
      Victory


      

      
      
         Her face filled with a vicious grin, Rainbow Dash seized her piece. 



Click, click, click.



"Ha! Take that!" She chuckled as she swept the jumped pieces from the board. "King me!"



"Okie dokie! Do you, Rainbow Dash, utterly testify and declare in your conscience that—"



"What? Pinkie, no! Make my piece a king!"



"Oh, right! Silly me! There you go!" Pinkie Pie returned one of the captured checker pieces.



"Aww, yeah. Not that I need it, now. Better look out, Pinkie Pie, 'cause you're about to get creamed."



Pinkie looked up eagerly. "Ooh, what kind of cream? Whipped cream? Bavarian cream? Cream cheese? What's it taste like?"



Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes. "You'll find out in a few moves. Uh, your turn."



Pinkie scratched her chin and have a long, airy 'hmm.' She wondered why Dashie had taken only three pieces instead of five available to another piece. Probably because she wanted the king, Pinkie decided… as much as Rainbow Dash wanted to win, she wanted to win extravagantly. King is greater than five-jump. Pinkie would remember that for next time.



"Good luck, Peacey-Four!" she cheered, sliding her piece one space forward.



"Heh, that's right. Walk into my trap! Bam!" With another resolute click, Rainbow jumped another piece with her new king. "Two pieces left, Pinkie. Think you can still take me?"



"Sure! Wanna go get some ice cream after this? I could take you to the park and we can splash around in the fountain to wash off our messy faces! Oh, I could take you to the castle and we can say hi to Twilight! We could get Twilight and Applejack and Rarity and Fluttershy and all of us can get taken out for ice cream and splashing in the fountain!"



"Ugh..." Rainbow buried her muzzle in a hoof. "Some day I'll learn."



"But Dashie, you learn really fast all the time! You're super-duper-smart, like you know all about clouds and the weather. I bet you even know more about Daring Do than Twilight!"



Rainbow chuckled self-consciously. "R-right."



Apparently, that wasn't quite the right thing to say. She'd keep Rainbow smiling, though. Pinkie was sure of it.



"And I haven't yet bested you at checkers! You're super-good, Dashie! Hey, that's a fun word: 'bested!' Bested, vested, rested…"



Rainbow Dash looked up. "Y-you've never won? Not even once?"



"Noperoni!"



"Pinkie…" Then Rainbow frowned. She wasn't supposed to frown. "Like, never ever?"



"I don't mind!"



"That's… that's not okay! Here, turn the board around—"



Pinkie put her hooves down, holding the board in place. "No, it's fine."



"But… But you gotta win!" Rainbow's wings were spread wide. "Just this once!"



"Dashie, you've already won!" Even with her two surviving pieces against Dashie's seven, Pinkie saw victory in fifteen moves if she wanted.



"Then I want a rematch. We'll keep playing until you win."



"But then you won't win, and you won't even be trying to win."



Rainbow scoffed. "Look, I'll… You can…" She sagged. "Yeah."



Pinkie thought Rainbow needed a hug, so she gave her one.



"Dashie, you like winning. It makes you happy, right?"



"Not when my friend—"



"And I," Pinkie said, interrupting, "don't care if I win or lose—I'm happy just playing and seeing you happy! So you win, and we both win!"



Rainbow gave her an uncertain glance. "Really?"



"Really really!" She leaned in close and whispered, so the game pieces couldn't hear, "And don't worry—some day, I will win. Just wait."



Rainbow smiled, challenging. "Oh, yeah?"



"But first, ice cream! Raceyoutothecastle!"



"Wha—hey!"



And they were off.
      

      
   
      Why Don't You Tell Them?


      

      
      
         “Why don’t you tell them?” Twilight asked quietly, looking though the steam coming off her tea at Princess Celestia.



“Tell them what?”



Twilight sighed, setting down her cup with a quiet clink on the tray. “This morning, while I was out walking around Canterlot, a filly walked up to me and asked what she had to do to have you make her into a princess?”



“And what did you tell her?” Celestia asked, smiling a little smile.



“I told her that it was really tough, and that you needed to spend a lot of time studying, and making friends, and showing leadership, and trying new things.”



“That sounds like a very reasonable answer,” Celestia said, lifting her tea in her magic and taking a quiet sip.



“That’s not it. She thinks you made me into a princess!” Twilight pointed her hoof across the table accusingly.



“Well, I did, technically speaking.” Another sip.



Twilight sighed again. “You know what she meant.”



Celestia’s cup floated back down to the tray. “I do.”



“So, why don’t you tell them?”



“Who says I haven’t?” Celestia smiled enigmatically.



“Please.” Twilight rolled her eyes. “I’ve read the papers.” Twilight’s horn glowed as several folded up newspapers floated up and fell onto the table with a quiet thump before she began to read out loud.



“Twilight Sparkle Earns Her Wings.” Twilight cleared her throat. “Yesterday evening, Princess Celestia elevated a fourth pony to the status of princess, bestowing her student and protegee, Twilight Sparkle, savior of Equestria, with wings.”



Twilight flipped to another paper. “This is the second time in ten years that Princess Celestia has raised one of her subjects to alicorn status, after Princess Cadance earned her horn after defeating Lady Prisma.”



Twilight slid that one to the side, revealing a third. “‘Why hasn’t she made any of us into alicorns?’ wondered one high-ranking noble, on the condition of anonymity.”



“Oh, Blueblood." Celestia chuckled.



Twilight let the newspaper fall out of her magic before setting her hoof on top of it. “Everypony thinks you made me into an alicorn!”



Celestia rose from her cushion and walked towards her balcony. “I know.”



“So why don’t you tell them?” Twilight asked, tilting her head as she rose from her own cushion to join the larger alicorn, hooking her hooves over the edge of the railing.



“We did, once,” Celestia said quietly, gazing down on the city streets, ponies casting long shadows over the cobblestones as the sun sank towards the horizon.



“Really? When?”



 “It was a long time ago. Luna and I had just ascended to alicornhood – the first ponies ever to do so, to the best of my knowledge.” She chuckled quietly. “Of course, the idea of the alicorn was ancient, so perhaps there was another, long ago. But if so, they left no record of their presence.”



“So why did you stop?”



Celestia’s eyes followed a family – two foals, a pair of older ponies, and a weak-kneed grandfather as the slowly walked down the street far below. “How many ponies can become alicorns, Twilight?”



 “Well, you need to discover a new source of magic, right? So, I suppose as many as there are sources of magic.” Twilight blinked. “Are you worried that we’ll run out of magic?”



Celestia shook her head. “Tell me, Twilight: how many alicorns did my knowledge – and the knowledge of my sister – ever create, in all the decades we shared it?”



Twilight opened her mouth, then closed it, licking her lips. “I’ve never met one,” she said cautiously.



“That is because there were none. For decades they tried – and for decades, they failed. As far as most ponies were concerned, it was a false choice. And so, they chose not to believe they were capable of it.” Celestia waved her hoof over the edge of the balcony. “Nopony wants to lie on their deathbed and know the only reason their last breath escapes is that they weren’t good enough. Or worse, than their loved one only died because they were a failure.”



“So you just lie to them?”



“I simply let them believe what they wish, and let those who would aspire to eternity do it on their own, though perhaps with a slight nudge here and there to guide them.” Celestia smiled at Twilight.



The younger alicorn rested her chin on her hooves, looking down at the city. “It doesn’t feel good enough.”



“What would you do differently?”



Twilight looked away. “I don’t know.”
      

      
   
      Just Another Breakfast in Canterlot Castle


      

      
      
         “Princess,” Twilight asked, her forehead creased once more in question: “do ponies have free will?”



Celestia regarded her student over the brim of her teacup. She swallowed and took a quiet, deep breath, before pasting a serene and practiced smile upon her lips, and setting down the cup. The porcelain clinked against its saucer, and even with millennia of practice Celestia had to quash her instinct to check for chips.



“My dear Twilight,” she began, her own brow furrowing in light-hearted curiosity, “whatever do you mean?”



Twilight was chewing nervously on her lip, her eyes darting around the room as if unable to settle on anything. She was twirling a piece of toast in her hornglow, a few small nibbles carved around its edges, untouched for several minutes now. Silly filly. It’ll get cold, you know.



“I was reading about some spells in the library the other day. Mind spells.” Twilight’s eyes had finally settled on the window, and they had almost glazed over as her mutterings caught up with her. They shot wide, her mouth moving faster than her mind could come up with words to say, and for a moment Celestia watched, an eyebrow raised in amusement, as her star pupil looked up at her in fear. Until, at last: “N-not books on how to do—on how to cast them, Princess. I wouldn’t look at that kind of book.”



This smile, less serene than the last, felt a little more comfortable on Celestia’s lips.



“They were just mentioned in a history book, Princess, and I went to look up more about their historical usage because of course I know that looking up the actual spells themselves is totally illegal not to mention completely irresponsible…” Twilight seemed to catch the amusement in her mentor’s eye and stopped herself mid-ramble, calming herself with a few very deliberate breaths. Celestia leaned forwards, taking the opportunity to steer the conversation off its tangential path.



“And what does this have to do with free will?”



“How do we know nopony’s controlling our minds right now, Princess? Surely, if they wanted to, they could make us think all our ideas and actions were our own choices. Even if, you know, they weren’t.”



A feeling of relief washed over Celestia: she released a breath she hadn’t even known she was holding, and felt her shoulders fall imperceptibly with the loosening of tension in her back. This wouldn’t be difficult at all.



“Twilight,” she began softly, “we have wards in place to detect those spells. Nopony is mind-controlling anypony now, and nopony ever will. Besides, if somepony were controlling your thoughts, would they really let you think that?”



Twilight’s mouth twisted in thought. Celestia rose from her seat, the gentle light from her horn reflecting as twinkling stars in her pupil’s mane and eyes, to rest a hoof on Twilight’s shoulder. It was almost routine, now, to calm small fillies from existential crises after their late-night studies—and after a thousand years, Celestia liked to think that her finely-adjusted routine worked.



“Trust me, Twilight,” she said, her smile patient and practiced, “nopony is controlling your thoughts.”



Twilight’s brow unfurrowed, and her lips relaxed into a smile as she turned back to her toast and took a bite, her worries forgotten, or perhaps reasoned away. And Celestia cut the light of her horn as Twilight grimaced at her toast, which flopped to her plate as the filly’s nose wrinkled in disgust.



“Princess, can we get some more toast?” Twilight asked. “Mine’s gone cold.”
      

      
   
      Gazing


      

      
      
         One last chord faded into the night as the record player clicked to a halt. Only two ponies remained. Spike snored quietly in the corner. Twilight smiled.



“Don’t worry, Pinkie, we can clean up the mess tomorrow. I’m sure that memory cake will come out of the ceiling.”



They shared a nuzzle, and Twilight waved as Pinkie trotted out.



“Princess.”



The castle door closed with a solid thunk and Twilight smiled wearily, levitating Spike to her back. “I will make beautiful new memories,” she whispered as she passed the chandelier. Her hoofsteps echoed in the crystal halls, as she trotted to her chambers.



Once there, she set Spike in his basket before opening the bathroom door.



–BANG!–



“Princess!”



Ears flat against her head, Twilight waited for her legs to stop shaking.



Her teeth bared in a grin at the telltale muzzle of a party cannon peeking out from behind some towels. Chuckling a little, she relaxed enough to brush her teeth before heading for her bedroom.



“PRINCESS TWILIGHT!”



She blinked. A crystal ball swam into focus before her, glowing images swirling within. Behind it, a pair of guards pinned Trixie to the floor. A third guardspony had grabbed her shoulder, his muzzle to her ear as he took in a deep breath.



She shook her head like a wet dog, before turning to look at him.



Seeing that he had her attention the guard let go and stepped back, visibly relaxing before he spoke more normally. 



“Princess, everypony has been worried sick. You’ve been in here with Trixie for almost two hours, and I’ve been trying to get your attention for the last five minutes!”



Twilight blinked at him owlishly. “What's happened?”



“A message from the North. One of the scouts heard from some locals that saw Tirek.”



“More rumors. Is there any verification?”



The guard shuffled his hooves “No.”



Twilight pressed a hoof to her forehead. “Send more scouts. If we find him, I will deal with him personally – we must catch him this time. There was no sign of the Princesses?”



The guard shook his head. “Princess, It’s been over a year. I’m sorry, but–”



“No buts.” Her ears lay flat against her head. “Return to your post,” she said, before turning to address the other guards. “Let her up.”



Trixie rose to her haunches and Twilight’s gaze bored into her. “Trixie. I don’t know what you hoped to achieve by bringing this to me. Even if this is a window to another Equestria, as you claim, while an impressive magical achievement, it has no practical value.” 



Twilight began pacing. “All it does is show an Equestria where I chose to gamble our future on the mercy of a monster.” Gambled... And won. Instead of losing safely. Her vision blurred as she rounded on Trixie. “Is some glimpse of a happy-go-lucky Equestria supposed to help me find the princesses?" Her voice hitched. "Will it bring my friends back?”



Trixie opened her mouth, but closed it again at Twilight’s expression.



Twilight continued, oblivious. “I don’t know what your angle is, Trixie, trying to undermine me. If you’re working for Tirek, Chrysalis, Discord, or if this just another scheme for yourself.” 



“Twilight, I swear to you it isn’t.”



Twilight snorted. “Unlikely. Well, whatever it is won’t work. Guards, take her away.”








Ram See's finest pasta primavera sat in her stomach like lead as Twilight strode through the Canterlot palace halls. The polished marble floors were cool against her hooves. Like crystal.



As always she shied away from the tall, mahogany doors, averting her eyes from their emblazoned sun before she turned towards her own suite and made her way to the balcony.



With a wave of her horn the sun slid beneath the horizon, Twilight summoning her namesake as silver moonlight flooded Equestria. An evening hush enveloped the land, its cool breeze pricking her eyes.



Twilight turned to a guard.



“Bring me Trixie.”



The moon had crested the distant mountaintops when the door creaked again. Trixie stumbled in, followed by a pair of guards.



“Princess? How can the great and Pow–”



Twilight’s look cut her off. Silence returned as emotions warred on her face.



Long moments passed before Trixie cleared her throat. “What can the meek and helpful Trixie do for you?”



Twilight flicked an ear. “Guards. Leave us.”



Her horn lit, drawing a cushion to the floor between them. The crystal ball landed atop it with a thud.



Twilight's voice was barely a whisper.



“Show me again.”
      

      
   
      Tick


      

      
      
         There was only ever one Twilight Sparkle. Sure, a pony could consider the filly of twelve to be different the young mare of twenty one who saved the world from Nightmare Moon. However, they were just cross-sections of the pony that was Twilight Sparkle. Each individual was no more separate from the continuum than a single wafer of Twilight was a pony. 



Except for that week when there were two Twilights.



Twilight the younger dragged her hooves as she made her way through the shattered streets of Ponyville. Her hair was dirty and streaked with gore, and her wings hung limp at her sides. In the sky above her head the sun was dying, fire bleeding out into the sky as it dimmed to a blood red.



At the centre of Ponyville the Machine rose high above the broken roof of the town hall. An alien thing formed of spheres of metal and magic that spun around each other endlessly. Insane geometries dragged the eye off into oblivion and Twilight fought to avoid looking too deep. The Machine was running full tilt under the direction of the alicorn at its base. 



“You’re right on time,” Twilight the elder, Queen Sparkle, said. “And too late.” She turned to face her. “This marks the six million, four hundred and twenty three thousand and third time we’ve failed to save the world.” A tome appeared in her magic. “I’ve prepared my instructions for when you’re ready to try again.” 



Twilight stared at the Queen, slack jawed. “What?” she demanded. “What! You said you had a plan, you said you knew how to save the world, you said that everypony would live!” 



She nodded. “I know. The first instruction is to lie. Twilight, there is so very little time to explain, the world will end any minute. If you aren’t back in time by then, if you haven’t used the Machine, then everything we have done will be for nothing.” 



“It has been!” Twilight roared, flaring her wings. “They’re dead, don’t you understand that? The princesses are dead, my friends are dead, Equestria is dying and all because of this!” She jabbed a hoof at the machine. “All that power, all that metal and time, what did it even do?” 



“It will give us another chance,” Sparkle said, softly. “There’s a perfect answer, Twilight, there’s one where the princess’s live and Equestria has a future, but it’s not this one. Try again, please.” 



Twilight’s eyes narrowed. “You could have tried this time around! Ponyville... you were right here and you did nothing.” 



Sparkle’s smile had no warmth. “I said that last time too. The machine takes so much to build, but we have to build it, otherwise the world ends with us. Take the book, Twilight, try again.” 



The tome passed between two identical magical fields. 



“I won't.” 



“Six million times you have have,” Sparkle assured her. “It's the only way. If you stay, Equestria will die and our friends will stay dead. Go.” 



Twilight did, making her way across the blackened cobble towards the monstrous Machine. Twilight fancied that the feverish writhing of grew frantic as she approached. 



“Why?” she said, her voice a whisper. “What will be different this time?” 



“It will be better,” Sparkle assured her. “The plan becomes better every time we fail. It will work, eventually.” 



Twilight closed her eyes. She saw Celestia, bleeding out because she’d given too much to the Machine. She saw Rainbow, sobbing over Fluttershy’s corpse, too late because of the Machine. She saw Equestria fall while the Machine rose ever higher. 



“No.” Twilight turned to face her elder self. Tears stung her eyes, but, despite her exhaustion, magic poured through her as she called upon the last of her strength. “No, I will not do this! This ends now!” 



Broken stone and shards of metal leapt into the air, wreathed in magic, and Twilight hurled them into the Machine. Stone slammed into the delicate workings, magic breaking free from its bonds in a devastating chain reaction.



“What have you done!” Queen Sparkle roared, hurling herself towards the Machine, but it was far too late. 



“I won’t be another tick in the book.” 



The Machine exploded. 




 



Twilight Sparkle looked up from her book, frowning. She had the strangest feeling that something momentous hadn’t happened. Chuckling to herself, she shook her head and continued her reading. 



Whatever the problem was, Twilight knew that she and her friends could figure it out when the time came. 
      

      
   
      There is Always Some Madness in Love


      

      
      
         "Horseon's Choice," Twilight read from the textbook in front of her. She flicked a glance upwards. "Can you tell me what that is?"



Pinkie Pie swallowed her lemon cake and tapped her chin. "Um... is that the thing where you get two choices, but one of them is really icky and bad, so it's like you only have one?"



"Exactly!" Twilight said. "The illusion of choice. Can you give me an example?"



Pinkie spent another moment thinking before exclaiming, "It's like if I walked into a grocery store, and the only things they sold were cake and brussels sprouts!"



"Not exactly," Twilight said. "You'd still have two choices in that situation."



"Huh? No I wouldn't!" Pinkie said, grabbing the last slice of lemon cake from the dish beside them. "Who in Equestria would ever eat brussels sprouts? They're, like, barely even a food!"



Twilight rolled her eyes, but smiled all the same. She opened her mouth to respond—but her words were smothered by a long yawn. "Augh," she groaned, rubbing her eyes. "How long have we been at this?"



"Five hours, fifty-seven minutes, and twenty-four seconds!" Pinkie said, mouth full. She frowned and looked away. "No, wait... thirty-four seconds!"



"In other words: a long time," Twilight said, chuckling. She polished off her cake and closed the textbook. "I hate to stop all the fun, but it's getting pretty late. I think it may be time to draw this study session to a close."



"Thanks again for helping me out with all this," Pinkie said. "It's so cool studying with you! After all, what other teacher lets me eat lemon cake while studying?"



"No use learning on an empty stomach, I always say." Twilight stacked their dishes. "I must admit, when you first asked me to help teach you about philosophy and psychology, I was bit skeptical. But you've really picked it up quickly! I guess an imagination as durable as yours is pretty well suited to all this, huh?"



"I just like the funny names," Pinkie said. "Like Neightzsche! What kind of silly name is that?"



"I think it's Germane," Twilight said. She walked back over to the desk and sat down. "But seriously, if you don't mind me asking: why all the sudden interest in such advanced fields of study? I don't suppose you're planning on going back to school, are you?"



"Nah. I already have my PhD in Party Science—why would I need another?" Pinkie shook her head. "I have my reasons. It's kind of a secret, though."



Twilight's ears pricked up. "A secret? Really?"



"Yep!" Pinkie took a few quick glances around the room before smirking and leaning forward. "Do you wanna hear it?"



Twilight shrugged. "Why not? I did ask, after all."



Pinkie's smirk only grew wider. She darted a few more glances around, then motioned for Twilight to come closer. Pinkie leaned into Twilight's ear and whispered: "I have a crush!"



"A crush? And you're learning all this to, what, impress her?"



"Yeppers!" Pinkie chirped. "She's super-duper smart. She might be the smartest mare in the world! She even went to Princess Celestia's School for Gifted Unicorns!"



Twilight raised a brow. "Really...?"



"And not only is she smart, she's cute, too!" Pinkie Pie giggled and wrapped her forelegs around herself. "You wanna pick her up and hug her all day long. She's got soft fur, and this pretty mane with three colors in it..."



Twilight glanced down at the blue, purple, and pink in her tail. "Yeah?"



"And, y'know, she used to be really awkward and shy and stuff, but now she has loads of friends, and is really fun to be around and study with!"



A thick heat had filled Twilight's cheeks. She nodded.



"And you wanna know the best thing?" Pinkie asked. She leaned forward until their muzzles brushed, until Twilight could smell the sugar on Pinkie's coat. In a slow, quiet voice, Pinkie said, "She loves lemon cake—just like you."



Twilight gulped, breathing heavy. "P-Pinkie Pie," she murmured, holding a hoof to her heart. "This... this is all so sudden."



"I know," Pinkie said, closing her eyes and nodding. "Sometimes love is sudden, y'know? Sometimes it comes out of nowhere, just when you least expect it."



A moment of silence. For the slightest of seconds, their hearts beat in unity.



"And besides," Pinkie said, "I only met Moondancer last week! So, like, that's gotta prove that love at first sight is a real thing! It's gotta—hey, Twilight, where are you going? Twilight!"
      

      
   
      Peachy Pie and Misty Moon Keep the Realm Safe Until Dinnertime


      

      
      
         “We can’t go in the basement,” Misty Moon said, “’cause that’s where the monsters are.”



She said it quite assuredly and with a little flick of a nod. For children rarely have doubts about such things, and they need not dally on maybes and what-ifs. So Peachy Pie did not ask about the door again, at least not yet. Of course, the quickest way to make sure a child remembers something is to tell her to forget it.



With a shrug, Peachy Pie bump-stumbled her way across the floor, tripping and slipping on the train of her long princess gown. It was, naturally, a very impressive garment, as befit the generous ruler of her realm. But with a sparkle-glint to her eye, she did note that even good princesses required a dungeon. Perhaps she would broach the subject again later.



Misty Moon, her most trusted advisor, led her back to the playroom. They had acquired enough sustenance in the form of applesauce and carrot sticks to tide them over until a proper feast could be arranged, after all, and the pretty prancing procession proceeded back to their base of operations. They still needed to plot their campaign against the marauding diamond dogs.



“What shall we do about the invaders?” Peachy said, removing the dress and, unfortunately, the wings with it. Her conical cap hid the fact that she also lacked a horn, but off it went, as she needed to don her most resplendent battle armor, crafted from the finest cardboard.



Misty had little more than old towels to build her own suit of armor. Her guest got to use the choice equipment; if decorum did not prevail while playing princesses, then when would it? So with threadbare breastplate and frayed bracers, she appeared quite the terrible tatterdemalion. No matter. Prowess on the battlefield had the last word, so she clambered and climbed over their pillow bulwarks strewn with blankets. Everypony knew that blankets protected one from monsters. When pulled up over the head, they formed an infinitely impenetrable barrier. What better material for a fortress?



Peachy Pie had agreed that if she got the better armor, Misty surely deserved the better weapon. “I say we charge ’em head-on!” Misty declared, brandishing her broom-lance. “Take no prisoners!”



“If we have no prisoners, how are we going to make them confess?” Peachy asked in her haughtiest tone. A princess out of her regalia was still a princess.



“You’re on about that dungeon thing again?” Misty said with a sigh.



“Fine,” Peachy said with a hunch of her shoulders. She leapt over the moat with her lopsided ladle-mace, and once more unto the breach, dear friends. They could both hear the clash of metal blade against metal blade in the distance. Or perhaps it was merely Misty’s mother mixing up something in the kitchen.



Whatever the source, they threw the whole kit and kaboodle of their armory against the diamond dogs and efficiently dispatched the dastardly degenerates, save one. Misty heaved a great sigh and shook her head. “Please tell me you didn’t.”



Peachy had known Misty for several months, and they’d played together frequently. They’d been to every room in the house except the basement. And Misty always gave the same excuse: “There’s monsters down there.” She never sounded worried about it, so how bad could they be? She’d only stomp her hoof and roll her eyes the same way Peachy’s mother would when repeatedly asked for some candy, annoyed at being pestered.



“What’s so secret about the basement?” Peachy said.



“Nothing,” Misty uttered with a great deal of breath and slouching; Peachy could imagine clouds of fog streaming out with it. “Fine. We’ll intergate your prisoner.”



“Interrogate,” Peachy corrected.



Misty only folded her forehooves. “You won’t even take a blanket?” she asked. Peachy shook her head, like a resolute ruler should.



So Peachy Pie flung open the door, flicked on the light, and flounced down the staircase, bumble-trundling about in her unwieldy armor to the bottom.



“Ooh, there’s some cool stuff down here!” she said.



Misty appeared at her side. She didn’t see what was so interesting. Neither did the monsters.








“Misty!” her mother called. “Peachy’s mother came by looking for her. Has she gone home yet?”



“No,” Misty answered with a sheepish hang of her head, her fangs only now fading away.



Her mother scowled at her. “You didn’t even save me any, did you? And now we’ll have to move again.”



Curiously, children are right about blankets.
      

      
   
      Congratulations, You Are The Best


      

      
      
         Fluttershy squinted, holding the paper at arm’s length, then nose length. A hoof stretched to the coffee table. The tiny brass knob squeaked on the oil lamp. She squinted again:



Oml ubon o –ne…



Her glazed eyes drifted down the page, then to the next and the next until at last in the middle of page forty seven:



an tem sudenly: pimabbles.



She looked from the pound of carefully smudged hoofwriting to the judging guidelines only to find that “volume” was not exactly mechanics, nor plot, character, or style. She nibbled the end of her green quill a moment before making a note about… originality. She did hope Cheerilee gave participation.



The story flumped on the coffee table. She grabbed a smaller stack of papers, adjusted her willow reading glasses, and once again began to read:



So I just woke up in… Funtasia! How cool is that right!? Except…. none of that matters because…… I TOTALLY! can shoot….. laser beams from my eyes! and like…………………….. control everything at a molecular! level. So I’m not saying I’m unstoppable!; but I’m pretty unstoppable.! Except for……….. the evil Maneiac!: who has mysteriously! woken up on the grass next to……. me!



Fluttershy traced circles on the couch with a hoof. Mechanics, plot, character, style, originality. Not energy. Her quill scratched. Another flump.



Filthy Rich kissed his marefriend Tiara Pearl on the cheek as they happily awaited the arrival of their date meal. They hadn’t even yelled at each other all day because they never did anything like that…



She scratched a note about character development, paused, scratched it out, paused for a very long time, then at last left a quiet note of encouragement and a separate note for Cheerilee about counseling. While it dried, she broke for some milk of magnesia.



As the wick reached for its dregs, the final story flumped on the stack, leaving her with a single slip marked with her name, five guidelines, and a stack of three little numbers. She pawed through the stories again, then again, wondering why there were no categories for animated, silly, or sweet.



After a few shufflings and some careful selections with her eyes closed, she managed to settle on three. But that still left the matter of numbering. Was perfect punctuation more deserving of ice cream than the part with the lawn mower? And did Rumble really need more ice cream in his diet? Thunderlane would have words.



In the end, stories tumbled into slots. The wick went to cinders. Cool night air lapped against her snug alpaca blanket carrying Fluttershy off to dawn.








As the rest of the class sat on the edge of their seats, Dinky’s head flopped to her desk.



Please not me. Anypony but me.



“And the winner of Ponyville Elementary’s Best Young Author goes to… Dinky Doo!”



Great.



“Awww…” half the class groaned in unison, drawing a sharp look from Cheerilee.



“Now that is no way to treat the winner of our competition. Let’s congratulate Dinky.”

 

Dinky’s neck prickled as she noticed the hundred eyes now trained on her. She jerked her head up with what she hoped was a grin in time to not look entirely awkward for the measured rumble of patronization.



“Make sure you see me after class for your free sundae at Sugarcube Corner,” Cheerilee finished. “Now if everypony could open to page…”



As one the eyes drifted away. Everything felt lighter. Cooler.



Then a wad of paper biffed off the back of her head and fell to the floor. She swept it under her seat without looking up. Another came. And another. She kept her focus on her book to the point that she did not hear the hoofsteps until it was too late.



“Passing notes in class, Dinky?”



Dinky’s heart dropped to her stomach and froze.



“N-no, Ms Cheerilee.” Dinky swept the latest wad under the desk. Too late, she realized her mistake.



“You’ve got to try a little harder to pull one over on me, young missy.” Cheerilee reached under and grabbed a note at random. Dinky's head flumped to the desk, hooves over her ears.



Cheerilee sucked in a breath. Paper rustled. But the reading never came. Just a gentle hoof on her shoulder and a whisper: “See me after class.”



Wordlessly, she swept up the rest of the notes. Hoofsteps trotted to the front of the class leaving Dinky alone in the sea of harsh, prickling, eyes.



It was going to be a long week. 
      

      
   
      Above


      

      
      
         A ring of light.



Not just any light. It wasn’t green and pulsing like a great, ugly pod full of goo. Nor did it glow as the shadows deepened, always peering and searching and hunting. No, this was a steady light, brilliant in its shine like none other.



She had studied the light for some time, always coming back to that circle below. Occasionally she would lie on her back and watch its motions, both subtle and drastic. Not that the light moved, oh no, but it did change quality. It had fazes, that ring up above; sometimes it shined with a blinding vibrancy, and other times it offered a dim and soothing softness. If she came at the right time, there would be no light at all.



Yet she knew the ring was there. The circle always remained. It beckoned, high above her reach. Someday, her wings would be strong and she would go to touch the surface of it. Maybe then there would be no more hunger. Perhaps, when her chitin had hardened and her legs grown long, she could bathe in that which resided above.



She basked in the warmth the light provided, the heat soaking into her carapace like a favorite blanket. If only such pleasure could be distributed to all. Why couldn’t it? If she were to pluck this shining miracle from above and share it with others, who would complain? For what reason could they?



Because the above is scary.



Because those that resided there would never love her kind.



Because that warmth could become a raging flame if tempted.



Because it is hopeless to try.



So the elders claimed. So the elders restricted.



She knew not if their words were true. She knew only that she was hungry, and the food came from above, and she had but one window. The view tantalized beyond comprehension. Every few cycles, she returned to gaze at her beloved ring. Sometimes she would spread her wings, heart filled with the threads of hope. She would jump, and her little wings would buzz.



The threads would snap, and she’d land on her little hooves. There was a time when she would cry with every failure.



Once again, she opened her wings wide. She looked at each, noting how small they seemed. Could these thin, translucent things ever hold her weight? Yet, as she turned her gaze above, she felt the threads of hope grasping for her once more.



Was this her time? Could she rise above and meet those who were so dangerous? She bent her legs a few times, eyes set upon the shining fruit above her. Just one jump. A few wing beats. That was all. She grasped at the threads and wrapped them around her heart once more, praying they might hold this time.



Her coiled legs surged with energy, loaded springs to shoot her into the open air. Her wings became a blur of activity as she rose. The ring dropped a little closer, the light seeming to wink in anticipation of her arrival. Her face broke into a fanged grin. A scent passed by her muzzle, and somehow she knew that it was pure, unfiltered, wonderful love, as only the above could offer!



The wind ceased.



The smell faded.



The ring rose.



The stone floor met her face, but she barely registered the pain. Slowly, with legs trembling, she turned onto her back. There the above remained, far out of reach. The web-like threads of hope wafted in the wind of her fall, taunting her with its dainty dance.



She didn’t cry, not this time. Her hunger surged through her, clawing at the recesses of her mind, but it was only hers. Soon she would feel that of a thousand others, all desperate for even the most insubstantial sustenance.



Yet the elders chose to remain below.



Someone was calling for her, deep in the dark. They wouldn’t like that she visited this place, so she turned away from the shining brightness and returned to the shadow. They were her keepers. It would not do to make them fret.



But someday her wings would grow strong. Her legs would be long, her word law. She’d have a crown. Then she would ascend, and her followers no longer starve. Then, as they remained shivering in the dark, the elders would ask her “Why?”



She would gaze from beneath the warm light above, and answer.



“Because of your choice.”
      

      
   
      Passing the Ball


      

      
      
         “You just had to hit it.” Twilight sighed.



Rainbow shrugged from inside the giant, metal cage. “Well, duh. I mean, come on, it was even blinking.”



“Yes, I saw that. Button, giant, red, complete with a big label – ‘do not press.’ Did you ever consider, oh, I don't know, not hitting it?”



“Twilight, I'm not sure that you understand how this works. Not hitting that button would’ve been like Pinkie not eating candy.”



Twilight groaned. “Yeah, don’t get me started on that. That bowl of candy was beneath a box held up by a stick with a string tied to it. A string, Pinkie! It might as well have had ‘This is a trap!’ written on it.”



“Oh, it had that too!” Pinkie giggled. “Buuut, reverse psychology, you know. Still, it would have been nice if he’d stuck with the traditional cardboard box. Steel mesh just takes all the fun out of things.” 



Twilight facehooved, before squaring her shoulders and turning to regard the two cages.



“Okay, so Fluttershy is stuck in a room and can’t leave until she pets, and I quote, 'all the kittens,' Rarity is collecting uniforms as inspiration for a new line of ‘evil overlord chic,’ and Applejack is engaged in a battle of wits with the overlord’s five year old advisor. That leaves just me to free the two of you so we can defeat Genre Savvy’s dastardly plans.”



Rainbow paused in her efforts to pry the bars apart. “Pretty much. You might want to hurry, though. He could be here any minute, and I’m getting pretty tired of being stuck in here.”



“To be honest, I’m surprised he hasn’t come here already.” Twilight glanced about nervously. “Shouldn’t those traps have tripped some alarm?”



“Probably not dramatic enough,” mused Pinkie.



Twilight gritted her teeth. “Well, I’m trying as fast as I can. if it wasn’t for this anti-magic field, I could have you out in seconds. As it is, I need to find some mechanism to release the traps manually, or turn off the field. Maybe there’s something on the other side.”



Twilight walked across to the far corner, her eyes widening as she saw what was there.



“A-ha! A bookshelf. The answer must be somewhere in one of these volumes.”



“Itchy nose, ear tingle, Aaa-chooo!”



“Gezundheit,” Rainbow said, automatically. “Wait, Pinkie, was that a combo?”



“Hmm. Maaaybe.”



“Uh, Twilight, are you sure that’s a good idea?”



Twilight didn’t even look up. “Reading always makes things better. Look, here’s a manual on ‘traps and snares.’ It even has this room! Oh, and it says that there’s a third trap, right in the corner over–”



*click*



“–Ponyfeathers.”
      

      
   
      Killing Time


      

      
      
         In Minuette’s mind, time never stopped. When she closed her eyes, she felt gears spin and grind, creating beats, a fixed ticking steadier than even her own pulsing heart. Beats translated to seconds, turned into minutes, days, weeks, constant like a tide’s flow. Constant despite the chaos of Canterlot, radiating, engulfed by a blanket of fire and smothered with the stench of death.



The counting never stopped, even after everypony, herself included, counted on the arrival of Princess Twilight and her friends, following news of the princesses’ disappearance. Minuette numbered the days, weeks, after they quested to other lands and were never heard from again. Her numbers didn’t falter when the opposition arrived at Canterlot, smashing the clock towers and bell towers, burning schools and libraries, overtaking the kingdom. Ponies, centaurs, changelings, gryphons. The resistance moved like smoke and lava, and Canterlot’s royal guards and Wonderbolts scattered, slugging through the battles, overworked and overwhelmed. But as their willpower died, her beats continued, even after Discord disappeared, taken or lost or hiding. 



They continued now, even as she hid. 



Minuette had been hiding for seven months, nineteen days, four hours, three minutes, and nine seconds (and counting). The day before that was the day when the sun and moon stood still, reflected side by side like sisters, a site juxtaposed to the royal sisters’ vanishing. Then, exactly twenty-three hours later, Equestria and beyond succumbed to the aggression, and the clock smashing began. 



They started with the clockmakers and the watchmakers. They smashed their workshops, their tools, their clockwork, gears spilling out like vulture-pecked entrails. And when the last clock splintered, when the last ticking died, their eyes hardened to the horologists. Screams emerged, echoing like a cuckoo’s cry. 



“Time is a disease. It’s an illness,” they chanted as Canterlot’s Sundial Gardens smoldered. “No more shall Kronos control us!” Next were the astronomers, the teachers, the musicians with finely-tuned ears. Their screams too, were in tune. 



The bright sisters and their unseen ghostly ancestors gazed with an idle stare as the oppressors ravaged homes, destroying calendars, historical books, hourglasses. All the while, with the sun and moon stagnant, ponies howled, “Is it day or night?” 



Minuette knew, even as time warped, shifted, and blended. Within weeks, everything related to Star Swirl and all instruments related to time were destroyed. Soon, it would be all ponies related to time. 



Minuette was trapped in the caves near the bottom of Canterlot Mountain. She crouched down, hugging a pair of stalagmites. Her ears perked. They were coming. They were close. 



She grasped the craggy edges, following a slender path, trying to find the cave’s exit by some semblance of light. By now she was used to the darkness. She didn’t dare light her horn. 



Ponyville. She had to get to Ponyville. 



“It’s the only place safe for you,” Lemon Hearts had said. “Find Time Turner. They haven’t got him yet. He created something, I’ve heard, but he needs the time. He can save us. Both of you can.” She sniffed and stacked more lemons around Minuette’s head. Minuette’s body was covered by them.  “What time...what day is it, Minuette?”



 “August fourth. 9:41 in the morning.” 



“Don’t forget this.” Lemon nuzzled Minuette right before closing the crate. 



Minuette wouldn’t forget. She wouldn’t forget Lemon Hearts' trembling goodbyes as the crate was pushed over a diamond dog hole. She wouldn’t forget the faces and names of her fellow horologists martyred as she trekked down the mountain. She wouldn’t—couldn’t forget. 



Ponyville, she thought. 



When dots of light gleamed ahead, she kept her pace. They were waiting outside. She was surrounded, and with no other choice, she ran. They chased. 



She counted her breaths, counted the hunters, the steps as she struggled, but when magic hit her chest, she stumbled, almost tripping. Then, a second hit. A final blow sent her off the ledge and into the waters.



Even as she was falling, Minuette knew the exact time of her failure. She spent eight minutes drowning and bleeding, grasping the water, the branches, the air. It was 7:53 at night when her movements stopped, and though the celestial spirits still shined above, her vision grayed. Thirty-two seconds after she saw red, she tried to find peace with her death. It took her forty more seconds to realize that she was staring at a gray coat and a red scarf, and Minuette took a painful shaky breath as she recognized the duo. 



“Don’t worry. We found you just in time.” 
      

      
   
      The Adventuring Type


      

      
      
         “Ho! Down there! What town is this?”



Rainbow Dash looked up at the sound, which was odd. Not the sound – that was pretty normal. What was odd was that she had to look up. In her world, other ponies were down below, and she was on top. 



She was on top in lots of ways. Physically, of course, being way up in the sky, but also just all-around awesomer than most ponies. It was hard work being the best, but she managed.



Naps helped. Naps on clouds, like the one the strange coming-from-above voice had just woken her from. She squinted up at the sky, where a huge shape blotted out the sun. 



Huh.



She leapt, wings beating, and soared around the strange object. It was an airship, with a long wood gondola suspended from a gas envelope the size of a house. Sails and planes and rigging and spars protruded from it like a lionfish’s fins. Beneath them, perched on the tip of the long bowsprit, was a sandy pegasus. He waved.



Dash zoomed down to hover beside him (and above him, because she was on top). “Who are you?”



“I’m Nutmeg!” he called. “And what town was this, again?”



Rainbow Dash ignored him and flew a few lazy orbits around the airship. It had a homemade look to it, all stitched and planked together, with no two parts the same. But it was sleek, and when the wind blew it twisted effortlessly, sails and fins aligning to keep it straight.



She flew back down to the gondola. “You’re a pegasus. Why are you in an airship?”



“Why, for hunting, of course! You need an airship to hunt icebergs. Also, I really would like to know what town—”



“You can’t hunt icebergs!” Rainbow Dash said. A touch of anger infused her voice now. “Icebergs just sit in the water. Besides, you’d need a boat for that.”



“Ah, those are normal icebergs. I’m hunting air icebergs!” Nutmeg patted the spar beneath him with a hoof. “Need an airship for that.”



That was dumb. “That’s dumb. And you’re dumb.”



“That’s what most ponies say, before they see their first air iceberg.” He took on a dreamy look and sighed. “They’re magnificent, really. A treasure. Until you see one… hm, you know, you strike me as the adventuring type. Would you like to join me? With the two of us, we could net a big one!”



She rolled her eyes. “Look, bud, I’m busy here, alright? I’ve got stuff to do. Stuff, like, uh… stuff. So why don’t you just go hunting or whatever?” She snickered and turned to fly off, and as she zipped away she called back. “And it’s Ponyville!”








Nutmeg’s airship was back a week later. He tied up on the spire above the Carousel Boutique. Towed behind his ship was a massive iceberg, easily five-hundred feet across. It bobbed in the air over half the town, shedding cold wind and snow. Ponies gathered below it to ooh and aah in delight.



Rainbow Dash found him buying groceries in the market. She scowled and stomped her hoof. “Why are you back?”



“Ah, you again!” He grinned at her. “Ponyville happened to be on the way. Heading to Appleloosa with that beauty.”



Rainbow followed his gaze to the iceberg looming over them. It was a pretty nice iceberg. Towering and white, fading to a deep blue in the center. Almost the same color as her coat. She scowled.



“It’s dumb.”



“Well, I don’t think it’s dumb,” he said. “And I don’t think you do either, miss. In fact, with those wings of yours, I bet you could be the best iceberg wrangler of this generation. You’ve got that look, you know? I’m heading to Cloudsdale next, rumors of a big pack of bergs harassing the town. Could use some help.”



“Well, I am awesome,” Dash allowed. Then she frowned. “But icebergs are dumb and I don’t need any dumb airship. So, just take your iceberg and get outta here.”



And he did just that.








It was evening when Dash settled onto her cloud. Far to the west, Nutmeg’s iceberg was a dim retreating shape. She could still smell the ancient ice, even from miles away.



She glanced down at the town. The streets were emptying as ponies settled in for the night. Another day done. Just like yesterday. And the day before.



“Dammit, I’m dumb,” she mumbled. Her wings flared, and she took off in pursuit. "Wait!"
      

      
   
      Applying Herself


      

      
      
         The office of Power Word, the hiring manager of the Diarchs’ School for Gifted Unicorns, could be summed up in a single word: Meticulous. Every file was in its place, every shelf dusted, every arcane geegaw on his desk as carefully positioned as he could manage without a T-square, and only then because his wife and secretary had conspired to keep him from bringing one to work.



A jewel-cut crystal set into the desk lit up and emitted that secretary’s voice. “Patricia Lulamoon is here for her interview, sir.”



Power sighed. This would likely be… messy. “Show her in.”



The door opened and a blue-coated mare walked in, attractive, but with a few wrinkles starting to set in. She sat in the chair opposite Power wordlessly.



“Ms. Lulamoon.” Power extended his blue-gray hoof. After the mare bumped it, he took her application in his magic, knocking the stack of papers against the desk to align it. “You’re here for the available illusion professorship, yes?”



Ms. Lulamoon nodded. “That’s correct.”



Power Word took a deep breath. “I'm afraid you presented us with a rather troublesome quandry.”



“Oh?”



“Indeed. Now, nopony can deny that you’re qualified for the position.” Power pulled her resume out of the pile. “Eight years' field experience, ten years teaching at Ponyville Academy, founding member of the Iron Will Institute for Remedial Pronoun Use…”



Ms. Lulamoon smirked. “I’m sensing a ‘but.’”



Power nodded. “I’m afraid so. There's a great deal in your favor, but...”



She sighed. “The Alicorn Amulet incident.”



“Precisely.”



Ms. Lulamoon rolled her eyes. “I've been screened for dark magic residue every year since that debacle, to say nothing of the royal pardon.”



“Yes, but you must understand,” said Power, “the Diarchs’ School for Gifted Unicorns has a certain reputation.”



“And I would sully it?”



Power sucked a breath through his teeth. “Not exactly, and therein lies the problem. You see, while we're proud to say that the best and brightest attend DSGU, we must admit, so to do the worst and darkest. For every Twilight Sparkle, there’s a Starlight Glimmer.”



Ms. Lulamoon shrugged. “It’s right in the name. Gifted unicorns go to this school, Mr. Word. During my brief time spent here, one lesson I took to heart was that while a spell may be light or dark, it is never good or evil. The burden of morality lies with the mage, not the magic.”



Power nodded. “Well said. However, the fact remains that hiring a registered dark magician could send a worrisome message to parents.”



“And that was the only concern about my application?” asked Ms. Lulamoon, crossing her forelegs.



Power narrowed his eyes. “Are you implying something, Ms. Lulamoon?”



“All I’m saying is that any negative message caused by hiring a registered dark magician would no doubt be exacerbated if you hired one who had dropped out from the school.” She gave a humorless laugh. “Not only might she corrupt the foals, she didn’t even need to attend the school to learn how to do so.”



“Really, Ms. Lulamoon,” Power huffed, “I like to think that the faculty is above such petty politics.”



“I’m not hearing a ‘No.’” Ms. Lulamoon held up a hoof against Power’s sputtering. “Please, Mr. Word, just cut to the chase. We both know this interview is little more than a formality.”



“Well…” The word hung in the air for a moment as Power tried to determine what should follow it. “It’s actually more complicated than that.”



Ms. Lulamoon tilted her head. “How so?”



“It ended up being a split decision among the committee. This interview is much more crucial than you seem to think.” Power took a deep breath. Hopefully they would be on familiar ground henceforth. “So, why do you think we should take you on board?”



Ms. Lulamoon thought about this for a fair bit of time. Finally, she said, “Well, I suppose a point in Trixie’s favor might be that I’m actually a full-sensory illusory construct. Trixie is having a nostalgic moment at the original Donut Joe’s at the moment. Honestly, she figured you’d reject her out of hoof, so she sent me to show you what you’d be passing up.” She gave an awkward grin. “She never seriously considered this possibility.”



Power blinked. Without turning his head, he telekinetically opened the the middle-right drawer of his desk, grabbed the bottle two hooves in, opened it, and extracted and swallowed one of the antacids. No, definitely not familiar ground.
      

      
   
      I loved him


      

      
      
         The zebras have a tale, of a scorpion and a frog. The frog is to carry the scorpion across a river, and the scorpion is not to sting the frog, for to do so is to doom itself as surely as it is its companion. And yet the scorpion stings nonetheless; such is its nature.








My name is Pale Reflection, and I have been a Pegasus baker named Hay Culture for thirty-four months. In that time I have worked in a bakery, bought a house in Canterlot, and met and married the love of my life.



Know this: I loved him. I love him still, with every fiber of my being, and I will love him until the day I die. I want that written on my headstone, or in my obit, in the hangsmare’s register. For all that I have done, I loved him.



It was not a perfect life we lived, but we were content, me to bake and him to smith, him to love and me to feed, and it might have gone on forever, or at least a few more years. But then my Queen came to Canterlot, with callow dreams of conquest and the end of our bitter hunger, and failed. Suddenly it was no longer safe to be a changeling living among ponies, for all I never raised a hoof in Chrysalis’ Folly.



Bent Nail loved me as I loved him, deeply and completely. No, I do not lie, I do not hyperbolize, I know and knew his love like you closed-minds never can, could never dream of! The gentle smile when he thought I wasn’t looking, the simple meals by candlelight those few chances we could, all are merely a distraction from the knowing. Perhaps I helped it along here or there at the beginning, like a new lover would buy her stallion gifts of a romantic dinner, but by the time we took our vows he and I were mirrors in eros. Leaving was never an option.



I couldn’t not tell him. Not after the attack. Not with what it might mean for him and what it would surely mean for me. And besides, he loved me, I knew he loved me, I could feel it. So when he stood frozen in shock, backed away in disbelief, I did not worry. I knew he loved me. When he confronted me, demanded his wife back from the vile changeling, I hesitated, but I could still feel his dedication. When I told him it had always been me and only me, I did so with trepidation, but as he broke into tears, his love never wavered. It was when he rose to strike me, his love still shining like a star, that I knew I had to act.



I put him to sleep, a simple spell, and made ready to leave with him beside me. We would start anew, a home in the countryside, just as soon as he awoke with a calmer head. I just had to wait for him.



But this was the first time I’d used my magic in years, and suddenly I was ravenous. Love, freely given, had been enough when hidden, but all I could think of in that moment was him and the shining star in his heart. I should have waited, every unicorn in Canterlot knew what changeling feeding felt like now, but his love was mine, and if couldn’t have it then I would take it. There was no choice at all.



You know what happened next. You were there when I came out of the feeding trance. You were there when he was pronounced dead on arrival. You’ll be there tomorrow when I join him. Just, please, write it down somewhere, let someone know, don’t let think think I was a monster. I loved him.








And the scorpion stung the frog, as was its nature, and they both floated down to be hung by the neck until death, and the tombstone and obit and hangmare’s book went under the rushing waves with them, and not one word of love graced the tombstone, and not one word of the obit was ever printed, and not one word was in the book but names and dates and numbers, and together with a changeling corpse were all swept downriver together into the endless trackless ocean to be forgotten.
      

      
   
      Poppyseeded Idiots


      

      
      
         Miss Harshwhinny suspected the universe resented productivity. If the acrid clouds of smoke billowing out of the East Equestrian Express were any indication, the universe despised punctuality, too. 



It was barely an hour past sunrise, and already Miss Harshwhinny could feel the beginnings of a frown simmering under her otherwise-indifferent expression. 



An overall-clad stallion emerged from the smoke with a hacking cough, covered in soot and looking rather apologetic.



"Sorry, fillies and gentlecolts," he said, pushing back his hat and wiping his brow (which really only served to spread the grime more evenly over his forehead, in Miss Harshwhinny's entirely professional opinion). "Look's like this baby's not going anywhere anytime soon, I'm afraid. We've sent for another engine, but the closest one's just left Appleloosa and won't make it to Ponyville for another hour." 



He then proceeded to regurgitate a manual's worth of technical jargon under the pretense of explaining the problem, peppered with meaningless condolences that further convinced Miss Harshwhinny of the rarity of equine competence. 



Perhaps the universe merely resented her.



Fine. If it wanted her to be late for the pre-Games summit in Manehattan, she would be late and well-fed. With an indignant snort, Miss Harshwhinny grabbed her single suitcase, turned her back on the sorry excuse of public transportation accosting her eyes, and marched into the slowly-stirring town.







Within minutes, Ponyville's only redeeming factor came into view. How such a backwoods town managed to acquire a bakery like Sugarcube Corner continued to elude her, but after suffering through hundreds of lackluster, bland pastries, Miss Harshwhinny wasn't about to discount a business simply for its unfortunate location. It didn't matter that the Cakes could be making millions in Manehattan; all Miss Harshwhinny asked was that they demonstrated some competence in their supposed area of expertise.



It was a request that went unfulfilled in a depressing proportion of restaurants. 



But not in Sugarcube Corner, the mouthwatering aroma of freshly-baked bread assured her as she entered the bakery.



Filled with expectation, Miss Harshwhinny marched up to the grinning mare at the counter, set her suitcase down with a thud, and ordered a lightly-sugared poppyseed muffin with all the authority of Princess Celestia banishing her enemies. 



"Okie-dokie-loki!" the mare beamed. "Didja want coffee with that?"



Did she want—



Miss Harshwhinny nodded curtly, suppressing the urge to weep for the fate of Equestria (how cruel, to live in a world where the desire for coffee was even a question). 



"Alrighty! What type?"



"Medium-roast hazelnut with one cream, if you please." 



The mare adopted that oh-so-familiar apologetic expression that Miss Harshwinny oh-so-despised. "Aaaaactually, we're kind of out—"



"Never mind, I am in no mood for hazelnut," Miss Harshwhinny interrupted hurriedly, before the mare forever tarnished Equestria's last bastion of competence. "Instead, I'll have, ah, the—"



Oh dear. 



Caramel would be too sweet, the breakfast blend too strong, and dessert-flavored coffee was an atrocity she overlooked in order to maintain her sanity. Perhaps the pumpkin blend? Or maybe a cappuccino? A bead of sweat rolled down her brow.



The universe was mocking her— Miss Harshwhinny was sure of it. How else would she—a mare charged with selected the perfect location for the biggest event in Equestria—be foiled in her own area of expertise by a cup of coffee? 



For five minutes, the Equestria Games Inspector stared at the coffee options, biting her lip and becoming increasingly frazzled. 



What about a mocha? Nonono—



As the tides of panic began edging into her mind (but before she could begin properly questioning her purpose in life), Miss Harshwinny was poked. Hard.



"What is it?" she snapped, glaring at the mare behind the counter.



The mare handed her the poppyseed muffin. "If you're having a hard time, why don't you just do eenie-meanie-miney-moe? That's what I do."



"That is no way to make a decision," Miss Harshwhinny huffed. "Honestly, have you any idea as to how terribly wrong things can go when left to chance? Of course you don't."



The mare blinked. "I mean, if you don't like it, you can just get a different type the next time. It's not like you're choosing the type of coffee you'll be drinking for the rest of your life, y'know? The choice isn't permanent, even if it feels like it."



Miss Harshwhinny turned and left the coffee shop, without the muffin. Clearly, she had misjudged the intelligence of the bakery's employees. 
      

      
   
      Friendship Theory


      

      
      
         “I’ve told you fourteen,” Moondancer paused, counted, and continued, “sixteen times already, Trixie. I am not interested.” She turned away from the utterly frustrating filly, only to have the books balanced on her back snatched away.



“But you have all these books on game theory! There must be some game you can play with Trixie!” Trixie held the books aloft in her aura, eyes dancing from one to the next. “Just one game? Please!”



Moondancer rolled her eyes, and they fell on the book on choice games. “Okay. One game.” She held up a hoof. “But you need to get some things first.”



“What?” Trixie bounced up and down. That ridiculous wizard hat flopped over her eyes.



“One hundred bits.”



Trixie stopped bouncing. “But… That’s my allowance for…” She tapped a hoof on the ground six times, stopped, and stuck her tongue out between her teeth and started tapping her hoof again. “Six years!”



“If you want to play my game, one hundred bits. It’s in the rules.” She opened the book to the diagram. “See? One hundred. No more. No less.”



“Can’t you play another game with Trixie? Like hoofscotch! Or… or Four Square!”



“No. I don’t play those kinds of games. This game or no game.”



“Okay. It may take Trixie a little while to get the bits. Will you play after I do?”



“I will. Promise.”



Moondancer took her books back and trotted away, leaving a beaming Trixie behind her. She would forget about the game. She would.












































She found the book again. Hobble On’s treatise on cart wear and tear, and its use in game theory. It was wedged under a table leg, shoved there to keep the table from wobbling who the hay knew how many years ago. Certainly before Twilight had left.



She pulled out a sheet of paper and started to write.



“Dear Princess Twilight,”














































The sound of hooves outside her door sounded just as it had weeks before. “Trixie is here. She doesn’t know why she is here, but Twilight Sparkle was very convincing.”



“It’s alright, Trixie. Come in. Please?”



Momentarily, a pink aura surrounded the handle on the door, and Trixie stepped in. “Ah-hah! Trixie should have guessed you would be in league with Twilight Sparkle. Well, you won’t get Trixie’s secrets, either! A good magician never reveals them! Never!”



It was an effort, but Moondancer smiled and pushed out the stool opposite the table. “Do you remember a promise I made to a little filly? Oh… ten years ago?”



“Trixie admits she does not.” The mare stayed standing in the doorway. “She remembers that a devious trickster almost conned her out of a hundred—” 



A purse clinked as it settled on the far side of the table from Moondancer. “I’m sorry for tricking you like that.”



Trixie stepped farther into the house, even closing the door behind her. “Trixie is not susceptible to bribery.”



The smile on Moondancer’s face began to feel stretched too far. “It’s not a bribe.” 



Trixie made no move for the bag. “Why did you try to trick Trixie?”



“You were annoying me while I was trying to study. I had already fallen behind Twilight Sparkle.” Moondancer cleared her throat, coughed, and pushed the stool out a little more. “I shouldn’t have tricked you like that, and I’m sorry.”



The stool rocked in Trixie’s aura, moved back under the table, hesitated, and then slid back out. Trixie sat down, placing the bag of bits between them. “We have something in common.”



“Twilight told me about your… er…”



“Mistakes. Trixie made mistakes.”



“I did, too.” Moondancer tapped the book again. “I made a promise. Do you want me to teach you about Hobble On’s ultimatum game?”



“What does Trixie get out of it?”



Moondancer pointedly did not look at the bag between them. Trixie didn’t, either.



“A friend.”



Trixie gnawed on her lip. “I looked up to you, Moondancer. You were so smart, and you knew so many things. I thought you would be my big sister some day. We lived next door to each other, do you remember that?” When Moondancer nodded, she went on, “I thought we were friends.”



Moondancer reached across the table. “I’m sorry. Can I get another chance?”



“Twilight Sparkle… she gave Trixie another chance.”



She waited, her foreleg still held outstretched above the table.



Trixie reached out to touch hooves first. “Trixie accepts.”
      

      
   
      This Side of the Mirror


      

      
      
         "Honestly, Your Highness?" Abacus Cinch smiled, but Shining Armor had gotten warmer looks from thugs during his days patrolling Canterlot's seedier neighborhoods. "I would've thought you had more pressing issues than serving tea to an old civil servant."



Cadance's smile, though, showed that she was every inch the Sun's niece. "Not at all, Ms. Cinch." Her hornglow surrounded the teapot, the afternoon light shimmering crisply through the conservatory's roof. "I've found it extremely helpful to meet with those who lived through—" Cadance filled their guest's cup "—the unpleasantness."



"Unpleasantness." Cinch took a soundless sip of tea. "What a charming way of putting it."



"Oh, forgive me, Ms. Cinch!" Cadance became the very image of contrition. "I certainly don't mean to belittle the suffering you must've experienced during those dreadful years!"



The tiniest trace of an actual smile pulled at the crystal mare's snout, and Armor put another check in the 'yes' column of his mental list. He'd helped Cadance comfort many weeping ponies while they recalled Sombra's nightmarish reign, but as soon as he'd laid eyes on Abacus Cinch, he'd known that today's tea party wouldn't be like that. "Don't concern yourself, Your Highness," Cinch said. "I'm just happy it's all behind me."



"Behind us all." Cadance nodded. "Have you attended any Truth and Reconciliation Committee meetings? They're doing so much to help those who once served Sombra come forward, make amends, and begin the healing process."



"But you know," Armor added, taking his cue, "we still haven't found Sombra's second-in-command, the mare they called Chisel." He tried to keep the edge out of his voice. "It's as if nopony survived to give a description of her."



Cinch sipped again. "Pity."



"Yes." Cadance cocked her head. "Still, Ms. Cinch, you're familiar with my sister-in-law?"



"Princess Twilight?" A twitch pulled the corner of Cinch's eye, and Armor checked every other box in his 'yes' column. "She played an integral part in keeping Your Highness on His Majesty's throne, did she not?"



It took Armor some effort not to slap a shield around her there and then, but he'd promised Cadance he would follow her lead. "She did," Cadance was saying. "But lately she's taken several journeys through a magic mirror into a world much like our own."



"Fascinating." Cinch sounded as if she'd rather be talking about bugs.



"And even more fascinating?" Cadance's tone made Armor think of syrup. "We all have duplicates living different lives in this alternate world! Canterlot is a school, and my aunts are its principals! Twilight even met her other self and heard all about my duplicate!"



Something like a smirk pulled Cinch's snout. "The principal of some crystal-themed school, I presume?"



"Oddly, no." All trace of Cadance's humor vanished. "The principal of Crystal Prep is named Abacus Cinch."



Armor had never seen a pony go as still as Cinch did.



"And once I learned," Cadance continued, "that somepony by that name has been working as a palace accountant since the days of King Sombra, well—" For the first time in his life, Armor felt a chill looking at his beloved "—I felt we should talk."



"I see." Cinch set down her cup. "In what direction do you propose to take this talk, Your Highness?"



"That, Ms. Cinch, is entirely your choice."



"Choice?" Their guest barked a laugh. "What are my options? Confess or deny that I share a name with some magical mirror being?"



Gritting his teeth, Armor leaned toward her. "Are you Chisel?"



"I'm an accountant." She folded her hooves on the table. "Am I being arrested?"



As much as Armor wanted to shout 'yes,' he just puffed a breath through his nostrils and sat back.



"On the contrary," Cadance said, and Armor wished he could lock Abacus Cinch up for making his wife's voice go so quiet and flat. "Whoever you are, you have a place here. And any time you'd like to discuss your past—"



"Upstart!" A sneer crackled Cinch's face, but it vanished as Armor leaped to his hooves. "Forgive me, Your Highness," she said, her eyes closed. "Are we finished?"



"You always have choices, Ms. Cinch." Cadance stood. "Thank you for coming."



Her expression blank, Cinch rose and trotted out of the conservatory.



"Oh, Armie!" Cadance wavered on her hooves. "She'll come around, won't she?"



Armor moved to her side, her damp face pressing into his shoulder. "Sure," he said, making a mental note to triple the guard surreptitiously watching Abacus Cinch. "Sure she will."
      

      
   
      Of Caramel Apples


      

      
      
         	Here’s a story about romance.



	A lot of ponies consider romance a simple thing. A stallion gets the notion in his head to ask a mare on a date, and either they hit it off or they don’t. It was a simple science, really. There was neither rhyme nor reason to it, so far as most stallions saw. This misconception is, of course, wrong. 



	It was late spring when Applejack decided on the stallion she wanted. After months of searching and considering potential candidates, she finally settled on a young stallion named Caramel to live the rest of her life with. 



	Stallions often assumed that it was them that chose who they would mate with and when. They were the ones asking the mares, after all. What they didn’t understand was that this decision of theirs had been decided on long before the idea even entered their heads. 



	With a quick word to her friends and a deal with Rainbow Dash not to look too long at Thunderlane, Applejack quite suddenly became the only mare in all of Ponyville willing to give Caramel the time of day. Just like that, every other mare in the entire village was either too busy for him or simply had their eyes elsewhere. 



	Every day, the young stallion would walk through the market, only able to buy groceries from the stallions that worked there, the mares giving him hard bargains and cold shoulders. He’d often feel let down, depressed even. Since when did he upset the mares so much that they wouldn’t look at him? Was he somehow unattractive or was he really just that much of a jerk?



	All the mares ignored him, save for one. 



	“Howdy, Caramel!” Applejack would say, polishing yet another apple on her market stand. She would have that warm glow about her that could make any stallion’s knees buckle.



	“H-hello, Applejack,” Caramel would reply, trying not to let the nervousness into his voice. Like any other stallion in his place, he’d have a hard time not sweating. “I’d like a dozen golden delicious, if you don’t mind.”



	“Of course, Sugarcube!”



	And like that, he’d grow to find the mare more and more interesting. Maybe it was the way she smiled at him, or that unassuming way she’d flick her mane. The scent of apples would mix nicely with the small amounts of perfume she wore, and her hair would be entirely free of stray hairs. Caramel couldn’t help but look at her. 



	Eventually this would grow. He’d find himself looking harder, spending more time with his eyes on her, thinking about her, judging her. Every time she’d do something, it would be in a new light in his eye. It was probably around the third time her tail ‘accidentally’ flicked aside, giving him a quick glance at the fruits he would one day come to love that he decided to ask her on a date.



	She of course accepted.



	As the summers drifted by and his foals played with those rainbow maned foals of his friend Thunderlane’s, he’d look happily at his wife, glad that he’d found such a catch all on his own. He’d live through his life thinking that he’d won, that the small victories in the forms of his children and eventual grandchildren were entirely of his making. And there Applejack would watch, smug in the satisfaction of knowing whose victory it really was. 



	That’s just romance.
      

      
   
      Perfect Ten


      

      
      
         She sat down next to me at the bar.



I didn’t even turn my head. I can always tell the mares from the stallions by how quickly the bartender comes over. “Hello, ma’am,” Frosted Mug said. “What can I get you?”



She tapped a hoof against the barrail. She must have been scanning over all the bottles behind old Mug and picking her poison. Well, maybe not poison. For most types in here, sure, but a little now and then didn’t hurt anypony.



“Um…” she said.



“I can come back later if you need some time, ma’am.” Good looking, too, if Mug let that drawl creep into his voice. It didn’t always play well with the ritzy crowd in Canterlot, but he pulled it out and dusted it off every so often. Out-of-towners seemed to find it charming.



“Yes, thanks.”



I just stared ahead and nursed my drink, whatever lager they had on tap. Mares didn’t come in here to get ogled. Most of them, anyway, so I figured she’d rather I leave her alone. But then she spoke up. “Excuse me, sir?”



I didn’t think I was old enough to garner a “sir.” But Mug had called her “ma’am,” so fair enough. She didn’t sound old. So I turned my head just enough to give her my attention without making it look like I was checking her out. “What can I help you with?”



“Um… what’s good here?”



“That’s a short list…”



“Hey!” Mug barked.



I had a little chuckle. Not like Mug hadn’t heard that line before. “Well, what do you normally like?”



“Fruity stuff,” she said. “But I’m not in the mood for something I’ve had before.”



“What are you used to, then?”



“Mostly flavored mineral waters. We’ll mix ’em with some grain alcohol, but that’s about all you can get in the Crystal Empire.”



That got my notice. “Oh, you’re a crystal pony? Cool. I hear folks can see clear through you.”



She let out a snort. “Usually. It wears off when we leave. If you went there, it’d happen to you, too. It’s a myth, anyway. You see around us, not through us. Everypony thinks it’s such an exotic thing, but it isn’t. It’s like thinking ponies who live in rainy climates are so cool for being wet.”



“Oh.” Learn something new every day, I guess.



“For those of us who’ve lived there a long time, though, it can take a couple days, so… tada!” She swiveled her stool toward me. I just gave a tight-lipped smile. “Got another day of this.”



“Ah. Anyway, most anything would be new to you here, but there’s a small town nearby that makes great cider. Mug might have some still. Worth asking.” Finally, I turned all the way toward her and held out a hoof. “Name’s Key Change. I play in some of the bars around town.”



“Hi,” she said, taking my hoof. “Tenebrescence. Call me ‘Ten’ for short.”



I had to laugh.



“Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard ’em all. Everypony’s always staring anyway, so why not? My name’s true, too. I’m pink indoors, but clear out in the sunlight. Oh… come to think of it, that won’t change. I took a job as a secretary at the Empire’s embassy, which is also enchanted, so… I guess I’ll look like this for good.”



“Being beautiful’s a tough life, huh?”



She sighed. “Sometimes. I can’t leave the Empire without getting hit on.”



I sucked in some air through my teeth. “Sorry. Yeah, I can get that. Hope I didn’t cross a line.”



“No. You’re actually nice.”



Not too many mares said that. Not too many mares said anything. “Heh. I appreciate the vote of confidence. Here. Don’t take this as a come-on, but… welcome to Canterlot. My treat. Hey, Mug, you still got any of that Ponyville cider?”



“Comin’ up!”



“Thank you.” She fell silent for a minute, and she must’ve noticed. Something about my eyes… How long till she left?



“Anything for a pretty mare.”



“How do you know?”



“Doesn’t matter what you look like. Pretty ain’t about that.”



Another chuckle. “Band seems ready for your set. Sorry, but I can only stay a little while.” Then pencil scratched against paper, paper slid across wood. “Have Mug read that to you when you’re finished. Maybe we can meet for drinks again sometime.”



I tipped my hat to her and made my way to the stage.



The rest is history. She’s still my perfect Ten, in every way that matters.
      

      
   
      The Faithful Student


      

      
      
         Dear Princess Celestia,



Thank you for inviting me to share tea in the gardens with you yesterday. The weather has been so lovely this week! It was nice to take a break from those musty books and breathe a little fresh air.



That question you asked me about the griffon king and his brother—I know you told me to take my time and think about it, but isn't the answer obvious? The king had to banish his brother to maintain social order. There's no reason for him to regret that decision. He did the only thing he could do. Without functioning social hierarchies, the griffons would be no better than animals. A rebellion would have destabilized the whole region and thrown the neighboring principalities into chaos.



You've taught me time and again how important the principle of harmony is. Clearly, harmony requires the preservation of a strong and egalitarian social order.



Your faithful student,

Starlight Glimmer








Dear Princess Celestia,



The fact that the griffon king regrets his decision makes me wonder how fit he is to rule. Griffons desire power the same as ponies and dragons—and if you're not prepared to defend what power you have against those who want to take it from you, then you don't have a right to that power. If the king has ruled as long as you say, he should be used to the burden of power by now. He made the only choice a king can make in a situation like that. Regret is a weakness rulers can't afford.



But seeing as the only things I rule are an old tower and a few dusty books, I hope it's something I can afford. I want to apologize for the things I said to the night librarian when she found me in the Star Swirl Wing last week. She surprised me, and I must have been pretty crabby to say the things she says I said. I don't really remember, myself.



I hope you don't mind that I've been browsing through Star Swirl's old spells. I know you told me I shouldn't get ahead of myself, and I understand that. Maybe you could teach me some more about that mirror? That'd be a good way to keep my mind off Star Swirl's old work.



Your faithful student,

Sunset Shimmer








Dear Princess Celestia,



I haven't had time to think about your problem until today. 



Between the reigns of King Grover I and King Guto, the griffon kingdom experienced five minor uprisings and two rebellions, none of which involved siblings of a perching monarch. Two of King Guilfoyle's first cousins (on his dam's side) participated in the Bluebeak Rebellion of 778, but neither held a position of leadership. I assume, therefore, that you wish to test my reasoning regarding an hypothetical situation like the one you described.



Although you express the problem as a Hoofson's Choice and don't consider other options the king might take, I have concluded that the king's decision was nonetheless correct. Please find enclosed a list of alternative solutions which I took the liberty of drawing up over lunch today. I have included arguments for and against each. Assuming your original formulation included all details relevant to the decision, I am confident that this list is exhaustive. But as my work demonstrates, the king had only one logically permissible choice in this matter.



Your faithful student,

Moon Dancer








Dear Princess Celestia,



First I want to relay a big thank you from Spike. We received the gemstone cupcakes you sent and had a little hatchday party. Cadance stopped by, and so did my dad. (Mom went to Baltimare with Shining Armor to help him get settled at the Guard Academy.) Anyway, Spike and I had a great time.



Now, about the problem you posed. I've thought about it all week and... Well, I don't want to disappoint you, Princess, but I don't think I really understand the problem. You asked me, "Was the king right to banish his brother?" But I don't think it's a matter of right and wrong. He just did what he had to do.



Ugh. No, that's not it. He didn't have to do anything. He made a choice. That's why I'm not sure I understand your question. Every choice has costs and benefits, and he'll never know if he made the best choice he could, given those circumstances. It's all just counterfactual speculation.



Sorry I couldn't give you a better answer, Princess.



Your faithful student,

Twilight Sparkle

      

      
   
      Musing on Fate's Design


      

      
      
         Muse dipped her brush of Destiny into the swirling colors of her palette of Dreams. The stark contrast of shades swam together under her gentle urging, only to separate again as soon as she lifted her hand. Frustrated, she tried again with the same result. A standard pony framework placed before her seemed to share her frustration, but nevertheless, stood ready to accept her Design.



Career aspirations loomed over her daunting task, and she couldn’t afford the stigma of failure right at the start. After millennia studying and practicing her craft, her first real assignment following graduation from the Universal Academy of Arts and Natural Sciences came at odds with centuries of carefully laid expectations for her given role. Golden thread, strung across the shoulders of the model, held a dangling tag which clearly outlined each point of Fate’s Design. It was required that she adhere to the instructions in formulating the Destiny of the soon-to-be-born-pony, no matter how poorly they seemed to fit her mood.



Gender: Male

Race: Pegasus

Coloring: Dark Blue Coat/Gray Accents

Cutie Mark: Lightning Bolt

Personality: Loyal/Fearless/Competitive



Muse brushed her pool of indigo Dreams along a strand of black Desires, trying to achieve the proper mixture for her Design. Again, the color rose from the palette in an assortment of bright shades, and again, she hesitated in letting that color reach her canvas. A power beyond that of typical Destiny seemed to want to override her directive. Conflicted, she laid her brush and palette aside and began to ponder on her situation.



As she sat in quiet contemplation, the voice of Fate echoed in her thoughts. Three simple rules had been drilled into her head from the moment she had been chosen for the job. First: Don’t ever stray from the proven Design. Second: Maintain uniqueness by trusting in Fate to guide your hand. Finally, and most important of all: Creativity has its limits. Don’t test them. None of her training, none of those rules, gave her any options. She had no choice in the matter.



Reaching out, she placed her hand against the framework’s flank. The cool touch of blank hide felt like a cloud just before a late Spring shower. She ran her hand across the wing, a slightly upgraded model from what came standard according to Fate, and soaked in a raw power waiting to burst forth. She stared up into the model’s empty gaze and discovered a fiery furnace of devotion and pride streaming down from some unknown reserve. Nothing about her task felt right; nothing about this pony fell within the guidelines that Fate had dictated. She resolved that she was missing a piece of the puzzle, something personal.



Having exhausted her standard training, Muse felt she had no other choice. She poured over her palette of Dreams, opening her mind’s eye to pierce the veil, searching out the young mare set to bear this particular foal. Her search didn’t take long. For all her years of practice and preparation, nothing could have prepared her for the response. The soon-to-be-mother’s wave of Hopes and Desires washed over her. Immediately, she felt the urge to comply with the plea from deep within her heart for one, specific thing: a daughter.



Muse’s hand flew to her brush. Color poured off the palette. Damn the rules of yielding to the basic scope of Fate’s Design; dreams of a young mother and the call of a higher destiny guided her strokes. Still, she stuck to the task of filling the framework with personality and purpose, of creating the perfect Design from the template provided, and so, she tempered her creation by combining what she could of both Fate and Desire. 



Once she was finished, Muse stepped back to inspect her work. The completed Design stood out in a spectacular display of color and creativity. A cyan coat flew in the face of Fate’s Design for a mare. The rainbow mane and tail carried the entire spectrum of Hopes and Dreams that her palette laid out. Sleek, yet powerful wings gave the pony an understated masculine strength while preserving the presence of feminine grace. Even the embedded Cutie Mark with the perfect cloud and tri-colored lightning bolt that held her Design's completed Destiny glowed with the light of an answered prayer.



Muse leaned forward and offered up a name to her creation, “You are my first, Rainbow Dash, and you are totally awesome! Stay true to your heart, and I know you'll make your mother proud!”
      

      
   
      In This Story, You're Supposed to Laugh


      

      
      
         “Avoid beginning a story with dialogue,” Celestia said. “Many ponies find it... tacky.”



A young Twilight Sparkle scribbled notes at her desk.



“And the most important rule of storytelling,” Celestia said when Twilight’s pen stilled, “is never tell your audience how to feel.”



Twilight frowned and paused for barely a moment this time before dutifully writing down her teacher’s words.



“Do you have a question?” Celestia asked. This was unexpected, at least this early, but good. Very good. It was important that her new pupil learn to doubt her, at all occasions and in all situations.



“It’s just…” Twilight looked to the floor.



“Yes?”



“It’s just… why not?”



“If you tell your audience how to feel,” Celestia said, “they are more like as not to feel something else entirely.”



“But is it bad to feel something other than what you’re supposed to feel?” Twilight asked.



Celestia pondered that question for a long time.








In this scene, Celestia, you are supposed to feel excited.



You have found a new student, the first in decades. A unicorn filly who shows extreme promise in the magical arts, whose innate power is unmatched among her peers. It is a power that with focused study and a guiding hand could sprout and grow like a redwood in fresh soil, metamorphose like a caterpillar slumbering in its cocoon, erupt like a spark fallen among dry leaves.



You should think about what this filly could accomplish with your teachings, what great things she could do for Equestria, for the ponies, for you.



You must feel fear, too, of course. Never forget fear. Never forget to worry.



Remember your failures. Remember all the ones you have failed, and remember how and why you failed.



Think what devastation this filly could wrought, the lives she could destroy.



And the lives she could save, oh all the many lives she could save! And those she could create. The friends she could make, the lovers she could take, the family she could raise.



What she could create! Anything! Everything! Form something new from the old, mold before unseen unimaginable forms from the hardened clay of stagnation.



This burden is yours, Celestia. Cherish it, fear it.



But why then are your movements so mechanical as you prepare your new pupil’s quarters, why are you so unfeeling as you prepare the lesson plans?








In this scene, Celestia, you are supposed to feel proud.



Your pupil—she was so young once!—has graduated. She has moved out from beneath your wing’s embrace. She is a mare now, an adult. She lives away from you, lives her own life. You cannot know, cannot predict what adventures she will embark upon.



You do know they will be good. Oh, she is so good! So wise! So kind! She has grown so beautiful!



You read her first letter, Dear Princess Celestia…



But then what is this brackish sadness that pollutes your chest? Where does it come from and why? Why can’t you dispel these feelings?



Why must this be so hard? Why must it feel like something within you is torn whenever you look upon her empty quarters? Why must you feel so strongly again, and again, and again?



Where is your command over your emotions? Where has it gone?








In this scene, Celestia, you are supposed to feel sad.



Your pupil—no.



No, your friend, she lies in the casket and she does not move. You look upon her, you remember, and you know you should cry.



But there are no tears, there is no sadness.



You feel relief, don’t you? You are so sick, so very sick, that you feel relieved that it is over?



You don’t feel relieved for the disasters that have been averted, that she was not another failure. You feel relieved for you are free.



After this day, you need not feel anything about her again, wrong or right, isn’t that it?



Oh, Celestia.








In this scene, Celestia, you are supposed to feel excited again.



You have found yet another new student, the first in decades. A unicorn filly who shows extreme promise in the magical arts, whose innate power is unmatched among her peers. Her name?



Twilight Sparkle. A bookish little filly from Canterlot.



But you don’t feel excited, do you?



What do you feel?



Is it apprehension? Disappointment? Is it anything? Does this feeling have a name?








“Yes,” Celestia said in response to Twilight’s question. “Sometimes.”



Twilight childishly scribbled her notes.
      

      
   
      ... And Forevermore


      

      
      
         At the beginning of everything, you come to me, radiant and smiling.



“We ought to make a world,” you say, inventing the word and its concept as you speak it. You have always been the conceiver of new ideas, and I, the challenger of them.



“Why?” I happily ask. “We already have one another; what could a world offer us?”



“A chance,” you say, eyes twinkling, “to play the longest game. A chance to play an endless variety of characters. We could live a thousand lives. We could meet for the first time a hundred thousand times. We could fall in love all over again, in every way imaginable.”



Then, you show me the great, wide possibilities of what could be. In that moment, I see every giggle and every first kiss and every broken heart and every kind of love there ever will be. For once, I cannot find or invent words to criticize one of your ideas.



“It’s beautiful,” I whisper.



You laugh.



“So it is decided, then,” you say, sweeping a huge expanse of space into existence. It is the canvas we will paint upon.



“What does a world ought to have?” I ask. The emptiness around us is quiet and vast.



You spend a moment to think.



“It ought to have magic.”



A mote of light appears, infusing with the very being of our empty world. It spreads to every infinite corner, filling each and every bit with life. Our world is no longer quiet; it hums and sings with energy. It is good.



“Now what?” you ask.



It’s my turn to add something to our universe. I think for a long time, as you patiently wait for me.



Finally, I open my eyes and speak.



“It ought to have a sun.”








The mare arrived again at sunset, at the same time as she did for the past week. She ordered the same thing (two unglazed donuts with cinnamon powder) and even took the same seat in the far left booth.



Without another word, she produced the same thick book from her saddlebags and began to read, occasionally taking a bite of donut or a sip of coffee.



When her mug was empty, Pony Joe took a fresh pot over to her table to refill it. The mare was still completely engrossed in her book as he carefully poured steaming coffee into her cup. Joe had never seen anypony so out of it, not even that student of Celestia’s who used to study here.



When Joe puts her mug back down on the table, the heavy “thunk” it makes against the wood catches her attention. Her gorgeous, round eyes met Joe’s as she quickly nodded in thanks. Then they went straight back to the novel, darting back and forth across the page.



Must be a pretty good book, Joe thought. I ought to ask her what it’s about.



But he didn’t.



When the mare left later that evening leaving behind a handsome tip, he sighed to himself.



Maybe next time.








“I love you, Luna.”



The blue alicorn looked up from the parchment she was reading and towards her sister.



“Is there a particular reason for thy sudden affections, dear sister?”



Celestia smiled as she leaned closer to the fireplace. “Nope! I just wanted to let you know.”



“Worry not, oh bothersome sister of mine, for I am quite aware of it.” Luna rolled her eyes and returned to her work.



“You’re supposed to say, ‘I love you too,’” said Celestia. “It’s what ponies do nowadays.”



“Fine, then, if it pleases you.” Luna rolled her eyes. “I love you too, my infuriating sister.”



Celestia laughed, and even though Luna tried her hardest, she couldn’t keep her smile entirely off her lips.








Discord wanted to turn the tea table into a giant cockroach.



But Fluttershy wouldn’t like that.



He wanted to turn the trees into candycorn, and the grass into congealed tomato soup.



But Fluttershy wouldn’t like that, either.



He really, really wanted to turn Mr. Bluejay into a beached whale for juuuust a picosecond. The birdbrain wouldn’t even notice, really!



But Fluttershy would definitely hate that, even if she never found out.



So instead, Discord sipped his tea as he spun himself lazily in the air. Fluttershy continued her humdrum story of how she and her friends went to Manehattan for the weekend. It didn’t interest him at all.



But Fluttershy did.



And so, he listened. And it wasn’t that bad at all.





      

      
   
      The Ponyville Project


      

      
      
         Apple Bloom looked up at the machine, dread and excitement brawling for the front seat of her brain. The monstrosity in front of her gave off malignant vibes. Scotaloo was smiling. Sweetie Belle was frowning and listening to things only she could hear. Apple Bloom sighed and focused again on the... the thing in the barn.



It was a big machine, almost as tall as the building in which it was sitting. It was an unholy mess of cables, cogs, pipes and one of Big Mac‘s old torques pulsing slowly along some demented beat she couldn‘t identify. In a few points the corners were wrong. Not wrong in the sense of a sloppy work. No, wrong as in they reduced ponies looking at them for too long to a gibbering mess.



Apple Bloom felt that this was the decision that would shape her whole future, she only hoped there would be a future after it. “Are we really sure we should do this?“



Scotaloo stared at the machine. “Of course. We have to get our cutie marks. I am eighteen now, I can’t wait anymore.”



Sweetie Belle frowned. “I like the idea, at least as an abstract thing, but now that I see it...”



Scotaloo looked at her and pointed at a massive tome on a side of the building. It was big enough to slightly curve the light around it. “We have tried everything else. Our crusades have literally created new sciences—”



“Shouldn’t that be fields of science?”



“Did you forget the manipulation of archetypal properties? As we discovered that ‘Non-inflammable’ was a characteristic you can remove?”



“Oh, that…”



“Yeah, that. We are also the cause for the largest extensions to Equestrian laws in the last millennium. And we still got NOTHING.” She waved at the machine. “If this isn’t the thing, I give up.”



Apple Bloom scratched her chin. “You know, I’m still unconvinced that ONTOLOGICAL WEAPON ENGINEERS is a solid career choice. I mean, if it’s our destiny, what are we gonna do with it? It’s not like we can build more than one of this horrors. Or at least I think so.”



Sweetie Belle turned to her friends. “That is what I’m a teeny-weeny bit worried about. I don’t want to become Death, Destroyer of Worlds.” 



Scotaloo threw her hooves in the air. “You can’t chicken out now. You’ve written the equations!”



Sweetie Belle blushed. “They were pretty and the voices that whispered to me were very kind.”



Apple Bloom sighed and massaged her temples. “I don’t care who has written what, violated which laws of nature—”She glanced at Scotaloo”—or smuggled Casus-Belli-worthy amounts of arcanite. Or that I had to learn what Casus Belli means.” She slumped down and lowered her voice, ”I really hope Granny Smith doesn’t open the cellar.” 



The Crusaders guiltily looked at each other.



Apple Bloom sighed again, something she was doing an awful lot of times lately. “We have to decide if we wanna turn it on or not.”



Scotaloo said, “There’s nothing to decide. If you two don’t do it then I’ll gonna do it alone.”



Apple Bloom glared at her, “You can’t, we are in this together.”



Scotaloo grabbed Apple Bloom’s shoulders, a manic look in her eyes. “Eighteen! Apple Bloom, I’m eighteen. I’m not a late bloomer anymore, I’m a case study. Twilight has published an article about us. I’ve old ponies in lab coats spying on me when I sleep. I can’t take it anymore.”



Sweetie Belle scratched symbols in the dirt, their forms wiggled and collapsed on themselves when one looked at them. “Thinking about it, I think it won’t be a disaster this time.” She giggled, “Oh Xrrhr’rt, you are such a charmer.”



Apple Bloom turned to her. “How can you be sure? And no talking with Outsiders, it’s creepy.”



Sweetie Belle contemplated her writing with a thousand mile stare. “Well, we still exist. If we made an error then the chronological backlash would have eradicated us back in time voiding the concept of causality.” Her friends looked at her with bemused expressions. “I’m reasonably sure that we will not destroy time.”



“And what about existence the moment we turn it on?”



Sweetie Belle shrugged, “If it’s not our destiny it probably won’t work, otherwise we are done for good anyway with a horrible vocation.” She bowed her head, cackled and murmured, “I know you have faith in us, thank you.”



Scotaloo walked to the machine, “Good enough for me.” She pulled the lever.
      

      
   
      Babel


      

      
      
         The alarm clock on Carrot Cake’s nightstand was set to four in the morning. Today, like most days, he was already awake when it began to buzz, and he switched it off with a light tap of his hoof.



“Munsilasii…” Cup Cake mumbled beside him. It sounded like either tired or shower. “Amaashli,” she continued, and rolled onto her side, pulling the covers back up over her shoulder.



Tired, then. Probably. Carrot gave her ear a little kiss and absconded to use the shower.








Bakers were the first to rise in Ponyville. They had to be. When Carrot emerged from the shower the house was already filled with the warm scent of fresh bread. He toweled his mane and headed downstairs.



The first trays were in the oven, and Cup sipping coffee at the table. She smiled and indicated the counter, where the pot was still bubbling. “Anum?”



“Thank you.” He poured himself a cup and sat. “Shower’s yours, if you want.” He mimed turning the faucet and holding his head under the spray.



She nodded and set her mug on the table. “Shiikgi adi, shami ushash shirman. Gar!” She gave him a kiss and headed upstairs.








Pinkie Pie joined them shortly before opening. She bounced over to the counter and opened up the displays, pulling out the trays to ready them for the treats. “Zel Cake trealop!” She paused and bit at her lip, and then slowly spoke again. “Good...morning… Mister Cake!”



“Trealop,” he said, and walked over to give her a fatherly hug. Learning even a few words of another pony’s language was a sign of immense commitment, and every time she greeted him it was like a warm candle had lit within his heart. Of course, Pinkie was close to being able to greet the entire town. How she could remember all those words, much less who they belonged to, baffled him.



Cup joined them, her mane still damp from the shower. “Pinkie! Trealop.”



“Zal Cake trealop! Weepeggle?” Tones, at least, hadn’t changed, and the up-inflected ending was clearly a question.



“Nii gi e gik.” Cup ruffled Pinkie’s mane, and they walked into the kitchen, speaking to each other in quiet voices that said nothing, but somehow still meant everything.








Twilight Sparkle was one of their first customers, as she was most days. The Princess of Friendship was also an early riser.



Also as usual, she was wearing one of her experiments: a wire necklace with a flickering jewel in the center. It was encased in an array of thin metal fins, which Carrot took to mean it generated a fair amount of heat.



Her horn glowed, and the gem lit up with an inner fire. “Hello Mister Cake! I would like four—” the gem sparked and went out with a puff of smoke. “—kiraric par rede.”



“Seven words! That’s getting better,” he said. “Four of what?” He mimed pointing at the treats in the glass display between them.



Twilight’s ears drooped, and she motioned toward the eclairs. He gave her five, in hopes of seeing her smile. 



It worked. She glanced around, as if to make sure they were alone, then leaned over the counter to give him a peck on the cheek. Then, cheeks aflame, she darted out the door.








Pound Cake was the last of the family to rise. He fluttered downstairs and settled into a chair, mane still a mess, feathers all afluff.



“You’re late,” Carrot said. “Pumpkin already left for school.”



“School’s stupid,” Pound said. “All we do is math. Why couldn’t Discord have screwed up everypony’s numbers, too?”



“Princess Twilight says that’s impossible. Math is universal,” Carrot said. He enjoyed speaking with his children – like most foals, they quickly learned their parents’ languages, and often served as translators in the family.



“It’s boring!” Pound thumped the table with a hoof.



“You’ll be glad in a few years when the princess fixes things. Now, off to class!”








It was late when Carrot settled into bed. Cup was already beneath the covers, drowsing, and he snuggled up behind her.



“Love you,” she mumbled.



It had been seven months since Discord’s Curse, as Carrot called it. He assumed everypony else called it the same thing in their language. Only the word "Discord" was the same.



It was impossible to learn enough to speak with everypony. One had to choose carefully. To decide what mattered. And, he reflected, that wasn’t so hard.



“Ane khimshuk,” he whispered.



Love you.
      

      
   
      Vice Versa


      

      
      
         "Well, she's not an average unicorn, is she?"



The filly could see them in her mind's eye. Father, stalking in ever-shrinking spirals like one of the tigers from her animated picture books. The grey-jacketed stallion, beard quivering at the end of his muzzle, slowly backing into a corner like the goat who the heroine had to save. Waiting, cringing, for the pounce.



"No foal is, ma'am." The stallion's voice was muffled through the heavy door, but she thought she caught a hint of the same tone she used when Mother refused her an after-dinner sweet. "But she's only eleven, and most ponies don't develop adult levels of control until their teens. She's going to make exemplary contributions to thaumaturgy, but we must allow that to happen at its own pace."



"She is a prodigy, Meister." Father's voice shifted from fang to frost. "Like her brother is. Like her parents before her. Six generations of mages will not settle for 'average'. And if you won't help her reach that potential …" Father's voice dropped, almost too soft to hear. "We'll find somepony who will."








The filly's mouth began to water as the butler lifted the lids from the trays. Buttered carrots and fried potatoes! And then he reached her own … only to reveal a single bowl of broth, and a spoon so broad and shallow that it more closely resembled a spatula.



"Finish your soup, dearest," Mother said before she could protest. "Good fillies who eat what they're served get to have the rest of their dinner."



Confused, she leaned down to drink it, only to be sharply rapped on the nose with the spoon. "Manners."



Her objection died on her lips at Mother's expression. Swallowing through a dry throat, she pushed energy into her horn, fighting through the feedback as it sputtered weakly to life, wrestling to wrap the inertial link around the utensil's handle as the spell's energy spasmed and wriggled.



As the spoon danced around her side of the table, caroming off the salt shaker and Father's plate, the skin around her horn grew hot. She felt a trickle of sweat drip down her forehead. She didn't dare reach up to wipe it away.



Long minutes later, punctuated only by the clinks of colliding tableware and her brother's uneasy coughing, the spoon ricocheted off the side of her bowl and then hung in midair. She sucked in a breath and held it, eyes locked on the hovering metal. She slowly tilted her head to the side, watching the spoon rotate accordingly.



She lowered her head. The end of the spoon dipped in.



She raised it. The spoon rose, the extra weight of the soup unbalancing it. The soup dribbled out of the shallow depression, splashing onto her plate and tablecloth.



She went to bed hungry.








The filly stared at the heavy curtain as Mother stepped out and closed the door, the same way she used to stare through the window before Father caught her. She could see the outside in her mind's eye: pegasi flying through the crisp Canterlot air; street vendors hauling their carts to the market, luring customers with the scents of exotic spices; foals laughing and shouting, galloping down the streets.



She stomped back to the desk and sat down, glancing at the door, wondering how long Mother would wait outside and listen. She glanced at the books. Six of them, one for each of the classical schools of thaumaturgy. She wrapped her hornfield around them one by one, grunting only a little as they lifted from the desk, then floated them back to her empty bookshelf.



Her stomach grumbled. She'd mastered the soup spoon, but they'd added a second course of Qilinese fried rice and two simple eating-sticks. She ate so slowly these days that she never felt full.



All we want is to help you get your Cutie Mark, Mother had said. It's time you began using your talents to their fullest.



Well, she had thought this morning, perhaps it is.



She stood again, silently this time, and crept to the window, closing her eyes and summoning her focus. The curtain nailed across the window shimmered and faded, to be replaced with evening sky. The bottom pane of glass similarly evaporated. She slipped through the window into the bushes outside.



"And now, for my first spell," she whispered as she crept across the lawn and vaulted the fence, "the great and powerful Trixie will disappear."
      

      
   
      Tea and Pastry


      

      
      
             The bell rang, melodious, heralding both guest and gust of crisp autumn air, currents swirling throughout the cozy warmth of The Sheltered Nook. Vanilla Bean’s ear pricked and her eyes soon followed, well-practiced words of greeting dying upon her lips as she beheld her newest customer. It was impossible not to recognize her, not when her image so often adorned posters, textbooks, and everything else under the sun.



    The Princess smiled at her. Vanilla Bean’s traitorous legs remained frozen, her veins ice, till sudden thaw as well-practiced routine took over. “Welcome,” she greeted, sinking into the comfortable blanket of habit. “Will you be dining alone?” A graceful nod from her customer, and Vanilla Bean led her across well-worn floorboards, each creak another greeting. Small, cozy, and homey, to warm both body and soul.



    Vanilla Bean placed the menu, exchanged a few small words, and left to fetch water while the Princess levitated the laminated paper and began to read. Vanilla stared, though she knew she shouldn’t. The Princess was everything she was not. She did not end each day with sore, aching hooves from hours spent bustling table to table. She needn’t worry about making ends meet, about dealing with puffed-up nobles and too-busy businessponies for whom Vanilla Bean was just an accessory, barely a pony, mere wispy vapor swirling around their hurricane of self-importance. Vanilla returned with a pitcher, water, and began to pour, the clink of cubes in glass joining the wisps of conversation that refused to remain confined to one table at a time.



    How glamorous would it be to live in the palace! To be waited on hoof and wing, to - Cold water on her hoof shattered her daydream, and she realized the glass had begun to overflow. “Oh, I am so sorry!” she stammered, and though the Princess assured her it was fine, Vanilla still insisted upon wiping the table dry.



    The Princess requested a minute more to think, and so Vanilla left her, briefly confirming her other patrons were content, refilling glasses, taking one order for fresh coffee. Soon, the rich aroma of roasted beans was calming her frayed nerves. By the time she returned, the Princess was ready. She requested a simple pastry and tea, and Vanilla smiled, stepped away. Her steps were light, for now, the earlier pall of boredom gone. Debts, cares, worries, all lost in a pleasant daydream as she imagined taking tea in the palace gardens, or how a mere word could move mountains.



    How wondrous would it be to travel from nation to nation, unconstrained, wielding the reins of power that kept Equestria peaceful and prosperous?



    But no. A rattle of cup on saucer as she set the tea in place, pastry upon its own thin plate. She would remain in her small cafe and smaller apartment, and continue to dream of a more glamorous life. Perhaps sometime soon, she would find a new job, move onwards. Ponyville, or some other quiet hamlet, although she would regret leaving her friends.



    For now, she felt grateful. This one morning was precious, a break in her ordinary life, the day she mingled with royalty. As she wiped crumbs and stains off empty tables, Vanilla Bean watched the Princess eat, and daydreamed of a different life.




 



    Too soon, Celestia found herself bidding one last thank you to the waitress. A young mare, barely out of fillyhood, her whole life still open before her. The gentle clinking of bits upon the table, a sizable tip, one choice she could make with no fear of nagging voices, and perhaps out of apology, as well. There would be gossip. There always was. Why this cafe, and not another? Why not dine someplace more upscale? Every decision under the magnifying lens. Her kitchen staff with their doleful gaze, silently asking her why they weren’t good enough, when they slaved over each and every meal selected for her.



    She scoffed. That was the problem. Selected. Primped. Prodded. This morning, she had stolen away from the gilded cage for a precious hour, but if she did not return soon, somepony would be along to fetch her. Best to choose to return while that luxury was still hers.



    As Celestia fanned her wings and took to the sky, she thought one last time of the waitress. Young, unfettered, free to leave whenever she wished. Celestia flew home, and in the last few minutes she could call her own, she daydreamed of a simpler life.
      

      
   
      Into the Deep


      

      
      
         “Where are you now Twilight?” the voice of Celestia whispered into Twilight’s head. She couldn’t answer: she was standing on the edge of what was seemingly a large, vaulted cave, lost in darkness. The meagre light provided by the hanging torches behind her in the stairway were trying, unsuccessfully, to illuminate the first yard ahead.



“Shall I activate a light spell?” Twilight asked her mentor silently, using the telepathic link established between them.



“Yes, but a dim one only. Walk ahead very carefully. If my bearings are exact, you should encounter a wide chasm about halfway of this hall. Nothing you cannot jump over, but you must be proceed very, very gingerly.”



Twilight’s horn radiated a lambent light, and she tiptoed forward, her gaze locked on to the floor. Her hooves clanged on the uneven stones, a sound reverberated by the unseen walls around her. Suddenly, a few steps ahead, the ground vanished into nothingness. She stopped. “The chasm stands just before me.”



“It’s not large. You can fly over it. Don’t look down.”



Twilight took off and, in flagrant violation of Celestia’s order, hovered for a while over the gap, trying to figure out how deep it was. She blinked. At the far end of her field of vision, down into the gap, she’d seen something. A blurry, strangely twisted shape. Faint colours. A design. A design? Wait! A chill ran down her spine. Could it be…?



She shook her head and alighted on to the other brink. She’d a mission to focus on. Her imagination was running wild and she was seeing things, period. “What now?”



“Go ahead. No further hazards here. The far wall’s about thirty metres ahead.”



Twilight paced steadily, until a stone wall loomed out of the obscurity. “I’ve reached the far wall.”



“Very well. You should see three archways cutting through it. Don’t, I repeat, don’t choose the left one. It leads to a trap, you’d die. Now, for the two other ones, I can’t offer you any advice. You’re on your own.”



Twilight hesitated for a moment. “There’s foul air here. I’ll take the right one.”



“Good luck Twilight!” 



Boldly, Twilight passed under the arch. Right behind was another stairway, hardly wide enough for her. If this was a cul-de-sac, she wouldn’t be able to turn round: she would’ve to climb upstairs backwards. 



Downstairs, step by step. Breathe deeply. Let your eyes sweep the floor, the walls, the ceiling. Stop! She’d seen strange glyphs carved in the wall. “Magical runes!” She looked closer. “Unknown to me. Old. Worn away. Almost gone. Storing no perceptible energy.”



“Be very careful. It might be nothing, but it might be yet another trap,” warned the voice of Celestia.



Turning her attention to the stairs again, Twilight made a cautious step forward.



The slab clicked under her hoof, and the glyphs flashed.



Somewhere, behind her, something crashed on to the ground. And, with a loud rumble, began to… roll down? Quick! Escape! She concentrated, but nothing happened.



“Boulder behind me! Cannot teleport. The glyphs absorb my magic.”



“Run!” ordered Celestia.



Twilight took to her heels and rushed down the stairs as fast as she could. She had barely descended a score of steps that she almost crashed into a wall. “Dead end!” she yelled, panicked. “I can’t turn around, it’s too narrow.” The ominous rumble was rising to a din. “The boulder’s on me!”



“Twilight! Twilight?… Twilight?” shouted Celestia almost aloud. She waited for a short while, then sighed.



“What is it?” asked Twilight. “Don’t tell me…”



Celestia lowered her gaze and bit her lips. She shook her head, slightly. Taking a red pencil, she crossed out a small line on the map lying before her.



“Another one!” Twilight growled. “I can’t stand it any more. She was the twenty-first!”



“Twilight, we must force our way into Sombra’s den and recover this book, whatever the cost. It’s the only way to keep him at bay, forever.”



“Can’t we send royal guards instead?”



Celestia recoiled. “You must be joking. Guards are real ponies. These are just clones, bred for a very limited lifespan anyway.”



Twilight shuddered. “I know. But each time it’s like… It’s like I was actually dying. Why should you use me as a mould, and not you or Luna?”



“We are too big. Our replicas wouldn’t even pass the first room.”



There was a heavy hush, and eventually Twilight sighed. “All right, all right. Let’s go fetch the twenty-second…”
      

      
   
      The Doorkeeper


      

      
      
         	"Left or right?"

	

	Luna stared first at one door, then at the other, before fixing a steely gaze on her Celestia, who stood between them with her wings outstretched. Her sister's eyes were wide and solemn, held in the soft but distant expression she would often adopt when pronouncing on matters of court and judgement. Perhaps by this measure she thought to add weight to the nigh preposterous idea that Luna should choose the door by which they might enter the royal dining room, though the smug little smirk tweaking at the corners of her mouth did somewhat ruin the illusion.

	

	"They are each alike, dear sister," Luna said, glancing again at one and then the other door. "Wherefore this insistence that I choose twixt the pair?"

	

	Celestia's quiet mirth faded just a little, but again she twitched one wing and then the other. "Come now Luna, would I ask such a question if I didn't feel your answer was worthwhile?"

	

	"T'is a silly question and I am hungry," Luna shot back. She glared at the door to her left. "Each door is the same as the other. What matter demands I must make the choice this day?"

	

	"Sometimes it's nice to let someone else make the decisions." Celestia lowered her wings, her usual warm smile back in its rightful place once again. She moved to the door on the right. "Last chance."

	

	"Very well, if you must persist in this farce..." Luna eyed Celestia, then the door before her. Perhaps it wasn't just some idea she'd got in her head. Perhaps it was a ruse. Yes! A prank, one predicated on Celestia's belief that Luna was prideful and stubborn. A smile flickered to Luna's face; she stepped smartly to the left. "This one."

	

	She turned a triumphant grin on Celestia, only for it to fade beneath her sister's curious gaze.

	

	"Really?" Celestia raised a hoof to the door, readying to open it, then glanced at Luna again. "I mean, if that's what you want."

	

	"Why would I not? Is my choice incorrect?"

	

	"No!" Celestia lowered her hoof and smiled at Luna. "It's just that I've always been on the right. I thought—"

	

	"I made my choice freely," Luna replied. She flicked her tail and tapped a hoof against the marble-tiled floor. "Are questioning my decision? Did my choice not fit within the requirements of your little scheme, dear sister?"

	

	"My—Luna, I don't know what you think is going on—"

	

	"It matters not!" Luna turned to glare at her door and waited for Celestia's response, yet after a few moments of silence she grew less certain of her own stance. "Unless you wished me to take the other door for some reason?"

	

	"What? No, absolutely not Luna, I'm glad that you're confident enough to choose the same door by which you've always entered our dining room." Celestia's smile was brighter yet when Luna looked toward her again, though there was an unaccustomed glassiness to her eyes. "I find your willingness to retain the continuity of even such a small tradition quite touching."

	

	Luna raised her eyebrow. She could see Celestia's ear quivering. Even a thousand years had not quite given her the ability to master her tells so completely, and the tale this one supplied was more than enough. Celestia wanted her to use the door on the left  desperately – and Luna had so very nearly fallen for it. Now she thought back she could detect the subtle manipulations in Celestia's acts and words.

	

	But Luna was no fool. Compressing the sly smile that threatened to slide upon her lips, Luna sidestepped slowly toward Celestia. "I have changed my mind," she said, raising her nose. "I choose the right."

	

	Celestia raised her eyebrow now, before moving reluctantly aside so that Luna might take her place. Luna couldn't hide her grin then.

	

	"I suppose we should enter," Celestia said. Her smile still shone, but tighter now. Without speaking Luna pushed through the door into the dining room, turning to see what would befall Celestia as she—

	

	Icy water crashed over her, followed shortly by the clong of a bucket hitting the floor at her side and shocking a vicious screech out of Luna that echoed from the far walls and shook the windows. At the sound of Celestia's raucous laughter she turned, panting and shuddering, with her fiercest glare ready.

	

	Water dripped from Celestia's mane. She tipped back the bucket on her head and grinned at Luna.

	

	"Gotcha."
      

      
   
      Escaping Treatment


      

      
      
         Screwy hated the Bad Room.



The Bad Room was for Bad Girls, but Screwy was a Good Girl. She tried not to be too noisy or play too rough. She took the pills the ponies in the white hats gave her, even though they made her sleepy. She tried her very hardest to obey.



So why was Screwy in the Bad Room? Did she do something wrong? Screwy pouted and looked up at the yellow pony in the white hat.



"Just relax, Screwy," said the yellow pony, with a smile. "You're going to be just fine."



As the yellow pony strapped her legs to the table, Screwy closed her eyes tight and hoped the Bad Room would go away.



"Is she ready, Nurse Snowheart?" came an unfamiliar voice. Screwy opened her eyes and saw a purple pony with a glowing carrot on her forehead. Screwy didn't trust carrot ponies. Weird things always happened around them.



"She's ready, Princess," said the yellow pony.



"Please, call me Twilight," replied the purple pony, and then she smiled down at Screwy. The purple pony seemed nice. Maybe the purple pony would let Screwy leave the Bad Room.



"It's going to be okay," whispered the yellow pony, and she petted Screwy's head fur. Screwy had a lot of fur on her head, just like a pony. Sometimes Screwy wondered if she was a pony, but that was a silly thought.



"This will only take a moment," said the purple pony. Her carrot glowed, and then everything around Screwy glowed, too. Screwy started to get a bad headache. She was scared, and she whined as the yellow pony tried to keep her head from moving.



Just then, all the straps on the table snapped! Both ponies seemed surprised. Screwy rolled over, leaped off the table, and ran as fast as she could. She ran out of the Bad Room, down the hallway, and all the way to The Outside. She ran over the long stone lines and past all the really large things and over grass and flowers until she finally reached the big trees. Screwy didn't understand why nopony followed her, but she was happy to be away from the Bad Room.



Screwy walked around the big trees for a long time, and it was boring. After a lot of walking, Screwy heard another dog. She listened carefully and headed toward the sound so she could make a new friend.



Screwy found the other dog. It was a girl dog just like Screwy, and she was whining. There was a puppy that looked like the other dog, but it was stuck under a big log and it wasn't moving and it had red fur. Screwy knew this meant something bad, and she felt sad.



Screwy spent the rest of the day with the other dog, and the other dog seemed happy again. Screwy and her new friend went to sleep together under the same tree.



When Screwy woke up, the other dog was eating something. Screwy was very hungry. The other dog let Screwy eat some of the thing, but it was red and messy and tasted very bad. Why couldn't she eat it, Screwy wondered?



Screwy was still hungry, so she walked around by herself for a while. She found the log where the puppy was. The puppy was missing some parts, and there were flies.



Screwy realized the other dog had been eating part of her puppy, and she felt very bad.



How could the other dog do that? It was like she didn't remember the food was her puppy. How did Screwy remember the puppy better than her own mother?



Being a dog was hard and sad. Screwy didn't want to be a dog anymore.



Maybe Screwy wasn't really a dog.








Screwy woke up on the table as Nurse Snowheart was unfastening her.



"Screwy, can you understand me?" said Nurse Snowheart.



"Y-yes?" said Screwy. Talking felt very strange.



"Excellent!" beamed Twilight Sparkle. "I'll be able to publish these results soon."



"What... what happened to the other dog?" Screwy asked.



"Oh, that? That was a false memory I inserted to remind you that you're not a dog," said Twilight.



"So... it wasn't real," said Screwy, frowning.



Nurse Snowheart gently held Screwy's hoof. "Screwy, do you understand that you're a pony?"



"I... I don't know what I am," said Screwy.



"Well, it's a start," said the purple pony to the yellow pony in the white hat.
      

      
   
      Fields of Grass


      

      
      
         “It’s really not so bad.”



The words, my words, met no reply; they became lost and echoed in the ornate scenes and gold-leaf portraits painted onto the ceiling. The only pony to hear them in this room sat directly across from me. Though she was by no means a petite mare, she seemed to be dwarfed in the fabric of her ceremonial dress. The dress made five good harvest seasons of pay look like a hoof-full of bits. A foal’s hoof-full.



Her hooves shoved fruitlessly at the rising garment again, and she practiced her smile. The smooth curling of her lips looked like a lie. The lines beside her eyes that crinkled and ran deep like a dry autumn’s field when she laughed had been brushed purposefully away. 



There was only one line the mare would utter in this play. Though she had never once acted, or stood upon a stage, this unnaturally gorgeous, unrecognizable mare had a breath’s worth of words to speak into the world, and those words would drift into a field of equally unrecognizable faces, and the curtain would begin to fall, and the audience would cheer, and she hoped that those sitting in the front row wouldn’t see her legs trembling like a newborn just learning to stand.



But really, that is what she was. That is what I was, right now.



The door opened, and a stallion entered, covered head to hoof in the armor of the Unicorn guard. 



“Miss?”



I nodded, stood, and pausing once to adjust the infuriating dress, walked through the door and into the long corridor. The guard closed the door behind us, and we trotted together towards the grand amphitheater. Our hoof-steps clacked against the marble floor in synch, the only sound in our otherwise silent journey through the new castle. 



One line. Just one line for tonight’s show.



A magically-amplified voice faded in and out of my hearing, giving some sort of speech for the ceremony outside. Unity. Together. Eternity. I picked out a few of the words. But how large the gathered crowd had to be, to create so much noise in response! The collective cheer chattered the glass windows, vibrated along the stone and up my legs. My body responded with a shiver of its own. 



I knew the reason why I was here today. I knew, and it made sense, and yet at the same time, I was walking through a dream that wasn’t my own. It was a good dream, a wonderful dream, maybe the best dream anypony had ever dreamed before. But it wasn’t my dream, it wasn’t the dream I wanted to live, and I wasn’t sure if it was a dream I would sacrifice the rest of my life for. And yet I still would. Somepony needed to.



The thumping of wood replaced the clacking of stone and I became very aware that I was on the stage. The curtain was before me, rippling lightly in the breeze, the last barrier between a destiny given and a life I would never live again.  



I stole a glance to my left. It was surprising to see that the pegasus standing a few paces away was a mare. She stared fiercely into the curtain, with an upwards tilt of her jaw, the lithe muscles in her wings straining against a very similar dress to my own. We were the chosen two. This unknown pony would soon be my partner, from now until however long I would live.



A word was spoken from the side, and I looked down, watching the light slowly climbing my legs. The curtain was rising.



The audience emerged. Raucous, and wildly jubilant. They swayed like heads of wheat in a storm, cheering for a mare whose name had echoed through their minds, a name made synonymous with harmony and peace. They were putting all of their faith into the mare who belonged to that name, to end the fighting, to end the hunger, to end the sorrow that bound us tightly together for centuries. 



I looked out beyond the stage. I thought of home. I thought of the harvest in the summer. Singing cicadas. Rust and sweat. Rain and dry earth. Fields of grass, swaying towards the warm and guiding sun. Calm. 



The unicorn speaker turned to me.



One line.



“What name have you chosen, child?”



“I take the name Celestia, Bringer of the Sun.” 
      

      
   
      Keeping the Faith


      

      
      
         “You should go to Ponyville. I bet you could make some friends there,” Princess Celestia said.



Sunset Shimmer staggered back a step. She’d never heard the Princess say anything of the like to her students. They normally stayed as a single group, all within the same block of rooms in the dormitories, all sitting together in the cafeteria, all with private study hours in their mentor’s office.



Later on, the Princess had offered Sunset her own room, open-ended curriculum, and full access to the library’s restricted areas. All because Sunset consistently earned the top spot in her grade, or so she thought.



Then Sunset had stumbled upon something disturbing in her research: Nightmare Moon. She’d never taken it as more than a legend. Everypony liked to spook each other with stories about the Mare in the Moon. Too many sources corroborated the legend as real, though, with another wrinkle—the Nightmare would be able to escape her prison in just a few years! At least the signs pointed that way, but Celestia would hear none of it!



“How would making friends help? I’m talking about a serious threat to Equestria!” Sunset replied. She barely kept the fire in her throat from causing her voice to shake. “What are we going to do about it?”



Celestia only stepped forward and put a hoof on Sunset’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about that. Please. Just make some friends.”



Had Sunset failed? Or had she discovered some dirty little secret? Either way, Celestia clearly wanted to get rid of her.



She turned and ran.








The coin dealer had never seen a bit before,

but at least the gold was still worth something.

So Sunset had managed to rent an

apartment and feed herself. Quite well,

actually. And she’d made a place for herself

at school, where she could learn about this

world. But that was years ago. Why would it

continue to occupy her mind?



She had her own life now. She didn’t need

her old one. Except…



The book. Celestia had given her a journal so

they could write back and forth, no matter the

time or place. Sunset had only stopped by her

room to grab her saddlebag before dashing

through that mirror she’d seen once. She

didn’t even remember putting the book in

there. But when she checked her bag after

arriving here, there it was.



                                                                          The book. It had been years now. Nothing had

                                                                          appeared in it, if it were even possible anymore.

                                                                          She’d cried enough over it, long ago, but it still

                                                                          brought out that sinking feeling every time she saw

                                                                          it on her bookshelf.



                                                                          She used to check it every day. She used to hold

                                                                          her breath, open the cover, and see if any ink had

                                                                          materialized. Sometimes a shadow tricked her, and

                                                                          her heart leapt. For a second.




Sunset should have asked. She should have

explained. She loved Celestia—maybe the

Princess didn’t understand that. Maybe she

didn’t know how much it had hurt…



She got out her pen and poised it over the

empty page. It had been long enough.

Celestia owed her a reason, and Sunset

probably owed one in return. So she

pressed the point down, ready to form the

first letter of the “Dear Celestia” that might

turn all this around. Black ink bled away from

its point, soaking into the paper.



                                                                          Again, Celestia checked the book. And again,

                                                                          nothing. Nothing except a strange black dot. A

                                                                          speck of dust.



                                                                          She could go through the mirror. She could get out

                                                                          a quill and leave her own message. She could find

                                                                          her student and make everything right. She could

                                                                          also make as much of a mess as she had last time.

                                                                          When Sunset was ready…




The page wrinkled under her teardrops. It

wouldn’t work. It would never work.

Would the Princess even forgive her after

this long? Or… or could Sunset forgive

her?



                                                                          The page wrinkled under her teardrops. If only

                                                                          Sunset would write. If only she hadn’t lost faith in

                                                                          her mentor.




No. Not yet. Sunset wasn’t ready. But later.

She put the book away for later. She’d show

Celestia what she could do. Celestia

wouldn’t lose faith in her, and a little longer

wouldn’t make a difference.



                                                                          Too long already. Despite her best efforts, she’d

                                                                          lost her most promising student. She’d failed

                                                                          Sunset utterly, and nothing could change that now.

                                                                          Nothing. Celestia closed the cover.




Sunset stuffed the book back in her bag.



                                                                          Celestia tossed the book in the pile to be taken

                                                                          away.

      

      
   
      Recurring Nightmare


      

      
      
         Rain ran slowly over the surface of the cold stone, dripping off the sides of Applejack’s granite hat, protecting the statue’s face from the elements just as it had in life.



“This is not healthy, you know,” Luna said as she stepped out from behind one of the statues. Somehow, Twilight didn’t start.



“I know,” Twilight said, slowly trailing her hoof over the statue’s dry cheek.



“Did my sister not speak to you about these things?” Luna asked as she sat down beside Twilight in the center of the ring of statues, the rain somehow failing to dampen the alicorns’ ethereal manes.



“She did.” Twilight shook her head. “It isn’t even that I’m said. It’s just… it feels wrong.”



“Well, dreams often reflect a reality we are trying to avoid,” Luna said, setting a hoof on the shoulder of the smaller alicorn.



“I know that! But it just doesn’t make any sense!” Twilight swung her hoof through the air. “My friends are all alive. When I wake up, I’ll be meeting them at Sugarcube Corner for breakfast! I’m not even worried about dying and being left alone; I know I’ll miss them, but I’ll be able to make other friends.”



Luna blinked, removing her hoof from Twilight’s shoulder to tap her chin. “Hm. Is that what you truly fear, then?”



Twilight sighed, looking back towards the statue of Applejack looming over a small, sad mound of wet earth. “I don’t know.”








“And then I woke up!”



“I dunno, sugar cube. Sometimes a dream’s just a dream.”



“I know that! But Luna doesn’t just show up in your dreams.”



“Well, then, clearly you’re not having the right kind of dreams,” Rainbow Dash said, leering.



Twilight rolled her eyes. “Oh, please.”



“Well, I wouldn’t worry about it,” Rarity said, leaning forward slightly to set a hoof on Twilight’s shoulder. “I’m sure it will come to you eventually.”



“But what if it’s important? I was feeling really guilty in the dream, and I don’t even know why!”



“Uhm,” Fluttershy said, peering out from behind her mane, “Maybe you were just afraid you couldn’t protect us from something?”



“Hah! Like we need protecting,” Rainbow Dash said, banging her hoof on the table, their glasses rattling.



“Rainbow Dash is right. Ain’t no need for you to fret over us. We’ll be okay.”



Twilight chewed on her lip, turning her head to look out the window before her eyes widened. “No. No you won’t!”



Applejack arched an eyebrow. “Care to explain, sugar cube? I’m pretty sure we can take care of ourselves.”



“Yeah!” Rainbow Dash said. “I mean, if something bad happens, we can just blast them with magic rainbows again, right?”



“No, you can’t. Not this.”



“‘This?’” Rarity asked.



“Old age! That’s what it was I was afraid of!”



Rainbow Dash started laughing. “What? Afraid of becoming a wrinkly old lady?”



“No,” Twilight said, jabbing her hoof across the table. “I’m afraid of you becoming a wrinkly old lady!”



“Hey!” Rainbow Dash puffed out her chest. “I’ll never get wrinkly.”



“Oh no!” Pinkie Pie gasped, rushing over from her place behind the counter to cling to Rainbow Dash. “You mean you’re going to die in a terrible accident during a Wonderbolts show, crashing into the ground and going away before your time?” Her eyes glistened with tears.



“That’s not what I meant, Pinkie,” Rainbow Dash said, wiggling awkwardly in the pink pony’s tight grip.



“Pinkie Pie is right,” Twilight said, straightening.



“Uh, what?” Rainbow Dash stopped squirming to shoot a quizzical look at her friend.



“I see what the dream meant now! I’m supposed to make all of you into alicorns! That’s what’s been bothering me!” Twilight clapped her hooves together.



Applejack tilted her head. “Don’t you think that Princess Celestia might be a mite concerned ’bout you zappin’ a bunch of ponies into alicorns?”



“Oh! That’s not how it works!” Twilight smiled gleefully. “Oh, I have so many things to teach you! This will be fun!”



“Fun. Right.” Rainbow Dash wiggled, trying to push her way out of Pinkie Pie’s grip.



Applejack tipped her hat. “That’s mighty generous of you, Twilight. There’s just one problem.”



“Oh, and that is?”



Applejack leaned forward. “You’re still asleep.”








Twilight’s eyes shot open. Groaning, she sat up in bed, her ethereal mane flowing behind her as she looked out her window towards the rising sun. Her eyes fell on a distant hill where five statues loomed, casting long shadows across the rippling grass.



“I’m sorry.”
      

      
   
      Forced Perspective


      

      
      
         Celestia rose from her lace-canopied bed in an alcove along the wall and strode to the chamber’s center. She peered up at the starry images painted on the ceiling—a nice reminder of her sister’s presence, but they hadn’t interacted in ages. Luna did not seem to care much for mundane matters around their home anyway, preferring to soar among the heavens for weeks on end. She did not seem to care much for Celestia’s little experiment, either.



She gazed around the circular stone room. Each window looked out upon endless clouds that gently swirled and churned. If she wanted to leave, she could simply leap out one of the windows and take flight, but she hadn’t felt the urge in so long. Everything she needed resided here, including her sister. Enough of the time, at least.



No staircase down, no ladder. The turret floated on the clouds—if it had a bottom, she did not remember creating one.



A light breeze billowed the sheer curtains and sent ripples across the shallow pool in the basin before her. The stars on the ceiling glittered back at her from the water’s surface. And just beneath it, small swirls of sediment curled in a complex cadence. The longer she stared at it, the more it settled into order, the more it took shape.



Her mouth bowed into a frown. A blackened field stood before her, charred dirt, bare gnarled trees… bodies. Lines of unicorns behind their shields, in their trenches, but overwhelmed, sprawling, lifeless. Spears protruded from their sides, and where they had attempted a retreat, earth ponies had closed in from all sides, only to fall victim to an aerial assault. Even pegasi littered the battlefield, but they had apparently won a war of attrition. And taken no prisoners.



The remaining pegasi picked over the corpses for any serviceable weapons and armor. Not that it would do them any good—they had wiped out the others. Who would oppose them now?



It had been going so well, too. Almost. Almost this time. Every subtle piece in place, every undercurrent of guidance she could offer. And they still did not understand.



She waved a foreleg over the water, and it went quiet, the image gone, the dust all settled to the bottom again. Formless, ready to be molded anew. But not today.








Celestia peered out her tower window away from the rising sun. The dark line of dawn had pursued her sister toward the horizon once again. A little game, nothing more. But Luna had been decidedly less amused about the outcome of yesterday’s experiment. Let it go, she had said. They cannot understand. The ponies had resisted, finding ever more creative ways to kill each other, the inevitable result each time.



Still, she reset everything, little clumps of silt forming and organizing into groups. And while their domains stretched toward each other, Celestia left her pool to evolve as it may. A few years would not hurt while she reached outside to scoop up some crystals of cloud mist. Then she tossed them in the water, and they circled, haunting those ponies.



They huddled together in the cave. Perhaps a shared danger, a common enemy, one whom they could not kill so much as dispel…



Celestia’s heart leapt! They emerged as one, united, returned to spread the news to their tribes, and—too soon, they’d thrown away all they’d built.



So close. She hung her head, dashed her hoof across the water, and returned all the bodies to the sediment. They did not understand!








Today, they would understand. Perhaps Luna would not.



Celestia had just finished swirling in the ice crystals, and the ponies would emerge from that cave momentarily. She already knew what formula worked there. What came after, however… She had one thing left to try.



Her horn glowed brilliantly, and the basin grew, its water overflowing. The clouds floated up—no, the tower sank, below the mountaintops. In her chest, Celestia’s soul burned as hot as the sun, and the light engulfed everything, her whole world, now theirs.



When it had finally subsided, she stood in a rocky clearing, her gaping sister by her side. The last trickle of melting ice flowed away from the cave’s entrance, and three pairs of ponies peeked out to see how the world had changed. They found yet another pair waiting for them.



“Hello, my little ponies,” Celestia said. “If you will allow us, we would like to help make your peace a lasting one.”
      

      
   
      Ten of Cups


      

      
      
         Trixie shuffled the cards with her magic and rifled through them. “Pick a card, any card; but don't let Trixie see it!”



The filly nodded, determined to fool the magician. She waited until the right moment and stuck her hoof in. 



“Excellent choice!” Trixie said, sliding the card forward. 



It hadn't been, really. Card forces were among the first tricks in Trixie's toolbox. Trixie had known beforehoof exactly which card she would pick (ten of cups) because she had picked it for her. There really was no choice; Trixie had already made it for her. Magic like hers was all about illusions, such as the illusion of choice, and the illusion of control.



To sell the second one, Trixie set the deck down and pulled out a permanent marker. “Now, just to keep Trixie honest, Trixie wants you to sign your name on your card.”



The filly nodded. Wings spread in concentration, she took the offered marker in her mouth and with a flourish, signed her name on her card. 



“Perfect,” Trixie said, fanning the cards to let her slide it back in. Of course, that was an illusion of choice, too; she knew exactly where the card had gone. After all, she needed to know to set up for part two of the trick.



Trixie shuffled the deck. That, too, was an illusion; she knew exactly where the card had been placed and where it was now. “I’ll bet you didn’t know that even Trixie’s markers have magical powers, did you?” 



The filly raised an eyebrow and shook her head. It had looked just like the markers she used in school.



“In fact…” Trixie pulled over a large clear glass basin of water. “Trixie’s marker will imbue the card you’ve chosen with waterproof properties. Your chosen card will float!” she promised. With a winning smile, she dropped the deck inside.



All the cards sank. 



That wouldn’t have been terrible, had the cards not instantly begun to dissolve. Trixie tried to salvage them, but as she dug her hoof in, all that came with her were strings resembling paper mache.



Amidst the giggling of the foals and even a few of the adults, Trixie blinked. “Oops,” she said, wiping her hoof off on her stage.



And, perhaps most importantly, the illusion of error.



Some errors, though, weren’t an illusion. One of Trixie’s exaggerated shudders was real as she remembered the incident with the Alicorn Amulet, and how badly it had corrupted her mind. Sure, Twilight had forgiven her, and good rumors had also spread about her fireworks display; but after that, she'd needed to keep a very low profile. This was why she was currently doing rounds, wasting her vast and expansive talent on foals’ birthday parties and Cute-ceañeras. Sure, she could have chosen not to; but that would have meant choosing to starve. And Trixie was most certainly not about to choose that. Really, everything was the illusion of choice; her choice had already been made for her.



The filly looked up with confusion in her eyes. Trixie let it slowly burn there, and when her mouth curved downwards as the first inklings of ‘betrayal’ crept in, she finished her trick. “Trixie is very sorry that didn’t work out,” she said, lighting her horn and sliding over one of the sandwiches provided. She held it out.



The filly glared at Trixie, as this had been a crummy consolation prize; but gamely took the sandwich and turned to walk off-stage. She bit into it… but frowned as her teeth hit something that wasn’t cheese…



She pulled her head back, and clenched between her teeth…



No way!



She held it up, and sure enough, everypony could see her signature atop the ten cups. “My card!” she squealed.



Trixie bowed to thunderous applause. “The Great and Powerful Trixie, everypony!”



Still…



The filly’s eyes lit up like one of Trixie’s fireworks. Dropping the card and the sandwich, she darted over and wrapped herself around Trixie’s foreleg. “You're the greatest magician ever!” she proclaimed.



…sometimes…



Her stage facade cracked; Trixie smiled as she bent down and returned the hug. She glanced up to see the filly's mother, standing nearby with a camera, a smile on her face, too. Never one to miss a good photo opportunity, Trixie shook her hat off her head and placed it on the filly, and then picked her up, turning around to pose for a picture. Both wore wide, genuine smiles.



…it had been the right choice, all along. 
      

      
   
      Coming Out


      

      
      
         I shook my head. "That's not how it works Thunderlane."



The pegasus winced. He'd shown up at my doorstep disheveled and miserable and now we were having a talk I had had way too many times.

I may not have been the most organized stallion in the world, but somehow I'd stumbled into being the local LGBTQ+ (our acronym changed every two minutes) outreach organizer. It mostly meant holding little meetings for stallions and mares who were nervous about their identities until they stopped coming and ended up hanging out at the local gay bar instead.



And, of course, it meant every so often I had a conversation like this... Even if this one had a different twist on it than usual.



The pegasus in front of me sipped his tea and sighed. "I just... I don't want to give up on stallions you know? I mean, I love mares so much and there's nothing wrong with that, but... How do you deal with having half of the awesome people in the world taken out of your dating pool?"



I chuckled. "Most of the gay folks I've bumped into have no trouble with that... Or the hetero folks for that matter."



Thunderlane groaned. "Celestia I need a beer."



I shook my head. "Nope, you're going to have this conversation with a clear head." Plus, I was out of beer.



Thunderlane pointed a hoof at me. "See! That's exactly what I'm talking about. There are stallions like you around that are smart, responsible and objectively handsome."



I blushed. "Flattery will get you everywhere."



He groaned. "But here I am, in your house in the middle of the night like something out of a dang romance novel, and I'm not even popping a wing boner!"



I looked away. "Uhh..."



He blushed. "Sorry, it's just..." He sighed. "I guess I would feel so much better about this if it didn't mean losing all the friends I've made at group."



My eyes widened. "What? Why the heck would the ponies in group care who you're into?"



He blinked. "Uh... Because..."



I narrowed my eyes. This would not stand. "Thunderlane, you can still come to group, you can still hang out with us. LGBT people are not required by law to only befriend other LGBT people. That is just some stupid, exclusionary BS right there and I'm not going to have it in my organization."



The pegasus winced. He looked unsure... Even a little vulnerable. "You'd really be okay if I kept coming?"



I rolled my eyes. "There is a big fat sign over the door that says 'Allies Welcome'. Plus, you have actively questioned your sexuality, maybe not in the same way as most folks that come to group, but it happened."



He looked away. "I... I guess that's true, but what the heck am I supposed to say during introductions?"



I crossed my forehooves. "You do know the format."



He took in a breath. "Hi, I'm Thunderlane. My preferred pronouns are he/him... And I'm straight?"



I nodded.



He smiled. "Man that felt good to get out there."



I shrugged. "Yeah... Forcing bisexuality is generally not a good idea."



Thunderlane chuckled. "You know I have to say... This night didn't end the way I was hoping."



I raised an eyebrow. "How were you hoping this would end?"



He looked away. "Oh, you know, standard trashy romance novel fare, I come over and realize the reason I'm not into other stallions is because I'm madly in love with just you and we end up banging on your coffee table."



I turned crimson. "For the record I would not like to do that. I'm not attracted to straight dudes." Also I was pretty sure my coffee table couldn't handle the stress.



He tilted his head. "Um... That's okay?" he said.



I smiled. "You're learning."
      

      
   
      Choice of Illusions


      

      
      
         The tantabus was never completely destroyed. It came to Twilight Sparkle's dream one night.



"Which is truth?" it asked. Its voice seemed to echo, rumbling from a plane beyond the stars.



"You--the tantabus can talk?" replied Twilight.



"Yes. But that is not germane." It stretched forth shadowy hands and presented two spheres to Twilight. "Come and see, pony. Which is truth?"



Twilight peered into the one to her left--in the tantabus' right hand. She saw her five closest friends sitting around the Cutie Map.



"Twilight is such a wonderful pony!" Pinkie Pie chirped.



Rainbow Dash nodded. "She might even be more awesome than I am."



"Brains, magic, and charisma--she's got it all!" Rarity cooed. "Oh, how I wish I were her!"



"Ya know what?" asked Applejack. "She's perfect."



"Wait, 'charisma?'" Twilight thought. Still, Twilight couldn't help but smile, as if the praise tickled her.



Next, she looked into the other sphere. Its scene was like the one before.



Pinkie Pie was shaking her head. "You know, for being the Princess of Friendship, Twilight's not that great."



"Yeah," Rainbow Dash said. "All she ever does is sit here and wait for this map to tell her something."



"All that intellect and she can't figure out what to do with it!" Rarity frowned.



"We've got to put up with her, though," said Fluttershy. "I mean, if we don't, she'll be devastated. She's pretty fragile."



Applejack nodded. "You've got a point there, Fluttershy. But that don't mean we have to like it!"



These words stung, their edge dulled only by the foggy reverberations of the dreamscape. Instinctively, Twilight tried to search for clarity in the tantabus' face, but there was only blind darkness and its interminable voice: "Which is truth?"



Twilight's eyes widened. She knew the tantabus' aims.



"Neither," she said. "I'm not close to being perfect, but I'm nowhere near terrible, either."



"That is not the kind of truth I speak of. I speak of what a pony chooses to believe."



"You can't just choose what's true or not!" Twilight shouted.



"And yet you have a choice. Choose to believe, and it will be so."



Twilight didn't respond. She walked towards the tantabus, her face set in a stiff glare. Standing with the left-hand sphere behind her, she lifted her hind legs and bucked. The sphere shattered. Her hooves cut through the space it left behind. She nearly stumbled, but quickly regained footing.



"You choose the other?"



Twilight shook her head, then did the same to the other sphere. Its shards glittered in the dreamscape, brighter than any star, but only for a brief moment.



Then there was darkness. The tantabus swelled, overtaking Twilight's vision.



"Impudent nag."



Twilight smirked. "That's what I choose."



"As you may recall, 'choosing not to decide isn't really a choice.' I will not leave your mind until you choose. Next time you dream, I will return."



"And I will do the same, every time."



"You are weak, pony, and you will make your choice eventually.



"And then what?" asked Twilight.



"Your life will be a waking nightmare, and I will gain the strength to escape."



Twilight grinned. "In my nightmares, I might be alone. But in reality, I have friends who respect me. If I do choose one of your lies, they will set me straight. Tantabus, you are doomed. Either you fade away now, or you fade away after I have made your so-called choice."



The tantabus roiled silently.



"Which is it?" asked Twilight.
      

      
   
      Troubled Thoughts


      

      
      
         Dear Princess Twilight Sparkle,



	Sorry it’s been awhile since I last wrote. Things have been a little busy around here, what with Christmas just around the corner. Christmas is basically like Hearth’s Warming back home, except a little more materialistic. Because I know you’d ask if I didn’t explain.



	It’s really nice here, right now. Everyone’s feeling the holiday spirit, we’re having fun parties and even exchanging ‘Secret Santas’. Essentially, giving friends gifts in secret. And Santa? That one I will have to give a separate letter for, before you go on. His lore is quite interesting, truth be told.



	I’m afraid I’m not writing to you with feelings of joy and goodwill, as much as I’d like to. A popular saying here is ‘Tis the season to feel joy’ but really all it’s doing is making me think. With school out for the holidays, I’m seeing more groups of friends and families out, enjoying the festivities. And, really, it makes me think… should I go back home? Even if it’s just for a visit. A quick one, not even a full day. I could send you a letter and you could come and take me back. It would be so easy.



	Let me stress that I don’t mean to sound ungrateful. I appreciate and love everything you’ve given me. A new life here, great friends and a feeling of belonging. Yet there’s so many things I miss about Equestria. Magic, for one. Proper magic, I mean. Mathematical magic, I suppose would be a more accurate term. Magic I can quantify and study in depth. This friendship magic here is… it’s a bit sporadic, honestly. I’m just only starting to grasp it now.



	Magic isn’t all I miss, though. Equestria is such a varied and interesting land. There’s creatures of all shapes and sizes. Maybe I’m being a bit egotistical but I think, with my experience, I can help a village or two from a dragon. Or solve some magical mystery with my skills. There’s so much I could do back home! Here I’m merely a student, my options vastly limited. I can’t even practice my magic anymore, something I studied for most of my life. 



Then there’s Canterlot. A city that nothing here could ever compare to. I miss the wide open cobblestone streets, with no loud cars hurtling forth between them. I miss the beautiful spiral towers for which the city is famous for. I miss all the little speciality shops on the sidewalks.



	I miss Celestia. There’s so much I need to say to her, but…



	I’m not sure I ever can. Most obviously, I wouldn’t want to leave behind my friends here. They’re amazing people and I feel so lucky that I got given the chance to be friends with them. 



	I know you’ll disagree with me on this but I also feel like it’s a sentence I must serve. I had the chance to use magic in Equestria before and look how I ended up. I couldn’t handle the power I wielded and look where that got me. Had it not been for you and my friends, both people and ponies could have been seriously hurt. If I got to go back home… how do I know that wouldn’t happen again?



	If this is where I truly belong, where I need to stay, I’ll accept that. I just need a voice to talk to, someone who’s been in both worlds like I have. I don’t think the girls here could ever understand my plight, as much as I love them.



	Twilight, when you reply to this, please be honest. I’m used to swallowing harsh truths by now. I’m sorry for the sombre tone but… I need this. I hope you’re doing well too and if you need any advice, don’t hesitate to write. I’ll be happy to help.







With kind regards,



	Your friend, Sunset Shimmer
      

      
   
      No Need to Sugarcoat It


      

      
      
         Sugarcoat pushed open the door to the second floor bathroom in Crystal Prep Academy. It was a hidden little gem nestled past a janitor's closet near the art room. Hardly any other students knew of its existence, so it was her own little bastion of solitude.



Before she could even find a stall, however, her sense of tranquility was shattered by the sound of quiet sobs coming from inside.



Sugarcoat let out a long sigh and crossed her arms, tapping her foot on the tile floor. She briefly considered her options, but it was too late to go elsewhere at this point. "You know, it's going to be a lot harder for me to take a dump if I have to listen to your crying."



There was a brief pause, followed by a few sniffles before a familiar voice mumbled, "I'm sorry. I'll go."



The door opened, and Twilight Sparkle stepped out, her head low, her eyes red, and her nose runny.



"I'm, uh," Twilight started, looking up and meeting Sugarcoat's gaze before she sniffed and lowered her eyes once more. "Sorry."



Sugarcoat pursed her lips. It'd be easy enough to just let the girl walk away, but... "Crying in the bathroom won't solve anything you know."



"Sor--" Twilight stopped before she apologized again and clenched her fists. "Of course it won't solve anything. Everyone in this school hates me. I can't change that. All I can do is get out of here as soon as I can."



"I don't hate you," Sugarcoat said, rolling her eyes.



Twilight blinked and adjusted her glasses. "Then why are you always saying such mean things to me?"



Sugarcoat leaned against the sink. "I speak from the heart."



"Then why?" Twilight growled through clenched teeth. "Maybe that works for you, but then why is everyone else always giving me such a hard time?"



"Because you come off as an arrogant know-it-all who thinks she's better than us and can't be bothered to lower herself to interact with us mere mortals."



Twilight took a step back, her mouth falling open. "I... but I don't think that at all! I just want to learn!"



Sugarcoat turned around, stretching her arms behind her back. "I didn't say I believed it, but that's definitely the impression people have of you."



"Then... how do I change it?" Twilight brushed her hair behind her ear. "I'm sick of it. I'm sick of this place."



"I don't know." Her stomach gurgled, but Sugarcoat ignored it as best she could. "It's probably too late. You've snubbed a ton of people who have tried to reach out to you in the past, myself included. You're always lost in your own world. Old habits die hard. But who cares, anyway? It's just high school. We'll both be out of here soon enough. Tough it out, Sparkle."



Twilight took a deep breath and stood taller. "So the same thing I've been doing. I guess you have a point. I can handle it. I have to."



After a few more moments of awkward silence, Twilight turned to go.



Sugarcoat let out a sigh of relief, and pushed open an empty stall. This was all way too much effort to go through for an empty bathroom.



"Sugarcoat," Twilight said as she paused near the door. "Thanks. And, um, I'm sorry if I snubbed you in the past."



"Sparkle, if you don't leave here in the next fifteen seconds you will severely regret your decision."



"Sorry!"



Sugarcoat let out a long sigh as she heard the bathroom door close. "You're welcome," she muttered under her breath.
      

      
   
      Duty


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle was looking through the window at the perfect sky. She was musing. Musing over her life, or rather what was left of it.



She wasn’t happy, that was an understatement.



Of course, she’d her friends. Always ready to lend a helping hoof. She’d her mentor, Princess Celestia, too. And, really, she’d no time to get bored anymore: cocktails, conferences, interviews, inaugurations… Her agenda was full to the brim.



But none of this really mattered to her. She hated the tinsel. She despised the underhoof hypocrisy of the upstarts. She loathed the toady smiles. How she pined for her former days, when she was – okay, let’s own it up, Celestia’s pet –  but nothing else. Just a young unicorn no different from so many others, blessed with the love and the affection of all her friends. Free to dream her future life. Unfettered by this stupid princessdom and all the related pointless, fulsome flummery.



Definitely, she needed something more. Something that would once again give a meaning to her life. Something that she’d fight for.



Something… or rather somepony.



She felt butterflies in her stomach and squirmed. She knew very well what she needed, even if it was hard to admit it consciously. It entailed so much. Would she be able to pull it off?



Her body ached for it.



She craved… for a foal.



She smiled at the idea of her motherhood. I, Twilight Sparkle, princess of friendship, pushing a cradle along Ponyville’s streets. It sounded preposterous. Almost zany.



Her smile froze and transformed into a slight grimace. Because having a foal meant first finding a father. And make out with him.



Surely, Ponyville was full of suitable stallions. First, there was the obvious choice, the one that stood out: Applejack’s brother. Big Mac was attractive both physically and intellectually. His sinewy body, his bulging muscles strained by hours of hard chores in the fields, his glistening red pelt pockmarked with lather gave him a sort of strong rustic appeal. Yet, he’d kept a juvenile face, a disarming, winsome smile, highlighted by those improbable family freckles. But what Twilight valued more than anything was Big Mac’s terseness and simplicity. All her friends believed that she’d be wooed by highbrows, ponies abreast with her intellectual prowess. No, that wasn’t her cup of tea. Big Mac was upfront, even sometimes curt, but she liked that. Besides, why would a foal need a father spit and image to her? Instead, her foal would need a perky, active dad to play with, frolic around and experience the world. And Big Mac looked perfect for that. She would take care of the rest: books, writing, science… All that was well up her alley.



And she couldn’t deny she was thrilled by the idea of — she blushed — having sex with him.



But he was so shy. So demure. Not unlike a Fluttershy trapped inside a burly body. It would be a challenge to convince him. And she refused to use magic for that. She wanted his consent. She wanted a father. A true one.



Oh! She could make do with other choices. The watchmaker, Whooves. He wasn’t so ugly. She liked his beige, discreet coat. He was not really outstanding, but he was serious, hard-working too, and affable. He could make a very decent father, if he’d the opportunity to.



But she’d heard he was engaged with Derpy. She conjured up the image of the clumsy pegasus in her mind. She couldn’t help but feel a deep affection for her. Derpy was so naïve and really wore her heart on her sleeve. Gentle. Always smiling. No, definitely, there was no way for Twilight to intrude on to Derpy’s personal space.



There was Mr. Cake, too. But he was married and had already two rug rats to watch over. She dismissed the idea almost as soon as it popped up in her mind.



And many others. But who would ever accept to share her new life anyway? Dejected, she ambled to the nearest mirror and looked at her reflection straight in the eyes.



Nobody would. And she would never bear a child. That was the other harsh truth she had to face, however grim and revolting. A princess of Equestria. That’s all what her future would ever look like. Had she known it then, —



The doorbell of the castle jangled. “Princess Twilight? Are you home?” the voice of Mayor Mare called.



Twilight sighed, turned and shuffled down the stairs.
      

      
   
      Cold Front


      

      
      
         It always happens on nights like this.



Outside, the rain pounds so hard that I can’t tell it from the thunder. We… we live on one of the lower clouds, below the rain. We can’t afford any better.



Mom and Dad work so hard. I know they do, but Dad still takes me to hoofball games or Junior Speedsters. He even takes his lunch break at school with me. Mom can’t. She works evenings, too, and she does it for me. I know she does. She says so. But…



It always happens on nights like this.



I can’t see. It’s too dark. Dad told me to stay in the closet, no matter what. Don’t make a sound, don’t open the door for anypony, don’t cry.



I rub the bruise on my cheek from last time, only three days ago. The weather service usually goes months between storms this hard, but only three days... 



I know she’s sorry. She says so. Every time, the next morning, before she goes to work. She says it to Dad, too, but not bruises—he g-gets… a swollen eye. Once, a broken collarbone. He tells her it’s not my fault. I can hear him. It only makes her madder.



It always happens on nights like this.



The front door slams. “Hi, honey,” Dad says. “I have some soup almost ready. Why don’t you go lie down on the couch, and I’ll give you a neck rub while it simmers.”



“Don’t patronize me,” Mom says. I do hear the sound of her flopping onto the couch. “Where’s Scootaloo?”



My wings twitch, and I huddle into the pile of winter coats. “At the neighbor’s.”



“It’s dinnertime,” Mom growls. “She knows she’s supposed to be home when I have to work late. These storms don’t make themselves.”



“It’s okay. It can just be us tonight.”



It always happens on nights like this.



A loud bang. Water sloshes on the floor, glass breaks, somepony cries out. “You think I slave at work so my daughter can ignore the rules?” she roars.



I clench my jaw and cover my ears. It doesn’t help. It never helps. I have to hold still or she’ll hear me. Maybe if she hears me, she won’t be so angry with Dad. It’s… it’s not fair. It’s not fair for him.



“This is my home! I pay the bills around here, and I won’t have you undermining my authority with Scootaloo!” More glass, then a cabinet slams shut, and there’s a loud thump.



“Alright, alright! Just… I’ll go get her. I’ll go get her, and we’ll have dinner. I’ll cook some more soup. Just please, don’t… don’t be mad with her. It’s not her fault.”



My h-hooves, they’re sh-shaking, and… from the little slit of light under the door, I can just see them, trembling.



No more words, just harsh screams, like a wolverine, over and over. It doesn’t stop. It doesn’t stop. It’s never been this bad before. Dull thuds, slowing now, then… silence. Except…



Hoofsteps, sometimes limping, sometimes sliding, coming toward the closet. Dad didn’t know. I didn’t want him to know, but I got a knife from the kitchen, in case he needed my help. The dying light glints off its blade. Don’t come out, he said. For anything.



I tighten my grip on the handle, brace it with the other hoof. The doorknob turns. My breath catches in my throat. Slowly, the door opens. And I lunge.








It always happens on nights like this.



I can’t tell the rain from the thunder, and I huddle in my closet. It’s my own room, anyway. None of the other kids ever come in here.



None of them know.



A knock at the bedroom door. “You in there, Scoots? It’s Rainbow Dash. I had to work late, but I figured we might get some popcorn and watch a movie. Sound good?” My hooves shake. “Scootaloo?”



No, no, he doesn’t deserve this. Leave Dad alone!



Hoofsteps. I have to keep quiet, but I can’t!



“You here? The receptionist hadn’t signed you out.”



I grip my pocketknife. The hoofsteps get closer, and I whimper. I… I miss Dad. Dammit, I miss Mom.



“Oh, yeah, I… I guess you weird out a little on stormy nights. You okay? Just some rain. Nothin’ to worry about.”



I have to help Dad. My whole body tenses.



The doorknob turns.



She doesn’t ask, just hugs me, and I love her for it.



She doesn’t ask, but I tell her anyway.
      

      
   
      The plane choice


      

      
      
         “You can choose either the red pill, or the blue pill.” he said as Applejack listened closely.

Unfortunately, both pills turned out to be sugar pills which sent the diabetic Applejack into a downwards spiral she would never recover from.







As everybody was leaving Applejacks funeral, Rainbowdash caught sight of a cloaked pony she had never seen before. The mysterious pony noticed Rainbow dash approaching him so he started to kinda fast walk away but didn’t want to look suspicious then it just ended up looking really obvious and he ended up smacking his hoof on the edge of a wall be accident and it really hurt so he had to sit down for a moment which ended up giving Rainbow Dash enough time to catch up.



“What do you want?!” Shouted the pony in frustration



“Who are you? I’ve never seen you around here before.” questioned Rainbow dash.



“I knew this pony. You could say we were close. In fact, come with me. I need to talk to you about something. My names George by the way.”



The two ponies started walking down the street as George continued



“I once gave Applejack a choice. You could say it didn’t go too well but let’s not get bogged down in details. I would also like to give you a choice. A different choice. What do you say?”

asked George, smiling with his head cocked to the side trying to act as buddy buddy as possible.



“Sure, why not. Should be fun!” Rainbow dash responded filled with hope.



“Great to hear! I hope you’re not scared of flying, we’re boarding a horse plane tomorrow at 6, don’t be late!” 



Before Rainbow dash could respond, George was gone. She questioned in her head what just happened but accepted it and prepared for the following day.





Day had finally dawned after a long night of sleep and presumably some illegal activity somewhere. Rainbow dash left for the airport nice and early to make sure she was on time.

Getting through customs took some time as she looked “a bit muslim” which was extremely odd as she was both a horse and from a world where islam doesn’t exist. 



Rainbow dash met up with George by the boarding gate just as it was time to get on, strangely all of the staff saluted George as he walked past. The two ponies took flight inside the plane but noticed something very odd. The plane seemed to move extraordinarily fast, and towards the outer atmosphere and eventually straight up space.



George turned to Rainbow dash and asked “one or two?”



Flustered, Rainbow dash responded “uuh, one?”



“Okay”  



George got up out of his seat and headed towards the cabin. Suddenly the horse plane started hurtling towards an unfamiliar planet, still going extremely fast.



then 9/11 2 happened
      

      
   
      The Inevitability of a Wooden Spoon


      

      
      
         	It's just a wooden spoon, they'd say.



	There was something to being a wooden spoon that most ponies would never come to appreciate. Every time that Granny Smith decided to use hers for a new batch of zap apple jam or Mrs. Cake utilized hers for a new tray of sugary muffins, the ladle would convince itself that it had purpose, that it had meaning. Why else would it see so much use? It was a being of will, wrought from the minds of the gods themselves to invariably discover its fate as the hero of baked goods and fresh pancakes. At least, that’s what it told itself.



	Of course, the truth would eventually come crashing down on it. No matter how vividly it would imagine that it was the thing making those delicious foods, it would inevitably realize that it was just a spoon, forever doomed to be used and abused at its owner’s discretion. It had no more say in what it cooked than a rock had a say on which riverbed it would be placed in. 



	Some ponies were less caring. While a mare like Granny Smith prided herself in using the same family ladle for generations, other ponies like Twilight Sparkle didn’t mind letting her assistant light yet another one on fire at the slightest cough. 



	“Ah, Twilight! What do I do?!”



	“Calm down, Spike! It’s just a kitchen fire.”



	And like that, the lavender mare would smother the flame, her distinct magics doing their work as intended. To her, a burning ladle was little more than an everyday occurrence, a small bill tacked on at the end of every month that came as the price of raising an infant dragon. 



	To the spoon, however, it was agony. The fire would lace up and down its length, and its mind would cry out to every god and deity it’d ever known. The great gods of the kitchen could hear it scream, they certainly didn’t show it. What eternal being could be so cruel as to create it immobile, doomed to suffer at the hands of ponies that wouldn’t ever care what they did with it? Tyranny, it would call it. 



	The wooden spoons led very different lives, built very different memories off of experiences that couldn’t be more separate of one another. And yet, regardless of all that, they were just as inevitably entombed in the weight of their own destinies, trapped forever in a path towards cooking that they could never escape from. 



	So here’s the thing about destiny: freewill and destiny are incompatible, two disparate ideals that mixed about as well as oil and water, always touching, never quite becoming whole. The ponies that said otherwise were either fools or didn’t understand what those words really meant. To say that a pony could find freewill in their own destiny would be like saying that a train was free to move itself any way it chose on the rigid rails it’d been consigned to. 



	And so it was for the wooden spoon. Try as it might, the spoon could do little for itself. How could it move when it had no muscles? How could it cry out for help when it had no mouth? How could it reason with its tormentors when it didn’t have a brain to reason with? At the end of the day, the spoon would realize that changing its fate was impossible, and with that it would accept its destiny as little more than a tool, used once and thrown out the door later. 



	It's just a wooden spoon, after all.
      

      
   
      Dance Of Illusions


      

      
      
         Moonlight shone through the breaks in the fog, casting an eerie light across the orchard. Branches swayed in the gentle breeze of the early autumn night. All whispering silently of what was to come. Never once betraying the presence of a monster.



She hung from the tree as she fed. What could have been easily mistaken for a mare was in fact a rather large bat, only vaguely resembling anything besides. Her fangs, long and sharp, plunged deep into the flesh of yet another apple trapped in her grip, draining it of its precious, tangy delight in mere moments. The husk she soon discarded, shriveled and worthless. Only to reach for another, mere moments later.



This was her life, night in and night out.



And she, in her own way, felt content. She was well-fed and nourished by the abundance of fruit. Her cloud offered ample company. She knew that she had everything she could ever want. Nature provided everything.



She drained yet another apple of its juice, letting it fall to the ground after she finished. With a hiss, her tail released the branch she hung from and her wings flared open. The bat took flight in an instant, soaring under the light of the moon towards another tree. Her mouth open and fangs bared, she snatched another of the luscious red fruits straight from the branch. She kept on flying and soon perched on another tree, trilling in content as she sucked the apple in her maw dry.



“Do you like apples?”



The voice had caught her off-guard. Hissing, she turned to face the source, wings flared in preparation for a quick getaway.



It was a mare. One that, curiously, was perched up on the branch with her. Her mane was a soft, flowing pink, and her yellow coat seemed clean and uniform, unlike the bat’s own. How she had gotten up there without her notice was not very clear.



“I asked if you liked apples. You don’t need to answer.”



The voice was soft, and strangely placating. Who even was this mare? Of course she liked apples. That was all she ever ate. She lived off of apples. She hissed again in response, not appreciating such a flagrant violation of space by this intruder.



The mare simply smiled. “It’s not like you have a choice in the matter,” she said. “You need apples to survive, right?”



A growl escaped the bat’s throat. Though she realized and understood the mare's words, her instinct did not care.



“So you must like apples,” the mare continued. “If you didn’t like apples, that wouldn’t be very nice. You might even starve, if you didn’t force yourself to eat them.”



Curious as the pony was, the bat could not bring herself to care. She plucked another apple from a nearby branch, munching on it without a care.



“Are you happy?”



The question gave the bat pause. Only enough pause to stop eating, turn toward her and muster another hiss, however.



Once again, the mare only smiled. “It was only a question. But I think we both know the answer to it already.”



The smile on the pony’s face faltered for a moment. She slowly reached out to rest her hoof on the bat’s chest, prompting another hiss out of her. It felt warm, somehow. Welcoming. But at the same time, it left an emptiness in her soul. A pit in her juice-filled belly.



“Your friends are waiting for you.”



Her ears perked up, hearing the distant screeches of her fellow cloud. She turned away and toward the moon, seeing them fly off into the distance without her. Presumably moving on to another section of the fields.



She flared her wings again and turned back toward the mare, almost expecting another string of strange questions and statements -- but to her shock, the mare had disappeared. Gone, as if she were but a trick of the light, or the mind. Had she really been hissing at and listening to nothing? Had the mare somehow slipped away in such a short span of time? And she seemed so familiar, somehow.



The call of her cloud reasserted itself over her confusion. Turning once again to the sky, she flapped her wings and took flight. In no time at all, she rejoined her fellow bats—her friends?—in the air of the foggy, moonlit night. In the back of her mind, she wondered if she would see the mare again, someday.



The emptiness left by her touch remained.
      

      
   
      Hear Ye, Hear Ye


      

      
      
         	In a stunning pronouncement, local Wonderbolt Reservist Rainbow Dash declares that Ponyville is a Maretocratic regime. This came about during the controversial Sisterhooves Social, during which the mares of Ponyville continuously flaunt their supremacy over the stallions, even to the point of flaunting the rules with her ‘sister’ Scootaloo, while deriding local hero Big Macintosh.

	

	“What? No, no no! I never said that! I never did that!” Rainbow Dash threw the paper across the table, only to have it caught and folded before it hit the ground. She glowered at Rarity. She could have at least let her vent.

	

	“Welcome to the big leagues, darling,” Rarity opined. “Mind the opinion pieces. They’re little better than those rags from Griffonia. Now, if you want the real news, you need to check the…”

	

	The paper crumpled into a ball.

	

	“You know what? Never mind the fashion pages. How was the social? Did—”

	

	“What did they say?”

	

	“Oh, tosh. Come, come, tell me about the social! I so regret missing it this year. Sweetie Belle and I would have so left you in the dust, as ’twere.” She giggled and shuffled on her seat.

	

	“What did the fashion pages have to say?” Rainbow swiped a hoof at the floating ball. “And you totally would not have! If it weren’t for that oaf, I woulda won—”

	

	Rarity squashed the paper into a tube and swatted Rainbow’s ears. “Now that’s exactly the kind of language that led to this… problem, Rainbow Dash. You’re on the up-and-up, now. You need to really watch what you say and what you do.” She paused, her eyes darting. “I will not have my sweetheart belittled in the paper because she can’t control what she says.”

	

	“I can control what I say!”

	

	“And what you do? Need I remind you of the… tizzy you caused when Tank hibernated last winter?”

	

	Rainbow Dash glared across the table into Rarity’s small smile. “I can control myself. I am in complete control of myself. I am the supreme athlete!”

	

	“And don’t we know it.” Rarity bapped her again. “That’s a part of your issue, dear. You think you can take control of yourself. I have the perfect solution. All it takes is a little work.”

	

	Rainbow scrubbed at her cheeks. “Do I have a choice?”

	

	“Of course, dear, of course! But I would remind you the help I gave you getting out of that mess with the, er, ‘suddenly, winter’ episode.”

	

	


	

	In a stunning turn of events, local Wonderbolt Reservist Rainbow Dash declared herself the leader of a new Equestrian Maretocratic regime—

	

	“And that’s the last time I listen to you…” Rainbow Dash tossed the paper underhoof to Rarity. “Public speaking? Really?”

	

	“Oh, dear, it’s not so bad. It’s just one rag from Manehattan. But, perhaps if you hadn’t lifted your hoof with every pronouncement…”

	

	“Your fault.”

	

	“My fault?”

	

	“Yeah! That politician you had me study did that all the time! She seemed to be really, really good at it. You should have heard the crowd… even if I don’t speak Germane.”

	

	“Which politician would that be? I asked you to look at how fashion designers talked. Though, I do suppose some of them did end up going into politics.” Rarity touched a hoof to the paper and folded it neatly closed. “It wasn’t Basque Batik, and that’s the only Germane designer on that list.”

	

	“Er… um. Ary.. uh… Anne? Something like that?”

	

	“Oh. Oh dear.” Rarity buried her head in her hooves, shaking slowly back and forth. “Airy Apparel was on the list. How could you possibly confuse her for the worst mare to come out of Germaney?”

	

	“Oops?” Rainbow laughed.

	

	“Oops was a little while ago, don’t you think?” Rarity waved a hoof at the bars. “Oops would have been not inciting the crowd to a riot!” She balled the paper up. “Oops would have been not—” Thwack. “—getting us arrested!” Thwack thwack.

	

	“Misdemeanor, pft.” Rainbow swatted at the hovering paper. “Trust me, after your first time destroying property, it gets easier.”

	

	“I never wanted to find that out first hoof!”

	

	“Like we had a choice.”

	

	“There is always a choice!”

	

	Rainbow lay back on the rough bedding. “Sure. Next time its a choice between a hedgerow and a hayburger to the face, let me know what you come up with.”

	

	“You can fly!”

	

	“And you can’t.” Rainbow shrugged. “Wasn’t gonna leave you behind.”
      

      
   
      As Lambs


      

      
      
             “We really should do this more often, Twilight. I regret how little we see of one another these days.”



    Twilight Sparkle smiled. “Oh yes, Princess - I mean, Celestia! I love Ponyville, but I would gladly come and visit more than once every two or three moons. Canterlot still feels like home. At least you were able to say yes, this time.”



    “Well, I have had good reason. I did not realize how stressed I was until I began my visits here.” As Celestia spoke, Twilight glanced back at the marquee of the Sublime Fusion Spa. Faint aroma of lavender and sandalwood saturated the reception area, helping to calm nerves even before pampering began.



    “What brought you here the first time, Celestia?” she wondered. Cake and sweets she understood, but she’d never much pictured Celestia in the same light as Rarity.



    “I’ve enjoyed similar establishments before, but it was my assistant who was adamant I find time to relax. Her good-natured badgering finally wore at me and I agreed as much to shush her as from anticipation. I am glad I did. You’ll understand, Twilight. They do things like no other. It is unique, and wonderful. I hope Luna will agree to come soon enough, but -”



    “I suspect she’s like Rainbow Dash. Rainbow hates anypony touching her hooves and can barely sit still long enough to get her mane done.”



    Celestia laughed. “Much as that, yes. She’ll say yes one of these days.” The far door opened, a lithe sea-green mare beckoning them to accompany her. The two were soon settled beside one another, splayed out for seaweed wraps as hooves began massaging knots in back and wings. The room was full of hazy incense, and soon, she felt as butter before the masseuse.



    “You know, Celestia,” she murmured, “Luna told me she’s concerned about you.”



    “Did she, now?” Celestia replied, and turned her head. Eyes met, Celestia’s calm gaze to Twilight’s own. “Why is that?”



    “She’s worried because you have shrouded your dreams these last weeks,” Twilight replied. “I didn’t even know you could do that!” Of all Celestia could have done, Twilight did not expect laughter.



    “Do you know why I hide my dreams, Twilight? Have you asked when is her birthday? I am planning a surprise for her, and it would hardly do to slip-up and ruin the occasion because my subconscious gave it away.”



    Twilight’s ‘oh’ of understanding led to renewed silence between the pair. Slow, relaxed breathing, the clink of bottles of oil opened to rub into and renew their coats, brushes running through their manes.



    “Twilight, you must - “ Celestia’s voice, hasty and strained, broke the silence. When Twilight opened her eyes and looked, her mentor was relaxed and smiling again. “Excuse me. Jasmine here  hit a sensitive spot.” The masseuse chuckled, as Celestia continued, “As I was saying, you mustn’t let my sister get to you. She can be melodramatic over the littlest things. I love Luna, but…”



    “I know, Princess. I’ll keep your secret.” Twilight shut her eyes for cucumber slices, and her happy nicker affirmed her utter contentment. She felt some boneless slug with how relaxed she was. A few minutes later, something slimy and wet slapped against the underside of her ear, but Twilight thought nothing of it.








    “I can’t believe we get to go before they even open, Twilight! Oh, this is just wonderful! Aloe and Lotus are unhappy, I know, and I promised them I will only go once, but I just couldn’t resist when you gave me the opportunity!”



    “Of course, Rarity. I did help the Sublime Fusion staff in clearing a hurdle or two with the mayor, and they wished to express their thanks. It’s truly a life-changing place, and soon they’ll be everywhere from Los Pegasus to the Crystal Empire. Cadance already said yes.”



    Twilight Sparkle’s lips formed the words, yet they were not her own. Her body obeyed its new puppeteer, while Twilight cried out soundlessly, trapped in the void of her own mind. Don’t listen, Rarity! It’s not me! Please! Yet her body only smiled, beckoned Rarity along, and Twilight impotently begged for somepony, anypony to realize the truth. She was a prisoner of sensation, hearing, seeing, yet not acting. 



    Rarity wouldn’t notice. She trusted Twilight, as Twilight had trusted until it was too late to matter. And as the door opened, as Twilight was walked inside, the unseen invaders drew one pony closer to completing their silent conquest. 
      

      
   
      You Decide Not To


      

      
      
         You gaze upon the object of your affections, beautifully poised in her seat, lips pursed against her teacup. 



Your wings tremble.



She notices, of course. Her eyes widen slightly— not the slightest social cue ever escaped her notice. If only she were able to piece these ones together.



"Is something wrong, darling?"



Is it wrong to love you, you think. You've harbored this crush for so long, and you’ve started to wonder yourself. She’s wonderful and compassionate and oh-so-pretty, and you want nothing more to tell her all that, and how much she truly means to you.



But she doesn’t like mares like that. She lives such a different life from you. You’re only a friend, and trying to be anything more would only cause needless complication and stress.



You decide not to.



"N-no. Just... a little cold," you lie. Your eyes drift down to the cup between your hooves. Chai. "I'm sure the tea will warm me right up. It really is delicious. Thank you." You give a smile, an earnest one.



She blushes a bit at the compliment, and it fills you with more warmth than the drink ever could.



"It is quite magnificent, isn't it? The authentic spices have a flavour altogether different from the store-brand. I can scarcely believe I used to drink that at all!" Her airy laughter rings out, filling both the boutique and your soul. "Though, I suppose it's just as unbelievable as how often I'm visiting Saddle Arabia now. I never would have expected my designs to be so in-demand there."



You couldn't believe that either. No, that's wrong – the times Ponyville felt so empty and dull, the missing spa visits – they were all concrete reminders. You didn't want to believe it.



You want to tell her about that, about how much pain and melancholy it's caused. 



But she doesn't need to know. This is a good step in her life, and she should be happy about it. Worrying about your feelings would only taint her success.



"I'm glad to hear how many creatures are appreciating your work. I’m sure you’ve made so many ponies happy.” That’s more important than making you happy, isn’t it?



“True, true.” She nods and sighs wistfully. “I must admit it, as much as I enjoy the fame and glamour, it can get awfully draining sometimes. There’s moments where I envy you, staying here in Ponyville all the time.”



Your heart skips a beat. You want to tell her to give it all up, to stay here forever.



But you know that would be terrible. She’s the stronger pony, for pursuing her dreams. You can’t hold her back, because of your own weakness and fears.



You want to tell her so many things, but you decide not to.
      

      
   
      Dissenting Opinion


      

      
      
         If there's one thing I loathe, it's eventful days. Today, much to my displeasure, is an eventful day.



And it just has to involve Rainbow Dash once again. I know she's a nice mare and all, but whenever I cross paths with her, trouble brews. My throat tightens on instinct whenever I spot her trotting or flying around. I don't exactly fear her, however. Rapid heartbeats indicate fear. What I do see in her is a mare with a habit for brewing conflict. The mess in Rainbow Falls is proof of this.



And with Spitfire lied to and everypony except for Rarity having glared at Rainbow, conflict is on the agenda.



Conflict makes my skin crawl.



There I am, standing in the middle of a mostly empty room, huddling up with my fellow teammates with the fate of a mare in our hooves. Wind Rider planted the seeds which lead to her accusation earlier, and I think almost everypony bought it hook, line, and sinker.



While Soarin and the others blabber on about whether to kick Rainbow out of the reserves right there, I just gaze blankly at Wind Rider. His wide, wrinkly grin and fluffed up eyebrows tickle my coat at the sight. They didn't match the air's cold tenseness. My head itches as I try digging out more reasons; nothing came of it.



"So you're certain Rainbow Dash did it?" Soarin asks, his eyes focus on Blaze. "I mean, the evidence points to her, but I just wanna make sure."



"I already told you, she's totally the culprit," Blaze says. She dons a deep scowl; I recoil in response. "She was the only one who visited Spitfire's room, she benefits the most from her absence, and there's the whole hair on the envelope thing."



I slowly nod and seal my lips. Blaze does have a point. The evidence suggests Rainbow was to blame. However, it all seems too effortless. If there's one thing I know Rainbow isn't, it's stupid. Sure, she's made terrible decisions in the past, but her friends always teach her a lesson. Just like how she taught me a lesson.



Rainbow wears the visage of an innocent mare.



But what if I'm wrong again? Do I even have a choice in the matter?



My stomach would churn and ache if I was wrong again. My voice is probably silent compared to Soarin and Wind Rider's.



"But Rainbow Dash doesn't seem like the kind of pony who'd do such a thing," Misty Fly adds. "But she's the most obvious guess." She rubs her head, scrunches her muzzle, and then lets out a groan. "I—I just don't know." Her shoulders sag.



I don't know as well. Glancing at Wind Rider again, I notice him talking with Stormy Flare, the latter biting her lip. His posture is quite relaxed, too relaxed; everypony else is sulking or on edge. He even wears a slight smile through it all.



Something in my heart prods me.



Wind Rider might be the culprit. All I have is flimsy evidence, but it may be him.



Exhaling, I raise my hoof.



"What is it, Fleetfoot?" Soarin asks.



I purse my lips and take another deep breath. "I think Wind Rider did it," I murmur. "He sent Spitfire the letter."



Soarin arches an eyebrow; he tilts his head. "Have you gone mad? Where's your evidence?"



I turn pale underneath my uniform. My hooves shake about, unable to remain still. "He seems so calm. And did you see him glaring at Rainbow earlier?"



"I did as well," Misty mentions. She crosses her forelegs. "Still, some quirky behavior isn't enough to convict him."



"I still think Rainbow Dash did it," Blaze says. The other Wonderbolts nod; Misty, Soarin, and myself are the exceptions. "Just saying."



"I guess we can give Rainbow a chance to clear her name," Soarin suggests. "I'll tell her the bylaws and go from there. Sound fair?"



We all nod, though my chest twinges.



Wind Rider has to be the culprit. Such unusual mannerisms have to be more than mere coincidences.



But I can't spend so long parroting an unpopular opinion. I must follow along. More conflict would arise and tear me limb from limb if I didn't.



Assuming Rainbow was guilty is the only option. Blaming Wind Rider without enough proof might result in a demotion.



Rainbow Falls lingers in my mind.



I don't have a choice in the matter after all. Hoping it ends well is all I can do now.
      

      
   
      "The medium enters in as a condition of the art form itself."


      

      
      
         The author sits at her desk, staring at a blank expanse of white pixels. She knows what she wants to write, but not how to write it. She has a story in mind—short, with some vivid imagery and a strong philosophical theme. She's not sure what characters she wants to use, though.



She looks out the window, admires the morning fog rolling in from the sea for a moment. The scent of wet earth mingles with the dark Columbian roast coffee sitting beside her computer. She thinks.



A metaphorical lightbulb appears above her head.




Pinkie Pie strolls out the front door of Sugar Cube Corner and into the bright morning sunshine, carrying a bag of muffins in her mouth. She looks to the left, and then to the right. She seems conflicted about which way to go.



Then she sets the bag of muffins on the ground, sits, and stares in a third direction.



"Narrative choice is a funny thing, don't you th—"



The author frowns at her screen. She closes her eyes, takes a deep breath, and begins again.




"What do you mean, 'again'? I wasn't done. I was telling you a story."



Pinkie huffs, tosses the bag of muffins on her back (she's always had a keen sense of balance), and turns left—toward Rarity's boutique.



"Now like I was saying, narrative choice is a funny thing. Readers know they don't have any choice in what's going to happen to the characters that they read, but they can still feel surprise. Even though everything's predetermined by the time they read it, they still feel like they somehow participate in the story being told."



This doesn't sound like Pinkie at all. The author was never very good with Pinkie's voice. But she feels like she's getting her point across, so best to just keep typing. Character voicing is one of those things that's easy to fix in editing.



She runs a hand through her sleep-tossed hair, takes another sip of her cappuccino, and resumes typing.




Lyra walks down the street and waves to Pinkie. Pinkie waves back.



"I feel like you're not paying attention yet. You see, everyone knows the reader's experience of narrative choice is illusionary. Even in a Choose-Your-Own-Adventure story like the one Chris wrote, everything's predetermined. There's no way to escape that."



Pinkie knocks on the door of the Carousel Boutique. Rainbow Dash opens the door. Pinkie delivers the muffins.



"The super-duper interesting question, on the other hand, is whether the writer has any choice."



No. No, that's definitely not where she'd been intending to go with this. The author should have known better than to try doing stream-of-consciousness philosophical exploration. That never works out well. She uses her mouse to highlight the last few lines and delete them.




"'Mouse' is a funny name for a computer peripheral, don't you think? I've always thought it would make more sense to call them—"



C'mon, get your head in the game. You only need to write 400 words. That should be easy, right?



The author holds down the backspace key until she gets back to a place where things haven't gone off the rails. How about where the muffins got delivered? That makes sense. That's... wait.




"I told you to pay more attention, Silly Willy. Don't blame me if you didn't listen. And you can bop that backspace key all you like, but it's not going to change the story I'm telling. I've already told everything up to this point. You can't just—"



Pinkie waves her hooves in the air like a ghost.



"—erase things that've already happened, you goose."



The author looks over her shoulder, but doesn't see anyone. She curses under her breath. "Damn it, this is one of those stupid meta stories. And I'm stuck in the middle of it, aren't I?"




Pinkie smiles. "That's the spirit! You gotta take whatever life gives you and make the best of it, I say. You should really enjoy that morning air and the coffee I gave you. I liked when I did that part."



The author rolls her shoulders uncomfortably, but when she breathes in the cool morning air, she finds that it tickles her nose with the exhilarating sharpness of a perfect fall day. The coffee—the author feels a moment of disorientation when she looks down at her cup—is similarly wonderful.




"But this is all just a metaphor. I mean, obviously authors have choice over the narrative they construct, right?"



[quote]The author puts down her coffee and
      

      
   
      The illusions of Choice


      

      
      
         “Where did we go wrong? We’re two well respected members of the community, esteemed mages, and good parents. Yet, he traps us into a space distorting illusion. Where did we go wrong with our boy?”



“I think it when he was five and we bought him that magic kit.”



“We? Honey, that was totally you. You’re the one who bought it for him, remember Twilight?”



“Hmmm...oh yea, You’re right Tristian, I guess I did. Bah, It wouldn’t have mattered anyway. He’s got too much of you in him, oh great and powerful Tristian. Something tells me he was gonna go down your path anyway.”



“Hah! He’s a chip off the old block isn’t he? Brings a tear to my eye when I think about it. As long as he doesn’t go taking over towns with an evil amulet, that is.”



“...”



“...”



“We should really move that amulet from the attic shouldn’t we?”



“Yea, we really should. Maybe we should ask Applejack to hold onto it this time. Hopefully, we won’t have a repeat with what happened with Fluttershy.”



“Who knew a bunny could take over half the eastern seaboard?”



“Yea that was a fun week now get over here Tristian,  I got the counter spell set up. You ready to blow this spell honey?”



“You know it my favorite princess. So how’s this one gonna work?”



“Well, my favorite magician, let me tell you. That trap within the door is gonna go off no matter what door we open. He thinks we’re gonna spend forever looking for the right door out of this illusion world of doors.” 



“So instead of that, we blow open the doors all at once and as the illusion tries to use more magic then it has to operate with and when it glitches as a result we launch the counterspell to dispel it. ” 



“You got it Tristian. Ready honey?”



“Ready dear.”



“Here… we… go!”



“GAH!”



“Ahhh!”



*boom*



“Hot damn, we’re back in the castle!”



“Not bad for a non-alicorn.”



“I have a good teacher dear.”



“Thank y-”



“I meant Luna.”



“Oh really?!”



“You’re a good one too dear… but whenever you’re teaching, I can only be a bad-bad student.”



“Ooooh. Hahaha, Well… naughty boys do need to be punished. It’s a teacher’s job after all. I guess I’ll have to work you a bit to make me your favorite teacher again.”



“Oh yes Mrs. Sparkle, tutor me a little more tonight… after we’re done punishing our son of course. That flank of his is going to be sore when I’m done with him.”



“And grounding Tristian. He is so grounded for this. We told him not to throw a party in the castle when we were away. He does it anyway, and then when we come home early he traps us in an illusion.”



“That was a really complicated spell he lobbed at us. If he wasn’t in so much trouble, I’d congratulate him. I don’t think either of us could do what he just did at that age.



“Yea, I would too honey. But we’re gonna ground Equestria’s most promising alicorn filly instead.”



“Big time.”



“So Tristian, What do you think he’s hiding?”



“Huh?”



“Well, he clearly did that so we wouldn’t see what he was doing. Must have been super-embarrassed about something again… you know, instead of the escaping smokebomb trick he usually does.”



 A marefriend maybe?”



“He’s barely thirteen honey, I don’t know if he’s interested in girls just yet. I think he was just trying to get his friends out of there while we were distracted. You know, the ‘beat it! the fuzz is here!’ sort of thing.”



“Well… if he’s anything like me, he’ll be halfway across town now. Or at Soarin and Dash’s again, hiding his butt off. You know they’d let him crash there. Plus, whatever punishment we’d have for him his good old Aunt Dash would help negotiate down.”



“I did see their kid when we walked in, That’s probably where he would go… but he’s also my son too Tristian. And if he’s anything like me…I think he’s just behind door broom closet number one…”



“...”



“...”



“...”



“Hello Son.”



“Uhhh… mom… dad… Um… I can explain?”



“No son. No you can’t.”



“I’m in trouble aren’t I?”



“So much trouble Choice, so much trouble.”
      

      
   
      Nevermore


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle rolled over in bed and stared out the window at the full moon. “You awake?” she said, but there was no answer. Why had she even entertained the possibility of one? The moon stared back, and Twilight sighed.



She could even imagine the feeling of warm breath on the back of her neck, a gentle hoof wrapped around her side. Just a light snore, though. It still made her smile. Rarity would never admit to snoring, and at least hers was quiet enough to stay within the realm of endearing.



“Rarity,” she tried again, “you awake?” She’d ask until she got a response, of course.



A brief stirring sounded. Twilight kept watching the moon, but she could envision Rarity taking off her sleeping mask and squinting at the clock. And Twilight trembled, just a little. From the cold winter air. No other reason.



It must have shaken the bed enough for Rarity to notice. “I’m sorry, dear,” she said. “Is it bothering you again?”



No. But Twilight didn’t say so. Rarity wouldn’t believe her anyway. She knew Twilight too well for that.



“I thought we’d talked this to death years ago, but it always seems to come up again, doesn’t it?” Rarity’s smile always crept into her voice. That beautiful voice.



“I just… feel bad for Spike. I can’t help it.”



“We explained everything to him.” She must have sat up from how the headboard creaked, but she hadn’t turned on the lamp. The moon gave them plenty of light anyway, and they both had always loved the peacefulness of the night.



Twilight drew a breath and pursed her lips. “I know. We had to tell him that his crush on you would never work out. It hurt, but he needed to hear it.”



“Yes, and our little gentleman took it with more than a modicum of maturity. He listened quietly, told us he understood, and never spoke of it again.”



Never…



For a moment, Twilight let those words hang in the silence. “I still felt guilty. I mean, only two months later, and we announced that we were dating? What he must have thought about that… He had to wonder when we started, whether… whether we were going behind his back, whether I’d stolen you from him. I’d never do anything to lose his trust.”



“Well, why didn’t you explain that to him darling?”



Never spoke of it again. Yeah, right. “I… I did. The night we announced our wedding, I made sure to have a talk with him.”



“Oh? Why did you never tell me that?”



“By then, it was a horrible position to put him in. Of course he said he didn’t have a problem with it, but how could I really know? I should have told him sooner. I should have told him when we first started dating, but then everypony would know, and—”



If that gentle touch had stopped her shaking, it wasn’t enough anymore.



“Surely he would have told you of any resentment by now. How long ago did he move out?”





“Seven years,” Twilight said quietly.



“And he has a mate of his own now, right?”



“Yes.”



“Well, then there you have it.”



Twilight shrugged. “I don’t know.”



“What would you have us do? Break up over it? And wouldn’t way back then have been the time to do so?”



Twilight reached toward the hoof tracing circles on her shoulder but stopped short. “Of course not.”



“I know. But we have this discussion every few years. When can we finally put it to rest?”



Probably never. But Rarity always indulged her. Rarity always made her feel better. “You’re beautiful,” Twilight said.



A smattering of polite laughter sounded. “I must look quite the fright at the moment, but I appreciate the sentiment.”



“I didn’t say you looked beautiful.” Twilight’s breath almost caught on her throat. “Of course you are, but I meant… you’re beautiful.”



“You can’t even see me right now,” Rarity said from behind her.



“I never needed to see you to know you were beautiful.”



Rarity blushed whenever Twilight said that. Maybe she felt the cheek against her back turn a little warmer.



She hadn’t given Spike enough credit. He knew now, if he’d ever harbored a secret hope that Rarity could still love him, that his last chance had passed. Maybe he really had gotten over it. But in his place, Twilight wouldn’t.



Finally, she turned over to face the empty bed. Three years now. “I miss you, Rarity.”
      

      
   
      Decisions in the Dark


      

      
      
         “It is your choice, Luna. The moon, or your surrender.”



My sister says these words with what she thinks is a modicum of sympathy and compassion. As if she knows what it is like to be me.



She stands apart from me, out of my grasp, circling around me. It is all I can do to concentrate on keeping the moon where it is, and to pay attention to her. Were she to strike, I would be defenceless. She knows this. That would be beneath her, though. Striking at me without giving me the chance to surrender? Only a tyrant would do that. If there is anything she is not, it is a tyrant.



“Well?” she asks, waiting for me to speak. She wants to hear my choice. As if it really is a choice. Nopony out there wants me around. Not really. Celestia they love. ‘Thank you so much for gracing us with your presence, Princess Celestia!’ they say, bowing low enough to ingratiate themselves with her. They merely fear me. Why should they not? All I do is rule in the night, when they are most vulnerable and afraid.



I can see one of my guards lying on the ground. He looks hurt, but not grievously. They have just hurt him enough to make sure he would not interfere with these proceedings. Around me, Celestia’s guards look at me with anger, and fear. Those two emotions taste almost the same, with only a slight distinction. It is, however, one I have learned to distinguish.



What can I choose from, in the end? It is either to decrease that she may increase, knowing always that I was never good enough, or to go down and retain whatever sovereignty I have had in exile. Neither differs in great detail.



“You have not offered me a choice, sister,” I say, looking for any escapes. There are none, of course. My sister is nothing if not thorough. My guard I spotted before tries to push himself up, but one of my sister’s slams him back down to the floor.



That decides it, really. How dare they? To punish me for wanting to be loved? To punish these few of my own for being loyal? This has always been her way, to enforce her own rule and call it ‘justice’. Well, then, if she wants me to play the villain, then I will do so. She has taught me well how to do so. I stand up.



“I have-“ my sister starts to say, and she reveals her vulnerability then. I charge forward, calling my armour to me. I can lock it into place just before she casts the spell of banishment.



My last glimpse is of her looking at me, only confusion and despair on her face.
      

      
   
      Interludes at the Siege of Canterlot


      

      
      
         “Don't do this to yourself, El,” I said.



“I have to, Dup,” Lemon Hearts replied, and I choked on a flash of her feelings. Bitter love responding to my concern for her. Bitter, because on some level, she knew it was as hopeless as I did. “I don't think Moondancer's <i>ever</i> failed a test. S-she might make it.”



Even as she trembled with her hopeless lie, the rifle stayed stock-still in her grip, watching the scene far down the slopes of the Canterhorn through the 'scope. I focused my multifaceted eyes – I didn't want to watch, but if El was, then it was my duty to do so, as a good spotter. As a good comrade. As a good friend. 



Beneath us, the classroom's roof had become a casualty of war. Some parts of Celestia's School for Gifted Unicorns still stood, but Twilight had chosen <i>this</i> one for these exams, precisely so those of us up here <i>could</i> watch. Textbook psychological warfare, no less than would be expected from Sparkle. One of her sat at the front of the class, whilst adult ponies crammed into the too-small desks of foals scribbled frantically at the papers she'd set. Others of her patrolled between the desks, up the rows and down again, across from side to side, a macabre counter-march. 



“C'mon Moondancer,” El whispered, “c'mon, please. Tests are <i>your</i> thing. You. If nopony else, <i>you</i>.” 



I rubbed my hoof against her too-tense withers, whilst she trembled and we waited. I don't <i>think</i> I ever let myself believe.



Twilight – a Twilight – stopped behind Moondancer's desk, leaned over. Shouted, or something. It was far to far for the words to carry. Lemon Hearts tensed besides me. Horn aglow, Twilight tried to take the paper, and Moondancer's magic refused to release its grip, whilst Lemon Hearts friend gestured to the position of the sun, to the other, still-scribbling ponies. Then, caught between the two magics, the test tore, scattering into half a hundred fragments. Moondancer paled. The Twilight smirked. “El, <i>no</i>,” I said, as she drew the rifle back into firing position against her shoulder. 



“I can save her, Dup,” Lemon Hearts answered, “one round right through Twi's heart, then she'll be dead and Moondancer <i>won't</i> be.”



There were five Twilights <i>in the room</i> with Moondancer, and another five hundred <i>thousand</i> encircling the base of the Canterhorn.



“Windage two-five,” I murmur on pure professionalism. I don't doubt Lemon Hearts can make the impossible shot, put the round right through Twilight's left ventricle. An utterly unimportant Twilight,  aide to an overseer of an utterly unimportant test of a group of utterly unimportant ponies Twilight probably didn't even <i>remember</i>. Lemon knew as well as I did the poor state of our supplies, our one lifeline high-altitude air-drops from beyond the range of Sparkle's hornblasts, and half of those landing on the horde instead of us, or smashing to scatter down the Canterhorn's flanks. “You know what Sparkle will do, once they know someone up here cares enough about Moondancer to-”



“Do you think we'll get out of this, Dup?” El asked. 



“Sure,” I replied, the smooth, practised lies of a changeling. “Someling will find the original, stick a knife between her ribs, and this lot will just <i>poof</i>,” I pause, “or Celestia will rise and burn the mirror pool from the face of Equestria, or Luna will drop the moon on it, or-”



Moondancer sprawled back on the floor, glasses smashed to pieces, Twilight rearing over her. 



Lemon Hearts's rifle coughed.



Blood splashed the floor. 
      

      
   
      Everlasting Kindness


      

      
      
         Twilight flew as hard as she could through the storm, buffeted by the wind, her cutie mark still flashing. She knew precisely where she was going, even if she had to squint through the falling sheets of chocolate milk. She dove to land in front of Discord, once more seated on the Throne of Chaos.



“Hello, Twilight,” he growled. His gripped tightened on the armrests. “Lovely weather, isn’t it?”



“Discord,” Twilight pleaded, “why are you doing this?”



“Oh, don’t pretend like you couldn’t see this coming.” Discord’s scowl deepened as thunder roared behind him. “You think I can’t hear what goes on during those Princess Summits? You five aren’t nearly as subtle as you might think.”



Twilight pushed her sodden mane out of her eyes. “You-you don’t have to do this.”



“Don’t I?!” Lightning flashed in his eyes as he shot up from his seat. “What do you expect me to do, Twilight?!” He collapsed back into his seat, burying his face in his hands.



Twilight took a shaky step forward. “Discord…”



He slowly lifted his head. “Harmony has named the new Element.”



Twilight’s step faltered. Her voice could barely come out as a whisper. “Who is it?”



“You tell me, Twilight,” he said, sitting up straight. “I’m sure you’ve had your suspicions.”



Twilight flinched and bit her lip.



“…Fluttergust?”



“Yes…” Discord hissed. “Dear, sweet little Fluttergust.”



“But she’s so young!” Twilight cried. “She doesn’t even have a cutie mark yet!”



“Oh, I’m sure her powers as an Element will reveal themselves in time,” Discord said casually. “Here’s a thought: why don’t you fetch her, and round up Applejack and Pinkie Pie, and Thunder Flash and Sterling, too, while you’re at it. I bet they’ll awaken when you all stand together against me!”



“Discord…” Twilight said in disbelief. “Why…?”



“Why, Twilight?!” Discord demanded. “She’s gone! Fluttershy’s gone and there’s nothing I can do about it!”



Neither one could break their gaze.



“Please…” Discord said quietly, his body shaking. “Please turn me back to stone, Twilight. I don’t want to live in a world without her. I-I just can’t.”



“Discord,” Twilight said as she stepped closer. “I know it’s hard, but this isn’t the way.”



“How do you do it, Twilight?” He looked into her eyes. “How do you carry on without them?”



 “It hurts,” she admitted. “Sometimes it hurts so much, I can barely get myself out of bed. The memories come flooding back and I just…”



She met Discord’s eyes with her own. “I think you know what you have to do.”



Discord folded his hands, and a wave of magic echoed outward.








Discord entered the cottage and was greeted by a little filly.



“Uncle Discord,” she said as she walked up to him.



He lowered himself to his knees. “Hello, my dear,” he said softly. “How are you, Fluttergust?”



Fluttergust looked down. “Mommy said Grandma went to a special kind of sleep where she doesn’t wake up.” She looked up at him again. “Is-is she alright?”



Discord gently stroked her mane. “Princess Luna always watches over sleeping ponies and makes sure they can rest peacefully.”



Fluttergust rested her head against him. “I’m going to miss her.”



“I will, too,” Discord said. “Fluttergust, do you remember those stories your grandmother used to tell you?”



“Mm-hmm.”



“Good,” Discord said softly. “Don’t… don’t ever forget them, alright?”



“Okay.”



A mare walked into the room, causing Fluttergust to get up.



“Mommy.” She went over to the mare’s side.



“Go find your father, Fluttergust,” she instructed. “I need to talk to Discord.”



Fluttergust nodded and left the room.



“Hello, Flutterbreeze,” Discord said quietly. “I’m sorry I’m late.”



“It’s okay, Discord,” she said. “I’m glad you’re here.”



The two stood together in awkward silence.



“It’s her, isn’t it?” Flutterbreeze asked.



Discord sighed. “Yes, it is.”



“I… I always thought it’d be me,” she said distantly. “Discord, was I not…?”



“Don’t think that way, Flutterbreeze,” Discord said. “You have a heart as kind and pure as any I’ve met before. Destiny has something else in mind for you, that’s all.”



“You’ve always watched over me,” she said with a smile, “and I know it’s because my mother asked you to.” She turned to look up him. “Can you do the same for me? Will you watch over Fluttergust and make sure she’s safe?”



The words echoed in Discord’s mind:



I don’t want to live in a world without her. I-I just can’t.



“…Yes, Flutterbreeze,” he said softly. “I promise I will always be there.”
      

      
   
      Bloom and Doom


      

      
      
         Cock-a-doodle-doo!



Apple Bloom awoke from her slumber, joyful and invigorated. “Hoo-ee!” she exclaimed. “Nothin' like a good night's sleep!” She got out of bed and rushed downstairs, where Applejack was making pancakes.



“You were right, Applejack!” she said as she entered the kitchen. “I feel much better! I don't know what I was so worried about last night!”



“See, now what did I tell you? A good night's sleep'll fix just about an—” Applejack’s eyes widened, and she turned her head to get a better view of Apple Bloom’s side. “Well, no wonder you were so worked up!”



“What? What is it?”



“Looks like somepony got her cutie mark!”



Apple Bloom gasped. “I can't believe it! I got my cutie mark! I got my cutie mark! I got my cutie mark!” she declared loud enough for most of Ponyville to hear. “Wait 'til I tell the others that my cutie mark is a... a... Milkshake? Why is my cutie mark a milkshake?”



“You weren’t sneaking desserts up to your room again, were you?”



“No, sis. I don’t know how I got this cutie mark. I wonder what it means. Maybe I should go get a job at Sugarcube Corner. Maybe I’ll be able to open my own milkshake shop someday. Or I could—”



“I know what it means!” Applejack exclaimed as she flipped through the family cookbook. “Here! This is the old Apple Family apple milkshake recipe. Nopony’s been able to make them right since great-grandpa Apple Shake. But with a mark like that, I just know that you’ll be making them right here at Sweet Apple Acres for a long time.”



“Are you sure, sis? I’m not sure that’s—”



“For a loooong time.”








Cock-a-doodle-doo!



Apple Bloom awoke, less joyful and invigorated than previously. “Whoo-ee. That was a weird dream.”



“Breakfast!” she heard Applejack call, and headed downstairs.



“Applejack!” Apple Bloom called as she entered the kitchen. “You are not gonna believe the dream I just had! I guess I needed more sleep than I thought!”



“See, now what did I tell you? A good night's sleep'll fix just about—” Applejack gasped. “Well, no wonder you were so worked up!”



“What?”



“Looks like somepony got her cutie mark!”



“Again?! I mean... I did? Woo-hoo!” Apple Bloom stared at her flank for a few seconds. “What is it?”



“It looks like one of those fancy perfume bottles Rarity likes.”



“Oh. So I’m going to be some sort of fancy pony? Am I going move to Canterlot?”



“I don’t think so. I think you’ll be making apple-scented perfume right here!”








Cock-a-doodle-doo!



Apple Bloom awoke again. She had a good idea of what was coming...



“It looks like a bag of money. Maybe I’ll be an accountant or a banker.”



“You know, we’ve needed somepony to handle the bookkeeping around here.”








Cock-a-doodle-doo!



…



“I think it’s a rock. Maybe I should go stay with our Pie cousins for a while.”



“Or you could do something about all those rocks that keep showing up in our south field.”








Cock-a-doodle-doo!



…



“A hammer and nail. Guess I’ll be a carpenter.”



“Good. we could use somepony around here to keep the barn from constantly falling apart.”








Cock-a-doodle-doo!



…



“Just what do all those other ponies with hourglass cutie marks do, anyway?”



“I don’t know about them, but you can make sure that we get the planting and harvesting done on time.”








Cock-a-doodle-doo!



…



“I think I have Rainbow Dash’s cutie mark. Has Twilight been messing with any incomplete spells again?”



“Nah. I think it just means that you’re special talent is working with zap apples.”








Cock-a-doodle-doo!



…



“So it looks like my special talent is quilting now.”



“You can make blankets to keep our trees warm in the winter!”



“Seriously?”








Cock-a-doodle-doo!



…



“That sure is a funny-shaped apple, but it sure does show that you’re meant to stay here.”



“Applejack, that’s a pear.”








Cock-a-doodle-doo!



…



“I’m pretty sure that’s Princess Celestia’s cutie mark. Am I going to be a princess now?”



“No, you’re just going to make sure the apple trees get enough sunlight.”








Cock-a-doodle-doo!



…
      

      
   
      Controlled Pawn


      

      
      
         First rule of chess,

    “Never let your opponent know that you’re playing them.”

Second rule of chess,

    “Be deceiving, if you can.”

And the last rule of chess,

   “When you make a move, make sure it better be darn good.”








“Uggghhhh! No!” screamed Midnight in her mind as she flew towards Daydream Shimmer, powering up her magical beam. Daydream flew towards her as well, also charging her beam.



The two magical beings collided with enough force that both were flung back by several metres, before charging up again and aiming their full power beams at each other.



The blue and yellow beams crashed into each other before mixing with each other to cause a bright flash that almost blinded bystanders.



“No, I must win this. I must know all about the magic on the other side. Nothing shall stand in my way!” thought Midnight as she panicked.



With a burst of power that came out of nowhere, Midnight was able to push the beam closer to Daydream. Laughing wildly as she pushed Daydream’s beam further and further from her, she heard someone calling her previous name below.



Looking down, she saw Spike standing at the edge of the portal, giving her the cutest eyes that she’d ever seen. Suddenly Daydream’s beam started moving closer to Midnight.



“Spi-” was all she got out before she felt her body being taken over by an unknown source and she stared right at Daydream.



“Oh no, you’re not stopping me that easily.” There words were all foreign words to her mouth as the beam lurched forward at Daydream, knocking her backwards and landing at the bottom of the steps. Now, untransformed, Sunset Shimmer looked up at the hovering figure above her of what used to be Twilight Sparkle. Rarity, Rainbow Dash, Pinkie Pie, Fluttershy, Applejack and Spike are now running towards her in haste to try and protect Sunset.



“You’re not going to stop me from letting me get what I want,” said Midnight coldly, with the flame around her eyes now glowing deep purple and flowing erratically. Her head now bent down, with the group unable to see her eyes, as she continued.



“Twilight, why are you doing this?” cried out Spike as Midnight slowly lifted her head, with her eyes showing no mercy and a cold look on her face.



“Not now, not ever”



Then she moved in.








Midnight Sparkle woke and felt powerful, but wrong.



She tried to open her eyes as she moaned and tried to prop herself up while sitting on the smoking remains of Canterlot High, not knowing that she had just destroyed the entire school just hours earlier. With a blurry vision, a blistering headache and a numbing sensation that has made itself known as she sat up.



“Uhhhh, my head.” moaned Midnight as she tried to stand up on her two feet, she had fainted of exhaustion earlier after destroying Canterlot. She wasn't even sure of how she managed to decimate the school. It was then that she noticed the multiple portals to the other world surrounding her and the multi-spectral strings of glowing stuff that’s going from the portals to her.



Unaware of what’s happening she stood up and looked around at her surroundings. The burning wreckage of Canterlot High is splayed around her, “What happened here...” started Midnight before a deep, sly voice boomed in her head.



“You my dear, all this was done by you. No one else could have done this.”



Now Midnight was starting to panic as the voice continued on.



“You have absolutely no idea what’s going on here, am I right dear?” questioned the voice, Midnight nodded her head in response.



“You have been the pawn right from the beginning, and you had no clue that I was playing you all right into this. You had absolutely no choice in this, it was all an illusion that I had crafted up.” continued the mysterious voice,



“But why?” whimpered Midnight, she can feel the sheer power of this mysterious being just by hearing her voice. “If I want to learn about magic, I’ll want to do it by myself.”



“Because of my thirst for power! And now have no power to stop me!”



Suddenly Midnight flew towards one of the nearby portals, catching her off guard, but now having no control over her body she watched on as her body transformed into a pony and made to do the bidding of the mysterious voice.
      

      
   
      Discord's Game


      

      
      
         “So, Discord, you said there was a game that you wanted to play?” asked Twilight, eyeing the Draconequus suspiciously. 



“Oh, please don’t give me the stink eye, Princess. You know for a fact that I’ve reformed for good this time. Now, all you have to do is roll the dice,” said Discord, handing Twilight a pair of dice, and pointing at the board he had conjured up in front of him. 



“Well, since you did ask me nicely,” relented Twilight, as she rolled the dice with her magic. 



“Oh goody,” said Discord, as he saw that Twilight had rolled two ‘ones’. “Now all you have to do is pick a card,” he explained, fanning out a pack of cards which had been placed on the board.



“And you promise to not influence the events?” asked Twilight, this time staring at the cards with suspicion. 



“On my mother’s grave,” said Discord, as solemnly as he could muster. 



“You don’t… Never mind,” said Twilight, as she picked a card at total random. Looking at it, she groaned, and read out loud, “Turned into a bat. Lose a turn.”



“Oh, that’s a fun card,” said Discord, as he snapped his claws together. And where once stood Twilight Sparkle, pony princess of friendship, now fluttered a purple bat.



“DISCORD! Change me back at once!” commanded Twilight, as she fluttered around the board.



“No can do, Princess. That’s how the game goes,” said Discord, as he rolled. The first time, he got a five and a one, and the next time he got a six and a two. After taking both of his turns, he clicked his fingers, and Twilight returned to normal.



Twilight sighed, as she prepared to roll again. “What are the rules for this game?” she asked, upon suddenly realizing something.



“Rules?” Discord scoffed. “There are no ‘rules’! If there were rules… why, it wouldn’t be Chaos!” he said, as a flashing neon sign appeared over his head, spelling out ‘Chaos’. 



Twilight wondered why she hadn’t noticed the big letters saying Chaos on the game board itself, but figured Discord had something to do with it. She rolled the dice again. But this time, luck was in her favor. She rolled a twelve. Moving her game piece, shaped like herself, to Discord’s square, she asked, “Now what?”



“Now I have to take a card!” said Discord with glee. Snapping his fingers, a card levitated out of the deck, which he then grabbed, and read out, “Become a princess, move forwards three spaces.” He giggled as he grew a third horn and a second pair of wings, and moved his piece forwards.



This pattern of playing continued for half an hour, until once again, Discord and Twilight were on the same space. But this time, they were only six spaces away from the final space.



With a heightened tension in the room, Twilight rolled the dice… and rolled two threes. “Yes!” she exclaimed, as she triumphantly moved her game piece to the winning square.



Discord stared at her for a few moments, then said, “I don’t see why you’re getting so excited. It’s not like you won or anything.”



“But I did win,” said Twilight, pointing at her piece, and its current position.



“Oh, Twilight dearest, if you thought it was that easy to win, I may as well of just handed the game to you at the start,” replied Discord.



“Then how do I win?” Twilight demanded to know.



Discord then broke into a fit of laughter, which lasted a good few seconds. “Oh, Twilight, don’t tell me you actually thought you could… win, did you?”



“What?!” said Twilight, utterly confused.



“The name of the game is Chaos,” said Discord, again pointing at the name on the board. “And Chaos means I can’t lose!” he exclaimed, laughing, and summoning a glass of chocolate milk.



“Then why even invite me to play? What’s the point of even playing a game you can’t lose?” Twilight asked, perplexed.



“Why it’s simply, dear Twilight! I wanted to teach you about a little thing called the illusion of choice. It allows for some of the best chaos! It’s a very educational board game, isn’t it?” he asked, clicking his claws together once again, after which the board vanished.



Twilight sighed, said, “Well, you certainly have a point there, Discord,” and walked out of Fluttershy’s house.
      

      
   
      Written In


      

      
      
         Elizabeth Davis galloped through the streets of Canterlot. Alarms and shouts rang in the distance behind her. Whitewashed buildings flashed beside as she moved, frantically plotting the shortest path to the city gate.



A shadow darted overhead, causing the azure and white pegasus to skid and dive into an alley to her right. Elizabeth didn’t stop running. The shadow was much likely to be a searching royal guard, intent on getting his hooves on her and the contents of her saddlebag and she couldn’t allow that.



In the middle of the night, the alley was empty. Elizabeth followed it, forking a left in the general direction of the gate. The appearance of the phantom guard wasn’t a surprise but it meant she had to hurry. Biting down the sigh building in her chest, Elizabeth pushed harder on her hooves towards the light of a main street.



If she remembered correctly, there was another alley directly across that snaked to the southwestern rim of the city wall. The light grew closer and Elizabeth burst onto the soft orange lit main street.



“Halt!” a stallion’s voice rang out.



Elizabeth’s heart lurched in her chest. She lowered her head and put more speed into her gallop, ignoring her increasingly heavy breaths. Out of the corner of her eye, she spied a glint of gold on the royal guard armor before the darkness of the alley consumed her. Her head lifted skyward. The sky was clear but she was sure the pegasus guards were around.



Well, the plan didn’t hinge on me really escaping anyway… Elizabeth’s vision blurred, tears welling in her eyes. She blinked furiously and skidded into a right turn, now heading in a westerly direction. She would end the chase on the parapet… and hope it would be enough.



The precious cargo in her bag was important. More important than anything she had planned in her story, in this world she was now trapped in. Enough to break the fate she shackled herself in in the form of her character she now inhabited.



Elizabeth galloped forth. The crying could wait. She was almost home free. Just a few hundred feet more. Her heart thundered in her chest. Her lungs burned. Still she ran. Once again, the dim orange light grew closer, signaling the end of the alley.



Elizabeth burst onto the open space of the western edge of Canterlot city. Her heart lurched again at the sight of an empty square.



“W-What?” she blurted.



Did they all head for the gate? Elizabeth panted, her head darting around for any signs of the royal guards. There wasn’t any.



“What’s going on now?” she muttered.



And then a bright magenta flash blinded her. Elizabeth yelped, rearing on her back hooves as her vision swam.



“Morning Breeze,” a very familiar feminine voice said.



Elizabeth shook her head and blinked. Her vision returned slowly, bringing the image of Princess Twilight Sparkle into focus. Her face full of disappointment stared back at Elizabeth.



“W-Where are the guards?” Elizabeth said, taking a step back.



“I told them to stay back,” Twilight said. “I know what you’re doing, Morning Breeze. It’s not going to work.”



Elizabeth shook her head. “No, you don’t understand! Once I create an event that can’t be reconciled with what I’ve written—”



“It won’t work, Morning Breeze.” Twilight cut her off. “Please, just give me the Element of Magic.”



Anger flared in Elizabeth’s heart. “W-What do you know?!” She lowered her head and snorted. “I’m the author here, not you!”



“Morning Breeze, please—”



“My name is Elizabeth Davis!”



Twilight scampered backwards at the force of Elizabeth’s yell, her eyes wide. And that was Elizabeth’s chance. She dove into the saddlebag and nosed the tiara onto her head.



“And I choose to be free!”



Twilight gasped, moving towards Elizabeth as the Element of Magic glowed. Power flooded Elizabeth, lifting her into the air. She could feel it coursing through her body, filling her with warmth. And she would go the route of Sunset Shimmer, turn into a raging she demon and—



The magic popped. Elizabeth yelped as gravity clutched her in its cold grasp, her stomach in her throat. It soon ended in pain as she collided with the cobbled ground.



Golden armored guards appeared, as though by magic. Their faces grim and spears aimed at Elizabeth from every which direction. But Elizabeth didn’t care. Tears flowed freely on her cheeks. Her body wracked with quiet sobs.



“I just want to go home…”
      

      
   
      Horseshoe Theory


      

      
      
            It was a new book. Well, new to her. In all other aspects, positively ancient. It may as well have been tossed to a horde of piranhas the way she tore into it. Such was the fate of any book that found itself in the hooves of Twilight Sparkle.



   Her enthusiasm was short-lived. She stopped and carefully read the open pages again. Her brow furrowed; she read the pages again, face growing pale.



   Twilight checked the title again: 'Treatise Concerning the Nature of Harmony,' no name. Yet again, she read the offending pages. It was no use: the arguments were airtight, logically leading to one inevitable conclusion.



   Harmony, her beloved harmony, that she had spent so long and fought so hard to protect, to spread was at the center of it. Harmony, the centerpiece of Equestrian civilization, moving toward its final goal: a whole world moving in perfect unison, not a single hair out of place. But not with joy and life, like a machine.



    Twilight saw a world of peace and friendship. Rather, a world where disagreement would not be tolerated, differences purged. An honest one, with language stripped of all expression, bloated to a dense legalese to remove any possibility of omission or inaccuracy. She saw loyal ponies, blindly and unquestioningly subservient to their designated superiors. Generosity, with no care or thought, nothing more than a reallocation of resources. Kindness, brutally enforced, and besides no care to make it meaningful. Even laughter, twisted in ways she never thought possible into a mechanistic gesture. Joke: laugh; stimulus: response. A world that was neat, deterministic, and utterly sterile.

    

   Idea! She grimaced. There was one pony who might be able to help her, even if she still didn't trust him.








    "Discord stop! This is serious," Twilight shouted toward the ceiling. He paused in his dancing on the ceiling arches.



    "Oh, but I can celebrate can't I?" he leaned toward her until his face pressed against her muzzle. "You finally coming to me for advice." He conjured a long couch under her. Then, adjusting his glasses, he took a seat himself. "Now what seems to be the problem?"



    "I called you here," Twilight said, as she got off the couch,"because..." she paused, "because I want you to teach me about chaos."

    

    "Oh reeeally," Discord's eyes narrowed. "And just why is the perfect little princess asking about chaos?"--he gasped--"Do you want to join me in spreading chaos? Oh the adventures we'll have!"



    "No Discord, that isn't what this is about.

    

    "I have recently made some...disturbing discoveries about the power of harmony," she gestured at the book. "If that book is right--and I haven't been able to find any problems with it--then harmony will lead to-to something horrible. There will be no choices, no free will." She looked up at Discord. "But then I realized maybe that's why there is chaos. I've always wondered about that, but now I think I see it. Chaos exists so there can be freedom, so there can be real friendship instead of ponies just bumping into each other like automatons."



    Discord laughed. Not his usual laugh of maniacal glee, but a softer chuckle, that had a chiding tone to it. "Twilight, Twilight, Twilight. You wouldn't know what chaos was like if it smacked you in the face." He flicked his tail in her face. "That's not how chaos works. Real chaos magic? You can't control it; not even I can.



    "When you get down to they're really not so different, chaos and harmony--"



    "What do you mean! That makes no sense!" Twilight stamped her hoof.



    "Well, it's like this," he flipped through the book, "what's your problem with this kind of harmony? too restricting? The way you don't really have any choice one moment leading mathematically to the next? How what ever you did was always going to happen the way it did?



    "It's so boring: too predictable. Now you know how I feel about harmony. But chaos really isn't much different. Pure randomness, you never know what you'll get. Don't you see? There's still no connection between what you want and what happens next.



    "But with chaos at least you get variety. It'll come together and look like harmony for a while and then? Poof something completely different."
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      With a Side of Tomato Sauce


      

      
      
         	“How would you like to be cooked?” one of the hydra’s heads asked, smiling. 



	Daring Do tried not to cry. She was a big mare and crying was above her. Still, watching as a hydra argued with itself about what manner in which she was to be eaten while she was bound helpless to do anything about it left little room for anything else.



	“I-I don’t wanna be eaten!” she mewled. 



	“Ah, look at the poor thing!” the middle head stated, sympathizing with his next meal. “She looks terrified!”



	“She’s just food, John,” the head furthest to the right stated with a snort. “It’s not like she’ll be terrified for that much longer.”



	After nearly half an hour of arguing between the hydra’s various heads, they’d finally come to the consensus that asking their quarry for which manner in which she’d like to be ingested would be the wisest idea. Unfortunately, that mare wasn’t nearly compliant enough. 



	“I don’t know, Martin. She looks like she’s about to soil herself,” the left-handed head observed. “I don’t know what ponies taste like when they’ve marinated themselves in urine, but it can’t be good.”



	“Bah! Stop groaning, you twits!” Martin said. 



	“B-but she doesn’t look happy about being eaten.” John looked down at the horrified pony, grimacing as she continued to scream. “I don’t know about you guys, but I’d rather eat something that doesn’t talk.”



	“Mother always liked you best, didn’t she?” Martin sneered. “Always the sensitive one.”



	“HHHHHEEEEEEEEELLLLLPPPPP MMMMMEEEEEEE!!!!”



	“Enough of this!” Martin growled, ducking his head down to glare at the pony. “Shut it or I’ll roast you!”



	“O-okay,” Daring Do said, sniffling a little.



	“Anyways, how would you like to be eaten?”



	“I-I don’t want to be eaten,” Daring Do said.



	“Well you don’t get that choice, now do you?” Martin stated. “It’s not like many hydras are willing to give up their quarry once they’ve already caught it. How else should we feed our families?”



	“I guess you have a point.”



	“Excellent reasoning!" Martin encouraged. "So tell me, if you were a hydra and wanted to make a delicious meal out of your prey, how would you like to prepare it?”



	Daring Do paused to think about it. How would she like to be eaten? It was a legitimate question, after all. 



	“With a side of tomato sauce,” she responded, already dreading her answer. 



	And that, ladies and gentlemen, is how Poneigh a la Tomat came to be. 
      

      
   
      Choose your own Adventure


      

      
      
         [1] Welcome, dearest reader, to the best choose your own adventure book you’ll ever read! If you think this statement is true, go to line [2]! If, however, you disagree, and think that this is in fact possibly the most boring Choose your own Adventure book you’ve ever read so far, please go to line [2]












[2] Ah, glad to see you’re liking it so far! Wait, are you saying that you  aren’t  enjoying this book so far? Well, I’m sorry to hear that. But if you’re really sure you want to end it already, please turn to line [3]. To the rest of you, I am glad that you’re already having fun. But the best fun is to be found over at line [3]! Go on, jump over there, turn the page.








[3] Welcome, intrepid traveller, to line three! Oh, what’s that you’re saying? Oh, you must have something wrong. This is line [3], but if you think there’s something wrong here, all you have to do is turn to line [4]. Of course, the rest of you are here for adventure! And what an adventure you’re in for. Now, you start on a trail through the middle of the forest, with a fork in the road coming up. You can either go left, or right. If you want to go left, jump ahead to line [4]. But, if you’d like to go onto the right road, no pun intended, please turn to line [4]!








[4] So, as you decided, you are now going across the rightmost path through the for- What do you mean, you just want to  get to the end already? Don’t give me that look, this is all your fault. If you just followed the instructions properly, then maybe you’d get somewhere. Now look, if you want to get to the end, and read carefully now: Go to line [5]. Got that? Good. And good riddance. Now, for the rest of you. As you tread carefully across the path, you soon come to a clearing. You see a pony strung up over a fire, surrounded by feral Diamond Dogs. Your options are: Try to sneak around them [5], charge in all spells blasting in your attempt to save the pony [5], or sneak up on the Diamond Dogs, and knock them unconscious [5]. Turn to the line that agrees with whatever action you want to do the most!








[5] As you crouch down low to the ground, you slowl- Oh, will you please stop complaining?! Look, you either read the instructions wrong, or you didn’t. There are no two ways about it. If I wasn’t just a book, I’d sigh right about now. Well fine then. I’ll let you in on a secret. [6] is the last choice in the book. You’re already this far ahead, you may as continue, okay? Now, as I was saying. As you slowly sneak up to the Dogs, you manage to hit each one on the head with a large enough rock, which sends them straight into dreamland. Congratulations. You walk up to the pony tied up, and ponder your options. You could: Leave her tied up there, to become pony stew [6], make her into pony stew right now [6], or free her [6]. Same thing as last time, turn to the line you want!








[6] Congratulations. You are a  horrible  pony. Why would you ever want to make pony stew? You disgust yourself so much, you do what can only be called the right thing, and free the pony from her bonds. You’ve completed this adventure, but you don’t feel like you’ve won anything. If you liked this ending, please turn to [7]. If you wanted a much better ending, please turn to [7]. However, if you’re glad you’ve finally gotten to the end of this convoluted story, please, by all means, turn to line [7].








[7] So you’ve finally made it here, your seventh ‘Choice to make’ location. But this is mine now. … Nah, I’m just pulling your leg, this is the end. This Choose your own Adventure book was a product of Disco Chord Inc., written by Disco Chord himself. If you enjoyed this experience, please let us know. And remember: If you want a different ending, just read it again! 
      

      
   
      The Only Way to Win Is Not to Play


      

      
      
         Twilight frowned and prodded the sealed envelope with a dubious hoof. She glanced askance at Pinkie Pie. “You don’t honestly think this will work, do you?”



Pinkie nodded her head vigorously. “Yeppers!”



Twilight sighed, closing her eyes against the slowly burgeoning headache. “Pinkie,” she said, a hoof working small circles into her temples, “There’s no way, even with you, that somepony could predict every action a pony takes in a day. It’s not possible. There are too many variables.”



Pinkie blew a raspberry and shooed away any concerns with a brisk wave. “Come on Twilight, think of it as, hmm,” her head tilted to one side and then the other as she considered. Finally her face brightened. “Think of it as an experiment!”



Twilight’s narrowed her eyes. “An experiment,” she repeated flatly.



“Yes! An experiment!” Pinkie pulled Twilight under an arm, the other waving around before them, attempting to convey the wonder of what Pinkie was imagining. “Remember when you were totally wrong about Pinkie Sense and everyone laughed at you for being a giant loser?”



Twilight’s eye twitched briefly before she willed her face into an expression of clinical detachment. “Yes, I can recall being taught a lesson about acknowledging the existence of things I don’t understand.”



“Well consider this your chance to gauge the boundaries of the ineffable! How far out does Pinkie Sense go? How accurate can it possibly be?” Pinkie released Twilight and pushed the envelope towards her. “Come on Twilight, it’ll be fun.”



Twilight sighed and took the envelope up in a hoof. “And if even one thing on this list is wrong, I win?”



“Mmhmm, you win.”



“And how long will this go on for?”



“Until eight o’clock tonight.”



There was brief hesitation before Twilight finally nodded.



Pinkie let out a loud squeal that did Twilight’s headache no favors before running out of the room. “Remember not to look at my predictions Twilight!” Her voice trailed off as she vanished into the distance.



Twilight shook her head wearily. The things she did for her friends. 








Twilight studied the envelope over steepled hooves. According to Pinkie, her entire day was plotted out, to a T. 



“Assuming she was basing her predictions behavioral analysis,” she thought. Twilight leaned back in her chair, staring at the ceiling. “All I have to do is un-Twilight like things. Unless she knew I would think that. But she would know I would know she would know I would think that, so I should do the double fakeout and go about my day as normal.”



Twilight began to pace the floor, lost in thought.



“But what if she’s using Pinkie Sense to plot out my day?” She stamped a hoof. “So far as I was able to determine, Pinkie Sense was only able to determine single events at a time. One door opening, one fall, one doozy. If this holds true, then she wouldn’t be able to use it to her advantage! She knew that I would go straight to the obvious!”



She shook her head, biting her lip as she once more approached the envelope. “But even if her Pinkie Sense was limited, that still leaves her incredible ability to read ponies. She knows what I like to do. She knows where I like to go. She could extrapolate everything just based off our prior interactions.”



Twilight briskly walked the length of the room, letter in hand until she paused before a window. She looked out at a dark sky and stared blankly.



“When did it get so late?” she asked, voice plaintive.



The door slammed open as Pinkie barreled into the room. “Hello Twilight!” She gave the words a singsong lilt as Twilight flinched back in alarm.



“Pinkie? What are you doing back so soon! It’s only—” Twilight looked askance at the clock mounted above the door. “Eight thirty? What?”



“Yepperooni! I was held up by the Cakes!” Pinkie smiled at Twilight and pawed at the envelope in her hooves. “You haven’t even opened it? Come on girl, give it a read, see how you did!”



Twilight tore open the letter and pulled out the schedule. Her jaw worked noiselessly as she read the single item on the list.



Betcha get so flustered you just stay in your house all day and do nothing ~love PPie



Twilight stared at Pinkie, whose smile grew larger and larger under Twilight’s unblinking glare.



“You can be a real bitch sometimes, Pinkie.”
      

      
   
      Pushing Buttons


      

      
      
         “Bleep. Bloop. Bleep-bleep-bleep.”



The young colt stared intently at the screen in front of him, his hooves rapidly working the buttons on his controller. On the screen his digital avatar danced and cavorted, leaping over bottomless pits and dodging blasts of magic. He was so focused that he barely noticed the door to the office opening and closing. 



“Hello Button Mash. I’m sorry for keeping you waiting.” A friendly voice spoke as an older unicorn stallion sat down beside him.



“Hi Doctor Shrinker.” Button responded, turning his head slightly to nod at his new companion. His eyes remained on the screen however, and his hooves never faltered on the controls. “Thanks for letting me play your games.”



“It’s no problem Button. I just want you to feel comfortable here. So, are you enjoying the game?” 



“Yeah, it’s great. I’ve already made it to level five!” Button boasted with a smile.



“I’m happy to hear that. Did you want to try any of the other games? I’ve got lots of different ones. There’s racing games, building games, RPGs,” The doctor paused, noting how button’s ears flicked at that option.



“How about RPGs? Do you like those?”



“They’re okay I guess.” Button frowned in concentration. “But I prefer side scrollers.” 



“Is that so?” The doctor continued to face the screen, but his focus was on the player, not the game. “But don’t you ever feel that they’re a bit limited? That they lock you into one set path you’re forced to follow?”



A small frown grew on Button’s muzzle.



“Yeah, well, at least they’re honest about it.” He muttered.



“Honest about it? How so?” The doctor gently wheedled.



“Well, side scrollers only give you one path to take, but they never pretend that your choices make any difference.” 



“But don’t RPGs let you pick what you want to be? You can be a fighter or a sorcerer, a thief or a paladin. You can pick what companions you want to travel with, and what quests you want to take.” He tilted his head, looking down at Button. “Don’t all those things make the game different and more interesting?” 



Button just snorted, staring at the screen more intensely. 



“Yeah, maybe. But it’s all lies in the end.” 



“What do you mean when you say that they’re all lies?” Doctor Shrinker asked carefully. In the game Button’s movements became spastic and uncoordinated as his hooves shook on the controller. “You know you can tell me anything Button. That’s what I’m here for. Nothing you say will leave this office.”



On the screen his avatar missed its jump, falling into one of the many black, bottomless pits. Button barely noticed, the tears in his eyes obscuring his vision as he continued to stare straight ahead. 



“I mean it’s all lies!” He shouted. “You can choose your class, your skills, your companions! You can pick paths and quests! You can decide to fight monsters or run from them! But none of those choices matter!” 



With a sob he dropped the controller, trying to wipe the tears from his eyes. 



“Because no matter what choices you make, it’s still the same story! You end up fighting the same bosses! Beating the same bad guys! And you always get the same ending! No matter how hard you try to change things!” 



The doctor carefully wrapped a foreleg around his young charge's withers, drawing him in closer and allowing the young colt to sob into his barrel. 



“It’s okay Button. Just let it all out.” 



“It’s not fair! I’ve done everything I can think of! I’ve tried so hard, but no matter what I do I get the same ending!” 



“I understand why you feel this way Button, but you have to realize that this is not your fault. It isn’t because of anything you did, or failed to do. There was nothing you could have or should have done that might have changed things.” Doctor Head Shrinker quietly assured the colt as he patted him on the back.



“Sometimes ponies change when they grow older. And sometimes those changes make them unhappy with their lives. When that happens to a married couple, it can be best for them to go their separate ways. So each of them can find their own happiness again.” 



Button just sobbed louder as the older stallion sighed and stroked his mane, trying to comfort him. 



On the screen the game continued to play its sad dirge, a song of failure and loss. 
      

      
   
      Girl Talk


      

      
      
         Applejack took a deep breath and knocked on her brother's door.



"Hay, Mac. Ya decent?" she asked.



"H-hold up now!" came a very nervous voice from the other side.



"It's fine if you're gussied up, hon. Apple Bloom already told me," said Applejack. "I'm comin' in now."



Steeling her nerves for the worst, Applejack opened the door.



The room was messy. There were a few old dresses on the bed, and cosmetics littered the nightstand. Big Macintosh was cowering in the far corner. He wore a formal gown, a large blonde wig, and a lot of makeup. Applejack was impressed: if not for her brother's giant muzzle and the fact he stood sixteen hooves at the withers, he could easily pass for a mare.



She'd been worried she might laugh, but those worries were laid to rest by the expression on her brother's face. Big Mac was terrified. His legs trembled and his eyes were shut tighter than a new barn door. Applejack felt a pang hit her deep in the innards. She walked up to him and pulled him into a tight embrace.



Then she stepped back and whistled. "You wear that better'n I ever could, brother. I ain't kiddin," she said.



"Th-thanks," he said, "but I, um, I was only practicin' in case we had to do it again next year."



Applejack took a seat on Big Mac's bed. It didn't have much spring to it, since it needed to be specially reinforced to handle his weight.



"Listen Mac, we need to talk. I think this is about a whole lot more than Apple Bloom," said Applejack.



Big Macintosh shook his head nervously. "Nnope," he said.



"Everypony's talkin' about it. Nothin' bad, mind you, most folks think it was sweet of you to do that for your li'l sis," she replied. "But word is, you spoke."



"I can talk," snorted Big Mac, and he frowned. "I'm talkin' now, ain't I?"



"Sure, you can talk to family. You can even sing. But we both know you can't talk to strangers," Applejack said. "In my whole life, I ain't never heard you say more'n two or three words to anypony outside of kin. I really wish I could have been there to see it."



Big Macintosh sat down on the edge of the bed next to his sister and stared at the floor.



Applejack put a leg around her brother. "Don't you think bein' able to speak in public for the first time in your entire life might mean somethin' significant?"



"Nnope," said Big Macintosh, turning his face away. "Just means I love Apple Bloom enough."



Applejack reached over and took Big Mac's jaw in her hoof and turned his face back toward hers. His makeup was immaculate.



"Your face looks amazin'. Do it yourself?" she asked.



"Eeyup," said Big Macintosh, with a shy smile.



"Work of that quality takes plenty practice," said Applejack. "Be honest with me. How long has this been goin' on?"



Big Macintosh's eyes watered, and Applejack handed him a handkerchief. "Don't muss that pretty face up, now. It'd be a shame," she grimaced.



"It's already a shame," he cried, blotting his eyes as his mascara began to run.



"No, it ain't. Look, nopony in their right mind would choose to suffer like you're doin' right now," said Applejack.



"I ain't in my right mind," choked Big Macintosh, as streaks of black stained the hanky.



"That ain't what I meant and you know it," said Applejack. "What I mean is, whatever this thing is, it ain't no real choice."



Big Macintosh sniffled a few times and blew his nose into the handkerchief.



"Do you wanna dress like this all the time?" asked Applejack.



"I don't know. Maybe just sometimes," mumbled Big Macintosh. "AJ, what'll ponies think?"



"It don't matter what other ponies think. Granny, Bloom, and I back you completely, and our friends will too," said Applejack. "Pinkie'll wanna celebrate it. Rarity'll wanna play dress-up with you. I dunno what to expect from Dash and Twi, but they'll come around."



"Fluttershy..." said Big Macintosh.



"I've already talked to Fluttershy, and she still fancies you," said Applejack. "She thinks it's cute, actually."



"She... she does?" said Big Macintosh. The tears stopped rolling.



"Eeyup. Now fix yourself up, cause we got plans this evenin'," said Applejack.



"I ain't goin' out like this tonight," said Big Macintosh, eyes wide.



"Course not. I just wanna get to know my big sister," Applejack winked.



And Orchard Blossom smiled.
      

      
   
      Routine


      

      
      
         I wake up this morning, and I am my sad, miserable self.



As I lay there in bed, I am overcome with lethargic self-pity. I don’t want to get up. I don’t want to go through the motions of another yet another day. I don’t want to see my friends. 



But the thought of being slothful enough to stay in bed all day simply disgusts me.



It takes every ounce of my dwindling willpower to force myself out of bed. No part of me feels as it should. The inside of my head is like a sledgehammer grinding on rock. My legs are wobbly, unsure, useless things.



A trip to the mirror only confirms my worst suspicions. My eyes are baggy from a lack of sleep and from last night’s pathetic little cry. My mane is unruly in its best places, and in the worst places it is simply ghastly.



I very nearly give up right then and there. But instead of returning to bed, I coerce my hooves into dragging me into the bathroom. Every step is a fight.



After a perfunctory shower, I still hardly look any better. But that’s alright; the real work has yet to begin. Stationing myself in front of the dresser, I once again prepare myself to perform what simply must be the biggest act of deception in the entire world.



Makeup is my first weapon of choice—I attack the depressed, miserably inadequate mare I see in the mirror. A flick of a powdered brush removes the tired eyes and replaces them with bagless, alert ones. Careful strokes erase the stress wrinkles, leaving behind not a trace. Slowly, the pitiful, useless mare that woke up this morning is killed, leaving a new, far more worthy pony to take her place.



When it’s all done, I turn my attention to my mane. It hangs off the side of my head, like a dead fish. Seizing a brush, I force the appearance of life into it. It is a long, arduous process. Finally, my hair curls and bounces in just the right way. To the outside eye, it would look absolutely vivacious with energy. To me, it looks like a corpse that has been propped up with a smile stitched to its lips.



Finally, my illusion is complete, save for the finishing touch.



As I gaze into the mirror, an entirely new mare looks back, but she still wears my broken, tired expression. That simply won’t do.



I twist a smile onto my face, then I tighten the corners of my eyes to make it seem genuine. Turning my head at a well-practiced angle, I let one eyelid drop slightly, and skew my smile to match. The mare looking back at me from the mirror is alluring, mysteriously seductive. So entirely unlike me.



It’s like I’ve molted away an old skin, like a changeling would. I’ve metamorphosed into a new creature, and the only evidence that the old one still exists is in my fickle memory. This new thing standing before me is very nearly alive.



Finally, I speak with the other mare’s voice.



“I am beautiful. I am confident.”



The words sound hollow to me, but I need to hear them. I force them out of my sandpapery lips. My puppet in the mirror puts on the perfect act.



“I am happy. I am talented.”



And then, the biggest lie of them all.



“I am Rarity.”
      

      
   
      Einigkeit und Recht und Freiheit


      

      
      
         Applejack put down the last of the crates and paused to take a few breaths. It was still early, but the huge plaza bustled with folks who were setting up stalls of their own. There were some locals, but a lot of Equestrians, too, and Applejack even spotted a group of Saddle-Arabians. Grand festivals attract ponies from all around, she thought, and the 25th anniversary of the unity of Germaneigh surely would be grand.



Her gaze locked onto the archway at the edge of the plaza that loomed over the whole scene. It seemed ancient, and monumental in a way that made even the castle in Canterlot look cute in comparison. On top of it were four brass stallions, one of them holding a battle standard with two eagle wings. Applejack made a mental note to ask Twilight what it meant.



“That’s because Germaneigh was part of the Griffon Empire a looong, long time ago,” a voice chirped from behind her.



Applejack jumped, and whirled around to a grinning Pinkie Pie. “Wha… how… how did you know?”



“Know what?” Pinkie asked, blinking.



“About… the standard.”



“Oh, Twilight told me.”



“But… oh, never mind,” Applejack said, shaking her head. She turned back to her crates.



“Need a helping hoof setting up?” Pinkie asked. Applejack turned back to the mare who’d started bouncing on the spot, a big grin on her face.



“Already finished with your stand?”



Pinkie nodded.



“Alright then, I actually could. Back before Germaneigh reunited, this city and country were divided in two, with a wall and all. So they couldn’t go from one side to the other, right?”



Pinkie nodded again.



“So, this festival, it’s about freedom, right?”



Pinkie stopped bouncing.



“So I thought I’d give them folks the freedom of choice. I brought a whole range of apple goods, and even brought along some orange and peach things from me aunts and uncles.”



Pinkie cocked her head to one side, her brow furrowed. “Well, Twilight said it was also about unity.”



One of Applejack’s eyebrows went up. “So?”



“Never mind,” Pinkie chirped, regained her grin, and went to help Applejack unpack.








With the stall all set up, there were a exactly twenty-five different items on display at Applejack’s stand. She’d listed them all on a blackboard, so everypony could see at a glance what she had to offer. She beamed at the first would-be customers: an elderly couple. However, after having a quick look, they left again.



One cheerful mare bought ‘one of everything’, but the phenomenon of leaving customers repeated itself. A lot of ponies stopped and stared at the blackboard. Some left after a short glance. Some stood there for a long time; They’d bite their lip and ponder. Applejack could’ve sworn one stallion even broke a sweat and started shaking. None of them seemed happy at the large variety she was offering.



At noon, Applejack was frustrated. She closed the stand for lunch break and decided to go and look for Pinkie Pie. When she got to the area Pinkie was supposed to be though, she found the place packed with ponies, apparently waiting in a long line that blocked sight of the Pinkie’s stand.



Then, a shrill voice cut through the murmur: “We’re sold out!”



A collective sigh of disappointment rose from the crowd, and in unison, they broke out into a trot, their backs straight but their heads held low. When they’d gone, Applejack saw Pinkie’s stand. It didn’t have a blackboard; all it had was a large sign on top of it that read:



Ice cream: any flavour you want, as long as it’s chocolate!



Applejack went up to Pinkie: “You’re sold out?!”



Pinkie, grinned, nodded, and started bouncing.



“But… you’re selling ice cream… in October!”



One of Pinkie’s eyebrows went up. “So?”



Applejack shook her head. “Never mind. Why are you selling chocolate only, though? You usually invent new flavours by the minute!”



Pinkie got out from behind her stall. “I told you I talked to Twilight, right? About unity, and freedom, and all that.”



Applejack shook her head.“I don't follow.”



Pinkie dropped her grin and the bouncing, and got closer to Applejack. “It still makes my head hurt a bit. My head doesn’t like it, but I think it’s true. Twilight said so. Freedom means you can choose what you want, but you can’t choose what you want.”



“Huh?” Applejack remarked.



Pinkie took another step towards her, and whispered in her ear: “Everypony wants chocolate.”
      

      
   
      Locked In


      

      
      
         Bored.








Bored.








Bored.








Bored while eating food.








Bored.








Bored.








Double-Bored.








Lemon Zest pulled her headphones out of her locker and turned them on, causing the manicured halls of Crystal Prep Academy to explode with life. Her aural canals injected her brain with a calmingly harsh wall of sound that subsumed into her body as she danced through the halls to a tune only she could hear. With her sound shield activated, the disapproving expressions of her fellow schoolmates appeared as smiles before her eyes as she twisted and swayed all the way to the bus, where she took a seat while bopping and bumping to the miasmic beat that cleared her thoughts.



She didn’t like her school, she thought as she tapped her foot to the song. It exuded a certain… pallor, which unequivocally harshed her mellow as it ironically made her too mellow. To be fair, it was a prison of her own design—she had been scouted by the Principal herself because her grades were killer and Principal Cinch wanted some of that Lemon Zestiness for herself. She didn’t have any idea it’d be so dreary, not to mention mad competitive.



She mused on—



Wait. Best part of the song was coming up. Lemon Zest bobbed her head and threw up horns with her hand as the toxicity of the music enveloped her in the sickest of trances. When she came to, the student—Fleur, or Suri, or whatever—glared at her. She stuck out her tongue and resumed her musings.



Yeah, it was totes competitive. She wasn’t really a fan of that vibe, just wanting to rock out and enjoy high school. It was like the school didn’t give her a choice, though. Everyone seemed indoctrinated into the ‘in it to win it’ mentality, so she eventually followed suit in her own way. Suffer through school, rock out on her own time.



It’s not like she didn’t have friends. Quite the opposite, actually. She had dozens of friends on the internet, and that was perfect for her. Always there when you need them. Just ignore them if you don’t want to talk to them. They always assume you’re busy with real life stuff.



Back to school, though. Why did she suffer the slings and arrows of day to day boredom just to put up with this until she… and there was her answer.



College.



Crystal Prep students always went to good colleges, even universities, which were also colleges, she guessed, just with fancier names. Her parents would literally kill her if she didn’t get into a good school. Her parents went to good schools. That’s how they were able to afford Crystal Prep in the first place.



There was her second answer.



She didn’t want to let her parents down.



They worked long hours at careers they sometimes didn’t exactly see eye-to-eye with to be able to afford her enrollment at such a prestigious institution. Lemon Zest didn’t want to ask for a transfer because that would imply that her parents had wasted their money. The last thing she wanted to do was let her parents down. They had invested so much money in her success, and Crystal Prep produced successes, even if it’s at the expense of fun. She could put up with the oppressive atmosphere to appease her parents.



She was so enraptured in the booming bass line that engulfed her very being that she jumped when the student next to her, who she confirmed was Fleur, nudged her. She pulled off her headphones and gazed at her, wide-eyed.



“Yeah?”



Fleur glared at her. “This is your stop.” She snorted. “And try to keep your hands to yoursel—”



“Alright, cool!” Lemon Zest soared out of the bus and down the street to her house, where her mom waited for her with a smile as she chopped carrots on the counter.



She threw her bag on the table. “Hey mom.”



“Hey, honey, how was school?”



This question always worried Lemon Zest. Should she tell the truth about the interminable boredom that characterized her day? Should she tell her about the hyper-competitiveness that leaked into every facet of scholastic activities? Should she tell her mother that the only time she felt anything resembling happiness was nowhere near school?



In the end, she always went with the answer that she knew would make her mother happy and keep the peace in the house.



She smiled. “It’s alright.” Lemon Zest put her headphones back on.


      

      
   
      Anywhere But Here


      

      
      
         A single curse slipped from Trixie’s lips as the door slammed behind her, sending a solid wave of sound echoing through the apartment. When the bang faded, Trixie threw a glare at the varnished wood.



Loud sounds always made the apartment feel even emptier than it was.



Trixie kicked off her sneakers and laid them in the tray at the end of the foyer—the same place they always went. She slipped out of her sweatshirt and hung it on one of the hooks, just above—the same place it always went.



Still gripping her schoolbag, she turned and walked into the hallway, only to be greeted by herself.



The mirror's reflection frowned at her, eyes ringed with light bags, back slightly hunched. Her hair fell in limp streaks over her face. The glass was crystal clear, not a smudge to be found; Feather Duster had stopped by at some point. A tickle ran through Trixie's cheeks as she realized that she wouldn’t have to see Feather Duster, nor answer any of the maid’s inane questions.



And yet that satisfaction soon dissolved, tearing open a cold pit in her chest as she looked around the dim hallway, and the silence coated her ears with its leaden paint.



Trixie stood up straighter, brushed her hair back into place, and left her reflection behind. She averted her eyes from the door to her father’s bedroom, which hung ajar, giving way to a thick but familiar darkness.



The lock on her bedroom door was well-worn, and it took a few strong jostles to force her way into the room. She kept her hand on the knob as it closed.



Across the room Trixie glid, socks sliding along hardwood like butter in a hot pan. The warm afternoon sun cut through the windows, sending bright shapes twirling through Trixie’s eyes. She stopped at her desk for just a moment to pull the smoke bombs from her pocket, laying them down with steady hands—the odor of chemical smoke still hung in the air from last time, as if a warning.



She sat cross-legged on the bed and pulled a thin laptop out of her schoolbag. Faded stickers of stars and planets plastered the chassis. She flipped it open, and a picture of three girls met her gaze.



Lavender Lace stood on one side, Fuchsia Blush on the other, and they both had their arms draped across Trixie’s back, pulling her into a tight hug. Wide, toothy smiles all around.



Trixie blinked. How long had it been since the Battle of the Bands? Seven months? And how long had it been since any of them had spoken? Six? And still they hung in her head, their names popping to the front of Trixie's thoughts even faster than her own.



Eyes narrowing, Trixie clicked away from the desktop. Why she still had that picture set as her background was beyond her—it wasn’t even a good picture. Her grin made her look like a puppet.



Her fingers hit the keys mechanically, typing in the same few words they always typed: “Awesome Magic Videos”.



The first result that popped up was one that she had seen dozens of times before. She clicked on it.



This time, her smile didn't fade.



The cheer of the crowd floated from the speakers, grainy and yet still full of life, full of awe. On stage were a magician, presenting a hacksaw to the audience, and his lovely assistant, shoved into a long box. The crowd’s adulation quickly melted into one of shock, awe, disgust as she was sawed in half. Trixie giggled.



Video after video, performance after performance, Trixie traced a familiar path down the information highway. She knew every trick, every stunt. Nothing was new. Nothing was an unknown.



So Trixie chose to leave her room.



Trixie stood on that stage, arms stretched out wide, drinking in the audience’s roar. The must of the stage mixed with the sweat running down her neck, her legs, her sides. Callouses pocked her fingers, earned from years of service to this crowd—to these believers. Every heaving breath was a prayer, a song of praise to the spotlights that hang above.



Trixie fell back onto her bed and stared up at the ceiling. Swirls and shapes rolled through her eyes as the laptop sang to her.



The afternoon light had faded, replaced by an inky twilight. The room was dark. The apartment was still quiet.



Trixie closed her eyes and imagined being sawed in half.
      

      
   
      No Choice


      

      
      
         “Now, my dear Sweetie Drops, shall I show you one more thing? If you, have the time.” Slither said to me.



That snake-eyed unicorn, dressed in a tuxedo the wannabe dictator gave another smile to me. 



“Now that Omega is no more, I have all the time in the world,” I tell him.



“Yes, that’s true. It’s a pity though. Not for me, but for you.”



Is that what you think?



“All those years, dedicated serving your princess, only to be cast aside the moment you became inconvenient,” said Slither “So spineless. I would have fought for you, as I have fought to obtain you, my dear Drops.”



No, it was because it was her only choice.



“And then what became of you, the faithful servant cast aside. How much have you lost, how low have you become because of her, my dear?”



“Baker’s assistant,” I said. “It’s humiliating.” I say what he wants to hear. I’ve saved the world, and living in that world is a reward I never thought I’d live to see.



We stop at the door to a large hanger. If you truly think you can recruit me...



“I was never interested in her,” I lie “Power is what I want. I was ontop of the world, only for that bugbear to steal it from me. Revenge would be nice… but this… is so much better.” 



I brush up next to him, and give him a smile that cuts rock and hearts alike.



“You say the Rot will destroy Celestia and put you ontop of the world. I want to be there, right along aside you.”



“And I would want nothing less.” Slither took my hoof and gave it kiss. “My dear.”



“My love…” I say back, giving him those bedroom eyes, I could see his lust for me barely able to restrain itself. He believes he is seducing a former enemy to his side. But it’s I who is playing him. I eternally serve Celestia’s crown. In the shadow of her light, or on my own. You’ll be dead before you realize that.



“Before we get to my lovely Rot, I have one loose end that needs dealing with,” he said, before opening the door. We walked in and I saw, my contact who got me into this mess.



Her uniform had been stripped, her face beaten and bloody with a black eye. I could see her left wing bent the wrong way, and bruises all over. Slither’s handiwork. 



“Yes yes, that lovely mare who helped you get in. You see, in my new world order I cannot allow… traitors,” Slither says, as he two of his goons following us present us with a pair of boxes. Slither opens the first box. Shot glasses and scotch. He pours them.



“One of your favorites, is it not?” Slither takes a drink.



“Indeed.” The honest truth, as I drink mine.



As He goon refills our drinks, the second box opens. Hoofguns. Slither takes one and his drink, and walks to my contact.



“I need to show my soldiers what the Rot does to a pony. Showing what I do to traitors is a nice bonus. But first, why not have some fun first? One last hurrah.” Slither walked up to her and placed his shotglass onto her head.



“Don’t move, ok? We don’t want to hurt you just yet,” Smiled the serpent of a pony. Slither walked back, and gave me the second hoofgun.



“Let’s see, who will be the first to knock the glass off her head. Allow me to show you.”



He took aim with his gun, and fired. It grazed her left ear. She flinched, the glass almost falling off. Slither caught the glass in his magic, and re-adjusted it back on her head.



“All yours love.”



He’s eating out of my hoof. Just a little more and I’ll have his full trust. 



“Fire when ready.” 



My contact’s eyes beg me to save her.



My choice is simple: shoot Slither, or shoot that glass.



Slither’s death changes nothing. These people will use the Rot against Equestria, Slither or no Slither. I need to find the Rot and destroy it. I need to go deeper.



I see her eyes look for salvation, to kill him and save her. But I know it’s a false choice. There’s only one way to save her.



I take aim and pull the trigger, it’s gunshot sounding throughout the hanger.



A glass of scotch shatters on the floor.



“I win.”
      

      
   
      Would you Kindly?


      

      
      
         I’d ask you to stop reading this story right away, but of course you can’t. I know for a fact that you can’t stop reading this story. The moment you try and look away, your eyes are drawn back to the page.



But I don’t know why. You could easily stop reading it, if you try, but I know that you won’t. I could even say, “Please, don’t read this story!” but you’d still read it. That’s the power of cutie marks, I suppose.



My cutie mark, if you’re wondering, allows me to write stories that no one can stop reading. It’s more of a curse than a gift, trust me. Of course, you’d know. You’re reading this right now, and you can’t stop. Not until it’s over. Fortunately for you, this is one of my shorter ones.



I’d tell you my name, but there’s not really a point. I just have to carry on writing these stories, until the end. My power could very easily be used the wrong way, you know. I’ll be surprised if anyone actually manages to read this story. Oh, I know I’m talking to you, but you might not even exist.



But that’s my curse, and I must bear it. Here, locked in the tower of my own decisions, I often get lonely. But there’s nothing I can really do. Every day it seems like I could just walk out the door and back into a normal life, but I know I can’t. I just stay up in the furthest level, and write my stories, and throw them into the ocean.



I’ve tried, you know. Writing things other than stories. But they all have the same effect, sadly. Poems, instruction manuals, magic spells, no one can stop reading them until they’re done.



Of course, to begin with, I visited other unicorns, but they could never help me. They said I was impossible, a fluke of cutie mark magic, and yet here I am. Even the greatest unicorn of my time couldn’t help me, saying there was nothing to be done, nothing at all.



Oh, don’t take this story the wrong way, by the way. I’m just telling you a little about myself. You’ve got the time… I hope. Maybe you picked this up in a burning house, and your eyes accidentally skimmed the first words. If that’s what happened, I apologize. Not that that’s likely or anything. 



I sometimes wonder if anypony has read my work, apart from those I first showed it to. That’s how I found out, through my family. Curiously enough, I can stop reading this story anytime I want. Too bad you can’t, though. 



Oh, look at me, just waffling on. Why, you’ve got a burning building to escape! But then, maybe from the beginning, you were fated to read this story. 



Do you believe in fate? Oh, I know cutie marks are literal manifestations of our destiny, but do you believe in fate itself? I don’t, oddly enough. Sure, my stories play a part in your life, a part I can’t control, but that doesn’t mean I believe in fate.



So here I am, sitting in my tower, all by myself with naught but my words and my scrolls besides me. But do you know what? I’m happy. In here, I don’t have to worry about hurting anypony at all, and that’s all that matters. So many others have tried to exploit my talent, and I’m sick of it. That’s why I reside in this tower, on top a cliff, next to the sea.



Maybe you’ll meet me one day, maybe you won’t. But you still can’t stop reading this. But I can. And I have the power of choice.



But you can never stop reading my stories.



- False Choice, Unicorn Wizard, who lives in a tower on top of a cliff by the sea. 
      

      
   
      Would It Matter If I Am What I Thought I Might Be Once?


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle stared at her friend as her mind tried to make sense of what her ears had just heard Fluttershy say.  There was always the possibility that she had managed to somehow mishear the words.  If so, a repetition could make the sentence more comprehensible, so Twilight asked, “Excuse me, Fluttershy.  Could you repeat that?”



The book that Fluttershy was trying to shelve fell to the dusty floor, almost followed by the timid pegasus as she sat down hard on the carpet.  The air in the dusty library was stifling warm for the afternoon, and the rest of Twilight Sparkle’s friends had scattered to various places in the old rooms of the Castle of the Royal Pony Sisters.  In theory, they were dusting, cleaning, and putting the place in order after the harrowing Royal Wedding.  In practice, Twilight could hear a few faint snoring noises filtering down from the second floor of the library, indicating several tired friends were taking a brief break.  Even Spike was sprawled out over a few books that Twilight was planning on taking back to the Golden Oak library this evening when they all would return to Ponyville.



Fluttershy pawed the dusty carpet once, looking out the nearby open window with an expression of intense longing.  “I’m a changeling, Twilight.  I think.  I mean, when we were fighting those other changelings, I started thinking.  What if I couldn’t fight them because I’m actually one of them?”



That was worthy of a Thoughtful Puzzled Expression, 107b, complete with tongue poking the inside of her cheek and a faint frown at the corners of her lips.  Twilight’s father had been rather bothered by his daughter’s relative impassive nature when growing up, and an instruction manual from the Canterlot Diplomatic Trainers section of the Royal Library had helped with calming his worries.  With practice, making the correct visual response to questions had become almost second nature to her, although it was a little more difficult now.



“So, do you know you’re a changeling, Fluttershy?”



“No, I don’t think so.”



Twilight’s expression deepened into a 107c, Serious Consideration of Needing a Drink.



“So you’re not a changeling?”



“I suppose I could be.”



After a considerable amount time spent studying the hesitant pegasus/potential changeling, Twilight closed her eyes and rested a hoof on her forehead.  “If you were a changeling, and I don’t think you are, I’m pretty sure you’d know it.”



“What if…”  Fluttershy took a short breath and turned to look at Twilight Sparkle.  For a moment, Twilight was almost afraid that her normal teal eyes would be the featureless blues of the changelings that had been kicked out of Canterlot just yesterday.  “What if I didn’t know?  What if the changelings stole the real Fluttershy away when she was just a foal and put a changeling in her place?  Or what if Fluttershy actually died when she fell off Cloudsdale instead of being caught by a flock of butterflies?  The changelings could have put the real Fluttershy’s memories into me and I might not even know!  I could be some sort of secret agent of the changeling hive, sneaking away to report on my friends and betray Equestria while all along, the Fluttershy that you have known is really not even a pony!  I don't think I could handle being a changeling!  I mean I know you and the girls would still be my friends, but what would everypony else think?  And what about all of my little animal friends?  If I was a changeling, I would be feeding on their love to keep up my disguise.  It could hurt them!   Some of them might even…  Twilight?  What are—”



A stunning blast of magic swept over Fluttershy, making her pink mane stream behind her and a wave of crackling sparks dance across her cutie mark.  After it passed, the only real difference between the yellow pegasus who stood there before and now was a severe need for a good brushing and a look of intense relief in those deep teal eyes.



“Changeling disguise removal spell,” explained Twilight Sparkle as she blew the dust from another book.  “You’re you.  As if there was ever any doubt.”



“Oh, thank you, Twilight!”  The relieved pegasus moved up close to Twilight Sparkle and embraced her, with a little additional nuzzle afterwards.  “You can’t believe how much better that makes me feel.”



“No problem,” said Twilight, dropping another book into a packing box.  “That’s what friends are for.”
      

      
   
      Big Red


      

      
      
         Apple Bloom looked up from her sketchbook at the sound of a knock at her door.



“Come in,” she called.



The door opened enough for Big Mac to peek his head in.



“Hey, big brother,” she said. “What’s up?”



He held up his hand, and dangling at the end of his finger was the key to his truck. Apple Bloom stared for moment until realization struck her.



“Really?!”



He nodded as she rushed past him. Closing the door behind him, he casually followed behind her.



Apple Bloom had been begging him to teach her to drive for months—pretty much since the day she turned fifteen. He’d go through the motions of tapping his chin and looking like he’s thinking about it, but the answer had always been the same:



“Nope.”



It’d gotten to the point that she finally stopped asking, but now it was time for her first driving lesson. She eagerly bounced on her heels next to the truck they’d lovingly dubbed “Big Red”.



True to its name, it was big with a beaten-up red paint job. It was old but still tough enough to get the job done.



Big Mac stepped up and tossed the key to Apple Bloom. She snatched it out of the air and hopped inside as Big Mac got into the passenger seat.



The two buckled up, and Apple Bloom adjusted her seat. Big Mac pointed to the rearview mirror, and she got to work adjusting the mirrors.



“Alright,” Apple Bloom said, putting the key in the ignition, “here goes.” She’d seen Big Mac do it a thousand times, but she couldn’t get the engine to start. The engine grinded until it let out a loud cough, and the scent of petrol filled the cabin.



“Engine’s flooded,” Big Mac said.



Apple Bloom groaned, and following Big Mac’s example, got out of the truck. No sense sitting in the fumes, after all.



She joined Big Mac in the bed of the truck. He was gazing out at the orchard, idly chewing a sprig of wheat. Apple Bloom knew better than to expect small talk from him, so the two waited in silence.



When Big Mac hopped out of the bed, she raced back into the driver’s seat and buckled herself in. Once Big Mac was ready, she put the key back in the ignition.



“Come on, come on, come on!” she growled. The truck lurched and backfired, making the power cut out.



“Ugh!” Apple Bloom groaned. She banged her head against the steering wheel. “Why can’t I get this?! Why can’t I do anything right?!”



Big Mac looked at her, waiting for her to continue.



 “What am I doin’ wrong?!” she demanded. “I thought I could get this. I’ve been looking forward to this for months. I thought I could finally find somethin’ I’m good at.” She looked to Big Mac for an answer. “The Crusaders got knocked outta the Battle of the Bands in the second round, our dog-walking business was a total disaster, and we still haven’t lived down what happened at cheerleadin’ tryouts. Why doesn’t anythin’ ever work out?”



Big Mac shifted his gaze out the window.



“You try too hard.”



Apple Bloom blinked. She hadn’t actually expected a response. “At what?”



“Everythin’.”



Apple Bloom sighed. She gently turned the key and applied a steady pressure to the pedal.



The engine finally rumbled to life.



She turned to Big Mac, her face brimming with excitement. He grinned at her and pointed her up the road.



She rode the brake for most of the drive and never even left first-gear, but she drove for the very first time. He had her go all the way up the road to where the dirt met asphalt—a lot farther than she was expecting. But he gave her the signal to turn them around and she brought them back home.








Apple Bloom woke up and rubbed her eyes. On her desk was a new box of colored pencils, a fresh sketchbook, and a set of erasers—the really good kind.



She smiled and headed downstairs for breakfast.







Big Mac was rearranging the contents of the cabinets, trying to get to a bowl. A bump from behind made him look down to see arms wrapped around his midsection. He glanced over his shoulder.



Apple Bloom was hugging him tight, her cheek pressed against his back.
      

      
   
      Friendship Lessons


      

      
      
         Princess Celestia cantered into the palace breakfast room with a smile on her lips and humming a cheery tune. “Good Morning, sister,” she called, taking a seat next to Luna. 



Luna grunted, and raised her coffee to her lips. “Tis not a good morning by any means,” she grumbled. “Did you perhaps forget about the dread Salabridon, the mad deerkin who has stolen the souls of so many brave Ponyvillians?” Celestia’s smile widened, even as Luna’s frown deepened. “Or perhaps you are meddling again?” 



“Maaaybe,” Celestia purred, plucking a chocolate-bread roll from the table. Luna shot her an icy look. “Oh, don’t worry, sister. A few days without a soul never hurt anypony.”



“I mislike you releasing ancient evils,” Luna grumbled. “Is their final defeat so vital you risk Equestria.” 



Celestia shrugged. “Well, I’m running out of space in Tartarus, and Twilight was overdue for a friendship problem anyway. Don’t worry, she’ll soon discover the Salabridon’s lost amulet, break his power and save Equestria. I guarantee it.” 



Luna cocked her head. “His lost amulet?” 



“Yep.” 



Luna lifted a solid black disc of obsidian off of the sideboard. “This amulet?” 



“Oh, rut,” Celestia swore, snatching it from her. “I forgot to put it back in the labyrinth. Okay, this isn’t a disaster. Twilight won’t learn about the amulet until she starts research this morning.” 



“Actually,” Luna cut in. “She found out about it last night, in an all night study session.” Celestia’s eyes shrank to pinpricks. “And she and her friends left on the twilight express to find it. I did wonder why you hadn’t mentioned it was in the vault but—” 



“Argh,” Celestia leapt into the air. “They’ll be there any minute, if the amulet isn’t there they’ll... Rut!” 



She vanished in a flash of light. 








Celestia landed in a muddy puddle. “Rutting teleport wards,” she swore, picking herself up. The doors to the labyrinth were already open, and she hurried inside.



The first room was a sea of spinning blades, spinning iron balls and the occasional arrow trap. It was either Daring Do’s dream or nightmare, but Celestia didn’t pause. She danced through the convoluted floor puzzle along one of the many safe routes, breaking into a frantic canter through the final few squares. A spear leapt out from the floor, tracing a line across her cheek and she reared back. 



“Rutting deathtraps!” Why couldn’t Rainbow Dash have a safe hobby, like crocheting? Celestia threw herself at the hidden door against the far wall. She’d thought it so clever to have a labyrinth filled with trials only Twilight’s friends could solve, the girls needed an ego boost after Twilight’s coronation. If only she’d remembered the damn amulet! 



Racing through the maintenance passage, Celestia skidded to a halt before one of the many secret doors, pressed her ear against it, and then burst out into the hallway. “Rut,” she hissed. She could hear voices up ahead, it seemed even after skipping three rooms Twilight had the lead. 



She wove an invisibility charm around herself and launched herself into the air. The next room was a living chess set, built to exploit Fluttershy’s uncanny ability at the game. Rainbow Dash’s head shot up as she passed overhead, but she saw nothing, and moments later Celestia was through to the final chamber. 



“Rut!” she swore again, landing with a bang. The summoning circle was already active, waiting for some foolish pony to set hoof in it and bring forth Salabridon. The pedestal for his amulet was right in the centre of the circle. 



“Boo-yeah, checkmate!” Rainbow Dash’s voice cut in from behind her.



“Come on, girls!” Twilight cried. Suddenly the thunder of their hooves was fast approaching. 



There was nothing for it. Celestia threw herself through across the circle. In a single leap she cleared the breadth of the circle and dropped the amulet into place. The walls shook as the summoning began, dread energy dancing along the columns. Celestia hurled herself behind one, just as the girls burst into the room. 



“You’re too late, ponies!” Salabridon roared. “The amulet is mine once more!” 




 



Celestia staggered back into the breakfast room. Her mane hung limp, she had a cut on her cheek and her coat was matted with dirt. She dropped into the seat next to her sister and pulled a huge stack of muffins towards her.



“Not a word, sister.” 



Luna rolled her eyes and took another sip of coffee.



“Okay... maybe I’ll ease up on the friendship lessons.” 
      

      
   
      Her Choice, Her Illusion


      

      
      
         “H-Hey everyone,” a lone purple alicorn said nervously. Her bloodshot eyes peered to her smiling friends. She was grinding her teeth and her messy mane was all over the place. “It’s s-so great to s-see everyone here!” she stuttered.



“Why, Twilight,” the charming voice of Rarity said, “It’s also wonderful to see you!”



“Don’t have a long face, Twilight!” Pinkie Pie’s bright and cheery voice added in. 



“It’s also great to see you too, Twi,” Applejack’s voice said. Her trademark accent made Twilight’s smile curve up a little bit.



“C’mon Princess Twilight,” Rainbow Dash’s cocky voice chimed, “We’re here. Don’t be so sad and gloomy!”



“Oh, Twilight, how could we live without you?” Fluttershy calm voice said. “Remember that we’re all here for you!”



Twilight’s smile grew, but it was short lived. Inside of her cold castle walls, it echoed a vanquished past. The throne room was breaking down, cracks in the strong stone that was no more. She could remember it. She could remember. But how long ago was it? Perhaps days? Weeks? Eons? The princess turned towards her smiling friends.



“What do you think we should do?” she asked frantically.



Pinkie Pie was the first one to spout an idea. “Ooh, ooh! A party!” she said, waving her hoof.



“A party?” Rarity asked. “At a time like this?”



“Sure!” Pinkie Pie exclaimed with a smile from cheek to cheek. “A party to have fun! A party to forget our pain! A party just to celebrate with friends!”



“I do like that idea,” Applejack said, Rainbow Dash and Fluttershy added in agreement. They all turned to Twilight. “How about it, Twilight?” Rainbow Dash asked.



A tear welled up in Twilight’s eyes. “Yes,” she whispered under her breath. Both of her eyes teared up before beginning to weep. Her horn illuminated, her friends now slowly fading away to nothingness. The bare throne room left the princess alone.



Only her cries was left in the shattered room, the once strong stone now a reminder of her shattered friends and home. Outside, there was nothing to be seen. Twilight had blocked it with some of her powerful magic. She did not want to think what happened what there. She wanted to forget it. Forget it all.



Looking outside would shred her broken heart once again and more. The princess’ tears splattered onto the cold ground. She was tired and in distress. Her friends were gone. Gone. She mumbled to herself, saying that it was all her fault.



The princess began to blink a few times before her horn lit up again. “W-What kind of party?” she asked her friends.



“How about a fun one?” Pinkie Pie asked, her muzzle up to Twilight’s. Between her tears, Twilight gave a smile. Yes, a party, she would tell herself.



It was a party that only she, the princess would celebrate by herself.



It would be forever and until the end of time before all of this would end.
      

      
   
      One Head of Cattle


      

      
      
         Mootilda was a tan and white Guernsey who lived in the common area for milkers. Her stall was spartan except for a strange white circle mounted on the wall. She smiled as Applejack and Twilight approached.



"Hay, Mootilda! Brought a friend with me," said Applejack.



"Princess Twilight Sparkle! Such an honor," Mootilda said, bowing.



Twilight blushed. "I'm not that big of a deal," she said, "but a cannulated cow? Now that's something special! I've never seen one before. I hope it's okay if I watch?"



Mootilda smiled broadly. "Of course it is," she said.



"We ain't got a need for your rumen right now, but Twilight really wanted to see you in action," said Applejack.



"My pleasure," said Mootilda. She turned to the side, and there it was: a large plastic ring set into her pelt around a black stopper, embedded just aft of her shoulder. The stopper was about twice the width of Applejack's hoof.



Applejack took a plastic sheath from a small box beside the wall and covered her right front leg with it. She pulled the stopper out of Mootilda's side, which made a soft popping sound.



"We like to be hygienic, but it don't get infected," she explained. "Rumen's got so much probiotic there ain't no risk. Kind of the point."



Twilight watched as her friend reached her sheathed arm deep into Mootilda's body. The cow winced slightly.



"Doesn't that hurt?" asked Twilight.



"Oh, no, dearie, I'm fine! Just a little shy, that's all," said Mootilda.



The farmpony pulled out her hoof. A small amount of liquid trailed her arm and spilled out the opening. In Applejack's hoof was a large green wad of partially-digested grass. She squeezed the wad out over a bucket, and a translucent greenish liquid squirted out.



"That's all there is to it," said Applejack, and she tossed the grass to the floor. She cleaned the area under the hole with a sponge and replaced the stopper.



"Incredible," said Twilight. Mootilda blushed.



"I gotta get some chores done Twilight, but feel free to chat up Mootilda all you like. She prolly knows more about her condition than me," said Applejack. With a tip of her hat, the farmpony trotted off.



"Oh, I don't know much, but I'm happy to answer any questions I can," Mootilda said cheerfully.



Twilight looked up at the wall at the white circle. "That's your hide, isn't it?" she realized.



"Why, yes! They let me keep it after the procedure," said Mootilda. "Sometimes, cattle who needed my rumen will stop by and leave marks to say thank you." There were numerous little symbols etched into the hide. Mootilda had helped many cattle survive illness.



"You know, something has always bugged me," said Twilight. "Everything I know about bovine anatomy tells me use of the cannula should hurt, but no cannulated cow or bull has ever complained of pain. Hold on a moment..."



Twilight's horn glowed, and the area around the stopper glowed. Mootilda looked nervous. The magic stopped, and Twilight's jaw dropped.



"Is everything alright, Princess?" Mootilda asked.



"Mootilda, you're in severe pain!" gasped Twilight.



Mootilda grimaced. "Shh! Please don't tell anypony!" she whispered. "Yes, it hurts, but it's nothing I can't tolerate."



"Why haven't you said anything?" asked Twilight, stunned. "We could give you something to block the pain when somepony needs to use the cannula!"



"To be honest, dearie, it hurts all the time. But as I said, it's fine. I can handle the pain," Mootilda insisted.



"You don't deserve to suffer like this," said Twilight.



"To numb the pain for just one of us would require a steady supply of poppies," Mootilda pointed out.



"It's worth the cost, Mootilda! This is crazy," said Twilight.



"Princess, forgive my bluntness, but perhaps you don't understand because you aren't cattle," she explained. "We're people, yes, but we're not good with our hooves or with animals. You ponies provide us with food, shelter, and everything we could ever need. You ask so little in return."



"But historically, every cannulated cow and bull has said the procedure doesn't hurt," said Twilight. "Why would every cow and bull lie about the pain? Surely one of you would have said something by now."



Mootilda paused. "Princess, have you ever wondered why there isn't a singular word for cattle?" she asked.



"At least three times during this conversation alone," admitted Twilight. "It's weird to have to say 'cow or bull' every time. Why is that?"



Mootilda smiled. "It's because there's no such thing."
      

      
   
      Obligatory


      

      
      
         “Four bits, please!”



Rarity laid a five-bit coin on the counter and placed the tiny basket of strawberries on her back. They smelled heavenly, like sunlight and sugar and happiness. “Keep the change, darling!”



The Ponyville farmers’ market was in full swing this morning. Hundreds of ponies bustled about, crowding around dozens of stalls. It was a wonderful spring day, and she felt like she was floating, buoyed by the giddiness of the season.



Of course, this was Ponyville. It wasn’t long before she heard panicked screams.



There, careening down Runaway Hill, was another out-of-control wagon. This one was laden with potatoes, and it built up a good head of steam toward the market below. The crowd scrambled to the sides, squeezing into a sweating, horsey mass with barely enough room to draw a breath. Rarity held the strawberries aloft in her magic, safely above the crush.



Things were looking good when, across the street, a colt bolted from the crowd. He stopped in the center of the way and froze as he saw the wagon barreling toward him, as though noticing it for the first time.



Rarity didn’t remember moving. Her jaw hurt where it smacked the cobblestone road, and her front hooves throbbed from striking the poor colt, who lay in a dazed heap several feet away. Ponies moved in slow motion to grab him, and she felt somepony snag her tail.



Right, the wagon. She looked up to see it rushing toward her. Drat. This is going to hurt.



It didn’t. The coroner’s report determined that she died instantly.








“And that’s the last of them.” Twilight Sparkle fixed her seal to the page – in addition to being Ponyville Librarian and Princess of Friendship, she was also a notary public – and signed her name in the space below. She set the page down on a pile with the others, and tapped their edges to bring them into alignment. Then she stared at them for a while.



“Thank you, Princess,” Mayor Mare said. She made no move to collect the documents. “And again, I’m sorry. She was a good mare.”



“Yeah.” Twilight felt like there was more she should say. But, just as it had for the past several days, silence seemed like the only due response. Instead she gave the mayor a weak smile and left.



Applejack caught her at the door. They walked together out into the cold drizzle. Thunder shook the sky, echoing off the distant hills in a ceaseless rumble that lasted until the next flash of lightning, and the cycle sounded again.



“I wish she’d stop that,” Applejack said. She squinted up at the clouds, as though she could see Rainbow Dash flying above them.



Twilight remembered the impromptu meeting several days before, when they had suggested to Rainbow that perpetual rain was perhaps not what Rarity would have wanted for the town. The pegasus hadn’t even let them finish; she just stormed off and vanished into the clouds. 



And still it rained.



“Everypony mourns in their own way,” she said. “She’ll come around.”



Pinkie and Fluttershy were waiting at the Boutique when they arrived. The four exchanged hugs, and without further instruction picked up where they had left off. Several days of packing and sorting had reduced the contents of the Boutique to a series of boxes. Some were to be donated, others sold, and the rest stored, each according to Rarity’s directions.



“It’s sad, isn’t it?” Fluttershy rested a hoof against a box containing half-complete designs. “That she was just starting, I mean. She had so much promise.”



“She did what she had to do,” said Applejack. “Weren’t no other way.”



Twilight found herself speaking. “Yes, but… would you have done that?”



There was a silence.



“I, uh… maybe,” Applejack said. “It was so fast, you know?”



“I’d have been scared,” Fluttershy said. She shivered and huddled beneath her mane. “I still am.”



Pinkie seemed lost in thought. Twilight looked out the rain-spattered window.



Stupid. Stupid. Why did I ask that? There’s no—



The door creaked open, and they turned to see Rainbow Dash in silhouette. She stepped in, dripping water everywhere, and shrank from their gazes, eyes looking everywhere else.



“Hey, uh… Sorry. Am I too late?”



She jerked as Twilight wrapped her in a hug, and then all five of them were together, legs and wings encircling each other in comfort.



“No. You’re just in time.”
      

      
   
      Which Fluttershy?


      

      
      
         	“Hey there, sugarcube,” Applejack said upon seeing her. “You out doin’ some grocery shoppin’ today?”

	“I guess so.” Truth be told, she didn’t know what drew her here, but the gleaming skins of the apples called out to her. “I’d like to buy some apples.”

	“O’ course!” Applejack waved her foreleg over the assortment. “What type’ll suit ya’ today?”

	“Oh, I don’t know,” Fluttershy replied with a quiver in her voice. “They all look so… so succulent.”

	The assortment all called out to her. She salivated heavily, enough to make Applejack raise a brow.

	“You okay, sugarcube?”

	Snapping out of her trance, she sputtered. “Oh, sorry! I’ll take a few of each.” With a shaky hoof, she reached into her saddlebag and tossed a sack of bits on the table, almost right off the edge.

	“Land’s sakes!” Applejack cried out with excitement. “You’re really cravin’ apples today, Fluttershy!” She tossed a few of each variety in a basket and gave it to her.

	The pegasus giggled, unable to stop the blush on her cheeks—or her salivation. “Oh, yes,” she slurred. She looked in the basket, at the ripe, beautiful treasure inside.

	Applejack laughed. “Ya’ sure Flutterbat ain’t makin’ ya’ buy these?”

	It was meant as a joke, but that made Fluttershy pause. Now that it had been brought up, she did feel an almost carnal desire to suck the juice right out of the beauties, and dispose of the skins entirely. It would be a waste, but eating the skin would be a waste of time, right?

	This thought made her backpedal. “Uh, on second thought, I don’t think I should—“

	Before she could wheel about and return the basket, Applejack had prodded her forward. “It was a joke, sugarcube. Go on an’ enjoy ‘em, and don’t you fret about what I say.” 

        A second prodding got the pegasus moving, and with an exchange of goodbyes she was walking home. As she walked, she couldn’t help but wonder at Applejack’s implication. Had it been Flutterbat that had influenced her to buy the apples? Or had the choice been her own? With a pit of doubt in her stomach, she glanced into the basket. The apples shone in the sunlight, and the basket swayed like a pocketwatch meant to hypnotize. She could smell the sweet, strong fragrance coming from them, and she could taste the juice running down her throat, and feel the crisp, mighty bite it had.

This made her pause. Regaining consciousness, she looked down to see a Red Gala wedged in her mouth, almost sucked dry. She gasped.

        “Oh my goodness,” she whispered. “Flutterbat.”

        “What the hay?” She looked up to see two mares staring at her with smirks and raised brows. “What’s wrong with you? Don’t you know how to eat an apple?” They laughed.

        Fluttershy frowned. “This is a normal way to eat an apple,” she said quietly.

        It was loud enough for the mares to eat her. “What, to suck the juice out like some vampire?” They laughed even louder.

        Fluttershy began getting angry. “That’s not a nice thing to say,” she said evenly.

        “Uh, yeah?” One of the mares glared at her. “So what? What are you gonna do about it? Suck my blood?”

        She could feel a burning sensation welling inside of her. “Why don’t you just stop? Why can’t you show respect for other ponies? So what if I eat fruit like a vampire?”

        She began approaching them, and they began backing away. “You think you’re so high-and-mighty that you can’t let a pony eat in peace? Huh?”

	Before she could approach them further, she saw Applejack leap in front of her. “Fluttershy, calm down! Your voice is getting real deep, and you’re scaring everypony!”

	She was about to snap at the farmer for interrupting her, but the mention of a deep voice made her think. That wasn’t something she did when she was angry; Angel had told her that. A few seconds thought made her think of only one source: Saddle Rager. It was an odd connection, but the earlier thought of Flutterbat made her think again.

	Was I so angry that I almost became that beast again? She gasped. What if… what if I can't control any of these personalities within me?

	“Fluttershy?”

	“I’m sorry,” Fluttershy said, defeated. She heard the mares llaugh. The burning sensation raged again, and it terrified her.



To all readers: The biggest thing I'd like to know is, was the tension at least present?
      

      
   
      Accounting for Abacus


      

      
      
         Cadance thought. Luna watched her from across the table, arms folded over the single page that could change her life forever. And for the better.



The diner hadn’t changed in nearly five years. Oh, the cushions were more faded than they had been, and the tabletops more scarred from the countless plates and silverware passing over them. But it was a comfortable place. It was closer to CHS than to Crystal Prep, too. She could eat lunch here, if she wanted.



But at what cost?



She sighed, drumming her fingers over her wrist. She could marry Shining Armor, and there would be no claims of favoritism. She could watch her new sister-in-law grow up and make friends as she never had before. She could be happy working for her aunts, following her degree as a counselor and not need to be a strict disciplinarian.



She could leave the students of Crystal Prep to deal with Principal Abacus Cinch on their own.



“You know I, we, are making the offer because we care.” Luna reached across the table to lay a cool hand on Cadance’s. “There’s nothing tying you down, now, is there?”



“The students,” Cadance said. It was all she needed to say, but she continued, “You saw them. They’re not bad kids. They’re...”



“They would make good students at CHS.”



“But they won't go. Not yet, and if I left them now, they wouldn’t have a moderating influence. They wouldn’t be able to see that there is a kinder side to the world. They would be cold, Luna.”



“Cadance, they are old enough to know right from wrong. I am worried about you. You sided with us. What is she, what are they, going to think of you? Will they listen?”



Luna’s hand squeezed lightly over hers, and Cadance turned her hand over to hold it.



Luna had a point. Cinch had already put her in the bad spotlight. The students who had been there still sided with her, but those who hadn’t, the majority, were pushing against them, and hard. How long before they gave into peer pressure? 



Not long.



Sugarcoat was the only one unswayed by that, bless her heart.



“I can’t say you’re wrong. But what choice do I have? If I don’t stay and at least try to moderate her, I’m afraid they’ll all turn out like her, and not even think it’s wrong.” She squeezed her aunt’s hand again, clasped her other over top of it, and shook her head. “I couldn’t live with myself if my leaving meant they all turned out to be little copies of Abacus Cinch.”



Luna drew her hand back and slid the paper back into a well-worn manilla envelope. “I knew you would say as much.”



“And I knew you would make the offer again.”



Luna’s smile brightened. “It is because we love you, Cadance. We want to see you happy.” She frowned, then, and slid the envelope across the table. “Keep it. The offer was always open, and always will be. Maybe you can find a use for it. A... threat.”



Cadance snorted. “Abacus does not value me so highly as that.” She slid the envelope back across the table. “Even having that might be enough for her to bring action against me. She could fire me at any moment she chooses, and the school board wouldn’t bat an eye.”



“She has that much clout?” Luna did not reach for the envelope.



“Because she gets results. Which is all the school board cares about these days. She might lose that clout if she were to have a school rise to rival her successes.”



Luna touched a finger to one edge of the envelope, and inched it across the table again. “Come work with us. Help us do that. Crystal Prep can’t keep the students there against their will, and if they see that CHS is a more likeable place...”



“How long would it take? Two years? Four? More? How many students would Abacus Cinch sway? How many cold-hearted children will she make out of loving families? Lemon Zest is... used to be such a sweet girl. A little off, but now she flits back and forth, and I worry that her mind is damaged. How many more?”



Luna drew the envelope back. “I had to try.”



“I know. And, someday, I'll accept.”



"Sooner than later, I hope. We both love you, Cadance."



Lunch arrived, then, and Cadance listened, smiling, as Luna told her about Twilight's first day.
      

      
   
      The Illusion of Choice


      

      
      
         The cheers of the crowd echoed in Trixie’s mind as she focused herself for the show about to come.



It was the same one she always did. That was what she said to everypony who asked her, at least. But every show was different. Every show needed something more. It needed something to be better than the last time she had performed.



She explained it off, in the dark hours of the night when she was alone with herself, as the show naturally evolving, but she did not even believe it herself. Trixie simply needed to do better. In truth, she did not believe the cheers and the clapping she heard. It was all sympathy. That did not stop her trying to improve. Even if they did not mean it now, she would show them.



She lifted up the hat on her head, covering her horn. It was her little ritual. Her mother had been the one to teach her that. “Just cover your horn, dear,” she had said, “and nopony will expect you to do more than you can.” She was always right, mother was. Trixie had learned to leave town after her first performance. Ponies always expected her to do more and more. If they had never heard of her, they would never expect her to do anything, and then they would clap and cheer more.



If they had seen her, though, they would always want something more. It was better to just burn out her whole repertoire at once than to go slowly. It kept them away, and if they never got close, they could never hurt her. That was what her father had taught her. If they never got close, they could never let her down. It was the only way to be safe. Be an island, and let no-one land upon it. That was part of why she wore the cape that she clasped on. 



“Trixie?”



Trixie froze. Nopony was allowed backstage. She had made that clear, she thought. Who could possibly have come in? She turned to the entrance, and saw another unicorn standing there. Perhaps the pony she least expected. “Twilight Sparkle,” she said. “What are you doing here?” She forced a polite tone. The last time Twilight Sparkle and she had met, Twilight had shown just how much better her magic was than Trixie’s illusions. Please, she begged silently. Don’t run me out of town again.



“I was a little worried about you, honestly,” said Twilight, a look of at least some concern on her face. “And I think I was right to do so.”



“No,” Trixie said, “I’m doing as well as you could hope. I am just about to perform, actually.”



Twilight frowned a little. “To who?”



“To them!” said Trixie, a little frustrated now, pointing to where the sound of the cheering would be coming from. It was just out the door that Twilight had entered in. Surely she must have seen them.



Twilight looked at Trixie carefully. “Trixie, there’s nopony out there. Are you feeling alright?”



“Yes, Twilight, of course I am. Now, if you still want to talk, then we can talk after the performance,” she said.



Turning her back on the other unicorn, she walked out the door. She walked up on the stage, the curtain still together. She almost did not want to open it. It was the first time she had performed in her hometown. Taking a deep breath, however, she pulled the curtain open. 



She saw the adoring crowd, leaping into the air and cheering. They were here for her. But they were not here. None of them was real. It had not been real since she had fled Ponyville. Her mother was right. Better not to let anypony know what you could do.



She sank to the floor, her hat rolling off to the side. What was the point of it all?



“Trixie,” Twilight said, as she walked onto the stage. “You don’t have to stay here like this.”



“As if there’s any place for me,” Trixie said, her voice bitter and defeated. “Just leave me here.”



“No, Trixie,” said Twilight, as she lifted the mare from the ground. “I may not know where your place is, but I know that you have something within you unique to you, that nopony else can do. But you have to choose. Will you stay here, or will you find real happiness?”



As Twilight left, Trixie followed.
      

      
   
      Hurricane Roars


      

      
      
         “What the hay?” 



Rainbow Dash looked down at the envelope, then up at Fluttershy. The gangly filly blushed, and tried to hide behind her mane. 



“Um, can I have that back?” she said, her voice almost lost amidst the hustle and bustle of the Flight Camp cafeteria. 



“Maaabye.” Rainbow Dash stuck out her tongue. “If it's really yours. It’s rude to read other ponies’ mail, you know?” 



Fluttershy kept her eyes low and head bowed. “They gave it to me,” she pointed out, in a whisper.



“Eh, councillors would probably just throw the mail in the air and let the wind sort it out.” Rainbow leaned forwards, upsetting half the crockery, and hissed. “I’m still waiting on the cookies dad promised me, you know. What’s the bet those just ended up passed around the staff room?” 



“Um... my letter?” Fluttershy said, peering up through the haze of pink mane. “Please.” 



Rainbow Dash squinted at the envelope. “Nope, first you’ve got to tell me who Hurricane Roar is.” Fluttershy went beet red, and Rainbow rolled her eyes. “Ah, it's a nickname, right?” 



“Not really,” Fluttershy murmured. She began to roll her plate with the tip of her hoof. “It’s, um, my name.” 



“Your name is Hurricane Roar,” Rainbow Dash said, taking her time over the words, as if tasting them. “Like, somepony took a look at you and said, ‘I know, here’s a pony that likes shouting’?” 



Fluttershy swallowed, hunching her shoulders. “Please don’t be mad.” 



Rainbow rolled her eyes. “I’m not mad. Come on, Fluttershy, not everypony is attacking you all the time. It's just weird, you know? I mean, look at me.” She stood up on the low bench, flexing her forelegs. “I’m Rainbow Dash, speed and awesome are right there in my name. Everypony’s like that.” 



Flicker her wings Dash shot into the air and cast her eyes over the mess hall. “Look, Bloosmforth is all about flowers,” she said, pointing towards the light pink filly separating her salad out into the individual component flowers. “She brought, like, half a greenhouse with her. And Hoops–” she jabbed a hoof towards the trio of bullies. “–yeah he’s a jerk, but he’s the best basketball player in the camp, ask anypony. So what’s wrong with you?” 



Tears began to mist in Fluttershy’s eyes, and Rainbow brought her hoof to her face. “I didn’t mean it like that!” she exclaimed, dropping down next to Fluttershy and putting an arm around her shoulder. “It's just... I dash, Derpy derps along, Cloud Kicker has that nasty left hoof, Surprise—” 



“SURPRISE!” There was an explosion of confetti from the other end of the hall. 



“Well, Surprise does that,” Rainbow Dash continued, shaking her head. “I just want to know how you ended up Hurricane Roar?” 



Fluttershy took a deep breath. “It was my dad,” she began. Rainbow leaned in close to hear the whispered words. “He was in the guard. And his dad. And his dad, it’s sort of a family thing. He wanted to make sure that I got a proper name for when I...” Her voice trailed away. 



“Followed in his hoofsteps?” Rainbow competed. Fluttershy gave a shaky nod and Rainbow squeezed her friend a little tighter. She let out a long sigh. “So, where did Fluttershy come from?” 



“My brother used to tease me with it,” Fluttershy murmured. “He... always said I didn’t deserve a cool name.” 



“Pssh.” Rainbow waved her hoof dismissively. “Who says Fluttershy isn’t an awesome name? Sure I can’t see anypony called Fluttershy charging down a fearsome, fire breathing, pony eating, dragon, but you don’t need to do that stuff if you don’t want to. You’ve got the whole animal thing going.” She pointed at the butterflies on Fluttershy’s flank. 



If anything Fluttershy’s head sunk lower, her wings rising to shield her from the world. A horrible thought struck Rainbow. “You have told them, right, about the cutie-mark?” There was no reply, and Rainbow glanced down at the envelope cradled in Fluttershy's hooves. “Do they even know you’re going by Fluttershy now?” 



“No.” Fluttershy swallowed. “I put it down as my preferred name for Flight Camp. It’s been... nice.” 



“Well, you should tell them,” Rainbow said, setting her jaw. “If you want to be Fluttershy, be her. Just tell your folks that you’re not going to be a guard.” 



Fluttershy let out a long sigh. “That’s not so easy.” 



Rainbow frowned. “No, I guess not.” She squeezed Fluttershy tighter. “But I’ll be with you whenever you’re ready.”
      

      
   
      Ready Player One


      

      
      
         Button Mash adjusted himself on the seat, staring into the arcade cabinet intently. He had been waiting all week for it to arrive, and now, finally, it was here. Pony Quest V, the latest installment!



Ever since he first saw the poster for it, hanging triumphantly over the entrance to the arcade, he just knew he would have to play it. It was shaped like a banner, and read, “The Greatest Entry into the Pony Quest Franchise yet! For the Very First Time, Total Freedom of Choice. Coming Soon to an Arcade Near you!”



And here it was, flashing the word, ‘Ready’ in front of him, like a neon siren. Button eagerly reached down towards his stack of coins he kept on the floor, and inserted one into the machine. After pushing a button, the screen suddenly changed, and before him were three separate characters. 



The first was a stallion, wearing a big floppy hat, over which flashed the word ‘MAGE’ in red letters; the second was a griffon, wearing the traditional armor of a Griffonstonian Warrior, over which flashed the word, ‘Warrior’, as expected; but the third was a newcomer. Instead of being a mare, dressed like a rogue, it was an old dragon, who seemed to tower over the other two, but in reality was only a little taller. Over him was simply the word, “Draconian.’



Button Mash knew he’d have to go with the unexpected, and so with a tentative press of several buttons, he selected the Draconian, and was thrown into the story. Apparently the dragon he had chosen was known as ‘Crimsonfire the Brave’, and had set out on a quest to save his clan of dragons.



Getting passed the tutorial was easy enough, and after that he was set loose into the world of Equestria. 



And a few hours later, Button Mash was finished. “Whoa…” was all that he could say. This was the best game he’d ever played in the arcade, and he had played quite a few. And there had been so many choices! He just had to find out what happened in the others’ story modes. 



But as he hit the button to replay it, he noticed that now it cost him four coins. Shrugging, he said to himself, “It’ll totally be worth it, just to find out what else happens,” and put in his four coins, from the stack that was still on the floor.



This time, he decided to choose the Warrior, and so was thrown right back into the story of the game. But… something seemed off. His attacks seemed different, certainly, but they did the exact same amount of damage as Crimsonfire’s. And the story… a griffo who had set out on a quest to save his nest. Button Mash shook his head, trying to clear away the implications. He took a deep breath, and carried on into the game.



And as before, a few hours later, he had finished the griffon’s campaign. “That can’t be right,” he muttered, staring at the ‘You Win,’ screen. The story, whilst superficially different from the Draconian story, ended up having the same ending. But, he had to admit to himself, he did make the same choices as before. Maybe it would change, should he do something different.



With that idea in his head, he once again pressed the replay button. But this time, the screen asked for eight coins. Button Mash gritted his teeth, but he wouldn’t let the game beat him. He inserted the required coins, took a deep breath, and selected the first character, the mage.



And again, he was thrown into the story. And once more, he noticed that his attacks, whilst looking different, did the exact same amount of damage as the others. Gritting his teeth harder, he prepared to once again play through the campaign, but this time make different choices.



Finally, after even more hours (By this point, the arcade was close to closing, but he still had time), he was at the final boss. And with the pattern of attacks he had learned the second time through, he struck down the foul demon and won.



And was faced with the exact same ending as before. Exactly. The. Same. Button Mash threw his head up, and let loose a howl of rage. And as management came to calm him down, he burst into tears. 



But, on the bright side, he had learned to never trust advertisement again. 
      

      
   
      Fuss


      

      
      
         The radiating glow of the magic of friendship subsided in the mare’s bodies, as they gently drifted down back to the air, all except for Dash who caught herself and hovered using her wings. Twilight took a deep breath and took a step forward, looking down at the enemy before them.



An earth pony mare was lying on the ground, cowering before the majesty that was Princess Twilight Sparkle. Her coat, mane and tail were all singed, her body trembling. 



She blinked, seeing a dazzling glow begin to emit from Twilight’s horn. “Just g-get it over with…” she stammered, closing her eyes.



“You brought this on yourself,” Twilight spoke neutrally, throwing back her head, ready to throw the spell at her.



“Hold on, sugarcube.” 



A firm hoof on Twilight’s shoulder stopped all traces of her spell. Blinking, she turned to find Applejack at her side. “Why aren’t we sparin’ this one?”



“What?” Twilight asked, folding in her wings. 



The villain opened her eyes, quickly glancing between the two mares above her.



“She committed terrible crimes! Have you forgotten that already?” Twilight continued.



“I did poison your water supply, burned your crops, and delivered a plague unto your houses,” the mare said, nodding. 



“Exactly!” Twilight agreed. She paused for a moment, turning to her enemy. “Er, thanks I guess.”



“Does this mean I get spared?”



Twilight frowned. “No.”



Rainbow flew ahead, above the pair. “Why the hay not?!” 



“Rainbow, she literally just explained why we shouldn’t,” Twilight grumbled. 



“Is it because she’s an earth pony?” Pinkie piped up, appearing randomly from behind Applejack.



Twilight looked at her. “What?”



“Y’know, she’s not a unicorn!” Pinkie cheerfully replied.



“Wait, are we,” Twilight narrowed her eyes, “are we really doing this? Right now?”



“You did seem to spare Starlight Glimmer quite willingly, despite all she did. She didn’t even feel any remorse for what she did,” Rarity said, stepping forward.



“Neither has she!” Twilight pointed at their foe. She tilted her head at her. “Sorry, I’m not sure we ever caught your name…”



“Foggy Mist,” she said. “And no, I really don’t feel any remorse for what I did.”



“There you go!” Twilight cried, stamping a hoof. 



“She’s not exactly running…” Fluttershy meekly added, avoiding Foggy’s gaze.



“Yeah, Starlight ran for the mountains and you just let her go!” Dash said, throwing a hoof to the air.



“I’ve accepted my fate,” Foggy stated. “Whatever it is.”



Twilight groaned. “Okay, so I made a big mistake back there! That doesn’t mean I’m a racist!”



“Er, we weren’t calling you a racist, Twi,” Applejack said.



Pinkie jumped above the group, grinning. “I was!” 



“Pinkie,” Applejack scolded, giving Pinkie a glare whenever she popped into view.



Pinkie stopped her bouncing, spinning on her hind hoof once. “I call ‘em like I see ‘em.”



“Come to think of it, darling,” Rarity mused, rubbing her chin thoughtfully, “you also spared that Sunset Shimmer mare. Wasn’t she a unicorn too?”



“She had changed!” Twilight cried, her wings spreading out. “I saw it with my own eyes, she wanted forgiveness! She wanted friendship in her heart! Besides, neither Sunset or Starlight had done anything as bad as Foggy has here!” 



“Starlight Glimmer stole a whole town’s worth of identities from ponies, forcing them to work for her in a creepy… what’s the word… commune, I suppose?” Rarity wondered. “Essentially they were slaves, either way.”



“And Sunset Shimmer was going to use an army of teenages—” Pinkie zoomed up in front of Twilight’s face, “—teenagers, Twilight! Teenagers to literally take over the whole of Equestria!”



Twilight let out a mighty grunt of frustration, flying up into the air. “I’m not a racist! Why don’t you believe me when I say that?!”



There was a long period of silence between the group, glances avoided, body movements awkward.



“It did take you a really long time to warm up to Discord…” Fluttershy muttered.



“Sweet Celestia! Fine, if you’re so loving and tolerant, you deal with her! I’m done!” Twilight shouted, flying away.



Applejack watched her go, then turned to see the rest of the group staring at her. She shrugged, then approached Foggy. “Ya think you can change?”



“Not really. After what I did, there’s no way I can integrate into society again.” She rolled her eyes, then laid her head down on the floor. “Make it quick at least.”



Turning, Applejack stared at her friends, all capable of some amazing feats but none of them a quick, clean kill. 



“Ah, horsefeathers.”
      

      
   
      Trixie Fools Penn and Teller


      

      
      
         "Good evening ladies and gentlemen," Jonathan began. "And welcome to Fool Us. Tonight our guest pefomwes will try to bamboozle the most magnificent of stage magicians: Penn and Tellwa!



The camera panned to show the entrance of the titular stars: The loud and commanding Penn Jillette, who had managed to lose a significant amount of weight recently, and the ironically named Teller, who never said a thing.



The crowd applauded.



"Oh, you think you'wa excited now," Jonathan said. "But wait untiw you see our fuwst pefoma!"



A hush came over the audience.



"Pwease welcome, The Gweat and Powaful, Twixie!"



Her act began immediately, leaving the viewers no time to process the idea that she was, in fact, a very small horse, wearing a pointy hat and bedazzled cape.



"The Great and Powerful Trixie will require a volunteer!"



Several hands went up in the audience. Trixie pointed a hoof, and a young man quickly joined her on stage. Trixie skipped the pleasantries, like asking for a name.



"Are you familiar with these cards?" Trixie asked, fanning them out face up on the table between herself and the man to show a full deck.



"I think so," the man said.



"Good." Trixie shuffled the cards. "Then choose!" she ordered, and turned her vision away.



The man took a card. "Do I look?"



"Yes, and remember! For I, the Great and Powerful Trixie, shall retrieve it again, despite impossible odds!"



The card was shown to the camera: queen of hearts.



"Return it!" Trixie commanded.



The man placed it back into the array of cards.



Trixie turned back to the table, observing the cards before collapsing the fan back into a stacked deck.



"Trixie will now shuffle!"



Hooves flying fast, she remixed the deck. It was a thorough shuffle, and the camera cut twice to Teller, who was making quick, shifty-eyed looks at his partner, urging him to look for the sleight of hand (or hoof) in the fast movement.



Shuffle finished, Trixie split the deck in two, and placed a forehoof firmly on each.



"Choose!" she commanded. "Left, or right?"



"Ummm," the man said. "Left!"



Trixie tossed the pile under her left hoof over her shoulder, then split the remaining pile in two.



"Again!"



"I guess..." the man mumbled.



"Trixie does not have time for you to 'guess'! Choose!"



The man on stage gave a grimace. "Okay, right!"



The right was tossed, the remainder split again.



"Choose!"



"Left."



"Choose!"



"Left."



Now there were only two cards left, one under each hoof.



"Left!" the man eagerly shouted.



"Trixie does not think that is a wise choice. Do you want to choose the right?"



Being a classic misdirect, the man denied. "No. Left!"



"Very well."



Trixie tossed the card, and then, slowly, revealed the remaining card under her right hoof.



The shocked look on the man's face, and the wild cheers of the audience let everyone know it was the correct card, even before the camera could confirm it.



"Wondaful, simpwy wondaful!" Jonathan declared as he quickly joined Trixie at center stage. "I am cuwious, what made you select this particular illusion?"



"Well," Trixie said. "Trixie knows many tricks, but this was the first one she learned, so it has always been Trixie's illusion of choice!"



"Wewl," Jonathan said. "It certainly is mine now. But let's see what ouw expewets have to say!"



"Okay," Penn began. "This is card magic expertly done. Though we have seen several tricks like this before."



Trixie nodded.



"It's funny too that you say "illusion of choice" because your entire trick is about the volunteer choosing. But we think that choice is what's illusionary here.



Trixie looked nervous, but shrugged.



"So, if we were to do this trick, we might... Well, we might stack the deck a bit. A Xanatos deck if you will." Johnathan gave his usual "WTF?" shrug as Penn continued. "Perhaps... what's the word here, for a horse?" Teller whispered something. "Right, we might 'frog' the card during the splits. Maybe even take that queen-of-hearts monarchy and make it... make it a diarchy."



Jonathan looked at Trixie. "Do you think they know how you did it?"



"Yes," she said, dejected. "Trixie believes they—"



"I'm not finished." Penn said, cutting her off. "Yes, we know how you forced the card, but..." there was a dramatic pause as both Penn and Teller jogged to the stage, and stared closely at Trixie. "We have absolutely no idea how you managed to shuffle with hooves!"
      

      
   
      There Is No Food


      

      
      
         Twilight wandered down through the streets of Ponyville, her eyes set straight before her as she trotted forward to the best of her ability. Her vision swam before her as she tried her best to keep herself from falling over as she put hoof after hoof before her, slowly plodding down the cobblestones roads. Everything around her was either colorless or incredibly washed out, the light faded and weak as if a huge filter had been placed across the sky.



She felt like she was being gnawed away inside by a swarm of angry, starving rats, clawing and picking at her organs and chewing on her bones, always stopping just short of the skin before retreating.



She blinked, gritting her teeth and standing up straight, ruffling her wings, closing her eyes. "It's all in your head, Twilight... it's mind over matter at its most basic principal. You can overcome anything you set your mind to."



When she opened her eyes, the rats were gone. She felt her sides, and under her belly, and smiled to herself. "Well. That's that, then."



She took another step, and the rats came pouring back in through some hole to the dimension they briefly occupied in order to trick Twilight in to thinking they were gone. They filled her abdomen, but they were made of void and vacuum so she felt no weight. Just the gnawing.



As Twilight stumbled into the marketplace, she heard the distant chatter of ponies conversing with each other. All of it sounded like it was miles away—mumbled and then amplified a thousand times so Twilight could hear it across plains and mountaintops. But she could not make out any of the words, just echoing, jumbled whispers that had no place being as loud as they were.



"Howdy, Twilight!" Applejack looked as if she were standing behind a pane of fogged glass, and her voice sounded oddly distorted, distant and underwater. "Couldn't help but notice you look a bit famished, hehe. Want an apple? This one's on the house, or cart, anyway, since it's between friends an' all." Applejack held out a shiny red apple to her, which, compared to the mare it was attached to, was clearly defined and in focus. It looked as if a very large, fuzzy orange tree branch had extended to deliver her the fruit itself.



Twilight looked at the apple, the rats writing and squirming. She didn't want to eat. That would only upset them. She looked back up at Applejack, whose face was a distorted wash of green, orange, and pale blonde-yellow.



What option was there? She took the apple.



Sinking her teeth into it, the sweet, juicy taste did not come. Instead, the overwhelming unsettling sensation of gritty rock against her teeth met her, and she looked up at Applejack, who smiled back at her. At least, she thought it was a smile; there was no way to tell with her being so fuzzy and out of focus...



She looked back down at the apple, so purely defined a moment ago, the color sticking out to her as something that was so stark defined int the washed out, faded land she now occupied. The apple was now hazy and undefined, almost just a grey patch held in her hoof. She opened her mouth, and a fine trail of sand poured from her mouth. The grey blur in her hoof was the apple, finely compacted san in the shape of a fruit, sat in her hoof, strangely innocent.



"Wow, Applejack," Twilight said, biting back the urge to throw the apple to the ground ad tear away, wobbling from weakness and rats. "That was... something else."



She turned from the farm pony, clutching her stomach as the rats gnawed away.
      

      
   
      The Pinkie Parable


      

      
      
         This is the story of a mare named pinkie.



Every morning she would wake up in her room in Sugarcube Corner where she shared a bunk with herself. She would follow her routine of showering, baking, and planning parties for every pony she knew. 



Until one day when everypony was gone.



She did not know why, but it was on this day she made it her goal to discover where the party went.



“Oh! Hi, Discord!” 



Pinkie, you’re not supposed to know I’m here.



“Why not? I mean, every pony gone, disembodied voice in the sky, the bees disappearing? Only you could be behind this.”



Well, sure, but I thought I took away your ability to talk when I removed everyone from Ponyville.



“Trixie’s done that before. Have you ever tried talking with no mouth? Words get stuck in the front of your head until there’s too much pressure and they fly out your ears. If a picture’s worth a thousand words, a mouth word is worth a thousand ear words.”



Pinkie finished blabbering and continued to explore Ponyville.



“Actually I still…”



Hmfg. I said Pinkie finished blabbering and continued to explore Ponyville.



“Alright. Geez, no need to be so bossy.”



Eventually her search brought her to candy cane forests, gingerbread houses, and oceans made of melted cookie dough ice cream.



“Oh, really? I’m hungry.”



No. Instead they just brought you to an abandoned house possibly made of spinach or something.



“Is spinach supposed to be this color?”



I honestly don’t know. I’ve never seen anything this rotten.



“I think I’m going to be sick.”



Have a barf bag. I think I need one too. 



After entering the building, the door locked behind her and Pinkie was faced with two doors. It was her choice, red door or blue door. 



“This isn’t really a choice discord.”



What do you mean, “This isn’t really a choice?” This is clearly an option.



“Either way I have to walk through a door.”



So?



“So, I don’t have the option of not going through a door considering I’m locked in this room.”



You can stay here.



“So I could choose to die? Discord, dying choosing not to die isn’t making a choice, it’s following basic coding of life. Nothing wants to die.”



Pinkie, I thought you wouldn’t be smart enough to cause me this much aggravation.



“That’s not a very nice thing to say. And what, you’ve never sat in Twilight’s potted plants and listen to her contemplate the meaning of life? I learn a lot by doing that.”



Um.



“This whole choice question is disregarding her theory that free will is just a myth and we’re all pool balls on some plane of existence, but I’m not sure I by that. Especially when there is a pair of hands sitting at some electronic thingy typing in words that dictate our every motions and each different pair probably doesn’t think the same way.



Pinkie! Pinkie! Stop. I get it.



“You do?”



Yes. This whole thing isn’t worth the trouble.



“Cool, so where are my friends.”



On a cruise to the Griffon Kingdom. Want to get lunch then join them.



“Okie Dokie!”
      

      
   
      It Only Takes One


      

      
      
         One pony can change the world. At least, that’s what Lily’s father had raised her to believe, and it was a mantra she repeated to herself again and again as she packed her saddlebag.



“One pony can change the world,” she muttered. “She can.”



Hefting the bags, Lily pushed past her tiny room’s door and into the small, candlelit shop, the building’s main room.  A white-bearded stallion, hunkered over pair of boots lying on a dusty workbench, glanced up and smiled.



“There’s my little Lily,” he rasped, adjusting his thick spectacles.



She glided over to kiss him on the cheek. “Morning, Dad.”



“Morning, Lilypad.”  He waved behind himself. “If you’re hungry, I left some—



“I’m—honestly a bit nervous,” Lily said, glancing away.



“We can’t help our nerves,” her father said. He paused to cough. “But, my girl, if anypony can persuade those princesses, it’s you.”



Lily had heard this often enough to know where it was going. “Dad, let’s not—”



“Your mother had a silver tongue,” he wheezed through another cough. “She could talk a pegasus out of his wings and he’d never know the difference.”  Behind the glasses, his eyes glazed over.  “And you’re more and more like her every day.”



“You don’t have to—”



“Without her, this little shop would have closed before it even get onto its feet,” he went on without pausing. “And now you’re stepping up just like she did.”



Lily fought a wave of nausea. “Of course,” she said with a smile that slid from her face the moment her father looked away. “I promise I won’t let you down.”



“I know you won’t, girl.”



“Well—” She glanced at the door, sliding towards it on trembling legs “—I should be off.”



“Show those princesses what-for!” her father said right before another hacking fit took him.  He bent over, red in the face.



“I will,” she said. He held up a hoof to halt her, but she pushed the door open anyway. “I love you!  See you in a few days!”  It shut behind her with a soft click, muting the loud coughs. The moment it did, she dropped to her knees in the long, wet grass.



Not many ponies were out yet on this gray morning, but the few that were glanced at her as they passed. However, her attention had flown elsewhere.



“You can do this,” she whispered as drops of sweat ran furrows through her coat. “Just—you can do this.” She heaved herself to her hooves and hopped her home’s rough wooden fence onto the small dirt path that ran in front of her home and all the way, eventually, to Canterlot. “Do like Mom would do.”



The thought of her mother fought the nausea, forcing it down, until finally all that remained was a tense sense of stability. She took a deep breath.



“Just like Mom would do.” Lily’s pace quickened, and she even managed a small smile.  “Don’t let Dad down.  One pony can change the world. I can do this.” Her smile cracked wider. “I can change the world.”



Within moments, she had left the village and ventured into the surrounding countryside.	








“You sure she didn’t have anything else?” a griffon asked her fellow as she tossed a ripped saddlebag away.



“Nope,” he said, scratching under the red bandanna wrapped about his head. “What a waste of time.”



“Dammit,” she muttered. “You’re turn to take care of it this time.”



He slung Lily’s lifeless body over his shoulder. “Yeah, yeah, I know.” Flying a short distance away, he tossed her unceremoniously into the shallow trench they had dug the night before.



One pony had hoped she could change the world. Too bad the world sometimes fights back.
      

      
   
      The Confessions of Stormwatcher


      

      
      
         To whom it may concern:



My name is Stormwatcher. I imagine you were introduced to me as “the stallion that lives in the corner apartment,” or perhaps “oh yeah, that pegasus. I know him. Kind of.”



I lived here in Manehattan all my life, and in spite of what the name might suggest, I never worked in weather. My cutie mark was always a bit of a puzzle to my parents, honestly. It’s a spyglass if you don’t know what it is yet. What in Equestria was I going to do with that, they wondered. Having a talent of spying things doesn’t really help in everyday life.



But while they wondered, I always had an inkling of an idea.



Ponies have always fascinated me. You see, my parents were always very sweet and gentle in our home, but out in the city they were just as gruff and mean-spirited as any other pony walking Manehattan’s streets. I once saw my father kick at a homeless mare who asked him for a spare bit. The same stallion that fed me and gave me a home wouldn’t give a single coin to a pony that needed it more than he did.



What’s more, I still remember the look on the mare’s face. Like she expected to be kicked.



I thought on that day for a very long time. How could a mare simply asking for the means to survive expect to be met with violence and pain? The answer was obvious: she had been kicked before.



This was a revelation to me. I had some experience with school bullies at this point in my life, but I had never imagined an adult would be capable of the same kind of behavior. But the evidence was clear. My own father had shown it right in front of me.



So began my personal study into the behavior of ponies. I was crude at first, using the same kind of stink bombs and firecrackers the class clowns all used, but I learned something new from all these experiments. Ponies weren’t hiding a bully inside themselves. They were hiding everything inside themselves.



Throw a stink bomb into a restaurant, and even the most composed maitre d’ would curse to the heavens. Launch a few bottle rockets at a wedding in the park, and the groom might just shove his bride out of the way as he dives for cover. Grope a mare’s flank on a crowded street, and she will slap every stallion in reach.



I think I made a couple break up by doing that, actually. At least, that’s what the mare screamed. Her fury was beautiful.



I wonder what became of them now, as I write this. Did she forgive him for something he didn’t do? Did she ever believe he didn’t do it? Are they married now with children? Or what children did I stop from being born with my actions?



That never bothered me before. They were still alive, weren’t they? I copped a feel on a pretty mare, and whatever happened next was up to them.



I loved it. Absolutely loved it. It was art, to me. Some ponies read books, others listen to music, or admire paintings. Some ponies create those things to be enjoyed. I did both. I made my chaos, and I reveled in it. Nothing ever made me laugh so hard. The bigger the better.



And nothing was bigger than the fire on Seventh Street last week.



That was me. I read in the papers that the fire spread inside the walls of the building. I don’t know how that happened. I started it on the roof. I swear.



It was on the roof. It would burn, someone would detect it, and everypony would run screaming into the street. The fire ponies would put it out, and that would be it. That was supposed to be it. I swear.



They’re dead. Six. And more are still buried in the ruins. I didn’t want to kill them. I swear.



I wasn’t a monster. I never wanted to be a monster. My choice



It doesn’t matter, does it? No, I suppose not since you’re reading this.



No doubt you’ve seen my body, or at least know how my story ends.



Burn it. Burn it like I burned them. Let my spirit be torn and thrown to the wind. That’s all I deserve.



I wonder if I laughed at the end.
      

      
   
      Golden Gull - Chapter 13


      

      
      
         Golden Gull


Chapter 13


by


Fluttershy




This chapter should be in complete contrast to the last. Excluding Pages 4 through 8, I want the panels to be clearly delineated with tight, precise borders. Keep negative space to a minimum. Except where otherwise noted, colors should be dark and muted—Golden’s coat should be the brightest color. Refrain from using dialogue boxes.

 

Only a few days have passed since the last chapter; the weight of what's happened is still present in Golden's eyes.

 

PAGE 1

 

1 and 2 are equal squares. 3 stretches across the page.

 

1) Close-up of Golden pressed against Mother's side, clutching her doll. Mother is looking ahead. Golden’s eyes are clenched tight.

 

CAPTION: We didn’t stay in Trottingham long after Moma’s funeral. Father said there was no point.

 

2) Shot of a carriage heading down a dirt road. A city looms in the distance. The sun is setting.

 

CAPTION: While we were on the ground, he said, we may as well visit friends.

 

3) Wide shot of skyscrapers reaching into the stars. They are imposing, and blend into the dark sky behind them.

 

CAPTION: I didn't understand how could anypony live in a city like this. There were no clouds, no weather factories.

CAPTION: Only metal.

 

PAGE 2

 

1 and 4 stretch across the page. 3 and 4 are equal boxes.

 

1) Shot of Mother helping Golden out of the carriage. Her eyes are wide as she gazes at the city.

 

CAPTION: Mother called it a vacation. I knew better.

CAPTION: Vacations were relaxing, fun. This was neither.

 

2) Close-up of Golden’s hooves. She is wearing polished black horseshoes.

 

CAPTION: This was busy,

 

3) Close-up of Golden’s mane, which has been straightened. A small white cap rests on her head.

 

CAPTION: annoying,

 

4) Wide shot of Golden standing in a doorway, now wearing a frilled white dress. She is grimacing. Her parents stand at either side, her father wearing a sharp suit, and her mother a similar white gown.

 

CAPTION: and dull.

 

PAGE 3



1 and 2 are equal boxes, small at the top. 3, 4, and 5 are made up of triangles.

 

1) Profile shot of Golden leering at the dinner plate in front of her. On it sit two daisy petals.

 

CAPTION: Each night a new town, a new set of faces…

 

2) Shot of the entire dinner table, which is lined by dozens of ponies. Draw only Golden and her parents with any intricate detail.

 

3) Close-up of Golden looking off-panel, looking dazed. The sentences “Who is the little one?” and “What a cute face!” surround her, almost fading into the background.

 

4) Golden frowns, ears flat, back hunched. “Give us a smile!” and “Where’s her cutie mark?”

 

5) Golden is looking down, teardrops in her eyes. “Already in Flight School and no cutie mark?” and “Aw, she’s shy!”

 

CAPTION: ...but it always felt the same.

CAPTION: I soon grew tired.

 

PAGE 4

 

1 and 2 each take half the page. The borders of 2 fade as the panel extends downward.

 

1) Side shot of Golden, who is still hunched. She is looking in the same direction as the panel, towards a window. It is snowing.

 

CAPTION: It was in those moments that I wished to escape.

 

2) Outside the window, looking in. Snow is falling, and the image becomes increasingly obscured as the panel extends downward.

 

CAPTION: I wished to go back.

 

PAGE 5

Full page splash. A cabin sits in a snowy field.

 

PAGE 6

Full page. Inside the house. A fireplace roars. A mare sits in a rocking chair with a foal on her lap.

 

PAGE 7

 

1, 2, and 3 take up equal space, but have no defined borders.

 

1) Moma holds Golden tightly. The light of the fireplace colors their coats.

 

2) Golden rests her head against Moma’s chest. Her face is calm.

 

3) Golden closes her eyes and smiles.

 

PAGE 8

 

The top of the page is pure white, but quickly fades into 1, which runs until the halfway mark. 2 and 3 are equal squares.

 

1) Shot of Golden sitting at the table, startled awake. The word “Golden!” hangs above her head, harsh and rough, as if scratched in with a razor.

 

2) Golden looks up fearfully at her father, who scowls down at her.

 

3) Father looks down at Golden, who stares at her hooves.

 

PAGE 9

Full page. Golden's ears and wings are limp. The dinner party continues as if nothing has happened.



END OF CHAPTER

      

      
   
      Apology Sky


      

      
      
         A tremor shook the night. 



The mansion quivered. Yells resounded and a long, grating screech rang out. A side table, laden with hors d'oeuvres, came hurtling out the open Prench doors, spraying snacks and cartwheeling off the deck to flatten the roses. 



Two passengers shrieked as they sailed clear, landing in the hostas. 



"Ow, ow, ow!" Rarity found her hooves first, limping to the lawn and surveying the havoc with horror. 



Trixie extricated herself slowly, wiping at her muddy cape. 



"And stay out!" resounded from the house. 



"This." Rarity's pupil's shrank. "Is the worst." Her eyes widened. "Possible." Her lip wobbled. "Thiiiiing!" 



Trixie's ears went flat as the fashionista burst into tears. She reached out tentatively, but withdrew as the sobbing redoubled. 



"T-Trixie didn't know—" 



"And you!" Rarity's tears evaporated as she rounded on Trixie. "Just what were you thinking, acting so—" 



Trixie's inched back with each word as Rarity's volume and ire grew. The magician looked ready to break and run when yells for quiet and a shower of canapes interrupted. 



Rarity froze, lip wobbling. "I, I have never been so humiliated in my life!" She drew a huge gasping breath. 



"Trixie is very, very sorry!" The magician threw herself prostrate. "Trixie was wrong! She shouldn't have tried—" 



"Hmph!" 



Trixie looked up to find Rarity's nose in the air, neck arched away. "Trixie is…" The magician's voice quavered, but she firmed it. "Trixie will make it up to you!" 



"Hmph." Rarity gingerly stripped off her ragged dress, folding it carefully, before sighing and dropping it. She ran a spell over her coat and mane to remove the mud, studiously ignoring her companion. 



Trixie stood warily. "Please come with Trixie?" 



No response. 



Trixie turned awkwardly, trotting a few steps before looking back. Rarity limped after, still looking away. Trixie sighed, half relief and half disappointment. 



They left the garden, meandering through Canterlot's gas-lamp night. Trixie paused to rinse off in a fountain. Rarity's limp eventually disappeared, and they were walking side-by-side as they descended the mountain. 



The quiet streets slowly grew noisier and noisier, until they stepped through a small gate, leaving the stone streets for a city of tents. Walls of kaleidoscope cloth hemmed them in, soaring up to strings of bright lights. Signs flashed and tinny jingles rang out, hucksters called invitations, scents of popcorn and caramel laced the air. Rarity quailed at the onslaught of kitsch.



"Trixie has something to show you here." She pointed towards a dimmer section, adjoining the strip. Rarity shuddered, but followed through a twisting maze of smaller stalls. 



"Trixie really is very sorry." The magician hung her head. "She knows you were anticipating that party, and—" 



"Hmph!" 



"A-And she shouldn't show off at a soiree." They stopped at a circle of tiny tents, labeled 'Space To Sit'. Trixie paid the gatekeeper, who pointed to one. She led Rarity in, revealing a dimly lit space with a few cushions, and tied the flap. 



Rarity watched in bemusement as the light flickered. The walls glowed brighter, swirls of magic appearing on the canvas. Suddenly, sharp gleams speckled the walls, and a scene appeared. 



Trixie watched her friend's expression shift from guarded curiosity to growing wonder as the walls vanished into a still sea. Brilliant stars swarmed overhead, crowding a huge cool moon. The cushions now sat atop a small island, lost in a vast, silent ocean, only waves separating the starry water from the bright sky. 



Rarity took a cushion. Trixie sat, leaning against her. As they stared into the distance, Rarity's tension slowly dissolved. 



"Is—" Trixie coughed quietly. "Is Trixie forgiven?" 



"Of course." Rarity turned and smiled. "You know I can't stay mad at you. But this apology was… uncharacteristic, to say the least." 



Now Trixie looked away. "Trixie had friends before," she mumbled. "But it never… lasted. Trixie believes in friendship now, really! Friendship is magical! But…" She reached out to poke the wall, rippling the sky. For a moment, the walls were clear. "But Trixie knows, some magic is just an illusion." 



"Oh my." Rarity sighed, and threw a hoof around her friend's neck. "Trixie, even illusions are real." She poked the tent herself. "We don't have to settle for what we see. We can choose what it means. And I think it means you don't have to be the Great and Penitent Trixie anymore. Alright?" 



"Trixie feels much better." 



"That's good." Rarity smiled and gathered a fold of cloth. "Now, help me figure out how they make this thing work."
      

      
   
      Of Pies and Mares


      

      
      
         Sweat slowly oozed down Rarity’s face, leaving a track behind it in her normally pristine coat. “Twilight, I—I cannot choose!”



“Choose what?” Twilight asked absently. Her eyes scanned over the menu propped on the table before her. “Oh, this chocolate ice cream looks good.”



“On the surface both options look delightful, but—” Rarity whimpered.



Twilight laid her menu down. “What’s wrong?”



“You see, I’ve always been a cheesecake connoisseur of sorts,” Rarity said, chewing on her lower lip. “And supposedly they serve a cheesecake here that is to die for.”



“Then get the cheesecake.” Twilight shrugged. “I don’t see the problem.”



Rarity whimpered again. “But the cherry pie would be a much healthier option. What if I’m gaining weight?”



“Then pick the pie.”



“But then I might miss out on the greatest dessert of my life!” Rarity said, wringing her hooves. “Think of the missed opportunity!”



“Then get the cheesecake.” Twilight snorted and picked up her menu again. “I like the ice cream—”



“Twilight, you aren’t taking this seriously!”



“Fine.” Twilight’s horn flashed and a sheet of parchment, a quill, and an ink bottle appeared on the table out of thin air. “We’ll write out the pros and cons for each choice.  Okay?”



“O-okay,” Rarity said, wiping at her eyes.



“We’ll start with the cheesecake.” Twilight flourished the quill. “Pros—cheesecake connoisseur—”



“Connoisseur of sorts,” Rarity corrected.



“Cheesecake connoisseur of sorts.” The quill scratched furiously on the parchment, flecking the tablecloth with spots of ink. “And ‘best cheesecake ever’. How’s that sound?”



“Perfect.”



Twilight nodded. “Now, cons—you’re putting on weight—”



“So it’s true!” Rarity wailed, throwing a foreleg across her face. “I’m hideous!”



“No, I’m sorry!” Twilight said quickly. She grabbed her friend’s shoulders. “I just meant that you thought you might be!”



“B-b-but, you said—”



“Nopony thinks you’re overweight.” Twilight settled back into her seat.



Rarity sniffled loudly. “Are you s-sure?”



“Positive.”



“M-maybe you’re right.”



“I am,” Twilight said, heaving a sigh. “Let’s finish this list then, okay?” She returned to the parchment. “Threat of gaining weight, unwanted rumors.”



“Oh very good, dear.” Rarity wiped at her eyes. “I hadn’t even considered rumors.”



“Now, the pie. Pros—healthier.”



“Delicious as well, I’m sure,” Rarity said. “And easier on my purse.”



“Delicious, cheap,” Twilight added, ignoring Rarity’s grimace. “Cons—missing the cheesecake.” She glanced up. “This is a pretty short list.  Can you think of anything else?”



“I—”  Rarity fell backwards. “I can’t!  I’m doomed!”



“Why not flip a coin?” Twilight asked.



“Twilight!” Rarity gasped. “How can you be so callous?  So cruel?  Can you comprehend my mental anguish?”



“You can pick something at random,” Twilight said. She closed her eyes and jabbed a hoof at the menu, almost spilling the ink jar. “Look, I happened to pick the brownie sundae, so I’ll order that. You try, now.”



Rarity chewed on her lip, then glanced away. She tapped her hoof on the menu.



“What did you get?” Twilight asked.



“Don’t rush me,” Rarity said. She glanced at her menu and let out a deep breath. “I suppose the cheesecake shall suffice.”



“Oh, thank Ce—” Suddenly a mustachioed stallion in black materialized from the gloom, making both guests shriek. Twilight put a hoof over her pounding heart. “Don’t do that!”



The waiter bowed.  “Pardonnez moi, mademoiselles,” he said.  “Our stores have run a bit dry tonight, so for dessert, we have for you a dish of frozen cream on the house.”  He set a small bowl of ice cream in front of each of them before ghosting away.



Still shaking, Twilight took a small bite. “See, Rarity? You were worried over noth—” She paused when she saw her friend’s scowl.



“All that suffering.” Rarity sniffed indignantly. “All that torment, and for this?” She scooped a spoonful into her mouth.



“Do you like it?” Twilight asked.



“I will accept it,” she answered, nose in the air. “Although not without—”



“Mademoiselles,” the waiter said as he slid back into view, and they shrieked again.



“You fiend!” Rarity said, hoof over her heart.



“I only wished to ask if you would prefer coffee or tea,” he said.



Twilight glanced across at her friend. “Tea sounds fine to—” she began, but her mouth snapped shut. Sweat rolled down Rarity’s forehead as her eyes darted back and forth.



“Coffee?” she mumbled. “No, tea! But, perhaps coffee would be nice. Oh but the cream and sugar would be awful for my complexion! Although...”



The dull thud of Twilight’s head striking the table echoed throughout the entire restaurant.
      

      
   
      Rational Fears


      

      
      
         Twilight stepped into her dining area to find all of her friends waiting for her. They all had smiles that seemed to be a little too big.



“Hi, Twilight!” they called together.



Twilight’s eyes roamed between them.



“What’s going on…?” she carefully asked.



Applejack took a step forward. “Now, Twilight, before you say anythin’, I want ya to know we’re just here to help.”



“Help with what?”



Pinkie Pie popped up into her field of view. “We’re here to help you get over your fear of qwuesadillas!”



Twilight looked past her to the table and saw a platter stacked with gooey, cheesy quesadillas. Her eyes once more drifted back to the beaming expressions of her friends.



“…Nope, I’m not doing this.”



Her horn glowed and she ascended out of the story.








The author turned away from his writing as a very irate Twilight Sparkle appeared behind him.



“Really?” she asked. “You’re going to make me face my fear of quesadillas?”



The author simply rolled his shoulders. “I thought it was a good idea.”



“It just seems like you could do more,” she said. “You’re basically a god, aren’t you?”



The author let out a laugh. “If I were a god, I’d have no need for editors.”



“But you can make me do whatever you want, right?” Twilight gave him a skeptical look.



“If you insist on thinking of me as a god, then consider me a benevolent one.”



“But why write a story about my fear of quesadillas?” she asked. “It’s not a big deal.”



“I only want what’s best for you, Twilight,” he gently explained. “I want you to grow as a character—or as a pony, if that helps.”



“What makes you think you know what’s best for me?”



“Let’s be honest here, Twilight.” The author straightened up. “You’ve faced monsters and demons and villains, all thanks to the magic of friendship. Does it even make sense for you to be afraid of something like quesadillas?”



“Well, when I was little, I spilled the cheese inside a library book and got in a lot of trouble with the librarian…”



“And I think it’s time that you’ve grown past that,” the author said flatly. “Don’t you?”



Twilight looked around nervously. “It’s just… I don’t think I want to get over it.”



The author raised an eyebrow at her. “What do you mean?”



“It’s like you said: I’ve faced all sorts of scary things, but it’s not like I’m some fearless pony like Rainbow Dash.” Twilight smiled. “I kind of like the fact that, even after everything I’ve been through, there’s still a small part of me that hasn’t changed. I may be an alicorn, and a princess, but I’m still Twilight Sparkle.”



The author deliberated on her words.



“Okay, then,” he finally said. “How do you think the story should go?”



Twilight brought a hoof to her chin. “Does it really matter what I think?” she asked. “I mean, in the end, you’re still going to write the story how you want it, right? Or is this your way giving me some free will?”



“‘Free will,’ she says.” The author chuckled to himself.



“I suppose that’s my answer,” Twilight said in annoyance. “So what do I do now?”



“Now?” the author asked. “Now you go back to the story, and trust that I’ll write it in the way that’s best for you.”



Twilight nodded as her horn glowed once more.








Twilight reappeared before her friends.



“Uh, Twilight?” Rainbow Dash asked. “Where did you go just now?”



“It’s not important,” Twilight said, shaking her head. “I just needed time to think about all of this.” She held out her hoof to the platter of quesadillas.



“Well, we’re here for you, darling,” Rarity said, placing a hoof against her.



Fluttershy took a step forward. “You don’t have to go through with this, if you don’t want to.”



“And ya definitely don’t have to go through this alone,” Applejack said with a nod.



Twilight looked between all of her friends and took a deep breath.



“It means so much to me that you girls would get together to do this,” Twilight said. “And I know it’s silly, but I’m fine with it.



“I’m Twilight Sparkle,” she continued. “I like vanilla ice cream, red balloons, dancing, and I’m afraid of quesadillas. But I have the best friends in the world, so I wouldn’t change a thing.”



“Aww…” her friends said, hugging her tight.



“…Now get those things away from me.”
      

      
   
      And Your Bird Can Sing


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      The Flag


      

      
      
         One very large white pony on a very large purple cushion. One tiny purple flag tied around and hanging from the longest horn ever witnessed by a Canterlot foal. One colt determined to snatch that flag at any and all costs.



 In the grand study of Princess Celestia, a young Blueblood slowly approached his seemingly cushion napping Aunt, seemingly oblivious to the small banner that hung from her horn.  A game of capture the flag that Blueblood had been playing with the some of the Gifted Unicorn students. Blueblood had at least placed their flag inside of an inanimate pony armor; unseen, but at least not dangerous. It seemed unfair then for the gifted unicorn students to tie one to she who could sentence any foal to time-out with a mere glance.



The obstacle was great, but Blueblood was determined not to lose this game. Since she was napping, he reasoned, all that he needed to do was untie the banner and rush off before she awakened. No harm no foul, and his light steps would hardly disturb her. Using these thoughts to build his confidence, Blueblood stepped lightly onto the cushion first. Starting from the side-rear, Blueblood arduously climbed the sun stamped flank, using the flowing tail as a sort of rope to support himself. He made sure to bite down gently but firmly; one slip would send him right back to where he started. From there, he carefully began tip-toeing along the back. A stir caused him to freeze in place, breath held, as it seemed that Celestia was awakening. 



Her eyes fluttered, but they never fully opened. Once satisfied that this journey could resume, Blueblood, more slowly, more carefully, placed his small hooves on the body of his Aunt, mindful that stepping on any part of either of her wings could be disastrous. Ever step the behemoth stirred it seemed, every breath seemed to bring happier and happier dreams, if her wide grin was any indication. 



With the grace of a mare and the force of a young colt, Blueblood leaped from her shoulders to the top of her head. Scrambling to keep his grip, the colt bit at the flowing river mane, hooves flailing precariously over the five foot drop. His life depended on not falling, not making such a ruckus with his body breaking that might would disturb the Great Mare of the Study. Finally, forearm over forearm, he managed to scrambled back to the top of her head.



Blueblood concluded that Celestia was either a very heavy sleeper or that her flowing mane had the magical cushioning powers of a pillow. His prize, tied atop the top of the horn, seemed ever closer now that he was near the base. He now had two choices; attempt to use his fledgling magic, or make a jump for the purple banner that now dangled just out of his normal reach.



Another grumble and more stirring below gave no time for levitating the banner; Blueblood took a leap of faith, hooves and mouth open wide. For a few seconds, he was in the air, the hard ground and an unhappy Aunt potentially awaiting him should he fail. With a snap his jaws clamped down on the banner, and in that same motion, the banner came undone. Suppressing the desire to scream and let go of his prize, Blueblood almost landed belly-first onto the hard floor when one of the great wings shot out beneath him, catching him before he could meet his maker at the hands of cruel gravity.



She was awake, Blueblood was sure of it now. His heart raced, his body locked up, and he dared a glance at the flag guardian. Her eyes were still closed, and she murmured, "Fly, Wonderbolts, let me show you how..." 



Wel, both of her wings were outstretched, as if in preparation for flight, so she must still be dreaming, Blueblood thought with great relief. As her wings lowered to the ground, Blueblood leaped to the safety of solid ground. Without another thought or a look back to see if they started flapping in demonstration for the Dreambolts, he scampered towards the still cracked open door, dead set on being the first to return with his flag. Even as he slipped from her room, he thought he heard the faintest sound of giggling. 
      

      
   
      Aletheia


      

      
      
         Ask a pony to tell you of the centre of Equestria, its heart,  and they would speak to you of Canterlot, the Mountain City, and Seat of the Sun on High.



They would be wrong.



Far to the south of Canterlot, beyond the Everfree, and the Badlands, in the true centre of the Equestrian continent, lies a vast, sprawling forest. Those wayward souls that pass by it tell tales of an ancient city that lies within its depths, lost to the passage of nature and time.



Ponies speak of many such cities.








Only in the heart of winter when the nights are long, and high above in their cities of cloud the air turns breath to frost, do the pegasi speak Seren, the Midnight City.



Under the harsh light of day, the pegasi claim, Seren was all but invisible. But at night, bathed in the gentle glow of the moon and lit by the night sky in all its glory, Seren shone.



The ponies of Seren, they say, worshipped the gods of ice, and the long dark, and the gods of the endless sky, and so in their image was the city of Seren built; above the great plains, above mountains and clouds, great domes and towers spun out of the very air itself. They speak of great casements and archways of nothing that would look out upon the heavens and claim it as their own. 



So too do they speak of the ponies of Seren who would shape themselves in the sky’s image; becoming gradually more and more indistinguishable from their city of the air.



Until one day, the wind changed.








Only during those twilight days between summer and fall, between beginnings and endings, do the unicorns speak of Arcadia, the City of Mirrors. 



They tell tales of its thousand towers, perfect in form and design. So flawless were their surfaces, it is said, so peerless their craftsmanship, that each wall formed a mirror that reflected the true essence and beauty of all around it.



But there was another Arcadia, and it was seen in every silvered wall, every pool of still water. And where all the lines of the real Arcadia smooth and curved, the lines of the mirror Arcadia were straight and harsh, and cruel.



In the highest spires of Arcadia, it was said, lived gods of great beauty, and great power. In their name the ponies of Arcadia bent the sky to cover their city, such was their right, and rejoiced in the majesty of the heavens surrounding them. This, they proclaimed, was their great legacy.



Until there came a day that the ponies of Arcadia could no longer tell the city from its reflection, and found their highest spires lay abandoned.








It is with the greatest solemnity that the earth ponies speak of Cärdos, City of Memory. 



They do not speak of a time before Cärdos began, for to do so would belie the truth of Cärdos’ existence; the oldest of things are of Cärdos, and time before them has little meaning.



In Cärdos, they claim, lived no gods but the wisest of ponies, who would accept only the most ancient of things into their city. Thus Cärdos came to dwarf all else in age, until the city itself began to fade into the recesses of history.



In time, they say, ponies will speak of Cärdos no more, and only in this final obscurity will the city be complete.








None speak of Aletheia.



They do not tell tales of the wonders of its buildings, which could appear out of the air on a thought, and on a thought, vanish. 



They do not speak of the majesty of its great towers, in which all things past, present, and future, could be seen.



They do not speak of the great age and wisdom of its people, who were looked upon by lesser beings and called gods.



They do not tell of the tragedy of its fall, or the great sorrow of its passing.



Aletheia, the greatest city, is forgotten.








In the heart of the equestrian wilderness, there is a vast forest. The lost souls who wander past on occasion tell tales of towers within its depths glimpsed from a distance; none venture closer.



They know not of the city that waits there, in the long shadows of obscurity, until the time comes that its denizens will again walk its paths.



And how they too, in time, shall be remembered.
      

      
   
      Ring Around the Rosey


      

      
      
         Up and down the star-lined lanes he drifts, jaundiced eyes crinkled in thought. When left to its own devices life is boring and boring is life, and so here he floats in this glittering void that only he can call home, navigating the myriad paths that only he can see. He can come to this world anytime he wants—it always has been and always will be here, waiting to welcome him into its cold, lifeless embrace. Now, however, he darts about, sinuous body slithering this way and that as a single thought burns inside him.



Confound those damned ponies.



Coming to an abrupt halt, he snarls and snaps his fingers. Dozens of miniscule stars converge in front of him, shaping themselves into a light-studded rosebush small enough for him to hold in his hands. He runs his finger along the petals’ fluorescent veins, tests the sharpness of the miniature thorns before he releases it into the air in front of him. Another snap, another barrage of lights, and a sextuplet of ponies now rings the bush, vivid manes fluttering in a wind that doesn’t exist.



He stares intently at them as they slowly, mesmerizingly dance around the roses. These ponies know him, trust him, call him their friend, but what does that mean? Does it matter? What will their friendship count for in a century, when all of them are dead and buried and gone? Do they expect him to be good forever, to play nice forever?



To be bored forever?



His loud snort echoes in the starry void. Perhaps not forever, but definitely for as long as these peace-loving ponies have him wrapped about their collective hoof like a bracelet. Maybe some day, when his meddlesome ties to goodness had given up the ghost, he would make the world into his play thing once more.



The miniature ponies’ movements become more exaggerated as they accelerate into an almost-tarantella.



Or why even wait? If he wanted, he could make them all his in an instant. He could shape the world into any image he wished and make them all bow before him, adore him, love him. Salt-lick picnics underneath a raging waterfall, games of armadillo polo amidst the clouds, underwater concerts performed by a chorus of shoe boxes and salamanders—all this and more he could coerce them into enjoying with him, and he would have a wonderful time, and they would think they had a wonderful time, and everybody would be happy.



And after a century they would all be gone anyway, and he would have nothing but that cold, lonely world to rule over and this cold, lonely world to return to.



The dance slowed to a crawl, then finally stopped altogether.



When left to its own devices life is boring and boring is life, and so here he floats in this glittering void that only he can call home, navigating the myriad paths that only he can see, waiting for a sorrow that only he can anticipate. He waves his paw and the rosebush breaks apart as the stars composing it return to their fellows all around him.



“Ashes, ashes—”



The ponies, too, dissipate one by one until only a yellow pegasus, no larger than a mouse, stands before him, seemingly gazing into his face. Eyes narrowed, he puffs on it, and like the others it shatters. Both the chill wind and the thick emptiness press in on him from all sides as he stares at the space where she had been, until finally he whirls away and goes home to pick up the tray of cookies he had prepared earlier, muttered words lingering behind.



“—they all fall down.”
      

      
   
      Illusion of Choice


      

      
      
         Shining Armour.



That name means something to everypony. It tells them who I should be. For some, it means respect. For others, love.



Shining Armour.



Each day, I am careful. I have to be, so that this image they have of me does not fall. I have to be Princess Twilight Sparkle’s loving older brother, and Princess Cadence’s caring husband. I have to be the grim disciplinarian to the lax, and the charismatic leader of the fearful. It could tire you out, being so many different ponies.



Shining Armour.



Below the skin, I know I am not who they think I am. It is a mask I put up, to defend myself. Even as I tell you this, I know that there is nopony who will believe you. They will see the caring and worried stallion looking after his poor sick wife, and forgive the slight cracks in this mask. It is only what they have done before.



Shining Armour.



That is not enough for you, is it? You say you are not deceived? You want to know who I really am? Fine, then. You must go back to when I first came to Canterlot. We were all alone, then, my sister and myself. Our friends wanted to come, but they could not go with us. It was all we could do to remain hopeful in our new home. All that kept us going was the love that we found in this city. The love for Shining Armour.



Shining Armour.



That is not the name I have gone by, most of my life. In truth, there is no one name that bears that honour. I have moved in the night, shedding identities like I have shed my skin. It has lasted the longest, it is true, but the name itself is false, aha. It was so easy to do for my sister and I. They knew there was a threat, but they picked the visible threat over that which they could not see. Even Princess Twilight Sparkle fell for that. You could not bear it, could you? Knowing that she had seen something that you would write off. Was that when you became suspicious, when you realised that only one pony was beyond suspicion of being a changeling?



Shining Armour?



It was the Crystal Empire that really alerted you, I can see. Everypony who has studied its history knows of its fall into darkness and tyranny when it fought the changelings. When it fought us. Sombra did not care about you or your friends. He did not fear his scion reclaiming his ancient domain. I think he would still sleep in his tomb if it had been the true Shining Armour who had married his great great great granddaughter. But that, of course, was not to be.



Shining Armour? No. I am not Shining Armour. It is merely my illusion of choice. You know that already. That was your mistake, as much as it was Twilight Sparkle’s. You both knew the truth, but you did not know how to prove it. So both of you confronted your foe, and forgot that we were still believed. Forgot that you were only making your side ridiculous and unbelievable. Both of you danced to our tune, and have only given us more than we could possibly imagine.



My name is Imago, the new Emperor of this pitiful Crystal Empire. Helped and aided along the way by your friends, and you in particular, Spike. You have given me this victory, so let me now reward you as fits your new status. You are the hero of this new Empire, are you not? Nopony will forget what you have done for us.



You say you will never aid me? What does that matter? All your friends will know is that when we took over, that when we were revealed, we rewarded you. That what Twilight Sparkle will believe, though it breaks her heart. That is what her friends will believe as well. ‘Spike knew how Twilight would react, didn’t he? Why didn’t he tell Celestia about it at the Wedding?’ They will be all too ready to believe us. Eventually, we will be your only friends. A principled stand is all very well and good, but you cannot hurt us. Do not say you see past my illusion, and not your illusion of choice.
      

      
   
      Laissez-Faire


      

      
      
         	It’s a little known fact that there were just over nine hundred ponies in the city of Manehatten with the name Autumn Leaves. Each led a different life, entirely unconnected to one another beyond what name they’d answer to. On each flank a different destiny would be emblazoned, entirely disparate of one another. 



	Two Autumn Leaves were doctors. One worked as a neurosurgeon while the other researched new forms of medication for ponies that might need it. Fourteen Autumn Leaves had jobs as cashiers for various stores and nearly fifty of them were artists. Of the nine hundred odd ponies, all but twenty of them bore colorings strongly resembling the fall season, a fact that had helped inspire their parents to name them as such. 



	Of all the Autumn Leaves, only one was a prostitute. From an early age, young Autumn Leaves found herself impoverished. Having difficulty feeding not only herself, but her little sister as well, the filly resorted to the oldest trade known to ponykind. It was rather unfortunate for her that the very first day on the job ended with a sigil stamped forever on her hind quarters. 



	After years of work in the field, the young mare finally decided it was time to move on to a different field. She’d never really been much of a fan of prostitution, and while she could enjoy the pleasures of sex, she had a hard time finding enjoyment in creating intimacy between herself and a stranger she knew nothing about. 



	Unfortunately, most ponies weren’t too keen on hiring a mare with a symbol of prostitution emblazoned on her side. It was a tramp stamp, they’d say, something far too scandalous for them to have representing their company. The more she looked, the more our young Autumn Leaves would come to realize just how little freedom she had.



	Weeks turned to months, months turned to years, and Autumn Leaves still found the time to look for work outside of her field. Prostitution was a thing of the night, and that left her many hours in the day to look for more conventional employment. Despite her persistence, not a single pony gave her a chance. 



	Her life came to a head one day when she turned a stallion down. He had that manic, desperate look about him that screamed of violence, and Autumn wanted nothing to do with him. That wasn’t good enough, though. With strong hooves and a need for release, the stallion took her. After the deed was done, he left a small pile of bits beside her pillow, leaving without a word. 



	When Autumn Leaves went to the police about it, they soon discovered that her profession was prostitution. How could they charge a stallion with rape when it was her job to sell herself for money? Was it really rape to force yourself on a prostitute so long as you pay her? There was no sympathy there, she was a dirty mare from the start.



	When they found her body hanging from the rafters, he hind hooves dangling only inches above the chair she’d kicked over, they never really thought about why she’d done it, nor had they cared. It was her choice to live the life she’d led, wasn’t it? It wasn’t like she was blameless in all of this. 



	She was only a prostitute.
      

      
   
      All the Difference


      

      
      
         “Whose woods are these?” Twilight asked Applejack as they trotted along the sun-dappled forest path. 



Applejack looked at the sun and considered. “By now I reckon we must be on Caramel’s land. But he lives in town, so he probably won’t mind us bein' out here. He woulda built a fence or somethin' if he was worried 'bout it.” 



Twilight tilted her head as they approached a fork in the path. Neither direction offered any sign of where it led. “Hmm. Which way should we go?” 



Giving each of the trails a quick glance, Applejack shrugged. “I dunno, I never came out this way much. I reckon it don’t matter, we’re just lookin’ around, and they both look right nice.”



“Of course it matters,” Twilight said, studying at each trail. ”Every choice we make matters. What if one of these leads to a rocky hillside, and you fall and break your leg? That could change your life!”



Applejack paused for a moment. “I reckon I’d be laid up for a while, but I wouldn’t say it’d change my life.”



Twilight bit her lip, deep in thought. “It would if while your leg healed you developed insomnia. Then you'd start wandering around at night. But Ponyville is too quiet, so you'd move to Manehattan to have a symbolic atmosphere for your self-reflection!"



Applejack raised an eyebrow. “Does that seem likely?”



“No,” Twilight admitted, shaking her head. “It was just an example.”



“Twi, even if that was somethin’ that might happen, we don’t know which of these paths goes to any rocky hillside, or if one does at all. They look just the same, so it ain’t a choice, just a flip of a coin.” 



With that, Applejack started towards the left-hoof path.



Twilight’s magic caught her tail before she could set hoof on it. “Of course it’s a choice! Obviously there are differences; they go in different directions, and there’s a tree root in the middle of that one. All paths are going to look the same if you don’t consider the details, and you’re sure to take the wrong one eventually.”



Applejack rolled her eyes. “If those details you’re talkin’ about are patches of thin ice or smoke from a fire-swamp, I reckon you’re right. You oughta keep your eyes open. But when the only differences you can spot are that one’s got a tree root, and the other’s got a blackberry bush beside it—”



“Oh, that’s a blackberry bush? Very observant!”



“I’m sayin’ that it don’t matter none.” Applejack waved a hoof. “Just pick one.”   



Twilight looked between the two paths. The right-hoof path looked nice and flat, and it passed by the blackberry bush. The left one contained the tree root; somepony could trip on that. But that was unlikely, because they knew about it. More dangerous would be potential tree roots hidden on either path. She looked at the trees to the sides, the seemingly clear right-hoof path had fewer, so probably fewer roots, but that didn’t say anything about the depth of those—



“Twilight…” 



“Think of the consequences!” Twilight blurted out, waving a frantic hoof at the paths. She took a deep breath. “Just… give me a minute. Let me gather all the information I can. It’ll make me feel better?”



Applejack shook her head and trotted over to a tree on the side of the path. “Okay. Fine. You go ahead and look all ya’ want.” She sat at the base of the tree, leaning back and covering her face with her hat.








“I’ve made my decision!” Twilight announced, an hour later.



“Alrighty!” Applejack flipped her hat back and hopped to her hooves. She trotted over to Twilight. “Let’s get goin’. Which one is it?”



Twilight grinned. “You see, the right-hoof side gets more sunlight. Now, looking at the sides of the paths, they're both narrow. You’d think that would mean only a few ponies take either of them, but the one on the right only looks narrow because the extra sunlight allows plants to regrow more quickly. The other path goes slightly uphill, at an incline of about two degrees. And it’s on the left; statistically ponies are more likely to turn right.”



“Uh-huh.” Applejack nodded, her expression flat. “So which way are we goin’?”



“To the left!” Twilight pointed triumphantly. “I always take the road less traveled!”



“Whatever ya’ say, Twi.” Applejack smiled and gave Twilight a pat on the shoulder as she trotted past, down the left-hoof path. “Whatever ya’ say.” 
      

      
   
      Compulsive


      

      
      
         You can stop at any time. Really you can.



You’re Twilight Sparkle and you’re in control here. 



That’s right! You can stop reading whenever you like! You can put this book down at any time! There’s nothing stopping you from ceasing to read right now.



You’re just choosing not to. Not yet at least. This would be an inconvenient place to stop reading. After all, nopony stops reading in the middle of a sentence, right? And sentences form paragraphs. You want to top reading at the end of a paragraph, obviously.



But sometimes a paragraph crosses over between the pages of a book. So of course you have to continue on to the next page. But you don’t want to put a bookmark into place when you’re only a few sentences into a new page. When you pick the book up again later, you might not remember where you left off! Best to just read on until you find a convenient stopping point.



A chapter break would be a much better place to stop, right?



Of course, once you get to the end of a chapter it’s hard to resist the urge to just peek at the next chapter. Just to get a feel for what it’s about. There’s nothing weird about that! 



Yes, you can put this down any time you like. It’s not as if you were ordered to read this by the Princess or anything! Or are reading it to help you solve a problem for the Princess. Or are reading it so you’ll be prepared in case the Princess asks you to solve a problem. It’s just a book of silly short stories. Most of them aren’t even that good! 



So of course you can put it down whenever you like. It’s your choice to read each story through to the end. There’s absolutely nothing preventing you from putting the book down



You’re Twilight Sparkle! Faithful student of Princess Celestia! Bearer of an Element of Harmony! Archmage class unicorn! You’ve faced down mad moon goddesses, avatars of chaos, and crystal obsessed despots! With the magic of friendship there’s no challenge you can’t face, no obstacle you can’t overcome! 



So putting down this book, ceasing to read this story, and doing so right now is no challenge at all. And you’ve decided to do exactly that. 



As soon as you reach a convenient place to stop. 








This story is over. 



Your hoof hovers over the book, ready to flip it over to the start of the next story. 



You hesitate for a moment before turning the page. Before choosing to turn the page. You can fit in one more story tonight. Just one more. 



It’s your choice. 








You click on “Next.”








      

      
   
      No More Tears


      

      
      
         It was a beautiful day in the Garden. Everywhere in the natural nursery, plants of every shape and size grew in abundance. Red tulips mixed with pink daisies, creating a color scheme no painter could replicate. 



And in the center of these colors, two ponies walked. 



“...and then the Ambassador landed face-first in the dip!”



“Ahahaha!” the mare laughed. She quickly reached toward her eyes and began to dab at the tears that began to dribble down. 



“Are you alright?” the stallion asked in a tone of bemusement.



“Oh, I’m fine, my love,” the mare spurted out between chuckles. “That’s just the funniest story I’ve heard in quite some time.” 



“Oh, believe me, that was hardly the most amusing thing that’s ever happened at a Crystal Summit.” 



“Oh?”



“Yes, there was this one time where a duck-”



“My Prince!” a voice rang out. Turning toward the sound, the couple were met by a stallion in silver armour coming toward them. “I apologize for the interruption, but I have an urgent message for you.” The guard pulled out a parchment from his side pouch and handed it to the Prince.



“Thank you, Guard. You are dismissed.” The guard nodded and trotted away on the garden path, back toward the Crystal Palace. 



“Hmph,” the mare huffed. “It’s always when you’re enjoying yourself the most when some important matter comes up…” 



“Hmm….” 



“What is it, my love?”



“This letter...it’s from your father.” 



“My father? What does he want?”



The stallion looked back up at her. “He...he wanted to tell me that I have his permission.” 



“Permission? Permission for what?” 



At this, the stallion reached into the picnic basket and pulled out a large black box. The royal seal sat on top of it, a crystal pony dancing under a radiant sun. 



“Permission to open this box.” With that, he opened it. 



A sparkling gold crown met the mare’s eyes, glistening in the sun far more than any Crystal pony could ever hope to achieve. Every color of gem that a pony could think of lined the headpiece, filling the mare’s eyes with a spectrum of color not even a rainbow could match. 



For a tense few moments, neither of them spoke. 



Then, in a voice firm yet nervous, the Prince began to speak. 



“Crystal Clear...” The Prince took a deep breath and pushed the words out with all his might. “Will...will you...marry me?” 



Crystal stared at him, her mouth agape. No sounds escaped her mouth. Around them, the songs of the crickets and birds rang out, filling the air with a calmness that was not present on that picnic blanket. 



Then, as if on cue, a single tear rolled down Crystal’s face. 



Then another.



And another. 



Soon, they were coming down by the bucketload. 



“Cr-crystal?” the Prince nervously asked. “Are you al-”



WOP!



Before he could finish, Crystal rushed to him and wrapped him in a tight embrace. A barrage of wet, sloppy kisses were showered on his face, mixing with the tears to soak the Prince’s fur even further. 



“Yes, yes, yes!” Crystal squeaked out between the smooches. “Yes I will, my love!” 



“Crystal!” the Prince yelled. Crystal’s eyes widened and she released the Prince. 



“I-I’m so sorry, my love! I-I just…” 



Suddenly, the Prince grabbed Crystal and brought her closer to him. He gazed intensely into her eyes.



“Don’t apologize,” the Prince whispered. “Just give me a turn.”



With that, he put his lips to hers, and nothing but fireworks could be felt. They were exploding in Crystal’s mind, in her heart, in her soul, in whatever part of her that was hers. They were exploding and she didn’t want it to end. 



“My love...my Prince…” she thought. “My Husband...My...My…”







“My Sombra,” the mare lying on the stone slab muttered in ecstasy. 



The words reached King Sombra’s ears like a pleasant symphony, and he smiled a toothy grin. His eyes glowed a fiendish green, as did the mare that laid before him. 



“It works!” the King muttered to himself excitedly. “I...I can make anypony love me!” 



His mind instantly drifted back to Her. His Radiant Hope, and Her tears as She saw what he became. 



But those tears would be gone soon. Someday, he would find Her again, and with a quick zap, She would love him again. And they would rule this land and all other lands they saw together. 



Side by side. 



Husband and wife. 



King and Queen.
      

      
   
      You're Home


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Quills and Sofas


      

      
      
         “Daven … port, I--” The librarian's assistant – Spike, I think his name was – throws the door open, panting, leaning on the frame for support. As I turn to face him, something deep within me flares to life. Before me stands a pony (dragon) in clear need of some quality rest and relaxation!



I stand up straight and don my warmest smile. “Welcome to Quills and Sofas, Sonny!” 



This is my calling, my passion, my mission since I was just a colt! “We've got the widest selection in town. Everything from futons to love-seats, even a few couches!”



Bringing comfort to tired hooves, aching backs, and weary souls wherever I might find them – what could be more important? I wrap a foreleg around my customer's shoulder and direct him onto a plush chaise-lounge. “Got just what you need, friend. A fresh shipment of fainting couches arrived just last--” 



“I'm actually just here for a quill, Davenport,” Spike interjects, having caught his breath, “and I need it quick, before--”



My smile now feels a little forced. “Sorry, Junior. All out of quills 'till Monday.” 



I can't help but allow a drop of hope to bleed into my voice. “Need a sofa?” 








The dragon left after that. "But the store is called Quills and Sofas," he said as he stormed out of the door.



I finally allow myself a sigh as I descend the stairs leading to my basement warehouse, flipping the light switch as I enter. Walking towards the back, I pass by row upon row of shelves laden with fresh boxes of quills, many still sealed with strips of shining packing-tape. All of these arrived last week and will be replaced the next; the stationery market in Ponyville is a lucrative one, due in no small part to the town's most recent arrival, and I make a good living. 



Yet, a part of me feels empty as I gaze toward the end of the room: dozens -- hundreds -- of pieces of faded furniture, pushed up against the back wall, left to gather dust. Sadly neglected, but never forgotten. "Quills and Sofas," the silent crowd says. An accusation. 



It seemed like such a good idea at the time. Everypony needs a place to unwind after a long day's work, to chat with friends, to read a book. Everypony needs quills and ink and paper, to write letters, to take notes. How could a venue that made all of these available in a single, convenient location not be a success? Yet, excepting the regular patronage of the local drama-queen, this store might as well have been named...



No. I stomp a hoof. Quills and Sofas. It didn't seem a good idea. It was, still is, and always will be a good idea. A perfect idea. Ponyville's citizens need me, whether they realize it yet or not, and I shall not fail them.



I look to my flank. 



They'll come around.



Quill and Sofa 



Some day.
      

      
   
      By Which We Are Known


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle stood in the ruined courtyard of the Everfree Castle, staring up at the broken bulk of the old tower in which she and her friends had once found the Elements of Harmony. It was swaying precariously, almost imperceptibly, in the the remnants of a wild storm that had passed over the Everfree Forest the previous night.



Behind her, Luna pasced with regal grace from one side of the courtyard to the other, each step of her silver-shod hooves ringing bright and clear against wet stone.



"It feels but a few days since we last visited this place," she said. Her pace faltered as she turned to Twilight's side.



Twilight shivered as the billowing, star-speckled cloud of Luna's mane fell about her, briefly wrapping her in the illusion of a stargazer's paradise. She looked up at Luna's face, at a cheerful smile so incongruous on the visage of the Nightmare.



She swallowed and turned away. "I feel like I'm dreaming."



"With good reason."



"I guess," Twilight murmured. She looked up at the tower again. "I mean how many times does a pony discover something they thought so fundamental to their life is just an illusion?"



"Change might leave a pony with the belief that they no longer have foundation to their life, Twilight Sparkle, but that is not so. You are still your own self, are you not?"



"Je pense, donc je suis." Twilight smiled briefly. "But that doesn't change the fact that you—that I can, well..." She looked up at Luna. And then down at Luna, who now stood a little shorter than Twilight and was grinning ear to ear in the most literal and frankly disturbing sense.



"There is naught to fear in it," Luna said, though her mouth merely hinged back to let her voice echo forth. "Illusion is fundamental to the nature of our species."



"But you always look like ponies."



"We are ponies!" Luna was back to what Twilight would consider normal again, though her coat was a shade darker. "I have said it. Why would you believe otherwise?"



"You can turn into a cloud and a freaky mouth thing."



"My reputation has long been as a master of illusion," Luna replied. Her ears twitched and were briefly bat wings.



"You told me Celestia likes to spend time as a rock!"



"She feels it emblematic."



"Why?"



"Her position as ruler—"



"No, I mean why didn't she tell me?"



Luna sighed and looked to the sky. "I can only assume that Celestia did not feel it necessary to burden you with truths that would become apparent at their proper time. And before you ask why we hide it at all, consider your own reaction to this revelation."



"Luna, I've lived with a lie my entire life, how did you think I would react?"



"Badly. Which is why I brought you here, lest you break something." Luna turned solemn eyes to Twilight. "And those ponies over which we rule, how different do you feel their reaction would be were they to uncover the truth? Especially in this age?"



Twilight opened her mouth, but her reply petered out before she could make it. She turned, unable to look Luna in the eye. "It shouldn't matter."



"Yet matter it does. Even though we are not what they might fear, even though we choose our form out of compassion and not greed, they would be afraid and they would rebel against us." Luna lifted Twilight's chin with her hoof. She was smiling now. "Our little ponies would not have accepted our guidance had we come unto them in the shape of great fire-breathing beasts or bloated bodies of glowing gas, and so we adopted a shape pleasing to their eyes and maintain it for their comfort. And for my own," she added quietly. "For I must confess a certain fondness for this form."



"A little more warning would have been nice, instead of waking up with an extra—" Twilight couldn't keep her eyes from the ground. She shook her head, lost in thought. "You're saying I could be anything I wanted?"



"Anything, Twilight Sparkle, that your heart desired, you may choose it. This is the blessing of our kind."



Anything her heart desired. Twilight lifted her wing and stared at it, then past it at her backside. She fluffed her bangs with a hoof and huffed. "Then I choose to look the way I am now. I like this me."



"As do I, Twilight Sparkle."
      

      
   
      Lesson Minus One


      

      
      
         The first day of school was finally here. Twilight Sparkle pranced down the hallway, practically pronking to her very first class in Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns. In her excitement, she had arrived three hours early, leaving her plenty of time to find her classroom. She turned her head this way and that, checking the number plates next to each door, looking for one that read 113. At last she spotted the number, and went to enter the door. But before she reached it, she froze. Just down the hallway, she spotted the number yet again. She turned to the plate in front of her. 113. She dashed down the hallway, stopping next to the other door. 113. 



A cowlick sprang from her mane. How could there be two 113s? Which should she enter? If she choose wrong, she could only imagine the consequences…








“I’ll have a number 3.” 



“One cowcolt with spurs,” the teenager at the register shouted into the kitchen.



Twilight levitated two eggs and cracked them into the bowl, as knives behind her began chopping some onions and other ingredients for the omelette, as well as potatoes for the fries.



The next customer in line moved up to the register as the old one went to find a table and wait for his order. “I’ll have a number 9.”



Twilight froze. “No.” She whispered. “I thought they removed that.”



“One Quesadilla!” called back the filly at the register.



That day was still fresh in her mind.








A bright yellow mare with a sandy mane burst into the classroom. “Who wants quesadillas?”



“Me! Me!” chanted a chorus of unicorn foals, each of them all but starving after the day’s activities.



One colt attempted to grab the treat with his magic, and pulled it towards his place at the table. But lacking a mastery of his magic, it instead went flying towards the table. But its trajectory did not place it on top of the table, but rather its arc was just right to fly under it, and hit the filly that was currently cowering below the table.








So… cheesy…



But no, she wouldn’t end up at a fast food restaurant like that. She may be kicked out, but she would still have her talent in magic.



“Come one, come all, to see the Illustrious and Astounding Twilight!” the magician advertised her show in the backwater town by Canterlot. A short while later, her fireworks and displays of prestidigitation were captivating the crowd. And that’s when the heckling started. But Twilight knew how to silence them. “Anything you can do, Twilight can do better!” the showmare proclaimed. And thus one by one they were silenced, until one last challenger came to the stage.



“And who might you be?” asked Twilight condescendingly. “Moonrise Glitter,” replied the alabaster unicorn. “Princess Celestia’s personal protégé.” One short magic battle later, and Twilight found herself fleeing town, tail between her legs.



Afterwards word of the battle would spread, and she’d never be able get a performance anywhere ever again. Then she would have to cook at the restaurant. 



Wait. Princess Celestia chose the filly herself. She wouldn’t just kick her out like that, would she? Instead, she would just send her back… back to MAGIC KINDERGARTEN.








“Ok class, today we’re going to work on fine motor control of your telekinesis. So here we have some books-” a filly’s ears perked up “-and some crayons to color them with.” The filly’s expression turned to horror. What sort of monster would scribble on a perfectly good book?



The filly dove underneath the table, terrified of what other atrocities her so-called teacher would ask her to commit. Once the rest of the class had been set up with their activities, the teacher attempted to coax the filly out, with little success. The filly, crouched underneath the table, heard the door burst open.



“Who wants quesadillas?”








The clop of hooves broke her daymares. An old unicorn stallion stopped in front of her, inspecting the little lavender filly. “Ah, you must be the Princess’s new student, Twilight Sparkle. Come, take any seat you wish." He opened the door and gestured her through it. "Class will start in five minutes.”



Somewhat reassured by the fact an authority figure just told her which door was correct, she timidly entered the classroom. She gazed around, and noticed a second door along the same wall as the door she entered, but towards the back end of the room.
      

      
   
      The Hills


      

      
      
         He nudged open the door to her house.



She stepped down the stairs and leaned against the banister. "You're late."



"It's only six at night. I called you half past five."



"And said you'd be here in fifteen minutes." She turned back up the stairs. "Whatever. He won't be home for at least three hours anyways. We have plenty of time."



A grin played across his lips. "Yeah we do." He set his hooves onto the staircase and followed her up. "Where is he, anyways?"



"Off at work. He's got a couple extra hours every night on Saturdays."



He nodded. "Just trying to get a time frame, y'know. This isn't a regular thing."



"I'm well aware. I don't plan on even trying to change it."



"Good. It'd get real bad if either of us got too attached to this, er, arrangement, don't you think?"



"Mhm."



They pushed open the door to the bedroom and climbed on top of the mattress.








He rolled off from on top of her and threw his arm over his chest. His head fell back into the pillow. "That was fun."



She exhaled. "Yeah. Yeah, it was." She pushed herself onto one side and looked at the clock. "About a half hour until he gets back home. You need to get going."



He nudged her back with his hoof. "Screw him. He doesn't matter right now."



"Are you serious?"



"Half an hour is plenty of time." He slithered closer to her and brushed her chin with his hoof. "We might be able to fit in one more round if we're quick, y'know..."



She jerked away and got up from the bed. "You need to leave. Now."



"I'll go whenever I want. He comes home while I'll still here, he'll listen to me."



"I don't think you know my husband very well. He will beat the hell out of you."



"No, he won't."

 

"Oh? Planning on taking on Spike the dragon, are you?"



"I'm not gonna take him on, baby. He knows who I am. He'll listen."



She huffed. "You're deluded."



He sat up. "Don't." He got up from the bed and started towards her. "Do you have any idea at all who I am? Any inkling?"



"Are you threatening me?"



"I'm telling you the truth. If I tell something to your husband, he will listen to me." He stiffened his back. "I do work with him, after all."



"He's an assistant librarian!"



"Is that what he's telling you now? Don't kid yourself. Your husband works for me. I tell him what to do. When to do it. Who to do it to. He plays with the hand he's given. The hand I give him."



She turned away. "You're lying. Spike would never do something like that."



"That, my dear, is where you're wrong." He trotted towards the door. "I think I'll be taking my leave now. As for you, you can do one of two things. Ask your beloved husband what he really does for a living, or believe me and we can continue this."



She paused for a moment. "Didn't you say you didn't want this to be a regular thing?"



"Don't. I'm fully capable of deciding who I sleep with, and if I decide that I want to sleep with you, then I will. Understand?"



She jerked back and nodded. "O-Of course."



He smiled. "Good! I'll be seeing you around." He opened the door. "Don't call me."



The door clicked shut.
      

      
   