
      Coming Home


      

      
      
         She was dreaming.

 

It was a familiar dream. The same dream she always had, really. The details changed from time to time, but the heart of it remained the same.

 

She was adrift in the ocean, lost and alone. She turned her head left and right, but there was nothing in sight. Just the gray sky above and the gray waves below, stretching into the distance. The horizon was an unbroken line all around her; no ships, no land, no other living things. Just emptiness.

 

She kicked her hooves slowly, forcing her head to stay above the water. The waves were small this time, but each wavelet that struck her seemed to sap a bit more of her energy. And she had so very little energy left.

 

She was tired. So very tired.

 

Some nights she swam. Picked a direction and drove forward as long and as hard as she could, hoping to find something. Hoping to find anything. But not tonight. Tonight she just treaded water as best she could, and stared at the unbroken horizon.

 

It was harder and harder to keep herself afloat. The wings on her back were too weak to lift her free from the ocean surrounding her. They served only to drag her down. The cold water leeched the heat and strength from her limbs, even as it waterlogged her chitin. And the growing holes in her legs did not make it any easier to tread water.

 

But still she struggled to keep herself afloat. Because what else was she to do?”

 




 

Chrysalis’s eyes blinked open.

 

With a sigh, the Queen of the Changelings sat up and took in her surroundings.

 

The cave was dank and dark and cramped. Around her, the remains of her hive lay stretched out on the cold, unforgiving stone, sleeping and trying to conserve their energy. It was not a large cave. But it was no longer a large hive either. Little more than two hundred changelings remained.

 

That wasn’t to say that only two hundred changelings survived. Chrysalis tried to take some comfort in that fact. Their expulsion from Canterlot had scattered her people far and wide. This was merely the group she had succeeded in gathering together. In truth, it had been quite some time since she bothered to actively draw in more of her subjects. There was little point in doing so.

 

Her changelings were likely better off scattered as they were. A lone changeling might well eke out a living somewhere, draining ambient love, affectionate animals, and occasionally impersonating a well-liked pony. Massed together, they required a steady stream of love be brought in by infiltrators and gatherers. But now that the ponies knew of their existence, both of those roles had become far more dangerous.

 

That was the reason she hadn’t bothered to return home to the Badlands. The hive had lived there in isolation to protect its secrecy. And secrecy allowed the hive’s gatherer’s to freely move back and forth with their collected love.

 

But now that isolation would turn their home into a mausoleum. The Equestrian Military was onto them now. There were guards and patrols. Obstacles and roadblocks. The hive had barely been able to sustain itself there when the ponies were ignorant of the existence of changelings. With the veil of secrecy stripped away…

 

She had failed her people. She could see that clearly now. It had been her decision to invade Equestria. To attack Canterlot. She had committed the most unforgivable sin of a ruler. She had bet the future of her subjects on a roll of the dice.

 

And she had lost.

 

And now her changelings faced the most dire straits they had ever experienced. Worse than even the myths and legends of the time before the Joining, or even the era of The Corruption and Loss. In a thousand years, what would her rule be called, she wondered?

 

Would there be anyling left to pass on the stories?

 

Walking quietly to the mouth of the cave, Chrysalis stared up into the heavens above her hive’s temporary home. The sky was a bright, clear blue, the terrain around her tan and rocky. So why she feel like she was surrounded by endless waves and grey skies?








She was dreaming.

 

She was dreaming the same dream as always. Lost. Alone. Water logged and hopeless. The effort to just keep her head above the waves was draining and debilitating. All around here the horizon ran unbroken, a thin line between the gray waves and the gray sky.

 

Except…

 

Except something was different.

 

She squinted her eyes and stared. There, far off in the distance, was a speck. Nothing more. Just a tiny black dot in the distance. A break in the horizon.

 

Something was out there.

 

She didn’t know what direction it lay in. There was neither sun nor stars to guide her in this barren place. But she hardly needed them when all she had to do was hold a steady course on the only object in sight.

 

With renewed vigor, Chrysalis began to swim slowly in the only direction she could discern. Forward.

 






 

Something was different.

 

Chrysalis could feel it in the air. Something had changed. She felt… energized. Like the air itself carried a faint trace of love. The entire hive could feel it. It felt… Good.

 

The sentries posted outside reported seeing a strange disturbance in the sky. Ribbons of color dancing across the heavens, like the Aurora Borealis she had heard stories of from the previous Queen. But that made little sense. Everyone knew that the dancing lights only existed far to the north, where Changelings had once called home. They were never seen this far south.

 

There was something out there. Something that drew her focus and attention. Something that seemed to tug at her very soul.

 

The last time she had felt such a draw, it had led her to Canterlot. To the pink alicorn Princess. And to the disaster of the royal wedding.

 

There had been something about that place and that mare as well. Something that made her think of old stories and shared memories. Of times before The Loss.

 

Did she dare follow the pull? Dare to risk her people on yet another gamble? Could they survive another such disaster?

 

Could they survive as they were?






 

Long ago in ages past, long before the Wendigos, or Hearthwarming, the Three Tribes bickered and fought amongst themselves, each seeking dominance over the others.

 

But the Earth Ponies, Pegasi, and Unicorns fought not only each other, but amongst themselves as well. In an unforgiving age, merely being the same race of pony was not enough to ensure harmony.

 

The Tribe of the Clear Earth were not welcomed amongst the other Earth Ponies. And so they left, traveling far away in hopes of leaving the suffering and strife of their peers behind.

 

They headed north.








Chrysalis led her hive away from their temporary home that evening. There were no complaints.

 

They headed north.

 


 



She dreamt.

 

Night after night she dreamt. But now the dreams changed. They differed night by night. Calm seas were often replaced by rough waters, the waves roiling and crashing around her, submerging her again and again. Hazards and obstacles she had never before seen emerged from the heavens. Storms and water spouts and raging winds.

 

But she swam on as hard as she could. She ignored the pain in her limbs, the itch of her waterlogged chitin. The burning in her muscles and her lungs. She kept her eyes focused on the horizon. On the black dot she was sure was an island. A distant shore in the endless sea of nothing.

 

Each night it grew closer.

 






 

It was increasingly difficult to evade the patrols.

 

Chryalis’s hive was small, and she did her best to guide them around cities and villages alike. But even such a small group drew attention as it passed. Especially when they lacked the energy to alter their appearances.

 

The Equestrian’s were growing more and more nervous, and therefore more and more wary and defensive. Each town they bypassed had more and more guards patrolling their streets, more and more pegasi patrolling the skies. It would be difficult, if not impossible to infiltrate such defenses, let alone defeat them.

 

Not that Chrysalis cared.

 

So had no intention of fighting the ponies. Her goal, whatever it truly was, lay far to the north. This much she knew. Whether she was leading her subjects to slaughter or salvation, she was uncertain. But she knew there was no direction to go but forward.








The Tribe of the Clear Earth marched ever onward, driven by their stubborn determination. They marched past green valleys and fertile plains. They marched far to the north, where the Earth lay dormant under snow and ice, and the sky itself glowed at night in a dancing rainbow of colors, reflecting off their coats.

 

Here they would make their home, far from their brethren. Far from anyplace a sane pony would wish to dwell. They’d turn this inhospitable land into their home. A home nopony else would wish to or dare try to take from them.








She dreamt.

 

It was an island, of that there was no longer any doubt.

 

It was hard to see, through the raging seas and stormy skies. But she could make out that much. Just for an instant, when she was at the peak of a particularly large wave, and the clouds parted, she could see it.

 

Solid land. A place to rest. A place to recover.

 

Hope.

 

Tired and drained, still she struggled, forcing her limbs to move. To propel her closer and closer to that distant shore. It was so very far away, she wanted to cry. To give up. But she couldn’t. Not now.

 

Not when she finally had something to strive for in sight.








It should have been impossible to keep her subjects fed on their long march. Even such a small group needed to stop and scavenge periodically. But there was no hope of infiltrating the towns and cities they passed, even if Chrysalis had been willing to stop.

 

There was a strange taste to the air, a background hum of magic and love that energized her people, driving them forward. But it was far from enough to sustain anyling. They needed more concentrated love to survive.

 

And they received it.

 

Chrysalis had stopped calling her subjects to her long ago. What was the point in concentrating what was left of her people into one place? The only purpose it would serve would be to allow them all to die together in one place. No, she did nothing to summon those changelings she passed in her journey.

 

And yet they followed nonetheless.

 

Every mile they traveled, every town and village they passed brought more changeling back to her hive. The Royal Equestrian guard protected the citizens of Equestria with vigor, but they were worried about infiltration, not exfiltration.

 

Some changelings joined the hive hungry and destitute of course. But many of them brought all the love they had been able to gather for themselves, and shared it amongst their fellows.

 

It wasn’t much, but along with the energy in the air, it was enough to sustain the entire hive.

 

It wasn’t long before their numbers had swelled into the thousands.








Life was hard for the Tribe. There were no pegasi to control the weather, no unicorns to weave spells of warmth or protective shields. Everything had to be done by hoof and mouth. There was never enough food, or shelter, or warmth. Day by day things looked grimmer and grimmer for their people.

 

And then they found The Others.

 

They found them while prospecting deep in the snow covered mountains. Far below the frozen surface, in dank icy caves they lived. Strange creatures that had horns like unicorns, but not the same. Wings like pegasi, but not the same. And bodies like Earth ponies, but not the same.

 

But they had come to this desolate place because nopony had wanted to live beside such strange creatures. And that was the same. They survived by drawing in the ambient magic and energy of the crystals that surrounded their caves, but there was never enough ‘food’ for them, or enough shelter. And that was the same. They were all alone, and their future looked grim. And that too was the same.

 








She dreamt.

 

The waters had grown colder and more frigid even as the storms and waterspouts began to fade away. The icy sea sapped her strength and will, chilling her to the bone.

 

But the land was closer than ever now. She could see it more clearly each time she dreamt of it. The skies remained grey and overcast, but every now and then there was a tiny break in the clouds, and sunlight streamed down upon her destination.

 

It made the land glow with a golden light.






 

The taste of love in the air had grown stronger day by day. It was nearly enough to sustain a changeling, this far north.

 

Which was a relief, since after days of travel they had left the bulk of Equestria behind them.

 

The last small towns and villages had faded away in the distance, and with them the last few changelings with caches of stored love to share amongst the refugees. Ahead of them lay… nothing. This far north the snow had already begun to claim the land. There were no pegasi weather teams or unicorn mages to force the seasons to change at their whim. Just a sharp line of demarcation between green grass and icy snow.

 

Chrysalis stood at the front of her column of changelings, and stared off into the snow covered distance. Behind her her subjects went silent and still, watching and waiting.

 

Her hoof made a crunching sound as she took her first step into the snow.








The Others were neither Unicorns, nor Pegasi, but they could do some of the things either

race could do. Things that the Tribe of the Clear Earth couldn’t do for themselves. Things that would make life more bearable in the harsh lands they had settled. Perhaps even make life prosperous.



The Others were not sustained by the fruits of the land as the Tribe was. They drew off the ambient magic of the land, focused in the crystals of their caves. Crystals that drew in but a trickle of magic.



But when charged with earth magic of one of the Tribe, they could feed The Other’s for days. Just being around a healthy member of the Tribe was enough to charge the crystals without harm.



And so the pact was made, and the Tribe of the Clear Earth and The Others joined together to tame the frozen wastes. The Earth Ponies built their homes from the crystals of the mountains, which so well matched their strangely colored coats. And The Others fed off the magic of the crystals, using it to warm the skies and the earth, and shield their home from the elements.



They helped to change the frozen wasteland into fruitful meadows, and changed the fate of the Tribe. And so the ponies began calling them The Changers, because they were no longer The Others.



The oldest, most dense, most powerful crystal in The Changer's caverns was drawn from the earth and carried into the new village, to sit at its heart and symbolize the way The Tribe of the Clear Earth and The Changers had come together as one



Centuries later, when Wendigoes arose from the hatred between the Three Tribes and buried their lands in ice, the ponies and changers of the Crystal Empire barely noticed. The beasts of snow and malice gave the empire a wide berth.



There was little hatred there for them to feed upon.






 

She dreamt.

 

The storms and waterspouts were behind her now, and the ocean itself had grown calm and almost placid. No longer was she assailed by enormous waves or harsh gales.

 

Instead it was icy waters and a constant, freezing wind.

 

Her chitin no longer felt waterlogged, nor could she feel the drag of her wings or the aches of her limbs. She could hardly feel anything at all anymore. Just the endless cold, seeping into her. Sapping her energy and will, draining her of life and hope.

 

But it was so close now. So very close, the island. There were blue skies above it, and green grass and tall trees. She could tell that it was warm there. So warm and inviting. All she had to do was reach its shores, and she could rest.

 

She’d come so far. Too far to stop now.

 

She forced her frozen limbs to keep moving.

 






Chrysalis forced her frozen limbs to keep moving.

 

It was hard. Everything was hard. It was hard to see through the swirling snow. Hard to hear through the howling winds. Hard to move with the ice built up across her carapace. Hard to force herself forward, with the cruel winds cutting through the gaps in her chitin.

 

But still she pressed on, leading the column of changelings behind her.  Keeping them moving through force of will alone.

 

The love in the air was stronger here. Much stronger. Under better conditions, it would likely be enough to sustain a changeling indefinitely. But not under these conditions. Here, in this frozen wasteland, it took every erg of energy and then some to keep from freezing solid.

 

Already changelings had begun to collapse. She’d ordered the healthy to carry the exhausted. It would tire them out more quickly of course. It wouldn’t be long before there were more comatose changelings than healthy ones to carry them. But she refused to leave anyling behind.

 

It might well be that she was foolishly leading her people to their destruction a second time. But if that was the case, at least they would face their fate together when the end came.








The End came in the shape of a pony.



A thing of shadows and hatred, malice and darkness. All hidden by magic and guile.



Wearing a pleasant guise, it slipped past both Pony and Changer, and arrived at the very Heart of the Empire before striking.



Empowered by the crystals, it spread its dark magic throughout the land. The foul taint subjugated the ponies, robbing them of their will and their memories. Turning them into naught but slaves.



But they did not have the worst of it. Because while the ponies lived with magic, the Changers lived off of magic. They had grown used to drawing in the ambient magic of the crystals, and of their fellow citizens. They had grown dependent on it. And the Shadow King had tainted both with his darkness.



The Changers drew in his taint, and were themselves Changed. The King's magic stole love from those it touched and left an empty void in its stead. An emptiness that left its mark on their bodies and limbs of the Changers. An emptiness they felt compelled to fill the only way they knew how; by drawing it from those around them.



But his foul magic did not just take. It also gave, and left it's taint upon them. The Shadow King had made his way to the Heart using shadows, lies, and comely seemings. And a portion of these foul powers stained those who ignorantly consumed his dark magics.



When all was said and done, the Changers were left pained and broken, with holes in their bodies to match the holes in their hearts and a taint of dark magic and illusion clinging to their souls.



And thus were the Changelings born.








She dreamt?

 

It was hard to tell. The line between waking and sleeping had blurred.

 

Grey skies.

 

Cold water and icy wind.

 

Waves of water, mounds of snow.

 

The struggle of forcing her legs to move.

 

Reality and dream blended together, merged, and separated again at unknown intervals.

 

Both were so similar. And in both there was a break in the clouds before her. An island of light and life and love.

 

She just needed to press on.






 

Chrysalis opened her eyes. It was hard, due to the ice encrusting her face. She was almost certain she was awake, but what lay before her and her exhausted changelings seemed more like a dream.

 

Before her was a line of demarcation, drawn sharp and clear in the snow. On one side, an ice wasteland. On the other…

 

Life. Green grass, swaying trees, sunshine, and love. So very much love. So much love it practically hummed as it saturated the air. Love enough for every changeling in the past five generations to eat their fill and barely dent it.

 

She took a shaky step forward…

 

And her face slammed against a familiar shining pink barrier.

 




 

Their sudden metamorphosis had been too much, and the Changelings fled, scattering away from the shadows and darkness. Away from their home.



The Shadow King just laughed and let them flee. He had his slaves. He had no need for the changed Changers. His magic alone was enough. He believed his power unassailable. He believed the crystal’s of the Empire would ascend him to godhood. He believed himself invincible.



He was wrong.



And he was vengeful in his defeat.



When the panicked Changelings calmed enough to return home, they found themselves without a home to return to.








She dreamt.

 

She dreamt it was all a lie.

 

She’d worked so hard. Pushed so far. Endured for so long. She had finally reached the edge of the island…

 

Only to find its shores surrounded by a circle of hungry, merciless sharks.

 

She was so tired of fighting. So tired of swimming, of treading water. Once she may had had the strength to fight past these monsters. Once. But not anymore. Not now.

 

Now she barely had the strength to keep herself afloat.

 

Or did she have even that?

 

She could feel her eyes drifting shut, the cold sapping the last of her strength. Her head began to slide forward, her limbs stilling…

 









What was this sudden feeling of warmth?

 




 

Chrysalis could feel the tingle of magic against her face where she had collapsed against the barrier. She could feel the cold wind biting ever deeper into the flesh beneath her carapace. And she could feel…

 

Concern? Confusion? Love? Directed at her.

 

With a monumental effort, she forced her eyes open.

 

There, on the other side of the shimmering magical barrier, stood ponies. Not normal earth ponies, or pegasi, or unicorns. Though a few of those were mixed in. But strange ponies, with coats that shined and shimmered like gemstones in the bright light of their home.

 

As strange as that was, what she felt from them was stranger still. There was none of the fear or anger or disgust she felt from normal ponies. That she could feel right now from the few Equestrian guards she could see milling aout worriedly.

 

Instead she felt a sense of… welcoming?

 

Her eyes closed.

 




 

The sharks began to disperse and swim away.

 

The barrier fell.

  

The shore was so close now… But she had nothing left. She was empty. Drained.

  

She collapsed forward onto the green grass, too tired to move her legs.

 

But the waves themselves became her ally, gently nudging her forward as they lapped upon the beach, as if trying to make up for all the time they had spent punishing her.

 

Crystalline legs reached down to lift her from the cold ground, pulling her to her hooves. Bodies pressed to either side of her, sharing their warmth and gently leading her forward.

 

Through blurry eyes she could see more and more crystal ponies silently stepping forward, their expressions calm but concerned. One by one they gathered the stunned and drained changeling from behind her. Helping those who could stand walk, and carrying those who couldn’t.

 

The wall of sharks had broken, but she could sense more of them around her. Circling and watching and waiting as she was slowly washed towards shore.

  

There were Equestrian Royal Guards on the streets. She could feel their stares, sense their unease, their fear, their loathing. They knew how to deal with criminals. They knew how to deal with monsters. And they knew how to deal with changelings, which they considered both.

 

But they did not know how to deal with this.

 

When the mob of crystal ponies calmly and quietly carrying the half dead changelings reached their lines, they did nothing. And the procession quietly swirled around them without so much as a shove or a rude word.

 

For the first time in ages, she could feel something besides water against her hooves. Something warm and rough and gritty. Sand. The waves had almost carried her to shore…

  

The edges of the main plaza were packed with ponies. There was a smattering of nervous guards and Equestrians, but the vast majority were crystal ponies. They stood there silently, but with small smiles on their faces, as if they were happily awaiting something, but couldn’t quite remember what.

 

The procession retained its slow, steady pace, and Chrysalis summoned enough strength to lift her head and gaze straight ahead. There was a castle there, a massive creation of magic and crystal. But below it, in the heart of the city was something.

 

Something.. so very…

 

Bright.

 

It was so very bright on the beach. Bright and warm and wonderful. For the first time she could remember she was no longer drowning.  For the first time in ages, she had solid ground beneath her hooves and barrel.  The feeling of safety, of finally being able to rest, was indescribable.  

 

Calm and warmth and love seemed to pour into her, filling spaces and gaps she hadn’t even realized existed.

  

Bit by bit she could feel the holes in her legs begin to close up, her  horn straightening, her magic being cleansed.



Chrysalis stopped dreaming.

 

Her people were Home.

 


      

      
   
      The Pony's Dictionary


      

      
      
         Aleatory, adj. 

Of all the ponies in the world, of all the ponies in Equestria, it had to be you. Why, oh why did it have to be you? 





Anfractuous, adj. 

Isn’t life like this? Isn’t love? 





Apple, n. 

Even before we finally got together, apples had always reminded me of you. It reminded everypony in Ponyville of you. 



Just like the way that oranges reminded you of your mother.



You say the same thing every time you see a diamond.





Away, adv. 

You didn’t like my saying that I was “going away.” You preferred the term “going abroad.” Away made it seem like I was never coming back. Like I would never see you again. I naively laughed at your worries. I didn’t understand it at first, but the way you were holding your father’s hat should’ve made it apparent. 



“I’m coming back,” I told you with a sad smile. My luggage was already on the train. 



“I know,” you said. You didn’t make me promise anything, because you didn’t believe in promises like that. They were fickle, arbitrary. They were something like a filly’s fantasy, wasted words and empty. You wanted, needed, to see the truth when it actually happened. 



It wouldn’t happen for quite some time, we both knew. 



“I’m coming back,” I said, and I hugged you. 



And you didn’t say anything but held me close, your strong hooves clenching me until my breath held, holding me even as I called your name and even as the others had arrived to wish me goodbye.  

 





Billet-doux, n. 

Because Fluttershy and I are hopeless romantics, we attempted to write you an anonymous love letter from me. 



I made her Pinkie Pie promise to never tell a soul what it said. 





Bystander, n. 

You’re quite talkative once you’re in your element. 



Your brother is usually the silent one, but I didn’t expect your silence as we rode the train to Manehatten. Both you were fidgeting. Both of you whispered to each other so quietly that the glass bottles bumping in the crate under Big Mac’s hooves were practically shouting.   



I sat with Applebloom and we talked about many things while you two were huddled in your conspicuous ways. 



“Have you been to an Orange family reunion before?” I asked Applebloom.



“Nope. But Big Mac and AJ have been to some, I think.” She placed her cards down on our seat. It was a pair of fishes. 



“Did they say what the reunions are like?” I grabbed another card from the stack.



“My sis said that it’s real fancy-like. Like they have orders and everything.”



“Orders? What are…Oh, hors d’oeuvres!” I flashed a pair of monkeys and Applebloom scowled.   



“That’s what I said!” 



When I asked her more about the reunion, she wasn’t sure of anything else. We talked about her school and Sweetie Belle and Miss Cherilee and when I turned to look at you, I saw both you and Big Mac sleeping, your head resting on his shoulder, his head on yours. 



I suppose you two were so anxious about the event that you tired yourselves out. I, on the other hand, was too anxious to sleep. 





Bucolic, adj. 

You are the epitome of rustic. Why, even the cows adore you.







Chaise, n. 

We went to Quills and Sofas because I needed a new couch. A fainting couch you called it, and you whisked your hooves in the air and abruptly fell into mine while I scrambled to catch you. As I awkwardly held your sunken body in my hooves, the heat rose to my cheeks. Customers scanned over us with confused faces, the store manager eyed us suspiciously, and all the while you were laughing. 



You loved embarrassing me. And I was angry. 



Out of spite, I dropped you, and then you were the one who was angry. To avoid starting an argument, we spent the rest of the day shopping in silence. You deliberately went to the quills and avoided the sofa section, and the customers deliberately tried to avoid the both of us. Finally, when I was about to make my purchase, you trotted over to see what I picked. 



Though I was mad, I couldn’t help but ask, “What do you think?”



You walked around the simple pristine, white couch, pressed it, sat on it. Then you lazily sprawled yourself over it, your head resting on one hoof, your tail covering your front. The other hoof motioned me to come and sit with you, and you tried to give me your most seductive smile.



I threw a spare pillow at you and we both laughed. 





Countdown, n. 

How many days until I can see you again? 







Discernment, adj. 

“Rarity, are you okay?” Fluttershy paused and looked down at her teacup. She lifted it, swirled it around, and was probably trying to figure out how to say what she wanted to say. “You haven’t seemed like yourself lately.”



I gulped, but tried to play feint. “Fluttershy, darling, I’m fine. Whatever do you mean?”



“If you don’t want to talk about it, that’s fine, but you know I’m here for you. You know I’ll listen if you ever do want to talk about it.” 



“Really, now? What’s brought this about?” I touched her withers and tried to smile. 



“I think we all can tell you’ve been a bit more…anxious, I suppose.” 



I took a sip of my tea. 



“And you’ve been sighing a lot.”



And another sip.



“And Opal says that you’ve been talking about Applejack quite a bit…”



“That traitorous cat!” 



“Oh, Fluttershy, fine. I can’t lie to you. Yes. It’s true. I have been… been more anxious, I suppose.”



“And thinking about Applejack?” the cup was lifted from her plate and Fluttershy took a steady sip. She tried to look at her tea, but I knew from the corner of her eyes that she was watching me closely. 



“Yes,” I breathed. 



“Rarity.” She cleared her throat. “Um, do you like Applejack?”



She was staring at me now, and I felt myself shrink smaller than a butterfly on her cutie mark. 



“I don’t know.” 







Distance, n. 

I wanted to blame it on my dream, on the insurmountable pedestal where hopes towered and died all at the same time. 



I wanted to blame it on the distance, on the ocean, vast and powerful and seemingly unending, a motion of force that could take my life and stop my heart all the same. 



I wanted to blame it on everything. 



Why did I leave you?







End, n. and v. 

I just thought it would be better. Not for me, but for you. 



And I felt my thoughts and even my heart end right then. 





Enfeeble, v. 

When spring hit, I felt unwell. My mind was flustered, bogged down by disturbing thoughts, and I was unable to concentrate on anything so much so that it made me nauseous, gave me palpitations, and hallucinations. Even Opal noticed I wasn’t myself and spent the day curled up by my side. I thought I was just feeing out of it, maybe it was a sort of hay fever or perhaps a type of fashionista’s block or just simply a bad day.



It wasn’t. 



It went on for weeks. Fluttershy noticed it first.





Fabricate, v. 

I am not like you. I can spin a lie as easily as weaving a thread. I can add layers together, cloths and fabrics of all types that seem so opposite and contrite, yet put together, will look like one cohesive unit on a dress. 



I can lie. And I can lie quite well. 



I just can’t lie to you. 





Faux pas, n. 

You make them all the time at parties. Little things. Telling embarrassing stories about us, or me, rather. Talking about things that other ponies have no idea. 



Then there are the bigger things. Your mannerisms. Your snark replies. Sometimes bringing up something inappropriate.



I thought you brought me because they were Manehattenites. I thought you brought me so that I would correct you if you made a mistake or embarrassed yourself. I wasn’t entirely wrong. You weren’t ashamed to be yourself, but something was holding you back.



You and your brother and sister in that room seemed quite the anomaly. Your cousins didn’t know what to think. Perhaps because you were acting proper. Perhaps because you cleaned up nicely. Perhaps because you’re beauty was the center of attention. You painted the rustic lifestyle in such a way that it exemplified beauty and a simple charm and yet it was something that you could only find in a picture. It was something that couldn’t truly exist. Something like your mother, you told me at the party. You said you wanted to understand your mother. 



You swore that they kept looking at me, licking their lips, staring at my tail. They weren’t like the cousins from your Apple side. Those cousins knew that you weren’t to be messed with. These cousins looked where they wanted, but I was only looking at you. And you kept looking at your Aunt Orange. 



You two talked afterwards. I’m not really sure what the discussion was about. I asked you afterward, if you enjoyed the reunion, but I never asked you if you found your answers. They were yours and your family’s. I am just a bystander. 





Fancy, n. 

You surprised me when you showed up in Prance. You had flowers in your mouth, and Pinkie was behind you holding a bundle of oversized multi-colored balloons. You even had on that stunning dress I made you wear on our anniversary, something you kept nitpicking and fussing over, but you wore it now for me. 



I wrapped my hooves around you—of course, with Pinkie there, she grabbed the both of us and made it group hug. 



And then I kissed you. After, the three of us had dinner and started talking about Prance and Ponyville and what I had seen and done in those first few months and how the crops were and everything else that probably seemed so mundane, but it was familiar and I missed it. And I missed kissing you even more. Pinkie, more or less polite, looked away, but I know she had an enlarged beam on her face and was most likely laughing to herself or the waiter, but we didn’t care. We didn’t mind. We were together, at least for now.   



And then I woke up. 







Greed, n. 

I thought about leaving you not once or even twice, but many times. You knew this already, I’m sure.

 I think I was afraid of being with you because I wanted more and more of you. Because eventually, I wanted all of you. You made me feel something… something foreign. I think I know now how Spike felt that one day, long ago. How he and other dragons can’t help but build hoards to keep their treasures to themselves. 



It frightened me. Sometimes, it still frightens me, the way I feel about you.  



The way I don’t want to share. 







Hope, n. 

Sometimes it clings to you and it kills you all the same. 







Ingenuity, n. 

Dear Rarity, I must say that I greatly enjoyed you and your dear Applejack’s attendance at Coco Pommel’s party a few days ago—and let me tell you, your Applejack certainly has a steel hoof! But I’m writing to you in regards to those extraordinary designs and swatch palettes you showed me. I have an upcoming show in Stalliongrad, and then in Prance, and I happened to have an open spot at my design firm. I must warn you though that it’s an intern opening, and though I understand if you’re unable to, I’d love it if you could join my team for a few months to help collaborate on a few pieces. Hoping to hear from you. 



Sincerely, Dapper Hat 





Impetuous, adj. 

You were flustered and I was mortified. And we both sat on the floor of my boutique in silence. 



You spoke first. “So, uh, I guess that, um, explains a lot. You…you don’t hate me then?” I wanted to smack you and kiss you at the same time.



“No. As, ahem, you can probably tell, I don’t.” 



“So, well… what now?” 



“What now, is what I should have done a long time ago. Something Fluttershy kept telling me to do, something I kept telling myself to do, but I ignored.” I took a deep breath. “What now is that I finally tell you, how much I’ve fallen for you.”



“Or you can just kiss me again.” 





Inextricable, adj. 

“Are you going to go?” I could hear the upset in your voice.



“I don’t know, Applejack. But this… this is a once in a lifetime opportunity. If I pass this up. I mean, I know I’ve designed for princesses, but this is helping with an actual line and…”



“So, you’re leaving.” 



“Applejack, please, I don’t—”



“Stop making this complicated, Rarity! You already know what you’re gonna do. You’re already out the door. Might as well start packing your bags right now!”



“That’s not fair! I need to see to my shop and my sister and—” 



“And you’re still gonna leave. You said it yourself. It’s a ‘once in a lifetime opportunity’ and I know you, Rarity. I know you. You’re gonna take it no matter what any of us says. No matter what I say.” 





Itinerant, n. and adj. 

The fashion world is always moving forward. I moved from place to place after Dapper Hat’s show. Going here and there, designing for him and her. Moving. Always moving. And always finding someplace to move to. I was quite thankful, actually. I needed to distract myself from thoughts of you. 







Jewel, n. 

I am a gem finder. A jewel expert, though I’m certainly not a diamantaire. 

 

You are the apple expert. A farmer. A cultivator for everything apple-related. 



That is the natural way of things. It is the way of our cutie marks. 



I was in love with Trenderhoof. He’s not an earth pony, but he knew and loved the lands far and wide, and he had a keen eye for detail. And he was in love with you. 



I was heartbroken. But then a jewel appeared in front of me. It certainly didn’t look like a jewel. It was a pretender. A fake. But long after Trenderhoof left, I realized the mine of my mind had been plundered. I am a jewel finder, but how long has this jewel been hidden? It was hidden by famous faces, and repugnant beasts. Or perhaps it was hidden under that hat all this time. Unpolished. Brash. Quite uncouth. But still, as beautiful as a diamond.







Kismet, n. 

We all knew each other. We were acquaintances, just the slightest definition of friends. Twilight Sparkle came into our lives that day and changed everything, changed all of us for the better. 



But if she had never arrived, would we have even noticed each other? 







Laconic, adj. 

“Aww, Rarity. Daffodils are my favorite. How’d you know?” 



Your brother is a stallion of few words, but he’s always willing to share some ways to make you smile.





Love, n. and v. 

I don’t think anypony in the world can truly comprehend what this means.  





Lucidity, n. 

Twilight rambles. Fluttershy is too polite and meek. Pinkie Pie has no filter. And Rainbow scoots along the discussion sometimes even ignoring everything altogether. And though I know I’m hardly perfect—you, in fact, claim I’m worst than the rest. That I’m wishy-washy and selfish and that I articulate too much. And actually, I’m still unsure if that was a joke or if it was the truth… 



I know you mean exactly what you say and say exactly what you mean. I know that you’re honest, in and out, sometimes too honest for your own good. But in spite of this, this is also what you expect from me, and I know it’s what I must give you. I know that’s all you deserve. 



And that’s why, when you asked me if I was okay, I could only shake my head and try to gather my thoughts. And though I was crying a little bit, you let me speak without interrupting. If I were in your horseshoes, I would most certainly try to stop you from speaking. I would gather you in my arms, and hold you tight, but you’re way too bullish to let tears fall when I’m present.



At least, that’s what I thought. 



You knew I needed to say something important and I told you as best as I could.



You didn’t speak at first. You were probably mulling it over, what I meant, what the situation meant, and what everything meant for us together. Your eyes closed, you took a deep breath, and it was at that moment, that I knew you finally understood. And when you looked at me, eyes slightly opened, ears pressed to your skull, your mouth poised between a mock smile and a frown, you knew I was telling the truth. 



And despite trying my best, I know I still broke your heart. 







Message, n.

“Hey, Rarity, is this yours?” You were holding up a piece of crinkled yellow paper. I saw your eyes scanning over it, reading it, and there was a amused smile on your face.



That paper certainly did look familiar, but not in a good way…



“DON’T READ IT!” 







Non compos mentis, adj. 

It’s the excuse I gave you when we first kissed, when I kissed you first. An excuse that you immediately ignored. 







Oscitant, adj. 

We wander down the hall towards the kitchen, not saying anything to each other, our eyes half-closed, our minds thinking of only one thing: Coffee 





Orange, n. 

I always forget that you’re half an Orange. But even though everypony else forgets, I know that you’ve never forgotten. You’re always talking about Apple family pride, always going on about how the different farms are doing, what your cousins are up to, when the next reunion will be, but I know that deep down inside, your orange still wants to peek out. Your orange is your hidden other half. 



And sometimes, I can see the question clear on your face: “What if I wasn’t an apple?”







Philter, n. 

“I don’t even know why we’re together in the first place.” 



“Maybe we just drank one of the Crusaders’ bad potions.”  





Pulchritudinous, adj. 

Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, or so they say. We’re both beautiful in our own way. But why should beauty be described so simply? 







Quell, v. 

I didn’t want to just suppress all these emotions, I wanted to extinguish them. Extinguish everything I was feeling for you, every thought that made me giddy, every smile that made my heart churn. I wanted to feel nothing. Absolutely nothing. Because nothing was worse than this aching for you. 





Quote, n. 

“This is the worst possible thing!”



You say that especially when you think I’m being melodramatic. 







Reunion, n. 

Over the years, I have been to many of your family reunions. I have suffered through the constant rodeos, the haystack piling, the barnyard hoedowns, and the square dancing. I have attempted, those very rare times, to bob for apples or join that pie eating contest—I still shudder at the thought of all those calories. 



Once, I caught your cousin ogling me; he offered me an apple pie which I refused. Later, I caught you throwing an apple pie in his face. 



Much more often than I’d like to admit, I’d sit with the Granny Smith’s group where we’d talk about the old times and I’d talk to them about older fashion. Puzzled, you asked me if your other cousins were boring and I replied no, of course not, and said that fashion tends to come in circles. Sooner or later, perhaps Granny Smith’s old wardrobe would come back in style. 



When you asked me if I wanted to join you and your brother and sister for a reunion, I tried not to groan. Instead, I took another sip of coffee and pretended to read the newspaper.



“I don’t know, darling. I need to make sure I don’t have any outstanding orders.”  You pressed your lips together in a frown and made a muffled noise like you were slightly disappointed. 



“I’d be really grateful if you can come this time.” 



“Are we going to Dodge Junction again?” 



You cleared your throat, muttered something. And that’s when I looked up. 



“What?” I said, and you repeated exactly what I’d heard. 



“Manehatten. It’s an Orange family reunion.” 





Rodeo, v. 

You compete in many events. Riding broncos. Wrestling steers. Rounding up the cattle. I love watching you win, watching your smile as the prize pony plucks a blue ribbon on your vest. And then you’d trot up to me, goofy and arrogant, and hug me. And though I still get a bit irritated when you do this, I relent and hug you back. 



 Then you’d kiss me and I’d lose myself and lose sense of everything around us. We’d snap out of it only after somepony’s whistle, or after our sisters’ groans and cries of disgust. 



But though we’d pull away for a bit, I’d put my hooves on your neck and haul you toward me. “Let’s continue this little rodeo after we get home.” 





Rubicon, n. 

When did it happen and when did we pass it?



Was it those first few days before, when I had finally revealed what I was feeling to Fluttershy and she had urged me to face my own truths and constantly prodded me to tell you my truth? Maybe it was after that, when I spoke to all of our friends at Pinkie’s Party, everyone but you, and I could see the hurt in your eyes, the confusion, and the undeniable yearning for something you knew you couldn’t have. Something, I knew by then, that I deeply wanted myself. 



How did we know that things had finally changed between us? Was it when you finally cornered me in my shop and demanded to know why I was avoiding you? And I, quite obstinately, told you to leave. You backed me to a corner of my fitting room, where I magically held the curtains and shut you out. And because you’re so honest, because I know you would never say that you’d end our friendship unless you certainly meant it, I ran out and grabbed you by your tail and you nearly tripped and your hat fell off your head. And with tears in my eyes, I told you that I was sorry and I needed you to stay. 



Had we passed the barrier by that point, Applejack? Or was it not too long after, when I, unable to hold back anymore, finally kissed you? 





Scarf, n. 

“Applejack, be a dear and grab my winter scarf. No, not that one. The other one, the mauve.”



“What?”



“The lavender one, the purple!”



“Oh! Well, why didn’t you say so?” 





Seaside, n. 

There are no seascapes in Ponyville. We have a lake, a swamp, and a mysterious watery pool. Water never seemed like an obstruction. It never seemed like a barrier. 



You and I are surrounded by water, by a distance farther than I can fathom. A distance that, to me, appears beyond than the stars. Sometimes, I’m jealous of those burning creatures, blazing dazzlingly, light-years away. They are so very far, but how is it that I can see them and I can’t see you who are much closer, and yet invisible to my eyes? 



You don’t need to get Twilight, darling. I already know the answer. 



While I stood on the Bridge of Morrows, I threw a message in a bottle in the hopes that perhaps someday it’d reach Ponyville. Our little Ponyville, not surrounded by water. 



We’re still waiting for it to arrive. 





Severance, n. 

“Do you want to end it?”



“Do you want to end it, Rarity? Are you that happy to leave us and get rid of everything related to poor tiny Ponyville?” 



“No! Of course you know that’s not what I meant.”



“Oh, really? Then what do you mean, Rarity because I dang sure don’t know what’s going through your head right now. Why would you want to end it? End us?”



“I just thought…” 



I just thought…





Soirée, n. 

You always hated that world. It didn’t even look like how it sounded. It looked like ‘sorry,’ you said and I giggled despite your complaints. And why couldn’t they just say party, why did they have to say soirée. It was the same thing, you told me. Your complaints reached a level higher when I dressed you in a gown matching my own and then I complained when you snuck in your hat. 



You said you hated these things because of of the dishonest ponies, braggarts and boasters, not unlike that Great and Powerful Trixie.



You got drunk that night because I let you, and I had to haul you away after you spilled your drink on Coco Pommel—thank goodness the poor dear didn’t mind, but Celestia-forbid if that had been Hoity Toity—and afterwards, after I said my quick goodbyes, I caught you back inside hoof wrestling with Dapper Hat. 



We went home. You slept and I slept angry. And when I woke up you were already gone, off to the farm, and had left a note on my bedside. 



Soirée, Rarity. - Applejack



I still haven’t forgiven you. But I eventually thanked you for his letter. 





Souvenir, n. 

I said I would bring you something back.



“Yeah, well… Just make sure she gets back here safe and sound.” 





Stalemate, n. 

I knew I had to get out of this fitting room eventually. Oh, why didn’t I try to learn how to teleport! 





Tartlet, n. 

You follow many of Granny Smith’s recipe right down to the spit of her recipe card—you assured me that there was no actual spit involved in the recipe itself.  



You were making an apple tart. I helped and wore your apron while you put on Granny Smith’s. 



“Why don’t you make a tartlet?” I stirred the cream. 



“What’s a tartlet?” You kneaded the dough.



“It’s like a tart, except smaller.”



“Why would I want to make a smaller tart? The regular size is just fine.” 



I rolled my eyes. “But don’t you want to experiment with the recipe? Try to make something new?”



You looked at me like I was growing an apple tree over my head. Because it was Granny Smith’s recipe, I knew I wasn’t going to win this conversation, so I just followed whatever you told me to do. Perhaps if we had been baking with Pinkie Pie, you’d have listened to her more since she’s more experienced. Or perhaps if Twilight had suggested that using a certain type of apple was healthier, you’d have put more consideration into what you were doing. But it was Granny Smith’s recipe and Granny Smith herself was checking up on us from time to time, even though we said we were fine. In the end, she took a nap on her rocking chair, and you followed her recipe, as loyal as Rainbow Dash, right down to her singing.



You were never one for experimenting in the kitchen. But I didn’t mind. In the kitchen, Granny Smith ruled. It was her food, her recipes. 



You were much more open to experimenting later on that day. 

 





Unacceptable, adj.

“You should really take that ribbon off sometimes.”



“I don’t wanna.”



“Why not?”



“Rarity, I ain’t gonna let you gussy me up just because you want to. It's just gonna have a picnic. We don’t need to dress all fancy smancy.” 







Vacillate, v. 

Pinkie knew. Fluttershy knew. Rainbow knew. Probably everypony knew. And in my erratic state I was indecisive and afraid and I questioned every single action. Should I do something? Should I say something or not say something? I don’t know. The way my feelings fluctuated like a small turn of the shower knob. The way I didn’t know if I loved you but I knew that I really did. The way I sobbed in my room and Sweetie Belle came in alarmed and asked me what was wrong and I told her everything. The way everything was reminding me of you and I didn’t want it to. Every pumpkin shade of orange every yellow thread every red frabric ready for Hearts Warming Eve and even Hearts and Hooves Day and oh, how I hate hearts and I wanted to stab my own heart and I don’t know. And when we talked and I sometimes lashed out at you and you kept wondering why I was so mad and what did I do to you and I know you didn’t deserve this and every angry thing I was shouting was making you feel worse and worse and I’m sorry. 



And I can’t say it. But I know I should. 



I couldn’t talk to you after I found out. I started to avoid you and you knew it. Sometimes you’d purposely stop by the boutique and if I saw you I’d put up a sign and hide saying I was on lunch break. 



Lyra was with me once. 



“Why are you running away from applejack?” her eyes waggled like she already knew.



“Shh. Please don’t tell her.” 



I had to give her and a free dress just to keep her quiet. I still don’t think that Bon Bon knows what she did.



“Why don’t you just tell her?” Fluttershy would ask me at every spa trip. 



“I don’t want to.”



“Why not?”



I know I should. And I will, eventually. Eventually. 



“You should know Fluttershy.” 



It’s killing you, Rarity. Everypony can tell something’s not right. And what are you going to do about Pinkie’s party? You can’t avoid the party and you can’t avoid Applejack at the party. Because then everypony will know for sure. 



“I know I can’t avoid a Pinkie Pie party. And I wouldn’t miss it just because of this little thing.”



“It’s not little,” Fluttershy kept saying. 



“Yes this is. It’s little. It’ll go away.”



I don’t know what to do. 





Wrestle, v. 

Why did I bring you to Coco Pommel’s opening reception? And why did I ever let you have that third bottle of cider? Why, oh, why did I leave you to your own devices and then come back to find you hoof-wrestling Dapper Hat—THE Dapper Hat—of all ponies! 



Oh, how could I be so foolish? And how could I have let you do something so foolish and so awfully embarrassing? 





Whereabouts, n. 

When I wandered the cobblestoned streets of Prance or rode the gondolas over the open Istallion seas, I often thought of you. Maybe you were tending the crops now, pruning trees the way I watched artists caress their paintbrushes, fiddling with their tubes and swatches piling, all sorts of paint on the canvas like a cheese board. They made ponies come to life with a simple smile. But how I wished it was your smile I was looking at. Or perhaps you were hoeing the fields, pulling that infernal contraption on your back the way that the gondoliers pushed and pressed through these regale waters, serenading their voices in that deep repertoire you hate, just like how I hate it when you sing bluegrass while cooking for your family, and somehow, that song with its banjo-strumming background gets caught in my head all day, and the next, and the next. Often, I wondered what you were doing when I was eating with colleagues. We’d talk and talk, but sometimes I longed for silence. Longing for the way you held me after having a “light” desert. We’d talk, not with our mouths, but with our eyes, then, and eventually, our mouths, talking with that unintelligible pleasure that escalates when you see a spark flares in their eyes, talking the way you’d talk in a dream or a hallucination, talking and holding back all the same, letting go of and swallowing up every single desire in one unified, trembling breath. And after we were done, after everything was said and done, then we’d sit back and have a simple conversation. 



But… Where are you now, I wonder? And when can I come back to you?  





Wayward, adj. 

Or sisters are quite strange, aren’t you? Did we used to be that strange? 







Xanthic, adj. 

“Can’t you just say yellow, Rarity!” 







You, n. 

It’s you. It was always you. Why I didn’t realize this sooner?  







zymurgy, n. 

I was surprised you knew what that was, and you rolled your eyes and said, “What? You don’t think I’m smart, huh?”



You walked to the barrel and squeezed out two glasses of apple cider for us. 



“I know we make good cider, but I’m not too familiar with the wine business.” And after the cider, you surprised me and brought out a wine bottle. It was still in production, but you thought the grapes had a good year and since I consider myself quite the conousier, you had me taste it. 



“I wanted to bring some to my aunt and uncle. And I don’t know if it tastes right.” 



“Darling, this needs work.” It wasn’t great, slightly tart, and there was a slender apple-infusion, but it was better than middling.   



“Yeah, I figured. Well, thanks for your honesty, Rarity. You know, I appreciate it.” 



A few years later you had me try it. By that point you were talking to all types of oenophiles, chemists, and even Twilight had helped in its production. I didn’t notice it then, but I found out later during that party. When Big Mac was lugging your cider to the reunion, it wasn’t your cider, it was your wine. 



It was a gift to your aunt and uncle to celebrate the anniversary of when you received your cutie mark. It was a commemorative gift, made for giving you the opportunity to realize where you came from, and for giving you the chance to find your roots. It was a gift to thank them for your discovery of being an apple. For realizing that apples were your life, and your home.



It was a gift to them for letting you find me. 



For making you realize that I was your home. And someday, your future. 
      

      
   
      Odyssey


      

      
      
         “BBBFF!  You’re back!”



“Hey Twily!” Shining Armor grinned at the purple filly bouncing up and down at his hooves.  “The exercises got cut short, so I was able to come back earlier than expected."  He swept her up in to a hug as she squealed.  “How’s my LSBFF?”



A throat was cleared in the next room, and he paused long enough to see a matronly pegasus regarding the two of them with an amused glint in her eyes.



He set Twilight down before turning to the mare.  “Ms. Starseeker!  Good afternoon, I didn’t expect to see you here.” 



She smiled at him warmly.  “Velvet and and Night Light are out tonight, so I was keeping an eye on Twilight until Cadence could come by later this evening.”



"Oh, right.  The conference.  Wait, Cadence is coming?"  Shining stood up a little straighter, a silly grin sprouting on his muzzle. 



"I know that look."  Starseeker’s eyes glinted mischievously, as she leaned over to him and and lowered her voice. 



"And she is an awfully cute mare.  A candlelight dinner works wonders at this stage, you know."  She winked.  "Just tire the little one out first – Cadence wasn't supposed to come by until later, and you can impress her with your foal handling skills."



Shining's cheeks had taken on a rosy hue as he sputtered.  “That's – I don't know what you're talking about.” 



“I’m sure you don’t.” Starseeker laughed as she sashayed to the door.  "Okay then!  Have a fun evening!" 



Shining made no move to reply, staring at the door with an odd look on his face.



The moment stretched out, until Twilight nudged his leg.  “So what should we do now?  Do you want to help me study cantrips?”



He gave a shiver as if he’d just been hit by some cold water.  “It’s a really nice day – let's play a game outside instead.”








Two player tag quickly got old, but Twilight did win at least one of their laps around the house, even if she did suspect that Shining might not have been trying his hardest.  The water fight was better, and he never could beat her at hide and seek.  The sun was low in the summer sky when he finally called an end to their afternoon.



“Okay Twily, time go in and make some dinner.”



Her stomach growled.  “I am really hungry!  But I thought Mom and Dad had leftovers.”



“Well, you can have those you want, but I feel in the mood for something else.  Yes, you can help,” he said, noticing her excited look.  

 

He set out the ingredients and started chopping up veggies while she started mixing the dough as he directed.  Before long, two steaming plates of pasta sat on the table.



Twilight wolfed down an enormous plate, pausing only to look questioningly at his meager portion.



“You’re not hungry?”



“I ate before I got back,” he said, though he was cleaning his plate quite thoroughly.



“There’s still a lot left on the stove, though.”



Shining shrugged.  “I’ll just put it away – I can have more if I get hungry later.”  He took a look at the clock.  “It’s about time that good little fillies should be getting to bed.”



“Aww.”  she pouted.  “Can’t I have a cookie, first?”



He grinned.  “Fine, but just one.”



One chocolate chip oatmeal cookie vanished in a disappointingly short period of time, but Shining was adamant.  Even after giving him the most mournful gaze in her arsenal, she still found herself being hustled upstairs.



“Okay, now time for you to go to bed.”



“But I’m not sleepy yet,” she pouted.



"Just lay down and relax for a bit and you'll fall asleep."



"But I wanna study.  Or play some more.  You could show me some magic.”



He looked at her seriously.  “I’m afraid it’s not that simple.  It’s…”  He paused for a few minutes, before he suddenly grinned.  “It’s not safe – the floor is lava.”



“Lava!” she gasped, eyes widening as she looked down at the suddenly treacherous surface.  Then her face scrunched up as she turned her focus to him.  “Then how can you still be standing in it?“



He looked at her slyly.  “I’m a grown up pony, and my special guard training protects me.  You’re just a little filly, though.  It’s not safe for you.”



She stuck her tongue out at him and pouted for a few moments, at least until he made a funny face, and she couldn’t help but laugh.



“That’s no fair!” she protested, between giggles.



“Even the guard isn’t always fair“  He grinned, planting a kiss on her cheek, before tucking her in and quietly closing the door.



She snuggled into her blankets and tried to relax as he had suggested, but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t get comfortable.  Her hooves ached a little, but she wasn’t really tired, and as the minutes passed, she just kept tossing and turning.



I’m thirsty.  Her muzzle curled into a pout.  And I still want another cookie.  The picture sprung into her mind, unbidden.  The jar a shining beacon atop the kitchen counter, beckoning in the distance.  But the floor is lava.  An endless sea of molten rock lay between her and her prize.  She nosed her covers down just a bit and stared down at the blazing surface.  The air shimmered and wavered above it, and even from her perch atop the bed, the heat on her face was enough to make her blanch.



She squirmed around further.  He never said I couldn’t have a cookie, just that it was dangerous.  She sat up, eyes shining.  I’m a big filly.  I can do it!  I’ll get the cookies, and he’ll be so proud!



With that thought she tossed the covers aside and climbed to her hooves.  She narrowed her eyes, peering across the room and tracing a route to the door.  It wouldn’t be easy, but she was on a mission.



For the first step, she carefully climbed onto her nightstand, wary of its wobbly legs.  From there it was just a short leap to the top of her desk, hooves scrabbling to keep her from slipping off.  



Once there, she walked over to the center, where Captain Smarty Pants was scrutinizing her groundbreaking magical research.  



“Captain Smarty Pants.”



Smarty Pants immediately stopped what she was doing, and gave Twilight her full attention. 



“Good work on your checking, but I need your help on something else."



Smarty Pants waited patiently for her to explain further.



“I am on a mission to get the cookies. Will you come with me?"



Smarty Pants had no objection.



Twilight nodded happily and carefully seated Smarty Pants on her back, where she wobbled, but didn’t fall.



There was a rug in the hall outside, but she had to get over to the door, first. She plucked the cushion from the chair in her teeth, gave it a few swings, and then lobbed it at the door. It fell just short – but that was okay. She wasn't sure if she could jump the whole way anyhow. 



She crouched down on all fours, shaking her haunches like a puppy as she gauged the distance.  Once she had made her estimate and was sure that Smarty Pants had a good grip, she took a deep breath and leapt over the expanse of boiling stone.



She made it – just barely, and the sliding of the cushion was nearly her undoing, but she kept her balance, teetering on the edge of the cushion 



She was just shifting to a more stable position when she heard a knock at the front door, followed by a quiet conversation downstairs.  



Hoofsteps came up the stairs, and Twilight looked around her room frantically.  Now that she was on the floor, her bed and desk were both too high to reach.  She could make it to the closet, but there was no way to get back out and up to the bed. She bit her lip. 



“Twilight, are you awake?” Cadence called out softly. 



Nonono.  She can’t see me like this.



"Yes. No. Wait!  You shouldn’t come up here,” because?  “...Because.”



A pause.  “Really?”



“Uh.  Uh-huh.”



Another, longer pause.  “Well if you're sure. But there's just one thing I have to make sure of.” 



Cadance started chanting and Twilight quickly joined in, "Sunshine sunshine ladybugs awake.  Clap your hooves and give a little shake."



There was a giggle from outside.  “Okay then, Twilight.  Have it your way.  Call if you need anything, okay?”



“Okay” Twilight said, listening as the hoofsteps moved away.



Only when they had faded completely did she let herself relax.



It was then that she saw the tragedy and stifled a gasp, lip quivering.  Captain Smarty Pants!  She almost cried out, but bit her tongue.  No!  I forgot all about her, and she lost her seating from the shake and now…  She scrubbed at her eyes with a hoof.  Her valiant sacrifice will be remembered, but she wouldn't want me to mourn now.  I will not let her bravery be in vain!



She steeled herself and nudged open the door.  There was a patch of carpet in the hallway as she had remembered, and beyond that the hallway was lined with low bookcases.   Twilight  climbed up carefully, threading her way among the various pictures and memorabilia.  The route was treacherous, but she made it without incident



Ahead of her lay the stairwell, and she sat back and eyed it critically.  The lava pooled and flowed down the steep incline, covering every square inch of the passage.  The posts were set directly into the liquid flow, offering no help.  That left… The rail.



Heart hammering, she walked over to it, gripping it tightly and scooting forwards.



Nothing happened.



She inched ahead a little further and eased up her grip, enough that she finally began to inch down.  This is kind of fun, she thought, feeling the smooth wood slide beneath her fur.  She relaxed a little further, and gained speed, sliding faster and then faster still.  Too fast!



A shriek threatened to squeeze its way up her throat, but she clamped down on it just as she did her best to squeeze the rail again.  It might have helped, but the end of the railing was still coming up far, far too quickly.  She spotted salvation off to her side, leaned over and let go.



There was an instant of vertigo, and then a whump as she impacted the overstuffed recliner she’d been aiming for.  The room spun around her as she felt the chair totter back on two legs before bouncing up against the wall and rebounding with a thud, followed immediately by another crash as the chair righted itself.



“What was that?”



With not a second to spare, Twilight burrowed down into a throw blanket, as the overstuffed armchair continued to rock guiltily.  Two pairs of hoofsteps approached.



Cadence sounded concerned.  "Is somepony here?"



Shining replied with more confidence.  “It looks like one of the pictures fell down and hit the armchair."



"Oh.  I hope it’s not broken.”



“No I’m sure it’s fine.”  Shining sounded nonchalant.  “That happens whenever somepony leans back too far in it.  Dad should have moved the painting a long time ago – I’m not surprised the hook finally gave way.  Don’t worry, I’ll explain it to them.”



“Should we check on Twilight?”



“Hmm.  She might have woken up, but if she hasn’t, we should let her sleep.”



There was a long pause – Twilight tried to hold her breath.



Finally Shining broke the silence.  “I don’t hear anything.  We can check on her and clean up after dinner.”



After a few moments the hoofsteps retreated and Twilight poked her head out of the blanket.



The living room was empty, with the lights turned low.  A brighter, flickering light spilled out from the dining room, along with the low voices of Cadence and Shiny.



Twilight advanced on the doorway, moving from chair to coffee table to couch, wincing at every betraying creak.



She peeked in in on the dining room, eyes widening at the sight.  The room was lit by a brace of flicking candles, with Shining and Cadance were both there, and Shining was eating dinner again!  He wasn’t eating much this time either, though. 



They were talking in low tones, but she could watch his ears dance with any of Cadence's statements, and his hooves kept fidgeting.  Twilight almost giggled at how silly he looked. 



One of Cadence’s ears twitched in her direction and Twilight froze.  Fortunately, Shining said something else that distracted her long enough for Twilight to pull her head back.



She pondered her predicament.  She was safe, but it would be impossible to get to the kitchen through the dining room.  She’d have to circle back and go through the other door. 



The route was long, but not difficult – with the large rug proof against the churning magma below, she made it up to the opposite couch easily.  From there she could cross on the windowsill to where another low couch abutted the hallway to the back door.



There the back mat still held firm against the molten tide, long enough for her to clamber up onto a footstool at the entryway to the kitchen, at least.



She leaned out from the stool, her face screwed up in concentration as her horn lit up.  An answering glow encased the handle of the kitchen drawer and with another grunt of effort, the drawer inched open.  She repeated the effort twice more, before sitting back and smiling at her handiwork, the partially open drawers forming an impromptu staircase up to the top of the counter.  Taking a careful step onto the first drawer, she crept up.



The dining room was just barely visible from here.  Shining was still seated at the table, though Cadance was nowhere around.  More importantly, the cookie jar was mere inches away. She reached out her hooves and- 



“Gotcha!”



“Eeep!”  all her muscles locked up as a teal glow lifted her up into the air, rotating her to face an amused babysitter.



“But you’re standing in the lava.” Twilight pointed helpfully.



“Oh I am, am I?”  



“Uh-huh.  Shining said so.”



“I guess that makes me a lava monster then!” she declared, darting in at the helpless filly.



“Oh noooo nono hehehe,” she squealed before her protests dissolved into sputtering giggles as Cadance blew raspberries on her stomach.



She finally came up for air, quieting enough for another noise to register.  Twilight looked over to see Shining regarding them both with some consternation.  He made to get up, but Cadance gasped and held up a hoof.



 “No, stop!  What are you doing?”



He froze in confusion.



Cadance grinned mischievously.



“The floor is lava.”  
      

      
   
      Distant Shores


      

      
      
         Beep. Beep. Beep.



The steady, metronomic precision invaded my thoughts. I wished they had put the machine on silent when they had left, but the young mare had other thoughts on her mind when she’d left me alone. At least she’d remembered the paper and pen.



I really shouldn’t have used my magic, but my hoof was none too steady anymore, and I had never gotten the knack of forming letters with a pen between my teeth. What use had a unicorn for her lips?



I stared at the blank page, pen hovering above the top left corner.



Beep. Beep. Beep.



Dear Sapphire,



Was that how a mother should address her daughter? Did she think of me as her mother, anymore?



It has been a long time since we last spoke. Do you remember me? I can’t blame you if you don’t. It’s only lately that I’ve come to appreciate just what was missing from my life, and I wish that I could take back what I had said, so long ago.



My pen steaded on the period, resting as the memory came, as it often did, with a tired ache behind my eyes.



Beep. Beep. Beep.



Three simple words was all it took. Three words to make her leave my life forever. All it took was three words and an accident. I hadn’t meant to hit her. I hadn’t meant to let my anger at her fester.



And my sweet Sapphire had left. 



The sheet of paper under my hoof shook.



Beep. Beep. Beep.



These words are so hard to write. I should have worked harder to mend our relationship. I should have let you vent your anger at me without responding. I’m afraid that it’s only now that I feel like all that anger was meaningless. If I’d only let you work it out.



What else was there to say?



I love you, Sapphire. My little jewel. I hope you don’t hate me anymore.



Beep. Beep.



Sincerely,

Distant Shores

Love,

Your mother



I stared at the crossed out salutation, grimaced, and shook my head.



I balled it up and tossed it with the others in the waste basket.



Beep.








“Sapphire, you’ve got a package.”



I plucked the damp towel from my brow, sighed, and waited for Showstopper to go away. Maybe she would believe I was on set, or out with the crew, or anywhere but my wagon.



“I know you’re in there, hon. It’s not even eight o’clock yet.” The rapping came again.



“Fine! Come in. Just stop that noise.” The compress went back in place before the light from outside could get to me. I wished, for a moment, that I’d had the pleasure of actually indulging in enough drink. There might have still been some around, if I’d had. Something to drive the pain away.



“Good morning!” My manager’s hooves sounded like jackhammers on the thick carpeting inside the wagon.



“You are entirely too chipper. Tone it down or I’ll have you dock your pay.”



“Ha ha. You got a package from Canterlot General. It’s one of those To the care of things.”



I pushed the cloth up higher and cracked an eye at Showstopper. “From who?”



“Just says, Care of Sapphire Shores. From: Canterlot General, Office of Dr. Axon. It’s not very hefty.” Showstopper’s horn flared brighter as she lifted it to demonstrate. “Maybe a quarter stone.”



“Can you open it, please? I had another nightmare last night. Blasted woman can’t even let me sleep after all these years.” I pulled the towel back down and laid a foreleg over it, intending that it wasn’t going to come off until the ache went away.



“She hit you again?”



I rolled my head back and forth on the pillow. Even my mane hurt. “She kept on trying to tell me she was sorry.”



Showstopper’s snort told me exactly what she thought of that. “Honey, they all say that. They never mean it.”



“I know. I know. Celestia, the times I tried to make up with her over the years, and that stubborn woman just kept throwing it back at me.” My head pounded at me, berating me for making so much noise. “And now she can’t even let me sleep.” At the very least, her mother’s dream self could have offered some headache powder. I might have forgiven her everything had she shown up right that moment with a packet of something stronger than F&F’s Headache tonic.



The sound of packaging being opened and twine being snipped crackled like the rustle of a wire brush against my ear.



I waited, sinking down into blissful, silent darkness.



Showstopper’s indrawn breath brought me back.



“Oh. Oh, dear. Sapphy…”



“Showy… You know I hate—”



“She’s dead.”



“—that.” 



I laughed. It set off a whole parade of agony through my skull as diamond dogs started hammering away at the space between my eyes. “She’s not. She’s faking it. She sent that letter, and she’s trying to get me to come back and give her another chance to screw it all up again. Throw it away.”



“Sapphy, it looks official. There’s a death certificate and everything.” She ruffled the letter so I could hear it. “Dr. Axon wrote that she had been in a coma for four weeks, and died without waking.”



The miners struck a vein of agony and dug away at it furiously. “She’s not dead. This is a last ditch attempt to get me to reconcile. She hates what I do because it looks bad for her! Her daughter, shaking her rump on stage. Her little jewel! How could I dare embarrass her like that!” I flung the towel at Showstopper and sat up into a blinding white haze. “She’ll beg me to look after her, to give up my career and look after her personally, because that’s what she does! That’s what those telegrams were these last few weeks. Her, trying to get me to come back home!”



Showstopper’s voice intruded on the haze briefly. I couldn’t even make out the words through the pounding ache.



I slammed my hoof against the wagon’s side. “She’s never going to die. She’s going to cling to life just to try and make mine miserable.” I threw myself back on the bed, holding the migraine close, like a lover. “Because that’s what she does. She makes everypony’s life miserable so she can feel better about herself.”



I didn’t know if Showstopper left, or simply went quiet.



“I won’t let her hurt me anymore,” I said.



Then she was with me, her lips on my brow, then a cooler, damp towel pressed down over my eyes. The weight of her body at my side, her warmth close by, her breath against my neck. It all pushed back the ache little by little.



My Showstopper fired the miners, and filled in the hole in my head they had so callously left behind with a kiss. It lingered, her warm lips resting just above the towel. Then another, and another to my cheeks. Her head came to rest on my barrel, one foreleg thrown over me like a blanket. It was enough to lay next to her as we hadn’t in so long.



“We can’t do this, Showy,” I told her after the pain faded enough for me to feel anything but rage.



“I’m not,” she replied. “You need me here, right now. So, I’m here.”



Any objections I tried to come up with fell away as her breathing slowed to match mine.



I drifted away as the pain slowed to a trickle.



“I love you.”



My little jewel.








Beep. Beep.



I opened my eyes, squinting against the glare.



White walls. White curtains. White floor, and white ceiling.



Even the bed was white, as was the small machine humming along at its side, emitting the faint beep.



Luna stepped out from behind the bed-curtain, her dark blue coat and mane standing out like a blueberry stain on my mother’s freshly laundered tablecloth. She hurt to look at, and her very presence set the room to wavering.



“Hello, Sapphire.”



I groaned. “Please tell me this isn’t another one of the dreams about my mother.”



“No.” Luna’s hooves shattered the dreamscape as she walked, dispelling the world around us until only the bed and a desk remained. “There will be no more dreams of your mother, unless they are of your own making.”



For a long moment, as the words wormed their way through my frozen thoughts, I stared at her, mouth agape. Thought connected to words. “How dare you intrude on my dreams! How dare you let that woman shove herself on me! I want nothing to do with her, Princess Luna.”



Blue eyes glittered in her patrician face. “Dare? I dared nothing, Sapphire Shores. How dare you accuse me of violating your will! I would never do such a thing!” She towered above me, her mane a wild lash of violent blues and radiant stars. “What I did was stand aside as your mother pleaded to be let go, to wander my realm unfettered. What I did was watch a mother expend the last of her life trying to apologize to her daughter. Nothing more.”



I held my ground even as her voice boomed through me.



“She did not know what she did. She only knew that she had to find some way to get you to accept that she was truly sorry for what she had done to you.” Luna shrank again, but her eyes were no less hard. “I tried to convince her to let it go, to go back to her body. That link faded nights ago, and the last of her self drifted away this morning.”



“Then… she really is dead?”



Luna dipped her head once, slowly.



“I can’t say I’m sorry to hear that. There’s nothing I want to remember her by.”



“Nothing?”



The bed and the desk vanished as Luna stamped a hoof, and I was standing in my old room, back in Canterlot. I stood in front of the mirror, an ice-cream cone strapped to my head, tears rolling down my cheeks. But I didn’t stand in front of the mirror. And yet… I saw myself again, and I knew when that had been.



I felt a shift, and I was torn free. Luna stood next to me, and my young self bawled as she battered the cone from her head and trampled it to dust and crumbs. My eyes hurt with a young child’s pain of rejection.



“The unicorn fillies made fun of me for being a mudpony,” I told Luna, hearing my voice creak as I watched myself curl up under a comforter. “They always made fun of me. Relentlessly. My mother… she comes in now.”



And I watched from without as my mother burst in, eyes wide, a scowl on her face that lightened as soon as she saw me on the bed. She took a moment that I didn’t remember to stamp on the remains of the cone, before crawling into bed with me to hold me.



She said nothing. She only held me until I poked my head out.



“T-they made me wear it!” I mouthed the words along with my younger self. They were the words of my childhood. “They said it was the only way they would let me play games with them!”



“My little jewel,” my mother cooed. “Those other ponies aren’t worth your time. Tell you what. I’ll take you out for a treat later, okay? Joe just opened a new restaurant over on Bridle Street. It’s not good for you. At all. I thought you might like that.”



I stepped into the scene, reaching out to touch my mother’s cheek. It was as warm and solid as I recalled as my young self’s tiny hoof reached up for a hug.



“There’s nothing you want to remember?” Luna looked down at me, blue eyes distant as she looked into my soul. “Nothing you wished to say?”



“Why did she have to change?”



In answer, Luna turned away and walked through the wall of my bedroom. The scene dissolved around me as my younger self clung to my mother, and I ran face-first into a wall.



No, I had been thrown into a wall. Or ran. I shook myself off and stood up to face my tormentors. Three unicorns stood around me, their horns glittering. One tugged on my tail again. The one to my right slapped at my foreleg with a branch.



I stamped on the branch, pulling it free of the other filly’s weak magic, and spun to present my hooves to the face of the one tweaking my tail. I connected soundly with a crack and cry, the impact jolting up both my legs.



Twin gasps sounded from my right, and I launched myself at their leader, Silvermane. She shrieked as I tackled her, both fore hooves planting on her ears, pinning her head to the ground.



“Leave me alone!” I roared, full in her face.



I had a moment to savor the look of sweet terror mixed with agony as I ground my hooves against the rough pavement before I was ripped away from her.



“Sapphire Cartwheel Shores!” 



Abruptly, I was standing outside myself, breathing hard. The bullies fled, one limping with a foreleg held to her chest, Silvermane with her head hanging at an odd angle. Blood spattered the pavement where my hooves had pressed her ears into it.



My stomach heaved, and I stumbled to my knees as adrenaline left me weak, and the violence, and my joy at delivering it pounded at me.



“Young lady, what were you thinking?” My mother held me above the ground, her face… she was afraid, I saw. I remembered that day, clearly. She had been angry at me. Furious.



But she was also afraid.



“I wanted them to leave me alone,” I said an instant before my young self repeated them.



“You could have been hurt!”



“I wasn’t! I hurt them! I wanted to hurt them.” I swung at my mother. “Let me go! I need to make sure they don’t hurt me anymore!” I swung at her again.



“Stop.” I looked up at Luna. “Stop it.”



“I’m not controlling this memory. You are.”



“My little jewel,” my mother wept as she sat, drawing me into her forelegs. “You can’t hit everyone who—”



I hit her. I felt it in my right hoof again as if I had just done it, and I watched my young self run after the three bullies, only to be caught seconds later. My mother hauled me home, wordless.



I paced ahead of her, watching her as I had not remembered. I watched the quivering fear give way to tight-jawed determination, and then to loose-featured resignation.



“That wasn’t the first time I’d gotten into a fight with those fillies,” I told Luna. “It was the first time I was winning. Every time, my mother would lecture me about how it would make her look like a bad mother if I kept fighting. Always about her. Her her her.”



“I see.” She stamped her hoof, and the scene shattered before my mother had dragged me all the way home.



“You can’t keep doing this, Sapphire. You’ll get hurt. And it’ll only make things worse for you at school.”



“I don’t care! I hate them!” I glared up at my mother. What did she know about being bullied? She was a unicorn. She belonged. I was just a stupid mudpony. 



She didn’t reply as she finished wrapping the bruise on my ankle, kissed it, and laid it back on the bed. For a long time, she just sat there, stroking my mane and looking out over nothing.



“Do you love me?”



“Yes.” I stretched out my injured leg and tried to pull her in close. She resisted, shaking her head. “Don’t you love me, too?”



“Yes, my little jewel. I love you so much.” Her hoof never stopped stroking my neck. “But you’re hurting me. Every time you get into a fight, it hurts me. I wish you would come to me for help before you started fighting.”



“But dad says I should stand up for myself. Fight back.”



The hoof stopped. “Your father is a very smart stallion, but he doesn’t know what fillies are like to each other, Sapphire. You fighting back won’t solve anything. It will make it worse, and worse, and worse. Ignore them. That’s the worst thing you can do to them. Ignore it. Come to me, and I’ll take care of it.”



“But—”



“Do you love me?”



“Yes, but—”



“Then do it because you love me. I don’t want to get hurt watching you get hurt.”



I stumbled, shaking my head. “Is it always like that?”



“It’s your memory. I am simply striking the right strings at the right time to bring them back. No more, and no less.” Luna smiled thinly, and nodded back at the scene unfolding.



My mother paced back and forth in her room, her eyes red and puffy, her cheeks streaked with the remains of tears already shed. She stopped in front of the mirror, staring at herself.



She paced away again, and back. She went to the closet and threw it open. Her sob clawed at my throat. The closet was half-empty. My mother, the orderly neat nick, and there were gaps in her closet.



From the distance of age and years, I saw them as holes in her life.



“Where’s daddy?”



My voice came from behind me. The closet slammed closed.



“Gone, jewel. Gone. He left us.” She kicked a hindleg at the door, her hoof punching clean through the thin wood. “For that mare!” Her hoof slammed into the door again, and again, and again.



She collapsed.



I turned to see myself staring, wide-eyed at her, and then I was gone.



“Please don’t ever leave me, Sapphire.”



I waited around the corner, I knew. It was after the big fight, after I had sent a filly to the hospital, and caused another to get stitches in her ears. They had fought the night before, loud and violently. It hadn’t been the first time. My mother usually won. She had won that time, too. 



“They fought over me a lot,” I said. “My dad wanted me to stand up, and he was proud I had done… what I did. My mother was ashamed of me, I’d always thought. I thought she was ashamed that I was a rowdy mudpony.”



“Was she?”



“Why am I still here? So what if there’s things I remember that are… that…” I set my jaw against the ache in my throat. “She wanted me to do what she wanted me to do, not what I wanted to do, and she tried to use everything in her arsenal to get me to do it. Including using her own child’s love against her! What kind of mother does that?”



Luna didn’t answer with words. She stamped her hoof again.



“I don’t care what you thought you were doing! It’s not right! Whatever your father said, he’s gone, and for the better. You’re grounded.”



“I hate you.” The words tore themselves from my throat before I could take them back. I cringed away from myself, and who I had been. I glared the words up at Luna.



She looked coolly back at me, then returned her attention to the scene. Unwilling, I did, too.



“Hate me! I don’t care. I’m doing this for your own good!”



“My good? You just want to drag me down to be like you! Do you want to know why he left you? Do you? It’s because you don’t care about anything except how the world looks at you. He told me himself. I’m happy for him. At least he’s with someone who cares about him! I wish I was her daughter!”



“You’re my daughter, and you will listen to me as long as you are under this roof. I will not have a child who fights, and carouses, and thinks she’s above everypony else just because she’s stronger than everypony else. You are becoming a bully, Sapphire. Is that what you want?”



My hoof rang with the remembered ache, the stunned shock on her face. Blood trickled from her lip, and tears welled in her eyes. I had struck my mother. I had hurt her. I hadn’t cared.



She’d said the truth. She’d dared to tell me the truth of things. I saw, again and again, her love for me turn aside, even as I cried in the future, watching what I had done.



I stared at her for long minutes as she sobbed, my conviction fading. I tried to go to her.



She pushed me away, feeble next to my strength. I tried to pull her closer. Then she hit me. Lightly, but it hurt all out of proportion to the strength of the blow. I reeled away, feeling the anger and hurt again flowing from my younger self to me as three sharp-edged words severed me out of her life.



“Get out. Now.”



There were tears in her eyes, still, as I left, slamming the door closed. I heard her wail, thinly, as if through a door, and saw her collapse on the floor even as my teenaged self galloped down the street.



Luna set her hoof to my shoulder, drawing me back from the nightmare.



We were back in the hospital room.



“I was wrong.” I looked up at her. “How could I have been so wrong?”



Her look said nothing to me, and held neither the contempt I felt for myself, or the condemnation I wanted from her. 



“This is all that remains of your mother, here. I preserved it, as best I could, without changing anything.” She nodded at the wastepaper bin by the desk. “It was the most I could do for her without overstepping certain rules. I hope you can find the answers here.”



I reached for the topmost ball of paper, and it unfurled in my hooves.



Dear Sapphire,








The funeral was held on a cloudy day. Showstopper had cleared my schedule and booked no less than five fake tickets to other cities before we travelled in disguise to the small Canterlot cemetery where she would be interred.



She stayed with me the whole time, doing more than she needed to, as always. I’m afraid that I was little more than a piece of luggage. I had all of her letters in my mind. It was too much to comprehend. She had really loved me.



I hated Luna for days. And then I cried. And then I scheduled a train ticket to Canterlot.



I’m glad I went.



We were the only two ponies who came, aside from Princess Luna and the bearers.



I hoped she would know, somehow, that I didn’t hate her anymore.
      

      
   
      The Ten Second Game


      

      
      
         The sleepover was winding down. It had been a great time, Pinkie always made sure of that, but there were some parts of a sleepover that Pinkie just wasn't very good at. A conversation of looks between Twilight, Rarity, Applejack, Fluttershy, and Rainbow Dash over the last bowl of popcorn agreed that it would be time for bed in a half an hour or so, so they'd better get a move on. 



“Guess it’s time for bed now!” Twilight announced.



“Yup!” Applejack agreed. “Boy, I sure am beat.”



“I’m not quite tired yet,” Fluttershy said, then she started as Rainbow poked her with a wing. “Um… but I’m very glad we’re getting to bed early.”



“Goody!” Pinkie said, bouncing as all of her theatrically yawning friends started towards Twilight’s bedroom. “Sleepover bedtime is the best!”



“Now, Pinkie.” Rarity put a hoof on Pinkie’s shoulder as she floated her sleep mask beside her. “You must calm down. You know we need our beauty sleep.” 



“Being calm doesn’t mean you can’t have fun,” Pinkie pointed out.



“Sleeping usually means you can’t have fun,” Rainbow said, rolling her eyes.



The six beds had been set up in Twilight’s bedroom, and all six ponies crawled into their individual places, tucking themselves under covers. After some rustling and arranging themselves, they all said their goodnights.



“Goodnight!” Twilight said last, as she turned out the light.



Five ponies silently counted to ten in the darkness.



“Twilight?” Pinke said, on cue.



“Yes, Pinkie?”



“Who raised the sun before the unicorns learned magic?”



“There are a lot of theories about that, Pinkie. They’d take a long time to go over, but the best guess is that the world had a primordial magic field that did it, and that magic was absorbed by ponies. It explains how ponies evolved without magic, and also were the magic ponies have now came from.”



“Oh. Okay.” Pinkie went quiet again, and her five friends started counting to themselves.



… eight, nine, ten.



“Twilight?”



“Yes, Pinkie?”



“How did ponies get cutie marks?”



“It was a magical adaptation sometime after they developed, or absorbed pony magic. Some of the evidence indicates that earth ponies developed them first, and though the generations they spread to unicorns and pegasi and even zebras.”



“Why not griffons?”



“It’s genetics. On the rare occasions griffons have bred with ponies, they don’t have the right genes to attach to the genes for pony magic, including cutie marks.”



“Okay.”



One, two, three, four, five, six--



“Pinkie Pie?” Rainbow’s voice cut into everypony’s mental timer.



“Yes, Dashie?”



“Why do you ask questions exactly every ten seconds when we’re going to sleep?”



“Because that’s how long it takes me to think of another question.”



After a pause, Rainbow started, “You think of questions exactly--” 



“Twilight?”



Twilight gave a heavy sigh. “Yes, Pinkie?”



“What happens to ponies when they die?”



“Their bodies decay and become nutrients for other living things through food, and their magic is absorbed back into the earth. From there it flows through the plants and animals and air, and can be gathered in other ponies.”



“O--” Pinkie started to say, but a chorus of voices cut in: 



“Hold up there. That ain’t all of it.”



“Yeah, that’s not what I heard.”



“That does sound rather morbid.”





“It’s death, Rarity,” Twilight pointed out. “Of course it’s morbid. It’s part of the definition of morbid.”



Rarity gave a sniff. “Yes, but one should hope that nature could arrange something more elegant.”



“It’s very elegant! Every part of a pony, down to the smallest molecule, is eventually repurposed as something else that allows another plant or animal or pony to live. Nothing goes to waste, we’re all a part of each other in a great circle of--”



Applejack snorted. “Horse apples.” 



“Well, those are part of it, too, when they rot,” Twilight admitted.



“No, you said everythin’ turns into somethin’ else. What about souls?”



“Well, they don’t exist.”



“Says who?” Applejack challenged. 



“Nopony has to say it. They aren’t there.”



“That don’t mean nothin’.”



“It does mean something, AJ.” Twilight shifted to sit up in bed. “It means they are not present in a pony, and things which are not present in a pony are not part of a pony.” 



“You grew a couple extra limbs ya’ didn’t start out with. You sayin’ that makes sense, but a part ya’ can’t see doesn’t?”



“That’s different. That’s magic.” 



“Whatever ya’ say.”



“It is different!” Twilight insisted. “If you were able to look at the subthaumic signatures and destiny markers, you could explain exactly the magic flow that turned me into a princess or made this castle grow.”



“Uh, you were looking for months and couldn’t even figure out how to open the magic box, let alone what it did or that it might grow a magic castle,” Rainbow said. 



“Well, that’s because you can’t actually see destiny markers and subthaumic particles.”



“Cause they ain’t there?” Applejack asked, her smirk audible. 



“No, because--” Twilight huffed. “You know what? Fine. So what happens to your ‘soul,’ you guys?”



“It goes to heaven,” Applejack said plainly. “It’s up in the sky. And ponies all live on clouds and play harps.”



“So… Cloudsdale,” Twilight said, her voice flat.



“Yeah, try playing a harp in Cloudsdale.,” Rainbow suggested. “You’ll get your tail handed to you.” 



“It ain’t Cloudsdale, it’s higher up. Higher than pegasi can fly. And they got houses made of crystal, and all the ponies you loved’ll be there with ya’.”



“Wow, Twilight,” Pinkie chirped. “I’ve never heard a pony roll her eyes before!”



“I’m just putting together a theory that Heaven is also completely undetectable by any means, and that why all of our studies of the atmosphere and space haven’t seen anything like it.”



“Well if it’s full of souls, don’t that just make sense? I mean, who’d wanna take up space keepin’ a bunch of souls in someplace they’d be in the way?”



“She’s rolling her eyes again,” Pinkie offered.



“She can roll her eyes all she wants. I know it’s there, and it’s real peaceful--”



“Maybe earth pony and unicorn heaven is peaceful,” Rainbow scoffed. “Not the part pegasi go to.”



“Pegasi got their own part of heaven?” Applejack asked, sounding uncertain. 



“Yeah we do! And it’s awesome! There’s a big hall for brave pegasi warriors, and the cider flows in a river down the middle, and they all practice fighting each other!”



“If they’re dead, why’re they practicin’ fightin’?”



Rainbow’s voice started low and conspiratorial, “For when the giant, planet-eating monster comes to end the world!” She finished, pouncing to the end of her bed with a squeak of mattress springs.



Fluttershy squeaked and threw her blanket over her head.



“Oh come on!” Twilight said. “You scared Fluttershy.”



“Don’t worry, ‘Shy. We’ve got a while.”



“It’s okay.” Fluttershy’s voice was muffled by the blanket, but became more clear as she peeked out. “I was just startled. I… don’t really believe that. Not anymore.”



Twilight sighed. “Good. At least one of my friends--”



“Tree Hugger taught me about reincarnation,” Fluttershy added.



There was a soft smack.



“Twilight, you really shouldn’t hit your face that hard,” Pinkie suggested.



“It feels good,” Twilight said through her hoof.



“What’s reincarnation?” Rainbow asked.





“Oh, it where your soul goes to another pony or creature when you die, so you’re reborn with a fresh start to try to be the best version of you that you can be,” Fluttershy said in a sunshiney voice.



“So… you’re saying I could be reborn as a dragon or something?” Rainbow asked.



Fluttershy hesitated. “Well… yes. If in this life you were exactly the right amount good… or bad, maybe?”



“Sign me up for that one!”



“So who’s gonna fight that planet eatin’ monster y’all are waitin’ for?”



“If I do the dragon thing first, then I could die and then go to pegasus Heaven and fight the monster as a dragon.”



Twilight groaned. “That’s not how it works! If you’re going to believe in some kind of afterlife, you don’t get to pick it like a-- a vacation spot!”



“How would you know? You didn’t even know about souls,” Rainbow pointed out. 



“Twilight is right,” offered Rarity. “Whatever there is after we die, if there is something, it’s unlikely we can change it. Therefore it’s pointless to waste time on guessing, and it’s most important to use our time alive to assure that we’re remembered fondly by future generations.”



Rainbow flopped back on her bed. “Been there, done that, got my cutie mark.”



“I reckon we all done a bit that Equestria’s gonna remember for a while.”



“Besides, Twilight will be alive for a long, long time! She’ll remind everypony,” Pinkie said. 



“Maybe that’s why she doesn’t want there to be an afterlife. She feels left out,” Rainbow suggested.



“Immortal doesn’t mean invulnerable,” Twilight pointed out. “I’m not going to die of natural causes, and I have some pretty strong magic, but there are things in the world that can kill me. Chances are I’ll die eventually. And when I do, I’ll decay just like everything else.”



“Well, I hope you’re wrong, sugarcube.”



“That’s because it’s hard to face the idea that you really only have a finite amount of time--”



“Nah, it’s ‘cause I’d like to see my ma and pa again.” Applejack cut in. “I didn't even have my cutie mark when they died, I never really got to know ‘em.”



The six were silent for a moment. Applejack shifted to a more comfortable position and fluffed her pillow, feeling that she’d said her piece. Fluttershy and Rarity hoped that Twilight wouldn’t press such a sensitive issue. Rainbow Dash was working out tactics for a phalanx of pegasi warriors and a fully grown dragon. Pinkie Pie had started counting to herself, and Twilight was having a mental battle, which one side finally won. 



“AJ…” Twilight started in a low, unsure voice.



“Um… Twilight…” Fluttershy spoke up. “Maybe we should stop talking about this.”



There was a long pause, then Twilight took a deep breath and went on, trying to show compassion in her voice as she said, “AJ, just because it would be nice is no reason to believe something that isn’t true. You know that.”



“You know I do, Twi,” Applejack said. “You show me it ain’t true, and I’ll stop believein’.”



Twilight sighed. “You’re the one making the fantastic claim, you need to show--”



Applejack broke in. “I don’t gotta show nothin’, ‘cause I ain’t tryin’ to prove nothin’ to you. Pinkie asked what happens after a pony dies, and since not a one of has been dead--” 



“Um… I think we’ve all been dead.” 



“Since none of us has been dead that we remember,” Applejack went on, “none of us knows. You’re the only one here who thinks everypony else oughta think like she does, so shouldn’t you be the one who’s gotta prove it?”



There was silence in the dark room.



Twilight thought about how to respond. Her certainty in fact -- the only reason she couldn’t prove it was that Applejack’s assertion practically included the fact that it was unprovable -- crashed against a strange realization: it wasn’t that her friends wanted to believe their theories, even if they were lies. They all knew better than that, especially Applejack. But they had no reason to want to know the truth, either. It wouldn’t change anything for them, it wouldn’t make them feel better. They were happy making up stories, then shrugging and saying that nopony really knows. The idea was utterly alien to Twilight, and she struggled to understand--  



“Nine… TEN! Applejack wins! She stumped Twilight!” Pinkie bounced on her bed, the mattress squeaking.



“Wait, this is a game?” Rainbow shouted.



“Well, duh! I mean, we play it every time we have a sleepover, right? That’s why we go to bed an hour early!”



There was silence for ten seconds, and then all at once five pillows flew out of the darkness to hit Pinkie.


      

      
   
      Balloons


      

      
      
         White Tail Woods was usually quiet in the middle of summer. Over the next few months, the leaves would turn vivid shades of red and orange and brown, and ponies from all over would come and gaze at their beauty until the Running of the Leaves heralded the coming of winter. But right now, Pinkie Pie was content with the monochromatic green leaves wafting in the gentle summer breeze.



She had just arrived at her destination, a clearing off the side of the road. Soft grass grew in patches between large spots of trodden dirt. She looked up at the sky—not a single cloud to be seen. Branches of trees formed a brown halo at the fringes of her vision. Out the corner of her eye, she saw a few letters carved onto one of them, but she could not quite make out what it said. The letters appeared to have been scrawled in by a colt or filly whose penmanship was not yet developed.



She took in a deep breath, and the smell of wildflowers filled her nostrils.



With her was a small red wagon, borrowed from the Cutie Mark Crusaders. It held a box of assorted uninflated balloons, a long spool of light-blue ribbon, a cannister of helium, some picnic materials, and a small notebook. She took the notebook out and flipped to its first page, a checklist of the rest of the wagon.



As much as Rainbow Dash liked to tease Twilight for making checklists for everything, Pinkie found it to be an excellent way of tracking things. Especially after last year, of course, where she had forgotten the helium and had to go back for it. (By the time she came back, the wood’s birds had gotten into her snacks.)



This was the day of the year—the day in the exact middle of summer, to be precise—that Pinkie Pie had her “Friends Forever Party,” as she called it. Every year, Pinkie Pie would come to White Tail Woods and release dozens of balloons into the sky—one for each friend that was, for some reason or another, no longer an aspect of her day-to-day life. Some moved away, and some passed away. A few came back and some of them left again, but most of these friends didn’t return—or at least, they hadn’t yet. She remembered them all the same, and she cherished every one of them.



She riffled through the wagon’s contents one more time to make absolutely certain that she had everything she needed with her. They were, and Pinkie nodded.



With everything in place and ready to go, Pinkie flipped to the next page of her notebook. Five ponies’ names were scrawled across the top in hoofwriting similar to the carving on the branches, but Pinkie could read her own age-five writing—Mom, Dad, Marble, Limestone, and Maud. Beneath their names was some scrawling about them, and a family photo was haphazardly pasted underneath. It was only natural that her family would be the first entries in her notebook.



Her first year doing this was messy and poorly planned, doing it from the balcony of the Cakes’ place. Five stringless balloons flew into the air unceremoniously, one at a time, and angered the weather ponies that were meticulously arranging clouds for a visit from the princess. Mr. and Mrs. Cake apologized profusely to them on her behalf, but Pinkie felt guilty about it all the same.



Pinkie shrugged with a smile as she filled up a balloon. “Live and learn, I guess,” she said, not that there was anyone to listen.



Once the balloon was inflated, she tied it off with the ribbon, cut the ribbon, and fastened it to the wagon handle. “Dad,” she said, knotting the string. “Stoic but kind. About as expressive as Maud, which is probably where she gets it from. Likes igneous rocks and geodes. Dislikes rock weevils.”



She moved onto another balloon. “Mom, occasionally excitable. She says I send her too many letters, but she secretly likes it when I do. Likes cherry pie. Dislikes it when I play loud music in the attic at three in the morning and everypony is trying to sleep.”



And one by one, Pinkie inflated the balloons and tied them to her wagon while reading off the names in her notebook. “Mary Mule. Moved to Manehattan. Orangeshine. Liked pears, disliked oranges. Arborcrest. Whereabouts unknown.”



The balloons in her box slowly dwindled.








The sun was on its way down when Pinkie Pie finished with everypony in her notebook. She peered into her box. “Just one balloon left?” She shrugged. “I’ll save it for next year, I guess.”



She had laid out a blanket and was eating her cupcakes when an old stallion called out from down the road.



“Hey!” he shouted. “Pinkie Pie! Is that you?”



Her ears perked, and she looked up.



As expected, an old stallion was walking up the path from the direction of Ponyville. His neck was craned down and his face was marked with lines of age. He wore an old wool sweater, and the hairs of his beard rolled down to his chest. Behind him was a wagon of his own, holding all sorts of personal belongings.



He bore a bright smile. “Pinkie, it is you!”



“Mr. Olive?” Pinkie stood up and trotted over to him with a smile just as bright. “Oh, hey! What are you doing all the way out here?”



“I could ask you the same question!” said Mr. Olive. He looked towards the clearing, glimpsing a peek of the many balloons, poking just ever so slightly into his view. “You having some kind of party with your friends or something?”



Pinkie nodded. “Kind of. Sort of. Definitely ‘or something.’ ” She motioned towards the clearing and walked back to it. The stallion followed, pulling his own wagon along.



Pinkie Pie knew Mr. Olive from when she lived back at the rock farm. Mr. Olive was a friend of her father’s. She knew him as the owner of that pasta restaurant in Ponyville across the street from the park, and she also knew him as the stallion that her father would sometimes go out with on Saturday nights and the reason her mother would yell at her father on Sunday mornings, not that he would be able to respond. Pinkie went to his restaurant many times over the years, and he often enlisted her as help when he needed to host birthdays, wedding receptions, hoofball league victory parties, or anything of the sort.



Upon entering the clearing, Mr. Olive looked around and saw only the wagon, the balloons, and a half-eaten cupcake. He looked around some more.



“So-o-o,” he said. “Where’s everypony else? Where are your friends?”



Pinkie opened her notebook and showed it to him. “They’re all right here.”



Mr. Olive gave a bemused look. “I, uh… I don’t quite think I follow. You got pictures of your friends, like, uh… What’s that say? ‘Adcavnap’?”



Pinkie chuckled sheepishly. “Flickerwisp. She lives in Mustangia. And yeah—here in this clearing, it’s just me. Or if there’s anypony else around here, they’re here, too—but as far as I know, it’s just me.” She took a quick breath, then shouted, “HEY, IS ANYPONY OUT HERE?”



Her only reply was a sudden flurry of wings in the trees. Mr. Olive, on the other hand, was accustomed to Pinkie’s sudden outbursts.



She continued. “Oh well. I’m having throwing a Friends Forever Party for all the friends who I don’t get to see often anymore.”



Pinkie explained to him that she did this every year. He nodded along.



“And that’s why”—she pointed to the balloons—“I have three hundred and sixty-six balloons tied to this wagon.”



“And the cupcakes? It looks like you have enough to feed six of you.”



Pinkie took the rest of her cupcake, still on the blanket, and gulped it down. “It isn’t much. I might finish them all on the way home. Speaking of which, you want one? They’re delicious!” She took another cupcake from the wagon and offered it to him. “I baked them this morning.”



“Heh. Sure, thanks.” He took it and chewed it slowly. “Mmm, red velvet. My favorite.”



Pinkie grinned. “Glad to hear it.”



“Though, you know,” said Mr. Olive, “Why don’t you consider inviting all of your friends here? You know, like kind of an annual get together sort of thing.”



“I wanted to, but I quickly learned that inviting lots and lots of to one thing when they’re all really far away is really hard to plan. I tried it once, and nopony could make it. Not even my sisters.” She sighed. “They’re all busy with their own things now. I see some of them every now again for different things, but most of them…” She looked at the photo of Flickerwisp in the notebook. “To be honest, it’s been years since I last heard from Flickerwisp. Getting ten ponies together is hard enough—more than three hundred? Not gonna happen, no matter how much I want it to.”



She took a quick breath. “Anyway, that’s enough about me. What are you doing all the way out here?” She peered over his shoulder. “And what’s with that wagon?”



Mr. Olive looked down at the ground. “Well, Pinkie, I’m afraid you might have to be adding me to that notebook of yours.”



Pinkie pulled out another cupcake. “Oh. Well, that’s unfortunate, but—wait, what?!”



He let his eyes wander about the clearing and took a long, drawn out sigh. “I’m getting old, Pinkie. Gonna move to Mustangia. My daughter lives there, and she just had kids a few months ago. Figure this old coot can look after them some time.”



“Oh, Mr. Oli-i-ive…”



He sighed again. “I know, I know, I should’ve told you. I told your dad and all, and I figured the news would pass onto you, but I guess it didn’t go through, or something. Didn’t mean for you to find out as I was leaving town, but it’s a good thing we ran into each other like this, isn’t it?”



“Yeah. Yeah! This is a good thing. And not just us running into each other, either. I mean this! You! You’re going onto a new part of your life, with new ponies. And pony babies! They’re a real hoofful, I can tell you that. I babysit all the time! But yeah. This is good.”



He nodded. “It is. Heh! You’ve made it sound more exciting than I anticipated it to be, if I’m gonna be frank.”



Pinkie shuffled about. “Can… Can I tell you a story, Mr. Olive?”



He blinked. “Hm? Yeah, of course.”



She took a deep breath. “When I was a little filly, I told Mom and Dad that I wanted to be a party planner when I grew up. So I went to Mr. and Mrs. Cake’s place, Sugarcube Corner. The Cakes were old friends of ours, so they agreed to take me in for training as a pastry chef. A party pony’s always got to know her baking, you know.



“On the night before I left, though, they decided to throw me one last party. It was really cool, too—I didn’t even see it coming. And me! I can smell frosting from a mile away! It was great. We had music and dancing, punch and cake, balloons and streamers and so much fun. We never got to stay up that late. Dad had to wake me up so I didn’t miss my train the next morning.



“He came with me to the station that day. When I went to wave goodbye, he took a pink balloon that he was hiding his bag. He shouted, ‘Don’t forget about us, now!’ And he let go. The balloon floated into the air, freely blowing in the breeze, tied to nothing. It might come down one day, back home, or here, or somewhere else—I don’t know. I thought that was like us. Ponies’re gonna go where they’re gonna go. That’s what these balloons are for.”



Mr. Olive stood still.



Pinkie leaned in. “Mr. Olive? Are—”



Without warning, he burst into uproarious laughter. “Ha ha! You really are the best party pony, aren’t you? Ah, that’s too touching. Ah, my heart… Your father needs to hear about this. Think I’ll write him once I get to Mustangia.”



Pinkie giggled. “Oh, he already knows. He thinks it’s silly, but he’ll be glad to hear it from you.”



He looked down at his watch. “Ah, it’s late. I really need to get going. Gotta make it to the next town while the sun’s still up. You shouldn’t be out too late, either—”



Before he could finish, Pinkie gave Mr. Olive a hug.



“Heh heh. Same as you were when you were little, eh? You’re a good kid, Pinkie.”



“I guess so, huh?” she said, rubbing her eye.



A short silence and the chirping of birds.



“Mr. Olive?”



“Yes, Pinkie?”



“Do you think we’ll ever see each other again?”



“Maybe, one day. And hey, if I ever see that friend of yours—Flickerwisp, was it?—I’ll tell her you said hi.”



Pinkie smiled. “Thanks, Mr. Olive.”



“No problem,” said Mr. Olive. “Have a good one, Pinkie.” And just like that, he was gone.



Pinkie Pie opened her notebook to a new page and folded its corner. She would have to add a new entry to it when she got home. But for now, she grabbed the last balloon out of its box, blew it up, and tied it to the wagon along with the rest.



“Mr. Olive,” she said. “Dad’s old friend, moving to Mustangia to retire. Loves his family.”



And that was it. She was done.



With a single tug of her hoof, Pinkie released all of the balloons from the wagon, letting them float up and up into the sky, out of sight, going whichever way the wind would take them.
      

      
   
      At the Riverside


      

      
      
         “So, a pony walks into a bar…”



Twilight Sparkle flopped forward onto the table, her eyes closed, and sandwiched her nose between her forelegs. “Rainbow Dash, do you really have to do this? That’s just not my kind of humor.”



She didn’t listen for an answer, if Dash had even heard her. Something about being uncool or rolling her eyes. It never changed. But as Twilight waited, the joke didn’t continue, nor did she hear the low chuckling that usually sounded while Dash let everypony anticipate the punchline. When she peeked, Dash was just staring at the wall.



All her other friends kept on with their individual conversations, the words jetting to and fro past Twilight’s ears. If even they’d all tuned Dash out…



“Refill, ma’am?”



Twilight blinked and peered up at the waitress. “Huh?” she said, her mouth gaping.



“Another drink?” The waitress leaned in front of her and reached for the empty glass.



“Uh… yeah.” Twilight stifled a yawn and flicked her hoof toward it.



“Screwdriver, right?”



“Uh-huh. But—” Twilight scrunched up her face “—a little weaker this time. That tasted around eight percent vodka. Could you shoot more for three or so?” Midway through the waitress’s nod: “Tell you what—just make it orange juice. No ice.”



Whatever waves of conversation had isolated Applejack with Pinkie Pie and Rarity with Fluttershy had died down, and they all tossed their ante of words into the table’s pot. “Feelin’ any better yet?” Applejack asked.



“Yeah. Not like it was a big deal or anything. Heh.” Rainbow shrugged, but she wobbled a little in her seat. “That’s gonna be a cool scar anyway,” she said, tracing a hoof over the line of stitches on her side.



“The point of stitches is that they don’t leave a scar,” Rarity said with a swirl of her wine glass.



“Really?” Rainbow scraped the edge of a hoof over one.



“Leave those alone!” Twilight said, letting out a sharp sigh, but Rainbow just shrugged again and slurped at her straw, the last traces of her drink rattling around in the bottom.



Dash pounded a hoof on the table and looked past Twilight. “Another moonshine!”



“Um…” the waitress said as she set down Twilight’s orange juice.



Twilight leaned over to her and whispered, “Yeah, bring her another water. We need to keep her hydrated.” She glanced up—“And stop picking at those!” Rainbow’s eyes shot wide open, then she folded her forelegs and scowled. “Ugh! I can’t believe I let you convince me to keep our usual get-together. You should be at home resting!”



“Naw,” Rainbow answered with a wave of her hoof. “I’m feeling good. Really good.”



“That there’s the pain meds talkin’.” Applejack jabbed her cider bottle toward her.



Rainbow shook her head so hard that she nearly fell out of her chair. Yeah, Twilight needed to get her home. Two rounds was plenty on a night they should have skipped in the first place.



“Nuh-uh!” Rainbow said when she’d gotten her balance back. “I don’t need any of that stuff. I can take it.”



“You still got what they pumped you up with at the hospital,” Applejack replied, an eyebrow raising.



Rainbow stuck out her tongue. “Nuh-uh!”



“Did so!”



“Nuh-uh!”



“Did so!”



“GIrls!” Twilight held up her forehooves. “For goodness’ sake, Rainbow Dash, you cracked a rib!” The waitress swept in behind Dash and slid another glass in front of her. “Now drink your ‘moonshine,’ and then you’re going home!”



“Yeah, get that through your thick skull!” Applejack barked.



Rainbow growled back, “I’ll thick your skull!”



“What the hay does that even mean?”



“I… I dunno. Shut up.”



Enough of those two. If anything, she’d expected to hear—“Pinkie, why are you so quiet?”



Pinkie swirled her straw around in her daiquiri and gave a huge lopsided grin. “Well, when the cake’s done, you don’t put it back in the oven, silly!”



What in the world? “Huh?” Twilight shook her head—Pinkie had her mouth open to start into some wild-goose chase of an explanation. “Just give me the short version, please.”



She smiled a little too big. “I don’t need to tell jokes when Dashie’s already in stitches!”



What was it again that Dash was going to say about a pony walking into a bar? It might be preferable.



“So, dear,” Rarity said, “you were quite lucky you didn’t get hurt ten times worse. What were you even doing?”



“Tryin’ a triple-backflip, quadruple somersault… somethin’. I dunno. I prob’ly wrote it down somewhere. Heh.” She nearly fell out of her chair again and caught herself on the armrest. “Heh heh.”



Twilight rolled her eyes. “Alright. Drink up, then let’s go.”



On her second try, Rainbow corralled her glass and took a long pull. “Tastes kinda weak, but I’m getting a good buzz anyway.”



“Pain meds,” Applejack said through her cough.



“Whatever.” Dash picked up her glass again and didn’t come up for air until it was half empty. “Heh heh. Pain means nothin’. He was even waiting for me this time, but I still cheated him. He’ll never get me.”



Twilight cocked her head. “Who?”



Rainbow puffed her chest out. “Death.”



“Y-you’ve seen Death?” Fluttershy mumbled from between Rarity and Pinkie. She peered over an immense martini glass with all manner of plastic palm trees, paper umbrellas, and toothpicks with chunks of fruit protruding every which way. Rarity covered her eyes and shook her head. “What? I think it’s pretty, and my animals like all the little toys.”



Pinkie patted her hoof. “It’s okay. You’re being really festive, and I’m really proud of you.”



Still, Fluttershy sank down until her nose had disappeared below the table’s edge. “Oh. Well… um… what did you think of her?”



Dash stared at her reflection in the tabletop and blinked hard.



“Dash?”



“Huh?”



Twilight tapped her on the shoulder. “Fluttershy was just asking about Death. You said you saw her.”



“Her? Pfff. Naw, him. I don’t know if I’ve ever gone through a practice session without him watching. He’s a big fan.”



“I… I guess it can be hard to tell,” Fluttershy said. “I just assumed it was a she.”



“The deep voice kinda gives it away.”





Fluttershy gasped. “He talks to you?”



“Sure. He cheers me on, tells me what awesome tricks I do. And he chases me sometimes.” Dash smirked and leaned forward, as if into the wind. “He can never quite catch me. Says he lets me win, but I don’t believe him for a minute. He’s real wiry, like skinny, but you just know he’s strong. Wears a black flight suit with awesome flame graphics on it, and he’s always got lightning sparkin’ in his eyes.”



“You sure that’s not just your childhood imaginary friend?” Applejack said, a twinkle in her eye. Like those two needed to start another argument.



Rainbow balled up a napkin and threw it at her. “No. He’s cool. Actually, he’s the one who gave me the idea to try the Rainboom. I mean, the first time I did it was by accident, but I’d been practicing.”



“Why would he want you to get hurt?” Rarity asked. “Sounds rather boorish, and in my—”



“He doesn’t try to get me killed!” Dash said, clicking her tongue. “In fact, he said he’d do anything he could to keep that from happening. You know all those times I just barely avoided a head-on or pulled up right before plowing into the ground? That was usually him, givin’ me a little bump.”



And Twilight didn’t like the smirk on Applejack’s face. “Oh, so you admit to cheatin’?”



Rainbow’s smile was a perfect match. “Cheating Death, yeah.”



“Ooooooooh!” Pinkie said. “Sorry, Applejack. I gotta give that one to her. You walked into it.”



While Applejack rolled her eyes, Dash folded her hooves in her lap. “He’s… never scared me,” she said quietly. “I’ve always thought of him as a friend.”



“Me too,” Fluttershy said, “except… she didn’t look like that at all.”



“When have you ever been in danger of dyin’, sugarcube?” Applejack tilted her hat back and scratched her head.



Fluttershy hunched her shoulders up and peered at the heavy iron light fixtures overhead. “Eep.”



“Boy, is she the wrong pony to ask that,” Dash said with a snort. “She always thinks she’s about to die.”



“Yes, but… well, not me,” Fluttershy replied. “She comes around when one of my little critters passes on.”





Rainbow squinted at her. “Say what now? She?”



With a nod, Fluttershy finally raised her head back above the table. “Yes. I think so, at least. She acts so much like a mother that she must be. She’s very big, very wooly, so you can’t see her face, like… well, a lot like one of the yaks. She never says a word, but she lets the little ones climb in her fur, all cozy and warm. Then she carries them off.”



“But if she hasn’t come for you, why would you see her?” Rarity said before draining the last sip of wine from her glass.



“I think she appreciates what I do. Just like I appreciate what she does.” Fluttershy hugged her forelegs to her chest and sighed. “None of the animals are ever frightened of her. I help them up on her if they have trouble, then she lets me scratch behind her ears. Sometimes she’ll accept a carrot or an apple.”



“That don’t sound much like a yak,” Applejack said with a glance at Pinkie, who shook her head vigorously. Not one Twilight had ever met, either.



“No, she has horns, but short, twisty ones. And tusks. But she’s so gentle, much more than you’d think by looking at her. Once, she even stayed to warm up by the fire on a cold day, and I got to snuggle with her. She’s very soft, and her fur smells like cedar, and I just loved sitting with her. I think—” she blushed “—I even fell asleep for a little while.”



When nopony spoke for a few seconds, Pinkie tossed back the last of her daiquiri. “Wow,” she said. “That’s different.”



“I just worry that she gets lonely. But I consider her a good friend,” Fluttershy replied.



Applejack scratched her head. “Well, I only seen him once, but he didn’t look anything like that.”



Twilight’s gaze shot over to her. As far as she knew, Applejack hadn’t ever told anypony else about that, but here she was, bringing it up so casually in front of the rest of them.



“The night Ma and Pa passed, I thought I heard something out in the yard, so I leaned out the window.” Her hoof shook, but only a little. Twilight would have reached for it, but knowing Applejack, she’d want to do this alone. “He was a big stallion, and just as neighborly as you could ever want. Teddy bear type, real strong, but the only way he’d ever hurt you is by huggin’ you too hard. First thing he did was promise them that all us young ’uns would be taken care of.”



For once, Dash didn’t have a smart comeback. Not that the painkillers would give her the best shot at one, but… they enjoyed their banter. They really did, and they knew when to drop it. Twilight gave Applejack a warm smile and a faint nod.



“He… he told them they were joinin’ the biggest family of all. Didn’t matter whether they were Apples or Oranges or Pies or whatever. All ponies are family. All of ’em.” She reached up as if to take her hat off, but settled for rubbing her nose.



“Said everypony was eager to meet ’em again, and they had a big feast ready. Thing is, he didn’t need to say it that loud. He knew I was there. And… everythin’ was okay. I dunno why, but I never felt so peaceful-like before. Not since, either. For one night, it was okay.”



And Rarity did reach for her hoof. Applejack let her take it. “Darling, you’ve never told us that before. I didn’t know.”



Applejack nodded and smiled. “Don’t know if I count him a friend or not. Hard to say, when I’ve only met him once, or… I guess not at all. But it meant a lot that he did that for them, and that he’ll do the same for me someday.”



“Thank you for sharing that,” Rarity said. She reached for her glass, finding it empty, and shoved it away again. “I only met him once myself, though it certainly felt longer than that.”



With a glance at Dash, who seemed to be sitting up alright still, Twilight smiled at Rarity. She’d heard this tale before, too, but Rarity hadn’t kept it secret like Applejack. They’d probably all heard it before.



“That day,” Rarity continued, “at the Best Young Fliers event—my wings burned up in the sun, and, of course, I fell. But I suddenly found myself walking down a tree-lined boulevard, hoof in hoof with the most exquisite stallion. Perfectly groomed, wearing the finest suit, and escorting me toward a gleaming white palace at the road’s end. He had the most infectious smile, and I had no choice but to mirror it.”



The memory must have stirred something in her—she had on a curious little grin, and she twirled a tress of mane with her hoof. “Such a gentlestallion! He afforded me every respect, a ‘madam’ here and a ‘milady’ there. He didn’t inquire my name, instead waiting until I had provided it voluntarily. I needn’t ask his first—I already knew it. We strolled in the sun, but no matter how far we walked, the palace never drew nearer.”



Rarity no longer met Applejack’s gaze and peered at the burgundy dregs at the bottom of her glass. “I asked him why. ‘My good lady Rarity,’ he said in reply, ‘We simply have not finished preparing a place for you yet. Fear not, for the delay will not seem so troublesome. I promise you that. I am afraid that it is simply not the proper time yet. And when that time does come, it would be my honor to lead you.’ He executed the most gracious bow, and before I could respond, I found myself back in Cloudsdale.” She shook her head and pursed her lips. “Wondering if it all had been the product of a terror-stricken mind.”



Twilight sat up straighter—Rarity hadn’t volunteered that last part before. “What made you decide it had really happened?”



“Oh, I don’t know,” Rarity said, flicking a hoof and stifling a sniffle. “Because it seemed to last for hours? How could I have experienced all that in a fraction of a second? Or maybe because of its vividness. In any case, I know I have a friend who will make the journey with me.”



Dash had slumped to the side, like she might fall asleep at any moment, so… better wrap things up then. She still had some of her juice left, though, and… that gave her an idea. She flagged the waitress down. “Do you have prune juice?”



“Sure!”



“Shh!” Twilight whispered. “Can you bring me a half glass?”



“No problem,” she said and was gone.



Twilight sat there, tapping a hoof against her chair until she noticed Applejack staring at her.



“Havin’ issues, sugarcube?” she said with more than a hint of smile.



Applejack had better still be in the mood to let things between her and Dash drop right now. “Common side effect of the pain medication.” She angled her head toward Rainbow. “I figured it wouldn’t hurt.” And, thank goodness, Applejack’s smile faded.



After a minute of silence, all eyes had turned to Pinkie. “What?” she said.



“Well, ain’t you got a story, too?” Applejack asked.



“No, not me,” Pinkie answered.



“Oh…” Twilight said. Rainbow’s eyelids had started drooping lower and lower, though, so—



“Except for the week I spent with her and Granny Pie.”



“Make this quick,” Twilight whispered out of the corner of her mouth.



With a nod, Pinkie said, “Not much to tell anyway, She was an old mare who came to visit my Granny Pie every day near the end, and she’d just sit there in a chair next to the bed, cackling over all the jokes and stories Granny told. All day long, laugh laugh laugh, and into the night, too. Until the last day of the week, the old mare finally said something.” Pinkie leaned forward, a glint in her eye. And Fluttershy ducked below the table again. Long seconds passed, and still Pinkie grinned.



“Well?” Applejack said.



“Oh, you wanted to know what she said?” Pinkie asked.



“Yes!” everypony else said together. Except Dash, whose eyes had drifted shut.



Pinkie shrugged, and everypony groaned. Except Dash. “I don’t know. But Granny started laughing, harder than I’d ever heard her before. Then they got up and left together. I shouted after them, and I asked her what she’d said to my Granny. She said she’d told the funniest joke in the universe, and when my time came around, I’d get to hear it, too, from a friend!”



A quiet chuckle, and Twilight mouthed a thank you to Pinkie. Then the waitress had come back with their bills and set the prune juice on the table. Twilight pushed it in front of Rainbow.



“Wha? Huh?” Rainbow Dash jerked upright in her seat to see everypony looking down their tabs. “Oh, uh… five moonshines, right? Lemme see…” she said as she dug into her saddlebag.



“It’s alright, Dash. I have you covered. But drink this.” Twilight poked the glass.



“What is it?”



“It’s uh… some kind of shot. Just drink it.”



With a shrug, Rainbow tossed it back, and when she saw everypony standing to leave, she staggered to her hooves. But only a few paces into following Twilight to the door, she stopped. “Hold on. Gotta pee.”



So they all stood in the doorway, awkwardly making room for other patrons entering and leaving. “You girls go on,” Twilight said. “I should stay with her. Don’t worry—I’ll make sure she gets home okay.”



They all said their good-byes, and oddly enough for a bar, when Twilight got to the bathroom, only Dash was in there. “Say,” Rainbow said as she emerged from the stall, “you never told a story.”



“Oh, you heard those?”



Rainbow nodded. “Yeah. So how ’bout it? You ever see Death?”



While Rainbow washed her hooves, Twilight stood by, silent. “No,” she finally said. “Can’t say I have.”








The cool night breeze tousled Twilight’s mane as she stood on the balcony outside her bedroom, looking over Ponyville. Only a thin crescent moon shone down tonight, so a subdued glitter reflected off her castle’s crystalline walls. Even in the silence, she could sense a presence beside her.



“Hello,” Twilight said.



The filly nodded and stood on her hind legs to see over the balustrade. “I found your discussion interesting tonight.”



“Oh, you heard that?” Not that they’d said anything bad, but if Twilight had known, she might have paid more attention to her choice of words.



The filly nodded again. “More like a vague impression. I know when ponies talk about me, but I do not hear the actual words.”



They’d spoken many times before, usually at erratic intervals. Much more so since Twilight became a princess, though. “Rarity and Applejack had told me their experiences already, though I think Applejack hadn’t taken it as quite so real until tonight. She’d only spoken to me about it. I’m proud of her for trusting her friends like that.”



“She is both correct and incorrect.”



“I’d never heard Rainbow Dash, Fluttershy, or Pinkie Pie tell theirs before. I agree—an interesting discussion.” Twilight finally turned to the filly—at least she assumed such, but sure enough, she looked the same as Twilight had remembered: black with a gray mane and no cutie mark.



“What do you think about them?”



Twilight held a hoof to her lips. “Do you know how they see you?”



“Yes. Images are stronger than words for me. I know how I appear to them.”



“That makes it sound like you don’t control it,” Twilight said. She’d considered the possibility before, but then why—?



“I do not. Ponies see what they wish to see when it involves crossing that particular river to the far side. Applejack wants family. Rainbow Dash wants a friendly rival. Rarity craves decorum, Fluttershy kindness to her animals, and Pinkie Pie humor.”



For a second time, Twilight gazed at the filly. “Then what do I want that makes you appear like this?”



“You seek the truth. There is a kernel of truth to all of them, but you wish to see it in full.”



“Truth?” Twilight nearly laughed. “How is this truth?” she said, patting the filly on the head.



“You know better than to make assumptions based on appearances,” the filly said, at last turning to look at Twilight directly with her icy-toned eyes.



A valid point. Not that it helped Twilight understand. “You’re not a filly, though. I know that. Why would I see you as one?”



“There are many aspects to a filly beyond age and size. Perhaps this is closer to how I perceive myself. I do not know—you are the one who wished to see the truth. It is up to you to interpret it.”



A spark shot through Twilight’s mind, and she gaped at her visitor. “Innocence,” she said simply. The filly shrugged, but she couldn’t hide her trace of a smile. “Even before you returned—I didn’t realize it at the time, but this is the only part of you that was truly free then. Free from corruption, free from confinement—”



“Perhaps you have found your truth.”



“One of them, anyway.” Twilight smiled back. “I’ll work on the rest later. One other thing I know about you is that nothing is ever quite that simple.” That drew a chuckle from the filly. Twilight didn’t think she’d ever heard her laugh before. “You must have heard them all say how they consider you a friend.”



The filly actually grinned. Apparently, this would be a night of many firsts. But with a sigh, she stepped back from the balustrade. “Alas, I must take my leave.”



“More business?”



“Yes, but not of the final kind. Not tonight.”



Twilight nodded and glanced up at the moon, but when she looked back, the filly had gone. Still… she knew when ponies talked about her.



“Good night, Princess Luna,” she said, then turned to walk inside.
      

      
   
      Summer Island


      

      
      
         Scootaloo glances through the crowd of ponies on the pier. It’s a churning, shifting mosaic-ocean of faces, mane colors, and voices. 



The Manehattan Air Dock might not be as big or fancy as the one in Cloudsdale, but it was certainly every bit as busy. Or maybe even more so. After all, if you take the same number of ponies and put them into a smaller space, haven’t you made it busier? Or maybe it only feels busier.



It’s an annoying train of thought. Scoots abandons it.



Here, it’s easy to let her mind wander, almost as if she could just turn off her brain and let the murmuring din of the crowd do the thinking for her. She gets a bit of this conversation and a bit of the next one: he said and she said, and so on, and so on.



Not now, Scoots. She clears her head with a quick shake. Focus.



Leaning out over the railing of the Selena, she casts her gaze into the sea of faces on the pier once more, fishing for a familiar one. There’s a white-coated pony to her left (is it her?), but no, it’s a stallion heading towards some big, fancy zeppelin. He’s a fat pony—huffing and puffing, sweating and swearing at the summer heat as if it had singled him out for torment. Scootaloo rolls her eyes at how he stumbles on the gangplank as he tries to board.



Again, she glances through the crowd, and she’s just about to give up and let herself doze off again when she sees a snow-white figure near the back of the Docks. Scootaloo squints—and yes—it’s her! For a moment, she doubts herself, but then she catches a glimpse of the alabaster mare’s cutie mark: a familiar trio of musical notes. Pushing aside her anxiety, she throws both hooves in the air.



Sweetie Belle see her through the bustling crowd. She’s still there in the back, hesitantly inspecting the other boats and their captains, no doubt looking for the Selena.



Gotta get her attention.



“Hey! Hey, over here!” she yells, leaning over the Selena’s railing.



A few long moments pass before Sweetie Belle happens to glance her way. When she does, Scoots flails a hoof wildly in the air. She can see the exact moment Sweetie recognizes her; the unicorn’s form perks up and she turns herself on a dime.



Satisfied, Scootaloo let herself back down and pants from the exertion. She’s embarrassed by how out of breath she is, but Sweetie Belle will take a few minutes to make her way through the crowd, so she has a little time to recover.



Scootaloo hops from her ship to the dock just as Sweetie Belle comes into sight from behind a passing tour group.



Stars, she’s looks just like her sister.



Two sparkling emeralds for eyes, framed by cheekbones so delicate that they could be made from porcelain. Her face is sleek and graceful, almost celestial. Billowing curls of pink and mauve hair cascade down unto her slender shoulders.



“Scootaloo?” she asks with a liquidly musical voice that bears equal parts anxiety and bewilderment.



Scoots leaps up and forwards and throws both hooves around Sweetie Belle’s head and pulls her in. Her bulky flight jacket makes it a bit difficult, but Scootaloo finds an angle that works. Sweetie Belle’s fur is soft and warm, and Scootaloo rubs her cheek into the crook of her small, princessly shoulder.



“Oh my Celestia, Sweetie Belle, it’s been ages! You look amazing!”



“Scoots—! I… I can’t—” gasps out Sweetie Belle, as she repeatedly and desperately taps Scoot’s shoulder.



Scootaloo turns to see what’s wrong, and then she notices how the top of her jacket’s thick, stiff collar was wedged underneath Sweetie’s chin, up against her throat.



“Oh, oh, I’m sorry!” she says, releasing her hold. For the next few panicked moments, she doesn’t know what to do.



But as Sweetie catches her breath, her gasps and coughs gradually give way to scratchy, whooping laughter.



“Oh my goodness,” the unicorn manages between breaths. “Talk about an adrenaline rush! Ha ha, you haven’t changed one bit, ‘Loo.”



Sweetie Belle finally straightens and takes her first good look at Scootaloo. Her eyes widen ever so slightly, and suddenly Scoots is very self-conscious.



“Ha, I think I might have spoken too soon.” Sweetie giggles. “You look amazing, Scootaloo.”



Scoots’ eyes skirt downwards, and she blushes as she tries to figure out just what’s gotten into Sweetie Belle. Her flight jacket’s the same as when they last met. Her mane’s a bit longer, though; she can twirl it around her hoof, now. Her coat’s a bit more sun-bleached, but, hey, that’s what happens when you’re out on an air boat all the time. That, and the bit of lean muscle she’s put on—sailing’s tough work, after all.



Okay, so maybe I do look a little different.



“Heh, Selena hasn’t changed at all, though.”



Scootaloo realizes that Sweetie Belle isn’t looking at her anymore. Instead, she’s walking alongside Selena, gazing at the ship from the top of its lifting balloon to the bottom of it hull. There’s a lopsided smile on Sweetie Belle’s lips and she takes in the sight of the majestic airship.



Scootaloo smiles. Her boat is sleek and strong and sexy, and she’s proud of it. Sweetie Belle runs a hoof along the gliding curve of its port side, and Scoots knows that she can see it too—the hot spirit and fire in Selena’s soul. Scootaloo loves every inch of her forty feet of hull, and it makes her grin fiercely.



“Yeah,” Scootaloo replies, “she’s a heck of a ship.”



Sweetie Belle giggles. “What does her name mean, again?”



“It’s the old Pegasopolian word for ‘Luna.’”



“Huh, yeah. I’ve always thought that was a little weird.” says Sweetie, with a furrowed brow.



Scoots shruggs. “Well, can’t change the name of a boat, you know. It’s bad luck. Besides, I think it fits her.”



“Yeah,” she replies after a moment. “I guess it does.”



“Well, she and I are more than ready to take you for a ride.” Scoots glances around the dock. “Where are your bags, anyway?”



A little frown etches itself unto Sweetie Belle’s face. “I wanted to travel light, this time. I didn’t like the idea of baggage weighing me down, where I’m going.”



“Okay,” says Scootaloo, with an understanding nod. “Speaking of which, your letter didn’t really specifically say where it was that you needed to go. You’re gonna have to tell me before we leave in case I have to make preparations or all that.”



Immediately, Sweetie’s ears drops, and she bites her lower lip.



“Well…” she said with a fake-as-can-be chuckle. “This is going to sound pretty weird, okay?”



“What do you mean, Sweetie?” Scootaloo tilts her head.



“I think…” She trails off. Then Sweetie Belle shivers, as if steeling herself. “I want you to take me somewhere far. I… don’t really care that much about the specifics. Just, somewhere with ponies, but they need to be all by themselves, you know?”



“I don’t understand.” Scootaloo shakes her head. “Somewhere far? What’s going on, Sweetie?”



“I mean,” says Sweetie, “I just want to be somewhere else, you know? Somewhere that’s not Canterlot, or Manehattan, or Filly. Somewhere that’s not like Equestria. Do you know someplace that’s like that?”



“Yeah, but this is, like, something I’ve never done before, and it’s kinda freaking me out. Are you alright, Sweetie?”



The mare shuffled her hooves.



“Yeah, I’m fine,” she says, almost noncommittally. “I just need to be somewhere else, right now, I think.”



Something isn’t right. Scootaloo twirls a hoof through her mane. With a pang in her heart, she suddenly regrets not keeping tabs on her friends as much as she should have during her trips. Maybe that way, she would know what the hell was going on with Sweetie.



This is really, really not okay, I think.



But the way Sweetie’s standing there—so brave but so helpless—twists Scoot’s insides all up. There was something not right, and she was going to figure it out.



Besides, I can’t just leave her here, can I?



Scootaloo swallows.



“I know a place,” she says, and Sweetie Belle’s eyes light up. “It’s called Summer Island, and it’s about a week or two of smooth sailing straight east. There’s a little kelping village there called Lorelay that I’ve been to a few times. The ponies there are real nice.”



“Kelping?” The unicorn’s snout wrinkled. “Like seaweed?”



“Yeah, it’s actually not half bad. A little salty, but it’s getting more popular. They opened up a place downtown that’s been getting good business, I hear.” Scootaloo shrugged. “Anyways, the folks in Lorelay have got this trading thing going on with the local seaponies. Gems and fruit for stuff like pearls and coral and kelp.”



“Seaponies?” Sweetie deadpanned. With a huff she turned her back. “Look, you don’t need to make fun of me. You could have just told me that you didn’t know a place.”



What?



“What?”



“Yeah, make up some place with kelp and seaponies.” Her voice becomes hoarse, and starts to waver. “Real darn subtle, Scoots.”



“What? No, no, Sweetie!” Scootaloo throws both hooves out and shakes them in surrender. Seaponies are real! I’m not—I wouldn’t do that to you!”



Sweetie turns her head back to Scootaloo, but she still doesn’t seem convinced.



“Seaponies?” She squints her eyes and studies Scoots’ face for any sign of deception. “Like in the fairytale books? Those seaponies?”



“Well, no, they’re not exactly like in the books. B-But those are just kids’ stories you know? You can’t exactly take them word for word!”



“But… seaponies?” Sweetie Belle’s eyes darted from side to side. “Really? Like 'shoo-be-doo' and everything?”



Scootaloo shrugged. “They like to sing, what can I say?”



A moment or two passed with Sweetie Belle still on the fence about it all.



“Look,” said Scoots, “You can write a letter to Twilight about it. She and I went and visited some of them, like, four or five months ago. I mean, you can get it from her that seaponies are real…” Scootaloo points to her boat. “…or you could just come with me, and I’ll show you.”



Sweetie Belle glances around the dock and back the way she came. Then she fixes her eyes with Scoots’.



“Okay, let’s go.”



“Awesome!” Scootaloo hugs Sweetie, before letting her go and motioning towards Selena. “I just got stocked up on supplies for the trip, so we can leave whenever you’re ready.”



“How about right now?”



Scootaloo blinks. Then she grins. “Hop right on, then.”



Sweetie nods. As Scootaloo starts undoing the mooring that kept Selena held to the pier, Sweetie takes one tentative step, and then another unto the ship’s gently swaying deck.



“Oh, there’s one thing I forgot to mention,” says Scootaloo through a mouthful of rope. “Lorelay’s a bit, well, out in the middle of nowhere. It’s like the nineties over there; they don’t have radios or anything like that. It’s got a real retro feel to it, ya know what I mean? Might take a few to get used to it.”



“That actually sounds perfect.”



Scootaloo undoes the last rope and leaps unto the deck. “Cool beans. Let’s get in the air.”



Climbing unto the ship, Scootaloo gets behind the wheel and throws open the throttle. Selena’s balloon fills with a hiss, and the entire airship gradually rises up out of its place on the Docks. Scootaloo glances up and around for other ships, but they’re clear. The Selena starts to pick up speed along its ascent.



Scootaloo leans over and sees Sweetie Belle at the bow of the ship, holding the railing at peaking over the front. It’s probably a darned breathtaking sight, seeing the Docks below them, with all the ships and blimps rising and falling from it.



Scootaloo checks the altimeter; they’re high enough now. The smell of the sea below them fades and the wind gains a biting edge. With a turn of the throttle, the hiss of gas flowing into the balloon ceases. When their ascent has slowed to a stop, Scootaloo releases the winch that has kept the sails rolled up at the top of the mast. A sound almost like thunder echoes across the empty skies as the main sail whips open and is slammed full-on by the an east wind.



“We’re tacking! Remember how it goes?” Scoots calls out. “Watch your head!”



Sweetie gives a nod of acknowledgement and carefully watches the boom.



Then Scootaloo turns the ship into the wind. The sail swings around, and Sweetie ducks beneath the wooden beam of the boom as it turns across the deck.



When the turn is complete, the mainsail now hangs over the right side of the boat, with the wind on their left. It pushes them almost due southeast. Scoots check the map and adjusts their course a little. The wind’s blowing the wrong way, so they’re not entirely on track. They’ll have to tack again and head northeast for a while if this eastern wind keeps up for long.



No biggie, thinks Scootaloo as she grasps the wheel.



It’s so much quieter now, compared to the Manehattan Docks. There’s only the shuffle of wind and the creak of wood, and the great big empty expanse of the skies. Scootaloo feels the motion of the ship in her hooves, in the little turbulent tugs on the wheel and on her face as the wind kisses her cheeks while it dances by them.



In that moment, all was well and right in the entire world.








Three days go by with hardly a word exchanged between the two. Sweetie Belle would spend most of each day sitting out on the stern, watching the ocean below them or the clouds above them, while Scootaloo worked the wheel behind her.



Every once in a while, Sweetie would turn back and look at Scoots and give her an odd, peaceful little smile. When this happens, Scootaloo doesn’t know what to do, so she just smiles back and waves from her spot all the way at the back of Selena. So far, it seems to be the right thing to do—Sweetie Belle would nod and turn back towards the skies or the sea.



On the evening of the fourth day, there’s a good westerly wind, so Scootaloo ties up the wheel to hold course and takes a seat by Sweetie’s side.



“Hey, ‘Belle. Whatcha thinking about?”



“I don’t know, ‘Loo.” Sweetie sighs, and her breath hangs foggily in the air.



It’s crisply cold up here, but Scootaloo has her well-worn flight jacket to keep the chill out. Sweetie Belle is wrapped in an blanket Scoots found in the room below deck. It’s old and blue and smells of mothballs.



 Sweetie Belle is fiddling with something in her hooves. When Scootaloo leans over, she sees that it’s a flat little stone, with a crude faded painting of a caped filly on it. Scootaloo’s eyes widen, and a smile splits her face.



“Is that your CMC graduation medal? How the heck do you still have that thing? I lost mine years ago!”



Sweetie’s eyes twinkle, and she says, “Twilight showed me how to keep it in a little slipspace pocket. She calls it a magical knapsack. Mine isn’t big enough to hold much—just this and a few other keepsakes.”



“Wow, that’s pretty useful.” Sweetie studies the decade-old stone again. “Ha, that’s such a blast from the past, y’know? I almost forgot about how we made those.”



Sweetie nodded.



“Have you seen Applebloom recently?” she asks.



“Yeah, um…” Scootaloo taps her chin as she thinks. “We went to the Gala together last year, and the summer afterwards we spent cider season together. It was how I ran into Twilight for that seapony trip, actually.”



“Seaponies,” says Sweetie Belle, and she blows a raspberry. “I still can’t get over that.”



“Ha, I bet you’ll still be saying that when they’re right in front of you.”



“Yeah, I will.” Sweetie Belle tosses her head to the side with faux haughtiness. “Not gonna believe a word you say until I shake hooves with a flipper.”



“Won’t that be a sight to see.” Scoots smiles and gazes upwards. The sun is setting behind them, so the very first stars of the night were lighting up in the skies in front of them.



“Scoots?”



“Yeah, Sweetie?”



“Do you ever miss Ponyville?”



“I don’t know.” Scootaloo squirmed in her seat a little. “I think I miss the ponies more than the actual place, you know?”



“Ah, that’s not what I meant…” Frustration creeps into Sweetie Belle’s dulcet voice. “I mean, do you miss when we lived in Ponyville?”



“You mean when we were fillies?” Scootaloo chuckles at a few memories that come up. “I guess I do. We had a heckuva lotta fun, didn’t we?”



“Yeah, I guess we did.”



Sweetie Belle’s staring up at a big, twinkling star that’s almost directly in front of them. Their half of the sky is almost completely dark, now. Scootaloo turns back and sees the last light of the sun tip-toeing down the horizon and out of sight. The silver-white edge of the moon is just starting to reveal itself from under the other side of the sky’s dome. As if recognizing her namesake, Selena gives a gentle creak of wood and rocks slowly from side to side in the wind.



“I’ve been thinking about Ponyville a lot, lately.” Sweetie’s voice breaks the stillness of the dark. “I spent so much time trying to figure out who I was and what I was going to be, you know? Crusading and stuff—it was like trying take just a tiny little piece of what the world was all about and squishing it down into our heads and making it a part of us. Like we were trying to understand all that. You know what I mean?”



“I think I do.” Scotaloo shrugs, but she doesn’t know if Sweetie Belle saw it.



“I was so desperate to figure out my entire life.” Sweetie Belle pauses, as if she were trying to pick her words. “But now I look back, even with my cutie mark and everything, and sometimes I think that I knew more about the world when I was in Ponyville than I do now.”



Scootaloo doesn’t know what to say. It doesn’t matter, because after just a moment, Sweetie Belle opens her mouth again.



“Sometimes I think that maybe the whole world was just easier to understand back then, and it’s just gotten worse and worse. I know it sounds dumb, but it feels like that. And sometimes I think the world’s gotten so bad that it isn’t worth waking up in the mornings. Sometimes I think that it’s all downhill from here—that I’ll never feel anything new again.” Sweetie turns the rock in her hooves over and over. “Dumb, I know.”



“It’s not dumb, Sweetie.” Scootaloo shakes her head. “You’re not dumb.”



Half a smile works its way unto Sweetie’s face. Encouraged, Scootaloo continues.



“And it’s not all downhill from here, either. I mean, didn’t you just put out a new album? I hear it’s been selling like candy. That’s gotta feel good, huh?”



Sweetie’s smile vanishes.



Oh, shoot, what did I say?



“Yeah, it did feel good, for a while.” Sweetie’s playing with that rock again, letting it fall from one hoof into the other. “Then I listened to it, like, the whole thing, from start to finish all in one go. And I realized that it didn’t make me happy. I mean, it did a little, but not as much as when I used to sing with Fluttershy, or even as much as listening to you when were singing for that dumb little talent show thing we did back in school. I liked remembering those things more than I liked listening to that stupid album.



“And then it started playing on the damn radio, and then ponies started telling me how good it was, how it was the best thing the industry has seen since Sapphire Shores. What a bunch of baloney!”



With a flick of her horn, the painted rock in her hooves vanishes in into green sparkles. In the brief flash of light, Scootaloo can swear that she saw twinkling teardrops on Sweetie’s face, reflecting the jade glow of her magic.



“I feel like a sham.”



Sweetie Belle’s voice doesn’t sound like a crying pony’s.



Did I imagine it?



“Maybe the real Sweetie Belle died, and I’m just a ghost, or a changeling, or something.” Sweetie rests her head on Selena’s railing. “I get these nightmares sometimes. They’re about me forgetting myself, and everypony else trying to remind me who I am. Sometimes I wake up yelling, and sometimes I like them.”



“Sweetie Belle, I…” Scootaloo says. She wraps a hoof around the unicorn’s thin shoulder. “Sweetie, I didn’t know.”



Sweetie Belle shakes her head and whipes her eyes with a hoof.



“Oh gosh, Scootaloo,” she says, “I didn’t mean to make you sad. It’s not your fault, ‘Loo. I shouldn’t have said anything. I’m sorry, I’m being dumb again.”



“No, you’re not.” Scootaloo hugs her tighter. “You’re just… I didn’t know it was like this.”



“No, it isn’t ‘like that,’” Sweetie insists. “Look, just forget everything I said. It was just some absent-minded garbage. I’m just probably tired. Not used to sleeping on a moving boat, you know.”



“Sweetie—”



“Don’t. Just please, don’t worry about me.” Sweetie Belle gets up, and Scootaloo’s arm falls limply from around her neck.



“Okay,” says Scootaloo. “I won’t, if that’s what you want.” She smiles to prove it.



“Thank you,” says Sweetie Belle. She pulls Scootaloo into another hug. “Thanks for understanding me, ‘Loo.”



Sweetie Belle picks up her mothy blanket and makes her way back down below deck for the night, leaving Scootaloo alone at the stern. The pegasus watches the moon’s slow journey across a river of stars for a long time. When she’s just about to start dozing off, she pulls herself unto her hooves and follows Sweetie down below deck, where her cot’s waiting.








The next morning, Scootaloo wakes up, and she can feel it.



She climbs out from below deck and is greeted by the sun shining from its spot on the horizon. The Selena is pointed almost straight towards it, so Scootaloo shades her eyes and blinks away the spots in her vision.



Sweetie Belle’s already in her spot at the prow, and the sun behind her makes her fur and mane glimmer golden. Scootaloo smiles and gives her a wave.



During the night, the wind had shifted to the southwest. Scootaloo turns and faces it—and then she feels it again.



Scoots unzips her heavy flight vest, and it falls to the deck with a muffled whump. She spreads her wings into the wind, catching every minute change in its texture.



The wind and her pegasus gut tells her that there’s a storm coming. She can see it in her minds eye, now: it’s a big, angry animal that’s sprinting to them from the other side of the horizon. She feels the discharge of distant lightning, the howling of approaching winds, the patter of the coming rain.



“Storm’s coming,” she says as she pulls her vest back on. “Should be here in a couple of hours. It’s a pretty big one, too.”



Sweetie Belle blanched.



“Is there anything I can do?” she says.



“Yeah, could you go below and put away anything that could fall or rock around, especially those jars of dragonflame in the cabinet. I’ll take care of things up above deck.” Scootaloo gave a reassuring smile. “It’s your first storm at sea, isn’t it?”



“Yeah, I guess.”



“Well,” says Scoots, “you probably should stay in your cot. Sit upright in a corner; it’ll help a bit. It’s a fast-moving storm, so it should be out of our hair after an hour. Just ride it out, ‘Belle, you’ll be fine.”



Sweetie nods.



“Okay, I think I’ll go ahead and head down. No point in me getting in your way up here.” Sweetie steps across the deck climbs into the trapdoor.



When she’s gone, Scootaloo starts the process of getting Selena storm-ready. She pulls the sails down to half-mast and gives them enough rope to hang limply. Then she rolls ‘em up against the mast and ties them in place with rope. It takes the better part of the hour to put away the each of the sails on the main-mast and the foremast.



Stepping back behind the wheel, Scootaloo checks the pneumatics. The dial is a bit closer to the red than she’d like, and it might even climb a bit during the storm.



Oh well, it’s not like I have enough time to vent and cycle it before the wind starts kicking up. It’ll hold this time.



Her ear flicks when she hears a distant crack of thunder and its rumbling echo. The storm’s almost on them, now. 



Scootaloo quickly and carefully inspects Selena’s rudders and ailerons, and she spends extra time testing the airbrake. When everything checks out, she heads back behind the wheel and chokes off the throttle.



The pressure in the pipes feeding the balloon drops. Gas hisses out through the tubes and back into the storage tanks below, as the stretched fabric contracted back down.



Scoots lets the pressure bleed away until she’s at just above one atmo. Selena is now almost buoyantly neutral at sea level; she’s hanging just a couple of hundred feet above the ocean’s surface.



As a last measure against the approaching storm, Scootaloo kicks off the winch that drops a heavy drift anchor into the water below them. It’ll help hold them in place.



Just it splashes into the sea, the first raindrops start hitting Scoots’ cheeks. Working quickly, Scootaloo takes a safety line that’s tied to the mast and clips it through a carabiner on her flight vest with a triple knot. She tightens all the straps until the safety harness is snug around her torso and each of her legs. Finally, she picks up her raincoat from its spot on a peg and squirms into it as the drizzle becomes a shower, and the shower becomes a torrent.



The wind isn’t far behind the rain. It whips across the deck, throwing raindrops into Scootaloo’s face. She turns away and firmly grips the wheel. It wrenches and lurches first one way, then the other as the storm buffets Selena’s air rudders.



Scootaloo has her other hoof on the airbrake lever. It stiffens upon each battering the wind gives the pulleys and joints that connect it to the two massive sheets of heavy canvas that hang underneath the boat’s belly. They’re shaped to direct the wind away and downwards, but they’re tricky to control. Too little slack, and they won’t do any good. Too much, and they’ll fill with wind and tear right off Selena’s sides.



It’s tough work, knowing when to strain against the wheel and when ease off. The storm is big and wild; it’d be impossible for anyone to keep the ship absolutely steady, but Scootaloo can fight against the worst of the rocking.



Every few minutes, an especially bad gusts tilts the ship so far that Scootaloo needs to fight to keep from slipping across the deck.



Then a violent blast of wind comes from the portside, where she least expects it. The airbrakes are too loose—they don’t tear, but they fill with wind, and twist the ship around.



Scootaloo’s back hoof slips and she struggles for purchase. As her chin strikes the deck, her flailing forehoof wraps around the throttle by chance, and throws it wide open. The rise in pressure is immediately followed by a deafening metallic crack, like a gunshot.



Oh, hail, no.



Scootaloo scrambles back to her feet on the wet, slippery deck and throws the lever shut, but the damage is already done.



The pneumatics dial is at zero; she’s busted a valve somewhere. When she glances at the slowly falling balloon pressure gauge, her worst fear is confirmed. A gate on a feeding pipe must have given way, and the rupture has torn a hole in the balloon. Looking upwards, she can see a wildly flapping strip of cloth that came off of the balloon’s starboard side.



Scootaloo needs to work fast. She takes a length of rope and ties the wheel to the tiller, holding both of them firmly in place. After she unclips herself from the safety line, Scoots scrambles her away across the swaying deck and down the trapdoor to bellow.



“Sweetie! Sweetie Belle, I need you.”



A acid stench fills her nose.



Sweetie Belle is holding her head over the foot of her cot, a puddle of vomit on the floor below her. She’s still retching, spitting up bile and mucus. Her eyes meet Scoot’s, and tears start to brim at their corners.



“I’m sorry, Scootaloo,” she manages as she catches her breath.



“It’s fine, Sweetie.” Scootaloo steps around the puddle hugs her as the ship lurches around them. “I’ll take care of it later, but I need your help right now.”



She takes off her raincoat and her flight suit.



“We’ve busted a valve and sprung a leak in the balloon,” she says as she helps Sweetie Belle into her jacket and suit. “I’ve got enough lifting gas in storage to make up for the loss, but we gotta fix the hole right now, or else we’re gonna touch down.”



“Okay,” says Sweetie, as she adjusts the raincoat. “What do I have to do?”



“It’s pretty simple, you just gotta hold a couple of ropes for me so I can reach the hole.” Scootaloo grabs the oilcloth knapsack that holds her repair kit and throws the strap over her shoulder. “I’ll show you which ones. You’ll do fine, ‘Belle, but we kinda gotta go right now.”



Sweetie Belle nods resolutely, and follows Scoots up the ladder and out the hatch to the deck.



The moment Scootaloo opens the door, she’s drenched to the bone in rain. Blinking it out of her eyes, she leads Sweetie Belle to the mainmast and ties the safety line to her friend.



“Don’t you need one?” Sweetie yells over the rain.



“It’s not long enough,” Scootaloo replies. “Can’t reach the balloon with one on.”



“But what if you fall?”



“Trust me Sweetie, I’ve done before.” Scootaloo rubs away the water that’s running down in rivers across her nose and chin. She points to a rope that goes up the foremast. “That line there, you gotta pull it and keep it pulled until I’m done. The one over there, keep it slack until I wave at you. Then give it a few quick tugs. Got it?”



Sweetie Belle nods and grasps the ropes in her magic. “Be careful, Scoots!”



“Of course!”



Scootaloo spreads her wings and takes a short, hopping flight to the rigging. She climbs the rope until she’s at the top of the foremast. When she’s at the top, she walks along the crossbeam until she’s at the very end, right next to the far edge of the balloon.



There’s a gap between the beam and the scaffolding along the balloon’s sides. Gulping away her anxiety, she waits until the ship is in between rocks. When Selena is more or less even, she leaps across the gap and onto the swaying planks on the other side.



The wood is slippery, but she finds her footing quickly. Now it’s just a matter of shimmying across until she’s at the tear.



When she gets up next to it, she assesses the damage. It’s a bit bigger than she made it out to be on the ground, but she can still fix it relatively easily.



Careful not to breath in the fumes escaping from the torn fabric, she begins her work. Scootaloo pinches the cloth up with her teeth to let her pass a needle through it. The thick nylon thread is elastic enough to stretch with the balloon, but strong enough to hold the ends of fabric together. When the flap of cloth is back in place, she takes a heavy patch and sews it on top of the breach. She has to stop every few moments to wipe away the rain in her eyes, and it makes her work slow and frustrating.



Finally, the stitching is done. Reaching into her bag, she retrieves a jar of pitch and brushes it liberally across the patch and the surrounding seams. To finish it off, she coats it all with an oily sealant that hardens within moments of leaving its tube.



She looks down over the side of the boat. They’re less than a hundred feet from the sea, but they’re not falling anymore. Satisfied, she signals to Sweetie down on the deck, who gives three firm tugs to the starboard mooring line. The side of the balloon twists and stretches, but the repairs hold.



Thank Celestia.



Another particularly bad gust of wind reminds her that they’re not out of the woods just yet. She’ll need to hurry down and open up the auxiliary feeds to get them back up to a safer height.



Again, she shimmies across the side of the balloon and makes her way to the mast. Scootaloo hugs the swaying scaffolding, then she gets up and leaps.



When she lands, one hoof slips on the soaked wood.



Losing her balance, her head knocks down on the crossbeam. Had she the time to recover, she would be able to regain her footing, but another violent wind steals that opportunity from her.



Her other hooves slip, and now she’s falling.



She spreads her wings, but there’s almost no hope of straightening herself out in a gale like this.



Her heart sinks when she misses the deck of the Selena and hurtles over the edge, towards the ocean below.



Suddenly, an emerald glow catches her, and she’s not falling anymore. She looks, and she sees Sweetie there on the railing, horn aglow and cheeks puffed out in exertion.



The slim unicorn pulls her up to the deck with a slow, shaking grasp. Finally, Sweetie yanks her over the edge, and Scoots falls belly-first unto solid wood.



Suddenly, all the adrenaline in her blood makes her lightheaded. She sits up, leans against the railing and laughs.



“Oh my god, I was that close to buying it,” Scootaloo manages between gasping chortles. “What the hay? What in the hay just happ-”



Suddenly, there is a pair of lips on her own. Scootaloo’s eyes widen. There’s still a hint of sour in Sweetie’s mouth.



Then Sweetie Belle realizes that Scootaloo isn’t kissing back.



“Oh shit,” Sweetie says, as her face burns crimson. “I’m so sorry, oh jeez, what the hay was I thinking? Oh god ‘Loo, I didn’t mean to.”



“W-what?” Scootaloo’s mind is still reeling, and in an altogether unpleasant way.



“Oh, Celestia, I didn’t mean it!” Tears stream from Sweetie Belle’s eyes, mixing with the rain. “It’s just that you were falling, and I was so scared I thought my chest was gonna burst, an-and after all the things I said yesterday I wasn’t thinking, oh god, I wasn’t thinking at all.”



The deck lurches again.



Now is not the time to freak out, Scoots!



“Hey, hey, Sweetie! Sweetie look at me!” Scootaloo tugs Sweetie in by her raincoat. “It’s okay, and I’m okay. Just nerves, I get it. I’m not angry or upset or anything. It was just nerves.”



“Really?” Sweetie bites her lip. “It wasn’t… It isn’t…. Oh, stars.”



“It’s fine, really.” Scootaloo takes Sweetie’s hoof. “Nothing but nerves. They get to everyone, sometimes.”



“Okay,” says Sweetie Belle, but she bites her lip again.



“We can talk about it later, if you want, but you gotta get below deck again,” Scootaloo says in her firmest voice. “I need to get Selena back to a safer altitude, and this storm isn’t about to die just yet. I need my harness, and that means you gotta get back inside.”



Sweetie nods and starts peeling off the rain jacket.



For a moment, Scootaloo wanted to tell her to wait until she was down under before taking it off, but now Sweetie Belle has already taken off Scoot’s flight harness as well.



Scootaloo quickly puts her gear back on. She rushes putting on the vest and the coat; she doesn’t rush retying the safety lines. She passes her repair sack back to Sweetie before helping her make her way across the swaying ship back down through the trapdoor to the living quarters.



When Sweetie’s safe, Scoots gets herself behind the wheel again. Her pegasus senses tell her that the storm has started to wane, but only just. She’s still got a lot of work to do.








The sun is orange with age, and Scootaloo is still behind the wheel. The storm had blown itself out a while ago, but Scoots decided to stay with Selena for a few more hours, just to make sure the repairs were holding and the backup valves were still working. Everything seems good, so far.



The sails were out, and they didn’t have any tears in them. There’s not a lot of wind after a tempest like that, but there’s just enough to get them moving at a slow, easy clip.



A movement below her catches her eye; she looks down to the surface of the sea, and what she sees makes her laugh.



“Sweetie Belle!” she calls out. “Sweetie, come up quick!”



When she gets no reply, she throttles the altimeter down to the fifty-foot setting and dashes for the trapdoor.



“Sweetie, you gotta see this,” she says as she bounds down the steps.



When she gets to the bottom, she sees Sweetie Belle on her cot, fast asleep. Her mane is dry, but in shambles. The spot next to her bed where she had vomited is clean now.



Scootaloo stands there for just a moment, watching a few of her peaceful breaths.



“Hey, Sweetie Belle,” she says, shaking her gently. “Wake up, girl.”



The unicorn stirs. Her eyes flutter open, and then widen as she remembers.



“Scoots, I— Oh gosh, I didn’t mean to fall asleep.” Sweetie buries her face in her hooves. “I’m so sorry about earlier, I really wasn’t thinking straight, and I can’t believe I actually took advantage of you like that.”



“Sh sh shh!” Scootaloo shushes her with a hoof. “It’s fine; I told you I was fine, and I meant it. Just nerves, remember?”



“Yeah, I remember,” says Sweetie, “but I’m still really, really sorry about it.”



“That’s okay, but I want to show you something, Sweetie. You gotta come up above deck right now.”



“Okay,” she says. Her lips pursed together in determination. “Okay.”



Scootaloo leads her friend up the hatch and to the sunlight above.



As she glances at the horizon, Sweetie Belle asks, “Why are we so low?”



“You’ll see,” says Scoots as she takes Sweetie to that spot where she liked to sit at the front of the boat. She points a hoof over to the left. “Look!”



Sweetie squints. She doesn’t know what she’s looking at for a moment, but then her eyes widen and her mouth opens wordlessly.



There are five seaponies about a hundred yards from where they are, and they’re dancing and splashing in the water. Their bodies glisten with wetness, as they glide through the sea and leap into the air with an effortless grace that would make a Wonderbolt jealous.



So busy are they in their play that they haven’t noticed the Selena yet, as it slowly approaches them. Only when the boat is less than fifty feet away does one of the quintet notice the shadow of the vessel. She makes eye contact with the two ponies on board.



She has viridian hair, and big, piercing eyes the color of the calm sea. Her face is round and soft, almost like a foal’s. She smiles and waves to the two of them, standing there.



Sweetie Belle tentatively raises a hoof, and she waves back.



The seapony giggles, and it sounds like joy itself. She swims back to her friends, and murmurs a few words, then all of them are waving at Selena and her two passengers.



Sweetie keeps waving, too, and a smile starts to tug at her lips. She waves as Selena passes over them, and she keeps waving as they giggle and wave and splash at her from down where they are.



As Selena starts to leave them behind, a melody breaks out. It's a song about whispers, and dreams, and wishes. Their harmony sounds almost too intricate to be coming from only five voices.



Gradually, their song comes to a close, and it fades into the distance and into the waves.



Selena sails on.








“Hey, the wharf ain’t clear yet! Back that ship up!”



“Sorry, Sinker!” Scootaloo pokes her head over the side of the Selena and sheepishly waves at the stallion below. “Got a little excited, and I let off too much lifting gas. I’ll get out of your way in a sec, dockmaster!”



“Thankee, Scootaloo!” comes the shouted reply.



Scootaloo flips the throttle and turns the sails to back the Selena out of the little, one-ship pier. When she’s far enough away, she closes the throttle and let the sails go slack in the wind.



“Sinker’s a big softie.” Scootaloo says. “I mean, yeah, he’s got a bunch of scars and stories to go along with them, but he’s a real good person underneath it. You don’t even have to go digging very deep. Don’t tell him I said so, though.”



Sweetie Belle giggles into her hoof. She turns back around and surveys Summer Island again, from the top of its domed mountain to the beach beneath them. Lorelay is less than a mile down the beach, and the two of them could just make out the thatched roofs of the couple of hundred buildings that made up the little burg.



“Okay, let ‘er down now!” Sinker yells. “Slow and gentle-like, this time! This ain’t Cloudsdale cloudcrete we’ve got here, ya know!”



“Yes, dockmaster!”



The Selena slowly descends, scraping against the wooden dock just a little before coming to rest in the water surrounding the pier.



“There’s nothing quite like a wet landing,” Scootaloo smiles and puts the throttle at rest.



“Can I… Can I get off?” Sweetie asks, a barely held-in smile of anticipation on her face.



“Yeah, go ahead!” says Scoots. “I gotta put up the sails and wrap stuff up here, but you’re totally free to go. Sinker and his family live here on the docks. They’re super nice ponies, I’m sure you’ll love them!”



Sweetie Belle practically leaps over the portside and onto the pier. Her hooffalls are hesitant and uneven at first, but she gets most of her land legs back in moments. Scootaloo smiles as she and Sinker start chatting it up.



When the sails are away, and the wheel is locked, and rudder is lifted, Scootaloo climbs off the Selena and trots down the dock towards solid ground. Up where the beach ends and the meadows begin, there’s a little redbrick house with smoke coming out the chimney and the sounds of conversation from the inside.



Scootaloo knocks on the door and slowly pushes it open.



“Scoots, gal!” Sinker recognizes her from her knock. “When were ya goin’ to tell me that ye had such an interesting c’mpanion?”



Sinker, Sandy, and Aurora are sitting in the living room. Whalesong is in the kitchen, cooking a hearty-smelling soup for lunch.



“Did ye know she was a big, famous singer?” Sinker slaps his knee. “These daughters o’ mine can’t get enough o’ her. Voice like an angel, ye hear me?”



Sweetie Belle blushes and hides behind her hoof.



“Oh, I’m can’t be that good, Mr. Sinker,” she humbly insists. “I haven’t even practiced for about a month or so.”



But it’s only fuel for the fire of Sinker’s big, bearhug of a personality.



“Ye hear that?” he turns to Aurora. “She hasn’t ev’n been practicing. She sounds all ‘ngelic like this on a bad day.”



Aurora giggles, and Sweetie blushes more.



“Ah, I didn’t mean it like that!” she squeaks out, voice cracking just a little bit.



“Ha, we know, dearie,” laughs Aurora. “Don’t let me pa git to ya like that. He’ll latch right on and nev’r let go! A rabid dog he is!”



“Ye watch your mouth!” Whalesong merrily calls out from the kitchen. “That’s my husband yer callin’ rabid. Don’t think I ain’t prepared t’ defend him! I’ve got knives, girl, many knives!”



A peal of laughter overtakes Sweetie.



“Don’t worry, Whalesong,” she says, “I have it on good authority that your husband’s a real nice guy.”



Sinker turned an expression of mock betrayal to Scootaloo.



“And what do ye think yer doin’, tellin’ ponies that I’m a nice guy?” He frowns with all the authority of a coconut. “That’s my girl Sandy’s job. How do ye feel, stealin’ work form a whee little thing like her?



“Papa, I’m not a whee thing!” Sandy pushes her hoof into Sinker’s cheek. “I’ve got my mark an’ everythin’ now.”



“Yeh, that you do.” Sinker smiles at his little filly.



“It’s nice seeing all of you again,” Scootaloo makes eye contact with each of the family members. “But I gotta borrow Sweetie for a second, if you don’t mind.”



A chorus of exaggerated groans and “we do”s echoed through the living room. Scootaloo ignored them and signaled Sweetie to do the same.



When Scoots and Sweetie are alone, Scootaloo passes a bag of bits into her hands.



“I’m gonna sleep on Selena, but you probably want a bed. There’s an inn downtown, I’ll show it to you.”



“I appreciate the thought, Scoots…” says Sweetie, before she magics a bigger coinpurse from thin air. “But I brought my own money. I’m fine.”



“But—”



“No, really, I’m fine.” Sweetie glances around before continuing. “I didn’t tell you before, but I’m planning on staying here. For a while, maybe. Like, a long while. I’m not sure. Do you understand?”



Scootaloo looks into Sweetie’s eyes, and she nods.



“Yeah, I think I get it.” Scoots smiles reassuringly. “Whatever’s right for you, Sweetie.”



“Thanks.” Sweetie Belle smiles, and it’s lovely and sad at the same time.



A thought occurs to Scootaloo.



“Wait right here. I’ll be right back.”



Scoots dashes to Selena, and comes back after just a moment. She’s got her satchel with her, and she reaches in to pull out a vial of dragonfire.



“Take this,” she says. “Burn me a letter when you’re ready to come back, or if you just want to see me. I’ll come as soon as I can.”



Sweetie takes the vial in a magical grasp, and after a moment of concentration it vanishes into her knapsack with in a flash.



“Thank you, Scootaloo.”



“It’s nothing, ‘Belle.”



The two of them are content to stay there for a moment, listening to the waves and watching the sea.



“Hey, Sweetie Belle!” Aurora calls to them from outside the house. “Pa an’ my ‘lil sis’ an’ I are just dying to hear ye sing for us again. You two come on in and have some lunch with us, ye hear?”



Aurora’s leaning against the fence, the wind tossing her blue and gold mane across one of her shoulders, like a pose from a painting. Her eyes are shining, and her smile is inviting.



Sweetie Belle stares for a moment, and then she blushes. Scootaloo laughs at the display.



“Heh, let’s go Sweetie.” Scoots skips on ahead, passing Aurora on her way into the house. “I bet you’re pretty sick of dry rations.”



With a drunken little nod, Sweetie follows Aurora into the little house on the beach on Summer Island.
      

      
   
      The Last Dreams of Pony Island


      

      
      
         Leitmotif



I must leave on the next boat, I think.



The first casualty of the Battle of Myinnkyun was my music,

torn from my bow and launched like an arrow,

and a fiddler's days are numbered

when his songs are no longer his own.



Two nights before she vanished:

"Play!" cried Peridot, old eyes scowling,

calling a slow ballad of love long lost;

But the fire of the bottle was in Shooting Star,

and he levitated me two bits,

calling a march to stir the blood.



Peridot stayed my bow, declaring

that she would not see her taxes spent

on such an affront to melody,

so Hotspur trotted next to the guard

and hoofed me civilian bits for a march.



"I see how it is,"

Peridot told the nocturnes,

"the freaks stick together,"

and silence descended

as she paid me triple

to make the march 

Iter Solis Invictus.



I must leave on the next boat, I think,

or be the musician who played 

the song nopony wanted,



because what everypony wanted

was for the others to suffer.



Time crawled.

Shooting Star and Peridot

didn't 

stop 

glaring 

at 

each 

other

for the entire tune.



Thank the stars for Potluck,

who next called Morag's Reel,

and for Littlemoth, stepping up to dance,

drawing the gazes of the room

like a lightning-bug upon a darkened stage,

golden eyes hiding among

flaring arcs of grey leather

and streaming bands of darkness,

until Dawn Patrol fluttered to her flame

and revelry retook the battleground,

pony and nocturne together.



I could not leave on the boat

the morning after Peridot vanished.

There was none.



Neither will there be music, I think, 

until I fiddle the shanty

to fill the sails

with Myinnkyun at my back.








Cabotage



Ai. Ai!

I'm cursed!

It's a curse,

it's the only explanation.



Two missing boats in a row,

and now Peridot falls into the bay

on a late-night walk.

Not that I'm not glad

the witch is dead,

but suspicious suicides

are never good for business.



Never mind Majority's talk of murder,

whipping up panic for

his reelection campaign

to get everypony's minds

off our crippling taxes.

How can anyone believe

his overheated tripe?

The old witch once tripped

over her front porch steps

and accused me

of sabotaging her storefront

with my magic!

She didn't need help

falling off a dock.



Ai,

I suppose

I should be glad

he's not pointing the hoof

right at me,

a week after I shouted

at the town meeting

he should lower taxes

just to shut the old witch up.



And now she's gone,

and I get a double share

of Myinnkyun's import trade,

which—let me multiply—

since the HMCS Pegafore

and the SS Tradewind

have both vanished

into the Brahmin Ocean,

is two times zero,

meaning ZERO!



No income since Summer Sun

yet I still have to pay duties

to keep the garrison drunk

while an army of sand-crickets

assault Myinnkyun's towering walls

with chirps of song!

Ai, ai!








Andi Quote



Murder!

That's what comes

of all this mingling:

Mayhem,

miscegenation,

and murder!



You turn your back

for just one day

and some idiot sailor

is kissing a kelpie,

then before you can

shame him back home,

she pulls a pony into the sea!



Oh, of course I knew

she would be trouble

long before Vote said so;

it's a big, big world,

with a thousand races

who just don't understand

our cherished pony values.

Why, didn't you hear

that two days before

Peridot was drowned,

a group of tuft-ears

almost assaulted her

down at the common-house?



If you ask me,

they're all in on it together.

The Guard should throw the whole lot

straight into the stocks,

except they hired Shooting Star

to keep the tuft-ears pacified,

so they'll keep sitting on their hooves

as Mooken scale the walls

and kelpies pull us

straight into the bay!

What do we pay taxes for?

Why isn't that puffed-up Sunspot 

being held to account!



Everything would be different

if we'd just stayed in Equestria,

but we're so far from Everfree

that we can't even celebrate 

sunrise and moonrise

when the Princesses awake.

I've a mind to leave

on the very next boat,

and leave Myinnkyun

to the savages and tuft-ears!








Moonstruck



Damn Peridot for dying

on the night that 

I bedded Littlemoth!



To have her sneak into my shack

after the honoring of moonrise,

to have her share my cries

as our tangled bodies

sung carnal hymns

to each other 

and the Night,

to pin her with my body

until dawn's rosy muzzle

peeked from the covers

of the slumbering horizon,

as she clung to my drained form

as though to anchor me

from the calling of the tides…



And then to have Hotspur

dash in with the news

that Peridot was missing,

her front door wide open

and her bed made…



I recognized the panic

in Littlemoth's face.

To be blamed for something

you could not have done,

based only on the fear

in ponies' eyes.



She knew she would be suspect,

having humiliated Peridot

by calling a dance

and setting the room to revelry

after the old witch

called the March of the Sun

to spite the Nocturne there.



I have heard Peridot's disgust

from ponies thinking themselves kinder

for wrapping the hoof of intolerance

in a velvet shoe,

and the rumors that swirl

from Quote and the gossipmongers

when they think us out of earshot.



I am sick of the looks,

sick of the whispers,

sick of the job openings

that vanish when I enter,



and sick of the desperation

that forced Littlemoth

to sneak back out my window

and pretend away our tryst

so she could be pure

for the Guard pegasus

who could keep her safe.



Even though Peridot

was drowned by a kelpie,

they say we were behind it,

that the monsters conspired

to avenge the witch's insults.



Let them accuse us.



Let the Guard come,

shackles in hoof.



If they wish to oppress us,

they will quickly discover 

what monsters we can be.








Sailcloth



Oh! Sonata!



How could it be true?

How could the shining-eyed kelpie

with laughter like sea-bells

and a muzzle cool and salty

with the sweetness of the sea…



How could your innocence

and your delight at my gifts,

the taste of shared lotus-flower

paid for by a sea-melody,

taught with patience

in the stolen moments

when the sailors left the docks

for the confines of the common-house,

taught with patience

to a wretchedly atonal pony,

blundering through the harmony

as your throat shaped

air-sculptures, rich, ephemeral,

enveloping my eardrums

with a love as endless as the sea…



How could those

mean nothing?



You killed Peridot!

—No! You could not have! 

Not my Sonata,

whose very name must be sung:

So. na. Ta.

I know your song, Sonata,

it is curled around my mind

rich and sweet and innocent,

and the memories of our laughter

peal the bells

of Peridot's funeral dirge.



You pulled her into the bay, they say,

and the Guard pegasi flew to hunt you.



I need to know why, Sonata.

If we meant so little,

if I meant so little.



I cannot live like this.

I will wait for an explanation

on the still and silent docks

where no boat has landed

since the Night of No Moon,

and if your answer

is to pull me into

the embrace of the depths

until the air flees my lungs,

then I shall be the next

to die.








Sonata Dusk



[How…]



[How could he?]



[How could he do this to me?]



[All I did was tell him I wanted more time! 

Like, he makes me laugh 

and loves my crappy singing 

and his tongue is so warm 

and smells of spiced tea, 

but he's a unicorn, 

he can't even breathe underwater!]



[He said he'd hire out on a line-ship

and earn big money as a trader

and buy his own little island

and we could share a lagoon,

but, like, that's a lot to think about,

you know?

And I wanted some time to think!]



[So I came back two days later

to say yes

and he wasn't there

and he sicced the guards on me!]



[How could he?

Is that really how ponies are,

all smiles while they get their way,

then murder you the instant you hesitate?]



[The spear's barbs still scream

above my left pectoral fin,

near where I bit through the shaft

when the pegasi tried

to pull me to shore.

I dodged their nets and dove,

trailing the thick brine of blood

and the thin brine of tears,

and now I hide in the grotto

beneath Myinnkyun Point

until the wound closes

and the sharks swim away.]



[How could he?

What did I do to him?

Was opening my heart a mistake?]



[I'd better go see Adagio.

She warned me about ponies.

She's so smart,

she'll know what to do.]








Majority Vote



Cabotage is STILL talking

of taxes yes even at a time 

like this well it's only to be

expected with the missing

boats I'll pressure Sunspot

about them again tomorrow



the important thing is to keep

the complaints from growing

one lone voice is a crank but

two voices equals a minority



thank the stars that Peridot

was the other loudest voice

Andi's all caught up in the

drama over her murder and

I shouldn't have any trouble

planting thoughts in her ear



I suppose the missing ships

are a blessing in disguse as

ponies want a strong leader

in a time of crisis maybe a

speech to pull us all together

shaming those tuft-ears into

pulling their load should be

popular with the merchants



if the town seizes Peridot's 

estate I can shuffle the bits

to cover my debts then tell

Sunspot to fire one soldier

and lower taxes before the

next election 

(that'll play well with voters) 

            though timing

will be tight I'll have to let the

kelpie scare fade back away

which means I'll have to keep

Sunspot chasing the Mooken

and keep panic at a dull roar








Spotlight



"Chance smiles once upon the lucky,"

they say,

"and the second time upon the fool."

I have thrown away my mahua bottles.

Now is no time to be foolish.



I was convinced that the Mooken 

were wild foals' tales,

told to scare open the purse-strings

of the fat and lazy.



"Without the walls," they said,

"without the garrison," they said,

"the first Myinnkyun was found

silent and gutted,

absent even of corpses."

From this,

and fables of minotaurs in the tawtwin,

came the new Myinnkyun,

huddled on the tip of the peninsula,

a hundred acres of surrounding brush

fired and plowed into bare sand,

keeping the shadows of the jungle

far away from our little lights.



Why wouldn't I volunteer for the watch?

Paid to drink and gamble

as the stretch of sand lay silent

and birds trilled from the jungle beyond.



But two weeks after the night without a moon,

as I lay in my cot opening a bottle

instead of pacing the wall,

came a great shout from the rampart.



When I dashed out, hastily buckling my armor,

a minotaur was sprinting away across the sands,

carrying a watch-spear stolen from my post,

and dozens of ponies were staring up at the wall,

whispering about what might be outside.



Sunspot galloped up to demand an accounting,

so I told him

I threw my spear at an attacking Mooken.

Dawn Patrol said 

he came outside just in time

to see a Mooken run off,

and so I escaped discharge

for spinning tales with drink on my breath,

taking only a turn under the lash.



And now Peridot.



I have thrown away my mahua bottles.

To be foolish now is death.



Yet my heart whispers

that we cannot out-gallop folly.

How can a garrison save us

when earth and sea conspire

to bring a second end 

to the colony of Myinnkyun?



We have built walls against the land,

but we cannot hold back the ocean!








U Low Kene



<I am a dedicated bull, Palei Hantu.

When I caught you bedding my brother

and you ran from his hut,

did I not chase you across the island

to the realm of the Myinn?>



<Did I not follow you out of the jungle

and sprint across the sands

as you climbed their wall,

even though the chief declared 

the four-legged ones manyekyaungg?>



<Did you not believe that

I would have pursued you

into that dread realm,

had their guard not shouted

and flung his spear down at me?>



<I snatched it from the sand

as I fled from his fellows,

gladly taking upon myself

the curse of dharat sattu,

and that is how you may know

that I will follow you

to the end of your days.>



<I will wait at the edge of the jungle,

eyes burning in the shadows,

clenching the tainted spear,

until you climb back over the wall

or the guards tire in their rounds

that I may climb the wall again,>



<or until I hear your screams

as the Myinn tear you limb from limb.>



<How long can you hide, Palei Hantu?

Your spirit does not burn like mine.>



<How long can you hide?>








Dawn Patrol



Littlemoth dances behind my eyelids.



Hooves stamping the rhythm of the reel, 

flanks swaying, tail lashing, 

until I close my eyes and 

she is ripped screaming hurtling through the void

sister bowing crowned head

as her cries fade into the silent arc of the moon



I shove Littlemoth from my thoughts

and suddenly can see the mob behind her,

the stiff and ghoulish form

of Peridot holding a torch.



I can't

I can't

I can't let them know.



screaming hurtling through the void

sister bowing crowned head

How could Princess Luna snap?



"Rumor is," Sextant said, "she felt 

like ponies didn't love her."

I guess that explains the night without a moon,

when it chased the sun over the horizon

and we saw a skyful of brilliant stars:

the lightgivers were warring over Equestria.



Back in Equestria, Sextant said,

the Night Watch and Nightmares 

rose up against the rest of the Guard,

and even the civilian Nocturne hoisted arms.



"Well, we've had none of that here," I said.

"Not with so many dead of marsh fever.

You'd better make for Maretaban

and let the sickness run its course."

I watched his ship come about,

and flew back to Myinnkyun

to finish my patrol.



Cabotage said he was expecting

a trade ship from Ponsylvania,

so I scared them off too.

As soon as word spreads

(screaming hurtling through the void)

Littlemoth will …



I can't.



I can't save them all,

and I can't watch Myinnkyun turn on them,

but I can show Littlemoth the love

Celestia couldn't show Luna.

I can take her hoof

as I did in our dance,

as I do in our tender moments

in passing in the streets,

and we can wing over the walls

and brave the jungle.

If we can make it past the Mooken

we'll fly down the Maregui

to the maneland.



Just as soon as I can get off patrol.

Just as soon as I can get her alone.








Littlemoth



how 

can it be 

they don't 

suspect me

yet



i was so 

careless

i know

they'll find her 

any day now



where are the boats

where

are the

boats








Peridot



How could I have lived so close to

the sea for so long, and yet

never have known this peace?



The kelp curls around me like

a lover's embrace

muffling Myinnkyun's murmurs



The tide cradles me, rocking

the sun in its distant orbit, shimmering

like a solitary gemstone in an endless sea



Silence

surrounds and



I merely wish

I had known

that that

was what

I wanted








Tommyrum



Fecking pikers, 's all they are.

Too good for us,

unless it's to use us

to fight for'm.



Pin a medal to y'chest

like the weight o' the bronze

balances out the missing leg.

"Hero of the Poppy Wars!"

all the unicorns cry,

then they walk right by

when y'just want a bit

for another bottle

to dull the pain.



Always knew Peridot

didn't give a shit about us,

calling the March of the Sun

for the town's one Night Guard.

Feck you too, y'fat cow.

I ain't a leatherwing

but us troops stick together.

Spend a week shovin' pigstickers

into waves of charging qilins

and see how far y'taxes take ya.

'S just yeh and y'mates on the line

that bring y'home.



Feck 'em both.

Gonna wake me up

by trippin' over me

at half past midnight

stumblin' toward the docks,

least the damn hornheads could do

is share a bit

for another bottle

to get me back to sleep.








Shooting Star



What are you doing here? Who are you?



Don't act so surprised. The Night Guard is trained to notice dream incursions. Who—



Save your lies! Answer my question—who are you?



Nnh—



Feisty, aren't you? Can't say I was expecting a Nightmare, on top of everything else happening in this stars-forsaken town. 



We can do this the easy way or the hard way. I may not have the skill to trace you from here, but I can buck in the door of every Nocturne in town until I find you. So save yourself some trouble and— 



Oh no you d—








Sunspot



I shouldn't say she deserved it,

but Peridot deserved it.

Complaining about taxes

as if I'm not scrambling

to keep every pony in Myinnkyun alive

on a beltstrap budget!



I'd laugh at how she was killed

by the natives that she isn't 

paying the garrison to repel,

if that didn't also mean

we're all downright fecked.



The Mooken have been watching

from just beyond the firelight

since we cleared the sands,

but now they're on the move.

Controlling the kelpies

to kill us from within,

and stealing spears as links

for sympathetic spellcasting,

to ruin our fighting force

before the invasion.

An island full of minotaur shamans,

and what magic have we got?

A captain ten years out of shape,

that useless drunkard Spotlight

(who we only hired because

his father's the mayor),

and whatever crazy black-magic powers

Shooting Star never talks about.



With some reinforcements

perhaps we could wait it out,

but I didn't act fast enough.



I had hoped that

killing the kelpie in the harbor

would prevent her from calling

more of her kind

for the Mooken to control,

but since they're now

sinking inbound ships,

it's clear:

we've only got one chance.



Press-gang every able-bodied pony,

march into the jungle,

and slaughter the Mooken

before they can slaughter us.



First thing in the morning,

it's time.
      

      
   
      A Once and Future Darkness


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle climbed out of bed and walked to the balcony.



It was nearly midnight in Canterlot, and her guest bedroom in Celestia's palace looked down from the edge of the mountain onto the city far below. The lighted streets flowed like burning rivers through the darkness, pouring down the foothills and blocks and causeways into the humid valley. Vague sounds drifted up despite the late hour, a constant low murmur of voices and hoofsteps that echoed against the hard stones. She felt the noise as much as heard it.



It was cool up high, almost chilled. The ponies below sweltered in the July heat, but on Celestia's mountain she could see her breath fogging in the air, and for a moment a long-forgotten memory seized her mind. It was winter, and she was a filly, roaring with Spike, pretending her breath was smoke and his was fire and both of them were dragons perched atop a hoard of books and toys and clothes stolen from her brother's drawers.



She smiled and closed her eyes. A mountain breeze swept over the balcony, tussling her mane, and she stretched out her wings to let it ruffle her feathers as well. A nice night for a flight, but she had an early train to catch. Back to bed, then.



She pushed away from the marble balustrade and was about to step inside when a silver light caught her eye. Curious, she looked up.



The moon was too low. Bloated and full, it drifted across the sky like an overloaded boat. It bumped against the mountaintop, knocking loose a small avalanche, and then it slowly bounced its way around until it snagged on the highest tower of Celestia's castle. A pennanted spire scraped a deep gouge in the moon's surface before snapping free to tumble to the earth below.



She expected the moon to continue on its way then, but it seemed to be lodged on the castle. It filled half the sky above her, as large as a mountain itself. Its lantern glow bathed the world in a gentle, cold light.



Wings fluttered in the darkness, and she turned to see a motley collection of pegasus night owls flying up to the moon. They swarmed around like moths, and then as one they put their hooves against the cratered regolith and pushed. Slowly, the moon lifted off the tower, bumped against the mountain again, and resumed its ponderous drift across the nighttime sky. The pegasi let out a ragged cheer and descended back into the city.



So, that was nice. Crisis averted. Having the moon stuck on the castle would have been a tremendous headache for the Royal Astronomy Corps. Twilight smiled and gave the receding moon a little wave with her wingtip.



“That is most unusual,” Luna said beside her. She leaned over the railing to get a better view of the moon as it vanished over the horizon.



“Well, it is a full moon,” Twilight said. “My mom told me once the moon was closer when it was full.”



Luna smiled at that. “And you believe her?”



“Well, when I was a foal, I did. But then she gave me a book on astronomy for my birthday, and it had a whole chapter on the phases of the moon and how they’re really just a visual artifact of our position relative to the moon and sun and that the moon never really changes and that ponies who believe the moon gets closer or further from us really need to study more.” She paused for a moment, realizing she was babbling. “Luna, is this a dream—”







Twilight Sparkle woke covered in sweat, the thin sheets tangled around her legs. Luna was nowhere around, which was fortunate because she felt sticky and had a slight headache behind her horn and wasn’t really in the mood for company. She mumbled and kicked away the blankets, rolling onto her side in search of a cooler section of the bed.



The July heat in Ponyville offered no quarter, even at night. She fanned her wings a few times, trying to stir a breeze in the thick, cloying air, but the eddies teased her feathers for only a moment before dying. Something about the summer hated everything cool and refreshing and killed them wherever they were found.



Outside, viewed dimly through the gauze curtains draped across her balcony door, the moon was a solitary star high in the black vault of night. It was full and small, barely the size of a child’s marble, and Twilight gave it a grumpy frown.



Stupid moon. Stupid summer.



She didn’t remember falling asleep, but when she opened her eyes again it was dawn.








Summer struck with a vengeance the next morning.



It wasn’t scorching – Ponyville was not a desert. But on some days, when the winds died and a glum humid haze drifted in from the Everfree Forest, ponies forgot what it was to feel dry. The air pressed against them like wet cotton, it invaded their lungs, it drenched their coats and left them swimming through the streets. Ponies darted from shadow to shade, hiding in the lee of buildings and beneath the trees until they recovered their breath for the dash to the next refuge from the sun.



Pegasi suffered the most. The thick coats that kept them warm in the high reaches of the atmosphere became suffocating blankets. Their feathers caught the moist air like sponges, turning scraggly and limp. Their cloud homes became ovens, and they tore open the roofs and walls and floors in a desperate bid to entice a breeze.



Earth ponies seemed fine, Twilight noted. Applejack apparently didn’t even notice the heat. She just sipped on her lemonade, a relaxed smile on her face as she listened to Rarity moan about the weather.



Twilight had long-since tuned Rarity out. The three of them sat beneath a sun awning outside the Hayseed Cafe in central Ponyville, waiting for their lunch orders to arrive. They’d been waiting for a while – being a princess did not result in faster food delivery – but the waiter kept their glasses full of icy lemonade. He deserved a good tip, Twilight decided.



“And my mane!” Rarity wailed. “It just curls up like a spring! I spent the whole morning trying to straighten it out, and…”



Twilight stopped paying attention again. It was at least the third or fourth time Rarity had mentioned her mane since they sat down to eat. Instead she focused on her breathing, and how cool the crystal floor of her palace would feel when she got back to it and flopped down on her belly.



“You alright, Twilight?” Applejack broke into her musing. “You look a bit beat.”



“Hm? Yeah, just…” Twilight trailed off with a yawn. “Sorry. Just tired. I didn’t sleep very well last night. The heat kept me up.”



“You and me both, darling,” Rarity said. She pushed a stray purple ringlet away from her face. “I was tossing and turning all night.”



Applejack took another sip from her lemonade. “Ah, it’s not so bad. Some years are like this, little hotter’n others. It’ll pass soon.”



Twilight’s ears perked at that. “Really? How soon?” Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all.



“Hm.” Applejack tilted her head. “September?”



Or maybe she could go visit her brother. There was still snow in the Crystal Empire at this time of year. She could fill a swimming pool with it and jump in, and nopony could make her come out again because she was a princess and princesses were allowed to swim in the snow as much as they wanted and it would feel wonderful between her feathers and—



“Twilight?” Rarity’s voice broke her reverie. “Your food is here.”



So it was. A house salad with with bits of orange sat before her. The arugula was a bit wilted, but the citrusy bite of the orange was cool and sharp in her mouth. For the next several minutes conversation lulled as the three of them ate.



“So,” Applejack finally said. “How’s the Boutique doing?”



“Slow this week,” Rarity said. “Nopony wants to shop for clothes in this weather. I sold a few sun hats, but otherwise… well, see for yourself.” She gestured with a hoof at the street. It wasn’t crowded, but everypony Twilight saw was naked in deference to the punishing heat. Even the fashion horses who normally wore saddles went bare.



“Sorry to hear that,” Applejack said. “If you want, come on out to the farm. The orchard’s nice an’ cool.”



“I might just do that.” Rarity paused to yawn. “Mm, pardon me. On second thought, I might go out there just to take a nap. Last night was just atrocious. Too hot, and when I did finally get to sleep I kept having the weirdest dreams.”



Dreams. Something she could sympathize with. Twilight took another sip of her lemonade and tried to keep up with the conversation until their meal was done, and they exchanged half-hearted farewells before slinking back into the punishing sun.








The rest of the day passed in a dull blur. Ponies kept to their homes. The afternoon market was empty except for a few earth pony farmers who spent the day chatting with each other while they waited for customers. High above, the sun seemed content to stretch out the hours, drifting reluctantly toward evening.



Twilight silently willed the sun to move faster. Anything to hasten the coming night.



“So, you don’t like summer?” Luna asked. She floated a dainty teacup to her lips and took a sip.



“Oh, I love summer!” Twilight said. She shifted her weight, careful not to rock their small rowboat, and filled her own teacup from the steaming pot. It was a jasmine blend – one of her favorites. “It’s just this heat I can’t stand. Summers in Canterlot aren’t so bad.”



At least it was nice on the boat. Twilight took a sip of tea and looked out over the waves. The wind was low, and the ocean calm. In the distance, a smudge on the horizon might have been a storm, or a range of mountains beyond some unseen, distant shore.



“Canterlot is in the mountains,” Luna said. She took another sip and carefully set her cup down on the tray. The tiny boat was barely wide enough to hold it, and the two of them filled up all its remaining space. “It never gets too warm, but the winters can be fierce.”



“That’s what fires are for, and good books to curl up with.”



Luna allowed herself a smile. “So they are. And if I can be honest, I enjoy the winter. The nights are longer.”



“And it’s easier to see the stars,” Twilight said with a grin. She looked out again at the ocean. “You know, it’s funny. This doesn’t feel like a dream.”



“Who says it is?”



“It must be. I don’t remember coming here, and there’s no reason for me to be on a boat with you in the middle of an ocean.” Twilight peered over the edge into the dark waters. A silver flicker caught her eye – a school of mackerel darting away from her shadow.



“Maybe it is real, then.”



“It feels real.” Twilight tapped her hoof in a small puddle collecting in the bottom of the boat. It was briny and cool against her skin. “But it’s still a dream. Just like last night.”



“Maybe dreams can be real,” Luna said. She peered beneath the silver tray. “We seem to be taking on some water.”



“There must be a leak.” The water was up over her hooves now. She quickly drank the last of her tea and used the cup to scoop water out of the boat. “Anyway, dreams aren’t real. They’re just our minds attempting to make sense of the stimuli we experience each day. It’s why they’re so chaotic and nonsensical.”



“Does this seem chaotic and nonsensical?” Luna stood on her seat to avoid the water.



“Honestly? Yes. Do you have a bigger cup?”



“I have a teapot. Will that help?”



“Worth a try.” Twilight tossed her cup over the side and grabbed the teapot from Luna. It held ten times as much as the cup, but despite her hurried bailing the boat sank deeper and deeper. The highest waves spilled water over the gunwale. “We might have to leave.”



“Pity, I enjoy sailing.” Luna hopped up on the bowsprit, using her wings for balance. “Can you swim?”



“Yes. You?” Twilight kept bailing until the gunwale sank beneath the surface, and the ocean flooded in to fill the boat. The teacups and napkins and tea cozies all floated to the surface while the rest of their enterprise sank into the depths. She treaded water with her hooves.



“Yes, but I’ll just fly, if that’s alright.” Luna hovered a comfortable distance away. “Now tell me, Twilight. Doesn’t this feel real?”



It did. The press of the water against her chest, the cool depths chilling her legs. The current teasing her tail. Waves breaking over her head, filling her nostrils with water and salt. She blew them clear and struggled to stay upright. It all felt very real, and a tiny worm of fear began crawling inside her heart.



“It does, Luna,” she gasped. “It feels very—”







Twilight woke with a gasp. A cold flush shot down her spine, standing her coat on end, but just as quickly the suffocating summer heat returned. She groaned and struggled out of the sodden sheets. The crystal floor was cool under her hooves, and she flopped onto it gratefully. Puddles collected on the floor beneath her bed, but she ignored them. 



Stupid summer. Stupid dreams. She blinked blearily out her balcony door, where the full moon peered down at her misery. Stupid moon.



In time, she managed to sleep.








The sun rose that morning like a pregnant pegasus – slow, ponderous and huge. Its rays dug into Twilight’s eyes, prying between her lids, dragging her forcefully into the world of the waking.



And, Celestia dammit, it was already hot.



Even the earth ponies seemed to feel it today. They trudged to and fro in the Ponyville streets, and the few who already worked the stalls slumped against their produce. The sun was a hammer, and the wet air a rope around their necks. A thick haze concealed the horizon, blending it with the sky in a gray smudge that seemed to hem in the town. Twilight couldn’t even see the Canterlot mountains from her balcony.



She stood and frowned at her bed. It was still sodden in the center; water dripped onto the floor below. The scent of salt filled the air, and the sheets were crusty with brine. A starfish clung to her headboard.



So, that was interesting. She shook out her coat, sending a cloud of salt crystals falling to the floor.



She hopped over the balcony railing and flew down to the street. A few ponies waved or raised their voices in greeting, and she forced herself to smile in return. 



What day was it? She couldn’t remember. The cloying heat drove every meaningful fact from her brain, and it was all she could do to stumble into the shade of an enormous oak in the center of the town square. She closed her eyes her eyes for just a moment.



Breathe in, breathe out. She let her mind drift while her body adjusted to the heat. Idle fantasies of snow and ice spun around her mind. Perhaps a visit to Celestia’s palace, high on its mountain, was in order? She could drink from the crystal streams and soak her feathers in the glacial melt. And maybe visit her parents while she was there.



“Twilight? Hey, Twilight!” 



“Hm?” She cracked an eye open to see Rainbow Dash standing a few feet away. The pegasus fidgeted, leaning from hoof to hoof. “Hey, Dash.”



“Oh, good. I thought you were asleep.” Dash held a hoof up over her eyes to block the sun. She looked as exhausted as Twilight felt, and her wings flapped weakly, creating a gentle breeze that kissed Twilight’s coat with a cool touch. “Do you have a minute?”



“I guess?” Twilight winced at the sudden intrusion of the sun and peered around the town square. There was no oak tree, nor any shadow. “Say, Dash? Have you, uh, felt anything weird lately?”



“Huh? Like what?”



“Like… I’m not sure. Like things aren’t quite real.” She frowned down at her hooves. Tiny dark spots dappled the cobblestones where sweat dripped from her muzzle. “Like… like a dream.”



“Uh.” Dash chewed on the inside of her lip. “I dunno. I haven’t really been sleeping much. Too hot, you know?”



“Yeah, I definitely know. So, what did you need?”



Dash blinked for a moment, then jerked upright. “Oh! Nurse Redheart needs you. There’s a, uh…” She glanced over her shoulder. “A problem.”



Twilight stood. For a moment the constricting heat was forgotten. “Is somepony hurt?”



Dash wiped her forehead with a hoof. Strands of her bright mane plastered to her face. “Sorta, I guess? It’s hard to explain. C’mon.”



She led the way through Ponyville’s quiet streets. A few neighbors greeted them, or waved from the windows, but otherwise the town was as empty as the coldest winter night. Twilight dreamed about how that would feel, and nearly stumbled into Rainbow Dash’s rump when they finally arrived at their destinations. It was a small bungalow on the edge of the town, with neat rows of petunias growing from flower boxes beneath the windowsills. The door was open, and inside she heard the quiet murmur of voices.



“You know Sugar Nut?” Dash asked as they entered the home. It brought an instant relief from the sun, but even with all the doors and windows open there was no ventilation. 



“She’s Walnut’s daughter, right?” Twilight had only encountered them in the market, where Walnut set up her stand once a week to sell a bewildering variety of nuts, seeds, and hard fruits. She was, like most earth ponies, sensible and friendly, and her daughter seemed the same.



Now that she looked around the home, it was obvious who lived here. A vast kitchen took up half the bottom floor, filled with all the tools of a chef who took their job seriously. A row of larders ran alongside the kitchen, stuffed with barrels and crates of nuts and jars of nut oils. The living area was tidy but strewn with evidence of a small filly – toys, foal’s books, art projects. A long strand of buckeyes strung on a thread looped over the fireplace, clacking quietly whenever the air shifted around them.



“Is she alright?” Twilight asked. The voices seemed to be coming from the stairs leading up to the second floor, and without thinking she climbed them. Rainbow Dash followed a few steps behind.



Nurse Redheart and Walnut were at the top. The former seemed tired, her normally neat mane askew beneath her nurse’s hat. Bags weighed down her eyes, and she gave Twilight a small nod.



Walnut was a mess. Her eyes were red from crying, and her breath came in hitches and starts, never sounding more than a few seconds away from a sob. She looked at Twilight without recognition for a long moment, then jerked forward, wrapping her legs around Twilight’s chest in a vice-like hug.



“Oh thank goodness!” Her voice spilled out in a rush. “You came! I mean, I knew you’d come. I just, I don’t know what to do, and Redheart said you might be able to help and…” A weak sob choked out the rest of her words, and she fell to her haunches, holding onto Twilight for support.



Comforting distraught ponies was not one of Twilight’s specialties. She froze in Walnut’s grip, and when nothing remained but sobs she slowly lifted a hoof, patting it on Wanut’s back.



“It’s, uh, okay,” she said. “I’m here now, and, uh…” She glanced over at Redheart and Rainbow Dash. “What’s wrong?”



“It’s better if you see for yourself,” Redheart said. “I’m not sure it’s a medical issue, or I’d have already brought her to the hospital.”



“Who? Walnut?” Twilight glanced down at the mare in her grasp. She didn’t seem ill or injured.



“No, Sugar Nut. She’s in her room.” Redheart reached out a hoof to gently touch Walnut’s side, and she slowly unwrapped her legs from around Twilight’s chest. Together they led the way down the hall, with Twilight and Rainbow Dash trailing a few steps behind.



Sugar Nut sat on her bed, a pencil in her mouth and a pad of sketch paper laid out on the sheets in front of her. She hummed quietly around the pencil, and her ears perked up as the four adults crowded into the room.



She was smiling, Twilight saw. And more importantly, she had a cutie mark – a paintbrush filling in the image of a heart. That wasn’t there the last time they’d met, and even though Ponyville had grown in the years since Twilight arrived, it was still big news when a filly got her mark. Wonderful news, and they should have already been planning her cute-ceañera. 



“Hey sweetie.” Nurse Redheart climbed onto the bed beside the filly and carefully settled down at her side. “How do you feel?”



“Good!” Sugar Nut exclaimed. She tore the top sheet off her sketch pad and set it aside, and then began to scratch out some new design. “Is mommy feeling any better?”



“She is.” Redheart glanced over at Walnut, who huddled near the door. “She’s still a little worried about you, though, and we were hoping you could tell Princess Twilight how you got your cutie mark.”



“Oh! Okay!” Sugar Nut tore off another sheet from her notepad. “I’m sorry, princess. I didn’t see you there.” She giggled at something, and beside her Nurse Redheart winced.



Twilight edged closer and peered down at the most recent piece of paper. It held a half-finished sketch of Nurse Redheart, all loose lines and movement but somehow striking in its resemblance to the mare. She couldn’t have spent more than thirty seconds on it, but it was more real than anything Twilight could have done in a full afternoon.



“That’s fine,” Twilight said. “Congratulations, by the way. And these drawings are wonderful.”



“They’re messy,” Sugar Nut said. She frowned down at her current work. “I need better paper and some charcoals. And pens.”



“I think the school has art supplies. We can ask Ms. Cherilee for some later today.” Twilight leaned forward to examine the filly’s latest sketch. It appeared to be a pegasus in flight, but nopony she recognized. “Now, can you tell me about your mark?”



“Mhm! I was dreaming last night, and—”



Twilight jerked away so suddenly the bed shook. Sugar Nut froze, and the other adults all turned to her in surprise.



“Er, sorry,” Twilight said. Despite the choking heat, she suddenly felt cold. “Just, um, thought of something. Go on.”



“Uh, okay.” It took a few seconds for Sugar Nut to get back up to steam. “I dreamed that I was in a garden, but everything stood still. It was all grey, like pencils. Even the sun and sky were gray. Everywhere I went was like that, and I started to cry.



“But then there was a mare next to me.” Sugar Nut paused in her sketching, and looked up at the ceiling with a wide smile. “She was super tall, taller than mommy, and she had wings and a horn, and she asked me why I was crying, and—”



“Sorry, this mare,” Twilight said. “What color was she?”



“Blue! Every blue. Her coat was indigo but her mane was cobalt and lapis and sapphire and even some blues I don’t know, and she was sooo beautiful! Even more beautiful than mommy.” She paused for a second and ducked her head. “Sorry mommy.”



“It’s okay, sweetie,” Walnut murmured. “Keep going.”



Sugar Nut nodded vigorously. “I told her I was sad because everything was grey and didn’t move, and she gave me a magic paintbrush! She told me to paint everything, and I did, and all the flowers turned red and green and yellow, and the grass turned green, and the sky turned cerulean, and the sun turned yellow, and everything started moving again! Even the wind!”



“And that’s how you got your mark?” Twilight hazarded.



“Nope!” Sugar Nut paused to play with her sketch. There were three pegasi now, all cavorting in the air. They were elegant and majestic, with long tapered wings and slender hooves, seeming to dance on the paper. Far beneath them, faintly shaded with the edge of the lead, Twilight saw what might have been a mountain range in the distance, and much closer an ocean’s waves breaking against the shore.



“I tried to give the brush back,” Sugar Nut continued. “But the tall mare said I could keep it if I painted one more thing. But there was nothing left to paint, and I started to wake up. And she said I had to hurry and paint my eyes.”



Silence filled the room, broken by a quiet sob from Walnut.



“Paint your eyes…” Twilight glanced at Sugar Nut’s cutie mark, then at the filly’s face. Her eyes were wide and bright and chestnut brown, and she stared intently at the sketch pad between her legs. But now that Twilight looked closer, her eyes seemed unfocused, unmoving. Slowly, she lifted a hoof and waved it in front of the filly’s eyes.



No reaction. Sugar Nut kept drawing, putting the last few touches on a mesmerizing study of flight and flow. She jerked her head three times, and all three pegasi grew horns.



“Done! Here you go!” She tore the page off with her lips and held it out for Twilight.



Twilight accepted it with a shaking hoof. She didn’t trust her magic just yet. “Thank you, Sugar Nut. It’s beautiful. If you’ll excuse us for a moment, we’re going to go talk for a bit, okay?”



“Okay!” Sugar Nut was already sketching something new, and said nothing else as the four adults retreated into the hallway.



Walnut slumped against Nurse Redheart, who draped a hoof over her shoulders. Rainbow Dash and Twilight peered at the sketch, then at each other, then at the filly on her bed.



“She’s blind?” Twilight asked. Walnut let out a quiet keen at the word, and Nurse Redheart frowned.



“She seems to be,” Redheart said. “Walnut said she kept running into walls, and almost fell down the stairs. That’s when she got me.”



“So, uh, obvious question here,” Dash said. “How is she drawing like that?” She pointed with her muzzle at the paper in Twilight’s hooves.



“There’s some kind of magic at work here,” Twilight said. “Maybe a curse, or dark magic? It’s nothing I’ve heard of.”



“Uh, hello?” Dash rapped Twilight’s skull with a hoof. “She said she saw Luna in a dream. She must know something about this.”



“That’s not definitive. We’ve all been having trouble sleeping. It’s this heat.” As if summoned, the summer crashed back down upon Twilight’s shoulders. The humid air choked her, squeezing her head like a vice. A hoof-shaped spot of moisture began to curl the paper where Twilight touched, and she lifted it away with her magic before her sweat could ruin the art.



“She doesn’t seem to be in any distress for now,” she continued. “Let me go back and do some research. If necessary, I can ask the princesses for help.” 



Or an explanation, she added silently. 








Rainbow Dash returned to the castle library with her, to Twilight’s surprise. 



“You know what research means, right? Reading books and taking notes?”



“Yeah, whatever.” Rainbow Dash waved a wingtip dismissively. “I can do that.”



And Rainbow Dash tried, she really did. She fetched books with Spike’s help, and she flipped through tomes of onieromancy and magical sickness and even biographies of famous blind artists. She fetched tea and wrote down page numbers whenever Twilight called them out.



And after a few hours they took a break to assess what they had learned. As far as Twilight could tell, it was nothing.



“But, I read all those books! Just like you said!” Rainbow Dash protested.



“That’s how it goes sometimes.” Twilight rubbed her temples with a hoof. Another headache was creeping up on her. “I think we need a break.”



“You need a break. I need a nap.” Rainbow Dash yawned, then scowled out the window. The sun was still hours from setting. “Ugh, this stupid heat. Why can’t it end?”



“It’s just a heatwave. Applejack said it will pass.” Twilight stifled a yawn of her own. Maybe a nap wasn’t such a bad idea. “Say, uh, Dash?”



“Yeah?”



“Have you been having trouble sleeping? Odd dreams?”



There was a long pause. Rainbow Dash shuffled her hooves.



Finally, “Uh, maybe. We all have, Twilight.” She stretched her wings and neck. “Listen, I’m taking a nap. Get some rest, okay?”



“Yeah, sure.” 



“Right.” Rainbow paused for a moment, as if expecting something more, but when nothing else came she shrugged and leapt into the air, zipping out the window into the pitiless, burning sky.







But Twilight Sparkle found no rest. Her books tugged at her soul, and after a few sleepless minutes lying atop the covers of her bed, she trudged back down to the library for another stab at research. The heat settled into her bones, and she wiped her brow every few minutes to keep sweat from dripping onto the precious pages. She downed cups of water like they were popcorn.



The sun was near the horizon when Rainbow Dash returned. She flitted through the window, looking cool and refreshed, her feathers straight and her mane dry, windblown and fair. She settled by Twilight’s side and gave her cheek a gentle nuzzle.



“Hey, still working?”



“Yes.” Twilight pushed her away half-heartedly. “Don’t touch me, I’m icky.”



“We all are. It’s this heat.” She stretched languidly, the tips of her wings reaching up, up toward the ceiling. “Don’t mind it.”



“How can ponies stand it?” Twilight grumped. “It’s insane.”



“Eh, just don’t let it bother you, I guess.” Rainbow Dash rubbed against her side. “It only gets you if you let it, right?”



“Um.” Twilight leaned away. Dash was being an unusually affectionate friend tonight. “Right. I guess. How’s, uh, Sugar Nut doing? Did you check on her?”



“Nah, I’m sure she’s fine.” Dash shrugged, rolling her shoulders in a fluid motion reminiscent of a cat. “Better question: how are you? Take that nap?”



“I couldn’t.” Twilight scowled down at her latest book. “And no luck, either. Dreams are poorly understood from a magical perspective. Nopony really knows where they come from or what they mean.”



“One pony might.”



“I don’t want to go running to Celestia or Luna every time we have a problem we can’t solve in ten minutes. Besides, for all we know, dreams don’t have anything to do with Sugar Nut’s malady.”



“Lotta weird dreams going around, though.”



“That’s just the heat.” Twilight let out a deep breath, willing the suffocating warmth to leave her body. “Nopony can sleep.”



“Maybe they aren’t trying hard enough.” Rainbow Dash leaned forward again, and lightly nipped the skin below Twilight’s ear.



“Rainbow!” Twilight pushed her away with a squeak and a blush. “What are you doing?”



“C’mon, egghead, what do you think?” Dash stepped to the side, reaching out with a wingtip to brush Twilight’s shoulder. “Just having a little fun.”



“We’re friends, Dash! But not, uh, not like that!” Twilight found she was out of breath from just those few words.



“So? Who cares?” Rainbow Dash stepped forward, and when Twilight didn’t move to stop her, pulled her into a loose hug. Their muzzles were just inches apart, and Twilight felt the heat of her breath. The scent of rain and sweat and ozone and apples stolen from Applejack’s orchards flooded her brain.



“It’s the heat, Dash. It’s making ponies do strange things…” She placed a hoof against Dash’s chest. It burned like an oven, and the heart hammering just inches away shook her leg. “Let’s, just…”



“You’re thinking too much, egghead. Stop.” Dash pressed forward, and their lips touched.



That was true. Confused thoughts tumbled through Twilight’s brain, melting in the heat. Rainbow Dash’s body was like a furnace, hotter even than the stultifying summer air. Another kiss came, longer, and then Dash’s lips found her cheeks and chin and neck, each gentle caress followed by the sharp touch of her teeth.



Twilight Sparkle was not a foal – she knew about love and romance and sex. She was a sexual creature, as all ponies were, and though she had never been in an intimate relationship, she knew what they were about.



Still, she was pretty sure this wasn’t how they started. That thought niggled at the back of her mind even as she gave in to instinct, and her lips found Rainbow Dash’s skin. It tasted like sweat and rainstorms, and the pegasus let out a long, shuddering breath.



“Yes, like that,” Rainbow Dash breathed. “Harder.”



Okay, harder. Her teeth nipped at Dash’s neck gently. The muscles beneath her skin flexed in response. Dash’s wings flapped weakly, batting at Twilight’s shoulders. It only drove her further.



She could get used to this. She bit again.



“Yes!” Dash screamed. “Yes! Do it, Twilight!”



She could do it. Twilight pushed Rainbow Dash onto her back and straddled her. She bit again, just above Dash’s collarbone, and something hot and coppery flooded her mouth. The pegasus howled.



Everything was hot. Dash’s body, the taste of metal, the summer air. It cocooned her, burning away reason, leaving only sensation. Only the wild, grunting animal. She opened her mouth wide and closed her teeth on Dash’s neck. A fountain of blood painted her chest.



“Yes,” Rainbow Dash somehow spoke. She stroked Twilight’s mane with a gentle hoof. “Don’t stop. You're not done yet.”



Twilight didn’t hear her – it wouldn’t have mattered if she did. All that mattered was Dash’s body beneath her. It held something precious, something that fluttered and beat and ran but could never escape. She bit again, savaging her friend, until with a final, wet roar she rent the pegasus’s slender chest apart, and there it was. Beating, showering her with blood. She lowered her teeth to Dash’s heart and—







Twilight woke with a gasp. Her wings stood on end, straining to fly. Sweat poured from her in streams and soaked the sheets. Night was all around her, and she flailed at the darkness with her hooves, shrieking, pushing it away.



Finally, her brain caught up with her body, and she slumped. Vivid memories of the dream slid away from her mind, leaving only fatigue and shakes. Some foul taste clogged her mouth, stinking of iron and salt. She spat out a wad of blood.



Maybe it was time to see Luna after all. Twilight sank back onto the bed, ignoring the unpleasant squish of soaked sheets and damp pillow. They were, after all, a momentary respite from the sweltering summer night. Outside, shining in through her balcony door, the full moon leered at her from its high orbit.








Rainbow Dash found her in the morning. A vivid line of bruises ran down her neck and chest. Twilight stared at them for a moment, then looked away with a hot flush.



“Hey,” Dash said. “Sorry, I meant to come back yesterday. Nap lasted too long.”



“It’s fine. Are you, uh, alright?”



“Huh?” Dash tilted her head at the question. “Oh, yeah. Just, uh, weird dreams. Really weird.” She blushed and looked away as well.



“Right.” Twilight cleared her throat. “Anyway, I’m heading to Canterlot. I think it’s time we asked Luna about this.” She paused for a moment. “Would you like to, uh, come with me?”



Rainbow raised an eyebrow, and her wings fluttered at her side. But then she slumped and shook her head. “Sorry, I promised Walnut I’d hang out with Sugar Nut. She’s still pretty freaked out about this.”



“Sugar Nut? She seemed fine.” Aside, of course, from being inexplicably blind.



“Huh? Oh, no, Walnut’s the one freaking out. I mean, wouldn’t you?”



Probably, Twilight decided. She gave her head a shake. “Okay, I’ll try to return tonight. Hopefully with a solution. Oh, and Dash?”



“Hm?”



“Be careful, okay? There’s something weird going on. This heat, the dreams… I don’t know. Just be careful.”



Rainbow grinned. “Me, careful?”



Twilight flicked her shoulder with a wingtip. “Try it for once.” She jumped, her wings caught the air, and she flew away to Canterlot.








“What do you mean, they’re not here?”



“The princesses are on a short sabbatical,” the majordomo, Celestia’s personal secretary, said. “They put the court in recess two days ago and flew away before I could ask where they were going.”



Twilight sighed. The headache, which had seemed on the verge of vanishing when she reached Canterlot, came back in full force. At least it was cooler on the mountain. The fresh, crisp air stung her nostrils when she took in a deep breath.



Oddly, the ponies in Canterlot seemed no better rested than those in Ponyville. They had bags beneath their eyes, and twitched at unheard sounds. Even the guards slumped when they thought nopony was watching.



“Did they say when they were coming back?”



“No, but… hang on.” The majordomo nosed through the mountain of scrolls that threatened to overflow his desk. “Aha. Here we are. The princesses left a few messages, and you have two.” 



Twilight floated the pair of scrolls from his grasp. They were rolled parchment, one secured by a bright white ribbon with gold embroidery, the other by a dark blue ribbon impregnated with silver threads. No mystery whose was whose.



She opened Celestia’s first. It contained only two words: “Be careful.”



Huh.



Luna’s was longer, but not by much. Twilight read it with a scowl. “You know where to find me.”



She incinerated both of them with a thought and stormed out into the hall.








Her bedroom in Celestia’s palace was as she remembered it. The marble balcony looked down onto the city of Canterlot far below. Above, the mountain stretched toward the heaven.



She was not in the highest tower, but she could see it from her balcony. The pennant atop it was broken off. Damaged in a storm, one of the staff told her.



It was still early. The sun hung above the horizon, painting the world a soft gold. But the residue of sleepless night still clung to Twilight, and she let her hooves pull her to the bed, and she settled onto the soft covers with a happy murmur. They were fluffy and dry and the best thing she’d ever laid her head on.



Sleep was quick in coming.







“You must have questions,” Luna said.



“I do.” Twilight took her time before continuing. She stood atop a tightrope strung between two of Canterlot’s towers. Colorful dots the size of ants strolled through the streets below her. The rope shook under her hooves, and she stretched out her wings for balance. 



Luna watched her from a few feet away. She sat on the rope, still as a statue. 



“Okay. Okay.” Slowly the wobbling rope settled down, and Twilight dared to look up. “First, what’s going on with these dreams?”



“Ah, you noticed.” Luna smiled. “Something wonderful is happening, Twilight.”



“It doesn’t seem wonderful. It seems crazy. Things are happening that shouldn’t.”



“Who says they shouldn’t?” Luna shrugged, setting the rope bouncing again. “Why can’t dreams be real?”



“Because they’re not!” Twilight struggled to stay upright. “Dreams are just nonsense! They’re random thoughts, without meaning!”



“Oh, that’s not true.” Luna smiled at her, and tapped the rope with her hoof. It shook madly, nearly knocking Twilight off. “Believe me, I would know.”



“But they’ve never done this before!”



“Well, I wasn’t here before, was I?” Luna stalked forward, placing each hoof carefully on the rope until she was just inches away. “It’s been a thousand years, Twilight. Ponies have forgotten what dreams really are. They are magic, true magic, the birthright of every pony. And now, finally, the old magic is slowly coming back. It is… it is wonderful, Twilight Sparkle. This is a joyous time to be alive.”



Twilight struggled to stay upright. “Can you stop it? Ponies will go crazy, Luna. They aren’t ready for this.”



“Ah, so says you. So says my sister.” Luna lowered herself to her belly, straddling the tightrope like a cat. “Give it time, Twilight Sparkle, and they will grow to love it. It is a form of freedom, wonderful and wild. Magical.”



The rope twisted, and Twilight stumbled. She caught the rope with her forelegs and dangled from it, her rear legs kicking at the empty air. Her wings flapped uselessly.



“Anything else?” Luna asked. “I don’t think this dream will last much longer.”



“Yes!” Twilight shouted. “In our dreams, who are we?”



Luna tilted her head. “What do you mean?”



“Is the—” Twilight slipped and nearly fell. “Is the pony we are in our dreams the real us? Is that how we really are, deep inside?”



“You sound worried, Twilight Sparkle.” Luna grinned. “Having interesting dreams, lately?”



The scent of blood returned. “No! I’m not! But tell me that’s not real, that’s not how we are!”



“That is freedom, Twilight. That is your soul, unchained. Now, wake.” She reached out a hoof and unhooked Twilight’s leg from the rope.



Gravity vanished, and the wind roared in her ears. The world spun, the ground growing closer with each revolution. Just before impact, she heard Luna’s final words.



“Find me in Ponyville.”








Ponyville was a mess when Twilight returned. A storm had rolled through, leaving the ground slick and wet, and the heatwave had finally broken. But the ponies seemed no more rested than before. They stumbled about in a daze, lost. 



The sun and full moon both hung overhead. That was impossible. The full moon could only rise as the sun set, but there it was, mocking her.



Whatever. It was almost over. Twilight could feel the cliff waiting for them, even if she couldn’t see it. She flew through the crazed streets to her castle, and waited out the day in her bed.



At least Spike had changed the sheets. They were clean and dry and soft. Perhaps for the last time.







“Welcome, Twilight Sparkle!” Luna cried. She wheeled in the air, thousands of feet above the ocean. Below, Twilight saw a range of mountains in the distance beyond a rocky shore.



“Luna, stop this!” Twilight shouted. She flew alongside the dark princess. “You’re destroying the kingdom! Ponies are going mad!”



“No, they’re going free!” Luna laughed and spun in a tight circle. “The Dreamtime has finally returned! Our age of greatness begins anew!”



“AN AGE OF MADNESS,” a new voice thundered. A blistering, blinding light exploded before them, and when Twilight’s vision returned she saw Celestia hovering there, resplendent in her glory. “STOP THIS AT ONCE, LUNA!”



“I will not!” Luna shrieked at her sister. “This is how we are meant to be! Free from your coddling and harmony! Awakened from childhood! All creation will fear us again, as it should!”



The air around Luna dimmed as she spoke. Frost bit at Twilight’s feathers, and she darted away. “Celestia! What do I do!”



“We must stop her, Twilight!” A burst of light beat back Luna’s darkness. “Do not let her cross the shore! Beyond lies the land of madness, and she will drag all the world into it!”



“She is lying,” a voice whispered in Twilight’s mind. She twisted in place, searching for the source while the sisters fought. The sky pulsed with light and shadow as they clashed. “Celestia wants nothing but dull order for her children. We can free them, Twilight. End her tyranny!”



“No! She’s given us kindness and peace! Prosperity! She loves us!”



“She loves you too much! She will never let you grow! Ponies can be such wondrous creatures, Twilight Sparkle, but not if they live in her shadow!”



A triumphant cry broke into her thoughts, and Twilight turned to see Celestia tumble from the sky. Above her, Luna howled in delight and dove to pursue her sister.



“No!” Twilight beat her wings, chasing them both. “Luna, stop!”



“No, Twilight Sparkle. I can never stop, and neither can she. We are equally matched, and ponies must decide which of us will triumph. For a thousand years I have been gone, but now you must choose again! Her weak and sniveling safety, or my greatness?”



She was almost even with the falling alicorns now. “Please, I can’t—”



“You must! Let your heart decide!”



Luna caught Celestia, and her jaws opened like a shark’s. A thousand wicked teeth stretched out to take their pound of flesh.



Inside Twilight’s heart, something snapped. She screamed, a wordless incoherent shriek, and dove into Luna’s side.



“Yes! Yes! Do it!”



She did. Her teeth found Luna’s throat and bit. Hot, coppery blood filled her mouth, spraying out into the rushing air. She bit again, and again, and with each excision of flesh another piece of her mind melted away, leaving only a beast.



Somehow, Luna laughed. It was the last sound Twilight heard before she woke.







It was night when Twilight opened her eyes. Or perhaps it was dawn. She couldn’t tell.



A full moon filled half the sky outside her balcony. The world beneath it was chattering and red. Wild, maniacal. Joyous screams filled the air. 



A laugh burbled up from Twilight’s chest, and she doubled over to vomit out a torrent of blood. It covered the floor, crawled up the walls, and spilled out through the balcony’s spindles in a black waterfall. She coughed and gagged and laughed. She howled with joy.



“YES!” the moon cried in Luna’s voice. “THE SHACKLES ARE BROKEN! RISE, MY LITTLE PONIES! RISE AND CLAIM YOUR BIRTHRIGHT!”



Outside, titans strode through the streets. Earth ponies a dozen meters high smashed the buildings as they passed. The earth shook with their hoofsteps.



Overhead, bat-like forms wheeled in silhouette. A dragon rose to join them, and the pegasi danced in the sky alongside it. It breathed out a burst of fire, and so did they.



Smoke rose from the Everfree Forest. Twilight peered between the trees and saw the spark-like forms of unicorns racing through the brush. Everything they touched burst into flames.



She laughed again, for there was no reason not to. Reality bent, and she found herself in the town square. The earth buckled and broke as something pushed from beneath the cobblestones, and a mighty oak slowly rose from the ruins. It shook off the dirt, and with no more than a thought her library tree, her true home, was reborn. Her useless crystal castle crumbled into dust.



It was wonderful. She laughed and found she could not stop. A few feet away, a chimaera wearing Rainbow Dash's garish mane and cutie mark landed on cat-like paws. The grin it gave her dripped with promises. Twilight's heart beat faster at the sight.



On the horizon, the sun slowly rose. It was red, and color wept from it like a wound, slowly filling the sky with all the shades of blood. Crimson and alizarin and vermilion and cinnabar painted the heavens and the earth and everything in between, everything except the lurid silver moon that watched them all.



And so began the first day of a new era. The age of dreams and monsters and greatness.



Everywhere, ponies woke to the first day of a thousand years of night.
      

      
   
      Red Apples


      

      
      
         The apple was red. 



I still stared, struggling to understand what I was seeing.  The fruit was as red as freshly spilled blood and so grossly oversized I feared it was a cleverly painted rock as a jest. The tart smell convinced me otherwise, but there were none of the little nicks and tears an apple picked up on the way to market, nor the little bumps and growths of a wild fruit. It looked to all the world like some unicorn's perfect image of an apple, a hologram. It was not something plucked off a tree and sold in a common village market. 



"Well, Princess," the farm-mare, Applejack I believe her name was, said conversationally. "You going to eat it or stare at it?"



I couldn’t say. Was it a trick, a common jape played by merchants to attempt to sell what amounted to a sign? Was it a carefully husbanded treasure, only on offer to the nobility? I stood paralyzed by indecision, staring at the proffered fruit. Around me I could hear ponies begin to whisper the awkward pause lengthened. 



“Mine,” Celestia cut in, her magic snatching the apple from her hoof. She tittered as she took a bite. “I believe they say these days: ‘you snooze, you lose’, sister.” 



I could have kissed her, but instead allowed myself a small sigh of relief. “Thou art a pest,” I pointed out, earning another chuckle from my sister. The crowd, following in the wake of their princess, joined in and within moments the party was back in full swing, my faux pas forgotten. 



“Seriously though Princess, you want one?” Applejack said, holding up another of those unnatural apples. “Red Delicious straight from the orchard. Sweet Apple Acres’ special and the best in all of Equestria. If you travelled all the way from Stalliongrad to Appleloosa and you won’t find an apple like it.” 



I had never heard of either of those places. “We... Of course,” I said, my voice still sounding alien to my own ears. The apple wobbled into the air, lofted by my shaky magic. It would be many dozen moons until I was back to my former strength. 



“We thank ye–” I petered out struggling to find the right word to address her. I would have guessed a common peasant by her mannerisms, but despite her lack of fine cloth her coat had a luster that suggested she was at least a freeholder. Then again, nopony around me seemed to have bothered with clothes so she could have easily been a yomare or even a itinerant lordling for all I knew. That last one seemed likely, who but the nobility would be brave and foolish enough to chase after an mad alicorn? I decided to err on the side of caution. “–fair Applejack.” 



“Ah shoot, it ain't nothing. Enjoy yourself now, Princess.” She waved me on my way, and turned to her next customer. 



For a moment I stared, unused to the sudden dismissal. Tia made no comment though, so I did not press the issue. “Much has changed,” I observed, under my breath, as we stepped away from the... Applejack’s stall. 



“Much for the better in many cases,” Tia replied, with a faint smile on her lips. 



I grunted. Around us Ponyville was celebrating, stalls and games had been set up and great tables of food laid out for all to enjoy. Banners proudly proclaimed ‘Happy 1000th Summer Sun Celibra–’ though, every so often, a drunken band would raise a toast to the defeat of Nightmare Moon instead. Those were hastily shushed when they spotted Celestia and myself in the vicinity. 



The revelry was refreshingly familiar, though little else was. Everywhere I looked there were little things that were wrong, yet nopony seemed to care. Why did none of the pegasi have a single scrap of armour? Where where the nobility and their fine clothes? When had such a riot of coat colours become the norm? There were alien foods laid out next to drinks I didn’t recognise and served by ponies who bore strand, unidentifiable marks on their flanks. 



A scream echoed across the square followed by an earsplitting bang. I hurled my wings out, spinning around, a hazy shield forming before me as I searched for the monster. Nothing came, instead bright sparks hung in the sky, shining all colours of the rainbow. 



“Yahoo!” a little pegasus filly next to me exclaimed. “Fireworks! Awesome.”  



It was the the lack of reaction from the crowd that convinced me that no monster was coming. More of the filly’s ‘firework’ screamed into the air, howling like banshees and exploding like battlespells above the village. The peasant ponies cheered, but I found my breath growing short, the world growing cold around me as adrenaline surged through my body. 



I started as Celestia draped  a wing over my shoulder.



“Relax,” she said, so softly only I could hear. “Everything is fine. You’ll be fine. The nightmare is over.” 



Shuddering, I leaned against my sister, struggling to keep my breathing under control. The apple bobbed in front of my nose and, on automatic, I took a shaky bite. 



I paused. All The taste was awful. The flesh turned to a dry, tasteless powder in my mouth and the skin was so bitter it was chewing on willow bark. Taking the apple in my magic I looked in confusion at the perfect–terrible–fruit. 



Tia tittered. “Beauty is only skin deep sometimes.” 



It was quite an effort to swallow the dry mass, but it would have been rude to spit it out. “Why dost thou allow such a thing in your orchards?” 



“Well, dear Applejack would protest me claiming her orchard as ‘mine’ for one, but the red delicious is a very popular fruit. I expect one day soon ponies will realise it tastes like cold ash, but I’m not going to tell the nobility what they can put in their fruit bowls.” 



I stared at her, my jaw slightly open. Celestia, the pony who had once alphetablised every pantry on our estate in the aim of increased efficiency, was willing to just live and let live? Forget the sparkles that set the sky aflame or the bloated, inedible fruit, Celestia deciding to let things fall as they may was the most shocking thing I could imagine. 



Chills raced down my spine once again. It was beginning to sink in just how long a thousand years really was. Tia and I had only been in our second century when my incident had taken me from the world and now she was more than five times my age. Forget the world, how much could a single pony change over the millennia? 



“Celly,” I murmured, trying and failing to keep the petulant whine from my voice. “I want to go home.” Wherever home might be in this crazy world. 



She cocked her head. “This is your party, sister. Don’t worry, everything is going to be fine. You’re already home and safe. Come, how about a little music to soothe your nerves? I heard they were setting up a stage.” 



She set off at a brisk trot, forcing me to keep up or have the crowd sweep me away. I struggled to keep my breathing under control as the mass of ponies parted around us, trying to focus on the familiar. Music would be a good start. I was once known as the Princess of Revelry as well as the Night and there was nothing quite like a fine bard to sooth an injured spirit. 



It didn’t take long before I began to regret the decision. I felt the music rather than hear it, the ground buzzing to the staccato rhythm like a wild stampede as we approached the makeshift stage. A mare stood behind a pile of black boxes, her eyes obscured by violet eyeglasses.  The steady throb paused a moment, then the world exploded with sound. There were no words, nor was there an instrument in sight. Notes spun out of the aether, each crescendo slamming into me like a body blow. 



I took a step, reeling, my breath coming in short, sharp gasps in time to the insane rhythm. I’d never before thought anything could match the din of battle, but the music doubled it at least. My ears pressed flat against my head, a half hearted muffling spell blown away by the sheer volume. The ponies cheered and bobbed and danced to the cacophony, their moves as unpredictable and mystifying as the so called music itself. Celestia was smiling, so I assumed that it was intentional, but I had seen ponies under the chaotic lash of Discord move with more grace. 



Then, as soon as it had begun, the sound vanished. The pony on stage held up her hoof, and brought it down to point at a second mare. The slate grey pony was far more familiar to my weary senses, holding herself with the grace and poise of a noble-scion, despite her lack of horn. For a moment I was confused, was she perhaps a patron? Then she took up a ridiculously huge wooden instrument and a bow and began to play. 



The song started slow and put me in mind of a sonorous harp, but no words accompanied the melody. I waited on tenterhooks, hoping for some epic tale to burst form from her lips, but instead, the mare attacked the instrument with her bow. The volume never reached the same deafening levels as her colleague, but I still found myself adrift in a sea of sound as the tempo doubled and doubled again. I shot a pleading look Celestia’s way, in the vain hope she might be able to make sense of the audio assault. 



“Oh dear, not even classical?” 



“We want to go home,” I repeated, grasping her hoof. “I... I can’t. I can’t do this.” 



She stared into my eyes. I feared she would dismiss me, but instead she said, “okay.” 



The next few moments saw me at the center of the politest whirlwind I’d ever seen. Celestia seemed to have mastered the more subtle arts of diplomacy in my absence. Before I really realised what was going on, I’d been placed in front of all the important ponies in residence, said polite nothings to my saviours and shaken more than my fair share of hooves. 



It was mystifying, I observed, as Tia guided us between two vast peasant houses, how readily she’d taken to diplomacy. I’d always been the patient one when we ruled together, building allies in the noble houses and faltering the yeomarery. My focus on backroom dealings was one of the reasons I fell. Celestia had never had the time nor the patience to manage other ponies, she’d always just brought a keg with her wherever she went and was instantly beloved. Yet here she was, the master diplomat. It was another terrifying realisation of the how far removed I really was. 



“Well, hop on,” Celestia said, pausing before an ornate chariot. I’d expected a carriage, but perhaps it was the fashion of the time. Much to my surprise two pegasi, in that ridiculous golden armour they seemed to favour, buckled themselves in. 



“We have never seen pegasi so keen to bind themselves,” I murmured, stepping up alongside Tia. Usually, it would take six strong ponies to bring one to the ground for more than a moment. 



Celestia’s enigmatic smile, the one I was already beginning to loathe, returned. There was a cry from the pegasi and, before I could even wrap my head around what I was seeing, we were in the sky. 



My wings twitched as the ground fell away beneath us. My horn sparked as I tried to find the spell that had my senses enthralled. When that failed I shifted to try and find the spell that had us a thousand feet in the air. 



“Like it?” Celestia inquired, sweetly. “It is made of luftwood, a little pegasus magic and it lifts a dozen times it’s weight.” 



Another shudder wracked me. “Please, just tell us that ye have a bed for us.” I did not care that it was barely two hours after sunrise, I wanted to put my head down and sleep for a week. “How far is our castle?” 



Celestia blinked, then looked away. 



I growing dread gripped me. “Sister,” I pressed. “What happened to our seat?” 



She shot a guilty look towards the vast forest at our back. It took me a minute to realise why. The mountains were more or less unchanged by the millennium and, despite the smothering carpet of trees, I picked out familiar landmarks. With horror, I stared at the dark and foreboding forest that now dominated the domain once called Everfree. 



“I was not a very good caretaker.” 



I was sure I’d be angry one day, but instead I just felt numb.



There was nothing left. 



There was no hint of the world I once knew. The ponies had moved on. My land had vanished from memory. There would be no bards to sing Cookie’s Lament in great halls. I was lost, like a ship tossed about on the capricious sea of time. Even my sister had left me. Gone was the bawdy warrior princess and gone was her armour and physique. Instead and alien statesmare regarded me. 



“I hoped at least one thing would have remained the same,” I murmured. The ruins I’d so blithely dismissed as some lost barony now came back to me in a rush. It had once been our home. 

 “I’m... I’m somewhat lost, Tia. Where do we head now?” 



“Canterlot.” 



I frowned. “That little limestone hillfort?” I asked, doing a doubletake. “What possible reason do we have to go there?” 



“We–” Celestia paused a beat, before a slight smile overtook her. “–we must see the High Princess.” 



“We have a High Princess as well now?” I demanded, rounding on her. “Since when did the Equestrian confederation ever put a single princess above all the others? Since when did you bend knee to anypony?” What mortal had earned Celestia’s loyalty when I could not? 



“You’ve missed a lot,” Celestia admitted with a sigh. “There was once a time when we could just play the Princesses of Everfree, galloping around Equestria righting wrongs and defeating monsters. Equestria was just a bunch of arguing little polities when you left, but now she’s straddles the continent. We had to have a ruler and I dare say the High Princess filled that role adequately enough.” 



“And she rules from rude Canterlot?” I pressed, unable to keep the disdain from my voice. “Please tell me she is not one of those insipid Bluebloods.”



“Not by birth, no,” Celestia replied, an impish grin on her face. “Though I fear my brave guards may have taken offence to your description of Canterlot. A pony always has a soft spot for their home town.” I let out an annoyed chuff. “And I do think Canterlot has changed since you last saw it. Look, we’re almost there.” 



I looked and my jaw dropped. Canterlot was the biggest city I had ever laid eyes on, bigger even than a dragon’s hold, and far more impressive for its construction by pony hooves. Perched impossibly on the mountainside tall fluted towers reached into the sky, capped with burnished bronze. Each layer of the city reached higher and higher into the sky and there more turrets than I could ever hope to count. The chariot came in low, darting between those reaching towers and under skybridges. Pegasi flitted in our wake, darting as close as they dared to the carriage and ground bound ponies were cheering, leaning out of windows and leaping up and down in excitement as we past. 



“Okay, we’re impressed,” I said, as we at last approached the palace. The building could be nothing else, it was vast, easily four times that of The Castle of the Royal Pony Sisters and, much like its city, a medley of towers. The chariot came into land in the broad garden adjacent, coasting to a stop with practiced grace. I found my neck craned backwards as I tried to take it all in. 



Celestia’s smirk grew. “I thought you might be. Now follow me, the sooner you meet the High Princess the sooner we can find you a nice soft bed.” 



“Ah...” My mood dropped once more. “Yes, that.” 



We made our way into the palace and I found myself regretting my earlier dismissal of this High Princess. Anypony, or any family, who could build such a grand city perched on the edge of a mountain deserved no small measure of respect. I found my worries resurfacing, the rapture fading away as we made our way through marble hall after marble hall. How was one even supposed to address a High Princess? 



“Tia, why must we meet this High Princess?” 



She smiled. “You must be introduced, if we’re to bring back the diarchy, and it’s best not to keep her waiting.” 



I frowned. “Why, what would happen if we kept her waiting?” 



“That’s best left unsaid.” 



“She is not a patient ruler, then?” I inquired, as the first twinges of doubt gripped me. 



“She rules a nation of over two hundred million,” Celestia said, fixing me with a level gaze. “Would you be?” 



I blinked first. Two hundred million. I couldn’t even wrap my head around the number, let alone the idea that a single ruler could wield the kind of power. Twenty thousand gryphons had once brought our confederation to it’s knees. What could even an alicorn do against such numbers and how could the land support so many? 



The lofty halls suddenly seemed to gain a threatening air. I couldn’t begin to imagine how anypony conceived of such an edifice, nor what resources the builder could bring to bear. The princes and princesses of Equestria were always a fractious lot, who was to say I wouldn’t just be another monster to banish in her eyes. The chills returned with renewed strength and I found my feathers fluffing. 



“Sister,” I began, after a short moment. “Is she a fair ruler?” I was unable to keep the anxiety from my voice. 



Celestia frowned, considering for a moment. “Sometimes.” 



“That doesn’t sound encouraging. Is she a tyrant?” 



“She has been accused of such in her time.” Celestia shook her head sadly. “Don’t worry though, nothing will go wrong.” 



I shuddered. “That ye have to say that does not fill us with confidence.” 



We paused before the grandest set of golden doors I had ever seen, Celestia pushed me to one side with a wing. “Now, on approaching the Princess. Keep your head low, do not use any magic and bow when you foot of the throne. Understood?” 



“Yes,” I said, swallowing the lump in my throat. “Sister I–” 



“No,” she cut in, holding up a primary. “I have to go now to... lay the groundwork. Just wait for us to call you.” 



She slipped through the golden portal. I stared at the closed door, worry bubbling up in my stomach. Within moments I began to pace, my fretting watched only by the pair of guards who guarded the door. I had no idea what I would say to this ‘High Princess’, an apology for attempting to  bring night eternal perhaps? Would she understand the magics involved and how the Nightmare had claimed me, or just see me as a threat to be disposed of? Once I would have known how every pony in Equestria would have jumped, but how did one keep track of two hundred million?



A small waiting area had been set up by the doors and my pacing drew me inevitably to the soft chairs and the low table. A fruit bowl had been set aside, full of those damnable, inedible, apples. In an effort to calm my nerves I took one of the fruits in my magic and split it. A speculative nibble found it to taste just as vile as ever and I tossed it aside before going back to my worry. 



Would all of this strange future be like the apple? Cities had vanished. Nations had fallen. Music, once my great love, had passed me by. Even my sister had gone. The calm, pristine princess that had replaced her was just like the apple, a fine veneer, but I missed the brazen warrior who wore her heart on her sleeve. 



“Princess Luna,” a guard cut in, startling me. “They’re ready for you.” 



I took my place before the door, drew and deep breath and bowed my head. The guards swung them wide and I advanced down the red carpet, not daring to look up. I tried vainly to keep my mind focused on the weave and not what awaited me. I wished I had my sister at my side. Not the statesmare, my real sister; the prankster, the warrior, my friend. 



I reached the foot of the throne and I dropped into a deep bow.



“Rise, my little pony.” 



My head shot up. There on the throne, grinning like a cat that had got into the cream, was Celestia. “Tia! Where’s the High Princess?” 



She snorted. “As they say in these modern times. Got'cha!” 



Moments later she was on her hooves and fleeing for a side door, her foalish giggles echoing through the empty hall. I myself was hot on her heels and bellowing profanities and threats. We spent the next hour chasing each other through the palace, pelting each other with apples and laughing like maniacs. 



It was good to be home. 
      

      
   
      The Adultery of Princess Twilight Sparkle


      

      
      
         In Equestria, the mood of the princesses were reflected in the behavior of their celestial orbs.  When Princess Luna was in a broody state, all dark and concerned about some portion of her life, the night was a terrifying place indeed, a gloomy darkness barely pierced by the wan illumination of her beloved moon.  When she was happy with her life, as she had been lately, the night fairly bloomed with brilliant stars and glorious moonlight, causing many young lovers to take long evening strolls together among the flowers.



And incidentally leading to a noticeable bump in the birth rate.



Celestia was no exception to the rules.  This morning, the sun practically danced in the sky as the Princess of the Sun trotted briskly out of her morning meeting with the Day Court.  In short, her present cheerful mood was because nothing was presently going wrong in Equestria that the ponies could not handle on their own, and an extraordinary number of things had gone right over the last few days.  There was even going to be cake on the menu for lunch, and Celestia had already determined to take two pieces, regardless of the effect on her present diet⁽¹⁾.




(1) Celestia's current diet was going much better than the thirty-seven hundred diets she had endured before.  She was abiding by the restrictions quite well, with only a few interruptions⁽²⁾ in the schedule.

(2) Breakfast, Lunch, Dinner, Brunch, and Occasional Snackings.






She paused during her happy trot through a shortcut in the Celestial Garden Paths, having absent-mindedly nipped off several delicious roses and a gardenia during the trip.  The day was going so wonderfully that it really needed to be shared.  Princess Twilight Sparkle was in Canterlot yet again for one of her overnight study sessions with Luna.  They would always spend all night together, just the two of them up in the Royal Observatory tower with no other ponies invited.



Particularly older sisters.



The two of them always took a late breakfast or early brunch in Luna's favorite tea room overlooking the busy city, and spent the entire morning going over the results of their evening study sessions.  Celestia had never managed to get out of Day Court early enough before to join them, but today was different.  They would have just sat down with the full silver tea set that Luna had received so many years ago when Celestia had first discovered the pleasures of the leaf.  The set had weathered the flow of time very well, and Celestia licked her lips at the thought of the hot water being poured into the leaves to steep and the fragrant aroma that would waft through the air.  It was such a large tea set, and there were only two of them.  It would be a shame if any of the delicious tea went to waste.  Perhaps she could even snatch one or two of Luna's favorite chocolate biscuits that she defended so vigorously.  Luna had such tasty biscuits.  Celestia always had been unsuccessful at the snatch attempts before, but today she felt she was going to get lucky.



She turned her path towards the East Towers with a brisk increase in the tempo of her trot and the warmth of anticipated sugar building in her stomach.  As expected when she drew near to the private tea room, the guards had been sent far away from the door, and when Celestia drew near, she rose up on the tips of her hooves to silently drift forward.  All it would take was a fraction of a second warning for Luna to snatch her cookies out of reach, and while Luna had a fast snatch, she could be surprised for just a few moments so that Celestia's snatch would be successful first.



Celestia was very proud of her snatch.  She had been improving it with lots of practice while Luna had been exiled to the moon.  Quite possibly, she had the fastest snatch in all of Equestria⁽³⁾ by now.




(3) Except for Rainbow Dash, and possibly Pinkie Pie.






As Celestia approached the tea room door, propped open to allow a gentle breeze to flow through Luna and Twilight's room, she could hear the voice of her faithful student waft through the air.



"Princess Luna, are you certain this is right?  I mean, we've gone so far, farther than I ever did with Princess Celestia, but I've never done this before.  It seems… perverted."



"Don't worry, Twilight," purred her sister's voice, sounding almost predatory as it drifted out into the corridor.  "You've enjoyed what I've shown you so far.  Knowledge is meant for sharing.  If I kept it to myself, you would have never known the pleasure of this…"



There was a quiet and liquid sound, and Twilight whimpered.



"Or this," whispered Luna, and the liquid sound echoed through the corridor again.



"Please, no," whispered Twilight Sparkle.  "That's too much."



"Are you certain you do not wish another?" whispered Luna.  "Just one?"



The silence was deafening.



"Honey?" asked Luna.



"Yes," gasped Princess Twilight in a sudden burst of exuberance.  "Oh, yes!  Give it to me!"



"Luna!" shouted Princess Celestia as she burst through the doorway.  The scene of depravity was almost more than the Princess of the Sun could stand.  Luna held a pot of honey with a dripping applicator in her magical grasp, leaning forward towards to where Princess Twilight had jerked back when the door opened.  The cup of black pekoe tea that Twilight had been holding was spilled out across the table in a wide dark blotch like black blood with two dissolving sugar cubes decorating the center and the near-deafening drip, drip, drip of the sugared fluid onto the tile floor.  Twilight trembled and attempted to hide the evidence of her illicit activity, but Celestia had seen enough.



Although Twilight was blushing a bright shade of red, Luna seemed almost furious at Celestia's intervention, drawing herself up straight and glaring at her sister with suppressed violence.  The cup of tea hovering at her side was pale with the addition of not only sugar cubes, but most certainly milk as well, even to the extreme of a small slice of lemon placed cautiously over the cup's rim.  The surface of the tea trembled to the edge and almost spilled as Luna bellowed, "Sister!  What do you think you are doing?"



"Me?"  Celestia drew herself up to the ceiling with wings spread.  "How dare you do this to Twilight!  Have you no shame?  Where is your dignity?"



"I am only doing that which you would not, dear sister," snapped Luna in return while rising up on her haunches to spread her wings wide.  "I did not go to her.  She came to me!"



"What!"  Celestia turned on Twilight Sparkle, who stumbled back from the table with a damp cloth held in her magic from where she had been frantically attempting to mop up the spilled tea.  "Tell me this is not true, Twilight!  Please!"



"No!" gasped Twilight, knocking her teacup onto the floor in her haste to clean up the evidence of her betrayal.  "I mean…"  Her magenta magic straightened up the tea table in front of her while the fallen teacup was returned to its rightful place, as well as the rest of the silver tea things.  The spare teacups to the side of the tea cart rattled in her wavering magical grip as she floated a third cup out onto the table and gave a terrified smile.  "W-would you j-join us, P-princess Celestia?"



"I shall not take tea with one who would corrupt my innocent student!" thundered Celestia, her wings still open wide and the blinding glare of the sun rising to a hot embrace through the open windows.



"You had her all to yourself for years, Celly," bellowed Luna as she stretched out her wings with a blast of frigid air that brought frost to most of the surfaces of the room and a wavering aura of darkness outside, as if the moon were struggling to rise over the distant horizon.  "Now it is my turn, and if I wish to show her the pleasures that you never had the courage to reveal unto her, it is my prerogative!"



"NEVER!" shouted Celestia with such force that all of the windows in the room exploded away from them.



"IT IS NOT YOUR DECISION!" bellowed Luna, sending the last few shards of windowglass to meet their shattered companions in the gardens far below.  "IT IS MINE!"



There was an exceedingly long period of relative silence, broken only by the faint tinkle of shattered glass landing several stories below the windows.  Then Princess Luna cleared her throat and cast a slightly-embarrassed glance to her side.  "I mean, it is Twilight Sparkle's decision."



Celestia's outstretched wings drooped slightly, and the glare of the sunlight outside decreased to something a little more in tune for the summer afternoon.  "Yes.  Yes it is," confirmed the Princess of the Sun.  "It is a decision she made long before your return, dear sister."



Luna's chin jerked up and she glared at Celestia.  "She told me of your private times.  The hours you used to spend with her, alone in your bedroom with nothing but tea and togetherness.  You may have indoctrinated her in some of the pleasures we both have knowledge of, but you denied her the ones which are of the most importance."



Celestia's eyes narrowed.  "We shall not speak of this in front of her."



"Why not!"  With one dark wing, Luna pointed at the cringing alicorn princess in question.  "She is of age, and possesses the wisdom and passions of our kind now.  You may be an old and dried-up old prune, but she is young and vibrant, filled with the eagerness of youth.  She deserves to have knowledge of these things, knowledge which you tried to keep away from me!"



"You were not ready," shouted Celestia.  "Look at what it did to you!  Your unfettered passions for your depravities led you down the darkest of paths.  Who knows what perversions you may have tried if I had not stopped you with the Elements of Harmony!  Being sent twice through its powers should certainly have purged you of this sinful desire.  Will you need to be subjected to Twilight and her friends' touch a third time?  A fourth?"



"Stop!"



Both alicorns paused, nearly nose-to-nose with each other.  The word had not come from either of them, but from a smaller and considerably shaken Princess Twilight Sparkle, who was clutching the tea kettle as if it were a small stuffed animal from her past being held during a particularly violent thunderstorm.  



"Please stop arguing," continued Twilight Sparkle in a very quiet voice that seemed to bring a breath of calm into the tense room.  "Just… sit down for a moment.  I have something that needs to be said that both of you need to hear."



The royal sisters glared at each other, but the fire had been sucked out of their conflict by Twilight's simple words.  Still unwilling to back down, they each continued to hold their positions with silent grumbling while shifting uncomfortably under Twilight's continued lecture.



"Princess Celestia, you taught me that during times of the greatest stress, there is always time to sit down and consider all of your options.  I've never been able to do that during the disasters I've dealt with, but just knowing that it is an option has always helped me deal with it."



"Very true, Twilight," said Celestia.  "But you—"



"And Princess Luna," said Twilight Sparkle, cutting off her mentor abruptly.  "You told me that I should always have a plan for every contingency so that if I needed to take action, I would not have to hesitate."



"Indeed, Twilight Sparkle."  Luna cast a triumphant glance at her older sister.  "Therefore, we—"



"So I want you both to sit down," continued Twilight.  "Right here at this table."  Magenta magic scoured the table behind her, laying out three unbroken cups on several remaining napkins.  The silver cover on a plate of chocolate biscuits was removed, two large chairs were pushed out, and the tea kettle was reluctantly floated up and away from Twilight Sparkle's tight grip.  She poured in relative silence, three cups of silent dark brew, simmering with faint wisps of steam sitting in front of three simmering alicorns.



"Knowledge can be many things," said Twilight, sitting down in her chair and silently floating a chocolate biscuit over to her napkin.  "Princess Celestia, you once told me knowledge was like an ocean, deep and infinite in its reach such that one single unicorn or even alicorn could never drink it all in without bursting in the process."



"As I recall," started Celestia with a brief sip of her dark tea, "that was right after you tried to read every book in the Canterlot Archives starting with 'M.'"



"And I think I could have done it, if not for that series of books on Megalodons."  Twilight shuddered.  "I still don't want to go near the ocean.  But it got me thinking."  She pushed the small silver bowl of sugar cubes out into the middle of the table with her magic.  Luna leaned forward in anticipation while her sister recoiled.



"Twilight," started Celestia, picking up a tea spoon as if it were a sword to defend against some terrible monster.  "No.  Please, don't."



Twilight Sparkle picked up a sugar cube in the silver tongs and held it as she talked.



"We can not drink an ocean of knowledge.  At best we can pick about on the nearest shore, examine the seashells, and try our best to understand everything we can about the beach.  As much as we learn at the shore, there is still one thing we can not."



The sugar cube dropped into Celestia's tea with a quiet bloop, eliciting a harsh whinny of frustration from the Princess of the Sun.



"You taught me all about teas, Princess.  How to shop for them at the market, how to determine which ones were at the peak of their flavor.  We brewed many, many pots of every kind of tea imaginable.  Orange pekoes, jasmines, chamomile.  Green and white and black as coal.  But there was one thing you always insisted on and I never questioned."



A second sugar cube took flight in Twilight's silver tongs and dropped into Luna's teacup.  Although the Princess of the Moon looked longingly at the remainder of the white cubes still in the bowl, it appeared no more were forthcoming.



"You never allowed… No that is not right.  You never permitted me to add anything to the tea but water.  It would interfere with the delicate taste of the tea and prevent me from enjoying the natural bounty of its flavor.  For all of the years I studied at your side, I believed you.  Tea became a sacrament to me, a celebration of pureness and tranquility.  I would drink it in and become one with the universe."



Twilight Sparkle added a sugar cube to her own tea.  The bloop of its descent was matched almost exactly by an anguished whine of regret from Celestia, who stared helplessly as the tiny bubbles of its demise rose to the obsidian surface of the adulterated substance.



"When I began to take tea with Princess Luna, I thought the experience would be the same," continued Twilight Sparkle, stirring her tea.  "I was so mistaken.  She opened my eyes to many pleasures.  Sugar.  Honey."  A faint ripple of tension traveled down Twilight's pale violet coat and caused a brief trembling around her cutie mark.  "E-even l-lemon.  O-on some nights, we even experimented with mixing.  It was a wild and passionate time that I lost myself in.  Sometimes, I would awaken on the floor of the observatory with the taste of chicory on my lips and wonder if perhaps we had gone too far in our debauchery.  Still, I could not stop the raging passions of my unleashed desires.  My nights were filled with so many—"



Twilight Sparkle paused to wipe away a tear.



"I had known so much about this shore of knowledge, and I wanted to learn all there was to know about the other, but the ecstasy of the experience was too much for me to bear all at once.  I lost control, but in that loss, I learned something far more valuable.  I am Twilight, the time between the Day and Night.  I was never meant to be all of one or the other.  I shall never be your innocent student again, Princess Celestia, nor can I throw myself body and soul into the pleasures that you have shown me, Princess Luna.  I must be myself."



She lifted the honeypot, and with a gentle touch, Twilight Sparkle added exactly one drop to each of the three cups of tea on the table.



Luna picked up her teacup and stirred it before taking a sip and grimacing in near pain.  "I think I see, Twilight Sparkle.  Just as this cup is too tart and bitter for me, and far too sweet for my aged sister, it is you, and we should both learn to compromise in your regard."  She took a second sip and swished it around in her mouth for a moment before swallowing.  "Still, there is a pleasure in this which I hath not remembered in many a year."



After stirring her tea cup several times, Celestia also took up her cup and drank a small sip.  "Likewise, sister.  The sugar blocks much of the flavor, but in its defense, it also brings some hidden tastes to the surface."  After a second quiet slurp of the hot sugared tea, Celestia added, "I apologize, my sister.  I overreacted to your… passion."



"And I, yours," said Luna, sitting the partial cup of tea down at the table.  "The bare leaf bears no attraction to me, but perhaps with a small assist, I could learn to tolerate it.  I too apologize for my unseemly outburst."  She giggled while snatching up a chocolate biscuit from the plate.  "At least we did not get as carried away as the last time."



"To be honest, dear sister," said Celestia.  "You did fill the entire Royal Tea Service with syrup before you transformed into Nightmare Moon."



"I was experimenting with molasses," said Luna with a shrug.  "It could have happened to anypony." 



"Wait a minute," said Twilight Sparkle, waving a half-eaten biscuit.  "Did you turn into Nightmare Moon because of the molasses, or did you fill up the teapot because you were turning into Nightmare Moon?"



"I'm really not certain," said Luna, holding her own chocolate biscuit.  "It's really not that important."



"Of course it's important," said Twilight Sparkle.  "Ponies all over Equestria put all kinds of additions into their tea.  What if molasses mixed with tea turns ponies evil?"



"Twilight," admonished Celestia while slipping a few chocolate biscuits under the tablecloth for later, "adding molasses to tea can't turn ponies evil.  Besides," she added with a laugh, "nopony but my sister puts anything into tea except for maybe an occasional sugar cube."



Both of the royal alicorns laughed, but Twilight Sparkle did not join in.



"Um.  Princess?  Ponies put all kinds of things into tea.  There's a whole industry built around putting things into tea.  My mother used to make lemon and honey iced tea during the summer.  You can even buy it as an instant mix now.  Just add water and ice cubes."



"Iced tea?"  Luna wrinkled up her nose and turned to Celestia, who in turn passed on a baffled look to the youngest princess at the table.



"Twilight, you must be mistaken.  Once tea becomes cold, it is thrown out."  The Princess of the Sun stared in fixed concentration at her former student, with the tiniest of tremors beginning to show in Celestia's cheek.  "Right?



Twilight Sparkle shook her head slowly.



"Oh."  Celestia sat in quiet contemplation of a world where tea was not only adulterated, but an entire industry had emerged to produce such an abomination, including the ability to turn it into an 'instant' form.  "I think I need to go lie down for a while."



Luna and Twilight watched Celestia stride slowly from the room, leaving only the half-full cup of tea and an empty biscuit container behind.  Twilight took another sip of her tea before setting it down on the table and letting out a deep sigh.



"It needed to be said."



"Indeed it did, Twilight Sparkle."  Luna took another sip of tea with only a brief longing look at the bowl of sugar cubes.  "Shall we continue where we left off."



With another deep sigh, Twilight Sparkle sat her teacup back down on the table.  "I don't think so.  I'm really not in the mood for tea at the moment."



Luna placed her teacup down next to Twilight's.  "Would you like to make out instead?"



"Oh, yes!" said Twilight Sparkle.








In the tallest tower of Canterlot, Princess Celestia sat quietly at her desk, the dregs of a cup of dark oolong tea on a saucer to one side giving out a sweet aroma that both enticed and disturbed her at once.  Her schedule had been cleared for the day, giving her sufficient time to consider the words of her once-student, now turned into a teacher for her elder and foolish peers.  For centuries, Celestia had taught lessons to an endless number of ponies, watched them grow under her tutelage, and thought herself wise beyond measure.  It was a humbling process to realize her little Twilight Sparkle had surpassed her teacher in wisdom, on at least one point.  In the future, Celestia would have to relearn old study habits in order to keep abreast of a changing world.  Perhaps a few all-nighters would be appropriate, with the correct study companions.  And the correct tea.



Her musings upon the placement of tea in the universe was disturbed by the entry of Captain Bucephalus, who had served as a Royal Guard for well over a decade and had taken over the role of Captain of the Royal Guard with perfect grace upon Shining Armor's promotion to Prince.  Broad in the shoulders and easy on the eyes, the handsome stallion was constantly barraged by an endless string of mares seeking a permanent companion in life, but as with so many of Celestia's guard contingent, Bucephalus seemed to be 'married to his work' as the saying went.  He had certainly proven his worth in the running of the military operations of the castle, always at Celestia's side whenever she needed support.  To her recollection, Bucephalus' only vice was a passion for building small scale models of castles, both Equestrian and from other nations, and spending hours during his time off with other unmarried stallions of similar interests in the noble art of 'Wargaming.'  She had even caught one of the members of his group at work with a small display of intricately-painted figures, showing his coworker the details of the Burro Entrepreneurial Guard Treasury Assault Squad all arranged in accurate tiny specks of colorful paint and lead.



Bucephalus laid out the daily reports for the Royal Guard in front of her as he always did, in crisp formal motions, then sat back quietly until she had finished looking through them and applying her signature to anything that needed her input, which was very little under his competent administration.



Ignoring the folders of paper for the moment, Celestia turned her gaze on the guard, trying to view him as something other than a simple shell or pebble on this shore, but instead as a different horizon with all new experiences to share.  The learning process was complicated by something very obvious, but fairly easily dealt with as Celestia cleared her throat and addressed the guard.



"Captain Bucephalus, you have served in the Royal Guard for the last eleven years, six months, five days and seven hours, correct?"



"Yes, Your Highness."  Bucephalus straightened his back microscopically and maintained his proud alert stance with the smallest measure of displayed pride leaking out through his impassive features.



"And in that time," continued Celestia, "have I ever, or have you ever heard me give an order to one of my guard which could be considered… immoral."



"No, Ma'am."



Celestia's golden magic formed around the door into her room and closed it with a quiet and quite distinct click of the lock engaging.



"Captain Bucephalus, you are hereby off-duty.  At any time, you may choose to leave, and it will not be held against you.  You see," said Celestia, slowly beginning to remove the guard's armor, "I have need of an unbiased opinion, and if you are on the clock, all I will hear from you is 'Yes, Your Highness' until I am positively tired of it."  The golden breastplate made a quiet clanging noise as Celestia cast it to one side, followed by the captain's helm.



"Um.  Ma'am?"  Bucephalus took a quick glance at the door, but to his credit, lifted his hooves one at a time to allow his armored shoes to be removed.  "What did you want my opinion on, Ma'am?"



"Please, as long as we are here this evening, call me Celestia.  Or Celly," she added with a giggle.



"Yes, Ma'am.  I mean Celestia.  Celly."  Bucephalus blushed when Celestia patted the chair next to her, but obediently sat down and remained in place while Celestia scooted her chair right next to him and pulled the tea cart closer.  Small silver trays filled with sugar cubes, thin slices of lemon, sprinkles of cinnamon, and tight curls of bitter chocolate were spread out across the tea cart's surface, objects which Celestia had previously considered just symbolistic tokens like tits on a stallion or the Chair of Ethics in the Parliament.  It was hard for Celestia to concentrate in the face of so many perversions of her favorite vice, but she focused on the matter at hoof and plowed onwards.



"You see…"  Celestia trailed off and looked at her rumpled guard, who still had a bad case of helmet mane.  "Bucephalus seems to be such a long name for such an informal occasion.  May I call you something shorter?  Like Buppy?"



"I'd rather not, Your— I mean Celly."  Bucephalus gave a false grin while running a hoof through his disheveled mane in a vain attempt to bring order to the orderless mess.  "Sounds too much like a puppy."



"Bups, then?"  Celestia cocked her head to one side and smiled.  "I can scarcely come up with one shorter."



"That's fine."  Bucephalus swallowed.  "Celly."



"Very well."  A fresh teacup floated over to the table in front of Bucephalus and landed with a faint click before Celestia began pouring the tea.  Dark oolong tea gurgled quietly as both cups filled, spreading the soft aroma of perfection around the small room.  "Now, I'm going to ask you to try something that may seem immoral at first, or even perverted, but I want you to try it anyway and give me your opinion on it.  Are you comfortable with that, Bups?"



"Yes, Ma'am.  I mean Celly.  Ma'am."



"Good.  It's very important that you give me your honest opinion.  It's been so very long since I've done this, and I'm afraid I may be getting some things wrong.  We may have to do this over and over in order to get it just right, but at any time, if you are feeling uncomfortable or want to leave, just say so.  We may even be here until late at night, so I just want to know if you're strong enough to handle this.  Are you ready?" 



Bucephalus swallowed again.  "Yes.  Celly."



"Good."  Celestia took the sugar tongs, lifted up a pair of cubes, and before she could work herself into a frenzy over the thought, quickly dropped one into both Bucephalus' tea and her own.  



"Now, let's stir that up and take a taste.  Don't be frightened if it's a little different than what you're used to.  I'll be right here next to you.  Be strong."



"We're… tasting tea?" asked Bucephalus with a note of relief.



"Of course," said Celestia.  "What did you think we were doing?"



"I thought you wanted to have sex."



Celestia considered for a long moment. 



"After the tea," she declared.





It was, determined Celestia after several hours, a very educational experience.


      

      
   
      Doll Judgement


      

      
      
         “Well, looks like this is it: Hollow Shades.”



Twilight folded up her map and slid it into her pack, before she stepped over to the edge of the ridge that overlooked the sleepy little forest hamlet.



“I see. It’s very… quaint.” Rarity moved up next to Twilight, her face twisted in a grimace. “If the map was going to have us walk through miles of wilderness in order to solve some sort of friendship problem, couldn’t they have at least picked some place a little more fashionable? Please tell me there’s at least a good bath to be found.”



As much as Rarity had complained the entire journey, Twilight was inclined to sympathize with her; it had been a rough trip, and the map seemed to care little for the timing of whatever personal projects they were involved when it called them to action. “At least Hollow Shades is actually on a map, compared to the town Starlight Glimmer set up.”



Rarity turned her nose up and sniffed, then followed it up with a sigh as she turned to walk down the path into town. “Really, they’re on a map? I suppose that’s nice and all, but beyond just a name, are they known for anything at all? Honestly, I had never even heard of the place until you pointed it out.”



Twilight frowned, trying to recall the passages in the traveler's guide she had memorized in preparation for their journey. “If I remember correctly, these ponies are a rather ornery sort. For hundreds of years they’ve refused to recognize the governance of Equestria, and they don’t pay taxes. Princess Celestia still claims rulership over the area on paper, but she doesn’t enforce it and generally lets them do their own thing. It’s a delicate situation where both sides pretend the other doesn’t exist, and both are allegedly happier for it. No taxes means no crown protection, but that’s their choice, I guess.”



“Ah yes, the vagaries of politics. Well, I at least hope they’re of a sort to welcome outsiders, regardless of their particular affiliations.” Rarity shivered and drew her scarf closer to her neck.



“The map sent us here, after all, so I wouldn’t take that bet.” Twilight stopped, taking a closer look at the town from their vantage point on the main thoroughfare. The trees around them rose high above, and cast a deep, overbearing shadow across the valley the town was nested in.. The buildings were ramshackle and worn down, but well repaired. The streets were muddy, but not overly so. Poor, but not destitute.



“I see we’ve got quite the welcoming crowd,” Rarity drawled.



Twilight stepped forward, her hooves squishing in the soft, wet earth. There wasn’t a single pony in sight, though she could see the shadows of movement in the windows of the surrounding homes, and the itching sensation in her horn made her positive they were being watched.



Just why had Rarity and Twilight been sent here, anyway? The oppressive atmosphere of the place, combined with its rural nature, suggested that Applejack and Pinkie Pie might have been a better fit. Did the map somehow know which pony was best for the job, even before the job was done? Or did it, perhaps, just pick them at random?



“There’s got to be somepony around that can… aha!” Rarity puffed herself up and trotted over to a small figure crouched on the corner of a porch. “Excuse me, young miss, but my friend and I just arrived in town, and we were hoping if we could ask you a few questions?”



Her question hung in the air unanswered, and the figure just stood there, unmoving, hidden in the shadows. Twilight stepped closer, straining her eyes to see.



Rarity cleared her throat, then lit up her horn. “I do apologize, darling, if we’re intruding at all; it’s just that—eep!”



Twilight watched as Rarity jumped backwards, recoiling from whatever she had seen in the light of her horn. “Rarity? What’s wrong?”



Rarity turned back as Twilight jumped up the steps, her cheeks starting to color. “I, uh… it just startled me, that’s all.” There was a blue glow of magic, and the figure was levitated into full view. “It’s just a doll, see?”



“Oh.” Twilight blinked, looking the stuffed toy up and down. She was hardly an expert on dollcrafting, but she could tell that this one was masterfully crafted. And furthermore, it was wearing an exceptionally elaborate dress, one that probably would have cost a fortune were it pony sized. “That seems like an awfully nice doll to be left lying around outside.”



“I can’t argue with that.” Rarity frowned, slowly spinning the doll in her magic as she looked it over with her craftsmare’s eye. “My my, Sweetie Belle would absolutely adore this. Still, I can only assume that someone left it behind in haste; it’s not our place to be mucking about with other ponies’ things.”



Twilight glanced around to see if anypony had reacted to their presence, but other than a few shadowed movements, nopony was willing to show themselves. “Come on, I think there’s a light on in that big building near the edge.”



Rarity nodded and set the doll back down, before she made her way back down to the street. “I think that might be an inn of some sorts. Hot bath, you will be mine!”



Twilight smiled at the thought. A bath would certainly be a welcome treat. She was still on guard, of course, but just because a town was spooky and dark didn’t mean it was overtly dangerous. Some ponies just—



Twilight ran smack into Rarity, who had stopped in the middle of the road. Grunting as she rubbed at her head, she glared at Rarity for a few moments before eventually tracking her gaze to the source of her sudden cessation of movement.



There was another doll, of a similar quality, though of a different design, propped up in somepony’s window.



Rarity wordless raised her hoof to point to another house, and Twilight saw a third doll crammed into the nook of a tree.



“Okay,” Rarity said, her voice a measured calm. “Somepony really likes dolls. We all have our special talents. Perhaps they’re this village’s… thing.”



“Yes. That is a perfectly logical and reasonable assumption.”



Twilight was almost one hundred percent positive that the sensation of being watched was just coming from ponies peering out their windows.



That they both quickened their pace to get to the inn faster was entirely unrelated.



Letting out a breath she hadn’t quite realized she was holding, Twilight paused before the door to the inn and glanced up at the sign. “Journey’s Rest,” she read aloud. “Rather straightforward, as names go.” The light coming from within seemed warm and inviting. The doll propped up beside the door would be quite adorable taken out of context.



Rarity pushed the door open, and they made their way inside.



The common room was empty, save for a wide-eyed mare behind the counter and a surly looking bouncer, who, upon seeing them, rested a hoof on the hilt of his sword.



Rarity glanced back and forth between the two of them, the tension in the air already thick, and leapt into action.



“Goodness, I love it! What an absolute gem of an establishment you have here. The rest of this town is a bit, no offense, darling, a bit dreary, but even at first glance, this is a place a mare can feel welcome to put her hooves up and relax. The way you’ve accented the fireplace is simply divine, and your tablecloths match your curtains perfectly. The uh, doll on the table, well… that seems to be the style here, so I shan’t say anymore. Still. Love it.”



Everypony stared at Rarity blankly for several moments, their mouths hanging open.



“T-thank you,” the bartender stammered, breaking the silence. Her cheeks turned a shade of rosy pink to match her hair. “Sorry, you, um, just startled us, that’s all. It’s okay, Oaken Stein. You don’t have to scare them off. We just don’t get many visitors.”



Stein continued to glare at them both before he sighed and sunk back against the wall.



“That was amazing,” Twilight whispered, giving Rarity a wink before she puffed herself up and strode forward. “We apologize as well. We’re new here and aren’t familiar with a lot of things yet. My name is Pri—”



Rarity interrupted Twilight by kicking her in the shin, then shook her head rapidly. “No titles!” she hissed.



Twilight raised an eyebrow, wincing at the pain, but gave a resigned sigh. “I’m Twilight Sparkle. This is my friend, Rarity. I guess we were hoping to find lodging for the night?”



The bartender glanced at Stein, before she gave a polite curtsy. “My name is Peony. You’re absolutely welcome to stay the night, though if you plan on staying longer than that, I’m afraid our little town doesn’t have anything interesting enough to warrant it.”



Twilight bit back a smirk. They would be the judges of that. Something about this place was off, though she couldn’t quite put a hoof on it. She spared a quick glance to see that both Rose and Stein had normal cutie marks, of a flower and what appeared to be a shield, respectively. No equal signs here, so there was at least that.



“Nonsense. Every town has something or another going on, hmm?” Rarity made her way over to the bar and peered over the menu. “I could tell you any number of stories or gossip about Ponyville, though I suppose not all of them are that interesting. Still, the doll theme is certainly… charming. I don’t suppose if it would be too forward of me to ask what drives this particular aesthetic? I’m a bit curious.”



Peony stumbled slightly at the mention of the dolls, but almost managed to make it look graceful. She glanced over at the doll sitting on the table, and then over to Stein. “The dolls, um. They all belong to our Lady Mari. They’re her gifts to us all.”



Twilight raised an eyebrow, then sat down at the table with the doll, looking more closely. This one was a pink unicorn with a blonde mane. Its glassy eyes stared past her, sending an involuntary shiver running down her spine. “Lady Mari? I read in the Travel Guide to Equestria, sixth edition, that Hollow Shades used a simple democratic voting process to elect a mayor. ‘Lady’ seems like an odd title in that context.”



Stein grimaced, then leaned forward, staring intently at Twilight’s wings. “This here is dangerous country. There’s a lot of monsters about. Our lady keeps us safe. Just who are you, anyway?”



“This is excellent work,” Twilight said, levitating the doll into the air. Did this Mari make them all herself?”



“Please don’t touch them!” Peony cried out, reaching out a hoof. “I mean, they, uh. She doesn’t want them to be disturbed.”



Rarity narrowed her eyes, staring at the doorway, focusing intently on something that Twilight couldn’t see.



“My apologies,” Twilight said, setting the doll back down. The reaction was certainly telling; something was going on here. “I think I’d very much like to meet this Lady Mari, do you think that could be arranged?”



Stein took a deep breath, then shook his head. “Something like that isn’t up to us. In fact, I’d recommend against it, but do what you want.”



Rarity made over to Twilight, then motioned for her to follow. “Can I speak to you in private for a moment, darling?” They made their way over to the farthest corner of the inn, where Twilight put up a quick privacy spell.



“This is super weird,” Twilight said.



Rarity nodded, glancing over at the pair, who were watching them, unease clear on their faces. “I agree. I mean, I suppose it’s technically possible that this is all completely innocuous, but honestly, is it ever?”



“There’s definitely magic in the dolls. I could sense it, though if I wanted to figure out how, specifically, they were enchanted, it would take me a bit of time and effort.”



“I wish we had had a little bit of time to relax first,” Rarity said with a sigh, “but I suppose it’s best if we just saddle up and get this over with. Whatever it is. Also, I think I saw something that—”



The door to the inn slammed open, and two armored guard ponies pushed their way inside.



Twilight let the privacy spell drop and turned to face the newcomers warily.



They took one look at Twilight and Rarity and leveled their spears. “Princess Twilight Sparkle. The Lady Mari wishes to see you. Please come with us.”



Rarity leaned in and whispered. “Ooh, they know it's you; this is probably a trap.”



“Almost certainly,” Twilight whispered back. Pulling herself up and spreading her wings slightly, Twilight strode towards the guards, her horn glowing with raw magic. “Just, hypothetically speaking, if we were to refuse, what would your response be?”



The guards both glanced at each other, then stepped forward, their teeth bared. “It’d be best if you came with us.”



“If you’re going to make a mess,” Stein drawled, “at least do it outside. And besides, you’re holding that wrong, Spark. You want your grip to be a little lower.”



Spark grimaced, then swore under his breath. “I don’t have to take that from a coward.”



“It’s fine,” Twilight said as she metaphorically lowered her ‘weapons’, “we’ll come peacefully. Something tells me there’s a lot I’ll want to discuss with your lady. Rarity will be coming too, of course. I trust there will be no objections?”



The guards nodded and motioned for them to follow. As they passed by Stein, he mumbled under his breath, “Be careful.”



They were led through the back streets of the town and into the forest. It was a winding, dense trail, with thick overgrowth blocking out almost all light. It was reminiscent of some of the deepest parts of the Everfree Forest.



“There’s something…” Rarity mumbled under her breath, her neck twisting a she stared, her vision intent on the shoulders of the guards. “I can’t quite make it out, but it’s just out of the corner of my eye…”



After maybe ten minutes of walking, the path gave way into a large clearing, the center of which contained a small mansion. It looked somewhat newly constructed, free of the worn and weathered look that plagued the rest of the town.



“Lady Mari is waiting for you inside,” one of the guards said, pulling open the double doors to the mansion.



They stepped into the mansion together, and the doors were closed behind them.



 around, providing ample lighting. A wide set of stairs filled the entrance hall, leading to the overlooking balcony of the second floor. There were at least six doors she could see that lead deeper into the house.



And, naturally, four dolls, each propped up nicely on a pedestal. These ones seemed to be wearing armor, and had tiny swords strapped to their hooves. Lovely.



Footsteps echoed from up above, and a figure slowly began to descend the staircase. “Welcome, Princess Twilight Sparkle. I’ve been expecting you.”



To Twilight’s surprise, the mare that made her way into the light was young: a teenager. She was still in that awkward, gangly transition between filly and adult. Her cutie mark was a cross of wood with strings hanging down from it. “Lady Marionette, I presume? I can’t say I know much about the town of Hollow Shades, but this is a bit much, don’t you think?”



Mari smiled and stopped her advance. She sat down on the stairs, and raised a hoof to her lips. “I’ve been working real hard to make Hollow Shades a place with its own identity and power, but governance is hard, no matter what kind of help you have.”



Rarity sniffed. “If I may offer a piece of advice, you need to pick a theme and stick with it, sweetie. The gothic thing would work, but you need more wrought iron to pull it off, and it’s best to contrast with a warm and welcoming interior. Peony has the right idea. I’m sure she’d be willing to help.”



“Hmph. That sow and her husband are lucky I’m generous enough to let them keep their business.” Mari lit up her horn, her magic a soft blue, and levitated what appeared to be a glass of wine over to herself. “Let’s cut to the chase, shall we?”



Twilight shrugged, then stepped forward. “How does a pony your age come to be the lady of a town like this?”



Mari smirked. “I had an excellent teacher.”



“And do the ponies here truly appreciate your rulership?” Rarity asked.



“Why wouldn’t they? Like that oaf said in the inn: This is dangerous country. I keep my town safe from danger and help it to exist independently outside of the hoof of principal tyranny.”



“That’s a massive oversimplification if I ever heard one,” Twilight grumbled.



Mari narrowed her eyes and sipped at her wine. “You’re here to try and depose me, right? She told me you would come, eventually, but don’t think it’s going to be that easy for you.”



Twilight glanced over at Rarity. “I didn’t realize I had developed a reputation for that. I wasn’t particularly planning on deposing anypony. The general mission objective is to spread the ideals of friendship throughout the land, and I’d much prefer that approach.”



Rarity nodded. “Really now, there’s no reason to be all hostile about it. I’m sure we all hold some different core beliefs, but this is a diplomatic issue; something to talk over like reasonable adults. There’s no need to get all dramatic about it.”



“So you can fill my head with lies, or worse, use your brainwashing magic? I don’t think so.” Mari tossed the now empty glass aside where it shattered on the bannister. “I don’t think so, Princess. You’re in my home; here we play by my rules.”



Twilight narrowed her eyes. “If you want to set yourself up as the tyrant to be cast aside, I’m more than willing to play the role of the heroine, but for your sake, I honestly wouldn’t recommend it. You can still back down from this.”



Mari threw her head back and laughed. It was a rather good villainous cackle, all things considered. “Don’t think it’ll be that easy. Guards!”



Twilight reacted first, throwing herself to the side and firing up her horn to cast a quick locking spell on the door behind her. Several jagged shards of metal flew past her into the wall as she dodged. They had been fired from the dolls as they all rose in unison. The door shuddered under the weight of the guards smashing into it from outside. It was a good first move.



Twilight turned her head to fire a blast of raw magical energy at the closest doll. To her considerable surprise, the ray splashed onto it like water and didn’t seem to have any effect. The distraction nearly cost her dearly as another doll dove towards her, sword raised high. Twilight felt herself lose a few hairs as she ducked under its strike.



Mari continued laughing, now floating several feet off of the ground. “Your magic is useless against my creations, Twilight! This is going to be so much fun!”



“Twilight!” Rarity called out as she parried several thrusts from a doll with a candelabra. “I can see it now, the strings!” Maintaining her grip on the candelabra, Rarity split her focus to lift a fold in her saddlebag and pull out a small set of sewing scissors. She dove, rolling underneath the doll she was fighting, and with a quick snip from the scissors, it fell, lifeless to the ground.



“Great work!” Twilight glanced about, but she couldn’t see the strings Rarity was talking about. Instead, she grabbed her own candelabra and, with a wrenching of metal, compacted it into a jagged spear. She began to defend herself against the two dolls descending down upon her. Swordfighting wasn’t exactly a specialty of hers, but she should at least be able to defend herself against semi-autonomous constructs long enough to…



There! The shot lined up, and Twilight fired another blast of magic, this one aimed directly at Mari.



Two new dolls rose up from the ground at her hooves, these ones carrying large shields, and blocked the attack entirely.



“Useless!”



“You look like you could use a helping hoof, Twilight!” Rarity charged the dolls menacing her from behind and, with quick work of her scissors, they both fell.



Panting, Twilight stepped forward. They had managed to score a small cut along her flank, but it wasn’t anything serious. “Is that all you’ve got?”



She instantly regretted tempting fate as the front door smashed open, splinters flying as the guards poured in. The two from earlier had been joined by four more, the six of them all fully armed and armored. Four more dolls rose up above the banisters, these ones glowing with growing magical energy.



Twilight glanced over at Rarity, who had been separated from her by appearance of the guards, and they both nodded at each other.



Energy rained down on them both as they turn and fled, bursting through the side doors on opposite sides of the entrance room.



Twilight immediately spun once she made it through doorway and, with a grunt of effort, tore the door from its hinges. She brought it to bear as a giant club, sweeping all of the hooves out from under the guards, then raising it up in time to block lances of fire from the pursuing dolls.



She galloped through the hallways, smashing aside anything that got in her way. New dolls lurked in every corner, waiting to spring out and pounce and stab, but the force and fury of Twilight Sparkle was not an easy foe to be reckoned with. She couldn’t see the strings that Rarity had so easily disabled, and her magic couldn’t affect the dolls directly, so she instead used the mansion itself as her weapon: slamming them into walls, slamming walls into them, throwing vases and expensive looking busts. At one point, she found a statue holding a well crafted sword, and was now wielded the weapon to devastating effect.



After several minutes of chase and fight, Twilight paused to catch her breath in what appeared to be an art gallery of some sort, the door barricaded behind her. She hoped Rarity was faring well on her own. She was a clever unicorn, but lacked Twilight’s magical strength and skill.



It was time to stop running, and put an end to this.



A plan for counterattack came to her nigh instantly. As a puppet master, Mari probably hadn’t left the main room, choosing instead to seek them out through the extended senses granted to her by her dolls.



If Twilight was to simply charge in, she’d likely find an army of dolls blocking her path.



But failing to account for multiple dimensions in tactical planning was a fairly common mistake.



Spreading her wings and readying her sword, Twilight teleported directly above the spot where she had last seen Mari, and dove.



She collided with empty air, and spun, ready for a trap to be sprung.



“Rarity!” Twilight called out, nearly dropping her sword in shock as she saw what was waiting for her.



At the bottom of the stairs, Rarity was strung up, suspended in midair and spread eagled, thin wires wrapped tightly around her legs and neck. The strings were all attached to dolls, scattered across the room as if they were all prepared to pull them even tighter. “T-twilight! Help!”



Mari let out another cackle as she stepped forward, looking up at Twilight. “Glad you could finally make it. Your weakness is your friends, Princess Twilight Sparkle. I can’t believe how easy this was.”



Twilight growled, leveling her sword. “Let her go, Mari. I’m the one you want anyway, right?”



“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Mari said. She raised a hoof, and the dolls all pulled a little tighter, causing Rarity to shriek. “She’s quite the talented mare, and her ability to disable my dolls is quite troublesome. Certainly can’t have that now, can we?”



“Fine.” Twilight let out a sigh, then tossed her sword to the ground. “Look, I’ve been through this schtick before. What do you want, my magic? My cutie mark? My title? For me to leave you alone? My collection of autographed first edition prints of Daring Do?”



Mari licked her lips, then rubbed her hoof against her chin. “Anything I want from a princess, in exchange for the life of her friend… it’s a tempting thought. What should I ask for, I wonder?”



Twilight grimaced, but said nothing. Why couldn’t the map have sent more of them? With just a bit more backup, she wouldn’t be in this predicament.



“But here’s the thing, Princess Twilight Sparkle, Mistress Starlight has told me oh so much about you. Friendship is Magic, after all. It’s the source of your power, the reason for your ascension. How you’ve stopped so many ‘villains’ in the past. I wonder what would happen if you gave that up, instead?”



“Don’t be ridiculous, I could never—”



The strings tightened around Rarity again, and she let out a strangled scream.



Twilight half leapt forward, her eyes wide. “Stop it, what do you think you’re doing!?”



Mari laughed, mad light twinkling in her eyes. “Your friends make you powerful, Twilight! So when they’re gone, what does that make you? Let’s find out!”



“Stop! Rarity!”



Rarity’s screams were cut sickeningly short as every string cut in and her form scattered across the floor.



Twilight’s heart stopped, her eyes locked onto the unbelievable nightmare strewn out before her. This wasn’t real. It wasn’t actually happening. There was no way something like this could be true.



They had come here, together, just to solve a simple friendship problem. Sure, things had gotten a little more violent than usual, but this was just...



Rarity couldn’t really be…



Rarity was…



Twilight screamed, white hot rage filling every fiber of her being. Her horn erupted with magical energy and her mane began to crackle with power. The strength she held when she had fought Tirek seemed miniscule by comparison.



She has to pay.



“That look on your face! It’s priceless. I wish I had a camera, so—”



Twilight launched herself through the air, flying towards Mari as if shot out of a cannon, her hoof raised. The shield dolls raised up to intercept her, but she punched through them as if they were plywood, and slammed full force into Mari.



The teenaged mare slammed into the wall, leaving a sizeable dent in the wood, and crumpled to the ground.



Mari coughed up blood, whimpering. “W-what? That’s not possible. Stop her!”



It’s not enough.



The numerous dolls in the room launched towards her.



Maybe they were resistant to the direct application of magic, but with a few dozen isolated pockets of superheated air, they were reduced to ashes in less than a second.



“N-no, that’s not what she said would happen.” Mari scrambled backwards as Twilight advanced. “You can’t be this strong. Why isn’t it working!”



It would only be fair to deliver the same in return, right?



Twilight levitated Mari up into the air, restraining her in the same way Rarity had been. She tugged on her limbs lightly.

Mari screamed, tears streaming down her face. “No, please, don’t! I’m sorry, it was just a—”



“Sorry?” Twilight growled, tugging a little harder. “Just how many chances did I give you again? You really think there’s anything you can say to get you out of this?”



Unforgivable.



She has to die.



“Y-you wouldn’t…”



Watch me.



“Twilight? What’s going on?”



Before Twilight could deliver the final blow, she heard a voice from behind her. Slowly she turned around to see a roughed up, but very much alive, Rarity standing in the doorway.



“R-Rarity?” Twilight sputtered, dropping Mari to the ground. “That’s impossible, you’re…”



Kill her!



Rarity strode forward, limping slightly. “I twisted an ankle, and I am a bit bruised up, but those dolls weren’t so tough. The guards were all tied up with strings too, so I was able to deal with them fairly quickly as well. I’m otherwise fine. Twilight, please, what’s wrong?”



Twilight’s eyes tracked down to where she had seen Rarity die just moments before.



The mangled ‘corpse’ of Rarity lay in a pile of stuffing, its beady glass eyes staring blankly at the ceiling.



Twilight turned back to the sobbing, bloody, and broken mare, bruises already forming around the limbs where Twilight had almost done the same thing.



She would have done it if she actually had Rarity! She deserves to die!



Twilight turned and emptied the contents of her stomach on the nearby wall.



“Oh dear.” Rarity made her way over to Twilight and began stroking her mane. “It’s alright, Twilight. I’m alive and well, I promise. It was just an illusion.”



When she had finished, Twilight turned to face Mari again, but couldn’t bear to look her in the eyes.



“Just what were you thinking to accomplish with a trick like that, hmm?” Rarity asked, standing over Mari. “That’s a pretty cruel joke pull on anypony.”



Mari coughed, wiping at her mouth. “Starlight said that if she lost one of her friends, Twilight would fall apart. I guess she kind of did… wasn’t expecting it to be this personal.”



Rarity clicked her tongue, shaking her head. “Starlight Glimmer… just what in Equestria were you hoping to accomplish here?”



“To create the perfect society,” Mari said, her eyes still defiant. “My dolls watch over everypony, keeping them safe and in line.”



“That’s a far cry from everypony being equal,” Twilight groaned, leaning against the wall. “Sure, she was a tyrant at heart, but this doesn’t really match her pattern.”



“My master’s plans are far too grand for somepony as simple as you to understand.”



“I’d slap you,” Rarity drawled, rolling her eyes, “but you’ve already been through enough. You are still just a kid, after all. Just try to remember that you’ve already lost, and act the part.”



Twilight frowned, rising to her feet. “She gave you something, didn’t she? Something to amplify your magic. You couldn’t have managed these feats of magic all on your own.”



Mari looked away. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”



With a roll of her eyes, Twilight fired up her horn and, searching specifically for magical signatures, found and pulled what appeared to be a small coin out of Mari’s dress pocket.



Immediately she was hit with another rush of power.



Kill her!



Twilight cast a quick spell to contain the energies of the coin and slipped it into her pack. “A dark magical artifact. Amplifies energies, but at a cost to your morality and sanity. We’ve seen the like before with Trixie and the Alicorn Amulet. I think it wanted me to win. So I could use it myself.”



Mari spat. “What are you going to do with me now?”



“Hmm, that’s a good question.” Rarity began to pace back and forth. “I suppose the nice thing to do would be to bring you to the princesses. Though perhaps it might be best if we just give you to the villagers. They’re the independent sort, after all.”



“Whatever,” Mari mumbled, hanging her head. “I guess it doesn’t matter.”








Twilight sat at one of the tables in Journey’s Rest, sipping at a delicious bowl of hot soup.



The villagers had been tepidly optimistic that their despotic teenaged doll master was no longer lording over them, but were apprehensive about their lack of protection from the outside world. and rather miffed that help had come from outsiders rather than from within.



“I can’t thank you enough,” Peony said, setting their drinks on the table. “Mari used to be such a sweet girl. We’ll take care of her. I’m sure she’ll come back to her right mind eventually. And though he won’t say it, Stein is really thankful as well. He used to be captain of the guard, but when she brainwashed all of his troops… well, it’s done and over with now.”



Twilight nodded her thanks, and sipped at the mug of warm cider. “You know, this doesn’t feel like much of a victory.”



Rarity nodded, idly tracing a hoof around the edge of her mug. “I really thought that Starlight Glimmer learned her lesson the last time. Or at least wasn’t stupid enough to try the same thing twice.”



“It’s different though, that’s what I can’t get.” Twilight banged her head against the table. “She was very invested in the whole equality thing, even if she didn’t practice it herself. Why the change in tactics?”



“Well, it’s not as if we have enough information to truly form a pattern.”



“Unless…” Twilight throat suddenly went dry. “It’s an experiment; she’s testing out different models of government and holding control, to see what works best. To see what we’re capable of stopping. And this time, she’s doing it through puppets, so she’s not in direct danger.”



“Oh dear.” Rarity swallowed. “So that means…”



Twilight nodded. “Yeah. She’s still out there, and probably trying different things in different towns all over Equestria.”



Rarity let out a long sigh. “Guess we’ve got our work cut out for us.”



“I’m going to find her, and stop her.”



They sat there in silence for several minutes, sipping at their drinks before Rarity finally spoke up again. “Twilight, are you sure you’re alright? What happened back there… must of been distressing.”



“I…” Twilight bit her lip, looking away. “I thought I had better control over myself than that, but when I thought I had lost you…”



Rarity shook her head. “You don’t have to beat yourself up. I can’t say I would have reacted much differently if I saw that happen to you, or any of our friends, even without the influence of a dark artifact.”



Twilight shook her head. “It’s no excuse. She’s just a kid.”



“Well, I’m here and alive right now, and I have every intention of staying that way for quite some time.” Rarity finished her glass, draining it to the last drop and making a face. “I’m not normally one to indulge so much, but quite frankly, it’s been a long day, and I think the situation warrants it. How about we drown our sorrows, hmm? Just don’t tell Applejack about this.”



Twilight cracked a smile, then raised her glass. “Alright, sure. I like the sound of that.”
      

      
   
      May Those Who Step Through This Door Know What It Means To Rule


      

      
      
         Twilight peered into the dark cavern, the light of her horn only barely illuminating the hole in the side of the mountain. Water slowly dribbled down the side of the stalactites, clinging to the slick stone before tumbling down to the tiny pools of water below. The air was still and stagnant, the smell of wet stone clinging to the air. Not a whiff of the wind which whistled around the peak outside touched the interior of the cave.



“Hello? Is anypony here?”



“Ah, Twilight Sparkle.”



Twilight started, whirling around. “Princess Luna!” She took a step towards her before she stopped, blinking. “Wait, where’s sPrincess Celestia? I thought she’d be here, too.”



“My sister is otherwise engaged.” Luna lifted her head. “Is that a problem?”



“No! No problem! I just… wasn’t expecting you. Well, just you.” Twilight chuckled nervously as Luna arched an eyebrow.



“And why is that?”



“Well, I… no reason, I guess.”



Luna shook her head slightly. “Twilight, speak plainly.”



Twilight’s ears fell as she sighed, slowly running her hoof over the stone. “I just wanted to see her.”



“I see.” Luna strode forward. “You do realize that, as a Princess of Equestria, you need not beg for an audience; you may seek her out and speak freely.”



“I know that! I just… don’t want to waste her time.” Twilight looked away.



“And yet you feel it is necessary to vet your every decision through her by letter.” Luna’s voice was neutral, but Twilight flinched anyway.



“I just wanted to make sure I wasn’t making any mistakes,” Twilight mumbled.



Luna sighed. “It is as I feared.”



“What?”



Luna shook her head sadly as she stepped deeper into the cave. “Do you know what this place is?”



“No,” Twilight said as she trotted after her, peering at the walls as they moved towards the back of the cavernous space. “I didn’t even know these caves existed until I saw them on the map you sent me.”



Luna nodded her head slowly. “These are the caves where our ancestors first learned about harmony.”



Twilight stopped mid-step. “Wait, what? The caves that the three tribes took shelter in were under Unicornia. Everypony knows that.”



“And that is where we are.” Luna’s horn ignited, casting its pale blue light across the cave like a beacon. Two unicorns reared out of the darkness, the dim light playing across their stony forms as they stood frozen, forever standing guard over whatever lay beyond.



Twilight stared at the statues, her mouth open before she stomped her hoof. “That’s impossible! Unicornia was renamed Canterlot when you and Princess Luna became rulers of the three tribes.”



“That is correct, Twilight Sparkle,” Luna said as she strode forward, her eyes locked on the tunnel beyond the statues. “But Canterlot was not the first city the unicorns built. Before Canterlot, this was Unicornia.”



Twilight blinked before shaking her head, galloping after the taller alicorn. “If there was a city here, why aren’t there any ruins?” She slowed as she caught up with Luna, glancing up at the statues. “Other than this, I mean.”



“Because they were fools.”



“What do you mean?” Twilight asked, her eyes moving back to the taller alicorn as Luna’s horn scattered its light down the passage ahead.



Luna flicked her tail. “The unicorns of old wanted a city that could compare to the one that the pegasi were building in the clouds, one that exemplified their might and majesty. They did not want to be looked down on, but seen as the equals – nay, superiors – of the ponies with wings. And so, they built their city here, perched high on one of the tallest mountains in all of Equestria.”



“Well, it always seemed a little impractical. But Canterlot is still standing; obviously it is possible to build a city above the clouds.”



“Possible, yes; but not the way they built it. They rejected the science of the architects; any city that could be built by earth ponies, no matter how grand, would not suit them. And so, they built Unicornia, the first – and last – city to rely on magic alone.”



Luna’s horn flared as she swept her hoof across the passage. Silvery light began to trickle down the walls of the passageway, the glowing magic flooding into the cracks and recesses in the stone walls. As Twilight’s eyes focused on the light, it seemed to come alive, pulsing along the cracks, moving both down and up against gravity as the lines and curves began to come together in the shape of hundreds of ponies standing at the base of a great mountain, their horns all glowing with the same silvery light as the spindly shape of tall spires and impossibly thin bridges took form.



Twilight gasped. “Is that really what the city looked like?”



“So I am told,” Luna said as she continued to stride down the passage, Twilight blinking before hurrying after the taller mare down the newly-lit hallway.



“But that’s impossible. The city would have fallen down overnight without—” Twilight stopped mid-step. “They didn’t.”



“They did. Every morn and eve, they would hold a great ritual, so that their city might remain one more day,” Luna said as she continued to stride past the images.



Twilight licked her lips as she trotted after Luna once more. “So what happened?”



“Ponies left.” Luna shrugged. “With their reserves of magic running low, few unicorns could lead the life to which they had been accustomed. With fewer ponies came a greater need for magic amongst those who remained. In time, all moved to New Unicornia – the city now called Canterlot – and this place was allowed to fall into ruin. It did not take long, without magic.”



“Huh. That’s a little anticlimactic. I was expecting like, an earthquake or something.”



 “Not every city is lost to Windigos.” The tunnel levelled out as the images on the wall of ponies flocking from all corners of Equestria to the great city began to fade, the silvery flow of magic leaking from the walls and back into the stone once more, leaving nothing but the dim glow of Luna’s horn to light their way.



“So why did you invite me here? I know it wasn’t just for a history lesson.”



“More so than you think.” Luna strode forward as the tunnel opened up into a great cavern, her horn burning with blue light as she strode forward. Natural stone walls sloped up and away into the darkness, and a cozy warmth began to fill the room as the alicorn stepped over a thick line carved into the stone floor and stepped up onto a stone pedestal. Her metal-shod hooves clicked loudly on the granite as she strode towards its center, the dim light of her horn illuminating a stone arch in the shape of a doorway, tall enough for even Princess Celestia to step through without ducking.



“What is this place?” Twilight asked, glancing around the dark cave.



Luna lifted her head high, her mane flowing behind her on ethereal winds. Her horn burned with the light of a thousand moons as the same silvery light which had illuminated the carvings in the tunnel began to flow down through the three deep channels cut into the floor. Behind her, the doorway sprung to life as pink light began to leak from the carvings of six ponies on the frame – two pegasi, hovering above the top, joined by two earth ponies on the right and two unicorns on the left. Golden armor gleamed on the ancient rendition of Commander Hurricane, his head held high as he gazed down on the other ponies. The platinum crown of Princess Platinum shone on her imperious brow, and Chancellor Puddinghead’s hat seemed to ripple in the magic’s glow.



Inside the portal, a sheet of pink light throbbed, driving the cold from the cave and replacing it with a warm glow. Veins of magic flickered around the edges of the frame, licking at the letters which shimmered around the frame.



QUIBUS PER HANC PORTAM CONFUSUS IGNORO QUID VIDERIM INGREDIAMUR IN REGULA




“Welcome to the Cave of Harmony, Princess Twilight Sparkle,” Luna boomed, her voice reverberating off the bare stone walls.



Twilight slowly turned around, her eyes flicking across the vast empty space, devoid of any sign of life but the two ponies standing near the glowing portal.



“Long ago, the rulers of the three tribes would come here when they took power. With representatives from every tribe gathered as their witnesses, the gate would be activated, and they would step through, and come to know what it meant to rule. Every commander, every chancellor, every Princess was to come to this place, step through the doorway, and be enlightened.”



“Why haven’t I read about this?”



Luna laughed humorlessly. “Even by my time, it was an old tale. Not everypony who stepped through the doorway came to understand what it meant, and over time, the tradition faded, then failed as ponies forgot what it meant to rule.” She straightened, looking down at Twilight imperiously. “By the time of Discord’s arrival in Equestria, this place had been forgotten, the gate, lost.”



Twilight looked back to the gate as pink sparks crackled against the polished stone. “Why didn’t they move it? Why didn’t they bring it to Canterlot?”



“Because it is linked inextricably to this place.” Luna waved her hoof across the room. “This place where the three tribes met, and fell to quarrelling over who deserved the greatest portion of the cave.” She snorted. “You can even see where the rock that stymied their borders once lay.”



Twilight blinked and followed Luna’s hoof, eyes settling on a kink in the line halfway across the cave. “Wow. I thought they made that up for the play.”



“I am afraid not.” Luna tossed her head. “The leaders decided it was too much trouble to travel up a distant mountain and down into a cold cave for a ceremony, when they could simply tell their successors all that they learned by stepping through. But I suspect that, without the experience, the lessons of the gate were lost on many.”



Twilight licked her lips, lifting her head to meet Luna’s gaze. “Did you and Princess Celestia ever step through?”



“We did, long ago. In the darkest days of Discord’s misrule, we found this place, and activated it in the hopes that our long-dead ancestors might share with us some wisdom.”



“It summons ghosts?”



“No.”



“Oh.” Twilight slowly stepped towards the gate, tilting her head. “So, has Cadance been here?”



Luna hesitated for a moment before shaking her head. “No, I do not think so. Celestia seemed surprised at the idea that I might take you to the portal and show you our secrets, so I do not believe that Cadance has been here.” Her eyes hardened. “But I believe Cadance already has learned the lesson of the gate the hard way.”



“And I haven’t?”



“No.” Luna shook her head. “We rule Equestria, but in truth, it is Celestia and I who rule, and you who stand aside.”



“And smile and wave.” Twilight’s ears drooped.



“Nay, ’tis more than that. You do many things for Equestria, Twilight Sparkle. But you forget yourself, and you look to us for aid and succor. You are uncertain, and you second guess your decisions, asking my sister for guidance even when you already know the answer for truth. You may be a princess, but you do not think of yourself as our equal, and when you speak to my sister, Princess lingers on your lips.”



Twilight swallowed audibly. “And this will change all that?”



Luna stepped towards the portal, lifting one hoof to slowly trail it along the carved stone. “Once you step through this gate, you will be our equal in every way, save experience. There will be no part of rulership that will be more a mystery to you than it was to us when we came to power, all those centuries ago.”



“Will it change me?”



“No more than it changed us,” Luna said, turning back towards the smaller alicorn.



Twilight looked down at her hooves for a moment. “I see.” Slowly, she lifted her head, then squared her shoulders. “All I have to do is walk through the portal?”



“No. But the rest will be obvious once you do.”



“Alright.” Twilight closed her eyes and let the air rush out of her lungs before she took a long, deep breath and nodded her head. “I’m ready.”



“Good.” Luna took a step back, touching her horn to the side of the door frame. “Whenever you are ready.”



“Alright. Here goes.” Nodding her head to herself, Twilight took one step forward, then another. Brilliant pink and purple light filled her vision, but despite the brilliant light, Twilight forced herself to keep her eyes open. Another step, and the portal was before her, filling her entire field of view. Clenching her teeth, Twilight’s legs tightened as she took one more step forward, extending her front hoof towards the thin pane of magic before she stepped through.



A kaleidoscope of colors flashed around her, magic of every color ponies had seen and more besides whirling around her as magic crashed and crackled overhead. A purple heart hung in the air overhead, soon joined by a silver spear, a silvery crown, and a set of plowshares, whirling around, then bursting up towards the ceiling before exploding in a dazzling display of magical fireworks. Shimmering sparkles of magic clung to her coat, and Twilight’s mane and tail shimmered and sparkled with inner light, flowing on the same ethereal wind as Luna’s own mane before slowly falling back to her neck.



Twilight blinked, shaking her head to clear her eyes of the lingering blotches of color that clouded her vision. The light from the portal slowly began to fade, the silver lines on the floor draining away beneath the stone platform. Soon, there was no light but the dull blue of Luna’s horn as the older alicorn watched and waited expectantly.



Twilight looked around the room, then back at the doorway, then back at Luna. “That’s it?”



“Indeed.”



“But nothing happened!” she stamped her hoof on the floor.



Luna arched an eyebrow. “Did you not see the pretty lights? The variegated colors of the rainbow spilling across the room?”



“Of course I saw it! But it was all illusion! There wasn’t anything there! No magic knowledge! No new powers! I don’t feel any different!”



“Indeed.”



Twilight opened her mouth, then stopped. “What?”



“You experienced the same thing as ten generations of Equestrian leaders, onto whose shoulders the mantle of leadership was laid.”



“But it didn’t do anything!” Twilight shouted. “I’m exactly the same as I was before I stepped through! Are you telling me I went halfway across Equestria to see a light show?”



“Yes.”



Twilight shook, her wings lifting from her sides. “Why?”



“What do you think?” Luna regarded her cooly.



Twilight huffed a few times, breathing heavily as she paced back and forth in front of the gateway. “This isn’t a trick?”



“No. You are every bit our equal, save in experience.”



“But nothing changed! I’m exactly the same as I was before! Just more… sparkly!”



“Indeed.” Luna stepped forward, brushing past the smaller alicorn. “For all the magic and glamor, no pony who rules is any different from those who don’t. And that is the most important lesson of all. There is no magic to rulership, no secret knowledge. It simply is.”



Luna glanced back over her shoulder to Twilight and smiled. “Welcome, Princess Twilight.”
      

      
   
      Far Kobresia


      

      
      
         The wind, it's said, never blows across the grasslands of Kobresia, so deep in the mountains beyond Yakyakistan that even the inhabitants of that distant kingdom—when they begrudgingly find that they must refer to it at all—call it "Far Kobresia."



The wind, as I said, is rumored never to blow through those tall, perennial sedges. Yaks will assert with much shouting and smashing of tavern tables that the wind there drifts and hisses and rustles and sighs. But that it might merely blow is something they will fervently deny.



In fact, sir, those few yaks who claim to have stumbled, half frozen, from the ice-laden storms that howl in constant, swirling confusion through that northernmost of northern spots into the sudden, sun-drenched silence of Far Kobresia report that the stillness at first makes them wonder if they've gone deaf, if somehow the storms have affected their ears the way snow blindness will affect the eyes.



At first, they wonder this.



At first, too, they dance with elation, especially those who report that they'd felt Death's frosty but fevered breath upon their flanks mere moments before. For summer in Yakyakistan is a thing any of us ponies would call the depths of deepest winter, and even the majority of yaks, born and raised in the yurt-filled villages and thickly-insulated stone cities huddled on the permafrosted plains and nestled in the sheltered valleys, find travel outside the settlements to be a tricky proposition at certain times of the year.



But there are always those who feel confined by the usual, aren't there? Pedestrian they call the life they lead among blizzards that would challenge the heartiest pony adventurer. Sneering, they turn up their noses at the commonplace reality of the thriving civilization the yaks have wrenched from a landscape few other species would consider close to habitable. Wearily they wave away the towers that thrust their bannered roofs into a sky so crisp it seems ready to shatter. Hooves heavy with disgust, they turn their backs on the fragrant feasts and festivals and raise their shaggy brows to the heights of the mountains beyond.



Now, the mountains of Yakyakistan, sir, deserve the name "mountain." Mention the mountains of Yakyakistan while clambering about on what we call mountains here in Equestria, and you will feel the ground tremble beneath you at the comparison. Mountains are nothing if not honest, after all, and their natural inclination will simply not allow them to stand idly by while untruths are being uttered in their general direction.



The shuddering sense of unworthiness that our mountains feel when they're forced into contemplation of the mountains of Yakyakistan, however, is nothing to the unease that the mountains cradling the heart of yak civilization feel when their attention is turned to the behemoths beyond them, geological features that rise from the very center of the world to scrape white, cloudy scars across the blue face of the sky.



These, no yak would dare call mountains. The word is too small, too ephemeral, too much a breath of air to describe objects so very much of the earth. These, the yaks have no word for.

 

Whether this lack of nomenclature arises from respect or fear or hatred, I certainly cannot say. Try to imagine, though, living in a world one storm away from utter ruin. The yaks have no pegasi among them to control the weather, and their lands are at the very edge of the route Princess Celestia has set for the sun's movements across the heavens. Yaks must therefore rely upon their own stern characters, their own solid habits of mind, their own unbreakable traditions to carry them successfully from season to season.



While during every moment of every day, above and beyond the mountains they know and the mountains that nurture them looms a landscape unutterably alien in every single way.

 

We ponies, were we ever to see even the casual, workaday mountains the yaks call home, we who breathe a constant atmosphere of magic and wonder would have our breaths taken away at the majestic splendor of the scene. Should we then catch a glimpse of the mountains beyond those mountains, our poor, stricken minds would view them merely as 'even bigger mountains.'



But to the yaks, that similarity is an illusion and a lie. They know mountains, don't they? And these things simply aren't that.



The nearest I can come to explaining their way of thinking, sir, would be an analogy wherein our beloved Princesses were not the sweetly charming and oh-so-approachable beings we've all known since our foalhoods. Consider how different our lives would be if our Princesses, while still looking much like us mortal ponies, were in fact creatures who never spoke to us, who never regarded us, who never seemed to take any notice of us at all. How could we possibly live with them hovering overhead while ignoring us and everything we do? How could we hold a civilization together in the face of such overwhelming mystery and uncertainty?



Would we perhaps respond as the yaks do to those vast and unknowable mountains? Would we largely ignore those creature as they ignore us? Or would some of us commit wild and desperate acts to force some sort of acknowledgment?



At least that's one possible explanation for the yaks' behavior when the topic of those mountains beyond their mountains is broached. For while most will fall silent, their ears folding tight into their manes, a very few will widen their eyes, flare their nostrils, and begin to speak of Far Kobresia.



It was never a land settled by yaks. Far from it. What land the yaks can call their own has been carved and scraped and formed and shaped by countless generations, a place that has grown with the yaks and because of the yaks, a nation created by long, cold centuries of effort. All Yakyakistan is a testament to the power of persistence in the face of overwhelming odds, and as such, it is a testament to the yaks themselves.



But Far Kobresia, those who will speak of it at all will say, is a place not made by yaks. It is, they mutter, their great eyes rolling from side to side to be certain none of their fellows in the tavern are near enough to hear, a place made for yaks.



And this distinction, sir, is at the very heart of the matter. As an illustration, let me relate a story that's told of Prince Ruddigore, the last yak to visit Equestria before our dear Princess Twilight recently reopened relations with the far north. According to the annals of Seneschal, the administrator of Canterlot Tower at the time, the prince was found missing from his rooms the morning before his party's scheduled departure. When questioned, his aides shrugged, mentioned that His Highness had expressed an interest in seeing the crystal mines below the city, announced that they were unconcerned, and lumbered off to the breakfast buffet.



Seneschal, however, was extremely concerned, and she rushed down into the mines only to hear a whirling, screaming bedlam echoing along the tunnels ahead of her. Following the tumult, she rounded a corner to see that a section of floor at the bottom of the main shaft had collapsed under the impact of Prince Ruddigore's displeasure concerning certain Equestrian mining techniques. The prince was struggling at the center of a pit filled with fine, crystalline powder, his struggles only causing him to sink more steadily.



The crystals all around hummed and vibrated at the sudden instability, and Seneschal reports that the unicorns on the crew were forced to suspend any use of magic due to fears that the walls might come tumbling down. Instead, the earth ponies miners had formed a chain, one holding the rear hoofs of another, each lowering the rest further into the pit. "Your Highness!" the pony on the end was yelling as he drew ever nearer to the still struggling prince. "Give me your hooves, sir! Give me your hooves!"



Prince Ruddigore, however, merely continued striking out at the sand slowly sucking him into itself, and Seneschal, who had studied the yaks before and during their visit, went cold. Knowing that time was of the essence, she leaped onto the living chain of ponies and clambered down the shouting miners till she reached the pony at the end. Dangling herself from his forelegs and stretching as far as she could, she called, "Prince Ruddigore! Take my hooves, sir! Take my hooves!"



The prince's attention snapped immediately to her; his hooves seized hers, and all were drawn safely from the pit.



Yaks don't give, you see. They only take. It's how they've survived in the mountains of their birth, and it's colored their every impression of the world. So when they're presented with gifts, or when they meet with objects either immovable or unusable, the vast majority of yaks will quickly become prickly and annoyed: more prickly and annoyed, I mean, than they normally are.



If the gift or the untakable object is small, some amount of smashing is the usual result. But in the case of the mountains beyond their own mountains, most yaks simply lower their gazes and pretend not to see them.



A small minority, however, accepts the very existence of these mountains as a challenge. These few turn away from the trappings of civilization and strike out for those storms that dwarf all other storms, for those temperatures that plunge further than any other temperatures, for those crags and crevices unmatched among the world's every other crag and crevice.



Most of these adventurers return quickly and are welcomed with much hearty crashing and stomping back into their local taverns, their fellows yearning to hear the wild and dangerous tales of unyielding stone and snow that all yaks expect from those who enter that misbegotten land beyond. But now and then, a traveler will return with a different tale, a tale less welcomed and more dangerous. A tale of Far Kobresia.



It's only those travelers who have lost their way who seem to happen upon Far Kobresia. Those travelers who slip unexpectedly or who come up against an unplanned-for obstacle or who find themselves battered and beaten by the wind and terrain nearly to the point of death are those who lurch sideways in the blinding gale and fall not into a ravine but onto a cushion of sedge grass. They feel the sun settle sweetly and gently over them, and as the ice melts from their eyes, they can only blink at the rolling green meadow surrounded by the heights of the mountains, the sky a clear, almost painful blue.



This is when they report their elated dancing, the sedge grass crunchy and perfect between their teeth, the bosky dell they always seem to wander into dappled with shade from the swaying but silent grasses standing higher than even the tallest yak's horns around a pool of water flowing from the side of the hill and away in a winding brook. They settle down and rest—none are ever quite sure for how long—but their strength returns eventually.



And that's when they notice the wind.



Not blowing, of course. As I mentioned before, that's a word the yaks specifically rule out when discussing the wind of Far Kobresia. It slinks and it whispers, they say, chatters and whines and speaks to them in the sounds that trickle over their ears from the grasses.



Most of those who tell these stories will become quite agitated at this juncture and pound out the point that the wind speaks lies. It tells them, they say, that their loved ones at home don't miss them at all, that they were never well-regarded among other yaks, that they're better off staying here in the comfort and care of Far Kobresia where all their needs will be met and all their burdens lifted.



The travelers declare that this is when they leaped to their hooves in horror at the offer, and some will bellow that they then glimpsed through the undulating curtain of reeds the bleached bones of other yaks, the sedge grass wrapped and twining about them. Galloping for their lives, they relate in varying degrees of detail their frantic flight from that terrible place, the wind still tugging at them and urging them to stay. They charge out along a gap they spot in the cliff face ahead and are soon struggling their way through the howling blizzard toward the right and proper mountains and the civilized world below.



This is the usual tale one will hear of Far Kobresia if one can coax any tale of that land at all from a reluctant throat lubricated with multiple flagons of fermented kefir milk. And the lesson the yaks will draw from it at their top of their lungs and in the crash and clatter of furniture scattering from one wall of the tavern to another is that the world is full of dangers, dangers that often appear in very appealing guise: the vast, snow-covered peaks of a monstrous mountain range, for instance, or a pleasant and marshy field of grass. "You must beware, ponies!" the storyteller will conclude. "You must always, always beware!"



But there is another, less-common version of the story one might perhaps hear now and again. In this version, the wind, once it resolves itself into words, does not speak in scuttling and murderous tones. It speaks quietly, warmly, and simply. "Stay as long as you like," the voice seems to say. "Enjoy your time here in whatever way you may wish. My only desire is to reach out in friendship and perhaps be considered worthy of receiving your friendship in return. I know it's a lot to ask, but I hope you'll at least give us a chance to get to know each other. I have much I'd like to offer you, and having a friend would mean ever so much to me. Do you think that's possible?"



The few yaks who tell this version of the story will conclude in small and distant voices by saying that the offer surprised them so completely that they ran from Far Kobresia until, shaking with cold and uncertainty, they found themselves arriving somehow back at their home town or village. These yaks won't take their eyes from their mugs during the entire time that they're speaking, and if you stop in at the tavern the next evening looking for them, more often than not, you will not find them.



"Far Kobresia," the other yaks will answer should you ask them, and the phrase will be muttered with a curled lip and an occasional spit onto the tavern's floor. And neither you, sir, nor any of their fellows will see those odd and quiet yaks ever again, not should you stay in Yakyakistan for another month of moons.








Leaning forward, Moondancer pressed her front hoofs together and rested her elbows atop her desk. "Interested?"



For a moment, the earth pony who'd introduced himself as Double Diamond just sat with his eyes wide and his mouth partially open. Then he bent down, pushed his skis to one side, grabbed a large sack from his saddlebags, and flopped it with a hefty jingling onto Moondancer's desk. "One round trip ticket, please!"



Moondancer smiled. She was so glad she'd followed Minuette's advice and applied for this job. No question she would be named Canterlot Travel Services' Salespony of the Month yet again.



Activating her horn, she pulled out the paperwork for the new Yakyakistan package tour. "You won't regret a moment of it, sir," she said.
      

      
   
      Like Silver Glass


      

      
      
         “It’s not fair!” Rainbow Dash glowered at the sprawling green below her. 



Old ponies wandered about, alone or in pairs or groups, nibbling the grass and flowers. Or they sat on benches and pillows scattered about like the remains of her dreams. Of course the punishment had to wait until Spring. When else would she be ordered to do Community Service? She snorted.



At least Princess Twilight had given her some time each day to spend with her friends and Tank, but she still had to manage the weather.



“But she didn’t have to send me to Ponyville Retirement Center!”



“The elder ponies were the ones hardest hit by the winter you brought down on Ponyville so quickly. It’s only fair that you serve out your community service helping them.” The Princess, not her friend, had slammed her hoof down on the gavel stone.



Twilight Sparkle had refused to talk to her about it, but the Princess had offered to make an appointment with the Community Service board.



She had declined. The last time she’d tried to press the Princess on it, her Highness had consigned her to shepherd old ponies too feeble to live on their own. For two hundred hours. Hours she could have spent practicing. Or napping. Or spending with Tank.



“I have to be fair, Rainbow Dash,” she had explained. “I can’t be a Princess making judgement and your friend at the same time. I have to separate the two. I have to. I want to help you, but the Princess of Friendship can’t do more than I have already. I won’t play favorites, and you messed up, big time. Be happy it’s not more. Please, as a favor to me, don’t press it further.”



She sighed, frowning down at the old ponies, at the long shadows they cast over the lawn and the next several weeks of her life. There was no budging The Princess, but her friend had sympathized and offered to look after her tortoise.



Maybe it was petty, but she had turned down the offer, and asked Fluttershy to do it, instead. Maybe she shouldn’t have sneered as she did it. Maybe she shouldn’t have freaked out last Fall. Maybe she should have done a lot of things differently.



Maybe she wouldn’t get to do a lot of things.



With one last sigh, she flew to the front entrance of the retirement home and ambled past a creaky old pegasus with a black coat and white mane still streaked with electric blue here and there. She looked back at him as he left the building, and caught a wicked grin starting to crack his withered face.



Before she could wonder why, a hoarse, furious shout came from inside.



“Thundercrash, you get back in here!” A unicorn mare, her pale blue coat and white mane thoroughly soaked, dashed past Rainbow, a soggy pile of paper held in her aura. “I demand to know who gave you water balloons! Those are strictly forbidden! Especially for you!” She stood in the doorway, shouting at the top of her lungs. “Do you know how long it’s going to take to re-transcribe these records?”



“You could give a drill sergeant in the Wonderbolts lessons,” Rainbow said with a laugh as the mare trotted back past her, dripping papers held over a bucket labelled Thundercrash Contingency.



Rainbow tried to hold back a grin, but not well enough.



The other mare’s scowl could have lit a bonfire under wet canvas. “You must be Rainbow Dash. You should have been here half an hour ago.” She looked pointedly at the white clock bolted to the wall, its minute hand halfway to the next hour. “You’re assigned to Thundercrash. Keep him out of trouble. If you can.”



“That’s it?” She grinned, not trying to hide it. “Easy, peasy. Want me to—”



“And keep him away from anything that can hold water.” The mare slammed the bucket down on the counter, slopping water over her desk. She grunted. “And you’ll be cleaning up any mess he does make. Starting with this one. There’s a mop and bucket in that closet. If you have any questions, come see me.”



The grin vanished. “You?” Rainbow pulled the court papers out of her saddlebag, and glanced them over. She bit back a groan. “You’re Quick Quill?”



“Yes.” The single word snapped like a whip. “And if you don’t show up here on time, every day, and do as you are asked, when you are asked, I will be putting that in my report to the Service Board.” Quick Quill paused, taking a breath, and sat down with a crack like a sinking ship. “Do you hear me?”



“Yes ma’am!” Rainbow saluted automatically.



Quick Quill’s glare was an even match for Spitfire’s, she decided as she raced for the mop and bucket.








Ten minutes later, she was outside again, a blistering remand to keep Thundercrash out of trouble still ringing in her ears. He wasn’t hard to find, at least. A group of older ponies, some attended by nurses in white coats and hats, had gathered around him in the center of a low hedge garden.



She took a moment, standing at the edge of the crowd, to study him. His name had been nagging at her, and now, having a look at him, so did his appearance. He was lanky, with too much loose skin where there should have been muscle or fat, and his wings barely held a scrap of plumage anymore, as though ravaged by severe feather-flu. But he held himself erect, head high, and there was a familiar cocky grin fixed on his lips, spreading his rakish gray moustache.



All around him, old ponies grinned, chuckled, or shook their heads as he told them the story of the prank he had just pulled. She found herself chuckling along with them as the story came to a close.



“…should have seen it. I had them all piled up right on top of her clipboard, and had just put the handkerchief over it when she came back. She didn’t even look! She jerked it up, and off they went, all over her! I got out of there like a skiff with a tailwind. I feel sorry for the pony next on her list!” He laughed uproariously, loud enough to be heard over his audience, and wiped away tears as as his eyes found Rainbow Dash. “Hey! There’s our newest member. Come over here, kid.”



It hit her, then, who he was as she stepped forward, even as she gritted her teeth. “Thundercrash. You used to be a Wonderbolt!”



“Used to be? Used to be?” He laughed, waving a hoof at his audience. “It’s like she’s never heard of me!”



Laughter rose from a few of the residents, and even from a few of the staff, and even more stamping of hooves from those with oxygen masks, and clapping of hooves from those in wheelchairs.



“Kid, I never stopped being a Wonderbolt. Thundercrash the Brash! Prime prankster of the Corps, stunt inventor extraordinaire, the most agile flyer of my day, and the only bonafide captain of this lot.” He bowed with a flourish of his denuded wings. “At your service.”



As he straightened, folding his wings back, she couldn’t help but notice his face locked in a grimace. 



She ruffled her own wings, ducking her head to give him a bit of privacy. “Uh, Rainbow Dash.”



“Heh. Heard of you. My grandson, Thunderlane, thinks a great deal of you. Can’t hardly shut him up.” He grinned. “So, they gotcha for community service, huh? Gotta say, I never thought to mess up the Weather Factory. But those old stodgers and their schedules gotta have something shaken up now and then, eh? A good ship needs a shakedown every now and then, after all! Good on you!”



“Heh. The court didn’t think so.” She shook her head. “And I am the weather manager here… it was a mess getting it all cleaned up.” You messed up.



“Ah, well… I s’pose you coulda used a little more moderation. But what’s done is done, and hey! You’re here, now, so come on over and introduce yourself.”



“So,” she said, rubbing a hoof against her other foreleg. “I’m Rainbow Dash.”



He tapped her shoulder, surprisingly hard, when she sat next to him. “Gonna have to speak up. Some of us are a little hard of hearing.”



As she opened her mouth to repeat herself, she spotted Quick Quill hovering at the edge of a hedge, clipboard held in her aura. She gave Rainbow a pointed look, as if to let her know she knew she had been spotted. The clipboard rose fractionally.



She bit back a grimace, returned the cool look with a heated glare, and spoke loudly. “I’m Rainbow Dash, the fastest flyer in all Equestria.” She puffed out her chest and spread her wings wide. “I love pranks, my pet tortoise, Tank, flying, and I’m going to be a…” She swallowed, her stare wavering as Quick Quill arched an eyebrow and set quill to paper. She deflated, wings settling back to her sides as she continued more quietly, “A responsible pony, and I’m here to help keep Thundercrash out of trouble.”



Boos and hisses greeted her announcement.



Thundercrash surprised her by clapping a hoof to her shoulder. “You can try, missy, you can try.”








Every day, she dragged herself out of bed before the sun rose, washed up, and was at the door to the retirement village on time, her timecard in her saddlebags, and a lunch already packed.



She had never been so bored or tired of routine in her entire life.



But the court papers were entirely too clear about what might happen should she get a poor report from Quick Quill.



“Further disciplinary action may be leveled upon completion of the 200 hours of community service at Ponyville Retirement Village in the event of a poor performance report, to be determined at the time of a review by the Community Service Board.”



At the very least, it meant a black mark in her record, possibly ending her career as a weather pony, or worse. The courtroom when she had gotten her sentence handed down had felt like the sweltering desert for all the glares she got from the Cloudsdale contingent, and she knew they would be there at the hearing.



If she messed up again, they could keep her out of the Wonderbolts. You messed up.



And Thundercrash wasn’t making it easy. Not that he was entirely to blame, she reminded herself as she laid her timecard on Quick Quill’s counter for a stamp, and got her standard issue name badge and staff pass for the day.



Quick Quill was as much to blame. She had a knack for showing up at the exact wrong moment.



Yesterday, she had shown up as Rainbow was trying to dismantle an intricate bucket trap on one of the staff entrances.



Twitch, twitch, went the older mare’s sodden eyebrow. Scritch, scritch went her quill.



And down, down went her hopes, sinking like the sailing puns Thundercrash tried to make float.



She trudged back out the door, hoping to catch up to the old geezer before he finished setting up whatever it was he’d managed to put together overnight. It was like he never slept, and his every waking moment was spent trying to figure out how to make her life miserable.



She stopped, letting the swinging door hit her as it swung back, and turned back around.



“Um, Mrs. Quill.”



She looked up from her desk, one eyebrow raised. The same pinched, professional smile she always wore darkened her face as it grew. “Yes, Ms. Dash?”



She cleared her throat, ruffled her wings, and tried to remember what it had been she was going to ask. She stared, and the other eyebrow joined the first.



“Never mind.” She turned away and put a hoof to the door again.



“Try getting him to tell you a story.”



“What?” She looked over her shoulder. “A story?”



Quick Quill nodded once. “He loves telling stories. And I would prefer not to take a bath earlier than this evening.” The pinched smile quirked, or so it seemed to Rainbow, and then it was the thin, professional line, as if it had never changed at all. “So see if you can make it a long one.”



“Yes, ma’am.” Did she just make a joke?



She threw another look at the mare over her shoulder as she left, but Quick Quill was already back at her mountain of paperwork, expression inscrutable.








The old coot was standing under a tree on the tallest hill on the retirement community’s grounds, his moustache bristling over a broad smile. An elderly earth pony mare, Golden Oats, she thought, sat beside him, giggling like a filly.



“You old charmer. You’re relentless.”



He laughed. “And Brash. Don’t forget that.”



Rainbow coughed loudly into her foreleg as she approached.



“Might wanna get that checked out, Dash. Sounds serious.” Thundercrash threw a smile over his shoulder at her, and turned back to the older mare. “So… tonight, then? My place? I’ll have everything ship-shape this time, I swear!”



“Ugh!” Rainbow clapped a hoof over her muzzle, too late. “I mean…” She coughed again.



Golden Oats stiffened. “I’ll talk to you later, Thunder. Don’t let this whippersnapper keep you from your fun, hear?” The glare the old mare shot at her left little room for interpretation. “And you, Ms. Dash…” She shook a hoof at her.



“It’s fine, Goldie,” Thundercrash murmured. He stroked a hoof under her muzzle, bringing her eyes back around to meet his, and gave her a broad smile as he took her extended foreleg in his other. “I’ll have the deck shuffled better this time, so no sneaky business like your last win, you pirate, you.” When she giggled, he smiled again, and caressed her hoof. “Tonight, at eight.”



“So… Uh…” Rainbow scrubbed at the back of her neck as she sat, staring after the tottering Golden Oats. “Sorry.”



He snorted, shaking his head. “I used to be like you, y’know.” He jerked his head towards the trail leading down from the hill the tree sat on, overlooking the wide open field where the community building sat. “I suppose, in some ways, I still am.” He started off down the trail without checking to see if she followed.



She sighed, and fell into step beside him. A story. Or something to keep him away from Quick Quill. “How so?”



Thundercrash glanced at her. “Cocky. You may be a mare, but you’re still a rooster where it counts.” He snorted at her, and she wiped the scowl from her face. “You walk around like you’ve got everything figured out, even Quick Quill. Well, ya don’t. Yer as ignorant as a cabin foal.”



She felt her hackles rise. “She’s tired of your pranks.” And I’m tired of your stupid ship talk!



“Correction. She’s tired of being the butt of my pranks.”



“Huh?” Rainbow stopped, staring at him. “But she got mad at you for dousing her paperwork! I was there, remember. That was, what, five days ago? You haven’t forgotten, have you?” Senile. I’m stuck taking care of a senile old pony who thinks pranks are the end all, be all, of life.



He kept walking, and she could have sworn he was laughing.



Exile. They’re going to exile me to… to… Gryphonia! Gildas everywhere!



You messed up.



“You coming?” He looked over his shoulder at her. The old codger was smiling at her, his teeth bared. “Or do you think you can’t keep up with me?”



“Try me, old man.” She trotted past him, wings flared.



“Rooster.”



“Codger!”



He laughed, stamping a hoof, and followed after her. “That’s more like it. Now, why would you think Mrs. Quill would get mad at me, hmm?”



“Huh?” She frowned at him, and tried to work out what game he was playing, and feeling, for some reason, like she was trying to argue with Pinkie Pie. “But she yelled at you the first day I got here, and she hasn’t let up on me since. You drenched her paperwork. If she’s anything like Twilight, I’m surprised she didn’t try to brain you with that bucket.”



“Pah. You’ve never pranked the Princess?”



She tossed her mane, and fixed him with a glare. “So, what if I have? She’s my friend. She understands. I need to prank her from time to time. It keeps her loose.”



“Uh-huh. That’s about what I thought.” He grinned at her as he caught up, and passed her again. He could move surprisingly fast for how stiff his joints seemed. She picked up her pace. “You wanna know why I set those water balloons on her clipboard?”



Because she’s got a stick so far up her butt it’s about to come out the other end. She snorted a laugh, shaking her head. Thundercrash gave her an odd look, as if he could read her thoughts. “What?”



“You really have no idea?” He sounded incredulous, and came to a stop, holding out a hoof to stop her. “Come on, Rainbow Dash. What’s the number one reason to prank someone? You profess to love pranks, so what’s the number one rule?”



It came to her, but it couldn’t possibly be right. Not in a thousand years. It would be like Princess Celestia addressing the nation with a chicken on her head. She laughed at the image, shaking her head. “Getting even?”



“Right in one!” His laugh sounded like a one of Pinkie’s desserts tasted: rich, creamy, and full bodied. It touched off a spark in Rainbow, and she couldn’t help but laugh along with him. “You want to know why I was getting even?”



She shook her head.



“Because she thought she’d saddle me with some young upstart to try and ‘keep me from hurting myself.’” He snorted, shaking his head. “She’s got a job to do, but I think she’d smother me to death with kindness if she could.”



“Kindness? Quick Quill?” Rainbow laughed, then frowned. It sounded hollow to her. “The kindest thing she’s said to me is—” She snapped her mouth shut, looking askance at him.



“Bah. You don’t know her.” He grinned at her. “I prank because I care. Like you. Can’t pull off some of the epic schemes I used to, but I’ve still got it in me.” He stopped abruptly, his legs shaking. One wing twitched. Then he belched, and gave her a thin smile. “Don’t ever get old, Rainbow Dash. It gives you gas like nothing else.”



Rainbow made a face at him, but it felt mechanical, like something expected of her. Her eyes wandered to his dessicated wings against her will, and hers tucked tighter against her body. She shook herself, spread her wings, and folded them back again. It felt good to move them, but she couldn’t help but glance at his wings again, and feel a pang of guilt at showing off.



If he felt any regret or longing, he didn’t let her see, but neither did he say anything else as they followed the winding trail down the tall hill.



She coughed into the silence. “So… why do you need me to keep you from hurting yourself? You’ve pretty much tied me in knots this whole week! I should be the one needing protection.”



He roared another laugh. “You’ll understand in time, Rainbow. Now, come on. It’s Twofer Tuesday, and I ain’t gonna miss two desserts just ‘cuz you can’t keep up!” He broke into a trot again.



She couldn’t do anything but stare after him for a long moment, his words rolling around in her head like an insane rollerball.



“You coming?” His voice drifted up from farther down the hill. 



She continued to stare after him, wondering why it felt like she was seeing Tank getting ready to hibernate all over again. Ponies don’t hibernate. She groped after why, frowning down the trail.



Before she could grasp it, his voice drifted up, even farther away. “Can’t believe I’m gonna beat the fastest flyer all Equestria! Hah! A wallowing cog could fly faster than you!”



She growled, low in her throat, and leapt up, off the side of the hill, and dove after him, wings flared to catch the wind, then sleeking back as she flattened into her dive. 



“I’m gonna make you eat those words, you old coot!” she shouted as she flashed past him. “Ships don’t fly like this!”








She arrived earlier the next day, surprising herself when she looked at the clock inside the front office. Almost half an hour early. Quick Quill quirked an eyebrow at her, stamped her card, and waved her back out.



Before she left, she turned to ask, “When did you take a bath yesterday?”



The smile she got in return brightened the stodgy mare’s plain features. “A little after seven. At home. Thank you for taking care of him.”



“It was fun.” She paused after saying it, and felt a smile creep across her face. “It was.”



Scritch, scritch, went the quill.



She sighed, turned, and pushed past the swinging doors, back into a morning still getting its start.



It was the first time she had seen the grounds almost empty. Dew sparkled on lawn furniture and topiaries, glimmering like sparkling crimson gems in the quickening light from the East.



Rarity would like rubies like that.



But the tables and chairs were empty, the lawn games neatly put away, and the life pulsing in the place during the day was gone. Her smile slipped as she recalled what this place was, and what it meant. 



This place was a prison. Neat, orderly, and soft, but it was keeping her from where she should be: with her friends, and with Tank.



“Bit for your thoughts?”



“Huh?” She turned her head, and saw Thundercrash sitting in one of the chairs at a table. A steaming mug gripped between his hooves, a tea tag hanging over the side. “I never thought you’d be a tea person,” she said.



He pulled the tea-bag from his mug and set it on a plate. “I’d prefer coffee, but nopony gets coffee around here. Besides, it’s good for my joints on a cool spring morning like this. Better in winter, of course.” He grinned at her.



“It was a mistake.”



He shrugged, made a soft sound, and took a sip. “You’re usually not here until another half hour.” He pulled a shining golden bit from a pouch around his neck and set it on the table.



“What’s that for?” She walked to the table, peering at the coin. “It’s a bit.”



“Why, so it is.” His eyes sparkled as he took another sip. “A bit for a bit of your mind.”



She sat, watching him as he sipped at his tea, her eyes going to the gold on the table between them. “I thought that was just a saying.”



He pushed it at her with one hoof. “I think sayings are worth listening to. What brought you here so early?”



“Good question.” She tapped at the bit, but didn’t take it. She flipped it up to an edge, and rolled it back and forth under her hoof, frowning. “I had fun yesterday,” she said after a long moment. “I’m not sure I should. I’m paying a debt, right? That shouldn’t be fun.”



He frowned, and the expression looked so alien on his face, he seemed a different person. Then it was gone, replaced by a flat expression, as though it had been a pond that had frozen over. She couldn’t read anything in his eyes as he stared off into the distance over her head.



“Holding a debt,” he said, after a time, “shouldn’t be fun. Paying it off… why shouldn’t you be happy? You’re about to be done with the worry and frustration, and the expectations that holding a debt bring.” He met her eyes. “Why don’t you want it to be fun?”



The bit rolled back and forth under her hoof, drawing a line in the dew atop the wooden slats of the table. Do I? Don’t I? it said through the rumbling roll of the coin. She slapped it flat and peered at the face showing under the edge of her hoof. Celestia looked up at her, and the golden eyes seemed to glow in the morning light. 



“I… I might have gotten some ponies hurt, if I hadn’t been so lucky.” She slid the coin closer to herself, then tucked it into her own purse. “The factory barely got repaired in time to get winter rolling again for the other cities. Some birds still hadn’t flown south, and a lot of animals weren’t all the way ready. Some may have died, thanks to me.”



“May have?”



“Fluttershy says it’s normal for some animals to die during the winter, and those that didn’t make it…” She looked up at him, trailing off, and looked down at the coin again.



“Ah.” He sipped from his mug again. “The elderly. The infirm. Like me.”



She nodded.



“Let me tell you something, Rainbow Dash, and you’re not going to like it.” He took another sip.



She gritted her teeth, and forced her attention to stay on the straight line of dark wood standing free of the dew spattered everywhere else. She wouldn’t rise to his bait.



“Get over it.”



She frowned. “That’s it? Get over it?”



“Yup.”



“I can’t get over it. I might get barred from the Wonderbolts. At least you were a Wonderbolt! It’s my dream!” She slammed a hoof against the chair’s edge. “I might not ever get over it!” She looked away, eyes stinging. You messed up, Rainbow Dash. “I don’t want to get over it.”



He took a deep breath, and she waited for him to call her down, berate her for her anger. She wanted him to. You messed up, big time. She clamped her jaw tight over the whimper wanting to come out.



Instead, all he said was, “Ah. I remember when I held that very same sentiment.” He took one final sip from his tea, and set the mug down firmly.



She sat still, not moving a hoof to betray the hot ache in the corner of her eyes. He sat still as the sun crept up past the trees, and watched the sun rise above the trees, turning the dew on every table, every leaf, and every blade of grass into a golden fire that burned away some of the ache in her heart.



“I can see why you like to sit out here.” She blinked in the fierce light as it crested fully above the horizon.



Thundercrash smiled, nodding. “Nothing quite like it in the sky. Or the sea.” An odd smile tweaked his lips, then, and he stood. “Follow me, I’d like to show you something.”



He waited until she got to her feet, and led her back in through the door, stopping for a moment to compliment Quick Quill’s shorter manecut — the mare seemed oddly pleased, and beamed at him, the look as alien as his frown — and then back through the far double doors and into the main hall.



Greens and light blues dominated the walls and columns holding aloft the giant skylight letting in the same golden radiance. There were a few residents already sitting around tables, on couches, or winding their way through the pillow-strewn center, all chatting in low tones and not paying them any attention.



She followed him through a short maze of narrow hallways smelling of the metallic tones of hospital antiseptic, the dim walls festooned with swinging doors, each one with a clipboard tacked to the wall. They passed a nurse’s station, and he stopped again to greet the young mare in a white hat sitting in front of a bank of green lights.



Then to a broader one, where the doors were farther spaced apart, the light brighter, and paintings adorned the walls instead of clipboards. He glanced at her once throughout it all, but didn’t say anything, only raised an eyebrow.



By the time they stopped, she was gritting her teeth over the sharp remark wanting to bubble to the surface.



“Best out with it.”



It was a strain to keep her voice level. “With what?”



“That.” He prodded her chest with a hoof, and nodded at the door with a painting of a schooner on the wall. Thanks to him, she knew more about ships and sailing than she had ever wanted. “Beyond this door is my home.”



“What’s with the mystery? We’re not going to Yakyakistan, for pony’s sake!”



“Ah, but 'tis a far stranger sea that lies beyond.” He rapped a hoof against the door. “Beyond here lay my fondest memories.” With no further embellishment, he opened the door, and waved her in.



She stared at him, tried to read something into his smile, the tilt of his head, or the slight droop of his ears. Fluttershy would be able to. She sighed, dropping her head, and stepped past him… and into a ship’s cabin.



Well. That makes sense, now. She barked a laugh, and covered her muzzle with a hoof.



Wood planking covered the floor, worn smooth from apparent decades of hooves traversing it. Even the portholes set high in the walls looked as though they might open out onto a fine day at sea and not the well-groomed community lawn. A single candelabra provided the only source of light, the candlesticks having been replaced by candle-flame bulbs.



On every surface, shelf, and in quite a few cases scattered around the spacious room, were photographs, awards, plaques, and trophies. She stared at the spread, feeling her jaw drop open and unable to close it as she saw trophies from races she’d only heard about at flight camp, like legends out of a myth.



“You flew in the Daredevil Four Hundred?” She jabbed a hoof at the silver cup with devil’s horns sprouting from the base in front of a set of wings.



“Yep! Last one ever held. That’s actually the one I wanted to talk to you about.” He walked over to the case, resting a hoof on the glass, his reflection grinning at her. “That race got me kicked out of the Wonderbolts, and two of my teammates seriously hurt. Neither one of them ever flew again, and it was my fault.” His smile grew hard. “They still gave me the trophy, for appearance’s sake, but I was quietly bustled out of uniform and dropped. I couldn’t blame them for it, either.”



“Yeah, but you got to be—”



“Shut up,” he snapped at her, his hoof slamming to the floor with a crack. He drew in a ragged breath, and let it out. “My apologies. That was harshly said. You’re young still, and you’ll understand, in time, what pride can do to you. Hopefully sooner than I did.”



Rainbow Dash looked at herself in the reflection, saw the wings and the horns overing above her head, and met his eyes. “But you got back in, right?”



He waved a hoof at the rest of the trophies. “You tell me.”



She wandered the walls, looking at each case and trophy. Other than a single one, there weren’t any without a rank insignia stamped next to his name.



She came back to the one, a simple tin plaque with a sailboat etched into the metal. It sat alone on the highest shelf of the central display case, propped up with a brass hinge instead of a proper stand. What it meant, and why it was in the place of honor, escaped her, no matter how she stared at it, or from what angle. “And this one?”



“That… my wife made for me. I was a spotter aboard the racing sloop Belegaer, out of Gryphonia, and she the captain. We lost the race, in part because of my failure to understand the sea, but…” He opened the case and took down the plaque, cradling it in the crook of his foreleg. “She was an earth pony, and she claimed the only time she felt like she could truly fly was at the helm of her ships.”



Rainbow felt an ache grow in her as she watched his eyes cloud over, and looked away before the first tears fell.



“I told her she was crazy. There’s nothing like flying through a thunderstorm, or diving down the eye of a hurricane, only to ride its arm back out again, I said. She got this wicked grin on her face, and challenged me to stand on the deck of her ship the next time she went out.” He snorted a laugh. “I had little to lose by then, I wasn’t an elite flyer anymore, but I still had my pride. I threw it back in her face and told her I could do it with both wings tied behind my back.”



Rainbow looked back sharply, heart thudding faster. “What?”



He laughed at her, shaking his head. “Before I knew it, I was trussed up like a turkey on the pitching deck of a ship bound for Tartarus. She and her small crew scrambled up and down the rigging as if they were on dry land and the ship wasn’t being tossed about like a foal’s plaything. It was all I could do to hold on for dear life as she screamed, whooped, and jeered at all of us as she sailed us straight into the Dragon’s Teeth.



“I can’t recall what happened during it, sadly, except that I had fallen in love with this crazy pony who defied the sea, sailed into death, and came out the other side laughing. Half our rigging was torn clean away, every crew member had more than a few bruises, and I’d swallowed and retched up enough sea water to make me think I was a fountain, but they were all grinning, shouting and cheering on their fearless, peerless Captain Flora.”



He smiled down at the plaque. “It was like seeing her for the first time as we sailed out of those jagged teeth. Her mane streamed back even as the wind sought to throw us into the rocks, and she grinned through it all and called her orders, stallion and mare alike leaping to obey. So did I, after a time, once I’d finished retching up half the ocean.”



“And then what?” Rainbow leaned forward, ears straining forward to cup every word.



“And then we made port, found out half the cargo was lost to seawater, and I proposed to her on the spot. Wild thing that she was, she accepted. She kicked my hind end up between my ears and made me accept the paltry position in the back-end of an office with the Wonderbolts when they offered again. And I went. I filled out paperwork, and signed ledgers and orders… and worked my way back into the good graces of the higher ups. Eventually…”



He set the plaque back in place and closed the case. “Eventually, I got my Wings back. I stopped blaming myself for what had happened, and owned up to the mistake. I’d made it, yes. But letting it destroy a third flyer would have been even worse.” As he spoke, he made his way to a chest of drawers. “I even made captain. Before I tried to pull a prank on Princess Celestia.”



He pulled a scroll from the drawer, and a golden pair of wings with a clip, as might be on a paper binder.



“She busted you back down?”



“Nah. She laughed, later, when she pulled me from the moat with her own hoof. Piece of advice, kid: don’t prank somepony who’s lived for more than a thousand years. You’ll always be the one in the drink in the end.” He sighed, then, and shifted his wings. “I caught the feather flu soon after, and my wings withered away before my eyes. Celestia did what she could, but by the time the cure had been found, the plague had already swept through most of the Cloudsdale population. That was a bad winter. A bad few winters, and summers. It was the darkest time Equestria had faced in a long while, she told me later.”



Rainbow grimaced, looking back at her own wings, flexing them, and shuddered.



“Don’t you feel sorry for me. Sure, I was young, but I still got to fly, and with my wife by my side. She was right. At the helm of a racing sloop, diving bow-first into every wave and coming out the other side screaming defiance at the sea—that was flying. That was my dream.”



He unfurled the scroll on his bed, and nodded at it.



It was a sketch of a mare standing with her fore hooves braced between the spindles of a ship’s wheel, her smile as broad as the sky, her mane tossed back and flying in the wind. Below it were the words:



Be open to your dreams. Embrace that distant shore. Because our mortal journey is over all too soon.



“I sketched this after our first voyage together, that death-defying race into her heart. The words… came from somewhere I’ve forgotten over the years, but they still ring true when I read them. I’ve never felt so alive as when I sailed with her. Not even winning all of this,” he said, gesturing at the cases, “compares to a single day on the deck of her ship, living the dream I had never known I might have.”



When he stamped his hoof, she understood.



The rest of the room, the side she had ignored for the cases of trophies, flared up in her mind’s eye and called her attention to it. Paintings, photographs, and sketches, all in frames of the same shade of wood as the decking beneath her feet, lined the walls, filling them from shoulder height to the ceiling. In every one, he was with her, or his children. Color photographs scattered in among the rest showed a very young Thunderlane, and an even younger Rumble.



She came to a photograph without his wife in it. She stared at it, feeling the void where she should have stood, where she had stood in every one before it. It was wrong, but she couldn’t say it wasn’t right, either, and it tore at her. It belonged, and was as much a part of his life as his wings. Even after they had been torn away from him, he had lived a life with no regrets, following his heart.



“Home is where the heart is,” she whispered, looking at him.



He smiled back at her, bowed, and spread his wings. “Welcome to my home.”








The next weeks passed in a rush. She kept Thundercrash company, and he even agreed to moderate his pranks somewhat.



“Because you remind me of my daughter,” he told her one day. “Ah, she’s still got her mother’s fire burning in her heart, and as much caution.” Right before he pulled back the pin holding a dozen water balloons in place. At least he had helped her mop it up, and claimed she had tried to talk him out of it. 



She hadn’t.



Quick Quill’s pen still scritch-scritched on the paper, but it didn’t feel like she was poking holes in her dreams anymore, and the worry over what she wrote felt like a distant second to the fun she had as her community service stopped dragging.



And he told stories. Most often, he told them in the main hall, and used Rainbow Dash as a co-actor in the high seas dramas he played out amid the tapestries imagined as sails, and pillars for mast and rigging both. Pirates, raiders, and sea monsters were fought by the dozens, with swords and spears of words and jests. They sailed across storm-tossed seas and oceans of chairs and couches, through jagged teeth of canes and other ponies.



She came to envy Flora, to have known this vital pony in his prime. It was at times like that when she smacked herself across the cheek. Past his prime? She would ask herself as he clambered up a chair, then rode its back down and jabbed a hoof at an imaginary foe. I know ponies my age less active.



He would sweep her up in the adventure again, and they were off to the far reaches of the seas, sailing for the Cape of High Hopes and the Eye of the Storm to deliver a cargo of precious gems and steal back a historic artifact.








Two days before she was due to be released, and Quick Quill’s notes, and Quick Quill herself, went before the board, she pulled Rainbow Dash back into her office when she showed up for the morning’s stamp and badge.



On her desk was a box lidded with the tin plaque, the hinge used for a stand screwed into the wood. She couldn’t take her eyes from it. It wasn’t in the right place. It shouldn’t be there. She stood, frozen in the doorway, ice gripping her heart.



“Ms. Dash. Rainbow.” Quick Quill motioned to the chair opposite the desk. “You may want to sit down.”



“T-that should be in his room.” She pointed a hoof at the lid of the box. “It belongs in his trophy case. His wife made it for him.” She pointed at the empty wall, and lowered her hoof, feeling stupid. “W-what— When?” Her voice broke over the simple words as she took the offered seat, hooves slipping on the edge before she pushed herself back into it and upright.



As she sat, waiting for Quick Quill to straighten a stack of papers, she recalled, with disturbing clarity, the more frequent ‘gas attacks’ she had passed off as signs of old age.



“Last night. His… his family has already been by, but he left this for me to give to you, if he never got the chance. He said you would know what it meant.”



Rainbow looked up, surprised to hear Quick Quill’s voice quaver and break. She was wearing her mane short again. She swallowed against the hard lump in her throat, and tried to think what he would say.



“I like your mane. It’s very you.”



Quick Quill laughed, and cried. “T-thank you.”



She left some time later, smiling as her heart crumbled, after Quick Quill had shared the story of the first time she’d met him, carrying the box tucked under one wing, and made her way to the top of the hill, by the tree where she had found him on the day Quick Quill had first smiled at her. 



She faltered in its shadow, almost dropping the box, as the first sob struck her low in the gut.








She stood still in the clear, sunny day, watching the black-clad procession of ponies, of Wonderbolts trailing before and after the coffin, and the Princesses standing in the position of honor at the headstone, behind a podium. She still owed Twilight an apology, and two after this.



Her cadet’s uniform, dug up from the bottom of her clothes chest from her stint at Flight Camp, cleaned and pressed just for the occasion, shone crisp and blue in contrast to the Wonderbolts’ dress whites. Spitfire had looked her up and down, lips pursed, and nodded grudging approval, with a quirked smile, as she passed.



She stood with Thunderlane, also in his cadet blues, and his family. They had insisted she be there. Further back, in the crowd of mourners, stood her friends.



Spitfire took the podium first.



“Thundercrash is a legend among the Wonderbolts,” she said, voice pitched to carry. “He is the last of the old guard to pass from this life to the next. But he was also the first of the new guard. The ponies of the Wonderbolts today have him to thank for everything the Wonderbolts stand for today. Without him, we would not be a cadre of elite flyers, who take only the best. Without him, we would not have the stunts and formations we have today. Without him, we would be little more than a forgotten relic of a glorious past.”



She snapped her foreleg to her brow, wings snapping high, as though in preparation for takeoff. Every pegasus in the crowd, uniformed or not, followed suit.



“We salute you, Thundercrash, and celebrate the future you gave us.”



Then it was Rainbow’s turn, and Thunderlane was nudging her forward. Under her wing was the box with the tin lid, it’s surface polished so it shone like a mirror of silver glass. The ship graven on it seemed to leap from the wave it crested.



She cleared her throat. “It’s traditional to wish a pegasus departing this world fair flying, but I would like to wish him fair sailing, and share with all of you some words he entrusted to my care.”



She had known what was in the box before she had opened it the first time. But the letter at the bottom of it had surprised her, even so. She still had read it five times, and committed the simple instructions to heart. She pulled out the scroll instead.



“His wife, Flora, was a sailor without equal, and he told me once that he treasured all of his time with the Wonderbolts as much as a single day on the deck of her ship. Those of you who know him, know this was not an insult to the Wonderbolts, but a compliment of the highest order.”



As she unfurled the scroll, the words of the prepared speech she had rehearsed over and over with Twilight and Rarity, and rewrote half a dozen times, fell out of her mind. Flora stood there on the deck of her ship, grinning defiance at the world.



He stood beside her in Rainbow’s imagination, and the still scroll leapt to life there, rolling and pitching, both of them crying out their love for the sea and each other.



Spitfire broke her free of the vision with a delicate cough, and the scroll was only a scroll again, with Flora standing alone, her mane flung back.



“Be open to your dreams,” Rainbow read aloud, her voice quavering. “Embrace that distant shore. Because our mortal journey is over all too soon.” She let the scroll close again, and looked out over the gathering, every face watching her. “I’ve, uh, had a lot of time to think about what those words mean in the last week. About his life, and how he lived. Dreams,” she said. “Dreams. Embrace all of them, because where one dream ends, another may find its place.”



She caught, from the corner of her eye, Rarity waving a hoof frantically in the air. She’d gone off script. She grinned. Rarity didn’t know she followed a different script.



“Life doesn’t go the way you expect,” she told them all. “Life can’t be planned for, or anticipated. You can make your plans, script your life to the last detail, and life itself will sail in a different direction.” She raised her voice, almost shouting. “Be open to your dreams, everypony, because life sails on, and the unexpected is waiting, right over the horizon.”



On cue, she heard the creaking of a wooden arm crack through the silence following the end of her speech. 



Princess Celestia pulled out an umbrella as the sky darkened briefly with the shade of a thousand water balloons raining down over the funeral.



She grinned at Spitfire’s open-mouthed shock as the edge of the cluster splattered down and rolled past them in a tidal wave of bursting balloons, cries rising, and laughter following in its wake.



“He wanted me to make it to rain at his funeral.”
      

      
   
      Rugponies


      

      
      
         As I turned my gaze to the distant horizon, I spotted it. A prize unlike any other, a golden perfection just waiting to be claimed by any who dared the journey to reach it. I turned to my brother, his eyes fixed in the my own had been but a moment ago. Eventually he looked to me, and we needed not speak to know what the other was thinking. 



“It’s awfully far. Must be at least a gazillion miles,” I state hesitantly, knowing full well that this would end with my chasing him on his crazy quest.



“We can make it. It couldn’t be more than eleventy,” he countered.



“It could be dangerous. Who knows what’s out there?”



“It’s worth it.” With that he dived beneath the waves, and after a long sigh, I followed.



I followed in my brother’s wake, letting his larger and more numerous fins and greater strength break the water for me, thus allowing myself to keep up with the greater speed he possessed as a ‘flying’ seapony. Not that I would trade my own magical abilities for the speed or other physical prowess being a flying seapony has to offer, like being able to make great jumps out of the ocean, almost swimming in the air. I wonder if he wishes he were a seacorn like I, seeing how we were so much alike, putting aside our respective subspecies and sexes. Even our coloration was similar, with my yellow coat and orange fins being a more saturated version of his yellowish off-white coat and brown fins. Although such similarities are not unexpected, with us being not only being siblings but also twins.







The ocean beginning to bubble around me knocked me out of my musings. My brother now floated close to me, hugging me as a safety precaution, for the sudden froth could only mean one thing: danger. Popping above the surface, we found that a storm was upon us. Unfortunately, seaponies were very much like dolphins in that, despite living in the water, we breathed air, and as such must come close to the surface regularly. While we could dive down to the depths temporarily after surfacing, we had to fight our way back up through the rough surf to grab even one raindrop-filled breath. Such a shame that this was a serious struggle for life and death, because all the larger bubbles generated in the onslaught we such fun to pop!



As I popped the bubbles churned up by the storm, I realized that as I popped, the winds and thunder present at my trips to the surface waned, in proportion to the number popped. 



“Pop the bubbles!” I cried out to my brother.



“What?!”



“Just trust me!”



“Ookay…”

Together we popped all the large and even medium sized bubbles, but the fizz left over, too small for us to pop without making as much for our movements. Unfortunately I had lost my brother in the chaos of the waves, distracted by the fun of popping bubbles. All that was left was to wait until the fizz, and with it the last of the storm, was gone.



After what may have been weeks, months, or maybe even a day, the storm finally subsided. I cried out my brother’s name, slowly circling out from my original position in hopes of finding him.



“Sister!” I hear in the distance after a short period of searching. I waste no time in swimming full throttle towards the call, and quickly my brother comes into view, doing the same. My brother and I had great fortune in that we were not too far separated in the storm.



“I was so worried!” he exclaimed.



“I’m the one with magic.” I counter. “And if you were so worried, why were you so willing to risk this journey anyway?”



“When did I say I was worried?”



“Just now.”



“I don’t remember it.”



“You did.”



“Did not.”



“Did too.”



“Did not”.



“Did too.”



This continued until eventually my brother quickly yelled “Did not!” and dived under the water before I could respond, and promptly began swimming away. After scanning the horizon I spotted our goal, as far as it ever had been, thanks to the storm’s currents dragging us away, and more importantly, in nearly the opposite direction that my brother was now swimming. Sighing, I grasp his tail with my magic and pull him back towards me. As he resurfaces, I simply point towards the prize, and he chuckles sheepishly, and once again begins swimming, albeit in the proper direction this time. I should have known he’d continue the quest in the face of such a prize, especially since he would never give up. Once again dive into the sea after my brother, for neither of us was a quitter.







“AAAAHHH!” screamed my brother as he dashed backwards into me. 



“Owww! Just what are you doing?” I scold my brother.



“Are you blind?!” he yelled back.



A huge gaping maw loomed in front of us. Rather than teeth, there were simply deep, gaping holes in the gums of the monster, making the beast not merely frightening, but also sickening. Even more disorientating were the gigantic purple eyes of the beast, staring emptily to what was in front of the sea monster in two different directions, one on me, and one on my brother. We froze, ready to dart from any attack, yet the beast simply sat there. 



“I-is it... is it going to eat us?” my brother stammered. The beast continued staring, although I was no longer sure if it was at or through us.



“I’m not sure. I think it might have just wanted to scare us.”



“Why would it do that?”



“I dunno. Guess it must just be a meanie-pants.”



Fortunately, long ago our foalsitter had taught us how to deal with bullies. We silently swum around the beast, and continued to our goal, ignoring the creature. To our surprise, it actually worked- we were blessed enough to never have to deal with a bully before.







As I followed my brother, suddenly a pink tentacle lined with white suction cups reached out of the deep and wrapped around his leg. As it began dragging my brother away, it was clear that this bully we couldn’t ignore. I quickly swam to him and chomped on the tentacle. It released, but two more shot up and grabbed at us. I summoned my magic and created a wall of ice, ensnaring the tentacles and preventing more from reaching us. We struggled free of the tentacles holding us, and quickly swam away.



If only that was the last we saw of the monster. It was scarcely a few minutes later where i felt a tentacle reach around my tail. I quickly used my magic to zap it off and my brother and I began swimming in quick, elaborate patterns, hoping to tie up the tentacles in a knot. It seemed to be successful until, at the very last moment before they would’ve been entangled, the tentacles stopped and freed themselves, pulling out of the twist we had created. It was almost as if this monster was being guided by an intelligent hoof.



The struggle continued, with us darting about evasively, biting and zapping tentacles that succeeded in their mission, until at last my brother was too tired to continue fighting. The tentacles captured him, wrapping around him. 



“Help, sis!” he cried out. As always, he needed my help. Unfortunately, charging up my magic to attempt to free him was ultimately a distraction that sentenced myself to the same fate.



The the tentacles wrapped around us completely, the suckers brushing against every bit of our bodies. Then, as suddenly as the first tentacle shot up to grab my brother, we were released, none the worse for wear save the the drain from our efforts. Without needing to exchange words, we quickly high-tailed it out of the area.



Staying to the surface to avoid another attack from the deeps ultimately proved a mistake, for the next strike against us came from the sky. A huge, swift flock of gulls descended upon us.



“AAAAHHH” we screamed in unison, as I prepared my magic to fight of the gulls. But Before unleashing my spell, I realised the birds were only brushing against my fins, much in the same way, although a bit rougher, as the tentacles against my body. I relaxed, although my brother continued to yell throughout the whole ordeal.







As the sun began to set, we finally neared our goal. However, once we were almost in range of it, a mysterious striped seapony swam up in front of us.



“I am the guardian of the treasure,” creaked the unknown seacorn.



“Soooo can we have it?” pleaded my brother.



“If my treasure you wish you wish to have, you must pay my fee: the answers to my riddles three,” rhymed the old seapony.



“I’m no good with riddles,” whined my brother. “Sis, you handle it.” He promptly started staring at the treasure, drooling and clearly tuning out everything else. Looks like I was on my own on this one. Good thing I was amazing at riddles.



“The more I eat, the more I grow. But if ever I drink, no more I know. What am I?” riddled the guardian.



And I was already stumped. 



“AAAHH!” Oh what trouble could he have gotten into this time? “The sun went next to the prize… and I looked at it! My eyes, they’re on FIRE!” I couldn’t take my eyes off him for one second, could I?



“Yes, I am fire,” responded the seacorn.



“How were we supposed to know that? We live in water!” That old witch was cheating!



“So you didn’t know that one, eh sis?” teased my brother, tears still streaming down his cheeks.



“Oh shut up.”



The guardian ignored us, and continued with her riddles. “What walks on four legs in the morning, two legs in the afternoon, and three legs in the evening?”  



I simply stared at her, stumped yet again. My brother watched my reaction, and sighed. Guess he figured out we weren’t getting any treasure if she kept throwing these cheating riddles. “Oh, man,” he whined.



“Indeed, I am man,” responded the seacorn.



I simply stared at her dumbfounded. I had no idea what that word man meant, but apparently it was the answer. Whatever a man was, it was weird.



“And now the final riddle, and indeed it is the hardest riddle of all. Who am I?” At this I lost my temper. 



“You’re some crazy old seapony who makes riddles about things we couldn’t possibly know about, and probably aren’t even the actual guardian of the treasure or whatever!” I scream at her.



“You are wise, young ones. My riddles three I have asked, and you have answered. You may claim your treasure.”



I had no words. But after all that, this treasure was MINE. I quickly grab it in my magic, and pull it towards me, causing my brother to just miss pouncing upon it. I quickly start to swim away.



“Hey!” And with that, the chase was on. I giggled as I set a course for home, my brother trying to grab hold of my tail, only to be repeated foiled by me pushing him away with my magic.








“Thanks for giving the twins a bath, Pinkie,” said Mr. Cake.



“Oh it was no problem,” replied Pinkie. “Except for when I tried to wash them, they really put up a fight. Maybe the washcloths were too rough. Also, I may have put a put a little too much bubble bath in,” she chuckled. “So yeah, remind me to pick up more bubblebath tomorrow.”



“But we just got a new bottle of bubble bath today!” exclaimed Mrs. Cake.



“A new EMPTY bottle,” corrected Pinkie energetically. “Oops.” Pinkie covered her mouth and whispered, “don’t want to wake the twins.”



The Cakes and Pinkie peered into the twin’s room, and cooed as Pumpkin and Carrot lay sleeping peacefully in their cribs. In Pumpkin’s arms was a small bright yellow rubber ducky.
      

      
   
      Jorney of a Lifetime


      

      
      
         Hay. Why did it have to be hay?



I was staring at the last bushel of hay left on my ship. I had eaten all of my fresh plant reserves, and even if I hadn't they would be already rotten. Sadly, hay doesn't rot.



I took a bite and started chewing the hard blades. I missed the carrots.



It's been three months since I, Compass Rose, had last seen the land and over a year since I had left the Horseshoe Bay to discover what lies beyond the lands of the griffons. Nopony has ever managed to do that as getting to the Griffonlands themselves are perilous  enough by itself. Both northern and southern shores of the continent were bristling with treacherous reefs. So I had decided to try to do it myself. I had taken my trusty ship, The Sapphire, and sailed away. Nopony wanted to come with me, but it had been for the better. They were saying that a mare on a ship brings bad luck. All those superstitious sailors should go and rot in Tartarus. 



My blue coat was bleached by the sun to almost white and my navy blue mane took the color of the sky itself. I could only thank Celestia that my compass cutie mark still remained vibrant.



I finished the hay and drank a bit of rainwater from my reserves and then climbed up the stairs to the foretop. The wind was good and The Sapphire was sailing smoothly. I looked around, not expecting to see anything. After such long time, I was starting to lose hope.



At first I didn't see anything, only the sky and the sea mirroring each other, blurring together. And then I noticed a thin line on the horizon. Land!





After I sailed closer I took out my binoculars and started to examine the shore. The first thing that caught my eye were great, towering spires rising from behind the palm trees. They glittered like crystals, reaching high above the clouds that wound around them. I was almost certain I could see colorful dots zipping around the towers and the clouds. Some kind of exotic griffons? I directed my binoculars down, towards the shore itself. Sadly, I could not see what laid at the bottom of the structures, as it was hidden by the numerous palm trees growing on the beach. The beach itself was also covered in those colorful creatures. I could also spot some of them in the water.



I looked away from the beach and started to scan its surroundings, looking for a place to dock. After some searching, I found a small bay in a palm forest, nicely concealed in case I would need a swift escape. I've found it to be a good habit, the natives are often easily angered by even most simple things. Like hay. And shiny things. And being tied up by me and gagged to allow me to escape.





I almost cried out in happiness when my hooves touched the ground. I took a few wobbly steps on the sand. It felt a little weird to have a solid ground under my hooves. The wall of palm trees stood in front of me, but before it there was...



Grass!



I galloped toward it and started to munch on the blades straight from the ground. I know it is barbaric to eat it like that, but I hadn’t eaten anything fresh in ages. It was spiky and hard, but it was so much better than any hay. After I have stuffed myself I returned to my ship and took my sash. Inside there were some beads, bits, a knife and some  tools. You know, all the stuff you may need in an unknown land full of dangerous beasts and native tribes.



Then I went in the direction of the beach. The palms in the forest were growing quite sparsely, but the undergrowth was quite thick. I needed to use my knife to cut down some of the more stubborn young palm trees. Finally, I have emerged on the other side, breathless and stumbling.



And then I saw what the colorful dots I've seen through the binoculars were. 



Ponies. Ponies of all shapes and colors and sizes. Some were sitting on the chairs made of some kind of fabric, others were splashing in the sea and swimming. Several pegasi were soaring in the sky.  A few young foals were building some kind of structure out of the sand.



I carefully walked towards the closest native, a yellow unicorn stallion that laid flat on the sand with his eyes closed. His cutie mark was some strange instrument that I have never seen before. I nudged him carefully with my hoof. He looked up at me and muttered something that sounded like "Huuuuuh?".



"Greetings. I am Compass Rose. I have come from faraway lands. I come in peace," I said to him, speaking slowly and  carefully articulating every word. I could only hope that he would understand what I am saying.



He stared at me for a few moments, obviously puzzled. "I'm sure you do.... Are you okay, miss?" His accent was weird, but I could understand him just fine. Marvelous! I have found another continent where ponies thrive! I could barely contain my excitement.



"Could you please take me to the leader?" I asked.



"Uuuuhh... You mean the mayor? You can find him in the town hall, it's on the Flower Street. Just ask anypony in the city itself."



The native didn't seem to be very helpful, but at least he didn't attack me. I thanked him and trotted away towards the magnificent city itself to find the leader of this marvelous place.





The city looked even grander up close. The spires - now I could see that they were high towers - rose above the straight, cobbled roads lined by palm trees. Hundreds of sleek, shiny metal carriages pulled by strong earth ponies rode on the streets while pegasi-pulled chariots flew overhead. The bottom parts of the towers seemed to be filled with numerous shops and restaurants and cafes. I found it pretty curious that I could read what was written on the shop signs, but I guessed that the Equestrian language didn't evolve that much over the time.  



One of the shops caught my interest. It seemed to be a bakery. The shop window was filled with pastries, muffins, cakes and bread. My stomach rumbled even though I had just stuffed myself full of grass. But it was spiky dune grass and before me rows of delicious confectionery glittered in all its sweet, sweet glory.



A bell rung when I entered the bakery. The inside looked cozy - everything was made of wood and glass and filled with muted light. I walked up to the counter behind which stood a pale pink earth mare with a cake cutie mark.



"Welcome to Dazzling Icing! What can I get for you today?" said the pink pony, smiling widely.



"Maybe that carrot cake?" I gestured at the display near the counter.



The shopkeeper nodded, then took one of the cakes from the display and wrapped it in pink paper and tied it with red string. She even made a ribbon. "That will be three bits."



I reached to the sash and took out a string of beads from it. It were very nice beads. They were transparent and had little pieces of colored glass sealed inside. Once one okapi village chief had offered me a husband for one of those. Sadly, I had to refuse. I am married to the sea.



"I do not have the local coin, but I hope that maybe this would suffice?" I mumbled, holding the beads in my teeth.



The shopkeeper just stared at me. "Don't you have any bits, miss?"



I put the beads back into my bag and started searching. Finally, I've found three bits stuck at the very bottom. They turned green from all the exposure to the elements and sea water, but you could still see Celestia's profile on them.



The shopkeeper looked at them for a few moments. I was afraid that she would reject them, but she scooped them up and hoofed me the cake.



I walked outside, sat at one of the tables, unwrapped the cake and ate it. It was the best cake I've ever had.



Then I went off to further explore the city. After some time, I have stumbled into a huge crowd of ponies. They seemed to be waiting for something in front of a huge building made of marble. There was a huge sign on it. "Theatre."



That huge crowd of ponies was probably waiting for some play, then. I liked plays. When I was a little filly and lived in the tiny village of Nail we sometimes had visits from a traveling puppeteer. I really liked the plays he performed. They were really funny, especially when the puppets started to hit each other. 



Sadly, I had no bits left and the entrance was guarded by some burly stallion that was collecting money from everyone that wanted to enter. So I decided to sneak in. I mean, how hard could it be? Surely not harder than sneaking out of a village full of enraged okapis.



I trotted around the building until I found a back entrance. It was not locked, so I just slipped in. After walking through a few twisted corridors I started to hear some noises, so I headed to that direction. 



After a few moments, I emerged in some kind of big room. It was full sitting ponies which were staring intently at something. They weren't watching puppets or actors, but moving images that were appearing on the wall out of thin air. From time to time words also appeared on the screen. A lone pony sat in the corner with some kind of instrument and accompanied everything with a music.



I sat there, transfixed. The images were depicting some love story between a griffon and a pony, the text that appeared between them describing the things that they were saying. This strange land was truly full of marvels!



Then I heard a cough. I turned around just to see that burly stallion that was guarding the entrance. He opened his mouth to speak, but I didn't give him a chance. I bolted away. I ran out of the building and then I ran some more until I was sure that no-one is chasing me. It was enough exploration for me. I decided to finally go and find the leader of this place.



After some asking, I managed to locate the town hall. It looked small, compared to the towers surrounding it, but it still looked grand, all marble and columns. I walked up to one of the guards standing next to the entrance. He looked like a brother of the one that guarded the theatre doors. "Can you take me to the leader of this place?"



"The mayor is currently busy," he grumbled, not even looking at me. 



"But I need to talk to her! It's very important."



"The mayor's tasks are also important."



I was getting angry. "I have sailed a long way from a kingdom called Equestria! I need to talk to her!"



"Erm... Miss. You know that you are in Equestria, yes?"



"Well, it may shock you, but across the sea there is another land called "Equestria"! New Equestria, you could call it. It's ruled by two great Princesses: Princess Celestia and Princess Luna!"



"So does this place, miss."



"But...but...I have sailed all the way east through the Griffon lands to here! What is this place?"



"The city is called Los Pegasus. The center of all entertainment. You never heard of it? Never went to any movie?"



"I guess not. I was born in a village of seaweed farmers. We talked mostly about well, seaweed. After I got my cutie mark I've spent most of my life sailing the seas. Best sailor in the Horseshoe Bay!"



"Well, that explains a lot. Trust me, it is Equestria."



"T-thank you for your advice." I could feel my face getting redder and redder. I slowly backed away from the entrance and sat on one of the steps leading to it. How could I be so dumb? I was so preoccupied with my potential great discovery that I missed the obvious. On the other hand I still managed to sail beyond the Griffonlands..



I knew what to do.



I went to the nearest bookstore and asked for a map of Equestria. Until now I had been mostly looking at naval maps that almost never concerned in what was inside of the lands. There were so many unfamiliar names on the map. Ponyville, Manehattan... My own home was in Horseshoe Bay, a whole country away.



It was going to be a long journey. But at least it would be an opportunity to explore the mysterious land of my own country, Equestria.






      

      
   
      Still Life will grow Anew


      

      
      
         A Royal Pegasus Guard stood upon the precipices of a hill, overlooking the lake below Mount Canterhorn. The Royal Guard wore his bright golden attire that shined from the evening sun. Strapped on his back he carried a bow and a single arrow on his back.  A calm wind hung over the land of Equestria, gently greeting him as he observed the landscape. The land was quiet and at peace. However, this quiet and peace was not for happy folk that lived in the lands. Instead, it is one of sadness. It is one of grief. It is one where a whole nation is brought to its knees by a terrible tragedy and a cusp of war was nearing their doorstep. The Royal guard knew in his heart what this was and he had to see it through.



He looked downward and saw a formation of ponies, many garbed in black clothing, heading downward toward the lake below. Among the ponies he saw hundreds of guards, all garbed in the same uniform, and were heading down the path as well. Behind them he saw the regal sisters, both Princess Celestia and Princess Luna, both garbed in silk robes that were also black. Alongside them they were attended by Queen Amore, the ruler of the Crystal Empire, and she too wore a black attire. She comforted the young Princesses as they walked. Celestia was looking down the road, a downcast expression on her face. To her side Princess Luna, much smaller than her sister and Queen Amore, was visibly shaking. The Pegasus Guard felt a pang of guilt to see the young Princess terrible in such despair, that he felt the urge to comfort her. As they passed on by the next part of the formation came along. It was a large pyre that was at least several a dozen feet in length, being carried by a pair of Unicorn, Earth Pony, and Pegasus guards. On top of the wooden dais stood two bodies, the very ones whom the nation did grief. It was their king, king Solaris, and his brother, Prince Osiris.



As he watched the formation pass him he could only stare at the two bodies before him. King Solaris was garbed in his battle armor, a bright golden plate that shined brighter than the guards. His hooves were overlapped on his sword and a small sun shaped necklace was also looped over it, likely a parting gift from their children. His plated helmet was placed on the side of the king’s head, allowing his pure red mane to be spread out among the pyre. In all accounts, no matter how many times he told himself, he could imagine the king was merely asleep.



He turned his attention to the brother, Princess Osiris, and he was positioned on the other side of King Solaris. Like his brother Osiris was garbed in a deep silver, which stood out more than anything else in the land of Equestria. The armor was gifted by the Thestrals, bat ponies that lived in the deep forests that Osiris gifted to them. In his overlapped hooves he held his crafted sword that also had a necklace in the shape of the moon. His plated helmet was placed on the side of his head, allowing his deep blue mane to be spread out. Again the Pegasus guard felt the Prince was sleeping as well.

 

When they finally passed he took his position behind them following his Royal Captain. He looked and saw the old Pegasus bearing wounds from the battle that was fought. His right hoof was slung in a sling and small scars appeared across his muzzle and face. The Captain was there when it all happened, he was the one who witness the murders. It was he who was able to rally the guards and drive off the invaders and helped kill the tyrant who took their leaders. The guard could only look ahead as the memories flooded into his mind, the only thing that kept his mind focused as he proceeded down to the lake.



Their nation of Equestria came into contact with a new race, a warrior race that were known as Griffons. These feathered creatures were out exploring when they came into contact with their nation. A month had passed and the two nations would come together for a peace deal. However, their leader, Lord Ravenclaw, had other plans. He saw the potential and the wealth of this land had to offer. His greed and lust for gold was unquenchable and he would use anything to gain leverage over the feeble ponies. When the meeting took place the Griffon leader sprung his trap, his soldiers coming into the city and were ready to strike. He demanded that Equestria submit to their rule and the craven held both Princess Celestia and Princess Luna at sword point. However, both King Solaris and Prince Osiris saved them and defied the black heart and proclaimed that Canterlot and all of Equestria would never fall to his tyranny. It was in that moment of defiance that they paid the price. Ravenclaw, and his followers nearby, shot their small crossbows killing Prince Osiris and mortally wounding King Solaris. The people and guards both turned on the griffons and stood steadfast as they cleared the city of the griffons. When RavenClaw was killed and the last of his griffons driven off King Solaris succumbed to his wounds died on his bed. He was surrounded by his two daughters when he passed and they cried long into the night by his side.



The Pegasus guard stopped when his Captain turned to him and gestured near the end of lake bed. As he followed his captain he stared out at the lake. Known as Loch Avalon the lake was both serene and beautiful. The evening sun lit upon the lake, illuminating the waters in a haze of orange and gold. The lake was fed by a large waterfall that descended from Canterhorn, where their beautiful city of Canterlot still stood. The more he looked at it the more the scenery came from a painting, a living breathing painting that could never be altered or changed.



The Royal Captain stopped at the edge of the lake and gave a small nod to the Pegasus guard. He placed himself at his captain’s right side and he took his off his bow and readied himself. Behind him he saw many mourners come behind them. Many of them were mourners and the like but he saw a large contingent of citizens compared to the nobles. They grieved more for the king and Prince then the nobles. More guards approached and positioned themselves on either side of them and more behind. They all stood at attention and at the ready, overlooking the peaceful lake before them. Near the edge of the lake, at least twenty feet away from he stood, the wooden pyre was placed down into the water. As they were settled into the water a voice broke out among the silence. He turned his gaze and saw the unicorn Starswirl the Bearded.

 

Starswirl, a legend he is, a grand tale or two about that old pony that defines him. He is older than the princesses and is by far the wisest this nation could ever ask for. His wisdom and guidance has helped them through many struggles. He helped shape the nation during its founding and was there when he helped bring many of the ponies together. When both Solaris and Osiris passed it pained him deeply, to lose his old friends that he had known when he was young. However, today he did not show emotion, he had to remain strong, for Equestria but  most importantly to stay strong for both Princess Celestia and Princess Luna’ s sake's. They would need his wisdom and knowledge to learn and guide their nation and to help them in the coming war with the griffons.



The old pony spoke in a calm yet commanding tone, addressing everypony in a high Canterlot voice that sounded more soothing than boisterous. He spoke about their deeds, their desires for unity and peace. He spoke how they wished for balance a united nation for all ponies, for every race to come together and to live in harmony and to be free. His words softened the ponies that have gathered and bringing fresh tears amongst the populace. As he spoke the Pegasus guard readied his bow, lowering it so that it remained ready to fire.



Once Starswirl was done and after a few exchanges of words by Queen Amore, the congregation fell silent as both Princess Celestia and Princess Luna stepped forward near the pyre. Celestia lowered her head first, revealing her vibrant pink mane. Her head hung low over the king’s body, speaking a few words that were low and inaudible, saying that their mother will be waiting for them. She placed a kiss on his head and brought her face next to his. She remained that way for several moments before turning to Osiris, and doing the same thing as before. Once she finished Princess Luna was next. The younger princess, her light blue mane hanging low over her eyes, said a few audible words that were sincere and true and how she would miss him. She cried through soft hiccups, trying her best to remain composed. Nearby a few of the nobles fell into tears as their princess did her best to remain calm. She kissed her father on the cheek and gave him a long hug. She turned to Osiris and without saying anything brought her hooves around his neck. She hugged him tightly for long while, crying in his fur as he laid motionless. The sight alone was breaking any stalwart guard into a crying fit. The Captain turned to hush them yet he too had tears coming down his scarred cheeks. As soon as she was done Princess Luna planted a gentle kiss on his cheek before returning to her sister’s side.



The captain of the Royal guard gave a nod and several ponies pushed the pyre into the water and gently pushed it out into the middle of the lake. As the Pyre slowly moved further out into lake the sun had now hanged low in the horizon illuminating the pyre upon the water of Loch Avalon. Every guard, every noble, and every citizen was watching the pyre drift to the center of the lake, emotion ran among each of them as they watched their leaders move on.



“Distant Shores, lad, to distant shores.” The Royal captain spoke to him and drawing away his gaze. The captain gave a humble nod and he knew what he had to do. He took his position and drew his bow. A unicorn next to him brought a torch over the arrow. The arrow was a lit within seconds and the torch bearer brought the torch to his side. The Pegasus guard drew back the bow aiming towards the pyre. As he aimed the bow higher, arcing the arrow that it will make its mark, a part of him was telling him not to fire. He felt guilty to release the string, a part of him believing that his leaders were still alive. With the whole of Canterlot watching he knew he had to fulfill his duty. With a calm breath he drew back the strings to their farthest extent and let loose the arrow. It was silent as it left his hoof, it arched high into the, higher to where only the birds would fly. The arrow soon went down and in the middle of the lake, it struck the center of the pyre.



A perfect shot.



The flames slowly spread upon the fire and it would be minutes before the whole thing was set ablaze. As the fire spread around the wooden structure he heard a small cry emanating from Princess Luna. She took a step forward, her hooves entering into the cold water. She paused, staring out at the pyre that was slowly setting ablaze. Fresh tears streamed down her face as she watched her father and uncle burn. Princess Celestia moved to comfort her, speaking a few soft words of assurance. Princess Luna nodded and Princess Celestia took a few steps back away from her younger sister. Princess Luna breathed deeply, taking in several breaths to calm herself, despite the wave of tears that remained on her countenance. When her body was calm and still she stared out to the wooden pyre, which now was engulfed in flames. A soft low hum escaped her, and with a few moments of sustained humming, she slowly began to sing.

 

“From Dust, from dust, we ponies born,

To Earth we all return,

Father, Father's, we’ve Sworn, we’ve sworn,

To guard this rest you’ve earned.

The foe did reveal his hidden face,

And would destroy us with hate.

Be filled with greed but we with grace,

For they did seal their fate.”



As Princess Luna sang her song the royal guards began unsheathing their weapons, while the citizens of Canterlot watched on.



“We, sound the horn of winters past,

To call all ponies forth.

We free folk gathered, united at last,

And we will remain henceforth.”



The ponies who carried the banners began to lower them at half mast, aiming toward the burning pyre. The Royal guards still held their weapons, waiting for their captain to raise his own.



“Their frail leaders from across the sea,

Our Armies they shall see.

From Horseshoe Bay to the Everfree.

We’ll defend Equestria from thee.”



The Royal captain lifted his sword, holding the steel of the blade, the hilt pointing toward the sky. He held it up to the sky, and giving a send off to his leaders. One by one, the other royal guards did the same, raising their weapons to honor their fallen lords.



“The Tyrant did seize us in his vile grasp,

To claim us as his prize.

Our Fathers freed us from Ravenclaw’s clasp.

And would defend our lives.

And defend with their lives!”



The Royal guard who fired his arrow now drew his sword, holding the blade as equally as his brothers and sisters. Tears were running down his cheeks as he stared at the burning pyre. His lords sacrificed everything  for the safety and peace for all ponies. He could only watch the boat continue on as Princess Luna finished the rest of her powerful yet inspirational song.



“Fight on, Osiris, and Solaris the Brave,

Old gods bear steel with you.

Our lord's, our kin, a hero’s grave.

Till life will grow anew.

Still life will grow anew.”



As the last of the words died out from Princess Luna, everypony was silent, staring out at the pyre that was engulfed in flames, the ash ascending high into the evening sky. Princess Luna turned and exited the water, tears still streaming down her cheeks, as she went to her sister's side. Princess Celestia, overcome with emotion, hugged her younger sister, where the latter was softly crying into her sister’s fur. Queen Amore, compelled at their dispirited state, went over to the sister’s sides and wrapped her large hooves over the two siblings, softly cooing them as their soft cries filled the silence.



The Royal guard remained as they were, staring out to the loch Avalon, watching the fire burn before them. As their kings have passed, they shall remain. To continue the duty that has been bestowed upon them. Their lives they will gladly give to serve under the regal sisters. To help them in their most dire need. But most of all, serve them as they have their fathers. 



But tonight, however, they will remain where they stand. Vigilant and filled with pride.



For each one bore tears of gratitude to their fallen kings, as their burning pyre drifted towards the far distant shores.


      

      
   
      The Wealth of the World


      

      
      
         The following is a personal account of a journey undertaken by radical reformers who left Equestria to seek a better life. More particularly, it concerns the fate of 148 ponies who took off from Equestria aboard the Queen Sapphire on the 12th of April in the year 1858 of Her Royal Highness Princess Celestia’s reign. I will preface this account by confirming that these ponies all will have perished by the time that anypony finds this lonely book. For those ponies who are now thinking of glancing through my story simply so they might know the ailment that took us, I should endeavor to warn you against it before continuing, for it was a virus of the mind, and it takes scarcely more than a weak mind to succumb to its poison. If my plan for this account is successfully enacted, it will have been found sealed by magic in a waterproof box and tucked within a chest that I buried myself, off the coast of the island where the Queen Sapphire found her new home. It will have been discovered alongside a few daguerreotypes of my wife and me, a hoofful of our most beloved books, and three of my favorite little artifacts—my gilded snuff box inlaid with a turquoise stone, inherited from my great-grandfather, my brass pocket watch, and my wedding band. I would ask the ponies reading this not to cast away these baubles. We have cast away too much already. Now—allow me to start at the beginning.



The day when the Equestrian government announced its endorsement of the westward expansion was greeted with cheer by pious settlers, the national railroad company, and deep-pocketed businessponies alike, but for me it was little more than a bother, as I was made to suffer a tax rise. Being a stallion of letters and relatively few means, I joined a group of my neighbors in petitioning the great Princess Celestia to lower the burden on our wallets, only to be met with a chilly response from the Steward’s Office, from which I inferred that the government simply didn’t think we knew what was best for us. Mean and grasping as our class might be, our petty concerns were nonetheless part of a broad call for reform that was galvanizing a broad cross section of the population, and I found myself swept up with those who sought an end to the injustices of the Equestrian system. Now, I had never been inclined to the radical reform movement before, but on this occasion, I was impelled to unite with the reformers in protest, if for no principled reason. Indeed, I admit that, at first, I was motivated only by my sad financial state—but one good filly, who led an organization that was perhaps the most apocalyptically critical of our monarchy, took it upon herself to welcome me into her cause.



This mare’s name was Distant Shores—a pegasus with pastel blue coat and strangely dark eyes like misted amethysts. Her cutie mark was a blindfold, that vital accessory of justice. I was at first wary of her, as I was of all reformers, but she had easy manners and a deeper interest in the great literature of dead ponies than I anticipated from one so eager to throw out anything old and dusty. Her organization had one of the trendy names so common to these reform groups—the Transcendental Unitarians, the Communitarian Society, &c.—but at the conference and dinner party where our interests met, I found that we shared more common ground than would most perfect strangers. She held forth on everything from our own native writing, the luminous poetry of Dreamstar, that late epic Opulana by Inkwell Lane, the mammoth Gothic novels of Mundo Quill, to the ancient literary traditions of the East, the eternal Tale of Keiji, the stories of General Silverhawk, the voluptuous verses of The Tragedy of the Four Kings recited with illimitable reverence in that dining hall! So it was that tying together our causes against the government was surprisingly simple.



In total I cannot say how many ponies were united in this sudden bolt of anger besides those known to myself and Distant Shores, but it was soon beyond our control, and the riot and clamor in Canterlot demanded a response. At last, Princess Celestia emerged from the Palace and declared that she had an answer for us. She presented us with two options: to move to the West ourselves and stake out uncharted territory, or to depart Equestria entirely and found a new land. In her kindness, she would, at a cost to the government, provide a number of us with the means to freely leave Equestria—a ship from Equestria’s own naval fleet. This was greeted with boos and jeers from the mass of ponies who had no desire to leave their homes and families behind, but my private reaction was a great deal more agreeable. I must confess: I sensed a whimsical promise in the notion of leaving Equestria. To leave the old earth behind and make off for new land—it lit a coltish desire for exploration and discovery in my heart, as though I might be following in the hoofsteps of Hurricane Swift in Gales of the Appelantic. I could not but fancy myself as the noble seafarer, the itinerant pilgrim, that archetype of adventure! I turned to Distant Shores, and I knew at once that she shared my feelings. Our destinies, I fancied, were then united as one, the constellations enveloping us in heavenly purpose.



Distant Shores she was, and distant shores would receive us—how auspicious her name seemed at that moment! We clasped hooves and cheered like we had gone mad. The next day we were married, and I pray that the daguerreotypes we commissioned survive in this box as a record of our happiness.



The ship to take us away would be the Queen Sapphire. As I understand it, there was some competition among those who desired a place on the vessel; Shores and I were judged to be of particular distinction within the reform movement and as such we were guaranteed passage. It goes without saying that Shores was distressed at this preferential treatment, but it was explained to us that once we had founded a new land, we were free to pursue our own dogma and thus allow whomever we chose to make their own migrations from and to that land. For Celestia’s land, however, it would be Celestia’s dogma. For the pragmatic cause of the reform she sought, Distant Shores could not argue.



Shores and I were not the only ponies who earned special treatment. Besides the two of us, there was also a stallion by the name of Scarlet Flame, one of Shores’ co-conspirators, and the very sort of radical that I was disinclined to know. Like me, he was a unicorn, and our names shared a peculiar similarity; for these reasons among others, Shores sometimes accused me of jealousy in our worse moments, but the more basic truth is that I did not like the pony. Scarlet was cultureless, and seemed purely hateful of Equestrian civilization. The matter of improvement was to him immaterial; what was most important was to stomp old trumpery beneath the hoof until it was dust. Stout, unthinking, and resentful, his character and his ideals were objects of elemental distase to me. His singular virtue, I believe, was that he acted to balance Distant Shores’ whimsy with the gravel-voiced rhetoric of destruction. At this early stage, I hoped that he would play only such a balancing role in our new world. As for the mark on his flank, it was a great bonfire; this image illustrated the nature of his heart better than any I could devise.



We sold our property and took only our most valued personal belongings onto the ship—for me and Shores, this meant far more books than was ever necessary. As noted, there were 148 passengers overall, crammed together into bunks in wooden compartments loaded with chests and baggage cases. We the privileged few slept together in a larger cell—Distant Shores, myself, and Scarlet Flame. Even our crew was composed of reformers. The ship’s captain was a wiry earth pony who called himself Almarine, a venerable stallion to our cause. We were to set off on the 12th of April and find ourselves a new home.



The day of departure was more tearful for Shores than for me. I was an only foal who knew little of my distant family, and my parents had passed several years ago—my mother of the flu and my father of consumption. This left me lacking in filial ties when contrasted with Shores, who had an unmarried younger sister in the textile trade, and whose mother was not yet sixty, by all accounts still red-cheeked and healthy. I let them have privacy to say their farewells, but later on, Shores confessed to me in plaintive voice that she was unable to explain or justify her mission to her mother. I could offer little but comfort.



The Queen Sapphire was docked in Manehattan. I see recall now my last view of civilization as we raised anchor and set forth into the Appelantic Ocean. Amid the great sea, we reckoned ourselves pioneers, and looked back with presumptive superiority at the old world. Today I feel no pioneering spirit well up in me as I think on my final view of that formidable city—only an abiding sense of loss.



As to the details of the journey itself, I will not bore you with the many trials of seafaring. We were on board the Sapphire for two-and-a-half months before we made landing. Myself being prone to seasickness, I suffered for a good portion of this period; Shores fared better, generally speaking, although I did see her leaning over the decks more than once. We were quickly accustomed to the solid taste of oats, though at least where concerned drinks we were quite overburdened with all manner of spirits and wines. It was apparent that many of our fellow passengers had seen fit to take their vices with them, which Scarlet heartily disapproved of. As was the custom, we were all made to suck on limes from time to time as insurance against scurvy, an unpleasant practice. 



Indeed, by the time we spied a green island of sufficient size to host our group, most of us were quite exhausted with life at sea. From our oceanic vantage, the island resembled first a darkened mountain, swarmed on all sides by moss and mist, but, as we drew closer, we saw that this mountain sheltered a vast forested flat-land that was surely suitable for the accommodation of everypony on board and tens more besides. We were all revelry as the ship approached—and yet our joy was not universal. I recall Scarlet Flame and his tense look, his small, squinted gaze never leaving our destination, and I wonder now if he had any notion of what was to come.



It was a cool morning when our weary vessel beached on the shore. Hungrily we spilled out over the sand, eager explorers all of us. Shores and I stayed close to one another, talking idly about the life we might lead here. We ventured into the forests, where the birdsong was high and clear through the canopy, and came to a little cave sunk into the mountainside. We remained there for some time, to take in a little private happiness amid our new surroundings, and in doing so, discovered a tiny nook in the rocky wall, closely concealed. Together we resolved to store our most valuable belongings here, including the blank diary that I write in today. You may think my actions cynical or mean—to hide our private belongings from such a well-intentioned set of ponies—but I am thankful beyond measure to my former self for making this decision.



Once it was determined that the island was well-positioned as a home for us, our ragged band met together on the edge of the forest and we called the crowd to order. Shores and Scarlet Flame elevated themselves on a jutting rock formation and addressed the pioneers. We convened there to lay down the foundations of a new society, united as one voice.



Scarlet Flame did much of the public speaking; he was an exceptional rhetorician. The trite word to apply, I suppose, in fitting with his name, would be “fiery.” His deep voice blazed with feeling and his oratory cracked and popped at every hinge of its rhythm. When it reached the climaxes, that voice soared upwards and outwards without losing any of its startling power. It was a skill I envied.



Scarlet declared first that certain things would have to change. This new society was to be a society of equals, in which every action by every individual would be free and voluntary. There was to be no class or rank, no enforcement of coercive law or taxation, no false divinity as we saw in Princess Celestia.



“We will liberate ourselves!” cried he jubilantly. “We will liberate ourselves from the evils that burden ponykind and thus restore the goodness of the pony in his natural state! On this day we will cleanse those evils from this island!”



With that emancipatory exclamation came a discussion of what sins were the most immediately forthcoming among ponykind. The monarchy of Princess Celestia was the first and bitterest topic. Symbols of Equestrian domination were to be discarded—the ship was to be repainted to conceal its origins, its Equestrian flag burned, and all the Celestia-worshipping ornaments and heraldic symbols contained within its vast wooden case were to be thrown out to the sea. This was an easy decision.



But, in the end, we were no longer under the dominion of Princess Celestia, and so we looked to ourselves to distinguish divisions of class among our group. Indeed, there were a few younger nobles who had come along, and they had brought with them some articles of trumpery and finery—gilded trinkets, silken robes and hats, all manner of gleaming objects emblazoned with family heraldry. With some reluctance, they forfeited these to the mob.



“Meaningless symbols of wasteful cruelty!” roared Scarlet Flame, holding up a shining goblet in a shaking hoof. “Hollow instruments crafted only to celebrate and perpetuate the material wealth and power of an oppressor class so that they might play at being noble and moral, when we all know from their actions that they are, as a matter of fact, deeply ignoble and totally—totally—morally degenerate!”



The ponies cheered and smashed up the remaining trumpery of aristocracy on that beach, throwing the torn and ruined artifacts into the sea. One last holdout, a silver-coated unicorn mare, was clutching her belongings fearfully as she backed away. She was encircled by the others, and seeing no escape, began to protest the ritual.



“Please, please!” cried the aristocrat. “These are family heirlooms. How can I teach my foals of their heritage without them? These are not just symbols of power but marks of history—of culture—of civilization itself. How can we build an new society without a knowledge of history and the roots of civilization?”



“That history is one we must disinherit!” replied Scarlet Flame. “That history is but a gruesome tale of blood and domination! Discard those trinkets and liberate your foals from that heritage! No more shall we know of ponies who hold dominion over their fellow!”



One by one the reformers took everything the young mare clutched so tightly in her hooves— the fur-lined robes, the gilt ornaments, the dusty family chronicle—and brought them into the throng, where they were angrily destroyed, and thus was the last aristocrat denuded, standing as an indistinguishable equal among writers and laborer and scroungers.



The distinctions of class and rank now duly disposed of, the mob turned its collective mind to consider other instruments of inequity that might be dealt with in a similar fashion. A dark red earth colt spoke up, a colt I knew to be Bumper Crop, the leader of a group among us that was known for its steadfast opposition to the settlers’ movement in Equestria.



“I know that some of us have brought weapons to this island!” he exclaimed. “Now I am in no doubt about the essential goodness of all these ponies gathered here, but what is a weapon but the means of enforcing the power of one at the expense of many? What is a weapon but the means by which our government and others have waged their wars of conquest? Swords, guns, any and all munitions—they must go to the sea! Even today, the settlers moving westward brag of their guns and the ease with which they can pick off native buffalos. Weaponry is the greatest folly ponykind has ever burdened itself with!”



This plea drew applause from the crowd, and once more, the group rushed to gather an undignified assortment of swords, knives, and guns from their luggage. I saw Almarine retrieve a little blade from his saddlebag and toss it atop the pile, kissing it just before he did so. When no more weapons were forthcoming, the ponies, in a blissful fury, seized the cruel metal of war for the last time and hurled the arms into the sea. I privately prayed no murderers had stored away weapons, as I had my books and baubles.



Finally, when all the weaponry was cast off, the ponies regrouped again at the rock. It was clear that they were considering whether there might yet be more terrible evils lurking among their belongings, inherited from the old world.



“I have never seen anything like this before,” said I to Distant Shores. “I will be interested to see the impact of these reforms.”



“They’re not finished yet,” said Distant Shores. “Just watch.”



After some minutes of diffuse gossip and discussion, another pony took it upon herself to speak. She was an earth filly from the textile mills—a laborer—named Cotton Lilac. Her voice was high and sharp, and it brought us all to swift attention.



“Money!” she exclaimed. “If there’s one thing this place doesn’t need, it’s money! When I turned ten, my momma sent me to the mill and since then I learned to know my value by the bits in my purse. Today, I am nineteen years old, in the prime of my working life, and I cannot take it anymore. Why must we depend on money so? Paper and coin, that’s all it is. I will not be valued by those bits anymore!”



This set off a riotous succession of cheers and Scarlet Flame declared the abolition of money at once. Our wallets were hastily emptied of bits until there was a small fortune collected on that beach. Checkbooks and receipts and ledgers emerged as well, and all records of debt. Indeed, many of the ponies gathered on the beach were poor debtors, and they rejoiced to see their financial documents destroyed. It seemed to me that the abolition of money had pushed the mob into an incomparable state of frenzied joy, and I watched with interest as they tore up their debts and cast away the burdens of currency.



Scarlet Flame appeared satisfied with this passionate display, and he called for order. Now that we had decisively thrown off our shackles, it was time for us to devise a new base upon which a virtuous society could thrive. Firstly, it was decided that the island would henceforth be known only as The Island, for to name it after anything else could imply superiority. To name it for a pony implied the superiority of that pony; to name it for an object of artificial beauty implied the superiority of its creators; to name it for an object of natural beauty implied the inferiority of ponykind in the face of nature. Furthermore, noted Scarlet, The Island was for all intents and purposes the entire world of ponykind, insofar as ponykind was good and true and unimpeded by evil, in which case all the ponies beyond the shores of The Island were barbarians—no more true to the natural goodness of ponykind than the carnivorous giant cats of Zebrika. What else could this place be but the lone Island of freedom and reason amidst that barbarism?



Secondly, it was agreed that The Island would not be constituted as a nation in the manner of Equestria. “The nation is a fantasy!” cried Scarlet. “Let us abandon those capricious borders that herd in honest ponies and cast a veil of prejudice over their eyes!” So it was that The Island was founded as nationless by design.



Having established the most basic philosophical elements of our society, it was time to consider more physical matters. Our group was constituted mostly of laborers—over half of us, I would suppose. We were two-thirds earth pony, and there were only eight unicorns, myself and Scarlet Flame included. Our differences in skills and background would have to be accounted for. More pertinently, we would have to find a spot to make our first settlement. A expeditionary group of volunteers was quickly assembled to seek out good land and establish such a settlement. Scarlet Flame insisted upon leading this expedition, and having no desire to argue, I allowed him to take the reins.



From that day we began the hard work towards a new civilization—felling trees, building, cooking, farming. We were peaceful and diligent in those first few months. I, alongside Distant Shores and others of the intellectual class, was put to work planning, allocating, and delegating, though we all indulged in physical labor. In those early days, I pleased myself with the thought that there was no society of ponies more honest, more thoughtful, or more assiduous than the one in which I lived.



By the third month, we had settled into a comfortable routine. From the lush forests, we had carved out a plain suitable for our habitation, and upon that built enough simple huts and houses to accommodate everypony here. Out of necessity, our early diet had been reliant on The Island’s abundance of grass and leaves, but as we arrived at our society’s 100-day anniversary, we had sustainable farms growing crops and vegetables. In a radical move that contravened the selfish pettiness of the old world, these farms were owned collectively and served our community first.



The first hiccough in our grand plan was a brawl that broke out on the 101st day. It was the second day of revelry in a planned week of festivities, and some drunkards started a fight. The true reasons for this outbreak of violence are lost to history, but it left us with several injured ponies and a glummer atmosphere than was usual on The Island. Naturally, we were all quite put out, but Scarlet Flame in particular was incandescent with rage. He stood upon a stump so that his fearsome orange mane was lit by the moon, and from that perch he called the village to order.



“We are yet blighted by the sins of the old world!” cried he. “We are yet brought to blows by this poison!” He held in his hoof a bottle of whisky, which he then threw down in dramatic fashion, smashing it in the village square. “Can you imagine what great, great creatures of virtue we ponies could have been had the devils of Tartarus not brewed these spirituous concoctions to confound our good senses? Let us embody that virtue and cast them out! Let us smash and burn these devilish spirits!”



There was solemn agreement among those gathered, and we lit a fire, upon which was thrown all the spirits and wines that had been brought from Equestria. The fire blazed up in ruddy celebration, as though in a merry state of inebriation itself, and there was a great stomping of hooves. Being not a drunkard nor a teetotaler, I was broadly indifferent to the ritual, but I spied a few gloomy topers lurking by the fields, shamefacedly examining their hooves. Many of them I recognized as seastallions—the crew of the Queen Sapphire. Captain Almarine I spied, guzzling down the last cup of wine as his fellows demanded its relinquishment. All fluid consumed, he held out his empty cup to them with a look of defiance.



When I witnessed this burning of the spirits, I supposed it to be an isolated incident and unlikely to recur. Perhaps the corrupting influence of alcohol was a genuine phenomenon. In hindsight, this second purification only established a systematic means of continuous moral rebirth that would prove a necessity over the course of our Island’s short, dim history. As I have come to reflect on that history, I am forced to consider that our failures were not the product of ill tactics but evidence of a basal sickness within our notion of Reform itself—that the reformed society we sought was no more truly organic than the Tradition we had so arrogantly designated as the suppressive superstructure of false gods.



Yet it did appear for a time that we had found paradise—this I cannot deny. For the best part of a year we lived in harmony such that would make Princess Celestia envious, interrupted only by that regrettable drunken episode. Then, in the March of 1859, disaster struck.



By the time of Hearth’s Warming Eve, the drinking incident was forgotten by all those but the most determined drunkards. Distant Shores and I were considering the possibility of foals—if only! Scarlet Flame was heavy-hoofed as always in his capacity as our chief organizer, but the ponies of The Island responded to his booming rhetoric. Our store of oats would pull us through winter if nothing else, and when spring at last glistened on the horizon, we thought that the worst of our struggles was over. If only, if only. O what terrific folly, our self-willed exile!



So then—disaster. An earth filly named Sewphie was found dead—bludgeoned with a rock. She was a friend of Cotton Lilac, the mare who had stood up and condemned money on the day of our arrival. Tragically, Lilac had stumbled upon the body herself, during a turn in the woods. Her pale form lay on its flank, in repose amid frosted flowers, natural and angelic.



In the following weeks, Lilac testified that the murderer was probably motivated by the banal intricacies of a predictable lovers’ dispute, but we shall never know exactly who committed this crime. We shall never know because the question on the lips of the Islanders was never “Who is the murderer?” Their question was merely, “How is there a murderer here?” It was their question because it was Scarlet Flame’s question, and any other path of inquiry was secondary.



“How could this happen?” he thundered to me and Shores during a private meeting. “What has gone wrong? What reason could there be to murder?” His influence among us was such that we became preoccupied with preventative measures—what could corrupt a pony so deeply that he would commit murder, and could it be cast out like the weaponry and the spirits?



It was at this juncture that first found myself in conflict with Scarlet Flame. Until this point, I had tolerated his radical tactics as a pragmatic necessity, but this murder drew a schism through the Island’s leadership. Shores and I were of the mind that this incident, though tragic, was a fundamentally inescapable consequence of pony society. The criminal should be punished, we argued, but not all our village. Scarlet, however, was resolute that we could source this evil act to the influence of some artificial structure of thought, a withering vestige of Equestrian beliefs. As such, the whole sick body of our society needed moral medicine.



“Who can say whether it is natural for a pony to murder?” he asked us, and truthfully, we had no scientific answer. “You will point to years of historical precedent, but that history was shaped by cruelty and segregation. Who can say whether murder is not merely a consequence of an ill-devised system of political economy that places higher existential value on some ponies to the detriment and deprivation of others?”



It is most regrettable that these arguments stymied the investigative process, such that our political troubles defined its winding, weary course. At the third hearing, held in my own home, the whole business finally unravelled, the red string of our so-called destiny tangled into irreparable disorder, the spool clattering sharply on hardwood floor. During a tense but fruitless interrogation of one of the seastallions by Distant Shores, Scarlet rumbled to life and stood to deliver one of his speeches. I have described this pony as destructive before—this speech, I think, served not just as a general evocation of destruction but as the enactment of our own destruction. Our society was forever severed from that day forth, and doomed to collapse. From Scarlet’s lips came poison more potent than any spirit, more piercing than any sword.



“Poor Sewphie!” he exclaimed. “Poor, poor Sewphie! To be coldly murdered and, from the view of heaven, see her earthly companions apologize for the sin committed against her!”



Thus he spoke first of the folly he was witnessing in this trial and its utter futility where concerned the cause of this crime. He spoke of history and of the many forces that had led us to this great Island, where at last we were free from oppression and domination. He said that for our tiny idyll to suffer even now at the whim of cruel murder suggested a deeper root to the evils of ponykind than wine or money or guns. He asked what was the first sin of the first pony civilization. 



“What is it?” he barked. “Can you even guess? The more I think of it, the more convinced I become. We have doomed ourselves to failure because of this one thing we cannot bear to cast off. Like the bird nursing the foreign chick of the cuckoo, we have been so close to this demon—since our very foalhoods, in fact—that we cannot imagine life without it.”



We all looked at one another in anticipation, but no voices offered themselves before Scarlet Flame spoke again.



“This! This is what I talk of.” In his hoof he held one of Shores’ book. “The curse of written language. It is strange to me that so many consider these scribblings to be pure representations of pony thought when they are so consumed with material evils. As spirits poison the body, so does the written word poison the mind.”



“Books?” said Distant Shores. “You can’t be serious. Books can certainly contain wicked things, but they can also inspire ponies to goodness.”



Scarlet shook his head. “Inspire them more than their fellow pony? Inspire them more than the beauty of natural world? A book can carry ponies into mysterious unrealities that confound natural sense and practical reason. The only book that could ever reflect true goodness is a book in which is written but a single command: look to the world.”



There was an outcry from the audience, and a ferocious debate swiftly consumed the theater of justice. Shores and I looked to each other in desperation. Neither one of us had any inkling of Scarlet Flame’s radical plans before that moment; indeed, both of us being bibliophiles ensured that we would never consent to such plans.



Alas, the most devout reformers were already fuming for a third purification! But where there were once a majority of ponies ready to join with Scarlet Flame in bringing down destruction, this matter proved to divide us in a manner that was unprecedented on The Island. We were no longer bound, but were instead ruptured by our ideals.



When all clamor died down it was clear that this matter would have to receive a fair hearing among the townsponies. I stubbornly resisted the notion of a popular vote, but my wife, for all her love of literature, believed that the virtues of fairness and consent superseded her own sentiments. Naturally, in the course of this argument, the murder had been totally forgotten—what fools Scarlet made of us all, and of himself!



The vote was held the next week in the village square, and to my relief, the result was a two-thirds majority in favor of keeping written language alive—but it was not the end of our trouble. Scarlet Flame’s cult—which held sway over Bumper Crop, the farmer who hated guns, and also many of the seastallions, who had deserted the Captain Almarine to his sadness—numbered 45 in total, and they were insistent that they could not live with us in moral squalor. With characteristic bombast, Scarlet insulted directly the ponies who had voted against the motion, including the tearful Cotton Lilac, whose friend had died for Scarlet’s thoughtless cause. He declared that he would leave our settlement and found a new one—any pony with moral courage could follow him. It would be a settlement without the degenerating influence of art, and thus without murder.



We almost believed he was bluffing; when evening came and his little cult actually left, it startled us all. We supposed that he would return in a few days begging us for access; when he did not, we began slowly to forget about him. Or at least, we began to try.



What followed was the second period of peace on The Island. Lasting from the March all the way through to Hearth’s Warming Eve of 1859, it was a chillier and more fragile peace than the first. For the most part, we were a divided race. Those of us in the first village, at least, did not talk of the second—did not know even where it was situated, and if somepony did, we were in no hurry to ask. It was a point of soreness to consider the bleak circumstances of our split. I suspect that our murderer slipped out with Scarlet’s group; we never found the culprit among our depleted numbers.



Yet there was peace. Rumors abounded of the second village, and I endeavored on the whole to avoid hearsay, but with our territories in such close proximity, it became difficult. Every so often, a pony from our settlement would wander off into the woods to join Scarlet. In total, I believe we lost five ponies this way. On the other hoof, no ponies came back from Scarlet’s village, and while my heart would have liked to believe that this was because we were mistaken, and my counterpart’s vision of a utopia had come true, my head convinced me of a darker notion: there was no escape from Scarlet’s village. Echoing calls and chants came through the trees, from which I could discern no words, and there would follow a great stomping sound. I thought it could have been an ongoing celebration at first, but it would be a most queer form of celebration were that the case—too rigid, too precise. Though many of us in the first village enjoyed a turn in the woods from time to time, we never once encountered our old neighbors amid the trees. Some of us supposed that they were too far away, but The Island is not that large, and we took many a brisk trot through the wood during the summer.



My fears were confirmed in early December, when a sea blue stallion tore up through the rotting, snow-crusted undergrowth and nearly frightened a poor filly called Cowry to death. He was a runaway—he had not gone with Scarlet Flame during the initial dispute, but, disillusioned with slow-paced agrarian life, he had followed after in July. They brought him up to the office to stand before me and Distant Shores, and we heard his testimony.



As it happened, he was a character with whom I was well-acquainted. His name was Lisianthus Logos, and he was one of our few unicorns. He was also among the ex-aristocrats, making him doubly endangered on The Island. Those nobles were a dour lot here, but naturally, they were the best conversationalists of our community, and he told his uncomfortable tale with such dignity that made me wish all the more that it were untrue.



The first of many unpleasant surprises was that Scarlet Flame had instituted a special organization in his village that he termed “the Vanguard of Reform” to oversee matters that threatened the integrity of the community (such as attempts to write anything besides dated records). The brawny seastallions were employed to enforce these rules through patient intimidation. No violence, supposedly—no violence, at first. Yet the Vanguard were subjected to physical training at night, ensuring that everypony could hear their stomping hooves and morale-boosting chants. Scarlet reassured the villagers that once they had become “new ponies,” as he put it, this group would naturally fade away. As of December, it remained.



By the time Logos arrived, the farms and houses of Scarletville were already surrounded by a high wooden fence; apparently, it served to incubate them until they had attained the highest possible state of virtue. In Scarlet Flame’s mind, virtue seemed synonymous with isolation and silence. Unable to find a means to handle the insults and cruel banter that passed between ponies in public spaces, Scarlet and his Vanguard emphasized quiet diligence. Language was declared to be a distraction from inner goodness.



The Vanguard’s Relearning Program began two weeks after Logos came to their gates. These were a special means of educating those deemed to be corrupted. Among the planning class, when backtalk and thievery persisted, they were made to work as farm laborers for arranged periods. When that backtalk and thievery emerged in the farmers, Scarlet placed them in isolation, so they might know themselves more truly. Over a course of months, the enforcement of Relearning became ever more severe—until a natural specter of ruin came to Scarletville that should have been long predicted.



In his frenzy for reform, Scarlet Flame had neglected the most elemental needs of his populous. Harvests were well below expected levels, and many ponies, especially those detained in the Relearning huts, were already malnourished. As winter’s slow crawl over The Island plunged Scarletville into eerie cold, the lamps went out across the village. In the past month, all seven ponies undergoing Relearning in isolation had died of disease or starvation. The farmers were faring poorly, barely surviving on shallow bowls of oats. At least two had died of pneumonia and two more were violently ill. Yet Scarlet would allow none to leave. They were falling apart, said Logos, falling to ashes, and all that Scarlet Flame thought of was more reform. Hypocritically, he ensured that his inner circle was well fed while others could barely stand on their own four hooves for hunger.



Thus did Logos make his escape by night. He rammed a hole through the fence, and was pursued by Scarlet’s stallions for perhaps two hours. In spite of their doggedness, fortune favored Logos when he chanced upon an earthy hollow concealed by leaves and snow—perhaps the abandoned sanctuary of some animal. By morning, he had become quite feverish from the cold, and in his delirium, burst out as soon as he saw Cowry’s familiar form.



Our runaway’s story prompted a long deliberation over whether we in the first village could do anything to help. We certainly had the numbers to confront Scarlet, but Logos shook his head. The Vanguard of Reform now consisted of over half the population of the village, and furthermore, they had been effectively militarized. Most would not come peacefully. Those still held in unwilling bondage, he said, may already be too far gone to save now.



It would have been easy to dismiss Logos’ argument as aristocratic fatalism at the expense of those he deemed to be his social inferiors, but there was a point to be made for avoiding confrontation. Scarlet Flame’s private militia would surely attack us if we tried to overwhelm his village through numbers alone. Had we not sworn off war and violence as a means of resolving conflict? Shores and I decided to sit on the information until we could mediate a peaceful solution. I am still unsure that we made the correct judgement, but it did not matter; two weeks later, on Hearth’s Warming Eve, we were invaded.



Knowing they were outnumbered, Scarlet and his brutes came as we slept. My account of these events will be diffused and uneven, as I spent most of that evening being led from place to place in a state of exhaustion. I was woken by Distant Shores to find my house occupied by a small group of my neighbors, including Captain Almarine and Cotton Lilac. There was a commotion outside—shouting and crying. Scarlet’s warriors were herding our sleepy villagers out into the square to hear his declaration of conquest. Those who resisted were given a sharp beating. Apparently, the village had been designated a toxic influence on Scarletville. This diagnosis relied largely on the case of Lisianthus Logos, who they claimed to have been swayed by our reactionary habits.



“We must leave,” said Almarine. “We can’t fight them.”



“Can we?” I asked. “Leave?”



The fateful words were spoken by a plaintive Cotton Lilac: “Please. I want to go home.”



I wondered idly why they had not come for me first, but hurried by my wife and Captain Almarine, we snuck into the woods, intending to make for the Queen Sapphire. As it turned out, this was a dreadful mistake.



The Queen Sapphire was smashed up on the shore—not fully dismantled, but beyond our capacity to repair with any speed. Scarlet had correctly predicted our movements and sent no less than six members of his Vanguard there to greet us. For a moment, I stared at the ship blankly; before I could act, I felt the shattering pain of earth pony hooves connecting with my head. I cried out, and heard my compatriots as they too were ambushed. They kicked at our shivering bodies and laughed in the darkness as we pleaded with them, and then ordered us to stand and return to the village. There was no escape from The Island.



The books were already blazing away as we arrived. The bonfire churned and whistled in the winter night—and so the works of Dreamstar and Silverclaw and Inkwell Lane were lost. I could barely summon a response. The villagers stood solemnly before Scarlet Flame on his stump, hemmed in by his goons. He looked leaner, and more frantic in his bearing—his mane dishevelled, his hooves gesticulating in an uncanny, almost mechanical fashion. As we approached, he was jabbering away to the crowd with great fervor, but the sight of his mollified ex-comrades brought his frenzy to a halt.



“So you chose to leave,” he said. “So you are traitors to our mission in the end. Is this not the home we sought? Why did you run?”



I said that it was because I was tired.



Having conquered us, and apparently nonplussed by my answer, Scarlet reverted once more to his tiresome moralizing. He announced that from this moment forwards, none of the citizenry were permitted to talk in public save for himself.



“Even now,” said he, voice shaking, “now, now, very now, I fear that even I could impede reform by speaking so freely. I implore you all to think now on your innocent foalhood. Foals are not born to speech—we are taught it! Taught to navigate the many sinful instruments of this world with our ceaselessly lapping tongues! To persuade, to debate, to lie. Hateful tongues!”



And so it went on, like a diabolical circus. I could feel only resignation; though my heart ought to have been hot with resentful anger, it was blackened and frozen in a way I did not recognize, its deepest recesses scorched by ice. I had not even the spiritual means to oppose him. 



Suddenly—“Distant Shores! Stop, traitor!”



I looked up at my wife’s name. To my horror, she was galloping for the woods again with her saddlebag loaded with half-charred books. I called to her, and was clobbered by the soldier at my side. By the time I had scrambled to my hooves, my wife was being dragged away by the stout seastallions, kicking up snow and crying out. It was the last I would see of her. I too was grabbed and, in a dazed state, pulled in the opposite direction. What happened next I cannot precisely say, as I was continuously easing in and out of consciousness.



I know that I first felt a burst of heat from behind. My captors dropped me and there was a terrible scream—successive screams all around, and warmth tickling my prone form. I saw sparks. Were they real or products of my shattered mind? Sparks and flashes in the sky, snow on my tongue, and heat.



Focus hammered at the edge of my senses—the fire! The fire!



I stumbled to my hooves and looked toward the heat. The great bonfire had caught something, or somepony, and spread to engulf the village. It was a black animal that stung and clawed at the eyes, a soaring hellscape of light and choking ash, a howling blaze that captured the sky in a chorus of smoke and screams. My wife, my wife—she was gone, annihilated—Distant Shores receding away, catapulted through streaks of fire, plummeting into the fields where the maw of hell rested. Burning on all sides, burning hair and hoof and heart, burning as only we could, in a ritual of transcendence—where the whole body of this earth would be burnt! This was our last purification.



As I beheld that conflagration, I recalled words from the ancient Book of Oculus, the esoteric Romane scripture. Around two-thirds through the text, the desperate Princess Aurora of Orange is petitioning the demiurge, whose name is usually translated as Eye-Stone, to remake the world without evil, and receives a great monologue in response. After Eye-Stone has indulged in some exaltation at the many beautiful things of pony civilization, the speech turns on a hinge:



The wealth of the world was born of ponies and will die of ponies 

When they see themselves in gilded mirror and hate only the gold.



I still heard the voice of Scarlet Flame through the screaming horror—in madness, joy, or rage, I could not tell.



“Rejoice, rejoice! All suffering is ended! All suffering is ended!”



I ran.



At this moment, I sit in the cave where my wife and I first came upon arrival to The Island, remembering the sensation of her feathers against me as we dreamed of life together. This is a faithful account of our brief paradise and its luminous, self-immolating flight, from watchful peace among the constellations to earthly, frostbitten collapse. If any others remain, they will find me soon, living or dead. I pray now—how I pray now! O Princess Celestia, forgive me! Forgive us!



Scarlet Letter

New Year’s Day, 1860
      

      
   
      A Mare Far Away


      

      
      
         “I’m telling you Snips, frogs are the way to a filly’s heart.”



“Snails, try to remember that we’ve already tried frogs. Twice. It didn’t work either time!”  Frustrated, he skipped a stone across the pond.



“Well, you know they say that the third time‘s the trick, right?”  Snails skipped his own stone.



“What?  No, we are not doing frogs again.”



“Ooh, how about we get twice as many this time?”



“Argh!  You said that the last time you convinced me to try frogs again!  No, this time it’s chocolates or flowers or both or something we haven’t tried twice already that we shouldn’t have tried once!”



“Why are you so hung up on mean ol’ Diamond Tiara anyway?  Didn’t she tell you last time not to come near her again?”



“Because she’s beautiful…” Snips trailed off as he spied Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo trudging along the far side of the pond. “Wait, I got an idea!”  He motioned for Snails to follow him as he tried to quietly catch up with the three young fillies.







The two colts crept into a thicket right behind where Scootaloo had flopped onto the grass with her two friends facing her.



“O-kay, Cutie Mark Crusaders!  It’s time we came up with a new plan!” she announced.



“No kissing this time!” Sweetie Belle announced, glaring at Scootaloo, who blushed. “I’m not doing that again!”



“And no arsoning, either!” Scootaloo glared at Apple Bloom, who was also blushing lightly. 



“Oh yeah?  Well then no… um… uh… well, it’s Sweetie Belle’s turn anyway”. Apple Bloom said.



 



Behind the thicket, Snips was taking notes. He was just putting a big x-mark through “arsoning” when Snails whispered: “Snips… what’re we doing here?”



“Taking notes, duh!” he whispered back.



“Notes on what?” Snails asked, as he leaned forward to watch a particularly interesting slug make its way along a branch. 



“These three are always planning something, they must be pretty good at it by now, right?”



Snails thought there was something wrong with this line of reasoning, but couldn’t quite put his hoof on what it was. He was about to ask Snips about it when Snips put his hoof over Snail’s mouth with an emphatic “Shhh!”  Snails just nodded and turned his head to watch the birds flitting through the branches over their heads. 



He was just about to nod off when something caught his eye. “Snips, come look at this cool slug!” he whispered loudly.



“Shh!  I’m trying to listen” replied Snips.



“No, seriously, this is really cool!  We aren’t supposed to have Coloniconcha Prima here, it’s too cold for them, and they’re hard to find in their normal environment. I’ll need to put this guy in my collection, maybe even write to the Academy of Natural Sciences in Phillydelphia….”  Snails trailed off as he realised Snips wasn’t listening to him. His horn lit up dimly as he plucked the rare semislug off of a branch and dropped it into a spare sample vial. He set the vial down in front of his face and watched the tiny creature explore its new home. Fairly soon though, the warm afternoon got the best of him and his eyes drooped, until he dozed off thinking about getting published in the Equestrian Malacological Bulletin.








A little while later, Snails woke up to Snips shaking him and motioning him to be quiet as they snuck away from the thicket. “Did you get what you needed?” he asked after they were well around the pond and on their way back to Ponyville again.



“Boy did I!  I was totally right, those three are great planners!” Snips replied. “Getting Diamond Tiara to be my special somepony is going to be a piece of cake!”



“But uh… Hearts and Hooves day is months away, why are you worried about that now?”



“Augh, Snails, you don’t have to wait all the way until then to have a special somepony!  You can do it any time of year!”



“Right, but you still haven’t explained why you’re worried about it now.”



“Someday you’ll understand, Snails, what love is all about.”



Snails rolled his eyes and examined his sample vial again. He was definitely more interested in his find than in something silly like love. Unless maybe it was Trixie. He could see himself touring Equestria with Trixie, her performing magic while he collected—



Wham!  Snails’ train of thought derailed as he tripped over Snips, who had stopped walking without any warning, and stumbled face-first into the dirt. 



“Ow, Snips! What’d you do that for?”



“Shh!” Snips replied. “There she is….”  He trailed off, his gaze following two fillies walking by on the other side of the street.



Snails looked up, and say Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon making their way to Sugarcube Corner and disappearing inside. He shook his head as he stood up and dusted himself off. He knew most people thought he was a little slow, but really he was usually just distracted thinking about various Mollusca and getting dragged along with whatever Snips’ latest adventure is. Snips’ obsession with Diamond Tiara, however, baffled Snails to no end, and he really wasn’t sure what to do about it.



“Come on!” Snips yelled. “We can catch up. Maybe you can double-date Silver Spoon with me and Diamond Tiara!”



Snails was already in motion to follow Snips before he processed that statement, and he’d only gotten as far as “Wait, what?” in his objection before Snips had drug them both into Sugarcube Corner and was trying to figure out a way to weasel his way into the conversation the two snobby fillies were having over what sort of ice creams to order.



“Snips!  I thought you were trying to come up with a plan!” he whispered loudly at his friend.



Snips paused, hoof raised, just on the verge of tapping on Diamond Tiara’s shoulder, and was still in that pose when Silver Spoon turned around and noticed him.



“Ugh, look out Diamond Tiara. You’re totally about to get hoofprints in your mane from your like, number one cuh-ree-ee-per.”



“Huh?”  The lavender filly spun around and the pair of colts. “Ew!  I told you to leave me alone you weirdo!”  She and Silver Spoon took their milkshakes and left the store in a hurry, while Snails just shook his head at his friend.



“Come on, Snips,” Snails said. “Let’s just have some ice cream since we’re here, and worry about that… problem later.”








The two of them were still sitting in Sugarcube Corner when Spike came in to talk to Pinkie Pie. After talking to her for a few minutes, he came over to them. Snips was dejectedly playing with his ice cream while he moped. Snails was turning his sample vial around and around again.



“Mind if I join you?”



“Hey Spike, sure, why not?” Snails returned.



“Pinkie Pie told me you were having a spot of trouble with Diamond Tiara and said I might be able to help. What sort of trouble are you having?”



“Spike,” Snips asked. “What kind of pony is Rarity?”



“Huh?  I’d have thought you’d ask me about Diamond Tiara.”



“Well, sure, it’s just that I understand her, you know?  I mean, I pay attention, she’s beautiful. She’s funny. I just can’t figure out how to get her to like me.”



“You’re wrong. You only felt like you understood. That’s why ponies try to understand each other, after all. That’s why life is interesting.”



“Does that fit your relationship with Rarity, too?”



“Snips… do you realise that the character we use to write ‘she’ means ‘a mare far away’. It means that there is a river, deeper and wider than any ocean, between stallions and mares. For us, mares exist on that distant shore.”



“Wait, that’s it!”  Snips exclaimed.



“What is?” Snails asked.



“Come on Snails, we need a boat!”  Snips ran out of Sugarcube Corner with a huge grin on his face, Snails trailing after him in confusion.



“I don’t think I’ll ever understand ponies…” Spike said to himself.



“That was strangely eloquent of you, Spike,” Pinkie Pie said as she walked over to clear the table.



“Ah heh heh…” he scratched the back of his head nervously. “I read it in a book Twilight gave me this morning. It seemed to fit.”



“Well good job!  You certainly managed to cheer them up in a hurry!”  She gave him a big grin and hopped away with the dishes.








“Seriously, I think you’re going about this all the wrong way, Snips.”



“Hush Snails!  If you ever thought seriously about anything except slimy things you’d understand why this is so important!”



“Okay, but I really don’t see how a boat is supposed to help you win over Diamond Tiara.”



“You heard Spike!  She’s on a distant shore, that’s why nothing I’ve tried has reached her!  So obviously I have to get there somehow, and how else do you cross over a river?”



“With a bridge?”



“Augh, no, before there were bridges!  You have to use a boat!  Now come on!  I think Cranky has a raft!”  Snips led the two of them out towards the grumpy donkey’s house.








“What is it, Randolph?”  Diamond Tiara asked, looking up from her book.



“A young master Snails to see you, mistress. I believe he is one of your classmates.”



Diamond Tiara rolled her eyes. “Of course he’s one of my classmates, you old fool. Tell him to go away, we don’t need ponies like that around here.”



“Oh, I’ve already said as much, mistress, but he refuses to leave until you come talk to him.”



“Randolph,” the lavender filly sighed. “What would daddy say if he knew you weren’t turning away the rabble properly?”



“Based on his previous behaviour, young mistress, I believe he would say ‘go outside and play with your friends’.”



Diamond Tiara slammed her book down on the table next to her and stalked towards the front door, grumbling about the inadequacies of butlers everywhere.







“What do you want, peasant?” she said to Snails.



“Oh, it’s not what I want, it’s what Snips wants,” he replied.



“Ugh, I know that, you fool, but what is it?”



“Oh!  He wants to know if you would come down to the pond and talk to him.”



“Why would I want to do that?  I have like, so many more interesting things I could be doing, like watching the grass grow or staring at the wall.”



“Well, maybe, but he wants to apologise, you see.”  



Diamond Tiara rolled her eyes and turned to go back inside, only to find that Randolph was blocking the way.



“The governor has instructed me to tell the young mistress that she may not come back inside until she has gone to play with her friends.”  



“What!” Diamond Tiara shouted. “That’s impossible!  Daddy would never say that!”



“I’m afraid Mr Rich has commanded me to not let you back into the house until you see what the young master Snips wants from you.”  The old stallion grinned. “Muttered something about the amusements of young love, he did. Good afternoon, mistress.”  At that he shut the door and locked it, so that she could not get back inside.



“Augh!  This is the worst.”  She stamped her foot. “Well, let’s go then. Take me to your stupid friend so I can laugh at him and come home.”



Snails didn’t say anything, but turned and led her off towards the pond.








When they arrived, Snips was sitting next to a covered basket on a dilapidated raft, which he’d somehow managed to cover in trampled flower petals. It looked none too stable, and the excited waving he started as soon as he saw them seemed to threaten to capsize the whole thing. 



“Come on, come on!” he was yelling, but Diamond Tiara stopped a few lengths short of the muddy shoreline.



“Please tell me you don’t want me to get on that thing with you,” she said to Snips.



“Of course!  It’s perfectly safe!”



She looked at Snails, but he just shrugged and motioned towards the raft. She sighed loudly and tried to tip-toe through the mud onto the raft. She almost yelped when a buck from Snails sent them out onto the water, but Snips seemed to have practiced poling the raft well enough that they were only going in slow circles as they moved.







They were almost out of earshot from the shore before Snips started trying to talk to her, but Snails wasn’t paying attention anyway. He was still more interested in his vial than anything to do with Diamond Tiara. He’d helped his friend assemble the modest picnic lunch in the basket and gone to get the lavender snob, so he figured he’d earned himself a little nap. Whatever those wild gesticulations the two were making out there were supposed to mean, it certainly didn’t have anything to do with him.







Snails was awakened by a spray of water hitting him in the face. He looked up to see an angry lavender filly staring coldly at him.



“Your raft collapsed. I’m not staying to help fix it. You might want to go help your friend before he has to explain how he sank it to whoever you two idiots borrowed it from.”  She shook herself off again, hitting Snails with another spray of water. “And your friend is pathetic.”

Snails turned his head to look at the pond, where he saw Snips, struggling to drag the raft onto the shore. Had he moved as fast as other ponies, he would have missed Diamond Tiara’s whispered words, obviously not meant for him to hear: “He’s sweet, too, but pathetic.”



Snails made his was down to the raft and grabbed a corner of it to help his friend.



“What are you grinning about?  Everything must be ruined now!” Snips asked him.



“Oh, I wouldn’t say that, Snips.”  Snails surveyed the damage. “Looks like the centre support was rotted out, maybe we can fix it if we can find a good log to replace it.”  He put a hoof over Snips’ shoulder and led him into the woods to search.



“Say Snips,” he said as they disappeared into the brush. “Have you thought about trying frogs…?”
      

      
   
      Far Side of the Farm


      

      
      
         There's a grove of trees on the far side of the farm where no pony goes. Across the creek bed, the grass grew tall and the trees wild. No pony ever harvested the apples that grow on the trees there. When I asked Granny Smith about it, she said, "There are sinkholes there. It's not safe. It's not a place where anypony should go."



I started going there after school sometimes. Within the first week of flight camp, Scootaloo got her cutie mark, ironically a picture of her scooter, nothing to do with flying. Sweetie Belle got her microphone cutie mark singing for a bunch of Rarity's hoity-toity friends and Fancypants took her touring through Canterlot. And suddenly, I was the last blank flanked crusader. "Any day now," they said. "Any day now you'll get your cutie mark." As though that were comforting. Other ponies were worse though. The first question everypony asked, "Did you get your cutie mark?" And then the shallow condolences when I answered. The conversation never went any farther. So I tried to get away from other ponies. The old clubhouse felt wrong without Scootaloo or Sweetie Belle there. The farm kept me busy, but every chore was a burst of false hope, that I would finally do something worthy of a mark, but I never could. And as a blank flank at my age, school was even worse. So I went to the old grove, where no pony ever goes.



It's not hard to see why. Even the grassy fields hide patches of swamp, ready to grab an errant hoof. While I was first leaning the place, I lost a few shoes, nails and all, in the greedy muck. But besides the danger of muddy hooves, the fields aren't bad. The grove is where the real danger lies. These trees are ancient, even older than those in the Everfree. Their gnarled trunks betray the harshness they've grown through and their branches intertwine as though supporting each other is the only way to survive this place. When the rains come, the creek flows through the ground below, eroding away the life-giving soil. Their roots, stubbornly twisted together, keep the grove above ground. This is where the danger lies. One wrong step, into a bare patch or onto a breaking root, can send a pony plummeting down into the unknown depths below. Even the animals seemed to know not to come here. But something about the forest spoke to me and it was one of the only places I felt comfortable lately. Even barely past the edge of the farm, it felt another world away, somewhere I could get distance from my normal life.



I think the silence is what I found so alluring about the place. No ponies or animals came here, the creekbed drained quickly after a rain, and no wind could penetrate through the thick undergrowth. My heartbeats and shallow breaths were the only sound through the entire thicket. Such consuming silence meant I was truly alone here. I would hear anything else. 



The air here was cold and still. The autumn sun never made it through the canopy above, so the light barely filtered through. It was like winter, with constantly overcast skies blotting out the sun and a grey coating over everything. I felt a bit of a shiver and began my slow trot out. I guess I had cooled off enough.



Back at the farm, I remembered why I was heated.



"Apple Bloom, I was looking for you. Applejack is pulling the buckets out of storage to prepare for the upcoming harvest. I thought we could help." I recognised her smirk and knew what was coming next. "Who knows? Maybe you'll get your cutie mark."



Silver Spoon left for Manehattan around the same time that Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle went away. With our main friends gone, Diamond Tiara decided to spend most of her time tormenting me. Of course, we weren't fillies anymore and she'd figured out that by acting "supportive," she could rub my blank flank in my face and play the victim when I got mad about it.



"Why don't you—" A hoof grabbing my ear interrupted her tongue-lashing. I traced the hoof to my sister and I knew I'd be getting a tongue lashing of my own.



"Apple Bloom, may I have a word with you?" I wanted to say no, but I knew that would only make things worse for me. Resigned to my fate, I followed as she dragged me into a quiet part of the barn. She sat me down on and leveled her eyes at me. "Care to explain what you were trying to do there?"



"She was bullying me!"



"I heard what she said, Apple Bloom. She was tryin' to be nice." I dropped my shoulders and stared at the ground. Applejack put her hoof on my chin and moved my gaze back to hers. "Look AB, I know she bullied you for a long time, but you need to give her a chance. You're not the only pony whose friends moved away."



I yanked my head away. "I don't want to give her a chance. She's still the same mean bully, always bugging me about my cutie mark. Do you know what she did at school today?"



"What'd she do?"



"She got everyone in class together and they all said how sorry they were about the Crusaders breaking up and that if there was anything they could do to help, they'd be oh so happy to help out."



Applejack blinked a couple times. "Uh, ok."



I jumped up. "She's taunting me!"



Applejack sat me back down. "Or maybe she's trying to help." 



I turned away. "That's just what she wants you to think." I laid my chin on my hooves. "That's just what she wants everyone to think."



Applejack sighed. "Look, I'll talk to her about givin' you some space and backin' off about your cutie mark. But you have to be nice too."



I rolled my eyes. "Fine," I said, getting to my hooves. Still avoiding eye contact, I started to walk out of the barn.



"Apple Bloom, one more thing." She leaned in close. "There are places where ponies, especially fillies, shouldn't go."



"I'm not a filly," I mumbled.



"I know, I know. Yer a big pony," she said, mussing up my mane. "And I know you need a place to go and be alone. Just— Be careful, alright? I don't want anything to happen to you."



"I can take care of myself," I said, squirming away. "I'll be fine." I broke into a gallop and hurried away from the barn.



Diamond Tiara was waiting outside. "There you are, Apple Bloom. Are you ready—" I didn't slow down.



As I ran off, I heard Applejack call Diamond into the barn.







I slowed down as I reached the tall grass. My comings and goings had tamped down the grass and the path was easy to navigate, even with my head elsewhere. I kicked out at the grass, imagining it was Diamond Tiara. She'd even corrupted my sister.



Pretty soon, I'd made it into the depths of the thicket. Even without a worn path, I navigated through into the heart of the forest. I couldn't stop playing that voice in my head. "Maybe you'll get your cutie mark," it taunted.



I jumped from root to root and with each landing, the voice rang out. "I'm so sorry about the crusaders."



"I'm sure you'll get your cutie mark soon."



"You won't be a blank flank for long."



"Not for long, blank flank."



"Blank flank."



"Blank flank!"



"BLANK FLANK!"



I bucked out at the gnarled root in front of me. It cracked and a hole opened up in front of me. I froze as the root disappeared, dragging vines and foliage down into the darkness with it. Everything was still, with no sound but my frenzied heart. A few seconds later, there was a soft thud from down below.



I looked down at my hooves. A few inches of moss separated them from the cavernous darkness below. I scrambled over to the nearest trunk and climbed in. This had happened before, but it always scares me just as much. Even weirder, I knew when I came back tomorrow, the hole would be gone, covered over with moss and roots. Holes never stayed for more than a day. There was some old magic here.



I laid down on a branch and let the silence envelop me. Mercifully, there were no sounds except my gradually slowing heartbeat. The sinkhole frightened the voices away. The cool air gently picked away at my fur, sending calming shivers down my spine.



Suddenly, another crack rang out, quickly followed by a yell. A yell in a voice I'd been avoiding. I sprinted out of the forest back to the farm.







The next morning, a hoof gently nudged me awake. But instead of her customary smirk, Applejack's face was solemn. "I've got some bad news, sugarcube." She took a deep breath. "Diamond Tiara never made it home last night. The whole town is out searchin' for her."   



I moved to get up, but Applejack gently guided me back down. "Whoa, there filly. School's been cancelled, but I don't want you goin' anywhere. The last thing this town needs is two fillies missing."



"But—"



"Promise me, Apple Bloom," Applejack interrupted. She grabbed my hoof and stared into my eyes. "Promise me you won't leave the farm." Her stare intensified as she pulled my hoof close to her chest.



I opened my mouth for a moment, but then turned away. "Alright," I said, looking back at her. "I promise."



She hugged me. "Thanks, Apple Bloom. Me and Big Mac are goin' out to join the search party. Granny's makin' breakfast for you. We'll be back later."







I spent most of the day on the far side of the farm. I paced back and forth, fighting with the voices playing back and forth in my head. One was a familiar foe. "You'll be a blank flank forever," it said. I knew what I needed to do to get rid of it. The other two were less combative, but still a force to contend with. Everytime I took a step into the creekbed, they started. "Promise me you won't leave the farm," said a voice full of love. "Alright, I promise," came the second voice. Each time I heard that voice, I would jump back onto clean soil and each time, I hated that voice a little more.



Finally, I'd had enough. I stepped into the creekbed and as if on cue it came. "I promise," it said.



I added a fourth voice, far more frazzled to the mix. "Shut up," I yelled and held my foot steady.



"I promise," it repeated, a little quieter.



"Shut up," I yelled again and pushed forward. And so it went, until I reached the far shore of the dry creekbed. Then the new voices faded away, replaced with a hushed familiar chanting. "Blank flank, blank flank, blank flank."



I plodded through the familiar tall grass, each step pushing the chanting a little quieter into the back of my mind. When I finally noticed the voices disappear, I was well within the thick of the forest. Even in the limited light, I could tell something was off. First, off to the right, away from my normal path, was a gaping hole. And, instead of the customary silence, there was breathing. Ragged shallow breathing.



"Hello?" a familiar voice called out. I'd been avoiding this voice, but something was different.



I froze, not daring to breathe. My heartbeat pounded in my ears, ringing out like a drum. 



"Hello?" it repeated. "Please, get help."



I panicked and sprinted out of the forest.







I didn't tell anypony what I'd heard when I got back. I didn't say anything. I don't think I could have said anything. Applejack took my temperature and put me straight to bed.



My dreams that night were filled with voices. Well, one voice. The taunts and jeers were interspersed with new words, words from the day before. 



"Please,



"Blank flank,



"get help."







The sun was high before I got out of bed the next morning. The taunts faded away and I was left with the desperate pleas. "Hello? Please, get help."



I told myself that they had to have found her. The forest had to be the first place they would search when a pony goes missing. Besides, she would be fine as long as it didn't rain. That quieted the voices a little. I wandered downstairs.

    

Around the breakfast table, Applejack, Big Mac, and Granny huddled around with graven faces. I walked in and asked, "Did they find her?"



They shared a glance. Applejack nodded, took a deep breath, and stepped forward. "Apple Bloom, I have some bad news. There was a stallion who took the train away from Ponyville yesterday. He had—" she paused and looked back at Granny and Big Mac for a moment  "—very bad pictures. When the guards tried to arrest him, he fought back." She stepped forward and enveloped me in a hug. "They—" She choked and took a deep breath. "They've called off the search. Diamond Tiara isn't comin' back."



She may have kept talking, but the voice screamed and echoed in my head. I sprinted out the door toward the far side of the farm.







The voice continued its harsh scream as I approached the dry creek bed. As soon as I set one hoof onto the far side, the voice stopped, replaced by gentle rustling of the long grass. The quiet continued as I got closer and closer to the forest, with the sound of wind fading away in the background. Soon, I was inside the thicket and the hole opened wide in front of me. For a moment, silence and then gasping.



"Hello?" came a raspy yet familiar voice.



I froze, but she knew I was there.



"Please," she cried, "help me. I've been trapped down here for days."



I slowly tiptoed around the sinkhole over to the trunk of a tree. I knocked into a branch laden with apples and one fell down into the hole. Several seconds passed and then a soft thud.



"I know you're there." I heard her scrabble around and pick something up. "Why don't you say something?"



My mouth went completely dry. Even if I tried, I doubt I could have said anything. Instead, I picked a few more apples. Then one at a time, I dropped them down into the hole. Each fell silently for a few seconds and landed with a thud. One thud was different and followed by a small squeak.



"Please," she repeated. I heard her eating now, bites coming rapidly from below. I stayed mute, and tried to quiet my breathing.



"My family is rich," she called out. "They'll pay you anything that you want."



I dropped another apple. It landed with a thud, not the different kind.



Her voice changed from begging. "You selfish jerk," she yelled. "What did I ever do to you?"



Familiar chanting flared loudly in my head. I jumped up and sprinted out of the forest.







I couldn't make the chanting stop. The forest was off limits and the running wasn't helping. I continued running, until something grabbed me. The chanting quieted, replaced by a different voice.



"Apple Bloom, we need to talk for a little bit." I immediately recognised the voice of my sister and my gaze lifted a little. "I know that it's been really crazy with everything that happened to Diamond Tiara. But I've been watching the way you act and something ain't quite right. I don't think it's sadness you've been feelin'." My throat clenched. Voices started rising in the background. I looked up at my sister, locking into her piercing green gaze. "I think it's guilt."



Suddenly, my heart dropped. The voices went completely silent. My hooves gave out and I felt tears drip down my face. "A-Am I a bad pony?" I rasped through my dry lips.



Applejack wrapped me up into a hug. "Of course not, AB. I know how much you went through with Diamond Tiara bullyin' you. With everypony mournin', I understand why you would feel guilty for not feelin' the same way. You're still healin' and right now, not havin' Diamond Tiara around probably feels like a win."



I took a breath I didn't realise I'd been holding.



"You're not a bad pony for feelin' that way, but it does show that you ain't moved on yet. You're still letting the childhood bully control you. And until you can let it go, that's goin' to hang over you for the rest of your life." Applejack released the hug and we looked into each other's eyes again. "I've been worried about you, Apple Bloom. You haven't been like yourself lately, even before everythin' with Diamond Tiara. And I know stuff hasn't 'xactly been easy for you, but you can't let that keep you from movin' forward."



She took my hoof in hers. "I may not understand everythin' that you're goin' through, but I still love you and will love you no matter what. And I'll do anythin' I can to be there and support you with whatever you need." She let go of my hoof. "But right now, I think there's some stuff you need to work out on your own."



I nodded. My gaze, completely unfocused, dropped toward the ground.



She gave me a one-hoofed hug. "I'll let you alone now. But if need somepony to talk to, I'll be here."



As she walked away, I felt the tension release. I noticed my pounding heart and gasping lungs. I held my hoof up and it wouldn't stop shaking.



I wandered aimlessly. My racing heartbeat faded into numbness all over. My mind felt completely blank. There may have been voices, but I didn't notice or care. Somehow, I ended up at the clubhouse. I plodded up to the door and turned to doorknob. It wouldn't budge. I shoved my weight against it and still it held closed. Something in me snapped and I bucked at the door as hard as I could. With a loud crack, the door flew forward out of the doorway.



I breathed hard as I gazed into the old clubhouse. I expected memories to come flying back, but all I saw was neglect. The window was broken and rain had blown in. The podium laid on its side and the floor was rotting from water damage. I realised how long it had been since I last came here, since the first day after Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle left. 



Over in the corner away from the broken window, tools and building materials laid in a neat pile, as though someone had put them there for me. I trotted over and grabbed a hammer. The hardwood handle felt right in my hoof. I held it out in front of me and it stayed steady. I looked over at the door that laid flat on the ground. It had come off the hinges and the wood was a bit splintered on that side. With an involuntary chuckle, I realised that it opened out, not in as I'd been pushing. I grabbed the hammer and a few nails, pulled the door into place, and started to work.



I don't know how long I worked for. There were more than a few tears as I worked and I'm sure I hammered a few nails too hard and tightened a few screws too tight. Sleep came and went and I'd find myself waking with a tool in my hoof. I kept working though, continuing right where I left off. I didn't want to think, just to keep working.



A knock on the door broke my cycle. "Apple Bloom, are you in here?" Applejack stepped in and smiled. "Is this where you've been all this time?"



"I guess," I mouthed, as though coming out of a daze.



"Wow, you sure got a lot of work done." Her eyes wandered all around the room and finally rested back on me. "Feel better?"



I paused. I felt sharp hunger pains in my stomach and my hooves became weak. Despite this, I felt more like a pony than I had in a long time. Almost like part of me had come back from a long voyage. "Yeah, I think I do."



"Glad to hear it, sugarcube." She picked me up onto her back. "Now, let's get you home. There's a storm coming."








There's a grove of trees on the far side of the farm where no pony goes. Across the creek bed, the grass grows tall and the trees wild. No pony harvests the apples that grow on the trees there. When I ask Granny Bloom about it, she stares off into the distance and, with her voice cracking says, "There are sinkholes there. It's an evil place. It's not a place where anypony should go." 
      

      
   
      To Start a Fire


      

      
      
         Discord fluttered his suddenly-massive eyelashes and said, “So, after I turned myself into a mare, I just sidled up to them and said, ‘Hey, sexy. What’s going on?’ And let me tell you now: you should have seen the look on that mare’s face when her coltfriend’s wings just shot up!”



“Mhm,” Luna said.



“So she puffs her chest up and starts whining.” Discord lifted his lion paw, which had become the head of a blue mare with her tongue sticking out. In a scratchy falsetto, he said, “’Oh, Thunderlane, who is this floosy?’” His eagle talon had become the head of a black stallion with his eyes crossed. “’Oh, Flitter! I don’t know this babe—oh, uh, I mean mare!’”



“Right.”



The talking heads popped out of existence, and Discord closed his eyes with a smile. “So she slaps him, tells him they’re breaking up, and I’m already a half-mile into the air, laughing my antlers off. Pretty good, eh?” He leaned back in his seat and picked up his dish. “I must say, being redeemed has its perks. I’ve never found easier pranking targets than Ponyvillians!”



Luna nibbled at her cake, but said nothing more.



The sky was a deep crimson as the moon dipped below the horizon and the sun took its place. It had been almost a year since Discord had agreed to put aside his chaotic ways and embrace the magic of friendship, and ever since that day he and Luna had arranged these monthly get-togethers, where they would chat on Luna’s balcony and eat Celestia’s emergency stash of lemon cake. Despite their past quarrels, Luna saw it as a welcome escape from her usual rigidly-organized schedule of petitions and memos; Discord just liked lemon cake.



“Oh, come now. Not even a chuckle?” Discord asked, scarfing down another slice of cake. He leaned forward in his chair and smirked. “Does a love for good pranks not run in the family?”



“If that is your definition of a ‘good prank,’ then perhaps not.” Luna put her dish down on the table between them and looked up at Discord. “In what world is ruining a loving relationship ‘good?’”



“Well, it’s not like I did it purposefully, or anything like that!” Discord paused for a moment. “Alright, maybe I did, but I can’t control it! Causing chaos is just part of who I am.” He pulled out an x-ray machine and held it over his chest to show all five of his hearts tap dancing. “See? It’s in my blood!”



Luna gazed at him with lidded eyes before sighing and sipping her tea.



“What?” Discord frowned and crushed the x-ray out of existence. “You’re giving me that awful look of yours. What did I say?”



“I must wonder,” Luna began, her words slow and deliberate, “if when my sister allowed you to roam free, she realized you would be acting the same way you always have.”



Discord crossed his arms. “Are you implying that I haven’t truly been redeemed?”



“Perhaps I am.”



“Well, I never!” Discord gasped and threw his hands to his heart. “Of course I’m redeemed! How could you ever say something like that?” He paused for a moment and narrowed his eyes. “Celestia trusts me—why don’t you?”



Luna let out a long breath through her nose. Then, putting her tea down, she said, “Four thousand years ago, at the height of Equestria’s first golden age, you destroyed Canterlot. It was the middle of the night, and you replaced the base of Canterlot Castle with gelatin. The structure slid down the mountainside and into the town, destroying everything in its path. You erased thousands of lives in less than five minutes.”



Discord’s eyes went wide. “That was years ago!” he said. “You know that I’d never do something like that now. And besides, Canterlot’s stuffed full of more ponies than ever. Nopony today even remembers what happened.”



“I remember,” Luna muttered. “And I also remember the plunderseeds—plants imbued with dark magic, meant to destroy all of Equestria when you couldn’t. If Twilight Sparkle and her friends hadn’t stopped you, your seeds would have wiped out the Tree of Harmony for good.”



“I already apologized for that!” Discord said, smoke rising from his ears. “I planted those seeds years ago; they have nothing to do with whether I’m redeemed or not. And what do you mean, Sparkle stopped me? I helped her, and her stupid little friends! And Fluttershy!”



“As soon as the Crusaders accidentally freed you from your stone prison, you went back to your old ways. You did not even have to think about it!”



Discord leaped from his seat and towered over Luna. “So what, then? What’s your point? That I’m right? That I can never be good, because I’m the literal Spirit of Chaos?”



“My point is that it takes more than mere words to change oneself,” Luna said, rising from her seat and forcing Discord to take a step back. “How can you say you are redeemed when you still find excuses for your cruelty? True redemption takes time and effort; it takes a transformation of the soul, a complete incineration and rebirthing of the heart.”



“That’s the cheesiest thing I’ve ever heard,” Discord scoffed. “Even Celestia thinks I’m a good guy now, and to be honest, when it comes to talking about good versus evil, I trust her quite a bit more than you, Little Miss Nightmare. And that’s saying something.”



“Discord,” Luna said, head bowed, “are you redeemed?”



Discord blinked. “Am I…?” His face screwed back up into a familiar smirk. “I think we’ve already had this conversation. Yes, I am redeemed.”



“Are you redeemed?” Luna asked again, a bit firmer.



The smirk wilted into a scowl. “Yes,” Discord spat. “I am redeemed!”



Luna’s head shot up to meet Discord’s eyes. “Are you redeemed?”



Discord opened his mouth to answer—but nothing came. There was a glint in Luna’s leer that sliced through Discord’s skin like a machete and made his chest feel like a tear in spacetime. Not even a sound left his throat as Luna stared him down. The silence stretched out like an ocean, pierced only by the occasional chirp of birdsong. 



It took all of Discord’s concentration to tear his gaze away and say, “There’s no point to this. If you’re just going to keep blathering on like a broken record, then there’s no point in me staying.” Discord gulped down the rest of the lemon cake and slithered up into the air.



Luna didn’t attempt to follow. “And where will you go from here?”



Discord manifested a picnic basket in one hand, and a frilly parasol in the other. “I have a lunch date with Fluttershy,” Discord said, resting the parasol on his shoulder. “At least she knows how to trust her friends.”



Luna lifted a hoof to her mouth to stifle a chuckle. When she saw Discord’s questioning glare, she shook her head and said, “I don’t think you quite understood my question.”



Discord plucked his eyes out and rolled them in his paw before turning away. “I’m starting to understand why Celestia grounded her,” he muttered as he snapped his talons and teleported away.












“Can you believe it?” Discord yelped, throwing his teacup around wildly. “Luna thinks she can just scold me, as if I’m some stupid foal. What does she know about being redeemed, huh? When was she ever redeemed?” Discord paused. He slumped in his chair and looked down. “Don’t answer that.”



Fluttershy winced as Discord gesticulated, tossing the tea out of his cup and into the air, only to catch it in his open mouth. “You know,” she said, crossing the living room to pour him another cup, “I’m sure that Princess Luna didn’t mean to offend you. She was probably just trying to help.”



“Trying to help?” Discord repeated, leaning into Fluttershy. “By insulting me to my face? By implying that all my hard work has been worthless?”



“It hasn’t been worthless!” Fluttershy sputtered, crushed against her sofa. She gulped. “But, you know, it is true that sometimes your pranks can be a bit… mean. And you could maybe think about working on your self-control—“



“Aaugh!” Discord cried. He flopped over onto his stomach to reveal an oversized knife sticking out of his back. “Not you too, Fluttershy! I thought you trusted me!”



“I do trust you!” Fluttershy insisted, floating over to where he lay. “But Princess Luna is very smart; she is the Princess of Equestria, after all.”



“And I’m the King of Chaos!” Discord cried, pulling a plastic crown out from one of his bushy eyebrows and placing it on his head. “But you don’t see me preaching about redemption while scarfing down lemon cakes.”



Fluttershy sighed. “I suppose not… But still. Can’t you just consider maybe listening to what she said?”



She looked back up, and Discord’s ears had disappeared. “Nope,” he said. He hovered up to the ceiling.



“Where are you going?” Fluttershy asked.



“Out,” Discord said. He slithered over to the fireplace and up the chimney, out of the house.












As Discord approached Ponyville he cloaked himself in magic, so that he might be hidden from the prying eyes of anypony else who wanted to judge him. He flew over the houses and buildings and markets until he reached the center of town, where he climbed to the top of Town Hall and perched on a flagpole, making him look like a particularly grumpy bird.



Otherworldly curses flew from his lips as he watched the village move below him. “No respect,” he grumbled. “I get no respect. Who do these ponies think they are to tell me whether or not I’m redeemed? Of course I am! I’m the goodest good guy in this whole stupid dimension!”



And yet, even as he ranted to the clouds, he couldn’t help but grimace at the memory of Luna’s piercing stare. Even Fluttershy had agreed with her… maybe they had a point? Maybe he could be trying harder to do good.



Discord groaned and smacked himself in the face. He couldn’t believe he was even thinking about agreeing with them—but as he had discovered in the past three months, Fluttershy was easily the wisest and kindest pony ever to live. If anypony knew anything about what it meant to be good, it was her.



“Fine,” Discord said. He ripped a hole in the universe and stuck his arm in, rummaging around for a minute before pulling out a glowing halo, which he promptly affixed to his head. “No more bad things. I will prove that I am the shining beacon of virtue that I know myself to be!”



“Ooh, Rarity, that’s such a pretty scarf!”



A single drop of sweat formed at Discord’s brow.



Discord dropped down on all fours and peered over the edge of the roof. In the street below stood Rarity and Pinkie Pie, the former showing off a long blue scarf that was wrapped around her neck, and the latter gazing at it with wide eyes.



“It is, isn’t it?” Rarity asked, fluffing up her mane. The various jewels embedded into the fabric shined in the sunlight, making her look like a walking rainbow. “I just finished it last night. You have no idea how long it took me to find the right shade of zaffre!”



It took Discord a moment to realize that he was grinning. He spun back around and banished all the mischievious thoughts from his mind. He pulled at his antlers, chewed on his claws—he wouldn’t. He couldn’t. He had sworn himself off pranks, and he was going to stick to his promise.



…But one last prank couldn’t hurt, right? It would be like his ‘goodbye’ to the world of chaos. His grand finale. His pièce de résistance.



He turned Rarity’s scarf into a garden snake.



He watched from above as Rarity slowly realized that the silk running across her neck had turned to scales. Her shrill scream cut through Ponyville, so loud that nopony could hear Discord’s snickering. Still yelping about how the universe had betrayed her, Rarity sprinted away, down the road and out of sight.



“Ooh!” Pinkie Pie cooed. She reached into her mane and pulled out an alligator. “Look, Gummy! Your cousin Gus came to visit!”



In the span of a few seconds, Discord had to create himself four new lungs to handle how loudly he was laughing. As Rarity’s screams faded into the distance, he forced his paw into his mouth and stifled his barks. Rarity had always been one of his favorite targets; she was just so dramatic! Half the fun of pranking was the reaction, after all.



Discord allowed himself one last giggle before flying away. The day was young, and the air was ripe for chaos.








Ponyville Market was only a few blocks away, and bustled with an energy that washed over Discord’s tongue like rich hot chocolate. He curled around a lamppost and scanned the stalls, searching for anypony who looked like they were in need of a good prank…



There.



Discord flew across the courtyard and landed on top of Roseluck’s flower stand. Rose had a toothy, static grin plastered over her face, and it only grew more strained the longer Mayor Mare perused her wares. “See anything you like, Mayor?”



“Hm.” The Mayor scratched her chin. “I must say, these daisies look absolutely scrumptious! Do you mind if I…?”



“Oh, not at all!” Rose said. “Go ahead!”



The Mayor nodded and leaned forward to take a bite out of a particularly fragrant daisy. Neither one of them heard Discord snap his talons, so the Mayor didn’t hesitate to rip off a petal and give it a thoughtful chew—only to scrunch up her face and spit it out.



“This daisy tastes terrible!” the Mayor said. “Like paper!”



“What?” Rose asked with a frown. She picked up the daisy the Mayor had bitten and turned it over in her hoof. “They were fine this morning—oh my gosh!”



“These are fake!” the Mayor said, picking up another hoofful of flowers. “They’re made out of fabric! Were you trying to swindle me, Miss Roseluck?”



“No, no! I swear, I don’t know how this happened!” Rose dove behind her stand and hauled out a massive barrel. She popped off the top, revealing another stock of assorted flowers. “Here, I just picked these yesterday, and I know for a fact that they’re okay to eat.”



Mayor Mare cast a wary glance at the flowers, but still walked forward to sniff them. She stuck her head in just as Discord snapped his talons again. When she stepped back, her face was covered in bees.



The Mayor shrieked so loudly she left the ground. With more bees flying out of the barrel by the second, she galloped away, flailing her head in a frenzied attempt to shake the insects off.



“Mayor!” Rose sputtered, running after her. “I don’t know how those got in there! Please, come back!”



Discord very nearly crushed the flower stand under him with how hard he was bouncing up-and-down, his entire body convulsing with laughter. Of course, none of the magical bees he had created would ever actually sting the Mayor, but Discord had never seen a pony pale so fast. Hay, he had no idea that old nag could even move like that anymore! Clearly he had failed to give the earth ponies of this town the credit they were due.



Discord jumped off of the stand’s canopy and floated up to a nearby rooftop, only to stop chuckling and frown. That last prank had been great fun, of course, but what could possibly top it? He stroked his beard, trying to force the broken slot machine that was his brain to come up with a coherent idea.



“Who else needs to lighten up?” he said, manifesting a pair of binoculars to look out at the town. “Who else is much too serious for their own good…?”



In the distance, the noontime sun glinted off of Twilight’s new crystal palace.



Discord smirked and left the rooftop behind.










“I… I think we’re done!” Twilight announced, putting her paintbrush back into a can of red paint. She turned to face the ponies who stood with her. “I think we’re finally done!”



Cheerilee, Muffins, and Blossomforth all whooped and cheered, thrusting their paintbrushes into the air. Muffins jumped into the air. “It’s so pretty!” she said. The others nodded and joined her in admiring their work. 



For the past two weeks, Twilight and her group of fellow volunteers had been asked by the Mayor to help paint a mural in Ponyville Park, celebrating all the disasters Ponyville had survived over the years. On one side sat Tirek; on the other, parasprites flew through an ursa major’s arms; even Discord was there, his body wrapped around the entire wall like a living picture frame. And in the center of it all, a white space surrounded the six symbols that made up the Elements of Harmony. It was a symbol of Ponyville’s strength and perseverance.



“Thank you all so much for helping out with this,” Twilight said, turning away from the mural to face the others. “I don’t think anypony could have done a better job.”



“Thank you for leading us!” Cheerilee said, earning a round of nods from the other two. “We couldn’t have finished it so quickly if it weren’t for your scheduling skills.”



Twilight blushed and scratched the back of her head. “That’s nice of you to say. But I’m”—there was a flash of light behind her—“really not sure that it’s true! I mean, you all… what? What’s wrong?”



Cheerilee, Blossomforth, and Muffins all blanched at once. Blossomforth lifted a shaking wing and pointed at the mural. Twilight turned around and gasped.



Every figure on the mural—Tirek, the parasprites, even the ursa major—had been turned into Discord. Where there once was only one depiction of the chaotic spirit, there now were dozens, all with the same wide grin.



“Discord!” Twilight yelled, flaring her wings. “Get out here now!”



“You don’t have to yell. I’m right here!” The Discord surrounding the mural came to life and peeled himself off of the wall. He landed next to Twilight and looked up at the art installation with a smile. “What a beautiful picture this is. And you didn't even need me to model! You must have my striking good looks stuck in your mind!”



“I can’t believe you,” Twilight seethed. “Why would you do something like this?”



“Oh, do calm yourself,” Discord said, summoning a nail file to smooth his claws. “It’s just a dinky painting. I can put it back whenever I want to.”



Twilight and her fellow painters scowled as one. “It’s not ‘dinky,’” Twilight growled. “And I don’t care whether or not you can put it back; it’s about respect. You just think you can do whatever you want, and no one will say anything!”



“That’s right!” Roseluck yipped, running up to the group. Her mane was frazzled, and a group of bees had nestled themselves in her tail. Jabbing a hoof at Discord, she said, “I know that you were the one who ruined all of my flowers—I heard you laughing! And now Mayor Mare is trying to shut down my stand!”



Discord turned up his nose. “Well, I’m sorry to hear that, but it’s not my fault that the Mayor is a complete control freak. You’ll have to ask her therapist about that.”



“And you destroyed my brand new scarf!” Rarity shouted, walking toward them. Streaks of mascara ran down her face. “It took me months to design it!”



“You can’t prove that was me!” Discord said. “Snakes are a tricky sort!”



Twilight spent a moment longer glaring up at Discord, but soon enough sighed and let her head fall. “You know,” she said, “I trust Princess Celestia with all my life. But sometimes, Discord—I wonder if she was wrong about you being redeemed.”



Discord flinched away. He could feel six sets of eyes boring into him, burning past his skin and into his soul like flaming needles. He moved his lips wordlessly for a second before narrowing his eyes and saying, “Oh, yeah? Well… fine! I don’t need your approval, Sparkle. It doesn’t matter what you say; I’m a good guy now.”



“Good guys tend to value their friends over stupid pranks,” Twilight said.



Discord bit back the hexes flying up his throat. Without another sound, he teleported away.












There was a pop, and Discord appeared on a cloud, high above Ponyville. He landed pacing, circling the cloud and grumbling under his breath. Both talon and paw rested at his sides, clenched into fists.



“Those stupid ponies,” he said to the air. “Idiots, the lot of them. I make single mistake, and they jump all over me! Can’t they see that I’m trying? Can’t they just leave me—“



He turned around. Across the cloud from him stood Princess Luna.



Discord stumbled back a step, but just as quickly rushed forward, only stopping when he was so close that Luna had to crane her neck upwards to see his face. “And just what do you want?” he asked. “Come to gloat about how you were right, and how I’m such an awful creature?”



Luna didn’t answer.



Discord waited, but when nothing came, he spat, “Because I don’t want to hear it! None of this is my fault, and you know that. I’m just being the draconequus I was born as: chaotic. Evil. I am evil, and I’ll always be evil!”



Luna stayed silent.



“Are you deaf?” Discord asked, throwing up his arms. “Say something, you old git!”



Still, no answer. Luna just stared up at him—stared like everypony else stared all the time, no matter what he was doing. Whenever he passed, all they would do was watch him, as if he were going to turn their bones to feathers, or their blood to milk. They looked at him like he was nothing but a monster. Nothing but a bad guy.



And maybe they weren’t wrong.



Discord collapsed to his knees as nausea erupted in his stomach. His arms fell to his sides. “I hate this,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m tired of being feared. I promised everypony that I’d be good—so what’s wrong with me?” He managed to meet Luna’s eyes, and with a hard swallow, said, “You were right. I’m not a good guy; I’m the same as I always was.”



Cold set in over his bones. He let his head fall.



Luna touched his arm. He looked up.



“In my life,” she said, “I have failed many times, and I have learned many things about what it means to be 'good.' But, of them all, the greatest is this: redemption is always free to those who seek it, no matter who they might be.”



With her words came a new feeling—one that Discord could not name, nor could he even describe. His chest felt like it had been set ablaze, and yet, he didn’t mind. Too many words stewed in his mouth, but when he tried to use them, he couldn’t make a sound.



“Now,” Luna said, taking a step back, “where will you go from here?”



Every limb relaxed. Discord stood up and snapped his talons to teleport away.












Back in Ponyville, things hadn’t changed much. Rose and Rarity had calmed themselves enough to help Twilight and the others clean up, storing away paint cans and brushes in crates. The mural still grinned down at them.



Everypony looked up when a bright light flashed above them, but the reaction was a near unanimous groan. “What do you want?” Twilight asked..



Discord landed in front of her, arms folded behind his back. “I came to say,” he started. He took a long breath. “I came to say that I’m sorry.”



Every ear pricked up. Twilight raised a brow. “You’re… sorry?”



“Yes,” Discord said. “I let my own temptations overshadow the reason I’m really here: to earn your friendship. Let me see if I can undo some of the damage I’ve done.”



He snapped his talons, and the mural changed back to its original design, earning a cheer from Muffins, Blossomforth, and Cheerilee. He snapped again, and a wagon full of fresh roses landed next to Roseluck, along with a 'Letter of Apology' addressed to the Mayor. Another snap, and a long blue scarf appeared on Rarity’s neck.



“Oh my, cashmere!” Rarity cooed, rubbing the fabric against her cheek. “I must admit, cobalt isn’t my favorite color… but it’ll have to do!”



“Wow,” Twilight said, jaw slack. She looked up and smiled. “This is really nice of you, Discord! Thank you!”



“I don’t need your thanks, Miss Sparkle. Making your friends happy is just what a good guy does.” Discord puffed out his chest and nodded. “…But you are welcome.”












If there was one thing that Discord appreciated about Celestia, it was her choice of color when it came to sunsets. The orange that seemed to bathe the air itself was pleasing to Discord’s eyes, and he couldn’t help but pluck them out and polish them against his chest in order to see it all more clearly. How many sunsets had he missed, locked away in that statue? And how many had he ignored, spending his days trying to destroy Equestria?



He erased the thought and settled into his lawn chair with a contented sigh. Fluttershy was just down the hill, speaking with the fish that lived in the river. Discord watched her laugh and took a swig of his chocolate milk.



“This is the life,” he said.



“I am glad to see that you are doing well,” Luna said, sitting down next to him.



Discord nodded. “I must thank you, Luna, for slapping some sense into me; I was being painfully melodramatic.”



“It was my pleasure.” Luna touched a wing to his shoulder. “I hope that you take my words to heart.”



“Trust me, I will,” Discord said. He snapped, and a shirt appeared over his torso which read, ‘#1 Good Guy.’ “See? I’ve already got the merchandise all ready to go!”



“We will see about that,” Luna said with a giggle. She rose to her hooves and walked away.



Just as she was spreading her wings to fly away, Discord said, “Luna?”



Luna looked over her shoulder. “Hm?”



Discord rested his head in his hands and cast her a serene gaze. “Ask me again.”



Luna furrowed her brows for a moment—but then nodded as the realization came over her eyes. She looked to the ground. “Discord,” she said, “are you redeemed?”



Discord took in a sharp breath, as if he were caught off-guard. “Yes, I am redeemed.”



She lifted her head. “Are you redeemed?”



“Yes, I am redeemed.”



She turned and looked him in the eyes. “Are you redeemed?”



Discord returned her look without hesitation. In that moment, he felt something strike his heart—a familiar fire.



He nodded. “Yes, I am redeemed.”



Luna smiled and turned back around. “Then be the good guy.” She flew away.



Discord watched her go, then looked back to the horizon to watch the rising moon.
      

      
   
      Awake


      

      
      
         Some say we are awake the moment we come into awareness in this world, shiny, new, and utterly furious for having been disturbed out of the halcyon void. Others say we are awake when we realize what purpose, what great task we have been put here to complete. But I say we are awake the moment we make a connection. Not just any connection, mind you, but a connection with the spirit of another. For, when we can see ourselves reflected back to us from something else, no matter how very different they might be from us, that is when we truly understand feeling alive.



For me, the professor was that thing. He wasn't the only, but he was the first.



To be honest, I never quite figured out what it is he was. All I could reason at that time was that I was very different from him, and the others who look just like him. With the way he stared at me, I could tell that he thought the same thing. But, what did I know about appearances back then, anyway? I had not yet been given the opportunity to see myself; at least not much more than what I could gander through the professor's dusty glass windows.



My professor. He was a beautiful whatever type of thing he was. Brilliant, too! He was the first one I saw when I was filled with warmth and magic. He gave me my first name, and somehow, it sounded like an appropriate name for a thing like him to call a thing like me. 



That first day, I noticed that I was outside in the grass, a bit shaken, and a bit confused. I was weak, and still getting used to myself; so, the best I could manage was to have a look around at my surroundings. I could see the professor through the glass of his big, brown house, bumbling to and fro, writing things in white upon a large, square board. He loved doing that. I suppose it might have been his favourite thing in the world, besides me, of course. Do you wonder how I knew that? Well, because on that first day, soon after I woke up, he had stopped scratching white marks onto that board, and begun making strange noises from his mouth. At first, I didn't know what to make of it, but later on I'd learn what that laughing business was all about. 



At once, he turned and those lovely, green eyes of his fell upon me so that I could see them clearly for the very first time. In all the rest of the days that I would spend with him, I'd never see him smile as brightly.



Our first trip together was a bit rough, I must concede. We were still getting used to each other's presence; so, I suppose in some part it was to be expected. The way he acted toward me on that first trip—brow all crinkled, and babbling in words I could not yet understand—I could tell he was angry, or disappointed, or frightened by me. I know I was doing everything all wrong that first time. No matter how many beams of light he put out of that horn atop of his head to help me, it was still not able to change my ability, nor steady my shaking and shivering form.



Yea, that first day was bad. When we finally returned home, we were both wholly relieved. If I had the wits about me for crying, I would've surely done it to see him looking at me like that, his pallor all green, his legs shivering with fright. He had disappeared into his house at once, and mumbled and scratched things upon the board for the rest of the night. 



It was a while before he came to see me again, but oh, was it worth the wait.



By then, I'd gotten used to being outside. Between you and me, I admit that I am a bit of a chunker. Would have probably knocked things all about, causing a huge disturbance if he were ever to let me inside. Besides, the less I saw of him the more it made the few moments of our meeting that much sweeter an experience. It's funny the way that works, isn't it? I wonder if he ever felt the same way about me.



Our second meeting was probably the most euphoric moment I've ever experienced. He came to me in the early morning, levitating a jumble of odds and ends with that horn of his. The way he smiled at me made me nervous, but I should have known better. I should have known he'd always have my best interest at heart. Got to admit, though, whatever it was he did to help me tickled quite a bit. 



After that, it was all... How do they put it? Smooth sailing? 



I would go on to learn that there were more houses like the professor's, of many different shapes, sizes, and colors. There were more things that looked just like the professor, too, in just as many variances. We never got too close to any of them while we were together, though. At the time, I got the feeling that he didn't care too much for being around the others. He preferred only me as his company, and that notion alone filled me with an indescribable feeling. I was always ebullient, flying high in the sky whenever I felt that feeling, and he liked me best when I was that way. 



The first time I saw trees, they had seemed a bit strange to me. They were immense, peppering the ground by the hundreds, perhaps thousands. Somehow, I could just tell that they had all been stuck that way for a very long time. I couldn't bear to imagine what existence might have been like if I were like them, stark still and silent. As the professor and I would pass by, I could always feel them watching us. They radiated a strange emotion, one that I now recognize as envy. I could tell that they were wondering about me and my professor. I could tell that as ancient and somber as they might have seemed, they wondered what it was like to be us, to move, to see things other than that which they've always seen in those same spots. I couldn't help but feel a bit sorry for them.



The day the professor showed me the big water, there was a fire in my belly. It didn't have quite the same effect on me as his magic did, but it at least seemed to fill me with even more energy, helping me to travel with him farther than I had ever gone before. Granted, I was still very young and inexperienced, but even to this day, the memory of it has stuck with me in a way that is most profound.  



I remember that we went so far that eventually immense green was abruptly interrupted by expansive blue. Something about it had frightened me. It felt elusive, and I wasn't very keen on getting too close to it at first, but I suppose you could say the professor convinced me. He was a good one for that: trying new things. It's in that way that my newest and most current friend reminds me of him the most.



It's difficult for me to explain what water was like. Still but moving, shapeful but not, I barely grazed it, and it felt cool to the touch. Curiosity getting the better of me, I decided to actually take a purposeful look at it. That's how I happened to see myself for the first time, reflected in its surface. Yep. Bit of a chunker, I was. Yet still, I wasn't disappointed; in fact, I very much liked the way that I looked. The professor seemed to like me this way, too, and really, that was all that mattered. 



That was the day that I learned what 'happiness' was; what it felt like. In the naivete of my youth, I thought that that—skitting upon the surface of an  immense blue, alone with the professor—was the only way to go about feeling such a thing. I would eventually learn.



That evening, back on my green patch, I experienced the best rest I'd ever known. There seemed to be a humming in the air. It lilted up and down in a way that proved magnificent, and was so quiet that I very likely might have been imagining it. Maybe that noise was coming from inside of me somewhere. Back then, I didn't know that my spirit was growing. I didn't know what that even meant.



The skies seemed different on the fourth and fifth day. The professor didn't come to see me, and I was sad. I wondered if perhaps I had done something to upset him again. But on the eighth day, just when I thought I might be left to my own devices forever, his shining face appeared through the doorway. He patted my side, and began to speak about our favourite thing: taking trips and spending time together.



I tried for him; I really did. There was nothing that I would have liked better than to spend a peaceful day with my professor! However, the winds were just too strong. I couldn't bear against them, and he couldn't see properly in the rains that would eventually come, brought by things that kind of looked like the professor, except with wings. 



We both seemed so lost and small in the middle of it. Watching the graying of the bright blue above us, I felt a tinge of something else new that day as well. We had quickly returned home before I could think on it, but as the professor locked me up that evening, and the atmosphere began to shout and spark, I finally understood what that feeling was. It was fear.



A useful emotion, fear can be. Not always, but sometimes, it signals to you that something new or unexpected is about to happen. That's what it did for me. It signaled the parting of ways between my beloved professor and me. The wind wanted me for itself. So, it took me wherever it pleased. 



It happened at night, when things were supposed to be calm and quiet. One moment I was on the green, and before I knew it, I was lost.



Couldn't do much other than brace myself, and wait out the wind's rage. It didn't hurt being tossed about like that, but it did make me feel very dizzy. By the time the atmosphere brightened again, and the gales had gotten bored with me, I could no longer decipher where I was. I wished, and begged to everything that I might find my professor during that lonely stretch, but some part of me knew, some part of me understood whilst looking out at that endless, endless world, that I would never see him again. There was a sensation in me at the time; yet another new one. Ironically, it would take a long journey, and my meeting my new girl—a lovely, brilliant, little thing—for me to understand that this was grief, grief for something beautiful that had been lost.



Those days were lonely, but filled with many lessons. For example: I learned to avoid trees. Their jealousy of me knew no bounds. They nearly tore me apart, with those long, snatching arms of theirs! I just knew that they were doing their best to make me as still and silent as they were. I hated them; I'm not ashamed to admit that.



Yet, I pressed on. There was a bit of magic left in me; so, it wasn't too difficult at first. But I could feel it quickly fading, and rued the day it would completely leave me. 



Over hill and dale, river and mountain I roamed, and soon the passage of time ceased to exist. I had no friend, and knew no home. I became dirtied, tattered, and weak until the day came that I knew I could go on no further. 



Looking up above me whilst I sank to the ground, I could again see those flying things, the ones that looked just like my long lost professor. As the wicked trees reached out to receive me, all I could think of was how jealous I now was of those flying things. The trees had envied me because I could move, and now I envied those fliers because they could choose where to move. They were far beyond something like me, one who remained at the mercy of the wind.



One of them shouted something up there, but I couldn't quite make out what it was. Then at once, the whole lot of them gazed down upon me. To tell you the truth, in my state, none of that really mattered to me. I was tired, made wretched with neglect, and had long since begun to believe that this was the way it would always be. The warmth of the magic that I had first experienced had gone, and even as I watched the flying flock slowly descending toward me, I drifted off into thoughtless listlessness.





But I say we are awake the moment we make a connection.





I don't know what it is about the brilliant ones. I suppose they just see something in me. And, likewise, I saw something in her. 



When I awoke to that familiar feeling of warmth and magic, I found myself hoping beyond hope that it was my long lost professor who had returned to me, or I to him. Instead, I was met with the sight of another being, similar to him, but with purple all around. Pretty and very bright, she patched me up, and made me into a color that resembled her own. 



I was on grass again, except this time, I sat surrounded by tall towers and white walls. Noting how refreshed I felt, I took the opportunity to glance at myself in the glass of a nearby window, and...



Oh, my. I couldn't  recall ever having felt so lovely as I did at that very moment. Adorned in frills and stars, I didn't even know what to make of myself at first, but soon I realized. I was important, and that was it. Someone brilliant had been drawn to me again, and I imagined that now I showed that fact off to the world. 



Turning toward me when she was through, my new companion smiled at me, and gave me a new name, a name that I still love. 'Twinkling' was what she called me.



It was on the very next day that we took our first trip together, just like the professor and I used to. The skies were blue, and the way was clear. She kept saying a name as she stared down at her map. It sounded like "Ponyville," so Ponyville was where I took us.



We landed gently right in the center of town. I didn't want to land there since I had never before been so close to so many of these things, but like the professor, my new girl, Twilight, had a way of convincing me. 



She had a way about her that made me beam, and I suppose that showed too. For not even one minute passed after our landing before others began to approach me. They were numerous, and stood by my sides, poking and prodding. I was worried at first, fearful that they might think me odd or strange. After all, the professor had told me long ago that he didn't imagine there was another thing quite like me in all the land. 



And yet, despite my apprehension, they all smiled, and shouted.



"Why, I've never seen a contraption so lovely in all my days."



Thank you. She made me this way.



"How high do you suppose it can fly?"



Right up through the clouds if you'd like.



"Do you suppose she might let me have a ride in it?"



I couldn't imagine why not. I've got plenty of room to spare.



Laughter surrounded me, a lovely sound that I personally think my Twilight should learn to make more often. Maybe in time. Perhaps some others can teach her about the power of warmth and magic just as she and the professor have taught me. After all, if they can learn to love something as odd and silent as I, then surely she should have no problems.
      

      
   
      Knot's Nautical Chronicles


      

      
      
         Captain’s Log, Seadate 13.6



Yes, I’m a bit of a nerd. But who are you to deny me the small amount of pleasure I get from making a Dragonfire reference? Actually, I don’t really care who you are, as long as you exist. Because if you’re reading this, that means that even if I don’t survive, at least some record of what happened to me will.



I guess now’s as good of a time as any to explain what happened to me.



I am Marked Knots. I was a sailor on the E.S.S. Enyalius. I wasn’t a particularly important sailor, mind you. In fact, I was about as far away from the position of Captain as you could be without being a stowaway. But since I am currently the only one on this boat, I think that makes me captain by default. But I’m getting ahead of myself.



We sailed out from Los Pegasus just under two weeks ago. We were going to sail west from there into the South Luna Ocean, following the southern coast of the Undiscovered West, in order to hopefully make it a bit less undiscovered. 



You might think that exploring new lands sounds exciting. I sure did. That’s why I took this job. But it turns out that it’s pretty boring. At least the sailing part is. Maybe things would have been more interesting if we had gotten father and had found something interesting to investigate on land, but we never really had the chance for that. I think that Wind Rose had some fun updating our maps with some new mountains and shorelines, but for the rest of us, it was just sailing as usual.



But I was okay with that. It wasn’t the exciting job I was hoping for, but I wouldn’t have become a sailor if I didn’t enjoy it.



Everything was going fine until last night. I was enjoying some free time by playing cards with some of the other sailors when everything went to Tartarus. At some point while I was below deck, a large storm had formed. And storms on the open sea aren’t like storms in Equestria. These storms aren’t carefully crafted by pegasi. They’re wild and uncontrollable. Maybe you’ve heard of the Everfree Forest and its wild weather. Well I grew up in Ponyville, so I know what I’m talking about when I say that this storm was worse than anything that forest ever produced. And when I say that it was uncontrollable, I mean it. I’m an earth pony, so I’m no expert on how pegasus magic and how they control the weather, but every sailor needs to have some knowledge of winds and weather, and most sailors are pegasi, so I’ve picked up some things just by hanging around them for long enough.



The point is, even with all the pegasi we had on board, there was nothing we could do about that monster of a storm. Not that we didn’t try. Every spare pegasus was up there doing their best to calm the storm, while everypony else was trying to keep the ship together. But in the end, it was all for naught. Despite all of our most valiant efforts, a mast snapped, the ship started to capsize, and the captain ordered us all to abandon ship.



That was when I learned why so many sailors are pegasi. I’d always thought that it was because of the weather manipulation and the fact that they’re all taught about wind and weather before they can even walk. But now I’m pretty sure that the real reason is that it makes it much easier to evacuate when something goes catastrophically wrong.



The shore was still mostly in sight at that point, so it wasn’t hard for the pegasi in the crew to grab the unicorns and earth ponies and carry them to safety.



At least, that’s what I assume happened. Remember how I said that one of our masts snapped? Well, guess where it landed.



That’s right. It landed right on top of me.



Fortunately, it didn’t kill me. Unfortunately, it did look like it killed me. I saw the look on Beam Wind’s face just before the mast hit me. I know he thinks I’m dead. They all think I’m dead. But we earth ponies are more resilient than the other races sometimes realize, and I come from particularly hardy stock. So instead of dieing, I was knocked unconscious for a bit, and stuck in such a way that nopony could check if I was still alive anyway.



By the time I regained consciousness, the last of the pegasi were just barely in sight, and the ship was nearly sunk. Luckily, the shifting of the ship had caused the mast to roll off of me, so I was able to move, though it was painful.



Even though almost all of the crew were pegasi, the ship was still equipped with some lifeboats, just as an added safety precaution. I was able to limp to one of them and release it from the ship, mere minutes before the whole thing sank.



I don’t know how long the storm lasted after that, but it felt like hours. The winds and the waves did all they could to drag me down to the depths of the ocean, but I held strong.



When the storm finally dissipated, I thought I was finally safe. Then I took a look around.



All around me was open ocean. There was no sign of the coast or the remains of the ship. It seemed that the storm had tossed me far into the ocean, but I had no idea how far or in what direction. I had no idea where I was, and nopony even knew to look for me.



So I did what I always do when I’m exhausted, injured, and facing certain death: I went to sleep.



I’m not entirely sure how late it was when I went to sleep, but it was early in the afternoon when I finally woke back up. I searched through the supplies for some food, ate a bit, and decided to start keeping a log of what happened to me. Either I somehow survive and get rich with a book deal, or I die and someone else will find this log and get rich with a book deal. And if you’re that lucky son of a diamond dog, you’d better at least name your first kid after me.



That’s enough writing for today. I’ve got to look into my supplies and figure out how I’m going to survive.








Captain’s Log, Seadate 14.35



Okay, things don’t seem as bad as I first thought.



These lifeboats are stocked surprisingly well. They’re designed to carry six ponies, with enough food to last for four days. When 90% of your sailors are pegasi, there tends not to be much of a reason to have more than that. The chances of anypony being stranded in a lifeboat for longer than that are probably a million to one. And here I am, the one. But since I am just one pony, that gives me 24 days of food. If I decide to be extra safe, I could cut back to three-quarters rations and last for 32, but 24 should be plenty of time for me to reach land, right? What could possibly go wrong?



...Yeah, I should probably play it safe.



Water is even less of a problem. I’m surrounded by nothing but water, after all. Now I know that some of you clever ponies are about to tell me I’m an idiot and I can’t drink salt water, but that’s only because you aren’t sailors and don’t know about the Magical Evaporation-Condensation Desalinators, or MECDs, that every ship has these days. I don’t know how exactly they work—Princess Twilight created them with some sort of mix of unicorn and pegasus magic—but all that matters is that salt water goes in one end, some magic happens, and fresh water comes out the other end. This lifeboat has a smaller version of the one that was on the ship, and it should have no problem keeping me hydrated.



The boat’s emergency supplies also contain some magical flares, a first aid kit—which was very useful for recovering from being crushed by a mast, by the way—a compass, six oars, some blankets, life vests, and this book. I’m not entirely sure why a blank, magically-waterproofed book was in there with the rest of the supplies, but I guess they wanted ponies like me to keep diaries logs of what happens to us. I have a suspicion that Princess Twilight might be behind this too. But at least it gives me something to do other than rowing.



Speaking of rowing, I should probably get moving.








Captain’s Log, Seadate 14.7



I am reversing my decision to only eat three-quarters rations. Do you realize how hungry you get after rowing for a few hours. And I doubt I’ll be doing much of anything but rowing, sleeping, and writing in here until I die or find land.



I’ve decided to row north. I have no idea where in the South Luna Sea I am, but north seems like the best option for me. I’m about two weeks’ worth of sailing from any land to the east, but I’m rowing, not sailing. My special talent happens to involve measuring the speeds of ships, so I know for a fact that the E.S.S. Enyalius traveled at an average speed of 6.2 knots. I can row at an average speed of 2.4 knots, but I can’t row 24 hours a day. Even if I can keep that speed up for 16 hours and then sleep for eight, that gives me an average speed of 1.6 knots for the entire day. At that speed, I could reach land in 46 days, but I will have starved by then. I might be able to cut a day or two off of that if the storm blew me far enough to reach the peninsula south of Los Pegasus, but that would still be too long. And even if I did make it to land, I would probably end up in the middle of the San Palomino Desert, which wouldn’t necessarily be a huge improvement for me.



To the west and south are nothing but oceans, as far as we know, so that just leaves heading north. I’ll end up in the middle of the undiscovered west, but at least I’ll be on land. If I stay near the coast there, I’ll have a steady supply of water from the ocean, and I should be able to find food, or at least graze, in the nearby forests.



But I’m getting ahead of myself. When the storm hit, we weren’t more than a few hours of slow rowing away from the coast. But as I’ve mentioned before, I have no idea how far south the storm pushed me or where I’ve drifted while sleeping. So it could easily take me days to reach shore. But with at least three weeks of food here, I should be fine.



Of course, I could get lucky and spot a passing pegasus in the distance. Then all it will take is a flare or two and I’ll be safe. But I am in basically unexplored waters right now, so that’s not something I’ll be counting on.



Now I think I’ll go row for a few more hours before turning in for the night.








Captain’s Log, Seadate 15.9



I did nothing but row today. No land in sight.








Captain’s Log, Seadate 16.9



I did nothing but row today. Still no land in sight.








Captain’s Log, Seadate 17.9



Still nothing but rowing and water. By Celestia’s hooves, I’m bored. And tired. But mostly bored.








Captain’s Log, Seadate 18.9



Still rowing, still bored. And I hate being bored. I’ve tried entertaining myself by singing songs. Unfortunately, I’ve never been particularly good at carrying a tune. I miss Sea Shanty. Now there’s a pony can lead a song. He’s always got something for the crew to sing. I, on the other hoof, have come up with 78 new verses of “What Shall We Do with a Drunken Sailor?”



...You don’t want to hear them. Trust me.








Captain’s Log, Seadate 19.8



I take back what I said about being bored. Boredom is good. Boredom means nothing is going wrong. Today was not boring.



Today, there was another storm. It wasn’t as bad as the one that got me in this situation, but it was bad enough to knock me out of the boat. Luckily, I was able to pull myself back into it, but I lost the two oars I’ve been using in the process. I still have four more, but I’ll have to be more careful with them in the future. I’ll miss those oars. They were almost like friends to me. I named them “Drunken” and “Sailor.” I am not a creative pony.



Fortunately, the rest of my supplies were safely stored away, so nothing else was lost. Except for time. Not only did I miss an entire day of rowing, but I’m not sure how far this storm tossed me, or even which direction it tossed me in. I just hope it didn’t set me back too far.



In other news, I’ve been in this boat for a week now. These storms aren’t a weekly thing here, are they? That would be weird. Did we sail through a storm two weeks ago? I remember one sometime in our first week at sea, but I don’t remember which day. Just in case, my new goal is to get back to shore before this time next week.








Captain’s Log, Seadate 20.9



More rowing today. Rowing and happy boredom.








Captain’s Log, Seadate 21.7



Why couldn’t today be boring?



I saw something in the water today. I have no idea what it was. All I saw was a huge shadow passing underneath my boat.



All I can think of now are all the stories I’ve ever heard about monsters that live in the water.



Sharks.



Sirens.



Kelpies.



Leviathans.



Krakens.



Scylla



Charybdis.



Jörmungandr.



Seaponies.



Which of them are real? Are any of them? Are all of them? The stories must be based on something, right? And something is in the water here. I don’t know what it is, and I don’t want to find out.



I don’t see it anymore, but that doesn’t mean it’s not still around here somewhere. Watching me. Waiting.



I don’t think I’ll sleep tonight.








Captain’s Log, Seadate 22.6



I didn’t sleep last night.



I rowed for a few hours today, and it’s been blessedly boring. I think I’ll turn in early tonight.










Captain’s Log, Seadate 23.8



Another beautiful boring day.



It looks like a storm might be forming behind me, but hopefully it won’t cause any trouble.



I think my pen is running out of ink. This is not a supply I thought to check. I fear this will be my last entry. If you’re reading this, either I’m dead and someone found this book floating in the ocean, or I survived, made it home, published it, and became rich. I think you know which it was.



But I don’t. 



I hope it was the good one.
      

      
   
      That Distant Shore


      

      
      
         Every year, on this date, I swam to the highest spire of Atlantis and looked to the distant shore.



I rose before dawn, as always. Few seaponies swam the currents at this time of night, and those that did paid no attention to me. It was as if the hour demanded anonymity, and we were happy to oblige.



My tail traced the flow of the main current until I met an intersection. From there, I swam up. Soon, I passed the highest seapony building, but the twin fins on my back still felt that other seapony construction, the broad currents that pulled warmth from the vent on the ocean floor and let it flow over the seaponies of Atlantis. I swam higher, and the warmth slowly dissipated, replaced by the natural chill of the ocean water.



Finally, I reached the top of the spire, an ancient monolith of rock worn smooth by time. I wrapped my tail around it and gazed into the darkness. It was still before dawn; not the slightest hint of light from the sun above filtered through the water. I waited for that to change.



Light touched the ocean behind me, to the east, and my eyes welcomed it. From east to west, light spread, brightening the water. I watched until the water at the very edge of my vision glittered faintly. Dawn had now arrived for the landponies. At that distant shore stood a great city, Fillydelphia, and beyond that, an entire nation of landponies.



And somewhere in that vast land was my mother.



I had always known I was different. Finback seaponies are rare, and are normally seaponies with some landpony heritage. And my rounded ears and coat color, with a hint of gold like sand, made that obvious to the casual observer. When I first asked why I didn’t have a mother like the other seaponies, my father corrected me. I did have a mother, but she was gone, returned to the surface. And then he told me about her.



He had seen her, an obvious visitor from the surface transformed into a finback seapony, in the library of the University of Atlantis. My father, a historian, was immediately curious about the strange visitor. She rebuffed him, saying she worked alone. But later, he spotted some suspicious seaponies slipping away from campus. Retracing their wake, he found the mare in a shuttered campus building, locked in a room that was slowly filling with silt. The door was melted shut, and the window sealed with stone.



That room, barely bigger than a closet, was my father’s first “office” as a graduate student. And so he knew about the hidden door that connected it to the hallways once used by the building’s cleaners.



One saved, the mare muttered something about being off her game in this form, and begrudgingly admitted she could use the help.



He learned she was seeking an ancient golden idol, a symbol to mark the unity between the landponies of Equestria and the horses of Saddle Arabia, lost at sea centuries ago. But its value was not only in its material, or its historical significance. In the wrong hooves, it could be the focus for a ritual, driving the landponies and horses apart and filling their hearts with hatred.



And wouldn’t you know it? Her greatest adversary was also seeking this idol.



His story was quite the adventure. An ancient temple buried under the silt, a hidden cult of seaponies, and a guardian with the head of a shark and lobster pincers at the end of his forelegs. But for my father, the story was always focused on this mare, my mother.



He told me all about what attracted him to her. A brilliant mind. A way with words. And an unquenchable desire for adventure. And he would always cherish the memories, and the greatest treasure she gifted him—me.



My own cutie mark symbolized exploration, my own desire for adventure. But I wasn’t interested in charting distant waterways or traversing trade routes to faraway cities. I found myself looking to the shore, where land and sea met.



Just as they met in me.








“Welcome home, son. And happy birthday.” My father swam up and embraced me.



“Thanks, Dad.”



My eyes were drawn, as they always were, to the mosaic on the wall, a portrait of my mother. It was crafted by my father while he was carrying me, from his memories of my mother. Colored bits of stone, coral, and shell combined to shape the image of a finback seapony with a golden coat and mane of different shades of silver, in distinct stripes as landponies normally have.



And her eyes. Those brilliant rose eyes. One look would captivate you.



My father draped his foreleg over me and gazed at the portrait. “I still regret never seeing her true form,” he said. “I’m sure she was beautiful.”



“Do you think she dreams about me?” It was a question I had asked many times before.



“She was gone before I learned I was pregnant, and landponies may not even remember that, under the sea, stallions bear the foals,” my father said. “But the harmony of this world reaches both land and sea. Have faith, my son.”



“I want to find her,” I said. Again, it’s something I’ve said many times before. But not being a narwhal seapony, there’s no I could hold my transformation to landpony form for long enough to go beyond the coast.



“I agree. You’re twenty years old now, and it’s clear your destiny will take you beyond the ocean.” My father presented a box to me.



I opened it, revealing a flawless red gem. Even without touching it, I could feel its warmth, its energy, its life. A heartstone. A very rare creation, it was a self-regenerating source of magical energy, and the only thing I knew of that would let me hold landpony form and travel the surface.



“How did you get this, Dad?” I said.



“Red-Crest, Lord of Atlantis, offered me a boon as thanks for helping your mother unearth and defeat the Cult of the Bottomless Maw. And now I’ve collected on it.”



“I... I don’t know what to say. Thank you, Father.”



“You will always have a home here, should you realize your heart belongs in Atlantis,” my father said. “But if not, all I ask is that you write, and visit. Do not forget your friends and family.”



“I never could,” I said.








Preparations kept me in Atlantis for another month. I visited friends and family, gathered supplies, and sold a few possessions I wouldn’t be able to use on the surface. Finally, the day of my departure arrived.



The morning was one last celebration, a going-away party for me. I said my final goodbyes, gathered my meager belongings in a kelp mesh pack, and swam for that distant shore.



I knew what to expect about the journey, having talked to many seaponies who visited the surface. They were traders, artisans, even a colt who lived on the surface when his mother was ambassador to the landponies. The route was clearly marked by glowing yellow stones, though I could also make the journey by using my natural direction sense and feeling the currents in my fins. And after forty minutes, I felt myself swimming upward. The water brightened as the sun’s light was filtered less and less by the depths.



Soon, I could see the surface of the water, the dry space above me. I felt the alien currents, the water moved by the tides rather than seapony magic. Energy filled me, excitement and a bit of apprehension, as I swam for the surface. The distance between the sandy seafloor and the surface above shrank, until it was the length of a seapony’s tail.



I breached the surface, sinking my forehooves into the wet sand and pulling my tail out of the water. I concentrated, envisioning the shape of a landpony. The magic flowed from me into my heartstone, where it was amplified, before flowing into my body. My tail felt warm as its muscles cramped and convulsed, and then these muscles pulled, moving in a way they couldn’t naturally move. I felt the split, followed by my tailfins growing and thickening. The fins on my back grew, and I felt a strange tickling sensation.



My tail finished taking the form of a landpony’s hind legs, and for the first time, I stood, with four hooves, on that distant shore.



Two more changes happened. Hairs like those of my mane grew around my new landpony tail, and my back fins finished growing. The muscles of my back and barrel, which offered a limited control over my back fins as I swam, now felt more powerful. And I was picking up feeling from my back fins. It was like feeling the currents of water, except I was now feeling the currents of air.



I looked back and saw wings. My landpony form was a pegasus! Was my mother a pegasus? I wondered that as I tried moving my wings. I felt the magic of my new form flow through my wings, just enough to lift me into the air. I lost control, and landed face first on the soft sand.



I got up and brushed the sand off my coat. I noticed I was getting a few looks from the landponies on the beach, but I brushed them off, too.



I had a world to explore.








I had only two things planned for the day. First, I needed to visit a bank, to exchange my clams for the metal bits the landponies used for currency. Second, I needed to find my host, an earth pony named Far Trader. His company traded both with the seaponies of Atlantis and with landponies across Equestria, and he offered me a job, one that would help me explore the land and hopefully find my mother.



I found a bank not far from the shore, where I met a unicorn mare whose cutie mark had a bit, a clam, and what I guessed were three other kinds of money. She exchanged my clams and welcomed me to Fillydelphia with a smile, and even gave me directions to Far Trader’s company.



I now had bits in my pouch, an afternoon free, and a whole city to explore.



I saw vendors selling all sorts of strange foods, foods I had only ever heard about. Landponies ate grains and fruits and sweets, and they didn’t eat fish. The seaponies I talked to said that the diet could take some time to get used to.



I saw buildings, tall buildings, all in square and rectangle shapes. In Atlantis, only the lord’s palace was built like that. Most seapony buildings were natural, shaped from the ocean floor with our magic.



I saw carriages, lots of them! Single ponies pulled carriages that sat two, and teams of ponies pulled larger carriages.



And the ponies! It’s one thing to hear that Fillydelphia has fifty times the population of Atlantis. It’s another thing entirely to see it.



I couldn’t help but gawk like the out of place visitor I was.



I swam, or rather walked, through the throng of ponies, heading in the general direction of my destination, but sometimes veering off to look at something that caught my interest. There were so many creations that the landponies take for granted, but which can’t exist in my underwater world. These were things I only learned about in school, and I was determined to see them all.



There was a building with a sign showing a book, but not like our scrolls, a landpony bookstore. We speak and write the same language, but landponies don’t realize how paper makes the act of writing so much easier. I walked over to the window of this store, where dozens of books were displayed. There was a similarity to the books on display. Each had an illustrated cover showing the same character, and using the same name. But once I got closer, I noticed something.



The mare on the cover, a pegasus, had my mother’s coat, my mother’s mane, and my mother’s eyes.



I stared at each of these “Daring Do” books in turn. Daring Do and the Quest for the Sapphire Stone. Daring Do and the Griffon’s Goblet. Daring Do and the Riddle of the Sphinx. Daring Do and the Legend of the Lost Art.



And then I saw the next book in the series. On the cover, Daring Do was illustrated as a finback seapony, swimming alongside a seapony stallion. That stallion shared my father’s mane, coat, and scale colors, though he was illustrated with a muscular build and a ruggedly handsome face that, admittedly, neither he nor I possessed.



Daring Do and the Sunken Treasure of Atlantis, by A. K. Yearling.



I ran inside the bookstore and found the display of books. I took a copy of Daring Do and the Sunken Treasure of Atlantis to a nearby couch and started reading. The book started with a prologue, describing the voyage of the ship Sea Star and its loss with all hooves during a terrible storm. Then came Daring Do chasing a cloaked pony through the alleys of Manehattan, the recovery of a stolen book, and the discovery of a hidden letter discussing the fate of the Idol of the Distant Tribes.



I skipped ahead in the book, and Daring Do, now in Atlantis, was following up on something she had overheard two narwhal seaponies say, about some ancient scrolls being kept locked away in a closed campus building. I mentally screamed at Daring Do not to go, knowing what was about to happen. But she slipped into the small office. The door slammed shut, and the two narwhals who had trailed her laughed as they melted the door in its frame. Then she heard a click, and silt started filling the room.



Daring Do struggled, trying every trick in her arsenal. She tried to force open the door using part of an old chair. She tried to dislodge the stones blocking the window. Still, the silt rose, and the water was forced out through a narrow crack in the window. As the end neared, she was reduced to beating on the window with her tail.



And then the silt level started falling, and a stallion reached in, pulling her to safety.



“Are you sure you don’t need some assistance?” the stallion said.



Daring Do shook her tail, trying to dislodge the silt that got everywhere, sticking in between the scales of her seapony tail. “Only until I’m back on my game. But I do thank you for the assist, Doctor....”



“Sunken Treasure, Professor of History.”



Sunken Treasure?







“Excuse me, sir?”



I looked up. One of the store’s clerks, a unicorn mare, was looking at me.



“While I’m always thrilled to see somepony lost in a good book, I’m afraid the store will be closing soon for a private event. Would you like to make a purchase?



I looked around. The store was a lot more crowded now. “What’s going on?”



“A. K. Yearling is doing a reading and book signing this evening. Thus, the display.” She motioned to the window.



“A. K. Yearling?” I checked the cover of the book to confirm. “I have to talk to her!”



“You and everypony else.” She laughed. “Sorry, but the tickets for this event sold out the first hour they were on sale. Now, do you want to buy the book?”



“Yeah,” I replied dejectedly.



Was it really possible I had identified my mother immediately? Was this Daring Do character a real pony? Was she still alive? My mind raced with thoughts as I carried my purchase. I was so distracted that I bumped into somepony.



I apologized to this pony. She was an older mare, largely concealed beneath a shawl, hat, and cloak. But then I saw her eyes. “Daring Do?”



She looked at me, and she saw... something. “Who are you?” she said.



“My name is Green-Fin. My father is Dr. Long-Tail of the University of Atlantis.”



She grabbed me and pulled me to the door. “Let’s talk.”








The mare led me down the street, stopping at the next building with someplace to sit. A bitter, foreign aroma greeted me as I entered the building. She spoke to a stallion behind the counter. We sat down, and soon cups and a pot of some liquid were brought to our table.



“What is this?” I asked.



“Tea. Is this your first time?”



“This is my first trip to the surface, so there are a lot of things that will be my first time,” I said.



“Tea might take getting used to, but it’s easier than tasting fish rolls for the first time,” she said. “You know, that name, Long-Tail. I’ve only said it to one pony, my editor. And he insisted I use a pony name. For accessibility, or some twaddle like that.”



“Then you are A. K. Yearling?”



“Who do you think I am, Green-Fin?”



I replied with the name my father spoke with great reverence. “Compass Rose.”



“In the world of archaeology, I am known as Daring Do, intrepid adventurer. In the literary world, I am known as A. K. Yearling, spinner of many a rollicking tale of adventure. But both are pseudonyms, and there are few that ever earned the right to know me by the name Compass Rose,” she said. “Tell me, Green-Fin, how old are you?”



“I turned twenty a month ago,” I said. “My father has never stopped thinking of you, and is eternally grateful for the gift of life you gave him.”



She nodded. “That about settles it. I must be the only mare in the world who didn’t know she has a foal. Come here.”



I approached, and I embraced my mother.



Compass Rose looked at my cutie mark. “I recognize that. It means travel, wanderlust, adventure, right?”



“That is one meaning,” I said. Seapony cutie marks are more symbolic than landpony ones; I was a bit surprised she learned about them. “I earned my cutie mark on my birthday, many years ago, as I looked to the distant shore, toward Fillydelphia, Equestria, and the landpony civilization. So I think of my cutie mark as reading ‘across distant shores’.”



“You’ve crossed that shore, and there’s a whole world open to you, Green-Fin. Or, if you ever want to use a pony name, I think Distant Shores fits you well.”



“I thought my adventure would be finding you,” I said. “But that’s done. Unless... we were to adventure, together?”



Compass Rose pulled back her shawl, revealing her mane. It was exactly as my father had described it, multiple bands of silver. But in each, many of the strands of hair had changed to a different kind of silver, the mark of old age.



“I’ve hung up my jacket and pith helmet. I’m done with the crashes, the broken wings. It’s no longer my place to explore ancient ruins where everything is decayed but the traps,” she said. “You can find your own adventure, Green-Fin, but it will be yours alone. And from one explorer to another? I suggest you avoid the ones with villains and henchponies. It gets old.”



I nodded and sipped my bitter tea. Compass Rose pulled a pen and card from the pocket of her cloak, and wrote something on the card before passing it to me.



“If you need advice, please write. And if your adventures ever bring you to Vanhoover, look me up.” She rose. “I’m afraid I’m late for my little meet and greet. It was a great pleasure to meet you, Green-Fin. And please let your father know that I’ve never forgotten our time together, either.”



“I will. And I will tell him your natural form is as beautiful as he imagined.”
      

      
   
      Beyond the Horizon


      

      
      
         It was a cold morning in western Griffonstone. The icy wind blew from the north, and flurries of snow wisped across the land. The sun peeked over the mountain at a young griffon, chopping wood. He paused just long enough to wipe the sweat off his white feathers before swinging his axe once again. 



Soon, he'd gathered enough, and he pulled the cord of wood onto his back and made his way down the rocky hill. His paws nearly lost their footing on the smooth rocks; but once he made it out of the trees, he could spread his wings and fly back to his home.



He soon arrived, pushing open the door and dragging in the wood behind him.



Galfrid was sitting at the table glaring at a newspaper. He raised an eyebrow as his son entered. “Took you a while, Galvin,” he observed.



“The axe is getting dull,” Galvin explained. 



His father considered this excuse, and then when he realized that he couldn’t remember the last time it had been sharpened, he snorted; his annoyance quickly changing targets. “Yeah? Well, with what Gable charges to sharpen blades, it'll be a hot day in winter before I take it to him.” He held out his claw. “I'll sharpen it. You just finish loading the wood.”



Galvin passed the axe over, and he took it and stomped outside. As he walked out the door, Galvin looked out towards the south, towards where the sea lay. He quickly looked back; but he'd let his gaze linger too long. 



His mother, Geraldine, sighed. “You're not going out there again tonight, are you, Galvin?”



Galvin exhaled and continued loading the wood. “Maybe I am,” he said, looking down and returning to his work. 



“Galvin, it's not right,” she said. She came over and placed a claw under his beak, lifting his face up so she could look him in the eyes. “You're a griffon, Galvin,” she said. “You're meant to be in the air, not on the water.”



“I can't help it,” Galvin said, raising his head away and breaking eye contact. “It's just… me. I love to fly, but I love the waves.”



“You’ll love getting the oil washed off your feathers and sinking like a stone,” Geraldine snorted.



Galvin rested his forehead against one of the logs and exhaled slowly through gritted beak. “I’m sailing, not swimming,” he repeated as he had so many times before.



“Yes; but it’s almost the same!”



Galvin bit back the retort that sprang to mind. She’d never understand. At least, she hadn’t made any effort to understand thus far, anyway.



“Really, son. You're a grown griffon. It's time you put aside these childish things and become a real griffon!” Convinced she’d made her point, Geraldine nodded and returned to her task of counting bits. 



Galvin loaded the wood onto the pile faster. He had to get out of here.







Galvin pulled the raft along the beach, along with the long stick he used as a paddle. As far as watercrafts go, this one wasn’t particularly stunning; he had made it of old driftwood and logs too thin to make good heat, and had lashed it together with old rope. Still, it floated, and that’s all that mattered.



He arrived at the beach and pushed it into the ocean. The water was icy cold, and the spray on his fur from the small waves against the beach made him shiver; but it was more out of anticipation than cold. Once the raft floated uninhibited in the water, he picked up his push pole and flapped his wings, letting himself land gently on the raft. Memories of earlier rafts that had sunk under his weight sprang to mind, and he cracked the first real smile he’d had all day.



He stood on the raft, balanced precariously, and pushed against the sandy bottom, propelling the raft a bit more forward. The motion of the waves made some griffons sick; something about not being in control of their movements. 



Galvin lived for it. 



He stroked the water once more and looked out at the horizon. For some reason, his last interaction with his mother had really rankled him. Maybe it was her inability to hear him. Maybe it was because for all her professions of love for him, she'd never made more than a token effort to try and understand how he felt. Maybe it was an overreaction. He wasn't quite sure. All he knew was that he wanted to just stay on the ocean forever. 



He squinted at the horizon. Some griffons just had that sense of adventure, to leave their town in search not of fame or bits, but of adventure. He definitely had it. 



One day he’d do it. He’d reach it, and then go beyond it. He would go beyond the horizon. 



Maybe he could even leave tonight.



He looked down at the water pooling on the raft's surface. No. He'd need something bigger than his raft. Bigger, and better.



A tiny smile crept across his face as he flapped his wings and lifted off. His raft would be lost somewhere in the ocean, but that didn’t matter. Not anymore.



For he, Galvin, was going to build a boat.








Galfrid squinted. “A boat?”



Galvin nodded, beak clenched tight. He hadn't meant to let that slip out. Yet. Ever. 



Galfrid considered for a moment, and then rendered his verdict as he returned to his newspaper. “That's ridiculous.”



“I don't care. I want to go.”



“What's wrong with flying?” Geraldine asked. 



“Where I'm going, I won't be able to fly that long,” Galvin explained. 



“Where are you going?” Geraldine pressed.



Galvin exhaled. “I don’t know yet; but I’ll know when I get there.”



“And you don't know when you're getting there?”



Galvin shook his head. “No,” he confessed quietly. This had sounded much better in his head. Having to explain it to griffons who didn’t (wouldn’t) understand made it that much harder.



Geraldine exhaled. “Son, staking your hopes and dreams on a distant shore that might not even exist is foolish! We griffons are part eagle, not part seagull!”



“Griffons can do anything,” Galvin protested weakly. 



“No one's even going to pay you,” Galfrid pointed out. “How are you going to get the bits to pay for anything?”



“Maybe I want something that bits can't buy,” Galvin blurted before he could stop himself. 



Galfrid raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?” He looked back down at his newspaper and grunted at the dismal headline. “Fine. You know what? You try it,” he challenged. “You build a boat.” He pulled the newspaper back up over his face. “But when you fail and come back, make sure you keep the woodbox full.”



Galvin bit his tongue. He knew two things had just happened. One, he had technically been given permission.



And secondly, he had just been given a challenge.







Galvin scuffed a claw against the dirty floor. He looked around at the collapsed walls and exhaled slowly. This had once been the library of Griffonstone. Now, it was barely a home for mice. 



He exhaled and started poking around. There had to be something here. Something! Anything! 



He picked up a book and snorted as he recognized mouse droppings falling from inside the book; his previous assessment had been incorrect. 



He continued digging, looking under collapsed desks and under fractured walls; he even grabbed loose sheets of paper and looked at them. His efforts seemed hopeless.



But finally, under a toppled bookshelf, he found one. It was a hatchling’s book, printed on thick cardboard so as to be sturdier, about a pony pirate who had been tricked by a griffon merchant. It was a silly story with simple drawings, but it was a start. 



He tucked the book under his wings and headed towards home. 







Galvin took a step back and nodded. He was finished. With his bedsheet as a sail and the book as a guide, he had successfully built his first boat. Sure, it had taken him a couple of days to get the wood together, and then a couple more days to get the wood to stay together, but he’d managed. Confidently, he pushed it into the water, and flapped aboard.



Already he could feel some improvements over his raft. It was larger, and seemed to feel a little bit smoother on the water. 



He cast his eyes out towards the horizon, and he couldn't suppress a laugh. He had done it!



Wait. What was that wet feeling around his ankles?







Galfrid looked up from counting his bits at the sound of someone coming through the door, and he barked a laugh. “Ah, the prodigal son returns!”



Galvin, still dripping wet from his unexpected excursion into the sea, irritably blew a wet feather out of his face and continued back to his room. His boat sinking was just a minor setback. He would try again.








After much reflection, Galvin realized his problem. The logs that he had used for his raft had been light enough to float on their own, together or separately. He hadn’t tested for that while building his boat; he’d just tried to copy the design in the book. Thus, for his next attempt, he would only be able to use logs that floated on their own.



It took quite a bit of testing, of placing logs and boards into the water and seeing which ones floated and which ones did not. Griffons would stop and watch. Younger hatchlings still not even through their first molt would stop and watch, and usually they would also point and laugh before going back to their soccer game.



But Galvin did not let that dissuade him. He was going to sail off into the horizon.



He cracked his neck and then his claws, and then pushed the boat off the sand into the water. It bobbed a few times, but floated. Galvin laughed, and then flew to land on the deck.



And as soon as his claws hit the deck, the boat fell apart.







“You're making a fool of yourself.”



Galvin exhaled. “Gaspar, if I give you some bits, will you leave me alone?”



“I doubt it,” Gaspar said with a smirk. “You're quite the source of entertainment. This is, what, the sixth boat you've built?”



“Fifth,” Galvin grumbled. 



“And every one has sunk.”



“The third one stayed together longest. I just need to figure out what I did right.”



“Longest as in…?”



Galvin chose not to answer that one.



Gaspar chuckled and walked around, getting a good look at what Galvin was working on. “Maybe you’re thinking too big,” he said. “Maybe you could stay here and work with your father or something. Firewood is a hot commodity now.”



Galvin briefly wondered if he could tie Gaspar to the front of his boat like the siren carved onto the boat in the book.



Gaspar nodded, and then peered over Galvin’s shoulder. “Huh,” he said. “You know, I think I see what your problem is.”



Galvin looked back, feeling a slight spark of hope in his chest. “Yeah? What?”



Gaspar bumped him with his hip, sending Galvin tipping over and landing face first into the sand. “You’re a griffon!” Laughing uproariously at his own joke, Gaspar stepped over Galvin, knocked his sketches off the rock with a quick sweep of his wing, and walked back towards the town.



Galvin spat sand out of his beak and scowled. He sat up, brushed the sand off his feathers, and placed the paper back up on the rock. He picked up the ink bottle before all of it had run out, and discarded the feather he had been using as it was now broken in Gaspar’s departure.



It wasn’t so much his failures that rankled him so much as the other griffons’ responses. If only he could succeed, just for once. Then they’d see. Instead, Gaspar and friends had to show up and give ridiculous solutions to-



Galvin sat back and tapped his beak. Maybe he was thinking too large. His raft had floated just fine; it was when he was going for a large boat that he failed.



He turned the paper over and pulled a new feather to serve as a quill. He bit it at an angle, spat out the tip, and dipped it in the ink. New inspiration flowed through him.



That horizon would be his yet.







Gaspar, as expected had returned. This time, though, he didn’t have many words. Galvin hoped that was because he had been so impressed, but that wasn’t likely.



Finally, he rendered his judgement. “So you’ve built a raft, with wings.”



Galvin paused. “Yeah, more or less,” he said, looking over his craft. “This middle part here is the main body of the ship, and the two little rafts on the sides connected by spars-” he’d learned that term from the book, “-help keep the heavier raft in the middle afloat.”



“Oh yeah, I just remembered. I don’t care.” Gaspar spat derisively into the water. “Go on your stupid voyage and never come back.”



Galvin smirked. “You think the design will work.”



“Just go out there, drown, and get out of all of our feathers,” Gaspar said, turning around and stomping away.



Galvin had no intention of doing the second one, but the first and third sounded really good. Still, there was only one way of knowing. 



He pushed off the sandy beach once more, hoping that this would be the last time.



Sure enough, his boat rocked, but it didn’t sink. Carefully, cautiously, he flew up and landed once more on the raft.



It held.



He let out a cheer of delight. Picking up the long pole he had taken for this purpose, he pushed off the ocean floor, and he sailed off into the great unknown.








Galvin awoke slowly. His head pounded, his whole body ached, and his tongue felt as thick and as dry as one of those old biscuits that one griffoness used to sell. What had happened?



Memories came trickling back. The lack of drinkable water, his inability to fish for food, finally culminating in him hallucinating his father laughing at him and his mother scolding him before passing out, taking mild comfort in the facts that his boat had lasted and that he had (more or less) accomplished his dream.



“Oh, good. You’re awake.”



Galvin opened one eye at the unfamiliar voice. He looked over and saw a blur of light purple that slowly resolved into a pony. 



A pony? Where had he landed? At least ponies weren’t predators, though; he would have made an easy meal in his weakened state. Still, he wiggled all his claws and toes, making sure he felt them all before he relaxed.



“You're either-” She shook her head. “No, there is no ‘either’ in there. You're a colossal idiot.”



Galvin sat up quickly, and his head swam. He rested his head in his claws and fought through it. “Hey, now,” he started, one eye squinted. 



“Don't give me that 'hey, now', Buster,” she retorted, prodding his chest with a hoof that seemed much sharper than it looked. “It was just lucky I saw your raft adrift in the sea. It's only afloat now because of your sheer dumb luck, and that's literally all you had going for you. You had no compass on board, you're by yourself in the middle of the ocean, you had no rudder, you had no rope, and unless your food and water barrels grew fins and swam away, you started out without any supplies. And if my calculations are correct, and I'll bet bits to bridles they are, you spent a whopping three weeks out there to travel a whole two hundred miles.”



Galvin choked. “Come again?”



“Two hundred miles from West Griffonstone to Rolling Hills. Which is where you are now.” She cracked a wry smile. “Welcome to the grain capital of the east!”



Galvin sat back, stunned. His 'magnificent journey' had been the equivalent length of a good flight! Without any idea where he was going, he must have just drifted in circles until he wound up here. He placed his face in his claws and groaned. 



“What the hay were you thinking?” the mare demanded. “Were you thinking?”



“I wanted…”



“You wanted what? To die a lonely death? ‘Cause let me tell you, Buster, that’s not all it’s cracked up to be.”



“Galvin.”



The pony blinked. “Come again?”



“Galvin. That's my name. Not Buster; Galvin.”



The pony seemed mildly taken aback. “Sea Spray,” she returned, her voice only hesitating slightly. “What did you want, Galvin?” she repeated.



“I wanted… I wanted to find the horizon. Go beyond it. While sailing. I- it’s stupid, I know; but…”



To his surprise, Sea Spray looked down and scuffed a hoof. “No, not at all. That… that makes sense. To me,” she added. She turned to leave. “I’ll get you some more water,” she offered.



His eyes widened as he watched her walk away. Her right hind leg was mangled and scarred, and it was twisted at such an odd angle that her hoof hung a few inches above the ground. To compensate for its loss, her left hind leg stood more or less in the middle of her body, and had to hop along as she walked.



She was lame. 



Galvin didn’t know too much about pony culture, but he did know that a pony being lame was almost as good as a death sentence. He watched in fascinated horror as she left the room.



As soon as she left, he took the opportunity to look around his room. It was, like a stereotypical pony’s room, decorated in garish pinks and yellows and light blues, and pictures and decorations hung all over the walls.



His heart skipped a beat as he recognized some of them. One could only be a fishing net. One was clearly a pulley for pulling up sails. The white wall was actually a sail, much bigger and thicker than his bedsheet had been. And that big metal thing on the wall matched the marking on the side of the ship. He’d thought it was painted on as decoration. 



Sea Spray returned, carrying a small wooden cup. Galvin accepted it, but not before pointing at the metal thing. “What’s that?”



“An anchor,” she answered flatly. “You use it to keep ships anchored in one place.”



“Ships?”



“Like a boat, but bigger.” Sea Spray shook her head. “You really were clueless, weren’t you?”



“Hey, I managed to build my boat,” Galvin protested weakly.



“I’d call it ‘driftwood’, not a boat,” Sea Spray deadpanned. “Drink your water.”



Galvin obeyed, and was pleasantly surprised to feel more sensation return to his tongue. He licked his beak a few times and then smiled. “Thank you,” he said. “I don’t have many bits, but-”



“Eh,” Sea Spray shrugged. “I’d do it for anypony.”



Galvin, thinking she meant the water, nodded and set the cup down. Then he asked the burning question. “Were you a sailor?”



“My name is Sea Spray,” Sea Spray deadpanned. “I wasn’t exactly destined for a life on land.”



Galvin paused. “How do ponies do that? Name their hatchlings?”



Sea Spray shrugged. “I dunno. Magic or something?” She sighed and sank to her haunches, looking wistfully down at the floor. “I was,” she admitted quietly. “And I was dang good at it, too. I could breathe my namesake, they’d say. I could do it all. I could navigate, tie knots, read maps, anything they needed, I was their mare.” She tossed her head at her lame leg. “Then I was out in the shallows of an island one day and a shark tried to have a Sea Spray sandwich.” She cracked a wry smile. “I guess I tasted bad, because he let go right away; but it wasn’t the same afterwards. My crew dropped me off at a port near here, and I’ve been here ever since.”



Galvin exhaled. “I’m sorry,” he said. It was all he could think of to say.



“Yeah, well, me too,” Sea Spray said. She pushed herself up. “Anyway, got a nice little plot of land here. Grows good grain.” She cracked a smile. “You can eat bread, right? Never really met a griffon before.”



Galvin nodded, thinking of the cost. “I can,” he said. “Not too hungry now, though.”



His stomach growled, making a liar of him.



Sea Spray laughed. “You’re a terrible liar. Bread it is; but then I’ve got to go move the hoses.”



“Move the hoses?”



“Yeah.” She started back towards the door. “Seawater’s only good for the fish. Kills ponies and wheat dead. Gotta get water from the stream.”



Galvin watched her leave, her hind leg hopping as she did. He groaned. How was he going to pay for all of this?








Galvin hauled the heavy hose one row over and pulled it forward into position. He waited with baited breath, but he had done it quickly enough to maintain the siphon properties; the water began to flow out and he grinned.



He looked up at Sea Spray, who looked impressed. “Not bad,” she said. She tossed her head aside towards the rest of the field. “Now just another forty-eight to go.”



Galvin grimaced. This was going to be something.







Galvin drank gratefully from the offered cup. “Thanks,” he breathed.



Sea Spray chuckled and refilled it. “You’re welcome,” she said. “I should be thanking you; you did that in half the time it takes me.”



Galvin grinned and flexed his claws. It was good to be a griffon.



Sea Spray cut him down with her next sentence. “Of course, it’ll be time to move them all again tonight; but still.”



Galvin groaned, and massaged his face with the palm of his claw. “Did you ever think this would be your life?” he had to ask.



Sea Spray barked a laugh. “No. Never. I figured I’d be at sea until I died, and then given a proper burial at sea.” She glared at her mangled leg. “This is an extended death sentence.”



Galvin felt the need to change the subject, and something occurred to him. “I’ve been meaning to ask. How did you know where I was from?” 



“I recognized the wood in your raft. That’s good, strong stuff, usually used for masts, and grows in--you guessed it--West Griffonstone.” Sea Spray chuckled. “Of course, you mangled it so bad it’s only good for driftwood, now; but still.”



Galvin cracked a wry smile. “Yeah, well, I’ve never been trained on boat or ship building.”



“Neither have I; but I know that’s not how you do it. I’m more impressed that you managed to keep it together.”



Galvin chuckled. “I’m a slow learner,” he said. “That was my fifth boat I built.”



Sea Spray laughed as she poured herself a glass. “You are crazy,” she said. “Hurry up and finish your water, we’ve got some weeding to do.”







After dinner (more bread), Galvin wandered outside. He did this for two reasons. One, Sea Spray was still chagrinned at him pulling up nearly half a row of her plants before realizing that they were not actually the weeds he was supposed to be pulling; and two, he wanted another look at her boat.



Sea Spray had a boat. It was little, but it was definitely a professionally-made boat. It had a flat bottom, kindof like his raft, but instead of logs lashed together, it seemed to be made of boards that were held together by some sort of glue. He climbed in and crouched down, taking a good look.



 “What on Celestia’s green earth are you doing?” Sea Spray demanded. “You’re not thinking of trying to sail the ocean in that skiff, are you?”



“Skiff?”



“That’s a skiff. Great for smaller bodies of water, but one good wave will sink it.”



Galvin sat up, undeterred. “Then I’ll just build it bigger.”



“It’ll sink,” Sea Spray shot him down. 



“But I’ll never know unless I try,” Galvin said.



“You’ll know because I’m telling you,” Sea Spray emphasized. “Flat bottomed boats don’t work in a larger scale. They’re impossible to steer and handle, assuming their weight doesn’t make them too heavy for the water displaced.”



“Water in what places?”



Sea Spray facehoofed. “Ships only float because the volume of water they displace is- You know what? No. It’s pointless.”



“You can’t have given up that sailing dream,” Galvin protested.



“Yeah, well, I’m dreaming more realistically now.” She turned around. “You want to try to build a ship, go ahead.”



Galvin watched her leave, then turned back towards inland. Surely there were some good places for wood here.



He was not going to give up.







Chores were finished quickly with two around, and as soon as Sea Spray had said that they were done for the day, Galvin had taken the axe and headed out to the forest in search of wood.



Before long, he had brought back a few logs. Using the axe, he began stripping the bark off. It was slow going.



He looked up at the tap on his shoulder. Sea Spray stood behind him, holding a hatchet in her mouth. 



“Thanks,” Galvin said, reaching for it.



Sea Spray tossed her head, keeping it just out of reach. “Wha’ are you ‘oin’?” she asked.



“I’m stripping the bark and I’m going to use it as the base of my boat,” Galvin said.



Sea Spray spat the hatchet out. “Not like that, you won't. That's going to get waterlogged. You need some good tar to get that nice and waterproof.”



Galvin picked up the hatchet. “First things first. First the boards, then the tar.” He looked up. “Where do I get tar?”



Sea Spray blinked. “You’re serious about this.”



“Yes, I am.”



Sea Spray shook her head, trying to comprehend. “Where are you going to go?”



“I don't know.”



“You're sailing blind, then.” 



“Yeah.”



“You don’t even have a compass.”



“No.”



“And that doesn't bother you?”



Galvin shook his head. “I need to go. I can't explain it.”



Sea Spray nodded. “Then I'm coming with you.” 



“But-”



“I bet you don't even know which way east is,” Sea Spray challenged.



“Sure I do,” Galvin said. “The sun sets in the east.”



Sea Spray facehoofed. “The sun sets in the west, you dolt.”



“I knew that,” Galvin defended himself. “I was testing you.”



Sea Spray exhaled. “You'll die out there alone, and I don’t want your blood on my hooves. I’m coming with you, and that’s final.”



“I don't have bits to pay you.”



“I don't- I don't have a life here!” Sea Spray exploded. “Farming isn’t me! I would pay you bits to let me come with you! You and your… stupidity! You’ve brought back a spark I didn’t know I had anymore! I want to live again! Truly live!” She turned to Galvin. “I’m. Coming. With. You.”



Galvin exhaled. “Fine,” he said. “Can you help me take the bark off?”



Sea Spray smiled, a true happy smile. “Not with a hatchet. I know a pony in town who owns a lumber mill. Grab your logs and come with me.”



Galvin didn’t even feel the weight of the logs as he followed Sea Spray into town. He was actually going at her pace now, loaded down under the weight, but he didn’t even care.



Finally, his dream was going to come true.
      

      
   
      Porcelina Of The Vast Oceans


      

      
      
         	He had flown from the ship when the fire had started to spread.



	It was a good thing he had; not a moment after he spread his wings and pushed off the railings, tumbling off balance thanks to the high winds buffeting him, an explosion rocked him, an incredible wave of heat slamming him like a meteor. Sharp blades cut through his coat as splinters of wood and superheated metal sliced through the air and into his flesh. A particularly large chunk of debris slammed his wing, and he spiral downward through the cold clouds as the airship plummeted behind him.



	He spiral down, down, down, trying to keep himself afloat with one wing, but his crippled one kept him from stabilizing. He could only keep himself from veering into the path of the airship, which would spell disaster for him regardless of whether he was above or below it: if he landed before the ship crashed, he would be crushed, and he would be impaled and incinerated if he fell on it afterwards.



	When he slammed into the water, it was no different than slamming into a brick wall. All the air left him and he floated on the surface for a moment, as if he had dazed the ocean with the sheer force he hit it with. But slowly, surely, he began to sink into the dark underworld of the deep blue, his entire body aching. He could not move any of his body, but didn’t feel as if it were entirely necessary; the cool water soothed his wounds, and even though the salt stung his lacerations, it was hardly noticed by him.



	He sank below the waves, air floating up past his face in opaque bubbles, and it was only now that he realized just how much smoke he had inhaled. His eyes, fuzzy from the saltwater, saw the great shafts of light surrounding his body, cutting through the water as he sunk deeper beneath the waves. It was then that he accepted his full surrender to the great, deep waters; he did not fear an eternity below any longer.



	As he closed his eyes, he let his last smokey breath escape him, and he awaited the blackness.



	And the blackness came, but it was not as he had been told. It had been promised to him that the blackness was to be filled with nothing, and that there would be nothing to experience. And yet, there was something cold and firm, yet not hard pressed up against him, wrapping around his lower body. He could feel the water rushing past him, and the pressure about his body was lessening. With great effort, he opened his eyes, but the lack of air made it so that he could only catch flashes of light amidst the dark splotches that dominated his vision.



	When he broke the surface of the water, he greedily sucked in air, salty water saturating his mouth so fully that he felt like his cheeks and tongue alike were fully pickled to the point where they could easily fetch a handsome sum in back-alley kitchens deep within the griffon lands. He spat out his saline saliva, his vision slowly focusing the longer he stayed up above the waves. Most of his body was numb, which he suspected was from a mixture of the lack of oxygen and the temperature of the depths to which he had sunk. His eyes caught a shimmer—the briefest flash of some shiny wave of white—and for the first time since the sight of the fire on the airship did he feel true fear.



	A shark has smelled my blood, he thought to himself, throat tightening as panic gripped him fully. I’m managed to make it to the surface only to be torn apart. How he longed to sink back down beneath the waves, to surrender once more to a more peaceful death, one without pain and one of quiet dignity.



	Instead, he found it within himself to paddle his hooves, barely keeping himself afloat as he used his one good wing to awkwardly push himself forward. The waves were large, but they were not violent, and with his lungs full of air he bobbed like a cork. He gently rose up with the waves, and slipped down them silently, the moving mountains of water pressing on right by him without so much as wetting his mane.



	He carried on like this for an unknown time—it might have been minutes, it might have been hours. Once or twice he thought he saw smoke rising up from beyond the large waves—evidence of the crashed airship—but he never got more than a fleeting glimpse before the sea fog bore down on him and the waves pushed him and and down, out and away.



	Just as he felt as if both his luck and energy had finally run out, and was beginning to seriously consider revisiting the grasp of the ocean, he saw green cut its way out from the ocean mists. It was an island, that he was sure of; he knew the great floating kelp forests were only a myth, and even then, that was clearly a cliff and not a grove of kelp growing straight up into the sky. His fervent paddle grew even more frantic, and soon he felt the fine feeling of sand kicking underneath his submerged back hooves.



	He stood in the shallows of the beach, jagged black rocks standing out of the water like obsidian teeth, ominously appearing out of the mists and just as easily disappearing into them once more. The beach before him was a black sanded beach, but the grains were fine. He had read a book in his youth about volcanic islands having black sand beaches, and briefly wondered if the volcano was still active. He did not care any longer as he pushed himself out of the shore break and flopped down on the warm, wet sands of the island.



	He lay on his side, damaged wing exposed to the sun, his unbroken one tucked neatly between his body and the fine, dark sand. He breathed in and out, his chest heaving as he was finally afforded true relaxation for the first time in what was certainly far too long.



	Winds blew down from somewhere further up the island, and with them the sea mists parted. It turned out that there were not as many obsidian spires as he had originally thought, but it was still a rather good stroke of luck that he had swum straight, and avoided being slammed into them by the waves; they looked even sharper in the dazzling sunlight.



	The beach was nestled between two black cliffs harboring all manner of greenery pouring down its sides, with its top ridges being crowned by palm trees and large, brittle trees with grey branches and trunks, and silvery-green leaves, but bright orange flowers. The black sands pushed about fifty meters up before meeting a wall of vines that blended into various other vegetation that crept is way up and down the volcanic rock.



	He lay there in the sun, feeling content as his mouth dried out, but soon that feeling of complacency passed; he was dreadfully thirsty, and he knew that this would spell the end for him unless he could banish it. The water had left, so all that remained as salt, and that only exacerbated the thirst.



	He stared out at the blue ocean, beyond the basalt pillars and the breaking waves, and squinted in an effort to make out where the crash was. But he could not see anything out there, and the sky was covered with nothing more than great white towering cumulous clouds.



	There was a splash from the waves before him, and the shimmer caught his eye again. His breath caught in his throat, for he knew he was still bleeding in several places; the shark had come all the way to the shoreline to finish his off!



	But it was not a shark. It was a pony, but not a pony like any he had ever seen. She had a white face, a sleek coat covering it and a bristled white mane framing it, and black eyes that were filled with the motion of the ocean. Her muzzle was seemingly just like the other ponies he had seen all his life, but her neck was covered in three slits on either side, which gaped in the open air.



	He stared at her for a moment, and the water broke, revealing the shimmer. Her long, sleek fish tail rose from the surface and slapped down into the water once more, almost playfully. He stared for a moment before opening his mouth.



	“You’re a seapony,” he croaked, throat rusty with salt.



	She giggled, the fins at the end of her tail trailing gently out of the water for a moment before sinking back down towards the submerged sands.



	He rolled so that he was upright, his eyes still trained on her. A swath of black sand stuck to the side of his coat, crumbling off his body as it dried in the hot sun and the cool island wind shook it loose as it blew past him.



	“Were you the one who pushed me out from the ocean?” he asked, before feeling incredible foolish. There was no way this mare would understand him—

	

	“Yes,” she said slowly, her head cocked to the side. It sounded like she was struggling to speak it through a mouth full of seashells. “I pushed you up.”



	He straightened, startled. “You can speak Equestrian?”



	She nodded. “How?” he asked, eyes narrowing incredulously.



	“Sailors,” she answered simply. “They crash into rocks.”



	He nodded slowly. “Of course... why did you push me up? Why didn’t you let me drown?”



	She smiled shyly, and sunk below the water for a moment. He rose to his hooves, ready to dive into the water after her, but she rose up again, this time even closer to the shore. The waves gently crashed against her, sending a small spray of salt off her back, which showered his face. He blinked hard, and looked down at the seapony, whose hooves were stretched out into the sand, nearly touching his own.



	“Lonely,” she said, digging her hooves into the warm, black sands. “I am lonely.”



	“Those other sailors don’t stick around?” he asked her. She shook her head.



	“You are sailor?” she asked, her tongue held between her teeth much longer than necessary after she finished the “l” in the middle of “sailor”.



	He shook his head. “No, I was on the airship... that huge thing that crashed into the ocean. You must have seen it?”



	She nodded. “Was there anypony else that you could find near the crash site?”



	“No,” she said quietly with a somber shake of her head. “Ocean too crowded. Metal and wood. Very hot. I am not able to get in.”



	“But I was far enough away from the airship for you to save.” Even though he was talking mostly to himself, she still nodded in assent.



	He heaved a heavy sigh, staring past her head to look out at the ocean. Nothing but an endless blue expanse, the ocean blending to the sky, the latter only discernable by the great white clouds off in the distant that were slowly growing greyer by the minute.



	“Do you have a name?” he asked her after the moment of silence.



	“I cannot say,” she said, nervously plodding the sand with her hooves, fish tail slapping the water. He raised an eyebrow.

	

	“Alright...” he said, smiling slightly. “Then I’ll call you a name of my own design, how about that?”



	She giggled softly. “Yes. What name?”



	“Porcelina,” he said almost immediately. “My sister, back home in Cloudsdale,” he paused, then added: “That’s a city full of pegasi, like me.” He extended his good wing for emphasis. “Have you had pegasi on your shores before?”



	“Yes.”



	“Okay, good. Anyway, my sister back home has a little porcelain seapony that she got as a gift for her ninth birthday. It was really cute, and it looks exactly like you.” He looked at her, his brow furrowing. “Almost exactly like you.”



	“Your sister has me at home?” Porcelina asked. At this, he could not help but laugh, and he shook his head slightly.



	“No, see... most ponies think seaponies are a myth,” he explained. “So they make little versions out of a type of ceramic, porcelain. My sister got one for her birthday, and she loves it. Even after she moved away from Cloudsdale, she kept it with her...” he trailed off, and sat down in the sand, clutching his wing with his hoof, grunting.



“Do you need name?” she asked him.



Breathing deeply through the sharp pain radiating out from his wing and into his body, he

nodded. “I-I have a name... but since I gave you one, why don’t you give me one? It’s only fair.” He grit his teeth, his other three hooves digging deep into the sand.



	“Seastar,” she said after a single second’s hesitation. “Because you fall into ocean like stars that streak through sky.”



	“Not after the sea creature?” he joked. After she gave him an unknowing stare, he clarified. “You know, the five legged little animals, usually pink? They cling to rocks?”



	“I cannot call them that,” she said, strangely serious. “They speak of themselves differently.”



	“Alright then,” Seastar said. “My name is Seastar. Not the most masculine of names...”



	But he did not care. There was something he liked in that name; it fit him better than his old one in this new life he was to lead, now that he was trapped on a deserted island with no other being but a seapony to keep him company.



	

	Seastar groaned, clutching his injured wing with his hoof even tighter. Porcelina pushed her body up, cocking her head as to get a better look at Seastar’s source of agony. “You hurt?”



	Seastar nodded. “My wing was hit by something when the airship went down... I think it broke. I need something to set it with.”



	Porcelina shifted uncomfortably, and it was only then that Seastar considered that she might not fully understand everything he said with her minimal grasp of the language he spoke. He sat down in the sand, the lapping of the water at his hooves doing little to quell the burning pain that absorbed his wing and was slowly beginning to work its way into his body. He grit his teeth, thinking hard.



	

	“To fix my wing,” he said, pointing towards his crumpled appendage. “I need a long, straight stick, and something to wrap it to my wing with.” He mimed these out while he explained them, and after a moment, Porcelina nodded. She turned tail on him, which slapped the sand softly as she dove into the water. Seastar laid down, taking a deep breath as he let the cool water lick his minor wounds that covered his body.



	A few minutes later, he saw the shimmer under the waves, and Porcelina popped up, riding a small breaker onto the shore. She held a long, slender piece of driftwood in her mouth, a branch from one of the silver trees, and wrapped around it were long strands of deep green kelp. When Seastar looked closer, he noticed a band of red running lengthwise down the middle of each strand.



	“Sisigaki good for pain,” she said after making sure both the stick and seaweed were safely in the hooves of Seastar. “Sailors are hurt sometimes. This is help.”



	Seastar nodded, and tried to elongate his wing as to put the splint into place. A feather fluttered off as he did so, and he cringed, the wing falling limp against his side once more. Porcelina slide across the wet sand, fish tail pushing her through the whitewash, and held her hoof up to his side. She was cold to the touch, but this was pleasant against the agitating heat that was now spreading along Seastar’s side.



	She placed her hoof under his wing, and she held it steady as he extended it. Tears formed in the corners of his eyes as he leaned down and took the branch and set it underneath the wing, holding it lengthwise along the span. Her hooves were soon wrapping the seaweed—the sisigaki, as she called it—around to keep it in place. His back was rigid and he felt as though he was almost going to pass out from the pain, until—



	“Oh, wow,” he murmured, letting his wing go limp at his side after the sisigaki was fully wrapped around it. He smiled, his eyes falling to a half lid as the immense feeling of relief washed over him, pinpricks replacing the burning, which in turn was replaced by a light feeling of almost nothing at all, as if the wing had just floated right off his body. It was almost concerning, but the wing was certainly still there, so he did not dwell on the strange reaction to the seaweed.



	“It is good?” Porcelina asked hopefully. Seastar nodded down at her, smiling broadly.



	“Yes,” he said, standing up and letting his back relax, tail swishing behind him. “It is very good.”



	He looked out past her, relieved smile still plastered on his face and scanned the ocean. The clouds had almost all turned dark, and they were gathering. The sun still shone on them, but the sky was becoming more and more turbulent with every passing moment, and as he saw the faint purple scar of lightning flash across the clouded surface of the gathering storm, his smile slipped. He slowly walked into the water, the waves pushing against him as the winds blew at his back. They too were picking up. Both of them.



	He stood in the choppy water, his hooves still in the submerged sands. The waters had darkened, out in the ocean, and he could see whitecaps and towering mountains of water forming far out from the shores of the island where he was anchored.



	“They’re all gone,” he whispered to himself, the wind reaching a howl as more lighting flashed in the stormclouds. The storm was forming right over where he had crashed, Seastar was sure of it. Now that the pain of the broken wing had been dealt with, he could truly focus on what had happened. “There’s no way any of them would make it through this.”



	He felt something slippery and cold slide around his legs, and he looked down. Porcelina was poking her head above the water, a curious look on her face. “What is wrong?”



	“You’re certain you saw nopony else near the crash?”



	She shook her head. “I not able to get to it. Too much in the water.”



	Seastar hung his head, his mane whipped into stinging his face through the intense winds. “I could have saved them. I could have stayed on the ship, but instead I ran.” He looked down at Porcelina, who was looking up at him with an expression of sombre intrigue. He sighed, and continued.



	“The fire on the ship started up very near to my cabin. I ran from it as soon as I could.” He stared at the water, which splashed against him as it grew rougher, closing his eyes as the salt stung them. “I threw myself from the side of the ship like it was nothing; I didn’t even warn anypony. I just abandoned them.”



	He felt her cold hoof against his side, but he did not turn to look at her. “It is not you to blame.”



	“Yes, it is,” Seastar said bitterly. “I appreciate you trying to make me feel better, but it’s inexcusable, what I did. I am a coward.” He grunted as a particularly large wave slammed his body, pushing him back a few feet. “You shouldn’t have pulled me out of the ocean. You should just let me surrender myself to death, just like I condemned everypony on board to it.”



	Her tail curled up against his legs again, and he felt her hoof move to his chest. Droplets of water began to assail him; looking up, he saw that the stormclouds had moved close enough to them for them to have blotted out the sun, and with them came the rains.



	“It not as bad as you think,” Porcelina said. “You have much good to you still. You are not all one action.”



	“It doesn’t matter,” Seastar said. “This one action is all that can be used to define me from now on. I made a huge error, and how many died because of it? I don’t even know the exact number of passengers on board, nor the number of crewponies. In a single act of selfishness I ruined countless lives, destroyed countless families...” He stared solemnly down into the turbulent water. “There’s no recovery from this.”



	With that, he slumped over into the water, surrendering himself to the storm waves that were now rolling into the cove. Water of incredible force washed over him, but he was almost immediately pushed back up by Porcelina.



	“Stop!” She cried out. “You will undo work!” She pointed towards the cast on the wing, and Seastar simply rolled his eyes.



	“What do I care for that in this moment?” he spat. “I am trying to drown myself. If my wing becomes more damaged in the process, it does not matter.”



	Porcelina’s black eyes sparkled with a strange fire that set Seastar ill at ease. “You do not do this! I bring you from the depths. You fight! You fight!”



	He stared at her, his face contorted in an expression of disbelief. “I have no reason to fight,” he snarled at last, but he did not try to fling himself into the waves again. Instead, he pushed himself back up onto the beach. He made it out of the water just in time—a huge wave slammed the black sands, peppering his back with a buckshot blast of basalt bits.



	The rain was really coming down now, so the sand was quickly washed away. He didn’t even realize how thirsty he was until a large amount of the water landed in his mouth, washing away the briny taste of the sea. He spent the next few moments scrounging around for puddles in rock, on plants, anything—but they were all too sandy or brackish. After some time of searching, he did discover a large bowl shaped leaf, and he set it down on the sand, waiting for the rainwater to accumulate before eagerly downing the water.



	The pounding in his head that had been so pervasive since the original airship explosion that he had grown completely used to it finally began to subside, and thoughts with much greater clarity than ones that had come to mind before began to form.



	“I’ll tell her how I feel,” he said to himself, taking another deep drink of water. “Because as long as she is in those waters, I cannot hope to atone for my actions. She’ll just try and push me back up at every chance for surrender I try and give myself.”



	He walked back down to the shoreline, but the whipping winds and titanic waves made it impossible for him to see her in the water at all. Grunting, he paced down towards the end of the cove, where a large wall of volcanic rock stood, getting consistently slammed with waves. There was a small overhang on the part of the wall furthest inland, and he figured that getting out of the rain would do him some good at this point.



	Just as he reached the halfway point on the beach, he caught the undeniable shimmer in the water amidst the grey, deep blue, and white that made up the storming waves. She was swimming out past the rocks, and without a second thought, he charged in after her.



	He was slammed by the first wave, so powerful that it knocked all the air out of him. However, against his will, today he had become accustomed to this feeling, so he recovered quickly and pulled himself to the surface, one hoof pressed against the splint to hold it in place while he used his good wing in its place to paddle.



	He was buffeted and thrown around in the waves like a leaf in a hurricane, and came close to be shredded against the razor-sharp basalt wall, but through some miracle he pulled himself around the side of the rock formation. Over the crests of the waves, he saw another formation of rocks, just like the other rock wall, but this one was broke in the middle, and through looking in, he could see it formed a sort of a barrier. Inside were more rocks and several pools of water, fed by the constant stream of the ocean through the opening, but shielded from the waves by the ring of rocks; the perfect tidal pool. And at the bottom of the far end of the furthest pool was that shimmer he was seeking.



	After a moment of frantic pony-paddling, Seastar pushed himself right into the line of the opening, and the next surge of water pushed him straight through. He slammed his leg against a rock, but it was so covered in seaweed that the blow was significantly dampened. He pulled himself away, and limped towards the far pool, where Porcelina had surfaced, seemingly treading water in the center.



	“You leave,” she said to him just as he was about to enter the pool. “You do not fight. At least some sailor here, they fight. Even if they do all leave, they fight! You do not.”



	“I have my reasons not to!” he called out, slipping into the pool. She scowled at him, but made no other movements. However, as soon as he started swimming awkwardly over to her, she fled to the very far side of the pool, nestled up against a few rust-red rock on a small patch of submerged sand.



	“There no reason,” she shouted back. “Except you do not fight!”



	“How do you expect me to live with the weight of knowing all of those ponies died because I did nothing?” he yelled at her. “How am I supposed to go back and live with the remains of hundreds of families who have been broken because I didn’t shout a single word! All I had to do was shout one word, the one word of ‘fire’, and maybe somepony else may have made it. Maybe many someponies would have made it!” He had made it across the pool, and was only a rock away from her. “You can’t expect me to live with myself after this.” He set his hooves on the rock, and Porcelina’s gaze at him had indeed softened, just as he had expected it to.



	“You are not only pony to make mistake,” she said, looking down at his hooves. Seastar skirted around the rock, and settled down next to her in the shallow water, squinting his eyes momentarily as the wind brought a heavy dose of rain into his face.



	“You just have to understand,” he said softly. “That burden is so much to hold. I don’t know if I can ever forgive myself.”



	“I forgive you,” she said, nuzzling up to his side, her scaley tail resting with his coarse-haired one. Seastar shivered, and looked at Porcelina apprehensively. “There is place to start.”



	“I don’t see how you could,” Seastar said, shuddering as a particularly large wave slammed behind the rocks they leaned against.



	“I feel same pain,” Porcelina said, her hoof resting on his chest. Seastar stared at her for a moment before she continued. “There once was many seapony. Much around island. Huge storm like this one hit many times. Rocks dangerous. Strong power under waves. I swam to here. After storm, I am only seapony.”



	Seastar placed his hoof over hers. “I’m sorry...”



	“It very lonely,” she said, looking out over the break of the rocks towards the towering waves of the ocean pounding the shorebreak. “Sometimes sailors come. Speak to me language of land ponies. I try to remember enough so I can speak to new sailors when they wash up. They never stay. Boats come near island and they go with them. They say they come back.” Porcelina sighed heavily, and for a moment there were only the sounds of the wind, rain, and waves. “They do not. Never.”



	“You really do know what it’s like, then,” Seastar muttered to himself. Porcelina nodded. At that moment, it was as if lead fishhooks, anchoring heavy weights to his body, tore away free, allowing him to levitate out of sheer lightness.

	

	“You will leave too,” she said softly, turning away. Even though her face was streaked with salt spray and rainwater, he could still see the tears that were making their way down her face. “There is always them leaving.”



	“It’s different,” he said, lifting a hoof to her cheek, gently wiping away a tear, which was soon replaced by another. “I am different. We’re the same; we both have impossible weights on us.”



	Porcelina bit her lip. “I-I am thinking so as well.”



	“We named each other,” he went on to say. “Did any of the others name you?”



	She shook her head.



	“Did you name any of the others?”



	Another shake.



	A smile cross his face. “Well then, it’s settled. We are too much alike for a parting to ruin this.”



	“This?” she asked. “What this?”



	He brought her close, and he kissed her white lips gently. They were cold, and smooth, but it was not unpleasant. She brought her hooves to his, and her fish tail gently slid up next to his hindlegs, both of which were settled in the submerged sand, untouched by the raging storm around them.








	The days after that broke to weeks, and Seastar explored part of the island when the storm passed and he could no longer catch rainwater. He found a small freshwater spring just ten minutes up one of the ridges, surrounded by a mass of dark green foliage, which turned out to be delicious tasting. That did not stop Porcelina from bringing him a variety of edible seaweed for him to enjoy, however, and she always had a fresh harvest for him when he returned to the black sand beach.



	They talked for hours on end, and when they didn’t talk, they lounged in the shallow waters, where Porcelina would splash Seastar and he would be wont to return it immediately afterward. In their long talks, Seastar would recount his life back in Cloudsdale, speaking fondly of both his species and his family. Porcelina’s black eyes grew wide with his descriptions of the cloud city, the wonderbolts, and the weather departments. She was perplexed at first to hear that Equestria weather was controlled by pegasi, but warmed up to the idea after Seastar promised that he would show her his power of lightning once his wing healed.



	“I was trained as a weatherpony,” he said to her on one sunny afternoon, laying with his injured wing exposed to the sun, a fresh wrapping of sisigaki still glistening with moisture. “Not every pegasus can coax lightning from a cloud right away. You’ve gotta get training. All of us can cloudwalk, though; that’s how our cities work.” He looked at the blue sky, brow furrowing slightly. Since the storm, there had rarely been a cloud in the sky, and when there was, it was merely a wispy, far-flung cirrus formation far off to the west. “If we get any clouds once my wing is healed up, I’ll show you my skills.”



	Porcelina rarely talked of her home. Her home was the ocean, and while she did not let the language barrier get in the way of her having extended, explorative conversations with Seastar, she did not speak of the ocean without shrouding it in mystery. Oftentimes, she would stop talking all together in Seastar asked to many questions, and after a moment or two of silence, she would start up again on a completely separate topic. The best Seastar could glean was that the legends of sunken cities full of seaponies that were so prevalent back in Equestria had very little basis in fact. Apparently, seaponies traveled together in pods like dolphins or whales, two creatures that Porcelina revered. She would spend so much time talking about them that sunset would often come and pass, and Seastar wouldn’t even realize it until the glowcrabs started to creep across the beach, casting everything in a pale blue light.



	“They are great creatures,” Porcelina said. “But you must not know their real names. There are powers in names, especially for creatures of the sea. If I gave them away, I would not be welcome in these waters anymore, and I would gain the ire of some of the most peaceful creatures in the waters, both fresh and salt.”



	Her skill in Equestrian language increased tenfold in the time spent talking to Seastar. He accent of a seashell mouth still remained, but after the first two weeks of struggling to pronounce certain complexities, she was nearly as fluent as Seastar in his own language. She tried teaching him the language of the sea, but two issues arose: he had no gills, which were essential for the nonverbal parts of the language, which made up roughly a third of most dialects of the ocean; he was also not permitted to speak the language of the dolphins and whales, which was one of the only dialects that did not require gills.



“It is even a privilege for me to speak it,” Porcelina explained. “And I was only afforded it due to my birth in the ocean.” Seastar was okay with this, though; he accepted that he did not have Porcelina’s gift of learning language, so time was better spent teaching her his language than the other way around.



His wing healed a little over a month after the storm had passed, and the splint was able to

be removed. It of course had been changed a few times in the course of the weeks, to avoid rot, but this time he was saying goodbye for good. He did, however, keep a nice wrapping of sisigaki on for a few days afterward. His aching had not completely subsided.



His wing was weak from lack of practice, but after a few falls into the ocean from the small sea cliffs and some hasty rescues at the hooves of Porcelina, Seastar was showing off for his seapony companion in no time. Clouds were still a rarity; a few night before his wing had been operable, it had rained, and prime clouds for his lightning display had been present. He lamented this fact to Porcelina, but she had dismissed it easily.



“Those clouds return every month,” she said. “They will be here again soon enough. The

only times they are disrupted is if big storms hit, like the one on the day you arrived.”



	Even though the plan for the clouds was set, things changed a week later; in the midafternoon, Seastar spotted movement out near the horizon.



	“It’s a ship,” he told Porcelina. “The first one in who knows how long and most likely the last one for even longer. If I ever want to get back to Equestria...”



	He expected her to angry. Instead, she just lay in the shallows, her head barely peaking above the oddly still water, which was like glass, shining in the sunlight.



	“You said you would stay.” Her voice was barely above a whisper, but carried all too well. “You said you weren’t like the others.”



	“I’m not like the others,” he confirmed. “Because I will come back. I promise you that, Porcelina. But my family thinks I’m dead; I wouldn’t be surprised if they already held my funeral. I need to let them know I’m alive. This may be the only chance I’ll get for months, maybe even years! You know these waters aren’t well traveled, before you only got a sailor once a year at best!”



	And it was true, and Porcelina knew that. She did not argue after that, but instead caressed him tenderly and kissed him gingerly.



	“You will return?” she asked as Seastar spread his wings, shaking the sand from his feathers.



	“I will return,” he promised, and with a salute of his wing, he was off, soaring through the sky towards the ship.








	The ship took him back to Equestria with little trouble; it had been a trade ship coming from the southern seas, heading back to dock in the ports of Manehattan. When he returned, he dropped the name of “Seastar”. He did not need any more reminders of what he left behind.



	When he returned, his family was overjoyed. His mother had wept and embraced him when she saw his sun bleached mane and ragged coat standing before her on their doorstep. His father was beyond both words and tears. His sister came back to Cloudsdale from the small town she had moved to a few years prior just to see him in his return. He did not tell them of Porcelina. He felt that they would never believe him, and oddly, it felt good to have a secret.



	The weight of survivor's guilt did slam into him, as he had predicted months ago, but it was not as bad as it could have been, he reasoned. There was somepony out there, in the blue waters near that little island, that knew what it was like, and who had forgiven him. While his family also stood by his side, he did not talk to them much about it, and there was never any verbal exchange given regarding to the airship crash. The tragedy was stuck in the minds of ponies well enough without drawing attention to himself.



	For five long years, he made his living back in Cloudsdale, toiling to do his best to provide for his family; his mother had fallen ill in the months he had been missing, and he could not leave her side nor abandon his family for anything while he worked. He would have nopony die by his actions ever again.



	When his mother had finally recovered to a point where he felt safe leaving the family, he took his savings and chartered a ship towards the island as best as he could pinpoint it. This was achieved with some difficulty; in the five years, storms happened more and more frequently in that sector of the sea, and ships were scared go near it. But in the end, he found a grizzled captain with a large, sturdy ship, who said that he would take him within flying distance of the island.



	As he flew over the cove, he knew something was wrong almost immediately. The great obsidian spires, the ones that rose like jagged teeth in the bay, were almost all broken or missing. The ones that remained were merely ground down nubs of their former selves. The beach was in a state of utter ruination; the corpses of trees in varying states of decay lined the sands, and the foliage on the cliffs were almost all ripped away. There were even the carcass of some large animal amidst a pile of driftwood in the center of the beach. He feared for the worst, and only felt the most miniscule bit of relief when he discovered that it was a dolphin, and not Porcelina.



	“Porcelina!” he shouted out over the ruins of the storm-wracked beach. “Procelina! Seastar has returned! He’s back!” He stopped, a cold wind from the top of the wrecked island sending chills up his spine. “I’m back,” he said softly, staring at the cove which had been oh-so-changed.



	He rushed past the wall of volcanic wall, and into the hidden tidal pool; but even after his tenth dive, he discovered no trace of Porcelina. Rounding around the wall, he returned to the ruined beach, and came face to face with a familiar face, the last one he’d expect to find on the beach.



	“H-Hello,” Fluttershy said softly, her pink mane blowing gently in the wind.



	“What are—” he began, before falling completely silent, gaping at her. “H-How did you find me? What’s the meaning of this?”



	“I stowed away on the ship,” she said, her eyes scanning the beach, her whole body visibly shuddering as her gaze went across the dolphin carcass. “I decided that I needed some answers, and that maybe waiting patiently for them wasn’t going to work anymore.”



	“Why did you come here?” he spat. “Why did you meddle in my affairs, Fluttershy?”



	“Because I couldn’t bear to see my only brother suffer any longer because he wouldn’t go to anypony for help.” Her voice never raised a single decibel as she said this, straight to his face, but it had the same effect as if she had shouted it through a megaphone. He stumbled backwards, nearly tripping over a mass of seaweed.



	“You shouldn’t have come here,” he said, looking down at one of the few exposed patches of black sands.



	Fluttershy took a step closer to her brother. “I wouldn’t have had to if you just talked to me. I’m not the same pony I was before you were in that airship crash. I’ve changed so much—but you didn’t even notice because you had thrown yourself into your work. The only time you ever even acknowledged me was when I did work as an Element of Harmony... and even then, it was hardly discussed in our letters, which I might add I only received three of from you in comparison to the fourteen I sent; one for every month since I became an Element.” She took a deep breath, and closed her eyes. When they opened again, they shone with the tiniest hint of moisture. “I looked past that, though, because I could see you hurting. Having to go through what you did must have been an impossible burden, and since I love you... I’m willing to hear you out. I need to hear what you have to say.”



	He snorted. “You wouldn’t believe me.”



	“I would.” Her look said everything else that was needed to convince him.



	And out spilled everything he had ever said to Porcelina. Fluttershy heard her brother say it all—his guilt and his love and his hopes and his dreams. She listened as he sobbed, kicked up the sand, and bellowed at the cruel, uncaring, merciless ocean that gave and took life without so much as a second thought. He told her the story from the start to the finish: from the unforgettable fire to the first time he stepped into the Manehattan docks. There was but one time she broke composure, and it was only to blink back a tear; when he told her that he named the seapony after the porcelain one that she still kept on her dresser in her cottage.



	And she stayed quiet for a moment after all his words stopped, and there was only ragged, anguished breaths through his teeth. And then she spoke. She said the words even though she knew that it was only part of a much larger problem, it was the root and it was the only place she could realistically begin to start.



	“I forgive you, too.”



	And she took him into her gentle hold, yellow wings draped over his shivering body as the two siblings embraced on the distant shore.
      

      
   
      Something Old and Something New


      

      
      
         Pinkie scanned the square, her mane twitching with a sudden onset of Pinkie-sense. Her most basic sensory perception told her plain as vanilla frosting that there was a new pony in town, and she needed to get another ‘Welcome to Ponyville’ party planned. All that remained to be seen came down to finding the new pony in question for the party.



She looked to the left toward Roseluck’s flower shop, and then to the right, tracking all the way to Bon Bon’s Confections. High above, she scanned the skies with excitement at the prospect of welcoming a new pegasus. Fluffy clouds being layered in strategic clumps by the expert weather ponies darting through the skies above nearly distracted her from seeing the cloaked stallion making his way through the crowd out of the corner of her eye. In a blink, she rushed over to greet him.



“Hello there, stranger! Welcome to Ponyville! My name is Pinkie Pie. What’s yours?”



The newcomer lifted his gaze up from under his hood. Dark brown eyes reflected Pinkie’s cheerful smile. He raised a rugged hoof, shiny red fetlock draped over the toe, which Pinkie grasped and vigorously shook before he could say a word.



“Hey, haven’t we met before? I’m sure we have.” The light of recognition sparked in Pinkie’s encyclopedic mind. “I’d know that hoof anywhere. You’re Red, right?” The stallion shrugged his shoulders and nodded his head.



Pinkie gasped. Both of her forehooves shot to her muzzle. “But that means…” She spun around, her gaze strafing from one shop to the next. The bakery, the flower shop, Quills and Sofas, she couldn’t decide where to start. “So much to do, and so little time!”



Red did his best to motion for calm. Pinkie settled into a steady pant, watching intently as he indicated toward the path leading south out of the square.



“Right, first things first,” Pinkie said, nodding emphatically and falling into step with the stallion. Her smile had lost some of its luster. “Don’t worry, Red, we’ll get everything sorted in no time.” Marching to a determined, yet steady beat, they carried forward, both set to a single purpose, preparing for the big event.







Following a short walk through town, Pinkie held open the door to Carousel Boutique. Red stepped inside to the jingle of the doorbell.



Rarity briefly looked up from her work, a dozen articles floating in the air beside her. “Good morning, Pinkie.”



“Rarity!” Pinkie exclaimed, rushing over to the row of ponyquins lined up against the far wall of the showroom, all in a state of partial dress. “We have an emergency! Do you have any dresses?”



Rarity cocked her head, not sure what to make of the request. Noting that dealing with Pinkie would require her full and immediate attention, she laid her tools, thread, fabric, and appliques on her bench and stepped away from her latest project. “I believe you’ve come to the right place. What kind of dress were you looking for?”



“Oh, no. It’s not for me. It’s for Red!” Pinkie stuck out a hoof and pointed over at the cloaked stallion eying the models in the storefront display.



Rarity glanced around Pinkie, taking a curious interest in her odd declaration. “I see. And what kind of dress would Red be looking for?”



Red raised a hoof and pointed over at the green and white gingham pattern frock with tiny pink and white flowers marking the hem being modeled in the window. A matching bonnet lay perfectly over the ponyquins flat mane completing the outfit.



“That one!” Pinkie shouted, pointing at the same dress. “It’s perfect! We’ll take it!”



Rarity strapped her tape measure over her shoulder and stepped to the front of the store. “Are you sure it will fit? Ponies come in all shapes and sizes, and we might want to take some measurements to make sure that Red will—”



“Nope. We’re good. He knows a good dress when he sees one.” Pinkie reached into her mane and pulled out her coin purse. “How much?” She turned the purse inside out with a few bits of dried up frosting and a couple of old candy wrappers falling out. “Oh, darn…”



Rarity blushed. “Well then… you did mention it was an emergency. How about you take the dress, and we worry about payment some other time.”



“Wow! Thanks, Rarity! You really are the most generous pony around,” Pinkie said, cupping her hoof and turning aside, “despite the gossip flying around Canterlot.”



“Pardon me?” Rarity said, suddenly taken aback.



“Well, it’s obviously not true, but anyway, you have to come with us now.” Pinkie dashed over and picked up the dress and bonnet. Just as fast, she moved to shove Rarity out of her momentary shock and straight out the front door of her shop. Red carried along with Pinkie, following only a step or two behind.



Rarity dragged her hooves, but managed to fall into stride as she got hauled along for the ride. “And just where are we going?” She lit up her horn and closed and locked the door behind them as they left.



“To get the next item on the list: flowers.” Pinkie let up on her half-dragging and half-pushing of Rarity down the street once she reluctantly agreed to the task.



“And how do you plan on acquiring them, dear? You don’t seem to have any bits, and I’ve somehow managed to leave home without mine.”



“Easy, we’ll just pick out our own,” Pinkie said, smiling with the simple thought. “And I know just the pony to help us. Rainbow Dash!”



Rarity looked up in the direction that Pinkie had shouted. “How is Rainbow going to help you get flowers? They don’t exactly grow on clouds, I’m afraid.”



Rainbow Dash zipped by overhead, stacking another raincloud on the growing pile hovering over Ponyville.



“No, silly,” Pinkie said. “I was talking about Fluttershy. But we do need Rainbow’s help to postpone the showers until tomorrow, though.” She kept on moving, shouting up at the cloud pile as she went. “Rainbow! Rainbow Dash!” Nearing the edge of town, she finally caught Rainbow’s attention.



Rainbow stuck her head out of the clouds. “What is it, Pinkie? I’m kind of busy here.”



Still shouting, Pinkie attempted to convey some sense of urgency. “You need to hold off on the storm! We’ve got a situation that calls for clear, sunny skies for the rest of the day!” The entire weather team’s cloud building efforts ground to a halt.



Rainbow shook her head and called over to the rest of her team. “Take five guys. I’m going to go try and resolve this. Be right back.”



Rainbow swooped down from the cloud bank, coming to rest on the path in front of the others. “What’s the big deal? We’ve had this shower on the schedule for over a month.”



Rarity shrugged and pointed over at Pinkie.



Pinkie pointed over at Red and replied, “We’ve got a big event to handle and everything needs to be perfect. Red’s been waiting a long time for this, a lot longer than a month, at least. He needs a clear, sunny sky without any gloomy rainclouds to dampen the occasion.” Pinkie draped her legs around Rainbow’s shoulders and stared straight into her eyes. “Can you make it happen?”



“Sure, but—”



“Please?”



Rainbow caved. “Alright, I’ll tell the team to clear the sky, but they’re going to want overtime pay for the extra work.”



“Not a problem. I’ll make sure they get extra frosting on their next dessert from Sugarcube Corner.”



“That’s not really what I meant, but, whatever.” Rainbow tossed Pinkie off and flew back to her team. A few grunts and groans followed with the crew getting started on undoing their whole morning setup.



“Catch up with us when you’re done,” Pinkie shouted, waving back at Rainbow before heading off down the path. “Now we’ve really got to hurry. Don’t want to be late to the party.” She quickened her pace from before, Red easily matching her step. Rarity struggled to grasp sight of their goal, but kept following out of a sense of growing curiosity.



They rode up on Fluttershy’s cottage a little before lunchtime. The homeowner, hard at work in her garden, waved as they turned up the path to her house. She set her shovel aside along with the basket of fresh vegetables being collected for the hungry animals waiting for their midday meal. Angel gave a sneer and tapped his foot, frustrated by the delay in service.



“Fluttershy, we need your help,” Pinkie said, passing through the garden gate. “Can we pick some of your flowers? It’s really important that we get the best ones.”



“Certainly, Pinkie,” Fluttershy said. “I’ve got roses, and petunias, and daisies, and sunflowers, and—” Red kept shaking his head until Pinkie cut in.



“Do you have any orchids?”



“Why, yes. It’s around back, near the trellis.” Fluttershy picked up her garden shears and tucked them under her wing. Leading the group around the house, she presented the most beautiful orchid display that anypony had ever laid eyes upon.



Pinkie gazed up at the plant, pink and white and almost matching the small buds lining the hem of the dress draped over her back. “Wow, Fluttershy, I didn’t know you had such a lovely flower garden.” The orchid sat in the center of a ring of rose bushes with trumpet vine draped over the trellis above building a natural gazebo surround. “This will be perfect!”



Red smiled and nodded.



“Can I ask what you need it for?” Fluttershy said, hesitating just a touch to pull out the shears on her prized flower.



“It’s for Red. He’s got to have everything just right, and that orchid matches perfectly with the dress.” Pinkie raised a hoof to her chin in contemplation. “I wonder if we should make a full bouquet or stick with something simple?”



“Would you mind if I helped make the arrangement?” Rarity asked. “It’s such a magnificent flower, and I wouldn’t want to damage the presentation. We want to preserve as much of that natural beauty as possible.”



“Thank sounds great,” Pinkie said. “What do you say, Fluttershy?”



“It’s okay, I guess. Just be gentle, Rarity,” Fluttershy said, handing over the shears. 



Rarity worked her magic, tenderly clipping the flowers and arranging the stems into a lovely bouquet. She bundled the ends in a short piece of twine, rustic, yet refined.



Fluttershy smiled at the finished arrangement. All her hard work in tending to the flower seemed to have paid off with wide eyes and smiles all around. Even Angel paused to nod his approval before tugging at her leg as a reminder of the late lunch preparations. “Oh, yes,” Fluttershy said, remembering the vegetable stew ingredients waiting in the garden, “would you care to join us for lunch?”



“Actually, we’re running late, and I wanted to invite you to come along with us,” Pinkie said, suddenly remembering the time. “We just need Rainbow Dash to finish up, and then we can find—Twilight!”



Twilight Sparkle banked around the house and came in for a landing, with Rainbow Dash right behind. “Pinkie, what’s this I hear about postponing the afternoon shower? Rainbow tells me you had some kind of emergency. What’s going on?”



Rarity stepped up with the finished bouquet. “Yes, I too would like to know what this is all for. First it was the dress, then the weather, and now these flowers. What is this all about, dear?”



Pinkie glanced around the group at all the friendly questioning faces. “I told you guys already. This is all for Red. We have to help make everything perfect for him. It’s the least we could do, for a friend.”



“And who is this, Red?” Twilight asked.



“Oh, right.” Pinkie twisted a hoof into the soft dirt. “It’s probably best if I filled you in on the way to Sweet Apple Acres. We’re already running late.”



“Alright, Pinkie, but this better be important. Those weather ponies sure aren’t happy about postponing the shower.”



“Oh, it’s important,” Pinkie said, averting her eyes from Twilight and blinking over at Red. “Real important.”



Twilight nodded and folded up her wings. “Lead the way then.”








Pinkie knocked on the door to the Apple homestead. “Hello, Applejack. We’re here. I hope we aren’t too late.”



Applejack answered the door. With a wan smile, she did her best to greet her friends. “C’mon in. You’ll have to excuse the mess.”



Pinkie and the others slowly filed inside, each giving Applejack a hug as they came. Red trailed the rest. The room looked cleaner than ever, not that it ever stayed messy for long. Big Mac sat in a large chair in the front room, Apple Bloom snuggled up beside him. Winona sat in the corner curled up on a small rug. A cursory glance mixed with a few fresh tears, but no smiles or hearty welcomes, greeted their guests.



Once everyone found a seat, Pinkie handed Applejack the dress and the flowers. “Red helped pick these out. I hope you like them.”



Applejack held up the dress along with the bonnet and flowers. “They’re beautiful, Pinkie. Where’d you get ‘em?”



Pinkie smiled and motioned over to the rest of the group. “Rarity made the dress, and Fluttershy grew the flowers. Rainbow Dash even helped postpone the rainstorm.”



Twilight bowed her head. “And the castle is yours, if you need it. Just say the word.”



“Aww shucks,” Applejack said. “I figured we’d just keep it simple. No sense making a huge production out of it. Thanks for the offer. We really appreciate it. Honest.”



“Whatever you need, we’ll be there,” Twilight replied.



“Just give me a minute to get everything settled, and then you can come up, if you want to that is.” Applejack laid the dress, bonnet and flowers on her back before taking off her hat, hanging it on a wall hook, and heading upstairs.



Everypony waited patiently as the minutes ticked by. Only the occasional sniffle or creak in the floorboards overhead broke the silence.



After a considerable wait, Applejack called down the stairs. “You can all come up now.”



The ponies formed a line and filed up the stairs one by one. Applejack met them at the bedroom door. Twilight, Rarity, Fluttershy, Rainbow Dash, and finally Pinkie Pie walked by, filling in the space around the bed. Granny Smith lay silent and still, wrapped in the green and white gingham frock, clutching the bouquet of orchids against her chest.








“You look even more beautiful than an orchard in bloom.”



“You look shiner than an apple fresh off the tree.”



Red Jonathan gazed across the room as Granny Smith stepped off the stairs in her beautiful new dress, an orchid tucked behind her left ear looking very much like a giant apple blossom sticking out from under her bonnet. The couple pranced up to meet, tossing their hooves around each other for the first time since the last time.



“It’s been so long, Red,” Granny said.



“Not so long as you might think,” Red replied. “We’ve got all the time in world now, the universe even.”



Granny pulled back just a little. “But what if I want to stay right here where we are? The family? The foals?”



“I know your tap root runs deep, dear, but our harvest is over. Wherever we go, we’ll always have a little part of us here, watching over our saplings.” Red turned and opened the front door, bowing and letting his wife carry onto the porch. “The universe isn’t such a big place, nor is home ever too distant to return when we like. We have a long way to go, and forever to get there.”



“Lead the way, Red,” Granny said, smiling. “I’m ready for something new, as long you’re right there beside me.”



Big Mac looked up to see the door swing open, but never saw the couple leave. Only the rush of a gust of wind marked their passing. The door closed behind Red as he took up Granny’s hoof and lead her away toward the apple orchard.



Pinkie stuck her head out the second story window to wave goodbye. Just before disappearing into the trees, Red turned and nodded to the party planner. Their special day turned out better than he could have ever hoped for.
      

      
   
      A Song to Guide You Home


      

      
      
         The far side of Canterlot Mountain is, by many accounts, one of the only places in Equestria that sees less visitors than the Everfree Forest. Despite being literally in the backyard of thousands and thousands of ponies, one would be hard pressed to find many who have even thought of visiting it, much less tried.



Nopony talked of the ‘dark side of the castle’, as it had come to be called, and scant information about it could be found in any public records. To the average pony, the mountain upon which their kingdom, their rulers, and their way of life was built was the end of everything - a mile thick fence against an endless, unknown void. The world as they knew it stretched out before it, but on the other side? Everypony seemed content to leave it a mystery.



This bothered Twilight Sparkle, and had done so since she was a young, fresh-faced student at Celestia’s School of Magic. Yet even her dogged efforts to learn something, anything about the world beyond the mountain had yielded little more than what was already available in the Royal Libraries. Repeated entreaties to Celestia herself had offered little more and, as work and adventures filled her world, Twilight resigned the topic to the bottom of her mental ‘to do’ list.



“Which makes me very curious as to why I’m out here.” Twilight muttered into the wind as she peered out in front of the carriage.



The two pegasi guards driving the carriage had offered no explanation when they arrived to escort her, and other than the required greetings and protocol upon entering her presence, the two had said nothing else to Twilight. She thought of pressing them again for more information, but abandoned the thought to focus on the scene around her.



The guards banked to the right, giving a wide-berth to a series of wide ledges and spires that jutted out from the side of the mountain. They switched directions to their left a few moments later, beginning a slow arc around the side of the mountain. Twilight shifted her weight to her opposite side without thinking, easily keeping her balance as the chariot tilted beneath her.



The stars and moon were out in their full glory that night, and as the bright lights of Canterlot passed out of sight, the backside of the mountain came into full view.



“Wow…”



Jagged, blunt, smooth, scarred. Those words and more came to Twilight’s mind as she rushed to take it all in through her eyes. Without the bright lights of the city, the mountain looked foreboding, a miasma of dark blues and muted grays and whites. The usual buzz of a city alive and full of energy was gone, replaced by an eerie silence, broken only by the wind rushing past her ears. Twilight turned an ear towards it and listened for a moment. In a distant way, the howling wind reminded her of the Windigos, but in a different way. Where those dark spirits had sung of animosity and anger, the wind that crossed the darkened mountain was slower and calmer, with an almost ethereal undertone to it.



She added that to the growing list of questions she’d have when she arrived.



The chariot gained more altitude, rising toward a ring of clouds that surrounded the upper reaches of the mountain like a shroud, as if it were hiding it from the rest of the world. Twilight closed her eyes as they broke through the cloudface. She spread her wings and basked in the feeling of the cloud matter and water vapor rushing through her primaries. The chill air rushed past the sensitive secondary feathers, sending a supercharged shiver through her wings and down her spine. Rainbow would love this.



“Please hold on, Your Highness. We’ll be landing in a moment.”



She opened her eyes in time to see the chariot break through the top side of the clouds and bank down towards the rock face. A wide ledge came into view to her left and, as she drew closer, she could begin to make out what she assumed was the entrance to a cave of some kind.



The chariot slowed as the guards slowly descended, and a minute later, the chariot touched down on the ledge. One of the guards unhooked himself from his harness and came around to open the chariot door.



“Princess, we have arrived.”



“Thank you,” she replied, “But, where are we?”



The guard bowed his head slightly. “With due respect, Your Highness, we were only told to bring you here, and that Princess Luna would be here to meet you.”



“You sure about that?” she asked as she looked around, her lips set in a thin line. “I don’t see anypony else.”



“Believe me, Twilight Sparkle, you are not alone here.”



Twilight jumped a bit at the voice, ears turning quickly to locate the source. The sound of approaching hoofsteps through the gravel caught her attention, and all eyes turned to Princess Luna as she emerged from the cave.



“Luna!”



“Thank you for coming, Twilight. I was… unsure, if you would accept my invitation to join me tonight.”



“Well, it didn’t sound like you were inviting me to midnight tea again, I’ll say that.” Twilight grinned sheepishly. “But, I wouldn’t miss a chance to see the other side of Canterlot Mountain, something hardly anypony has ever seen. I have so many—”



“I’m sure you have many questions, Twilight, and I assure you, we’ll get to them in due time. First though—” she turned to the two guards, who were standing at attention nearby “—thank you both for your assistance, and I apologize for delaying you from your normal duties. You are free to return to the castle; I will escort Princess Twilight back myself.”



“Yes, your Majesty.” The guards snapped a quick salute, then took off into the air and banked through the clouds, out of sight.



Luna gazed out into the night sky after them. Twilight looked as well and marveled at the beauty before her. Despite the clouds, the light of an otherwise clear night shone through, casting a soft moonglow onto the mountain around her. She was surprised at the relative calm in the air, given the altitude, yet the whispers of that serene song, that otherworldly tone, flitted about the edge of her hearing. Her ears swiveled back and forth, trying in vain to hold onto the sound for more than a split-second.



“So, you hear it too?” Luna’s question drew Twilight’s attention. “I was unsure myself, the first time I heard it. It took me years to even begin to hear it consistently, much less understand it.”



“Understand?” Twilight’s brow scrunched in thought. “You mean, that isn’t just the wind?”



“Yes and no.”



“Huh?” Twilight drew in a deep breath, a hundred other questions poised at the tip of her tongue. “But, how—”



A smile tugged at the edge of Luna’s mouth. “You’ll see. Follow me.”



Luna turned and walked back toward the cave. Twilight took one more look around, and one more try at hearing whatever it was coursing through the air, before trotting after her.








“How deep does this passage run?”



Twilight looked behind her again, still unable to judge just how far away she was from the entrance. The passageway was more than wide enough for two ponies to walk side-by-side comfortably, its walls and floor fairly smooth despite being hewn out of the surrounding rock. Evenly spaced sconces bathed the entire passage in a soft but warm light, yet the entrance had long since faded from sight, nor could she perceive a relative exit point. Twilight kept her eyes and her attention to her back, but stopped when she bumped into something soft and warm. She whipped her head back around and found her muzzle poking Luna’s flank.



“Oh! I’m sorry!” Twilight back away, a slight blush on her cheeks. “I was just distracted by all of… well, whatever all of this is.”



Luna chuckled and shook her head. “Like a foal in a amusement park…”



“You’d be distracted too if you were seeing something new and unknown for the first time,” Twilight replied. “Besides—” she stuck her tongue out for a moment “—you can’t call a hundred and fifty year old pony a foal anymore.”



“I’ll grant you the first one,” Luna smirked, “but as for the second, you’re still a youngin’, as a certain farmer might say.”



“Hey!” Twilight put on her best look of manufactured indignation, but quickly let it lapse into a smirk of her own. “Then I guess I can call you an old mare then?”



“You can direct that to my sister. She’s the old one, after all.” Luna quipped. “Now, to answer your question, this passage is only about three hundred yards deep.”



Twilight paused, brows furrowed in thought as she turned the number over in her head. “Three hundred… wait, that can’t be right. Even at a slow walk, we’d have covered that distance well before now.”



“And we have—” Luna winked at her “—but we haven’t been the only things moving.”



Twilight gave her a puzzled look.



“One of the first remarks you made about this cave was about the lights along the wall; specifically, how uniform they were. That uniformity was intentional, but not because the builder had an eye for design.” Luna pointed a hoof at the nearest sconce. “Go ahead, scan it.”



Twilight’s horn glowed to life, and she cast a simple spell at the sconce. It winked in and out of phase almost immediately, as if it had disappeared into the wall, then come right back. She turned to Luna with wide eyes.



“An illusion?”



“Of a sort. The enchantments in the sconces are designed to trick the observer into believing that they are moving forward. They could walk, trot, even gallop until they were exhausted and never see an exit.”



“So, they’d be trapped here forever?”



“No, not at all. This isn’t a jail, Twilight. Here, I’ll prove it to you.” Luna stepped past and cast a spell off into the distance. Twilight watched the sconces behind them spark one after another, as far as she could see. Then, a flash of white light, and the cave entrance shimmered into view at the far edge of her vision.



“Wait, wh— How—” she stared slack jawed at Luna “How did you do that?”



“Had we turned around, we’d have soon activated the return wards that are hidden deep in some of the lights. They’d sense us moving back to the entrance, and gradually drop the illusion, revealing the exit in short order. We could run forward for hours, yet exit in scant minutes.” She turned to Twilight and smiled. “I simply activated the wards manually from here.”



Twilight stepped closer to a sconce to examine it. “The amount of magic required to maintain this has to be incredible.” She tapped it with a hoof to ensure it was indeed a solid object at all. “But there’s nothing here, so far as I can tell. So, why go to all that trouble?”



“Because there are some things that nopony should see—” Luna took a few steps back, taking a position in the center of the path, and kneeled, a glowing ball of magic already building at the tip of her horn “—until the appropriate time.”



She touched her horn to the ground and everything around them began to shift. The floor, ceiling, and walls all began to ripple at once as waves of cobalt blue magic flooded the passage.



Twilight scrambled back on instinct, but a solid mass stopped her after only a few feet. She turned to find the formerly infinite path behind her was gone, replaced by a wall of solid rock. “Wha—”



A crack of magic echoed through the space, the waves of magic coalescing into a series of bright blue lines that began criss-crossing in every direction. “Ley lines?” Twilight’s eyes darted in every direction, following one line, then another, then another.



Soon, the lines converged on the ground just in front of Luna, who had yet to move amidst the controlled fury of magic. Her eyes remained closed, her horn still against the dirt, yet the magic flowed all the more, feeding each line with a power that Twilight had never seen from either of the royal sisters.



The lines split off again from their nexus point, stopping again directly in front of Luna. It split from there, two points of blue moving in opposite directions until they formed a wide circle on the ground. Another burst of magic from Luna split the magic again and again, each new point sizzling against the ground as it traced sharp, defined lines in the dirt.



Twilight could only stare in silent awe as the most layered and complex rune she had ever seen took shape in front of her. She tried to take it in as it formed, to decipher it against her century of study and training, but found herself helpless to pick one layer from the next, or untangle the ley lines as they meshed in ways she had thought were impossible.



The entire circle glowed brighter for a moment before a single blue line jumped out of the circle and began moving across the floor.. Twilight jumped out of the way just as the blue line passed inches in front of her and touched the rock wall. The blue line began snaking up and down across the wall, splitting and reforming multiple times until reaching a speckled white rock in the center of the wall.



Luna braced herself, wings outstretched, as a final surge of magic burst from her horn. The entire rune pattern, from the floor to the rock wall, shone like stars before winking out at once. Twilight fought the urge to jump to Luna’s aid. “L-Luna?”



Twilight jumped in air and yelped as a loud thud came from the wall. She spun on her heels as the white rock in the wall’s center slid deeper inside, as if it somepony was physically pushing on it. Her eyes darted to Luna, then back to the wall. “What is happening?”



“Just watch…” Luna whispered between labored breaths.



A second thud came from the wall as a blue glow burst from the space the white rock had just filled. Blue light began seeping through every crack and crevice in the wall like a dam with a million tiny pinholes in it. “Luna!” 



The scintillating hiss of building magic reached a fever pitch before the light burst through the wall in a blinding flash. Twilight yelled for Luna again, but her voice was lost to the maelstrom of light and sound. A few breathless moments passed before Twilight dared to lower her wing from in front of her eyes. She blinked rapidly to fight off the worst of the residual glare in her eyes, though a haze of bright spots continued to float at the edges of her vision. She glanced to Luna, who was still catching her breath, then to the stairs. What she saw took her breath away.



“Dear heavens…”



Where a solid wall of rock had just sat, a massive staircase took its place. It appeared to be carved from the same brown and grey rocks that formed the cave that surrounded them, but on a scale that made even the castle’s grand stairs seem like cheap toys by comparison. The stairs stretched up as far as she could see, yet there was no discernible support beneath them. No base, no pillars, no counterweight. Nothing to suggest they even remotely obeyed any known construction practice. Or any law of physics for that matter. Twilight added as she continued to stare in disbelief.



That’s when it returned.



Is that it? Yes!



Her ears swung forward, perked as high as they could go. Twilight’s mind discarded everything and focused intently on capturing that sound again.



“That sound! I hear it! Luna, can you hear it?”



“I do, Twilight. I do.” Luna spoke as she rose to her hooves and straightened her regalia. she stepped next to Twilight and looked out to the stairs with her. “I’m glad you do too.”



“It’s louder now, and clearer.” Twilight mused, “but I still can’t make sense of it. It’s like there’s no words, no form or structure. Just a constant din, like a bunch of ponies talking in a small room.” She glanced up to Luna. “Do you know what it is?”



“It is a song.”



“A song? Well, um…” Twilight paused to let the words sink into her head “...if it’s a song, then who’s singing it?”



Luna turned to face Twilight and in that moment, against the strange glow emanating from the open space around an impossible staircase, her cyan eyes had never seemed brighter.



“That, Twilight Sparkle, is the song of the Eternal Herd.”



Twilight could almost hear the gears in her head come to a grinding halt. She wasn’t entirely sure what to say, or how to respond at all. “Th— That’s… I mean…” she trailed off as words continued to slip off of her tongue prematurely. “Y-you’re serious?”



“I have grown a better sense of humor over time, thanks to your help, Twilight.” Luna spoke calmly, but the seriousness of her tone was clear. “But, I can assure you, this is no joke.”



Twilight’s ears swiveled forward again and her mind was awash in the haunting sound once more. “So, this… this song.  I-It’s the Eternal Herd? As in, the afterlife? Those who have gone before?”



“Dead ponies.” Luna deadpanned.



“Yes, um…” Twilight swallowed a lump in her throat, as if the the words were choking her from the inside. “...dead ponies.” She looked to the staircase again, and at the swirling mass of fog that surrounded it on all sides.



Luna raised a hoof and pointed to the stairs. “Walk with me, Twilight.”



Twilight simply nodded and forced herself to move, one short tentative step at a time. Placing a hoof on that first step felt like she were climbing Canterlot Mountain itself, but some encouragement from Luna – along with the need for more answers – spurred her on. She peppered Luna with questions as they walked, and Luna answered each of them patiently and openly.



They had been walking and talking for a few minutes before Twilight so much as glanced at her surroundings, and the immediate sense of vertigo that she felt made her regret taking her eyes off of Luna at all.



“How far up are we?” Twilight asked as she moved as close to the center of the staircase as she could; and borrowing from Princess Luna’s personal space as she did so. From this new, higher perspective, the stairs very existence seemed to get even more impossible for Twilight.



The bottom of the stairs – what had been a solid cave carved into a mountain only minutes ago – was really a large platform; a jagged chunk of earth and rock floating without anchor or support, as if a chunk of the mountain had been torn from its foundations and hung inside of this seemingly endless aether.



A glance to either side revealed nothing but swirling, rolling banks of fog and cloud, all reflecting multitudes of warm colors from across the spectrum. And a distinct lack of guardrails… Twilight added as she fought to ignore another flash of dizziness.



“Happened to me too, if it makes you feel any better,” Luna said quietly. “You get used to it over time.”



Twilight sucked in a deep breath, held it, and let it out. “You’re right, of course. Let’s keep moving.” She faced forward again and set her sights on one step, and one question, at a time.



“So, you said you and Celestia knew of this place all along?”



“Yes. It’s existence was made known to both of us not long after we ascended to our stations. Our primary task, of course, is to shepherd the sun and moon and maintain peace in the land, but our responsibilities extend much further than that alone.”



Twilight chewed on that for a few more steps. “That much I can see. Cadance and I seem to get busier and busier all the time, and we don’t have to worry about cycling entire celestial bodies either. But, still, how did you become morticians for an entire kingdom?”



Luna laughed at that. “Thankfully, the more practical side of death has and always will be left to our citizens to navigate.” she fluffed her wings a bit before continuing. “Think of our role as more of a go-between. A bridge, if you will, between the here and the hereafter.”



The next few steps passed in silence, save for the sound of their hooves clacking across the stone.



“A ‘bridge’, you said…” Twilight muttered, letting Luna’s words tumble around in her brain. Two thoughts seemed to click together, causing her to hesitate mid-step. “Wait, I’ve heard of this before. Some ancient texts speak of a bridge, or a river, between here and Elysium. Departed souls would traverse the gap, but some would need… a guide...” Twilight’s eyes widened and she turned to Luna.



“Is that it? Is that what you and Celestia do here?”



Twilight looked toward Luna, and for the first time in a long time, she wasn’t sure what to think. About Luna, or Celestia. They control the stars themselves. But death too?



The thought hung in Twilight’s mind like a lead weight. A possibility that, while remote even to her analysis, seemed awesome and terrifying at once.



Luna stopped a few steps up from Twilight and looked over her shoulder at her. “You are wise beyond your years, dear Twilight.” Luna waved her forward to catch up, and she continued once Twilight had come even with her again.



“The texts you read were not incorrect. In the ancient times, before the unification, the unicorns tasked certain of their best mages with this responsibility. ‘Halos’, they were called. The other tribes had their own versions as well, but their jobs were the same: To guide the departed to the Herd.”



A renewed dizziness, this one mental rather than physical, clawed at the back of Twilight’s mind, threatening to buckle her legs. She shook her head a bit, willing her mind to focus. “Okay, okay. Hold on. S-sorry, this is just a lot to take in all at once.”



Luna draped a wing over Twilight’s shoulder. “I understand, and believe me, Tia and I were overwhelmed at first too. Especially in the early days.” she took Twilight’s arched brow as a cue to continue. “Equestria wasn’t nearly as serene and peaceful then as it is now, as I’m sure you know from history. Illnesses that barely make us sneeze now took many ponies’ lives back then. Add to that the so-called ‘First Contact War’ with Griffonia and Discord’s short but disastrous reign, and Celestia and I began to wonder if we should just live outside the front door of Elysium instead of the castle.”



“Wow…” Twilight breathed.



“When real peace and prosperity came though, the face of Equestria changed for the better. And you see how far we have come today. Thanks in no small part to yours and your friends’ efforts over the years.”



My friends… the thought brought as much cheer as sadness to Twilight’s mind.



“As time went on, we were needed much less frequently, to the point that it’s almost a rarity that we are called to this place anymore.”



“Why’s that? What changed?” Twilight asked. “Ponies still live and die, so don’t they still need guides?”



Luna breathed deeply and smiled. “Ah, and there is the crux of the matter, and why we’re here tonight.” her wing left Twilight’s shoulder and folded back against her side. “Normally, a pony who passes away has no trouble reaching the Herd on their own. The voices of those they knew call to their spirit, leading them on toward Elysium. What you’re hearing – the song – is the combination of thousands of voices calling both to each other and to the newly departed at once. It is the Herd’s voice.



“Sometimes though, a pony does need help making the final journey. For some it is fear, for others anger or resentment. Still others simply do not or cannot understand what has happened, or where they are going. Those are the ponies who need a guide. They need us.”



Luna’s horn came to life again. Bright blue sparks of magic floated from the tip down to the floor beneath them, spilling against the stone like rain drops. The pools of blue coalesced into a straight line that cut across the width of the stairs, and seconds later, a shimmering barrier appeared before them.



“How in the world?” Twilight looked left, right, then up, trying in vain to find the edge of the magical wall in front of her. She poked at it with a hoof and gasped as the touch set off a wave of ripples in all directions, like a rock thrown into a still pond.



“It is a portal,” Luna spoke as her aura faded.



“A p-portal? T-to Elysium?” Twilight’s voice was as shaky as her back legs.



“No. Elysium is for the dead and the dead alone. But this will take us as close as we can go.”



Luna began to step forward but stopped to look back at Twilight, who was almost frozen in place. “Trust me, you’ll still have a muzzle and four hooves on the other side of this one.”



Twilight paused for a second then broke into a hearty laugh. “That’s more of a relief than you know. Alright, together?”



Luna nodded her agreement. “Together.”



They stepped forward and everything turned white.








“It’s so beautiful…”



Twilight peered over the railing in complete awe at the scene before her. She and Luna stood near the center, highest point of a wide bridge. Made entirely of polished stone and adorned with what she could only describe as the brightest gems and gold filigree she had ever seen, it put even the most famed architecture in the world to shame in Twilight’s mind.



A crystalline river of the brightest, clearest water she had ever seen rushed beneath the bridge on its way to somewhere far beyond her limited sight. Fields of lush grass, tall trees, and colorful flowers lines both sides of the river and stretched out as far as she could see.



“Luna, this— this is…” Words failed Twilight completely as she struggled to commit every inch of the scene to her memory. She couldn’t remember the last time she had been struck so speechless.



“Everything you could dream of and then some.” Luna stepped next to Twilight and looked out over the water with her. “And this is but a shadow of what lies on the other side.”



“Wait, you’ve seen Elysium? How?”



“A conversation for another time, dear Twilight. And one we will have, I promise you.”



Twilight nodded and filed away further questions on that topic in her mind. She leaned back and let her face soak in the sun’s light. Like seemingly everything else here, the sun bathed the area in a perfect balance of warmth and light. “So—” she spoke without looking at Luna “—what do we do now?”



Luna sat down on her haunches and looked out to the fields off the right side of the bridge. “For now, we wait.”



Twilight averted her gaze from the cloudless sky back to Luna. “Wait? For what?”



“The question is, rather, for ‘whom’,” Luna replied calmly. “And they should be here any minute.”



“Celestia?”



“No, though she knows we are here tonight. As I said, we are rarely needed here now, but when we are called, I fulfill our duties to the pony or ponies who need it.” Luna looked askance at Twilight. “Celestia was a bit relieved when I volunteered to also cover her portion of this task. She… well, you know how attached she gets to her ponies. It’s perhaps the only time her empathy is a hindrance, not a virtue.”



A moment of silence passed between them, Luna patiently waiting as if she were waiting not for the dead but for a refill of coffee, and Twilight chewing over her thoughts again. “Let me guess,” she sat down next to Luna with a small sigh “—Another conversation for later?”



“Mmhm.”



“So, why am I here then?” Twilight replied after a moment’s thought. “To observe?”



“Well, Tia and I did feel you were ready to see this, to learn of this place. But we are hoping that you can be of assistance here as well.”



Twilight nearly choked on her spit. “W-what? Me? Help here?”



“You are the Princess of Friendship, are you not?” Luna quipped with a slight grin.



“Sure, but I’ve never really studied spirit-based magic or anything. And, no offense, but if a pony’s already here, isn’t it a bit late to be making new friends?”



Luna reached out a wing and patted Twilight’s leg. “Sometimes, what a pony needs is not a new friend—” A flash of white magic far off into the field drew Luna’s eyes for a second “—but to remember the friends they already have.”



The friends they already have…



By the time Twilight looked back up from her pondering, Luna was already well into the grass, heading toward the source of the magic burst. She got to her hooves and trotted after Luna before she could second guess herself. Stone changed to dirt then to grass under her hooves, yet it all felt totally natural to Twilight’s senses as she left the bridge for the field.



Twilight stopped when the sound of conversation reached her. she perked her ears forward and listened intently. One voice was clearly Luna’s, the other an unknown, but distinctly male, voice. She slowly crept forward, eyes and ears trained on Luna’s back, which was also shielding the other pony from her view. As she grew closer, bits and pieces of their conversation began coming to her more clearly.



“I understand your confusion, truly. But—”



“Who are you? Are you that dream pony?”



“Yes, I’m Princess—”



“A princess? Here? Bah! Nightmare Night was last month!”



“Sir, it’s… Nightmare—”



“Yes, this has to be a nightmare. Too confusing, too many new faces. Just take me back to her.”



Twilight was within sight of them now and circled around to Luna’s right to get a better look. What she saw nearly broke her heart.



In front of Luna was an old unicorn stallion, his tan coat as worn and weathered as his thinned white mane. His legs were shaky, his breathing was erratic, and his eyes darted everywhere, confusion written across his features. Luna continued to talk to him, draping a wing over his withers and using the softest tone she had ever heard from her.



Yet her efforts were producing little more than more questions from the poor old pony. If they’re all like this, I can see why Celestia chooses not to come.



Twilight crept through the grass and stopped a respectful distance away from them, unsure of what to say, if anything. Finally, Luna glanced behind her and motioned Twilight to come closer.



“Notebook, you recognize Princess Twilight, right?”



Notebook looked up and squinted, but his eyes lit up a second later. “Oh! Why of course! The newest princess, am I right?”



“Um, y-yes. That’s me!” Twilight stammered, forcing a smile through the confusion swirling in her head. “So, uh, wh—”



“Well, this is a dandy indeed. Never ran into a princess while out on my Tuesday walk before!”



“Actually, it’s Wedn—” Twilight began to correct him but Luna stopped her with a look. “Well, Tuesday it is then, I guess. Just, um, wait right there, okay?”



Twilight waved to Luna, who stepped over after convincing Notebook to stay put for a moment.



“Luna, what is going on? He thinks he’s out for a walk?”



“That’s because he was out for a walk. Or at least that’s the last thing he can even recall doing before he died.” Luna’s shoulders sagged, along with her ears.



“What happened?” Twilight whispered to Luna while keeping one eye semi-focused on Notebook.



“Stroke. He decided to visit a different park than usual, but didn't tell anypony where he was going. By the time somepony found him, he was already gone.”



“Dear heavens…” Twilight gasped “...that’s terrible. Did this just happen?”



Luna sighed. “No, this happened nearly four days ago.”



“Four day—” Twilight cut her outburst off, then forced her voice down. “Four days? Shouldn’t he have passed through here by now?”



“Yes, and that’s exactly the problem. For the vast majority of ponies, the Herd’s song comes to them easily, usually in the form of the voices of spouses, loved ones, or friends. Thus, their spirit makes the crossing without trouble.”



She glanced back to Notebook, who was sitting in the grass, looking around like a foal in a toy store. “For some ponies though, the song never comes to them for whatever reason. Some choose to ignore it, others can’t hear it, or don’t know how to listen for it. That’s where I come in, or, rather, you in this case.”



Twilight shrunk back. “Me?”



“I’ve seen this before,” Luna replied. “His death was so sudden, he had no time to reflect on his life, his loved ones, anything. It’s as if a light switch were turned off and he simply ceased to be. The Herd is calling to him, but without those thoughts, those memories at the fore, he can’t know who or what to listen for.”



“Remember who to listen for…” The pieces clicked together in Twilight’s head and she jerked her head back to Luna. “The friends he already had! That’s it!” She smiled, but it faded as quickly as it appeared. “So, how do I help him remember?”



“You need to jog his memory. Names, faces, events— they’re all locked up in his mind; he just needs to find them one more time.”



Twilight looked past Luna to Notebook, and took a calming breath. “Okay, I’ll give it a try, but—” she stepped around Luna but stopped after a few steps. “—how will I know if it’s working?”



“You’ll know it when you see it.”



Twilight bit back the urge to question Luna further on that and turned her focus to Notebook. “So, Notebook, how about that walk, hmm?”









Twilight had no idea how long she had spent with the old stallion. She knew they had walked out of sight of and back towards a specific oak tree at least three times, but she was unsure if time passed at the same rate here. If it passes at all.



They had circled back to the river bank again when Twilight motioned for him to sit with her in the grass. “That’s an incredible story, Notebook. I dare say it’s unfortunate that I’ve only met you now.”



He looked down at the rushing water, brow furrowed in thought. “Same here. I knew I should have gone to one of your public addresses at some point, just to say I met you. But, a tad late for that now, I suppose.”



Twilight lifted a wing and gently placed it across his wrinkled shoulders in a friendly gesture. “You lived a long, proud, full life. I think time will forgive you not getting my autograph.”



Notebook chuckled at that. Twilight glanced up to the bridge, where Luna sat quietly. She was looking the other way, but Twilight knew her ears would be pointed right at them.



“I suppose you’re right, Princess.”



“Please, just call me Twilight.”



“Right, sorry. Old habits, you know? Still, you’re right. Life didn’t always go according to plan, but it was good to me. I loved a good mare, made a few bits along the way, and didn’t land in jail. I’d say that’s a win.”



Twilight recognized the break she had been looking for in his last words and lunged after it. “I’m no Princess of Love, but I do appreciate a lifetime of love. Who was she?”



Notebook perked up immediately. “Ocean Storm was her name. Prettiest pegasus I had ever seen too.”



“Can you tell me about her?”



“Gosh, where do I start? Well, Stormy and I met…”



Out the corner of her eye, Twilight noticed the fog on the other side of the river slowly begin to brighten. The sensitive feathers in the tips of her wings registered a slight shift in the air, and soon she could feel the breeze blowing at them instead of from behind.



She listened intently to Notebook’s story, encouraging him along the way. The fog grew brighter the more he talked, as did the breeze. After a few minutes, the fog had turned almost snow white, looking more like brand new cloud matter than a rolling wall of haze.



Luna stood and looked to the other side of the river, but made no other movements. We must be close.



“...That was ten years ago too, that I lost her. I didn’t want to go the way I did, but to be honest, Twilight, these last ten years were the hardest of my life. I just…” he stopped to catch his breath and wipe a tear from his cheek “...I just hope I see her again, like I always thought I would.”



Just then, a bright flash of light broke through the thinning haze. Twilight jumped to her hooves first, quickly offering Notebook a hoof up as well. They both stared across the river, watching, waiting.



“Hello?”



A mare’s voice drifted through the air to them. Twilight looked to Luna, who stood on the bridge in silence.



Even from her lower vantage point, she could see the smile on her muzzle.



“Note? Is that you?”



Notebook clutched a hoof to his chest. “S-Stormy?”



“Yes, Notebook, it’s me. I can hear you.”



“Stormy! Oh heavens, it is you!” Only Twilight’s wing kept him from collapsing on the spot. She helped him back to his hooves and began walking him to their right, back toward the bridge.



Ocean Storm’s voice echoed through the haze again. “I was beginning to wonder if you’d ever show up here.”



Notebook laughed as he slowly followed Twilight up the small embankment and onto the bridge itself. “Like our first meeting, this too caught me completely unawares. I was walking in the park, and then bam, lights out I guess. Next thing I know, I’m at this bridge.”



The fog grew brighter still, then parted in front of them. A moment later, the image of a pony came into focus on the other side. She was a pegasus, with a dark blue coat, a flowing silver mane, and vivid, grey-blue eyes.



“Ocean Storm…” Twilight muttered.



“My Stormy…” Notebook sobbed.



Twilight leaned over and nudged Luna with a wing. “Can she see us?”



“No,” Luna replied. “I do not know why that is, but it has always been this way.”



“I’m glad you’re here now, Note.” Ocean Storm’s voice rang clear and true outside the haze. “I’ve missed you.”



“I’ve missed you too, Stormy.”



Ocean Storm walked forward and stopped on the very edge of the dirt; as close as she could get to the bridge without setting hoof on it.



“Come home, Notebook? Please?”



He glanced to Twilight, then to Luna. Both princesses nodded their heads and smiled.



“Go, Notebook. Your love awaits.”



Notebook began to move forward, his legs shaking more with each step. At the foot of the bridge, with Ocean Storm within reach, he looked back over his shoulder.



“Thank you both. For everything.”



“You’re welcome.” Twilight replied.



“May the Eternal Herd welcome you home.” Luna added.



Notebook stepped forward and embraced the vision of his wife, love, and friend. Twilight fought back tears of her own as she watched them walk away together, until they had disappeared completely into the fog. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see a single tear darkening Luna’s cheek.



They stood together and watched the fog roll back into place across the river and return to its previous grey coloration, and the sounds of flowing water and a light summer’s breeze returned to fill the air around them.



“Well done, Twilight.” Luna nodded her approval. "Perhaps it is I who should be observing you in the future."



“I just tried to make sure he was warm and comfortable; that he felt welcome, even in death.” A long distant memory sprang from the back of Twilight’s mind. “A friend once told me that if nothing else, that would mean something.”



“A good sentiment, I think.” Luna answered quietly.



“Are there more?” Twilight asked as she continued to stare into the grey haze.



“Tonight, no.” Luna turned toward the near side of the bridge. “But there will always be more.”



Twilight stared out into the fog from atop a beautiful bridge, in an idyllic setting that would have qualified as Elysium to any other pony who saw it. But in that moment, her mind was as far away from there as it could be.



“Luna?”



She stopped mid-step. “Yes, Twilight?”



Twilight kept her eyes forward. “Have… have you ever seen anything here?”



Twilight could feel her chest tighten more with each second that passed in silence. Her mind warred with itself, desperate for an answer and terrified of the same. Finally, Luna broke the pregnant silence.



“Yes, I have. It is perhaps the one silver lining to this solemn duty.” Luna glanced back at Twilight and smiled. “A chance to meet old friends again.”



If Luna saw the quavering smile that tugged at the edge of Twilight’s mouth, she said nothing. “When you’re ready, walk to the line of trees behind us. I’ll be there waiting for you.”



Luna walked away, leaving Twilight alone on the bridge. Twilight basked in the relative silence for a few minutes, doing her best to calm her racing heart.



Finally, she stepped to the edge of the bridge, her hooves only inches away from where Ocean Storm’s had been moments ago. She sat down, closed her eyes, and let a century and half’s worth of memories come flooding back at once.



She felt the wind pick up around her, and even with her eyes closed, she felt the brightness wash over her again. A burst of magic rang out, and Twilight slowly opened her eyes.



“Girls?”
      

      
   
      Welcome, Welcome, Welcome


      

      
      
         To Ray Bradbury, humbly.




Gary looked eagerly at the computer screen. Symbols and figures were scrolling fast, but he was able to pick up, in that downpour of information, what he needed most: the atmosphere was almost earthlike—slightly more oxygen and less nitrogen, but well within tolerances—and gravity was only 1.1 g: he would breathe and walk normally. He sighed in relief: his long journey would not be in vain.



Satisfied, he shut the console screen down and glanced through one of the portholes at the planet below. Through the clouds, green expanses of land and emerald oceans were clearly visible. That wasn’t Earth, of course, but it was so close to it that he couldn’t help but feel butterflies in his stomach and a vague yearning for home. Like all the habitable planets in the galaxy, this ball of rock was a tiny island lost in the vastness of a cool, hostile, indifferent cosmos, a clump of loam orbiting a Sun-like star, where the seeds of life had run ashore and flourished. He strained his eyes to try and recognise some signs of sapient life—as he knew there was—but so far away, nothing was visible but the largest geographic features.



Humanity had long been aware that the fourth planet of the Tau Ceti system was hosting an intelligent civilisation. Sentinels had been sent and robots deployed on the planet’s unique moon. From there, big telescopes had been trained at the main planet, images had been captured and sent back to Earth, only a dozen of light-years away. They clearly alluded to a class C civilisation—in its early industrial phase—still very much agriculture-based. But most of all, they had revealed that the dominant species was quadrupedal, and, apart from bizarre colours combinations and winged specimens, closely resembled Earth’s ponies. It was not much of a surprise: intelligence was a highly adaptable process, and had sometimes chosen to bless very strange life forms, from the oozing silicon-based rock worms of Venus to the giant fish swimming in Titan’s icy methane oceans.



Along the years, more material had been collected, especially the first radio-transmissions of this still-dabbling-in-technology civilisation. Using the linguistic corpus thus collected, massively parallel computers had decoded the local language. Exo-sociologists had gorged on this bonanza, and many of the aspects of this foreign society had progressively transpired: it was organised as a dyarchic gynarchy, the power being equally shared between two benevolent regal sisters; other subaltern ‘princesses’ were crowned every now and then. The rest of the society was mainly composed of workers. No wars had been recorded, and poverty seemed to be unknown. But what had mainly engrossed the scientists was the rife usage of what the computers had translated as ‘magic’. As if the brain of these ‘ponies’ had evolved out an amazing ability to control a background form of energy and channel it into whatever they desired.



Reluctantly, Gary averted his gaze from this mesmerising spectacle, and focussed his attention back on the computer. “Computer!” he commanded.



“Ready for inquiry!” replied the synthesised female voice. Naturally, he could have chosen a male voice instead; but the default setting was on female, and he hadn’t bothered to change it. Statistically, male pilots preferred female voices, and vice-versa, so the flight technicians would always set the voice according to the pilot’s gender during the final preparations. 



“Recall preloaded description of landing target. Start a broad swathe band X scan of planet and report match. Feed all images into the memory banks. Implement!”



He let the computer perform his large scale search, stood up and walked to a panel tagged ‘Q.C.D’. He grasped and turned the small handle, and the panel slid aside with a whisper, revealing a pokey recess in which several small, identical, cubes were stored. He randomly picked up one of them, and let the panel slide back into place automatically. 



He considered the object he had seized for an instant: there was a small button set in the center of each face. By using quantum entanglement, the counterpart cube, left on Earth dozen light-years away, would flash at the very moment he pressed one of those button, despite the unfathomable distance between the two devices. Such were the bizarre laws of quantum mechanics: instant communication, where radio waves would have taken years to travel. This was, however, a very simple device, which allowed only for the most basic messages to be sent. Yet, it was sufficient. The more complex, extensive data would follow, at their own sluggish pace.



He pressed the blue, heart-shaped button–that meant he had successfully entered orbit–then discarded the now useless cube into the incinerator. Soon after, the female voice of the computer gently warned him that his landing target had been identified and located with a 99.9% probability. He ordered the machine to compute and feed the corresponding keplerian elements into the shuttle’s computer, then left the bridge for the laboratory: before embarking on the final part of his journey, he had still to get the local language stuffed into his brain. Hopefully, sophisticated machines would do that painlessly: a one-hour nap during which all the linguistic knowledge would be hypnotically drilled into his language centres; on waking up, he would be fully fluent, as if he had always been an ordinary native.








The descent was surprisingly painless: no turbulences, no jet-streams, no other violent undetected phenomena; just the slight jars caused by occasional shears and convective currents in the atmospheric layers as the shuttle slanted down and down. Now Gary was relaxing, letting the craft fly quietly through the lower troposphere, gliding past scattered clouds over the wide expanse of a dark green canopy. 



At last, on the edge of that big forest, a medium-sized town appeared. As the shuttle flew over it, he could make out the individual thatched houses, well flushed along the streets, except for two or three larger buildings crowned with spires which, he surmised, probably served an official purpose. On the outskirts, he spotted a huge, tacky construction that vaguely looked like a jagged, chintzy castle.



At this very moment, the blaring alarm of the proximity sensor went off. He was fumbling with the switches of the dashboard, trying to silence the deafening honk when, out of the blue, the shape of a winged pony appeared right in front of him across the pane: it (for he was not sure if the horse was a mare or a stallion) had a cobalt coat, a weird multicolored mane, and its reddish pink eyes locked on him. There was a brief moment of mutual amazement as both lifeforms looked straight at each other, then the pony’s mouth moved as if it uttered words–but they couldn’t be heard through the ten centimetres of rock solid sapphire glass that made up the front window. The flyer then recessed and dived down at an amazing speed.



Ten minutes later, the shuttle was well into the landing procedure. Gary had selected a wide expand of flat, grassy turf, opposite to the cartoonish castle that had flummoxed him, as a suitable place for the touchdown. The chemical thrusters were gently counteracting the fall of the shuttle, while he was busy hitching the various sensors to the communication engine which would send their uninterrupted flow of measures up there to the main vessel, to be in turn relayed to Earth. “Fifteen metres… Ten metres…” the voice of the flight computer droned on as the ground was coming nearer. At five meters, an additional counter-thrust was applied and for the last fathoms the shuttle fell as limply as a leaf; it barely shook when its landing gear finally made contact with the underlying ground.



Slowly, almost reflexively, Gary shut the flight instruments down, one after the other. He unbuckled his belt, and leaned over the dashboard to look through the window. Down there, on the ground, a crowd of equines was slowly building up, coming from far and wide: some were just strangely coloured ponies, others were winged, still others had a horn set into their foreheads. He swiveled his chair around, stood up, took hold of a QCD device, pressed its red square button, and proceeded into the narrow corridor that led to the aft rooms and the outside airlock.








Gary paused in front of the external airlock door, and looked at the suit and its helmet that were hanging in a recess. Of course, there was always the possibility of unknown harmful bacteria or viruses, some minute organisms his immune system wouldn’t be prepared to fight against; on the other hand, exiting from a spaceship in full suit could be interpreted as a sign of distrust or disdain. 



He had to make up his mind, quickly. 



He decided to take the risk. 



His decision made, he checked that his miniaturised communicator was carefully tamped into his right ear (so he would be warned by the shuttle computer of any emergency condition), and groped in his trousers pockets for the portable defense field generator (one never knew what could happen). He inhaled deeply, held his breath inside his lungs for a while, as a death sentenced criminal drawing the last puff of his last cigarette, exhaled noisily and then brushed the big green button. 



There was a slight rattle as, he inferred, the retractable gangway began to extend itself down to the ground. After a few seconds, the door slid open with a slight hiss; there was a gentle draught as the pressures balanced themselves out, and sunlight entered through the doorway, bathing the airlock in a warm and pleasant illumination; the familiar chirping of small birds reached his ears. He summoned his courage, and, slightly giddy, made his way to the outside platform. 



Standing atop the stairs he contemplated the crowd below: assorted ponies of all kinds were all looking up at him in awe. There was no word, no sound, just a hefty silence pockmarked by the fitful chirrup of birds. He slowly scanned the assistance, searching for some sort of official; his gaze fell on a purple coated pony, both horned and winged; he knew from his pre-flight briefings that this pony must be one of the four ruling princesses—besides, she wore a gilded diadem. He racked his brains for her name. Twilight Sparkle, the purple one, that must be it. Around her, well parted from the rest of the mob, stood five other ponies, one of whom he recognised as the flying pony who had grazed his shuttle just minutes ago; another one, pink coated with a fluffy mane, was skittishly pronking around, as if it had springs attached to its hooves.



Gary forced a smile on his lips. “Princess Sparkle,” he declaimed loudly, so as to be clearly heard below, and bowed his head in deference, “citizens of Ponyville, on behalf of all the inhabitants of Earth, hail!”



The crowd seemed to freeze for an instant, then all of sudden burst into a loud buzz, as if all the ponies had decided to speak at the same time. After a few seconds, the voice of Twilight Sparkle rose over the din: “Silence!” she commended. Everypony ceased to speak at once, except the pink pronking pony who kept up squeaking “Squee! Squee! Squee!”. The princess looked askance at her: “For Celestia’s sake, quit it, Pinkie!” she said to her in a stern voice. ‘Pinkie’ acknowledged the order and stopped cavorting. Then Twilight Sparkle turned her head back to Gary.



“Who are you?” she asked.



“My name is Gary Seven,” replied Gary. “I’ve been sent by Humanity, as we, inhabitants of the planet Earth call ourselves, to foster and establish peaceful relationship between our two civilisations. We have a lot to learn from you, and we feel we could teach you a lot of things in return, especially in the field of science and technology, beginning by…” He broke off and make a gesture that took in the shuttle behind him, “…interplanetary travel.”



The princess’s eyes widened. “You mean you’re coming from another planet?”



“Our own solar system is located about a dozen light-years away from yours. A light-year is—”



“The enormous distance that light travels in a year. I know that. It’s fascinating,” cut Twilight Sparkle in. She hesitated, as if floundering for answers. “Did you voyage in this… vessel?”



Gary smiled. “No. This is a lightweight shuttle designed for planetary exploration. The main ship is in orbit around your planet.”



“How do you know our language?” asked Twilight Sparkle.



“Unbeknownst to you, we’ve been observing you for a long time. We’ve collected a lot of information, and especially your radio transmissions, which we have fed into our calculators, so that they could decipher them. Once they had, it was a snap to master your language using our advanced learning devices. That’s how I learnt your name, too.” He paused. “But why don’t you walk up the stairs and take a quick tour of my shuttle? It’ll be a bit cramped for you, but I think you can manage. I know you’re a science addict. There are a lot of things inside that no doubt you’ll find interesting!”



Twilight Sparkle did not answer immediately; instead, she glanced around at the neighbouring ponies. One of them, with an orange coat and a blond mane, came closer and whispered something at her ear. The princess shook her head in denial. She answered in a subdued voice, gestured towards the pink pony who beamed, and silently ambled to the stairs, which she climbed gingerly: the steps were too narrow for her four hooves to stand firmly on them. At last, she reached the raised platform.



“Follow me,” said Gary courteously. He walked into the airlock, and the princess went after him.








Two hours and a half later, Gary and Twilight Sparkle emerged from the shuttle. If the princess was totally worked up, he, on the contrary, was tuckered out: the princess had literally grilled him about all the instruments of the shuttle and more. He was no hard-core scientist, just an engineer, and had to remain evasive on the most theoretical questions about relativity, quantum mechanism and the Alcubierre’s superluminal warp drive. Worse, he almost had had to accept to make a quick return trip to the main vessel in order to fetch the science books he had taken with him, even though he had warned the princess that she would not be able to decipher his own alphabet, language, let alone the complex equations. But that Twilight Sparkle was so knowledge thirsty that she had not been deterred by such a flimsy excuse. Gary suspected she wanted him to teach her how to read those books, a task he felt unprepared for.



To put it shortly, what was supposed to be a quick tour had transformed into a thorough interrogation.



“Thank you so much!” Twilight Sparkle said as they both descended the gangway. “This was… thrilling and enthralling!”



“Think nothing of it, princess. The pleasure was all mine,” he answered, stifling a yawn.



“You seem fatigued,” the princess noted.



“I’ve been up for a long time now, and had to endure the stress of the descent as well as the excitement of this day. Yeah, I guess I could use some rest.” 



They had reached the ground. The place was now deserted; everypony had vanished, probably heading back to their own business, once the first amazement past. His visit belonged now, it seemed, to the princess’s exclusive remit.



“I’m afraid there is a last ordeal you must put up with tonight,” said Twilight Sparkle. She smiled.



“And what’s that?” asked Gary.



“Come with me,” answered the princess. “This time, I lead the way!”



They ambled away to the village. At some point, Gary looked back at the shuttle. The evening sunrays were pouring over it, brightly reflected by the metallic hull, and, from that distance, it was as if the whole craft had suddenly caught fire, a blazing ember, a fiery shape against the dark green backdrop of the meadow. He realised that this tiny shuttle was the only fragile link with Earth, trillions of kilometres away, and felt a slight lump in his throat. But he quickly dismissed his uneasiness: there was absolutely no reason for anything to go awry.



They quietly walked by the first houses, neat, perfectly lined up thatched bungalows with chirpy, brightly coloured façades and shutters, flanked by small and well kept flowerbeds. The overall impression was very pleasant, until Gary noticed that the abodes were all closed and dark, as if nobody lived inside, and the street was strangely desert. Had he landed on the verge of a ghost town? The idea unsettled him. He stopped. 



“Where are all the ponies gone?” he asked to the princess.



“That’s for you to find out!” she replied, and winked at him. “Don’t worry, you’ll soon have your answers!”



They resumed walking, went on along the empty streets. As they proceeded towards downtown, little by little, the bungalows gave way to more refined, multiple storey houses, yet as neat and charming. Until they finally arrived at the edge of a large square, in the center of which a massive, spire-crowned building was standing.



“We go right here,” said Twilight, pointing at the building with one of her forelegs.



They crossed the square to a small wooden stairs that led to a double door. No light nor sound came from inside. 



Twilight Sparkle walked up the stairs, and stopped at the door sill. “Come along!” she said, turning to face the human who straggled behind. “Get in!”



Gary hesitated. The darkness inside wasn’t foreboding well. The princess noticed his hesitation, and smiled.



“Oh come on!” she protested. “That’s no trap. Guaranteed!”



Reluctantly, Gary resumed walking up, then shuffled past Twilight into the building. He pushed the right door, trode in, and discovered a pitch black room. 



“What of it?” he asked, turning back.



At this very instant, bright lights were suddenly switched on amidst thunderous noise as thousands of crackers exploded simultaneously. A shoal of streamers and confetti fell on him, and a big “SURPRISE!” resounded. Gary whirled around, just in time to watch the crazy pink pony he had spotted before hopping straight to him. The rest of the room was teeming with other ponies, and, along the walls, large wooden trestle tables had been installed, each one loaded either with large bowls of candies, enormous cakes or bunches of bottles.



“Hi!” squealed ‘Pinkie’ when she was sufficiently near. “My name is Pinkie Pie, and I’ve thrown this mega-ultra-super-hyper-duper party just for you! Welcome to Ponyville! Now come, I must introduce you to all my friends! Quick!” 



She took hold of his right arm and pulled him towards the middle of the room. Gary looked back with puzzled eyes to Twilight Sparkle, who was still standing on the threshold, beaming. The princess winked at him and waved a hoof, as if to wish him good luck, just before he was swallowed up by the flock of ponies gathering around him.








It was well into the wee hours. The party was still in full swing; Gary was hardly anything even remotely human. His brain was put on auto, his ears were barely registering the braying music anymore, and his eyes were just two tiny chinks through which light filtered with difficulty. He was, more accurately, a sort of zombie shambling around aimlessly in the middle of an ever-shifting crowd of wild motley quadrupeds.



He had talked too much, danced too much, eaten too much, drunk too much. He felt strongly nauseated; all the cider mugs he had swilled during the evening, probably. Tottering, he feebly asked the closest pony for the loo. The—mare or stallion? He couldn’t tell—kindly escorted him all the way to the corresponding door. What does a pony loo look like? he reflected, but the thought crashed into the black hole that was his brain almost as quickly as it had sprung up. 



Maybe he pushed the handle too hard, maybe it was something else, but the door gave way unexpectedly under his pressure, and he clumsily fell through the doorway with a big thump. “Shit!” he exclaimed as he found himself lying on a soft floor. Behind him, he heard the door hinge back closed, and was surrounded by total darkness again. Something next to him made a weird sound, like… Like what? He couldn’t nail it down. His brain was melting away. He felt as if he would fall asleep right here. 



Then he heard a soft clop, and a light was turned on.



A grey, nondescript pony was standing there, looking at him with curious eyes. Glancing around, Gary saw he was in a narrow corridor flanked by a row of cubicles, in each of which a big hole had been dug in the cob ground; the place reeked of urine. He belched, and barely had time to crawl shamelessly to the nearest cubicle before barfing.



When his stomach was emptied at last, he felt somehow relieved. Leaning on his hands, he first sat with his back against the wall, then finally stood up. He gazed at himself. His palms, arms and clothes were all stained with obnoxious splotches of crud. Reflexively, he rubbed his hands against his trousers, then searched around for any tap or spout, but saw none. He felt pathetic. He dragged himself back to the door, and exited from the toilet.



Twilight Sparkle was waiting for him right on the other side. She eyed him from top to bottom. “Are you sick?” she asked.



“I’m sorry,” Gary apologised. “I think I’ll call it a night. That was too much for me. Could you be so kind as to help me back to my shuttle?”



The princess smiled. “I’ll do better,” she answered. “I’ll put you up for the night. Obviously you need a good shower, a good bed, and I can get Spike wash your clothes while you sleep. I’ve got plenty of free rooms, you know…”



Gary felt a bit embarrassed. “Do I look so miserable?” he asked.



Twilight Sparkle chortled. “I’m afraid you do, yes!” she answered. “But no big deal!” she added.



“Are you sure you want to put me up?”



“Sure, it’s totally fine with me.” To Gary’s amazement, she knelt down. “Come on! Get on my back. And don’t protest. It might be your only chance to mount a pony princess, you know!”



Gary winced, vaguely aware that there was some sort of double-entendre here, but his mind had passed beyond any ability to catch it. He plopped himself down astride the princess’s back. She stood up, and ambled nonchalantly to the exit, under the puzzled look of all the other attendees. “Squee!” exclaimed Pinkie Pie as they sidled past her. “Twily has a crush!”








Gary woke up suddenly in cold sweat. He sat in his bed, panting, scanning for… For what? The large bedroom around him was empty. Through the shutterless windows, shifting shafts of pale lunar light were casting unreal, ghostly shadows on the floor. He had had a nightmare, that was all.



He got off the bed, and padded to the window. In the sky, the moon was shining brightly, accompanied in its nightly ride by the familiar, yet alien shimmering of the stars. He strained his eyes and tried to make out some constellations. But he was not on Earth, and though the most distant stars had not appreciably moved, the closest ones weren’t where they were supposed to be anymore. It occurred to him that one of these stars might well be the Sun.



That thought was like a trigger: it conjured up images of his journey, of his arrival, of this first contact, of the big shindig. He smiled. What a dandy day he had; even in his wildest dreams, he had not anticipated such a warm welcome.



But something was nagging at the back of his mind: too warm a welcome, a little voice kept saying. Would we have done the same if someone had abruptly come out of the stars during the 20th century? Wouldn’t we have been wary at first? Have shun him?



Why was the town so desert, by the way?



What if…



His heart started to pound madly as a sudden wave of fright washed over him. He shouldn’t have accepted to sleep here. He had to go back to his shuttle. Now.



Panicked, he rushed to the door, and from there down the mighty stairs that led to the entrance hall. He was halfway through it when there was a big flash behind him. He stopped and turned around. Twilight Sparkle stood there, watching him with a threatening look.



“Where do you think you’re going?” she asked; her tone was surprisingly husky.



“Err… To the toilet,” Gary answered. “You know, with all the cider I quaffed down, I woke up with an urgent need and—”



“No,” Twilight Sparkle cut in. “You didn’t.”



“What?… Yes!” Gary protested.



“No, you didn’t,” the princess repeated coldly. 



There was a brief hush. All of a sudden, Gary turned around and ran for the gates, screaming.



He never reached them.








Early in the morning, a sad procession made its way through the busy streets of Ponyville. Coming first, a couple of ponies bore an elongated box roughly made of nailed birch planks; behind them, the princess Sparkle and her retinue, heads low, dejected. 



After a long walk, the cortège arrived in view of the tract of grass where the shuttle had landed. Close to it, a deep, rectangular hole had been dug in the turf, and a slab erected. The ponies paced to the brink of the hole, then stopped. Twilight Sparkle grabbed the wooden box in her magic, and placed it carefully into the excavation.



Mayor Mare made a short speech, praising the courage and the boldness of this explorer who had come all the way down from the stars to share his knowledge and extend his friendship, only to meet his doom at the end of his journey. 



When she was done, earth was shoveled back into the hole until it was fully leveled.



After a last goodbye, everyone dawdled off their way, reassuming their true shape to enjoy the day off Chrysalis had given to them.
      

      
   
      Flash in the Pan


      

      
      
         I sit, and I wait.



I arrived at the train station precisely two hours early, because Princess Twilight Sparkle doesn't take unnecessary chances. Just to be extra-safe, I've already pre-checked my luggage. All my books were packed, so I don't have anything to keep me company except for my thoughts. But those are more than enough.



I didn't tell any of my friends about this. It's a very short trip, and they're just a bunch of worrywarts.



Wow. I am way too nervous to relax. My brain is racing at almost three hundred thousand kilometers per second. It's not anxiety, though. It's a good kind of nervous. I feel alive. I feel more excited than I've ever been in my entire life. I sit on the bench and think, rapidly tapping one hoof against the floorboards. My mind buzzes on autopilot, and one thought keeps returning.



Dating is difficult when you're a princess.



Well, I suppose that's not entirely fair. Maybe dating is hard for everypony? I honestly don't know. I have no basis for an estimate other than Rarity's romance novels, and the stories in her collection all seem highly unrealistic. Then again, Daring Do stories always seemed highly unrealistic, and she turned out to be real! So maybe dating makes everypony feel like this. That would be crazy.



I tried my best to study, but I'm not sure it helped. I've read dozens of how-to books on dating, and they all disagree! It's incredibly frustrating. At least it backs up the hypothesis that all these weird feelings I'm having are are somehow normal. Maybe everypony has a unique experience, and I just have to forge my own path. Well, right now I am one-hundred percent ready to blaze a trail. I'm what Rainbow Dash calls "psyched", or maybe "stoked" (I'm not certain what the difference is).



No, I don't know what it's like to go on a normal date. I never dated anypony back when I was just a unicorn. I had no desire for a relationship because I was too busy with other things. Of course, I thought about stallions from time to time. That's normal, right? A young mare has needs, if you know what I mean. But I never thought about any particular stallion, and that's a key difference. In my fantasies it was more like the general "idea" of a stallion. My imagination would create a faceless representation of a coltfriend, some kind of nondescript pony without a name or a personality. It was just there, serving its purpose, and I wasn't even in the picture. I mean, I didn't even have to imagine myself being there when it happened. It was just an idea, free-floating and unattached. That was all I needed. It was simple. It was efficient.



Having a crush on somepony is very different. Now when I close my eyes, I imagine him, and I imagine myself with him. I imagine what it must feel like to be happy together. I imagine being somepony important, somepony who complements his strengths and weaknesses with my own. I imagine sharing my life with him. That feeling—this feeling—is beyond incredible. I can't describe how I feel right now with words or thoughts. If this is love, then love is a realm which lies leagues beyond the land of language. And as much as it surprises me, I'm totally okay with that.



Being a princess complicates things, of course, especially since this is my first time feeling this way about a stallion. I'm a little scared because I'm not even sure if this crush "counts". I mean, technically speaking, my crush formed around his alien doppelganger from another dimension where nopony seems to age.



I guess it sounds a little weird when I stop to think about it.



Weirdness notwithstanding, that dimension had an Applejack just like my Applejack. It had a Pinkie Pie just like mine, and a Rainbow Dash, and a Rarity, and even a Fluttershy.



And this dimension, my dimension, has one of him. It's obvious, isn't it? It's just like how my five best friends and I were fated to be together. Flash Sentry and I are meant for each other. Somehow, I just know. The hooves of fate are shoving us inexorably closer, for reasons nopony can fathom. Maybe I didn't have much time in the alternate dimension to really get to know him, but his double was so sweet to me. I knew it was real the moment I laid eyes on that weird, gangly alien body. And to think Princess Celestia told me love at first sight doesn't exist! I hate to break it to you, Princess Celestia. This little princess is living proof that it does.



Everything would already be perfect, except he lives in another country. I've been warned about this sort of thing. Rarity says she's interested in several Canterlot stallions, but she's never pursued any of them because she wants to keep her business based in Ponyville, so she can be with her friends. Canterlot's not even half as far away as the Crystal Empire is, either. Rarity seems convinced that long-distance relationships never work out. But I don't see a ring on her horn, so what does she know?



To make matters worse, I'm a big celebrity over there. Ponyville knew me before I changed, so ponies here still treat me like a real person. In the Crystal Empire, I'm larger than life. How can I have a normal relationship when I'm a foreign dignitary? What if my fame gets in the way of our time together? What if—



Oh! The train is here. I examine my carry-on saddlebags and pull my cloak tightly around my barrel. I suppose I don't need the cloak just yet, but I want to hide my wings before I arrive. I even have my forelock pulled back with a maneband. Anything that makes me look different will help us avoid notice. That way, Flash Sentry and I can enjoy spending time together in peace, just like a normal couple.



I sit down inside the train and await departure. Couple! That simple, two-syllable word makes me feel giddy inside. I barely notice as the train takes off.



Things would be easier if Flash could visit Ponyville, but it's not in the cards. His job as a royal guard means he's on duty pretty much all the time, and even though he does get vacation time, he has family obligations and I totally respect him for that. I've told him I could pull some strings, but he doesn't want special treatment. So me visiting him is for the best, even if my royalty makes things difficult.



We send scrolls to each other on a weekly basis, so I'm getting to know him really well. Applejack says it's essential to get to know somepony before you date them, although she seems to think the only way you can do it is by spending time in person. Rainbow Dash is even stricter about relationships: she says "always date a friend". I think that's good advice, don't get me wrong, but Applejack and Rainbow Dash just spend all their time hanging out together. I've never seen either one of them with a stallion, so I choose to take their advice with a lick of salt.



The trip to the Crystal Empire will take almost a day, so I plan to sleep on the train. Flash doesn't have much time, so I'm only visiting him for a day and a half. I'm actually spending more time on the train (if you count both ways) than I will be in the Empire itself, which is kind of funny. It probably won't be a comfortable ride since I decided to go economy, but love (is it too early to call it that?) is all about sacrifice. To be honest, that's why I wanted to travel coach. It's a way to show that I can still be a normal pony, and a way to prove to myself that I care enough about him to make this relationship work.



Fluttershy talks about how important it is to show somepony you care about them. I trust her judgment on this sort of thing more than my other friends, so I've spent a lot of time telling her my plans. She was a little concerned about Flash "meeting me halfway", because she seemed to think I was doing all the work. I know I might be going a little overboard. But this relationship isn't just about me, and Flash Sentry has already proven it. When I told him I wanted to come visit, he offered to pay for a hotel room so we could have more privacy than we'd get where he lives (probably at the castle, I haven't asked). Isn't that sweet? Yes. Yes, it is.



I yawn as the train rumbles down the track. I got up early today, and even with these racing thoughts I'm starting to feel tired. I could use a nap. I close my eyes.








Ugh. It's hard to focus because I keep waking up and going back to sleep. It looks like I'm past Canterlot now and headed through the tundra that borders the Empire. The moon rose hours ago. I guess I was totally out of it when we hit Canterlot, but that's why I picked a train that was headed all the way through. Some ponies actually criticize me for being meticulous, but it always pays off to plan ahead. Why leave room for failure?



I'm not getting much "actual" sleep, but I'm still fairly rested. Apparently, if you get hours and hours of almost-sleep, it's almost as good as a few hours of actual-sleep. Somepony in my train car told me that. I'd talk to her some more, but she's resting her eyes again. I wonder if she's dating somepony too.



Okay, I admit it. This long-distance thing is already kind of an ordeal. But the great thing is that it's temporary. Once Flash and I hit things off, he'll be thrilled to move to Ponyville. It would be so much easier if we lived near each other, and that's not "too much too soon" or anything, because it would be true even if we weren't dating, or getting married, or whatever. Ponyville has so much to offer that there's basically no risk. I can easily get him a job if he needs one (not that he will once we're together, of course). I talked to Pinkie about what she thought might be a good job for Flash once he moves to Ponyville, but she said I was crazy! Pinkie Pie, calling me crazy? Well, it turns out Pinkie was just worried it wouldn't work out between us, so moving might be a bad idea. But I don't see how that matters. Ponyville is a great place to live. You don't need to date a princess to move there.



Sometimes it feels like my friends don't understand just how important this is, and it really bothers me. I rest my eyes a little more.








...huh?



I wake to the cross expression of a train engineer. He asks for my passport.



Wait a moment... here. I pull it out of my saddlebags and show it to him. His eyes open wide in shock.



"I'm sorry, P-P-Princess," he stammers.



I grin. My disguise is working!



"Shh," I whisper, and I wink at him. Winking is fun, and kind of silly. It's so rare I get to do it! But I'm very, very, very excited right now. I'm finally here.



"Of course, Pr—I mean, er, my lady," he nervously nods, blushing. Good, he got the message.



I exit the train and pick up my luggage. I packed light, of course. Just one large suitcase, plus the saddlebags I carried with me on the train. This way it's less obvious I'm a powerful mage, since I only have the one bag to tote around with magic. See? Always plan ahead.



It's bright and sunny out, and... Hmm. Flash Sentry isn't here yet. The train wasn't late (it's precisely noon both by the station clock and my watch), but he might expect me to notify him first in case there was trouble, which is sensible. I had the forethought to bring some scrolls with me, of course. There's a gift shop by the train station, so I decide I'll wait there. But first, I pen a short scroll to my date and send it off.



I enter the gift shop with a cheery smile. Nopony else is in here except the crystal pony behind the counter. She sees me enter, and she scowls in my direction. That's weird.



I have time to kill, so I might as well purchase a souvenir. I want to support local businesses, of course. I grab a crystal keychain that looks kind of interesting. I don't think I'll ever use it, but maybe Spike will eat it. I bring it to the counter.



"I'd like to buy this," I say.



...what?



The look I'm getting from this mare is bizarre. I don't know what it is, because I've never seen anything like it. It's definitely unfriendly. Is it... contempt? I thought I knew what contempt looked like, but her face is just unreal. I mean, I grew up in Canterlot, and a lot of ponies there are self-centered and snobbish. But this look on her muzzle is incredibly nasty! Why? Did I do something?



Oh. I think it's because I'm a foreigner. Since I'm hiding the fact that I'm a princess, I must be getting the brunt of her rudeness toward outsiders. Maybe some crystal ponies don't trust unicorns? I mean, we have magic, and if you don't live in a place with many unicorns... But aren't there crystal unicorns, too? For the life of me, I can't remember. It's such a simple and important demographic characteristic, and I can't remember! No, this is all wrong. I should be more prepared for this.



Think, Twilight. When we first came here and liberated the Empire, all the crystal ponies were earth ponies. Weren't they? But during the Games I think there were some pegasi and unicorns, too, because I saw them in the stands. Maybe that was a temporary magic thing? But wasn't there a crystal pegasus guard with Flash Sentry when Princess Cadance came to visit me? Damn. I'm not sure. Oh, this is bad.



No, wait. It doesn't matter. Flash isn't a crystal pony. He's just a normal pegasus born and raised in Canterlot, so none of this is relevant to our relationship. If ponies here treat him like this, that would be awful, but I doubt it. It's probably just this one mare. How unfortunate that she works in customer service, and right here at the train stop. I almost feel sorry for her.



Uh-oh. I totally spaced out there, and she still hasn't said anything. Now the expression on her muzzle looks like she just ate a pile of moldy alfalfa. She's pointing to a sign that has a price on it, and it's in crystal currency. Maybe she's mute? No, I think she's just mean.



I place five bits on the counter. Given my knowledge of the currency exchange, three bits would be more than sufficient, but I'm an emissary from Equestria and it is my duty to be generous.



Oh no. Now she looks even more pissed. I didn't imagine this was possible! I'm starting to feel nervous. It's like she can see right through me. How incredibly ironic, I realize. I successfully suppress a chuckle.



She frowns and pushes my bits back toward me, then points to a counter on the opposite end of the store. It's a currency exchange booth, but nopony is there. I guess I should go there first, though. I take my bits and hold on to the keychain, and walk to the counter.



I stand there for about a minute, and then the crystal pony slowly walks over to the exchange booth. Oh. That's convenient, I guess. She still looks very unhappy. I give her one hundred gold bits, and after staring down at them for a few seconds, she swiftly scoops them into the register and hooves me one-hundred and thirty-four crystal bits. She's taking a cut of about 20% over the exchange rate, which seems a little steep, but I'm not about to complain. I take the money.



We both walk back to the main counter, and I pay with seven crystal bits (the keychain costs four). She takes four of them, then sneers and knocks the other three to the floor. Well then. I guess she doesn't want a tip.



I feel awful for thinking this, but... What a crystal bitch!



Bleah. This is not a good start to my trip. But this jerk is only one pony, and I'm not about to let a single sour apple affect my mood. I'm still thrilled that Flash and I are about to spend the day together. I pick up my bits and keychain, store them in my saddlebags, turn away from NastyPants McMeanieFace, and briskly walk out of the store...



...and headlong into Flash Sentry. Slam.



"Oops," I giggle, as I stand up and dust myself off. "Sorry. We keep doing this. I mean, not you exactly," I say.



"I remember. From all the letters," he says.



Flash has a nice, reserved smile. I'm sure mine is big and goofy, but I'm just so happy to see him. I rear up and hug him, and he chuckles and hugs me for a moment before pushing us apart.



"So, are you ready to see the Empire?" he asks.



"Am I!" I say. "I mean, I am, yes."



"Great. Um, what's with the mane and the cloak, though?" he asks me.



"I wanted to go incognito—"



"Incogwhat?"



"Oh, incognito means in disguise or in hiding. So ponies don't stare at us or anything just because I'm a princess," I explain. I do so love the opportunity to define a word.



Flash grabs my cloak and whisks it off without asking, then removes the band from my forelock.



"Don't sweat it, princess. It's fine if ponies want to stare," he says with a smirk.



Incredible! He wants ponies to know who I am, even with all the negative consequences. Now this is loyalty.



Ponies begin staring at us, and I smile. Why shouldn't I? I'm proud to be seen with my coltfriend. Maybe he's not my coltfriend yet, but close enough. I tuck my cloak into a saddlebag as Flash leads me down the street toward the hotel.



"So, I figure after we drop your bags off, we can go eat and then I can show you some stuff," he says. "There's a lot you wouldn't know about unless you've lived here a while."



"Yeah, Ponyville's the same way," I say, which sounds a little dumb.



"I guess most places are," he says. On the way to the hotel, he waves and points to other stallions he knows, probably off-duty guards. They seem really happy for us. Everything is already so perfect. I'm trying not to hyperventilate.



I consider asking him about the crystal mare, but decide against it. I put her out of my mind, right where she belongs.








The restaurant we eat at is friendly and classy: not too upscale, not too hoofestrian. Flash chose it, naturally. We sit at an outdoor table because it's nice outside. Sunset is coming soon.



Our waiter seems nervous.



"I, um, my princess?" he says timidly.



"It's okay," I smile. "Just 'miss' is fine."



"As you wish, miss," he says. "Your order?"



"I'll have a medium garden salad, and a half-glass of this," I say, and point at the wine list. "I'm not very hungry, what with all the butterflies in my stomach," I grin.



"Of course," he says, and then he turns to my date. "And you, sire?"



"I'll take the downs with a blizzard, a bowl of triple mash, and two pelten on the side," he says.



I have no idea what any of that means. It like he's speaking another language.



"Very good, sire," he says. "I'll be right back with your wine, miss."



"What was that all about?" I ask, once the waiter is gone. I'm deeply curious.



"It's just local lingo," says Flash.



"Oh. But he understood my order, right?"



"Of course," he smiles. "Apparently, even when Sombra ruled the place there was some kind of tourism, so they never became totally disconnected from Equestria. I don't know the details, though. Ponies here don't like to talk about it."



I want to pry for more information, but I'd rather not seem too forward. It's fun to leave a little mystery, anyway.



Until this moment, I never knew I could feel happy about missing out on historically accurate details.



Dinner goes by quickly. Flash's order appears to include biscuits and gravy and a couple of sides, and a bowl with starchy products I can't place. My food is simply amazing. Flash Sentry certainly knows his local cuisine.



Flash talks about himself a lot, mostly stories from his job, and he likes to make corny jokes too. Of course, I laugh at all of them. Laughter is the heart and soul of a relationship. He even pokes fun of what I looked like with my bangs pulled back, and he's right, it was pretty silly-looking.



I don't have much to add to the conversation. I just like listening to him, and he likes talking, so it works. Besides, the more I know about his life, the closer I feel us growing together.



Even though I didn't have much to eat, the wine isn't enough to give me a buzz. I was already kind of "buzzing" to begin with, though. Maybe I can't tell.



I insist on taking the check before he has a chance to argue. I am a princess, after all. He's paying for our hotel, and that's chivalrous enough for me.








"Where are we off to now?" I ask as we head down the sidewalk together. The night sky is already up.



"Slow down. You're walking too fast," says Flash. I realize I'm leading him down the street even though I don't know where we're headed.



"Oh! Sorry," I grimace. "I'm just excited." I slow to a trot. That's better.



"I can tell. Well, I have a couple of surprises in store," he says. "For the first one, I thought maybe we could dress up, but the hotel's kind of far. It's casual there, so nude should be fine."



"Oh! Okay," I say. I remember the dress I brought with me. It's pretty plain, because I was certain I'd be in hiding. I guess I haven't prepared for all contingencies, but fortunately everything is working out. "Casual sounds great."



We show up to a place that looks kind of like a store, but there aren't any tables or anything inside. It's really dark and loud music is playing. There's a place in the middle of the main room where beams of light spin across the floor, and a few ponies are dancing there. It looks like fun! There's a bar at one end of the room, and somepony is controlling the music and lights at the other (I think).



"This is called a club," Flash yells at me. It's really hard to hear!



"Wow," I say. "I think Rarity told me about these."



"What?" he yells.



"I've heard of these!" I yell back. "I love dancing!"



"Well, I'm going to dance!" he yells, and walks into the light beams and starts shaking his body. It's incredible how rhythmic he is! It's kind of entrancing to watch. I have no idea how to dance like he does. I'm sure I'm not anywhere near that impressive. But it looks like everypony here is just doing whatever comes natural to them, so I'm not worried.



There's plenty of space on the floor, so Flash can dance without bumping into anypony else, but I feel like I should be out there with him. I'm his date, right? So I enter the dance floor in front of him and I start to shake my legs.



After a minute, it looks like only Flash and I are dancing. I see some looks on other ponies' faces. They seem shocked. I think it's because I'm a princess. My wings are bucking a little, but I'm trying to keep them in. Flash tries to turn around, but I follow him with my body so I can keep facing him. It's only polite, after all.



Minutes pass and I'm still exhilarated. My energy is just boundless, and it's an amazing experience! Flash gets a weird expression on his face, then smiles, and starts copying my dancing. I laugh out loud. I can't hear it, but I'm sure he can see me smile.



Eventually we step out of the lights to catch our breath, and I notice ponies heading back onto the dance area. Some of them are trying to move their legs the way I did. It looks pretty ridiculous, actually. We both get something to drink (non-alcoholic) and step outside.



"This is a lot of fun," I yell, then cover my mouth and drop my voice because it's much easier to hear outside.



"Yeah. There's only one Twilight Sparkle," he chuckles. "Although, just for some dance etiquette, you really shouldn't hog my dance-face that much. That way other ponies can join with us more easily."



"Oh! I'm sorry," I say. "I'm still pretty new to this." I guess I was thinking that the dance would be something just between the two of us, especially when nopony else was on the floor. But he's right, this is a social event, and I suppose it would be better for us to connect with other ponies too.



I really appreciate his honesty. I feel like I can trust him even more now.



"Come on, follow me," Flash says. I start cantering past him, but then I realize I'm doing it again and I slow down to a walk. I'm just so excited! It's hard to learn all of this social stuff at the same time.








We stand at the top of a large hill, looking down on the city below. It's absolutely breathtaking. The lights which line the streets make it look like an enormous snowflake in the night, glimmering in neon hues.



"This is amazing," I say. "I can see everything."



And it really is amazing. This vantage point offers up the big picture of the city, without any of the little details getting in the way. This is the central hub of the Empire. Thousands of years of history lie below us, etched into the city's very design, like a tiny glowing model I can almost reach out and hold in my hooves. Long before Sombra, every street and alleyway had been carefully planned; an actual, planned metropolis, and of this immense size! It's mind-boggling to even try to imagine it. What were the forebearers of the crystal ponies thinking? How could they have known what the Empire would one day become? The amount of organization required, it must have been monu—



"I like it," says Flash, and he smiles. "The Crystal Empire's pretty special."



I nod in agreement. It really is.



"This is beautiful. Thank you for sharing it," I say.



"Yeah, of course," he says.



"Ponyville may not be nearly this shiny, but I think it's pretty special too," I hint. Immediately I realize how stupid I sound.



"Eh, if you say so," he says.



Hmm. I don't get it. Surely he knows I can't move up here, right? Or... could I? No, there's no way. I already have a kingdom of my own, and a castle, and everything. It just wouldn't be practical!



Then I look down at the glowing city below us, and I realize that the big picture is what really matters. I shouldn't be fussing over the details right now. Not this soon in our romance. All that matters is that we're here, together, and we're two young ponies in love.



Dear Celestia, it's so beautiful. We stand in silence, admiring the view together.



Should... should I touch him? We're sidled right up next to each other, but nothing's happening. And the view, this is hooves-down the most romantic place I've ever seen!



It's my move. I have to do this.



I gently put my leg around his withers. He squirms a little bit, though, so I remove it. Damn! Too soon, too soon. Damn. Still, it's so pretty...



"Um, Twilight? Can I ask you something?" he asks me.



"Sure!" I say. I sound excited, but I'm anxious. I mean, 'ask you something' could mean anything. It could mean something wonderful! Or, it could mean something... not-so-wonderful.



"You know a lot about ponies, and like, psychology, and stuff," he says, blushing.



"Uh-huh!" I say. I'm smiling as big as I can, but it's fake. I'm nervous. Ask me already. Ask me ask me ask me, I can't take any more tension. Ask. Ask! ASK!!!



He gives me a half-smile. "Do you ever feel like, I mean you wouldn't ever do it because it's awful, and even saying this feels awful," he says.



Oh no. Celestia no. Don't break up with me. Please, please no. Anything but that. I'm already holding back tears. I don't know why I expect it to happen, I mean it's impossible he would, but...



"Do you ever, like, imagine grabbing something small and helpless, like a bunny or a puppy, and just, crushing it between your hooves? I mean, just because you can, or something?"



OH THANK CELEST— wait. What?



I cough once. "Er, come again?" I say in a shaky voice.



"I mean, feelings like that, just feelings about doing the smashing, and nothing else... I mean, I would never... but the feelings, that's normal, right?" he asks, and blinks a few times in a row. He looks really vulnerable.



I pause for a moment to think, and the words come out of my mouth before I have a chance to filter them.



"Oh. Oh! No, oh my goodness no. No! That's not normal," I say. "No way, no. Not at all."



"...oh," he says, and then he looks down at his hooves. I quickly realize what I've done.



"No no wait! It's okay! It doesn't mean anything bad," I explain. "I just mean, it's a little weird. But everypony is weird! So it's fine."



I'm not lying when I say it. I mean, I don't really know if it means something bad, because I haven't read anything in the literature about it. So by default, it doesn't mean anything at all. It's just, well, weird. That's what "not normal" means, after all, right?



"Oh. Okay. Okay," he says, taking a deep breath.



"Really, I'm weird too," I insist, with another smile. I can't quite tell if this one looks fake.



Flash Sentry nods. "I know. I mean, I just saw you dance," he says.



That catches me off guard, but I decide to store the comment for later analysis. I still need to comfort him. I'm his fillyfriend, so it's my job.



"Flash, I'm flattered you would share something personal like this with me. You know, the fact that those feelings bother you? It means you actually care," I tell him. "It means you have a kind heart."



He looks up to me and nods. "Yeah. Yeah, I guess so. Thanks," he says.



I smile, and this time I know it's genuine. He really does have a kind heart. I can feel it.



"It's pretty late. Let's go to back the hotel," he says, and starts walking down the hill by himself. After spacing out for a moment, I canter downhill to catch up.








We're in the hotel room. It isn't big, but it's clean, and it has a queen-size bed.



Flash is pacing. I feel nervous. But this is why we're here, right? Maybe not to go all the way, but at least to be a little intimate. This is how relationships work these days. I'm okay with this. I am. I really, really am.



I sit on the edge of the bed. He sits next to me.



I smile and look up at him. He seems kind of shy. I lean in for a kiss, and...



"Um, Twilight?" he says.



"Yes, Flash?" I ask.



"I really feel bad for asking this, but, could you, like, brush your teeth first?" he says.



"Oh! No, that's perfectly fine. I'm all about proper hygiene," I insist. I head into the bathroom and begin brushing my teeth.



"You don't, like, smell bad or anything," he explains, speaking loudly so I can hear him from the bed. "It's just, like, the two times I bumped into you, there was a weird smell both times, by coincidence. It wasn't you, I know it, because nopony smells that way—it must have been garbage nearby or something—but it's kind of stuck in my brain and it makes me feel nervous. Sorry."



That's totally fair. It's just a behavioral reaction, far below the conscious threshold. It could happen to anypony. It can be fixed. I rinse my mouth out. I step back into the bedroom, and I see him.



Flash is lying on the bed prone with his legs at his sides. His eyes are shut tightly. I realize now the extent of his generosity... he's willing to give me anything and everything, isn't he?



But something seems wrong as I climb onto the bed next to him. His eyes are closed so tight, and he's shivering. Is he... afraid?



"You can just, y'know, do whatever," he whispers, but it looks like he's wincing.



I reach out and pet his mane. "Flash, it's okay. We don't have to do any of this."



His eyes open partway. "But you came all this way, I mean, it's only fair. I'm fine with it."



I shake my head. "No, this isn't right. I mean, I guess I've never been on a date before so I don't know what is right, but this really can't be it."



"Okay," he says, and crawls under the covers. He looks incredibly relieved.



I turn off the lights and climb into bed with him. He turns away from me. I kiss him on the neck, and he tenses up again.



"Goodnight Flash," I say, and I turn back to back with him.



"Goodnight," he says. He sounds totally relaxed and happy again, thank goodness. We lay there in quiet, except for my sobbing.



It only takes him a few minutes to fall asleep. He snores a little. It takes me about a half-hour to stop crying. It's okay, though. It's not that bad.



Now my tear ducts are empty. I think I can finally rest.








The morning comes and my eyes are dry. We take turns in the shower. My train leaves at ten in the morning. We don't really say anything until we're walking down the street.



"Sorry everything didn't work out," says Flash.



I feel confused, and maybe a little sad.



"I wouldn't say things didn't 'work out', exactly. I mean, it just takes time," I say. I'm sure I sound defensive. I can't help it.



"Oh. Um, what takes time?" asks Flash. He seems confused too.



"The relationship," I say. Something's wrong, though. That horrible sinking feeling of worry is hitting me again. It's the same one from the hilltop. Only now, it's a dozen times worse. Why am I feeling like this? Does my brain know something I don't?



Flash shrugs. "Oh. I don't really know about calling 'us' that," he says.



I abruptly jump in front and turn to face him. I know I'm not holding it together very well, but I have to be sure.



"Pleasedon'tbreakupwithme!" I shout. I probably look pathetic. No, I'm sure I do. I just lack the strength to care.



"What? No, no," he says, looking nervously around. "That's just crazy."



I exhale with relief. Thank goodness.



"We can't 'break up', Twilight. We're not, like, in a relationship, or anything," he says.



I stand there frozen in place, jaw hanging open. My left eye twitches.



"Look, Twilight, this is all you, okay?" he says, and starts walking toward the station again so that I have to follow him. "You just, need some time to sort things out. You'll be fine."



Somehow I bring myself to walk beside him, but I'm stunned. I can't cry right now, but I'm not sure why. I'm not sure what went wrong. I'm not sure what I did. I'm not sure of anything anymore.



"Have a good trip home, okay?" he says, sitting me down on a bench. He waves, smiles a little, and turns around to leave.



I watch him walk into the distance, and I feel completely numb. Everything just happened so fast. I sit there, unable to think anything intelligible for what must be several minutes.



Then I look up at the train schedule, and something else is wrong.



My train doesn't leave at ten. My train leaves at four in the afternoon. Four in the afternoon? How? It's not at ten. There is no train leaving at ten.



This isn't possible. I check my return ticket. Four o'clock. Why did I think it left at ten?



I never make a planning mistake of this magnitude. There can be only one reason for this turn of events.



It's a miracle.



No, no, no. That's completely stupid. We're not an item, we were never an item, and maybe we aren't even meant to be an item. This is nothing. This isn't a miracle, it's just another stupid screw-up on the worst trip of my miserable life.



But where does this leave me? I'll be stuck here for six hours, and I'm barely able to sit down without crying, much less walk back into town. What am I supposed to do, go back into the gift shop? I could barely face that bitch when I was on top of the world!



Oh, this is awful. This is just awful. This must be what "rock-bottom" means. I understand now, and the knowledge feels like acid in my eyes. I didn't want to admit it, I really didn't, but now I must.



This trip has gone much less well than I had originally hoped.



I take a moment to think about everything, all mangled together, like an inseparable blob of experience and tragedy. Maybe there are no such things as miracles. Maybe, somehow, it's my responsibility to learn something from this.



Or, maybe we make our own miracles...



No. I don't want to bother Flash Sentry after everything that's just happened to him. Closure is important, and sending a message to him now would be like ripping off a bandage before the wound has healed.



But then again, if I ever thought of him as a partner, maybe I need to be able to think of him as a friend first. A true friend would bite the bullet and come pick me up anyway. He would shoulder some of the burden. He's not the only one hurting here. I mean, I'm hurting too. It's not just him.



I send the scroll.








"I'm really sorry about this Flash," I say as we walk to his house. This time I keep the cloak wrapped around me.



"It's okay," he says. "It's not your fault. I mean, I guess it is, but you didn't mean it. I just have stuff to do so you'll have to chill at my place while you wait. Then I'll walk you back."



"Thank you so much," I say.



"Hey, Flash!" somepony calls out. A stallion dressed like a royal guard trots up to us.



"Oh. Hey Lance," says Flash.



"Is that her?" 'Lance' says under his breath. I guess my simple disguise wasn't enough after all. Lance tries to maneuver so that Flash is blocking me. He's probably too shy to be introduced to a princess, and that's fine. I have a lot on my mind at the moment anyway.



"Yeah. Her train's delayed, or something. So I'm taking her home for an hour or two," says Flash.



"But you two, last night. Right? Right?" whispers Lance, just barely loud enough that I can hear. I have surprisingly good auditory capabilities.



"Totally, pony," says Flash, and the two high-hoof and grin like Cheshire cats.



Lance smiles and winks at me, then trots off.



"Lance?" I ask.



"Oh, he's just a goof. Forget about it."



Oh well. At some point, my brother and Cadance will figure out I stopped by and didn't say hi to them, but they'll get over it. They already have the perfect relationship, after all.








Flash Sentry's house is large, but it looks a bit messy on the outside. He needs to mow the lawn, and it could use a fresh coat of paint. It isn't a jungle by any means, but it could definitely use a mare's touch.



"Moooom! I have a guest," he shouts as we walk inside.



"Oh! Your mom lives with you?" I ask.



"Yeah, my parents live here," he says. "We get along well though. Dad's on a business trip."



A unicorn mare walks into the living room. She smiles.



"Oh, thank Heavens. A normal unicorn," she says, rolling her eyes.



"Mom, rude. Don't be racist in front of my friends," he scolds. "Can you give us some space?"



"Of course. I'm going out to bingo anyway. I'll be back late, don't wait up," she says, then walks out and shuts the door. She doesn't seem to care about my presence. They must give him a lot of space.



I notice Flash just implied I was his friend. I'm kind of surprised, but I guess it's true. He did come pick me up, after all, and it's not like he was trying to hurt me. He didn't want this to happen. I don't really know what to think, though. I'm still hanging from a very thin emotional thread. What if I start crying again?



Flash walks into his room, and I tentatively follow.



Oh my Stars. What a complete pigsty! There are towels, and clothes, and baskets, and used plates, and toys, or something—and everything is just everywhere. It takes all of my strength to keep myself from organizing things. I want to clean this room with every fiber of my being, and I know it would be so helpful for him. But it might be rude, and I'm really not in the right state of mind for taking chances.



"Sorry it's a real mess, I got a system though," he says. He turns his attention to a chalkboard on the wall. It has what appear to be lyrics about fillies. Not any particular fillies, just fillies and romance in general. I see he has a guitar in here, just like the other Flash.



I'm reminded of Rarity, despite the mess. I guess he's an artist.



"If you can keep quiet, I'm just gonna focus on my work for a bit kay?" he says. He erases some of the words on the board and pauses in thought.



I start crying, and I don't know why. "I'm sorry," I sob.



Flash sighs and hoofs me a box of tissues. "It's okay, don't worry about it. Stuff doesn't always work the way we want it to, you know."



It's good advice, but I'm bawling like a baby. Fortunately, he's able to ignore me enough to work. Under different circumstances, I think I'd be impressed by his ability to tune out distractions.



It's kind of weird, though. Even as I cry and shake, I realize that I'd never have seen this side of him if it weren't for all of the mistakes I'd made along the way. As awful as all of this is, it's still valuable. Now, I know.



After a few minutes, my sobbing is softens a little. There are plenty of tissues so I'm doing okay. My chest still heaves when I try to breathe, though.



Flash turns to me. "Hey, um, Twilight?" he asks.



I sniff and dry my eyes for the three-hundred and fifty-seventh time. I wish I could stop counting. "Y-yeah?"



"You... you wouldn't mind signing this for me, would you?" he says, and hoofs me a picture.



It's a picture of me. It's kind of unflattering, because it was clearly taken from a bad angle by a tourist with a camera, but it's definitely a picture of me. Huh. Flash keeps a picture of me in his room.



"H-how do you want me to sign it?" I choke. It's tricky to talk when you're crying.



"Oh, just your name. Don't personalize it or anything," he says.



I look down at the picture, and I take up a felt-tip pen. I'm too shaken up right now to do it by hoof, but I need to hold the picture steady to sign it telekinetically, so it has to be right under my muzzle. Very carefully, I catch each teardrop with my magic before it has a chance to hit the paper. There are a lot of tears, so they begin to collect into one giant supertear, and then that gets in the way. So, I rearrange my floating eye juice into four equally-divided supertear quadrants at the four corners of my vision. It takes about a minute for me to complete the autograph. Even for me, it's hard to manipulate all of the tears at the same time as I write. It's an amazing feat of magical prowess. I hope he appreciates it.



He takes the perfectly dry autograph from me and smiles. "Thanks," he says, and he tosses it onto a pile of dirty laundry beside his bed.



It takes a few dozen tissues to dispose of the supertears.








It's finally over.



I'm on the train, awaiting my departure back to Ponyville. I'm not crying anymore, but Flash gave me some extra tissues just in case. I want to take a nap, but my mind won't let me. I'm overwhelmed with... with everything.



I don't really know what I'm feeling right now. But it's actually not horrible, because I realize something important through all of this pain I've just endured. Sometimes, life hoofs you terrible experiences, but if you can learn from them, all that awfulness can shape you into a better pony. It can make you stronger. It seems counterintuitive, but I think this is actually the way it works. Like the way tiny stress fractures will make a bone tougher. It just takes time, and a little pain.



I shouldn't be surprised by this revelation. I've been through terrible arguments and disagreements with my closest friends, and I've grown wiser and better from each one of them. Somehow, those bad experiences have made me a better friend. I know I can grow from this, too. I can let it teach me more about who I am, and what I have to offer the world, and why a stallion should be damn grateful to have me as his fillyfriend. I'm worth a lot more than I've been giving myself credit for.



All this terribleness is now a thing in my past. Even though I'm sure other terrible things will happen to me in the future, this tragedy, this particular nightmare, is finally over. The chapter is closed. Tomorrow is another day, and it's a bright one.



I've learned so much from this, and even while my cheeks are puffy and sore, I know I can smile again.



So I smile. It's a big, bright, Pinkie-Pie-sized smile, and it's as genuine as can be.



Our wedding will be so beautiful.
      

      
   
      A Princess of Mares


      

      
      
         The large stallion tromped noisily through the undergrowth, muttering darkly under his breath with every step into the sodden jungle floor. 



“Stupid jungle… All these… TREES and and and INSECTS! Can’t even take two steps without, without tripping over some tree root or running face first into a spider web the size of of a hoofball court and—” His diatribe came to an abrupt end as a small sapling he shoved out of the way sprang back and slapped him in the face. He let out a choked roar, face flushed red with fury as he ripped the tree out by the roots and being laying about himself with it, whipping the vines and the creepers and the trees and every single thing in the whole stinking jungle until he stood, panting with exertion, eyes wide and ears back, panting as he fixed a gimlet eye on the thoroughly cowed plant life. 



A slightly impressed whistle issued from further along the trail. A young teen pegasus in an oversized pith helmet leaned against a free standing stone, evidently having passed through the brush without any difficulty whatsoever. “Well if nothing else you’re the strongest Earth pony I’ve ever seen. Still, you should try to be louder, Mister Shores. I’m sure there’s a panther or bug bear that hasn’t heard you yet.”



The stallion narrowed his eyes as he crashed up to the mare. “If I wanted your opinion, Miss Do,  I would give it to you.” He looked around the jungle, lips puckering as he made a moue of distaste. “If it’s so dangerous, what are you doing out here anyway? Can’t be so bad if they got a little filly running around as a nature guide.”



She snorted as she started back down the trail. He hurried behind her, not wanting to be left behind. “I grew up in these jungles. I was raised by electric eels. They taught me the secret to channeling electricity through your body.”



They marched in relative silence for a few minutes before he cleared his throat. “So, uh,” he tugged uncertainly at his cantine, “what’s, what’s the secret?”



“Being born an electric eel.”



“Oh.” The jungle lapsed into a contemplative silence, underscored only by the chirruping of insects and the crash of vegetation underhoof. “Well, you know, I feel you. My parents were unicorns, always using their magic for everything. Hard being an Earth pony in a unicorn household.”



The pegasus nodded slowly as she threaded her way down the path like a shadow, hardly a leaf stirring at her passage. “You know…” She began, carefully not making eye contact. “I wasn’t, like, actually raised by electric eels. That was, uh. That was a joke.”



“Oh. I knew that. Of course.”



“Yeah, kind of ridiculous, a pony being raised by electric eels.”



“Obviously.”



“I was raised by piranha.”



“Of course—wait what?” Distant stopped in his tracks, mind briefly filled with images of the young mare swimming through a river surrounded by ravenous, betoothed fish devouring the corpse of some nebulous creature before giving his head a quick shake. He gave her back a dirty look as she flitted through the trees. “Oh, very funny.”



She giggled. “You’re not as quick as Far, are you?”



“Hey, I do alright for myself. I mean, I’m an accountant now, but I used to play hoofball back in college.” He brushed a spiderweb out of his face as they pressed forward.



“So I guess he got all the adventuring genes, huh? I always thought for a unicorn he was a wild one.” Her smile faltered a bit, and her steps slowed until Distant was able to catch up and place a consoling hoof on a shoulder.



“You were… Close, then? With my brother?” Shores was not by nature the touchy-feely type. His voice was uncertain and he patted her back a little too forcibly.



Daring turned to him, lip quivering, eyes moist. “Y-yeah. I guided him to the same temple when he suddenly vanished in a flash of white. And he…” Daring leaned in closer to him, looking up into his eyes, tears on the verge of spilling.



He swallowed. “Y-yeah?”



“He…”



Their faces were very close now and he could feel her breath, hot and quick. “Yeah?”



“He never payed me!” Daring roared, tears of fury spilling down her face, Distant reeling back with ears back, eyebrows trying to merge with his mane. “HE OWES ME THREE HUNDRED BITS! THREE HUNDRED!” Daring stalked back and forth, slamming her hooves down as she worked herself into a fury. “He thinks he just vanish in a hidden temple that I found? That he can just cut and run with the secret treasure that I know he must have stolen, teleporting away to Celestia only knows where and stiff me on my cut? He’s got another thing coming!” She reared up, wings unfurled, hooves kicking at the air. “I’m Daring Do! DO YOU HEAR ME FAR SHORES! I’M DARING DOOOOOOOO!”



Distant Shores cautiously peered out from behind a tree at the panting mare, chest heaving, thick rivulets of sweat carving paths through the layers of dirt and plant detritus that coated her face. ”You uh. You doing okay there?” 



Daring started, seeming to remember she was in the company of a fellow horse, face filling in with a rosy blush. She cleared her throat. “Uh. Yeah. Yeah I’m fine. Just uh, you know. Lot of emotional buildup.” The silence grew longer and more awkward, the horses shuffling their hooves and not quite meeting each others gaze until Daring snapped her head around, face lighting up with a smile. “Speaking of changing the subject, I remember where we are now! The temple isn’t far, quick, this way!” With that she darted away, weaving her way through the trees as a surprised Shores stumbled clumsily after her.



“You didn’t before?” Distant asked, somewhat alarmed.



“Of course I did,” she replied airily, dismissing his concern with the wave of a wing. “Generally.”



“Generally?”



“I knew we were certainly in a jungle.”



“Why do I talk to you?”








The temple thrust out of the jungle, an edifice of black stones that seemed to eat the light of the sun. The sight of it looming menacingly before him made Distant’s coat stand on end and he found himself turning in circles, looking for… Something. 



Daring, in typical fashion, was unmoved by the massive structure. “Come on, the entrance is this way.” She trotted blithely up the steps and into the cavernous darkness. Distant stared into the vast blackness; it seemed less the absence of light and more the presence of a great, dark beast. Something hungry. 



He shook his head, and squared his shoulders, silently chiding himself for freaking out about nothing. Head held high, jaw clenched, he walked into the darkness. 



He paused just inside the door, waiting uncertainly as his eyes adjusted to the all encompassing darkness. He could make out the vaguest suggestion of shapes, but nothing more. He shivered. It was strangely cold, the sweltering, steamy heat of the jungle cutting off without any graduation. 



“Daring?” he whispered.



She was suddenly behind him. “Boo.”



If there was one thing Distant would be proud of even to the twilight of his years, it would be his complete nonreaction to her sudden appearance. Yes, so, maybe it was because she scared him stiff and he hadn’t been able to move, but still. Appearance is important. “Miss Do.” -his voice was calm and smooth as butter. Well done! he thought.



“Darn, I was hoping to get you.” There was a suddenly blinding light as Daring lit a torch; Shores screwed his eyes shut as they readjusted to the sudden brilliance.



The ground was clear of any sort of debris, the heavy black stones interlocking so tightly there was no need for mortar. In fact, the more he looked around, the more he felt as if this temple could have been constructed just that morning, and not a thousand years ago, when ponies once lived here. The vague shapes had been statues, but the horses were wrong, bearing six limbs to the fore and two behind. They had alien eyes, segmented and dark.



“I don’t like it here,” he said suddenly, surprising even himself. “Everything feels wrong. Oppressive.”



“Don’t quit on me now, stud, it’s just a tomb of a long dead civilization. Come on!” He flinched as she swatted him on the flank and sashayed into the darkness. He followed quickly behind her as she lead them down, deep into the reaches of the ancient temple.



The mosaics looked like Equestria but somehow… Wrong. There was nothing overtly incorrect, but the angles seemed somehow off, the horses and animals depicted drawn expertly by an inexpert hoof. Everything was subtly disquieting, the torches light stretching not more than four paces around them. It was utterly silent save for the crackle of the torch and their heavy breathing, but even that was muted, covered by a heavy sheet of shadow.



As they progressed, Distant could make out the faintest sound of humming. The further they went, the more pronounced the sound got, eventually clarifying itself as an odd mechanical thrum, like the engine from a steam train made miniature and left to idle away. Additionally, the darkness seemed to lift by the smallest increments, until Daring stamped the torch out, leaving them in a soft white light springing from no source, casting no shadows.



Daring cocked her head over her shoulder and looked back at him. “We’re almost to the throne room. Well, your brother assumed it was a throne room of some kind, anyway. I was too busy searching for treasure when suddenly—” Daring made an expansive gesture with her hooves, “Boom! Everything flashes white and he was gone, nothing left but his hat.” She touched the brow of the pith helmet she was wearing. “It’s mine now for services rendered.”



“Bit big on you, don’t you think?” Shores replied, tone distant as he motioned for her to continue down.



“I’ll grow into it.”



They finally entered the throne room, Shores struck speechless at the spectacle unveiled before him. It was thrice the size of any hoofball field he had ever played on, and stretched up higher than the Equestrian South University Stadium. That same diffuse light pulsed in the air, revealing statues of ponies in a variety of heroic poses, standing above what he assumed were carved stone chests. These ones at least had the correct number of limbs, and Distant was oddly satisfied to see that they were all Earth ponies writ large in white marble. In the very center of the room there as a pedestal on a golden dias, made of the same white stone as the statues.



“Whereabouts was my brother when he vanished?” He asked, looking around the room for anything else of note. His eyes found Daring, half inside one of the chests, hind legs flailing in the air as she rooted through the contents. He trotted over and pulled her out by a leg, lifting her up into the air, upside down. She was bedecked in a variety of jewelry, eyebrows raised in surprise and the pith helmet hung on her chin by the strap.



“Hi.”



He looked at her evenly. “Hi.”



She gave him a bright smile as the jewelry slowly slid off. “Uh. These belong in a museum?”



He snorted and flipped her back over, setting her firmly on the floor. “You said my brother was looking around in here too. Do you know where?”



She gestured vaguely in the direction of the dais with a hoof while her wings worked feverishly, picking up gems and gold from the floor. “He was mucking about with that thing, whatever it is. You check it out while I investigate these chests.” He looked askance at her as she returned it with an expression of innocence, spoiled only slightly by the pilfered riches poking out of her pockets and around her neck. He shook his head as he went over to inspect the pedestal.



It was a strange sort of thing, carved of the same white, luminous stone as the statuary that lined the expansive room, inlaid with curls of gold that sprouted from the vast dais it rested on. Atop the pedestal, seemingly suspended on nothing was a globe. It looked much akin to the ones of Equestria he’d seen back in school, though the continents were far more numerous and the oceans smaller. 



 He reached out and touched the globe. It was cool and smooth against the frog of his hoof. He found that no matter how much pressure he exerted on it, it refused to move. “Huh. Hey Daring, you know if he was messing with this…” He trailed off as he turned in circles, eyes widening as he realized he was entirely, utterly alone.








“Daring?” 



He called out again, voice wavering with uncertainty as he climbed the stairway. He had searched the room for a long time, opening each and every chest in the forlorn hope that maybe she had gotten stuck inside one. They had been full of more valuables than he had ever seen, but that was just a sign she hadn’t been in them.



Finally he faced the unpleasant reality. She had left him inside this tomb and left, taking with her the only light source. He hadn’t wanted to think she would do that, but you could never tell with some ponies. Was this what had happened, he wondered as he trudged up the endless staircase. Had she left my brother in this place, alone in the dark? Left him to paw desperately at the ground, searching for a way out before he—



He blinked as he stepped out onto a stony mesa, free of trees. The rock was stained a muddy red that contrasted with the black stone of the significantly smaller monument he had climbed out of. He looked back in the door. Yes, well lit by that sourceless white light. He looked out over the stony expanse before him. Obviously not a jungle.



He sat down and had a refreshing panic attack.



Time passed as he slowly regained control of himself. He lined up his thoughts by the ones and twos and took stock of his situation.



Obviously, I am not where I was before. I must be where my brother is, right? So if I was my brother, and I was somewhere without water and not even grass to crop, where would I go?



Shores looked around, searching from some sign of civilization, or a landmark, anything that Far would have headed towards. For a brief moment he felt a flicker of hopelessness in his heart when his eyes narrowed.



There. In the distance. 



Smoke.



He began to gallop.








He panted as he looked down the hill towards a small village. It seemed a quaint little thing, like one of the hamlets that dotted the Equestrian countryside.



Only on fire.



And full of screaming pony shapes.



Distant Shores was not, by nature, a particularly valiant stallion—he was very much aware of his limitations when in comparison to his brother—nor was he a smart stallion, or given to flashy acts of heroics. However, despite all that, he was a good stallion, and he was not the sort to standby and do nothing when it looked like good folk were in line for trouble.



And thus he found himself pounding down the hill, charging at speed towards the burning village.



There was a small crowd milling on the outskirts of the village. A fire brigade no doubt, he thought to himself, emboldened by the thought of assistance, Come to extinguish the flames and save the town only those stallions appear to all be wearing some sort of antique armor and and all those other ponies are chained up and yolked together and oh dear those stallions definitely have eight limbs.



And they’re coming right for me.



The first soldier to notice was an unusually burly sort, scarred across the bridge of his snout and missing one of his eyes. He regarded the tiny four-legged equine steaming down the hill with the sort of incredulous anger with which one might address an attack levied by a mad chicken. Still, an attacker—no matter how ridiculous—was an attacker; he prepared himself to dispatch the patently silly creature.



The line soldier reared back on his hind hooves, raising his six forelegs high to smash viciously down on Shores as he bowled into the village. The blow never landed, however—in the heat of the moment Shores’ frantically called upon the only martial training he could muster; his college hoofball training. He lowered his head and shouldered into the eight-legged beast with every ounce of force he could marshall. The soldier’s eyes went wide as Shores collided with him, stunned as his body folded in half, collapsing to the ground like so much laundry. 



The rest of the squad of marauders fell silent for a moment, his attacker having been the largest and presumably the most combat-hardened of the bunch. Shores eyes darted back and forth across the silent, staring crowd, his countenance frozen in an apologetic grin, seemingly quite embarrassed at having so easily bested his foe, as though the whole attack had been some sort of a foreign joke, the punchline to which he was not privy.



After a moment or two, the most ornately bedecked of the marauders finally composed himself enough to issue an order, barking a guttural command that sent three more of the alien equines to attack; Shores bucked hard, and the first of these was launched soaring across the village; it smashed through the wall of one of the shabby hovels and did not stir or attempt to rise again.



The other two, seeing the fate of their comrade, chose to attack at once, howling a furious battle cry as they charged into the fray from opposite sides. Shores jumped, and in jumping launched himself scores of feet into the air as gravity’s effect on the red planet did seem have much less effect upon him. As he fell, he performed an exceptionally aerobatic somersault, bringing his forehooves down with crushing force upon both of his attackers heads right as they crashed into each other. They too fell silent.



Distant Shores stood astride their still forms, completely gobsmacked at how the fight had progressed; he was not a fighter, and yet here had bested three massive, combat-trained soldiers without even breaking a lather. The leader of the squad of brigands was, however, confused and enraged in equal measure—he hopped furiously in place, cursing in his native tongue at the dozen or so warriors that constituted the remainder of his command. They looked at the small, feeble looking quadruped that stood grinning stupidly before them, then back at their leader, faces filled with confusion and uncertainty.



The remainder of the attackers formed up into a hardened square, their leader kept safe by serried ranks of armored horseflesh. He gave a guttural command and the unit tromped forward, four legs raised high, prepared to strike this seemingly powerful assailant down. There was no one as strong as he, mighty war chief Roho Lyong! He had smashed the skull of the serpent Grevas! He had sacked the city of Jorbun! His deeds were numbered in the book of heroes! He was—



His thoughts cut off abruptly as the charging Earth pony ran roughshod over his defensive formation, tossing his forces aside as if they were made of papier mache. His brave soldiery! The last loyal members of his once mighty army, thrown about like infants during a cull!



Finally the field was silent. The attacker stood over the fallen forms of Roho’s forces, their bodies laying still on the rocky ground. Roho drew the tatters of his dignity around him and drew himself up to his full height, nigh on twice the size of this puny fighter, so much like the usurper who had stolen his legions right out from under him.



“I do not know you, warrior,” Roho said, his voice like thunder echoing across the field of battle. “But I know you are my enemy. I am Roho Lyong, of the tribe of Kings! I have never been bested in combat, never known defeat! I shall honor you, scum! I shall dash out your brains with my hooves, and eat your heart to know your power. Prepare yourself!”



Distant Shores cocked his head, smiling uncertainly as the alien stallion bellowed and waved his hooves in the air. His language was an odd thing of sibilant hisses and roughly spoken vowels; utterly incomprehensible to Shores ear. “Uh. Sorry about. All this. I guess I just don’t know my own strength sometimes!” He gave a half hearted chuckle that died in his throat as the alien reared back, seemingly enraged by the laughter. Distant hardly had time to raise a hoof in apology before six hooves crashed down on his head, driving him into the ground.



Roho reared up again, smashing his hooves into the back of Shores head, driving his face deeper into the soft dirt. As he rose up once more, intent on slaying the impudent fool who dared to laugh at him, he found himself halted. He looked down in surprise, segmented eyes going wide as he saw Distant under him, standing, holding his mighty six hooves back with a meager two. No matter how valiantly Roho strained or fought against the tiny creature, he could not muster the strength to break his fearsome hold!



Distant grunted, blood flowing from his face as he struggled against the giant alien stallion. His head hurt mightily—this one hit as hard as he’d ever been hit during a hoofball game— but if there was one thing he prided himself on, it was taking a hit. With a grunt Shores reared back, further and further, until the alien’s hooves were freed from the dusty earth. 



Shores grunted and heaved with all his strength, and Roho Lyong, great war chief, mighty lord, went tumbling end over end, bellowing, into the distance, to smash into the ground in a great plume of orange dust.



Shores slumped, then looked up, surprised as the warriors he had earlier defeated surged up to their hooves and stumbled away, clearly retreating in the face of their leaders ignoble defeat. He watched them run for a moment before turning to the chained pony villagers, all of whom were cheering, tears streaming down faces, awe etched into every line.



How am I going to get them out? He looked over the chains, then past them towards the holes he had busted in walls and craters he’d made wit the bodies of those giant horses. He shrugged and grabbed a section of chain, and with barely a flex of his muscled forelegs the iron links gave way, no match for Earth pony strength.



He worked his way down the line, snapping chains, breaking yokes, awkwardly smiling as weeping mares grabbed at his legs to kiss his hooves and strong backed stallions grovelled at his feet.



“Saviour! Hero!” They fawned over him as he freed the last filly from her bondage. 



“I uh. I’m no hero.”



“Lord! Wondrous One!”



His face was twisted into a rictus that some may have considered a grin, were they feeling particularly charitable. “I’m just, you know, right place, right time. So uh, if you could get up that’d be great.”



“Take my jewels, noble warrior!” A stallion laid out a princely sum before Shores and pushed it forward, head low. 



“No, blessed hero! Here, take our daughter!” A mare pushed a comely young filly forward. The filly blushed, but she made eyes at Distant and ran a hoof languorously down his chest. “Father many strong young through her!”



Distant backed up quickly, so fast he fell over onto his rump. “I’m sorry? I don’t—I mean I’m not—”



But the other stallions and mares all began to bicker and speak over one another. 



“No take my daughter! She is fertile and strong!”



“No, take mine! She’s still a virgin, she will warm your bed as no other!”



“What! Are you saying my daughter isn’t a virgin!”



“I didn’t say that, I only implied it!”



“YOU—”



Distant Shores watched in horror as the freed ponies began to fight each other for the right to have their daughter marry him, as the girls formed up around him to stroke wonderingly at his coat, touching his flank, lingering over his compass cutie mark and touching other, more private places.



“THAT’S QUITE ENOUGH OF THAT!”



The bickering crowd quieted suddenly, fighting pairs separating and the fillies scattering from his lap. The voice’s owner made himself known—a grizzled Earth pony stallion standing almost as tall as Shores himself, in stark contrast to the villagers who seemed no more than two thirds the size of a normal pony. He was battleworn, covered in ash and burns, no doubt from fighting the village blaze. He held a spear loosely in one hoof. Not pointed at Shores, but certainly able to be swung up at a moment’s notice.



He pointed a hoof accusingly at Shores. “YOU! USURPER! TRAITOR! HORNED VILLAIN!” He pulled out a set of hoof cuffs. “You are under arrest, fiend, for your crimes against the Princess!”



“What?” Shores asked, appalled. “But I only just got here! I haven’t done anything! I don’t even have a horn!”



“A likely story!” The stallion harrumphed and clapped the shocked Shores in irons. “No doubt you sawed off your horn when you fled the capital to escape justice, Mister Far so-called Shores!”



Distant’s eyes went wide, and he reached up to grab the battle scarred stallion by his armor, snapping the cuffs like they were so much twine in the process. “Far Shores? My Brother? What do you mean ‘fled?’ WHERE IS MY BROTHER? WHAT DID HE DO?”



The stallion seemed almost comically surprised, dangling in the hooves of a monstrously strong mad nag. “Well, um. Yes, he—he took the Princess hostage and attempted to overthrow the kingdom. So, um, if you wouldn’t mind, you’re under arrest.”



Shores stared at him.



The stallion seemed to consider his situation. “Please?” he ventured.



Shores let himself be led away by the stallion, while the crowd chatted amongst themselves loudly. 



Oh Far, he thought numbly, What have you done?








In an Equestrian temple, deep in an unexplored jungle, a mare closed her eyes as a sudden flare of white light blinded her. As she blinked away the glare, she realized she was quite definently alone.



Again.



Daring Do raised her hooves, covered in gold and silver and precious gems of all sorts to the heavens, beseeching some higher power.



“WHY DOES THIS KEEP HAPPENING!”
      

      
   
      The Family Trap


      

      
      
         I looked around from my seat on the small boat. I could see the dark waters of the sea surrounding me and the night sky in all his glory over me. I leaned out over the sides of the boat and saw green lights dancing below me, then I had an ominous premonition. I slowly turned around, and saw Luna sitting there, staring. I gulped, she looked me in the eyes, and said the dreaded words. "We need to talk."



Well, it made all sense. I didn't remember how I came to be in a boat in the middle of nowhere, I hated the sea and have never learned to swim. I had worked hard to live as far as possible from any major body of water, I had declared for years to be deadly allergic to brine, I had clearly began to ramble to avoid those fatal words.



I briefly considered if jumping in the water would mean my death. When one dies in dreams, he dies in reality too I thought, or something like that. Couldn’t remember if it was a fact or some kind of horror story. I sighed, that was stupid, I would stallion up and hear whatever Luna had to say. I bowed briefly my head. "Princess Luna, this is a bit of an unexpected visit, to what do I owe the honor?"



"We need to talk about my sister." I jumped.



I sat in a small boat, around me I could see the dark waters, over me the glorious night sky, before me an annoyed princess. So my plan hadn't worked, apparently trying to flee from the guardian of dreams in a dream is a lost cause. I glanced behind Luna, far out there I could see the silhouette of land, I knew somehow that there laid the waking world, I had to distract her long enough to reach the beach.



"Princess Luna, not to impose on you, but should you not be out there guarding the dreamscape?"



She shook her head. "I have... What was that modern word for it? Ah, yes, I have outsourced it. Fear not, tonight the dreams of ponies are safe."






Soft Spot whimpered and hid under a carriage. The haunting shadow wolves had been horrible, but then the heavens shattered under something screaming "CUTIE MARK CRUSADERS NIGHTMARE HUNTERS YAY!" And now Manehattan was burning.






Luna looked at me, I considered again the sea. It would have been useless. It was time to use my wit and my charm to save myself. "We have a pretty sky tonight, the pegasi teams have done a good job keeping it clear, right?" I jumped.



I sat in the thrice damned boat, sea around, stars above, pissed princess before me. "Master Record, will you please stop this futile attempts to evade me? Were your foalish shenanigans in the waking world not enough?"



I put on my most innocent face. "I'm not sure what you are talking about."




Luna walked along the corridor, looking left and right, servant moving out of the way to let her pass. Outside of a window, Master Record was hanging at the ledge, considering the benefits of letting go and plunge down for three floors in the gardens below.






I surreptitiously look behind her, the coast was a bit nearer, maybe I could make it, and then I simply had to stay awake forever. Well, one has to make some small sacrifices. Only a bit longer. "Oh, Princess, those were just a few little jokes, I certainly wasn't trying to avoid you."



She raised an eyebrow. That wasn't a good sign, it seemed my smooth sidetracking failed. Maybe if I jumped again...



"If you jump again I swear I shall find a way to put Blueblood in charge of your dreams."



"You wouldn't...You can't..."



"I will find a way."



Another brilliant plan had been destroyed. One could clearly see the sharp mind and the legendary strategist. I was trapped, but maybe if I let her begin her moves, I could find some weak point. "Very well. Let us talk."



"Finally! So tell me Master Record, what are your intentions with my sister?"



I Jumped.



Small boat, dark water, night sky, furious princess, the chains were a nice addition. I suspected that maybe I should have thought a bit more about my moves. I had rarely seen Luna in such a state, she was practically breathing blue flames. I was regretting a lot in that moment. She calmed down, closed her eyes, took a few deep breaths. The flames disappeared. She opened her eyes again, and stared at me. I tried my award winning smile. "I like what you have done..."



"Silence! You shall now answer my questions without further digressions."



I winced. I had been aware for a while about Luna's intentions on questioning me, I only didn't know her exact reasons. My gut feeling had told me it would be a complicated talk, so avoiding it seemed a good idea, sooner or later I would die of old age,she would go on with her life, everypony would be happy. Still, even accounting for sisterly love, she had been far too determined to interrogate me, and this whole setup was a bit much even for her. "I will answer, but could you tell me please why we are doing all this?"



Luna glared at me, then her expression softened. "I love my dear sister, she is wise and patient. She plans centuries ahead and loves all her subjects. But her choices of companionship have always been, how can I put it, questionable."






"So what was this Reign of Chaos thing you wanted to show me?"



"Any plans for the evening, Chrissy?"



"Please tell me about those crystals, I love what you do with your voice."



"I see you are very serious about working out. And those horns are a nice touch."






"You only want to be sure I'm not some kind of eldritch monster bent on domination?"



"You have already been cleared on that."



"I have been what?"



"The moment you became closer to Tia, your past has been scrutinized by a few different and independent cadres of investigators. After the slightly embarrassing events of Cadence's wedding, relationships have been a much better controlled area."



"Oh, in that case I'm not sure what you are asking me." The coast was there, I had to stall only a bit more.



"What are your intentions with my sister?"



That was the moment of truth, I had to be smooth and smart. "I like her very much?"



That menacing eyebrow, how can such a thing be so scaring? I began to sweat. "I mean, I love her, yes, I love her!"



"Everypony loves her."



"I love her in a very physical way. No, that came out wrong. I do not care for how she looks. I mean, she is beautiful, but I do not care. No, wait, I..."



"Please desist from further digging your own grave. We understand that you are emotionally and physically attracted to her, it happens to a lot of our subjects."



"What? Who? Is this from other dreams? Who dreams of her? Who dares mphmphhmph." A cloth gag appeared around my muzzle.



"This is not the time nor the place for discussing who dreams what with whom about my sister or me. We are here to talk about your relationship with her. Am I clear?"



I nodded, not that I could do much more. I also was under the impression that denying my comprehension of her requests would have been a bad idea. I was proud to have caught that specific faux pas in time.



Luna continued. "Now, the thing we want to know is if you are serious in your relationship with her."



I nodded again. I loved Celestia. I loved all those sides of her, hidden under the armor of being a princess. The little things she could only do or tell when she was with me, the stupid and unfunny jokes, the love for junk food, the trashy romantic novels. I had been near her for years before I had finally gotten the courage of trying to get a bit closer. And then...



I returned to reality, or at least to what was currently passing for it, when Lune booped me in the nose. "Seeing somepony daydream in a dream is a novel experience for me. While it is fascinating, I do not have all the night, so please try to remain focused. I trust my deputies, but I still have to personally process the more complex cases, so help me finish here as soon as possible."






The nightmare was barely aware. It was a simple creature, it slipped in a dream, it attached to a mind, and its victim did almost all the work for it. It hadn't really feelings, or thoughts, yet, for the first time ever, the nightmare experienced something new. As the three figures came nearer, it experienced fear.






Luna looked out, over the dark sea. "I am aware about what you feel for Tia. I want to know if you are also ready to carry the whole weight that such a responsibility brings."



"Mphmpphmmmmphmhm." Smooth.



The gag disappeared. I took a deep breath. "I'm..." It hit me completely unexpected. She had said WE understand the attraction. "Princess, who else is involved in this?"



She raised both her eyebrows, was that surprise? "What are you talking about?"



"You said 'We understand that you are attracted'. Who is this 'We'?"



She stared at me, then smiled. "It is true that you are not the fool you seem to be. Very well, I shall answer you if you will finally drop this irritating facade."



I sighed, no way out now. "Deal."



Luna's horn lighted up, and two quite unassuming doors appeared. She opened the left one, and Cadence came out, wearing a straw hat and dungarees. Then from the other one came Twilight. She glared daggers at me. "Oh, it's him..."



I sat there, the dark waters around me, the night sky over me, and three alicorns balancing on what had become a very unstable little boat. Saying I was uncomfortable is an understatement in the same category as saying "Discord is a bit unruly" and "Dive bombing in Lava lakes may be a bad idea."



I decided to try a frontal assault. Maybe I could confound them and escape to freedom. "This is an interesting conspiracy. I am sure your meddling with Tia's..."



"Shut up!" Twilight had just broken my attack, and my army was routing and crying for their mommies. With hindsight, it had been a stupid idea.



"Calm down Twilight, we talked about this. We will explain him our worries and he will see that we have done this only for love." Cadence, sweet Cadence, I hoped she would save me from Twilight. I never understood why the Princess of Friendship seemed to despise me, but whatever was the cause of it, I never walked in dark libraries alone. "Celestia is strong and kind, but you are her first relation since Luna's exile. She has been alone for so long that now she seems a filly with her first crush."






Celestia pranced down the corridor, smiling and giggling all the time. The servants here are the most trusted, the inner cadre of the gargantuan machine of ponies that makes the castle work. When the princess passes, brief bows and low heads salute her as usual, but once she is past them, curious glances follow her.






"We only want to be sure that you are aware of what is expected from you, of what your duties will be, and that, if you continue your relation with her and then make her suffer because you took it lightly, I will hunt you down, and find you, and then you will regret to have ever thought about playing with love." I rephrased my definition of Cadence. She is sweet and patient, and I shall never piss her off, ever. I longed for the beach of wakefulness, but was perfectly conscious that there was no way out of this now even outside of the dream.



Luna nodded. "That is the gist of it. We are worried that you could hurt Tia. We are sure that you do not intend to do that—" She looked at Twilight who was trying to incinerate me with her glares "—but we fear you may not be aware of what a relation with her entices. To remedy such a situation we—" Another look at Twilight who was preparing some kind of pony doll that resembled me a lot. "—prepared a list of things you shall consider if you plan to continue being her lover."



A thick scroll appeared in the air before the Princess of the Night and unrolled. A small pair of reading glasses materialized on her muzzle. "You will be at the center of attention and political intrigue for the rest of your life, which may be quite short if you don't pay attention. You shall never voice an open political opinion in a public space. You shall take the required etiquette lessons to accompany her in public appearances. You will..." The list of public duties carried on and on, alternating mundane and common sense issues with projections of possible, horrible deaths. "... goats. You will grow old and die, she will not, make peace with that. If your relation panders out and you peaceful part ways, no horrid doom shall befall you. If you ever tell her about this conversation, Twilight will become creative. You shall never comment on Celestia's cake habit. You..." 



I thought about it. Not that there was much else to do, being chained in a dream and with three of the five most powerful creatures in Equestria looking down at me, but they had a point. They had made it in the most convoluted and psychotic way possible, but nonetheless I had to consider if I was ready for all this. As Luna droned on I thought about Celestia, about our private moments, about our walks, and about all the small things that only I knew. And about the kind of family I was going to get, one of them wanting me already dead, the others ready to follow on that if I were to ruin everything. 



"... veil dance. Do you understand this? Are you prepared to tell us what you intend to do? Be aware, if you back out now, you will walk free." She glared at Twilight. "We swear that. If you, on the other hoof, decide to continue, you will do that under the full knowledge of what this implies. You have time until..."



"She is worth it."



Luna Blinked, Cadence was taken aback, Twilight was getting the needles. I sighed. "I knew a lot of what was on that list, as you said, I am not completely a foal. But the thing is, I love her, and I can make her happy, and if I ever break her heart in an incredibly stupid way, I suppose I will deserve whatever you have in store for me."



Cadence clopped her hooves together. "That went far better than hoped. I'm glad you have made this decision. Luna, I suppose it's time for me to go back. Oh, and remember our tea next month. Twilight, remember your breathing exercises, and greet your friends for me." She walked out of my dream through her door.



Twilight glared at me, raised her hoof, and made it very, very clear that she would keep an eye on me. She turned to Luna. "I also need to go. You know my opinion of all this, but we will see. I will be in Canterlot the day after tomorrow, and Pinkie has prepared some kind of surprise for you. I have no idea why, but she said something about comfort food."



At last, only Luna and I remained. She smiled at me, and for the first time there was a bit of warmth in it. "You are a good stallion, but she is my sister. Please, understand why we had to do all this. I will see you in the morning then, and remember, shush."



In a swirl of stars she left me alone, the chains clattered down, and the boat touched the shore. It had been a strange night, but I was somehow elated.






Luna entered the path between dreams, and blinked. There was custard everywhere, a nightmare sat in front of a door cradled in a small bundle of shivers. Three doors were on fire, and a tuba playing penguin floated up and down. "Maybe my deputies need a bit more training."
      

      
   
      Beyond the Veil


      

      
      
         “Not bad, but I kinda saw you fly off in the other direction,” Apple Bloom said, smiling at a wind-swept Rainbow Dash. 



“Yes, I know. I didn’t get low enough.” Dash sighed, annoyed her ticked didn’t work out the way she intended. “Hey, kid, I know AJ probably wants you home, but can I show you one more time? I have to get this right by next week.” 



“Sure.” Apple Bloom beamed.



“Okay, just hang tight and be prepared to be amazed!” 



Rainbow Dash shot into the air, the wind cooling her face. In a long vertical arc she pointed herself toward the ground. I got this—what in Equestria is that? 



Something floated in the air below her. It gleamed in the sun then vanished. Probably nothing, just a reflection. 



It reappeared. 



Curious, Dash decide she should fly in for a closer look. 



“I thought you were going to do your new trick?” 



She ignored the filly as she continued her descent. It was piece of stone, suspended by nothing. It wasn’t surrounded by a colorful hue of a unicorn, there were no visible strings or supports: it was simply floating. 



The air below her gave out, and Dash found herself being pulled to the ground. Oh no, downdraft! With no time to compensate for the sudden lack of support under her wings, she flung her forelegs over her face, accepting the inevitable crash. 








The first thing Rainbow Dash felt was the sun on her back: the hot, hot sun. Her whole body screamed with protest. 



She groaned as she unfolded herself. It wasn’t her worst crash, but she couldn’t think of a time she had crashed head-first into the ground, flank sticking straight up, back bent over the wrong way. 



Her spine snapped back into place; Dash was thankful her athletic abilities let her be so flexible. Her hind-end crashed into the ground causing her whole body to flop against the hot ground as she sighed with relief. 



“What the hay happened, Apple Bloom?” she asked with her face still in the dirt. But when she didn’t hear a response she chuckled. “Nothing to worry about, kid. I’ve had far worse crashes. Just ask your friend… Apple Bloom?” 



Dash had the distinct feeling she was alone. Things didn’t add up: The very hot sun, the lack of a nice breeze in the air she had ensured for the day, and “sand?” 



Dash jumped to her feet with surprising agility, her back giving a jolt of pain, which she ignored. 



Her mouth fell open; her heart sunk like a stone into her stomach. Closing her eyes, Dash shook her head vigorously. “No, that’s impossible,” she said aloud. Keeping her eyes closed, she waited for the twangy reply ‘what’s impossible?’ But she heard nothing. 



“I’m still in Ponyville showing off my awesome moves to AJ’s sister,” she repeated to herself three times and then opened her eyes. However, it wasn’t Ponyville or anything that remotely resembled it. 



A mirage shimmered in the distance of endless flat desert. No matter which way Dash spun, it was exactly the same: hot sand scattered with small shrubs.



“I was in the air… oh why did I have to fly up it. Why didn’t I just get Twilight to check it out?” Dash asked herself. She could’ve kicked herself for flying toward an unknown floating object. Nothing is what it seems. “What would Twilight do in this situation? Hmmm, I guess she’d try and fly back…” 



Dash gave her wings a shake to fluff her feathers before spreading them. She gave her wings a flap… and another and another; there was no lift beneath her. “No—no—no! I have to—” In a panic she pushed off with her hind legs while flapping with all her might. 



“Ow!” Dash lifted her snout, spitting out bits of sand. She cast a forlorn look at the sky before righting herself. “I guess I have to walk…” 








“Now... calm... down, Apple Bloom,” panted Applejack between gasps. 



Twilight looked from confused Applejack to a frantic Apple Bloom. She was still sitting half-stunned in her chair. Even though a few seconds had passed since Apple Bloom came barging in with her sister on her tail, it felt longer as the scene unfolded in front of her. 



“She’s gone! She’s gone!” Apple Bloom cried. 



“You’re speaking nonsense.” 



“You gotta believe me,” she insisted, ignoring her sister and staring at Twilight with desperate intent. 



“Wha-what’s going on?” Twilight finally spoke, leaping out of her chair. 



“Rainbow Dash! Sh-sh-showed me—gone!” stammered Apple Bloom. 



Twilight cast a confused look at Applejack for help. 



“She reckons she saw Rainbow Dash disappear,” Applejack said. 



“She did!” Apple Bloom stamped her hoof.  



“Sugarcube, it’s part of her new act. It’s called misdirection. She wanted to make it look like she vanished.” 



“No—ugh! It’s not that! She’s gone.” 



Twilight held up her hoof before Applejack could counter argue. “Alright! Just start from the beginning. Please.” 



Apple Bloom took a deep breath. “I was leaving Sweetie Belle’s, going home, when Rainbow Dash asked if I wanted to see her new routine. The one Scootaloo wouldn’t stop talking about. So, I figured it would be pretty cool. She did it for me and it was pretty cool. She did her disappearing act… well kinda—”



“What do you mean kind of?” Twilight asked. 



“She messed up on the final part and begged to do it again. And that’s where things got weird. She became distracted, she wouldn’t stop staring at something on the ground.” 



“What was it?” asked Twilight. 



“I don’t know. I didn’t see anything. She flew toward it; whatever it was. Then… then she… sh-she just vanished.” 



“You mean she flew away?” Twilight asked, but she doubted this was a cheap sleight of hoof trick Apple Bloom was describing. 



“No. She vanished. Like when you teleport.” Apple Bloom gulped. “Sh-she looked scared right before she vanished. 



“Are you sure that’s you saw, sugarcube?” Applejack asked with more concern. Apple Bloom, incapable of responding any further nodded as her golden eyes watered. 



Applejack pulled her sister into an embrace, nuzzling into her neck. “I’m sorry for not believing you. It’ll be alright,” she whispered. 



“Show me where you were, Apple Bloom,” Twilight urged. The filly nodded again, sniffling, and freed herself from her sister’s clutches. 



Twilight and Applejack kept a few paces behind Apple Bloom, who moved at a fast walk-trot gait. Her legs were short, but Twilight still found it difficult to keep up with her.



“I’m sorry for barging into your room like that, Twi. I saw Apple Bloom high-tailing for your castle. I could only stop her for a few seconds and didn’t get much from her. She ran, I followed her and… well, I guess you know the rest.” 



“Don’t worry, Applejack. Something’s got her really worked up. Let’s just hope it isn’t as bad as it sounds.” 



“So, any ideas?” 



Twilight had several ideas: none of them were good. A non-unicorn can’t simply vanish in thin air without another unicorn present or dark magic at work. Oh, but of course! Twilight fought the urge to facehoof. How could I have forgotten to ask who else was present? The details matter! 



Feeling Applejack’s gaze, she shook her head. It was best to not jump to conclusions. 



“Here!” shouted Apple Bloom, coming to an abrupt halt. “I was standing right here.” She spun on the spot to face Twilight and Applejack. “And Rainbow Dash was up there”—she pointed over Twilight’s head—“when she disappeared.” 



Applejack and Twilight split up, each walking toward where Apple Bloom pointed. “Well, what do ya reckon, Twi?” asked Applejack, looking around the area with little regard. 



“I’m not sure. Everything looks normal. But…” Twilight trailed off staring at an unspecified part of sky above her. “But magic can leave traces… Apple Bloom, who else was here?” 



Apple Bloom shrugged. “It was only me and Rainbow Dash” 



Just as I feared. “Applejack, don’t move! Whatever you do, don’t move any closer.” 



“Closer to what?” 



Twilight held up a hoof for silence as she focused a spell. 



She traced the flow of magic from her horn to the magic that surrounded her; everything felt calm. Twilight navigated images of a tranquil ocean forming in front of her. Feeling confidant, she pushed forward to another section. The water was choppy, and then there was nothing. 

Gasping, Twilight fell back on her haunches, releasing her spell. Panting, she held her head in her hooves, wincing. 



“What is it?” Applejack rushed over to help Twilight back to her hooves. 



“A fissure.” 



Apple Bloom cocked her head to one side. 



“A tear or hole in the fabric of magic. They are extremely dangerous.” Twilight cast a nervous glance at the affected area. “Applejack, I need you to get your brother and supplies. We need to fence this area off as soon as possible. Apple Bloom, can you go tell Rarity to get the rest of my friends here. Then go get Spike and help him carry every book by Star Swirl The Bearded here,” Twilight said with the most urgency and confidence she could muster. 



“Tell Rarity to get friends here. Then get Spike and help carry Star Swirl books here. Got it!” Apple Bloom cantered off for the Carousel Boutique. 



“I’m on it, Twi!” Applejack shouted over her shoulder. 








Dash trudged through the smoldering sand one dust-covered hoof at a time. She had no idea where she was going. Unwilling to remain in the same spot, and convinced nothing good would happen if she did, she picked a direction to aimlessly trek the desert. 



Hours could’ve passed and she wouldn’t have known it. The flat isotropic desert broke to towering sand dunes. Each dun crested to reveal an endless range of sand dunes. One thing became apparent to Dash: she needed to find water. 



Dash was better at navigating from the air, but she wasn’t totally hopeless. To avoid wandering in circles, she picked the only thing she could to orient herself with a direction: the sun. 



It was near sunset, and her body was aching, begging for water. Her sweat-covered body had long since dried up, she no longer had any fluids to secrete, leaving her fur matted and dusty. Her mouth was chalk-dry and her eyes burned from irritation. Yet, she continued to walk.



Illusions of lakes presented themselves to her, each more believable than the last. One took shape of a vast ocean. The towering dunes transforming into massive swells. 



Come on Dash! She shook the illusion away, never faltering from her path. 



Then, there, silhouetted in the sunset stood a tall pony-like creature. Its mane and tail flowed majestically in the wind. 



Not caring or trusting her eyes, Dash approached the creature. 



The creature was significantly taller than Dash, her head barely came to its back. Very pony-esque in body-shape: the face and neck were longer, the eyes were smaller, and the muscles of raw power were lean. 



“Hello,” Dash croaked. 



The tall pony looked at Dash with a soft expression. It—no he. The strong musk told Dash it was a stallion. He blinked his eyes slowly, lowering his head. 



His eyes stayed fixed on Dash as she reluctantly approached.



The Stallion’s eyes drilled into Rainbow’s dry-red-eyes. A feeling of peace resonated with her, and she felt him speak. He spoke through emotion; he spoke in her heart. Friend. 



He pushed his muzzle to hers, exchanging breath. 



Friend. 



“Friends,” Dash replied. “Water… water. Can you show me where water is?” 



The Stallion turned on the spot and walked away. He cast a look over his shoulder. Follow. 



She found it difficult to match his long stride. He was a creature that moved with intent, with purpose, and with grace. His legs worked in diagonal tandem as he shifted his gait to a trot. Each hoof kicked up little sand as he pranced. His long forelegs rose to his chest and his hooves curled at the fetlock, and then they seamlessly unfolded and returned to the ground. He held his head tall and proud and his tail elevated and arched. 



Even on her best day, Dash’s form could compare. She knew even Rarity would fawn over his elegance. She continued to wonder what her other friends would think if they saw him as she followed him into the setting sun. 



Ahead, a small gathering of palm trees stood in the day’s last light. An oasis!    



The Stallion gave her a knowing glance; with a soft blink of his eyes, Dash felt it—no, she knew it inside herself. 



Water. Safe. 




 



The last to join Twilight was Fluttershy, who took some time for Pinkie Pie to locate in the forest. 



“Twilight,” Rarity asked with concern. “What’s this about? Apple Bloom said it was urgent. Where’s Rainbow Dash? And Applejack?” 



“Right here,” Applejack answered, her brother and a cart full of wood and supplies accompanied her. 



“Okay, everyone, there is a tear in the very fabric of magic in this area, and it seems Rainbow Dash has fallen through it.” 



“Fallen-fallen through it?” Pinkie Pie squeaked. “Let’s go in and get her!” 



“No!” Twilight bit onto Pinkie's tail at the last second, pulling her back. “We have no idea where it sent her, and it could literally send us anywhere too. Kind of like a portal, but a very unpredictable and unstable.” 



“So what do we do?” Pinkie asked. 



“Apple Bloom is fetching Spike, who will bring me all of Star Swirl’s books. No one knows more about portals than he does. Until then, help Applejack and Mac build a fence around this area. It’s too dangerous to keep this area open.” 



“Um, how did she fall in?” asked Fluttershy. “I mean, since we can’t see it.” 



“Unfortunately, it can be seen from certain angles. Apple Bloom said it pulled her in when she got too close.” 



Twilight reached out with her magic, feeling her way to the spot devoid of magic. Last time she had recoiled too soon. The spot wasn’t a random fissure as she had thought. It had structure, it was stable; it had consciousness. 



Curious, Twilight dug deeper, plunging into vast unknown. Chaotic strings of un-channelled magic assaulted her. Beyond the chaos were patterns, organized and complex. She pushed toward it, but the uncontrolled magic became too much to bear. The harder she pushed against it, the harder it pushed her back. 



“Ahh!” Twilight disconnected her spell, falling on her stomach. She lay on the ground, feeling too drained to stand. 



Twilight’s ears perked to several gasps. Her friends were standing behind her, watching her with concern. 



“I’m alright.” 



“Alright? Twilight, you were standing in a trance for a good minute before you started shrieking in pain. How could you possibly be alright?” Rarity asked. 



“I-I was in th-the portal. I felt something or someone in there.” Twilight chanced a glance at her friends, all of whom were staring at her with gaping mouths. “Before I could get further, I was forced out.” 



“The portal, darling? The portal forced you away?” 



“Yes. This is no ordinary tear. It feels like something or someone is controlling it. It didn’t like my magical intrusion, and it manipulated the magical field to block me.” Twilight wiped her brow. “It’s too dangerous to try again until my books get here and we know what we’re dealing with.” 



Twilight rose to her feet and made her way over to Applejack’s cart, fetching a hammer. 



“No you don’t, sugarcube. Rest up, we need ya to get Rainbow out of this.” 



“Yepers! We got this, Twilight!” Pinkie tossed a fence cross rail in the air. She spun around, smacking the cross rail into place with her bushy tail. Her legs stretched to the cross rail with a hammer, and with one swing, she drove the nail in completely. “See? Got this!” she sang. 



Twilight shook her head and sat on her haunches. Maybe they’re right.  



Twi-Twilight!” Spike shouted out. He and Apple Bloom were running at full speed. 



Twilight cringed as her books were unceremoniously thrown side to side in the bounding red wagon behind Spike. 



“I—we’re here,” he said between gasps, clutching his side. 



“Thank you, Spike.” Twilight began stacking her books neatly in the wagon; her eyes scanned the titles as she went. “No, no, no… maybe.” She sat the book into a separate stack. “No, no, maybe. Ooh! Magical Resonance and the Properties of Portals. Yes!” Twilight picked up the heavy tome ready to dive in when another book caught her eye. It was unremarkable, unlike her well-kept Star Swirl books; however, despite its tattered cover it was a Star Swirl book nonetheless. “Distant Shores Theory: What Lies Beyond… Spike? Where did this book come from?” 



“It was in that big box Princess Celestia sent you like a year ago. The one with all of the Star Swirl books to replace your old set.” Spike shook his head as Twilight continued to look bewildered. “It’s been on your shelf for ever, Twilight.” 



“Hmm.” Twilight made a note to inventory her library when this was all over.  It’s not a Star Swirl book I’ve seen before. I think I’ll start with the other one. 








Rainbow Dash pushed her back into the warmth while her stomach was greeted with ice-cold air. Dumb blankets. She rolled over. Her nose was greeted with a musky scent, it was feral and masculine; it was comforting and real! 



Her eyes shot open to short-black fur. She was up against the Stallion she thought to be a delusion. Two soft brown eyes were looking down at her. 



Safe, resonated in her heart, and she smiled at him. 



“I thought you weren’t real,” she chuckled. “Err, thanks for, um keeping me warm… and safe.” 



A wooden well sat in the middle of what appeared to be a ring of palm trees. A half-empty bucket laid next to her, which she plunged her face into, sucking down as much water as she could. 



Feeling some of her strength return, she stood up and stretched her wings. The Stallion looked at her wings with interest. “They aren’t much use here. I can’t fly… the air’s all wrong, it’s too heavy.” 



The Stallion seemed to understand. He blinked and warmth spread through her chest. “So who are you anyways?” 



Friend. 



“I know. But don’t you have a name?” 



Whimsical and wanderlust, pain and happiness spread through her. Swift as the Wind.  



Each emotion contained too much information for her to sort through, but it all broke down to Swift as the Wind. He was a runner. He had travelled across the desert many times, in search of a companion. He had lost so much.  



Dash clutched her chest. With a hoof she hastily wiped the tears from her eyes. He had sent her his life story, most of which was lost due emotions she couldn’t process. But, she felt like she had known him her whole life. Like he was a brother she had grown up with. 



You? Sky Pony… you? 



“Sky pony? It’s Pegasus. Not that it matters. I can’t fly here. The name’s Rainbow Dash.” 



You?



“I don’t know how to do that thing you do.” Dash focused on how she was feeling. She couldn’t be certain it worked; he gave no indication he had heard. 



Rest. 



“Rest? I can’t rest. I have to find a way home.” 



Dash was overwhelmed with the feeling of wanting to be no other place than the oasis under stars. She could live her life here. It had everything she wanted: water, food, and a friend. Home. 



Friends... Dash thought to herself. My friends. “I can’t stay here. I have to get back to my friends who need me.” 



She fought back the tears as he turned his head away. He stood up and stretched his long neck. His eye pierced into hers.

 

Dash gasped. She felt a powerful surge of warmth and kindness as images of Twilight’s curious face, Pinkie’s giant smile, Applejack’s genuine nod of her head, Rarity’s charming smile, and Fluttershy’s empathic smile spun in her mind. The longing built up in her heart; she could never leave them. 



Empathy... Dash thought. He can hear my thoughts. He can feel me missing them.  



Help you.

 

Dash put a hoof on his back. “I’m sorry I can’t stay; you understand now, Swift as the Wind.” 



Dash felt it before she saw him react. His muscles went stiff and his eyes focused up toward the sky. 



For the first time since she had met the mysterious stallion, she felt fear. Her heart was his heart as they hammered at their chests in time. Fear overpowered his instinct to flee. 



Dash looked up to the starry sky, but saw nothing. The trees rustled in the still air. She spun around to the sound of movement behind her. A four-legged apparition, tall, faceless, and distorted walked toward her. It was joined by another and another. 



The Stallion reared. He kicked at the shadows with his powerful forelegs. He let out a primordial neigh that pierced the silence of night. Run! 



Rainbow Dash bolted. The thundering in her ears told her he was right behind her. The shadow apparitions 

dwindled into the darkness as Dash cast a backward glance. 








Twilight panted, finally releasing her spell. Brute forcing my way in with magic just won’t work. Even using Star Swirl’s portal spells are no use. 



“Are you alright, Twi?” asked a concerned Applejack. 



“I was close… so close to getting something. There were complex magical patterns that only belong to a sapient life form.” 



“Maybe we should try again tomorrow. It’s getting late, and we know Rainbow’s in there and not going anywhere,” Applejack suggested. 



Twilight shook her head. “We don’t know where she is. She could be in a dangerous place, she could be hurt.” 



Twilight sat down next to her open book. I think Magical Resonance and Portal Properties isn't what I need here. Her eyes landed on the old worn book. It’s worth a shot.  



Magical portals and travelling through the aether is a simple thing. But what if there were many hidden worlds? What if a pony could travel to them? 



My research of the aether found something interesting. In a previous paper I wrote about magical fissures and how to close them. In my recent studies I came across the largest fissure even found. Call it a gaping hole. It was full of chaotic and unharnessed magic, but beneath that was order and logic and magical construct. Many of those structures were similar to our word, suggesting that inside this large fissure was a pocket of magic containing a whole other world. 



In this paper I’ll be documenting my attempts construct a portal into this world.  



Twilight skipped over pages filled with equations scribbled in every corner, making a note to come back a look them over when she had time. 



Think of the aether as a veil which exists in our world, and us unicorns can channel magic from it. Recent discoveries of another hole revealing similar properties to other one suggests there isn’t one pocket of magic containing a world, but perhaps millions upon millions of planes of existence. Each pocket is a possible point of entry; much like a foreign port… a distant shore 



I shall list my equations on the next page, but due to the potentially disturbing nature of this profound discovery, I shall not publish this paper. 



Twilight glanced over the various equations. They were beyond her abilities. She skipped ahead to see if he made any more findings.   



I’ve completed the construction of my portal and hid it out of phase so no one accidently enters it. A simple spell shall reveal it. 



Mapping the pocked of magic proved near impossible at first, as I was met with resistance of incredible force. However, entering the world is easier than one would think. 



All unicorns in this world use a positive charge when they cast spells (see my paper on magical polarities). To enter this world a unicorn needs to have a neutral charge (a charge equal to the resonance of Equestria). To do this one must embrace the chaos inside the portal in lieu of pushing past it. 



I feel as if I’m nearly ready to physically enter my portal. There is something down there so much like us, yet more complex. When crossing I’ll have to change the polarity of my construct to neutral (imbue it with dark magic) so my magic works in there. 



Twilight skimmed through the other pages. She found the spell to reveal the portal and a note at the end saying Star Swirl never got to use the portal as it vanished. He didn't take into account the sub-aether he discovered could shift. He predicted it would once again reappear, but he couldn’t be certain when. The equations on the following page were scribbled out as if he became frustrated and gave up. 



“Hey girls,” Twilight shouted over her book. “Stand back.” 



Reading the spell once more, Twilight charged her spell at the general area of the portal. With a blast of purple light, Twilight’s horn was directed to the center as she pulled a massive stone arch into view. 



“Rainbow flew through that?” asked Applejack while stumbling backwards from it.



Rarity let out a gasp of surprise. 



“She couldn’t see all of it. The spell Star Swirl used to hide it was deteriorating. I think she flew in for a closer look and was sucked in. I think all ponies are positive charge.” Twilight took a step back, her rump bumping into the fence. She could feel the portal pulling at her. Of course this is all theoretical magic... Was theoretical. Polarity in magic makes sense.  



“Where in tarnation did that thing come from,” asked Apple Bloom. 



“Well, that’s… that’s a long story. But, it was built by Star Swirl,” Twilight answered.



“Has it always been there?” 



“No. It disappeared many years ago. I don’t think it’s been here very long, and it may not stay much longer either.” I need more time with those equations. 



“Apple Bloom, you’re still here, darling,” Rarity cooed. “Why don’t you go keep Sweetie Belle company?” Rarity offered a kind smile to the filly’s defiant stare. “Please?” 



“Good idea, Rares. You heard her,” Applejack chimed in.



Apple Bloom muttered under her breath and stalked off. 



“And tell her everything is fine!” Rarity yelled after her. 



 “Maybe-um, maybe I should go home too,” Fluttershy said.



“Whatever do you mean?” 



“Well, if you don’t need me too—”



“This is no place for a foal. Dear, we need you.” 



Fluttershy deflated behind her mane. “Oh, okay.” 



Twilight turned her attention back to the portal. Embrace the chaos, don’t fight it. Here goes something....  








Rainbow Dash let her gait slow to a walk. Her head was pounding. “Few, glad we got away from whatever those things were.” She heard the Stallion come to a halt behind her. “What were those things?” 



She felt a twinge of uncertainty then nothing. 



“It’s okay if you don’t know. You wouldn’t believe some of the crazy things my friends and I have seen.” 



She felt his presence touch hers again. She had grown used to having him there. 



In the distance Dash made out decrepit structures of sandstone and rock. It looked like one good sandstorm could blow them away. 



The Stallion stopped, overcome with forlorn longing. His grief overwhelmed him. He kicked at the ground, dragging his hoof through the sand. 

“Hey.” She put her hoof on his shoulder. “Hey, it’s alright.” 



He reared, squealing and kicking. Dash was forced to dive out of his reach as his hooves thundered onto the ground. 



“Look at me!” Trembling, Dash put her nose to the agitated stallion’s. “Friends.” Remember? Friends? He flooded her mind with images and her heart with emotions. Too much. Too much. “Aahhh!” 



His hot breath blew over her face. You leave me too. 



Before she could recover from the information overload, he cantered off at breakneck speed. 



“Hey, come back!” She rubbed a hoof to her head as the dust cloud settled. “I guess I can go to the oasis and wait for him to come back. Where else can I go?” 



“There’s just one problem… I’m lost again.” She about-faced, looking for her own tracks: something that prove near impossible in the dark. 



It was so dark the stars did little to provide light. Each step crunched and echoed loudly against the night. 



“Oh, I hope he comes back soon. It’s so quiet and empty here.” 



Suddenly, as if the desert had heard her, the sky flashed with bright colors, blinding her. A stone archway formed right in front of her. A translucent blue swirled between the stone pillars. 



Through the pillars she caught a glimpse of a distorted purple figure. “Twilight?” This is it! The way home! 



She took a step toward it when she felt a familiar presence touch hers. Then she heard those powerful hooves on the ground. She felt him racing toward her.



Danger!



Dash spun around. Five shadow apparitions were advancing on her. 



In a flash of shiny black hooves and white teeth he kicked and bit at them with his life. 



She didn’t wait a second later and leaped toward the leader. Hooves outstretched, Dash was going to meet this nightmare head-on—

Something grabbed at her. For a second she hung dumbfounded in midair. A bright purple aura surrounded her; gradually, she was pulled backwards, straight for the portal. 



So long Sky Pony. My friend. 



The last thing she heard was a squeal of pain. 







“I got you, Rainbow. Just hang on!” Twilight’s strained voice commanded. 



"Dashie! You did it, Twilight!” Pinkie cheered. 



“No! Send me back!” Dash pleaded.



“Back?” Rarity asked. “You want to go back?” 



“Hurry. He’ll die!” Realizing she was free of Twilight’s magical hold, she bolted for the portal. 



“You can’t go back! It’s overrun by chaotic manifestations.” Twilight’s aura dragged her back again. 



“Please!” she pleaded. “They’ll kill him.” 



“Who?” 



“M-my-my friend.” Somehow that word had more power than it ever had before. “He saved my life… twice.” 



“Well, what are we standing around for?” Applejack asked. “A friend is in need.” 



“We can’t just run through the portal—okay, but we have to be quick. The world is destabilizing.” Everypony made their way to the portal, Dash in the lead. “Wait!” Everyone froze. 



Twilight light her horn, firing it at the portal. “The portal is unicon constructed, therefore positively charged. I changed it to a neutral charge.” 



“Meaning what?” Dash spat. We’re wasting time! 



“No time! Go!” 



“That’s what I’ve been saying.” Dash waited no longer and jumped through. 



There were more apparitions than she could count. Not waiting for the others, Dash charged into the them. Strangely, they scattered when she got close. She lowered her head and charged to the center. “Get out! Get off him!” 



As the others caught up, the remaining apparitions scattered. 



All that remained on the crimson stained sand was a single black mass. Patches shone in the reflection of the ambient light. 



Dash rushed to him, kneeling down. He looked at her with his gashed face, his eyes soft as ever. Friend.



“Friends.” 



“Oh my,” Rarity gasped. “Such a beautiful po—creature.” 



“This must be what Star Swirl sensed here. Equine looking in all respects. Just not a pony.” 



“Oh my, he’s hurting badly,” Fluttershy said softly, tears running down her face. “Can you feel it? He’s communicating.” She pressed a hoof to her chest.



“Guys, we can’t leave him here,” Dash said, not taking her eyes off him. 



My home. 



Dash felt that familiar sensation of at peace. The one she felt in the oasis. “But it doesn’t have to be. You can have friends in Equestria.” 



I belong here. 



Twilight and Rarity gasped. 



“I felt it,” said Twilight. 



“Me too,” whispered Rarity. 



“He’ll die if we leave him here,” Dash cried. 



“Sugarcube, I think he knows.” Applejack stepped forward. “I can feel something in him I understand really well. Like Sweet Apple Acres for me, there’s no place he’d rather be.” 



“He’s lost so much. He can have a family again.” She put her muzzle to his and stared into his eyes. Please. You’re hurting me. 



Fluttershy laid a hoof on Dash’s back pulling her into a light embrace. 



Dash pushed Fluttershy off. “There must something we can do! Twilight?” 



She felt his wet nose against hers once again. Friends.



“If he comes with us, there’s no coming back. I’m sealing the portal before anymore harm can be done here.” Twilight bowed her head. “I-I’ve done a terrible thing.” 



Noble Sky Pony, noble ponies of aether, noble ponies of earth and sky… my eternal gratitude. I join you. 



A flash of happiness then Dash felt nothing but the cold desert air. The horizon glowed yellow; a new day about to dawn. 



Twilight lifted the limp body in her magical embrace, guiding him through the portal. 








Equestria rushed back into view. Twilight set the Stallion down on the ground. How could I? 



Next, a sobbing Rainbow Dash being supported by Pinkie Pie came through. A somber Applejack and a sobbing rarity followed. Fluttershy, hidden in her mane, was the last to come through. 



“Don’t be so hard on yourself, Twi.” Applejack wrapped Twilight in a comforting embrace. “You did your best.” 



“No. I-I didn’t. My magical attempts to force my way in caused the dark magic apparitions. They were copies of us, pulled from my memories. Each brute force attempt made them stronger. So strong, they manifested themselves. 



“How do you think the were forced away from us when I changed the charge on the portal? They couldn’t exist with us there there too as grounded entities.” 



“You couldn’t have known,” Applejack reassured. 



“No excuse! I messed with something I didn’t understand. I should’ve listened to you. I should’ve gone home, got some rest, did some research and—I nearly destroyed an entire world—” 



“Shh.” Applejack placed a hoof over her mouth. “You did what you felt was right. We’re connected in ways we can’t imagine. Even those beyond our world it seems. How could you have possible known, even if you had years to study Star Swirl’s work? He never made it through the portal.” 



Twilight rested her head against Applejack. She knew Applejack was probably right, but it didn’t help her feel any better. 



Charging her horn and capturing all of the negative energy around the portal, Twilight forced it into the clear blue center. In a manner of seconds the portal collapsed on itself and vanished, leaving no trace of its existence. Reaching out with her magic, she felt nothing but a smooth calm ocean of magic, in perfect balance. 



“With the apparitions gone, and no more interference from us, I think the world will harmonize itself like ours.” The theory of Distant Shores proven as fact, but we are in no way ready. Maybe one day, though. 



“You guys!” Dash shouted abruptly. “He’s breathing.” 



Sure enough, there was a rise and fall of his barrel. A soft presence pushed against Twilight’s. 



In spite of everything, Twilight smiled. “Let’s get him to Fluttershy’s.” She lifted him once again. A powerful emotion of content and at peace flowed through her heart. 



Home. Friends. 
      

      
   
      Real Estate


      

      
      
         “Absolutely not.” The gavel struck the frozen desk of Stern Gaze, head of the Terran Senate. He sat with half a dozen other earth ponies who sat in a semicircle, glaring at the pony in front of them. Puddinghead sat on a stool in front of them, her chocolate hat bobbing with every movement she made.



“But why not?” Puddinghead whined. “They insulted us. They deserve to be wiped out.”



Stern Gaze gave her a long and very stern look. “Do you really think that the Terran army is in any state to go to war with both the unicorns and the pegasi?” The other members of the Senate mumbled their agreement.



“Well,” Puddinghead grinned, “I wouldn’t say with both. Besides, don’t you think that justice demands retribution?”



“No. Just you demand retribution. You may be chancellor, but we’re not letting you go to war with another nation. Go find another country for us to settle or something if you want to be helpful.” 



“Fine.” Puddinghead stormed out of the Senate’s headquarters, slamming the door behind her. The blizzard outside did not help her mood. Snow piled on the streets of Terra, blocking doors, windows and cellars. 



She walked through the waist deep snow that filled Terra, soaking her cloak as she did so, and climbed out of the city. It was a thirty minute walk normally, but was now far closer to an hour. As she walked through the sludge-like snow, she vented about the unfairness of it all. “Stupid Senate. They won’t let me wipe out a slightly annoying nation. Idiots.” 



At the edge of Terra, she found a small hut. The door was blockaded with snow and a chimney sat on the roof, which was covered entirely with snow. The chancellor climbed onto the roof and began wiping off the snow. After it was sufficiently clear, she dived down it. 



Chancellor Puddinghead always liked chimneys. It wasn’t that they were full of soot and hot air, as Cookie guessed, or that it was something taller than she was. Nope, it was the pure joy of sliding down them. She landed in the center of the fireplace- thankfully it wasn’t lit. 



The cabin was small, with a bed in one corner and a cabinet in nearby. In front of the fireplace where Puddinghead now lay spread-eagled stood Smart Cookie, her secretary. The earth pony wore a cap with a feather, and his face held a slight burn. Cookie glanced at his boss and his fireplace, then up at the roof. “Chimney diving? At this time of year?” 



Puddinghead shrugged. “It felt right. That, and I needed to vent in some fashion. Everybody was acting moronic at the debate and at the Senate. They refused to let me wipe out the other tribes despite their refusal to acknowledge us as superior.” She took no notice of her secretary’s expression. “Anyway, we have some serious trouble on our hands.” She strode over to one corner of the small hut and opened a cabinet. She removed medicines, scrolls and a frog at one point, dumping them all on the floor of the hut. 



Cookie frowned and followed his boss over. “What trouble is that? Aside from the fact that we have starvation, war and several other issues already on our hands? And, boss, what are you doing in my medicine cabinet?” 



“The tribes refused to listen to anything I had to say, claiming that we have enough resources to go around. So, we have to resort to the only possible alternative.” Puddinghead let out whoop of excitement and pulled a map out of the cabinet. “Anyway, I’m in your cabinet for a map. I store them here when I get the chance. Ah, here we go.”



“And what is the only possible alternative? Attempt to sue peace with the tribes?” Cookie’s expression was hopeful, but it didn’t reach his eyes. Then he did a double take. “When do you have time to store store stuff in my cabinet?” 



Puddinghead raised an eyebrow and gave him an incredulous look. “You really want to know what I do in my spare time? As for solution, we have to go to the ends of the earth in order to find a new land to settle, then come back here and move several hundred thousand earth ponies to said location. It’s foolproof. Say, which way is north?” Puddinghead turned the map around and around, eventually deciding to point all the mountains downwards. 



“Right,” Cookie mumbled. “Foolproof. Say, when’s the next election? I want the Senate to oust you.” 



“Not for five or six months, and they completely support this decision.” Cookie sighed and followed Puddinghead out of the cabin. This would be a long trek. 




“So, why couldn’t we have stayed back in Terra and worked out all of our problems?” Cookie asked as he and Puddinghead trudged through the knee-deep snow. Puddinghead has rushed him out of town as soon as possible, barely giving him time to pack a cloak. As such, he was cold, wet and generally tired. 



“Simple. Pegasi are too belligerent and the unicorns are too stuffy. We’re too humble to admit that we’re superior, and thus they do it for us via their attitudes. With attitudes like that, we have to go and solve all of our problems separately.” Puddinghead had taped multiple maps to her hat and rigged them all with some levers and gears. Whenever she pulled the lever, a new map was flipped up. 



“So, we’re moving because everyone is below us?” Cookie’s voice dripped sarcasm, but Puddinghead took no notice and simply nodded.



“Exactly. So, what sounds nice for our new kingdom? A desert? A cave system?”



Cookie frowned. “You do realize that we’re mammals, right? We require things like soil, sunlight and water in order to thrive and grow our plants. Unless you think we’re reptiles, I don’t think that any of those would work.”



Puddinghead rubbed her chin. “We’ll see. How does a volcano sound? I once met a dragon who said that they were lovely.” Cookie resisted the urge to strangle his employer. 



“Boss, please, let’s head to someplace that is sunny, fertile and all around habitable. Otherwise we’ll all be dead before the year is out. At the very least, a fertile location will let us chew the scenery.” 



Puddinghead rubbed her chin. “Yes, that could work. But there’s a plethora of fertile places we could go. Which one should we pick? There’s a dozen or so on my map.”



Cookie ran over and grasped the map off of Puddinghead’s hat. “Really? You had a dozen habitable locations that you knew about this whole time?” Puddinghead nodded. “And you didn’t think to mention these earlier?” 



Puddinghead patted him on the head with her hoof, which knocked his hat loose. “Cookie, you have got to realize that I am a complete genius. If it weren’t for the arrogance of the other tribes, we would have been able to sort things out. These new locations were a last resort. That and the Senate wouldn’t allow me to declare war.” 



Cookie raised an eyebrow and put his hat back on his head. “I won’t ask. Now, we ought to head to each of these locations and figure out which one is most habitable for earth ponies like us.”



“Cookie,” Puddinghead snapped, “who put you in charge? I’ll make the decisions around here. Now, which one should we scout out first?” 



“Can we do closest first? I’d prefer to find out that the whole world is frozen before hiking to the ends of the earth.” 



“Alright. Now, let’s head to the part of the map that says ‘here, there be dragons.’” 



“Boss… let’s not head there, okay? Doesn’t sound all that nice.” 



“Forget it, Cookie. We’re going there.” She strode off in the direction of that area in the map. Cookie sighed and followed. 




The first destination, despite all of Cookie’s protests, was a volcano. Dragons flew around it, nested in it, killed each other in it, and Puddinghead found it delightful. The volcano itself stretched high into the sky, with nooks and crannies all the way up. “Cookie, look at it. It’s perfect for our new home. I mean, we’ve got powerful neighbors, excellent soil and rocks, and plenty of room to expand.” 



 “It’s inhabited with dragons.” Cookie was shivering despite the fact that it was upwards of eighty degrees. “Who would want to live here?” He shot a nervous glance at a few of the larger dragons who sat on the rim of the volcano, tails hanging in the lava.



“Dragons.  Come on, just think of the sales pitch to the Senate. Nice, warm and without an endless blizzard. No belligerent neighbors who think they’re stronger than you. It’d be hard to get a better deal to the Senate.” 



“The only reason that you can say that nobody thinks they’re stronger than us is because everyone who lies here knows that they’re stronger than us. Do you really think we could go to war with a dragon?” Puddinghead shrugged. “Besides, what would the dragons think?” 



“They’d think that they were being invaded.” Cookie squeaked in terror. He turned around to find a massive, grey dragon standing behind him. The dragon stood much too high for Cookie to speak face to face with. Not that Cookie had any interest in doing so. 



“So, we can’t settle here?” Puddinghead asked the dragon, whose expression was somewhere between ‘irritated’ and ‘you are going to get roasted if you don’t buzz off.’ 



The dragon growled. “No, you certainly may not. I am Titanium, lord of this land. If you two don’t clear out of Sulphur Rookery I will have to take extreme measures.”



Puddinghead raised a hoof. Titanium glanced at her but said nothing. “Do we have to clear off immediately? We’ve been here for something close to five minutes and you already have ponicide on your mind.”



She let out a squeak as Titanium’s foot landed and inch from where she was standing. By Cookie’s reckoning, the dragon’s expression was definitely in the ‘you are going to get roasted if you don’t buzz off’ range. “Clear out.  I don’t have time to deal with invaders. Go somewhere else if you need a new land. Otherwise I’ll have three million of you running about my territory.”



“Sir,” Cookie said. Titanium turned to glare at him and he felt all his courage draining out of him. “Um, sir, there’s only about three hundred thousand of us. Hardly three million earth ponies.” He realized far too late that he had said the wrong thing. Titanium brought his massive head close to the ground and Cookie’s face.  



“You honestly think that’s any better?” 



Cookie found himself talking in that panic you feel when you have a massive dragon staring you down. “Statistically, it’s a decrease of ninety percent. And it means that we’ll only take up a tenth of the land that you thought we would. It also means that there would take you far less time to eat us all and it means that we’re a lot easier to deplete in numbers.”



Titanium paused. “On second thought… bring your whole nation. We’d appreciate some new neighbors. It’s not like we get them that often.” 



Puddinghead grinned. “Great. The Senate will love to hear this. Thank you, Titanium. Means a lot to me.” Cookie took notice of the fact that Titanium’s face was in the ‘lots of delicious meals coming up’ expression. He grabbed Puddinghead and ran, dragging her against the dirt path leading to the volcano. “Oi! Cookie, what are you doing?” 



“I’ll explain when we’re far away from here. Far, far away.” 




“Yaks no like immigrants. Yaks smash immigrants!” Bluehorn demonstrated by smashing the nearest object he could find: his lunch. The plate broke into a dozen pieces and launched the sandwhich onto it high into the air, where it landed on the expensive chandelier.



The yak wore a blanket over his back and a horny helmet on his head. Cookie and Puddinghead and gone to Yakyakistan, the grand land of the yaks. It was cold there, not too much unlike their old home, but Puddinghead insisted that it was warmer. The yaks had captured them the moment they had arrived and escorted them to their leader, the yak Bluehoof, whose epression was always in the ‘ME SMASH!’ expression. 



“Mr. Bluehorn,” Puddinghead said, “we are not attempting to immigrate. We are looking for real estate in this wonderful land. We like the idea of living in such fine land and with such fine people such as you yaks. Isn’t that right, Cookie?” Cookie took sudden interest in a tapestry hanging on the wall. 



“Fascinating picture. What’s it of?” 



Bluehorn glanced at the tapestry. It had magnificent drawings of yaks wielding all manner of weapons against various monsters. “Yaks smashing things.” 



Cookie nodded. “You’re not one for words, are you?” 



“Words don’t smash things. Hooves smash!” The yak raised a hoof to demonstrate. Cookie raised his own hoof. 



“Um, that won’t be necessary.” Bluehoof smashed his goblet anyway. Cookie sighed.



Puddinghead continued speaking as if the past three minutes hadn’t happened. “So, Lord Bluehoof, would it be acceptable for us to come and settle near here? It would mean a lot to my people.” 



Bluehoof shook his head. “No! Yak tell you to clear out!” Puddinghead walked out, his face downcast, but Cookie ran out as fast as he could.




The pair were in a cave. A very big, very deep cave system. It was located a hundred miles from south of Terra. Water dripped from the ceiling and onto the Cookie’s back, causing him to jump Puddinghead strode through the darkness of the cave.  “Puddinghead, are you sure that this is a good idea?” 



Puddinghead shrugged. “It’s certainly a better location to settle than back with the yaks or the dragons. Nothing here to eat us. There’s also plants that grow here. Take that one as an example.” She pointed to a small mushroom that grew out of the cave wall. It was pure white, tall and had a few bulges at the bottom. It was obviously flourishing, given the fact that there were more just like it resting around the cavern. “We could eat those for nourishment, if need be. In fact, these entire caves are quite defensible. Can you image Hurricane trying to storm these in her spare time?” 



Cookie slowly walked to Puddinghead, glancing around the cavern as he did so. “I won’t deny that they’re defensible, at least from the outside world. Although I don’t think we’d be alone in these caverns. Don’t you want someplace where we’d be alone?”



Puddinghead tapped one of the mushrooms experimentally. “I doubt that we could find any place where we’d be alone. It’d be like asking for bacon without the eggs.”



“Some people do that.” 



“It’s still stupid. Do you think this is edible?” 



Cookie barely spared the mushroom a glance. Instead, he started at the cave. “I doubt it. It’s probably poisonous or something. Can we go now?” He ran in place, biting his lip as he did so. “I think I heard a rumbling.” 



“It’s just your imagination. Nothing lives down here.” Puddinghead picked the mushroom and placed it inside her pouch. Another rumble sounded, this one large enough to knock some dust from the ceiling. Puddinghead glanced at the ceiling as the dust fell. “Well, I’ve scouted this place out. Hopefully I’ll be able to sell this place to the Senate. How does ‘Dark Cavern! Full of amanita mushrooms and the odd rumble. Guaranteed to be enjoyable or your money back’ sound?” Cookie blanched by the time she finished the word ‘mushroom.’



“Can we go back to trying to sell them Yakyakistan?” 



“I would if I was allowed to commit document fraud. As it stands now, I can’t without Bluehoof’s assent. Let’s go check the next piece of real estate.” Puddinghead began the trek out of the cavern, Cookie following along, a grin of relief on his face. 




“Boss, Tartarus does not count as reasonably real estate.” 



“Can we just explore the upper reaches?”



“No.”



"Why not?"



"Blafagadda!" Jadgas oparath haurad!



"That's why."



"Point taken." 




“So, what do you think of this?” The castle was certainly a ruin. Broken spires held up partial remains of the roof, while other sections simply had the cold night sky above them. A dilapidated throne sat in one corner of the room, its symbols and carvings ineligible. 



Cookie gave the castle a long look. “It’s certainly better than Tartarus, Dark Cavern and Yakyakistan, I’ll give it that much. But why pick this of all places? Why not go the any of the nice places on those maps?” Puddinghead sighed and handed Cookie a map. Cookie looked it over. “So there’s nothing nice on your map? Do any of your maps have anything nice on them?”



She shook her head. “Unfortunately no. Our ancestors wandered the bottom half of the globe and found nothing nice. They eventually stumbled upon our current homeland and decided ‘Screw it. We’re sick and tired of wandering to other lands. Let’s just settle down here.’ And that’s how the world stopped being full of nomads.” 



“So… people got sick and tired of walking everywhere and decided to sit down in one location forever? Our nation got founded on laziness?” 



Puddinghead pondered the thought as she leaned against a collapsing pillar. “Pretty much. So, you like this location?” 



Cookie raised an eyebrow. “You honestly think I like any of the locations you’ve dragged me to?”



Puddinghead pouted. “I thought that Dark Cavern was a lovely place to visit. It certainly had the nicest flora, especially compared to Tartarus.”



“Do you even know what that mushroom in your pack was?” Puddinghead shook her head. “Amanita. Destroying Angel. Stuff like that. It’s deadly. I’m just glad you lost it in Tartarus.” 



Puddinghead tossed a map to Cookie. “Fine. If you dislike my decisions for possible real estate, why don’t you pick one?” Cookie spread the map out and looked it over. There wasn’t all that much. There were a few X’s on it that were marked with things like snake pit, cesspit and squipit, and there were little mountains, castles and caves. Nothing really looked all that friendly. 



“Why do you have a place called squidpit on this?” 



“Take one guess.” Cookie opened his mouth, but then shut it again. Puddinghead sighed. “So, should we head back to Terra and tell the Senate the bad news?”



Cookie shrugged as a piece of the ceiling landed three feet from where he was standing. “You’re the chancellor. You make the decisions. I just keep you in check and schedule the meetings.”  



“Fair enough.” She tapped one of the walls, which collapsed. “Let’s not live here.” She straightened her hat. “Guess the Senate will have no choice but to agree with my war proposal.” The two of them walked out of the castle as it crumbled behind them.




“So… why did we head north?” The two ponies stood overlooking a beautiful, lush valley. Trees of all sorts grew, rivers flowed and there were no blizzards. Cookie valued the last one the most. The two had decided to head a short ways past Terra on the way back and had stumbled upon Paradise. 



“Cookie, don’t blame me. The map was all wonky. I had it upside down the whole time.”



“That doesn’t explain how you managed to send us in the opposite direction while we had the compass on the map. Seriously, did you not think?”



Puddinghead tapped him on the chest. “I am your chancellor. Don’t insult me.” 



Cookie ignored him and descended into the valley. Hopefully there wouldn’t be neighbors. He'd had enough possible ones already. 
      

      
   
      The Sirens of Capri


      

      
      
         You will come to the Sirens first of all; they bewitch any mortal who approaches them. If a man in ignorance draws too close and catches their music, his wife and children will never welcome him home again; the high clear tones of the Sirens will bewitch him … you must stop the ears of all your crew with sweet wax that you have kneaded, so that none of the rest may hear the song.

Homer, Odyssey




When a sailor hears the Siren’s perfidious song, and bewitched by the melody, he is dragged to a self-chosen fate too soon; no longer he cleaves the waves, no longer he whitens the blue water with his oars unwetted now, but falling into the net of melodious Fate, he forgets to steer, quite happy, caring not for the seven starry Pleiades and the Bear’s circling course.

Nonnus, Dionysiaca





“I vote we banish them from Equestria!” declared Princess Platinum.



“That won’t work,” said Commander Hurricane. “They can fly!” She flapped her wings to make the point. “They would be back in Equestria in no time. I say we throw them in a dungeon!” She hammered a hoof on the wooden table so hard it left a horseshoe-shaped imprint on the surface.



“They could seduce any jailor with their magical voices,” replied the princess. “It’s far too dangerous to keep them in Canterlot.”



“So,” said Chancellor Puddinghead, always happy to play the part of the mediator, “the obvious solution is we banish them and throw them in a dungeon in the place that we banish them to!” She grinned with the satisfaction of one who is sure she has found the answer which had been missed by her peers.



The three premiers were at an emergency council meeting, hastily convened in Canterlot to discuss a dangerous situation which required urgent action. Three monsters known as sirens had settled on a rocky outcrop in the middle of the Equestrian plain, from where they had been using the magical seductive power of their singing to extort money and goods from passing travelers. Tales had reached Canterlot from merchants, who when passing the sirens, were seized by a sudden desire to go to the three creatures and throw all their gold, jewels, precious cloth and fine food at their hooves, before departing. On returning home, they wondered what had possessed them to do such a thing, foregoing their usual business sense. 



To discuss this situation, the leaders of the three tribes, accompanied by their advisors, assistants, captains and friends, had all come together in the meeting hall. It was agreed by all that the situation was completely intolerable and that something must be done at once. The undecided issues were what it was that should be done, and who should do it.



Clover the Clever and Smart Cookie walked up to the council table and place a large book on the surface for all to view.



“According to the Equestrian Convention on the Equine Treatments of Convicts,” said Clover. “Prisoners must be provided with food and drink. If they are to be kept locked up, there must be some pony prepared to provide for them.”



“Couldn’t we just leave them with a really big pile of food—enough to last the rest of their lives?” said Puddinghead.



“According to my books, these creatures can live for many thousands of years,” said Clover, shaking her head.



A jingling of bells caused every pony present to turn to face one side of the hall.



“I might have a solution to the problem.”



The stallion who had spoken these words, Starswirl the Bearded, sat on a cushion on the far side of the hall, wearing his comically long beard and ridiculous hat-with-bells-on. Starswirl was an old pony at the time of this story. Nopony knew his exact age due to his excessive dabbling in time spells, but he had now reached a point where he was weary of adventures, and studying magic. He spent most of his time writing comic poetry, or sleeping at his desk. But such was the respect he had earned at the Equestrian Court, that he always had a seat at meetings. And on the rare occasions when he spoke, everypony listened.



“The problem is that their magical power makes it too dangerous to keep them anywhere where there is a chance somepony could hear them sing,” he said. “But if we were to banish them to another world—a world without magic—they could not be a threat to anyone.”



“That’s a good idea,” said Smart Cookie. “If they didn’t have their magic, they would have no choice but to learn how to make an honest living.”



“And if it’s in another world,” said Princess Platinum, “then it’s outside our jurisdiction. So whatever happens to them, nopony can say we violated the convention. Shall we take a vote? All those in favor of Mister Starswirl’s suggestion—”



There was a deafening sound as everypony in the room stomped their hooves on the ground in support of the motion.



“Very good,” said Starswirl. “Bring the three villains to me—gagged and in chains—and I will perform the spell to banish them.”



There was a long silence, eventually broken by Princess Platinum.



“No no no no no no!” she said, walking up to the stallion. “I think it is obvious that you, Starswirl the Magnificently Groomed, should have the honor of capturing these foes. After all, you will be protected by your amazing magic! There is no need to expose our soldiers to any unnecessary risk, when we have a hero to hoof.”



“I…err…” Starswirl mumbled. “I don’t travel very well these days.” He looked up at the unicorn regent with a nervous smile.



“Oh but you will have a military escort,” said Platinum. “You may take my carriage. We shall accompany you. As far as—just out of earshot of the sirens. Then we will help you out of the carriage, and you would just have to trot over to the terrible monsters and banish them! Pouf!” She looked the old wizard in the eye and fluttered her eyelashes. “Go on. Do it for Equestria!”








As neither Starswirl nor Clover wrote about their encounter with the sirens, and no other pony was present, the true events of their banishing were never properly recorded. Instead the scholars of the day dutifully recorded what they thought had happened, and what they believed Starswirl would have done. The bards then expanded these accounts into epic poems recounting the adventure, embellishing the missing details with plot twists of their own invention, based on the sort of thing which everypony knew Starswirl did. With times, the stories turned into legends, and the legends grew. A hundred years later there were so many conflicting accounts of what had happened and no one could be sure which was true. Some stories had it that the sirens had infiltrated Canterlot, or taken over the whole of Equestria, before being beaten in an epic battle with the great unicorn wizard which lasted over three days. Several thousand years hence, historians had given up any hope of learning the truth, and the scene had been the focus of several blockbluster films, each with more improbably choreographed fight scenes than the last. Starswirl was a legend.








Starswirl the Bearded stood on the open plain in front of the rocky outcrop which the sirens had claimed, accompanied only by his faithful student Clover the Clever. Behind them were all the armies of Equestria, safety waiting below the horizon. 



After extensive research into protective enchantments, counter spells, and other ways to protect themselves from the siren’s song, Starswirl and Clover had adopted what they believed to be the most robust defense. They had plugged their ears with wax.



“Best get this over and done with,” said Starswirl.



“… … ” replied Clover inaudibly.



They walked up to the rocks. On the smooth stone surface, warmed by the sun, Adagio Dazzle, Aria Blaze, and Sonata Dusk lay enjoying the afternoon heat. Around them were piles of all the treasure they had collected from passers-by, as well as barrels of wine, brandy and cider. At the foot of the rocks the ground was littered with scattered gold and silver coins, and the remains of many meals. Adagio looked down at the crazy old pony in the silly hat without much concern. Aria paid no attention and focused on tipping the contents of a silver goblet into her mouth. Sonata was occupied with scratching her name on the rock.



“You cover the other side,” said Starswirl to Clover.



“… … … ?”



Starswirl waved a hoof at the younger unicorn, who, true to her name, picked up the message quickly despite the lack of audio, and galloped away around the other side of the rock. Starswirl then levitated a scroll and pair of reading glasses out of his saddlebag. Pushing the glasses up his nose, he unrolled the scroll and read out the proclamation.



“Ms. Adagio Dazzle, Ms. Aria Blaze and Ms. Sonata Dusk. My name is Starswirl the Bearded. I am hereby charged by the United Council of the Unicorns, Pegasi and Earth Ponies of Equestria to deliver this message. You have been found guilty of charges of squatting, extortion, highway robbery, noise pollution, and being too beautiful for you own good. You have been sentenced to exile and are from now on forbidden to set hoof within Equestria. To enforce this, you will now be banished to another world, a world without magic, where the powers which you have so abused will have no effect. You will be given the bodies and appearance of beings of that world, but shall retain your souls and your natural longevity. It is hoped that you will learn to behave responsibly. You may now state anything you have to say in your defense.”



The Equestrian Convention on the Equine Treatments of Convicts stated that the accused must be given the opportunity to say something in their defense. Fortunately it did not say that anypony had to listen to it. Starswirl rolled up the scroll. He noticed that the sirens seemed to be laughing at him.



“Are you ready?”



The unicorn cast a silent spell, sending a beam of white magic out of his horn, this diverged away from him, then formed a spherical bubble of light which enclosed the three sirens. Taken by surprise, they leaped into the air and tried to fly away, but just bounced back off the inside of the bubble. As their anger grew they repeatedly flew against the barrier, trying to break through, but each time the film seemed to weaken, Starswirl shot a reinforcement spell to shore it up. On the other side, Clover the Clever did the same shooting light beams into rear side of the cell. Caught in a bubble between two of the most powerful unicorns in Equestria, the sirens had no chance of escape.



“Right, where shall we send you?”



An expert at magical multi-tasking, Starswirl held the bubble spell in mind, while taking a notebook out of his saddlebag and peering at the pages through his reading glasses, trying to make out his spidery writing. Years before, he had compiled an index of spells to access every universe he had explored. Some had taken years to develop, and had only been possible after the initial connection had been established through a magical mirror. After he passed away, many of these would be lost, as no other pony could interpret his personal script.



He ran a hoof down the list searching for a suitable world. Somewhere without magic—that ruled out half of them—and somewhere inhabited—it would not be just to send them to a barren wasteland—and not excessively hot or cold or dark or humid.



Eventually he found the spell for a suitable world which he had visited long ago through that magic mirror now kept in the Crystal Empire. He cast the enchantment, opening a window across realities in the sky in front on him. Now to find a suitable landing site—he had developed a suitable user-friendly illusion for this. He surveyed the alien landscape, rotated the view, and zoomed out to see an aerial view of a dark forest—that was no good—zoom out further—ah, there was the coastline, that was better—zoom in again—there was a little island close to a port city, perfect—zoom in further—much of the coast looked rocky. That was no good, he didn’t want to hurt them on the sharp rocks, but likewise he couldn’t throw them into the sea. Then he saw a small sandy cove—perfect—set the target. Opening the window to the maximum size, he pushed the bubble, with sirens, through the portal, then with impressive skill, burst it, sending the exiles flying down to the ground in the other world, then zipped up the window before they could think of trying to fly back. The magic done, the sky returned to normal and Clover trotted up to his side.



“Good. That’s that done, now we can go and get some tea.”



“… …”



“Oh, I just realized, I forgot to give them clothes! Should have done that really, the inhabitants of that world can get a bit funny about nudity. Never mind, I expect they’ll manage. Somebody will lend them a toga or something. I would have got the wrong fashion anyway, it’s been years since I went there.”



“… ?”








“Aaaaaaaaaaaaaargh!”



Thud. Thud. Thud. Three bodies hit the soft sandy beach. For a while they lay face down in the sand in varying states of discomfort.



“Grrrhhh … Hmmph …  Urgh …”



“Hmm … Yrhhh! ... Urghhh …”



“Arrrrrr—Ouch! What you do that for Aria? Eek!” Sonata screamed as her companion pulled her head out of the sand by her hair. The bright sunlight blinded her, and suddenly finding herself in control of a different set of limbs than usual, she fell back onto the sandy ground.



“W-what’s going on?”



“Weren’t you paying attention?” said Aria. “That wizard has sent us into another world. And turned us into different creatures.”



Sonata looked at her outstretched arms and legs and let out another scream.



“Waah! w-what did he do?” She waved her hands in front of her face then thrust them behind her, clasping her buttocks with a terrified look. “My tail! My beautiful tail! What has he done with it?”



“You’re a different species now,” said Adagio. “Get used to it. We have far bigger problems to deal with than your tail.”



“But how could he turn us into something without a tail? That’s improper—it leaves your behind horribly exposed. Even ponies have tails. And what are these things?” She looked down at her breasts, prodding the flesh with a finger and shuddering at the sight of how it wobbled.



“You’re a mammal. Those are your mammary glands to let you feed your baby.”



“Yuck!” said Aria, looking at her own chest. “But why are they so big? He’s turned us each into a cross between a tail-less chimpanzee and a lactating cow. The pervert. Do you think he’s looking at us through some magic mirror and laughing?”



“Shut up,” said Adagio. “The real problem is that we are in a different world, and one where he said there was no magic.”



“No world is completely without magic,” mused Aria. “And we still have these.” She ran a finger across the pendant hanging around her neck. 



Adagio clasped her fingers around her own pendant. “Let’s see…”



She climbed to her feet and, with some hesitation and lots of waving arms around to keep her balance, walked across the sand. Sonata and Aria followed.



“Urgh! These things bounce as you walk.”



“Shut it Sonata!”



On reaching a grey rock, Adagio set her eyes on a red crab, scuttling across the barnacle-covered surface. Opening her mouth, she sang out a clear melodious note. This initially had no effect, so she increased the pitch and modulated the tone until it excited ripples on a tiny pool of water on the rock. The crab then scuttled towards her, under the spell. Once within reach, she grabbed and smashed it down onto the surface, breaking open its shell.



“We still have some power,” she said, picking the crab meat out of the broken shell with her fingers. “But it’s fading. It could be gone completely in a few days. Maybe just a few hours. We need to act quickly.”



“What can we do Adagio?” asked Aria. “Sit around and hope that some gullible wizard walks by?”



“We need to get to a town or city. Then find some creatures weak enough to fall under our spell. If we can shatter their free will and bind them to us, then they’ll stay at our command even without magic.”



“That never worked in Equestria,” said Aria. “Whenever we moved in towns, they would band together and chase us away with pitch-forks just as soon as they learned how to plug their ears with parsley!”



“This world is different. Ponies were strong—it took a lot to break their friendships. But, if this world is without magic, it will be easier here. They won’t have any resistance to enchantment.” She narrowed her eyes, and smiled as she ran through the plan in her head.



“But how do we get to a city from this desolate shore?”



“There’s one over there!”



Standing on top of the rock, Sonata pointed out across the sea. On the horizon they could see the outline of another coastline. Behind a promontory was a graceful bay, with a volcano in the background. Right on the coast, they could see a line of buildings. Plumes of smoke signaled an inhabited settlement. It was in fact the picture-perfect image of the Bay of Naples, which in a few thousand years, would grace the walls of pizzerias across this world.



“I suppose that will have to do,” said Adagio.



“But how can we get there?” said Aria.



“Swim?” said Sonata.



“Think Sonata! How can you swim without a tail? And that must be miles away.”



“We’re in luck.” Adagio smiled and pointed the other way. On the other side of the promontory, a sail was visible on the horizon. A ship was moving towards them. “Here comes our transport. We just need to sing them a little song.”



The three sirens climbed up onto the rock to get the best view.



“Will they understand what we sing?” said Sonata. “Who knows what language they use in this world?”



“You know how the magic works!” said Adagio. “Just sing with passion, thinking about what you desire, and the spell will ensure that they hear words that make sense to them, and they will have no choice but to obey our commands.”



The three joined hands and assumed a pose, clearly visible to the surrounding sea. 



“Remember girls,” said Adagio, with a hint of a threat in her voice. “We’ve got to get this right. It could be our one chance at seizing power. If we mess this up, we could be stuck in this dump for the next three thousand years.”








The captain of the Ionian ship stood on the prow of his vessel surveying the Amalfi coast. They were nearing the end of a long voyage from their home port in Rhodes, and just had to sail around the peninsula and into the bay, and land at the colonial city of Neapolis. But he could not relax yet, as he had to navigate his ship through the treacherous passage between the mainland and the isle of Capri, where many a ship had foundered on the dangerous rocks. But the Mediterranean was calm, and in bright sunlight there was no reason to fear. He was about to signal to tell the slaves to ease off the rowing, when he caught sight of what appeared to be three beautiful female figures standing on a rocky promontory at the edge of the island.



Then the music started. At first just a faint voice carried across the sea, but soon growing loud and clear.



Listen to the sound of our voice 

Soon you'll find you don't have a choice 

Pull your oars and make haste this way

You’re going to let us cross the bay



The captain signaled to the seaman at the rudder to maintain a straight course. He obeyed without question. The first mate walked to the front of the ship and stared ahead, mesmerized by the figures on the rocks. “Nymphs…” he mumbled.



You will come around

To listen to our sound

From Neapolis to Syracuse 

Our tune shall be the only muse

When our full power is unfurled

You will see us rule this world

With Athens overthrown

We’ll make this place our own



All the sailors were now all on deck staring at the rocks, except for the slaves chained to the oars, who still sensed the urgency and rowed harder than ever sending the ship speeding towards the island.



The magic we deploy, is able to destroy

Every town from here to Sparta and to Troy

Olympius shall fall; Zeus shall be my thrall

Your world’s riches—we shall take it all!



The sirens hung onto the final note as the ship approached the shore. Then, with an almighty crash, the prow struck the reef before the island. A huge hole was torn into the hull and water flooded into the vessel. In less than a minute the ship disappeared below the surface as the hypnotized sailors made no effort to escape.



Adagio, Aria, and Sonata looked down at the waves crashing against the rock, carrying a few loose bits of wood—all that remained of the vessel.



“What do we do now?” asked Sonata.



“Make yourself comfortable,” said Aria. “It seems we are going to be stuck on this stupid world for a very long time.”








Once they were back in Canterlot and had removed the wax from their ears, Starswirl and Clover sat down by the fire to enjoy their tea and buttered crumpets, and discuss the day’s events.



“So you found a safe place to send them in that world, where they cannot harm other creatures, or come to harm themselves,” asked Clover.



“Indeed,” said Starswirl, “I sent them to the lovely little island of Capreae, or Capri. It’s a delightful place. I visited it briefly many years ago while exploring that world with my old friend Socrates. Spectacular sea views, warm climate, lovely places to swim, and great sea food. In a few thousand years it will probably be ruined by excessive tourist developments, but right now you could not ask for a better place to be exiled to. I wonder if I was a bit too nice to them. This was supposed to be a penalty after all.” 
      

      
   
      Ocean


      

      
      
         Flip flop, flip flop, I walk my way out of the surf shop.



“Have a great swim, dude!” the store clerk with a shaggy mane calls out behind me. Even if we just met and I’m a mare, we’re apparently ‘bros’ now. 



I wave back at him, the flipper on my hoof waggling in the air. “Thanks!” I cry, stumbling as I put my hoof down again.



The wet suit clings to my body, suffocating it. Using magic, I put my goggles down over my amber eyes and immediately they fog up. Snorkel in my mouth, I feel a little paranoid about each and every breath I take.



It’d be worth it though, it always is.



I waddle my way down the pier, nearly tripping down the last few steps to the water. Sitting myself on the edge of the wooden planks, I take a deep breath and plunge myself into the ocean. Protected from the wretched salt water, my eyes can see the beauty that lays below the surface. The sun’s rays shine down into the drink, like magical curtains flowing. 



There was no way I was heading into open waters to be sure; I was heading for somewhere a little more interesting. It takes a little bit of a swim down the coast but eventually I find the hidden garden.



And what a sight for non-salty, not sore eyes it was.



Coral of all shapes, sizes and colors clung to the rocky outcrop beneath the waves. The gentle current makes them waver slowly, as if they were dancing to a sweet melody. Some of them were short and round, a bit like your average flower on land. Others were long, branching out. A few even looked like arteries. Unrestricted by such a simple terrain as ‘earth’, the coral was allowed to grow in any direction it wanted. It looked irregular, even a bit crowded.



To the teeming hordes of fish below, however, it was home. I was just a guest, a fact I was constantly reminded by my snorkel needing to be in the air at all times. I couldn’t afford proper scuba gear and ‘Dudebro’ at the shack was unaffected by my Heartstrings charms.



Resigned to the surface, the best I could do was hold my breath and dive for moments at a time. My flippers finally gained a semblance of elegance, letting me swim faster and with my control. I swam over the rocks, a small canyon forming in the middle of it all, where fish fed and hid. I think I even saw glimpse of an eel show itself from its hole.



It’s not long before I have to go up for air. Taking the snorkel out of my mouth, I spit out that disgusting salty water. I wrinkled my muzzle, the taste still in my mouth. Eugh. Maybe if sea water didn’t taste so bad, seaponies might have existed. 



At least technology fills the gap. I dive back down, waving to the fish below. I try not to take it personally how quickly they turn away from me. My body brushes up against some of the rocks here and there but, thanks to my stuffy wetsuit, I’m unharmed. 



Aah! Actually, no, I think that’ll leave a mark in the morning. Ow.



Not that a simple scratch or a bruise would be enough to deter from experiencing this magical world. 



A stitch in my gut might, though.



I roll my eyes, cursing myself for my inability to resist ice cream and candy.








When I get back, ‘Dudebro’ is waiting for me at the surf shack. 



“That didn’t take you too long. You run into a shark or something?” he asks as I approach, all my gear levitating beside me.



I feel my cheeks heat up. “Something like that, yeah,” I reply, forcing a laugh.



“Well, there’s always next week,” he says, taking some of the gear from me and putting it away. 



“I’ll definitely stay down there longer when the time comes.” Smiling at him, I help him with putting the rest of the gear away. 



That settled, we head to the entrance of the shop and Dudebro leans against a propped up surfboard. “Ever considered surfing?”



I laugh and shake my head. “Hay no. I don’t come here for the thrills.” That said, my balance when standing bipedal was better than most…



He shrugs. “Fair enough. I’ll catch you later, bro.”



“Later.” Casually waving at him, I set off for the sand dunes behind the shake. Traversing a narrow path between them, I come to a lot where wagons had been parked. I go over to mine, a little, worn thing designed for one pony to pull along. It had your average wear and tear but on the left side? I’d cut a love heart into it, years ago. 



From the wagon I get out a large basket and make my way back down the beach. The sun was still shining strongly, although it was just beginning its descent. On the soft sands, gatherings of ponies had assembled. Young, old, families… couples. The beach welcomed everyone.



It took a little walking down the beach but eventually I found a relatively free spot to plant my things. Opening my basket, I got out a tartan rug, which I tied to the sand by sticking rods through holes in its corners. Next, I grabbed the all important accessory: shades. My cool factor firmly established, I laid on my back and took in the sun’s rays.



Every week I take a day off just for this. It’s a ritual, something I feel I have to do. I don’t, not really. It’s a bit pointless in the grand scheme of things. Nevertheless, I’m always here, each week.  



Plus the sun does wonders for my coat. It makes it shine, almost like I’m a crystal pony. I have always wondered if I was descended from them...



All around me, it’s like a messy orchestra. Ponies talking, fillies and colts laughing, the occasional shout or cheer, all against the backdrop of the waves smashing against the beach. Lying there, eyes closed, I couldn’t help but feel detached from it all. But that was the point, after all. Coming here each week with anypony else felt… wrong.



Maybe I’ll go paddling in the ocean later. I did go diving but there’s something else to paddling. Something childish, innocent. Trying to jump over the waves and not getting any water in your eyes. Just being totally carefree.



I feel a yawn coming on so that can wait for later. For now, the sun coats me in a warm blanket, setting me up nice and snug for a good nap. 








The sun slowly descends, kissing the horizon, streaking the ocean with a orange glow. A little like my eyes, really. Most of the beachgoers had left, the last few either packing up and staying to quietly enjoy the sunset.



Sitting up, I delve back into my basket. It has everything I need for a picnic. Sandwiches, snacks and drinks. It’s nothing fancy. It never needs to be. 



I put down a plate and load it up with food, then fill a glass with some wine, levitating it so it never spills. I hesitate. There’s something missing. 



I place the photo opposite me and stare out at the ocean.



The sea can be many things to many different ponies. A provider of food, a vast mysterious expanse that needs to be explored, a magical world full of colors to dazzle the eyes, or somewhere just nice to swim.



It’s also a thief. Anything that disappears below the waves is rarely found again. The tides churn its prizes relentlessly, or the dangerous beasts that lurk in the dark make off with it. It’s bottomless and it isolates you. Ponies are not welcome out on the waves but we never seem to learn.



I gaze back to the photo opposite me. Wait, a speck of sand on it. I brush it off. I’d never allow her to become tarnished.



“Almost a year, can you believe it, Bon Bon?” I ask her. I don’t want to believe. Yet I can’t resist the inevitability of it all.



Of course the photo doesn’t respond. It’s a memory, a freeze frame of Bon Bon in her prime. I’ll always have her smile to look on, if not her gentle touch. 



“A year since you went out, over the ocean,” I said. A pang inside urged me to take a bite of my sandwich. I took a deep breath and savored the taste. 



“One last mission, you said. Just one. Then no more agent business. You’d be done for good and then we’d be back to normal.” 



I placed my sandwich back down, drinking more wine. There’s silence between us, save for the waves on the shore. 



Gingerly I pick her up. Stroking a hoof over her features, I close my eyes and try to remember her touch. Her smell. Her laugh. The images in my mind break with each time the waves hit the shore. 



Sighing, I ask her why. Why did she have to leave me? Why was it, on this one job, she didn’t make it? Was I not good enough for her? All this time, was there a wanderlust deep within that I could never sate?



I place her down, facing her towards the ocean. Too many unanswered questions. They’d do me no good. I doubt they’ll ever go away but as long as I ignore them, I won’t hurt any more. 



Maybe I could answer her questions though.



“Do you know why I come here, every week?” I ask her. “I should hate the ocean. You got lost out there, or perhaps even beyond. The last time I ever saw your face was here, before you set upon that boat.” 



I stare out across the waves. It’s so vast, so deep, so dark. “The first few weeks, I wanted nothing to do with this place. All I wanted to do was stay indoors, crawled up in my bed, pretend nothing had ever happened and that you’d bring me out of my dark place.”



I laughed, bitterly. “Miracles like that don’t really exist though, I realized. Even without my partner, I eventually realized, my story carries on. And… I wanted to honor your memory.”



Picking her up again, I place her in my forehooves and we both looked at the amber horizon. “You’ve faced many monsters, most of them probably bigger than yourself. I can never do that but I can still be brave, like you, in my own way. So each week I come here, face to face with the entity that took you from me.”



My horn glows and I bring out the last item in my basket. My lyre. “And it gave me inspiration. The ocean is full of wonders, horrors and more. Some of those things I’ve written into song. I play those songs to many ponies, in Ponyville, Canterlot and elsewhere. I like to think that with each performance, a little piece of you is going out to them.”



I rub at my eyes. Some sand likely got in them. “I guess I’m being a little silly though. This is all just a coping mechanism.”



Bon Bon says nothing, so I hold her tighter to my chest. She’s safer there.



“Or maybe I’m delusional and think that someday, somehow, I’ll see you again, over the horizon. You’ll step onto land and the first thing I’ll do is wrap you up, as tight as I can! Then I’ll smother you with affection because I miss you so much! Then you’ll laugh and call me your silly minty mare.”



I sniff and put away the food and finish off my wine. Didn’t feel too hungry anyway. Setting Bon Bon beside me, I grab my lyre in my hooves and start to play one of the tunes I wrote. For her and for everyone.



We stay there together until the sun disappears, over the edge of the horizon, to greet distant shores.
      

      
   
      A Customer for Life


      

      
      
         Being the guy in charge came with a lot of perks.



Shamrock glanced out the window into the foggy evening. The bright streetlights outside reflected off all the tendrils of mist, back and forth until they blinded and obscured more than illuminated. But close to the building, that reliable old wooden sign hung, creaking as it swung in the breeze, same as always: “Canterlot Gael.”



Quite an old haunt of his, enough so that he commanded respect here. To be fair, he commanded respect everywhere he went, but everyone needed a home base, where all his closest associates gathered, where he didn’t even have to ask for the bartender to bring him a Scotch or a cigar. Maybe some loose tobacco and rolling paper, maybe some gin, leave the bottle, please.



Down the hall, a commotion sounded from the common room. The lads might have started a drinking song or an argument, perhaps a good old-fashioned donnybrook. Or maybe the hoofball matches were on the radio. He didn’t care much for them, a rather unpopular opinion around here, so he kept that to himself.



Outside, too, in the courtyard, conversations, but at this hour, more likely than not employees of the tavern. Away from all that nonsense, Shamrock had one of the private rooms in the back, where he could invite his own guests and have a quiet drink or conduct… business.



Speaking of which, he’d gotten a little thirsty. “Chainmail!” he shouted in his thick brogue. “Can I trouble ye for a bottle o’ rye?”



The lumbering behemoth appeared after a few seconds. “What ya want, boss?”



“Rye. I said rye.” Why would the owner trust that lummox with the care of this place? He cleaned up after hours, got things ready in the morning, locked up. That big ring with all the various door keys jingled as he ambled back down the hall to fetch a bottle. His namesake armour, too, though why even wear it here? Just another oddity about the daft bloke.



He soon returned with the requested bottle, but no cup. At least on that score, he remembered. Just like with a case of darts, a billiard cue, or any other fine instrument, the true connoisseur had his own. Shamrock slid over his good pewter one. It never carried any of the washing-up liquid taste that glasses could accumulate.



So he poured out a generous helping and gulped half that down immediately. He might fancy a cigar in a bit, but for now, it seemed… it seemed he had something planned. Damn it, that had been happening too often lately! That niggling feeling that he’d scheduled something important for today, but no idea what. He started through his mental list of acquaintances, business partners, lackeys and sycophants. But that hadn’t worked very well lately, either. He couldn’t remember. He couldn’t remember!



Shamrock’s cup thumped against the tabletop again and – when had he finished the bottle? There it sat, empty. How late had it gotten? This bloody room didn’t even have a clock. He’d have to speak to the owner about that. They were quite used to complying with his requests around here.



Then the heavy wooden door down the hall, the one to the office, banged open against the stone wall, more clanking of keys, and Chainmail’s oafish voice bellowing, “Visitor, Mr S!”



At this hour? Well, he didn’t know what hour, but late nonetheless, and shouldn’t closing time have passed already?



Wait, didn’t he have an appointment today? Those things always slipped his mind, but he couldn’t recall anything. Still, that nagging feeling…



His door opened, and in walked… Cornish Copper, his… his wife! Pale blue coat, black mane. Yes, his wife, and in tow, their son, Greenbriar. Briar came right up to him and gave him a big hug, and Shamrock just stood there motionless.



That… that colt, lucky he didn’t have a knife in his ribs! Ponies didn’t just rush up to him – they knew better.



Finally, Shamrock curled a foreleg toward the colt and patted him on the shoulder. “Yes, sit down, sit down, me boy!” he said, gesturing toward one of the vacant chairs across the table from him. “Please.”



Briar did so, but Cornish stayed just inside the door, leaning against the wall. She probably would have preferred to stand in the doorway, but Chainmail knew he wasn’t supposed to leave it open.



“How’re ye getting along in school, lad? Learning all your letters and numbers and such?”



“Batty old git,” Cornish muttered.



“Dad, I’m eight now. We did that years ago.” Briar rolled his eyes the way teenagers do. Good thing Shamrock wasn’t in the mood to correct such behaviour. In his world, one showed respect where it was due. Any lapses of memory brought a quick rebuke. They rarely happened again.



Besides, his son would be the one demanding respect some day. Still, one had to know the business from the bottom and the top. Earning respect required knowing how to give it as well. But they still had time for all that. Plenty of time.



“Right, right. Escaped me for a moment. You’ll have to pardon me, lad – I can’t remember where we left off before. But uh… You’re old enough to do arithmetic, then. How about I shows ye how to keep the books? Not that you’ll have to, mind, but it pays, quite literally, to be able to keep tabs on your accountants,” Shamrock said, rubbing a hoof over the stubble on his chin.



“You’ll do nothing of the sort!” Cornish shouted as she stalked across the floor to him. “I’ll not have him learning that devil’s business from you or any other low-life scoundrel you employ!”



Shamrock slammed a hoof on the table, and she flinched, her breath catching in her throat. “You think you can come in here talking to me like I’m some tosser in the street? Huh?” he roared.



But she soon recovered her nerve and stood tall in his face. “I bloody well will, when I have to bring my son into a place like this to see you! What do you think it says about you that this is where we go? Not at home, not at work, but here! And you, all hunched over your bloody rye. Is that what you want for him?”



“I’ll stay where I like, and such is where stallions in my line of work make their deals. Better to learn now, so it’s all second nature to him when all this becomes his!” Shamrock pounded a hoof on the table again and gave Briar a sharp nod. But the boy only huddled in his chair and stared at the empty bottle.



“Ha!” Cornish shot back with a shake of her head. “All what? Your precious empire? You’ve so rotted your brain with that vile poison that you really do think you still call the shots, don’t you? When’s the last time Quiniela came around to fix another race? When’s the last time Truncheon warned you about the constables raiding the docks in Baltimare? You’ve nothing left!”



Truncheon had just visited today, in fact! Shared that bottle with him, too, and he was still here…



Shamrock looked at the two guest chairs, one with a small colt and the other empty. Where’d he gone? There sat the rye whisky itself, and without Truncheon, he wouldn’t have had it. Nopony asked questions when a police inspector grabbed a bit of booze from evidence. Nopony who wanted a long career, anyway.



She was bluffing. “Nonsense. I’m the stallion at the top, and don’t you forget it! I’m also that boy’s father!”



“You’re no father to him, you – !”



Shamrock gritted his teeth and backhoofed her across the face. She crumpled to the floor, held a hoof to the trickle of blood on the corner of her mouth, and took an unsteady breath.



“Don’t you dare speak down to me! You knew exactly what I was when you married me. You knew the life you’d have to live. And you enjoyed it! You never asked where the money came from when you needed some new piece of jewelry, told the servants to make you a sandwich, relaxed in the penthouse condo. No, you lived like royalty, and now you think you’re above that too, don’t you?”



Briar shook in his seat. But no need to sugar-coat things for him. He was old enough. If he wanted to take over someday, he’d better start getting used to this. “You’re just the worst kind of hypocrite. Turn your nose up at me because you won’t get your hooves dirty, but you live off the spoils just the same.”



On the ground, Cornish let out a low growl. “Just because you’ve peddled your influence enough to have so many owe you favors doesn’t mean you have teeth anymore. You couldn’t back that up if you had to. If not for the charity of those who’ve taken pity on you, you’d rot in here. And you’ve done a pretty good job of that already, scrambling your brains with your precious drink. Tell me, how long did it take you this time to remember who Greenbriar even was, hm?”



No… no, she was trying to confuse him. “I didn’t build all this up so it could just go away. I want better for my son. Last five years, I worked my hooves to the bone so I knew he’d be set up for life.”



“Sent up for life, more likely,” she said under her breath. Shamrock cocked his hoof for another swing, but Briar was watching him. “And he told you – he’s eight.”



Shamrock rubbed a hoof between his eyes and flopped back into his chair. He had an appointment sometime today, but nopony had stopped by. He looked up and blinked at the colt staring back. Handsome lad. Looked rather like him. And a mare stood up from behind the table. How did that bruise get on her cheek? His… his wife, Cornish Copper.



“You mean well. I’ll grant you that,” she said.



Yes. Yes, the boy. They’d been arguing about the boy.



“I want the best for him, too. Maybe I am just as bad as you. It doesn’t matter.” She circled behind Briar and put her hooves on his shoulders. “It’s all about him now, and I won’t let you stand in my way. I only come here anymore because of the court order. But if I didn’t, I doubt you’d even remember. You love him. I know that. But the best parts of you died years ago.”



Shamrock watched his son. His son. My, the lad had gotten big.



Cornish slid Briar’s chair out and pulled him to his hooves, then walked to the door and banged on it. That twit Chainmail soon showed up to escort them out. “You can’t threaten me now,” she said. “I don’t think we’ll be coming here anymore.”



He watched them leave, following the sluggard. Then he glanced at the bottle. When had it gone empty? “Chainmail!” he shouted, thumping the table. “Can I trouble ye for some rye?”








Greenbriar trailed along after his mother, through the cold, empty halls and out the front door. The fog instantly swarmed about him in the deserted street as she hustled away, almost at a canter. At least he thought they must be deserted, since he couldn’t hear anypony, but he couldn’t really see, either.



Mum always brought him to visit Dad so late in the evening. She used to say it was because he hadn’t finished with work till then, but not anymore. She didn’t make excuses now. This close to closing time, they couldn’t stay long.



“Mum, are we really not going to visit Dad again?”



“He’s no father,” she mumbled. But she didn’t answer his question. Why’d she have to say stuff like that? He loved his dad. Yeah, he was old enough to pick up things that ponies whispered behind his back. He even agreed with a lot of them. But he loved his dad.



“Broken place for a broken pony. He doesn’t even have a glimmer of where he is,” she said, peering over her shoulder. “They at least ought to fix that bloody sign.”



Just visible in the mist, the chipped and scarred shingle swung in the wind. “Canterlot Gael.” But a storm three years ago had left a gouge across the chiseled-out lettering. She’d even laughed about it at the time.



“Please, Mum? Can we see him again next week?”



She glanced down at him, and then followed his gaze up to the sign. “Thing doesn’t even read right, ever since that bloody storm. Besides, who even spells it ‘gaol’ anymore?”



“Please?”



The night swallowed his question, the building, and his father behind him.
      

      
   
      Pony Express


      

      
      
         The locker room was deserted when Cross Country entered. Most of the lockers were open, empty, abandoned, but the one at the end of the row stood proudly shut. The nameplate was tarnished beyond readability, but everypony knew whose it was. It had been passed down from father to son for five generations.



As he opened the locker, Cross Country silently vowed to make it six.



Inside were the symbols of his trade. First, he removed a simple, loose-fitting, red shirt from its hanger and slipped it over his brown coat. After buttoning it up, he pulled a polished silver Pony Express badge from the shelf at the top and affixed it to his lapel. Finally, he completed his uniform with a red and blue hat, carefully placed atop his sandy blonde mane. The last item in the locker, aside from the pictures of his family hung inside the door, was a pair of weatherbeaten, blue saddlebags. After cinching them around his barrel, he closed the locker and left the room.



When he stepped into the office area, there were no cheers to greet him nor well-wishes for his journey. The few remaining employees knew the stakes of his task, and they treated the occasion with solemnity, offering little more than grim expressions and terse nods. He responded in kind as he was approached by his secretary, a unicorn mare whose attractive features were marred by bags under her eyes.  She opened his saddlebag and carefully placed a sealed envelope inside a reinforced pouch, designed to prevent important documents from being damaged by the bag’s other contents. Once the parcel was secured, the rest of the bag was hastily stuffed with provisions.



In the distance, a whistle split the quiet morning’s calm. The train was about to leave, which meant he had no time to lose. Before stepping through the door and beginning his journey, though, he turned around and flashed a confident smile to the most faithful of his employees, the ones whose dedication was so great, they willingly accepted greater responsibility even as he was forced to cut their pay. The smile promised success and a return to prosperity.



For over a hundred years, no other delivery service had been able to match the speed and efficiency of the Pony Express. With its network of offices scattered throughout Equestria, each runner never had to travel too far before passing their parcel to the next earth pony in the chain, ensuring packages always moved at maximum speed. Pegasi, although lacking the long-range endurance of earth ponies, were ideal for making the final sprints to the recipients.



Now, though, there were no pegasi left. No other offices left. No demand for their services. The railroad was about to kill the Pony Express.



When he stepped outside into the morning sunlight, Cross Country squinted and walked slowly down the road while his eyes adjusted. As his vision cleared, he spotted the plume of smoke rising from the railyard across town. The train would be departing any moment. Focusing on the road ahead, he accelerated to a canter.



The ponies of Fillydelphia knew who he was. He had grown up among them, and he had stood among them as a prominent member of the community. When his fortunes had turned and his business had begun failing—to the extent that he was forced to start making deliveries himself, which he hadn’t done since taking over management of the company from his father—they offered pity and token support. As the branch offices closed down, the headquarters was kept afloat by local contracts, but they weren’t enough to sustain it indefinitely. Time was running out.



They knew of his plight and sympathized, so as he ran through the street, they stepped aside, often giving words of support that barely registered in his ears as he passed.



When he reached the outskirts of the city, he slowed down and looked back. The column of smoke was moving. Resuming his canter, he ran alongside the rails, glancing back occasionally to check the position of the competition. Even when he needed food or water, he avoided stopping completely. The stakes were too high to allow any unnecessary delay.



It was a desperate gamble. Never in the company’s history had a single pony attempted to run so far in such a short time, but without no other offices in place to take over, there was no other choice. He would have to race the train from Fillydelphia, on Equestria’s eastern shore, all the way to its westernmost city, Vanhoover. The task seemed impossible, but if he succeeded, it would show the nation the Pony Express still had a place in it. His family’s legacy would be saved.







After a few hours, Cross Country was beginning to tire, and it was becoming clear he was losing ground. No matter how great his stamina was, the train’s was practically infinite. With the sun directly overhead, his lead finally disappeared, and the steam engine began to overtake him.



Unwilling to give up his only advantage so easily, he began to gallop at an equal pace. The noise of metal wheels thundering across the rails was nearly deafening, but his pride demanded he hold his line, that he not surrender in any fashion. As the train chugged leisurely alongside him, he looked up and saw the engineer staring back down at him. There was no sense of competitiveness from him at all—no smugness on his face or determination in his eyes, only curiosity. He was completely oblivious to being in a race at all. He probably had no idea how many livelihoods he was ruining—had already ruined.



Cross Country’s rage boiled over, and he found new strength in his legs as adrenaline surged through his veins. Gritting his teeth, he pushed ahead of the train once more, sprinting for all he was worth until its cacophony faded into the background. His strength was limited, though, and he was starting to lose speed when the railroad took a turn to the left, in the direction of Canterlot.



As their paths diverged, Cross Country cursed himself for his stupidity. He had forgotten that while he would be taking the straightest path possible, the railroad couldn’t. It had pass through the hub at Canterlot, where it would take on water, unload some of its burden, and pick up new cargo. He had wasted his energy in a useless sprint because he was too stubborn to give even an inch, a mistake which would almost certainly come back to haunt him.



He slowed down and managed his pace more carefully, passing the hours in silence until the sun dipped low in the sky. At long last, he settled down in a meadow among the foothills of Foal Mountain, in the shadow of the great mountain upon which Canterlot stood, and fell into a fitful sleep.







After a tumultuous night of tossing and turning, trying to make his aching legs comfortable enough to rest properly, he awoke to the dawn. Despite the painful protests of his hooves, he started moving after a quick breakfast of dried fruit. The train had probably stopped for the night also, but it would be moving again shortly. He needed to get an early lead, but he also needed to pace himself more intelligently.



When the foothills of the mountains gave way to flat grasslands, travel became easier. He was able to alternate between cantering and trotting, stopping occasionally for food and water. As he made his way west, he kept looking to the south, trying to catch a glimpse of a dark ribbon rising into the sky, but there was no sign of the train.



His path finally converged with the rails once more as he passed under Cloudsdale. Taking the opportunity to cool off in the shade of the cloud city, he tucked his hat into one of his saddlebags, which had become considerably lighter as his provisions were consumed, and poured the contents of a water skin over his head, reveling in the feeling as it cascaded through his coat and down into his sweat-soaked shirt.



His journey continued past the foothills of the Unicorn Range, but the continued absence of the train weighed on his mind, and his confidence waned. Could it have left earlier than him? Perhaps it was ahead the whole time. For all he knew, it could have already reached Vanhoover.



His pace picked up, even though he didn’t consciously choose it. Even as he tried to think logically, remembering the train wasn’t scheduled to reach its destination until just before sunset, he didn’t know how long it took the train to travel through each part of the route. Perhaps it made good time through the flatlands and only slowed down when it reached the mountain pass that would lead it to Vanhoover.



Though his legs already ached, they pumped with new vigor. His abused lungs took in air in heaving gasps, and his empty stomach churned. In the distance to the east, a forest whipped by as he sprinted up hills and nearly tumbled down the other sides in his haste. He had deviated from his planned course and gone into the foothills. Though shorter than the line the railroad followed, the route was more demanding.



Eventually, his burning muscles could take no more, and he collapsed near the entrance to the pass. His heart hammered in his chest as he lay on his side, gasping for breath. He tried to reach his bag to get water and the last of his food, but his legs wouldn’t respond, and his neck was too weak to lift. Soon the world slipped out of focus and fell into darkness.







He awoke to the sound of a whistle. The train had caught up.



Panicked, he stood up too quickly and fell down again as the engine reached him. While picking himself up again, Cross Country momentarily made eye contact with the engineer. Recognition dawned in the engineer’s eyes, and they widened in shock before disappearing from view as the train moved past. His head poked out of the window to look back again, but soon pulled back inside the cab.



Cross Country took a deep breath to steady himself on his wobbly legs and started to trot. As soon as he was comfortable his pace, the trot became a canter, and the canter soon became a full gallop. He raced through the pass in pursuit of the train despite his muscles being spent, paying no mind to the way his lungs never seemed to get enough air. His vision blurred frequently, but he closed his eyes as he ran and shook his head to clear them, losing his hat in the process.



At the top of a hill, he closed his eyes at the wrong moment and tripped on a stone. His uncontrolled momentum took him down the other side of the hill in a rolling heap. At the bottom, he stood up. Though battered, bruised, exhausted, famished, and parched, he refused to stop for even a moment. Too much was riding on this race. His entire family’s future. All of his employees. The history of the Pony Express. There was no time for hesitation.



He nearly tripped against as he went straight into a gallop, but he managed to catch himself and keep pushing. Every muscle in his body felt like it was on fire, and his sides felt like knives were being driven through them. The world was an indistinct blur, but he could see the ribbon of smoke clearly enough to follow it.



He could still win. The train had to unload, and somepony had to deliver the document. He didn’t have to beat the train, just the mailpony.



Just a little farther.



The streets were crowded, but most of the ponies were getting out of his way. He could only imagine how he must have looked to them: disheveled, soaked in sweat with his unrestrained mane flailing wildly around his head, flinging droplets at anypony who got too close. Not exactly representing the Pony Express at its finest, he was certain, but if he won the race, nopony would remember that particular detail.



Almost there.



The buildings were getting taller. He had reached the commercial district. Now it was just a matter of finding the building with the right sign. He couldn’t see the letters, but he knew how long the name was, so he looked long enough at each sign to compare them with his memory of the envelope. Asking for directions probably would have helped, but nopony was coming near him, and he couldn’t tell a pony from a mailbox if they were at a distance. His voice was raspy, so calling out wasn’t an option.



He had to be close.



Finally, he saw it. A perfect match for the writing on the envelope. He moved in close to get a better look, and with it right in front of him, he could read the words.



This was it.



He staggered toward the door, clumsily pushed it open with his shoulder, and lurched toward the reception desk.



“Delivery,” he said, just before falling over. His breath came in short wheezes, and his heart smashed against his ribs with the rhythm of a train’s engine at full speed, but it didn’t matter. He had done it. He had made his delivery. He had won. He didn’t know if he actually beat the mailpony, but it didn’t matter. Even if he didn’t get there first, it was close enough to make everypony else take notice.



If the branches were reopened, they could be even faster. If they had pegasi to make the deliveries again, no train would be able to compete. He would go home in triumph, and his family’s legacy would be secured for generations to come.



All he had to do was cool off, calm down, and start the trip home. He just needed his heart to stop beating so fast. As he lay on the cool floor, it continued to pound unrelentingly. A chorus of indistinct voices surrounded him. They sounded upset. Concerned for him? There was no need. He won. He just needed to slow his heart and get some rest—maybe get something to eat and drink when he woke up.



As his eyes closed and his breathing slowed, Cross Country pulled his lips into a faint smile and let the world fade away. He slipped into unconsciousness just before his heart beat for the last time.
      

      
   
      You're Better Than You Think You Are


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash got out of the computer chair and offered it to Sunset Shimmer, who smiled as she sat down.



“Sure, Rainbow Dash, I’ll read it.”



Sunset scanned the document, intermittently highlighting and typing as she read. Her smile slowly transformed into a look of concern. She grunted and faced Rainbow Dash, who gave a toothy grin.



“Well,” Rainbow Dash said, “what do you think?”



Sunset sighed. “Prism Run?”



“What? Only thing more awesome than me is an OC that ostensibly isn’t me!”



“Of course you would think that.” Sunset sighed and looked back at the computer screen. “Didn’t you say this was based off of a prompt?”



Rainbow Dash nodded. “Yep! Distant Shores was the prompt!”



“I see.” Sunset squeezed her eyes shut. “Well, I suppose it’s connected to the prompt by the barest of threads, seeing how it’s about you—”



“Prism Run.”



Sunset facepalmed. “Sorry, must have been a slip of the tongue. How Prism Run thinks that the ‘Distant Shores’ prompt is dumb and never should have been voted on.” Sunset scrolled through the document again. “And this is for a contest?”



“Yep!”



Sunset bit her cheek. “Why are you even submitting this?”



Rainbow Dash stared at Sunset. “...it’s for a contest.”



“I’m aware it’s for a contest, you just said that.” Sunset Shimmer groaned. “I’m asking why you’re even bothering to submit this for a contest if you think the prompt is dumb.”



Rainbow Dash shook her head. “You must be mistaking me for my OC. I don’t think it’s dumb. Prism—”



Sunset snapped to face Rainbow. “Will you just quit the pretense?” Sunset took a deep breath. “I’m sorry for snapping at you. I just know that you’re better than this.”



Rainbow Dash hummed. “Better than what? I think a metatextual commentary on contest prompts is an awesome entry.”



Sunset opened her mouth, then closed it. “Look, Rainbow Dash, it’s one thing to be meta. But this,” Sunset said as she waved towards the screen, “isn’t meta. It’s a lazily disguised diatribe against something you personally don’t like.”



“Which technically fits the definition of meta.”



Sunset gritted her teeth. “Yes, I’m aware that it technically fits the definition—anyway, why are you even entering this contest?”



“...it’s a con—”



“I’m aware that it’s a contest!”



“Is everything alright up there?” called a voice from downstairs.



“Yeah, mom,” Rainbow said as she sat on her bed, “everything’s fine! Sunset’s just helping me with some writing I’m doing.”



“That sounds great, honey! Although I don’t think you need any help, you're already an excellent author. I just wish you would publish something real instead of keeping on that Daring Do nonsense!”



Sunset pursed her lips as she stared at Rainbow Dash, whose unwavering grin became a tight-lipped expression. “...sure, mom. I’ll get right on that.”



“Why does your mom care if you write fan fiction or not?” Sunset asked as she looked at the door. then back at Rainbow Dash.



Rainbow Dash motioned her head towards the laptop. “There’s a magazine by the computer. Check out what page it’s opened to.”



“Alright…” Sunset picked up the magazine and read it. “Hm. This appears to be a short story competition for teenagers.”



Rainbow Dash closed her eyes and lay down on the bed. “Read what the first place prize is.”



“It’s… it’s an all expenses paid trip to St. Maretinique for the winner and their family for two weeks.” She looked at Rainbow Dash. “I had no idea you mom was putting such pressure on you.”



“Of course she puts pressure on me, she’s my mom.” Rainbow Dash slammed her fist on the bed. “She thinks I’m better at everything than I actually am.” She stood up and paced around her room. “She thinks I’m good at writing because I can write Daring Do. What she doesn’t realize is that I’m only good at writing Daring Do. So she spots a writing contest where first prize is St. Maretinique so she thinks ‘oh, my daughter can write stuff, maybe she can get us to St. Maretinique’ but she doesn’t say that!” Rainbow Dash clenched her fist. “So she leaves the magazine on my bed—she doesn’t say anything, but I know what she wants because she leaves it open to that page.”



Sunset hummed. “I see. So why don’t you just tell her you can’t do it?”



Rainbow Dash's body snapped to face Sunset. “Because I want to do it! Heck, I’ve always wanted to go to St. Maretinique, but I know I’m not good enough at writing to even have a ghost of a chance where I’m at right now! So I enter these contests in order to push myself to do better. And you know what?”



Sunset frowned. “What, Rainbow Dash?”



Rainbow Dash grabbed Sunset’s shoulders. “The only way I’ll get better at writing is by writing, even if I don’t have a workable idea, I have to write, even if it’s bad!”



“Listen.” Sunset removed Rainbow’s hands from her shoulders. “I don’t think anyone gets better at writing by writing poorly. You might want to rephrase that.”



“Okay, let me rephrase that.” Rainbow Dash huffed. “The only way I’ll get better at writing is by writing things I don’t want to write about.”



Sunset Shimmer pinched the bridge of her nose. “But that’s exactly what you’re not doing here.”



“What do you mean? I don’t want to write about ‘Distant Shores’, so I enter a contest about writing ‘Distant Shores’. Simple as that.”



“That’s the thing.” Sunset exhaled. “You’re not even writing about the prompt. You’re using the prompt to write about why you—”



“Prism Run.”



Sunset growled. “Why Prism Run thinks it’s a terrible prompt!” Sunset squeezed her eyes shut, inhaled, and exhaled. “Alright, let’s start from square one. Do you actually think it’s a dumb prompt?”



“Well, Prism Run—”



“I’m not asking about Prism Run, I’m asking about you. Do you think the prompt is dumb?”



Rainbow Dash bit her lip. “...no.”



“Now we’re getting somewhere.” Sunset offered a weak grin. “Alright, there’s something you don’t like about ‘Distant Shores’ even though you don’t think it’s a dumb prompt. What is that?”



Rainbow Dash sat down on the bed. “Well, I can’t come up with anything for it. But I have to get better at writing so I can win that trip—”



“Let’s forget about the trip for a second.”



Rainbow Dash looked pleadingly into Sunset’s eyes. “Sunset, that trip means everything to my mom. She’s been talking about how she wanted to go to St. Maretinique ever since I could remember!” Rainbow took shallow breaths. “But she doesn’t work, and my Dad’s a cop, so there’s no way they could afford that trip. I have to win that contest, but I'm not good enough at writing. The only way I can get better is if I keep writing, even when it's bad, so I can get better—”



Sunset quieted Rainbow Dash with a wave of her hand. “You keep going back to writing poorly. You obviously didn’t get that from you mom—she seems to be your biggest fan, in fact. So, who’s telling you you’re bad at writing?”



Rainbow Dash looked away. “...everyone on the internet.”



“Now,” Sunset said with a chortle, “I don’t think everyone on the internet is telling you you’re bad at writing.”



“Everyone who’s anyone is.”



Sunset Shimmer paused. “...I see. Show me where they’re saying that.”



“Alright.” Rainbow Dash stood up. “Let me get the chair.” 



Sunset stood up and Rainbow Dash took her place. After a few clicks, Sunset leaned in to see what Rainbow Dash was talking about. A wry smile crossed her face as she chuckled softly. “I see what’s going on.”



Rainbow bowed her head. “They’re saying I’m bad at writing.”



“No, no, no.” Sunset shook her head as she stood up. “They’re not saying you’re bad at writing, they’re offering constructive criticism.”



“Which is code for being bad at writing.” Rainbow Dash clenched her fist. “I get it. You don’t have to rub it in.”



Sunset exhaled. “It means you’re good at writing.”



“What do you mean?” Rainbow Dash asked as she looked up at Sunset.



“Let me explain it like this: when you were a child, and you started playing soccer, everyone thought it was great that you were able to kick the ball straight.”



Rainbow Dash grinned. “Yeah, because I’m awesome as soccer.”



“You are, yes.” Sunset nodded. “So, you go to join the soccer team and it’s great. While you’re there, the coach offers suggestions on how to improve your technique.”



“So I can be more awesome. But what does this have to do with my writing?”



Sunset leaned in and scrolled around the screen. “Well, from what I see, these people telling you you’re bad reads more like how to be better than you are now. You don’t get mad at your coach for telling you how to be better at soccer, so why should you beat yourself up over these people trying to help you get better at writing?”



The gears in Rainbow Dash’s head slowly clicked into place as she took in Sunset’s words. “So… what you’re saying is that they wouldn’t even bother nitpicking if I wasn’t good enough to need these nitpicks.”



Sunset grinned. “Exactly! You’re better than you think you are!”



“So I’m still awesome!” Rainbow Dash said as she clicked the mouse.



Sunset’s beaming face slowly turned neutral. “...did you just submit that story?”



“Yes, I did! I’m going to need the criticism to get my family to St. Maretinique, so I’m going in with both barrels blazing!”



“Uh huh.” Sunset blinked. “And you kept the name Prism Run.”



“No one on the site knows my name is Rainbow Dash,” Rainbow Dash said.



“Probably not.” Sunset put a finger to her mouth. “But your username is RainbowDashIsAwesome.”



“...what? I am. Besides, who would be so self-centered enough to put in their own username that they’re awesome?”



Sunset sat down on Rainbow Dash’s bed and sighed. “I can think of one off the top of my head.”



“Well, then.” Rainbow Dash giggled. “No one else would think I’d be so awesome as to say that I’m awesome in my own username!”



“I don’t think you see what the issue is here. You have a character named Prism Run when your username is RainbowDashIsAwesome. Even if no one thinks you’re arrogant enough to proclaim your ‘awesomeness’ in your own username, I’m pretty sure that they’d put two and two together and assume that RainbowDashIsAwesome wrote a story with a character Prism Run.”



Rainbow Dash looked at the screen, at Sunset, then back at the screen. “...I see what you mean.” She then looked back at Sunset. “What do you suggest I change it to?”



Sunset Shimmer groaned. “I don’t know, how about something like, um… uh… Happy Day?”



“Really?” Rainbow Dash asked as she glared at Sunset. “That’s a dumb name. It doesn’t fit into the Daring Do universe at all.”



“This story isn’t about—”



“This story takes place in the Daring Do universe. It would look weird if I used a name that didn’t fit the accepted nomenclature of the setting I’m writing in.”



Sunset bolted up. “So… you’re writing a Daring Do story… with a prompt of ‘Distant Shores’... that’s about a contest where the prompt is ‘Distant Shores’...”



“—where the author complains about the prompt!”



"...do they even have internet in the Daring Do universe?"



Rainbow Dash shrugged. "They do in my story."



Sunset narrowed her gaze, then threw her hands in the air as she headed towards the door. “I’m done.”



As Sunset closed the door. Rainbow Dash stared at the screen. She still needed a name for the character, and Prism Run was out. She ran through her list of OC names. Chroma Bolt? Variegation Birr? A grin plastered itself across her face as she realized that the Daring Do universe already had a character that would subversively complain about the prompt while writing about the prompt: Daring Do herself.



Rainbow Dash hastily replaced Prism Run with Daring Do and resubmitted the story. She then felt a warmth inside of her as she prepared herself for the onslaught of constructive criticism that she’d receive, each bit bringing her one step closer to becoming a better writer.



St. Maretinique, here I come!
      

      
   
      Family Matters


      

      
      
         Rainbow Blaze casually walked over to answer his front door, the knocks getting more and more excited as he went. He pulled open the door and was greeted by a beaming smile.



“Hey, Dad!” Rainbow Dash threw her forelimbs around him in a hug.



“Dashie?” Blaze was almost too stunned to react. “What’re you doing here?”



“Well, duh,” Rainbow Dash said, pulling herself off him. “You’re always saying in your letters that I should visit sometime. I didn’t have anything going on today, so I thought I’d fly down to Cloudsdale and surprise you!”



“That’s real nice of you, Dashie,” Blaze said carefully, “but now’s not the best time. I have company over.”



“Is it Uncle Balder?” Rainbow Dash rushed past him. “Hey, Uncle B!” She ran into the next room before Blaze could say anything and came to a screeching halt.



Seated on the sofa was a mare with a purple shawl, a grey hat, and an unmistakable bronze coat.








“Daring Do is dating my dad!” Rainbow Dash screamed, her face contorted with panic. Her eyes shot between her friends gathered around the Map in Twilight’s throne room. Each of them wore an expression of some mix between confusion and concern.



“Are you sure?” Twilight asked.



“Uh, yeah I’m sure!” Rainbow Dash threw her hooves up into the air. “Turns out they’ve been dating for a few months already!”



“Hold on, now,” Applejack said. “How the hay did those two even meet?”



“She saw my dad around town a few times and invited him out for coffee,” Rainbow Dash explained. “She’s been living in Cloudsdale ever since Dr. Caballeron and his goons wrecked her house.”



“That makes sense,” Twilight said with a nod. “Daring Do probably has houses all over Equestria in case of emergencies.”



“Yeah, except she isn’t ‘Daring Do’ right now.” Rainbow Dash crossed her forelimbs. “She’s been going by Miss Anna Kay Yearling.”



“‘Anna Kay’?” Twilight brought a hoof to her chin in thought. “I didn’t know ‘A.K.’ actually stood for anything. I always thought she was being clever.”



Everypony else just stared at her blankly.



“You know…” Twilight continued awkwardly. “A.K.—‘One thousand’. Yearling—‘years’. I thought her name meant ‘one-thousand years.’”



“Who cares what it means?!” Rainbow Dash said, exasperated. “Point is, she can’t be Daring Do if she’s too busy making goo-goo eyes at my dad!”



Rarity cleared her throat in the ensuing silence.



“Pardon me, darling,” she said gently, “but I should think you’d be more… excited about this.”



“Yeah!” Pinkie piped up. “I mean, your dad and your hero dating? How cool is that?!”



“‘Excited’?” Rainbow Dash gave them an incredulous look. “‘Cool’? There’s nothing exciting or cool about Daring Do acting all lovey-dovey and mushy instead of having awesome adventures.”



“But could you imagine if they got married?” Rarity said with a smile.



“Oh,” Fluttershy said, “that would be so sweet.”



“Not you, too, Fluttershy.” Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes. “Daring Do can’t marry my dad. That would make her my mom!”



Applejack raised an eyebrow at her. “And that’s a… bad thing?”



“Daring Do’s too cool to be a mom. She goes on epic adventures and fights bad guys and writes awesome books about it.” Rainbow Dash narrowed her eyes in thought. “Moms are boring. They cut the crusts off your sandwiches and make you hold their hoof when you cross the street and other lame Mom-stuff like that.”



“Now, Rainbow Dash,” Fluttershy said calmly, “I think you’re missing what could be a wonderful opportunity for you and your dad.”



“Yeah!” Pinkie agreed. “What’s got you so grumpy? This should be, like, the best day ever for you!”



“Well, it was supposed to be,” Rainbow Dash said, a hint of bitterness adding an edge to her voice. “Before all this happened, I was gonna hang out with my dad all day today. Fly around together in the park, catch a few races at Cloudsdale Stadium, lunch at that one diner we like—I had it all planned out!”



Applejack grinned. “Wow, Rainbow Dash. I never woulda pegged you to be such a daddy’s girl.”



“Ah! Wha— Tch! I—” Rainbow Dash crossed her forelimbs and turned away as the heat rushed to her cheeks. “…What’s wrong with being a daddy’s girl?”



“Nothing, Rainbow Dash,” Twilight assured her, “but have you considered that maybe you’re just being a little… possessive of your dad?”



“What?!” Her glare could’ve cut right through stone.



Twilight raised her hooves defensively. “A-all I’m saying is—”



“Oh, no—I totally understand. Well, it’s not like that.” Rainbow Dash took to the air. “You guys just don’t get it.” She locked eyes with each of her friends, their pleading expressions cutting deeper than her glare ever could. Her jaw clenched tight and her eyes squeezed shut before she flew off.








Rainbow Dash ran a hoof across her muzzle as she continued the flight back to her house.



“Can’t believe they’d… calling me possessive…” Rainbow Dash continued muttering to herself all the way to her front door. Waiting for her in the foyer was a folded piece of paper. Even though it was simply addressed to “Dash,” she could recognize the writing from a mile away. She picked it up and, despite her better judgment, opened it.



You left in a huff before we could finish talking about this. Come back when you’re ready. Anna wants to talk to you, too.



Dad




Rainbow Dash scowled at the note, but could only maintain the expression for so long before letting out a sigh. It’s not like she could just ignore instructions from her dad. Stepping back outside, she noticed that the sun was already pretty low in the sky. Even if she left right away, it’d still be dark before she made it to Cloudsdale.



Well, it didn’t have to be, but she decided she wasn’t in the mood for a Sonic Rainboom.



Rainbow Dash stretched out her wings, and, after one last moment of mental preparation, took to the sky.







There’s something very soothing about flying at night. Maybe it was the freedom of an empty, clear sky. Maybe it was the gentle light of the moon—proof that Princess Luna’s watchful eye was making sure everypony would have a peaceful night’s rest. Maybe it was the cool breeze that drifted through the air and carried the scent of evening dew.



Rainbow Dash filled her lungs with the crisp night air and let it out in an even exhale. The frustration that had built up during the day seemed to leave her body with each breath, and her head wasn’t feeling quite so hot anymore. Before she realized it, Rainbow Dash found herself flying through the streets of Cloudsdale.



She flew past the park, past the stadium, and past the diner until her destination came into view. A familiar silhouette sat waiting on the balcony of her foalhood home. She landed and took a seat next to Rainbow Blaze, but kept her eyes down on her hooves.



“Hey, Dad,” she said quietly.



“Hey, Dash,” Blaze said. “I was starting to think you weren’t coming tonight.”



“I… took the long way.” Rainbow Dash shifted her hooves around, but still couldn’t bring herself to look up. “I’m sorry for flying off before.”



Blaze took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “It’s okay.” He reached a hoof out to her, but she flinched away from his touch. He lowered his hoof and the two sat in silence.



“Dad?” Her voice barely came out as a whisper. She bit down on her lip and struggled to keep her voice even. “W-why are you doing this?”



Blaze had anticipated the question, but that didn't make addressing it any easier. “I’ve been feeling lonely, Dash,” he said. “This house feels so empty with just me here. It’s nice having somepony to spend time with. It’s nice not feeling so alone anymore.”



“What about Mom?!” Rainbow Dash locked eyes with Blaze as hot streaks traveled down her cheeks, her chest heaving.



Blaze, caught off-guard by the outburst, waited for her to continue.



Rainbow Dash sniffed hard. “Ever since Mom—y’know—I’ve never even seen you look at another mare before! And now you’re dating and-and you’ve been dating and…”



Blaze recognized that look in his daughter’s eyes. It haunted his memory and gripped his heart like a vise. She hadn’t looked like this since the day he had to explain that her mom wasn’t getting better—the day Rainbow Dash realized her mom wouldn’t be coming home.



“This isn’t about Anna at all, is it?”



Rainbow Dash took a quick swipe across her cheek. “Everything I know about staying faithful—about being loyal—I learned it watching you. But now you’re…” She bit down on her lip and closed her eyes.



Blaze wrapped her up in a hug and this time she made no effort to pull away. “Rainbow Dash,” he started gently, “is that how I should prove my loyalty to your mom? By staying a single widower for the rest of my life?”



“I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe?”



“Well, for a long time… I thought so, too.” Blaze sighed. “Not a day goes by where I don’t miss her. But I think… I think I’m ready to let another pony into my life.”



Rainbow Dash sniffed again, but didn’t interrupt.



“Nopony could ever take your mom’s place.” He carefully brushed her mane out of her eyes. “I’m not looking to replace her, and Anna isn’t trying. Do you understand, Dash?”



Rainbow Dash nodded. “But why her? Why now?”



“When we first started spending time together, she was patient with me. I’d told her about your mom, and she was fine with taking things slow. She stuck with me instead of looking for somepony else.” He smiled softly and turned his gaze skyward. “And I guess if I’m being honest, sometimes she kinda reminds me of your mom.”



Rainbow Dash scoffed in spite of herself. “Come on, Dad. Those two are nothing alike. Mom was always worrying and telling me to be careful. Remember how she’d try to stick ribbons in my mane and put me in dresses?”



Blaze chuckled. “Yeah, that’s true. I barely managed to convince her that you should attend Summer Flight Camp, and she almost threw a fit when I wanted to sign you up for karate.”



Rainbow Dash thought about the black belt and sparring medals she kept tucked away in her closet.



“But you know what they do have in common?” he asked. “They’re both passionate. They’re both free spirits. And I know that they both care about you a lot.”



“Really?”



Blaze nodded to her. “Dash, I want you to be honest with me here: are you okay with all of this?”



Rainbow Dash looked at her hooves and thought over her answer. He’d always been so devoted, to her and to her mom. He really did deserve to have somepony in his life. “If being with her really makes you happy, Dad, then… I’m happy for you.”



Blaze held his forelimbs open and Rainbow Dash gave him a warm embrace. “Thanks, Dashie.” He rubbed her mane, making it almost as messy as when she was a filly. “You think you’re ready to talk to Anna?”



“Yeah.” Rainbow Dash straightened out her mane. “Yeah, I think so.”



“She’s waiting inside,” he said, turning to the balcony doors. “I’ll send her out.”



“Hey, Dad?”



Blaze stopped and turned. Rainbow Dash was standing up straight, giving him a salute. He smiled to her and returned the salute.



“Love you, Dad.”



“Love you, too, Dashie.”








Rainbow Dash turned at the sound of a closing door. Daring Do, still dressed in her shawl and hat, shuffled on her hooves before stepping over.



“Hello, Rainbow Dash.”



Rainbow Dash turned back to face the moonlit streets.



“Hey.”



“Lovely night.” Daring Do was hoping for some sort of response, but settled for a lack of objection when she sat down next to her. “…I suppose I have a lot of explaining to do.”



“Yeah,” Rainbow Dash said curtly, “let’s start with, ‘what are you doing dating my dad?’ Shouldn’t you be off exploring some ancient ruins or something?”



Daring Do took a breath and held it. “Ever since you taught me to be more trusting of others, I’ve been doing my best to let other ponies into my life.”



“Oh, so it’s all my fault, then,” Rainbow Dash said with a roll of her eyes.



“That’s not what I meant. Life really is richer when you share it with others, and you were the one who helped me realize that.” Daring Do turned to her. “I thought I was content to just keep to myself. I never knew how lonely I really was. So thank you.”



“Yeah, you’re welcome,” Rainbow Dash said, rubbing the back of my head. “But seriously, why my dad?”



Daring Do smiled as she thought back on it. “He really has this sort of magnetism to him. He’s really considerate and I truly feel like I can trust him. And I don’t know if you realize this…” She looked around carefully before leaning over. “…Your dad’s a good-looking stallion.”



Rainbow Dash shook her head but smiled. Her eyes narrowed as a thought occurred to her.



“You said that you trust my dad, right?” she asked. “Does that mean he knows about Daring Do?”



Daring Do nodded. “I told him a while ago, back when it first seemed like things would be getting serious between us.”



“How’d he take it?”



“Honestly?” she asked. “He wasn’t very happy about it. Mostly he didn’t like the idea of me putting myself in dangerous situations.” Her eyes became a bit distant. “And I can understand that. He’s already lost one pony he really cared about.”



Rainbow Dash, unsure of what to say, simply nodded.



“But he said he won’t stop me from pursuing what I’m passionate about.” Her eyes became focused again as she looked to Rainbow Dash. “I really am so grateful to have found Blaze. As much as I love adventuring, I am going to retire from it—someday.” She was quick to add that when she saw the shock on Rainbow Dash’s face.



“I was always afraid it’d be too late for me to find somepony at that point, though,” she finished.



“Wow,” Rainbow Dash managed. “You really care about my dad, huh?”



Daring Do gave her a nod. “I truly do.”



“So what am I supposed to call you now? Daring? Anna?” She bit her lower lip. “…Mom?”



Daring Do brought her hooves up. “I think it’ll still be a while before Blaze and I reach that point.”



“Do you… want to get to that point?”



Rainbow Dash had to be seeing things. Was Daring Do actually… blushing?



“I… certainly wouldn’t mind,” she admitted. “I’d definitely like to get there someday.”



Rainbow Dash shifted awkwardly and quietly tapped her hooves together as another question came to mind.



“So, uh—how far have two, uh…”



“…I don’t think you want to finish that question.”



“Yeah, you’re right, I don’t.” Rainbow Dash rubbed the back of her head. “It’s just… can you give me a heads-up if you two decide you want to have kids? I’m still trying to figure out how to be a good big sister to this filly I know named Scootaloo.”



Daring Do let out a small laugh. “Tell you what: if Blaze and I decide we want to try having a kid, you’ll be the first to know.”



“That’s all I ask.”



They gazed out to the moon in silence to let the conversation sink in.



“Rainbow Dash?” Daring Do said. “There’s this really nice, secluded spot in the valley that I like to visit. Sparkling lakefronts, beautiful mountain views, and lots of cozy forestland. I was hoping you, Blaze, and I could all go out there and really spend some quality time together, like a…”



“‘Like a family’?” Rainbow Dash offered.



Daring Do nodded. “Do you like camping?”



“Sure,” she said with a smile. “My dad used to take me all the time when I was little. I’ve got some great campfire stories.”



“They can’t be better than mine.” She gave her a teasing smile, which Rainbow Dash was more than happy to return.



“Thank you, Rainbow Dash.”



“For what?” she asked with a tilt of her head.



“For giving me—for giving all of us—a chance.”



Daring Do quickly threw her forelimbs around her and squeezed her in tight. Once Rainbow Dash had time to get over her surprise, she gently hugged her back, a content smile on her face.



Even though they couldn’t know what tomorrow might bring, in that moment, the future was looking bright.
      

      
   
      Sometimes Maps Are Dumb


      

      
      
         The crystalline map sparkled and glittered in the throne room of Twilight Sparkle’s sparkling, glittering crystal castle in its usual crystally, sparkly, glittery sort of way. What was unusual was that an unfamiliar cutie mark symbol had appeared over one of the far corners of the map. Much to Twilight consternation, it didn’t match her or any of her friends’ cutie marks.



“And it’s been there since last night?” Applejack asked, examining the errant cutie mark.



“Yeah, I haven’t even had a chance to sleep yet.” Twilight took another gulp of coffee and wiped her frizzy, uncombed mane away from her eyes. “The map is only supposed to call us, the former Elements of Harmony. That’s how it’s supposed to work. I think. Or at least I thought. It could be a new undiscovered Element. I’ve already sent Celestia several emergency letters.”



Applejack yawned. A few minutes earlier she had been lying in bed back in her room at Sweet Apple Acres, just about ready to get up. And then her room had disappeared and she had been dropped onto the cold, hard floor of Twilight’s castle and met by an over-caffeinated Twilight Sparkle.



Applejack would have been annoyed, but it wasn’t the first time and it wouldn’t be the last. “You have any idea what place it’s hangin’ over?” she asked. The cutie mark hovered over a clump of mountains and jungles along the edge of the map.



“Of course!” Twilight said, grabbing one of a dozen atlases off the floor and opening it for Applejack to see. “It appears to be the Acapalka Jungle, home of the llamas.”



“What’s a llama?”



“A race distantly related to camels,” Twilight said. “I checked my library, but I couldn’t find much information on them or their culture. They’re apparently very reclusive.”



“And you’re sure you don’t know whose cutie mark that is?”



“I can say for certain it doesn’t belong to anyone living in Ponyville.” Twilight bent down and leafed through a haphazard stack of scrolls on the floor. “We’re going to have to begin a search as soon as possible. I’ve already drafted letters to all the mayors of major cities in Equestria. It might take months to find this pony. You should start packing your things.”



Applejack looked intently at the hovering cutie mark. It was in the shape of a wand and aurora. “You know whose cutie mark this looks like?”



Twilight looked up. Her eyes narrowed and then opened wide. “Oh no…”



Then the doors to the throne room burst open, a cloud of bluish smoke spread through the room, and an outlandishly dressed unicorn waltzed inside. “Trixie’s posterior is glowing,” she cried. “And Trixie doesn’t like it.”








“So all Trixie must do to cease the glowing of her posterior is travel to this jungle and make friends with the llama creatures?” Trixie asked, lounging on Twilight’s throne, her cutie mark’s glow reflecting off its crystal exterior.



“More or less,” Twilight said, taking yet another gulp of coffee.



Trixie tried to appear opulent and nonchalant while sitting on the throne, but the effect was ruined by her red-rimmed eyes and bedraggled appearance. “Trixie would like to cease the glowing as soon as possible. It makes sleeping difficult.”



“No kiddin’,” Applejack said from her own throne, looking bored.



“Trust us, we know,” Twilight said, remembering sleepless nights and futile attempts to cover butts with sheets, tape, and bags on the journey to Starlight Glimmer’s village.



“Excellent!” Trixie clapped her hooves. “If that is all Trixie must do, this will be easy. Trixie does not mean to brag when she says that she is something of a master of making friends. It is a simple fact fact that most ponies find her very pleasant to be around.”



Applejack raised an eyebrow at that, but kept quiet.



“Well, confidence is certainly important,” Twilight said. “But you don’t have this quite right. You don’t need to become friends with llamas, you need to help the llamas become friends with each other. We can’t be certain what problem you’re being sent to solve, but demonstrating the values of friendship will likely be part of the solution.”



Trixie rolled her eyes. “An insignificant distinction. Trixie can assure you, she is well versed in the studies of friendship. Why, just look at the three of us! It was with great skill and success that Trixie was able to befriend both of you, yes?”



Applejack and Twilight said nothing.



“So, when are we off?” Trixie asked.



“We aren’t goin’ anywhere with you,” Applejack said.



Trixie looked to Twilight. “What does the unmannered farm pony one mean?”



“The map called you specifically, no one else,” Twilight explained. “If the rest of us were meant to go, the map would have called us, but it didn’t. For better or for worse, you will be going to Acapalka and the llamas alone.”



Trixie’s eyes widened. “You entrust this mission to Trixie alone?”



“Well, the map does,” Twilight said. “Whatever the llama’s problem is, the map says you’re the pony to solve it.”



“What you’re saying is,” Trixie said, grinning, “that Trixie has some exceptional quality that no other pony possesses, that Trixie is special, and that Trixie is the only pony alive or dead that can accomplish this task!”



“I mean, kind of, I guess...”



“Do not be modest, dear Princess. Trixie has no use for modesty.” Her grin widened. “Ah, this is ironic, isn’t it? Princess Twilight Sparkle comes groveling on her knees to beg the Great and Powerful Trixie for help.”



“It’s really just the map—”



“Grovel no longer!” Trixie declared, jumping off the throne. “Trixie accepts! She will solve your llama problem, take on the role of your magical envoy, spread friendship to lands far and wide! Trixie will not disappoint. A performance from the Great and Powerful Trixie never disappoints.’



Then Trixie made a gallant charge past Twilight and Applejack and out through the doors of the castle.



Twilight watched her leave. “Where is she going? I never told her how to get to Acapalka.”



“Maybe she thinks she’s gonna run all the way there,” Applejack said.



“This is a mistake, isn’t it?”



“You said it yourself,” Applejack replied with a shrug, “the map chose her. Must have had some reason for it.”



“I guess.” Twilight sighed and walked towards the door. “I’d better go find her and make sure she actually knows where she’s going.”








Trixie stood proudly on the deck of the small ship that had carried her to Acapalka, at Twilight’s expense of course. She held her head high as the crew hustled and bustled around her. The ship floated along a wide, brown, slow-moving river towards a wooden dock. Tall, tree covered mountains rose up around them on all sides.



The ship stopped, was tied to the dock, and the gangplank lowered. Trixie strode off the ship, proclaiming in a loud voice, “Llamas of Acapalka, your troubles are at an end, for the Great and Powerful Trixie, envoy of Princess Twilight Sparkle, and Purveyor of Friendship has arrived, and she comes bearing—”



Trixie gasped. Standing around the dock, she saw a group of hairy, misshapen creatures. They had funnel-like necks, squished faces like bruised tomatoes, long bodies, pompom tails, and stood on twig-thin legs that didn’t look like they could have supported even a bedside table.



“What is that?” she asked the nearest sailor.



“Llamas, I’d guess,” he said.



She nearly fainted. “They’re hideous!”



The sailor shrugged.



Trixie took a deep breath, put on a showmare’s smile, and stepped towards the nearest llama. “Good day, smelly llama creature! I am the Great and Powerful Trixie. Trixie has come to raise you and your lowly brethren up out of the mire into the fold of civilization. She has come to bestow upon you the gift of friendship. What say you?”



The llama, a dark brown, taller than her, and older-looking, eyed her curiously. It cocked its head to the side and made a sound like it was clearing its throat.



Confidence returning, Trixie gracefully strolled towards it. “Trixie promises you, there is no reason to be afraid. Trixie understands that it must be embarrassing to suddenly find yourself in the presence of such outstanding beauty and talent, however, she is merely here to help.”



The llama stepped closer to her and leaned down.



Trixie winced at its appearance, but continued on. “Yes, I come bearing friendship by way of the authority of Princess Twilight Sparkle. Now let’s hurry this along. Trixie has not had a good night’s sleep in weeks.”



The llama seemed to consider something, then it opened its mouth and spit in Trixie’s face.








“And then it spit on Trixie! Right in her face!” Trixie wailed, sitting on Twilight’s throne and slurping loudly on a milkshake. “She had no choice but to return immediately. Trixie will not endure such an insult, such barbariosity!”



Sitting in her own throne, Applejack snickered.



Trixie glared at her.



“According to this,” Twilight said, flipping through one of the few books on llama culture she had found, “llamas spit when they feel insulted or irritated.”



“Savages!” Trixie cried, and slurped on her milkshake. “Trixie did no such thing. All she did was offer to help, and they threw that offer back in in her face. With spit!”



“You sure that’s all you did?” Applejack asked.



“What are you implying, farm pony?”



“I’m implyin’ that I doubt llamas’ will spit in anypony’s face just for offerin’ to help,” Applejack said casually. “You go around throwin’ a lot of that ‘Great and Powerful Trixie’ this and ‘amazing Trixie’ that while you were there?”



Trixie slurped on her milkshake and glared down at the map. “Trixie doesn’t know what you mean.”



Twilight gave Applejack a look and then turned to Trixie. “All Applejack is saying is that you might want to rethink your approach. Instead of coming to them as a showmare, maybe come to them as a pony? Interact on a more personal level?”



“It doesn’t matter. Trixie will not return.”



Twilight groaned. “Is your cutie mark still glowing?”



Trixie repositioned her cloak to better cover her flanks. “It might be.”



“Then the job’s not done,” Applejack said.



Twilight nodded. “As long as the llama’s problem remains unsolved, your cutie mark will keep glowing.”



“Then solve it yourself,” Trixie said, glowering. “You love nothing more than upstaging me. Go ahead.”



Applejack rolled her eyes and started to say something, but Twilight shushed her. Instead, Twilight said gently, “No, Trixie, I can’t do this. Only you can.”



Trixie’s eyes flashed up. “You think this is something that Princess Twilight Sparkle can’t do but that the Great and Powerful Trixie can?”



“The map chose you, not me.”



Trixie chewed her lip. “And this map, is it magical?”



“Very,” Applejack said, holding back a smile. “Very magical and powerful-like.”



That answered seemed to please Trixie, and she smiled. “And you’re sure this map specifically chose the Great and Powerful Trixie for this quest?”



“Yes,” Twilight said. “You’re mark is the one glowing.”



“Okay, then.” Trixie stood up and tossed her milkshake aside. “The map chose the Great and Powerful Trixie! Princess Twilight Sparkle herself chose the Great and Powerful Trixie! So Trixie will return to Acapalka. She will come as a pony, she will interact on a more personal level with the hideous llama creatures, and she will not fail!”



Trixie whinnied and galloped out of the throne room in a glorious charge.



After she was gone, Applejack smirked at Twilight. “Who do you think this’ll turn out worse for, the llamas or the Great and Powerful Trixie?”








Trixie stood on the deck of a very familiar ship with a very familiar crew down a very familiar river surrounded by very familiar mountains towards a very familiar dock. When the ship stopped and the gangplank lowered, Trixie violated every showmare’s instinct in her body and exited the ship without any fanfare, not a single lit firecracker or sparkler.



She found the llamas just as deformed and abominable as she had left them, but this time she had prepared for the terrible sight appropriately. She barely gagged at the sight of them at all.



The llamas, for their part, didn’t seem to notice or care about her arrival at all. Trixie had been so distracted by their appearance that she hadn’t noticed last time, but watching them now she saw that they didn’t seem to notice or care about anything. Their faces had a look of vacant apathy. The scene was eerily silent. The llamas never spoke to each other, she realized.



Trixie cautiously approached a llama that didn’t appear busy. He was leaning against the side of a hut, his fur a soft tan color. He must have been younger because he was shorter than most of the others, about Trixie’s height.



“Hello, sir,” she called to him.



He slowly raised his head to look at her. He blinked once. “Hey,” he said.



Trixie froze, waiting for him to spit at her. But when no projectiled saliva was fired, she came nearer. “I am the Great and Powerful Trixie, envoy of Princess Twilight Sparkle. Trixie has come to offer aid.”



He blinked at her. “Aid?”



“Help,” she said.



“Help with what?”



“Help with anything,” Trixie explained. “Help with everything.”



The llama looked about himself, then looked back at her, then looked around again, and then looked back at her again, and then blinked. “No, I think I’m okay.”



Trixie opened her mouth to explain that the chance of receiving help from one as great and powerful as the Great and Powerful Trixie was a rare thing and a foolish offer to refuse, but then the llama walked away.



“Where are you going?” she called after him.



“On a walk,” he said.



She followed him. “May Trixie join you?”



He shrugged.



Trixie stepped in beside him. He walked at a sluggish pace, hardly moving at all. “Where are we going?” she asked.



“Around,” he said.



Trixie decided then that she didn’t like llamas very much. 



He appeared to be leading her deeper into town, though a caterpillar could have made better time. The town was little more than a collection of small huts, and llamas ambled about just as lethargically and aimlessly as the difficult one Trixie had so unfortunately engaged.



“What is your name?” Trixie asked him.



“Ajtzak,” he said.



“It is good to make your acquaintance, Ajtzak.”



He grunted.



“Can tell me anything about the llamas?” she asked. “Any sort of troubles, especially troubles that a very magical, very great, and very powerful pony might be able to help with?”



“I can’t think of anything particular,” he said.



“How about friends? Do most llamas have many friends? Do you get along with each other?”



“We don’t really do that.”



“Don’t do what?”



“Friends,” he said.



Trixie smiled. Finally, she was getting to the real quest. “Do you llamas have trouble working together then?”



“We don’t really do that either,” he said.



“Aha!” she cried. “Then that is what I must do. Ajtzak, today Trixie is going to help you make a friend, and then she will teach you how to work together!”



“No thanks,” he said.



Trixie laughed. “Trixie was once like you,” she said, and nodded sagely. “Ignorant and shortsighted, oblivious to the obvious benefits of friendship. She cared only for her independence, and cared nothing for anypony else. But that time is no longer, and she can assure you that her life has at least marginally improved since then. Come, smelly llama, Trixie will teach you.”



Ajtzak stopped walking, turned to her, spit in Trixie’s face, turned back around, and kept walking.



Trixie screamed.








Applejack and Twilight sat down in the castle’s dining hall for a pleasant lunch of daisy sandwiches and a variety of generic apple products. Eventually, the discussion turned to the state of ponykind’s most recent attempted friendship conquest.



“Not well,” Twilight said. “I received periodic reports from Trixie for several weeks before she stopped writing, each more frustrated than the last. Apparently the llamas keep spitting in her face.”



Applejack chuckled.



“It isn’t funny.” Twilight frowned at her.



“After what she put us through,” Applejack said, taking a bite from an apple and chewing loudly, “it’s at least a little bit funny.”



“That wasn’t entirely her fault. She was under the control of the alicorn amulet.”



“Don’t make it not funny when she gets her comeuppance.”



“This is serious,” Twilight said. “It would be funny if there wasn’t a real problem out there not getting solved. I do believe Trixie is truly doing her best, but it’s just…”



Applejack took another noisy bite. “It’s just that she’s really bad at it.”



Twilight sighed. “Unfortunately, yes. Why would the map ever choose to send her instead of one of us?”



“You think it might be broken?”



“Can enormously powerful and mysterious magical devices break?”



“Anything can break,” Applejack said.



Then the doors burst open and Trixie stumbled in. Her hat was gone, her cloak in tatters, her mane and tail dirty and unkempt, a crazed look in her eyes. “Twilight Sparkle!” she cried, voice hoarse.



Twilight and Applejack ran to her. “Oh my gosh, are you okay?” Twilight asked.



“No!” Trixie shouted. “Trixie is not okay. The llamas keep spitting in her face!”



“It’s okay,” Twilight said, helping Trixie into a chair. “You don’t have to go back. Applejack and I will—”



“You will not!” Trixie growled, standing up and pushing them both aside. “Trixie will return! Oh yes, she will. She will return with the overwhelming might and terrible vengeance of the forsaken gods. Trixie will make them accept her friendship, or she will burn all of Acapalka. All will be friends, or all will be ash! Trixie only came to gather supplies and equipment for the final campaign.”



“What kind of equipment?” Applejack asked.



“Umbrellas! Hundreds of umbrellas, thousands of umbrellas.” Trixie laughed hysterically. “Let us see them spit on Trixie when she is protected by a wall of umbrellas a smelly, ugly llamas high!”



“Well…” Twilight scratched her head. “I guess we could get you some. Are you sure you want to go back? You don’t have to.”



“Trixie is certain. Trixie is the map’s chosen one.” Trixie turned a crazed eye on Twilight. “This is war.”








Trixie tripped on a root, but quickly picked herself up and kept running. Even at nighttime, the jungle was hot, and the sweat dripped down her forehead and into her eyes and mouth. She didn’t have time to rest or wipe it away. The smell of fire and the sound of alien war chants was close behind her.



At last, she broke free from beneath the canopy, and the river and her ship were in sight. She galloped forth and across the gangplank shouting, “Go go go!”



The gangplank was raised and the ship shoved off.



On the bank of the river, an army of llamas gathered. Hundreds of them, standing at attention in organized columns, carrying torches and spiked objects of unambiguous purpose. At their head stood Ajtzak, decked head to double-toe in ornate silver armor. There was a fire in his eyes.



The look of vacant apathy was gone from all the llama’s faces. In its place was passion, rage, bloodlust, and hate.



It was the first time the llamas had worked together to do anything in centuries.



Trixie’s cutie mark finally ceased glowing.



“Bon voyage, ugly llama creatures!” she called to the llama army, waving. “Trixie knows that it will take some time for you to overcome your angry thoughts and thank her, but she also knows that deep down, you are all very grateful to her. Know that Trixie understands perfectly, wishes you no ill will, and accepts your apologies in advance.”



Trixie picked up her trusty umbrella, opened it, and pointed it towards the llamas. Moments later, hundreds of globs of projectiled saliva thudded against the outside of the umbrella.



Trixie grinned. She had done well. As she had told Twilight however many months earlier, a performance from the Great and Powerful Trixie never disappointed.








“And that is how Trixie united the ancient llama tribes of Acapalka for the first time in hundreds of years, completing the map’s quest,” Trixie said. She lounged on Twilight’s throne and slurped on a milkshake.



“By irritatin’ the llamas into forming an army to banish you from their country?” Applejack asked.



“Exactly,” Trixie said, slurping away. “Trixie accepts that the genius of her plan may be lost on lesser minds.”



“But did you really have to burn down all those villages?” Twilight asked.



“Yes,” Trixie said, and slurped.



“Well, the your mark has disappeared from the map,” Twilight said, gesturing to the location of Acapalka. “So at least it seems to consider your work finished.”



“Trixie accepts your congratulations.”



“You’ll also be happy to know what while the newly united tribes of Acapalka did initially declare war on Equestria, Celestia has managed to negotiate a peace treaty.”



“On the grounds that no ponies are allowed anywhere near Acapalka for at least a hundred years,” Applejack added.



Trixie nodded. “That is good to hear. Trixie is ready for her next assignment now.”



Twilight and Applejack exchanged a confused look. “What do you mean?” Twilight asked.



“Trixie is ready to unleash friendship and harmony onto new lands. Point the direction, and Trixie will carry your banner there.”



Twilight bit her lip. “Oh, Trixie. I thought you knew. You can’t go on anymore friendship expeditions.”



Trixie choked on her milkshake. “What?”



“Trixie,” Twilight started, speaking gently, “one stipulation of the treaty was that you pay for your crimes against the llamas. I’m sorry, but you’re going to be arrested today, and then you’ll spend at least a decade in prison. I was just letting you rest here until the guards come for you.”



Trixie gaped at her. “But Trixie helped the ugly llamas work together!”



“By burning down their villages,” Applejack said.



“I’m surprised the guards aren’t already here. They must be running late,” Twilight said. “I’m in trouble too, you know, for letting you go when you were clearly emotionally unstable. A hundred weeks of community service.”



Trixie looked between them, smiling as if she expected them to reveal that it was all a joke. But when she found no humor in their faces, her smile fell away and she slumped in her seat. “Will Trixie at least have time to finish her milkshake before they come get her?” she asked.



Twilight frowned. “Probably not.”



“Oh,” Trixie said.



Trixie considered for a moment. Then she slurped vigorously and messily at her milkshake.
      

      
   
      Spike Makes a Cup of Tea


      

      
      
         "Twilight, Twilight!"

 

The door to her rooms in the Saddle Arabian embassy, startling the Princess and her dragon assistant. Spike carefully put down the piece of fragile glassware he was unpacking, and turned to see Sweetie Belle, sides heaving with exertion.

 

"Sweetie?" Twilight lowered the cargo checklist she was reading. "What's up?"

 

"It's Rarity! She's supposed to host the fete tomorrow, but the tea she brought spoiled on the ship, and nopony sells it here… they all drink coffee! But she's supposed to be introducing these Saddle Arabians to Equestrian culture, and, and—"

 

"And she can't concentrate because this is the 'worst possible thing'?" Twilight's tone was dry.

 

"Yes!"

 

"Well." Twilight looked out small windows, set high in the bare stone walls, and looked to her assistant. "Spike, take care of this, will you?"

 

"Aw, Twilight!" Spike groaned. "You said I could look around the city when we were done here!"

 

"You can look around the city while you do this." Twilight smiled slightly. "Do it for Rarity? Please?"

 

"Well, if you put it that way…" Spike nodded. "For Rarity."

 

"Here." Twilight reached into her mane and pulled out a small purse. "Go find us some tea. Whatever it takes."

 

"Aye aye." Spike snapped off a small salute and headed for the door. "Come on, Sweetie. Let's see what we can do."

 

"Where do we even start?" Sweetie gave him an uncertain look.

 

"Dunno, so we'd better ask." He shrugged and led her towards the front of the building.

 




 

"'Scuse us." Spike rapped once on the open door of the embassy office, stepping into a cluttered room. A desk stood in the center, with pigeon-holed wooden racks lining the walls. Scrolls and letters were neatly stacked in cubbies, and more documents piled on the desk, half-covering a tall white mare. "Green Eye?"

 

"Ah, yes?" The Saddle Arabian looked up from her work. "Is all the cargo here? Are your rooms alright?"

 

"Oh, it's fine, it's fine." Spike waved away her concern. "Twilight's double-checking now, but it should all be good. Just a little glitch in the fete Rarity had planned. Say, you know where we can find tea for sale in the city?"

 

"Oh, tea." Green Eye chewed her lip uncertainly for a moment. "Well, it's a little complicated... the city council keeps a firm hoof on the traders. They decided they wanted a closer trade relationship with our eastern neighbors, so they tax tea and subsidize coffee. It's too expensive for any but the very rich, so it's never caught on."

 

"Hmm." Spike pondered that. "How much would it cost, say, to serve…" He calculated in his head a moment, counting the number of tables Rarity had been planning for, the amount of invitations that had been sent out. "Seventy guests?"

 

"More bits than I make in a year." Green Eye frowned. "But honestly, I don't know if you could find that much tea in the city. It's a curiosity here, simply not sold in bulk."

 

"Come on, give me something to work with." Spike crossed his arms. "Somepony's got to sell it."

 

"Oh, they do. Just not much or often. No, if you're going to find any tea at all, you need to ask at the Jewel of the Sands. If anypony knows, it will be them."

 

"Got directions?"

 

"Of course." The mare scribbled on a scrap of paper, before passing it over. "Good luck."

 

"Thanks." Spike nodded.

 




 

Spike led Sweetie confidently through the streets, glancing occasionally at the scrap of paper he held.

 

The sun hammered down, glowing off the white stone of the buildings and the loose wraps the Saddle Arabians wore to keep off the sand. Even in the center of the city grit sifted through the streets, whipped into the air by eddies and curls of the unceasing sea breeze. At dusk it would settle for a few moments, before reversing, drifting back towards the ocean.

 

They eventually stopped at a tall, ornate building. It had no signs, and not a single pony going in or out.

 

"You sure this is the right place?" Sweetie Belle stopped Spike as he headed for the door.

 

"It's what the directions say." Spike shrugged.

 

"But it looks so, so…" She trailed off.

 

"Imposing?" Spike grinned.

 

"Yeah. Like they don't want anypony coming in."

 

"That's how you can tell they're rich." Spike nodded and turned back to the door.

 

"Are you sure we can do this?" Sweetie asked quietly, as he turned the knob, not even pausing to knock.

 

"Why not?" Spike shot back. "We're on a mission."

 

"But—" Sweetie cut off as warm, rich scents wafted out of the shady interior.

 

"Look, it'll be fine." Spike puffed up his chest. "I'm Twilight's number-one assistant. I do this sort of thing all the time. This is for Rarity, remember? Now, come on." He put a claw on her withers and drew her into the room.

 

The inside of the building was filled to overflowing with rich. Tapestries and rugs, gleaming with rare dyes and thread-of-gold, were piled with artful abandon between jars of spices, masterful and mysterious statues and paintings depicting unknown and fantastic things. Wherever Sweetie looked, her eyes fell on something fabulous, exotic, or just plain expensive. Spike licked his teeth at gems larger than his head, and sighed soulfully over exquisitely molded gold and silver jewelry.

 

There wasn't a single price-tag in sight, and Sweetie instantly knew this was the sort of store that would make even Rarity hesitate.

 

Spike, however, simply drew in a deep breath, and yelled.

 

"Hello!?"

 

The overloud call was sucked away by the surroundings, drawn into emptiness by the soft cloth and twisting, turning alleyways between wares. After a moment, however, soft hoofsteps could be heard.

 

"Hello." A tall, elegant pony, like all Saddle Arabians seemed to be, quickly emerged from somewhere in the back. A white mane spilled over her brown coat, shining in the gloom. A slender, white pipe was in her teeth, curls of thin white smoke wafting upwards. "Can I help you, children?"

 

"Maybe." Spike spoke easily. "We want some tea."

 

"Ask your parents." She turned to go.

 

"Ahem." Spike coughed. She looked back, and he held out the note Green Eyes had written. She read it a few times, her eyebrows climbing.

 

"I see." She puffed, breathing a drifting cloud. "You'll be needing my husband, then. Darjeeling!" She called towards the back. "Customers!"

 

"What is it now?" A short, stout pony, wearing a crumpled black suit, ambled out of the back. "Meerschaum, dearest, you know I hate working after noon."

 

"They're from Green Eyes," the tall mare said.

 

"Ah?" Darjeeling paused, giving the pair a quick once-over. "Well, that changes things a little. What can I do for you?"

 

"How much tea," Spike asked, "does it take to make a cup?"

 

"Three grams."

 

"Then we'll need…" He tapped his chin, muttering. "…guests…two cups… A little under a pound, I think. Twelve ounces should do. Loose-leaf, of course, unless you have bricks, and no fannings or dust."

 

"I, uh…" Darjeeling blinked at them owlishly for a moment. "I don't think any store in the city has that much tea."

 

"What about all the stores in the city?" Spike crossed his arms, giving the pony a nonplussed glare.

 

"Uh, uh…" The older pony paused, chewing his lip. "Not that I know of. Perhaps if I had a week, I could—"

 

"No good." Spike dismissed the idea with a flip of his claw. "I need it  by tomorrow night."

 

"You're sunk." Darjeeling shrugged.

 

"Perhaps with a spell…?" Sweetie suggested.

 

"Nah, that won't work. Tea can't take dragonfire, and teleporting any distance we could get it introduces too much margin-of-error." Spike scratched his head.

 

"Hmm, hmm." Meerschaum chewed the end of her pipe, before grinning. "Say, you know who might have some, darling?" She looked to her husband. "Hathi."

 

"Oh, he might…" The shorter pony considered the idea briefly, before frowning. "There's no way he would part with it, though. You know him."

 

"Who's Hathi?" Spike interjected.

 

"A rich foreigner, an elephant who's constitution drove him to a drier climate. He's from the west, Howondaland I think, and he likes his tea, hang the cost."

 

"Hmm." Spike mulled that over. "Okay, thanks. I guess I'll go talk to him."

 

"Wait, wait." Meerschaum frowned around her pipe. "I wasn't exactly serious. Hathi doesn't meet ponies. You'll need to—"

 

"Ah, we'll manage." Spike waved her off airily. "Come on, Sweetie. We need to keep moving."

 

The shop owners watched them go with bemused expressions.

 




 

"Hold on!" Sweetie pulled Spike to a stop as they reach a tall wrought iron gate. Inside, she could see fountains and manicured lawns, immaculate stone paths and deep, emerald shade. Hathi might have come here for a drier climate, but apparently he wasn't much a fan of sand, either. "What are we doing here? You can't seriously plan to just… knock, can you?"

 

"What?" Spike looked back at her. "No, no. That would never work."

 

"Oh, then—"

 

"We're breaking in, of course."

 

"Spike!" Sweetie wailed.

 

"Calm down, calm down! I'm only half serious." She watched nervously as the dragon rummaged around in his pouch, coming up with a quill and parchment. He penned a quick note, before burning it with a touch of flame. The green sparks wafted through the gate.

 

Spike leaned against the wall, relaxing easily in the shade. Sweetie bounced nervously, anxious and uncertain. After a few long minutes, a key turned in the gate, and tall Saddle Arabian beckoned them in. Spike grinned re-assuringly at Sweetie, and let the way.

 

They walked through the cool gardens, taking smaller paths through shady groves of trees heavy with blossoms and over pony-crafted streams.

 

"Spike," Sweetie mumbled, "are you sure this is worth it?"

 

"Come on, it's for Rarity and Twilight," he shot back. "Besides, if I couldn't even manage this much, what sort of an assistant would I be? You don't think some dragon gets the title Number One by sitting around, did you?"

 

"N-no, I guess not," Sweetie mumbled.

 

Their escort ushered them through a small door in the side of the huge mansion at the center of the expansive grounds. They found themselves in an open and breezy sitting room, lace curtains fluttering around windows thrown wide.

 

A tall white unicorn, wearing an immaculate suit, was sitting at a low table with a frosty pitcher and three glasses. "Good to see you here, boss. Didn't expect you this soon." He looked up and smiled at Spike, and Sweetie Belle froze in shock.

 

"Blueblood!" she shrieked.

 

"Keep it down!" Spike winced. "Anyways, you can't call him that here."

 

"I go by Butler." The unicorn offered her a friendly smile.

 

"But… but…" The filly's eyes skittered around the room as she tried to make sense of the situation. "What?"

 

"Sorry, Sweetie." Spike ran a claw down his face. "I didn't think you'd recognize him."

 

"Rarity has this little pincushion, and—"

 

"Ouch." Blueblood - Butler - winced. "Sorry, I guess. But I don't have much choice, with this job..." He sighed.

 

"What."

 

"Well," Spike said, "Twilight and Rarity are our official delegation to Saddle Arabia this year. They're here to promote relations and learn about the culture. But, see, not everything we want to know is easily learned through official channels…" He trailed off, and nodded to Blueblood, who smiled and filled the glasses on the table with orange juice.

 

"I get my marching orders through Spike, here. Nothing beats dragon fire for discrete and long distance. Anyways, boss, I don't know if I've got anything new—"

 

"No, no, this is something else." Spike waved him away. "Actually, we need to talk to Hathi."

 

"About?"

 

"We're trying to buy some tea."

 

"Huh." Blueblood thought for a minute. "I think I can help with that."

 




 

"Remember, Sweetie, you're pretending to be the assistant here." Blueblood passed her a quill and paper, which she hesitantly levitated.

 

"But I'm not very good at notes…"

 

"Don't worry about that." Spiked patted her withers. "I'll remember anything important. Just follow me, and try to look studious."

 

Sweetie awkwardly adjusted the small glasses they'd found for a 'disguise', and nodded. Blueblood gave them a once-over, and stepped into the hall.

 

He led them confidently through the mansion, nodding to a few ponies, down wide halls with high ceilings and through open galleries looking out over the landscaped grounds. When they reached their destination, he turned back and winked, before slipping through an extra-wide double door.

 

As they waited, Sweetie and Spike heard a murmured conversation from within. Blueblood quickly returned, waving them through.

 

Sweetie tried not to stare as they walked through a room so overgrown with greenery, it was hard to believe they were inside. Wide glass skylights poured sunlight onto lush, dark leaves, and small waterworks tinkled in the background. It wasn't quite muggy in here, some trick of ventilation and magic keeping the air cool and pleasant.

 

"Greetings."

 

Sweetie jumped at the booming voice, but Spike shot her a glance and she forced herself to look composed. Sitting at a table which rose far above their heads was the biggest person Sweetie had ever seen. She knew elephants from pictures, but the reality didn't even compare. He was larger than some of the houses in Ponyville, gray and wrinkled and immensely here, with long, jagged tusks and a sinuous trunk.

 

Spike bowed slightly, and she hurried to do likewise.

 

"Thank you for meeting us, Hathi," Spike said.

 

"Mmm. My butler can be most persuasive." Hathi glared at Blueblood, who appeared not to notice. "His work  is worth a few annoyances, though."

 

"Really?" Spike grinned. "I'll try to be entertaining, at least."

 

"Ho-ho! Come up, then, and let me hear your proposal." The elephant waved them forwards with his trunk.

 

Spike led the way, and Sweetie saw that the 'table' had a staircase spiraling up one side of it. The climbed it easily, finding that the top had a smaller table, with a chess game and cold glasses set on it. Spike took a seat uninvited, directly behind the game board.

 

"Nice set." He picked up a pawn and inspected it. "Serpentine?" He sniffed it and frowned. "Jade, huh. More expensive, but a little bitter for my tastes."

 

"We're not going to eat it," Hathi grumbled.

 

"Ah, fine." Spike moved a piece. "Well then, let's talk business."

 

Sweetie watched curiously as the dragon and the elephant played and talked, making quick moves and incisive quips. It took several minutes before the subject of tea even came up, and once it did, the two seemed to dance carefully around the subject.

 

"What are they doing?" Sweetie whispered to Blueblood, as he refilled her orange juice.

 

"Evading taxes," the spy replied. "Just give them a few minutes."

 

"Check, and mate," Spike said. Hathi surveyed the board for a long breath, before sighing and tipping over his king.

 

"Well played, wrymling." He shoved the board aside. "Then, do we have an agreement?"

 

"Eh, it'll do." Spike shrugged. "Could be better, but seems fair enough to me."

 

"Spoken like a true skinflint." Hathi grinned. "Well then, I can arrange delivery as soon as you have my payment."

 

"Sounds good." Spike pulled out his quill and paper again, scribbling another note, which he proceeded to burn away.

 

"What?" The elephant blinked.

 

"Give it a moment…" Spike held up a claw until his eyes crossed and his stomach bulged. He turned and belched loudly, a torrent of golden bits spilling from his mouth in a long, glittering stream to pile on the floor. Blueblood walked over to Hathi, and handed him a small bundle.

 

"I hope you don't want to count it," Spike wheezed. "Phew!"

 

"No, I will trust you." The elephant passed the parcel Blueblood at brought over to the dragon. "And I hope you don't need to weigh this?"

 

Spike tossed the small paper-wrapped bundle from claw to claw a few times before nodding. "It's all here. Come on, Sweetie, let's go."

 

"Where'd you get all those bits anyways?" Sweetie asked, as they walked out.

 

"Diplomatic slush fund." The dragon picked his teeth. "They won't even miss it, but the paperwork for this is going to be a bore."

 




 

"Watch it!" Spike grabbed Sweetie as she reached for the kettle. "Look, just… stand over there, alright?"

 

They were back in the embassy, and brewing a cup of tea. Spike took the boiling kettle off the stove, letting it calm before pouring the it into the mugs he'd prepared. After steeping for two minutes he strained them, and then passed one to Sweetie. She took it carefully, and led the way to the office her sister was borrowing.

 

"—and then there will be nothing to drink with the scones, Twilight! It will all be a disaster, and everypony will blame me!"

 

"Look, Rarity, I'm sure—"

 

The two mares cut off as Sweetie and Spike entered, each carrying a steaming mug. Twilight was rubbing her forehead, and Rarity was rubbing her eyes, both of them standing behind a desk stacked with the minutia of organizing a party — without Pinkie's preternatural skills.

 

"Hey Twilight, hey Rarity. We thought you might like a cup of tea." Spike grinned, offering Rarity his mug. Her expression shifted to puzzlement, then to surprise, and finally to gratitude as she took the mug and sniffed deeply.

 

"My, Spike! This is perfect!" She sipped gently, and smiled. "Amazing, even. Where ever did you manage to find tea?"

 

"Oh, you know." The dragon ran a claw over his ridges, looking away. "Just asked around, here and there."

 

"See?" Twilight sighed. "I told you it was nothing to worry about, Rarity. Spike's a wonderful assistant. He can handle a simple shopping trip, no problem."

 

"Thank you so much, Spikey-Wikey." Rarity smiled at him, and he sighed. "And Sweetie, thank you for helping him out."

 

"Aw, it's nothing." Spike grinned and nudged Sweetie with an elbow. "I can handle this much, at least."

 

"Y-yeah," Sweetie said. "It was nothing special, really." She grinned back at him, and he winked.

 

"Really, nothing at all to it."
      

      
   
      Iron Burden


      

      
      
         Iron Will didn’t like Manehattan. He couldn’t think of another city in Equestria that had less need for his seminars; it was as though all of the assertiveness that was supposed to be in the rest of the nation had been concentrated here. And worse, the city was a grid. A grid. Will couldn’t think of a more ridiculous urban layout, especially for a coastal city. It was like they wanted to be invaded.



Still, his agent had been able to wrangle an appearance at Madison Square Pasture, and Iron Will would’ve been crazy to turn down that kind of venue. So, he and his entourage were in one of the Pasture’s dressing rooms when a knock at the door shook him out of his thoughts.



Will sat up with an angry grunt, stomped to the door loud enough to make sure it could be heard on the other side, and threw it open. “Iron Will demands privacy before his performance!” he bellowed, fully in his on-stage persona.



The pegasus on the other side of the door didn’t even shift his half-lidded expression. “Yeah? Well, Postal Code has a letter with more 'Urgent' stamps than he's ever seen, so Iron Will can take that entitled, third-pony, celebrity horseapples and shove it where Celestia don’t shine.” He pulled an envelope out from under his wing.



“Iron Will notes some hypocrisy in that statement,” Will said as he took the letter.



Postal Code shrugged his wings. “Ask me if I care.” He turned and left.



Will shut the door and considered the envelope. His eyes widened. “Oh.” His hands shook a little as he opened it and unfolded the paper within. To the average pony, it would appear to contain a maze solvable in about ten minutes. Somepony versed in Taurean would recognize it as a message, though it would take more than an hour for most to translate the shape, turns, dead ends, and other intricacies of the minotaur language into Equish.



Iron Will read it at a glance. “Oh,” he said again. “Nick, we’re going to need to cancel the rest of the tour.”



“Baaah!?” his agent cried.



“I know it’s sudden, but this is important.”



“Baaah.”



Iron Will shook his head. “No, ponies will understand needing to cancel for a family emergency.”



Nick considered this for a moment, chewing on his tie as he thought. “Baaah.”



Will smiled and nodded. “Heh. I guess that does mean this is the tour’s finale. Better give them one to remember.”
The echoes of the crowd lingered in Iron Will’s ears the day after, as he booked passage on the fastest ship he could find that was bound for the Marediterranean. It was a cargo ship, but one boasting some of the latest in refrigeration and propulsion technologies to make sure the perishables on board would be as fresh as possible on arrival. The ship crossed the Saddlantic in under a week, and soon enough, the proud stone walls of Minos, first and greatest of the minotaur maze-cities, loomed on the horizon.



Will disembarked with his goats in tow, breathing in the salt air. The docks contained ships ranging from traditional reindeer longboats to freighters like the one he’d just left. A wide variety of species milled about the harbor, negotiating trades, hawking goods and services, or just dazedly wandering in the waning light of evening.



“Will!”



Iron Will turned to see two other minotaurs waving at him. One stood a head shorter than Will, the fur on his thin, sinewy body a greyish green. The other was a head taller, his blood-red frame bulging with muscle. Like Will, each had a silver ring through his nose. “Get over here!” shouted the latter.



“Fortie! Flex!” Will beamed and raced over to them. The three didn’t so much hug as collide. “It’s been too long.”



“No kidding,” said the smaller bull, Lightning Reflexes. “You never write, you never visit.”



“Well, I’m sure teaching ponies how to stand up for themselves is a full-time job,” said Great Fortitude.



Iron Will savored the joy for a moment more before saying, “So, what does the old ox want?”



His brothers looked at one another for a moment. “It’s probably best that you see for yourself,” said Great Fortitude.



Flex nodded. “Come on. He’ll want to see you.”



The three bulls entered Minos proper. Here, thought Will, was a city. Minos was built not just as a settlement, but as a poem to its own unassailable nature. The nature of the Taurean script turned that poem into a labyrinth. The structure made perfect sense to minotaurs. Other species weren’t so lucky.



The brothers passed by griffons with flight muscles well-toned by flying over the walls of the city. In more brutal times, those who tried such a thing would have been met by archers and heavier ordinance. Nowadays, the lazy cheaters just got disapproving glares.



Diamond Dogs trailed past, a few with the bewildered expressions of new arrivals, most with the confidence that came from understanding the city as a tunnel system with an open ceiling. They had a point, given the many stairs leading to houses and shops dug into the walls themselves.



At one point, the brothers moved through a pony district, where the herds had settled into a neighborhood small enough for them to memorize. At least pegasi respected the walls of the city.



But most of all, there were minotaurs of every size and hue, moving through the city with unconscious ease. Iron Will savored seeing so many of his people at once. He loved helping ponies improve themselves, but it was exhausting to stick out like a sore thumb in a country where they didn’t even understand that idiom.



Finally, the three bulls reached the heart of the city, the palace of Protominos. Iron Will couldn’t help but compare it to the one in Canterlot. Celestia’s home was like something out of a breezie tale, all marble and minarets. Protominos was a fortress. Where the city was stone, the castle was iron. The city sang of its defensibility. The palace made a simple statement of fact: Those who were not welcome there would die.



But to Will, those were the halls of his childhood. Memories he hadn’t considered in years came to mind as he moved inward, of games and lessons and the bull at the core of it all.



At that core, the center of Minos, stood the throne room of the Master of Mazes. Sitting on a throne of bronze and folded steel was a minotaur half again as tall as Iron Will. He was muscular, but with more graceful proportions than Great Fortitude. His horns, fingers, and limbs were adorned in rings and bracers of many metals. A ring of gold pierced his nose. His coat shone pure even in the light of the room’s burning torches. He was King Angus the White.



Iron Will stepped forward before his sovereign, nodded, smiled, and said, “Hi, Dad.”



Angus smiled. “Son. It’s been too long.”



Will chuckled. “That’s what I said.” He tilted his head back towards his brothers. “Flex and Fortie didn’t want to tell me why you called me home. What’s going on?



Angus gave a sad smile. “Isn’t it obvious?”



Iron Will finally stopped looking at his memories and focused on the bull before him. A pony would still see a terrifying creature, an expansive slab of muscle and might crowned with horns that put Celestia's to shame. But Will could see how his father was beginning to waste away, his bracers looking lose on his wrists, his fur starting to go from pearl to silver.



"I'm getting old, Will," said Angus. "I need to declare an heir officially."



Will sighed. "And you want me."



Angus gave a single nod. "You're the best choice."



"No I'm not. Flex is, and we both know it."



Angus sighed. ”He is the best leader between the three of you, yes, but the people would never support him."



Lightning Reflexes shrugged. "It's true. No one's going to follow a strip of jerky like me. Strong body, strong leader, that’s how they think.”



"Great Fortitude has the opposite problem," said Angus. "If it were a few hundred years ago, when there were few problems that couldn’t be solved with enough axes, I’d name him heir in a heartbeat. But this is a time of peace."



Fortie nodded. "I have no patience for the kind of politics Dad has to put up with on a daily basis. I know it's important, but..." He shook his head. "Didn't exactly go well the last time I tried it."



"We did manage to avoid that war with Anugypt," said Flex. "A bit touch and go for a while there, but we managed it."



Will snorted. “And you think I'll do any better?"



Angus nodded. "I do. You've been preparing for this day for most of your life, Will. Getting ponies of all creatures to stand up for themselves? Commanding respect from a species that views us as monsters nine times out of ten?" The king chuckled. "I have little doubt that you'd be a better leader than I ever could be." He sighed. “I tried to let the three of you find your own paths for as long as I could, but the time has come, as you knew it would. You have a duty to fulfill, Will.”



Iron Will looked to the floor. The lesson his least satisfied customer had taught him came to mind. He looked back up, glaring at his father, and opened his mouth.



“Of course,” said Angus, “I’m sure that you’re exhausted from your long trip. Feel free to stay the night; we can finish this discussion in the morning.”



The words died unsaid in Will’s throat. He could only nod.




”What am I going to do, Nick?” Iron Will groaned.



“Baaah.” Nick and the rest of the goats had been led to Will’s old room by the palace servants.



Will continued his pacing. “This isn’t some cranky event manager I can boss around, Nick. This is my father and king we’re talking about. He’s the bull who taught me everything I know about self-assertion.” He sighed. “I like helping ponies. I like no one knowing that I’m a prince. I don’t want to give that up.”



“You know, they say those who least want power are those who’d best use it.”



Iron Will turned to the door. His brothers stood there. He answered Lightning Reflexes. “Yeah? Well, I say those who least want power should have their wishes respected.”



Flex shook his head. “It doesn’t look like that’s going to be an option, Will.”



“No.” Iron Will slumped. “I guess not.” He felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up.



Great Fortitude smiled back. “You’re not beaten yet.”



“I only said it doesn't look like an option," said Lightning Reflexes. "We'll help you figure out if it really isn't."



Will smiled. "Thanks."



Fortie shrugged. "Of course. We’re your brothers.”



Flex nodded. “We’ll figure this out even if it takes all night.”




The next morning, the three brothers stood before their father once again. Angus folded his arms. “So? Have you come to a decision?”



Iron Will nodded. “I have. I’d like to make a counterproposal.”



Angus raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”



“Make Great Fortitude the heir.” Will held up a hand as his father frowned. “Hear me out, Dad. Make Fortie the heir, but have Flex serve in an advisory role. You can have the leader the people want and the one they deserve.”



Angus rubbed his chin and grinned. “Siblings ruling together. Where have I heard that before?”



Will shrugged. “It seems to be working for the ponies.”



“Though I seem to recall a hiccup a few years ago. What happens if one brother falls unexpectedly? What if jealousy tears them apart?” Angus shook his head. “There is so much that can go wrong here, Will.”



“I’m not saying it’s a perfect arrangement, but it will go a lot better than trying to force me on the throne.”



Angus looked to each of his other sons in turn. “Fortie? Flex? Are you willing to accept this?”



“It’s as much our plan as Will’s,” said Lightning Reflexes.



Great Fortitude shook his head. “Mostly theirs, really, but I’m fine with taking the throne officially if Flex is giving me pointers.”



Angus rubbed his temples. “And to think, I had hoped you three had outgrown giving me headaches.”



“I’m not budging on this one, Dad,” said Iron Will.



“I don’t doubt it.” Angus went silent.



The silence stretched on. The three brothers traded uneasy glances.



“Will.” The king’s sudden word made all three brothers jump.



“Y-yes?”



“Where would your next seminar be?”



Iron Will thought through his schedule. “Well, I had to cancel the tour to get here as quickly as possible, but I’d probably be in Coltumbus by now.”



Angus smiled and nodded. “Well, when you do figure out when and where your next stop will be, send word to your poor old bull. I’d like to see what all the hype is about.”



Will’s jaw dropped. “You mean…”



“I mean. Your counterproposal is accepted, Iron Will. For now, at least. Keep up the good work in Equestria.”



And a few months later, Fillydelphia was home to four times as much minotaur royalty as they’d expected.
      

      
   
      Displacement


      

      
      
         Once, I was happy being sane. I had free cable, slacker friends, no girlfriend, and a shitty job doing customer support, but I guess I was happy.



That all changed one day when I went to a costume party dressed up as the psychoanalytic semiotician Jacques Lacan.








I rubbed my shoe over the algebraic diagram I had drawn in the dirt with a stick.  “Let me begin again,” I said to the three small horses before me. “These--how do you say, ‘cutie marks’? A mark, you understand, is a signifier, which points to the signified. The thing signified is your identity as constructed through the mirror of The Other.”



“The Other?” the white one gasped, looking around in fright.



“Your parents, your friends, the entire symbolic structure of your society, is the Other.” I stabbed the stick into the ground, making a dot, then drew an ‘O’ next to it. “It is through your perceptions of the apparent wholeness of the Other that you conceptualize of yourself as a unified ego.” I drew a line leading out to the left of it, and punctuated its terminus with another dot.



“I already told you, I’m not an eagle,” the orange one grumbled.



“The ego,” I continued, “is a fiction, an imagined wholeness.” I draw a third line, up and to the right, terminating above the first point. “It fixates itself on one Other in particular, the Big Other, the objet petit ‘a’.” I drew a lowercase ‘o’ next to the third point.



“Enough lines,” the yellow one said. “Where’s this mirror we gotta look through?” It peered down at my diagram. “It’s by this big ‘O’, right?” It lifted its head and scanned the trees around us, as if expecting to see a large capital ‘O’ in their midst.



“No, no, no!” I said. “You must find your Big Other.”



“I think he’s in the south orchard,” it said.



“Your Big Other, your master signifier,” I continued, and drew a fourth line out to the left of the third point. “Once you see it is nothing but your own narcissistic projections misrecognized as fullness, you will find the emptiness of unbeing in your subjective destitution.” I drew an S at the final point.



The three tiny equines clustered around my diagram and snuffled at it. It was incomplete, but one can pour only so much water into a cracked cup. I waited for the lesson to sink in.



The white one raised its head. “The stained-glass window way up on the side of City Hall looks kind of like a big ‘O’!” it exclaimed. There was a rumbling and a cloud of dust, and when it cleared, I saw them running away in the distance.



“Excuse me,” a voice called. I turned, and that was when I saw her. My Big Other. My fundamental fantasy, in the flesh. Horseflesh, as it turned out.








When I had opened the front door that day, Josh had been standing there wearing a red wig and a string of loaves of Wonder Bread around his neck. His scratched-up old Scion idled in the driveway. The ugly cube kind, not the sportscar kind.



“Dude!” he said, staring at me. He puckered one side of his mouth like he does when he’s trying to be funny. “It’s a best-costume party, not a biggest-nerd party. Who are you, Orville Redenbacher?”



Just for that, I decided I wasn’t going to ask him what his costume was. “We’ll see who’s laughing when the women flock around me to be psychoanalyzed,” I said as I walked out to the car. I held out one arm of my suit. “That’s real tweed, you know.”



He turned to me once we were sitting in his car. “I’m the ginger bread man! Get it?”



“Of course I got it.” It was kinda funny, but I kept a straight face. “One final touch,” I said, and reached into my suit jacket’s front left pocket. The jacket and white band-collar shirt had been easy to find in a local thrift shop. The bow-tie and grey shock wig I got off ebay. What made the costume come together, though, were the glasses. Old-school wire-rims, somewhere between Freud and John Lennon.



Weirdly, I’d gotten them first. Some old guy in DuPont Circle had been selling bits of costumes off a card table, mostly wigs and capes and cheap-looking superhero crap. I saw these glasses lying on the table and thought they were his, but he was already wearing glasses. He saw me looking, smiled, and moved one arm towards them, palm-up, inviting me to try them on.



I thought they looked goofy, but I picked them up anyway, and when I put them on, I felt a tingling in my head, and swear I heard a voice whisper, “Jacques Lacan.” Which was weird, since I wasn’t aware that I’d ever heard of the guy. But I guess I must have heard about him on the Discovery Channel or something, because when I looked him up on my phone there was a Wikipedia page about him. No movies, though.



So that was creepy. But the old guy only wanted, like, three bucks for them, so I figured, why not?



This time, though, when I put them on, I got more than a tingling. There was a bright light, and a high-pitched whining, and I grabbed my head and Josh was screaming and I was screaming and suddenly I was lying face-up in a clearing in a forest, looking at bits of blue sky between the branches far above me.



I sat up, rubbed my head, and tried to say, “What the HOLY HELL just happened?” What came out was, “What sliding signifiers so radically decentered my subjectivity?”








That was more-or-less how I had found myself in a forest, instructing three very small horses in semiotic psychoanalysis. Which takes us back to the moment when I met her.



There was no shock of attraction. I didn’t know she was a “her” then. I could only guess she was an adult. Her coat was a pale lavender. I still don’t know what that signifies. A spiral phallus protruded from her head.



“Excuse me,” she said. “Are you the… person… who told Miss Cheerilee—let me see if I’ve got this straight—that she had to ‘tell Travis her fondest fantasy’?”



“Traverse her fundamental fantasy,” I corrected.



“I see. And you told Big Macintosh that he had to be, um…” She blushed. “Castrated?”



“Symbolically.”



“Did you specify that?”



“I thought it was implicit,” I said.



“I see. Well, Mister, um...”



“Lacan,” I said, and offered her a hand, which she merely sniffed at. I pulled it back. “But you may call me Doctor Lacan.”



“Twilight Sparkle. Princess Twilight Sparkle. Charmed. Doctor Lacan, I’d like you to come to my castle and tell me about these… treatments of yours.”



“A castle! A metaphor that spontaneously arises in obsessional neurosis to designate its mechanisms of inversion, isolation, reduplication, cancellation and displacement, with a keep at the center, a fortified redoubt that signifies the impenetrable id. This grows more and more interesting. Lead the way, Twilight Sparkle.” 



She began leading me out of the forest where I had come to visit my most-recent patients. Her steps slowed, until finally she stopped, and asked, “You really think I have obsessional neurosis?”



“Undoubtedly,” I said. “I have seen many cases.”



She sighed, then resumed walking.



“In fact,” I went on, “I am afraid that is the least of your problems. You have separated yourself from the accepted discourse.”



“There’s nothing wrong with reading books!” she exclaimed, an edge of panic in her voice.



“This identity you have constructed for yourself fits nowhere in the symbolic structure of modern society.” I gestured at her wings, her hooves.



She stopped again, and turned her head toward me. I saw tears in her ridiculously large eyes.



“Oh, doctor!” she said. “You’re so right!”



I shook my head sadly. “Many people here have fallen into psychosis,” I told her. “It is a most unusual case. They need help. No doubt that is why they see me as Jacques Lacan, the world’s greatest psychoanalyst.”



“Can you help me?” she cried.



I stroked my chin. “With patience, dedication, and courage… possibly.”



She rose up and I thought she was going to trample me, but she threw her front legs around my shoulders and cried grateful tears. I said comforting words, and began thinking of possible titles for the International Psychoanalytic Association talk I would undoubtedly give about this case.








The caste was unexpectedly ugly, a sign that she was already aware on some level of her neurosis. Probably my presence was already therapeutic.



We sat on the edge of a large map table, in a cavernous room that bounced echoes back at us when we spoke. I could not discern how she was able to sit.



“The first problem,” I told her, “is that you aren’t married.”



“That’s… not the solution to everything, you know,” she said.



“I don’t mean for you. I mean for these other people. They are all suffering from psychosis.”



“Hey! You don’t know them like I do.”



Just then, a pink horse zipped into the room using some non-obvious method of locomotion. “Twilight-I-have-to-hide-from-my-shadow Gummy-will-finish-the-decorating!” She dropped what looked like a toy alligator on the table and zipped back out.



We both looked at the alligator. It blinked.



After a pause, I continued. “Their psychosis is, I’m afraid, your fault.”



“Oh, no,” she said. “I knew it.” She stood up and began pacing around the room. “Of course it’s my fault. I’m their princess.” The hair in her mane spontaneously tangled itself in a way that seemed iconographic of mental derangement.



“Correct,” I said. “As their princess, you are their mother figure in this social hierarchy. They will feel an Oedipal attraction to you. You must have a bond to a masculine figure who will intervene and symbolically castrate them, to free them from this forbidden Oedipal love so that they can pursue their own desires.”



She thought that over for a while. “I’m not sure that makes any sense.”



“Madame,” I said in my sternest voice, “I am a lecturer at the École Normale Supérieure.”



“You are?”



I nodded.



“That’s very impressive. But why don’t we look for another solution first, anyway?”



“There is no other solution,” I said. “You have conceived of yourself as a purple winged unicorn. Without a masculine figure to symbolically castrate your citizens, many of them have likewise conceived of themselves as brightly-colored equines, to provide you with the equine phallus they believe you desire.”



Her cheeks reddened. “Um… not that I have anything against phalluses… phalli? But… what exactly is the problem here?”



I was growing impatient with the stupidity of these people. I strode to the window, threw open the casement, and gestured out at the oddly-colored horses trotting by beyond. “These people think they are horses!”



“Ponies,” she corrected. “That’s because they are ponies.”



“Within this discourse, they are,” I agreed. “But think: Is it not suspicious that the people who call you princess, and they alone, appear to be ponies?”



“No… everypony here is a pony. I mean, everypony who isn’t a zebra or a cow or, well, look, I really don’t know what you’re talking about. What else would they be?”



I looked into her honest face, and then it hit me. I sat down heavily in a chair and threw one hand to my forehead.



“I,” I said, “I am the delusional one.”



“I think that makes more sense,” she said encouragingly. She patted me on my back. “Sorry about that.”



“In order to maintain my own identity as a man, I have had to restructure my internal discourse so radically that the distortion causes everyone else to appear to me as ponies.” I shook my head. “I must be a monster.”



She shook her head slowly. “We’re really ponies. Have been as long as I remember.” She held up one hoof and waved it in front of my face. “See?”



I looked up at her. Her crown glinted in the light of the candelabra.



“I see,” I said. Then, “I see!”



“Oh, thank goodness!”



I leapt to my feet. “I have conceived of you as a princess, because you are my princess! You are my objet petit ‘a’!



“Um. Thanks?”



“There is only one way to cure me.”



“Oooo-kay…”



“We must make love.” I strode toward her.



“EEEEK!” She sprang back from me. The frazzles in her hair doubled. I waited for her to catch her breath.



“You seem like a nice, whatever you are, Doctor,” she said, “but I don’t…”



“You don’t love me as I wish to be loved, you are not the perfection whose image I see. Yes! I know!” I took a step closer. “But only on the verge of possessing you can I comprehend your flaws. The slight coating of grease in your mane, the smell of damp horse, the nauseating sight of the pores in your face seen up close.”



“That’s… not very romantic.” We were circling the table, her walking backwards and I following her.



“So I will reject you in disgust! And in so doing, I will free myself of you!”



“Or you could just leave,” she suggested.  “The door’s open.”



“I am the doctor here!” I shouted at her.



She stumbled over a throne someone had left pulled out—why were there so many thrones?—and fell to the ground before me. I bent toward her, but before I drew near she thrust a leg out to ward me off, and it struck me right between the eyes.



There was a crack like a lightning strike, and a flash. I found myself sitting in Josh’s car. The air smelled like ozone. The broken glasses fell from my face in two pieces.



“Dude,” Josh said. His face was white. “Are you okay?”



“No,” I said. “I am not okay.” I picked up the broken glasses and put them back in my pocket. “I don’t want to go to this party.”



“Okay.” We sat in the car for a few moments.



“What do you want?” he asked.



I opened the door and got out. Then I leaned back down to look at Josh. “A purple pegacorn princess,” I said, and shut the door.



I still have my free cable, my slacker friends, no girlfriend, and a shitty job doing customer support. But things have changed. I slide from one day into the next, numb with helplessness.



I have seen the face of my unattainable desire. I can pursue nothing else until I can attain and despise her. This is a scientific fact.



And sometimes I wonder: What if I didn’t despise her?



Forgive me, Lacan.



I super-glued the glasses back together. They do nothing.



Evenings I pore over the Écrits and think of my purple pony princess, my my fundamental fantasy, my master signifier, my objet petit a. I re-read The Four Fundamental Concepts, thinking of her, searching for clues as to how to drive myself mad once more.
      

      
   
      Of Hope and Dreams


      

      
      
             Alone, cocooned within the silent sanctuary of her silent cabin, the storm outside paled before the tempest that raged within. How long…? Time had long since ceased to have meaning. There was but the ebb and flow of magic, of dozens of spells interwoven to safeguard her cargo and propel her across the great ocean. She brought with her the hope of Equestria. She was otherwise alone. She dwelt near the dreams of ponykind, but she could not afford the solace of sleep. Were she to slumber, the magic holding back the cold dark would falter, and all would be lost.



    Though she knew the importance of her task, it did not soothe the ache in her chest. She had grown used to it, yes. The silence, the solitude. She longed to be amongst her loved ones once more, yet that would not happen till after journey’s end, and she had crossed off so many already. Always, always each destination had proven inadequate, bereft of what was needed, what would allow her to finally rest.



    And so she sailed forth. The vast deep was relentless, but so was Twilight Sparkle.








    “When I grow up, I want to be like Princess Twilight!” High Tide proudly proclaimed. “She’s my very favorite Princess!” Marigold did not respond, and High Tide frowned. “What? She’s got the coolest story! She sailed away from Equestria to save us all, and she’s still exploring, and someday she will come back and everything will be even awesomer and -”



    “I don’t want to talk about Princess Twilight,” Marigold mumbled. “She’s a story for kids, and I’m not a kid anymore.”

    High Tide frowned. “Well, what about one of the other Princesses?”



“No,” said Marigold, “They’re kind of boring. I mean, almost nopony ever sees them. They’re always busy, or sleeping, or something. I mean, do you know anyone who met them?”



“No,” High Tide grumbled. Ever since she’d gotten her Cutie Mark, Marigold had stopped being fun. She never wanted to explore, she barely wanted to play, and today of all days she should be happy! Today was High Tide’s own Cutecineara. Today, she’d taken one step closer to her dreams! Ever since she could remember, she’d loved her Momma’s stories. Adventure, danger, intrigue! Good ponies boldly charging forth into the dangerous unknown! It was so cool! And yesterday? Yesterday, she’d finally gotten brave enough to explore that old cave outside of town.



    The cave everypony said was haunted. It was dark, and cold, but she’d gone in anyway. She had naught but the light of her horn to guide her, and it had been enough. Twisty, turny, left, right, left, always leaving a chalk mark at each junction to guide her back.



    She’d emerged triumphant, an awesome golden chalice hovering beside her, and her new Cutie Mark proudly stamped upon her flank. All the adults had been excited! Her Momma had swept her up in a hug, told her she was so very, very proud.



    But Marigold had seen it, and scowled. At the party, no matter how much High Tide tried, Marigold would barely talk.



    Finally, she gave up. If her best friend wouldn’t be happy for her, then she was gonna hang out with those who would! Plenty of the other foals in their class were jealous of her awesome Cutie Mark. Not a bad jealous, not really. More like a ‘That’s the coolest thing ever! Oh, I wish I had a Cutie Mark that cool!’ way. A good jealous.



    The rest of the party was awesome. High Tide had the time of her life, and by the time she was ready for bed, she was absolutely, positively certain today had been the best day ever! She was just like her hero, after all. Well, not yet, not entirely, but someday soon she would be.








    Something had changed, recently. A faint glimmer, a faint spot of warmth that had been absent previously. But that was good. Twilight tweaked a thread of magic, and one of her dormant spells responded, ready for when the time came. Slowly, her lips curled upwards. The most recent storm had passed, and she could relax, just a little. Let her mind wander back to happier days, to the warmth of Ponyville. To recall the laughter of her friends. They were waiting for her to come back to them.



    She could sense another destination drawing near. Too far out, still, to know if it would work. Too many rejected already, yet perhaps this latest would do. Twilight could hope, at least. Hope had carried her this far. Love, loyalty, determination...focus.



    Twilight brought herself back to the task at hoof. With the storm ended, she was free to focus upon propulsion once more. The ship accelerated, and Twilight once more hoped her next port of call would have what was needed.








    The next morning, High Tide woke up late. She’d stayed up far, far too late last night. Every time she’d tried to go to sleep, she just couldn’t! Her bed lamp had gone on, off, on, off, until finally she’d given up and buried herself in her favorite book, and as a consequence, woken up the next morning with a sore nose. She’d fallen asleep, eventually, and the book had landed on her face.



    Her Momma had made her a big breakfast, though! Even better than yesterday! Chocolate pancakes, chocolate milk, even chocolate toast! She’d been stuffed to bursting when she’d finally left the breakfast table.



    Even better, she got to skip school today! Every time a filly or colt got their Cutie Mark, it was the same. The day after, their Cutecineara. And the day after that, they got to go visit the council. She’d asked and asked and asked, but nopony ever would tell her about it.



    That was okay. Today, she finally got to learn.






    

    It turned out it wasn’t nearly exciting as she had hoped. She’d been asked a bunch of questions while some doctor lady had poked and prodded her to make sure she was healthy. And that was it.



    How was this worth keeping secret? It was dumb! Her Momma at least picked up on her grumpiness, and she’d gotten to visit the park after lunch as a consolation prize. That was good, in a way. The park always had cool paths to explore. It was never the same twice, and that made it exciting.



    But evening had come, eventually. High Tide had gone home, and curled up with her favorite books about Princess Twilight’s adventures. How she beat Discord! How she banished Tirek! And of course, how she’d set sail to save Equestria.



    She hoped to see when Princess Twilight came back.








    Twilight’s stomach turned an uneasy somersault, and she distantly noted the strange sensation. Her jaw worked, chewing at tasteless fodder conjured from the aether. Nourishing, but boring. Necessary, however. No matter how far she had come, her body still had needs. Magic could stave off her need for rest, but creating food from nothing was much more practical a way to refuel.



    She was unhappy. Yet again, she’d departed unsatisfied. It had been quick, at least; she’d been able to scry from a distance and turn away without stopping, certain the latest was no safe harbor.



    Unfortunate. At least the next upon her list was relatively close. Twilight shifted, stretched, worked out kinks that had settled within her muscles. And then she sat once more, turned her eyes to the distance, and adjusted her course.








    When High Tide awoke, everything was cold and dark. She wasn’t in her bed. She was laying on something soft, but she couldn’t see until she lit her horn. It twinged uncomfortably, but soon she could glance about.



    The room was boring. It was totally bare, just dark grey-blue walls. The floor was hard once she’d wiggled out of her strange berth. High Tide had turned and looked - simply a soft white concave cradle, a pillow, and nothing more.



    “Hello? Is anypony there?” She felt proud of how strong her voice sounded. Even with her Cutie Mark, she was frightened. Not that she’d tell anypony. But this wasn’t her bedroom. At the opposite end of the room, light was blooming. Slowly, wavering, dancing up the walls, growing strong as High Tide shrank away.



    The light dimmed, and out stepped a pony. High Tide recognized her instantly. Her picture had been in all of her favorite stories, and there was no way she’d ever forget it!



    “Oh my GOSH! You’re Princess Twilight! Omigosh this is so cool!”



    Twilight bent her head forwards, and smiled. “I am. What is your name, little one?”



    “I’m High Tide! I’m, like, your biggest fan ever! I’ve always wanted to meet you and -” She stopped, and her face fell into a frown. “And I’m dreaming, aren’t I?”



    Twilight’s laughter warmed the room, an easy chuckle that set High Tide at ease. “Yes and no, High Tide. Not all dreams are what they seem to be. I am here because I need your help. Will you help me?”



    “Of course!” High Tide couldn’t contain her glee. “I would do, like, anything for you, Princess! You’re the coolest Princess ever! Not like those other ones, all they do is sleep and sleep and sleep and be boring!”



    Twilight smiled at her. “Now, now. They rest because they need it, little one. I know they would spend more time among you if they could, but I fear it is just not possible. Please, come with me.”



    “Where are we?” asked High Tide as she bounced behind Twilight. “I thought you were on a boat! This doesn’t look like a boat! It kinda looks like the cave I got my Cutie Mark in, only that was all dark and brown, and this is more blue and kinda shiny.”



    “We are under Canterlot,” Twilight replied. “But don’t worry, it’s a short ride up into the city proper. You will not be here very long, my little pony. Soon you’ll be back with your friends and family.”



    “But I don’t want to go back,” High Tide whined. “I want to stay with you!”



    “I would like that,” said Twilight. “But they would miss you. They would miss your special gifts. You have much to offer them, High Tide. I am glad you have come, but you cannot stay.”



    High Tide pouted, and for a time, only the sound of her own hooves echoed. Together, they entered a small room, and she shouted in surprise as it hummed and she felt herself pressed briefly downwards.



    “What was that?!”



    “I call it a Booster. It’s a little something I have come up with to make this journey easier. Before, ponies would have to walk through Canterlot. It’s a long walk, and this way, the journey home is not so tiring.”



    The magical hum surrounding them eventually dimmed, and High Tide enjoyed a brief moment of lightness before Twilight set out, and she followed. They traversed a darkened corridor, and entered a small chamber with glass walls.



    Outside, the night sky was clear, stars twinkling beyond a distant shimmer. Beneath, the city of Canterlot sat silent, and High Tide pressed herself to the glass, smearing her face against it as she stared in awe at empty spires and deserted streets.



    “This is amazing,” she breathed, “I’ve never seen anything like it.”



    “I hope, some day, you will come to live here,” Twilight replied. “But please...I know you have questions, but it is better to not waste any time. Sit here, and look up.”



    High Tide rushed into place, and craned her head up. She felt a sense of awe as, above, she saw the Princess. Twilight shone like a star, radiant and proud. Her eyes were open, a pure white while her Cutie Mark glowed with power. Her mane shimmered in a silent breeze, and slowly she shifted her gaze from the stars down to High Tide.



    For an instant, their eyes met, and High Tide smiled. And then she suddenly felt...tired. All her energy vanished in an instant, and legs wobbled as she collapsed to the platform beneath.



    “Rest,” said Twilight, appearing once more at her side. “Close your eyes, and dream of home, little one. Wake up to the new day.”








    The next morning, High Tide awoke. Her mother was surprised to see her so happy, but she wouldn’t stop chattering on about having met Princess Twilight. It was her best dream ever, even if it had ended a little weird.








    Twilight Sparkle shifted in place. The warmth had come to her, and she had swallowed it up. That was good. Her burden was a little easier to carry, now. She focused yet again upon a distant star, the next destination. To her left and right Celestia and Luna slumbered on, protected, their blank flanks cradled as they hibernated the ages away.



    Canterlot lay sprawled beneath, an empty ghost city, buildings centuries uninhabited as generation after generation dreamed their lives away. And beyond, beyond the bubble of magic that cradled the city and the vast chunk of mountain ripped away in their exodus from Lost Equestria, beyond the irreplaceable remnants of a lost world, the silent void was spattered with distant pinpricks of light.



    Somewhere out there lay their new home, and someday, the dreamers would awaken and set hoof upon a new world.
      

      
   
      Beyond the Crossroads


      

      
      
         	"Have a nice day!" I cheer, waving to Derpy.



	"You too, Pinkie," she answers, holding her bag of muffins in her hoof. What really gets me, though, is that smile on her face.It fills my heart with sunshine and goodness, even after she flew out the door.



	Another happy pony. The second one this morning (after Lily popped in for some cupcakes) and there should be eighty-nine more over the rest of the day. But since Vinyl Scratch won't be here for another fourteen minutes and since her cupcakes are already ready, I'll make Mom's super special birthday card. I already have the paper and crayons on the counter.



	I take the paper and fold it into two. I can't believe that it's Mom's birthday again. It's like it was only yesterday that I was making her super special birthday card for her last birthday. Time can be funny sometimes.



	I then reach over and pick up a blue crayon and start to write the words "Happy Birthday Mom" on the front. But rather than doing it quick and freely, I try to do it slowly and carefully. Even though Mom knows all about who I am, I want to really show her the love and respect she deserves. 



	"What about when you left her?"



	Who said that? It's that silly voice again, isn't it? Hey you, knock it off!



	Getting back to the card, I continue writing the letter 't' in "Birthday". No silliness is gonna ruin my mood on this special day. I get to the 'h', then the 'd' and the 'a' and the 'y'. And then I finish it all off with 'Mom'.



	I rest the crayon on the counter and look up to see my work. Almost all the letters have perfectly straight lines and perfectly straight circles, but that pesky little 't' is all wobbly. I take the crayon and redraw the line, concentrating on making it as good as possible. I then look up and see that it is straight, even if it is bolder and thicker than the other letters.



	My attention goes to the bottom of the cover, which is still full of white nothingness. That's about to change. I take the light grey crayon and draw a nice circle and some ears on the top. I then use the dark grey one to make the outline of a mane bunched up in a bun. Since that's the only color her mane needs, I color it in right away. I put it down and grab the blue crayon again to color in her eyes. The yellow one is then used for her glasses and necklace. I reuse the light grey crayon to color in her whole face. And finally, a smile is drawn with the dark grey one. Done!



	There she is. I haven't forgot what Mom looked like. But then again, how could I? I remember her pretty well from when I was growing up and I visit her once a year on Hearth's Warming Eve. 



	"It looks like somepony abandoned her."



	You again, huh? Always making everything all sad and mean. Well, I'll have you know that I did not leave her in the dust! She let me leave to spread joy to all Equestria! And even now, I write letters to her and come to visit sometimes!



	"Do you really think that's what she wanted? What the rest of your family wanted?"



	Yes! The biggest thing they want is for me and my sisters to be happy.



	"So you're saying you're not happy being with them?"



	No...That's not what I meant. What I mean is that they felt working on a rock farm wouldn't have been good for me. They knew they themselves weren't making me unhappy, it was the lifestyle. Mom and Dad told me that I deserve to share my gift with the rest of the world.



	But enough sad talk, I have a card to make! I pick up a pink crayon and draw my face next to Mom's. I spend the next twenty-three seconds coloring in everything from my mane to my smile, using magenta and blue to fill in my Pinkie little face.



	I have to admit that the cover is simply adorable with our two faces scrunched up next to each other. But why stop there? It wouldn't be fair to leave out Maud or Marble or Limestone or Dad. Thankfully, my crayon box is full of different colors such as brown and purple. So that's what I'll do, I'll draw in Dad next to me. Using my mouth to grab the brown, I start to draw him.



	I guess, now that I think about it, I haven't seen them in a long time. Hearth's Warming was over six months ago! I wonder if they miss me after all that time. Surely they must because they have to look at an empty chair and an empty bed and say "Where's Pinkie Pie?" only to then say "Oh yeah, she lives in Ponyville now."



	"Didn't we go through this talk when Maud came to visit?"



	Yes. It's always the same every time. I miss my family, hate myself for being so mean, and forget it all in an hour or so. How could I have been so selfish to have left them?



	I finish up Dad and start to work on Maud below him.



	"Why don't you just move back?"



	Some days I wish I could. I remember one time when I accidentally made Fluttershy cry with that prank that was supposed to prank Rainbow Dash. I felt so awful that I wanted to leave and never come back. But then after a while, I found out that I would have left behind a lot of ponies who would have missed me a lot. Mr. and Mrs. Cake would have been really sad and knowing that I caused that terrible sadness would have made me even sadder. But it wouldn't have just been them. Pound and Pumpkin, Twilight, Rainbow Dash. Even Fluttershy would have been sad. After getting a little better, I went to Fluttershy and I apologized. She forgave me and we hugged and we had a sleepover and it was really fun. 



	As much as I love and miss my family on the rock farm, moving back in with them would only switch the Pie family with my family in Ponyville and my family in Ponyville with the Pie family. Nothing would get better. In fact, my folks would probably get sad that I would give up my dream just to be with them. And that would only make me more sad.



	Maud is finished! I know she doesn't smile very much, but I want to give a good old smile. Even if she doesn't see it right away, I'm sure she'll love it once she comes back home. Next up is Limestone! I pick up the dark gray crayon and begin to color her in. It doesn't take long at all.



	And finally there's Marble, who needs light gray. My lips start to curl up as I think of her.



	Growing up, I always played games with her. Sure I played with Maud and Limestone, but she always played with me (there were times when Maud was too busy with rocks or when Limestone didn't want to). We played cards, we played checkers, we played hide-and-seek, and we played tag. She always won, but it was still fun.



	"I wonder what she does now."



	Oh right...she used to play with me. When my parents told me that I should leave, none of my sisters liked it at all (not even myself). But Marble's reaction just broke my heart. Her face was shriveled and wretched, way more than it should be. But then she started crying and she hugged me really tight, begging me not to go. It was so overwhelming that I started crying too. 



	Choosing to leave the rock farm was the hardest decision in my life. Each option had so many goodies and baddies stuck on that it took weeks for me to think over. Leaving Marble was definitely a baddie. A big one. Even after I chose to leave, those nastys ate at me like crazy. And they still do today.



	Every year when I come back, Marble looks fine. We still play checkers, roll around in the snow, and talk like nopony's business. So I do know what's she like now! In that case, I have no idea what you're talking about, meanie-pants, but my Marble has gotten better!



	"Do you know that?"



	Of course I do. 



	Or at least, I like to think that. I moved away years ago and scars heal over time. Obviously she likes it when I write or when I visit but she is still happy living her day-to-day life.



	"It's funny to hear you deny and deny over and over again, but that one takes the cake. You know she just hides her sadness and bad feelings when you see her. Deep down, she's mad at you for leaving her like that. She spends her nights staring at that empty bed you left behind, reminding her of the happiness you robbed her of. To her, you're nothing but a selfish jerk that ditched her family because it was too boring."



	That's not true! I did not ditch her! Even if I don't live with her, I make sure that she's still a part of my life. Because she is. And Mom and Dad and Maud and Limestone. They all are!



	Marble's face was already finished, but I was stopped by that terrible voice. Why does it have to stomp all over this special day? There's one step left: the note on the inside.



	I open the cover to the blank page and I pick up the blue crayon. The best way to write is the same way to talk: all from the heart. And so I begin.



	"Hi, Mom!



	I hope you like my super special birthday card I made just for you! Even though we're far away, I always think about you and I want to use this super special birthday card to tell you how much I love you. Not just you, but everyone! That's why all your faces are on the cover!



	Happy Happy Birthday!



	Pinkie Pie"



	I hear the door open. My eyes pop up to see Vinyl Scratch walking up to me. Her head is bobbing back and forth to music that I can kinda hear from her headphones. I reach down, pick up her bag of cupcakes from the bottom shelf of the counter, and hoof it over to her. She repays me with three bits and a smile. Mr. and Mrs. Cake get the bits and I get that toothy grin.



	Forty-two minutes. That should be plenty of time to get the card to the post office. Snugged under my crayon box is a pink envelope with a stamp on it. I slip it out, open it, and slide the card right in. After that is the fun part, where I get to lick the thing that sticks it shut. It makes my tongue tickle. Finally, I flip it to the front and write the address of the rock farm. Since I write letters a lot, I remember it really well.



	With my envelope in hoof, I bounce my way out of Sugarcube Corner. Lyra walks right in front of me.



	"Hi," I say, smiling at her. She turns to me and smiles back.



	"Good morning, Pinkie. How are you?"



	"Great! And you?" I ask.



	"I'm doing fine. Thanks for asking," she says, continuing to walk in her direction, "Have a nice day."



	"Thanks! You too!"



	I trot down the road, greeting ponies as they walk by. But through it all, I still can't help but think about my family and the rock farm. It's not that I try to be a downer and all, but sometimes my Thought Express can't help it.



	Would I have truly have been happy to stay at the farm? 



	"You could have, you know."

	

	I guess...maybe. But what about Mom and Dad? Would they have been happy if I couldn't have spread my gift?



	Oh...



	I could have thrown them parties everyday! Why didn't I think about that? What have I done?



	I feel that smile on my face starting to hurt. It's getting really painful as I feel less in the mood to keep it up. But then again, do I deserve to smile at the fact that I made a dumb choice? I caused all this sadness and pain and confusion for nothing!



	For the next several moments, I walk in silence, wallowing in this terrible pit of regret and guilt. To think that I have selfishly abandoned the one family that needed my gift the most makes me unworthy of my cutie mark. 



	But.



	Wait a minute. 



	Even if I wasn't physically with them anymore, I was still with them in spirit. My letters and cards allow my joy and energy to be mailed to them. It's like they were mailing me in a tiny envelope all the way to the rock farm. And who knows? Maybe they learned to have fun of their own from me. They never talk about life when I'm away, but they could be playing around on their own.



	In all the times where I felt all bumpy and bad for leaving them, I never thought about that before. Usually, those things ended with me forgetting about the problem in the first place, as if I was only putting it aside for later. 



	I feel something I haven't felt before while thinking about leaving my family. A big lumpy thing being pulled off me, allowing me to stand up again (not literally of course). And just in time, too, to reach the post office.



	The front of the building has a blue box for dropping off letters and packages to be sent. I reach out my hoof with the envelope and slide it into the slot.



	Remember, my Mom and family will be getting me from in there, so everything will be fine. As long as I keep that in mind, that silly voice can't hurt me. He hasn't so far.



	As I walk away from the box, I think about that day when my parents first suggested me to move to Ponyville. It's clear why they did it and I guess I know why I chose to do it. Even as a filly, I could see the goodie that came with doing it. I could make new friends and throw more parties. I guess it makes sense why they were ready for me to do it too. They saw way out into the future and what it would bring for me if I moved away. And even if it took me a while to see out there, I could do it.



	Thank you, Mom and Dad, Maud and Marble and Limestone. I love you all very much.
      

      
   
      Giants


      

      
      
         Twilight stepped back from the recording crystal as if glowed a cherry red. 



“And we’re live,” she said. “This is Princess Sparkle at Cloverfield village, northern Cantervale. Princess Celestia assigned me to investigate the attack by some kind of feral wolf. Also in attendance is Fluttershy, Ponyvile’s animal caretaker and all round animal expert, and Rainbow Dash, who I couldn’t convince to stay at home.” 



“Hey,” Dash protested, swooping down on Twilight and bonking her playfully on the head. “I’m here to make sure nopony gets eaten by wolves. You’ll thank me when we’re running for our lives from a pack of rabid monsters.” 



Twilight sighed, straightening her hair with a burst of magic. “We all have wings, Dash, we’ll be fine. As you’re here though, can you hold the crystal. Fluttershy and I will have our hooves full.” 



Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes, but snatched up the crystal. “Fine. Let’s get this started. 



The pair stepped into a small, dimly lit room. Cloverfield had no morgue, just a small doctor’s office and the body had stuffed in a small side room that appeared to double as a surgery. The table that dominated the room had been intended to hold a pony comfortably, but the monster spilled over the edges. Its tail dragged against the floor on one side and its nose brushed the carpet on the other. 



“The creature in question appears to be a monstrously sized canine,” Twilight continued, dropping back into her official tone. “According to witness testimony the canine entered town at approximately noon yesterday. It appeared confused and irritable and, despite best attempts to talk with the creature it attacked three ponies before being brought down. Sheriff Lone Star reputedly took it down with a single buck, though he cracked a hoof in the process.” 



“You know, you should have started with the sheriff taking down the wolf with a single buck,” Dash cut in. “That sounds way more awesome. You want to retake?” 



Twilight groaned, folding her ears. “Rainbow, please don’t try being a director, this is just for the official record. Just keep the wolf and us in shot.” 



“Um, it’s not a wolf,” Fluttershy said, only just audible. The pegasus took to the air, hovering over the body. “The coat is all wrong. See how the fur colours are mottled and puppish. It’s a domestic dog at a guess.” 



Twilight stood next to the beast, she was a little over two thirds its length. “Well, if it’s a dog, then it could step on Winona and not even notice.” She lit her horn, a spell encompassing the dog. “I’m not detecting any enchantments.” 



“Oh no, this is his natural size.” Fluttershy landed next to one of the giant’s paws and held it up. “You can tell when animals are enhanced or shrunk because their feet don’t match, but these are perfectly proportioned.” She sighed, shaking her head. “The poor dear, he must have been so frightened.” 



“He almost bit through a pony’s leg, Fluttershy.” Twilight shook her head and sighed. “But we should focus on facts, do the wounds match the witness testimony?” 



“Yes, the breastbone is shattered and both his lungs are deflated.” Fluttershy tenderly stroked the beast’s head. “It would have been quick at least.” 



“So, if it’s all natural, where did it come from?” Rainbow interjected, flying in for a close up shot. “I mean, this thing is huge, somepony must have noticed it skulking around the woods.” 



“Please keep the crystal steady,” Twilight said tersely, pushing her back. “Though, Fluttershy, she does raise a good point. Do you have any ideas, could he have been a traveller?” 



Fluttershy frowned, pressing her hooves against the dog’s head. “No, I don’t think he would have been sapient. The cranium is the wrong size and besides, he was found without any bags or clothes, or anything to suggest he might have been anything but a lost animal. I think this was just a tragic misunderstanding.” 



She hung her head, a tear pooling at the corner of her eye. Rainbow dropped to the ground and put a wing over her shoulder, lets loose a deep sigh. “Well, at least nopony killed a diplomat.” 



“I told you,” Twilight snapped. “The Silven Federation is made up of large, wolf like creatures. The description we received was close enough that a diplomatic incid...” She realised that Rainbow was just giving her a flat look. “Okay, fine! I overreacted. It was just a wild animal after all.”



“Oh, he’s not wild,” Fluttershy said, suddenly. Rainbow and Twilight whirled.



“What?” they demanded, in unison. 



Fluttershy quailed back, trying to hide behind her mane. “He was pet,” she said in a squeak. “His teeth and claws have all been cared for and he has neutering scars. He’s a little on the lean side, but other than that he looks to have been well fed his whole life. He’s a pet.” 



“I– You– How–” Twilight spluttered, pointing a shaky hoof at the beast. “What kind of pony keeps a dog than they are?” 



“I think a better question is, what keeps a dog almost as big as Mac?” Rainbow said, shaking her head. 



“Oh Celestia,” Twilight swore, her eyes turning toward the door. “We sent tracking teams into the woods. We’ve got to warn them. Rainbow, stop the recording.” 








“–reason for you to go yourself,” Dash snapped, smacking her hooves together for emphasis. The trio stood  in the center of Cloverfield, a few villagers watching with a mixture of concern and confusion. 



“Rainbow, you turned the crystal back on,” Twilight said, sighing and she floated more items into her saddlebag. “And I’m not arguing about this.” 



“What, just because you’re a princess?” Rainbow shot back. “There’s no way I’m letting either of you into those woods when they could be crawling with monsters. Not when I could find all those ponies in no time flat.” 



Twilight mashed her hoof against her face. “You are not a woodspony, Rainbow.” She gestured towards the thick line of trees that began just a few hundred yards from the village. “If you go in there alone the villagers are going to spend the next six hours looking for you, not the other way around. Fluttershy and I are more than capable of dealing with a few giants, you don’t need to fly off ahead just to spare us a few brambles.” 



“Really?” Rainbow Dash put her hooves on her hips, scowling at the princess. “How did that hydra work out for you? Or the cockatrice? Face it, something always goes wrong when we go into these places. Why take the risk?” 



“Because you can not do this alone, Rainbow Dash,” Twilight said through gritted teeth. “This may come as a shock to you, but you aren’t–” 



“Princess Twilight! Princess Twilight!” A leaf green mare, barely into her adult years galloped up to them. She skidded to a stop, panting, her coat lathered with sweat. “You... I... We... We found something.” 



“What, what did you find?” 



“I don’t know. It looks like a giant.”








“Okay, are we recording?” Twilight looked far more dishevelled, there was a leaf stuck in her hair and mud splatters on her pasterns. “Right. This is Princess Twilight Sparkle, we’re currently in the Longtail woods, one of the Everfree’s many spurs, and about ten miles from Cloverfield. We were brought here by Little Leaf at the behest of her sister, Quick Step–” she pointed to the two ponies, who nodded towards the recording crystal “–who discovered the creature.”



The clearing was a tiny patch of light in the depth of the forest, formed by the fall of a great tree. The tree still lay on its side, covered with moss and ivy, but dominating the land around it even in death. In the low hollow a creature lay. It was unusual to say the least. A huge thing, nearly as tall as a minotaur, it wore clothes of a soft, pliable material which had been torn and ripped. Makeshift bandages were wrapped around its wounds, all of which were spotted with blood. 



“So, what is it?” Rainbow demanded, hovering as close as she could to the creature, holding the crystal right up against its body. 



“Please keep back,” Twilight said, pushing her away with a wave of magic. “And, I have no idea. It’s never been in any bestiary I’ve ever read. Fluttershy?” 



The pegasus stepped up to the creature, running her hooves over its limbs. “Um. No, I don’t recognise it.” She frowned, poking at the wounds and they lay her head against its chest. “No heart beat. No lung movement. The blood is all dried out and there’s some pretty advanced rigor mortis in the major and minor joints. She’s been dead for at least a day, though there’s no obvious cause.” 



“She?” Rainbow Dash dropped to the ground, still holding the crystal high. “How can you tell if you’ve never seen one of these giants before?” 



Fluttershy blushed. “The teats,” she murmured. “She’s a mammal. Bipedal as well, maybe two, three times the height of a pony when standing, though that would depend a lot on her stance. There’s very little hair, so maybe she’s a semi-aquatic or a cave dweller, judging by the amount of clothing she’s wearing this is clearly not her natural environment. I’m not sure what these are made of, though. ” She tapped the toughed chest covering. “It seems almost like armour, but I don’t know what it’s made from.” 



“Girls, I think you want to see this,” Twilight cut in, suddenly. She lofted a large backpack from its hiding place beneath a large bush. A huge bow was hooked between the leather thongs, it was still strung.



“Whoa!” Rainbow leapt into the sky, casting her eyes around for any hint of danger. “She had a weapon, and armour, why?” 



“Oh.” Fluttershy hurriedly stepped around to body to its head and pushed back the lips with the tip of her hoof. “She’s a carnivore. That’s a hunting bow.” 



The backpack clattered to the ground as Twilight’s magic faltered. “What!” she exclaimed. “She’s a–” She cut herself off, bringing a hoof to her chest and taking a deep breath. “Okay Twilight, don’t panic. She’s not a pony, and there are plenty of perfectly reasonable species that eat meat. There’s no reason to panic.” 



“Sure there is!” Dash shot back. She darted between the bushes, peering between the branches as if more giants would leap out at any moment. “This is Equestria, even Gilda was vegetarian.” 



“Rainbow, she’s already dead,” Fluttershy said softly, and was completely ignored. 



“Which does raise the question, what killed her?” Twilight continued, smoothing her frazzled mane. “And how does the dog factor into this?” 



“Excuse me, Princess,” Quick Step interjected. “But me and my sister found this place by following pawprints. Maybe the monster killed her.” 



Twilight looked expectantly at Fluttershy, but the pegasus shook her head. “No, there’s no sign of a struggle and a canine wouldn’t have left a kill like this. It could have been a pet, if Applejack had been injured the first thing Winnona would have done is run to get help.” 



“And attack random ponies?” Rainbow rolled her eyes. “Urgh, it was clearly crazed and this thing, whatever it is, clearly was up to no good. They’re both dead now, so problem solved.” 



“No, the problem is not solved,” Twilight snapped. “A sentient–” she glanced at Fluttershy who nodded. “–creature, completely known to ponykind died in one of our forests. This could be the worst thing to happen to Equestria in a generation. It could mean war with a whole new species, but if we can figure out what happened then we can at least make things even between our peoples.” 



“And we want to make friends with meat eating giants?” Dash demanded. 



“I am the Princess of Friendship I am supposed to make friends with everypony and everything,” she growled. “Even aggravating, xenophobic pegasi.” 



“Um, girls,” Fluttershy tried to interject but Rainbow shouted over her. 



“Hey, I never called you names,” she shot back. “And if you’re so keen on friendship, why don’t I see you ever playing with the hydra?” 



“Must you bring up the hydra every time we do anything to do with monsters? Do I mention the time you got flicked by a dragon?” 



“Girls.” 



“Hey, I had him on the ropes. I was just worried that you guys would get caught in the crossfire when I brought out my signature moves.” 



“Really, because I remember you clinging on pretty tight before Fluttershy saved out plots. What was that you said, about being ‘too awesome to die’.” 



“Girls!” Fluttershy tried again, but they paid her no attention. 



Quick Step rolled her eyes and took a deep breath. “HEY! Miss Fluttershy has something to say.” 



Everypony looked Fluttershy’s way, and she swallowed nervously. “Um, she was bitten by basilisk.” 



Twilight’s magic flared and, with a pop she was beside the creature. “Are you sure, where?” 



Nodding, Fluttershy peeled back the cuirass to reveal the flesh underneath. It was as black as pitch and had bubbled like melted wax around a pair of puncture wounds. The creature’s entire stomach had caved in and Twilight had to turn away, clutching her mouth shut. 



“Okay,” she said, fighting down her gall. “That’s a basilisk wound alright. Sweet Celestia this is bad, we have to warn everypony.”



She snatched the recording crystal from Rainbow Dash and stopped the crystal. 




 



“Okay, I’m recording this so everyone can laugh later,” Dash began, flicking the crystal back on. She was trailing after Twilight and Fluttershy as they forged their way through the forest. “There is apparently one of the world’s most terrifying monsters loose in the forest, as well as flesh eating giants, and we’re walking towards them?” 



“We have to find it before somepony else does,” Twilight said, levitating a branch out of her way. “The basilisk is an extreme threat to everything and anything in the forest. We have to capture it, or even kill it, before it kills again. We especially need to make sure it doesn’t kill any other giants.” 



Rainbow Dash groaned. “Urgh, yeah, that’s what I’m talking about. Look, I’m sure you really want to make friends with these things, but I’m not going to let you two just charge into danger for no reason.” 



“Rainbow Dash,” Twilight snapped. “We are trying to make sure no other ponies are killed by this monster.” 



“No ponies have been killed,” Dash muttered, crossing her forelegs across her chest. “All we’re doing is walking right into the whateverlisk’s nest.” 



“A basilisk, Rainbow Dash,” Twilight said, with a weary sigh. “It’s also known as the king of snakes and is also the most venomous creature in Equestria. It hates magic in all forms and its bite had a lethal reaction with arcane forms of magic. Without treatment, a unicorn would be dead in minutes and a pegasus would only survive if they made it to a hospital in time. Earth ponies are lucky, they have the constitution to just walk it off, though it reputedly makes them very sick.” 



Rainbow frowned. “What about alicorns?” 



“I don’t know. I really hope we don’t find out,” Twilight said, shuddering.



“Yeah, this plan is sounding better and better,” Rainbow Dash grumbled. “We should have gone with Quick Step and made sure all the scouts made it to town all right.” 



“I have a universal antidote, Rainbow, we’ll be fine.” 



Something exploded out of the bushes and Fluttershy screamed. Twilight lit her horn rounding on the motion, only to find a rock racing towards her, held in a glowing aura. A shield blazed into existence before her, but it was hazy and indistinct, and the rock smashed through. It caught her in the forehead with a sickening smack and she hit the ground like a puppet with its strings cut. 



“Twilight!” Rainbow yelled, dropping the crystal accelerating towards the bushes. Arcane fire exploded towards her and she threw herself into a steep dive, branches exploding into splinters as she blasted through. A moment later she came hurtling back through, one of her wings smoking and hit the ground with a bang. 



“Rainbow!” Fluttershy galloped to her side. “Are you hurt?” 



The bushes parted as a giant stepped out from between the trees. It was slightly smaller than the previous, but wearing voluminous robes and wielding a thick staff of oak. It yelled gibberish at the pair, raising the staff, which was suddenly wreathed in fire. 



Fluttershy leapt forwards, planting her hooves between the beast and her friends. “No!” she cried, fixing it with the full intensity of her stare. For a moment the pair froze, their will crackling like lightning through the air between their eyes. The giant broke first, throwing up his hands and unleashing a wave of fire towards the pegasus, who watched, transfixed by the onrushing deck. 



“Hey!” Rainbow, back on her hooves slammed into Fluttershy, knocking her out of the way with an inch to spare. “Don’t just stand there. Fly! I’ll hold it off.” 



Fluttershy gave a jerky nod, and took to the sky, dodging around another burst of flames. Rainbow charged, bellowing a war-cry and headbutting the strange creature. It staggered back, more flames spewing from its staff, immolating the surroundings. More through luck than strategy the staff caught Rainbow across the chest, picking her up and hurling her across the forest. She hit a tree and fell to the ground on top of the recording crystal. 



It winked out. 








“So, it’s still fiddling with the crystal?” Twilight’s voice was weak and reedy. She kept her eyes firmly shut, the pool of vomit next to her was the result of her trying to open them earlier. 



“Yeah, I think it’s managed to turn it on, wave for posterity, I guess.” 



Twilight groaned, tensing against her bonds. “Urgh. Well at least we’re on the scientific record.” 



The creature barked something in their general direction, and tossed the crystal over its shoulder, turning back to the roaring fire it had prepared and poking it with its staff. 



“So, reckon it’s going to cook us?” Rainbow continued, conversationally. She too had been tied up, with an extra trick layer of rope over her wings. 



“Rainbow Dash! That’s a horrible thing to suggest.”



The pegasus shrugged. “Hey, I’ve read enough Daring Do to know how this goes. Strange creatures always hunger for the flesh of ponies, evil forbidden forests one-oh-one.” 



“When we get out of this I am sitting you down and forcing you to read an equinopology textbook.” 



“Yeah, yeah, you say that every time. Hey, it’s doing something.” 



The creature levered itself to its feet. It flexed its fingers and began to mutter, drawing the fire up, off of the pyre. With a bark of command the fire began to flow into its fingertips, draining away like water down a plughole. Seemingly satisfied by its magic, the creature began to scoop ash out of the base of the bonfire into a deep pouch. 



“I can’t see, what’s happening?” 



Rainbow frowned. “Well, the bad news is, it can use magic.” 



“Wonderful, now if it could just speak Equestrian we could learn why it’s here and why it attacked us.” Twilight couldn’t keep the bitter bite from her voice. “Urgh, why doesn’t Celestia ever send the Royal Guard to deal with these things?” 



“I think they’re union.” 



Muttering to itself the creature began to walk around the clearing, trailing ash in its wake. Its pace was oddly measured, and every so often it would pause, bark, and backtrack. 



“And now it’s just walking in circles,” Rainbow said, sighing, tensing against her bonds again. There seemed to be a little more flex than last time. “Gurgh, there had better be a gold idol at the end of all of this.” 



“Wait, circles? And it does magic. Rainbow do you know what this means?” 



“Let’s say for sake of argument that I do.” 



Twilight groaned, pressing her head against the cool earth. “It means it’s trying to build a ritual. That’s extremely powerful magic, if it can find something to fuel it with, of course.” 



“What, like a fire?” Rainbow said, turning to face her. 



“Well, with that analogy, the logs could be magical creatures.” She sighed. “I only bring it up because we’re hogtied and helpless.” 



Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes. “Great. Got any more bad news?” 



“Well, basilisks are attracted to powerful magic, so we have that to look forward to. Sorry, I should have mentioned that first. I think I may have a concussion.” 



Rainbow flexed her wings again, the knots straining to hold her. “Don’t worry Twi, we’re going to be out of here any second.” 



The giant arrived. Easily the largest of its species so far, it wore coat of mail over the rest of its clothes and carried a huge sword at its side. Its face was covered in hair, thick and busy as if to make up for the lack elsewhere and it swaggered as if it owned the forest. It barked at the smaller giant as it arrived and gestured towards to two bound ponies. The pair took up a loud conversation, their voices booming as they bickered. There was much wild gesturing that meant absolutely nothing to the ponies watching.



“Dash, what’s happening?” 



“There’s another one, I think they’re arguing,” Rainbow muttered. “Just, hold still Twi, I’m almost free. Fluttershy will have the cavalry on the way and we’ll meet them halfway back to Cloverfield.” 



“I... I can’t move, Rainbow,” Twilight said, with a pained whimper. “You’re going to have to go ahead. Get help, before they get their ritual ready.” 



“Hey, no way, I’m not leaving you here with these monsters!” The ropes snapped as Dash flared her wings wide. Both of the giants’ heads snapped around. “Umm... whoops.” She grinned sheepishly. 



With a wild flap Dash was on her hooves, shedding coils of rope and burnt feathers as she accelerated towards their saddlebags, which had been discarded in a heap by the firepit. There was a strangled cry from behind her as the smaller giant shot fire from his fingers, but the shot went wild. The larger was quicker off the mark, charging towards her, its sword leaping from its sheath. 



Rainbow made a wild grab for their bags, but found the first thing she’d got her teeth around was the recording crystal. She leapt into the air as the sword swung beneath her, wobbling like a drunken foal as she shed flight feathers. Moments later she was on the ground and galloping faster than she’d ever managed in her life. The giant huffed and puffed as he fought to keep up, but never fell back more than a dozen yards. 



It was the trees that did her in, on four hooves Rainbow Dash was faster in a straight line than the two legged giant. The forest had no straight lines though, everywhere she went was a patch of briars or a copse and soon the more nimble beast was right on top of her. In the end it was her lack of woodsmare’s skills that did her in. Rainbow ran straight into a blind gully, only to find her way out blocked by a huge boulder. She wheeled in place, but the giant had closed the distance in a few of his huge, bounding strides. 



“Okay, okay, I surrender!” Rainbow exclaimed, dropping the crystal and throwing up her hooves. “No need for swords.” 



The giant stopped before her, breathing heavily, pointing the huge sword at the panting mare. 



“Look, I’ll even let you tie me up, okay?” she continued, pressing her forehooves together before her. 



The giant knitted its brows, and crouched down, almost at her eye level. Cocking its head it let out a stream of nonsense. 



Rainbow rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I still don’t speak whatever it is you’re babbling.” 



Frowning, it held up a forepaw, with five digits erect. Then four, then three, then two, then it gestured at Rainbow to continued. 



She stared for a moment. “Hold up, are you testing me? Urgh, what, never seen a pony before?” Still, she held up a single hoof. 



The giant nodded, muttering to itself. A moment later it tried again the strange gesture based language. It held up three digits and ran a paw down its length. 



“Three... three giants?” Rainbow said, putting her hooves down. “Umm...” She held up both hooves again and gestured to all of herself. “Two. Two ponies.” 



It nodded, revealing its overly sharp teeth and another babble issued from its lips. It held up three fingers again, pointed once at itself, once back towards the campfire and once it swept its paw across the forest, then shrugged. 



“Geez, I wish Twilight was here instead of me. She’s good at puzzles.” Rainbow frowned. “Right, so, three giants. One here, one at camp, one... lost. Oh.” Her face fell, and she shook her head. “Umm, I have some bad news buddy.” 



The giant looked quizzical. Dash set her shoulders, pointed back towards the edge of the forest and drew a swift line across her throat. When that didn’t get a response, she clasped both hooves to her throat, let out a gurgling moan and mimed dropping over dead. 



A clatter echoed through the forest as the giant’s sword fell from his grasp. He stared at Rainbow Dash, eyes unfocused, jaw slack. 



“Yeah. Sorry to tell you that,” Rainbow said, softly, getting back onto her haunches. “But–” 



The giant slammed a hand against the earth and threw his arms wide, barking the same sound over and over again. He jabbed a digit at the sword, then to himself, and finally, with eyes narrowed to slits, at the pegasus.



“Hey, we didn’t kill her,” Rainbow protested, shaking her head. “It was the basilisk. The snake.” She held her hooves up to her mouth, miming a pair of fangs.



Much to her surprise, the giant seemed to understand her. Its eyes were thunderous as it stood, taking up its sword. With a wave of its hand it gestured for Rainbow Dash to follow. 



The pair traced their way back through the undergrowth, mostly by going from shed blue feather to shed blue feather. Still, the giant was more than capable of finding his way through the trees. In fact, he moved with an easy economy of motion even Quick Step would have envied. It took them just a few minutes to reach the bonfire. 



Much had changed in their absence. The smaller giant had finished his spell circle and arcane fire bathed the surrounding forest in unearthly light. Twilight had been bound by another layer of rope and dragged to the edge of the circle. A knife was clutched in the giant’s hand, next to her throat, yet she made no attempt to get free. Twilight’s eyes were frantic, her horn sparking as she tried to summon a spell. It wasn’t working. 



“Hey!” Rainbow barked, echoed almost exactly by the giant at her side. 



The giant strode forwards, brandishing his sword at the smaller specimen. A tirade of angry gibberish leapt between the pair and the larger giant advanced towards the circle. 



Rainbow Dash raced past him, but a wall of fire leapt into existence in front of her and she skittered back, blowing on her singed hooves. 



“Rainbow!” Twilight yelled. “Watch out!” 



“I know, fire’s bad, I get it!” Dash shot back. 



“No, watch out for the basilisk!” She jabbed a hoof at something over Rainbow’s shoulder. 



Rainbow didn’t hesitate, she dropped onto her belly just in time to see the huge snake sail over her head. The basilisk was vast, three ponies in length and mottled red and brown. It had a huge crest of bright yellow scales which was splayed out wide as it charged the magical giant. 



The giant screamed, dropping Twilight and hurling a bolt of bright blue flame at the king of snakes. He may as well have tried spitting at it for all the notice the basilisk took. The snake leapt at the giant, bearing him to the ground and sinking its fangs deep into its arm. Rainbow Dash yelled as she charged into the melee, but the larger giant got their first. Swinging his sword he caught the basilisk just below the head and sent it flying. It crashed to the ground next to the frantic Twilight, a thin line of blood seeping from the wound at its throat. 



“No!” Dash yelled, leaping into the air on her ragged wings, as the basilisk rounded on the bound alicorn. She slammed into the snake, snapping its jaw shut and knocking it backwards. The serpent hissed its fury. It reared back and, quick as a flash, struck. 



Rainbow felt the fangs brush through her coat as she twisted out of the way. Unbalanced, she fell backwards on top of Twilight, just as basilisk wound back for another shot. 



Roaring a battle cry the great giant leapt into the fray. It caught the snake’s strike on its sword, parrying the beast and caught it across the jaw with an elbow. The snake hissed again, slithering backwards as steel flashed. It nipped and spit as it fought, testing the giant’s guard, pressing him back step by step. 



Struggling to her hooves, Rainbow frantically tried to untie Twilight, before the battle washed over them. It was too late, the basilisk drew back and hurled itself towards the bound alicorn. Dash leapt, throwing herself between Twilight and the snake, but the giant beat her to it. Roaring it threw its arm in the path of the basilisk and the snake’s fangs sunk deep into his flesh. That had all been back of the plan, though, he bore it to the ground and pinned its head between his flesh the earth. Swinging its huge sword one handed it struck the basilisk in the throat again and again until even the king’s scales parted and the head fell from its body. 



The giant groaned, rolling onto his back, and began to hyperventilate.



Finally tearing Twilight free, Dash rushed to its side. “No, no, no,” she said hurriedly, slapping the beast’s face with a hoof. “Don’t you die you stupid giant.” She looked around, frantic. Past the other giant, choking to death inside his unfinished ritual, was their saddlebags. 



“Antidote!” Rainbow Dash exclaimed. Quick as her namesake, she raced to the bags and dragged them over. Pouring their contents out on the ground next to the giant she began tossing Twilight’s brick-a-brack aside as she searched.



“Come on Twilight, help me look,” she snapped. 



“Rainbow...” 



“Ah hah!” There, labelled in large, friendly letters, was a vial marked ‘universal antidote’. She snatched it up and popped the stopper, pouring it into the creature’s mouth. 



“Rainbow.” 



“Come on,” Rainbow said, holding its nose to force it to swallow. “You’re not going to die on me.” 



It reached up with a paw and smiled, stroking her face before letting its arm fall. Its breathing stilled and its eyes lost all focus. 



“Come on!” Rainbow slammed her hooves down in its chest. “Come on!” 



“Rainbow!” Twilight tottered to her side. “Rainbow, I’m sorry. The antidote is for ponies.” 



Rainbow stared at her, horror writ large across her face. She glanced down at the dead giant, then back to Twilight. 



“Oh,” she said, her voice completely numb. “Ponyfeathers.” 



She reached up and, reverently, closed the giant’s eyes. 



“You know, I don’t think it was a monster.” 
      

      
   