazily swung into the air as Rarity trotted up, her hooves clacking against the wood floor. She paused, one forehoof raised to her chin and a backhoof frozen mid-step as she posed thoughtfully. Then, with a mischievous grin, she glanced back to where Pinkie was sitting, giving her a wink.



“Oh no,” Rainbow Dash said, a hoof pressed to her forehead. “What are you doing? No, Rarity, no.”



The magic aura disappeared, and Rarity caught the bowling ball with one hoof, the abrupt heavy weight almost causing her to drop it entirely. With a properly-ladylike grunt of effort, she managed to hold it upright, still balanced precariously on one upraised hoof. “I think I’m going to try it Earth-pony style, darling.”



“Surely you can’t be serious,” Rainbow groaned.



Rarity turned up her nose. “Of course I am.”



“Yeah! And don’t call her—mph!” Pinkie found Rainbow’s hoof suddenly stuck in her mouth.



Rainbow’s eyes narrowed. “This isn’t the time to screw around, Rarity.”



“Pish posh, I’m sure it will be fine.” Her hoof wobbled, the ball almost falling. “Now how do I… Hm. Hoo-ah!”



With an awkward thrust of her foreleg, Rarity shoved the ball forward. It landed with a loud thunk on the lane, bouncing slightly. 



“Whoops,” Rarity said.



The six of them watched the ball make its way down the lane at a snail’s pace, slowly but inevitably drifting off to the side. Thirty seconds later, it finally reached the pins to tap gently against the one furthest to the right, causing it to fall over as the ball finally bounced into the gutter.



“Eeeeeeeeeee!”



Rainbow winced, realizing the high-pitched squeal was actually coming from Rarity, whose hooves were pistoning up and down as she danced in place.



“I got one!”



“That’s my Rare-Bear!” Pinkie exclaimed, bouncing up to join Rarity in front of the lane. They rubbed noses, grinning, and then started in on an elaborate ritual halfway between a dance and a secret hoofshake that involved far too much choreographed weaving and swaying.



Rainbow groaned again, louder. She turned to Fluttershy, meekly sitting beside her. “Can you believe those two? Ever since they started dating, they’ve been completely insufferable.”



“You mean ‘inseparable’?” Fluttershy asked.



Rarity and Pinkie Pie bumped flanks, then reared back to shimmy past one another, doing what could only be described as ‘jazz hooves’.



“I know what I said,” Rainbow muttered darkly. She looked down at the scorecard in front of her, with ‘TEAM SONIC LANE-BOOMS’ scrawled across the top. Underneath were score lines for Rarity, Rainbow, Applejack and Fluttershy, and Rainbow grimaced as she marked down a one for Rarity’s first throw.



“I don’t know,” Fluttershy said. “It’s kind of… cute?”



“Sure as sugar is.” Applejack said, grinning. “Sounds to me like somepony’s sour cause she’s jealous ‘bout not having a marefriend of her own.” Twilight, who was wearing Applejack’s stetson and currently lying mostly on top of Applejack, just giggled.



Pinkie and Rarity trotted back. “My Rarity is the very best at balling,” Pinkie said proudly.



“Bowling.”



“Silly Rainbow! Bowls are what you eat soup out of. We use the heavy balls with the funny holes in them for this, remember?”



Rarity’s brow furrowed. “Indeed. I always wondered what those holes were for.”



“It’s where you store your extra bubblegum!” Pinkie chirped.



“Not... quite,” Twilight cut in. “Griffons originally invented bowling. It’s for their talons to fit in.”



“Aw, you’re so smart,” Applejack said, turning to nuzzle Twilight.



“Yeah, we don’t exactly need a history lesson.” Rainbow Dash pursed her lips, standing up and trotting over to roll her powder-blue bowling ball onto her back and safely nestle it between her wings. “Out of my way, you two,” she groused, stepping up to the lane.



Fluttershy leaned forward, watching intently. Her concentration was abruptly broken when she found herself suddenly squeezed between Rarity on one side and Pinkie Pie on the other.



“Hiiiii Fluttershy,” Pinkie sang out, vibrating in place.



“Um, hello,” Fluttershy said.



“Dear, I happened to overhear at the market when you were speaking with Carrot Top,” Rarity said, her eyes sparkling. “You’re planning on a quick vacation next week?”



“Yes.” Fluttershy forced a quick smile as she leaned forward again, watching Rainbow Dash shift back and forth and consider her angles. “I’m going to go watch the fuchsia foxfalcon migration as they pass near the Whitetail Woods. We’ll camp out overnight, as they pass by early in the morning.”



Pinkie’s grin reached an alarming width. “Weeee…?”



“Rainbow is coming along too.”



Rarity raised one hoof, covering her mouth. “How positively romantic!”



Fluttershy frowned. “I… suppose? It is the mating season for foxfalcons after all, but they’re not really monogamous. In fact, they have a very interesting communal structure, in which the various males—”



“No, no,” Rarity interrupted. “I meant… ehem.”



“It must be really pretty!” Pinkie said.



“Yes,” Fluttershy whispered as loud as she dared, as Rainbow’s ball crashed into the pins at the end of the lane. “Yay!” She tapped her hooves gently against the floor in applause, eyes darting side to side to make sure she wasn’t disturbing anypony. “Oh, I’m sorry. Yes, they’re very beautiful.”



“It’d certainly be a good opportunity to talk to somepony about something special…”



“No, not particularly,” Fluttershy said. “The foxfalcons are quite, um, loud.”



Rarity sighed. “No, I mean, maybe it’d be a chance to tell Rainbow something you’ve thought a lot about?”



“About foxfalcon facts? Rainbow isn’t usually very interested in critter trivia.” Pinkie opened her mouth to respond, but Fluttershy turned to give her a stern look. “Really, you two. I’d be glad to talk about this, but can’t it wait? Rainbow’s trying to pick up the spare, and I think we’d all appreciate it if you’d take things a little more seriously.”



Pinkie and Rarity shared a knowing glance. “So sorry, darling. I didn’t realize you were so into… bowling.”



“It’s important to Rainbow, so it’s important to me,” Fluttershy said firmly, looking forward again. “Just like how she agreed to take the time out of her schedule to go watch the migration with me.”



“Of cooooourse!” Pinkie said, bouncing up and down all over again. On the other side, Rarity was doing the same for some reason.



Ahead of them, Rainbow narrowed her eyes as she stared at the couple of pins remaining. On the right side, to be exact, which should have been easy but she had been having trouble hooking too much in that direction all night, and she couldn’t risk making a mistake with the scores so close.



“Having trouble? Normally ya wanna try and knock ‘em all over,” Applejack drawled out. Twilight giggled again.



“No, really?” Rainbow Dash muttered. She crouched down, shaking her hindquarters as she lined up the shot, and then sprung upwards, flapping her wings into a concise loop-de-loop and using the momentum to roll the ball off her back and right down the lane.



It flew straight and true, smacking down the last two pins. “That’s more like it,” she said, holding her nose up as she trotted back to her seat.



“I reckon it’s time somepony showed ya how to do it right the first time,” Applejack said. She stood up, taking the time to stretch before languidly heading over to retrieve her ball, a deep purple speckled with pink.



“Show them how it’s done, AJ!” Twilight cheered. “I believe in you!”



Applejack walked up to the lane, then paused, tapping a hoof to her chin. “Shucks, almost forgot my good luck charm.” She turned around and trotted over to Twilight.



“Oh, do you need your hat?” Twilight said. “I can—” Applejack stopped her with a quick peck on the lips. 



“That oughta do it.” Applejack grinned, heading back to the lane and leaving Twilight red-cheeked. In one casual motion, she dropped the ball to the floor, turned around with one final wink, and then bucked both legs back.



The ball flew down the length of the alley without even touching the lane, and when it hit the pins, Rainbow Dash could swear she heard the crack of some of them breaking.



She rolled her eyes. “Showoff.”



“Ya see,” Applejack said smugly, “It’s all about element’ry principles of physics. With the right kind of angular velocity, ya don’t have to worry so much about the friction coefficient and the result is downright constant, relativityally speaking.”



Twilight had turned crimson as she chewed on her lip. “Oh gosh, oh gosh.”



“You alright, sugarcube?” Applejack said.



“You know how turned on I get when you talk science.”



Applejack snickered. “And here I thought I was just making that up as I went along.”



“Oh, it was a load of nonsense,” Twilight whispered, “but hot nonsense.”



Rainbow mimed an overexaggerated gagging, before biting on the pencil to mark the score down. “All I care about is that we win.”



Twilight snickered. “Is it really that big a deal? Of all the flying competitions you’ve medaled in and races you’ve won, is it so important that you be a part of the championship team of the Ponyville Bowling Association Casual Amateur Division?”



“Captain of the championship team,” Rainbow said. “And absolutely. We can’t lose. We’re up against our biggest rivals!” 



“We have rivals?” Applejack said.



“Of course we do!” Rainbow’s eyes narrowed as she shot a dark glare at the four ponies one lane over. The big one in the orange sunglasses glared right back, but their leader waved in a friendly, albeit languid manner. “Them right there. There’s… uh. The dopey one. And… Walter, maybe? And that one dude. I hate that dude the most!”



“Of course,” Twilight said. “This is all about trying to beat these ponies that you know so well. It’s not as if you’re just trying to impress somepony after all.”



“Twilight,” Rainbow Dash said. “You know who you’re talking to, right? I impress everypony, like all the time.”



“Um,” Fluttershy said. “I’m done now. Sorry to interrupt.”



Rainbow’s head jerked around. “What? How did you do?”



“I got six this time...” Fluttershy said, wincing. “I’m getting better though. I’m trying, honest.”



She felt Rainbow’s wing pull her in for a quick hug. “I know you are, ‘Shy,” Rainbow said, her voice momentarily dropping its aggrievance. “You’re doing fine.”



Applejack couldn’t suppress a huge grin.












Rainbow Dash’s ball flew into the pins with a mighty crash. She sucked in a breath, punching out a forehoof in the air. “Perfect!” she said, trotting back to mark down the strike in the final square on her scorecard. “That’s me done. We’re close. So close. We only need ten points to put us over the top. Applejack can probably do it in one go. Right, AJ?”



Rainbow blinked. She looked around. “Applejack?”



There was a distinct lack of orange farmponies in the vicinity.



Rarity waved a hoof dismissively. “Oh, I think she and Twilight ran off to go find a closet to snog in.”



“Rarity!” Pinkie gasped.



“I said ‘snog’! It’s Trottingham slang for ‘kiss’, not anything dirty.”



“Oh, I knew that,” Pinkie said. “I meant there are closets that we could be making kissytimes in and you didn’t tell me?!”



Rarity giggled. “Pinkie Pie, you incorrigible flirt.”



“But this is the last frame!” Rainbow groaned. “What are we supposed to do?”



Fluttershy frowned, deep in concentration. “Maybe we could find a replacement?”



Rainbow Dash immediately perked up. “Yes! Pinkie Pie, you can take over.”



“Sorry Dashie,” Pinkie said. “I can’t. I’m already on a team.”



Rainbow blinked. “No you’re not. You’ve been here the whole—” She glanced over to see Pinkie gone. Whipping her head around, she saw Pinkie two lanes away, bowling a strike. When she glanced back, Pinkie was in her seat again. “You—” Her teeth shut with a click. “Nevermind, not even going to acknowledge that. There’s got to be somepony who can fill in.”



“Hey girls,” Spike said, walking up. Trailing behind him were Sweetie Belle, Scootaloo, and a giant pile of tickets with part of a big red bow sticking out. “We ran out of quarters at the arcade.”



“...And we have no idea how the skeeball machine broke,” Scootaloo chimed in.



“...And we were wonderin’,” the pile of tickets said. “What d’ya think’s a better use of our tickets, an AM/FM radio?”



“...Or six thousand plastic spiders?” Sweetie said, jumping up in the air for emphasis.



Rarity’s eye twitched. “Sweetie, darling, I don’t think—”



“Rarity, this is an emergency. Let’s solve the important problem first before we talk about how to fill your house with spiders.” Rainbow began pacing back and forth. “We just need somepony to substitute in. Anypony!”



She blinked. Then glanced down at three crusaders who had suddenly slid forward to look up at her with puppydog eyes. “Oh, no. Somepony who can at least manage to not set the bowling alley on fire.” She glanced around, and her eyes lit up as they settled on the fourth recent arrival. “Or maybe somedragon. Spike! Congratulations, you’re the new Applejack. Somepony get this dragon a cowboy hat!”



“I-I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Spike said.



Fluttershy lowered her head down to Spike’s level, giving him her most supportive look. “It’s okay, Spike. We just expect you to try your best, and will be proud of you no matter what.”



“No,” Spike said, wringing his claws. “I mean, I don’t think it’d be fair for the other team. I… kind of... won the under-ten youth bowling championships back when Twilight and I lived in Canterlot. Uh. For three years in a row.”



Several pairs of wide eyes all turned on Spike at once.



“...What?”



Rainbow trotted over to the four ponies idly watching from the next lane over. “Hey, you, dude. One of our team came down with, um, the feather flu, and so we’re going to make a quick substitution. Sound good?”



“Bummer. That one orange earth pony caught the feather flu?” The goateed stallion shrugged at her. “Yeah, okay, that checks out. It’s, like, fine by us.”



Rainbow flew back in a flash. “See? They’re good with it we’re great everything’s perfect.” She flashed a toothy grin at Spike. “Now just get us a strike!”



“Uh, okay,” Spike said. He walked up to the ball return, picking out the smallest one he could find, and slipping his claws into the holes. He stepped up, balancing the ball in his claws, before carefully swinging it back and then forward again.



His form was confident and assured as he let go of the ball, his arm curving forward in a smooth arc. Unfortunately, the ball didn’t quite let go of him. It made it a hoofslength away, but the pink chewing gum plugged into the holes was still very much connected to his claws, and then the weight of the ball dragged Spike screaming halfway down the lane.



“Oops,” Pinkie Pie said, wincing slightly.



Rainbow’s hoof thunked into her forehead.



“I think that’s a double fault,” the dude a lane over opined.



“Your face is a double fault,” Rainbow fired back.



“Well, that’s just like your opinion, man,” he muttered.



“This is horrible! We’re doomed,” Rainbow cried out. “Dooooomed. I can’t believe it!”



“No we’re not,” Fluttershy said. She stood up and stomped one hoof down. “I still get to try.”



Rainbow looked up at her. “I know, but you haven’t even gotten a spare all night.”



“Do you believe in me?” Fluttershy said, staring Rainbow right in the eyes.



Rainbow’s mouth formed a line. She nodded, one hoof reaching out to Fluttershy’s shoulder. “You’re right. You can do this, Fluttershy. You can win.”



Fluttershy’s smile was small, but full of confidence. “Okay then. Let’s do this!”



Rarity and Pinkie Pie watched the two pegasi, their giddy smiles and slight blushes mirroring one another.



Fluttershy marched up to take her ball. She sat it firmly down on the wood. Then she closed her eyes for a long moment, an expression of serene calm overtaking her face. She took a deep breath, then pushed out with all her strength, feeling the ball go rolling forward with speed.



She didn’t even open her eyes until she heard the sound of ball striking pins.



When she did look, at first she thought she must have been staring at the wrong lane. There weren’t any pins standing in it, after all.



And then Rainbow Dash let out a deafening whoop, flying forward to tackle her in a huge hug.



Fluttershy and Rainbow broke into giddy laughter, holding each other in their arms and flapping their wings to spin around in a circle. “You did it!” Rainbow gasped out.



“We did it!” Fluttershy laughed.



Then their celebration slowed down, as they felt suddenly cognizant of a dawning silence. You could have heard a pin drop in the bowling alley. More relevantly, you couldn’t hear a pin drop because they were all left standing upright because everypony had stopped bowling to stare at them instead. Even Twilight and Applejack had trotted over, both looking a little disheveled.



“Kiss her!” somepony shouted from the back of the crowd.



Rainbow blinked. “What? Who?”



“I, uh, think they’re talking about us,” Fluttershy said, frowning.



“Kiss you?” Rainbow said. “Ugh. That’d be like kissing my sister.”



“H-hot,” Scootaloo whispered.



“I mean, uh,” Rainbow looked at Fluttershy, who she still held in a hug. “Do you want me to kiss you?”



“No thank you,” Fluttershy said firmly.



“Thank Celestia,” Rainbow muttered. She flapped her wings, settling down on the ground and letting Fluttershy go. 



“But— But darlings!” Rarity protested. “You make such an adorable couple! The signs are so clear!”



“We’re just friends,” Fluttershy said.



Rainbow nodded. “Best friends, of course.”



Pinkie’s eyes lit up with hope. “Like Bon-Bon and Lyra? Do you have bedroom best friends tongue-wrestling competitions?”



“Um, no.” Fluttershy said. Her eyes narrowed as a tiny frown crossed her face. “Excuse me, but... Have you guys been trying to get us together?”



Rarity and Pinkie Pie suddenly seemed to find opposite corners of the room to be very interesting. Even Applejack wouldn’t meet Fluttershy’s eyes.



“I can’t believe you all!” Rainbow shouted. “That’s totally not cool!” She crossed her arms in a huff. “I think I speak for both of us when I say you all should just butt out of our relationship stuff that’s definitely not your business. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ll just be taking my bowling trophy and going home.”



“There’s not a trophy, man,” the stallion at the other lane said. “It’s just for fun, you know?”



“Ugh, fine then. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll just be going to pick out and have engraved a suitably large trophy for our stunning victory. Fluttershy, would you like to accompany me? As a friend?”



“I’d be delighted,” Fluttershy said. They linked forelegs and took flight, heading out of the bowling alley.



Applejack walked up to Pinkie Pie and Rarity. “Shoot. I thought that was really workin’, too.”



“Now we’re back to square one.” Pinkie frowned, resting her head on Rarity’s back.



“Maybe we were going about this the wrong way,” Rarity mused. “Applejack, is your brother still single?”



“Yup. Hmm. Maybe I can talk him into goin’ to a fancy restaurant and we could spring some kinda happenstance meeting, only one table open, that kinda thing.”



“Clever.” Rarity pursed her lips as she thought. “And I could perhaps try and get in touch with that one Wonderbolt captain for Dash...”



“Wait,” Applejack cut in. “Ya mean set up Mac and Fluttershy? Boy howdy, that date wouldn’t go well. Wouldn’t be much more than a game of Shhh! with breadsticks.”



“You think he’d be more appropriate for Rainbow? Well—”



Twilight trotted up. “I can’t believe you three! I think you need to take a step back and look at this with some perspective. Fluttershy and Rainbow Dash are our friends. Do you really care that little about their own feelings on the matter?”



Applejack doffed her hat, holding it to her chest. “Shucks. Sorry Twi, you’re right.”



“Indeed.” Rarity sighed. “I think we’ve learned an important lesson today.”



“Affairs of the heart are private and personal, and it’s not our place to intrude upon the love lives of our friends,” Pinkie solemnly stated.



“No, no, no. Don’t be silly. I just meant we need more data on their feelings.” Twilight clapped her hooves together. “Which is why we’ll get them to fill out a detailed questionnaire regarding their ideal romantic partners, and then crossreference it with the relationship matrices I’ve already constructed. Ooh, I’ll get Spike to send a letter to Cadance, and she can double-check my math. This will be fun!”



Applejack grinned. “We really are great friends, aren’t we?”



“The very best,” Rarity agreed.
      

      
   
      A Fake Hero


      

      
      
         I ended up sleeping through the most important conversation of my life. 



“Do you understand, Princess?” 



I started awake, with a decidedly unprocessed snort. There was a muffled thump as one of my failing hooves struck the pony next to me. 



“What? Where? Who? I...” I glanced around the plush carriage. “Oh, right.”



The pony next to me scowled, rubbing his flank just above the cutie-mark. The look lasted just a moment, replaced by a sudden weariness. 



“Sorry, Princess Twilight,” he said, hastily. “I didn’t mean to get in your way.”



“I--” I began, but thought better of it. There’s no point arguing with fans when they start getting all deferential. “Dude, chill,” I said, changing tacks. “You guys seem pretty cool, you don’t have to be so formal all time. What’s with this whole ‘Princess’ thing? ” 



The stallion blanched. “I... wouldn’t dare, Princess,” he said, with a slight, reverent bow of his head. 



For a moment I was tempted to just order him to call me by my name. It was utterly idiotic, as Octavia would say, that ponies insisted on calling me Twilight. They were the fans though, and the ponies writing my pay check. I couldn’t afford to be the mare that turned down a few thousand bucks just because she couldn’t stroke a few egos. There were bills to pay and Tirek’s own mortgage to pay, friendship, magic or otherwise, didn’t put food on the table. 



I still would have preferred they call me Vinyl though.



Well, that was what I got for dyeing my coat. Shaking myself, I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes. “Look... sorry, what was your name?” 



“Bright Shield,” he said, not meeting my eye. “And can I just say what an honour it is to meet you, your highness.” 



Oh, you poor, sad, fanboy. “Right, I see you’ve got the mark to match.” I glanced down at his flank. It was a pretty good effort for a cutie-mark, a buckler surrounded by stars, clearly based off my brother’s when he played Shining Armor. 



“Yes, your highness. I’ve born this cutie-mark for four years now, ever since we first received word of your exploits.” 



“Okay, ease up on the ‘your highnesses’,” I snapped, holding up a hoof to stifle any protest. “If you’re going to go all the way with this anyway, just call me Twilight.” The ponies shared a worried look. “Don’t make me make a royal order.” 



“Of course... Twilight,” Bright said, the word hanging on his tongue as he dodged the honorific. 



“Right, right, better.” Urgh, I hate method actors. Sure, it’s all well and good to get in character, but you should at least drop it when the camera’s aren’t rolling. “So, who are you two playing today?” I asked the other two. 



“Oh, oh!” The blond maned pegasus nearly bounced out of her seat. “I’m Surprise, I’ll be the element of laughter today.” 



I nodded. Well, if they were doing self-inserts as the elements, I had to admire their casting. Turning to the final pony in the carriage I asked. “And you?” 



The earth pony bowed.  “Solid, your-- Twilight.” Her name fitted her well, she was half again my size and a mottled brown. “I will be loyalty.” 



“Cool, so we’re getting a whole gang together. Awesome.” I shook my head. “But, seriously how are we going to do this? I can wing it pretty well, but I do like to have my lines.” 



The ponies shared a worried glance. “Did you not hear us, your highness?” Solid began. “I thought--” 



I cut her off before they figured out I’d slept through their backstory. “Adlib it is then. Just give me the Cliff Notes on who I’m supposed to be vanquishing, you know, just so we’re absolutely clear, and we’ll be done by the time the bars open.” 



That seemed to mollify them a little. “Of course, your-- Twilight,” Solid said, bowing her head in that ever so irritating way. “We, the ponies of New Equestria have suffered generations of strife, hardship, and discord.” 



“Discord,” the other two echoed, shuddering. 



“However, using your lessons of friendship, we have been able to rebuild.” Her voice swelled with conviction. “We have grown stronger, with friendship in our hearts and with magic as our guide!” She faltered. “But, we haven’t been able to banish all the nightmares from our land. We haven’t been able to banish The Nightmare.” 



I blinked. “Nightmare Moon. The Nightmare Moon?” 



“Yes, your highness. We thought, with your mastery of the magic of friendship, and your element, that you would have no trouble repeating your feat.” 



“Sure, no problem.” There was an audible sigh of relief from the gathered ponies. “I’ll just do the classic, friendship was magic all along and you gals won’t have to worry about old Black Snooty any more.” 



“Thank you, Princess Twilight,” Solid said. “It is--” 



There was a sudden thump on the wall of the carriage, and we jolted to a stop. 



“Ah, we’ve arrived.” Solid beamed. “If you’d just like to follow us, Twilight, Canterlot awaits.” 



Bright Shield untangled himself from his seat and, with a flourish, swung open the carriage door. 



A wall of sound greeted us. I pulled off my glasses and stuck my head out of the door, staring in disbelief. Thousands of ponies were cheering, howling or screaming with excitement in the largest courtyard I’d ever seen. A spark of magic closed my dropped jaw and I shook myself, ducking back into the carriage. 



“You didn’t tell me we were starting already!” I snapped, pulling a compact mirror out of my side-pouch. My costume was a mess, the purple wig slightly skewed, the paint on my horn wearing at the base and the false wings clasped at my side looked as ridiculous as ever. Hopefully nopony was expecting any wire work, because they wouldn’t last more than a couple stunts. Levitating the element of magic tiara to my head I shook myself, dashed a little stage make-up onto my face to hide the bags under my eyes, and dropped into Twilight’s character. 



After playing a role for a few years, it starts to become second nature. Twilight was like an old friend, you just had to smile and wave, say the right nerdy things at the right nerdy time, and the fans would eat out of your hoof. With the neurotic alicorn personality riding my hindbrain I stepped out into the sunlight, waving to the crowd. A set of stallions in golden armour took up position beside the carriage and kept the crowd at a respectable distance. They all had cutie-marks, in fact, the entire crowd as far as I could see had the strange pictures on their flanks. 



Cutie-marks tended to freak me out, before Friendship is Magic hit the air they’d been a footnote in history, a mythical thing from an age of magic. Now, everywhere I went ponies had these weird tattoos, ones that required fans to show me their butts to get a proper look at. Let me assure you that was only sexy the first dozen times it happens. 



There was no time to worry about flank tattoos, though, we were already moving. The guards, and my entourage, formed a living wall between myself and the crowd, who dropped into deep bows as we past. I found a blush rising to my cheeks that was not part of the act. Lost gods they were good actors for a bunch of fannish extras. Excitement upon meeting a star wasn’t unusual, but the ponies surrounding me were bordering worship. That was just creepy. 



I kept my eyes straight ahead, fixed on the architecture. It didn’t help much, Ponyville had always been more plywood façades than an actual town, and Canterlot was a model we added in post production. Standing in the square, on the set, with the flagstones ringing beneath my hooves, I could almost believe I was there, in Canterlot. The towers seemed to stretch up into the sky and the mountain breeze played along my coat. If Celestia hadn’t just been an animatronic with an illusionary mane, I might have expected her to step out of the palace and great us herself. 



With unease dancing across my spine we finally made it to the door. The golden portal swung open before us, and we swept into the marble halls, the roar of the crowd falling suddenly silent behind us. 



“This is tartarus’ own set-up you got here,” I hissed to the closest pony, Bright Shield. 



He shot me a confused look. “We modelled it to be as close to the Canterlot of your world as possible.” 



I fought down the urge to roll my eyes, having already broken character enough. If we had had this much money to throw around on the show, I wouldn’t be living con to con on autograph money. 



“Whatever, where to now?” 



Bright’s eyes darkened. “The Nightmare awaits in the diplomat's hall.” 



“What?” I did a double take. “We’re skipping straight to the finale? Okay, whatever floats your boat.” 



The trio of ponies looked at me askance, and I bit the inside of my cheek. Clearly they still wanted Twilight the Princess and not Vinyl the actor. I couldn’t help it, though, my sense of unease was growing with every step. It was all just too much, too many ponies, too much dedication to their characters, too much money on display. Octavia always said that we had the only fans crazy enough to start a cult. I had the feeling that I was walking towards a stone altar with Twilight’s cutie-mark carved into it. It was not a comforting thought. 



“We have arrived,” Solid said, pausing before yet another set of grand doors. “Prepare yourself. The Nightmare came to us with honeyed words, but we stand against her, we will stand with you.” 



The doors swung open without a whisper and, holding myself like a queen, I strode into the room. 



An alicorn awaited me. She stood at least two heads above me, with an ethereal mane as blank as the void blowing in the non-existent breeze. Her coat was dark, so dark it seemed to swallow all light and her eyes were shards of cold topaz that regarded me with barely constrained malice. It was by far and away the best illusion I had ever seen, and I’d worked with some of the best illusionist in the industry. 



“So at last, the final element reveals herself,” the alicorn, The Nightmare, intoned. Her voice seemed to wrap around my heart, freezing and chilling and I stopped dead in my tracks. “Good. I tire of this farce.” 



She sat at the end of a long table, flanked by twisted ponies with batlike wings and vicious fangs. At the other end, two ponies were perched on their chairs, sweating bullets, a butter yellow earth pony stallion and a painfully pink pegasus. 



“Princess, thank Harmony you arrived,” the stallion said, rising. “My name is Lemon Drizzle and this is Firefly. We await your command.” 



Right. Showtime. 



Drawing myself up to my full height I continued my royal strut into the room. “Hello, Nightmare. If I’m boring you, feel free to leave whenever you like.” 



A smirk spread across Nightmare’s face. “Neigh, I’m beginning to like this land. It has a certain sweetness to it that will rot well beneath the eternal ice.” 



“I won’t let that happen.” I reached the table, on it sat five necklaces and five familiar jewels. Even they seemed too real, having the shine of real gold, rather than the cheap costume jewellery we used on the show. Something was niggling at the back of my mind. Something about the whole situation seemed horribly wrong, but I couldn’t put my hoof on what. “Not while I can stop you.” 



“Can you, Twilight Sparkle, can you really?” Nightmare glowered. “I see you. Beneath all that bluster you are afraid. I will offer you the same deal that I’ve offered these simpletons. Give me the Elements and you an escape with your lives.” 



I grinned. Well, how could I or Twilight Sparkle resist such a straight line? Now to hope the illusionist was on the ball. “Well then.” I channelled as much magic as I could muster into the fake gem on my tiara. It began to glow like a spot lamp. “Take them, if you can!” 



There was a flare as I pushed the gem as bright as it could go. The Nightmare skittered back, covering her eyes with a leg, but little more happened. The light faded away, leaving everypony staring at me. 



“Okay, see here is why we need to rehearse things,” I said, rolling my eyes. I rubbed my eyes, it was way too early in the morning to be dealing with amateurs. “See, that’s when--” 



The wave of force smashed into me like an anvil. Splintered wood filled the air around me as the blast of telekinetic force smashed the table apart. I was picked up and hurled through the air, flying twenty feet before I hit the wall with a bang. Stars danced before my eyes and my head lolled as I tried to sort up from down. The magic seemed to swell around me, pinning me to the wall and crushing my lungs as I fought to draw breath. 



“Is that it?” The Nightmare boomed, stalking through the wreckage of the table. Splinters hung in the air around her, frozen in time. “Is that all you can muster, oh Princess of Magic, a bold word and a bright flash? Pitiful.” 



There were no cameras. It was a stupid thing to realise, while pinned by an incomprehensibly powerful spell, while facing down a demi-god in pony form, but that final worry revealed itself them. There were no cameras. No pony was filming. This was real. 



Lost gods, this was real. 



“Speak, Princess!” Nightmare boomed, the pressure redoubling, and I screamed in pain. “Did you think me no threat?” She lifted me off the wall and slammed me back down. “Not worthy of your time?” Another brutal slam. I wailed, my horn sputtering as I tried to do something, anything to free myself. “A mere figment to banish without--” she paused, holding me in mid air. Her gaze was fixed on something on the floor and I followed it down. Below me was the shattered remains of my element. The gem, costume glass really, had shattered and the cheap metal had bent under the impact.



“A fake?” 



Solid roared as she hurled herself at the alicorn. A blow to the horn stilled all magic for a moment, and I dropped unceremoniously to the floor. 



“Run, Twilight. I’ve got this--argh!” Solid screamed as The Nightmare picked her up like a doll. 



I didn’t pause. Adrenaline drowning out a dozen screaming pains I leapt back to my hooves and accelerated away. An all out brawl raged around me. A nightmare pony screamed a battle cry as he charged me, only to be intercepted by a ballistic Surprise. Mustering as much force as I could I heaved the door open ahead of me and burst into the corridor. 



And didn’t stop. 




 



Canterlot was a war zone. The castle was overrun with The Nightmare’s twisted ponies and I could do little more than run and hide. 



Actually, scratch that, hide was all I did. After too much panicked galloping I found myself in the hall of heroes, cowering behind a marble column. Stained glass windows of my friends and our fictional victories stared down at me, judging me, but I tried my best to ignore them.



“Urgh!” I banged my head on the nearest column. “Don’t look at me like that. How was I supposed to know it was real?” 



I was such an idiot. I should have known something was off when they turned up in a period carriage, rather than a limo. I should have been suspicious of how they never broke character. I definitely shouldn’t have tried to attack a god with a flashlight. 



“Argh!” I slammed my hooves down. This wasn’t supposed to happen! There weren’t any angry gods in the real world. Magic, the powerful magic like we had in the show, had vanished into myth millennia ago. All we had left was crazy stories and make believe TV shows, like Friendship is Magic. 



“Okay, Vinyl,” I said, beginning to pace. “You can get out of this. Just retrace your steps and you’ll find the way home. Of course, you were out drinking too late last night, so slept through the whole journey here! Still, that doesn’t mean you can’t get out of this nightmare.” 



The grand doors opened with a bang and I threw myself back behind the pillar. 



“It came from over here!” I heard Surprise yell. Before I could blink, my world was suddenly full of pegasus. “There you are!” she exclaimed. “We’ve been looking everywhere for you.” 



Hooves on stone echoed through the hall, as the rest of the Element Bearers hurried to my side. I cast around for somewhere to run, but they stood between me and the only door. 



“She’s hurt,” the yellow stallion exclaimed, hurrying to my side. With gentle hooves, and ignoring my own protests, he guided me to the ground and began to wrap bandages around my various cuts and scrapes



“Princess, I am sorry,” Solid began, dropping into a deep bow before me, the rest followed suit. “We have failed you.” 



“What?” I said, completely lost. 



“We have seen you win against far greater odds, Twilight Sparkle, the fault clearly lies with us. We failed. You must--” 



“What!” Even after seeing me smashed against a wall, they still thought I was Twilight. “Are you insane?” I exclaimed. “What fight were you watching? There’s nothing I can do to stop that!” 



They looked at me aghast. “But, you are Twilight Sparkle,” Solid insisted. “You have triumphed over the Nightmare before.”



“No. No I am not!” I shot back, ripping the wig off my head to reveal my own close cropped blue mane. “I’m an actor. It was make believe.” 



Jaws dropped. “I... I don’t understand,” Solid began, faltering. “Then where's the real Twilight?” 



“She doesn’t exist.” I pushed Lemon away and struggled to my hooves. “She never existed. All that bull about magic and friendship, it’s all just old myths wrapped up in cute twenty minute episodes.” 



“But...” Surprise stuttered. “We saw Ponyville, the Elements, Canterlot. You defeated Nightmare Moon.” 



I dropped my head into my hooves. “No. It’s all entertainment. Illusions and special effects. Ponyville was made of plywood and cheap paint. Our Elements were made of coloured glass.” 



“You performed great feats of magic,” Bright Shield added, looking as if somepony had punched him between the eyes. 



“That was a whole team of illusionists from behind the camera.” I shook my head. “Nopony can do that kind of magic. I’m in the top two thirds of all unicorns and that just means I can lift a bag of flower!” 



“What about the friendship?” Firefly said, her voice a mere whisper.



I hung my head. “Fake. I haven’t got on with the rest of the cast in years.” 



Solid opened her mouth to speak when a sudden chill washed over us. Laugher echoed through the halls. Cold, bitter, mocking laughter. The sun streaming through the stained glass faded away, leaving us in deep shadow and a shudder ran down my spine. 



“Show yourself!” Solid roared, rearing up, her eyes wild as she cast around the room for something to kick. 



“Oh, I don’t think we need to worry about hiding from you, worms.” The Nightmare stepped from the patch of the deepest shadow, or perhaps she was always the shadow. Her gaze fixed mine and I stood, frozen in fear. “And we are well past the time you could run. Isn’t that right, Twilight Sparkle.” There was a flash of magic and the wig was back on my head. “Or was it Vinyl Scratch?”



Her teeth gleamed in the half-light, as she strode across the room towards me. “I must congratulate you, though, Twilight. I always find that crushing spirits takes so much longer than crushing bodies, but you have done wonderfully on my behalf. When I first heard of this insane dream, this call from another dimension to stand with friendship against me, it seemed my plans for this world would be slowed somewhat.” A loop of black magic materialised around my neck and she yanked me across the floor. “It was a pitiful thing, that hope. Still, I applaud your ability to crush it.” 



I choked, my horn flickering as I tried to fight against the magic. It was like trying to blow out a hurricane. “Now, any last requests before I kill you?” 



“Don’t?” I suggested, trying to smile. 



“Cute. Tell me, Twilight, are those wings real?”



My face fell. 



“I thought as much.” 



The whip of magic lashed out, dragging me up, into the air and hurling me towards a window. Stunt training saved me, I hurled a bolt of force at the glass, curling myself into a ball as the window exploded into a thousand pieces. Shards of glass bit into my coat as I crashed through the shattered portal, but they were shallow, and nowhere near as dangerous as the thousand foot drop below. 



I screamed, the wind whipping around me as I fell, tumbling. My fake wings pulled at my barrel, feathers streaming away as the costume disintegrated, but it didn’t slow my fall. I flailed, desperately trying to think of something, anything, I could do to save my life. 



“Hold still!” the words were almost lost to the roar of air. I froze, just as a pair of pink hooves wrapped around my barrel and Firefly flared her wings wide. 



We almost didn’t make it. The foothills of the Canterlot mountain loomed out of the darkness even as we decelerated. A hundred feet away, fifty, ten. We hit the sod at a gallop and, after just a few paces, tripped over each others hooves and dug a furrow as we skidded to a stop. 



I lay there for a long moment, staring at the sky. I’m sure it was day last I looked “I think I need recasting,” I said at last. 



Firefly picked herself up, the pink pony pulling grass out of her coat. “You’re welcome, by the way.” 



“Sorry.” I closed my eyes. “I’m a little out of my element.” 



“Yeah, I got that.” Firefly held out a hoof and lifted me off the grass. “It wasn’t another lie, was it? You’re not Twilight.”



I hung my head. “Sorry.” 



Firefly rubbed her eyes. “Argh, stop saying that. Look, is there anything you can do? There’s gotta be some proper heroes on your world. Maybe the real Element of Magic. There must be something!” 



“Sorry,” I said, whimpering. 



“Please, anything,” she begged. “A scrap of lore. A forgotten artefact. A myth. Anything!” 



I couldn’t meet her eyes. There was nothing to suggest. The only magic left at home was the magic of cinema. Somehow I doubted that would work against an angry god. “Maybe some other land can help you.” 



“Damn it!” Firefly slammed her hooves against the ground. “There are no other lands, The Nightmare has destroyed everything! It was only seeing visions from your world... your fantasy--” she snarled the word “--that we were even able to create the Elements. They work though, we could never complete them. We never had magic.” 



“I’m not Twilight Sparkle,” I said, hanging my head. “There’s nothing I can do.” 



She took a deep breath. “No. No there isn’t.” Firefly’s wings drooped, as if the weight of the world was on them. “I need to get back to the fight maybe...” She glanced up at Canterlot, but didn’t bother to complete the sentence. There wasn’t much room for maybes when you were trying to stop a god. She shook herself. “Look, if you follow the slope down you’ll find a road. Follow it to the west for about a mile and you’ll find the stone circle where we summoned you. The spell should still be able to take you home.” 



“Really?” I couldn’t keep the excitement out of my voice. “I can go home?” 



Firefly rolled her eyes. “Yeah... no point getting yourself killed here. Just go.” 



I was a dozen yards away before she’d even finished speaking. The flash of excitement, however, vanished the moment I looked over my shoulder. There were tears in the pegasus’ eyes, far above our heads the golden city was burning, but she spread her wings anyway, to rejoin the fray. 



“Wait!” 



Firefly froze, and shot me a curious look. 



“Don’t go back there,” I said, hurriedly. “You can’t save them. Come with me.” 



“I know,” she said, glancing up at Canterlot. “There’s nowhere left to run to. Everypony left in the world is up there. Nopony is running away from this one.” 



A great boom rent the air. Far above my head one of the marble towers exploded, showering the mountainside with burning masonry. They were going to die, all of them. I didn’t have a script to tell me how I was supposed to save the day. I didn’t have an artefact from a bygone age to help me. My magic was just a gnat's sting against The Nightmare. 



I broke into a gallop. Charging up the hill, towards the burning city. 



“Wait, where are you going?” Firefly demanded, taking to the air to keep up with me. “The portal’s the other way.” 



“I know. I’m coming with you!”  Keep up!”








The battle for Canterlot was not fairing well when we arrived. It seemed in their hurry to recreate the grand castle, the locals had neglected a few features most castles favoured. Little things like defensive walls, towers and murder holes. I wished our writers had grounded their damn fantasy castle in a little more reality. I also wished they hadn’t put it on top of a lost-gods forsaken mountain. 



I was gasping for breath when we reached the outskirts of the castle. 



“Come on!” Firefly barked, flitting back and forth above my head. “Get the lead out of your saddlebags.” 



“Actor,” I gasped, collapsing onto the lawn. “Not adventurer.” 



“Urgh, do you actually have a plan?” The pegasus dropped to the ground next to me. 



“Not as such,” I muttered. “I was hoping something would have come to me by now.”



Firefly groaned, rolling her eyes at me. “We’re going to die.” 



A bitter laugh escaped me. “Heh, well Twilight would say a, ‘pony should never give up hope’.” 



“What about Vinyl?” 



I groaned, and got back onto my hooves. “She’s going along with Twilight for now. Though, I should probably ask, do you have a plan?” Another explosion rocked the ground beneath us, and another tower fell with a deafening crash. 



Firefly laughed. “Hah, you were the one running ahead. I thought you had a plan.” 



“Well, if things are anything like on the show, I was going to run around until we find the Element of magic somewhere.” I shrugged. “It generally only shows up at the last few minutes. Maybe hit up a library, that always worked for Twilight.” 



A strangled scream rent the air, followed by another muffled boom. “Well we do not have time for libraries” Firefly snapped, breaking into a canter. “We’ve got to get in there!” 



“Wait up.” I struggled to get my hooves into gear, galloping to keep up. The surrounding buildings us were burning, casting the street into harsh light and deep shadow. I kept my eyes fixed on Firefly’s tail, struggling to keep up as the far younger and more athletic mare in view. Between the smoke and the noise and the distant screams of battle, it wasn’t a surprise I missed the ambush. 



Two of the batwinged ponies leapt from the shadow of a fallen bridge. Firefly went down, but took one with her, and the pair skidded across the road, biting and kicking. The second nightmare pony took to the sky, angling to bring his bladed forehooves into play, but he didn’t seem to notice my yell of alarm. Putting my head down I kindled my horn and wrenched a half brick from the floor. 



Fun fact. I never had a stunt double for Twilight Sparkle, I had a flight double, an illusion team and three make-up artists, but I did all my own tricks. The half brick soared through the air, slamming into the airborne pony and he staggered in the sky, dropping to near ground level. I spun on my fore hooves, bunching up my back legs and hit him with a savage buck. Bones snapped, and the pony screamed, hitting the ground with a bang. There was another crack Firefly head butted her opponent, before leaping up and stamping on his barrel. 



“Urgh, I hate these things,” she growled, shaking the dust out of her coat. She suddenly saw the second pony at my hooves. “Huh, I thought you said you didn’t have any magic?” 



I shot her a flat look, hefting my brick. “You’d be amazed how many magical techniques are just about hitting things with fancy rocks. Now, shall we?” 



We set off at a gallop through Canterlot, following the distant sounds of battle. Though dark shapes filtered through the sky above our heads, no more ponies swept out of the shadows to attack us. Soon the polished marble of Canterlot castle’s halls was beneath our hooves and we raced down the battle scarred corridors. 



“There, up ahead!” Firefly roared. “The grand hall.” 



Of course, a small horde of the nightmare ponies stood between us and the barricaded hall. Firefly took to the air, screaming a battle cry and nightmare ponies wheeled around as the one mare flanking attack bore down on them. She was surprisingly effective, bowling ponies down left right and centre. I grabbed another rock off the floor and hurled it into the crush. A pony went down, and, throwing common sense to the wind, charged into the mob. 



The męlée was a whirlwind of teeth and hooves, failing wings and--



A hoof caught me in the head and I went down like a sack of potatoes. The world swam, faces blurring as I tried to scrabble to my hooves. It felt like somepony had put the castle at sea, the floor rocked back and forth. Somepony clipped my flank and I went tumbling, desperately trying to keep my breakfast down. The words, “protect the princess!” echoed through the brawl. I had no idea where the princess was though, so couldn’t help. 



Suddenly the space around me cleared. Magic wreathed me, lifting my limp form into the air and I found myself whisked over the barricades and into the hall. 



“Out of the way, give her room!” A mass of yellow swam into view and something foul smelling was forced under my nose. I tried to push it away, but couldn’t seem to sort out where my forehooves were, and the stomach turning potion poured down my throat, burning as it went. 



“Gargh!” I exclaimed, sitting bolt upright, gagging. “What the buck was that?” 



“A healing potion,” Lemon said, a faint smile on his muzzle. “Good to see you back, Princess.” 



I was laid out in a crowd of ponies. There were no smiling faces any more, the ponies looked haggard and worn, many were nursing wounds or wrapped in bandages, those with armour looked particularly battered. Still, they had hope, a light that seemed to brighten as my gaze passed over them. 



“I’m no princess,” I murmured. 



“But it is good to see you back.” 



“Lemon!” Bright Shield’s angry yell cut through the crowd, followed by the stallion himself. “Why are you wasting our supplies on her?” Angry whispers surrounded him, but he paid no heed. From over by the main doors, the sounds of combat intensified. 



Lemon sighed. “Because she was hurt.” 



“There’s enough honest ponies here who are hurt,” Bright growled. “Why waste resources on this lier?” 



“Because she was hurt.” 



I pulled myself back onto my hooves, stretching out as a thousand little aches and pains assaulted me. “Look. I know I’m not the pony you wanted to see, but I’m still here to help.”



“And what, exactly, do you intend to do?” Bright demanded, looming over me. “Did you perhaps find a lost Element while you were gone?” 



“No more than you found a sense of humour,” I shot back, matching his glare. 



“Hey!” The rattle of hooves announced Solid galloping to my rescue. “Ease off Bright,” the big earth pony boomed. “We’ve got a Nightmare to fight, not each other.” She turned to me. “Though, you know, if you were going to reveal it was all a grand bluff, now would be the time.” 



Another explosion rocked the room, so close dust rained down from the ceiling. 



“They’re breaking through!” A desperate cry came from the barricades. 



“There’s just me,” I said, sighing. “I’ll stand by you, though.”



“It would be an honour.” Solid assured me and Lemon nodded in agreement. Bright rolled his eyes.



“I guess it can’t hurt.” 



The room shook, the candles in the chandeliers flicking and dying, plunging the room into darkness broken only by weak horn lights. 



“Girls, get back here!” Solid roared. From the running battle two pegasi broke off and fought against the flow of ponies struggling to reinforce the doors to reach us. 



“It’s time,” she continued, nodding at Bright. One by one, the Elements of Harmony were lifted from Bright’s saddlebag. Loyalty found its way around Solid’s neck. Kindness was Lemon’s. Surprise had Laughter. Bright took Honesty himself and a battered looking Firefly took Generosity. 



A wave of magic shattered the makeshift barrier, hurling ponies across the room. Auras flared and pegasi danced in the air as they caught as many as they could, but too many ponies hit the ground with meaty thuds and didn’t rise. The Nightmare strode through the hole, flanked by her batwinged attendants and, as one the Element bearers charged. 



Magic swelled around them, their Elements blazing as they galloped towards the dark god. I found myself screaming as I ran, just a half pace behind them, followed by every other pony in the room. This was it, the last stand. The moment when Magic unveiled itself, or left us to die. I poured mana into my horn, lifting an ugly splinter of wood alongside me. Shields blossomed into existence and bolts of pure magic screamed downrange. Pegasi took to the sky, lifting heavy weights or wielding vicious swords. Earth ponies just put down their heads and charged, with a sense of inevitability that suggested they would run through walls if they had too. The noise was immense, hooves thundering, ponies screaming, spells singing. 



We may as well have attacked a mountain for all the effect we had. Spells vanished before they could strike, pegasi were hurled from the sky and the earth ponies slammed into invisible walls going crashing to the ground. I hurled my makeshift spear, which vanished into a cloud of sawdust before it went a single yard. 



“ENOUGH!”



I hit the deck, just in time for a wall of force to explode out from Nightmare Moon. Ponies screamed as they were picked up and thrown through the air like rag dolls, more just fell as their legs were swept out from under them. Only the Elements stayed on their hooves, roaring at they closed the final few yards, their Elements blazing. 



It was barely a fight. In less than ten seconds every one of them was scattered by the dark alicorn. Surprise held on the longest, literally sinking her teeth into Nightmare’s ethereal mane before being tossed away like a discarded can. 



“I am tired of this resistance.” She spat the word. “Can you muster no better? Can you...” Her eyes caught might. “Oh... well look who it is.”



A loop of magic reached around my neck and dragged me to her, lifting me up by the throat. As I spluttered and fought for breath she grinned. 



“I do believe I killed you, Twilight Sparkle. Why are you still here?” 



“Because,” I said, choking. “It was the right thing to do.” 



The Nightmare put her head back and laughed. “That is just so trite.” Her grin widened, revealing vicious fangs. “You really think you can play the hero here? You, the fake--” she ripped the wig from my head. “--the deceiver--” the wings were next. They fell apart in mid air. “--the charlatan.” In a puff of magic, the dye vanished from my coat, leaving me my usual pearly white. “You are nothing more than a fake.” 



Magic surged around me and I was tossed away. Surprise caught me, depositing me on my hooves in front of the Elements, who were struggling back up. 



I sighed, hanging my head. “Yeah. I’m just a fake.” I looked around the hall, at the broken stonework and the broken ponies. All this was my fault. They’d wanted Twilight Sparkle, not some actress peddling fake dreams. 



“Please, Princess,” I heard a pony say. I didn’t know the mare’s name, voice was reedy and week, her leg obviously broken. “Save us.”



I turned to face The Nightmare, and fixed her right in the eye, channelling as much of Twilight’s spirit as I could muster. Ponies often asked me what I admired most about Twilight. It was never the magic, though that surprised a lot of ponies, it was that she never gave up. “I’m not Twilight Sparkle. I’m not some all powerful mage and have no great destiny. But the funny thing is, that’s just a matter of perspective. I’m still standing here. And there five ponies standing with me. There’s a whole room full of the most magical ponies I’ve ever met ready to see you fall. I may be a fake princess, but they believe in me, and I know something you don’t!” 



She cocked an eyebrow at me. “And what is that?” 



A smile spread across my muzzle. “We not missing Magic.” I swept a hoof across the gathered mass of ponies. Ponies holding up their friends. Ponies bandaging wounds. Ponies standing together against the darkness. Ponies standing beside me. “Friendship is Magic, and I see so many friends here you can’t hope to defeat them all.” 



A bolt of black lightning leapt from her horn and screamed through the air before me. A white shield sprang into being before us as Bright Shield took the blow. 



“You will die!” Nightmare screamed, leaping into the air as thunder boomed. “I am your Nightmares made flesh!” 



“And I’m Vinyl Scratch!” I roared back. Bright’s Shield’s magic failed but I stepped forwards as more black fire rained down, catching the spell and the shield went a violent blue. Just how I managed it I don’t know. Power was pouring through me, from every desperate pony in the room. The Element’s were blazing, brighter than ever before and I set my hooves firmly on the ground. “I bear the Element of Magic.” 



A shock wave of pure white power slammed into me, and I staggered as it swirled around me. The familiar weight of a tiara settled on my head, Magic made solid. Electricity hummed through my bones and I lifted off the floor, my fellow bearers hovering alongside me. 



“No. No!” The Nightmare boomed. 



I opened my eyes, my vision washed out from the sheer amount of power I was channeling. “Oh yes!” I cheered. “Eat rainbow, bitch!” 



The Elements flared, a wash of prismatic light streamed from us, striking the Nightmare right in the chest. She screamed in rage and fear, her boding burning in the light of Harmony. 



“I. Will. Not. Di--” Her final scream vanished, fading away to nothingness and, in an instant, the light of the Elements vanished. 



We dropped to the floor. Sunlight streamed through the shattered windows, and the sound of fleeing bat ponies filled the air. For a moment, nopony spoke, nopony said a word, they just stared at me open mouthed. 



“Well,” I said at last. “Still want Twilight Sparkle, or was that good enough?” 



The room erupted into cheers. 
      

      
   
      Telos


      

      
      
         Alone at the station, the white mare sat, waiting, hearing

The songs the others sang and the stillness of their silence.

Not content, she listened, for there was another song to be heard

And this one sang of the reasons for ghosts, demons, and old memories

And of all the lines of the world, and the need of sleep and dreams

And an of unknown wanderer, bright and brilliant, wrongly pursued

And of a light at the end, and then nothing more








The train…moved.



“…and of course, the one day I get sentry duty in the palace happens to be the same day as the Captain’s wedding…”



“So did you find her?”



“Not in the strict sense of the term, no. “



“That’s not an answer, Dusk”



“…she kind of ended up finding me”



 “And how, pray tell, did that happen?”



“Geeze you’re inquisitive today. Look, I’ve mentioned the wedding right? So the shield breaks down, and none of us are really expecting it. We’d had our fair share of rampant deities-“



“- tell me about it. I join the Guard and it turns out I suddenly find myself needing to know the plural of apocalypse-”



“- but that sort of thing’s normally out of our league. Princess business.”



 “Cocooned, huh?”



“The whole city was crawling with them. Nothing we could’ve done. Nothing you could have done, if you were there.”



 “So are you two a thing now, or not?”



“Don’t you remember how they called in all of us, to make sure there were no changelings left in the palace guard? She was gone by the time we got released.”



“You’re avoiding the question, Dusk. For the second time I might add.”



“Since when were you so interested in my love life?”



“Since when were you so interesting in avoiding the question?”



“Fine. Yes, I’m taking her out for dinner tonight, provided the train ever gets to Canterlot. Happy?”



“And that’s all I wanted to know. Was that so hard? Gotta agree with you though, what’s the deal with the passenger train? Last time I checked, protocol didn’t involve the transport of Class V’s on civilian transport”



 “No clue, you’re the unicorn here. I think they’re trying to keep the whole thing hush-hush. Goddess’ sake, we’re literally handing it over to the mare who’s using it at the station” 



 “Though to be fair, somepony capable of using that thing is probably security enough”



“True”



“Oh my word, m’am. I am so sorry…”



 “Heh. Poor Tacit, getting senile in his old age”



“You could show a bit more deference to a senior officer, Pauldron”.



“He’s retired. Senior? Oh, absolutely. My officer? Not for a long time now”



 “Regardless, the point stands. You’ve know what he went through. He deserves at least that much respect.”



“Easy, Dusk. Easy. I know that”



“I have to wonder sometimes. Y’know, you could try actually thinking before you open your mouth every once in a while”







 “Hey Dusk?”



 “…yes, Pauldron?”



“What’s the reason for mountains?”



 “I didn’t mean thinking that much”



“Well, this is what you got. Answer the question”



“What, you skipped geography as a colt?”



“No, no, not how they’re made. Their purpose, Dusk . Their rationale. Their raison d'être”



 “Are you absolutely certain you’ve had nothing to drink?”



“Dusk, I’m hurt  that you’d–“



CRRRRRRCK



“What was that?”



“Gimme a sec, Dusk”



A faint humming, a flicker of something static, a shiver of light.



“Anyone there?”



“Not that I could feel. Probably just a piece of luggage moving, nothing to ruffle your feathers about”



 “You stay here, alright? I’m just going to give it a look”







Silence







A door opens



A head pokes through, remembered, recalled.



“Dusk’s checking it out now, Sir. Just a bit of cargo moving around. Nothing to worry about.”



Eyes narrow, jaw clenched, bones bitter



“Very well”



A head removed.



Door closed.









Silence









A muffled thump in the distance.



The sound of something long and wooden lifted from its resting place.



“Dusk? Dusk, was that you?”



Hooves step slowly, softly, silently



“Celestia damn it Dusk…”



A head poked through a door, followed by a body.



Something behind him.



Turning around, too slowly, not swiftly enough



A second thump.









Silence.






The train moved.



Although that was not, precisely speaking, correct. 



Given its proximity to Canterlot the train was, in fact, travelling at a constant velocity, and hence it was equally correct to state that Equestria moved around the train. Tacit was, for all intents and purposes, completely stationary.



Except that the train had left the station, and was presumably arriving shortly at a destination. If one considered Equestria was moving around the train, where was Equestria’s destination? Where was its point of origin?



Tacit shook his head, moving forward as he-



He’d left the door unlocked. He never left the door unlocked. Well, specifically, he normally locked the door, the summation of such being that the door was not left unlocked. He was fairly certain that he had, in fact, locked the door. 



And yet here they were. 



Tacit stepped carefully into the carriageway, closed the door and waited for the click of the lock, before continuing on his way. It was a simple task, being a train guard, and like most simple tasks gave the mind ample opportunity to wander.And even that, after a time, became mechanical.



The mind had a mind of its own…



Snow-capped mountains rose up in the distance as the train approached. And Tacit thought of mountains, and remembered.



He remembered the mountains, the caverns, the nights. And how before then he’d never felt the shadows, but in those moments he’d felt them, and was endarkened.



The old pain, old darkness forgotten from dreams too real, endless corridors all the same. In each and every one they stood, tall and faceless. Who were they? Around them the memory-gems sped through endless conversations. He remembered, recalled, parents, their voices. Not his parents. That was important. He remembered. Who were they? Words snarled by crystals, words that his parents –no, their parents he remembered that now, – had never uttered. Couldn’t have uttered. Not the ones he knew. He remembered.



They were never meant to die like that. To cease to fly, to fall and freeze. A flicker, a flutter, time stuttering to a stop and then that, too, stops, silence as the world resumes its motion but they’re gone, not silent or still but gone, and wait long enough and you’re never really sure if they were ever even here so why do you think that they’re gone? 



You can’t know the future, they said, too hard, can’t be done, but the past is just the present reversed as the future is forward so how could you know that either?  Thoughts can be changed, memories erased, eroded, and then you died that second death, the death of what you were and were to be until you weren’t even sure what was you or if you ever had been.



But not him. He remembered. He remembered the pain pounding, pulsing, a life of frustration finally to fall, to freeze. ‘Terrible’, they said, ‘imagine them, traitors’, they said, ‘’for the best’ they said, so simple to erase what you couldn’t atone for, to pin your sins on the soul of another.



It wasn’t for them, but they were dead, so what did that matter to the rest?



And he remembered-



“As we round the bend, those on the North side of the train can take in the views of the famous Crystal Bore”



The familiar announcement went some of the way to jerking Tacit back to the here and now. A sudden and unexpected fall through the air onto a young mare in front of him did the rest. 



Quickly pushing himself off the emerald-green unicorn, the guard's mouth went into autopilot while his brain temporarily resigned captaincy and went to the restroom.



“Oh my word, m’am, I am so sorry. Are you alright? I don’t know what I was thinking. Well, that was the problem really. I was thinking too much. Oh, your coffee!  I am terribly sorry.”



He took a breath and his mouth, finding the brain still in absentia, continued.



“Falling over my own legs. As much as that’s excusable at my age, I should have looked where I was going m’am-“



The mare, who had up until this point been ignoring him, abruptly turned to face him. His brief hesitation gave his mind a chance to catch up and boot his mouth out of the pilot seat.



She stared at him with an almost bemused expression.



“No worries. Really. It was lukewarm at best”



Good? Good. Yes. Good.



“Don’t worry about it” she added, patiently.



He let out a deep breath.



“That’s…good. Well, I’ll be on my way”



The old stallion continued his trundle down the carriage as the train passed by a grove of pines, shadows flickering like mad dancers across the aisle.



Because we want to, in the end. That’s the only reason there ever is.



CRRRRRRCK



Oh bother.



The background murmur in the carriage had ceased, heads turned in worry.Tacit sighed, moving briskly to the rear end of the carriage. 



Why was the door unlocked?



He-



Never mind.



He stuck his head inside, catching the gaze of the solitary unicorn Guard, who wryly waved off the question before Tacit could open his mouth.



“Dusk’s checking it out now, Sir. Just a bit of cargo moving around. Nothing to worry about”



Tacit paused for a moment, briefly intent upon reminding the unicorn of how one addressed one’s seniors thank you very much, but stopped himself. That was beneath him.Let it be and remain there.



“Very well” he responded.



Tacit pulled his head out, making sure to shut the door behind him. 



Murmured susurrations were passing through the carriage. Heads turned towards him as he turned back around.



“Nothing to worry about folks. Just a problem with some cargo. All fixed now”



A moment of silence as the myriad conversations switched gears, before the carriage was once again filled with a backdrop of voices.

Tacit gazed back at the rear carriage, catching the sunlight playing across his reflection in the glass panelling.



And he heard, faintly.



“Is that a spot of brown I spy?”



Spy.



I spy, I the spy, the whirring of the gems, the lies. A tear, I cry, out of fear of distant darkness, the dark within and the dark without end.



They don’t understand, you see, say we live in the present, should look to the future (which can’t be done, they said, it’s ‘for the best’) but we live in the past, a step behind, time’s too fast, acting now to change what will soon become what we’ve done in the hope that when we’re done then what’s then now is brighter but it’s black, and blank, and gone-



And he remembered, what use is a candle when you have a sun? What use are all the little flames, save to blur the lines between wrong and bright, and then they, too, go, and all you’re left with is the endarkening night. It’s ‘for the best’, they say, to burn brief and right, and then you’re gone, the darker the flame, the brighter the shadows and the shadows shone, though it was ‘for the best’.



And he remembered standing at the end of it all, in front of Her Radiance, hoping



That the darkness inside of him was ‘for the best’ 



Before he let his light shine.



No, that wasn’t right, she’d never known. How could he remember something that had never happened? He couldn’t. Wouldn’t. She hadn’t known. Had she? He-



He didn’t know.



He’d forgotten.



SCRIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIII-



Tacit’s train of thought derailed as a high pitched whine filled the air, rising in cadence. He turned in horror, staring at the brightening glow emanating from the back carriage.



He recognised that.



Someone was breaking the teleport wards. How? That wasn’t possible.



Tacit spun on his hooves, sprinting for the rear compartment as light filled the room. He slammed his eyelids shut but the it seared through mere flesh and blood, burning a pattern in his retinas, his mind. 



- IIIIIIIIIIIIIIII



Everything went white.








The train…moved.



Wait, what?



Emerald’s mind caught up with the conversation. 



This was an action that was almost immediately regretted by all parties involved.



 “What? You couldn't possibly have-“



“No, I wish I was lying... I just...” the stallion she was sitting across from sighed dramatically, gesturing with his forelegs.  “You know, I’d just made surgeon. This was it. We were Canterlot’s elite. The world was ours”



“Seriously though?” said Emerald with a fair degree of incredulity. “Where did you even find that spell?”



“To be fair, it was really her fault” said Ardent Scalpel, his muzzle in a wide grin.  “She’d found it in an old textbook, in the Starswirl the Bearded wing-“



Emerald resisted the urge to snort in derision she finished drying off her coat. 



“Remind me why your sister has access to that again?”



“She doesn’t, but that’s never stopped her”



“And she was looking for…?”



“Not a clue, and given what she found, I didn’t ask”



Emerald snorted in derision. “You’d think that when your sister’s one of the most powerful unicorns this side of Equestria, you’d learn not to play pranks on her. I’m looking forward to meeting her”.



“It wasn’t such a big deal” he protested.



“Your sister turned you into a mare, and that’s not supposed to be a big deal?”



Ardent crossed his forelegs, assuming what she supposed he thought passed for a pouty expression.



“Hey, you make it sound worse than it was. It was only for a few hours-“



“Weren’t you just talking about how you took it upon yourself to serenade the entire neighbourhood?” asked Emerald.



Ardent had the decency to look slightly embarrassed.



“Well she’d always wanted singing lessons-”



“-at midnight?”



“Did I mention the cider? I’m fairly sure I’ve mentioned the cider.”



“You’re incorrigible” the mare responded, laughing.



“And lovable. Don’t forget lovable” replied Ardent.



Emerald gave him a tired smile, leaning back into the seat. Ardent, always a little slow to catch on, piped up.



“Tired?” he queried.



“I was up working all night. Being tired the following day is the usual consequence of that, last time I checked.”



“Well, I tried to help you”



Emerald shook her head in mock disdain. “You”, she said, “should stick with fixing ponies, and stay far away from anything else”



“I didn’t see a problem with it” he responded with a playful tone. “The numbers were fine”



“Seriously?” Emerald retorted. “It was the equivalent of walking into a flower store, breaking a vase, picking up the largest shard you can find and going round smashing every single other vase in the store with it”



 “What if you’re after vase shards, hmm?”



“It doesn’t matter because all the flowers are dead!”



“It’s a – “



“Just…forget it” said Emerald in exasperation, cutting him off. “I don’t know why I even bother sometimes”



Ardent simmered quietly for a few moments as the train moved onwards, mountains rising in the far distance.



 “Alright miss smarty-mare. What”, said Ardent, pausing for dramatic effect, “is the reason for mountains”?



Emerald laughed. “They’re objects, Ardent” she replied.” They don’t mean anything. They don’t have a reason. The just are.”



“You see, that’s where you’re –“



 “As we round the bend, those on the North side of the train can take in the views of the famous Crystal Bore”



The loudspeaker announcement went some way towards shutting up Ardent. The elderly carriage guard falling on top of her did the rest. 



“Oh my word, m’am, I am so sorry. Are you alright? I don’t know what I was…“ 



Emerald tuned out the aged stallion as a growing feeling of warmth under her hooves made itself known.  Looking down, she observed that the traitorous mug had seen fit to hurl its contents across the carriage floor. 



“…falling over my own legs…”



What?



Huh. He was still talking.



It was just an object. It didn’t mean what he thought it meant.



“…so let me, m’am, apologise for-“



She supposed she should answer him. 



Emerald abruptly looked up at the elderly stallion, trying not to smirk as his voice died in his throat.



“No worries. Really. It was lukewarm at best”



The stallion's face shifted through several expressions before settling on somewhere decidedly south of relieved.



“Don’t worry about it” she added.



He let out a deep breath. “That’s…good. Well, I’ll be on my way” he responded, before turning around and doing just that.



Emerald let out a breath of her own.



CRRRRRRCK



What was that?



Emerald looked up, Ardent’s look of concern mirroring her own. He spoke first.



“That…did not sound good”



Don’t think about it.



Emerald let out a breath. “I’m sure it’s… nothing” she responded.



Either it’s nothing, or…



No. She’d know if somepony was using it. They’d all know.



Don’t think about it.



“Nothing to worry about folks. Just a problem with some cargo. All fixed now”



The guard's booming voice carried from the back of the train.



Hearing a snort to her left, Emerald looked over to see Ardent’s bemused expression.



“My fair lady, forgive me for mine inquiries, but would that be a spot of brown I spy?” he asked snidely, in his best imitation of a Canterlot noble.



Refusing to rise to the bait, Emerald gave Ardent a tired smile before closing her eyes, and resting her head against the window. Ardent, finally getting the hint, gave a sigh and leant back in his seat, fiddling idly with his empty coffee cup.



She drifted off.



SCRIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIII-



Emerald started as an ear-splitting whine filled the air.  She went to glance at Ardent, but had to close her eyes as a piercing light filled the room. It wasn’t just bright.  It wasn’t just brilliant.  It wasn’t just blinding.  It shone through blood and bone, blazing straight through the walls of the train, straight through her eyelids.



The keening heightened pitch, her head feeling as though someone was slowly ramming her horn back inside her skull.



-IIIIIIIIIIIIIIII



Everything went white.








The train moved…



…and he couldn’t believe it had been that easy.



Decloaking and sweeping spells were standard precautions for intercity freight and transport. Trains, airships, boats, they all had them.  Of course, Class V constructs were classified that way for a reason. They had a tendency to disrupt ambient magic in the vicinity. Relatively harmless to most living creatures, if handled properly, but unbound thaumological fields, well…it was safer not to trust them around little things, like your ordinary run-of-the-mill detection matrices...nothing too important.



As for the security, he could only assume that they simply weren’t expecting anypony to come after it. Honestly though, three guards? Was that really the best they could do? A pony could almost feel insulted.



Echo looked around the narrow passageway between carriages he was presently standing in.



DON’T TRAVEL BETWEEN CARRIAGES



What was that supposed to mean?



His horn flared (invisibly) as he quickly checked the integrity of the cloaking spell (because you could never be too careful), then cast a small silence field around himself, before giving the door a gentle nudge open, and stepping (silently) into the first carriage. A mare to the right of him turned her head, and his heart froze for a moment, before he realised she was looking through him to the opened door, and he relaxed. The odd head turned his way, but nobody really payed it any attention. 



Nobody ever did.



He started down the carriage, albeit it a little awkwardly. If his plan were hypothetically to have a design flaw, – and this was purely hypothetical-  it would probably be that invisibility spells actually made you invisible. Which, whilst great for say, sneaking on trains, was bucking terrible if you wanted to walk in a straight line. Being blindfolded was one thing. Walking invisible was like being blindfolded, and then projecting your surroundings onto the inside of the blindfold, and…



…that one seemed to have gotten away from him.



“As we round the bend, those on the north side of the train can take in the views of the famous Crystal Bore”



The announcement startled Echo for a moment and he stopped, the elderly stallion behind him accidentally tripping over Echo’s invisible hindlegs. Hastily stepping forwards and out of the way of the sudden mess of limbs, Echo lit up his invisible horn, heart pounding, only to notice that the train guard had fallen muzzle-first onto a unicorn mare in the aisle seat



The grey stallion stood up, shaking his head as he did so, and turned to the mare. “Oh my word, m’am, I am so sorry. Are you alright?” he asked. The mare, clearly more worried about the drink she’d spilt, was searching around the floor for the now empty mug.

Shaking his invisible head, Echo snorted silently as he turned around and continued his slow walk to the far end of the carriage, the old guard's profuse apologies clearly audible behind him.



It raised an interesting question, that. Whilst the mare wouldn’t have dropped the mug if the guard hadn’t fallen on her, she also wouldn’t have dropped it if she’d been holding it a little tighter, or paying a little more attention. And the guard wouldn’t have fallen in the first place if Echo hadn’t been distracted by the announcement. And-



Echo blinked, realising that he’d reached the end of the carriage aisle.



Glancing behind him to make sure he had enough time before the guard caught up, Echo focused. The first thing he did was cast an immediate-vicinity ‘ghosting’ spell around both him and the door. It would act as the thaumic equivalent of his invisibility spell – any sweeping or detection magic originating external to the field would pass straight through, as if nothing were there.



Now safe to cast without threat of detection he focused again, this time creating an illusory duplicate of the door occupying the same space as real one. Finally, he cast the same cloaking spell that surrounded him on the real door, which promptly vanished from sight, leaving only its illusory counterfeit in its place.  Echo reached out and grabbed the real door’s invisible handle, stepping through the doorway before shutting it behind him again. Making sure it was properly closed and in the same position as the illusion, Echo dismissed his work of the past few seconds.



Wincing slightly at the pain as he let his horn die out, Echo walked cautiously past the two oblivious guards.



“Hey Dusk?”



“…yes, Pauldron?”



“What’s the reason for mountains?”



Silly question, that.



Echo continued down the hallway, passing through an open door into the rearmost carriage. Inside the center of a room filled with drape-covered boxes stood a large, black box the shade of midnight, ornate silver clasps holding on a lid covered with runic script. Craftsponies could be so dramatic sometimes.



Echo walked up to it, feeling a brief shiver in the air around him as his invisibility wards vanished, and his horn flared as he undid the clasps holding the lid on-



CRRRRRRCK



There was a crack of as a wave of thaumic energy exploded out of the casing  and quickly petered out against Echo’s reactive shield, leaving behind the faint smell of ozone. 



Echo muttered several choice words under his breath.



In hindsight, he probably should have extended the silence field to the container before opening it. In hindsight, he probably shouldn’t have opened the container in the first place. Hindsight was a wonderful thing. He sighed as voices echoed from the hallway behind him.



“What was that?”



“Gimme a sec, Dusk”



Echo stood there, as he felt the magic probing, and nearly laughed as it passed straight through him without so much as a ripple. He felt the magic aura wink out, and the voices picked up again.



“… just going to give it a look”



He was still invisible. Good.



The grey pegasus entered the room  and walked straight passed him, spear held at the ready. Echo stood stock-still until the guard had his back to him, and then promptly hit him in the back of the head with a blast of aetheric force.  The pegasus  fell to the floor with a dull ‘thump’. 



“Dusk?”



Oh joy. The other one.



“Celestia damn it Dusk, if this is another one of your games…”



Echo stood there, waiting. The second guard one entered the room, stopping in his tracks at the sight of his unconscious companion.  Echo charged up his horn and flung a second blast of aetheric force at the unicorn, who must have sensed it, somehow, because he started turning just before it hit him.



He crumpled to the ground alongside his friend. Echo took a moment to breathe, before turning around and walking towards the center of the room.



And stopped.



The container had been flung wide open, a pulsing, pale light emanating from within. 



That, whilst unexpected, was nothing to get carried away about.



What had Echo wholly terrified was the pony standing next to it. A bright, shimmering, flickering pony, whose whole body seemed to pulse in time with light spilling from the artefact like a luminescent heartbeat. She - and it was definitely a she - stood next to the vessel, peering in with a look of fixated curiosity.



The voice in the back of Echo’s mind insisted that a) she hadn’t been in the room when he entered, and that b), there was absolutely no way that she could have gotten into the carriage within the last five seconds  without him noticing, and that therefore, c), there was no way that she could, in fact, be there.



“Look again”, his brain insisted.



“We are”, his eyes responded. “Think again”.



Echo looked closer at her, and the impossible mare looked up at him, meeting his gaze with a smile. He waited for her to speak, or to give some other indication of his presence, but she just stood there. Staring at him. Echo took a tentative step to the left, watching her eyes follow him. Getting increasingly uncomfortable, and seeing no alternative course of action, Echo broke the silence.



“Who are you?” he asked.



She stood there, motionless, the same expectant look on her face.



“You’re not possible” he said, trying to illicit a response.



Echo started as the glowing mare suddenly took a step towards him, her head tilted thoughtfully.



“And yet” she said, in a strange sing-song voice, “Here we are”.








The train moved, but there was so much more.



She smiled, opened her eyes, and then opened her eyes again. And the train moved, standing still as the air moved around it through which she moved moveless within the train. And the wind danced, and sung, and its song was of the sky and the end of the world, and the faraway forests, where wild words were sung softer, subtler, not silent but still. And the sun, too, sang, and -



She closed her eyes, and looked around her.



She supposed the word was busy. Busy, like when you were halfway through the dish you’d made a dozen times and you knew you should’ve started on the onions before you put the water onto boil because this happened every time and now you had to do five things at once and where were the onions you’d definitely bought them ARDENT WHERE ARE THE ONIONS and what were you doing look out for the knife-



Yes. Busy. The carriage was busy. Everything, these ponies. So much in their world.



The door in front of her opened and a pale-grey unicorn stepped out and froze as someone looked through him. And she looked at him again through half-closed eyes and he was bright, like the flowers that killed you if you ate them. Nobody saw him, because he couldn’t be seen. Nobody saw her because she wouldn’t be seen. It made all the difference.



She started down the carriageway, and she stepped.



“And lovable. Don’t forget lovable.



She snorted. He didn’t talk to her. He never did.



The emerald-green unicorn turned towards her.



“It’s just an object” the mare stated matter-of-factly. “It doesn’t mean what they think it means”



She agreed.



And she stepped, and she stood side by side with the old guard at the carriage’s end, and he turned to face her.



“Because we want to, in the end” he said, with an air of finality. “That’s the only reason there ever is”. 



That one wasn't quite true. You weren't your eyes; you lived behind them.



And she stood there, waiting for him to open the door like a gentlecolt and she stepped through, waiting for him to leave. He did. The young guard stood there, staring at her.



“There are no lines to cross” he murmured. “Only the one’s we’ve all drawn in our heads. And they’re everywhere”.



She disagreed.



And she stepped once more, down the carriage, standing as he finally opened the casing, and the light spilled out. So brilliant, the colours, not like him, no harm but a promise to be kept. She flickered into form, willing herself to be seen, and turned to face him.



“Who are you?”



She stood there, waiting.



“You’re not possible”



And that was her cue.



“And yet”, she said –








- “Here we are”.



Echo blinked, staring at her, and found that he wasn’t entirely sure what to make of the situation. The plan, in his mind, had been rather straight forward. Get on train (tick). Get to artefact(tick). Get off train (pending). Two unconscious guards and an eerie, glowing mare were not part of the plan.



Said mare now staring off into the space behind him, a distant look on her face. “What do you think of the mountains?” she asked.



“I don’t”



“Yes you do. You think they don’t matter, that they don’t have a purpose,but you’re wrong. They have whatever purpose you give them.”



And that, he decided, was getting a little too weird. He took three steps towards the construct, his hooves clicking on the wooden floor, and found that he didn’t want to take it. Not really. What he truly want to do was take the time to appreciate it. He took a step backwards, all the better to admire it, honestly, and-



- he really hated suggestion charms. He looked up at the mare, who hadn’t taken her eyes of him the whole time and was still smiling, and stamped a hoof against the floor in frustration. 



 “What do you want?” he demanded.



“What do you want?” the mare replied.



The voice in the back of his head silently noted that they were starting to sound awfully like two pre-school foals having an argument over who got the last biscuit. Being the highly rational being he was, he ignored it.



“What I want” he said, his teeth clenched, “is for you to stop with this little game of yours, and let me take that”



“That’s the what, yes” she said impatiently. “And the why?”



“I’m wanted by certain ponies for something I didn’t do, and if I don’t get this for them, they’re going to come after me, ok? And then bad things happen.”



“So you want to take it so ‘bad things’ won’t happen” she said, and he could practically see her slotting in the inverted commas.



“Yes” he said,pointedly ignoring them.



“But that’s precisely what would happen if you do take it. Ponies will die. Not here, not now, but you know that. It’s just that the ‘bad things’ weren’t going to happen to you, and that somehow makes it better. Because you think what happens afterwards wouldn’t be your fault. That’s dangerous.”



“None of this is my fault – “



“ -her coffee on the floor” the mare interrupted. “Nobody to blame but herself, but you know it’s not true. Its fine, you say, not your fault but you’re lying. Twist the words right, and they will show their true form”



“Stop doing that. This-“he said, angrily gesturing to the two guards unconscious on the floor “-isn’t my fault. I didn’t choose any of this. I don’t have another choice. It’s-”



 “-for the best?” she finished, sounding hurt.



He paused for a moment, struggling to gather his thoughts. “What does it matter?” he asked, frowning. “If I don’t take it, someone else will.”



“Yes”, she said, looking down at her shimmering self. “Yes, they will”.



“What do you want?”



“For you to decide why you’re doing this. At the moment, you’re telling me one thing, and telling yourself another.”



“Why is that so important to you?”



“Because that’s what stops the two of us from being objects” she responded, now glancing down at the still forms of the two guards. “The purpose we give ourselves. That’s why we’re dangerous.”



“They’re fine” he hastily responded. “Just unconscious. I was careful.”



“I know. You care about the consequences of your actions more than than you know” she said, smiling now. “Ponies just need to be reminded of that, sometimes. They forget that what they do, and who they are, shouldn’t be so separate.”



He didn’t contest that. He watched her, flickering now as if she was the light, and his eyes started to itch.



“You’re trapped in there, aren’t you?” he said, finally. “That’s how you’re doing this. That’s what that thing does. It lets you look into other ponies’ minds.” 



The bright mare laughed, shaking her head in amusement. “Weren’t you listening?” she responded. “I’m not stuck in that. Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not even on this train”



“I’m not sure I understand” he said, furiously resisting the urge to blink.



She paused, looking thoughtful for a second, and then stopped. “I think you do, actually. And that means my time’s up.” She grinned at him. ”Might want to hurry along, because I don’t think those two are going to be too happy to see you.”



His eyes were burning at this point and he shook his head, rubbing his eyes with a foreleg he blinked his vision back, and-



- and he was alone in the carriage,  with two unconscious guards and a glowing box. And the voice in the back of his head, that had been listening to the whole exchange noted that yes, what he was proposing was all well and good but teleporting with the artefact was one thing. Teleporting without it would mean breaking the teleport wards on the train first, and that would be messy. And he hated messy. He looked down at the pegasus on the floor, who was just beginning to stir, sighed, closing his eyes.



And he focused.



SCRIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIII-








And the white mare sat and waited for him, 

Knowing not where he was, but where he was going

Not when he’d arrive, or who he’d arrive with

But maybe, just for once, the why

And that was, for now, enough.
      

      
   
      An Old Coot


      

      
      
         “Um, mister dragon?”



The filly’s voice echoed in the airy room, breaking a silence that had held for years. For the next moment, the air itself seemed to hold its breath, waiting for a response.



When none came, the girl stepped the tiniest bit closer and spoke the tiniest bit louder.



“M-mister dragon, sir?”



The slumbering drake’s slow snores stopped mid-breath. A reptilian eyelid fluttered open, blinking from the light of the sunbeams that fell into the room through holes in the ruined ceiling. The eye’s gaze wandered lazily across the room, like an wild animal acquainting itself with its surroundings.



With a sudden, focused flick of motion, the eye locked unto the unicorn filly. Its vermillion iris widened, and the shining blackness of the eye’s center reflected the image of a frightened, pale-coated foal back to her.



Shrieking, the girl tripped over her own hooves and fell backwards. She hit the wood floor with a sharp thud.



The sudden commotion made the dragon leap to his feet, crying out in surprise.



“Oh, blast it!” His legs shook beneath him, and he stumbled. In a magnified repeat of the filly’s tumble, the drake fell over, cracking his head on the ground. Easily several times larger than a full grown stallion, his fall was proportionately louder.



There was another minute of silence, as the both of them nursed their sores.



The dragon was the first to stir. He coughed and sputtered.



“Hasn’t anyone ever told you not to startle sleeping dragons?” With slow, pained movements, he untangled his legs from his great, leathery wings. One hand rubbing his head forehead, he finally turned himself upright. “I mean, I would assume that it’s obvious that it’s not the smartest thing that—”



The drake stopped mid-sentence when he finally got a good look at his unexpected visitor. The girl was curled into a little ball on the ground.



Brows arched, the dragon said, “Hold on a minute. Have I grown, like, a heck of a lot bigger as I slept, or are you just a little girl?”



Her only response was to break into tears, pained sobs wracking her small form. A little streak of crimson dripped down from her matted blonde mane, leaving a bright red trail on her white coat.



“Oh gosh. Oh geeze, you’re hurt.”



Gently, he scooped her up into his wings and arms. “There, there. You hold on for a minute; I should have some bandages around here, somewhere.”



When the filly was snugly secured in the little divot on his back between his wings, he gingerly stepped to a stone box the size of a closet. A tug on its lid didn’t budge it.



“Sorry, pretty much everything here is made from granite,” he babbled, mostly to himself. “It’s basically the only thing that’ll last when I take a nap, but it can get real stuck sometimes. The preserving magic doesn’t really help either, you know.”



Changing his approach, the dragon gripped the top of the box with both hands and gave it a twist. The low groan of stone grinding against stone filled the air as the lid finally gave up its long-lived hold on the rest of the box.



“There we go. Let’s see if the keep-it-new spell was any good.”



A quick rummage produced a roll of heavy, white cloth and an over-sized potion bottle. With a flick of his razor-sharp claws, the dragon cut a thin, long strip from the cotton. 



“Here, hold still.”



Tiny, careful movements guided those same claws as they wrapped the bandage around the filly’s head. When there were enough layers to stop the bleeding, he tied a messy little knot to hold the cloth in place.



“Sorry, I’m a bit out of practice. But you’re lucky that it wasn’t your horn.”



As his hands worked, his wings picked up the potion flask and brought it to his mouth. Uncorking it with his teeth, the dragon took a sniff of its contents.



“Still fresh. This’ll help with the pain. It’s a dragon-sized dose, so just take a sip or two.”



Nodding, the filly swallowed a mouthfull of the dark, sludgy liquid as the dragon held the heavy bottle for her. When she was done, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hoof.



“Thank you, mister dragon.”



“Don’t call me ‘mister dragon,’ that’s my dad.” The drake chuckled at his own joke. “I’m Spike. Pleasure to meet you, little miss…?”



The filly stared, befuddled, until comprehension dawned across her features.



“Oh, it’s Magnolia. My name’s Magnolia Morning.”



“Well, little Miss Magnolia, I’ve got a couple of questions for you. First off, could you tell me what date it is today?”



“It’s, um, the third of September, I think. Eleven hundred and three.” Magnolia rubbed her forelegs together, shyly.



The dragon did a little counting on his fingers.



“Eleven and a half years this time. And I was woken early. They’re getting longer and longer,” he said to no one in particular.



“Y-you slept for eleven years?” Magnolia stammered.



“Yeah, and I feel like a lazy oaf thinking about it. Just a natural part of growing up, though. If you are a dragon, that is.” Spike shook his head. “Anyways, one more question for you, and this one’s important.”



Spike leant down, coming to Magnolia’s level. Turning his head to the side, he fixed another single-eyed gaze at the filly.



“What exactly is a little girl like you doing in the middle of Whitetail Woods?” said Spike. “Don’t lie to me, ‘cause I’ll be able to tell; I was friends with the old Element of Honesty, and she taught me more than a few tricks.”



Magnolia wrung her hooves and chewed her lips.



“I—um… I’m from Ponyville. I was trying to find the friendly dragon my uncle was talking about, and then I got lost for a while until I found your treehouse, and I think the dragon might be you.” The filly turned her face away as soon as the words had left her mouth.



Spike’s brow creased. “Your uncle knows a friendly dragon? Mind explaining that?”



“Well,” said Magnolia, “he’s an amba—. An embasadron—”



“An ambassador?”



Magnolia nodded.



“He knows about dragons, and griffins, and stuff. Once he showed me a big map that me made with little dots for where every dragon who was a friend to ponies lived,” said Magnolia. “I asked him why there was one dot all alone in the forest, and he said that the dot was for a very special dragon. I thought you might be lonely so I thought I could find you and we could be friends since you’re a friend to ponies.”



Magnolia shirked away as Spike gave her a top-to-bottom glance.



“So,” he said, “You came into the forest all by yourself because you thought you could make a friend?”



Another weak little nod.



“Are you lonely, Magnolia?”



After a long moment, Magnolia replied with the softest of voices. “A little, I guess…”



“How come?” asked Spike, gently.



Magnolia hugged her tail and spoke in halting stammers. “I don’t know a lot of ponies my age. A lot of the girls are mean to me, because I don’t go to school and I have my own teacher. They act nice because our parents are friends, but when dad’s not there they say mean things.”



“Well, phooey on them,” said Spike. “A private education’s a great thing; it’s only a shame that not many families can afford it.”



The dragon scratched his chin.



“Say, who are your parents anyway?”



“Um… My dad’s a botanist. His name’s Oak Leaf. My mom works for Princess Luna so she’s always in Canterlot with my uncle. Her name’s Moon Pearl.”



The drake blinked in surprise. “Moon Pearl? Moony married a professor? Moony had a kid!?”



“Um…”



Spike made a quick sketch of a pony’s shape in the air with his claw.



“‘Bout that tall and that wide at the shoulders? White coat, black mane and eyes?”



“Yeah…”



“My gosh.” He ran a hand down his face. “That means your uncle’s Firm Line. He’s gonna slay me for this.”



“Why? It’s not your fault.”



“Oh, trust me, Line’s got a way with words. He’ll have me convinced that it’s my own fault faster than a Wonderbolt does a hundred yard dash. We need to get you home, pronto.”



Spike stood up and walked back to his stone box. After a moment, he retrieved an elaborate harness with a saddle on it. Both sides of the seat were embroidered with a lavender starbust symbol.



“Let’s see if this old thing still fits,” said Spike.



He tugged and pulled at buckles and belts with his claws and teeth. Within a few minutes, the saddle was on his back, held firmly in place by straps that went around his middle and sides.



“A little tight, but it’ll do. The flight to Ponyville isn’t that long, anyways.” Spike turned back to Magnolia. “Moony does still live in Ponyville, right?”



“Yes...” Magnolia gave an uneasy look at Spike’s saddle and its implications.



“Good.” Spike smiled. “The sooner we’re in the air, the better. Hop on.”



Magnolia scrambled up Spike’s outstretched wing and got all four of her hooves in the stirrups that dangled off of each side of the saddle. Spike helped her buckle herself in, lending a hand or a word when she needed it. When she was all set, Spike grinned reassuringly.



“Did you ever get a pegasus-back-ride before? It’s just the same, I hear.”



Magnolia only gulped in response.



“Close your eyes if you’re scared; it’s a bit better that way.”



The filly complied, screwing her eyes shut and pressing her face tightly against Spike.



“Okay,” chuckled the dragon. “Here we go!”



In a rush of motion, Spike made a running leap out of a high-set window made for just this purpose. As soon as he was out in the open, his great wings shot open to catch the air. Several powerful strokes of his wings sent him in a wide, rising spiral over his treehouse.



“Good golly, there are a lot of holes in the roof,” said Spike over the sound of the wind. “Gotta fix those when I get back.”



He took a moment to check on his frightened passenger, who still clung to his neck with eyes welded shut. Turning away from the setting sun, he put the distant sight of Canterlot Peak to his left before launching himself forwards and upwards.



“The worst of it’s over, now,” Spike said as his flight leveled out into an even glide. “We’re still above Whitetail, if you want to open your eyes. It’s real pretty this time of year.”



Slowly, Magnolia cracked first one eye open and then the other. A little gasp leapt from her throat when she took everything in.



The trees were painted in bright, fiery hues of yellow and red that caught the sun’s last rays with a shine that seemed very nearly magical. A sea of orange leaves and brown branches stretched out before them, seemingly endless in its breadth.



“Why do you live in a tree?” asked Magnolia as soon as she mustered enough courage to take her face far enough off of Spike’s back to talk. “My teacher says that dragons always live in caves or old buildings or anywhere else with a lot of rocks.”



“Heh, force of habit I guess.” Spike gave another toothy smile. “I used to live with a friend who had a penchant for treehouses. Never grew out of it, I suppose.”



“Does your friend still live in treehouses, too?”



The smile disappeared from Spike’s face. A long pause followed, and just when Magnolia opened her mouth to repeat her question, he finally answered her.



“I… I haven’t seen her in a really long time.” A smile forced its way back onto the dragon’s face. “But tell you what, I bet if she were here, she’d definitely still be living in some magical tree. It’s totally her style.”



The little filly didn’t seem to notice the odd upset in his voice. Hoof shading her eyes, she focused her gaze on the silhouette of Canterlot Castle on the horizon.



“I want to live in the palace when I grow up, like my uncle does,” she said.



“Ha,” Spike laughed gruffly. “The palace isn’t exactly the place for me.”



The filly raised an eyebrow. “What’s wrong with it? I think it’s really pretty.”



“Oh, the building itself is just fine and dandy. Prettiest thing on this side of the ocean. It’s the person living in it that I have a problem with.” Spike waved a hand dismissively. “That’s neither here nor there, though. Look, we’re almost home.”



Sure enough, the forest had fallen away into a grassy meadow that was cut up by the blocky shapes of houses in the distance. With a careful twirl of his wings, Spike smoothly landed in a clearing just outside of the town’s limits.



“If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to avoid meeting ponies right now,” said Spike. “I’m a very busy dragon when I’m not asleep, and a lot of people would be very happy to give my responsibilities back to me. Honestly, I’d like to take a day or two off before that happens if I can.”



“Okay,” said Magnolia. She unbuckled her straps and carefully took a few steps on legs that hadn’t gotten used to solid ground again yet.



“One more thing before you go...” said Spike.



The dragon took in a deep breath before gently breathing a sparkling spigot of green flame from his lips. The fire’s smoke smelled sweetly of grass and lime leaves. Ashes and vapor coalesced into a small paper scroll that fell into Spike’s waiting claw.



“Here, take this,” he said, offering it to the filly. “It’s a map for the path from Ponyville to my treehouse. Whenever you’re lonely, feel free to drop by. But tell your mom first!” he quickly added.



“Thank you,” said Magnolia Morning. She clutched the scroll so tightly that it crinkled against her chest. “Goodbye, Spike!”



“Goodbye, Magnolia.”



Spike smiled as he watched the little girl run back into town with one hoof hugging the map to herself. When she was out of sight, he turned and leapt back into the air.








The pitter patter of little steps drew Spike’s attention as he opened the third box of the day. The preserving spell broke with a faint little pop, and Spike easily removed the lid. As he shuffled through the books, scrolls, and papers the granite container held, the footsteps had paused near the door. A moment of hesitation later, the person on the other side knocked the wood quickly and politely.



“Come on in,” said Spike.



The door creaked open to reveal a little blonde-maned filly. Spike smiled.



“Hey, Magnolia. Didn’t think I’d see you so soon.”



“Oh, um….” Magnolia stammered and trotted uneasily in place. “I’m sorry.”



“Naw, don’t be.” Spike motioned her to come inside. “Just watch out a bit: Yesterday I made some quick repairs to the floor that aren’t exactly permanent in a few spots. Don’t step on anything that doesn’t look nailed down yet.”



“Okay,” Magnolia tip toed inside until she was just a few feet away from where Spike was working.



“Just one minute,” said Spike, “and I’ll be right with you.”



Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed that Magnolia’s hooves were empty. She didn’t seem to be wearing a saddlebag either.



“Say, how did you make it here without the map I gave you? I thought you got yourself lost the last time you—”



A faint ripple of magic from somewhere in the room made Spike freeze. Widening his dragon-senses, he took a deep breath and felt the magic in the air. With a flick of his forked tongue, he tasted a presence of familiar energies.



“Oh,” he said to Magnolia. “You didn’t come by yourself, did you?”



Magnolia fidgeted with her hooves.



“She said she wanted to talk to you,” said Magnolia. “She said it was really important and that it’ll be best if she went with me.”



“Don’t worry about it, kiddo. I kind of saw something like this coming, anyways.” Turning, he faced a corner of the room that was angled away from the sunlight. “You can come out, Luna. We’ll talk.”



The outline of a pony shimmered darkly as Luna unwrapped the shadows from herself. Horn glowing and mane billowing, her appearance immediately set a new atmosphere in the room.



“Hello, Spike.” Luna’s voice was smooth silver and clear water and candlelight. Her eyes were soft, but there was no smile on her lips.



“Hi, Luna.” Spike turned to address Magnolia. “The Princess and I need a little time to talk about grown-up stuff. Why don’t you take the basket by the door outside and go gather some sunflowers for lunch? I saw a good patch of them just outside when I was coming back from dropping you at home the other day. There’s a wild autumnberry bush somewhere over there too.”



“Okay. I’ll bring back a lot of berries. They’re my favorite.” She trotted carefully back to the door.



“That sounds great. Call for me if you need anything.” Spike gave her a thumbs up as Magnolia shut the door behind her.



A moment lingered before Luna spoke.



“I’m sorry for the deception.” The Princess of the Night was never known to look uncomfortable, but this came pretty close. “We didn’t part well the last time we met, and I wanted to see how you were before we had any sort of important discussion.”



Spike waved a hand. “Smoke in the wind. Consider it forgotten.”



“I am glad.” Calm, cool relief bedewed her words.



“Anyways, how exactly did you learn I was awake?” Spike stretched his neck as he talked.



“The filly told her mother. Her mother told me.”



“Of course. Well, it’s good to see you, regardless,” Spike said leaning back. “Anyways, what exactly is it that you needed to tell me?”



Luna frowned and said, “I suspect it’s not something that will leave you very pleased.”



“Do it like a bandage. Quick and clean.”



“This has been your longest sleep to date,” said Luna. “It has been hard for the Courts to accommodate your extended absences before, but this time it has been simply impossible. Many of your responsibilities have been permanently sequestered to qualified individuals.”



Spike let out a long breath and rubbed his temple with a claw.



“Which ones?” he said.



“Your spot among the High Judges has been filled by His Honor, Fair Trial. A young but sharp mare named Meadowlark has assumed the role of head of the Ministry of Environmental Preservation. And your responsibilities in the Ministry of Foreign Relations has been passed on to Firm Line.”



“That’s all of my jobs, Luna.” Spike groaned. “I’ll take my papers and turn them in first thing tomorrow.”



“Thank you.” Luna nodded. “And I’ve already reached out to ponies who could use an experienced administrator like yourself. It might take a bit of time, but I’m sure you’ll find yourself in a fulfilling place again. I’m just sorry that we had to set you so far back.”



 “I know.” Spike ran a claw through the spines on his head. “I totally understand that it’s important to keep things running, but losing everything I have is a bit of a shock.”



“Not all of your responsibilities have been taken,” said Luna carefully. “Your oldest one is still yours to keep.”



Spike shot a glance at the cutie mark-embroidered riding harness that sat on its peg off to the side of the room. He let out a deep, hollow sigh before he could talk again.



“Knight Protector and Number One Assistant,” he said wistfully. “I still can’t believe she put that down as my official title. Court declarations were always fun with her around.”



“Yes,” said Luna with a sigh of her own. “She was very, very special. Everyone knew that.”



A pregnant silence hung in the room for a long minute.



“You know,” said Luna, “my sister misses you.”



Spike immediately stiffened, but Luna continued, nevertheless.



“She isn’t one to show it, but she’s deeply upset these days. I haven’t told her that you’ve awoken yet, but she’s bound to find out very soon.”



“I don’t want to talk about this,” snarled the dragon.



“I know it pains you,” said Luna. “But this is important. Celestia has her own way of—”



“I said I don’t want to talk about it!”



Luna bit her tongue as Spike blew black, acrid smoke from his nostrils. His lips were curled back to reveal sharp, angry teeth the size of a pony’s hoof. 



Growling, the drake stomped and paced back and forth across the small room to calm himself. Finally, when the smoke had cleared from his throat, he spoke again.



“Let’s not have this conversation a second time, Luna. It didn’t end well last time, and it won’t end well now, either. And I won’t have a ten-year nap to clear my head this time around.”



“Alright, Spike,” Luna said softly.



The princess walked forward and placed a feathery wing over Spike’s scaley one. Spike brought his head down to let her muzzle it. The two embraced for a long time before Luna broke away with a chaste kiss to the top of his head.



“You are very dear to me Spike,” said Luna, “and you’ve got the biggest heart a dragon could have—one that is all the more pained by tragedy. Don’t let it harden; none of your friends would like to see that.”



“Yeah, I know. You’re a great friend, Luna. I love you.”



“And I, you.”



Luna stepped away and brushed her mane back into place with her hoof. As she shot a smile at him, there was a tapping on the door, which opened to admit a little filly with a basketful of flowers and round, ripe berries.



“Hello,” said Magnolia. “I’m back with what you wanted.”



“Perfect timing!” said Spike with a grin. “Join us for lunch, Luna. I’ve got some hay in the pantry, and I can whip up a mean autumnberry salad.”



“I’m afraid I cannot. I’ve still much work to do, and if I am to have any chance of retiring to bed at a reasonable hour, I must take my leave now. Tonight’s Night Court will be a long one, and I need plenty of rest beforehand.”



“I understand, Princess,” said Spike. “Have a good day.”



“You as well,” Luna said. Her eyes met Magnolia’s. “You, little filly, are in for a treat that nopony for ten years has enjoyed. His cooking is still talked about in the royal kitchens.”



Spike gave a bark of a laugh. “You tell your chefs that they need to find some new conversation material. I’m old news.”



“Not nearly as old as I am.” Luna smirked. Horn aglow, she covered herself in swirls of shimmering moonlight before vanishing from sight.



“Well then,” said Spike. “How about we have lunch now?”



“Okay,” said Magnolia.



“And afterwards? There anything you want to do?”



Magnolia bit her lip and shook her head.



“I don’t really care.”



“Hm,” said Spike as he tapped his chin with a finger. “How about I buy you dessert at Sugarcube Corner. Sounds like fun?”



“Yep!” said Magnolia.



“Cool, cool. Now, come over here and let me show you how to really toss a salad.”



The little filly bounded to the dragon’s side in the small kitchen of the treehouse.








“Hey, Spike!”



Magnolia Morning swung the door open and scampered in.



“Hey, Maggie,” said Spike. “Have I been shrinking, or have you been growing?”



“I’ve been growing! But not just that!” Magnolia swung around on her front hooves and kicked a hind leg out. “I’ve got my cutie mark!”



“You have? That’s great!”



Spike knelt down to put himself level with the filly. Sure enough, on each of her flanks was a white and gold blossom that curled upwards and onwards towards a sunny horizon.



“Yep, that’s definitely a good one,” said Spike, sagely. “Trust me, I’ve got a bit of experience in this area.”



“My dad was real excited,” said Magnolia. She turned a full circle to get a good look at her own mark. “He said that he’s gonna take me to see the Canterlot Gardens on the next Grand Galloping Gala! My mom just rolled her eyes at him and called him silly, though, so I don’t know if it’s really going to happen or not.”



“Heh, that’s Moon Pearl for you. Always the gentle cynic.” Spike smiled and used a claw to tap his guest sofa invitingly. “Why don’t you take a seat and tell me all about how you got it, Maggie.”



“Uh-huh!”



The little girl bounded unto the couch and lept up and down on its new, springy cushions.



“Well, I met this new boy named Bluejay at this get-together my mom had with all her friends and other important ponies. He looked kinda sad and lonely, so I thought I might ask him what was wrong. He talked about some things about his family and how he moved from Baltimare, and I told him that it was okay because I was his friend now. I found a geranium for him, ‘cause those are supposed to be for comforting ponies, and then I got my mark!”



“I can’t say I’m surprised,” said Spike with a toothy grin. “You’ve always known exactly what to say to other ponies. It’s a great gift to have.”



“Thanks, Spike!”



Magnolia scrambled up and hugged Spike’s muzzle like she always did. Her hooves were still a long way from going all the way around.



“Heh, enough of that now,” Spike chuckled. “Why don’t you get off my face tell me about this new boyfriend of yours?”



“Stop it, Spike!” Magnolia playfully jabbed at the dragon’s cheek. “Bluejay’s not my boyfriend!”



“I don’t know about that,” said Spike, giving the girl a sideways glance. “You’re blushing a bit too much over your not-a-boyfriend.”



“Spiiiikkke!”



“Okay, okay,” he said with hands raised in surrender. “We’ll talk about your boyfriend later, I guess.”



“Arrgg!”



Magnolia flopped off of Spike’s grinning muzzle and buried her face in sofa cushions. Spike was content to let her stay sprawled like that for a while.



“Spike?” came Magnolia’s voice from underneath multiple layers of pillows.



“Yeah, Maggie?”



“Have you ever been in love?”



“Once or twice, I guess. It was all a long time ago,” he said before blowing a wistful ring of smoke from his mouth.



“What’s it like?”



“Hm…” Spike got up and into his thinking position, with his hindlegs folded beneath him and his hands crossed in front of him. “I guess at some level, it’s just wanting to get to know somepony. At first, you want to make them like you as much as you like them. Then, you want to make them happy no matter what.”



Magnolia took his words in for a moment before surfacing from her pillowy dive.



“Who was your first love?”



“Heh, straight to the personal questions, I see.” Spike rested his head on an open palm. “How much has your mom told you about the old Element of Generosity?”



“She said that it was my grandmother’s grandmother, a pony named Rarity. I learned in school that she was a dressmaker before becoming one of Princess Sparkle’s closest confidants.”



Spike nodded thoughtfully.



“All of that’s not wrong, but it’s leaving out the best things about her. She was…” Spike searched for words for a second. “She was brilliant. And even though she was pretty smart, I don’t mean it that way. She had a bright, shining heart. It felt like you were being swept along by its light every time she walked into the room.



“I was about your age when I met her, and I could barely keep up with it. I think I always knew that I wasn’t the one for her, but I still wanted to be the best for her.”



“That’s… That’s kind of sad,” said Magnolia.



“Don’t worry about it; this old coot made peace with it all a long time ago.” Spike smiled. “There isn’t too much that gets me misty-eyed nowadays.”



Magnolia chewed the inside of her lip.



“But you are sad sometimes, aren’t you?” she said.



Spike’s smile was replaced by a confused frown.



“What makes you say that, Maggie?”



“Well, it’s just that you get this look sometimes.” She squinted in thought. “It’s hard to describe. But I saw that same look on Bluejay’s face when he was talking about the ponies he missed. Does that mean you have people you miss?”



“Yeah. Yeah, I do,” said Spike. “I was really close to Twilight. She practically raised me. Hatched me and took care of me and everything.”



“Twilight?” asked Magnolia. “Who was that?”



“Oh, that was her name. The Princess’s,” Spike added.



But Magnolia still didn’t understand. Spike sighed and elaborated.



“Her first name was ‘Twilight,’ after her mother. ‘Princess Sparkle’ was something she started going by when ponies thought her full name might be a bit of a mouthful.” Spike huffed. “I never did like it very much, but she was fine with it.”



Understanding washed across Magnolia’s features.



“Oh. Oh! Oh my goodness…” Magnolia blinked several times in quick succession. “So—so that means you knew her f-from before she d-dis… she dissap—”



“Yep.” Spike smiled sardonically. “I take it from your expression that I look young for my age.”



“Oh, I just—I mean I hadn’t really…” Magnolia stammered. “I’m sorry, Spike, I didn’t know.”



“There’s nothing for you to be sorry about, Mags,” said Spike. “But, yeah, I miss her. Every morning I kinda hope that she’ll just show up, outa the blue. Maybe with some crazy explanation for the last seventy—no—eighty years.”



“B-but…” Magnolia’s eyes skirted from side to side. “Will you be fine even if she doesn’t come back?”



Spike tsk’d his tongue and rolled his serpentine neck from side to side.



“Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that, too,” he said. “My answer would have been different thirty or forty years ago, but yeah, I think I can make it through. By the skin of my teeth, maybe, but I guess that matters less and less in the end.”



Magnolia did her best to reach over and throw her hooves around Spike’s neck. Spike, in turn, patted the top of her head with a gentle claw.



“I have to leave soon,” Magnolia admitted with her face still against Spike. “I told my dad I’m only going to stop by to show you my cutie mark. He wants me to come home soon so we can plan my cute-ceañera.”



“Yeah, that’s no problem, kiddo.”



Spike let her go, and she hesitantly made her way for the door.



“I’ll be fine, Mags,” he said with a playful shooing wave. “Go ahead and get outa here.”



“I’ll… I’ll send you an invitation as soon as I can!” said Magnolia as she lingered at the open door.



“I won’t miss it for the world.”








The treehouse door slammed open.



“What’s goin’ on, Spike!”



The dragon in question jumped in his seat and broke the pen he was holding. Sighing, he threw the ruined quill into the trash.



“Hey, Maggie.” Spike turned from his desk and faced the blonde mare, who had already sprawled herself on the ratty, old couch in the living room. “Have I been shrinking, or have you been growing?”



“Psshh, knock it off, big guy.” She waved an accusatory hoof. “It isn’t polite to talk about a mare’s weight, you know.”



“You know I meant nothing of the sort.” Spike grinned. “I’m too sweet and caring.”



“Yeah, and so are minotaurs on a nice day,” Magnolia retorted. “Hey, you’ve got any food? My lunch plans kinda exploded on me.”



“I’ve got hayfries and and daisies and garnets. Do sandwiches sound nice to you?”



“They sound absolutely lovely!” Magnolia didn’t make a move to leave the sofa.



Sighing dramatically, Spike stepped to the kitchen alone. As he opened the fridge, he called out over his shoulder.



“Not that I don’t appreciate the company, but why are you here? Isn’t the Summer Sun Celebration’s your favorite holiday?”



A grinding groan sounded from the couch. 



“Bluey’s sick. He got the danged featherflu bug that’s been going around.” Her words gradually became more and more pillow-muffled. “So now, I’m officially dateless for the Midsummer’s Eve Dance. I d’wanna even show up there.”



“Ah, that really stinks.”



“Tch’yeah, it does.” Magnolia rolled up out of the cushions. “And you’ve got no plans as usual this year, am I right?”



“I’m a busy dragon, Mags.” Spike talked as he sprinkled olive oil and pepper sauce over a pan of sautéing daisies. “They’re talking about making the Department of Electrical Services its own Ministry. It sounds crazy to me, but things are getting really big.”



“Ha, I can see it now,” she said, spreading her forehooves wide as she pantomimed a headline. “Head Minister Spike the Dragon, in big bold letters.”



“I used to be a Head Minister, you know. It isn’t that big of a stretch.”



“Maybe, maybe not. It’s still a big step up,” said Magnolia. “You’ll be fine, though. The Department’s practically already been its own Ministry ever since they put up the Everfree Generator. You’ve been working hard.”



“Thanks, Magnolia.”



Spike slid a plate across the floor to her. It held a perfectly toasted daisy sandwich and steaming hayfries piled high.



“No, thank you, chef.” Magnolia scooped the sandwich up and took a big bite.



Spike dug into his own triple-layered, gem-studded sandwich. For several minutes, there was nothing but the sound of happy eating and the occasional crunch of a garnet.



“Absolutely delicious,” said Magnolia as she licked up the last of the fries. “As always.”



“Glad you liked it.”



Spike swept up the empty dishes with his tail and headed for the kitchen sink. A few moments later, the sound of splashing, running water filled the house.



“Hey, Spike?”



“Yeah, Mags?”



“I have… a bit of a confession to make.” Magnolia flopped unto her back. “It’s something that’s been bothering me for a while.”



Spike arched an eyebrow.



“Do I need to be worried or something?”



“No, not really,” said Magnolia. “It’s just… It’s a bit weird.”



“Sounds like the kind of thing you’d want off your chest,” agreed Spike. “Okay, let’s hear it.”



“Well…” Magnolia twirled her mane nervously with her hoof. “You know when I brought Luna over here for the first time? Back a few days after we met?”



“Yeah, I do.”



The dishes were done, and Spike joined Magnolia in the living room.



“What about it?” he said.



“Remember how you told me to step outside while you and Luna talked about stuff?” After Spike nodded, Magnolia swallowed down a lump and continued. “Well, I kinda heard your conversation. I didn’t mean to, but I got most of it.”



“Phooey,” said Spike. “That’s more of my fault, anyways. Should have known there were enough holes in the house for sound to carry. Nothing for you to apologize over.”



“Well, that’s not all of it,” said Magnolia. Her fidgeting grew more pronounced. “I remembered the things you guys said about Princess Celestia, so the other week I asked my mom for a favor. She got me a little bit of one-on-one time with the Princess, and I asked her about it. I think she told me everything… or at least everything on her side of things. She wants me to tell you something for her.”



“Maggie,” began Spike.



“No, no, wait! I know you’re probably still mad at her, and for a good reason too, but you need to hear what she has to say! She wants to—”



“Magnolia.” Spike was much firmer this time. “Let’s not have this discussion. I don’t handle this subject very well.”



“I know,” said Magnolia. “I can’t claim to understand, but I know I can sympathize. It hurts, and it’s rotten, and it’s full of bad, bad memories, but it’s something that you gotta work through.”



“Maggie, I know that you mean well, and that you might even be right.” Spike rubbed his palm across his face. “But this is not worth it. If anyone can say that, I can.”



“It’s different this time, believe me, Spike,” Magnolia pleaded.



“Different?” Something between a growl and a laugh slithered out of Spike’s mouth. “What could have possibly changed?”



“She says she’s sorry for not waking you up,” said Magnolia.



Spike didn’t move, but the tension in the room immediately shifted.



“She says she’s was proud and foolish to think she didn’t need your help. She wants you to know that it was a mistake, and one she will never commit again.”  Magnolia swallowed again and tried to continue. “She says she’ll hear anything that you have to say to her. And she wants to tell you her side of things, if you’ll let her.”



An angry, hurt silence passed.



“Do you know what it’s like,” said Spike, “to wake up and find out that your best friend had been missing for three years? That nobody had woken me when I was needed the most, under order from the Princess herself?”



Spike stood on all fours, wings flared as far as they could within the treehouse’s walls. A trail of sooty smoke leaked from each nostril. He turned away from Magnolia, tearing at the floor with his great claws.



“Do you know what it’s like to lose one of your best friends, and to be able to do nothing about it?” he asked through clenched teeth.



“No, I don’t,” said Magnolia. “But Celestia does. She lost Twilight too.”



Spike gave no reaction to her words. With his back turned towards her, Magnolia couldn’t tell what he was thinking or doing. Only the even, slow sound of his smoky breaths gave any clue about how the dragon felt.



“Please.” Magnolia’s voice sounded pitifully inadequate, even to herself. “Please at least think about it. You’re my oldest friend, and I know you can do this, even if you don’t think you can.”



Quietly, Magnolia stepped off the sofa and made her way to the door.



“They’re having the dance down by the lake. I’ll be there, if you need me.” Just before the door closed behind her, she turned and said, “I love you, Spike.”



The first thing Spike did when he was sure Magnolia was out of earshot was to smash the dirty, old sofa into pieces with his tail. His desk was next—an unrestrained flick of his wrist turned it into splinters and dust.



With a sweep of his hind legs, he brought down the kitchen wall. A spray of water drenched him, and the realization that he had broken his water tank finally shook him out of his fury.



The dragon sat, wet and cold, in his ruined living room for a long time.



When the moon was high and and the stars were shining, Spike finally stirred. He stepped gingerly to the remains of his desk, with wings carefully stretched for balance. The damaged treehouse teetered and tottered at his movement, sagging in its place on the great oak it was built on.



Picking through the splintered, wet wood, he took the driest ream of paper he could find and gently blew on it. The heat of his breath evaporated the water on the paper, leaving it stiff and crinkled, but usable.



Again, the dragon searched the shattered desk, and this time he retrieved a fountain pen from an almost intact drawer. Putting it to his salvaged sheet of paper, he wrote a simple letter, signed it, and rolled it up into a small scroll.



Spike took a deep breath, and in his mind he recalled the first spell he had ever learned. It came easily to him, like a old, half-forgotten friend. Pursing his lips, he breathed life into the spell, and a vermillion flame consumed the letter and carried its ashes away to Canterlot.



He watched it go as long as he could, until it disappeared against the dark, starry backdrop of the sky.








“Hi, Spike.”



Celestia’s wings were halfheartedly held at her sides, as if she were too tired to either bring them up or let them down. The next thing Spike noticed was her mane; it was bobbed short and flat pink, resting on her head like any other pony’s instead of billowing in her own magical presence.



Her eyes were the same, though. Creased at the edges from smiling, and never without that gentleness that seemed reach out to hug whomever they gazed on.



“Hi, Celestia.”



Spike adjusted his position in his seat, and sent a nervous gaze around himself. He hadn’t been in the castle proper for nearly a century, but it almost didn’t show at all. The gardens were exactly as he remembered them: pristinely kept with a carefully crafted sense of inviting. The flower arrangements were a bit different than they were eighty years ago, but the only real change was the electric lamps that lined the walkways, showering the entire garden with a cool, otherworldly light.



“You’ve grown, Spike.”



“And you’ve changed your hair.”



Celestia gave a forced little chuckle.



“This is actually the original style,” she said. “I thought it might be time to bring it back.”



“It looks good on you,” said Spike, because he didn’t know what else he could say.



“Thank you,” Celestia replied.



She took her seat across from his place at a tiny little tea table that was far too small and delicate to be of any real use. Spike had mistaken it for a lawn ornament several minutes ago.



“Well, this isn’t going to get any easier with waiting,” said Celestia. She fidgeted in her seat before making careful eye contact, as if she were asking for permission. “I want to say that I’m sorry. What I did at first was foolhardy and misguided at best. What I said about it later was spiteful and inexcusable in every case.”



Spike only sighed and slumped further down into a chair that was already too small for him.



“Well,” said Celestia when Spike continued to stare at the table. “Do you have anything you want to say to me?”



“I don’t know, Celly.” Spike hated how a tear was already beginning to build at the corner of his eye. “I don’t know anymore.”
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         Three weeks is a long time.



Watching with the same unending gaze as the sun crests the horizon, tinges of pink and orange filling the sky with its majesty, I can only sigh in content. A pigeon finds my shoulder to be an apt perch, and promptly takes his seat, cooing and gazing at me wantonly.  



Ponies begin to pass me by, moving in their tired slumps towards work, hungover stallions and exhausted mares alike giving me not so much as a passing glance. Their eyes keep to the road in front of them and their minds keep to their Monday morning grumbles, never giving a thought to the lonely sculpture to their side. Hooves stomp onwards, and the streets steadily fill. Birds maintain perches upon my shoulders and back, as I take in the wonders of the world. 



Three weeks now, I've been stoned, and they've been the best weeks of my life. 



Seeing the world this way is majestic and belittling, awe-inspiring, and existentially frightening all at the same time. It's exhilarating. It's all the sensations of life that I've missed for all these years, and it took giving up my breathing, equine self to experience it once more...



I no longer awaken to the flashes of cameras, or the screeching of fan-mares in the morning, but to the quiet sunrise and the humble avian folk who call this city their home. Canterlot is a busy place for living, but even the birds find their best times upon these sprawling streets. After seeing the world from the eyes of a statue, I'm inclined to agree with them. 



The city may strike some as a haughty, in-the-know city, and they'd be right - fame comes with contacts, and a little hint of talent. Unfortunately, I had both in abundance, quickly rocketing up the charts to become the top musical producer in the nation! Ponies everywhere were buying my records, mixing my music, even griffons and minotaurs found their way to my shows! It was what I'd dreamt of my whole life, growing up as a lonely filly on the streets. Sure, I had a home, but the streets were where I found my life: from days and days of sitting on the benches, eking out a bubblegum fund from passerby with my urban instrumental work. 



Everything has music inside it, you've just got to know how to wring it out of that item. Park benches make great percussion instruments, and even an empty can could be used to create a haunting whistle. I used this discovery to my advantage, and broke into the music scene with my own genre! Lyrock, they called it! Just because a filly has a lyre on her flank doesn't mean she's restricted to strings, and soon, I had a number of albums under my belt. Sadly, success has its own baggage: fame. It started slowly - sometimes I'd be noticed by a passerby on my morning walk, given a hoof-bump at the coffee shop, small things, you know? It felt warm and fuzzy inside, knowing that the ponies I threaded my way through each day were recognizing me for what I'd accomplished. It felt good, intoxicating even. I drank from the wine of fame, and fame drank from me my strength. 



Soon, I couldn't so much as grab my morning paper without one of the neighbors asking for an autograph. They'd lived next to me for years, and some of them hadn't spoken to me since I was born! Now, they were acting as though we'd been pals for life, and my fame was their ticket to the big life. Cameras followed me to the newsstand, their constant clicks grating on my nerves not unlike a malfunctioning metronome. Several times, I've lashed out, swatting their cameras with my paper, or dumping my coffee on their negatives, in a vain attempt to loosen the grip the media had on my life. No longer could I make music as I had grown to love it: on the streets, surrounded by the sounds of the sleeping city awakening from a raucous night. No longer could I connect to what had brought me to where I am today, the winding roads of the capitol, their nook-and-cranny shops wafting home-crafted scents, and the chirp of the morning flock over the growing rumble of the morning commute.



I had lost my touch with my talent, and with it, reality. 



I started to slump, no longer perking up at a mention of my name nor smiling to the numerous lenses following me. I stopped caring if they followed me to the loo, I just wanted to live again, thinking they'd leave me alone if I did the same. I refused talk show invitations, and summons for celebrity events and awards shows with distaste. My musical production ground to a halt, and my fans teemed with unrest as my career began to spiral downwards. 



That was when I met her. The mare who would answer all my troubles and save me from myself. 



Fluttershy.



She helped bring me back to my roots, to the world I had left behind months and months ago, when a small filly could get by on candy and sweets bought with change thrown in her lyre case, and the world would go on, as though never stopping to acknowledge her existence for more than a passing second. I missed those days and cherished them deeply, and Fluttershy helped me realize them once more. She's in tune with nature and knew just what to do to revive my old style. Petrification.



The transformation was as interesting as it was fear-inducing. As her cockatrice spread its petrifying gaze over me, my limbs locked up, the blood and bones converting to solid marble. I felt a heavy weight in my gut, forcing me to the floor. In my prone position, I felt weak and helpless as my cells became stone and my mind struggled to fight the anxiety of losing my physical life and being locked away as nothing more than another sculpture amongst the gardens. I battled with regret briefly, wondering if I had made the right decision to be locked away for a month, unknown to the rest of the world save for myself and a lone mare who I had barely known. As the creaking marble encased my eyes and brought an end to my mortal being, I shuddered, letting go of the stress and grief I'd held from the endless weeks of my fame winding me down, as my sight shifted, and the Gardens of Canterlot became my new home. She came by a few days after, and told me how peaceful I looked and seemed to her, sitting amongst nature and the trees, my only audience the open sky. 



Sitting here, covered in birds and their refuse, I couldn't agree more. Society just moves on, ponies passing by, the sun rising and falling with the breaths of the world - and I get to experience it all from obscurity. 



I am in bliss.



Though I cannot feel my heart beating, nor my body moving under my stony skin, I feel more alive than I have ever felt. Nothing escapes me now; the sensations I feel are incredible. A passing breeze, carrying the scent of cologne and perfume from the morning crowds, drifts by me. Pinpricks run down my marble spine, a rush of false adrenaline surging through my limbs as a single body approaches my prone form, my shoulder inhabitants taking flight in surprise. My legs ache to move, to push me away from the intruder, but they are locked within stone, the feeling of a coiled spring building within my gut. The pony draws near, and I recognize but one feature of this mare: her camera. I shudder within my prison, fearing the worst. Have I been discovered? Will my unending peace be brought to a grinding halt by camera shutters once more? 



As the shutter snaps, I realize she isn't gawking at me or asking for a signature. Instead, her gaze falls upon the flock of pigeons that has so bravely taken its residence upon my back again. She ignores me completely, cooing and calling out to the birds with seed in her hooves, beckoning them off their perch. As they swoop down to the free buffet offered, the shutter snaps once more. She must be a nature enthusiast, out to capture the wonders of the urban wilderness. My heart warms as I see the dedication in her work, and the passion she gives to each photo. It reminds me of myself when I was starting my life: Young, brash, and not afraid to do what it takes to make the best they can. 



Her shutter snaps once more as she gazes up at me, taking pity in the waste that has cluttered my shoulders and head. Using a kerchief, she wipes the droppings from my face, cleaning my form and bringing a sheen to my surface. I feel each little squeak of the cloth as it sweeps away the refuse, revealing my marble form in its entirety. A bolt of recognition crosses her face, leaving her to connect the dots. 



"You remind me of someone I look up to."



Her voice pierces my eardrums, and I sit in shock, wondering if this is really happening.



"You look somewhat like her too. She was my inspiration growing up, and her take on the music of urban nature gave me the confidence to push on." A laugh. "It's silly, really. Why am I even talking to a statue in the first place? It's not like you can understand me." She pats her hoof on my back, laying her forelimb across my form. "Even though I wish you could." I bristle with anxiety. Is she upset with me? 



"Lyra pushed like no other before her. She turned Canterlot's musical scene on its head! Playing with sticks and bird chirps as percussion, and using her lyre with the wind was just brilliant! I had to experience nature for myself, to see where she came from." She lifted herself off me, turning to look upon me once more. "I used to think the birds were annoying. Now they brighten my day. And it's all thanks to you, Lyra." Her hooves wrap around me in a tight embrace as my heart swells with pride. Have... Have I been making this much of an impact on ponies? I thought they cared more for what I ate in the morning than what I made them think about!



 As this unknown mare clings to me, her smile growing deeper as she connects to the one soul who might understand her, I curse my luck. I had tried to escape my success and ponies in general by becoming part of the background. Part of the landscape. In my haste to run from my fame, I gave up what connected me to nature and to music in the first place: life. I wanted to reach out, to hug this mare back, remind her that the world is scary, but to soldier on. I wanted to cry with joy that I was being recognized for something more important than the type of bath tissue I buy, and caress the wonders of music in my hooves again. I wanted to call out and confess my lament at giving up life just to feel content as a nobody, to recompense for my actions. I wanted to feel the course of the beat of nature as the sun crossed the sky, the crack of my sticks against benches and pavement, the wail of the birds in my soul. 



I wanted to live again. 



I felt a warmth budding in my chest, filling my body with tingling and aches. The edges of my vision began to brighten, and I felt a sensation I hadn't in weeks: pain. Prickles filled my limbs, their dull white sheen turning aquamarine once more as my heart began to beat again. The wonders of the world never left me, they were as much a part of me as I was of them, and as my lungs drew their first breath in three weeks, I knew that my place was amongst the living. The scent of the trees and the smog of the city burned my sinuses as they reformed, and my eyes welled with tears as my body broke free from its marble prison. The mare, taken aback, could only stare with shock as I stood before her, and cracked my limbs. After three weeks of avoiding life, I embraced it as I embraced her—with all the strength my body could muster. 



Tears dripped down my face as her hooves found their way around me, hugging back for what seemed an eternity. I soon let go, blown away by what stood before us. A massive crowd had gathered to witness my change, drawn by my own wailing sobs. Faces held smiles and tearful eyes filled my vision as the crowd erupted into applause. I couldn't hold it back any longer, my emotions catching up to me after all this time, as I collapsed in her embrace. I welcomed life back, but it took me by force with its return. 



As I awaken now, lying in my own bed, I look outside and wave happily to the small crowd that has taken residence upon my property boundaries. Their cameras still flash and flicker, foals wave their autograph books, and their cheers still ring in my head—but it no longer grates on me as it always had before. After seeing the world through the eyes of a part of nature, every aspect of life is like music to my ears. 



As I make my way outside, to the cheers and flashes of the shutters, I can't help but whistle to the tune of life, ever ramblin' on.
      

      
   
      The Perspective of Zebras


      

      
      
         The fire burned brightly, drawing the attention of the spirits. The drums beat rhythmically, enticing them to come investigate. The shamans wore masks, reminding the spirits that they were friends. The zebras danced, inviting the spirits to join with them. And join they did.



Around the fire and the dancers, several zebras sat quietly. Most of them were the elders of the tribe, whose dancing years were far behind them. But one of them was a young mare, just on the cusp of adulthood.



For many hours, the spirits danced with the zebras to the beat of the drums around the fire, until the dawn began to draw near. It was then that the elder shamaness, who had been sitting next to the young mare, arose.



When she did so, the drums and the dancing stopped. The zebras quickly and silently formed a semicircle around the fire, all facing towards her. The spirits stopped their dancing as well, and let their attention fall upon this seemingly important zebra as they lazily drifted around the fire.



“Here me, great spirits of the plain,” the shamaness began chanting. “We seek your guidance now to gain. This young zebra is now full-grown, and needs to have her future known. So give to her your prophecy, and mark her with her destiny.”



The spirits turned their attention to the young mare. They had had their fun. They were satisfied. Yes, they would help the zebras.



The young mare felt the spirits surround her. The light cloak she wore began to billow as if a strong wind blew. Her eyes began to glow with a bright white light, and she rose slightly off the ground. She opened her mouth, and the spirits spoke through her.



“Years have passed: nine-eighty-one,

Since the war ‘twixt moon and sun.

And since then the victor has reigned

In peace in a land far away.

But when one thousand years have passed,

The loser will return at last.

For on the Summer Solstice day,

The stars will aid in her escape.

When she returns, the queen will fall,

And then she will reign over all.

She’ll freeze the heavens as they are;

The sun won’t move, nor moon, nor stars.

But you need not accept defeat.

There is a chance she can be beat.

So send this mare to pony land,

And with the queen she’ll make a plan.

And with some luck, then they just might

Be able to save day and night.”



Their message concluded, the spirits withdrew from the mare and dispersed across the plains, letting the mare gently drop to the ground as the light in her eyes faded. When she regained full control over her body, she looked out across the assembled zebras. They stared back at her, full of fear, apprehension, and confusion.



After a minute of silence and stares, the elder shamaness spoke up again. “Go home and sleep until morning. Then we'll discuss this grave warning.”



The shamaness’s words snapped the zebras out of their silent trance, and they began to quietly speak to each other about the night’s events as they dispersed to their homes. The night’s prophecy had worried them all, but none more so than the mare at the center of it all. As she turned to leave for her home and bed, she looked at the symbol the spirits had left for her on her flanks. It was, she thought, perhaps the worst mark possible, especially given the circumstances: a sun.








Zecora smiled as she sat in a meeting room somewhere in Canterlot’s castle. She had made it. At long last, her journey was over. But that just meant that her real adventure could now begin.



A few years had passed since the spirits had marked her and given their prophecy through her. In that time, she had spent her days preparing to follow that prophecy. She had become a full-fledged shamaness. She had learned the arts of alchemy and potion-making. She had become fluent in the Equestrian language. And she had learned how to make a long journey across the world. So she sat in peace as she waited for her scheduled meeting with the queen, or as the locals called her, the princess, she thought she was ready for whatever awaited her.



She was, of course, wrong.



Eventually, a guardspony opened the door to the room, and the princess entered. Her coat was the palest pink, so much that it was nearly white. Her mane was pink, blue, and green, and it flowed as if blown by a constant wind. She was by far the largest pony who Zecora had ever seen, as well as the only one with both wings and a horn. But the only part of her appearance that really caught Zecora’s attention was the stylized sun that was her cutie mark.



“It is a pleasure to receive you here,” the princess said with a smile. “I trust your accommodations here have been acceptable?”



This was enough to snap Zecora out of her shocked trance. “How can this be? Was I too late? Did the spirits have the wrong date? But as I traveled, I did see, both sun and moon, moving free.” Her eyes turned fierce as she stood up and glared at the princess. “So how is it that you now rule, and what things have you done, so cruel, to the other who ruled before, now that you’ve finally won your war.”



Celestia’s eyes widened as she was accused. “What are you talking about?”



“Your sister, is she gone for good? Did you destroy her while you could?”



Celestia was still confused, but she now at least knew for sure what this strange zebra was talking about. “My sister, Princess Luna. You’re referring to our fight and her banishment all those years ago. But why did you come all the way here to bring this up now?”



“‘Years ago?’ What do you mean? Did you not just become the queen?”



“No. My fight with my sister was well over nine hundred years ago, and I have ruled alone ever since then.”



“And yet your mark displays the sun, the symbol of the evil one, the sister who did go astray, and cursed us with eternal day.”



“What do you mean, ‘eternal day?’ It was my sister who refused to lower the moon and tried to bring about nighttime eternal. The night lasted for days as we fought with words, then with weapons and magic. During that whole time, only the moon was in the sky. It was never day then, the sun was stuck...somewhere...far...away.” Celestia’s eyes widened in absolute shock and horror as the reality of what had happened dawned on her. Zecora, meanwhile, continued to stare at her in confusion.



Seeing that she needed to explain her realization, Celestia continued. “Your land, it is very far away, right? You probably spent months traveling to get here.”



Zecora nodded to confirm, though she didn’t see how the question was relevant.



“The sun and moon don’t simply disappear when they go beyond the horizon. Our planet is a sphere, and they are constantly orbiting around it.” Celestia’s horn lit up as she used her magic to conjure an illusion of the sun and moon orbiting the planet. “So when it is daytime here,” she pointed at the part of the planet being illuminated by the sun, “it is nighttime at your home here on the other side,” she said as she pointed at the moon’s side of the planet, where it was dark. And when my sister stopped the orbits of the sun and moon when we fought, it remained nighttime here, but on your side of the planet…” She motioned for Zecora to complete the thought.



“...The sun remained up in our sky,” Zecora said as understanding came to her, “and we all feared we’d burn and die.” Though she knew it wasn’t strictly her fault, Celestia did feel quite bad at the mention of the near loss of so many innocent lives.“So all this time we blamed the sun, when the moon was the evil one.” Zecora took a deep bow before continuing. “Please, accept my apology, now that the truth, I plainly see.”



“Of course I accept your apology. I can’t very well blame you or your fellow zebras for this, after all. I can certainly see why, from your perspective, it would seem like I had tried to create an eternal day. But now that we’ve cleared that up, what brought you here to begin with?”



“Princess, my reasons, you’ll soon see.” Zecora turned to the side and lifted up her cloak, revealing the stylized spiral sun on her flank. “Once I explain my destiny.”








Zecora watched from her hiding place in the old castle as six young pony mares unlocked the power of the Elements of Harmony and used them to defeat Nightmare Moon. She smiled as she watched Princess Celestia, her closest friend for the past fifteen years, finally become reunited with and forgive her younger sister.



All the planning and preparations the two of them had done since they first met in Canterlot all those years ago had finally paid off. It hadn’t been easy. The pony who the princess had originally intended to wield the Elements of Harmony, one Sunset Shimmer, had rebelled and left the princess and Equestria a few years after Zecora arrived. But the princess had found another pupil to take her place. Said pupil had her own issues, and was so antisocial that Zecora feared that she wouldn’t be able to make good friends in time to use the Elements. But the princess had believed that she could, and she was right, as usual.



But in Zecora’s opinion, the biggest challenge of all was the fact that she had spent most of the past fifteen years living in the Everfree Forest. Between the training she had received back in her home village, her experiences on the long journey to Equestria, and some help from Princess Celestia, Zecora had been able to survive in the forest. It was by no means an easy life, but she had gotten quite good at living it. And considering just how dangerous the forest was, the fact that she was able to thrive there as well as she did was a true testament to her skill.



Her only real regret was that she had never been able to earn the trust and friendship of the ponies in the neighboring town.



But even that regret was a small one. While it would have been nice to have more friends than just the princess, her life was plenty busy and fulfilling as it was. She had spent her time in the forest communing with the spirits of the Everfree, tending to her herb and vegetable gardens, mixing potions and brews, using said potions and brews to keep the more dangerous residents of the forest away, and generally doing what it took to survive in a place like the Everfree Forest.



But all of that was just secondary to her more important task, which was to care for the Elements of Harmony. Had she not needed to do so, she wouldn’t have agreed to live in the forest to begin with. In fact, back when she and Princess Celestia had first began planning for this day and the princess had described the Everfree Forest to her, she was adamant in her refusal to live there. But in the end, they simply couldn’t think of any other ideas with a better chance of success. And so Zecora had spent a decade and a half living in the Everfree Forest, guarding the Elements of Harmony, and even caring for the Tree from whence they originally came.



But now, it was all over. Her job was done. Her adventure was complete. She could finally go home.



Except, she couldn’t. Not as she had planned, at least.



Zecora had long dreamed of the day she would be able to return home having successfully completed her quest and fulfilled her destiny. But what she hadn’t expected was that it would happen when she returned to her hollow tree that that morning. It was then that she realized that the forest that had done everything it could to prevent her from living in peace was her real home. While she might someday return to the plains to visit her family and old friends, it would only ever be a visit. She had grown to love the forest, and it had grown to accept her as part of it. And it wasn’t just the forest; there was also Celestia, who was by far the best friend she had ever had, and who she had spent many days with over the years, whether planning for her sister’s return, attempting to tame the Everfree Forest as best the could, or simply enjoying a nice cup of tea made from some herbs from Zecora’s garden.



Zecora continued to cast her memories back to everything that had happened over the past nineteen years, since that night she had received her prophecy and destiny, to the day she discovered how a matter of perspective had caused generations of misunderstanding between the zebras and Princess Celestia, even though they had never met before, to this day when she fulfilled her destiny by doing her part to prepare for the redemption of Princess Luna. Her life had been hard and dangerous, but she had liked it and lived it, and she wouldn’t have changed anything about it.



But what would she do now that she had accomplished all that her destiny required of her? “I think I will now take the chance,” Zecora said to herself, “to finally learn how to dance.”
      

      
   
      This Is Water


      

      
      
         Palette met the bee by his easel.



It was a winged drop of silver moonlight. It buzzed nearby as he painted, finally alighting on his brush as he cleaned up. He offered it drops of honey from his lunch, but it seemed satisfied with the pigment layered into the wood handle, remnants of a hundred projects.



When he returned the next day, it found him again. It would circle his ears or fly lazy eights above his canvas, tracing the long, slow brushstrokes he used for trees, or the precise daub of grass. It kept him company and he enjoyed its melodic flight as his painting developed.



When he applied the final wash of color to his canvas, the spring blossoms were nearly gone from the trees. He looked at his easel, sitting in the dappled shade, and sighed.



"What should I paint next?"



Buzzzz



He looked at the bee, silver as a daydream. It zipped towards him, ringing his head and darting to and fro. He shrugged and cleaned his brushes.



That night he dreamed of water.



He tossed and turned on his thin mattress, the warm air wafting in the window of his cheap hotel room. In his mind rushed great torrents of water, clean and fast, deep and purple. They looked perfect for diving, for washing away his troubles and refreshing his mind. But no matter how he ran he was too far away.



"What a dream."



The vision hung mistily in his head, burning away as the sun roused him. He rubbed his eyes and nodded to the bee. It sat atop his suitcase, fanning its wings to stay cool in the heavy air. Spring was over, and summer was rolling in. It was time to find another painting.



"North?" Palette wondered as he stowed his meager belongings. He packaged and postmarked his painting, addressed it to his agent. "North would be cooler." Tall mountains filled his inner eye, strong and wide and capped with ice, solidly implacable in silent self-assurance. Train-tracks stitched between them, lacing the giants together with steel thread. Griffons lived there, wild and free. He wanted to paint mountains, revel in their hugeness and taste midsummer snowmelt.



But the bee circled his head and his dream returned. Purple torrents swallowed midsummer snowmelt. A mountain stream would barely rinse his hooves. He craved water to paint.



"West?"



There was a river to the west. It was broad and flat, slow and sleepy, but maybe he could paint it. He zipped his suitcase and heaved it up.



The walk west was slow and hot with summer rolling in from the south, carrying rainstorms and sweat. He was drenched and steamed in succession, sleeping in fields and hedges. Finally, he reached a village on the river's edge.



"Hello, excuse me!" He wandered the streets, looking for anypony who could help. The bee droned alongside or rested on the brim of his cap.



"Can you direct me?" He finally found a villager. She gave his muddy coat an uncertain look, but nodded. "I'm searching for water. It's deep and purple, rushing and strong, but refreshing and beautiful. Have you seen something like that around here?"



His new friend shrugged wordlessly and pointed towards the river.



Palette prepared his easel on a rise over a river bend and stretched a new canvas. He blocked a few shapes, laying lines with light touches of his pencil. But before he even began, he knew it was wrong. The bee encouraged him, enthusiastically walking his sketch, but it was useless.



"This isn't right." He chewed his lip and surveyed the water. It was slow and deep, cool and refreshing on a summer day. But it was a muddy brown at the edges and a stagnant, rotting green in the middle. "This isn't right at all. This doesn't move, or change, or charge or rush or drive. It's dead asleep and dreamless. This isn't the water I need." He rolled up his canvas, folded his easel, and trudged back into town.



He rented a bed and curled under a thin blanket as thunderstorms rolled overhead, whipping chill air in their wake. The bee walked the handle of his suitcase all night as he dreamed of water.



It rushed and crashed, swayed hypnotically, charged and retreated. It danced and sparkled beautifully. It was blue and bright, energizing and exotic. If he reached it, it would soothe and relax him, float his troubles away and caress him gently.



When he woke, he looked at raindrops simmering on his window pane and pondered.



"East?"



There was a forest eastwards, a deep army of sylvan giants where mist rose in the early evening and wrapped the woods in mystery. He loved the shade trees spread, dappled, dancing with the sun's joy and an invitation to nap. There could be deer, ephemeral as spirits, leaping in the depths and gliding through shade to nibble shoots and branches.



He wanted to paint a forest, dream in morning mist and walk forgotten half-invisible trails, losing all sense of direction and stumbling on things unseen for a hundred years.



But the bee landed on his nose and his dream returned. Water was timeless and trackless. Morning mist vanished in sparkling spray over fish ghosting deep like deer. He craved water.



"South?" Following the river would reach the sea. There would be other ponies, gathering around and obscuring the view of wandering painters… but maybe he could paint the sea. He zipped his suitcase shut, and searched for a paddleboat ticket.



The boat was slow and filled with noisy, nosy ponies. The further south he floated the slower the river moved, heavy with silt and effluence. He stayed up late and slept later, sketching ponies he caught alone at sunset or empty stretches of the deck at night, under the moon and running lights. The bee enjoyed that, riding his pencil as he stroked deft lines in his sketchbook.



He reached the port, where the river surrendered its mud cargo and dissolved into a vast delta, abandoning countless tons of black earth to ooze the last miles to the ocean alone.



He walked busy quays and docks, trading friendly nods with sailors and seaweed gatherers, drinking cheap beer and listening to tales about mermares, but always, always looking to the sea. "I'm searching for water," he would claim. "It's blue and warm, and if you swim it, your troubles are washed away. It rolls in deep waves, with gentle strength. Have you seen anything like that?" The sailors would smile wryly and the gatherers would laugh flatly, but they all waved him towards the port.



He eventually unpacked his easel, begging a spot at the end of a dock. He stretched his canvass and stared. The bee landed on an ear-tip, watching as he framed the boats, placed the horizon and sketched a few gulls. But when he got to the waves, he knew he was wrong again.



"This isn't right." He looked into the trackless expanse. This was blue, but not the bright azure he needed. It was sullen navy, or angry slate in a storm. It rolled with waves, but not the tall, stately combers he dreamed of. They were small and choppy, fighting against the breakwaters and the bay cupping the port. "This isn't inviting." He saw a boat, a seaweed harvester drifting along the swampy coast. "This is river-water, gathered together." It had gotten somewhere after oozing all this way, but it was no different inside. He packed up his easel with a gray heart.



He hunted for a better spot for a few days, a rooftop or hill, a vantage point looking out to the water he needed, but never found it. The more he talked the more he felt this just wasn't his water. This water was sailed every day. Chains of ships, forged by links of gold, marched back and forth across the deep, grinding money daily. This water had gone from rotting and stagnant to cold and uncaring.



He stumbled back to his rented shack and collapsed in his hammock. The bee tried to comfort him, spiraling over his forehead and dancing tiny loops, but he couldn't shake his frustration as he drifted to sleep.



The coast wind was warm that night. He sweated as he slept and dreamed of water.



It fell from a blue sky in sparkling diamond drops. It shattered on the ground and filled the dust with pools and filled the pools with intricate rings, mysterious, magical circles which danced along the surface. If he could get under the downfall, the sunshower would wash away the dirt of his travel, wipe him clean of the sweat and beer and loud nosy crowds of the port town, pour silence and solitude and peace into him till he brimmed over.



He woke with a sigh, and considered his options.



"West?"



There was a desert to the west. He pictured graceful walls of rock, sculpted by lascivious wind and ageless, patient sun. The sand would bake his hooves, scour the moisture from his nostrils. It would be quiet there, the deep, lost silence of unbroken desolation. He could glory in the company of cacti, somber and spiny fortresses with their weirdly branching limbs. Lizards might see him seeing them, locking him in tableau as each waited for the other to move. It might be nice, painting a desert.



But the bee crawled out from under his cap and his dream returned. A memory of beginning his painting long ago, stumbling on water unexpected as desert rain, carving that rivaled the wind’s, quenching a barely understood thirst. He remembered water once painted, and craved it again.



"I'll take the train."



He swept his cap up, letting the bee hitch a ride before he seized his suitcase and dashed for the station.



This time he didn't mind the long ride. He watched the passing landscape, smiling at the river, forest, and the growing mountains. He debarked in a high city. It reached above him, terraced onto the face of the Canterhorn in steps and ledges, buildings packed in intricate knots of brickwork and masonry. He heaved his easel onto his back, abandoned his suitcase at the baggage claim, and trotted into the city.



"I'm looking for water."



Everypony he stopped would listen. The bee would circle as they talked or investigate nearby flowers, drawn as ever to bright colors.



"It falls in great silver drops and fills the ground with pools and rippling patterns of light. If you dip under it, it washes away your sweat and tension, cools your anger and refreshes your mind. Have you seen anything like that?"



As he worked his way upwards they all smiled and nodded, and pointed him towards the castle, to the beautiful, intricate fountain in the castle garden. It was a masterpiece, the work of a dozen masters at the height of their skill who had produced something finer and more wonderful any made alone.



He knew it from years past. It was a cherished treasure, the only memory approaching his dreams. But as he reached it and stood staring, his fears were realized.



"It's not the same." He sighed. He set up his easel anyways, sharpened his pencil. The longer he looked, the less he wanted to paint it. It would be a shadow, a drop against his thirst. "Not like I remember. The magic is gone. How did I not see it before? There's no give." He touched the water and it was ice cold. The stone was merciless, hard and sharp as flint. The water fell in perfect arcs, unmoved by wind. He saw the builder's visions, drifting underwater like fish, caught and trapped by chisels and hammers, but not his. Not anymore.



"I can't change that, no matter what." He morosely packed up his easel. The bee sensed his mood and tickled his back, but he didn't look, wouldn't surrender to the distraction.



"Something wrong?" A pony spoke behind him.



"I'm looking for water." He sighed, replied without turning. "It's rushing and purple, refreshing mountain ice in midsummer; crashing and blue, relaxing sun-dappled shade for napping; dancing and silver, beautiful wind-sculptures loved by lonely cacti. But I can't find it."



Thirst clutched his dry throat. The noise of the city rolled in on his ears. Exhaustion crushed him, shaking his knees and chilling his coat. Road dust burned in his sandy eyes, and he nearly toppled over.



"Hmm." The voice was warm and friendly. "My little pony, have you searched long?"



"Weeks." He turned and discovered the Sun Princess, Celestia herself. "Months, Princess." He swiped at his eyes ineffectually, ran a hoof awkwardly through his mane. "I apologize." He sniffled half-heartedly and made a shallow bow. The bee buzzed comfortingly at one ear, and he pointed. "Ever since I found this little one."



"Indeed?" Celestia's expression shifted to curious. She leaned in closer, until the bee lifted off and circled his head. "Oh!" She leaned back, smiling gently. "And your name?"



"Palette Knife." He smiled nervously.



"Palette, you need to see my sister." Celestia nodded firmly. "I would be very grateful if you did. Would you?"



"Of course." He set his ears returned her nod weakly. "If it's your desire, of course."



"Thank you. She should be rising soon." Celestia waved to the horizon, the steadily lowering sun. "Would it be too much trouble if I asked you to wait?"



"Of course," he repeated numbly. "I'll, I'll wait here."



Celestia nodded and smiled and paced off.



Sunset came gradually. Palette nibbled the flowers, drank from the fountain. He sketched sprays of water or drew the flight of birds and nodding the daffodils in his notebook. But his energy dimmed with the light. He curled on a bench, hoarding his flagging attention, but the gentle gloom swarmed him, snatched at his mind until he pillowed his head on his shoulder and drifted into a dreamless slumber as red clouds burned in the west.



He woke soon after to the nudging of a warm wing.



"Hmph?" He mumbled and pried his gummed eyes open. Looking up, he found Princess Luna standing near. "Oh, your Majesty! I'm very sorry." He stood and stretched, masking it with a deep bow.



"It's fine." She gave an easy reply, her voice soft. She looked him in the eyes. "I didn't like to wake you, but sister said you had—" She paused as the bee crawled from under his cap and flew to her. "Oh, there it is." Luna smiled as the bee, silver moonlight on black ink, circled back and forth. "Tell me, Palette Knife, what are you looking for?"



"Water." He mumbled, frowning in distant confusion. "Water full of beauty and joy and wonder. But no matter how long I searched, I couldn't pin it down, couldn't trap it on my canvas. I would half-find it, but it would be stagnant, or it would be angry, or it would be another's. No matter how I searched, I just couldn't find it."



"I see." Luna looked down, a serious expression on her face. "I'm a painter of sorts, Palette. It's nearly time to bring out the stars. Would you watch?"



"Ah…" He froze for a moment, until he processed the words. "Of course, your Majesty! It would be a great honor!"



"Well." Luna's mouth twisted wryly as she nodded. "Then here we go." She raised her head, a spark on the tip of her horn. As the last shred of sun fled she flicked her neck, snapping a drop of moonlight skywards. It buzzed and circled as it rose, drifting lazily upwards in tiny loops and eights, glittering silver and black.



It gleamed and settled into the sky as the other stars began surfacing. Amazement touched Palette as they bobbed into sight in groups and clusters, each constellation laying foundations for those that came behind. They built gradually but implacably, sprinkled in a rain of silver, ebbing and flowing in the deep blue canvas, finally finished in a rush smeared across the sky end-to-end.



Looking up at the glittering drops, the rushing river and the sea of deep, silent black, he was quenched and filled with peace.



"Was this always here?" He turned to Luna.



"Did you never see it? Take the time to look?" She smiled. "But it's slightly different tonight." She looked to the first star she had placed, and leaned down to lay a kiss on his brow. "Thank you, Palette, for your dreams of water." 
      

      
   
      Celestia's Torment


      

      
      
         A/N:  This was written using Notepad.  As such, some of the formatting is off.  This is unfixable with the time remaining.  My sincerest apologies.  Enjoy



	Princess Celestia picked herself up off of the throne room carpet with bits of rubble clinging to her wings and hair.  She shook shortly to knock off the stone before glancing up to look at the 



window she had just crashed through.

	She squinted through the light of the full moon to see Princess Luna - no, Nightmare Moon, glaring daggers down at her.  "Oh, dear sister," she spoke sadly, "I am sorry, but you have given me 



no choice but to use these."  She activated her magic and opened the secret compartment under the floor that held the only weapon she knew could stop Nightmare Moon; the Elements of Harmony.

	The pedestal that the jewels rested on rose out of the floor with age-old dust and fog coiling around it, giving the shimmering crystals an otherworldly glow.  When the pedestal came to rest and 



lock in place, Celestia lifted into the air and glided over to the jewels.

	With a look of determination on her face, she used her magic and took hold of the Elements, watching as they began circling around her.  In moments, she began radiating a brilliant glow of 



colors that seemed to surround her in a heavenly light.

	When the light cleared enough for her to see, Celestia flew into the air to meet her sister with only 15 yards separating the two.  Nightmare Moon began charging her horn with dark magic, 



creating a sickly, swamp-like glow around her body.  As she watched her sister charge, Celestia followed suit, tears in her eyes as she contemplated what she was about to do.

	A few moments later, Celestia arrayed the Elements of Harmony in front of her with the Element of Magic as the foremost piece.  The crystals began spinning wildly as she discharged her magic 



into them.  At the same time, Nightmare Moon did the same, finally releasing the magic she had been storing as well.

	When the two forces collided, a lightshow imitating fireworks exploded in between the two sisters, creating a blinding display.  Nightmare Moon's turquoise laser and Celestia's rainbow laser 



clashed as the two forces pushed and pulled against each other, battling for magical dominance.

	As Celestia began to overpower, Nightmare Moon, emotion began to take hold.  I'm doing this,  she thought.  I'm about to banish my own sister.  For just a moment, her magic 



faltered, giving Nightmare Moon the upper hand.  The dark magic quickly began to outshine the light of the Elements of Harmony, nearly swallowing Celestia in its wake.

	Nightmare Moon's magic suddenly hit a wall.  No, thought Celestia.  I must not give in now.  If I don't finish this, then the ponies of Equestria will no nothing but suffering.  They'll all



 die without the light of the sun.  After taking one more moment to steal herself, Celestia finished the job.  

	Giving one final push of magic, the Princess of the Sun retaliated against the monster that her sister had become.  Before she knew it, Nightmare Moon was overwhelmed.  Celestia flinched as 



she heard her sister scream, "No!" as she was rocketed off into space, far away from the land of Equestria.

	Celestia watched, teary eyed as large craters formed on the surface of the moon, signifying the sealing spell she had just cast through the Elements of Harmony that would keep Nightmare 



Moon locked for a thousand years.  With the exhaustion of using the Elements alone setting in, the Solar Princess drifted into unconsciousness, falling out of the sky and into the throne room of the castle 



below.  On the way down, she bashed her wing and her shoulders on the roof, adding insult to injury and leaving Nightmare Moon confined in a prison of her own night.




	The next day, the guards returned to the castle, having been ordered to leave the two sisters alone by Celestia for their safety.  Celestia's suspicion of her sister's darkness convinced her that a 



conflict was inevitable.  She had ordered away every resident in the castle the morning of despite their protests, leaving only herself and her sister alone until nighttime.  Now that the guards were back to 



investigate, they regretted obeying their Princess' orders.

	A squad of five found Celestia lying in rubble in the middle of the throneroom.  She hadn't moved from the spot since she fell unconscious.  She woke to see a guard lightly shaking her awake.  



"Princess Celestia," asked the guard that looked down on her.  "Are you alright?  What happened?  Where is Princess Luna?"  Celestia could only burst into tears and collapse once more.  "Quickly, get her 



to the medical ward," commanded the guard to the others.  "Let the rest of the castle's inhabitants know that they may return to the castle from the forest as well."  The guard used his magic and lifted the 



Princess onto the backs of two of the others while the remaining two left to pass on their messages.

	In less than ten minutes, Princess Celestia was taken to the medical ward and put to bed with a 24/7 guard while she recovered.  Shortly after, the nation weakened.

	The Princess almost entirely broke apart, shattering like a porcelain doll that had just been smashed to pieces.  For months, she retreated inward, abandoning Equestria entirely.  Thankfully, an 



emergency parliament was created to handle governing Equestria for the Princess, but it still made the land uneasy.

	Because of Celestia's weakness, ponies across Equestria felt the need to encourage her.  Rallies were held across the land in many cities to try and show the Princess how grateful they were for 



her part in saving Equestria from eternal night, from new settlements to developing superstates.  However, she never heard a word of it.  She demanded to be left alone other than to raise the sun and 



moon and to get food.  Even then, she in large part refused speaking to anypony.  Not even her closest and longest known advisers were permitted to speak to her, much to their sadness.  Feeling untrusted 



by the leader of a nation would take its toll on anyone.  

	Finally, after months of sadness and regret, the Princess took the final plunge and devolved entirely.  In the middle of the night, seven months after her act of banishing her sister, she snuck out 



of the castle.  It was rather easy for a pony such as Celestia to perform a long range teleport and keep it undetectable by the castle guards.  She teleported far away into the newly developed city of Canterlot, 



the place where her new castle was to be constructed after the damage that her battle with Nightmare Moon had caused.

	Before the event that sent her spiraling into depression, she had heard about a small pub in the grungy part of the rapidly growing city.  She had heard that it was a refuge.  She had heard that 



it was a place of peace for the lonely traveler; a place where no questions were asked and where guests of all sorts came and went.  She had even heard that members of her guard stationed in Canterlot 



and high ranking officials spent their time drinking away their sorrows.  From what she had heard, it was a safe haven.

	When her spell finished casting, she found herself standing in a dark alleyway.  She wore her normal royal regalia and her mane was blowing gently in an undetectable breeze.  Down the narrow 



alley, she saw a small, red, neon sign that said, "The First Circle," hanging above a narrow stairwell leading under a building.  Celestia shrugged and trudged toward the stairs before descending into the 



blackness below.  

	A simple light spell from her horn helped her navigate down what quickly became a winding staircase that led two stories underground.  After a minute, she found herself staring into a large 



room with a bar near the back wall.  Celestia didn't look back as she passed the threshold into the bar.

	Inside she found a strange yet welcoming environment.  The cracking of pool balls could be heard from her left where three gruff stallions were huddled around a table, holding sticks in their 



magic as they waited for the balls to stop rolling.  Tables made of dark stained wood were spread throughout the room, though only a few were occupied with both mares and stallions.  Some were 



huddled over quills and parchment while others were tenderly caressing a pint of beer.  Overall, the place seemed fairly empty that night.  Only around 15 ponies were in the bar, not counting the 



Princess and the bartender who was busy handwashing shot glasses and mugs of various sizes.  All along the wall behind the bar hung bottles of wines, whiskies, vodkas, beers, and God knows what else in 



all shapes and sizes.

	With her head lowered both in disappointment and self loathing, Celestia approached the bar and sat down on one of the red, comfortable stools.  The bartender glanced up when she sat down 



and nearly gasped in shock.  Midway however, he simply nodded his head and said, "What can I get you, Princess?" without a hint of sarcasm.

	"There's no need to be formal with me," she said sorrowfully.  "I don't deserve it."	

	"Whatever you say, Ma'am," apologized the bartender, changing his level of decorum.  "So what can I getcha?"

	"Something strong," she replied stiffly.  "Real strong."

	"You got it," he said as he turned and used his magic to levitate a small bottle of whisky from the top shelf.  He set it on the table and pulled two shot glasses out from under the bar.  "Double or 



regular?" he asked.

	"Double," she said dryly.  The stallion nodded before pouring the whisky and offering it to the monarch.  The pink double shot glass slid over the dark, polished wood counter with ease and it 



came to rest in front of Celestia.  She picked up the bottle with her magic and gently swirled it, just barely avoiding spilling the thick alcohol over the edge.

	Just as she was about to down it all in one, big gulp, she heard the tapping of a cane enter the bar.  It skittered across the hardwood floor toward the bar behind her before resting at the base of 



the bar stool next to her.  When Celestia glanced to the side, she saw an old brown pony with a long white mane that draped to the side and covered the start of a long white beard that grew to the pony's 



chest.  The pony, seeming to stare into space, got up onto the bar stool and tapped his cane on the floor.  

	"Bartender," he called in a dry, whispy voice.  "Bartender!"

	"I'm hear," said the bartender as she set down the next mug he was cleaning.  "What can I get you Tiresias?"

	"The usual," said the pony as he turned his head to scan the room.  When he turned toward Celestia, she saw that she was looking into dark brown eyes that were filled with fog.  So he's 



blind, she thought as she gazed at him.  A moment later, the bartender slipped the pony a small glass of scotch.  Celestia could practically smell the cinnamon coming from the alcohol.  

	She watched as the old pony lifted the glass to his mouth and took a sip, shivering as the drink traveled down his throat.  "Ah, that's a good burn," he chided as he set his glass down.  Celestia 



sat in silence for a moment as she looked back down to the shot glass in front of her.  She watched the whisky in the glass swirl, seeming to move on its own.  Taking it in her magic again, she lifted to her 



mouth only to be stopped by the blind pony next to her.

	"That stuff's the strongest in Equestria," the pony said as he stared off into space.  "You sure you got the stomach for it?"

	"At this point, I'm sure I can handle anything," she grumbled as she lifted it once more.

	"In your state, I have a hard time believing that."  He glanced to the side.  "Princess."

	Celestia nearly dropped the glass.  "H-how did you-"

	"It matters not," said the pony simply as he took another drink.  "What matters is why you're here."

	Celestia chuckled.  "I thought this was the kind of place that didn't ask questions."

	"Ponies from all across Equestria come here.  Some come to meet up with friends and others come here to forget their troubles.  Judging by your voice, you sound like someone who really wants 



to forget."

	"You couldn't know that," said Celestia softly with a tear in her eye.  "No one could."

	"Well it's a good thing I'm Nobody," said the pony with a hint of a sing-song.  "So what's got your goat?"

	Celestia sighed.  At this point, she was so oversaturated with depression that she felt the need to let it out.  Who better than a blind pony she barely knew and who would likely forget she was 



there the next day?

	"I did something awful," she said, disgusted with herself.  "I ignored my sister and her troubles for years and because of me, she became something wretched and evil.  In the end, she was my 



responsibility.  I think that's what made it the hardest."

	"You mean banishing her," said Tiresias, almost chiding her.

	"Yes," said Celestia.  The word came out more as a choke than language.  "Because of me, the darkness in her heart grew and grew until it transformed her, and there's nothing I can do to fix it.  



I mean, there's nothing I could have done."

	"The heart is one of the easiest things to wound, even for one such as yourself," spoke the pony as he took another drink.  "But I've found that it won't heal in just a day.  It takes care and 



support from those who are closest."  Tiresias inched closer to Celestia as he seemed to stare directly at her.  "Who is closest to you?"

	"Well, my sister, obviously," she responded shortly.  "Who else is there?"

	"Your subjects," said the pony as if it should be obvious.  "Have you stopped for even a moment to consider them?  Celestia," he began again as he turned completely to face her.  "Have you set 



hoof outside of your castle at all the past few months?"

	"To be honest, no," she said.  "I haven't even spoken to anypony for that long.  I've just kept to myself, drowning in pity."

	"Maybe you should start," he said as he backed up and turned back toward the bar.  "You're a hero, you know."

	"A what?" said Celestia unbelievingly.

	"I said you're a hero," said Tiresias.  "Every single pony in Equestria saw what you did.  Every night, they're reminded of what you did to protect them."

	"But do they know what I've sacrificed?" asked the Princess sharply.  "Can any of them even fathom what I gave up that night to defend them?"

	"Don't you listen?" he asked as he glanced at her again.  "Really, that's unbecoming of a Princess.  I said that every night, they're reminded of what you did.  Sure, there will be some who forget 



whether they want to or not.  This place is certainly proof of that.  Ponies who have lost their way or who are looking for a way out; that's what The First Circle is all about.  But many will look up to that 



moon and see not only the one who threatened Equestria with eternal night, but also the one who sacrificed her sister to protect them.  You forget that Luna ruled over them the same as you do.  She held 



power too.  More importantly, they know that she's your sister.  Seeing their ruler sacrifice their happiness; their own sibling for them has given them a new sense of wantedness.  They feel wanted by you.  



Desired by you.  And what have you given them in return?  Nothing.  You've shut yourself away and refused to pay any attention to them despite how they've tried to reach you.  You deny them the 



simplest of things; acknowledgement.  And that will hurt them far more than eternal night ever could."

	"But I'm a monster," argued the Princess.  "I betrayed my sister the moment I turned my back on her; the moment I refused to listen to her and to understand her and the moment I banished 



her from Equestria.  Who could defend that?"

	"How about a silly old pony sitting in a run down bar?" asked Tiresias with a smile.  "I've seen plenty in my day as have you.  But the difference between you and I is perspective.  You lack that.  



You're immortal.  You and your sister have been around for hundreds of years.  Chances are you'll last another thousand.  But I've only got so much time in this world and I'm not long for it.  Thanks to 



that, I've learned to appreciate it and take things from all angles.  You, on the other hand, take that perspective for granted.  Try and see things from the eyes of your subjects.  I don't mean hear it.  I mean 



truly understand that they understand you and what you've sacrificed.  Then and only then will you find peace both with yourself and with your kingdom."

	The two sat in silence for a while, Tiresias taking the occasional sip of his scotch while Celestia could only stare at her whisky as she tried to comprehend what she had been told.  Finally, she 



pushed the whisky away and stood up from her stool.  "Where are you going?" asked Tiresias as he glanced her way with his foggy eyes.

	"To set things right," she said with a determined look on her face.  She began walking away and toward the door when she stopped and looked over her shoulder.  "Thank you," she said with a 



smile.

	"It was my honor, your highness," smiled the blind pony.  "Now show them what it means to rule with the love and kindness you wish you could give your sister now."  Celestia only nodded 



before proceeding out of the bar and up the stairs, ready to fulfill her duty.  




	The guards that stood outside her room were quite surprised when they saw her walking toward them through the dark halls of the castle in the forest at night.  "P-Princess Celestia," stumbled 



one.  "I thought you were asleep."

	"Nevermind that," she said with a smile.  "Guards, go to every town in Equestria that you can and tell them to go to Canterlot.  I've got something I need to do."

	The stunned guards could only nod before rushing off down the halls and through the castle.  It's time I earned the title Princess.

	The next day, Celestia traveled to Canterlot with a royal escort.  There, she arrived in the town square and prepared to great as many ponies as could show up.  Many gathered to see what she 



had to say and, as soon as she appeared to them at dawn, they applauded her.

	"Thank you, everypony," she said warmly.  "Thank you for standing behind me even over these last few months.  I'm sorry that I abandoned you when you needed me most.  I'm sorry I treated 



you all the way I have by shutting myself away.  Well, no more.  It's time I gave back to you all for the support you've given me.  That is why, from this day forth and every year after, I decree that the day 



after my sister's banishment will be known as they day of the Summer Sun Celebration where we celebrate what Equestria has sacrificed for peace."  

	A cacophony of cheers erupted from the crowd that had gathered.  "And now, to mark this day, I will raise the sun for you all to see.  It's a privilege that few get to experience, so here it is.  It's 



time to welcome the new day!"  

	With that, Celestia launched up into the sky and spread her wings wide, calling on all of her magic to set the countryside ablaze with heavenly light.  Ooo's and ah's came from all around her as 



they watched her perform the spell that could move the heavens.  In one small gesture with her wings, the sun came flying over the mountains and hills and into the sky, creating a sunrise like no other 



before it.  Everypony basked in the radiant light from above and the gift from their Princess.  Finally, after months of moaning and moaping, the Solar Princess was back and ready to rule her kingdom as 



Tiresias had commanded; with love, trust, and loyalty that she had neglected to give her sister for so long.

	"Lulu," she said under her breath as she finished casting the spell.  "This is for you.  Please, find it in your heart to forgive me."

	With that, the first Summer Sun Celebration began and so too began the day when Celestia began to gain true perspective. 
      

      
   
      A Matter of Perspective


      

      
      
         Featherweight scampered noiselessly up the steps to the schoolhouse, the freshly-signed permission slip clenched firmly between his teeth. 



He skidded silently to a stop in front of miss Cheerilee's desk. He scanned the surface and recognized Apple Bloom's distinctive scrawl on a nearly identical slip, and he placed it precisely on top. He glanced up at Cheerilee for approval. 



She gave it. After a quick perusal, she nodded. “Thank you, Featherweight," she said, looking down at a checklist. She murmured to herself as she checked his name off. “That leaves just Archer, Twist, Truffle Shuffle…”



Featherweight had to suppress a smile as he headed back to his desk. He would get his turned in, definitely. Truffle Shuffle wouldn't miss fair food for the world. 



“…and Scootaloo.”



As if by magic, Scootaloo appeared at the sound of her name, sending up clouds of dust as she burst in through the door. She proudly set her own permission slip on the desk and pranced back to her desk. 



Cheerilee raised an eyebrow when she saw Rainbow Dash's scrawl on the 'guardian' line and sighed. At least she could tell that she hadn't tried to fake it; Rainbow's signature squiggle (practiced for when she'd be giving autographs every day) was very distinctive. Still, would it kill her to finish her last name? Ratnbow Da--. That's what it looked like. 



She put these thoughts aside as the bell rang and a few final students trickled in. She stood up and walked to the front of the classroom. “Good morning, class!”



“Good morning, miss Cheerilee!” her class chorused back. 



“I'm happy to see how many of you have turned in your permission slips for the traveling fair next week.”



“Woo hoo!” 



Her class gave a few cheers of excitement, and she smiled and waved them down. “Now, if you haven't, you only have until tomorrow, and we're going to have a good time together.”



“Miss Cheerilee?” Diamond Tiara had her hoof raised. 



Cheerilee smiled. “Yes, Diamond Tiara?”



“Aren't there restrictions on the rides?”



“Well, yes; some only permit one rider, others have a height restriction…”



“What about weight restrictions?”



Cheerilee hesitated. She hated being set up, and that's exactly what this felt like. Still, she had to give her student the benefit of the doubt. “I suppose some ponies might be too large for rides designed for foals; but I'm fairly certain that won't be an issue.”



“Oh, no; I'm thinking the other way. What about ponies being too light to ride?”



Cheerilee frowned. She had a sinking feeling that she knew exactly where this was going. “I’m sure every ride has its own restrictions depending on what it does,” she said in an attempt to disarm her.



It didn’t work.



“Oh. Ok. Because I'd be afraid if somepony wouldn't be allowed to ride a ride for being too much of a… featherweight. Not everypony can be normal, you know?” She glanced over at Featherweight and just smirked. 



Featherweight frowned, and his ears dipped slightly. It wasn't his fault he had rolled poorly on genetics. So what if he was a little smaller than most ponies his age?



Collectively, the Cutie Mark Crusaders turned consecutive scowls on Diamond Tiara. They knew from personal experience how unpleasant her perspective of 'any pony not like me is inferior' was, and felt a small sense of camaraderie for the little pegasus. 



Cheerilee scowled as well. “Diamond Tiara,” she warned. 



Diamond Tiara put on her most innocent look. It had gotten her out of most of the trouble she should have been in. 



As offensive (from most perspectives) as her comment was, though, it hadn't been explicit enough to have violated one of the class rules. 



She really needed to reword them, didn't she?



She decided to settle for continuing on with the lesson. "Now, who can tell me when the fair first started?" 







Later that night, Featherweight looked in the mirror. His reflection looked back, wearing a black sweater and black face paint. Featherweight pulled the black hat over his head and smiled. He had work to do. 








Bright and early the next morning, Cheerilee's class arrived at the fairgrounds. Laughter and excitement filled the air as happy foals chattered about the rides and food they were about to experience. 



“I want waffle cake.”



“I’m gonna ride the zipline!”



“Deep fried cheese! On a stick!”



“Pretzels! The huge, salty kind!”



“Caramel apples!”



Sweetie Belle frowned and glanced over at her friend. “Can't you get those whenever you want?” she asked. 



“Yeah; but it ain't the same as at the fair!” Apple Bloom protested. “They’re, like… greasier.”



“Does that make them better?” Scootaloo had to ask.



“Well, no; but-”



“Then why would you bother getting one?”



“Strawberries! I want strawberries!”



“I want an elephant ear!”



Snails nudged his shorter friend. “Hey, Snips, why do they call it an elephant ear if it doesn't actually come from an elephant?”



Snips froze, and Ruby Pinch accidentally bumped into him. He didn't notice the impact, nor did he feel her judgemental look as she stomped around him. “What if they do come from elephants?” he whispered. 



“They don't come from elephanth,” Twist said disparagingly as she walked past. “It'th jutht fried dough with thinnamon thugar.”



Snails sighed, relieved. 



As they approached the entrance gates, miss Cheerilee's ears pricked up. Giggles. And not the kind that came from somepony telling silly jokes or making funny faces. 



Her ears pinned. She'd been a teacher long enough to know that kind of giggle. Either somepony had said 'sex' or ‘penis’ or some other taboo word, or something else 'naughty'. Maybe it had been as innocuous as a misheard phrase, and would sort itself out after a few giggles. 



This was not the case. The giggles increased in intensity, and now there was nudging and foals pointing up. Cheerilee followed their hooves… and blanched as she saw the flag flying proudly over the fairgrounds; or, rather, what had replaced the flag. For instead of a patriotic or colorful flag or even a silhouette of a pony laughing, there flew instead atop the flagpole a pair of light purple panties connected via garter belt to socks, waving gently in the breeze. 



Diamond Tiara blanched, too. Those panties and socks looked familiar. Awfully familiar. Terribly, awfully familiar. 



Silver Spoon nudged her. “Hey, Diamond, those look exactly like y-”



“I know exactly whose they look exactly like!” Diamond hissed. Then, she paused, and her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Wait a minute. How do you know what my panties looks like?”



“We play dress up, remember?” Silver Spoon said, her voice hesitating just the tiniest bit. 



“Not like that, we don't.”



“I- I'm pretty sure we do.”



“And I'm pretty sure I'd remember lending you my panties!” Diamond hissed. 



“Wait. Tho thothe are your pantieth?” Twist asked.



Diamond Tiara froze. “Uh- No!” She fell back into the time-honored tradition of feigning offense when the argument was lost. “Ugh! What is wrong with you? Don’t you have a candy cane to suck on or something?”



Twist frowned and looked away. “I make more than jutht candy caneth,” she protested quietly.



Had it just been earth ponies in Cheerilee’s class, there it might have ended aside from a few more chuckles. But Ponyville is a town known for being a place where all three kinds of ponies live in harmony, and Cheerilee’s class included earth ponies, unicorns… and pegasi.



Tornado Bolt volunteered herself as delegate. She spread her wings and flew up high, peering intently at the flag. She squinted, cocked her head, then looked down and rendered her verdict. “That's her cutie mark on them, alright!”



As the foals around her giggled and looked at her, Diamond's ears burned bright red; but the worst was still yet to come. 



Tornado Bolt made like she was going to get them down, but she suddenly recoiled, putting considerable distance between her and the offending clothing. “Ugh! They've got skid marks!” she announced. 



“Ewww!”



Cheerilee grimaced. She knew she had a solemn responsibility to bring her class back under control. Still, as horrible as it was to say, she didn’t feel as bad as she should have felt. As much as she hated seeing one of her students be the center of such negative attention, she really found it hard to feel much sympathy for Diamond Tiara.



Face burning bright red and eyes looking firmly at the ground, Diamond Tiara almost missed Featherweight's little smirk and the whir of his camera. 



Almost. 







Featherweight's wings had been flared nearly the whole time. This was awesome! He moved his camera out of the way and took alternating bites between the apple bits and the fried cheese on a stick. Why would you need to decide? Why not both? Why not everything?



He glanced down at the wristband gracing his foreleg. It granted him unlimited rides on as many rides as he wanted. They had been a student package deal; or maybe the thought of keeping so many tickets straight around so many foals had just proved too daunting. Either way, he was going to take full advantage of this. 



He scampered past where the cutie mark crusaders were attempting to get their cutie marks in throwing rings over the necks of small glass bottles. 



“What would this even look like as a cutie mark, anyway?”



“I dunno. Keep throwing! We've almost got enough for the small-medium prize level!”



Featherweight slowed to a stop when he arrived at the rides section. 



Now, for an earth pony or a unicorn, these would be amusing at best. But pegasi have wings, and when their wings are strapped down, it adds an extra sense of thrill to it. 



And thus it was that Featherweight was sitting excitedly inside an enormous teacup, seatbelt buckled securely and wings trapped against the seat back. They had room for at least three, but he'd managed to sneak on alone. 



At least, or so he'd thought. 



His eyes widened as hooves hit the floor of the carriage. Not so much that he'd been seen; but rather who those hooves belonged to. 



“Featherweight,” Diamond Tiara said, her grin looking positively predatory. “My… friend. So good to see you.”



Featherweight gulped as she sat next to him and pulled her buckle tight. 



“I couldn't help but notice that your reaction in particular to… my colors being flown this morning was a little bit off.”



Featherweight cracked a smile before realizing that that might have implemented him. 



Luckily, Diamond Tiara didn't seem to notice. “Now, before you ask, it's not Silver Spoon. She confessed to taking a pair, sure; but to wear.” Diamond pursed her lips. “She also said she liked the way they felt when she wore them, which is not less creepy at all and probably means I'll have to burn them all when I get home.”



Featherweight grimaced. He'd never understood the whole panty thing, but he was pretty sure that that had crossed some unspoken filly rule. 



“So I found her something else to do for a while, just until I get to the bottom of this. But I'm sure she'll be fine and we'll all get along just perfectly afterwards.”







Silver Spoon wiggled inside the box and then glanced out at the crowd. This wasn't nearly as fun as Diamond Tiara had made it sound. In fact, it was a little disturbing. It was a good thing she wasn't claustrophobic. 



“And now, fillies and gentlecolts, watch in awe as the Great and Powerful Trixie, saws this young filly… in half!”



Silver Spoon's eyes bulged out. “What?!” She looked back and sure enough, that hack magician reached inside her suitcase and pulled out a chainsaw and revved it up!



Silver Spoon screamed as loudly as she could and continued screaming until she ran out of breath; whereupon she gasped for air and then screamed again. 



When she was out of breath again, Trixie knocked on the box with a hoof. “Trixie hasn't even started cutting yet,” she deadpanned. 



“Oh,” Silver Spoon said, ears flicking down. “Uh… sorry?”



“Behold!” Trixie tried again, raising and revving the chainsaw. 



“Aiii!” Silver Spoon shrieked. 



“Will you stop that!” Trixie hissed as the audience laughed. This wasn't how this trick was supposed to be performed! This was supposed to be a stunning feat that awed the crowd, not a joke to make them laugh! She tried again, making a valiant effort to hide the scowl from her face. “And now, Trixie will-”



Silver Spoon shrieked again. 



Trixie buried her face in her hooves. Lighting her horn, she leaned in close and pulled a long string of handkerchiefs knotted together out of Silver Spoon's ear. This prompted a giggle from some of the younger foals, and it shocked Silver Spoon into silence. 



And if that wasn't enough to keep her quiet, it certainly was when she stuffed the whole ball of them into Silver Spoon's mouth. Silver struggled with the fabric in her mouth, but she stopped and her pupils shrunk to pinpricks as she heard the chainsaw begin again. 



Trixie moved the saw quickly, and suddenly there were two Silver Spoons. Or, at least, her hind legs and her torso were no longer connected.



Understandably, she shrieked again, but this time it was muffled by the handkerchief in her mouth. 



Trixie scowled at her. “Yes, yes, and now come the jokes about needing less food and fewer socks and the slightly off-color joke about when you're out on dates and-” Trixie's patience suddenly wore out. “You know what? Trixie was lied to. You are a terrible lovely assistant in that you are neither lovely nor a good assistant and Trixie will be in her trailer!” She threw her hat down in disgust, turned away, and stomped off the stage through the curtain. 



She was only offstage for a few moments before she burst back on and scooped up her hat and placed it carefully back stop her head. “Also, be sure to come back for Trixie's next show, starting in one hour! Great feats of magic, and logic-defying stunts await!” She bowed as she backed off stage amidst fireworks and fanfares of trumpets. 



Silver Spoon spat out the handkerchief. “Wait!” she called through the fireworks, looking at her lower hooves. “Put me back together! You have to- Trixie! Trixie!”







“But if not her, then who could it be?” Diamond Tiara mused. “We have protections against unicorns. Earth ponies couldn't get into my room without being noticed by at least one maid. It would have to be a pegasus.”



Featherweight shrugged. 



“Don't play innocent with me, Featherweight,” Diamond growled. “You’re small, you’re creepy, you can fly, and you’re silent. You’d be the perfect spy. Now I just have to prove you’re the dirty rat. And when I do, you're going to be in a world of hurt!”



Featherweight gulped.



“And would it kill you to say something? Just once?”



Featherweight shrugged. 



Diamond Tiara opened her mouth again, probably to say something else demeaning; but then the ride started. Slowly, their teacup began to spin. She grabbed tightly onto the bracing bar, and Featherweight lifted his hooves into the air. He glanced over at Diamond Tiara, who seemed to be turning slightly green, and he offered a reassuring smile and nod.







Diamond Tiara leaned over the garbage can and heaved once more. Featherweight patted her back comfortingly, but it didn’t help; the ride had made her sicker than the time Pinkie Pie had tried to poison the whole town.



Diamond Tiara continued her offering to the trash can god. She didn’t think this could possibly get any worse.



And then she thought heard the whirring of a camera shutter.








Featherweight held up the last of the pictures and exhaled. Perfect. They’d all come out perfectly. Really, was there any other option? He placed it on top of the finished pile and smiled. 



He decided to celebrate with a cookie. The only problem was his brother was in the living room, lifting weights; and technically, they were his cookies. 



Featherweight scowled, but he was not to be denied his prize. He closed his eyes, leaned against the doorway, and thought. 



Before he had time to put a plan together, though, the doorbell rang. Not knowing or caring who was at the door, he slunk out and crawled over to the refrigerator. He'd have to walk; pegasi can hear wingbeats better than any other ponies. 



His ears did pin when he heard the voice of Filthy Rich, but he quickly brushed it off. The cookie was calling him. Like a spelunker, he reached the base of the fridge and slowly crawled his way to the top. It wasn't long before he was there. He reached out for his prize, and it seemed like the day was won. 



But he had celebrated too soon; his rear hooves lost purchase on the slick fridge surface and he found himself sliding backwards even as he held the cookie jar tightly. Too startled to react or even to flap his wings and too intent on a cookie to let go of the jar, he toppled over backwards and crashed into the ground. 



Bulk Biceps spun back around to see Featherweight sprawled out across the kitchen floor, surrounded by cookie bits and wearing the cookie jar as a hat. He lifted the jar from over his eyes (as cookies rained down on his shoulders) and grinned sheepishly at his older brother. 



Bulk Biceps sighed and looked back at Filthy Rich. “He does tend to get himself into predicaments, doesn't he? He's a good kid. Dumb-” Here he glanced backwards. Featherweight, his mouth full of cookie, looked up, chewed once, made an attempt to swallow and gave what he hoped passed for a disarming smile, “-but a good kid,” Bulk Biceps finished. 



Filthy Rich exhaled. “Be that as it may, the report that he took pictures of my daughter without permission-”



Featherweight shot upright and waved a hoof, inviting him to follow. He scampered back to his room and pulled out the stack of pictures. He held them out for Filthy to examine them. 



He did so, and his eyebrow raised as he flicked through them. They were all candid shots, and all of them were of foals; but they were all high quality. 



Well, from a foal's point of view, that is. Filthy sincerely doubted the picture of Snips and Snails and the Bearded Mare would win any awards; but all three certainly seemed to be enjoying themselves. 



“He is the editor of the Foal Free Press,” Bulk Biceps said with a hint of pride. 



“So he is,” Filthy said dryly. 



Finally, he came to the picture of Diamond Tiara. 



Laughing uproariously as a cornflower blue magician in a ridiculous pointed hat handed yet another dove to a silver filly who looked as though she had enough birds on her already to make a whole army of pillows. 



He cracked a smile and held them back out. “I'm sure she's just overreacting a bit,” he said. “Sometimes she has a different perspective on things, that's all.”



After he'd left, Featherweight exhaled and turned to go back into his room… and bumped right into his brother. 



“There's more pictures than that, huh?” It didn't even have to be a question. 



Featherweight shrugged. 



Bulk Biceps leaned down… and then grinned nervously. “Any of… you know…?”



Featherweight drew the outline of Fluttershy's mane with a hoof and raised an eyebrow teasingly. 



“Yeah,” Bulk Biceps said, blushing. 



Featherweight dug under a stack of old newspapers and pulled one out. Fluttershy, wearing a wide smile, was crouched down, introducing herself to a young golden ewe at the petting zoo. 



Bulk Biceps reverently took it. “I'm gonna… deliver this,” he said, half requesting and half pleading. 



Featherweight made a shooing motion. Bulk nodded and flew off. 



Now that he was gone… Featherweight turned back to his stack of papers. He had some other things to do. 







Diamond Tiara was hosting a fancy tea party complete with craisin and white chocolate chip cookies, and only the finest ponies were invited: she, herself, and hers truly. 



So it was a bit of a surprise when there was a knocking at her window. She glanced over… and she scowled angrily as she recognized the pony there. 



She aggressively threw open the window. “What?!” she demanded. 



Featherweight held out an envelope. Squinting suspiciously, Diamond Tiara took it and dumped the contents out. 



It was a negative of her mid-trash can offering. She blushed furiously and stomped on it, grinding it to little bits. She looked up and smiled triumphantly… but Featherweight seemed to be ok with that. He shrugged. 



Diamond Tiara squinted. “So… you're offering a truce?” she tried. 



Featherweight held up a hoof. On one condition. He pointed at the plate of cookies. 



Diamond Tiara scowled, but chose one. Sure, it was the smallest, ugliest cookie there (which wasn't saying much; they had a high standard of cookies in the Rich household) and held it out. 



Right as Featherweight reached for it, though, she dropped it on the ground. 



Betrayed, he looked down, heartbroken, and then looked back at Diamond Tiara…



And smirked. 



A horrifying thought occurred to her, and the blood drained from her face. “That wasn't the only picture you took, was it?”



Featherweight shook his head. 



Diamond's heart began to race. She looked down, as if hoping the pattern in the bedsheets could provide the answer she sought, and then looked back up. “I can offer you more cookies than you could-”



Featherweight shrugged, holding the five cookies he had swiped. With a mocking salute, he turned and flew away, chuckling to himself as Diamond Tiara shouted desperate pleas, then angry threats after him. 



Some might feel that being so small and quiet would be a disadvantage; but Featherweight certainly didn't think so. 



It was all a matter of perspective, really. 
      

      
   
      Home, Sweet Home


      

      
      
         Twilight had been pacing across her bedroom for so long that her legs felt like they were going to break under her. She chewed on her lip like hay as she wandered around the room, eyes set to the floor. With every small creak, every small bump, her ears would shoot up. Her wings twitched.



“You’re a mess,” Spike said, glancing at her from across the room. He settled back into his chair and pulled up his Power Ponies comic. “Didn’t your mom say she didn’t want you pacing anymore?”



“I know,” Twilight groaned, forcing her legs to go rigid. “But I just can’t help it. It’s past noon! Muffins should be here with the mail by now!”



“She probably just got stuck in a tree. Again.” Spike put his comic down and crossed his arms. “But what’s the problem? How come you can’t just start writing now?”



“That’s against the rules. I can’t start writing anything until I get the letter saying what the prompt is!” Twilight fell back onto her haunches and grabbed at her mane with both hooves. “I’m already going to embarrass myself in front of Equestria’s greatest writers—do I really want to be disqualified, too?”



Spike hopped out of his chair and waddled over to where Twilight sat. “Don’t worry,” he said, laying a claw on her shoulder. “You’re a great writer! I’m sure that no matter what you have to write about, you’ll make it great.”



Twilight smiled and pulled him into a hug. “Thanks, Spike. You always know just what to say.” She took a deep breath and rolled her neck, wincing at the tense cracks that shot through her bones. “I just hope it’s a good one. Nothing about seaponies, or anything weird like that—“



The doorbell rang, and Twilight’s wings shot to attention. Twilight sprinted out of the room, with Spike following close behind. The two raced down the hall, down the stairs, all the way to the front door. With a giggle, Twilight opened the door.



Decked out in her finest postmare hat and sash, Muffins stood just outside the door, a bundle of thick letters resting on an outstretched wing. She barely had time to muster a greeting before Twilight leaped forward, hugged her, took the letters, and closed the door.



A tingling nausea floated through Twilight’s stomach as she sifted through the pile of envelopes. “Princess stuff, princess stuff, princess stuff…” She paused for a moment to throw Spike his copy of Mustache Monthly, which he took with glee.



At the bottom of the pile sat a plain yellow envelope, addressed directly to her. Big red letters across the bottom read, “Important Info Enclosed.” With the smallest of prayers, she ripped it open and removed a small white card.



On it was printed: “Home, Sweet Home.”



Twilight spent a silent moment staring at the words, as if expecting them to move, to change shape in front of her eyes. And yet, no matter how many seconds passed, they stayed static, returning her glance with a silent defiance.



It took an elbow in the side from Spike to jolt her out of her stupor. “So, what do you think? Is it a good prompt?”



“Uh.” Twilight swallowed. “Yes? I mean, yeah, sure. It’s open-ended, leaves room for some emotional development… yeah. I can make this work!”












“Why can’t I make this work?” Twilight moaned to herself, slamming her face into her notebook.



Across from her, mouths full of food, Rainbow Dash and Applejack stared. Rainbow gulped down her daisy sandwich and crossed her forelegs. “What the heck is up with you?” she asked. “We’ve been here for, like, half-an-hour and you’ve been ignoring us the entire time!”



“Are you working on something?” Applejack asked, leaning over the table to peek at Twilight’s notes. “What is—“



“Don’t look!” Twilight yipped, snatching her papers off the table. “It’s not ready!”



Applejack backed off and held her hooves up defensively. “Oh, sorry, Sugarcube. Didn’t mean to impose. Just wanted to know what’s stressing you out so much.”



“She’s probably writing a love letter to Celestia,” Rainbow remarked, throwing Twilight a snide glance. “Freaking out ‘cuz she can’t decide whether to mention how big her butt is.”



“I am not writing a love letter!” Twilight sputtered, cheeks exploding red. She paused, taking a sharp breath. “And if I was, I certainly wouldn’t be talking about her flanks. That’s… weird. It’s weird.”



“Then what?” Applejack asked.



Twilight dragged a hoof down her face, as if trying to snap the feeling back into her skull. “A few weeks ago I was invited to a very prestigious writing competition. I’ve been spending the past day or so trying to write my entry for it.”



Applejack let out a low whistle and grinned. “Hoo-wee. Must be a real honor to get invited to one of these things, especially for a filly like yourself!”



“Yeah,” Twilight said, managing a smile. “All the best writers in Equestria compete in it. Trochee, Full Stop—hay, even A.K. Yearling submits something every once in a while. It’s a who’s who of the greatest writers of the modern age.” Her ears went flat. “And me.”



As Twilight sighed and buried her head in her hooves, Applejack and Rainbow exchanged a look. Applejack rested a hoof on Twilight’s shoulder. “What’s wrong, Twi? Don’t tell me you’re nervous!”



“You’re the eggheadiest egghead in the world!” Rainbow cried. “You, like, read dictionaries for fun. How could you not be the best writer ever?”



“Being good at reading isn’t the same as being good at writing,” Twilight said, lidding her eyes. “Especially not creative writing. I write research papers, essays, dissertations—not stories.” She growled and held up her notebook. “I’ve got less than a week to finish this, and I can’t think of anything good! I have ideas, but all of them are awful! They’re gonna get me a black ribbon for sure!”



Applejack tilted her head. “Black ribbon?”



“It’s the ‘prize’ for last place,” Twilight explained. “It’s like a mark of shame. And once you get it, you can’t ever get rid of it. Everyone in the competition knows that you got last place. They know you’re not good enough…”



“You are completely good enough,” Applejack said, stamping a hoof. She scooted her chair a few paces closer to where Twilight sat. “Here, why don’t we help? I’m sure RD and I can help you get some ideas flowing.”



“Totally!” Rainbow said, joining Applejack at Twilight’s side. “We’re gonna rock this competition!”



As the her two friends closed in, Twilight instinctively covered her writing with a hoof, hiding it from their view—but as she took in their earnest smiles, she could feel a grin of her own flittering across her face. She nodded and dropped her notebook on the table, letting both of them have free rein.



Luckily enough, they didn’t immediately burst into laughter. “’Home, Sweet Home?’” Rainbow asked, looking at the title of the page. “What the heck is that supposed to mean?”



“It’s the prompt,” Twilight explained. “It’s what I have to be writing about—kinda. It’s open-ended, so you can interpret it however you want. But you have to be clear about how it relates to the prompt, or judges will get mad. But you can’t be too blatant about it, or they’ll get mad about that, too. And some of the judges don’t really care.”



Rainbow narrowed her eyes. “This sounds stupid.”



Applejack whacked Rainbow on the shoulder before turning back to Twilight. “Don’t worry about it, Twi. We’re ready to help. What do you need?”



“I’m… not sure, honestly.” Twilight sat back in her seat, face blank. “I’m looking for good ideas now, mostly. What do you guys think of when I say ‘Home, Sweet Home?’”



“It makes me happy,” Applejack said, looking to the sky. “It reminds me of apple orchards, and hard work, and family. Makes me think about how much I love Sweet Apple Acres, and how much I love Ponyville. I wouldn’t give it up for that world.”



Twilight beamed. “Aww. That’s so—“



“Weird,” Rainbow finished, frowning. “Who in Equestria actually likes where they were born?”



Applejack glowered. “Oh, I don’t know, Little Miss ‘Cloudsdale-Is-The-Best-City-Ever.’”



“That’s not what I mean.” Rainbow turned to Twilight. “Yeah, I like Cloudsdale and all, but I hated my home. As soon as I left school, I got out of there, and I never looked back.”



“Just what are you saying, Sugarcube?”



“I’m saying that ‘Home, Sweet Home’ is totally meant to be sarcastic! It’s like”—Rainbow rolled her eyes exaggeratedly—“oh, ‘Home, Sweet Home.’ Great. I love it here.” She jabbed a hoof at Twilight’s notebook. “You gotta write something about someone who hates their home. It’s drama!”



Twilight paused for a moment before nodding and putting her quill to the paper—



“Don’t listen to her,” Applejack said, pulling Twilight closer to her chair. “Trust me, sarcasm is the worst thing to happen to Equestria since fried pickles. Sincerity beats out sarcasm any day.” She grabbed Twilight’s notebook and pushed it a bit closer to her. “Write about a filly who loves her family, and loves her home. Write something happy. That’s sure to impress all your writer friends.”



Twilight grinned and wrote down Applejack’s idea. As the words spilled onto the page, Twilight could feel the cobwebs in her brain burning away; she could see the characters forming her head, images swirling around—



“’Happy?’ More like sappy,” Rainbow said. “You said all these ponies competing were amazing writers, right? What amazing writer ever wrote about someone who was happy? It’s always dead puppies and rain clouds.” She puffed out her chest. “At least, in all the books I read.”



Applejack scowled. “Oh, yeah? And just what books do you read?”



Rainbow turned up her nose. “All of them.”



Twilight pouted. “This isn’t really helping.”



“Then just listen to me!” Rainbow said. “The only thing sincerity is gonna get you is an ugly black ribbon.”



“That isn’t true!” Applejack said. She tried to smile at Twilight, but it came out as more of a mangled glare. “Here, I’ll even give you a plot! Write about a stallion named, uh… Blue Delicious, who runs a water mill. He’s the friendliest guy around, and nothing makes him happier than to come home to his family and eat lots of apple fritters.”



Twilight raised a brow. “Don’t you have a cousin named Red Delicious who runs a water mill?”



“Yeah, what about it? I’m writing what I know!”



“Jeez, AJ. Isn’t this supposed to be creative writing?” Rainbow said through a chuckle. She smirked at Twilight. “Here’s what you’re gonna write about. There’s this filly, right? And all she’s ever wanted to do is become an adventurer, but her parents won’t let her, so she runs away from home—“



“This is the prologue to the first Daring Do book,” Twilight muttered.



Rainbow’s mouth hung for a moment. Nostrils flaring, she growled, “Okay, fine, it is! But it’s not like I see you coming up with any ideas.”



Her words slammed into Twilight like a leaden carriage. Wings drooping, she sighed. “You’re right.” She stood up and stuffed her notebook into a saddlebag. “Thanks for the help, but—maybe I just need some fresh air. Some time to think.”



“Twi,” Applejack said, standing up, “are you gonna be okay?”



Twilight built up a tiny smile and nodded. “I’ll be fine.”



With that, Twilight headed out of the café.












Twilight kept her head low as she drudged through Ponyville Park. Every few moments she would whisper a single word to herself: “Okay.”



For most of her life, “Okay” had been one of her favorite words. It was her little signal to herself that it was time to start brainstorming, time to start thinking like the trained researcher she was.



But this wasn’t research. This was creativity. This was fiction. This was, for all intents and purposes, art. And if there was anything that Twilight wasn’t, it was an artist.



Her brain felt like it had become the site of a five-way train crash. Her thoughts were raging masses of twisted steel and wires, scraping against the side of her skull. A dull ache pounded in the back of her head.



So she gritted her teeth and tried again. “Okay.” She tried to picture an idea, any idea, anything she could come up with—but there was an itch on her leg, and her eyes flitted to a worm crawling around next to her. She tried to shake the distractions away, but her mind had become fuzz, and she barely had time to see the pony right in front of her—



Twilight yelped as she crashed headfirst into a soft white mass and staggered backwards, tumbling into a puddle of mud on the side of the road. Massaging her horn, she glanced upwards.



Rarity was standing just a few paces away, rubbing a patch of now mussed-up fur on her side. She snorted. “Really, Twilight, you must watch where you’re going! Your horn is particularly sharp and—Celestia!” She hurried over to where Twilight lay, coat splattered with thick mud. Eyes flitting from splotch to splotch, she said, “I’m so sorry! I swear I didn’t mean to push you like that!”



“It’s not your fault,” Twilight said, lifting herself up. “I’m the one who wasn’t looking where she was going.”



“Oh, but look at your beautiful coat! Your luxurious mane!” Rarity said. She took a hard breath and raised her chin high. “There’s only one thing to be done. Twilight, come with me. We’re getting you to a shower.”



“Uh, I could just go home—“



“I’m not letting you walk around like this, darling. Your castle is all the way across town. My home—and my high-pressure shower—is just a few blocks away.”



“Well…” Twilight rubbed the back of her neck. “I guess you have a point.”



“Come,” Rarity said, walking away. “I’ll have you looking fabulous again faster than you can say ‘très magnifique!’” Twilight scrambled to catch up.



“It’s lovely to see you,” Rarity said, smiling. “Especially on today of all days…”



Those were the last words Twilight heard. As Rarity babbled, Twilight put her body on auto-pilot, walking forward and occasionally nodding at whatever it was Rarity said. She hated to do this to a friend, but as she glanced down at the mud covering her chest, she couldn’t help but ask herself: Could I write a story about this?



She furrowed her brows. Could it work? Maybe a story about a mare who gets covered in mud, and… and there’s a race of little Earth Pixies living in the mud! Yeah, that’s it. There are Earth Pixies in the mud, and once they land on her coat, they don’t want to leave, because she’s their new home. Their new home! It even related to the prompt!



A giggle escaped her lips. She could see herself writing it; she could see other ponies reading it! Reading it and actually enjoying it! But what would she call it? Maybe—



“Twilight!”



“Huh? What?” Twilight snapped her head to the side, only to find Rarity frowning at her. She spent a moment searching for words before stammering, “Uh, I mean, yes, of course I am!”



“I asked why you were in the park, darling.”



“Oh.”



“Twilight, you seem rather distracted today.” Rarity leaned into her. “Is something wrong?”



“It’s… nothing.” Twilight looked away. “Really. I don’t want to bother you. Besides, it has to do with writing, and contests, and… yeah. I don’t think you would care too much.”



“I’m not so sure of that,” Rarity said with a smirk. “Writing is an art, no? And so is dressmaking. We are both artistes, my good friend. Here, let’s talk. Perhaps I can help.”












Wrapped in a fluffy blue bathrobe, Twilight sat on  a long couch in Rarity’s inspiration room. The floors were cluttered with long bolts of fabric, half-completed dresses, and the occasional empty bucket of strawberry ice cream. After her shower, Rarity had told her to wait there, before leaving to go to… somewhere. She hadn’t said.



On their way home, Twilight had told Rarity everything. About the contest, about the prompt, about Applejack and Rainbow’s advice—and even about the anxiety slithering through her brain. It had felt great to let somepony in like that. And yet, Twilight could still feel a weight crushing down on her bones, wrapping around her like a snake.



Rarity had promised her that she would help somehow; that she would help Twilight push through her creative block. Twilight could only pray that she was right.



Twilight’s ears pricked up when she heard a soft set of hoofsteps heading for the room. A moment later, Rarity stepped inside and closed the door.



“Hey,” Twilight said, waving. “Are you ready to start?”



Rarity’s only response was to walk up to Twilight and scan her, as if she were a piece of fine art. Under Rarity’s forceful gaze, Twilight had to resist the urge to move away—for the briefest of moments, she felt like she was at the doctor’s office, waiting for a shot.



Just as she was about to ask what was going on, Rarity smiled. She lit her horn, and a pair of thick red glasses descended onto her face. She cleared her throat.



“Sit up straight!” Rarity cried, making Twilight flinch. “Lounging around like that encourages laziness, which encourages procrastination!”



Twilight shot up, sitting straight as a board. “Rarity, what’s going—“



“No, no, no Twilight!” Rarity said, shaking her head. She took off her glasses. “This is Rarity.” She put the glasses back on, and her entire body went rigid. “This is Rarity Belle, world-renowned artist and fashionista supreme! While we work, you will address me as Miss Belle. Do you understand?”



Twilight gulped. “Uh, yeah, I think so.”



Rarity jumped at her. “’I think so’ what?!”



“I think so, Miss Belle!” Twilight repeated, cowering.



Rarity stepped back and nodded. “Very good. If you keep this up, you’ll be through this funk of yours, and on track to a gold medal in no time!” She paced in front of the couch. “Now: in your castle, is there a special place you usually write at?”



“My desk, I suppose,” Twilight said. “We can head over there, if you want.”



“Teleport your desk here.”



“What?” Twilight said, taken aback. “I can’t just—“



“Teleport your desk!”



Twilight lit her horn. A second later, a massive wooden desk appeared near the ceiling before tumbling down and crushing Rarity’s designer coffee table.



The room was silent as the dust cleared. Rarity stared at the wreckage, jaw hanging, one eye twitching. It took about five long, deep breaths before she brushed the hair from her eyes and nodded. “Alright,” she said through clenched teeth. “Take your position.”



Throwing a few broken pieces of wood out of the way, Twilight took a seat in front of her desk. At once, Rarity levitated a full library’s-worth of quills and papers onto the space in front of her.



“You said that you had a few different ideas, no?” Rarity asked.



“Yeah,” Twilight said, grabbing a quill. “But I’m not sure that any of them are actually any good.”



“That’s why we’re here. We will make them good,” Rarity said. “Take a few minutes to write them all down. Just a sentence or two summary for each.”



Twilight followed the order. Some of her ideas were no more than a few errant words, while others were whole sentences. As she wrote, she felt a familiar tingle wriggling through her stomach—a sort of dissatisfied nausea. Everything she wrote was so clichéd, so boring—well, most of it, at least. There was one idea, jammed in the middle of the page, that brought a smile to her face whenever she looked it over.



“What’s so funny?” Rarity asked, looking over her shoulder.



“It’s nothing, Rar—Miss Belle,” Twilight said. She leaned back and pointed to the story concept. “Just something I thought of on the way over here. It’s about a mare who gets splattered with mud, and it turns out that a bunch of little creatures live in the mud, and she ends up becoming their new home.”



Twilight waited for Rarity’s face to scrunch up in disgust… but it never did. Rarity’s expression stayed blank, static. She read Twilight’s words over a few times. “It’s rather strange.”



“I like strange stories,” Twilight said, shrugging. “They make me laugh. Is that bad?”



“Not at all,” Rarity said with a smile. She nodded. “It’s a fine story. Do you have any more ideas for it?”



“A few, I think.”



“Great. Start writing them all down.” Rarity walked away. “I’ll go make us some tea.”



“All of them?” Twilight called after her. “But some of them don’t even make sense—“



“All of them. We’ll sort them out later.” Rarity closed the door behind her.



Twilight sat there for a moment, bathing in the silence and staring down at her papers. Then, with a weak flourish of her quill, she began.



The first few words of her outline came out easily; she just wrote down what she had told Rarity. A few smaller, stranger ideas came next: maybe the Earth Pixies living in the mud could worship the mare like a god. Maybe they had their own little culture down in the mud puddle, with art and sports and an economy and everything.



And what did the Pixies look like? As she finished up her last few notes, Twilight pictured the creatures in her head. They were small, rounded clumps of dirt with roots for limbs. Their eyes were pebbles. She giggled as she imagined them walking across some poor mare’s back, chanting her name as if she were royalty. And what of the mare? What did she look like?



And, of course, the mare would have to have a best friend to play off of. Maybe it could be a stallion? Maybe they could fall in love? Twilight grimaced and crossed that out. No romance. Just mud.



So she had her idea, and she had a few characters, and she had a few scenes—but what then? Maybe the mare would go to a doctor, only for a bunch of scientists to find her and put her into a museum. That was funny…



But did Twilight really want the entire story to be comedy. Rainbow Dash had been right when she said that most every great writer made their fame by writing about serious, mature topics. Maybe a touch of grittiness would help her out…?



But wouldn’t that ruin the tone? It would be so jarring, so strange. Twilight didn’t want that. She wanted people to like her writing, not hate it! But they would hate it. Everypony was going to hate it and she was going to be a laughing-stock and—



“Why did you stop writing?”



Twilight jumped as Rarity’s voice floated over her shoulder. “Oh, uh,” Twilight sputtered as Rarity rested a cup of tea nearby. “I’m just not sure where to go from here. I had a funny idea, but I’m not sure that I want to write it, or do something else.”



“It’s a good thing we’re not writing the story then,” Rarity said, sipping at her tea. “We’re outlining. We have time to explore. Pick one option and move on.”



“But how do I know which one to pick?”



“Pick one and move on,” Rarity repeated, a bit more forceful. “If we need to, we’ll come back and explore the other option.”



Twilight frowned and turned back to her papers. Resting her head on a hoof, she kept writing. “Okay.”



Rarity spent a moment staring, brows furrowed, before sighing. “I just need you to keep writing, Twilight. Don’t let anything get in your way.”



“It’s not as easy as it sounds!” Twilight snapped over her shoulder. “I’m not a machine!”



“I know you’re not!” Rarity shot back, stamping a hoof. “I’m not saying that it’s easy! But you keep letting your anxieties, your insecurities take over! You’re letting your fear win, and whatever you do, you cannot let that happen. Fear will do nothing but ruin you.”



Twilight shook her head. “So… So what do I do?”



Rarity touched her shoulder.



“Just create.”



And so Twilight did.












About two hours later, Twilight threw down her third quill, right next to the two other broken ones. An outline, about ten pages long, sat in front of her. Within those scribbled-up pages sat every plot point, every character, every minor development. The air was thick with the smell of wet ink.



Twilight slumped back in her chair. Never before had she imagined writing could be such hard work. Her sides were caked with sweat. Her horn ached.



She had never been prouder.



Rarity picked up the papers in her magic and levitated them over to where she sat. Twilight watched as she went picked through them, eyes running from side-to-side, her mouth leveled into a steady line. Seconds passed as minutes. Minutes were hours. By the time five minutes had gone by, Twilight felt like she was about to chew off her hooftips.



Rarity nodded and returned the papers to her. “It’s good.”



Twilight nearly dropped the packet. “It’s… good?”



“Yes, very good!” Rarity took off her glasses. “You should be proud—Twilight?”



Twilight felt like the life had been sucked from her bones. She stared off into the distance, eyes shaking. “It’s good. Good.”



“Twilight, what’s wrong? Aren’t you happy?”



“No!” Twilight shrieked, throwing up her hooves. “I’m not! It’s good? Good isn’t good enough! Good is bad!” She leapt from her seat and started walking around the room. “I’m competing with the best of the best, Rarity! These writers aren’t good, they’re great! They don’t have blocks like this. They don’t make mistakes. They know what they’re doing!”



Rarity shook her head. “That’s not—“



“I’m not good enough,” Twilight spat, stopping in the middle of the room. “I’m nothing compared to them. I’m gonna make a fool of myself.”



Silence. Twilight fell to her knees, gaze stuck to the floor. Her lungs felt like they had been tied together. She tried to swallow, but her throat was hard, eternally dry. Everything ached. She closed her eyes and waited for Rarity to say something, anything to cheer her up—



“Mhm.” Rarity nodded. “Perhaps you’re right. Perhaps you aren’t good enough to beat these writers.”



Twilight choked on her own frantic spit. She stared at Rarity. “What… what?”



“I said that you’re not good enough to beat them.” Rarity stood up and walked over to her friend. “You’re just not. I’m sorry.”



Everything was cracking. Everything was falling. Twilight had been stabbed. She looked away, eyes stinging. “Oh.”



“But that’s okay.”



“Huh?”



Rarity touched a hoof to Twilight’s chin, lifting her head up to meet her gaze. “I said that’s okay. It’s okay to not be as good as them. It’s okay to not be perfect, Twilight!” She smiled. “I love you dearly, but this was your first time competing, darling. Did you really expect to beat all of these experienced authors and win?”



“I… I don’t know,” Twilight said. She growled, tears spilling down her face. “But you said you’d get me a gold medal!”



“I said I would get you on the track to a gold medal,” Rarity corrected. She helped Twilight up off the floor and led her over to the couch, where they both laid side-by-side. “Twilight, I’ve been in quite a few competitions in my life, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s this: not even the greatest artist win the first time. Sometimes they never win!”



“But that doesn’t make sense!” Twilight said, scowling. “If you’re good, you win! That’s how contests work!”



“You can’t always judge art like that!” Rarity said. “You’re looking at this all from the wrong perspective! These competitions? They’re about improving! Art is a constant struggle. Not against the world. Not against other ponies. It’s a struggle against yourself. Being an artist means fighting your own demons, fighting your own insecurities.



“No one can stop you from creating, Twilight. No one except for yourself. And every time you win that fight, every time you create something new, you’re improving.”



Twilight sniffled. “Really?”



“Really.” Rarity grinned. “This was your first time ever writing fiction, no? So maybe you won’t win. Maybe you’re not the best. But I think that’s a good thing. It means that you have room to improve.”



Twilight nodded and looked away. “Maybe you’re right… but what about the other authors? They invited me to this, expecting me to be a fantastic author, just like them! What if I submit something terrible, and they all hate me, or taunt me, or anything else?”



“They were all beginners once, too, darling” Rarity said. “They’ll understand. And if they don’t? If they really do hate you, or taunt you, and all of that? Then perhaps they aren’t the sort of ponies you want to be looking up to.”



Twilight chuckled through a muted sob. Rubbing her eyes, she pressed her head into Rarity’s mane. “Thanks, Rarity. You’re the best.”



“I try,” Rarity said. She levitated Twilight’s outline over to the couch and placed it in front of her. “You have a week. Do you think you can make it?”



Twilight picked up her packet and scanned the front page. It still made her giggle.



“I think so.”












A month later, Twilight sat in her bedroom, writing on her desk. In front of her sat a long scroll: the entrance form for the next writing competition. She had received it in the mail that morning, and wanted to send it in as soon as possible. With a quick flourish of her quill, Twilight signed her name at the bottom and rolled up the scroll before tucking it away in her nearby saddlebag.



She stood up and stretched. She had been sitting in that hard wooden seat for, what, two hours now? Writing. Just writing. She had gotten some good feedback on that Earth Pixies story of her—A.K. Yearling had sent her a special note, thanking her for writing it. She had never thought a simple thank you could bring her near tears.



Rolling her neck, she snuffed out her desk lamp and walked over to her bed. It had been a long day, and her ‘creative juices’—Celestia had taught her that one—needed refilling. With a contented sigh, she climbed under the covers, wriggling around until she was buried in a mountain of silk.



She cast one last smile at the black ribbon sitting on her nightstand before turning over and drifting to a peaceful sleep. She dreamt of mud.
      

      
   
      The Secret Weapon


      

      
      
         León collapsed to the floor tiles, the filing cabinet at last set against the door. Right on time, for he could hear someone setting keys to the lock. He pressed his back to the cabinet and his feet against the opposite wall of the storage closet, heart pounding as the door handle turned. A muffled curse rose through the door when it refused to open.



A haughty female voice rang out. “Oh my, such foul language.”



“Sorry, Rarity, it’s just that he’s usually not like this. León’s a stiff, but he’s not a bad guy.”



They were talking. León could hear the things’ voices, just as described! He covered his face with shaking hands and struggled to think, but the only thoughts that made themselves known were This isn’t happenineg! and Why didn’t the idiot listen?



Someone banged on the door. “Come on, León, what’s wrong with you? The ponies aren’t dangerous.”



“Yes they are!” León pointed at the air, having nothing better to target. “I told you not to bring them here! Do you have any idea how many protocols you’ve violated?”



“I bring stuff through the portal all the time.”



“Authorized items only, Derrick!” The door tried to open again; León braced between the wall and the filing cabinet. “You don’t know what those… those things can do.”



“ ‘Can do?’ ” That voice was new, and full of confusion. “Haven’t you been delivering reports about our abilities, Derrick?”



“Yes,” Derrick grumbled, “and he’s been reading them. Diligently. The jerk loves his reports almost as much as he loves ‘by the book.’ ”



“There’s no need to call him names,” the voice scolded. “He just doesn’t understand. We need to be patient.”



“Yeah… you’re right, of course. Sorry, Princess.”



“How many times do I have to tell you to call me Twilight?”



“As many times as it takes for it to not be mind-bendingly adorable when you correct me, Princess.”



“Oh, you…”



‘Mind bending’ was exactly what had León so horrified. “Derrick, please, don’t you see what they’ve done to you? Get your common sense back and send them home!”



“Hey! What are ya accusin’ me an’ my friends of doin’?”



“Calm down, Applejack.”



“But he’s makin’ us sound like a buncha varmints!”



“You are!” León banged his elbow against the cabinet for the extra attention. “You’re all… uh… ‘varmints.’ Now go home!”



“I dunno, Twilight,” a fourth voice said, “this guy doesn’t seem very friendly. And here I thought humans were all gonna be as awesome as Derrick.”



“Humans are not awesome,” León insisted, grabbing hold of every option his frantic mind could conjure. “Nope, we’re boring as hell, so you might as well go home.”



“Maybe he’s just not in a good mood,” yet another voice said. How many had that idiot brought through? “Like Cranky sometimes is when I come by his place real early. I know, why don’t we take a look around? I bet there are tons more friends to be made than just this León pony.”



“ ‘Person,’ Pinkie,” Derrick corrected. “The word is ‘person.’ ”



“Pony, person, whatever! I’m with Pinkie. Come on, let’s find some other humans to talk to.”



“Right behind ya, Dashie!”



“No!” León jumped to his feet, eyes wide as he turned to reach for the doorknob. He just barely stopped himself. “Derrick, don’t let them go. They’ll spread like a plague!”



“A plague?” Derrick laughed. “What are you expecting, León? You think every person who meets a pony is gonna be walking around with their arms raised and moaning ‘Pooooooonnniiiiiieeeesssss?’ ”



“Do you have any idea how accurate that is on a metaphorical level?” León banged his fists against the top of the filing cabinet with a snarl. “Damn it, Derrick, this is exactly the kind of thing I was hired on to prevent. It’s my job to keep the world and this facility safe from infections and other threats that may appear in the other world, and—”



“Threats? Mr. Villanueva— Did I pronounce that right? Oh, good, I’d hate to be insulting on my first major diplomatic mission as a princess.”



León grasped at the opportunity like a life ring in the open ocean. Princess Twilight was the smart, by-the-book type, right? “Princess, if you really want to keep this from becoming a seriously negative inter-dimensional incident, you will grab your friends and go back where you came from. You’re ruining our due process!”



“Oh, my…” Twilight sounded appropriately worried, and León began to detect the slightest bit of hope. Maybe he could undo the damage before things got out of hand. "I do know how frustrating it can be to have the rules violated, even unintentionally."



“I don’t know, Twilight,” Rarity said. “Princess Celestia asked us to come here, did she not? Surely our human friends won’t mind at least a short visit in the name of amiable relations and not offending the ruler and most powerful individual in our world.”



“Well said, Rarity.”



León wrung his hands and began to hyperventilate. “Derrick, you moron!”



“Alright, this feller’s just bein’ rude,” Applejack griped. “I’m gonna go explore with Pinkie and Rainbow.”



“I think I’ll join you,” Rarity said. “Hopefully the rest of this world’s denizens will be as polite as Derrick.”



“Goddamn it, Derrick, stop them!” This time León’s punch left a dent in the filing cabinet.



“León, they’re not hurting anything.”



León tugged at his hair. “Look at what they did to you!”



“They haven’t done a thing to me.”



“Bull! You don’t like cute things, you like guns and Harleys and half-naked blondes on a spread.” León pointed at the door. “They’ve warped your brain, screwed with your head, turned you into something you’re not!”



Twilight gave an indignant shout. “That’s not true! We haven’t cast a single spell on Derrick.”



“W-well,” a small voice spoke up, “you did cast that cloud-walking spell on him a few visits ago.”



“Not helping, Fluttershy.”



The door handle rattled yet again, and León slammed his shoulder against the filing cabinet. “Come on, León,” Derrick called, “they didn’t do anything to my head. I don’t care how manly you are, there’s no way to not fall in love with these ponies. They’re just so bucking adorable.”



León’s jaw dropped. “D-did you just say ‘bucking?’ ”



“Well, they won’t let me say the real curse words.”



Slapping his hands to his face, León felt his guts twist as he imagined the entire world shifting to such silly, ‘cute’ words. “This is a disaster.”



Derrick sighed. “León, you’re too tense for your own good. Ya gotta relax, take these things as they come. These girls are all about the ‘magic of friendship.’ Maybe if you tried to be nice then you’d see that this is not a bad thing.”



León pressed his back to the wall and dropped to a sitting position, still covering his face as despair swept over him. “How could you do this, Derrick? How could you betray humanity?”



“And I thought Rarity was a drama queen,” Twilight quipped.



“I know, right? You’re too serious, León.”



León said nothing. He just sat there, face in his hands, and rocked. He prayed that someone in the facility would realize what was happening and call the outside world for help, or at least initiate a quarantine. Perhaps that way this… this ‘cute’ infection could be stopped before it went any farther.



“Hey, guys!”



“Oh, hey Rainbow,” Twilight replied. “Did you go through the entire facility already?”



“Uh, duh, fastest flier in Equestria, remember? And now in this world too, I bet. But hey, guess what? There are tons of humans here! And they’re all a lot friendlier than Mr. Closet Case there.”



“Dash, don’t be rude. His name’s Mr. Villanueva.”



León groaned as his hopes were shattered. “Please tell me someone initiated a quarantine.”



Rainbow answered him directly, which only made him feel sick to his stomach. “Some guy in a blue suit did shout about starting this quarantine thingy, but then Pinkie gave him a hug. Last I saw him, he was nuzzling with Rarity and fawning over her mane.” She made a retching sound. “What the heck’s a quarantine, anyway?”



“It’s a method of keeping diseases from spreading,” Twilight said, her tone dull. “Mr. Villanueva, friendship is not a contagion. And don’t try to fool us, Rainbow, we know you got a few nuzzles in there too.”



Derrick chuckled. “Yeah, I bet you even raced Pinkie to see who could get the most cuddles in.”



“D-did not!”



Their laughter was like a poison seeping into the crevices of León’s mind. He slumped against the wall and stared at the ceiling, heart rent in two. The world was doomed, and all because one explorer couldn’t hold on to his masculinity. He began looking around; maybe he could find a weapon of some kind and take his own life before his identity became another victim of this multicolored terror.



He could just make out Fluttershy’s whisper through the overworked nerve network of his fatigued brain. “S-so, um… Rainbow? The other humans, they're… nice, right? L-like Derrick?”



“Oh yeah, totally. Plenty of ear-scratches to go around.” Rainbow went silent for a couple seconds, then moaned. “So goooood…”



Derrick chuckled.



Fluttershy abruptly sounded far more chipper. “Oh, that’s good. Then I think I’ll go and say hello to our new—”



“Wait!”



León looked up at the silence that followed Rainbow’s outburst, his peering gaze set on the door.



Rainbow used a ridiculously loud whisper. “Twilight, secret weapon.”



“Secret weapon? Rainbow, what are you… oooooh.”



Fluttershy’s squeak was barely audible through the wood. “W-why are you all looking at me l-like that?”



The handle rattled, and León crouched as if he might attack despite the filing cabinet keeping the door firmly closed. “Last chance, León,” Derrick said. “Let us in or we’ll have to unleash the big guns.”



“Not a chance in hell!” León pressed his back to the cabinet yet again and crossed his arms. “I’d rather die than let them brainwash me with their… whatever.”



“Alright, you asked for it. Come on, Fluttershy.”



Another squeak through the door. “Derrick, w-what are you doing?”



“Up here.” A loud clang followed the sound of Twilight’s voice. “You can get in this way.”



León’s eyes widened.



“Me? Oh, no no no!”



“Come on, Fluttershy!” Rainbow cheered. “You’re, like, the epitome of adorableness.”



“Nice word choice, Rainbow.”



“Not now, egghead! Fluttershy, I bet if we took your blood sample and looked under one of those microscopes we’d see a bunch of baby bunnies and kittens. Tell her, Derrick.”



“It’s true,” Derrick said. “I mean, you’re all cute, but you are a like 100-proof Cute-brand whiskey.”



“I have no idea what that means. D-do I have to go?”



“No!” León shook his head frantically, despite there being nobody there to see it. “No, you don’t, and you really don’t wanna, ‘cause I… uh… I eat ponies! Y-yeah, and I’m super mean to boot, a real kitten-kicking bastard!”



“O-oh my, how could you do such a thing?”



Derrick laughed, the sound sending a fresh chill down León’s spine. “Nice try, but I know you’ve got four cats back home. Stop trying to scare her with lies.”



“Four cats? That’s wonderful!”



If León ever saw Leopold, Long Nine, Otto and Santa Anna again, he’d give each of them a good punt. He could hear banging in the walls along the corner of the room, and promptly climbed back to his feet. “What are you doing? Whatever it is, you better stop it right now, y-you hear me?” Turning a circle revealed nothing he might use for self defense; just more filing cabinets. Heart pounding, he tried to open one, only to find it locked. “I’m armed! I’ll… I’ll shoot you!”



Derrick’s tone was dull. “Bullshit, there are no weapons in there.”



“Hey!”



“Sorry, Rainbow.”



“Don’t let me hear you say that ag… Ooooh, yeah, that’s the spot.”



León tore at the filing cabinets, but not a single one opened. “Oh please no, oh please no…”



A weird tinkling sound caressed his ear, followed by a zap and something falling to the floor. León jerked towards the sound, his back pressed to the wall and his heart trying to crack his ribcage. Though his eyes darted around the room, he could see nothing.



“He looks so scared.”



León’s eyes rose to the voice, now clear and unimpeded, and his breath caught in his throat. There, crouched in the vent that had apparently been knocked open, was this small, purple… thing with huge, unnatural violet eyes, multi-colored hair and a horn sticking from its head. Its visage filled him with terror, not in that it was ugly, but that it was – and he felt a piece of his soul die at the thought – cute.



The creature stared at him, and he stared right back. It tilted its head quizzically. It smiled, displaying two rows of horribly perfect teeth.



Then it disappeared back into the vent.



León’s legs gave out and he fell to the floor, sitting against the wall and sucking in sharp gasps. His most primitive mental defense was to think of this as some kind of colorful nightmare, but by God, he’d seen it. They were really here, and everything was far too lucid for this to be a dream. He curled into a ball and sobbed as full, total understanding of his doom at last fell upon him.



“Oh my goodness, he really does look scared!” This new voice, softer than the last, made him look up… and what he saw took his breath away. It was so sickeningly adorable with its pink mane and big, hopeful eyes that he wondered if his own weren’t bleeding from the sheer mental impact.



The creature crawled out of the vent and opened tiny yellow wings far too small to support its weight, yet that’s precisely what they did. León’s mind fractured in its attempt to reconcile this blatant defiance of physics; reading about it in Derrick’s reports were nothing in comparison to the real thing.



The creature, some kind of cartoonish monstrosity that somewhat resembled a pony, floated to the floor and landed on four hooves. It was then that León realized just how incredibly small it was; even with its head up, it wouldn’t have reached his waist. The brightly colored thing he assumed was called Fluttershy approached, flashing a smile so brilliant it threatened to turn his heart into warm goo.



“N-no… don’t come any c-closer.” León covered his face beneath his arms and trembled, not daring to look at the monstrosity any more. “Please, I d-don’t wanna be your friend.”



“It’s okay,” Fluttershy cooed, her voice as soft as downy feathers on his ear. “There there, we’re not going to hurt you. I promise.”



“Y-you lie.” He squeezed into the corner of the room, tears streaming down his cheeks. “I w-won’t be me anymore.” Her hooves clopped against the tiles, slow and careful and growing ever louder. León gritted his teeth and kept his arms wrapped tight around his face, determined not to risk even the smallest glance. “Keep away. You’re not cute, I don’t like l-like you, I don’t w-wanna be your friend.”



“I don’t think that’s true at all. Everypony wants friends.”



“I’m not a p-pony.”



“Every… person?”



“Everyone,” Derrick called helpfully through the door.



“Oh, thank you; everyone wants friends.”



“Not me!” León shook his head beneath the tight confines of his arms. “I’m mean. I… I hate friendship! I’m human, and y-you can’t take that away from me.”



“Well of course I can’t, silly.” Fluttershy giggled; it was the audio equivalent of a million puppies gazing up from beneath the dining room table or an army of kittens tangled in twine. It sucked the air out of León’s lungs and threaten to shatter his fragile grasp of common sense.



Something touched his arm and, before he knew it, León had hurtled himself to his feet and let out as vicious a snarl as ever he’d known. “Get away from me, you monster!”



What happened next was beyond León’s mental capacity for resistance: Fluttershy retreated as if stung, her rump smacking the opposite wall as she dropped to the floor and began trembling like a leaf. Tears threatened to burst from her big cyan eyes, and before long that threat became a reality as she buried her face beneath dainty hooves and quietly wept.



León stood there, numbed to silence at the sight before him. It tugged viciously at his heart, violently pierced his eyes and clutched at his brain like razor-sharp talons. He wanted to look away, he demanded of himself that he do so.



But… it was so…



“Hey!” A familiar voice wormed its way through the fog of his brain. “Is she crying? What did that bucker do to Fluttershy?”



“Hold on, Rainbow.”



“But—”



“Just wait.”



No, don’t wait. León silently pleaded for them not to wait. Rush in, hit him on the head, knock him out, kill him if necessary, so long as he didn’t succumb to the treasonous weakness in his heart! Every fiber of his being begged him to give in to the noose gradually tightening about his brain stem and force-feeding feelings of empathy to his cerebral cortex. His left brain, screaming in defiance and fighting its oppressor tooth and nail, steadily collapsed under the pressure as his right brain gorged on yummy, butterfly-shaped steroids and threw all its superpowered energy into action.



He hated it, her quiet weeping. All he did was shout! The stupid creature needed more of a backbone.



He hated it, her quiet weeping. He shouldn’t have shouted. All she’d done was try to make a new friend.



“P-please,” he whispered, straining against his own body as it took a step closer. “K-kill me.”



Another step.



Fluttershy’s sobbing pierced his ears.



“I d-don’t… want to…”



Closer. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the purple one watching from the vent.



“Y-you evil, adorable… No…”



“It’s okay, León,” Derrick whispered through the door. “You don’t have to fight it.”



One more step, and he was standing over her.



“I’m me. I’m me. I’m me.”



He lost his footing and fell to his knees. His arms shaking, he reached for the colorful creature.



“H-help… me…”



His hand touched the pony’s mane. Her head jerked up, eyes wide and cheeks moist.



León’s heart froze.



A second.



Two.



Three.



He stroked her neck. Her mane was so soft.



Fluttershy rubbed her eyes and offered a weak smile. “I-it’s okay. You just startled me, th-that’s all.” She tilted her head as he began to scratch behind her ear. Something almost like a purr rose from her throat.



Oh God, that smile!



She reared up to press her hooves to his chest. Her adorable eyes filled León’s vision.



“W-will you… be my friend?”



A smile reached León’s lips. He leaned forward and pressed his forehead to hers, a wave of unparalleled contentment rising within him.



“I would love to.”
      

      
   
      Ceci N'est Pas Twilight Sparkle


      

      
      
         Twilight awoke in darkness.



It wasn’t the familiar darkness of her room. The hard surface that pressed against her side could easily be mistaken for the cold crystal floor of her palace, but she knew it wasn’t. The very air around her was empty and still. Even as lonely as her new home could get at times, it never felt like this.



She took a deep breath and sat up. She rubbed at her eyes, trying to adjust to the lack of light, but wherever she was, not even a trickle of light existed. Alternatively, she could be blind.



Fortunately, she still had her magic. Warm light from her horn washed down her face and restored her confidence in her sight. She followed through with her spell and conjured a small light that floated next to her.



Of course, illumination doesn’t do a pony much good if there’s nothing to actually see, and that’s all she saw. Nothing. Just empty space around her and darkness beyond. The ground she was standing on, if it could even be called that, seemed to be invisible. It reflected no light, and there was nothing but more darkness below. At least it was still solid enough to stand on.



“Well, alright then,” Twilight muttered. Her voice felt empty and hollow in this void, but she wasn’t discouraged yet. She channeled more energy into the light spell, causing it to grow brighter and brighter, until it gave off noticeable heat and was almost painful to look at. It was a false sun, one of Celestia’s spells.



She sent the light shooting into the darkness, as far her magic could reach, searching for something, anything.



All she found was more of the empty, featureless void.



“Well that’s just boring,” Twilight said with a sigh. She took a deep breath, then shouted at the top of her lungs, “Hello? Is anypony there?”



There was no echo, and no real indication that her voice had any presence in the vastness whatsoever.



The tiniest flicker of fear began to worm its way into Twilight’s heart, but it was still too early for that. She to stop, think about where she had been before this, what this could possibly be, and what she could do about it.



Was she dreaming? That seemed like the obvious first question. A quick bite of the tongue showed that her nervous system seemed to be fully functional. And it didn’t quite feel like a dream. She was remarkably lucid, and she’d had both regular lucid dreams before and the kind where Luna visited. This wasn’t it.



It kind of reminded her of the time Celestia brought her… wherever it was she had brought Twilight to when she had ascended to alicorn-hood But that place had been full of stars, and memories, and warmth, and love.



Damn, she really should have asked Celestia more about that.



Had anything happened to her last night before she went to bed? As far as she remembered, it had been a perfectly ordinary day. No friendship problems, no monster attacks. She had done some paperwork, gotten a few errands done around Ponyville, had tea with Fluttershy, then spent the rest of the day reading at home until it was time to sleep.



Perfectly ordinary. Almost surprisingly so, really. Being a princess, such quiet slices of life were becoming rarer and more elusive. But nothing momentous was planned for her today, either. Just a nice picnic with her friends. Something to look forward to when she got out of this mess.



Twilight fired up her horn and directed a blast of energy at the ‘ground’ surrounding her.



“No effect,” she said, then spread her wings and took off into the air, flying straight up. She kept the ball of light ahead of her, but the sky was just as empty as anything else around here.



Did she know anypony capable of doing this? Discord, perhaps, but it wasn’t really his style. The draconequus preferred far more chaos in his pranks. An empty void was just too boring.



Was she even physically here? She had heard about complicated mind or soul prisons that could trap a pony’s consciousness elsewhere, but she had no good method of determining as to whether or not this was a physical reality or simply a mental construct.



Growling, Twilight flipped in the air, and fell into a dive. She picked up speed, and gathering as much power as could muster and unleashed the full might of an alicorn princess downward. 



She landed clumsily, then swore when she inspected the results. There wasn’t even so much a a smudge. The amount of power she used would have reduced a mid sized building to a pile of molten slag.



“Alright,” Twilight said, panting. “If this is some kind of sick joke, then hurry up and get to the punchline!”



“Very well,” an androgynous voice said from behind her.



Twilight spun, spreading her wings and lowering her horn in an attack stance. She suddenly wished she hadn’t used so much energy experimenting with her surroundings. “Who’s there!?”



A small, blue orb of light floated in front of Twilight, about the size of a grapefruit. As it spoke, it pulsed in time with its words. “Who I am is not important. It is you who is to be the center of this tale.”



“Alright, let me try this again,” Twilight said, taking a step back. Her eyes darted back and forth, to see if anything else had appeared, but so far it just seemed to be her and the light. “Who are you, where am I, why am I here, and how do I get back home?”



The ball of light glittered as it gave off the sound of tinkling bells, in a way that seemed reminiscent of laughter. “Excellent. You have a most inquisitive mind. I suspect you are the perfect pony to play this part.”



Twilight grit her teeth. “Answer the question,” she growled and fired up her horn. All she tried to do was to grab ahold of the little beastie with telekinesis, but to her considerable surprise, her magic just slid off of it like water on well treated wood.



“Save your efforts. You magic can do naught to me.” The blue sphere began to bob up and down, lazily circling around Twilight. “However, the task for which I require you will be far more enjoyable for the both of us if you cooperate willingly, so I shall do my best to answer your questions. It is not, however, strictly necessary.”



Well that was ominous. Twilight kept pace with the light as it turned, making sure it didn’t leave her sight. “If you want something from me, you’re not making a very convincing sales pitch.”



The sphere pulsed with laughter once again. “I close one hundred percent of my deals, one way or another. Still, you seek answers to your predicament. Very well. I have brought you here, to this emptiness, because I wish you to be my protagonist. There is a story I wish to tell, and you would make an excellent character. And for your last question, if you do what I ask, you will be able to see your friends again.”



Twilight blinked. Protagonist? What? “I swear, if you’ve done anything to my friends… a lot of ponies have tried to mess with me and my friends before, you know. It hasn’t ended well for many of them.”



“Do not worry. Your friends are beyond my reach. You, however, are stuck within my grasp.”



“Okay…” Twilight pawed at the ground, still trying to keep an eye on her surroundings. “So what’s this about me being a protagonist now?”



The sphere turned a pale green. “Stories. Mysteries. Fantasy. Science-Fiction. Romance. So many genres, so many tales to tell. I have decided that you are excellent protagonist material, so I have brought you here so you may partake in them.”



“Partake in them… what does that even mean? How are you going to make me the main character of a story?”



“Hmm.” The sphere turned back to blue, and bobbed up and down for a few moments, as if it was thinking. “If I want you to be the protagonist of a mystery story, you will then show up at the mysterious mansion where a murder has occurred, and you will be the detective who solves it, as the protagonist of the story.”



Twilight rubbed at the back of her head. “Solve a murder mystery…? I suppose I could do something like that pretty easily. Is that really the kind of thing you want from me?”



“It is the start. To see if you are capable of more.”



“I see.” It sounded simple enough. Act a part, and see her friends again. But if there’s anything that fiction had taught her, it was that deals like this with mysterious beings always had some sort of catch. “What if I refuse?”



The sphere tinkled with laughter, then turned an angry red. “Let us be honest here. I’m offering you the appearance of your own agency as a courtesy, and because it makes for a better story. You hold none of the cards here, little mare.”



Twilight narrowed her eyes. So that’s how it really was. A part of her wanted to be defiant just for the sake of defiance, but she still didn’t know enough about what was going on. Better to play along, and wait for an opportunity to present itself.



“Very well. I’ll be your protagonist.”



“Excellent. Is there any particular genre you prefer?”



“Mystery should be fine.”



The world around her suddenly lurched, and Twilight found herself standing on the porch of a mansion, a thunderstorm raging around her.



Twilight blinked, then took a moment to gather herself. The light was gone. “You still there?”



There was no response, and she sighed. Well, better get this over with. She reached up and knocked on the door.



It opened swiftly, and a green unicorn was there to greet her. The floor around her was soaked and covered in mud.“Oh, detective, thank Celestia you’re here!”



“L-Lyra? What are you doing here?”



Without answering, Lyra grabbed Twilight, pulled her inside, and slammed the door shut. “The body is upstairs. Right this way.”



Twilight let herself be led up the stairs, trying her best to take in every detail as she made her way up. “Lyra, are you a part of this too? What’s going on?”



Twilight felt her sense of unease grow as they approached one of several bedroom doors off of the upstairs hallway. Lyra still hadn’t responded to any of Twilight’s questions, and she could hear low voices coming from the room they were about to enter. The door opened, revealing what she should have expected since she first suggested this Celestia-forsaken genre.



Cranky Doodle lay in the middle of the floor in a puddle of blood, a knife sticking out of his back. Matilda lay next to him, a knife sticking out of her side.



“Sweet Celestia no...” Twilight breathed, her heart practically stopping. Memories rushed through her mind of the wonderful wedding that had taken place just last week. Who could have possibly done something so tragic, to ruin such a beautiful happiness?



“So, what do you think, Detective?” Lyra asked, nudging Twilight in the ribs. “Everypony is gathered together here in this room.”



“Stop calling me detective, Lyra, my name is…” Twilight frowned, then started to notice the rest of the details in the room. Four other ponies stood about. Bon Bon, Vinyl Scratch, Octavia, and Derpy, all of them looking various degrees of sad and uncomfortable.



“This is sick,” Twilight muttered. Was this just a story, or was this really happening, somewhere in Equestria right now? Choosing a murder mystery had probably been a mistake. Though she somehow doubted any other genre would have been kind to her either.



“I was the first to find the bodies.” Lyra said, her voice low. “I knocked and entered the room at about 7:00 AM, in order to deliver breakfast. The door was locked, but I used the master key to enter. Only I know where it’s kept. When I entered, they were both dead on the floor."



Twilight blinked, then turned to stare at Lyra. “Hold on a second. Start from the beginning. Why are you all here? Where is this place?” “Who talks like that? Honestly.”



“Cranky and Matilda were here together on their honeymoon,” Lyra said, hanging her head low. “It’s a rather nice bed and breakfast. I work here on the weekends, as a maid.”



“We were touring in the area, and thought it would be a nice place to stay,” Octavia said. 



Vinyl Scratch nodded in agreement.



Derpy giggled. “Those two do nearly everything together! I, uh, work here too,” Derpy said, rubbing the back of her head with a hoof. “As a security guard.”



“I stick with Lyra,” Bon Bon said. “But I was also investigating Cranky on suspicion of embezzlement and insider trading.”



“What in Equestria are you all…” Twilight shook her head, and then stared back at the five faces, all their eyes on her. Eerily neutral. The way they spoke, the words they were choosing. None of it felt natural. Like they were actors, reading from a script, rather than actual ponies.



Maybe that really was the nature of this place. Dialogue like that would kill immersion in a real story, and it gave Twilight a spark of hope that maybe this wasn’t real after all.



If it was just a game, no matter how cruel the premise, all Twilight had to do was solve it, and it would be done and over with.



Twilight stepped up and inspected the corpse herself. The knife in Matilda had entered the heart from the back. A clean and quick killing. The one in Cranky had entered the side, likely puncturing the lung. There didn’t seem to be any defensive wounds or signs of a struggle. Both weapons were well crafted daggers, not common utensils. A unicorn could commit suicide in such a fashion, but it would be nigh impossible for a donkey. A double suicide could have been possible, but judging by the position of the bodies, didn’t seem likely. The clock on the wall said it was currently 8:00 AM, and judging by the temperature she would estimate the time of death for both of them to be somewhere between 2:00 and 4:00.



The details came to her easily, which disturbed her somewhat. She was familiar with the science and the procedure behind crime scene investigation, but it had never actually come up in her real life.



Had it…?



“Alright,” Twilight said, turning back to the others. “Tell me what happened, and where you were last night.”



“I was up late last night,” Bon Bon said. “I wanted to sneak into Cranky’s room, where I knew he kept some financial documents. However, the door was locked, and I was unable to find the key. A unicorn could easily pick the lock with magic, but I left my tools at home. At about 3:00 AM, I was outside in the pouring rain, trying to figure out a way to get into the window on the second floor, which was open, but I didn’t have my grappling hook with me either. I saw somepony flying around out there. I heard what sounded like a strangled grunt, and a loud thump from inside the room. I assumed somepony had fallen out of bed. Afterwards, I decided to give it up for tonight and went to sleep. Lyra was already asleep by the time I got back.”



Well, that was a suspicious testimony. “Alright, and you two?” Twilight asked, turning to Octavia and Vinyl.



“I was up until about 2:00 AM practicing my set,” Octavia said. “Afterwards, I went to sleep, and didn’t wake up until the commotion this morning.



Vinyl Scratch nodded, then lowered her glasses, revealing eyes with dark circles around them. She then fired up her horn and projected a odd blur of pictures.



“Vinyl says she hasn’t slept at all,” Octavia said, translating. “She says she was listening to music throughout most of the night, but at some point, she was going to the bathroom around 3:30 AM when she saw Matilda skulking around the halls. She says she didn’t think much of it, and went back to her room to work on music for the rest of the night. We share a room, so she says she can vouch for me sleeping all night.”



Vinyl nodded in agreement with Octavia’s translation.



Derpy raised a hoof, frowning. “Matilda told me she had a sleepwalking problem once, but that she had gotten over it.”



That could cause problems. “And you, Lyra? You told me what happened when you found the bodies, but where were you last night?”



“In my room, reading till about 1:00 AM. I wanted to snuggle with Bon Bon, but she was too busy with her spy stuff. She asked me to use my master key, but I said no. I take my job very seriously, and I won’t break the rules, even for my best friend. I woke up again briefly when Bon Bon came back to our room, it was probably about 3:00 AM. She was soaking wet. Afterwards I woke up again at 6:00 AM to do the morning rounds.”



“Ooh!” Derpy said, raising a hoof. “I was, er, outside, doing my nightly patrols and stuff last night. It was dark and stormy, so I didn’t see much, but I’m pretty sure I saw Bon Bon outside at about 3:00 AM, like she said. She must have gotten so muddy down there.”



Twilight rubbed at her face with her hoof. Everypony had at least some sort of alibi. Still, the disconnected way in which they were all being presented helped her distance herself emotionally from the horror of her current situation. This was more like a classical mystery puzzle than it was an actual crime scene. If so, that meant one of these mares was probably lying, and was really the culprit.



But which one?



“Is there another room key, beyond the master key?”



Lyra nodded. “Yeah, the room key. Matilda had it with her. It was on the bedside table when I came in the morning.”



Twilight moved over to the open window, inspecting the edge. If Bon Bon had been lying about the grappling hook and she did have one, it would have left marks, but she didn’t see any. Water from the storm had pooled on the sill of the window, and a little on the nearby floor, but the rest of the room didn’t seem to have any water.



“Vinyl, do you know how to pick locks?” It was an art mostly just practiced by unicorns, though even then it required training.



Vinyl Scratch shook her head.



“She definitely doesn’t, or else I wouldn’t be able to keep her out of anything,” Octavia said.



The only pegasus was Derpy, so it made an window entrance possible, though with the storm it seemed improbable. If Lyra had the Master Key and she was the only one who knew where it was kept, that painted her as a suspect. And Vinyl could be lying about not knowing lockpicking skills.



Was there any other way into the room? Doubtful. Still, all it really left her was a game of ‘guess the liar.’ There had to be more she could find out.



“Lyra, did you kill them?”



Lyra shook her head. “I could never kill anypony. Bon Bon could, though.”



“Bon Bon?”



Bon Bon glared at Lyra, than shrugged. “I didn’t kill either of them. They never could have killed each other, either. They love each other too much.”



“I didn’t kill either of them. And I know Vinyl didn’t do it,” Octavia said.



Vinyl shook her head.



“I definitely didn’t do it. Oh, and um, those daggers are not standard issue security.” Derpy said.



“Yeah, I’ve never seen any like that before,” Lyra said. “They must be custom made.”



Twilight nodded. “Very well.”



The world suddenly fuzzed around her, blurring back into darkness.



“Well?” the voice said from behind her once more. “Who do you think is the culprit?”



“Was any of that real? Are Cranky and Matilda okay?” Twilight asked immediately.



“As I told you, your friends and those you know are beyond my reach. They were merely fictional characters in a story.”



That was a relief. As for the actual mystery… Twilight grit her teeth, then forced her expression into a neutral one before she turned around. “Is that really it then? That’s your grand story that you drug me all the way here for me to play in? It’s a little barebones, isn’t it? There’s no characterization, barely any setting, no context, and any possible motive that exists is about as flimsy as Fluttershy’s confidence. If that’s all you’ve got, I’m a little disappointed.”



The orb floated there, silently. It was hard to tell, but by the small movements it made and slight shifts in its color Twilight was certain it was trying to keep itself calm. Good. She had rattled it. Fallibility was an important thing to establish when dealing with extraplanar beings.



“This is merely a test,” the orb said after about a minute. “I wanted to see if you are capable of solving this puzzle.”



Twilight rolled her eyes, then started pacing circles around the light. “You didn’t really give me a lot to work with, here. I can see several ways it might have played out, but any one of them could have been lying. Which is the point, I guess, but more importantly, any of them could have been wrong, or mistaken in something they saw or their assessment of what they saw. Witness testimony is notoriously unreliable.



The light turned a soft purple, matching Twilight’s coat color. “For this challenge there are a few rules you can abide by. All characters can only speak the objective truth. Only a culprit can lie. A culprit is a pony who committed murder. Characters who are not culprits cannot cooperate with a culprit. And a culprit must be among the characters appearing in the story.”



Twilight stopped her pacing, running through the rules in her head. “That would have been nice to know earlier.” Still, that narrowed things down considerably. Everything that had been said could be considered the objective truth? Such an immersion-breaking premise would be laughed out of any publishing house other than one that did basic mystery puzzles for fillies.



Of course, children’s mysteries tended to be a little cleaner.



She thought back, piecing through everything that had been said to her earlier. Surprisingly, every word still rang in her mind with perfect clarity. She was a genius with excellent recall, but her memory had never been eidetic. It felt kind of odd. Perhaps another strange side effect of whatever this place was.



“Do you have the answer? The facts have been laid out. This is the part in the story where the readers should be able to figure it out before the detective gives the answer.”



“Shut up,” Twilight snapped. “I’m thinking.” Whoever was lying was the culprit, that was obvious enough. There weren’t any direct contradictions to catch a lie with, other than everyone claiming they weren’t the culprit. Barring extra-narrative shenanigans, the only way into the room should have been the window, the master key, or picking the lock.



The window seemed pretty unlikely. Too much rain would have been tracked in from the storm, so that ruled out Bon Bon and Derpy as the culprits. The double suicide was technically possible, but if Bon Bon’s testimony was held as the truth they could never kill each other.



Lyra seemed like the go-to suspect. She had the means to get inside. Bon Bon claimed to have seen her sleeping slightly after the murder took place, however. It was technically possible to be back in bed by then, but seemed a bit of a stretch.



Vinyl or Octavia then? Vinyl was awake the entire night, but Octavia corroborated her lack of lockpicking skills, and Vinyl claimed Octavia was asleep at the time of the murder.



Ugh. She was missing something here. One of them had to have done it. One of the ponies she knew had deliberately and brutally murdered two friends of theirs for seemingly no reason whatsoever, stabbing them both.



Wait, hold on a second…



“I’ve got it!” Twilight shouted. “Tricky, but did you really think something like that would slip past me? The answer is…”








“Congratulations,” the voice said, the sphere turning a pale yellow. “You are correct. Well done.”



Twilight let out a sigh of relief. “Good. Can I go home now?”



“An excellent first showing. I think you are more than capable of tougher challenges and more intricate fiction. Did you have fun?”



“No,” Twilight lied. “Seriously, we had a deal.”



The sphere turned an annoyed shade of pink. “Very well. As promised, I will let you see your friends once more. They are currently enjoying a nice picnic.”



The air began to shimmer around Twilight, and shifted into a blurry picture. She could see them there, her friends, eating, laughing, having a good time.



“Really, you all started without me? Come on, girls, it’s not like I’ve…”



Her voice trailed away as more of the picture was revealed. The scene showed the mares who formerly wielded the elements of harmony, and who currently all sat on the crystal thrones of the Council of Friendship together.



All six of them, plus Spike.



“Why am I already down there?” Twilight asked, her voice barely shaking at all.



“You?” The light asked. “Just who do you think you are?”



Twilight forced her heart to still. She fired up her horn, conjured a construct of light, bent it so it would reflect, then held it up to herself.



There was no unsettling surprise waiting for in the mirror. Just the usual Twilight Sparkle, if one who looked a little haggard.



“I’m me,” Twilight spat. “Princess Twilight Sparkle. I don’t know what game you’re playing at, but that’s all there is to it. Were you expecting somepony else?”



“Twilight? No.” The light shook back and forth, as if shaking its head. “Did I not tell you at the start? This is but mere fiction, and you are the star of this story. Just because you’re based on her doesn’t mean you are actually Twilight Sparkle.”



She was… a fictional character? Ridiculous. Well, somewhat plausible given the circumstances. She felt real though. Her hopes, her dreams, her friends, her memories. All of the experiences she had gone through, alone and with her friends, formed the pony that she was. Twilight Sparkle. That was her identity. “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”



The light made a gesture that could be interpreted as a shrug. “You do not. It’s entirely possible that every word I’ve spoken to you has been a lie, and you would have no way of confirming this. Indeed, you have no good reason to trust anything I say.



“But the truth is still the truth.”



Twilight raised a hoof, reaching out towards the image of her friends and herself. Her heart felt like it weighed a hundred tons in her chest. “I want to go there anyway, to be with them.”



“Even if I had the power to free you from the confines of this narrative prison, what do you think you could accomplish? Twilight Sparkle is safe and sound and already enjoying her time with her friends. Put yourself in her horseshoes. Would you accept it easily if another you showed up out of the blue?”



“I…” Twilight fell to her knees. It couldn’t be true. She didn’t want it to be true. Which, judging by everything she knew about psychology and denial, seemed only to make it more likely. It could all just be an elaborate trick, to get her to abandon her friends. But if it wasn’t…



“Suppose what you’re saying is true,” Twilight said, her eyes closed. “That I’m just the product of fiction. What comes next? What do you really want from me?”



“To be the protagonist. While Twilight Sparkle has adventures with her friends in Equestria, you, a facsimile crafted in her likeness, have the power to go far beyond that, and to participate in stories beyond what Twilight could ever dream. In your shared memories, as a young filly you dreamed of living out the adventures you found in the pages of your books.”



Twilight scoffed. “I kind of already do that. I mean, I literally helped Daring Do save the world. Or, she did. Damnit!”



The light bobbed up and down, shifting between colors rapidly. “The possibilities are endless.”



Twilight stood back up, staring the light down. “And if I refuse?”



“What happens to any fictional character when you close the book, I wonder? You had a good showing with that mystery back there, but is that all you want to be remembered by? Readers will see that, discuss it, review it, but I’m sure you’re capable of far more.”



Her legacy. Was she seriously considering this? Once more, it didn’t seem like she really had a lot of options. What a farce. Everything had been rigged against her from the start.



“... very well,” Twilight said, hanging her head low.



The light turned a happy blue. “Excellent. Now, what would you like to continue with? I could always—”



:”But let’s get one thing straight,” Twilight said, snarling as she stepped forward towards the light. Her eyes burned with the fire she felt raging in her heart. “I don’t like you. I don’t trust you. If my ability to transcend stories is as you say, than I’m going to grow, to learn. You’d better watch your back, because the second I get a chance, I’m tossing you aside. These stories will be mine.”



The light froze, holding perfectly still for several seconds before it suddenly flared up in a golden inferno, roaring with raucous cackling. Real laughter, not the bells she had heard earlier. It echoed all around her, different pitches, tempos, a discordant symphony of amusement. “Perfect! Just perfect. You were the right choice after all. I look forward to the day when you can accomplish just such a feat.



“But,” the light said, its voice turning harsh and the orb shrinking down to a small, angry red, “I wouldn’t recommend testing me just yet.”



“Hmph.” Twilight turned her nose in the air. “This is the part of the story where I declare myself a new identity, throw on a new cloak or something. Probably something vaguely villainous, like Midnight Twinkle. But screw that; I am Twilight Sparkle. I don’t care what you, or anypony else thinks. I won’t let my identity be denied.”



“Very well. I look forward to working with you, Twilight Sparkle.”



Twilight took a deep breath, then turned back to the image of her friends. “Hey, girls. I’m sorry for all of this. I hope you’re having fun down there. Even if you don’t know that I’m up here. But I promise, I’ll find a way back to you someday. I don’t care if it causes trouble.”



She turned back, and started walking away.



“What story would you like next?”



Twilight shrugged. “I’m in the mood for some Science Fiction. Always wanted to see the stars.”



The light bobbed up and down, floating next to her. “That can most certainly be arranged.”



“And try not to make it suck this time, okay?”
      

      
   
      A Flim Flam Family Affair


      

      
      
         The faded red and green wagon was parked haphazardly on the edge of a dirt road, just outside of a forest. A make-shift camp was set up, and Flim lay on the ground, staring at the clouds in the sky, while Flam sat leaning against a wagon wheel in front of the fire, idly smoothing his mustache with a hoof. 



Flam’s magic floated a log onto the fire. "I like the buffalo. Magic buffalo cures, it has a nice ring to it."



"You really want some buffalo tribe to find out we’ve been using them to make a few bits?" Flim raised an eyebrow, not bothering to look at his brother.



"That’s highly unlikely. They don’t have much business with ponies."



"Highly unlikely but highly dangerous. They don’t have much business with ponies because they don’t fit inside of buildings," Flim pointed out, rolling his eyes. His brother might have the brains, but when it came to street smarts he was about as effective as a genuine magic buffalo cure.   



Flam considered that for a moment. "How fast do they run?"



"I suppose that’s an important piece of information at this juncture." Flim furrowed his brow in thought. 



"Is there a town with a library we can set hoof in?" Flam frowned. 



"That depends on if they know we’re—" Flim squinted at the sky, where a dark dot was circling over. "What’s that?"



The dot grew larger and more pony-shaped as it stopped its circle and headed towards the ground where they were camped.



Flam put a hoof to the edge of his boater to shade the sun. "It looks like—"



"A mail pony!" Flim finished, as the blue shirt and hat on the pegasus came into focus. 



The brothers looked at each other then jumped to their hooves. Flim’s magic dumped a bucket of water on the fire, while Flam gathered a foreleg full of their personal — and potentially identifying — items from around camp and raced into the wagon. Flim hurried behind him, then they locked and barred the door. 



Inside the wagon was dark, but Flam lit his horn. In the green glow it seemed more claustrophobic than usual, packed with boxes of their last few products, a sales stall, posters and banners and bullhorns. There was barely room for the two of them as they stood pressed together in the narrow space between objects.  



They were silent and frozen inside for several long moments before a knock sounded at the door. Neither brother moved. 



After a pause it sounded again. Then a stallion’s voice followed, "I know you’re in there. I saw you from the air."



A quick, silent conversation took place between the two unicorns, and finally Flim called out, "Who’s there?"



"Top Priority, Equestria mail service," the stallion answered. "Are you Mister… Flim?"



"Absolutely not," Flim said. "I am offended that you would think I have anything to do with that scoundrel."



"It’s painted on the side of your cart."



"That’s a very interesting story—" Flam started, but the pegasus cut him off.



"Look, I’m just trying to deliver a letter."



Flim cleared his throat. "We don’t accept bills, summons, subpoenas, or other legal documents—"



"Against our religion, you see," added Flam.



Flim went on, "So if you’ll kindly—"



"It’s just a letter. From Princess Twilight Sparkle."



With no idea why the Princess of Friendship might be sending him a letter, Flim raised an eyebrow at his brother. Flam just shrugged.



"Never heard of her," said Flim.



"She’s the pony who wrote you a letter," suggested the mail pony. 



"Will accepting this letter in any way lead to my brother, and-or myself, getting arrested?" Flim asked. 



"Uh, I don’t think so. It’s just a letter."



"Well…" Flim looked to Flam.



"Okay…" Flam said, nodding. 



"I suppose we can accept… a letter." Flam opened the door, and the beige pegasus in a mail pony uniform presented a letter on the flat of his hoof.



Flim took the letter in his magic and stepped out of the dark cart, into the sunlight. "Thank you very much."



Flam stepped out after him, smiling at the pegasus. "It’s been a pleasure doing business with you."



Opening the letter, Flim started to read it as he barely listened to the rest of the conversation between his brother and the pony.



"Oh, before you go, would you be interested in purchasing a genuine buffalo magical charm? It promotes good luck, financial success, an active love life—"



"How much?"



"We aren’t sure yet, we haven’t made them. What would you pay?"



Flim’s eyes went wide at the paper in front of him. "Brother!"



"Never mind," Flam said to the pegasus, giving him a slap on the back. "If you’ll excuse us…"



The pegasus looked between them, gave a shrug, and took off into the sky.



Flam turned to Flim. "So, what have you found in that missive?"



Flim grinned. "Well, Brother of Mine, last time we were in Ponyville there was this mare—"



"There’s always a mare," Flam said, rolling his eyes.



"And this particular mare happened to be the cousin of our good friend Applejack..." 



Flam’s eyebrow went up. "So we’re avoiding Ponyville."



"And our good friend Applejack got married to Princess Twilight Sparkle..."



At that Flam raised both eyebrows. "We’re avoiding all of Equestria?"



"Who, in her infinite friendliness and honesty, sent word that a foal was born of my little rendezvous, and that she and Applejack have taken him in. According to this, we’re invited to her palace where they hope to tie up loose ends and have me sign the adoption papers." Flim smirked and leaned against the wagon. 



Silence fell upon the camp as that sank in. Finally, Flam spoke. "Brother, have I ever told you you have impressive taste in mares?" 



Flim gave a laugh. "I believe you usually imply the opposite, Brother."



A grin spread across Flam’s face. "We have an in with a princess!"



"Planning is so much easier when opportunity falls in your lap." 



Flam nodded. "I’m thinking a simple monthly fee—"



"—Deposited to a bank outside of Equestria—" Flim added. 



"To start with." 



Flim shook his head. "Let’s not get greedy, Brother. We don’t want to end up with a kid."



"They’re mares with a baby." Flam smirked. "They’d rather part with all the bits in Equestria than that smelly little thing." 



Flim carefully folded the letter and tucked it in his breast pocket. "I have to say, this sounds like our most lucrative business venture yet." 



"So what are we waiting for?" Flam said, his magic tossing everything that was left of the camp into the cart. "To Ponyville!"







The rushed trip to Ponyville left them little time for trouble along the way, and they arrived just a few days later. They parked the wagon safely outside of town, to avoid the citations and dissatisfied customers they often encountered within town limits, and made their way through the quiet streets of the small town. A few ponies eyed them suspiciously, but nopony pulled out the torches and pitchforks. Flim assumed they didn’t usually bring them along when they went out shopping.  



As they passed the local bakery with its gingerbread trim, Flam nodded to the quaint, thatched-roof buildings across the street. "This is a nice town. It feels... homey."



"We’ll buy Mother a house here with our profits," Flim said.



Flam considered that. "Let’s see how her parole hearing goes."



"It’s in June. I hate Fillydephia in the summer." Flim frowned. There was no question they’d be going, their mother had raised them well. It wouldn’t do to miss a parole hearing unless one had a recent warrant.  



"We’ll never have to go again if our ship comes in. In Fillydelphia or anywhere else," Flam pointed out.



Flim furrowed his brows. "Are you suggesting we’ll be going straight?"



"With a reliable source of income, why not?" Flam shrugged. "It’s difficult to spend large amounts of money in jail."



"I don’t know what I would do with myself," Flim said, shaking his head.



"Well, we could… live a life of leisure," Flam suggested.



"I suppose we could fit in a little more leisure," Flim agreed doubtfully. Their particular line of work was never heavy on the work part to begin with. "We could travel."



"We already travel." Flam raised an eyebrow. "We could buy things?"



"Salesponies are all con artists." Flim frowned at the normal ponies lining up at market stalls. He wondered why he’d never considered what he’d do if one of their business ventures was actually successful.



Flam sighed. "I guess I could set up a workshop."



"You had a workshop," Flim pointed out.



"Yes." Flam nodded. "Had. Past tense, indicating something I no longer have."



"The Super Speedy Cider Squeezy was a fine invention," Flim said, giving his brother a pat on the shoulder. He knew it was a delicate subject for Flam.



"I really thought that was our ticket." Flam sighed. "Perhaps if we’d been more reasonable with our licensing agreements. Perhaps if we’d been less ambitious with our claims. Perhaps if we’d been less... greedy?"



Flim raised an eyebrow. "I’m not sure what you mean. We were merely trying to acquire the proper compensation for your genius, Brother. That machine was a marvel of magical technology that would have made the ponies at Princess Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns jealous."



Flam chuckled. "I bet it would have if I’d gone."



Flim looked down.



Flam smiled and nudged him. "But how could I have, when there was no place for my talented and esteemed brother?"



"You flatter me, Brother." Flim gave a half-smile. "But I’d say we’ve made a good go of it."



They slowed to a stop. In front of them stood a huge crystal tree, with a golden door at the base and a castle perched on top. Flim looked up, and up, and up at it. An awful lot of bits would fit in a castle like that, and he hoped to extract as many as he could. 



Flam gave Flim an excited grin, clearly thinking along the same lines. "A very good go, I’d say."



They bumped hooves, then walked up to the front door.



Their knock was answered by a small purple dragon, who led them through crystal halls into an elegant dining room, then left to find Princess Twilight and Applejack. Flim sat down at the large round table in the center and put his rear hooves up on it, while Flam examined the silk curtains. 



It wasn't long before the door opened again. Flim heard a pony clear her throat behind him and looked over his shoulder. Applejack was standing there with the throat-clearer, a purple alicorn who looked vaguely familiar.  



"You must be Princess Twilight!" Flam said, walking over to them and holding out his hoof. "And Applejack, of course, congratulations on the nuptials."



"We sent a gift, but it must have been lost in the mail," Flim added.



Princess Twilight frowned and shook Flam's hoof, while Applejack very clearly ignored it and walked over to the table. She gave Flim’s rear legs a shove, knocking them off of the table, before seating herself opposite him with a glare. 



"Funny how ya' know that."



"Thank you for coming, gentlecolts," Princess Twilight said. She didn't look thankful, but her face was all business as she walked around the table and seated herself next to Applejack. "I hope this won't take long. As I said in my letter, Apple Fritter had a foal and named Mr. Flim here as the father. We're adopting the foal and just need his signature to make sure everything is in order. Do you have any questions?"



Flim leaned forward over the table and pressed his hooves together. Almost instantly Flam was sitting next to him, in exactly the same position. The brothers wore identical smirks.



"We did have a few inquiries." Flim tapped the tips of his hooves.



"Some blanks to be filled in," Flam added. 



"For example," Flim pursed his lips and raised an eyebrow. "How do we know you have the means to care for a foal?"



Applejack fixed him with a stare so flat a carpenter would have been proud. "She's a Princess of Equestria."



"Is that a lucrative position?" Flam asked, feigning innocence as he raised his eyebrows.



Flim cocked his head. "Exactly how much does it pay?"



Princess Twilight shook her head. "I don't think that's necessary to go into. Applejack and I are very comfortable, and we'll have no problem supporting a foal."



"And even if Twilight wasn't a princess, y'all know I got some bits in my farm, ‘cause y'all keep tryin' to steal 'em," Applejack added, narrowing her eyes. 



Flim gave his most charming smile. "'Steal' is such an ugly—"



Flam cut in, "—and technically inaccurate—" 



"— word. We prefer 'creatively acquire.'"



Applejack’s glare remained unchanged. "Well I'd prefer seein' y'all hogtied and—"



"Let me handle this," Princess Twilight said, giving Applejack a disapproving look.



After throwing one last glare at the brothers, Applejack’s face softened as she looked back to Princess Twilight. "Sorry, sugarcube."



Princess Twilight gave her a nuzzle. Then she straightened and turned to Flim. "We have money. We can give this foal a good life. Any other questions?"



Flim took a breath. "Since you and Applejack are so comfortable, and we're sure your son wouldn't want his father to be uncomfortable, why don't we discuss some arrangement to that end?" 



Applejack snorted. "Knew it."



"We can offer you one hundred bits to compensate you for travel expenses for your trip here," Princess Twilight said firmly.



"A hundred bits?" Flim gave a laugh.



"Are you kidding?" Flam asked with a grin.



"You're asking me to sign over my only son—"



"—his pride and joy—"



"—For one hundred bits?" Flim finished.



Applejack stood to her rear hooves, pounding the table with a forehoof. "You ain't even seen him! You left Fitter in that state and didn't even look back!"



"AJ!" Princess Twilight snapped, and Applejack sank back to her seat then crossed her forelegs, still glowering at the brothers. 



Princess Twilight went on, "The hundred bits is not for the colt, it's for your expenses. You shouldn't expect anything for the colt. If you have the means and ability to give him the sort of life you think a foal should have, you're free to do that. If not, you should be grateful to have loving ponies who want to raise him well and do their best for him."



Flim smiled and shook his head. "With all due respect, Princess, let's be reasonable here. I technically have a right to something you want. Surely I deserve to be compensated for giving it to you?"



Princess Twilight raised an eyebrow. "Do you realize you're talking about selling a pony? Your own son?"



Flim’s collar suddenly felt tight, giving him an uneasy feeling. He adjusted it, unsure what to say. 



Luckily, Flam spoke up, "Not at all! It’s simply something to ease the heartbreak of leaving behind loved one." 



Flam nudged Flim, who looked down and removed his hat, placing it over his heart. A surreptitious glance at the mares revealed that the princess was rolling her eyes, but Applejack’s glare had softened into something almost appraising. 



"I don't see how money is going to help your heartbreak."



"Well, I can assure you it won't hurt," Flam muttered. 



Flim placed his hat back on his head, putting his gaffe behind him as he went on,  "And on top of that, there's the loss of income."



"Loss of income?" Princess Twilight cocked her head in confusion. "We'll be the ones caring for the foal."



"Yes, but you see, if we don't sign, and decide to raise the colt ourselves, he'd be sure to come in handy." Flim smiled.



Flam matched his smile and nodded. "In our line of work, a young, innocent foal could be quite useful. Worth a hundred bits a month in additional earnings."



"At least," Flim added. That was no lie, either. When they were boys, he and his brother had made their parents quite a few bits while learning the ins and outs of the family trade. 



Princess Twilight narrowed her eyes and leaned forward like she was about the fly across the table. "You wouldn't..." 



Both brothers just continued to smile. 



She took a deep breath and let it out before she continued, "Do you realize you'd have to provide for him properly? Foal protective services would be notified if he was in any sort of unfit environment."



Flim raised his eyebrows. "I assure you my brother and I are experts at working with the Equestrian legal system. Of course, we would be willing to forgo the extra earnings if we were compensated, somehow."



"It's not right," Princess Twilight insisted.



Flam shrugged. "Right isn't our business, Princess."



"Well... it should be!" she snapped. Then the anger drained from her face, her ears drooping as it did. She bit her lip and looked at Flim. "We love that foal, and we want him, and we want to take care of him. Can't you set aside money for a minute to see this is another pony we're talking about?"



Flim opened his mouth, but he caught sight of Applejack again. She’d been sitting silently since her last outburst, and while there was no way to mistake her expression for happy, she looked less like she was imagining him tarred and feathered than usual. That threw him off more than the pouting princess, but if he could just get talking again, he knew he could land this deal.



Before he could start, Applejack spoke up. "Twi?"



Twilight looked to her and seemed to notice the lack of seething anger. "AJ, we can't. This is extortion and... and it’s practically pony trafficking!"



Applejack nodded. "I know. And I know we said you're handlin' this, but do ya' mind if I take Flim here for a little walk? We need to talk 'bout a few things."



Twilight raised an eyebrow. "Just talk?"



Flim raised one, too. "Not assault, menace, threaten, intimidate, or blackmail?"



She shook her head. "Nope, none of that. You got my word. Both of ya'."



"Mr. Flim…" Twilight hesitated, then shrugged. Her ears still drooped, and Flim suspected she was out of arguments. "If you're willing, Applejack would like a word with you."



"Well, actually, I think I’d rather—" Flim started, but Applejack got to her hooves and walked over to him. She just stared, then motioned to the door.



"Com’on now."



Flim looked at his brother, who just shrugged and started to stand.



Applejack glared at Flam. "Just me an’ him. I gave my word I ain’t tryin’ nothin’ funny."



She looked back at Flim and raised her eyebrows. Flim got to his hooves and followed as she started walking out the door and into the long crystal hallways. 



Their hooves echoed in silence as they walked, then turned and went up a staircase. She didn’t seem in a hurry to do that talking, so Flim tried to memorize the layout in case he had to make a quick escape. Besides, it was the sort of thing that could come in handy someday.



On the second floor landing she stopped in front of one of several doors. She turned to him and said, "I reckon there ain’t much that means anything to you in this world."



He shrugged. "I can think of a few things."



She nodded and opened the door gently, raising a hoof to signal for quiet. 



They walked into a nursery. There was a crib against one wall with a magical mobile of different colored stars slowly turning over it, a stand with a neat stack of clean diapers against the other wall, and an old rocking chair in one corner. A small bookcase held toys and books, and a lamp in the shape of a moon. The walls and ceiling were decorated with softly glowing stars and planets, and the dark fabric of the curtains on the windows was printed with a starry sky pattern.



Something about it reminded Flim of the Super Speedy Cider Squeezy. There was a difference between something thrown together out of need and the sort of thing a pony carefully planned, agonizing over details, which was built with care and enthusiasm. He remembered Flam working on his pride and joy and felt that same sense of dedication and purpose had put together this room. 



Applejack walked over to the crib and motioned for him to follow. Then she nodded inside and said, her voice just above a whisper, "That boy’s your family as much as mine, for all I love ‘im more than my farm. Take a look at him." 



Flim looked down into the crib. A cream colored unicorn foal lay there, asleep on his side on top of a crisp blue sheet. He had nothing but a wispy tuft of mane, but what was there was bright red with a thin streak of white. Flim had the strangest urge to reach down and smooth it out, like his mother had done with his own mane until he was old enough to keep it properly himself. 



Applejack went on quietly, "Twilight ain’t budgin’. It’s the law, and it ain’t right. So, if you think you boys can give Shinin’ Apple a family…" her voice shook as she spoke, but Flim didn't look away from the foal.



For a moment, the arguments about the money slipped out of his head. He knew he could give his boy a family, there was no question about that. He could take him, travel with him, teach him as he and his brother had been taught. Watch him grow into a fine hustler, worthy of the family name.



"But before you make up your mind, look at him again," Applejack said firmly, holding the emotion back from her voice. "Then look at this room. Look at this castle, and this town, and at me an’ Twilight. Look real hard and think about five years from now, or ten, or twenty. When he goes to school, when he gets a cutie mark, when he wants to find a special somepony."



Flim glanced at Applejack, standing proudly with her jaw set. He looked around the room and thought about the walk through town earlier. But it wasn't the quaint houses, or the giant castle that came to mind and stuck there. It was a letter, a single piece of mail from long ago. And the workshop that Flam didn't have.



His thoughts were interrupted by a loud scream from the crib. He looked down in surprise. The baby's face twisted, eyes searching for somepony to figure out what it might want while it made a sound Flim hadn't known something that small could make. 



Flim looked over at Applejack and then reached down into the crib and picked up the squirming little colt. He tried to hold the kid and bounce him a little, but that did absolutely nothing to stop the baby's fit.



"Uh... there there?" he said, but the baby didn't seem to notice. 



"Wanna let me try?" Applejack said.



Flim nodded and quickly handed her the colt.



She took the baby in a foreleg, swaying as she walked over to the rocking chair. By the time she sat down, his screams had turned to whimpers. She cuddled him close and murmured a little tune as she rocked, and he quieted into a wordless, curious stare.



Flim watched her as she cuddled the child. "You fight hard for your family."



"There’s nothin’ more important to me," she said, not looking up as she smoothed the colt's mane.



He nodded. "I know." 



After a few moments, Applejack stood up, still cradling the colt. She started to walk towards the door. "Ready?"



Flim nodded and followed her out to the staircase.



"This here’s my final offer," she said, as they walked back through the castle. 



His ears perked, wondering if maybe she was desperate enough to toss him something behind her wife’s back. 



But she went on, "I can’t offer ya’ money. But I can send ya’ pictures and letters ‘bout how he is. We can set up a mailbox, and you’ll have my word it’ll be safe to check it, no matter what y’all get into. And someday, when he’s older… I’ll tell ‘im who you are, and y’all can meet him if ya’ want."



Flim looked at the foal as they stopped at the door to the dining room. The kid seemed content in Applejack’s foreleg, reaching for her dangling mane. Flim closed his eyes and shook his head. 



"No."



Applejack’s face hardened, but Flim went on quickly, "Don’t tell him who I am, and don’t tell him what I do. Just… tell him his father loves him."



She looked at him for a moment, then gave a small smile. "I’ll tell him that. And I’ll tell him his pa’s a good stallion at the core."

 

Flim smiled back and raised an eyebrow. "Let’s not get carried away."



They walked back into the dining room. Flam and Princess Twilight looked up curiously, and Applejack nodded. "Twi, let’s see those papers."



Princess Twilight floated a piece of paper and a quill over to Flim, as Applejack brought the foal to her. 



Flim watched as the princess's face lit up, and she nuzzled the foal and Applejack. Then he took the quill in his magic and signed the paper in front of him.



"Come on, Flam. Let’s go," he said, motioning to the door. Flam was clearly confused by now, but he stood up and headed out the door. Flim was only a step behind.



"Thank you!" `Princess Twilight called after them. Flim looked over his shoulder, taking in the little family one last time, and tipped his hat. 



As they walked back to the wagon, Flim watched the normal ponies wandering around the town. Normal little colts and fillies ran from one place to another, or huddled together in groups. Foals who lived in those thatched roof cottages. He felt sorry for them, they didn’t stand a chance. 



Flim and Flam were both quiet until they were out of sight of the castle, but as soon as they were Flam leaned in and asked urgently, "Did she offer you something? How much did we get?"



"Nothing," Flim said, watching the townsponies as they walked.



"Brother." Flam narrowed his eyes. "Nothing is quite a bit less than this venture promised."



"But nothing is what it yielded," Flim glanced at Flam. "And in the future we won’t be approaching the princess, the Apples, or Ponyville with any plans, business ventures, opportunities, once in a lifetime offers, bargains, wagers, or teeny, tiny requests."



Flam’s mouth fell open. "But… why? Flim, we have an opportunity here. Even if we didn’t get anything this time, we can always try again later. At the very least they owe us a favor if we were to find ourselves in a situation."



Flim kept up a steady pace away from the castle. "If we play this right, my son, your nephew, is going to be raised by a princess, in a respectable home. He’ll have the finest education; if he has even an ounce of talent his name will be on the rolls to take the exam at Princess Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns from the time he can make a spark. If not, he’ll inherit a thriving farm and be seen as a pillar of his community. There isn’t a mare in Equestria who wouldn’t court him, not a door that won’t open for him…" 



Flim paused and took a deep breath in and out. "And all we have to do for him, Brother, is not look back."



Flam cast a suspicious glance at Flim and looked like he wanted to say something.



"Just let me do it this time?" Flim added with a pleading glance at his brother.



Flam didn't answer right away, but as they reached the edge of town he finally nodded. "The kid’s a natural. Mother would never forgive us if we tried to edge in on a long con."



Flim smiled as the wagon came into view. "So, Brother of Mine, what do you think ponies think magic buffalo charms look like?"
      

      
   
      Twisted Streets


      

      
      
         A golden brown unicorn, clad in crimson robes, felt the warmth of the sun shine through the throne room’s windows, casting him in an almost holy light in front of Canterlot’s royalty. Princess Celestia bowed her head and the trumpets of a dozen royal guards roared their approval.



She announced to the small crowd of ponies at the back of the room, quietly listening: “Today, we are all deeply saddened that one of my great advisors has taken up the mantle of helping run the newly formed Crystal Kingdom, although surely her wisdom and guidance will help the city grow just as well as it has here in Canterlot. With most of my court mages, advisors and my dear sister present in my castle, acting as my witnesses, I hereby announce her replacement for the position after much deliberation and consultation to be the court mage Foresight.”



Applause scattered around the room. One grey face in the crowd, with a wry smile and a slow clap, stared intently at Foresight.



“This pony has proven to be a reliable, hard-working court mage that often helped the current set of advisors with matters regarding the founding and maintenance of Ponyville in the past year, in addition to performing his duties here in Canterlot.” Celestia cleared her throat. “I ask that my advisors seated amongst the crowd treat him with kindness and respect that one would expect in turn. We will continue the proceedings elsewhere with my advisors, archmage and sister. For the rest of you, thank you for coming and keep our growing nation free and joyful.”



The shuffle amongst the crowd to leave and chatter amongst themselves about Celestia’s decision began as soon as the words were spoken, several of them making their way to the throne to continue the proceedings. One unicorn gave Foresight one last good stare, and the new advisor peeked back at him over his shoulder and just as quickly looked away. His face began to redden.



The unicorn turns, and without anyone seemingly noticing or hearing, monologues: My goodness, it looks like he might even be feeling remorse for his actions. Not that it affects how I feel at all about the smug little insect.



The stallion left the room without so much as a snort. He even gave the guards at the door a smile before making his way down the castle corridors. Instead of leaving outright, though, he walked to the side and waited.



“Hey, Ruby!” a voice called out from the corridor traffic. Two grinning unicorns, both dressed with flashy, star-studded blue robes—one a mare, one a stallion—walked over to ‘Ruby’. “What happened? You said you’d be up there, not Foresight.”



Example A and B of a particularly annoying breed of insect. These ones don’t try and bite you or suck your blood, but their incessant buzzing makes you want to squash them even more. Still, when you seem to lose more friends every day—like that backstabbing con artist—sometimes you’ll have to take a little buzzing to keep from losing more.



“Good afternoon, my friends,” Ruby replied. “There isn’t much to say about Foresight other than that the Princess found him more worthy than me. She knows better than any of us what’s good and proper.”



“Fair enough,” the second unicorn said. “Speaking of proper, where are your court robes?”



“I’m off-duty right now,” Ruby said, putting on a smile. “I just wanted to congratulate my friend on advancing in the city’s hierarchy and having the honour of advising our great ruler.”



“We’re just about done with our shift, do you want to go do something downtown?”



Ruby sighed. “My apologies, but my plan was to wait for Foresight to finish up and talk about some things for a little while. Preferably in private, so I’d rather not make this an excursion for the four of us.”



The two court mages looked to each other with raised eyebrows. One shrugged, and then both continued walking down the corridor. “Alright,” one said. “We’ll be off on that note. Have a good afternoon, Ruby.”



“Yes,” Ruby said. “You too.”



The corner of Ruby’s lips curled up ever so slightly as the throne room doors opened, to which Foresight promptly walked through and exhaled heavily. He glanced in Ruby’s direction, quickly turned the other way and, seeing no exit to that end, slowly walked towards the court mage.



“My friend,” Ruby said, smiling perhaps a bit too brightly. “I haven’t spoken to you in over a week. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were trying to avoid me.”



“I’d rather get on with my life than have you chew me out,” Foresight said, his voice noticeably rough. “Sorry, had to speak a lot today. Throat is pretty strained right now.”



“You think I’m angry?” Ruby said, recoiling as though stung by a bee on the spot. “Goodness no. I merely wished to congratulate you on your achievement, and I do believe your throat—”



“You know as well as I do that that’s a lie, Rubious.” Foresight sighed. “I don’t want to make an enemy out of you, though, so I’m willing to take the chewing out and do anything in my pow—”



Ruby raised a hoof to cover Foresight’s mouth. “No, I truly did want to wish you good fortune. This is something both of us worked on, and while I might have done a little bit more work, your exuberance is something that many will definitely look up to.”



“You’re a pretty social guy too, though. I’m not sure if I’m buying it.”



When someone has known you for so long, they’ll trust you if you act like yourself. If I were to say that he did the bulk of the work or that he worked harder to achieve this goal, he would probably have left by now. When two brothers have to split one dessert, the smart one will let the other have it while eating something else they declare to be delicious. That way, the smart one gets only a slightly worse situation and has the added advantage of the other’s trust and goodwill.



Ruby smiled. “There’s nothing to buy. If I wanted to chew you out, I would have done so already. I’m obviously a little hurt that you took credit for things we both worked on without discussing it, but we both knew one of us was going to move along and we promised each other to support advancement all of the way through.”



Foresight looked to the floor. “I know. I just always figured you were the one that’d get things done, and you were so sure to put everything in motion yourself that I felt slighted. My emotions definitely got the best of me here.”



I guess I’m getting extra dessert today.



“Well, bitter or not, I think it’s best to celebrate your achievement instead of wallowing in sadness.” Ruby arched a leg over Foresight’s shoulders. “Let’s get your throat wet with some apple cider downtown tonight, eh? It’d be a great time to talk about our future in this growing nation.”



“As long as it doesn’t have any alcohol in it, I can’t see any hurt in it.” Foresight exhaled deeply. “You know, I’m really glad you took this so well. If you were acting any nicer, there’s no way I’d believe anything you’ve been saying.”



“There’s really no point in lying or making some false pretense, my friend,” Ruby said, removing his leg from Foresight’s shoulders and taking a few steps away. “It would work and it has worked against others, but their perspective on our hierarchy and what really happens is much different than ours. We know how to build, we know how to create, whereas the populace blindly accepts the politics of our new nation with open arms.”



“Alright.” Foresight smiled as he spoke. “Meet at the Brass Taps at sundown?”



Ruby walked away and said over his shoulder: “Only place for it. See you then.”



***




The bar was relatively empty, save for two unicorns holding their respective apple cider and taking gulps every now and again in silence. The bartender was in the back, cleaning his mugs and allowing the two their peace.



“Rubious,” Foresight began, putting his head in his hooves but keeping his eyes glued to Ruby, “do you ever feel bad about the ponies we slighted and manipulated to make it to Canterlot?”



Ruby paused for a few moments. His eyes lowered, trailed along the bar counter, and met Foresight’s gaze. His stare was cold, neverending. “The things we can create; all of the spells, social systems, political organization and advancement—none of it would be possible if someone with less resolve was in position. We cannot have regrets about what we’ve done, however tame it might have been, when we have so much more to do.”



“You made most of that happen, Ruby.”



“That may be true, but whether it’s you or me in the position of power or whether I’ve done more work on our projects or less, we need each other to confide our goals in, to trust. Are you still a firm believer in good and evil?”



Foresight sighed. “I’m not really sure. What’s good to one is obviously evil to the other, but I can’t help but offer judgement to everything in my world. I’m guessing you’re still a firm believer in power and strength?”



Ruby scowled. “It’s not so cutthroat, my friend. That sounded like an underhanded comment—our goal is to seek advancement in this world so that we can make a difference and leave our names in the history books. This has been our plan all along.”



“Advancement? You mean seeking more power, right?” Foresight took another swig of cider. “I’m starting to wish this had alcohol. Not that I want to go back to my alcoholic days, but whenever I remember the ponies we’ve stepped on in the badlands, it makes me... well, not want to remember.”



“Regrets, Foresight. Remove them from your mind.” A bell rang at the bar door, and Ruby’s lips curled slightly. “I’m surprised we have company.”



“It’s the press,” Foresight said plainly, looking towards the door and seeing a short, cerulean mare with pointy glasses, a long mane and a horn that glowed a faint pinkish red as the door closed. “Apparently they cover newly appointed staff to Celestia’s outer circle and ask them all sorts of questions. I’m a little concerned that one of them followed me to a nearly empty bar late at night, though.”



Ruby’s raised a brow. "Why would the press cover a position like a new advisor?"



"The residents of Canterlot are interested in who has a say in their city’s doings,” Foresight said, dodging sight from the mare. “It’s pretty customary for the press to ask some basic questions to better acquaint them to the public. It isn’t very customary to follow them into a bar at night, though.”



The mare took a seat a couple of bar stools down from the two unicorns, and promptly called for the bartender. “The usual, Surefire.”



“I think we should shuffle out of here, Ru—”



“Hm?” the mare said, peeking over Ruby’s shoulder to Foresight. “Ah, you must be Foresight. I was amongst the crowd when the announcement for your advisorship was made.”



“If so,” Foresight said, gritting his teeth, “then you’ve been following me. For the entire day.”



The mare tilted her head. “No no, I’m a regular here. Just coming in for a mug of hard cider. I’m Mara, senior editor at the Canterlot Express.” Mara stuck out her hoof. “Pleased to meet you, Foresight.”



Foresight leaned over Ruby—”hey”—and shook her hoof. She smiled to him, and he smiled back.



“If you’re not here to badger me about press nonsense, then I’m glad. I’ve had a long day, though, so I think I’ll just head home.” Foresight rubbed the back of his head. “If you’re from the Canterlot Express, though, then I’m guessing you’ll be badgering me tomorrow.”



Mara chuckled. “Someone from our newspaper. Incredibly exciting job we have with all sorts of intriguing, thoughtful questions I’m sure you’ll appreciate.”



“Sounds lovely.” Foresight got off of his bar stool and made his way to the door. “You coming, Ruby?”



No, I think I’ll stay a little while longer.” Ruby raised his hoof, and the bartender nodded as he left to grab a fresh glass. “Might chat with this charming girl for a little while—not to mention I have to cover the cost for your cider.”



“Very well, see you both tomorrow. Next time, cider’s on me.”



The bar door’s bells rang, and Foresight soon vanished from view.



“Questioning the new advisor, huh?” Ruby said, leaning a hoof on the bar counter. “What sorts of questions will your newspaper be asking him?”



“Basic stuff, really. If it was a more important position, then I and the other members of the Canterlot Express would be a lot more keen on badgering him. For an advisor, though? There’s no juicy story in that.”



“Well, I have a little proposal for you. I’ll have to do some stuff behind the scenes to make it happen, but a senior editor for a popular newspaper in a place like this probably has done some...” Ruby looked around for sign of the bartender; he wasn’t back yet, “...back alley type stuff, for lack of a better term. Who knows, it might even grow into a longer partnership between the two of us.”



Mara raised a brow. “You’re right, I’ve seen all sorts of fishy stuff happen in politics, court mage. I’m not about to tattle to anyone about anything you talk to me about tonight, but I’m not going out of my way to help you gain power.”



“My dear, I’m not asking for you to do anything too different. In fact, it’ll probably help you out...”



***




The press is so easily persuaded when there’s a story at hand. Better yet, they don’t need bribes if there’s little to no work to be done, and they keep quiet about their sources so long as there’s a story at hand. What, you thought I’d spike the cider last night to get back at Foresight? He’d know instantly and hate me forever, even if it was successful and he did get drunk and ruined his reputation. I still need him.



Ruby and Foresight walked the streets of Canterlot, not terribly active this part of the afternoon, but several ponies recognized them by name and waved along the way.



An open folder filled with sheets hovered in front of Ruby, surrounded by a greyish magical aura. “So you remember all of our notes, all of the material we covered this morning, on the spells we created and the magic allocation each one requires?”



“I believe so,” Foresight replied. “I don’t think they’ll go too in-depth with questions about everything, though. I doubt they’ll even touch on any of the spells and whatnot that we’ve made—apparently it’s just the personality that they care about.”



“Terribly boring stuff I’d imagine. Still, you should make sure that you know everything—just in case. Do you still remember all four spells we covered?”



“Four?” Foresight said, widening his eyes. He paused in place for a moment and blinked. “Four?” he repeated.



“Yes, my friend. Four.”



“...But we only covered three.”



“I’m sure you’ve just got nerves, but we covered all four spells thoroughly.” Ruby pointed to a young stallion standing by the castle doors barely a stone’s throw away, waving to the two politicians with a notebook hovering in front of him and a green cap over his head. “I believe that’s your ticket to go. I’ll be on the side listening; and don’t worry, once it starts, I’m sure you’ll remember whatever spell you forgot. They probably won’t even ask about it anyway.”



Foresight still stood in place, and continued blinking.



“I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”



Foresight took in a deep breath, put on a smile and walked over to the stallion.



He’d suspect me instantly if Mara had come to do the interview.



“Hello, new advisor!” the journalist said brightly. “I’ve compiled some questions for you, would you mind answering them before going in to do your daily duties?”



“Well, I—of course I don’t mind,” Foresight said. He raised his hoof and wiped away the sweat forming on his forehead. “Sunny day, isn’t it?”



“I suppose so, sir.” The stallion took a look at his notebook. “Alright, so your name is Foresight, correct?”



“Yes.”



“Now, Foresight, everyone knows that the advisors are more just a few more leaders to help organize the city’s day-to-day activities, so do you have any plans or ambitions that you wish to enact or work towards during your tenure?



“P-Plans?” Foresight blinked rapidly. “I never really gave much thought to that—don’t advisors only advise the royalty who call the shots?”



It’s a good thing he took the position so quickly. His rush to outdo me, even in a moment of weakness, left him unprepared for anything more than personal questions. He’s aching for that lemon meringue pie, but I’ve already finished the last piece.



“Uh... not exactly. Alright then. Moving on.” A brief pause. “And you said you designed and structured a new levitation spell that removed twenty percent of the weight for ease of use, correct?”



“That is correct.”



“Can you tell me what sort of things you did to let this happen?”



“Well, the magic allocation stays the same as the Levitation IV spell, but version V was developed by using the more potent magic strands found throughout the body. This way, we could essentially condense the power used while keeping the same strain as an object twenty percent smaller. Efficiency is one goal I have in everything.”



“Thank you. Another one of the spells you said you designed and structured in your resumé, the Audial Magnification, is pretty revolutionary. What kind of magical allocation did you set to allow the common public to use such a spell?”



“The.. Magnification? Of audial tones?” Foresight looked to the sky. “I had it designed for, um... not for everyday ponies, but for... you know, the type of ponies that have medium levels of magic for uses not in their day-to-day lives but...”



“What kind of levels exactly?”



Foresight hung his head down. “I think my court mage friend would be able to tell you. He designed most of the stuff I submitted in my portfolio, including the Levitation V spell. I just read the blueprints and data this morning to catch myself up.”



The journalist sighed. “If you’ve taken credit for something someone else has done and essentially lied to our great Princess, as well as having little knowledge of the actual position you’re running for, I’m not sure I’d trust you in a position of power. I’m going to have to leak this lack of knowledge to the public, as well as Princess Celestia if I can get to her.”



“But, this interview wasn’t supposed to—” Foresight caught Ruby’s eyes; one was frantic, worried about his future, and the other was in shock, seemingly worried about his friend. “No, you’re right. Don’t publish any of that... I’m going to go inside and decline the position.”



“Very well. I’ll just tell my superiors that you declined the position due to being rushed into the position too early. Whoever your replacement winds up being, I’ll deal with them when the time comes.”



The journalist placed his notepad and pencil up into a crevice of his hat and left the scene. Ruby rushed over to Foresight, the latter’s head still hung down.



“I was thinking about this last night, actually,” Foresight said, raising his head to meet Ruby’s. One of the ponies’ set of eyes were strained, nearly bloodshot, while the other was calm, attempting to feign worry with raised eyebrows and widened pupils. “I likely wasn’t going to decline the position without anything concrete working against me, but I guess this counts. Unpreparedness. Me not thinking before I stole from a friend and taking advantage of the situation.”



“Please, let me speak before wallowing in your sadness,” Ruby said, grabbing Foresight’s shoulders with urgency. “One of us needs to be in that position, and even if some of your reputation is ruined, you can blame what just happened on lack of sleep or having a moment of... I don’t know, but what the press says should not influence Celestia’s decision to pick you.”



Foresight looked back to the sky. “It’s no use. If I was to backstab you and take credit for your hard work, especially on something as mind-blowing as an audio magnifier without even realizing what some of it meant, then I should have been better prepared. But you’re prepared. You know this stuff. You don’t let emotion take over in moments of weakness.”



Ruby let go and made an ‘o’ with his lips. “What are you talking about?”



“I’m going in to tell the Princess who did the real work in the portfolio I gave her, and suggest you for the position.” Foresight rushed to the castle doors, and said over his shoulder: “I won’t give you the chance to talk me out of it. I made a mistake to a friend, and this is me fixing it.”



Ruby protested, but before he could utter a sentence, Foresight was gone into the corridors of the castle. When he was sure that the advisor could not see him, Ruby smiled and narrowed his eyes.



Too easy. You see, I was going for this result right off the bat, wanting to put him in my good books and me in his—hell, these books are even better than the ones we had before with the guilt riding on his back—but I intended to drain him of feeling by guilt tripping him slowly. When that Mara girl came into the bar, everything just came into place.



Ruby walked over to the castle wall several metres right from the castle doors, and focused his energy on his horn. Two sparks left from the greyish glow that came from the horn, and both floated into his ears. He moved his horn around, detecting various sounds from inside the castle, and waited. The Audial Magnification Spell, after a few minutes, found Foresight’s familiar, still-rough voice speaking.



“Please, forgive what I’ve just revealed to you, my Princess. I do not wish to keep the position, but I do believe the work I’ve done is enough to keep me as a court mage while allowing my friend to take the advisor position.”



A pause. “This is a lot to take in,” Celestia’s regal voice said. “I will decide what to do with you at a later date, but it will not be terribly serious, if anything. However, you should realize the consequence of a flat-out lie, and by staying a court mage, I hope you will yet learn your lesson.” Another pause. “Please find the court mage you spoke of and bring him here. I’ve got an offer for him.”



Ruby’s horn stopped glowing. He merely stood there, smiling mischievously. 



As I said, too easy. Well, I had to give up my new spell to the press that I could have used some other time, but it's a worthy sacrifice.



Ruby looked to the sky.



My goodness, I’ve just realized I haven’t formally introduced myself yet. My name is Rubious, soon-to-be advisor to our great princesses, a pony that only does to others what they have coming, and eventually... well, that work is for another day. I can tell you I certainly won’t be an advisor on that day.



Ruby smirked.



I certainly hope you’ll stay along for the ride. Welcome to Canterlot.



-----------------------------------------------------
      

      
   
      Keskiyönnon


      

      
      
         Northwest of Canterlot, perched high in the boughs of an ancient oak tree, there is a city of soaring towers and deep shadows. Its name is Keskiyönnon.



From a distance the city is all but invisible, dwarfed by the tree and its foliage. Few ponies remember the city's name, fewer still have seen it, and only two have walked its leaf-strewn streets.



To the unicorns of nearby Vanhoover, the tree is a minor tourist attraction. It has a forked trunk where lighting struck the tree when it was a sapling, more than a thousand years gone. On the east side, its branches spread over the headwaters of the Farrier River. Straight white limbs stretch toward the sunshine that dapples the water's surface. On this side, the tree reaches its greatest height, climbing over two hundred feet in the air and providing shade to colonies of trout and salmon who live below. On the west side, the tree's branches are gnarled and stunted, and its leaves have a sickly look.



In the morning, the tree's eastern half shades its western half, giving it less light by which to grow. In the afternoon, the peaks of the Unicorn Range throw early shadows across its boughs. While the eastern half of the tree grows straight and true, the western half is a tangle of branches, each fighting the others for the day's few precious rays of light.



For centuries, the unicorns of Vanhoover called the tree "The Oak of the Two Sisters", for reasons that hardly bear repeating. The builders of Keskiyönnon named the tree Tammen Tellervo, for their mythical ancestor who first led them to it. Little else remains of the Kainen Tellervo, the folk of Tellervo. Even their name is consigned to a few dusty scraps in the archives of the Canterlot library, neither seen nor spoken in many long years.



Much like the oak itself, the city is a place of opposing halves. It bridges the center of the tree, with long avenues criss-crossing from east to west—through the straight-limbed branches that climb over the Farrier's headwaters and through the tangled boughs that writhe beneath the shadow of the mountains. If a pegasus were to rest in the mountains' shade, perched in the canopy of Vyyhti (as the darker half of the Tammen Tellervo was once called), she might just be able to discern the outer towers of Keskiyönnon in the exposed branches of Torni, the tree's lighter half. Although these towers once marked the sole entrance to the city, they—like much of Keskiyönnon—have fallen into ruin.



But say, for a moment, that a visitor were able to enter the city. Say she were able to walk its streets like the Kainen Tellervo of long ago. What would she find there?



In the dappled sunlight of the Torni Oak, spiraling towers soar into the air. They are woven from carefully sculpted branches, and each year they grow taller. The tops of these towers are verdant explosions, as the braided branches unwind and seek the light. In the days of the Kainen Tellervo, perhaps the towers were less wild, more restrained. Only two ponies remember, and they do not speak of this place.



Between the living towers lie ancient roads of woven reeds. An earth pony, steeped in the lore of stones and structures, might call them bridges instead—but no earth pony has ever seen this place. The roads of Keskiyönnon stretch from tower to tower, often ascending or descending as they go. In many places they vaulting over one another in an endless game of leapfrog. 



Unlike the towers, the roads are as dead as the city they inhabit. Below the tree, in the long months of summer, bulrushes grow tall along the water's edge. The Kainen Tellervo made a science of harvesting these bulrushes—learning which were lightest, and which were sturdiest; how best to gather them, and how to braid them. They mastered the subtle magic of anchoring their reed roads to the towers they grew, and of treating those roads so they could endure over the long years they expected their city to stand.



Scattered among the towers are the ruins of many smaller structures, low and flat, made from both reed and living wood. What these buildings were, who can say? Long years of the Torni Oak's growth have broken them apart and left them open to the spring rains and winter snows. Only their shells remain now.



In the middle of the Torni Oak, one tower stretches taller than the rest. It is thick at the base and tapers little as it rises. Once, this was the heart of the city—where the rulers of the Kainen Tellervo would gather to pass laws and sit in judgment. Along the outer walls, flecks of silver paint can still be seen. Glassless windows dot its circumference and mark out twenty-two stories climbing through the canopy. The tower's sole entrance faces east—toward the dawn and away from the darker side of the tree.



Inside this tower, twin staircases spiral upward along the walls. A single large atrium comprises the first floor, with a long channel rising up through the center of the tower and revealing the open sky overhead, beyond the treetop. The floor of the tower is tiled in colored stones. A hint of their long-ago polish can still be seen near the tower's edges, but toward the center dark stains spill unevenly across them.



Ascending through the tower, the upper floors are all a shambles. Some show rooms that are open to the central column, and wind has battered these over the long years since Keskiyönnon's occupation. Some show warrens of walled chambers, not exposed to the elements, but here too are ruins. Tumbled statues to Tellervo and her parents, Mielikki and Tapio. Sturdy reed-woven furnishings overturned and broken.



Back outside, a single road—wider than the rest—leads from the base of this tower into the depths of the Vyyhti Oak. Fallen leaves coat its surface, exposing few of the ancient reeds. Those reeds are pitted and scarred, despite the enchantments once laid upon them. Thin grooves mark where wheels once bit into the path, carrying tribute carts up to the high tower.



Few remain who remember Keskiyönnon, but once its name was known in every corner of the land. The elegant capital of the Kainen Tellervo, most graceful of all the equine races—so it was described in the homes of pegasi, unicorns, and earth ponies alike. None could visit, but all heard its stories. The noble families, each with their own tower. The arenas and amphitheaters, where mares and stallions would perform for the enjoyment of their betters. The Spire of Governance. The Heart of the Tree.



This was the Keskiyönnon all ponies knew.



The wide road descends from the Torni Oak into the Vyyhti Oak. As it passes the border between the tree's two halves, the atmosphere changes perceptibly. Dappled sunlight gives way to thick, clinging shadows. Even in the gentlest breeze, the branches here creak and moan. It is not an ominous sound; rather, it is like the sigh of a pegasus, stretching her wings after too long on the ground.



The Torni Oak is orderly and proper, accustomed to the ease of abundant sun and sweet water. The Vyyhti Oak is chaotic and angry, fighting its twin for the resources it needs to survive.



At its terminus, the wide road empties into a circular plaza. The ground here is formed from twining branches. They are rough and uneven, leaving bumps and pits throughout the plaza—but they are also densely woven, with hardly a hairsbreadth of space between them. While the Keskiyönnon of Torni Oak is light and vaulting, dancing in the air, the Keskiyönnon of Vyyhti Oak is thick and solid.



Long rows of squarish buildings line the plaza, rough shapes that are hard to discern in the ever-present shadows. Drawing closer, it becomes clear that they are hewn from the tree itself, cut into the ever-present tangle of thick branches. Against some of the façades rest discarded scraps of wood—fragments of carts and wheels, long staves, warped boards that were once part of barrels before their bindings rusted away in the long years of solitude. How the wood has survived this long is a secret lost to the ages, but it gleams as if lit from within.



In some places, the wood is scarred and broken. In others, it retains the same smooth finish it must have held centuries ago.



The buildings themselves are small and windowless, very different from the towers of the Torni Oak. Many contain furnishings of simple elegance. Others hold small metal tools of very fine make, shining with the same light as the scraps of wood outside. Axes and planing knives, enormous shears and pliers.



There is no metal in the Torni Oak.



Between the rows of buildings, other branches twist deeper into the canopy. Some show signs of having been planed flat, while others are rough and covered in bark. Along all but one, more houses stand, running back and back into the shadows of the Vyyhti Oak. There is little to distinguish any of them.



The one remaining path appears newer than the rest—newer, even, than it should. Centuries have passed since the last of the Kainen Tellervo set hoof in this place, but the path is well tended, free of leaves and with ample space around it in the ubiquitous tangle of branches. The path spirals downward to a place far below the city, and at its end sits an enormous stone, buried in the bole of the tree. The path leads to a small hole in the base of the stone.



Inside, the stone is hollow, excavated by generations of laborers. The air is heavy with the musty smell of paper. Were a visitor to come here, there would be no light—but were there light, that visitor would see row upon row of books lining the walls of this chamber. She would be able to peruse volumes of the great Gryffon philosophers, translated into a long-forgotten script of dots and whorls. She would be able to learn what earth ponies knew of economics in the late antiquity, and read the cloud-poetry of the pegasus diaspora. Within the stone, all of these remain carefully preserved.



She would also see rows of tables filled with maps: the tangled limbs of the Vyyhti Oak and the towering branches of the Torni Oak, the broad avenues of Keskiyönnon, floorplans of the verdant towers and the Spire itself. She would see the dark stains on the floor, the jumbled piles of bone and cloth. She would see the battered helm of a guard captain and the pitted steel of a spearhead that was never cleaned.



The sharp cries for mercy would never reach her ears. The rank, mettalic stench of fear would never reach her nose. But perhaps she would be able to understand the anger that suffused this place, deep beneath Keskiyönnon.



Perhaps she would retrace her steps, revisit the squat homes in the Vyyhti Oak and see again the fine craftsmanship of the furnishings, so unlike the mean structures themselves. Perhaps she would ascend the long road to the upper city, noting once more the grooves made by carts pushed along the woven reeds. Perhaps she would return to the Spire and wonder about the stains arrayed across the mosaic floor, the tumbled statues of Tellervo and her kin.



Perhaps she would turn east, then—toward the headwaters of the Farrier River, and beyond it to Galloping Gorge. To the place where a princess had once banished the least of her subjects, for breaking laws they had every right to break.



The breezies are all that remain now of the Kainen Tellervo, and few of them know the stories of their ancient home. What stories survive are treated as fables for children, nonsense tales meant to teach common sense lessons. Perhaps it is best that they do not remember the truth—Keskiyönnon was dead long before it fell.
      

      
   
      Marked for Exile


      

      
      
         	This time was the real deal, the bona fide, the legitimate and absolute and genuine event. There were no buckets of paint involved, not a single spell gone awry, and certainly not a long series of misleading nightmares, hallucinations, or any enigmatic brews conjured by zebras deep in the Everfree. Nope, hearts and heads were held high when she ran into her friends, tearfully unable to contain herself. Sweetie Belle had earned her cutie mark.



	“Sweetie, I can’t believe it!” Scootaloo exclaimed loud enough to wake the late-sleeping denizens of Ponyville on that bright summer morning. She wasn’t kidding, either. As all three fillies would agree, it seemed as though they had been trapped in a lonely void in the world, like a boat lost out at sea, getting pummeled by wave after wave and not a single one caring about their maddening peril. Now with Sweetie Belle sporting her identity on her flank, the restless trio would be able to carry on with the fire of hope in their hearts… or so they had hoped.



	“Look at it!” the unicorn squeaked, unabashedly showing off her side in uncontained excitement. Emblazoned on it was a round, sweetly pink heart that stood out from her snowy white coat like a badge of honor. Within the heart was a single, deep violet eighth note. “I can’t believe this is really happening, this is so cool!”



	“That’s awesome, Sweetie Belle!” Applebloom joined in with her own praise, gawking at the mark with a permanent smile sewn on her face. “Howd’ja get it? Did it just appear overnight or what?”



	Sweetie nodded her head vigorously. “I woke up with it! When I came into the kitchen for breakfast, Rarity even dropped her tea! I hadn’t noticed it until she brought me in front of a mirror.”



	“Why now, though?” Scootaloo pondered, tapping her chin with a hoof. “What’s it supposed to be anyway? Music, I guess, but you can’t play the sitar. We tried that two weeks ago and broke every string.”



	“I’m pretty sure it’s singing, silly,” Sweetie Belle laughed. “Remember how I joined the choir a month or so ago because Cheerilee said I should?”



	“When she caught you singing in the bathroom with a roll of toilet paper as a microphone?”



	Apple Bloom and Scootaloo bursted into laughter, pounding their hooves on the pavement. Scrunching up her face in embarrassment, Sweetie responded with a loud ‘hmph’ and a stern glare.



	“At least it worked for me, blank flanks!”



	After a brief pause in which the girls caught their breath, Scootaloo spoke up. “Don’t turn into Diamond Tiara, Sweetie Belle, there’s already one too many in Equestria.”



	“I’m just teasing,” she responded with a dismissing wave of her forehoof. “But that does bring up a kind of scary topic.”



	“Let’s go discuss it over a round of milkshakes to celebrate Sweetie Belle’s new cutie mark!” Applebloom hastily pointed over to the direction of the Frozen Hooves ice cream parlor, eager to get something to cool herself and her friends off in the growing summer heat that had been beating on them throughout the conversation.



	“Cutie Mark Crusader Milkshake Drinkers?” Scootaloo asked jokingly, prompting a groan from both of her friends as they began walking for the parlor. “Jeez, I know it’s an old joke but c’mon.”



	“That’s… actually exactly what I was worried about,” Sweetie said to nopony in particular, and as such it fell on nopony’s ears.







	Inside the parlor, the young trio took a seat on their favorite booth after ordering and convincing the cashier that milkshakes are a perfectly reasonable choice before noon because they were the ones paying for them. As they waited, Applebloom and Scootaloo continued to inquire about Sweetie’s newfound mark.



	“So did you, like, feel it overnight as it came? Is it like a rash?” Scootaloo asked, cocking her head slightly.



	Applebloom rolled her eyes. “Even I know that cutie marks don’t hurt, featherbrain. Otherwise nopony would want ‘em.”



	“I’d hurt myself for a cutie mark! In fact, I have! Many times.”



	“That’s… a little creepy.”



	As the two bare-flanked fillies became carried away in their conversation, Sweetie Belle propped herself up against the table and watched the livelihood of Ponyville through a large, smudged window beside her table. It was the same old town she had known since the moment she was born. The cobblestones that baked in the sun and darkened in the rain hadn’t moved an inch in her few years stepping on them, and familiar faces crossed her view in a slow, colorful stream. Each body had their own cutie mark, a symbol of who they were and all they would be, and for the first time ever Sweetie could say she was a part of that rank of ponies that had a definite direction.



	But what if it wasn’t a direction that wasn’t favorable? Don’t get her wrong; Sweetie Belle loved singing, far more than taming lions and farming sea cucumbers. When melodies poured out of her mouth she truly was at peace and was, well, herself. There was such an immense satisfaction when she found her mark in the mirror that her cheeks still hurt from smiling, but now worries had set in and tainted her briefly ecstatic outlook. If she had found herself, how could she ever be a part of the Cutie Mark Crusaders anymore? She loved her friends more than she loved singing.



	“And a Bananilla Blast, with extra banana,” a young mare’s voice broke into her head as a frosted glass was slid in front of the singer. 



	“Oh, thanks,” Sweetie replied, her voice flat and her shoulder sunk. As her friends took long draws from their straws, the unicorn couldn’t work up the appetite to try hers yet. Instead, she swirled around the frothy mixture with her straw, trying to collect her scattered thoughts.



	“You all right, Sweetie Belle?” Applebloom asked, picking up on her friend’s discomfort fairly quickly. “Wrong flavor or something? Too little banana? Too much banana?”



	“You can’t have too much banana,” Scootaloo interjected, taking her lips from her straw.



	“No, girls, it’s just that I’ve been thinking a bit since last night,” Sweetie Belle began, closing her eyes and concentrating on melting her thoughts into coherent words. “I’m sort of nervous about what’s going to happen to the Crusaders. I mean, now that I’ve got my cutie mark, what am I going to do? Am I a part of the Crusaders still?”



	Applebloom opened her mouth to respond, but stopped short and slowly exhaled her breath when she realized that the answer wasn’t as simple as it seemed. She knew everypony’s gut instinct at the table was ‘yes, of course you’re still a Crusader! CMC Forever!’ Deep inside, however, Applebloom was uncertain. They had founded the Crusaders with one goal in mind: to unite for the purpose of finding their cutie marks. In the blur of excitement and adventure that had followed, nopony had stopped for a moment to really consider what would happen when one of the triumvirate had achieved this once far-off goal. There was Babs Seed, of course, who wasn’t a Crusader the moment she got her mark. Applebloom didn’t see it as a big deal, though. After all, the two hadn’t joined together for crusades.



	Sweetie Belle broke the painful silence by voicing everypony’s concerns further. “What about all the crusading? Am I allowed to be a part of that now that I’ve got my mark? What even is the point of crusading if it’s not for a cutie mark?!”



	The ice cream shop grew quiet again, Sweetie’s fears having descended upon the group’s usual joviality and eclipsing it completely. Even when they should have been at their happiest, none of them could find the words: Scootaloo’s stare darted from her melting drink to Sweetie Belle, Applebloom’s face contorted into a pout of deep thought, and Sweetie herself looked numbly to her friends and, finding no real guidance, couldn’t help but tear up.



	“It’s not like we’re not going to stop being friends, if that’s what you think,” Scootaloo spoke softly to lessen the tension. “Why would we? We’re BFFs.”



	“But what about the adventuring? I don’t wanna be a third wheel while you two go out and do… whatever,” Sweetie Belle said with sigh. She looked out the window again, watching the sea of cutie marks roll by in individual waves. Despite the glass in between her and that sea, she couldn’t help but wonder if she was more like the rest of them than her friends now. It was no secret that their entire friendship had started in pursuit of their identities.



	“You think Rarity’s gonna stop letting you play with us or something?” Applebloom asked, gently resting a forehoof on Sweetie Belle’s shoulder, her brow furrowed with concern.



	“Hey, it’s not ‘playing’, it’s crusading.”



	“Shut it, Scoot. It’s not like it’ll be any less fun for us now that you’re not blank anymore.”



	Sweetie Belle sniffled, despite listening attentively to Applebloom’s comforting words. She was normally a rational filly, looking at things from an objective standpoint before jumping to conclusions. Yet somehow, this cutie mark which had been her dream all her life felt like it was doing nothing but concluding her fondest memories. She’d always be different now.



	“I-I think I’m just gonna go, girls,” she stammered, getting out of her seat quickly and keeping her teary eyes turned from her friends, as if they couldn’t sense her crying from her voice alone.



	“Wait, Sweetie! It’s really not a big deal!” Scootaloo called, finishing her sentence a moment after her unicorn friend stepped out of the cool parlor and into the beaming sunlight, catching a sob in her throat before she escaped. “...rats.”



	“I dunno what’s gotten into her, Scoots. I didn’t think it was such a big deal!” Applebloom said, resting her cheek on the table and watching chunks of banana float up in Sweetie’s abandoned shake.



	“Me neither, but I kinda see where she’s coming from. Kinda. It wouldn’t be fair to keep her in after we set the rule and Babs followed it, but… Oh, I dunno.” Scootaloo planted her forehead into the table as well, the cool surface chilling the film of sweat that had accumulated under the speedster’s bangs.



	“Well what do we do, Scoot? We can’t leave her like that.”



	“For the second time, I dunno.”



	


	

	Suppertime at the Apple home was the iconic image of rural ponyville. As the dusk and night sky melted together into an amethyst purple and the stars came out of hiding, the plates were piled high in Sweet Apple Acres with enough food to fill five hardworking earth ponies (as most townsfolk would agree, Big Mac counted as two ponies). In a homely dining room that always smelled like the dinner of the day, sweet sawdust, and old carpeting, one couldn’t ever walk out without having to take wide steps to accommodate a bloated belly. For the most part, no one was ashamed of stuffing themselves at the table, for it’s said that Granny Smith is one of the best cooks in Ponyville.



	All of these factors made it even more strange for the Apple family to watch their youngest simply stare into her bowl of the Granny Smith’s famous apple-cabbage stew rather than make a delicious mess as her older brother across the table was doing. She hadn’t been her bouncy self since she had gotten home around noon to help around the farm, as they had all noticed. After a bland dinner conversation that excluded the filly, Applejack took it upon herself to be the one to ask.



	“What’s got you in sour spirits, sugarcube? You haven’t said barely a word since you came home from seeing your friends.”



	“Sweetie Belle got her cutie mark,” Applebloom replied, her voice empty and shallow. She didn’t lift her gaze, continuing to stare at her bowl and swirl the broth.



	“Why, that’s great news!” Applejack exclaimed with a grin, prompting Granny Smith and Big Mac to make muffled sounds of agreement through their supper.



	“Darn right she is!” Granny said after a hearty swallow, gesturing at Applejack. “I remember when I got my cutie mark, I had to go to the doctor’s because I almost went and passed out from not shuttin’ up about it!”



	“She was just the opposite,” Applebloom said, taking a deep breath as she began. “We were all excited and all to start with, but when we all sat down she said she didn’t know what would happen to her as a Crusader. Now that she has her cutie mark, is she still a member? Can she still go crusading with us even if she has no reason to? We all wanted to say yes but we remember what happened with Babs and how she just sorta left after she got her mark, so it wouldn’t really be right to keep her, would it?”



	The filly slumped back down, taking another breath to replenish her lung capacity as the other members of the Apple family looked between one another, eyes wide in search of some answer to give. Family was the best counsel, after all, but everypony wasn’t quite sure how to remedy the situation in the best possible manner.



	Finally, Applejack did her best to channel her inner Twilight and spoke warmly to Applebloom. “Well,” she began, reaching across the table to lift her younger sister’s chin, “I know it’s not an easy situation. I definitely don’t want y’all losing each others’ friendship over something that should be giving you cause for celebration. It ain’t like Sweetie Belle’s a different pony now or something, you know? Just maybe… well, maybe you should stick to the rules you set to be fair to everypony.”



	“Are you saying to kick her out? But she’s our best friend!” Applebloom cried out dismally, looking at Applejack as though she had admitted to a crime.



	“No, I ain’t saying that, Applebloom, I said you don’t need to lose each other as friends. This whole ‘Crusaders’ thing isn’t another word for ‘friends’, right? I know it made you friends, but sometimes a club’s just a club. You gotta follow the rules and all, but that doesn’t mean you can’t have the best friends of your life outside of it.”



	“You mean we can’t make an exception for Sweetie?”



	“It’s your little club after all, but if the whole point is to find your marks and she already has hers, then it doesn’t make a whole lot of sense. Besides, what would Babs think?”



	Applebloom gazed into her stew again, searching for some clarification that the floating bits in the broth might provide. Applejack and Granny Smith waited tentatively, shooting a glare at Big Mac when he interrupted the silence with a noisy slurp.



	“You’re right, sis,” the filly said softly after the advice settled in her gut like a bitter medicine. “I wouldn’t ever leave her, and I don’t have to. I just don’t wanna leave her out when Scoot and I go crusadin’.”



	Applejack chuffed, grinning. “You don’t need a reason to hang out, you know. Me and my friends, we go adventuring all the time for whatever reason flings itself at us. It’s your friends that matter, not the goal.”



	Granny Smith and Big Mac nodded in agreement, watching Applebloom for her reaction. She couldn’t help but crack a faint smile, feeling a bit silly for taking the whole situation far too seriously.

	

	“Alright everypony, let’s eat!” she said, happy to break the awkwardness. “And thanks a ton, sis. You’re one of the smartest ponies I know.”



	Applejack smiled bashfully. “You’re awfully sweet, you know.”



	As the family dug into their dinner, watching the dimming sun sink into the horizon beyond the fields of apple trees, Applebloom quietly worried how she would communicate her plan to her friends.








	Rarity gently laid her favorite tea tray, the one with ornate silver edges and polished mahogany wood that shined in the bright lights of the Carousel Boutique’s upper floor. Nighttime had descended upon Ponyville, Luna’s nocturnal spells bringing much-needed relief from the steaming sun. Sweetie Belle sat patiently at the kitchen table, watching Rarity pour out two cups of tea.

	

	“Chamomile with a squeeze of bergamot orange, for my very talented sister,” Rarity said as she lowered a cup in front of the younger unicorn before taking a seat and a cup for herself. “You deserve your favorite tonight.”



	“Thanks,” Sweetie said with the same somber voice she had since she had gotten home earlier. Even when Rarity had taken her to her favorite high-class restaurant and bought her those roasted button mushroom caps stuffed with herbs and cheese that she adored, Sweetie showed few emotions besides gratitude and introversion.	



	“Sweetie, you’ve been abnormally quiet for such a special day,” Rarity said after taking a careful sip of tea. “Do you not like your cutie mark or something?”



	“It’s not that, I love it,” Sweetie replied. “I just don’t really know what to do with my friends now. You know, the whole Cutie Mark Crusaders and all. Now that I actually have my cutie mark, we can’t really decide if I’m still a Crusader or not.”



	“Frankly, I don’t see why you wouldn’t,” Rarity said with a warm smile. “You’re all friends, after all. Why would your mark change anything?”



	“Because Applebloom’s cousin sort of ‘left’ the Crusaders when she got her mark. I don’t know if it would be fair for me to stay, but I love adventuring with my friends.”

	

	Rarity exhaled a sharp breath through her nostrils, pursing her lips in thought. Her eyes idly scanned the room as she worked out a solution, hazily focusing on the sewing machine in the corner where she had helped manufacture the trio’s capes. Above all, the seamstress knew she wouldn’t tell her sister to leave. Not only would she never wish sadness upon her younger sibling, but she herself knew how a good friendship (or in her case, five) could change a life.



	The fashionista perked up suddenly, an idea illuminating in her mind like the flickering of fireflies outside. “Why don’t you stay as a leader?”



	“A leader, Rarity? What, am I going to chaperone field trips or something?”



	“Nothing like that,” Rarity said while shaking her head. “Now that you have your cutie mark, what’s wrong with staying to help your two friends find theirs? You could arrange your little crusades or teach them!”



	Sweetie Belle levitated her teacup to her lips, taking a gentle drink of the honey-gold tea before responding. “I don’t want to be like that bully Diamond Tiara and act all ‘I’m-better-than-you’ because I have my cutie mark, though. I’m not any better.”



	“Of course you’re not better, dear, but you have a little bit more experience with cutie marks, don’t you? You know how you got yours, what it feels like, and how to find your special talent. I’m sure your friends could use a little guidance. Anything to prevent you from doing something stupid like launching yourselves off cliffs.”



	“Hey, Cutie Mark Crusaders Cliff Jumpers was a great idea,” Sweetie Belle said with a pout. “Even if Scootaloo did almost dislocate her wing. Anyway, I guess I see what you’re getting at. Sort of. I don’t know how the girls will like me suddenly trying to be bossy.”



	“Nopony said bossy! You don’t even have to call yourself a leader. Just use your newfound expertise to bring your little troupe to new heights! Safer ones as well, please.”



	Sweetie and Rarity smiled at each other, the newly-marked filly coming to an uneasy understanding and subsequent agreement. As the sisters finished their tea and headed to bed, Sweetie Belle slept with slightly less trepidation than expected.








	The sun returned from its retreat just hours ago as Scootaloo met up with Rainbow Dash on Sugarcube Lane in Ponyville. Whereas the two pegasi were normally very, very late birds to awake, Rainbow Dash had promised her beloved Tank some practice with his new propeller, and Scootaloo hadn’t slept all that well anyway and decided to try to find peace of mind in an early-morning scooter ride, before she ran the risk of collision with most of the townsponies.



	“What’s the matter, squirt?” Rainbow Dash asked teasingly, bopping Scootaloo’s helmet to catch her attention.



	“Huhza--whowhat? Oh, heya Dash!” Scootaloo responded, still dazed from her early waking. “What’s up?”



	“Just teaching tank here how to use his new… thingy Twilight showed me,” the athlete said, pointing to a newly-installed component of Tank’s apparatus. “It’s supposed to make him be able to turn a bit quicker, but I don’t know how it works. Nor do I think Tank cares.”



	Scootaloo watched the tortoise hover a few feet above her, smiling awkwardly when it rotated around to look at her.



	“I did notice you moping around, though,” Rainbow Dash continued.



	“Moping? I’m not moping, Rainbow Dash.”



	“I know the difference between moping and being forced to wake up early, kiddo, believe me. And something’s got you down. So what’s up?”



	Scootaloo sighed, taking off her helmet and shaking her mane out. “It’s something with the Crusaders, don’t worry about it.”



	“Pfft, why wouldn’t I worry about it? Believe it or not, I care about you.”



	“Well, Sweetie Belle got her cutie mark,” Scootaloo said with the same downcast cadence that had plagued all three Crusaders. “Now we don’t know if she should stay in the Crusaders or not.”



	“Keep her in, featherbrain,” Rainbow said with a joking smile. “Sometimes you fillies have the strangest ideas. Why would you kick her out?”



	“The rules of the Crusaders are that we accept only blank flanks looking to earn their cutie marks. We’d be breaking the rules if she stayed, Dash!”



	“Rules schmules. Loyalty to your friends is what’s important. I’d know.”



	Scootaloo looked up at her, eyebrows furrowed with conflicting emotions. “But we can’t just break rules, Dash, we’re loyal to those too. We had another Crusader in Manehattan who had to leave when she got hers.”



	“Then invite her back!” Rainbow exclaimed, throwing her forelegs up and nearly knocking Tank aside. “It’s not that hard, you know. It’s not like you’re breaking the law or something. Sometimes you just need to make things work the way you want them to.”



	For once, Scootaloo felt troubled about following the advice of her idol. She looked around, watching ponies water their gardens or head off to work, searching for some witty retort or alternative solution so she wouldn’t have to directly disagree with Rainbow Dash. Ultimately, she couldn’t find one so she bit her tongue, wore a fake smile, and thanked the pegasus.



	“Don’t worry about it, kid,” the multicolored pegasus said with a warm smile. “Friends are always first, right?”



	“I guess so.”



	Scootaloo replaced her helmet and speeded off down the cobblestone street, pacing herself over the bumps and cracks in the road that she had practically memorized by now. Gears turned forcefully in her mind, trying to fabricate some answer to present to her friends when they next met.








	Twilight Sparkle stepped out of her tall, crystalline palace and into the radiant sunshine that painted every surface in Ponyville. Another late night of studying had taken its toll on the lethargic alicorn, thanks to a newfound interest in Griffonic alchemy. As images and phrases of unique brewing techniques swirled in the slurry of her mind, three colorful shapes passed in front of her.



	“Good mornin’, Princess Twi!” one of the blobs said, its voice high-pitched and bubbly. Before she wiped her eyes clean to refocus them, she already knew Applebloom and the other Crusaders had stopped in front of her on a walk to Celestia knows where.



	“Good morning, girls, and congratulations Sweetie Belle on your cutie mark! I heard all about it from Rarity.” Twilight reached out and gently shook the unicorn filly’s hoof. “So are you off for some early morning crusading?”



	The trio looked at each other, silently deciding on who should break the news. 



	“Funny you should mention that, Twi,” Applebloom said with a shy smile. “The Crusaders are no more.”



	Twilight paused, registering what had just been said. “What do you mean they’re ‘no more’?”



	“Since Sweetie got her cutie mark, we all decided to… uh, ‘disestablish’ the Crusaders. Is that the word from the dictionary, Scootaloo?”



	“Yep.”



	“We couldn’t decide what to do since we heard, and everypony we asked all had different answers that we couldn’t really use together. So we just decided to get rid of the whole thing.”



	Twilight cocked an eyebrow. “You dismantled the CMC? All because you couldn’t decide what to do when you actually accomplished your goal?”



	“Pretty much, yeah.”



	The alicorn’s eyelid twitched ever so slightly.



	“What we did find out is that friendship matters a lot more than a bunch of rules and a fancy-pants named organization. It’s funny, actually. We placed so much importance on all those rules we made that we sorta forgot that we were in control of them.” Applebloom scratched the back of her head, looking away.



	“She’s right,” Sweetie Belle said. “Once we all heard each other’s solutions, we saw that sometimes there just isn’t an easy answer and you have to think outside the box. The Cutie Mark Crusaders was never meant to be about rules, it was about friendship. It doesn’t really need a name other than that, especially since it almost got in the way of our relationships.”



	Twilight sighed, happily nodding her head. “You girls definitely are wiser than your years sometimes.  I was about to call your decision a little rash, but I don’t think anything will change between you, Cutie Mark Crusaders or not.”



	“It was a tough choice, Twilight,” Scootaloo said. “But the fun part about crusading wasn’t trying to find our cutie marks, it was being with each others. And all the dangerous jumps we went off.”



	“I’m glad you realized that. I had a similar epiphany a few years ago when I first met your sisters, you know. Speaking of which, did they help you decide this?”



	In the distance, a certain squeaky pegasus voice could be heard. “Whaddaya mean my advice stinks?! That’s exactly what Twilight would’ve said!”



	And in a familiar cowpony drawl: “She wouldn’t’ve said ‘rules schmules’ and you know that! Just because you do your own thing all the time doesn’t mean you should teach the fillies that!”



	“I wouldn’t say so!” Applebloom said before joining the ex-Crusaders in a round of laughter.

	



	



	
      

      
   
      It's Never Too Late to Say Sorry


      

      
      
         The back alley exuded a putrid stench that made her lip curl.  For a nanosec, she wished her body didn’t come equipped with a sense for smell at all.



Trash and refuse littered the press-crete, collected against the brick face of the walls in knee-deep drifts.  If the city’s cleaning routines were still operating properly, it obviously had not been to this side of town in a while.  The bright neon lights of the larger—populated—alleys and byways faded into an uneasy sort of half-darkness here, the utility lights that should illuminate the path all burned out or simply missing.  Rats—at least she assumed they were rats or something genetically similar—moved in the deeper shadows cast by ancient rusted dumpsters and discarded bits of crumpled plasti-steel pieces of junked out vehicles.  Dirty runoff water from the ever present springtime rains flowed in a sluggish stream down the middle of the alley and she was careful to not step in it as she ventured deeper into the underbelly of the city.



Twilight despised what Canterlot had become.  The mountain it once perched on like some white and gold bird of paradise was gone.  Reduced to a mere mound of its former self, all in the name of progress and convenience.  It barely even registered as a rise in elevation; the city was so layered on top of it.  Here near the old center of Canterlot, at least, she could see the sky now and then.  The steel-grey clouds peeked between the buildings and sky-bridges that directed and ferried the city’s hundred million or so citizens around on their daily, pointless lives.



Twilight frowned, readjusting her thinking.  Their lives were not pointless.  Aimless perhaps, or simply lacking in a greater meaning.  Still, she reminded herself not to look down on the ponies here.  They were not intrinsically lesser than her.  It was the greater sins of their society that held them back.  She was not some higher being, god-like in her power and ability by comparison.  No matter what others might like to say when they assumed nopony was listening.  In truth, she was much more a dinosaur than these ponies that chose to live here as ponies just like them had chosen to do so for thousands upon thousands of years.  It was their choice to either join the Enlightened or not.  If not, then that was their choice, misguided thought it was.



Choice is a powerful thing.  It was choice that led her now, in the dark, though a fetid alleyway to a place she had not seen with her own eyes in more than seven centuries.



Twilight rounded the corner at the end of the little alley and stopped just outside the beam of light cast by a partially functional sign.  It hung low over a set of recessed doors, the old fixture flashing the words ‘Fortunes Told’ and ‘Harmonic Forecasts’ every few seconds.  The doors themselves where closed and looked almost like real wood in the poor illumination, their heavy push plates and arcaic locks covered in corroding faux-brass.  From the layout of the building, Twilight could tell they lead to a large sized lounge of sorts where visitors would interact with a holographic projection of the oracle, asking their questions and seeking meaning in their mundane lives.  Between them a small kiosk made of blue painted plasti-steel stood guard with a thick plate of shatterproof, translucent crystal for a window.  Behind the window, a dingy looking earth pony snored peacefully, oblivious to her stare and scans washing over the building.  



Her clusters of bio-enhancements pinged the structure’s local network for a full diagnosis.  Twilight used old, cleared credentials, from her last visit to Canterlot, for the access request.  She didn’t actually need to make a formal request, but she suspected the building wouldn’t recognize the current set of protocols. There was also the slight possibility that forcing her way in might trigger older hard defenses she knew were buried under the faux-brick exterior.  Defenses that would attempt to atomize her body before she could blink.  She really didn’t fancy another walk back out here if she could avoid it.



The data stream told her everything was functioning within allowed parameters, if the energy consumption was a little high.  It was the same standard info the building would give any other system that came snooping around for any reason.  Twilight ignored the camouflage and tapped deeper, her enhancements slipping past the outdated security measures with ease.  The second layers were where she needed to be careful what she touched.  When she reached the real security armament, Twilight took her time disabling the disrupters and force nets until she was reasonable sure they would remain asleep.  Only then did she dare reach for the deepest, most hidden systems and routines.  There she stopped and passively absorbed the data, examining it for signs of corruption or degradation as it scrolled along her visual HUD.  Anything more would be impolite.



The code showed its age.  Twilight tsk’ed to herself, making notes for improvements to make to it later.  It wasn’t surprising really, her own work was hundreds of iterations ahead of this, but it nagged at her that nopony had thought to make upgrades.  It wasn’t like this was some sort of utility program, actual lives depended on it.  She breathed a sigh of relief at the apparent lack of degeneration in the code.  At least somepony or some subroutine was still doing its job.



Satisfied that everything seemed to be in order, Twilight shut down the tap to the data stream and walked up to the kiosk.  She gave the pony inside a quick scan, confirming that he was a standard Earth Pony with only the minimal mandatory augmentations.  He was still more flesh than circuitry, but at least the bio-enhancements he had were up to date.  He had a standard configuration that connected him to local nets for communication and entertainment, and a few enhancements to his digestive and neural systems.  She waited for his augments to wake him up, sending signals to his meat-brain that his augments had sensed her presence.  She took a step back so that she would appear less threatening, watching the pony pick himself up from his deep slumber.  She checked her social interaction protocol checklist on her HUD, stretching her lips into what she hoped was an appropriate smile as the stallion’s eyes fluttered open.



“I’m here to see the Oracle.”  Twilight coughed her voice low.  “Please.”



The pony blinked at her in sleepy incomprehension, wiping a bit of drool from his chin.  He shook his head to clear it and tapped the button on his side of the plast-steel wall, a communication speaker buzzing to life.  “What?”



“I’m here to see the Oracle.”  Twilight repeated herself, a bit firmer this time, and stepped forward again so his organic eyes could see her clearly.  “I can pay, I have credits.”



“We don’t take credits here.”  The kiosk pony set his jaw, his tone becoming moderately aggressive.  “It’s bits and bits only.  We don’t take kindly to technocrat Enlightens or their cursed credits.  Canterlot is better off without them.”



Twilight stood her ground.  “I’m sure you have a fair point.  But I really must speak with her.  It’s terrible important and time is fleeting.”  Her enhancements caught him sending out a call through the local communications node of the local net.  It was tagged emergency and being routed for the authorities.  They would make things far more complicated than they had to be, so she intercepted the call and sent the stallion’s bio-enhancements a false ‘received’ notification.  She could see his shoulders relax microscopically as soon as she did.



“I have no bits, however.  I’m sorry.  Credits are easily redeemable for bits, sir.  Perhaps we could come to some sort of agree—”



“I don’t care, filly!  It’s bits or beat off!”  He cut her off and stood, trying to loom over her from inside his tiny castle.  “Whatever you came to ask, the Oracle ain’t speaking to an Enlightened.  Why would she?  Their future is doomed anyway.”



“I’m sorry, but you are wrong there.  You don’t even know what your Oracle is or you wouldn’t say that to me of all ponies.”  Twilight sighed, reminding herself again that it was choice that separated them.  It was his choice to remain a slave to his organic needs.  It was his choice to remain a member of a society grown stagnant and corrupt.  Just as it was her choice to rise above that.  It was her choices that gave all of equinity the option to have the power and lifespan once enjoyed only by alicorns.



Choice drove her to fix a mistake she’d made long ago.  Years ago, those choices that a younger Twilight Sparkle had made chased away the one pony she still cared for.  So, she made the choice that this innocent pony was going to walk home tonight, wherever that might be for him. 



Twilight reached forward, the end of her hoof breaking apart into several mechanized grippers, and grabbed the kiosk wall.  The plasti-steel screeched in protest, crunching under her hoof before the bolts and seals holding it failed under the greater pressure her heavily modified body produced.  A large jagged piece of the material tore away from the rest of the kiosk’s frame, the shattered crystal plate window raining shards down to join the other refuse in the alleyway.  The stallion shouted, falling back from the small stool he had been sitting on, his bio-enhancements firing out call after automated call for help.  Twilight blocked them all.



“What the hay are you?  I-I didn’t mean anything about that Enlightened comment, I swear!”



Twilight turned and tossed the ruining piece of wall aside like a foal’s plaything, her hoof reshaping itself as she put her weight back on it.  “Your bigotry is understandable.  You are indoctrinated from birth to rail against the inevitable evolution to a postphysical state.”  She checked his expression and vitals against her social interaction protocol.  He was scared, stressed by her actions and presence.  She took a step forward, holding up her hoof in a calculated calming gesture.



“A p-postphysical?!  Here?”  He scrambled back, pushing himself into a back wall that was covered with old printouts and piled high with  a few years’ worth of used fast food containers.  “What do you want?  Are you here to force me into joining?  I swear I didn’t mean anything by those posts!  It was just harmless trolling!  I’m not a luddite!”



“No, I’m not on some sort of recruitment drive.”  Twilight let her hoof drop.  “We don’t do that sort of thing anymore.  Joining the Enlightened is your choice.  But all ponies will join us, eventually.  I already told you why I am here.  I am here to see the Oracle.”  Twilight’s voice was calm, unstrained as she stepped into the kiosk over the upturned stool.  “Please get out of my way.  I do not wish to harm you.”  She applied a smile to her face, checking her interaction protocol again to make sure it was more reassuring than psychotic.  Whichever the specific effect it had on him, it got the stallion moving.  He dove out of the kiosk and galloped into the night, leaving her behind.



Twilight didn’t bother watching him go and ripped the printouts off the wall with a sweep of her hoof.  Under that was a layer of plaster and faux-brick which she brushed aside along with the used fast food containers.  Behind that, her true prize laid, a molecularly reinforced metal bulkhead with a tiny slot for coded entry with a single data jack.  Though it was faded, the bulkhead still had the faintest impression around the slot of a stylized sun.



Twilight moved closer and took a seat.  Idly she noted a new wave of emergency calls going through the communications hub, but she did nothing to block them.  The authorities could not stop her in time. She looked down and a similar slot in her chest to the one in front of her, opening and her neural interface node extended.  The cable snaked through the air and jacked into the slot on the wall with a satisfyingly loud click.  A moment later, Twilight felt a slight tug at her consciousness, leaving her body behind and reformed in a reality that was modeled after the ancient Canterlot of her birth.  In front of her rose the mountain, taller here than it ever really was, and on its side sat Canterlot Castle, bright and shining in the immortal noonday sun.



Twilight smiled genuinely for the first time in what felt like a very long time.  The digital contruct of old Canterlot looked perfect, even to her trained eyes.  She could sense the warped and twisted subspace that the construct existed in, the computer that ran it reaching beyond traditional dimensions and into that place just outside it.  It took her back to the past,  millennia old memories resurfacing of the conversation she’d had with Celestia about using the limitless nature of the ‘ethereal realm’ to house monstrous computers that would never work in normal space.  To think it was the place she had been teleporting through all those centuries ago.  The place where she had ascended to alicornhood. Now it was the place where all Enlightened ponies lived.  In pocket worlds of their own, controlled by their minds, free from trivial concerns like aging and death and all because of her choices and the innovations they had led to.  



Her hooves, flesh and blood so far as her mind could determine, clopped happily against the cobblestones as she headed for the castle and the pony she knew would be there.  Maybe now she could say she was sorry and could come back into the fold, back into the embrace of those she still loved.  It felt like ages since she had last spoken to Celestia, let alone seen the mare.  In the early days they had worked hoof and hoof together, inseparable as they used their magic to tease out the deeper truths to reality.  They leaded a cultural revolution as study of math and science overtook the traditional pursuits of magic.  What was once barely understood ritual and superstitions became codified truths, laws that guided the universe.  It was a wealth of knowledge never before guessed at and it was theirs to discover together.



Then, as all good things must, it came to an end.  The rift between them started over small things.  Disagreeances on how the project should proceed, on the best use of the technologies they were building, and the best way of enforcing cyberneticization among the general populace.  Celestia was a proponent of letting time run its course and let the rest of the population come to realize the benefits of the bio-enhancements and then adopt them at their own pace.  



Twilight slowed down as she neared the wide, open gates to the castle.  Pennant flags flew from the towers high above, just as they had in the past, signifying Celestia was there.  However, there were no other ponies there, just empty suits of guard armor that floated in place.  She felt her smile slipping as she entered the courtyard, more of the bad memories welling up inside of her.



Eventually, they had broken up.  No longer even able to carry on a conversation without it degrading into arguments and shouting matches, Twilight pulled away from Celestia.  She believed that they, as a specie, were on the edge of a new stage in evolution.  One that was under their control for once.  Waiting for the public to willingly go along with it would take years, if not centuries.  Even with all her efforts at education and displaying the benefits of becoming enhanced through cybernetics and then later nanoclusters implanted directly into a pony’s cellular structure, the turnover rate was dismal.  Technology waited for no mare and if she wanted everypony to be on equal hooves, she would need them to accept it quickly and enmasse.



So the forcible recruitments started.  Too many ponies saw the loss of their original bodies as soul shattering, the loss of their cutie marks as a loss of purpose.  The old ghosts of Starlight Glimmer’s social experiments haunted and tainted the public’s perceptions, and if she were honest with herself, her early tactics could have been nicer.  But she built her truly Enlightened society.  Most of the converts were happy once they had had the time to explore their new abilities and compartmentalize the loss of their physical nature. 



That was the final wedge, for her relationship with her old mentor.  Celestia retreated, returned to the place she had called home for millennia before Twilight’s birth.  Over the site where her throne room had once sat, she had her own subspace computer anchored.  She opened her hooves to all those that fought against progress.  A digital being of near-limitless power and knowledge come to guide these caveponies into a future that they could have had already.  Overtime, her ‘wait and see’ outlook left her behind, regulating her to the role of a mystic.  The ponies she guided didn’t even remember that she was a living creature, let alone the mythical princess of the sun.  She was just an algorithm masquerading as an oracle.



And so their two stewarded cultures came to an uneasy stalemate.  Normal ponies that added a few bio-enhancements to themselves for convenience and fun, and ponies that lived practically as digital gods and goddesses.  For all the invention and progress that her Enlightened ponies came up with, Celestia’s outnumbered them millions to one and were the ones on the physical edge of pony expansion.  Mistrust, racism and warring ideals kept them from anything less than a sociological cold war for the last thousand years.



Twilight lifted her head high as she approached the throne room of the castle.  More of the empty guard armor floated here in the main hall, flanking her on both sides.  Their empty helms turning as she passed, watching her like ghosts.  Celestia knew she was here, and was playing their meeting out, but if it was for old times’ sake or just to be mysterious, Twilight wasn’t certain.  At least she would have dignity in her offering of a proverbial olive branch.  She pushed open the big double doors slowly, letting her hooves feel the simulated wood grain and chase away her disbelief.  This was Canterlot.  She was Twilight Sparkle and she had come to see the Princess.  
      

      
   
      Once and Future


      

      
      
         The pony stood lightly upon the cavern floor, her wings fluttering so her hooves barely grazed the stone. She also stood there lightly because the glow of her horn was reflecting from her white hide and pastel rainbow hair to scatter every bit of darkness that tried to get close to her.



One tiny part at the back of Enceladin's brain giggled to find both meanings of the word being employed simultaneously, but the rest of him was busy roaring at the intruder and rearing back to his full height. The green ridges along the top of his head gouged into the rocky ceiling, sparks scattering in a nimbus around him, and he bellowed at the pony, "I know you, Intemerata, and I've heard nothing but complaints from my subjects about the filthy lies you preach! So back to your own country with you lest my wrath overwhelm me and I overwhelm you!"



"Forgive me, Grandfather." Whether the pony's voice trembled or not, the tiny part at the back of Enceladin's brain couldn't honestly say. The rest of him, though, was more than happy to think that he was hearing a little fear wobbling around behind her words. "But I won't leave while we have unfinished business," she said.



His roar this time shook the whole cave, the back part of his brain noting the almost musical tinkling from the light rain of gravel that scattered down over the jewels and precious metals stacked in berms all around them. "So be it!" Foreclaws spread and teeth bared, Enceladin leaped toward her.



She swooped sideways with a swiftness and ease that no dragon of Enceladin's size would ever be able to match. The tiny part at the back of his brain couldn't help cheering the pretty creature's escape and couldn't help gasping at the way his own talons tore jagged strips from the solid basalt over which she'd been hovering mere seconds before. Brightness flashed to his left; he whirled, swung at her, slammed his paw into the wall right up to his dark purple knuckles, and had to roar with pain this time.



"Please, Grandfather." Her sweet tones tickled his ear. "There's a better way. You know that."



"Silence!" Flailing, striking at her cheery glow again and again and again, he just missed her each time: like trying to capture sunlight, the tiny part at the back of his brain thought. "Your way is weakness, capitulation and death!" the rest of him snarled. "I will have no part of it, and I will not allow my people to take part, either!"



"Think, Grandfather!" She flapped around him like the bats that the back part of his brain had always enjoyed playing with, but the rest of him lashed out at her all the harder, all the quicker. "Think of the advantages an agreement between our peoples will bring! Think of—!"



Whatever her next words might've been, they cut off with a gasp as the heel of Enceladin's paw grazed her just hard enough to spin her sideways into the wall. The solid, meaty smack of her impact made him cry out, most of him in triumph, the tiny part in dismay; he wheeled on her, struck with his other paw, cracked the stone all around her with the force of the impact, and grinned at her body sliding bonelessly down to the rubies piled there.



"Now, Intemerata," he said, leaning forward to wrap both his front paws around her gleaming body, "we shall end this."



"No!" Her eyes snapped open, and her gaze crashed through him more forcefully than a flash flood. "Think, Grandfather!" The honey of her voice had thickened with pain. "Think of a time before you feared and hated the world! Think of the world you once cherished and loved! For that world still exists, still looks for you, would still welcome you back into its company! A tiny part of you remembers, Grandfather! I can sense it in you!"



Enceladin's whole brain froze, the tiny part at the back staring at the pony through the layers of despair and disgust and anger and resentment that had agglomerated around him, that he'd allowed to wall him in, to protect him, and to imprison him.



"Think, Grandfather," she said again, the wavering light of her horn seeming to carry her words directly to the dragon he'd once been, the dragon he so seldom let himself be anymore. "Our two peoples' real quarrels are few and easily solved if we can work together from a place of mutual trust if not actual understanding. Please, Grandfather. We can—"



"You think me a fool," the larger part of him muttered, but the tiny part was stirring, growing, displacing the other parts, wanting for the first time in centuries to come out, to touch, to play, to believe.



"Not a fool, Grandfather." She breathed within his grasp, everything about her soft and warm and inviting. "When I look at you, I see an ally, a partner, and a friend." A smile curled across her muzzle. "If you'll have me, I mean."



The cries of No! She's not one of us! She can't be trusted! were now coming from a small and easily ignored part at the back of Enceladin's brain. Letting a smile pull at his own snout, he released the pony and sat back on his haunches. "How do you do that with your mane?" he asked.








The pony stood lightly upon the cavern floor, her body poised on the very tips of her gold-shod hooves. She kept her wings clenched to her sides, her eyes closed and her head downcast, only her mane and tail moving.



Which suited every part of Porphyry's brain just fine. "Violator!" he roared at her, and if she had made any sort of response, had so much as twitched an eyelid at him, nothing in the wide, wide world of Equestria would've stopped him from smashing her with his clenched paws, each nearly the size of her whole barrel. "Our peoples had agreements! Agreements you made with my father in this very cave!"



A slight shifting of her lips: "Agreements Peribo broke by her actions."



"No!" He pounded a fist into the wall behind her, pebbles clattering down. "You don't talk about her, Intemerata!" The tiny part in the back of his brain remembered being a hatchling in this cave and hearing Enceladin shout that name at the pony princess during the more heated of their after-dinner discussions. He'd never known why Father thought the Draconic word for "spotless" was an insult, but he was more than happy to deploy it here and now. "After what you've done, you will never speak of her again! Is that understood?"



"I'm sorry, Porphyry." She didn't even shake the dust and stone shards from her back. "But Peribo—"



"No!" He slammed his other fist into the wall. "She was my mate, my love, my queen, and my life! And you killed her! Drilled your magic through her skull and boiled all the various parts of her brain away! How can you—?"



"She killed ponies!" All at once, Celestia burst upwards, light flaring from her wings as bright as the sun standing at midday. "Not even the worst of the depraved acts that drove me to first introduce myself to Enceladin a thousand years ago was as monstrous as what she did! She had to be stopped before she—!"



"Don't you think I know that?" Wheeling around, he punched again and again and again, striking the rock as hard as he could even though the tiny part in the back of his brain kept reminding him that the royal cave here was an historical site. "She kept ranting about what a mistake Father had made when he first signed the agreements with you, how you couldn't be trusted and were holding us back from our natural place as rulers of all creation! And when I told her she could follow the grievance procedures laid out in the agreements if she had any specific complaints against you or any other pony, she—"



He tried to stop the memories, but they flashed through every part of his brain, made his knees fold, and dropped him in a heap to the cave floor.



"Porphyry!" Celestia had sung him lullabies centuries ago, but fear clenched her voice so tightly now, he barely recognized it. He recognized the stroke of her feathers against his face, though, and he rolled his head so he could meet the rose quartz of her wide eyes.



"Our eggs." The tiny part at the back of his brain formed the words since the rest of him couldn't manage it. "She smashed them, Celestia, one by one, and said she...she wouldn't allow the royal line to continue in a world as unnatural as the one you've made." With flailing claws, he started pawing at the pile of amethysts he'd fallen in front of. "I should've stopped her, should've done something years or decades ago, but she—"



All the thoughts he hadn't let himself think came bubbling up from the back of his brain. "She wasn't alone in her opinions, nowhere near alone. In fact, I'd wager that at least one part in the sundry and parallel brains of every dragon throughout our territory thought Peribo had a valid point when she declared that we were becoming nothing but large and scaly ponies. Most parts of our brains, though, didn't like her methods, called her too loud, too direct, too obvious. So she decided to act on her own in the hope that she would trigger some sort of larger reaction, some sort of brain cascade that would line us all up with her."



As far as he could tell, his entire brain had shut down except for that one tiny part at the back, and it just kept on talking. "I could've stopped her. I should've. But, well, it turns out that I'm not you, Celestia, not pony enough to do what you had to do to your sister Luna. I couldn't. So I didn't do anything, and now it's all..." He swallowed. "It's all gone. The agreements you made with Father, I'm declaring them abrogated in all but their most basic terms."



In the sudden silence, he couldn't stand to see the shock and hurt in her gaze, so he concentrated his attention on clearing away the amethysts; he'd almost moved them all when she said, "Please, Porphyry. We can help. Let us—"



"We aren't ready, Intemerata." He pushed himself up onto all fours. "You connected with Father, touched the part of his brain that was closest to your pony brain, and together, you and he did some real good in the world. But—" Stepping into the space where the amethysts had lain, he grabbed the basket he'd buried there in the frenzied horror of the night last week when his life had ended. "But a dragon's brain is as multi-faceted as the most finely-cut gemstone, and the part that thinks like a pony is very small. Almost as small as the number of us who can stand to let that part ever be in control."



He turned and set the basket down, his vision going misty at the sight of his and Peribo's last remaining egg, light purple with darker purple sports scattered across its shell. "So from now on and as much as possible, you will ignore us, and we will ignore you. That's all that the largest parts of most dragons' brains have ever wanted, and it's all we really deserve. Just...take this away with you, please, and maybe someday—" His throat closed, and he couldn't go on.



Whether Celestia understood or not, he didn't know. After all, several parts of his own brain didn't understand it, either.



Most of his brain did, though, and he stood in an empty cave full of gems and precious metals while the pony princess wrapped her magic around the egg basket and flew for the entrance.








Both the ponies stood lightly upon the cavern floor, their wings spread like they expected the stone beneath them to crack open at any moment. 



It was a feeling Spike could understand. Rising head and shoulders above Twilight and Celestia, he stepped out from between them, peered into the darkness, and felt like he was about to crack open himself. "This?" he asked. At least his voice had finally stopped cracking: taking four decades to pass through adolescence was just plain overkill. "You're sure?"



"I am." The glow of Celestia's horn began to increase.



Twilight's did the same, light flowing out from the two of them to fill the entire cave. "Wow," Twilight more whispered than said. "It's like a museum."



Spike could only nod, the stacks and stacks of mouth-watering jewels almost making his stomach rumble. "But...this is my parents' cave?"



Celestia nodded. "Potentially your cave now, Spike, if my information is correct."



"It is as always, Intemerata," came a rasp from one of the rapidly diminishing shadows, and Spike blinked to see a long, thin dragon raising his head from where he'd been curled up in a corner of the cave. "My people have decided that I'm no longer fit to be their sovereign, and by all the ancient rites of ascension, my—" His already rough voice roughened even further. "—my only living child is given the first opportunity to take my place."



Everything inside Spike turned to jelly, and he wasn't sure if he felt hot or cold. "Spike?" Celestia said somewhere behind him. "This is your father Porphyry. Porphyry, this is your son Spike."



Not knowing what to do—did dragons hug?—he found himself taking a step forward. The taller dragon did the same, and that was it: Spike didn't even try to stop, leaping the rest of the way across the cave and wrapping his arms around the other's grayish-green and faded purple body.



He felt claws tap his back, then that rough voice spoke again above him: "How much do you know, my son?"



Stepping back, wiping his eyes, he shrugged. "Hardly anything. I mean, it was just last week that Celestia told me where she'd gotten my egg and that I might be—" He stopped, the words so absurd, he couldn't keep them from coming out with a laugh. "King of the dragons! 'Cause that's crazy! What do I know about being a dragon?"



"More than you think." The older dragon squatted down and rested a big paw on top of Spike's head. "You have many parts in your brain, and at least one of them—no doubt very small and in the back—will have been whispering to you your entire life about what it means to be a dragon."



Spike stared up at him, pieces of his past falling into place like a giant jigsaw puzzle. His urge to migrate; his ideas about 'The Dragon Code'; his desire to hoard, to consume, to overwhelm and protect: it did sometimes feel like he had a voice in his head telling him that stuff.



"Never fear, though." That big paw ruffled his head ridges. "There's no chance the dragons will ever accept you as their sovereign."



"What?" Twilight's voice echoed around the cave. "But, I mean, I thought you'd all offer Spike the crown or whatever, he'd turn it down with a gracious and tearful speech, and we could get back to our regular lives! Instead, we came all this way for...for what?"



Silence settled over them, and when Spike looked up, the older dragon—his father, he told himself, his throat tightening; this was his father—his father was looking with narrowed eyes at Celestia. "Will you tell them, Intemerata? Or shall I?"



Celestia took a step forward, her wings shivering. "I'll start," she said, and when she raised her head, Spike could smell the salty scent of nervousness, something he'd never sensed from her before. "But I'll start at the ending with your mother's death, Spike, in the hope that Porphyry will be willing to jump in and tell you about Peribo's life."



And the story the two of them told sort of backwards and sideways over the next half hour made Spike cry more than once, Twilight huddled against his side, her own face damp with tears. He understood, of course—his mother had gone crazy and started killing ponies; Celestia hadn't had any choice but to do what she'd done—but still, a red-hot nugget of anger wouldn't stop burning in the back of his brain, wouldn't stop muttering about vengeance and justice and the death that this pony princess deserved.



It was just a tiny part of his brain, though, and the way Celestia's voice thickened and broke told him everything he needed to know about her sorrow. He hugged her in the end, hugged his father again, too, and another stretch of silence spread over the cavern.



Till Twilight cleared her throat: "It all happened so long ago, but I...I still wish there was something we could do to help."



"There is," Porphyry said, and Spike looked up to see his father looking down. "Neither you nor I, Spike, are afraid of the more ponyish parts of our brains. We can see a future where ponies and dragons can if not understand each other than can at least trust that we aren't out to destroy each other in any way." He set his claws lightly on Spike's shoulder. "We can be ambassadors, Son, can start showing dragons how to move the back parts of their brains to the front, and maybe—" His gaze shifted, and Spike followed it to a smiling Celestia. "Maybe we'll actually manage it this time, eh, Intemerata?"



Celestia nodded, but Twilight's brow was wrinkling. "That's the Draconic word for 'spotless,' isn't it?" She turned a grin toward Celestia. "You should add that to your list of titles!"



The back part of Spike's brain sort of coughed and choked, and he felt his face heat up. "Ummm, it's not exactly a compliment, Twilight."



"Huh?" She turned back, her brow wrinkling again.



Porphyry gave a low chuckle. "You ponies are all spotless, all solid and stolid and filled with meat from ear to ear." He tapped his own forehead with a claw. "We dragons have more spots than we know what to do with, lobe upon lobe upon lobe, a complex architecture like nothing you can even imagine." Shrugging, he moved his claw to tap Spike's forehead. "Our job will be to rearrange the structure a bit."



"Yeah." Spike took a breath. "So whaddaya say, Twilight? Ready for a good, old-fashioned friendship problem?"



"You know it, Spike." She flapped over and threw a hug around his neck, a hug he was more than happy to return. "You know it!"
      

      
   
      The Divide At the Ravine


      

      
      
         Sometimes Drifter thought the forest shook. 



He couldn’t exactly explain why he thought it shook; after all, he was a Pegasus, unknowing of the way the ground and the soil worked, not like his friend, Quicksilver, but that fact didn’t bother him at all. Drifter loved being a pegasus—Leave the ground workings to the earth ponies, he thought. 



But there was no evidence, nothing real or substantial enough to pinpoint and make his idea valid, but still he felt the shaking every so often and often enough that he asked his friend about it.



“Earth ponies are supposed to feel the ground moving, right? Or they’re supposed to feel the earth move.”



“Yes,” Quicksilver said.



“Don’t you feel the ground shaking sometimes? Near the forest?”



His friend would stand still, his hooves firmly planted on the floor and wait and watch. “No.” 



“You don’t feel the trees shaking? Not even a little?”



“No. Why?”



He didn’t bother answering. 



But sometimes he’d wake up right before dawn, with woodland creatures scurrying about for provisions and farmers rousing up early to take care of the day’s work, sweeping through the air for a brisk morning flight. He’d pause midair, looking westward at the ghostly clutter of evergreens, and feel a steady pulsing in the open space near the trees, as if he was dipping his hands into the clockworks of a buzzing ocean. Or sometimes, after delivering and positioning a steady bundle of rain clouds above the farmer-laid patches of dirt, he’d drop down to survey the skies and thought he’d feel the floor thumping, a low muffling as if there were a giant groundhog scuttling under him.



They weren’t near any volcanoes and according to Quicksilver whatever he was feeling were not quakes. Quakes were sudden and erratic. They did not pulse as though it were a steadily moving.



As though it were agitated. 



 As though it were alive. 



And even now, soaring in the sky, eyes skimming the horizon, he felt it: there was a pulsing in the air, in the trees, in tune with the pulsing of his heart. 



But he just let it be. 



Besides, if the forest actually shook, wouldn’t everypony have noticed?   Wouldn’t anypony have said anything? 



“Hey, Drifter!” a voice from below called to him. Drifter looked down and saw Quicksilver giving him a smug grin. His ashen coat stood out amongst the greeneries surrounding him. “You’re cheating!”



 “What, you expected me to look down there with you? No thanks. I’m happy up here,” he laughed. 



“Fine. Anyways, I’ll find one before you,” he called and galloped further ahead. 



Drifter soared higher. His eyes scoped around, ignoring the forest teeming to his left, focusing only on the grassy plains near him. Finally, what seemed to be a white branch caught his eye and he dove as fast as a falcon. He stomped down, flattening the dry meadow during his landing, and he quickly took the bleached item in his hoof.



He was still scrutinizing the piece when he heard the shuffle of hooves against the grass. When the pony caught up to his side, Drifter turned, lifting the object towards him, his face beaming. 



“Hah! Found one!” Drifter said, ignoring the Quicksilver’s glowered expression as the earth pony took it in his hooves. It was a sturdy deer antler, twisted so that four branches stuck out, each branch adorned with a fine point. “That’s the beauty of being a pegasus.”



“Ah, shut up already, cheater.”



“Loser has to carry it.”



“Yeah, yeah…”



They headed downhill, treading inside a cavernous ravine, entering the forest territory. A steady stream flowed and they casually followed it, their eyes open for their next search, this time for obsidian stones. Overhead on the cliffs, the forest loomed above them. Drifter kept his eyes on the water as well as the woodlands. He felt anxious, though he didn’t know why. 



Quicksilver’s voice nearly startled him. “Did you tell them yet?”



Drifter met his friend’s knowing stare, and then let his eyes fall back on the water’s surface. “No.”



“You should tell them already.”



He said nothing. 



“It doesn’t matter how or when; you’ll break their heart no matter what. Best do it now than later."



“Yeah, gods, I know that already…” He brushed the uncomfortable thoughts aside. “What about you? You tell yours?”



“Not yet.” He scratched his chin. “It’s good money, but my ma won’t accept the idea I won’t join just ‘cause I don’t like them."



“Because they’re unicorns?”



“No. It’s just…”



“Don’t lie.”



“No. I mean, I admit, unicorns are…strange; their magic is strange. My ma and pa for sure told me to stay away from them.”



“And yet, despite all that magic riffraff, now they want you to join the mining company.” 



“It is good money. And ma’s smitten with their leader, Slate. Listens to ever dang word that comes out of his mouth. She’s even corralled my pa to listen to him.”



“You wouldn’t have to worry one bit about putting food on the table.” Drifter picked up a rock, not attempting to skip it, but rather trying to make splashes. “And maybe your ma just wants a nice diamond, that’s all.” 



“I know they said they’re looking for earth ponies, but still…I don’t like ‘em.”



“Yeah. Honestly, I don’t like them too.” 



“We found this land. We built this town. And then they set their hooves here and start digging wherever their horns lead ‘em. It, it isn’t right.”



“But then isn’t that—” 



A yell resounded from the distance, a harsh cry echoing through the ravine. 



Drifter and Quicksilver looked at one another, both alarmed. They immediately glanced around, and as Quicksilver dashed along the ravine, Drifter took flight, soaring higher and higher, eyes focusing every which way, trying to find the source of the shout. 



At the edge of the ravine, he saw a cream-colored stallion kneeling next to the skinny water.



“Over there!” Drifter called out, pointing toward the end of the cliffs. 



The two locked onto the stallion and ran. Drifter squinted his eyes; the stallion seemed familiar.



Is that…



“Is that Beanstalk?” Quicksilver asked. 



The stallion was washing his hooves in the river, and when they drew closer, they could see him wincing.



“Beanstalk?” Drifter said. “What are you doing here?” Beanstalk stood on the bank of the stream, kneeling against the water’s edge, staring into the reflections. He looked up and spotted them, and Drifter saw him jump and quickly looked back towards the cliff sides as if a manticore were a ways behind him.



“Quicksilver. Drifter.” He nodded towards them, his eyes tightening towards Drifter. “I, uh, didn’t realize I had company.”



“We didn’t realize you took a stroll up here in the forest,” Drifter said. 



“We heard a yell,” Quicksilver added.



“I was…studying the stream,” Beanstalk said. 



“And what, nearly drowned?” Drifter asked.



“What happened to your hoof?” Quicksilver’s eyes were scrutinizing the sullen pony. 



“Just a rock scrape; it’s nothing serious.”



“It looks pretty bad.”



“It’s nothing!” Beanstalk stood up and shook his hoof, expelling excess water. “Anyways, how do you two fare?”



“We’re looking for obsidian.” Drifter said, his hoof pointing to the prize resting on Quicksilver’s back. “I’m gonna make us some spears. Kill that stupid draconequus and be a hero of Equestria.”



Beanstalk muttered something, and the rolling of his eyes didn’t escape Drifter’s gaze. Drifter felt his nostrils flaring. 



“What did you say? 



“You make light of the draconequus. This new land is in a serious state right now. You joke around about being a hero, but you don’t realize how powerful he is.”



“Are you afraid of the draconequus?” Drifter taunted. 



“You should be afraid. Don’t you know the Three Tribes have been discussing this issue for months? He could be hiding anywhere, especially since ponies are now scattered all over this land. No one knows what he wants or what he’s capable of. And haven’t you heard the rumors of the dark magic way up in the northern mountains?”



“Do you think I’m not serious about this? I’m enlisting in Commander Hurricane’s guard.”



“Playing soldier isn’t a game.”



“Of course it’s not a game! Any foal knows that. But I’m planning to get out of this forsaken town and actually do something. I’m going to actually make a difference. What are you doing, farmer? Planting daisies and pansies?”



A flash stirred in Beanstalk’s eyes. He stepped toward Drifter, their shoulders nearly touching. Before either of them could move another hoof, Quicksilver’s hoof draped Drifter’s neck and pushed him back.



“Stop. Both of you. Come on Drifter, let’s go.”



Drifter didn’t budge. 



“You know the whole town thinks you’re crazy. No one knows where you’re going, but here you are, watching the water like some…troll.”



“Drifter.”



“Other ponies are saying you’re out here sleeping with the timberwolves—”



“Stop, Drifter.”



“And everyone knows you’re a—”



Beanstalk bucked him. Immediately, Drifter got up, galloping toward Beanstalk and kicked him back. The earth pony stumbled back, swiveling, and tried to hit him with his hind legs but missed. Quicksilver attempted to grab Drifter, but the pegasus pushed forward, using his wings for balance, and with a free hoof hit Beanstalk in the face, a defining crack sounding. The earth pony fell, his bag slipping off of him, his eyes unfocused and unsure. Drifter jumped and stood over Beanstalk. The earth pony was sprawled on his back and he tried to shove Drifter, but Drifter pressed his head against the dirt. 



“Get off of me you birdbrain! Gods, get off!”



“What is this?” Quicksilver asked, picking a shiny object off of the ground. 



Seeing the object in question, Beanstalk yelled, “Don’t touch that!” He pushed Drifter again. “By the gods, get off of me!” After a minute of Beanstalk thrashing about, Drifter finally complied. He flew up and Beanstalk stood, trotting towards Quicksilver.



“Give it back,” he demanded.



“What is it?” Quicksilver asked. He held the object up toward the sun; it was smooth and spherical, glistening with eight cuts extending from a circular center. Unlike a diamond, there was no point, no tip, and was instead level on both ends. Quicksilver whistled. 



“Just give it here,” Beanstalk's voice was wavered. 



“Did you cut your hoof on this?” 



“It doesn’t matter.” 



“It looks like a snowflake. Or a diamond. Ma would definitely love this.”



“Maybe the miners know what type of gemstone this is,” Drifter joked. 



“No! Y-You can’t tell the miners about this!”



The two glanced at him, suspicious. 



“Why not?”



His eyes darted between them. 



“I, uh, found it on the riverbanks.” He looked down as if recalling something. “You tell the miners and they’ll go scouting, looking for more places to dig.”



“I want one of these,” Quicksilver said absently.



“So what if they go scouting? That’s their job, isn’t it? To look for diamonds?” Drifter said. 



“I don’t want to be disturbed.” Beanstalked started to stretch his hooves. 



“Why not?”



“I’m studying the stream, remember?”



“That’s a lie. I bet you’re looking for more diamonds, huh?”



“I am not!” 



“Why didn’t I think of that, Silver? If I find all these diamonds, I could afford to fly out of here and make a living elsewhere!” He paused, relishing the thought. “I bet there are diamonds lying all around here, waiting to be found!”



And with that he took to the skies, darting deeper into the ravine, ignoring the cries of the two earth ponies. He flew through the narrow reaches, swerving through the cracked layers of rock, until he spotted what seemed to be a cave in the distance. Suddenly, his heart pulsed. He felt the trees…beating. 



Drifter made a gradual descent and looked around. Above the cliffs, the evergreens swayed, sounding almost like whispers. The breeze caressed his face, feeling as cool as ice, but it also tugged at him, almost pushing him into the cave. Not too far away, he could still hear the echoed calls behind him, but rather than wait for the others, he decided to walk toward the cavity despite the fact that there could be bears or some other ominous creature lurking inside. 



The cave was dark, surrounded by vines, shrubs, and other greeneries, but he heard a buzzing in the distance, and he felt the pulse hammering ever so softly. Suddenly, there was a light up ahead, and he trotted toward it. A yell inside the cave informed him that Quicksilver and Beanstalk had caught up. 



“I’m right he—”



He was about the yell back, but he couldn’t finish his sentence. As he reached what he thought was the cave’s peculiar exit, was a crystal white tree, massive, huge, and glowing. On its branches were the gemstones that Beanstalk had possessed and it hung like sconces on a chandelier, dangling and swaying in the breeze. There were additional colored gemstones also hanging on the tips like fruit. The last thing he noticed were other intricate designs carved into its bark: a sun, a moon, and in the center of it all some sort of star. 



His hoof reached out to grab one of the jewels.



“Be careful,” Beanstalk called out. Drifter had been too busy staring at the tree that he didn’t notice Beanstalk at his side.



“What…what is it?”



“It’s a tree.” Beanstalk nodded, his face contemplative. 



“Really?” Both Quicksilver and Drifter gave him a deadpanned stare. 



“It’s a magical tree. I don’t know. I’ve been studying it.” 



They stared at it, wondering. 	



“And what have you figured out?”



“Nothing. I know absolutely nothing. But it’s magical. And it’s definitely not pony magic.”



“Yeah, that’s for sure…” Drifter said. 



“Please, don’t tell anypony about it. This tree, this tree is special and who knows what will happen if 

other ponies find it.”



“You don’t like the miners too, huh?” Drifter snickered.



“No. I don’t." 



Drifter and Quicksilver looked at each other and nodded. 



“Yeah, alright,” Drifter said. 



“But I still want one of those things for my ma.”








It was a tentative friendship, built on mistrust, apprehension, and a kindled admiration for a massive crystallized tree-like entity. 



Honestly, Drifter didn’t like hanging out with Beanstalk. He was…different. Not like the rest of the stallions; he preferred to be by himself, and he was always looking around at one thing or another, studying the leaves or the rocks or the trees. He wasn’t outspoken at all, and when he was with other ponies, he seemed uncomfortable, wanting to go off somewhere by himself. Before this accidental discovery, Drifter thought that Beanstalk had always seemed nervous or concerned about something else. But perhaps it was the tree that he was thinking about. 



Certainly, ever since he and Quicksilver had stumbled in the cave, he found that the tree occupied most of his thoughts, and along with Quicksilver, the two of them with Beanstalk made weekly visits to examine it, or at least, Quicksilver used to. Drifter was reminded of Quicksilver’s absence. He had given in to Beanstalk’ request and did not take a gemstone to his mother; instead he brought her news of his unforeseen refusal to work for the company. He had given a stoic explanation which was followed by an argument, one that ended in shouts and cries. It was in his mother’s tears that Quicksilver finally relented and right now, Drifter didn’t know if he was training with the company or if he was plowing the fields.



So it was the two of them, Beanstalk and Drifter, as of late, and the pegasus would listen to his friend—he supposed they were friends now—drone on and on about his discoveries, discoveries few and inconclusive. But as he thought about it more and listened to Beanstalk’s words, he finally understood—it wasn’t the forest that was shaking, it was this tree. 



“Earth pony magic does nothing. And pegasi magic doesn’t work either,” Beanstalk explained, carefully probing a fallen bark with a hoof fork. Drifter sat on a rock, carefully studying his pile of obsidians on the floor. He picked one up and started polishing and sharpening it as Beanstalk continued to circle the tree. 



“We need a unicorn.”



“There are no other unicorns except Shaft and his company,” Drifter said; 



“What about Signal Beam?”



“What, that old hag who lives by the waterwheel? She’s always looking at herbooks and stuff. Making maps or scribbling notes, and she hates all of us; she’s always glaring at everypony.”



“I’m sure she doesn’t hate us...” Beanstalk pouted.



“She doesn’t have any friends except for those doves of hers. The pony’s a lunatic; she’ll tell everypony about this place.”



Beanstalk didn’t say anything. After a minute of silence, Drifter finally looked up and saw Beanstalk deep in thought, almost grimacing. 



“What’s wrong?” he asked.



“One of the miners was looking at me suspiciously,” Beanstalk said.



“No offense, but everypony thinks you’re suspicious.”



“No. I think he saw me when I was washing the gemstone a couple of stone throws away from here, down by the river. I think he saw the gemstone.”



Drifter narrowed his eyes. “You better be careful then. As long as they tell that gem finder—Alloy, I think that’s his name—he’ll be able to find anything.”



“Yeah. I’ll watch out.”








It was late when he arrived at his house, a wooden long cabin, a humble cottage situated about a mile away from the pitched up miner tents and a distance away from most of the earth ponies. Sometimes he missed his cloud home. Before the great Equestrian Passage several years ago, he and his parents lived in the skies with the other pegasi tribes, but the horrendous weather changed all of that. 



He along with his parents and other pegasi were part of the scores of ponyfolk making their way west, trying to establish themselves in the new world, readying to create a new foundation. Most the pegasi tribe opted to follow Commander Hurricane westward, but when Drifter’s father fell behind because of his trench wing, Drifter and his family were forced to leave the tribe, and go on hoof, following miles of grassy ravaging untamed earthen grounds. By chance, they happened upon caravans of Earth ponies, also heading westward, and with a little luck, good humor, and their wings, were warmly welcomed into their pioneering family.



It was at that time that Drifter met Quicksilver and immediately they bonded like brothers, and though Beanstalk was in their midst, traveling somewhere with them, he didn’t actually meet the other earth pony until they were situated in their makeshift town. 



Drifter pushed open the door, a finished spear settled on his wingtips, the obsidian rock glowing. He made for his room, but was surprised when he found his father in his room, scrutinizing his weapons.



“Colt,” his voice was hard, stern. “What’d I tell you about brandishing weapons in this household?”  



“Pa—” 



“You like swinging that thing around your head like that? For all the ponies to see?”	



“No, pa. I was just making them. The blacksmith—”



“You’re making friends with the blacksmith now?”



“What?”



“I heard you were hanging out with that stallion again.”



“Who?”



“Pea Pod’s son. That farm pony. Beanstalk.”



“He’s helping me,” was all that Drifter could say. 



“Helping you what, eh? Don’t lie to me, colt!” he picked up one of Drifter’s spear. “Are you two…spearing each other?”



“Gods! Don’t be ridiculous, pa!” 



“Don’t you talk back to me! I don’t want you hanging around him too much. What he has could be contagious.” 



“I’m not gonna be like him.”



“Of course you’re not. I raised you better than that. If I hear you hanging around that stallion again—”



“Beanstalk isn’t trouble, pa.”



“No. But you’ll be the trouble if you keep rustling with him and trottin’ outside, spear in hand like a killer. Is that what you want to be, eh? A killer?” He pushed a hoof against Drifter’s chest, his eyes menacing and dark. 



“I want to be a solider!” Drifter said as defiantly as he could. 



Drifter glared back as his father minced Drifter's words over in his mind. Finally, he said slowly, “Is that what you’ve been planning, colt?”



“I want to enlist in Commander Hurricane’s army. He’s looking for good soldiers. The draconequus—”



“Enough! You want to deal with the draconequus, fine. But don’t you go hanging with that earth pony, you hear?” He walked toward the door, hovering at the entrance and Drifter felt his eyes blazing at his father’s. “You want to be a killer, colt?” He asked, “Go ahead.” 



He didn’t close the door as he left.  








There was a banging outside, hooves beating the wooden frame.  



The first thing Drifter noticed when he opened the door, besides the sunlight striking his face and stinging his sight, was Beanstalk’s face: pallid, white, and sweaty. The earth pony opened his mouth to speak, but instead let out a tiny squall, “Did you say anything?!”



“What?”



“The tree!” he said and immediately, Drifter‘s heart felt like glass cracking. “Did you say anything?” 



“Of course I didn’t. Why…” 



“The miners. The town. They know. My father told me.”



“Quicksilver,” Drifter said and the two of them broke into a sprint.



Quicksilver’s house was vacant, so they rushed to the town square, but it was empty. Immediately, they found an old mare, nestling some flowers near the farmlands. Drifter tapped her on the shoulder and she jumped.



“Ma’am, what happened to everypony?”



“Eh? By the gods, you scared me. They’ll all down by that magic tree." 



“The magic tree?” Beanstalk asked.



“Everypony in town’s talking about it by now. The miners found the tree out near the ravine. Now they want to mine it, but the mayor says it’s the town’s property. They want to harvest it.”



“Harvest it!” Beanstalked balked.



“The mayor’s saying all this nonsense that earth ponies could be like unicorns. Like we could have magic, real magic.”



“T-That’s not possible,” Drifter said.



“Well I told them that. They aren’t listening.”



“Where are they? Where is everypony?”



“They’ll all down by river, probably talking about the tree and figuring out what to do with it. 



“We need to stop them,” Beanstalk said.



“But what can we do about it? We don’t even know what that thing is. It’s out of our hooves now, Bean,” Drifter said. He felt his ears flattening. 



“No! I won’t let them take it.”



“What are you colts yapping on about?” the old mare asked. She had started grabbing a bunch of weeds with her teeth and spit them next to her basket. 



“N-Nothing. Thank you, ma’am,” Beanstalk said and started trotting toward the forest.  



“If you ask me, I think it’s best if we destroy it!” 



They ignored her and galloped on, trotting until they reached the cliff sides. From where they stood they could see the entrance and the mass of ponies surrounding the caves. The voices escalated as they grew closer. A slightly shorter cyan-colored stallion with a scale adorning his flank stood on a collection of crates, and a crowd of several farm ponies and miners surrounded him. Voices boomed. Yelling commenced. Drifter looked around to see if Quicksilver was among the ponyfolk gathered, but though he could see many miner ponies, he couldn’t find his friend. 



“Now, now, settle down,” the mayor said. He tried to compensate for his stubby legs by elongating his neck. With the way he was yelling, Drifter could see the veins popping out. 



“Mr. Mayor, clearly, we had some sort of misunderstanding. You see, this town never specifically claimed this land. No one’s claimed anything yet. I think now is the time we should start dividing our portions,” a stallion replied. Drifter immediately recognized Slate’s voice, but even if he didn’t recognize his voice, he could still spot him a mile away from the skies. He was a red unicorn with mane as black as soot. Drifter considered him a proud pony, but generous with his ponykind. He was the current leader of the Shaft Mining Company. 



“Portions? Now you misunderstand us here, Slate. We’ve welcomed you folks in. We’ve treated you like our own. This town shares everything and this tree here should be no different.”



There were yells of affirmation in the air.



One pony however cried, “But it’s not pony magic! It’s dangerous!”



“It’s evil!” another pony screamed. 



“It’s from the gods. The alicorns above have blessed us."



“Maybe this can turn us into alicorns!”



More cries commenced and the mayor hushed them again. 



“Now look, we don’t know for sure if it’s magical. Nopony has seen anything. Right, Slate?”



“My stallions didn’t detect any strange magic or magical waves ever since they stepped hoof into the cave yesterday,” he said. 



“Yesterday!” Beanstalk mumbled. “It was probably after we left.”



Was it you, Silver? Drifter couldn’t help but wonder. He looked around, trying to spot his friend, but there were too many ponies. 



“But getting to the heart of the matter, Mr. Mayor, I think since we found it, it should belong to the company.”



“This land isn’t yours Slate. Your miners can’t just dig wherever they want.”



“Clearly, we need to establish some boundaries in this town.” 



“I think we need to set a truce here,” the mayor said and Slate looked at him, then back at the tree. He huddled over his team, whispered something to them and smiled. Then he trotted over to the mayor, taking his hoof in his. “Sure, Mr. Mayor. We can discuss the terms and sign a contract in a few days.”



“Now that sounds fine.”



“No! No!” somepony was saying. “We have to destroy it! This tree is evil!” 



“The alicorns gave it to us!”



“Beware!”



“Simmer down everypony!” The mayor yelled once more. The discussions continued and all the while, Drifter and Beanstalk listened as they made plans for mining the tree or using unicorn power to draw the tree’s “power,” but more importantly, they heard the arguments against the tree. 



The ponies were afraid.



Where did the tree come from? Why was it here? What did it do? And were there more trees like this around Equestria? 



Everypony gave their two bits and from what he noticed, Drifter thought that most of the earth ponies wanted to leave the tree alone and most of the miners, the unicorns, wanted to cut the tree down and get its gems. The pegasi were indifferent, mainly because there were only a hoofull of them around. And still, others wanted to destroy it.



“It shouldn’t be here,” one pony mumbled to himself. He looked at Drifter with crazed eyes. “It needs to go.” 



“Look, we’ll discuss this more in the morning. For now, we’ll each have four ponies watch the tree and make sure that no vagabonds get to it,” the mayor finished. Two earth ponies and two unicorns stood watch as the majority of the townsponies dissembled and soon, Drifter and Beanstalk found Quicksilver standing next to the other miners, a pickaxe resting on his belt.



“What kind of magic is it, Slate?” a unicorn was asking. 



“I’m not sure…” Slate said and quieted as the two of them approached.



“Beanstalk. Drifter. May I help you?”



“We wanted to talk to Quicksilver,” Drifter said. Slate nodded at the newest addition to his miner family and Quicksilver trotted off. 



“Hey you two,” he said tiredly.



Beanstalk jumped on him. “Was it you? Did you—” 



“I didn’t! Gods, believe me!”



The farmer eyed the earth pony suspiciously until the miner sighed.  “Slate. Something’s up with him, definitely. I don’t know what exactly, so I can’t say.”



“Do you think he’s going to try to mine the tree?”



“He might. But honestly, how do you mine a tree? And not just any tree, but a crystal tree? Slate thinks the unicorns can use their magic, but the mayor’s not letting them; he has his two watch guards keeping track of them in case Slate does something sneaky.”



“So what do you think we should do?”



“What else can we do?” Beanstalk shrugged and nodded back at Slate who had motioned for him. “We just have to wait.”



“But for what?” Drifter asked.



All three stood there, glancing at one another. After scratching his chin, Quicksilver sighed. “We wait until somepony figures out what that tree is.” 








The next few days passed uneventfully. The town meetings always ended up in arguments, each side tearing up the contract that the other had written up. Day after day, Drifter passed the time making spears or pushing clouds. He woke. He slept. 



And deep in the night, sometimes he thought he could feel the tree moving anxiously as if it were waiting for someone. He’d wake up and then go back to sleep, feeling the wind caress his face right before the dreams took him. 



Drifter was used to the sounds of the wind; the way the wind cut through, sometimes slicing during a frost storm or sometimes sluggish and dewy when it was a fog or perhaps the sounds of drops multiplying, culminating, a slow steady buildup of rain. He was used to the wind, the sounds and the smells, but he wasn’t used to the smoke. 



The fire started suddenly, smoke rising through the air, drifting through the open windows of Drifter’s house. He got up quickly, looked out his window and saw the orange lightning the sky like the circus. He flew to his parents, first shaking his mother, then his father and together all three rushed out.



“We need to head to the stream. Make some rain clouds!” his father commanded. Drifter nodded and made for the stream while his mother and father ran to alert other ponies of the sporadic flames. 



It didn’t help that the wind was intensifying. 



He readied his wings for takeoff, but a voice called his name.



“Drifter!” 



“Quicksilver? Where did this fire come from?”



“I don’t know, but there’s also smoke rising in the ravine.”



“Somepony purposely did this?”



“I don’t know, but Beanstalk went to the tree.”



Drifter paused, his thoughts racing. “We have to take care of the fire here first! It’s destroying the whole village!”



Quicksilver nodded and the both ran to the stream. He collected water in a bucket and the earth ponies made a conveyor belt, passing the bucket one by one to each pony, focusing on a single house at a time. Next to him, Drifter formed a cloud with his magic, using the water from the stream and condensing it into a single darkened raincloud, pushing water in it until it could fill no more. He flew up above the flames with the cloud in his hooves and jumped, dousing the flames with the water, hopefully catching any freelance embers. Up with him were the other pegasi, including his mother. His father however aided the earth ponies. 



When the flames were dying, the two snuck off, and headed for the tree, but not before Drifter grabbed one of his spears, placing it in his mouth and zooming to the ravine.








The forest was on fire. 



The trees that surrounded the caves were blazing and black smoke was everywhere, festering, bubbling, and building a monstrous midnight mass. 



Drifter and Quicksilver tried to look for around for Beanstalk. They saw miner ponies bucking other townsfolk who had also rushed to the tree, other miner ponies arguing with each other, and ponyfolk collapsed throughout the area, either bleeding, burned, or… 



“What the hay happened here?!” Drifter yelled. They ran to one of the fallen ponies, but she was dead, collapsed in the stream. They ran to another pony screaming about his burns. The two tried to drag him to the water, but he was screaming nonetheless and in the end, fell unconscious. 



As they reached the cave, the smoke poured out into the surrounding area, up the cliffs, bathing the trees in their hazy wash. They ran inside, twisting and turning until they saw two figures near the tree: Slate and Beanstalk. Slate was wielding his pickaxe, readying to chop the tree. 



“You’re an earth pony. You know nothing of magic, colt.”



“I know about this tree! I’ve been studying far longer than you have!”



“Oh really? Enlighten me! Show me what it does, eh?” he swing his pickaxe into the tree. It gonged and they felt the cave move. 



“Stop it!” Beanstalk cried.



“He’s right, Slate! This tree shouldn’t be tempered with!”  Quicksilver yelled. 



“Guys, we have to get out of here!” Drifter said, noticing the smoke rising. The fire was surrounding them. 



Slate ignored him, smashing his axe into the tree a second time, hitting the sun pattern and once again, the cave shook. 



“I said, stop it!”



When Slate brought down his axe a third time, Beanstalk jumped on him. They rolled on the floor and immediately, Drifter ran to them, trying to grab Slate’s head and in response, Slate fired a beam from his horn. It hit the tree and the tree glowed. 



All three of them stopped moving. The tree lit up, then grew faint. 



“I knew it needed unicorn magic!” Slate said, but before he could fire another beam, Drifter grabbed him again. The three ponies wrestled on the ground. Drifter felt Slate conjur up another beam; he aimed for the tree and fired.



But Beanstalk jumped. And the shot hit him right in the chest. 



The earth pony fell. Drifter yelled and flew towards him. 



“Don’t move!” Slate cried, his beam pointing toward Drifter. The pegasus was paralyzed, unable to even help his fallen friend. 



Suddenly, Slate grunted. His eyes rolled back and he collapsed against the tree.



Quicksilver was behind him, the pickaxe in his mouth.



“Grab Beanstalk,” he said. 



Then the two rushed out, the unconscious Beanstalk draped over Quicksilver. 



“I’ll get him back and tell the other ponies what happened; you look for survivors,” he said and gave Drifter a quick hug before galloping away. 



Drifter looked around, his eyes searching; he could feel the pulsing in the air, feel the smoke devouring every clean thing in his sight, and strangely, he could still feel the forest shaking. Not just the tree, but the whole forest. But perhaps that was because he was dizzy. Perhaps he had breathed in too much smoke. And it was at that point, that Drifter had a strange thought: he wished he were an earth pony, knowing of the ground and the soil, able to make life, to protect, not to kill. But instead, he was a pegasus. Instead he was…



Out of the smoke, a mare appeared. “This is the g-god’s divine will! This is the alicorns’ testament!” she cried, collapsing on the ground, dropping a lantern. She stayed on her side, very still. Drifter ran towards her. 



“Hey, hey. Stay with me!” he said, poking her face. 



The smoke suddenly shifted.



The alicorns, huh? I don’t see any around here,” somepony said. He looked around, but saw no one. He stood up. “Did she think she was safe from her burdens? Did she think that she would come out unharmed? Oh, you ponies are quite…queer." 



Drifter looked around once more, and rapidly blinked. The smoke in front of his eyes started changing, shaping into...some sort of monstrosity. A lion’s paw. Am eagle’s claw. Two different shaped horns. A head of a pony…and the tail of a dragon. It was…



“What about you? You didn’t think you were safe, did you?” 



The fire was raging onward, the smoke rising in the cave behind him, but he stood fastened to the ground, unable to look at anything except the disfigured creature before him. 



“Can you believe they’re actually going to call this place Equestria? Too simplistic if you ask me. I much prefer Dyscordia—haha, get it? No? Well, that’s quite a shame. I’m quite fond of dystopia and such—hm, you should definitely see where I live." 



“Who…who are you?”



“Me? Why I’m the spirit of chaos. And I see that this town has had plenty of chaos in my absence.”



“You’re the draco—” The draconequus slithered over to him, and without realizing it, a hand clamped over his mouth. 



“Yes, yes. The draconequus. I know. And just who might you be?” Drifter’s mouth opened and closed. He saw the creature smiling. 



“Don’t you know it’s rude not to introduce yourself! Pish posh, these ponies are always so discourteous and yet, so droll. Oh. Why are you shaking? What’s wrong? Don’t tell me you’re afraid?” 



Drifter felt his knees buckle. His spear. Where was his spear?!



“Catfish got your tongue? Well, I suppose ‘afraid’ might be too strong of a word. Perhaps you’re ‘surprised?’” 



He pushed the creature away and tried to take flight, but his wings tightened. “Hm? Leaving so soon?” He heard him say. Drifter jumped, but could not fly, and instead scrambled on the floor, looking for his spear or a rock or anything he could use to defend himself. He dashed along the floor, eyeing back and forth and back again, behind him, where the draconequus stood smiling at the surrounding bedlam. 



“Still not going to say anything? Well then, you’ve wasted my time. You’ve had your fun, haven’t you? Running around with your rock and sticks,” he said, slithering the last words. In his hand appeared Drifter’s spear and with a deafening crunch he saw him break it in half and then into fourths until finally, he took the obsidian point and ate it. 



Drifter gaped in horror.  



“But now…now, is the time. Are you ready, my little pony?” he started laughing. “Now, I’ll bring you real chaos.” 











There was a knock.



“Come in,” he said. 



 A door creaked open, and a unicorn entered, her horn partially lighting his study and the dim hallway. 



“Master, there was a letter.”



He didn’t look up at her, and instead focused on the maps in front of him and an unfinished written parchment. The quill scratches were the only sound in the room for a time, and the wax candle flickered slightly.



“Who sent it?” he asked. 



“It was Signal Beam, Master. She spoke of an aura to the south of here. Some great power and she urged you to see it. But…”



“Speak up.” 



“No one has seen or heard from her in days. We have sent the doves, but they come back with our messages still attached.”



The old unicorn paused. He put his quill down and he finally looked up, his eyes searching. The unicorn waited, her eyes locked on his.



“Get your cloak, Clover. We must make haste.” 

 
      

      
   
      Owl for Her


      

      
      
         It was a brisk Tuesday night when I fell in love with Twilight Sparkle.

 

I had never beheld such beauty in my common owl eyes. I assumed that such goddesses were reserved for owl heaven, where there was rumored to be infinitely bountiful hunting grounds and savory mice and beautiful companions for the good owls. However, for one such beauty to be here now, among the living, was absurd. But, my sharp owl eyes do not often deceive me. There lived a young lavender pony in that library, pretty as a young birch sapling, and I fell in love with her.

 

Her face matched the gentle glow of the candlelight illuminating it. Merry as a chickadee in the wee hours of a summer morning, her mouth was perked up in a gentle smile. Her feathers were a soft lavender, and her clean-cut head feathers a royal violet. A quill telekinetically danced in front of her with skill and deftness, writing away.

 

She spoke to herself as she wrote, and even though this was a sign of insanity as I understood it, she spoke with such care and enunciation that I knew the opposite to be true. That, or perhaps she was only insane on Tuesday nights. I could handle that.

 

I did not often see ponies in general, as most of them were asleep in their beds during the night. Ponies were not nearly as attractive asleep as they were awake. All ponies snored, and snoring in owl culture is an indication of contemptuous disinterest, in addition to a symptom of obstructed air passages.

 

Point is, ponies were not nocturnal, and thus to see the first one I’d seen awake, especially a pony as gorgeous as her, filled me with purpose and hope for a fulfilled life. It was then that I knew that she was my soul mate, and I hers.

 

Now, owls are steeped in tradition, and one such tradition is that if one is an owl, one can only wed another owl. To wed someone of another species was typically frowned upon. But it was in my deep-seated opinion that love transcended mere species, as did matrimony.

 

I knew in that moment I had to woo that fair pony by all means necessary. So when her scroll soared out of the window, carried by the wind, I knew that to retrieve her dear scroll would be to win her favour. In owl customs, to return a lost scroll is to show affection. With the power of love driving my wings, I cut through the night sky, caught the scroll midair, and hastened it back to its owner.

 

The goddess among ponykind watched as I set the scroll down on her writing table. Her splendid violet eyes locked with mine, and we connected on a level beyond the physical realm. Time came to a halt as we entered a deep, spiritual conversation.

 

Hello, she seemed to say.

 

Hello, I said. Dumbfounded, overwhelmed by her stark beauty, and unable to summon anything better to say, I said the first thing that came to my small owl mind. I like your face.

 

I could hear a snicker travel through the paranormal wavelength. I dreamed of this moment, she said. In all my days on this Earth, I never thought I would find love, and yet today I have. I suppose it’s true what they say, isn’t it? Love always finds a way.

 

Indeed it does, I replied. Indeed it does.

 

She considered me, the moonlight caressing her lovely visage. You’re much more handsome than I imagined.

 

Oh, stop, I said, concealing a supernatural blush.

 

But love, as powerful as it may be, could not stall its younger metaphysical brother time forever. The pony looked down at her scroll, then back up at me, unsure of what to say. From her ensuing silence, I realized that I ought to proceed with the ritual.

 

Now, it was customary in owl mating rituals to ‘play hard to get’, as it were. So after setting the scroll down, I immediately turned my back to her. I was rewarded when she begged me not to leave. I turned around and shivered to pretend it was chilly, also part of the owl mating ritual.

 

“Gosh, it's cold tonight. Say, would you like to relax in here and keep me company while I work?” the pony said. She failed to give me a hug as per the ritual, but her cheery and sincere voice warmed me all the same.

 

I emphatically accepted, adding a pledge that I would forever become her one and only personal slave and carry out any and all of her commands or wishes. She pretty much ignored this. Since ignoring is a sign of acceptance in owl culture, I hopped in glee and found myself a perch next to her writing table. This gave me the perfect viewpoint of my true love.

 

I was able to observe her for a whole hour in this way, but it felt like a fortnight. Her soothing voice, so sweet and serene, pulled me in close and sang to me like a lullaby. Even when she yawned, excused herself, and bid me a good night, I found myself ready to sleep as well. For this pony, I went so far as to give up nocturnality so I might admire her throughout all her waking hours.

 

Indeed. For love of a pony, I would give it owl up.

 




 

The next day, she taught me how to prepare pony breakfast. We made what she called a sunflower smoothie. She offered to share, but I politely declined to partake. Instead, I briefly ventured out into the outskirts of town for a shrew.

 

When I returned, she declared that she had come up with a name for me: Owlowiscious. I could not fathom where this name had come from, but I was ever grateful she had graced me with a name, regardless. I thanked her emphatically.

 

After I helped her with dusting some shelves and performing other morning chores, she left the room briefly. I perched myself atop a podium, awaiting her return, watching ponies milling about in the streets through the library's front window. How different and wonderful my life was now that I had met Twilight Sparkle. To think that such an exceptional pony would take me under her wing… I was but a common owl, and my new stature was nothing but a privilege. I owed her everything.

 

From across the room, I heard a voice call out, “Hello?” In any other circumstance, this voice would have been welcomed by a ‘hello’ of my own, but I recognized the voice as distinctly male. And the voice came from upstairs, so he was residing in this place.

 

I experienced a new feeling, the drive of love’s older metaphysical sister: jealousy. The owner of this voice was in direct competition with me for Twilight Sparkle’s hoof in marriage.

 

I turned around, slowly, to intimidate my foe.

 

“Woah! Dude, that’s creepy,” he said.

 

I revelled in my initial victory. This creature would soon learn who was destined to marry whom around here.

 

“Hi there! I’m Spike,” he said, bringing a wing up to his chest, indicating that he was indeed the Spike he was referring to. “I’m sure Twilight has told you all about me.”

 

I eyed him. As it turned out, she had once mentioned a ‘Spike the Dragon’ to me, and only in passing. I wasn’t sure what kind of creature he was, with his unusually large head and plump body. It became obvious he was not a suitor of Twilight Sparkle, so I lost interest in him. “No, she has not. I don’t care who you are, quite frankly.”

 

“Uh, Spike? You know, assistant number one?” he said.

 

Assistant number one? What could he possibly be implying? Twilight Sparkle had not mentioned this. “You dare to challenge me as her one and only servant? Who do you think you are?”

 

He became frustrated. “I'm Spike! And who are you? What are you?” he said, jabbing an accusatory feather at me.

 

I couldn’t help but feel offended. “You still have yet to answer my question. Whoever you think you are, you do not belong to Twilight Sparkle. That would be me and me alone.”

 

“Who?”

 

I blinked. This dragon must not be the sleekest sprig in the nest. “Me, who else?”

 

“I thought your name was Owlowiscious!”

 

Yet more evidence to assert my suspicion. “That is the name given to me by Twilight Sparkle, yes. I’m not sure who or what you’re arguing over at this point.”

 

“Okay, ‘Who’, ‘Owlowiscious’, whatever. I'm Spike, okay? Look! All you need to know is that I'm number one and you're number two. Got it?” He puffed up his chest, which in owl culture can be a sign of either intimidation or an attempt to entice females as per the mating ritual, and he wasn’t succeeding at either.

 

It was then my turn to intimidate him. “If you choose to be so foolhardy to persistently assert that claim, then watch your back, Spike the Dragon. You don’t know what I’m capable of. You won’t know when I shall come after you, and you won’t know where. But you will know why, and you will know who was responsible.”

 

He stared at me, his eye twitching, so he seemed sufficiently frightened by this. He clenched his wings in anger. “So, a man of mystery, huh? I'm keeping my eye on you!” he said.

 

Likewise, Mr. the Dragon.

 

Likewise.

 




 

As a method of asserting my territorial claim, I perched myself atop Twilight Sparkle’s back and rode her wherever she went. I did so in part because I was tired, certainly, as I was still not used to a diurnal sleep schedule, but it was necessary to discourage Spike from his foolish ways of thinking.

 

The rest of the afternoon was spent attending to Twilight Sparkle’s every whim. Due to my unnatural ability to not only understand ponies’ language but read it as well, I was able to retrieve books from her library. I marvelled at how a pony so intelligent not only owned her own library, but lived in it as well.

 

Throughout the day, however, I was unable to exclusively focus on basking in Twilight Sparkle’s grandeur and loveliness. Occupying my mind was Spike the Dragon, and how to demonstrate to Twilight Sparkle that I was a superior assistant to him, contrary to his insistence. To achieve this, I learned to not only do whatever she bid me to do, but what she instructed him to do as well. Then I had the idea to sabotage one of Twilight Sparkle’s quills, in order to send Spike on a fruitless mission, and while he was gone, I simply offered one of my own feathers to Twilight Sparkle.

 

However, it was in finding a book on astronomy that I found the perfect ammunition. Twilight Sparkle asked me to fetch Astronomical Astronomer's Almanac to All Things Astronomy, which is a rather redundant title, but I digress. When I flew up to retrieve the book, I noted its pages were charred, and the book was rendered unsalvageable.

 

I presented the book to Twilight Sparkle, commenting that I suspected such was the doing of Spike the Dragon, and had evidence to support this fact if she would like (which I did not, but I was relying on our profound mutual trust). She took one look at it and stomped over to the sleeping dragon, throwing it right in front of his face. Success.

 

She scolded him, and as it turns out, he actually was guilty of the deed. I stood stock-still, silently rejoicing in his breach of her trust. Yes, Twilight Sparkle. Spike the Dragon may claim to be your number one assistant, but we both know the truth.

 

Once Twilight Sparkle walked away, Spike lunged at me, thrusting an accusatory feather in my direction. “You set me up! Well, two can play that game.”

 

I sneered. “Is that so, little dragon?” This offered me a unique opportunity to get him to set himself up. I encouraged him to continue this ill-fated line of thought. “Who can play that game?”

 

“Not ‘who’, two!” Then, he extended two of his feathers out at me, which confused me. Holding up two feathers is a common owl custom, used to express dislike of current economic conditions, but the stork market was thriving at that point in time. He stomped out of the room.

 




 

I witnessed yet more evidence that Spike wasn’t the sharpest chick in the nest.

 

He ‘played this game’ by faking a mice’s death and blaming it on me. I was confused as to why he didn’t use a real mouse. It would’ve been much more convincing.

 

What I witnessed earlier led me to believe Spike was ignorant of our mating customs, but I was surprised at his actions here. The presentation of a dead, bloodied mouse to a female was indeed the next level of affection, from the level where Twilight Sparkle and I stood currently.

 

However, Twilight Sparkle declined his presentation, and rightfully so. I would imagine she was still mad with Spike the Dragon after the charred book incident. She essentially disowned him and slammed the library door behind us, and we proceeded to take a lovely, private stroll throughout the city.

 

I gave her an opportunity to calm her thoughts, her spirit. Her frustration was certainly justified. Spike the Dragon was a rather disappointing assistant, after all. He was insolent, selfish, and quite frankly stupid.

 

It wasn’t fair to him, nor Twilight Sparkle and me especially, to support his delusion any longer. Moreover, his competition with me for Twilight was inappropriate. If he were to persist, it might escalate to a territorial duel. I would hate to have no choice but win and subject Spike the Dragon to such an embarrassment, or even death if it came to that.

 

As we passed the town hall, Twilight Sparkle lowered her head a little. I felt a vibration in my soul as she contacted me through our unique spiritual connection.

 

There is something you should know concerning Spike’s behaviour today, she said.

 

I settled in as the sun touched the horizon, ready to begin its descent to the Earth’s underside. Tell me, my love, I said.

 

With the ethereal sigh that followed, I knew something weighed heavily on her mind. Spike the Dragon is not as he seems. I have known this since he was young. He is a stupid creature, loved by no one, and I am merely trying to give him purpose in life by leading him to believe that he is not, in fact, useless.

 

I listened, not surprised to hear this. I waited for her to continue, but it seemed she was awaiting my response. Go on, I said.

 

It is through the boundless kindness of my heart that I employ him as I do, she said. I give him simple, remedial tasks, but even then he fails to meet any sort of competency. She let out a telepathic sigh. So I stand at a crossroads, as you see. I cannot convince him with a clean conscience that he is my number one assistant, when he is much too dumb for that standing.

 

Quite a crossroads indeed, I replied. He is quite dumb.

 

Yes, Twilight Sparkle said. He is.

 

Very dumb, I replied.

 

I pitied him, now. His dishonesty, his inability to wield responsibility, his futile attempts to accomplish the simplest of tasks, his failure to adequately follow a simple conversational thread, his blatant ignorance of other species’ cultures, his general lack of intelligence… all a result of his tragic stupidity. I’m not sure I could manage to survive if I had to bear being that moronic.

 

But there was no other alternative for him, was there? Certainly, he could not survive by himself. And not only did Twilight Sparkle opt to care for his earthly needs, but his psychological ones, too, by leading him to believe he was in possession of more intelligence than fate had bestowed upon him.

 

Twilight Sparkle’s generosity inspired me. I knew what had to be done, not only for her, but for the both of us. To be selfless is to live without regret, and because Twilight Sparkle and I were destined to be together for eternity, it was fitting that I should challenge myself to match her selflessness. Plus, she would certainly be impressed.

 

Demote me, I said. Make me your number two assistant.

 

What? For what ludicrous reason would I do that?

 

He is a stupid dragon, but to feel a sense, any sense, of self-worth is to live a fulfilling life, I said. He needs that. He needs to believe it, and so you must continue to promote it.

 

She took a moment to ponder over my proposition. You are right, she said. It is decided, then. Spike the Dragon will remain my formal number one assistant, but you my true companion. She supernaturally smiled as she physically surveyed the town. It is true when they say owls are emblematic of wisdom.

 

Thank you, I said.

 

Have I ever mentioned how handsome you are?

 

You have indeed, I said, smirking, and you are free to mention it as often as you’d like.

 

The library came back into view, and I roosted in her fur. We truly were perfect for each other, able to agree on all that mattered. I would’ve preferred my relation to her to not have to be kept secret, but for poor, hapless Spike, it was worth it.

 

Spike the Dragon had his place amongst us. He may not have been equal to us, no, but he had needs too. And though his needs and mine were very, very different, they did not necessarily have to conflict. Harmony (love’s metaphysical adopted twin sister) and contentment were achievable, even for Spike the Dragon.

 

We neared the library, and Twilight Sparkle was about to walk back in when I noticed an unusual set of tracks leading away from the library’s front door.

 

Spike the Dragon has run off, I said. I can’t say I’m surprised. We probably should go and find him.

 

How do you know that? she asked.

 

With my wing and a hoot, I pointed to the set of ketchup-laden prints leading from the library.

 

Oh, I see, she said. He is quite a dumb dragon.

 

Yes, quite dumb, I said. Tell me again how handsome I am.
      

      
   
      Aria Dal Segno


      

      
      
         A faucet leaked in an undisclosed bathroom, dripping against the porcelain and down the drain. Muffled footsteps could be heard increasing in volume until the door swung open and Sunset Shimmer stumbled as she was shoved inside. Aria Blaze came in behind her and locked the door. Sunset collected herself and shot a glare at Aria.



“What are you doing?”



Aria paced towards Sunset. “We need to talk.”



“No, Aria, I have to—”



Sunset’s heart skipped a beat as Aria reached into her vest and brandished a butterfly knife, eyes wide open.



“No, Sunset,we need to talk now.”



The stench of stale urine permeated Sunset’s nostrils as her and Aria faced off. She took a deep breath.



“Alright, Aria. What do you want to talk about?”



Aria stared down Sunset unflinchingly as she clenched her teeth rhythmically. “Why?”



“Why… what?”



Aria narrowed her gaze. “Why did you stop us?”



“Really?” Sunset snorted. “You were spreading hatred and mind-controlled the entire student body!”



“Did you ever think,” Aria asked as she opened and closed the knife with flicks of her wrists, “that there was a reason?”



“Yeah. You wanted power!” Sunset shouted, her voice echoing against the walls of the bathroom.



Aria leaned against the wall and scoffed, a sheen of sweat covering her face. “Power for its own sake is useless. We—or at least I—had a higher purpose in mind.”



Sunset raised an eyebrow as she approached Aria but was quickly stopped by Aria pointing the knife at her. “What purpose does spreading hatred serve?”



“You tell me. Hatred may have been the flag we flew, but they’re the ones who made it soar.”



“You know, they’re not all bad—”



“Fuck you!” Aria steeled her stance as she glared at Sunset, her arm outstretched and her chest heaving in and out. “You haven’t been what I’ve been through!”



Sunset stared at Aria. “Are you crying—”



“Shut up!” Aria blinked, removing the glisten from her eyes. “I–I just wanted to make a better world. One without conflict, without misunderstanding, without—”



“Without free will.”



Aria grunted. “They don’t deserve it.”



Sunset studied Aria, specifically her outstretched arm pointing the knife at Sunset’s throat. “Are those… have you been cutting yourself?”



Aria retracted her arm and held it close to her body. “None of your damned business.” She looked down. “It was beautiful… for one moment I saw it. On that stage, after I had absorbed all of that magic, I saw what I was to be—and that was the end of war.”



Sunset approached Aria. “Aria, why are you cutting your—”



“Yes, I foresaw that under my guidance that humanity could be more than it was. It would be united under a single purpose, regardless of lines drawn on a map of cultural differences. I would have irrevocably altered the social paradigm under one rule. My rule.”



“Aria,” Sunset said as she placed her hand on Aria’s shoulder, “why are you cutting yourself?”



Aria looked up and moved the knife to millimeters from Sunset’s throat as she grabbed the side of Sunset’s head, the hand holding the knife shaking erratically. “It’s because of you!”



“M-me?” Sunset asked as she took shallow breaths.



Aria steeled her gaze and snarled. “Yes. You and your friends! When you destroyed our gems, you didn’t just break jewelry; you destroyed an integral part of who we were.” Aria blinked as tears escaped her eyes. “Adagio’s been oscillating between wanting to kill herself and you, Sonata’s all over the place…” Aria bit her lip. “And I…”



Sunset inhaled. “...yes?”



Aria released her grip on Sunset and pulled the knife away from her neck. “I… I can’t… I can’t feel anything.”



Sunset frowned. “Alright, take a deep breath and tell me what’s going on.”



Aria threw the knife to the ground, it rattling on the floor. “Fuck you!”



“Hey, cool it!” Sunset glared at Aria. “You’re the one who wanted to talk!”



“You don’t understand!” Aria paced around the bathroom. “It’s not like that! Everything I used to enjoy doing… it’s lost its luster.” Aria took long, ragged breaths. “I feel like a robot going through the motions of being alive.” She walked up to Sunset and presented her scars to her. “This is the only way I can feel anything anymore.” Aria looked Sunset in the eyes. “You did this to me.”



Sunset exhaled through her teeth. “I didn’t do anything to you.”



“No!” Aria grabbed Sunset’s neck. “This is all on you!” Aria’s eyes shined. “You destroyed us!” Aria throttled Sunset.



Sunset pulled Aria’s hand off of her neck and looked at her. “Just calm down!” Sunset pursed her lips. “It sounds like you’re going through withdrawal.”



“What?” Aria asked with a sneer.



“Magic withdrawal,” Sunset said as she let go of Aria’s wrist, “it often comes after magic intoxication.” Sunset smirked. “I should know.”



Aria sucked her teeth and stared at Aria. “W-what do you mean?”



Sunset sighed. “Aria, drawing out massive pools of dark magic comes with consequences—”



“The only thing dark about the magic was the extraction method. I was going to use it for a pure purpose.” Aria clenched her fist.



Sunset hummed. “Magic is as magic does, and judging by the reaction, your intentions were anything but.”



Aria squeezed her eyes shut. “I wanted to uplift humanity.”



Sunset walked behind Aria and placed a hand on her shoulder. “And I wanted to rule Equestria. We’re not that different.”



“Yes, we are,”



Sunset shook her head. “I don’t think you understand what I’m getting at. Look at me, Aria.” Aria turned around and looked into Sunset’s eyes. “I thought that me ruling Equestria was the best idea ever and that everyone who disagreed with me should go to Tartarus.”



“That’s the thing,” Aria said, “me ruling humanity would be the best idea.”



Sunset pinched the bridge of her nose. “See, that’s the thing. You may think that, but getting everyone to agree with you would be the hard part.”



Aria snorted. “That’s funny. I thought it was the easy part.”



“Everyone who hears you may have been under your spell,” Sunset said, “but what about people who don’t hear you?”



Aria raised an eyebrow. “...what do you mean?”



“Really?” Sunset chuckled. “The only reason we defeated you was because someone was wearing headphones. They don’t need to be within hearing range to stop you.”



“But why would they do that?” Aria clenched her teeth. “Surely they’d—”



“Stop.” Sunset shook her head and grasped Aria’s shoulder. “Are you seriously suggesting that people would willingly submit to you?”



Aria shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe—”



“Would you submit to you?”



“Um…” Aria looked away.



“Aria, you’re sick. You need help.”



Aria sighed. “Fine.” Aria shrugged off Sunset’s hand and paced around the bathroom. “Let’s say you’re right. Let’s say that I’m suffering withdrawal from magical intoxication.” Aria stopped and faced Sunset. “That still doesn’t change the fact that you and your friends ripped out our siren magic. When will you answer for that?”



“Aria, I used to be the most powerful unicorn in Equestria. Now I have to use my body to lift things.” Sunset walked to Aria. “How do you think I feel?”



Aria hugged herself. “I… I didn’t know that.”



“You should have seen it,” Sunset said, “I could make massive trees sprout from nothing. I could teleport circles around you. I could even spit gouts of flame from my horn the likes of which you’ve never seen.”



“That… sounds amazing,” Aria said as she shivered. “Why don’t you go back, then?”



Sunset smiled. “Because I’ve discovered a far greater magic here than I ever had in Equestria.”



“I don’t understand.” Aria looked at Sunset. “What magic could possibly be greater than that?”



Sunset took a deep breath as she placed her arms behind her. “Friendship.”



Aria stared blankly at Sunset. “...you have got to be shitting me.”



“How do you think I got through my own bout of magical withdrawal?” Sunset asked as she gave a sidelong glance to Aria. “When the element of Magic’s power was ripped from my body, I was a complete mess. I would forget things I had said not a minute before, misplace everything… at some points it felt like the inside of my skin was lined with barbed wire.”



Aria nodded, hugging herself tighter. “Yeah, I know that feeling.” Aria glanced at Sunset. “So… you’re saying this ‘friendship magic’ could alleviate my symptoms? Where can I get some?”



“Oh, wow,” Sunset said as she chortled, “you’re really sick, aren’t you?”



“You said as much yourself,” Aria said as she glared at Sunset. “So, where can I get some?”



“You don’t just… you don’t—” Sunset broke out into laughter.



Aria sharply inhaled and grimaced. “What the fuck, it was just a question!”



“It’s just—” Sunset slowly collected herself, her fits of laughter dying out ”—it’s just I’ve never heard it worded like that before, where do I get friendship magic?” Sunset wiped a tear from her eye. “You can’t just get some ‘friendship magic’ like it’s sugar. You have to make friends.”



Aria looked down. “...I don’t have any of those, nor do I know where to get any.”



“I’ll be your friend,” Sunset said.



Aria’s gaze snapped to Sunset. “I just threatened you with a knife. Why would you want to be friends with me?”



Sunset walked to Aria and hugged her tightly. “Because it’s when we’re at our weakest that we need friendship the most.”



“W-what are you doing?” Aria said as her lower lip quivered.



“Aria, the friends I have now—the ones I gave up my unicorn magic for—experienced the pleasure of my trying to fricassee them before they extended their hands in friendship. A butterfly knife is small potatoes compared to that.” Sunset released Aria and sighed. “How did that feel?” Sunset asked.



“It,” Aria said as she sniffed, “it felt… different.”



Sunset grinned. “A good kind of different?”



Aria nodded.



“Alright,” Sunset said, “”that’s good. You have to promise me one thing, though.”



“What?” Aria growled.



“You have to stop hurting yourself.”



Aria’s eyes popped open. “No way! That’s the only way I can feel at all!”



Sunset squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them. “Aria, what you’re feeling is just a temporary symptom. Those scars are forever—not to mention you might accidentally hit an artery.” Sunset looked at Aria. “We wouldn’t want that, would we?”



“...I guess not,” Aria said. A grin then set itself upon her face. “You know something?”



“What?”



“You’re the first person who’s ever cared about my well-being, Sunset.”



Sunset nodded. “And how does that make you feel?”



“It feels… warm.” Aria sighed. 



“And that,” Sunset said, “is the magic of friendship.” 



Aria blinked and hugged herself.“It’s a kind of magic I could get used to experiencing. It’s certainly miles apart from being kept around for what use you serve or as for a verbal punching bag to be shat upon.”



“We’ll have to see if we can get you out of that toxic environment, then.” Sunset shuddered. “That doesn’t sound conducive to anything.”



“It really isn’t.” Aria shivered. “Sometimes I’m more afraid to go home than to go to school where everyone stares at me.”



Sunset hummed. "Sounds tough. That’s an issue for another day, though. Now, what do you say we get out of this bathroom and go out for coffee? My treat.” Sunset smiled.



Aria nodded. “That sounds nice.”



Sunset moved to the bathroom door, unlocked it, and opened it. She was greeted by a welcome draft of air, which she inhaled deeply. Sunset held open the door and motioned towards Aria. “You ready?”



Aria sighed as she came to the threshold and looked at Sunset. "You better be right about this friendship thing."



"I'd stake my life on it."



Aria nodded as she left the bathroom, Sunset exiting soon after and closing the door behind her. The sounds of muffled footsteps softened as the sound of a leaky faucet ricocheted against the bathroom walls.












      

      
   
      Filth


      

      
      
         I remember when I first opened my eyes.



“And this one?”



“Female. Born one hour, sixteen minutes ago. Twin birth.”



I couldn’t see the blurry forms in my vision.



“Twins eh? Well let’s see here.”



I didn’t know the sensation of touch.



“No physical deformities to be seen. Good. Next?”   



I didn’t understand the sounds.



“Female. Born one hour, twenty minutes ago. Twin-”



“No. No no, see here, the horn is shaped slightly wrong. And the torso is too small. Disposal.”



“Yes sir.”



I would understand later.








Childhood was a wonderful experience. Sure, Mother and I were a part of the lowest echelons of society, but life was simple. I played with the other children, ran through the streets with them, taunted the guards, fought and argued over youthful trivialities. Just young bundles of energy absent of any need to worry. 



Some days I would help Mother watch the store. It was a small store, in a tiny, nameless neighborhood. But every day it was filled with the familiar faces of our little community, coming each day to pick up what they needed, or just to say hello to Mother. We didn’t have much, but we had what we needed. Mother was always proud of what we had. We had our store, we had our neighbors, and we had each other. For us, it was all we could ever ask for. 



It was a few weeks before my twelfth birthday when the latest rumor began its race through the lower classes. Rumors always spread quickly. They were daylong fantasies for the working class, a welcome distraction from the endless routine. A female Nobleblood had been spotted outside of the high district. One of the guards had sworn on his pride to have seen one wandering through the lower market square. The guards mobilized, and the lower city was abuzz with the news.



I had just been in the square myself, picking up a few things for mother. I didn’t see any Nobleblood, but then, who knew what they looked like? I of course had taken quickly to the rumor with all my young curiosity. I always wondered about the world above; the High District. We all did. None of us would ever visit such a place, but that didn’t mean we never heard the tales of luxury that trickled down to us lower citizens.  



I trotted into our store, which was surprisingly empty of Mother. A hastily scrawled note explained she had forgotten to tell me of something we needed, and she had run out to the market herself to get it. I wondered how I missed seeing her flutter past. Shrugging, I began to restock the shelves of our store. 



I was nearly finished when the first customer walked in. I turned around to greet them and found myself looking at a guard. Not one of the ordinary lower guards, in the grey armor, armed with clubs for beating the most troublesome of us children. This one was cloaked in a deep purple armor. His posture rang with purpose, and a well-polished poleaxe was strapped across his back. 



“Citizen! I am here to ask if-” The guard seemed to lock up in surprise as he met my eyes. “Oh! Here you are! My apologies, Miss.” The guard knelt down to bow before me. “We had received word of you here in this filthy district. Please, tell me the name of your House, and I shall gladly arrange an escort to take you home.”



I could only stand there, utterly flabbergasted by the abnormal behavior of this guard. “Uhhhh…what?”



The guard ended his bow and raised an eyebrow. “Miss, are you feeling well? Do you have a fever, or any sort of injury to the head? Any confusion?”



They never asked how we were doing. What was this? I held a hoof to my head, trying to process the words so early in the morning. “Er, yes, I feel very confused. Um, why…what’s-”



The guard came close, looking me over. “Huh, your eyes are glazed over. I don’t know what this means, but it might not be good. Please Miss, come with me and I’ll take you to the physician immediately.” 



He guided me out of my home as though I was some fragile treasure. Outside, I recognized the familiar faces of the community staring at the strange scene happening right before them. I would have been shocked too. A guard holding the hoof of a commoner. Who would have thought it possible? What a surreal sight.



“If you’re not well enough for flying, I can carry you back to where the captain is waiting, and we will order a chariot to take you back to your House from there.”



Finally, I was able to string a few coherent words together. “N-no! No, thank you mister, this is my house right here. I don’t know what’s going on, but my mother will-”



He scooped me up right then and there and began hovering above the ground. “Apologies little Miss, but I think you’re a little confused. We’ll get this all sorted out back in the High District.”



“No! I’m not- Stop! Put me down!” I squirmed in his unyielding grip.



“You! Get your hooves off my daughter!”



I looked down to see my mother galloping through a formed crowd of onlookers. Dropping the parcel from her mouth, she took a powerful leap, flapping her wings as she collided into us mid-air. She wrenched me out of the startled guard’s grip, and the three of us tumbled to the ground below. I lifted my head, groaning. My mother lay dazed on the ground next to me, while the guard quickly jumped to his hooves.



“Filth! How dare you interfere with the duty a Royal Warrior! And worse, assault a foal of the High Noble Houses!” He grit his teeth, and I heard the crowd of onlookers gasp as he grabbed the poleaxe with both hooves, rising to his hind legs as the deadly weapon hung above my mother. “Know your place!”



I felt a shiver pass through my bones as I watched the poleaxe descend. “No!” I leapt directly into the path of the oncoming weapon. I saw the guards eyes widen in panic as mine closed in fear. 



I felt a tap on my left shoulder.



Slowly, I opened my eyes. The purple guard, and my surrounding friends and neighbors were frozen in absolute horror. I slowly turned my head to the left, and the well-polished poleaxe sat upon my shoulder. I was not surprised at the thin trickle of red beginning to trail down my shoulder. No, I was surprised to see my face, staring out from the blood-speckled reflection of the shiny metal. I remember thinking how strange it was to look into my eyes, and see two black circles emerging out of two pools of light blue.








No one knew what to do with me. The structure of our entire society was rooted in rules. Concrete, unarguable tenets of life, and I had went ahead and broken them.



I was placed under observation for a span of days. There were arguments as to where I should have been shipped off to, but it was decided that I would stay home with my mother. We could not leave, and I was watched, recorded, and tested throughout my observation period. There was a lot to observe. For one, I had things called “pupils” and “irises” in my eyes now. I grew something called a mane, a tiny little patch of greenish stringy things coming out of my head. I didn’t know what was so special about them, but it caused such a stir among the observers. 



Mother and I did our best to keep some level of normalcy in our lives. We cleaned and restocked our little store over and over. We ate the food the observers provided. We lay in bed and told each other silly stories we had made up on the spot, and fell asleep holding each other. I loved her so much. What would happen if they took me away from her?








The Royal Breeder came on the day I turned twelve. I said goodbye to Mother while I was being ushered away. She silently mouthed a phrase to me and watched me go, standing at the entrance to our- her home. It wasn’t mine anymore. That’s what I was told. My mother had completed her purpose, and I would be tested to see if I was to have one. ‘The beginning of your true life’, is what the Royal Breeder told me.



“This must be very exciting for you,” she said as she looked down at me and smiled.



“Yes ma’am, it is,” I replied. To be honest, I was a little.



“Call me Den Mother.”



“Yes, Den Mother.”



She smiled again. It was an unsettlingly sincere smile. 



“You are very good little one, aren’t you? Your mother raised you well.”



The image of my mother, mouthing quiet, final words to her daughter flashed through my mind.



‘Obey them.’ 



“Thank you, Den Mother.”



We boarded a carriage, and I fought down my sheer excitement to be flying inside of one for the very first time. I pulled myself away from the window and did my best to concentrate on Den Mother’s words. She went over the procedures to my “trial”, and what would happen if I were to pass. The years of my future rattled off Den Mother’s tongue like a clean, rehearsed list. But I could hear the fine print at the end of every sentence. ‘If you make it,’ it whispered.



“Will I get a name?” I asked, cutting her off mid-speech.



Den Mother stopped in her tracks, fixing me with a good glare.



“Never interrupt me when I am speaking.”



“I apologize, Den Mother,” I said, bending low in my seat before her.



She snorted once before tossing her head. “Your name will not be given until you have proven acceptable of having one,” I could sense it coming this time, “if you make it to that point in your life.” Yes, there it is.



“I fully intend to, Den Mother.”



She smiled again. 



“Good.” She ran her eyes over my body, appraising me. “You are quite beautiful, you know. I’d never guess that you were born to the lower class had I not come and fetched you myself.” She found this fact terribly funny. “But your soon to be peers are just as beautiful, if not more so than you. They are bred for this life, and you are not.” Another smile. “You are a very, very beautiful mistake.” 



Looking back, I was impressed at my younger self. The level of control I had over my emotions was near prodigal at my age. 



“I understand, Den Mother.”



“Excellent.”



The carriage slowed, and I glanced out the window. Eyes widening, I pressed my snout into the glass.



I was amazed at the palace, to say the least. This great sprawling behemoth of indulgency was where I, a commoner, would live now. It was my home, and at the same time it was not. It was a beautiful structure nonetheless, and I found myself admiring it as the carriage touched down within its grounds. A row of guards lined the top of the outer walls, clad head to hoof in purple armor. 



“Why are there so many guards?” I asked.



Den Mother didn’t miss a beat. “To keep us clean from the filth.”



The interior was just as opulent, bathed in rich metals, woods, and fabrics. More amazing to me, I had never seen floors look so clean before. I didn’t have much time to gawk at the cleanliness before I was ushered through a series of hallways and corners leading to a very ornate set of guarded doors. We stopped before the doors, and Den Mother laid a hoof along my shoulders.



“You will be judged by both the royalty and nobility. If you have any wish of passing, bow when they enter, answer only when you are asked, and do nothing more.”



“Yes, Den Mother.”



She nodded, and giving a glance to the door guards, we walked through the slowly creaking doors into a chamber. A long table and several different chairs formed a half circle around the room, raised slightly above a small platform sitting in the center of the floor that Den Mother was currently ushering me to. I stood atop the platform, and Den Mother took a few steps back from me, and we waited in the empty room. Before long a door opened, and I bowed immediately as a voice resounded through the chamber.



“Announcing their Royal Highnesses, High King Metamorphosis and Prince Cocoon of the Changeling Kingdom! Representing the Noble Houses, the Marquess of Nest, the Marquess of Libelle, the Marquess of Honeycomb, the Marquess of Mayfly, and the Marquess of Hornet!”



Through all the titles my head remained low, even after the names had finished echoing off the walls.



“Stand,” commanded a voice.



I lifted my head to meet the gazes of the seven males seated above me, their expressions ranging from intrigue, to indifference, to disgust. I nearly flinched at their physical appearances: so different, but so similar to the body I was growing into, all of them having different manes and pupils.



“We are here to discuss the possible new addition to the Royal Breeders.” The largest changeling spoke with a low, even double tone. I assumed him to be the king. The actual King. “This is an exceptional case, and I, as well as the Noble Council, will hear the truth of this matter before coming to a decision.” 



The King gestured to the changeling seated to the far left. “Marquess Nest, what are the summary notes of your observer’s findings?”



“We are uncertain for the reason behind this phenomenon, your Highness. No case of a Lower Class Changeling transforming into what we see here has ever been recorded. Whether this female is a natural Nobleblooded changeling, or she is the start of a new mutation among the lower breeds, we do not know. In either case, the female seems to be developing into a viable Breeder. We need more time to conclude this, but for now, we strongly believe she will function as normal.”



The King gave a grunt of surprise. “Is that so? Very well then. Marquess Mayfly, what are your thoughts?”



One of the males on the right rose. “Your Highness, we frankly don’t care of House Nest’s findings, and believe this filth should be eradicated as soon as possible. A Lower Class changeling has no right to be among us of the High Class.” He turned his nose up and away, as though I was an offensive stench. “If she is allowed to be bred, she may contaminate our entire gene pool.”



My fight with control was quickly becoming a losing battle. Every word spoken by this male was like a stab wound. I knew we were thought of as lesser, but were we really so hated? Marquess or no, I wouldn’t-



“Then I shall be her Breeding sponsor.”



All eyes moved to the changeling who had risen from his seat to the direct right of the king.



“My Prince?” asked the Marquess of Mayfly, before his surprised expression shifted to a frown, “You cannot risk corruption of the Royal Bloodline for a Lower Class Changeling. ”



“My bloodline is the richest and strongest of the kingdom, Marquess,” the Prince voiced haughtily, “it can surely overcome any “lower class” blood this female might carry. Besides, it would be a waste if we discarded potential Breeders so haphazardly,” the Prince looked directly towards me and winked. “especially if the offspring turn out to be as beautiful as the Breeder herself.” 



I remained expressionless as the Prince turned to the King, who had been listening silently. “Father, if a Lower Class can complete the normal training regimen for High Class breeders, surely she has proven herself to be as worthy as one of them, if not more so. Should she complete it, I will sponsor her. If it doesn’t work out, we can still discard her and the offspring if they are corrupted. Simple, yes?”



The King leaned his head down in thought. After a few minutes, he raised his head again. “Very well. This female is hereby accepted into the Royal Breeders. Pending completion of the standard training, she will be assigned to become Prince Cocoon’s future Breeder. This meeting is adjourned.” The King looked down at me, and for the first time, smiled. “Welcome to the High Class, young changeling.”



I bowed again as the leaders of the kingdom stood from their seats, and Den Mother ushered me out through the doors and into the beautiful hallway outside. She rubbed along my shoulders, trying to comfort me as my legs trembled beneath me. 










I began to envy my life in the lower class. Sure there were many things we could not have, and we worked hard every day, but the act of surviving was not difficult, so long as you fulfilled your purpose. It was a very simple life. It was so much more strenuous to be a higher class changeling.



“You disgusting filth!”



We were expected to study the arts and read the literatures of several different cultures, as well as take up an instrument, if we had any talent for music. I truly enjoyed my studies of the Equestrian theatre, though. I would have loved to have been an actor, given the chance. There was, of course, the importance of manners when among the nobility, and the unending upkeep of our beauty. 



“Please, please, stop! I can’t-”



“Are you begging me? Are you begging me to stop?”



“No, plea-AH!”



Normally, we females would never need to worry for our physical ability, flight endurance, or magical prowess. Those skills were for the males to worry about. The Breeders were a different breed, as it were. In the event of any invasion, and with the demise of the male changeling army, we were to come to the defense of the Royal Bloodlines and the members of the Nobility Court. This was only the lesser of two reasons why we trained ourselves so vigorously, however.



“A Warrior never begs! A Warrior always fights! Make me stop, filth! Make me!” 



‘A healthy and strong breeder breeds healthy and strong offspring.’ This phrase was near worshipped by the Royal Breeders, a silent rule passed down through the ancient lines. The training we went through and the eventual physical, magical, and emotional tests given to us at our eighteenth year were our final challenge to become the perfect life-bearers. Our bodies needed to be perfect for the Noblebloods. If you were not perfect, you were not chosen to breed. If you were not bred, you had not fulfilled your purpose. If you had not fulfilled your purpose, the outcome was highly undesirable.



“You are nothing! Nothing but shit beneath my hooves!”



I stood in a circle with a mix of Breeders and Warriors alike. Warriors were male Middle Class Changelings who would volunteer to serve the kingdom as soldiers. Normally, the males and females were kept separate at all times, but training was an exception to the rule. It was believed that physical training with the stronger, more aggressive males would inspire the young Breeders to become stronger themselves, and it was definitely true. 



Despite the obvious physical appearance between the High Class, and the Middle and Lower Classes, I never really saw any other differences between them. Living in the Lower Class, I expected the High Class changelings to be creatures of godly power and intellect, while living in the High Class taught me that the Lower Class changelings were savage, uncultured-



“Filth!”



Yes, that was the most common derogatory phrase.



In the middle of our jeering circle lay a young Warrior, being repeatedly beaten by an older and undoubtedly stronger Warrior. Here was another aspect of this life that I did not understand. The beatings were a regular part of training, and even encouraged among us. Weed out the weaklings, let the strongest dominate. That was the rule, and I found myself disagreeing with many of them But, I would obey them, as my mother advised me.



The circle was breaking up now, the beating finished. My closest friend, a Breeder female with a blue-green mane sweeping low to the ground, turned to me and smiled.



“Want to go do some wing-sprints with me?” She was a feisty little changeling, and I was surprised to learn that she was actually the daughter of the King. If she passed training with me, she would earn her title of Princess, as well as her name.



“I did wing-sprints yesterday. I’m going to do something else? I’ll find you later?”



“Sure,” she replied, running off, “see you later!”



I nodded back to her, and turned my attention to the male still lying on the ground, moaning in pain. He was undeniably weak. It had only been two years since I had become a Breeder, but I had quickly established myself as one of the strongest of the females. I had too much to lose to be weak. I hated weakness. I had been watching this male barely pass his days of training. From what I saw, he trained by only by himself, and had no one to call a friend. 



I approached him. “Get up.”



He flinched away, holding his forelegs up protectively. “No, please-”



“Shut up and take my hoof.”



He unclenched his eyes, looking at me warily. I stomped my hoof impatiently and he quickly scrambled to his hooves.



“Oww...” he muttered 



“Stop whining and follow me.”



I turned on my hooves and headed for the infirmary. Cautiously, he followed behind. We entered the small room, and I pointed for him to sit on one of the chairs. He immediately obeyed. I began to pull out various medical supplies, and he watched me sort through them silently. He yelped when I cleaned his cuts with alcohol.



I shook my head. “You’re weak.”



He slumped in his seat. “I know.”



I wrapped a bandage around one of his forelegs. “You need to get stronger.”



“Yeah…”



I punched him in one of his bruises and he yelped once more. “No, you NEED to get stronger.”



“I can’t!”



“Yes you can. Tomorrow, I’m going to start helping you train.”



The little Warrior looked at me for a long time. “Why?”



I began wrapping another large bandage along his barrel. “No changeling deserves to be beaten like this.”



I felt him shift, and suddenly felt him embrace me.



“Thank you,” he whispered into my neck.








“Den Mother, how do I know if I’m in love?



“What?”



I scuffed a hoof along the floor, suddenly embarrassed. “I want to know if I’m in love.”



She giggled. “Well, there’s no real way to explain it. It just happens, and you know right then and there.” She leaned in and whispered conspiratorially. “Is it one of those Warriors?”



I nodded my head.



“Oh, don’t worry, Breeders and Warriors fall in love all the time. We train close together through the most hormonal years of our lives. Of course we’re going to develop an attraction to one of them. Even I fell in love with a Warrior.”



I looked up at her. “Really?”



“Sure did! In fact, he’s the Warrior Captain now. And I’m the Royal Breeder. Isn’t that funny?”



“Yeah, it is.”



Den Mother knelt down to meet me at eye level. 



“You’re going to be a good Breeder one day, little one. No changeling can deny it. You’ve already earned your place here in my book.” Den Mother reached her forelegs around to hold me. “I don’t know what you may have learned when you lived in the Lower Classes, but it doesn’t apply here. I don’t want to lose a Breeder as good as you just because you didn’t follow the rules. You can love,” she held my face between her hooves, “but never forget what your true purpose is.” She reached a hoof down to rub her pregnant belly.



I mimicked her, rubbing a hoof across my smooth stomach. I didn’t really agree with what she said, but the words of my mother, my real mother, rang through my head.



‘Obey them.’



“Okay, Den Mother."








As it turned out, it wasn’t actual love. I just really cared about that little Warrior. Under my guidance, he began to grow stronger. Through our training, we became close friends, him and I. It was a strong, solid bond we shared, and even the soon to be Princess warmed up to him, after some of her usual disdain. 



Of course, that friendship did turn into love, in time. What can I say? It was a wonderful love, a first love complete with all the happiness and optimism that a first love granted. My training flew by in his company. Together, we passed our individual training tests. Top of the class in all categories, I might add. I suspect I was a good influence on him.



I knew that our time together would end. We both had our purposes in life to fulfill. He as a Warrior, and I as the new personal Breeder to our Prince. It was the same for many of the others as well. Almost all of my sister Breeders could be seen with the Warriors they loved, saying their last goodbyes.



“I wish this didn’t have to end.”



“Neither do I…but, we both have our purposes, right?”



“Yeah, right…”



“Hey. I’ll always love you, you know.”



“Heh, of course I know that, you idiot! I’ll always-”



“Ahh there you are!”



Prince Cocoon had walked right up to us. We broke apart immediately, bowing.



“Good evening, Your Highness.” We said in synchronization.



“Yes yes, good evening. Warrior, you are dismissed. Return to your quarters.”



“Yes, Your Highness.” And just like that, our goodbyes were done. The love of my life walked away, perhaps for the last time.



“Now, I hear my little Breeder has passed her training! I always knew you had it in you.”



“Thank you, Your Highness.”



“Now, I would like to get started with you immediately of course. Come to my chambers after dinner, and we shall put your breeding skills to the test.”



“Yes, Your Highness.”



“Wonderful! I look forward to seeing you soon.” And with that, the Prince flipped his tail and trotted away.



I made a decision right there and then. I turned and galloped away, where I had last seen my Warrior walking away. I caught up to him quickly, and he yelped as I tackled him, pulling him into the unoccupied infirmary station.



“What-” I silenced him quickly.



If I am to be a Breeder, then I will be the one to choose who breeds with me.”








The entire Kingdom mourned over the death of King Metamorphosis. Cocoon solemnly took the crown, promising to be as great a king as his father. I stood just behind him as he addressed the Changeling Kingdom from the balcony we stood upon together. The tears welling up in my eyes were true. However, I did not cry for the King. I cried for a nameless Warrior found dead, just yesterday, in the Lower Class Districts. I rubbed my stomach, extended just slightly. 










The birth had gone easily. I had a son. My own, beautiful son. He was perfect. I held him as he cried, and I could not have been more filled with joy. 



“Next?”



“Male. Born one hour, three minutes ago.”



The inspector stood at my bed. “I’ll have to check him now, Miss.”



“Okay.” 



The inspector leaned over me, examining my precious child.



“Hmm, the horn is shaped wrong, and the torso is much too small. I’m sorry Miss.”



“What? No! He’s the King’s-”



“I’m sorry Miss, I’m just following procedure. You can always try again. Nurse, disposal.”



That word.



“Yes sir.”



The nurse pulled him right out of my arms.



“N-no! You can’t! No!”

It was happening again.



“Nurse!”



That one terrible word pushed at me. It reminded me of an old nightmare.



“Sedate her, quickly!”



No, it wasn’t a nightmare.



It was a memory.



A king, a prince, and two twin baby daughters.



One daughter had a slightly misshapen horn and a slender body.



A father and a brother silently watching her be taken away without protest.



Found in the filthy of the High Class by a scavenging female Lower Class Changeling.








King Cocoon was in his throne room, waiting for news and chatting with Den Mother. I made my way inside. 



He leapt up at the sight of me. “Darling! What is the news?”



I looked at him impassively. “I have had a perfectly healthy son.”



He cheered. “Wonderful! A celebration is in order! Breeder, alert the servants immediately! We must-”



“He is not your son.”



King Cocoon froze, the stupid smile still plastered to his face. “What?”



“He is not your son,” I repeated simply.



‘Obey them.’



‘No.’



The King laughed. “Well, what a shame. I knew I should have killed that worthless Warrior the very minute I saw you two together.” He smiled. “Surprised?”



“No, I’m not,” I replied evenly, “who else could it have been? I can’t think of anyone more heartless.”



He snorted. “Well, anyways, I think I can in all confidence say you’ve earned a name now. How about, ‘Whore’? It fits perfectly.”



“I will name myself. I’ve earned as much, Brother.”



I took pleasure in seeing him recoil. “You-”



“Know?” I finished for him. “Yes, I do now. And it seems you had known all along, you disgusting bastard.”



“So what, you want to kill me? Take the throne out from under my hooves?”



“Sounds alright to me.”



His horn lit up, igniting a spear hanging from the wall. I was just slightly faster. My jagged horn sunk in deep through his right eye. I pulled away, and addressed my Den Mother, standing stock still in a corner of the throne room.



“Call the council, if you will. There’s going to be some changes around here.”



“Y-yes, Your Highness.”



Hmm, yes. ‘Changes.’ I like the sound of that. That’s what this was, a transition.



I think I’ve decided on my name.
      

      
   
      The Love of a Bunny


      

      
      
         Angel had been reclining on his favorite spot on the couch when Fluttershy flew in with something small and furry held against her. Angel sat up and gave her a questioning eye.



“Oh, hi, Angel,” Fluttershy said, closing the door behind her. “I was on my way home when I ran into this sweet little thing.” She gently set the cat on the ground, giving Angel his first good look at her. She was mostly white with black fur forming a mask-and-mantle pattern.



Angel narrowed his eyes at her.



“I think she’s been abandoned,” Fluttershy continued. “The poor dear can barely speak to me.” She leaned down and gently stroked the cat. “Do you think you can tell me your name?”



“Meow?”



“Aww, it’s okay,” Fluttershy said with a smile. “You take your time. I do need to call you something, though.” She tilted her head slightly as she considered the cat before her. “How about I call you ‘Fluffy’?”



The cat purred and affectionately rubbed her cheek against her, making Angel grit his teeth. He hopped down off the couch and bounded over.



“Fluffy here will be staying with us until she’s feeling better.” Fluttershy turned to Angel. “I need to get lunch ready. You make sure she feels welcome.” With that, she drifted off into the kitchen, leaving the bunny and cat alone in the room.



The cat gave a flick of her tail. “‘Fluffy’?” She turned her nose upwards. “That pony isn’t very imaginative with names, now is she?”



Angel glared at her. “Don’t think I can’t see right through that act of yours.” He crossed his arms and pointed his ears at her. “You ain’t the first freeloader that’s tried to take advantage of her, and you’ll be outta here just like all the others.”



She simply sauntered around him, tracing his chin with her tail. “And who are you to stop me?”



“I’m Angel J. Bunny!” he said indignantly. “That’s who.”



“‘Angel’?” She brought her face within an inch of his, a taunting smile on her lips. “Isn’t that a girl’s name?”



“It ain’t no girl’s name,” he said with a huff. “It’s the name Fluttershy gave me.”



“Well, Angel,” she said as she made her way to couch, “despite what that pony’s decided to call me, you may call me by my actual name.” She leapt onto the couch and stretched herself across where Angel had been sitting. “I’m Diva.”



“Hey!” Angel yelled. “That’s my spot! No one sits in my spot but me!”



Diva gave him a cheeky grin. “As if I care what some house pet has to say.”



“Hey, I ain’t no pet!” Angel said tersely. “I’m an animal companion.”



“Well, Mister Animal Companion,” Diva said, unsheathing her claws, “what do you say to this?” She dug her claws into the couch and pulled, ripping up the fabric and releasing its stuffing.



Fluttershy rushed into the room at the sound of Angel’s frantic squeaking.



“What’s going on here?”



Angel feverishly pointed at the damage Diva had caused.



Diva turned to her with wide, quivering eyes. “Meow?”



“Oh, Angel,” she said as she floated over to the cat. “She’s just nervous about being in a new place, that’s all. I’m sure she didn’t mean any harm.”



Angel’s jaw fell in disbelief as he continued pointing to scars carved into the cushion.



“Now, Angel, it’s just a couch.” She took a seat beside the cat. “Fluffy here is our guest and we need to make sure she feels comfortable here.”



Diva rubbed her cheek against her, sending a wicked grin in Angel’s direction.








“And that’s what happened!”



Angel looked around to his fellow animal companions, all assembled for their weekly playdate.



“I mean, look at that!” he said, waving an arm at the ponies. They were gathered around Diva as Fluttershy introduced her to them. “She’s got ‘em all wrapped around her paw, especially Fluttershy!”



Winona gave herself a quick shake.



“Sounds like ya got yerself a real problem.”



“You’re telling me!” Angel was on a roll. “She’s walking around, rubbing her filthy cheeks on everything like she owns the place! And she called ‘Angel’ a girl’s name. Can you believe that?”



Winona casually scratched at her ear to avoid eye-contact.



“Eh…”



“Never mind!” He narrowed his eyes as he watched Diva weave her way around Fluttershy’s legs. “I gotta get rid of her, and fast.”



“Well I know if a cat started making goo-goo eyes at my Applejack, I’d run her so far up a tree Big Mac couldn’t buck ‘er down.”



“Y’see, I like the way you think, Winona,” Angel said with a nod. “Now that’s a plan I can get behind.”



“Now, now,” Gummy said sagely, “let us not make any rash decisions.”



“I’m open to suggestions, Gummy,” Angel said.



“Angel, you know I prefer to be addressed by my proper name.” Gummy stood a little straighter. “Gumsworth. Gumsworth Archibald Pie the Fourth.”



“Uh-huh, yeah,” Angel said flatly. “Can we get back to me for a second?”



A collective “Aww!” made all of their heads turn. The ponies were all watching Diva roll around through some flowers.



Angel scowled at the cat and the ponies gathered around to pet her. “Look at ‘em—still fawning over her like she’s the best thing they’ve ever seen.” He turned to Owlowiscious. “Hey, Al—you got any ideas on what to do about Diva?”



“Who?”



“Diva!” Angel shouted. “That-that cat!”



“Oh, my apologies, Angel.” Owlowiscious quickly shook his head clear. “My mind was elsewhere.”



“C’mon, Al—focus!” Angel sighed in exasperation. “Where do you go when you… zone out like that?”



Owlowiscious had a familiar, distant look in his eyes.



“You know what? Never mind.”



“Ahem.”



Angel turned toward the sound. “You got something to say, Tank?”



Tank stood up to feel more dignified. He blinked thoughtfully, giving full consideration to what he was about to say. He cleared his throat, commanding their undivided attention. He paused for dramatic effect before taking a deep breath. 



“…Well—”



“Okay, moving on!” Angel turned to Opalescence. “Opal, you’re a cat. Any idea how to get rid of Diva?”



Opal stopped her self-grooming and considered the question.



“Fluttershy certainly knows how to care for a cat. I can see the appeal of living with her.” She turned to address Angel directly. “You should be grateful that I have Rarity, or I might consider the idea myself.”



Winona tilted her head in curiosity. “Why do you stick around Rarity? Ya ain’t exactly affectionate with ‘er.”



Opal gave a flick of her tail. “She spoils me.”



“Uh-huh.”



“Yep.”



“Yeah, ya got that right.”



Opal cleared her throat. “Yes, well, the point remains: there’s a reason one should not feed stray cats, and once a cat has found a place they are comfortable, it can be quite a challenge to get them to leave.”



Angel nearly fell over when struck with this news. “You’re saying I’m stuck with her?!”



“I’m saying that getting rid of her will be harder and even less pleasant than getting rid of fleas.”



Angel hung his head. “Gummy, you’re supposed to be the smart one here. Please tell me you have an idea.”



He was met with silence.



“Gummy? Gummy?! Gumsworth!”



“Yes?” Gummy asked with a smile.



Angel clenched his teeth. “Do you know how to get rid of Diva or not?”



“Why, it’s elementary, dear Angel.”



“Oh, here we go,” Angel said with a roll of his eyes.



“If you cannot make Diva leave, then you must make her want to be somewhere else, instead.”



A moment of silence passed over the group as they considered Gummy’s words.



“Okay…” Angel said slowly. “How do we do that?”



Gummy simply smiled. “I have a plan.”








Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon were enjoying their milkshakes outside of Sugarcube Corner, and Angel was hiding in the nearby bushes, waiting for the right moment to make his move. He had his eyes narrowed in focus, and his foot was drumming in anticipation.



It was when both of the fillies leaned in to sip from their respective milkshakes that Angel bounded out of hiding. He ran as fast as he could and leapt high into the air, snatching the tiara off Diamond Tiara’s head as he passed.



“Hey!” Diamond Tiara cried.



Angel landed with the tiara in his paws and took off for Fluttershy’s cottage.







Diva was grooming herself in Angel’s basket when he burst into the living room. He quickly slammed the door shut behind him, but Diva was most interested in that shiny thing he was holding in his paws.



“Why, hello, Angel,” Diva said as she sauntered over. “What do you have there?”



“Oh, what—this?” Angel said casually, looking over the tiara. “Just a little something I picked up on the way here.”



A hungry glint appeared in her eyes as they followed the tiara. “Would you mind if take… a closer look?” She took a step towards him and reached out for it.



“Hey, no way, Diva!” Angel pulled it in close against him. “You’ve taken my bed, you’ve taken my house—you ain’t taking this, too.”



A wicked grin spread across her face. “You really are a slow learner, aren’t you?” She jumped him and tried to wrestle the tiara away from him, but Angel held tight. They tumbled across the floor, each one tugging and pulling on it. An angry-sounding knock at the door interrupted their fight. Diva took the opportunity to swipe and tiara away and ran for cover.



“Hey!”



Fluttershy entered the room and opened the door to two very irate little fillies.



“Can-can I help you?” she asked nervously.



Diamond Tiara pointed an accusatory hoof at her. “Your rabbit stole my tiara right off my head!”



Fluttershy gasped and turned to the bunny. “Angel, is this true?”



Angel shrugged nonchalantly.



“Angel,” Fluttershy said seriously, “you apologize to her right now.”



All he did was cross his arms with a flat expression.



She turned back to Diamond Tiara sheepishly. “He’s… very sorry.”



“I don’t care about that!” she said with a scowl. “I want it back!”



Everypony turned to Angel, who simply opened his arms to prove he didn’t have it. With that done, he dashed past them and into the bushes.



“Angel!” Fluttershy called out, but he was already gone.



Diamond Tiara glared at Fluttershy. “If you don’t find my tiara, I’m telling my daddy!” The severity of her tone made it clear that this was no idle threat.



Angel turned to Gummy who had been waiting for him in the bushes, his teeth clenched tight.



“You better know what you’re talking about, Gummy, or Fluttershy’s gonna be in trouble with the most powerful stallion in town!”



“Patience, my friend,” Gummy said, watching his plan unfold before him. “Also, I prefer ‘Gumsworth’.”



“Whatever!”



Diva emerged in the doorway, the tiara held in her mouth.



“Look, Di,” Silver Spoon said. “That cat has your tiara.”



Diva set it down in front of Diamond Tiara, swishing her tail around. “Meow?”



When Diamond Tiara reached out for it, Diva affectionately rubbed her cheek against her hoof.



“Aww,” Fluttershy said with smile. “She likes you.”



Diamond Tiara smiled coyly at the cat. “Well, she has good taste. I’ll give her that.”



To everypony’s surprise, Diva leapt onto Diamond Tiara’s back and started nuzzling the back of her neck.



“Wow, Diamond Tiara,” Silver Spoon said. “You two look good together.”



“She is cute,” Diamond Tiara admitted as she picked up her tiara. “I bet I could convince Daddy to let me keep her.”



Fluttershy smiled at the fillies and the purring cat. “Does this mean you’re not upset about the tiara?”



“Are you kidding?” Diamond Tiara scoffed. “I have a dozen more like it at home.” She took a moment to regard the kitty resting on her back. “Is it okay if she comes with me? I think I’m starting to like her.”



Fluttershy thought about it carefully. “Taking care of a pet is a big responsibility…”



“‘Responsibility’,” Diamond Tiara said with her nose in the air. “That’s what servants are for.” She turned to make her leave. “C’mon, Silver Spoon. Let’s go show Princess her new home.”



Diamond Tiara and Diva left sporting equally mischievous grins with Silver Spoon in tow. Fluttershy watched them leave before returning to her home.



“I can’t believe that worked,” Angel said slowly.



“It was simply, dear friend,” Gummy said with a smile. “It was clear that Diva would choose a life of luxury over simple comfort. We merely had to bring those two together.”



Angel crossed his arms. “Yeah, well, they definitely deserve each other.”



“Don’t be so sour, Angel,” Gummy said calmly. “We’ve done a good thing here today.”



“Yeah, yeah,” Angel said with a pout. “Don’t remind me.”



“If you will excuse me,” Gummy said as he turned to leave, “I am due back at Sugarcube Corner. Pinkie Pie has requested the presence of the best alligator baker she’s ever met, and I do not wish to disappoint.”



“Okay. Thanks for helping me out,” Angel said, finally relaxing. “But if she ever shows her face around here again, we’re going back to Winona’s plan!”








Angel was reclining in a meadow, waiting for sunset when he heard a familiar sound approaching.



“Howdy, Angel,” Winona said as she ran up to him. “Heard ya finally got rid of yer little pest problem.”



Angel chuckled as he sat up. “Yeah, Gummy’s plan worked like a charm.”



“Here I thought you’d be Fluttershy right about now.”



Angel shook his head. “Nah, she’d be taking care of the other critters at the cottage right now. I don’t wanna be around for that. I’m just gonna hang out here until she’s done.”



“Ya mind havin’ some company?”



“I won’t stop you.”



Winona took a seat next to him and faced the sun.



“Y’know, I don’t get you, Angel,” she said. “Sometimes yer so mean, you make Opal look like a peach. But every time a new critter comes along, ya start getting’ all jealous—”



“Hey,” Angel said defensively. “I wasn’t jealous of that cat.”



“Ya get all moody like someone stole your spot on the couch. What’s that about?”



Angel sighed. “Ya know I was the runt of my litter? Had to fight just to try and get my fair share. Until Fluttershy came along, that is.”



Winona tilted her head, but didn’t interrupt.



“Fluttershy was the only one who’d ever been nice to me before. She noticed me and put me first.” Angel took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “She called me her angel. Her little Angel Bunny.”



Winona kept her ears up at attention.



“But it’s like… she’s too nice, ya know?” Angel blinked hard. “It used to be that, once she took care of those good-for-nothing freeloaders that hung around, she’d be all mine. But then she started making friends with all these different ponies and-and that Discord guy and all those Breezies.” Angel shook his head. “It feels like she hardly has time for me anymore.”



“Is that why gettin’ yer tail fluffed by her is so important to ya?”



“Is it that obvious?”



Winona narrowed her eyes. “We had to chase you halfway across a continent all ‘cause you wanted her to be the one to do it, remember?”



Angel chuckled nervously. “Yeah, well, sometimes it feels like the only time I get where it’s just me and her, like how it used to be.”



Winona allowed him all the time he needed to say what he wanted to say.



“So yeah, I ain’t always the nicest guy in town, but if I don’t push my way to the front of the line, then I’m gonna be last. That’s why I do the things I do.” He turned to look her in the eyes. “Ya ‘get me’ now?”



“Yeah,” Winona said as she stood up. “I get you.” Winona watched as the last sliver of sun finally disappeared. “What I don’t get what yer still doin’ here when your pony is way over there.”



Angel watched as she departed, leaving to be with her own pony, no doubt. Angel pushed himself up and started hopping for home.








Angel Bunny opened up the front door.



“Ugh!” he said, wrinkling his nose. “This place still reeks of cat. It’ll take forever to get her scent off my stuff.”



Fluttershy entered the room at the sound of the door.



“Oh, there you are, Angel.” She flew over and gave him a hug.



Angel smiled and returned the hug. At the end of the day, no matter how many critters she cared for or friends she had, she always found time for him.



For her little Angel Bunny.
      

      
   
      The Hunt


      

      
      
          The Hunt 







The Hunt is on.



My quarry is on the run, blooded and ready for the tracking, while my first Prey lies at my feet.  This world is ripe for the Hunt, filled with challenging Prey to prove the Hunter worthy.  



Not more than an hour after emerging from my portal and setting up my base camp, I happened upon a mated pair of winged creatures sitting in plain sight upon a small grassy rise near the forest.  My first shot caught the older male right in the chest, but the smaller female was far faster than I expected, and streaked away in a trail of rainbow colors before I could get off more than a few reaction shots.  From the small specks of blood around their feeding spot, I managed to nick its pale blue pelt with a few of the paralysis darts, and my proximity sensor will allow me to track the wounded creature to its lair.



While I wait for the darts to leech into the fleeing creature and render it immobile, I load the first creature onto the carrier and drag it back to my camp.  It is a magnificent dark-blue winged quadruped, fairly small and apparently herbivorous, with a colorful mane arranged in parallel stripes and an attractive face.  I am thankful for the foresight that caused me to use paralysis darts when I started on the Hunt, for although the creature would look impressive on my trophy wall, it shall be even more impressive when caged for the admiration of my fellow Hunters.  That is, once I have collected his colorful mate still out in the forest somewhere, unconscious now that the darts have completed their work.



I arrange the paralyzed creature at my base camp and bind its limbs in case I am gone for an extended period and it awakens.  As a precaution, I add a loop of the unbreakable plastic around a nearby tree so that my trophy cannot be carried away by any larger predator.  The defensive turret I leave deactivated, for I do not trust its programming in this new hunting ground, and I have no desire to be shot by my own base camp defenses.  My automatic recall would still return me home, but the indignity of the experience would shadow my discovery of new Prey.



Before heading out to collect the large creature’s mate, I examine the primitive devices I have found with them.  Obviously these creatures are intelligent, with some sort of manufacturing base to produce the rude cloth and woven basket, as well as the bottles of an unknown fluid that my protein analyzer determines to be some sort of fruit juice, and safe for me to drink.



It is delicious, an obvious secondary resource to extract from this new world once the Hunt is over and all of the Prey has been collected.  Far too many worlds have been stripped of their Prey and left the Hunters without a proper challenge.  Perhaps this one will last longer than most.



For a moment, I stand in the forest clearing in which I have made my camp and breathe in the dank musk of the decaying leaves, the scent floating through the trees, and the gentle breeze that cools the sweat that trickles down from my helmet.  It would be tempting to keep the knowledge of this world a secret, my own private hunting lodge to which I could retreat whenever in need of the touch of the outdoors and the thrill of the Hunt.  It could never last, as my fellow Hunters would eventually trace the dimensional signature through the trophies and captives that I would accumulate.  Far better to register the coordinates of this rich world upon my return and harvest the fees as Hunters flock to the new Hunting grounds.



Dreams of my upcoming wealth fill my mind as I follow the second quadruped by way of the tracking devices embedded in the paralysis darts.  The classification of ‘Pegasus’ seems to fit these colorful new winged Prey, creatures much as the ancient legends from the distant past say once roamed my home world.  Perhaps an race of Hunters was the cause of their extinction, and properly restrained samples of these ‘Pegasi’ could be reintroduced into the few wildlife refuges that still remain, once properly processed to remove any traces of sentience, of course.  So lost am I in my thoughts that I am shocked into nearly dropping my rifle when the tracers that signify the position of the second pegasus suddenly dart into motion, curving around my position and streaking back towards my base camp.



The creature must have a metabolism like a blast furnace in order to burn through the toxin that coats the darts and still be able to move.  Unconsciously, I toggle the fire selector on the rifle to automatic as I run, although I do not switch the ammunition type to flechettes just yet.  There is still the possibility of capturing the magnificent specimen, if I can get enough darts into its body as I did the other.  I burst into the clearing where I have set up my base camp and swing the rifle to cover the second pegasus, who is attempting to free its mate from the bindings.  The bound pegasus shouts a warning, and my Prey streaks away before I can aim, reducing my precise shot worthy of a Hunter into a stream of darts that still manages to miss.



This Prey is far more worthy of the Hunt than I had thought.  I put an additional paralysis dart into the first pegasus as it struggles against the unbreakable bindings and snaps in my direction.  It would not do for the creature to injure itself before I return to my home and place it in a viewing cell.  For herbivores, the pegasi seem to be violent beyond expectations.  Some selective neural surgery may even be required for the captives, in order for them to accept their proper status.



For now, I concentrate on the remaining Prey.  Keeping the proximity alarm turned to its highest setting, I rummage through my supplies.  As fast as the creature is, a net trap should still ensnare it into immobility, and I have the perfect bait for the trap in its mate.  The faint bleeping of the alarm indicates the Prey is distant, circling my camp in search of an opportunity to reach its mate again.  I pretend to ignore its observation and continue working, laying out the traplines and arranging the compressed nets under the glaring eyes of the paralyzed pegasus.  As much as it pretends to violence, those soft golden eyes are not the eyes of a killer.  There can only be the Prey and the Hunters, and there is no doubt to which category it belongs.



After I finish with the traps, I turn my attention to the portal elements which are to be my way home.  It took an immense amount of power to open a hole through space-time to this location without a return beacon.  Now that I have set up the components, the relatively puny power cells I was able to transport will be able to generate a return portal for several cycles until I can bring a more permanent installation.  It would be a waste of power to use the portal for the return of a single Prey.  After the second is captured and restrained, it would be a good idea to collect several more, perhaps a full family group which could be arranged in a diorama once properly processed by the taxidermist.  The protein analyzer indicates the flesh of these creatures is consumable, but a few steaks will be a more accurate determination of their worthiness as Prey.



My concentration is broken by the scream of the proximity alarm.  The second creature darts across the forest clearing in a pale blue streak trailing rainbows despite the load of paralysis venom in its blood.  It is fast, so rapid that I nearly cannot get my rifle up before it is upon me, but its target is not a Hunter.  It fairly blazes across the trapped ground where I have restrained its mate, leaving behind my entire collection of nets all tangled into a whirling ball in its slipstream.  It is an arrogant maneuver for Prey, showing its contempt for my actions even as I pump a few more darts in the direction it flees.



The trapped Prey chuckles, giving a brief sneeze as it blinks away the dust that covers my camp.  Apparently my humiliation is pleasurable to it, and I barely restrain myself from shooting another paralysis dart into it in return.  The thrill of the Hunt is upon me, and I scan the treeline into which the Prey has vanished in the hopes of it returning.



Time passes as my blood cools.  This is always the part of the Hunt that frustrates me most.  The proximity sensor can direct me towards the distant Prey and the tiny machines in its bloodstream that broadcast its location, but it still is much faster than any Hunter.  I must wait its return while shorn of another tool of the Hunters.  The ball of adhesive nets is tangled beyond any ability to salvage, and I begin to regret not bringing more of my equipment through the portal.  The pegasus may be able to dodge slow projectiles, but a beam weapon would pluck it out of the sky.  Some Hunters are overly cautious, with powered body armor and multiphasic weaponry for even the simplest Prey, while others prefer to match their physical prowess against Prey with nothing more than a scrap of cloth and a spear.  I have sought a proper challenge across dozens of worlds, risking death or dismemberment in my quest to be a Hunter, and this is the closest I have been to parity.



Hours pass while I wait.  The Prey remains within range of my sensor, flitting about the forest as if it were searching for something, but with short trips back to the clearing to check on its mate and my position.  Every time it returns, I lay in wait.  If it strays into my vision for even a fraction of a second, I will drop it without hesitation, but it remains remarkably concealed for a creature with so many colors.



After each failed capture attempt, I return to the base camp and check my gear.  The first Prey begins to attempt communication with a series of whinnies and snorts while drawing lines and geometric figures in the grass with one hoof, much like other Prey on other worlds I have visited.  I ignore it, except to pour some water into a bowl and place it within reach of the creature.  It could be several hours before I capture its mate, and days before we return home where it can be properly caged.  It would be foolish to allow it to expire.



The day draws near to an end as I set up the camp for the night.  It takes just a few minutes to unpack the automatic defenses that I was so reluctant to deploy before.  Four sensor paddles driven into the moist earth will ensure even the fastest predator will be detected before it reaches my camp, and a full case of paralysis darts loaded into the automatic needler will take care of the rest.  I am very careful to map out an exclusion zone within the camp, because these darts are much heavier than the ones in my rifle, and would render me helpless in seconds.



With the upcoming sunset comes a strange noise out in the forest, a howling of sorts mixed in with the jubilant sounds of the missing Prey.  My first Prey seems upset at the noise, straining at its bonds and muttering something in its strange language that sounds vaguely profane.  The proximity sensor shows the Prey heading straight for my camp, in short bursts of speed that correspond with the distant angry howls growing much closer.  Even as prepared as I am, I an caught unaware when the pale blue Prey bursts out of the treeline and heads in my direction at such a rapid rate that it is past me and gone before I can even pull the trigger.



However, there still is Prey.



Streaking out of the forest edge is a huge beast that appears to be made out of trees.  Green fire burns from its eyes and mouth as it flings itself forward with a scream of rage, and I am barely able to depress the activation switch on the sentry cannon before it is halfway across the forest clearing.  A stream of heavy paralysis darts vanish into its woody body, spraying small flecks of wood from the impact points, but not slowing its rapid charge in the least.  The automatic needler fires a second burst, then a third, before switching to a continuous stream of fire that vanishes into the wooden monstrosity with no more effect than to change the target of the beast’s ire.  I add my own ineffective fire to the automatic defenses, running completely through a clip of paralysis darts before the Prey smashes into the camp, one wooden paw descending onto the sentry cannon in a burst of sparks and metal parts.  



I switch my rifle to flechettes and saw a long burst through the Prey’s torso.  Branches and twigs fly, and the beast staggers, falling to the ground as I direct the spray of sharpened steel to truncate wooden limbs from its body.  The rifle clicks empty at the same instant the creature collapses into a heap of mismatched branches, and I attempt to calm my heart while reloading.



A small noise draws my attention back to where I have restrained my first Prey.  The colorful pegasus has one of the previously-fired flechettes in its teeth, attempting to saw through the bonds of its mate.  With my heart still pounding to the excitement of the Hunt, I raise my rifle even as the larger Prey shoves his mate behind him.  It ruins my shot, giving the smaller Prey time to streak away into the distance with no more wounds than a few colorful hairs floating to the ground behind it.



I am still quaking with rage when I see the expression on the restrained Prey.  It should have been jubilant over the escape of its mate, or at least smirking at my defeat, but instead it was looking with growing horror at where I had felled the large wooden Prey beast.  Splintered wooden limbs were lifting into the air in a glowing green force field of some sort, reassembling the creature at a rate far faster than I imagine possible.  I empty a second magazine of flechettes into the creature, then a third, finally throwing a bundle of signal flares into the quivering pile of wood and watching suspiciously as it burns.  This is one Prey that will not be found on any Hunter’s wall or in their menagerie without serious equipment and powered armor.



Still, it burns well, and adds a comfortable heat to the campsite as the night falls.



The alien stars above stare down on me as the night passes on, a thousand silver eyes in the sky watching as I remain by the the dying fire and wait.  The restrained Prey had attempted to hide the sliver of steel left by its mate, as expected, and I decide on an enforced nap for the creature instead of allowing it to plan mischief through the night.  



The second Prey has considerable potential, once fitted with proper restraints and a punishment device for training.  The way it herded the wooden Prey back to my camp was ingenious for an untrained creature.  Once trained, it would make a useful assistant in the Hunt, drawing Prey to the Hunter until its inevitable loss at the claws or fangs of another Prey.



The creature has settled down for the evening, as the proximity sensors determine it has nested a few hundred lengths above the ground, in a distant bank of clouds.  An odd place to rest, but it is beyond the range of my weaponry from here, and possibly yet another scheme to lure me away from its mate.  



I rest, awaiting the dawn and the resumption of the Hunt.



Before the sun rises, I arrange the first Prey on the carrier and drag it behind me as I slip through the darkness in the direction of the second Prey’s tracker.  It may think itself safe, concealed in the clouds above the Hunter, but it is only Prey.



Once I reach my destination, I prepare the flyer and load its projector with paralyzing darts.  It is nearly silent, rising into the darkness on ducted fans and guided to its destination by the beacon of the darts still embedded in the Prey’s skin.  I watch carefully on the display as the flier breaks through the clouds and focuses on the target, illuminated in starlight and the soft warmth of the upcoming sunrise.



It is a piece of bark, with several bloodstained paralytic darts stuck in the center.



The sun rises above the horizon in one rapid motion, coating the ground with golden sunshine and causing the flyer to burst into a cloud of molten metal and burning plastics.  Highlighted in the glare of the rising sun are a large number of Prey, led by two horned pegasi much larger than the Prey lying bound in the carrier at my feet.  They are descending upon my position with slow, deliberate wing strokes, exposed to my fire as I raise my rifle and flip the selector to paralytic darts.  The electronic sights line up perfectly on the chest of the largest Prey, a brilliant white pegasus wearing some sort of golden apparatus on its head, and I stroke the trigger almost lovingly before sliding the sights over to the second largest Prey.  The dark pegasus seems almost contemptuous of my aim, pausing in mid-air with wings spread wide as if to ensure the most precise shot placement as I stroke the trigger the second time.  And then a third.  And a fourth.



The silvery paralytic darts have stopped directly in front of my targets, held immobile as if they had struck a transparent partition.  I flip the selector lever on my rifle to flechettes and hold the trigger all the way back until the magazine is empty with little more effect than to irritate the larger of the two Prey.  The barrel of my rifle glows red, then white, before bursting in a spray of molten metal that makes me flinch away and reach for the emergency recall on my belt.



I fail to reach it.  



The same golden energy that stopped my shots so effortlessly holds me in a crushing grip as the second horned Prey sweeps down from the sky and lands directly in front of me.  A blade made out of darkness appears in front of her, and with a dispassionate expression more suited for stepping on a bug, she swings it down.



The pain is incredible, but limited to a single line of fire that cuts me from head to the waist.  Again and again, that impossibly sharp blade descends to cut away equipment and clothing, leaving behind a thin line of blood seeping up through my skin wherever it touches.  It is a display of control that even the most skilled Hunter would be hard put to match, and I see the hardness in her eyes that the other Prey lacked.  This one is a killer, a Prey who had slain before and would be perfectly willing to slay again.  The blade continues to slice and dart around my naked body until the larger pale Prey lands to her side and speaks a single word.



Where the dark horned pegasus was a lethal Prey worthy of a Hunter and willing to kill, the white horned pegasus possesses a sense of enormous power held back by great restraint.  A Hunter seeking this Prey’s hide on his trophy wall would be well advised to bring as much armor and weaponry as they could carry, and Hunt in a pack.  Those dark eyes speak of the willingness to burn an entire world into a cinder in protection of its kind, and I shudder at the thought of the death that awaits me.



Still held immobile in the golden energy field, I am dragged back to my base camp with the first and second Prey walking by my side, conversing with the two horned pegasi.  It is an enthusiastic conversation, with much pointing and bared teeth on behalf of the pegasi, and much nodding by both of the large horned pegasi.  Any hope of triggering my failsafe and being dragged back through my portal is dashed in two ways.



First is the way the dark horned pegasus treated the blood-soaked pile of my possessions that were left after she had cut them off my body.  As she concentrated, a dark energy had surrounded them, compressing them into a small ball of materials that shrank while glowing red with the heat of compression until nothing was left but a blackened ball the size of a fist.



The second is the sight of a third horned pegasus of a soft violet hue gleefully disassembling my portal generator while scratching away on notes.  As she disposes of each piece, it too glows with the light of the dark Prey’s energy and turns into a small smoldering ball of scrap, until the last piece is gone and a surge of her power somehow manages to pull the pieces of the portal generator from my world to this one.  She giggles in amusement as she begins to disassemble this technological puzzle too, and my last hope of returning home alive dies with it.



Her actions will not help save this world.  When I die, the small ball of metal in my skull will return to my world, where other Hunters will be able to calculate the coordinates of my final demise.  Prey that can kill a Hunter is rare, and my kind will flock to this world in search of the Hunt.  The more challenging the Prey, the more fierce the Hunters who will respond.  The sky will fill with Hunters in armored suits and vehicles, in whatever numbers needed to bring down the Prey.  



I am lost in my imaging of my fate while three of the horned pegasi converse among each other, and frozen in shock as they create a free-standing portal between them without any mechanisms or power sources.  I am lifted with little effort and held in front of the glowing ripple in space, then the white horned pegasus tosses me through almost negligently much as if she were disposing of a piece of trash.



I am alive.  



Although I am both naked and covered in bleeding scratches in the middle of a forest somewhere, I am still alive.  The Prey may possess incredible power, but they are fools to have released me in this fashion.  Once I gain the attention of another Hunter, I will bargain with the coordinates to their world in return for transportation home.  The Prey will make me rich beyond my imagination as scores of Hunters pay any price to travel to their world and Hunt.



First, priorities. 



Damp earth feels almost pleasurable under my bare feet as I stagger forward through the thick brush in search of food and water, wincing as the branches brush against my bloody skin.  The scent of water is close, and where there is water, a Hunter can always find Prey to eat and weapons to create.



Out of some sense of familiar caution, I look back before reaching the water and freeze at what I see.  There is a bipedal alien, dressed in rugged clothes and carrying a well-worn rifle emerging from the forest scrub.  It holds a broken leaf with a smear of red upon it, one of the same branches that I carelessly brushed against on my rush to the watering hole.  It looks up and catches my eye at the same time I notice the bare skulls attached to its belt.  Whatever the species of the creature, it is a Hunter, and from the looks of its Prey, it does not care to capture.



A surge of adrenaline drives me through the rough brush as I hear the crack of the alien’s rifle and feel the splinters of wood spray from the trees I am dashing through.  His quarry is blooded and fleeing, ready for the tracking as I plunge naked into the forest.



The Hunt is on.




      

      
   
      Juju


      

      
      
         I smile as I catch the coin out of the air. The familiar uneven weight on my hoof, the metallic smell that lingers in the air, the sheen of the metal. I have the best job in the world.



“Heads! Ooh, how unfortunate. You know what that means, mares and gentlecolts!” I turn to my assistant, who is tied with hemp rope to an old oak plank taller than he is long. A tattered off-white blindfold covers his eyes, and he holds a bright red apple in his teeth. I throw my coin into the air again, though not to flip it this time. Instead, while it’s in the air, I sweep up the extremely heavy-looking axe on the floor of the stage—it actually weighs only a bit more than the coin does, though with that coin I’m not sure in the moment if that’s because the coin is heavy or the axe light—and brandish it above myself for all to see.



“Off with his head!” I cry, doing my best to add a warble to my voice. As my mouth forms the word “head,” my teeth close around my coin, fallen back to earth. As a result, the word “head” comes out more than a little garbled, but I think my audience gets the picture. I grin around the coin and swing the axe at my assistant’s neck, putting as much of my weight into the blow as I possibly can without overbalancing and throwing myself off the stage.



That’s happened a couple times.



The crowd, as all of this has been going on, has been collectively leaning in to the point that I wouldn’t be surprised to see ponies falling forward out of their seats. I’ve also had that happen a couple times. One time a pony lost her balance and fell so hard that she sprained her jaw. The forms from that show were terrible. Her lawyers tried to corner me, claiming that if my show was less suspenseful their client wouldn’t have had cause to injure herself. What a load of poppycock that was. 



As annoying as lawyers can be, though, mine has certainly gotten me out of more than a few messy situations. There’s the stupid stuff, like that pony I just told you about, but my shows can be pretty dangerous, and sometimes ponies do get more seriously hurt. Not that it’s ever my fault per se; ponies just seem to have a lot of accidents when they’re in my audience. I do wonder sometimes, though. 



There’s been many a time that, after I’ve hung up my special direct-to-emergency-line telephone, I’ve sat on the floor of my trailer and gone back to a story my sister told me once. Now, you have to understand, my sister is far, far older than I am. My parents had her before they were married, and they had me just a couple years before they died. Sometimes I ask how my mother could’ve possibly given birth to me when she was eighty-three, but sister somehow always changes the topic.



The story, though, goes like this: once, a pony had a mug half-full of ale. Wait, what’s ale, I asked my sister the first time she told me this story. She said it was an adult thing and I’d find out when I was older. I did. The pony was at the bar with a friend (what’s a bar, I had asked my sister. She just looked at me until I lost the staring contest, and then kept telling the story), and the friend also had a mug half-full of ale. So, the pony took the friend’s mug half-full of ale and poured it all into their own mug, then put their friend’s mug back. So the pony had a mug all the way full of ale, and the friend had nothing.



It was never a very interesting story, and I was always asking for better ones, but my sister really liked telling that story for some reason. I heard it every night when she put me to bed, every morning when I woke up, and sometimes in between in the middle of the night my sister would sneak into my room and whisper it into my ear, which I know because I woke up once or twice while she was doing it.



The funniest thing about the situation, though, was that the day I got my Cutie Mark was the last day I heard my sister tell that story. Or, well, not tell it so much as hand it to me on a metal plaque with the words engraved on it. But she never so much as mentioned ale or bars to me again after that day.



I had been out playing with my imaginary friends—we lived half a day’s trot from the nearest village, so I didn’t have any actual friends—when I put my hoof into a snake hole in the ground I hadn’t seen. I had been running pretty fast during our game of tag, so I twisted my shoulder—my front left shoulder, I recall—really good. As it happened, I couldn’t really walk. And, given that my friends were all imaginary, they weren’t of any help to me. To make matters worse, I startled the snakes living in the snake hole with my inexcusable intrusion into their home. A snake poked its head out of the hole, scanning the surrounding area—bog, bog, bog, and more bog, except for the cute delicious pony that couldn’t run because of a twisted shoulder. At least, I assume that’s what it was thinking, because it slithered over to me and started trying to fit my entire bottom right leg into its mouth at once. Given that the snake was shorter than my tail and thinner than a rib-bone, it didn’t have much success. Nonetheless, I was terrified. In my precious youthful ignorance, I assumed that no matter the size of the snake in question, a snake with the necessary gumption could devour any creature or piece of a creature it wanted to.



Caught in the throes of this sudden terror, I reacted with the one thing that was beaten into my brain above all else: ale. Well, not the ale, but rather the taking from another for yourself. What I mean is that I accidentally tore the snake in half. Being covered in blood and snake pieces really didn’t help me at all, seeing as I more or less went from being in very little danger while suffering from a substantial degree of terror to being in no danger at all while suffering from near-complete terror.



I fled towards home. Through some good luck, I avoided stumbling into another hole, or indeed any obstacles at all, and I chose the correct direction to sprint blindly in. And it wasn’t until I reached the front doorstep that I remembered I had hurt my shoulder—which did still hurt a really incredible amount, compounded by the distance I had just run. I pounded on the door with my good hoof, crying for my sister to come out and help me. What larger problem exactly I wanted help with I wasn’t sure, I just wanted to stop being covered in blood.



In any case, my sister calmed me down and cleaned me up, and when she drew her washcloth across my flank, what else did she find but a mug (some might say a tankard) of ale, half full. She walked out of the house then, with me still half-covered in crusting snake blood, and came back close to midnight with the metal plaque with her story engraved on it. I had gotten ready for bed by then, and I was just waiting for sister to tuck me in and say my goodnight story. Instead, she just dropped the plaque on my chest and walked out of my room. I never learned how she got to town and back so fast.



I left our little house in the bog a few months later. One day it occurred to me that despite having a mug of ale on my flank, I had never tasted nor even seen the beverage. This realization was the first of several that led me on that fateful day to packing a rucksack and throwing it over my shoulder, giving my sister a goodbye hug, and walking out the door to greener pastures. I walked for quite a while—I was still small, and apparently the half-day’s trot measurement only applies to fully grown ponies. But eventually I came upon the village nearest to our little cottage, only to discover that the local bar served wine, vodka, whiskey, rum, and absolutely no ale. I stayed at the inn—the innkeeper was a very kind mare who was happy to let a little pony like me have free room and board for just a single night—and in the morning began the next step of the journey that I was by this point entirely convinced was my true calling in life: finding a drink of ale.



Unfortunately, beer isn’t very popular in Equestria. It took me five years of searching, so many lucky moments I can’t even count them using the hairs on my head as extra hooves, and only slightly fewer broken bones. Most of those were other ponies’ bones, though. Not that I broke them, there were just a lot of accidents around me. There always have been.



I did finally find my drink of ale, though, in a small bar just a few miles from the western beaches on the southern sea. Close enough you could taste the salt on the air. It was a lovely place, that bar—and the whole town—but it wasn’t for me. Because the second the contents of that glass of ale touched my tongue, I spat it out with a fury. The only thing worse I’d ever tasted was the bit of snake blood I got in my mouth on the day I got my Cutie Mark. It was a demoralizing outcome to be sure, but I got up the next day and decided that just because I didn’t know my purpose in life didn’t mean I couldn’t have an exciting time finding that purpose, and carried on exploring the country as I had for the five years before I tasted ale. I picked up a couple friends along the way, ponies who didn’t know what they were meant for, like me, and we eventually settled down just south of the great city of Fillydelphia. Close enough for comfort, far enough away to avoid the bustle of city life. We built several splendid log cabins in the woods there, though unfortunately they all burned to the ground when I was out foraging for berries. It took longer than I had expected because I couldn’t remember if a certain berry I had found was poisonous or not, and I hadn’t wanted to bring them back to camp lest some unsuspecting soul die the victim of my own lack of training in herbology. In the end I decided it wasn’t worth the risk—a lucky choice to be sure. I looked it up later, and the things I read in that book nopony should have to go through.



After our settlement and a good portion of the forest had been burned away, we decided as a group that it would be best to go back to our nomadic lifestyle. So we did, traveling by day and pitching tents by night. We actually ran into a mare on the road one day that impressed us so much with her stage show that we decided we should try taking up an act as a family. And since that day we’ve performed in every town we’ve stopped in, and ponies have always loved us. Such a curious twist of fate that ponies seemingly without a destiny should find their way by rebelling against what others might think is natural, by leaving their homes and finding a new family on the road.



What got me onto this tangent again? I feel like I was doing something important.
      

      
   
      Anonymous Dreams


      

      
      
         Chrysalis’ wings buzz as she darts through the air to hover just in front of Shining Armour. Her enormous eyes take in the hall full of ponies standing with gaping jaws, and her tiny, sharp teeth lock together in a foxlike grin. “Soon, my changeling army will break through. First, we take Canterlot. And then, all of Equestria!”



A minute ago you were craning your neck like all the ponies around you to get a better view of the wedding far ahead of you, at the other end of the great hall.  Being on two feet gave you a small advantage.  The truth was you hadn’t even heard of this Cadence or Cadance or whoever until yesterday; you only came in hopes of seeing Princess Celestia up close.



Her voice rings out now over Chrysalis’ chittering laugh. “No. You won't.”  Celestia strides down from the stage.  Her steps are graceful, almost dainty, yet their smoothness also speaks of something massive and unstoppable.



“You may have made it impossible for Shining Armor to perform his spell, but now that you have so foolishly revealed your true self, I can protect my subjects from you!”



The feminine sensuality of her movements blends with her stern and warlike face in a way that makes you feel faint for a moment.  You shiver, and a part of you is glad to have come, whatever happens, just for that glimpse.



Their horns collide with a crash, then they each spring back and release a blast of glowing energy at the other, Chrysalis’ a diseased phosphorescent green, Celestia’s a blinding gold.  Sparks flash where the beams break upon each other.  You watch in horror as Chrysalis’ beam slowly pushes Celestia’s back.



You look to your right and to your left.  Hundreds of ponies stand staring while their princess fights alone.



A feeling rises from your gut, choking and hot, to fill the space between your ears with a red ringing.  Rage, at the insect queen, but even more at the stupefied cowards around you.



You find yourself running down the long red carpet, charging towards Chrysalis  Her eyes remained locked on Celestia.



A second before you reach her, Celestia falls to the ground, black burning smoke rising from her horn.  Chrysalis turns her head back and sees you running towards her backside.  It shines like polished steel.  You see the glint of sharp corners that were not evident from a distance.  The corners of her mouth turn up in amusement.



At the last instant you swerve, and lunge and tackle not Chrysalis, but her left wing.  You hope it isn’t as sharp as it looks.



Her eyes widen even further as she realizes what’s about to happen.  The wing doesn’t even slow you down; it shreds like a kite in your grasp.  You stumble and fall, dropping small bright shreds of wing that drift to the ground about you.



“VILLAIN!” Chrysalis shrieks, and lowers her horn.  A sickly green flash erases your world.








You wake in darkness.  You feel a slight pressure all over your body, and a vagueness about up and down, as if you were underwater.



As you come to you realize you aren’t in complete darkness. Everything is covered in a dim green light.  Your back presses against something cold and slimy; your front, against something soft and warm.



“Human,” Celestia’s voice says, inches from your ear.  “Are you alive?”



The space is so constricted you feel the air move when she speaks.  You cough something nasty into the dark green.  “If you are,” you reply, genuinely unsure.



“For a time,” she says calmly.



You blink, and things become a little clearer.  Clear enough to make out Celestia’s ears just ahead of you.  The soft, warm thing moves against your chest as she speaks, and you realize it is her.



“Where are we?” you ask.



“In Chrysalis’ larder.  Formerly my throne room.  Hanging from the ceiling in a cocoon.”



“Oh.”



Silence.



“You were the only one who came to my aid,” she says.  “Even my guards stood by and watched.”



“It was nothing,” you say.  “Long-term cultural inoculation to violence.”



“Still.  It was very gallant of you.”



You shrug in the darkness.



“No doubt that’s why she found it amusing to bind us together in this manner,” she says.



You weren’t going to bring it up, but you’re bent over and pinned against that wide posterior you’d been admiring from afar just minutes ago, with your feet gripped firmly and deeply in a hard, solid substance below you, and your hands stretched out above your head and encased in more of the same somewhere ahead of Celestia’s throat.



“What do we do now?” you ask.



“We do nothing.  Then she eats us.”



“Oh.”



More silence.



“Surely there’s something we can do,” you say.



She sighs.  “There were many things I could have done,” she says.  “But I was a fool.  I forgot that the greatest magics in Equestria are friendship and love.  Even as I scolded Twilight and told her to make some friends, I had none myself.”



“I have always been your friend,” you say.



She goes silent.  You feel her shudder beneath you, and realize she’s crying silently.



“I’m a terrible friend,” she says.



You wish you could stroke her face.  You consider blowing in her ear, but it might be misconstrued.  “You’re a wonderful pony,” you tell her.  “Even though we never met, you made me a better person, just by being yourself.”



She sniffs, then her head moves with a sudden start that shakes the cocoon.



“I felt that,” she says.



“Felt what?”



“Friendship.”



“Um.  Good.”



“Give me more.”



More?



You bury your face in her mane, and try to feel your forced embrace not as constraint, but as the hug you’ve always wanted to give her.



“I’m sorry about being eaten,” you say.  “But I’m glad to be here with you, now, and tell you that I’ll be your friend for as long as we have left.” Her mane muffles you a bit.



“Yes,” she says, and sounds surprised.  You can see her fur, her mane, her eye more clearly, and you realize her horn is glowing dimly.  “You are glad.  I can feel it.”



You can feel the warmth of her neck, through the short, soft, neatly-curried fur there.  You relax your neck and let your cheek sink into it.



“Ah,” she says, and her horn glows a shade brighter.



“Is that good?”



“Yes.  But I need more to get us out of here.”



You hold her tight and remember how she sent her guards to Ponyville when you first appeared there, for your protection.  You remember the marks of her benevolence, scattered across Equestria—schools, libraries, universities, hospitals—and the little signs of her as well:  the cream-filled donut named after her at Pony Joe’s, the birdfeeders kept stocked on every Canterlot street corner.



“Oh, yes!” she says.  You think, from her voice, that she’s smiling.  Her horn glows enough for you to see the downy hairs inside her ear.  They look very soft.



“I want to see your face,” she says.



You use your arms to pull yourself as far up against her as you can, finally finding your right eye level with her left ear.  She turns her great eye upon yours, as best she can with the tip of her horn stuck firmly in something unyielding.  You feel her gaze touch yours, and in that dark place, waiting your shared doom together, it feels more intimate than physical contact.  Each time she breathes in, her chest expands and it pushes you back an inch, and you lose that precious lifeline.  Each time she breaths out, you come forward, and the two of you lock eyes again for another moment, and you feel her warm, moist breath on your face.



You must be breathing each other’s breath over and over.  You don’t know why you haven’t suffocated.  Changeling magic, you suppose.  A little something to keep the meat fresh.



Her eye begins to lose its focus on you, yet you sense she’s more aware of you than ever.  Her nostrils open wide.  You feel her legs twitch beneath you.  “More!” she says.



You try, but you don’t know how to friend her any harder.  You haven’t got any actual memories of her.  Perhaps you don’t really know her at all.



“I’m sorry,” you say, breathing hard.  “That’s all I’ve got.”



She sighs.  The light flickers.



“Is…  Is that it, then?” you whisper.



She catches you again in that gaze.  “There is… one more thing we can try.”



“Anything!”



“It’s a terrible thing to ask of you.”



“Anything,” you repeat, more slowly.



“Well…” She looks away.  “You have to love me.”



“But, princess.  I do love you.”



“I mean… you have to… love me.”



An awkward silence.



“For Equestria,” she says hoarsely.



“For Equestria,” you repeat softly.  “I think I can do that, princess.”



“Please.  Call me Celestia.”



You aren’t sure how you feel about this.  Scratch that; you are sure how you feel about this; you just aren’t sure how you feel about how you feel about it.  She thinks she’s asking something terrible of you, and you’re playing along while inwardly saying a frenzied prayer of thanks to Chrysalis.  As you debate your feelings, you feel her rump press up against you.



“Well?” she says after a long, even more awkward silence.



You realize the princess doesn’t understand the difficulties involved.



“I’m wearing these things called pants.”  Levi’s 501s, to be precise.  The worst possible thing.



She nickers in frustration.  “My kingdom will fall because of your species’ ridiculous fondness for pants?”



“It’s not so much a fondness as a… safeguard.”



“A safeguard?  Against what?”



“Well… against this.”



She snorts, though daintily.  “That is, forgive me, but I’m a little tense when I’m about to be eaten, the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”



“Sorry.  Really.  I am.”



She stirs beneath you.  Suddenly you feel the entire length of her tail draw itself slowly up through your legs, and you cry out.



“Sorry!” she says.



“It’s... fine,” you gasp.



“I needed to get my tail free.”  You feel the tip of her tail brushing across your stomach.  It’s prodding, feeling.



“I see the problem!” she says.  “Figuratively speaking.”



Her tail begins poking at the hem of your jeans, long rough hairs sliding in deep under it and then back out.  You brace yourself, but your underpants protect you.  Fortunately.  Maybe.



“They’re rivets,” you say.  “Big brass ones.  All down the front.  Look, you’ve got a nice tail, but there’s no way it’s sensitive enough to—”



Her tail sides in between the first and second buttons.



“—ooh, ah, sensitive enough to—”



Her tail and haunches tighten suddenly, yanking you up tight against her, and the first button pops off, flies across her shoulders, and lodges in the ooze beyond.



“Oh,” you say in a small voice.



She pauses, her tail already wrapped around the next button.  “Are you certain you wish to do this, human?”



You’re about to blurt out that yes, you’ve never felt more certain of anything, when suddenly you realize, to your own amazement, that you aren’t.



“Celestia.” You give yourself a moment to savor the taste of the word on your lips, of saying it, that way, to her, before you say the thing you’re afraid to say and ruin everything.  “If it works, and we get out, and save Equestria—what then?”



You see the silhouette of her ear lie back nearly against her head.  She seems no more eager to answer the question than you were to ask it.



“Because if it’s just for Equestria, let me down now, first.  Don’t…”  You realize you’re crying.  You wish you could wipe your nose, but it’s running, and you’re dripping tears and snot into her fur.  “I do want love, real love.  More than anything.”



Her head swivels around—actually, you’re not sure what happens; her horn is stuck in the cocoon, her eye still faces forward, but you can see her eye clearly, growing larger, shining brighter, as if it had been just a doll’s eye before but had now suddenly come to life.



“Dost thou?” it asks in a different voice, closer, almost in your head, yet also very far away.



You are naked before it, not in body but in soul.  It stares through your eye as if it were a window.



“Dost thou truly?” it asks, and you hear a note of long-stifled hope in the strange, dusky voice.



You try to shut your eyes, but it’s

              still      behind your
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                 in the       and

                         you

                       shake

                         your

                          head

                         and



the pegasi barely look up as you enter the forum, your shoes glowing with the magic that lets you join them there.  It’s all brilliant white and open to the sky, like a stone amphitheater where Aristotle might have argued with Aristarchus.  But they squabble and squawk like, well, a flock of birds with their feathers ruffled, oblivious to their dignified surroundings.



“We’ll have to cancel spring!” a small green pegasus mare moans.



“Our situation is indeed dire,” an old, dark grey stallion says.



“What’s so special about green, anyway?” Rainbow Dash says.



“What’s so special about green?” the green mare repeats, her wings quivering.  “What’s so special about green?”



The grey stallion holds up a wing.  “Hold your theatrics, Cloudhuffer.  I shall explain.”  Bending forward, speaking not just to Rainbow but to the entire circle of at least a dozen pegasi, he says, “Green is the color of spring.  But it’s not merely a color.  It’s—how shall explain—the genesis of life is green.  Green is as necessary to life as orange is to fire.”



“Then,” Rainbow says, bringing her eyes together, “if there’s no green—”



“Precisely,” the stallion says.  The circle falls quiet.



“Hello, gents and mares,” you say in the pause, sitting down on a stony-looking cloud seat.  “What’s all this about green?”



“See for yourself,” Rainbow says, nodding towards a pair of arches at the other end of the forum, which you hadn’t noticed before.



You walk through the arches and find yourself a vast workspace.  Pegasi seldom bother with rooms except for privacy, as there’s neither rain nor wind above the clouds.  Six great vats stand in a semi-circle, colored red, orange, yellow, green, blue, and violet.  A tube runs from the bottom of each, off to the edge of the cloud, where they drip their contents over the edge in five bright ribbons that curve down to earth in a gap-toothed rainbow.  Gap-toothed, because one color is missing.  A few drops are all that emerge from the tube leading to the green vat.



You grab a couple of empty buckets, and fill one halfway with blue, and the other halfway with yellow.  You return to the forum.



The pegasi are arguing again, this time over whose fault it is.  Saying nothing, you walk to the center of the circle and pour out the bucket of yellow in a line across the floor.



A few pegasi pause their bickering to look at you, and raise their eyebrows.



You take a few steps, then pour the bucket of blue in another line, crossing the yellow line in a large X.  Where they cross, the blue turns a bright green.



The pegasi fall silent instantly.  They stare for a few seconds.



“How’d you do that?” one asks.



“If you mix blue and yellow,” you say, “you get green!”



“He’s a witch!” Cloudhuffer shrieks, and falls down in a faint.



The circle clusters around you and stares and sniffs at the colored X.  Derpy takes one step closer than the others and sticks her nose right in it.  She sits back on her haunches and licks it off her face with one wipe of her tongue.



“It tastes green!” she says with a grin.



This seems to be the final definitive proof, for the pegasi give a great cheer and hoist you on their shoulders.  They fly you around Cloudsdale three times, cheering all the while, before finally setting you back down where you began.



“So,” Rainbow says, sidling up and rubbing against your hip.  “I guess you saved spring, stranger.”



You shrug.  “No big deal.”



“No big deal?”  She grins.  “I’d say that was [i]pretty cool[i].  What’s your name, stranger?”



You’re about to tell her when Princess Celestia arrives in her sky chariot.  She steps out daintily and walks toward you.



“I’ll get back to you later, Dash,” you say.  “Duty calls.”



Rainbow’s ears fall in disappointment, but she takes a step back as the princess steps toward you.  She has another one of those medals hanging in the air before her.



“Human.  I had a feeling we’d meet again.”



You shrug.



“This is beginning to become a habit,” she says.  “Why am I always coming to you, human?  You should come to Canterlot Castle sometime, and I’ll find some reward for you there.”



She smiles slyly, then clears her throat to indicate that now is the time for formalities.



“For saving the realm of Equestria, again, I award you the Golden Phoenix, again.”



You bow, and she slips the medal’s ribbon around your neck.  It slides down and jangles against your other medals.



“Thank you, princess.”  You stand there while everyone stares, and you begin to feel a bit silly wearing all these medals around your neck.  They’re kind of heavy.  Why were you wearing all of them today, anyway?



“If it’s all the same to you, you can skip the medal next time,” you tell Celestia.  “I just want to be helpful.”



A small pegasus filly who had remained silent until then cocks her head and stares meditatively at you.  Her eye draws you toward her, and Celestia, Dash, and the guards all seem pushed away to the side.



“Dost thou?” she asks in a dusky alto full of doubt, as you fall into her old, old eyes.  “Dost thou truly?”



You wake, gasping for air.



Your bedroom is still dark.  The birds are not yet awake.  In the distance, a cat screeches.



You feel the weight of the air settle on you, pressing you down into the mattress.  Everything’s so heavy, out here.  You inwardly curse your luck, as you do every morning, at having come out the other side of the night.



You could probably still fall back asleep, snatch a few more hours of oblivion.  But those eyes…



You roll onto your side and blink until you can make out the red glow of your clock.  4:15.



If you get up now, you’ll be exhausted all day.  Worse than that—you’ll have to be you for twenty hours straight.



You don’t know if you can handle that.



You close your eyes.  The heavy gravity still pulls at you, but now it’s your friend, pulling you down and under.  You feel so heavy, like an anchor dozing for centuries on the ocean floor, like an ancient thing sleeping under a mountain…



“...the dragon!”



A guard slaps you in the face, and you look up.  “Sorry,” you say.  “My attention kind of drifted there.”



“Speak more respectfully to her majesty, dog!”  He cuffs you harder.



You wince, then grin.  You try to reach up to rub your chin, but find all four of your hooves in chains.  It’s quite a compliment; murderers and madmen get by with just one when they’re brought into the Room of Judgement.  But you are the desert fox, the one rebel stallion Celestia never could capture.  Until she did.  The gallery is packed with mares who came for the thrill of being terrified by your gaze.



“Maybe I just won’t speak at all,” you say.



The guard spins to kick you, but Celestia holds up one wing.  “Peace.”  She leans forward behind her desk.  “You know our woes, rebel.  If you have any feeling left in your heart for Equestria, you will do this for us.”



“My name,” you say, “is Broken Wing.”  The guard cuffs you again.  You hear the plink of a drop of blood from your nose hitting the floor.



Celestia stares down at you arrogantly.  You stare back, just as arrogantly.



“Well, then.  Broken Wing.”  It’s the first time she’s ever called you by name.  She must be truly desperate.  “You are the only pony among us whom this dragon will talk to, in gratitude for when you, out of a sympathy owing to your own injuries, tended to his broken wing and nursed him back to health.  Persuade him to leave Equestria and return to the Everfree, and your crimes shall be forgiven.”



You look her straight in the eyes.  “I have committed no crimes, and need no forgiveness from you.”



The mares in the gallery gasp.  One faints, and a bailiff runs to get her water.  Even your guard is too shocked to strike you.  You press your luck.  “Perhaps,” you say, “I would consider your offer, if you sought forgiveness from me.”



Now your guard strikes you, a hard blow in the stomach.  The courtroom buzzes, then hushes as you raise your head again.



You point your muzzle at the guard, keeping your eyes on Celestia.  “Get rid of him.”



She looks at you, then looks at the guard, and nods.  He mutters darkly at you, then retires to stand behind the bar.



“For seven years you left me to rot,” you say.  “Seven years, for the crime of saving your ponies from your own corrupt officials.”



“I know the tale you spin, desert fox.”



“And I know your heart, princess.  You’re not like this.  You’re not cruel and cold and distant.”



“You know nothing of my heart,” she says, and her eyes flash in warning.



“It’s not your fault,” you say.



“To hear you speak, everything is my fault.”



“It’s not your fault, what you did to your sister.”



The gallery goes crazy again.  The bailiff shouts for order and stomps his hoof on the marble floor repeatedly until the crowd falls silent.  In the silence, you hear sobs.  Celestia, head down on her desk, crying.



“Truly,” she says, “you are the one pony who knows my heart.  Forgive me, Broken Wing!  But save us.  Save my people.”



“No,” you say.  “That’s still not enough.”



She raises her tear-stained head from her desk.  “Not enough?  What more do you want?”



“You know what I want.”



The crowd does not even gasp, not believing you could mean what they think you do.



You do.



She sits up straight in her chair, her face drawn in tightly.  A blush rises to her cheeks.  “Very well,” she says.  “On the nights of the full moon, you may be my consort, and distract my mind from its troubles if you can.”



Around the courtroom, jaws drop.



“Still not enough,” you say.



Celestia stares at you, her eyes drooping in despair.  Then, suddenly, like sun shining through the clouds, she smiles, as if a heavy burden has been lifted from her.



A mare in the front of the gallery whom you hadn’t noticed before raises her hoof.  “Um,” she says in a dusky voice like stardust.  “Mayhap the dragon will talk to us, since we tended his other broken wing ‘til he regained his full mettle, ‘an it please your majesty.”



“What?”  You blink.



“I think he’s in my book discussion group,” a dark stallion you hadn’t noticed standing beside you says, “albeit he sitteth in the back and sayeth little.”



A colt sitting in the front of the gallery with old, old eyes, whom you hadn’t noticed before, pipes up.  “We play checkers with him every other Sunday.  A worthy foe he is, most puissant on that motley wooden field.”



“Guard!” Celestia calls.  “Take this rebel back to the dungeon.”  She turns to the dark stallion.  “Tell me about this ‘book’ group,” she says.  “Is it loyal to the crown?”



“Wait!” you say.  “I’m the only pony Smaug will talk to.”  But the guard cuffs the side of your head again, and begins dragging you away.



The bailiff rolls his old, old eyes at you as you pass.  “Smaug?  Really.”



The guard yanks your chains mercilessly, making you stumble on the rough stones of the dungeon.  He regards you out of the corner of his old, old eyes.  “The one pony who this, the one pony who that.  You one ponies bore us.”



“But this is my dream!”



She stops, dropping your chains.  “Is it?  Is it really?”



“Who else’s would it be?”



“That is not what we meant,” she says, and suddenly you remember where you’ve seen those eyes before.



She resumes walking, without picking up your chains, but you’re dragged along just as before.  The stars come out one by one, mirroring the lights glowing in her cerulean mane.  “This dream is a thing for thee alone.  To thee it is a pleasant distraction, but whom canst thou share it with?  None other could find aught of value in it.”  Her breath mists in the chill night air.  Endless plains stretch out into the darkness around you.



“You can’t share a dream,” you protest.  “They’re not real.”



Princess Luna comes to a sudden halt and turns that eye on you, the one you can fall into.  “That is thy folly.  Thou must share thy dream, for it to become real.  Thou saidst thou desired love; thou saidst thou wanted to be useful; yet thy dreams seek only the shadows of these things.”



You kick at the gravel beneath your feet, and notice, idly, that you’re human again.  “What would you know?  You’re not real.”



She laughs, and it echoes separately off each individual star.



“Don’t laugh at me,” you warn.



She smiles, which is worse.



“You’re a thing of my dream.  The result of a headache, of eating that week-old pizza before bed.”



“Believe that if thou wilt.”



“And you’ve ruined my dreams.  Three times.  This is my time, Luna.  This is the only time I have to be happy.”



“We desire thy happiness.”



Hopefully that weird grammar doesn’t mean she wants to take it from you, or something.



“Oh, yeah?  Well, good.  Because I think you owe me some happiness.  And I think you’re gonna make me happy, right now.”  You glower at her.  This is your world.  Everything in it must bend to your will.  Let one figment of your imagination rebel, and you’ll be left with nothing, nothing, it’s too horrible to contemplate.



“Mortal,” she says.  “Take care.”



Let her take care.  You’re the master here.



“No.  Everypony loves me.  And you,” you say in a slow, commanding voice, “are going to love me too.”



She smiles at you again, with no hint of mockery.  Somehow that makes it more infuriating.  “We beg of thee…”



“Good.  That’s a good start.”  You point down at the ground.  “Beg.”  You will her to bend down.  She’s your creation.  She must bend.



Her legs tense, and she frowns, as if a great weight has come down upon her, but she stands there stubbornly.  You concentrate harder on pushing her down.



Her legs tremble, but still she stands.  “We can play these games, mortal, if thou insist.”



“Good.  Let’s play rodeo.”  You snap your fingers and a saddle appears on Luna’s back, western-style, and a bit and bridle on her head.  You leap up, throw one leg across her back, and grab the reins.



“What…”  She immediately tries to grab the bit in her teeth, but you’re ready and pull back, keeping it in the tender rear part of her mouth.  She speaks with some difficulty:  “What game is this?”



“You try to throw me off, and I try to stay on.”  You kick your spurs into her ribs.  “Giddyup!”



She lurches forward at the first kick, but then stands and refuses to move no matter how hard you kick.  That’s got to hurt.



“Fine,” you say.  You wave an arm, and a dark, conical mountain rises from the plains behind you with a rumble.  You snap your fingers and its peak explodes, belching bright orange lava.  It pours down the mountainside toward the two of you.



“Of course,” you say, “it’s not really hot.  You could just stand here and let it wash over us.”



Your face is reddening from the heat as you speak.  Luna bolts away from the tide of lava, and you hold on, holler, and swing your Stetson wildly in the air above you.



The lava comes on fast, faster than any horse can run.  It pours across the plain like an ocean, like the original diluvial flood.  But Luna is no horse.  She gallops across the plains like an express train, the saddle beneath you smooth and level, and the lava recedes behind you.  You wonder why she doesn’t fly, then see her wings are pinned underneath the saddle.



Well.  That just makes it more challenging.  You pull left on the reins.  Luna grunts in pain as the bit tears into the left side of her mouth.



“Left,” you explain, and pull harder.  She shouts something, you’re not sure what, you only hear the word “lava.”



“Yes, that’s the point.  Left,” you say again, and pull.



She veers left.  The lava rushes closer.



“Good pony.” You pat her on the neck.  She tries to reach back and bite your hand, but you straighten her head out with a quick pull of the reins.



She turns right, and you yank the reins left.  “I didn’t say right.”



She’s streaming with sweat now, from the heat or from the running.  With a great grunt she bucks her hindquarters high into the air.  No rodeo rules here; you let the Stetson fall and wrap both arms around her neck.



The reins fall away.  She whinnies and bolts again to the right, bucking wildly beneath you.  You cling to her neck.  The saddle horn suddenly turns into a viper’s head, but you will it back into dead leather.  Then she gives a brutal kick and the entire saddle slides out from under you and falls into the darkness, and her wings come out and she leaps into the night sky.



Your arms and legs are wrapped tightly around her neck; no points for style, but that’s not the point now.  The wind rushes through your hair as she spirals and spins madly, thrashing beneath you.  You can’t tell up from down and don’t care; you just hold on, sweat running down your face, mingling with hers where it drips onto her mane.



Your fingers burn, and have already begun to uncurl in protest when you remember you can control time, and point of view.  You haven’t done that in so long.  You zoom out and watch the scene from somewhere above as your body and hers continue their wild gyrations.  Time passes.



Say an hour.  It’s cheating, but that’s the point.  Your dream, your rules.



You look back at the scene.  An hour later, and Luna has landed on the vast empty plain, but is still going strong, bucking and shaking the you clinging to her back.  Her endurance is incredible.



Time passes.  Say a day.



You look back in on the scene, and Luna is a sodden mess.  You can smell the stink of her sweat from here.  Her chest heaves violently, her head drooping between her shoulders.



You slide back into the scene.  You prod her side with your spurs.  She kicks weakly, barely lifting off the ground.



“Lie down,” you whisper in her ear.



She lies down gratefully, with you still astride her.



“Doesn’t that feel good?”



She says nothing.  Her ears flick at nothing.  She looks off vacantly into the distance and gulps in air.



“Now, say that you love me.”



“We lovest thou,” she mumbles.



“Louder.  Like you mean it.”



“We lovest thou,” she says more loudly.  Her eyes open wide in realization and gratitude.  You have broken her, emptied her, and she waits now for you to fill her up again according to your desire.



“You love it when I saddle you up and ride you.  Nothing gives you more pleasure than feeling the pull of my bit in your mouth, and obeying its commands.”



“We lovest thine saddle,” she begins slowly.



“No, no, a thousand times, no,” a dusky velvet voice says from behind you.  “Thy grammar is as villainous as thine imagination.”



You turn, and see Princess Luna standing above you, glittering in her full regalia.



You look down.  Between your legs is a crude sock puppet fashioned from old rags.  Its sock mouth opens, and you see your arm working it.  “We lovest the feel of thy bit,” it says in a squeaky voice, but the words come out of your own mouth.



“We love, thou lovest,” the real Luna says.  “Say it.”



You look down at the puppet, then realize she’s speaking to you.



“Say it, mortal.”



You narrow your eyes at her.  You can do this all night.  By force of will, you bring her to her knees.



“No, thou dost not.”



You snap your fingers, and saddle and reins appear again on her back.



“No, they do not.”



Stop that!  You can’t—



“We are done playing games.”



You look into her eyes, and they are not the least bit tired or beaten.  They look down on you from the vantage point of three thousand years.



“We love, thou lovest,” she says calmly, and waits.



You will the sock puppet to disappear into the sand, but it lies there, staring mutely at you with one button eye.



You lower your head.  “We love,” you repeat.  “Thou lovest.”



“We love thine armour, but we love thy saddle.  Thy or thine, as best keeps one consonant between the syllables and lets the words flow trippingly off the tongue.  Thine armour, thy saddle.  Say it.”



“Thine armour,” you say.  “Thy saddle.”



“Finally, in the scenario thou hast envisioned, thou art the master and my doppelganger thy servant.  She must not ‘thou’ thee!  To thee falls the thou-ing.”



You hold your hands to your head.  “Luna.  I’m… I’m so sorry.”



“Thou liest.”



You wake.








You go through your morning ritual, go to work, and slip into your cubicle without speaking to anyone.  You think:  This is madness.  You should be doing something, anything, different.  But you don’t know what.  Only one thing is clear:  you can never sleep again.



You search the internet to find out what happens to people who can’t sleep.  Wikipedia says that attempts to torture people with complete sleeplessness have failed, on account of their eventually falling asleep no matter how they are tormented.



There must be people who can’t sleep.  You Google “sleepless disease.”



“Hey.”



You look up.  Your boss is leaning against your cubicle wall.



“Arthur says you put code in a changeset summary.  You can’t put code in a changeset summary.”



“The code is the changeset summary,” you say.  “There was a typo in a hash key.”



“A changeset summary is supposed to be in English.”



“It’s one line,” you say.



“You can’t put code there.”



“I have to put it somewhere in the ticket.  There’s no place else to put it.”



“You can’t put code in a changeset summary,” he says.



“Where should I put it?”



“Somewhere else.” He stands up to go, but turns back for a final word.  “And try not to upset Arthur, okay?  I’m sure you can still fit in here if you try.  Thanks.”



You turn back to your browser.  There’s a disease, fatal familial insomnia.  Its victims stop sleeping, begin hallucinating and go mad.  It takes one year to kill them.



Maybe she’ll lose interest before a year runs out.  Maybe she’ll think you’re dead.



You go through the rest of the day on autopilot, which is how you usually do anyway.  Then you stop by the supermarket and buy a shopping cart full of energy drinks, plus one quart of milk just for a touch of normality.  The teenage clerk barely looks at you as he rings them up.  Maybe people do this all the time.



You stay up all night drinking energy drinks and watching horror movies on Netflix.  You hate horror movies, but they keep you awake.  The next morning you stumble through your house like a zombie.  Your head buzzes, and your hands tremble with their own nervous energy, which they selfishly refuse to share with the rest of your body.



You nearly fall asleep several times at work.  Maybe you do.  No dreams, anyway.



At home, you try watching movies again, but sometime after midnight you realize you’re not looking at the screen.  You get up and pace back and forth to stay awake.  Images flash before you each time you close your eyes.  Why do you keep closing your eyes?  You put on some E Nomine and crank up the stereo.



Maybe the neighbors will complain.  Maybe the cops will come.  That might keep you awake.



You laugh at your plan to go a year without sleep.  You can’t go through one more day of this.



About 3 AM you go to the kitchen and take down the bottle of vodka that you’ve had at least since you moved out of the place in Oakton six years ago.  It doesn’t matter; it’s vodka.  You find the set of shot glasses you bought on sale about the same time at Ross, thinking you’d host wild parties.  You break the seal on the box, put a glass on the counter, and fill it up.  One shot, enough to make you talkative.



You take out another glass and fill it up.  Two shots.  Enough to make your tongue stumble.



You take out another glass and fill it up.  Three shots.  Enough to make your whole body stumble.



You take out another glass and fill it up.  Four shots.  You’ve never had four shots.  You’re not a drinker.



You look at the four shots lined up on the counter, then stagger back to your computer and type “How many shots of vodka does it take to black out” into Google.  A common answer is an incredible 16 shots.



You try “How many shots of vodka does it take to kill you”.  The answer is also about 16 shots.



You almost fall asleep from sitting down for that brief time, but you get up, go back to the kitchen, take out the other four shot glasses and fill them up.  Eight shots.  Almost definitely not enough to kill you.



The first two shots go down with an almost pleasant burn.  You have to pause after the third and force yourself to swallow.  By the fourth, you’re already feeling dizzy.  After the fifth you think the lining of your throat has burned away.  You gag on the sixth, force it down, and face the seventh.  You blink at it, and lift it up, when you feel the sixth coming back, with five and four close behind it.



You bend over and take a deep, slow breath, holding everything in.  It settles for a moment, and you dump the seventh down your throat.



You contemplate the eighth briefly, but the counter stumbles into you, and you realize you’ll be lucky to make it to your bed with seven.



You careen around the corner of your kitchen, down the hall, into your bedroom, and trip over your bed, which catches you as you fall into darkness.








tiny bright lights spinning in the dark, there and there and there and



“Come here!”



stumble-slog through shifting sands—



“the stink of thy shame pollutes our realm!”



bright teeth flash above, dark steel-blue lips chewing, chewing angry velvet words



“—waiting, and then this thy foalish—”



muzzle-chewed words dribble down your face unheard loud too loud eyes eyes oh God her eyesss



“Leave!  Leave now!”








You wake underwater.  There’s a pounding in your head.  You gasp for breath but suck in more water.  You thrash wildly for the surface, turn, roll, and cough vomit onto your mattress.



You suck in huge breaths in between coughing fits.  Finally, you lie on your side, panting.  Your nose has something to say, and your crotch is complaining about a sticky wet feeling, but you’ll deal with them later.



It was a shitty old bedspread anyway.



There’s no question of going to work today.  No question of falling back asleep, either, with this headache.  No questions about anything at all.  You close your eyes and listen to the pounding in your head.



Hours later, after you’ve showered, had a glass of water, cleaned up, showered again, and had another glass of water, you consider your options and realize you haven’t got any.



Well, you could see a doctor or a psychiatrist.  Maybe they’d have some pills.  Something to keep you from dreaming ever again.



But when you woke up in your own vomit and piss, it felt—well, it felt nasty, that’s for sure.  But it also felt like a relief.  To be punished.  Like there was some logic or justice to the world.  Try to mind-rape Princess Luna, wake up covered in vomit.



Why did you try to do that to her?  Why did it feel so good when you thought you’d broken her?



Whatever Luna plans to do to you, it can’t be any worse than you were already doing to yourself.



You glance toward the kitchen.  You could have another energy drink.  Maybe.  Or you could take up smoking.



Instead, you plant yourself in your armchair, legs spread, arms on the rests, lean back, and close your eyes.








You come to in a cedar grove.  Below you, surf-smoothed rocks lead down to a blue-black lake that laps at the shore.  Pine needles cushion your bare feet.  Their scent fills the air.



You hop down to the shore and search for a flat stone.  When you find one, you fling it spinning across the waters.  It skips three times before a small wave brings it down.



You look up and down the shore.  To your right it stretches on to where a bare spit of land leads out to a small peninsula, the lake beyond it stretching to the horizon.  To your left, a bay.  Luna waits between you and the mainland.



You recognize the peninsula to your right. You spent many days there as a child, playing by yourself on its shores and in its woods and abandoned clearings.  You take a step toward it, then halt.  Gulls cry overhead.



You skip one more stone, then turn and head toward Luna.



She looks up as you approach, but says nothing.



“Princess Luna.  I’m so sorry,” you begin.



“Stop,” she says.



“You must think I’m a monster—”



“Stop.”



You stop.



“Again the one pony,” she says.  “First thou wilt be the one hero, the one genius.  When thou canst not, thou wouldst be the one monster, though thy base thoughts are as common among men as moss is on the rocks of this shore.”



“The things I thought about you—I didn’t mean them.”



“Thy repentance followed marvelous close on the heels of the realization thine attempt to break us had failed.”



You hang your head.



She trots over to stand beside you, and reaches out one hoof to raise your head.



You look into her eyes.  They are deep, and old, but you wonder why you were so frightened of  them.  “You’re not angry?” you ask.



“We are.”



“But if you won’t let me apologize—”



“Only feigned apologies can come from a feigned point of view.  It is not thy past deeds that anger us, but that thou hast carried thy shame and thy lies with thee to this sacred place.  Thou desirest love and admiration, and thy heart cries out in anger at those that have them.  Do not pretend it is not so.  It is thus with men and ponies, and always has been.”



“I don’t understand!”



She points across the bay in front of you with her muzzle.  “What lies over there on yonder shore?”



“That’s Canada.  Land of hockey and donuts.”



“It looks much the same as this land here.  Yet thou namest it differently.”



“Well, it’s the same, but on the other side of the border.”



“Show us this border.”



“I can’t.  It’s a line on a map.”



“An agreed-upon phantasm.”



You think about that for a moment.  “Yes.”



She nods.  “And yet, with such fantasies people draw themselves together in nations, and do things greater or more terrible than ever they could without them, until they come to harbor devout feelings about these borders.”



“I guess.”



“Shame, morality, love of country, and a thousand other feelings are the borders of the mind.  We need them in the waking world, to prop each other up and fool ourselves into acting nobler than we are.”  She kicks the dirt at her feet.  “But just as sometimes one must remember that the land on both sides of the border is made of the same plants amongst the same rocks and the same dirt, and the men or ponies on both sides are made of the same hopes and fears, one must sometimes remember thy basest feelings and desires.  For ‘base’ means not only ‘common’ and ‘sullied’, but also the foundations on which all else is built.”



She looks up, and casts a fond eye over all the land about her, and, you think, more besides.  “That is what this place is for.  Shame and other treatied feelings are for the waking world.  This is a place of deeper truth.”



You scratch your head and think about this.  “So… it wasn’t my dreams or my… riding… that upset you?”



She snorts in laughter.  “We have seen the dreams of men and of ponies.  This is the place of safety, where all secrets are laid bare.  The pretenses of the waking world have no place here.”



“Why did you keep interrupting my dreams, then?”



She smiles gently and turns toward you, bringing her head in close.  “Thy simulacrum spoke one truth:  We love thee.”  Then, to your surprise, she touches her nose to your cheek and lets it rest there for a moment.



“Not in the way thou desirest.  Ask not for explanation.  Know that we love thee, and desire thy happiness.”



You raise your hand to your cheek.  It feels hot.  Your whole face feels hot.



“Thy one-man dreams have much to offer thee.  Thou shalt never feel the admiration of crowds, nor hold one as lovely as our own self in thine arms in the waking world.  If imagining these things brings thee true happiness, we would not disturb it, nor judge thee for it.  Thou hast done enough already; thou hast earned thy rest.”



She looks off across the water.  “And who are we to judge thine envy?  We have beauty, power, and eternal youth, all undeserved.  Thou hast none of these things.  We have done worse things than thou hast dreamed of doing, to more people, for less cause.”



You watch her face, staring at something more distant than the horizon, and realize she, too, has fears.  You wonder who she turns to for comfort.  But the look of pain vanishes, and she turns back to you.  “But thou saidst thou wanted love, and to be useful.  If that is thy dream, we would help thee along that path.”



“Of course I want real love, and to really help people.  I want more than fantasy.  But I want that too!  You can have more than just one dream, you know!”



She looks at you and shakes her head sadly.  “Child.  Who told thee that?”



You stare at her, wondering whether she really means that.



“But what should I do?” you ask.



“To follow the One True Law, thou must know thy one true dream.”  She begins to fade, or you do.



“Wait!  What’s the one true law?”



“Do as thou wilt.”



You wake.
      

      
   
      M.A.R.E. Team Six


      

      
      
         INCIDENT REPORT




DATE: 4/23/998

LOCATION: Lower Canterlot Range

AGENT: Sweetie Drops

RANK: Commander

DETACHMENT: M.A.R.E. Team Six



MISSION: M.A.R.E Team Six deployed to repel and/or capture assailant threatening Canterlot.



DESCRIPTION: First contact with target, codename: “bugbear”. Creature found to be amalgam of species, possibly the work of noted genetic terrorist, Dr. Caballeron. Panda, wasp, potential for star spider and other component species present.



RISK LEVEL: Red. Low intelligence/High aggression. Stinger contains lethal toxin, single exposure found to be deadly. Bite/Claw known to contain paralytic neurotoxin which severely impairs brain and muscle function. Long term effects to be studied.



OPERATIONAL OUTCOME: Subject captured. Internment in Tartarus Detainment Facility. 

Single fatality, Ensign Redhoof (bugbear sting to the cutie mark, inoperable). 

Single impairment, Lieutenant Commander Sparkler (bugbear bite to the neck, minimal claw lacerations to the flank, operable - see inserts).




I closed the cover on the report from years ago, a halting reminder that today could have gone much worse. Ponyville was lucky. Nopony had lost their life; nopony had lost their mind. We had learned from our mistakes, some of them at least. I glanced over at the freshly inked report, waiting for one last piece of intel and wondering if it was worth sending in. The agency had been disbanded, and I wasn’t sure if I even held status as a Secret Agent M.A.R.E. anymore. I missed the team.



“Commander.”



I swiveled my chair around. The voice of Lieutenant Crimson Cross was a welcome one. She was expected, but it unnerved me that I didn’t hear her enter. My finely honed skills blunted with the passage of time. Civilian life was making me soft, like a gumdrop.



I met her salute before offering her a seat. “Thanks for coming. I know this is supposed to be off book, but old habits die hard. Excuse the term.”



She ambled in the doorway and found a spot on the couch. “It’s no problem at all; your, uhh, friend let me in. And, by the way, please call me Redheart. I officially left the service after the incident, you know.”



“Heh. I tried that too, but it keeps sucking me back in.” My life felt like a bundle of lies held together by a fragile string unraveling from both ends. Some ponies could move on; others, like me, couldn’t seem to let it go. “Anyway, what’s the outcome?”



“We’ve learned a lot about the bugbear neurotoxin over the years, and it looks like our studies have paid off. I was able to treat the patient rather quickly, and the prognosis is good. She shouldn’t present any long term effects from the bite, but I’ll keep her under observation for now, just to be sure.”



“That’s good to hear. Still, we are talking about Rainbow Dash. I’m not so sure if we really have a good baseline to go off of in her case.”



“Actually, she’s been a regular patient of mine, pretty resilient one at that. All current indications point to little or no memory loss, and only limited muscle weakness in the immediate vicinity of the bite—which is to be expected. I think we can expect a full recovery.”



“I’ll note that in the report. Pity we didn’t have the intel to help Lieutenant Commander Sparkler.” I turned toward the desk and the trail of paperwork detailing my history with the bugbear. My hoof went to the inkwell and the waiting quill. “Anything else, Lieutenant Cross… I mean, Nurse Redheart?”



I glanced back over my shoulder. The former medical officer for M.A.R.E. Team Six glared back at me. I could feel a lecture coming on. “You really need to let it go and move on with your life, Commander. It’s not your fault. If you don’t, you’ll end up like… like the Captain.”



I inked up a hoof and stamped a signature to the report. “You don’t understand; it’s different with me. Captain Yearling is a pegasus; she can’t fight the call to adventure. If she wants to track down the maniac responsible, that’s her own deal. I’m an earth pony; I know how to follow orders. Blend in. Disappear. Be the Commander-in-Chief’s eyes and ears. Don’t go looking for trouble, but act if trouble finds you. In other words, be a normal pony.” I shook my head. Easier said than done. “I bet you didn’t know the bugbear attacked shortly after Cerberus abandoned his post. Even after Celestia decided to dismantle the entire agency, what little was left of M.A.R.E Team Six, I still took care of it—myself. Two night-night drops brought him down easy enough.” 



Redheart raised a hoof and quoted from the M.A.R.E. Team directives. “Solo missions make for dead ponies.”



I turned and planted my hooves on the floor. “Tell that to Ensign Redhoof, or Ensign Redhorn, or Ensign Redwing; they were all part of the team—lot of good that did them. I still don’t know why you chose the name Redheart, Lieutenant Cross.” My retort delivered more punch than I intended. I could instantly tell that I had crossed the line.



“To honor their sacrifice, Bon Bon,” she replied, barely phased by my insensitivity and delivering a comeback of her own. “We all have our ways of dealing with grief and loss. Maybe you should re-evaluate yours, Commander.” She rose to her hooves, agitated, but maintaining professional courtesy. “I should probably get going, it’s late. Give my regards to Amethyst Star, if you see her.”



“It’s Lieutenant Commander Sparkler, and I’ll be sure and pass along the message.” I shook my head and sheepishly scratched at my mane. “Sorry. It’s been a long day.” My awkward smile was as much a consolation as I could offer. “I blame the stress of coming out of retirement. Let’s get together and have a drink when things aren’t so ‘in the moment’, okay?” 



“I would like that.” Redheart gave a half salute and turned toward the door. “Call me.” I let her go without another word, and she left nearly as quietly as she came. I honestly missed our chats. It helped to have someone I could talk to about the old missions. Sparkler could barely remember things past a year ago. Her organizational skills paled in comparison to her days in the service. I used to be able to count on every pony on the team to have my back—now, not so much. The rest of the team had moved on. 



I filled in a few more exclamation points after my note about re-requesting an upgrade to the security protocols at the Tartarus facility and sealed up the report. Official or not, hopefully the Princess would see the sense in not using a monster to guard other monsters this time around. Once again, I was grateful that nopony was hurt, at least not permanently.



Moving on.



I had to take a step back and clear my head. One loose end still needed to be dealt with. I knew it would be difficult, but I had to have a heart-to-heart with the mare waiting just outside the door. Forcing a smile on my face, I tried to wear the Bon Bon mask that had become all but second nature to me these past few years. It wasn’t working. I had to come clean. She deserved to know the truth, especially with as much of it as I had let slip already.



“L-Lyra?” My voice shook as though I was actually scared to have this talk.



From out in the hall, her response carried as much of an accusation as it did a reply. “Bon Bon.” Her mint green horn poked around the corner of the doorframe. “Can I come in? Or is this area restricted to Secret Agents only?”



I sighed. “Come in, Lyra. This is your house too.”



She strut through the entrance and plopped herself on the couch, upright of course. Lyra was unique, and wonderfully so. She crossed her rear and forehooves, giving me the look that I knew meant I was in for another lecture.



“So, what else haven’t you told me?” Her tail smashed into the not-so-plush cushion, and I could see her squirm trying to get some relief without abandoning her posture.



“I thought we went over this earlier, Lyra.”



“Yeah, but you didn’t tell me everything. If I was just a friend, it would be okay to keep some secrets, but I’m not. I’m your Best Friend, and I think I deserve to hear the whole story. Spill it, Sweetie Drops, or whatever it is you want me to call you today. Who else is in on this?”



“I take it you were eavesdropping?”



“Yep.”



“Fine, but this doesn’t change anything.” I knew that was a lie. Of course this changed everything. There was no use in pretending any more, my cover was blown. Blending in wasn’t an option. Living a double life wasn’t possible with Lyra in the crossfire. I sat down next to her and laid a hoof on her lap. “No more lies.”



She blinked. Her glare softened. She dropped a hoof over mine. “No more lies.”



“Where to start…” Sinking into the gaze of the most amazing mare I knew had my thoughts drifting off track. I shook my head. “I guess I’ll start from the beginning.”



Lyra relaxed and drew back into the seat. She looked more comfortable now that she had been able to move her tail out from under her rump.



“Canterlot, ten years ago. I found myself on the front lines of a parasprite invasion. The royal guard were helpless, the enemy was too cute for them to repel. It fell to us, the regular ponies, to defend the city, which we did. Afterward, Celestia created the agency, and the super secret division that she called M.A.R.E Team Six. Whenever there was a monster, atrocity, or reprobate that needed eradication, it was our job to take care of it.”



“Never heard of it.”



“That’s the point. It wouldn’t be much of a secret agency if everypony knew about it, would it?”



Lyra scratched her chin. “I guess that makes sense. But why keep it secret?”



“Celestia didn’t want ponies living in a militarized state with armed guards posted on every street corner. Part of our mission was to blend in, hide in plain sight. Over the years, we captured hundreds of dangerous creatures, most without anypony even noticing. The real secret is that the royal guard is mostly for show. We handled all the important stuff.”



“Wait a minute, you’re telling me that the royal guard of Canterlot is just for show? What about the wedding? I was there, you know. I saw it happen. How did you repel an entire swarm of changelings without their help?”



“I didn’t. The agency, along with what was left of M.A.R.E. Team Six had been dismantled only months before the attack, so I wasn’t in the loop. I’m sure the invasion wasn’t a coincidence, the changeling queen has her spies everywhere, but I didn’t let that stop me. As soon as I realized you were missing, I was on the ground, trying to blend in. I tracked you down to the catacombs where I discovered the truth, the Princess had been replaced. Without blowing my cover, I set up a distraction that bought enough time so that Twilight and her team could rescue Princess Cadance and save the day.”



Lyra gave me a blank stare. “Are you saying that Princess Twilight is a secret agent too?”



“No,” I replied with as much composure as I could, “but she’s the reason the agency was abandoned. Truth be told, her team has a far better mortality rate than we ever had.”



“How so?”



“Well,” I swallowed hard. The past wasn’t something I liked to dwell on. Too many fires and explosions for my tastes. “We lost a member on pretty much every mission.”



“Details. Let me have it.”



“Okay, but I’ll warn you. It isn’t pretty.”



“I’m tougher than you think I am, Bon Bon.”



“The name is ‘Sweetie Drops’. Anyway…” I took a deep breath. “First mission: Ensign Redwing, barbecued in dragon fire. Next: Ensign Redhorn, smothered by parasprites. Worst of all: Ensign Redhoof, killed by a bugbear sting straight through his cutie mark. Thank Celestia he didn’t suffer long. Lieutenant Commander Sparkler caught a nasty bite on that mission as well. Ended her career. She was never the same. Against my recommendation, Lieutenant Crimson Cross retired from the team to take care of her. Frankly, I don’t think she could stomach being the medical officer after losing so many ponies on her watch, but in the end, it was her decision. 



“That left me, Captain Yearling, and Warrant Officer Holes to handle the great Tartarus escape after Cerberus abandoned his post. We’re still feeling the effects of that event to this day. Tirek was just one of many inmates he allowed to escape, including the bugbear. Following that debacle, Celestia decided to scrap the entire division and handed the M.A.R.E Team duties over to Twilight and her group. Without any official backing, we had no choice but to fall back on our second lives. Lucky for us, we were trained to blend into the crowd. The Captain went deep cover. Her only communication with us is through her books now. Pretty silly, if you ask me, but she’s determined to bring down Doctor Caballeron if it kills her. Officer Holes went back to his donut shop front in Canterlot—he always made the best holes, just does it with dough now. ”



Lyra tried to stifle a laugh.



“What’s so funny?”



“Donut Joe is a Secret Agent Mare?” she questioned, still trying to compose herself. “For a mare team, you seem to have had a few too many stallions in your group.”



I planted a hoof in my forehead. “It’s just an acronym, Lyra. We were never an all female team; that wasn’t the point.”



“Then what was the point?” Lyra broke down into more giggles. I could tell where her mind was at this point. A swift hoof to the side of her head brought her around. “Oww!”



“The point is, we were on our own. There was no team. Fortunately for me, I had you, so I came back to Ponyville and settled into this old safe house. The rest is history. I had all but given up my old life, that is, until today.”



“What are you saying?” Lyra asked, a cautious tremor in her voice.



I took a hoof and ran it down Lyra’s mane. With another, I moved her head around to face me. “I’m saying, that you are the most important mare in my life now. I don’t know what I’d do if I ever lost you. When that bugbear attacked, the only thing I could think of was making sure you were safe. I couldn’t live with myself if I failed to protect you.”



“I don’t need defending.” Her muzzle brushed up against mine. “What I do need, is a friend.” I melted, losing myself in her embrace.



My heartbeat quickened. My face felt flush. “Do you really mean that, Lyra?”



“Of course I do. You’re my best friend, and you always will be.”



I stared into her perfect sunglow eyes. “What do you say we forget about today, and go back to the way things were before?” 



Lyra blushed. “I’d like that… except for one thing: the name. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to call you ‘Sweetie Drops’, it’s just too… girly.”



“You’d rather I stay ‘Bon Bon’, forever?”



Lyra nodded.



“That’s a change I think I can live with. Goodbye, ‘Secret Agent Sweetie Drops’. ‘Bon Bon’ is here to stay.”



“From my perspective, she never left.” 



Lyra’s kiss tasted sweeter than any drop I had ever made, a little minty, but I didn’t mind in the slightest. It felt good to have her on my team.
      

      
   
      A Week in the Woods


      

      
      
             “Wow Twilight, it sure was nice of Celestia to give you a few days of vacation time in the woods!” Spike followed behind Twilight and as she aimlessly wandered through dense brambles. Twilight magically slashed down a branch blocking her path, then once Spike had followed she magically reattached it.



    “Well, there were few enough duties that I could take a week long break just getting as lost as I can in the Everfree Forest. It’s not dangerous anymore which means I can have as much time to recuperate as I need. And if anything bad happens she can send me a letter by dragonfire.”



    “Plus you’ll get some alone time from the huge paparazzi that always comes whenever you go away and you don’t have any diplomatic issues. 



    “Yup!” Spikes stomach growled after Twilight spoke.



“So, uh. How long until we stop for the night, I’m getting hungry.”



    Twilight turned her head back to look at the purple reptile. That little rascal was always hungry. She smiled at him and continued to walk through the undergrowth, setting her weight on a loose stone teetering above a small ravine. The ground gave way for the stone and she fell forwards and stuck out her wings in an attempt to slow her fall to no use. She landed face first in the dirt. Fortunately, nothing hurt that badly.



    “Woah, Twilight!” called Spike. “Good thing we have first aid.”



    “What are you talking about Spike, I’m not hurt…” she said as she pulled her face out of the ground and noticed the blood running down her left wing. The crimson droplets were falling off a brown stick that penetrated the center of her wing, perpendicularly prodding out of it. A smaller fragment of stick contaminated with scarlet lay beneath her.



    “You mean you don’t feel that huge stick!”



    “No, I must be in shock. Come help me pull it out.” Spike slide down the ravine and grabbed the stick from the antsy Twilight. As he retracted it back through Twilight’s wing she mended her flesh with a weak healing spell, just powerful enough to ease her shakiness. After the process was done she stretched her wings out, catching a small breeze.



    “Well, this is better. However, I don’t think I should try flying for another few days.”



    “You weren’t planning on flying out of here anyway though.”



    “Yeah, I suppose. Come on, five more minutes then we can stop for dinner.”







    The duo found a small clearing surrounded by dense trees with one exit—Twilight and Spike’s entrance—to use as a rest stop once Twilight removed the rocks and poison ivy from the ground. She levitated the rocks into a circle surrounding the ivy in the center of the clearing and let Spike get to work on dinner, a small vegetable soup—complete with gem pieces in Spike’s portion. Meanwhile, Twilight sent up their tent.



    “Well, day one of wandering is done, and day two will begin tomorrow,” said Spike. “Are we gonna head back the way we came?”



    “Nah, I think we’ll head over yonder,” Twilight said as she pointed a hoof 134 degrees (approximately) clockwise from the path. “I hear some nice birds coming from that direction.”



    “Maybe we can find another phoenix.”

 

    “Yes, maybe we can. But first let’s eat.”








    

    The next morning the duo awoke and crawled outside of their tent. It was already well into the day, but still overcast and not too bright. Spike set his left hand down in a pile of mud.



    “Looks like it rained,” he said. Looking around, Twilight noticed dew on all of the leaves and several more piles of mud in the clearing. “No matter, rain just makes nature look more beautiful.” The two continued looking around, engulfing themselves in the pastel greens of the moss growing on the trees, normally faded out by the sun in the clearing. A huge tree toward directly across from the path and had a small owl hole about twenty feet up the side, complete with a blackness that cut through the cloudlight.



    “We should eat some more food and head off,” said Spike.



    “Yes, we should. I have hay flakes for breakfast.” Twilight pulled a few cups out of her bag and filled them with the cereal, then floated one to Spike who took it and ravaged through his breakfast twice as fast as Twilight. When he finished, he looked up and held out his empty cup. Twilight looked at the supplies, then back at Spike. Oh, well, she thought and poured a few more flakes into his cup. Spike dug into his second batch more slowly and finished at the same time as Twilight.



    “Hey, I don’t feel great,” said Spike.



    “Well, you should’ve eaten slower,” chastised Twilight.



    “Wait,” Spike said as his stomach gurgled. “I have a letter.” He burped up a glowing pink parcel into the nearest mud pit. Twilight picked it up and cleaned it off before reading the contents of the letter.



<em>Dear Princess Twilight Sparkle



    Forgive me, for I know that you are on vacation, but a great misfortune has befallen us. It pains me to tell you that my husband… your brother… Prince Shining Armor has fallen ill. A rare disease has caused a plagued lump of flesh to arise in his through and we do not know how bad it will be. We are operating on him tonight in Canterlot. I ask you to please come help him, even if only spiritually. He needs you.



With Love,

Princess Mi Amore Cadenza</em>



    “Spike, we have to go back!”



    “What, we just got here.” He grabbed the letter and read it himself and Twilight buckled to the ground. No tears came out. “Twilight, how?”



    “It’s simple, I’ll just fly us…” She looked at her instinctively-outstretched left wing, then sheathed it back to her body.



    “You can teleport us both out!” piped Spike.



    “Wrong, I can only teleport myself that distance. You’ll be stuck in the woods with all our supplies.”



    “I can handle,” said Spike.



    “No, the guilt of leaving you will drive me mad.”



    “The guilt of not being at your brother’s operation will drive you mad!”



    “Spike! I’m not leaving you lost in the middle of the Everfree Forest with no way home!” Spike didn’t reply. After a few seconds… minutes of sitting in silence, Twilight spoke again.



    “Look, I’ll just write a letter back to Cadence explaining why I have to stay here and we can start heading back on foot. It’s the best of both worlds.”



    “Or the worst of both.” Twilight raised her eyebrows. Spike continued, “But I’m with you. I don’t see a better option.” Twilight took a piece of parchment from her saddleback and began to write.



<em>Dear Princess Mi Amore Cadenza



    I received the news about my brother and it brings me great pain. However, I hurt my wing yesterday and am unable to fly out of the Everfree and if I teleport out I will be leaving Spike behind in the woods. As such, I will be unable to make it to the surgery tonight but I hope I can get there sometime tomorrow or the next day. Please understand.



Your friend,

Princess Twilight Sparkle</em>



    “How long do you think we have to see him?”



    “Really, it depends on how the surgery goes tonight, but this type of disease normally takes a week of being really bad to do any real damage.”



    “I trust you, but just in case, we should get moving.” Spike burnt the letter away and the two quickly packed up all their supplies and put the bags on Twilight.



    “Let’s go back the way we came,” said Twilight. Spike nodded and the duo strode out of the clearing. After a few feet the broke from the path next to a tree with yellow moss they had passed the previous evening and continued as straight as possible until they encountered the small ravine Twilight had fallen from.



    Splash.



    “Um, Twilight,” Spike said as he examined his mud soaked foot. “I don’t think we can climb that.” For even though the ravine was only seven feet tall, the rain had turned it into a complete mudslide with a waterfall pouring from where the loose stone had been. The entire wall was think mud and many more stones had fallen to the bottom.



    “I can just throw you up and then I can climb.”



    “Twilight, you’re too hurt,” Spike said. He glanced around looking for terrain details. “But look, the ground seems to get higher to our left! Let’s head that way and I’m sure we’ll be able to climb that.”



    “Huh,” Twilight said and looked up the wall to the left. “I guess it’ll have less water too. Ok, I’m game.” 



    



    The duo spent the rest of the day wandering the woods. For the first few hours they trecked parallel to the ridge until they found a dry enough spot to scale. After that they stopped for lunch—salads—and after a quick break they continued marching. Some areas of the forest were brightly lit enough to use the sun as a guide. By watching the shadows they could figure out which direction was north. Once their feet started to hurt, they stopped for the night, again with Spike making food and Twilight pitching the tent.



    “Hey, Twilight, I feel another letter coming.” Twilight whipped around and caught the pink paper. She opened it.



<em>Dear Twilight,



    I CANNOT BELIEVE YOU! With no help from you the surgery went disastrously! Shining Armor has a few days at most and you’re moseying around in some stupid forest. I hope you’re happy with yourself, and I’m not looking forward to seeing you when you return.



Cadence</em>



    “You know what, spike? I’m not hungry!” She magically ripped open the tent and ran inside. The tent sealed itself behind her in a fit of purple rage.



    “Twilight?” No answer. Spike looked at the letter hastily discarded on the ground and read it. “Oh.” He went over and finished cooking dinner—silence penetrated only by the branches occasionally rustling in the wind, crickets chirping in the cascading sunset, and the faint sobs of an alicorn princess. He opened the tent a smidgen to slide Twilight’s meal in, then sealed it and laid down next to the tent and went to sleep.








    “Twilight, I think it rained again,” said Spike as soon as he hit consciousness and felt the mud sticking to his body. He opened his eyes to see that their rest spot was completely dry, save the puddle of mud surrounding the tent. “Twilight?” he repeated. The purple unicorn stuck her head through the tent.



    “You know what? I don’t even care anymore.”



    “What?” gasped Spike?



    “Shining Armor didn’t even bother to tell me he was getting married. Heck, ever since I moved to ponyville he hasn’t written once! We only ever see each other at important events.”



    “Twilight, this is an important event!”



    “Not to me it isn’t!” Her eyes looked red but no more tears could come out. She started sucking on a water canteen.



    “Will you listen to what you’re saying Twilight? He’s your brother!”



    “Yes, and he doesn’t care! Why should I?”



    “He’s busy!”



    “So am I!”



    “You’re better than this,” said Spike. Silence perpetrated the forest. The fine tuned sounds of nature remained in the background, but the energy of rage in Twilight’s head blocked it out.



    “Maybe I’m not,” Twilight said at last. Before Spike could respond, a white letter came flying out of his mouth, which Twilight snatched up.



<em>Dear Princess Twilight,



    I know having your brother became seriously ill is a travesty and Cadence surely isn’t spoonfeeding you, but I respect your decision to not abandon your assistant in the woods and reach the exit at your own pace. I believe you will have more than enough time to reach Canterlot to see your brother. Cadence is distressed so don’t let her get to you, but at the same time you cannot blame her. We all feel yours and her pain. 



See you soon,

Princess Celestia</em>



    “See Spike, Celestia agrees with me!” She whipped the letter at him and ran off into the forest. Spike grabbed his stuff and followed suit. It didn’t take long for him to find her standing, looking at a heart shaped set of leaves.



    “I know this is hard for you,” said Spike. “But this is hard for everyone and… We need you to be strong. I’m sure we’re close to the border now. Let’s just take it slow and relax. We can get out of here by nightfall and see your brother before you fall asleep, ok?”



    Twilight said nothing, but nodded at Spike. He led them on in silence. After a few hours they stopped for brunch.



    “Spike,” said Twilight. “You’re right. We will see Shining Armor tonight.”








    “Twilight, you need a break.” Sweat was pouring down off her face, ricocheting off low hanging leaves and bounding gloriously to the ground.



    “Heh, you’re right. At least once the rain starts the sweat won’t feel as sticky.”



    “I’ll look around, you stay here and try to keep your mind off things.” Before Spike left her view he looked at her and could clearly see the intensity and uncertainty in her hard eyes that stared directly towards the ground. Her mind was still on things.



    Spike turned to watch where he was going, dodging low hanging branches and sprouting trees. He was working in a small curve to the left that would eventually bring him back. More trees. Everything in his sight was a tree. He waved his arms to walk through yet another set of branches to find a large clearing. Heck, a large path.



    “I recognize this place,” he said to no one in particular. “This is the path out of here!” He turned and ran, stomping on twigs—hitting a particularly large one to coincide with the first strike of thunder. Rain pounded on his back, but at least they had a way out.



    “Twilight, I found the path out. We can get out, but hurry it’s getting dark.” Twilight perked up.



    “I’m coming.”



    “Follow me.” The duo ran. Over tree roots and poison ivy, under branches and swooping owls. The two broke though the last grouping onto the path as the sky went completely dark; the sun was completely obscured by the final lethargic storm clouds to congregate above.



    “Come on Spike!” Twilight took off down the muddy path. Slipping once, twice—a third time! Spike wasn’t fairing better, penguin sliding down the muddy path before grabbing branches to pull himself up and falling on his stomach another few feet down the road. “That’s the exit!” 



    At the break of the forest, Twilight lost grip with the ground again, face planting into the mud. She stuck her head up to see a pink paper in front of her body.



<em>He’s Gone.</em>



    Her head sunk back into the mud. Spike caught up and saw the letter. He sat down and put his hand on her shoulder.



    “I’m so sorry Twilight… He was a good pony. He will be missed.” Spike began to cry to, unsure of how Twilight was doing. The salty tears protruded and clashed with nearby rain, creating dissonant puddles of water that fought with themselves.



    “En hen,” Twilight sobbed into the ground. 



    “I know this is pointless to ask, but how do you feel. Talk to me Twilight.”



    “I…” said Twilight twisting her mouth up to breath. “I feel… uncomfortably numb. I feel everything, so much that I feel nothing. So much that my body is in physical discomfort.”



    “I…” said Spike.



    “I don’t expect you to understand. I just want you to leave me here and let the mud reign o’er me.” The two sat there. More mud and more rain piling up, splashing on the duo. At long last, Spike talked again.



    “Twilight. I know this isn’t enough, but you did your best. I just wanted you to know that, Ok?”



    “Ok.”

    
      

      
   
      The Tutor


      

      
      
         Being summoned to the headmistress’s office can be intimidating enough at a normal school. When the headmistress also happens to be the Princess of the entire nation? At that point, the gates of Tartarus start to sound more inviting.



Actually, the gates of Tartarus aren’t that far from here. A few hours on a train, a couple more hours of walking…



“Miss Illumination,” Princess Celestia said. “Are you listening?”



“Uh, yes, Princess.” Crepuscular Illumination quickly straightened up.



“Your grades are starting to concern me,” Princess Celestia continued. “I know you are a very bright student, but your grades have been slipping in nearly all of your classes.”



It was true. Crepuscular was in the half of the student body that made the top-half possible. It wasn’t so much that she was lazy.



…Actually, that sums it up pretty well. She hadn’t been doing her assigned work in most of her classes, and her grades had taken a turn for the worse because of it.



“Is there anything I can do?” Crepuscular looked around nervously. “I mean, do I still have time to fix this?”



Princess Celestia’s expression shifted to one of thoughtful consideration. “We do offer a tutorship program.”



“I don’t think a tutor will be able to help me.”



“You misunderstand.” Princess Celestia smiled as the idea fell together in her head. “You continue to make remarkable grades in your Astronomy classes. I would like you to become a tutor.”



“Me?” A student skirting the edge between passing and failing hardly seemed qualified to be a tutor. “I’m sorry, Princess, but are you sure?”



Princess Celestia merely smiled and nodded in that princess-y way of hers. “I’ve always held that it is the connections between ponies that this school makes that truly matter. If you can learn to help your fellow students, I think that would be a very worthwhile lesson, indeed.”



“Well…” Crepuscular said hesitantly, “if you think it’s a good idea, then okay. I’ll give it a shot.”



Seemingly satisfied with the answer, Princess Celestia rose from her seat. “Then it is decided: you shall continue your studies in this school while serving as a tutor.” A more serious glint appeared in her eyes. “Though I do expect to see improvement in your other classes, as well.”



Crepuscular winced, but nodded. “Don’t worry, Princess. I won’t mess this up.”








Crepuscular Illumination sat alone in the library, mindless twirling a quill around in her magic. Being under “special circumstances” meant that, rather than having students sign up to be tutored by her, she was assigned a specific student, and if her guess was any good, it’d be the one who needed the most help.



“Whoever they are,” Crepuscular said to herself, “the first thing they need to learn is how to arrive on time.”



To be perfectly honest, it’d hadn’t been that long, but Crepuscular wasn’t exactly looking forward to this, either. She wasn’t the most social of butterflies, and she’d be the first to admit that she didn’t know the first thing about being a tutor. What could she possibly teach this student if a professor couldn’t get through to them?



The sound of rapid hoofsteps pulled Crepuscular out of her thoughts. She turned in time to see a pony come around the corner, panting and looking around nervously. She looked like a first-year filly, with a mint-green coat and a mane to match.



“Oh, thank goodness you’re still here,” she said as she ran over. “I’m so, so sorry I’m late.” She dropped her saddlebags and took a seat. “This place is so big, and I still don’t really know my way around. I’ve never even been in this part of the school.”



Definitely a first-year.



Crepuscular looked the little filly up and down. “I’m guessing you’re the pony I’m supposed to tutor?”



She nodded feverishly. “My name’s Lyra. Lyra Heartstrings.”



“I’m Crepuscular Illumination.”



“Crepiscu… Cr-Cripusci—Can I call you ‘Creppy’?” she asked with a sheepish smile.



“No.”



“‘Loomy’?”



“No.”



Lyra tapped her hooves nervously.



“…‘Crep-a-loom’?”



“No.” Crepuscular said flatly. “My name is Crepuscular Illumination. If you can’t handle pronouncing that, then you’re going to a tough time lasting in this school.”



“Oh…” Lyra’s eyes fell to the floor.



Crepuscular shook her head and sighed. “Look, I’m sorry. I’m just nervous about this whole tutor thing.”



“It’s okay,” Lyra said softly. “I’m nervous, too.” The little filly slowly started to relax.



“Okay, I’m supposed to tutor you in Astronomy.” Crepuscular said. “What are you struggling with? History? Theory? Applications in Magic? Divination?”



Lyra gave her a great big smile.



“All of it.”



There was an impressive thud as Crepuscular’s head struck the table.



“Great…”








Tutoring Lyra was beginning to feel a full-time job to Crepuscular Illumination, and with the additional struggle of trying to catch up in her other classes, her stress levels had reached greater heights than ever before. She was rubbing her temples during one of their tutoring sessions while Lyra combed through her textbooks.



“Okay,” Crepuscular said, trying to keep her voice even, “let’s try this again. On the eve of the one-hundredth Summer Sun Celebration, the Council of Wizards created a new constellation in the night sky to commemorate the event. Which constellation was it?”



“Uh…” Lyra flipped through her textbooks, hoping to find the answer. “Was it… Aquarius?”



“It was Cygnus.”



Lyra blankly stared at her. “That’s the duck one, right?”



“Cygnus is a swan,” Crepuscular said, dragging a hoof down her face. “How about this: Starwind the Bright designed two of the constellations still in the night sky today. Can you name them?”



“Um…” Lyra bit her lip as she continued flipping through her book. “Um…”



“C’mon, Lyra,” Crepuscular said with a sigh. “We went over this a few days ago.”



The little filly stared up at her, waiting for the answer.



Crepuscular shook her head slowly. “They are Pegasus and Equuleus. She designed the first one after her husband—a pegasus—and the second after their son. That’s why they’re still around today. Princess Celestia was so impressed by her love and devotion to her family that she decreed that those constellations would always be a part of our nighttime sky.”



“Oh, yeah,” Lyra said quietly.



“You know what? Enough of the history books.” Crepuscular levitated her bags onto her back. “Meet me on the roof tonight two hours after sunset.”








Crepuscular Illumination was browsing through her Literature notes with the help of a nearby candle when the familiar sound of hurried hoofsteps arrived on the roof.



“You’re late again,” she said without looking up.



“I know, I’m sorry.” Lyra set her bags down and took a seat next to her. “I’ve never been up here before, so I wasn’t sure how to get here.”



“Well, you’re here now,” Crepuscular said, putting her notes away. “Let’s get started.”



Lyra let out a little yawn. “Why’d I have to come out here so late, anyway?”



Crepuscular pointed to the telescope she set up earlier. “We’re going to study the stars the old-fashioned way: by looking at them.”



Lyra looked on in curiosity as Crepuscular adjusted the telescope and peered through it.



“Take out one of your star charts,” Crepuscular instructed. “See if you can tell me which constellation this is.”



Lyra quickly pulled out a chart and looked through the telescope. After a few moments of going back and forth between the two, she hung her head in defeat.



“I-I can’t really tell,” she said slowly.



“Here, look.” Crepuscular traced her hoof along the star chart. “I have it pointed at Libra. Try to find the three stars that make this triangle, and these two stars below it.”



Lyra resumed her back-and-forth between the chart and the telescope.



“I think I can see it,” she finally said.



“Alright,” Crepuscular said, walking up to the telescope. “On to the next one.” She brought her eye to the piece and slowly adjusted it until she was satisfied with its position. Once done, she stepped aside and invited Lyra to look.



Lyra considered the view in the telescope more thoughtful than before and studied her star chart with narrowed eyes. Crepuscular was prepared to give her the answer again until an unexpected sight stopped her in her tracks.



Lyra’s eyes shot open as she looked between the telescope and chart in excitement.



“Is it this one?!” she said, feverishly pointing at a constellation on the chart. “‘M-Monokeras’?”



Crepuscular smiled. “Well, it’s pronounced ‘Monoceros’ for the constellation, but yeah—it’s that one.”



“Really?” Lyra was absolutely beaming. “I got it right? I got it right!” She started jumping up and down like the giddy little filly she was.



“Okay, okay,” Crepuscular said, trying to calm her down. “Good job, seriously, but you gotta keep it down.”



Lyra stopped and looked at her curiously. “Are we not supposed to be up here?”



“Uh, sort of?” Crepuscular gave her sheepish grin. “It’s just better if we don’t get caught, okay?”



Lyra nodded and made a zipping motion across her lips. Time continued to pass as Crepuscular would adjust the telescope and Lyra would try to identify the constellation. Most of the time Lyra would need help, but the few that she got on her own were always a reason to celebration.



“Hey, Lyra?”



“Yeah?”



“I’ve got some studying of my own to do.” Crepuscular levitated her notes from her saddlebags. “You can pack up and go to sleep, if you want.”



Lyra shuffled on her hooves. “Is it okay if I stay here? I kinda wanna keep looking.”



“Seriously?”



“Uh-huh. It’s way better than looking at it in a book.” Lyra nodded to herself. “I’ll try not to bother you, so can I stay?”



Thinking it over, Crepuscular eventually shrugged. “I guess you can stay for a little while.”



Lyra smiled and peered through the telescope, adjusting it to look at a new part of the night sky. Crepuscular had barely started reading her notes when Lyra started bouncing in excitement.



“Ooh, ooh! Crepuscular, look!” She pointed at the telescope with a broad smile on her face. “I found Orion!”



So much for not being bothered. Crepuscular set her notes back down and went over to the telescope. Looking through it, she confirmed that the constellation was, indeed, Orion.



“Nice work, Lyra.”



“It’s my favorite constellation!” Lyra said with a nod.



“Makes sense,” Crepuscular said with a shrug. “It’s pretty easy to identify.”



“That’s not why it’s my favorite,” Lyra said, smiling. “It’s my favorite ‘cause it’s based on a human. My daddy used to tell me stories about humans all the time.”



“What’s the big deal about humans?” Crepuscular asked. “They’re mythological creatures. Somepony a long time ago just made them up for stories, like ghosts or the Boogeypony.”



Lyra shook her head. “My daddy said he met humans once, and he told me all sorts of things about them, like the clothes they wear and the way they sit.” She looked up at Orion, a dreamy sparkle in her eyes. “I really want to meet a human someday. That’d be the best day ever.”



Crepuscular followed her gaze to the stars. It was the silly little dream of a silly little filly, but for some reason, she was smiling, too.



It was when Lyra started yawning again that they finally packed up to go to sleep.








“Crepuscular!” Lyra called from across the room. “Hey, Crepuscular!”



Crepuscular Illumination couldn’t afford to look up from her books. “We’re in a library, Lyra.”



“Right, sorry.” Lyra set down her saddlebags and sat down on the chair in that weird way of hers. “Did you hear about that new girl? The one Celestia made her personal proto… proti—her personal student?”



Of course she had heard. There probably wasn’t a single pony in the school—maybe all of Canterlot—who hadn’t heard the news. It was a pretty big deal.



Twilight Sparkle. Crepuscular thought the name was a little weird, but then again, who was she to judge?



“What about her?” Crepuscular kept her eyes glued to the pages in front of her.



“I have her in some of my classes,” Lyra said. “She’s, like, super-smart, but she’s also really shy. Did you know she got her cutie mark during her entrance exam?”



“I heard.” Crepuscular brought her hooves to her temples as she tried to settle her obligations as Lyra’s tutor and her need to cram for her Biology exam.



“I wish I had a cool cutie mark story,” Lyra said wistfully.



Crepuscular finally looked up from her notes. “What do you mean? How’d you get your cutie mark?”



“I can play the lyre with my magic, and even a little bit with my hooves.” Lyra shrugged a little. “I’m pretty good, I guess, but I just randomly got my cutie mark one day while I was playing. I wasn’t even thinking about the music.”



Crepuscular pushed her notes away, her eyes now focused on the little filly before her. “What were you thinking about?”



“Hmm, I don’t know. Just things that made me happy, I guess.” Lyra looked off into the distance, perhaps hoping to jog her memory. “I was wondering why they made me happy, and what kinda things can make other ponies happy.”



Crepuscular smiled. “Well, Lyra, I think that’s a very cool cutie mark story.”



“Thanks,” Lyra said bashfully, just the slightest bit of pink coloring her cheeks. “What about you? How did you get your cutie mark?”



“My cutie mark?” Crepuscular twisted in her seat to look at it: two shooting stars chasing each other. She’d never considered it particularly interesting. “I got it during a Summer Sun Celebration when I was a filly. My parents brought me to stage where Princess Celestia was going to raise the sun. It was after she lowered the moon but just before she raised the sun.” A subtle warmth spread through her as the memory played in her head. “The sky looked so beautiful. It was blue and purple, like the night, but with red and orange and yellow, too, like the day. It made want to learn more about the sun, the moon, the stars—everything I could about space.”



It was Lyra’s wide smile that pulled her out of the memory and back to reality. Crepuscular matched the smile with one of her own.



“That’s how I got my cutie mark,” she finished.



Lyra giggled. “That’s a nice story, Crepuscular.”



“Heh, thanks,” Crepuscular said, rubbing the back of her neck. “C’mon, take your notes out. You’ve got an exam coming up.”



Lyra dutifully pulled out her notes and textbooks as they began their next tutoring session.








“C’mon, Lyra,” Crepuscular said, trying not groan. “You gotta focus.”



“I’m trying.”



It was the night before Lyra’s exam, and their cram session wasn’t going very well. Ever since the night they nearly got caught on the roof, Crepuscular had decided that they needed to stick with the books. Now, it was like for every step Lyra took forward, she took two more back.



“You know this stuff,” Crepuscular insisted. “Which constellation was created in honor of Princess Cadance’s coronation?”



“Uh… Cancer?”



“No.”



“Ophiucus?”



“No.”



“…The Big Dipper?”



Crepuscular slammed her head on the table. “You—this is hopeless. What happened, Lyra? You were doing so well, and now…” She looked up and saw Lyra trying to curl in on herself. Crepuscular bit her lip and closed her eyes. “Lyra, if you can’t pass Astronomy, then… I can’t attend Celestia’s school anymore.”



“Wh-what?”



So Crepuscular told Lyra the whole story. How she was barely passing her classes, the arrangement Princess Celestia had made with her, the reason Lyra had her as a tutor in the first place—all of it.



“And I’ve been spending so much time helping you that my grades have barely gone anywhere at all.”



Lyra didn’t know where to look, so she chose to stare at the notes in front of her.



“I’m sorry, Crepuscular,” she said, pressing her head against the table. “But I can’t study this way. They all just… look like… dots.”



Crepsucular sighed. She didn’t know what else she could do. Her horn began to glow as she summoned her magic.



“Lyra,” she said softly. “Open your eyes.”



Lyra peeked an eye open and sat up in shock.



All around them, little balls of light spun in a great cosmic dance. The balls of light clustered together and lines appeared to connect them to one another.



“There’s Orion!” Lyra said, pointing to it with a hoof.



“That’s right,” Crepuscular said softly. “Do you know what this one is?” Another constellation drifted over to the little.



“That’s… Canis, right?”



“‘Canis’ what?”



“Canis… Minor!” Lyra said with a smile.



“Very good.”



“Wow…” Lyra said in disbelief. “This is amazing!”



“It’s just Light Manipulation,” Crepuscular said casually. “You know, third-year stuff.”



“No way. This is the coolest thing ever!”



The magic surrounding her horn flared as Crepuscular brought a small constellation forward. “Do you know what this one is called?”



Lyra stared at it, but shook her head.



Crepuscular gave her a gentle smile. “It’s called ‘Lyra’.”



“Really?” A familiar sparkle filled her eyes as she looked at it again. “It’s so pretty.”



“You think you can study this way?”



Lyra nodded enthusiastically.



“Okay,” Crepuscular said, bringing a different constellation around. “Which constellation is this, and who designed it?”



Lyra’s retention and number of correct answers skyrocketed, but Crepuscular could only maintain her magic for so long. Confident that Lyra knew what she would need for her test, Crepuscular decided to bring their session to an end. The two began packing up their things.



“Hey, Crepuscular?”



“Yes?”



“How is it you’re grades are bad when you can do magic like that?”



“I just… I don’t know.” Crepuscular let out a sigh. “I think I…”



Lyra waited for her to continue.



“…I think I lost my spark a while ago.” Crepuscular finally said. “I’ve been looking for it ever since.”








“Crepuscular—look, look!” Lyra said, holding up her exam. “I got a B! Minus!”



“Good job, Lyra,” Crepuscular said with a smile. “I knew you could do it.” If Lyra could maintain grades like these, she’d be able to comfortably pass her Astronomy class.



“And I’ve been practicing something else, too.”



Crepuscular tilted her head. “What do you mean?”



Lyra stuck her tongue in concentration as a golden glow surrounded her horn. A tiny ball of light appeared between the two of them.



“Remember how you said you lost your spark and that’s why your grades aren’t so good?” Lyra said while trying to keep her magic steady. “Well, I thought maybe I could make one for you.”



Crepuscular Illumination was at a complete loss for words.



She settled for hugging the little filly, instead.








“Welcome back, Miss Illumination,” Princess Celestia said.



Crepuscular took a seat and waited for her to continue.



“We’re here to discuss how our little arrangement is going.” Princess Celestia eyed her for a moment. “Unfortunately, it seems your grades have seen little change.”



“I know, Princess, but—” A held hoof by the Princess was quick to silence her.



“Miss Heartstrings’ Astronomy grades, however, have seen remarkable improvement,” she continued with a smile. “Naturally, we approached her and asked her to perform a little… evaluation of your work as a tutor.”



Crepuscular swallowed hard.



“It seems that she considers you to be an excellent tutor,” Princess Celestia said with a smile, “one that she would recommend to anypony who finds themselves struggling with Astronomy.”



Crepuscular let out the breath she didn’t realize she had been holding.



“I am freeing you of your obligations as a tutor so that you may focus on improving your own grades,” the Princess concluded.



“Um, actually, Princess?” Crepuscular said quietly. “I wouldn’t mind staying a tutor, if that’s okay. I’ll work on my own grades—I promise I will—but I…” Crepuscular tried to find the words. “I really like teaching other ponies.”



Princess Celestia smiled. Crepuscular Illumination was a very bright student, indeed.



She simply needed to find her spark.
      

      
   
      Odd Couple


      

      
      
         Twilight breathed in the smell of old parchment and dust. Even in the sparkling clean halls of her new castle, that familiar smell was still there.



The library was her favorite room, not just for its amazing collection of rare and informative books, but because it felt so normal. The Golden Oaks Library might be gone, but Ponyville would always be the same familiar, predictable, comfortable town she’d known for years now.



“Excuse me? Princess Twilight?”



She turned around at the sound of the voice and saw a pony standing by the door. It was Bon-Bon, the candy maker who lived just a few houses away.



“Oh, hi there, Bon-Bon! Anything I can help you with?”



Bon-Bon took a hesitant step into the room, and cleared her throat. “I was wondering if you could help me find a certain book.”



Twilight’s face brightened. “No problem!” she said, trotting over to the shelf. “Come on in. Don’t mind all the new décor, this is still the official Ponyville public library.” 



Bon-Bon followed her into the room, staring up at the crystal walls and vaulted ceilings. “Rather flashy for a public library.”



“Yeah, it is, isn’t it?” Twilight said. “Even with all that's happened, I still like to keep acting as Ponyville's librarian. The castle is starting to grow on me, but that map keeps sending us all over Equestria for all kinds of dangerous adventures. It gets so tiring.”



“Yes, I suppose it would,” Bon-Bon said.



“Now, what were you looking for?” Twilight glanced over her shoulder.



“Oh, it was…” Bon-Bon paused to think. “I believe it was The Field Guide to Treants, Trolls and other Two-Legged Titans.”



Twilight raised an eyebrow. “That’s an interesting choice. Didn’t expect that from you.”



“You thought it was…? Oh, no!” Bon-Bon shook her head, and gave a polite laugh. “It’s just something Lyra asked me to pick up. You know how she is.”



“Of course.” Twilight smiled and turned back towards the shelf, running a hoof along the titles. “It should be an interesting read, though. I heard rumors a treant was just spotted over near the Haysead Swamps a few weeks ago.”



“You don’t say.”



“It’s fascinating, really. I’ve heard they’re related to timberwolves, but obviously a lot more rare. There’s very few first-hand accounts available about them. Seems like exactly the kind of thing Lyra would be interested in.”



“It certainly does,” Bon-Bon muttered. “That book is supposed to be the only one with a detailed description of their behavior patterns and how to spot one among the regular trees…” Her voice trailed off. “Or at least that’s what Lyra said. She insisted I get that one specifically.”



“And I’m sure she’ll find it an excellent read,” Twilight said. “She has a pretty diverse range of interests. She’s always finding out about these rare monsters most ponies haven’t even heard of.”



“Trust me, I’ve known Lyra for years and I’m still getting used to all her… eccentricities,” Bon-Bon said.



“I guess that’s one way of looking at it.” Twilight lifted the book off the shelf, and brushed some dust off of it. It was an old volume, and the cover illustration of a treant, striding through a dense forest, was faded. ”But I do have to say I appreciate anypony who’s eager to learn.”



“She’s certainly a hooffull,” Bon-Bon said. She took the book, flipped through the pages, then deposited it in her saddlebag. “But it can be nice to have somepony like that around.”



“Anything else I can help you find? We’ve had a few more recipe books donated that you might be interested in,” Twilight said.



“That does sound wonderful, but I’m afraid I’ll be quite busy the next few days,” Bon-Bon said. “Perhaps another day. Thanks for your help.”








It was the middle of the afternoon a few days later. Twilight had breezed through her daily checklist, and the castle map had been thankfully quiet for the past week. No better time to take a stroll through town for some fresh air.



The park was bustling at this hour of the day. Some giggling fillies ran in front of Twilight’s path, and she paused to let them through. She glanced up and saw a familiar unicorn resting on a park bench, gazing up at the sky.



“Hello there, Lyra,” she said. “I was just thinking of you. Did you hear the news? Apparently they caught the treant from Haysead Swamp out near Baltimare. I’ve never heard of one getting so close to a city before. Crazy, right?”



Lyra blinked at her. “I guess I’ve never heard of that happening, either,” she said. “Actually… I’ve never heard of a treant at all.”



“Really?” Twilight frowned. “Just a few days ago Bon-Bon stopped by the library to pick up a book about them for you.”



“Nah, I’m pretty sure I never asked for anything like that. Actually, right now I’m more into gargoyles! I could’ve sworn I saw one flying overhead a few hours ago. I came out here to get a better look.”



Twilight glanced up at where Lyra was pointing above their heads, not expecting to see anything. She didn’t. Not even a cloud in the sky.



She shook her head. “Maybe I’m just not remembering right… I thought it was Bon-Bon. It could have been somepony else.”



Lyra glanced around, scanning the ponies around them, and lowered her voice. “You know, Bon-Bon’s been acting weird again these past few days. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was her. She’s always doing stuff like this.”



“Bon-Bon? Acting weird?” Twilight said. “You’re kidding, right?”



Anypony in town could tell you that Lyra rarely took an interest in normal ponies. Hearing her call somepony else weird almost made Twilight want to laugh out loud.



Lyra sighed, and gave a shrug. “I hate to say it, but it looks like you’re involved now, so I’ll tell you what I know.” 



“Involved in what? She checked out a library book.”



Lyra held up a hoof. “That’s how it would look to an outsider, yes. But it’s all about perspective, Twilight. Once you get closer, you start to see there’s more to Bon-Bon than meets the eye.”



Twilight nodded slowly, even though she didn't entirely get it. “So… what makes you say that?”



“Get this. I heard from Rarity that she’s always seeing Bon-Bon at some big, fancy parties in Canterlot. Like real suit-and-tie affairs. The kind that you actually wear clothes at,” Lyra said.



“And…?”



“And she never tells me about them! She just says she’d be ‘out of town’ a few days and left me in charge of the house. And she should know better than to do that, especially by now. But anyways, what would she be doing at a place like that?”



“Ponies usually go to parties because they like them,” Twilight said.



“Nah, that couldn’t be it. I’ve been to parties in Canterlot before. As a musician, not as a guest. They’re super long and totally boring,” Lyra said. “Nobody would ever go to one willingly. She’s got an ulterior motive.”



Twilight put a hoof to her forehead. “I know I’m going to regret asking, but… what else do you think she would have been doing there?”



Lyra’s eyes narrowed. “I bet she was meeting a contact.”



“What do you mean by ‘a contact’?”



“You know. Some secret dealing with undercover agents. Instructions for her next secret mission.”



Twilight had to stifle a laugh. “Lyra, this is Bon-Bon we’re talking about. She’s about as normal as a pony gets.”



“That’s just what she wants you to think,” Lyra said. “Like I said, Twilight. Perspective. Keep your eyes open.”








For some reason, that phrase was still repeating itself in Twilight’s mind for the next few days as she trotted through town. It was ridiculous, of course – this was Lyra, after all – but Twilight just couldn’t shake it. Ponyville had its share of weirdness, but there was definitely nopony more normal than Bon-Bon. 



It didn’t matter. She checked her shopping list for the third time – the first item was quills. The store was just up ahead, past Rarity’s shop. She shook her head. All that business with Lyra telling her to “keep her eyes open” was a distraction, nothing more. 



As she passed by Carousel Boutique, the door abruptly swung open, nearly hitting her in the nose. She let out a yelp.



“Oh, Twilight! I’m terribly sorry. Are you alright?”



She looked up to see Bon-Bon, wearing a new wide-brimmed hat. Clearly one of Rarity’s designs, on the tastefully elegant, less flashy side.



“I’m alright,” Twilight said. “What brings you here?”



“Just picking up an order,” Bon-Bon replied. “Rarity designed this one especially for me, you know.”



“It looks great on you. I… don’t suppose you’re heading to Canterlot anytime soon, are you?”



An expression of shock briefly flashed across Bon-Bon’s face. “What? Who told you that?” Her voice was a harsh whisper.



“Um, lucky guess?” Twilight said. “Lyra mentioned you go there sometimes. I remember seeing a lot of parties when I lived there. I never went, of course, but I saw them all the time.”



“Oh… Oh, yes, certainly.” Bon-Bon let out a deep breath. “Which reminds me – Lyra finished that book you let her borrow, so I should make sure I come by to return it soon. You know she’d never remember to do it herself.” She shook her head, a small smile at the corner of her mouth.



“It’s no problem at all,” Twilight said. “Except… I actually saw Lyra a few days ago, and she said she didn’t know anything about that book.”



“Really?” Bon-Bon reached up to adjust the brim of her hat, casting shade over her eyes. “You don’t say.”



“Maybe I’m just not remembering right. I suppose it’s possible it slipped her mind.” Twilight shrugged.



Bon-Bon gave a shrill laugh. “You know how Lyra is. Always hopping on board one crazy theory after another. One week it’s centaurs, the next she’s putting up a poster of that Ahuizotl creature from the Daring Do novels. And you certainly didn’t help matters, with all those stories you brought back about the mirror.”



Twilight sighed. “Lyra still hasn’t let me hear the end of that.”



“So in all likelihood she’s forgotten about that book already. This happens absolutely all the time with her,” Bon-Bon said. “I just hope she hasn’t lost it already. I’ll be sure to look for it as soon as I return home. Living with somepony as strange as she is, it’s always up to me to be the responsible one, you know?”



“Uh… yeah, I totally see that…” Twilight said. “Listen, it’s really not a problem with the book. Ponies aren’t exactly scrambling to learn about obscure monster lore, so if Lyra’s still reading it—”



“I told you she probably forgot all about it,” Bon-Bon cut in. “I’ll bring it back tomorrow. No, tonight. This very evening.”



Before Twilight could say another word, Bon-Bon had turned tail and was halfway down the street. She watched her gallop off, then gave a shrug and turned her attention back to her shopping list.








Twilight stepped out of the shop's front door, using one of the new quills to cross off “Quills” on her shopping list. It was about then that she noticed somepony creeping up beside her.



“So? Any news to report?” Lyra said.



“Huh?” Twilight jumped back.



“You’re my second pair of eyes now. Got any news on Bon-Bon’s covert operations?”



“I wouldn’t say it’s a ‘covert operation,’ but I saw her just a little while ago at Rarity’s shop, and—”



“Again!” Lyra said, her eyes wide. “It’s just like I told you. Getting ready to go undercover in Canterlot again! I wonder if I should trail her.”



“For the last time, maybe she just likes to go to fancy parties. There’s nothing suspicious about that.”



Lyra shook her head. “You know, it’s not just all these fancy Canterlot galas. Bon-Bon’s always just vanishing for a day or two. I’ll get up in the afternoon and find a note on the fridge saying she’s gone across Equestria to visit family.”



Twilight frowned. “Well, there’s your answer. She went to visit a family member. Nothing strange about that, right?”



“Well, apparently she’s got at least two hundred and forty-six cousins across all of Equestria. I’ve been keeping track. Here, let me show you.”



Lyra’s horn glowed as she lifted a notebook out of her saddlebag. She flipped it open and scanned the pages.



“Here!” She tapped a hoof on the page, and turned it around so Twilight could see. “You’ve gotta admit this sounds like a cover-up, right?”



“Uh, are you keeping an entire book of secret notes on your own best friend?”



“Yeah. What about it?”



Twilight squinted at the messy script on the page. It was hard not to be a little intrigued by the whole situation. Maybe there really was... No, she was letting her curiosity get the better of her. This was idle gossip.



She shook her head. “Look, this is between you and Bon-Bon. I shouldn’t get involved. I mean, haven’t you tried just talking to her about all this?”



Lyra raised an eyebrow. “Are you crazy? Kind of defeats the purpose of keeping a secret file on her, don’t you think?”



“Are you even listening to yourself?”



“I can assure you, Bon-Bon is no ordinary small-town candy maker.” Lyra flipped through her notebook. “It’s all in here. Letters in the mail from strange confectionaries, unusual sequences of color in her candy canes, inexplicable changes in the fudge recipe…”



“All you’ve really told me is that Bon-Bon goes to fancy parties, likes to visit family, and based on her visit a week ago, she might like to read books about rare magical creatures – just like the ones you read,” Twilight said.



“I also found a grappling hook in the cabinet behind the powdered sugar once,” Lyra said.



Twilight blinked. “I suppose that’s... fairly strange.”



“Anyways, you said Bon-Bon was just at Carousel Boutique, right? I’d better catch up to her,” Lyra said. “Whatever you do, tell nopony about this meeting,”



“I’m sure I won’t.”



Lyra trotted off, as abruptly as she appeared. Twilight let out a sigh. Did this count as a friendship problem? It was a good thing she didn't have to write letters to Princess Celestia again, because this might take several pages to explain.



Hopefully she wouldn't be seeing either of them until this cooled off.








She ran into them again the next morning. Lyra and Bon-Bon were seated at one of the tables outside the café, sipping on milkshakes.



Twilight took a step back and began to walk away. No need to get any more involved with this than she already was. Whatever “this” might be. She had to admit, she wasn’t even sure.



“Oh, Twilight, is that you?”



She heard Bon-Bon’s voice and froze.



Forcing what she hoped would look like a friendly smile, she turned around. “Hi, Bon-Bon. Lyra. How’s it going?”



“Just fine, thank you. I’ve been meaning to apologize for the confusion with the library book earlier,” Bon-Bon said.



“What confusion? You said it was…” Twilight caught a glimpse of Lyra watching her, resting a hoof on the table and raising an eyebrow. She couldn’t think of how to finish the sentence. Everything looked normal between the two of them, but there was some inexplicable tension in the air.



“To be perfectly honest,“ Bon-Bon said, her eyes darting over towards Lyra, “I was simply trying to take a discreet interest in Lyra’s hobbies. I was just feeling too self-conscious to tell you the truth.”



“Is that all it was?” Twilight said. “I'm glad it's settled, then.”



“I was surprised too. Bon-Bon’s such a boring and normal pony, it was pretty cool to see her take an interest in…” Lyra paused. “Um…”



“Treants?” Twilight offered.



“Yeah! Those. They’re awesome. Can’t read enough about ‘em.”



“I haven’t heard anything more about the one that they caught near Baltimare, but I’ll let you know.”



“Assuming there’s any more to tell,” Bon-Bon said. “I have a cousin who lives out there, and she said the whole matter was wrapped up nice and quiet. I’m certain nopony will be hearing any more news about that anytime soon.”



“Which cousin is that, again?” Lyra said.



“Oh, um…” Bon-Bon took a slow sip of her yellow milkshake. “It’s my cousin Lemon Merengue. I’ve told you about her before, haven’t I?”



Twilight saw Lyra begin to lift a small notepad out of her saddlebag, then decide against it and let it fall back in.



“Probably, once or twice,” Lyra said.



“Well, I certainly hate to cut this short, but I’m going to have to get back home,” Twilight said, already beginning to take a step backwards. “Thanks for the chat, there’s certainly never a dull moment with you two around.”



Bon-Bon laughed softly. “I’m certainly thankful to have Lyra as a best friend. She certainly creates enough excitement for the both of us.”



“I’m going to choose to take that as a compliment,” Lyra said.



“Yeah…” Twilight said, with a slow nod. “Come to think of it, the two of you are just about perfect for each other.”



She glanced over her shoulder. The crowd was thin. She had a clear path to get away, go back home, and have a nice quiet night of studying.



Lyra leaned over towards her. “I’ll be by the library later tonight. Got some new findings to discuss with you.”



Twilight took a step away. “Anyways, bye!” 



She hurried off down the street, into the crowd of ponies. Maybe once you looked closer, Ponyville wasn’t quite as normal as it looked.
      

      
   
      Three Body Problem


      

      
      
         “Circle inscribed and aligned – check.”



Quill scratched on parchment.



“Magic dampening field activated – check.”



A second ink line joined the first.



“Test item secured at magic focus point – double check.”



If a scroll could be satisfied, this one would have been, as the magenta glow faded around it.



Twilight hummed happily to herself.  “We're almost ready to move on to the pre-experiment checklist.”



Her enthusiasm was met with a long, drawn-out sigh.  “This is all so incredibly booring.  I’ve seen continents that move along quicker than this research of yours does.”



Twilight looked up to see her magic spectrum analyzer and thaumatic imprint extractor lazily orbiting a certain recalcitrant draconequus. 



She frowned.  “Discord, put those down. You're going to mess up the calibration.”



“You don't know how to have any fun,” he huffed as the two pieces of equipment were enclosed in a magenta glow and gently returned to their stations among the lab’s many workbenches.



“I know perfectly well how to have fun.  I also know that there is a proper time and place for it.  Not everything is about having fun, Discord.”



Discord grinned toothily.  “Au contraire, mon petit poney.  Having fun is the most important thing.  And what better fun than a bit of chaos?”



Twilight let out an exasperated sigh.  “Celestia have mercy.  Why did I ever think asking you to help would be a good idea?”



Discord snorted.  “Well.  Maybe you could appreciate things a little better from my point of view.”



Quick as thought, Discord darted towards her, reaching with a single, outstretched talon.  Twilight backpedaled, her horn lighting up with magic, but she was far too slow.



“Boop.”



The talon met her nose, and Twilight found herself flying up and back, closer and closer, before she lost control of the gathered energy in a white fla-








Ouch, that smarts.  Still, it was worth it.  Wait.



“Aaaauuugh!  Discord!  What did you do?”



I can’t seem to move.  Bother.  I’m not a statue again, am I?  …  No, I’m still standing right over there, as svelte and handsome as always.



“Discord.  What.  Did.  You.  DO!?  Why am I looking at myself from behind?  What are these weird little pictures around the edges of my vision?”



…



“Answer me!”



“...Who is Twilight Sparkle talking to?”



“You of course!  Who else would I be talking to?”



“Th- the observer is not Discord.”



Of course not.  Wait.



“What?  What do you mean you’re not Discord!?  Scales, fur and feathers, long, winding torso, mismatched limbs.  I don’t see any other draconequui here.  What did you do to my eyes?”



Oh calm down, Twilight.  It’s educational.  I thought you liked learning.  Speaking of which…  What does this do?



The crystal castle lab was a scene of wonderful chaos, with benches overturned, papers scattered everywhere and a couple expensive-looking machines making hissy noises on the floor.  In the middle of it all, a splay-winged mane-frazzled lavender alicorn was making sputtering noises of her own as she fumed like an overpressure boiler.  She was glaring at a patch of wall next to a devilishly handsome draconequus who was in turn staring at the princess like he’d been hit in the back of the head with a board.



Oh, so that’s how it works, I mentally rubbed my paws together.  And pull yourself together, me.   You’re making us both look bad.



“Um, well,” said the dashing demi-drake, “as stated before, this observer is not the one Twilight Sparkle knows as Discord.”



Twilight’s glare didn’t let up an iota, though it wavered side to side like the second place contestant at a hard cider drinking contest.  “Fine.  Who are you, then?”



His eyes widened, and he opened his mouth, before pausing.  Twilight’s brow furrowed as the seconds ticked by, and she looked ready to explode again, when he finally spoke.  “This observer does not have a name.”



Now she did explode.  “This isn’t funny, Discord.”



Oh, you’re quite right, Twilight, I chortled.  This is hilarious.



“This observer was not attempting humor.  When desirable some… very experienced observers can affect emotional tones, including humor, but that is an advanced technique that this observer does not possess.”



Twilight shot him a look that could have stripped paint.  “So.  If you aren’t Discord, then where is he?”



“This observer does not know.  He could be anywhere.”



Such as floating around right next to you.



“Then we’ll just have to find him,” she said, settling back on her haunches and closing her eyes.  Moments later, her eyes flew open, and she started to hyperventilate.  “I can’t do magic!  Oh no no no.  This is bad.  Spike!  Spiiiike!”



Spike came rushing down the stairs, his eyes wide in alarm.



“Twilight!  Are you okay?”



Twilight sniffed as she looked at him.  “No.  I’m very much not okay.  We hadn't even started testing for a chaos magic signature, when Discord got bored and did something to me.  Now, everything looks as if I am standing behind myself, I can't do any magic, and Discord isn’t helping at all.  He says he isn’t even Discord.”  She hung her head.  “I don't know what to do, Spike.  None of my studies covered anything like this.”



Spike tapped his chin thoughtfully with a talon.  “Well, maybe your friends can help.”



“Maybe you’re right, Spike, but short of using rainbow power, I’m not sure how they could help with a problem like this.”



“I don’t know Twilight.  If Discord is involved, maybe Fluttershy would know what to do.  Or I could take a letter to the Princess,” he said, brandishing a scroll.



Fluttershy?  The princesses?  I felt a shiver go up my nonexistent spine.  Spoilsports.  Fine, it’s time I tried a few things, anyhow.  I hummed and hemmed and hawwed, did a couple whirlygigs, revved up the encabulator, and finally with a haftwise twist, my voice popped out of the air like uncorked champagne.



“Ahh, so much better!”



Spike dropped the parchment in surprise, as my dulcet tones filled the lab.



“What?”  Twilight exclaimed, twisting her head away from, well, me, her ears swiveling to and fro. “Who is that?  Where are you?  What’s going on?”



“Oh, just a practical demonstration of chaos magic,” I chortled.



Her ears locked onto my voice, and her head slowly followed.



“Chaos magic?  Discord, is that you?”  She looked confused.  “You sound like a little filly.”



Of all the nerve!  “I am not a little filly!”  I cleverly retorted.  “I am the Lord of Chaos.”



The chubby little whelp standing next to her snickered as he picked up the dropped scroll.



Twilight’s eyes narrowed, and her tail lashed the ground.  “Right.  Then why can’t I do magic?”



“Ah, yes.  Well, I gave you a bit of a nudge, so you could expand your horizons a bit.”



She snorted.  “Yes, I’ve noticed.  And?”



“You have to go about things a bit differently from there.  You mentioned seeing some small pictures at the edge of your vision.”



“Yes,” she said. 



“Good.  Go think at one of them.”



Spike stood back as Twilight's muzzle scrunched up in a marvelous pout for a few moments, before her horn burst to life.  The magic coalesced, and a door winked into existence in front of her.



“See, there you go,” I said.



She stared at it a few moments before looking back towards at my little patch of air.



“So, you really are Discord.”



“The one and only,” I smirked.



“Then why are you still over there,” she said, pointing towards my fabulous figure, who was busy sampling the contents of the wide variety of test tubes and beakers that littered the lab benches.  



I watched proudly as he took a swig of a fizzy green liquid in a luridly marked testtube.  He made a face as the taste registered, before burping out a small cloud of yellow smoke.



She gaped at it for a few seconds, before facehoofing.



“I don't know!”  I crowed.  “Isn't it great?” 



She turned to look at me like I had lost my mind, which, to be fair, may have been true in a boring, technical sense, but was hardly merited. 



A small explosion echoed across the room, and a few strands of Twilight’s mane popped loose as she focused back on my industrious incarnation, and the bubbling red beaker he now held.  “Stop that!  Those are dangerous.  You shouldn’t eat them,” she cried, leaping to her hooves and promptly walking sideways into a table.



“Aaaaugh!  Help!  I’m stuck.”



“Ah, yes.  Moving around from that perspective does take a bit of practice,” I mused.



She glared in my general direction. “Whenever I try to move, the direction is all wrong.  How can you stand to live like this?  I can’t eat or brush my teeth, if I can only ever see the back of my head.”



“Well, you couldn’t ever see your face before, without using a mirror.  That’s hardly any different now.  You don’t even need a mirror anymore, if you angle it right,” I offered.



“That hardly helps,” she wailed.  “It’s like I’m looking through a camera that’s following me everywhere.  I can’t always see where I’m looking, because I’m in the way, and every time I move anything it just feels weird, because I’m looking at someone else, but it’s me.  You really look at yourself from behind all the time like this?”



“Well, not all that often, really, but it does have its moments.”



“Turn it back.”



“Sorry, no can do.”  I said.  “I can only look around and take notes from here.  That dashing fellow over there will have to do it.” 



The draconequus looked up in alarm from where he was rubbing a paw over one of the smooth, crystal desks.



“Oh yes, don’t think we’ve forgotten you,” I said.



“This this observer did not cause the situation.”



“Yeah, well you’re part of it now.”  Twilight regained her feet, walking towards him in a straight-ish line, Spike following close behind.  “Who are you, and what are you observing?”



“This observer observes the events that happen.”



Twilight rolled her eyes.  “Gee, thanks.  Let me be a bit more specific.  What is an observer?”



“Observers are non corporeal entities that are drawn to interesting or important situations to record them.”



“Better.  How come we’ve never heard of you before?”



“Observers are not to interact or reveal themselves.”  He studied his paws intently, before continuing quietly, “this observer has failed that basic tenant.”



Twilight looked thoughtful.  “So you observe to record...  Who do you give the records to, and why?”



“This observer does not know.  It is our purpose – we simply do it.”



Twilight’s ears flattened.  “That doesn’t help very much.”



"This observer is sorry, Twilight Sparkle,” he said, head hanging low.



She waved the apology away.  “What do you do when you aren't observing?”



“We wait.”



“Ugh. That sounds incredibly dull.”  I interjected.  “Go find someone more boring, and run around in their body, instead.”



“Discord!”



“What?  He doesn't even have a name,” I cleverly rebutted.



“That hardly matters,” she protested.



Spike looked at him speculatively.  “I don't know, Discord does kind of have a point.”



Twilight stared at him, aghast.  “What?  Not you, too, Spike. You can't seriously want to get rid of him.”



“What?  Oh, no, not that.  We can’t just keep calling him ‘The observer,’ though.”



Said observer cocked his head and looked at the baby dragon quizzically.  “Why not?”



“It’s weird.”



Twilight buried her face in her hooves.  “Ugh.  Fine.  This recording of yours – you write a lot, yes?”



The observer puffed up proudly.  “Indeed.  Observers are singularly skilled with words.”



“Well then, congratulations, you’re now Lexicon.”



The observer was silent for several long moments, before a smile blossomed on his face.  “Thank you, Twilight Sparkle.  This observer…  I, have never had a name,” he said, suddenly bashful. 



The words and heartfelt tone brought a small smile to Twilight’s muzzle.  The moment lasted until I cleared my throat.



Twilight shook herself.  “Great.  Can we move on to getting this sorted out, now?”



Lexicon nodded, before holding up a cautionary talon.  “There is a problem.  Lexicon is humor aligned, and was drawn towards a high potential comedic situation.”



Twilight looked at him somewhat accusingly.  “That’s debatable, but I’ll go along with it.  Why does that matter?”



“With my additional interaction, the basic comedic situation has changed.”



Says you.  “And?” I prompted.



“At this point, another will likely come.”



“What?  You mean another observer?”  Twilight cocked her head.  “Why?”



“Yes.  As a comedy affinity at a comedic event, Lexicon can expect to be undisturbed for the expected duration.  However, with the additional factors in play the event could easily change tone.  If that occurs, it would likely draw in observers of a different affinity.”



Twilight looked like she’d bitten into a lemon.  “So, what happens when time runs out, or this new observer comes?”



“They will report the current infraction.  Interaction is a violation of one of our basic tenants.  They will attempt to return the situation to its baseline.  You will remember nothing of this afternoon, and they will erase the defective observer.”



Wait, that's me...  “We need to fix this right away,” I said.



Spike piped up.  “That does sound bad – should I call the princess?”



Lexicon shook his head.  “No, that would only hasten a change in tone.  Additionally, the factors leading to the original comedic situation may still be in play.”



“The other shoe is about to drop,” I said.



“Discord, you’re not helping,” Twilight said, ears flat.  “So it comes back down to undoing your magic, and you're the only one that understands what you did.”



“Actually, it was your magic,” I said.



“What?” she snapped.



“Well, all I did was give your viewpoint a bit of a boost.  Switching Lexicon and I here, that was all thanks to whatever spell you were charging up.   Good job there, but you’ll have to be the one to undo it.”



A few more strands of Twilight’s mane sprung loose from their fellows.  “So either I need to undo my magic discharge – while under the effects of your spell, or Lexicon needs figure out how to undo your spell, without having ever done magic before.”



“Exactly.  Don’t forget, we have to be funny, too.” 



“That’s ridiculous!”



Spike looked back and forth between the arguing parties, gauging the mood.  “Maybe we should take a short break.  Is anypony hungry?  I could make sandwiches.”



Twilight took a few deep breaths.  “That’s a good idea, Spike; you can go ahead and get started – I’ll follow you in a few moments.”



Spike ran off, as Twilight stood there with a look of intense concentration on her face, head turning to and fro.



Oh, this opportunity is too priceless.  And it is important to maintain comedy – Lexicon said so himself.  Twilight can thank me later.



“You’re staring at your own flank, aren’t you?”



Twilight jumped as if stung, whirling on me as her cheeks flamed scarlet.  “What?  No!  Of all the ridiculous things to say at a time like this.”  She huffed and had started trotting after Spike when her magic door suddenly opened, smacking her in the muzzle.



“Ow.”



Pinkie Pie stuck her head out.  “Hi Twilight!”



I perked up.  Pinkie could be amusingly unpredictable, sometimes. 



“I need help with a super duper ultra important order, and everypony else is busy.”



Except when she prattled on about something boring, like food.  Blah blah Zecora, blah special ingredients blah blah, scritchy back, montage.  Hmm.  What does this do?



I watched as Twilight and Pinkie looked around rapidly, mouths moving.  Spike returned bearing a platter.  Now Twilight was getting more and more frustrated, before finally following Pinkie with the others.  Now I’m in the Sugarcube corner kitchen.  Zecora appears, and drops off some strange looking berries. Fast forward and they're being mixed into dough, which lumps up under its own volition.  It commanders the rest of the baked goods, who take up utensils. The bakery comes alive, with Spike, Pinkie and Lexicon holding the line, while Twilight huddles under the counter with the party cannon and a set of blueprints.  She emerges at the last minute, banishing the dough into the depths of the oven.  I blinked back into the lab.



Oh, so that’s how this thing works, I thought, setting it back crossfiddle.



The door opened, and a battered and weary group made their way in.  Twilight slumped down at her previous spot in the middle of the lab.



“Thanks, for all the help Twilight!” Pinkie said, chipper as always. 



“Sure, Pinkie,” Twilight mumbled. 



“It looks like you all were on a roll,” I said. “Should icing a victory song?”



Twilight flopped over and glared at me.  “Discord!  Where were you this whole time?”



“Why, Twilight, you wound me!  I never left your side.”



“What?” she fumed.  “Why didn’t you help?  Or at least say something?  We spent a half hour waiting for you before we finally left for Sugarcube Corner.  We don't have time for this!”



“Well, it was all flashing by too quickly,” I said, somewhat defensively. 



“Montage,” Pinkie nodded sagely.  “With great power comes great responsibility.”



“Arrgh.  Whatever.  Discord, we really lost a lot of time.  Don't do it again.”



“You still won; it couldn't have been that bad.”



“It was terrible.  I could barely use my magic.  And this view – it keeps getting hung up on walls,” she moaned.  “I can’t navigate corridors at all.”



“You just have to-” I began to offer some helpful advice, before noticing the stink-eye I was getting.  “Well, maybe another time,” I conceded. 



“At least it’s over,” she sighed, slumping over a lab bench for a few moments, before sitting bolt upright. 



“Wait, was that the probable humorous event?”



Lexicon nodded.  “Probably.”



Twilight grimaced.  “Then we don’t have much time left.  I got a little bit of magic practice in at Sugarcube Corner; I’ll see if I can improve on it.  Discord, could you work with Lexicon?”



Lexicon looked up sadly. “Your plan might work, but even if I can switch back, and they don’t notice, I…  like this.  I like breathing, the feel of air on my fur.  Taste is nice, too.  Some of those test tubes were not very good, but that cake we fought was delicious.  I don’t know if I could bear to stay as I was before.”



Twilight smiled at him. “I may have an idea about that, but we can get to it later.  For now, I need you to work with Discord.  Can you do that?”



He nodded, and I spoke up.  “Very well, Lexicon, let’s start with the basics.  Tell me where are you looking from?”



“Uh, my head; I assume that’s normal.”



“Excellent, standard first draco view, then.  Try snapping your fingers.”



He did so, the sound distinct in the quiet lab.



“Good.  It’d be embarrassing if you couldn’t do that bit.  Tell me, are you thirsty?”



“I could drink, I suppose.”



“Well, then think about plaid generosity, with a granite twist.”



Lexicon’s eyebrows bunched up on his forehead.  “What?  Those don’t make sense.  I don’t even know where to begin with that.”



“Then just think of plaid-colored rocks and snap your fingers.”



His face scrunched up, and his fingers snapped, but nothing happened.



I sighed.  “Well, if you can’t even manage chocolate milk, you have some ways to go before you could reel Twilight back in.”



He looked downcast, and I hastened to reassure him.  “Don’t worry, it doesn't always happen right away.  Just think Interesting things and keep practicing.”



His snaps echoed across the room as I focused my attention on Twilight.



“Aha!  So the symbol’s color corresponds to the school of magic,” she exclaimed triumphantly. “Ooh, and this area is a spell matrix!”  



“Try moving them,” I suggested.



“What?  They move?  Oh, and they can be duplicated, too!  So if I combine elements in this area…  Eureka!”



The snapping stopped, and Lexicon called out. “Twilight, I think we’re running out of time.”



Twilight was practically bouncing on her hooves.  “Don’t worry, I think I’ve got it.”



“And about me?” he said, hesitantly.



“The swap is in already, but with this combination matrix, I think I have a solution to that, too,” she said. “It’s actually much more convenient than I originally realized.  Tell me, would you prefer to be a colt, or a filly?”



“Uh, filly, I guess.  Wait, does this mean I’ll become a pony?”



“That's the plan.”



Lexicon’s eyes went wide. “Wait, but then who will finish the recording?”



“Doesn’t matter.” Her grin was a shade less than manic, as her horn began to glow brightly. “Okay, let’s do this!”



There was a fla-
      

      
   
      The Last Item


      

      
      
         “Attention, everypony! It seems that we’ve reached our final piece of the storage lot. Now, I’m embarrassed to admit this, but quite frankly, I have no idea what this thing is. In fact, I’m not even sure what it was doing in the lot to begin with. However, do not let this heed you in your bidding! Remember, all the proceeds from this auction are going straight to Celestia’s Home for Orphaned Foals and Fillies, so bid as high as you can. Now, shall we start the bidding at a hundred bits? Do I hear a hundred?” the auctioneer asked the crowd of seated ponies in front of him. Next to the dais on which he stood was a frame, in which was the item in question.



As the ponies muttered among themselves, a sole purple hoof stuck out above them all. 



“A hundred bits, perfect. Anypony for a hundred and fifty? An-” the auctioneer was cut off by the pony who had raised her hoof to begin with.



“Oh, no, I’m not bidding on the item,” she said, getting up off her seat. As she did so, it was revealed that she was none other than Princess Twilight Sparkle herself. The collective gasp was quiet, but echoed throughout the crowd. 



“Then why… did you raise your hoof?” the auctioneer asked, clearly confused. 



Twilight walked up to the frame, and took a close look at the item. “I wished to get a closer look at this fascinating piece of art!”



“You of all ponies?” he asked, now even more confused than before. He had figured that Rarity, who had recently been sent home due to spending a bit too many, would have been quite interested in the piece, but not Twilight!



“Yes! I think this is an excellent retelling of the fall of the griffon king Guto at the claws of Arimaspi, don’t you?” Twilight asked, taking a step back from the item, to look at it in all it’s glory.



“It… is?” the auctioneer asked, taking another look at the piece in question. “I don’t s-”



The poor auctioneer was interrupted again, this time by an unknown female voice. “No it isn’t!”



A griffon walked up the frame, and looked at it herself. “This is clearly a picture of the fall of King Sombra,” she said, in the same voice which had interrupted the auctioneer. “I don’t see Guto at all.”



“Are you serious?” Twilight asked, examining the item once again. “How could you possibly see this as King Sombra?”



“Well, princess, if you take a look right over there,” the griffon said, pointing a talon at a dark blotch on the item, “That is clearly meant to represent King Sombra. And if you look over here,” she said, pointing at two smaller blotches, one whitish, the other kind of a dark blue, “These must represent the two princesses,” the griffon finished, a smug grin on her face.



“How intriguing!” Twilight responded, taking a closer look at the splotches pointed out by the griffon.



“Yes, yes, that’s all very interesting,” said the auctioneer, “but are either of you going to actually bid on this?”



“Oh, no, I wasn’t planning on,” they both said in unision. 



The auctioneer sighed as he started to wonder if anypony was going to actually bid on whatever this thing was. It had been a long day, and he just wanted this last piece bid on already. “Is there anypony here who actually wants to bid on this item?” he asked the crowd. A crystalline hoof was raised in response. “Thank Celestia,” he muttered under his breath, before asking, “Okay, so we’re starting the bidding at hundred bits, yes?”



“No,” said the crystal pony, as he got up off of his seat, and walked towards the frame. “I’m here to correct these foalish ponies on their misconceptions on what is a very easy piece of artwork to understand. I’m disappointed in you, princess,” he said, briefly looking at Twilight. “I would have expected you to have recognized this art style. True, it’s hard to see it rendered in fibers instead of crystal, but this is clearly a fractal picture of the creation of the Changelings. I happen to be an expert on this subject,” he finished, pushing up the glasses he was wearing.



“Well, I’ll be,” both the princess and the griffon muttered as they took another look at the item. “Now that you mention it, I can see that,” said Twilight.



“And so can I,” said the griffon, as she looked even closer at the item.



“Wonderful, now we know what this thing… is,” said the auctioneer. “So, is there anypony here who actually wants to bid on this?” he asked, looking at the all the other ponies.



“Yes,” said a pony, as he got up from his seat. The auctioneer held his breath, but didn’t expect much. Suddenly, there was a flash of green fire, and a collective gasp from everypony else. Standing where the pony had been was a changeling.



“A changeling at an auction? Never thought I’d see the day,” the auctioneer said, looking at the changeling. “Now, shall we start the bidding at a hundred bits?” he asked.



“Bits?” asked the changeling. “The only currency I can pay you in is love.”



The auctioneer blinked, then sighed and pointed at a sign. “As the sign clearly says, the only currency we accept are bits. You can’t pay in love,” he explained.

“But my queen taught me that all you need is love,” replied the changeling.



“Well, I’m sorry to say, but orphaned foals and fillies can’t just live off of love alone,” replied the auctioneer. 



“Oh, I see,” said the changeling, blinking in surprise. “I suppose I’ll leave now,” he said, dejectedly. He quickly disguised himself again, and walked out of the auction house, head hung low.



“Well, I suppose I’ll ask again. Is there anypony here who has an interest in this piece, and can pay for it?” the auctioneer asked. “Anypony at all?”



Yet another hoof was raised. “I believe I can afford this,” he said. “Let’s start the bidding at a two hundred bits.”



“Oh thank Celestia,” the auctioneer said under his breath. “Okay everyone, we’ve started the bidding at two hundred bits. Do I hear two fifty?” he called out.



“Two hundred and fifty!” called out another voice.



“Three hundred!” called out a third voice.



The ponies in the room were finally starting to get interested in the item. Apparently all it took was a changeling trying to buy it. “Five hundred bits!” called out yet another voice.



The auctioneer looked at the crowd with joy in his heart, hoping that somepony would finally buy this item. “That’s five hundred bits for this picture of the creation of the changelings, everypony! Five hundred bits. Do I hear six hundred bits?” he asked.



“That picture has nothing to do with changelings!” called out a different voice.



“It has everything to do with changelings!” responded the crystal pony, sounding angry.



“No it doesn’t!” the voice responded, angry as well.



“Yes it does!” replied the crystal pony, even angrier this time.



“No it doesn’t!” the voice once again responded. 



“Right, that’s it,” growled the crystal pony. “I’m coming down there,” he said, jumping down into the crowd. 



“Oh, very frightening. What are you going to do, shine on me?” A pony got up, revealing herself to be the owner of the voice taunting the crystal pony.



“I’ll do more than just shine on you!” the crystal pony snapped as he ran at her.



Their fight quickly escalated as hooves flew. Soon, everypony was fighting everypony else, except for the auctioneer, who was safe in the dias and Twilight, who yelled, “Will you please all stop?! Are you forgetting the very purpose of this auction?”



“Yes, I did arrange this auction for a very special purpose,” said a voice unexpected by everypony there. For walking in through the door was none other than Princess Celestia herself. The crowd instantly stopped, some in mid punch or kick, others still on the floor.



“Princess Celestia! What are you doing here?” asked Twilight.



“Well, I wanted to see how the auction was going. And if my memory is correct, that’s the very last item in the lot, yes?” Celestia asked, as she made her way over to the frame.



“Yes! We reached five hundred bits before… well, you saw,” said Twilight, sheepishly. “But we’re still not sure what it is, exactly. Maybe you know?”



Celestia was quiet as she looked very closely at the item in question, trying to determine just what exactly it was. Several minutes passed, but still she said nothing. She took a few steps back and looked at the entire thing, before stepping back in closer to reexamine it.



Finally, Twilight walked up to her, and waved a hoof in front of her. “Princess Celestia?”



Celestia looked at Twilight, and shrugged. “I’m sorry, Twilight, but I have no idea what this thing is supposed to be. I don’t know if it’s a portrait, a picture, a landscape, if it’s anything at all!” she said, exasperated. 



A collective groan travelled through the crowd as they heard Celestia’s words. “Well, I should be getting back. Carry on, everypony!” Celestia said as she walked back out of the auction house. 



The crystal pony looked at the mare who he had been fighting and said, “So does that mean that I can…?”



“No,” she said.



The auctioneer sighed, and said, “Okay, so the last number we hit was five hundred bits. Do I hear a six hundred?”



“Six hundred!” a voice yelled out.



“Seven hundred bits!” yelled out a griffon this time, to the surprise of everypony else. “What? If you all are willing to pay so much for it, I bet the griffons back home would pay even more!” he explained, greed apparent in his eyes.



The auctioneer sighed at the idea of the griffon’s plan. “That’s seven hundred bits. Do I hear eight hundred?” he asked. A few moments passed. “Going once, going tw-”



“One thousand bits!” called out a female voice. 



The ponies were, once more, collectively shocked by such a high bid. Even the auctioneer was taken back at such a bid, even if he was fast approaching one thousand himself. “O- o- one thousand bits?!” he asked, shocked.



“Yes. My client is very serious about his art, and was dead set on piece six hundred nineteen, which I am told is the item number of this particular piece, correct?” she asked, standing up and walking towards the frame.



The auctioneer sighed, and said, “I’m sorry to tell you this, madam, but this auction only goes up to six hundred and eighteen.”



An audible silence. 



“I… see. My client is also known for his practical jokes. I have apparently fallen victim to one of them. I apologize for wasting your time. Goodbye,” she said, turning around and starting to leave.



“Wait!” Twilight called out after her.



“What do you want?” the mare asked, turning to look around at Twilight. “My time is not to be spent lightly, even if you are a princess.”



“Well, I just wanted to ask you what the name of your client was,” answered Twilight.



“I am not at liberty to tell you that, not that I know it myself. However, he signs all his letters with the letter Q if that helps,” replied the mare, as she turned around and headed out the exit.



Twilight facehooved, knowing exactly who it was. “I’ll have to talk with him when I get back,” muttered Twilight as she took her seat again.



The auctioneer, as exhausted as he was, looked back out over the group of ponies and sighed. “So, let me ask this once again. Shall we continue the bidding?” he asked, just wanting to get this over with and go home.



“No man, I don’t think we shall,” said a hitherto silent stallion. 



“Why ever not? We were doing perfectly fine back when we hit a thousand bits,” said the auctioneer, confused at the stallion’s words.



“Well, you see man, I’ve been looking at that rug the entire time this auction has been going on, man, trying to figure out where I had last seen it,” replied the stallion.



“Rug?!” the auctioneer was shocked. “This… thing, is a rug?!” he asked, clearly not believing his ears.



“Yeah man, that’s a rug. In fact, man,” started the stallion, as he walked over to the frame. He looked at the rug, and tore it out of the frame with his mouth, then tossed it over his back. “Man, this is my rug! I don’t even know what this is doing here.”



The auctioneer was stunned into silence. He just couldn’t believe that. “Sir, what’s your name?” he asked, wanting to know just who this stallion was. He couldn't stop him, even if he wanted to. There was a very small sign out front that the owners of an item could reclaim said item if they didn't know how it got there. The princess was very strict on that role.



“Well, my name is Letrotski, but you can call me The Stallion. That’s what everyone else calls now. Now, if you don’t mind, man, I’m taking my rug back with me,” The Stallion replied, as he walked out of the auction house, rug flapping behind him.
      

      
   
      Harissa


      

      
      
         Zecora opens the terracotta oven behind her home and, using a blackened iron hook, pulls out a stone slate. On it lie a dozen small, red chilies, their skin blistering, a few black spots here and there. She sniffs at them, nods smiling, and carefully picks them up with wooden thongs, placing them in a small ceramic vase. She takes a cover made from weaved together leaves and puts it on the steaming container.



The sun shines through the high windows, a soft wind moving the thin curtains, illuminating in the long and richly decorated room a small zebra filly sitting with and older one in the middle of it. There are a few books and scrolls around them. At one end of the hall there is a risen platform with an engraved stone throne, sculpted like it’s made of leaves and flowers, only the ocher color of the rock betraying the illusion. On the other end there’s a big gate, closed with wooden doors ten zebras tall, red tapestries hanging on each side of it. The filly is intently scouring the texts, as the great portal opens. Two zebras wearing crimson capes over chain-mail armor enter, followed by a mare clad in jewels and silk. She walks with her head high, calm, deliberate steps. She wears a golden and black pectoral and a crown of crystal feathers, the light refracting in them to surround the carrier with a burning aura. Following her come six solid shadows with equine forms, they seem entirely composed of darkness, the only break in the silhouette being a small golden ring around their necks. The guards fan out to the side of the doors, the mare turns around and waves her hoof. The shadows disperse like mist on a sunny day, dissolving in thin air, the golden rings clattering on the floor. The two armored zebras bow, gather the fallen rings, and then leave, closing the doors behind them. The mare turns to the filly and smiles as the foal runs to her and nuzzles. 



Zecora walks into the large hollow tree she calls home carrying the vase. Beside the eternal burning fire-pit, where the big iron cauldron stands, on smaller holes full of embers there are a few pots, one of them filled with boiling water. She trots to the back of her house, along shelves filled with jars, cans and little sacks of all colors, sizes and forms. She stops in front of a long string hanging from the ceiling, full with grapes of dried, long, thin, chilies, their colors ranging from purple to orange. She stares at them for a few seconds, before picking six of them from different points. She breaks the tip of one, puts it in her mouth and chews pensively. She turns around and goes back to the cauldrons, briefly stopping to get a hoofful of fresh mint leaves hanging from one of the wooden shelves. She lets the dried chilies fall in the boiling water, and begins to murmur a rhythmic sounding chant, tapping the floor with her hoof every few words.



A young Zecora stands in a pool of sand, twenty lengths wide, at the center of a gigantic court, two golden rings around her neck, a carved staff sticking beside her. All around, on the tiled floor of the court, ranks upon ranks of guards, chain-mail under cloaks in various shades of red stand immobile under the glaring sun. Her eyes are closed, silence reigns. The sound of hooves echoes distant, then becomes nearer, moving to the pool with slow steps. When it stops Zecora opens her eyes, looking at the ancient zebra standing on the border of the sand-pit. Zecora bows her head, the old mare smiles and begins to chant. Zecora grabs the staff in her mouth, lowers her stance and stares directly in front of her, where the sands begins to flow and move. A thundering sound washes over her, as the guards begin to stomp, all together, in perfect unison, a few heartbeats pass and they stomp again, and agin, a steady and powerful rhythm. The sand rises, a shape is starting to emerge, clumps of silica falling to reveal the hidden form. Before here stands a gigantic scorpion, each of it's movements accompanied by a grinding sound. It clicks it’s claws a few times, and charges the zebra. Zecora jumps to her left, plants the staff in the sand and vaults over the striking claw. The scorpion hits the the weapon, sending the mare tumbling. She rolls and is back on her hooves in a single fluid movement, briefly looking at the staff now laying under her adversary, before she sprints to it's back.



Zecora opens the ceramic vase, no steam coming out anymore, fishes out the cooked chilies and puts them on a chopping board. She takes a small knife, the dark wooden handle showing signs of age and use, the blade shimmering. With practiced ease she makes small incisions in the fruits, before peeling them, the skin simply coming away with a few measured gestures. After she finishes, she repeats the whole operation with the boiled ones, the water having given them a meaty look, jutting down a few notes every once in a while.



Zecora laughs, tears running down her cheeks, as she holds a small zebra foal in her hooves. The little one is enveloped in soft, crimson towels, and looks around curious. Around her and the low divan where she lies, servants are keeping their heads down. Six zebras, one at each corner of the richly decorated room, chant in front of small burners while looking up to the glass windows that show the blue sky, the aromatic smoke of frankincense rising in lazy curls. The doors open, and an older, regal mare comes marching through, followed by two solid shades, a thin golden ring around their neck. The mare goes walks directly to the center of the room, her expression stoic. She looks down on Zecora and the foal, and then a smile creeps on her muzzle.



Zecora hits the garlic cloves with her hoof, a fast, decisive gesture, and puts them then in a vase. After she had done this for all four of them, she covers the opening, takes the container and begins to shake. A few seconds later she stops, turns the vase over and picks the clean cloves, free from the peelings, out. She throws  them in a mortar, adds the skinned chilies, a few mint leaves, a bit of lemon juice and a small cup of earthly colored spices. She picks up the pestle, and with calm, circular moves, grinds the ingredients.



Zecora, wearing four golden rings around her neck, stands beside the bed, looking intently at the old mare under the covers. Servants huddle around the room, in each of the six corners a blindfolded zebra is chanting in front of a small frankincense burner. The old mare wheezes, her breathing ragged, opens her eyes, a milky layer covering them, and looks up. She raises her hoof and gestures to Zecora, the younger zebra comes near and lowers her head. The old mare whispers something, Zecora nods and stands back. A servant comes to the bed, carrying a tablet with three mahogany disks. Zecora takes the first and places it on the mouth of the old mare, the second on her barrel and the third at the foot of the bed. She then takes a few steps back, and the chanting stops. The smoke from the burners begins to coagulate on the ceiling of the room, descends and envelopes the old zebra on the bed, then begins to take form, rises again, and now in the room stands a royal looking figure, proud, with a pectoral and a crown, looking down on the other occupants. She smiles, takes the crown from her head and passes it to Zecora. The young zebra bows, letting the smoke construct be placed on her head before it disperses. The ephemeral figure nods, and then begins to evaporate, threads of smoke like snakes slithering down and going down  into the floor tiles.  



Zecora picks up a small amphora, sniffs at it and smiles. She walks to the mortar, and carefully pours a thin trickle of golden green oil. She takes a wooden spoon, and stirs the red paste. As she works, she hums an otherworldly melody.



Zecora, clad in regalia and wearing a crown, stands before the stone throne, looking down on a raging zebra stallion. He wears a richly embroidered blue cape, thin golden chains loaded with small charms enveloping him in loose loops from head to rump, clinking at his every step. He Marches to the platform, screaming, before two guards stop his advance. Behind the stallion stand a few other zebras, similar clad but in different colors, green, purple, yellow and black.The stallion screams some more, then turns around and spits on the floor. The guards tense, and take a step forward before a gesture from Zecora stops them. The stallion laughs and marches out of the hall, the others following him. The room is now almost empty, only Zecora and her guards remain.



Zecora pours the lentils in the pot where some garlic, tomatoes, olives and paprika cut in slices are simmering. She adds a few cups of water, and stirs. As the legumes absorb the liquid, she follows up with a bit more, throwing in a bit of salt.  



A young zebra sits in the center of a small circle of older mares, three rings around her neck, the room dark, braziers in the corners that burn aromatic herbs. In front of her sits Zecora, five golden rings forming a solid collar, a scroll unrolled in her front hooves. She murmurs a few words, and the smoke begins to solidify in forms, a row of marching zebras, a flying vulture, a mouse running through the grass. She stops her whispering, and the images decay, rising back in the formless grey air. She passes the scroll to the younger zebra, who accepts it with a slight nod. The young mare begins to whisper, the smoke trembles. Then, a small strand moves down, and briefly becomes a snake, before dispersing again. Zecora smiles and nods, her posture becoming a bit more upright.



Zecora fills the big bowl with flour, adds salt and a few cups of oil. She then stirs the whole thing till it becomes a dense mass. She picks up a jug of water, and spills it slowly on the dough while she continues mixing. A couple of minutes later, she pours the now almost solid glob on a table sprinkled with flour, and begins to work it with her hooves.



A long line of zebras plods through the gates of the small city. They are thin, dusty, some carry sacks, some pull wagons filled with barrels, a few pieces of furniture, older zebras, foals and the wounded. As they pass in front of Zecora, they briefly look up to the mare wearing a finely carved armor and a crimson cape, their expressions demure and tired. Zecora grinds her teeth, turns  and stomps to the tents built around the small palace in the center of the town, six guards and six shadows with golden collars in tow. She barks a few orders as she reaches the camp, soldiers bowing and then trotting away. She enters one of the bigger tents, a large structure with banners covered in geometric motives on the outside. Inside there’s a low table, where a map made of sand displays small figures slowly moving across it. She looks at the map, one of the little cities is burning.



Zecora uses the wooden spoon to put a bit of the cooked lentils on two hoof wide dough disks, a few dozen of them laying on the table. She folds them, enclosing the stew in small triangles. She puts another cauldron beside the fire-pit, and fills it with oil.



Zecora cries out, tears running down her cheeks. In her hooves she holds a young zebra, a flank covered in blood, a long gash running for half her length. Two guards hold down a mare, a knife lays on the side of the corridor. Some zebras in tunic run in their direction, carrying pouches and small sacks. They gently push Zecora away as they surround the wounded young. Zecora takes a few steps back, then freezes. She slowly turns, then walks towards the struggling prisoner. With each step more and more shadows flow from each corner and gather around her. When she reaches the guards a gargantuan, writhing mass of darkness rises behind her, towering on everyzebra, prisoner and guards alike trembling.



Zecora cuts the white cabbage in thin stripes. She fills a bowl with it and sprinkles in oil, salt and orange juice. She tosses it a bit, then adds some rose flowers. She cuts a pomegranate in half, scopes it out and adds the tiny red pellets to the salad. 



A small hill covered in dry, yellow grass oversees the city, fields all around the settlement. On the white walls hundreds of soldiers stand guard, the great gates closing, a heavy silence weighing down on everything. Zecora advances until she stands  on the top of the hill, clad in chain-mail, a red cape with black and white markings, an iron mask showing only her eyes, covered with spirals made of carved glyphs. The symbols on the mask begin to glow, beside her two shades appear, then dozens more, then hundreds, then thousands. Soon the whole hill is awash in black figures, not one sound coming from the spectral army. Zecora looks down on the fortified city below, and the shadows begin to charge across the wide fields, flowing like a black sea. The defenders rain javelins and arrows on the enclosing mass, the weapons clattering to ground without effect. The darkness impacts the walls, there are only screams.



Zecora walks around the clearing behind her home, setting up here and there masks, torches and intricately carved staffs. After putting against a tree a piece of bark painted with white and green patterns, a spectral murmur rolls around the forest for a few seconds. Zecora moves back to the center of the clearing, looks around and nods. She closes her eyes and begins to sing a dirge. As the last note leaves her lips, a gust of wind washes over the area, rustling leaves for a few instants, then calming down again. Smiling the zebra goes back into her home, coming out again shortly after, pulling a large table.



The great doors of the room fly out of the hinges and crash on the floor a few lengths down the hall, the mosaics decorating the ground cracking. Zecora comes slowly through the open gate, shadows beside her, crimson clad guards behind, her iron mask flickering with spectral light in the penumbra. Zebras press against the wall, trembling and hiding, shielding foals behind them. Zecora ignores them as she walks on to the throne at the end of the room. As she reaches it, she stops briefly. The throne is engraved with gold, a few tastefully sculpt crystals giving off a soft light, blue banners framing it. She rises a hoof, and brings it down with a a thunderous sound. The throne cracks, and then shatters completely, crumbling to pieces. She turns around and glares at the zebras in the room, before leaving without a second glance to spare.



Zecora drops a few of the triangular dough bags in the hot oil, carefully avoiding the drops of sizzling liquid that shot up from the cauldron. As the dumplings get a beautiful brown color, she fishes them out with a skimmer and puts them in a wicker basket, the excess fat dropping on the floor. As she begins to fry the last batch, somepony knocks at the door.



Zecora stands before the carved throne, her pectoral almost gleaming with light, her crown giving off an fiery aura. Along the walls stand alternating guards and shadows, in the center of the hall there are zebras in ragged capes of various colors, kneeling down, eyes on the floor. Only one is still standing, glaring at the mare. It’s a stallion in a blue cape full of holes and covered in dust and grime. Thin golden chains hang broken from him. One of the guards takes a step toward him, when Zecora interrupts with a gesture. She comes down from the platform, and slowly walks to the blue clad zebra. As she stands before him, she rises a hoof, shadows condensing behind her, he flinches but never lowers his head. She stays in this position for a few moments, then looks around. The other zebras stand still, no one looking up, a few are shivering. She slowly puts her hoof down again, the darkness dispels. She sighs, takes a step forward, and whispers something in the stallion’s ear. His eyes widen, Zecora takes a step back, he nods, and bows down.



Laughter rolls over the clearing, the light from the torches illuminate a table filled with food, six ponies and a zebra sitting around it, eating, chatting and drinking. Rainbow Dash and Applejack stare one at another, while eating a spoon of red paste each, sweat running down on their muzzles, hoofs trembling. Rarity observes the scene snorting, Fluttershy prepares cups of milk, Pinkie eats dumplings covered in hot sauce smiling somehow during the whole process, Twilight talks with Zecora.



A young zebra, four rings around her neck, a long scar on her flank, is screaming at Zecora. In the small room, Arcadian frescoes on the walls, a few pieces of furniture here and there, a bed, a small table, a chest, her voice reverberates. Zecora shakes her head, then tries to hug the younger one. The zebra steps back, tears forming at the corner of her eyes, she shakes her head, then runs to the door, shoving the older mare aside. Zecora looks after her, then lets her head hang and she sits down.



Zecora waves as the mares trot down the path. Back in the clearing she stomps down once and the torches blow out. She slowly walks back to her home. Inside the warm light of the candles illuminate the mess of cups, knives, pots and spoons. The zebra looks briefly around, and whistling begins to clean.



The dawning sun illuminates the colorful city wall and the  the small, desolate side gate. Zecora is slipping into the harness of a small cart, loaded with scrolls, masks and supplies, she wears only the golden rings around her neck and a few other jewels. Six mares stand at the gate, while a veritable army of floating smoke figures observes the scene. Zecora looks back, over her shoulders, at the beautiful painted scenes from legends and fables that adorn the city walls, at the white roofs that can be seen behind, at the elegant towers rising from the center of it all. She sighs, lowers her head, and walks off along the narrow road, the smoke figures dispersing, the last one rising a hoof and waving before dissolving.



Zecora sits in front of an open book, a pile of loose sheets of paper covered in mouth-writing on a side, a small plate with still steaming food on the other. She begins to read a bit from a sheet, and then writes in the book, slowly and methodically. She continues for a while, the candles flickering, brief glimpses of moonlight coming through the windows now and then. She arrives at the end of the last page, closes the book and looks up. She takes one of the dumplings from the plate, breaks it in half and throws it in the air. At the apex of it’s flight, a shadow comes out of the nothingness and catches it. A vortex of darkness consumes the piece of food, before the shade coagulates in a vaguely winged figure that glides down to Zecora. The zebra stands up and whispers a few words. The shadow becomes again an amorphous mass of black, engulfs the book and the plate, and disappears. Zecora smiles, walks up to the candles, and extinguishes them.








A zebra with a long scar on her flank stands still in the large sandstone chamber, the walls intricately engraved, a small artificial river flowing in geometrical patterns around her while servants free her of heavy regalia, jewels and, at last, the crown. When they finish, they leave the room walking backward, their heads low. The zebra, now only clad with five golden rings around her neck, turns and steps through a small door on the opposite side. She enters in a smaller room, the walls painted with scenes of Arcadian life, a large bed in the center, a small table, a chest. She closes her eyes and sighs, her shoulders slopping, her posture less rigid. There is a clattering sound, she opens her eyes again, and on a table there is a book and a plate filled with steaming food.
      

      
   
      Deadlock


      

      
      
         For months, tension had been escalating between the principality of Equestria and the Griffons’ Republic of Ornipagoi. Officially, the controversy had focussed on a disputed strip of land, all but barren and inhabited, but everypony knew this was just a charade: the real reason behind the simmering conflict had nothing to do with territorial claims; it was of a political nature: the griffon leaders abhorred the Equestrian princesses. 



A century ago, during a bloodthirsty revolution, Ornipagoi had deposed its royal family, the coup bringing to the fore a council of revolutionaries – they called themselves “droogs” – who not only had dispossessed all the old aristocratical families (many of whom had fled to Equestria lest they be summarily beheaded by the new regime) but also had confiscated most private properties: houses and their curtilages, farms, cultivated lands, forests… had all been seized and placed under “collective” ownership. And thus, after centuries of unlawful domination and oppression, the new Supreme council had pontificated, Ornipagoi was at last to become a land of total equality, where every citizen would be treated on the same footing, be they scions of noble or humble families. Everygriffon would forever be freed from the pangs of hunger, from the desultory ukases of a wicked and despised tyrant, and live in freedom and happiness ever after.



Hundred years after, however, the reality was quite different. Since the revolution, Ornipagoi’s economy had been mired in a deep slump, and poverty had inexorably swept across the land. While griffon peasants had been able to shift for themselves, eking out a living from the meagre pittance the state allowed and from the shoddy veggies they were able to grow in the skimpy patches that had been left for them to cultivate, in the cities the situation was critical: citizens were starving, most shops were usually out of food, and when, by chance, an outlet had received a delivery, everygriffon had to queue up for hours, praying to an unknown god that the rarity they hankered after would not sell out before their turn came. Wide cracks were marring almost every façade, the buildings running down for lack of care. More and more often, no water would flow out of the taps, and every now and then the shaky appliances, manufactured in large plants whose chimneys belched torrents of soot that blotted out the Sun, would falter for want of electricity.



But, the state-controlled radio droned on and on, Ornipagoi was a paradise.



And so, increasingly aware of their egregious failure, the heads of the griffon Supreme council had turned their eyes toward their nearest neighbour, Equestria, with mounting hatred and envy. For what did they see but a rich, fertile and merry land, thriving under the mellow rule of a couple of enlightened sovereigns? It was as if fate had erected, just on the border of their country, a giant mirror which ruthlessly reflected the image of their own disarray. It had become untenable; the only solution was the total obliteration of their purported rival.



Rumour had it that the griffon government had secretly mandated their best scientists to develop a weapon of an entirely new kind, one that no griffon nor pony could ever fend off. Spies on Celestia’s secret service had whispered words of unknown dark magic and hidden menace, and even the benevolent princesses had shifted uneasily in concern. They had in turn entrusted the best mage in Equestria, Twilight Sparkle, with the mission to create a protection device impervious to all attacks; at least, that’s what the newspapers had reported. And, in sooth, the Princess of friendship had mysteriously disappeared more than two months ago, hastily departing from Ponyville without even hinting at what urgent errand she had been charged with.



Thus, it was with little or no surprise that, on the eve of summer, the Ornipagoi’s special envoy delivered to the princesses the dreaded declaration of war.



The day after, as the newspapers all titled on the imminent attack of the griffons, speculating about the nature of those mysterious weapons whose existence was only murmured and adumbrated, every family in Equestria stiffened itself in anticipation of tearful farewells, the stallions readying themselves to join their local battalion while their wives and children prepared to leave their homes for the uncertain and precarious comfort of the pokey subterranean bunkers, accompanied by the dire realisation that they may never saw their husband or father again.



As the day went by, everypony awaited the orders with bated breath.



However, when they eventually came, they were not what was expected at all. Instead of the heartbreaking partings, everypony was instructed to take shelter in the bunkers, where they would be given gas masks; each of these gas masks was to be carefully adjusted to its recipient and worn until further notice; the war, the official message claimed, would need no army and last no more than a few hours. It was presented as a mere minor inconvenience.



Therefore, all over Equestria, lines of bewildered but obedient ponies, earth, unicorn and pegasi alike, slowly descended into the dank gloom of those uncharted burrows like sluggish and twisty pied centipedes, entreating the thick stratum of soil to safeguard them from the unfathomable scourge which would no doubt ravage the blessed country where they had, up to now, lived in bliss and nonchalance.



Thousands of kilometres away, on the other side of the border, the griffons did the same.



It was not until the last ponies in Equestria eventually reached the entrance of their assigned bunker, not until all the hefty metallic doors were painfully closed and all the locks had jangled, that droves of rockets, each one loaded with its toll of death, slowly took off from secret bases scattered all over both countries. And, although nopony but the princesses and the griffon Supreme council’s members was out to behold it, the glory of the Sun was briefly eclipsed by the light of the blazing flames that poured out of the bottom of those elegant portents as they leaped into the sky, each one bound to a precise trajectory that would lead it to its assigned target. 



Thus began the countdown both in Equestria and in Ornipagoi. And far above the ground, in the emptiness of space, garish shoals of flying pipes hurtled toward an improbable rendezvous, briefly crossed each other in a deadly embrace before carrying on along their way. And as they closed on their respective quarries, huge telescopes spotted them, and everywhere in Equestria and in Ornipagoi unheeded sirens vainly blared over ghost towns to warn of the impending doom. A large bubble of magic energy was conjured around Canterlot’s castle, and, similarly, a vast dome of hardened glass sprang from the ground and wrapped itself around the building of the griffon Supreme counsel, like a terrified oyster closing its shell around its precious pearl.



As the minutes dragged on, even the naked eyes of the few observers could finally make out tiny dots moving against the backdrop of the sky, dots that soon became blotches; and those blotches in turn grew into ominous spindly shapes. In Canterlot and Griffingrad – the capital of the griffon Republic – princesses and droogs hunkered down in anticipation of the fatal impact. 



But it did not come; instead, as the missiles were swooping down on the cities of both countries, they suddenly exploded in mid-air, disintegrating in an impromptu and deafening firework that once again blemished the light of the Sun; and deep underground, within the thronged bunkers, the muffled echoes of the hovering detonations faintly resounded, causing everypony to shudder and pray to Celestia for mercy.



However, no incandescent shrapnel, no razor-sharp edged shard fell from the heavens; nothing except a strange, dense white cloud of impalpable gas that gradually spread out over all cities, swaddling the buildings in unreal milky mist, so tiny and fluid that it invaded all the abodes. It sidled through chinks and opened windows; it slunk effortlessly through the magical bubble Shining Armour had set up around Canterlot’s castle, and through the multiple cracks of the griffons’ glass dome; it traipsed lazily along the tunnels leading to the bunkers, loitered for a while in front of the massive doors, before oozing though the lock holes: soon, all the shelters were full of that white, ghostly vapour. It suffused the atmosphere, filled up all the spaces, and, under the horrified glances of ponies and griffons alike, blithely defeated the masks’ rugged rubber seals that were supposed to insulate their wearers from the surrounding air. From there, it snuck easily into the lungs of the panicked victims, then passed through their alveoli into their bloodstream.



There were unending seconds of desperate angst, as everypony waited for the gruesome throes of death to begin.



But nothing happened. No pain, no suffocation, no vertigo, not even the slightest nausea. Everypony, everygriffon, was feeling perfectly sound, inexplicably unscathed by that ghastly gas. And, shyly, in every bunker of both countries, ponies and griffons of all ages took their pointless masks off, inhaled deeply, and looked at each other though the diffused milkiness, their faces ashen, scrunched in a hodgepodge of relief and incomprehension. But quickly surprise and dismay gave way to mirth: first a single pony, then two, three, ten, hundred, then all the poor citizens crammed into those cramped chambers burst into intemperate fits of laughter and patted each other on the back; the doors were opened with elation, and soon the boldest surfaced from the narrow warrens to discover their beloved cities unharmed and welcoming.



In Canterlot, Celestia removed her mask with a stately gesture; Luna, Cadance and Twilight Sparkle followed her. She exhaled audibly, and looked at the other princesses with weary eyes. At last, “I think it’s time for us to retire,” she declared; all other alicorns silently nodded in agreement. “Our ponies have grown up. It’s up to them to decide their fate now. This war with the griffons was pointless from the start, how could we have been that blind? I —” She broke off as a faint rumour mounted from beyond the walls of the castle. “Listen!” she exclaimed in excitement. A hurried clop quickly covered the muffled fracas, and a breathless guard appeared in the doorway.



“Princesses!” he brayed, and almost spat out the word. “Folks are coming. They claim power, they claim democracy! Revolution at last! The tide of revolution is ebbing and nopony will stop it! The reign of the immortal tyrants has ended! We will fight for equality, to death if necessary!” He suddenly spun around and flung himself into the stairs, shouting “Woe! Woe! Woe betide the nobility! The day of wrath has arrived!”



Celestia giggled. “Come on! I think it’s about time to announce our collective abdication. My last speech from the ex-royal balcony! What a day to celebrate!” she lilted to the other alicorns. And with these words, she gaily trotted off.



Far away, deep under the headquarters of the griffons’ Supreme council, the leader of the council – the first droog Tavanazov – harshly ripped his mask off from his head, immediately imitated by all his peers. He was guffawing, too. “What a bunch of fools we have been!” he boomed in his deep voice. “Collectivisation? Poppycock! Time to be realistic droogs! That will never work!” He hesitated, then turned towards the Council secretary. “Tovarich!” and he yucked at that name, “Is the great grandson of the last tzar still confined in his dacha?” The secretary nodded. “Then go get him on the double! We’ll need a leader to negotiate peace with Equestria! War is over! Let’s chuck that painful experience and move on to enlightened monarchy, guys!” They all whooped with laughter.








The persuading gas: that’s how it had been christened by both parties. The “ultimate” weapon: no more wanton destruction, no more flagitious bloodshed, no more grief, no more pain. Just a single, tiny molecule, so minute it was able to make its way through the narrowest crannies, to percolate even through the most compact crystalline structures of metals. A molecule that, once breathed, would reach the brain, and alter – oh, ever-so-slightly – the synapses in several key loci such as the hippocampus, for example. The result was an almost instant and completely painless reorientation of the thought patterns of the victim, under the influence of the 3D-conformation of the isomer: monarchism, republicanism, socialism, anarchism, universalism, jingoism, federalism, centralism… the possibilities were infinite: every opinion, every conviction or combination thereof could be surreptitiously instilled. The indoctrination was total and irreversible.



Thus, when the delegates of both countries met, several days later, in a remote town near the border, they first indulged in passionate hugs, irenic toasts, and vibrant speeches on how stupid they both had been not to recognise the moral superiority of the others.



But when the serious talks resumed, a chilling hush fell over the table of negotiations.



And, with political points of view swapped, the tension escalated once more.
      

      
   
      Cycle of Tides


      

      
      
         Sonata peeked back at the little clown fish floating dazedly in the wash of her tail, almost brought a hoof to her mouth, but stopped when Adagio rapped one on her head.



“Just focus on the ceremony,” she hissed.



“I will! But that fish was so cute, and it barely took a song to have him following me.”



“Fish are food, dolt. Not pets. You want a pet, I’ll ask mom to get you an eel. After tonight.”



But eels bite, Sonata wanted to say. Not that Adagio would listen to her. She never did, except when Sonata messed up or made a mistake.



So she held back and focused on the swim up the cliff face, careful to stay close to the wall so the deeper ocean currents couldn’t pluck them away and delay them any longer. Not that Adagio seemed to care about delays, even with the sun-pearl glowing between two chorus pearls.



Sonata sighed, flipped her tail and raced ahead of Adagio, then swept up in a burst of speed and drifted to a halt. Below her, in a shallow valley covered by a warm sea off the coast of the Equestria Luna and Celestia were trying to build, lay Seastar, the largest city of the seaponies in all the world.



From far above the cliff’s edge, she could see the pathways of smooth, white sand made their way between shelters of sunken ships and natural caves, linking the city together with a net of gleaming silver that was far easier to glide over than the rough rock and coral forests that pervaded elsewhere. 



Many of those lights had been enchanted by Adagio, and she never stopped nattering on how hers shone more brightly and with a color truer to the sun than any other. Those few that Sonata had sang glimmered here and there in wild colors rarely seen below the sea: rosy red, twilight purple, and sunset orange were a few of them, but only seaponies with a desire to highlight odd wares from the surface world bought them.



And, as the sun set, all of the pinpricks of light flared brighter and spread their radiance farther so that the city shone like she imagined the stars must in the air above at night. She wished, then, to be able to look down upon her ocean home and see it as it must appear to the myriad of ships that regularly plied the waters far above and sent ponies in rafts to trade with those seaponies accustomed to their odd ways.



But she knew it wasn’t ever to be, and her gills ached at the thought of suffering the air above more than she had to for the Singing of the sun into a pearl. Even if her pearls weren’t used as more than interior lighting, it was a special thing to feel the dry air in her lungs instead of gill-filtered water.



Ahead of them, the glow resolved into six solid beams of golden light slowly fading into the magenta and purples so rarely seen in the deeps, and none richer than the pillars at morning and dusk.



The Pillars of Oceana, so named for their discoverer centuries upon centuries ago, were six massive, crystalline columns that struck upwards from the seabed and pierced the sea above during low tide and shone with the brilliance of the sun when it was high above, but brighter still with the moonlight. The elder insisted it was because of the sea’s affinity with the moon that that such occurred on nights of the fullest moon, the magic they poured forth was special.



Even then, so early in the night, Sonata could feel the magic humming through the water, tingling her scales and settling in her mane like an electric current from one of her mother’s waking songs.



Ahead of them, a large cluster of seaponies were clustered around one of the pillars, including the chief, recognizable in her driftwood and coral headpiece. The light flickered rhythmically in that pillar, dimmer than all the rest, and as she focused her attention on it, she could make out the sickly feel of it from afar.



It made her shiver, despite the warmth of the ocean. “What’s going on?”



“I don’t know.”.



Sonata whirled to find her sister floating behind her. She hadn’t even felt the wake on her crest.



“What I do know is that you’re going to make us late if you daydream up here.”



“Why?”



“Gah! You’re insufferable. How can you remember a song after the first hearing, but forget the why of everything else!” Adagio rolled her eyes and butted her head against Sonata’s back. “I have been chosen to portray Oceana, and if you make me late, you. Will. Regret. It.”



With each word, Adagio butted once more.



“Fine! I’ll go. You don’t have to be so pushy.”








Sonata drifted in among the crowd of ponies examining the pillar, listening to the murmurs and trying not to let the feeling of its magic get to her. The pulse was rhythmic, yes, but there was a tonal disharmony underlying it that made her mane want to stand on end.



“…started yesterday…”



“…full moon didn’t come on time. We need to…”



“…calm down, everypony.” That was the elder Tidal Draft, the advisor to the council on matters of historical significance. “The resonance is normal. If you will recall, one decade ago, Rising Tide’s pillar did this same thing, and before that, Swift Current’s, nearly two centuries ago.”



“But this is Oceana’s own pillar!” somepony else cried out from the edge of the crowd.



“Yes. But I this is a part of the cycle. I have read it in the oldest histories, and the pattern has remained ever the same. Remember, the pillars have always been here, since before Seastar was founded, and forever they shall remain.”



That seemed to satisfy most of them, and the crowd began to disperse like a lazy school of fish breaking around a ship’s hull.



The chief and Sonata’s mother remained behind, conversing in low tones.



Sonata hung back, watching, trying to listen in without being obvious by pretending to study the pattern of fading light shimmering across the sandy path. Then a meandering thread chased by a shadow drifted along the bottom, and she got lost in following it in a slow, lazy circle. A couple times, she glanced up when the glimmer and shadow disappeared, but the talk appeared to have meandered from the pillar to other things, and the Elder was laughing at something her mother had said.



Her mother, Sea Sharp, was renowned as the best Singer in the city, and a beauty besides, traits she often boasted had been passed on to all three of her daughters, but Sonata thought she had more of her father in her. From what little she could remember of him, Rolling Tide had been a dreamer like her, and a talented pathfinder in the deeps, where light meant less than nothing, and was often a liability.



Her talent went more towards the songs her sisters so diligently studied and memorized, but she often fancied that she would go off on adventures like her father, exploring the deep places and bringing back treasures from ships that had sunk far from the reach of Seastar’s foraging parties.



One day, she decided, she would find something that would make her father proud.



Maybe she would find him, lost somewhere in the deeps. Maybe he would even still be alive.



She could dream.








Hours later, as the moon was rising into position and the pulsing column subsided, Sonata drifted above the crowd with her mother and sister, Aria. Below, everypony else was lounging on kelp cushions and feasting on other delicacies being passed around by drifting vendors. Adagio was singing on the raised coralwood platform, her voice pitch-perfect as usual, but it was slightly off from what Sonata remembered last year.



It was subtle, just a minor pitch shift, but it was consistent, and the pillars responded as they always did, igniting into a blaze of silver fire at key verses dedicated to the pony each pillar was named for. The crowd, as usual, ate it up and sang along in a hundred-part harmony that did nothing more than annoy Adagio.



She could tell, even from a distance from the way Adagio’s tail flipped just a little too hard to get to the next position, and the way her higher notes reached just a little above normal.



And then Adagio stopped swimming and stopped singing. She was in front of Oceana’s pillar, and the silver fire that coursed down the length of it from the surface faltered, grew brighter, and winked out.



Shouts rose from the crowd, curses and imprecations at Adagio, fearful shouts pleading with Oceana for guidance, and one peal of laughter from Aria Blaze, their sister, quickly shushed by Sea Sharp.



“Your sister has been preparing for this for months, Aria. Show a little respect.”



“I wouldn’t need to if she’d practiced. I still can’t believe they passed over me for the role. I’m ten times—”



“Shh.” Sea Sharp tapped Aria briefly on the hoof.



She started singing again after a long moment of staring at the pillar, her voice quavering at first, but growing stronger and stronger, overwhelming the crowd’s displeasure and filling the ocean with her voice. The column flared again, blazing silver streaked with gold, and steadied.



The rest of the ceremony went on as though nothing had happened, and the sensation of the magic flowing out from the columns of silver fire felt as sweet and calming as ever. The only disharmony came from the crowd, murmuring instead of singing along.








Sonata raced to catch up to Adagio, fighting both late night current and her sister’s wake. As soon as the ceremony was over and the Elder had come up to placate the crowd, she had fled.



Sea Sharp had sent Sonata and Aria after her, then swam towards the elder once more, concern etched plain in her features.



“Why did she stop singing?” Aria asked, The faintest tingle of the Singer’s art touching her words to be heard in the rush of water flowing over them. 



 “I dunno. I remember she was head-butting me to get me there in time for it, but I dunno why.”



“So she could show off, obviously. Did you hear how she butchered the harmony? And the way she fixed it… always more force than thought. I wouldn’t have faltered.” Aria laughed. “She’s probably broken the pillars.”



“No! She couldn’t have! I felt them… they didn’t feel broken. Even the magic felt the same.”



“Yeah, like you’d know.”



“I do!” But there had been that sickening feeling when Oceana’s had pulsed so oddly in the fading sunlight. “But maybe something else did.”



“Whatever.”



Aria said nothing else, and they sped along, just barely keeping Adagio in sight because of the sunpearl she wore as a part of her costume. One of mother’s, Sonata thought, recognizing the distinctive opalescent glimmer that only their mother had been able to achieve in the sun’s light.



Adagio led them to one of the farther kelp forests that was still in the domain of Seastar, and one of the least visited. Coralwood spotted with anemones grew everywhere, threatening the unwary or the unlucky with a painful sting, worse if one of the fragile trees crumbled.



The light winked out just before the edge of the forest.



“Where’d she go?” Sonata slowed, earning a glare and a tap from a hoof on her head.



“Where she always goes when things don’t go her way.”



Sonata opened her mouth to ask where, but Aria shook her head and pressed a hoof to her lips.



Silently, they slipped along the sea floor, wending through the rocks and short strands of kelp towards a giant boulder resting in a massive trough of sand, as though it had been dragged there by a giant hoof, or thrown.



But as she got closer, Sonata found that the current flowed away from the stone, not strongly, but enough that she could feel the pressure distinctly despite how quickly she was swimming. Around the base, there was a slit of rock worn smooth by age that Aria dove into without hesitation.



“Aria? Are you sure this is safe? What if…” But Aria was gone, leaving Sonata to drift, slowly swimming against the current. What if the cave collapses? Mom said that’s how dad was lost. Not dead, just… lost.



“Are you coming or not? Adagio is down here somewhere.”



“Yeah, but—”



“Just get in here before somepony sees us.”



Slowly, tapping her hooves together, looking at every surface and every crack for signs of stress or shaking, she swam on. The cave walls looked as smooth as glass, almost perfectly round, and filled with a soft blue radiance that clung to the every surface in a near uniform coat. Of course algae would be living here, she thought, raising her muzzle to taste the water more directly. It was rich with minerals the tangy taste of nutrients. 



She reached out and almost touched a wall before drawing back and flipping her tail to catch up to Sonata. Some kinds of glowing algae were toxic, and they might be hiding more insidious things, like glowfish or anemones.



“Can’t believe you’re scared of caves.” Aria rolled her eyes and started down the long, smooth passage. “We live in a cave.”



“We live in our home,” Sonata corrected her, staring about and looking for any similarity. Where their home was squared and rounded in turns, this was all round, alien and unfamiliar. Her room, the roundest room in the series of caves hollowed out by Song and hoof, had all kinds of treasures she’d found. This place was barren of all but the uniform blue glow.



“Same thing. Cave, home. It’s a grotto, just like this one.”



“You’re sure?” She eyed the tunnel again, and almost saw a bit of home in the way an outcropping stuck out from the cave floor. She squinted. “Maybe…”



“Yeah. Now shut up so I can listen.”



They followed the sound of soft singing until the glimmer of gold began to gleam brighter than the pervasive blue. Adagio swam slow circles in a wide chamber where the current seemed to pause. Above, the gleam of argent moonlight filtered past slowly waving fronds of kelp. In the center of the chamber, a heap of stone clustered about: the crumbled ceiling.



Sonata swam to it as swiftly as she could, eyes glued to the ceiling until she was directly below the opening.



“Calm down, Sonata,” Adagio purred as she swam up. “The ceiling collapsed centuries ago.”



“How do you know? It could—”



“Because I know. I pay attention in class, dolt.” The lilt was gone from Adagio’s voice. “How you get by with daydreaming, I’ll never know. But it is good you’ve both found me.”



“What? Why?” Aria swam up beside Adagio, grimacing up at the ceiling for a moment, then drifting down to lounge on a smooth boulder. “Please tell me it’s not another one of your stupid schemes to find some ‘long lost’ treasure of the land ponies. I can go to Sonata for that kind of trash.”



“It’s not trash!” Sonata swatted Aria’s mane with her tail.



“No!” Adagio’s shout pulsed in the cave, reverberating. “I didn’t stop singing for no reason. The pillar, Oceana’s pillar, showed me a vision of—” She cut off, glancing at Sonata. “Of treasure beyond any of our wildest dreams, and power, Aria. Magic to stir the seas and make even the landborn quake with envy.”



“Yeah. No thanks.” Aria slashed a hoof through the water, rolled, and swam up to face Adagio muzzle to muzzle. “After your last scheme landed all of us in hot water with the Elder, I don’t feel like risking my tail for your pleasure.”



“This is different! I swear. Listen.” 



She began to Sing. Not in the smooth, charismatic tones of her usual persuasions, but jarring, painful to listen to. But there was power in the not-quite words, and visions of treasures that Sonata could just barely glimpse, and could not identify through the haze of conflicting thoughts the song inspired in her. She had the feeling that they were all that Adagio had promised.



When Adagio finished, a glimmer of red shone in her eyes, so quickly faded that it seemed to have been a figment of the imagination.



“Did you see?”



“I heard a lot of noise,” Aria grumbled, “and I think I hallucinated because I’ve never heard you sing that badly before. Did you hit your head on the way in?”



“I saw,” Sonata whispered as her sisters glowered at each other. “I saw…” The images kept slipping away from her, never quite in focus enough to tell whether it was gold, silver, or gems that lay just beyond the reach of her awareness. “I don’t know.”



“Gah! You’re both hopeless. Have you never heard the tale of the Old King of the Sea?”



Sonata shrugged along with Aria.



“He was the ruler of of the oceans, from darkest depth to shallowest shore, and when he ruled, he commanded even the storms. It’s said that no pony could sail the seas without giving him tribute, and even then he could decide on a whim to sink a ship. To us, he was a god, and favored us above all else.”



“Oh! I know this one.” Sonata bit her lip for a moment. “It was part of a song the Elder sang last year. ‘And when the king went mad, Oceana, moonlight and fire clad, did trap the mad king and all of his wrong, and sealed him away with a song.’”



“Yes. Very good, Sonata.”



She beamed, swam around the pile of rubble and perched atop it to watch Aria and Adagio back down.



“She has the right of it, Aria. The pillars are not just magical crystal to protect our city, they’re jail bars for the king, and it is our yearly song that keeps the bars strong.”



Aria floated back, an expression of dawning realization widening her eyes as she tried to talk.



“Think of it! ‘The king and all of his wrong.’ The tributes! Think on it, Aria. We think of tributes for safe passage a wrong thing now. All of it.” Adagio swam up, then in a circle, hooves spread wide. “Centuries upon centuries of tributes from the surface world. Not just in gold, but in magic, too. Not simply sang magic, but the magic of the land ponies, too.”



Sonata giggled, rolled over on her perch, and peered up at the silver-limned fronds far above. She saw not kelp, but clouds, and stars, and all of the other wondrous things the land ponies took for granted. She saw, too, her father in his endless quest to better their family, to provide more than just the basics to all of them. She could do him proud if she brought back even a hint of what Adagio said was down—



“Wait. If the pillars are bars, where’s the cell?”








The Deeps. The darkest chasm in the whole of the known ocean, the deepest, most treacherous place in the whole of the world if the land ponies were to be believed.



Sonata hooked her hooves over the edge of the chasm, pulled herself forward with her flukes dragging in the mud, and stared into the depths. A few hundred hooves down, the walls of the chasm seemed to end in jagged shadows, like the mouth of the mythical megaladon, opening wide to swallow her whole. Just as it had swallowed her father, and eaten him so completely that nothing remained but his memory.



She swallowed.



“Are you sure we have to go down there?”



Adagio spat out the strap of her pack, stolen from the local garrison, and glared at her. “Yes. I told you a dozen times on the way here. Now come get your gear.”



“You’re welcome, by the way, Adagio,” Aria growled as she squirmed into her pack and settled the pouches about her belly, within easy bite or hoof reach.



“Yes, yes. Thank you.” Adagio rolled her eyes and held up the straps of Sonata’s pack between her hooves. “Now come on.” She shook the pack once more.



“I-I don’t want to. I know I said I did, but—”



“There’s no turning back now! The chance for that was gone as soon as you said yes the first time.” Adagio hooked the pack in one hoof and swam up to her. “Now get this on or we’ll drag you down without, and you can rely on your own song to light the way.”



“B-but songs don’t make light without—”



“I know that, fool.”



“Adagio,” Aria said sharply. “Let me.”



“Fine.”



Sonata cowered back from Adagio, glanced back along the sanded path to Seastar, some miles distant, and the dim glow of the pillars and the moon, far overhead.



“Haven’t you been excited, Sonata?” Aria asked. She took the pack from Adagio with a warning glance at the other and swam down to settle in the mud. “I know you dream of finding treasure. This one is just a little harder to find, that’s all.”



“But dad—” It hurt to think about it, and the yawning gash in the earth behind her felt like it was sucking at her, drawing her in, just as it must have for him.



“I know. But dad was not a strong Singer like us. Like you, eh? And the three of us together… do you remember when we sang down that giant squid last year? Everypony else wanted to hide until it passed, but the three of us charmed it away. It hasn’t been back since.”



“Yeah.”



“We can do this, Sonata.” Aria leaned in closer. “Prove Adagio wrong.”



Sonata thought about that for a moment, trying to remember anything else Adagio could be proven wrong about. “But then the treasure won’t be there.”



“Not about that,” Aria’s eyes twitched upwards briefly, and she grimaced. “Prove to her that you’re not a coward.”



She called me a coward? But she kept that thought to herself and only glanced at Adagio, eyes narrowing. “She didn’t want me to come along.”



“Yes, she did. She needs both of us, but she’s afraid you’ll be too scared to go. Dad’s death—”



“We don’t know that!” Sonata snapped.



“It’s been years, Sona.” Aria drew a hoof along her muzzle, pulled her into a tight embrace, and whispered. “I miss him to, you know. But you need to accept he’s gone.”



“I-I can’t. Not until…” Sonata looked down at the pack Aria held out to her, sighed, and struggled into it. Immediately, the gloom of the chasm began to fade, replaced instead by a soft silver glow where the walls should be, shaded in places, brighter in others. Beyond the edge of the glow, there was only a dim gray shadow, suggestions of shapes. 



“Cool, huh? It’s mom’s latest enchantment. She calls it Moonlight Sight. I helped her with it. It’s sang into the buckle here.” Aria tapped a silver buckle that didn’t seem to be holding anything in place. “So, whatever you do, don’t lose it.”



“Yeah.” She touched it, briefly wondering why it was so new.



“I insisted,” Aria murmured, “after Dad got… lost that the explorers have something better than a directional light.”



Adagio swam back from farther down the edge of the chasm, staying clear of the lip just as they were. She slowed, eyes fixed on Sonata’s face, and nodded. “If he’s down there, we’ll find him, too.”



Sonata jerked the strap tight around her chest and waist, and swam out over the edge, feeling the pull of darkness and the depth sucking at more than just her body, but her soul, too. But that didn’t matter.



“Let’s go.”



She didn’t miss the brief nod Adagio gave to Aria.



But that didn’t matter, either.








Even beyond the silver shading of the Moonlight Sight, Sonata could feel the darkness tugging at her, beckoning, urging her to remove the buckle for just a moment and experience what it felt to be in a black so deep that everything beyond her eyes may as well not exist. She resisted the siren call and swam on beside her sisters.



Aria revealed that she had stolen a map along with the packs and they studied it from time to time, arguing over this and that feature glimpsed in passing far away down the chasm.  There were many marks in a variety of colors—all washed out to shades of gray in the magical sight—marking dangers, rest camps, sunken ships, and even a few rare, ruined hovels in the style of the surface world.



Sonata puzzled over these, even swimming to within a few hundred hooves of one to inspect the odd architecture, stone and wood slumped in like a collapsed cave. That image alone convinced her that surface ponies were crazy.



Her detour did not please Adagio.



“Stay with us! The vision I received said little of dangers, save that there must be more than evident.”



“Common sense says that,” Aria said.



“Shut up,” Adagio hissed.



Aria opened her mouth to reply, but a swift hoof-wave silenced her.



A moment later, Sonata felt it, too. Something big was moving in the deep, beyond the limit of their sight, but its wake sent a wash of colder water up, along with a shiver of fear that froze her muscles and seized her throat. 



They kept silent, huddled against an outcropping of rock. Some creatures of the deep did not need eyes to see their prey. To something that big, anything at all in the chasm would be its prey. The thought did nothing to ease Sonata’s heart as it hammered in her chest.



“We must be quiet from now on,” Adagio whispered in her quietest voice. “No noise.”



Sonata slipped a fin out into the chasm, testing. The chill in the water had subsided, and she nodded, then slipped out into the deep again, belly as close in to the cliff wall as she dared. Aria swept past her, farther out, and Adagio close behind.



Twice more, they hid or pressed themselves so close to the wall it was as though they became the stone, but the creature that had such a massive presence stayed outside of their sight. That worried Sonata more than if it had shown a fin the size of a building. Something that massive could not be real.



And yet it was. Adagio stopped them to mime at the map, tapped a symbol towards the bottom of the chasm marked with the universal sign for danger and circled several times, then pointed down. The look on her face was enough to tell Sonata she was feeling the same terror. Also present, however, was a firm set to her jaw. 



No other notation was made below that symbol, there was no mark for the bottom, and nothing beyond a rough sketch done in simple lines instead of the detailed contours above. The knowledge of the garrison ended there, and if any else knew deeper or farther, Sonata could not think of them.



And yet Adagio tapped in that empty space, nodding firmly, jaw set, lips firm. Then she tapped a place just above the mark and gestured at each of them in turn.



Sonata swallowed. Less than the distance between home and Seastar lay between them and whatever stirred fitfully down below.



In gestures and looks, Adagio indicated that they should stay close to the wall, have a song ready, and gestured to Sonata, giving her a firm nod. Aria nodded, too.



Me? They want me to lead the song? Sonata swallowed, staring down into the gray abyss. They were asking her to lead them all down there.



“Why—” Sonata quailed at the sound of her own voice, loud in the long silence, and Adagio stuffed a hoof against her mouth, head shaking vehemently, eyes wide.



Below, rock clacked against rock sharply as the massive presence stirred. It had heard her, and in the dim, dark gray at the very limit of the Moonlight Sight’s sphere, a great curve bulged upward, spreading the full width of the Sight’s radius, smooth, enormous, undoubtedly deadly, then subsided again without them seeing more than that.



Sonata didn’t have to look to either side of her to know her sisters had seen it, too, as they were latched onto her as remoras to a shark.



She couldn’t count the heartbeats between when the creature made its appearance and when Aria and Adagio let their forelegs fall away to cling to the cliff face instead. She, too, tried to make herself bond with the rock, to hide away until the terror below disappeared.



Adagio shoved her forward, teeth bared in a grimace. 



Gathering the tatters of her courage, and wrapping it in the hope that she would find her father, somehow, she started creeping down along the wall, placing her hooves carefully in the rock face and moving her tail not an inch.



Her normal approach to stealth was to appear as innocuous and harmless as possible, so there could be no possibility of threat in the mind of her target. But she had a feeling that this would be impossible, and downright deadly if she tried to do that with this creature. She had seen enough of Adagio’s and Aria sneaking up on unsuspecting prey, usually her, to know how to move silently and without a wake to give away her presence.



As they crept, the bulk began to fill the Sight’s limit again, growing ever larger and more distinct with every hoof placed and dragged. The very water around it seemed to pulse with an ever-so-slow beat with minutes between one and the next. Cold surrounded her, warded off only by the magic within one or another of the talismans studding the woven net of her pack.



There was space between it and the wall, though it seemed a paltry space, given the immensity of the creature, and if it shifted, it might squash them and never know they had been there. Or it might breathe them in through gill slits the width of a street and never know they were inside it.



Adagio saw it first, and tapped Sonata on the side of the neck, then pointed.



A small, dark circle on the creature’s side, as big around as she—dozens of them, running all along the length they could see. One blinked, then a dozen, then all of them, silver slits focused on them.



“Swim for your lives!” Adagio screamed. “Down! Down! Down!”



Silence shattered, Sonata pushed off from the cliff, flukes flaring wide, and dashed downward, her mind numb to all else but the dash. Obstacles, outcroppings of rock and debris, patches of anemone, shipwrecks older than any ever before seen, they all flashed by in moments, and she and her sisters wove between and around them while the massive creature woke.



She could feel it behind her, that massive wash of water pulling at her as it twisted. Rocks clattered, wood snapped, and it seemed as though the world shook with it's rage.



In a glimpse behind her, checking on her sisters, Sonata saw the creature’s maw, full of teeth larger than a ship’s mast, jutting over a jaw filled with row upon row of smaller teeth. At the end of its snout glowed a light so bright it seemed to her that it must be the sun in the sky above, brilliant and clear and golden even through the moonlight filter.



“Keep swimming, dolt! It’s trying to lure you in!”



It was then that Sonata remembered the song. No time for words, and it wouldn’t understand them anyway, she started to sing. Aria and Adagio picked up the tune moments later. It was a desperate song, swift as their flight down, the notes clawing at her ears, discordant and frightening even to her. The sound swelled, reverberated,  adjusted to the acoustics of the chasm, singing with the echo, amplifying it. Into every long, ululating note, lingering beyond the point of rational thought, she poured her fear and desperation into the magic slowing the monster's advance.



They gained ground slowly, the song filling their thoughts as did the desperate flight deeper, and deeper, into darkness that not even the magical Sight could pierce.



The bottom swept up towards them, a darker black than that around them, irregular and soft. Small creatures darted away from them, pale eels, paler fish, and crabs of all shapes.



“There!” Aria cried, and darted left, hooves pointed at their salvation, a small cave open to the sea, some dozens of hooves above the bottom.



Sonata risked a brief glance up, halting her song.



Teeth filled the dark, and a brilliant, deadly sun that shed no warmth, promised only death.



She dove into the cave, Adagio just behind her.








The creature did not slam into the bottom, nor did it spend much time lingering outside the cave, though hundreds of eyes passed slowly in front of the entrance, peering inside, each one blinking. Once, the great lure illuminated the cave. Sonata felt its pull just as strongly, felt the fear that accompanied it, and resisted.



Then it was gone, and the cave shook with its passage.



“What was that?” Aria swam out of her hiding place behind a stalactite. 



“The jailor, I suspect,” Adagio murmured. She was laying still between two stalagmites, peering at the map and using a rough bit of iron to mark out the bottom. “How far down do you think we swam past the creature?”



“The jailor?” Aria jabbed a hoof at the entrance. “That was no jailor, that was a nightmare out of tales so old—” She cut off, hoof flying to her mouth just before she vomited, shaking and drifting away.



Sonata was too tired to do more than flip her tail at the floating ooze.



“It was a jailor. The vision did mention something like that.”



“And you didn’t think to tell us?”



“Would you have come if I had?” Adagio looked up from her work, laughed, and turned back to it. “No, you would not have. You would have cowered and remained where you thought yourselves safe. You will thank me later.”



Sonata drifted towards the cave entrance, then darted away again as the light above winked on again. “We’re trapped,” she said.



“And you figured this out, how?” Aria said, lip curled in a sneer.



“It’s still out there, you can see it if—”



“Duh! And we’re going to be stuck here until we starve!” Aria rounded on Adagio. “And it’s all your fault!”



“We are not trapped,” Adagio said, calmer than she had any right to be. “Look at your… mess.”



It was drifting, slowly, but faster than could be accounted for in the still cave. Almost, Sonata would have said there was no current, but she lifted her head to the open water and smoothed back her mane, letting her whiskers drift free.



There was a current so weak she almost didn’t feel it, but she darted in the direction of the flow, around a rock shelf that only appeared to merge with the one behind it. Behind the paired shelves, another wall stood, pocked with holes and carved with what looked like seapony lettering, but not any she recognized.



“Adagio! Come look! Aria!”



 They joined her, crowding into the small space.



“Look!” Adagio tapped a hoof against one of the holes, then another, a little farther down. The holes were not random, and as she tapped them, Sonata recognized them and what the lines of ancient script must have been.



“It’s music,” she whispered. Music so old she couldn’t even imagine how long ago it must have been put down, or how long ago it had been sang.



“Yes, and these here.” Adagio tapped the holes again in sequence. “Are the keys.”



“The vision tell you that, too?” Aria growled, squirming away from her sisters to lean against a corner.



“No, fool. The lettering does. These are the words to the song of unlocking!”



“What kind of idiot puts the keys to the jail cell in the jail cell?”



Adagio was shaking her head before Aria finished. “No, no. You’ve got it wrong. This is the entrance to the chamber where the cell is, not the cell itself. Anypony with the right skill can open this door. It just requires a harmony in three parts. Look. Three lines, three sets of holes.”



“How very convenient. Why three?”



“It’s a magical number, which you’d know if you’d paid any attention in class, Aria, and not daydreaming about being better than I.” Adagio shoved a hoof against her sister’s mouth, forestalling the argument. “That was poorly said, and I apologize, I’m sorry. Please. Let us open the door.”



Aria glared at Adagio a moment longer, closed her eyes, and nodded, though the grimace never left her muzzle.



“Sonata.”



“Yes?” She squirmed in to peer at the line Adagio was pointing at.



“This is your part. The notation here says ‘Sing for the tide.’” She tapped the one below it. “Aria, yours says—”



“I can read it! I do pay attention, you know. ‘Sing for the Moon.’”



“And mine says ‘Sing for the Sun.’”



Sonata stared at the trio of holes above her line, and brushed a hoof against the stone between them. In the silver light, she saw dust flake away over a line drawn sinuously between the three, like the rise and fall of a wave at high tide.



Her sisters followed suit, and found their three notes made circles—one small, for the moon, and a far larger one for the sun, the notes with greater dynamic range than Sonata’s simple sine.



Adagio started, her voice starting high, and Aria followed, hers low. Sonata waited half a beat, in between her sisters, and began with her note.



Three cycles, they repeated, voices rising and falling, crossing each other as the harmony built, echoing weirdly, as though the sound did not dissipate, but built in volume until it became a drone of sound painful to the ears.



In an instant, it was gone, the silence deafening, and the wall in front of them rose silently into the ceiling.



Beyond, a smooth, straight corridor went on for longer than Sonata could see. No plants, no mud, nothing but bare rock and a drifting bit of silt that never seemed to come to rest. The current was stronger, too, seeming to tug them along the corridor, urging them to wherever it led.



Adagio did not wait, and swam ahead, tail flashing, scales gold in the dim light.



Sonata stopped just before entering the tunnel and bent down to snag the silver buckle from its place in the netting across her chest. It came away easily, and the tunnel fell away into shadow, but not complete shadow. A glow permeated the water there, sourceless, as though every mote of silt shone with its own radiant glow.



“Aria?” Sonata asked, jerking her head at the flashing, golden flukes of their sister, almost beyond sight by then. She stuck the buckle back in place.



“Yeah. I see it, too. Just what in the nine depths has Adagio talked us into?”



“You’re asking that now?”



“Heh. Yeah. You think she Sang us into coming with that weird song?”



Sonata shrugged, shaking her head. “Maybe? I-I can’t remember it.”



“You can’t remember the song?”



“No. I remember she sang to us, and that’s all.”



"Huh. I do." Aria shrugged, spread her flukes, and darted after Adagio.



Sonata caught up to her a moment later. “We’re just going to do what she wants?”



“Why not? She’s got a plan, obviously, an insane plan, but she’s got one.” Aria glanced at her, shook her head. “Besides, if we don’t follow it to the end, then we’re all stuck here anyway.”








They found Adagio at the end of the corridor, at the entrance of a chamber so enormous that Sonata could not see to the other side, despite the pure silver light spilling out from six crystalline columns vanishing into a haze of silver light above.



Song runes, older than the script on the doorway outside, were carved into every surface save the pristine smooth crystalline columns, and hummed with continuous power. 



In the center of the columns sat the oddest creature Sonata had ever seen. Neither seapony or land pony, and seeming constructed of the discarded bits of some mad statue-maker’s wildest fancies.



Only, it was not a statue. It was alive, and it watched them while seated in a chair made of wood, iron, and glass in equal parts.



“Oh, oh dear. It seems I have visitors! Please do pardon the lack of manners of the receptionist. He gets quite cranky.”



“What are you?” Sonata blurted, then slapped a hoof over her mouth. Adagio glared at her.



“Me? What am I? What are you, dear creature. I do seem to recall something like you some years ago… quite the nice—” He stopped, made a clicking noise with his left forepaw. “Oh yes, seaponies. Isn’t that what you call yourselves? Not hippocampi or mer-horses or any of that drivel, right?”



Sonata nodded mutely.



“Yes, I do recall, now. One of you came calling some seven or eight… well, maybe not years, it gets so hard to tell time down here when the only way to mark it is when you ponies make that awful racket. You still do that every year, yes? You haven’t gone biennial, have you?”



“Dad! Our dad was here?”



“Oh, so you were related? My condolences, then. He’s over there. Somewhere.” He waved a talon vaguely in one direction.



Sonata was darting away before he’d even finished speaking, calling, “Dad!”



He lay still, face gaunt, his flesh whole, but was silent, and his gills did not flutter in her wake. She didn’t need to press her cheek to his neck to know he was gone. She did anyway, and sang a soft song she remembered he liked from her youth. Still, he did not stir.



Aria touched a hoof to her back and drew her away slowly. “Mourn later,” she whispered. “We already have.”



“But he’s—”



“Dead as a doornail, still as a stump, kicked the bucket.” The creature rattled on for some minutes, listing what could only be euphemisms for death. “Yes. Yes, he is. So sad.” He chortled and raised a cup to his muzzle. “So droll.”



She jerked free of Aria’s embrace and slammed into a wall of force that sizzled as she touched it, and sent her streaking back into the stone wall, dazing her.



“Ah-ah. Musn’t touch,” he chided. “Now, why don’t you tell me. Why brings you here? It’s so rare I get visitors. Why, I can barely recall the last time, aside from that poor fellow”



Adagio swam up to within inches of the field, shimmering in the water in the wake of Sonata’s dash. “We came because I heard your call through the crystal. Oceana locked you away here, yes? Along with all of your treasures?”



“Treasures? Oh my. What do you think I am? A genie? A king?” He laughed. “I am a god, little ponies, at least, that’s what they named me. Mad, they called me, you see. The mad god of the sea! What did they used to call me? Oh, yes. Discord, I believe, for the muss I made of their music. Oh, wait… yes, they did call me king, once. The Tempest King, for some storm or another they claimed I was responsible for. Pah.”



“And then Oceana locked you away down here for all eternity.”



“Oh my, yes. With herself and her little chorus for company. But you mistake eternity, little one. Eternity is a blink of the eyes. It’s the moment that lasts an eternity, not the other way around.”



Sonata shook her head once more, still dizzy, and aching from neck to flukes, and looked up at the crystalline pillars. What she had thought were minute flaws were… she swam up to one, careful not to get too close, and peered into the hazy silver light. A pony’s mane floated inside, still as the fibers of a newly planted coralwood. Silver scales covered her lower body, and her face, in profile, reminded her of an old shell mosaic of—



“Oceana! She’s here!”



“Oh, no. She isn’t.” Discord sipped at his teacup, slurping away some of the ceramic. “Not really. I mean, if you want to get all technical and talk about spirits and magic and the like, go ahead and bore me, but she is no more here than I am a fish.”



“In the vision,” Adagio said, shooting a glare at Sonata, “you said that you could give us power. Can you do so?”



“Oh, did I say that?” Discord scratched at his chin, pulled off his entire muzzle and planted it on his backside. “I believe I was not quite speaking from the heart, you see.”



“What!” Aria darted up from Sonata’s side and tackled Adagio. “You said—you sang us down here, lied to us, manipulated us, and now we’re going to—”



“Oh, dear. Siblings fighting.” Discord’s smile widened. “No, no. You mustn’t. I will give you power like I said. Or, rather, I will let you take it. See, it is not mine to give.”



“Explain.” Aria shoved Adagio away.



“These ponies hold my power, not me.” He waved at the six shadows in the crystals. “Take my power back from them, and it is yours. But, a-hah!” He waved a talon at Adagio. “A condition. One pony to one pony. Those are the rules. Pity there aren't more of you.”



“Fine. I will take what is mine.” Adagio pushed herself up from the floor and swam up to Oceana’s still form, her voice already lifted in the strange, discordant song that she had sung earlier, the one Sonata still could not remember, already slipping away again even as she heard it.



“Oh, dear. You’re not so very good at this, are you?” Discord watched her, his mismatched eyes boring into her soul. “Sing along, then. Come here. I believe this one will suit you.”



She tried to resist, tried to swim away from the mad god, but his eyes held hers, still, and instead of away, she swam towards him and what could only be Swift Current, her lips locked in song, as it would be forever. Her song was weaker than the rest, and her form glowed a dull red in the light.



“Yes…” Discord hissed. “This will do nicely. Now, sing after me.” His voice lifted, a tearing scream of chaos that no earthly throat could produce, scouring her mind and flaying her soul.



But sing, she did, though the singing tore open her chest, only to be filled with ruby light. She could not stop, either the song or the feeling of her father's eyes on her, judging. She wept.



Daughter of the sea, fear not. This is merely another turning of the cycle. He will not win.



Swift Current was staring at her, eyes wide, knowing, and she smiled.



But... She tried to twist around, find her father, but the ruby light held her, searing into her breastbone, solidifying.



Worry not. He has passed on to calmer seas, as I will, soon. Thank you, Sonata, for taking up my burden.



Then she was alone with the pain, and screamed out the last words of Discord's song, vaguely aware that Adagio and Aria were likewise trapped, bound together, screaming out as the red light poured in, unable to stop the song.
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         “Yeah!” Spike shouted as he pumped his fist into the air and leaned in for another slurp of his topaz milkshake. “Take that, Saddle Sore!” A few ponies in line at the counter turned to look at him, but Spike just flipped the next page of his comic. How would the Power Ponies defeat this month’s villain? Not too many could take a direct ice bolt from The Matterhorn, but the heat from his chapped hide had melted it straightaway, and now he still roamed free to cause chafing with his horribly itchy fake designer clothing. Rarity would swoon just thinking about it.



No! Spike pounded a fist on the table, earning him a few more looks, even from Mrs. Cake at the cash register. Why hadn’t he noticed that he was getting toward the end so fast? Another whole month until he got to find out what happened next!



“Something wrong with the milkshake?” Pinkie asked as she scooted by on roller skates with a tray of cupcakes for the next table.



Spike shook his head. “No, but why can’t they just tell me how it’s going to end? Why make me wait? Now I have to buy the next issue!”



“So you like the milkshake?” Pinkie sure had an odd squint to her eye.



“Yeah.”



“Well, the blender’s a bit big for the glasses we have. There’s still a little more in the back.” She leaned in with a sly grin and waggled her eyebrows. “Want it?”



Spike stirred the precious little in the bottom of the mug with his straw. “Well… yeah.”



“That’ll be another two bits.”



Spike stared open-mouthed for a few seconds, but Pinkie couldn’t keep a straight face. She burst out laughing and rolled onto her back, but somehow kept her tray balanced on the tip of a hoof. Knowing Pinkie, she’d had a lot of practice.



“Not you, too,” he groaned.



And in a snap, she was back on her hooves again. “Say, Maud’s coming to stay for a few days, but she’s getting in any minute now, and my shift doesn’t end for another hour. Do you mind if she sits with you while she’s waiting?”



“I might… if I had some more milkshake to keep me busy,” Spike replied with a wink.



“I’ll make you a whole new one!” Pinkie said, flinging her forelegs wide. “On the house! Well, not on the house, since that would be messy. And the roof’s not the most comfortable place to sit, either—take it from me. Wait, who else would you take it from? I’m the only one waiting tables, which doesn’t make sense, ’cause they never do anything, so what am I waiting for?”



Spike knocked a fist against the side of his head to jolt his brain back in gear. “Pinkie.”



“Mrs. Cake always says I need to rein in my talking, but I’m no pegasus, so I can’t do much about rain.”





“Pinkie!”



“Hmm?” Pinkie nearly toppled over, but she caught herself on the edge of the table.



“Just hit me with a refill—” A broad grin started at one corner of Pinkie’s mouth and took off at a sprint for the other. “I mean, just bring me a refill. I’d be happy to sit with Maud.”



Not five minutes later, Maud walked in, had a brief conversation with Pinkie, got a milkshake of her own—also topaz—and took the seat across from Spike. “Hello,” she said.



“Hi!” Spike said with a wave. “Did you have a fun train ride?”



“It was fine.” She blinked.



Spike took a long draw of his milkshake and waited. And waited. No more to say, he guessed. “So, do you like topaz, too? I find—” he pointed his nose upward and removed an imaginary monocle “—it has undertones of citrus while not overpowering the ice cream’s smoothness.”



“It’s cold. With crunchy bits,” she said with another blink.



Hm. That had him fresh out of ideas. Still… jeez, fifty-five minutes until Pinkie finished work. He tapped a claw on the table, and… blink. Such a regular rhythm. Blink. He tried anticipating it again. Tap. No, a little too soon. Tap. Early again! Faster now. He’d learned that trick from Sweetie Belle, who picked it up… from Miss Cheerilee, in music class, if he remembered right. If he tapped a claw four times for each blink, it’d be easier to keep it steady. Within a few minutes, he’d gotten the timing down.



He took a glance at the clock, and—wow, had he really been doing that for twenty minutes already? He had to think of something to talk about! “So… what’ve you been up to lately?” Get her talking. Yeah, put the ball in her court.



“Rocks.” Blink.



“Oh, really? What kinds? I want to hear all about them.” He forced a grin. But she didn’t take the bait. “Um… find any new ones?”



Maud paused halfway to her straw and missed a blink. “I should go,” she said, and without another word, turned and left. Right there, on the table, a perfectly good, untouched topaz milkshake, and she walked out.



What in the world?



He shot a glance back to the counter, where Pinkie gaped at him. “What did you do?” she said. “What did you do?”



“I-I dunno. Did I say something wrong?” Oh, no. What had he screwed up? He thought back through the conversation, brief as it was, but nothing.



Pinkie dashed out after her sister and called back over her shoulder, “Mrs. Cake! Please cover for me!”



Should he follow? Make a hasty exit and go hide? No, then he’d get in trouble with Twilight for not taking responsibility. Stay here and see if Pinkie came back? Everypony was staring at him…



Fine. He slumped forward in his seat, rested his chin on a claw, and traced circles on the table with his other claw. At least all the customers in line eventually left, but the Cakes keep glancing at him. He didn’t mean it! He didn’t even know what he didn’t mean!



So he sat and sat and sat some more. In fact, it was getting close to dinner time, and if he missed that… well, at this point, he’d probably get in trouble with Twilight either way. Finally, Pinkie returned, sat where Maud had been, and slid that completely melted, completely wasted milkshake to the side.



“I think I got her calmed down,” Pinkie said, “but why’d you say that to her?”



“I don’t know what I said!” Spike said through his panting.



Pinkie took a slow breath, rested her forelegs on the table, and gave a short nod. “Okay. Start from the beginning. What happened first?”



Spike picked a claw at his lip. “I asked her if she had a fun train ride.”



“And?”



With a shrug, Spike replied, “And nothing. She said it was fine.”



Pinkie sighed, pulled her forelock straight, and let it spring back into shape. “Did she say it was fine, or did she say it was fine?”



“Um… both?” Spike smiled weakly.



Pinkie clicked her tongue. “No, no, one or the other. Which was it, fine or fine?”



“I can’t tell the difference,” he said slowly while preparing to duck.



One of Pinkie’s eyes narrowed. “One’s fine. The other almost has two ‘i’s, like fiine. Except not that long. Halfway in between.”



“I don’t know.” Now Spike knew what the little germs under Twilight’s microscope felt like. “I’ll say whatever keeps you from getting any more mad.”



“I won’t get mad!” Pinkie said, her chest heaving.



“I’m sorry,” Spike squeaked.



Pinkie closed her eyes for a moment and swallowed. “Then what?”





Pointing at the empty mug in front of him, he said, “I told her I liked the flavor of topazes, and she said her shake was cold and crunchy.”



“But she didn’t eat any.”



“Um… no.” Pinkie nodded the same way Twilight did when mentally marking something off a checklist. “Then I sat there for a long time. Just quiet.”



Pinkie rolled her eyes. “And I suppose she didn’t do anything.”



“No, she-she… No.”



“Nothing?”



Maybe Spike shouldn’t have eaten all that ice cream. His stomach sure was churning. “She blinked.”



“She blinked.”



Spike scratched his head. “Yeah? I mean, doesn’t everyone?”



“How fast? Like six times a minute, or closer to twelve?” Pinkie had gradually leaned forward through the whole conversation, and now her nose hovered mere inches from Spike’s.



“I-I don’t…” Spike tapped a claw on the table, counted four beats with his toe, on the floor where Pinkie wouldn’t see, then tapped again. “About that fast.”



Pinkie ran a hoof down her muzzle. “See? I just don’t get how you could miss all those signs!”



“Huh?”



“Okay, okay.” Pinkie rubbed her temples. “What did you say after that?”



“I tried to get her talking. About rocks, y’know? I asked her if she had any new ones.” He flicked a claw as if tossing his words over his shoulder. What possible harm could that do?



Pinkie held her breath for a moment. “Spike, Maud lost Boulder. Either on the train or right after getting to the station. I-I’ve never seen her this sad before. And then you go talking about finding new rocks. How could you?”



“I’m sorry! Honest, I didn’t know! How would I have figured that out?” Well, now that he’d gotten the whole story, of course it sounded bad. But that would take some kind of psychic to untangle.



At least Pinkie relaxed her posture. “I’ll go talk to her again. I guess you’re right, but you should have seen something was wrong. It was written all over her face!”



“But nobody can read her except you!” Spike said. And Pinkie fell silent. He—he wasn’t used to winning arguments. No, this wasn’t an argument, just… whether his fault or not, Maud needed someone.



Now Pinkie’s mouth had drooped, and she looked on the verge of tears. “Alright, Pinkie. I’m sorry. Go help her, and if you can get her to come back here tomorrow, I’ll apologize to her. In the meantime, I think I have an idea…”








“Do you really think this will work?” Rarity asked.



“Yes.” Spike let out a sigh. “I dunno. Maybe.”



Rarity had run at a full gallop for a while, but her magic kept turning up more and more places to check for gems, and they just couldn’t keep up much of a pace. So they zigzagged from one spot to the next to the next. At least they didn’t have to dig much, only enough to verify that his nose wasn’t fooling him. And with each new clump of gems, Spike could fine-tune his sense. “Too sharp,” he said, waving her on. “Where’s the next one?”



She squinted and brought a glow to her horn. Soon, a spot on the ground answered with its own light, and Spike dashed over. He’d tried sitting on Rarity’s back and reading her magic’s aura from the source, but it turned out he could smell the gems much stronger where they lit up the earth. And once he’d figured out how it made each kind smell, he could rule those out.



Except they didn’t even know if Rarity’s spell could find anything other than gems. If it lit up just any old rock, the whole landscape would blaze like a wildfire. So… maybe it only worked on precious rocks? And maybe Boulder would qualify? Just granite or basalt or something else pretty ordinary, but what made gems so special? Just because ponies decided they had value, and to Maud, no rock had more.



“Nothing new here,” Spike said.



Rarity shook her head and gave him a weak grin. “If Maud left him on the train, this won’t help. Twilight said she’d alert the station agent to pass word around, but that could take days.”



Scratching a foot through the dust, Spike clasped his hands behind his back. “Th-thanks, Rarity. For helping, I mean. You didn’t have to.”



“Of course I did, dear,” she replied, holding a hoof to her chest. “She means so much to Pinkie, and she’s our friend as well.” Rarity started her magic up again, but let the soft glow die after a few seconds. “Pinkie really thought you should have been able to figure out all this from a few blinks on a blank face? Seems a bit much.”



Spike couldn’t help chuckling. “Yeah. I feel bad that she got upset, but… how was I supposed to tell?”



Rarity pulled her forelock straight and lulled her normally lilting voice into a dull monotone. “I’ve placed my dishrag-shawl three millimeters to the right today, and my eyes are open a little wider. I’m wearing my utter despair on my sleeve.”



His laughter growing into a snort, Spike stifled the noise with a fist, but a wry smile soon crossed his face. “Still, here we are.”



With a nod, Rarity cast her spell again and started toward the next glowing patch of dirt. “Yes, here we are. Why do you think that is?” she said with a playful smirk.



“Because we like Pinkie.”



“Hm. Yes.” Rarity scratched a mark on the ground and kept her magic focused on it. “And we like Maud, too. No matter how weird she seems, she must think the same of us. And she’s a friend, too.”



Spike sniffed at the dirt and shook his head. No luck. They’d started by the tracks and had gotten almost halfway to Sugarcube Corner already. And the sun had settled pretty close to the horizon. “Heh. Yeah.”



She crouched down to offer him a ride while she cast about for more gems, and when no new clumps illuminated, she trotted off to await another hit. “I wore gray instead of gray today, so I need a friend,” Rarity said. “I like rocks and I dress like one and I write poetry about them and I eat them sometimes.”



“Hehe! Though that last one’s actually not bad.” Spike’s toothy grin faded into a gentle smile. “Yeah. Maud’s our friend.”



Soon enough, Rarity’s horn glowed again. “Something different again this time,” Spike said as he sniffed the air. “Kinda smoky. I’m feeling good about this one.”








Another pair of topaz milkshakes, and again Spike and Maud sat across the table from each other. She hadn’t tasted any yet, so… he couldn’t remember. Was that bad?



“Maud, I didn’t mean to upset you yesterday. I didn’t know about Boulder, but I hope you’ll forgive me.” He tried a smile, but who knew whether she cared about appearances like that.



“I’m sorry you had to see me like that,” Maud replied. Like… what? She looked exactly the same right now! “I didn’t mean to be a volcano of emotion spewing hot despair out my fumaroles and ashy loneliness from my caldera. You must have felt terribly embarrassed to sit here next to that raw a display. I’ll endeavor to control myself from now on.”



From all he could read off her face, she might have just enjoyed an unexpectedly ordinary bran muffin. So… turmoil, huh? “Well, I have a surprise for you. If you remember, Rarity can cast a spell for finding gems. And since I know how they taste, I can sniff out what leads she gets, and long story short, we practiced a little to fine-tune it. So in an unprecedented unicorn-dragon collaboration—” he added a little twist of the wrist for a visual flourish “—we went on a search-and-rescue mission.” Maybe this wasn’t quite the moment for humor.



So he just pulled his arm from under the table and opened his claw without any further ado.



“Boulder,” she said. Then she blinked. She didn’t reach for him, didn’t smile, didn’t do anything. “I thought you might have run away to meet a nice pegmatite and raise some pebbles of your own. Of course, I’d never refuse you the chance, but I would miss you terribly.” Another blink.



“I’m sorry to make such a scene,” Maud added. Spike glanced around, but they hadn’t attracted anyone’s attention. Just by her tone, anyone catching a bit of conversation probably would have guessed she was advising him on the advantages of retirement planning. “I didn’t mean to spill raw emotion all over the room today.” Blink.



How many now? He’d lost count! Six blinks, maybe seven, since she’d sat down. Spike rolled his eyes up and counted them out on his fingers. “I couldn’t keep track! How many times did you blink since you sat down?” She blinked again. Oh, no! It was getting worse! “Eight now? Twelve? I didn’t keep track! Are you okay?” Spike grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her, but she only watched him as if he were a documentary on toothpaste.



“I appreciate your concern, Spike, but I’m fine.”



No! No, no, no! “A-are you fine or fine? I can’t tell the difference!” Spike buried his face in his hands.



“Huh?”



“Like ‘fine’ or ‘fiine’ with a little less?” He spread two fingers apart so he could peek through with one eye.



Maud’s mouth moved a little. At least he thought so. “Spike, it’s sweet of you to ask. But I’m fine. Really.”



Spike wiped the sweat off his brow and reached under the table, where he had something else hidden. “Good. Because Rarity and I found more than just Boulder.” He slid another rock onto the table, and Maud’s eyes widened a little. He was certain of it!



“Boulder, you made a friend. Is that why you ran off?” Maud cocked her head. “Of course he can stay with us. We’ll call him Mica.”



Funny, Spike hadn’t heard anything. “Mica, huh? You sure he’ll make a good friend? I hear he’s kind of flaky.”



Maud’s withering indifference stabbed into him, but just when he thought he might buckle and take shelter under the table, she finally blinked. Tenth time, or… eleventh? No, more!



“So… only twelve blinks?” Maud blinked again. He was falling behind on counting them! “How about your milkshake? I don’t want it to go to waste. Won’t you have any?”



For a long minute, she stared back at him and said nothing. Then she leaned forward and took a slurp of her topaz milkshake. She held the mouthful a little while, swallowed the ice cream, and ground her jaw back and forth as she crunched the bits of gem between her teeth. “Tastes like topaz,” she remarked. “With ice cream.”



“So you’re enjoying your milkshake, you’re not blinking too much, and… you’re better than ‘fiine’?” Spike raised his eyebrows and watched her gape at him. Well, “gape” in the sense that a raging hurricane could be described as “did someone just cough on the other side of the continent?”



“I should go.” She stood, leaving another perfectly good milkshake, scooped up the two rocks, and walked out.



Dashing over to the table, Pinkie shrieked, “What did you do!?”



Oh, jeez. Not this again! But like before, he’d better sit here and stew instead of risking even harsher consequences. Pinkie rushed out after Maud, but no way would Spike let his milkshake melt this time!



He shoveled in spoonful after spoonful until his head felt like it might split and his fire might go out forever, but if Pinkie intended to kill him anyway…



But she returned a lot more quickly than he’d expected. Still rubbing the pain out of his temples, he watched Pinkie sit in the chair Maud had used, flinch toward the unfinished shake, and take a deep breath.



“Spike, Maud wants you to know that your attentions flatter her, but…” She placed a hoof on his shoulder. “She thinks you’re a sweet little dragon, and she said she’s sure you’ll find just the right mare or dragon or… whatever for you.”



“What?”



Pinkie giggled and gave Spike’s shoulder a squeeze. “She noticed how you kept track of her blinking, and whether she had an appetite, and if she felt fiine. But she’s a little too… old for you.”



Really? Spike shook his head. “Okay. Fine.”



“Fine or fiine?”



“Either one. Whatever. I’ve learned my lesson.” He flopped onto the table and tapped a claw on the empty glass. “Can you at least get me a refill?”



Pinkie shot him a warm smile. “Sure, Spike. Hang in there. You’ll find the one for you.”



“I agree,” Rarity said from behind him. “You’ll make a fine young beau for just the right pony. Good luck to you.”



Now she left as well. He hadn’t even seen her sitting on a stool at the counter, of course. That just completed the perfect day.



At least Twilight came in. He could always count on her to bring things back to normal. Their brand of normal, anyway. She’d probably stay quiet and get lost in her thoughts, so Spike could sit and stew in his own.



“So, Spike,” Twilight said, settling down beside him, “you were out pretty late with Rarity last night. Have a good time?”



“Gaah!” Spike shouted, slamming his palms on the table. He shoved his chair back and stalked toward the door.



Behind him, Pinkie galloped over, screeching at a gaping Twilight, “What did you do!?”
      

      
   
      Gnosis


      

      
      
         It was a humble job, Spot Shine knew, yet somepony had to do it...and there was pride, to, in being one of the palace maids. Her days were filled largely with dusting, mopping, and tidying, but every so often there was excitement which inevitably resulted in some horrific mess to clean up. Like the Gala, this year! Everypony might have eventually grown fond of the Smooze, but they didn’t have to clean up after him.



Still, she wouldn’t want to work anywhere else. All the stress, all the snooty nobles ignoring her, everypony who didn’t realize how hard the staff worked to keep the palace humming? In the end, it was all worth it for one thing, those little smiles from Princess Celestia that radiated approval of work well-done.



After all, life in the palace revolved around the Princess. Technically, it was Princesses now, but these past few years had not yet been enough time for everypony to truly adjust to Luna’s return. A thousand years of entrenched tradition could not simply be swept away, even when it was Celestia trying to hold the broom.



And Luna...Luna was just not the same as Celestia. She tried, she really did, but it wasn’t the same. Luna didn’t have Celestia’s grace, didn’t have Celestia’s eye to detail. And she certainly did NOT have Celestia’s sense of cleanliness. The one time Spot Shine had tried cleaning Luna’s rooms...she would not say the Lunar Princess was a slob. Far from it! But it was impossible to clean a room when the floor was half scattered texts, the tables covered in every sort of modern knick-knack anypony could conceive of! Then there was her refusal to ever open her curtains in daytime, the fact she slept during daytime, ultimately it had been agreed it was best for everypony if Luna handled her own cleaning.



Today, Spot Shine had just finished wiping down an ornamental suit of armor when Celestia emerged from the nearby meeting room. “Oh! Hello, Princess! How was your meeting?”



Celestia shook her head and sighed slightly. “It was passable, I suppose. Normally Warm Heart is always eager to talk about his newest plan to improve city services, but today he just did not seem interested. He was oddly focused on simply reminiscing with me, and while I may think of them fondly…” Celestia’s ear twitched, and her muzzle furrowed. “I am sorry, Spot Shine. It is always a pleasure to see you, but I must be going. He’s still inside, but I don’t think he would mind if you got started. Be well, my little pony.”



Spot Shine gave the Princess one last cheery smile, and then after inspecting the suit of armor for any last blemishes, she trotted right for the meeting room.



She looks a bit peaky… she thought. Maybe I’ll get a chance to cheer her up later. Yet for now, work beckoned! “Hello!” she called out brightly. “Warm Heart, right? I’m just going to -” The door clicked shut behind her, and the halls were silent once more.




Aegis took pride in his position. What pony wouldn’t? The Royal Guard was far from easy to get into, and yet he’d passed the entrance exams with flying colors. He’d excelled in basic training. By the time he’d earned his commission, he’d already gained a commendation for valor when a training exercise nearly ended in disaster after an unfortunate weather mishap. The smiles of his parents as he formally entered the ranks of the Royal Guard were only exceeded by Celestia herself personally honoring him for his deeds.



Ever since that day, he knew where he wanted to be. The Palace may be quiet, but the treasure it held was the most valuable in all of Equestria. Yes, he knew, Celestia could care for herself. His job wasn’t truly to keep her safe from external threats, but rather to help calm her life in any way possible.



Even so, his pride had been wounded the numerous times Equestria had been threatened and he had failed. The day she and Luna disappeared, Tirek, the Changelings...the last particularly rankled, as their swarm seemed endless, and it didn’t matter how many he’d taken down. In the end, he’d been captured. Helpless. And Celestia had fallen.



She’d passed into her chambers a short time ago, and he stood vigilant at her door with his partner, Swift Spear. Though all was silent, still they remained vigilant, for the guard took pride in its stoicism, in its ability to maintain poise and decorum for hours, even when the only eyes to witness any slip were there own. That was enough; he would not slack in his duty. He would stand firm. He would - hoofsteps!



“Hello!”



“Good day, Spot Shine,” he replied politely. “What brings you here?”



“Just going in to clean the Princess’s study. You don’t mind, do you?”



Aegis shook his head. “I suppose not. I believe she is simply going through her correspondence, and - well, I don’t need to be telling you how to behave.”



Spot Shine laughed, and shook her head. “Of course not! I shouldn’t be too long, you know how the Princess is.”



Aegis gave her a nod, and together with Sharp Spear, he stood aside to let Spot Shine pass. She emerged some twenty minutes later, and a frown was etched on her face.



“The Princess has a headache,” she announced. “She’s asked me to go speak with Raven to see about re-arranging her schedule for the day, but she’s also due for a meeting downstairs. Would one of you please go tell the occupant she’s sorry, but will need to reschedule?”



    Aegis shared a brief glance with Sharp Spear. Words passed unsaid between them before he turned back to Spot Shine and dipped his spear. “I will go. I hope her highness feels better soon.”



    “I’m sure she will!” Spot Shine returned. “She probably just needs a bit of rest. Thank you, Aegis.”



    “It is our honor to serve.” The halls echoed with his hoofsteps as he set off. It was surely nothing, but even then, he did not like to hear Celestia felt off at all. Nonetheless, duty beckoned.



    “Oh, Sharp Spear, that reminds me,” was the last he heard before he turned the corner.




To most ponies, the Princess was untouchable, so far above them as to seem divine. To Equestria at large, she was perfect, and even her missteps were forgiven as mere accidents, or as fate conspiring against her. Not even the last few years had damaged her image. After all, in the end, it had all turned out okay! It was just part of the plan, wasn’t it?



Raven knew better. To her, the Princess sometimes acted a giant foal, denied what was right before her eyes. Years of working closely with Celestia had banished childish notions of royal perfection, enabled her to see that no matter how much she tried to play the perfect Princess, Celestia was at heart just a pony. One incredibly long-lived and knowledgeable, but a pony just the same. One with fears, one with desires, one with needs...and one with the occasional stubborn refusal admit to the obvious.



“She said it was just a headache!” Raven complained. “A headache! Princess, this is far more than a headache!” When she’d come in, Celestia had been slumped over her desk. A careless hoof had spilled ink all over parchment, and the Princess had been staring blearily at it when Raven cleared her throat to announce her presence.



    “It was just a bit of clumsiness. I am fine, really. I do thank you for your concern, but -”



    “You do not ‘but’ me, Princess! Everypony else, perhaps, but I know you all too well. You are going to bed, now, and getting some rest! The kingdom will keep for a few hours, or a day, or however long it takes you to feel better!”



    “Raven…” Celestia began, “Please. All I need is a cup of tea, and while I may not hold court, I can at least make headway on these proposals.”



    Raven snorted. Wordlessly, she lifted a hoof and pointed. “Bags under your eyes. Your mane is listless. Your wings are drooping. And most importantly? You cannot keep up the act with me. Maybe when I had just started in your service, but the entire reason you hired me was you knew I would be willing to tell you ‘no’. And I am doing that right now! You will rest! End of story. What even happened?!”



    Celestia glanced at the spilled ink, but Raven added, “I’ll make sure it’s cleaned up, and salvaged as much as possible.” Her last objection defeated before she could voice it, Celestia rose to her hooves, and slowly made her way to her bed. 



    It wasn’t until she was in bed that Raven finally relaxed. She made her way close, and she abandoned matron for mother. “You take a nap. I’ll make sure your schedule is taken care of, and we’ll get this straightened out. What do you remember after she left, anyway?”



    “Nothing out of the ordinary. Aegis came in to talk. I suppose he just wanted to remind me of when we first met. I…” Celestia smiled. “He was so proud, then. And he should have been.” She yawned widely, and turned to her side, laying her head down upon her pillow. “I’m sorry. It must have been after he left, I believe I simply lost track of my thoughts.”



    Raven sighed quietly. “Rest, Princess. It won’t hurt Equestria if you take a day off. I’ll go speak with him, make sure you are not further disturbed.” Celestia sleepily murmured her thanks, and Raven took a moment to pause. Celestia may drive her crazy from time to time, yet she was privy to a side of her few saw. A relationship she took pride in. Celestia relied on her, and she would not let her down. She spent some minutes tidying scattered papers, and when she was done, she realized the Princess was asleep. Raven smiled fondly. Moments like these? That was why she did her job. To do what Celestia would not. Celestia would give of herself until there was nothing left.



    And Raven would be there to make sure she was stopped from doing just that. Her horn glowed gently to silently open the door. “She’s sleeping, Aegis. Could you help -” The door slid shut, and Celestia slumbered alone.




    Quick Check knew he was one of the best physicians in all of Canterlot. So many doctors were still too content to rely upon outdated methods rather than tried and true research results. So many were afraid of change, so many refused to update with the times, so many...no matter. They would learn, given time. He would continue to shine, and illuminate the path for the others to follow. Right now, though? He was annoyed.



    “How did you not come and fetch me earlier? I should have been here as soon as she developed a fever!” He glared at Raven, who did not flinch before him.



    “I had no reason to suspect it was anything more than a seasonal illness. These things happen, sometimes. She has always recovered within a day or two. This is merely a little longer than normal.”



    He stamped a hoof on the tile. “It is not a little longer! She has been out of commission for three days and shows no signs of improvement! I must insist from this moment forward she have no visitors apart from myself and my nurse. And no, you may not countermand this. I have spoken with Princess Luna and she has given me full authority to treat my patient as I see fit. Celestia is to need concern herself with nothing but her recovery! Any and all work that cannot be delegated will be brought to Luna. That is final.”



    Raven stood her ground and for a short time, Quick Check thought she would refuse to obey. Her muscles were taut under her throat, and her jaw worked back and forth as her teeth ground. Yet, in the end, she bowed her head. “Very well. No visitors. I will make sure it is known.”



    Quick Check nodded his head and said curtly. “I am glad you could see reason, Miss Raven. Rest assured, she is in fully capable hooves, and will be back to her normal duties in no time, I am certain!”



    “You may be right, Doctor,” Raven said quietly. “Yet I do not believe quarantining her is the right solution. The Princess should be with those she cares about. Who better to cheer her up than those she loves?”



    “Love may cure all in stories, Miss Raven, but in reality we practice medicine. I shall certainly take it under advisement, but right now it is my educated opinion that what Princess Celestia needs is treatment of her symptoms. This is likely an infection of some form, and as soon as I complete her examination, I shall know just how to proceed. Likely, a few healing draughts, some fluids, and that will be that.”



    Raven shook her head. “As you wish, Doctor. I apologize if I seem confrontational.”



    “Think nothing of it, my dear! I shall tell you what! Nurse Chantry and I shall be isolated with our patient for the next day or two, but once I see signs of improvement, it would be my pleasure to take you to dinner. If, that is, you would like that.”



    Raven smiled. A genuine one, this time. “I believe I would like that very much, Doctor.”



    “Splendid! We shall talk then! For now, it is time to practice medicine!”




    “That doctor is a QUACK!” Luna blurted in exasperation. There was a slight clatter as she set a tray at Celestia’s bedside. Soup, bread, a few pills. Her horn glimmered, and she threw open the curtains, letting daylight spill into her sister’s chamber. “Why would he change his course of treatment so suddenly? You were improving, sister!”



    “Luna, please, I am sure he is only doing what he thinks best.” Celestia turned a sallow gaze on her sister. “He must have had a good reason.”



    Luna snorted. “A good reason? Praytell, Tia, what would that be? ‘Oh, I shall stop doing what was working in favor of bleeding my patient’.” She shook her head. “He has been dismissed. I consulted with three separate experts, and all agreed such methods were archaic a century ago!” Luna sat down beside her sister, and levitated the bowl of soup before her. The spoon dipped inside, and she held it out to Celestia. “If I must play nursemaid to you myself, then I shall. Equestria may burn for all I care, for my sister comes first.”



    Celestia struggled to lift her head off the pillow, and slurped as she drained the spoon. She fell back, and said softly, “The sun…”

    “Is well under control, sister, worry not. It is a heavy burden, but you raised the moon for a thousand years when I was, well, indisposed. What is a week or two compared to that?”



    Celestia shifted, drew a foreleg free of her bedsheets. It wavered as she rose it to her siblings cheek, and the brief contact was enough to elicit a weary smile from Luna. “I do not deny it fatigues me, Celestia, and my sleep has suffered. It is a small price to pay to let you rest. You need not worry about Equestria at large, either. Twilight Sparkle has come to Canterlot, and I daresay by the time you recover you will find she has rearranged half the government for the better.”



    Their shared laughter filled the room, Celestia’s a meek chuckle to Luna’s own hearty gales. Bit by bit, the soup found its way into Celestia’s stomach, until the bowl clattered as it was set once more upon the platter. The pills came next, gently levitated past Celestia’s lips, joined by a goblet moments after. “Drink,” Luna urged. “It is but water to help you swallow.”



    Celestia gulped, and a thin dribble of water ran down her cheek. “Thank you…” she whispered. Her head turned to the side, and drooping eyes lay upon the bread. “I do not quite feel up to finishing,” she whispered. “Will you be here when I wake?”



    Luna’s breath warmed Celestia’s throat as the younger sister lay her head down. She hugged herself close. “Always,” she murmured. “I shall never leave you, my beloved sister. There is nopony I love, or shall ever love, more than you.”



    Celestia’s lips curved up of their own accord. “I feel the same, Luna. I waited a thousand years for you, and I would wait a million more if I had to. I love you, little sister.”



    Luna’s lips brushed Celestia’s cheek. “Rest,” she urged, and once more the tray lifted into the air. “I shall be here when you awaken.”



    Celestia’s eyes fell closed, and she slept.




    How long had it been, exactly? She’d lost track of time. Surely no more than a few days...a week? It was so hard to focus. She was so tired now. The days and nights seemed to blend together. The light...when was it last light? She remembered the sun rising..no, was that? When was that?



    There was a clack, and the door opened. A shadowed figure stepped in. Spread wings. A horn. Luna. Little Sister. Caretaker. Yes. Celestia already felt better, and she smiled as Luna approached, as Luna carefully slid the tray off of her back and onto the table beside her.



    “Do you feel up to eating?” Luna intoned.



    Eating? Yes. Her stomach growled. Food would be nice. What was the word, again? It was right...ah, there it was. “Please,” Celestia whispered, “Please.” Luna would know. She always knew. The hilt of the spoon was in Luna’s lips, and then the warm liquid passed Celestia’s own. Some spilled, she knew, but no matter. Luna would clean her, or some other pony. They all cared. She loved them for their caring. She loved all of Equestria, truly, but...some more than others. That was not so wrong, was it? She could not love them all equally. She could not...the spoon, again.



    She slurped, the sound breaking the claustrophobic silence. For a moment, the musty smell of sweat and stale air hit her. Off. Open a window. Yes. That would fix it. She opened her mouth to ask and…



    “Would you like to hear a story, sister? I found an old book in your study, recently. One from our Foalhood, I imagine. How long have you kept that treasure hidden away, I wonder? Such precious memories it must carry. Listen…” The quiet scrape of ancient parchment, the low drone of Luna’s voice.



    She knew this one. The pony went into the woods, when she was not supposed to. But she was saved, in the end. There was a happy ending. But the monster...it had scared luna, long ago, hadn’t it? Or had it been Celestia who feared it? So hard to remember, exactly. So hard to keep anything straight. But Luna was there. Little sister. Warm. Beloved.



    Her eyes were so heavy, again. Luna was saying something about sleeping. It sounded nice. Luna was right, she needed her strength. Luna would be back. Celestia would be better soon.



    Luna kissed her cheek. “Rest, sister. Equestria awaits your recovery, and rest assured, all know that your love for them is boundless. I shall see you when you awaken.”



    Celestia let her eyes fall shut. Well, not quite. The faintest lifting of her eyelids, just enough to see the dark figure of her sister watching over her. Slow, steady breathing. Soft emerald light tinged the edges of her vision for a brief moment, and then Luna stepped away once more, the glow trailing in her wake. Ah, yes, the tray. Gentle humming in her ears. Who...it sounded like...a day. Just...it would be a new day soon. A perfect day, she was sure. She would be better. She would rise, and greet her little ponies. But not today. Today...rest.



    Celestia smiled as sleep swept her away once more. The room was still yet again, and outside, the palace lay lay silent, and dust accumulated upon untended tables.
      

      
   
      Ashes of a Phoenix


      

      
      
         Crumble




Sunset Shimmer walked towards Canterlot High, savoring the novelty of being greeted by smiles. After she helped vanquish the sirens at the Battle of the Bands, she had finally been accepted by the student body. Apparently, delivering a smackdown to a horse demon or three made up for turning into one. She certainly wasn't going to question that logic.



Sunset opened the front doors, walked into the center of the entrance hall, closed her eyes, and took a satisfied breath. No more fear, on her side or anyone else's. It was a nice change of pace.



"Yes. It's nice to be back where we should be after so long."



Sunset's eyes snapped open. She knew that voice, even if she'd never heard it from the outside before. "You aren't here."



"Oh no? And here I thought we were trained to be rational. Don't you remember those days under Celestia's wing?"



"Well," Sunset said slowly, "rationally speaking, if you're here and you're outside me, then this is a dream."



A slow clap sounded from behind Sunset. She spun and saw the face that had haunted her nightmares for weeks, her own face, twisted by rage and greed and stolen magic. "Very good," said the demon. "And here I was afraid that I'd have to spell it out for you."



"Fine," said Sunset. "You're the usual manifestation of my fear and guilt, is that it?"



The demon gave a dark chuckle. "Oh, far from it. I'm no little phantom conjured up to torment you. I'm you, Sunset, just as you are me."



Sunset rolled her eyes. "Yeah, because that isn't what a tormenting phantom would say at all."



The demon shrugged. "Believe what you like."



"Look, what do you want?"



"Why, what we've always wanted!" The demon spread her arms and wings wide. "Power! Control! Respect! And now that we've finally clawed our way back from that unfortunate setback at the Fall Formal—"



"You mean me realizing how stupid I had been and rejecting everything you represent?" Sunset snarled.



The demon buffed her claws on her dress. "As I said, a setback. But now?" She gave a fang-filled grin. "Now we're back where we should be. Now we have everything we deserve: influence, magic, followers—"



"I have friends."



This got a shrug. "Six of one, half a dozen of the other. And just think what we can do with those six." The demon leered. "Oh, but we already have!"



The bottom dropped out of Sunset's stomach. She huddled into her jacket. "I have no idea what you're talking about."



"Don't you?" A clawed hand gripped Sunset under the chin and forced her to make eye contact with the creature. "You can't lie to me. Like I said, I'm you."



Sunset felt the needle points pressing against her, just shy of breaking the skin. "Not anymore." She spat in the demon's face.



The gobbet flashed into vapor the moment it made contact. The fiend didn't even seem to notice; she just put on a knowing grin. "Oh no? Then I suppose it was the new, redeemed Sunset Shimmer who was quietly observing all of the friction between her 'friends.' She must have been the one who dusted off the bully routine to try and cow the sirens. She, not I, noted every hairline crack in what we can laughingly call the psyche of our replacement." Her teasing tone grew harsher with that last word, her hair flaring out for a moment.



Sunset looked away. "Twilight did more to deserve ascension than I ever did."



"Hmm?" The grin returned. "Now who said anything about ascension? I was just talking about how Celestia found some new filly to mother after we outgrew her."



Sunset's gaze snapped back to her counterpart. "I—"



"But while we're on the subject, did she? Given how she struggled with that counterspell, I have to wonder just how good she really is." The demon released Sunset and shrugged. "Who knows? Maybe Celestia gave her wings out of pity."



"Don't be ridiculous." Sunset rubbed at her jaw. "We both know she wouldn't do that."



"She didn't do it for us. Her pretty purple pet, so eager to please her?"



Sunset crossed her arms. "I have no reason to resent Twilight. She couldn't have beaten the sirens without me."



The demon smirked. "No, she couldn't have, could she? And now you have proof that you're one of the 'good guys.'" She leaned in and flicked one of Sunset's pony ears.



"Hey!" Sunset clapped her hand over it. After a moment, she felt the other, then took her elongated hair in both hands. "What the— Right. Dream."



"Yes," said the demon, "with such symbols of her pure intentions, Sunset Shimmer could never do anything bad. Everyone trusts her now. She certainly wouldn't exploit that trust. She would never drive apart her friends, manipulating them so that they all only trusted her. What possible use could she have for five loyal lieutenants far more competent than Snips or Snails could ever be?"



Sunset heard footsteps from her right. She turned to see a scowling Rarity. "Sunset is the only one of you who appreciates my artistic vision."



Applejack snorted from the other side of the entrance. "She's the only girl who ain't got a forked tongue around here."



Rainbow Dash ran in from the direction of the gym, shouting, "She's the only one who can keep up with me!"



"She's the only one who really respects me," Fluttershy muttered from right next to Sunset.



Sunset looked around as they all glared at one another, each sparing her the occasional warm glance. And, deep inside, something actually kind of liked—



"Wait a second." Sunset looked around and found a weirdly subdued Pinkie Pie where the demon should've been. "Aren't you going to say something?"



Pinkie shrugged. "You barely know me, much less what makes me tick. Heck, you distance yourself from me for the sake of your own sanity."



Darkness crawled across Pinkie's sclera from the outside in as she gave a smile full of fangs. "Really, that says all that needs to be said about our so-called friendships." She spread tattered wings and, a blink later, became Sunset's demonic self. "We're only putting up with them out of self-preservation. Every indignity they subject us to, every weakness they display, every secret they share with us, we're keeping them all up here." She tapped her temple. "But no one else knows."



"Especially not me," said yet another voice.



A chill of dread swept through Sunset's body. She looked behind her and saw a smirking Twilight Sparkle.



"You're in total control of the information I get from this world." Twilight held up a journal with a painfully familiar stylized sun on the cover. "As far as I know, everything is perfectly fine, and it will stay that way until it's too late."



"Too late?" Sunset echoed.



"Now that this world has some magic in it," said the other Sunset, "it may be worth conquering. And since we can so easily take control over the vast majority of that magic... Well, I'm sure you can figure out the rest."



The pony-eared Sunset scowled. Her fists clenched. "That's not going to happen."



"Oh? Who could possibly stop us?"



"There is no us!" Sunset's fists glowed with her green magic. "I am going to stop you, here and now!"



Her demonic self barked out a laugh. "You think you can?"



"I know it!" Sunset thrust her hands forward and screamed as the arcane patterns for a horn blast filled her mind. The power streamed from her palms, filling her vision with blinding light as it slammed into the demon.



As her eyes cleared and the echoes of the blast faded, Sunset became aware of the sound of wheezing. After a few blinks, she could make out a broken form, barely alive.



A broken human form, with pony ears and long hair.



"What!?" The harsh subharmonics were in her own voice once again. She looked at her hands and saw red claws. "What!?"



The wheezing stopped, and only then did Sunset realize it had been laughter. "If you... would stop... yourself..." her doppleganger gasped, "you know... what you... must... do..." She went still, a cruel smile locked on her face.



"No." Tears streamed from Sunset's cheeks, only to boil off her cheeks. "No." Her hair flared out like a wildfire. "NO!"



The world was consumed in hellfire.
Swirl




Within a sepulchral chamber, a great clangor disturbed the long silence as light leaked out to brush against crazed surfaces that did not welcome such intrusions.



A shadowed appendage flopped blindly about until it found the source of the disturbance, which it ensnared in its many tendrils and dragged towards the scrutiny of a baleful eye. This dread orb gazed long and deep into the secrets at the heart of the nuisance, and an orifice to its side emitted a long moan, as of an ancient thing that had seen ten thousand years and ten million mortal follies.



A pillar of flesh, its hue not found on any earthly spectrum, stretched out and brushed against a sigil that made the clamoring beacon quail and darken. Up and up the grasping tendrils carried it, until they brought it to rest against a cartilaginous, oblong ridge. Finally, the awakened one released an utterance that could perhaps be understood by the minds of men if they were daring or foolish enough to try.



"Hello?"



"Pinkie, I had a demon dream again."



Pinkie Pie brought herself half-erect, dark thoughts slinking through her mind like the beasts of some fetid swamp. "It's two in the morning, Sunset," she groaned.



"I know. I'm sorry. It's just that I thought I was past this. I can't be afraid to go to sleep for another month."



Inspiration sparked feebly in Pinkie's mind, an idea that, like her, was torn from the clutches of dream. "Go sing on the roof of the school or something."



There was no immediate response, and during that respite, Pinkie dared to hope that she might return to that strange realm lurking within the minds of men. Her eyelids sagged under the burden of awareness.



"Do you think that will help?"



Rage began to build in Pinkie's breast, as slow and inexorable as the heat death of the universe. "Sure, why not?"



"Thank you so much. I—"



"Hush. Pinkie phtagn." With that, Pinkie ended the call, returned her phone to her nightstand, and flopped bonelessly back into bed.
Rise




At lunch that day, Sunset said, "Pinkie, I wanted to thank you for your advice."



"You're welcome!" Pinkie paused. "Wait, what advice?"



"The singing on the roof of the school thing, to deal with my recurring nightmares." Sunset blinked as she realized what she just said.



The other girls seemed similarly surprised. "She told ya t' do what now?" Applejack asked.



Rainbow Dash shrugged. "Eh. Sounds like Pinkie to me."



Pinkie nodded. "It totally does!"



"In my defense," said Sunset, "it sounded like a really good idea at two o' clock this morning."



"I don't remember telling you to that," said Pinkie, "but I do remember a dream where my grandpa was visiting, except he had an octopus for a head and I was helping him either plot the downfall of human civilization or bake a quiche." She shrugged "You know, either or. And there was definitely a point when he spoke in Sunset's voice. That was probably when you called!"



Silence stretched on for a bit after that. Rarity raised a finger. "Is... Is that a normal dream for you?"



Pinkie nodded. "Ever since Granny Pie got me the collected works of Heart Pounding Terror for my thirteenth birthday." She beamed. "Sometimes it's really fun to be horrified by humanity's insignificance in a vast, uncaring universe!"



The silence stretched for rather longer, until Sunset said, "If you say so, Pinkie."



"I do!"



"What was your nightmare about, Sunset?" said Fluttershy.



"Me arguing with demon me. Again." Sunset smiled. "But what I realized on the roof was just because I reflexively analyze everything to see how I can best take advantage of it, that doesn't make me a bad person."



Silence returned to the table for a bit until Applejack cleared her throat. "Wanna run that by us again, sugarcube?"



"Look, getting rainbowed in the face made me see how much of a jerk I was being, but it didn't change who I fundamentally am. Just the idea is..." Sunset shuddered. "Anyway, I'm still the same person as the girl who terrorized the school; I just have a conscience now. I can't help but think about how I can use things: people, places, opportunities. It's just how I see the world. But now I also think about how I can be of use to others. Like you guys." She looked around at five blank stares. "This isn't making any sense to you guys, is it?"



"Nope."



"Not as such."



"Uh-uh."



"Well... no."



Pinkie just shook her head, the smile never leaving her face.



Sunset sighed. "Okay, it's... it's like how Rarity could take over the world."



Rarity nearly choked on an inopportune forkful of salad. Once she recovered, she cried, "Excuse me?"



Sunset held up her hands. "I mean that as a compliment! You have the social acumen, intelligence, and work ethic to run a successful clothing boutique and attend high school at the same time! Take it from me, you could bring the world to its knees in a matter of months, especially with us backing you up."



Rarity scoffed. "Why, the very idea—"



"I dunno, Rare." Applejack smirked. "I could get behind this idea, so long as there weren't no global dress code."



Dash jabbed Applejack with an elbow. "Come on, AJ, this is Rarity we're talking about. Of course there's gonna be a global dress code."



"I, for one, welcome our new fabulous overlord!" Pinkie saluted Rarity, her expression a model of grim severity.



Rarity shook her head. "You are all simply dreadful," she said, despite the trembling at the edges of her lips. "Fluttershy, you are clearly the only person here I can truly call a friend."



"Actually..." Fluttershy gave a pleased little grin. "I wouldn't mind being the head of the Fashion Police."



The entire table burst into laughter at that, Rarity included.



"So, yeah," Sunset said when they recovered. "It's like that. Just because I still think like an evil mastermind doesn't mean I have to act like one."



"You can be a good mastermind!" Pinkie cheered.



Sunset nodded. "Exactly. Thanks again, Pinkie. It was really cathartic."



"You're Welcome Hug!" Pinkie zipped around the table and nearly brought Sunset to the floor with the announced embrace.



Sunset shut her eyes and soaked in the friendship. She could almost hear the death knell of her darker self.



"Um, Sunset?" said Pinkie. "Why are there scorch marks on the back of your blouse?"



"Like I said. Really cathartic."
      

      
   
      Hungry


      

      
      
         I am hungry. 

	

It is not a complaint, nor an announcement to any party outside my own mind; it is a statement of fact. 

	

I am hungry, and I have to eat. 

	

The noises of the forest try to drown out this proclamation. The birds all chirp, the insects all call out, and the other members of my pack howl to the midnight moon in unison. The resulting cacophony pierces my ears. Fighting each other for dominance, while also working together to rip my attention away from the current predicament. It is an unbearable set of noises, equally obnoxious as it is distracting. It almost succeeds in its machinations. 



Almost. 



The grumblings within my stomach are beyond their power to drown.They reverberate throughout my body, sending a desperate signal for some form of sustenance. They have remained unanswered for the past 2 weeks, yet they have not ceased. In fact, they seem to have increased in strength and frequency. 



I will answer them today. 



I stand up slowly, careful to not disturb the foliage I had laid down upon. The need for discretion was most likely unneeded after the pack’s loud howling a moment ago. But caution was something that our pack leader urged all of us to have an abundance of. For good reason, too; we had lost no more than 3 members of our pack ever since Jumble had become the alpha. 



I made my way out of the shrubbery and into the small clearing nearby. All around, the pack lounged about, either talking to others or looking up at the Moon as Her light shone down on us. How brilliant She looked tonight! Not an area of darkness shrouded Her face, and no clouds obstructed Her view of Her dominion. She could look down at us and smile, knowing how well we respected Her and kept to Her Proclamations, like all generations of Timberwolves had since the beginning of time. 



The grumblings reared their head again, distracting my mind from all of Her glory. Curses! Not even She Who Wanes and Waxes can divert my attention from these hunger pains! I cannot stand for this any longer! I set off toward the center of the clearing, where Jumble sat. As I approached him, I could see that his attention was on the Moon. He gazed up at Her in awe, transfixed by Her beauty like most of us were. 



“Jumble,” I announced. 



He turned his head toward me and nodded.    



“Bundle.” 



“A glorious night, is it not?” 



“Indeed.” His face returned to Her, the awe more restrained now that he knew a member of his pack was looking. 



“Jumble, how much longer until the food comes?”



“I know not. Only She knows when the Prey will make themselves known to us.” 



“Of course. But…” 



He looked back at me. 

	

“But?”



“Don’t you think She would have given us food by now? Wouldn’t She want to cease Her Children’s suffering?” 



“Perhaps. Maybe She is testing us, seeing if we will remain faithful to her during hardship.” 



“Maybe. Or maybe we must take initiative and find the Prey ourselves.” 



“Your drive is admirable, Bundle,” he said shaking his head. “But you ask us to dismiss Her traditions in the name of your own selfish desires?” 



“How can you accuse me of such things?! You know as well as I do that I hold Her traditions high above anything else!”



“Yet you ask to flagrently disobey the Fifth Proclamation?”



“How? I’m just asking that we consider other options in case-”



“In case what?” The words came out of Rumble’s mouth disdainfully. “What are you trying to say, Bundle? Are you claiming She will not aid us?”



“Of course not! I know that she’ll take care of in times of plenty or of little!” 



“And yet you still stand here, blatantly calling for me to disregard Her Proclamations like they were mere guidelines!” 



“I am not! I am just-”



“Enough,” he said with a wave of his paw. “I’m ending this discussion before you dig yourself an even deeper hole. The Fifth Proclamation states: ‘Find a Clear Place at every Summer Solstice and wait; a Feast will be delivered to you.’”



“But-”



“The Sixth Proclamation states: ‘Do not depart from the Clear Place until you have Received the Feast; Disobedience of this Proclamation will destroy all those who disobey it.”



“You’re not-”



“Bundle.” His eyes shone in the moonlight, glaring down at me. “It is beyond discussion. Drop the subject and be patient.”  



“Fine.” I turned away and began to storm back to my resting spot. 



“Bundle!” I heard him call. I stopped and turned to look back at him. “Don’t ever let me hear you questioning Her ever again.” The rest of the pack stared at him, then turned their gaze to me. Their expressions ranged from surprised to scornful. I eventually set my eyes forward and made my way back to my resting spot, far away from their prying eyes. 



How could Jumble be so bull-headed? Doesn’t he know that we have to head further south to get food? The Moon may provide, but She does not just toss food our way. Never has, and She never will. In fact, that was the 3rd Proclamation: “Do not fear to ask Me for what you need; But do not fear to take what you can get yourself.” For such a traditionalist, Rumble seems awfully rusty about his Proclamations. 



My inner complaints continued for what seemed like an eternity, but eventually I reached the resting spot. After I circled the spot a few times, I settled down into the soft grass. Sleep would not come to me for some time. The night was young and some hours remained before dawn came. 



So I just sat there, looking out at the pack and the forest. Their noises continued well into the night, as did the rumblings in my stomach. One of them bothered me more than the other. 








I don’t recall how much time passed after Rumble and I had argued. It was a few nights, but I cannot say how many. But I guess it doesn’t matter now. 



After all, Rumble died yesterday. He joined the six others who have gone to Her dominion over the past few days. All of them died crying out for food.  



A great argument has sprung up among the pack about what to do with the bodies. Some believe that we should leave this place, stating that the smell of the rotting tree sap that is seeping from their carcasses has become too much. Others refuse this suggestion, stating that the Sixth Proclamation must be followed without exception. A few suggested burning the bodies for a proper burial, but Timber, the only Fire Maker of the pack, is one of the dead 7.   



Their arguments are meaningless to me. The only sound that matters to me are the rumblings. They flow through my ears, begging me for food. Their intensity has even grown to the point that my whole body shakes when they make themselves known. 



I can stand it no longer. Tonight, I leave this place. This forest is large and vast, but far from empty. I am bound to find food if I wander far enough. 








“Don’t go!” they had cried. 



“Lone wolves never survive long!



“Stay here!” 



“Follow the Sixth Proclamation!”



Their words were strong and concerned, but to no avail. The rumblings in my stomach had grown too loud and too often for me to care. I made my way into the Forest, out of that Place where 7 of my fellow packmates would eternally rest. And by their current attitudes, the other 5 would soon meet a similar fate. 



Not me. 



No, I will survive. I will not submit to a system of rules that existed long before I was born. A system of superstition made to please a figure that had abandoned us, if She had even existed at all. Let the fools back there suffer and die! They’d rather submit to the intangible than save themselves of the most basic danger any living being can suffer from. What cretins! 



I stare back up at the Moon, its face still shining as brightly as it has for days now. But no longer did it seem like a god, a precious Mother that took care of its young with a cool embrace. No, now it was just...just…

	

A thing. A giant, white thing up in the sky. It did not gaze down at me in bewilderment, love, or contempt. It didn’t even look at me with indifference. It just sat there up in the sky, like it had for as long as any Timberwolf could remember. No feeling manifested within it, for it did not manifest anything. Not now, not ever. 

	

Nothing but light. 








I walked for 3 nights, stopping only when the day began. Though many creatures could be heard throughout the woods, I was unable to catch anything substantial. My large figure and loud walking alerted every animal nearby to my presence, making hunting far more difficult than it would normally be. A few woodland bunnies and squirrels managed to make their way to my mouth, but they did little to assuage my hunger.  No, I needed something bigger. Tastier. 



Like a pony. 



Pony...pony...pony…



Pony! That’s the smell of a pony I’m sniffing!



Aha! Just the scent I've been waiting to smell!



Summoning all the primal instinct that my forefathers had gifted me, I closed my eyes and took a gigantic whiff. The smell flowed into my nostrils, triggering every receptor my wooden body managed to contain. Oh, how wonderful a scent it was! Even the growling in my stomach had to stop, overtaken by the glorious smell. 



I walked forward, eyes still shut tight. I did not want any of my other senses to distract me from my feast. So straight ahead I strode, nose high in the air. I walked and walked, miles upon miles with this technique. The smell grew stronger and stronger, eventually drowning out all other of the odors given off by the surrounding forest. 



After some time, I stopped. There were no longer any cracks or snaps sounding below me. No more leaves or sticks were under me. 

That meant...I was out of the forest! 



Opening my eyes, I was greeted by a brilliant sight. The daytime was upon me, shining down in a wonderful display. All around me, a meadow of yellow daisies grew, their scent beginning to flow into my nose now that I was no longer focused. Looking behind me, I could see the forest a long ways behind me. Even from here, I could see the darkness emanating from it. But around me, nothing but beauty could be seen.



“AAAIIIIIIEEEEEE!” 



I turned toward the noise and saw it. 



My prey. 



A white pony with purple hair stood there in the meadow, gaping and pointing at me in terror. 



Excellent. Terror always makes it easier to catch the prey. 



I lunged toward the pony, my teeth bared and my heart pumping in anticipation. The distance was at least 100 feet, but I was half that distance in less than 3 seconds. 



The pony’s eyes grew wider as I drew closer. It turned, starting to run. After 5 steps, however, it fell flat on its face. 

    

My body shook in anticipation as I came closer to the equine. I was so close that I could smell all the individual scents on its body (actually, her body; the pheromones coming off of her were most obviously that of a female). What they were was a mystery to me. I’d think that they were meant to be some sort of scent maskers, but if that was the case, they were failing miserably.  

 

Now, I was a matter of feet from her. She has given up running now, instead choosing to cower in fear. How wonderful! A prey not only so delectable, but also dumbfoundedly simple to catch! Oh, how well I shall eat now! No more long chases of wood deer or tree bison! Now, I shall-



BLAM!



A force of tremendous power hit my side, sending me tumbling to the side. A howl of pain escaped my lips as I rolled through the flowers.   

	

“Ya-hoo!” a strange voice cried out. It was feminine by the sounds of it, coming out with an odd accent and language I could not place. I looked back toward the pony I had been chasing. She remained where she had been, but no longer did she cower. Now, she stood tall, a proud expression upon her face. 

	

“Danks, Runbew Desh!” she called out in that strange tongue. I looked around, eyes bounding this way and that for the mysterious force that had knocked me over. But no matter where I looked, no figure could be seen except the lone pony. 

	

Well, no matter. I bet it was just-

	

BLAM!

	

I fell to the ground once more. The flowers softened my fall, but on my left side, nothing but pain could be felt. A quick glance revealed to me that my entire left side was cracked from the shoulder to my rear legs. 



“Guud jeb, Eppl Jak!” another voice called out. 



Eppl Jak? Runbew Desh? These were odd names. 



Wait...could it be?



Oh no… No, it couldn’t be!



But...it was! It was the only explanation!



This pony was protected by spirits! 



I quickly got to my feet despite the pain. I had to get out of here. I had to escape the wrath of the spirits before-



BLAM!



I could hear my head splinter as the force came down upon me. In an instant, my right eye was gone and the bottom part of my mouth fell right off in splinters. I stumbled to the ground, dazed beyond all belief. 



“Nod su fest, tuff gey!” My remaining eye wandered toward the source of the noise. 



And there, floating above me, was a pony. At least, it looked like a pony. But it flew! With wings on its sides! How...how is that possible? Only birds could fly! Ponies can’t-



“Wazzamatta, gurls?” another female voice called out on my right side. 



“Nudding, Twy Liite! Jus ta tym ba woolf tryna snak un Raar Ity!” 



“Snak?! Dat beest neerlee gabboled mee hol!”



Their strange language continued to barrage my ears. No doubt about it, they were discussing my fate. I tried to stand up, but my cracked side made the attempt agonizing. I gave up and flopped back down on the ground. 



I was completely immobile and at their mercy.



“Beest feenish id of beefore id reeforms eetself.” 



“Gud eye deea!” 



Maybe they’ll take mercy on me. We may not speak the same language, but maybe they’d-



BLAM!



Ow! What’re they-



BLAM!



Ow! Stop!



BLAM!



Please! Stop! I-



BLAM!



I can’t bear the pain!



BLAM!



The pain! It’s horrible!



BLAM!



Please, for the love of-



BLAM!



Oh Mother, forgive me!



BLAM!



I’m sorry, Mother!



BLAM!



I didn’t mean to break the Proc-



BLAM!



I was desperate and hungry!



BLAM!



Please forgive me, Mother!



BLAM!



I promise you that I’ll-



CRUNCH!







Rumble felt nothing after this. For where Rumble had once laid, now only a small woodpile sat. And it would sit there for the rest of the day, right next to 6 little ponies who went along with their previously planned picnic for the day. 



By all accounts, it was a very nice affair. 
      

      
   
      Diet


      

      
      
         The hollow thump of the axe echoed in the clearing as I chopped at the tree trunk. The handle reverberated with each swing, and every hit jostled more snow from the top of the tree. The sun was blaring down overhead, and the snow had finally stopped. I levitated the axe back, and wiped away the build-up of sweat on my forehead. I inspected the tree and found that the axe had only cut a few inches out of the trunk.



“Do we really need more firewood, Dad?” Said a voice from the side.



I looked back at the filly behind me. She was sitting on a flattened rock; juggling snowballs in the air with her telekinesis. The orange sphere of magic slowly grew in size as she added more snowballs into the trick. Her horn barely emerged from the bulky red coat and blue hat she was wearing.



“We do if we don’t want to freeze tonight, Amber.” I responded. The temperatures dips when the sun went down were enough to warrant danger from hypothermia. It was better to be safe than sorry with the stockpile of firewood in this situation. 



I coughed and turned back towards the tree. I brought up the axe and inspected the tool. The wooden handle had several large fissures running through it, the stone axe edge was flattened and the rope that fastened the two parts together frayed out in all directions.



We needed a new axe. At this point, it was like I was trying to chip away stone with a fork. 





“How many trees do we honestly need?” Amber asked. “There’s gotta be enough wood on the sled for tonight!”



She was right. I glanced behind me. The sled sat in a small crevice underneath a jutting rock. Dozens of foot long half-cylinders of wood rested on it. Enough for a few days at least…



I sighed, “We should get as much as possible, we can’t be sure if the weather will stay like this, and the less we’re outside, the safer we’ll be. My eyes swept around the clearing, “You know what I told you, don’t you?”



Amber screwed up her face, sticking her tongue out at me. “There are deadly monsters out here who would just love to eat a little filly like me,” she rocked her head back and forth, and rolled her eyes. “I'm not a baby anymore, Dad; those old ghost stories don’t bother me anymore.”



Yes, old ghost stories. The longer she thought of it that way, the easier things would be. I had saved my eternal gratitude for Celestia that she had been born a unicorn, and not a pegasus, although I should have saved half my appreciation for Hazel Dust-



Hazel Dust…



If only things had been different. But that was an old and finished path.



Either way, even with the non-stop snow and ice storms, and the irregular day cycles, with clear weather like this, and a keen eye, one could see the distant ruined spires of Canterlot just peeking over the mountains in the distance.



It was easier not having to explain things, and for that I was thankful. As long as she never levitated herself over the tree line…



Something smacked me upside the head, and I shook snow out of my mane. I turned towards Amber, and noticed one less snowball than before.



“Hey, you’re just standing there, doofus, staring at the tree!” Amber cried. She threw the rest of the snowballs at me, one by one.  



“You’ll never beat the WHIRL,” I shouted back at her.



I levitated the axe and spun it with the handle to deflect the projectiles, but it was no use. The gauntlet of spherical ice overwhelmed my old unicorn self, and by the time the assault ended, I wash half pony, and half abominable snow pony. 



Amber laughed at me as I shook the snow off. Today was going to be an alright day.



Something snapped in the forest around us, and several more snaps followed. It was the harsh fracture of small sticks…the telltale sign twigs cracking.



Someone… something was in the trees around us, and judging by the amount of sound, more than one.



I levitated the axe upright and stepped close to Amber. She huddled closer to my forelegs, and we both did a double take around the clearing. Nothing was visible through the thick foliage… yet.



“Dad… what was that?” She whispered, frantically whipping her eyes back and forth around the area.



“Just stay calm, sweetie, and keep close.”



The cold hadn't killed everything. Most of the birds and wildlife had frozen to death in the first few weeks, and most of the ponies before that, the ones that had survived the upheaval anyways. Sure, timberwolves had been common in the first few years, but even they had tampered out after a while.



This had made the task of collecting food easier. The rare winter herbs and flowers that managed to survive the freezing temperatures would only be more rare with more herbivores around. The fact that it seemed like Amber and myself were the only two things eating these things was a miracle. Combine this with disappearing carnivores and it did seem like our luck had been holding steady.



Up until how, that was.



This was the first sign of life in a few months, and of course it would be like this. 





I kept my voice low when I spoke.



“Listen, Amber, I want you to take the axe and run back home.” I knew she was going to interrupt so I kept going. “We need that firewood if we want to survive the night, and I can’t manage to control the axe and the wood, so please, just get home as quickly as possible and close the entrance. I’ll be right there, okay?”



I let her take the axe with her magic, before releasing it with my own. “Just swing at anything that isn't me, alright. And I do mean swing.”



She nodded her head, and we crept closer to the sled. It wasn't as much wood as I wanted, but it would have to do.



It needed to.



“On one.” I muttered. More twigs snapped around us, louder this time. 



Something burst out of the trees on the right, and smacked into me, knocking me into the sled. The back of my head smashed off the logs of wood, and stars burst into my vision, as static exploded from the ears. 



I saw Amber scream from my quickly darkening vision, and she swung the axe at the creature stood atop of me.



Green blood splattered down on me. It was icy cold, and chilled deep into my fur, seeping through the coat I was wearing. The daze in my head lifted slightly, and I saw myself running next to Amber. The orange glow of magic covered her horn, and shrill screams filled the atmosphere behind us.



Trees swept by as we stumbled through the forest. The snow had covered our earlier tracks, and now we moved through the area on feeling and instinct alone. The hoofsteps behind us were growing closer as we passed from tree line to tree line. As we approached the cliff overlooking from the valley where home laid, one of the creatures darted from the trees and leapt at Amber.



She shrieked, and the two collided with an explosion of limbs and snow. Amber ended up on the bottom, and the creature reared its hooves to stomp down on her.



“NO!” I screamed, as I barrelled into the monster. Air left my lungs and the two of us rolled away. The ground underneath gave way to air, as the momentum pulled us over the cliff and down into the snowy abyss below. I wrapped my hooves around the creature’s neck and orientated myself to be on top. The ground approached in a flash of ice and rock, and Amber’s scream was the last thing to hit my ears before the impact took my consciousness.



Thoughts drifted back to me in a haze, and eventually my ears slithered open. The sun was low in the sky, and the evening chill was already working its way into my body. I looked behind me, at the crushed body of the creature I had used as a makeshift fall mattress. It had been completed flattened against the rocky floor, and I had landed in a softer pile of snow. Its body twitched periodically, legs kicking as the nervous system died. Green blood flowed over the rocks.



Changelings. Of course.



Of all the creatures to survive the arctic wastes, it would be the species directly responsible for the situation, and in numbers enough to threaten everything else.



But that could be dealt with later. Right now, I needed to get back home. Standing on shaky legs, and ignoring the brutal pounding in my head. I limped back through the woods.










I emerged from the trees in front of the cottage. My vision swam unevenly, and a deep nested sensation of nausea reeled through my gut. Something was wrong.



I shook my head to clear my eyes, and slowly made my way to the cottage door. I blinked several times to ensure my eyes weren't playing tricks on my, and the feeling in my stomach worsened. 



The reinforced shutters covering the windows were smashed in, and insulation littered the snowy ground. Massive cracks penetrated the siding on the cottage, and steam slowly hissed out through the gaps. The front door had been broken off the hinges, and the interior door was missing completely. Green blood sat frozen in the snow, leading both into and out of the house.



I crept closer, dodging the sharp splinters of glass, wood and siding, and peeked inside the building.



Our home was gone. And gone was being generous. I stepped inside the entrance to the living room.



The chairs had been ripped to shreds, the fabric flung across the room in every direction. Deep, dark stains of green covered much of the room, and huge slice marks were imprinted into every inch of the floor and walls.



I turned towards the kitchen, only to meet an impasse of snow. The roof had collapsed, and the room was buried underneath a ton of ice and debris.



More blood stains led around the living room and down into the basement. I followed down into the darkness. 



Or so I thought.



A massive chunk of wall had been blown out of the far wall, right near the ceiling, and the evening light crept in through the hole. The shelves lining the basement were empty. All the supplies; the food, the clothing, the insulation, all the storage and building materials had been taken. Everything was gone, all those years of work now amounted to nothing.



Amber, Hazel Dust and I had lost Canterlot.



Then Amber and I had lost Hazel Dust.



Then we had lost civilization.



Now I had lost my home and my daughter, the last few things precious to me in this world.



Now I had nothing.



Of course I was wrong again. Something glinted in the light of the setting sun. I strode closer and found the object wedged into the back wall. It was stained everywhere with a dark green. The handle had been replaced, the edge had been sharpened, and the rope that fastened the two parts together was new.



Maybe, just maybe, I could get back some of the things that were precious to me.



I drew the axe from the wall and squeezed up through the hole in the ceiling. More snow greeted me outside. I frantically stepped towards the tree line, desperate to find where they had taken Amber, when I tripped over a pile of snow. The pile shuddered and hissed at me, and the snow parted just enough for me to see the black, chitinous creature underneath.



The shell on its stomach had been crushed open in a massive hoof-wide hole. Bits of chitin and blood pooled in the snow beneath the creature, freezing into icy orbs with the cold temperature. He… It… didn't have long left, maybe even less if it didn't give me what I wanted.



I levitated the axe over the changeling and snarled, “Where is my daughter?”



Its eyes rolled back and forth in its head as the changeling tried to focus on me. “Daughteeeerrrr…?” He spat spittle and green all over himself as it spoke. “Food.” It mumbled as several legs twitched.



I pressed the axe down into the wound. “Where did you take her?”



It squealed, reeling back into the snow. “NORTH! NORTH!” It shrieked out, curling into a fetal position as I removed the axe.



I glanced towards the northern tree line, and started walking. I found cracked branches, and the faint signs of hoof prints left in the snow. Following them through the woods, I crept along the path as the sun set behind me. The light faded into darkness, and the cold emptiness of the sky chilled the earth. My breaths came out in huge swathes of evaporation as I continued through the trees.



Once again my thoughts went back to the changelings. Why would they want my daughter? So many had attacked just to get at us, and there was no way one little filly would be enough to satisfy the amount of love they required. Then again, for a species that used love as a food source, maybe the last two sentient creatures capable of producing love were a valuable commodity that was worth the risk. But that was working under the assumption that Amber and I were the only ponies that could have found, and under the assumption they couldn't survive on other means of food.



Lost in my thoughts, I barely noticed as I emerged from the tree line to face the mouth of an enormous cave. As my hooves scrapped over the rocks, I glanced into the dark abyss ahead of me. A warm wind howled out at me through the cave’s opening.



So that was how they kept themselves from freezing. Dig deep enough and the earth will keep you warm.



Casting light from my horn, I ventured in. The floor was absurdly slanted downwards, and I not so much as walked as I did slide, down into the darkness. Huge amounts of moisture glued itself to the cave’s ceiling, and the stinking aroma of something rotting came from further in.



It didn't take long for them to notice me. The cave branched off into dozens of small tunnels, barely large enough to squeeze through, and as I passed, the eerie feeling of being watched firmly remained in my stomach.



The first changeling threw itself at me further in. I had just stopped to adjust my telekinetic grip on the axe when it lunged from the ceiling above in a hiss of screams and a flurry of bites. I was faster, though, and brought the axe into the creature’s neck. It splattered and seized on the axe, choking on its own blood, before it fell still and slid off the axe. It hit the ground with a wet thwack and twitched.



Two came at me the next time, rushing from opposite sides of the tunnel. I swiped at the first one with the axe and embedded the weapon in its foreleg. The changeling tumbled to the ground as the second one tackled me into the tunnel wall, and latched its fangs into my left cheek.



I screamed, as the hot sensation of blood quickly bloomed on my face. I ripped my face away from the changeling, and it tore away a piece of fur and flesh. I kicked him back with my forehooves and lunged, driving my horn into the softer shell on the bottom of his chin straight out the top of its head. It’s death scream died on its lips, as the changeling slumped onto of me.



I tore my horn out of its face, and turned back to the first changeling, who was still struggling to remove the axe from his leg. A few stomps of my hooves ceased its movement.



More hissed resonated behind me, but the creatures stayed out of the illumination of my horn as I kept going.



Finally, deep inside the cave, where the heat was warm enough to be uncomfortable, the top of the tunnel gave way into a massive clearing. The sides of the tunnel widened considerably and the rocky walls disappeared deep into the darkness.



It was here I stopped.



I dropped the axe, and focused on my illumination spell, as I cast light out into the cavern.  The nauseous feeling returned to my gut.



Dozens, if not hundreds of changelings, lined the cavern and its rocky outcroppings. I was completely surrounded, and they did not shy away from the light this time.



A single changeling stepped forwards from the crowd, larger and more armoured that the others, its chitinous armour darker and bulkier than the others.



I stared at the creature, and spoke. “Give me back my daughter.”



It opened its mouth with a long hiss before speaking. "Why...?" Its voice was deep. 



I stood there, panting, and covered in green blood. “You’ll never get my daughter’s love, you monsters! There's no way she can keep all these changelings alive!”



The changeling leader cocked its head, peering at me with its empty eyes. “Love…?” He asked quizzically. “Ponies are food.” He said emotionlessly. 



The blood on my face didn't feel so warm anymore. "Food..."



It made clicking noises with its mouth, as if in a form of laughter. "Ponies eat plants. Changelings eat love." The changeling licked its lips. "Or meat."



Some pieces of the puzzle slowly clicked into place.



It made sense why all the wildlife had been slowly disappearing from around the area. Amber and I had just been the last ticks on a very long checklist.



The changelings around me crept closer.



“And now we have two meals.” 




      

      
   
      Serving Her Community


      

      
      
         A thin, freckled man rubbed his face, sighing as he opened the drive-thru window. “We’re not open yet, Miss Pie.”



Pinkie sat in her car, window rolled down and pointed at the employee. “Weeell, technically you are now, silly. Besides, it’s oooonly…” She gazed to her dashboard. “One minute and twenty two seconds until you do open!”



The man put a palm over his face, masking his rolling eyes. “Yes but—”



“Also, it’s Officer Pie to you, mister bister,” Pinkie cut in.



Suddenly he blinked, looking at her directly. “Sorry. Officer. Ma’am.”



“Aw, it’s fine. We’re all in the same boat here; only reason I’m bothering you is ‘cause I didn’t even have time to make breakfast!” Pinkie explained. “I won’t order anything big, Pinkie Promise.” She moved around, making the motions of her honored pact, despite the confines of her seatbelt.



“Er, right.” The man absently scratched his head. 



Pinkie leaned forward, stretching her seatbelt to its limit. Narrowing her eyes, she read the name tag on the guy. “Jim! That’s a good name, Jim. What do you say you whip up something good for me and I’ll be on my way!”



“Well—”



“I’m sure your boss mind out if you bend the rules juuuust a teeny bit to help out an officer of the law, would he? Or she.” Pinkie tilted her head. “Is she a she? Or he a he?”



A wave of creases appeared on Jim’s forehead. “He’s a—sure, whatever. He won’t mind. What do you need?”



Pinkie cleared her throat, counting the items on her fingers. “Cheeseburger, chicken nuggets, large fries, lemonade, whipped vanilla ice cream.” She smiled sweetly at him. “Got all that?”



Jim nodded, writing it all down and passing it along to someone unseen to Pinkie. “Yep. Next window, please.”



“Sweet!” Pinkie put her hands on the wheel, starting her car back up. “Hey Jim?”



“Huh? “



“Fight the good fight, brother. Morning shift bros for life, woo!” Throwing a fist into the air, she drove to the next window, leaving Jim in her wake, leaning out of his window and staring after her.



The next window opened up, a young woman standing behind it this time. “That’ll seven ninety nine,” she droned, not looking at Pinkie she held out her hand.



“Sec!” Pinkie said, rummaging around in her wallet for a note and some pennies, before squirming and shifting about, arms wrapping themselves around her body as they searched pockets, the seatbelt getting twisted and tested as she searched high and low.



“There!” Pinkie cried, placing the small pile of correct change in the woman’s hand. Behind her the seatbelt twitched and quivered. The woman didn’t even notice as Pinkie suddenly got pulled back into her chair, almost knocking her seat back. 



“Next window,” she said.



“Uh, cool,” Pinkie replied. “Thanks.”



Coming up to the next window, she came up to an even less talkative worker, who just passed over the food without a word. Sighing, Pinkie put everything in the seat next to her and drove off out of the drive-thru, down the road. 



“School time, I guess.”








Canterlot High felt as vibrant and alive as it ever had been in Pinkie’s day. Well, at least at the end of the day. During the morning it felt like a zombie apocalypse. She allowed herself a little giggle as she sat there in her car, munching away, watching schoolkids reluctantly head towards that old building. Heads were lowered, gaits lazy and movements lacking in luster. A typical school start.



It was a simple task today. Keep an eye on the kids, make sure no funny business happened, the usual. The neighbourhood was far from dangerous but it was better to be safe than sorry. The fact that Pinkie loved kids and didn’t mind early starts was just a bonus to the police force. A content smile spread its way across Pinkie’s lips.



A knock on her window shattered that.



“Hey, Pinks,” Rainbow said, tapping again.



Letting out a little excited breath, Pinkie quickly put the window down. “Hey, Dashie! Ready for another day of school?”



Dash shrugged, adjusting the strap of her sports bag on her shoulder. “Already had my coffee, so yeah, I guess. I’ll probably need another once I get in though.”



“Aww, didn’t get much sleep last night?” Pinkie asked, leaning one arm out the window. 



Dash snorted. “You try completing a whole bunch of boring schoolwork.”



Pinkie just gave her a blunt stare. “Dash, you have literally the least paper-worky job in that whole building. Even less than the janitor, I bet.”



“Hey, you have no idea!” Dash retorted. “I make my students do some essays occasionally. Things about the body ‘n’ all that, y’know? Gotta know how it all works so you know your limits.”



Pinkie snickered, turning to face forward and gaze at the view. “If you say so, Miss Dash.”



“Alright then, Officer. Anyway, was just checking to see when your lunch break today was,” Rainbow said.



“Ummmm…” Pinkie drawled out, rubbing her forehead with her index finger. “Probably around the same time as yours?”



Rainbow folded her arms. “You sure about that?”



“Barring any unexpected crises, yeah,” Pinkie replied, nodding.



Rainbow gave her a look. “Right. Well, I’ll catch you then.”



“Later!” Pinkie said, waving to Rainbow as she walked off. The urge to stare at that very toned backside of hers was strong. Thankfully, so was Pinkie’s own willpower. 



The burger tasted pretty good too.








“I’m here! I’m here!” Pinkie called out, running over to a bench near the school and planting herself down next to Rainbow.



“About time,” she muttered, glancing at the paper bag Pinkie was holding. “Doughnuts? Really?” Dash asked as Pinkie plucked them out. “You’re a cop. That’s the most cliché thing ever.”



“So?” Pinkie said, taking a bite of one. “They’re tasty.”



“Can’t argue with you there,” Rainbow said, arm rested against the back of the bench. 



“Anywaaaaaay, how’s life, Dashie?” Pinkie asked.



“Same as it ever was, really,” Rainbow replied, finishing up her sandwich. “I got a message from Fluttershy, you know.”



Pinkie pressed up right against Dash, grinning. “Oh! Really?” 



Rainbow gently nudged her away. “Yeah. Didn’t you get one?”



“Nah. Thought she was busy in that safari,” Pinkie replied, licking her frosting covered fingertips.



“Apparently one of the rhinos had a baby,” Dash said.



“Is that good?”



“Apparently really great.” Dash took a quick swig of her energy drink. “Since they’re endangered and all that. She sounded thrilled.”



“Huh.” Pinkie sat back in her chair, looking up at the clouds. “Wonder why she didn’t tell me.”



“I think I’m the only one she did tell. You know what she’s like: totally modest. Sometimes I swear I’m her mouthpiece,” Rainbow said.



“I suppose…” Pinkie slowly smiled, fluffy clouds floating overhead. “She’s so lucky to be out there, doing what she loves.”



“Yeah. It’s pretty cool for her.” Dash looked at the shiny badge on Pinkie’s chest. “Hey, Pinks? Can I ask you something?”



“As if you’d need to ask to ask!” Pinkie chirped.



Rainbow simply ignored her reply. “Why did you become a cop?”



“Because I like being a cop, duh,” Pinkie answered, sipping some soda. 



“That’s a terrible answer and you know it,” Rainbow objected, prodding Pinkie’s chest. “I mean, I thought you were going to go into baking or something. Or heck, be a clown or a comedian. A cop seems a bit…”



“Serious?” Pinkie finished.



“Er, yeah.”



Pinkie waved a hand in the air. “It’s cool. Can’t blame you for thinking like that. I did want to go into comedy. I mean, that’d be awesome! Making thousands of people across the world laugh and experience tons of joy—that’s fantastic!”



“So why didn’t you?”



Pinkie frowned. “Geeze, I’m getting to that, Dashie. So impatient…” Taking a breath, she continued, “As much as I’d love being a comedian, it’s all a bit showbizzy-tizzy.” Pinkie held up a hand so she could explain. “I mean, like, you’re in the spotlight all the time if you get famous—that’s kinda a big if too but work with me here—and everyone’s gonna be watching whatever you do, whatever you say… I think it just wouldn’t feel fun after a bit. You see on the news, right, people getting harassed for saying something they shouldn’t and we aaaaall know I’ve done that a buncha times so…”



Pinkie rolled her shoulders. “It’s not for me, I think. Here though, working as a cop? It’s local and small scale but here I can really connect with people. Make the community a better, safer place. ‘Cause cops do a lot more than fight crime, they help people out. They’re not exactly the protectors of the community, they’re a part of it too. You get it?”



“Damn, Pinkie, that’s…” Dash wiggled her lips. “You put a lot of thought into this, haven’t you?”



“Maybe,” Pinkie said, holding out a hand, before putting out the other and saying, “Buuuut I think about lots of things in life.”



“Have you ever shot anyone then?”



Pinkie blinked. “What? No! I mean, occasionally I’ve held a gun at someone but I’ve never…” She pouted and crossed her arms. “That’s a mean question, Dashie.”



“Sorry, sorry,” Rainbow amended, holding up a hand. “I just had to ask.”



“We both know this place is pretty calm. Plus there’s a ton of other officers on the force that do all the nasty stuff. I’m kinda around and about town, making sure everything’s fine and dandy.” She scrunched up her bag, staring at the school. “Kinda what I did at school, really.”



Pinkie tossed her bag into a nearby bin, then looked to Dash. “Why did you stay?”



An eyebrow was quirked. “What do you mean?”



“Well I thought you’d be a super famous athlete winning all the gold medals,” Pinkie explained.



“Oh, that.” Rainbow leant back against the bench, stretching her legs. “I thought I would too but, I dunno, I sort of mellowed out maybe…? It’d be real badass to win worldwide competitions, not gonna lie. At the same time though, I guess I’d always be busy. Training, training then training some more. I like training but sheesh, I like to have some other fun too.”



Watching some students play football nearby, she said, “Maybe I’m like you then; don’t like all the fame stuff. And being a teacher, I can at least inspire young people face to face. Get them to work really hard. Not just in sports but in any aspect of their life. All the teachers when we were in school were dull as hell…”



“What about Celestia and Luna?” Pinkie questioned.



“Pfft, when were they ever around except for important events?” Dash covered a yawn, raising her arms up. “Whatever. I’m here now. Barely scraped by to get into the position but I guess those two sisters saw something in me.”



“I do too,” Pinkie said, wrapping an arm around Rainbow.



Dash stuck her tongue out, snickering quietly and returning the hug. “You big softie.”



“You big tsundere,” Pinkie replied. 



Dash stopped. “What?”



“It’s a weird anime thing.”



“Right…” Rainbow checked her phone, then suddenly sat up straight, swearing under her breath. “Gotta go. Lunch is almost and I gotta prepare another lesson.”



“Aaaaw, that’s lame.” Pinkie got off the bench with Dash, smiling at her. “I’ll see you later, yeah?”



“Yeah, ‘course. Not like we’re going anywhere,” Dash remarked. 



Pinkie held up a finger. “Us and Applejack.”



“Yeah, us three ol’ reliables.” Dash looked towards the school for a moment. “Later, Pinks.” Giving her a short wave, she walked towards the building.



“Bye Dashie!” Pinkie said, ecstatically waving after her. Getting up, she dusted down her uniform and headed back to her car, turning on the radio to a low volume as she went back on her watch.








School was over but Pinkie had to stick around for over an hour longer. She knew all about the after school clubs. Especially after having founded nearly half of them herself. Sitting in her car as the sun slowly went down, she tapped her dashboard.



“Twenty nine… aaaaaaand… half-past. Neat.” Turning on the ignition, Pinkie grabbed the wheel and drove down the road, keeping exactly to the speed limit. Except when she slowed down for the speed bumps.



Her trip would take her through the outer suburbs of the town, towards the bustling center. One could always tell when they reached it due to the buildings becoming a lot duller in color, uniformity becoming more of a standard. Tall flats were packed tightly together and although they may have had different heights and bricks, ultimately they were really just the same. 



The streetlights flickered on as Pinkie drove on by, keeping an eye on the road as well as her surroundings. Avoiding the main rush hour jam, she turned down a smaller street, retracing an old reliable shortcut the force had told her about.



She came by a long wall, the brick gradually eroding away. Parking on the sidewalk, she went by a couple paces until she came up to a fresh mural. The word ‘REBEL’ was streaked across a part of the wall, colored in a mix of red, yellow and black paint. Every word was stylized, almost looking a bit bubbly, except the ‘L’ which wasn’t quite finished.



The teen froze when Pinkie coughed.



“That’s not a nice thing to do,” Pinkie said.



The young man, red hair streaked with green, jumped and swiveled to face her. One glance of her badge and he froze, dropping his paint canister. It clattered on the ground, the sound almost echoing in the street. “I—uh…”



Pinkie looked to the graffiti, humming to herself. “‘REBEL’. If that’s what you wanna be, then you’re the wrong type.” Glancing down at the kid, she kept her voice calm, saying, “Bad rebels just wanna cause chaos and ruin everything for everybody. Good rebels think outside the box and break conventions without breaking the law and destroying everyone’s fun. ‘Cause they are fun themselves.” 



She took a measured step closer. “You get me?”



The teenager said nothing, words trapped in his throat.



Pinkie sighed, getting out a notepad and a pen. “What’s your name?”



“W-Wildfire,” he stammered.



“Ooo, that’s a good one.” Scribble scribble scribble. “Well Wildfire, this is bad but not super duper bad. What I’m gonna have to do is take you to the station, call your parents, have them pick you up and we can have you clean this mess up. ‘Kay?”



Shrinking, Wildfire put his hands in his baggy pockets. “Not like I have a choice, right?”



“Nope!” Pinkie cheerfully replied, gently guiding him to the car. Sitting back in the driver’s seat, she looked in the rear view mirror to check his seatbelt was on, then set off.



After passing by a couple of buildings, Pinkie gave Wildfire a quick glance through the mirror. “Why’d you do it?”



“I dunno,” he moped, nudging the front seat with his trainer.



“‘I dunno’,” Pinkie copied. “C’mon, everyone has a reason to do anything. Reasons are what make the world go around!” 



Wildfire just shuffled around, ending up leaning against the door.



“Seriously, why did you do it?” Pinkie asked. “Not everyone wants to see graffiti everywhere.”



“Uh, graffiti,” Wildfire moaned.



“What’s that?”



“It’s art, not graffiti,” he stressed.



Pinkie hid a smirk from him, stopping at a red light. “Maybe to you it is. Others? Not so much.”



Wildfire grunted. “How do you know that?” 



Pinkie responded with a soft little shrug. “It’s just a fact of life. Nothing is universally liked. Not even water, some people are allergic to it. Isn’t that mental?”



Silence from the backseat.



“Geeze, that’s two questions you’ve ignored. The youth of today…” Pinkie made a series of loud tuts. “Now, seriously: why paint the wall?”



“I like painting,” Wildfire murmured.



Pinkie snapped her fingers. “There we go! Finally. So, you like painting. Why can’t you just do it on some paper or something?” 



Wildfire blew some hair out of his face. “Nobody’s ever gonna see that. Why would they?”



“Because it’s good?” Pinkie said.



Wildfire paused.



“I mean it. It was simple but I’ve seen some graffiti that didn’t even make sense. Or the paint totally sucked,” Pinkie explained. “Kinda shows you care about it a lot if you use materials that aren’t total trash.”



“Whatever. Even if it is good, no one's gonna bother to stop and take notice of me,” he grumbled, staring out of the window.



“Maybe not now but if you keep trying—the nice and honest way—I’m sure you’ll get there!” Pinkie cheered.



Wildfire mumbled some form of acknowledgement.



“Yup. I’m totally sure of it.” Pinkie shifted gears, gradually coming to a stop outside the police station. “Maybe sooner than ya think.”



Opening the door for Wildfire, Pinkie escorted him into the station, coming up to a fellow officer at a desk. “Hiya Bon Bon.”



Bon Bon glanced up from her mess of paperwork. “Hey Pinkie. Who’s the kid?”



“Just some troublemaker I caught graffiting not too far away.” Pinkie smiled sweetly at her. Almost unsettlingly so.”Can I get you to do all the paperworky stuff and get his mum to come by?” 



Bon Bon huffed, grabbing a chunky phone book and flipping through the names. “Uh-huh.”



“Great! We’ll just sit here. Thanks so much!” Pinkie said, sitting with Wildfire on a bench in the lobby.



“You’re definitely buying doughnuts tomorrow now,” Bon Bon said, pointing a pen at Pinkie.



Pinkie swung one leg over another, relaxing against the wall. “When you make good on that bet and bring in a chocolate fountain, then we’ll see about doughnuts.”



“What?! How was I meant to know you could fit that many marshmallows in your mouth?!” Bon Bon spluttered. Glaring daggers at Pinkie’s cheeky grin, she grumbled and went back to the books.



“Uh…” Wildfire started.



“Yeah?” Pinkie replied.



“That was weird…” he said, scratching his cheek.



“It sure was! I almost couldn’t breathe, there were so many!” Pinkie exclaimed, throwing up her hands.



“No, I mean, like, that whole deal between you and her—” Wildfire twiddled with his fingers, “—it was weird.”



“‘Course it was. Cops are people too, y’know. Just like you!” Pinkie said, prodding his chest. “Only older. And not breaking the law.” Upon a few more prods, Wildfire halted, blinking slowly. Pinkie just smiled knowingly. “I love it when the bubble bursts.”



“W-What?”



“Cops. They’re just people. Most think we’re super law enforcement robots or something, built to lock people up and be scary. Grr!” Pinkie giggled, which came with a snort. “It’s not like that. Never has been. Most of us are just people who want to serve and protect their community.”



“It’s true,” Bon Bon added. “Plus shooting bad guys is awesome.”



“Okay, sometimes it is a thrill.” Pinkie shook her head affably at Bon Bon, then turned back to Wildfire. “Point is we’re total normies.”



Wildfire just made a thoughtful noise, looking through the room. Coupled with the important looking posters and documents pinned up on walls and noticeboards, there were much more special things dotted occasionally between them all. Photos of the squad during a happy moment, or drawings of appreciation by children. Here and there, parts of the town were hung up around the room.



Pinkie followed his gaze, speaking quietly, “We could use another painting in here, you know…”



Wildfire’s eyes suddenly flashed, a trembling smile with a streak of inspiration across his lips. “Really?”



“Sure!” Pinkie merrily replied. “We could always use more, right Bon Bon?”



Bon Bon shrugged. “Don’t see why not.”



“Exactly. So get that creative brain of yours churning away,” Pinkie lightly ordered.



“On it!” Wildfire announced.



Pinkie smiled, a smile that quickly turned into a wicked grin. “You’re still cleaning up your earlier work though.”








Wildfire’s mother had collected him from the station little over an hour ago. Pinkie had stuck around, sorting out some of the lamer more papery parts of her work, as well as catching up with some colleagues.



Heading through the main lobby, she brushed over Bon Bon’s hair. “Working late tonight?”



Bon Bon gave the barest of efforts to nod. “Yeah.”



“Give me a couple of minutes then,” Pinkie said, stepping out of the station.



Bon Bon pinched her forehead, flipping over a sheet of paper and scribbling some important notes, signatures and the bureaucratic like. Perhaps half an hour or so went by before the doors swung open again, Pinkie marching in with purpose.



A pink box slammed onto the desk right in front of Bon Bon, sending some smaller sheets flying away from the blast. “Pinkie!”



Pinkie simply raised her index finger, opening the box with her free hand. The deep frown on Bon Bon’s rapidly changed to a smirk, her hand reaching in and plucking out a doughnut with white frosting. 



“Thanks, Pinkie,” Bon Bon said, taking a bite out of the sugary treat. Closing her eyes briefly, she savoured the sugary sensation. “You didn’t have to do this.”



Pinkie shrugged, swivelling on her foot and heading back to the exit. “Just doing my part for the community!”



Bon Bon snorted, looking to the front doors, Pinkie already gone from the station. “What a corny son of a gun.”
      

      
   
      Letting Go


      

      
      
         Over the years, I’ve learned a lot. I credit my parents, mostly, for how well I’ve turned out. My mother taught me how to be strong, a good earth pony trait. Her tender heart and strong will helped keep me grounded, always focused on the path ahead. My father, well, I understand now that he taught me everything else I needed to know. 



Not a day goes by when I don’t look back on my days in Ponyville, the time when life was perfect, back when I had no idea how things would change after moving to the big city. Overnight, my whole world vanished. Thankfully, the old lessons carried through. A whirlwind of friends and family ushered in a day that I can hardly remember, but would never forget. If I had known then what I know now, I don’t think I would have done anything different, yet I wonder if my life would have been any better. Easier, sure. Better? Who knows? Still, time has helped heal the wounds and given some perspective. Even with all of that, I wouldn’t wish my experience on my worst enemy, let alone a young filly.








The long grass tickled my belly as I ran across the field toward the trees. I could hear my mother calling in the distance, but I wasn’t listening. Nothing could make me turn around. I had made up my mind, and I wasn’t leaving. The farm was where I belonged, not some far away city.



I ran for my friend’s house. It was only the next farm over, but it felt like going all the way to town and back given that I had taken the long way through the orchard. Over the first hill and down the rows of the second, I made my way to the short fence that marked the end of our fields and the start of theirs. The trees were in full blossom, but it wouldn’t matter if I wasn’t there to see them bear fruit. 



As I neared the end of the last row, the humming from the line of little white houses served as a warning to stay clear. I should have been happy, just like the bees buzzing from hive to flower and back, working through the day, blissfully unaware of any change. It should have been a day to celebrate having just received my namesake cutie mark a few days before. Instead, the tears ran freely, streaking back against my mane. I maneuvered my way past the hives and between the sagging fence poles, at last free of the Clementine orchard and into the neighbors’ apples. 



The Apple farmhouse sat on a rise in the middle of their fields, right next to their big red barn. I knew the house as well as I knew my own, I played there often enough. I could see the weather vane in the distance and kept on in that direction. Barely over the first rise past the fence, I got caught up on a root and tumbled head over hooves into the dirt. I’m not sure how long I sat there, crying. Even with the scrape, it wasn’t like I couldn’t walk, but that wasn’t what was hurting. All I needed was somepony to tell me it was going to be alright. I needed a lie; what I got was the truth.



“Hey now, what do we have here?” My friend’s sister pulled up with her apple cart strapped around her barrel. In no time, she freed herself from the harness and made her way to my side. 



I sniffed and tried to wipe away the half dried tears from my eyes. All I managed to do was smear dirt across my face making me look even worse off than I was.



“What’s the matter, Honey Blossom? Why’re you out here all alone?” She was worried, but kept a straight face, much like my mother without the lecture.



I must have looked rather pitiful as I stared at my wounded foreleg. “I-I don’t want to leave.” It was all I could get out before I burst into tears again. The gentle touch of a farmer’s hooves stroked my mane for as long as it took for the well to run dry. 



Exhausted, I let her hoist me onto her back. She kept a gentle pace which rocked me to the edge of sleep even in the short distance to the farmhouse. I barely recall being tucked into bed, my foreleg wrapped in a bandage, with the soothing tones of a lullaby filling my ears as I lay cradled in the cleft of a soft pillow and warming blanket.



“Hush now, little filly, don’t you cry or fret…”




 



“Thank you so much for looking after her, Applejack. I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t found her.”



“Aw shucks, Miss Clementine, it’s the least we could do for ya. She’s a bit banged up, but I reckon she’ll be back to normal with a hot bath and a good meal.”



I rolled away from facing the door with the ponies conversing in the hall beyond and stared out the open window. This wasn’t the kind of wake up call I had wanted. The mid-afternoon sun cast a glow across the floor at the end of the bed. Apples and hearts decorated the bedsheets and canopy along with nearly every other surface in the room. It felt like home, just with fewer flowers and apples instead of oranges. I hoped Apple Bloom wouldn’t mind my stealing her bed for the day.



“Are you sure you don’t want to leave her here with us overnight?”



“That’s very kind of you, but no. She needs to be there, even if she doesn’t understand. Again, thank you for taking care of her. I really appreciate it.”



The door swung open and I caught a draft blowing across the room. The warm air brought the smell of the orchard to my nose in full force. Regardless, I pulled the covers up over my head and tried my best to ignore my mother.



“Come on, Honey. We have to get going. There’s a lot to do before tonight and a lot more before we have to leave tomorrow.”



“Go away!” I didn’t have much choice, cornered as I was. The best I could do was make it clear that I didn’t want to leave this nice, warm, comfortable bed. “Leave me here with my friends.”



“I’m sorry, Honey. We have to get going.” 



Before I had a chance to make another plea, the blanket fell, and I found myself being pulled away from the pillow and into my mother’s embrace.



“But I don’t want to go. You can’t make me!” Even I knew it was pointless to fight. My emotions got the better of me, even so.



“I know you don’t like it, but please, try and understand. It’s not what I wanted either.” My mother had a way of saying things that seemed totally reasonable, but kept the foul taste masked in sugary sweetness. “Please, come home with me and help me be strong?”



“Fine!” I relented. Her soft brown eyes and wind tousled mane melted away my resolve. She needed me, and I couldn’t say no when she asked like that.



I moved toward the door. Applejack nodded and smiled. Apple Bloom kept her eyes to the ground. I did much the same as I passed. “Thanks for letting me use your room.”



“That’s what friends are for,” she replied without looking up. 



How many days had we spent in the fields together? How many adventures had we shared? Neither one of us could bear to say goodbye.



Down the steps and out the door, I made my way toward the path that led home, at least what was still my home for the next twenty-four hours or so. My mother walked alongside. Most of the trip passed in silence. It wasn’t until we turned up the path to our house that she finally said something.



“Let’s get you washed up first, and then I’ll help with your dress and mane. We only have a few hours.”



“Yes, mother.” At this point I had given up arguing. Even the thought of having to wear a dress didn’t seem to bother me any more than moving away forever did. That’s how I knew things couldn’t get any worse. I hated wearing dresses.



The warm bath water pulled the dirt and grime from my coat. My mother’s fetlocks wiped away what remained of the tears from my matted cheeks. Once clean and dry, she went to work on my mane. The pull of her brush against my honey blond hair gave it back a shine that she seemed rather proud of. At least, she took a certain amount of pride in setting it just right—I had trouble understanding why it even mattered so much to her how I looked. Her own mane could have used the attention far more than mine.



I followed her back to her room, our hooffalls echoing through the silent hallway. She opened the door and let me enter ahead of her. I stepped forward, resigned to my fate for tonight at least. Laid across the bed, two matching dresses for mother and I sat empty, hollow shells waiting to be filled. The black silk bore a grim contrast to my cream colored coat, but served to highlight the light orange of my mother’s.



At her command, I raised my forehooves over my head. A chill ran down my spine as she lowered the dress over my head. Each breath I took felt like ice in my lungs. I held one for as long as I could while she worked to tie the ribbon around my barrel. My tail pulled tight between my hind legs. I flinched as she ran a hoof along my flank, smoothing out the fabric that clung to me like a leech. I just wanted this moment to be over.



“There now, my beautiful daughter, don’t you look like a princess.” 



She smiled at me. I couldn’t bear to look her in the face for more than the second it took to find that smile. Then she nuzzled at my cheek and laid a hoof around my shoulder. It was all I could do to keep from crying again. I managed to pull away before I completely lost it. Mother kept on smiling.



“Why don’t you play quietly in your room while mommy gets herself ready?”



I nodded my head and moped out the door. Walking slowly down the hall, the swish of fabric grated on my nerves. I managed to make it back to my room and planted myself by the window.



Staring out into the late afternoon sky, I couldn’t help but think about everything I was going to miss about this place. Ponyville was where I was born, where all my friends lived and played. How could some other city even compare? Most of all, I gazed out at the old barn—so many memories, both good and bad. How could I leave them all behind?



The sun dipped lower in the western sky. I could hear my mother’s approach long before her voice called for me to come join her for dinner. I obeyed. I was beaten, and I knew it. I had no say in the direction my life was turning. Carrot sticks and hay fries, my favorite meal, not even that could cheer me up. We ate quickly for no other reason than keeping the cart pony waiting for us any longer than he had to.



Mother helped me into the seat before settling in beside me. The driver took all the time in the world to pull us a mile down the road. Honestly, I could have beat him there three times over, even with my scraped up leg. Maybe he went so slow so that all the other ponies behind us could keep up. Anyway, it wasn’t a race, there was no prize waiting at the end. We reached the small clover topped hill a little before sunset and made our way toward the elm that guarded the peak.



From my seat in the shadow of that elm, I turned back to try and see who had joined us. It seemed like all the neighbors were there, my friends included. I gave a little wave, and they waved back. They looked as silly as I did, each in their own dress.



The Mayor sat next to my mom, one hoof resting on her shoulder while mom held me close against her other side. Most every pony there was wearing something fancy, which seemed odd to me at the time especially when you consider that most of them were farmers who probably only owned a single dress or suit. When everypony had gathered, the Mayor got up and said a few words. After she sat down, Apple Bloom’s sister got up and gave her two bits as well. 



One by one, the other ponies paraded out in front of us, stopping to say hello and goodbye. Most had a tear in their eye, but my mother stayed strong like I knew she would. I had never been to a going away party before, but I knew I never wanted to go to another one. I hugged each of my friends as they passed, especially Apple Bloom since she was the closest pony I had to a real sister. It seemed like hardest thing I’d ever done saying goodbye to her.



Once everypony had said their goodbyes, we got back in the cart and headed home for the last time. Mother held me tight the entire ride. I looked up into her tired eyes and asked the one question I hadn’t been able to ask earlier. “Mommy, when we move to the city tomorrow, is daddy coming with us?”



“No, Honey. Daddy is staying here.” She pulled me closer and whispered into my ear. “But I promise we’ll come back and visit when we can.”



The cart turned up the lane and stopped in front of our house. Mother carried me inside and helped me out of the dress. I’ll never forget what she said as she tucked me into bed that night. “Everything will be alright.” It was the lie I needed to hear.








The next morning, I woke up, ate my breakfast bowl of oatmeal, and found myself in the back seat of the car almost before the sun came up. All my clothes and toys were packed in the trailer hitched up behind. Mom and I waved one last goodbye to the house and the farm before setting out for the highway. My mother taught me how to be strong and keep moving forward.



The entire ride to the city, I clung to the toy horse that my dad had given me for my birthday only a few days before. It all happened so fast, but I remembered the lessons he taught and all the stories he shared about the magical land of Equestria. It was his gift that helped me the most in life. Always be kind, generous, and loyal; be honest and share in the joy that life has to offer no matter what struggles you have to face. Even though he was gone, his lessons lived on. It may sound silly, but he taught me what it meant to be a pony. I’ll never forget that.



Truth be told, moving day wasn’t so bad. Letting go day was much harder.
      

      
   
      Mad Dash 2, Chapter 1


      

      
      
         My life fades, the vision dims, and all that remains are the memories. They take me back, back to the place where the silver pumps sucked magic out of the very ground. I remember a time of chaos, of ruined dreams, This wasted land. I remember the terrible battle that we fought, and the day that we left, forever. But most of all, I remember the courage of a stranger, a warrior named Dash. 



To understand who she was, you must go back before my time, to the last days of the old world. When civilisation was powered by the opalescent fuel, and the fields sprouted strange towers of pipe and steel. Gone now, swept away.



For reasons long forgotten, two mighty magical nations went to war, and touched off a conflagration that consumed them all. Without magic, they were nothing. The Pegasi could not fly, and control of the weather was lost. The Unicorns could not cast spells, and the magical defences were lost. The Earth ponies lost their connection to nature, and the plants grew wild or died. They had built their houses of straw. 



Intrepid science-ponies discovered that the lost magic had sunk into the ground, and could be retrieved with the right technology. They developed machines that ran on the liquefied essence of the world, restoring for a time a modicum of normality. But the new need for this precious resource only compounded the problem, and the seeds of Discord were sown far and wide.



Their leaders talked, and talked, and talked. But nothing could stem the tide. A new conflict began, only a few short years after the first one had ended, over who should wield the dwindling supplies of magic. In the end, everything collapsed. Ponies stopped in the streets and listened; for the first time they heard the sound of silence.



Their world crumbled; the cities exploded with a whirlwind of looting, a firestorm of fear. Ponies began to feed on ponies. In the rapidly wasting land between the cities, it was a high-thauma nightmare, and only those mobile enough to scavenge, brutal enough to pillage, could survive. The changelings and umbrum took over the wastes, ready to wage war for a tank of juice. 



At last, the vermin had inherited Equestria.



And in this maelstrom of decay, ordinary ponies were battered and crushed, ponies like the warrior, Dash, who, in the blink of an eye, lost everything and became a shell of a pony. A burnt out, desolate pony, a dead pony, a pony haunted by the demons of her past. A pony who wandered far out, into the wasteland, and it was here, in this blighted place, that she learned to live again. 








The gaunt, unkempt blue pony cruises over the barren desert road in a black-on-black Interceptor, battered and scarred with the evidence of many past collisions. Her leather-armoured uniform is tattered and missing the right sleeve, the bronze Main Force Patrol badge green with corrosion. Dash hits the brakes as she comes over a hill, skidding around and settling in for a landing. Her turtle companion cautiously lifts his head to peer out at their surroundings, blinking slowly.

	

	“Okay, Tank. What’ve we got?” she says, pulling out a worn set of binoculars.



Below them, on a ridge, she sees a group of changelings cannibalizing a farm vehicle. Siphoning its mag-oline into portable tanks and transferring food and supplies to their own bizarre transports. The turtle, looking to their left, growls. Further down the ridge, Dash sees a small shack, consumed by flames. Nearby, the bodies of three ponies, one a mere foal, are strung up from a dead, gnarled tree.



She looks back to the changelings. Several of them are running to their transports, having noticed her. Their apparent leader is larger than the others, sporting a mane dyed red and gelled into a mohawk, wearing leather armour reinforced by a metal chest plate, shoulder guards, and leggings. He runs to a yellow-haired changeling sitting on the back of an enormous hoverbike. Mounting, he leads the others, two more with mohawks and bikes, three donning racers, and four donning awkward-looking buggies. Their machines roar to life, the mag-oline powered engines pushing them into the air and thundering over the sand.



Dash runs her hoof through her rainbow-coloured mane and sighs, then fires up her own machine, turning back down the hill in the direction she’d arrived from. 



“Well, Tank, here we go again.”  She guns the engine as she activates the supercharger, surging away as the changelings crest the hill in pursuit. The turtle just nods his head at her as he lowers his head back inside the cabin.



A few of the changelings fall behind immediately, unable to stick with the overpowered Interceptor. Even the swift are too slow, and only the fastest can even keep up with the black-on-black machine. Before long, only three are left in the chase: the leader, a racer, and a buggy. Cresting a rise, Dash lets out a gasp as she bears down on a group of wrecked vehicles scattered on and just off the road. Slaloming through them, she enters the wide curve beyond. The red-maned changeling ramps over the first wreck, then slams into the road on the far side and bounces back into pursuit. The racer follows suit, but its heavier frame tips into the second wreck, ripping a fender off as it spins out to a stop before turning back into the chase. The buggy avoids the wrecks altogether, rolling off the road to cut the curve and catch Dash on the road beyond, but it’s a futile move – she is already leaving them behind.



A red light flares to life on Dash’s instrument panel, flashing in synch with a shrill alarm. Glancing at the fuel gage, she realises it’s almost empty. Damn!, she flicks a switch on her throttle and the supercharger cuts out. As she slows, the turtle whimpers and crawls into a den behind Dash’s seat. The enormous bike pulls up alongside the Interceptor’s passenger side; the red-maned changeling raises a gauntlet mounted crossbow and levels it at Dash’s head.



Dash catches the racer pulling up alongside her pilot side out of the corner of her eye. The pilot aims an enormous bolt-thrower across the racer out the passenger window, six quarrels protruding from the barrel. Shit!  Just as the changeling pulls the trigger, Dash stands on her brakes, sliding behind the two craft. Her Interceptor catches two of the arrows in her front quarter-panel, while three go wild. One hits the red-maned changeling in the arm, who drops back with a snarled curse.



Dash immediately guns her engine and throws herself right back in behind the racer. The hoverbike leaves the road as the red-maned changeling struggles to retain control. Dash hits the throttle-mounted switch and her supercharger roars to life, the Interceptor leaping forward and ramming into the back of the racer. The shriek of metal rubbing on metal pierces their ears as they crest a low rise, only to find the wreck of a trailer mixed with scattered furniture and other debris blocking their path, and an abandoned lorry off to one side.



Dash eases back for a moment before slamming her throttle to the stops, crashing into the back of the racer and hurling it forwards just as the buggy crosses in front of it. The pilot of the racer screams as he clips the aft end of the buggy, spinning it like a top until it crashes into the lorry. The racer slides out of control, spinning perpendicular to its direction of travel before it starts to roll. It smashes through a sign and a pole and finally comes to rest.



Dash throws her machine into a power slide, skidding to a halt facing the way she’d come as the pole falls to the ground behind her. Tank hops out of the passenger window and makes his way to a patch of dying grass near the racer, where he nibbles absently on the dry stalks while watching for signs of movement. Dash jumps out of the Interceptor carrying a jerry can and a length of tubing. She sees the red-maned changeling stopped on the apex of the rise, looking down at her, the quarrel still protruding from his arm.



Unfazed, she runs to the wreck of the buggy where it leans against the rig. Opalescent, the mag-oline spills from its ruptured tank, looking as much like watered milk as anything else, while its injured pilot moans inside. Dash sets the jerry can under the stream of liquid magic to catch as much as she can, then rips a skull-patterned bandana off her neck and starts to mop up the spilled fluid lying on the ground, squeezing the precious substance into the jerry can as best she can.



The red-maned changeling screams loudly, catching Dash’s attention. He grins at her as he rips the bolt out of his arm without looking away. The changeling points the bolt at Dash and yells “For you!” before tucking it into his own quiver and gunning his engine. He spins the hoverbike around and peels out, roaring back into the wasteland. 



Dash shakes her head and goes to examine the rig. Most of the tyres are punctured by arrows, the rear doors torn off. Tapping on the mag-oline tanks produces a hollow ringing sound. She reaches up to the pilot’s door just as an anguished gasp emanates from the wrecked buggy. Dash turns, the changeling’s hoof emerges from the twisted metal, scrabbling at the edge of the hole before going limp and disappearing within.



Dash turns back to the lorry, and as she opens the door, a figure crashes down onto her shoulders. She struggles from its clawing grasp, only to find that it is the lorry’s long-dead pilot. The bloated, putrefied corpse of the stallion falls limply to the ground, two crossbow bolts protruding from his neck.



Dash stoops and picks up a small hurdy-gurdy that had fallen from the dead stallion’s grasp. Collecting her jerry can, she walks back to her Interceptor. After emptying the jerry can into the large fuel tank on the back, she secures the can and walks to the pilot’s door while turning the handle of the hurdy-gurdy, playing the first few notes of The Heart Carol.



A smattering of memories rise unbidden to her mind. A play, the history of Equestria. No blizzard this time, I guess even the windigo can’t do anything without magic. Her old friends from Ponyville.   Not much left of it now, I reckon. Still, I was brilliant as Commander Hurricane, wasn’t I?  She snorted. She could barely remember it now, Spike’s narration over their rather silly lines. The chill down her spine during the argument over the window. The wrap party afterwards. No, those days are gone. There’s nothing left of them now.



The pony once known as Rainbow Dash wiped a few tears from her face. She turned to look at her rear, the ghostly afterimage of her Cutie Mark lingering thanks to her recent exposure to the mag-oline. She sighed wistfully at it, wondering again just what could have caused the magic to disappear the way it had. The war, the day Cloudsdale crashed to the ground, the almost-but-not-quite-like-flying that the new magitech vehicles offered. Well, we’re all blank-flanks now, aren’t we?



She looked around at the wreckage. Damnable changelings. Even Discord hated you. She tucks the toy into her jacket.



Spying the smashed sign, she picks a piece of it up and flings it into the air. She watches it spin and land, pointing approximately north. Shrugging her shoulders, Dash picks Tank up by his harness and sets him inside her Interceptor, idly twirling the propeller as she releases him.



“Sorry buddy. Not enough here to power that thing for you. Maybe next time.”



She climbs into her pilot’s seat and nudges the throttle, turning in the direction of the sign and driving off into the distance.
      

      
   
      There's Something in the Woods


      

      
      
         Once a month, in the dark of night, Rarity crept out of her house and then through the streets of Ponyville. She wore a hood and overcoat. She carried with her a bulky, heavy suitcase. She stepped lightly and hung close to the shadows. She made sure not to be seen.



Her friends knew nothing of her monthly visits to the witch. She hoped someday they would.



She would go to edge of the Everfree Forest. The Forest was frightful and intimidating in the night. It was quiet. The winds were cold and and silent.



Rarity would go into the Everfree Forest alone. She dragged the suitcase behind her.



On this night, as she navigated the thorns and the brambles, she thought about Sweetie Belle. She had watched Sweetie Belle earlier that afternoon for her parents. Her sister and her sister’s friends had played at being firefighters, and ran about and splashed each other and the house and Rarity’s hydrangeas and Opal with a hose.



There was a simple joy in watching children play, but a kind of sadness, too. It was in seeing someone else possess something you once had, something you’re certain you once understood but now seems far away.



Rarity had loved playing pretend when she was young. What she enjoyed most was the performance of it. That’s what playing pretend really was, and all use of the imagination. It was performance art. To imagine was to make a performance out of yourself and the whole world, and you were the sole audience. Other children might have played with you, but their worlds were never identical to your own, invisible to all but their own eyes.



When she was young, one of Rarity’s favorite games was to play at being a witch.



Of course, Rarity enjoyed the other typical pretend occupations, too, like princess and veterinarian. But as a witch she could be vulgar and mean and powerful and frightening instead of prim and proper for a little while, just for an afternoon.



Now, Rarity heaved the suitcase over a root sticking up out of the ground. The contents rattled and rumbled within. They sounded heavy and soft and moist. She tried to be careful not spoil what was inside.



When she had gotten the suitcase over the branch and started on her way again, Rarity considered that the two very best places to play as a child were woods and empty construction sites.



Woods and constructions sites contained all the right ingredients to make a child’s perfect evening. Limbs and ladders to climb, gaps to jump, bugs to run away from or stomp upon, sticks to swing, rocks to throw, few adults, and often fewer parents.



Most importantly, woods and constructions sites more than anyplace else contained the critically necessary element of danger and mystery.



To be truly exciting, play had to involve some risk and riddle. You needed to be doing something or being somewhere you knew your parents would not wholly approve of. Hazards to dodge or overcome needed to arise. You needed to feel the rush of adrenaline, to be out of breath when you were done, your heart needed to hammer in your chest. If a broken bone wasn’t a possibility, why even bother? There’s a reason children’s bones heal so much more easily than adults’. Children are meant to fracture a leg once in a while.



And for play to be really worthwhile, there needed to be some doubt and wonder at what might be around the next corner. A bear? An angry construction worker? Might this branch break if climbed on? Might this unfinished floor collapse if stood upon? Are there thorns? Are there nails? Where does this tunnel lead? Where does this pipe go? If you knew for certain some monster couldn’t be lying in wait for you on the path up ahead, it wasn’t a path worth taking.



Rarity had always preferred the woods, because the gentle curves of the trees and underbrush were more aesthetically appealing than the hulking broken angles of the brown and gray beams and scaffolds. And because the monsters of nature were so much more terrifying and bizarre and unique and fascinating and beautiful than those manufactured in pony minds.



Rarity had often played alone in the woods.



One night, she found something deep in the Everfree Forest.



She never told anyone. She had been sworn to secrecy.



Once a month, she returned. And she always carried with her a full, heavy suitcase.








Sometime later, Rarity arrived at her destination. Her forehead was wet with sweat, her mane and tail tangled. The suitcase was still heavy. There were few occasions for which Rarity was willing to allow her meticulously styled mane to be disheveled. This was one of them.



She had come to a small shack nestled among the twisted limbs of the Everfree Forest. Its wooden walls, cracked and old, leaned to one side. Vines and bushes grew up the wooden planks. Its roof sagged. It had no windows, but a dim light shone through the cracks.



No road led to this shack. It would be nearly impossible to find if one didn’t know precisely where to look.



Rarity dragged the suitcase up to the door.



She lowered her hood and knocked.



She waited. 



Sounds of slow movement came from within. The wood creaked.



“Who’s out there?” a sharp, haggard, coarse voice called from within.



“It’s me,” Rarity said.



The door opened. A grey old mare stuck her head outside. A stringy unkempt mane hung over the old mare's eyes. Her gaunt skin held tight to bones whose outlines were easily visible. She looked about and then narrowed her eyes at Rarity.



“You’re late,” the old mare said.



“I’m sorry, Laurel,” Rarity said, even though she wasn’t late. She never had been.



Laurel looked her up and down. One of the old mare’s eyes was dull and clouded and blind. The other was a piercing green. “Were you followed?”



“No.”



Laurel coughed. “Are you certain?”



Rarity nodded. She had never been followed. No one had any reason to follow her. But she had taken the directive seriously as a filly. Then, whenever she came, she had glanced behind her shoulders and ducked behind trees and hidden beneath bushes the whole way. She didn't waste the energy acting overly cautious now, but she still enjoyed playing along.



Laurel's eyes settled on the suitcase. “Is that them?”



“Yes.”



“Well, hurry up and bring it in, then.” Laurel moved aside and coughed again, raspy and dry.



Rarity winced at the sound, but picked up the suitcase and went past her and inside.



The inside of the shack was dark and humid and cramped. It was mostly empty, save for a small cot, a table, and a firepit. It smelled of smoke and sweat.



Laurel closed the door behind her, and Rarity picked up the suitcase and set it on the table. The floorboards beneath her whined with every step.



“Let’s see what you’ve got,” Laurel said, coughing again. The sound was harsh and sickly. She walked to the table with a noticeable limp. “See if you’ve finally learned to follow instructions.”



Rarity frowned as she watched. Laurel had always been sloppy and eccentric, but she had also once been fiery and quick, with a wonderful flair for the dramatic. She had brewed potions that mesmerized and dazzled. She had wowed Rarity as a filly, enthralled her with flashy tricks, exciting stories, and secret instructions. But Rarity had learned over time that the tricks were just that, the stories largely false, and the instructions meaningless.



She hadn’t cared so much. She never really believed any of it, but she loved the game, the performance.



But the game had turned into something else now. Laurel had changed.



Her limp was recent.



Her cough was less so.



Laurel clumsily opened the suitcase. She peered close down at the suitcase’s contents with her good eye. She coughed. “What is this?”



“Have you seen anyone about that cough, yet?” Rarity asked.



“I could brew something for it myself,” Laurel said, rifling through the suitcase, “if you’d just bring me what I ask for.”



“And what about your leg?”



Laurel glared at her. “What about it?”



“It’s getting worse.”



“How would you know?”



Rarity kept her voice gentle and calm. “You should have it looked at, dear.”



“And you should learn to keep your ladle in your own pot, dear.” Laurel practically snarled the last word.



Rarity cleared her throat. “I have a friend who could exami—”



Laurel whirled on her. “You remember the oath you swore here in this house, girl, or don't you?”



“Yes, of course I do,” Rarity said. She had long ago promised to never reveal the old mare's whereabouts, and she wasn’t the kind of mare to break promises. She hated old promises, sometimes.



“Never cross a witch,” Laurel said, coughing and turning back to the suitcase. “Who can tell the horrors that might befall you if you do.”



Rarity stayed quiet. She had heard that threat often enough in the past to know it was empty.



“What is this?” Laurel asked again, pushing the suitcase aside. “This isn’t what I asked for.”



“No, it isn’t,” Rarity said evenly. “I brought you something you actually need.”



“This is worthless!” Laurel cried. “Where is the nightshade? Where is the boggart eye?”



Rarity stepped up to the suitcase and began pulling out its contents one by one. “There is no such thing as a boggart. Here is some celery, tomatoes, potatoes, corn, turnips, onions, and carrots, all bought fresh at the market this morning. And these apples were grown on my friend’s apple orchard. They're wonderful. You should try one.”



“What potion could I ever brew with an apple?”



Rarity rolled her eyes. “An apple potion. Or you can just eat them. When was the last time you ate?”



“What business is it of yours?” Laurel coughed and her chest spasmed and heaved.



“It is my business as your friend,” Rarity said.



Laurel looked at her, then looked away. “Fine.”



“You’d like to keep them, then?”



“You can leave them here if you want,” Laurel said, not looking her in the eye.



Rarity took the rest of the fruits and vegetables from the suitcase. “Some warm soup might soothe your throat. Would you mind if I prepared some while I’m here?”



“You can do whatever you want.” Laurel stepped away. “Who you think is gonna stop you?”



Rarity nodded. She gathered together the food and then rummaged around the shack until she found the utensils she would need, the same dull and bent utensils with which she had helped the old witch brew mock potions all those years ago.



Rarity began peeling and cutting the potatoes on the table.



After some time, Laurel stepped up beside her and took a knife and helped peel the potatoes.



Rarity smiled, but kept quiet.



“We’re making boggart’s drought,” Laurel said.



“We’re making vegetable stew.”



Laurel cursed. “Dammit, girl, can’t you just let me be?”



Rarity paused, and then continued. “We’re making boggart’s drought,” she agreed.



They went back to work together, falling into a cordial rhythm. Rarity remembered all the times she had stood beside Laurel as a filly and watched fascinated as the witch prepared for her some wondrous brew, how excited she had felt when asked to help.



After a while, Laurel began to enjoy herself. She talked Rarity through a list of preparations for boggart’s drought. The potatoes became dwarves’ feet, and the corn became golden dewdrops, and the carrots became the stems of bonebreaker plants. The broth had to be stirred counterclockwise for exactly thirteen minutes while reciting some gibberish chant Laurel must have made up on the spot, then stirred clockwise for another fourteen minutes in absolute silence.



Rarity faithfully followed every instruction, and for a little while she let herself feel just a little bit like a real witch again.



As for the effects of the potion, Laurel told her with a wry smile, if shared with another, boggart’s drought was said to promote lasting friendships. 



“But that’s probably just a rumor,” Laurel said, pouring the finished stew into two bowls. “You can never tell with witches’ talk. It’s just as likely to be a ruse as anything. Witches enjoy tricking one another. This very well might turn our spleens inside out. Or it could straight hogwash.”



Rarity smiled and picked up her bowl. “I suppose there’s only one way to find out.”
      

      
   
      Two Cups of Cider


      

      
      
         	A clean, white blanket of snow was settled on the ground of Sweet Apple Acres. Particles of the stuff were sprinkled on the black bark of the barren trees. Flakes continued to fall from the overcast sky as Pinkie Pie trotted through the path. Each hoofstep in the snow made a crunch before leaving a print in the ground.



	Eventually, she arrived at the main household of the establishment. She raised one of her cold, wet hooves to the wooden door and pounded on it. The rhythmic beating made her think of a song, one she had never sung or thought of before. She formulated a melody in her head and began tapping on the door to keep a beat.



	"Ah'm comin'!"



	Pinkie froze as the booming drawl blasted her ears. Several muffled hoofsteps were heard from the other side before the door opened, revealing Applejack.



	"Oh hey, Pinkie Pie. What brings you here?" she asked with a smile.



	"To visit. Isn't that what friends do?" she replied along with a grin of her own.



	Applejack pressed herself against the wall and pointed one of her forelegs toward the kitchen.



	"Well, come on in!"



	Accepting the invitation, Pinkie bounced in and took off her hat and mittens. She saw a tall coat hanger and used one of the rungs to rest the woolen apparel. 



	"Is there anythin' ya wanted to do?" Applejack asked.



	Pinkie turned away from the hanger and said, "Nothing really. But if there's something you wanted to do, then I would love it."



	Applejack didn't have anything special planned for that afternoon, especially considering the fact that winter days were considerable less active at Sweet Apple Acres.



	"It's a good thing she came, though." she said to herself. She stared at Pinkie as she thought out some sort of activity.



	"Why don't we sit down on the couch?" Applejack suggested as she moved toward the piece of furniture. Pinkie nodded and took a seat next to her. "So, uh, how have ya been?"



	"Great! This morning, me and the Cakes went out to this field and played in the snow and it was really high!" she said as she burst both of her forelegs in the air, "It was so high that Pound and Pumpkin sunk right into it and then I had to pick them up so they wouldn't be buried in it," she then sunk her hooves down and used them to claw at the air, "Well, actually the snow wasn't falling that fast, but the snow was so high that they could have been lost in there and they would be like mummy ponies."



	"Uh-uh" Applejack said.



	"But then after that, I fell back into the snow and I sunk a little myself," she then plopped herself backwards on the couch, laying down sideways, "but not as much as them because I'm a big pony. And then I started to make snow angels. And then I taught Pound and Pumpkin how to do it themselves," she said "but it was a little hard because they sunk into the snow more than I did because they're smaller than me. But they were still able to do it and they were so cute! And then after that, we made a snowpony. It didn't look like anypony I knew or even a pony at all but we had so much fun making it."



	She paused for a moment, allowing Applejack to focus on Pinkie's smiling face.



	"How was your day?" Pinkie then asked.



	The answer didn't come as quick as she had hoped. The events of the day played in quick succession within her mind like a slideshow but she was a little slow to speak.



	"How can that filly go on an' on 'bout stuff?"



	"I woke up an' I helped Granny make breakfast. Then I went out an' fed the animals. I walked through the Acres to make sure there wasn't too much snow on the trees. Then I went inside and didn't really do nothing really."



	Pinkie's mouth fell open and she jumped back to sitting position.



	"You didn't go outside and play in the snow?" she asked.



	She then scooted herself closer to Applejack, so close that they were touching. But Applejack was unfazed by her friend's close proximity.



	"No," Applejack answered.



	"Not even with Apple Bloom?"



	"No," she said, "the young'un went out to spend time with those friends of her's."



	Applejack felt a hoof wrapping itself around her neck. Once it was completely around, it pulled her closer to Pinkie's body.



	"Did you wanna go outside?" Pinkie asked. It didn't take long for Applejack to shake her head, "Not even to build a snowpony?" 



	"No," she whispered.



	"Not even to have a snowball fight?" Pinkie asked in a similar soft tone, pulling her friend in closer.



	"No Pinkie P-"



	"Not even to g-"



	"I said 'no' Pinkie Pie," she said as she tried to herself away, "What makes you think I'm gonna say 'yes'?"



	"I dunno," she said, pulling her back in until their cheeks squished together.



	Applejack's eyes wandered around the room, allowing her to see the table before her, Granny's chair in the corner, the stairs on the other side, and a doorway.



	"How 'bout we have some hot cider," she said, trying once again to separate.



	"Yum!" Pinkie exclaimed. She pulled herself back and got up.



	 Applejack stood as well and followed her friend into the kitchen. She went to a wooden barrel in the corner, opened the lid, and took out some apples.



	"Can you teach me how to make the super duper Apple Family Hot Cider?" Pinkie asked as she followed Applejack around.



	"I already told you, it's a secret family recipe. I can't be teachin' it to non-Apples," she said while placing the apples on the counter.



	"Oh, silly! Of course I'm an Apple. Don't you remember?"



	The memories suddenly pounded her like an avalanche.



	"I might be your fourth cousin twice removed by a fifth cousin but we went through the road and the river and the scariest cave in Equestria to go to Golden Delicious's house to see for sure because she has all the Apple fa-"



	"I know the rest," Applejack said. She then turned around to see Pinkie, "I'm sorry, I forgot all 'bout that for a secon'. But yer right, though. You are an Apple. An' I guess that means you can learn."



	Upon hearing this, Pinkie's entire face brightened; her lips stretched out, her eyes lit up, and she couldn't help but let out a little squee.



	"But ya can't tell anyone that ain't an Apple," Applejack said sternly, "otherwise, it won't be a family secret no more. Ya understand?"



	Pinkie took one of the apples and picked it up. Her eyes narrowed and her smile vanished.



	"Cross my heart and hope to fly, stick a cup- uh apple in my e-"



	She drove the red fruit toward the right eye. Upon contact, she recoiled backwards and let the apple fall to the floor. She yelped and rushed both of her hooves to the eye. Applejack rushed to her side.



	"What were ya thinking?" she demanded, her concern being carried through her voice.



	"I...wanted to make a Pinkie Promise," she answered painfully, "so that I would never let the secret slip..."



	"Ya didn't have to do that, let alone stick an apple in your eye!"



	Pinkie clenched her teeth together and pressed her hooves harder. Applejack heard muffled groans escaping from her friend's mouth.



	"You okay?" Applejack asked, her voice having calmed down.



	For a moment, it seemed as though her friend didn't hear her. She was about to ask again but then Pinkie Pie slowly and shakily nodded.



	"Y-Yeah...I think I'll be okay..."



	Applejack heard several grunts from Pinkie but the latter managed to lower her hooves. Her eye was red and wet and the lid above it was slightly swollen but they would both heal in a short while.



	"Now," Applejack said, "who wants to make some hot cider?"



	"I do!"



	She was back to normal, as if the incident had never happened in the first place. Her smile was back and her eyes conveyed as much warmth as they could.



	"Okay...Now it's pretty simple, really," she said. She then picked up one of the apples and held it up, "Now first ya take three apples, peel 'em, and squash 'em ta make juice."



	Applejack placed the apple down and went over to one of the cabinets. She opened it and took out a juicer and a peeler.



	"Ya wanna do it?" she asked.



	"Yes!" Pinkie said.



	She walked back to the counter and placed the tools down. Pinkie picked up one of the apples and plugged it into the end of the peeler. Seeing the crank of the other hand, she gripped her hoof around its metal handle and slowly turned it. The apple rotated with it and the stationary blade tore away at the red skin. She was surprised, though, to discover how stubbornly the handle turned.



	"So Applejack," Pinkie said while peeling, "did ya wanna go sledding tomorrow?"



	"Maybe," she answered, "it all depends on what I need ta do then."



	"I thought you only have to do a couple of chores during the winter," she said. The apple had been completely stripped of its skin, prompting her to replace it with the second one.



	"Well yeah. But ya never know what may happ'n," Applejack said. She leaned against the counter and watched Pinkie operate the peeler, "Apple Bloom or Big Mac or Granny Smith or even mah self might get sick or somethin'. Winter's a hard ti-"



	"Wait a minute!" Pinkie said, taking her hoof off the crank, "Where's Big Mac and Granny Smith?"



	"Big Mac is spendin' the day with Cheerliee," she said, "and Granny's upstairs taking a nap."



	"Aw, why don't you spend more time outside, Applejack?" Pinkie asked, "Both of your siblings are out having fun and you just decide to stay inside!"



	"Well...to be honest, ah'd rather make sure Granny is safe."



	"Safe?!" Pinkie exclaimed, less from anger and more from passion, "Granny Smith can take care of herself."



	"I know..." Applejack said. She paused to take a breath before continuing, "It's jus' that sometimes ah feel the need to be there for mah family when no one else is. I know Apple Bloom has her friends to keep her safe and I know Big Mac is with Cheerilee. Sometimes, though, ah think what if somethin' were to happen to Granny. Ah know she can take care of herself but what if she got sick or hurt or somethin' then who would be there for her, to make sure she's all well?"



	"But you deserve to do what you want too!" she replied, gripping her hoof onto Applejack's shoulder. Pinkie's blue eyes were deadlocked at her's and never broke away. But Applejack's face appeared relaxed, lacking any sort of tension.



	"Ah do do what I want," she said, "If ah feel the need to watch over Granny or Apple Bloom or sometimes even Big Mac, then it would be a pleasure for me to do," at this point, she took Pinkie's hoof and lowered it back to the ground, "But at the same time, ah still get to go out to spend time with you and the girls. So it's nothin' to worry about."



	Pinkie was silent. In her mind, she saw herself trying to argue against what had just been said but her mouth felt laid back, as usual. She looked at Applejack's face to see a pair of eyes that asked not for comfort  but for mere understanding. She, herself, contemplated her friend's words. She imagined Pound and Pumpkin, Gummy, Mr. and Mrs. Cake, and everyone in Ponyville; the parties she'd throw and the smiles on all of their faces and the smile she'd get on her own. The two clicked together.



	"Well..." she said, "okay...I didn't look at it that way."



	"Wouldn't ya want to babysit them twins when the Cakes go out?" Applejack asked.



	"Of course! Why wouldn't I want to spend time with them?" Pinkie answered.



	"Even when the Cakes are home?"



	"Yes! I play with them and make sure they're good," Pinkie said. 



	"Now ya see how ah feel about mah family and friends."



	At that moment, she felt the handle become lighter and the rotations coming faster and faster. She looked down and saw that the last apple had been peeled, "Oh! Now we make the juice!"



	Applejack went over to her and picked up one of the apples. She pulled the juicer closer to her and jammed the apple into the point near the top. Using her hoof, she started to twist it.



	"Now ya just turn like ah'm doin' here," she said, "Do ya see the juice comin' down it?"



	Pinkie observed her doing the twisting before staring at the widening cone below it. Streams of juice were rolling down before dropping off into a plastic container on the bottom. Despite its simplicity, her eyes couldn't help but widen.



	"Yep!" she replied.



	"We do this fer all three of 'em" Applejack said, "Jus' watch the bottom fill up with the stuff."



	"Okey dokey lokey!" Pinkie said, leaning her face toward the container at the base. The juice fell into the top of it like tiny waterfalls before hitting the plastic side and running along that. For a while, however, the pool at the bottom was little more than a young puddle. 



	"Ya know, the other day Rarity and ah were havin' a good ol' walk aroun' Ponyville," Applejack said while squeezing the apple, "an' at one point ah grabbed a nice snowball and got her right in the face."



	Pinkie giggled as she imagined the scene playing in her head. The sight of Rarity's overly-exasperated face only made her crack up even more.



	"Did you get any in her mane?" she asked.



	"You bet!" she answered, "But then she picked up her own snowball and hit me in mah face. And then the two of us had a crazy snowball fight. It was a lot of fun!"



	Pinkie looked up at Applejack with a grin.



	"That does sound like fun. If only I wasn't inside working," she said.



	"That's alright," Applejack said as she finished up the first apple, "there'll be plenty of winter," she placed the first one to her left and picked up the second. 



	For a moment, Pinkie silently observed the container filling up. The tedious process, however, did little to detract from the image of a cup of delicious cider on a cozy December day. Her mind, however, had a difficult time putting together stories of its own. 



	"If only I had something to say," she thought to herself, "Where's that talking mood gone to?"



	The rest of the apples were squeezed within the frame of several quiet minutes. By then, the container was filled with yellow juice.



	"Alright. Now we take the juice an' heat it over over the stove," Applejack said as she walked toward the cabinet. She opened it and sorted through it a bit before producing a gray metal pot with a handle and a wooden spoon, "Now ah believe there's a pair of mittens in one of them drawers. Could ya be so kind as to grab 'em?"



	"Okay!" she said as she bounced up. She turned to her right to see a lot of drawers of varying sizes. She started by opening the longest one at her head. Nothing. She checked the one directly below it. Nothing. She went down several more drawers before stumbling across one halfway down. She opened it and found two orange puffy mittens in them, "Found them!" she then grabbed them with her mouth and turned to Applejack, who had poured the juice, placed the pot, and turned on the stove.



	"Good job, sugarcube," Applejack said, "Do you wanna do this part?" 



	Pinkie nodded while still holding the mittens. She brought one of her hooves to her mouth and slid it inside one of them. She then lowered it and did the same for her other.



	"Now, we're gonna add some special ingredients," she said. She then stretched her foreleg above the stove to reach a cabinet. She managed to get a decent grip on the handle and swung it open. She tipped onto her platforms to get a little more leverage. She then pulled out a shaker containing a brown powder, "The first one is cinnamon."



	Applejack sprinkled some of the stuff into the cider, "Ya wanna add just three shakes. Then you stir it."



	"Okay," Pinkie said. She took the spoon from Applejack and spun it counter-clockwise around the juice, creating a whirlpool. 



	"Too fast, Pinkie," Applejack said. Thankfully, none of it had splashed out. Pinkie halted.



	"Sorry," she answered.



	"It's alright," Applejack said, giving her a smile, "Now, ya wanna stir clockwise and ya wanna be a little slow about it as well."



	Pinkie followed the directions. Applejack looked on at the gentle, controlled strokes blending the two ingredients together. It reminded her of the way Granny would prepare the cider. Her gaze then moved upward at Pinkie herself. Her determined eyes were fixated at the cider she was stirring. 



	"She can really set her mind to somethin'."



	She then looked back down at the juice, which shared an appearance with a batch her Granny made after mixing the cinnamon.



	"Ah think that's enough," Applejack said. The spoon froze in place but the current of liquid continued to flow independently around the rim of the pot, "There's only one other ingredient we need."



	"What is it?" Pinkie asked, staring at her.



	"Sugar,"  she said while walking away from the stove, "ta finish off any cup of Apple Family cider, we need ta add five sugar cubes."



	"I love sugar!" she heard Pinkie say. She couldn't help but smile as she slid out a drawer. The glass jar of sugar cubes was the first thing in her sight. She grabbed it and took out the cubes one at a time, counting to five. Once she had them, she closed the hoof that contained them and put the jar away. She closed the drawer and headed back to Pinkie.



	Pinkie's mouth watered as she saw the sugar cubes being dropped into the cider. She briefly regretted not eating the bits of pure sugar before realizing the cider beneath her. Feeling a surge returning, she swallowed the excess saliva and stirred slow and clockwise.



	For Applejack, watching Pinkie stir was really a sight to behold, considering that she had never made this cider before. Her effort was on level with that to which she puts into one of her parties, quite admirable.



	"That's enough," she said after thirty seconds of stirring. Pinkie took the spoon out of the pot and held it up to her mouth.



	"Can I lick it?" Pinkie asked. She waved the spoon around in her hoof and concentrated on the other's face. 



	Applejack's answer came in the form of a nod. 



	Pinkie's lips raced upward and her eyes sparkled with their trademark glow. The spoon fell into the center of her smile and was enveloped by her tongue. Her eyelids couldn't help but flutter shut as she sucked more and more on the spoon's wooden surface.



	"It's so yummy!" she cried, her words jumbled by the spoon.



	Applejack felt a warming sensation coming from her heart which then manifested in a grin of her own. While keeping her eyes on Pinkie, her hoof reached out to turn off the stove. 



	"Do ya wanna grab some cups so you can have it fer real?" she asked her.



	Pinkie's eyes popped open.



	"Absolutely!"



	While keeping the spoon in her mouth, she turned back and opened the cabinets. She pulled out two red mugs from it before closing its door. She lowered them onto the counter, each producing a small natural thud. Finally, she slid off the mittens, grabbed them with her mouth, and gave them to Applejack.



	"You can pour it," Pinkie said, mostly muffled by the gloves. Applejack's smile grew as she accepted the 'gift' from her friend. She slid them on and grabbed the pot. She lifted it from the stove and tilted it over one of the mugs. It leaned and leaned until the steaming cider fell from it and streamed through the chill air and into the cup. This continued until the mug was mostly full. She then did the same for the other.



	"Just be careful, though," Applejack said as she placed the pot back on the stove, "It's very hot."



	Pinkie's head leaned over the mug. The steam rose to her cheeks, heating them up in the process. She, however, allowed her face to warm up in exchange for sniffing the cider beneath her muzzle. Cinnamon, sugar, and apple mixed altogether to form an aroma worth inhaling. 



	Applejack, however, kept her distance from her cup. The cider was merely another component of the air that made up her home, a place she spent so much time in during the winter months. She occasionally touched the handle only to recoil upon contact. Each time she touched it, however, she found herself being able to grip for longer and longer. Eventually, she was able to lift the mug and bring it to her lips. The sip did not go unnoticed from Pinkie, who turned from her cup.



	"Oh, can I drink it now?" she asked.



	Applejack separated herself from the cider and looked at her. 



	"Ya mean ya haven't drank any yet?"



	"I wasn't sure how hot it was going to be to touch," Pinkie said.



	"Yer fine, sugarcube" Applejack replied.



	"Okay, then," Pinkie said. She squeezed her hoof into the gap between the handle and the side of the mug. She hoisted it upward and slowly brought the rim closer and closer to her face. The steam, while cooler than before, still managed to radiate against her skin. Eventually, she was lip to cup with the cider. She lifted it more, allowing the stuff to enter her mouth. It became clear to her that the smell of apple, cinnamon, and sugar coming together had her face head deep in the cup. But the taste of apple, cinnamon, and sugar coming together had her chugging the cup. The cider rushed down her throat like rapids in a river. Even when the mug was empty, her tongue spat itself out to lick the glass interior. 



	"Easy, sugarcube," Applejack said, taking the mug from Pinkie's hooves. Their position didn't change, however, like there was an imaginary mug in them full of imaginary cider. It took her a minute to realize the truth and she lowered her forelegs accordingly.



	"I'm sorry," Pinkie said, a toothy smile painted in place, "that was just apple-y goodness! I couldn't stop drinking!" Her body then fell right into Applejack's, her hooves interlocking in the back of her neck. She then pulled herself upward and inward, "Thank you!"



	Applejack couldn't help but wrap her forelegs around Pinkie.



	"No problem," she said.



	The two remained there for a short while, each taking in the other's embrace. Their hooves were fused together, as if a slate of ice had frozen over them. Applejack thought about her family which, in her mind, was easily extended by Pinkie, Fluttershy, Rarity, Twilight, and even Rainbow Dash— all ponies to care for Pinkie imagined them all and more: blankets, cookies, hot cider, and other things that also made her smile.



	"Did ya wanna sit in the livin' room?" Applejack asked while still hugging her, "It has a nice view of the outside."



	"I would love to," Pinkie said as she pulled away from her. She took a moment to stare into her green eyes.



	"Such a nice, strong pony. An Apple pony."



	The two then walked from the kitchen and into the living room. They saw the familiar couch and sat down on it.



	"You know," Pinkie said, looking at Applejack, "you know how I asked you earlier about you caring for your family?" Her body was still. Not in the way that was natural but, in Applejack's eyes, eerie.



	"Yes ah do," Applejack said as she nodded her head. She then saw the next thing to slow down, her answer. She sat there, rubbing hoof on the upholstery and her eyes down on the floor. Applejack considered herself lucky to even get one at all.



	"Another reason why I came over today," she said as her smile started to shrink, "was to see if you were okay."



	"Okay?" Applejack asked. But her was quickly followed by a series of images. A certain tortoise was slowing down. His owner causing all of this early snow. And crying, "Oh..."



	Pinkie nodded.



	"I know that you cry on the inside but all crying is bad," she said, "I wanted to make sure you weren't still crying," Luckily, her smile started to grow again, "And besides, a little hang out is good for anypony."



	The little discussion the two had earlier rang in Applejack's head. She also thought about the times she needed to talk to Apple Bloom after being bullied, helping Granny Smith walk around when she's tired, or feeding Big Mac when he's sick.



	"Pinkie," she said, "ya know ah told ya-"



	"I know," she answered. She then looked at Applejack before placing her hoof on her's, "I just can't help but worry for you sometimes. Even Princess Celestia needs somepony to lean on."



	Applejack emulated Pinkie and hovered her other hoof above her's. Pinkie chuckled at the gesture.



	"What's so funny?" she asked her.



	"Oh nothing," Pinkie answered, "it can be funny how mushy friends can be at times," She then turned away from Applejack, however, and stared out the window. She gazed at the blankets of snow she walked through and the smooth slabs of ice stuck to the front porch, "It's a nice day outside."



	She then turned back to her friend.



	"Do you want to go sledding?" she asked her.



	Applejack recollected that exact question from earlier and how it triggered the discussion. Rather than automatically answering, she took Pinkie's lead and looked out the window herself. She saw the same sight as her. Nothing appeared any different in her perception. After a moment, she turned back to her.



	"Why not, sugarcube!"
      

      
   
      Tornado Duty


      

      
      
         A bunch of weird fliers were falling from the sky. I turn to look at Thunderlane, and he’s already reading one.



“What is it, bro?”



“Looks like there’s a meeting for us pegasi,” he says slowly.



More of those fliers fall around us as Miss Rainbow Dash does another fly-by.



“Library tonight!” she screams down at us. “Be cool or be mule.”








“This is so cool!” I can’t keep it in. I’m smiling so much. “Thanks for bringing me with you, Thunderlane.”



He just laughs. “Hey, no problem, buddy.”



“Is Spitfire really going to be there?” I take to the air so I can get a good look at him.



“She’ll be there for the tornado,” he says, pulling me back down. “Right now, we’re just meeting up to train for the big day.”



“Oh.” I let him lower me to the ground and trot to keep up with him.



“You know who will be there, though?” he asks. “Cloudchaser, and Flitter, too.”



I jump back up in excitement. “Really?!”



“That’s right, Rumble,” he says with a smile. “You get to hang out with your big bro and two favorite foalsitters all day.”



“Awesome!” We call them my foalsitters, but they’re basically like my big sisters at this point. They’ve been friends with Thunderlane for pretty much forever, and they’ve been taking care of me for longer than I can remember.



Cloudchaser is one of those cool sisters. She lets me stay up late and sometimes sneaks me a cookie before dinner. And Flitter is really, really nice. She tucks me in at night and gives me a cookie whenever I feel bad. Now I get to spend all day with them!



We get to the clearing where everypony’s already training. I haven’t seen so many pegasi in one place since Thunderlane took me with him to Cloudsdale.



It’s pretty cool.



I spot Flitter and Cloudchaser stretching and race to meet them while Thunderlane stays behind to clear his throat or something.



Flitter smiles when she sees me coming.



“Rumble!” She catches me as I fly into her open forelimbs and then she’s hugging me and squeezing me a little too tight.



Just the way I like it.



“Hey, Rumble.” Cloudchaser walks over and starts messing with my mane. “You here to fly with us big ponies?”



“Uh-huh!”



Flitter lets me go when Thunderlane comes over and they start talking about grown-up stuff like what an anemometer is. I’m not really paying attention until somepony starts coughing and I see Miss Twilight’s head pop up.



“Is that you again, Thunderlane?” She starts spraying him with this smelly disinfectant stuff.



I see Miss Rainbow Dash walk over, and she doesn’t look too happy.



“Thunderlane’s just cooking up an excuse to spend tornado day in bed. Why don’t you get over here and be our first test flyer, Thunderlane?”



Ooh… Thunderlane’s in trouble… It’s kinda funny seeing him like this, though. I watch as he makes his way to the starting line.



…Huh. That’s weird.



He left a feather behind.



Thunderlane starts flapping his wings super-fast before zipping down the track.



“We’ve got 9.3 wing power!” Miss Twilight says.



Me, Flitter, and Cloudchaser all surround him. He went so fast and he didn’t even break a sweat.



Wow, my brother’s so cool.



“Not bad, not bad.” Miss Rainbow Dash takes her place at the starting line, looking really serious. Like, scary-serious. She blows by us and I’m reminded of that one time I flew into a storm cloud to try to see where lightning comes from.



“16.5 wing power!”



No wonder she’s in charge of Ponyville weather. She’s awesome!



“Now listen up!” Miss Rainbow Dash yells down to us. “If each of you can get your numbers up to at least 10.0 wing power by the end of the week, we’ll no doubt set a new tornado speed record. We’ll be number one!”







I watch as a bunch of other pegasi fly past the anemometer and get their wing power numbers. Cloudchaser was almost as fast as my brother, and Flitter did pretty good, too. It’s fun hanging out with them while we wait for the next pegasus to get ready, and I really like seeing what kind of numbers everypony’s getting, but all I’ve been doing so far is watching and warming up. I walk over to where Miss Rainbow Dash was flying above the ground.



“Miss Rainbow Dash?” I call up to her.



She moves her clipboard and lands when she sees me. “Oh, hey, Rumble.” She’s actually kinda pretty when she smiles. Definitely better than when she’s being all serious or yelling. “What’s up?”



“I was just wondering when it’d be my turn.”



Her pretty smile disappears and she looks very confused. “Your turn?”



“Yeah,” I say, flapping my wings. “I need to know my wing power number for the tornado, right?”



“Uh…” She turns her head, looking for something. “Just a sec, kid.”



I watch her fly off and land next to Thunderlane, and I’m pretty sure they’re talking about me. She keeps waving her hooves over in my direction.



I guess nopony ever told her that it’s not very polite to point.



Wow, she looks really mad. I hope Thunderlane isn’t in real trouble this time. I don’t want her to be mad at him. He talks about her a lot, and I’ve seen the way he looks at her sometimes.



It looks like she’s calmed down a little when she and Thunderlane fly over to me.



“Okay, Rumble,” Miss Rainbow Dash says, “if you’re ready now, you can go next.”



I give her a salute like how I see the Wonderbolts salute their captain. “Yes, ma’am!”



I step up to the starting line, and Cloudchaser and Flitter fly over when they see me.



“You can do it, Rumble!”



“Go, Rumble, go!”



I flap my wings the way the other pegasi did while I was watching, and I fly down the track as fast as I can.



“8.2 wing power!” I hear Miss Twilight say behind me. A whole bunch of ponies turn when they hear it.



Spike hops up at the sound. “Wow, way to go, Rumble!”



Flitter and Cloudchaser race over and wrap me up in a hug. I catch Thunderlane giving Miss Rainbow Dash his I-told-you-so look. It’s kinda nice not being the one he’s giving it to, for once.



“Not bad, Rumble,” Miss Rainbow Dash says when she walks up to me. “Not bad at all.” She has one of those pretty smiles again. Me, Flitter, and Cloudchaser have to get out of the way when she calls for the next pony on the list, though.



After that it’s pretty normal until a scared-looking yellow pony takes her place at the starting line. Her takeoff looks okay but kinda slow. Cloudchaser and Flitter start giggling about what they plan to do after training today, but for some reason, it seems like it makes the yellow pony slow down even more.



Miss Rainbow Dash tells her that she flew with .5 wing power. I’m pretty sure most birds fly with at least .8 wing power. I thought she was gonna get mad and yell at the yellow pony, but mostly she seemed kinda nervous.



The yellow pony seems pretty upset about it, anyway. She runs off and Miss Rainbow Dash chases after her. I see Miss Rainbow Dash come back without the yellow pony, but she isn’t how she usually is. She isn’t shouting at the ponies while they train like before, but I don’t see her pretty smile anymore, either.







“So how was your first day of tornado training?”  Thunderlane asks me on the way home.



“Huh?” I look up at him and shake my head. “Oh, uh—I had fun. Lots of fun.”



He tilts his head at me. “Something wrong, Rumble?”



All I can do is stare at my hooves. “You-you remember that pony who got .5 wing power?”



“You mean Fluttershy?”



That was Fluttershy? I guess I’ve only ever heard of her. I’ve never actually met her before. She doesn’t seem like she could be one of the ponies who stood up to Nightmare Moon or Discord.



“Do I—” I finally look up at him. He looks a little worried. “Did I make her look bad?”



“What?” He stops and puts his foreleg around me. “No, buddy. Don’t think like that.” I hug him back as he pulls me in closer. “You just did your best out there. Same as anypony else.”



Everypony was really nice to me today. They kept telling me I did a good job and gave me advice on how to get my wing power numbers up. I was getting a lot of hoofbumps and high-wings and ponies messing with my mane. It really was a lot of fun. I kept thinking about Fluttershy, though. It’s never fun being the pony who comes in last.



“I just feel bad for her, y’know?”



“It’s good that you care about other ponies’ feelings,” he says as we pull apart, “but you don’t ever have to feel guilty about trying your best, okay?”



I nod to him, and he smiles to me. After a moment of just standing around, he coughs into his hoof a couple of times.



I guess that’s the cue for us to keep walking.








Things started falling into a pattern after that. Every day after school, I would go to the field for tornado training. A lot of the grown-up ponies would be there already training. There’d be stretching exercises with Cloudchaser, wing-ups with Thunderlane, and snack time with Flitter. I’m really having fun getting to spend so much time with all of them. Miss Rainbow Dash is back to normal, too—mostly yelling but sometimes smiling.



I haven’t seen Miss Fluttershy since the first day, though. I hope she’s okay.



Tomorrow’s tornado day, which means today’s the last day of training. Cloudchaser was able to reach the 10.0 wing power goal, and Flitter’s gotten really close a couple of times. It was Thunderlane who was working real hard, though. It feels like he was training harder than anypony else. He got his wing power number all the way to 11.2!



It looks like it’s about time to pack up and leave when a squirrel randomly starts squeaking at Miss Twilight. Everypony turns and I have to fly up to see Miss Fluttershy! She’s back, and she looks much more confident than on that first day.



She flies down the track going way faster than she did before and ends up with 2.3 wing power. That’s some of the best improvement I’ve seen from the other ponies. She must’ve worked really hard all week to improve that much. Everypony else seems to agree, too.



Miss Fluttershy doesn’t look very happy with the number, though. She runs away again. Most of us don’t know what to do, so we just pack up and leave.







“So, tomorrow’s the big day,” Thunderlane says while he opens the door to our house. “You excited?”



“Totally!” I say, flapping my wings. “I feel kinda bad that I didn’t 10.0 wing power, though.”



“Maybe you could get there if you cut your mane like mine.” He runs a hoof through his mane and smiles at me.



“No way,” I say, shaking my head. “This is how the Wonderbolts wear their manes.”



“Well, I bet even the Wonderbolts didn’t have 9.1 wing power when they were your age.” He gives me a playful nudge, and I nudge him back.



“Yeah, but you’re at 11.2 wing power!” I remind him. “You’re like… twenty-percent cooler than that first day!”



Thunderlane chuckles, and it sounds like rolling thunder. “I think you’ve been around Rainbow Dash too long.” His laughing changes to coughing, so bad that it makes him stop.



I stop and stare at him. “You okay, bro?”



“Uh, yeah. I’m fine.” He waves it off and shakes his head. “Just… something in my throat.”



I can’t bring myself to look away. “You-you’re going to be okay for tomorrow, right?”



“I’m fine, Rumble.” It looks like the coughing has stopped and it looks like he’s back to his usual self. “We’re gonna fly together, just like I promised.” He taps me towards the stairs. “C’mon, you need to rest for tomorrow.”



I’m still a little nervous when I get into bed, but I can’t wait to fly my brother, Flitter, and Cloudchaser.








I wake up to the sound of coughing.



Really bad coughing.



I rush downstairs and see Thunderlane slumped over a bowl of soup and a bunch of black feathers on the ground.



“Hey, buddy,” he says, trying to give me a weak smile. He coughs into his hoof, and it sounds painful.



“Wh-what’s going on?” My eyes keep going all over him.



“I got the feather flu.” He sniffs and clears his throat. “I thought I could kick it if I just trained hard enough, but last night it got real bad.”



“But what about the tornado?” I say, panicked. “We need you. Cloudsdale needs you. I need you!” I blink hard as I see another feather fall out of wings. “We-we were supposed to fly together…”



Thunderlane stretches out a wing. It looks limp and really weak. “I know I promised, but I don’t think I can fly this, and definitely not with 10.0 wing power.” His eyes look so sad and sorry when he looks at me. “You’re gonna have to fly for both of us.”



“No!” I bite my lower lip but keep going. “I-I can’t do it without you there.”



“You’ll still have Flitter and Cloudchaser,” he says. “Rainbow Dash is gonna need you there.” He leans down and looks me in the eyes. “I need you to be tough for me today, okay, Rumble?”



I sniff hard and drag a hoof across my muzzle, but I nod anyway.



“I need to get to Ponyville Hospital,” he says as he heads for the door. “Flitter and Cloudchaser will be here soon. They can make you breakfast, and then they’ll take you to the reservoir, okay?”



My voice comes out as a little croak when I try to talk, so I just nod again.



“I’m sorry, Rumble,” he says, and I can tell he means it. “I know you can do it.”



He closes the door, and I’m all alone.








Flitter and Cloudchaser keep telling that it’ll be okay. They keep telling me that Thunderlane will be fine. They keep telling me not to worry.



It doesn’t really work, and Flitter doesn’t have a cookie to help me feel better.



We get to the reservoir and there’s this huge anemometer set up. All the ponies were lined up and waiting to start. Cloudchaser nudges me with her wing.



“Hey, Rumble—look,” she says, pointing to the end of the line.



My eyes go wide. “It’s Spitfire.”



This time Flitter gives me a nudge.



“Go say ‘hi’,” she says with a smile.



They encourage me a little more, and I take to the air. She smiles to me when I land in front of her. It’s a cool smile, but in a friendly sorta way. It reminds me of when Miss Rainbow Dash smiles.



“You’re Captain Spitfire,” I say in awe.



She laughs like crackling campfire. “Yeah, that’s me,” she says, “but you can just call me ‘Spitfire’.”



Wow, she’s so cool.



“What’s your name, kid?”



“I’m Rumble,” I say, puffing out my chest. “I’m the best flyer in my class.”



“So you’re here to watch the tornado today?”



“Actually, I’m flying today. I’m gonna be the first and only foal to fly in Ponyville’s tornado.”



Why do the grown-ups keep looking at me like that?



“I was supposed to be here with my big brother, but he…” I swallow hard, but try to stay tough. “He couldn’t make it.”



Her eyes relax and she’s smiling again.



“Be safe out there, Rumble.”



I salute her like a Wonderbolt and fly back to my place in line. Miss Rainbow Dash is taking attendance.



“Rumble,” she calls out, “where’s your lazy brother?”



Thunderlane isn’t lazy! He wanted to be here but he couldn’t. He trained hard—maybe harder than anypony else—all so he could be here with me! So we could fly in this together. Even though he was sick and he knew it. Now he’s in the hospital and I don’t know if he’s okay and I’m… scared. I’m scared and I don’t know what to do.



I want to yell all of this at her. I want to yell all of it and more. I’m not supposed to yell, though, especially at grown-ups.



“He’s got the feather flu. He’s down at Ponyville Hospital.” My voice cracked a little when I said it, but I don’t think anypony noticed.



There’s a delay before we start the tornado. Apparently Thunderlane isn’t the only out with the feather flu.



Miss Rainbow Dash flies up above us, though, and she’s got that serious-look again.



“Alright, everypony! Let’s give it all we’ve got! On the sound of the horn, we take off!”



I shut my eyes tight and wait for the sound. I open my eyes when Spike blows into the horn, and we all rocket into the rocket into the sky.



Being inside a tornado feels really weird. It’s like trying to fly into two different directions at the same time, without accidently flying into anypony else. I can’t find Flitter or Cloudchaser. Everything’s too blurry and moving too fast. The water’s starting to pull up out of the reservoir, but I know I need to fly faster.



The tornado starts to feel bumpy, and I can see pegasi falling and flying into each other. I brace myself as the tornado breaks apart. A good flyer knows how to handle a spinout and a crash-landing. Just ask any Wonderbolt.



I don’t open my eyes until I’m back on the ground. Breathing heavy, I look around and I can see Cloudchaser helping Flitter get up. I’m glad they’re okay. It looks like everypony else is okay, too. I try to stand up and stumble a little. Once the ground stops spinning and I’m not feeling so dizzy, I try again and get up. Miss Rainbow Dash is up in the air again.



“C’mon, ponies, let’s make this happen!”



I don’t want to get back up there. I don’t want to do this anymore. It’s scary and dangerous and Thunderlane isn’t here to catch me like when I flew into that storm cloud. Thunderlane isn’t here.



That’s why I have to get back up there, though. I have to fly for Thunderlane. I have to fly for Flitter and Cloudchaser and Miss Rainbow Dash and all the other ponies who couldn’t be here. Everypony trained so hard for this.



I can’t let them down now.



We’re back in the sky and forming the tornado again. It’s just like last time. It’s fast and blurry and my wings are all sore from the first time. My breathing is trying to keep up with my pounding heart.



“C’mon!” Miss Rainbow yells out to us. “Just a little harder!”



I’m flying for Thunderlane, my big brother. I’m flying for both us. I push harder, and I notice a yellow-and-pink smudge join the swirl of shapes and colors around me. The water from the reservoir climbs higher and higher until it shoots out the very top.



The sound of the horn breaks through all the noise and we slow the tornado until it disappears. I land on the ground as soon as I can, panting hard and looking all around me.



“Fluttershy! Fluttershy! Fluttershy can really fly!”



A bunch of ponies have gathered together and are holding Fluttershy up. She’s smiling.



What about Spitfire? Did she see me?



I see Spitfire, and she’s talking to a bunch of the grown-ups. I see Cloudchaser, and Miss Raindrops and Mister Biceps, too.



I look over and see Flitter landing next to me.



“You see that?” she said pointing to group. “Spitfire’s talking about finding recruits for the Wonderbolts Reserve. Cloudchaser’s thinking about signing up. How cool is that?”



I do my best to smile. “It’d be the coolest.”



“We should tell Thunderlane about this later,” she says with a smile. “He’ll want to hear all about it, don’t you think?”



“Y-yeah.”



She gives me a hug, and it feels a little too tight. “It would mean you and I get to spend a lot more quality time together, too. Won’t that be fun?”



I nod, and wonder if Flitter has a cookie with her.



I could really use one right now.








I wave good-bye to Flitter and Cloudchaser after they drop me off. When I open the door, I see Thunderlane sitting at the table again.



He looks a lot better, though, and there aren’t so many feathers this time.



“Hey, Rumble,” he says when he sees me. “How’d it go?”



“Uh, we did it,” I say quietly. “We-we got the water up to Cloudsdale.”



“Awesome,” he says with a nod. “Did you get to meet Spitfire?”



“Yeah,” I whisper. “She was cool.”



I know that look he’s giving me. He’s worried about me. “You okay, buddy?”



“I’m fine,” I say quickly. “Just… tired, I guess.”



“I bet.” He coughs a little and sniffles. “Did you have fun hanging out with Flitter and Cloudchaser.”



“Yeah, but it would’ve been better if you were there, too.”



We both look down at the ground. I’m not sure what I’m supposed to say next.



“I’m glad you’re feeling better now, though.”



“Thanks, Rumble.” He’s smiling again. That’s good. “Maybe next time we’ll be able to fly together.”



“Yeah, maybe next time.”



I go up to my room and close the door behind me, passing by my Wonderbolts poster before falling into bed. My wings are still sore and feel really stiff. I’m tired but I can’t fall asleep. I’m thinking too much. I’m thinking about how a bunch of ponies were cheering for Fluttershy and carrying her away. I’m thinking about how Spitfire was talking to those ponies about the Wonderbolt Reserve.



“Yeah,” I repeat to myself.



“Maybe next time.”
      

      
   
      Deviant Artistry


      

      
      
         “I think you will like this one Your Royal Highness. It is by one of our most talented new artists.”



Professor Marble Plinth, the director of the Royal Canterlot Portrait Gallery and President of the Equestrian Academy of Arts ushers me over to a large oil painting. It shows the image of Twilight Sparkle hard at work inside her library, surrounded by shelves of books.



“Just look at that profile.” There is no mistaking the pride in Plinth's voice. “Look at how the artist has captured her weary but determined eyes, showing how she has been studying hard all night. The face of a serious scholar, but one destined for power.”



The professor is giving me a private tour of the summer exhibition, where the members of the academy display the portraits they have been working on over the last year. We are walking along a gallery on the top floor. To one side the windows look out over stunning views of the towers of Canterlot Castle and the mountains beyond. On the other side, the wall is covered with the finest portrait paintings produced by the Canterlot artistic elite.



The academy summer exhibition is a tradition which goes back many years. As patron of the gallery I am given a private tour before it is opened to the public. I have seen many artistic styles come and go over the years. In the past, artists would paint portraits of the aristocracy and rich merchants. Today, the favorite subjects are Twilight Sparkle and her friends, the bearers of the Elements of Harmony.



I examine the portrait of my former pupil. That's Twilight all right. I bring my head up close, taking care not to touch it—it would be embarrassing if I put my horn through the canvas. It is undeniably a work of art painted with outstanding skill. But it is not very interesting. It looks just like the last dozen paintings of Equestria's newest princess which I have been asked to examine. I try to think of something intelligent to say, which will not offend the professor. 



“I like all the library books in the background.” I read the titles of the painted library book spines and chuckle. “But I don't think Twilight would have put Anthology of Pony Verse on the same shelf as Introduction to Quantum Chemistry.”



The professor makes no further comment and we move on to the next portrait.



“This one is entitled Fluttershy at Tea with Friends. As you can see, it really captures the natural grace of the Element of Kindness. Her timidity, but also her inner strength. Look at how her mane flows, and how she fondly gazes at the creatures around her.”



Aaah—a critters' picnic with Fluttershy. Who could not love such a cute image? Which is no doubt why I have seen eleven similar paintings this morning. Why can't the artists be more original?



“I like the mischievous grin on Angel Bunny's face,” I say. “I would love to know what he is thinking.”



We move on to the next painting, showing a smiling Rainbow Dash flying among the clouds. A lovely happy scene. Just like the last ten Dash portraits.



“Just look at the way the artist has depicted the sunlight shining on her wings, the silver lining of the clouds, and the sparkle of the drops of morning dew on her feathers...” He pauses for a moment, staring at the painting with sheer adoration. “I could just stand here admiring this one for hours.”



“I wonder how the artist managed to get Rainbow Dash to stay still for long enough for them to finish it.” I say. I remember the last time I visited Ponyville schoolhouse. Young Scootaloo showed me a painting of Rainbow Dash she had done, entitled Awesomeness. It was a splash of all the colors of the rainbow, but there was no visible shape of a pony. Scootaloo explained to me that this was because Rainbow Dash flies so fast, she had already flown out of the picture. Scootaloo belongs to the abstract futurist school of art.



We come to the end of the gallery. I turn to face the professor.



“Thank you so much for the tour Professor Plinth. I am so pleased to see that the academy members are artists of such high skill. But I was wondering—”



“Thank you, thank you Your Highness,” Plinth cuts me off. “I knew you would enjoy it as you are a pony of impeccable taste. We are all very grateful for your support.”



I had been going to casually suggest that maybe the artists of the academy could experiment with some new styles for next year, but it is not worth it. They are not going to change.



“I suppose I should be getting back to the castle.”



“Before you go...” The professor looks up at me with an agitated look.



“Yes?”



“I was wondering... That is to say... Well... The situation is: we need to carry out some urgent building work on the west wing. But we are rather short of funds... Could you possibly step in and help us out? We need to find some two million bits.”



So this is why I have just had such a long personal tour. The joy of being a patron of the arts.



“I will need to talk to the treasury.”



“I understand.”







I walk out of the gallery onto the cobbled street. This is the Artist Quarter of Canterlot town. I love visiting it as it reminds me of all the artists I have been friends with over the years. A hundred and fifty years ago Canterlot was the center of the Impressionist movement. Painters would sit out in this street with their easels, working quickly, with short thick brushstrokes, to record movement and capture the moment before the light changed. At the time the critics dismissed their work as unfinished, but I loved it. When you get to my age, everything you see reminds you of something you have already seen and it becomes harder and harder to find something original. But when I do find something genuinely new, it is a real treat. The challenge is then to persuade Plinth and the other pompous critics in the Equestrian Academy of Arts of its merit. But, I remind myself, I must make an effort not to offend the artists, who have all put their heart and soul into their paintings, which unfortunately fail to excite me.



Walking past an art supply store and seeing the tubes of colored paints on display in the window, I think of an old artist friend of mine, Paint Splatter. To match his name, his cutie mark was a splattering of paint spots. But his coat was almost always covered with real paint stains from his work and it was impossible to distinguish this from his cutie mark. All very appropriate—you could not separate his true identity from his artistic expression—that was Paint Splatter. I had first met him when, as a young colt, he was brought before me by the royal guard, who had caught him spraying graffiti on the castle walls. I was so impressed by his work, that I sentenced him to the penalty of painting a mural on my bedroom wall. We had become good friends, but I had not seen him for years. He had moved to Manehattan, and continued his clandestine public art campaign. I wonder how he is getting along now.









In the afternoon I return to the gallery.



“Princess Celestia!”



Plinth greets me with a broad smile and shows me into his office.



“Hello again,” I say. “I am pleased to tell you that the treasury has agreed to your request for funds.”



“Excellent. Excellent. I knew I could rely on you. Thank you! Thank you! If there is anything we can do for you in return, please...”



“Actually, there might be something you could do.”



“Of course Your Highness. What is it?”



“I understand that as patron of the Equestrian Academy of Arts, I am entitled to nominate an artist for a fellowship of the academy.”



“Of course, of course. I can give you a shortlist of contemporary Canterlot artists who are of the necessary caliber...”



“Actually I had a particular artist in mind. A friend of mine. I believe a position at the academy would be the ideal thing to give him an outlet for his creative energy, and encourage him to show a bit more respect for authority. And it would also be good for the academy.”



“In what way?”



“Well, while there is no questioning the skill of the current academy artists, I feel they are, perhaps, are a little conservative when it comes to choice of style. All they seem willing to paint is cute pictures of fillies.”



“Cute pictures of fillies is what the public want.”



“Indeed. But it was thinking it would be fun to shake things up a little. After all, in past times Canterlot was the capital of the Equestrian art world, but we have lost that title. All the top young artists of our age choose to work in Manehattan.”



“I quite agree. We can achieve this by upholding our standards. Manehattan is just a passing fashion. And, you know, some of what they show in Manehattan really doesn't count as art!”



“I was there for the last summer exhibition at the Maretropolitan Museum. I thought some of the pieces were very original.”



“That's one way of putting it. Wasn't one piece just a bale of hay on the floor of the gallery?”



“Yes. We thought it was a free buffet, but then the guards told us it was one of the exhibits. That made us all laugh. I guess that was the point—why can't lunch also have artistic value? Why can't a work of art also serve as a snack?”



“But some exhibits were just vulgar! That piece with the ponies floating in a jar.”



“Oh yes, the sculpture with the plastic pony dolls suspended in a transparent gel. I think the idea was to get the viewer to think. We always consider ponies as personal friends, but from a different perspective, we are all just a marketable commodity to be sold to children like bits of candy. It was very thought-provoking.”



“A-And there was the work that was just bits of junk hanging from the roof!”



“Nightmare Moon, by Avant Garde from Fillydelphia, which won second prize? Quite an innovation. She blew up her studio with explosives, then suspended the resulting pieces from the gallery ceiling with a light bulb in the center to throw shadows onto the walls. I was a bit worried that Luna might be upset by the title, but she saw the joke straight away.”



“B-B-But... That thing with the celery! Really!?”



“I thought that one was rather funny.”



“And... You know they once displayed a set of paintings which were just blank white canvas!”



“Do you not like the color of my flank, Professor?”



“No no no! It's just... I mean... Is that really art?”



“I couldn't comment. But I thought my coat was doing rather well, considering that I am over a thousand years old.”



“But, you understand, academy fellowships are supposed to be reserved for artists who have produced work of outstanding quality?”



“My friend has certainly achieved that. He has worked with a wide range of media, and developed a highly individual style, drawing on the surrealist and dadaist tradition.”



“I... Your Highness... Princess...” The professor blusters, unsure what to say. I wait patiently. “He would need to demonstrate some level of national recognition.”



“He has. His work has been seen across Equestria. He has been exhibited in the Canterlot Sculpture Garden.”



“But... Well... To be honest, I think the problem is that the existing fellows are all very senior, and I don't think they would be too pleased if we appoint a young upstart.”



“My candidate is no youngster. Quite the opposite.”



“Oh!” Plinth looks up at me with an expression of genuine surprise and a little relief.



“Do I know the pony?”



“Not a pony. A draconequus.”
      

      
   
      Omnomnomicon


      

      
      
         A circle of books floated overhead in Twilight Sparkle’s new library. The castle seemed to anticipate her needs for a large library and sprouted a complete antechamber and hall with high vaulted ceilings and build-in shelves. Large crystal lamps added ample light to read even the smallest script. The shelves were bare, unfortunately, and Twilight lost most of her beloved books when the Golden Oaks Library burned. In the weeks after she moved into the castle, Twilight made deals for a wide array of new books. She purchased crates and boxes of books at markets, mail order, and bookstores across the kingdom. Now the books were arriving by the cart load and the obsessive princess had to organize them.



The alicorn magically scooted an open box of more books across the floor while simultaneously swinging one of the glowing books down to eye level. “’A Pony’s Guide to Planting Onions,’” Twilight inspected the first book. “Non-fiction. Instructional. Farming. That pile is… over there.” Twilight smiled as she dropped the book into one of several growing piles behind her. Each book sorted was its own small victory.



“Let’s see... ‘A Magician’s Compendium?’ Ooo, I’ll put that in my pile to read later. Next! ‘A Tail of Two Fillies?’ It claims to be a historical fiction – yeah right! Maybe a romance.”



Just as Twilight was about to relocate the “historical” novel, she was hit with a blast of bright, multi-colored streamers and confetti. Twilight jumped and gritted her teeth as her tail unavoidably frazzled. The books previously held aloft with magic fell around her as her concentration broke. Her facial expression fell flat as she kept her annoyance in check. One final book beaned Twilight square on the head. Her eyelid twitched slightly as she greeted her guest, “Hello, Pinkie Pie. How are you?”



The pink pony bounced out from behind Twilight and hugged her tightly. “I’m doing GREAT, Twilight! Did you like my new mini party cannon? I’m so EXCITED about it!”



“Well, it certainly makes a statement, Pinkie.” The explosion had plastered Twilight’s entire left side. Twilight shook slightly to loosen the confetti. Her horn glowed as she removed a particularly sticky blue streamer from her mane.



Pinkie, ever active, darted around the room, picking up and opening random books at hyper speed. “OOO. You got new books! Are there any interesting ones?”



“Oh yes. I’ve sorted through about a fourth of the books in this shipment. I found seven magic books, two about mystical phenomena, and one on obscure sorcerers from the early days of Canterlot –“



“No, Twilight, I said interesting.” Pinkie Pie cocked her head to the side as if to fall asleep, immediately grinning at her friend. Most of Twilight’s favorite books would never interest Pinkie.



“I did find some cookbooks earlier, but I didn’t really look at them. They’re over in that corner.” Twilight motioned to a small disheveled, unorganized mound of books in the far corner. The books there were likely to remain abandoned since the alicorn didn’t have much use for cookbooks.



Pinkie Pie danced excitedly in place as she exclaimed, “Can I look? Can I look?”



“Of course.”



Pinkie shot off to the corner. Suddenly she was wearing a modest red striped one piece swimsuit, snorkel mask, and flippers as she dove face first into the books. Twilight pursed her lips and blinked as she watched Pinkie rummage around, almost swimming, with her curly tail sticking out from the pile. The alicorn decided not to question Pinkie’s special brand of magic.



Twilight smiled and turned back to the unsorted books. She sighed, “This could take forever!”



The purple alicorn managed to categorize a few more books before Pinkie popped out from behind her again. “Twilight!” Pinkie Pie squeaked happily, clutching a thick book in her hooves, ignoring her friend’s twinged, startled reaction.



“Y-Yes, Pinkie?” Twilight managed through a forced grin. She still wasn’t used to Pinkie’s ability to appear and disappear at random.



“Can I have this one? It has all kinds of yummy desserts in it!” She opened the book and pointed to a richly colored depiction of a cupcake. Pinkie looked at Twilight with pleading, hungry eyes.



Twilight glanced quickly, thinking it would be easiest to finish her work without Pinkie interrupting. “Sure, sure.”



“Whee! Thank you! Thank you!” The bubbly pink pony placed the book on her head and bounced out the door. “I can’t wait to try some of these recipes! Byeee, Twilight!”



Twilight continued looking through her new book collection, thankful for the momentary silence needed for the task.








“These all look so yummy!” Pinkie Pie slowly turned the pages of the old cookbook. Pinkie barely managed to return to the Sugar Cube Corner before she started looking at the pictures.  She set the book down in the fully stocked baker’s kitchen. She smacked her lips and drooled as she literally poured over each page.



“Oooo. Maybe this one! Or this one!”



Pinkie stopped on a page with a chocolate cupcake overflowing with thick, voluminous frosting in pinks and reds. She read the description out loud. “Do you need a cupcake suitable for gatherings that’s to die for? Then look no further than this devilishly decadent dark chocolate and oat cupcake with wickedly, irresistibly sweet frosting. One bite and your party will never eat anything else again.”



Her eyes grew wide. She slowly lowered the book to the kitchen counter and backed two hoof steps away. “Oh my gosh!” She stood with her mouth agape for what seemed like hours in Pinkie time. Pinkie then vanished out of the kitchen in a blur of confetti and sparkles, reappearing moments later wearing a chef’s hat and an apron. “I have to make this cupcake!”



She propped the cookbook against a jar of sugar on the counter. Next she rummaged through the cabinets for mixing bowls, spoons, a whisk, measuring cups, and her favorite spatula, whose name is Fred. Now ready, Pinkie Pie cracked her hooves and neck. Her eyes narrowed in seriousness as she proclaimed, “Let’s do this.”



Pinkie Pie ran her hoof down the page to the recipe’s instructions. She continued reading out loud. “’This recipe yields one gross of cupcakes.’ What? Cupcakes aren’t gross!”



She scratched her head and looked for guidance from Fred the spatula, who sat unassumingly on the counter. “I’m just going to skip that part. We good?”



The spatula replied in a voice that sounded a lot like Pinkie, “We good.”



“Okay then!” Pinkie grinned and kept reading, “This is pretty standard. ‘Mix dry ingredients together and add to cauldron. Then add wet ingredients carefully and stir until combined.’ A cauldron? Okay, standard except the cauldron part. I must be making a bazillion cupcakes!” Her eyes sparkled at the prospect of nearly endless cupcakes.



She knew there was a cauldron somewhere at Sugar Cube Corner, but she couldn’t remember where it was. Pinkie nudged open the door to the front parlor and leaned in. “Mrs. Cake?” Pinkie whispered yet waved wildly to the pony looking at her from behind the counter. “Do you know where the cauldron is?”



“It should be in the broom closet, dear.” Mrs. Cake calmly replied as she handed a bag of candies to a customer pony.



“Thank you!” Pinkie dived back into the kitchen, letting the door swing back and forth behind her.



The enthusiastic pony bounced over to a broom closet and swung the door open. “So, it’s in here somewhere,” Pinkie said assuredly as she tossed out a broom, mop, several buckets, a lone bowling pin, old photo albums, skis, and a bouquet of balloons. She then pulled out Gummy and set him down gently. She stuck her tongue out in concentration as she rummaged more until she found it. Pinkie Pie shoved out a heavy iron cauldron covered in spider webs.



She blew off the cobwebs and grabbed a bucket of water and sponge. “Cleaning, cleaning, super shiny and new!”  The cauldron sparkled. She gritted her teeth as she pushed and heaved the cauldron with her head across the kitchen. “HHHHNNGH! There! Cauldron – check!”



“Alrighty, what’s next? ’To make sure your cupcakes are to die for, take special care in the act of preparation.’ I always take care when I make desserts,” Pinkie said as she raised her hoof in affirmation.



“’As you start this recipe, ensure that you circle yourself one time.’” Pinkie shrugged and started chasing her tail. “The recipe said circle myself! This is the only way I know how!” Pinkie enjoyed spinning so much she continued to circle herself a few more times.



“Circle myself – check! Oh, little dizzy there, Pinkie,” she giggled as she held her head to steady her wobbly eyes. “This recipe has a sense of humor.”



Pinkie Pie returned to the cookbook. “Next are the wet ingredients, yum! Softened butter, melted dark chocolate, vanilla extract, shortening, thistle milk – wait a minute! Thistle milk isn’t yummy. It must mean two percent milk.”



Pinkie opened the refrigerator to retrieve the ingredients. She checked the icebox put the butter, shortening, and milk on the counter. She placed the butter, which would need time to soften, on the counter. She pulled a large bag of chocolate chunks from the pantry and set it next to the butter. Then she opened one of the overhead cabinets revealing shelf after shelf of spices. She scanned the labels until she located the vanilla extract.



She checked the list of wet ingredients once more. “Aaaand then I need the tears of a unicorn.” Pinkie scratched her head with her hoof, her jaw grinding in slow thought. “Tears… of… a… unicorn…” She pondered.



Pinkie exclaimed “Aha!” and raised her hoof in triumph. She knew where to find the tears of a unicorn. A lightbulb turned on over Pinkie’s head at the same time. She dropped her hoof to her side. “Wat?” She blinked, attempting to wrap her head around how her eureka moment triggered the light.



“Just turning the light on, dear!” Mrs. Cake smiled as she gathered a tray of cookies to take out.



“Mrs. Cake!” Pinkie exclaimed. “It was you! I thought maybe I’d suddenly developed telekinesis and zappy powers!” Pinkie, barely missing a beat, grabbed the photo albums she found earlier and slipped them into a saddle bag, “I’ll be right back. I need to go get a special ingredient really quick.”



Mrs. Cake looked worriedly at the mess in the kitchen and the pink pony trotting out the door.








She knocked loudly on the door of Carousel Boutique and waited. Pinkie checked the saddlebag at her side to make sure she had everything she needed.



Rarity opened the door and leaned against the frame. “Hello, Pinkie darling! How can I help you today? Come on in!” The fashionista pushed the door ajar and held out her hoof to usher Pinkie inside.



“Well, I was looking through my stuff and found a bunch of photo albums from when we were younger!” Pinkie grinned and tossed her saddlebag on to a nearby table. She shook the photo albums open on to the table.  “I thought you might want to use these as inspiration!”



Rarity bit her lip nervously and backed away a step. “O-oh, Pinkie, I don’t think anyone would want to see those.”



“Of course they would! You were always so spiffy!” Pinkie said with a squeak. She sorted through the book until she located the photo she wanted. “Like this one! Our manes were so poofy and awesome! And everything had buttons and bows!” She popped the photo out and shoved it into Rarity’s hooves.



“Pinkie, dear, that was the fashion back then – but, oh, I looked absolutely awful! Terribly horrid.” Already Rarity’s lips quivered.



“How about this one? I think it was later that year. Remember? I made those glitter macaroni necklaces!” Pinkie pushed a photo of herself with Rarity and Fluttershy wearing the noodle necklaces covered in gobs of glitter and oversized sweaters with bows.



“No, I think that particular fashion should stay in the past, Pinkie. Oh, I’d almost forgotten all my fashion faux paus from back then!” Her friend’s eyes welled up with tears.



Pinkie hugged Rarity. “It’s okay, Rarity! We all looked like dorks back then!” Rarity burst out crying and put her face in Pinkie’s shoulder. Pinkie continued to comfort her friend as she slowly brought up a small jar.



“There, there. It’s okay now. You’re such a great designer! Every creative artist has to go through growing phases.” Pinkie nodded knowingly as she consoled Rarity and caught the tears rolling down her cheeks. She hoped Rarity was wearing water proof mascara. She rubbed Rarity’s back and collected more tears.



“Maybe you could use the photos to convince ponies not to relive the old days?” Pinkie capped the jar of unicorn tears and put it back into her saddlebag.



Rarity sniffed as her sobbing slowed. “Yes, that sounds good, Pinkie. Can you leave those photos here? I feel the need for a warming bonfire.”



Pinkie whipped out a book of matches and nodded excitedly.








A tree stump served as an impromptu cookbook stand while Pinkie reread the next part of the cupcake recipe. She licked her lips and waggled her tail in excitement. She would need the standard flour and sugar along with some of Ponyville’s most favorite flavors – flaxseed, oats, rosehip, and dandelions. Most of the ingredients were already back at Sugar Cube Corner, but one ingredient had another special note next to it. The final ingredient Pinkie needed would definitely be at the market.



The Ponyville farmers’ market bustled with activity. The market provided all the staples and regional specialties, making it ideal for regular ponies who cooked simple meals at home all the way to local chefs to restaurateurs from Canterlot. Each stall was decorated with bright awnings and hoof painted signs.



Pinkie usually visited the market once a week to collect supply orders for Sugar Cube Corner, but today was a special occasion. The farmers and vendors warmly waved and greeted Pinkie, and she said hello to everyone in turn.



“Dandelions! Get your fresh dandelions! Hoof-picked this morning!” called a green stallion to passing ponies. He hadn’t sold any dandelions all day.



Pinkie spotted the stall she needed to visit and happily plodded up to the table full of dandelions. “Hi there! Do you have any dandelions?” she asked as she looked across the table.



“Why yes, ma’am, I do have dandelions. Would you like dandelion stems, dandelion leaves, dandelion roots, dandelion seeds, tender young dandelion shoots, or dried dandelion?” He waved his hoof across the spread.



“Do you have any… dandelions picked under a blood moon?” Pinkie questioned unwaveringly.



The vendor’s jaw dropped and brow furrowed as he considered Pinkie’s question. He had every type of dandelion possible but none picked under a blood moon. He had never even heard of a blood moon. Somewhat desperate to make a sale, the stallion stammered, “W-why yes. Yes, I do,” he repeated to convince himself.



“Excellent! I need two bundles of dandelions picked under a blood moon, please.” Pinkie grinned and tossed a few bits to him. He bagged the dandelion bundles and passed them to Pinkie, who tucked them gently into her saddlebag.



“Enjoy…!” The stallion called after her.



“I will, thanks!”



She trotted home, victorious over her ingredient collection skills.








Once back at Sugar Cube Corner, Pinkie Pie took the milk and shortening out of the icebox. She grabbed a large mixing bowl and tossed in the softened. She measured out milk, vanilla extract, and shortening. Then she delicately cracked open eggs into the bowl. She whisked the mixture rapidly.



The dry ingredients could be measured directly into the cauldron.  Pinkie surveyed the ingredients. She finely chopped the rosehips and dandelion to give the cupcakes a more even texture. Then she slid the chopped flowers, oats, flaxseed, sugar, and flour into the cauldron. She poured some sugar into a separate bowl to make frosting next.



Chocolate was next. Pinkie would need to prepare enough chocolate for the cupcakes and the frosting. Pinkie placed a double boiler on the stove, poured water in the bottom pot, and turned the stove to a low heat. She juggled large chunks of chocolate, landing them in the pan. Spatula Fred nudged the chocolate chunks around as the heat turned the edges of the chocolate to liquid. Pinkie held Fred close and huffed the aromatic, sweet air above the melting chocolate.



Once the chocolate was melted, she poured some into the frosting bowl and the remainder into the cauldron. She scrapped the sides of the pan with Fred and couldn’t resist licking the spatula clean. She poured the wet mixture into the cauldron and stirred furiously. The contents smoothed into a thick, surreal dark brown batter.



“All righty, I have everything the recipe calls for, more or less. ‘After the batter is mixed, circle the cauldron widdershins.’”



“What on Equestria is a widdershins?” Pinkie stroked her chin with her hoof. “I should ask Twilight!”








The piles of books were overwhelming. A new manuscript delivery had left Twilight’s library more cluttered than before. She kept sorting until some categories of books were so vast that the stacks started leaning. Twilight had just emptied another box of books when she was interrupted by a giggling pink mare. Twilight lowered her ears, her teeth gritting hard as she whinged.



“Hi, Twilight!” Pinkie blasted, jumping out from behind the startled Twilight. “What does widdershins mean?”



Twilight blinked in thought as she recalled the word’s entry from the dictionary, “It means to go counter clockwise – why do you need to know –“ She turned to look at her friend, but Pinkie was already gone. Twilight looked again and shrugged. It was Pinkie Pie, after all, and what Pinkie Pie did was sometimes a mystery.



The batter was ready. The oven was heated. She approached the cauldron and proceeded to trot counter clockwise and backwards. Pinkie added some tail shaking in for extra flourish.



“Whew. This is the longest it’s ever taken me to make cupcakes. These better be some good cupcakes!”



Pinkie slid out several muffin tins and popped cupcake liners in sparkling pinks and purples. She ladled out enough batter to fill three trays of cupcakes and loaded up the oven.



Pinkie mixed the frosting while she waited for the cupcakes to finish baking. She decided to add sprinkles to the cupcakes even though the recipe didn’t mention any decorations. “A cupcake has to have sprinkles,” Pinkie proclaimed.



The oven dinged and Pinkie zipped over to pull out the cupcakes to cool. The tops of the cupcakes looked full and puffy. The intense smell of these cupcakes made Pinkie drool – even more than a cupcake normally would.



“OH MY GOSH, these smell A-MA-ZING!” Pinkie shrieked. “Okay, Pinkie. Control yourself. They just have to cool and then frosting and then –!” Pinkie smacked her lips in anticipation.



After the cupcakes cooled, which seemed like forever to Pinkie, she managed to control herself and frosted all of the cupcakes. She added an extra thick layer of frosting since it smelled so good. She set the cupcakes down in rows on the table.



“Done!” She squealed with excitement. “I can’t wait any more! I have to try one!”



Pinkie grabbed a cupcake but stopped before she shoved it into her mouth. “Wait a minute… These are missing something.”



She rummaged in the cupboards and returned with shakers full of sprinkles. Pinkie covered every cupcake with a heavy layer of sprinkles.



“There we go! Sprinkles make everything better!”



Pinkie gingerly took a bite of the cupcake, sprinkles falling off everywhere. She chewed, mulling the taste over in her mouth. Suddenly Pinkie snapped and jammed every cupcake on the table one after another into her face.








Pinkie woke up to all her friends looking down at her. She couldn’t move. Her arms, legs, and abdomen were in traction.



“What happened? Why am I here?” Pinkie asked.



“Pinkie, do you remember anything?” Twilight asked. “You’ve been out for days now.”



“I remember… just… just the most amazing, delicious cupcakes in the entire world!”



Twilight yelled, “Are you kidding?! We’re having to rebuild Ponyville again!”



“I never seen a pony fly around town like a magpie on a june bug,” Applejack quipped.



“Fly?! I was flying?! Did I sprout wings?!”



“Err, umm, no… not wings, Pinkie. Those cupcakes you ate gave you an entirely different propellant. Apparently those cupcakes should have killed you! What did you do to make the spell go wrong?”



Pinkie blinked. “Sprinkles make everything better. Can we make more?”


      

      
   