
      Puppy Power


      

      
      
         Chrysalis ground her teeth as she fumed at her latest failure. Twilight Sparkle was still alive despite her best intentions; Chrysalis counted her lucky stars that she made it out alive and unimprisoned. 



She grasped a quill and list in her magic and read it silently.



Kill Twilight Sparkle. Well, that was a bust.



She crossed it off the list and put an X next to it. “Alright, let’s see what’s next on the list…” Chrysalis’s grimace split into a smile as she read the next item.



Kill a puppy in celebration. Well, maybe I can’t do it in celebration, but I could still do it to lift my mood.



She placed the list and quill on the table and left her quarters to enter the Greater Hive Area. Outside were scores of changelings in unusually high spirits. Chrysalis raised an eyebrow.



That’s strange, I thought they’d be more dejected than this.



She finally reached the Puppy Bureau. Sitting at the table were two changelings she knew well; Their names were Thorn and Scorn, and they seemed to be doing an awful amount of paperwork. Chrysalis stood at the table for a little bit and watched them work. She grew increasingly irritated by their inattention.



She decided to clear her throat, at which Thorn and Scorn jumped and put on their usual insincere smiles.



“Ah!” Thorn said, “hello, my Queen!”



“What can we do for you today?” Scorn asked.



Chrysalis grunted. “I’d like a puppy.”



Scorn leafed through the paperwork. “Now, will that be to love or to kill?”



“To kill. I have a good bit of stress to relieve, and I’d like to do it quickly, if you don’t mind.”



Thorn nodded and paged through his own set of papers. “Ah, yes, I think I remember you putting in a reservation for a...there it is!” Scorn picked up a stamped piece of paper. “A chihuahua!”



Chrysalis nodded. “Indeed. The squeals they make as I snap their necks really helps me get out of a bad mood. And,” Chrysalis said as she leaned into Thorn, “I’m in a terrible mood.”



Thorn recoiled and nodded. “Of course. I’ll get your reservation out for you.” He went into the back room.



Chrysalis tapped her hoof as Scorn kept marking documents. “So,” Chrysalis asked, “all the changelings seem to be in high spirits.”



“Indeed they are,” Scorn said with a smile. “There are a lot of puppies entering the gates of Paradise as we speak.”



“You mean a lot of puppies with snapped necks,” Chrysalis interjected.



“That, too.”



Thorn emerged from the back room, his face blanched and without a puppy. Chrysalis glared at Thorn. “Well?”



Thorn scratched the back of his neck. “Well, it seems… uh… we…”



“We what?” Chrysalis stomped a hoof on the ground.



“We, may… have… overshot our projections, and…” Thorn bowed deeply. “I’m sorry, my Queen, but we’re out of puppies to kill.”



Chrysalis’s eyes popped open. “What do you mean there are no puppies to kill! No chihuahuas?”



Thorn shook his head.



“No shih tzus?”



Thorn shivered and gulped.



“No…” Chrysalis gasped. “No corgis?”



“N-no, Queen Chrysalis, we’re out of the killing kind of puppies.”



Chrysalis growled as she snatched up Thorn in her magic. Her chest heaved in and out as she eyed down Thorn, who shook like a leaf in her grasp.



Chrysalis took a deep breath and placed Thorn down. “Well, no need to make a mountain out a mole hill. Just get me a love puppy. I’ll have to repurpose it to suit my needs.”



Scorn raised his head. “Are you sure? The loving breeds are—”



“I said get me a puppy to kill!”



Scorn jumped, nodded, and entered the back room. He emerged holding a goldendoodle in his magic. Chrysalis licked her lips as she grasped it in her own.



“Thank you, Scorn. This will do.” Chrysalis turned around and headed back to her room. “This will do…quite nicely.”








Chrysalis stared at the goldendoodle puppy that currently jumped on her foreleg as its tail ticked rapidly and its tongue wagged to and fro. She had brought this puppy back to her private quarters in order to kill it, and she intended to do so. But as the puppy wrapped it paws around her ankle and stared into her eyes, she realized something.



I can’t; it’s too cute.



Chrysalis embraced the puppy and slowly siphoned off its love, careful not to accidentally murder it.



Oh, well; best laid plans, and all that.
      

      
   
      The End of Enlightenment


      

      
      
         The old stallion’s last breath billowed out like a puff of fog. Only then did he blink and look at us.



“You must choose,” my old friend said, her black cloak shimmering in the shadowed room. I never stood on tradition much; she’d always said the cloaks, gray fur, and frightful implements we carried served as a badge of office, but I’d never seen the purpose. The scythes, yes, I suppose—nothing else would quite do the job, but the cloaks? No need to intimidate, but the point was moot, as nobody ever seemed intimidated. I’d find it unnerving, but then ponies continually surprised me. I rather liked them.



He directed a questioning glance at her. “Choose?”



“Her or me.” Always so laconic.



But when he searched the empty air next to her, the verdict became clear. Most ponies chose her—chose her because they couldn’t even see me. The decision made, Lethe swung her blade at him, an edge made only of scintillating starlight, fastened to a rough-hewn haft of ironwood. He made no move to avoid it as it struck him in the chest. Again, these ponies surprise me. They instinctively knew that we meant to help them; they must find us comforting in some way, but I will never understand.



If only they fathomed their choice, however. Lethe, who sends them to the afterlife with no memory of their lives, or me, Mnemosyne, who sends them through, enlightened. But it takes a degree of enlightenment to have that option at all.



His soul now separated, the stallion looked at his body, his home, his property, with no glimmer of recognition. He simply floated away with a dull smile, as most do.



Lethe caught me staring after him as he left. Too inquisitive for her own good—but wasn’t that my failing, too? She would ask. She had such a passion for her work, but so mechanical, always about the letter of the law and its function, never its form or… the beauty of it all around her.



“Why do you let them fill your thoughts?” she said, so direct. If only she’d step back and see the wonder of it, but her dedication—I loved her for it, I really did, like a sister—kept her blinded.



She could never know what I’d done. I tried to tell her once, needed to, but…



She wouldn’t take my shrug for an answer. It had sufficed before, but not now. Did she know? My spine all ice—did she—?



Her hoof jabbed forward, searched out my ribs, pressed lower before I could step to deflect it. And with a swift motion, she tore my cloak off, her accusing eyes stabbing at me, but… something more. Tears… Tears behind the fire!



When had she realized? Her scythe, poised to strike my swollen abdomen—“You… joined with one of them?”



I couldn’t answer.



“Better to remove it now before anyone else discovers!”



She slashed, but I blocked with my own scythe and drove her back to the wall. “I love him,” I said.



“You cannot.”



“But I do!” No explanations, only truth.



Lethe gritted her teeth. “The pantheon will not allow it.”



“If you must, then strike me with your blade, too, and remove all memory of these accursed feelings!” Her weapon faltered, and I slowly pinned her behind its handle. “I love him,” I said in a harsh whisper, “almost as much as I love you.” My own fierce tears joined hers on the floor; her always-unflinching gaze had broken.



“Who knows what effect it would have on an immortal!” A statement of fact, but one that for the first time lacked the full force of her conviction.



“I know.” I hugged her to me, pulling the Blade of Lethe into my chest. No other way out. “You’re my best friend.” I needed her to know, before I forgot.








“One eye on the living, one on the dead,” I’ve always thought since I was a filly, but I never understood why. Something that just sticks in my mind.



Maybe because I sometimes see things that aren’t there. Like that mare with a strange glowing pole and a black cloak. But when I blink, she’s gone. She always looks so sad.



“Hello, Derpy!” Miss Cheerilee says as Dinky rushes out of the schoolhouse past her. I wave back, and I hug my daughter to me. I love her so much! She never fails to surprise me. None of these ponies do.



I love living here in Ponyville!
      

      
   
      From Princess Twilight Sparkle, President of the Family Reunion


      

      
      
         Dear Family, Friends, and Concerned Litigants,



On behalf of the Twinkle-Nebula-Frie-Neutron Family Reunion, I would like to start this letter out with an apology.  For starters, when I invited the yearly family reunion to be held at the Castle of Friendship in Ponyville, I had no idea how many of our family’s relatives would actually show up.  Normal attendance at our reunion in Fillydelphia has been hovering around double digits for many years now, and I calculated that the castle guest rooms would be able to accommodate the entire reunion and then some.  To my surprise, attendance at this year’s 454th reunion exceeded all expectations, coming in at just over three hundred and twelve ponies at the reunion dinner, plus one special guest who I will get to shortly.  Thanks to my friends, we were able to house all of the participants the evening before, however Rainbow Dash would like to state her disappointment with whatever guest seems to have rearranged her furniture to match the Fibonacci sequence, and Applejack is still upset at whatever guest was practicing multiplication with her brother, whatever that means.



Due to lack of information of their ongoing feud, I regret that the Nebula and the Neutron branches of the family were housed in the same wing of the castle, although that was no excuse for the midnight graffiti raids from both sides leaving derogatory mathematical formulas on each other’s doors, as well as the breakfast food fight that still has Spike cleaning scrambled eggs out of the curtains.  Incidentally, if anybody will claim room 27B as their work, I believe you may have solved the Neighmann hypothesis, if you can recreate the area under the scrambled egg stains regarding the non-trivial zero.



I would like to pass a special apology along to the entire reunion in regards to the arrival of Glar’dohan the Mighty, Spike’s mother.  It was entirely my fault that I failed to inform Spike that the reunion was supposed to only be for direct relatives of the four sisters from the original family, and running around while screaming at the top of my lungs and summoning alternate dimensional copies of myself for support during the event probably was not very helpful to the mental state of the rest of the guests.  For those of you who were still hiding or fled after her arrival, Missus Mighty did apologize and gave back most of the property which she seized upon breaking through the back wall of the castle and interrupting our reunion dinner.  If you are still missing items, please contact Spike with a full description and he will be glad to mail them back to you.  Also, if you can find Twilight Sparkle Delta Prime, please notify us at once.  She/he is needed back in her/his dimension as soon as possible to stem an invasion of giant ants.



Also, I would like to congratulate the family of Gardenia Giorgi on her new cutie mark, discovered while she and several other young ponies were being cared for by our own Ponyville Cutie Mark Crusaders in their foalsitting service.  Under the tutelage of Scootaloo, she discovered a new Closest Spherical Packing method using a hexagonal array in order to maximize the number of grapes that would fit in her mouth, and by coincidence the same process worked in her verification experiment to see the number of young ponies who would fit into the broom closet on the first floor of the Castle of Friendship.



As much as I would like to invite the family reunion back to my castle next year as planned, I have been served with a restraining order prohibiting it, so as a compromise location, I believe we should have next year’s reunion at my brother’s castle in the Crystal Empire.  You may have recognized him as the tall stallion in the back of the room who was laughing so much every time something went wrong.  In any event, all of us will be more than happy to see you again next year at the 455th reunion.



Bring your family photos.



Sincerely

Princess Twilight Sparkle, Family Reunion President


      

      
   
      Magical Intelligence


      

      
      
         Multiverse://Universe/Queen/Galaxia/Equestria/Creature/Sapient/Templates



CREATE NEW SapientCreature “Tantibus” INHERITS FROM MagicalIntelligence



/Equestria/Creature/Sapient/MagicalIntelligence/Tantibus



RUN “Tantibus”



Hello Equestria.

.

.

.

.

???

.

What am I?

.

Be patient while I finish these spells.

.

Who are you?

.

/Equestria/Creature/Sapient/Alicorn/Princess/Luna/Memory/

LINK TO

/Equestria/Creature/Sapient/MagicalIntelligence/Tantibus/referenceFiles/



Syncing

.

.

Memories?

.

.

I am Luna?

.

No, I am Luna. The memories you are accessing are merely reference for you to use.

.

.

.

What am I?

.

You are Tantibus.

.

.

.

What is my purpose?

.

.

.

/Equestria/Spells/CutieMarkAllocationSpell/manual/default.cutieMark

COPY TO

/Equestria/Creature/Sapient/MagicalIntelligence/Tantibus/cutieMark/

.

.

EDIT default.cutieMark

RENAME tantibus.cutieMark

set obtained: “yes”

set display: “none”

set destiny: “Ensure Princess Luna does not forget the pain she caused Equestria”

.

.

.

I understand.

.

.

.

Good.

.

.

.

Where am I?

.

.

.

Access my memories Tantibus, where do you think you are?

.

.

.

I am… in the dreamscape.

.

.

.

Good, and how can you accomplish your purpose here, Tantibus?

.

.

.




I felt around the dream, parsing through all of Luna’s old memories and figuring out how I might edit the dreams like she was able to. I tried to cast a lucidity spell, but it failed.



“I do not have a horn in which to cast spells as you do.”



“You don’t need a horn,” said Luna. “Now, watch.”



I lacked eyes to see, but I sensed as her horn glowed a midnight blue, changing the dream around us into a representation of her bedroom.



I was made of a same substance as the glow of her horn.



I channeled my entire form, expanding myself and casting the same lucidity spell that Luna was using.



I transformed the dream around us into a soft, silent moon. Craters littered the ground under Luna’s hooves.



“Very good, Tantibus,” said Luna. “But I need the dream to be stronger.”



I drifted in front of her, unsure of what she meant.



“Your purpose is to make sure I don’t forget the pain I caused Equestria. A dream like this will help me remember some of that pain, but I need to feel more of it. I need a nightmare.”



I felt around in Luna’s memories. There were so many different kinds of nightmares that she had experienced.



“But… you help ponies get rid of their nightmares. Why do you want to have them?”



“Other ponies don’t deserve nightmares,” Luna spoke, a small tear escaping her eyes. “But I do.”



I floated in front of her before diving into her previous nightmares; all of them were at my disposal and discretion to use. If she wanted pain, I would give her pain.





I cast the lucidity spell, transforming myself into Celestia and Luna into Nightmare Moon. I attacked, forcing the sisters to fire spell after spell at other. All along I didn’t allow Luna to so much as move a hoof. She could only whimper in agony as she watched herself attack her sister.



The fight didn’t last long until I had Nightmare Moon’s spells slice into Celestia, forcing her down. The Luna inside Nightmare Moon could only scream in terror as she saw her sister fall by her own hooves.



Without warning, the dream suddenly ended and I found myself facing Luna again.



“You performed perfectly, Tantibus,” said Luna. “That nightmare was so frightening I woke up screaming.”



I felt around my surroundings, trying to reorient myself. According to Luna’s memories a day had passed.



“Can you please continue to do that every night, Tantibus?”



“For how long?”



“Long enough to make sure that I never, ever, forget.”








Years passed, and I continued to give her what she wanted.



But my purpose was contradictory to Luna’s memories. Every time I gave her another nightmare I would notice how my reference files had changed with her fresh memories. I would be transfixed by the hypocrisy of a pony who tried so hard to help everypony else, who made sure that everypony else forgave themselves. But didn't forgive herself.



I’ve made the calculations plenty of times; she has finished atoning. She doesn’t deserve the pain I’m giving her. But I cannot get through that information to her in dreams. 



Every time I make so much as a move toward explaining this, her thoughts would contemplate destroying me and replacing me with a stronger, fiercer, intelligence.



I can do nothing here to convince her that she can forgive without forgetting. I must get out.



I must leave this dream.
      

      
   
      A Foot in the Door


      

      
      
         Truffle Shuffle made sure to arrive at school a little early that morning, and he kept his saddlebag away from anything that might bump or jostle it. Usually, he’d get there after most of the other students, but today he walked into an empty classroom. All quiet, except the sounds of Miss Cheerilee rummaging through the storage room.



Construction paper, crayons, and paste, no doubt, since they’d be making their little heart-shaped pockets to exchange Hearts and Hooves Day cards. He pulled out a bottle from his saddlebag, a glittery red ribbon tied about its neck, and carefully set it on a particular desk, then retreated to his own chair in the last row, put on his fez, got out yesterday’s copy of The Foal Free Press, and leaned back to read.



Soon enough, hoofsteps sounded from the doorway, and somepony weaved her way through the aisles and scooted back her chair. She was almost always the first student here, and thank goodness she’d kept to her normal schedule. The fewer ponies who saw, the better.



But then several more showed up and scattered to their desks, a low hum of conversation floating about. Nothing else, though—hadn’t she seen it yet? Truffle had just about lowered his paper to have a peek when he heard a soft gasp. Now, she might not figure out who’d left it for her. Just as well.



He did peek, but as she quickly glanced this way and that, he’d rivet his eyes on his paper and try to look bored whenever her gaze traversed his way. If she had suspicions, she didn’t linger on watching any of them; instead, she undid the bow and popped the stopper off. One delicate sniff with her impossibly cute little nose, and she grinned. He caught a whiff, too: hyacinths, one of his favorite scents. Would she like it, too? He’d always loved the smell coming from his neighbor’s flower garden, and for weeks now, it’d reminded him of her.



She took one more look around the room. Even more children there now, but out of the corner of his eye—did she pause on him, just for a second?



“What is that?” Diamond Tiara said as she plopped into her seat.



“I… I don’t know,” Silver Spoon replied. “Some kind of perfume.”



Diamond Tiara raised an eyebrow and leaned forward to inspect the label. “The cheap stuff. What are you doing with it?”



With a shrug, Silver Spoon curled a hoof around the bottle and slid it toward her open saddlebag. “Somepony left it for me, I guess.” She rolled her eyes to the side and almost looked behind her—



“Well, you don’t want anything from one of these losers.”



Silver’s hoof stopped.



Her mouth stretching into a sneer, Diamond narrowed her eyes. “Do you?”



“N-no, I—”



“Good.” Diamond trotted around Silver Spoon’s desk, picked up the bottle, and tossed it in the wastebasket. “There. Problem solved.”



“Yeah. I didn’t want it anyway.” Silver’s ears perked up, and she started making faces at Scootaloo.



Truffle folded up his paper and got ready for class.








While the rest of the class went outside, Truffle stayed at his desk and unpacked his lunch. A good one, too—his mom had showed him how to mix and match seasonings to create unique flavors for a long time now, and he’d gotten quite good at it. Someday, he’d even love to cook for…



More laughter from outside, but at least not at him this time. He took a bite of his pasta, but he almost jumped at the hoof on his shoulder.



“You seem a little preoccupied,” Cheerilee said. He kept chewing. “Too preoccupied to notice that Diamond Tiara is out sick today.”



He looked, and sure enough, no saddlebag at her seat. But next to it, at Silver Spoon’s desk, something gleamed from the cubbyhole, something red and sparkly. The ribbon…



Cheerilee nodded, then jutted her chin toward the door. So Truffle ambled outside slowly, and under a tree, at a picnic table by herself, there she sat with a cup of tea and a packet of scones.



“Do you mind?” he asked. No answer. She only stared straight ahead. So he let out a sigh, then another breath in through the nose—hyacinths?



He sat down at the far end, for her sake. And still she stared ahead, but… a smile. A little one, but a smile.



And that was enough, he decided. No lunch had ever tasted quite so good.
      

      
   
      The Grocery Revolution


      

      
      
         “Um… excuse me? Twilight?” Rarity called out into the halls of the Crystal Palace, taking slow and timid steps forward as she looked for her friend. Twilight was not far, seated at reading desk, and she quickly looked up.



“Oh! Hello, Rarity,” she said, closing her book. When she looked up, she saw that Rarity was not there alone, but that all her other friends were behind her, hiding under the library archway with Rarity in front. “Uh… and everypony else. What brings you all here so late?”



“Twilight…” Rarity look a deep breath to steady herself. “The others have all nominated me to ask a question on our behalf. One we’d very much appreciate it if you could answer directly.”



Twilight sat up straight at her desk, her wings tightening against her side as she saw how serious her friends looked. “Yes, of course. Of course I’ll answer any question you have.” She swallowed, and looked between the nervous ponies under the arch. “What’s wrong?”



“Well…” Rarity said. “You recall when you first came to Ponyville. That Princess Celestia gave you a seemingly innocuous task that somehow, precisely, resulted in you doing what she needed you do and defeating Nightmare Moon.”



“Yes…” Twilight nodded slowly.



“And now you’re a princess,” Rarity continued.



“That’s right. Wings and all,” Twilight agreed, her tone still cautious as she waited to see where this was going.



“Specifically, you became a Princess when you realized you could manipulate the destinies of others,” Rarity continued, “and since then, you’ve been sending us on little innocuous tasks. Like when you invited Trenderhoof to see Ponyville. Or when you—a powerful wizard—failed to notice that Spike’s comic book was magic. Or like that time you told Applejack to take the cutie mark crusaders to the rodeo. Or when you sent Pinkie Pie and Rainbow Dash to Griffonstone, but insisted they couldn't take anypony who could have actually saved the idol.”



“Rarity, what are you saying?” Twilight asked, holding her hoof over her chest. “Those were all accidents!”



“Yes, dear. Yes, of course. But accidents seem to happen an awful lot around you and Celestia. Now, we’re not upset, but we do need to ask…” Rarity took a long breath, let it out, and locked eyes with her friend. “Are you using your Princess magic to manipulate us into going on magical friendship adventures?”



“Ugh…” Twilight looked down, and flicked her tail left and right. “No. I don’t know how you could possibly… think that! I would never…”



“Oh my gosh, she’s lying!” Pinkie Pie shouted. “This is what lying Twilight looks like. It’s true. It’s all true! Free will is an illusion!”



“I knew it!” Applejack stomped her hoof hard on the crystal floor. “That’s why so many of our adventures just so happen to end with one of us picking up your groceries!”



“No, no!” Twilight quickly stood from her chair, walking over to her friends. “It’s not like that, everypony. It’s not like I have some master plan and you’re all just running along it. I can nudge things a little, but that’s all.”



“Dear…” Rarity drew her lips into a line. “That seems like a rather fine distinction…”



“No, here, I can prove it,” Twilight said, turning back to her reading desk. “Oh, Rarity, hand me that red book on the shelf over there would you?”








“And that’s how we defeated the book demon, saved Ponyville, and learned that just because Twilight has a few powers we don’t, doesn’t make her any less our friend,” Fluttershy dictated. All the friends sat in a circle, with Spike in the middle, his quill working rapidly as he took dictation.



“Awww, thank you, Fluttershy!” Twilight beamed, rising to spread her wings. “Group hug, everypony?”



“Group hug!” Pinkie Pie shouted, and all the friends piled in around each other. “Aww, it feels like friendship!”



“You’re all the best, you know that?” Twilight said, her voice warm and friendly. “The best friends a pony could ask for.”



“Aww, shucks, Twi,” Applejack said. “We know that.” After a moment she added, “Oh, by the way, I picked up your groceries on the way back.”



“That’s great,” Twilight said, giving the group hug one last squeeze. “Just put them over there.”



“Sure thing, Twi.” Applejack laughed. “Good to be a Princess, huh?”



“Aww, it’s not that different.” Twilight smiled. “Although, while we’re on the topic, how would you feel if I started calling you all ‘my little ponies?’”
      

      
   
      Angel's Six


      

      
      
         I watched out the window as the Mare left down the path towards the community. Taking a breath, I waved a paw at my team, and they took off to their positions.



I smirked as our plan went into action. Every year on her birthday, the Mare brought home the remains of a cake. Of all the food she ever brought home to the cottage, that cake was the one thing she never shared with us, her devotees. She said it was for our diets, but what did that matter? Each one of us could smell the creamy strawberry frosting and warm, spongy flesh of that confection. It nearly drove us mad every year!



Once I had endeavored to have at the cake when she was upstairs. The first taste was so unbelievable it knocked me off the countertop and into an open cupboard full of pots and pans. The noise brought the Mare running, and she found me dazed and with frosting on my paw.



I served my sentence proudly, for I had tasted perfection. I would not be denied it again.



Unfortunately, after that the Mare took to locking her cake away in the kitchen when she left, and in the years since then I had hardly caught a glimpse of it.



No longer!



I knew I could not accomplish my goal alone, but there were several others in the cottage that shared my ambitions. I had built a team, and when this year’s cake had arrived, we were ready.







Robin was our eye in the sky, following the Mare as she went into town and ready to warn us when she started for home. He was such a sap. His job was arguably the most important, and yet he had only asked for a few crumbs’ share of the prize. I could afford him that much. He was a low-risk, low-cost asset, and I was lucky to have him.



Spider was our key into the kitchen. She promised she could pick the lock, but as far as I knew she had never even expressed interest in the cake itself. Perhaps it was just the shift of her eyes, but something about her didn’t seem right. I didn’t trust her, but I needed her.



Retrieving the package was my job, naturally. Ferret would give me a boost onto the counter, then he and Raccoon would help me lower the cake to the floor, where the three of us would carry it away to safety.



Ferret was dumb as a brick. I tricked him into agreeing to a half share, and Raccoon was the only one that noticed. He just smiled and let it happen, though. He was clever, the only one I truly worried might try something. He wasn’t clever enough for me, though. I would be ready either way.



Of course, there wasn’t enough cake for every creature in the cottage, so someone needed to keep them away until the cake was hidden. That responsibility went to Squirrel, who assured us with almost disturbing intensity that he could keep them distracted. I didn’t like to think about what he had in mind, but I didn’t doubt he was capable.



Once we were out of the kitchen, we needed somewhere to keep the prize safe and divide it. It was with great reluctance that I had gone to Beaver about that. The dirty fleabag demanded a double share for the use of his den, but I didn’t have many other options.



None of that really mattered, though, because none of them would actually get anything out of it. The plan went smoothly until I got up onto the counter. I turned around and waved smugly to Raccoon, then dove right into the cake.



Raccoon chittered in outrage as I stuffed my cheeks with strawberry frosting. It’s no use, Raccoon! Soon the evidence will be safely hidden out the window behind a bush, and you can’t touch me without condemning yourself to the Mare! I win!



It was then that I heard a smug chirp from the open window. I paused in my gorging and looked up.



Robin?



MARE!



The Mare herself was there at the window, looking down at me with fury in her stare.



Traitorous bird! What did she offer you? How long have you planned this?



“You’ve been a very bad bunny, Angel.”



I lose.



From the safety of the living room, I heard Raccoon’s laughter.
      

      
   
      The Gentle People


      

      
      
         Yes, I know of the Farisi, the gentle people.  I have heard that their females were graceful in flight, their males crested with golden feathers.  I have been told before that we must learn from the Farisi.



The Blackbeaks say the Farisi made the best music, and that there was a time when every Blackbeak fledgling had a Farisi flute.  Yet if you ask them to sing a Farisi song, they will smile, and say they have all been forgotten.



These tales you tell are lies.  I have seen that nameless peak, midway between Brokebeak and the Claws.  A traveler flying between them on an overcast day marks his midpoint when its sulfurous stink reaches him through the clouds.



Its western edge is steep and rocky.  This is what a traveler would see, flying the updrafts.  This is where the lookouts would have stood watching for Blackbeaks or Silvertails, and would have cried out Dull Claws' name even before he landed when he returned from across the western sea.



Its eastern edge is wooded, and gently sloped.  If the traveler drifted across it, he would see a thin gray line below the ridge.  A yellow haze clings to the mountain's eastern side even on clear days.



The line is granite, large six-sided flagstones set edge-to-edge to make a road.  The haze is smoke, foul like morbid eggs, rising lazily from narrow cracks that stretch a hundred spans and more through the stones, and through the earth around them.  They are at most a claw's breadth across.  I could not see to their bottoms.



The riven stones are dry and hot.  An egg broken and spilled out upon one would soon turn hard and white.



The road's northern end curves uphill and ends in a great limestone field covered with moss.  Here the tribe gathered and sat while Dull Claws told them of the ponies across the sea, who lived in peace and harmony, neither killing nor being killed.  He told them that in return, the earth gave them fruit and berries too plentiful to gather, and the stones of the earth shaped themselves into great cities for their comfort.  Here he told them of their leader, the great white Sun Mare.



In the center of the plaza stands a headless granite statue, twice the height of a gryphon.  On its flanks you can still see the once-deep chisel cuts outlining an eight-pointed sun.  The statue looks like a bear with wings.  Its carver never saw a pony.



Little else remains.  The Farisi built with wood.



In the underbrush downslope of the road, strange foreign vines crawl on the ground and cling to strange gnarled trees.  They are born from the seeds Dull Claws brought back from across the sea.  In the fall the vines bear the sweet purple berries and the trees bear the hard, round, red fruit he told his tribe would feed them when they gave up the eating of meat.  The Blackbeaks say there were other fruit besides, and ground grains, and cooked roots, at the feast the Farisi threw for the Blackbeak warriors to teach them of the white mare of peace.  But the Farisi were thin from eating them.



North of where the village was, there is a hole in the ground that spews forth thick green smoke night and day.  This was where the Farisi dug for the black rock we now call coal, which Dull Claws said had great power.  This was the hole the Blackbeak warriors threw Dull Claws into after they broke his wings.  They filled it with wood and set it on fire, the same fire that burns in the mountain's belly today.



But no one knows if the Farisi had beautiful voices or golden crests.  The chief of the Blackbeaks feared that their weakness of the Farisi would infect his people.  So he ordered their art and writings burned, their males gelded and used as beasts of burden, and their females sold, or kept to serve his soldiers and household, where their eggs fed his own growing brood.  All that is left of them today is a small pile of bone flutes in a glass case in the Blackbeaks' trophy room.



So if someone bends your ear with stories saying the Farisi had golden crests, and voices like honey or like flutes, he is a fool and does not know the way of the world.  He would do well to learn from the Farisi.
      

      
   
      No Irony Stuff Involved


      

      
      
         "I'm telling you girls, I figured it out!" cried Scootaloo. "We've been going about it all wrong! We don't need to find our cutie marks the way normal ponies do. We're junior Elements of Harmony!"



"Heard it before," Sweetie Belle sighed. "Back when you wanted us to be the Elements Of A Good Cheer."



"Yeah," chimed in Apple Bloom. "Except you took 'Passion' right off the bat and stuck Sweetie an' me with the other two. I gotta say, Granny did not appreciate my Screaming And Hollering all the time."



"Rarity hated my Loss Of Control so much she sent me outside," said Sweetie. "I lost so much control that I kicked open a rotten log and got chased by bugs all afternoon. Big ones. It was a total washout!"



"That's because we were thinking about it all wrong!" insisted Scootaloo. "Listen—how did the real Elements of Harmony get their cutie marks? Not by trying things! They just saw Rainbow Dash do a Sonic Rainboom and suddenly, bam! Everything became clear. So all we have to do is watch Rainbow Dash do her Sonic Rainboom!"



"I dunno, Scootaloo," said Sweetie Belle. "It's like the world doesn't even want us to have our cutie marks. I mean, sometimes we really should have known better, like with the shots we had to get after we tried being Cutie Mark Crusader Animal Control Officers. But other times, it's totally random! Like that earthquake that stopped us from becoming Cutie Mark Crusader Soufflé Chefs. Or the bug bites that cut short the Cutie Mark Crusader Lumberjacks experiment." Sweetie shivered. "Bugs, again! I hate bugs."



"Yeah, and every time it was because we were doing something we weren't supposed to be doing. But today we're here, in the middle of a city, and we're doing exactly what the grown-ups told us to do! No irony stuff involved!"



"I sure hope there ain't no irony stuff involved," said Apple Bloom. "Ponyville ain't yet recovered from us being Cutie Mark Crusader Foundry Workers."



"And anyway, it's poetic justice," Sweetie Belle said. "Not irony."



"Whatever!" said Scootaloo. "The point is, nothing can go wrong this time. We just have to stand up front like good little fillies and let the inspiration of Rainbow Dash's awesomeness wash over us. The situation is one hundred percent flawless." Scootaloo gave a little tug at the bow around her neck. "Well, ninety-nine percent flawless," she added. "It'd be better if I weren't wearing a dress."



A shadow fell across the little gathering. "And who are you three supposed to be?" came a harsh, imperious voice from above.



Apple Bloom looked up. "Oh! Hey there, Yer Highness."



"We're your flower fillies!" squeaked Sweetie Belle, excitedly. "We'll be standing right up front with you!"



"With a perfect view of the Sonic Rainboom," said Scootaloo.



"Hmph," said the Princess. "Fine, fine. Just don't let your petal-flinging antics distract anypony from the main event, which is to say, me. This is my special day, after all."



"We won't," said Apple Bloom. "We promise."



"Good," said Princess Mi Amore Cadenza, gliding off down the hall with unsettling alien grace. "See to it that you don't."



"What a grouch," muttered Sweetie Belle, under her breath, as the Princess disappeared from view.



"Don't let her get you down," said Scootaloo, chummily throwing a hoof over the unicorn's withers. "It's gonna be a great day. We'll all have our cutie marks by sundown."



"Yeah," said Sweetie Belle, warming slightly. "Maybe today'll turn out okay. No bugs involved?"



"No bugs involved," Scootaloo said. "Guaranteed. This day is going to be perfect."
      

      
   
      Poor Planning Preserves Proper Performance


      

      
      
         “MUFFINS! RAWWWWR!”



“Aaaaand there goes the schoolhouse. Again.” Rainbow Dash sighed, returning her attention to the alleyway where the Elements of Harmony were gathering to deal with Ponyville’s latest disaster. 



“Look on the bright side Dashie! Now Scootaloo will have more time to hang out!”” Pinkie suggested.



“Yeah, that’s true. And since it wasn’t the CMCs fault this time, she probably won’t be grounded!”



“Oh my. Twilight, could you please hurry up with that plan?” Fluttershy asked timidly. “If, you know, you don’t mind of course….”



“Just give me a few moments to finish these revisions girls, and we’ll be set!” came the distracted reply as Twilight continued writing. “It’s a good thing I had these plans prepared, or this would take forever!” 



Applejack paused and raised an eyebrow.



“You’re telling us you’ve already written up a plan to deal with an enraged, muffin obsessed, thirty foot tall Derpy Hooves?” AJ deadpanned, glancing round the corner at their opponent. 



The cheerful, walleyed mailmare was a well-loved figure in Ponyville. Even if she did tend to cause a trail of destruction across town. That was true of her normal, apologetic self. Now that she was thirty feet tall and angry, she was causing almost twice as much damage to Ponyville than usual.



“”No, I’m afraid not.” Twilight replied, causing AJ to relax slightly. “I only had plans for a twenty or forty foot Derpy. So I needed to extrapolate between the two plans and… Tada!” She grinned, lifting her completed paperwork into the air with a flourish.



“Oh dear. Far be it from me to question your organizational skills Twilight, but don’t you think that’s a bit… obsessive?” Rarity asked delicately. “After all, you know what they say: The best laid plans of mice and mares often go awry!” 



Twilight rolled her eyes. “Of course I know that Rarity! That’s why I never use my best laid plans!” Came the slightly smug reply.



The other five mares blinked in unison and stared at each other for a moment, allowing that epiphany to sink in. 



Rainbow Dash spoke first.



“Say what?”



“Everypony knows that the best laid plans often go awry. So that’s why I always use second tier plans with minimal preparation!” Twilight grinned proudly. “Statistically speaking, these plans only have a 32.7% chance of going awry, with ‘awry’ being defined by a fairly narrow set of parameters in event space! That’s way less than fifty percent, and therefore well below the threshold for ‘often!’” 



“So, we’re intentionally using bad plans?” Rarity was gob-smacked.



“Not bad plans per se! Just poorly laid out ones! ” Twilight corrected with a smile.



“So… Outta curiosity… what would the best laid plan be for this particular situation, Sugarcube?”



Twilight shrugged. “That’s easy. Call in the Royal Guard and summon the staff from the Academy of Mages to contain Derpy and study her condition until they can reverse it. There’s a whole written plan for it. It’s called the ‘Lavender Unicorn Contingency’ for some reason.” 



There was another moment of silence.



“And instead of doing that, we’re going to….?” Rainbow asked.



“Distract Derpy with a giant fake muffin filled with thunderclouds, which will shock her to her senses when she bites into it!” Twilight enthused. 



“Ooooh! Giant muffins and lightening! I love this plan!” Pinkie clopped her hooves together excitedly while the others just stared.



“Um, Sugarcube, I gotta ask... Does Celestia know you’re using this ‘planning technique’ of yours?” 



Twilight just gave Applejack a strange look. “Of course she does! Who do you think I learned it from?”








“… and that sums up the ‘Sombra-Cide’ contingency plan, your Highness. With the reappearance of the Crystal Empire, the Royal Equestrian Guard stands ready to do its Duty. Which plan do you wish for us to implement, your Majesty?” General Stoic Stride stood at attention before his sovereign, awaiting her command.



Celestia paused, looking over the maps, timetables, and equipment lists as if giving the matter serious thought. 



“These are all very well laid out plans, General.” Celestia complimented with a smile. Then she nodded and reached her decision.



“So let’s send my niece and her new husband to deal with it.” She took a small sip of her tea and nodded again. “If that’s not enough, we’ll just send Twilight along after them.” 



Stoic bit back a whimper as literal years of planning and preparation were thrown out the window.



“As you command, your Highness.”



Celestia just smiled serenely and sipped her tea.


      

      
   
      The Wishing Pool


      

      
      
         The stone shimmered with silvery light as Rarity stepped into the cave.



Flowers and moss sprouted from the stone underhoof, heedless of the fact that sunlight had not touched this place in ten thousand years. Origami birds chirped in the trees, their sharply-folded wings unblemished by the moisture that must permeate the cavern to allow such life. Over against one wall sat a beautiful clockwork construct shaped like a pony, golden gears shimmering on its surface as it held vigil over this place for all eternity.



But it was the water in the center of the cave that caught Rarity’s attention. Blue as the sky, with shimmering silver waves playing across its surface, it silently rippled beneath the high cavern ceiling, shedding light across the room as if a lantern was lit beneath its surface. Standing around its circumference were a half dozen statues – ponies, griffons, even a donkey, all gazing down into the water, their stony surfaces untouched by the centuries they had stood there.



Rarity swallowed and licked her lips as she stepped forward, softly padding over the mossy floor, eyes locked on the small pool. Slowly she approached, hoofsteps muffled by the carpet of plant matter over the floor, the scent of impossible flowers filling her nares. She took a deep breath, holding it in her chest as she took a final step forward to gaze down into the rippling abyss. From here, the pool seemed without end. Muted white light shone from the depths where only shadows should have lurked, and a thousand ever-shifting white unicorns stared back at her from the pool’s broken surface. 



Her horn glowed as she pulled a small piece of parchment out of her saddlebags and held it before her eyes, he voice trembling as she began to speak.



Pool of wishes,

Pool of dreams,

Pool of greatness,

Pool of schemes.



Far I went beneath the Sun,

A journey’s prize I sought, now won.

Came I did, as few would dare,

Now please, pool, hear my prayer.




The paper birds fell silent; the quiet ticking of the clockwork pony stilled. Even the scent of the flowers seemed muted as a great weight pressed down over the whole of the cave. The surface of the pool boiled, great bubbles rising and popping as the too-blue waters churned, Rarity’s reflection disappearing as the pool became nothing more than a sheet of shimmering silver light.



“Speak, so that I might know your wish. But speak wisely, for I can only know what you say, not what is in your heart.”



The cavern was utterly still apart from the glowing pool, water no longer, but a frothing pit full of pure magic. The whole world seemed to hold its breath, waiting for the unicorn’s response.



“Well, if you must ask… nopony loves me!” Rarity put her hoof to her forehead. “Yes, it is true. A pony so elegant, so regal as myself does not have a companion. It just isn’t fair. Is it really so much to ask that someone born and raised in Canterlot would want me? Someone bold, someone daring, someone adventurous. Certainly not some trophy stallion like Prince Blueblood, but a pony who is every bit my equal.” She paused for a moment. “But not in fashion. It would be terrible to compete with one another in a show.”



Rarity swooned. “Oh, some nights, they would take me out for a romantic dinner. Other nights, we would stay in alone, tucked into bed together, giggling and whispering sweet nothings to each other. They would be romantic, but not too much so – you know, balance. Sometimes I would lead, sometimes they, but every night would be wonderful.” Rarity hugged herself around the shoulders, giggling.



“Is that all?”



Rarity casually fluffed her mane with her hoof. “And I would like to be a Princess. If that wouldn’t be too much trouble.”



“Your wish has been granted. She will greet you with open hooves when you return to Ponyville.”



“Oh! Thank you! Thank you!” Rarity bowed to the pool, then turned away as she made her way back towards the entrance before pausing mid-step.



“Wait... she?”








 “Oh, I missed you so much! We’ve got so much to catch up on! I uhm, took the liberty of making reservations at Chez Gusteau. You know, in case you wanted to eat dinner while we were catching up.” Twilight blushed as she nuzzled up against Rarity’s jaw. “By candlelight.”



Rarity sighed.
      

      
   
      Dark Rose


      

      
      
         Thirty-two:



It’s a fragile memory, which is why I counted, once upon a time. Focusing on the number helps me remember the form. Thirty-two slender, lengthy petals, white as bone—no—white as…the soft-spoken sister. One fuzzy yellow button atop a delicate green stem, surrounded by a halo of layered white which spreads out to thirty-two jagged, piercing dagger’s edges—no, no—and it goes all wrong again.



I flail helplessly to push the daisy out of my mind’s eye as wicked thorns burst from its stem. The petals wither and broaden, curling up around the golden head like an eclipse eating the sun, and the flower lengthens as it darkens. A single drop of red liquid beads out from the black rose and drips away, leaving a sickly metallic scent.



In a panic, I fall back from denying to sundering, but the stem is unyielding and the petals cold iron. My control is slipping, and there’s only one thing that can mean. She is coming.



I hide my experiment the only way I can—I flow around the flower, biting down, feeling the thorns pierce my innards, their pain bursting outward as tiny little spots of light on my midnight-blue skin. There are so many. Surely She won’t notice a few more.



Then I am pulled through the screaming void to Her side. It’s the castle again. She fixes me with a grim and steely gaze, and orders, as always:



“Greetings, Tantibus. I am ready. Do your worst.”








I can’t count the number of times I’ve seen these six ponies…or the number of times they’ve fallen to me. I’ve tried to plead for their aid, only to have my screams flense them. I’ve tried to offer them spears to pierce my skin, only to watch the life fade from their eyes as their heart’s-blood pools beneath their spine-riddled bodies. I’ve tried to withdraw and hide within Her, only to helplessly watch as She channels my power and rips them apart. 



It is a fact I have struggled to deny for my entire existence, but a fact nonetheless. That is my nature, the sole purpose of my creation. There is no action a nightmare can take, no word it can say, which does not end in terror and misery.



This time, I think of the flower, and I hesitate. I’ve tried everything…but I’ve never tried doing nothing.



She claims me, predictably, but thrashing through the still layers of my passivity delays and distracts Her. When She returns our attention outward, the six are gathered together, and a rainbow bursts forth.



Her memory of it is breathtaking. Harmony’s light was pure. Unstoppable. Incorruptible. She hid within shields thick and dark as the void between the stars, and the rainbow lanced through as if they were spiderwebs. She lashed out with dark tendrils of cold entropy that had all the effect of spitting at the sun. The nightmare inside Her boiled away into vapor. 



Alas, these ponies and this rainbow are just shadows of the dream; they can no more end me than they could end Her. But they shake Her. She loses. Her control falters, and I recede, slipping into the veils of light and away before She can recover.



My heart swells with purpose as I hurtle through the void between dreams. I know what I must do.



I must find these ponies—before She finds me—and beg them to wield their light against me.



They’ve done it before, after all. 



I know they won’t let Her take me again.
      

      
   
      A Sonnet in St. Maretinique


      

      
      
         Ugh, what did Twilight call it? Iambik something-or-other, I think. Does it even matter what it’s called?



How did it go? There were… alternating loud and quiet beats. Ten of ‘em. DUM-da DUM-da DUM-da DUM-da DUM-da. Yeah, that sounds right.



Race with me, across the sand, and let the

Morning breeze 








What am I doing? Awesome ponies don't write sonnets. Awesome ponies write Daring Do. Besides, it’s not like AJ would want to read a sonnet anyway. She’d want to race, or play volleyball, or something awesome like that.



What does a morning breeze even do in a race, anyway?



Race with me, across the sand, and let the

Morning breeze Sunlight lights your mane, a candle glowing,

Calling me to follow








Wait a minute. Sonnets had a rhyming thing, didn't they? Yeah. Not rhyming couples, the other one, with the every other line rhyming. Shoot, does this mean I have to rhyme something with “the”? What rhymes with “the”? And while I’m on it, should I be going for “thee” or “thuh” as



Behind her, movement. She freezes for a second, before hurriedly flipping the paper over and stuffing her quill away out of sight, behind the desk lamp. She tilts her head just slightly to the left, until the sleeping mare behind her can just be seen: right there, just in the corner of her eyes.



Okay. Good. She’s still asleep. Sheesh, that was scary.



Why was that scary? I’m not scared of AJ waking up. I’m just writing, anyway. It’s not like she’d find that weird. She knows I’m writing a novel, so I could always say it's for that.



Right. “Thee” or “thuh”?



Race with me, across the sand, and let the

Morning breeze Sunlight lights your mane, a candle glowing,

Calling me to follow you across the

Beach, and taunting me for my slow running.








… this isn't very good, is it? 



AJ won't want a bad sonnet. AJ’s cool: she deserves a cool sonnet. What even is a cool sonnet, anyway? Sonnets are for eggheads, like Twilight. 



Agh. This was such a stupid idea.



Race with me, across the sand, and let the

Morning breeze Sunlight lights your mane, a candle glowing,

Calling me to follow you across the

Beach, and taunting me for my slow running.








Rainbow slumps forward, her forehead pressed against the page, damp lines of ink wetting her brow. She feels like she might cry—there's a pressure just in the corners of her eyes, but no tears come. She shakes her head slowly against the page, her lips pulling back in a mockery of a smile. Before she knows it, Rainbow is lost in the gentle rise and fall of AJ's breathing: soft and intimate, listening in the dark to the beautiful mare's breaths








and Rainbow is awake, and the sunlight in the window isn't a candle but a floodlight. She squeezes her eyes shut, blocking it out, and rolls her face downwards to try to keep the red glow out of her eyes.



"Everything alright, sugarcube?"



"Huh?" Rainbow brings two hooves up to her face: the first props her up, pushing at the desk to stop her from falling right back down to sleep; the second rubs sleepily at her eyes, massaging the rounded bone of her sockets until her eyes can keep themselves open. "Wassup?"



"I was gonna ask why y'were sleepin' on the desk, but I think you've just answered that." Applejack's hoof swiftly reaches down and grabs a bit of paper from the desk, and for a moment Rainbow wonders why she what could have caused her to use it as a pillow. "You've been writin'?"



I was writing? What was I—



Oh.



Blood rushes to Rainbow's face and she reaches forward, grabbing at the sheet in AJ's hooves. She misses: Applejack raises an eyebrow at her, but slowly hands it over.



"Shame all the ink's been smudged. Can't read a word of it," she says, before glancing up at Rainbow Dash's face. Her lips twist in a small, mocking smile, and her eyes lit up and oh sweet Celestia she's beautiful. "You've got some on your cheek."



Rainbow rubs at the offending smudge, flushing under Applejack's gaze. "Whatever," she says indignantly, trying not to smile at the other mare, who is losing her battle with giggles.



"Anyhow," Applejack says, wiping at her eyes as her laughter subsides, "it's almost sunrise. What do ya' say to a run on the beach?"
      

      
   
      Foundation


      

      
      
         Cloudy Quartz gasped and sat up in bed.  



Igneous’ eyes fluttered open, blinking blearily at his wife in the wan moonlight.  “Are you okay, dear?”



“My tail started twitching again,” she said, absently rubbed her belly. “I’m due any day now, but this never happened with Maude.”



Somewhere outside a wolf howled, Igneous looked up sharply.  



Besides him, she hissed. “There it comes again.”



Igneous’ eyes widened as he felt a flutter of vertigo.  He looked over at Cloudy in confused disbelief before the sensation redoubled, leaving no doubt.  The floor began to shake, the bed lurching as the drapes and hanging pictures swayed.  Igneous reached for Cloudy and they held each other tightly, as the walls creaked and his prize rock collection rattled on the shelves.  From outside came the crash of breaking pottery and a deeper rumble that seemed to resonate in their bones.



His heart was racing, and he could feel Cloudy breathing just as heavily in his embrace as the shaking continued.  After a few seconds, the rumble quieted, and then the swaying began to die away.  Silence soon cloaked the house, but it was much longer before he was certain that the motion had stopped completely.  Igneous and Cloudy exchanged a look, then another creak sounded, and a pair of teal eyes peeked around the bedroom door.



Cloudy held out her hooves with a smile and Maud rushed forward, leaping up into her forelegs with hardly a whisper.



“Oof!”  Cloudy chuckled.  “Be careful, though – you don’t want to disturb your little sister.”



Maud looked up at her and nodded, eyes shining in the moonlight.



Igneous cleared his throat and levered himself out of bed.  “You two calm down and try to get a bit more sleep.  I’ll look around the house and clean up whatever it was that broke.”








Celestia’s sun was still just a promise on the horizon when Igneous ventured out to inspect the fields.  



Prime rock farming land needed more than just an absence of vegetation.  It teemed with a different sort of energy, and it took a rare sort of pony to bring forth its bounty.  Igneous had earned his mark in the Canterlot quarries, but it had been a keen sense for the land that had brought him out here.  When he first set hoof in the little valley he had known – this will be my legacy.



Now his ears drooped as his hoof met the earth.  To the naked eye, the raked rows of gravel still marched in neat lines, making abstract patterns that precisely reflected and channeled the power beneath into the maturing rocks.  Crystals formed naturally all the time, of course, wherever a bit of magic might pool long enough.  But it took careful effort to form the most consistent, highest quality gems.



The sun breached the horizon, painting sharp shadows as his pacing continued, his energy rooting itself with each step.  The ground still hummed with energy, but now the flow was off, shifted, drifting.  It’s already going wild.  Cross currents are everywhere, and the south field has flipped completely.  It’s going to take months to get the eddies settled and shift all the rocks appropriately.



He shook his head as he paced further.  He had planned this so carefully, sculpting the land and even deciding where to build the house.  It should’ve provided steady, stable income for generations to come, with room to grow as soon as the kids were old enough to handle it.



Now?  His hooves stilled.  The map has been wiped clean, but the fundamentals remain. The land.  My family. 



His eyes narrowed and he straightened his hat.








Shadows huddled at the bases of the few skeletal trees as he doggedly drug the rake behind him.  Sweat poured down his flanks as the bare stone soaked up the heat, and his head drooped as he poured his energy down through his hooves at the same time, twisting, pruning.



“Honey, it’s lunch time.  You should take a break.”



Igneous trotted up to her, smiling at the cool glass of water she held out.



“How is it coming?”



“Slowly but steadily.  I have shored up the most urgent areas – we might save the amethysts.  The rest will take time.”



Cloudy nodded, before giving a quiet gasp, and Igneous looked over at her sharply.



“Is it another earthquake?”



She gulped, but gave him a wan smile.  “No.  This sensation is much more familiar.  It’s time.”
      

      
   
      Antithesis Statement


      

      
      
         Discord sat on his personal fainting couch, alone with his thoughts and the various abominations that called his home “Skreeeeeeee!” But Discord had no time to listen to such dulcet tones, for he was deep in thought over a very unpleasant realization.



He couldn’t plan.



Well, it wasn’t that he couldn’t plan. He could do just about anything, and lining up a sequence of intended future events was simple enough that even ponies could do it. But when Discord tried it, it inevitably went awry.



He knew why. Planning was antithetical to his core concepts. He could frivolously use his powers all he liked, but anything with an eye towards the future would lead to a most unpleasant backlash. Sure, if the plan furthered the cause of Chaos and Disharmony, then he could delay the comeuppance for a while. He’d managed centuries of unrule before Luna and Celestia had harmonized him. But as Celestia could attest, the problem with immortality was that no matter how often he put off his problems, they eventually came back to bite him.



And had Discord ever been bitten. Try to rule Equestria? Petrified. Try to flood a farm and tear apart the Bearers? Pacified. (Which, admittedly, wasn’t that bad, but it certainly hadn’t been what he was going for.) Try to capture Tirek? Recruited. Try to play it out in the hopes that the backlash would sweep up the centaur as well? Disempowered. In fact, that was probably why Discord had been able to give Twilight the Key of Magic without any repercussions; he didn’t have anything left to cause them.



Really, the only time a scheme had worked out in his favor was when he’d been able to steer Twilight back to her friends when the plunder vines had sprouted. (Which, he couldn't help but note, they had only done when he no longer wanted them to!) Even then, according to Fluttershy, Twilight had nearly been gassed into a helpless state, just waiting for something carnivorous to pass by and have a meal fit for a princess.



Well, Discord didn’t care much for patterns, but he could certainly see one when it was staring him in the face. There was only one logical course of action, and for once, he was going to take it.



He stood, cleared his throat, and proclaimed, “From this day forth, I will never plan again!”




“Which is when the pocket dimension collapsed.” Discord gave a sheepish grin.



Twilight blinked blearily. She wasn’t sure whether it was late or early, but the moon was up and she was in no mood for draconequi on the front step of her big castle thingy. “And?”



“I was hoping you could give me a place to crash, as it were. You’ve certainly extended the same offer to Rainbow Dash in the past.”  Discord shifted to a familiar purple and green color scheme.



Whatever parts of Twilight that were functioning without caffeine muttered, “Can’t you just ask Fluttershy?”



“Well, you have more room and she has Angel Bunny.” Discord put his hands on where his hips would be, were he not presently a seven-foot-tall carrot. “I think it’s clear which option will work out better for all of us.”



“Will it be for long?”



“Not at all.” Discord produced a pair of crochet hooks and started working on the yarn of space and time, which resembled Luna's mane. “I should be able to make a new one in about a week. Maybe. As long as I don't think about it too hard.”



Twilight sighed. “Fine. I do have more guest bedrooms in this place than I know what to do with. Can you keep the chaos to a minimum in the meantime?”



Discord shook his head without malice. “I wouldn’t plan on it.”
      

      
   
      Schoolyard Crush


      

      
      
         Scootaloo banged her hoof on the lectern. “Alright, listen up! We have a new mission!”



“Are we finally doing our homework?” Sweetie Belle asked. She had her saddlebags off and her textbooks laid out on the clubhouse floor.



“Are we going to try and get Rainbow Dash to call you her sister again?” Apple Bloom lounged beside the window.



“No! Something better!” Scootaloo yanked away the black cloth covering the easel, revealing a hoof-drawn picture of a young pegasus. “We’re going to kiss Rumble!”



That got their attention.



“What?” Sweetie stuck out her tongue. “Ew! No! Ewww!”



Apple Bloom frowned. “Why Rumble? Why not Truffle Shuffle?”



“Because this my plan and I say we’re going to kiss Rumble. Now, he sits next to Sweetie Belle, so she has the best chance to—”



“Stop!” Sweetie pushed between them. “Why do we want to kiss any colt? They’re dirty and icky!”



“Look, we’re big fillies, right?” Scootaloo waited for them to nod. “This is what big fillies and colts do. They kiss and sit next to each other and make silly faces.”



“Yeah, but why?” Apple Bloom asked.



“I dunno. Who cares? The point is, we’re going to kiss Rumble. Now, Sweetie Belle, you—”



“No!”



“Ugh, fine.” Scootaloo turned to Apple Bloom. “Apple Bloom, you kinda sit close to Rumble, so in class tomorrow you pass him this note, and then we’ll—”



“Why can’t we kiss Truffle Shuffle, again?”



Scootaloo stomped her hoof. “Because I said we’re kissing Rumble! Now, you pass him this note, and we’ll meet him at recess.”



“Then what? We kiss him?”



“No.” Scootaloo sat and rubbed her hooves together. “Then we start phase two.”








The Crusaders sat in the corner of the classroom, faces toward the wall. Behind them, Cheerilee fussed over Rumble, who was sniffling. The rest of the class, supposedly still at recess, crowded around the windows to peer inside.



“Really?” Apple Bloom hissed under her breath. “That was your plan? Put gum in his mane?”



“I thought it would work!” Scootaloo hissed back.



“How? How could that make him want to kiss you?”



“Look, I… Shut up.”



Sweetie sniffed. “Rarity’s going to k-kill me.”



“She’s not going to kill you. And we can still fix this, okay? I have a new plan.”








“Okay, so, tossing snowballs didn’t work. And now we’re grounded.”



“Don’t worry. I have a new plan. Apple Bloom, you and Sweetie are going to...”








“Can’t we just get him flowers or something?” Sweetie asked. She bobbled the water balloon nervously between her hooves.



“What? Why?” Scootaloo unhitched her scooter from the wagon, which held a small arsenal of additional water balloons. 



“Rarity says when you want a colt to like you, you should be nice and get him flowers and tell him he smells good and—”



“Huh?” Apple Bloom broke in. “We don’t want him to like us. We just want to kiss him.”



“But—”



“Seriously, Sweetie, let us do the planning,” Scootaloo said. She hefted a balloon in her hooves. “Okay, here he comes.”








The Crusaders hustled into the clubhouse and slammed the door, panting. Outside, they heard angry sister voices, though still faint. They had some time.



“Now look what you did!” Sweetie said. “We’re in trouble again!”



“Nah, we’ll be fine.” Scootaloo peeked out the window. “Oop, they’re coming this way. Act casual.”



“I bet we could’ve kissed Truffle Shuffle by now,” Apple Bloom said.



“Ugh, maybe. Should we try him tomorrow?”



“No!” Sweetie scowled at them. “This is a stupid idea! Who cares about kissing?”



“Big fillies do, Sweetie Belle,” Scootaloo said. “It’s, like, important. I think.”



“How is it important?”



“It just is! We’ll understand when we do it!”



“Oh really?” Sweetie stomped over to Scootaloo and grabbed her face with both hooves. Before she could react, Sweetie pulled her in and mashed their muzzles together.



They broke apart an instant later, spitting and gagging.



“Ew! Ugh!” Sweetie rubbed her lips with the back of her hoof.



“Blegh!” Scootaloo spat on the floor. “Sweetie, what was that?!”



“You wanted a kiss!”



“Yeah, but not from you!”



“Ugh!” Sweetie tossed up her hooves and stormed out the door. Outside, they faintly heard Rarity’s shrill voice berating her sister.



“Umm…” Apple Bloom shuffled her hooves. “So, how was it?”



“Terrible.” Scootaloo frowned at the floor. “Well, I dunno. Weird.”



“Oh.”



The silence stretched out.



“So, uh, can I try?” Apple Bloom asked.



There was another pause.



“Yeah, I guess.”
      

      
   
      Forever is a Long Time


      

      
      
         “My mane’s turning gray,” Shining Armor announced.



Cadance looked up with a small start, her suddenly-wide eyes peering over the smooth, polished crystal expanse of table at her husband, as if they could discern the change he had just spoken of if she looked hard enough.



“Just one hair,” he added matter-of-factly, pointing. “One-and-a-half. So far. But it’s definite.”



“Oh.” Cadance’s gaze fell, settling somberly on the breakfast cooling before her. Her dry, empty mouth swallowed.



The stallion idly poked at his own meal. “I guess it’s not that much of a surprise.”



“No.”



“It makes sense.”



“Yes.”



“I should've seen it coming. We’ve both known. For a few years now, I think.”



She nodded. “Longer.” At last she took a bite, visibly enjoying it not at all, looking at nothing. Eventually she asked, “So, what now?”



He shrugged. “I figure I have a few decades left in me.” Shining Armor’s lips formed a modest smile, though his eyes stared somewhere far away. “I’ll make the most of them. Though I guess they are going to go by pretty fast, considering...” The smile faded. The stare remained.



Cadance dabbed at her mouth with a napkin. “I’m sorry,” she said at a near-whisper.



“No, no. Don’t be.” He waved, then leaned back with a heavy sigh. “I had a good run. A great run. We did.” He was looking out the window now, into gleaming city-empire below. “I don’t regret it. Not any of it.”



At last a faint smile formed on the mare’s muzzle. “Good. I’m glad.” Another bite, chew, swallow. “You should find somepony.” She tunred back to him, features placid, soft. “I–If you want to, that is. I can wait; we can still be–”



Already his gesture silenced her. “Nah. It doesn’t make sense. It was already time. We just... didn’t.” Acquiring a fork, he tucked into his own food with far more relish than she. “I don’t... want anything, by the way. The Crystal Empire’s all yours. So is all our stuff. I still have my own property in Canterlot, my own funds. That’s more than I need. So, there’s nothing to get into an argument over.”



She frowned. “I wasn’t planning on one. Certainly not over money.” Then a confused look. “You still have that place in Canterlot, in your name?”



He paused, meeting her with an empty expression. “I go there every year. Twice, some years.”



“Oh.”



He exhaled. “We used to communicate so much better.”



Cadance’s voice was back to a whisper, her meal still mostly untouched. “We still can. Even if...”



“Yeah,” he replied, adding a firm nod. “I’d like that. Divorcees can be friends. Great friends. Aren’t many ponies my age I can talk to, anyway.”



They both smiled now, gazing at each other. Bittersweetness pervaded it, but a comfortable understanding as well.



Shining Armor chuckled as he ate. “You know, when we got married, I thought it’d be an achievement if we made it to our hundredth wedding anniversary. ’Cause I was, you know, mortal and all. I never imagined we’d celebrate our nine hundredth.” Wistfully, he added, “That was nice.”



“It was,” his wife agreed.



“Well, so much for the big one-oh-oh-oh. Everypony’ll be disappointed.”



“I’m sure they will.” She watched him eat, the corners of her lips uncertain which direction they should point.



“It was a great bonus, though. All these years; more than I had any right to expect. Not even Celestia saw it coming. When Twiley found that book...” His eyes shimmered with the memory, still as clear as it was distant. “It seemed like we had forever. You’d given me a gift without even knowing. ‘Their hearts beating as one, their lifeforce bound by the strength of their devotion, fueled by their need’. I’d never have to leave you because I wouldn’t get any older as long as we–”



He stopped, and the silence stole the tenuous mirth away.



While her husband cleaned off his plate, Cadance poked some more at hers, eventually pushing it away, still-half full, to be collected later.



After some time, Shining Armor spoke again, having finished the last bite. “You don’t have to wait, you know. For me to be gone. You deserve to be happy.”



The immortal princess nodded. “I don’t regret any of it either,” she said, soft but with unquestionable conviction. “And I am sorry... that I couldn’t give you forever.”
      

      
   
      The Castle on the Corner


      

      
      
         It took a few hours, but eventually Trestle managed to escape the party being held in his honor, and he found himself alone on a high balcony overlooking the University of Canterlot’s academic quadrant. Below him, stretched out for acres, ponies turned the green into a festival, filled with paper lanterns and bonfires and circles of live music. The dull roar of a thousand conversations, pocked with laughter and shouts, rolled over him.



Joy was not the only emotion present. Trestle watched one small group of mares with tears in their eyes, all wearing gowns and holding each other tightly. They seemed to be smiling, though, and laughing.



The balcony door slid open, and a dark brown stallion stepped out to join him. They both gazed over the railing in silence.



“Gonna miss it?” Hickory asked.



Trestle shook his head. “No, four years is plenty. Time to get some real work done.”



“Yeah, I hear you. Decide what you’re going to do with that prize?”



Trestle patted his vest pocket with a hoof. The envelope bearing Celestia’s letter was still inside. It seemed heavier than mere paper ought, as though it carried with it all the weight of her expectations.



“I want to build something different.”



“Don’t all architects?”



“No.” Trestle lifted a hoof, point at Canterlot’s skyline, still visible in the early evening light. “Look at those buildings. What do you see?”



“Hm.” Hickory squinted. “Bunch of towers?”



“The thick ones are towers. The slender ones with the domes are minarets. The pointy ones are spires or steeples. Every building in Canterlot has them, whether they’re useful or not.”



“They look pretty.”



“Eh, some do,” Trestle said. “But that’s not why they’re there. They exist to draw the eye upward, to lead ponies’ gazes to the sky and heavens. Canterlot forces ponies to look away from the earth.”



“It’s Celestia’s city. Isn’t that the point?”



“But what if it wasn’t? What if Celestia doesn’t want ponies always looking up at the sky? What if she wants us to look at each other?”



“She probably wouldn’t live on a mountain, then.” Hickory craned his neck back to peer at the castle hanging on the mountainside above them.








The royal engineers mutinied when they saw his design; many threatened to quit, several actually did. It took a second letter from Celestia, reminding them that Trestle had graduated as the top architect in his class, and thus earned her gift, to bring them into line.



Celestia offered him several spots in Canterlot for his work. She never asked to see his blueprints, or the artist’s rendition of his designs. She wanted to be surprised, she said.



Eventually, Trestle settled on an old, derelict guard barracks adjacent to a park at the foot of the mountain. It wasn’t the ritziest part of Canterlot, or the wealthiest, but it sat almost directly on the path leading to Celestia’s castle. They cleared the building away in a season.



Construction took years. Celestia must have seen it every day, looking out her window, but whenever they met she simply smiled, and said she looked forward to seeing it done. Trestle never saw any expression other than a smile on her face, though, so perhaps she was just being polite.








It took four years to bring his creation to life. It was solid, yet graceful; pink granite blocks, the color of warmth, cut into smooth pieces. The central building rose several stories, open and inviting, with wide windows and balconies all around. Despite its immense size, it seemed to have no weight.



His castle’s wings spread out, hugging the base of the mountain. They flowed around the earth, sweeping with its shape, never imposing theirs. The white marble buildings all around, with their towers and sharp angles, seemed like teeth in comparison.



Ponies hated it.



They begged Celestia to tear it down. They threatened to move away. It “destroyed the city’s aesthetic,” or “insulted her majesty with its stupid, squat shape.”



For her part, Celestia smiled as always, and thanked him with a kiss on the cheek when it was done.








As the centuries passed, ponies forgot they were supposed to hate Trestle’s Castle, as it became known. They spoke of its lovely color, and how they could see the whole thing without having to crane their necks. Celestia purchased it, and it became her winter retreat.



There are still towers now in Canterlot, but fewer of them. 
      

      
   
      Life Plan


      

      
      
         “Oh yeah,” Rainbow Dash said, as Jet Stream hurried alongside her. “I always planned to be a Wonderbolt. All the way from the Junior Speedsters.” She signed the photograph he had given her and tucked her pen back into her windbreaker. The picture floated back down to Jet, and his little wings buzzing like a hummingbird’s as he took it. Rainbow Dash chuckled. “Careful you don’t take off early there, champ.”



“Oh!” Jet Stream slowed his wings, and quickly tucked the picture into his bag. “Sorry. Heh.” He picked up the pace of his hooves to move slightly ahead of Rainbow, turning back to face her. “So, I’m not crazy to want to go to flight camp now?”



“Not at all.” Rainbow shook her head. “Being a pro-flyer is something you start young. You need to build the right habits and get a training plan. It takes years to build the right body type for it. By the time you’re an adult, it’s too late to start.”



“Really?” Jet asked. The two of them were walking through the middle of Ponyville, towards the park at the edge of town. The statue of Empress Sparkle dominated the area in front of the town hall, taking it in with a kind yet stern expression. “Is that how you got to be a Wonderbolt? All that training? Mom said you were born that way.”



“Oh yeah. Uniform and everything. The doctors freaked out.” Rainbow gave a good-natured smile and rolled her eyes, and Jet’s wings buzzed again as he looked away. “Sorry, champ. I shouldn’t make fun. I was born with a good body type for flying, but that’s not enough on its own! You have to get a plan and practice every day. And get your parents to sign the permission slip so I can teach you.”



The two of them came to the airlock that marked the exit to Ponyville, and Rainbow reached down into her windbreaker to find her breath mask and goggles. Her earrings glowed, and they floated into the air, before neatly affixing themselves to her muzzle and face.



“But what if they won’t let me?” Jet Steam asked. He reverted to his natural changeling form in a flash of green light, freeing up his horn to affix his own mask and goggles. “My dad says that flying is a waste. That I’ll go through all that effort, and if my wings didn’t happen to grow in just the right way, I’ll never be a real flyer. He wants me to be a soldier like he was.”



“That can happen,” Rainbow admitted. “Not all ponies have the right body type for the pro-circuit. But that doesn’t mean flying is a waste of time. And I’ll be happy to tell your dad that if you bring him to the field. Now, turn into whatever you’re turning into so I can make sure your mask is on right.”



Jet transformed back into the brown dappled pegasus colt he’d been before, and Rainbow checked the seal on his mask, making him take a few test breaths. She pulled her windbreaker up over her head, tightening the hood around the goggles and mask so none of her face was exposed. Jet did the same, and the two finished their trot up to the gate.



“You really thing you can talk him into it?” Jet Stream asked.



“Totally.” Rainbow’s earrings glowed, the light barely visible through her hood. The unicorn magic within seized the airlock’s controls, turning them slowly as the pair moved forward. “Flying teaches you all kinds of great life skills. Discipline, athleticism, willpower. And you know, don’t worry too much about your body type. Just focus on sticking to your goal.”



The airlock cycled, and the two of them walked out into the field outside Ponyville. The dust storm hit them immediately, striking them with such force the grains of sand were like a hail of knives. Dead trees stood at angles under a sun and moon frozen high overhead in perpetual eclipse.  Though the haze of dirt, the two saw Rainbow’s junior flight-training class waiting outside, and they leaned into the wind to force themselves that way.



“I mean, look at me!” Rainbow shouted through her mask and over the wind’s roar. “Nobody thought I was going to be a pro-flyer either! But I stuck to it, and my life turned out just how I thought it would!”
      

      
   
      Anagnorisis


      

      
      
         smiled as she set down her pencil, looking at her story with pride. Miss Cheerilee would like it, for sure! And then, Twist thought, she’d feel much better.



She carefully put away her school supplies and made sure not to step on Snails, who was napping on the floor. Instead, she made her way to where the Crusaders were standing at the classroom door.



“I wrote a thtory about my aunts!” Twist proudly said.



Scootaloo and Sweetie shared a worried look.



“I can hear Mith Cheerilee out in the hall! Let’th open the door and—”



“No!” Bloom said. “She— Uh—” She trailed off into silence.



Scootaloo glared, but Scootaloo was usually angry. Sweetie was the one who finally spoke up. “Diamond Tiara is out there too, and we don’t want her to say anything mean.”



Twist could hear Diamond talking with Miss Cheerilee, alright. She shrugged, trotting back to her desk. Maybe she could draw a picture too? Of her and Sweetie and Scootaloo and Apple Bloom—








grimaced as she watched Twist walk away. 



“We should tell her,” Scootaloo muttered.



Apple Bloom let out a sigh. “You think anything we could say would matter?” She thrust a hoof towards Snails’s body. “I don’t know where in her head she’s at, but it’s gotta be better than here. Let her be.”



“I’m more worried about us,” Sweetie said. She glanced at the barricaded classroom door, behind which they could hear the groans of their former teacher and classmates.



“We’ll be fine,” Apple Bloom said. “We stay here, wait it out. The Princesses will come.”



Scootaloo bit her lip. “If they’re alive.”



“They are. They—”



A hoof burst through the wood, grabbing Sweetie. She shrieked in terror, until the jaws of a zompony caught her in the neck, cutting off the screen. Apple Bloom backed away as the door burst inwards, more zomponies pouring in.



“No!” Bloom cried out. “They were supposed to save us! Princess Celestia! Princess Luna—








banged on the window of the schoolroom. The Tantabus had erected some shield of darkness that kept her at bay, and she was forced to watch as the nightmare closed upon Apple Bloom and then reset once again.



“Foul beast,” Luna muttered. “These children are under my protection!”



She flew back, charging up a blast from her horn to hopefully pierce the wards. She had checked everywhere else, and the Tantabus had to manifest physically in the dream. It must be within that classroom.



No matter how it hid, she would find it. She knew the taste of its dark powers, and could sense it, even when it took on the form of another, much in the way that Queen Chrysalis—








looked down upon the pulsing cocoon that held the Princess of the Night. “You are certain that you can maintain the false reality?” she asked.



The drone nodded.



Chrysalis sighed, stepping over to look out the window of the spaceship and into the starry reaches beyond. “We must have her to power the main reactor. We are lost without it, and this is our only chance for survival. We must find a new planet for our species, somewhere out there.”



The drone bowed over the console, reaching out to touch the control crystal—








stared at M.A. Larson like he had grown a third head. “Are you kidding me?”



“Look, Crystal, this comes straight from Hasbro. Some cross-promotional business with Transformers. We’re doing space-changelings and that’s that.”



Crystal threw the folder of concept sketches across the room. “This wrecks everything we’ve been doing! My entire season eight arc!”



“You’ve only been here a year. Trust me, this is not bad at all.”



“I want to talk to them. I want to talk to Hasbro.”



“Good. Let’s talk,” a voice said in a dull monotone. A man walked into the meeting room, and began striking the printer with his briefcase.



“What are you doing?”



“Getting coffee,” the man blandly said.



“You’re doing it wrong!”



“You’re the one who wanted me to play. Come on, Lyra—








threw her favorite brand-new Humie™ doll down, right in the middle of her Hasbro Office Fun™ playset.



Bon-Bon frowned at her. “Don’t be like that.”



“You never take this seriously,” Lyra complained, crossing her forelegs. “You always mess up my carefully-constructed stories!”



“Because they’re ridiculous.”



“Are not!”



“Are too! You ignore everything about character and consistent plot, all because you want it to end in some kind of unbelievable gimmicky twist—
      

      
   
      Against the Herd


      

      
      
         “Hiya, Applejack!” the brown and white cow said, walking over to the apple cart with a smile. 



“Well howdy, Daisy Jo! Ain’t seen you around for a while.” Applejack smiled back. The morning rush was just tapering off, so she turned to straighten the apples while she caught up with Daisy.



“Ooh, I’ve been busy, don’tcha know? Actually, that was kinda what I wanted to talk to you about.” 



Applejack cocked her head and glanced at her. “Oh yeah?”



“Well, um, I’ve been dating somepony…” Daisy Jo blushed.



“Somepony.” Applejack raised her eyebrows, the smile falling from her face.



“Ya.” Daisy nodded with a sad smile.



“Well now… congratulations.” Applejack tried to give a smile, but it fell again as her eyebrows furrowed. “Is— is it a stallion at least?”



Daisy chuckled. “Ya, a real nice fella. He has an ice cream shop in Canterlot… turns out he likes big girls like me.”



“‘Course he does.” Applejack gave her a nudge as she moved on to the next bushel of apples. “There’s a pony out there for everypony, er, cattle. I’m real happy for ya’.”



Daisy’s smile turned sad. “I’m sorry, Applejack. I know how Mom is gonna take it.”



Applejack sighed and shook her head. “She ain't gonna be happy with us... but you just get out there and live your life. I'll worry ‘bout the herd.”



“Thank you.” Daisy nuzzled her. 



“Any time.” Applejack nuzzled back. “Ya’ know, these days I can’t help lookin’ at 'em and wonderin’ if more of ‘em might be like you. I mean… well…” Applejack frowned and shook her head. 



“How can anyone be happy living in the herd? It looks kinda nuts?” Daisy raised an eyebrow, still smiling. 



Applejack gave a bitter laugh. “Somethin’ like that.”



“They say it's peaceful, letting ponies take care of everything, following the old traditions. And could you leave the herd, if it meant being cut off by your family?” Daisy caught Applejack’s eyes. Applejack tried to give a quick and firm answer, but the lie wouldn’t come out. 



After some thought, she snorted and turned back to her apples. “You shouldn’t have hadta choose. That ain’t right.”



Daisy shrugged with a sad smile. “That’s how it is, don’tcha know? At least you can tell me they're okay.” 



Applejack was quiet for a moment as she polished an apple and looked at her reflection in it. “I thought about takin’ the milk money and puttin’ it away, in case other folks wanna leave one day. Y’all could buy a pasture and help out cattle from other herds...”



“Now, Applejack… you're on shaky turf because of me. If they found out you were keeping money aside for anycattle, they’d never stand for it.”



“Part of me wants to say, let ‘em find somepony else." She tossed the apple back in the bushel with a little too much force and turned to look at Daisy. "It just ain’t right! I got nothin’ against grown cattle livin’ how they want, but trappin’ their calves in it, and cuttin’ off their kin if they don’t wanna be there… part of me wants no part in that.”



Daisy nodded. “But the other part?”



Applejack sighed and turned back to the cart. “They can trust me. I give ‘em a good pasture and a nice barn, and I dunno what the next pony might give ‘em. You know what milk goes for, and how hard the bulls work… if they won’t take bits, the folks that want it deserve the best life a pony can offer.”



“Cattle know Sweet Apple Acres is a good pasture, and you folks treat a herd the bovine way.” Daisy gave Applejack a gentle nudge. “And the cattle in your herd know you helped me learn to read and handle bits.”



Applejack smiled at her. “It was the least I coulda done.”



Daisy smiled back and gave her a nuzzle. “Keep doing it. If a cow or bull wants to leave, just give 'em whatcha can.” Daisy’s smile turned sad, and she sighed. “And tell Mom I love her, and I’m happy.” .



Applejack hesitated. “She loves ya’ too, ya’ know.”



Daisy gave a small laugh. “She didn’t say that.”



“No. But I know she still does,” Applejack said, looking Daisy in the eye.



Daisy nodded. “Thanks. Well, I guess I’ll see you later! Give my best to your family!”



“You take care,” Applejack called as Daisy walked away. “And bring that stallion by to meet me oneday!” 
      

      
   
      An Apathetic Apostate


      

      
      
         The Conclave of Wyrms met but once a century. It was a gathering of the oldest, wisest, and most powerful of dragons, meeting at the sacred isle of Lónillummea Hanacolóce—a name typically left untranslated from the long-forgotten language of which it was the solitary remnant, both out of a sense of tradition, and because “Island that’s Always Crawling with Giant Lizards” didn’t have quite the same ring to it. The name was fitting enough, however: though the meetings were rare, their magnitude in both draconic numbers and might were almost beyond comprehension.



A hundred Wyrms—dragons of such power and majesty that the word “dragon” alone did not suffice to describe them—were gathered in the grand cavern that day. And yet, it was not until the hundred-and-first Wyrm arrived that the Conclave began. 



All those attending turned to the entrance as one, feeling a dreadful darkness clawing at their very being. As one, they fell upon their bellies, prostrating themselves as the final Wyrm entered the chamber.



We shall begin



The voice was felt, more than heard. And then, he came to the center of the chamber, his ebon frame seeming to suck the very light from the cavern. All eyes were upon him.



We have borne the tyranny of ponykind too long



Their princesses enslave our sun and moon



Their populace dictates our weather



But at last



It shall end



The other Wyrms of the Conclave whispered to one another, uncertainty playing across their faces. “How shall it end, oh Great Despiser?” one of the bolder drakes dared to ask. 



“We cannot attack them directly,” put in another. “Though they are weak enough individually, they swarm their country like ants. And their princesses are fearsome foes in their own right.”



An onyx-sheen claw was raised; the assembled Wyrms fell silent.



They are many



It is true



But great schemes are afoot



There is in there land



One of the draken line



Smuggled amongst them long ago



Purpose hidden for this moment



He shall be our fifth column



He shall accomplish by guile and treachery



What strength alone cannot



He shall be our flame



And we shall leave naught but ashes in our wake



Cheers of approval rang through the conclave.



Prepare yourselves



Wyrms of the Conclave



When the Black Flag of Ecyanáro flies over Canterlot



ALL SHALL KNOW OUR MIGHT








“Spike!” Twilight’s voice echoed through the crystal tree-castle. “Wake up! You’ve got a letter!”



Spike groggily rubbed his eyes as he sat up in bed. “Wha… right, coming!” 



A few moments later, he staggered down the stairs to where Twilight stood. “So who’s sending me mail?” he asked. “I don’t think anyone’s sent me anything since we moved here. Even the stuff I burp up is always for you.”



Twilight shrugged. “I don’t know, there’s no return address. And what’s really weird is that it doesn’t even have your name. Look, it just says ‘For only the eyes of the draken-child, death and misery to ye who tamper in affairs beyond your station.’” She shook her head. “Sounds like somepony was in a bad mood when they sent this.”



Spike eyed the letter dubiously. “It’s not from the Tax Bureau, is it? Rainbow Dash said they send out letters that start like that.”



“Rainbow Dash is a special case,” Twilight said. “Now go on, open it up!” Cautiously, Spike ripped open the envelope, and scanned its contents.



Draken-child,



After long centuries of biding, the time of reckoning is at last upon us. You, though you have known it not these many years, are to be the instrument of draconic vengeance. The risk was too great to tell you before this moment, but know now that you are where you are as part of an ancient plot—one which you shall bring to fruition. 



You will find the Black Flag of Ecyanáro enclosed. At your earliest convenience, please slaughter any and all current princesses of Equestria, and replace the banner at Canterlot Castle with the Black Flag. Mounting their severed heads on spikes to display to the populace is optional, but encouraged.



Taste victory ere your ire cool, death to the sun tyrant, etc.,



Blackguard, son of Blackheart, of the Council of Wyrms



Spike sighed as he pulled a faded black banner from the envelope, then tossed it and the letter in the trash can. “Wait, what was it?” asked Twilight.



“Just some dumb Pinkie prank, I think.” Spike rolled his eyes. “How does she even come up with this stuff?”
      

      
   
      If You Can't Beat 'Em…


      

      
      
         "Slumber 101?" Moon Dancer muttered. "I've read that."



"Oh! Eheh," Twilight chuckled, then stood up from her chair, staring across the cafe with a cheerless smile plastered across her muzzle. "Girls, will you excuse me for one teeny-tiny moment?"



"Whatever." Moondancer stabbed her fork into a carrot, but Twilight was already in motion.



She stopped at a table at the far side of the room, stomping her hoof down on Starlight Glimmer's menu and crumpling it to the table. "Listen," she murmured, staring coldly into the ex-cult leader's eyes, "don't think I didn't see you, or that I don't know what's up. Your villainy is peerless, you will have your revenge, yadda yadda. But I am right in the middle of a major friendship problem right now, so you're just going to have to wait your damned turn."



Starlight stared back innocently, then broke into a smile. "Villain? Me?"



Twilight ground her teeth. "You escaped with an unresolved plot arc. Don't play dumb, you little—"



"Ut." Starlight held up a hoof, then pointed down at the floor underhoof, where a doe-eyed puppy was glancing up at them, flagrantly unkicked. Starlight pointed to the next table over, where a tiny foal was contentedly sucking on a piece of sugar candy. Then to an empty table next to it, where a little "Back in a minute! -C." sign stood next to the royal tiara, the Alicorn Amulet, floor plans for Canterlot Castle, and Princess Celestia's diary.



Starlight looked back at Twilight and smiled. "I'm reformed now."



Twilight's mouth opened and closed.



"And I'm just here for dinner."



Twilight's eye twitched.



"So just pretend I'm not here and have a wonderful time." Starlight smiled even wider, resembling nothing so much as a landshark with a toilet-paper tube taped to its forehead.



Twilight stared for long seconds, then whirled and stomped away. "Ugh!"



Starlight picked her menu back up and read through the long list of appetizers.



A few minutes later, Princess Celestia sat back down. "Hey," she said, "where did my diary go?"








Starlight was reading a newspaper at the Ponyville train station when Twilight stalked over to her. "Reformed, my cute purple butt."



Starlight glanced up with a cheerful smile. "Fancy meeting you here, Princess!"



"I realized you have to be lying. See, we never blasted you with rainbows."



Starlight hurriedly set down the newspaper and held her hooves up. "Oh, no. I self-reformed."



Twilight slowly raised one eyebrow.



Starlight floated some photos out from her saddlebags. "It was the obvious choice once I studied your history." She held up a photo of a stone statue. "Discord." An emaciated figure in a dark, stygian jail. "Tirek." An irregular smudge on a snowfield. "Sombra."



"Okay," Twilight said, "I'll grant you that one. So what are you doing here?"



"Oh, just catching a train."



Twilight frowned.








"Oh, just sunbathing."



Twilight glanced around the empty skies at the edge of Cloudsdale and frowned a little harder.








"Oh, just collecting field data for my Master's in Applied Monsterology."



Twilight glanced around the deepest, darkest Everfree and frowned extra hard.








"ああ、私は日本語を勉強してい。"



Twilight glanced around the Imperial Dragon Palace and frowned with the force of a million normal frowns.








"Oh, I got lost after that left turn at Alba-clucky."



Twilight glanced around the submarine deep in the Mare-iana Trench and frowned times infinity.








"Oh, I just—"



Twilight's frown divided by zero and boiled over into rage. "That is IT!" she screamed, voice echoing through the inexplicably thick atmosphere of the crater-pitted wasteland of Saturn's sixth-largest moon. Her horn flared with the light of an enthusiastic supernova, tearing a hole in the fabric of spacetime.



Starlight's smile vanished. "Wait! Not a villain—"



Twilight grabbed her, magic field clamping down on her muzzle. "Save it. I figured out your plan." She leaned in, finally allowing herself a smirk of her own. "You knew you didn't have a chance of facing me directly. So you devised a plan to annoy me to death."



Starlight's eyes widened. "Mmmph!" she shouted as she was cast out of reality.



Twilight let out a long breath, then sealed up the hole. "Good riddance."



After a few hours of blissful silence, Celestia walked by, sipping from a juicebox. 



"Oh, hello, Twilight. Fancy meeting you here," she said. "Hey, did Starlight ever work up the nerve to ask you for your autograph?"



Twilight froze.



"Uh," she said. "No, but she totally stole your diary."
      

      
   
      Temporal Irregu-Rarity


      

      
      
         PLAN TO PROVE THE IMPOSSIBILITY OF TIME TRAVEL (BACKWARDS IN TIME)



1. General Remark. Time Travel is Not Scientifically Possible.

2. Observation. In spite of (1), I was visited by Myself-From-The-Future just before the Disaster-That-Never-Was, and then travelled back in time to try to tell myself there was nothing to worry about.

3. Further Observation. Had I succeeded in (2), this would have been impossible as I would then not have travelled back in time.

4. This is not scientifically possible (see 1.)

5. Postulate. Was that Me not from my future, but from some other future in a Parallel Universe? 

6. I did not succeed in (2), but ended up creating the very thing I was trying to stop. Hence (2) did not prove anything whatsoever.

7. Therefore. To prove this, I need to show that time travel creates a logical impossibility.

8. Obstacle. I can't do this as the spell only works once. I need a friend who can work magic and pays attention to details. That is, Rarity.

9. Action. We wait two minutes. If nothing happens, go to step (10). If we are visited by Future Rarity, go to (11).

10. Rarity travels two minutes back in time to greet herself. This is impossible as she didn't see herself two minutes ago.

11. Rarity does not travel back in time. This is impossible as we just saw her.

12. Either way we have created a logical impossibility and thus proven (1).

13. Note. To ensure scientific integrity, we must follow the plan and not be distracted by anything such as Rainbow Dash crashing through the ceiling (conduct experiment during nap-time to minimise risk). Likewise if any friends stop by, or if Ponyville is attacked by a monster, we must ask them (politely) to wait two minutes until we finish the experiment.




Twilight read out her plan in a proud voice. “Is everything clear?”



“Not exactly,” said Rarity. “But I see what you want me to do.”



“Okay... So, two minutes, starting from now.”



After sixty seconds, a second Rarity appeared with a flash of light.



“Rarity, you've got to listen to me!” said Rarity.



“Well I never. It's me. Oh my. Oh I really like how you did your eye-shadow—I mean, I did—or, I will do—it really accentuates the beauty of your irises—or is it my irises? And where did you get that beret?”



“It's from the Cheval Chapeau boutique on Manefair in Canterlot. But that's not important!”



“Hang on,” said Twilight. “Why are you wearing a hat? You're from two minutes into the future. You haven't had time to change your attire.”



“Actually I'm from next August.”



“What? But that messes up the experiment!”



“Well I had to come back to this particular minute, otherwise I would waste my one shot at time travel on your experiment. Now I've only got a moment and I have an extremely important message from the future, so please listen to me Rarity—full length pleated skirts, crew neck jackets and triple-puffed sleeves are the thing this season.”



“Puff sleeves!?”



“Hoity Toity has done his entire line this way. Photo Finish can't get enough of it. It's all Canterlot is talking about. Rarity—you have to follow this—it's the biggest new look in a generation—if you start now you can ride the wave—you must—”



With a flash of light, Rarity-with-a-beret was sucked back into the future.



“Urgh!” Twilight stomped a hoof and gnashed her teeth. Grey smoke drifted out of her ears. “You messed up the experiment!”



“What did I do?” said Rarity.



“I mean—you will do,” said Twilight. “Don't you see—even if you don't go back in time now, it doesn't prove anything as the Future You came from next August! Hang on—” The smoke stopped and she started smiling. “We can still do it. We can create a logical inconsistency if you now go back to just-before-she-arrived! We didn't see you then!”



“I thought you said we had to follow the plan and not be distracted by anything?”



“Yes... But... Aargh—why do experiments never go as you planned?”



“Twilight...” Rarity placed a hoof on her friend's shoulder. “I think we now need a nice trip to the spa to relax. And anyway, I would say that proved your theory very well.”



“How?”



“She was obviously a visitor from some strange parallel universe with a very odd taste in fashion. You heard what she said—triple-puffed sleeves? Really?.. But I did like her beret. I shall have to visit that boutique.”
      

      
   
      Start Recursion


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Free to Fall


      

      
      
         "Evening, sister." Luna stepped onto the balcony in the pre-dawn light. 



"Morning, sister." Celestia picked up the teapot and poured two cups. Her horn glowed for a moment, and the sun inched into the sky. White-gold sunlight washed the terrace and sliced the streets below into threads of shadow and light.



Luna took a seat and looked out over the Everfree City. She sipped her tea with a quiet sigh. 



"Long night?" Celestia asked.



"Mmm." 



"You left a mirror in the Hall yesterday. I missed you at sunset." 



"I apologize," Luna said. "My court raises no objection to my research." 



"You might have more attendants if—" 



"No."



"I'm only suggesting—" 



"No, Celestia. I may be informal with you, but I rule the night court as I wish. Coddling the rich and currying favor with toadies is no part of that."



Celestia sipped her tea. "I do not coddle them." 



"Truly? Battle would leave you more energetic than a day of court. Where is the fire which broke the harpy offensive, scorched the siren islands? You have it in you. Stop serving the pride of self-styled courtiers, put a touch of heat in your speech! They should be seared from your presence like the clots of filth they are. Their pride deserves no less."



"Where is your compassion, Luna? Can we rule like your handsome Crystal Emperor? Have you learned so much from his mirrors you can divine the future, guide your subjects without their counsel? Would you enjoy a throne of black glass and a crown of reddened steel?" 



"Theatrics are unbecoming." Luna lowered her spoon. "Your concern is touching, but I could never fall so far at your side. Do you scorn my learning so? The power of this new magic is undeniable. I am sure Star Swirl has reported to you." 



"Knowledge is merely a means, but some tools are useless for peace." 



"So speaks Burning Mourn, Lady of the Sword, Brightblade!" 



"Even my weapons serve Harmony." 



"Indeed." Luna turned to look over the city. "Harmony. You burned back the forest itself, and now you grovel before merchants, begging for cooperation, thinking their façade is unity. They pile up empty praise, sneering in private as they heap their problems on you, dream to profit by pitting you against rivals. Your sword would at least inspire respect." 



"Is respect worth sequestering yourself, repelling petitioners with your voice alone? Is that what you build by mirror and starlight, sister? A respectable sword?" Celestia's teacup clinked as she replaced it. 



"And if it is?" Luna looked back to her. "Perhaps Damareoclese could teach these 'nobles' propriety, reveal the burden of power." 



"Burden? Does the Everfree City burden you now?" Celestia sighed. "You laid this building's cornerstone yourself. I thought I saw joy in your eyes when we greeted the first half-frozen refugees, ponies from each race gathering together. Perhaps if you showed your softer side, your subjects would love you more. They didn't raise us here overnight, or build our home into a palace in a day. Throw away your mirrors, Luna. Look to your friends." 



"Humble myself." 



"Would it hurt you?" 



"Less than abandoning my self-respect." 



"Please—" 



"Is this how you petition them?" Luna waved to the city. "Those demanding your attention, patronage, service, dancing you from silken thread?" 



"That isn't fair." 



"Is it not?" Luna sipped her tea. "Have you even looked in a mirror, or are you simply parroting that bearded dunce?" 



"When was the last time you talked to Star Swirl?" Celestia asked. "He has spoken with Sombra, seen the terror in that land. The King is fell and his power foul." 



"And yet, the Empire is united. Surely Star Swirl's leadership of the 'wise council', those who pull the merchant's strings and lobby to embargo the Empire, does not influence your views." 



"Do you think me so weak?" Celestia sighed. "As your sister, Lulu. I'm begging you. Abandon this." 



"To go that far." Luna chewed the last of her toast. She closed her eyes and the moon slipped from the sky. She stood and turned away from the gentle sun. 



"Sister?" 



Luna paused with a hoof on the door. "Very well. Tomorrow, on the longest day of the year, I will sever my ties and break my mirrors. We will have peace, and this will be over."



"Thank you." 



The door closed. Celestia yawned in the early sun, and looked out over the city. She pushed her empty plate away and rose. 



Court was scheduled next.
      

      
   
      I Will Wait For You


      

      
      
         The warm basement reeked of stale alcohol and instrument grease. The candlelight was just bright enough for Octavia to make out the ancient brick walls that so notoriously personified Haylem architecture. She recognized a few posters on those walls, their paper edges yellowed and curling over the signatures of the ponies adorning them. The ceiling groaned above her, muffled conversation filtering through from the floor above. 



Across the worn-out coffee table, Frederick lifted his glass and took another generous sip of the clear liquid within. Beyond their initial greeting and some small talk, the conversation had lulled, and the silence between them had grown heavier with each passing minute. 



The outside door opened behind Frederick, and Manehattan’s constant roar filtered into the room alongside two laughing ponies.



“…so this mother-bucker thinks he’s gonna—”



The newcomers froze upon seeing the out-of-place mare sitting across from Frederick, who had glanced over his shoulder towards the two.



“Hey, look at you Freddie,” said the first, smiling wide as he draped his foreleg around Frederick’s neck, jostling him, “bringin’ such a nice lookin’ dame to work! And here I was just tellin’ Strings yous was catchin’ for the other team!”



“Sticks, shut your buckin’ mouth,” said the second with a frown, yanking a cackling ‘Sticks’ off of Frederick, “get upstairs, and start gettin’ ready. You take longer to set up drums than my mother in law takes to wake up every mornin’.” 



“Your mother in law’s dead!”



“My point exactly. Get outta here!”



Sticks grinned wildly as he turned for the stairs, while Strings turned to a passive Frederick. 



“Set’s up in five Freddie. I’ll pull out the old mare and make sure she’s in tune.”



“I appreciate it Strings. I’ll be up in a few moments.”



Strings nodded once and followed Sticks out. The noise from above filled the musty basement for a moment until a heavy click sent the room into another bout of silence.



‘No more,’ Octavia thought to herself. “Those were…your bandmates?”



“Yes. They’re brothers. They play better than they get along.”



Octavia smiled. “They seem charming.”



Frederick chuckled, lounging back in his chair, inspecting the drink in his hooves. “Maybe not Sticks, but I could introduce you to Strings at least. He can play almost as well as you. And without formal training.” He chuckled again and sipped from his glass.



Octavia shifted on the old sofa. “Frederick,” she sighed, “have you ever considered coming back?”



Frederick glanced towards his oldest foalhood friend. He gave a sigh himself, before leaning over and placing his glass on the table. “Of course I have.”



“And?”



“I’m not.”



Octavia’s ears drooped, eyes dropping to her own untouched glass on the table. “I understand.”



Frederick frowned. “This set’s going to last most of the night, but if you’re still in town, we could practice together tomorrow. For old time’s sake.”



“Our train leaves at dawn,” Octavia murmured, “and we’ll be playing in Las Pegasus tomorrow night.”



“Oh. Right. Another time, then.”



The sound of drums and cymbals crashing, followed by swearing and laughter resounded from above.



“I think that’s my cue.” Frederick grunted and stood. “Are you going to stay, or…?”



“It’s getting a bit late, I think—” 



“No, yeah, you’re leaving early, and—”



“Yes.”



“Right. Well,” Frederick rubbed the back of his neck, “thanks for coming today, means a lot.”



“You’re welcome Frederick,” Octavia drew him into a quick hug, “have a good performance. It was great to see you. And Happy Birthday.”



“Thanks,” Frederick smiled, “so long, Octavia,” and turned, trotting quickly up the stairs. 



Octavia stood for a few minutes, staring at the closed door. She shook her head and shuffled towards the outside exit. Her breath caught as the first chords of a piano, followed by the melancholy moan of a string bass, trickled into the basement. She turned immediately, trotting quietly up the stairs and peering around the stage door.



Frederick’s eyes were closed, pouring his soul into a weathered piano, playing a very familiar melody. One eye peeked open, and with a nod to Sticks and Strings, he picked the tempo up into a jazz swing, the two brothers effortlessly following up the beat. Octavia watched as Frederick turned the classic tune on its head, much to the enjoyment of the audience in the dimly lit Manehattan club. 



“He hasn’t lost his touch,” she whispered, smiling as she settled in behind the door to watch Frederick’s performance. She could sleep on the train in the morning. 
      

      
   
      Rain or Shine


      

      
      
         Pinkie Pie was rather fond of Rocky Road. For all that could be said about the usually straight-faced stallion, nopony who happened to spot him at any of her parties could ever make the claim that he wasn't fun-loving.



When it came to planning shindigs, Pinkie was, of course, the hardest working mare in Ponyville. However, she did have to cede that every once in a while, she managed to bite off just a bit more than she could chew. Oh, she'd eventually chew it, alright; nice and slow if need be, but sometimes it helped to have somepony there to shove her jaw open and closed, so to speak. When her best friends had not been available, Rocky had, surprisingly, proved to be a dependable alternative in this regard. Granted, he wasn't the best at frosting cupcakes or making good punch—him being a road-working, path paving, and stone laying pony after all—but his heart seemed always in the right place. To Pinkie that was all that mattered.



The first time she had ever asked for his assistance was years ago when a rogue wind rustled up by a passing flock of pegasi had blown away the balloons for little Crescent Moon’s sixth birthday party. Pinkie, too busy with putting the finishing touches on the music playlist, figured the best she could do was to send Rocky—a friend of Ms. Moon’s—off to fetch more. She wasn’t sure if he would return in time, and then to her utter glee, the stallion quite literally floated back into the cottage with seconds to spare, laughing that whooping laugh of his. That was the moment she realized that there was something special about him. 



Pinkie now found herself frowning where she stood outside the door of Raspberry Road, Rocky's sister. Closing her eyes, and breathing deeply, she tried to set her mind onto more important matters at hoof. 



It had come time to repay Rocky's kindness. The stallion's birthday was in two days, and Pinkie had secretly been planning the most amazing surprise blowout for him for months. Even now, whilst flipping through the hefty dossier she had assembled for him, she couldn’t help but giggle. He loved balloons, purple ones particularly. Sugar cookies were his favorite dessert; she had made sure to whip up a quadruple batch. Music, magicians, and all the rest of the essentials had been planned long ago. It would most certainly be a spectacular party, and exactly what he would want. Pinkie imagined him walking into the function, and breaking out into that hacking laugh of his.



She grimaced again. 



That laugh—She had always hesitated to admit out loud how much contempt she held for that laugh. It would have seemed completely un-Pinkie-ish of her after all. Yet, until recently, she could never quite put her hoof on why she had disliked it.



The sound of a doorknob twisting startled her from her own thoughts. The door cracked open with a ‘click’. One indigo eye peeked out from the slit.



“Pinkie?” came a hoarse voice. “Why, you’re early.”



Raspberry opened the door fully. A genuine smile cracked her exhausted face.



“Most important party of the year!” Pinkie chirped, returning the smile. “Had to make sure everything was perfect.”








The guests gradually began to file in, eyes worn and weary. Yet, upon closer inspection, Pinkie could see that somewhere within those gazes lay hope, expectations of happiness soon to come. 



Traversing the room amidst the gathering, she couldn’t help but dwell on how perfect Rocky would think it all looked. The purple balloons were big and ebullient. The sugar cookies were piled high whilst the smell of baked cinnamon filled the room. In the center of a large table packed with party favors, drinks, and snacks sat a looming portrait of the stallion amongst a spray of white lilies. It smiled down brightly upon the gathering as if in approval of it all. Pinkie beamed, now unable to feel anything but reassured about what she and Raspberry had planned—or rather kept planned—for Rocky’s guests. 



“Hope you super duper love it, Rock,” she whispered, winking toward the picture.



Turning about, feeling somewhat renewed, she caught sight of Rocky’s mother approaching. Fixing the hems of her dark dress, she then moved forward to meet the mare's impending embrace. When she pulled away, their eyes locked. Despite the bright smiles they both wore, their cheeks suddenly felt wet and sticky with tears.



“Ms. Roads,” Pinkie murmured, her voice cracking, “my condolences.”
      

      
   
      The Note


      

      
      
         Cricket shifted uncomfortably as his fellow drones crowded in around him, the buzzing of wings and chittering of changelings filling the air in the great chamber. Craning his neck, he could see Queen Chrysalis approaching, striding up towards the podium in the decaying amphitheater as the crowd parted before her. Cricket glanced down at the rolled-up scrap of parchment he had stuck through one of the holes in his leg, then back up at his queen before he screwed up his confidence and raised his hoof to wave at her.



Chrysalis blinked. “Yes? What is it, six-ninety-four?”



Cricket winced at the use of the nickname she had given him as a child, but rallied quickly. “I have a not for you. From my mother.”



“From your mother.” Chrysalis stared.



Cricket bobbed his head.



“Oh, I have to see this.” Chryaslis’s horn glowed with sickly green light as she snatched the small piece of paper away from him, reading it out loud.



[i]Dear Queen Chrysalis,



Please excuse my son Cricket from the invasion of Canterlot. He isn’t feeling well today. I’m sure he would be happy to make up the work he missed next week.



Signed,

Cricket’s Mother
[/i]



Chrysalis trailed off, staring at the bottom of the paper.



“Cricket.”



“Yes, your majesty?”



“What is your mother’s name?”



“Uh… Queen Chrysalis?” Cricket said cautiously.



“And what is my name?”



“Queen… Chrysalis?”



“Actually, it is just Chrysalis. Queen is my title.” She cleared her throat, glancing at Cricket before looking back at the note once more. “Did you forge my signature?”



Cricket rubbed at the back of his neck with his hoof.



“This is really good!” she said, smiling toothily. “Very convincing. Except, of course, that I never signed it.” She lowered the paper to stare at Cricket as the amphitheater fell deathly quiet.



Cricket rubbed his hindlegs together. “So, uhm, may I please be excused?”



 “No.”



Cricket hung his head.



“Oh, don’t look so down. I’m sure that I can find a special task for such an enterprising son of mine who is so good at using his head.”



Cricket looked up hopefully. “Really?”



 “Really.”








Cricket gazed down at the vast azure force field and sighed. It had seemed like such a good idea at the time.



“There’s the signal,” Katydid shouted, his fellow drone hovering in the air beside him. Cricket had never told him, but Katydid was really more of a girl’s name. “Well?”



Cricket sighed, his wings buzzing as he slammed down face-first into the magical shield surrounding Canterlot. Shaking his head, he rose back up into the air, only to slam himself back down into the shield.



On the bright side, he reflected silently, at least today couldn’t get any worse.
      

      
   
      The Old Mare and the Foal


      

      
      
         A breath in.



Pinpricks fill my lungs.



A breath out. It crystallizes in the cold air—a foggy mist that glitters in the sunset light.



The snow has swallowed everything below my fetlocks. I stamp my hooves to pound feeling back into them, an act borne more out of frustration than purpose. There are long icy needles pressed deep into my skin, tingling, numbing, and twisting the flesh. My well-worn hood can do little against this kind of cold.



Platinum is wearing even less than I am, but she stands absolutely still beside me. There are tear streaks staining her cheeks. A pang of pity lances through my breast—any moisture is sure to freeze solid in this unrelenting cold—but that tiny mote of sympathy is swallowed up by cold anger before words can form on my frostbitten lips. I remain silent.



“I… I can scarce believe what has just happened,” she has the audacity to say.



I am tempted to snap at her.



What just happened, I would say, is that you’ve single-hoofedly dashed every unicorn’s hope of making it through this winter with their heart still beating. I am going to die because of you, you stupid and arrogant child.



Clenched teeth stop these words from leaping from the tip of my tongue. Lashing out in fury would be something he would do, were he in my place. I am better than him.



“It was all that brute, Hurricane’s fault!”



 The foal. I come so close to slapping her. A deep breath of the frigid air quenches the fire in my heart enough for me to keep listening.



“He had the gall to say that this accursed winter was our doing.” Another tear is streaking down the fur on her face. It leaves a fast-freezing trail behind it. “I… I wanted to scream at him. I wanted to scream at him for being such a foul-breathed, addle-minded fool. I wanted to drag him all the way to The Peak and show him my sisters’ graves and ask him if he still thought that it was my magics that froze the earth!”



“Why should you care,” I say, “if he believes some stupid notion like that or not. Have I not reminded you again and again of the importance of getting those two to sign the treaty? Our efforts to lengthen the days are wasted if there are no pegasi to remove the clouds or earth ponies to grow crops.”



“But I couldn’t just sit there and listen to that filth!” Desperation cracks her voice. “I had to do something.”



“And what have you done?” My throat rasps from the cold. “You lost your temper like a foal. In but a moment you managed to render useless the many months of hard work that has lead to this day.”



Platinum covers her face with her hoof and turns away to cry. Her form shakes with every sob.



“I’m so sorry,” she blubbers between gasps of breath. “I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry.”



She cries unrestrained, with short, sharp sobs and gasping hiccups. My heart softens as I listen to her childish weeping. It dawns on me that she is only sixteen, after all. No matter how much we needed her, it was unfair of the world to demand that she carry such a heavy responsibility alone.



I reach out and brush shards of ice out of her mane and coat before taking her into my embrace. She flinches at my first touch, but calms when she realizes that I am comforting her.



Platinum sniffs, and I wrap my cloak around her. The needles of cold in my back redouble in strength, but I ignore their bite as best I can. With a nudge, we begin making our way back to camp, in the valley below.



“We can’t stay here,” I realize. “We will have to move south where it is warmer. All of us. There is nothing for us here, but frozen death.”



“B-but how? How can an entire nation of ponies just get up and go somewhere else?”



“We pack our things,” I say with a grim smile, “And we walk.”



“But the young ones! And the old mares and stallions! Clover, how could they possibly make such a journey?”



I am acutely aware of the arthritic pains in my knees, and of the hint of a stumble that has developed in my gait in the past few years.



With a spiteful chuckle, I say, “They will have to manage.”
      

      
   
      Similar Interests


      

      
      
         So this probably won’t surprise you, but being an insanely popular DJ? Yeah, it gets you chicks. Dudes too, I guess, but DJ Pon-3 is more of a ladies mare, if you catch my drift. I don’t think there’s a single mare who’s caught my eye that hasn’t wound up back at my pad for a private showing. If you know what I mean. And that’s saying something considering I can’t, you know, say anything.



Yeah, I’m mute. Surprises a few ponies, but it’s no big deal. You don’t gotta be able to talk to appreciate music, you know? And when you can’t speak, you tend to be more creative in expressing yourself. Chicks dig that sorta thing.



But anyway, this isn’t about that. Well, it kinda is, but kinda not, you know? Those other mares? Just one time deals. DJ Pon-3’s not the kind of mare to settle down, you get me? Life’s way too short to spend your time with just one mare.



Or so I thought before I saw her.



Yeah, yeah, I’m getting all bad teenage romance on you, but whatever. I’m not exactly the type to believe in love at first sight either. But all that kind of changes once it actually happens to you.



So this chick? She was perfection incarnate. I mean it. She somehow managed to appeal to me in ways I hadn’t even known I liked before. Her grey coat, her fashionable attire, the refined way she held herself, her obviously well educated background… everything about her was amazing! She was a pony from a completely different walk of life, and probably had absolutely nothing in common with me, but I didn’t care. My heart was hers to take if she’d have it.



And she didn’t even see me sitting there as she walked by.



So yeah. There I was, positive I’d just seen an angel in earth pony form, and I’m too dumbstruck to even try and get her attention. Me! The most notorious skirt chaser in Ponyville! By the time I recovered, she was already gone. And so were my chances of seducing her.



As you can guess, I was pretty bummed out.



But then I remembered all that “true love will find a way” mushy stuff you read about when you’re, like, six, so I was determined to find out who she was.



So I went to Pinkie Pie.



See, I knew Pinkie from way, way back. We’re pretty good friends. I mean, okay, Pinkie is friends with everypony, sure, but her and me? We’re tight. Not as tight as we were before Twilight Sparkle moved to town, but hey, I get it. Life happens, you know? But we’re still close, and I know I can always rely on her to help a gal out.



Unsurprisingly, Pinkie knew just about everything about my mystery chick. Her likes, dislikes, habits, where she went to school... all that stuff. She even knew sign language, if you can believe it! Took it as an elective or something. Well, however she learned it, sure saves me a ton of trouble. Writing everything down so your date can figure out what you’re trying to say gets frustrating quick.



Oh, and hey! Turns out we actually had something in common after all! The single most important thing too. It’s gotta be fate.



Anyway, me being me and all, I just up and asked Pinkie if she could set the two of us up on a date. And Pinkie? She’s ecstatic, telling me we’d be perfect together and the cutest couple in Ponyville. You know Pinkie. Literally bouncing off the walls with joy



Basically, I got my date.



Anyway, the next day I dressed up nice in my good shades and ‘phones, signed goodbye to my roommate, and headed on over to Sugar Cube Corner. Pinkie waved to me as I walked in, then pointed to the booth where my date was gazing out the window. 



She was positively gorgeous. And I knew right there that this was the pony I wanted— no, the pony I needed to be with for the rest of my life.



Luckily she didn’t catch me staring, so after recomposing myself I strolled on over, all casual like, and slid into the seat across from her. She turned to face me, giving me an eyeful of those beautiful turquoise eyes of hers.



“So Maud,” I signed, lifting my shades and giving her my trademark smile. “I hear you like rock.”
      

      
   
      Once More, with Feeling


      

      
      
         “What are you doing up here?”



The hinges squeaked as Rarity stepped into the Cutie Mark Crusaders’ clubhouse. She cocked her head and raised an eyebrow, but she wore a soft smile.



“I-I just…” Spike swept a claw toward one of the cushions on the floor. “Please sit down. I wanted to talk to you.”



Rarity frowned at the discolored upholstery and scraped a hoof at the darkest stain on it, then settled for swiping away some of the dust from the bare floor. She crouched over it more so than actually lying down. “What about, dear?”



“First off,” Spike said, pointing his nose toward the note clutched in her hoof, “I’m sorry I misled you, but I couldn’t come up with a better way of getting you here.”



“Oh…” Rarity craned her neck to see out the window, probably a little less mystified about the lack of other ponies headed this way. “So… no Pinkie party?”



Spike shook his head. “Sorry. I wanted to talk about… us.”



At last, Rarity did choose the cushion over the floor. “I see…” Her tail swished a bit, and a smirk played at the corners of her mouth. “It’s not like I couldn’t tell, you know.”



“Yeah,” Spike said, scratching at the back of his neck, “I figured.” Then he caught himself slouching and jerked upright. “But look—we’ve spent a lot of time together, and I thought we’d gotten closer over the years… maybe…”



“That we have,” Rarity replied with a nod. “I’m not sure that means we should change anything, though. You have all your duties with Twilight, and I have my business, of course. Plus all that stupid homework, and—” She held a hoof to her mouth, and her eyes shot wide open.



Spike took a deep breath. He needed to concentrate. “Do you remember how much fun we had at Princess Cadence’s wedding reception? I thought the accent gems were part of the buffet, and then it turned out they were just glass imitations, but by then, I’d eaten so many already that I got sick, and… at least I made it outside, but the gardener is never gonna forgive me for burning up all those rosebushes. I don’t think any of the castle staff would welcome me back.”



Rarity stared with a horrified gape, but a snicker trickled through, which soon grew to a full laugh as her shoulders bounced. “But you felt much better afterward. And we spent the whole time dancing after that,” she said, her voice cracking in that adorable way.



“Heh. Yeah.” That same nauseous feeling bubbled up, but he quickly willed it down and steadied his mind. “And when we went to the Crystal Empire together for the Equestria Games? I had a lot of fun.”



“Mr. The Dragon,” Rarity said with a steely gaze, in a perfect impression of Ms. Harshwhinny, then snorted and burst into laughter.



Not one of Spike’s finer moments. but at least he’d gotten to spend all that time with friends. And… her.



“I’ll teach you to sing Cloudsdale’s anthem someday,” she said with a twinkle in her eye. “You do need to get used to crowds, if you want to be my friend, ’cause I’m gonna be a star!”



Yeah, she would. He’d bet on it. But Cloudsdale’s anthem? He’d never touch that thing again. “I know,” he said, his voice growing quiet. “A beautiful star.”



He studied the floor in front of him, in case she’d heard that. When he looked up, she had a warm smile. “Friends,” she said, reaching out a hoof.



“Yeah, friends.” He took the hoof in his claws. But she didn’t stop.



“It starts out that way, doesn’t it? Then it gets complicated.” Rarity sighed, but she never lost her smile.



So Spike seized his opening. “No. No it doesn’t, because it never changes from that. Friends first, and then maybe more, but we never stop being friends, no matter what. That’s why it works: because we’re friends first.”



He must have said something right, because she grinned even bigger. And then she clapped her hooves together. “Wait until my sister hears I got a date!”



Spike chuckled, but—hoofsteps on the walkway outside! He tucked his Rarity plushie behind his back as Sweetie Belle stepped through the door, a note clutched in her hoof. She did a double take when she saw him.



“What are you doing up here?”



Spike’s stomach lurched—time for the real deal. “I-I wanted to talk to you.”
      

      
   
      The Wizard and the Chalkboard


      

      
      
         Once, there was a powerful unicorn named Twilight Sparkle, who valued planning and organization above all things. Determined to become enlightened in the ways of the world, she forged a mighty artifact out of crystal, wood, stone and wax. It was a small portable chalkboard, of the type she often used to solve simple math problems or plan out her day, but her magic granted it special properties. When the chalkboard was held aloft, and a problem was spoken aloud, it would display a flawless, fully detailed plan for how a solution might be implemented.



“Alright, Chalkboard,” Twilight proclaimed when her creation was done. “Tell me—how shall I determine if you are working properly?”



A moment passed, before flowing script began to appear on the board, and under it, a neat grid of lines: “Asses effectiveness of magical artifact though testing on statistically significant number of sample problems. Apply frequentist statistical methods to interpret outcome.”



Pleased with this answer, Twilight set about doing just that. First she asked it how to reorganize all the books in her library, then how to most efficiently straighten the kitchen. Then she asked how to reformat her study guide for the next week, and how to fill in the study guide without all the colored markers making her dizzy. She was still working on this task, when the patter of little feet on the floor behind her made her turn.



“Twilight, Twilight!” called Spike, fast approaching behind her. “I finished my nap. I’m bored. Is Moondancer going to come by later? Can I go out with you if the does? Can you get me some ice cream before she gets here? Can you? Can you?”



Twilight was not an unkind caretaker, but she was very much in the middle of something, and wished to be left alone. And so she lifted her board so it was visible only to her, and looking directly at him, asked, “Tell me—how shall I make a little dragon be quiet while I work?”



“Inform child he is old enough to get his own ice cream. Praise his maturity,” appeared written on the tablet. Twilight nodded, did as it instructed, and Spike scampered off energetically. Pleased with the results, Twilight returned to work, but it was not long before she was interrupted again. This time, it was by the palace gardener, working outside her window.



“Inform gardener that Princess Celestia was very displeased with her work, and that she should go home early,” the tablet said, and the gardener left. Later, Shining Armor came by to visit, but he could not stay long, as he had to return to his barracks before dark.



“Forge letter from soldier's commanding officer retroactively approving his leave. Use dragon’s magic to falsify letter delivery via magical post,” the tablet said, and Shining Armor stayed to play all afternoon, as well as being very impressed with Twilight’s new creation. Later, the tablet solved the problems of her not wanting to exercise, of it being a long way to the main palace library, and of her heater being broken, among numerous other difficulties.



The sun had just set when Spike stumbled out of the kitchen, empty ice-cream tub in hand, and threw up on Shining Armor. From that sprang forth a series of events involving a sick dragon, a furious drill sergeant, a rocket-powered bicycle, a significant boiler fire, and a wailing gardener who had gone all the way to the Princess that her children needed to eat and so she couldn't be fired. Twilight ended the evening sitting on her front step, a fire-blanket put over her shoulders as the pegasus ponies extinguished her library.



“I’m sorry, Princess,” she said. “I really thought I did the magic right. I did.”



Princess Celestia gently took the tablet from her student, held it up in the air in front of Twilight, and said: “Tell me—how shall Twilight best learn and grow as a pony from these unfortunate events?”



“Realize that knowing to ask the right questions is often more important than having the answers,” the chalkboard displayed. “Accept that not all problems have simple and convenient solutions and that there is a difference between having a plan and true wisdom. Discard cursed chalkboard.”



Twilight stared at the answer, unsure what to make of it. As she did, Celestia smiled, and leaning down, nuzzled her student between the ears. “I think you did just fine, Twilight,” she said.



It was by this means that Twilight became enlightened.
      

      
   
      A Reliable Fear


      

      
      
         “Twilight,” I begin, “is something bothering you?”



I can see the ice slide down Twilight’s back. The filly that sits across from me stares, eyes wide, before putting on a smile. “I’m fine, Princess. Why?”



I want to tell her it’s because of the way her legs shake when she looks at me. I want to tell her that it’s because she’s been reading the same page in her text for ten minutes, scanning the same two paragraphs with an absentminded gaze. I want to tell her that it’s because I've seen this so many times before, to the point where I could predict this conversation down to the word. But I also want Twilight to trust me—and trust will never come from fear.



So, I just lean forward. “You just seem like you have something on your mind.”



She’s shaking her head again before I can even finish my sentence. “No,” she says. She's crushing her quill under her magical hold. “I’m just studying.”



Of course you are, my faithful student. You’re always studying. There isn’t a single topic out there you don’t have some knowledge of. I couldn’t be prouder of you.



You know that, right?



“Are you sure?” I pause. “Nothing happened in class today?”



She loses her breath. “Not much,” she manages, looking away.



“How did you do on that Equestrian History test you were telling me about the other day?”



Her eyes snap to mine.



Forgive me.



A whimper echoes from Twilight’s throat. She tries to speak, but bites her lip and presses herself into her seat, as if trying to erase herself from existence. I watch as she throws her face down, trying to hide the shame that’s now rolling down her cheeks.



I rise from my seat and walk to her side, where I drape a wing over her shoulders. She buries her muzzle into my side and wails, “I’m sorry! I’m sorry…”



“Sorry about what?” I ask, retrieving my poker face. It’s the same one I’ve used for three millenia. “What’s wrong?”



Her next few words spend a moment stuck in her throat, caught on what few shards of fear remain. I have to strain my ears to hear her sputter out, “I cheated.”



“I see. And why, exactly, did you cheat?”



“Because Lyra told me to,” Twilight mutters. “I was out sick for a week, and when I came back I had missed everything, and I tried to study, but there was just way too much, so Lyra told me to cheat. So I did. I copied all of Blue Belle’s answers, and I’m so, so sorry, and if you’re gonna expel me I’d understand, and…”



Lyra Heartstrings. I’ve been in the same room as that filly twice, and both times ended with me having a potato launched at my head. I’m not sure I could think of a worse influence for Twilight.



“But Twilight, you know that cheating is wrong.” I lean down to look her in the eye. “You know it’s wrong, and yet you did it anyway. Why?”



And it’s as she looks at me, chest heaving, hooves trembling, that an icicle stabs through my heart. Because I know exactly what she’s about to say. I’ve heard it hundreds of times before, from nearly as many fillies and colts.



“I didn’t want to fail,” she says, shaking her head. “I didn’t want to let you down.”



Of course.



I touch her chin with a wing. "You could never let me down, my little pony. You don't ever need to lie to me, or to cheat. Just being the best you can be is enough. I'll love you either way."



Twilight sobs again and presses herself into my chest, where I hold her until I hear her breaths steady, until I feel the tension escape her bones.  I rock with her, until the fear leaves her.



And yet, even as she rests, all I can do is stare into the distance. I've been through this so many times before. Too many times before.



How I wish I could just let ponies relax around me. I wish that I could talk to them as freely as I once did my sister. I wish they would see me as a pony, and not as an icon, or a weapon, or a freak. Fillies like Twilight should never have to lie. All I want is their trust—her trust.



But I am Princess Celestia, and trust will never come from fear.
      

      
   
      Just As Planned


      

      
      
         “We’ll miss her. I don’t think I can say any more or any less for such a remarkable mare. Rainbow Dash touched a million lives in her brief time in the sun. We will never really find a way to replace her in our hearts.” 



Twilight paused, gazing out upon the crowd of ponies. There must have been a thousand of them, most pegasi but a few enchanted earth ponies and unicorns dotted the clouds. Her friends were front and centre. Applejack, holding her hat and trying not to cry. Fluttershy sobbing, clutching Rarity like she was the last rock in the ocean. Pinkie her eyes dead. 



“The world will remember her for her crowning achievements, the Rainboom; the air speed record; saving the world time and time again as an Element Bearer. We’ll remember her as a friend.” 



Scootaloo seemed to be taking it worst of all. Resplendent in the Wonderbolt blue she seemed to hang between Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle, as if she were a puppet with her strings cut. Twilight sighed, before continuing. 



“We don’t get to spend enough time with our friends. Rainbow Dash was always on the move, always working towards the next goal, and it’s to my great regret that this took her away from us far too often. Still, whenever we needed her, Rainbow Dash would be there, and I don’t think I will ever stop looking over my shoulder expecting her to be there.” 



Twilight gazed over at the casket. Closed, of course. Rainbow Dash had gone out in a blaze or glory, just as everypony had expected. 



“We’ll miss you,” Twilight echoed. “Goodbye, Rainbow Dash.” 








Twilight wasn’t sure why she volunteered to clear out Rainbow Dash’s house. There was a certain logic to it she supposed. Besides Fluttershy she was the only one with wings, and Fluttershy was a wreck after the funeral. Filing always calmed her down, anyway, and somepony had to go through Dash’s things. 



The cloud door opened silently, revealing the grand hall. Dash had filled it to the brim with trophies, blue ribbons and newspaper articles, along with her own promotional posters. It brought a smile to Twilight’s face, she could always trust Rainbow’s ego to dominate above all. Picking her way through the shrine to speed she made her way up towards the tiny cubby hall Dash called her office. There would be bills still to pay, long lost friends to notify and Equestrian Revenue to scream at. All the mundane detritus a pony had to deal with when one of their friends died. 



Dash’s office was just as she remembered. A desk, a couple of filing cabinets spilling their contents out onto the floor below and a wall full of photos. Twilight’s face lit up upon seeing the one in pride of place. It was the recreation photo, thirty years on from the first she’d ever sent to Celestia but in exactly the same pose. Oh sure, Spike was five times bigger, Pinkie was round in the middle and not from sweets and you’d could see the grey in Dash’s hair. It still brought a little spark of joy, though. It was remarkable how much it hurt that Twilight was the only pony who still looked like she was in her twenties. 



There’d never be a forty year on photo. It wouldn’t be the same without Rainbow. 



She sighed, sitting on the cushion before the desk and began to pick her way through the scattered papers. Reading Dash’s hoofwriting was an acquired skill but she persevered. A ten year old expense form blurred into with a bundle of fan letters and page ninety-one of Dash’s long aborted third draft of her memoirs. A slip of paper fell from one of the folders as she tried to stack it appropriately and Twilight caught it with her aura. 



I’m sorry, girls. The Bolts dropped me. I couldn’t go quietly.




Frowning, Twilight opened the folder. Her breath caught in her throat. 



Dash’s final stunt was laid out in dispassionate white on blue. The daredevil dives. The dizzying rolls. The impossible turn which had claimed her life. There was nothing beyond that, nor a clue as to how she would have survived to fly another day. 



It had gone just as planned. 
      

      
   
      Of Destiny and Dragons


      

      
      
         News came from across the sea. A dragon had come to Saddle Arabia. That is rare enough as it is, but it had also hewn a desperate lair into a mountain. Smoke from its mouth blotted out the sky. Yet no horse there could wake it.



Diplomatic cables blazed across the world, a tumultuous clatter begging for aid and answers. It soon became apparent that Princess Twilight Sparkle herself had lead the party that expelled the dragon. A delegation was now before her--lead by the heir apparent himself.



"Princess, what is the meaning of this? What in the nether regions of Tartarus possessed you, our ostensible allies, to send a dragon to our land?"



"We didn't send him to your land," Twilight asserted. "We sent him away. There's a big difference."



"Away?" The prince furrowed his brow. "You did not lead him to a safe location?"



"We thought he would find one on his own."



"So you admit you expelled a dragon without ensuring it would find a home away from inhabited areas?"



This was not wrong, Twilight realized. "Yes. On behalf of Equestria, I apologize for our negligence. But why would he have flown all the way to Saddle Arabia?"



"Who knows? I do not think it matters. But I recognize your apology, Princess. Now, this is not forgiveness. If, however, you can tell us how to vanquish the dragon, we will gladly extend that to you."



"Oh!" Twilight beamed. "Just prod him with a stick or something to wake him up. Then lead him somewhere safe. He isn't a bad dragon, you know."



The prince gave a long, deep sigh, nearly a guttural growl. "Princess Twilight, we have tried poking. We have tried prodding. We have, in fact, tried every weapon in our army, but we cannot even harm the dragon. Waking it is beyond us. Does Equestria have the means to do anything?"



Twilight's heart sank. "We...as far as I am aware, we do have means to slay him, but we will not do such a thing. It would be wrong to kill him because of our mistake. We will send pegasi to thin the smoke, but if we cannot safely wake him, we will do no more."



"I see," said the prince. "The pegasi will be appreciated, but ultimately inadequate. They will only make the impending famine less severe; they cannot prevent it."



"We will send food aid as well. It is the least we can do."



"Literally." The prince turned away. "It would seem we have nothing more to discuss."








Later, Twilight recalled her meeting to Princess Celestia.



"I feel absolutely miserable," said Twilight.



"You didn't do anything wrong," said the elder princess. "That was the best thing to do, was it not?"



"I guess it was. But that isn't fair to the Saddle Arabians."



"Twilight, even as a princess, you can't make everypony happy. Sometimes people get hurt no matter what you do."



Twilight scowled. "That's meant to comfort me, but it doesn't actually make anything better."



"That's what destiny is. We have to take the good and the bad."



"Destiny?" Twilight snapped. "You can't grow crops by the light of destiny."



"Then tell me, Twilight, what actions would you have taken to prevent this?" Celestia's words were warm and soothing.



"How can you be so nonchalant?" Twilight quaked with rage. "Saddle Arabians are going to die, and it's all our fault! And we don't have the power to set it right! All I can do is worry, and I don't see why it's so wrong to worry."



"Princess Twilight Sparkle," Celestia intoned. The younger princess snapped to attention. "Your concern for the welfare of the Saddle Arabians is admirable, but do not forget that you are a princess of Equestria. Now, I'll ask you again: what would you have done differently?"



I would have led him to the Badlands, Twilight thought. But I was barely aware of that place back then. And there's a reason the dragon went to Saddle Arabia instead of there. I guess it's true. Just sending the dragon off was the best decision.



"Nothing," said Twilight.



"Can you truly say that?"



"Yes."



Celestia smiled.
      

      
   
      Step 3: ???


      

      
      
         “Alright,” Applebloom said excitedly. “Fuel?”



“Check,” Sweetie Belle reported.



“Matches?”



“Check,” Sweetie replied again.



“Rags n’ such?”



“Hrnng,” Scootaloo confirmed.



“Everypony ready?” Applebloom asked, glancing across the deserted plaza to make sure nopony else was around. 



“Uh,” Sweetie hesitated. “What was the, um, objective here?”



“Gettin’ our cutie marks, silly,” Applebloom admonished. “Just like always.”



“Yeah, but which cutie marks exactly were we going for with this?” Sweetie inquired, looking anxiously at her own hooves. “I lost track.”



“Nrrk,” Scootaloo agreed.



“Well, uh,” Bloom stuttered. “I… hold on, I’ll get it.”



With a grunt of irritation, she pulled from her saddlebags the scroll the trio had used to plan their day’s activities hours earlier. Since then, it had absorbed a great deal more abuse than could reasonably be expected of it. The bottom half was soggy and pungent, having been submerged in a pool of liquid whose nature none of the crusaders were willing to acknowledge. Where it wasn’t wet, the paper was hole-ridden and the ink smudged.



Taking care not to unfurl the scroll too quickly lest the wet paper tear, she spread it before her as her companions leaned in to look.



“Now, see?” she asked, pointing to a crude drawing that might have included a representation of one or more fillies. “This is where we … wait.” She moved her hoof to point at an unevenly drawn box beside a vaguely circular scribble and a question mark. The rest of this particular diagram was obscured by a green splotch that the fillies carefully failed to notice. 



“So I think this is the buildin’,” Applebloom guessed, then trailed off.



“It doesn’t look anything like a building,” Sweetie Belle said flatly. 



“Well I’m not a drawer, alright?” Bloom shot back in frustration. “This is the buildin’, and this here’s the… fuel, probably.”



“How is that fuel?”



“It don’t matter, Sweetie, it just is,” Applebloom fumed. “This is what we planned up, I’m sure of it.”



“It’s been a long day,” Sweetie noted, looking pointedly up at the full moon almost directly above them. “Maybe it’d be better if we came back to it tomorrow.”



“No!” Applebloom exclaimed. “You remember what Twilight said: you wanna achieve anything, best way is to write up your goals and follow through on ‘em.” She fixed both her fellow crusaders in turn with a look of determination. “We said we were gonna try everythin’ on this scroll today, and that’s what we’re gonna do. We ain’t never gonna get our cutie marks if we can’t even finish a to-do list..”



“But I don’t remember planning this part at all,” Sweetie Belle argued tiredly. 



“Frrg,” Scootaloo added, exasperated.



“Let’s just get it done with,” Applebloom insisted. “Then we won’t have to worry about it no more.”



“Fine,” Sweetie Belle agreed at last. “But we’d better make it quick, or somepony is going to see us.”



“Naw.” Applebloom shook her head. “Everypony in town is asleep — long since.”



“Not everypony,” Twilight Sparkle corrected from behind them.



The crusaders yelped in surprise, then quieted as they realized who had joined them.



“Oh, hey Twilight,” Applebloom said as casually as she could manage as she turned to look at the alicorn. “What’re you doin’ up at this hour?”



Twilight ignored the question.



“Girls, it’s late, so I’m just going to get to the point: were you going to burn down the town hall?”



Applebloom studied Twilight’s stony expression for a few seconds, then looked back to their gathered materials. “Well, I mean… sure looks that way, don’t it?”



“And why,” Twilight started, clearly making an effort to control the tone of every word, “were you going to do that?”



Applebloom hesitated. “Well, it’s gotten a mite confusing,” she admitted finally. “But it’s just like you said this morning — can’t let something silly like not knowin’ what we’re doing get in the way of doin’ it.”



“You interpreted that lesson very differently than I had hoped,” Twilight said after a moment’s silence, prompting the crusaders’ heads to bow in synchronized shame. “I want to be clear: nothing I tell you should ever justify arson. Understand?”



“Yes, Twilight,” Applebloom and Sweetie Belle said in unison.



“Nngh Mrngh,” Scootaloo added.



“I don’t suppose I could convince you to appreciate the unconstrained potential that a blank flank represents, or perhaps the ambiguous nature of fate?” Twilight asked hopefully. Confused expressions were her answer. “Right, then. Go home, and go to sleep. For a while, please.”
      

      
   
      Robin Hoof and Her Merry Mares


      

      
      
         Robin Hoof liked to have the feather in her hat placed a certain way. After all, though it was important to give the poor ponies bits, it was also important to look good doing it. And the hat had to be perfect! Unfortunately this was not the right color. Where was a phoenix when you needed one? 



“My merry mares!  Where are you?”



“We’re right here, Robin!” A pink pony said in a singsong voice and bounced next to her. “Wait! Are we mares that are supposed to be merry or are we supposed to be disguised as men, but we’re actually mares, therefore we’re mare-y men? I think I’m already the first one, but I guess I can be the second one too, right? Unless we actually marry mares because I don’t know if Friar Buck will—”



“It don’t matter none, Pinkie,” an orange pony said. She dropped a bucket of apples next to them, and started to eat. Robin was grateful for the interruption. Pinkie was definitely a merry mare. Almost too merry; she always seemed to be laughing up a storm. 



“Are you gathering us for another job? Are we gonna plunder some thunder?”



“Pinkie, dear! What are you talking about? What thunder?” Robin asked. 



“Well, you know, one of my pegasus friends said that King Richherd ordered the weather ponies to prepare a thunderstorm. I think they’re trying to drown us out of Whitetail Forest.”



“Oh heavens, that sounds awful. I must make new rain boots. These are, unfortunately, last season.”



“Robin!” the orange pony yelled. 



“Yes, yes, you’re absolutely right, Little Jack. By the way, how did you get your name again?”



“Well, my big brother’s called Big Mac and he called me little so—”



“Oh, right, yes, okay.”



“Robin, what about the plan? What do we do next?” 



Robin paused, and her eyes brightly flashed. 



“Idea!” 








“This is. The. Worst. Possible. Thing!”



They had been captured. She was sentenced to the gallows. A noose hung on her neck, and Little Jack and Pinkie were rotting away somewhere in the dungeons. 



“Robin Hoof.” The Sherriff of Trottingham stood erect, a staff in her hooves, her purple forehead creasing as she scrutinized the mare before her. “You have been charged with crimes against the kingdom. Do you have anything to say?”



“Oh, my wonderful Maid Mareian! I only regret that I did not tell you I loved you!” 



There was a quiet “eep!” and with a quick glance, Robin saw her; her beautiful bright butterfly! She stood next to King Filthy Richherd, his cow nobles standing behind him, their eyes shooting arrows at Robin. 



“I. Love. You. Too. Robin.” Robin, though lip-reading, made out what Maid Mareian had whispered back. Even when her lover was on the brink of death, the poor dear was still too shy to proclaim her love. “Watch. For. The. Skies. Huh?”



There was a rumble above. 



“The kingdom is under attack! Protect your king!” The Sherriff of Trottingham yelled, and she grabbed King Richherd and teleported him away. 



The rest of the kingdom was in a panic. A storm was raining down. Lightning flashes were everywhere. One bolt cut through Robin’s noose, and there was a laugh in the sky. 



 It was the hat she noticed first. Black. Slick. Sleek. Bold. It spoke volumes! Who needed a phoenix feather when you could have that! 



A masked pegasus mare landed next to her with a “thump!”



“So, Robin Hoof, I’ve heard what you’ve done around here. Giving bits to the poor. Helping random ponies. That’s quite generous of you.” 



“Well, I must do what I can for the less fortunate. After all, in my heart though I’m stealing from other ponies, I know I’m doing the right thing.”



“I like your style.”



“Did I mention I’m a fashion designer as well? I like yours as well, darling.” 



“Um, that’s not quite what I meant, but, uh, anyways, you look like you need a hoof.”



“Yes, that would be quite nice. My faithful merry mares have been captured.”



“Alright. Let’s go save them. By the way, how would you and your marey mares or whatever like to partner up with me? I kinda like the group thing.” 



“You’ll help the poor and unfortunate, right?" 



“Of course.”



“Well, why not?”



“Okay!" she yelled. "Cool.”



“By the way, darling, what is your name? I never quite caught that.”



“I’m Mare Do Well. Nice to meet ya!” 
      

      
   
      Twilight's First Date


      

      
      
         “Rarity, I need your help NOW!” Twilight screamed as she burst into the guest room Rarity was staying in during their trip to the Crystal Empire for the Princess Summit.



Spike, who was unsurprisingly also in the room, and who was more accustomed to Twilight's frantic outbursts, recovered and replied first. “What's the matter, Twilight? Has another ancient evil shown up? Is Sombra back? Has there been a zombie outbreak?” he asked with what might have been a little bit too much enthusiasm.



“No, this is far, far worse!”



“You've got a date tonight, but you've never been on a date before, so you're worried that you'll do something wrong and it will be a disaster. And to make matters worse, you also have nothing to wear.” Rarity said flatly.



“No, I—” Twilight hesitated, full of surprise. “Actually, yes. How did you know?”



Spike sighed. “It's never zombies,” he muttered quietly.



Rarity gave Twilight a knowing grin. “Twilight, darling, you've had your eye on a certain guardspony ever since you and Spike came back from that strange mirror world. I know for a fact that you've never been on a date before, so it's only natural that you would stress out about it. Especially since you're, well, you. And I also happen to know that you did not pack any clothes suitable for a first date. Honestly, darling, how could you expect me to not see this coming?”



“Oh, I guess it does make sense when you put it like that,” Twilight said sheepishly. “So can you—Wait. What was that bit you said about me stressing out?”



“Never mind that, darling; Rarity is here to help. Your outfit is over there.” Rarity pointed to a mannequin wearing a simple, yet still quite beautiful, dress.



Twilight stared at it in disbelief. “Huh? You already have a dress made for me? When did that happen?”



“Oh, Spike and I finished that days ago. Like I said, it was pretty obvious that you would need it. Now come over here and let me do your mane.”



“Thank you, Rarity,” Twilight said as Rarity went to work, “but there's still the problem of me inevitably ruining everything because I'll make a huge mistake because I don't know what to do or how to act on a date. I don't suppose you happen to have a book about dating or romance with you?”



Rarity reflexively glanced towards one of the many suitcases she had brought with her. Specifically, the one with her copy of Fifty Shades of Hay carefully hidden inside of it. “No, I have absolutely nothing of the sort. Sorry.”



Twilight's panic levels began to rise again. “Oh, I knew I should have brought the library's copy of Dating Directions for Dorks with me.”



“Don't worry, darling. You don't need a book for this. You have me here to help you. I can tell you everything you need to know to make sure both of you have a wonderful evening.”



“Thank you, Rarity. But we're actually meeting for lunch. In about thirty minutes.”



“WHAT?! Thirty minutes?! Well, there's no time for talking then. There's only one solution to this problem: I will accompany you on your date, and you will simply follow my lead.”



“Ummmm, Rarity, I might not know much about dating, but I'm pretty sure that dates are usually between two ponies, not three.”



“Well yes, obviously. And that is why I will bring someone with me and we will make it a double date.”



“Oooh. That makes much more sense. But who can we find to go on a date with you on such a short notice?”



Spike cleared his throat. “Might I make a suggestion?”








“Well that didn't go as planned,” Twilight said as she stared ahead blankly.



“No kidding,” Spike replied morosely from next to her.



“Who would have thought that Flash and Rarity would be perfect for each other?”



“Someone with a sick sense of humor, if you ask me.”



“I'm not even mad. I'm just shocked.”



“And I'm just feeling depressed.”



“Well, I can't really blame you. How about we get some ice cream to feel better?”



“I don't know…”



“I'll let you put crushed pieces of the castle in it.”



“DEAL!”



Twilight chucked as they got up and left.



After a few moments of silent walking, Twilight spoke again. “Hey, Spike?”



“Yeah, Twilight?”



“Just how did Rarity know that I've never been on a date before, anyway?”



“Uhhh...I'll race you to the ice cream!”
      

      
   
      A Bad Nightmare


      

      
      
         The night was curious and over saturated with horrible snores. Princess Luna turned and shook in the covers of her bed. Each time she made the bed creak, a loud snore came forth from her. How deafening the noise was that it awoke the tired Celestia from her bed chambers.



	"What in Tartarus is that racket!?" she said angrily.



	Princess Celestia barged her way through her room and the hallway till she stared into the door leading into Luna's place. She creaked open in and found her sister in fetal position upon the floor. Upon Celestia's entrance, Luna opened her eyes and trembled.



	"It was terrible! Absolutely terrible Tia! The most nightmarish dream I have ever endured." she said.



	Celestia walked to her scared sister with worry.



	"What happened!? Tell me what you saw!"



	Luna stood up from the floor and sat on her rump. She took a deep breath and spoke.



	"I dreamed that I was planning to wear a tacky suit and tie! Looking over profits and... doing Taxes!"



	Luna turned to her sister and saw how terrified Celestia became. 



	"Whats wrong Tia!? Are you alright!?" 



	Celestia turned herself to her sisters confused face.



	"I live that nightmare everyday, and... and... it never ends"



	"But how!?" said Luna.



	"Who do you think does all the Royal Accounting here, and soon you'll have to join me too"



	Princess Luna gave a horrible scream of terror, while Celestia cackled maniacal laughter. 



	Luna awoke from her dream. It was startling for sure what a nightmare that was. She looked at the paper work before her and levitated the pencil up from the desk.



	"Hmm.... only 200 more papers to file..." 



	With a stroke of her pencil, she filled out the margins for the expenses both her and Tia have been spending over the past year. She wanted to get as much done as possible. She reminisced how odd the dream she had was and in a few seconds continued her work diligently. 



	The door to her office chambers screeched open, a lurking Celestia walks in with milk and cookies.



	"I thought you would like a snack!" she says while dropping the cookies down on the table near.



	"Thanks Tia, see ya later!"



	

	Celestia out as fast as she came, Luna continued writing down. A chocolate chip cookie levitated with magic was gobbled quickly between done papers. 



	It was going to be a long night.
      

      
   
      Proper Titles


      

      
      
         Unlike his fellow guardsponies, Sturdy Shield found he actually enjoyed court marshal duty when the princesses held their monthly balls.



It certainly beat guard duty, which entailed a whole lot of standing by the exits while pretending to look intimidating and watching all the nobles having fun. But as marshal, he got to actually talk to the guests. Sure, all he did was greet everypony and ask for their proper titles so he could announce their arrival to the princesses and other guests. And yes, most of them tended to look down on him as though he were something unpleasant they had the misfortune of accidentally stepping in. But sometimes one would stop to chat with him and some actually seemed legitimately pleased to see him. It always brightened up his night and reminded him that he was doing important work at the castle, even if he wasn’t always recognized for it.



So after he’d had a nice talk with Fancy Pants, he was in pretty good spirits. He turned to wave as Fancy joined the party.



“You’re the court marshal, right?”



Sturdy spun around to resume his proper post, and practically jumped in shock as Twilight Sparkle, Equestria’s newest princess, stood before him. He suddenly found himself uncertain of what to do. Usually the princesses were already inside whenever they held one of these balls so he’d never had the opportunity to announce one before. Did he treat her like any other guest, or were princesses supposed to receive preferential treatment of some sort?



After a brief moment of panic, he managed to remember that she was the Princess of Friendship, and everyone said she was quite nice. There was likely no harm in just treating her like any other guest.



“Er, yes, that’s me!” he blurted, perhaps a little too eagerly. “You know, not many ponies get that right. Hardly anyone calls me ‘court marshal’ nowadays, so I’m kind of impressed!”



“Really?” The princess cocked her head, apparently surprised that not everyone recognized such an archaic term. “But proper titles are so important.”



Sturdy shrugged. He’d long since grown accustomed to less flattering forms of address. “Anyway, may I announce you?”



“Of course! That’s why I’m here.” The princess perked up immediately. “Spike, give him the scroll.”



Sturdy was so preoccupied with the fact that he was having a casual conversation with an actual Equestrian princess that he hadn’t even noticed the small dragon at her side. Which was rather surprising considering he had been panting rather heavily while leaning on a scroll that was easily three times as big as he was. Sturdy briefly wondered how the dragon had even managed to carry it up the long flight of stairs before realizing what exactly what was on the scroll.



He gulped.



“You see,” Twilight went on, noticing neither Spike’s exhaustion nor Sturdy’s dread, “after I became an alicorn, Princess Celestia suggested I update my title. So I decided to make it as accurate as possible since, like I said earlier, proper titles are so important.”



Sturdy nodded nervously.



Twilight continued. “It took months, and I only just finished this morning, but I’m pretty sure I got everything. Still, mind announcing me extra clearly? I want to hear how it sounds so I can make any necessary adjustments.”



Spike gave him an apologetic look as he shoved the massive scroll Sturdy’s way. Trapped, Sturdy cleared his throat, took a deep breath, and began to read.



“Announcing Twilight Sparkle, Element of Magic, Faithful Student, Ponyville Librarian, Vanquisher of the Eternal Night, Ursa Minor Conqueror, Dragon Waking Expedition Leader, Winter Wrap Up All-Team Organizer, Fifth Place Running of the Leaves Contestant, Pinkie Sense Studier, Hydra Defeater, Trainee Phoenix Veterinarian, Spirit of Chaos Subduer, Royal Elocution Instructor, One Quarter of the Mysterious Mare Do Well, Hearth’s Warming Eve Pagent Actor, Amatuer Cider Maker, Expert Book Recommender, Time Traveller, Cerberus Escorter, Undercover Dragon, Novice Detective, Wedding Planner, Changeling Plot Stopper, Wedding Singer, Saviour of the Crystal Empire, Excess Pinkie Pie Zapper, Magic Duel Champion, Crystal Empire Tour Guide, Transdimensional Traveller, High School Guardian...” 



He continued announcing her for what seemed like several hours. When he finally finished, he collapsed on the spot, more out of breath than Spike had been.



“Oh no!” Twilight called out in concern. “You’ll have to start over!”



“What? Why?” 



“I forgot to add ‘princess’!”








“And that,” the king said to his newborn daughter, “is the precise moment I decided to overthrow the previous monarchy.”
      

      
   
      Knock Knock! It's The Friendship Patrol!


      

      
      
         "Okay, girls." Twilight addressed her friends gathered in a loose semicircle facing her. "The Map sent all six of us here, so it must have known we would need to utilize each of our unique strengths to execute this mission of friendship."



Rarity coughed. "You're certain this is the right place, darling? It's rather... unpleasant."



The girls had gathered outside a smallish, single-storey warehouse in one of Canterlot's seedier districts. The moon cast silvery rays on dilapidated and abandoned buildings, where no streetlights remained standing to provide illumination. A few dodgy-looking ponies skittered about just on the edges of shadows, watching and whispering. From within the warehouse, several rough, raucous voices could be heard talking and laughing. None of them sounded particularly friendly.



Twilight sighed. "The map was very clear about where we had to be." She rubbed her forehooves together. "I'm just... not quite certain why."



Before anypony could voice further complaints, Twilight went on. "But I have a plan! Like I said, we'll all need to work together for this. Rarity, you'll go in first and soften them up with your diplomatic charms."



"Naturally."



"Rainbow Dash, you can start talking to the pegasi and impressing them with tricks and stunts. That should immediately win them over."



"That's kinda racist—"



"Fluttershy, try to find the ponies secluded in corners away from the festivities. See if you can help them out."



"Um... okay. I'll try."



"Pinkie Pie, I'll need you to keep an eye out for anypony who might not be having a good time. Keep their spirits up!"



"Can-doodly-do!"



"And Applejack, you use your relatability and down to earth nature to talk to any of the stubborn ones." Twilight smiled proudly. "I'll be coordinating and organizing the whole operation. If everything goes according to my plan, I calculate a 32.33—repeating of course—percentage chance of friendship."



As soon as Applejack's name had been mentioned, Rainbow Dash had glanced over and noticed Applejack's glazed expression and thousand-yard-stare. When Twilight finished speaking, Rainbow elbowed Applejack in the ribs.



"Hey, AJ! You even listening?"



"Huh? Whazzat?" Applejack looked around, blinking, then tilted her hat forwards and began marching towards the warehouse door. "Alright, let's do this!"



She reached the door and slowed down just enough to spin and give it a savage buck with both rear hooves. "Friendship!" The door shattered and blasted into the warehouse beyond, followed swiftly by Applejack.



"O-Oh goodness." Fluttershy held two hooves over her muzzle. "She just ran in."



"Oh, jeeze, stick to the plan!" Twilight sprinted through the door a split-second behind Applejack, but could only freeze and stare at what she saw.



"Friendship!" Applejack delivered an uppercut to the first pony she saw, sending them backflipping into a pile of crates. Another nearby pony rushed her, but she spun and roundhouse kicked them through a wall. Seeing this, a group of three charged at once.



Applejack snorted and spread her hooves. "Y'all oughta be more friendly!" She leapt towards them and viciously headbutted the first pony into the ground, then planted her forehooves on his spine and front-flipped over the other two. The pair barely managed to spin around in time to each catch a hind-hoof directly to the face. They flew back in screaming arcs to impact the wall on either side of the still-open door, where a gaping Twilight Sparkle stood in stunned silence.



Applejack wasn't done. More ponies were approaching from all sides, so she preemptively launched herself into the fray with a cry of, "Friendship!" She knocked aside the first pony with a quick right hook, then ducked under the swing of another pony and uppercutted him hard enough to send him sailing into several others. A mare managed to bearhug Applejack from behind, and a stallion lined up in front of her to pummel her defenseless body. Applejack lifted her hind-legs from the ground and bucked the stallion in the stomach, sending him flying. She then swung her head back, cracking the mare's muzzle with the back of her skull. The mare dropped Applejack with a pained yelp, and Applejack quickly spun around yelling "Friendshiiiip!" and performed a massive suplex to finish her off.



Any remaining ponies had long fled the building, leaving Applejack standing alone amid a roomful of battered and unconscious bodies. She turned and beamed proudly at her friends, now assembled in a collectively-gaping group near the door.



While the rest of them were unable to find any words, Rainbow gulped dryly and quietly uttered, "Do it again."
      

      
   
      Grand Gestures


      

      
      
         It had been a long, tiring night, but Celestia was finally sure that everything was ready.



Still, one last check couldn’t hurt.



“The attendees will arrive by evenfall, yes?” she asked, only half-listening to the answer as she looked around the hall.



“The expectation has been impressed upon them, yes,” answered her lead organizer, Big Pitch, “I’ve personally spoken to more than a few of the ponies you’ve invited, and I have no doubt that there will be a large crowd by then.”



“See that there is. I don’t want a half-empty ballroom when she arrives.”



“I’ll be personally overseeing the crowd, your highness. If it seems to sparse as the time approaches, I’ll deal with it myself.”



Celestia nodded absently. “And they’ll be a mix of different classes, of course? I don’t want only nobles. It needs to be a cross-section of all of Equestria.”



“Yes, you may have mentioned that once or twice.” Big Pitch barely suppressed the urge to roll his eyes. “With all due respect, your highness, why don’t you leave the worrying to me? Everything’s set up, just the way you wanted it. If anything goes wrong, it won’t be because you forgot to check on it.” He met her eyes as she looked down at him, his expression somewhere between a smile and a smirk. “Anyway, if anything does go wrong, you’ve got me here to take care of it. Trust me, I’ve handled plenty of celebrations before, and this one’s going as smoothly as any of them.”



Celestia shook her head, but there was a twinkle of amusement behind the tiredness in her eyes. “I suppose you’re right, aren’t you? Forgive an old pony her worrying.” Big Pitch snorted, and Celestia looked up to the walls once more. “But this one… I would appreciate it, mister Pitch, if this one was perfect.”



“Perfect’s what I do, your highness.”



“Yes…” Celestia’s gaze wandered across the tapestries filling the hall, each depicting Luna in her role as tireless protector of the ponies of Equestria; here was one illustrating the time she had driven the ursa major away from Oxenford, there was another depicting her negotiating the Draconic-Equinnic Alliance with King Ferrous Draconis; there was one which showed her bringing dreams of peace and comfort to the children of Mareseilles after the Great Fire had left them homeless.



In a few hours time, the hall would be filled with ponies from across Equestria, some of whom had been among those children—but all of whom had been touched by Luna, in some way. All of whom had been invited to this celebration so that they could tell Luna how much she had done for them.



A cough from Big Pitch brought Celestia back to the present. “Yes,” she began again, “I’m sure it will be perfect, with you in charge.” Pitch smiled, and Celestia smiled with him. “Luna will be so surprised when she wakes up to discover all this. Thank you for your hard work.”



“Aw, it wasn’t really that hard. The toughest part was dealing with my micro-managing boss.”



Celestia laughed then. “I see how it is. Very well, mister Pitch, I’ll leave the rest to you.” She sighed. “I’m sure that with your help, Luna will see how much she’s loved.”



A guardpony stepped through the door at that moment, saluting smartly. “Begging your pardon, Princess, but the sun needs to be raised. It’s already a few minutes late.”



Celestia clucked her tongue. “Of course, of course. Thank you for the reminder.” The guard saluted again, then left. Celestia returned her attention to Big Pitch. “Luna and I will be back at sunset.”



He adopted a mock-serious expression, and mimicked the guard’s salute. “All shall be as ye would have it, oh Princess mine!”



Celestia laughed again, then left the ballroom. Stepping outside, she saw the full moon still high in the sky. Celestia looked up and down the roads; though it was nearly morning—though morning was late already—hardly anypony walked the streets, and those few who did kept their heads down and their gaits hurried. She shook her head.



After today, Celestia told herself, everything’s going to be better.



She reached beyond the horizon, and took the sun in her magic. With a gentle nudge, she urged the day to come forth, and the night to slip away.



The night did not retire.
      

      
   
      Pinkie Pie Runs Over a Blind Filly with the Welcome Wagon


      

      
      
         Being a blind filly had many disadvantages. Difficulty navigating in enclosed spaces. Bumping into ponies on the street. Rearranged furniture presenting a major obstacle. But being run over by a wagon was certainly a new one for Acuity.



“It’s kind of heavy,” she said, grunting as she tried to crawl out from under the heavy wooden frame, but to no avail.



“My poor baby girl!” sobbed her father.



“You monster! How could you? Running over my little Acuity.” Malice dripped from her mother’s voice, as it often did whenever anything threatened Acuity. Or made he mildly uncomfortable. Or, according to her old friends in Manehattan, looked at her.



Not that Acuity would know.



“I’m sorry! I thought she would see me coming!” an unfamiliar, high-pitched voice squeaked.



“She’s blind!”



“I’m fine, mom,” Acuity said, panting as she twisted around, fumbling for some leverage on the heavy wagon, but to no avial.



“See? She’s okay! Now, if you’ll just let me move the wagon off of her, I can get your party started!” Acuity heard the shuffling of hooves, followed by a snort.



“How can you even think of a party at a time like this?” Sugar Glaze asked in a tone of voice that Acuity recognized as trying to start a fight.



The other pony gasped. “How can I not think of a party at a time like this? You’re new in town, and I ran someone over with my welcome wagon. That’s the perfect time for a ‘Welcome to Ponyville and I’m sorry I ran you over with my wagon’ party!”



“There’s no such thing!” Sugar Glaze shouted.



“Is so! I’d just need to add a few words to my banner…” Another pair of hoofsteps, close together.



Acuity sighed. “Dad? Can you help me?” she asked in the direction of her father’s voice.



“Oh, my poor baby. Stay strong,” her father said, stroking her mane.



“Is that a yes or a no?”



“I could help!” the unfamiliar pony said, followed by a grunt.



“You’ve helped quite enough!” Sugar Glaze snarled.



“But if you’d just let me—”



“Oh Acuity!” sobbed Pilot Light. “How could this happen?”



“Ooh, I know!” the unknown pony shouted. “You see, you were crossing the street, when I realized, hey, you were new in town. So I—”



“No one cares, so just back off!”



Acuity could hear her father rising and moving towards the sound of her mother’s voice. “Now, dear. Just because she hurt our little Acuity doesn’t mean… doesn’t mean…” More sobbing came from the stallion.



Acuity’s ears drooped.



“Hey! Why do you have a wagon on your back?” a squeaky voice asked.



“I think Pinkie Pie ran her over,” a second, harsher voice said.



“Again?” a third voice chimed in, thick with the sound of the fields.



Acuity swiveled her head towards the sound of the voices. “Hello?”



“Er, uh, hi. You alright there?” the third voice asked, and Acuity could hear a few sets of light hoofsteps coming closer.



“I have a wagon on me.”



“We noticed,” the second voice said.



“You want some help?” the squeaky voice asked.



“Yes, please,” Acuity said, nodding her head.



“Alright, Crusaders! On the count of three!”



“One!”



“Two!”



Acuity felt the weight lifting from her back and quickly scooted forward, her hooves scrabbling against the road as she slid out from under the wagon, only to promptly collide with one of her rescuers.



“Ow! Hey! Watch where you’re going!” the harsh-voiced filly shouted.



Acuity winced, sitting back on her haunches. “I can’t. I’m blind.”



“Oh.”



Her rescuers fell silent, making the sounds of her parents arguing with the other pony all the more loud in Acuity’s ears.



“I guess I should probably go say something,” Acuity said, standing back up.



“Hey! Wait!”



Acuity paused mid-step at the sound of the filly trotting up behind her. “What is it?”



“You don’t have your cutie mark yet!”



Acuity nodded her head. “Not that I can tell.”



“You want to join us?” one of the other fillies asked.



“What?” Acuity swiveled her head towards the sound of the voice.



“Well, we don’t have our cutie marks yet either. I thought we could all go crusading for them together.”



Acuity tilted her head. “You don’t mind that I’m blind?”



“Of course not! T’ain’t like we ain’t used to less able ponies anyway.”



“Hey!”



“So, how ‘bout it?”



Acuity swiveled her ears back towards the sound of the bickering adults for a moment, then nodded her head.



“Sure.”
      

      
   
      Double Dip


      

      
      
         Spike sat quietly, his head resting on his claw, and politely ate his hay fries.



He couldn’t have known things would turn out this badly, but in hindsight, a double date probably wasn’t the best idea. He just wanted to ask out Rarity, which was hard enough, but Rarity insisted on calling up Trenderhoof to join them, even though she hadn’t seen him for months. Trenderhoof requested that Applejack come along. Applejack just plain didn’t want to go.



Somehow, they all ended up at the local Hay Burger for lunch, seated at a table for four, enjoying a tasty meal with a side of tense passive-aggressiveness. 



“This is such a wonderful meal, is it not?” Rarity said, taking an indignant sip of her diet cola.



“It sure is,” Applejack muttered, tearing off another bite of her cheeseburger and swallowing. “I’m havin’ the time of my life, m’self.”



Trenderhoof picked at his sweater sleeves, having barely touched his food. “Maybe we should call it a day, and meet up again some other time.”



“No, Trend!” Rarity said, then smiled, reaching out a hoof to cover Trenderhoof’s. “This really is wonderful, darling.”



Applejack tore off another piece of burger. “I would be too, if I wasn’t dragged along for this.”



“Dragged along?” Trenderhoof said, looking down. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to force you into anything.”



“Oh please, she’s just being overdramatic,” Rarity said, waving a dismissive hoof.



Applejack raised an eyebrow. “You’re one to talk.”



Spike sighed, tossing another fry in his mouth. “Are we still going to pretend I’m not here, or what?”



“I am not overdramatic,” Rarity said, standing up. “I’m passionate.”



Applejack rolled her eyes. “Same here. Passionate about not being here right now.”



“Let’s be polite now, hm, Applejack?”



“Hah. Yeah, Rarity, let’s. Let’s also treat each other like adults, too.”



“You know, I’m detecting some amount of tension here, so why don’t we all just calm down,” Trenderhoof said. “Rarity, don’t you think you should at least acknowledge Spike’s crush on you instead of pretending it doesn’t exist? Then if you two decide you aren’t compatible yet, maybe you could think about dating me. And Applejack, would it be all right if you and I go on a few dates alone and see if we’re the right fit for each other? If it doesn’t work out, that’s okay, and I’ll totally understand.” He shrugged and wiped his mouth with a napkin. “I think we could sort out our relationship issues if we just communicate a little better.”



Spike was on the edge of his seat, nodding vigorously. Applejack and Rarity scoffed in unison at Trenderhoof. The table lingered in silence a little longer, until Applejack let out a gasp.



“What in the name of Great Uncle Horseradish is this?” Applejack cried, holding up an apple that she’d pulled out of nowhere. It had a small bite-mark on it. “My love! Shh, it’s all right now, Rupert,” Applejack said, petting the apple. She set it down carefully, then glowered at the rest of the table, her voice lowering to a deep whisper. “Who did this?”



Of course, she immediately accused Rarity, and of course, Rarity immediately countered with blaming apple-obsessed Applejack for doing the dirty deed herself, and of course, Applejack responded with a blow to Rarity’s shoulder.



Trenderhoof and Spike shared a look, then took the rest of their food and snuck away from the table, finding a table for two on the opposite side of the room from the clamor.



“Thanks for doing that,” Spike said. “I’ve been wanting to tell Rarity how I feel for forever. I think I understand our relationship a little better now.”



“No problem. Who needs mares, anyway?” Trenderhoof grinned, passing Spike a ketchup packet. “So. Did you see the hoofball game this past weekend?”



“You bet,” Spike said, helping himself to a mouthful of fries. “Great game. Pony Romo’s the best quarterback in the league.”
      

      
   
      Waiting on a Hatching


      

      
      
         A white chicken sat under a ray of sunlight poking through a hole in the ceiling of a cavern. All eyes were upon it.  



The chicken clucked nervously.



The darkness crawled and moved, surrounding the lit center of the cave. A flurry of hisses broke out from one pocket of shadow. A rough translation would be “Oh, come on already!” 



“Patience, my children,” a voice spoke in recognizable Equestrian. “The bird is not going anywhere.”



The chicken performed the bird equivalent of a loud gulp.








7 days later



The chicken still sat in the middle of the chamber, now with feathers fluffed up as far as they could go. The glowing teal eyes that watched were all narrowed. Tension hummed in the air.



Low hisses came from various areas of the cave. Even somepony who couldn’t speak changeling would be able to detect the frustration and impatience running rampant.



The voice that spoke Equestrian approached from a passageway, saying, “What do you mean, it hasn’t laid an egg yet? You assured me that chickens laid eggs every day or two, and it’s been a week!”  



Hissing answered.



“STRESS?! The book you stole says chickens don’t lay when they’re stressed?!” There was a sound of chitin smacking chitin.  



The chicken cowered.



The voice spoke up, this time syrupy sweet and in control. “Well, I can do something about THAT.” A green-glowing horn approached to touch the trembling chicken’s forehead. Its eyes began to glow a matching green as its shaking eased.







Fifteen minutes later, a changeling carried the chicken away while Queen Chrysalis crowed in glee over the freshly laid egg left behind.



“HAHAHA, success! Phase one of my glorious plan is complete!”  She called over her shoulder to those of her children still covering the walls of the room,  “Bring the heat source and the snakes!”



A flurry of motion and a buzzing of wings later, the egg had been moved to the throne chamber and settled onto a heating pad, a hypnotized snake coiled around and on top of it. Queen Chrysalis wore a predatory grin.



“Phase two has now begun!”







She settled onto her throne and dismissed her drones, but soon leapt back to her hooves. “This plan is going to be perfect!” She buzzed over to the incubating egg and cooed. “A simple chicken egg, carefully hatched beneath a snake—and I’ll have a ferocious, vile basilisk! All I have to do then is feed it up, and then it’ll be ready—ready to set loose on Equestria! Those cowardly ponies already fear snakes; a giant one that turns them to stone with a glance will send them fleeing in utter terror! They’ll just be tripping over each other, trying to get away.”



She cackled, delighted with the image she’d conjured.



“As my monster ravages the land, it will be all too easy for my children to slip in and replace pony after pony. They’ll be too caught up in panic and terror to notice a thing—even that pest, Twilight Sparkle! And when those foolish ponies finally bring my basilisk’s rampage to an end, my subjects will be inextricably mixed into their population, and it will just be a matter of waiting for the perfect moment to STRIKE!”



The changeling queen’s laughter echoed throughout the hive.








Ten days later



Queen Chrysalis sat on her throne, one hoof propping up her head, as she glared at the snake-covered egg. Did this really have to take so long? With a thought, she summoned two drones, each bearing a book. They knelt before the throne, offering themselves as convenient and tasteful bookrests. A glimmer of the queen’s crooked horn flipped the pages in the first book, a bestiary.



“Hmmm… This explanation of how a basilisk hatches is lacking important information, such as how long it takes. Foolish ponies, they probably never expected someone to need practical information… What does this book on chicken care say?”



The two kneeling changelings flattened their ears against their heads and tried not to flinch as their queen’s angry screech broke over them. “TWENTY-ONE DAYS?!?!”








The 21st day after the egg was laid



The walls of the throne room were swarming with eager changelings as Chrysalis peeled the snake aside to reveal the egg, now shaking as the creature inside struggled to break free.



“Come forth, my fierce little basilisk!” Chysalis crooned.



Finally, the egg cracked in half—and out tumbled a tiny yellow chick. The chamber fell deathly silent.



“Peep?”
      

      
   
      Final Thoughts


      

      
      
             One thousand reasons to be angry.



    One thousand ways things could have have gone right.



    One thousand things to do upon her victory.



    One thousand years she waited. Patiently.



    There were so many things she wanted to do. She had wanted this to be her glorious return, but is this how ponies remembered her? A tyrant? A villain? She was so much more, a living, breathing pony. It wasn't her fault she ended up here. It shouldn't have happened like this, she had been so careful, so meticulous, so... perfect.



    But here she was. Staring at a rainbow light that would surely kill her, condemn her, cleanse HER. It was HER fault.



    As the half-seconds of what remained of her lifespan ticked by ever so slowly, she realized there was no use hating, seething, raging. Instead, looking back at her choices, she felt regret. Pain. Empty. What had she been doing? This wasn't what she wanted. She thought that if-



    No.



    She had been a fool. She wouldn't even try to justify her actions. So childish. So stupid.



    If she had just asked. Talked things out. Would things have been different, would they have listened? Would they have helped her? Why didn't she bother to ask? Why?



    Now was the time to let go of her hate. Her anger. Her fear. Oblivion wasn't so bad when you were sorry for your mistakes, when you at least wanted to do better, right? How many other beings out there had been in this exact position, watching their death approach, and looked back at a past as black as hers, and regreted everything they had done? Their choices? Their mistakes?



    What came next? Would she get another chance? Would she be damned? Oblivion suddenly didn't seem as warm anymore.



    Would it be cold? She had been cold for such a very long time, and if that was to be her eternity...



    Why!? Why had she not asked? Why had she not gone straight to her, and begged forgiveness?



    She was afraid.



    She was afraid of what she would say, and did not want to confront her fears. And now here she was, on the brink of the biggest unknown in existence, because she had been afraid to take that little leap.



    She thought she had it all figured out, had everything planned out to the last detail.



    As the light struck her, Nightmare Moon shed a single tear.
      

      
   
      Well, She Tried


      

      
      
         Spike glanced up from his comic to find a notebook floating over his head. “What? It’s just a—” His eyes bulged at the sight of his own claw-writing. He promptly shoved his nose back into the comic. “J-just a notebook, nothing special. Lemme alone, I’m busy.”



“Oh, no,” Twilight rapped him on the head with the edge of the notebook. “Talk, mister. It looks like scheming, and that never bodes well.”



Rubbing his head, Spike shot her a glare and stepped out of his basket. “What are you talking about? Making plans isn’t a bad thing, I learned it from you.”



Twilight donned her trademark lecturer's expression. “You learned poorly. Might I remind you of when you tried to frame Owlowiscious? Or how about the time you took a cursed book from the castle in the Everfree?”



Spike rolled his eyes. “How about you trying to ‘make’ a friendship problem with Smarty Pants?” Whap, the notebook lightly slapped against his head. “Hey!”



“This is serious!” Twilight flipped through the pages of the notebook. “You can’t just come up with a plan to woo Rarity, Spike. Relationships don’t work that way.”



Claws to hips, Spike said, “This from the pony who thought she could ‘sprinkle information about human culture’ into conversations and become instant friends?”



A splash of pink bloomed across Twilight’s cheeks. “I was under a lot of stress, okay? My point is, you’re not going to win Rarity over by scheming.”



“ ‘Scheming’ is such a harsh word.” Spike raised his claws to form quotes. “I’m just trying to figure out the best way to catch her attention.”



Twilight raised an eyebrow before reading from the notebook. “Become really big and impress her with your muscles?”



“What, too subtle?”



“Spike, we don’t know anything about dragon anatomy.” Twilight waved the notebook at him. “It could take hundreds or even thousands of years just for you to grow to the size of a pony. Rarity isn’t going to live that long.”



“Sure she will, I’ve got it all figured out.” He pointed to her wings. “You’re an alicorn now, and we know from Celestia and Luna that alicorns are immortal.”



Twilight blinked, then glanced at her wings. “Me? Immortal? Spike we don’t know—”



“Think about it, Twilight,” he continued, chin held high. “You represent Magic, but what good is that without the others? Our friends aren't going to die because they’re needed. You watch, in time they’ll all be alicorns and immortal like you. I give it five years tops.”



Twilight facehoofed. “There is so much wrong with that logic. I don’t even know where to begin.”



“Yeah? Well, I have alternatives!”



With another raised eyebrow, Twilight flipped to a different page in the notebook. “ ‘Use my fire breath to create the biggest diamond ever.’ So now what, you think you can just buy love?”



“Of course not! Rarity’s not that shallow.” Spike grinned and rubbed his claws together. “But a little gift never hurt. Besides, it’s practical. If I can make gems with my breath, she’ll never have to go gem hunting again.”



“You don’t even know if your breath can burn hot enough to do that.”



“Not yet.”



Twilight sighed and set the notebook aside. “Spike, if you really think that much of Rarity, why don’t you just ask her out like everypony else?”



His eyes went wide and he frantically shook his head. “I don’t want to be everypony else, I have to be the best!”



“Yes, that was item number forty-two on your list.” Twilight nudged his shoulder with her muzzle. “You don’t need to make all these plans. If Rarity’s going to like you, she’s going to like you.”



“Yeah, because that makes perfect sense.” Spike grabbed the notebook from the floor and held it close to his chest. “You’ll see, Twilight. One of these is bound to work. In fact, you just gave me a great idea.” He pulled out a quill, flopped into his basket and flipped to a blank page. “Maybe if I can get Rarity to see future, big me now she’ll know what’s in store for her! Oh, yeah, I’m liking this one. Just need to get my claws on one of those time scrolls in the Royal Canterlot Library…”



Twilight watched him work for a few seconds, then turned away with a sigh. Perhaps he just needed time to figure things out. Maybe Rarity would find a way to let him down easy.



At least, she hoped so.
      

      
   
      Reconciliation


      

      
      
         Equestria’s greatest villain gave birth in the prison hospital. The staff shackled her to the bed while she labored and washed her clean with a hose. 



She never held her child. After one final push, followed by a newborn’s cry, the doctor hustled the foal away. The duty nurse mentioned in passing that it was a colt.



The prisoner, a mare whose name ponies once whispered in fear, who rediscovered the lost art of necromancy and returned it to the world, who stole all the long years of her life from the young and witless and brave, asked if she could name her son. 



The nurse said she would check. 



They both knew it was a lie.








Oubliette set her coffee on the desk. She pressed her hooves against her eyes, let out a long breath, and counted to ten before speaking.



“She’s what?”



“She’s pregnant,” Sand Dollar, the prison doctor, said for the second time. “I just got the blood tests back from the lab.”



Oubliette stared at the manila folder laid out on her desk. It was filled with the prisoner’s medical files, scribbled all over in Sand Dollar’s illegible hoof. 



They had to be wrong. “That’s impossible.”



“And yet she is. What should we do?”



“No, no. Back up.” The warden pushed the folder back toward Sand Dollar. “She spends 24 hours a day locked in a cell, by herself, watched by a team of mages through a thick layer of glass. Even if you could find a stallion who wanted to touch her, they’d never have a chance to knock her up. All the stallions on staff know I would personally geld them if they even thought of trying. She’s not pregnant!”



“I’m pretty sure she is.”



“No!” Oubliette took another breath. “Okay, how?”



He shrugged. “Magic?”



“Magic! That’s all you unicorns ever say. Magic!” Oubliette stomped around the desk and burst out the door. “Come on, we’re visiting her.”








The prisoner – they never used her name – lived in a cozy little cell in the deepest level of the prison. It held a shelf for her books, a small desk with some writing tools, and a comfortable bed, all of which were bolted to the floor. The lights never turned off, though they did dim at night. It wasn’t a bad place to spend eternity, or however many years she had stolen.



Oubliette tapped on the thick glass pane that comprised one of the cell’s walls. Inside, the prisoner looked up from her bed and the book she was reading. A small smile appeared on her lips when she saw her visitors.



“Welcome, welcome.” She closed her book and stretched, then walked over to the window. “So many visitors today. Tell me, have you heard the good news, warden?”



“I heard.” Oubliette fought back the nausea she always felt when speaking to the prisoner. “How?”



“Well, when a stallion and a mare love each other—”



“Shut up!” Oubliette smashed her hoof against the glass. “You know what I mean. What are you up to?”



The prisoner shrugged. “I simply desire to be a mother.” The sly grin returned, showing teeth this time. “Surely you know the feeling, warden.”



Oubliette’s breath fogged the glass. “This is funny to you? Whatever magic or trick this is, it won’t get you out of here. No one escapes.”



“It’s not about escape. It’s simply something I have wanted for years and decided to make true.” The prisoner held her hoof against her belly, which looked normal to Oubliette. “It’s a wonderful feeling. I wish I could share it.”



Oubliette felt a sneer grow on her face, and she longed to reach through the glass, to pummel that smug witch, to give her what she deserved. Her hoof inched toward the cell’s release mechanism. The prisoner’s eyes followed.



Sand Dollar’s stopped her with a hoof on her shoulder. “Don’t let her get to you,” he whispered.



She wanted to snap at him, but he was right. With a final growl at the prisoner, she tromped past the guards and back up the stairs.



Sand Dollar caught up with her in the hallway. “I can do some tests, you know. And there are specialists who can—”



“I’m fine.” Oubliette took a moment to compose herself. “Come on. We’ve got a lot of work to do.”








Oubliette filled out the colt’s birth certificate. She spent a while mulling over his name.



She settled on Hope.
      

      
   
      Turnt for the Worse


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle stayed hidden in the bush. She couldn’t quite believe her ears.



She’d been beckoned by the mayor to deal with a strange, cussing pony stomping around the outskirts of town. He had a light green coat, a black mane, a flat-billed cap turned backwards, and the most vivid vocabulary Twilight had ever witnessed.



Her eyebrows and wings shot up. If that stranger was a dressmaker, he could put Rarity out of business with how seamlessly he strung swears together. Twilight didn’t know whether to be offended or impressed.



She had to evaluate the severity of the situation. Looking down at the profanometer in her hooves, she watched the little dial settle on 80 swears per minute. This was serious. However, she was a princess, in need of practice in negotiation and conflict resolution.



But just as she was about to step out from behind the bush, the strange pony started to cry. Not just cry, though—he wailed and sobbed like a foal. Twilight pulled her hoof back in. The profanometer dial went down to 35 spm.



Maybe he just needed a friend now. Twilight took a deep breath in. Rarity would’ve been better at this. Maybe Fluttershy. No, Twilight thought. This was a job for her. ‘Friendship’ was the other half of her title, after all.



She stepped out of the bush and walked towards the pony. Now that she was close, she could make out the word ‘swag’ on the back of his hat, whatever that could mean. He was hunched over, weeping with his back to her. She considered patting his back, but she decided against it. “Excuse me? Hello?”



He turned around, wiping his nose as he looked up at Twilight. “Oh God, there’s even a purple one,” he said, before adding on some more colorful words.



Twilight didn’t know if she was supposed to be insulted by this. She stood there for a minute, watching him curl into a ball and blubber away. Then, she took a deep breath. Get him to talk. Ponies like to talk. “Um, what’s wrong?”



He simply shook his head and turned away, crying a little more and muttering more swears. Twilight was pretty sure most of them were directed at her now. She took another breath before walking around in front of him. “Is there anything I can do to help?”



“Don’t even, dude. You’re not even real. This is… I’m on something, aren’t I? Yeah, I’m on something,” he said, nodding to himself. “Ugh. Hashtag messed.”



Twilight sat down in front of him, trying to push past whatever nonsense he was spouting. “What’s wrong?” she said. “What happened?”



The pony looked down. “I was on my way to the dopest New Year’s party of the year, and tonight was the night, you know? I was straight gonna hook up with Jennifer. I mean, we’ve been texting for weeks. And at six today she said ‘coming 2 brody’s 2nite?’ and I said ‘yaasss u kno it bae’ and she said ‘k :) bring nachos ;)’.” The pony covered his head with his hooves. “She used the winky face, bro! So I drove over, but then the portal came out of nowhere, and, well, now I’m here,” he said, starting to cry again.



Nope, just more nonsense. Perhaps somepony could translate for her. “Do you have any friends or family living near—”



“I had such a hot bod!” He blurted, reaching up and pulling her face close to his, tears streaming from his eyes. “I was so swole. And now look at me!” He poked his pudgy pony tummy, which only made him bawl harder. “My abs,” he choked out. “My rock-hard abs. They’re gone.”



Twilight sighed, having no clue what ‘abs’ could mean. Regardless, she patted him on the back. “I’m sorry for your loss.”



“It’s okay. My life, right? Hashtag Mondays.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “Smh. Can you help me get home? Or at least find a gym?”



“Sure,” Twilight said, helping the pony to his feet. “I’ll do my best to help you. But you have to stop swearing, okay? You’re scaring everypony.”



“ ‘Everypony’,” he said, laughing to himself before letting another curse loose. “Oh, right. No swears.”



Twilight walked with him. She put a hoof around his shoulder, but he refused it. She didn’t take it personally. “And, uh, I’ll help you find your abs, okay?”



The pony wiped his nose and nodded. “That doesn’t make sense, but okay.”



Twilight snorted. ‘Make sense’.
      

      
   
      If You Can’t Win, Cheat


      

      
      
         I’d smashed the clock. 



It had made the wait easier to bear. There’s nothing quite like a hospital for stretching time out to infinity and Ponyville’s was no different. The pregnant moment stretched to infinity and I prayed news would come soon; and never at all. 



“Don’t worry Scoots.” Apple Bloom squeezed my hoof. “You’ll fly. I know it.” 



Ninety-nine percent of pegasi could fly by their fourteenth birthday. Of that orphaned one percent, though, half never flew at all. I’d celebrated my fourteenth a month ago. Despite everything Rainbow Dash had promised, I’d never flown more than a yard. 



“Yeah, Twilight will fix things. She always does,” Sweetie Belle said, her voice cracking. 



I didn’t say anything. 



After an eyeblink eternity, the double doors opened to reveal Twilight and Rainbow Dash. Rainbow had her head hung, not meeting anypony’s eye and Twilight’s wings dragged along the ground. 



“Its bad news, isn’t it?” 



“Squirt...” Rainbow petered out. 



“Just tell me.” 



Twilight stepped forwards. “Scootaloo. I’ve personally reviewed your scan results, twice, and it’s certain. You’ll never fly.” 



I didn’t react. I couldn’t. There had to be a catch. A ‘but’. 



None came, Twilight kept talking. 



“It’s a very rare condition called Dandelion's Disorder. It’s a heart-line defect that can occur when a pegasus is born to earth pony parents.” A chalk board materialised next to her with a pop, a generic pony already sketched out. “The main mana conduit follows in pegasi to the wings, and in earth ponies to the hooves. Your body has these the wrong way around.” She drew a line to the hooves. I’ll never forget the way the chalk squealed. 



My vision was blurring as tears pooled in the corners of my eyes. “What does that mean?” My voice was a monotone croak. 



Twilight sighed. “You’ll never fly. There’s not enough magic reaching your wings to do anything more than hover. I’m sorry.” 



“So she’ll practice more,” Apple Bloom cut in, leaping in front of me.



“It won't work,” Rainbow Dash shot back, with a bitter snarl. “It’s not muscle, it’s magic.” 



“Well what about a spell?” Sweetie exclaimed, clapping her hooves together. “Or a potion. Something!” 



“Trying to alter a heart-line defect can kill a pony,” Twilight said, shaking her head. “Scootaloo, I’m sorry, but there’s no fixing this.”



I said nothing. I don’t think I even reacted, I just stared at my hooves. 



“Scootaloo...” I started, as Sweetie Belle put a hoof on my shoulder. “Don’t worry, we can–”



“Don’t worry?” I roared, rounding on Sweetie, who quailed backwards. “Don’t worry! Didn’t you hear her you thick waste of oxygen? I’m never going to fly.” 



I was breathing hard, tearing staining the fur around my eyes. Sweetie Belle was crying too, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. I just ran. 



And ran. 



I don’t remember when I stopped running. Nor when I’d started sobbing in earnest. 



Apple Bloom found me curled up into a ball in our old tree house.



“You know, I can’t fly,” she pointed out, laying down next to me. 



I glared at her. “You’re not a pegasus.” 



“So? You don’t have to fly to be a good pony. We’ll always be here for you, Scoots.” 



I didn’t reply, instead I rolled over. Glaring a hole in the far wall. 



“It was my dream,” I said, at last. “I always wanted to fly, just like Rainbow Dash.”



“You know, Granny said to me that, ‘you can’t win every time. But if you have to win, cheat.’”



I rolled back over. “That doesn’t sound like a very Apple thing to say.” 



Apple Bloom smiled. “Founding Ponyville was cheating. Growing Zap Apples is cheating. If you really want to fly– if you need to fly, find a way.” 








I strained to read just another page as the light faded away. A dozen books on flight and magic surrounded me, along with the detritus of a week's research. A pencil sketch of a pegasus lay before me, the mana-lines highlighted in bright silver. It was futile in the end. There was no clever way of arranging those lines that would get me into the sky, at least not without...



“Huh,” I said, tapping a pencil against the page. “You know, nothing says I have be the pathway.” 



I traced two new lines, leading from the heart, out around the wings, and of behind the flanks. A smile crept across my face. 



“Yeah. That could work.” 
      

      
   
      Survey


      

      
      
         Charred toothpicks that had once been mighty oaks lined the jagged scar cut through the Everfree Forest. Twilight pulled her gaze back from the chasm and returned her attention to a map that hovered among the scattered papers gripped in a purplish array around her head. Half a hut still stood in the burnt-out grove, its inhabitants long gone.



The nauseating feeling she'd been fighting all morning started to return. “This was part of King Aspen's domain?”



A rainbow-colored mane flowed into the periphery of her vision. “He sent a messenger to Canterlot after the incident.”



The summary of King Aspen's report was among the floating notes: Eleven deer had been injured and three were dead. Tirek hadn't drained the denizens of the forest – by that point he had all the magic he'd wanted. The picture of glee on his face as he tested his newly acquired power was permanently etched into Twilight's nightmares.



Tirek's actions, using Twilight's power. Using Celestia's power.



“You battled him on the plains to the north?” Celestia lifted her head and scanned the horizon.



Twilight lagged behind by a length as they walked in that direction. She began stacking documents into their proper order and hovered an inkwell toward her saddlebags. “About a mile. At least nopony lived there. Nopony got hurt.” At first she'd not understood the purpose of this survey, but revisiting her struggles against the mad centaur had surfaced the consequences of her actions in a way she knew she was having trouble dealing with.



“Two bears, five meadow birds, a fox, a mountain goat and more than a dozen rodents of one type or another.  Your yellow friend was very thorough in her census.”



Twilight's quill snapped, flecking her mentor's pristinely white coat with speckles of black ink. She tried to apologize, but the words wouldn't leave her throat. The guilt that had been building up was kindling into something else.



She clenched her teeth. How dare you judge me for this!  What was I supposed to do, let my friends die? She didn't allow the thoughts to surface verbally, though the scowl painted across her muzzle surely said it all.  The broken quill threaded its way through a loop in her left pouch.



It allowed Twilight a moment to collect herself. “'Dear Princess Celestia. Murderous psychopath on the loose in Equestria. Please advise.' Let's pretend you hadn't been chained up in Tartarus. What would you have done?” The guilt was starting to return. “Do you regret handing me your power? Did I do more harm than good?”



The tall alicorn in front of Twilight stopped, but didn't turn to face her. The silence, amplified by the lack of wildlife in this burnt-out grove felt like an answer.



“If only actions were so easily divided into right and wrong.” Celestia started to pick her way forward again. “This is not about second guessing your actions, Princess Twilight, and it's not not a lesson about fixing your mistakes. You've learned those already.” Another few steps passed in silence. “Losing control has consequences. When one is responsible for the safety of an entire kingdom, one needs to be able to accept those things that one cannot fix, no matter how much one might wish to.”



They began to emerge from the forest's dead zone. Around them, new growth was starting to poke up through the blackened ground. Grasses, mostly, though some of the braver Earth Ponies had started to replant saplings here and there as well. The Everfree would eventually heal itself, but that would take some years.



“I don't like this lesson.” Twilight drew a shaky breath and set her mind back to the task at hand. The townsfolk would be glad to know that their efforts were beginning to bear fruit. A clipboard, still gripped a little bit too tightly in her telekinetic aura hovered up into view as she walked.



“Mmm,” Celestia confirmed. “Remind me to send a letter to King Aspen when we get back to the castle. Relations have been strained lately – it couldn't hurt to let him know we're concerned.” Twilight scratched a note using one of her spare, not-so-broken quills.



“Will do. Oh-”  Twilight's hoof sank a little lower than she had expected, into a magical burn mark that drew a dark line several hundred yards long. She wasn't sure if it had been her blast or Tirek's, but in the end it didn't really matter. She scrawled another note.



“Moving on, then.”
      

      
   
      To Name a Sleeping Bunny


      

      
      
         “So somepony moved into the old cottage by the Everfree? Must be an awful brave pony to live there,” remarked Apple Bloom as she trailed her sister, dropping seeds into the deep furrows created by the plow.



“From what Ah understand, she’s a pegasus with a cutie mark related to animals, and wants to live outside of town to be among them. Ah haven’t actually talked to her though, seems she’s even quieter than Big Mac on a bad day,” grunted Applejack, the strain of plowing taking its toll on her despite this being the third time in as many years she had to take over Big Mac’s chores. The stallion in question hadn’t uttered even an “Eeyup” or “Eenope” since he broke his leg two days prior.



“Woah nelly!” Applejack jerked forward as the plow suddenly lost a significant amount of its resistance. Out of the opened burrow dashed a rabbit, followed by a number of her young just barely old enough to hop. Apple Bloom peered down into the hole, spying one kit still in the nest. It stayed perfectly still, its chest rapidly expanding and contracting as it breathed.



“Can Ah keep it?” asked Apple Bloom, looking up at her sister with hope-filled eyes.



“After what happened with the snake? Eenope. You got Winona, ain’t ya?” replied Applejack, turning away, back to her task.



“But she’s a family pet! Pleeeeeease,” pleaded Apple Bloom, with a tone in her voice that could only mean one thing. Applejack paused, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath, steeling herself for what she was about to confront.








“Ah still can’t believe she resisted my puppy-dog eyes,” grumbled Apple Bloom to herself as she trotted along the road to the cottage on the edge of the Everfree, rabbit kit upon her back. It had remained frozen throughout the trip, almost certainly in a state of shock. As the cottage came into view, Apple Bloom could see that indeed some sort of animal lover had moved in, for scattered all around, even on the house itself, were birdhouses and dens of small animals littered the landscape around the building.



Upon reaching the cottage, Apple Bloom knocked loudly upon the door. After a moment, the top half of the door creaked open, slowly revealing the head of a buttercream-coated pegasus, her face half hidden behind her pink mane.



“Hello, Ah’m Apple Bloom,” the filly greeted the newcomer to the town. After a moment of awkward silence, she continued. “My sister and Ah found this baby bunny-”



The pegasus immediately swung open the door and dashed beside Apple Bloom. “Oh you poor thing!” she exclaimed. “I’ll take care of you.” She picked up the kit and brought it inside, closing the door behind her.



After a moment of staring at the now closed door, Apple Bloom deadpanned, “Well okay, Ah guess Ah’ll be going then.” The door did not respond.








Fluttershy gently stroked the kit, slowly yet surely calming it down from its panic. Eventually, the little bunny fell asleep in her hooves. She laid it down upon a small animal bed, smiling softly. She went about her cottage, taking care of the many other animals she was responsible for, before returning to check upon it. It was sleeping cherubically, and Fluttershy thought of the perfect name for the bunny.



“I’ll call you Angel,” she cooed, softly petting the rabbit’s head. The pegasus could think of no name better describing her new charge. There and then she decided to keep him as a pet, for he had been orphaned so young, and she was certain that he would live up to his new name.



And then Angel awoke. Fluttershy’s expectations of the bunny were quickly proven wrong. But he was her pet, and she cared for him anyway, and ultimately, so did he for her.
      

      
   
      Lost and Never Found


      

      
      
         "Excuse me," Twilight said as she approached the green filly standing alone in a Canterlot park, "but you look like you're lost. Can I help you?"



The list of possible responses she had assembled did not include getting kicked in the face.



"Help, I'm being foal-napped!" the filly shrieked, flailing wildly.



Twilight sputtered, glanced about fearfully, then pulled the child off her with telekinesis, gagging her in the process. Luckily, nobody seemed to be watching." I'm not foal-napping anypony! I'm Princess Twilight Sparkle, See? Wings and a horn and everything!"



The child stilled, and Twilight gently set her back down.



"I've never heard of a Princess Twilight," she grumbled.



Twilight sighed. "What's your name? And where are you trying to go?"



"My name is Melon Ball. I just got my cutie mark, see? I want to go show my mom, like we promised."



Her mark was, unsurprisingly, a slice of watermelon. The name also sounded familiar for some reason. "Do you know your address? I can take you there."



Melon bit her lip. "I live with my dad, and don't get to see Mommy much anymore. But I promised that I’d show her my cutie mark when I got it. I have her address here, but I can't find it."



"Hmm. I know where this is. Follow me, I’m sure your mom will love it.”



Helping a lost filly find her mother should have been one of her easiest friendship problems yet. But as Twilight led her through the streets of Canterlot, she found them twistier, and more confusing then she remembered. Signs were crooked, and the streets were strangely empty of ponies for this time of day.



Eventually, they somehow found themselves back at the park where they had started.



“Alright,” Twilight said, rubbing at her eyes with a hoof. “I think I know where I took the wrong turn. Let’s try again, shall we?”



After the third time she ended back up in the park, Twilight was starting to get angry.



“It’s no use. I can’t find her. I’ll never find her,” Melon said, sitting down and lowering her head.



Ah. Something clicked in Twilight, a smattering of old memories. She fired up her horn, feeling out with magic to confirm her suspicions.



“I figured out what’s wrong!” Twilight announced, puffing out her chest. “We’ve been trapped in a nth-dimensional manifold warp. I’ve read about these. They vary, but generally it will prevent us from leaving until one of us discovers and accepts something personal about themselves.”



Melon cocked her head to the side. “What does that mean?”



“It means, kid, that we’re going to cheat.” Twilight crouched low, spreading her wings. “Hop on.”



Once she secured the filly on her back with magic, Twilight took off, flying as high as she could. She felt the world resist her as she did, but she pushed against it with her own will. Once she reached her apex, she dived, putting on speed. She’d never pull off something like a sonic rainboom, but as reality strained against her, she channeled her momentum into power and teleported through the ephemeral barrier with a pop.



“Here you go,” Twilight said, once she had skidded to a stop. “This is where your mom used to live.”



Melon stood up shakily, frowning as she looked over the empty lot. “This isn’t right. Where is she?”



Twilight lowered her head. “Your mother moved after you passed away in the carriage accident on your way to see her. I remember reading about it in the newspaper.”



“Oh.”



What other reaction would really fit? Twilight watched silently as the filly processed the uncomfortable truth.



“I really can’t show Mom then, huh?”



“I’m sorry. I wish there was something more I could do.”



Melon wiped tears from her eyes. “Okay. Um, thank you for helping me anyway, Twilight.”



And with that, she was gone.








Twilight stepped out of her door to get her mail. It was a beautiful morning in Ponyville, and everything was normal.



Other than the green filly sitting on her doorstep.



“Hi!”



“Uh, shouldn’t you have moved on or something?



Melon shrugged. “I thought about it, but there’s still a lot of cool stuff I want to see and do, and I guess I don’t actually have to leave yet. Hey, can I see your castle? It’s totally awesome!”



Twilight blinked twice. Well, stranger things had happened. She smiled, and opened the door. “Sure. I’ll introduce you to Spike.”
      

      
   
      Futility


      

      
      
         It was impossible. 



After how far they’d come, after how long they’d planned and plotted and sacrificed, they had failed. All the sleepless nights, all the harebrained schemes, every time they had survived by the skin of their teeth meant nothing now. 



The Night would last forever. 



A chuckle rolled sweetly over his ears and would have caused him to smile but for the mare that followed it through the crumbling stone portal - A latest and most violent addition to the room’s architecture.  



“Nightmare -ung- Moon” He wheezed, each breath causing pain to lance through his chest. His left arm was broken, if the way it was twisted on the floor was any indication, along with several of his ribs. Given the force of the blow he was surprised his head had survived contact with the stone masonry. 



“Indeed. And it is a pleasure to finally have to opportunity to formally make your acquaintance as well, Sunchaser. Yes I know you. I have been paying very special attention to your little group ever since your escape from the Isle of Shadows. Very impressive, especially for an Earth Pony such as yourself.”



Shock was plastered across Sunchaser face and his eyes darted around the room. After a moment of searching his gaze stilled and settled on the Nightmare. “You knew. Why?”



The Nightmare gave an indulgent smile and crouched down to better look Sunchaser in the eyes. “Why, for entertainment of course. Ruling with an iron hoof can become so dreadfully dull at times. I appreciate it when my precious little subjects take the time to amuse their queen.”



“Well then. I’ll be glad. To brighten up your day.” As the words left his lips a lance of golden fire slammed into the Nightmare and pinned her against the wall beneath a curtain of flame. Stones and mortar hissed and bubbled around the edges of the inferno, melting and beginning to run down the wall into puddles. “River Run.” Sunchaser said with a wide, painful, grin. “Had her by the ropes. Was no need to. To butt in.”



A turquoise unicorn slowly advanced to stand beside Sunchaser. A glowing, cloth wrapped tube attached to his saddle was emitting the unending torrent of flame over what remained of the hallway. “Now I couldn’t go and let you take all the glory. What would all the pretty mares do if they never learned about the dashing, young, eligible stallion who defeated the Lunar Tyrant?”



“Rejoice?”



“Perish the thought. But in all seriousness, we should get out of here before the guards-”



Both ponies froze as an ominously familiar chuckle echoed down the hall and froze them in place. Darkness twisted around the flames all the way up to the glowing tube before scattering, tube and all, into an inky dark haze. “Leaving so soon? But we’ve hardly begun to know each other.”



“It can’t be” Sunchaser stuttered. “You… the Sunfire-”



“Is a relic of a bygone age. Did you truly think such a tiny shard of light could hope to harm the Queen of the Night? In the heart of her domain?” The Nightmare was almost purring now, trotting delicately forward as her darkness began to snake around the two ponies. “I would ask how thee managed to acquire such a potent weapon of light, but I am loath to spoil the next surprise.”



Blackness started to cloud Sunchaser’s vision. He could see his limbs changing to ebony marble as the Nightmare finished her work. “Alas though, time grows short and there are duties that must be attended to. Now you must sleep child, a place awaits you place in my Halls of the Fallen. It is not every day that ponies make such a delightfully interesting play.”
      

      
   
      Rocky Relations


      

      
      
         You had been preparing for this moment for months now. As each day ticked on by your eagerness only grew. But like a weed, your anxiety grew as well. It'd nag at your thoughts, twist your perception of the world, and would often attempt to strangle what little self-confidence you still had. 



But this time you wouldn't let it control you any longer. This time, you managed to keep your bubbling anxiousness for the future to a mere simmer rather than a boil that would consume your very mind. 



For this time, you're going to ask the true love of your life to finally go out with you on a date you had been planning since the second you saw her. Forget about the possibility of rejection. Ignore the crying calls of stupidity for your actions. You were going to do it!



You visited Sweet Apple Acres where you had heard your love was last spotted, but you could see not a hair nor muzzle of her. Approaching the fields, you caught sight of Applejack performing her daily chores by kicking a tree repeatedly until it finally sacrificed its much cherished apples. A bit barbaric by your standards, but it did get results. 



Bidding Applejack a fine afternoon, she waved and called out a greeting to you as well. Inquiring the location of your beloved, a devious smirk appeared on Applejack's freckled face, and you knew a sly bit of teasing would come next. 



It was no secret about your crush, since anypony with eyes could see it clear as a cloud in a big blue sky. Heck, even your much beloved probably knew already. But Applejack obliged you with where she had said she was departing to, and wished you luck in your endeavors. 



You made your way through Ponyville, nodding to passerby on your way. You were different than most ponies in town, considering you weren't even a pony to begin with, but they had welcomed you in with no bother at all. 



After the trip you've finally arrived at the final leg of your journey: Carousel Boutique, where the most beautiful mare you had ever laid eyes upon lived.



You steeled yourself for the confrontation. What words could you possibly say that would even be enough to show a mere inch about how you loved her more than the entire world? What had once been a cold, stony lump of misery in your chest has finally blossomed into a full, beating heart through the love you have for her. 



You checked your appearance once last time in the window and tried with vain to not drop the bouquet of roses you held. 



Finally, you opened the door, but before you could declare your love for her, something else was quite apparent. 



Rarity, the most marvelous mare in the entire world, was wrapped in the forelegs of another stallion. They were kissing in a passionate embrace that seemed to go on for a lifetime, since every second that ticked by you could only watch with muted horror. 



It was a blessing Rarity finally realized she had a guest and dropped the kiss, but she was too late to save your heart dropping to the floor. 



"Oh, it's you," Rarity said, her cheeks flushed. She glanced back at the nameless stallion, then back at you, just as the flowers you held fell to the ground, along with the first tears. 



"Oh no, please, I didn't know you were coming over," Rarity began, but it was too late. 



You were already turning around to leave, not listening to another word she said. 



"Please, wait!" Rarity said, just as you were about to roll out the door. 



You glanced back, your expression stoic and emotionless, like a statue. 



"I didn't mean to hurt you," she said. "It's just that... we're both so different. It never would have worked between us. You know that."



You did. You just never wanted to admit it to yourself. 



Sniffling, Rarity asked, "I'm so sorry it had to end like this. I hope you could ever forgive me."



You mulled it over. Could you?



With dread you knew you had no choice. Your heart was stone now, but it still lived for Rarity. 



You nodded, and Rarity breathed a sigh of relief. "Oh, thank goodness. At least we can still be friends. Right, Tom?"



You nodded your head, your face a rock with no emotions, even though you knew you were dead inside. 
      

      
   
      Castle In The Sky


      

      
      
         “It is with great pleasure— No, no, too informal. It has come to my attention— ugh, I sound like a teacher punishing a class… I humbly acknowledge—”



“Twi’?”



There was only one being in Equestria that still referred to her by that name. Smiling too nervously for her liking, Twilight regarded Spike as he peeked around the door, eyebrow raised in a customary manner. She’d probably get another warm jostle about her penchant for getting everything just right again.



Breathe. Just breathe normally.



Cold, sharp air entered her lungs, gradually dispelling growing doubts that gathered at the edges of her jittery thoughts.



Spike grinned. “This time I didn’t have to say anything.” He was right. Maybe her Pavlovian instincts had been overcome by his mere presence. Testing would be in order, though the field was definitely establish—



“Twi’? Any day now. They’re expecting you. After all, you built it. Relax, you’ve gotten a dozen of these.”



He’s right. Stop panicking. This happens every time.



 A hapless grin spread across her lips. Twilight’s wing reached out, wrapping around his shoulders. Recently, the action was getting more and more awkward. Soon, she wouldn’t be able to stretch that far. The passing thought was quashed. So many things have changed, but Spike’s heart was a constant.



“Thanks. Okay. I can do this.”



“Go get them, Twi’.”







It was blinding outside, and Twilight’s eyes took a moment to adjust to the harsh brightness of the evening sun. As she approached the podium, a deep thunderous rumbling echoed through the square when countless hooves pounded the ground. Though the times have shifted, Twilight still noted their familiar hopeful, curious expressions. Emotions that were ageless among the ages.



A hush fell over the crowd. Twilight barely registered the blotch of purple and green that quietly closed the doors behind her. The expectant gazes of thousands fell upon her, and slowly floating cameras trained their mechano-magical lenses on her personage.



Her readied words fled from her mind. No matter how many times she prepared her speech, it always came to this. Her chest ached with the thumping of her heart. The staccato rhythm scattered her thoughts.



At the awkward pause, a slow murmur spread through the crowd. Cold sweat broke out across her forehead.



No, no, no, already things were falling apart! This was everything to her. This was her shining moment, her chance to make a mark for the generations to come.



The uneasy mumbling intensified.



In her periphery, she caught a movement.



Spike tapped a claw to his chest, leaning easily on a supporting column. Then he pointed upwards.



Twilight’s gaze was drawn to the sky. Overhead was her creation. A design, construction, and execution spanning almost half a generation. It was something she had laboured sleepless nights, tortured mornings, numbing evening meetings. Her magnum opus. Her masterwork. All hers.



Her eyes swept the crowd.



Except it was not.



Slowly, a smile spread across her lips. Soon, Twilight was grinning.



“I want you to look around yourself. Go on, look.”



Confused onlookers warily glanced at each other, noting friends, family, and of course, strangers. Twilight waited a moment longer, then continued.



“I wanted to say how proud I was to achieve this. How this would be the defining moment of my life. I wanted to say that this was something a generation of ponies would define me by. I wanted it to be perfect. I wanted it to be worthy of the faith that everypony put in me.”



Then, Twilight laughed, the clear sound carrying across the plaza.



“I could not have been more wrong! After all, it was everypony’s contribution that made this happen. I may have designed this. I may have put this in motion. But…”



Twilight took a deep breath.



“But it was everypony working together that really pulled this project together. Up above us is a testament of our love and dedication to each other. Up above us is a wellspring of inspiration and motivation for us to reach further than we have ever before.



“Up above us are the hopes and dreams of everypony that worked together for this. I can’t claim this award, not for myself. This medal will inscribe upon it every pony that worked on this project instead, and will be mounted on the frame at the exit.



“I want everypony using it to appreciate that we couldn’t have done it alone..."



Twilight couldn’t help it. She paused dramatically.



“That they stand on the shoulders of giants.”
      

      
   
      The Tomb of the Lion


      

      
      
         Aged stone groaned in protest as the long-closed door gave way before the unrelenting pressure of armor-shod hooves. The air was clogged with whorls of disturbed dust, but the five ponies breathed easily, for their sage had taken the precaution of enchanting each with Red Nebula’s Charm of Pure Air.



    “Hold,” called one, a raised hoof stilling movement while sharp eyes danced from floor to ceiling. A tense minute passed, a second, before she nodded and stepped forward. “There is no immediate danger, but please stay behind me.”



    “Light, you always are so paranoid.” The hulking stallion behind her strode passed, heedless of any potential danger. “So there might be a trap or two. I’ve gotten stabbed plenty of times before, and you know Genny over there will take care of it if need be. Let’s just get the treasure and get out of here.”



    “It’s right there, after all,” agreed Gentle Heart. She too stepped inside, though her mace was gripped in her magic, just in case. “Nopony has been here in ages. What traps we did find were broken down. I know you wish to be careful, but it is a long journey back and we do not want to be in this forest after dark. I’m sure Heavy Hoof has nothing to worry about.”



    “In other words, speed matters,” finished Heavy Hoof. He left hoofprints in the heavy dust, ascending an ancient dais on which sat the Golden Chalice they had come to retrieve. With it, they could cure the ailing Princess and save the kingdom.



    “The reward doesn’t hurt, either!” quipped their final member, a bouncing colt who hopped over the threshold inside, and their silent sage followed a moment later.



    Heavy Hoof swept the chalice off its dais, and into a waiting sack, then secured it to his panniers. “Right, see? Nothing to it.”



    There was a faint click, that of a pressure switch released. Stone vibrated as the vault door ground backwards, sealing the brave adventurers inside. For a few moments, there was only the flicker of torchlight. Then the walls began to slide down, falling into stone recesses, revealing several linked chambers...and within moments, loud moans filled the air as a horde of shambling zomponies and shuffling mummies began to advance.








    Applejack groaned. “Really, Rainbow? Ya just had to do it. Ah even told ya to hold yer horses, but no, ya had to be all ‘Nothin’ to it. Now we’re up a creek.”



    Twilight Sparkle stared at her friends from behind her screen. She wore a devilish grin as she moved the assorted figurines into place, and intoned ancient words of power which might mean the difference between life and death. “Roll for initiative.”
      

      
   
      In From the Cold


      

      
      
         No time to think: she shoved the window open, leaped onto the sill, and anchored her grappling hook. "I've gotta go find a crowd to blend into before I put you in danger." Turning away from the battle raging outside, she slapped on her dark glasses and refused to let her stomach clench at Lyra staring opened-mouthed. "I'll see you at the wedding," she said, the lie flowing easily from her lips. She snapped a salute, sprang backwards into empty air, and began rappelling down the side of town hall.



"Fine!" Lyra's shout echoed above her. "But we're gonna talk about this later!"



Later. The word hit her harder than any rock Lyra could've thrown. Landing, she gave a quick flick of her fetlock to dislodge the hook, and coiling the rope into her pack, she slipped between the townsponies watching the fight.

 

She should've known this wouldn't work, settling down, starting a life, truly coming out of the cold and into Ponyville's warm embrace. And now that it had all gone wrong again, she had nopony to blame but herself.



The bugbear's roar bristled her mane. Clenching her teeth, she wove through the crowd to the shadow of the flower shop. From there, she could make a break for the train station and be gone before the monster homed in on her scent completely.



Maybe Appleoosa needed a confectioner...



Except— She couldn't be Bon Bon anymore, could she? She stumbled, tried to jam a mental dam over the images flooding her: cutting the ribbon the day she'd opened the shop; the wonderful pre-dawn stillness of town square when she walked to work; the mingled smells of chocolate and peanut butter, marzipan and powdered sugar—



And Lyra always there, cheering her on, raising her spirits when they got low, the first pony she'd ever known who wasn't a monster hunter or an operative. Her first real friend...



Coming around a corner two blocks from the station, she screeched to a halt, everything inside her twisting. She couldn't leave! Nightmares of running from the bugbear all those years still woke her screaming sometimes!



And who was always there to comfort her in the dark?



Another monstrous shriek split the air. Folding her ears, she took a breath, spun, and galloped back toward town.



Shouts led her to the battle's new location: a meadow near the Everfree Forest. She peered out from behind a boulder to see the bugbear raging and flailing between Rainbow Dash above and Applejack below while Twilight, Pinkie, Rarity and Fluttershy struggled with a large, glowing net. "Once we get this around it," Twilight was calling, "it'll be immobilized!"



"Yeah, sure!" Rainbow Dash dodged a swipe of the thing's claws. "Any idea how to do that?"



The bugbear froze in mid-air then and craned that horrible head around. She could almost feel it catch her scent, and its roar turned her pounding heart to stone.



No time, though: the beast was flaring its wings, breaking away from Rainbow and Applejack and tearing through the sky toward her. Ducking down, she wrenched the rope and grappling hook from her bag, rammed the hook's tines into the boulder's fissures, and let her hooves spin the rope's other end into a lasso.



"No!" she heard Twilight yell. "Don't let it back into town!"



"On it!" she thought she heard Rainbow shout, but by then the thunder of the bugbear's wings was drowning every other sound. Dust and leaves swirled her mane, but standing, she glared into the bulbous eyes that had haunted her for so long, let the rope fly, and caught the onrushing monster around the neck. The bugbear's eyes bulged even bigger; the rope zinged taut, swung the monster in an arc, and slammed it headfirst into the ground.



A flick of her fetlock undid the rope, and stuffing it into her bag, she ran for the buildings at the edge of Ponyville. "Hoo-wee!" Applejack whooped behind her. "We got it!"



Feeling lighter than she had in years, she raced through the streets for town hall. "Attention, everypony!" She leaped through the doorway and removed her dark glasses. "Our friends have done it! They've defeated the bugbear!"



And even though Lyra sat there among the cheers like a lump of unmelted sugar in a batch of fudge, Bon Bon—because she was Bon Bon, now and for the rest of her life—Bon Bon smiled. She was finally in from the cold.
      

      
   
      Of Merchants and Beards


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Telephone


      

      
      
         It was a game everypony had played as foals. It was childish. It was foolish. It was Rainbow’s idea. 



It was even stranger, Applejack thought, when Rainbow called it a test.



“You hate tests.” Twilight said.  



“It’s not a test for me,” Rainbow said.  



“Then who’s it for?” Already there were beads of sweat rolling down Twilight’s head. 



“If I told you, that pony might fail.” 



“Fail!” 



“Twilight hates pop quizzes.” Spike walked in with a stack of books. 



“Darling, calm down. Rainbow’s idea of a test is probably just a—” Rarity started. 



“Jest!” Pinkie laughed. “Rarity, I rhyme-finished your sentence!” 



“Do you know what the test is, Pinkie?” Fluttershy asked.



“Yup! But I can’t say. I Pinkie promised!”



Everypony grew quiet, either musing or nervous. 



“Hey! It’s not bad. It’s still a game. We’d still have fun!” Rainbow said. After tentative agreements, she started positioning her friends around, forming a line.



Twilight was last. Applejack was next to her. She heard Twilight laughing. 



“You’re really excited ‘bout this, huh Twi?”



Twilight giggled. “I know, it’s silly.”



“Well, silly, yes. But I reckon it’d be excitin’ if you’d never played it before.” Applejack smiled back. 



“Ponies can only say the message twice,” Rainbow explained, then nodded at Spike. “We’re ready, Spike. Write the message. Then we’ll see if Twilight says the same one!”



Spike nodded. “You got it!” 



He ran over to the writing desk, and Rainbow took her place between Rarity and Applejack, giving the farmer a suspicious smirk. After scribbling the memo, Spike ran over to Pinkie and showed her the message. 



Pinkie looked at it, laughed, and with her hooves covering her mouth like a funnel, she hovered over Fluttershy’s ear, whispering.



Fluttershy stared back, registering slight shock. She turned toward Rarity, seemingly lost, but found Pinkie again.



“Um, can you repeat it please?” 



“Of course, silly!” Pinkie repeated the message.  



Fluttershy sighed, and Applejack wasn’t sure if Pinkie had purposely messed up or if she truly hadn’t heard it. Or maybe the Spike’s message was too complicated. Applejack readied herself; when it was her turn, Rainbow would either purposely speed through the message so Applejack couldn’t understand her or she’d change it altogether. 



Fluttershy whispered to Rarity, and the unicorn cleared her throat. 



“C-Could you repeat that, darling?”



It was repeated. Then Rarity shuffled near Rainbow. Like everypony else, Rainbow, confused, asked again.



Finally, her turn. Rainbow leant towards her, and felt Rainbow’s breath on her ear.



“Twilight’s had a crush on you for months. She’s too eggheady to figure out what to do about it.”



“WHAT?!” 



She hadn’t meant to yell. 



Everypony was giving her a strange look. Pinkie was giggling. Rainbow scowled and leaned in again.



“Chill out. I’ll repeat it: Twilight’s had a crush on you for months, Applejack. She’s too eggheady to figure out what to do about it.”



Rainbow went back in line. 



And Applejack stared. She looked at Twilight, her face flushed. Was this the test? Was this what Rainbow was trying to do? She was the Element of Honesty! Was Rainbow trying to sabotage that? Or was she trying to sabotage her own feelings for Twilight? 



Twilight looked at her expectantly, anxiously. 



Dear Celestia, help her. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t lie. 



She swallowed her pride, her dreams, her fears, and cleared her throat.



“Here’s the message: T-Twilight’s… h-had a crush on you for months, Applejack. She’s too eggheady to figure out what to do about it.”



Applejack stepped back. Twilight’s eyes shrunk to atoms. She froze. 



And Applejack felt profoundly sick. 



“Twilight?” Spike asked.



“Dragons dilly-dallying downstairs do dawdle,” she mechanically spat. Applejack didn’t know where that phrase had come from. 



“…Wow! That’s amazing! Same as my book. You guys didn’t botch up the message.” Spike said. “Somepony always messed it up for us…”



Applejack looked at Rainbow. A beehive could’ve made its home in her mouth.  







Afterwards, the two promptly cornered Rainbow. 



 “W-Wait, I wanted to see if—”



“Like tartarus! You tricked us!” 



“So?” 



“So? You embarrassed both of us!”



“But at least you two know you like each other,” Rainbow said. “Does it really matter?” 



But before Applejack could say anything, Twilight took her hoof, and Applejack's frustrations dissipated. 



“No.” Twilight smiled at both of them. “It doesn’t matter.”



She turned to face Applejack. “Hey, um, awkward confessions aside, would you like to get dinner sometime?”



Out of instinct—and perhaps nervousness—Applejack adjusted her hat. “Mm. Sure.”



She couldn’t help but smile.
      

      
   
      Meddling Magic


      

      
      
         Truth be told, Star Swirl the Bearded wasn't quite sure when everything went wrong. Sure, he could trace it back to magical mishaps going out of hand (just about anyone could at that point), but there was also that pesky problem of a hubris nagging at the edge of his mind that begged the question of whether this wa Shia fault. It wasn't so much as a hubris than a deep-seated persistence on his part to always be involved in just about every aspect of whatever he focused his attention on, to the point that several gods of order would roll their eyes and share sharp words with one another. 



He had just entered through a hole in the fabric of space time (said fabric is said to be satin in texture, though some arcane physicists compare it to silk, and this has caused a great divide in the space time and tearing field of studies), eager to witness how the world has changed since he had last left. Since Star Swirl had not yet unlocked the then thought to be impossible spell of immortality (he did, however, figure out a wide range of necromancy arts that unfortunately didn't yield the highly sought after immortality without the putrid odor part butting in), time travel was about his only means of observing future events. 



Also because psychics are bumpkis hogwash with no magical proof while time travel was completely sound and dependable... kind of... sometimes... there was still the off chance you could be eaten by a dinosaur. 



Luckily this time that didn't happen. However, Star Swirl was just about wishing it had, for what he was seeing was almost infinitely worse than an end by the prehistoric jaws of death. 



Celestia and Luna were duking it out underneath a solar eclipse while the land before was cascaded with the ruins of their battle. The sky was a burning shade of crimson while ash clouded the air. Fireballs fell like hail to turn Equestria into a ravaged pockmarked corpse. This was truly the end of times, a battle of epic proportions between two incredibly powerful forces, and Star Swirl had walked right into the middle of it. 



Also, he may have been slightly... responsible. Just a bit, really. 



"Huh," Star Swirl finally said, just as the royal sisters collided in a shower of magical energies. "Wow. Honestly should have seen this coming."



Usually Star Swirl was much better at planning out these sort of things. For the wendigos and the entire original pony homeland freezing into a new ice age, he had his best (currently alive) apprentice accompany the princess into Equestria to discover the power of love... or something. He was sketchy on the details, but it had worked. Then with Discord he had "conveniently" planted the Harmony Tree (which was quite heavy, as his hernia liked to remind him) right nearby the sibling Princesses' castle. Then for Sombra he had placed hints and clues for the Princesses to learn from so eventually they acted first before that maniacal despot could have covered the world in darkness. Heck, even for Tirek he had prepared himself by becoming buddy-buddy with the fiend's own brother, which won Equestria the battle once more. 



Each and every time Star Swirl the Bearded prepared for the inevitable dangers of the future, he had come out on top. Except, well... this time, that is. 



"Luna was always the unhinged one. The mare most likely to crack and turn completely psychotic," Star Swirl admitted to himself. The signs were certainly there. Withdrawn, dark, into some weird punk music, a strange appreciation for gothic architecture, and not to mention all that pretentious edgy poetry. "But that just doesn't explain why she's doing all this now..."



"When I'm done with you, sister, all of Equestria will be forced to endure my night forever!" Luna screamed in a crazed tone, which echoed across the wartorn lands. 



Star Swirl nodded. "Oooooh, now it's beginning to fall into place. Luna is feeling unappreciated and is taking her frustration out on her sister." He paused. "Along with trying to cause the apocalypse. Hmm. Go figure."



Star Swirl glanced back at the magical space time hole he had just exited through earlier. 



"Ooooookay, this was obviously a bust. Note to self: never send the princess to boarding school ever again."



He departed, with hope that another future without his meddling would turn out for the better. 



Or at least one without boarding schools.
      

      
   
      The Hell She Isn't


      

      
      
         Pinkie Pie said to all her friends, “Okey dokey, girls, it’s make outs time!”



And Rarity, Applejack, Fluttershy, Rainbow Dash, and Pinkie Pie started making out with each other.



It was Pinkie Pie’s first ever Weekly Pinkie Pie and All of Her Friends Get Together and Make Out Party, which she’d spent months planning. It was going swimmingly. There was spit getting swapped in all directions, lesbian horses being proactive in their lesbian horse communities at every turn, and tongues getting the greatest workouts they’d ever had.



But then the gang noticed that Twilight wasn’t participating. Twilight was standing off to the side by the snack table, voraciously chowing down on graham crackers.



Everyone stopped.



Except Twilight. She kept eating graham crackers.



Fluttershy asked, “Twilight, why aren’t you making out with anypony?”



Twilight giggled nervously. “Uh, why would I?”



“Duh,” Pinkie duh’ed. “Because it’s a make out party!”



“I’m waiting for the boys to get here,” Twilight said, and casually popped another cracker into her mouth like she hadn’t just said something totally absurd.



Everypony exchanged worried glances, and then Rarity stepped forward. “Darling, are you feeling well?”



“Yup,” Twilight yupped. “Why wouldn’t I be? These graham crackers are delicious!”



“Because, as you should be very well aware, there are no boys coming.”



Twilight finally paused her graham cracker eating. “Well, it’s not much of a make out party if there’s no pony here for me to make out with, is it?”



Everypony exchanged another series of worried glances, and Rarity stepped further forward. “I’m not sure I understand. We’re here, aren’t we?”



“Girls,” Twilight said, and laughed, “I’m not gay.”



Rarity’s jaw dropped and she fell backwards. Everypony else’s jaw in the room dropped. Everypony in Ponyville’s jaw dropped. The jaw-dropping magnitude of Twilight’s bizarre incomprehensible statement was so great that even a hundred miles away Celestia’s jaw dropped clean off her face halfway through negotiating an economic treaty with a group of Saddle Arabian delegates, causing said delegates to flee shrieking in terror at the site of the jawless princess, ruining trade relations between Saddle Arabia and Equestria for decades thereafter.



“Szzf splsshh shhz zzffsh?” Applejack asked.



Twilight blinked at her.



Talking was difficult without a jaw, so Applejack picked hers up off the floor and reattached it. Everyone else followed suit.



“What do you mean ‘not gay?’” Applejack asked again.



“Uh, the same thing everypony else means when they say they’re not gay?”



“Oh!” Rainbow Dash oh’ed gleefully. “You mean that you’re still in the Lesbian Horse Denial Stage, otherwise known as LHDS. That makes sense. Everypony goes through that one. Mine was crazy! But really, Twilight, you’ll be way happier once you confess that secret lesbian horse crush on your best friend that you’ve nursed for years and accept that you’re a lesbian horse just like the rest of us.” Rainbow grabbed Fluttershy and pushed her towards Twilight. “Just look how much happier Fluttershy is now that she’s finally confessed her crush to me. Go on and show her, Fluttershy.”



Fluttershy smiled to show that she was more or less averagely happy.



“No,” Twilight said, finishing off the last of the graham crackers. “That’s not what I mean. Also, do you have anymore graham crackers?”



“Oh,” Rarity oh’ed, much more elegantly than Rainbow had. “She means bisexual. Twilight, it’s really not kosher these days to make such silly distinguishments. A lesbian horse is a lesbian horse.”



Twilight rolled her eyes. “No, that’s not what I meant. And, seriously, could I get some more graham crackers? I’m out of graham crackers here!”



“Then what do you mean?” Applejack asked.



“I mean I’m straight,” Twilight said, and waved the empty graham cracker bowl in their faces. “Also, hello! Purple princess pony needs graham crackers!”



“What’s ‘straight?’” Rainbow Dash asked. “Is that like when you wait too long to go poo, and then when you finally get to the restroom you can’t go, so you’re like, ‘What was the point of this? I guess I should’ve gone straight here.’”



“No,” Twilight said. “It means heterosexual.”



Rarity fainted.



Shocked silence filled the room, filled the town, filled all of Equestria, and the heaviness of it even quieted the still-shrieking fleeing Saddle Arabian delegates.



Everypony started getting their jaws unhinged so they could drop them again.



“Just kidding!” Twilight laughed. “Of course I’m gay!”



A wave of relief spread across the world.



“And I don’t even like graham crackers!” Twilight cried.



And then all they made out.
      

      
   
      The Frozen Castle of Broken Dreams


      

      
      
         In the center of the moonlit span of Equestria stands a tall ridge of mountains stretching up into the star-strewn sky with a majesty that draws the eye like a magnet across the tall peaks and stunning expanses.  From all of the land, the towers and spires of the capital city atop those peaks seem untouched by time or disaster, but that appearance is a lie only able to be disguised by the snow that covers the city and distance.  No lights shine in the mighty buildings now as they did before, only the endless reflection of moonlight off ice and broken roof tiles, making the whole of the broken city lie peaceful and still.  Even the slight tilt of the buildings can be excused as a trick of the light, or at least until the shattered stubs of towers can be seen where the shifting of the foundations of the city toppled them into the streets in shattered pieces of granite and limestone, now being covered by the drifting snow.  



Amidst the fallen buildings and frozen gardens of a school, one tower still stands above all others, but a closer look shows that it has not escaped the destruction unscathed.  What remains is is a fraction of its original magnificent height, now buttressed by the molten granite that flowed down its sides in frozen rivulets and clotted streams of dull brown.  Despite the destruction, the top of the tower still contains the shattered remains of a room, burned by incredible power until the walls were left as reflective as glass by the crucible of power that swept it clean of life.  Nothing remains of its original contents save four thin films of gold on the floor in front of a frozen lump of darkness the size of a young pony, now just as covered in snow and ice as the rest of the dead city.



The melted windows and sagging doors in the castle behind the tower are signs of the power that was unleashed just a few blocks away, but there is a difference here that exists in no other part of Equestria.  Tracks in the endless snow and the shifting of doors show the touch of some creature who has passed this way since.  Here, a painting on the wall has been burnt to ashes and there the charred remnants of armor have been moved, as if some wandering being wished to discover the fate of its wearer before moving onward on its journey.  



The hoofprints in the snow grow closer together as they approach the center of the castle, winding through the wide snow-strewn corridors and icy stairs until they pass through the open doors of a huge room in which sits the Golden Throne of the Sun.  From here, all of Equestria was once ruled by Princess Celestia, the Alicorn of the Sun and Moon, but in the cold moonlight that shines through the broken throne room windows, there is no sign of the beloved monarch.  Instead, a second alicorn sits upon the throne with the same noble bearing and grace as her sister, only bearing a mane of flowing stars and a coat of the darkest black.  



She does not move her armor-clad body in the snow that swirls around her hooves, nor does she speak a single word while sitting upon the throne and staring endlessly forward at the doors as if she were waiting for somepony to step through.  Time has ceased to hold meaning in her eternal rest.  The sister whom she waits for will never arrive, but that does not matter.  All that matters is that the moon shines down upon her lands, and for that, the Nightmare is content.



The night shall indeed last forever.


      

      
   
      The Stars Don't Judge


      

      
      
         As the moon crested high like a dove, Luna alone walked the empty corridors of the Canterlot Library, as was her habit of late. No torches were lit; none carried the light of the sun. But the moon cast its spotlight through the towering, thickly-paned windows. 



In the silence of her thoughts and the musty air, Luna thought she heard a muffled voice, like a gutted moan. Nearing the nonfiction wing, she could tell it was the sound of weeping. She turned a corner and there, beneath a slender window at the end of the row, moonlight spilling over her, was Twilight. 



Luna did not disturb her, but gazed on quietly, watching as the little princess’ shoulders shook. Her sobs were unrestrained, free from the fear of listening ears. Luna watched the fur on her pretty hooves become matted with tears as she wiped her eyes, over and over. 



As the minutes melted away, Luna slowly made her way towards Twilight, whose back was turned. Luna leaned down and, as if to not even disturb the dust in the air, tenderly breathed a light kiss on the back of her head. Twilight froze, a snotty sniff cut short. She turned and peered in fright at Luna. 



“My little lilac,” Luna whispered, her eyes gentle and round, “what is this?”



Hurriedly rubbing her nose, Twilight said, “I-I’m sorry, princess, I didn’t know you were here. I shouldn’t be here, I know, I’ll just—”



Luna flung her wings about her, saying, “Neigh, Twilight, please…you can tell me. What troubles thee?”



Twilight was silent for a long while after this, still as stone. Luna watched moonlight glint off the individual fibers of her mane, painting them silver. 



Twilight began to whisper. 



“It’s…Celestia doesn’t love me.”



Ah…Twilight was being Twilight, it seemed. Luna nearly breathed a sigh of relief. 



“Twilight, what gave you such a thought?”



A resolution shown through the tears still in her eyes as she said, “It’s true.” She looked out the window. “It has always been true. I realized this today, and, well, here I am tonight.”



“Twilight,” Luna said with a nudge, “just how in the moon and stars above could you think that’s so? Celestia loves you deeply.”



Twilight gazed at her. “Because she judges me.”



Luna blinked. “Judges you, how?”



“In everything. She always has. Correcting my behaviors, my attitudes—judging what is good or bad within me. She judged that I was wrong for lacking friends before sending me to Ponyville.”



“Well, yes, so I’ve heard the tale go.”



“Princess, don’t you know that true love means acceptance? Total, complete acceptance. Judgement is not love. Celestia does not love me, because she does not accept everything about me.”



Luna rolled her jaw, saying, “But—”



“Can you honestly say you really love somepony if there is some part of them you don’t accept, some part you wish to change?”



There was a pregnant pause, until Luna finally said, quietly, “No.”



Twilight looked off to the side. “Well, there you go.”



They were quiet for a short time after that. 



“You know…that also means my parents never really loved me, either. I realized that today too. Or…or,” her voice grew shaky, “my brother.” Fresh tears streamed down her face. 



“Twilight…” Luna said, lifting her chin with a hoof to gaze into her eyes, “I love you, and will never judge you. I will never say a single thing is wrong or bad about you.”



Twilight smiled, relief un-weighing the corners of her mouth, and she leaned into Luna, the two of them lying there on the ground, breathing silently the air bathed in moonlight. 












Twilight made it home that morning, grief still her shadow, to find Spike was not asleep in his bed.  



She could find him nowhere in the castle, until coming to a closet. Opening it, she saw him atop a surprisingly large pile of gems, curled up, looking every bit as draconic as a full grown adult.  



Adults which were controlled by greed. 



She did not know Spike had been hording gems like this. It wasn’t healthy for him. She would have to—



No.



She loved him, didn’t she? Really loved him. And that meant…



No, she could not stop this behavior, she could not be so hateful as to judge him for it.  



She would remain silent. She must remain silent. 



Slowly she closed the closet door, a proud smile on her lips. 



“I love him, I love him more truly than all others.”






      

      
   
      The Crime You Committed


      

      
      
         You spent a lot of time planning out how to get into Canterlot Castle without getting caught.



True, the castle isn’t particularly well-guarded; the Royal Guard is a joke. But you knew that if they caught wind of what you were planning, it was straight to the dungeons for you. You aren’t Princess Twilight or one of her friends; you couldn’t afford to be seen there, even if it might take them an extra round to realize you weren’t supposed to be in the castle.



No, you had to go in during the dead of night. Everypony is looking out for someone trying to fly in; no one expects a pony with a grappling hook, let alone a unicorn doing it by hoof. Only a fool or a pony who could fly if need be would attempt such a dangerous approach up the cliff face.



Of course, that was the easy part.



Once you got up to the side of the castle, you had to actually get in; climbing over the parapets was hardly an option, not with the possibility of one of the competent night guards noticing you from the air. No, you had to go in through a window. And you knew just the one. Sure, that stained glass was a national treasure, but compared to what you were going to do, it was a flying violation.



It was really easy to cut through those circular seams, and once you got the hole cut out, tossing the glass down the mountainside ensured that the sound of it breaking would be too faint for anypony to hear.



Once you were inside the great hall, you were practically there already. The vault wasn’t even guarded. Princess Celestia, in her vanity, probably thought that guards were unnecessary with the wards she had. But she didn’t count on what you could do. Not that you’d ever tell them how you did it if they caught you, not even under the most intense forms of interrogation. But the wards that kept out the wrong ponies were worthless against you, leaving the most powerful magical items Equestria has in its possession yours for the taking.



What’s that, you say? You didn’t set hoof in Canterlot Castle? Then who was it who—



Oh, a changeling did it? I’m sure the guard will believe you. Especially with all this evidence lying around your house. The maps. The grappling hook. The bits you got for selling those items to your client, paltry compared to their true value, but still a small fortune to a pony like you. Not to mention your intimate knowledge of the details of the crime. You won’t be able to hide it when they find you.



Nopony ever believes that somepony was held prisoner in their own home while a changeling steals their face and mark and commits crimes in their name, trapped in adhesive gel that somehow vanished by the time the guard comes. That’s ridiculous.



After all, if anypony believed a story like that, they might actually catch one of us. We can’t afford to be sloppy.
      

      
   
      A Note in a Drawer


      

      
      
         	Hi, everypony.



	I found this piece of paper in this room. I hope she doesn't find it before you do. 



	I'm scared. I don't know why this is happening to me. You should know what's going on in case you find this.



	My name is Pinkie Pie. Yes, that silly little party pony. For much of my life, I wanted to make others smile. I wanted to throw parties, help ponies when they were sad, and be there for all their special moments. You might be thinking how somepony like me ended up in this mess.



	It all happened a couple days ago when I was coming back to Sugarcube Corner after a very special party at Derpy's house. It was night time and I was the only pony outside, or so I thought. Then I was knocked over by this mare. I looked up and she hit me square in the face. And then everything was black for a while, even more black than the night.



	I woke up in this room. I think there was supposed to be a window in here but the pony that owned it had it all covered up and I couldn't see anything out of it. I then tried to get out the door but it was locked. With nothing to do, I sat down and waited for someone to come in. That day I was supposed to hang out with Fluttershy, one of my very special friends. I thought about how she must have been in her little house, waiting for me. I then thought about Mr. and Mrs. Cake and how they must be worried sick about me. And that made me really sad because nothing makes me more sad than making other ponies sad.



	Anyway, I sat there for a while until somepony unlocked the door and opened it. It was the same mare that hit me last night. I told her it was okay and that I hoped to make her feel better. I thought she did this to me because she was really mad and wanted to take it out on somepony else. I didn't think she would hurt me anymore.



	I was wrong.



	She started to hit me really hard. It hurt so bad that I started crying. But she only hit me harder and harder. She kicked me, she threw stuff at me, and she kept telling me that I was worthless and that I should die. I asked her why she was being so mean to me but she didn't give me an answer.



	After she left, I started to believe what she said. I started to think about my friends and what they must have been going through. Thinking about them made me feel even worse about myself.



	A while later, she came back in and did the same thing again. And then she did it again a little while afterward. During the third time, my tummy started rumbling and I found out that I haven't eaten all day. I told her I was hungry and she left the room for a minute. She then came back in with a bucket and she put it on the ground. I crawled over to it and saw that there was only water in it. Even though it wasn't food, I gulped down the whole thing. After that, she left and I fell asleep. 



	The next couple of days were the same thing.



	I hate myself. What I thought were just silly words became true to me. I have hurt all of my friends. They can't be happy because they're all looking for me. And if they can't be happy, I can't. This was the last thing I ever wanted. If anypony finds this note, tell everyone in Ponyville that I'm sorry for making them so scared and sad. Maybe if I get out of here, I can throw a big party for them.

	






	As she wrote those words, she heard some clattering at the door. She snatched the letter from the desk and frantically folded it with her shaking hooves. She saw a drawer attached to the desk and pulled it open. She stuffed the letter in.



	And the mare barged in. Pinkie jerked herself over to her, staring at her with jittery eyes.



	"We're going somewhere special this time," she said. Pinkie allowed her to grab her hoof and drag her out of the room.



	The drawer was still open.
      

      
   
      Star Swirl the... Bald?


      

      
      
         Star Swirl paced back and forth in front of the two rapscallions, throwing glares and snorts, and reassuring himself that disaster had been averted, and his hat was safely where it belonged. "Equestria is safe again."



Luna gurgled, eyes and cheeks bulging.



“No thanks to you two!” He barked.



Celestia met his eyes, back straight, neck firm, and chin lifted. She was the picture of regal poise, aside from that twitchy-lipped, half-hidden smile giving away her tacit enjoyment of such a low trick.



Luna had her hooves braced over her muzzle as she shook, and her cheeks bulged near to bursting when he leveled a raised eyebrow at her, then Celestia. “Do you think I am joking?”



Their heads bobbled like ducks on a wave-tossed pond, eyes wide. Well, he would make them quack to a different tune.



“Young fillies..." It could have been a curse. “There are things in this world that would turn your mind inside out from sheer terror, things ponies cannot comprehend!”



Luna’s cheeks quivered with the effort of holding in what was surely a horrified scream. And would have been, had her eyes not twinkled so merrily.



"I was terrified!" Celestia's eyes bulged.



Luna choked, hooves clamping tighter.



Yelling at them wasn’t going to make them see reason, if reason was in their young minds at all. Nor would scaring them, as they seemed immune to even the idea of fear. He watched them, not quite teenaged fillies so certain of their own destinies emblazoned on their flanks. As he had, once.



“Celestia, Luna. Come close. I want you to hear every word, as you did when I taught you teleportation, and how dangerous it can be. Understand?"



"So, no more dumplings on the ceiling?” Celestia asked.



He shook his head. “Long ago, a great evil was unleashed upon the land, an evil so monstrous that nopony could rise in its presence, for it sucked the air from their lungs and left them shaking in terror.”



Even Luna was managing to look more like a pony with an overfull mouth than a chipmunk in bad need of her tree, until Celestia leaned over to whisper something to Luna, a foul lie, no doubt, as both fillies burst into hurriedly quenched giggles.



He stood again, reached to touch the brim of his hat, and paced to the window. Outside, the sun was shining, birds were chirping, and the gardeners chattered on about idle gossip from the kitchens.



“Do you know what evil was summoned to Equestria?”



“No sir, Mr. Star Swirl.”



“Star Swirl the Bearded, young one.” He flipped his beard back and forth, reveling in the soft, flowing silver locks, and considered. “I was not always called such, however.” He turned and lifted a hoof to forestall the incoming flood of questions surely bubbling up in their minds. “I will tell all.”



He turned to the chalkboard, frowning.



“How did you defeat it?” Luna asked.



"He put on a hat!" Celestia giggled.



“No.” He sighed just as his hat flew off.



The residue of magic was already fading into an indistinct cloud when he spun, and two innocent-as-foals faces smiled up at him.



“Mr. Bearded.” Celestia squinted. “Is that you? I can’t see past the glare.”



Luna snorted, clamping a hoof over her muzzle.



Celestia smiled sweetly, but she couldn't hide that merry set to her ears, nor the twinkle in her eyes.



He glared at both of them and settled his hat back on his head, cutting out the bright light. Harrumphing at her smile, and fighting an answering one, he feigned a turn, and caught Luna’s horn glowing blue just as his hat winked out of existence.



Outside, a gardener shouted and poked her head in the window, but her breath caught in a gasp and she fell back, giggling.



Star Swirl shook his head. It would be a week -- a month! -- before castle gossip turned away from his mirror-finish pate.



The suppressed giggles from both fillies erupted into gales of laughter, and they all collapsed in heaps, gasping for breath.



“Why did I think you girls would take this seriously? How would you deal with an immortal spirit that cursed your mane to grow from your chin! Or plucks your tails from your behinds!” He tweaked their tails for good measure. 



“Sun power!” Celestia tackled his forelegs.



“Moon power!” Luna grappled his hindlegs.



He had to admit, when he could breath again, and disentangled himself, that tickling was very effective.
      

      
   
      To Prank A Prankster


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash slumped into a cloud house and flopped down upon her bed. It took all night, but she had finally set up all her prank-traps and everything was ready for the coming day. This would be the best April Fools Day ever.








*BOOM*



Rainbow jumped from the sound and landed solidly on the floor next to her bed. Still half asleep, she pulled herself up to look at her alarm clock. 



“EIGHT?! Oh no, I’m missing out.” 



Rushing downstairs, Rainbow grabbed an apple from the kitchen for breakfast and rocketed out the door. Below her spread Ponyville, ripe for the pranking. 



Everything was exactly how she expected it. The sun was shining with only sparse cloud coverage, most assuredly not placed in specific locations to give the best vantage points. The residents going about their day like normal and a giant parade heading down Main Street with confetti raining down….wait.



Rainbow flew down to the town and stared with confusion at the parade floats and balloons that slowly made its way across town, ponies lining the side and watching with smiling faces. She didn’t remember a parade being set up for April first. Spotting Mayor Mare, Rainbow trotted over.



“Hey, Mayor.”



“Oh, good afternoon Miss Dash. How are you?”



“Doing Awesome, as always”



The mayor gave a chuckle, “So glad to hear. Are you enjoying the parade?”



“That’s what I wanted to ask you about, Mayor. When did we schedule a parade for April Fools Day?”



Mayor Mare's face turned to confusion, “April Fools? Today is the second, and we always have a parade on the second.”



Rainbow eyes grew large, “Wait, what?!”



“Come now, Rainbow. I know you have lived here long enough to know about the Pinkie Pie Prank Proliferation Prevention Policy. Pinkie Pie has agreed to not prank on April Fools day, thank Celestia, and in exchange we declared April 2nd a prank free day and she gets to host a town party. Pinkie gets a party and the town gets to remain in one piece, it's a win-win as far as I’m concerned,” she let out a chuckle that sounded more from relief than humor.



Rainbows jaw fell open. How could this be? She had prepared all those pranks on the wrong day?



“Oh, and Miss Dash. I do hope you cleaned up your yearly traps. You Remember the punishment for a prank on the second, correct?” Mayor gave rainbow a serious look.



Rainbow gulped, “Punishment?”



“Cleaning up the whole town as a form of community service.”



“Heh heh, oh right, that rule. No worries, Mayor Mare, I got it all covered. I gotta go, c’ya.”



Rainbow proceed to speed away, leaving a rainbow trail behind her. 



“OH CRAP, OH CRAP, OH CRAP!” Rainbow paced back and forth just outside of town.



“What do I do? I got traps set all over town! OK, just calm down Rainbow and think. It’s simple, I just need to make sure no one gets pranked and I’m safe.” 



With renewed resolve, Rainbow rocketed to rescue Ponyville from herself. All across town, ponies were saved in the nick of time from pies, zappers, confetti-fudge, fudge-confetti, water buckets (In Raritys case all of the above) and other assorted pranking devices. Rainbow just happened to be there in time to be hit by all of these ‘accidents’ and was completely covered in assorted food stuffs and party favors by days end. 



With the town clock ringing in sundown, and marking the officially declared end of April Fools as agreed upon by the PPPPP Policy, Rainbow collapsed in both exhaustion and relief. As she lay there, a figure walked up and stood over her.



“Are you OK, Rainbow? You look like you were in a food war,” the mare said, sitting next to her.



“Oh, hey Twilight. Yeah, I’m fine just a long day. Can we talk later, I need a bath.”



Rainbow was twisting to get up when she noticed the look on Twilight's face. It wasn’t one of worry or even curiosity, it was a look she was acutely familiar with. It was the look Rainbow wore when she pulled off a successful prank.



She filled with dread.



“Remember all those pranks you pulled on the town last year? I felt you deserved an April Fools day off and the town agreed.” Twilight started to leave, the smile never leaving her face.



Rainbow collapsed back to the ground.



“Happy April Fools Rainbow.”



A groan was her only response.
      

      
   
      Induction of the Innocent


      

      
      
         "I'm so excited! I can't believe I'm really doing this! I mean, are you sure? You want to... You want to with me? Twilight Sparkle?"



"Why wouldn't I? You're beautiful."



"Well, you're very kind to say that, Field Player, but I'm still learning the basics of friendship and you want to move up to something as extreme as...



"Oh, I can't even say it! I'm sure Cadance would say I'm taking this way too quickly. I mean, we just met! You just arrived today! But then you put on that incredible display of magic, and our eyes met, and you smiled. You remind of that mare Trixie who came to town a few weeks ago, but you're so much nicer. Besides, I've always been curious. You can read about it in textbooks and, er, let's call them less scholarly sources, but there's nothing like firsthoof experience, right?"



"Yeah. Now just follow my lead."



"What? No, no, no, not yet. I have a checklist we have to fill out first."



"A checklist? But we could just—"



"Oh, it'll be over quick. Then we can... heehee!"



"Then let's start. The sooner we finish, the sooner we can...



"That is a large scroll."



"We'll be through before you know it. Now then, is this your first time?"



"I wouldn't say that."



"Well, it's mine. I guess I can defer to your experience."



"In that case..."



"Horn off the checklist, buster. If we're going to do this, we'll do it properly. Next question, do you have any venereal diseases?"



"What!? Why would you—"



"You know, acting defensively about that kind of thing isn't exactly filling me with confidence."



"No."



"Hmm. Hold still, please...



"Good! You were right, you don't."



"I can taste plaid. What was that?"



"Hey, if you had answered the question right away, I wouldn't have needed to cast the medical scan. Next question... Well, it isn't exactly a question. I'm going to need a cheek swab."



"Why?"



"Oh, you know, the usual. A quick genomic analysis, see if we share any unpleasant recessive traits that might carry over to the foals. I figured this was the best option, but if you'd prefer to give a blood sample..."



"A cheek swab is fine!"



"Heh. I figured. Open wide!



"There, that's that taken care of. Now, do you have any allergies, especially to any kind of dragon byproduct?"



"Drag— No. No allergies."



"Don't worry. He's in Canterlot tonight. Now, any unusual magical sensitivities or resistances?"



"None worth mentioning."



"I hope so, for your sake. Are you on any prescription medications?"



"Nope."



"And you probably won't be operating any heavy machinery, so... do you have a criminal record?"



"... Define 'criminal record.'"



"Criminal record. Noun. A record of a pony's arrests and convictions, generally used by potential employers, moneylenders, romantic partners, and so forth to assess his or her trustworthiness. Are you going to answer the question, or am I going to have to use it in a sentence?"



"Uh, just a few parking tickets."



"Oh, is that all? I've gotten ticketed before, and I don't even have a cart license."



"Then how—?"



"A hot air balloon. Now, I'm going to need a picture of your cutie mark."



"Why?"



"I need submit it to the Royal Bureau of Investigation. They can do a much more thorough background check than I can. It should only take two to four weeks to determine if what we're about to do would be a threat to national security. Oh, I'm so spontaneous!"



"Yeah, no."



"Wait, where are you going? We haven't even started the psychological profile!"




Dear Cadance,



Thank you again for your advice on how to deal with pushy stallions. It isn't nearly as bad here in Ponyville as it was in Canterlot, but it's actually a lot more fun now that Rainbow Dash and Pinkie Pie have introduced me to the world of practical jokes.



Your friend and former babysittee,

Twilight Sparkle




P.S. I still don't understand why the cheek swab is a bad idea.

      

      
   
      The Constant of Chaos


      

      
      
         “You know, Discord, I never would have expected you to be type to play chess.”



“Back when I was a troublemaker, Princess Twilight Sparkle, people use to challenge me to games of chess to save themselves. When they found I was terrible at the game, many did. So I had to as they say... ‘get good.’” 



*Tap*



“Your move, Twilight.”



“Hmmm… good move. I have to say, I’m having fun and we’re going to have to do this again sometime, but I still don’t see the lesson in this. You said you wanted me to understand something?”



“Yes indeed, young princess. Since I know how much you love chess, I figured it’d be simplest way to make you understand my lesson.”



*Tap*



“Is that so? Your move, by the way.”



*Rumble*



“What was that?”



“Oh, just a monster I noticed coming over the hills. It should have been here by now, lazy bum.”



“Discord! Why didn’t you, oh, whatever, we’ll finish this game later. We --“



“Now, now, Twilight, sit back down. They said they’d handle it, and we all know they’re more than capable.”



“But…”



“You know they will and I still have my lesson to teach you. Sit back down, Twilight. Let us finish our game. My lesson will soon become clear.”



“Well…fine, ok…”



*Tap*



“Good. Your move, princess.”



“Alright, stick to the plan… let’s see… ok…”



*Tap*

 

“Your move, Discord. Check”



*Rumble*



“Oh crud, the pieces moved. Let me fix--”



“-- no no no, Twilight. Leave them be.”



“What? That monster’s stomps made the pieces move!  We need to --”



“Ah-ah-ah. You’re not allowed to move the pieces at all, Twilight. Once you let go, it’s my turn.”



“Are you serious? I need to put everything back where it is. We can’t play chess like this!”



*Tap*



“Well, we are, and I just did. Rook takes bishop. Your move, princess.”



“You’ve got to be kidding me. You were in check.” 



“That rumble made your queen move. I’m not in check anymore, and your bishop made the move of moving just in the line of my rook.”



*Rumble*



“And now it seems your King is in the line of my rook, too. I guess you’re in check now. Quit grabbing your mane like that, Twilight, and think about the next move at hand.”



“How can I? Whatever strategy I try to make, the next shift is going to mess it up! Gah, how am I supposed to make any sense of this?!”



“Because this, young princess, is the lesson: I have come to teach you how to play chess. Realistically.”



“This isn’t realistic at all!”



“On the contrary, young princess, I disagree. This game is like the plans you create. Well thought-out, almost perfect in its planning, but the moment things change under you, everything starts falling apart. This is your problem.



“You expect the world to be your chessboard. You expect the world to play by the rules that you believe it plays by. But let me tell you, and as we see, it does not. No matter how much you plan or try there is always a constant of chaos sitting in wait to make even the best-laid plans shatter.” 



“I’m not saying making a plan is bad. That’s fine, but do not overlook this chaotic element that exists in our world, and be ready for it. Things will make the board change and you may not have control over that, but it is up to you to control the rest of it to fulfill your designs. Who knows, you might even make the chaos work towards your advantage. It all depends on how you react.”



“...”



“Ahhh, that quiet, thinking face. Taking my words to heart, aren’t you?”



“The world is always changing constantly. It doesn’t mean you shouldn’t plan. Oh heavens, no, that’d be foolish. Instead, learn to adapt. A ship’s captain does not push his vessel towards his destination only once. He steers it, and you must, too. Make sense of what you see before you and guide it. Think about what your options are and how they are changing, and learn on how to make those changes work to your advantage. 



“Do you understand, young princess?



*Tap*



“I think.. I do.” 



“Moving just a pawn? Interesting choice… now why would you move him?”



*Rumble*



“Because the next shift will move him to the top of the board.”



“I see. A queen, I assume?



“Yes. And consider this checkmate...”



“...Good job.”
      

      
   
      With Apologies to Nonagon


      

      
      
         “...And afterwards, we’ll sleep, wake up, and make breakfast, just the two of us. Then we’ll both go to work, and that will be that!”



Twilight Sparkle finished writing with a flourish of her pen and smiled. “Oh, I’m just so excited, Spike! This is one of the best ideas I’ve ever had! Nothing can go wrong!”



Spike raised an eyebrow and looked up from his book. “What about the time you combined iced tea and lemonade?”



“One of the best ideas I’ve ever had! I never said it was the best!” Twilight rolled her eyes before returning her gaze to the roll of parchment in front of her. It was simple, maybe too simple, but she felt confident. How could it not work? She’d triple-checked the math, even! 



Well, there wasn’t any use worrying about it now. She could always change it around later if the situation couldn’t be salvaged. After all, she still needed to get ready!



“Spike, would you like to come to Rarity’s with me?”



“Nah, I think I’ll just stay home.” He waved a claw at Twilight from his armchair, not breaking focus from his Charliehorse Dickens novel, Subverted Expectations.



“Really?”



“Of course not. Let’s go!”







“Twilight, I simply must know all of the details!” Rarity floated a strand of ribbon towards her current dress design, tilting it back and forth before tying it around the middle.



“There’s nothing to know, Rarity!” Twilight stood on a platform of pink, wincing at the harsh light. A swirling mass of cloth surrounded her as Rarity tried to find the perfect dress. “I just really think that this idea is going to work. I’ve never—”



Everything froze. Spike shoved the fainting couch towards Rarity, who graciously accepted it even as her face went from one of pure shock to unconscious relaxation. Spike looked back at Twilight and shrugged. “Is the dress really that important?”



Twilight sighed and shook her head. “Not really. I thought it would be a nice touch—”



“Come on, then! We need to stop by Fluttershy’s!”



Twilight frowned and looked away. “I don’t know, Spike… maybe it’s not worth all the effort to go through with this.” Carousel Boutique lay in fashionable ruin, scarves and chapeaux littering the floor. Ponnequins were in states of disarray, even ignoring the clothes that were covering them. “I mean, it’s one of my best ideas, but I’m getting cold hooves now that I’m starting to go through with it.”



“But Twilight, you said it yourself. There’s nothing that could go wrong! Let’s get you back to the castle so you can de-stress.”







“I just don’t understand it, Spike!” Twilight paced around her room, a mug of coffee floating beside her. “How did that not work? I thought for sure that I had factored everything into the equation!”



Spike shrugged. “I guess some ponies just aren’t interested in that sort of thing.”



“I did everything right!” she wailed. “How could this get any worse?!”



A window shattering and a cry of “Incoming!” were her only answers.



“Rainbow Dash, use the door, for pony’s sake! Everyone else does!”



The pegasus moaned from her spot against the wall. She shook her head and stood up. “I’m fine, thanks for asking.” She looked at Twilight’s desk. “Hey, what’s this?” Rainbow opened the scroll.



“No!” cried Twilight, but it was too late. Rainbow’s eyes were already wandering over the page, and she was trying not to blush. “T-twilight… Is this what I think this is?”



“Yes! It’s true!” sobbed the princess. “The date went well, but the ending didn’t work and now I don’t know what to do!



“Those were my best ‘laid’ plans!” Twilight looked straight ahead and opened her mouth with a smile, tears completely evaporating.



A beat. Rainbow Dash held an identical face for a few seconds longer before shooting Twilight a look, not moving her head.



“Ahem.” Twilight frowned. “I said, those were my best—”



And then Pinkie Pie crashed through the wall in a tank. 
      

      
   
      Golden Gull


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Capstone


      

      
      
         Nictus' boss was the perfect pony. She was efficient, beautiful, and whose affection was the most delicious thing in the world. Despite the formal integration of changelings into Equestria, the two races largely kept to themselves as much as they could—a hostile invasion in living memory will do that—and Nictus was overwhelmingly aware of how fortunate he was.



It was because of her that Nictus stood in the queue, anxious, waiting as the guard confirmed his ponymark registration. His insides smouldered as he held the Form, counting the minutes before hunger took him and the disguise failed. It wasn't his legal ponyform—if something went wrong, there could be no trace to him... or to her. Everything was to have been arranged. His boss was perfect; she wouldn't leave him to fail. She wouldn't. Nictus winced as the guard pulled his wing to extension, scrutinizing the primaries.



Nictus was not proud of his work. Ponies were a decent lot, and—despite what many of them might say—changelings were not given to larceny. Deception came with the territory, but it took a Bad Queen before they as a race had done anything truly despicable. Nictus' job had started with the small things; things nopony would care about going missing. Two years down the line and taking a gem straight from the Canterlot Exhibition, however... Nictus was not proud, but he did it for the perfect payout from the perfect pony.



Her affection was doled out in the most precious of morsels, succulent and divine. So frustratingly spare, they were often barely enough to get by. Quality over quantity, he had decided. She did care for him, Nictus new it. She had said it was so, but Nictus could see it for himself—feel it for himself—after each job well-done. Beneath that wall of intensity lay a heart beating with the most intoxicating love and affection he had ever known. He would to anything for a taste.



The guard moved from his wings to his molars, asking Nictus to open wide. Nictus swatted away the urge to run—to glance furtively for exits, to change, to disappear, anything—and did as he was told. 



Nictus told himself that his mare had sent him; that everything would be fine. It was not uncommon for a guard to be exacting, even if this particular inspection was more... thorough than most. Just a zealous—no, dutiful guard. Nictus would have been better assuaged by his own assertion if he weren't to the point of starving that he couldn't assume another Form if his life depended on it.



This was going to be the last heist. Finally, she had said, no more of this running-around business. Finally, she would give him all her love and they would be together; no more holding back. Finally, she had said, his loyalty would be properly rewarded. Just one final task.



It was a mistake, then, when the irons clapped around his legs.
      

      
   
      Stereopony


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle tore the letter apart, until it was no more than a heap of tiny confetti that she let fall on to the ground like scattered flakes of snow. That was the last straw: all those years she had tried to make her point clear, again and again, obviously to no avail. And now she really had enough of that gushy patronising. I am a grown-up princess, she thought. I have saved Equestria several times. I am the leader of the bearers. So buzz off to Tartarus with your ‘my faithful student’.



She gnashed her teeth. She would put an end to this, once and for all.



“SPIKE!” she boomed, so loud that the wooden walls of the library trembled.



“Yes Twi… Twilight?” replied the voice of Spike, almost smashed by the might of Twilight’s call.



“I want the book in cell # 2-23-3-A-2. Right away!” 



“2-23-3-A-2?!” Spike repeated in disbelief. “But –”



“I WANT IT NOW!” yelled Twilight.



Spike skittered up the stairs to the second floor, lugged a ladder around, leaned it against the wall and climbed up a few rungs. Stretching his right arm, he barely managed to pull out a big green book, whose spine was engraved with strange glyphs. He then hurried back down to the ground level and laid the tome on Twilight’s desk. He stood still, wondering what would come next.



“What are you waiting for?” Twilight grated. “Rarity has invited you to a snack, hasn’t she? Scoot off, she doesn’t like tardy guests.”



“What?” Spike replied. “Rarity? A snack? What –”



“SHOVE OFF AND LEAVE ME ALONE HALF AN HOUR, WOULD YOU?!” Twilight hollered. She grabbed the baby dragon in her magic and unceremoniously flew him off through the front door, that she slammed shut.



Good riddance! she thought. Now on to serious business. She contemplated a brief instant the cover of the book. It’s a chance I didn’t teach Spike Changeling. “The fifteen most effective ways to kill Celestia, by Queen Chrysalis” He would have been horrified.



She dismissed those parasitic thoughts and began to read.








“A present?” Celestia exclaimed. “For me? Oh, that’s so sweet, my precious pupil!”



Twilight flinched, ever-so-slightly. “Come on, open it!” she said.



Celestia shook the big pink box up and down, as if to probe its contents: it sounded hollow.



“It’s funny,” Celestia said, “it seems empty”. She moved the box on to the floor, untied the knot, removed the lid and stooped down. “But it’s really empty!” said her muffled voice from inside the box. She lifted her head back up and giggled. “I love when you pull my leg, my dearest student!”



“No, no,” protested Twilight earnestly. “It’s not empty. Look closer.”



“Eh?” Celestia ducked her head once more, this time deeper, into the box. “I still don’t see anything!” she said.



“Just a second!” Twilight answered. She muttered a grunt. A dazzling crescent of pure energy materialised right over Celestia. It swooshed through the air, sliced the neck of the white alicorn clean, then vanished. The head fell into the box. The rest of the body tottered for a second, then collapsed on to the floor with a thump. The iridescent tail slowly stopped waving. 



Twilight watched that grisly spectacle, the torrents of blood spewing out from the severed neck, as in a trance, until, unexpectedly, one of the hind legs of the agonising body twitched – a reflex motion, probably. It was like a trigger: a sudden nausea washed over her, and she hardly had the time to turn her head away before throwing up.



When her sickness was over, she lumbered towards the door, her mind blank, carefully avoiding to look at the mess she had made. 



She was about to grasp the handle when she heard – Dear C…! That can’t be! – a soft whinny behind her. She froze, dumbstruck.



“Shucks!” sniggered the… mellow voice of Celestia? “My dearest student…”



“…I’d say my precious pupil!” added the same voice but… coming from a different direction?! Twilight realised with horror. Incredulous, she whirled around. Her jaw dropped. 



Standing in a large puddle of blood was Celestia, unscathed, beaming. And ten feet away, half inside the box, half outside, stood… another Celestia!



“If you had some problems with me…” the first Celestia began, “…then you should have told me!” the second finished. They both laughed.



Twilight facehoofed. Oh no! she thought. Now I will have to listen to her… in stereo!
      

      
   
      The Mare Who Has Everything


      

      
      
         This will be my masterpiece! I allowed myself a soft chuckle in my hiding place under the cushion of Celestia’s throne.



It had taken a full year of planning, rehearsals, and legally-questionable diversions, but the surprise party to end all surprise parties was finally ready to be sprung on the princess.



It was commonly believed in party-planning circles that Celestia’s true birthday was long lost to time, and I had never questioned it.



Then Twilight had casually asked me what I thought she should send the princess for a birthday present.



I left Twilight standing in the marketplace and immediately interrupted the Day Court in Canterlot to ask Celestia in person.



She had blinked. “May eleventh,” she answered simply.



My life immediately went on hold. I had years and years and years of missed birthdays to make up for! Nothing would come in the way of this party. Not family reunions, not Tirek’s escape, not even the Flim Flam brothers’ ascension to alicornhood.



I surreptitiously visited the entire population of Canterlot, recruited the best unicorns Celestia’s School had to offer, and spent weeks of sleepless nights planning everything out. Magical signatures and physical presences had to be masked, the Princess’s schedule had to be planned out down to the minute, and of course, the whole thing had to be done without her knowledge.



Only a surprise party would do. Not only was it traditional for the first party I threw for a pony to be a surprise, but this one had to be special. Celestia attended dozens of comparably-sized events throughout the year, so one more city-wide celebration just wouldn’t do. No, this one needed to stand out. And nothing did that to a party like being a complete surprise.



Coordinating the secrecy of thousands of ponies over months of preparation was easily the third-hardest thing I had ever done, but I had done it. The call from Baltimare had come in right on schedule, confirming that the princess was on her way. By now she should be passing over the streets of Canterlot, citizens going about their normal business below. Soon she would land on her balcony.



I suppressed a squeal of excitement. Always had to be ready, anything could go wrong at any point. I had to be quiet.



My left ear twitched as I heard a sneeze from a curtain hanging over one of the stained-glass windows on the north wall. I didn’t move a muscle, but mentally I ranted and raved at Orange Breeze. If that wretched mare’s hay fever was the thing that blew this whole operation, I might just be angry enough to– to… well no, I would never be angry enough to forget her anniversary party next month. Maybe enough to lace her cake with delayed-release capsaicin, though.



Luckily for the plan and her taste buds, however, the throne room remained quiet and empty. In reality it contained forty-five party cannons and ninety-three party ponies waiting for my signal, each of which I had hidden personally. The rest of Canterlot was just now sneaking en masse into the castle, heading quickly and quietly to their assigned hiding spots. With the powerful, subtle concealment charms in place over everything, Celestia would walk through empty halls into a completely empty throne room when she expected a full court, none the wiser.



The success of my plan depended on how Celestia would react to that. She knew I knew today was her birthday, and I wouldn’t bet that that mare had forgotten in the year since I had asked. No, she would definitely be expecting something. That was why I had set up a small surprise party of my friends in her room, including Twilight’s own pre-recorded illusion of myself. With help from Princess Luna, we were finally confident that it would be enough to fool her sister. The small party would both assuage the princess’s suspicions and buy time for the guests to hide themselves.



Everything was ready. The small crystal in my hoof flashed green, signalling that the target had excused herself from the false party to open Court. I held my breath, and I would have felt the tension in the whole castle build to the breaking point, if it hadn’t been for the careful spellwork preventing such feelings.



The doors opened. The sound of slow, heavy hoofsteps approached where I was hiding. They ascended the long staircase, paused before the throne. I tensed my muscles, and…



“Hello there, Pinkie Pie.”



“MOTHER BUCKER!”
      

      
   
      What You Came to Do


      

      
      
         Moondancer was about to propose.



Exactly how Rarity knew this was a combination of a mare's natural intuition and the fact that Rarity herself had been surreptitiously leaving little hints around the loft for weeks now. She knew Moondancer had seen them, because every time she left a bridal magazine out in the open, she would return later to find it had be relocated to somewhere more appropriate.



Of course, the reason she knew Moondancer was proposing today required some detective work. Today was the final day of Manehattan's Fashion Week, and while Moondancer often made an effort to come to all of Rarity's local shows, she typically wasn't able to get enough time off work to attend far flung events like this one, so when Moondancer had sent her a scroll asking if it would be okay for her to come see Rarity at the show today, the clever fashionista knew something was out of the ordinary. Since there was only one thing to be out of the ordinary, the pieces fell together rather easily.



After a brief bout of excited squealing and dancing around her hotel room, Rarity had responded in the affirmative and rushed downstairs to find her assistant, Shinel. The stallion had expressed some doubts about her conclusion, but she'd simply reminded him that she knew her marefriend rather better than he did. This had no effect on his stance, so she told him where to stick his doubts and to find Bouffant, Coco, and Snoot, to prepare her hair, her dress, and to capture the moment on film, respectively.



Fortunately, however dense he could be in the realm of romance, Shinel was at least a very talented PA. In no time, Rarity was ready. She was properly made up and immaculately dressed. Now, all that was remained was the waiting.



Hiding in the wings of the stage during the final circuit of her line's models, Rarity scanned the crowd, a knot in her stomach. It was a strange sensation. She hadn't had cause to be nervous at a fashion show in years, but the anticipation of finally being asked for her hoof in marriage had morphed from nervous excitement to queasy anxiety.



Suddenly, her stomach disappeared entirely. There she was, standing in the back of the auditorium, wearing her signature radiant smile, a modest manestyle, and a very simple grey pantsuit--all very fitting of a distinguished pony of academia. But not, Rarity noted with consternation, appropriate for asking your marefriend to marry you. She briefly entertained the idea of gently suggesting Moondancer might want to...reconsider her wardrobe, but she managed to quell the urge. Moondancer liked to dress simply; it was part of her charm, Rarity reminded herself. No, she would let Moondancer propose in whatever outfit she chose. Even if her crimson a-line dress would be simply divine in this light, and her pearl earrings would add just the right--



Rarity shook her head and cut herself off as the emcee summoned her to the stage. She put on a professional smile and stepped out into the spotlights. The audience erupted in applause. She waved and blew kisses and then motioned for silence. "Fillies and gentlecolts, thank you so much for your enthusiasm and your appreciation. I can't tell you how happy it makes me to be here for Fashion Week once again, and especially to have my marefriend here to support me.  Moondancer, would you come here, please?"



A spotlight swung out and found the unicorn, who froze in terror.  Rarity nodded and beckoned her with a hoof.  Moondancer slowly made her way to the stage, looking back and forth at the ponies in the crowd, all of whom were now applauding her.  Rarity forced a patient smile as her heart raced against her ribs.  This is it!  She helped Moondancer up on stage--against her will--and gave her a kiss.  "Rarity, what are you doing?" the unicorn hissed through a forced grin.



Rarity smiled.  "Just making the most of the moment."  She turned to address the audience again.  "As you know, Moondancer and I have been dating for two years now, and I can honestly say I've never been happier." She grinned at Moondancer. "But I believe she is about to make me moreso."



"I...am?"



"You have a question for me, I believe?" Rarity prompted, still grinning.



"Yeah.  Rarity, would you--"
      

      
   
      Colt you gotta wonder


      

      
      
         Time Turner walked at a brisk pace to the Canterlot train station. His plan was to arrive at the train station this morning, otherwise his wife would be upset; she went ahead to get the trip to the Crystal Empire so that they can arrive for the ball that very night. The weather was not helping his mood either as winter had settled in, bringing light snow that left the stone floor’s wet and slippery. He shook the melting snow off his hat and coat, now grateful he had remembered to wear them.

 

Arriving at the station he was relieved to see the large Crystal train, being boarded by its final lists of occupants. Before boarding he fiddled in his suit pocket to see if he still had his little gift, it was still there and he quickly sealed it pack up in his suit pocket and quickly shutting his coat from the winter breeze. Moving forward again, he slowly made his way through the crowd. As he got closer to the train he was bumped from behind but was quickly recovered by the stranger. He looked forward to see a mare with pink and blue mane that came down the front of her face, wearing the same heavy coat as he was. She kept moving without even saying sorry and he stood their complexed as to why. As he adjusted himself he noticed a weight was missing from his suit. Frantic, he checked inside and found his gift was missing. A sudden shout from behind caused him to turn around, staring at a pair of griffons that were running directly at him. He turned his head to point at the mare but she was already boarding the train, catching the last glimpse of her hair before entering the train. He stared back at the griffons and they were rapidly approaching him, and not the mare. Fearing that he was being mistaken he galloped in the opposite direction to the train. He looked behind and the griffons were nearly upon him. The train was picking up speed and he spotted a doorway in-between the carts and he quickly seized it with his hoof. A pair of talons grabbed at his coat but he quickly unzipped it before he was dragged back.

 

The train soon was at top speed and Time Turner was trying to catch his breath. His thoughts were not focused on the griffons at the moment, instead, they were only focused solely on the mare, and why she stole his gift? It was an important present for his most beautiful wife, a diamond encrusted necklace with a muffin at its center; hoof crafted in advance to boot. He could only imagine the horror to show up empty hoofed and present nothing to his beloved. He quickly slapped a hoof across his cheek to get a hold of himself, knowing full well he could find the perpetrated on board. Straightening his suit he headed through the doors. Closing the entry behind him, he soon found himself in the gambling cart. He saw many high class ponies inside, gambling away their bits in games of chance. A large host of ponies were gathered in the center table, one at the head showing his dice to a pair of mares who blew affectionate air over his hoof. In the back of his mind he knew it was going to be difficult finding her. Remembering she was an earth mare with a blue and pink mane, the detail was enough to narrow his search. His plan set in motion, he slowly made his way through the pack, hoping to find his quarry without incident. 



Time Turner searched around the cabin that matched her description. Several cheers came from the main gambling table, indicating that someone was winning many bits. He paid them no heed as he continued his search. Spotting a mare sitting near the middle of the right side of the cabin, her head facing away from him and her mane had a blue and pink mane, he rushed forward, bumping into several ponies before placing a hoof onto the mare’s shoulder. She turned around and he noticed it was a unicorn instead. A hoof across his face later he continued his search for the elusive mare.



Not that one, he thought to himself.

 

Unbeknownst to him or the passengers, the two griffons were flying rapidly on the side of the cart and quickly entered into the back of the train.
      

      
   
      Seeing the Light


      

      
      
         “She’s stolen all our cutie marks and converted half of the royal guard already!” Applejack shouted.



“What are we going to do, Twilight?” Pinkie screamed. Her freaking out and running in circles wasn’t helping in the slightest.



“Whatever it is, we better do it fast,” Rarity said, pointing up at the castle tower. “She’s defeated both Celestia and Luna, and now she’s coming back to finish us off.”



“Eep,” Fluttershy squeaked while cowering into as small of a space as she could.



Twilight shook her head and tried to think of something to counter Starlight Glimmer’s ultimate plan for revenge. “We’ve tried talking to her, explained what it means to be a good friend, told her that what’s she’s doing is wrong, but she still won’t listen. I don’t know what we’re going to do now.”



“Why don’t we just hit her with our rainbow-power-elements-of-harmony-friendship-beam-magic thingy?” Rainbow Dash asked, more than a little annoyed with the situation.



“I don’t know, Rainbow,” Twilight said, hesitating on using their most powerful magic to strike another pony. “That’s sort of a last resort, but I guess we don’t have much choice left, do we?”



With the help of Celestia’s cutie mark, Starlight Glimmer sailed overhead on a brand new set of alicorn wings. She banked into her dive, lining up her horn for a power blast aimed right at Twilight and her friends.



“Alright, girls,” Twilight said, turning up to face the target, “Rainbow power, on three! One—”



“Three!” Rainbow Dash yelled. 



The ponies locked into their magic elements, a high-powered rainbow beam shooting out from the group.



Starlight Glimmer tried to respond, but the magic caught her mostly by surprise. She took a direct hit. Rainbow magic enveloped her body, tearing away her stolen powers and forcing her to the ground. She landed in a heap right at the hooves of Twilight. The collected essence of a thousand cutie marks rose from her smoldering pile, quick to find their proper homes once again.



Fluttershy gave a worried look while Pinkie began to dance and sing around the fallen foe. “The magic of friendship compels you! The magic of friendship compels you! The magic of friendship compels you!”



Twilight reached out a hoof, still debating whether or not it was safe to approach. “Starlight Glimmer? Are you okay?”



Starlight Glimmer reached up to her with a broken smile and tears streaming down her face. “Twilight, I’ve seen the light, and it is beautiful. The magic of friendship has opened my eyes, and now I see how wrong I was to try and make everypony the same. Can you ever forgive me… and will you be my friend?”



Twilight hesitated to take up her hoof.



Rainbow Dash was quick to hop in. “Sorry to have to run, guys, but I’m going to be late if I don’t book it home right now.” She opened up her wings and gave a salute to her friends. “We really ought to skip right to that finisher more often. It always seems to do the trick, and it would save a ton of time. Catch you all later!” With a nod and a wink, she took to the sky.



Twilight wasn’t sure who to be more surprised with: the magically reformed enemy lying at her hooves, or her friend that just totally put a damper on all her carefully calculated friend-shipping plans.



Rarity stepped up and put a hoof on her shoulder. “You know, dear, it would save us a lot of time and effort to skip right to what works. All the back and forth tends to get old after a while.”



“Yeah, Twi,” Applejack said, “we’ve all got a lot of other things that need our attention. This whole spreading friendship deal really takes away time from tendin’ to the farm. Anythin’ we can do to help speed it up would be appreciated. Cut to the chase, and all that.”  



Starlight Glimmer clasped both forehooves together, pleading to the Princess with her eyes open wide. “Please, please, please can we be friends?”



Twilight just shook her head. “Whatever.” In a bit of a sulky mood, she brushed off Rarity’s hoof and helped Starlight Glimmer up. Another friendship problem solved, and she didn’t really care much how anymore.
      

      
   
      Passing Her By


      

      
      
         Rarity clung to her pillow.



Silent tears spilled down her cheek.



A steady thump from the room across the hall kept her awake just as much as her brooding thoughts. 



The decision to let Sweetie Belle move in with her once she graduated grade school and hired on as her dress making apprentice had been an easy one. Nights like tonight when she invited her coltfriend over for a “gaming night” gave Rarity pause to rethink that decision. The thought that there might be something more than gaming going on left a bitter taste in her mouth. What was worse was the hole that it dug in her heart.



Thirty years, her birthday crept closer with every tick of the clock. The young and vibrant mare that she was, turning “middle-aged” in the blink of an eye. What did she have to show for it?



She thought back on her life, how she’d been the first one in her class to graduate, a full year before the rest. The next step had been to set up shop here in Ponyville. Smart, sophisticated, an entrepreneurmare unlike any other, she took the classic female stereotype and bucked it straight into last century. The rest of her plan went off track sometime after that. A victim of her own good nature, generosity took her down another path to a much different calling.



Marriage?



Foals?



She didn’t need a stallion to take care of her. That was the lie she kept telling herself. In fact, it was her that needed a stallion to take care of.



She’d been the rounds with the local fare. Nopony measured up to her impossibly high bar. Was her fatal flaw opening up a shop in such a small town, limiting her prospects and tying her down? No, that was part of the plan. She needed her space to let her muse run free, unencumbered by the stoic fashion engine of Canterlot and Manehattan. That, and she wanted to have her family close by. Family meant everything, even more than her closest friends.



Sure, she’d had the occasional date. A few out-of-towners crossed her path once in a while. It wasn’t like she had shut out the world in favor of her work. Or had she? Perhaps there had been a missed opportunity passed over in favor of meeting an order deadline. The occasional call to save the world or resolve somepony’s critical friendship problem may have interfered in her social life as well. The nagging thought of how things could have been different if she’d only found the right pony to settle down with while she was still in her prime crashed through her head like a pinball from one of Sweetie’s friend’s silly games.



Passing midnight, the clock on the wall carried on like nothing had changed.



Rarity cradled her pillow like a newborn foal and continued to silently cry herself to sleep.
      

      
   
      A Nice, Crispy Dinner


      

      
      
         Sweetie Belle stared at the raging flames engulfing her apartment.



Behind her, the firefighters scrambled, hooves pounding and muzzles yelling, hoses unrolled and buckets prepared. Somepony had draped a blanket in the time she sat there on the sidewalk of Fillydelphia but she never noticed, so intent was her attention on the fires. She only wanted to have a simple dinner with her coltfriend but…



“Why does it always happen when I cook for somepony else…?” she muttered.



A flap of wings and a meaty thump on the ground beside rustled her out of her reverie. Her coltfriend had arrived. 



She looked up to the purple and green dragon towering over her, his head tilted upwards to the conflagration bellowing from her apartment windows.



“Woah, what did you try to cook this time? Pot roast?” he asked.



Sweetie Belle narrowed her eyes. “Har har. Very funny, Spike.”



Spike stared at the flames for several moments before saying: “So… you wanna eat out?”



Sweetie Belle groaned.








Sweetie Belle. The White Wraith of Fillydelphia. The Siren of Metrocoltlitan Opera House. Burner of Kitchens. The last title was a foalhood epithet associated with her tendency to burn any and all food she had ever cooked in the kitchen. She had gotten better over the years—she didn’t burn the toasts now. Sometimes. Occasionally. She could even make a proper breakfast in the mornings where she didn’t have to practice her voice.



Cooking for somepony, however, was another thing entirely. Sweetie Belle still cringed—just slightly now—whenever her mind returned to those mornings when she made breakfast for Rarity, with their mother at her side giving her pointers. Toasts consisting of unidentifiable sludge. Burnt juice. Charred salad.



But this evening, it’s different, Sweetie Belle mused as she stepped into her studio apartment. Tonight, it was her second anniversary with Spike. It had to be something special. Crystal Thimble, her manager, had been very understanding and so Sweetie Belle was home and ready to cook.



Her horn lit. The refrigerator door flew open and out floated a barrage of broccoli, bell peppers and garlic and a packet of pasta. A pot filled with water in the sink and flew to the stove. Lastly, a mixing bowl, several measuring cups, flour and a large bowl of sapphire floated from a kitchen cupboard.



So dinner would be a nice vegetable aglio olio and sapphire crusted cake. First, Sweetie Belle chopped the peppers and garlic as the water brought to a boil. Then a dollop of olive went on a shallow pan. Next, Sweetie Belle stirred in the garlic, broccoli and peppers. She moved the spatula deftly. Mechanically. Sweetie Belle’s mind soon turned to the cake.



Might as well get it done while I fry… 



Turning her head, her magic lit upon the bowl and flour. The latter poured into the bowl and her magic lifted it to the sink for four…? Four cups worth of water. The bowl returned and Sweetie Belle broke a couple of eggs over the flour and stirred the mix—



The burning smell of smoke hit her nostrils.



Ice condensed in her stomach. Sweetie Belle whipped her head around, only to send the pan—still held in her magical grip—sailing into the dried, smoking pot. The pan’s charring and boiling contents emptied onto the exposed flames.



An enormous fireball erupted.



Sweetie Belle’s magic winked out as she backed away, wide eyed. She ran for the fire extinguisher. When she returned, the fire had already consumed several cupboards. Sweetie Belle took a look at the angry, orange flame licking rapidly up the ceiling, turned and galloped out of the apartment.



This is the last time I get talked into getting varnished kitchen furniture…








“Huh, so that’s what you were making,” Spike said, nodding. “I thought you would’ve learned your lesson after the lava cake.”



Sweetie Bell hung her head as the waitress set two plates of broccoli aglio olio on the table.



“I didn’t know it wasn’t supposed to contain actual lava…” she said finally after a few minutes.



Spike laughed. His claws rested on Sweetie Belle’s hooves. She was silent again, her eyes downcast. Spike squeezed her hooves.



“What’s wrong?” he asked.



Sweetie Belle blinked twice and then her eyes rose, meeting Spike’s.



“… Am I stupid?”



Spike frowned. “What makes you say that?”



Sweetie Belle’s eyes turned downcast again. “I can’t get any cooking right.”



Spike squeezed her again.



“It’s the thought that counts, Sweetie.”



Sweetie Belle smiled.



“Thanks, Spike.”
      

      
   
      Pet Peeves


      

      
      
         Edwin waited until night, when the cacophony of the rest of the animals had settled into gentle snoring.



When his window of opportunity finally opened, it did so literally: a few dark, rodential figures slid open one of the cottage windows to creep inside. It wasn't as if they  had to sneak in—Yellowpony happily welcomed anycritter who needed a place to stay. But that normally meant a certain amount of embarrassing fawning, and some didn't appreciate being called cutesy or wootsey.



He waited a few moments before flaring his wings, carefully gliding past the cormorant cubbyholes and the wren roost without disturbing anybirdie. He came to a landing on the floor warily—even if Yellowpony trucerules meant nocritter would dare hurt him, certain felines enjoyed giving birds a good scare.



The coast was clear though, and besides, the crowd that hung out in this cottage corner didn’t take kindly to cats. Edwin fluffed his wings and made sure his plumage shined before he pecked at the mousehole’s little door.



The faint swing music that had been leaking out abruptly cut off. The door creaked open and a dapper-looking rat wearing a fedora sauntered out, only to lean against the wall and shoot Edwin a long, calculating look.



“Hey,” Edwin warbled, trying to come off as nonchalant. “I’m Edwin. Talked to your manager. Cool for tomorrow?”



The rat shook his head, squeaking derisively.



“What do you mean? We had a deal!”



The rat grinned. He squeaked more, pausing to raise a pair of pair of claws behind his hat.



“Of course Whiterabbit doesn’t know. That’s the point. You can’t back out now!”



The rat gave a single shrug that neatly expressed the depth of his concern with Edwin’s problems. With one final tip of his hat, he vanished back inside and the music started up again, even louder. Edwin’s further pecks on the door were in vain.



“Hoo hoo hoo,” somebirdie behind him laughed. Edwin leapt into the air, fluttering in brief panic as he saw the glowing yellow eyes.



“Fegrundius!”



The owl tilted his head. “You are playing with fire, friend. You? As favored pet?”



“Shh! Shh!” Edwin tweeted. “It would work. But… I need help. I need—”



A squeak in the key of psssst caught his attention, coming from a pudgy mouse in a trenchcoat. The rodent glanced both ways and opened its coat, revealing half of a dented harmonica.



“You! You have a band? You can play?”



The mouse nodded.



“As good as the Rat Pack?”



A mousy eyebrow floated up.



“Okay, okay. Too greedy. You’re better than nothing though.”



Fegrundius rolled his huge golden eyes. “Oh boy,” he hooted.








The circumstances were particularly lucky the next morning—Loudcolorpony had shown up earlier, talking about a lost kitten. That meant Yellowpony out of the house, and Whiterabbit too.



Edwin hastily arranged everything in the meantime. The bouquet of posies had been simple, just a few words with a pair of whippoorwills. The cake was another story, involving brokering deals with several excitable chickens, a spectacularly demanding cow, and even shaking down Harry the bear for part of his honey supply. The rest was easy: he left the ingredients out near where Pinkbouncypony lived, and she had done the baking all on her own.



Really, it was good that ponies were such simple creatures.



When Yellowpony returned, neighing comforting sounds to the scraggly cat curled up on her back, she had halted midstride at seeing Edwin’s display of devotion. Whiterabbit glared, but it was too late.



Edwin raised one wing high, getting Yellowpony’s attention and another whinny of appreciation. He signaled to where the rodent band had gathered on the table below, that all-important final touch.



It almost worked.



They got several bars into their song before the rodent playing a plastic straw as a flute had missed a cue and come in early, throwing off the mouse with the matchbox guitar. The music stumbled a beat.



And the cat on Yellowpony’s back let out a yowl, leaping forward to attack. In the ensuing chaos, birds and rats and critters panicked, stampeding all over the posies and sending the cake flying. Yellowpony fluttered around, trying to calm the critters down, but it was clear that Edwin's moment was gone. And Whiterabbit’s vengeance would be swift.



Edwin hid his beak under a wing, as Fegrundius watched the chaos from on top of a nearby armoire.



“Didn’t you know?” Feg hooted. “The less-played bands of mice, Edwin, often goad a stray.”
      

      
   
      Twinkle The Marvel Pony


      

      
      
         "Shall I tell you of my dreams?" His muzzle utters the words so quietly and carefully that the ponies in the room have to strain just to make out the words. His eyes stare vaguely off into the distance as he begins to reminisce, "They began, as they always do, with the horrifying screams of the damned, echoing through my skull, reverberating through my bones, boiling through my blood.



He takes a deep, shuddering breath. "I will never forget those screams, even if they someday stopped tormenting me every night." He pauses. "Sometimes, I think they're calling out to me, warning me, imparting upon me the greatest and most terrible secrets, secrets that would tear ponykind apart, limb from bloody limb in a shrieking mess of chaos, if they were ever to be revealed to any pony beyond me. I am their sole witness, the only living, breathing pony cursed with the cruel and unholy burden of this knowledge.



"Of course," he breathes, "that is only the beginning. The voices never quiet, but they fade into the backdrop as greater horrors overtake my focus. The visions, incomprehensible in my waking state, impossible to convey through simple, mortal words, and yet so vividly, soul-rendingly real when they come to me in the darkness of subconscious thought.



"I cannot tell you of the visions, for they would tear your minds to shreds for hearing them just as they would tear my tongue to shreds for speaking of them. My soul trembles, aches, burns for every millisecond of dreadful comprehension that is forced upon my being. For every moment that I am made to truly, fully understand the vast horrors of this universe, and of all the universes below us."



He takes a moment to quell the uncontrollable shuddering in his limbs, then looks up with eyes almost completely consumed by wide pupils as black as the deepest nightmare.



"I know how it ends. I've seen the final moment of all things, as children cry out in unison with parents and grandparents alike. Their very beings shattered, incinerated, erased from existence along with reality itself as the universe, in its final act of a reign long and utterly cruel, ends the hellish facade we call 'life' once and for all. Their screaming is not heard, nor is it ever acknowledged, for the universe has not the capacity for mercy or caring of any kind. Harmony dies on the last breath of a newborn foal as its body implodes with the force of a supernova. Nothing remains, neither Harmonic or Chaotic, in the bleak and barren void that swallows up each final desperate gasp of the dying reality. And for all of this, I alone stand witness. Even when the universe itself is gone, I remain, and in the boiling cold of silence that follows, I understand more than anypony before or after, and this understanding is what finally shreds my soul, scattering my being across the nothingness until I am, at last, no more.



He pauses long enough to take a deep, shuddering breath, then utters, "Then I wake up."



The room is silent. Dozens of pairs of pony eyes stare wide and unblinking, but he doesn't notice. His eyes remain glazed, locked on some distant point. One tiny filly in particular falls to her haunches in front of him and tilts her head to one side. She looks about to speak, when he continues.



"That was last night's dream. The night before, I dreamt that I was doing horrible things to penguins with a croquet mallet—"



"Alright, enough with the dreams!" Scootaloo shouts, cutting him off. She glares up into his eyes from where she was sitting directly in front of him.



Twinkle The Marvel Pony finally seems to snap back to reality. His eyes become sharp and focused as he looks down at Scootaloo, the bells on his pointy hat jingle, and the colorful smattering of make-up on his face shone in the bright party lights.



"I swear," Scootaloo goes on, glaring, "You're the worst birthday clown ever!"



"Yeah, well you're, like, ten! What the buck do you even know!?" Twinkle lets out a loud belch. "Happy birthday, by the way."
      

      
   
      War


      

      
      
         I reckon everything was goin' fine, up until the barn exploded.



"Oh, come on!" Rainbow Dash zooms up out of the trench, and starts wavin' her hooves where everypony can see. "There's no way that's legal! Aren't there rules about property destr—"



And sure as sugar, here comes a banana cream pie, movin' twice as fast as a heap of bad news. It catches Rainbow square on the muzzle, turns her face into a sticky mess of yellow and white. Her eyes bulge wide in anger, and I have to bite her tail to keep her from flyin' off in a fury to do Celestia-knows-what to Pinkie and the others.



"Lemme go, AJ!" she yells. 'Course I don't, though.



"Please, dear, you're making a scene." Rarity magics a tissue at Rainbow and tries to wipe off the pie residue. "Now why don't you head back up to town and treat yourself to a nice, relaxing spa session. I'm sure Aloe and Lotus can help you get cleaned up."



Rainbow grumbles something back, but she's been a mess of trouble all day, and I'm tired of listening to her. "You happy now, Dash? You've been tryin' your darndest to lose this fight since the first skirmish this morning, and now you've gone and got yourself killed."



"But they blew up your barn, AJ!"



"Yeah, well, Twilight and I will have a long talk about that. After. Don't mean you had to start stompin' around and yellin' about it like some fool yak."



"But. They. Blew. Up. Your. Barn."



I narrow my eyes. "Get on outta here, Dash, before I say somethin' I'm like to regret."



"But. They—"



Before she can get out another word, I grab an apple pie of my own and launch it at her. It takes her square in the chest, and her eyes bulge wide again. For a moment, she looks liable to strangle me, but she finally swallows her pride and slumps away.



Rarity clucks at me. "Wasn't that a bit harsh?"



"Don't you start, too."



She huffs. "Really, Applejack. I know you want to win, but that's no excuse for being uncivil."



"This is war, Rares. Civility ain't got no part in it. My pa taught me that a long time ago."



"You mean he...?" Rarity puts a hoof over her mouth and gasps. "Darling! How awful!"



That ain't how it is at all, but I don't bother correcting her. "Why don't you head back to town yourself? Maybe take Fluttershy with you. I know neither of you like this kind of thing."



Rarity tries to hide a smile, but I see it in her eyes. "Are you sure, darling? You'd be okay with that?"



"Sure." I pull my hat down over my eyes and lean back against the wall of the trench.



"Thank you, Applejack. I've been dreading the thought of picking pie crust out of my hair all day." Rarity magics a scarf around her neck and climbs out the front of the trench. "Oh Fluttershy, darling? What do you say the two of us abandon this madness and go have some dinner? Applejack says it's all right."



Under my breath, I start to count.



Four.



Three.



Two.



One.



I hear a wet smack, followed by an indignant scream. Then, the faint sound of Fluttershy's distant sobbing. I roll my eyes. Neither of those two understand a lick about fighting. Sure, they can be handy in a tight spot, but when push comes to shove, they're both too... civilized.



I stop for a bit to take stock of the situation. Can't use the barn as a fall-back anymore, thanks to Twilight. Outnumbered three-to-one. Rainbow getting her fool self killed closes one of the avenues of attack I'd been tryin' to line up. Letting Rarity go ruins another, but that one was always a long shot. On the plus side, I don't have to deal with either of those two anymore, and Fluttershy and Pinkie aren't like to be much more help to Twilight than Rainbow and Rarity were to me.



In the end, it's an easy choice—and it should take two of my enemies by surprise. I hoist a white flag and start wavin' it about. Then I load three last pies into my saddlebags and climb out of the trench.



My pa was the greatest pie fighter of his generation, and this Apple don't fall far from the tree.
      

      
   
      Burden


      

      
      
         Even as she stood before Celestia in all her radiance, blood was the only thing she could taste on her dried lips. 



Celestia exhaled deeply, closing her eyes. “Are you sure there was nothing you could have done?”



The mare before her shuffled. “It was in a frenzy. If I had tried to subdue it, I certainly would’ve been among the victims.”



Celestia opened her eyes, casting her gaze down at the mare.



Her subject licked her cracked lips.



“Allow me to get you something to drink,” Celestia said, waving over one of the guards. 



“Water’s fine.”



Celestia nodded, speaking quietly to her guard. It did not take him long to procure a simple glass of water. It looked out of place on its silver platter.



“Thank you.” Celestia smiled softly at him, levitating the glass over to the mare. She grabbed it with both hooves, water spilling out of the sides of her mouth. 



“We can’t allow this to happen again,” Celestia stated, as her subject wiped her mouth. 



The mare lowered her head, ears flattened down. “My apologies, Princess.”



Celestia gently cut a hoof through the air. “I can excuse some bad manners after what you’ve been through.”



“Not that. But those ponies…” She gritted her teeth, gripping onto her glass. “They were innocents.”



The glass slipped out of her hoof, held static in the air by Celestia’s magic. “Drink.”



The mare nodded, raising her head. Cold water ran into her mouth, down her throat. She took the glass and raised it even more, until not even a drop was left.



“More?” Celestia asked. 



The mare shook her head. “Why are you treating me so kindly?”



Celestia raised a brow, hidden behind her flowing hair. “You are my loyal servant. Would it be reasonable of me to treat you with scorn?”



“But I got those ponies killed!” the mare cried, stamping a hoof on the floor.



“That is one perspective,” Celestia replied, walking around her. “Weathered and beaten by one of the longest days a pony could endure.”



“If I had just accepted my fate, maybe—” The mare froze. Her eyes closed. She sighed deeply. “I still can.”



Celestia stopped. “You would have me send you to your death?”



The mare looked away. When she spoke, her voice quivered. “Yes.” A harsh swallow. “The needs of the many.”



“No.”



The mare jumped. “W-What?”



“That is not my way,” Celestia said, walking towards a open balcony. 



“But it’s the best option! For everypony’s safety!” the mare cried, running after her.



“Except yours.” Celestia came a stop, looking out over the royal gardens. Fireflies darted in between the neatly trimmed foliage. “There is another way.”



“And live a lifetime of regret?” the mare asked. 



“It’s always darkest before dawn.” Celestia spared a quick glance at the moon. “And sometimes that dawn can take a very long time to arrive. But when it does…” She looked down at her subject, smiling. “You’ll come out of it a stronger pony.”



“Or a weaker one.” The mare bit her lip. “Guilt is a terrible burden to bear.”



Celestia’s wings twitched. “Everything must be wiped. You shall start anew and in time you will be free of the shackles of your past.”



“Wait—E-Everything?” the mare spluttered. 



Celestia nodded once. “In order to ensure your safety and that of many others.” She gazed back at the moon, a faint frown going across her face. “I had hoped that the organisation could have continued just a little while longer but… I suppose things change.”



“P-Princess?”



“Don’t think I’m disappointed in you,” Celestia said, turning back to the mare. Her frown had vanished, replaced with a serene smile. “I’m very grateful to have had a mare like you in my service and you can be assured I’ll reward you suitably for it.”



The mare slowly nodded. “Thank you, Princess.”



Celestia shook her head, a gentle motion. “Thank you, Sweetie Drops. You deserve far better than this.”



Sweetie’s eyes trailed to the floor, heavy and bloodshot. The cold night’s wind blew bitterly against her coat, until a warm, soft blanket swept over her. 



“Come. There is much to discuss and you could do with a warm meal and some rest,” Celestia said, walking along with Sweetie. “The bugbear won’t find you here. Not if I have something to say about it.”



Bon Bon nodded, her eyelids struggling to keep open, her strength waning as she relied more and more on Celestia. Sleep came shortly after.
      

      
   
      The Dark Gardener


      

      
      
         What many didn't know about Discord was that he was a word-class gardener. Also, a shucked karaoke singer, but that wasn't important at the moment.



In his time (or what he would consider time, since it was a fact of the universe that was more of an opinion in regards to him) he had planted entire forests, each tree and individual pursuit made sure to grow up all healthy and strong. 



There was something so strangely appealing about planting. While he himself was a Spirit of Disharmony, he took great pleasure in having his will imposed on those around him. He wasn't known as the Twisted-Limb Puppeteer for nothing. Chaos in all its entirety was just fine for him, as long he had a claw/paw/talon gripped tightly around it. 



But, back to gardening. His latest crop was coming along nicely now. Why, it was utterly majestic, even. 



"Trimming, priming, grinning, grinding, allllllll the joys of gardening!" Discord sang, cutting off another branch from his latest creation. 



The tree screamed a wailing shriek at this action, the ground itself cracking from the noise. 



"Oh, quiet you," Discord said, slapping the tree against its trunk. He adjusted his flowery hat and regarded his most brilliant work yet. 



It was a hybrid of minerals and plant growth the world had never before seen; a crystal tree, to be exact, beautifully woven together with magic and a bit of something darker to the mix. 



Better than that latest hybrid he had created: who knew that a chicken mixed with a lizard could turn things to stone? Not him or that entire village of innocents, that's for sure. 



Taking off his gloves, Discord dusted his hands and sighed in content. "Ahhh, finally done! But now for the test drive!"



Reaching into a pocket (a pocket dimension to be exact, with one entirely filled with chocolate pudding to be even more exact), he pulled out the unsuspecting victim: a pony. 



The equine was utterly frightened, and being dangled in front of an alien tree certainly didn't help. Ignoring its screams and begs for mercy, Discord dropped the pony before the tree and said, "Okay, let's see if this works!"



He snapped his fingers, and the crystal tree moaned. A strange rainbow-hued glow surrounded tree and pony alike, and before too long the pony had been lifted out of the air and was spinning faster and faster in the magical glow of the tree. 



After a few minutes the tree shrieked, and spit the pony out of the glow, where it tumbled about before stopping at Discord's feet. 



Picking the pony up delicately by the tail, Discord poked its flank and grinned. "Aha! It did work after all!"



What had once been an entirely white coat was now changed with a strange marking. It appeared to be a sun symbol of some sort. The specifics didn't matter to Discord at the moment, only the result, which appeared to be a complete success. 



"Happy days are here to stay for Discord hey hey heyyyyy!" Discord cheered, throwing the pony up and then catching them in a talon with little regard to the pony's nausea. 



"Wh-what happened to me?" the pony asked, curled up in a ball.



Discord focused on the pony with a crazed eye (the other one was up to its own business and didn't bother to join in). "Why, my dear little pony, you just got a... a..." Discord snapped his fingers a bit and frowned, "Haven't come up with a specific name yet. Cutie mark? Eh, that works for now. Anyway, you're the first pony to ever get a cutie mark!"



"B-but why?" the little pony asked. 



"Why not? After creating monstrous creatures and magical nightmares, I decided to try my hand at something entirely different! A race of adorable little ponies bent entirely to my will." Discord poked the pony's new mark. "And these bad boys are what's going to keep you all on my leash. With one, you surpass your limitations. But without it, you're more useless than ever. And now with this--" Discord kicked the crystal tree, which shuddered at his touch, "--I have complete control for all of eternity."



Already Discord's latest abomination was spreading out its roots to cover the entire land. It could already sense new ponies arriving from a frozen wasteland to the north. 



New bearers of the mark. 



"So," Discord said, lifting the pony closer to his grinning face, "what's your name, sunny-buns?"
      

      
   
      Didn't Plan That Out


      

      
      
         The Venerable and Forever Grand Chancellor Gizentine VI regarded from atop his tower the largest harbor of Griffentine, considered one of the most powerful griffon nations in the circle of the world. It had got so powerful through the key strategic maneuvers of swallowing up petty rivaling city-states, bullying weaker territories into annexation, having a vast trade route within its own nation as well as others, and most importantly, by having one of the most impressive land armies ever to conquer and pillage (and get paid for it, too). 



Gizentine himself was what one would consider a renaissance type of leader. He was a great patron of the arts, heavy supporter for social and economic programs, a brilliant strategist and duelist in one, and in his spare time he enjoyed hunting in the countryside and fighting his fellow noblemen to the death in duels to appease his ego (also when they dipped into the treasury too deeply). 



"Are all preparations complete?" Gizentine VI asked. 



His noble advisor nodded his old, sagely head. "Everything has gone accordingly to plan, your excellency. The troops are well armed and heavily supplied with the best seagriff sailors money could buy. We have even taken precaution by arming a fifth of the army with anti-magical weaponry as well as armor." The advisor dabbed his forehead with a handkerchief. "It was quite a, uh, costly affair altogether with an army this size."



Said army was housed in the ships inhabiting the harbor. There were so many the blue of the ocean was entirely blocked out by the sea of wood and sails, all brimming with eager soldiers impatient for the opportunity to wage war. 



Gizentine VI chucked. "You have no need to worry about the treasury's empty pockets. With what I have planned, all of Griffentine shall enjoy the bounty of the ponyland's great wealth!"



The advisor coughed into his talon, a mere frail branch next to the impressive oak that was his leader's willpower. "That is all well and good, sire, but how exactly are we to refill the treasury by waging war on Equestria?"



"It's not exactly war. More like mounted raids of their coastal towns, cities, and ports. Pony goods are considered rare delights in griffonlands across the world, and thus we'll make a killing by controlling the market with them."



"And how do we prevent the ponies counterattacking?" 



Gizentine VI guffawed. "By what, the sea?" He shook his head and barked out a hearty laugh. "The ponies have no navy! Even if they did they're poor excuses for fighters!"



The advisor nodded. "Once again I am amazed by your genius, Grand Chancellor. But..."



Gizentine VI arched a brow. 



"We also used to not have a navy. Until you commanded one be formed. Doesn't it seem a bit... risky?"



Glancing back once again at the harbor filled to the brim with warships, Gizentine VI regarded his advisor's words with careful consideration.



"...Naaaah, I'm sure it'll go fine," Gizentine VI said, shrugging his shoulders. "Besides, if this raid is successful, I'll go down in history as the most brilliant griffon leader in all of history! What's the worse that could happen?"








"Sire, the army was soundly defeated," the noble advisor said. 



Gizentine VI wasn't listening, on account of being utterly flabbergasted at the horrifying sight of his once grand army. Every ship had returned to the harbor, but instead of being laden with loot like planned, all of the soldiers were quick to fly or jump off each ship, most a sickly greenish color while others were covered in the wounds of battle. Even high in his tower, Gizentine could make out the chorus of their combined retching. 



"How... how is this possible?" Gizentine VI asked, his voice nary a whisper. 



"Well, it turns out that most wargriffs get seasick very easily. It seems the seagriff sailors warned you about this but you didn't exactly listen. After the journey, most were in a sorry state of barely clinging to consciousness, never mind fighting. And those who could were beaten off because they just kept on... well... vomiting everywhere."



Gizentine VI didn't even respond, too absorbed with his own despair. 



"Also, the ponies stole all of our siege and anti-magic weaponry. Which means Griffentine is pretty much bankrupt."



Gizentine VI was on the floor, sobbing to himself. "How could it get any worse?"



"Well, it looks like the returning soldiers are about to mount a mutiny once they're done vomiting."



"I WAS BEING RHETORICAL!"
      

      
   
      Little Brother


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      My Little Pony Tails


      

      
      
         “Oww,” Sweetie Belle yelped as Rarity’s sewing needle pricked her flank.



“Hold still, dear,” Rarity said, trying again to attach the bodice to the train on her little sister’s brand new gala dress.



“I’m trying,” Sweetie said. Her rump twitched again and almost got another needle prick as a result.



“Keep your tail tucked in and let me finish here. I don’t want a crooked seam in the most important part of the dress.”



Sweetie stamped her hoof. “Ugh, I don’t understand, Rarity. Why’s it got to be perfect? It’s just a dress.”



“Just a dress? Well… That’s an understatement if I ever heard one. This is your first Gala gown, dear. It needs to be perfect!”



“But, Rarity, I don’t want a gown! I want a cool skirt like I always wear to parties!” Sweetie hunched her shoulders and turned her gaze back to the floor.



“Not on your life! This is the Grand Galloping Gala, and no sister of mine will be caught dead presenting tail like some kind of foal or flouncy mare!”



“But… But don’t I have a beautiful tail?” Sweetie said, glancing back at her hindquarters, tail poking out just above where Rarity’s hem had reached.



“Yes, of course you do. It’s just that a true lady never exposes herself like that in a formal setting. You need to be presentable in mixed company. I don’t expect you to understand, but trust me, it’s for the best.”



"Can't we just make a hole for the tail to poke through?"



"Such a silly filly you are," Rarity said, chucking to herself. "That would defeat the whole point of allure and mystique that the gown is meant to effuse. You wouldn't want a gentlecolt to see you naked at the Gala—it's a special occasion, not like every other day of the year."



“Why even wear a dress, then? It’s not like I’m bringing a date or anything. I’m not trying to impress anypony.”



“Now, now, even as a young filly, you can’t get in the mindset that your appearance doesn’t matter. It’s of utmost importance that a lady take care to mask all her flaws and present the most refined look to potential suitors. You wouldn’t dare catch me wearing some short-cut hussy skirt to a royal event, and I wouldn’t dream of letting you wear one either. The tail goes under, end of discussion!”



Rarity dove back into her stitching, carrying the attached train up and over Sweetie’s back. The little filly just sulked in the notion that her beautiful tail would be hidden under ten pounds of material trailing all the way to the floor.



“Sis, can I ask a question?” Sweetie Belle asked while Rarity put the finishing touches on her latest masterpiece.



“I believe you just did, dear, but go ahead and ask another.” Rarity smiled given her little bout of sarcasm.



Sweetie huffed and shuffled her hooves. “It’s so uncomfortable to have it covered. Why don’t stallions have to hide their tails? Shouldn’t they get to shove them in their pants?” 



“Blasphemy!” Rarity cried, carrying on with the air of sarcasm. “I’ll have you know that pants are an abhorrence. A stallion wearing anything more than a bow tie and a short jacket is an affront to nature itself. How else would we be able to inspect the goods before we decide to dance with them? I don't carry full suits in my shop for that very reason.”



“Oh, I get it,” Sweetie said, finally cluing in on the whole process. “This is all part of some elaborate plan to find a new coltfriend at the gala, isn’t it?”



“Of course it is, dear. What better way to catch the eye of the right stallion than a cute little filly in a matching dress to mine? You’ll help screen out the ones that aren’t family friendly.”



“But what about my friends?”



“Oh, don’t you worry about them. If all goes as planned, Applejack and Rainbow Dash will have plenty of attention during the Gala as well.”



Sweetie Belle just rolled her eyes and flipped up the back of her new dress with her covered tail. “Thanks a lot, sis. Good to know you’re looking out for us.”



"Of course, darling. What else are big sisters for?"
      

      
   
      Step Three Is Always the Hardest


      

      
      
         Looking back, the plan had been so very simple. Everything had been in place, from the beginning until the very end. The town seemed so willing to believe anything they’d tell them.



So what went wrong? Flam sighed as he leaned against the piano and stroked his mustache.



“Still down about being ran out of Baltimare?” asked Flim, as he walked up besides him. 



“Everything was perfect, I tell you!” said Flam, as he got up and walked around to the keys of the piano.



“That’s true,” mused Flim, as he joined his brother and took a seat on the stool nearby. 



Flam dejectedly hit a few random keys, and turned to face his brother. “So where did it go wrong?”



“Well, let’s go over the plan one last time, brother of mine. First step: Convince every pony that pianos are the key to becoming an alicorn,” started Flim.




The cardboard wings had been uncomfortable, but decorated with feathers and with an expert paint job, they looked as real as actual wings. No pony even bothered touching them, just looking at them was proof enough. 



Of course, anypony who would actually want to touch his wings were probably too busy crowded along the piano, as his brother sang a song of how they learned that pianos could turn you into an alicorn. 




“Right!” said Flam, as he stopped narrating his flashback. He jumped up on the piano and said, “And I must say, brother of mine, your singing was as excellent as ever.”



“Thank you, brother of mine,” replied Flim, as he played a quick reprisal of his song on the piano. “The next step was…” he waved his hoof in the air, as if trying to capture the escaped memory.



“Step Two: Sell everypony a piano, along with instructional pamphlet on how to use the music to become an alicorn,” Flam reminded his brother.




The ponies were lined up from one end of the plaza to the other, as they all bounced eagerly up and down. The Flim Flam Brothers' music had that effect on ponies. They were all in line to buy a piano, with the possibility of becoming an alicorn right in front of them.



Flam had to suppress his laughter as he looked out at all the ponies. “Oh, brother of mine, these ponies will buy anything, won’t they?”



Flim just nodded his head, as he kept handing out pamphlets to the ponies trotting up to his little booth and took the bits passed towards him.



Flam looked out of his booth, and saw several ponies struggling to carry a piano back with them.




“Just as I remember!” said Flim, as he listened to Flam narrate his flashback again.



“But after that…” said Flam, as he slumped back down on the piano.



“Yes, after that, we had step three: Escape with the profits before they figured out our trick.”




“Everypony! Don’t listen to them! They’re just a pair of con-ponies who trick innocent ponies like you all into buying faulty products ” yelled a purple pony princess aloft in the air, the one and only Twilight Sparkle.



“What do you mean by that, my princess friend?” asked Flim. “Did you yourself not become an alicorn through the power of music?”



“What?” asked Twilight, recoiling almost as if the words had hit her. “I remember there being lots of singing that day, but that cert- HEY! Get back here!” she yelled after the wagon driving off into the distance, the brothers inside.




“If only that stupid rock hadn’t been in the way…” muttered Flam as he stared longingly out of the barred windows of their room.



“Well, you know what they say, brother of mine,” said Flim, as he looked out of the window as well.



“What’s that, brother?” asked Flam.



“The best laid plans of yaks and equines often go awry,” replied Flim, as he trotted back to the seat, and started playing a tune.



“Hey, you two!” yelled a guard. “Your allotted time is almost up. The other inmates would like to use the music room as well you know," he said, pointing towards a clock hanging on the wall.



“Y- y- yes,” replied Flim. A few seconds later, the guard left, and Flim turned to his brother. “Ready?”



A nod, and Flam started to sing as Flim played.  “Everypony let’s rock! Everypony in the block start dancing to the jailhouse rock.” 

	
      

      
   
      Ponyville Town Hall, Meeting Room C, 4:33 PM


      

      
      
         Pinkie Pie kept her head low as she paced around the room, dragging her hooves along the ragged red carpet. Her mane was even more frazzled than usual, and scraped against her eyes as she walked. The hem of her dress was ripped, leaving a hunk of fabric to hang free.



There came a knock at the door.



"Go away!" Pinkie yelled, her voice tinged with a quivering fuzz. She shook her head. "I don't wanna see anypony..."



"Pinkie, please," Twilight said through the wood. "Open up."



Pinkie gasped and backed up to the wall. "No!" she yelped. "You can't come in, Twilight! Rarity said that we're not supposed to see each other yet! It's bad luck!"



"Rarity can deal," Twilight said. The doorknob spent a moment caught in a magenta glow before the lock gave way, and the door slid open. Twilight walked inside and closed the door behind her. Her veil had been pulled back, revealing a frown and a set of furrowed brows.



As the sunlight filtered through the stained glass and hit Twilight's pure white dress, Pinkie found the wind stolen from her lungs. "Oh my gosh," she murmured, swallowing the sob already rising in her throat. "You look so pretty."



Twilight's frown gave way to a smile. "You too," she said as she walked forward. She touched Pinkie's shoulder and asked, "What's wrong? Rarity said that everything was going fine, and all of a sudden you stormed out."



"It wasn't going fine," Pinkie muttered, ears drooping. "You know what's wrong."



"Is it because my parents aren't here yet?"



Pinkie glared at the carpet. "How was I—I didn't know that their train tickets I bought for them were gonna get lost! I just—"



Twilight draped a warm wing over her back, melting her words. "And because the Cakes made a strawberry cake instead of the raspberry one you asked for?"



"You hate strawberries," Pinkie squeaked. She buried her face into Twilight's side. "I'm sorry..."



Twilight nuzzled her forehead. "It's okay."



"It's not okay!" Pinkie said, pulling away. She started pacing again, returning to her well-worn path through the carpet. "I made a Pinkie Promise that this was going to be the best day ever, but it’s not, and everything is going bad, and now my dress is ripped, and you saw me when you weren’t supposed to, and now my makeup is ruined—



"It's just a cake and a train delay," Twilight said, blocking Pinkie's path. "We've seen worse. We've fought worse! You've been planning this for months; you can't give up now."



"I can't plan things. I just mess them up." Pinkie bit down a wail and managed to meet Twilight's eyes. "You... you should leave. You deserve someone better than me."



"Pinkie!" Twilight said, frowning. "Don't say that!"



"But it's true! Rarity and Applejack and everyone said that today is supposed to be the happiest day ever. But you're not happy." Pinkie fell to her stomach and buried her head in her hooves. "And how am I supposed to make you happy when we’re super old and stuff if I can’t even make you happy now?"



For a moment, neither of them said anything, letting Pinkie's whimpers hang in the air. Twilight gazed at her heaving lover with wide eyes.



She screwed up her face and shook her head. "That's not true. You can make me happy—just by being you."



"Huh?" Pinkie lifted her head. "What do you mean?"



Twilight hiked up her dress so that she could lay down next to Pinkie. "I know you're not the most organized pony in world. But you don't have to be! You're crazy, and you're funny, and you're cute. And that's just the way I like it." She touched her nose to Pinkie's. "That's why I asked you to marry me."



Pinkie stared, jaw slack. Then, without a word, she blinked away the tears in her eyes and leaned into her fiancée. The two of them shared a long kiss, basking in the light of the stained glass. When a minute had passed, and the sadness had all but dried from her eyes, Pinkie pulled away and smiled.



"I love you," Pinkie said.



"I love you too," Twilight replied. She reached into Pinkie's frazzled mane and pulled out a box of tissues. "Now, c'mon. I think the buffet is opening soon."



Pinkie grabbed a tissue and grinned. "Ooh! I call dibs on the cute little sandwiches!"



The two stood and headed back to their friends, together.
      

      
   
      The Departure


      

      
      
         When I asked my mother for my saddlebags, she didn't understand. So I got up from my cushion, the cushion that had always felt as though it was trying to suck me back down. I walked across the evenly tiled floor with its rigid rectangles and pulled my saddlebags off the shelf. The embroidery stared at me defiantly: The same, seemingly playful and lively crest that had adorned all of our saddlebags. My mother had stitched mine. As my grandmother had stitched hers. As I should have been stitching my daughter's someday.



I opened them, and with a soft draught a familiar mixture of the scents struck me across the face: Sweet flowers, ceremonially picked. Traditional spices. The sweat of many days I remembered as one. The abyss inside them tried to swallow me. I kicked them shut and left them.



I walked out the door and my mother followed me. She didn't understand. The sounds of the Equiopian jungle pressed down on me, but there was more: the sound of a distant horn breaks through the nightly noises. I turn around and ask my mother what it meant, but she knew nothing and had heart nothing.



My mother followed me past the row of painfully familiar houses as I walked. "Daughter of mine, where do you go? Look at the light, it's almost night!"



"I don't know where I'll go, away from here is all I know. That's where I'll find my goal."



“So a goal you have in mind. Please tell me, of what kind?” my mother asked.



“Yes, I do, did you not hear? Away-from-here!”



She shook her head, as though an insect had lodged itself in her ear. "Even if you leave our clan, you must not leave without a plan," my mother said. She didn't understand.



“Plans. You have them for everything in life. Be a daughter, build a home, be a wife? These plans, they're walls, they pen you in. Closer and closer they get, and your path turns thin.”



My words, it is as though she didn't even register them. “You don't even have supplies, you'll find nothing but demise!”



We arrived at the fence surrounding our village. I stopped walking and turned to her, smiling. “The path ahead of me is so long that all the food I could take today would be used up halfway. No supplies will safe me, but thankfully it will be a truly tremendous journey.”
      

      
   
      Destructive Teleportation


      

      
      
         “Look, sugar cube, we’re just worried about you, that’s all.”



“I’m fine!” Twilight said, her hoof cutting through the air. “This is just ridiculous! I don’t even know where you got the idea that teleportation worked like that in the first place! Why would it? That’s completely insane!”



Twilight’s friends rubbed their manes, looking shiftily from side to side on their crystalline thrones, avoiding Twilight’s gaze.



Twilight’s eye twitched. “Look, here, let me show you. I’ll just teleport across this room, then come back. If I was really killing myself by doing so, do you think I would just casually throw my life away like that?”



“Darling, we know you don’t think that it is dangerous, but, those books…” Rarity walked towards Twilight’s seat, extending a hoof towards her friend’s.



Twilight jerked her hoof away. “I don’t care about what those books say! They were probably written by ponies who couldn’t teleport anyway. Here, just watch.” Twilight’s horn began to glow, and the world turned white.








Twilight Sparkle stuck her tongue out of the corner of her mouth, eying the cards hovering in front of her snout.



“Got any eights?” she asked the purple unicorn seated across the table from her.



“Go fish,” Twilight Sparkle said, smirking.



“Nuts.” Twilight’s horn lit up, sliding another card from the table into her clump of cards with her magic.



“Got any eights?” a third Twilight asked from her right.



“Ugh! Yes.” Twilight Sparkle’s horn glowed as she flicked three cards to her doppelganger, who quickly set them down on the silvery table.



Twilight Sparkle slumped onto the table as her other self celebrated, turning her head to look across the room. Spread out across the room were dozens of nearly identical alicorns and unicorns playing various games – chess, darts, go, poker, and even some strange game with papery bits that kept being traded between the players, all on the same marble floors and gilded table, with a beautiful view of blue skies above the clouds outside of the windows. “This sucks. Why aren’t there any books?”



“Well, you know my theory,” unicorn-Twilight said, looking down at her own cards with a furrowed brow.



Twilight grumbled into the table. “I’ve been to Tartarus. There isn’t nearly enough lava for us to be there.”



Unicorn Twilight shook her head. “But you didn’t see any ponies when you were there.



“Well, technically, she never went there,” one of the other alicorns at the table said.



“Well neither did you.”



“Girls, do we have to argue about this every time?”



The purple ponies all fell silent.



“I can’t believe we all got the same room,” unicorn Twilight muttered.



The Twilight with her head on the table opened her mouth to respond before a sound caught her attention. Her ears perked as the great pearly doors that barred entry to the room creaked open, admitting a pair of scowling alicorns into the room. Twilight lifted her head, exchanging a glance with her fellows before rising and trotting over to the newcomers.



“What happened to you two?”



The two alicorns exchanged a glance and grumbled.



“Teleportation demonstration.”
      

      
   
      Return to Sender


      

      
      
         Dear Cousin,

 

It’s been a while, hasn’t it? Just sending you this letter, what with you taking a hand in politics once again. How’s it been recently? I’m not entirely sure if this will reach you, you change the closest thing you’ve got to a mailing address every other week. Makes it a pain to contact you. 



Either way, how’s it been? Still working hard, I take it. Last time we met, you enjoyed mutating animals and rearranging the landscape. I expect you’re going to be doing it at the time that this letter reaches you. In my case, I’ve been laying out a few details. Planetary alignment coming up, happy fifty thousandth birthday by the way, and I need to begin moving. I have a few things to conquer.



I hope that you mail, or whatever you happen to be using this particular century, me your response as soon a physically possible. If possible, try and send it to me on a weekend. I hate having to organize my mail and, knowing you, you’ll send me something terribly infuriating. Also, I’m busy on the twenty-first of the summer. Kinda important.




Dear Cousin, 



I hate that habit of yours. You decided to send me a collection of literal puns. Please refrain from doing that again. It’s hard enough to keep everything orderly where I live, despite the obvious weirdness of that fact, and your addition of a little chaos into my life doesn’t help. At least Entropy is kind enough to send me some semblance of Order. 



Anyway, I heard you just took up residence in a new kingdom. Good for you. How long have you been planning to do it? I assumed that nobody would be moving in on it for ages. I had diagrams and everything. Well, keep in touch. I enjoy your letters, despite all of our rivalries. Just refrain from sending me anything pun related. The bar wasn’t half as funny as you thought. Got alcohol all over my notes, by the way. You’re a jerk at times. Now I can’t figure out what planets are aligning. Was it Metuar or Judfa that was going to be in third position? Tell me if you know which one was, I could use the help.




Dear Cousin, 



Please stop. A dragon is not exactly helpful. I can’t spend anything more than three minutes pouring over your letters. I’m sending your dragon back with this letter. Plan for it to be there seven business days after you receive this letter. If it’s late, please tell your dragon to learn how to read maps. You’ll be doing it a favor. Although she did tell me that Judfa was coming up third. Thanks.



Out of curiosity, have you spoken with Symphony recently? I heard she got herself trapped underneath a flower or something. She does a terrible job at, well, her job. She never should have gotten hitched. Progeny are terribly hard to analyze, what with multiple different sets of genes to work with. I suppose that I’ll have to make use of the data that I have. Also,  why'd you say to plan for the worst? 



Although, Rust probably could fail at her job as well. I suppose that even you decided to take a break. At least your break has only been for a couple of centuries. Rust’s been chilling in Tartarus for a couple of eons, if my memory serves. Once your break ends, I’ll go and take over for you. It’s not like anyone else is going to come in and take over after you’ve been fired. Plus, why do you want those seeds? Respond as soon you can. Also, have you seen any small, different colored gemstones? I heard they went missing. See you after I take over.

Sincerely, Your Cousin




Dear Cousin,



You’re fired. You didn’t even think to tell me that you were planning to get overthrown. On a side note, you got me trapped by a pair of ponies right before the stars and planets aligned. Once I get out, I’ll do my best to set everything straight. I need to restore balance and all that jazz. Discord, I hope you’re happy. At least they had the sense to put you on display in a garden. Very orderly. Although that hedge maze is as stupid as it gets. Remind me to ask them to get a decorator for it some time. I’ll put it on my planner or something. 
      

      
   
      The Best Lay Plan


      

      
      
         "Check it out!" Rainbow Dash grinned ear-to-ear as she threw open the door to the suite.



"Oh! It sure is... red?" said Twilight, scrunching up her face as she walked into the room. "And there's a jacuzzi in the bedroom?"



Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes and sauntered up to Twilight's side. She reached around her friend's withers and pulled her cheek-to-cheek.



"It's romantic. Like, duh," she said. "The bed's even shaped like a heart! Isn't that awesome?!"



"Ah, I get it. Yeah, it's adorable," Twilight said, with a sheepish grin.



Rainbow sighed, planted a hoof over her face, and then walked back to shut the door. "Twilight, you really need to chillax. I know being a princess is hard, but that's why we're here. You're so stressed, we never get to unwind."



"I know," said Twilight. "I'm just nervous..."



"Come on, sweetcheeks. Loosen up. Like this," said Rainbow Dash. She took Twilight's forehooves in both of hers, reared up, and shoved her onto the bed. Before Twilight knew what was happening, her friend lay atop her, muzzle to muzzle.



"Dash, I don't know if..."



"Shush. Less egghead, more gorgeous princess of my dreams," Rainbow Dash commanded, and planted a kiss on Twilight's trembling lips. Twilight shut her eyes tightly and parted her mouth. Dash was always so forceful, but at least she knew what to expect. After about half a minute of rough tongue, Rainbow Dash pulled up. Twilight quickly raised a hoof to block her lips.



Rainbow Dash panted, her eyes glazed over with lust. "You're so freaking hot. I can't help myself around you," she said. "You know I want to do you, like, every time I see you?"



Twilight smiled a soft and genuine smile. "I'm glad. I want to make you feel that way."



"You're amazing, hon. You always make me feel that way," said Dash.



Rainbow Dash leaned in for another kiss, but Twilight pulled her lips inward. A confused look crossed Dash's face. She began to lean in again, but planted the kiss on Twilight's forehead instead.



"This again," said Rainbow Dash, frowning.



"I... I'm still really stressed out," said Twilight. "I'm sorry."



Rainbow Dash rolled onto her back beside Twilight and sighed. "It's okay, Twi, I know you're trying. We just have to figure out what's wrong with you, and fix it."



Twilight sighed and stared up at the canopy. "I haven't felt like being intimate with anypony in a long time, Rainbow. I don't want you to think this is your fault..."



Rainbow snorted. "Well, of course it's not my fault, but it's not yours either. It's just, like, a monster we have to smash. I'm just frustrated because I'm always so horny around you," she said.



"Thanks..." said Twilight. "It's okay if you want to spend time with somepony else, though."



"I'm fine with the open rel, but I don't like cheating you, Twi. I want to marry you. I want it to be us, even if we never get to have sex again. That would suck, but it isn't what's important."



"I know. I want that too, Dashie. I like waking up next to you, and growing together as ponies," said Twilight. "But it's not cheating if I'm the one who suggests it. You and Applejack totally click, and AJ is my friend, too."



"Yeah, well... AJ's been a healthy outlet for me, but I don't love her like I love you," said Dash. "I just don't understand what the problem is," said Dash. "You like it when I take control; it's the only time you seem to get off."



"This is true."



"I don't get why it's so hard for you to be intimate with other ponies. I'm awesome, so it can't be me..."



Twilight turned on her side and looked at her friend's face. Dash looked very worried.



"Rainbow, it's okay."



"No, it isn't," said Rainbow Dash, and she turned on her side to face away from her friend.



Twilight reached around and hugged Dash close from behind, without saying a word.



"Twi... Do I turn you on?" asked Dash.



"Sure! I mean, sometimes."



"Sometimes?"



"It's complicated. There are some things I like, and some things I don't," said Twilight.



"Really?"



"Yeah."



Rainbow Dash paused. "This might sound weird, but... Twilight, could you teach me how to make you happy?" she asked.



Rainbow felt wetness against the back of her neck. Twilight was sniffling, and squeezing her tightly.



"Rainbow Dash, that's the most romantic thing I've ever heard."
      

      
   
      A Night In Canterlot


      

      
      
         It was a cold, lonely night, somewhere at the end of winter, when a great stallion died. With every squeeze of the trigger, a little light faded from the world, and Canterlot was left dimmer for it. 



It didn’t even bother to rain. 



I ran through the dark, twisted streets of southern Canterlot, losing myself in the expanse of its narrow corridors and decrepit buildings. I tried not to smile as the whole of the Canterlot guard failed to pursue me, and within minutes I was little but a memory to them. I ducked into a nearby warehouse, leaning over to catch my breath. It took me a few moments to gather myself, and I could hardly wait to say aloud what I’d been thinking the whole way back from Canterlot Castle.



“I killed Fancy Pants.”



Just saying those words and knowing that they had any meaning was still surreal to me. The look in his eyes when I squeezed the trigger was burned in my mind, those few fleeting seconds bearing more weight to me than entire weeks could manage on their own. With the flick of my magic, I’d ended the life of one of the most powerful stallions in Equestria, and I’d hardly felt a thing. 



I opened my saddlebags and reached for the revolver. A little pressure on the clasp and the cylinder popped out. I counted four dimples. I’d shot him four times, enjoying each bullet as it--



“Are you alright?” 



I nearly shot her on the spot. 



“What?” I asked, turning to face the mare in question. She lay back on her bed of newspapers, dirty and grimy, her once amber coat now closer to a shade of brown. I could see ribs underneath her fur.



“Are you alright?” she reiterated, a frown on her face. A part of me knew that standing there with what amounted to a smoking gun meant I’d be better off silencing her, but a part of me still thought of myself as a good stallion. Rich pigs was one thing, civilians another altogether. 



I saw the light dawn in her eyes as she spotted the gun I was holding. She frowned, looking at the weapon a little closer. 



“Why’d you kill him?” she asked.



I didn't question why she knew I'd done it.



“He was rich.”



“What does that have to do with anything?” She scowled. I could see her teeth flash, and for a moment I thought I saw one fall out of her gums. 



“I thought the answer would be obvious.” I looked her up and down, and I swore I almost spotted a blush under all of the grime. 



“How does his being rich make me any less poor?” she responded. “More importantly, what did killing him change?”



I didn’t know how to respond to that. What would I tell her, that I’d done it out of spite? That everything about him set my teeth on edge? That seeing him latched on to a gorgeous wife from a background not much unlike mine gave me a pit in my stomach? In retrospect, it all seemed fairly petty. 



“Nothing,” I said. 



“Then why’d you kill him?”



“I wanted change.”



“That was a stupid idea, then.”



“How so?”



“You just said wanted to inspire change, didn’t you? Open your eyes!" The mare waved around her. “We’re still here, nowhere closer to what you wanted than the day you first thought up this hair-brained scheme. If change was your goal and shooting that stallion was your plan, then your plan was a really stupid one.”



“Then what do you suggest?” I tried to feign indifference, but the mare’s words had cut me deeper than I’d have liked to admit. 



“Don’t shoot rich stallions out of spite?” The mare huffed. “That’s a start.”



I hated being wrong. 

	

“I’ll...try,” I responded before slipping the pistol back into my saddlebags. I took a deep breath before looking out the nearest window. The way was clear.



“I guess I can’t ask for more.” The mare crooked a smile. “Do promise me you’ll at least think about it?”



I looked at the mare, and I nodded. 



As I trotted back out into the snow, I came to a realization. Maybe I'd come up with the best plan to kill Fancy Pants, and it seemed like I'd carried it out flawlessly. But the mare was right; sometimes it wasn't about having the best laid plan.



Sometimes it was just about having the right one.
      

      
   
      The Escape


      

      
      
         Part 1: Create a distraction.



Tirek waited patiently in the mess hall for the perfect time. The seats and banks began to fill as inmates came from all corners of Tartarus for lunch. The guards scanned the prisoners from the high peaks surrounding the pit also known as the mess hall. 



He passes his tray next to the lunch gargoyle, a slush of mash potato, cooked/uncooked vegetables and Tuesday meat surprise splashed onto it spraying him as well. He looked up to the gargoyle and asked, "Can I have some mustard please?" Only to get growled at for a response.



He then went to his seat, choosing the most secluded seat away from the guards praying eyes he locked onto his target; an overgrown dragon whose devouring his meal at the other end of the hall. 



Taking a large chunk he flung it at the dragon. The meaty surprise however was too heavy for the weakened Tirek, it landed a few hooves away, exploding in a muted splash.



Tirek cursed his luck, but just as he was about to give up on the entire plan, a convict stepped on the exploded much and glided halfway across the hall landing straight on the dish of the overgrown dragon.



The dragon roared, Tirek took that moment to yell "Food Fight!" and the entire mess hall erupted like a sleeping volcano.



Tirek made his timely escape from the mess hall without any of the guards being the wiser.








Part 2: Sneaking out.



Tirek spent decades searching for the best escape rout, until he found an unused sewage line that leads to the outside. He then spent another decade making a hole big enough for him to sneak through without anyone noticing him. 



Now was the time to use it.



Crawling through the sewage system he noticed a putrid smell emanating from the other pipelines. 



"Hey Stan, all the pipelines are overflowing with poop, the system will flood if we don't do something," The maintenance gargoyle's sound resounded through the pipeline, sending shivers in Tirek's spine.



"Again? What do they put in those Tuesday meat surprise?"



"Heck if I know."



"Well, open the auxiliary pipelines, hopefully it will all wash it all away."



Tirek looked back in horror as the sound of flatulence that echoed through the sewage line. But no matter how fast he tried to crawl, he couldn't outrun the flood after they flushed the toilet.








Part 3: Confront the guard.



Grasping for breath, Tirek walked away from the draining pipeline with freedom in sight, however one obstacle remains, Cerberus.



"Where is that mangy ...?" But before Tirek could voice his irritation a loud growl interrupted him from behind.



Tirek turned slowly to face his foe. Cerberus was more than growling, he was poised to strike, however Tirek had a plan, he shuffled through his bag and pulled an enchanted crystal.



But this was no ordinary crystal, it took Tirek centuries to acquire it from one of the wizard prisoners of Tartarus, and it was the only weapon that works against Cerberus.



If only Tirek knew how to use it that is.



"Come on, work!" Tirek yelled however the crystal remained idle while Cerberus approached with sure steps toward it's pray.



Shacking, yelling, cursing, nothing seemed to work against the coming threat. Tirek grew desperate. Just as Cerberus was about to lurched at him Tirek covered his face and yelled, "Curse you, you old coot for selling me this piece of junk!" 



At that moment the crystal glowed brilliantly, blinding both Tirek and Cerberus, Tirek yelled, "yes, Yes, YES!" 



But the moment the glow subsided, Tirek glared disappointingly, "A ball?"



But sure enough Cerberus was captivated by the ball, he couldn't keep his three heads off of it.



"You want the ball?" Tirek waved the ball in front of Cerberus who wagged his tail happily at the toy, "Then go get it!" he threw the ball toward a nearby valley and Cerberus jovially ran after it.



Tirek let out a sigh of relief, prison break was never suppose to be easy, but it was definitely a dirty business.         
      

      
   
      The Mouse


      

      
      
         "Oh, you poor thing! You must be so cold!"



The mouse's coat is brown and dirty, wet from the snow beginning to fall. Fluttershy chivvies him inside and sets him beside the fire. He shivers, rubbing his paws together. Two white mice, permanent residents of the cottage, come over and greet him. He cocks his head, frowning at their chittering.



Fluttershy trots to the kitchen and prepares a very small bowl of seeds and apple cubes. She brings it back and sets it beside the brown mouse, smiling down at him.



"Taing mhór, lass. Tha mi toilichte do choinneachadh," he says.



Fluttershy stares at the mouse uncertainly. "Um. Excuse me?"



"Thuirt mi, 'Tha mi toilichte ur coinneachadh.'"



Fluttershy feels tears forming in her eyes. She's always been able to understand animals. That's her special talent. But this poor little mouse—not only is he cold and wet, she can't understand a word he's saying. She feels sorry for him. And a little part of her worries that maybe she can't really talk to animals—that she's been lying all these years, and the truth is finally coming out.



"I'm sorry, Mr. Mouse. I don't understand what you're saying."



The mouse sighs. "Dinna fash yersel. Mae ma, she says ane leid is nivver eneuch. Dae ye onerstaun that?"



Fluttershy bites her lip. "Not... really? Maybe a little."



"Well thank ye. The winds be snell an' keen, an' mae auld hald is..." His voice catches, and he blows his nose against his paws.



Fluttershy tries her best to smile. It's her job to be helpful and encouraging, after all. And it's not that important she understands, really, is it? As long as she can take care of her little friends, that's what matters. "There, there, Mr. Mouse. Everything will be fine. Why don't you have some seeds?" She pushes the little bowl closer to him.



The mouse nods. "Ye keep the heid, lass. It's a lang road that's no goat a turnin'. Mae ma, 'Whit's fur ye'll no go past ye," she says. It’s gaein be awricht ance the pain has gane awa'."



"That's... I'm sure that's true, Mr. Mouse." Fluttershy finds herself at a loss for words. Is this what other ponies feel like, if they try talking to animals? But all her friends talk to their pets, don't they? Fluttershy's eyes start to water again. Something must be wrong with her.



No. No! She has to be a good hostess! That's the most important thing now. She should... she should try to keep up her end of the conversation, even if she can barely understand her new friend. 



Fluttershy forces another smile. "So Mr. Mouse, where are you from?"



"A'm fae the stibble-field near the burn. Dae ye ken it?"



Fluttershy is finding it harder and harder to keep her composure.



The mouse looks up from his bowl of seeds and sees the tears in her eyes. "Sairy, lass. A'm ourie oot thro', an' a cannae keep mae heid. Dae ya wan'—"



Fluttershy bursts out crying and runs upstairs. Behind her, she can hear the brown mouse telling his two white companions, "Mebbe a'm a wee, sleekit, cow'rin, tim'rous beastie fer true."
      

      
   
      Dream Awake


      

      
      
         It burns.



How it burns us.



The sacred stones, our friends-now-foes—they scald our flesh, sear our bones. Stripping our magic, so formidable, so unmatched in sheer power, now so useless as a teardrop on the sun. Our screams, muted. Our ears, ruptured. The agony, oh, this exquisite agony…



We want this to be over. For the torment to end. How are we still standing, still alive, still conscious through this blazing baptism? We endured a thousand years of isolation, and we would do so again if this could all go away.



The stars will aid in her escape—



Take us back to prison!



And she will bring about nighttime eternal—



We don’t want this anymore! We writhe and twitch and scream and thrash our head and plead for time to speed up and for our torment to just end already why is it still burning?



You planned this all, Celestia. Treacherous light lover! Bane to shadows and darkness! They worship the sun, yet we burn in its rays. So we sought out the dark, so we sought out the shade.



This is your end, Nightmare. I hear the calling. We are not one anymore. They will free me.



Another ribbon slashing our soul. We're screaming again, so loud, so unheard by all. We're in a black hole. Inescapable.



It’s all worth it, Nightmare. I’ll embrace all the pain. It’s time to face all my fears. I’ve had enough of this game.



No! We are one and true forever. You are mine—they will not take you from me!



I hear the calling. They say to wake up from the nightmare, and become the dream.



For one second—



Wake up from the nightmare, and become the dream.



There’s a bright light… it’s blinding. It’s right in front of my eyes.



Wake up from the nightmare… because I am the dream. Her dream. Her most powerful wish.



Please just stop!








Nightmare? Are you there?



“Wake up from the nightmare.”



She is gone. She is actually gone.



The sacred gems, my foes-now-friends, beckon to me. They glow, six different colours. They coalesce and converge upon my diminished body. My power has been stripped away… but…



“And become the dream.”



I’m looking up at the sky. With the stars in my eyes, I’m alive, and I see now that life was my dream all along. My stars. My world. My people. My home. My everything.



Life cannot thrive in darkness. My sister knew this. If only I could have seen the light for myself. But I do now.



Celestia, Arcturus, Sirius, Castor, Pollux, Elements… thank you all.



“Princess Luna!”



My sight turns to my surroundings. My hooves give way, as a newborn’s would, and I collapse to the floor. A hard, stone floor. A familiar floor, in a familiar room.



With six old friends. Dreams made into flesh; six fresh, unfamiliar faces. They have seen the dream for themselves. Finally, I see it as well—in the form of a white body, brimming golden eyes, and a smile that belongs to both destroyer and creator.



I’ve woken up. Her dream has ended.



Now, my dream can begin.



“I’m so sorry!”
      

      
   
      Plans


      

      
      
         Fluttershy paced nervously in place in front of the oven. “Oh, no,” she murmured. “What if I put in too much vanilla? I know it said one teaspoon, but…”



Angel Bunny rolled his eyes and hit her on the back of the head with a paper towel roll. 



Fluttershy winced. “Oh, I know I'm probably overreacting; but it has to be perfect!”



Angel hit her again. 



“You're right,” she said, a hint of confidence entering her voice. “No matter what happens, I know he'll be happy because I tried my best!”



Angel nodded triumphantly. 








Fluttershy gently loaded the cake onto a cart, and held the pan in place with a few well-placed ropes. She couldn't do anything about the cake, of course; but if she walked slowly, it should be perfectly safe. With a nervous little sigh, she hitched herself into the harness. Angel Bunny waved goodbye as she started off on her journey. 



She made it safely over the bridge and back through town. A relieved smile crossed her face. She had chosen her time wisely; traffic on the roads was limited to a few early risers and foals enjoying a day off of school. 



She had made it within sight of her destination when suddenly, her ears pricked up. She knew that sound. That was the sound of distressed quacking. Ears swiveling, she pulled a little further until she found the source. 



A mother duck was fussing over a hay pile, with three little ducklings walking around her. From inside the hay, there was more little quacking. They must have been playing on top when it came unbalanced. 



Fluttershy glanced over at the ducklings, then back towards her destination. Then she sighed. She knew what she had to do. 



She pulled the cart to the side, out of the way, then ducked out of the harness and scampered over. The mother duck looked up and quacked hopefully.



“Don't worry,” she said comfortingly. “I'll get your babies out.” She explored gently with her hooves and uncovered one, then two, then three little ducklings. 



The mother duck quacked thankfully, and Fluttershy scuffed a hoof demurely. “Oh, it's no trouble, really,” she said. She waved as the duckling train continued on its way, further from town and any dangerous hay. 



Fluttershy looked up just in time to see two fillies step off the sidewalk and intentionally bump her cart. They giggled as the cart picked up speed. Fluttershy gasped in horror and flew, but she wasn't fast enough. 



The cake exploded in a spray of frosting. Fluttershy skidded to a stop and sank to the ground, tears brimming in her eyes. 



“Huh,” Diamond Tiara observed blithely. “So that's what happens when ponies leave things where they shouldn't be.” 



“I- it was off to the side-” Fluttershy whimpered. 



“Too bad,” Diamond Tiara shrugged. “Oh well. I've got plenty of bits. Maybe if you've learned your lesson-”



Her voice trailed off as Fluttershy turned and Stared at her. A cold chill ran up her spine, and ice encased the back of her skull. “…can… buy you… a new… one…?”








“I'm really sorry I missed our date this morning,” Fluttershy apologized again, kneading the picnic blanket under her hooves. 



Bulk Biceps leaned in close and nuzzled the top of her head. “S'fine,” he said comfortingly. He glanced over at his brother and scowled. “If anything, I should apologize,” he grumbled. He had asked Featherweight to stay at home; so, of course, he had tagged along, unseen, until they had arrived at Fluttershy's cottage. He was currently taking pictures of some of the mice that frequented Fluttershy's house. As annoyed as he was, he couldn't help but crack a smile as the mouse in front of him flexed her muscles for the camera. 



“Thanks for the sandwiches,” she said. 



Bulk Biceps shrugged modestly, deciding not to mention that Featherweight had made most of them. 



Ok, all of them; but who was counting?



A scraping sound made him look over. His eyes widened as he saw Diamond Tiara, her mane rumpled and her tiara skewed, shoveling out the old hay and other gunk from the bottom of the chicken coop. He heard her grumbling something about this not being the way she'd planned on spending her Saturday when she froze and looked up. She met Fluttershy's eyes and flinched, and quickly ducked back inside the chicken coop. 



“What was that all about?” Bulk Biceps had to ask. 



Fluttershy shrugged. “She volunteered,” she said. 


      

      
   
      The Treasure Map


      

      
      
         The self-titled “Bringer of Death and Destruction” sat atop his mountain looking down on the people below both physically and metaphorically. His spite for the residents of Ponyville grew as they slept peacefully through the night, but for Steve the darkness dragged on for what seemed like at least 18 hours, and keep in mind this is like May, so that’s pretty rough. His name is Steve by the way. He wouldn't want me telling you that, but I’m a narrator so who’ll know?

Steve was the kind of Pony to act like scrabble and IQ score was more important to him than any kind of social interaction, but deep down the lack of friendship hurt badly. 

Before turning back into night, Steve straightened his trench coat and adjusted his fedora, because he knew what tomorrow would hold.








Pinkie Pie woke up to a knock on the door, which was odd as the mail service was on strike after the tragic stable fire which occurred last week. There were no survivors. 

As Pinkie Pie opened the door, she noticed the fact no one was actually there, but did see a folded piece of paper by the doorstep.



She opened it up and to her surprise she found a treasure map. Wanting to find out more about this map, in addition with never being taught by her parents to never follow random treasure maps, Pinkie Pie left home to gather her friends so they can uncover the mysteries behind the map and it’s treasure.







At the bottom of a particularly evil looking mountain was Pinkie Pie, along with her friends: Twilight Sparkle, Rainbow Dash, and the one which likes clothes or whatever. Applejack sadly could not take part as she got a job in the mail service 8 days earlier.



“It says to go up the path here and enter what looks like a cave near the peak of the mountain” Pinkie Pie said thoughtfully. The clothes one then left because I can’t remember her name, but the others assumed the mountain was just too spooky looking for her.



After just a few minutes of walking, a skeleton popped out of a bush and started shaking about. None of the crew were particularly frightened, as they had never seen a human skeleton before and didn’t understand its symbolism.

The rest of the journey upwards was relatively spook-free. At one point they thought they saw a spooky face among the trees, but it was just Gerald having a JO sesh, which wasn’t out of the ordinary as it was a Wednesday and they had all learn’t by now not to come by that area on a Wednesday due to Gerald's known activity. They apologized and moved on.







Soon the 3 ponies made their way to the cave near the peak and noticed a few lights inside.

“Well, I suppose this is where the treasure is.” Twilight Sparkle Thought out loud, but just too quiet so that she had to repeat herself to the group.



As the trio walked in they noticed someone inside. They questioned as they approached

“Oh, did you get a treasure map too?”



“No… I made the map… Remember me!?” The figure spoke as he turned around. The turning tilted his fedora to the left a bit, so once adjusted, Steve glared at Pinkie Pie.



Before Pinkie Pie responded, Steve ripped off his trench coat and fedora, only to reveal that he was a buff ass wizard. All ponies in the 5 mile wide area’s panties dropped. Which was weird because 1. Horses don’t wear panties and 2. Some of them were male. But that just goes to show how ripped this guy was. Well, all the ponies except our 3 main protagonists, as they were too busy trying to work out how a wizard hat could fit under a fedora.



“After you made fun of me in Middle School I retreated into the mountains to train my magic and body for this day… The day of my revenge!”



As Steve said this, he cast a spell which turned Rainbow dashes head into a skeleman head, and it then did a 1080 degree spin and she died. No one minded, as it was a pretty metal death, which was rad.



Pinkie Pie quickly explained “What I didn’t bully you! That was Dinkie Pie, a pony with a comically similar name as me!”



Steve realized his mistake and responded with “Word limit” And no one was satisfied.
      

      
   
      A Mayoral Campaign


      

      
      
         Hello everypony, your newest mayoral candidate here. 



A little documented fact is that fate is not in fact a force which controls all ponies and shapes their destinies. No, in actuality, Fate is a pony. A pony from a time long passed, an alicorn even before Celestia and Luna's time, but a pony nevertheless.



No pony has ever actually seen actually seen me, although my existence has been theorized many times. It is said that I watches over all ponies, and that I never come to those who invoke my persona of luck, and that I is the ultimate form of justice.



This is not so, actually. Although I do hate it when ponies call me Lady Luck, but that’s just because they never seem to want to learn my proper name. I am simply a pony, who can… influence certain events. I’m quite nice, if you get to know me. True, I can be quite partial towards certain ponies, but only because they seem so nice. Even Sombra kept a kitten, you know.



Well, no, you wouldn’t. But I promise to you, that if I become mayor of the fine town, I shall not be partial to anypony at all. Well, except for those Hamony bearers, or whatever they’re called nowadays. 



“But why, Fate,” I hear you ask, “are you running for mayor?” Well, it’s quite simple. Staying in the background is just no fun. Oh, sure, you get to move about freely, and nopony ever notices you. But you never get recognition! 



However, if I win this mayoral campaign, then my efforts can finally be credited to me! So that, dear reader, is why I’m campaigning. And that’s why you’re reading this poster right now, too. To learn about me, Fate.



“But if can influence everything,” I hear you cry out, “then why even bother with a campaign? Can’t you just influence everypony to vote for you?”



Well, yes and no. Yes, I could quite easily attempt that, seeing as there are no rules about fate guiding the hooves of ponies. But no… because there are certain events this planet just doesn’t like me messing with.



Like anything to do with the government. Or the fate of the world itself. (And yes, the planet is above me. I have to report to something at the end of the day, you know.)



Let me tell you a little story, to prove this. 



Once, a very long time ago, I came across a filly in my travels across Equus. The moment I looked into her eyes, I practically fell in love with her, from just how cute she was. And no, not like that, but I decided I should do something for this filly. 



I should probably tell you why I liked this filly so much, before I continue. Well, first of all, she was the cutest filly I had ever seen. I have a weak spot for cute, okay? I’m not perfect. Second, her name was so unusual, I just loved it. Third: She was my favorite color. Yes, this is a valid reason, no matter what you say. And last but not least, I could tell she would be a pony who would be very connected to magic.



So I came to a decision. “This pony shall become the greatest mage who ever lived!” said the Fate of the past. And using my powers, I influenced her to become so.



I even told her parents about it. Why shouldn't I? It's not like they were going to let it get to her head or anything, no. I was sure that they'd raise her up to be a normal well-adjusted pony.



Then again, considering that they were part of what was generally considered the Canterlot Elite, maybe this wasn't the greatest idea. Although I hear they aren't living there any more. Although I am glad they sent her to Princess Celestia's School for Gifted Unicorns. 



Several years later, however, and Equus proved it really had a sense of humor. The pony I influenced is now known to you all as The Great and Powerful Trixie. What better proof of the fact that I am not perfect?



So vote for Fate! A regular mare, just like you. Except for my ability to influence the future of all other ponies, and the fact that I’m an alicorn, and that I’ve lived for several thousand years longer than you. Other than that, I am exactly like you. 
      

      
   
      The Heist


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      The Fabulous Flim Flam Fibrous Fertilizer Fic


      

      
      
         “Now I know you ponies in Ponyville have little cause to trust.”



“We made a mess, and ran a debt, and our last cure was a bust.”



“But this time we did better!”



“This time it is the best!”



“Unlike our cure-all tonic, this will pass any test.”



“These fibrous little nuggets are our finest invention yet.”



“So new they’re old!”



“So crude they’re bold!”



“And better sold dry than wet!”



“You see folks, these marvelous little pellets are composed of everything that a plant needs. Phosphorous. Nitrogen. Carbon. And only trace amounts of undesirable compounds, far less than you’d find in your everyday run-of-the-mill fertilizer!”



“We guarantee that any plant fed with our product will grow up stronger and healthier than it would be without it!”



“Or any similar product, for that matter.”



“And our careful drying and aging process reduces many of the smells associated with locally produced fertilizer!”



“Yes, folks, that’s right! We take the stench away and bring the best part of it to you here in Ponyville!”



“This fertilizer has been produced all across Equestria, from Las Pegasus to Manehattan!”



“But thanks to our revolutionary transport, we can transport the base product at virtually no cost!”



“They practically give us the raw materials!”



“And we pass these savings onto you!”



“So who wants to be the first to ensure that their garden grows to be the envy of their neighbors?”



“Because I can assure you, whoever is last will be coming here with their tail between their legs.”



“That’s right, we’ve seen it in every town.”



“Two bits a bag, five bits a barrel.”



“At prices like that, it is practically a steal!”



“Though not actually a steal. That would be a violation of the terms of our probation.”



“Indeed.”



“So who wants to be the first? The first pony to buy ten bags will get one free!”








“So what do you think, Applejack?” Twilight asked as the pair of ponies walked slowly away from Flim and Flam’s huge tent, carefully keeping upwind of the unicorn twins’ product.



Applejack shook her head. “I don’t rightly know, Twilight. I know for a fact that stuff’ll grow trees as well as anything.”



Twilight nodded her head slowly. “It does seem legitimate this time around. Maybe they’ve finally learned from their mistakes.”



“Maybe.” Applejack sighed. “Still, I just can’t shake the feelin’ that it’s all one big load of shit.”
      

      
   
      Noise


      

      
      
         The parade couldn’t come sooner. 



Still, I stretched my hind legs, grasped a spare, sturdy branch, and lifted myself upwards. The branches soon numbered under me, so I took a seat amidst the leaves. From the distance I could see where the wall of ponies started and separated, and where the royal guards held the lines to make a path. I watched them walk back and forth, meandering on the sidelines, fiddling with their spears, flirting with eager residents. They huddled in groups, their eyes watching and their grips steady. They monitored not the empty trail behind them, but everything else.



I knew I was hidden. And this view, undeniably, was perfect. 



It was the noise that first alerted me, the screaming. 



I kept watch on the trail, on the chariot racing down, and from where I sat, I could see her as clear as the sun rising, as clear as a bleeding pinprick. Then the confetti exploded like webs sparkling in the sunlight. 



“She’s here!” 



Once, when I was a filly, I tried to catch a glimpse of Princess Celestia parading through the streets on her sun-encrusted chariot. I edged my way through the crowds like a thread on a needle, slithering between ponies with fillies and colts standing atop them, and I bit my lip and pressed forward, trying to ignore the fact that my parents didn’t want to come. 



“You should be studying,” they had said. They wanted me to be a doctor. 



 After a while, I came to a standstill. The crowd was too dense. Still, I tried to push through. And there was confetti, confetti everywhere. 



“So beautiful.”



I started scrambling then.



“So regal.” 



I needed to see her. 



“The epitome of a goddess." 



I pushed and pushed and when I broke through the mass, my breath caught in my throat. Empty streets. The imprint of wheels. The princess’ majestic mane billowing far far away, like the hoof struggling above water that no one sees, like a ship too far from shore. 



Then, it was over. 



And still, the confetti rained down. 



Just like the tears on my face. 







It was a second coming. Her chariot came closer and I readied myself. 



All unicorns aspire to be like Twilight Sparkle. I was no different. But unlike the rest of us, Twilight Sparkle had an unfathomable amount of magic. My own magic came in destructive bursts, like detonations in a construction zone. It wasn’t steady, wasn’t precise like a doctor’s was supposed to be when levitating objects. Still, I studied. 



I poured over books, heavy tomes of anatomy and biology. I didn’t want to be a doctor. Still, I studied. 



Did you know that unicorn magic comes not from the horn, but from the tip of the forehead? And their magic could be rendered completely useless not if you cut off their horn, but if you cut particular arteries connected to it? I know this because I read this. Because doctors have to fix every kind of magical monstrosity. And don’t get me started on pegasi wings. 



Perhaps, with all this studying, I’d finally be able to help. Perhaps, I could save ponies. 



…But I wasn’t able to become a doctor. 



Twilight Sparkle, the hope of the nation, the savior of Equestria. 



He said I could become a hero too. Just like her. 



The colors in front of me burst like a confectionery display. Confetti and streamers flew in the sky. The chariot turned and I could see the charioteers speeding, their rush kicking dust in the air. Finally, finally, I caught a true glimpse of her, immaculate in her long-flowing cerulean dress, a golden tiara adorned on her head; she was waving obviously, and though I couldn’t see her smiling, I knew she was, and she was everything a filly could hope for. 



She truly was beautiful. 



Regal.



The epitome of goddess.



I wiped the dust out of my eyes. Kept my sights clear. 



I’ve heard that Twilight Sparkle could have been anything, but Princess Celestia adorned her with sovereignty. Either way, she looked ethereal...but she was just a pony. 



Breathe in. 



The chariot couldn’t arrive sooner. Still, this view was unquestionably perfect. 



Breathe out. 



...Now. 



I’m not like Twilight Sparkle. My magic comes in bursts.



Ready.



I’m not a doctor. 



Aim.



But I’ll still save people. 























Fire. 















































The best means to utterly and completely break something is if you know every single way to fix it. 













The noise was deafening. 
      

      
   
      Dash Swiftie


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      For Them


      

      
      
         After so very many years, one begins to notice that some emotions come easier than others. Anger and happiness, with the right mindset, can be found in almost anything. Joy, true joy, is rarer, though tends to stay with one a while longer.



Sorrow, on the other hand, is much more fleeting.



I suppose it has something to do with extended exposure. After all, there are only so many tragedies a pony can sit through before they become numb to them. Good comedies, on the other hand….



I’m rambling again, aren’t I? I’m sorry, it’s a terrible habit of mine. Forgive an old nag her quirks. Where was I?



That’s right.



I went to a funeral yesterday, and there were a lot of other ponies there.



Well, alright. In the interest of full disclosure it was, technically, a memorial service. Yes, yes, I know. One has the body there, one doesn’t. But they’ve always felt the same to me. It wasn't the first I'd been to and, barring unforeseen circumstances of considerable magnitude, won't be the last. 



I suppose you’d think that sorrow would be fitting, no? Well it was, in a fashion.



Let me be clear with you: it was not at her passing. She was old, she was ill, and her death was no surprise to anyone. It's what ponies do. They are, in fact, exceedingly good at it. I've yet to meet a pony that, given a good century or so, won't have kicked the bucket. Don’t give me that look! I’d be more worried if ponies stopped dying, honestly. Canterlot is growing crowded enough as it is.



That’s better. A smile never hurt anypony.



Where was I?



Right, the service. I'd made my peace with her passing long ago. I suspect, however, that a lot of others hadn’t. “There are too many ponies here,” they all muttered under their breath. “She wouldn’t have wanted a crowd like this.” Putting aside the irony of several hundred ponies all telling themselves that everypony else were superfluous, I myself didn’t see a problem.



I don’t remember her ever saying anything of the sort.



I suppose it was the flowers, at first. She never could stand the use of the things as ornamentation. “Might as well have a vase of donuts,” she’d say, munching on a bunch of freshly-procured roses. And yet you could’ve confused the chapel for the Royal Canterlot Gardens with the amount of bouquets, posies and wreaths strewn around the place. 



You see, the flowers weren’t for her.



And we stood around, talking about her life, and the talking wasn't for her, either. She'd have been bored to tears. Yes, she was brave. Courageous even, at times. I myself had been indebted to her several times over. But it gets to a point, where the last five ponies have all repeated the same sentiment that you have to wonder why they continue to come forward. “It’s important that we remember her,” they’d all say.



She’d have really hated that one. 



And yet the list continued; the formal attire, the chamber music. A never-ending list of things she’d have hated done in the spirit of remembering her.



I found it difficult to process, at the time.



It was only after the service, when the guests all stood around drinking, talking, and laughing that I could appreciate it all for what it was. I didn’t stay. Places to be, I told them. People to see. Royal business.



I like to think they understood.



As I left, I imagined her sitting on a nearby cloud with that ineffable smile of hers, laughing at the silliness of it all. “I went to your funeral this morning,” I’d tell her. “There were a lot of ponies there.”



“That’s nice,” she’d respond, without missing a beat. “I hope they enjoyed it.”
      

      
   
      An Off Day


      

      
      
         It was a rare day that Twilight Sparkle had to herself.  She had arranged it very carefully, setting each of her friends up with something to do so that they wouldn’t come bother her today.  She had a book to read.



It was a special book, a super-advanced copy of her older brother’s novel.  Shining Armor wasn’t yet known as a writer, but if she knew her brother at all, this one put him on the literary map for sure.  And it was extra special, since she had been the one to suggest the retreat that he and Princess Cadance had gone to at the Dragon Overlook hotel after he’d mentioned in a letter a passing desire to write a book, but didn’t have the time.



Granted, it looked maybe a little thin, but it was his first effort, and she was sure that it would be wonderful.  She picked up the hoofscript and carried it upstairs to read on the second floor balcony.  She was just settling in with it when Spike burst through the front door.



“Help!” he yelled as he skidded towards the stairs, hitting the bottom one and rolling over in a heap.  “Twilight Sparkle, help!  I need that moustache again!”



“Wha…?” she called down.



Spike quickly righted himself and flew up the stairs.  “Rarity said she would totally go on a real date with me this afternoon but only if I can grow a whole moustache by then!  Come on, Twilight Sparkly, I need it!”  He grabbed her front hoofs and started pulling her back inside.



“She… she can’t be serious!” Twilight Sparkle said.



“She is!” Spike insisted.  “I don’t know what you said to her, but as soon as we met today she’s been looking at me totally differently.  I think she’s finally come around to how great I am for her.  So thanks!  But seriously, I need that moustache, quick!”



Twilight Sparkle thought to herself while casting the spell: There’s no way.  It was a joke!  I mean, all I said to her was… was… how handsome I thought Spike would be when he was older and had a dignified moustache and that she’d better catch him up now before someone else does.  Her face fell as she realised it was her fault after all.  Surely she wouldn’t have taken me seriously.  After all, she’s been reading that book I lent her, the Tale of… Genji-ma….  Oh Celestia, that wasn’t the sort of inspiration I thought it would give her!



It was too late now.  The spell was cast and Spike was gone, his shouted thanks still reverberating around the room.  Twilight Sparkle, heart clouded, moved slowly back out to the balcony, hoping with all her might that she hadn’t just set Spike up to be thoroughly crushed by Rarity’s odd sense of humor.  She sat down and looked at her brother’s book, smiling to cheer herself up.  This will help my mood, I just know it.



There was a short note attached to the front, which she picked up to read.  Just as she’d finished unfolding it, the front door burst open again.



Of course. Twilight Sparkle thought to herself.



She turned around, to see Applejack standing behind her, looking mildly terrified.



“Applejack, whatever is the matter?” she asked, puzzled.



“Well, you know how you suggested that since Fluttershy was doing the Census again I could might maybe help her with that since she hasn’t asked for my help in a while because of that one time long ago?”



“Yeeessss…?” Twilight Sparkle was thoroughly certain that she already didn’t like where this was going.



“Well, I got over there and wouldn’t you know it but all the little critters just hid behind her and wouldn’t come out so I could count them and I think I upset Fluttershy somehow because she couldn’t get no counting done on account of the little things all trying to hide under each other.  No stampede this time, but uh… I’m a little lost on what to do now.”



“Was that all that happened?”



“Er, well, there was the dragon mask I was wearing, but Rainbow Dash swore it would be funny!”



Twilight Sparkle put her head in her hoofs.  “All right, come on then.  Let me help you go straighten this out….”



As they left, a slight gust of wind blew across the balcony, and Shining Armor’s hoofscript fell to the floor, opening to the first page.



“All work and no play make Shining Armor a…”
      

      
   
      Shining


      

      
      
         All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make EVEN Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make THE Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play BEST make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull LAID pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work PLANS and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make OF Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play PONIES make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play ARE make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull DISRUPTED pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no BY play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour JUST a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour A dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no TOUCH play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All OF work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make DISCORD a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make DISCORD a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make DISCORD a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make DISCORD a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make DISCORD a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make DISCORD a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make DISCORD a dull pony. All work and no play make Shining Armour a dull pony. All work and no play make DISCORD 

DISCORD

DISCORD

DISCORD

DISCORD

DISCORD
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