
      Major Turbulence


      

      
      
         I smiled as I left the Wonderbolts Stadium and trotted into the sunshine. Thematically appropriate as the earlier showers had been for today's noirish drama, It was nice to not have to worry about my ensemble getting drenched. Besides, the sunlight brought out so much beauty in the city around me. There was still a great deal of untapped potential in Canterlot's scenery.



"Rarity!" The shout jolted me out of my thoughts. "Wait up!"



I turned to see Rainbow Dash galloping up to me, weaving around more sedate ponies. Once she came to a halt, I said, "Rainbow? Why, whatever is the matter?"



Her eyes widened as she took a few steps back. "Who said anything was the matter?"



"For one, you're on hoof," I said as I guided us to a nearby ornamental fountain. No sense in standing in the street. "You walk about as often as I work with plaid." Furthermore, she had the worst poker face I'd ever seen, but I certainly wasn't going to tell her that. 



She looked away. "Well, I mean, actually flying with the Wonderbolts, doing the Aerial Flower Formation, it takes a lot out of a pony. And the whole 'flying to the Crystal Mountains' and back thing."



I nodded. "I can certainly see how you'd be rather weary after that. But why aren't you still with the Wonderbolts? I'd assumed there would be some manner of afterparty."



"Well, you know, reserve flier and all." Rainbow gave a weak chuckle. She still couldn't meet my eyes. "I'm not getting all the perks quite yet."



"Are you sure?" I put a hoof over my heart. "You know I'm happy to help in whatever way I can."



She scowled at me. Her wings began to open in her agitation, and she couldn't entirely hide the wince. It seemed that much was true, at least. “You’re not gonna go all Shadow Spade on me, are you?”



I shook my head. “Not at all. If I’m going to ‘go all’ anything on you, it will be going all Rarity." I gave a friendly smile. "You look like you need a sympathetic ear, not a private eye.”



“Thanks, but I don’t need either." She started walking around me. "I’m fine. Really.”



"I see." I summoned the trunk I'd been using to tote around the Femme Mystique Chic collection, floated a sapphire out of it, and balanced the jewel on her muzzle.



She stopped and turned to me, keeping the sapphire balanced, her eyes crossed to focus on it. "What's this for?"



"Train fare." I gave a rather theatrical sigh. "Much as I might wish otherwise, I cannot afford to spend any more time in Canterlot, and if your business with the Wonderbolts is over and done with, I was hoping you might join me on the train back."



Rainbow scowled. "I can pay for my own ticket, Rarity." Her expression softened into a smile. "Heck, after what you did today, I should probably be paying you."



I waved off the notion. "Nonsense. I know I'm imposing on you; doubtless you flew here and doubtless you were planning on flying back." 



Rainbow couldn't help but glance at her wings for a moment. "Well... we'll see."



I nodded. I'd done all I could. "I'm taking the six o' clock Friendship Express. I'll be as near the front of the train as I can be." I trotted off to my suite at the castle.
I ended up in the car just behind the engine. Once seated, I pulled out the copy of A Mare Called Spade that had seen me through the trip here and dove back in. Still, even as Shadow stalked through the San Franciscolt underground, I kept my ears pricked.



Soon enough, one set of hoofsteps came closer than any others, and the springs of the seat groaned as the cushion dipped, pressed down by another pony. A bit less, I must admit, than I was depressing it, but that could be attributed to differences of tribe. Hollow bones and what not.



"I'm only here to keep you company," said a raspy voice from my right.



I looked up in feigned confusion for a moment, blinking blankly and otherwise emulating Twilight when she was dragged out of a book. I then moved to genuine delight. "Rainbow Dash! I'm so glad to see you took me up on my offer."



She shrugged her wings, took a familiar sapphire out of her saddlebags, and dropped it next to me. "Hey, I had to get this back to you sooner or later. I told you, I can cover my own train ticket."



I smiled as my magic moved it back over to her. "Then consider it a present. I'm sure Pinkie will throw you a congratulatory party when we get home."



She mirrored my expression and gave a chuckle. "Yeah, probably." She waved her forelegs and raised her voice. "Happy first Wonderbolts show and also not getting banned from them!" She shook her head and put the jewel back into her bags. "If you insist."



"I do. You've earned far more with all you've done."



Rainbow took a deep breath and looked away. "There's nothing bugging me, you know."



I kept up my grin. "Glad to hear it."



"Just here to keep you company," she said, about as believable as a Maresace knockoff. 



"For which I am quite grateful." I gave her a nod, then turned back to my book.



"Okay."



"Indeed."



It couldn't have been more than a minute before Rainbow started fidgeting. I kept my right ear tilted just a bit towards her, even as my eyes stayed fixed on Shadow Spade's exploits. Just a bit, enough to better catch her teeth grinding, the springs on the seat squeaking as she shifted about, her hooves tapping on the floor of the train.



It wasn't much longer before she cried, "All right, all right!"



I looked up from my book. "Is something the matter, Rainbow?"



She threw her forehooves into the air "Oh, come on! I know you're doing this on purpose."



"Doing what on purpose?" I asked, blinking in apparent incomprehension.



Rainbow scowled at me, clearly not fooled. "Acting dumb so I'll open up about what's bothering me."



I brought my mouth into a little "o" of surprise. "So something is bothering you?"



She crossed her forelegs and looked away. For a moment, I worried that I might have pressed too hard, but she then sighed and said, "Yeah."



"You don't have to share if you don't want to," I said as I scooted a bit closer to her.



"You kidding?" She smirked. "There's no way I'd survive a train ride with you trying to make me tell you."



"I haven't said a word."



"Yeah, I know." Rainbow took a deep breath. "It's... You see..." She grimaced and spat out a sentence like it was a burnt cupcake. "I don't know if I want to be a Wonderbolt anymore."



I gasped in genuine shock, forehooves over my mouth. "What? But darling, this is your life's dream we're talking about!"



She sighed. "I know, Rarity. It's my dream."



"Whatever could've led you to such a dreadful decision?" I asked, leaning closer.



"Three times, Rarity," said Rainbow, staring off into the distance. "It's been three times now that the 'Bolts have let me down. First there was Lightning Dust at the academy. Sure, she was just a cadet with a chip on her withers, but Spitfire still made her the lead. She saw somepony who didn't care about anypony else, and she thought that was better Wonderbolt material than me." She turned to me. "What's that tell you?"



I paused for a beat. This had seemed like a monologue; I wasn't expecting to get involved. "Er, the Wonderbolts need a better screening process?"



Rainbow gave a humorless laugh. "Maybe. But then Spitfire did it herself at the Equestria Games qualifier, her and Fleetfoot. They dropped Soarin the moment he got hurt and tried to make me betray my team."



"Well, they weren't officially serving as Wonderbolts at the time." I wished I could take back the weak excuse the moment it left my lips.



Judging by Rainbow's scowl, so did she. "What does that matter? It's just wrong, official or not. And then Wind Rider. Wind Rider!" Rainbow had worked herself up to a wail. "The living legend! He of all ponies tries to sabotage an air show just to sabotage somepony who might have a shot at beating his record. And the way he was talking, he thought that was how Wonderbolts are expected to act!"



"Spitfire seemed to disagree," I noted. "She stripped him of his Wonderbolt status when his misdeeds came to light. Rather dramatically, I should say."



"Yeah, sure, but is that what she would've done if it had been before the qualifier?" Rainbow hung her head. "This isn't the team I thought it was, Rarity. I don't know what it is, but it isn't the team I've dreamed of flying with since I was a filly."



I nodded and spoke from experience. "It rarely ends well when dreams meet reality."



Rainbow turned to look at me, one eyebrow raised. "Uh, this is me we're talking about, Rarity. I get that you're saying something here, but I'm not that great at the whole subtext thing."



"I'm saying that your current situation isn't dissimilar to what I faced during that horrendous Grand Galloping Gala." I hoped I wouldn't have to go further into detail. I didn't want to think about that miserable night any more than was absolutely necessary.



Rainbow said nothing for a few moments. She recoiled when she made the connection. "Are you seriously saying that the Wonderbolts are like Prince Blueblood?"



"Well, in a certain sense, yes. Your fondest wish walks up to you and effectively spits in your face." I sighed as unwanted, boorish memories came to mind. "It's a crushing experience."



Rainbow nodded. "Yeah. It is."



Inspiration struck. I brought a hoof to my chin. "Still, perhaps this is for the best."



She looked at me like I had said that silk was suitable for a shower curtain. "Huh?"



"Perhaps they're all worried that you'll show them up."



"What?" Her brow was furrowing, her mouth turning down. Good.



I pressed on. "Well, think about it," I said airily. "The moment you were going to graduate from cadet, they establish a reserve with a written test requirement, practically tailor-made to delay you if not keep you out entirely."



Rainbow was fully scowling now. "The reserve was made to keep situations like what happened at the Equestria Games qualifier from happening again."



I nodded. "How strange that it hadn't been established before then, wouldn't you say? After all, the Wonderbolts have centuries of history behind them. Surely that couldn't have been the first time one was injured. And yet, up went another barrier. Back went the goalposts. It's almost as though they're deliberately dragging it out, making you wait until you're past your prime, until they stop feeling threatened by you."



She slipped off the seat, onto her hooves. Her wings flared out as she shouted, "That's not true!"



I shrugged. "I'm just saying how it looks to me."



"Well you're looking wrong! They may be jerks sometimes, but you know what? That just means I've gotta un-jerk them. I may want to be with them, but all these times have shown me that they need me." Rainbow brought a hoof to her chest. "Somepony's gotta make them live up to what they're supposed to be, and that pony's gonna be me."



I felt a corner of my mouth rise. “So you still want to be a Wonderbolt?”



She stomped a hoof. “Of course I do!”



“Well, problem solved, then." I smiled fully, then turned back to my book.



Rainbow sat back down. A few muted whines came from her end of the seat. Finally, she asked, “What just happened?”



I grinned as I glanced over. “I told you back in Canterlot, darling. I went all Rarity on you.”
      

      
   
      Rainbow Dash and Her Universe


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash yawned. Space was definitely way more boring than everyone made it out to be.

 

Twilight would get worked up about space. She used to tell Rainbow all about it, pushing several science fiction novels on her and gushing over their scientifcal accuracy or whatever. Space was supposed to be this dangerous and scary place, with no air and a temperature of negative two zillion degrees. Even talking to normal ponies, they’d get a glazed-over look when talking about space, looking up at the sky and pausing mid-sentence to gape in awe and fear.

 

Rainbow tried one of those sci-fi novels, once. The first nine pages put her to sleep.

 

To Rainbow, space was more than just nothing; it was a whole lot of nothing. It wasn’t all that dangerous, or even scary. She could breathe without a “space suit”. She was walking around normally, not floating uncontrollably. It wasn’t even all that cold; space was apparently room temperature. She could hear a sound, too, just barely—something like a soft hum and a distant, gentle wind.

 

Rainbow took a look around the big black sky, strewn with thousands of stars. The sky stretched all the way around her, even below the horizon and underneath her, as if she was standing on glass. Stars were in every direction she looked. Sure, it was neat to see all these stars in one place, but it none of it was going anywhere. Zero miles an hour. It was sorta like Earth, but more dead.

 

Rainbow brushed her hair out of her eyes. How did she get here, again? Certainly, she wouldn’t have come here because she wanted to, because she really hadn’t. She didn’t remember coming up on a space rocket or anything. Maybe she was trying some death-defying aerial stunt that involved exiting the Earth’s atmosphere. That certainly sounded awesome enough to be it.

 

Perhaps this was a dream. This felt way more real than a dream, though. She felt fully aware of her senses, as if she were awake. Plus, she would never dream up anything this dull and uninteresting.

 

Hello, Rainbow Dash.

 

“Woah, hey! Hello?” Rainbow said, jumping up and flapping her wings. “Who said that? Who’s there?”

 

You can call me the Keeper.

 

The voice sounded like it came from everywhere. She looked frantically in every direction, behind her, above her, to her sides, but the source of the voice was nowhere in sight. “Where are you?”

 

Technically, I’m everywhere.

 

Rainbow scoffed. “Technically” was a word Twilight liked to use when she wanted to make herself sound smarter, or to ruin a joke. This voice wasn’t just a know-it-all, though; it was worse than that. She seemed to be a vague know-it-all, one of those snobbish types who flaunted their intelligence in front of those like Rainbow who couldn’t help being a non-genius. Or, maybe the voice wasn’t like that, and maybe she could be helpful. “Where am I? What is this?” Rainbow said.

 

This is everything.

 

Nope, she was the vague type. Rainbow scrunched up her nose.

 

Well, she’d never seen “everything” before, but she figured it wouldn’t look so empty. She searched the place again to see if she had missed something her first look around. There were stars everywhere she looked, on a black night sky. Stars above her, too, and more stars below her.

 

“Still looks like nothing to me,” she said.

 

From far away, yes, I suppose it could, the voice said. This is the multiverse. Time does not exist here.

 

“Woah, okay, you’re gonna tell me there’s no time here? That’s stupid,” Rainbow said, rolling her eyes in an exaggerated enough manner that the voice could see it, wherever it was. “One, two, three, four, five. There. Five seconds.”

 

Yes, but it’s not that simple.

 

“Gee, it never is, is it? Look, not all of us are experts on philosophy or psychology or whatever, all right? That stuff takes some hardcore thinking.” She pounded on the invisible ground beneath her. It felt and sounded solid, echoing the plock of her hoof, but it looked like more space. “Me? Thinking tires me out.”

 

We’re not all that different, then.

 

Rainbow sat down, groaning and covering her face with her hoof. “What’s that supposed to mean? We’re nothing alike. You said it yourself: you’re ‘everywhere’,” Rainbow said, droning her voice to mock the voice’s nebulousness. She tossed her hooves in the air. “You’re probably, like, the creator of the universe or whatever.”

 

I’m not the Creator. However, this multiverse is mine to keep for the rest of eternity.

 

“Whatever,” Rainbow said, folding her arms. “Do you have a name, at least? I can’t keep calling you ‘The Voice that Comes from Everywhere or Possibly Inside My Head, Not Sure at This Point’.”

 

I told you already. I am the Keeper.

 

“Well then. Okay, Keeper, why’d you bring me here? I mean, to some ponies, space is a cool place to be, I guess, but I’d much rather get to the point of all this.”

 

I thought you weren’t a philosopher?

 

Rainbow opened her mouth to respond, but hesitated. She repeated it back in her head, just to make sure she hadn’t misheard. Her lips curled in a small smirk. “Was that a joke?”

 

An attempt at one, yes. Did you like it?

 

Rainbow grinned. The creator—or, “keeper” of the multiverse, apparently—just tried to crack a joke. “Yeah, but I think your delivery needs some work. Anyway, you still didn’t answer my question. I don’t know why I’m here right now.”

 

I’ll show you.

 

Rainbow took a look around, wondering what Keeper would show her in this empty world, much less where or how. Then, as she turned, a large bubble appeared before her, where nothing had been before. It was not quite a bubble, though—it was a bit flatter, and more of an oval in shape. A slightly cloudy substance, like a light fog, filled the inside of the bubble and swirled around slowly. The surface of the bubble had sheen, and Rainbow could barely make out a reflection of herself in the film.

 

It seemed harmless enough. Carefully, Rainbow reached out to touch the surface. When her hoof made contact, she felt energy inside of her surge into the bubble and then back into herself. An image appeared on the bubble of her flying through the clouds.

 

She was no longer just in space, now. She was also in Equestria, flying and performing stunts, a small forest below her, the smell of apple trees grazing her nostrils. She felt the cold wind on her skin, the air through her feathers. However, she wasn’t in control of her own motions. It was like a watching a film of herself, but experiencing it with all of her senses, not just sight and sound. She even knew what she was thinking at that moment, but at the same time, she was observing this all from the space world.

 

She spun around and turned over, viewing the Apple family orchard spread out before her. She remembered this. Just last week, she’d been flying over Sweet Apple Acres as per her morning warm-up. This was all happening again with her, now, as clear as if she was reliving it.

 

She spotted Applejack down on the farm, hauling a cart full of apples towards her barn. Rainbow turned over on her back and put her hooves behind her head, crossing her legs.  She tilted sideways as she called out, “Hey, Applejack!”

 

“Mornin’, Rainbow!” Applejack hollered back, taking a break from her morning chores and wiping the sweat off her forehead in a wide motion. “Aren’t you usually sleepin’ in right about now?”

 

“Must be,” Rainbow said. “Applejack’s doing real work? I must be dreaming!”

 

Applejack laughed, shaking her hoof at Rainbow. Rainbow flew off, smiling stupidly wide as she finished off her morning exercises, invigorated by the mischievous joy burbling in her stomach.

 

Then Rainbow pulled her hoof out of the bubble. The Apple family farm and the crisp morning air were gone, replaced by the space and stars of wherever she was. However, that flicker of mischievous joy remained as the memory lingered fresh in her mind. She set her hoof down. “Okay. That’s kinda neat.”

 

And thus, it was so. The bubble that contained the entirety of the universe’s time and space within it was henceforth deemed “kinda neat”.

 

Rainbow grinned. “I like that one.”

 

Thanks.

 

Rainbow walked around the bubble. It floated in midair, suspended by seemingly nothing. “So that’s it, then? These are all my memories?”

 

Your past, yes, and everyone else’s. When I said “the entirety of time and space”, that was not part of the joke. This bubble contains everything that is, was, and will be, in your universe.

 

“Will be, huh?” She rubbed her chin and looked the bubble up and down. Curiosity tugged at the back of her mind. “Can I see my future? Like, when I’m old?”

 

Of course. You can choose what you see, as can I. Touch it again.

 

Sitting down in front of the bubble, Rainbow stuck her hoof inside.

 

The evening sun greeted her, viewing her from afar over a thick forest. Her body felt a little heavier, and she reclined back in the rocking chair she was sitting in, letting it cradle her. Her old bones ached inside of her and her skin felt like it was pulling her down, but she was willing to ignore it by now.

 

The light from the sun glazed the treetops, turning to shades of bright red and orange as it sauntered up the sky. Her skin felt warm, the cool evening breeze rolling across her fur in calm strokes. Rainbow had the distinct feeling of not wanting to be anywhere else but here.

 

When she pulled her hoof from the bubble, and no longer felt the warmth of the sun on her face, she felt sad. Never had she imagined slowing down in life, but that was peaceful.

 

“Thanks, I guess.” Rainbow said. “This is cool and all, but I’m still not seeing why you brought me here. If you wanted to show me what I’m like when I’m older, then great, but, uh, so what?”

 

The distant wind and hum of space was all she heard in reply. Did she say that loudly enough? She must have, since Keeper was able to hear her before.

 

Keeper spoke, a tinge of sadness slipping through. I want you to see something.

 

Rainbow felt a tingle on the skin of her back. She watched the bubble as the fog inside swirled in a circle, near where her hoof had touched it before, ready for her to touch it again. Rainbow stood up, lifting up a cautious hoof. “I don’t like where this is going.”

 

Please, touch it. Look for your twenty-second birthday.

 

“That’s… specific,” Rainbow said, eyeing the bubble. Did something weird happen then? Something bad? Did Discord take over? Was it the end of the world? Did somepony die? Was the future some horrible post-apocalyptic dystopia where ponies murdered each other, nopony could fly, and everyone had to pay taxes?

 

Trust me.

 

Rainbow looked at her hoof, then at the bubble. Though she feared what would happen, she needed to know what would happen in order to make the fear go away. It couldn’t be that bad, could it? Plus, she could pull her hoof out at any time.

 

“Just this once,” she said, mostly to herself. She grazed the surface of the bubble with her hoof.

 

Rainbow watched herself as she lay back against a stiff bed. She recognized the place: Ponyville General Hospital. The lighting was dim and the air was chilly, and it had that sterile sort of hospital smell. This was the same bed, in fact, that she had lay in when she sprained her wing as a teenager.

 

Currently, the same wing hurt, but it was different this time. She couldn’t feel the tips of her wing, just the base, where a dull pain throbbed. She felt tired, like she couldn’t lift her arms if she wanted to. There must’ve been some medicine going through her. It didn’t help, she realized, that she’d been lying here for weeks.

 

It was bad enough being cold in the hospital bed, the sheets barely thick enough to be able to keep heat close to her body. No, the loneliness was worse. She was stuck in that bed, her wing aching for minutes, hours, days on end, but the emptiness upset her more, the hollow feeling that her friends and pretty much everypony else in the world was out and about, enjoying their lives, except for her. She hated life for choosing to heap this on her.

 

She pulled her hoof out. The pain immediately left and her wing felt normal again, but the emptiness remained. Even though she was no longer pumped full of medicine, she felt tired and a niggling fear of what would follow that particular scene.

 

She turned around, once again searching for Keeper’s face. “Okay, this isn’t fun anymore. Just tell me if I die there. I’ll get it. I don’t want to have to feel it.”

 

No, you don’t die there. Remember? You saw yourself when you were old. Keep going.

 

The loneliness still hung in Rainbow’s mind. She felt so far away from everything else in this space world. The sound of wind in the distance did nothing to console her. She stared at the thin, lifeless surface of the bubble, scared to ask. “Why are you showing me this?”

 

Nothing but the wind responded. Rainbow waited for an answer, but several seconds of silence was too long.

 

She paced around the bubble, counting the number of times she walked around. Keeper still kept quiet. Rainbow couldn’t help but imagine really bad things waiting for her in that bubble. She stopped, putting her hoof down. “I can’t do it. It’s gonna be worse. I’m not doing it.”

 

Then let me show you another one instead.

 

“No, I’m done.” Rainbow spread her wings, leaping into the sky and flying away, hoping she’d find a doorway out. She flapped her wings, thrusting herself forward, but she didn’t feel any air move past her. She looked down, noticing that the bubble stayed in place under her. Or it was following her. Either way, neither of them were going anywhere.

 

She landed in front of the bubble. “Did you hear me? I said I’m done! Take me home now.”

 

Just one more. Please. What you saw doesn’t have to be.

 

Rainbow then noticed another bubble to her left, about twenty feet away. This bubble resembled the other one in every way. Rainbow looked at her own bubble, then walked towards the new one, slowly.  She sighed. “You’re not going to let me out unless I see this thing, aren’t you?”

 

This bubble contains the time and space of a different universe than yours. I think you’ll like this one.

 

It wouldn’t matter whether or not she’d like it. One way or the other, Keeper was going to keep her there until Rainbow saw whatever she was supposed to see. Spreading her hooves out in a steady stance, she touched her hoof to the bubble’s surface.

 

The sound of a thousand ponies chattering at once filled her ears. She stood in a dark room, the only light coming from a small hanging lamp and a slightly open pair of doors. Her eyes had adjusted to the dimness, though, and she recognized everypony standing in a circle with her. It was the Wonderbolts: Spitfire, Soarin’, Fleetfoot, Rapidfire, Fire Streak. Rainbow could hardly believe what she was seeing, but to the Rainbow in the memory, she was used to this by now.

 

“Hey Rainbow Dash, you ready?” Spitfire said, offering her a hoof bump, barely audible over the chattering outside.

 

Rainbow returned it, excited that she’d just bumped hooves with the captain of the Wonderbolts, and at the same time thinking nothing of it. “Do you even have to ask?” she heard herself say. She stretched her wings, though she was plenty warmed up by now. She’d trained for this all her life.

 

A stallion’s voice echoed outside the doors, though Rainbow could barely make out what he was saying. The ponies in the audience above stomped their hooves. The room began to shake and what sounded like constant thunder rumbled, causing the lamp overhead to jerk around wildly on its string.

 

This could be your future, Keeper said.

 

Rainbow’s eyes widened. Her teeth rattled as the cheers in the crowd got louder and the stomps grew to a roar. The announcer kept babbling, his voice rising and building to a yell.

 

Wouldn’t you like to live your dream?

 

The doors swung open as the announcer boomed, “The Wonderbolts!”

 

Rainbow bolted through, spreading her wings and pumping up, up, up into the sky, a sea of ponies of every colour around her going nuts for the Wonderbolts—for her.

 

Rainbow tried to chuckle, but it came out as a whimper. Tears welled up in her eyes as she watched herself soar through the sky, the air streaking past her as she performed flips and twists, locking arms with Soarin’ for a practiced formation, the pow-pa-pow of fireworks going off around her.

 

The fame she’d wanted her whole life—she had it, now. The Wonderbolts were her heroes, and to think that she was one of them filled her with jittery glee.

 

She was so happy, it hurt. This was happening way too fast for her. The crowd was too loud, now. She couldn’t think.

 

She banked left to start another stunt, but she couldn’t bring herself to keep watching. She yanked her hoof back, out of the bubble.

 

“Stop it.” Rainbow said. She spread her wings to fly again, but remembered she wouldn’t be going anywhere in this weird space place. Her stomach tightened and she shook her head. “Please, stop.”

 

But you could be—

 

“I know, geez!” she said, pounding her hoof into the ground. It was exactly what she wanted. It was too good to be true—but it was true, and it could’ve been true, but it didn’t feel right.

 

She walked back and forth, back and forth, her face growing hot, her mind scrambling for a way to justify it. Her own universe was so empty. What if she chose the future where she became a Wonderbolt? Life would be great, but guilt nagged at her. What would happen to that universe’s Rainbow Dash? Would she be forced to take the universe with the injury? That wouldn’t be fair. Her pacing slowed until she came to a stop and she was no longer dizzy.

 

She sat down, licking her lips, her head slouching forward. “I could be that if I wanted, but,” Rainbow said, looking down and wiping her eyes, “it’s not right. It’s like cheating.”

 

Keeper was quiet. Rainbow took the silence to think it over, but it was a rotten deal no matter how she looked at it. She wondered if Keeper, as all-knowing or all-powerful as she seemed to be, understood why this wouldn’t work.

 

She raised her head, looking at the bubble that contained her own universe. “If I knew that I’d be a Wonderbolt… then I wouldn’t work for it, you know? I’d take it for granted.”

 

But it was your dream.

 

“Yeah, but, so what?” Rainbow said, rubbing her elbow. “Dreams are great, but I knew there was a chance I wouldn’t make the Wonderbolts. It’d be hard to take that, but it wouldn’t be the end of the world. I could move on. I’m a grown mare."

 

She stared at the bubble, making sure she was certain about this. With a firm nod, she turned away from that life and walked back towards her own universe’s bubble.

 

She pointed at her bubble, looking up above. “What’s so bad about this one, anyway?”

 

No response.

 

Rainbow licked her lips, shifting from side to side. She set her hoof down, still looking up. “What else happens, Keeper?”

 

Again, Keeper didn’t answer. Rainbow Dash stepped back a moment, wondering if Keeper either didn’t know how to answer that, didn’t want to answer that, or just wasn’t there anymore. Rainbow glanced at the other bubble, then at her own. Maybe it’d be better to switch universes, if only to avoid some horrible fate in her own universe. There had to be a reason that Keeper wouldn’t tell her.

 

Rainbow didn’t want to wait. She hated the mysteriousness of Keeper. She had to see her life—all of it. She walked over to her universe’s bubble and jammed her hoof inside.

 

Her mind was instantly flooded with thousands of places, ponies, times in her life. She recoiled and stumbled before the bubble as her senses were overwhelmed with hot, cold, salty, sweet, bitter, the stinging scent of vinegar, the delicious smell of a fresh-baked apple pie. Time pressed on, all at once, out of order. She couldn’t breathe. The ringing explosion of her first sonic rainboom, the eager whisper of Applejack over a late summer evening campfire. Time wouldn’t stay still. Her chest grew sore and hot. The rumble-rumble of her first ride on the Friendship Express with Fluttershy and Rarity, the wet splash of accidentally tackling Twilight Sparkle in the mud. Her friends, her family. Dreams, depression, hope, drive, desperation, joy, hollowness, disappointment, contentment, love.

 

She yanked her hoof out and collapsed on the space-floor, gasping for air and clutching her chest. She flailed her arms, trying to find the ground, to grab hold of something solid. Her head jerked around, threatening to spin like a helicopter and fly away.

 

Rainbow Dash? Are you all right?

 

Rainbow sprawled out her arms, holding her body as close to the ground as possible. Her heart pounded in her ears and she took heavier breaths. Cold sweat trickled down her arms, her sides. She stayed on the ground, trying to process what she just saw.

 

Which didn’t take long. She’d seen her entire life. Her head stopped spinning, her breathing slowed to a calm rhythm. There was some strange serenity in knowing how it would go, and especially how it ended. She was ready to show Keeper, now, why there was nothing to worry about.

 

I’m sorry, Keeper said. I’m so sorry you saw that.

 

“No, don’t be,” Rainbow said, struggling to stand up. “You were right.” Her arms and legs felt like they were filling with ice, but they weren’t cold. She dropped down, her legs too weak. She wiped her nose. “My life could’ve been great. I could’ve been a Wonderbolt.”

 

She tried to stand up again, her legs shaking as her knees locked and swayed. She pulled herself towards her universe bubble, blurry in her vision. The bubble moved closer to her, maybe pushed by Keeper.

 

“One thing, though.” Rainbow stuck her hoof in and opened up a memory early on in her life, leaning on the bubble for support. She knew where to look. The image flashed up on the bubble.



“You missed all the good parts.” She pointed to the image with her other hoof. “Look.”

 

The bubble depicted Applejack and Rainbow, sitting in her barn on a brisk January evening, a fierce blizzard raging outside, trapping everypony in Ponyville indoors for the night. Applejack had run out of firewood that night, and they were holding each other close to keep warm, their hooves wrapped around each other’s shoulders, each wearing a thick winter coat and three blankets tucked tight around them like one big pony burrito.

 

Their mouths blurred as Rainbow tried to keep the time stable, but their eyes stayed locked on one another. Rainbow remembered that night, just as it happened and would happen, their bones chilling and aching in the cold, their hot cocoa not nearly enough to keep them warm, but just keeping each other close, enjoying each other’s company. Later, when Apple Bloom told everyone what happened, Rainbow would deny everything and Applejack would insist they were “conservin’ body heat, as Twilight might say”, but they both knew it meant more than that.

 

Rainbow moved forward in time, her eyes darting as she absorbed the high points in her life, the low points, all of it. “I lived in Ponyville for the rest of my life, but… I was happy.” More images flashed on the bubble as she thought of them. “My friends kept me company when I recovered in the hospital. They did so much for me.”

 

The images kept coming, filling in the blanks of Rainbow’s life. Rainbow watched it all, her other hoof wandering up to her chest. Inside the bubble, Fluttershy sat patiently by Rainbow’s bedside as she struggled to flex her wing. “Fluttershy helped with the physical therapy. Rarity too, sometimes. Applejack came in every day to talk. Said I spent so much time sleeping that nothing actually changed.” Rainbow choked out a laugh.

 

Twilight appeared, wearing a hardhat and a pencil in her ear, directing a small group of Ponyville’s weather team as they molded and built a set of cloud-stairs. “Twilight helped build stairs to my house, for when I was released from the hospital. Then Applejack and I got married.” Rainbow watched as she lifted the wedding veil of Applejack, and Applejack did the same, the two waiting patiently to share their lives forever.

 

“We even had a kid.” A foal appeared in the bubble, small and wrapped in a fuzzy, light blue blanket. Rainbow reached out and touched the image of Peppy Comet, stroking her cheek, remembering how soft and fragile she felt in her arms, her tiny violet hooves, her little tuft of golden mane. Warm tears streaked down her face as she smiled. “We have a kid.”

 

She held the image there for a moment longer. Time slowed down enough to let her focus on her daughter, her dorky little speedster Peppy, who took up running as she grew up, born with a pair of wings but rarely ever used them because she wanted to be just like her Mommy when she grew up. And she did.

 

Rainbow let the images fade away, the bubble returning to its blank, foggy state. She stared at her faint reflection in the bubble’s film. “I never did become a Wonderbolt, but even though that sucked sometimes, I made the best of it, you know?”

 

She pulled a hoof across her face to dry it. “Take me back to Ponyville, please. I don’t want to remember any of this.” She pointed her hoof at the bubble, smiling. “I want to live that life, just the way it happens.”

 

…As you wish.

 

Then, as quickly and abruptly Rainbow was brought into the multiverse, she was gone.

 

The Keeper stayed silent in the void, fascinated. As the Keeper of the multiverse, tied to all universes, she had experienced every one of Rainbow’s memories along with her. Mortality, and all that it entailed, had always been something of a mystery to her, but now, it was a little bit less of a mystery.

 

The bubble drifted away into the far reaches of the multiverse, taking its place in the night sky and resting there for a long, long time.
      

      
   
      Sunset's Rest


      

      
      
         The girl made her way into the outpost: past the checkpoint and the guards with their harsh lights and masked faces, past the towering steel walls crowned with vicious looking weapons, past the dilapidated buildings with busted out windows, across holes torn in the streets, makeshift bridges made of plywood covering them.



The wild wind howled past her and threatened to tear her cloak away as she approached one building in particular, this one faded but well maintained, warm light and soft music from inside invited entry.



A sign above the door, painted with a sun motif, simply said Sunset’s Rest.



She noted that the bar was mostly empty as she slipped through the entryway. A blue skinned man sat, slumped over a table, a mug toppled on its side next to him, snoring loudly. A pale skinned youth, no more than fifteen, was mopping up a spill of some sort in the corner. He glanced up as she entered, peeking at the stranger through a mop of purple hair, but quickly averted his gaze.



It was still early in the day. An establishment like this wouldn’t start attracting patrons until later in the evening.



Of course, there was always at least one other person in a place like this.



The girl sat down at the bar, huddling inwards and drawing her cloak and hood tighter around herself.



“Hey there! Welcome to Sunset’s Rest, the best damn bar at the end of the world. The name’s Sunset. What can I get you?”



The girl looked up. Sunset was a tall, muscular woman, perhaps in her mid forties. Her hair, a mop of red and gold pulled back into a ponytail, had probably once been a radiant expression of fire and passion, but it seemed it had dulled somewhat over the passage of time and lost most of its luster. A jagged scar ran up the left side of her face, continuing under an eyepatch and up her forehead.



Despite her her broken body, Sunset’s good eye was still a vibrant emerald, filled with a spark of life. Staring up into it gave the girl a sense that there was still love and hope hidden behind them. That this woman before her was determined to keep living no matter what.



The girl swallowed and nodded a hair’s breadth. “W-water would be nice,” she managed to croak, her throat dry.



Sunset raised an eyebrow. “Just water? Fair enough. If you plan to stay long, though, you’ll have to buy something eventually.”



With practiced motions, Sunset filled up a glass with water from a nearby jug and handed it to the girl, the glass held in the rough fingers of a robotic left arm. “Drink up, kid.”



“Thank you.” The girl sipped at the water eagerly, the cool refreshment a welcome boon after travelling so far. She took a deep breath, then looked around the bar some more. Smooth jazz played from the tinny speakers of what appeared to be an old iPod dock. Pictures adorned the wall, most of them of Sunset when she was younger, surrounded by a group of other youths that must have been her friends. Behind Sunset, above the rest of the alcohol, hung some sort of wicked looking polearm. A glaive perhaps? Or was it a bardiche?. Or maybe a glaive-guisarme. She never could keep her polearms straight.



“So what’s your name, and what brings you to these parts?” Sunset asked, picking up another glass and wiping it down with a rag. “Though I’m guessing by the way you’re keeping that hood up you probably don’t want to tell me, huh?”



The girl bit her lip and shook her head. “I, uh… yeah, I guess not. Why I’m here though… actually I’m looking for you, Sunset Shimmer.”



Sunset let out a long sigh, then rested her chin on her good hand, while drumming her mechanical fingers on the counter. “Of course you are. Look, kid, I’m nothing special, alright? I mean, okay, yeah, I guess I kicked my fair share of ass in the day, but… right now I’m just an old woman who wants to run a bar. Do you want an autograph or something?”



 “No, it’s nothing like that, I swear.” The girl swallowed, and twiddled her fingers together under her cloak. “I just… you were there, right? At the center of it all? Ground zero?



“On the day that the world ended?”



Sunset snorted. “Oh, I was there alright. I was directly involved, and in some ways, it could be considered my fault. Are you here for revenge, then, for someone you’ve lost? That’s fair. It wouldn’t the first time. I’ve spent so many years now trying to make up for that mistake, trying to fix things, help people, rebuild, defend those who can’t defend themselves. If you hate me for it, I respect that. If you want to kill me, you’re welcome to try.”



With one swift motion, Sunset slammed her prosthetic arm onto the table, the bang causing the girl to jump backwards, almost falling off her stool, “But know this: I won’t go down without a fight, and that everyone who has tried in the past has failed.”



The girl whimpered, and shrunk back from the sudden inferno of Sunset’s will. She fumbled with her words for several moments before she finally managed to shake her head and stutter, “N-no, I’m not after revenge either!”



“Then what?”



“I just… I just want to know. I want to know what happened that day.”



Sunset grimaced, then turned around and grabbed an expensive looking bottle of scotch off of the shelf. “It’s not a very happy story, kid. I’m just a woman. Is your curiosity so great that you want to dig through all of my painful memories?”



The girl nodded. “Please.”



“Well, for that, you’re going to have to buy a drink.” Sunset poured the scotch over a glass with ice in it, then pushed it to the girl. That’ll be forty credits.”



The girl grimaced, but fished through her pockets and handed over the money, dark gloves and long sleeves covering even her skin.



“Where do I even start?” Sunset mumbled. “It was a long time ago. Maybe twenty years now?” She poured herself another glass, grunting as she swallowed the bitter brew, then swirled it around as she stared at her own reflection. “We were so young and eager… we had just graduated high school, the seven of us. The world was at our fingertips.”



Sunset grabbed something from underneath the bar and placed it on the counter. It was another framed picture, this one of a young Sunset and another girl, holding up a science fair trophy together. “I’m not going to tell you everything, about where I came from, what I’d been through, long before even the apocalypse. It’s, quite frankly, none of your business. The important gist of this story focuses around her,” Sunset said, tapping her finger on the purple girl in the picture.



“Twilight Sparkle.”



The girl stiffened at the mention of that name and leaned closer to stare at the photograph.



“She was… something else. A genius. Smartest person I’ve ever met. Better than me, even. We made a good team together. She was curious. Too damn curious. The first time we met, she nearly destroyed the world right then and there by tapping into a power she couldn’t control. I was able to talk her down, to show her a better way, show her the light of love and the magic of friendship.”



“Is that…” The girl frowned, rubbing at her chin. “Is that literal, or a metaphor?”



“Yes. Drink your scotch, that stuff is worth too much to go to waste.”



The girl pulled her glass close, then gingerly took a sip of the strong liquor, immediately launching into a coughing fit as the fire burned her tongue and throat.



Sunset rolled her eyes. “Anyway. Fast forward about two years after that incident, that first meeting. Twilight and I were working together. That particular project was a device to bridge the gap between dimensions. It should have been easy with the two of us combining our strengths: my passion, her curiosity and razor intellect. We even had help from the alternate Twi—well, from an individual from another dimension I happened to know who was equally talented, and we all worked to perfect the theory from every angle. It was all perfect.”



With another sip of the burning liquid, Sunset let out a guttural growl. “It was supposed to be perfect. You can already guess how this ends, right?”



The girl nodded. “It didn’t work?”



“It didn’t work. The device went haywire and shattered the barriers between dimensions. Twilight fell through a rift, and I never saw her again. It spread across the world. Magic and monsters and all sorts of instabilities and phenomena tore their way through civilization, and they left nothing but destruction in their wake.



“With the help of the rest of my friends, we were eventually able to stop the instability from getting worse, but the damage was already done. The world was a ruined wreck. I mean, you know that already. There was nothing else to do after that point but live, and to try and rebuild.”



“I see.”



Sunset sighed. “Is that good enough for you? Sorry, I’m not really a good storyteller.”



The girl shifted back and forth in her seat, then took another sip of the scotch. “What happened to the rest of your friends?”



“Them?” Sunset asked, a smile returning to her face. “They’re all still around. Rainbow Dash leads the monster hunting-slash-taming expeditions with Fluttershy. Applejack runs a farm, of course. We couldn’t keep this town running without her. Rarity still designs a lot of clothes, though they tend to be more suited for combat these days. And Pinkie Pie is still, well, Pinkie Pie. I guess that doesn’t mean anything to a stranger, but she’s always there when you need a smile.”



“They sound like good people.”



“Yeah.”



They sat there in silence together for about a minute, as jazz continued to play in the background.



The girl sipped at her drink again, then looked up. “Do you hate her? Twilight?”



Sunset let out a bitter laugh. “If only it were that easy. She drug us all into this hell on earth, right? It’d be too easy to hate her. It’s just as much my fault for going along with her plan, for encouraging her enthusiasm, my hubris for thinking we could master reality itself. No, I don’t hate her. She was my best friend. Maybe even more. Not a day goes by that I don’t miss her.”



With a growl, Sunset downed the rest of her scotch and slammed it down on the counter. “Alright, now I’m starting to get annoyed. I’ve been awfully forthcoming with you here, maybe way more than I should have been. Who are you, anyway, and why do you want to know? Are you just some kind of sadist who enjoys opening up old wounds?”



There was a soft sniff, and tears fell from the hood onto the girl’s lap.



Sunset blinked, and leaned forward. “What are you…?”



The girl looked up and pulled back her hood, her bangs falling down over her purple skin. “I’m sorry, Sunset.”



Sunset’s mouth fell open as Twilight Sparkle stared back at her, the tears in the younger girl’s eyes misting up her glasses.



With a scream of wordless fury, Sunset lunged backwards, grabbing a device that resembled a price gun, whirled, pointed it at Twilight, and pulled the trigger.



Twilight screamed, and fell backwards off the chair.



There was a beeping sound, then the device chirped and said, “Target is human. Moderate levels of EM corruption. No changeling DNA detected. If you wish to fire, please state the override code.”



Sunset blinked, glared at the device in her hands, then slapped it a few times. “Stupid piece of junk,” she growled. With one fluid motion, Sunset leapt over the bar and advanced towards the girl who was now scrambling away from her. She raised the device and kept trying.



“Target is human—



“Target is human—



“Target is—”



Sunset roared again, and tossed the device to the ground, a side panel popping off with the impact. She raised her hand, and green light filled the room as the polearm on the wall flew into her hands. She spun with the movement, and held it up to Twilight’s throat.



“You can’t be her,” Sunset spat, her good eye filled with hell’s fury. “You think this is the first time something has tried to screw with me using her face? Twilight disappeared over two decades ago. And you don’t look a day over twenty. What, did you copy her appearance from a photograph or something?”



Twilight trembled beneath her rage, tears streaming down her face. “Sunset, I… please! It’s me, I swear!”



Sunset rolled her eyes, and took another step forward, backing Twilight into the wall. “Really now? I haven’t heard that one before. Let’s go with the standard test then. Tell me something that only Twilight would know. Something that only I know about Twilight.”



“I… I can’t!” Twilight yelped, letting out a choking sob.



“That’s… more honest than usual,” Sunset muttered. “So what then? What kind of imposter are you?”



Twilight shook her head. “I can’t remember anything. That story you told me… it feels so familiar, but I can’t place any of it. I woke up about three months ago, in this world. The only thing I could remember was your face… and the emotions that went along with it. I’ve been searching for you all this time.”



Sunset faltered and lowered her weapon a few inches. “This is impossible. I shouldn’t be taking this seriously. Fine then. Show me your birthmark. The one that looks like a turtle, on your right shoulder.”



Twilight blinked and tilted her head. “Turtle? I don’t have a birthmark like that. I do have one that’s kind of shaped like a butterfly, but that’s on my chest, and uh,” she crossed her arms over her chest, shrinking in on herself. “I’d rather not, if that’s okay.”



The weapon clattered to the ground, and Sunset fell to her knees. She looked up, her mouth moving silently for several tries before she finally managed to whisper, “Twilight?”



“It’s me,” Twilight whimpered. “I mean, to the best of my knowledge. When you wake up with amnesia, you never really know, right? I could technically be anything, a clone or a robot or something else with the personality of Twilight stuck into it, but I feel like me. And I’m pretty sure that’s the truth.”



Sunset blinked, and snorted a short burst of laughter. “That kind of self-deprecating, trope using analyzation… Sweet Celestia, it is you.”



“Yeah.”



Sunset lunged forward, wrapping the younger girl tightly in her arms, burying her face in her hair as she wept softly.



“I’m sorry,” Twilight mumbled, sniffling as she let herself be held in the embrace. “I can’t imagine what it was like, living in this wasteland for so many years. Even finding you was just… I’m sorry.”



“It’s not your fault,” Sunset murmured. She pulled back, looking Twilight in the eyes, and smiling. “Celestia, you’re so young…”



Twilight smiled, then reached up a hand and brushed Sunset’s tears away. She ran her fingers tenderly down the jagged scar on Sunset’s face. “You’ve aged well… and I’m not just saying that. Does, uh, that hurt?”



Sunset grinned, then placed her hand over Twilight’s. “Nah, it’s not so bad. Took a bad hit for Fluttershy when we were trying to pacify a particularly nasty void beast. The loss of depth perception sucks, but the robot arm is kind of cool.”



“If what you said is true, and I really was the catalyst for all of this destruction…”



“No.” Sunset put her finger over Twilight’s lips, silencing her. “I’ve had two decades to carry all of that guilt, okay? I won’t let you start anew with a fresh heap of it.”



“...Okay.”



Sunset smiled, then closed her eyes, leaning forward and pressing her forehead against Twilight’s.



The two of them sat there like that, simply holding each other for what felt like an eternity.



Their moment was finally broken up by a loud snort and grumbling from the drunk who had been sleeping in the corner, apparently oblivious to the earlier violence and drama.



Sunset giggled, then stood up, helping Twilight to her feet. “Well, you’re back. Now what?”



Twilight shook her head. “I was going to ask you the same thing. I can’t really remember being with them, but when you showed me those pictures of your friends earlier… I felt something, deep inside. Can we meet them?”



“Should be easy enough. I can’t promise they won’t be a little suspicious like I was, but I’ll vouch for you. Speaking of…”



Sunset reached up to her ear and tapped it a few times. A light blinked on in the room, and a projected image appeared on the far wall.



“Hey, Sunset, what’s up,” Rainbow Dash said, giving a brief wave. “Hunt’s done early, and it’s a pretty big haul. Was thinking we should throw a party.”



Rainbow Dash was holding a longsword with a dark ichor dripping from it, and was wearing a sort of composite armor that glowed with a soft rainbow of colors from underneath its seams. A set of pony ears sprouted from her head, and wings from her back as she floated in front of a desolate sky.



Sunset grinned, then squeezed Twilight’s hand. “Sure, that sounds like a lot of fun. Plus…



“I’ve got a surprise for all of you.”
      

      
   
      This Happened Because Rarity Reads Too Much Chick Lit


      

      
      
         Rarity and Twilight sat across from each other at a table for two at the Bluestone Cafe.



“Is everything in place?” Rarity asked, sipping from a cup of tea.



“Yeah,” Twilight said, frowning. “It’s just…”



“Just what?”



“Isn’t this a little drastic and convoluted?” Twilight asked.



Rarity laughed. “Darling, romance is always drastic and convoluted.”








Early the next morning, there was an explosion in the library of Twilight’s castle. It was mostly an explosion of books, but also some bookshelves, crystal drywall, feathers, a pony, and maybe a tortoise.



Sitting together at the library table, Twilight and Spike exchanged a bored glance. This wasn’t the first pony explosion in her library, and was hardly the worst, so Twilight took another drink of her coffee, continued reading the newspaper, and said, “Morning, Rainbow Dash.”



Rainbow Dash shook off the last of the drywall and galloped to her friend. “Twilight!” she cried. “We need to travel back in time!”



“Uh huh,” Twilight said, not looking up from her newspaper.



Spike mumbled something about being late for an important appointment in the room next over, gave Twilight a covert thumbs up, and got up and left.



“It’s an emergency!” Rainbow Dash said.



“Okay,” Twilight said, and sipped her coffee. “But Princess Celestia has banned all time traveling spells.”



“But you used a time traveling spell that one time for that one thing!”



“That was an emergency,” Twilight said.



“And so is this!”



Twilight downed the rest of her coffee, yawned and stretched. “What’s the emergency?”



Rainbow Dash leaned in and lowered her voice, saying, “We have to travel back in time to, and get this, save the world.”



Twilight blinked at her.



Rainbow Dash blinked back.



“From what?” Twilight asked.



“That’s the best part!” Dash grinned. “We have to save the world from, and best sit down for this one, certain destruction.”



“Have you started roleplaying again?” Twilight asked. “Because you know this isn’t how roleplaying is supposed to work, right?”





“It’s called dramatic action performancing,” Dash said. “And no, because my lame group kicked me out after I lit the building on fire. I was just staying in character. I was a dragon. Dragons burn things down. Can’t blame me for taking my performances more seriously. But this isn’t that, This is real.”



Twilight shrugged. “Okay, sure.”



“Really?” Dash asked.



“Yeah, no problem,” Twilight said, standing up. “Let’s go for it.”



Dash eyed her suspiciously. “I kind of thought you would take a little more convincing than that. You usually don’t go for these things so easily.”



“It’s on the schedule now,” Twilight said. 



“What schedule?”



Twilight pulled a scroll off the table and held it up for Dash to see. “I now have ‘Unexpected shenanigans with Rainbow Dash after she crashes through the library wall’ permanently scheduled from 6 a.m. to 9 a.m. every other morning. Just so as long as we get this done in the next hour and a half, I have no objections.”



Dash read through the scroll. 9:00 to 9:30 was labelled ‘Clean up Rainbow Dash’s mess. “Uh, thanks,” Dash said.



“Celestia told me I need more spontaneity in my life,” Twilight explained, rolling up the scroll.



“So you scheduled for it?”



Twilight shrugged.



“Whatever,” Dash said. “And I didn’t crash. I never crash.”



Twilight turned to the hole in the wall and the bookshelves lying on the floor.



“That was a preplanned and coordinated impact,” Dash said. “It’s for emergencies. Using the door would have taken too long.”



“Sure,” Twilight said. “So where are we supposed to be time traveling to and why?”



“Last night,” Rainbow Dash answered, “and we have to change history, have to keep something terrible from happening that can never be undone otherwise.”



“Last night?” Twilight narrowed her eyes. “You mean Pinkie Pie’s party? Is this just about you losing to Applejack in hoofball? Because I don’t think I can bend the rules of the universe just to help you cheat in a casual game of hoofball.”



Dash groaned. “First of all, Applejack didn’t beat me, because she obviously cheated. I mean, that last hit was totally in the line, and everypony knew it!”



“It definitely wasn’t in li—”



“And secondly!” Rainbow shouted her down. “Secondly, it wouldn’t be cheating. It would be taking advantage of alternative tactics. It’s called thinking outside the box. Nowhere in the official hoofball rulebook does it say you can’t travel back in time in order to give yourself a slight but still fair advantage. I checked. I mean, I skimmed most the official rulebook. At least, I asked Tank to.”



“I’m still not helping you che—”



“And that doesn’t even matter,” Dash said, “because that’s not what we’re doing anyway. How petty do you think I am? I don’t care about some stupid hoofball game. And I definitely don’t care that Applejack currently has the title of ‘Ponyville’s best hoofball player.’ Why would I care about something like that?”



Twilight stared at her, and Rainbow Dash smiled back.



“Okay, fine,” Twilight said. “So what are we traveling back in time for?”



“Something terrible happened this morning,” Rainbow Dash explained, a haunting look in her eyes, her whole body slumped. “Something just… indescribable. But we can stop it. All we have to do is leave a blueberry pie in a specific location last night, and certain disaster will be averted.”



Twilight sighed. “A blueberry pie?”



“Yup,” Dash said.



“And what is the terrible something that happened this morning?”



Rainbow Dash puffed out her chest heroically. “If my mission is successful, which it will be, you’ll never have to know.”



Twilight yawned.



“It has to do with friendship!” Dash added quickly. “And books. Lots of bad things happening to books. And, uh, whatever else you like. Me! You like me, right? Bad stuff happens to me too.”



“Okay,” Twilight said, rolling her eyes. “We’ve got a schedule to keep. Let’s get to it.”



“Awesome!” Dash did a hoof pump. “So all you have to do is send me back to just before Pinkie’s party, and I’ll take care of everything.”



“No, no, no,” Twilight said, walking past her. “No way I’m letting you go back by yourself. I’m coming too.”



Dash’s eyes went wide, and she jumped in front of Twilight. “You can’t! I mean, you really can’t, because didn’t you say that time travel spell you got that one time could only work on any single pony once? You already used it, so you can’t use it again. I’ll have to go alone. It’s a heavy burden, but I know you’re counting on me, and I won’t let you down.”



“I made a new one,” Twilight said.



“A new what?”



“A new time travel spell,” Twilight said. “A better one.”



“Can you do that?”



Twilight shrugged. “I’m a magical princess pony.”



“Fair point,” Dash admitted.



“Do you already have a blueberry pie?” Twilight asked.



“A what?” Rainbow Dash looked distracted.



“A blueberry pie. You said you need one to avert certain disaster.”



“Oh, yeah. Uh, no, I didn’t think to bring one.”



Twilight frowned at her. “Do you have one ready, should we prepare one now, should we get the ingredients together and prepare one there, or should we just buy one once we’re there.”



“Uh, yeah,” Dash said. “You get the ingredients and we can bring them with us.”



“Okay,” Twilight said. She walked past Dash and out of the library, towards the kitchen.








Less than ten minutes later, Rainbow Dash and Twilight were standing together in the library. Twilight worse saddlebags full of baking ingredients. Rainbow Dash wore a triumphant smirk.



“And remember,” Dash said, “make sure you get us to right before Pinkie’s party. We need lots of time to prepare.”



“Sure,” Twilight said. “Are you ready?”



“I was born ready.”



And then there was a flash.








Rainbow Dash blinked and looked around. She and Twilight were standing outside, towards the outskirts of Ponyville, on a path near Dash’s house.



“Did it work?” Dash asked.



“Yes,” Twilight said. “We’ve traveled back in time.”



“Are you sure this is right before Pinkie’s party? Then why is it dark out? Didn’t her party start in the afternoon?”



“Actually,” Twilight said, glancing up at the sky, “this is about forty-five minutes after Pinkie’s party has ended.”



“What?” Dash jumped in the air. “I specifically said we needed to get here before her party. You’re, like, putting the world in jeopardy and stuff. Why would you do that? ”



“So you wouldn’t try to cheat at the hoofball game,” Twilight said, simply.



“Ugh,” Dash groaned. “I wasn’t gonna cheat. I was just gonna… spectate. And prove to you that last hit was definitely in line.”



“Sorry,” Twilight said.



“Whatever.” Dash hovered in the direction of her cloud house, her tail twitching irritably. “At least we won’t have any problems putting the pie together now that I’m asleep. No chance we’re waking me up after that party.”



“The version of you from this time period won’t be asleep yet,” Twilight said.



“Um, why not?” Dash asked. “I always go right to bed when I get home after one of Pinkie’s parties.”



Twilight gave her a quizzical look. “Um, because I brought you home.”



“So? I thought you said the party ended forty-five minutes ago. It only takes like five minutes to get to my house from Sugarcube Corner. I should have been asleep forever ago.”



“Uh.” Twilight tilted her head, looking a little worried. “It always takes a long time to walk you home.”



“Why?”



“You really don’t know? Walking you home at the end of the night is one of my favorite parts of Pinkie’s parties.”



“What?” Dash asked, starting to feel worried herself. She couldn’t really remember much about the end of the night. Applejack had brought some of her hard cider supply to the party, and Rainbow Dash had drank a healthy dose of it. “Does something happen when you walk me home?”



Twilight’s face reddened. “Well, it’s kind of hard to explain. Maybe you should just see for yourself. We should be coming down this path pretty soon.”



Twilight walked off the path and around the side of a house, and Rainbow Dash followed. They peered out at the path from behind the corner together. Soon after, Dash heard the sounds of two ponies, and soon after that, she and Twilight came in view.



Dash didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Sure, she looked sort of stumbly, and Twilight was acting really giggly. But, hey, it’d been a pretty cool party, besides Applejack cheating at that hoofball game, why not act stumbly and giggly?



Dash began to be able to make out their voices.



“Jeez, I’m really lucky to have a friend like you,” the other Dash said, sounding sleepy, holding a hoof over the other Twilight.



“Thanks,” the other Twilight said, laughing.



“No, I’m serious,” the other Dash slurred. “You’re the best… the best friend I’ve ever had. You’re awesome. And you’re so pretty, and so good at magic... and that little pink swirl in your mane is like… my favorite thing...”



It seemed like pretty standard post-party talk to Rainbow Dash. But then the other her and the other Twilight paused. And then they leaned close together. And then they moved their faces close together. And then—



“Are we kissing?” Dash asked.



“Yeah,” Twilight answered, casually.



“What the hay?!” Dash cried, falling backwards.



“What’s wrong?” Twilight asked, looking at her like she was crazy.



“Why are you not freaking out about this right now?”



“Why would I?” Twilight asked. “That’s what you always do when I bring you home after a party.”



Dash’s head felt like a helium balloon that had just made contact with a lit match—tattered, in pieces and on fire. “What?! And you’re okay with that?”



“You told me it was normal. You said that’s just what friends do when they walk each other home,” Twilight said, sounding confused.



Dash groaned. “What? Have you never walked a pony home after a party before?”



“No,” Twilight said. “You’re the only one. Why? Is this not normal?”



Rainbow Dash stared at Twilight for a moment, putting all the pieces together in her head. Then she cleared her throat, stood up calmly, and dusted herself off. “Uh, yeah. Totally. That’s totally normal. Never talk to anypony else about this, because it’s normal. I just freaked out because I saw a… bee. I’m allergic.”



“No you’re not,” Twilight said.



“Oh,” Dash said. “I guess I forgot.”



Twilight raised a brow at her. “So do you just want to wait for the version of you from this time period to go to bed?”



“Um, you don’t stay the night with me, right?”



“No,” Twilight said. “Why?”



“Nothing,” Dash said, breathing a sigh of relief. “And yeah, let’s just wait.”



They waited. While they waited, Rainbow Dash decided she wasn’t going to think about the noises she heard the two ponies on the path making, and she wasn’t going to think about how those two ponies were actually her and Twilight, and she wasn’t going to try to count how many times Twilight must have walked her home in the past, and she definitely wasn’t going to think about the little pink swirl in Twilight’s mane.



Nope. Wasn’t gonna think about it at all. Dash was just gonna tuck it all away in the ‘Gonna deal with that later’ file in her mind. Hoofball. Hoofball. She was gonna think about hoofball. She’d come here for hoofball, and that’s what she was gonna think about.



She glanced over at Twilight, and found that Twilight was watching her. And that Twilight looked a little disappointed. For some reason, Dash felt a little disappointed in herself, too.








About one hour, a goodnight, and way too many overheard slurpy kissy sounds later, Twilight and Rainbow Dash stood in the kitchen of her cloud house, listening to the other Rainbow Dash snore in the other room.



“That’s weird,” Dash said. “I never snore.”



Twilight shrugged.



Dash tried to focus on the task at hand. “So, uh…”



“The blueberry pie,” Twilight said. “We should prepare it now, right? To save the world?”



“Uh, yeah…” And then Dash had an idea, and she grinned. “Hey, Twilight, I sort of suck at making pies. It’s, like, the one thing I’m bad at. How about you prepare the pie, while I go prepare… you know, the other stuff. Like, uh, the blueberry pie drop location.”



“If you think that’s best,” Twilight said, and then added, seemingly innocently, “but before you go, you don’t have anything else to say to me about our walks home, do you?”



Dash cleared her throat. “Uh, nope, definitely not. Don’t have anything to say about that ever, so let's never bring it up ever again.”



“Okay,” Twilight said, her voice neutral, her expression unreadable. “See you later then.”



“Just like that?” Dash asked.



“Just like that,” Twilight said, beginning to unload the pie ingredients from her saddlebags. “I trust you.”



“Uh, okay, thanks.”



With that, Rainbow Dash lept through a nearby window and out into the night sky. As she flew away, she definitely didn’t think about how Twilight had apparently begun scheduling time for her and Twilight to be together every morning. She definitely didn’t think about how Twilight had said walking Dash home was her favorite part of Pinkie’s parties. And she definitely, definitely, definitely didn’t think about that stupid pink swirl in Twilight’s mane.








A half hour later, Twilight slid the finished pie into the already heated oven. Honestly, she thought this whole plan was ridiculous. But it’s what Rarity had told her to do, and Rarity knew about such things. At least, Rarity read an awful lot of romance novels, and Twilight knew better than anyone how much knowledge could be found in a book.



Rainbow Dash tumbled inside through the same window she had left, looking half dead, stumbling, mane and tail and wings a mess, dark circles under her eyes.



“Uh, hey, Twilight,” she muttered, leaning against the counter. “You’re still here?”



“Yup,” Twilight said brightly. “I just finished the pie.”



“Pie?” Dash mumbled. “What pie?”



“The one you asked me to bake.”



“Oh, okay, whatever,” Dash said, and then slowly slid off the counter and fell on the floor. “Good job, we saved the world, yay.”



Twilight leaned down next to her. “Hey, Rainbow?” she asked.



“Uh huh?”



“Did you lie to me about needing to travel back in time with a blueberry pie to save the world, because you really just wanted to have another chance to beat Applejack at hoofball?”



“Maybe,” Dash said, sounding half-asleep.



“And then when you left here while I made the pie, did you find the Twilight from this time period and convince her to help you travel back in time, too?



“Maybe.”



“And then did you get stuck in a nearly infinite loop of trying to get different Twilights from different time periods to help you travel back to beat Applejack at hoofball?”



“Maybe.”



“And then when you finally did get the chance to try to challenge her again, were you so exhausted that you still lost?”



“Can I go to bed now?”



“Sure,” Twilight said, helping her friend up.



Dash leaned heavily against her. “You smell nice,” Dash mumbled. “Like blueberries. I like blueberries.”



“Thanks,” Twilight said. "And just so you know, Applejack just got a lucky break. I think you could beat her at hoofball any day."



But Dash was already asleep.



Back in their own time, Twilight put Rainbow Dash to bed and tucked her in tight.








The next morning, as Twilight and Spike shared their morning coffee, they heard a loud knocking at the front door.



“There she is,” Spike said.



Twilight went to the door and opened it.



Rainbow Dash, covered in soot and holding several dozen blankets and Wonderbolts posters, pushed past her and inside. “Hey Twi, I’m gonna crash here for a while, okay?”



“Why?” Twilight asked.



“My house burned down,” Dash said, dumping her blankets on the floor. “Apparently somepony left something in the oven all night.”



Twilight smiled.



Step one: Complete.
      

      
   
      On The Natural Rise and Fall of Celestial Bodies


      

      
      
         “Cadence!”  Princess Twilight Sparkle broke into a rapid gallop and fairly flew across the Canterlot castle corridor to catch her former foalsitter and current fellow princess in an enthusiastic hug.  “I didn't know you were going to be here too!”



“I've been here for a few days already, Twilight.  Auntie Celestia said it was important, and had me take off for a whole month from the Crystal Empire.”  Cadence returned the hug with added interest and a few bonus nuzzles.  “I should have sent you a letter, but Shining Armor has been so busy shopping for the baby and Celestia had a special treat for me.”  Cadence grinned.  “She let me help raise the sun this morning.”



“No!” gasped Twilight Sparkle.  “Princess Luna came to Ponyville last week and let me raise the moon with her too!   The moon is all cool and calm, but there's a playful streak in her too.  I think I might have made it laugh.  Can the moon be ticklish?  What did you think the sun was like?”



“The sun is a lot like Auntie Celestia, all warm and royal with a sense of majesty.  It was really quite touching.”  Cadence giggled.  “I think it remembers you.”



“Oh.”  Twilight blushed.  “I really didn't get along with it very well when Tirek was rampaging around.”



“You did just fine,” said Cadence with a reassuring nod.  “Did Aunt Celly tell you why she wanted to see us this evening?”



Twilight frowned with a slight narrowing of her brows.  “Princess Celestia?  Princess Luna told me to be here this evening, right before sunset.”



“That's odd.”  Cadence's smile faded slightly and she looked back and forth down the empty corridor.  “I know something is up, because for the last few days everypony has been giving me strange looks.  I thought it was just because I was pregnant.”



“Hmm…”  Twilight's frown grew deeper.  “The same thing has been happening to me since I got to the castle.  And I'm not pregnant.”



The two young alicorns walked side by side through the castle corridors and along hallways until they reached Celestia's huge bedroom suite.  Two armored guards at the doorway, one in gold and the other in silver, opened the doors for them, and then closed them silently after they had entered.



At first, Twilight Sparkle thought the huge bedroom was unoccupied.  Brilliant sunlight mixed into vibrant pastel hues filled the room, highlighting so many of the familiar collection of objects that Celestia had acquired over centuries of rule.  Every one of them had a story associated with it, and even after spending over a decade as the Student of the Sun, Twilight still felt as if she had only scratched the surface of their history.  As a young filly, she had exchanged stories with Cadence about Celestia's collection too, and had never heard a single duplicate tale about her life.



Since becoming an alicorn princess, Twilight had discovered that Princess Luna had a similar if somewhat smaller collection of memorable artifacts, ranging from tiny little blue sparkles nearly the size of a pinpoint, up to the stars in the sky which she knew individually by name and temperament.  The Princess of the Moon had become a close friend to Twilight over the last year, and had even accidentally referred to her as 'sister' on occasion, which brought a delightful blush to Twilight Sparkle's cheeks whenever it happened.  Luna was a much different princess than her sister, as different as the proverbial night and day, although they both had a sense of the theatre about them, a unique mixture of comedy, tragedy and drama.



Celestia's pale form and pastel mane was nearly invisible against the clouds spread out across the horizon, making a vibrant camouflage that was the only way to conceal an alicorn of her majestic size.  The shadow that fell across the room from the balcony doorframe likewise concealed an alicorn, only one whose mane flowed with ethereal darkness.  Luna's eyes were closed, as if in pain from the brilliant sunlight coursing in through the window, but both ears were unerringly pointed at Twilight and Cadence, and a look of divine patience and tranquility graced her delicate features as Celestia began to speak.



“Hello, Cadence.  Twilight.  Please, come forward.  Luna and I have something very important for you this evening.  Something that we have been preparing for a very long time.”  As she walked forward with Cadence, Twilight Sparkle spotted something she had never seen before.  It took several looks and a corresponding examination of the Lunar Princess before the importance of it soaked in, and several deep breaths once she had come to a halt on the balcony in order to ask the question that simmered below the surface.



“Princess Celestia.  And Princess Luna.”  Twilight swallowed, trying to vocalize the disbelief that held her paralyzed, but was unable to proceed before Cadence burst out with a giggle.



“Auntie Celestia!  You're naked!”



It was true.  The golden accoutrements that had been a part of the Princess of the Sun's regalia since before mortal memory were missing, leaving Celestia's mane unburdened and hooves bare.  Even the golden peytral which Twilight could never remember not being around Celestia's neck was absent, with only the shortened hairs of her coat to show where it had once been.  Princess Luna, even concealed within the shadow, appeared likewise unadorned, and Twilight jittered nervously on her hooves with little clicks and clatters on the balcony stone floor.



“Should we have taken our crowns off too, Princess Celestia?  I didn't hear anything about it from Princess Luna—” Twilight shot a quick glance at the Princess of the Moon, who returned her look without changing her expression at all  “—but we can if you want us too even though technically Cadence is the Princess of an Aligned Realm and as such can't be ordered to unless she's under arrest for High Treason which I don't think—”



“Twilight.”  Celestia's voice was calm and strong as the mountain that Canterlot was built against.  “Calm yourself.”



“Thou art a Princess of Equestria now,” said Luna, a tiny smile beginning to show at the corner of her mouth.  “Thy stride must be such that all who see your demeanor know that the weights of the heavens are balanced upon you, and that no matter the circumstance, you are in control.  Besides," added Luna with a sly smirk, “two naked princesses is a scandal.  Four would certainly shake the foundations of reality and loose untold woes upon us all.”



Celestia rolled her eyes.  “Quite well said, my sister.  We have called you here for a far different purpose, but first, I would like you both to answer a question.”  The Princess of the Sun walked over to Cadence and placed her long, fluted horn against the younger alicorn's only slightly shorter horn, lowering her noble head while her translucent mane flowed silently in the breeze.



“I remember when I brought you to the castle, Mi Amore Cadenza.  My love, Cadence.  For over nine centuries, I had become a creature of my habits, locked into rituals and routines such that at times I lost track of myself.  There are still decades that I cannot recall, as I walked along the halls and spoke to the ponies who seemed as fragile as mayflies.  Their faces would flicker, from young and eager servant to elderly retiree, and yet I would remain the same.  There are places in the hallways I could show you where I walked in such unbroken lockstep over the years that I wore a set of dents in the granite.  And then you came into my life, so young and yet so old at the same time.  To protect myself from the pain of losing my sister, I had become like an oyster trying to protect itself from a sharp grain of sand, and in return, I found a beautiful pearl.  Without you, I may have slumbered in my routine until Nightmare Moon was released and all would have perished because of my inattention.  You awoke me from my grief with your love, and gave me the hope I needed.  Tell me, Mi Amore.  What am I?”



“You are the Sun,” said Cadence, lifting up her head to rub her nose along Celestia's.  “You are the ancient and wise mare who took a foolish young alicorn under her wing and brought her into the world from isolation.  I existed as a foal for many years, but I never lived until you showed me the light.  You may not have been the mare who birthed me, but you have been everything that a mother could possibly be over these years, and I can feel the love you have in your heart for me that is indistinguishable from the love of a mare for her daughter.”



Ever so slowly, Celestia shook her head.  “You are wise beyond your years, Mi Amore, and answer with your heart, but that is not the question I asked.  Not who am I to you, but what am I, period?”



“Love is part of my nature, Aunt Celly.  I can not separate who you are to me from what you are to the rest of Equestria, but I will try.”  Cadence brushed her nose up the side of Celestia's face and nuzzled a floating piece of mane behind the Princess of the Sun's ear before taking a step backwards in order to meet Celestia's eyes.  “I did not truly realize just what it was like to be a princess until I gained my own throne in the Crystal Empire.  The crystal ponies do not just see me as their leader, but as an example of what it is to be a good pony.  They strive much as I did when I was growing up under your wing.  They want to be like me, much as I wanted to be like you, and still do.



“You are an example to us, a beacon of light that leads us into a better place like the sun.  You are Equestria with every breath, the eternal and forever alicorn who has guided our country from the time of its birth, through times of wonder and times of extreme pain, even though you had to banish your own sister—”  Cadence leaned over and gave a nuzzle to the nearby Princess of the Night “—you never gave up on her.  No matter what doubts you may hold in your head, your heart tells the truth.  She is your sister, now and forever, and shall always be at your side as a sister should.”



“Very nice, Mi Amore.”  Celestia  wiped a hoof against her face and took a deep breath before shaking her head and moving to one side where Twilight Sparkle was fidgeting.  



Before she could say a word, Twilight blurted out, “Can I have a little time to do some research first, Princess.  I mean Celestia.  I mean…  Please?”



After a brief snort of laughter, Celestia leaned down and rested her horn alongside Twilight's, adding a brief and almost motherly lick across her former student's nose.  “Breathe, Twilight.  This is not a test.  I merely want to hear in your own words what you think I am.”



“You're not a changeling.  Not that I would have cast the changeling detection spell on you.  Or Luna.  Although you both are acting a little weird.  I suppose…”  Twilight Sparkle closed her eyes and took a deep breath, holding it for a moment before letting it out with one hoof cast outwards and a relaxation of her shoulders.  “What you are.  Right.  A summary, I presume.  Canonical order or…  Right.”  



After a few minutes of relative silence, Cadence gently bumped against her sister-in-law.  “Just relax, Twilight.  I'd like to hear this too.  What do you think Auntie Celestia is?  What do you see with those perceptive eyes of yours that I don't?”



“That's… difficult, Cadence.  She's different to everypony.  A teacher would see her passing on her years of experience to all ponydom.  The Royals see her grace and authority.  A bricklayer sees the civilization she has helped build, a railroad engineer the network of rails she had caused to be laid to the edges of Equestria and beyond.  An explorer sees her pushing the boundaries of the country to the vast unknown, a bookseller sees her stores of knowledge, a mother sees the way she cares for all of us as her own children and a child…”  Twilight paused with her eyes still closed.  “A child sees her bring the sunrise, and the new day given to them.  They see the opportunity to fling themselves out into the world, to relish every drop of it, because eventually the sun will set again, and they will have to return home, to sleep in the embrace of night and dream of the new days yet to come.  I can't really say what she is, only what others see in her…”  Although she kept her eyes closed, Twilight Sparkle slowed and a wave of relaxation swept across her body.  “That's it.  She's a mirror who reflects better than any physical piece of glass.  We don't see ourselves when we look at her; we see what we could be and what we can help others be.”



“Very astute, Twilight Sparkle.”  Twilight opened her eyes to find the soft violets of Princess Celestia's gaze replaced by Luna's cool teal eyes.  “My turn.  Who do you believe I am?”



The ghost of a smile rose up in Twilight's cheeks and her eyes glittered like stars.  “You are the Night, the gentle repose of rest after a day of hard labor.  Your touch is gentle and loving, for the night is made for love and dreams of what might be.  You are an infinite beauty of a nebula spread across the sky, and the heartstopping awe of a nova as the death of the aged stars give birth to new lights and fresh life.  You are children, dancing beneath the moon and chasing lightning bugs through the summer night, and the brilliant silver of moonlit winter snow spraying out from under your skis as you plunge down the mountainside.  You are the love of young ponies walking next to each other without words for hours under your light, and the aged widows who sit and look across the city in the night in mourning for lost loves.  You are all the power and majesty of the moon and stars, touching our world but for a moment until you are gone again with the dawn.”



Celestia coughed once, with a faint blush rising in her cheeks.  “Well, that's… very descriptive of you, Twilight.”



Luna turned and cocked her head to one side with a twinkle of joy in her eyes.  “Jealous much, sister?”



It was Cadence's turn next to discreetly cough, looking a little embarrassed.  “If you're going to ask me the same question, Auntie Luna, I think I'll have to use Twilight's answer.  I really have not had the opportunity to be with you very much over the last year or so, what with all of my responsibilities in the Crystal Empire and getting married and…”  Cadence ran a hoof over her still mostly-trim tummy.



“That is fine, Mi Amore,” said Celestia.  “Now, I just have one more thing before we go.  I wanted to make sure you both were prepared for this responsibility.  I know this is short notice, but I believe it is best to do this without a lot of ceremony and emotional outbursts.”



"Best to do what, Princess?" asked Twilight Sparkle with a bright, alert grin.  “Are you sending us on another adventure?”



“Not… exactly, Twilight.”  Celestia lifted a hoof as if to gesture, then sat it back down again.  “Do you remember the time I told you about immortality, and how it does not mean quite what everypony thinks it means?”



“Of course.  You said that nothing is truly immortal, not even princesses.  Everything has a beginning, and a middle, and an end, but princesses just have a very long middle."  Twilight poked a gentle hoof at her sister-in-law and her expanding belly.  “Some princesses have a longer middle than others lately.”



“Hey!” protested Cadence.  “I'm eating for two.  Or three.”



“Dozen,” said Twilight.



“Twilight,” said Celestia in that formal tone that always returned her student to a precise focus on the problem at hoof.  “You are correct.  Everything has its cycles.  Children are born, they live, and they die.  The seasons pass, the sun and moon rise, and even alicorns are subject to the immutable laws of nature.  What I'm trying to say is…  We have to leave.  Soon.”



“What?”  Twilight Sparkle quivered with tension, but Celestia continued before she could recover.



“Ever since the founding of Equestria, there has been an alicorn to raise the sun and moon.  When my sister and I depart, I am glad to know my little ponies will be well cared for.”



“B-but what about training!” protested Twilight.  “You can't leave!  Princess Luna has shown me a lot, but there's so much more I have to learn!  From both of you!”



“It is not the mind which determines your affinity with the heavens,” said Luna, stepping forward to stand directly in front of Twilight just the same as Celestia was standing in front of Cadence.  “Your heart will guide you far better than any number of lessons we could give you.”



“Your hearts are pure as any who I have met during my long years,” said Celestia, beginning to glow golden in the light of the sunset.  “There are no other ponies who I would trust with our powers.  Farewell to you both.  Do not think of us as gone, but only distant for a time.  Guard well our little ponies, and do not let—”



“Sister,” interrupted Luna.  “The schedule?  We're going to be late.”



“Oh.  Very well, then.”  Celestia burst into a golden light so bright that everypony on the balcony was forced to close their eyes.  “Princess Cadence, I give you my power over the sun.  Use it well.”  



The blinding light faded, and there were only three ponies on the balcony, along with a fading voice that said, "It is time, Princess Cadence.  Lower the sun."



Fighting back the tears that had begun to run down her face, Cadence lifted her horn and spread her wings.  Cascades of pastel flowed down her neck and tail, matching the fading colors of the sunset and curling around the golden crown that now sat behind her horn.  A golden glow filled the balcony, much softer than the last time, and the sun gently slid beneath the horizon as if it were a well-trained pet.



“Twilight Sparkle,” said Luna's voice from the impenetrable darkness that now surrounded them.  “My time is short also.  You too must take my power and use it wisely.  Guard well my stars, and let not the monsters of the night threaten our little ponies, or permit the—”



“Luna!” sounded a distant voice.  “The time?”



“Oh, yes.”  Luna coughed once.  “Accept my power, Twilight Sparkle.  Use it well.”



A darkness even more than dark surrounded the three alicorns on the balcony, and when it passed, there were only two.  Twilight’s head was bowed, with her new mane of coiling darkness flowing around the black crown and cloth circlet around her neck.  The swirls of stellar material combined with the few specks of light from the streets and paths below to provide a wan illumination that made the tracks of tears down her cheeks glisten silver.



The two alicorns on the balcony leaned against each other for mutual support in the darkness, quietly sharing the box of tissues.  They did not speak or move for a long while except for the near-silent blowing of running noses and mutual mopping of damp cheeks.



“I c-can't believe they're gone, Cadence.”  Twilight Sparkle turned to her sister-in-law while fighting back more tears.  “Just like that.”



“Just like that,” echoed Cadence.  “Auntie Celestia always told me that great changes either come very slowly or all at once.  I don't think anypony could be ready for this, but I'm going to do my best.  That's all any of us can do.  I'm just glad I've got you at my side.”



“You're right, sis.”  Twilight leaned against Cadence, breathing in and out deliberately as her impending tears gave way to the responsibility that had been pressed onto her.  It was a heavy burden dropped on her without warning, but Celestia and Luna had trusted her, and she was determined to prove them right.  “Without Princess Celestia and Princess Luna, we need to stick together like real sisters.”



“Darned right.  I’m just glad I’ve got you.”  Cadence wrapped up Twilight in a crushing hug and gave her a peck on top of the head.  “First, you need to raise the moon.  And don't give me any lip, or I'll tell your mother.”



“Well, if you pick on me, I'll tell my big brother.”  Twilight sniffed a little and blew her nose on a tissue that Cadence floated over from a large nearby box, much as if Celestia had left them for just this occasion.  “Thanks.”



“Don't mention it.  What are sisters for?  Big sisters, that is.”



“Really big sisters,” said Twilight.  “Really, really, really—”



“Twilight.”



“Oh, all right.  How does this sound?  I'll raise the moon, then once have a good cry, we can go eat cake and break the news to the rest of the castle.  It's going to be a lot of work.  We've got some really big shoes to fill.  Sis.”



“That sounds perfect.”  Cadence smiled.  “Little sister.”



Princess Twilight Sparkle arranged herself on the edge of the balcony with wings outspread and her horn lit with a dark glow.  Ever so slowly, the moon rose up from below the horizon and the stars spread out across the sky, shining their light down on Equestria as they had for uncounted years.








On the tallest balcony in the Canterlot castle, two alicorns sat in perfect silence and watched the stars.  Manes of lightest pastels and darkest indigo curled together on the tile floor behind them, making swirls of colors in the wan moonlight.  The young alicorns even breathed in perfect harmony, staring upwards until the youngest one spoke.



“I'm going to kill them both.”



Twilight Sparkle’s voice indicated that not only had the speaker thought out all of the needed actions that would go along with the promise, but also which prison she would most likely be incarcerated inside and what the reading list for the years of her sentence would be.  And worse, the absolute pure determination that her actions would be worth the consequences.



Cadence sighed deeply and put a wing around her sister.  “Twilight, I know you're upset, but I've known Princess Celestia much longer than you have.  She brought me into the castle when I was very, very young, and raised me at her side.  We are as close as mother and daughter, which is why I’m going to kill her first.  You can have Luna.”



“Sis!”  Twilight turned to Cadence and put on her most pitiful begging eyes.  “How about I kill them both and you can pardon me afterwards.  We can have a nice laugh about it while out in the park with ice cream, just like we used to do when Shining Armor and you used to take me for walks.  I’ll even buy.”



“Twilight, we can probably charge the ice cream to the Royal Treasury now.”  Cadence folded her bottom lip over and returned Twilight's big-eyed pout.  “Besides, I'm your big sister, and I know what's best for you.  Killing them both all by yourself is just greedy.”



“But I'm an alicorn now, sis!  I'm supposed to be greedy.  All of those stars are mine now, and you just get one.”  Twilight paused with one hoof pointing towards the star-strewn sky and its present configuration.  “Not helping, is it?”



“Not a bit.  See if you can put the stars back while I read the letter.”  Cadence opened up the envelope she had found in the tissue box and read while Twilight looked up into the star-strewn sky and lit her horn.  The huge words 'Happy April Fools Day' written across the night sky in stars began to shift under her attention as the stars reluctantly shuffled back to their proper positions, or at least fairly close.



“I think I've got an extra,” said Twilight Sparkle, staring up into the sky with an expression of divine annoyance.  “Maybe if we found out where they went, I could drop it on their heads.”



“Mexicolt,” said Cadence.  “Aunt Celly included their vacation itinerary, just in case there are any problems over the next—” her mouth twisted up in a brief frown “—three weeks.”



“Three weeks!”  Twilight gave a sharp look to the leftover star and jabbed it up into a currently empty piece of sky.  “How am I supposed to plead Temporary Insanity at my murder trial if they're going to be gone for three weeks?  There are limiting factors involved here!”



“I think they intend on you calming down by then, Twilight.  Besides—” added Cadence with a quick hoof-ruffle to Twilight's now glowing and shimmering dark mane “—that gives us three weeks to come up with some way to get them back that doesn't involve physical violence.  I, for one, plan on moving into Celestia's tower and having it totally redone in that garish shade of fuchsia she hates so much.?”  She cast a coquettish look at Twilight and batted her long eyelashes.  “Do you want to help me pick out colt band posters to glue to the walls of her bedroom?”



“Do I?”  Twilight grinned.  “Sweetie Belle came up with a recipe for an unbreakable glue while trying to make oatmeal one morning.  I'll buy a bunch of Boyz to Stallions posters, or even Blue Oyster Colt ones and we can stick them up together, just like when we were young.  Then we can redecorate Luna’s tower entirely in rainbow colors!”



“Can you find any that glow in the dark?” asked Cadence.



“That’s so old fashioned.”  Twilight grinned.  “I can find paints that strobe in the dark.”



“This is going to be the most fun three weeks ever,” squealed Cadence.  “Auntie Celestia left us with the Cosmic Credit Card and we get to go shopping!”



“And I plan on buying out the Branch and Stables bookstore, from the foals section all the way back to travel," gloated Twilight.  "We're still missing something, though.”



“What do you mean?” asked Cadence even as a curl of her glowing ethereal mane drifted across her face and into her mouth.  “Phhffft!  Oh, I see.”



“All the powers of the alicorns and three weeks to use them,” mused Twilight.  “I wonder…  What do you think Shining Armor would look like with wings?”



“Ohhh…”  Cadence broke into a broad smile.  “I like the way you think, little sister.”



“Right back at you, big sister,” said Twilight.  “Let's get started.”


      

      
   
      Collapse Failure


      

      
      
         Twilight trotted down the main hall of her palace, moving among beams of bright morning sunlight streaming in through the windows. She was enjoying the moment to herself, before she ran into anypony else. There was a pleasing sense of normalcy to it, something that was hard to come by lately.



These reprieves were always brief. Like almost every day, her faithful number one assistant Spike was the person she encountered first. He was in the hall, standing still as a statue. After approaching, she stopped and stood in front of him. “Good morning!” She put on a cheerful smile.



There was no response from Spike, who was posed awkwardly in mid-stride, staring off, eyes fixed on... something. She turned her head and glanced back over her withers impulsively, trying to trace his glance. However many times she made the effort, though, she could never quite tell exactly what he was looking at. It was a little unnerving. In fact, she was noticing that that feeling kept getting worse, which seemed counter-intuitive. Shouldn’t things get easier and more comfortable the more she was exposed to them, not more difficult?



“Ummm... right.” Twilight’s smile faded. She nodded once to Spike’s frozen form, then turned and continued on her way. Her ears flattened a little and there was less spring in her step after her encounter with her assistant.



So much for normal.



She reached the door, opening it and then closing it behind herself carefully as she exited the palace. It was a beautiful morning, as always: clear blue skies with the sun shining and not a cloud in sight.



“Thank you, Rainbow,” she said quietly, an almost ritual habit lately. It wasn’t that Rainbow Dash could actually hear the little prayer of thanksgiving, but whether she could or not, Twilight reminded herself, was beside the point. It was more about her own mindset, the need to keep the positive things in the forefront of her thoughts by expressing that she was, for example, grateful that there had been so many nice mornings in a row.



After all, it could have been so much worse. It could have been raining. Wouldn’t that just be the luck?



But it wasn’t, so she continued on her way, counting her blessings.



The walk toward town was quiet and pleasant. Warm, still air carried the fresh scents of spring: grass and dewdrops and a faint perfume of flowers. They mingled with the tantalizing smell of a bakery in full swing that became stronger the closer she got to Sugarcube Corner. Finally, she was there pushing open the door, and that delightful aroma crowded out all else and filled her nose as if there were no other smells in the whole world.



It made her stomach rumble and growl. Eager for some breakfast, she made a beeline to the front of the sweet shop. There was nopony there at the counter serving customers at the moment, but that was no problem, she just walked around behind it and helped herself to a doughnut from the display case. It was cream filled and chocolate glazed. Maybe that wasn’t the healthiest possible choice, she thought, but she’d been developing a taste for these particular ones lately, and, well... what did it really matter, anyway?



She sighed and shook her head a little, then grabbed the doughnut in her teeth. Having selected and claimed her sugary breakfast, she turned to look into the kitchen, and waved a wing at the pink earth pony she saw standing in front of an oven with an excited smile, apparently waiting for a timer to go off with great anticipation.



“Eee ya ae’er, inkie,” Twilight just barely managed to mumble around the pastry she was carrying in her jaws. Rarity would have disapproved, Twilight imagined. Tsk, tsk. Talking with one’s mouth full... so un-ladylike, not to mention un-princesslike.



But who was going to care?



She turned to leave and started heading back to her palace.







“Today’s a big day. Hope you’ll be alright by yourself for a while.” Twilight patted Spike gently on the head. She smiled. “Heh. Of course you will. You wouldn’t be my number one assistant otherwise, after all.”



She left him behind and headed to her bedroom.



Atop a small dresser by a window in her room, there was a piece of paper with a list written on it, and a quill and bottle of ink next to it. Twilight picked up the quill, inked it, and added another item to the bottom of the already substantial list:



Sugarcube Corner - 1x Cream-filled chocolate glaze doughnut



Twilight frowned. There was, she noticed, getting to be an awful lot on here from Sugarcube Corner. It was a little worrysome—not that it would be at all difficult to get the petty cash to cover the running tab, of course, just that she didn’t enjoy imposing on Mr. and Mrs. Cake like this, and things might get rather awkward when she showed up insisting that she owed them such a big pile of bits. It’d take some doing to explain, that was for sure.



She was also loathe to depart before settling these debts, but there wasn’t much choice. They’d just have to wait for her to get back... assuming that ever happened.



Her saddlebag was waiting. Before the last time she’d slept, she’d already packed it with the things she thought she’d need. All she had to do was strap it on and head out.



Spike was still in the hallway, still in mid-step, and still staring.



As she passed him, one of the echoes of her hooves on the hard crystal floor sounded funny. She could have sworn she heard another distant hoofstep, timed to hide within it.



A shot of adrenaline surged up in her. She stopped and froze next to the dragon, standing just as motionless as he was. Her heart was beating hard, blood rushing in her ears while she strained to listen.



Nothing.



After a few seconds, she had to take a breath. The sound was quiet by any reasonable standard, she knew, but at the moment it seemed as loud as a tornado-force gust when she inhaled and then exhaled. She held her breath again.



Still nothing.



“Ugh.” She shook her head. “I must be losing my mind.”



She proceeded out of the palace and back into the beautiful morning outside. There was a clock in the hallway that she glanced at, out of habit, as she passed. 8:06 am, it read.



Of course it did.



Well, that was as good a time as there was going to be, she thought to herself, rolling her eyes. She turned to face north and studied the distant silhouette of Canterlot on the far-off horizon for a moment, then spread her wings and took flight.








A solo flight all the way to Canterlot, Twilight decided, was not something she wished to repeat in the near future.



It wasn’t that she didn’t like flying. With a friend alongside her, she thought, it might have even been fun. She could just hear Rainbow Dash’s voice in her imagination. They could have bantered about weather work, cloud formations, cute mares and stallions, or whatever else while they flapped through the air. Dash would have teased her about being out of shape and told her to get her flank in gear whenever she insisted on stopping for a break on a cloud, and then they would have started planning an improved exercise regimen to solve that problem before they gradually drifted back to talking about nothing.



Sweet Celestia, she wanted to hear that voice so badly, even just for a few minutes. She missed its slight scratchiness, the turns of phrase that Rainbow used, the way she had of exclaiming “awesome!” when get got excited about something...



But she wasn’t there, and Twilight had nopony to talk to for the hours that the flight took. She struggled to occupy herself. The landscape going by was nice to look at, but there was only so long that the scenery could hold her interest before the appreciation for nature’s majestic beauty wore off. That point came and went while she was still far from Canterlot. In a final sting, too, when she did reach the city, there was no one to share the accomplishment of overcoming the challenge with, nopony to enjoy a delicious, frosty-cold, refreshing celebratory drink alongside.



She was just tired, sore, sweaty... and very alone.



It didn’t help that Canterlot Mountain was just that, a mountain, and the city was a few thousand feet above sea level. The thin air took some effort to get enough oxygen out of, now that she’d lived down low in Ponyville for a couple years. Huffing to catch her breath, she unstrapped her saddlebags and dropped them on the ground in the large square she’d landed in.



There was one good thing waiting, at least. Having come down specifically in this square wasn’t an accident—the big fountain in the center was too inviting to resist. Without a thought, she stepped up over its edge and into the pool of gloriously cold water. It felt sublime against her hot skin, quenching some of the discomfort. She sat down in it, then dipped her head underwater briefly and lifted it straight up again, letting water run down through her mane to flow over her back and wash across her wings, and trickle down her chest and forelegs. She repeated this several times, looking for all the world like a big purple sparrow playing in a birdbath.



This was another display that Rarity would have no doubt disapproved of, as would all the numerous other ponies standing around in the square who were conspicuously not bathing in what was supposed to be a strictly decorative public fountain, but she did it anyway.



Who was going to stop her?



She wished there was somepony around who could have. She wanted so badly to hear the scold of Rarity’s voice, telling her that—



A flicker of motion, caught in the corner of her eye from one of the nearby alleys leading out of the square, made her stand up suddenly. She looked as quickly as she could, but it was gone. After a brief moment of stillness, she stomped her hooves a couple times to make loud splashes, daring... inviting... anypony around who might have been able to express that disapproval with her behavior to come out and speak.



It had been so long.



Please, somepony, anypony, just talk to me!



Nopony did. This was not unexpected, she tried to remind herself, but it still left her with a feeling of surprisingly bitter disappointment.







By the time she reached her parent’s house, Twilight had mostly dried off.



She let herself in through the front door. Glancing around, the place looked comfortingly familiar, little changed from when she’d been a small filly. The living room had all the same furniture, and the walls were lined with the same bookshelves holding the most of the same books. The same clock sat on the mantle. 8:06 am.



Of course.



Twilight walked through the living room and into the kitchen beyond.



Twilight Velvet was there, completely motionless, watching a coffeemaker on the otherwise empty counter. The pot was half-full, and Twilight knew that her mother was impatiently awaiting that magical first cup.



“Hi mom,” Twilight said. “How’s everything going? I just... wanted to drop by to see how you and dad were. Though I guess it’s probably still too early to check on him.”



She thought about her father. He was probably in the bathroom, taking a morning shower, and singing in the terrible, tone-deaf way that he did. It would have been in a low voice, attempting not to be heard. If he was questioned, he’d get flustered and swear up and down that whatever that noise was, it wasn’t him.



What she wouldn’t give to be able to tease him this morning, to gang up on him with her mother while the two of them gave him a good-natured ribbing about his karaoke.



She shook her head and tried to dismiss the thought.



“Anyway, I’m starving after the flight out here,” she said. “I hope you won’t mind if I help myself. I’m going to go ahead and guess not. If you could talk, I imagine you’d tell me to do just that.” She opened the refrigerator and found a carton of milk, from which she poured herself a glass. There was also a big bowl of cold flower salad, probably left over from last night’s dinner. There were smaller bowls in one of the cabinets, and she filled one with a good sized serving.



This far healthier breakfast probably balanced out that doughnut, she reasoned.



She sat down at the kitchen table to eat. It was good, the mixed variety of flowers very slightly sweet and astringent with just enough of a suitably light dressing to complement it. After a few minutes that the dead silence all around her made feel excruciatingly long, she was finished and placed the dishes in the sink.



“Well, that was tasty,” she said. “I feel much better with something in my stomach.”



Twilight Velvet said nothing, just a statue waiting for a filling coffeepot.



Twilight Sparkle sat down next to her mother on the kitchen floor, and sighed.



“I really wish...” She swallowed a growing lump in her throat. “I really wish you could talk to me, because I could really use it right about now.”



Her eyes were watering.



“I’m alone, mom.” A tear started to spill over and she reached up to wipe it away with a foreleg. “I’m alone, and I’m scared. Something happened, and... and I don’t know how to fix it.”



She blinked rapidly a few times, then sniffed heavily and swallowed.



“I was just teleporting. Nothing I haven’t done a million times. Nothing unicorns don’t do every day.”



Twilight cleared her throat and fought to keep herself composed.



“I’m pretty sure I’ve narrowed down what happened. Teleportation magic uses a manipulation of quantum superpositions to move matter by tunneling it directly from one point to another without passing through the space in-between. It’s all probability based, see? You un-collapse one set of probabilistic determinations, then re-collapse them so that the component particles of an object end up in different points in the three spatial dimensions at the current point along the time dimension.”



She stared down at the floor and took a few deep breaths.



“Only... the problem is, what if they don’t re-collapse to single spatial points? I didn’t even know that could happen, but apparently it’s possible, and it’s called a superposition collapse failure. I’m in one, I think.”



There was a long pause before she spoke again.



“So what means is, without superpositional collapse to specific spatial points, the matter being teleported—that’s me—can continue to intersect different potential positions along a deterministic track... meaning, it can move... but it’s disconnected from the time dimension. I can... I can still do stuff, but it’s all happening simultaneously without moving forward in time.”



A choked sob escaped her throat.



“I’m stuck here,” she strained to say. “Everything is frozen around me. I’m stuck outside of time, and I don’t know what to do.”



Her chest heaved and quivered while she breathed.



“I don’t know how long I’ve been like this, or if the concept of ‘how long’ even means anything anymore,” she said. “It’s been eight in the morning for... it feels like forever. Weeks, at least, as I’m perceiving it. I don’t have a clock that’s not frozen, so I couldn’t really say. My circadian rhythms are all screwed up. Without the sun rising and setting, I’ve been staying awake and sleeping for progressively longer periods. It’s hard to sleep even when I do get tired, too, because it’s always daylight outside. On the plus side, I can still interact with other matter, I guess, since the teleportation spell allows for the desynchronization effect to propagate into other objects in physical contact, so at least I can still find food and water and not starve to death. But in a way, that also sort of makes it worse, because now there’s no limit. There’s no fixed end in sight, except maybe old age.”



She looked up, studying the statue of her mother through watery eyes.



“But you know what the worst part is?” she asked. “The part that’s messing with my head the most? It’s how alone I am. I didn’t think... at first, I thought my mental health would be fine, you know? I mean, it’s me, the pony whose entire life used to be studying by herself. Nothing I’m not used to, right? But it’s not the same. It’s not the same at all.”



She fidgeted, scuffing a front hoof in a little circle across a tile on the kitchen floor.



“Nothing else comes close to this kind of stimulus deprivation,” she said. “There’s no noise, nothing moves, the whole world is dead and still to me. It’s like the whole planet is one big solitary confinement cell. The effects... it’s not good, mom. I’m spending my days talking to statues of what used to be my friends. I’m talking to you, right now. And more and more, I realize I’m talking to myself. I’m babbling just for the noise.”



Twilight stood up and paced around the kitchen a few times before she stopped and settled back to sitting on the floor again.



“One of the things that’s scaring me the most is that I’m starting to hear things,” she continued. “And I’m starting to see things. There’s nothing else here that can possibly be making sounds or moving, but I keep thinking I can see and hear things, other living things. It’s little noises, hidden flickers of movement, just out of sight in the corners or in the shadows. They’re not enough for me to tell who or what they are, but enough to have me grasping at straws thinking that somepony might be there when I know they’re not.”



Twilight started tapping the floor rapidly with one hoof, a fast-paced, rhythmic motion that drummed out an endless series of staccato clicks.



“I’m starting to hallucinate, mom. I’m hallucinating, and I’m scared. I’m...” Twilight laughed, a despondent sound, laced with a tense edge of fear. “I’m running out of time, trapped here out of time. After a while, I’m not sure I’ll be able to tell reality from the random sensory deprivation noise of my own brain anymore. And what do I do then? What am I supposed to do then?”



Twilight Velvet had no answers, no helpful motherly advice. She was still just waiting for her coffee.



Twilight Sparkle broke down and started sobbing, tears running down her face.



“I’m scared,” she said through her crying. “I’m just so scared. It’s getting worse. I don’t want to be alone like this anymore.”



She cried for a few more minutes before her sobs slowed and she was able to start get herself collected again.



“I’m sorry,” she said, swallowing heavily. “I don’t want it to seem like I’m giving up, because I’m not. Not yet, at least. I’ve done all the experiments I can in Ponyville, and now I need to see if there’s any more helpful books in the Royal Library here in Canterlot. That’s where I’m headed. I suppose I’d better get going.”



She stood up, stepped close to her mother, and gave her a kiss on the cheek.



“Thanks for the salad, and for...” She paused uncertainly. “...And for just being here to talk to, I guess. It helps. It really does.”



Twilight Sparkle walked out of the kitchen. She stopped momentarily in the doorway to the living room and glanced back at her mother.



“Bye,” she said. “See you later... I hope.”



She started to leave the house. On the way out, before she realized what she was doing, she couldn’t stop herself from looking one more time at the clock on the mantle.



8:06 am.



Of course.



The sight of the clock’s hands in that position was crushing, making her feel like she would start crying all over again.



No! With a resolute stomp of one hoof, she steeled herself and tried her best to hold her head high while she kept walking to the Royal Palace.



She had to find a way to see 8:07 am... before she ran out of time.
      

      
   
      Time Enough For Love


      

      
      
         Clover was approaching Queen Platinum's throne for his usual Sunday morning report when a boom split the air and the Great Hall's seven-thousand-pound iron door sailed past his shoulder.



"I am Imperatrix Celestia Invicta, Slayer of the Dragon Legions, Tamer of Tartarus," a voice thundered from the doorway as every pony in the room froze statue-still. "And alla you prancers better clear on out, because you're raising the sun too rutting early, and I've decided I'm gonna take over and do it myself."



Chaos erupted as the tall, lithe white form tossed back her mussed mane and swaggered into the room. Nobles and servants screamed and galloped for the side doors and the new door-shaped hole in the back wall. Platinum remained frozen on her throne, eyes locked with the intruder, her face a mask of terror. The royal guards, to their credit, huddled into a semblance of a defensive line, backing slowly toward the throne in time with the war goddess' casual advance.



The smart thing to do would have been to join the stampede, Clover thought as he leapt up the steps toward his queen's side. But they didn't call him Clover The Clever because he was smart.



Platinum's eyes flicked toward him. "What is she doing here?" she whispered through clenched teeth. "I thought she was reclaiming the Great Southern Forest from the Diamond Kingdom."



"It is curious," Clover murmured back. He narrowed his eyes, taking in every detail of the alicorn's approach. Her steps were a trifle wide, and she was walking with a hypnotic sway that accentuated the enormous warhammer strapped to her back. A lopsided smile hung on her muzzle—not one of the predatory ones she gave her foes, but a self-satisfied half-smirk. Clover frowned. "For that matter, where's her sister?"



One of the guards stumbled as he retreated, falling to the floor and quickly scrambling back to his hooves within range of Celestia's weapon. She halted—ah, and there was that predatory smile. She slowly raised a forehoof, curling a pastern over the warhammer's handle, her body teetering toward the lifted hoof until she took a little half-step to compensate. "Finally," she said, slurring out the f a touch too long. "Mister Smashy was looking forward to a workout."



Ah, Clover thought, and before his self-preservation could stop him, he lit his horn in an amplification spell and took a step forward. His shoe came down with a crack that would have been impressive in any other circumstance, and he boomed in his deepest voice: "Hold!"



Every head in the room—including Celestia's—swiveled to Clover as he strode down the steps of the dais. The guards scurried past him to huddle around Platinum's throne. "Let us not raise arms against our fellow ponies," he continued, "not when this matter can be settled with a contest of champions."



Celestia blinked, tilted her head, then curled her muzzle into a broad grin. "Okay, I'll bite. Where is she?"



"…that would be me, Imperatrix."



There was silence for a moment as she digested this, then Celestia threw back her head in a room-shaking laugh. "Oh, sweet stars, that's a good one. Who are you? Frumpy-Clothes, the court jester?"



Clover stood a little straighter. This would be the tricky part: Getting her to see him as a credible opponent, but not as a threat. "They call me Clover the Clever," he said solemnly. "Melter of Windigos, Disciple of the Fires of Friendship, sharp of wit and stout of heart."



Celestia strode forward, closing the gap between them with two steps, and sized him up. Then she poked him in the chest. Clover staggered back, the air rushing from his lungs, and barely managed to keep his hooves. That, he hadn't had to sell—those long, thin legs had the strength of the bulkiest earth pony. 



Celestia's smile fell away. "Sending a colt to do a mare's job, Platinum? Really?" She exhaled an exaggerated sigh, and the scent of alcohol curled his nose-hairs. "I'll loan you Mister Smashy. Maybe it'll still be fun if I just use one back knee."



"Who said I was here to fight you, Imperatrix?" Clover couldn't quite keep a smirk from spreading across his muzzle. "On behalf of my liege, for the right to rule the sun and moon, I challenge you to a drinking contest."



The alicorn's eyes lit up.



In a single fluid motion, she whipped a foreleg down on the handle of the warhammer, catapulting it into midair. A shimmering gold field enveloped it, sending it rocketing downward like a bolt of lightning. With a boom that made Clover flinch, the hammer landed between them, leaving a small crater in the hall's marble floor. Celestia lifted both forelegs, crossing them over the handle of the hammer, then set her muzzle atop her legs.



"You're on, Frumpy," she said.



Queen Platinum shot Clover a glare nearly as lethal as the war-goddess. Clover gave her a single, slow wink in return. "One table, every tankard in the castle, and an ocean of the Three Tribes' strongest alcohol," he said, and Platinum grudgingly raised a hoof, sending servants scurrying throughout the castle.



"Never had a unicorn challenge me to a drinking contest before," Celestia said as the proceedings were being arranged, throwing a hoof around Clover's withers. "This'll be way too quick. Usually it takes an Earther to be stupid enough to think they're in my league."



Clover wheezed, squirming one shoulder out of her vise-grip to open up his windpipe. "Ah, if you have never drunk with a unicorn, you have never had a real contest," he said. "Through diligent study of magic, I have mastered the art of bodily self-control, giving me far greater endurance than any earth pony could hope to achieve."



Celestia's head swiveled to his. There was a dangerous twinkle of excitement in her eyes. "Really?"



"Indeed," Clover said, "and I aim to prove it. By what margin do you think you could outdrink the average earth pony? Two hundred tankards? Five hundred?" He leaned in. "A thousand?"



"Pfah! Of course a thousand. I outdrank a dragon once, what's a pony to me?"



"Well, I'm twice the drinker that an average pony is," Clover said. "So if you take only a five hundred tankard head start, we'll have a real match."



Celestia's expression tried to contort three different ways at once.



"But never let it be said that the mighty Celestia would back down from a fair challenge," Clover said. "Am I right?"








The midnight-blue alicorn kicked a stray tankard out of the way, circled the warhammer-crater, and stepped over Celestia's loudly snoring form. The silence this time was tense rather than terrified. The whispers began when she approached Platinum's throne, head bowed low.



"I beseech thy pardon," Luna said in the Earth dialect used within the court to signal humility and contrition—and out of all the strangeness of the day, to hear such words from the mouth of an immortal was the strangest of all. "My sister hath overstepped her bounds. I approach on behalf of the Alicorn Tribe to reaffirm the Tribal Accords and honor thy place as custodian of the skies."



Platinum glanced sideways at Clover, then laughed uneasily. "Our forgiveness is matched only by Our gratitude for thy countless deeds on behalf of the Triumvirate, o Lighter of Stars," she said. "We would not see thee abase thyself to Us or Our ponies."



Luna left her head down for another long moment, but when she brought it back up, there was a smile across her muzzle. "I heard the guards' whispers about the contest on my way in," she said, fixing her eyes on Clover. "How many mugs did she drain?"



"Nine hundred and seventy-three," Clover said. "The first time I reversed the count, I was sure I had earned an introduction to Mister Smashy, but I distracted her by arguing at length with the servants over cleaning the tankards."



A blue glow encircled Celestia, the warhammer, and the massive door that eight ponies were lugging across the hall, lifting them all simultaneously. The door floated across the room as Luna continued speaking, and settled in against the wall near its empty frame. 



"Clover the Clever, you have saved my sister from walking a foolhardy road cobbled in misery and weregild," she said. "As recompense, I offer words of wisdom which might save you from a similar fate." She inclined her head. "Wilt thou walk with me?"



Clover nodded, and the two of them trotted out of the room and through the keep, a rag-doll Celestia floating alongside. 



"You are Star Swirl's student of magic for this era, yes?" Luna said casually.



"When he's around," Clover said. "I've never seen him for more than a few hours at a time, but he always seems to be there when I'm on the cusp of a major discovery."



Luna nodded. "Indeed. Such is his way."



"Why do you ask?"



Luna glanced around to make certain they were alone, then fixed him with a stare.



"My sister and I, too, were his students once—centuries and centuries ago, when we were but fillies, yet to come into our true power," she said quietly. "One day, I found him at his workbench, casting spells into a small golden amulet, a circle with a rotating triangle inset. 



"'What are you making?' I asked him.



"'A very special present,' he said. 'Another student of mine, who's a little too clever for his own good, is going to fall madly, impossibly, dangerously in love.'



"'What does it do?' I asked, and he just winked at me.



"But I was quite the curious filly, and had learned that such a non-answer meant I was asking an incorrect question. 'How come you're making it?' I said.



"'Because without it,' Star Swirl said, 'the mare he loves will be alone and broken-hearted at the time she needs him most. And with it, the mare he loves will be alone and broken-hearted at the time she needs him most.'



"'That's stupid,' I said. 'What good is it, then?'



"Star Swirl smiled in that knowing way that meant the conversation was over, and said, 'Oh, it's quite stupid. But they don't call him clever because he is smart.'"








Four days later, Clover was discussing the merchant tax receipts with Platinum when a boom echoed through the Great Hall. The recently re-hung iron door bulged inward, tilted, and fell, and by the time it had hit the carpet, the stampede toward the side doors had already begun.



Oh no, not again, Clover thought as Celestia sauntered through the hall. This time, the pink aura of her well-brushed mane had a streak of green dyed in, and she was in full battle regalia, her breastplate and chausses gleaming with reflected light. Then his heart stopped when he saw her stride—the sway of her hips was deliberate and precise. 



Guards shuffled forward into a reluctant half-circle around her. Celestia gave them a menacing smile, not breaking stride, and the circle widened. Platinum raised one hoof and flicked it sideways, and the circle gratefully scrambled to reform into two lines, escorting Celestia toward the throne.



She came to a stop at the head of the stairs, and a hush deeper than the bowels of Tartarus settled over the room.



"So," Celestia said, "I was supposed to come and apologize for trying to take the sun off your hooves, or something. And on my way here I realized two things." She shifted her hoof to the handle of her warhammer—as horns lit and a dozen swords immediately leveled themselves at her—but merely nudged it with the inside of her leg, causing the weapon to roll off her back and land with a heavy crash on the floor. "One, what you care about ain't an apology, it's making sure I don't do it again. And two, Frumpy there cheated me out of my win fair and square, and I ain't ever been beaten in a fair fight before."



Clover wondered if apologizing would help, but even if he had thought it would, his throat felt like he'd swallowed a block of ice.



"So I'm gonna make you a deal," Celestia continued, stepping forward and towering over the seated Platinum. "I'll swear three oaths, by hoof and wing and horn, by all the power of my tribe, that I won't ever take the sun from pony hooves. And in exchange—" she pointed at Clover—"I get him."



Platinum wordlessly opened and closed her mouth several times.



Feeling the situation rapidly slipping away, and feeling very un-clever for once, Clover swallowed and managed to squeak words out: "What're you going to do with me?"



Celestia locked eyes with him, her mouth curling into a predatory grin. Her horn lit.



Clover slid across the dais toward her, his body encased in a golden glow, his hooves flailing for purchase against the marble. Celestia whipped her hooves around to the back of his head, yanking him in, and clamped her muzzle to his.



"Mmmmmf!" Clover said, trying to inhale and finding only tongue. A burning sensation spread through his lungs as he struggled for air, and long seconds later, when Celestia released him, he fell to the floor gasping for breath.



"We accept," Platinum said far too quickly, then glanced down at Clover and added: "With one caveat. Clover the Clever's heart is not Ours to give. All that We may offer thee is the chance to win it."



A smile slowly inched up Platinum's muzzle, and Clover's heart froze.



"But never let it be said that the mighty Celestia would back down from a fair challenge," Platinum said. "Are We correct?"








"So," Celestia said, glancing around the bare stone fort high on Canter Peak, and through the open window into the raging snowstorm outside. "So."



"S-s-so," Clover chattered, huddling inside the thin burlap of his robe.



Celestia frowned. "Don't be a wimp. The cold's good for you. Keeps you on edge."



Clover swallowed and tried to still his jaw. "O-on e-edge i-isn't v-very r-romantic, a-and y-you c-can't o-outclever c-cold."



Celestia sighed, glancing around, then lit her horn. With a golden flash, a massive pile of logs vanished from the woodpile on one side of the room and appeared in the central hearth. Then her horn flashed again, just for a moment, and the woodpile burst into a raging bonfire. Sweat beaded on Clover's brow, and steam immediately started curling off his robe. He backed away from the combustion zone to where it was merely hot.



"Better?"



"Y-yes, thank you," Clover said, his shivers subsiding. "Not to be rude, Imperatrix, but why would you live in such a place?"



"Because when I haven't spent four days sleeping off my worst hangover in centuries, and I can keep the clouds properly bucked, this has the continent's most amazing view," Celestia said, and an unfamiliar sort of smile shaded onto her muzzle. It took Clover several seconds to place it as pride. "I can look out from ocean to ocean, like I'm queen of everything." The smile wavered. "You know. Actual queen of everything, instead of just the best."



An unfamiliar sort of flutter squeezed at Clover's heart. It took him several seconds to place it as sympathy.



"I think," he said slowly, "I'd like to see that view."



It was half an hour before she shouldered the front door back open, breathing heavily, a thin sheen of sweat accenting her curves. The room's chill had retreated from Windigo-spawning to merely nippy, and Clover had hung his robe up on an iron hook on the wall next to a quilt-covered slab of straw that was one of the room's few pieces of furniture. Celestia lit her horn. Clover's world shaded gold, and the room rapidly receded as he flew backward toward the balcony.



She whirled him around and dropped her field, and his breath caught.



It [i]was[i] beautiful. The mountain dropped away underhoof—a nearly vertical cliff—and beyond that was a still life worthy of the greatest masters of the brush. The verdant sprawl of the Everfree and the Great Southern Forests beyond, the rolling hills and orchards of the Earth Kingdoms reaching east until the glimmer on the distant horizon, the cloud cities and towers of the Pegasus Protectorates blanketing the west. The air was clear and crisp, the sky was the most brilliant blue he'd ever seen, and a single bird wheeled in lazy circles in the distance, its bright red wings like a second sun.



"It's beautiful," he whispered.



In between her short pants of breath, Celestia sharply exhaled a sound not unlike a laugh. "I know, right?"



He glanced sideways at her. "And, um, a little chilly." He bit his lip, but it was too late for second thoughts. "May I?"



She glanced back at him. "May you what?"



Rather than answering, he stood and walked to where she was sitting on the balcony, angelic wings half-spread. He nosed at one foreleg and squirmed underneath it, nestling himself underneath her barrel, back to chest. The sharp motions of her breathing pressed uncomfortably on his spine, and the clammy dampness of her sweat quickly soaked his pelt, but after the initial shock of unpleasant sensation receded, the warmth of her body began to set in. Celestia's breathing caught, then gradually slowed, and they sat together in a silence that was both awkward and not, muzzles leveled at the horizon.



After some time, she lifted a hoof, curling a leg over Clover's chest. Terror briefly flared in his veins, but her leg settled lightly around him, barely touching. Clover looked down and stared at it uncomprehendingly. By her reputation, that might have been the first time she'd ever done anything in less than full measure. Was she afraid? Of him?



Celestia cleared her throat. "Hey? Frumpy? I like you, you know."



Clover tensed. "Thank you, Imperatrix," he said carefully.



"Heh," she said. "I should probably start calling you Clover, huh."



"Pet names are not without precedent. I've been called worse."



The silence of the mountain descended. A freezing breeze stirred up, and Clover was torn between huddling further into Celestia's warmth and wriggling out of her grip to bolt away.



"You're scared of me," she said quietly. "Aren't you."



"Less so than I was this morning," he said truthfully. "But, yes."



"Why?"



Clover frantically sifted through half-lies to find one that wouldn't get him pitched over the side of the mountain. But before he could settle on one, she sighed. "I'm too intense, aren't I. Damn it—I have never understood that about ponies. How can you settle for a life of half-measures, rather than living every moment with every ounce of passion you possess? How can you settle for half-measures knowing you'll die someday? It's bad enough being immortal and bored!"



He lifted his leg and touched a hoof lightly to the leg circling his chest. "It's less that than the fact that you could snap me in half without meaning to."



He could feel her frown through the tightening of her neck muscles. "I'm being careful. I like you. I said."



"And I do appreciate that," Clover said. "But think of it our way. We're fragile little beasts, and greedy ones, trying to wring all out of life that we can. You've got the right principle, but its application is a matter of mathematics. A long life of half-measures offers more measures than a single blazing moment."



"Mmm," she grunted. He waited, but she said nothing more.



"I'm sorry," Clover finally said, not quite certain what he was apologizing for.



"Eh, never mind," Celestia said. "Wanna rut?"



Clover tensed again, then alarm bells rang in his head, and he hurriedly tried to cover for it with a laugh and a pat on her leg. "Would this involve the aforementioned snapping me in half?"



Celestia barked out a laugh, and he felt her body finally relax. "Only if you want me to."



"Let's assume that the answer to that one is a permanent no." 



Adrenaline flooded Clover's veins as her weight shifted against his. Wait, had he just accepted? "I mean," he added hurriedly, "you see, this gets back to what I said about half-measures, we, ah, there's normally more courtship involved—" ah haybales now I'm rejecting the goddess who leveled the gryphon palace with a single blow— "which is to say that I merely wasn't expecting such an offer, Imperatrix…ah, not that it is without precedent, that is, I experimented with my share of fillies when I was a growing colt, and I am a virile young stallion and you're a vision of beauty—" ABORT ABORT ABORT—"and I, and I just—" he desperately lunged for the truth—"I'm a sharp-tongued hack of a mage and you're one of the anima given flesh. How is this even happening?"



"Because you beat me in a contest," Celestia said, as if explaining to a foal.



"No I didn't. Even accounting for my handicap you outdrank me 473 to 0."



"That's got nothing to do with it," Celestia said, annoyance shading into her tone. "Look, do you wanna rut or not?"



Clover closed his eyes and took a deep breath, feeling the encircling warmth of Celestia's body—her hinds pressing in around his, the leg across his chest, the rise and fall of her breathing. Then he gave in, twisted his head to look up at her, and said the stupidest, cleverest thing he'd ever said in his stupid and clever life: "Yes."



She looked down—and he saw a flash of fear dissolve from her eyes, and he couldn't be sure if it was hers or a reflection of his own—and her familiar predatory smile began to spread across her muzzle. "Ever done it in midair?"



He blinked. "Have I ever—"



Then her leg clamped in around his chest, and the rest was lost in an incoherent wheeze. Her wings snapped out straight as she shot to her hooves and bounded forward. He flailed his hooves for purchase on the smooth stone of the balcony as she tensed and sprang. The earth dropped away.



She tucked her wings in and dove.



The echo of a shriek and the echo of a laugh collided and intertwined on the empty balcony.








"That," Clover said, between gasps of breath, "was something."



Celestia sprawled out underneath him with a satisfied smirk, both wings at full extension. She wriggled to scratch her back against the straw mattress, sending an unexpected tingle of pleasure through Clover's hindquarters. "Which part?"



"All—nnnnh—of it. Even, if I must be honest, the part where we almost fell to our doom."



She took a deep, languid breath, his body shifting as her chest rose and fell, and her muzzle curled into a relaxed smile. "I thought you'd like it." The smile receded as quickly as it had arrived, and she stared into his eyes with an expression he couldn't quite decipher. "See what I mean about living life with passion? Why settle for anything less than—" and her muzzle twisted through a short word she didn't speak, and fear struck her eyes like a lightning-bolt, there then gone—"than full intensity at every moment?"



Hunh, Clover thought, and felt the heartbeat in her chest quicken to match the pounding in his.



He wanted nothing more than to reach forward and press his muzzle to hers—but he couldn't reach her mouth without leaving her embrace, so he settled for leaving a tender kiss on her chest. "I think," he said, letting a knowing smirk creep onto his muzzle, "you're underestimating the benefits of taking things slowly."



Her expression softened to match his. "Oh yeah?" she growled in mock-challenge.



"I dare you," he said, "not to move a muscle for thirty minutes." He quickly pressed his hoof to the tip of her muzzle as she opened her mouth to speak. "Not. One. Or is the mighty Celestia going to back down from a challenge?"



"Oh, you fragile, greedy little beast," Celestia said with a laugh as he withdrew his hoof. "Challenge accepted."



"Excellent," Clover said as he lifted himself from her body. He leaned back in, muzzle almost touching her, the warm exhalations from his nose leaving shallow divots in the short hair of her chest.



"Remember, no moving," he whispered, and then traced his muzzle down the concave curve of her belly.



Her body tensed. A thin whimper left her lips.



He lit his horn as he worked, plucking a feather from one of her wings.



It only took him thirteen minutes to break her.








It was after their first argument, when he had stormed back to the Everfree to sulk in his room, that Clover found the jewelry-box on his desk.



It contained just two things. One was a square scrap of parchment, with two words written in Star Swirl's unmistakeable spidery script: "Turn once." 



The other was a circular golden necklace. A triangle was mounted inside the circle, along a vertical axis that allowed it to rotate left and right.



Clover closed his eyes. The paper in the violet glow of his field began to shiver, then spasmed and crumpled in on itself into a tight little ball. "Star Swirl," he whispered. "You son of a timberwolf."



He turned it, of course—there was no way he wouldn't. Once—







—and immediately sneezed, eyes watering. He blinked his eyes several times. Dust billowed through a morning sunbeam.



The jewelry box, and the crumpled note, were gone. The door to his quarters was now closed. Nothing else had changed.



Clover staggered over to the door—pushing the handle, fumbling with the lock, then finally pushing it open—and caught his breath in the corridor. Curious, he headed toward the throne room, only to nearly collide with Celestia as he rounded a corner.



Her eyes widened. Her mouth fell open.



Before he could say anything, she lunged at him, yanking him into a deep kiss. Then a sob wracked her throat. She took a step back, tears streaming down her face, and headbutted his muzzle hard. He heard a crack in his nose and felt liquid spurt into his nostrils, and a sharp sting lanced his ear where her horn had passed.



"Aah!" he shouted, staggering back and sitting down hard. "Wha tha faah?"



"You royal asshole," she shouted, the windows trembling, "you goat-spawn, you stone-eating addlepated…clever, stupid…frump, where have you been?!" She choked back another sob. "Nobody knew! I even told Luna to call in one of her favors and summon Star Swirl, and the only thing he'd tell me was to have Queen Platinum keep your room untouched, and that it wasn't your fault!"



Clover blinked tears out of his eyes, then fumbled for his robe and blew a giant bloody mass clear of his nose. "That son of a timberwolf. I think ah'm begidding to udderstahd." He blew his nose again, ignoring the shooting pain. "What day is it?"



"Uh," Celestia said, wiping her own nose with a leg, the fire draining from her wet eyes. "September 3?"



"Better question. How many years have I been gone?"



Celestia stared for a moment, then bared clenched teeth. "That son of a timberwolf."








Their make-up sex was extremely dusty and slightly bloody.



It was also intense enough to shake the palace foundations.








Colonel Pansy and Ambassador Cookie were quiet for a long time when he explained.



"I'm going to destroy it," Clover said. "No good will come of it."



Cookie coughed. "Are you sure ya should? The way it sounds, that don't solve your problems."



"Neither will keeping it. And I haven't seen either of you for a year."



Pansy fidgeted and looked down. "To be honest, Clover…we've missed you, but I don't think we're the ones that need a friend."



Cookie's ears flattened. "Yeah, she's been…uh…more'n a little terrifyin'. I guess you haven't heard about the Great Southern Wastes?"



Clover's eye twitched.



"…or maybe ya have. Point is, she's been a wreck without ya, and she's gonna live for stars know how long, an' if Star Swirl thought she needed ya now he wouldn't have given that to you in the first place."



"And I'm going to ruin things if I use it. I told you what he told Luna."



Pansy quietly cleared her throat. Clover looked over.



"Do you love her?" she asked.



Clover sighed and cradled his head in his hooves. "She's insane. She can't take no for an answer. I'm starting to lose count of my brushes with death. But…she tries, stars damn it, she tries for me like I don't think she's ever tried for a mortal before. A few weeks ago—uh, plus a year—I took her to my secret thinking-place at the waterfall near the palace, and we just sat and watched the water run over the rocks, and she was crying, Pansy, she cried and told me it was one of the most beautiful things anypony had ever shown her, and she's teaching me to juggle, and I finally finished a full mug of dragonfire ale without throwing up, and when I tried to stumble to the bathroom I ran headlong into the door frame and she laughed until she fell down, and yes, Pansy, I love her, I am madly, impossibly, dangerously in love, and it's going to kill me but I can't say no, and if I don't destroy this amulet now I'm never going to work up the nerve."



Pansy and Cookie exchanged a glance.



"Then you ought to try," Pansy said, curling her neck to Clover's.



Clover let out a long breath, and nodded.



"Sounds like 'now' just passed you by, hon," Cookie said, resting a hoof on his shoulder. "Go follow your heart. Ain't that the clever thing to do?"








In their second argument, Celestia threw him through the bookshelf he'd lugged up the mountainside to her icy home.



Clover stood up on three legs, teeth gritted in pain, tears streaming down his cheeks. Celestia snarled ferally, dropping to a half-crouch and facing him head-on. He had to light his horn twice to unlace the strap on his saddlebags, and as she stared at him in silent challenge, he floated the golden necklace to one waiting hoof.



"If you ever lay a hoof on me again," he hissed, "I am gone for good, Imperatrix. And I strongly suggest that you spend the next year thinking of an apology."



As Clover grasped the triangle in his magic, recognition dawned in her eyes—to be immediately replaced with fear. Celestia shot back upright. "Wait!" she cried as he twisted the triangle around its axis, and as she lunged—







—the fort on Canter Peak blurred and wavered and came back into focus, with six unicorns in physician's robes standing off to one side, a white alicorn slumped forlornly on her bed, and a midnight-blue alicorn impassively sitting alongside it.



Celestia's head shot upright, followed by the rest of her. Clover flinched and took a step back. Predictably, his broken leg exploded in pain, and he crumpled to the floor with a whimper.



The next few minutes were a blur of medical attention. Along with the broken leg, the physicians quickly diagnosed and set four cracked ribs, along with several layers of spells to dull the pain and reduce the swelling of the bruise developing along his entire left side. The entire time, Celestia paced along the far wall. Luna sat in stony silence.



Finally, the head physician stepped back and nodded to Celestia. She lunged forward like a pouncing cat, flattening herself at Clover's hooves. "Luna! Witness me," she said, and bowed her head. "I swear by the strength of my hoof, I swear by the speed of my wing, I swear by the magic of my horn, thrice I swear, thrice and done." Her head drooped and her voice wavered. "Clover the Clever, never will I raise hoof nor horn to harm thee. By all the power of my tribe, bound I am by word and spell and law, until the end of days. So mote it be."



"So mote it be," Luna said, eyes burning into Clover's, face an unreadable mask. Then she wheeled and stalked away.








The make-up sex this time was slow, and tender, and under a hanging blanket of suffocating tension.



They sprawled on opposite sides of the straw mattress afterward, Clover staring at the fire, Celestia staring at Clover. 



She was the first to break the silence. "I've been thinking," she said, "about that amulet of yours."



Clover closed his eyes, drew in a slow breath, and let it out. "I'm sorry I did it," he said. "If you hadn't hurt me…but you won't, not any more. I'm destroying it in the morning."



Celestia was silent for some time.



"Actually," she said, "I've had a lot of time to think, and I was thinking, it might be the best thing that could happen to us."



Clover lifted his head and looked back at Celestia. Her expression was unusually somber. "I'm serious," she continued. "Remember what I said about living at full intensity? We live life at different speeds, Frumpy. I think I…" her voice faltered. "I love the idea of you, and I love our time together, and then your half-measures drive me crazy and after a few weeks I just want to murder you. But this way, every time I start to resent you—" she made a little gesture with her hoof—"flip! And a year later, I'm looking forward to you again."



"You wanted to murder me the first time I came back."



"Because I didn't know! But this way I'll expect it." Celestia reached forward and tentatively touched a hoof to his shoulder, giving him a hopeful smile. "What do you think?"



Clover chewed his lip for a few moments, then rolled over to face her, wincing as his weight shifted onto his tender side. "Celestia," he said, looking into her eyes. "Listen to me. I…I love the idea of you, too, and I don't really have a life beyond my job and my studies and my two best friends. But I would have to give up that life for you. Do you understand what you're asking?"



Her smile wavered, and she forced it back to her muzzle. "I know. But I can promise you me, and I can promise you only the best of me, for every moment we're together, for the years you have." She patted a hoof to her flank. "I can be your sun, and you can be my planet, giving me something to shine for."



Clover couldn't help but laugh. "That's poetic. Have you been taking lessons?"



She laughed back. "Nobody's been stupid enough to go to war with us since I scorched the Wastes. I spent a lot of time last year reading your books."



Clover closed his eyes and swallowed, knowing that there would be no going back from the choice he was about to make. 



An odd vertigo settled in. He took a deep breath.



"Well," he said, wriggling forward into her embrace and laying his head on her leg, "you know I can't resist a well-read mare."








For the first few decades, he checked in with Pansy and Cookie before each flip. Cookie's two foals grew before his eyes, one becoming a chef in Queen Platinum's kitchens, the other following her father into diplomacy.



It was at General Pansy's funeral that he realized why she had never married.



He took his own year off, then—telling Celestia he'd flip, but instead packing a bag of money and supplies and taking a clipper ship to the okapi lands near Sugar Cookie's post. Eight months later, he found himself back at Canter Peak, sobbing into Celestia's chest.



Celestia, for her part, was true to her word—eagerly and passionately greeting him on each of his returns. At least at first. But then there was the year she was a bundle of rage at a dispute with Queen Orichalcum over abbreviated daylight hours…and what was that, but a momentary inconvenience and another flip of the amulet? The next year, her kiss was as passionate as ever, and the moment melted away.



But then there was the year Clover flipped and she wasn't there. He walked up the mountain, knocked on the door of the fort, and a pegasus stallion answered.



Clover grabbed the triangle then and spun, watching the years scintillate by. 









The year that the necklace slowed to a stop was the year of their third argument.



"You should have told me!" he shouted.



"You didn't let me!" she yelled back, a fire smoldering in her eyes that he hadn't seen for centuries.



"What was there going to be to say? 'Oh, sorry, Clover, but even though you unmoored yourself from time for me I found some other stud to buck'?"



"Clover," she growled, leaning in so that her bared teeth were inches from her eyes, "I promised you the best of me. I never promised you'd be the only one to get the best of me."



"Great comeback, Imperatrix," he snarled. "How many years did it take you to come up with that one?"



"Eighty-three of them, Frumpy, because you weren't here!" she shouted, and the mountain trembled.



Clover squeezed his eyes shut, feeling tears spill down his cheeks.



"You know what hurts the most," he said quietly, "is that you can't stand me for more than a few weeks at a time, but that pegasus? Oh, no, he gets a normal lifetime."



"That pegasus' name was Contrail," Celestia said coldly, "and for your information, he drove me crazy too, and he left for good three years later. But I learned so much patience from you—waiting for your return every year—that I thought I could make it work. And I fell in love with him, too…what was I supposed to do? Turn him away for a lover I can't even talk to 50 weeks of the year?" She whirled and stalked away. "Do you even know how much effort I went to in order to make things work out? I told him about you, Clover! He flipped out too—and then I begged and pleaded and reasoned and finally told him it was a dealbreaker if he wasn't okay with me spending time with you once in a while." Clover opened his eyes again, and Celestia was staring at him with wet eyes from across the room. "Fortunately he gave in. But I was willing to ruin my own life for you, and then the instant you see him you throw a snit and vanish for good before I even lay eyes on you."



Clover stared at Celestia. She looked back coolly, standing tall and proud. He laughed bitterly.



"Remember the good old days," he said, "when you would have thrown me through a bookcase over something ten times as trivial?"



"Four hundred years ago, I did. And you have no idea how much I want to break my oaths and do it again." Celestia turned her back to him, and said levelly, "I'd like some time to calm down. I think you'd better flip your necklace."



He did—







—and he landed in blackness.



A migraine danced on his skull, sending melodious fuzzy spots dancing through his vision. Clover took a step, stumbled, and fell against a soft circular wall, which lit up at his touch. As he realized the wall was a rug, gravity shifted, dumping him unceremoniously on the floor.



The darkness opened up one yellow, red-pupiled eye.



"Theeeeeeeeere's my little bearded meddler," a high, masculine voice sang, and a house-sized eagle claw descended at him.



Clover grabbed the triangle in his field and wrenched with all his strength. Pain burst in his head as the years slammed into him, and consciousness faded.








Awareness slowly returned amid the soft caress of fabric and the scent of jasmine tea. He was sprawled on his back, and there was a heavy weight on his hind legs. Clover groaned and sat up, only to stare into the eyes of a smiling white alicorn.



"Hey, Frumpy," Celestia said with that old predatory grin.



"Buh," he said, eyes fixed above her face. The old green war-paint stripe had been joined by a blue one—but paint didn't float in some invisible thaumic breeze, nor did paint colors stay completely still as her mane wafted to and fro, like some cosmic optical illusion.



He wasn't sure whether that or the tiara disturbed him more.



"Been quite a while," Celestia said, studying a gold-shod hoof. "It caused one heck of a commotion when you showed up at Canter Fort. I have to fight to keep it staffed, you know. There's an argument on the budget every year."



"What," Clover croaked. 



Celestia's smile didn't waver, but it grew a lot tenser. "Oh, you know how it is. Some big villain of primal chaos takes over the world and wipes out the unicorn lineages at a single stroke, my sister and I fight him off, they crown us because somepony's got to raise the sun and moon, and after long enough you almost start to tolerate the taste of tea."



"What. What. What."



"So. Yeah. Busy few centuries. How about you?"



Clover curled up into a little ball, whimpering.



Celestia climbed out of her chausses, lifted the tiara from her brow, and climbed up onto the bed, curling around him and gently stroking his chest with a hoof. "Hey. It's alright. Everything's alright. I did it, Clover, I'm a Queen like I always dreamed. I've never been happier, and now I get to share it with you, too." She nuzzled at his cheek. "You can be one of my Prince Consorts. I promised you the best, didn't I?"



Clover fought off vertigo, his chest tightening, and forced himself to nod. "I…wait. 'One of'?"



Celestia's smile finally fell. "I'm a queen now, Clover," she murmured. "If I don't have a harem everypony starts to wonder."



Clover reached for his necklace.



Celestia's hoof shot out to stop him. "Clover," she murmured, voice as gentle as her grip was iron. "I'm sorry. I am. Really and truly sorry, and if I'd known three hundred years ago you weren't dead I would have done things very differently. But…can't you be happy for me, at least? Stay one day. Just one day. I'll show you around the castle. Tomorrow's the Summer Sun celebration. They made me a holiday, Clover. I raise the sun for the longest day of the year, and you can hear the cheers from the far side of the Everfree."



Clover looked away, so she wouldn't see the tears brimming in his eyes. "One day," he mumbled. "I can do that."



Their make-up sex was hesitant and cathartic. She held him, afterward, until his tears were spent.



As Clover was following Celestia around the castle afterward, taking in the bizarre extravagance and the strange clothing and the portraits of a thousand unfamiliar faces as Celestia talked animatedly about her life, he thought he caught a glimpse of motion in the shadows. He turned his head, and his stomach leapt inside his ribs.



It looked like Luna, but it was dark—too dark—and a murderous fury roiled in its eyes.



He glanced at Celestia, to see if she'd seen it too, but when he turned his head back to the shadows the figure was gone.








The sun didn't rise the next morning. Instead, screams and distant rumbles heralded the dawn.



Explosions rocked the castle as Clover galloped through the unfamiliar halls. "Throne room!" he screamed in the face of a stampeding noble, and managed to collar the stallion long enough to get pointed in the right direction. But when he reached it, the room was empty, and a gaping hole yawned in the back wall behind the shattered throne. The hole had passed neatly between two circular wall-mounts, each containing three large brightly-colored gemstones, and for a moment he couldn't help but think that if Celestia had bucked in this room's door she would have destroyed some lovely display pieces.



He was standing there, wondering what to do next, when the ceiling caved in with a terrific roar. Debris flew past him, one stone winging him on the side of the head, and when his vision cleared he saw a white winged form struggling to its hooves from a new crater in the center of the room.



Celestia! But no sooner had Clover shook off his haze and started galloping forward than she glanced up and flung herself toward the shattered throne. In less than an eye-blink, a dark meteor hurtled through the hole in the roof, and another boom shook him off his hooves. As his body tumbled to a stop, a jet-black pony-shaped demon stood from the central crater, a sharp and sickly night flowing from its body to pool menacingly into the shadows. 



"No more boasts, sister?" it purred, its back to him as it crouched to face Celestia. "No more pleas? Will you stop fleeing at last, and face your doom?" 



Clover struggled to stand in silence, heart hammering. Celestia, bleeding in several places, lurched to her hooves as well.



Then their eyes met.



Celestia's eyes widened.



In an instant, the demon had spun to face him, hissing. Clover choked off a gasp, scrambling backward on leaden legs as the thing-that-was-once-Luna flowed forward on tendrils of night. Cruel laughter rolled like thunder from a distant storm. "Isn't this precious," it said, and a dozen dark auras shimmered in midair, resolving into spearlike slivers of moonlight. "So Star Swirl thought to meddle even in this, did he? So sad for you, little time-slipping hero. Coming all this way just to feed the shadows with your blood."



Clover's hoof slipped on a loose stone. He crumpled to the floor, the demon looming over him.



"Did you truly think you could foil prophecy?  Doomed to fail her in her time of need?" It laughed, and the spears' wicked points gleamed as they swiveled to face his heart. The darkness around him grew teeth and swirled aggressively inward, nipping at his legs and back, instantly numbing everything it touched.



Out of the corner of his eye, Clover saw Celestia's horn stutter to life. The gems in the wall displays began to glow with uncertain light—too little, too late, to help him.



"Goodbye, Clover the Clever," the demon whispered as its horn sparked to life.



So did his.



And the triangle flipped.








The throne room was a dark cavern around a small central ring of light. No mage-lights shone on the walls, and what looked like a heap of rubble had been stacked in front of the hole in the back wall. The scent of decay registered in the back of Clover's mind.



At first he thought the room was empty. But then he saw her: A pale form huddled in the center of the crater. What at first looked like a mound of pebbles was a sprawled wing, white turned grey with a layer of dust. Her once-sleek barrel was emaciated, rising and falling in barely perceptible waves.



He staggered to his hooves, shaking off the demon's numbness, and croaked, "Celestia?"



And she turned to him, eyes red and raw, face gaunt, eyes empty.



Realization hit.



Alone, Clover thought, and broken-hearted.



He stumbled forward, levitating his necklace from his chest, then sharply tugging it forward. The chain snapped, and he lowered it to the floor, propping the circle upright in a crack in the marble.



Celestia's eyes widened, and she lifted her head, sending dust eddying across the floor. "Clover?" she whispered through a raw throat.



His hoof came down on the fragile circle of gold. Sparks skittered out from the necklace as Star Swirl's spell discharged.



"Right here when I'm needed most," he whispered, and kissed her nose.
      

      
   
      A Stitch


      

      
      
         The young wizard watched on from his dark corner as the old unicorn before him inspected his reflection within his large mirror, busying himself with the task of getting dressed for this most harrowing of days. The voyeur smiled upon seeing that the aged one was not using his magic to complete these seemingly mundane tasks.



“Why didn’t he tell me? He should have told me!” the faint echo of a mare’s distressed lamentations carried into the room upon the afternoon breeze.



“Soon. Very soon,” the aged one muttered to himself, his voice hoarse, riddled with weariness and regret. Moving away from the mirror, the elderly unicorn trotted toward the bookcase beside which the young stallion currently sat hidden.



“How could he? He could have stopped this,” the aged one murmured to himself.



“How could he? He could have stopped this!” came the mare’s identical cry a few moments later. Witnessing this phenomenon, the young wizard felt his heart leap, and at once, grew remorseful.



The old stallion reached up to the bookcase’s highest shelf, and into the back of its darkest compartment whilst the young wizard, nearly tumbling from his hiding place, attempted to get a better look. The belled and cloaked pony struggled and strained until, finally, he pulled from the darkness a sealed scroll, tattered with age, and completely covered with dust.



“My stars,” he groaned, blowing the grime off of the thing. Then, with the scroll grasped firmly between his teeth, he turned to leave his workroom.



“I want to see him! Tell him to come to me right this instant!” the mare’s voice echoed throughout the room. Both stallions glanced briefly toward the window. Her tone now seemed more afflicted than ever.



At last—and rather unexpectedly—the old one’s tired gaze locked with that of the young wizard’s. He seemed to see within them a similar pain to his own. That was understandable. 



When the aged stallion finally closed the door behind himself, the spying mage—a far more youthful, but not too youthful—Star Swirl stood up from his hiding corner, and placed his hat back upon his head. He didn’t have to follow the old one or watch anymore of what was to come to know how this entire afternoon would transpire. This day had long since been committed to his memory; he had made the trip to this fateful moment at least a dozen times before, after all. 



Activating the large mirror that sat in the center of the room with his magic, he waited until it was awash in a glow of blue light, and stepped through the threshold.








Star Swirl levitated a cup of tea to his lips, and sipped deeply as he gazed upon his own reflection. His expression was grim, quite pensive as he steadily stroked his long, brown beard. 



Surely, this wouldn’t make me a hypocrite… would it?



He pushed back in his rocking chair, and allowed it to teeter for just a moment.



I expressly told her that trips through the mirror could not be indiscriminate, that we could not yet understand the consequences of such actions. Yet, I am still drawn to that place, that day. I must make sure. I must be absolutely sure...



The young wizard groaned as he rubbed his aching temples. The question of ethics was a difficult one when it came to using his powerful magic mirror. After all, nopony who had come before him had ever managed to master temporal and dimensional-based spells. In this he alone was a pioneer. Thus, it seemed to make sense that he would also be the one to wrestle with the precarious question of how the magic should be used so as not to cause harm to anypony in this plane or another.



It had proved simple for him to space out his journeys until relatively recently. He and his faithful student and dear friend, Celestia, would usually just pass through, pick flower specimens, sample some of the odd dimension's cuisine, speak with a local leader, and call it a day. However, none of the strangeness that he had witnessed in those other places had ever managed to strike him as truly disturbing, heart-rending even—until exactly one month ago.



That trip had been a quick one. He and the princess had passed through the mirror, and were spat out into what, at first sight, seemed to be a regular, Canterlotian evening. However, after only a brief moment of glancing up toward the sky, they quickly realized that it was anything but. At first, the evening appeared lit by a gorgeous full moon which, in and of itself, wasn't that astonishing, but the strange quality of this particular twilight happened to be, instead, the odd hue of the sky. It was an amalgam of orange, deep lavender, and black that, while quite beautiful, was clearly not typical. 



Momentarily pulling their attention away from this odd sight, the pair had decided to walk about the town to question the local ponies about the odd appearance of the heavens. Instead, they were shocked to find the city's streets completely deserted. In that moment, surrounded by unnatural silence, they had mutually come to the conclusion that something was terribly amiss, and that they should promptly take their leave. Conjuring up his portal, Star Swirl and Celestia hastily moved to step back through to their own temporal plane when the loud sound of an explosion as well as a shrieking laugh halted them. 



Looking in the direction from whence the sound had come, the two travellers had but a moment to glimpse a plume of black smoke escaping from a large, rolling patch of darkness in the distance—the Everfree Forest, specifically, the two alicorn sisters’ castle. Terrified, the young mage managed to steady himself just long enough to rush them both back through the portal toward home.



It was something that he had yet to stop mulling over ever since. A terrible occurrence had taken place in the Everfree sometime in the future. Had it involved the princesses? Were they alright? He had to know.



It is decided then. For the safety of Equestria.



Standing up and taking a deep breath, the brown-maned unicorn surrounded himself in his blueish magic aura, and directed a beam toward the enormous glass before him. Having activated the portal, he then quickly stepped through.



When he opened his eyes, he again found himself in the depths of the Everfree. Looking up, he could see that the sun was out, and the air menacingly quiet, and the Castle of the Two Sisters sat peaceful and undisturbed in the middle of the creeping vines and ever encroaching shadows of the forests waching over them all. 



From where he spied the window to the throne room—whilst hiding inside of a rather itchy, purple shrub—Star Swirl could just make out brief flashes of white, beaming light. Thus, when the echoing sounds of two mighty alicorns quarreling carried across the winds, he was less than surprised. At least the flashes of magic light seemed a good thing at the moment. That meant that the sisters probably wouldn’t notice if he were to enter the castle unannounced.



The flares were ceaseless, and bathed the entire throne room in blue. Even the corner where Star Swirl had discovered a new hiding place behind a large, carved stone fixture seemed exposed by the fury of what he could now determine to be Princess Luna’s magic. His heart raced as he listened to the dispute ensue between the mare and her older sibling, Celestia.



"Sister, you are blinded by emotion. I implore you to see reason. Our purpose has been made clear. We are protectors. We are leaders. It is my day and your night that allow all ponies to survive, to thrive. Considering this, it seems trivial to think that you might hold such fury over who does and does not marvel at your stars."



"So sayeth the pony who relishes in her subjects' love and attention all the day long!" Luna exclaimed, letting off another beam from her horn. "So sayeth the pony who is afforded the luxury of seeing her subjects!"



The dark alicorn bowed her head where she stood between the double thrones. Her lips seemed to fumble for words through tried emotion.



"Dost thou dare attempt to comprehend the loneliness of it, sister? The isolation..." she croaked. "At times it seems that my only companions, my only friends are my stars."



"Luna," Celestia sighed pityingly. "You know that I am always here for—"



"It is not enough!" the dark mare bellowed, anger filling her once again. "Thy day, thy subjects, thy travels into town... Even the castle itself buzzes and bustles with life, all whilst I slumber, forgotten!" 



She took a step forward. Her voice became menacing, ominous. 



"When I wake, I wake into darkness, into silence. For sixty years it has been this way, Tia! The only reprieve I am given are the occasional evening galas and balls that thou dost attend. Balls in which I could never participate. I starve for want of some small form of interaction, I—"



Luna's head dropped in defeat, her flowing, starry mane obscuring her face in shadow.



"I fear I am going mad. Canst not thou comprehend? C-canst not we come to... to some compromise, sister? P-perhaps for but a week, once every year, the moon can remain in the heavens, or...or perhaps we could simply exchange the hours, that all the ponies might remain awake during... I knowest only that I desire a change in some way...any way."



The look on the younger alicorn's face was pitiful, desperate as she searched her sister for some inkling of understanding.



"Well? Hast thou no kind word for me? Thy beloved sister... who suffers so?"



Tears began to roll down her cheeks as she watched Celestia inhale deeply as if she had come to some great and difficult decision.



"T-Tia... please."



"I'm sorry, my sister. I truly am," Celestia began, her voice low, shaking with regret. "However, there is a balance that we both know we are sworn to keep. The moon and the sun have risen and set the way they have since time immemorial. You must consider what detriment it might bring to our subjects if we were to change this. They are most important, Luna, more important than either you or I."



Luna seemed stunned. Her cyan eyes glimmered with disbelief before, surprisingly, she dropped her head again, and broke out into a low, hiccuping laughter. It was the kind of laugh that could effectively sent chills down one's spine.



"I should have known it," Luna choked. She twirled with abandon where she stood, the look in her eye growing more enraged, more crazed. "Oh, I could have guessed it! Her Royal Highness, our beloved martyr and bleeding heart, Princess Celestia, making sacrifices for the sake of her ponies, sacrifices that so happen to cost her nothing. How noble of her! How just!"



Celestia's expression, at once, grew indignant. She grimaced, taking a step forward toward her wildly chortling sister.



"It does hurt me to see you suffer, Luna. But you would have me put all of Equestria in danger for your silly, little qualms? You are a princess! I suggest that you grow up, and accept the burden that comes with the weight of your crown. I suggest you learn to start making these difficult decisions yourself!"



Luna's face went blank, and the throne room went deathly silent, so much so that Star Swirl could hear the frantic pattering of his own heart. 



"Difficult decisions, she says," Luna hissed, beginning to pace to and fro behind the thrones, her eyes trained upon her sister like two, honed daggers. "Such as thy difficult decision to sacrifice thy own sister's wellbeing, perhaps her very life, for the sake of our precious subjects?"



Celestia's lips tightened.



"Luna, you know that isn't what I mea—"



"Oh, no, my sister. I understand what thy intent quite clearly. A sacrifice must be made. A difficult decision," the dark mare laughed menacingly. "Thou hast made thy decision. One Equestrian princess seems to be enough, in thy opinion... a ghastly decision, indeed. Perhaps I can find it within myself to do as thou dost suggest, and also make the same decision, sister."



There was a rumbling in the stone. Slight at first, it grew into the type that worked to kill one's courage. Star Swirl stifled a gasp as he watched the dark princess' eyes begin to glow. Her elder sister recoiled in confusion and dread.



"Oh, yes, difficult decisions, indeed," Luna continued to prattle on to herself, mocking her elder. "Well, my dear sister, I feel I've finally come to one of those difficult decisions. I've decided, as thou hast, that there need be only one princess of Equestria. There can only be one princess of Equestria, and that princess shall be me!"



Thunder roared and lightning lit the chamber in a blinding flash as Luna screamed, stomping her hooves wildly. When Star Swirl regained his vision, to his terror, he found that she had managed to blow an enormous hole into the throne room wall by means of her own fury, alone. This must have been the explosion that he and Celestia had witnessed whilst roaming the streets of Canterlot.



Sitting there in the darkness, watching the story unfold in disbelief, it seemed like a nightmare. Things became a blur, happening too fast to memorize it all. The moon had risen to block out the sun. The sky had turned that sickly hue. Luna, poor Luna, blinded by her own rage, had corrupted herself, inadvertently infecting her very being with darkness. The young wizard's mouth gaped open as he watched her transform, and without hesitation, advance upon her own kin. 



Her cold, cruel words preceded a battle the likes of which the wizard had never before witnessed. Stone shook and broke free. Walls crumbled, and the very air burned as the two celestial sisters fought for the fate of their land. Celestia was struck, and he watched her fall. Fearing her dead, he rushed outside to get a better vantage point. 



There was a flash of light, a beam made of all the colors of the rainbow. It had happened far too quickly to make sense of it, and when Star Swirl again opened his eyes, the world was silent, smoking and scarred, hot with the remnants of battle. Slowly, but surely, the sound of choked sobbing grew louder until it created such a din, that it drowned out the noises of the evening Everfree. 



Stumbling about the rubble, the wizard peeked his head around a ruined bend to glance into what was once a courtyard. There he saw her, Celestia, sitting in the grass, broken and battered. Her head was thrown back as she wailed, her eyes wide and directed toward the sky. Gazing upward to see what it was that had made her so distraught, Star Swirl gaped when he saw it. That once unblemished full moon now carried with it the evidence of a heartbreaking tale: Poor Luna's face, now still and serene upon its white, shining canvas, serenely gazed down upon them all.



Celestia disappeared in a flash, teleporting, in her grief, away from the ghastly scene. It didn't take much effort to figure where it was she had gone—Canterlot castle. The unicorn king Bullion had amicably vacated it quite some time ago in light of the sisters’ impending move to the city, and it now lay empty, awaiting the triumphant appearance of its two, new princesses, one of whom would never arrive.



The sound of Celestia’s wailing shook Canterlot castle the entire night. Her grief-stricken screams carried upon the winds, and across the courtyard, into a small, stone window of a large cellar. 



Staring at that window from a distance, the young wizard sat stunned, contemplating the events of the night. His eyes went wide as he finally grasped the gravity of all he had seen, and when he gazed again upon that old cellar window, he was shocked to find a face—old, gaunt, and white of beard—staring back. 



Their identical eyes met and locked with deep understanding. The old unicorn in the window bowed his neck, and nodded knowingly in his direction, and from where he sat in the shadows, the young Star Swirl nodded back.








"Banished to the moon, thou sayeth?" Luna croaked, dropping her cup of tea in disbelief. Both sisters gawked at one another from where they reclined on either side of the young wizard. Celestia glanced at Star Swirl as he sat looking quite distraught, stroking his brown beard.



When the mage had appeared before them in their Canterlot throne room, harping on about impending sorrows to come, it hadn't really surprised Celestia at all. After all, she had been aiding Star Swirl with his time travelling experiments for years at this point. Thus, the matter was quickly taken with the utmost seriousness, and they had gotten down to the business of discussing the wizard's harrowing tale over tea. 



It was a tale most troubling, indeed, that of a cosmic battle between sisters, and subsequent sorrow and regret. It never occurred to the eldest princess to question her wizard companion, especially since he had broken one of his most important rules of time travel, namely never revealing her own future to her. Seeing the sincerity in his eyes, even Luna, as frosty as she was, couldn't help but trust his word.



"Well, wizard, although I cannot fathom why I might commit such a heinous act, I suppose that thy words should still serve as a warning to me."



"To us," Celestia corrected her, reaching over to touch her hoof tenderly. "This news can only help us both. I do not know if you have yet to feel the inklings of such regrettable sentiments, my sister, but regardless, I would like to express to you right here and now, my dedication to preventing these terrible things from coming to pass on account of my own blindness. You and your night shall be revered as they should be, and I would hope that my efforts would bring us both even closer together."



Luna's expression, at once, brightened.



"I... I'm touched, Tia. I... I’m sure I don't know what to say."



Celestia smiled, and turned to face her wizard friend once more.



"Perhaps we should both simply say 'thank you' to our dear friend, yes?"



With that, both sisters rose, and bowed their heads before Star Swirl in reverence. The wizard smiled, and sighed in relief. Surely, his mission had proved successful.








Immediately, upon his return from that future night of terrifying battles and sorrow between sisters, it didn't take long for Star Swirl to resolve himself to telling the princesses all that he had witnessed. He had weighed the risks, and decided that they were worth taking. Therefore, the only thing left to do would be to have audience with them to warn them of the entire ordeal.



Slipping around his workbench, headed toward the door, the young wizard flinched when, suddenly, a blinding, blue light engulfed the room. Spinning about, he was stunned to find that his mirror's magic had been activated. Stepping closer, he peered at the thing in wonder, readying his own magic in case somepony unexpected should traverse through the looking glass. 



A few moments later, through the light and into the room stepped an old, gray stallion, his golden eyes, completely identical to the young Star Swirl's, save for them having grown weary with age. As the white-bearded pony exited the mirror, the young wizard’s knees collapsed, and he fell back upon his haunches in shock. He now could just make out a glimmer of joviality upon his older self's aged face.



"Oh, come now. I don't look that old up close, do I?" the old stallion chortled, taking a seat before the younger version of himself. He remained silent for a moment, understanding how strange such a meeting must have seemed. After a beat, he let loose a soft chuckle.



"My, what I wouldn't give to have my brown-mane restored. You couldn't imagine the types of stains one manages to acquire when—"



Noticing the younger wizard's grim expression, the old stallion sighed, and shook his head. 



"Ever the serious scholar, aren't you, Star Swirl? Don't worry. That will change with time, I can assure you," he laughed. "I realize you still have much to do. Thus, I'll make this as hasty as possible."



The old one leaned forward, his expression now grown quite serious.



"This particular path that you have resolved yourself to take shall not amount to the good that you are hoping for."



The old wizard took a moment to remove his hat, and scratch his ivory-maned head.



"I regret to tell you that in a world where Celestia and Luna were made aware of the battle you witnessed on that fateful evening, their land exists in a state of unbalance. Celestia, fearing the resentment of her sister, eventually grew to allow the evening too much leeway. The nights in my world, young Star Swirl, last so long as to not allow the cultivation of enough food for Equestria. The darkness is vast, and ponies suffer whilst the two sisters are lost in their false delusions of contentment and camaraderie. What you have done should not have been done. You should follow your own good advice. Do not warn them."



Sighing in response to the distraught and stunned look upon his younger version's face, the old stallion plopped his hat back atop his head, and stood, preparing to head back into the mirror.



"I know your heart, young Star Swirl, because it is also mine. I know you care for your dear friend, but I feel I must tell you that in this case, it might be best to allow destiny to run its course without interference."



He took one step into the mirror, and turned back at the last moment, passing young Star Swirl that same, jovial smile.



"By the way, cherish those limber knees, young stallion! I can assure you that you will miss those the most when they are gone!"



Bathed in a flash of blue as the old one disappeared back through glass, the stunned, young Star Swirl allowed his brow to slam down against his workbench. Turning his head to the side to stare off at nothing, he let loose a long, weary groan. 



I haven’t the time to make sense of this. Think, you numbskull. Think!



The proper solution to all this couldn't possibly be so complex, could it? After all, the one tried and true rule that applied to most of the universe's conundrums was that the best solution to any problem was also usually the simplest. 



The wizard scratched his brown mane, and grimaced as he tried to figure what might possibly be an easier solution than attempting to talk the problem out with both princesses directly. Yet, apparently, things had turned out far worse than he could imagine if his future self had felt the need to traverse through space and time to warn him that he had fouled it all up.



Still confident that he had not yet tried everything there was to be tried in aiding the situation, he sat up straight, and again began to run ideas through his head. As a few thoughts shifted here, and some memories of past experiences shifted there, slowly but surely, he was hit with fresh perspective.



Disregarding his older self's warning, Star Swirl supposed that while nothing seemed amiss about speaking with the princesses of their impending future battle, perhaps he had simply gone about it all in the wrong way. Perhaps the conversation should not take the form of a warning of things to come. Maybe, instead, it should be a lesson in humility, one that might staunch the possibility of anypony’s feelings ever getting hurt.



Nodding with resolve, a confident smile having spread across his face, Star Swirl rose from his seat, plopped his hat back on, and headed toward the door.



He found Celestia in the royal library, pouring over a varied stack of spell books whilst sipping on some tea. Upon seeing him, she gently closed the book that she had been reading, and smiled.



“Good day, Star Swirl. I was wondering where you were. I haven’t seen you all morning.”



“Yes, well, I’ve been very busy with my time travel spells as of late. However, I was wondering if perhaps you had a moment to speak with me about something that has… been on my mind.”



“Of course, my friend,” Celestia replied, tossing a cushion before her so that the young wizard might sit. “Come.”



One would be hard pressed indeed to think of the Princess Celestia as "arrogant". However, the pride the alicorn held in the prosperity of her kingdom and the proficiency of her reign was something quite clear to the eye. Princesshood suited her well, and if there was anypony who was aware of that, it was she.



Of course, even the most justified of prideful emotions held within it the potential for debasement, and Star Swirl knew that the seed of corruption lay dormant within the hearts of all ponies, even himself… even Celestia.



Surely, he thought, she will take this well. She will understand.



“Be wary of my own pride?” Celestia stated, her nose wrinkling in abhorrence of the notion that she might be too prideful. “Star Swirl, I simply can’t understand what it is you are referring to. I’ve never been arrogant, and if I am prideful, it is not so much for myself as it is for the pride that others take in me.” The alicorn moved to levitate her cup of tea toward her mouth, and then took a long sip. “I don’t see how there might be anything wrong with enjoying being told you’re doing a good job.”



“This I understand, Celestia,” the young wizard began. “But, all the same, you must be vigilant that such a pride does not take root within you so that you might believe you have a right to it regardless of the feelings of others.”



Now, the princess seemed perturbed.



“Whose ‘feelings’?” she nearly spat. “I suggest, my friend, that if you are aware of something that I am not, that you simply let it be known. Be clear with me. Of whom do you speak?”



“No, no. I tell you this simply because leaders are ponies with feelings and emotions as well. This is something very important for all leaders, particularly, to know. Pride is a destroyer. Arrogance brings sorrow. You must be mindful to always consider the feelings of others before—”



“Well, I should think that I’m very good at it, Star Swirl! This is a diarchy, after all. What is more humble, less prideful than sharing rule?”



With resolve, the princess placed her cup back down upon its saucer, and stood.



“Come. We should consult my sister. No one is closer to me than she.”



Star Swirl, feeling an odd sense of growing apprehension, rose to his hooves, and followed the princess close behind.



They found Luna in her chamber preparing to take her rest before sunset. Upon entering the room, the younger princess bid them to sit, seeing the concern plastered upon their faces.



“Sorry to disturb you, sister,” Celestia chirped, plopping down upon an indigo-colored cushion at Star Swirl’s side. “I’m afraid we have a very important question for you that couldn’t wait.”



“Of course,” Luna said as she busied herself with removing her crown, and levitating it to rest upon her vanity table. “Ask away.”



Celestia and Star Swirl both cocked a brow at one another before the younger princess again turned toward them.



“Well, it’s a laughable notion, really, but our wizard friend, here, has apparently deemed it an important issue. I obliged him by coming to the one who I know the best and love most,” Celestia babbled on. She never noticed Luna rolling her eyes as she began to remove her breastplate. “And, well I suppose I... I mean, we just wanted to ask… Do you find me… arrogant? Err, prideful, I mean.”



Spinning about, Luna gazed at her elder sister, appearing quite unfazed by the inquiry. Never missing a beat, she sighed, and then moved across the room to put her shoes in the corner.



“Well, of course thou art prideful, Tia. I sayeth this in thy presence quite often.”



Celestia seemed genuinely stunned.



“What? I—I always thought you were joking whenever you said those things to me!”



Luna gave her an exasperated look.



“Joking… right. I conjure but one joke per month, at best. But to answer thy question, yes, thou art a tad arrogant.”



Noting the distress this caused her sister, Luna sighed, again rolling her eyes.



“Well, it isn’t something over which the world should end, methinks! Everypony has their faults, do they not? Thou art still a fine princess.”



Celestia rose to her hooves.



“Nothing for the world to end over, you say? You just told me I’m prideful and arrogant! How is that nothing for the world to end over? You know that I try my very best to—”



“We are not saying you don’t, Princess,” Star Swirl interjected, becoming increasingly unnerved by Celestia’s reaction. “It is simply a thing to be mindful of, is all.”



“I must be mindful,” Celestia scoffed with disbelief. Her brow furrowed as she then pointed toward her sister who was just starting to close the drapes over her enormous windows. “Well, what about Luna? What about the princess of the night, and her ever persistent surliness? Her overly-strict mannerisms? She can’t even fetch her own tea, for Myself’s sake!”



“Tia, thou hast said ‘Myself’s sake’,” Luna chided her boredly. “Thou art a bit arrogant. Confess.”



Huffing with indignation, Celestia turned to face Star Swirl again, ignoring her sister’s words.



“Aren’t you going to warn her of these things, wizard?”



“Oy!” Luna exclaimed, sounding quite offended. She left what it was she was doing, and marched right up toward her sister.



“Thou shouldst know, dear sister, that while perhaps thou remainest content with forsaking the traditional Royal Canterlot Voice—one of alicorn kind’s most treasured cultural customs—and forsaking punctuality whilst lazing about after sunrise each and every day, that some of us still hold these things in high regard! Thou dost freely accept each and every habit of each fleeting age in which thou livest with no respect or reverence for thy own heritage! How shameful!”



“How dare you?” Celestia hissed, her eyes catching fire. “How dare you chastise me about self respect, Luna? How many times have you deliberately shown up late at court whilst we are supposed to be hearing grievances? How many times have you disrespected yourself by treating so abhorrently those poor attendants that serve you? You run them ragged!”



Star Swirl shrank at the sight of the growing animosity between the two. This wasn’t exactly how he had hoped this scenario would play out. He timidly raised one hoof and cleared his throat in hopes of halting the bickering.



“Errrm, pardon me, Your Highnesses. I believe the most important thing to remember is to be mindful of oneself.”



Both princesses turned upon him with looks of utter indignation. 



“I am!” they both shouted simultaneously, then turning to glare at each other. “No, you aren’t!”



“P-princesses, I think that—” Star Swirl began again, determined to get through to them.



“For what reason doth thou linger here, wizard?” Luna finally exclaimed, eyeing him angrily. “Hast thou not yet said what it is that required saying? Perhaps it is time that thou takest thy leave.”



The young wizard looked toward Celestia, his close friend, for some sort of aid, but it seemed that she could no longer break her incensed gaze away from her younger sister.



“I think that would be a good idea, Star Swirl. I believe my sister and I have much to discuss about all that you have said,” the white alicorn stated ominously.



He couldn’t leave it like this. He knew that if he should go now, there was sure to be trouble.



“Please, my friends. I—”



“Get out!” the two sisters screamed, turning upon him. 



Star Swirl, shocked to see them both so furious that their horns flared bright with magic, spun about, and made haste out of the chamber.








Bathed in a flash of blue as the old one disappeared back through glass, the stunned, young Star Swirl allowed his brow to slam down against his workbench. Turning his head to the side to stare off at nothing, he let loose a long, weary groan. 



I haven’t the time to make sense of this. Think, you numbskull. Think!



The proper solution to all this couldn't possibly be so complex, could it? After all, the one tried and true rule that applied to most of the universe's conundrums was that the best solution to any problem was also usually the simplest. 



The wizard scratched his brown mane, and grimaced as he tried to figure what might possibly be an easier solution than attempting to talk the problem out with both princesses directly. Yet, apparently, things had turned out far worse than he could imagine if his future self had felt the need to traverse through space and time to warn him that he had fouled it all up.



Still confident that he had not yet tried everything there was to be tried in aiding the situation, he sat up straight, and again began to run ideas through his head. As a few thoughts shifted here, and some memories of past experiences shifted there, slowly but surely, he was hit with fresh perspective.



Disregarding his older self's warning, Star Swirl supposed that while nothing seemed amiss about speaking with the princesses of their impending future battle, perhaps he had simply gone about it all in the wrong way. Perhaps the conversation should not take the form of a warning of things to come. Maybe, instead, it should be a lesson in humility, one that might staunch the possibility of anypony’s feelings ever getting hurt.



Nodding with resolve, a confident smile having spread across his face, Star Swirl rose from his seat, plopped his hat back on, and headed toward the door.



Before he could leave his chamber, the entire workroom exploded in a wash of blue light. Turning around slowly, a sense of dread descending upon him, he watched as, again, the old, gray version of himself made his way through the looking glass. 



“Oh, no,” the young wizard muttered to himself.



"Oh, come now. I don't look that old up close, do I?" the old stallion chortled, taking a seat before the younger version of himself. He remained silent for a moment, understanding how strange such a meeting must have seemed. After a beat, he let loose a soft chuckle.



"My, what I wouldn't give to have my brown-mane restored. You couldn't imagine the types of stains one manages to acquire when—"



“Yes, yes!” the young Star Swirl interrupted, not too keen on having to relive the entire scene over again. “What news have you brought me?”



The old stallion cocked a brow at him, clearly filled with intrigue.



"This has happened before, hasn’t it?" he asked, his wrinkled smile growing wider. “Fine, then I shan’t keep you. You are very busy, I suspect.”



The old one leaned forward, his expression now growing quite serious.



"This particular path that you have resolved yourself to take shall not amount to the good that you are hoping for. I am afraid that your... discussion with the princess today, and the subsequent animosity it causes between the two will only work to bring about great havoc. As innocent as your intentions may begin, you shall inadvertently plant a seed of spite within the both of them. In time—a long time—these seeds shall grow, and Equestria shall fracture, split into two bordering empires ruled by two vengeful princesses. Ponies shall suffer, used as pawns in the dark ambitions of both Luna and Celestia in their efforts to reign supreme over the other. What you have done should not have been done. You should follow your own good advice. Do not speak with Celestia."



The old stallion stood, preparing to head back into the mirror. He watched sadly as his younger self dropped onto his haunches, distraught and weary.



"I know your heart, young Star Swirl, because it is also mine. I know you care for your dear friend, but I feel I must tell you that in this case, it might be best to allow destiny to run its course without interference."



He took one step into the mirror, and turned back at the last moment, passing young Star Swirl that same, jovial smile.



"By the way, cherish those limber knees, young stallion! I can assure you th—"



"Yes! I am aware!" the young wizard cut in impatiently, bounding forward to push the old one the rest of the way through the mirror. The glass flashed brightly, and then his workroom was left in dimness once again. 



Sighing to himself, Star Swirl pulled the hat from atop his head, and dragged himself over toward his workbench where he then plopped down upon his sitting stool. Trying to rub the pain out of his aching skull, he closed his eyes momentarily to think on what his old self had told him. 



How? How could it be possible that to allow this terrible course of events to occur would, in fact, turn out to be the best course of events? Could he find it within himself to do this to his beloved friend?



Taking a deep breath, he grimaced. His eyes shot open with fresh determination.



No. I cannot.



Experiment after experiment, idea after idea, try as he might, the results were always the same. Before he had even the chance to leave the room to act upon his plans, that accursed, old him would traverse through the mirror to stop him with news of some ghastly future that awaited Equestria if he did. Each visit brought tidings more horrifying than the last, and each and every time, the old, white-bearded unicorn would take his leave after saying the same thing:



"I know your heart, young Star Swirl, because it is also mine. I know you care for your dear friend, but I feel I must tell you that in this case, it might be best to allow destiny to run its course without interference."



By the day’s end, the young wizard was exhausted, on the brink of tears, and all out of ideas. His mind seemed void save for the haunting words of his future self which, by this time, had been committed to his memory. He didn’t want to admit it; he didn’t even want to think it, but ultimately, something now told him that the old one—whichever version it might have been—had not been mistaken. That ‘something’ was the nagging fact that out of all the old Star Swirls that had paid him a visit, the only one who had not shown up today was the version of himself from the future where he had told Celestia and Luna nothing and had allowed them to battle, thus implying that that future had ultimately turned out alright. The old unicorn’s warning was justified, and it was something he would have to accept.



Surprisingly, upon his doing this, Star Swirl found that he felt far more at peace. With fresh resolve, he stood, put on his hat, and walked toward his mirror. If this were to happen, if he were to keep this future occurrence to himself until the day that it came to pass, many years from now, then he would have to make just one more trip, right that instant. It would be far into the future, farther than he had ever travelled before. There would be many risks, but for his dear friend, they were risks he was willing to take. Activating the mirror with his magic, the young wizard took a deep breath, and stepped through the light. 







He practically fell back through the mirror upon his return, grasping, and scrambling for whatever clean parchment he could find along with his inkwell. A unicorn obsessed, he picked up the quill in his magic aura, and voraciously began to write. As his mind raced with visions of what he had seen on this final trip, a relieved smile slowly began to stretch across his face. Taking a moment to wipe a tear from his eye, he finished the note, rolled the parchment up, and sealed it with wax. 



Levitating the thing in his magic, he then made his way toward his bookcase. Raising the parchment up toward its highest shelf, he carefully tucked the thing far inside its darkest compartment until he could no longer see it. Nodding with satisfaction, he sniffed back his sadness, and turned away to, finally, get back to his other studies.








Oh, what am I to do? What am I to do? 



Star Swirl, now grown old and gray, observed himself in his large mirror. The words in his mind formed silently upon his lips.



Plucking his cape from where it hung upon a nearby rack, he used his teeth to fling it around his back. Momentarily rearing up onto his hind legs, now shaky with age, he then clipped the cape’s clasp shut about his neck. Heaving a great sigh as he landed back upon all fours, he reached under his long, white beard to pull it free from where it was bound beneath his collar. The stallion then took another look into the mirror, inspecting his reflection to make sure he had dressed himself properly.



This was something that he had not done for a very long time, namely dressing without the use of his magic; however he had made a promise to himself all those years ago that when this day finally came, it would be a day that he lived without his powers. He could at least afford one of his best friends that courtesy.



Why didn’t he tell me? He should have told me!



The words ran through his mind swiftly, having long ago been memorized. This time, as his lips moved, he heard a faint echo of the same statement drifting in from the small window of his cellar. 



“Why didn’t he tell me? He should have told me!” a mare’s distressed lamentations carried in ever so faintly upon the breeze.



“Soon. Very soon,” he muttered to himself, his voice hoarse and riddled with regret.



Moving away from the mirror, he walked over toward his bookcase. As he did so, for the first time, he caught sight of the young, brown-maned stallion—dressed quite similarly to himself—sitting quietly, and watching him from a dark nook in the corner.



“How could he? He could have stopped this,” the old stallion murmured as he now resolutely made his way toward the shelves.



“How could he? He could have stopped this!” came the mare’s identical cry a few moments later. 



He reached up to the case’s highest shelf, and into the back of its darkest compartment. After a moment of prodding and balancing on a single hind hoof, he pulled out a sealed scroll, tattered with age, and completely covered in dust.



“My stars,” he groaned, blowing the grime off of the thing. He then turned to leave, the scroll grasped firmly between his teeth.



“I want to see him! Tell him to come to me this instant!” the mare’s voice echoed through the window.



Heading for the door, the old stallion allowed his eyes to wander about his cellar one last time. This time, his eyes met with the identical ones of the hidden unicorn stallion. His expression told him that he was feeling a similar pain to his own. That was understandable. Quietly, he closed the door behind himself, and stepped out into Canterlot castle’s courtyard, awash in sunlight.



The old mage took his time making his way across the yard, all the while knowing that nothing could prolong or hold at bay the unfolding of the day’s events. Just as time had powered on for an eternity before him, so would it continue to do so long after he was gone.



The sun was warm upon his neck, the grass still dewy beneath his hooves. The taste of the old scroll in his mouth was odd, rough and bitter. It was as if he could sense the heart-rending emotion leaking out of the very words it contained. 



Staving off the feeling of fear that soon began to creep up his spine as he turned to walk on the path toward the Great Hall, the aged wizard, instead, chose to close his eyes. He dulled his senses, and directed his mind onto those sincere words he had kept to himself since youth, words that, to his relief, he would finally get to reveal to his dear friend:



Dearest Celestia,



I write this small letter well aware of the many moons of regret ahead of me, even unto the end of my life, as well as the many moons of grief yet to come for you, even long after I am gone. Though the time may twist and wind itself in ways which we least expect—and despite the foolish attempts of my youth to call myself its master—I have come to realize on this day that time has no master, and will do as it pleases. You will feel grief that I, in my limited ability, had no means to change it, and yet, I come to you, here and now, with tidings of hope.



While I cannot dare to alter the path you tread, or that of your beloved sister, I can still choose to follow it. Having done so, I willingly opt to break the one, unquestionable rule I have established concerning traversing through that temporal plane. It is a rule that you know well, and it is broken here to tell you that your grief shall not last forever, my dear Celestia. In fact, one day you shall be happier than you have ever been before, and surrounded by new friends, new pupils, loving subjects, and long missed family, and all of the precious things that had once seemed lost shall be returned unto you many times over. I hope that when they do, you will remember me fondly, my friend. With this, I take my leave, and bid you safe travels on your journey to that distant day.



~Star Swirl
      

      
   
      The Friendship Game


      

      
      
         Applejack stared up through the leaves and down the row of apple trees, her forehoof nervously gnawing at the rich orchard soil beneath her. Plump, juicy apples, ripe and ready for bucking, filled the overburdened limbs above. An unfamiliar prick of new muscle and bone traced away from her withers filling the empty cleft in the small of her back. Why did it have to be today? Couldn’t they have waited until after the Fall harvest? As much as she liked the idea of expediting the process, she wasn’t sure how much Twilight’s little game would help or hinder the task. Still, she had a job to do, and not a lot of time to do it in.








Rarity fumbled with her hooves as she tried to remove her sleep mask before rolling out of bed. The early morning light through her bedroom window barely registered it was morning. Four hooves hit the cold floor. She pitched and rocked, stretching out her muscles and allowing the blood flow a moment to revive her stiff limbs. Fore and back, left and right, top and bottom, old and new, it didn’t feel weird at all. Well, perhaps a little. Pulling up to the mirror brought a look of joy, and also one of pain reflected in her gaze. She caught herself in profile—a tangled mane, a matted coat—but most of all she focused on the preening work ahead as she reached for her brush.








Fluttershy flashed a sheepish grin down the line of assembled, furry friends, each nodding their mixed approvals. She sighed and hung her head. It wasn’t easy to hide when you stuck out like a sore hoof, but that was all she really felt like doing. Moping toward her closet for the fifth time that morning, her sun hat wobbled and fell from its perch atop her head. She casually picked it up and floated it back to its hook on the wall. Angel gave her a reassuring nod, and that somehow made her feel a little better. Her clothes weren’t bound to fit right; every item had too many, or too few, holes to accommodate the situation. She let her sun dress slide off her back and carefully hung it up on the hanger where it belonged. It wouldn’t be easy, but she owed it to Twilight to make the most of her day. Even though she dreaded the idea of going out, she couldn’t stay holed up inside her house forever. 








Pinkie Pie took a step back from the counter. Cakes and cookies, pastry and pies, candies and an endless assortment of various condiments covered every surface in the kitchen. Of course there were cupcakes—so many cupcakes. Even the floor carried its share of foodstuff all laid out on display trays ready to be sold. Pinkie suddenly recalled that fact after pulling her left rear hoof out of a sticky lemon meringue pie. With a flick of her tail and a simple pirouette, everything was rectified—pie went back in the pan, and her gold capped hoof sparkled without a trace of the creamy topping. Missus Cake stood at the foot of the stairs in shock not knowing if she should worry about opening Sugarcube Corner, or take the day off seeing as the Princess of Cupcakes had finished an entire week’s worth of baking in under ten seconds flat.








Twilight knocked on the door. She worked the handle and pushed it open when all she got was a deep groan in reply. “It’s time to wake up, Rainbow Dash.”



The lump on the bed didn’t move or give any further acknowledgment. Twilight walked over and tugged the covers off her friend. Half way down Rainbow’s flank, the sheet abruptly stopped, a hoof driven into the comforter halting the descent. “Leave me alone, Twilight. I’m not getting out of bed until tomorrow.”



Twilight stepped away from the bed and moved over to the window. “And how will that help our experiment?” She threw back the drapes and let the late morning sunlight pour into the room. “You need to get out there and make the most of the time you have.”



“What’s the point?” Rainbow said as she flipped over and faced away from the window. “I can’t work, and I can’t train, so why should I get out of bed?”



Twilight walked back to the bed and hoisted herself up on the lower half. “I know this isn’t what you wanted, but we had to make it random in order to eliminate any bias in the experiment. Would you at least sit up and talk to me about it? It’s extremely important that we get as much feedback as possible so this opportunity isn’t wasted.”



Rainbow Dash lifted her head off the pillow and craned her neck around. “Opportunity? Really? You said this was a game, but it’s no fun at all. Is this just some crazy elaborate joke you’re trying to pull on me?”



“It’s not a joke. I’m being serious. This is important.”



Rainbow rolled onto her back and scrunched up against her pillow, not quite sitting straight, but moving as far up as she was going to get from her current position. “Be honest, Twi. You actually think this is better? You… you like being a… normal pony?”



“Earth Pony,” Twilight said, “and yes, I think it helps to better understand a part of myself I haven’t been able to really focus on before. I’ve spent my whole life as a Unicorn, and only recently became an Alicorn. My wings took a little getting used to, but they’re very prominent and straightforward to manage. With a bunch of practice, and a ton of help from a certain special flight coach, I’m feeling pretty confident in my Pegasus talents. But that’s not all. Becoming an Alicorn also gave me certain characteristics and abilities inherent to the Earth Pony race. Unfortunately, I haven’t been able to truly focus on those skills since they are much harder to quantify, until now.”



Rainbow Dash heaved a sigh and clamped her forehooves across her chest. “This sucks! I thought it’d be cool to try out some magic, or even be a princess for the day. Why’d I have to get stuck with the consolation prize?”



Twilight shook her head. “Don’t think of it like that, Rainbow. Remember what this whole experiment is about: friendship. By trading races with our friends for the day, we can grow closer together by learning more about each other and what makes each one of us special. Haven’t you ever heard the old saying about walking a mile in another pony’s shoes?”



“Pegasi don’t wear shoes, Twi. So no, I haven’t.”



Twilight gave Rainbow the most sincere and honest smile she could muster. “Well, now’s your chance to try.”



Rainbow took one look at Twilight’s smile and rolled over, curling up into a ball. “No way! There’s no way I’m going to wear Earth Pony shoes, even if it’s just for one day. You’re asking too much. I can’t. I won’t.” The normally strong and confident mare broke down into tears, clutching her sides, but not quite reaching back far enough to feel all the way up to her missing wing sockets.



Twilight reached out to try and lay a comforting hoof on Rainbow’s back. Perhaps her little experiment had gone too far. Her eyes traced a straight line down Rainbow’s spine, blue fur standing a bit on end and shaking ever so slightly along with her pitched and jagged breaths. She hesitated and pulled away after realizing she would only aggravate the situation by coming in contact with the vacant space there.



“I’m sorry,” Twilight said. Her own lack of horn and wings gave her an ability to empathize with Rainbow’s state of mind. Although not what she hoped, the experiment was already yielding some very important results. “I’ll leave you alone until the spell wears off, if that’s what you want.” She leaned forward and slipped off the edge of the bed.



Before she reached the door, Rainbow Dash managed to call through her sobbing gasps. “Wait. I… I don’t want to be alone. Can you… Will you stay with me?”



Twilight stopped and turned around. “I can sit with you for a little while, but I can’t stay here all day, Rainbow. I need to go see how the others are doing.”



Dash wiped a hoof across her cheek. “Can I come with you? At least to see Fluttershy?”



“Of course you can,” Twilight replied. “And just in case you were worried about it, nopony is going to make fun of you for not having wings today. We’re all friends, and we’re all in this together.”



“Thanks, Twi,” Rainbow said as she slid her hooves out from under the sheets and made her way to the door, stopping for a quick, but necessary hug along the way.








“Rarity? Are you there?” Fluttershy asked as she poked her head around the door to Carousel Boutique. The door chime made more noise in actually alerting the proprietor to her presence.



“Fluttershy? Is that you?” Rarity called from the back room. She stuck her head through the curtain and waved for Fluttershy to follow. “Just the pony I needed to see. Please, please, come to the back and lend me a hoof.” Without waiting for an answer, she dove back behind the curtain.



Fluttershy came in and quickly closed the door behind her. She glanced around the empty shop, rightfully so with the sign in the window currently displaying ‘CLOSED’. The combination of her bouffant hairdo and the beginning of a migraine headache she knew was coming on left her head spinning in the empty space. “Rarity? Where are you?”



Rarity stuck her head through the curtain again, coughing up little bits of white fluff as she spoke. “Oh dear, it’s simply dreadful. You must help. I cannot possibly be seen in public— wait a moment! Sweet Celestia, Fluttershy! What have you done with your mane?” Rarity burst through the curtain, her bedraggled wings flapping sporadically at her sides. She ran to Fluttershy giving special consideration to the towering mountain of mane perched high atop her head. With a light tap of her hoof, her worries were confirmed: Everhold Manespray, the bane of fashion conscious stylists throughout Equestria.  



“I… I didn’t know what else to do,” Fluttershy said. “Having a horn isn’t something I’m used to, and it scared me to see it in the mirror, on my own head. I had to cover it up with something, but none of my hats fit properly since I don’t own any made for Unicorns.”



“Oh dear, sweet, Fluttershy, having a horn is a wonderful thing. You shouldn’t have to feel like you must hide it away under all of that glorious mane. Give me just a moment, and I’ll take care of everything. We’ll have that Everhold out of there in no time.” Rarity ran to the back to fetch a bucket of water, and possibly a chisel. Fluttershy followed.



“Um, Rarity, I just came by to see if I could borrow a hat, and maybe a dress that doesn’t have wing slits, but didn’t you say there was something else you wanted my help with?”



Rarity stopped, dead in her tracks. “Oh yes, of course. How silly of me to forget.” She stood up straight and cleared her throat, a little tuft of white feather escaping her mouth as she did. “My problem is this.” She lifted her wings. The feathers looked like she had been through the spin cycle on the washer before being tossed in the super dry setting on the drier. Not a single pin was straight. Many were missing completely.



Fluttershy took one look and couldn’t help but stifle a laugh. Rarity glanced back at her friend with the ugly up-do and couldn’t restrain herself either. They both broke down in a fit of giggles and tears.



Rarity was the first to recover enough to speak. “Fluttershy, dear, I have to be honest. You look simply dreadful.”



 “And you look worse than a moulting phoenix.” Fluttershy continued to chuckle. “Just lift your wings and give them a couple really good flaps. That should help straighten things out.”



Rarity shook her head. “I’ve already tried that, darling.” She proceeded to follow the instructions anyway. Considering the flurry of feathers dancing through the air, her situation didn’t really improve much at all from the extra shaking.



“No, silly. Like this.” Fluttershy reached out with her magic and helped guide Rarity’s frenzied flapping. The gentle touch of her magic helped to calm Rarity’s nerves and settle her wings into a steady motion.



With each flap, Rarity lifted a little off the ground. “Wait a minute. How did you learn to use magic?” she asked, now hovering a few feet in the air, staying aloft under her own power with her wings following the guided pattern she was shown. The proper motion helped to set her feathers into alignment the more she continued to flap.



“The same way that I assume you learned how to fly,” Fluttershy replied. “You never know what you can do until you try, and it doesn’t hurt to have a friend to help show you the way.”



Rarity slowed her flapping and slowly descended. Once she found herself back on the ground, she folded her wings to her sides and gave Fluttershy a nod and a smile. “Thank you, Fluttershy. You have no idea how much time I’ve spent this morning trying to get those feathers to behave. Not having my magic to work the brush correctly didn’t help much either. Now, let’s take care of your mane before it catches on fire.”



Fluttershy swallowed hard. “Fire?”



“Yes, most certainly. Everhold is notorious for spontaneously catching on fire, especially when used in such close proximity to a Unicorn’s horn. Your entire mane could burst into flame at any moment, if you aren’t careful that is, and especially if you keep using your magic.”



Suddenly, a cupcake materialized next to each one of them.



Fluttershy swallowed even harder.








“So, Twilight,” Rainbow Dash said as they turned up the road from Fluttershy’s cottage, “I don’t think Angel likes you.”



“I don’t think he likes anypony, besides Fluttershy,” Twilight replied. “In any case, I think we just missed her.”



“What gave you that idea?”



“Well, my rabbit is a little rusty, but between all the yelling and pointing at his forehead, I think that’s what he was trying to say.”



“Yeah, either that, or ‘take a hike’.”



“In any case, we’re already out this far, so let’s go see how Applejack is doing.”



Dash bit her lip. “I really wanted to check with Flutters first. She’s lost her wings too, so at least she’d know how I felt. Applejack, on the other hoof, is probably going to make fun of me as much as she can. She’s the last pony I wanted to see today.”



“Oh come on, she’s not like that, and you know it.”



“Twilight, she’s got my wings. On a scale of one to ten, this clocks in at about a thousand of being totally weird and completely uncomfortable for me.”



“Believe me, it’s not a walk in the park for me either.”



“Oh, right.” Dash kept on walking, barely keeping up with Twilight almost trotting down the path toward Sweet Apple Acres. “I forgot about Princess Pie.”



“Don’t remind me. I still need to follow up on the self proclaimed Princess of Cupcakes after we check in with Applejack.”



“Remind me again why you let her become an Alicorn for the day?”



“It’s part of the experiment.”



“Isn’t this supposed to be a game?”



“Game. Experiment. It’s all the same thing. We’re playing a game that helps us perform an experiment to better understand ourselves and strengthen our bonds of friendship. Try and keep up.” Twilight sped up to a full gallop and raced off down the path.



Rainbow Dash could already feel the burning in her legs, and despite the loss of her wings, did her best to match Twilight’s pace.



The sun cast a shadow from directly overhead indicating it was time for lunch. Twilight and Rainbow Dash rode up on Sweet Apple Acres just in time to answer the midday meal call. To their surprise, piles of apples, some in containers and carts, but mostly all gathered in towering stacks of produce made finding the farm house a bit of a problem. Off in the distance, Dash caught sight of their host rocketing home to greet them.



“Yee haw!” Applejack yelled as she made a pass overhead. Her second loop around found her delivering a bushel of apples fresh off the trees onto one of the piles on the edge of the field. Twilight and Rainbow Dash made their way over to her as she came down off her flying high.



“Umm, Applejack? Are you feeling okay?” Twilight asked the bright eyed and grinning-from-ear-to-ear mare standing in front of them with wings stretched out, ready to return to the skies.



“Okay?” Applejack replied. “I’m so much better than okay. I feel amazing! Flying is the best thing to happen to Sweet Apple Acres since the planting of the first zap apple tree. I just finished the entire Fall harvest in half a day! It normally takes me close to a week. See for yourselves.” Applejack kicked up into the air and did a couple backwards somersaults in celebration before taking off on another victory lap around the farm.



Dash looked over at Twilight. “Is this how I normally behave?”



“Pretty much, yeah,” Twilight replied. “But I don’t let that get in the way of our friendship. It’s part of who you are, and I wouldn’t want it any other way.”



Dash raised an eyebrow. “So why did you turn me into an Earth pony?”



“Touche,” Twilight replied, raising her head up to soak in the warmth of the sun while drinking in the smells of the crop gathered all around. The gentle breeze carried with it a hint of winter, but also the promise of food in abundance.



Dash kept an eye toward the sky. The sight of Applejack twisting and turning on the currents above should have made her jealous, but all she could feel was a sense of joy and peace. The clash of reality and ideals left her conflicted. How could she watch as everything she held dear flaunted itself above her? Why was she feeling so good all of a sudden? Where did this sense of happiness come from?



“Do you feel it,” Twilight asked.



“Feel what?” Rainbow replied.



“The trees. The dirt.” Twilight spread her legs and dug her toes a little deeper into the soil. “The celebration of the harvest.”



Rainbow Dash rose up on her hind legs the moment she realized the tingly, warm, welcoming sensation she was feeling soaking up from her hooves. “Woah, what is that?”



“Just relax. Listen.”



Coming off her initial shock, Dash followed Twilight’s lead. She planted her hooves in the soil next to the first orchard row. That tingling sensation returned, warm and welcome once again. If she listened closely, she could feel the tremor and hear a voice rising up from the ground. It felt melodic in composition, light and strong at the same time. Wave upon wave of sensation washed over her. She felt safe and alive, whole and happy. It felt a lot like the thrill she found riding the upper air currents or crossing the threshold of a sonic rainboom all rolled into one, like drinking in the smell of a warm spring breeze after a light rain shower. The music and dance were the same.



“Twilight?” Rainbow asked. “Is this what it always feels like for Earth Ponies?”



“No, Rainbow. This is a special time. Let it sink in.”



They both stood there for a moment, letting the sensation permeate their cores. They would have stayed longer had they not been interrupted.



Applejack landed hard and came to a rolling stop at the base of a nearby apple tree. “Hey y’all. Did you see how high I went?” She rolled over and got up on all fours, shaking off the dust and rubbing a bruised shoulder from her rough landing. “These wings are somethin’ else—almost as good as…” She glanced over at her friends, both deep in concentration, but quickly regaining awareness of her presence.



“It’s good to see you’re enjoying them, Applejack,” Twilight said, lifting her hooves out of the divots she had made in the soil.



“I… I…” Applejack’s smile flipped upside down the more she poked at the ground. “Twilight, I’m… I’m going to miss it, aren’t I?”



“I’m afraid so, Applejack.” Twilight approached, but Applejack took a few steps away. “I could tell you all about it, if you want. It really is a beautiful thing.”



“Thanks, but no thanks.” Applejack turned and began to walk away. “I… I just need some time to think before the meeting, alone.” Before she got more than a few yards away, a trio of cupcakes appeared, one next to each pony. Applejack punted hers in stride, unfurled her wings, and leapt into the sky.



“Applejack!” Twilight cried after the fleeing Pegasus, but it did no good. Applejack didn’t turn back, and she had no option to follow.



“Mmm, these are good,” Rainbow Dash said through a mouthful of cake and frosting. “Not quite as good as flying, or the happy trees, but still pretty good.”



Twilight eyed the cupcake sitting in the dirt beside her. “That reminds me. I better go check on Pinkie.”



“Mind if I stay here and ‘talk’ to the trees some more?” Rainbow picked up an apple and spun it on her hoof. “They sure have a lot to say, and I’m almost certain I can learn a few more things about this whole Earth Pony deal before the day is done.”



“That’s fine,” Twilight said. “Just be sure and get yourself to the meeting on time.”



“Roger that,” Dash replied before taking the entire apple in a single bite and driving her hooves back into the dirt.








“Twilight! Over here, dear.” Rarity waved from her seat in front of Ponyville Cafe. “Come. Join us for lunch.”



Twilight glanced down the street toward Sugarcube Corner before altering course and trotting over to Rarity and Fluttershy. “Sorry, girls. I’m on my way to check in on Pinkie. I’ll catch up with you later.”



“Oh, but you’ve just missed her,” Rarity said, signaling to an empty chair beside her. “Pull up a chair while you wait. She said she’d be back soon.”



“I don’t know about that, Rarity,” Fluttershy said. “She just barely took off toward Canterlot with an entire wagon full of cupcakes. She might be a while.”



“Well, you may be right, Fluttershy, but that means Twilight now has ample time to enjoy a meal in the company of friends.”



Twilight sighed. “I guess I’ll have lunch then. Hopefully I’m not intruding on your meal.” She sat down and pulled up a menu.



“Not at all. Not at all.” Rarity flashed a big smile as a few passersby slowed and stared at the trio. “Nothing to see here. Move along.” She gave them a shooing motion, and they saw it was best to keep moving without asking questions.



Twilight pulled her menu around to shield herself from the street view. “I guess I didn’t think about how the rest of the town would react to our little experiment. Sorry girls.”



“Pish, posh. Think nothing of it, Twilight. They’ve seen stranger things than three friends enjoying an afternoon lunch together.”



“Yeah, but… I’m a princess, and—”



“They’ll get over it.” Rarity went back to perusing her menu. “Now, what are you both having?”



“I’ll have a daisy sandwich,” Fluttershy said, levitating her menu to the side and flapping it like a bird to try and signal the waiter.



“Wow, Fluttershy, you’re a natural.” Twilight folded her own menu and set it back on the table.



“I had a good friend to practice with this morning,” Fluttershy said, nodding to Rarity.



“And Fluttershy’s been incredibly helpful in teaching me all about proper wingcare, as well as some basic flying technique.” Rarity fanned out her wings. “I can’t imagine the sorry state these would be in without her magic touch.”



Fluttershy blushed. “Oh, Rarity, it really wasn’t all that hard. You’ve had wings before, and you already know the basics.”



“On the contrary, Pegasi wings are completely different. The others don’t even compare to having a set of my own to take care of. Thanks to you, I can feel confident in presenting myself in public, and that is no small thing given my exceptionally high standards.”



“It was nothing, really.” Fluttershy brushed a lock of her mane out from in front of her face and over her ear, further exposing her horn. “Thanks again for giving me the boost of confidence I needed as well.”



“You’re very welcome, Fluttershy, and I’d do it again without a second thought.”



The two ponies leaned over to each other and embraced in a gentle hug. 



Twilight clapped her hooves with a touch of inward glee. “That’s wonderful, girls. It’s exactly how I hoped this experiment would help bring us closer together.”



Rarity gave a little cough and patted her chest to clear her throat. “Now it’s your turn, Twilight. Tell us what you’ve been up to so far today.”



Twilight gave a little chuckle followed by a sigh. “Well, to be honest, I haven’t done a whole lot. I spent most of the morning trying to get Rainbow Dash out of bed. By the time I finally helped convince her that not having wings wasn’t the end of the world, we missed meeting up with you, Fluttershy, at your cottage.”



“Oh my. I’m sorry I wasn’t home when you stopped by. I—”



“Don’t worry about it. We made the most of our trip and went to visit Applejack instead.”



“And how is she doing with her new set of wings, if I might ask?” Rarity said, absentmindedly flapping her own.



“Surprisingly well,” Twilight said. “She finished the apple harvest in record time, but I’m not so sure that’s what she wanted. I believe she’s a tiny bit put out that she couldn’t participate in the harvest celebration.”



“The harvest celebration?” Fluttershy said, an inquiring tone in her voice.



“It’s an Earth Pony thing. Maybe Rainbow Dash can tell you about it some time.”



“Is she doing alright?” Rarity asked. “I know she didn’t look happy when we left the castle last night.”



“I think she’s over the hurdle. It took her a while to realize she wasn’t only losing her wings, but gaining something else in return. She had a moment, but she’s okay now. I think I’ll let her share her own experience when she’s ready to talk about it.” Twilight twirled around to see about finding the waiter that seemed to be avoiding their table. “Hopefully Pinkie is doing okay; she’s the one I’m really worried about.”



“She did look a little frazzled, but that’s practically normal for Pinkie.” Rarity batted a hoof in the air to push away the thought of anything more threatening. “It’s not like she could destroy the whole town on accident or anything.”



“She did Pinkie Promise that she’d make it to the meeting tonight,” Fluttershy added.



“That’s good,” Twilight said. “I just wonder how she’s handling the responsibility of being a princess, even if I did make her promise to stay out of government affairs and stick to the things she knows.”



“Ahem.” The waiter made a cautious motion towards the table. “Your Highness, before I take your order, I have a small favor to ask, if you don’t mind.”



“Not at all,” Twilight said, a bit startled by his sudden appearance.



“I understand that you and your friends have everything totally under control here, but could you please give us some warning if the town is about to be flooded with frosting or any such similar disaster. I’d like to close the shop and move a safe distance away before that happens.”



Twilight, Rarity, and Fluttershy began to laugh. The waiter did not.








Princess Pinkie Pie burst through the throne room doors and dragged herself over to her seat. “Sorry I’m late, girls. It’s been a crazy day. I’ve been baking, baking, baking, and then delivering, delivering, delivering cupcakes all across Equestria, but I made a Pinkie Promise that I’d be here for our meeting, so here I am.” Under her breath she mumbled, “But I still have to finish all of Manehattan and half of Fillydelphia.”



“Thank you for joining us, Princess,” Twilight said, addressing her as well as everypony else gathered around the table. “We’ve all had a long day, but I’m afraid our friendship game has come to an end. We have a few more minutes to share our experiences before the magic runs its course and the game tokens set us back to our normal selves.”



“What?” Pinkie squealed. “Right now?”



“Really?” Applejack said. “I thought I’d have a few more hours before bedtime to take one more flight around town.”



“And I promised all my animal friends that I would put on a magic show for them tonight as well,” Fluttershy said.



“Sorry to disappoint you all, but I thought I made it clear that the magic only lasts twenty-four hours,” Twilight said. “That means twenty-four hours from the time we cast in our tokens, not from when they affected our changes.”



“I can’t say that I haven’t enjoyed the opportunity to fly around town today, but I am looking forward to being reunited with my horn,” Rarity said.



“And I can’t wait to get back to flying, period,” Rainbow added.



Twilight glanced around the table, hoping she didn’t have to call on anypony to start things off. “So, girls, for the final part of our friendship game, let’s share what we’ve all learned today.”



“I gotta be honest, Twilight,” Applejack said. “I didn’t think I’d be learnin’ much today, but I was wrong. No matter how fast I could fly or how quick I finished the harvest, it just didn’t compare to the satisfaction of a hard day’s work. I missed the connection I have with my apple trees and how it feels to bring in the crop one steady buck at a time. No offense to any Pegasi, having a set of wings is great and all, but I prefer to keep my hooves on the ground. I guess I learned to appreciate the things I got, especially when I worked hard to get ‘em.”



As she spoke, a warm glow of magic enveloped Applejack’s wings. In less time than it took for her to realize it, they were gone, collapsed into the miniature cloud they spawned from. The cloud rose from Applejack’s seat and floated across the table to Rainbow Dash. 



Dash reached out to grab for her cloud, but her hoof sailed right through it. “Fine!” She hung her head. “When I first got paired up with Applejack, I wanted to quit the game right away, but I knew I couldn’t, and I was stuck with becoming an Earth Pony. I cried the whole night while the magic took my wings from me. I gotta say, that was probably the hardest thing I’ve ever had to face. It took a good friend to help me see the opportunity I was missing, and now I’m glad I got the chance to live as an Earth Pony today. It doesn’t mean I want to spend the rest of my life as one, just that I never knew how special Earth Ponies were. Now I know, and I’ll never forget that experience.”



The cloud moved behind Rainbow Dash of its own accord. Following a small zap, the tingle of a familiar set of muscles and bone began to fill the empty space on Rainbow’s back. The brave and fearless pony let a happy tear fall, once again in possession of her prized set of wings. She lifted one side and tucked her cloud away. Applejack’s apple token materialized in front of her, and without hesitation, Rainbow gobbled up the entire thing.



“Hey now,” Applejack said, “that’s my apple.”



Even with her mouth mostly full, Rainbow Dash spat out a few words, “And you’ve got an entire crop to take care of back at Sweet Apple Acres.”



“I guess yer right.” Applejack smiled and nodded as Rainbow finished gulping down her dinner. 



“Anypony else?” Twilight asked. “This is some really good stuff, but I think we’re just skimming the surface here.”



“Ahem,” Rarity replied, clearing her throat for what had to be the hundredth time that day, “I just want to say how grateful I am to have such wonderful friends. I don’t know what I would do without all of you. I’ve spent most of my life trying to take care of everything by myself, but that hasn’t always worked out for the best. It’s very comforting to know that I can always depend on you when I need your help the most, or even when I don’t think I do. Trial and error is an unforgiving teacher, and having a friend to help guide you through life’s rough patches is something more precious than the rarest of gems.”



She coughed one last time, and a single white feather sailed out of her mouth. It looked badly damaged from the intense preening job she had given herself earlier that morning. The magic glow that enveloped it helped to straighten it out while gathering in all the rest of its feathery friends from her dissolving wing structure. The feather took a spin around her head, producing Rarity’s former horn as it twirled up and away from her chair before settling down to rest in front of Fluttershy.



Fluttershy watched as the feather regained its bright yellow hue, nodding her acknowledgment that she was next in line to speak. Before she began, she took a moment to gaze around the circle at all of her friends. Their smiles and nods of encouragement gave her the confidence she needed to share her experience. “What I learned wasn’t exactly something new, but it’s a lesson I need to remind myself of once in a while. I’m not always comfortable with myself and how others see me. It’s hard for me to accept change because I can be my own worst critic. I need to remember that it doesn’t really matter what I look like on the outside, as long as I am comfortable with who I am on the inside. If I can learn to accept that, others can do the same. I’m also grateful to have such wonderful friends who can help remind me of that when I have trouble remembering myself. Oh, and I learned I’m pretty good with magic.”



The feather on the table floated up to Fluttershy’s horn and swept it away right down to the silver ring around the base. Her wings sprouted and grew into place as the other ponies watched again in awe of the transformation. Once complete, Fluttershy reached up to take the horn ring from her forehead to give it back to Rarity.



Rarity acted quickly with her magic and produced a silver chain from seemingly out of nowhere. “Here, darling. Why don’t you keep that as a reminder of the time you used your magic to teach me how to fly.” She ran the chain through the ring and snaked it around Fluttershy’s neck, closing the clasp on the necklace before she could say no.



Fluttershy clutched the necklace to her chest and smiled and nodded her acceptance.



Twilight couldn’t help but smile as she jotted down a few notes on an official looking scroll. When she was done, she looked over at Pinkie who seemed to be staring at one particular spot on the floor with nothing even close to resembling a smile on her face, her forehooves mashed together with her hind hooves tapping away at the front of her chair. 



“I’ll go next,” Twilight said, much to Pinkie’s visible relief. Twilight took a deep breath in order to focus her thoughts. “I wasn’t born an Alicorn, but since having become one, I’ve come to understand the importance of keeping the various aspects that I represent in balance. Today has given me a chance to explore my Earth Pony aspect and really focus on myself as a Earth Pony without the complications of magic and flight. I’m grateful to be the Princess of Friendship, and I know I wouldn’t be who I am without all of you. You’ve all taught me so much, even Pinkie, who I assume is still worried about delivering cupcakes to everypony in Manehattan for some reason. Thank you all for taking the time to—”



“Do you think there’s still time to take care of that?” Pinkie asked.



“No, Princess, I don’t,” Twilight said. “I think you’ve done everything you can do for one day, and you should feel good about everything you accomplished.”



“But what about the foals? Think of all the hungry foals that will go to bed tonight without a cupcake. I’ve failed, Twilight. I don’t know what I’m—”



“Pinkie!” Twilight said in a stern, yet compassionate way, something she’d picked up from Celestia over the years. “You’ve done a great job as the Princess of Cupcakes, and I’m pretty sure the lesson you were supposed to learn is that a princess can’t do everything for everypony else.”



Pinkie settled back into her chair, crestfallen. “You’re right. You’re right. I didn’t want to stop because it felt like I was giving up, but deep down I knew I couldn’t do it all. A princess can only do as much as she can, and that’s all she can do. It’s the same for everypony. It’s just so hard when you have so many ponies counting on you. I felt like I needed to do more, or else I was letting them all down. That was wrong of me, and I see that now. You can have the horn and the wings, Twilight. I don’t want to be a princess anymore; I just want to be plain, old Pinkie ‘vanilla’ Pie. She’s happy taking life one party at a time.”



Twilight’s horn and wings grew back just as Pinkie’s began to disappear. A simple cupcake found it’s way to the table alongside the spellbook where the whole game started. Twilight raised up the cupcake and set it in front of Pinkie Pie. “Pinkie, I think that’s the most important lesson of all. I’m glad we could learn it together.”
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"It was nice of Pumpkin Cake to close Sugarcube Corner early for us," said Fluttershy.



"Pumpkin didn't really mind," said Pinkie Pie. "She figured we could use a little peace and quiet, even though this is still technically a party!" Pinkie smiled a wide but unconvincing grin.



Rarity coughed, and Spike adjusted how she sat in his lap. The dragon carefully propped her head back against his shoulder until her breathing became regular.



"Thank you for everything, Pinkie," Rarity drawled out of the good side of her muzzle. "Honestly, it's just nice to get out of that dreadful hospital for a few hours."



Twilight Sparkle looked down at the table and frowned. Even with a young dragon in the room, Twilight stood out like a wet cat. She sat at nearly twice the height of her six friends, and the shadow of her glum mood was even larger.



"Twi, c'mon now, cheer up," Applejack said brusquely with a poke to Twilight's ribs.



Spike nodded in agreement, carefully cradling his wife in his arms. "Rarity wouldn't have seen forty without all the research you've done, Sis. We're grateful for the life we've been able to share together," he said, and gently kissed Rarity on her cheek.



"Sixty-six years is a long run," Rarity added, taking a wheezing gasp between a few of the words. "And I wouldn't change one bit of it, Twilight. I'm happy for all the moments we've spent together, and I wouldn't trade them for all of Equestria."



"I feel the same way. I'd do it all again in a heartbeat," said Twilight, her voice very soft. Her magical mane gently bobbed and flowed in the air behind her, tiny streaks of light rippling through it like shooting stars. The energy of her aura contrasted sharply with the bland, empty tone of her voice. Twilight sighed dejectedly.



Rainbow Dash reached a leg around Twilight. "Hay, sourpuss, listen up. I don't like to admit it either, but we're all getting old, okay? Normal ponies like the rest of us aren't built to last forever," she said. "You've got a long, awesome road ahead of you, Twi, and we all want you to enjoy it. But it's gotta be okay if we're not all around someday."



Applejack snorted. "I can't stand this hemmin' an' hawin'. Look, Twilight, we didn't plan this meeting for Rarity, okay? We planned it for you," she revealed. "Yes, Rarity's probably gonna die pretty soon, and that ain't happy. But she's had a great life 'cause of all the work you've done, and at some point you gotta be okay with the cards you been hoofed. It don't get no better'n this."



Fluttershy nodded. "Losing a close friend is only sad because it reminds you of how wonderful it was to be with them. Our time with Rarity will always be special, Twilight. She wants us to be happy when she's gone. She wants you to be happy."



Spike winced and tucked his head up against Rarity's neck, but Rarity kept her eyes fixed on Twilight. "Fluttershy is right, as usual," said Rarity.



"You keep spendin' all your time with us old nags when you should be tryin' to make a new friend here and there," continued Applejack. "The rest of us got other friends and family, even Spike. We're a special bunch, sure, but there's more to life than just the seven of us."



Twilight bristled and looked away. "It's hard to make new friends when you're a princess, AJ. Ponies are afraid to approach you, and you never know if they're being sincere when they do. They don't warn you about that in the brochure," she said, the line so dry and deadpan its sarcasm had to be inferred.



"There's a brochure?!" gasped Pinkie Pie. Fluttershy shushed Pinkie, but Rainbow Dash laughed anyway.



"Twilight, darling. I know you'll be fine," slurred Rarity, with the best half-smile her face could muster. "You're the Princess of Friendship, after all. You'll make fabulous new friends, and learn to love and enjoy life all over again, just like the other..."



Rarity abruptly stopped talking, and everypony froze. The silence was deafening.



Twilight sighed again, breaking the lull. "It's okay, everypony. I'm actually glad you brought it up. I want you all to know that I'm going to speak with the Sisters again soon," she said.



A collective exhale of relief exited multiple muzzles.



"Hot dang. It's about time," said Applejack, finally relaxing into her seat. "If you start talkin' to the Sisters again, that's a huge load off our minds, Twilight. Those two will stick around long after we're pushin' up daisies."



"Best news we've heard in years," said Spike. "I'm proud of you, Sis."



"It's a perfect start," added Rarity. "Good show."



"It really is wonderful, Twilight," said Fluttershy. "I know you'll be able to patch things up, no matter what the silly disagreement might have been."



"Pfft. It's not like we don't already know. They're just jealous," said Rainbow Dash. "Right, Twilight? That was what this whole stupid thing was, wasn't it?"



Pinkie Pie grimaced. "Guys? Let's not go there unless Twily really wants to..."



Twilight shook her head. "No, it's fine. I'm still not ready to talk about it, but I thought it might make everypony feel better to know," she said, then paused for a moment. "Also, there's something else. I have an important request for each of you. I brought these." Twilight's horn glowed and a tiny hole opened up in the fabric of spacetime, right over the table. Seven small pills clattered onto its surface.



"Ooh, candy!" said Pinkie Pie. Applejack immediately blocked her with a hoof.



"Not candy, Pinkie," said Twilight. "They're sleeping pills. I want everypony to go to bed at ten o'clock tonight and take one of them. That way all my friends will be asleep at the same time."



"Sis, Rarity can't take medicine like this," said Spike. "It needs to go through her doctor."



"Then I need you to smuggle it into Ponyville General and make sure she takes it. It's a mild sedative, and it won't hurt her or affect her other medications. I already checked," said Twilight.



"And there's seven because you're taking one too?" asked Pinkie Pie.



"No. The extra one is for Spike, because he'll need twice the dose to put him to sleep," said Twilight.



Several nervous looks were exchanged, but Rainbow Dash was the first to say something.



"Um, Twilight... This isn't some kind of ritual suicide thing, is it?" asked Dash. "Because I don't know if I'm totally cool with that."



"Rainbow Danger Dash!" gasped Fluttershy. "How could you even think such a thing?"



Applejack paused for a moment in thought. "Well, is it?" she asked.



Twilight shook her head. "Of course not. Each pill contains 300 milligrams of trazodone, which is a common hypnotic—that means it's a sleep aid. You can tell by the stamping on them. Take one to a pharmacy if you don't believe me."



"I'll take the pill," slurred Rarity.



"Wait. I don't know if this is a good idea," said Spike. "Can you at least tell us why, Sis?"



"I'm going to cast a strange spell tonight that has some unpredictable effects. I might disappear for a long time, or some other things might happen," Twilight explained. "I don't really know for certain. I can promise that nopony will be harmed, and probably you'll just wake up in the morning and everything will be normal. But it would ease my mind if everypony is asleep at the same time tonight. Just in case."



"Eh, good enough for me," said Rainbow Dash, and slid her pill over to her side of the table.



"Me too," said Fluttershy.



"I trust you, Twi," said Applejack. "I know you'd never hurt us."



"Sounds like a blast!" said Pinkie Pie, bubbling over with excitement.



Spike pulled three of the pills over to his side of the table. "I wouldn't do this for anypony else, you know," he said. "Now if we go through with this, I expect you to meet with the Sisters like you said. You know how much reunification would mean to Rarity and the rest of us."



"I know. I'll meet with them very soon," promised Twilight.
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Three alicorns beat their wings in rhythm, horns aglow as each performed a silly-looking hoofstand. The barren landscape surrounding them was covered in three magic auras.



"Fancy meeting you here, Twilight Sparkle," said Princess Celestia. Beads of sweat rolled up her face.



Twilight Sparkle said nothing and continued to beat her wings downward, shoving the ground with all her might.



"I believe the years may have robbed our poor, dear friend of her ability to speak," grunted Princess Luna. "Tis a pity, for I have always so loved hearing her sweet and charming voice."



For a couple of minutes, the only sound came from heavy breathing, wings, and telekinesis.



"I'm sorry. I still can't tell you," Twilight finally said. "But you're welcome for saving Canterlot."



"We have not saved it yet," argued Princess Luna. "Put some backbone into it, Princess Twilight Sparkle! Oh goodness, that is right: you have none. Sincerest apologies for my failure to recall your disability of virtue."



Twilight rolled her eyes and shoved even harder.



"We are very grateful, of course," said Celestia. "But guilt trips don't work on ponies our age, Twilight. My ruling stands, as I must presume you have already foreseen."



Princess Luna looked upwards toward her rear hooves. Canterlot Mountain was beginning to recede. "We are safe, my sister," said Luna, landing her body on the lunar soil. "It appears that gravity has finally repolarized."



Celestia set herself down and released her magical control over the landscape. Luna continued to hold her telekinetic grip on the dusty surface, now easily moving the Moon upon which the three ponies rested. The land in the distance above them drifted away.



Twilight was too exhausted to fly. She flopped down onto the Moon next to Celestia and Luna, saying nothing as she struggled to regain her breath.



"Another disaster averted, thanks in no small part to my former faithful student. I suppose visions of this crisis came to you in a dream, as well?" asked Celestia.



Twilight heaved for breath before speaking. "Yes, something like that. Don't worry, though. I'll be out of your manes as soon as I catch my breath."



"We don't want you out of our manes, foolish horse! All we want is your honesty!" bleated Luna, wearing a sweaty frown. "We know full well your dreams have nothing to do with the mysterious precognitive ability you possess."



"Luna, relax. Someday, Twilight will open up to us again. And when she does, any and all transgressions will be in the past, and that day will be a cause for celebration across three kingdoms," said Celestia, gesturing upwards at the shrinking landscape above her. "Speaking of which, I hear Rarity's symptoms have yet to appear, thank the Heavens. You must realize our doctors could collaborate with your remarkable research program more easily if we weren't at odds like this. We want to help you, Twilight. We want to be your friends again."



"I want that too, but it's not going to happen. I wish you would reconsider your position, but I already know you won't," said Twilight. She stood up and tentatively flexed her legs. "I can't blame you, for what it's worth. I'd probably do the same in your position."



"Living for hundreds of years provides one with a great deal of patience," Celestia said, her words ironically hasty as they raced Twilight's imminent egress. "Forever is a very long time to hold a secret, Twilight. All things must turn in time, and whatever the reason for your reticence, all would be forgiven if only you would give us the chance."



"Well, you're right about at least one thing," said Twilight. "Forever is a very long time." She then spread her wings and took off unceremoniously into the open air between worlds.








1011 A.S.



"Azo- what, exactly?" asked Rarity.



"Azoturic sclerosis," said the doctor. "It's a progressive disease that affects a pony's muscles and the nerve fibers that connect them. It's extremely rare. Very little is known about it, and it doesn't typically occur in ponies your age. We wouldn't have performed the tests if the Princess hadn't insisted..."



Rarity pursed her lips for a moment. "Wait, now I remember... That's the name of the wasting disease you identified, isn't it Twilight?" she said, turning to Twilight Sparkle.



Twilight nodded. "Yes. The treatment I developed should keep the symptoms from affecting you for at least twenty years," she said. "Probably much longer, actually. Hopefully I'll find a cure before then. If not, you'll be in for a rapid decline at some point."



"Well... with all due respect, Princess," said the doctor, "we can't really promise Ms. Rarity results of that sort. The treatments you've discovered do seem to work well, but they're still experimental. We've only been using them for six years, so we have no way of predicting what her condition will look like when she's forty, much less fifty."



"Twilight doesn't make promises she can't keep," said Rarity, solemnly. "That's why you decided to research this disease, isn't it? Another prophetic vision from your change?"



"Yes. I knew it was going to happen to you. That's why I started work on it immediately after my transformation," she said, then turned to the doctor. "That bit of information is not to be shared with anypony, not even a husband or wife. Ever. Am I clear?"



"Yes, absolutely, my Princess," the doctor said nervously, then took a deep breath. "Well, then I suppose you're in luck, Ms. Rarity. According to Princess Twilight's research, treatment should wait until the onset of pre-symptomatic indicators which our tests suggest are still several months out. When treatment does begin, you will require monthly injections, some tissue transplants every few years, and a daily regimen of pills three times per day," the doctor said. "So there's quite a bit to it, I'm afraid."



Rarity laughed brightly. "Darling, that's no worse than the rigamarole I go through every morning to look this fabulous," she said, and winked at the doctor.



"I'll... go get the paperwork," the doctor said, blushing as he exited the room.



Rarity waited until the door had closed. "Alright dear, give it to me straight. How long do I really have?" she asked.



"I was serious. You've got at least twenty years, probably much more. In the meantime, I'll be doing more research," said Twilight. "I'll do my best to find a cure."



Rarity sighed and bit at her lower lip. "I'm so grateful for all you've done for me, Twilight. I really, really am. But, something is nagging at me, and I must be blunt," she admitted. "Twenty years as a worst-case scenario isn't bad by any stretch, but it isn't exactly a lifetime, either. Is it selfish for me to keep dating him?" asked Rarity. "I think I love him, Twilight, but I really don't want to break his heart by dying young."



"He knows what he's in for, Rarity. He was already going to outlive you," Twilight said. "You don't have to feel guilty for having a shortened life expectancy. That's ridiculous. And even in the worst case, twenty years is still a long time."



Rarity nodded, and put on a brave face. "Then I'll tell him tonight. And Twilight?"



"Yes?"



"Cheer up, for Heavens' sake. You and I have a long time together too, Little Miss Maudlin Immortal," she scowled jokingly, then grinned.



Twilight smiled very wide. "Yeah, we do. And I wouldn't miss it for anything."








1002 A.S.



"Announcing Her Royal Highness, Princess Twilight Sparkle," said the guard. Twilight stepped into the throne room and began a slow-paced walk to the thrones upon which two alicorn sisters sat.



The sound of the door shutting echoed throughout the chamber. No guards remained. Princess Luna tapped her hoof impatiently against her throne as Twilight slowly approached.



"Congratulations, Princess Twilight Sparkle," said Princess Celestia, with a smile. She stood up from her throne and walked down to meet her former student. Luna followed suit, but she wasn't smiling.



"Yes, congratulations, et cetera. I detest this 'small-talking', so let us get to the point," griped Luna. "Twilight, please explain. Why did you not inform us of this?"



"I've... been busy," said Twilight. Her shimmering mane billowed magically in the air as though a breeze were blowing, just like the alicorns facing her.



"Twilight, we're concerned. Is there something you're not telling us?" asked Celestia.



"Should there be?" asked Twilight.



Luna scoffed. "You stand before us now wearing your mantle, at twice the height when we last met nary a week prior, and dare play the foal! Why do you hide from us, Twilight Sparkle?" she said. "And how in the Moon did you reach apotheosis so rapidly?"



"My friends dug up the roots of The Golden Oak Library. They made magical ornaments from the time I spent there, and hung the lot in my throne room. It was a sweet gesture, and it touched me on a personal level. Then I went to bed," said Twilight, her voice strangely flat and dispassionate. "That night, I had dark dreams where I saw things that would happen in the future. Then I awoke to find I had transformed."



Celestia sighed and held a hoof to her temple. "Twilight, we're exceedingly happy for you, but this is unprecedented. It takes decades of personal growth for an alicorn to obtain her mantle," Celestia said. "If you've managed to do it in less than a year's time, you must be tapping into some kind of dangerous power source, even if you don't know what it is. But the fact that we had to learn of your apotheosis by way of rumor suggests you do know."



"No," said Twilight. "It only means I foresaw that this meeting would happen in my dream. I chose to delay speaking with you both because I already knew you wouldn't be satisfied with my explanation. This is not a conversation I've been looking forward to."



"I detected no unusual dreams on the night in question, and if your apotheosis happened in your dreams as you suggest, I most certainly would have noticed," said Luna. "The entire dreamscape would have lit up like the Sun! I do not believe your feeble story. Your prediction of dissatisfaction appears to have come true."



"If you've had a vision of this meeting already, then perhaps you already know we would like to run a few simple tests on you," said Celestia.



"Yes, I do," said Twilight.



"Very good. And you shall permit this, of course," said Luna.



"No," said Twilight. "I'm sorry."



A stern look crossed Celestia's delicate face. "Sorry does not begin to describe what I am feeling right now, Twilight Sparkle," she said. "What are we supposed to think of this? You're already the most talented mage in all of Equestria, you develop an overwhelming amount of power in a single night, and now you won't even let us examine you? For what reason? What are you hiding, Twilight? Please, do not place this wedge between us!"



Twilight sighed and closed her eyes. "This is the part where you tell me I'm banished from Equestria until I agree to let you examine me with magic. Then I refuse, and Ponyville and the surrounding areas officially become a separate country enclaved within Equestria."



Celestia bowed her head. "At least I don't have to say it. Yes, the ultimatum is exactly that. I hope with all my heart that you come to your senses soon. We both care for you, Twilight Sparkle. While our actions are solely in defense of Equestria, I value you as a friend, and I will dearly miss your presence."



"It will be many years before we speak again," predicted Twilight.



"But why, Twilight?" asked Luna, the expression on her face pained. "What are you hiding from us? Are you being blackmailed? Is some ancient evil upon you? We could help if only you would tell us! Do not flee from us like a cowardly foal!"



Twilight shrugged, turned around, and walked away.








Three Weeks Earlier



Princess Twilight Sparkle sat in her throne room, looking up at the magical memory trinkets that had been installed in the ceiling. The roots hadn't been cleaned well enough yet, so fresh clumps of dirt occasionally fell onto the crystal map. So many wonderful memories danced above her head. In the years to come, Twilight would look at them again and again, and each time they would remind her of the indelible past that she and her friends shared. It really was the perfect gift to make her castle into a home.



"What a charmed life I have before me... so perfect in every way," she whispered to herself. Twilight tried her best to smile, but it wouldn't come. The day her friends had surprised her with this beautiful gift had been the best day of her life, hooves down. How ironic that the same evening, this evening, could turn out to be so unspeakable. Twilight stood up and walked reluctantly out of the throne room. She had work to do.



Slowly, the alicorn glided down the long hallway to her bedroom. The magic of her transformation had changed many things about her, even the way she walked. Twilight Sparkle bore more than a passing resemblance to her former mentor, but appearances were superficial. Princess Celestia had grown comfortable living on a pedestal without any close friends other than her sister and advisers. Twilight was nothing like that. She needed her friends. It was a primal need, rooted deeper than the need for grass or water or even air.



In the morning she would begin work on her medical research. She had carefully memorized all of the formulas she would need to keep Rarity healthy for at least fifteen years, and additional research would extend her life even further. The longer Rarity lived, the longer it would be before she'd have to run the risk of abandoning her friends again. She didn't really know what the spell did from their point of view, but that was okay. Her friends were stronger than she was. They could live without Twilight Sparkle, even if she couldn't live without them.



Twilight opened her bedroom door and stepped inside. She walked up to her bed and knelt beside it, looking down at the helpless little pony tucked beneath the covers, the pony she knew would be here tonight. There was a loud snoring sound, a sound Twilight hated because it felt unfamiliar to her. It made the sleeping pony seem alien, and that in turn made the experience more memorable. Twilight didn't want to remember this moment. This is the last point in her life that she would ever want to revisit.



And yet, here she was anyway, because it was her life to live, and it was the life she needed. It just wasn't enough for Twilight to be immortal. Her friends had to be immortal too, so she could live with them and share with them and love with them over and over again. Just like all those little ornaments in the throne room, her friends were precious to her. They were meant to be cherished and remembered and relived forever. And this was the only way.



"I'm sorry," Twilight Sparkle whispered, brushing aside a tear as she once again cast the spell that stopped her beating heart.
      

      
   
      Baggage


      

      
      
         An hour of quiet in my private chambers is ended by the distinct sound that Twilight’s letters make upon arrival—a breathy gust of flame followed by a sharp pop of magic. The sudden noise awakens my room’s other occupant.



“Would thou just catch the cantaloupe?!” Luna bolts upright, eyes wide and wildly unfocused.



During the moment before she realizes where she is, the only part of her thoroughly frazzled figure that isn’t frozen in place is her peacefully billowing mane. I giggle at her expense, but just a little.



“Oh.” She blinks. “I’m sorry, dear sister. There is a lyrist in Ponyville having a very… strange dream. I suspect it might not be something I can help her with.”



“Is she afraid?” I ask.



“Nay,” Luna says as she rubs the sleep from her eyes. “Simply confused, but she was clearly enjoying herself as well. I suppose there’s no harm in letting it play out.”



“Good. I think you could use a rest from your work, Luna.”



Luna steps off of my bed—which she swears is more comfortable than her own, but only during the hours before midnight—and stretches her limbs. I can’t help but worry about her sometimes; her sleep schedule is in tatters, as usual. And with her dreamwalking, I honestly don’t know if it’s better or worse to let her nap like she does.



Luna is her own mare, I tell myself. She can take care of herself.



Twilight’s letter has fallen to the ground. Luna’s awakening distracted me, and I did not catch it in the air as usual. Tilting my head, I wrap my hornglow around the scroll and undo its seal.



As I read, I smile. Twilight’s letters are familiar, happy things. I’ve read scores just like this one, but each time I’m always thrilled at how—



I pause, furrow my brows, and read one of the sentences again. With the slightest of frowns, I read the entire letter again from the beginning, this time in a new light.



Luna is too sharp not to notice my masked displeasure.



“Is there something wrong, sister?” she asks, approaching my side. Her eyes dart down to the letter’s signature. “One of Twilight’s? With a look like that on your face, I would have thought this to be a bill from the bakery.”



When I don’t rise to her little jab, her posture shifts.



“Okay, Celestia, I’m beginning to be worried.” She puts a hoof on my shoulder and her eyes meet mine. “What’s up? I am all ears.”



She doesn’t quite nail down the tone of the modern expression, but her sincerity is apparent.



I sigh.



“Twilight has somehow found out that this Friday is my birthday.”



Luna’s eyes flash with mischief, but just for a moment. It’s gone before I think too much of it.



“So? She is a smart mare, isn’t she?” she says. “What’s so upsetting about her unearthing a little ancient history?”



“She… wants to throw a little party for me with her closest friends.”



“Egh?” Luna raises an eyebrow, and her jaw drops slightly. “What could possibly be wrong with that? Unless, she told you not to bring me or something, I’m afraid I don’t see what the matter is.”



I glance through the letter again.



“She doesn’t seem to mention you.”



“Egh?!” Her face scrunches. “What does she—I mean to say, why am I… H-how? What? Shouldn’t there be some kind of—”



Luna’s confused sputterings are interrupted by another fiery whoosh. A pop of sparkles deposits a new letter in the air in front of her. 



Wings a-flapping, Luna fumbles before catching it in her hooves. The scroll is torn open, its contents devoured by a pair of greedy eyes. Relief washes across Luna’s form as she reaches the end.



“Whew!” she says, wiping imaginary sweat from her brow. “All is well, dear sister. I have been invited to your party as well.”



“That’s good,” I say, distractedly.



Luna’s ear flicks.



“If that wasn’t the problem, then what worries you?” says Luna. “Has Twilight invited the court nobles as well?”



“No, Twilight was very clear that she wanted to respect my privacy in that regard.” I purse my lips. “She knows that I’d rather not make this another political event.”



“Then what is it? Is it that you don’t want to celebrate your birthday?” Luna blew a raspberry. “Stars know you could use a rest, even if only an afternoon.”



“I know… It’s just that…” I let out a stressed breath through my nose. “I suspect that Twilight Sparkle intends to confess her feelings for me at the party.”



“Whaa?” Luna’s jaw drops for the second time that evening. “Twilight fancies you? How do you know?”



“I had my suspicions since her coronation,” I admit. “Cadence confirmed them some time ago when she tried to subtly drop hints about it to me over dinner.”



Luna rolled her eyes. “That girl has all the subtlety of a foghorn, especially when it comes to matchmaking.” Her voice drops a tone. “But this about Twilight is… unexpected to me. How are you certain that she wants to reveal her feelings now?”



“Some time ago I let slip that I didn’t give much for Hearts and Hooves Day. I told her that I thought personal occasions were far more romantic. She must have remembered,” I say. I motion to the scroll. “Her invitation is also written very strangely. Twilight’s letters have always been, if nothing else, concise. But this is almost rambling. And I have never seen her sign her letters with ‘Love’ instead of ‘Your Faithful Student.’”



Luna studies the letter and nods. “I see. What will you do about it, then?”



I bite the edge of my lip. Sighing, I say, “I suppose I will have to break her heart.”



In response, Luna ruffles her feathers, uncomfortably. “So, it’s still like this, then?”



“Yes, it is.” A familiar ache starts to scratch on the inside of my heart.



“And even while I was gone?” Luna asks carefully. “It hasn’t gotten any better?”



I shake my head. “I can’t help the way I feel.”



A warm wing covers my back as Luna cautiously offers comfort.



“Let me tell her then,” she says.



The thought is tempting. I very nearly give in to her offer. 



“She deserves to hear it from me,” I say.



“Are you sure?”



“Yes, Luna.” I hold her tight and kiss the top of her head. Like an embarrassed foal, she squirms in my grasp. “You don’t need to worry about me.”



“Of course, sister dearest,” she says as she extracts herself from my over-affections. “Just know that if you need me, I will be ever at your side.” With a mischievous grin, she adds, “As will my sword, too.”



My head tells me that it’s a poor joke, but I snort anyways. At the very least, I ought to pretend to chide her.



“It will not come to that; you know this.”



“You have said those words many times. Perhaps this time, you’ll be wrong.”



“Let me be make this clear,” I say with as much mock authority as I can muster. “No matter how badly this goes, you will not hurt my very faithful Twilight.”



“Hurt? Who said anything about hurt?” Luna flashes me a predatory grin. “Now, on the other hand, intimidation is something that I’ve become very good at. I get good practice every year, after all.”



“Luna…”



“But just picture it, sister!” Luna gesticulates excitedly. “I break out the nightsteel armor, draw Shadowbane, and fix her with the ol’ death-to-my-enemies glare! She’ll never be anything but perfectly professional with you ever again!”



“Oh shush, you old nag.” I push her. “Your brand of humor quickly wears thin.”



“And yet, you still laugh.” Luna lets out a little chortle herself. “Which of us is the bigger fool, then?”



I shrug. “Beats me.”



My sister’s last waning set of giggles is interrupted by a yawn and then a stretch.



“I’m afraid I might have to retire for the second time this evening,” she says.



Nodding, I say, “Try to get some actual rest, this time. Too much dreamwalking isn’t going to do you any favors in the morning.”



“You worry too much, sister.” Luna sticks her tongue out at me. “But, yes, I’ll keep to my own dreams, tonight.”



“Good night,” I say, as she slips out my door.



“Sweet dreams, sister.”



The latch clicks behind her.



With a private sigh, I fetch quill, ink, and paper from my desk and begin penning my reply to Twilight.








As promised, the party’s venue is as comfortably private as can be. Avoiding the eyes that surround both our castles, Twilight had picked a little secluded field on the south side of Sweet Apple Acres for the celebration. There is nothing but a table, some chairs, an awning for shade, and the wet, green grass under our hooves. It’s a wonderfully simple arrangement.



As soon as Luna and I arrive, the party begins. There is food and drink—courtesy of our gracious host, Applejack—and there is talk and laughter—compliments of the close friends that have gathered.



For the next little while, each conversation blurs into next until I can scarce remember how the current topic was brought up.



Then comes a lull. Luna finds herself in the midst of a bet between Applejack and Rainbow Dash, while Rarity pulls engrosses the rest with a story of how her new boutique is doing. For once, I find myself not in the center of attention. It’s a rare treat for me: to hear a conversation without being obliged to take part in it.



The others have begun to drift away from where I am sitting, but that’s okay. I’ve found a spot on the grass that I like; I am content to stay here feel the sun on my wings and listen to their laughter for a little while longer.



My quiet thoughts are interrupted by a warm, fuzzy object bounding into my lap. Applejack’s dog—what was her name, again?—looks up at me with big, inquisitive eyes.



“Hello, friend.”I reach up to scratch the back of her head. I don’t have Luna’s way with animals, but I can tell that she’s very pleased.



She stretches, paws splayed, as a yawn splits her muzzle. Laying herself in a little ball across one of my forehooves, she finds a comfortable position and closes her eyes. The last dog I have seen act so comfortably around me was Luna’s old warhound.



While Philomena has been my stalwart companion since the beginning, Luna has had many animal friends over the centuries. In her own words, she’s never been one to let the old get in the way of the new.



Brutus was beast of a dog: built like an ox, and nearly as large as a stallion. Many a passerby had mistaken him for a bear at first glance, and it was said that our enemies thought him to be a pup of Cerberus himself. He was fiercely intelligent and ruthless in battle, a second sword at my sister’s side.



He also enjoyed having his belly rubbed, especially after a big meal. Many nights he stayed up with Luna, while she told him stories or read aloud for him. He had a fondness for cakes and cheeses that my sister couldn’t help but indulge, even when they both knew that it was no good for him.



Brutus lived and died happily almost twelve hundred years ago, but I can still remember the stench of the slimy drool he applied both lovingly and generously to the faces of the ponies he loved. Luna said that his kisses were adorable. I said that she was a nose-dead fool.



My ears perk up as I hear a pony approach, slowly and carefully.



“Well, it looks like Winona there really to a shine to ya, Princess,” came the low, steady drawl of an old mare.



“And I, to her, Mrs. Smith,” I reply.



“Oh shucks, now, Princess, don’t you call me miss or nothin’! It don’t sound right on my ears,” replies the proud matriarch. “I’ve been Granny for a while now. Don’t want no adjectives or surnames in the way.”



“Of course, Granny Smith. Thank you again for your hospitality. I’m sure my sister feels the same way.”



“’Twas nothin’. Nothin’ at all, yer highness,” she insists, with a creaky wave of her hoof. “Now if you don’t mind, these old bones of mine need a rest. I try to keep ‘em loose with a bit of walking, but I can only go so far nowadays.”



Before waiting for my permission, she begins the slow process of lowering herself down to a sit. She’s wise enough to know that my position isn’t important right now and old enough not to care even if it was. I like her very much.



“There we go,” she says as her frame finally relaxes. “Ain’t nothin’ like enjoying the outdoors, is there? Grass and sunshine are really all a pony needs. I reckon if those stuffy types in Canterlot figured that out, you’d have a lot less bickerin’ and poutin’ to worry about, Princess.”



“I think you’re absolutely right,” I say. “And please, there’s no need for titles right now.”



Granny shrugs. “If that’s what you want, sugar.”



Several minutes pass, and the two of us are content to simply listen and watch the younger ponies. The peaceful moment ends when a whoop from Applejack catches Winona’s attention. Yipping excitedly, the ever-loyal dog raced across the field to see what the commotion was about. Granny and I share an amused look.”



“Winona’s still a young’un at heart,” says Granny. “Give ‘er a couple of years, and she’ll be spending the whole afternoon with us.”



“Does that mean you’d have me over again?” I ask, bemused.



“I can’t say I don’t enjoy it.” Granny’s wrinkled face crease at the eyes as she smiles. “At my age, havin’ somepony older than me around—excuse me, wiser is what I meant to say—is a rare treat nowadays. Sure helps calm down the pace of things around here.”



I giggle. “I’m glad you enjoy my company as much as I enjoy yours.”



There’s a shorter silence between us, until Granny breaks it with a thoughtful hum.



“There somthin’ on your mind, sugar?” she says.



“What makes you think that?” I ask, genuinely curious.



“Well, for somepony we’re throwin’ a party for, you seem awfully far away.” Granny stretches her foreleg carefully. “Not the polite kind, neither. I know polite, and I know thinkin’, and you sure as sunfire are thinkin’ ‘bout something.”



“Yes, I am,” I admit. I purse my lips. “Perhaps you can help me out, if you don’t mind.”



“’Course not, sugar,” says Granny with a wave. “You fire away, now.”



I swallow, wondering how to phrase it. “The question on my mind today is about love. Do you think it’s a young pony’s game?”



Granny Smith chuckles. “Love? Lemme tell you, if somepony threw me in a body that’s half-a-century younger right this instant, then I can guarantee you that I won’t get a wink o’ sleep tonight. Why, I’ll be busier than a hog in the feed box! Happier, too.”



I laugh at the image, and Granny joins me with a raspy, throaty chuckle.



“Of course, though, I don’t believe I’m nearly as old as you are,” she continues. “I reckon you think I’m downright foolish, with all my romanticizin’ and all.”



“No, not at all,” I insist. “Somedays, I feel exactly the way you do.” My voice begins to trail off, without me realizing it. Then I finish my thought. “Other days… other days, I don’t.”



Granny nods, understandingly. “Yeah, I get that. It wears on the soul, to love all the time. I know it ain’t what poets like to say, but the heart really doesn’t go on forever.”



“I… I wish it could,” I admit. “I wish I could forget. But then I think myself a coward for wanting to.”



“Now, now, sugar.” Granny pats my shoulder. Her hoof is small and cold, but it carries a comfort that goes beyond words. “Ain’t no one can blame you for wantin’, and ain’t no one can judge you, neither. I suspect anypony would get to where you are, if they had the time.”



“Luna doesn’t seem that way,” I whisper, almost before I realize the words are leaving my mouth. “She never lets the old get in the way of the new.”



“I see, sugar.” Granny nods. “You’re being jealous,” she says, flatly.



I have never been this surprised by mere words for many, many years.



“What?”



“You’re jealous of your little sister, aren’t ya?” Granny shrugs. “There ain’t no shame in it; it’s as natural as can be.”



“I… I don’t think—It’s not about—”



“Now you’re stutterin’, sugar,” Granny grins, knowingly. “Don’t think for a moment that I don’t know what jealousy looks like. I’ve got three grandkids, and the middle one’s a big, famous hero. Would you take a guess as to what that sort of thing does to the other two?”



 I take a deep breath and calm myself. She’s entirely right, I realize.



“What should I do?” I ask. It strikes me that I can’t remember the last time I’ve asked for help like this.



“Same thing I told Mac and ‘Bloom,” says Granny. “You be you. Ain’t nopony else can turn you better or turn you worse. You do what’s right for you, not what’s best for Luna or ol’ Granny Smith. You’re your own pony, and you’re special, and you should treat yourself special, too. Ain’t no point ruminatin’ on what works for somepony else.”



I close my eyes and give her words the thought that they deserve. I’m smiling peacefully when I open my eyes again. 



“Thank you, Granny. That helps a lot.”



“It ain’t nothin’, sugar,” she says grinning like a cat. “I’m just glad I can still feel useful to somepony now and then.”



“Celestia!” Luna’s distant cry follows Granny’s words like a tail. “Celestia, thou would not believe it! Applejack does leap farther than Rainbow Dash when her wings are tied! You must see it!”



Granny chuckles again. “I guess you’re wanted elsewhere, sugar.”



“I will stay if you want me to,” I reply.



“No, it ain’t no big deal. Was just about to head on back inside, anyways.” Granny begins to pick herself up from the ground. “You tend to take a lot of naps, when you get to my age,” she says, with a glint in her eye.



I laugh at her joke.



“Take care, Granny.”



“And you too, sugar.”



Just as she begins to leave earshot, Luna bounds to my side, giggling like a maniac.



“Where have you been all this time, Celestia?” she asks. “Rainbow Dash will not admit defeat, and she demands an impartial judge. We require your keen eyes!”



I smile and rise to my own feet.



“Lead the way, Luna.”








When the sun begins to set, and the conversation begins to wind down, Twilight finally approaches me with an adorable excuse for the two of us to be alone. I warmly agree to allow her to show me the view of the sunset from the western hill, and we quietly depart from the dinner picnic that Pinkie Pie and Applejack have prepared for the party.



When we are out of earshot of the others, Twilight leans in, cautiously.



“So, did you enjoy the party?” she asks, as we walk.



“Of course I did,” I say, and her eyes light up like fireflies. “You are one of the most thoughtful ponies I have the pleasure of knowing.”



“Th-thank you, Princess.” She blushes, and tries to walk a little faster to hide it.



“Speaking of which,” I say, pretending not to notice. “I’ve been wondering how you managed to figure out my birth date. I thought everypony had forgotten it centuries ago. It’s a wonder that you managed to unearth it.”



“Oh, it wasn’t that hard,” she says. As she talks, she eases into a slow, comfortable gait. “I cross-referenced Classical-era records of courtly celebrations with the Pre-Discordian solar calendar. When I eliminated dates that correlated to historical events, known festivals, and the birthdays or weddings of other court members, I was left with one annual celebration that fell out of practice in the Reneighssance era. I deduced that it must be your birthday, and Luna confirmed it.”



“Luna helped?” I remember her impish grin when I first mentioned this to her. “I should have figured as much. But regardless, I’m touched that you’d put so much effort into it.”



“It’s, um, no problem at all, Princess.”



Twilight’s blush is back, as is her hurried pace. A little frown threatens to tug at the edge of my lip. This is going to be harder than I thought it would.



We finally reach the crest of the hill, the western orchards below us.



“Here we are!” Twilight chirps. She takes a seat and motions me to do the same. “I know you’ve seen sunsets a thousand times, so I really hope I’m not wasting your time… but the way the light comes off those trees is something really magical, I think.”



“I’m eager to see it,” I say with a nod. “Shall I begin?”



“Oh, yes, please.” Twilight makes eye contact for a moment, then she casts her gaze out to the horizon.



Horn aglow, I reach out with my magical senses and ask the sun where it is. The way the magic flows around the sky is its response; the sun is moments away from being ready to be set. As I tug and pull at the celestial cords that hold it in place, my magic is joined by my sister’s. In practiced unison, we turn the giant wheel that holds up the sky, and the sun retreats to its resting place, giving way to the moon’s rise.



As the last rays of orange light begin to fade, I watch the fields below. The trees and leaves cast shadows that shift and turn, overlapping with one another until it almost looks like the whole orchard is sparkling. Finally, the last of the sun’s glow disappears.



“That was just as beautiful as you said it to be.” I say “Old as I am, I have yet to see every sunset. This was certainly a lovely one. Thank you.”



I smile at my former student, and she beams back at me in the moonlight. Together, the two of us watch as Luna sets the stars in the sky, one at a time. When there are too many to count, Twilight sighs.



“Celestia, I have something I need to tell you.”



Here it comes. I smile and wrap a wing around her.



“You can tell me anything, Twilight.”



Nodding with determination, she continues.



“I’ve been wanting to get this off my chest for a long time, but I’ve never really gotten the chance. I hope it’s okay when I say that…” She gulps and begins again. “When I say that you’re the most beautiful pony I’ve ever seen, and I’d us to get to know each other more. I think I’ve been in love with you for a while.”



Twilight squeezes her eyes shut, as if afraid that I’d retract my embrace. But I don’t. When she opens her eyes again, she sees the peaceful calm on my face.



“Oh,” she says as understanding washes over her. “You’ve known, h-haven’t you?”



“Yes, I have, Twilight.” I stroke my wing gently over her back, easing away the tension. “I’ve known for a little while, but I’m nevertheless glad that you trust me enough to tell me.”



Twilight chews her lips and thinks. A worried crease begins to circle her eyes.



“That… That wasn’t a ‘yes’, was it?” Her voice is soft, and defeated.



“No, it wasn’t,” I say as gently as I can. “I’m very sorry, Twilight.”



“It’s okay,” she says, blinking away an involuntary tear. “I kinda figured things wouldn’t be that simple. I’m just… I’m just glad I can get closure about it. Even if it hurts a little that you aren’t interested in me.”



A pang of guilt scratches at my heart, again.



“No, Twilight, it’s not like that.” I give her a squeeze. “You’re wonderful, and anypony would be lucky to call your theirs. It’s me, Twilight. It’s all on me.”



“What do you mean?” she asks. There is confusion in her voice, mixed in with a little bit of hope.



I sigh.



“Did you know—” My tight throat chokes my words. I swallow away the lump and try again. “Did you know that I am a widow, Twilight?”



Her eyes widen, and I can tell that the wheels in her head are spinning madly.



“I… I knew you were married, once.” She says, turning to look at her hooves. “I never thought of it that way.”



“I don’t blame you,” I say, and I make sure she can hear that I mean it. “But it is true. Living without him has been difficult in a way that time has not made easier.”



Twilight is quiet, in a subdued but inquisitive way. I take it as a cue to go on.



“We never had children, but some days I wish we had.” I look up to the stars, infinitely numerous overhead. “I know it would have been hard to keep track of my descendants after a thousand years, but it would have been worth it, just to know that there could be a part of him still here.



“I am not resilient, like Luna. To her, the past only matters so much as how it affects the present. It’s a kind of thinking that I’ve only recently discovered that I am envious of. Because to me, the past is a map of what could have been.”



Twilight nods. She is beginning to understand, I can tell. So I keep going.



“We were married in the old earth pony way, with very simple vows. We only said five words to each other on our wedding day—five words that we spent weeks beforehand preparing. We chose them carefully and hid them away in the deepest parts of our hearts. And when we shared them with one another; we were so in love that we memorized each other’s words on the spot.”



“Do… do you mind if you shared them with me?” Twilight asks.



“I’m afraid I can’t,” I say. My head dips down. “I forgot them. One morning, centuries after that day, I happened to stumble on something that reminded me of him. And then I realized that I couldn’t recall his words, or mine. It tore at my heart, as if I had lost him for a second time. I remember his face, his name, but not his voice.”



“Oh, stars,” Twilight rubs a hoof to her head. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what to say.”



“It’s okay; you needn’t say anything.” I hugged my wing tightly against her. “It was all a very long time ago.”



“But…” says Twilight. “But it still hurts, doesn’t it? I don’t think it really matters how long ago it happened if it still hurts.”



“It does. But it is not something you should concern yourself with.” I smile to show her that I’m okay. “A wise pony told me that there’s no point in worrying yourself over something that isn’t yours to worry about.”



“Okay,” says Twilight. She’s much more composed than she was a few minutes ago. “I’m sorry that I brought this up.”



“Don’t be,” I say. “I’m actually glad I can share it with you. My life may not be an easy one, but it’s all the better for you being in it.”



“Thank you, Princess. I’m happy that you’re in my life, too.”



I smile, and the two of us stay together on top of that starry hill for a long time.








Heart: Of brilliant gold and softest cloud.



Safe: What was lost now is found.



Love: Like a mountain, unmovable.



Complete: In you, and you in me.



Forever: And evermore, and evermore shall be!





      

      
   
      Status Quo


      

      
      
         Celestia gently nosed open the door to her sister’s chambers, quietly sticking her head into the dimly lit room.



“Luna? Are you still up?” She asked quietly. Finding her little sister was hardly a difficult task. The only light in the room came from a few small illuminating globes floating above the desk where the other Alicorn sat, still oblivious to her visitor’s arrival.



With a small tsk Celestia ventured further into the room, coming up behind Luna. She made no real effort to hide the sounds of her hoof-falls, yet her sister remained oblivious.



As she drew closer, she could see what had so completely captured Luna’s attention. The sight of her sister pouring over documents and schematics with such focus and attention brought a smile to her lips. Reference books, old and new, were stacked around the edges of her work area, each sporting a mass of bookmarks. It seemed that when she ran out of proper bookmarks Luna had begun to use scraps of paper, bits of cloth, other books, and it seemed even a few of her own feathers.



Directly in front of the distracted alicorn was a scattered mass of paperwork covered in calculations, drawings, schematics, and notes. And the mass continued to grow as a quill held in a blue aura scribbled away madly.



After several minutes of remaining unnoticed despite literally hanging over her sister’s shoulder, Celestia finally settled on wrapping one of her wings over Luna’s back to get her attention.



“WAH!” Luna sat upright with a start, her wings starting to flare before she recognized the pure white feather’s across her withers, and tasted the aura of the pony beside her. 



“Tia! You should not sneak up upon Us like that!” She huffed, hurriedly adjusting the paperwork her sudden movement had disturbed. She frowned unhappily at the droplets of ink her abrupt motion had left upon her drawings.



“My humblest apologies your highness.” Celestia simpered, a smile clear on her face. “Next time I enter your room I shall be sure to send in a ten pony marching band to announce my presence.” The smile slid from her face as she took on a more serious mien. 



“In all seriousness Luna, you really are working yourself too hard. You can’t keep pushing yourself like this.”



“But We must!” Luna rose to her hooves in agitation. “We are so very far behind in so many things!” She gestured at the stack of books piled upon her desk. “So much has passed us by in a thousand years! And yet…” She frowned, trailing off.



“And yet what, Lulu?”



Luna snorted and rolled her eyes at the juvenile nickname her sister had given her, though a hint of a smile tugged at the edges of her lips.



“We just expected that our little ponies would be further along by now.” She frowned at the thought. “It hast been a thousand years Tia. We had so many plans and ideas to improve things for our ponies, before the Nightmare. We had hopes that Our writing and notebooks at least would have survived. That our ponies would make use of Our efforts and grow from there. Yet things seem little better than when We… left.”



“I’m sorry Lulu.” Celestia smiled sadly, hugging her sister tighter with her wing. “But after your… departure… There was something of a backlash against those who had followed you. And sadly enough, even for those whom you had merely been a patron of. I did what I could, but there was some backsliding…”








The Year 19 ANM (After Nightmare Moon)



Celestia sighed as she carefully slid the last of the notebooks and journals onto the solid wooden shelf beside their brethren. It was dank and musty in the stone vault buried deep in the Canterhorn. Hardly an appropriate environment for one to store books. But once she sealed the door the powerful preservation spells built into the stones themselves would keep her little library safe and protected.



Before sliding the final volume into place, Celestia held it before her in her, slowly flipping through the pages. The prose was dense and technical, interspersed with equally complicated drawings, diagrams, and blueprints. With a sigh she closed the book and glanced around at the collected volumes surrounding her.



It was a one of a kind collection, since most of the books were either unique hoof written tomes or the sole remaining copies of their printings. Pride of place was given to the journals and workbooks of her beloved sister. But as prolific as she had been, she made up only a portion of the material on these shelves. 



No, the rest was the work of those Luna had sponsored. Where Celestia had always been a patron of the arts, her sister had been a patron of the sciences. Physics, mechanics, biology, alchemy. She loved and supported them all, and had worked tirelessly to improve the conditions of ponykind. 



Efforts which were sadly ignored of undervalued by her subjects.



A fact which made it easier for Celestia to bury her work and knowledge, removing it from the public domain.



Here, deep in the heart of the mountain lay the collected works of her sister, and of her most devoted disciples. Plans for fanciful flying machine that would allow Earth ponies and Unicorns to ply the skies alongside their Pegasi brethren. Complex machines that would make use of steam to accomplish a host of tasks from pumping water to moving ships. Ideas for forging stronger metals faster and more cheaply. A room full of potential and possibilities.



With a heavy sigh, Celestia returned the book and stepped out of the room, sealing the door behind her with a dull thud. Sparing it one last glance, she turned and walked back up the roughhewn stairs, emerging into the work in progress that would someday be called Canterlot Castle. The construction site was silent now, a frozen tableau only dimly visible under the light of the moon. 



Celestia bowed her head in mourning at the sight of the pony shaped disfigurement on her sister’s sphere, before spreading her wings and flying back towards her chambers.




 



“We understand dear sister, and We blame you not at all.” Luna replied, returning the hug. “The blame lies upon Ourselves, not thee. Still, it is vexing to see. We have fallen behind the times. And I do not mean the royal We.” 



“How so?”



“Here, look upon this.” Luna slid a sheet of paper out of the pile, gesturing at the numbers displayed. “Over half of our manufactured goods doth be imported from Minotaura! Half, Tia!” 



She shook her head sadly. “We have nothing against Minotaurs, of course. A fine, upstanding folk, and excellent allies in the past. But when last We saw them, they were barely beyond living in their quaint mud huts and thinking that wheeled carts were an amazing technology! And now they design and built most of what Our little ponies use?”



She shook her head in disbelief.



“Well, things do change over a thousand years Luna.” Celestia soothed, leaning against her sister. “There’s not much I could do to stop that.” She sighed.








The Year 327 ANM (After Nightmare Moon)



“President Steel Heart is most pleased to meet you Highness to discuss trade agreements!” Steel Heart bellowed, pounding his fist on the stout oak table Celestia had selected specifically for meeting minotaur leaders at. Experience and the careful application of magic kept her tea cup from flying off its saucer and spilling across the table.



“And I am most pleased to have the opportunity to negotiate with yourself, Mr. Steel Heart.” Celestia replied pleasantly. “I understand that Minotaura’s farmers have had a rather poor yield this year?”



The minotaur’s ears drooped as he nodded. “Minotaura’s farmers are buff and tough, but this year has been rough! Not enough sun and too much dust have made this year's crop a bust!” 



“Well, Equestria is always willing to help our friends and neighbors. Our Earth Pony managed farms have had a banner crop this year.” Celestia raised an eyebrow, her voice turning concerned. “Have you considered that all of this new equipment you’ve been using to tend your crops may be the cause of your recent hard times?”



Steel Heart rubbed his chin, considering her words. “There has been some talk that those new plows that Angled Earth pony invented might have been the cause. But Steel Heart is not sure such a useful thing could have caused so much trouble!”



Celestia nodded in understanding. “I wish Angled Earth had come to me before releasing his plow design. Equestria has decided against such ‘improvements’ for the moment, and our farms have been doing wonderfully.” She took a small sip of her tea before artfully raising an eyebrow. “Perhaps your people should consider sticking to traditional farming methods as well?” 



“Steel Heart is not so sure, princess. New technologies are making Minotaura a better place to live.” 



“Well, if you say so Mr. President. I suppose even the minotaurs change with time. Why, I don’t recall your ancestors ever needing anything besides their own muscles to get by day to day.” Watching Steel Heart’s reaction, she smiled internally while sighing dramatically. “But if the current generation isn’t up to the standards of their predecessors…”



The minotaur president snorted, slamming his fists onto the table once more. “There’s nothing we Minotaur’s can’t do by strength and will alone!” He growled. “We’re just as tough as our ancestors, if not tougher!”



“As you say, Steel Heart. A people as tough and strong as yourself hardly has need to use such equipment as a crutch.” 



Seeing the seeds of doubt planted, Celestia rewarded herself with another sip of tea.










“Why, even the Gryphons are getting ahead of us Tia!” Luna rolled her eyes. “Only in the arena of weaponry of course. Those hotheads have always been more militant than is good for anyone.”



Celestia nodded, a look of concern gracing her face. “Is it anything we should be worried about?”



“Well, perhaps a bit. It does seem that the Gryphons have learned of the value of peace during Our absence. At least somewhat. War hardly seems likely. However, We are concerned by these new-fangled crossbows they are beginning to field. They might well put our little ponies at a severe disadvantage should war come. Why, they might even be able to match our unicorns at range!”



“Yes, that would be concerning indeed.”








The Year 327 ANM (After Nightmare Moon)



Bloodbeak had been High-Talon for almost fifteen years, an impressive tenure considering the competition for the position. He had ruled over the Gryphon nation during times of peace and times of strife, with the latter being far more common. Most recently he had ruled during a time of actual, proper War. 



And now, regrettably, he was ruling during a time of defeat.



So now the poxy pony Princess sat before him in his office, daintily sipping her tea while he was forced to read her ridiculous ‘peace treaty.’ As if there could ever be peace between feeble ponies and noble gryphons! Their victory was a fluke, and when war came again the gryphons would be stronger, smarter, and better prepared. This so called peace treaty was doing little more than sullying his desk!



And sullying his desk was no small thing. The desk itself was made from a solid piece of petrified iron-wood. One of the hardest substances on Equs, petrified iron-wood was both incredibly rare and next to impossible to work with. It was impervious to both magic and muscle, impossible to cut, sand, or alter in any way. The High-Talon’s desk was built around an incredibly rare piece of wood that had somehow been split and worn flat and smooth before its petrification, and it had been a symbol of the power of the office for centuries.



And now it was being dirtied by a pathetic princess and her delicate little china teacup and saucer. Bloodbeak glared across the desk, a sneer on his face. 



“This so called ‘peace treaty’ is an insult to the Gryphon nation. It’s an offense to everything we stand for, and a mockery of our way of life.” He growled.



“I think it’s most generous myself.” Celestia calmly sipped her tea before setting it back down upon its saucer, completely unruffled by Bloodbeak’s aggressive statements. 



“And this section here… A BAN on inventing or producing any weapons more complicated than sword or spear? Ridiculous!” He snorted. “You cannot possibly believe we would abide by any such thing? Give up our crossbows? Especially with how effective they’ve proven?” 



Bloodbeak just laughed. It was inconceivable that they’d surrender such a powerful new advantage!  Crossbows were a fairly new invention, but they had more than proven their worth in the war. They allowed his warriors to match the ranged attacks of unicorns, and gave them a substantial advantage against both pegasi and earth ponies. Why, if more of his flock had been outfitted with them at the beginning of the war…



“You’ll note that in return, Equestria agrees to abide by the same restrictions.” Celestia delicately pointed out.



Bloodbeak just snorted. “If you ponies wish to wallow about as in the days after Discord, be our guests. We Gryphons have no intention of being.. held… back…”The High-talon trailed off, eyes widening as he took in the scene before him.



Celestia’s tea cup was glowing. It hovered before her, wrapped in her golden aura as she lifted it to take another sip. But that was not the cause of the glow. No, the teacup itself was glowing white hot, actually incandescing before his eyes. It was only Celestia’s will and magic that kept the fine china from disintegrating. 



Lifting the cup to her lips, she took a gentle sip. The substance within had long since ceased to be tea, or even liquid. Instead a small stream of plasma passed across the Alicorn’s lips and down her throat. A glowing conflagration of compressed sunfire, consumed with every appearance of enjoyment. And absolutely no sign of strain or effort.



Having completed her drink, Celestia gently set the teacup down upon its saucer.



Which slowly began to incandesce as well due to the heat transfer from the cup.



As far as demonstrations of power went, it was far from subtle.



“Ah… That is… The Gryphon nation and all of its flocks find your peace treaty to be more than equitable.” Bloodbeak swallowed with some difficulty, letting out a sigh of relief as the substance in the teacup quickly began to cool, eventually returning to a state more commonly found upon the surface of Equs. 



Though not before a few small tendrils of smoke began to snake out from beneath the tea saucer. 



Celestia smiled beatifically. “I knew that ponies and gryphons could come to a mutual understanding High-Talon”



“Of... Of course your highness.” Licking his beak and staring at the few curls of smoke, he hazarded a question. “I am confused about one thing however. The terms of the weapons ban sunset in six hundred and fifty years. Why?”



“Because there’s a time and a place for everything.” Came the serene reply. 



In the centuries that followed, the Desk of the High-Talon remained a powerful symbol of office. And each High-Talon that sat at that desk was given the explanation of the circle burn-mark that marred the otherwise pristine surface. 




 



“But surely we’re working on a way to counter the Gryphons new weapons?”



“Of course dear sister! Thou has naught to fear!” Luna beamed happily. “We are working closely with the Royal Guard. Soon We shall have our own devices, suitable for pony use, as well as specific defenses against them!”



“That’s excellent news Luna. And I’m happy to see you working with other ponies once again. I’m certain you’re doing a wonderful job.” Celestia smiled, relaxing as she leaned against her sister and took comfort in her presence.



“It.. It is good to be doing so, sister.” Luna replied, blushing a bit at the compliment. “Still, it does puzzle Us why our ponies have advanced so little over so much time.”



Celestia blushed slightly, turning away. “Well Lulu, you know I’ve always been more of a pony-person, and not very good with technology. I’m afraid I may not have made the best decisions regarding our little pony’s advancement over the years.”




 



The Year 457 ANM (After Nightmare Moon)



Lifting Bag sagged, his ears and tail drooping as he stared up at Celestia on her throne.



“But your highness, I’m certain that my designs will work properly. Think of all the benefits that a floating ship could bring to Equestria! Why, we could…”



Celestia cut his petition off with a small sigh and a shake of her head.



“I am truly sorry Lifting Bag, but the crown simply cannot support your research at this point in time. Your request for funding is denied.”



“But.. But why your Highness?” Lifting Bag’s eyes gleamed with unshed tears as his life’s work was dismissed and defunded.



Celestia’s smiled down sadly upon him. 



“I’m afraid the time just isn’t right yet.” 






The Year 613 ANM (After Nightmare Moon)



Balloon Builder smiled excitedly as he finished writing the last bits of his presentation on the chalk board before him and turned to face the Princess once more. 



The smile slowly faded however, as he noticed the small frown that marred the princess’s face. 



“I’m sorry to say this Mr. Builder, but despite your wonderfully spirited presentation, I’m afraid the crown is not able to support your research.”



“But… But…”



Celestia smiled sadly. “I’m afraid your ideas are just a bit too far ahead of their time, my little pony.” 






The Year 792 ANM (After Nightmare Moon)



Sky Captain sniffled, fighting back tears.



“It’s just too early my little pony. Rest assured, your plans and ideas will be kept safe and ready for the future in the Royal Archives…”








“Tis not your fault Tia.” Luna replied, wrapping her own wing around her sister to return her earlier hug. “Thou hast always been helpless when it comes to science and engineering. I’m sure thou didst thy best.” 



“Thank you Lulu.” Celestia’s smile returned at Luna’s embrace. “And now that you’ve returned to us, you can once again be a patron of the sciences as before.”



Luna remained silent, eliciting a sigh from her sister.



“Don't worry Luna. I’m sure ponies will appreciate your efforts far more this time. After all, from what you’ve told me you’ll be helping them catch up to the other nations. I’m sure your efforts to improve things won’t go unnoticed.”



Luna snorted lightly, then sighed and nodded. 



“We have noted some entrenched resistance to Our attempts to improve the lives out little ponies…”








The Year 802 ANM (After Nightmare Moon)



“Absolutely not!” Blueblood the thirteenth sneered down at the petitioner before him.



“Ponies have gotten along fine with the same tools for thousands of years! We have no need, nor desire to. .to.. to ‘shake things up’ with some newfangled gadget that’s only likely to introduce chaos into our society!”



Behind him Celestia’s ear’s twitched at the prince’s harsh words, and she sighed gently. She really wished he would soften his speech when speaking to other ponies. But she made no motion to correct his assentation…



 
 





“But from what We have read, this resistance seems to have lessened in recent years.”




 



The Year 912 ANM (After Nightmare Moon)



With a low grinding sound, the door to the restricted archives slowly submitted to Celestia’s will. 



The collection in the small stone vault had grown quite a bit over the centuries, though the rate of growth had slowed considerably as the years passed. Giving the nobility control over academic sponsorship and funding had done an excellent job of slowing innovation and stifling technical advancement. Adding a few layers of entrenched bureaucracy had just been icing on the cake.



Hobbling the other nation’s technical growth had been far more difficult. And not quite as successful. 



Regardless, the time for such efforts was reaching its end. Soon her beloved little sister would return. And it wouldn’t do for her little ponies to remain dismissive and disdainful of science and engineering. Not this time. This time they’d be eager and excited to receive the attention and efforts of a technologically savvy alicorn.



Skimming the tittles of the age worn tomes before her, she made her selection. Luna had been very excited about the potential of steam powered moving equipment. Locomotives, she had dubbed them. That would be a good place to start. 




 



“Well, if you need anything to help with your projects, you need only ask.”



“I wouldn’t wish to inconvenience anyone.” Luna muttered, rubbing her forehoof in circles against the stone floor, looking abashed. 



“Lulu, we’re Diarchs. Equals.” The smile she gave her sister was honest and heartfelt. “The royal treasury is at your disposal. Whatever support you need from me, you have.”



Luna looked up and returned the smile with one of her own. “We know. But… It is good to hear you say it, Tia.” 



Celestia laid her neck over her sister’s, closing her eyes and smiling. “You’re my sister Lulu. I always have and always will love you. And I’ll do anything to make you happy.”








The Year 319 BNM (Before Nightmare Moon)



“Tia! Tia! Look what I made!” 



“Oooph! Luna, watch where you’re running! We’re almost full grown mares. We can’t go running around like fillies anymore!”



“Sorry Tia….”



“Now then. What did you want to show me, Lulu?



“It’s a pump! I thought it up all by myself and Mr. Iron Monger helped me make it”



“Is that so? What does it do?”



“Well, it’s got a handle, see? And you move it up and down! I made this little valve thing here that let’s water go one way, but not go back, so more and more water moves up and…”



“Oh, Lulu. You know I’m not good with all that technical stuff. What does it do?”



“Oh. Well, it lets ponies get water out of the ground real easily! For drinking and plants and things!”



“That sounds wonderful! I’m sure ponies will love your invention Lulu!”



“Are you sure they'll like it, Tia?"



“Of course!  Ponies everywhere will love your invention!  And they'll love you for making their lives better!”



"Wow! Do you really think so?"



"I promise they will Lulu!"  




      

      
   
      The Jet Powered Pegasus


      

      
      
         I fell like a bolt from the heavens. The wind howled around my ears as the ground raced towards me. A hundred feet flashed by in a heartbeat, as I pumped my wings faster than I ever had before. I could feel the swirls of magic and air building around me, as my primaries were battered and bruised by the turbulence. Still, I accelerated, pushing my meager magic into speed and nothing but. 



“Come on!” I yelled, my voice snatched away by the roar of air in an instant. “Come on!” 



A thousand feet vanished as I fought for velocity. I pushed for more and more but was still too slow. I stretched out my wings as far as they could go, grasping, scrambling for the bite that everypony had taught me about.



It wasn’t there. 



I plummeted, scrambling for more speed. There had to be a tipping point, everything could fly. I’d studied Twilight damned books on aerodynamics until the library had dissolved into sea of equations. Even a shaped rock will fly if it's moving fast enough generates lift, but not little orange pegasus fillies it seemed. 



The ground hurtled closer and closer with each frantic beat of my heart. The fields of Ponyville seemed so much closer than when I’d stood on top of the clouds with Rainbow Dash, but I kept my nose pointed straight down. My wings were burning as I flapped harder and harder, just a blur of feathers either side of me. Every instinct I owned was screaming at me to give up. To give in before my inexorable meeting with the unforgiving ground. There was time, even for a joke of pegasus such as I. To throw everything I had into floating, spread my wings and drifted to the ground. 



I set my jaw and pushed harder. I could make out individual ponies below, and trees and all sorts of things that would crush my bones into pulp if I hit. My magic sparked around my wings as I strained to catch the air, to fly. Every time I tried to fly I failed. A thousand days of exercise had done nothing. A string of coaches and physicians did nothing beyond poke and prod. This time would be different. This time–



My nerve went. The ground was too close and going too fast. I spread my wings wide, locking they stubby limbs and hurling what scraps of magic I could muster into just staying alive. I opened my mouth to scream as I tried to level out. Too late. 



Failing I plummeted, squeezing my eyes shut as if darkness would defeat gravity. I didn’t have a whole lot of life to flash before my eyes but– A pair of forelegs clamped, vice like, around my barrel. Rainbow Dash’s wings flared wide as she strained to pull us out of the dive in time. 



We almost didn’t make it. The ground rushed up to greet us and we hit with the bang. I went tumbling through the summer grass, and ended up in a tangled heap, staring up at the sky far above. 



“What the hay, Squirt!” Rainbow exclaimed, hurrying over. “You were supposed to flare if you were in trouble. When I said, ‘We’re going to do it this time.’ I didn’t mean, ‘Or die trying! What were you...” She petered out as she saw the tears streaming down my cheeks. “Squirt? What’s wrong?” 



“What’s wrong!” I wail, beating my useless wings against the dirt. “I can’t fly, Rainbow. I just can’t. I’ve done everything you told me to do, Rainbow. Everything! Three years we’ve been doing this and we’ve gotten nowhere! What’s wrong with me?” 



Rainbow didn’t answer. I don’t think she could. “I... I don’t know squirt. But I promise you we’ll get you in the air, even if I have to carry you myself.” 



I turned away, burying my face in the grass. It wasn’t enough. I remember then promising that I’d do anything to get into the air. 




 



There’s an electric tension in the air before a race. Everypony has their own little rituals to settle their nerves or just satisfy the gods of luck and chance. I made my way through the athletes’ annex of the Cloudsdale Colosseum with a coil of copper wire wound around my barrel, picking my way past the coaches, teammates, media and ducked into the private waiting room. 



Amidst the Hearth's Warming decorations pegasi sat, muttering, or making last minute checks on their lucky flight suits or goggles. Rainbow Dash’s harsh laugh cut across the room, she had a bottle of cider in one hoof and her wing wrapped around Soren, but that too was part of her act. Fleetfoot sat a half dozen hoofs away on a low bank of clouds, worrying a dark tuft between her forehooves, never taking her eyes from her rival. The great battle that was a pegasus race didn’t begin with the starting gun, and even I tried to walk as if my heart wasn’t pounding like a jackhammer. 



Ponies glanced my way as I passed with my unusual cargo, but most ignored me. For the athletes was an oddity, not a threat. I was young to be competing—not the youngest that was Comet Bolt, a nineteen year old prodigy from the crystal range—but it was my bulk and lack of muscle tone that lead to my abject dismissal. Stood amongst the cream of pegasi athletes I felt more out of place than ever, the wrong size, the wrong shape. A lump with stubby wings, there just because she had a few bright ideas. 



“Hey, Squrit!” 



I winced as Rainbow Dash drifted over to me, but managed to keep the irritation off my face. “Hey Rainbow,” I said, turning to her. “You need me?” 



“Just wanted to say good luck out there today.” She hovered in the air just above my head, her wings tracing slow, lazy circles. Flying is effortless for, something that she does without thought or struggle. 



I bit down on the familiar rush of jealousy. It’s not her fault I’m a failure as a pegasus. “You too,” I muttered, ducking my head. Hoping she’d just leave. 



She didn’t take the hint. “I’m going to be rooting for you the whole way,” she continued, with a reassuring smile. “I’m sure you’re going to be great out there.”  



“Shouldn’t you be rooting for yourself?” I snapped, failing to keep the bitter note from my voice. 



“Nah, got plenty of other ponies to be doing that for me,” Rainbow said, spreading her hooves and grinning. The picture of blazè unconcern. “Besides, I’m thinking of giving everypony else a five second head start, you know, make things sporting.” 



There was a sudden crack as Fleetfoot’s cloud discharged and she looked away hurriedly, trying to pretend that she hadn’t been eavesdropping. 



“Are we done?” I said, glowering, already sick of listening to Dash’s ego. “Because I’ve got a lot of work to do before the race.” 



Rainbow’s face fell. “Yeah, I guess we are. I’m still in your corner Scoots. I want you to remember.” 



“You can’t carry me forever Rainbow.” I sighed. “And you shouldn’t have to.” 



I walked away. Long experience had taught me that there was no other way to end an argument with Rainbow, and my lack of flying skill was an argument we’d explored every tuft and eddie of. I knew that I would never be half the flyer Rainbow Dash was, regardless of her promises. I’d figured that out when I spent my sixteenth birthday still earthbound. Rainbow would never admit defeat, though, so I’d walked away then as well. 



We each had our own private room tucked away from the public waiting room. They were small, mostly there to give a pony somewhere to retreat to, to mutter their prayers or just step away from the charged atmosphere of the annex. Mine was full to bursting with metal and crystal, pipes, wires and tools both magical and mundane. A huge freestanding chalkboard blocked out almost all the light from the tiny window and a ponykin covered in a sheet took up the centre of the room. 



I frowned, squinting as I tried to read the spidering equations that filled the board from corner to corner. With ease of long practice I picked up the stick of chalk, glanced down at the coil of wire, and added a couple of figures. Frowning, I glanced up and down the board and let out a contented snort. It would work, I assured myself. The cable wasn’t quite the quality I wanted, but I didn’t have the bits for more and, well, it only had to last a single race. 



I set the coil of wire down on my workbench. Technically speaking it had been provided as a bed, but I’d quickly rectified that. Moving over to the ponykin I took the sheet in my teeth and pulled.  



My suit was nothing like any of the competitors. If I could muster the energy to brag about it, it was unlike anything else in the world. Pegasi weren’t big on enchanting anything, save for a few of the really big machines down in the weather factory, and even then weather work boiled down to ponypower in the end. The suit, however, was ninety percent magical machine. It’d started life as a standard flight suit, one of Rainbow’s cast offs as it happened, but the thin layer of silk had been reinforced by bands of iron and crystal. Twin lozenge shaped nacelles clung to the flanks, flickering with residual lightning. Thick copper cables lead down underneath the suit’s belly, attached to hoof sized lighting-glass spheres and a mass of regulators and handles. Moving forwards an aluminium grill—the only piece of aluminium I’d been able to afford—hung like criniere on a guard’s armour, wrapped around the neck and forward barrel. 



Reverently, I ran a hoof down the length of the suit, reaching out with my fragments of magic for any kick or crack in the vast web of subsystems. A few leapt out at me, a stress fracture in one of the supporting bands, one of the booster spheres leaking charge, Engine Zero still lagging behind its peer. I shuddered, stepping back, and shook myself. It would last the race. It didn’t need to go any further than that. Once I had my hooves on the trophy, and the prize money, I could fix all the little imperfections and pay off my debts.



“Hey, kid.” Spitfire's voice cut through my musing.



For a moment I debated ignoring her, but it was a futile fancy. A pony couldn’t sub the longest serving Captain of the Wonderbolts, not if she had any interest in the racing scene. 



“What is it, Spitfire?” I snapped, rounding on her and glaring. “Can’t you see I’m busy?” 



She walked into the room uninvited, casting her eyes over the detritus of my work. “Wow, I didn’t realise you’d brought your whole workshop up here with you. I’m impressed.” 



“Really?” I arched an eyebrow at her.



“Sure, I’m always impressed by talent,” she continued, casting her eyes across the chalkboard. “I’ve never said you weren’t talented, kid. The weather factory would kill to have you in their labs. Hay, there’s probably some industrialist down in Manehattan just hopping somepony like you’ll drop through their window and solve all their problems. You’ve got a spark kid–” Her eyes narrowed. “–But that doesn’t mean that you should be here.” 



I put a protective hoof over my suit. “We’ve been round and round this, Spitfire,” I shot back, matching her haughty glare. “I’m completely within the rules. No unicorn magic, no lingering earth pony enhancements, no lightning from any pegasus beyond myself. This suit is as much me as your wings.” 



Spitfire rolled her eyes. “You got a lot of nerve. If you were one of my cadets I’d set you a hundred laps and have you sweat it out. Not that I think you’d do it fairly.” 



“I don’t cheat.” My voice was icy cold and I could feel the charge building under my hooves as my rage filtered into the cloud. 



“Being smarter than the judges isn’t playing fair,” Spitfire countered. “Just because your fancy suit slipped through the gap doesn’t mean that you deserve to be here. Half of Equestria will be watching the Hearth’s Warming Derby. There are a thousand pegasi who are busting their wings trying to get a place. Do you really think you’re better than them?” 



“I was faster,” I growled.



“Cheating.” 



“I didn’t cheat!” I roared, stepping forwards. I had about a half head’s height on Spitfire, but she didn’t even blink. “I did this!” I jab a hoof at the suit. “I got myself to this damn derby and I’m going to race whether you like it or not.” 



Spitfire nodded. “Yes, you are. Because you don’t care about what this race represents. You don’t care about all the five am starts and having to wash your wings in ice because they are agony after a day's training. You don’t know how many kids are half killing themselves to be faster than anypony else in Equestria. You don’t know, because you never tried.” 



I slam my forehooves down on the floor and a boom of thunder shakes the whole room. “Get out,” I snarled. “Get out and stay out. I am going to race, and there’s nothing anypony can do to stop me.” 



“You’re right,” she replied, as if we were discussing the weather. “This time.” She plucked a slim folder from under her wing and passed it over to me. “They just updated the rules for all future competitions. You’ll want to check out paragraph four.” 



I snatched the binder from her, slammed it down on the desk and flicked through until I got to the rules section. My heart sank in my chest as I read. There in black and white were the words, ‘all participants flight must be powered by their own magic prepared as needed in flight.’ 



“Ponyfeathers.” The swear slipped out of me. 



“Sorry kid.”



I glowered at her, my vision misting with tears. “You’re not sorry,” I said, spitting the words. “You’ve been trying to sabotage me from day one! Well congratulations. You win. It’s over. Now leave.” I jabbed a hoof at the door.



“It’s not that simple, kid,” Spitfire said, with something approaching genuine sympathy on her face. “This isn’t about you. This is about doing things properly. You’ve got drive, Scootaloo, and a good amount of talent, if you–” 



“OUT!” 



At last Spitfire’s calm wavered. “I’ll–” 



“Get! OUT!” I roared. 



With a condescending shake of her head, one I’m sure she’d honed on uppity recruits, Spitfire turned and left. There was no door, it was a building made of cloud after all, so I made a slow count down from ten before I exploded with rage. A wild buck shattered the chalkboard, scattering shards of slate and equations across the room. 



I stood there, panting, fighting down tears, my wings flared out as the blood pounded in my ears. I hated her. Hated! I hated everything about professional flyers, from the condescending way they looked down from on high on every other pony to the calm assurance that they had done everything better. 



I rounded on my suit and groaned. A shard of slate had gotten lodged in good old Engine Zero. That would take still more time to fix and thunder-crystal that I couldn’t afford the waste. I let out a long sigh, and picked up one of the larger fragments of the chalkboard. It had half of a stall-speed equation on it, but I wiped it clean and began to write out by far the simplest equation the board had ever seen. 



There would be no more races. That meant no more prize money and no more sponsorship. The comforting sound of chalk on slate filled the air as I worked out whether there was any way to salvage my finances. No magic of friendship had summoned my suit, it had taken cold hard bits and more work than Spitfire could ever imagine. It was just a shame so many of those bits were begged and borrowed. 



“Third,” I concluded at last, setting down the chalk. If I wanted to pay off my debts and not lose the suit I’d have to come third. 



I closed my eyes. And I’d have to beat Spitfire at her own game. 



I could get behind that. 








I stood in the tunnel beside the steward, shivering as adrenaline flooded my veins. The sheer weight of my flight suit was incredible, even standing still I was beginning to sweat from the strain. A proper pegasus, like the royal guard in their fancy breastplates, wouldn’t have cared. They could just ignore weight like they ignored gravity. I couldn’t. I didn’t have the magic so I made do with muscle and stubbornness. 



“Thirty seconds,” the steward chirped. “Ready miss?” 



I nodded, not trusting my voice. One hoofed, I reached down and began the laborious process of starting my suit. Regulators were thrown wide, letting magic flow down lengths of cable to the engine nacelles. The steward folded her ears flat as a dull whine sprung up, filling the narrow tunnel with noise as the jets began to suck in air. Even idling they generated prodigious force, and I dug my hooves into the cloud to keep myself rooted. 



Perhaps some ponies would be scared knowing just how much raw force I had strapped across my hips. Certainly enough to burn my cutie-marks to cinders if something went wrong. I felt myself relaxing, however, as the power built to a crescendo. I’d spent my life trying to get into the air, trying to prove that I could be more than an earthbound failure. The flight suit, for all the danger, brought back fond memories every time I wore it. 



My breath caught in my throat as a traitorous voice reminded me I’d never get to wear it again, if I failed.



“Ten seconds.” 



I nodded, pulling my goggles down. Lights flashed in the corner of my vision, part of a little charm I’d designed to monitor the critical systems of my suit. I began to crank up the throttle, the roar of the engines quickly growing the deafening. 



“Now!” 



I leapt. The sheer force of the engines picked me up and hurled me down the tunnel and I snapped my wings out, flapping my stubby limbs so fast they seemed to blur. My magic flowed around me, reshaping the air around me into a pair of ephemeral airfoils and I bit into the onrushing air. A single wobbled almost wiped me out there and then, but with a half flap I stabilised and shot out into the open sky. 



“–The Mare of Metal herself!” The announcer’s magically enhanced voice was almost inaudible over the roar of the crowd and the high pitched scream of my engines. “Representing the Cantervale, it’s Scootaloo!” 



The crowd screamed and stamped as I shot across the floor of the colosseum, low enough to scoop up a bundle of cloud if I wanted to. As I raced towards the other competitors I pulled up sharply and cut the throttle, forcing a stall. For a moment I stilled my wings, letting the airfoil evaporate and hung there on nothing but the thrust of the engines. Flying without wings. I couldn’t keep the grin off my face as I settled to the ground. 



“Looking good, Scoots!” Rainbow yelled over the heads of the other racers. 



A nervous shudder ran down my spine from head to tail as I looked out over the course. The colosseum was, for the time being, an amphitheater and the open side looked out across the vast expanse Equestria. Wisps of wintery cloud hung in the sky, almost impossible to make out against the snow far below, but each marked a gate that the racers would have to pass through. It seemed simultaneously further than I’d imagined, but far too short. 



Fear swirled around me. Third. That was where I had to come. That meant I could only afford two ponies to slip past, otherwise I’d lose the sky forever. 



“Hey, Scoots,” Rainbow cut in, sidling up to me. “Chill. It’s just a race.” 



I opened my mouth to snap at her, but saw her broad, reassuring smile. Perhaps for Rainbow, it was. She’d been racing as long as I’d known her and had more gold medals than I could count. For a moment wanted to tell her everything, about the debts, about the rules, about Spitfire’s petty sniping. I didn’t. A pony can’t be carried their whole life. 



“Finally, the one you’ve all been waiting for!” the announcer boomed, making me start. “Number sixteen. The local gal, representing dear old Cloudsdale. You may know her as the Captain of the Wonderbolts, but we here call her The Fireball. It’s the one, the only, Spitfire!”



Pyrotechnics exploded across the amphitheater as Spitfire roared out of the other tunnel, trailing her trademark smoke. She buzzed the crowd, low and slow, clapping hooves with the ponies who near hurled themselves at their idol. There were no trembling wings to be seen, nor the grimace of anxiety that so twisted my face. Spitfire may as well have been out shopping for all the concern she showed.



She landed next to me with a puff of displaced cloud. With languid ease, took her sunglasses off and tucked them into her jacket pocket. I glared at her, wondering if anypony had ever managed to set somepony on fire with sheer force of hate. 



“Scootaloo. Dash,” she said, nodding to us both in turn. “Ready to do this?” 



“Oh yeah!” Rainbow cheered, completely oblivious to my murderous glare. She clapped me on the shoulder, almost knocking me from my hooves. “Best of luck Scoots and remember, have fun.” 



I grunted. 



“Racers, to your marks!” 



“Whoops, better go.” Rainbow took off, leaving Spitfire and me alone. 



“Wasn’t sure you’d actually turn up,” she said, settling into her block. I mirrored her, though my block was made of solid applewood, not cloud. 



“I’ve got this one at least,” I muttered. “You can’t change the rules half way through at least.” A beat passes. “I’m going to beat you.” 



Spitfire snorted. “If I had a bit for every time I heard that... You’re not going to win, kid. I’ve been doing this, literally, since before you were born.” There was nothing but calm certainty in her voice. “It doesn’t matter what fancy toys you have, you can’t beat a good set of wings.” 



“Well I don’t have those, do I?” I growled. “So I’m going to make to with these babies.” I gunned my engines and the wail built up to earsplitting levels.



“Whatever,” she said, shrugging. “I’ve got a hundred bits riding on you setting fire to your own tail by the end.” 



“Get ready!” 



Snarling in fury, I turned my attention back to the race and began to buzz my wings. The other racers crouched down low, angles for the biggest kick start they could manage. I had no need of such a thing. Instead, I pushed as much magic as I could muster into forming an airfoil. My engines roared, trying to drag me over the line as I opened the throttle wide. Ponies glanced across at their competitors, trying to suss out who would be in the lead at the critical first gate. 



A smile ghosted across my lips as I reached down and caressed the large, red handle at the very center of my chest. Everypony knew from the qualifiers that my suit was slow off the line. It was the biggest weakness of the design, the front plate could emulate a pegasus and extract magic from the air for use in the engines, but it barely worked at low speeds. That was why I’d added the lightning-glass orbs and the something I was calling ‘the booster’.”



“GO!” 



I slammed the booster wide open and my engines howled in fury. I snatched my hooves away from the block and the sheer power hurled me into the air, lightning discharging in my wake as the engines struggled to go from idle to maximum in a half second flat. Warning lights flashed in my peripheral vision, but nothing else, as I accelerated faster than any previous race. 



The first gate was a full kilometer sprint away and I spared a second to look over my shoulder. It gave me great pleasure to see Spitfire falling away, pumping her wings as hard as she could in a vain effort to match my explosive acceleration. Though, it seemed Rainbow was holding up on her promise to give everypony a head start, which was both sporting and insane. My engines were growing uncomfortably hot against my flanks and I, at last, released the boost handle. 



Pegasi began to crowd the space around me, dropping into my slipstream as we jockeyed for the elusive first place. It was always a double edged sword leading an air race. The leader got their pick of the line through the gate, but everypony else used them to break up the air. 



Pride and Spitfire’s blithe dismissal kept my right up there at the front, dueling with Fleetfoot for the lead. The gate loomed, suddenly, in front of me and Fleetfoot leapt up and over my head. I rolled, flipping upside down and dropped like a thrown rock, swinging my hooves as a rudder to turn as fast as possible. 



I almost missed the gate. The lower edge of the ring brushed my mane as I traced a perfect arc through the gap and then I was plummeting towards the earth. The second gate was a full three thousand feet down, halfway to the deck and I wrenched on my boost lever again, gaining a few extra miles per hour from the last dregs of magic from the lightning-glass. My wings buzzing like enraged hornets, as I fought for some measure of control. I hurtled down, my engines screaming, but still in the lead. The other racers strained, pumping their wings even into the dive as they fought to keep up. A pony drew close, tossed by the vagaries of the wind, and I realised it was Spitfire. 



“No chance, huh?” I roared. 



“Got a whole lot of race yet rookie!” 



She flared her wings, I followed suit, cutting my engines as I fought to pull out of the dive. The next part of the course was by far my least favorite, a long string of tricky gates. Designed to reward the more agile and graceful racer neither adjective could be a applied to my flight suit. 



Gritting my teeth as I raced towards the course I pumped my wings harder, straining to widen my airfoil with my meager magic. Spitfire shot past me, followed by Fleetfoot, and I yearned to pull the boost and fight for the lead, but even if I had any left it would have been worse than useless. I thundered through the first string of gates, fighting to stay on something resembling a racing line as the prodigious thrust of the twin engines tried to drag me off course again and again. 



Place after place vanished as the technical section dragged on. My breath came fast and ragged, my wing burning from the strain of keeping my airfoil spread wide. A rainbow flash at the edge of my vision signaled Rainbow Dash making her way up the pack, darting through the rings as if little things such as momentum and thrust were just things inferior flyers worried about. 



“Come on Scoots,” she called, darting close. “Halfway there now!” 



And we were. The third main section was a winter storm cloud. Earthbound ponies tended to think of storms as solid things and the factory made ones were. Before us, however, was a wild storm, bristling with energy and filled with eddies and whirls. The course vanished inside the storm, marked out by coloured clouds and banks of cheering pegasi. Rainbow put on a burst of speed, trying to catch up with the pack, and I dropped into the magic rich air behind the other racers. 



The whine of the jet engines began to build again as I accelerated. The course straightened out for a moment as we vanished into the storm. Weather pegasi had carved a broad tunnel into the cloud but it quickly took a vicious dogleg turn and I had to go into a wild roll to avoid smashing into the side. Still, with all the magic in the air my chest plate was near blazing with magic, and the engines screamed, their howls reflected by the walls. The racers shot nervous glances over their shoulders as I moved up the pack, but I ignored them, treating them as little more than stepping stones as I fixed my eyes on the fiery orange tail in second place. 



Spitfire was mired in a duel with Fleetfoot and Rainbow Dash for the lead. She had the technical edge, fighting hoof and tooth for the place. Every movement, every surge to steal the lead was blocked by the Wonderbolt Captain. If I hadn’t been gunning for the same place I would have killed to watch the spectacle, as it was I gritted my teeth and pumped my wings all the harder as I closed on the leaders. 



After a half dozen twists and turns, Rainbow had had enough. Just as I was closing in on her she darted out towards the edge of the tunnel and put on a burst of speed. Spitfire saw her coming but she was on the wrong beat and, though she tried, she couldn’t block Rainbow in time. Fleetfoot just didn’t see her at all.



The corner three all three into disarray and they descended into a confused whirl as they all fought for the airspace. I reached down and yanked the boost leaver. The glass had scavenged a fraction of energy from my flight and I surged forwards, just as Rainbow Dash fell out of the knot and went screaming towards the tunnel wall. She caught herself before she hit, landing on her hind hooves and kicking off like it was a springboard. It would have been a fantastic trick by one of Equestria’s foremost flyers, if it had been a factory made cloud. The storm, however, was wild and exploded outwards in a roar of unleashed lightning. 



I saw the shock wave coming. I saw it and realised that there was absolutely nothing I could do in time to stop it. I still tried. A proper pegasus could have snapped their airfoil shut and rode out the shockwaves. I wasn’t a proper pegasus, though. It picked me up like a feather and suddenly the tunnel wall was racing towards me.



The next thing I knew I was buried up to my hocks in cloud, my head was pounding and brightly coloured blurs were racing past. A groan escaped me and I wrenched my hooves out of the fluff. Everything hurt, in fact, it was probably only a minor miracle and an attempt by the weather ponies to make the cloud extra fluffy that had saved my life. Not that it would matter in the end. 



I looked up and down the length of the tunnel. There wasn’t another racer in si–



“Scootaloo!” Rainbow Dash landed hard next to me. She staggered, shaking her head as if she’d just walked into a cobweb. She was also covered in tufts of cloudstuff, the clear sign of a crash. “Whoa, Squirt. Did you see that? That’s got to be the third most awesome—racing related—thing I’ve ever survived doing. Are you...” 



“Shut up!” I bellowed, tears spilling down my cheeks. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done? We’ve lost.” 



Rainbow tried to go for a hug, but my death glare scared her away. “It’s just a race, Scoots.” 



“Of course it’s ‘just a race!’” I snarl. “You were born to be in these damn things. What hope did I ever have? I’ve got stubby wings and a feathering fancy suit that– that–” 



I cut myself off. I couldn’t tell her. Rainbow would rant and rave to everypony that would listen to stop the organisers excluding me. Because that was just the kind of pony Rainbow was, loyal, selfless and willing to carry the world on her shoulders. She couldn’t carry me forever, though. I had to fly on my own, for once in my wretched life. 



Rainbow took a deep breath. “Scoots...” she began, hanging her head. “I’m sorry, I’m so proud that you’ve made it this far.” I rolled my eyes, sorry didn’t win races. “So, let's do this.” 



“What?” 



She fanned her wings wide. “Let’s go. Time’s a wasting if we want to catch back up. I know you don’t want me to carry you, but what about catching a slipstream?” 



A bitter chuckle escaped me. What the hay, why not? I kick-started my engines, which stuttered into life. 



“That’s the spirit!” Rainbow cheered, and leapt into the air. “Come on! I’ve got a plan.” 



She accelerated away, so far she left her trademark rainbow contrail in her wake. It took a few moments for my engines to spool up, but soon I was right there on her tail,  my wings blazing as I fought for every scrap of speed. I’d never tested my flight suit against Rainbow but she was just as fast as she’d always boasted. In clear air we shot through the twisting course in a shower of prismatic light, the clouds flashing past as we gained more and more speed. Warning lights began to show on faithful Engine Zero but I ignored them, focusing on staying as close to Rainbow’s wake as possible.



The my jet engines howling we burst out into the open sky. My heart fell as I caught sight of the competition, already halfway back to Cloudsdale, but Dash just gritted her teeth. 



“Okay Scoots, this is going to be rough. Hold on!” She bunched herself up and poured on the speed. 



It didn’t take a genius to figure out what she was doing. My hooves darted down beneath my harness as the conical shock wave began to build around her and I slammed open all the valves. I’d seen a couple of Sonic Rainbooms in my time, from the ground. There they were safe, a wave of magic that bathed the countryside in light. At point blank I didn’t want to imagine the damage one could do. My eyes flicked to the field and Spitfire sitting happy in second place, and I felt a growl rise in my throat. 



Adjusting my goggles I feel to the void behind Rainbow as flecks of light blazed around her. The warnings from my engines were going red as more and more magic poured from Rainbow. They blazed against my flanks so hot I feared for my cutie-marks but there was no space left for worries like that. Any second Rainbow would. 



The world exploded. Colours slammed into me like a physical wave and magic flooded every fibre of my being. For a moment I felt it. Flying that is. A perfect instant where I caught the air in my wings and that was enough to lift me into the sky. No metal or magic required, just the sweat on my brow. Unbound by the chains of dreams or by the petty worries of bits in the bank. 



Free.



As I said, it only lasted a moment. 



I stayed in the air, fighting with every fibre of magic I had in my stubby wings to ride out the shockwave. Rainbow Dash was already blazing away, trailing oddly solid rainbows as she took a wide arc around the pack. For a moment I even managed to stay on her tail. Red lights blinking in my vision as we devoured the sky. Ten kilometres, five, three, one...



Rainbow’s power gave out. She went wide, breaking out into open air to avoid the pack but I didn’t have the luxury. I could see the finish line and the horde of cheering fans waiting with baited breath. Gritting my teeth I knocked the magic valves closed and shunted everything to my engines before opening the boost as far as it could go. 



Pegasus after pegasus slipped past me as I dodged and rolled my way through the pack. My flanks were burning, my engines blazing a cheery red but I didn’t dare to let up for a second. I set my sights on Spitfire’s tail, even as the fittings of my suit began to rattle. Rainbow, coming in from the side, snatched second place from Spitfire and began a duel with Fleetfoot for first, the two ponies pouring on more speed in the sprint for the finish. I paid not a whit of attention, my world narrowed to Spitfire and third place. It was all I needed. 



Engine Zero began to scream, not the usual wail of a jet but a lethal death rattle. I was so close. I pulled the booster even harder, willing just a few more ounces of speed out of the infernal flight suit. Just a few more seconds. 



“Scootaloo!” Spitfire exclaimed, her eyes wide and staring at my tail. “Stop!” 



The lightning bolt was blinding. In a single flash Engine Zero, the first thing I’d built in my quest for the sky, vanished with an ear-splitting roar. White hot crystal shards buried themselves deep in my flank and my wing folded, trailing blood as a hoof sized hole was blown clean through it. I screamed, though I could not hear myself over the ringing in my ears and my pitiful magic failed. 



I fell. Like a bolt from the heavens. 



My other engine still howled, stuck at full throttle and sending me into a deadly spin. Some distant instinct was screaming at me. Raging at me to do anything to save myself. There was nothing. My hooves were leaden. My wings were as useless as ever. 



Equestria stretched out below me, blanketed in snow as if the very clouds had come to visit for Hearth’s Warming. It wouldn’t be a painful death, I knew. The ground was an old friend of mine. 



At least, one time, I’d had the sky. 



I closed my eyes, as a pair of hooves locked around my barrel. 




 



“Hey, I think she’s waking up, tell the others!” 



Rainbow’s voice cut across my nerves like a knife and I shuddered, trying to pull the covers up over my head. My hooves barely moved and I groaned, flicking my ears a low beeping filled them. 



“Urgh...” I groaned, cracking open my eyes. The air me than anything else told me where I was. It was stale and laden with anesthetics. A hospital then. 



Memories began to drift back to me. The race. The Rainboom. Faithfull Engine Zero finally giving up the ghost my–” 



“No,” the groan escaped me. “My suit.” 



“Don’t worry about that, Scoots,” Rainbow cut in, her face suddenly filling my whole world. “You don’t have to worry about anything but getting better, you hear me.” 



A long sigh escaped me. With more trepidation that I like to admit I cast my eyes down myself. My leg was in a cast and held high above my head in a sling. My wing was likewise swaddled in bandages but still in one piece much to my surprise. The rest of me had fared a little better. My tail was a charred stump, but I’d escaped with just a layer of bandages over a few major cuts. 



“The doctors said you’re going to make a full recovery,” Rainbow continued, smiling. “I couldn’t believe it when I heard the news, but it seems my old lucky suit had another round left in it. They got the last of the crystal out last night, you’ll be out of here as soon as your wing’s back up to scratch.” Her face went suddenly serious. “But, Scoots, when you do you’ve got to promise me you’ll never do anything that stupid again. What were you thinking? You knew you couldn’t run those engines so hot.” 



I closed my eyes, fighting back the tears. “My suit?” I asked, my voice just a whisper. 



“What? The hay with the suit, Scoots. You almost died. What does it even matter?” 



“Because I’m never going to fly again!” I exclaimed. It came out more as a rasp than a yell, but Rainbow ducked back anyway. “Because that was last hope. But it’s over now, isn’t it? There won’t ever be another, not after this.” 



“Scoots. You can always try again.” 



I shook my head. I had no money. No suit. No hope of a wealthy sponsor to throw bits at a prototype that had literally blown my tail off. “I can’t. It’s over.” I let out a little whimpered. “Why did you even bother catching me” 



Rainbow sighed. “I didn’t.” 



“What? But you–” 



The door creaked open. 



“Hey,” Spitfire interjects, poking her head through. “I heard the fireball is up.” 



I groaned and tried again to cover my head with my blankets. “Oh no, not her.” 



“She saved your life, Scoots,” Rainbow said. “I know you two had a bit of a rivalry going–” She ignored my glare. “–But you should at least hear her out.” 



I couldn’t muster the energy to argue. “Fine, whatever.” 



“I’ll leave you two alone for a moment,” Rainbow said, slipping out of the door and giving Spitfire a kick into the room on her way past. 



“I...” Spitfire begun, looking anywhere but me. “I’m sorry for what I said before. You aren’t a cheater, Scootaloo. Somepony looking for the easy way out would never have put herself through what you did.” 



“They would have been smarter, you mean?”



A sardonic chuckle escaped her. “Something like that. You have to be pretty crazy to be a professional flyer. You have to half kill yourself every morning to do our job and... well, I think you proved you’ve got what it takes. I’m sorry for doubting you.” 



“I don’t care,” I said, turning my head away. “Just go.” 



A long silence stretched between us, broken only by the incessant beep of the monitor. 



“Rainbow told me about you, not being able to fly that is.” 



A flash of white hot rage filled me, but I fought it down. What did it matter any more anyway? 



“Why didn’t you ever say.” 



“Tell ponies I’m a cripple?” I shot a glare over my shoulder at her. “That I’ve got about as much flight magic as an earth pony. That I am never going to be able to fly with my own two wings? It doesn’t come up much.” 



Spitfire took a deep breath. “Scootaloo. I’m sorry. I’m sorry about the suit and I’m sorry about the race. I backed you into a corner. I wanted to make you quit. I thought... I thought you were making a mistake.” 



“I was. I was a fool to even try.” My voice seemed to burl into the sound of the monitor, it was so faint. 



“You were right there, Scootaloo, neck and neck on the final straight. Next time–” 



“There’s no next time. I’m all out of next times.” I shook my head. “It’s over. There’s no money left for another suit.” 



Spitfire frowned. “Well, as it happens, I was thinking this could go to cover some hospital bills. I came into some unexpected winnings you see.” She pulled a purse out from under her wing and tossed it onto the bed. It landed with a heavy jangle. “I was going to suggest taking it for hospital bills anyway, but if you’d prefer it as an investment...” She faded away, waiting for some sign of response from me.



“Where did you get this?” I asked, hefting the bag of bits. “You can’t have saved me and finished the race.” 



She smiled. “Oh, well let's just say there were very long odds on you setting your tail on fire and leave it at that. I don’t feel right keeping it, for obvious reasons.” 



“I can’t take it.” I pushed the bag back towards her. 



“Eh, I don’t see that you’re in any position to make me take it,” Spitfire said, smirking. She looked remarkably like Rainbow Dash when she smiled. “I’m going to leave it here. See what you think in the morning. When you get out and back up to Cloudsdale, check me out. I’d love to see the new suit.” 



I groaned. “There’s not going to be a new–” She was already gone. 



A sigh escaped me as I slumped back against my pillows. The bit bag sat, accusingly on the blankets next to me and, after a moment’s self pity, I snatched it up, hefting it in one hoof. It wouldn’t be enough to solve all my problems. But maybe, just maybe, I could get myself back in the air. 



A weak chuckle escaped me. I set the purse back down and closed my eyes. Visions of Engine Two swirled in my head as I tried to get some rest. 



My next suit would be even better. 
      

      
   
      Unwelcome


      

      
      
         The rickety carriage slid uneasily on the icy roads, my luggage bouncing in the seat next to me. I reached over a hoof to steady the suitcase, and the howling wind took the chance to exploit my change in focus, ripping the heavy wool cloak that surrounded me from my grasp. Frigid wind and snow rushed in to fill the space, and I shivered as it assaulted my body. I pushed the suitcase into a more secure position, before clasping my cloak back around my frozen body and slumping deeper into the seat.



“Bit too far from home, aren’t you, Inspector?” Came a voice from ahead of me.



I adjusted my view, peeking out of my hood at the seat across from me, at the brown earth pony that sat there. He was wearing some type of thick cloth, but had the hood down. His modestly long, greasy black hair tossed in the wind, blowing in every direction, yet he still looked at me with a smarmy smile on his face.



It was like he was enjoying the misery I was experiencing. I kept my thoughts to myself.



“How far are we from Glenhearth?” I responded, the wind taking most of my words with it.



I looked at the sky above. Endless torrents of dark snow poured out from the even darker clouds that swirled above. Monstrous forms of black that pooled and swept across the sky, dragging the ferocious wind with it.



And with every passing hour, it seemed to fall closer to the earth, bringer with it more wind and thicker snow. 



This entire trip was a nightmare.



I turned back to the driver. Streethoof was the only carriage driver that had bothered to take me this far north, so I assumed watching my tone was essential, as playing polite was much easier than walking all the way back to Canterlot. He was staring at me, that expressionless sort-of-glare still on his face.



“Don’t get many unicorns up here this time of the year, that’s all, Inspector.” He said, meandering around my question like he hadn’t even heard it, pretending that I was some type of greenhorn that didn’t know his ass from his horn. I bit my tongue back.



“I’ve been all over the kingdom, Streethoof, don’t get that wrong.”



He laughed, “And yet you’re still shivering like a newborn. Bet you’d trade that,” he tapped the top of his head, “for some earth pony sturdiness right about now, huh?”



I shrugged, as much as I could with my cloak wrapped around me. “I’d take my magic over brute force, regardless. Some… cold isn’t going to be enough to persuade me any different.”



He chuckled and shook his head, leaning back on his seat, resting a hoof over the side of the carriage. “I’m just saying, Inspector, don’t mistake my personality for any slight against you.” He glanced up at the sky, watching the weather. “Besides, we should be reaching Glenhearth in a bit, providing the weather doesn’t get any worse, just sit back and try to relax for a bit.” He turned around and jumped down to the front seat on the carriage.



The cart we were on moved sluggishly along, the ponies at the front grunting and pushing through the snow with the best of their might. Streethoof sat above them, telling them where to turn in the storm.



I stayed seated up top, waiting for any sign of the village to appear. As much as I strained my eyes through the blizzard, I saw nothing but the complete whiteness of snow, and the frosty wind that assaulted my eyes forced me to keep my head lowered as we ventured on. I resigned myself to my thoughts to pass the time.



Like what in Tartarus’ name I was doing this far north.



Glenhearth wasn’t marked on any map, and the information available in the Canterlot Academy archives painted a very blurry picture of an earth pony town, with a few dozen houses and a strong farming community, like most of the communities around the area. An otherwise unimportant place that would likely be forgotten somewhere along the lines. And I wouldn’t have been here at all, had it not been to checkup on a fellow inspector.



Inspector Brightstar had left for Glenhearth a month and a half back, to deal with some agriculture issues that Magistrate Ironstone, the current authority in the town, had sent back to the academy a while ago.



However, he hadn’t returned, and now it was my duty to play babysitter and see if had fixed the initial issue.



“Inspector, come and look!” Called Streethoof from the front of the carriage.



I crawled along the top, shielding myself as best as I could from the snow, to where he was. And as I crested the top of the carriage, the mist cleared just enough for me to see the outlines of buildings in the distance. I looked down at Streethoof, and he smiled back at me.



“Welcome to Glenhearth, Inspector.”




The town was about as much as I expected.  A few dozen or so modest, wooden two-story homes, coupled with some shops and markets to trade. The storm was less intense in town, and I saw crowds of earth ponies roaming around the buildings as they went about their daily business. Streethoof ordered the carriage into the town square before stopping.



In fact, all I saw were earth ponies. Not a single pegasus or unicorn entered my vision at all.



Streethoof laughed when I brought this up.



“Too cold for anyone else, really,” he said. “Pegasi can’t stay up here long because their wings would freeze, and most unicorns can’t stand the weather as well as earth ponies. Most of them just leave.” He shrugged. “It’s what I would do.”



I raised an eyebrow at that. “What about newborn ponies? They can’t really up and leave.”



“Inspector, this has been an earth pony farming community for generations, as far as I can tell, there hasn’t been a unicorn or pegasus foal born here in ages. Just pure earth ponies families as far as you can see.” He lowered his voice as he leaned in towards me. “In fact, I’d keep your magic to a minimum. It’s bad enough you’re an outsider, but some ponies here have probably never seen magic in their lives, so just be a bit careful with your horn.”



Oh great, this was going to be just perfect. A town full of racists that hated magic. I really couldn’t believe that nothing but earth ponies were born here, there had to be a rare case every now and again, but if the crowds of earth ponies around us said anything, it was that Streethoof was probably right.



He saw the expression on my face and chuckled. “It won’t be too bad, Inspector, just do what you need to do, and I’ll bring you back when you’re finished. I’m in town trading for a few days, so don’t worry about transport.”



“What could you possibly trade in this town?” I asked.



He waved a hoof at me dismissively. “This far up north with this weather and no magic? Come on, Inspector. Towns like this depend on shipments of kerosene and other fuel to keep the fires going at night. Otherwise, ponies might freeze. With the weather being how’s it been, Glenhearth’s been buying up more and more each time.” He frowned. “It’s getting hard to keep up with demand, and if this weather keeps up then things won’t be pretty.”



A cold breeze blew past the two of us, and I grabbed my cloak to keep it wrapped around my body. “The weather’s been getting colder all over the kingdom, Streethoof. If it keeps up they’ll have to move.”



Streethoof gave me an odd look, as if he considered my solution strange, but he just shook his head at me. He pointed a hoof at a big building across the town square, with large double doors and a pleasant brick base. “That’s the magistrate house. I’d check in if I were you.”



I nodded at him, and waved goodbye, before walking across the square.



Maybe the magistrate could explain where Brightstar was, and what the town was suffering from.



I only barely noticed the strange glares and whispers at me as I walked.




The Magistrate’s office was impressive. Fancy, golden crested armors and paintings lined the walls that were tasteful, yet modest. As my eyes drifted past the windows on the wall, I saw they were frosted on the outside heavily, a sign of the increasingly terrible bad weather.



“Inspector.”



I turned my eyes to the magistrate himself. Ironstone was an older, grey pony with stark white hair that was gelled back. He spoke slowly to me, a blank smile on his face. The two guards that flanked him looked less welcoming. They wore their glares freely, both staring uncomfortably at my horn.



“Have you come to check in on us?” He said.



I nodded at him. “I’ve come to check up on Inspector Brightstar, who was here a while back. He hasn’t sent anymore reports.”



Ironstone’s face contorted in confusion. “Brightstar? Why, he left a while back. He checked up on why our crops weren’t growing, planted some heat wards to thaw the soil, and then left after his wards failed to warm the earth. Did he not make it back to Canterlot? Maybe the weather or the road bandits got him”



From what I knew of Brightstar, he was a seasoned magician, and something as trivial as weather, regardless of how cold, shouldn’t be enough to do him in. Combine that with the fact Brightstar never sent a report stating his efforts and subsequent failure, and the magistrate’s response rubbed me the wrong way, but I put that aside for now.



“His heat wards didn’t work?” I asked, to get him to divulge more details.



The magistrate shook his head. “Nope, in fact they even made the soil colder, and the crops die faster. I’ve seen some awful unicorn magic, but the fact that someone from the ‘respected’ Academy would fail is a bit funny. No offense, of course.” He laughed.



I bit my lip. Yeah, no offense.



“I’m sure there’s another reason for that, Magistrate.”



He shrugged. “Either his wards were faulty, or he was actively trying to sabotage the soil. Stories around town put Brightstar at disagreements with many residents, and I know you Canterlot unicorns are trying your best to force your way into earth ponies societies to increase our dependency on your magic.” He shot me a dark glare. “It wouldn’t strike me as strange that he failed on purpose.”



I opened my mouth to speak but he continued.



“Now, we’re a fair earth pony town. We’re traditional, and we don’t appreciate outsiders coming in, disturbing our peace, and trying to pull the wool over our eyes, Inspector. So, if you don’t mind, we’ll handle any agriculture issues ourselves, and would really appreciate if you would leave.”



The silence cut through the air like a knife.



“Magistrate, I can assure you that we’re only here to help.”



He scoffed. 



“Now, maybe Brightstar’s wards did fail, but there would be another reason for tha-“



“It was the witch! The witch and her-!” Shouted the guard to the right of the magistrate.



“Groundspear! ENOUGH!” The magistrate slammed his hoof on the desk, silencing the guard.



I looked at the guard and turned back to Ironstone. “Witch…?”



He sighed, and rubbed his head. “It’s… it’s a…. it’s…” He coughed before continuing. “There was a family of unicorns outside the village who put a curse down on the town. That was when the weather started going bad. We dealt with them, however, but… the curse still affects the village.” He laughed. “Its sounds foolish, right, but you didn’t see what these unicorns could do, Inspector.”



I blinked at him. “And you solved this problem how?”



He chuckled at me uneasily, “We ran them out of town, nothing too serious.” He refused to look me in the eyes as he spoke. “You can see why the villagers don’t like magic… or unicorns, so please Inspector, I’d advise you to make your trip as short as possible.



I cleared my throat, shuffling on my feet. “I’m going to check the wards that Brightstar placed, to see if they were faulty. After that, we’ll see.”



He nodded. “Very well, guards, show the Inspector out, please.”



I turned and glanced at the windows again, but the frost that had been outside now crept along the inside of the windowpane, threatening to spread onto the surrounding wooden walls.



As I stepped back out into the cold storm , ponies ran along me, gathering at one of the houses in the square. I heard worried yelling and harsh crying, and I forced my way through the crowd to see what had caused this uproar.



As I pushed through, I saw foals being brought out of a house, their bodies frigid and stone-like. The crowd around me were yelling, and I saw the mother and father being held back by the others. Everyone was talking at once, and I picked up bits and pieces of words.



“…Fire died late in the night in their room…”



“…It was so cold that they-…”



Someone in the crowd shoved past me, and turned on me violently. 



“Watch where you’re-” His voiced died away as he looked at me, more specifically the horn jutting from my head.



“Unicorn! Unicorn!” He shouted, drawing the attention of others around us. “Your magic, it’s your fault they froze to death! You’re not supposed to be here!”



I heard more voices ring out around us, joining in and tossing threats around. I backed away from the pony shouting, and pulled my hood tighter, dipping through the crowd as I fled. The insults and yelling followed me for longer than I cared to admit as I ran into an alley for cover, and to catch my breath.



I’d check the field and leave, any more time here would be dangerous.




I stared at the sample in my hoof, not sure what was happening.



“Well,” said a voice behind me. “Do ya kno’ what’s wrong, Inspector? Can you leave, now?



I blinked, and looked around at the farm I was standing on. Every piece of soil was the same. I looked at the blue flecks of frost that covered the earth in my hoof.



Frozen solid.



It felt like a rock it my hooves, not something that any vegetable would grow in. The heat wards that Brightstar had set up had done nothing, maybe even made the case worse.



I understood why they might be suspicious of magic now. Brightstar had showed up, and his magic didn’t actually solve anything, and the worsening of the weather had only made the earth ponies think he was sabotaging the farms on purpose.



I dropped the sample back to the soil and turned to the farmer behind me.



“The soil’s too cold, sir. Nothing will grow.” I blew an annoyed breath. “I can replace the heat wards and make them hotter, to help warm the soil bu-“



“NO!” He yelled at me. 



I backed a step away.



“I mean, no.” He lowered his voice and coughed. “No more magic, please, I’ll figure it out myself…. Thanks.” He turned and walked away.



I looked across the frozen field. Simple climate change wouldn’t cause this, especially not as fast. It had to be something else. A spell maybe.



As my eyes passed the tree line at the edge of the field, I spotted a hooded figure watching me from the distance. I kept my eyes lowered to the ground, careful not to give away that I had seen them, as I crept around the side of the farm.



Was this the witch that the magistrate had mentioned? Was she behind all the problems?



I snuck into trees from the opposite of where she had been standing. Sure enough, as I crept through the woods, I saw glimpses of her robe sway between the branches where I had spotted her earlier. I closed in on her, and clumsily stepped on a branch that I hadn’t noticed. She whirled around, saw me, and began to flee.



I chased after her, through the snowy woods. She may have known the path better, but I was faster, and soon enough her cloak was within reach. I heard her exaggerated breathing as I drew near.



Just a little closer.



I leapt at her, wrapping my hooves around her chest as I dragged her to the ground. We rolled in a snow for a second as she yelled. We came to a halt, and I positioned myself on top of her before she could escape. I saw her frantic green eyes dart around as she tried to shove me off her. Her pale white coat blended easily into the snow. I opened my mouth and was prepared to interrogate her, but found my eyes focused on the little insignia hanging from her neck.



The little circular emblem that was engraved with the Canterlot Academy symbol.



Starbright’s badge.



I grabbed her, and held the badge up to her face.



“Where did you get this?” I asked her as calmly as possible.



Her eyes were wild, but she focused on the badge eventually, before looking at me. “I can show you.”




She spoke not as word as he led me through the frozen forest. The high, snowy peaks of the trees stretched upwards to the sky and seemed to disappear among the clouds. 



She told me her name was Glimmer after we had walked for a few minutes.



Glimmer danced around the trees, seemingly careful to not disturb them, and I followed after her, not sure what I was going to find here. Why did she have the Brightstar’s academy badge? Where did she get it? And most importantly, what had happened to Brightstar? According to her, he hadn’t left, and that wasn’t to say I had much reason to trust her, but after my experiences here so far, I had even less reason to trust Magistrate Ironstone and the villagers.



The storm above us was still raging, snow and ice swirling through the dark grey sky, melting and freezing against any unprotected skin. It wasn’t natural, it couldn’t have been. Temperatures and climate shifts like these would have taken decades to culminate, but this weather had come and ravaged the empire in months.



She told me about herself as we continued on. Her parents had lived in a house on the edge of the village for years. They frequently fought with the earth ponies about magic. That was when the bad weather had started, apparently. Around the same time that Brightstar had shown up. 



Tensions only worsened, and one day she had come home to find her parents and home gone.



That was the word she used. ‘Gone’. I could only imagine what that meant. And judging by the magistrate’s words and the villager reactions to me, it hadn’t been a gentle ‘gone’ either.



“It’s the white wolves,” Glimmer said. “They come out and get the mean ponies, and the more mean you are, the worse the weather will get.”



I laughed at her. “Wolves don’t do that, Glimmer.” But she only frowned and shook her head.



I continued to follower Glimmer as she stepped into a clearing among the trees. She stopped and turned, waiting for me as I walked towards her.



“Where are we, Glimmer?” I asked.



She lowered her face to the ground, before pointing a hoof high to the sky. “This is where they put the magic users.”



I followed her hoof with my eyes, staring straight up among the towering trees. The thick snow and wailing wind made it hard to see exactly what she was pointing at, and the twisting ropes spinning back and forth on-



Ropes?



I traced my vision down the spiraling ropes, down the frozen nooses at the end of the ropes, and onto the frozen bodies that hung there, twirling in the wind. Their gaunt blue skin and ghastly hollow faces stared back at me with sunken eyes. The cold had preserved most of the bodies, preventing decay from distorting their features, and I saw, in horror, all the agonized expressions on their faces. I scanned through the bodies, my own vision spinning as I tasted vomit on the back of my tongue. The horns on their heads cracked and bloodied, as if smashed off. Finally, I came to a familiar sight. The black cloak that matched mine almost exactly.



Brightstar hung in the middle of the bodies, his black cloak frozen to his form. His face seemed fresher than the others, his bulging eyes still stuck out from their sockets.



“This is what they do to magic users.” Glimmered muttered as she kept her head down. “Mom and Dad are up there, too. They blamed them for the cold. I tried to tell them about the winter wolves but they didn’t listen.”



My mind raced to find a conclusion, my vision spinning along with the bodies among the branches.



And I screamed.




We snuck back to the inn under the cover of the storm. I held my cloak tight around my body, and Glimmer kept her hood up to cover her horn.  The inn was near empty. The bartender was nowhere to be seen, and only Streethoof was sat at the counter. Glimmer slipped upstairs when no one was looking as I sat down next to Streethoof. He gave me a weird look as I leaned in to him.



“Inspector, is something wrong?” He asked as he nursed a mug of ale.



“We need to leave. Now.” I responded quietly.



“And why is that? Are you already finished with your business? I’ve still got a day or two of trading left you know.”



“I really can’t explain this to you now, Streethoof, but we have to leave.”



Outside voices were gathering, and the volume at which they were speaking grew. I turned, and could make out the glow of torches reflected in the glass of the windows.



“Spread out and find her, I saw him with her!” Shouted a voice over the lull of the others.



Streethoof looked at me and placed his mug on the counter, sighing. “Meet me out back in two minutes.”



I nodded at him, and slipped upstairs to my room.



Glimmer quietly shut the door behind me as I slammed my suitcase down on the bed, and pulled on my backpack. She retreated from the door, hiding herself in the closet at the opposite end of the room.



“I shouldn’t be here.” She whimpered softly, as her body shivered.



I slammed pieces of clothing, food, supplies and other essentials into the suitcase, leaving behind most of what I had brought. Sweat dripped down my forehead and into my eyes, and I frantically wiped my hoof across my face to clear my vision.



“We need some things, Glimmer, in case something happens. It’ll only take a few seconds, I promise.” I told her as I finished with the suitcase. I closed it, picked it up with my magic, and turned to her.



Her eyes were shooting all over the room, and her body trembled so intensely I was afraid she was going to faint.



“We have to go now, our ride’s waiting.”



She didn’t look at me.



“Glimmer!” I grabbed a hold of her hoof.



Her eyes focused on me and she nodded. I dragged her from the room and back down the stairs, before slipping out the back door of the inn. The wind and snow blasted us as soon as we were outside, but I could still make out the figure of Streethoof waving as us from across the street. The roar of the crowd was lost in the growing volume of the wind, so I hauled Glimmer across the street as fast as possible.



“Who’s this?” Streethoof asked as I pushed Glimmer onto the carriage and threw my suitcase up on top.



“Someone who really can’t afford to get caught right now, Streethoof.” I looked at him. “I don’t think it’d be wise for any of us to get caught at this point, actually.”



“Don’t be vague with me boy.” Streethoof spat. “Do you know how much this trip cost me? Leaving isn’t something I’ll do on your whim.”



“I found where they hanged the unicorns.” I said without even blinking at him.



“What do you mean, hanged?” He responded.



“I mean, hanged, Streethoof. That’s what they’re blaming the weather on.”



Streethoof looked like he was going to argue some more, but as he stared at my face, he shut his mouth, and turned to the two ponies that were hitching themselves to the front of the cart. “Get suited up, guys, we’re leaving.” He turned me as he jumped aboard the carriage. “You better hang on.”



As soon as the two pullers had hitched themselves to the car, Streethoof held the reigns and we pulled out onto one of the side roads. The wind blew all around us, and I hoped that it would cover our escape.



The flare of torches could be sighted through the foggy air, and as we turned onto the main road leading to the exit, voices rang out from around us.



“They’re heading for the exit. Don’t let them out.”



Black shapes roamed in the mist around us, as Streethoof slapped the reigns.



“Faster!” He shouted at the two ponies hauling the cart. 



The entrance gate was slowly lowering as we turned the final corner to exit the town. I saw the heavy glint of steel racing down at us as we sped towards it.



“Come on!” I heard Streethoof slap the reigns again.



The torches were behind us now, dozens of them, and I saw faces illuminated by the light, all of them staring at Glimmer and the carriage. She was curled up into a ball, shivering and crying, mumbling something to herself that I couldn't hear.



I focused back on the falling gate, the heavy metal that would shatter the cart if it hit us. With every passing blink, it fell closer and closer to the ground. I held my breath as we got near. Ten meters. Five. One.



The pointed tips at the bottom brushed over the top of my head as I ducked, and I heard Streethoof cheer as we passed the falling metal hunk. I too, threw my hooves up in celebration as I turned, but my cheer died on my lips. The bottom of the gate caught the back end of the carriage, splintering through the wood easily and ripping off the back half of our vehicle. All the supplies scattered to the ground and were lost in the storm. The back wheels blew apart as they were crushed into the snow, and the car tipped upwards as the weight shifted. 



Streethoof yelled something as we slipped off the road and tumbled off into the storm. I grabbed onto what remained of the railing, desperate to stay attached to our only hope in this blizzard. I saw Glimmer sliding across the floor, and used my other hoof to grab her jacket, to keep her from being lost in the storm.



Branches whipped past as the cart mashed through the snowy forest.



Slow down, slow down!” Streethoof bawled over and over again.



And suddenly the trees disappeared as did the ground beneath us. The rocky cliffs in front of us appeared out of the haze of the snow. The front of the cart went pitching over the ledge, the two ponies hitched in on the front screaming as they fell.



Streethoof managed to turn to me, and kicked me harshly in the stomach. The blow shattered my grip on the railing, and I went sailing over the edge of the wagon, dragging Glimmer by the hood with me.



As I fell, I watched the snowy silhouette of Streethoof and the carriage disappear over the edge of the cliff.



I smashed my head on the ground as I landed and the whiteness turned to blackness.






“Inspector, get up, please!” Glimmer’s voice stirred life back into me. I shook off the haze running through my head as I rose to my feet, the world still spinning. Glimmer was next to me, crying.



I ignored the pounding in my eyes as I turned to her.



“Are you alright?” I asked.



She shook her head. “They…t-they went-t o-over the edge, Inspector! Over the edge!” She bawled.



I nodded at her, the motion almost caused me to vomit, as I took her hoof.



“We have to keep going. Please, Glimmer.”



I didn’t wait for her response. I simply started running.



The wraith of the blizzard swarmed around the two of us, as I dragged Glimmer through the snow. I couldn’t even see where I was going, the thick walls of white hung over the world in all directions. I just had to get the two of us away from the town, as far as possible.



“Where are we, Inspector?” Glimmer’s worried voice boomed in my ear. “I can’t see anything.”



I pulled her along fast, searching for any resemblance of a road in the void of snow. The chill battered against my fur and flesh, and I could feel the creeping sensation of numbness working its way through my legs. The wind tore around me like a razor, whipping me cloak in every direction, and more snow washed over me in its absence. The dark abyss of lightning and clouds above threatened to come toppling down at any moment, and judging by the frozen trees that sat dead all around us, being lost would soon be the least of our worries.



Glimmer’s voice barely sounded above the icy inferno, and barely above the banging of my heartbeat in my ears. 



“I’m scared, please say something.”



I blinked, and slowed, only just realizing how this was making her feel. Being dragged by some stranger off into the wild while the village hunted her down.



I turned to her.



Tears streaked from her eyes, frozen on her pale fur and skin. She was shaking, the jacket she was wearing icy and soaked through with the snow. Scratches covered her exposed body, from where we had torn through the bushes, and I could see the faint stain of blood dripping down her from several areas.



I pulled her closer, trying to shield her from the weather. “We have to keep moving, Glimmer. We can’t let them find you. Please.”



She sniffed, wiping away her tears. “I don’t understand, Inspector, I didn’t do anything. Why are they chasing me?”



“You haven’t done anything wrong, Glimmer, don’t think you did. They just don’t understand any better. Please, we need to keep going.”



The howling around us peaked, galling in my ears like a growl animal. Glimmer gave a small nod, turning her head towards the ground. I grabbed her hoof again, and turned back to face the snow, as we began our trek again.



“I don’t think the winter wolves will let us leave, Inspector. It’s too late.”



I didn’t pay attention, instead focused on finding a way out of the blizzard. 



Every step was met with the icy sensation of snow, my limbs sinking deeper and deeper as every minute passed. The numbness that had started in my legs now had spread to the core of my body, the cold leeching my movement and energy. The world seemed to blur around me, and I was barely able to open and close my frozen eyelids. I still felt the warmth of Glimmer’s hoof in my own, a symbol that showed she was still with me. I didn’t know how she was feeling, but it couldn’t have been anything enviable. She had stopped speaking a while back, no doubt fighting against the ice that plagued her own body.



I tried desperately to use my magic, willing a spark to life on the tip of my horn, just to get any sense of warmth around the two of us. The spell flickered and fizzed, dying as the wind ripped it from my focus. The howling banged on my eardrums, and boomed in my head. Light had been ripped from the sky, and crackles of thunder and lightning above were the only sources of illumination. I had no idea where we were, or where we were going. At this point, I was stumbling through the snow, trying to keep the icy grasp of hypothermia from overcoming my battered body. One more step… that’s all I thought, just one more step… 



… And then I felt hardness against my hoof. I looked down, and found traces of gravel and stone beneath my feet among the tracks of snow. I blinked wearily down at my hooves, barely able to process the sensation.



“The road…?” I mumbled.



The thought hit me like a brick.



“The road!” I yelled.



I turned to Glimmer, bracing for the worst. Her face was frost burned, heavy red splotches showing through her pale fur. Her lips cracked beyond all redemption, and her eyes had this dull, unfocused look, as she stared straight past me at nothing. Her coat was soaked and lined with ice, her jacket white from the snow. Her legs trembled in the waist high snow, threatening to give out at any moment.



She needed a fire, something warm. And quick.



I grunted, pulling her onto the road with me, laying her down. Magic, I needed magic. There was no time to cut anything. But there was still one thing to burn. 



I ripped off my backpack, throwing it onto the road as I scrapped away the snow with my hooves. I backed away, focusing what little energy I had left to my horn.



I just needed something to burn. Something to start the fire. I could get wood later on. I poured energy into my horn, a red glow emanating from above me and I grit my teeth and pushed more magic into the spell. The raging storm around me threatened to rip it away, the winds whipping around me like a tornado. I planted my feet and shut my eyes, titling my head towards the ground at my backpack.



“Just a spark, that’s all,” I pleaded.



I felt the mana twirl and build in my forehead, as I molded the spell together. My muscles strained, and the pounding in my head amplified with every ounce of force I applied. And then I felt it, the fiery sensation swarmed through my bones as I opened my eyes and fired the spell.



The backpack ignited instantly, heavy purple and blue flames engulfing the fabric and my belongings inside as the fire roared to life. I funneled more magic into the blaze, fanning the flames high and wide against the wraith of the storm. The warmth flooded through my numb body, a precious source of heat against the gnawing bite of hypothermia, and I saw the steam rise from my soaked clothing. I dragged Glimmer towards the heat of the fire, focused on drying her body and getting her out of the daze she was in.



I crouched over her, placing a hoof on her body. The icy sensation was there, but traces of warmth could be felt. The foggy glow still swirled in her eyes as she looked past me, but the rising and falling of her chest told me she was still breathing.



The storm around us calmed slightly, the wind receding and the snow lightening as the misty vapor clogging the air cleared.



“Hey, Glimmer,” I whispered to her. “It’s going to be okay. We’ve found the road. All we need to do is follow it South to the nearest trading post and hire a traveler to get back to Canterlot. Everything’s going to be fine, don’t worry. Just rest and get your energy back.”



I didn’t know how much time we had, the villagers could have still been following us, they no doubt knew the way better than us, but I hoped the ferocity of the cold had forced them to back off for the time being.



“It’s going to be okay,” I told her.



She shook her head slowly, blinking, as she continued to look past me. “We’re too late, Inspector.”



I turned, and finally saw what she had been staring at.



A monstrous wall of ice stood in front of me, shooting up deep into the sky so high it melded with the dark clouds. Horizontally, it stretched as far as I could see. It glistened as I looked at it, reflecting the miserable expression I had on my face. I felt myself rear up onto my hind legs, as I smashed my hooves into the impenetrable walls.



“NO! We we’re so close! Let us out, damn it!” I yelled as I pounded on the ice. It didn’t even budge or crack, instead sending all the force I exerted reverberating back into my hooves, knocking me away.



“I am not going to sit here and freeze!” I planted my feet and aimed my horn at the wall, focusing as much magic as I could into my horn. A dull heat boiled up in me, as I tossed spell after spell of fire at the wall. The purple flames bounced harmlessly off the wall, searing away into nothing as they were ripped away in the mild wind.



“It’s no use, Inspector,” Glimmer said, her voice low and quiet.



I flung myself at the wall again, pounding and flailing to no avail as it kept tossing me back. Eventually I stood, looking at what my rage had accomplished, and saw no more than a few centimeters of the barricade has been chipped away from my physical and magical barrage. I backed away, biting my lip and trying to keep the anger building deep in my stomach contained.



“Fine!” I spat on the ground and turned back to Glimmer. “We’ll climb the damn thing.”



Glimmer looked at me with a soft smile, and slowly shook her head. The purple light of the fire cast shadows over her face. “We both know that’s not possible, Inspector. We’r-“



“Out of time?” I cut her off. “We’ll make time, then. I’ll fig-“



“Watch out!”



I barely heard the sharp twang of a string ring out from the tree line behind us before hot pain erupted across my back left leg. I cried out, my body twisting harshly as I plummeted to the ground. And then I saw them emerge out of the mist.



Glimmer crawled away from the figures, dragging herself behind me as she cowered away, shivering and hugging her body.



Magistrate Ironstone stepped into the circle of illumination provided by the fire, his face cold and emotionless as he looked down at the two of us.



“Give us the girl, Inspector.” He said.



I funneled the pain and rage into my horn, throwing flames at the approaching villagers to fend them off.



“Let us go.” I spat at them.



The magistrate shook his head and held up a hoof. “Very well.”



Another thud struck me, and I looked down to see another arrow sticking out from me. I barely heard Glimmer as she shrieked. I glanced up in time to watch the magistrate bring down the heavy handle of an axe on my head. Stars exploded across my vision as I fell, my consciousness fading out.



In the corner of my eyes, I saw him raise the axe again, and swing it down at my head. That was a bone crunching snap that reverberated through my skull, and darkness rushed in.




The warm sensation of blood dripping down my face awakened me. A dull, resounded pain spiked sharply across my forehead, increasing in intensity as my consciousness slowly switched on. Blood pooled in one of my eyes, and I felt the icy wind abuse the arrow wounds across my left leg and side. I blinked the one eye that would open slowly, trying to force away my hazy surroundings, desperate to see where I was. The consistent sprinkle of ice on my face told me it was still snowing, as did the violent wail of the wind rushing past me.



A slowly growing voice rose above the cacophony of the weather, and I recognized it as Ironstone.



I tried to move, only to find my limbs restricted and tied down. Dark figures moved around me, and I spotted brown, splotchy buildings around me.



I was back in town.



I thrashed harder against whatever held me back, but it was to no avail. The bindings ground against my limbs, sharp sticks jabbed into my side, and I felt rope burn on my legs and body.



“Magistrate, he’s awake.”



My rapid blinking finally cleared away enough of the haze in my eyes, and I saw what was happening around me. 



I was held up, tied to some type of post, my fore and back legs bound behind me to the post. The post was dug into a pile of branches and sticks, and the faint smell of kerosene wafted up from the wood.  Before me, I spotted the villagers, most of them covered in thick clothing, but all with their dark eyes focused on me.



I felt someone else tied to the post, and twisted my neck far enough to see strands of Glimmer’s hair blowing in the wind. She was bound with me. The fact that she wasn’t thrashing meant she that she must have been unconscious.



“Inspector.”



I turned my head, and saw Ironstone step forth from the crowd, but what my eyes actually focused on was the torch he was holding. The purple flame that lapped at the wood, burning brightly against the chaos of the wind and snow.



My flame.



My mind pieced together the situation, and I felt the fear that crept up my stomach.



He was going to burn us.



“I’m sorry it had to be like this, but the Witch has clouded your mind, just as she did to Brightstar before you. I cannot let my village be tainted by her foul magic.” He looked at the torch. “What an evil thing, to burn against the wishes of mother nature.” He shook his head. “Please forgive me, Inspector.” 



He tossed the torch, and I watched it arch through the air. My heart beat in my chest like a drum as it landed just on the edge of the pile of wood. The flame ate its way off the torch and onto the branches beneath the two of us, and I instantly felt the wave of heat against my lower body.



The crowd cheered at the fire, and I heard several voices shout out.



“Burn, witch, burn!”



“Die and take your tainted magic with you!”



“You’ve cursed our village long enough!”



I flailed against the ropes holding me, desperate to get out anyway possible, and when they didn’t budge, I turned to magic. Agony exploded in my forehead as I concentrated, so intense that tears formed in my eyes, and it destroyed any sense of concentration that I had. I remembered the dull thud of the axe on my head, and the snapping sensation that followed back in the woods. And when I looked up through the blood and tears and snow, I found an appalling sight. 



My horn was cracked off at the base, sharp splinters of bone sticking out from my forehead where it had been broken off unevenly. I screamed, with all my rage and pain, ripping violently against my bindings to no avail.



The fire was growing, consuming the lowest level of branches entirely and quickly spreading upwards. The heat against my lower body was growing to an uncomfortable level, and the feeling of singed fur was spiking across the tops of my hooves.



I felt Glimmer shiver behind me as the fire worked its way up her side as well. 



With no chance to break free with might or magic, I turned to the crowd gathered around us; the crowd that had gathered to watch us burn, and tried my one and only option.



Pleading.



“Magistrate, please, listen to me!” I yelled over the cracking of the fire. “It’s not magic! It never was magic. Your crops are dying for another reason! It’s not Glimmer’s fault, IT’S NOT HER FAULT.” I spat my words through cracked lips, trying to contain my fury.



The magistrate lowered his head, not daring to look at me. “I’m sorry, Inspector, but this is how it has to end. If I don’t get rid of the taint of magic, this entire village will freeze. Nature has to be appeased, I only wish it could be done less painfully.”



The magistrate backed into the crowd, disappearing among them and leaving the two of us to the flames. The crowd was cheering loudly now, and all attempts at talk faded into the roar of their voices. They were screaming at Glimmer and I, and some were throwing rocks.



I felt a bottle break across my stomach, the glass digging deep into the fur and flesh. I turned my head towards the sky, against the whipping wind and snow and prayed for anything and everything.  The black abyss swirled and thundered, seemingly growing in intensity along with the crowd. The barrage of snow was leaving welts on me, and the wind threatened to rip limbs from my body. The crowd roared along with the storm, both mixing together into a chaotic climax of noise.



And then the sky dropped.



The blaze haze of clouds fell to earth and smashed into the village. The snow and wind peaked, ripping my breath away and searing my eyes. The villagers screamed and yelled as the fury raged around them. And from behind me, I heard Glimmer.



“The winter wolves are here.”



The wind and snow stopped, the clouds softened, and for an instant the sky was blue and clear, and above us rested the winter wolves.



They hovered in the air, long and equine in appearance, except slimmer and more transparent, their gray bodies barely distinguishable from the sky. The heat of the fire that lashed against my body disappeared even as the flames themselves soared around me, instead replaced by an intense chilling sensation that bored into my bones and froze my breaths.  The crowd looked on in shock, some screamed and fled while others trembled silently in fear as they stood there.



Windigos. 



And then the creatures spoke, but not with words.



Ice came from their mouths, so ferocious and cold that it froze the air around them. It met in the center of the village, swirling and coalescing into a violent swarming storm. It crawled up the houses and the ponies in the town and solidified, trapping them in icy prisons as they cried and begged. And as the fire lapped at my bones, I watched the frozen terror consume the villagers through my boiling corneas. The great swirl of frost crashed down, crystallizing skin and fur. Their screams froze in their lungs as their veins solidified and popped. I stopped struggling against the flames as the wraith of the Windigos washed over me, and the heat was no more.




      

      
   
      The Time of Their Lives


      

      
      
         It was a quiet Tuesday afternoon, and Princess Twilight Sparkle was halfway through a thick text on the thermodynamic effects of passive magic fields when Rainbow Dash came to tell her about the skeleton.



“Twilight!” The scratchy voice echoed around the castle’s entryway. “Twilight, are you home?”



Lunch was a happy memory of seared acorn squash, bought that morning from the fall market and prepared with just a hint of nutmeg. She kept a few leftover slices on a small plate beside her, and occasionally nibbled on them when reading a particularly intriguing passage from her book. A small cup of long-cooled sweet tea sat, ignored, beside the plate. Warm sunlight poured through the castle’s wide windows to form bright pools on the crystal floor, chasing away the autumnal chill, and she basked in them like a book-loving cat.



It was a perfect day for wasting with a curious volume of forgotten lore, in other words. Until Rainbow Dash showed up.



“In the library!” Twilight shouted back. Her mother would have scolded her for yelling instead of getting up to go speak with her guest, but this was her castle and she could yell inside if she wanted.



The clip-clop of hooves on crystal followed, and Rainbow Dash’s head poked through the library door. She peered around until she spotted Twilight reclining on a cushion in a sunlit pool and trotted over.



“Hey, uh, there’s a skeleton at the Hayburger,” she said.



Twilight blinked at her. “What?”



“The Hayburger, the place that sells those burgers you like? There’s a skeleton there.”



“Wait, like…” Twilight frowned. “You mean, somepony found a skeleton?”



Rainbow Dash shook her head. “No, it’s sitting at a table with a menu. I think it’s trying to order some food.”



“The skeleton? The skeleton is trying to order a meal?”



Rainbow Dash nodded. She shifted her weight between her hooves, and her wings fluttered nervously at her side.



Finally, realization struck. Twilight rolled her eyes and turned back to her book. “Nightmare Night was last week, Dash. You’re too late.”



“Huh?”



“For pranking. Or, if you’re going to try to prank somepony, it’s too late to use a skeleton.”



“What? No!” Dash’s wings flared out. “It’s not a prank! There’s a skeleton at the Hayburger.”



“Uh huh.” Twilight flipped the page. A new chapter on lesser field harmonics! She squealed a little inside.



“Hey!” A blue hoof planted itself on the page. “I’m not joking! There’s a skeleton and it’s really freaking ponies out!”



Twilight wrapped the pegasus in her magic and gently lifted her away, depositing her by the door. “Sorry, Dash, not buying it. Go try Applejack or Rarity.”



“Fine! I will!”



“Fine.” Twilight nibbled on a bit of squash. “You do that.”



“Fine!” Dash shouted one last time, then proceeded to stomp her way out of the castle. It wasn’t very impressive – pegasi can’t stomp all that well.







About twenty minutes later, Applejack showed up. She didn’t bother to knock or call out, she just walked into the library, found Twilight, and took a seat next to her.



“Hey sugar, you got a moment?” she said.



“Of course, Applejack.” Twilight closed her book and pushed it a few inches away. “What can I do for you?”



“There’s a skeleton at the Hayburger.”



Twilight pulled the book back. “Let me guess, you ran into Rainbow Dash?”



“Yup.”



“And she told you there was a skeleton at the Hayburger?”



“Yup.”



“And then she told you to come tell me?”



Applejack shook her head. “Nope, I told her she was gosh-darned fool trying to play a silly prank like that a week after Nightmare Night. Then she started yellin’ and cussin’ and dragged me to the Hayburger, and sure enough there was a skeleton there, sittin’ at one of the tables with a menu, tryin’ to make up its mind about what to order I guess. Big crowd of ponies, too, all starin’ at it.”



Twilight was quiet for a while.



Finally, hopefully, “Are you sure this isn’t a prank, Applejack? Did she get you in on it?”



“Sugar, when was the last time I ever played a prank on somepony?”



Twilight found she had no answer for that. She stood, floated her book over to a reshelving cart, and dusted off her belly. “Alright, let’s go meet this skeleton, I guess.”








There was a large crowd of ponies gathered outside the Hayburger. Pegasi perched on the eaves, leaning over to peer in the windows. A nervous acne-dappled teenage colt wearing a greasy apron stood guard at the door.



Rainbow Dash was waiting for them at the edge of the crowd. “Oh, oh, you believe her, huh? But not me?”



“Hush, missy,” Applejack said. “Okay, Twilight, go ahead. Make way, folks! Princess is here to help!”



As one, the crowd turned toward her. The excited babble fell into a hush, and a path opened toward the door. The pegasi on the roof burst into flight, swirling like a flock of garish starlings, then slowly settled down again to stare at her.



Twilight blinked at the assembled mass. “Uh…”



The teenage fry cook galloped up to her, a crumpled paper cap with the Hayburger logo squished between his hooves. “Oh, thank goodness you’re here, princess! It showed up an hour ago. I know we’re not supposed to discriminate against customers but it’s scaring everypony and I’d really like if you could make it go away. Or at least order carry-out instead of dining in.”



“Uh…” Twilight racked her brain for an intelligent response and found nothing. “Are you sure this isn’t a prank?”



“Huh?”



Twilight sighed. “Nevermind. Okay, let’s go see what this is about.”



She walked through the door, Applejack and Rainbow Dash a few steps behind her, and found the problem immediately. The skeleton was seated by itself at a table for four, a menu propped up in its hooves. It was still as a statue, and for a moment the resurgent hope that this was a prank – it’s just a prop someone brought in to fool us – kindled itself in Twilight’s mind. They would all laugh and slap each other on the back and go back to reading magical textbooks in their castles.



The skeleton flipped the menu over, scanning the drink list on the back. After a moment it nodded and, apparently satisfied, set the menu down and looked around expectantly.



Something poked Twilight in the flank. She jerked in surprise and looked back to see Rainbow Dash motioning her toward the skeleton.



Fine. Fine. This is nothing. Tirek was, like, a lot bigger and scarier than this. Steeling herself, she took a few quick breaths and trotted through the empty dining area toward the skeleton’s table, stopping a few steps away.



The skeleton was… traditional, Twilight supposed. Dry bones, scrimshaw-white, with only the barest of connective tissues remaining to hold it together. Female, if she had to guess, and an earth pony. There was no sense of magic around it, no glowing fields or unearthly chills. Just the quiet rasp of calcium grinding itself to powder, and a faint scent that reminded her of dust and stones and glaciers.



“Uh, hello,” Twilight said.



“Hi!” the skeleton chirped. Its voice was high and light and full of energy, and seemed to emerge from the dark space where a pony’s vocal chords would be. “I’d like the number three combo with extra crispy hayfries and a sarsaparilla soda, please.”



“Oh, I’m sorry.” Any surprise over hearing a skeleton speak so clearly was far outweighed by her fear of awkward social misunderstandings. “I’m actually not a waiter. I’m a princess.”



The skeleton gasped. “Oh my gosh! I’m sorry, I didn’t realize! Would you like to join me, princess?”



“Er, sure.” Twilight carefully slid out the chair across from the skeleton and sat down. She chanced a look over her shoulder to see Rainbow Dash and Applejack still keeping their distance, while back near the entrance the crowd had started to spill into the restaurant.



“The service here doesn’t seem to be very good,” the skeleton said. “Is there, like a counter we’re supposed to order at?”



“I think the waiter’s just busy,” Twilight said. “So, what’s your name?”



“Song Sparrow, just like my cutie mark!” She giggled and twisted, showing off her bare pelvic bones. “What’s yours?”



“Twilight Sparkle. So, if you don’t mind my asking, what are you doing here?”



“What do you mean? I just want a hayburger. And extra crispy fries.”



“No, what are you…” Twilight frowned and motioned toward Song Sparrow’s body. “Why are you, uh, up and about?”



“Well, it was lunch time, and this place seemed new. I figured I’d try it out.”



Time to stop beating around the bush. “But you’re dead.”



“What?” The skeleton drew back. “I am not.”



“Yes you are. You’re a skeleton.”



Song Sparrow looked down at her body. “I’ve lost a little weight, but that doesn’t mean you can say nasty things like that, princess or not! Apologize!”



Twilight frowned. “Look, I’m sorry, but you are dead and you are a skeleton. Isn’t she, Applejack?”



“Uh.” Applejack froze as all eyes turned to her. “Well, yeah, she kinda looks like a skeleton. No offense, ma’am.”



“I don’t believe this.” Song Sparrow slammed a hoof down on the table, raising a little puff of ivory dust. “All I want is a hayburger, and instead I get ponies telling me I’m dead! What kind of town is this?”



“Hey, this is a great town!” Rainbow Dash injected. “You take that back!”



“I will not!”



Twilight groaned. “Oh, for the love of… Listen, if you weren’t a skeleton, could I do this?” She snatched up a plastic spork with her magic, aimed carefully, and slid it through Song Sparrow’s ribs alongside her sternum. The plastic rattled against the bone, and when Twilight released her magic the spork fell into the skeleton’s rib cage, bounced off her pelvis, and tumbled to the floor with a clatter.



Silence. They all stared down at the spork.



“Er, sorry,” Twilight finally said. “That was uncalled for. I—”



“Urk!” Song Sparrow jerked to her feet, kicking the chair away. Her hooves rose to her breast to cover the ribs Twilight had just pierced. She swayed in place, teetered, tottered, and with a final clatter crashed to the ground like a slain xylophone. Hollow knocking echoes filled the restaurant as Twilight, her friends, and the dozens in the crowd stared in shock.



Silence reigned again.



Somepony in the back screamed. That broke the dam, and chaos overwhelmed the Hayburger. Ponies tried to escape. Ponies tried to crowd in. The roof rattled as a dozen pegasi took off and two dozen more landed. 



“What the heck, Twilight?!” Applejack shouted.



“You killed her!” from Rainbow Dash.



“What? No, no!” Twilight gawked at the mess of bones strewn on the floor. “She just fell down!”



“Murder!” somepony screamed.



“No! No!” Twilight spun to the crowd to plead her case. “She was a skeleton! You can’t murder a skeleton!”



But it was not to be. The chaos continued until a burly stallion with a ten-gallon hat and a sheriff’s star pinned to his vest arrived. 



“Princess Twilight Sparkle, you’re under arrest,” the sheriff said, clapping a set of manacles around Twilight’s forelegs. “Take her away, boys!”



“No! I’m innocent! Applejack, tell them I’m innocent! You can’t murder a skeleton!” She kept up her protestations as the posse dragged her through the door and to the Ponyville jail.



And that is how Twilight Sparkle was arrested for the second time in her life.








Song Sparrow was the first but not the last restless soul who took to wandering Ponyville’s streets. By that evening ghostly lights collected at the intersections, bobbing up and down in time with the wind. They whispered to each other, and ponies cast them wary glances as they passed.



By Wednesday morning over a dozen shamblers had risen from their graves. They moldered in various states of decay, from completely bare skeletons to dried, decomposing corpses. They moved with a surprising amount of vigor for the dead, and with their spectral companions began to haunt the town.



Mostly they went shopping. A good number organized sightseeing groups to tour Ponyville and its environs. They rented out every room in the Ponyville Deluxe Inn & Suites and provided a surprising autumn boost to the town’s economy.



Not everypony was happy to see the dead return. Aside from Twilight Sparkle, who ruminated bitterly over them in her cell, the other Elements of Harmony couldn’t help but be concerned.



Applejack felt the dead should stay dead as a general rule, and registered this opinion with a firmly worded letter to the editor of the Ponyville Gazette. The paper declined to publish her letter, fearing an advertising boycott from shops that did heavy business with the undead.



Rainbow Dash claimed the dead were “lame” and “slow” and promptly began challenging them to races, hoof-wrestling contests, hayburger-eating competitions, and everything else she could think of to establish the continuing superiority of the living over the dead. She won some of these, lost some, and generally was so occupied by the spirit of competition that she forgot to form any opinion on the presence of the undead one way or the other.



Pinkie Pie, alone among the six, was enthusiastic. She hosted the largest party in Ponyville history in the town cemetery, inviting the living and the dead. Every zombie, skeleton and ghost showed up, nearly three dozen in all, along with hundreds of living ponies, and they celebrated well into the morning hours.



Fluttershy locked herself in her cottage and so it is not entirely clear how she felt about matters.



Then, Rarity. Normally so generous, so welcoming, so appreciative of others, she found herself troubled by the town’s new additions. Ambivalent. She wanted to open her heart and her business to the dead, but every time they passed by she felt a chill travel down her back, like a drop of ice water crawling its way down her spine. She would shiver and cough and excuse herself from their presence, flustered, afraid, and at the same time mortified of her own fears. 



It was Friday morning and Rarity was in the Boutique’s fabric room, cutting out patterns for her next dress, when the bell above the door rang. She set her glasses down on the work table, gave the mirror a quick glance to make sure she was presentable, and trotted out into the lobby.



“Welcome to Carousel Boutique, where every garment is chic, unique, aaaaaaannnnnd… ah, hello,” she said, stumbling to a clumsy stop.



“Good morning!” the ghostly unicorn standing in her shop replied. “Are you Miss Rarity? I was told you make the best dresses.”



Pride warred with fear and quickly won. “Why, yes I am.” She struck a pose, ignoring the chill wriggling its wormy way down her spine. “I dare say there’s no better boutique this side of Canterlot for the discerning mare.”



“Oh, wonderful!” The ghostly mare spun in place, floating a few inches off the floor in the process. Although her form was faint, and Rarity could easily see the far wall through her, there was a definite impression of a vermilion coat and lavender mane. “It feels like ages since I bought a new dress!”



“Yes, no doubt.” Rarity cleared her throat. “But, if I’m being honest, I’m not sure I’m the best, ah, pony to tailor something to your exact… specifications.”



“Oh.” The mare looked downcast for a moment, then brightened. Her horn flashed, and a large coin purse appeared on the counter beside them. It clinked loudly, and out spilled a mess of bits – hundreds of them, tarnished and weathered with age, crusted red and green with rust and verdigris, but still legal tender as far as any bank was concerned.



“Will these help?” the mare asked.



“Well.” Rarity nudged the bag with her hoof, then cast an appraising eye at the ghost. “They don’t hurt. What did you say your name was, darling?”



And so went the first week after the dead returned to Ponyville.








The dead did not stick around forever. Very quickly a pattern emerged.



Rarity saw it happen herself the next morning. She was shopping in the market, filling her wicker basket with celery and radishes and carrots, when a zombie bumped into her shoulder. They exchanged apologies and were about to go their separate ways when the zombie, an earth pony stallion about Rarity’s own age (so to speak) suddenly pointed at her basket and gasped.



“Those radishes!” he exclaimed. “Those are cherriette antiques! Wherever did you get them?”



“Hm?” Rarity peered down into her basket, where nestled between the carrots and iceberg lettuce were a bundle of bright, cherry red radishes. “Oh, June Bug sells those. She has a little stand across the square.”



He let out an airy gasp. “Show me?”



“Of course.” Rarity brushed a few flakes of decomposing skin off her coat and led the zombie to June Bug’s stand. The earth pony raised an eyebrow when she saw them approach but smiled nevertheless.



“Hello Rarity. Looking for more radishes?” she asked.



“Well, I—”



“Yes!” The zombie jumped forward, leaning over June Bug’s counter to ogle her produce. “Red Royals! Cherriettes! Pink Beauties and Amethysts! Oh, and are those White Icicles?”



“They certainly are, sir!” June Bug puffed out her chest. “I grow a dozen types of antique radishes!”



“Ah, you know, I used to grow radishes.” The zombie let out a long sigh. “In fact, I planted a fresh batch last winter, and I spent months tending to them. But when they were just about ready to harvest I got terribly sick, and then I woke up here.”



“You… woke up?” Rarity asked.



He nodded. “Indeed. This is a lovely town, of course, but I do so wish I could go back for those radishes.”



“Well.” Rarity glanced at the produce. “June Bug, do you suppose I could buy one more of those for my friend? One of those big ones there?”



“Sure! One White Icicle, coming up!” She plucked a long white radish and hoofed it over to the zombie.



“Oh, thank you!” He snapped the end off the radish in a single bite and and moaned. “Oh, this is wonderful! Better than I could have believed! Why, I could die happily right now!”



And with that he slumped to the ground in a boneless heap. The half-eaten radish rolled toward Rarity, who danced away with a yelp.



“Er…” June Bug leaned over the counter to stare at the lifeless corpse. “Did… did we kill him?”



Rarity waited for her racing heart to slow. “Ah, I… I’m not sure. Is he breathing?”



They stared at him for a few seconds. The wind stirred, and his body disintegrated before their eyes, blowing away in a sparkling cloud of glitter that stuck to Rarity’s coat and looked like it wouldn’t come out without a good shampooing.



“No, definitely not,” June Bug said. “Guess we made him happy, though!”



And that was good enough for Rarity.








Over the next few days, several other spirits and skeletons found their way to one epiphany or another, realizing their long-lost desires and fading away or collapsing into piles of dust. It was a bit harrowing to witness at first, but the ponies in question didn’t seem to mind, so after a week or so it became part of the normal routine. Almost like a foal getting her cutie mark, albeit a tad more macabre.



It was the Monday after the dead returned, and Rarity was in her workshop again. She had three orders to fill, two for living ponies and one for a ghost. The ghost was hard to measure, what with how the measuring tape kept falling through her, but after a bit of struggle she’d managed to get some approximate numbers and got to work. If worst came to worst, she could always alter the dress later.



The bell above her door rang, followed by the rapid clatter of foals’ hooves and a shouted voice from the entry. “Hi sis we’re back we’re just gonna get some food and then we’re gonna go to the clubhouse oh and Miss Cheerilee says she needs to meet with you something about my math grades but it doesn’t sound too important okay bye!”



“Wait!” Rarity stalked out into the kitchen, where she found Sweetie Belle, Scootaloo, Apple Bloom, and a ghostly filly about their same age lurking around the refrigerator. “What was that about your math grades?”



“Uh…” Sweetie Belle’s eyes shifted to her friends, but finding no help there she returned to Rarity. “Miss Cheerilee says she needs to meet with you because they’re… so good! Yeah!”



Rarity let out a long sigh. “Of course they are. We’ll talk later. Now, then, who is your new friend here?” She smiled and lowered herself to her knees, putting her level with the ghostly filly’s head.



“This is Ginger Gypsy! Say ‘hi’ to Rarity, Ginger!” Apple Bloom pushed the ghost toward her without any effect.



“Oh, um, hello.” The ghost bit her lip and seemed to shrink. “It’s good to meet you.”



“Aw, aren’t you just adorable!” Rarity peered around at her flank. It was hard to tell, but it seemed to be a smooth apricot color, untouched by any mark. “Still waiting for your cutie mark, darling?”



Ginger blushed, glowing just a bit brighter, and nodded. “Uh huh. Sweetie Belle is going to help me.”



“Us too!” Scootaloo shouted, shoving her way over to wrap a leg around Ginger’s shoulder. It promptly fell through her, but the gesture seemed to be appreciated by the ghost, who returned the hug with a smile.



“We’re gonna go hunting for pirates!” Apple Bloom added.



“Uh huh.” Rarity made a mental note to check in with Applejack later. “Well, do be careful, girls. You just got your cutie marks, after all. Don’t go getting hurt at this point.”



“Us, hurt?” Scootaloo hopped into the air, her wings buzzing to keep her aloft for a few moments. “Never! Cutie Mark Crusaders Pirate Hunters, go!”



“Wooo!”



“Woooo!”



“OOOoooOOOooo!”



And with a clatter of hooves and just the faintest of ghostly chills, the three original and one new Crusader vanished out the door. Rarity watched them go with a tiny smile, and then went back to her dressmaking.








Two days later, Rarity decided to pay Twilight Sparkle a visit.



The Ponyville jail was a small affair, just an office for the deputy and a single jail cell adjoining. Turn Key, the officer responsible for guarding prisoners, was sitting at his desk reading the Gazette when Rarity walked in the door. He smiled at her and waved a hoof toward the cell.



Twilight Sparkle lay on her belly on the cot, a book held in the air before her. She set it down as Rarity approached, and offered her friend a weak smile. “Hi Rarity.”



“Hello Twilight.” Rarity took a seat next to the bars. “How are you doing?”



“Well, you know. Some days are better than others. At least I’ve got my books.” She motioned toward the cell wall, where a poor wood bookcase struggled under the weight of hundreds of tomes, piled atop each other with reckless abandon. Stacks of excess books lined the walls, filled the floors, flowed out from beneath the cot, and even grew down from the ceiling like stalactites, held in place with a faint lavender glow.



“So I see.” Rarity scooted a few inches away from the cell. “Any word on the charges, then?”



“I go before the magistrate next week,” Twilight said. She sniffed and let out a long, shaking breath. “I think… I think I’ll probably plead guilty.”



“Oh, Twilight.” Rarity reached a hoof through the bars toward her friend. “Are you sure?”



Twilight wrapped her hoof around Rarity’s and gave it a light squeeze. “I… I think so. They might go easier on me, and to be fair, I deserve whatever they give me.”



“Twilight, you’re a wonderful mare and you deserve a fair and impartial trial,” Rarity said firmly. “I won’t hear anypony say different, not even you. Do you understand?”



Twilight sniffed again. “Thank you, Rarity. You’re a good friend.”



“Well, I try.” Rarity gave the book mountains another searching glance. “Do you have anything besides these to keep you occupied, darling?”



“I have this,” Twilight said. Her horn glowed, and a small chrome harmonica floated into view. She held it before her mouth and breathed into it, filling the cell with a rippling melodic cry. She played a few chords of a broken blues scale before setting it back on her cot. “Applejack gave it to me. She said it’s an Apple Family traditional.”



“Odd, I’ve never seen her play the harmonica.”



“Oh, in jail,” Twilight corrected. “It’s a tradition in jail.”



“Ah.” Rarity felt herself frowning and forced a neutral expression. “Jail, jail, jail. I hate to keep thinking of you in here, Twilight, all by yourself. Would you like some lunch?”



Twilight’s ears perked up. “Yeah, that sounds nice.” She stood and pushed the cell door open, stepping out beside Rarity. “Mr. Turn Key? We’re going to get some lunch. Do you want anything?”



“Naw, I’m fine,” he replied. “Be back by closing time, you hear?”



“Yes sir. Hayburger sound good, Rarity?”



“That’s fine, darling. I’m paying. We can get some ice cream after!”



And that made Twilight Sparkle a happy princess pony.








By the end of the second week, nopony gave the dead a second glance. Their numbers had settled down to around a dozen or so, with new ones sometimes appearing to replace those who finally achieved their lost desires and faded into whatever afterlife awaited them.



Rarity found that business was brisk. The undead paid well and never complained about the garments she crafted for them. It was difficult to match their hues, sometimes, especially for the skeletons who were still convinced they had bright yellow coats with orange manes, when all Rarity could see were dusty bones the color of old milk, but she did her best to make every customer happy.



She was putting the final touches on a wedding dress for a young skeleton who had died before her marriage when the bell above her door rang. 



“One moment!” she cried. She stabbed a pin in place to secure a fold and trotted out to meet her guest. “Welcome to Carousel Boutique, where every garment is chic, unique, and magnifique!”



“Hello!” A ghostly mare stood just inside the door. Her coat was sky blue, or perhaps that was just ectoplasm, and she smiled. “Are you Miss Rarity?”



“I certainly am, darling. It’s a pleasure to meet you, miss...”



“Autumn Sky,” the ghost replied. “And it’s an honor to meet you. I’ve heard so much about you!”



“Well, I daresay most ponies have.” Rarity preened for just a moment. “Now, are you in the market for a dress, Miss Sky?”



“Oh, not quite. I was actually hoping you could give me some advice, instead. You see, I’m a seamstress as well.” She spun, showing off the faint wavering image of a spool of thread on her flank. “And I have a dream, you see… Oh, but it’s so silly…”



Rarity walked over to the ghost and tried to rest a hoof on her shoulder. “No, darling, dreams are never silly! Out with it! Tell me how I can help.”



“Well… I’ve always wanted to start my own shop, you see, and sell dresses. But I never had the connections or the know-how, and then there was that carriage accident. But now that I’m here in this lovely town, I so desire to try again!”



Hmm. Rarity rubbed her chin with a hoof. There wasn’t really enough business in Ponyville to support two boutiques, even with all the new customers, but she could never deny someone their dream. Much less a fellow tailor! And besides, no doubt once this new business opened, Autumn Sky would find closure and fade away.



Yes. Rarity had to help.



“Well, darling, I dare say I know something about starting a business. A boutique, no less! Why, between the two of us we’ll start the best damn boutique in Ponyville! I can go down to Town Hall tomorrow and start the permit process, and we look for a building… why, there’s that empty space for lease just down the street! Oh, you do, ah, have some capital, I hope?”



There was a flash, and a huge sack of bits appeared on the floor between them. The moldering burlap parted under the strain of its own weight, spilling out a small fortune in ancient coins. “Will these do?” Autumn Sky asked.



Rarity smiled. “I believe they will.”



And that is how Rarity found her first dead business partner.








The next week was a hectic rush. Rarity and Autumn Sky resolved to open their new venture as rapidly as possible, to capture the Hearthswarming Holiday crowd. Rarity secured permits and leased the empty office just down the street, while Autumn Sky contracted to renovate the interior.



In only nine days, Autumn Sky’s dream went from vision to reality. On a foggy, cool morning, she stood outside her new store before a crowd of ponies, living and dead, with Rarity at her side. A wide ribbon was strung across the front door, and they held a pair of novelty oversize scissors (actually, Rarity held them, but Autumn Sky was standing next to her so that counted just as much).



“Mares and Gentlestallions!” Autumn Sky shouted. Her voice was a hollow echo, and the living ponies felt a chill when they heard it, but they stomped and cheered nevertheless because she seemed so happy. “Thank you all for coming to the grand opening of the Eidolon Boutique! Please, come in and shop!”



With that, Rarity closed the scissors, parting the wide red ribbon and officially opening Ponyville’s newest store.



It was a smashing success. Ponies mobbed the store, pulling dresses and suits off the displays as fast as Rarity and Autumn Sky (but mostly Rarity) could replace them. Orders were placed, bits were spent, and when the day finally ended a pair of exhausted seamstress ponies found themselves laughing in the Eidolon Boutique’s lobby.



“Well, that was an adventure!” Rarity said. She giggled and wiped a bit of sweat from her brow. Tomorrow would definitely be a spa day.



“It was! Thank you, Rarity.” Autumn attempted to hug Rarity, momentarily turning the sweat on Rarity’s coat into frost. “It was everything I dreamed of!”



“Yes, about that.” Rarity cleared her throat. “Do you feel any, ah… sensation? Like you’ve accomplished some important goal, and now your life is complete?”



“Hm... “ Autumn Sky thought for a moment. “Nope.”



Rarity blinked. “No?”



“Nope!”



“But… you opened your boutique! That was your dream!”



“Well… it was part of my dream.” Autumn Sky twisted a spectral hoof against the floor. “You see, ever since I was a filly, I dreamed of opening my own boutique, and then driving all the other boutiques in town out of business!”



“What?”



“Oh, I was a silly filly! I imagined how they would look, crawling to me on their hooves and knees, begging me not to undercut their prices! To let them stay open and feed their families! But, no. There can only be one boutique in each town, and it had to be mine.”



“That…” Rarity paused to collect her thoughts. “That’s a horrible dream! How could you do that?!”



“Hey! You said no dreams were silly!”



“That’s not silly, it’s terrible! I’m the only other pony who owns a boutique in this town! You want to drive me out of business?”



“Yes!” Autumn Sky glowed with happiness. “Oh, it will be wonderful!”



“I helped you!”



“Er, yes, and I do appreciate that.” Autumn Sky cleared her throat. “This is awkward, but, you know, if you could just be a little more helpful, it would make my dreams really come true.”



Rarity narrowed her eyes.



And then she went to see Twilight Sparkle.








It was after sunset when Rarity arrived at the jail. She breezed through the door, gave the deputy a curt nod, and settled down beside Twilight’s cell.



“Twilight, do you have a moment?” she asked.



“I have an unlimited number of moments, as it happens,” Twilight said. She set her harmonica down on a stack of books beside her cot. “But I think we’re about to close for the day. Can it wait?”



“I suppose.” She turned toward the clock above the deputy’s desk, which was just about to strike five. The minute hand finally ticked over, and a buzzing alarm sounded.



“Closing time!” The deputy stood from his desk and turned off the alarm. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning, Twilight.”



“Okay Mr. Turn Key,” Twilight said. She stood and stepped out of the cell, closing the barred door behind her. “Tell your wife I said ‘hello.’”



“Will do. You two stay safe, now.”



The walk back to Twilight's castle was quiet. Few ponies stayed out after dark at this time of year – it was simply too cold – and they had the streets to themselves.



“So, what did you want to talk about?” Twilight finally asked.



“Well, It’s about… I’m sorry, this may be uncomfortable, but it’s about the incident with Song Sparrow.”



“Oh.” Twilight swallowed and looked away. “Yes, that. It’s fine, Rarity. I’ve made up my mind and I’m going to plead guilty.”



“Yes, of course, darling. If that’s your desire I won’t stop you. But I wanted to talk about the actual, ah, event.”



“That’s right, you weren’t there. What about it?”



“Well…” Rarity licked her lips. “How did you, ah, kill her?”



Twilight was silent for a moment. “A spork.”



“A… spork?”



“Yes, a spork. I just slid it between her ribs, and she fell apart! That wasn’t supposed to happen!”



“I know, darling, I know.” Rarity patted her friend’s shoulder. “It was an accident. Now, this spork, it was just one of the plastic ones from the Hayburger?”



“Uh huh.” Twilight sniffed again. “Why do you ask?”



“Well, just, ah, you know. Research.”



“Oh.” Twilight’s ears perked up. “That makes sense.”



They reached the castle and exchanged a quick hug. Twilight invited her in for tea, but Rarity demurred.



“Sorry, darling, I have some errands to run. Perhaps tomorrow? I’ll bring the girls if I can.”



Twilight visibly brightened at that. “Okay, tomorrow then! Good night!”



And then Rarity went to the Hayburger, which was open until 7 p.m. on weeknights.








Rarity walked into the Eidolon Boutique early the next morning, moments after Autumn Sky flipped the ‘Closed’ sign over to ‘Open’.



“Good morning, Rarity!” Autumn Sky chirped. “How are you today?”



“Fine, fine.” She removed her saddlebags and set them on the counter with a quiet plasticky clink. “And yourself?”



“Good, thank you.” She sidled closer, raising Rarity’s hackles with the faint chill that always seemed to follow ghosts. “Have you given any thought to what we discussed?”



“In fact, I have.” Rarity unclasped the saddlebags and pulled out a sheaf of papers, along with a few plastic sporks, which she set to the side.



Autumn Sky tilted her head. “What are those?”



“Hm? Oh, those are sporks, darling. Don’t worry, they’re only here for back-up. These papers are what matter.”



“Yes!” Autumn Sky clapped her spectral hooves soundlessly. “What are the papers, Rarity?”



Rarity drew herself up. “Autumn Sky, I’ve decided it’s no use to keep my boutique open. There’s no way I can possibly compete with such a skillful business mare as yourself. That’s why I’ve decided sell it to you, for a nominal fee, of course.”



“Eeee! Yes!” Autumn leapt into the air, pirouetting several times before settling back down. “I’ve done it! I’ve won!”



She waved her hoof, and a flash stole Rarity’s vision. When her eyesight recovered, a fat sack of bits spilled open on the counter, filling the room with a golden sparkle. The ghost snatched the deed to the Carousel Boutique from Rarity’s hooves and hugged it against her chest.



“At last! At last, my dream has come true! I own the only boutique in Ponyville! I… I... ooh…” And with a last ghostly exhalation she faded away. The last Rarity saw of her was a small smile, and then the pages of the Carousel Boutique deed fluttered to the floor.



Silence returned. Rarity waited for the crest of joy and victory to reach her heart and set her hooves to dancing, but it never came. 



Was this melancholy? She turned the emotion over, examining it from every angle. It was and yet it wasn’t. There was happiness mixed in there, and for a moment she saw her parents’ faces, streaked with tears but smiling, the day she moved out to live on her own. She gave herself a little shake, banishing the memories.



“Well, that’s that, then.” Rarity scooped up the deed and slid it back into her saddlebags. Then, with a grunt and a burst of magic, she lifted the bag of bits and set it on her back. “No sense in letting these go to waste, I suppose.”



She paused at the door on the way out, flipping the sign back to ‘Closed.’ With a final backward glance, she shut off the lights.



And that is how Rarity paid for Sweetie Belle’s college fund.








The whole town turned out for Twilight Sparkle’s trial. The living and the dead crowded into the gallery. Pegasi and ghosts floated above the crowd. It seemed everypony wanted to be there when Ponyville’s princess officially became a felon.



Rarity sat in the first row between Applejack and Pinkie Pie. At the table in front of them, Twilight Sparkle waited next to her court-appointed attorney. She sat with her back straight, her expression solemn, and moved not a muscle as the court waited to begin.



“All rise!” The bailiff shouted. “His honor Even Scales presiding!”



Everypony stood as the judge walked in. He adjusted his black robes and sat, followed by the rest of the court.



“Princess Twilight Sparkle,” he said. “I understand you wish to enter a plea?”



She stood. “I do, your honor. Guilty.”



A loud murmur filled the court, banished as the judge banged his gavel. “Quiet! Very well, princess. We accept your plea. Would you like to make a statement before sentencing, then?”



“I would.” She turned to face the crowd. “I learned something important earlier this month. I learned that just because you’re arguing with somepony who is obviously wrong, that doesn’t justify stabbing them. Even if you think it won’t hurt, it might, and then you’ll get arrested and go to jail and be charged with felony ponyslaughter. I hope my case will stand as a warning and an example to any young fillies and colts who might be tempted by the thought of using violence to solve their problems. Sporks are not toys, and even if their tines are small and made of plastic, they can still be used to kill skeletons.”



She turned back to the judge and wiped a tear from her cheek. “Thank you, your honor. That is all I have to say.”



He nodded and cleared his throat. Behind them, in the gallery, faint sobs and sniffles filled the air.



“That was very moving, princess. But we are a society of laws, and no matter what your rank or how sorry you feel afterward, you bear responsibility for your actions. Therefore, this court has no choice but to condemn you to the fullest extent of the law.” He banged his gavel again and looked her straight in the eye. “I sentence you to two weeks of community service and time served.”



Gasps filled the court. At her table, Twilight flinched and slowly lowered her head to the table. Somepony sobbed, and Rarity felt tears fill her eyes.



“Oh, heavens,” Rarity mumbled.



“He really threw the book at her,” Applejack said.



“Will… will she be alright?” Pinkie Pie asked.



“Why… of course she will!” Rarity said. She reached over the railing and set her hoof on Twilight’s back. “Twilight, listen to me! We’re here for you, and we will wait for you! When you get out, we will still be your friends! You can count on us! Right, girls?”



A chorus of affirmations filled the air, and as one they piled over the railing to wrap Twilight in their arms, and it took the bailiff several minutes to separate them and haul Twilight off to the Town Hall to set up a schedule for her community service.



And that is why Twilight Sparkle spent most of the Hearthswarming holidays shoveling snow outside the Ponyville hospital.
      

      
   
      One Fifty-Nine


      

      
      
         	It was a sunny day in Ponyville; sweet chirps were coming from the blue birds, fillies were running around, playing games such as hop scotch and kickball. And in the very center of the sky was none other than Rainbow Dash, who triumphantly colored the sky with a gorgeous, magnificent, perfect Sonic Rainboom. 



	"Wow!" Rainbow Dash exclaimed, "That was amazing! Maybe I should do another one!"



	She bolted across the sky, trying to build up speed, when she suddenly stopped.



	"Nah! Maybe I'll just go to Sugarcube Corner! Pinkie Pie is really hot!"



	She aced to the ground, accidentally creating another Sonic Rainboom in the process. Eyeing Sugarcube Corner, she changed her direction and tried to slow down as she got close. Unfortunately, it was very hard for her to do that, causing her to crash through the cream wall. 



	"Hi Dashie!" Pinkie cheered, waving her foreleg back and forth. She then saw Rainbow Dash on the ground, shaking her head from the crash. "You silly, you need to be more careful!"



	"Yeah, I guess I do," Rainbow Dash said. She then jumped to her hooves and approached Pinkie, "Pinkie...I don't...know how to...say...this to you..." All of a sudden, her eyes fell to the ground, trying desperately to avoid looking at the possibility of Pinkie getting mad at what she was about to say.



	"What's wrong?" Pinkie asked, "You can tell me anything, Dashie! Anything!"



	Rainbow Dash jerked her head up and kissed Pinkie Pie. It was a very special kiss that was given by Rainbow Dash. Her eyelids relaxed until they shut completely as she continued to get lost in the tenderness of Pinkie's tongue. Eventually, though, she separated from her mouth and stared at Pinkie's reaction. Everything about her face was frozen and her eyes were wide and surprised. Rainbow Dash began to feel a terrible wave rush through her mind, triggering tragic thoughts that might occur.



	But then she felt herself being knocked to the ground. Pinkie had squeezed herself around her, telling her how much she loved her too.



	"Of course I love you, Dashie! You're a super, duper, amazing, terrific, adorable pony!"



	Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes at that last descriptor, but she didn't want to ruin the moment. She returned the hug and began kissing her again, this time receiving a more active response. 



	"Everything is perfect now. It's just so-"



	"Awful!"



	The two of them jerked their heads to see Rarity at the door, her mouth practically hitting the floor upon seeing them on the ground. 



	"Pinkie Pie!" she gasped, "How could you do this to me?!"



	Shaking, Pinkie slowly got up, her muscles unable to move very fast. She stumbled over to Rarity and placed a hoof on her shoulder.



	"I'm sorry Rarity," she said, sadness evident in her voice, "if it weren't for Twilight, then I wouldn't have thought Rainbow Dash was you."



	"I'll kill her!" she screamed.



	"Yeah!" Pinkie cried.



	"Yeah!" Rainbow Dash ejaculated.



	The three of them grabbed knives that were on the floor of Sugarcube Corner and marched out. They stomped their hooves on each stone on the road with vigor and passion. Townsponies saw the three yelling and waving their knives in the air, prompting them to grab their own knives, guns, and torches and to join them on their march. By the time they got to Twilight's crystal castle, everyone in Ponyville was in the angry mob. Rarity, Pinkie Pie, and Rainbow Dash broke down the door and stormed through the pristine halls.



	"Twilight!" Rainbow Dash exclaimed, "Where are you?!"



	"We're here to destroy you!" Rarity screamed, an evil smile rolling up on her face.



	"Yeah! Me too!" Pinkie added.



	What the three didn't know was that Twilight was in her secret lair underneath the castle, watching the three angry ponies on her HD TV. She couldn't help but laugh at their suffering.



	"Ah ha! I have caused chaos and destroyed Equestria! First I have fooled Celestia into making me her student, then I tricked her into making me a Princess, and now I will rule the universe!"



	She laughed evilly once again. But what the evil princess didn't know was that the ponies knew exactly where she was and were rushing down there as fast as they could.



	"Oh no! They know where I am!" she said. She then grabbed a gun and shot Spike, who was in the corner of the room. She then raced to her secret rocket escape pod and strapped herself in.



	"She's getting away!" Pinkie yelled.



	"You'll never get me now!" Twilight announced, laughing like a menace.



	The rocket was then blasted off and burst through the castle floors. Some angry ponies were rushing through it and were killed by the rocket. The rocket then shot itself through the roof and killed Derpy, who was delivering the mail to the castle. 



	"Oh no," Rarity said, starting to cry, "Now we'll never get her..."



	"Not on my watch!" Rainbow Dash proclaimed, doing a Sonic Rainboom into the air. She raced up into the sky, quickly catching up to the rocket. In an effort to do a Double Sonic Rainboom, she picked up speed, pushing herself to a limit she never knew she had. But thankfully, she got just fast enough to do the epic Double Sonic Rainboom. And since she was close enough to the rocket, the rocket exploded and killed the evil Twilight. Rainbow Dash stopped and looked at the pretty display she just created. She then flew back down to the cheering townsponies.



	"You did it Rainbow Dash! Now we're saved!"



	Rainbow Dash appreciated the praise, but that wasn't what was important to her. In the corner of her eye, she saw Applejack. She became so happy that she smiled and practically jumped into the mare's hooves.



	"I love you so much!" Rainbow Dash cried.



	"I love you too!" Applejack screamed.



	The two of them kissed, causing the townsponies to applaud them. It was a dream come true for the both of them.



	"I knew the two of them always loved each other," Pinkie said, watching them, "But what are we waiting for? It's party time! Hit it, DJ-Pon3!"



	DJ-Pon3 turned on all his jukeboxs and equipment, filling the town with an upbeat atmosphere. Everyone began dancing at once, sparking up conversation, and kissing each other. Even Lyra and Bon-Bon, the two closest friends in town, started to do it. Everything was saved.



	The End.






	

	Rainbow Dash opened her eyes to the bright afternoon sun. Bottles, cans, streamers, confetti, food, and ponies cluttered the town square. Her head throbbed, preventing her from seeing past what was immediately in front of her. She lied there for ages, waiting for the pain to die down.



	"What has gotten into me?" she asked herself. She closed her eyes as the ravages of yesterday slammed into her. She tried to clear her mind, but those images kept replaying. All she could do was drag her hoof to her head as she slipped back to sleep.








	Pinkie fared little better. She found herself already sitting up against one of Sugarcube Corner's remaining walls. It didn't take long for her head to fall right and see the massive hole next to her.



	Using a sudden burst of strength, she pushed herself to a standing position. She turned away from the nearly destroyed buildings nearby and took a walk across the Corner. Her weary forelegs could barely surmount the mountain of rubble and her eyes could make out the outlines of mangled furniture, wooden beams, and torn books. Upon reaching the top of one of the mounds, she lifted one of her hooves to see a shard of glass penetrating the blood-soaked skin. She used the other to pull it out before continuing her journey.



	She walked through a valley of broken mementos when she came across a shattered frame. Her mind started to race and she sped up to reach it. Her tired hooves reached for the pieces as she examined each one. The frame was snapped in pieces, there were only several remaining fragments of glass, and the picture itself had been crumpled and partially ripped. On it was a green mare hugging a pink filly on her lap. She stared at it, smiling while also feeling a burning sensation on her eyes. 



	With a careful twist of the hoof, she turned it to the other side. It was mostly blank white, however she was drawn to the black writing near the bottom.



	Keep on smiling!



	Love, Granny



	She felt her tiny grin shakily stretch out, however the corners trembled within that position. Having grown tired of the stinging, she squeezed her eyes shut. 



	"Why did this have to happen?" she asked herself, "Why did I do this?"



	Within the silence of the afternoon, she stood there while gripping the photo with her life.








	Rarity trotted through out the streets observing the wreckage. Every so often, she picked up something off the ground—an empty bottle of root beer or a cracked mug of cider—and threw it in a nearby trash can. The familiar faces were still unconscious, either snuggled up or tossed around. 



	She approached town square and saw Rainbow Dash lying down. As she passed by, she froze upon seeing those red eyes. She briefly stared at her before walking up and kneeling beside her, brushing aside some nearby waste.



	"Rainbow Dash," she whispered.



	The red eyes rolled around a bit before resting on Rarity. Her lips slipped against each other as they opened.



	"Rarity..." 



	"No need to speak," she said, "I just want to apologize for yesterday. What I did was rather foolish; I have no idea why I thought it was reasonable. All I ask is that you understand. You don't have to forgive me if you don't want to."



	Rainbow Dash lifted her head, recoiling slightly. Her eyes awakened and focused on the mare before her.



	"I was kind of dumb too..." she answered. She paused for a moment to relax from the burden of upholding her head, "But it's strange...I just heard this voice telling me to do all these things and...I didn't feel like I controlled myself..."



	Rarity's eyes widened.



	"I felt something very similar to that. None of it made any sense to me," she said. Those blue eyes started to glisten as she ran through those memories. Rainbow Dash's hoof struggled to rise in its effort to rest on that white shoulder. All the while, she continued to see those eyes welling up and hear that voice falter, "I just feel so bad for doing all this..."



	"Don't say that, Rarity," she said as her hoof finally reached her shoulder, "None of us knew what we were doing..."



	She paused. She saw Twilight sitting in her library reading a nice book. She recalled entering that room to spend some time with her. She remembered telling her that she shouldn't always be by herself and there's no better time than being with a friend. They spent that entire day talking about all kinds of things: Daring Do, the Wonderbolts, Canterlot, the Cutie Map, her friends. 



	Her head fell and her hoof slid off.



	"I miss Twilight..." she whispered.



	Rarity felt some tears escape her eyes, "Me too...I know we'll all miss her..."



	Rainbow heard her sniffle, causing her head to rise. She felt a rush surge her muscles, one great enough to lift her entire body up. For a moment she stood several inches from her. She was frozen by the teary eyes and muffled whimpers. But then, she found the strength to hug her. Rarity was surprised by the gesture, but she returned it by wrapping her forelegs around her neck. 



	As she held her, Rainbow Dash looked out at the trashed town square. Beyond the stores in front of her, she saw the crystal castle. It was tall, proud, and refined. And next to it was her and Twilight, Rarity and Fluttershy, Applejack and Pinkie all standing together. They all had smiles on their faces and hope in their eyes. The illusion was enough to make her smirk.



	"Those were the days..."



	But then the castle's spire dissolved into the cool air and glaring sunlight. From top to bottom, everything dissipated until there was nothing but the town square. Her and her friends had disappeared as well, having gone off somewhere.



	"Where is that somewhere now?"



	With nothing left on the ground to look at, she directed her gaze at the sky. Although there were several tiny clouds, it was magnificently blue—the same blue as yesterday and the day before. She furrowed her brow and narrowed her eyes. She felt her vocal cords prepare themselves for something theatrical, something that would have made her cry. But her eyebrows relaxed, her vision blackened, and her throat cooled. All she could find herself doing was tightening her embrace with Rarity and resting her chin on her shaking shoulder.



	"I don't know who I am anymore."
      

      
   
      Discontinuity


      

      
      
         For the fourth or fifth time, Applejack felt a tingling start way out at the tips of her hooves. Which was more'n a mite peculiar since, near as she could tell, she didn't actually have hooves right at the present moment.



Nothing but blackness filled everything everywhere—over, around, inside, and outside her—but suddenly her hooves were tingling like she'd slept with her legs bunched wrong, pins and needles jabbing and stabbing wherever her hooves were and making her grit her teeth even though she wasn't exactly sure where they were either.



Tiny specks of light and color took to jabbing and stabbing through the darkness, too, a breeze puffing in cold little gusts that gave her goose-pimply reminders of her hair and hide. And then with a rip like forty thousand paper bags all tearing open at once, blue sky burst in above her, grass and dirt crashing into place under her, and she was running, pounding as fast as she could up the side of a hill.



Not wanting to risk losing the trail, she charged right over the crest and down the other side, the valley ahead shady with trees that would've fit just fine in Whitetail Woods if they hadn't been all pink and puffy and sticky-looking like cotton candy growing up from the ground. She could only afford the slightest glance at 'em, though, her darting gaze catching that snaky brown and white tufted tail slipping away between the flossy trunks.



"Discord!" she shouted. "You get back here!"



"No time!" came his all-too-familiar baritone, a warbling note of panic there that she'd never heard before today. "There's nothing I can do now, nothing anypony can do!"



"No!" She lengthened her stride and leaped forward—she didn't have to worry about her hat since she'd lost it two or three skips ago racing after him down a white sand beach, the greenish sky smelling ever so slightly of pumpkin bread while something like water sloshed purple and thick as molasses to her right. "I ain't buying it!"



"That's because you're a fool!" he shrieked, his voice bouncing around the weird trees. "You'll only get us killed the same as the others!"



"Don't say that!" Not daring to clench her eyes, she still had to blink to clear them so she could dodge among the fuzzy trees. "They ain't dead! Twilight said there wasn't—!"



"Shut up, shut up, shut up!" She could see him now ahead, loping along fast, low, and stretched out like a weasel. "She didn't know what she was talking about! She never really does! I mean, never really did!" He threw back his weird gray head and howled as mournful as a timberwolf, blackness starting to scatter again like pepper across Applejack's field of vision.



"Consarn it!" she yelled, but by then the bits of black were growing, joining, swarming to steal everything away, and for the fifth or sixth time, darkness engulfed her, all sounds and scents cutting off like somepony'd taken a knife to 'em.



Applejack didn't shout after Discord like she'd done the first couple times this had happened: he only answered whenever they came popping out into one of those crazy places, and she reckoned she oughtta save her breath. Not that she had any idea what was going on, but then that wasn't exactly an unusual occurrence the last couple years if she was being totally and completely honest....



Desperate to keep her mind occupied, she thought back to the day before when Fluttershy and Pinkie had come out to the Acres and asked if they could use the barn to put on a birthday party for Discord—



"Because he's never had one!" Pinkie grabbed AJ's shoulders and rammed their snouts together. "Never! It makes my tummy all hot and itchy just thinking about it!"



Fluttershy gently pried Pinkie off while explaining that Discord had mentioned in passing during their last tea party that he didn't have a birthday since he'd never been born. "And that seemed so very sad," she said with a sniffle.



"Sad?" Pinkie leaped up into her hind hooves and scratched frantically along her belly with her front hooves. "It's awful and pokey and boiling inside me that one of our all-time bestest friends hasn't ever had a birthday party! So we've gotta throw him a surprise one right now, or I'm gonna go cray-cray-crazy!" She flopped over onto her back, her legs splayed, and started hiccuping as fast as a corn popper.



They set it for the next day since AJ didn't think Pinkie could last any longer'n that. They invited the rest of the girls and Spike, got everything laid out on the big tables in the barn, all yelled, "Surprise!" when Discord and Fluttershy came wafting in—



And that was when everything went wrong.



Discord started shouting that they were going to destroy the universe by trying to pin him into the time stream, and Twilight started shouting that that was nonsense, that time was no different for him than for any other corporeal being. AJ sure couldn't understand half the words they commenced to slinging at each other, but before long, her mane was quivering and standing on end like a thunderstorm was brewing, the air around her seeming to crackle with jagged little black and white specks.



"The cake!" Discord broke off his argument with Twilight and leaped for the twelve-layer banana creme and chocolate sculpture AJ and Pinkie had spent all night putting together. "We've got to smash it before the entire cosmos dissolves into random swirls of plasma!"



"That's impossible!" Twilight stomped her hoof. "How could anything as simple as throwing you a birthday party destroy the universe?"



He showed no sign of slowing, so AJ jumped after him, not too keen to see the hours of work she'd put in on that cake just plain wasted. The specks in the air were getting longer, joining together into thin jagged cracks, and when one of those cracks split open the space right in front of the cake, it swallowed Discord, AJ moving too quick to stop from getting swept in as well.



That was the first stretch of nothingness, the hammering of her heart the only sound in her ears until—



The tingling started in her invisible hooves for the sixth or seventh time and pulled her out of her memories. The blackness broke up, and a city streetscape sprang into place around, over, and under her. Buildings as tall as any she'd seen in Manehattan stood on either side, but running past the folks on the sidewalks, she saw with a double take that they weren't ponies. Near as she could tell, they were giant cats wearing hats and scarves and staring back at her with expressions every bit as confused as the one she reckoned she had on her own face.



But Discord was still galloping along ahead of her, so she forced herself to focus on the real problem. "Just tell me!" she shouted. "What in the ever-loving name of Equestria is going on here?"



"There is no more Equestria!" The panic she'd heard in his voice earlier had only gotten thicker and shakier. "And it's all my fault! Well, all your fault, technically, but we shouldn't quibble about such matters at a time like this!"



"What?" Shock pushed Applejack forward faster than she'd ever moved in her whole entire life; knowing she had one chance, she sprang, the cobblestones flashing beneath her, and wrapped her front legs around Discord's tail just as the black specks started shimmering up again. "No more Equestria? You can't—! That ain't—!"



"Get off!" He squirmed and squiggled, but AJ clung on tighter'n mistletoe to an oak. "You'll doom us both if you don't!"



"Not till you tell me!" The blackness exploded this time as loud as the confetti load from one of Pinkie's party cannons. But instead of disappearing, AJ saw herself and Discord floating plainly in the dark, a wave of light sweeping away ahead of them.



"No!" Discord reached his lion paw toward the sparkling colors, but they dwindled to nothing almost at once and vanished. "No..." he repeated more quietly, and the plaintive tone behind the word almost made AJ forget she was mad at him.



Almost. "What the actual heck?" She wanted to smack him, but she couldn't see how to do that without loosening her grip. "I don't know what'cher game is here, Discord, but I'm of no mind to be playing it! So you tell me what's going on, and you tell me now!"



He looked over his shoulder. "Tell you?" He wasn't shouting anymore, but the rumbling edge in his voice was somehow worse. "How about you tell me, Sapjackal?" He reached down with his eagle talon and plucked her from his tail, his hide and hair so smooth, she couldn't keep her grip. Dangling from his claws by the scruff of her neck like a kitten, Applejack forced herself to meet his yellow and red gaze. "What part of 'doom us both' did you not understand?"



She jabbed a hoof at his narrow chest. "I ain't understood one thing that's happened all ding-dong day!" She jabbed him again 'cause she couldn't think of anything else to do. "And how'm I s'pposed to take it when you say Equestria's been destroyed, huh? How'm I s'pposed to take that?"



"Ah. Yes. Well." He cleared his throat. "That may have been the tiniest bit of an exaggeration on my part."



"What?" Trees had fallen on AJ more'n a couple times while working the Acres, but never had she felt as smacked around as she did right then. "Either something's destroyed or it ain't, Discord! Not a lotta middle ground there!"



He snorted and set her back down on his tail. "It might as well be destroyed is the thing." He sucked in a breath and blew it out. "Since we're never going to see it again."



Unwrapping what he'd said from the way he'd said it, Applejack couldn't keep her heart from leaping. "But it ain't actually destroyed? Our friends and ev'rypony? They...they ain't actually dead?"



"Probably not." He scowled. "Unless they've gone and done something even more monumentally stupid than throwing me a birthday party."



Her vision blurring again, AJ pressed her face into his hide and muttered, "Thank Celestia..."



"Oh, please." The disdain dripping from his voice made her snap her head back up. "If Celestia had simply seen fit to tell the bunch of you the truth about me from the beginning, none of this would've happened!" He touched a talon to his chin whiskers. "Though I suppose I would've had to have told her the truth about me before she could've told you, but I'll continue to recommend we not quibble about technicalities at a time like this."



Applejack rolled her eyes, "This truth about you: that something I need to know to help get us back home?"



He pressed his claws together. "Perhaps you need your hearing examined, Spacklepack. We're never going to get back home." He waved at the darkness. "Riding that discontinuity wave was the only chance we had, and it was really no more a chance than you are a princess."



Her stomach going cold, AJ squinted into the distance. "Don't you got any way of catching up to it?"



Discord grimaced. "That you can even ask the question shows how ignorant you are of the situation."



"All righty, then." It took some effort, but instead of spinning around to buck him right in the face, she gave him her biggest, phoniest grin. "'E'splain it to me. Or d'you got another appointment somewhere?"



His grimace sharpened into a glare. "I don't believe I know enough one-syllable words."



Reaching out, she patted his nearest knee. "Reckon you always like a challenge."



That got a snort, but she was fairly sure she saw at least part of a smile twitch his lips. "I'll begin, then, with something you may in fact have considered during the many hours that I'm sure you've spent contemplating my existence."



She gave him a snort of her own, and a short but full-fledged grin flickered over his snout.



"I'm not," he went on, "native to your land, your world, or even your universe." He spread his front legs. "This charmless spot, this non-place where the wind goes when it's not blowing, this dimensionless stretch between the peaks of an individual particle-wave, this is as close to a natal place as I have. For I am the spirit of chaos, of disorder, of entropy, and this massless mass of undifferentiated space-time is all that and more. I floated at one with this less-than-nothingness until some freak accident sent a discontinuity wave crashing through and washed me out into your lovely and layered universe, the one place where I could take advantage of my true nature."



With a blink, AJ looked at the blackness around them. "You come from here?"



"In a simplistic sense." His voice got quiet. "Perhaps you've noticed that I've not engaged in any of my usual larger-than-life shenanigans since we began our little journey?" He snapped the pads of his lion paw, and nothing happened. "Surrounded by a state in which every part is exactly equivalent and can be replaced with any other part, a spirit of chaos cannot function. I am the living embodiment of discontinuity, but this non-place is nothing but continuity! No difference, no change, nothing discrete from anything else!" He closed his eyes. "My old stone prison was a funhouse compared to this..."



Another shiver iced down Applejack's spine. "And how exactly did a birthday party do whatever it did to get us here?"



"Discontinuity," he said again. "In Equestria, I lived like a taut rubber band, a crack stretching between every sweet molecule vibrating throughout your entire cosmos. I need to maintain that difference, that frisson, in order to carry on in my accustomed style. Becoming too much a piece of your universe, putting down stakes and partaking of your continuity, well, I'd always feared that that sort of thing would snap me right back into this nasty little sinkhole." He shrugged. "I've been able to use the tension between my former life and the life of friendship I've begun leading to very good effect, but being staked to something as mundane and regular as a birthday..." He shook his head. "Might as well put a bowtie on me and send me to work at an office job."



AJ's mind spun. "So it's you not being a full part of Equestria that keeps you there? It's being different that gives you your power?"



"My power comes from the possibility of change." He sighed. "You ponies always trying to impose order, laying out your trees in unnatural rows and growing apples of nearly uniform size, shape, color, taste, and texture: you have no idea how much you're stifling your universe's potential!" He clasped his talons into a fist. "But you'll see! Once you've spent a timeless time in this placeless place, you'll see how continuity kills! You and I will have nothing to do but observe the lack of differentiation, the sheer, mind-numbing chaos of interchangeability, and—!"



"Hey, now!" She couldn't keep from tightening her jaw. "There's nothing wrong with being organized! And I don't see what'cher talking about anyway! There ain't one single bit of chaos anywhere 'round here: no ballet buffaloes or chocolate rain or any such thing!"



"Of course not!" His wings buzzed behind him like a hummingbird's. "Chaos relies on contrasts, so when you've got no contrasts, you have both all chaos and no chaos, both one hundred percent and zero with nowhere to go and no possibility of change! Everything's the same! It's all frozen solid! And we're frozen right in the middle of it!" He thumped a talon sharp as the broken end of a dead tree branch against the top of her heads. "Any of this getting through, Grapplehack?"



"No, it ain't!" She slapped at his claws. "It's like you're saying that being too organized and being too chaotic are the same thing!"



"Ding ding ding!" he shouted. "We have a winner!"



"But—" Stopping, she thought a moment, then decided she was right the first time. "That don't make a lick of sense."



"It's a continuum." With both paws he traced a circle in the emptiness above Applejack. "No matter which direction you go, you'll eventually end up in the same non-place." His eyes pulled shut again. "Stasis. Where it doesn't matter of nothing changes or if everything changes. 'Cause every possible bit is the same as every other possible bit..."



"The same?" A thought tickled through her brain and made her pull in a lungful of the flat, dry air. It couldn't be that simple, could it? But—



Not quite sure what she was doing but absolutely sure that she was going to do it, Applejack raised a hoof and concentrated. Something inside her swirled, and something outside as well: with a pop, her hat appeared and settled itself right and perfect between her ears. "There you go," she said, grinning up at Discord. "Discontinuity."



His jaw dropped, and she recognized the strangled little noises coming from his mouth as the sort of sounds she made a lotta the time when he was being his wacky ol' self. "'Cause y'see," she went on, "might be you're from around here and can't do a thing with it. But I ain't a native, and it might be I've got enough of a rubber band thing going on to, well—" Again, not sure what to do, she clenched her eyelids and thought about home, her barn, the party they'd fallen out of however much of a timeless time ago that'd been.



A breeze puffed across her face, and she heard Discord gasp. Opening her eyes, she saw a shimmering bubble floating to their left, a warped and distorted view of Twilight frozen in place, her wings outstretched, Rainbow Dash and Pinkie just behind her, Rarity and Fluttershy just behind them.



"Impossible..." Discord's whisper brought her attention up to him, his eyes shining in the light of the bubble but focused on her. "You...you did this?"



"I reckon." Parts of her were twitching that she'd never even realized she had before now, a sort of whispering in her brain and along her spine that she wasn't at all sure she wanted to listen to; she rubbed her forehead, almost afraid she'd find a horn jutting up there. "Can't say I care much for it, so how 'bout we get outta this noplace and get ourselves someplace, huh?"



"You—" His expression made her think of somepony who'd been kicked in the gut, and as often as Applejack had thought about doing that exact thing to him, she found she didn't like seeing the big phony look as real as he did right then. "You'd let me come back?" he asked so quietly, AJ could hardly hear him even in the darkened silence.



Smiling then was about the easiest thing she'd ever done. "I wouldn't leave anypony stuck here." She tapped his knee a mite harder'n she prob'bly should've. "Not even you, Discord."



His giggle made her think of silver bells ringing, and before she could do anything else, he was reaching for the bubble, lunging for it like a crow for a ripe and juicy ear of corn. AJ grinned and hung on as he flexed beneath her; her ears popped, and the air suddenly tasted like air, her friends' voices sweeter'n any meadowlark chirping: "What happened?" Twilight was asking over the mixed questions of the others. "Where'd you go? I've never felt any magic like that before!"



"Yes!" Discord shouted. He spun, Applejack losing her grip on his tail and sliding across the sawdust-covered floor. She sat up then to see him dive straight into the cake, and when he stood up, he was wearing it like a hat and coat. "My compliments to the chef—or the tailor," he announced, his voice as full and laughing as it usually was. "But I will not, can not, and shall not have a birthday cake! Or a birthday suit, for that matter!"



The others were staring at him, but AJ clapped her front hooves together. "The day we destonified you! That's what we oughtta celebrate: the day you started to stop being the who that you were and started to start being the who that you are!"



Pinkie's neck clicked, cranking her head around to blink at Applejack. "What?" she asked.



"Perfect!" Discord snapped his paw, and all of the cake 'cept for the part balanced between his horns slid three paces to his right. It squashed and stretched like salt-water taffy and formed itself into a pretty fair likeness of the gap-mouthed statue they'd turned Discord into after their first meeting with him. "If it confuses Pinkie Pie, then I heartily approve!" He reached out, snapped the cake's snaggle-tooth off, and gave it a lick. "Mmmm! Banana creme!"



"Ummm..." Ears folding, Fluttershy kept looking back and forther between Applejack or Discord. "Is everything all right, you two?"



"Eeyup." AJ reached up to straighten her hat, the strange force that had filled her now completely gone, she was glad to feel. And good riddance to it. "Me and Discord," she said, drinking in the sight of her friends and her barn and her life back where if oughtta be, "we've just been finding out how helpful it is to be a little different. Ain't that right, Discord?"



Discord straightened his own cake hat. "Eeyup," he said in a passable drawl. He burst out laughing then and smacked the cake statue in the back, the whole thing exploding out across the room and everypony in it.



Swallowing her shout, AJ smiled instead and licked a chunk of cake shrapnel from the end of her nose. A little bit of chaos made for a nice contrast, after all.



And besides, she reckoned she wouldn't have too much trouble guilting Discord into helping clean up when they were done.
      

      
   
      One-Two-Zero


      

      
      
         Equestria was a nation unlike any other.



Since time immemorial it stood as a bastion of peace in a violent world, a shelter for the pony race from world all too happy to end their existence. For those lucky enough to live within its borders, it was paradise, a land of prosperity and happiness. For those too far separated to make the journey, it was something to emulate.



An example of what ponies could achieve if they their minds to it.



Generations of living over the greatest concentration of leylines had turned its inhabitants into the greatest, most powerful spellcasters on the planet. With their skills, Equestrians had command over the very forces of nature. 



The seasons turned on their schedule. The weather changed according to their wishes. The Sun and Moon rose and fell at their whims.



Magic flowed through the very veins of Equestria’s people, and with it they had in turn built the greatest nation the world had ever seen. With it, Equestria had ensured it had no challengers. With it, Equestria had ensured it invincibility.



But this very strength turned out to also be Equestria’s greatest weakness. What good, after all, is a mastery of magic if you have none?



Enter Lord Tirek.



A villain, some say demon, from Equestria’s ancient past, Tirek had languished in Tartarus, Equestria’s most secure prison, since before written history. More mythological figure than historical fact, the centaur was the greatest threat to the world in existence, for one devastatingly simple reason.



Tirek didn’t merely command magic, he consumed it. 



Discord. Sombra. Nightmare Moon. All little more than snacks to him.



Like the changelings, he saw Equestria as not only a location to conquer but as a buffet, stuffed with the most delicious morsels imaginable.



This was why he had originally come to Equestria. This was why he had been sealed away.



This was why he won.








It had been a year since Little Red had last been in his homeland. It had been a year since Twilight Sparkle failed to stop Tirek. He didn’t blame her, not in the slightest. Not when he’d barely escaped, himself; not when he had only a fraction of her magical power. That last day in Fillydelphia would be forever burned into his memory.



Like everyone else, he’d seen the battle. With the size of the explosions, it had been hard not to. Like others, when he’d realized they were coming from the direction of Ponyville, he’d dismissed it as yet another monster of the week. The town was Equestria’s nexus of weirdness; there was always something happening.



And like others, when it all stopped, he’d assumed that whatever had showed up had been dealt with, like always.



How wrong he’d been.



Golems, perverse dolls crafted an animated by magic, had marched on the city the next day. Unnaturally quiet, absolutely featureless abominations, the only warning he and others had gotten was the clomp of their hooves on the pavement. Before anyone could react, they had been marching down Mane Street, rounding up ponies left and right.



And right in the middle of them, standing as tall as the buildings beside him, stood Triek, a smug grin on his arrogant, apish face. Red had known more ancient mythology than most. He’d recognized the centaur immediately.



He’d run. A stampede had followed.



He could remember boarding a schooner docked in the harbor. He could remember the press and crush of bodies as more crowded in with him.



He could remember the horrible sucking sensation as his magic drained, leaving him weak and lethargic. He could remember his relief at being allowed to escape.



Everywhere they landed in Equestria, the story was the same. Dead cities filled with lifeless constructs watching over bound and enslaved ponies. Some few ships managed to join them, but it was apparent that Equestria was lost.



Her time had run out.



So the motley fleet had turned its hopes outward and crossed the ocean, bringing news of Equestria’s fall to the Occident.



A collection of pony nations to Equestria’s east, Occidental ponies lived in a vastly different world to their Equestrian counterparts. Where Equestria had enjoyed thousands of years of peace, broken only by the occasional supervillain, Occidental history was a never-ending litany of struggle, warfare, and sorrow. Bereft of the magical bounty that had graced their cousins, Occidental ponies had turned to technology to solve their problems, carving out civilizations from the hostile environs the original migration from Dream Valley had led them to, sometimes fighting tooth and hoof for the chance.



Red had expected many things from them, in light of this.



Condescension.



Pity.



Indifference, even.



What he hadn’t expected, as the Germane warship escorted the schooner into Flankfurt harbor, was the outpouring of sympathy he and the other refugees received when the news spread. 



He hadn’t expected the offer of military training.



And he hadn’t expected the answer when he asked why.



“Equestria’s just the beginning,” the military mare had said. “Tirek’s crimes won’t stay there. We have to stop him now, and we’re going to need every able-bodied pony we can get.”



The training had been brutal, clearly intended for the dog-eat-dog world the Occidentals lived in, but Red had passed in the end. His shoulder patches declared him a Royal Guard in exile. The flag on his steel-grey sleeve was Equestrian.



But the barrel he drove was Germane.







“Time to target?”



“One-twenty.”



Sigmund, the barrel’s commander, grunted an affirmative, though the sound was barely audible over the growl of the vehicle’s engine. Even with his viewing slit open, the stink of diesel filled Red’s nose.



Two minutes was a long time in the battlefield, Red knew that now. It was more than long enough for practically anything to happen. 



The barrel company trundled through a cratered wasteland on Ponyville’s outskirts. The battered and scarred terrain attested to colossal battle, likely the very same one Red had witnessed all those months ago. 



Red carefully avoided the largest holes; even though the tracked vehicle could easily handle the rough terrain, giving the gunner the most stable firing platform possible was an instinct the drill sergeants had hammered into him



“So, you three, ready to take back your homeland?” The Germane officer spoke Equish for the benefit of his all-Equestrian crew.



“Since I left Fillydelphia, sir.”



“That horseapple’s plot is mine.” Lemon Jubilee’s reply was vehement.



“I’ve got a bullet with his name on it.” Onyx maintained his trademark stoicism, but was no less passionate.



“Just what I want to hear. Hold on to that fire, boys and girls; it will carry you this day.” Sigmund almost sounded proud of them. 



The radio crackled to life. “ Panzerkompanie Maelstrom, this is your commander.” That wasn’t standard radio protocol.



“As you know, we are approaching our objective. In a few minutes, we will meet the centaur’s forces on the field of battle one final time. Beyond them is the demon himself. We must win this day; the fate of our world depends on it.



“No matter the outcome, remember this. You have done what was necessary to the best of your abilities, and you did it with honor. That is all that can be asked of you.



“It has been an honor to fight with you. This bastard enjoys the taste of magic; let us see how he likes the taste of steel and lead. As of now, you are weapons free. Engage and destroy with all due prejudice.”



“You heard her, comrades. Button up.” Red could hear the commander’s hatch slam shut a moment later. He reached forward and pulled the viewing slit closed. The closed hatch restricted his field of view, but afforded him greater protection. It was a tradeoff Red was happy to make. 



A castle of black stone loomed in the distance, standing over what remained of Ponyville. Even from the barrel’s distance, Red could see it was in a sorry state.



The dust cloud in the distance worried him; there were only a few things it could be.



“High explosive loaded. Gunner, get ready.” Onyx muttered an affirmative.



“Maelstrom Two-One; contact made. Identify golems, Class-Three, unknown class.”



Red’s heart began to gallop in his chest. It wasn’t unexpected. They were right on Tirek’s doorstep. Of course he would throw everything at them.



But to have unknowns show up?



The Threes were dangerous enough. Pony-shaped automatons, born of stolen and distilled earth pony magic, they possessed preternatural speed and strength, with their bucks capable of shattering a barrel’s armor if they could land a good hit. 



The one good thing about them was their very ordinary durability; a few bursts from a repeater was more than enough to put one down. ‘Glass Cannons’, as the Occidentals called them.



Why weren’t the unicorn-based Twos being fielded?



“Maelstrom, Actual. Leave the Threes for Checkmate; form up with Hurricane and crush the unknowns before they have a chance to become a problem.”



“Solid copy, Actual. Moving to comply.”



The rumble of the golems’ hooves could be heard over the engine now, and Red could begin to make out individual silhouettes. Like that day in Fillydelphia, like every day since the invasion began, faceless abominations stared back at him.



The goal was simple. Kill everything not pony, and then send Tirek back to Tartarus, one piece at a time. They did it before; they would do it here and now.



“Gunner,” Sigmund called out, “fire.” 



The forty-eight barrels of the Allied Expeditionary Force, First Armored Battalion opened fire as one, roaring out their defiance in a torrent of deafening sound and lethal lead.



Shells and bullets raced out to their targets, striking with devastating effect. Golems shattered under the hail of gunfire while new craters were gouged out of the wasteland’s landscape.



But still the golems kept coming.



In the distance, Red could hear the fire of the supporting units; the artillery batteries and other battalions of barrels, the chatter of repeaters was distinct from the deep WHUMP of cannons.



Still the golems kept coming. It was a pattern that had repeated every battle since the landing. Tirek’s dolls simply wouldn’t stop. As long as one was operational, it would continue to fight.



They were terrifyingly effective weapons.



“Sixty to target!” Lemon called out between firing bursts from the hull-mounted repeater. Like Equestria before him, Tirek was running out of time.



One of the Threes charged Red’s barrel. There was no time avoid it. “Brace for impact!”



The vehicle bucked a moment later as it collided with, and then ran over, the arcane construct, before finally sliding to a stop as Red slammed on the brake.



“Driver, are we mobile?” 



Red twisted the barrel in place experimentally; it turned just fine. “Yeah,” he replied.



“Then get us moving again!” Red gunned the throttle, bringing the barrel back up to its top speed.



The cannon fired again, catching one of the unknown golems in the high explosive shell’s detonation. The golem’s comrade fired off a magical bolt that slagged the barrel’s front armor before slamming the vehicle with a telekinetic slap that sent it skittering sideways.



“What in Hel’s name was that?”



“That was magic. Celestia-damned things have magic!” Red frantically replied. It certainly explained where the Twos had gone; replaced by these... things.



The top of the turret caved in under the force of a physical blow, crimping the commander’s hatch closed. Red popped open the driver’s hatch to get a better look.



What he saw terrified him.



The golem that had slammed them had come up and proceeded to whale on the stricken barrel.



As the construct brought its fists up again, the earth pony stallion was stricken with a sense of déjà vu. The golem was a perfect replica of Tirek himself. Right before him was the very face that had chased him out of Equestria. 



Rage welling up in him, Red drew his ‘pistol’ and aimed it the golem’s head.



He didn’t stop firing until the magazine was empty.



The golem staggered away blindly into the path of a Hooviet barrel. The barrel’s cannon roared, catching a third Tirek copy before the B-34’s commander’s hatch opened.



“You folks okay in there?” The Equish was thickly accented, but understandable. Sigmund forced himself into the cockpit with Red.



“What’s he saying?” Sigmund’s question filtered up through the hatch.



“He wants to know if we’re alright, sir.”



“Are we mobile?”



Red positioned himself to tap the throttle with a back hoof. The barrel leapt forward. “Yes, sir.”



“Then we’re fine.” Sigmund withdrew into the cabin.



“Just a little banged up,” Red reassured the Hooviet barreler. “We’re fine!” The Occidental pony nodded and tossed a salute his way before climbing back into their vehicle.



Red observed the battle a moment more before doing the same. In spite of the new golems, and the smoking wrecks that dotted the battlefield because of them, the battalion had nearly broken through. 



The ground shook, noticeable even with the barrel’s suspension. It shook again. A third time. A fourth.



Red popped his head out of the hatch one more time.



Striding onto the battlefield, magic streaming into his mouth, was Tirek. The centaur’s massive bulk towered above the barrels.



Golems all around crumbled as the magic animating them was reabsorbed by their creator. That his size hadn’t changed at all in the process was indicator of just how little effort Tirek had expended fighting them.



Then the monster did something unexpected.



He clapped. 



A slow, methodical sound, metronomic in its precision, it dominated the air.



“Well done, little ponies. Well done indeed. You’ve done well to get this far. And you’ve been such excellent test subjects.



“But this ends now. Know that your lord-“



“Onyx?” Sigmund’s query grabbed Red’s attention, dragging it from the monologueing centaur.



“Sir.”



“We can still aim the cannon, right?”



A moment passed while the turret clanked. “Yes sir.”



“Put one right between the dummkopf’s eyes.”



“With pleasure.”



Sigmund loaded a shell while Onyx aimed the cannon. Red, anticipating an order to move, grabbed the throttle and waited.



“Ready.”



“Give the bastard a taste of lead.”



The cannon roared. Red could see the shell streaking out to its target.



Tirek never knew what hit him.



“GAH!” The centaur’s scream of pain was like music to Red’s ears. Tirek turned to face the defiant crew. “Insolent fools. If this is how you repay my mercy, then death is all you will get.” A spell gathered at his horns as he prepared to wipe the vehicle from existence.



Another shell hit him.



And another.



Within moments, the entire Allied force was emptying their weapons into him. 



“ENOUGH! I AM LORD TIREK! I WILL NOT-!” Whatever the centaur had been about to say was cut off as artillery slammed into him.



While there was still ammunition to fire, no one stopped. It was several long minutes before the gunfire tapered off.



The dust, driven up by the explosions and impacts, began to settle, revealing Tirek.



What was left of him.



Red could barely believe his eyes as he clambered out of the barrel. “That’s it? It’s really over?” After spending months hating Tirek with every fiber of his being, having it all end so abruptly left the stallion off kilter. He didn’t know what to think.



“Even the alicorns weren’t immortal.” Red turned to see the others following suit, Sigmund hanging out of the driver’s hatch while Onyx and Lemon crawled out the side. “Everything has a point it just can’t take any more. Do enough damage and even a god will die.”



“What do we do now?” Red felt stupid and clichéd for asking, but it was a question worth asking. Equestria was in ruins. There was no guarantee that Tirek’s death would bring back their magic.



Celestia and Luna were locked up only the Occidental gods knew where, and without their protection, Equestria was bound to be preyed on by the less savory characters of the world.



“Well, first off, we cart that mess off to the nearest volcano and toss it in.” Sigmund’s manure-munching grin practically reached his ears. “And, to give your stupid question an equally stupid answer, you rebuild.



“Your friends in the Occident will be happy to help.”
      

      
   
      Moving Heaven and Earth


      

      
      
         “What’s wrong with me, Spike?” Twilight moaned as she stared at her reflection in the train window.



Spike stirred on the train seat beside her. “What do you mean?”



“It’s just… ever since I’ve moved into my castle, it feels like everything is happening to somepony else.”



“Is this about the map again?”



Twilight sighed as she turned away from the window to face the small dragon. “It isn’t just the map. Rarity opened up her new boutique in Canterlot. Rainbow Dash flew with the Wonderbolts in an actual show. What have I done?”



Spike stared at her skeptically. “Saved all of Equestria from the Tantabus? Kicked Starlight Glimmer out of that one town? Captured the bugbear?”



“I guess.” Twilight slumped in her seat, prodding at the plaid cushion with her hoof.



“Come on, Twilight. Princess Celestia sent you a letter to come to Canterlot, I’m sure it’s important.”



“More important than whatever the map sent everypony else off to do?”



Spike scratched his head. “Maybe? I mean, sure, the thing with Starlight Glimmer was important, but how important was it really to get that theater set up in Manehattan?”



Twilight looked down. “I just don’t understand why it hasn’t picked me again.”



“Maybe it just knows you’re awesome, so it is saving you for something really important?” Spike forced out a smile.



“I don’t think so.” Twilight turned away again, looking back out the window as the train began its long trek up the side of the mountain, lifting one hoof to cover the shape of Ponyville in the distance.



“Cheer up.” Spike rested a claw on her shoulder. “I’m sure Celestia called you to Canterlot for something important. It’s not like she’d drag you all the way up there for nothing. A year ago you would have given your left hoof to spend more time with her. Who cares what the map said?”



“You’re right, Spike.” Twilight glanced back over her shoulder and smiled. “I’m sure this is something really important.”








“Twiley!”



Twilight blinked at the sound of her brother’s voice. “Shining Armor? Cadance? What are you two doing here?”



“Celestia sent us a letter asking us to come here. She said it was very important,” Cadance said as she walked over to Twilight to give her a hug.



Twilight smiled and leaned against her former foalsitter for a moment before sitting back and glancing around the hallway, her eyes falling on her former teacher’s door. “So did the guards send you two up here as well?”



Shining Armor nodded as he stepped up to join into the hug, casting his hooves around his wife and sister. “Yup. Said something about a private royal meeting.”



“See? I told you it was something important,” Spike said, grinning.



Twilight laughed, breaking from the hug to ruffle Spike’s spines with her hoof. “You were right, Spike. Though now I’m kind of worried.”



Spike’s smile faded as he covered his face with his claw. “Now you’re worried? As opposed to before?”



“I’m serious! First all my friends get sent off to somewhere in the Badlands, now Princess Celestia is having a secret meeting with all the princesses?”



“Well, Luna might not show up,” Spike said, crossing his arms.



“That would be even worse!” Twilight said, beginning to pace. “If Princess Luna isn’t here in Canterlot, she’s probably off dealing with some sort of disaster so Celestia doesn’t have to! Maybe she’s been captured? Maybe that’s why the map sent my friends? What if they can’t free her? What if they get caught too?”



“Sheesh, Twilight. Breathe.” Spike stepped forward to put his claw on Twilight’s shoulder. “If it was something like that, I’m sure Princess Celestia would have said something about it in her letter.”



Shining Armor and Cadance bobbed their heads in agreement.



“You’re right,” Twilight said, the tension slowly leaving her limbs as she sat back on her haunches. “It’s probably just a friendly princess get together, that’s all!”



“I’m afraid not,” said a cool voice from the hallway behind her.



“Princess Luna!” Twilight scrambled back to her hooves. “I didn’t mean to imply you would summon us here just to—”



“Peace.” Luna held up one hoof. “Had we realized it would make you fret so, we would have included our purpose in our letter.”



“So why did you call us here, Princess?” Shining Armor asked, straightening.



Luna didn’t answer, instead glancing back and forth down the hallway. “Has my sister not yet arrived?”



“I dunno,” Shining Armor said, rubbing at his mane with his hoof. “We didn’t knock.”



Cadance smiled apologetically while Spike cast his claw over his face once more.



“Well, then,” Luna said, stepping through the group and raising one silver-shod hoof to rap gently on the door. “Sister, our guests have arrived.”



The oaken door glowed with yellow light before swinging open. “Oh, Luna. Just—” Celestia paused, glancing at the group, then smiled. “I see they’re already here. Come on.” She stepped back away from the doorway, allowing space for the others to enter, Luna the first to step in through the door.



Twilight couldn’t help but smile as she stepped into the room. It was just the way she remembered it. Her old sitting cushion, set up in front of a small houseplant that always seemed to be in bloom with its multicolored flowers. The ancient banner depicting the starry night sky. A fire, crackling in the corner. The faint scent of tea leaves lingering in the air. And of course Celestia’s sitting mat resting in the center of the room, its slightly faded, lumpy purple surface belying how comfortable it felt to lie on.



“It’s been a while, hasn’t it?” Celestia said softly.



Twilight started, then smiled sheepishly. “Yeah.”



“Come.” Celestia nodded her head, her horn glowing as she opened her closet, pulling several more sitting mats and setting them out around her own, Twilight’s own cushion floating over from its place in the corner back into the center of the room. Luna moved to sit down on the largest one, a speckled blue mat that already bore some wear marks in the center.



Twilight quickly trotted over to her own cushion, her horn glowing as she adjusted it before settling down on it, Spike soon moving over to take his place at her side. “So why did you call us here, Princess?”



Princess Celestia hesitated in the process of laying down on her own mat. “I was hoping the five of us could have a brief chat first,” the Princess said, her horn glowing as her old ceramic teapot floated over, steam wafting out of its spout before several cups soared over to join them.



“Five of us?” Spike asked, glancing around the circle.



“Six,” Celestia corrected, laughing quietly before another cup flew over to join the rest.



“I thought you said this was important,” Twilight said, shifting back and forth as she tried to mold her cushion to fit her rump.



“Important is not the same as urgent,” Celestia said, bobbing her head as she began to pour out the tea with her magic, floating the first cup over to her sister. “Though it is important that you all begin the training as soon as possible.” The second cup floated over to Twilight. “Or resume, in your case.”



“Training?” Twilight’s ears perked up, drawing a rueful laugh from Shining Armor.



“So much for tea first,” he said, grinning.



Cadance giggled. “Oh, hush.”



Twilight ducked her head slightly. “Sorry.”



“It’s alright,” Celestia said as she continued to pour the tea, floating a steaming cup out in front of each seated figure. “I should know better than to mention lessons before tea.”



“Indeed,” Luna said, her horn glowing as she delicately sipped at her own cup.



“So what are you going to teach us?” Twilight asked, her eyes gleaming hungrily.



Celestia smiled and sighed, pouring one final cup for herself before lifting it to her pale lips and taking a silent sip. She nodded once in satisfaction. With no words forthcoming from her mentor, Twilight lifted her own cup, glancing down into the amber liquid before slowly taking a sip.



“How to raise the Sun.”



Twilight returned the tea to her cup in a violent spray, hot fluid dripping down the white sides of the ceramic cup and onto the floor. “What?”



“And the Moon as well,” Luna said, nodding her head. “The principle is similar.”



Twilight glanced over at Cadance and Shining Armor, whose mouths hung open as well, teacups wobbling in their magic. Even Spike had fallen back on his tail, eyes flicking between the two oldest princesses.



“Why?” Cadance finally managed.



“Hm.” Celestia lifted her own teacup again, taking another sip as if she hadn’t noticed the reactions of assembled ponies. “How many times has the Sun failed to come up on time in the few years?”



“Three times,” Twilight said, almost automatically. “Not counting Discord.”



“You don’t think that’s going to happen again, do you?” Shining Armor asked, rising to his hooves. “If there’s some other threat to Equestria, we’ll stop it.”



Luna held up her hoof. “There is no threat that we know of. Merely the certainty that something else will someday go wrong.”



Celestia nodded her head. “Four times have our little ponies been frightened by the sky’s failure to heed the commands of the princesses. And for at least three of those, somepony else could have guided the heavens in our stead.”



“Three?” Cadance blinked.



Luna nodded. “Indeed. Had you and Celestia conspired to raise the Sun, I could not have held the Moon in its place.”



“But that was Nightmare Moon,” Shining Armor protested.



Luna arched an eyebrow. “And?”



Shining Armor glanced at Celestia, then at Twilight, before biting his lip and returning to his seat.



“So you’re worried that something else is going to happen that stops you from controlling the Sun?” Twilight asked, looking over at Celestia. “How likely is that to happen again, really? I mean, you did it for a thousand years.”



“And yet, in less than two, I have failed four times.” Celestia shook her head. “No, it is well past time that I selfishly kept this magic to myself.”



“Plus it would mean you could finally take a vacation, right?” Spike said, pointing at Celestia with both of his claws before three sets of eyes focused on him. He laughed nervously. “What?”



“’Tis true,” Luna said, taking another sip at her own cup before lifting the teapot to pour out more. “My sister is much too busy.”



Celestia smiled slightly. “I think the three of you are more than capable of handling the responsibility.”



“I thought Luna was already raising the Moon,” Shining Armor said, glancing over at the princess of the night.



Luna nodded her head towards the unicorn. “She meant you.”



Shining Armor laughed. “Last I checked, I’m not an alicorn.”



“It’s true. I’ve done a very thorough examination,” Cadance added helpfully, drawing a loud cough from Twilight.



“Long ago the leaders of the unicorns moved heaven and earth to suit the needs of their people. When my sister and I earned our marks, we, too, were but unicorns,” Luna said, leaning forward.



Celestia nodded. “You have a very special gift, Shining Armor. You protected the entire city of Canterlot with your magic; no ordinary pony could have done that. You are the equal of any unicorn in the last thousand years. Well, with perhaps one exception.”Celestia’s eyes twinkled as she glanced over at Twilight.



“Wow. I don’t know what to say.”



Cadance laughed. “Say you’ll do it, you big goof,” she said as she scooted her cushion over to lean into his shoulder.



“This is a lot of responsibility,” Twilight said slowly, lifting her eyes from the floor to meet her mentor’s. “Are you sure you want us to do this?”



“I am,” Celestia said. “It is past time I entrusted you with this magic. Though from what I remember, you managed well enough on your own.”



Twilight winced. “I’m pretty sure that seeing the Sun bobble around the sky wasn’t exactly reassuring.”



“Still, the Sun did rise, and so did the hopes of ponies that Tirek’s victory was incomplete.”



Twilight smiled gratefully. “I guess that’s true. Everyone was so preoccupied with Tirek that nopony seemed to notice that it didn’t come up exactly on time. Or at least, I didn’t notice anyone mentioning it in any of the newspapers.”



“Only because I hid all the papers that talked about it,” Spike muttered.



“What?”



“Nothing!” Spike said, smiling too widely.



Celestia laughed musically as she rose from her cushion, the purple fabric dimpling under the weight of her hooves as she set her teacup down on the floor next to the pot. “Seeing as you have already learned the basics on your own, perhaps you could accompany me out onto the balcony while Luna helps Cadance and Shining Armor catch up.”



“O-of course,” Twilight said, rising from her own cushion and trotting out towards the glass doors.



“What about me?” Spike asked, fidgeting.



 “I’m afraid this isn’t exactly something a dragon can do. But…” Celestia smiled mischievously. “I did ask Monsieur Line to prepare some ruby cupcakes, just in case Twilight brought you along.”



“Really?” Spike’s eyes shone.



Celestia nodded. “Really.”



Spike started to run towards the door, then stopped. “You sure you don’t need me?”



“We’re sure,” Twilight said, smiling and waving her hoof at him. “Go on.”



“Alright. See you girls later.” He waved before standing up on the tips of his toes to pull the door open, then slid outside.



“Thanks for that.”



“Of course. We can hardly have him go hungry, now can we?” Celestia tipped her head slightly as walked out towards the balcony, pulling the glass doors open with her magic. “You coming?”



Twilight nodded her head and followed close behind the older alicorn, Celestia’s horn glowing once more to close the doors behind them as the pair stepped out into the afternoon sun.



“It’s a beautiful day, if I do say so myself,” Celestia said, a smirk tugging at her lips.



“It is, isn’t it?” Twilight’s eyes slid across the balcony, passing over the gleaming gilded railing before focusing on the city below. Canterlot shone in the afternoon light, the marble buildings and golden rooftops shining in the afternoon sun. Twilight walked slowly over to the edge, hooking her hooves over the rail as she peered down at the city streets. “It’s beautiful up here.”



“It is,” Celestia said as she stepped up beside Twilight. “Though as I recall, this is not the first time you’ve been up here with me.”



Twilight shook her head. “I always thought of this as your balcony. It feels… different, now.”



“Like your cushion?”



“It did feel funny, come to think of it.” Twilight frowned. “Hey… you didn’t do something to it, did you?”



Celestia laughed. “Do you think I made the railing shorter, too?”



Twilight looked down at herself, then sighed. “It’s because I’m getting taller, isn’t it?” She looked up at the older alicorn. “Am I going to end up as big as you are?”



Celestia set a hoof on the smaller alicorn’s shoulder. “Probably not. I was as tall as your brother was when I first became an alicorn.”



“Wow. So I guess you were already used to looking down on ponies.”



“Why do you think I built such a tall castle?” Celestia turned and waved her hoof back up at the towering building.



“Heh.” Twilight shifted her weight from hoof to hoof. “So… you wanted to teach me how to cast that spell better?”



Celestia blinked and looked down at Twilight. “Are you alright?”



Twilight blinked. “Of course I’m alright, Princess. Why wouldn’t I be?”



“You seem… anxious.”



Twilight sighed, turning back towards the city below. “It’s just… I thought things were going to be different now, you know?”



Celestia settled in next to the smaller pony. “Different how?”



“Well…” Twilight lifted her head, gazing off towards the distant shape of Ponyville on the horizon. “I became a princess, got a castle, and realized I was supposed to be spreading the joy of friendship all across Equestria. But every time the map lights up, it seems to send somepony else instead of me.” Twilight turned towards the taller alicorn. “I’m the Princess of Friendship, with capital letters and everything. It even says so on my stationary. But it seems like most of the time, it’s my friends fixing friendship problems and going out and helping ponies instead of me.”



“I am the Princess of the Sun, or at least so many ponies call me. Do you think it makes me any less to teach the three of you how to move the Sun and the Moon?”



Twilight shook her head. “That’s different. You still rule over all of Equestria. Even if I raised the Sun in the morning and put it down at night, it wouldn’t really change anything.”



“Do you want to rule over Equestria, then? Help assign the tax codes for the buildings in Canterlot? Some ponies are talking about building a new commercial strip over on the east end of the city along a new terrace.” Celestia pointed with her hoof. “What do you think?”



Twilight followed Celestia’s hoof towards the bare patch of mountain, then shook her head and sighed. “I don’t know. I mean, that’s important, right?”



“It is. And somepony has to do it.”



“So do you want me to do it?”



“Do you want to?” Celestia tilted her head.



“Well… I mean, if you needed somepony to do it, you have to delegate it to somepony?”



“But that doesn’t mean I would have to ask you specifically. There are plenty of ponies in Equestria whose job it is to determine urban growth boundaries and land use and pollution quotas. There is no need to have you do so.”



“So why bring it up?”



Celestia set her hoof on Twilight’s back. “Because you seem to be focused on all the things you aren’t doing. You don’t need permission from a map to help ponies. When I asked you to help plan the Grand Equestria Pony Summit, you didn’t need the map to light up your cutie mark, did you?”



“No, but you asked me to do that.”



“And when my sister was struggling with the Tantabus, you put aside all you were doing to help her, didn’t you?”



“I’d have been a terrible friend just to let her suffer!”



“And Ponyville’s winter wrap-up?”



“They had… organizational problems!”



“And yet, you helped them again this year, with no prompting from me.”



Twilight rubbed the back of her hoof. “Well, why wouldn’t I?”



“Did anypony else step up to take charge before you did?”



Twilight frowned. “Well, the mayor, kind of.”



“But you did better.”



Twilight sighed.



“Twilight. You are a wonderful young pony. And when the situation calls for it, you exhibit wonderful leadership.”



Twilight smiled weakly.



“But sometimes I worry that I’ve made you too dependent on me. Your obsequious nature serves me well, but sometimes, I fear it is doing you a great disservice.”



“So, what, you think I should just ignore what the ancient artifact is telling me and my friends to do?”



Celestia arched an eyebrow. “How do you know that ancient artifact isn’t deliberately sending you into danger?”



Twilight opened her mouth, then closed it. Her ears fell back as she sank back down onto her haunches. Brow furrowed in thought, she tapped her chin a couple times before sighing. “I don’t, really. But why would it send us to fix up a community theater if it was trying to kill us?”



“A community theater which almost collapsed on Applejack.”



Twilight narrowed her eyes. “How do you know about that?”



“Because I was the one who sent them there.”



Twilight stared. “What?”



“How would a map know where there is a group of ponies who are in need of outside assistance? Or a lost magical artifact, waiting to be recovered? Or a section of a city falling into decay, with the pony put in charge of it struggling to make things right, and failing to ask for help from the right places?”



“But that doesn’t make any sense! Why wouldn’t you just send me a letter?” Twilight pounded her hoof into the rail.



“Because I was worried that, for all your leadership ability, you don’t show enough initiative. You are Equestria’s greatest asset in times of crisis, but now that you’ve become a princess, you seem to think that you shouldn’t have to go out of your way to find problems. But being a leader isn’t just about responding to problems, but finding them ahead of time and preventing them from ever happening to begin with.”



“So what, you just lied to me?” Twilight snarled.



“I had hoped that you would exercise your own good judgement and find things to do on your own, without my guidance. Tell me, Twilight: if I had not sent your friends out on missions via the map, would you have done things differently?”



Twilight’s mouth worked, but no sound came out of it. She rubbed her mane with her hoof, then, growling, fell face-forward onto the railing, resting her horn on the cool enamel rail. “No.” She grunted. “So, what? Is this whole thing just an attempt to make me feel important again?”



“No, Twilight, it isn’t. This truly is important, and is something I should have done years ago, when you proved yourself capable of the magic involved.” Celestia sighed. “I am not always the best at delegation myself; it took me a very long time to stop leaping at every problem personally. Sending you and your friends to confront threats on your own was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do.”



“And you’re teaching me this by intentionally sending my friends into danger?” Twilight lifted her head to glare at Celestia.



Celestia shook her head. “No. I simply sent them on tasks they could do on their own, without the help of Equestria’s most powerful alicorn.”



Twilight scowled. “One second you’re talking about how important I am, the next you’re talking about how I don’t matter! Make up your mind!”



“Twilight, I—”



“You know what? I think I can show some initiative. You said that this was a spell unicorns used to cast? Well, then, maybe I’ll just go down to the Royal Archives and look it up myself!”



“Wait! Twilight, don’t—”



The rest of Celestia’s statement was lost as Twilight’s horn shone and the smaller unicorn vanished in a cloud of purple sparks.








Twilight sniffled as she glared at the ancient, crumbling scrolls through blurry eyes. “One of these has to be the right one.” She rubbed her eyes as she tried to make out the writing on the side of the rack. “How to… raise… squirrels?” She scowled, then banged her damp hoof into the side of the rack. “Why is this so difficult?”



“Because it is hard to read while you are crying,” Luna said cooly.



Twilight glared. “What do you want? Did Princess Celestia send you?”



“No. After I spoke to Celestia, she said to leave you alone.”



“So why don’t you?” Twilight turned away from the older princess, walking along the side of the rack as her eyes continued to scan the tarnished title plates.



“Because you did not leave me alone when I felt betrayed.”



Twilight paused mid-step, then sighed. Sniffing again, she rubbed at her eyes again with the back of her hoof. “Why did she do it?”



“Because my sister loves you, and is worried about you. What she said to you is true; you show her too much obeisance.”



“You were listening?” Twilight growled.



“Nay. Celestia told me, after you left.”



Twilight ground her teeth. “Well, it isn’t as if she leaves me alone anyway. Why not tell the whole world what I got upset over?”



“She did you wrong.”



Twilight’s ears pressed back against her mane. “She did.”



“But she had good intentions.”



Twilight looked away. “I know.” Twilight pawed at the floor with her hoof, then looked up. “But it doesn’t even make sense! She’s worried about me listening to her too much, so she secretly sends me instructions she hopes I’ll disobey?”



Luna laughed. “It was not her best plan, no.”



“No, it wasn’t.” Twilight pulled away, continuing to stride along the ancient shelves.



“Twilight?”



“Yes?” Twilight didn’t stop her slow, measured pace.



“Do you know why she asked you to accompany her out to the balcony by yourself?”



Twilight hesitated, then sighed and sat back on her haunches, her back still turned. “It wasn’t about the spell.”



“No. It was not.”



“Or to lecture me.”



“No.”



Twilight hunched her shoulders. “What was it, then?”



Luna’s metallic hoofsteps sounded strange against the stone floor as she walked up next to Twilight. “She wished for your company.”



“What?” Twilight whirled around.



Luna sighed. “I see you did not know.”



“But… that’s… ugh!” Twilight rubbed her face with her hooves.



“She’s lonely, Twilight.”



“Lonely? Everypony in Equestria wants to spend time with her!”



“No.” The word cut like a knife. “Everypony in Equestria wants to spend time with the Princess. Nopony wants to spend time with Celestia. Not even her faithful student.”



Twilight scowled. “I was her student.”



“And still are, in truth, if you are yet learning these things.”



Twilight took a few shuddering breathes, then sighed. Lifting her hoof to her chest, she took a deep breath, then slowly let it out.



“Better?”



“A little.” Twilight shook her head. “It’s just… it makes no sense. First she talks about the importance of delegation. Then she tells me that I listen to her too much, and should do things myself. Now you’re telling me she just wanted to socialize?” She smacked her hoof into the floor. “It doesn’t make sense!”



“It does, in truth.” Luna shook her head. “In a way, I fear she envies you.”



Twilight blinked. “Celestia envies me?”



“Indeed.” Luna sat beside Twilight, one wing settling against the younger alicorn’s back, the other brushing against the scrolls on the rack on the opposite side. “You have much to learn, and much need to grow, but you have friends who do not call you princess, who do not have to wonder if they should bow before you. You have few responsibilities to shirk, and those you do have are often of a more ephemeral nature, planning and organizing an event or coping with passing issues. It is as the days before we rose up to rule Equestria, when we banished monsters and brought towns and villages into the fold of our protection.”



“So she’s jealous?”



“No.” Luna shook her head. “She is glad for the life you lead, and allows you your freedom while she can, taking all the burden onto her own shoulders. It took much to convince herself to allow others to bear the burden of the Sun and Moon as much as we, and it was only after several disasters that she eventually decided it was necessary. She saw the need, but hesitated, for fear that you would think that she might be passing from this world, or otherwise had some need to lay down the burden, instead of simple prudence. But I am sure that she was looking forward to the opportunity to spend time with you once more.”



“Oh.” Twilight’s wings tightened against her own sides. “That doesn’t make what she did right.”



“It does not.”



Silence prevailed in the space between the shelves, broken only by the sound of two ponies breathing. Eventually, Twilight sighed and shook her head. “I should go back and talk to her.”



“Do you forgive her?”



Twilight rose back to her hooves. “No. But I will.” She shook her head, rubbing at her eyes again. “I just wish I understood why she was talking about those other things.”



Luna stood up beside her. “Because she wants you to be happy,” she said as the pair began to walk. “She fears that you take too much on yourself, and at the same time too little; she fears your lack of initiative, and your drive to do things yourself.”



“So it’s just the Crystal Empire all over again?” Twilight asked, frowning.



“Twilight… why do you think that we did not accompany you to the Crystal Empire? Celestia and I had defeated Sombra before, even without the Elements of Harmony.”



“It was a test, right?”



“Do you think that we would have risked the Crystal Empire on a test that might be failed?”



Twilight didn’t respond as the pair reached the end of the aisle and turned down the narrow hall, heading towards the exit of the Royal Archive.



“We sent an alicorn, the two most powerful unicorns in all of Equestria, five highly competent mares who had overcome adversity time and again, and a dragon who could instantly send us a message if things went badly. It gave you the chance to practice leadership, without putting anything at risk in case of failure. It also gave us a fresh opportunity to confront Sombra. Had we two simply gone, you would not have developed your skills, and we might have had the same outcome as we had before.”



Twilight bit her lip. “I see. So she stayed back so that I could… be a hero?”



“She stood back so that you could grow, and because she thought that you might do better than we. Delegation and leadership – knowing that something must be done, but that another could do it in her place, and might be better for it.” She paused as they turned another corner. “And perhaps, someday, that opportunity might allow her to become our peer. Or even surpass us.”



“Heh. I’ve got a long way to go for that.”



“Not so far as you think.” Luna said, her horn lighting up as she pulled open the door to the archive, squinting as the bright light of the window outside shone through the open door. “We may move heaven and earth to keep Equestria safe and prosperous, but we are still ponies in the end, loath as we may be to admit it.”



“Ponies who get lonely, and make mistakes. Ponies who are trying to do their best,” Twilight said.



Luna nodded. “Indeed.”



Twilight stepped out into the hall. “You know, Celestia could have saved us both a lot of trouble by just lighting up the map and making my cutie mark appear over Canterlot.”



Luna chuckled quietly as her horn shone once more, the door to the Royal Archive sliding shut with a loud click. “Come, let us rejoin my sister. I am sure that Shining Armor and Cadance are learning much from their lesson with Celestia.”



“Right.” Twilight nodded, then paused. “But it might be worthwhile to swing by the kitchens first and pick up a snack for the others. We didn’t really spend much time on our tea; I bet they could use a break.”



Luna smiled, and after a moment, so did Twilight.
      

      
   
      The Mare Who Sold the World


      

      
      
         “Gooooood morning Ponyville! I hope all of you little ponies slept well last night. I sure know I did! All thanks to ChangeCorp, our wonderful sponsors and producers. Why, if it wasn’t for them, none of us might be living our happy and wonderful lives! But enough about them! Let’s go to the weather.”



“Thank you, Silver Tongue! And what a wonderful day it is today, I must say! The sky is blue, the birds are singing, the sun is looming down on us from it’s unmoving position in the sky, and with no clouds around, it is truly a great day here in Ponyville. The pegasi are gathering all the clouds for the scheduled rainstorm, and it’s just a wonderful day. Why, a bird just flew through the window!”



“Isn’t that just great folks? Well, whilst my companion has a quick snack, I’ll bring you all up to date on the news! But first, a word from our sponsors:”



“Greetings, listeners. Are you tired of your everyday lives? Does it feel like it lacks purpose? Excitement? Whatever the cause, we here at ChangeCorp are willing to help! We can change your entire life for you, free of charge. You’ll have a great time, living the ChangeCorp life! It’ll be just as if you hadn’t left at all. Now, I’m sure you’re saying to yourself, “How ever can I possibly order such a great service?” Well, don’t worry yourself one little bit! When you need us, we will find you. We will always find you. There’s no escape from us, so don’t even try. ChangeCorp, changing lives, one pony at a time.”



“Wasn’t that the best thing you’ve ever heard, everypony? I sure thought it was! They certainly turned my life around. Just look at me! The head of Ponyville’s new community radio station, all because of them. And now, for the news, provided by ChangeCorp-”



The pony who was standing in the middle of the room had to resist the urge to turn off the radio right then and there. She choose to tune it out with a little song; she couldn’t afford to turn it off just yet. 



Taking a deep breath, she turned to the machine on the table in front of her, and admired it for a moment. It hadn’t exactly been easy to procure it, but it had been even harder to get the scroll currently kept in her saddlebag. Sneaking around Canterlot was not her strong point, but she had done it often enough to get used to it by now. The guards never were that bright, original or changeling. And she knew all the magical spells guarding the Starswirl wing, and how to either defuse or avoid them. 



Pulling up a chair, she sat down, took another deep breath, removed the scroll from her saddle bag, and unfurled it onto the table. She read over it once again to make sure she remembered how to cast it. Then she put on the makeshift headset, plugged it into the machine, and started to cast her spell. Not the spell on the scroll, though. That was for the very end. 



“- and the last kitten was sadly not found. Wasn’t that just a lovely story, everyp-” the broadcast was cut off, just as she had planned. 



“Hello? I’m not sure if this is working, but it should be. It’s me. Twilight Sparkle, Princess of Magic. I know, most of you thought I was gone, just like Princess Celestia; or captured, like Princess Luna; or even worse, like Cadence. But I’m still here. And I have a message for you all.”



Twilight Sparkle started to sweat as she continued onwards with her speech. It was weird hearing her own voice over the radio, even now. But she had rehearsed what she was going to say so many times she had it practically memorized. But it still felt like she was saying it for the very first time. But she had to continue. Because everypony needed her, needed to hear her voice, to have some sort form of hope to cling to. Something only she could provide, right now.



And the only way to provide it was through this message. She was actually pretty lucky, she had admitted to herself many a time. The element of magic, an alicorn, Princess Celestia’s student… all these factors had helped her before, and they were helping her again. And with her mastery over magic, it mere foal’s play to break through the ChangeCorp 24/7 radio broadcast, and replace it with her own. It was a simple magical frequency which she took over, and there was no way for them to get it back. Unless they had magic equal to hers, but the only two ponies she could think of who did would either refuse to do so, or were gone. So she knew she was safe to give her message.



“Well, a message for the few of you neither enslaved nor replaced. But I am sure that some normal ponies are left. And I’m sure this past year has been hard on you… it must have been, what with all that happened. But I’m not here to drudge up the past, no. There’s something I want you all to know.



“I found, a while back, a spell created by none other than Starswirl the Bearded. From what I can gather from the scroll, it should be able to help us all! In fact, I believe it to be his magnum opus, the last spell he ever wrote finished, before his mysterious vanishing. And I believe it will send me back to the past, which will allow me to prevent all this from happening. 



“So please, everypony, have faith in me! I will be able to fix everything this time, I promise! And as long as you have faith in me, I know it’ll work.”



But as Twilight was saying that, an old voice cut through hers. An old, worn out voice, but one very familiar to her. “But why should we, Twilight? Isn’t this just what you say every time you cast that spell, my pupil?”



“P-p-princess Celestia! Is that really you? I thought you- we all thought you had vanished, or had even been killed,” said Twilight, her voice wavering. 



“Oh no, not me. I simply… took a vacation, I suppose you could say. You should try that, next time around. You should know by now that there’s pretty much nothing you can do for us, my prized student. How many times have you gone through this loop?”



Celestia’s question left Twilight stunned. Something she had never thought possible had just happened. She couldn’t believe it, she just had to ask. “How do you know about the loops, Princess?”



“Oh, that’s simple, Twilight. Every time you reset, all the alicorns retain their memory of what happened previously. Every. Single. Time. All of your failures, all of the times you came so close, we remember it all. I remember it all, Twilight.”



“You… you do? But why have you never said anything about this before?”



“Because I was waiting. Waiting for the best time to tell you, my dearest student. Doesn’t it hurt, Twilight? To see everypony you’ve ever cared about… vanish, again and again?  To know that you still can’t save them?”



“...” Twilight couldn’t answer. She had never stopped to think about it. She could never stop and think. So many times she had failed to save her friends. But sometimes she could, and that gave her hope. And something seemed… wrong, with what Celestia was saying.



“That’s what I thought. So why bother, Twilight? We’ve gone through this loop how many times now? I’ve lost count, myself. And every time you cast that spell, you make us relive our tragedies, never being able to change what has been fated. Except for you, Twilight. But what makes you think next time will be different?”



“I… I just know next time will be different! It just has to be! Everytime I cast this spell, I get closer to stopping the invasion! Just wait and see! I’ll find who it was who first made contact with ChangeCorp, and stop them in their tracks. Then it’ll turn out differently, I’m certain.”



“Well, I have to tell you something, Twilight. You’re face-to-face with the mare who sold the world.”



“You?! You’re the one… you’re the one who made the contract with ChangeCorp? The same one that allowed the changelings to freely invade Equestria?”



“Yes, Twilight, that was me.”



“But why? Why would you sign something that was so obviously suspicious?”



“Do you really want to know why, Twilight? Fine. I’ll tell you.  I was bored of it all.  Yes, that’s right! Do you know just how boring it gets, spending a thousand years, if not longer, with few shake-ups? Sure, there was Sombra, and Discord, and Tirek even; but they never lasted long enough to provide any real amusement. But that contract… they promised me excitement, Twilight! Excitement that I hadn’t felt for a hundred lifetimes!”



“That… that can’t be right! No, it just can’t be! The Princess Celestia I know would never do something like that, not ever!”



“But how would you know? You’ve not known me for that long, not in comparison to the hundreds of years I’ve trotted on this planet. You don’t know what it feels like, to care so much for a pony, and be forced to watch them fade away, again and again. So please, Twilight, just let me have this respite from my eternity of boredom.”



“No… no! This isn’t right. Even after all that you’ve said, I simply can’t believe that you are the Princess. My Princess Celestia wouldn’t doom everypony around, just for a bit of excitement! She wouldn’t allow all the ponies she cares about now, her sister, all of her friends… she wouldn’t let them all rot away! That’s not my Princess Celestia, she couldn’t do something so evil just for the sake of a little enjoyment!”



Just as Twilight was about to turn off the radio, Celestia asked one last question. “How can you be so certain?”



Twilight shut off the radio, with a deft flick of magic. But her breathing was heavy and irregular, and she was sweating even more. Before doing anything else, she took several deep breaths, like Cadence had taught her. She would have to remember to thank her next time. If she could get to her in time.



That’s right, she assured herself. She’d be able to save Cadence next time. She’d be able to save them all. If not next time, then the time after that. Her heart was not wavering, she repeated to herself. The words of Celes- the impostor, she corrected herself, were false, they had to be.



One more breath, then another. She knew what she had to do. She picked up the scroll, and started to intone the words written upon it, like she had done a hundred times before. 








Somewhere, beneath Canterlot castle, there was a long, deep sigh. “Maybe next time… maybe next time,” said Princess Celestia, pacing around.



A step, a step, a clatter, a fall to the ground, then rising back up. “Yes, maybe next time,” said Queen Chrysalis, dusting herself off, as a green glow receded from around her. 



The seeds of doubt had been planted, and she would be there to cultivate them. Even if she had ran out of time this loop, she could keep coming back.



The power of a changeling queen might not be equal to that of an alicorn, but… well, the power of three was more than enough. Chrysalis smirked at the three cocoons above her, the ponies within having long ago stopped struggling. “Oh, it’s just great to be queen,” she laughed. She kept laughing, even as Twilight finished her spell, even as time rewound once more.



She was prepared. And she wasn’t going to lose.
      

      
   
      On Eternity


      

      
      
         “Thank you both for agreeing to meet me,” Twilight said, sipping her tea.



“Of course,” Celestia said with a smile. “We are always happy to have you.”



“Pray tell, dear Twilight,” Luna said, “what brings you to Canterlot on this fine day?”



“Twilight lowered her teacup and stared into her drink. “I guess I was hoping you two could answer some questions I’ve been having.”



Celestia and Luna exchanged a glance.



“What kind of questions?” Celestia asked.



“I’ve noticed that, ever since I became an alicorn, I’ve continued to grow taller,” Twilight explained. “I was wondering when I should expect to stop.”



“‘Stop’?” Luna asked.



“You know, stop growing.” Twilight rubbed her chin in thought. “Will it be in the next ten years or so, when I’d be fully grown as a pony? Cadance is still growing, after all, but she’s almost the same size as Luna, so I expect she’ll probably stop soon. And I’m already taller than my friends, of course, but you don’t really notice that kind of stuff until—”



Twilight stopped when she noticed the expressions Celestia and Luna were giving her. They were an odd mix confusion, discomfort, and concern.



“Twilight,” Celestia said slowly, “what makes you think you’d suddenly stop growing?”



“I’d have to, wouldn’t I?” Twilight tilted her head. “Once the immortality sets in, that is.”



Luna cast a quick glance to her sister before clearing her throat.



“We are not immortal, Twilight.”



Twilight chuckled politely. “‘Immortal,’ ‘ageless’—I mean, I care about semantics as much as the next pony, but I don’t really see the need for a distinction in this conversation.”



Celestia straightened herself in a manner Twilight hadn’t seen since her time as her student.



“We are mortal,” Celestia said, almost as a proclamation. “We grow, we age, and yes, we can even die, just like any other pony.” She allowed her body to relax, but kept a careful watch for Twilight’s reaction.



Twilight looked between them, trying to wrap her mind around this revelation.



“But… but that’s impossible!” Twilight searched their eyes for some hint of the infamous pranks they were supposedly known for, but could find none. “You’re both at least a thousand years old. The earliest mention I could find of you two was in a book from the Crystal Empire detailing your battle with King Sombra, and that was written over twelve-hundred years ago.” Twilight froze and let out an uneasy laugh. “Uh, not that I was trying to dig into your past or anything…”



“It is okay, Twilight,” Luna said, raising a hoof. “Please continue.”



Twilight took in a breath. “In every portrait I’ve seen and in every book I’ve read, you two were as you are now.” She looked at them sheepishly. “How can you claim to age and be mortal when you haven’t changed in hundreds of years?”



Celestia and Luna shared a nod and answered together:



“Age spells.”



Twilight’s mouth fell open. “W-what…?”



“You see, Twilight,” Celestia said, “while it would take the most talented of unicorns to even cast an age spell, as alicorns, we have the power to use them quite proficiently. Luna and I have used them to keep ourselves youthful for… as you said, hundreds of years.”



Twilight, still too dumbfounded to speak, turned to Luna.



“It is true,” Luna said with a nod. “I have not aged more than a few months in centuries, though I understand my sister has gotten into the habit of using an age spell nearly every week.” She threw a critical gaze at Celestia, who had coincidently decided it was an excellent time for another sip of tea and managed to miss it. Luna turned her attention back to Twilight. “We simply undo however much we have aged since the last time we cast the spell, granting us the appearance of agelessness.”



Twilight held onto her head, as if to stop the room from spinning.



“Wow…” she finally managed. “Then that means… I—”



Twilight shot up from the table and bowed her head.



“Thank you both for having me,” she said quickly. “I have to go.”



“Twili—” Luna was stopped by Celestia’s hoof.



“We’re always happy to have you,” Celestia said with a smile. “Please visit again soon.”



Twilight nodded and disappeared with a flash, her tea left unfinished.








“Girls,” Twilight said, beaming, “I have great news!”



Her friends all looked at her from their thrones, curiosity painting their faces. Twilight was practically bouncing in her seat.



“Celestia and Luna are not immortal!”



A quick exchange of glances confirmed that they were unanimously confused.



“…Yay?” Fluttershy asked.



“Pardon me, darling,” Rarity said. “Care to explain how this is good news?”



“No-no-no-no-no,” Twilight said quickly. “It means I’m not immortal, either!”



At this point, even Spike had stopped his snacking to pay attention.



“…Yay?” Fluttershy asked again.



“Yeah,” Applejack said, “we’re still not followin’ ya.”



“Okay, so it turns out Celestia and Luna have been using age spells to keep themselves young all this time,” Twilight explained. “I’ll probably have to start using them on myself at some point, but here’s the best part: I can do the same thing for all of you!” She let out a laugh and topped it off with a sigh of relief. “You know, I was secretly kind of worried about this whole immortality thing, but now, we really can be best friends forever! Isn’t that great?”



Her smile diminished as she looked at her friends, all shuffling uncomfortably in their seats.



“…Isn’t that great?” she repeated.



“…Wow,” Pinkie Pie said slowly. “That's a lot to take in when you say it all at once…”



“Yeah, Twilight,” Rainbow Dash said. “You mind if we take some time to think about this?” Their friends all nodded in agreement.



“Uh, s-sure,” Twilight said, putting on a smile. “You girls go ahead and think about it.” She and Spike got up to walk them to the door. Her smile fell as soon as she closed the door behind them.



“I thought they’d be excited about this,” she whispered. She made her way back to the throne room with Spike jogging beside her to keep up. He fell back into his seat and dug through his bowl of gems.



“What do you think, Spike?” Twilight asked.



He crunched down on a clawful of gems and swallowed hard. “I never really thought about it,” Spike admitted. “I’m a dragon, after all. I’m already gonna live a really long time.” He tossed some more gems into his mouth before continuing. “I guess sometimes I forget that ponies aren’t supposed to live as long.”



“And now that you are thinking about it?”



Spike looked down into his bowl before pushing it aside. “I don’t know how our friends are gonna feel about this.” He turned and leaned over in seat to look up into her eyes. “But I’m happy we’ll get to spend so much time together, right?”



Twilight smiled and rubbed his head. “Of course, Spike.” She scrambled to catch him as he jumped up to hug her, but once he was secure, she held onto him tight.








“Cadance,” Twilight said, “how old are you?”



“Don’t tell me you came all this way just to ask me that.” Cadance giggled lightly from across the table. “I’m the same age as Shining Armor. You know that.”



“I spoke with Celestia and Luna,” Twilight said. “I learned about alicorn ‘immortality’.”



Cadance stiffened and her eyes widened by the slightest degree.



“Cadance,” Twilight repeated. “How old are you?”



Cadance inhaled to gather all of her tension and pushed them out with an exhale.



“…I’m almost seven-hundred years old.” She pressed a hoof against her cheek. “Hmm, I feel so old saying it out loud.”



“I can’t believe this.”



Cadance slid her hoof across the table and onto Twilight’s. “But this is the oldest I’ve ever been.”



“Really?”



Cadance nodded. “Let me start from the beginning: I was even younger than you were when I first ascended. Celestia actually asked me to keep myself at that age to keep up the image of being her niece. And I stayed that way for centuries, until she introduced me to you and your brother.” She offered Twilight a smile, and with a bit of coaxing, managed to get a smile out of her.



“I was still a little bit older than Shining Armor,” Cadance continued, “but once he caught up to me, I secretly stopped using age spells on myself. Celestia approached me about it when she finally noticed.”



“What did she say?”



“I thought she’d be mad, but it turns out, she was excited for me. She only asked was if I was sure.” Cadance giggled. “I think the answer’s pretty clear at this point.”



Twilight joined in her laughter, but it trailed off as another thought occurred to her.



“…Does he know?”



Cadance nodded slowly. “I told him just after we got engaged. I offered to use my magic to keep him young with me, but…”



Twilight chewed her lip. “W-what are you two going to do?”



“We’ve already discussed it. We’re going to live a long, happy life and grow old together.” The smile she was wearing couldn’t mask the cloudiness in her eyes. “And, after his time has come… I’ll use an age spell to restore my youth.”



Twilight held tight to her hoof.



“I’ve spread love throughout Equestria for centuries,” Cadance continued, still keeping up her smile, “so I know the love between Shining Armor and I is true. He’s the only one I love enough to grow old with. He’s the only one I trust enough to…” She slid her free hoof along her belly. “But he understands what it means to have an obligation—a duty—to Equestria and the Crystal Empire.”



Twilight rose from her seat to join Cadance, and the two leaned against each other in silence.








“Howdy, Twilight.” Applejack stopped what she was doing long enough to greet her friend but quickly went back to work.



Twilight found Applejack in her barn—a nice, quiet place to think. She seemed to be in the process of organizing the barn’s contents, but Twilight knew busywork when she saw it. Applejack had never been the type to sit still when there was work to be done, even if she had to make it up herself.



“Hi, Applejack,” Twilight said softly. “I can come back later, if you’re… busy.”



Applejack shook her head. “Nah, I figure I’ve done plenty of thinkin’ already. Any more’ll just give me a headache.” She sighed and looked up at Twilight.



“The thing is, Twilight, I had to grow up without my mom and dad. The thought of my own foals growin’ up without me—goin’ through what I went through—it scares me somethin’ fierce.” She set a rake against the wall. “But ya know what scares me even more?”



“What?”



Applejack sniffed hard and dragged a hoof across her muzzle. “Never gettin’ to see my parents again.”



Twilight brought a hoof to her lips. “Applejack…”



“It scares me to my very core,” Applejack continued. “I wanna see ‘em again, someday. I wanna tell ‘em all about how Apple Bloom got her cutie mark. I wanna tell ‘em about the Pie family. I wanna tell ‘em… about my best friends.” Applejack rearranged the empty flower pots for at least the third time before looking at Twilight.



“I wanna have a family and grow old like Granny Smith. Then I can tell my parents all about their grandkids, and their great-grandkids. And I can…” She wrapped her forelimbs around herself. “And I can feel ‘em hug me again.”



Twilight rushed over and hugged her tight. “Applejack, I never knew.”



“I’m real sorry, Twilight.” Applejack sniffed and hugged her back. “I don’t wanna abandon ya or nothin’, it’s just—”



“No, Applejack, it’s okay.” Twilight buried her in their embrace. “It’s okay.”



Applejack ignored the fading call of work that did not have to be done and lost herself in the hug.








“Hey, Twilight,” Rainbow Dash said, holding the door open for her. Twilight stepped into the foyer and heard the door close behind her. All around them were familiar trophies and plaques and Wonderbolts posters.



“Have you thought about what I said?” Twilight asked. “It’s why you invited me over, right?”



“Yeah, I thought about it,” Rainbow Dash said casually, “and I don’t really have to live forever.”



Twilight’s gaze fell to the floor. “I-I see.”



“No, Twilight it’s, like…” Rainbow Dash flew up to the mantle and looked at one of her trophies. “What I mean is, I don’t need magic to live forever. The way I see it, all I have to do is set an unbeatable record and I’m good to go.”



Twilight looked up curiously. “‘An unbeatable record’?”



“Yeah.” Rainbow Dash landed in front of her. “Then everypony would know my name. Like, ‘who holds the all-time record for the hundred-meter dash?’ ‘Rainbow Dash, obviously.’”



“Rainbow Dash,” Twilight said with a tilt of her head, “you do realize that’s not the same thing.”



“Well, duh, Twilight. I know that.” She scoffed. “But it’s like… if anypony tries to beat my record, it’d be like I’m right there flying with them, you know? I’m right there, pushing them to their limits.”



Twilight brought a hoof to chin, soaking up Rainbow Dash’s words.



“And who knows? Maybe someday, somepony could pull it off and beat my record.” Rainbow Dash grinned. “It’d mean they trained and practiced even harder than I did. It’d mean they love flying and going fast even more than I do.” She performed a flawless loop through the air and landed. “I think that’d be kinda cool. Like a little piece of me lives on in them, you know?”



“Wow,” Twilight said in disbelief.



Rainbow Dash chuckled awkwardly and scratched at the back of her head. “Yeah, I probably sound pretty crazy right now…”



“Not at all.” Twilight smiled to her. “It makes perfect sense.”



Rainbow Dash walked over and threw a forelimb across her shoulder. “Hey, you know I’ll always be there for you, right?” She poked Twilight in the chest. “I’m right there, whenever you need me.”



“I know.” Twilight leaned in closer. “Thanks, Rainbow Dash.”








Twilight entered Carousel Boutique, the familiar jingle of the bell announcing her arrival.



“Hello, darling,” Rarity said, emerging from the back.



“You wanted to see me?”



“Yes, do come in.”



Rarity and Twilight gathered around a coffee table, light snacks already prepared.



“I wanted to talk to you about what said,” Rarity began. “I’ve had plenty of time to think about it, and I’ve come to a decision.”



“Yes?” Twilight asked, trying to keep her voice even.



“While the idea of staying young and beautiful forever is definitely alluring,” she said, “I’m afraid I’ll have to decline.”



Twilight visibly deflated, but did not interrupt.



“It occurred to me while I was working on my latest designs. Styles fade away, and new styles come along. But that’s not to say the old styles weren’t valuable in their time. Such is life, I suppose. You make as big a splash as you can, but you can only spend so much time in the spotlight before it’s time to let somepony else make a name for themselves.”



Twilight nodded slowly.



“I do not intend to overstay my welcome, Twilight. It’s just not in my nature.” She gently lifted Twilight’s chin. “I am going to age gracefully and beautifully, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. I hope you understand.”



Twilight looked her, a work of art as much as any of the dresses. Beautiful. Timeless.



“I do, Rarity,” she said, giving her a hug. “I understand.”








Twilight stepped into Sugarcube Corner and found Pinkie Pie wearing her chef’s hat and mixing a bowl of batter.



“Hi, Twilight!” she called, waving her spoon around and sending batter flying everywhere.



“Hi, Pinkie.” Twilight smiled but kept herself outside of splashing range.



“I’m glad you’re here.” Pinkie resumed feverishly stirring her batter. “I was thinking about what you said, and I kept thinking and thinking and thinking, until my thinker was all tired out.” She pointed to her with the spoon. “And you know what I realized?”



“I honestly can’t even guess.”



“I realized that I’m probably going to live a really long time, anyway.” She went back to her stirring, but at a more reasonable pace. “My nana and granny both lived a really long time, and my parents are pretty old, too.” She tapped the spoon against her chin. “That’s a lot of birthdays, now that I think about it…”



Twilight raised a hoof to point out the globs of batter she had left on her chin, but thought better of it.



“Hey!” Pinkie said, flinging more batter, “you know what else runs in my family? Having lots of foals! Can you imagine if me and my sisters all had foals? And even if they can’t find anypony on their own, there’s always Plan B: the Pairing Stone. That thing’s a matchmaking genius.” She narrowed her eyes in thought. “Where was I going with this?”



“I… don’t know, Pinkie.”



“Oh, yeah! All those sons and daughters and nieces and nephews. So many holidays and birthdays and”—she gasped in amazement—“weddings!” The bowl nearly toppled over with her squeal of excitement.



“But you know, Twilight,” Pinkie said, slowly stirring the batter, “if there’s one thing Granny Pie taught me, it’s to not mix up the salt and the sugar.”



“Um, okay?”



“Mm-hmm.” Pinkie nodded sagely. “But if there’s two things Granny Pie taught me, it’s to stand up and laugh in the face of the things that scare you. And, you know, death is just about the scariest thing I can think of, besides hermit crabs, cake-monsters, and public speaking, of course.”



“Of course,” Twilight said slowly.



Pinkie slowed down her stirring to really focus on Twilight. “I wanna be able to look back on all the fun things I did, so that when my time comes, I won’t be scared. I’ll be happy, and I can smile and laugh and make Granny Pie proud.”



Twilight nodded and smile. “I understand, Pinkie.”



Pinkie Pie held her forelimbs open for a hug, and despite her better judgment, Twilight walked over to accept it. Once they pulled apart, Pinkie narrowed her eyes in confusion.



“Uh, Twilight?” she said. “You got a little…”



Twilight looked down at the speck of batter on her coat.



“Thanks, Pinkie,” she said, wiping it away. “I’ll see you later, okay?”



“Okie-dokie!”



Pinkie turned her attention back to the bowl as Twilight left, once more wondering why so much of the batter seemed to disappear in the mixing process.








Twilight knocked on the door of the cottage. It opened just enough for Fluttershy to peek her head out and smile to her.



“Oh, hello, Twilight.”



“Hi, Fluttershy,” Twilight said. “Are you busy?”



She shook her head and invited her in.



“Have you had enough time to think about what I said?” Twilight asked as they sat down on the sofa.



Fluttershy nodded.



“Actually, I knew my answer before we even left your castle.” She turned her head to look at the little birdhouses and mouse holes that decorated her home. “I’ve seen generations of critters come and go here. Death used to scare me. It used to scare me so bad I couldn’t even bring myself to be around it.” She turned her attention back to Twilight, a smile on her face. “But then I realized that my friends needed me to be there for them. They needed somepony to comfort them and let them know it’s okay.”



“Wow, Fluttershy.”



“I’ve learned that death isn’t scary, and there’s no need to try to run from it.” She pressed a hoof against Twilight. “Death is natural, and I know I’ll be ready for it when my time comes.”



Twilight sighed, but smiled. “It looks like your mind is all made up.”



Fluttershy nodded. “I’ve actually had a lot of time to think about it.



“What do you mean?”



“Well, it’s not the first time I’ve had the chance to be immortal,” Fluttershy said casually.



“You—wait, what?” Twilight shook herself rapidly. “It’s not?”



Fluttershy shook her head. “Discord’s offered to make me immortal before, and I told you the same thing I told him.” She looked down and brought a hoof to her chin. “He seemed really disappointed, but one of the first lessons he learned in friendship is you can't always have things exactly your way all the time.”



“You just gave me an idea.” Twilight leaned forward to give her a quick hug. “Thanks, Fluttershy.”



“Oh, you’re welcome, Twilight.”



With that, Twilight disappeared with a flash.








Twilight struck her hoof against the door, but rather than knocking, the door made the sound of a clown’s horn. The door handle spontaneously turned into Discord’s head, a grin plastered to his face.



“Why, hello, Twilight,” he said brightly. “It’s not often I receive visitors. What brings you way out here?”



“I was hoping you and I could talk,” she said with a tilt of her head. “May I come in?”



“Oh, but of course.” After reverting back into a door handle, Discord opened the door from the inside. “Please make yourself at home.”



Twilight stepped inside and gazed around at the strange décor, taking a seat on his couch. Discord descended from the ceiling and sat down beside her.



“To what do I owe the pleasure?”



Twilight tried to scoot away as subtly as possible. “Well, I’ve had a lot on my mind recently, and I was hoping—”



“Oh-ho!” Discord sprang into the air. “You’ve come to me for advice? Oh, I just can’t believe it!”



There was a flash of light and Twilight found herself lying across a chaise lounge and staring at the ceiling. She turned her head to find Discord in an armchair with a notepad in his paw.



“Now,” he said, adjusting his spectacles, “what seems to be the problem?”



Twilight sighed, but decided it’d be easier to go along with it.



“You’re the only other immortal being that I really know,” she began. “I thought you might be able to help me with this.” She turned back over to face the ceiling. “I was worrying about what it would mean for my friendships if I was immortal and they weren’t, but I always figured that the solution would present itself. When I found out that Celestia and Luna had been using age spells this entire time, I was ecstatic!” She turned to her side, finding it very difficult to get comfortable. “But now that I have the solution, I have even less of an idea of what to do than I did before. Should I stay young forever, like Celestia and Luna? Should I grow old with my friends, like Cadance? What do you think?”



Discord looked up from his game of tic-tac-toe and cleared his throat in a very professional manner.



“Well, Twilight,” he began, “what would you do, if it were entirely your choice?”



“I… I want to have friends with me forever.” Twilight leaned up to look at him. “Is that selfish?”



“Not at all, Twilight.” He removed his spectacles and gave her a grave look. “But have you not considered that the other Princesses have asked themselves the same thing?”



“W-what do you mean?”



“I had ample opportunity to watch the Princesses during my time as a lawn ornament. There was little else to do, after all,” he muttered. “And they’ve all had friends, Twilight—ponies that they loved and cherished. Don’t you think they’ve gone through precisely what you’re going through?”



Twilight fell back onto the lounge. “I-I just thought…”



“Can you even guess how many deathbeds they’ve each stood over, screaming to themselves, ‘You can stop this,’ ‘You can save them’?” Discord rose from his seat. “You see, Twilight, each of them has had to grapple with and accept the idea that you cannot save everypony. Some ponies have to fall through the cracks.”



Twilight sat up on the lounge. “B-but that isn’t fair.”



“‘Fair’?” Discord’s notepad reappeared in his paw. “I seem to recall you saying you’d want to have your friends with you forever.” He raised an eyebrow to her. “What about their families? And what about their friends? Would you grant them immortality, too?”



Twilight’s eyes fell to the floor. “I-I…”



“Now, I think you understand, Twilight.” He took a seat beside her.



“Do you know how long rabbits live, Twilight?”



Twilight turned her head. “What?”



“A rabbit has lived a full life if it lives to be nine years old.” He looked her in the eyes. “Fluttershy’s been making arrangements for Angel’s third birthday next month. Isn’t it sad to think that, in just a few short years, she’ll need to make arrangements for his funeral?”



Twilight felt too numb to speak, too numb to move.



“I suppose I could use my magic to extend his life,” Discord said with a shrug. “I could easily give them another year or two together. What do you think I should do, Twilight?”



“I… I don’t know.”



“You see, Twilight—this is the Princess’s Dilemma. They find ponies to befriend and love, but in just a few short decades, they’re gone.” He leaned in close to stare into her eyes. “One thing I’ve learned from watching them all of these years is that you need to cherish every moment you have with them.”



Twilight blinked at him. “What about you, Discord?”



“I don’t like to go into my own history, but I’ll consider this an exception: a long time ago, Twilight, I made a decision that isolated me from the rest of my kind. Immortality was part of a package deal, in addition to my powers over chaos and my dashing good looks.” He grinned at her, though it quickly faded. “But I was alone. Don’t make my mistake, Twilight. Don’t let ambition cloud what you know is right.”



Discord got up and stretched.



“Well, I do believe our time is up.” He turned to face her. “I think we’ve had a very productive session, don’t you?”



Twilight looked up at him, and finally managed a smile.



“I think so, too.”








Discord casually strolled over to Celestia, a smug grin on his face.



“Your student came by to visit me, you know.”



“Did she?” Celestia asked politely. “That was thoughtful of her.”



“And it isn’t it lucky that I was there to tell her the things you can’t bring yourself to?” Discord frowned. “Sometimes I think it’s the real reason you had them release me from the stony lonesome.”



“Please, Discord,” Celestia said quietly. “You are the only I can trust to teach her these lessons.”



“Oh, honestly—it’s the whole Tirek incident all over again.”



“I know, and I apologize.” Celestia bowed her head. “There are only a few more lessons she needs to learn before she is truly ready to be a Princess.”



“Fine, fine,” Discord said with a roll of his eyes. “But I’m getting rather tired of playing the bad guy just to do your dirty work.”



Discord disappeared in a flash of stars, already preparing for Twilight’s next lesson.
      

      
   
      Cycles Around a Watercooler


      

      
      
         IMPORTANT EMAIL: PLEASE READ



Rainbow grunted, staring at the computer screen. She moved her mouse listlessly, dragging the cursor over the email. 



“Can’t be that important.” 



A ball of paper bounced off her head before she could click twice. Grumbling, she rubbed her hand and grabbed the ball, scrunching it tighter in her grip.



“Who threw—”



“Open it up!” came a delightfully chirpy voice.



Rainbow nearly fell back in her chair as Pinkie came up from under her desk. “Read it! Read it!”



Dash sighed. “Why couldn’t you have just given this to me?”



“Not as quick. C’mon, read it!” Pinkie cried, shaking on the spot.



Rainbow held up a hand. “Alright, alright.” She opened up the paper ball. Her eyes read the message, then they rolled, before shooting a deadpan look at Pinkie.



“Pinkie, this just says ‘Hi’ with a smiley face,” she said.



Pinkie hopped back, placing her rear on the desk. “Yep!”



“Then why would you send me it instead of just coming up and saying hello.” Rainbow blinked, then thrust a hand towards her college. “That’s exactly what you just did now!”



Pinkie put one leg over the other, staring at her fingernails. “I’m just soooo bored, Dashie!”



“Don’t you have some, some…” Rainbow snapped her fingers repeatedly. “Some files to sort or something?”



“I did. A lot of ‘em too.” She leaned back on the desk, balancing herself so she didn’t fall onto it. A long yawn escaped her lips. “But there’s still more to do.”



“Then go do it and stop bothering me,” Rainbow said, flicking Pinkie’s knee. She flinched when Pinkie’s foot nearly slammed into her face.



Raising her posture, Pinkie looked down at Dash. “Well what have you got to do that’s so important?”



Rainbow folded her arms across her chest, shrugging. “Y’know.” 



“No, I don’t know,” Pinkie shot back.



“Well there’s…” Rainbow reached across her desk, fumbling with the various papers and folders that littered it, “papers to do,” she pointed a finger at her computer, “files and emails to send,” finally she patted the phone next to the monitor, “calls to answer. Y’know, actual work.”



Pinkie looked at the three objects in turn. She just sniffed. “Uh-huh.” Suddenly she clapped her hands together, gaining a grin on her face. “So when’s lunch break?”



“It’s, er…” Rainbow sat back in her chair, stretching her arms toward the ceiling. “You know when lunch break is.”



“But it always seems so far away…” Pinkie licked her lips, her eyes beginning to fill up with tears.



“Well it can’t be too much longer, so get back to your desk and stop bothering me,” Rainbow said.



“Okey dokey, grumpy pants.” Pinkie hopped over the small wall behind Dash’s desk, landing in her work cubicle. 



Dash could hear her humming from the other side, some sort of happy go lucky tune. Thankfully, the phone on her desk started ringing. She casually picked it up and put it to her ear.



“Hello, Rainbow Dash speaking.”



“You’d like to make an enquiry?”



“Sure, I’ll put you forward to our management.”



Punching in a few numbers into the keypad, the call was transferred and Dash put the phone back down.



“Truly inspiring,” Pinkie muttered, the top of her head visible above the cubicle wall, her smirking eyes plain to see.



“Shut up, it’s what management told to me to do whenever someone made an enquiry,” Rainbow said.



Pinkie glanced up. “Ever been up to management?”



“Nah,” Dash replied. “Why would I?”



“Just wondering,” Pinkie said, resting her arms on the cubicle wall. “Do ya know what they do up there?”



“No idea. Managing stuff I guess.”



Pinkie puckered her lips. “Guess you’re right.” She went back down to her cubicle, resuming her humming.



Rainbow stared up at the ceiling for a while, then shook her head. Some work had to be done. Very slowly at that.








The watercooler was the hottest meeting spot in the office. It stood at the end of a path that separated blocks of cubicles. At one end was the water cooler, the other a large window looking out to the city.



Rainbow brushed down her suit and tie, heading towards the spot. Rarity and Applejack were already there, the former wearing a smart shirt and skirt and the latter a suit similar to Dash’s. 



Rarity was giggling into her hand and she gave Applejack a light slap. “Oh stop it, you.”



“Hey girls,” Dash said to them, waving. “‘Sup?”



“Howdy,” Applejack said, nodding to her.



“What’s Rarity laughing about?” Rainbow asked, stuffing a hand in her trouser pocket.



The giggles died out of Rarity and she blinked, glancing at Dash. “Oh, well, I was…” She trailed off, frowning. “Come to think of it, I’m not sure what Applejack said that was quite so funny.”



The goldfish with the crooked tooth and beard grinned at Dash, floating gently in the watercooler. “It wasn’t interesting, so you didn’t miss out on much.”



“If you say so, Discord,” Rainbow replied nonchalantly.



Discord swam up to the side of the watercooler, pressing his fins against it. “And how has your work day been so far?”



Dash rolled her shoulders, a loose, carefree motion. “Same as any other day.”



“Same old, same old, as the saying goes…” Discord said, swimming away from the edge.



“Darn photocopier broke down again,” Applejack grumbled, putting an end to any silence that may have occurred. 



“Again? Didn’t we send someone to fix it just a few days ago?” Rarity asked, turning towards her.



“Something like that. But whenever it gets fixed, it’ll just break again so we have to call ‘em to fix it.” She sighed, rolling her eyes. “Again.”



“Perhaps you should hire a different mechanic,” Discord suggested. “Or, even better, get a better machine. Just a thought.”



“Nah. Always gets fixed anyway, and in a jiffy too. Don’t see much sense in making a fuss about it,” Applejack replied.



“Hey gang!” Pinkie cried, walking to the watercooler with Fluttershy in tow. The latter merely gave everyone a meek wave. 



“Hey Pinkie,” Rainbow Dash, returning the gesture to Fluttershy too. “Enjoy your lunch break?”



“Hm, kinda. It was nice to get a break but…” Pinkie hummed thoughtfully to herself, stroking her chin. “I dunno, the food tasted odd today.”



“Really? Wasn’t the cafeteria serving caesar salad today?” Rarity inquired.



“Yes, they were. I couldn’t taste anything odd about it,” Fluttershy said, nodding very slightly.



“Curious indeed.” Discord shot a smirk towards Dash. “Did you have lunch today?”



“Yeah.” She rubbed the back of her head, trying to recall the meal. “I mean, it tasted a little bit different, maybe. You can’t expect all of the food to taste exactly the same time each day, each week though, right?”



“You would think so, yes,” Discord replied. 



“Hmmmm.” Pinkie narrowed her eyes, stepping towards the watercooler. “Just why do we have a weird goldfish in the watercooler, anyway?” She tapped it repeatedly with her knuckle. “Whatcha doing in there, li’l buddy?”



From behind her, someone cleared their throat and said, “Pinkie, please stop fiddling with company property.”



Pinkie spun around instantly, smiling sheepishly. “Sorry, Twilight.” She sidestepped awkwardly away.



“Hi Twi,” Dash said. “Doing alright?”



Twilight adjusted her glasses, looking down at the clipboard in her hands. “Well enough, yes. Management asks if you can do some overtime tomorrow.”



“Overtime? Really?” Dash drew out a long sigh. “Do I have to?”



“Yes, you do,” Twilight said. 



“Fine, fine…” Dash mumbled, looking away.



Twilight smiled to herself, ticking a box on her clipboard, before glancing to the group. “As for the rest of you, break’s over. We should really get back to work.”



“You got it, Twi,” Applejack said. “C’mon, Rares.”



Rarity nodded, following Applejack’s lead. “Of course. It was lovely speaking to you all!”



Rainbow gave them a relaxed wave of her hand, backing off towards her work cubicle. “See ya next time, I guess.”








Rainbow relaxed in her chair, stretching out all of her limbs and letting out a most impressive yawn. The lights in the office were dimming out by now, workers beginning to file out of the building. 



“Better check that email I got,” she muttered to herself, reaching over to her mouse. 



“Dashie!” Pinkie cried, leaping over to Rainbow. “Time to clock out, time to go home, let’s leave this drone dome!”



“Okay, okay! Calm down, Pinkie!” Rainbow batted her away, closing her email account and shutting off the computer. “Guess I’ll check it later…” she mumbled. Dragging herself off the chair, she followed Pinkie as she skipped past the watercooler. Dash ran to catch up with her.



“So whatcha doing tonight?” Pinkie asked.



“Make dinner, watch TV, sleep,” Dash said, rubbing at an eye. 



“Sounds comfy!”



“You?”



“Gonna go bake some cupcakes first, then I’m gonna play some video games all the through the evening before it’s time for bedtime!” Pinkie explained.



“Neat,” Dash replied, as they approached the door. 



“Sure is! So I’ll see you tomorrow then?”



Rainbow put her hand on the door handle. “Same time, same place.” 





IMPORTANT EMAIL: PLEASE READ



Rainbow grunted, staring at the computer screen. She moved her mouse listlessly, dragging the cursor over the email. 



“Can’t be that important.” 



She hesitated on clicking it. 



“Wait, didn’t I get this email before…?”



“Hi Dashie!” Pinkie said, this time dropping down from the ceiling.



Rainbow almost fell back in chair as Pinkie landed. “Stop doing that!”



“Aw, but it’s just too much fun! I love seeing your shocked li’l face…” Pinkie placed her rear on Dash’s desk. “So, what’s going down?”



“Work, Pinkie,” Dash said, raising a piece of paper and flying it in her face. “The thing we’re told to do every day?”



“Yawn! Talk about boring, with a capital B!” Pinkie said, waggling her legs off the end of the desk. 



“Well, we gotta get it done,” Dash said. 



Just then, the phone on her desk started ringing.



“Like I’m about to demonstrate…” Rainbow reached for the phone and answered the call. 



“Hello, Rainbow Dash speaking.”



“You’d like to make an enquiry?”



“Sure, I’ll put you forward to our management.”



Punching in a few numbers into the keypad, the call was transferred and Dash put the phone back down.



And then she stopped putting the phone back.



“Such stellar work!” Pinkie snarked. 



“Pinkie.”



“Yeah?”



“That call… didn’t I have exactly the same one yesterday?” 



Pinkie gave her a simple shrug. “I dunno. Probably. It’s just part of the job, right?”



Dash dropped the phone. “Yeah. Sure.”



“So!” Pinkie clapped her hands together, grinning. “When’s lunch break?”







“You’ll never guess what happened,” Applejack droned on, rolling her eyes. 



“Don’t tell me…” Rarity lamented.



Rainbow blinked a few times, looking around. Rarity and Applejack were both stood by the watercooler, Discord listening in to their conversation.



“The darn printer’s gone done messed itself up! Again.” Applejack cried, throwing a hand up into the air.



“Again? I thought you had someone get it fixed just recently?” 



“Yeah but give it some time, and it’ll start printing everything out in pink again!”



“I thought…” Rainbow rubbed her head. “I thought it was the photocopier that was broken?”



“It’s the both of them, Rainbow Dash.” Discord grinned at her, his big tooth almost shining. “Really, have you been paying any attention at all?”



“Sorry, I—”



“Hey gang!” Pinkie cried, walking to the watercooler with Fluttershy in tow. The latter merely gave everyone a meek wave. 



“Pinkie?” Rainbow shook her head, then turned towards her. “Didn’t you just ask when lunch break was, a couple of moments ago?”



“Probably!” Pinkie answered, smiling.



“Did it…” Rainbow bit her lip, thinking. “Did it taste odd?”



“Nope! Funky.” Pinkie retched, sticking her tongue out.



“Really? Wasn’t the cafeteria serving vegetable soup today?” Rarity inquired.



“Yes, they were. I couldn’t taste anything odd about it,” Fluttershy said, nodding very slightly.



“What ever is the matter?” Discord asked, swimming closer to Rainbow. He pouted his lips at her. “Working too hard?”



“What? No, I’m—”



“Working overtime,” Twilight said, walking over with her clipboard.







“I’ll see you tomorrow, Dashie! Remember: same time, same place!” Pinkie left the office floor, slamming the door behind her.



Silence fell. The office lights were dimmed. The heating faded.



Rainbow sat in her chair, staring at nothing in particular. An irritating ache was assaulting her head, like a fly over a picnic.



“I need a damn drink.”



She got off her chair, walking to the watercooler. The pathway down the center of the cubicles was bathed in the light of the moon, shining through the window. Grabbing a cup, she looked at the view from afar, bending down to push on the watercooler’s tap.



“Ohohoho, that tickles!”



“Aah!” Dash sprung back, knocking over the cup of water in the process.



Discord chuckled, swimming a figure of eight. “Why hello there, Rainbow Dash!”



“Oh yeah. I forgot,” she twirled a finger in Discord’s general direction, “forgot you were a thing.”



“Well, don’t you look like you’ve had a looooong day!” Discord exclaimed, stretching his whole body out.



Rainbow ran a hand through her ruffled hair. “Today’s just been a total blur. One moment I’m at my desk, the next I’m at the watercooler on lunch break, then the next I’m going home.”



“We all have our off days,” Discord replied.



“It’s not just that. This place…” She craned her head around, staring at the large office space. There was nothing particularly special about it, save for the talking goldfish. In fact, that feature excluded, this office was spectacularly average. 



“Not quite what you expected?” 



“What do you mean?” Dash asked, facing him again. “I applied for this job. It was the best I could get for myself.”



Discord adjusted his position, giving him the appearance of sitting on an invisible chair. “Can you remember when you applied for the job?” 



Rainbow closed her eyes, casting her mind back. Nothing, except work, work colleagues, water coolers, broken equipment, clocking out…



“N-No. I can’t.” In a sudden burst of speed, she lunged forward, grabbing the watercooler. “The hell is going on?! Who are the hell are you?!”



Discord stuck a fin up. “I’m not important here.”



“You’re a damn talking goldfish in a watercooler! How is that not important?!” Gritting her teeth, Rainbow rolled up her shirt sleeves. “I swear, if you’ve done anything to my life…”



“I’m not quite what I am, truth be told, Rainbow Dash,” Discord admitted, staring at his reflection in the watercooler. “If I had to guess, perhaps I am a figment of your imagination and you’re trapped in some sort of coma. Or maybe somebody placed you here and added me for novelty’s sake.”



Rainbow stumbled back, falling onto her behind. “C-Coma?”



“Possibly,” Discord said, off-handedly. 



“But I’m me! Rainbow Dash! Look, I’ll prove I’m not in some stupid sort of coma.” Taking a deep breath, Rainbow pinched herself on the arm. A sharp shock of pain made itself very well known there and the feeling only intensified, Rainbow wincing as she left a painful mark in her way. 



“There!” Rainbow cried, rubbing her arm. “That hurt. I’m definitely me.”



“How can you be so sure? Were you truly destined for such a humdrum office job?” 



“There’s no such thing as destiny. I chose this job because I needed the work, alright?” Dash said, frowning at the fish.



Discord made a hum, putting his fins together. “Ah, so you propose that the situation you find yourself in is a result of the choices you’ve made in your life up to this point?” 



“I… I guess?” 



“Tell me them, Rainbow Dash: did you make the right choices?”



“What? How is that a fair question!” Rainbow flung her foot forward, kicking back the watercooler against the wall. “Stop playing games with me, damn it!”



Discord’s eyes rolled around in their sockets from the resulting impact. “So melodramatic…”



“Get on with it,” she growled.



“Right right, yes yes, don’t be so impatient.” Discord cleared his throat before continuing, bubbles escaping from his mouth. “What would you have liked to be?”



“That’s easy,” Dash said, recalling the ambitions as clear as crystal. “A pilot or a soccer player. But none of that explains anything. Like why things keep repeating, over and over, and why I’m only just realizing these things now!”



Discord looked towards the direction of Dash’s cubicle. “Check your email, possibly.”



“My email?” Upon seeing Discord nod, she sighed, heading back to her computer. She moused over the most recent message.



IMPORTANT EMAIL: PLEASE READ



“Here we go then…”



She double clicked it.



IMPORTANT EMAIL: PLEASE READ



You are out of time. 



Stuck in an endless treadmill.



Confined to a path you did not wish for.



Did you envision something better?



It feels so far away, a mere dream.



But perhaps there lies salvation.



A new opportunity to try again.



Simply step out of the window.



“What…” 



Rainbow cautiously edged away from the screen, returning to Discord. She explained the contents of the email, which he took in his stride.



“Well, you know what you need to do.”



“Jump out of a freaking window?!” Rainbow shouted, staring down the pathway between the cubicles.



“Jump out of a ‘freaking’ window and see what lies in store for you, or finish your overtime, and repeat the workday over and over and over and—” Discord smirked at her. “You get the idea, yes?”



Rainbow gave him a grim nod. She took in a deep shaky breath and closed her eyes. The darkness of the office was replaced by the open air, the sun shining down on her skin. Her hair was thrown about by the light breeze, planes soaring up in the clear blue sky, a soccer ball underneath her foot. In her ears, the repeated chantings of the crowd, cheering her name. This was her dream. The path she’d always wanted.



She approached the window and stepped out into the cold open air.
      

      
   
      Imbroglio


      

      
      
         A thousand years I have waited here, buried under the earth. A thousand years clinging to the last of my strength until my six Elements were returned to me. A thousand years worth of life has passed before my sight—sprouting seeds, death of prey, all the growth and prosperity young Celestia has given her ponies—and this is the day I have waited for during every moment of it.



I can feel the rays of sunlight warm every leaf, every blade of grass in this Everfree Forest we created together, my friend. A cavern this may be, but my roots are not bound by something as crude as stone. The rock itself may as well be my roots, for it is a part of our creation just as I am. Just as you are, little ant.



Yes, little ant, I feel you scurrying up my trunk as surely as a mortal would feel the embrace of a lover. Why do you stop? Why are you surprised? I may be a tree, but that has never been enough to silence my voice in your ears. Your disguises are clever, my friend, but I know you. Better than you know yourself, perhaps.



“Is that the welcome I get after a thousand years of separation anxiety?” Chaos’ power reveals its familiar form in a flash of light near my base. “You’re still making that ridiculous claim?”



I claim it because it is true. Many creatures in our world recognize the skin of Discord, but how many could have known you as an insect? I know your presence better than I know the song of rain.



“Pah! We are older than the rain, my dear.”



We are older than everything, my friend. Did you think it chance that I was able to reach out to you? After all the eons we’ve spent together in our creations, the ripples of your power are as natural for me to sense as wind in a meadow.



“Ripples and wind and meadows! You think the Spirit of Chaos is as predictable as the weather?”



Few are the secrets you can hide from me, my friend.



“Few, but I can still hide them. You’re no stranger to secrets yourself.” At the snap of his talons, a cone of light shines down on the flower near my trunk, and the chest that rests atop it. “Exhibit A, this exquisite little box of yours! You never let out a peep about this thing in all the years after your transformation. But that isn’t why you called me here, is it?”



Why do you war against me?



His laughter booms in my cavern like a crash of thunder, shaking even my highest bough. “War? No, no, no, if either of us is at war, it’s you! What else would you need those pesky Elements for but to lock me away until the end of the world? I was going to be very cross with you when that happened, by the way. It was only some twist of fate that my prison weakened enough for me to escape the first time!”



I created the Elements so my power might still be shared with the world while I remain here to watch over this land. They may have imprisoned you, but you know my magic is not powerful enough to destroy you.



“Then what’s with all this war nonsense? You know the same about mine.”



I do not. Your plunder seeds pressed against me every day you were gone. For a thousand winters, I thought you were trying to punish me the same way you were punished, force me to see and observe our world, but be powerless to act in it. I was wrong. They tried to strangle me, and you still allowed them to grow after you were freed by the ponies. If the Elements had not been returned to me, this form would have perished.



He rips off one of my lower limbs with one swift pull. “That didn’t hurt at all, did it? Oh, I’m sure you felt something shift inside you to accommodate the change just like I do, but you aren’t some Tree of Harmony, my dear. You’re one to talk about my disguises when you wear a mask yourself.”



I created my own, just as you turned that limb into a chocolate bar. Must you eat me right in front of me?



“All to prove the point!” He snaps his claws, and the last remnants of chocolate melts into a rain over my roots. “How could I destroy a part of you if our magic can’t destroy each other? This body with all this crystal bark and little orbs of light for leaves isn’t the true you.”



Neither is that face yours.



“Discord volunteered to be my vessel, remember? Of course you do.” He grabs another branch and swings himself up, and I feel him lean against my trunk. “You remember when every one of our creations goes extinct. Did you want me to let him die right in front of us?”



He was a good and brave soul, and your tyranny did nothing but stain his memory in the pages of history.



“He asked the Spirit of Chaos to keep the draconequus tribe alive, and I will never let them be forgotten as long as this world lives.”



I miss him. All of them. The ponies believe they know how to put on a holiday, but I could hear the racket of draconequus festivals no matter where I traveled.



“They weren’t the first ones we’ve lost, either in this world or the others.” He begins his climb again, claws and tail wrapping around my limbs to pull himself along. “They really are quite versatile. We should make them again sometime.”



They were always your favorites, weren’t they?



He dangles by his tail, clutching at his chest. “You wound me! What is the draconequus compared to the tongue-tailed desert swallow, or the saw boned swordfish? I can’t possibly choose!”



But you were so proud of them.



“I’m proud of everything I do, my dear. That’s how it stays fun!” He stills for a moment, and his arms hang limp by his head. “Well, I suppose I could have done better with the saw boned swordfish. Poor things never had a chance, did they?”



And are you proud of your war?



“Oh, there you go again. Why are you still using that word?”



Because you haven’t answered me. We had centuries of peace after you took Discord’s body. Equestria was founded, I took this form, and we had centuries more before you started your attack. Why did you change?



“Change? Me?” A snap of his claws, and my own branches wrap around him. In a flash of light and magic, they split open, and he flutters about on butterfly wings. “Well, I suppose I do change every now and then. What? Are you getting jealous cooped up in this cave all the time now that I’m free to go out and about in our creation?”



You couldn’t feel the desperation in the earth. Every farmer poured their souls into it, into me by extension, and you kept their bounty from them. Both pony and plant wanted nothing more than to grow and prosper, but you crushed those hopes again and again.



“And when did you take such a keen interest in the ponies’ food stores?” He drapes himself over my highest branches, and swats at me with his paw. “I don’t recall seeing you step in during that trouble with the windigoes. And that was before you were rooted to the spot! You think I’m the one who changed?”



The windigoes were only following their nature. It was the ponies’ fault their dread winter fell on them, and the ponies found the solution all on their own.



“And I wasn’t following my nature? Farmers didn’t need their crops because candy sprouted out of the ground for them. Each star in the night sky had its turn to be the sun every other heartbeat. It all sounds very chaotic to me.”



How many worlds have we created together, my friend?



“I never bothered to count.”



Have you counted how many times you’ve taken it upon yourself to rule over all the land? How many times you’ve challenged the children we created for supremacy over the world we gave them? How many times you assaulted me?



“How many times have you ingrained yourself into one of our worlds? How many times have you ignored everything for the sake of one nation? How many times have you sacrificed your freedom?”



Only once.



“And there is my answer.”



And so you have lead me back to where we started. Why? I know you love this world, my friend. You never gave your gifts of speech and wit to as many different creatures as you did here, nor did you ever take such an interest in helping me craft them. Did you raise them up only to dominate them all?





He falls out of his perch in laughter, drifting back and forth on his way down like a leaf in the wind. “I nearly forgot the early days! I wonder how Rainbow Dash would react if I told her I was the one that gave the pegasi their wings? If you had it your way, the earth ponies would have been alone.”



Why do you refuse to answer?



“Because I thought you knew me better than I knew myself!” He lands at my base and folds his arms behind his head, crossing his legs as he reclines on my cavern’s floor. “Are you admitting that after all this time, all the lands and oceans and skies and creatures we created together, there is something you don’t know about me after all?”



Your pride has always been your weakness, my friend.



“My pride? I’m not the one that anchored myself in the middle of a country to try and keep an eye on things. A country that hasn’t changed a bit to justify those years of vigilance!”



You know that for a fact, do you?



He raises an eyebrow. “Did you just try to chide me?”



Perish the thought, my friend. You truly sense nothing different about this world after your imprisonment? The magic we felt at Equestria’s founding has only grown.



“The pony migration? The power that chased away the windigoes was your magic, my dear. The ponies set aside the chaos between them and—”



No, my friend. They accessed that magic all on their own, and that same magic returned twice over, scant centuries later.



“Centuries...?” He sits upright. “Are you talking about Celestia and Luna? I thought you created the alicorns behind my back!”



They were born flesh and blood by pony parents, introduced into our world free of either of our influence.



He paces before me, and I hear the timberwolves howl in celebration of a successful hunt in the pause. “This is what made you imprison yourself, isn’t it? You think the ponies made new magic of their own?”



The three tribes of ponies, designed by the two of us to be similar yet different, combined our gifts in an instant of unity. I have sensed that same spark of power whenever an alicorn has been near me. Their magic is not ours, but the same power that flows through them now lives within this earth itself.



“How is that possible? We’ve created immortal creatures before, but our worlds have only ever had two sources of magic! Ours! Now there’s a third?”



I do not know if they are immortal or not. Several alicorns rose while you were stone, all of them to die. I have waited centuries for Celestia to join them, but for now, her flame of life still burns as brightly as ever. As does Luna’s. Perhaps their lifespans will only last a few millennia more. Until we know that for sure, I cannot say what kind of influence their magic might have on the future—for this world or those we have yet to make.



“Then... they could be like us? They could share our power?” He groans and sinks to his knees. “Don’t even joke about that! Celestia can’t join us in our eternity! It’ll be two against one for every single creation forever!”



I don’t know what the future holds, my friend. Alicorn magic may live and die with this world, or it may transcend all worlds like ours. Don’t you think it is worth finding out?



He scratches his chin. “But there are four alicorns, now! Surely we can learn more together out there rather than you being rooted to the ground like this. Come out and join me! We can walk together again, like the old days!”



No. I tried to speak to the sisters when they first retrieved my Elements, and the youngest princess when she was here with the bearers. They still lack the wisdom to hear me like you can. If I cannot speak with them, then I will speak with the earth. We have never seen this in any previous creation, nor can we say for sure it will never happen again. I must understand it. I will stay here to the ending of this world if that is what it takes.



“Then it seems I have wasted my time. Stay here then. See what I care.” His claws snap, and a rift in space is torn asunder. “Adieu, my dear.”



Are we parting as enemies now that you know the truth? You still haven’t answered my question.



“Didn’t I? Perhaps I did, and you missed it.” He laughs. “Oh, don’t feel too bad if you can’t figure it out. There’s just some things you don’t know about me. I’ll be sure to tell you at the end of the world!” He is gone as his portal closes behind him.



I would sigh if I had a mouth. Perhaps cry if I had eyes. He is the one entity who has been my companion as long as I have been his, and I still fail to get a straight answer from him. His mischief holds no fear for me, but now that he knows my goal, will he force me to abandon it? Only his word will keep him in check until the six bearers open my gift to them, but I cannot guess his motive.



An echo of magic from one of the six calls for me. I feel her hooves dig into the soil of her farm, and I welcome the new seed she has planted into my world.



Grow strong, little seed. Frustrated as I am, eternity will always give me another chance to understand him. I pray we reach that point before you suffer for it.
      

      
   
      Outatime


      

      
      
         Dr. Hooves could hardly sleep.



It wasn't the sounds of the dozens of clocks in Ponyville's premier clock and curio shop.  No, the constant shifting of the second hands, the sway of the pendulums, even the chimes greeting him every quarter hour were a comforting presence, always in the background yet keeping time with the beat of his heart.  Nor was it the wind, or the rain, or any external stimulus.



Pure excitement kept his mind racing, chasing away hope for easy slumber.



His latest and greatest clock was finished, and ready to be unveiled to his discerning customers.



And to think!  A clock that powered itself, pulling from the very magic of Equestria to keep itself in perfect time.  No longer would anypony need to wind a clock!  No more rooting around in a drawer full of assorted junk to find that old brass key!  No more bringing in a clock to the shop to be tuned!



Well, perhaps that last part wasn't the best thing for the owner of a clock shop.  But tuning a clock was always awful work.  Necessary, but dreadfully routine.  It kept him from building, from designing, from exploring the very fundamentals of time that spoke to his special talent.



And the less complaints he received from spoiled rich ponies saying they “knew” their “precious family heirloom” wasn't working right, the better.



Sleep eventually claimed him, and with it dreams of awestruck ponies, all marveling at his new clock.







Dr. Hooves hummed happily to himself as he showered and toweled off, raring to start the day.  He was so eager to go, he didn't even stop in the kitchen for his favorite breakfast of toast and marmalade.  Instead, he headed straight for his workshop.



His precious clock was not there.








“Let me be sure I have this straight.  The only thing stolen from your workshop was a clock?”



“Not just any clock, Officer.”  Dr. Hooves looked the elderly unicorn stallion in the eye.  “This clock was my latest and greatest invention.”



“The thieves didn't take those enchanted crystals?  Or that bag of bits spilling out on that bench over there?”



“No.”  Doctor Hooves made a mental note—he really needed to visit the bank.



The unicorn police officer fired his horn.  “I detect no traces of teleportation magic, nor do I see any signs of forced entry.  Are you certain your clock was stolen?”



“Of course!” Dr. Hooves said.  “I wouldn't have come to you had that not been exactly the case!”



The unicorn looked around the messy workshop.  “I spent forty years in the Canterlot police department, most of those as a detective.  I met many an eccen-”  He tugged at his uniform.  “Accomplished inventor who claimed to have some great work stolen, only to find it forgotten in some other corner of his workshop.  Once, somepony's invention was found in his own bathroom, buried under a pile of dirty towels!”



“I assure you, Officer, my workshop may not be neat, but it is orderly.  I can tell you the location of each gear, gem, tool, and plank of wood in this place.  And I can express with one hundred percent certainty that the clock I was working on was sitting on that worktable right there, equidistant between this awl and that 2 cm gear.”



The officer pulled a notepad and pencil out of the pocket of his uniform.  “Very well then.  Can you describe the clock for me?”



“The clock is housed in a standard clock case, much like the one over there,” Dr. Hooves explained.  “The difference is on the inside, where in addition to the clockwork, a trio of clear crystals can be found.  It is my personal invention, crystals designed to collect, store, and regulate the flow of ambient magic to keep the clock running in perpetuity.”



“Did anypony know about this clock?  A rival, perhaps?”



“Nopony knows.  I kept this under my hat, or at least I would, if I wore a hat.”



The officer scratched some notes on his pad.  “All I can do is pass along word of this stolen item to my contacts in town, and to my fellow police officers in Canterlot.  But without any evidence of an actual crime, I'm afraid I can't treat this as an open case.”



Dr. Hooves sighed.  “Any help would be appreciated, Officer.”



“And if you do find your clock, please let me know.”



“Of course,” he replied with a frown.








The wonderful thing about being an inventor is that while one can take physical things, nopony can steal memories.  Dr. Hooves's clock was stolen, but the knowledge of how to create it remained safely cradled in his mind.  And so he set to work recreating his greatest invention, a process that took a good seven days of work.



But this time, he was prepared for any would-be thief.



Ponyville's resident alicorn princess smiled as she examined all of the tools and half-finished projects in Dr. Hooves's workshop.  He recognized the sight, a fellow brilliant pony's metaphorical gears turning upon seeing the actual gears of his clockwork creations at work.



“It's all quite impressive, Doctor,” Twilight Sparkle said.  “But I'm still unsure for what purpose you wanted to hire me.”



“Simply put, Princess, I have need of your prodigious magical talent to safeguard my greatest creation.”



“Please, Doctor, just call me Twilight,” she replied.  Her eyes brightened as she spotted something concealed under a cloth.  “Is that it?”



Dr. Hooves took the cloth in his mouth and, with a flourish, removed it.  He dropped the cloth and straightened his bow tie.  “That it is, Pri-Twilight,” he said.  “A clock that draws upon the magic of Equestria to keep time without the need for manual winding or a unicorn spell!”



Twilight Sparkle beamed.  “Incredible!  The theory has been studied for centuries, but so far nopony has found a way to draw energy in a consistent manner, certainly not with the precision needed to keep time.  How did you do it?”



“That will have to remain a secret until tomorrow, I'm afraid.”



“It's genius!” Twilight Sparkle exclaimed.



“A bit of genius, and a lot of hard work.  The inspiration came to me one day in the shower.  It's where I do my best thinking,” he noted.



“Me too!” Twilight Sparkle said.  And then she blushed.



“Don't worry.  Your secret is safe with me,” Dr. Hooves said.  “Now that you've seen what I have, let me reveal another secret.  This isn't the first time I've made this clock.  The first one was stolen from my workshop.  So I'm sure you'll understand why I brought you here.  I need magical protection to guard this clock.  Money is no object.”



“I can certainly cast the spell.  But I refuse to accept your bits.  Consider it a gift, in the name of progress.”



Twilight Sparkle stepped out of the workshop and lit her horn.  She closed here eyes, and her tongue poked cutely out of her mouth as she concentrated.  Dr. Hooves watched as a glow encompassed his entire workshop, a glow that was at its brightest on his clock.



“There.  Done,” Twilight Sparkle said.  “Nopony but you will be able to place hoof or horn on your clock, or even enter your workshop.”



“What will happen if they do?” Dr. Hooves asked.



Twilight Sparkle concentrated, and lifted the clock with her telekinesis.  As she did, the horrible wailing of a siren filled the small workshop.



Dr. Hooves pressed his hooves to his ears.  “Got it,” he yelled over the noise.








Dr. Hooves slept uneasily.  He could think of nopony better to ward his clock than Twilight Sparkle, save perhaps Princess Celestia herself.  Yet still he feared for his invention.  Could a pony who evaded mundane locks also evade magical protections?



He rose with the first light of dawn.  Bypassing the shower and kitchen entirely, he ran to his workshop.



His clock was missing again.








Twilight Sparkle groaned as she stirred from sleep.  The walls of her crystal castle were vibrating.  It took a moment before the fog cleared from her head, and she recognized what it was.  Somepony was knocking, and rather loudly, judging by the reverberations she felt.



Ignoring her bedmane and unpreened wings, Twilight Sparkle teleported to the front door.  Through the translucent door, she saw the form of Dr. Hooves.



She opened the door.  “What is it?” she asked.



“My clock!  It's gone!”



“Impossible!”  Her horn flared as she checked the spell.  “Nopony but you has been in the workshop since I cast the alarm spell.”



“Then how do you explain what happened?”



“I don't know, but let's find out,” Twilight Sparkle said.  “Doctor, are you up for returning to your shop as fast as possible?”



He grimaced, but nodded.  “I'm ready.”



The world disappeared, and when it returned, Dr. Hooves and Twilight Sparkle were in his workshop.  And then the alarm sounded.



“Shut it off!” Dr. Hooves shouted.



“Sorry!  Sorry!”  Wincing, Twilight Sparkle concentrated, and the alarm ceased.



“I guess the alarm worked after all,” he said.



“But why didn't it sound?” Twilight Sparkle wondered.  She concentrated and scanned the room.



“Don't bother.  You're not going to find anything,” Dr. Hooves said dejectedly.



After several minutes of spellcasting, Twilight Sparkle's horn dimmed.  “Impossible.  I see no sign of other magic,” she said.



“There was no sign of magic last time, either,” he said. “Nor any sign of forced entry.”



“I'm sorry, Doctor.  If you need any help rebuilding your clock, please ask.”



He shook his head.  “It's something I have to do myself.  Meanwhile, I still have a shop to run.”








Dr. Hooves pushed the feelings of anger and confusion out of his mind as he opened the door to his shop.  His clock would provide him with fame, great fame, if Twilight Sparkle was to believed.  But running his shop, helping ponies with all their clock and curio needs, that was what gave him satisfaction.



Or so he told himself.



He soon had a customer, a unicorn mare with a blue coat and blue and white mane.  She had an hourglass cutie mark that was similar to his own, the kind of cutie mark that, if one took a picture of them both, one might think they were identical.  But up close, the differences were clear.



She looked familiar, somehow.  The town dentist?  No, that was a different pony.



“Can I help you, miss?”



“Oh, I'm just browsing,” she replied.



“Just to let you know, I do custom orders, jewelry boxes, and repairs for all kinds of clockwork, not just clocks,” he said.



The mare nodded, and examined his work, a faint glow on her horn.  Dr. Hooves watched the mare.  The more he watched, the more he was certain that she was looking at his shop, not his goods.



“Is there anything I can help you with?” he asked again.



The glow on her horn ceased.  “I didn't find anything I was looking for.  Sorry.”  And then she turned and departed.








Dr. Hooves was ready this time.  It took the promise of making the mare a cuckoo clock that greeted each hour with a fresh cupcake rather than a mechanical bird, but Pinkie Pie shared with him her “secret stash” of ultra-special super-caffeineriffic coffee.  And although it was hard for him to remain still with the potent brew running through his system, Dr. Hooves waited under an old blanket in the corner of his workshop.



Another copy of his signature clock was ready to be unveiled.  And this time, he would stay up all night to ensure nopony would steal it.



He passed the time by mentally designing a clock with a miniature oven housed in it.  This work was derailed by the realization that he didn't know the first thing about cupcakes, save that they were delicious, and sometimes served with far too much frosting.  And so he instead thought about his clock.



Magic was unpredictable.  The ambient magic of Equestria ebbed and flowed with no discernible pattern.  But time, now that was predictable!  One second was one second, no matter how the magic changed.  The shift in magic from one second to the next changed, in relation to the magic levels of each moment.



And that's when inspiration hit him, literally.  A wooden dowel rolled off a shelf and smacked him on the noggin, and he saw three of the magical crystal he was working with.  He blinked, and his vision cleared, but then he realized it.  It was so simple!



Instead of one crystal, he needed to use three.  Focus one on the ambient energy now, the second on the ambient energy from one second in the past, and the third on the ambient energy from one second in the future.  Take the readings, do a few mathematical calculations, and he would know exactly the amount of energy to use from the first crystal!



The mathematics was complex, but with his understanding of time, he learned it quickly.  And soon, he had a working prototype.



He focused on his still workshop.  He needed to remain vigilant if he wanted to keep this prototype.



It was an unusual experience for Dr. Hooves to not know the exact time, as a clock was always somewhere within eyesight.  But as he was under a blanket, he only knew it was after the clocks chimed 3:15.  That was when he heard the crackle of magical energy and the sound of wind.



“Aha!” he cried triumphantly as he threw off the blanket.  There in his shop was another pony.  In the dim light of Luna's moon, he couldn't see many details about the figure, but he did notice it was an earth pony stallion, somewhere around his height.  The pony took a step back, startled.



“Oh, bugger.  Now I remember this one,” the stranger said.  And then he flicked a pouch of powder at Dr. Hooves.



Dr. Hooves breathed the powder, coughed, and fell to the ground.








Dr. Hooves moaned as he stirred.  His neck and shoulder were stiff; he must have slept funny.



And then he realized he wasn't in his bed.



The old blanket he had stored in his workshop was draped over him, and he was on the floor.  It wouldn't be the first time he fell asleep there, but normally it was when he was seated, falling asleep with his head on a workbench.



He hadn't been working on anything late at night.  In fact, he had just finished....



The clock!



Once again, his prototype clock was missing.



As his mind cleared, he recalled the events of the past night.  The intruder, the altercation, and... the sleeping powder!  He replayed the events in his mind over and over.  The more he thought about it, two facts bothered him.



One, how did an earth pony teleport into his shop?  And two, who tucked him in after he fell unconscious?



Dr. Hooves heard a noise from the front of his shop.  An incessant sound of hoof on wood.  Somepony was knocking on his door?



He looked at the clocks on the wall.  9:20.  He was supposed to open his shop twenty minutes ago!



He hurried to the front, ran a hoof through his mane in a futile attempt to make himself look presentable, and then unlocked the door to his shop.  “My apologies, miss....”



Dr. Hooves stared at the blue unicorn who stepped into his shop.  “You!”



She looked up at him.  “I just wanted to look for a clock.”



“I think not!  You showed up after the last time my shop was robbed, and now that I think about it, I believe you were here the first time, too.”



“I assure you, I would never do something like that!” the unicorn protested.



“The police officer said that investigating a crime without evidence would prove futile, but now that we have a suspect, I think we can finally get to the bottom of this!” Dr. Hooves said boldly.



She thought for a moment.  “I'm afraid that you're wrong.  Last night, I had a girls night out with Twinkleshine, Lemon Hearts, and Moondancer.  We were out until the bars closed at 3:00 AM.  And you could find dozens of ponies who could attest to that.”



“And your name?”



“Minuette,” she said.



He peered at her.  “And just who are you?”



“You tell me.”



Dr. Hooves performed the mental calculations.  The train, of course, was too slow to bring the unicorn to Ponyville in time, even if one ran at such a late hour.  She couldn't have flown by herself.  He recalled that a pegasus chariot from Canterlot still took an hour.  Teleportation was instant travel, of course, but teleportation of that distance was a feat beyond even Princess Celestia.  That made it all but impossible that she was the thief.  And of course, he was positive he saw an earth pony stallion.



Suddenly, all was clear.  He pointed a hoof at the mare.  “Changeling!”



Minuette facehoofed.  “You blithering idiot!  Come on.  You, of all ponies, should be able to figure this out.”  She looked at him, and then at herself.



A second later, he realized that she was looking at their similar cutie marks.  “You are the same pony, but from a different time.”



“Finally, somepony who can see beyond their own narrow frame of time!” Minuette said.  “If you can accept that possibility, then perhaps we can help each other.”



“I haven't said I accept it yet, but if it will help me recover my stolen clock, I'm willing to keep an open mind.”







Fifteen minutes later, Dr. Hooves and Minuette were seated at the kitchen table, with coffee and a proper breakfast of toast and marmalade before them.  And once the meal was finished, Minuette spoke.



“The reason I came to your shop these three times was because I was following a trail of temporal magic,” she explained.



“Temporal magic?  As in time travel?” Dr. Hooves asked.



“Yes.”



“But the only pony who has claimed she traveled through time is Princess Twilight Sparkle herself!  And frankly, when she first suggested the idea, I thought it was preposterous.”



“Believe me, it's very real,” Minuette said.



“But two separate ponies, including the princess, saw no sign of any magic!”



“They only would have seen it if the pony was using Star Swirl's time travel spells.  And if it was somepony using that ancient magic, I would have no trouble tracking down that pony.  Much has changed from your present to my present.  Suffice to say that the princess wouldn't be able to identify something she didn't know exist.”



“Then how is he evading you?”



“I follow the temporal signatures, exactly how I've practiced, yet arrive displaced from the actual time of the signature.  If what you've said is accurate, I'm arriving after this pony has come and gone.”



Dr. Hooves thought for a moment.  “It seems like we share the same goal in the end.  And I think I know just how to capture this pony.”



“How?”



“Come by my shop in the evening, exactly seven days from now,” Dr. Hooves said.



“I'll be right there.”



A field of silver and violet sparkles surrounded Minuette, and she disappeared.








Seven days was the length of time it took Dr. Hooves to craft a new clock.  Certainly, he could have made it quicker, but that would require sacrificing quality, something he never could do.  And thus, on the evening of that seventh day, Dr. Hooves was in his workshop, polishing the freshly stained wooden case of his latest iteration of the clock.



He heard the sound of hooves from inside his kitchen.  “Hello?  Dr. Hooves?”



“In here, Minuette,” he called.



She trotted into his workshop.  “Silly me, expecting you to be where I left you.”



“Well, it is neither breakfast, nor lunch, nor dinner.  And those are the only times I tend to frequent the kitchen,” Dr. Hooves said.  “You came directly here?”



“A minute ago, from my perspective, we were talking after a fine breakfast.”



“Fascinating.  And a fine breakfast it was.”



“And now that I'm here, what is your plan?” Minuette asked.



He waved his hoof over the clock.  “This, Minuette, is my latest creation, a clock that draws upon the ambient magic of Equestria to power itself and keep perfect time.”



Minuette nodded.



“It is ready to be sold to one of my discerning customers tomorrow,” Dr. Hooves continued.  “And every time I've planned on selling this clock, it was stolen the night before.”



“And you think it will happen again?”



“I am positive,” he replied.  “And assuming I am right, what can you do?”



“Let's just say that when I wish it, the only way for a pony to travel back to the future is one second at a time.”







Fortunately, Dr. Hooves still had some of Pinkie Pie's special coffee blend, so staying awake wasn't difficult for the two ponies.  He found Minuette reluctant to share anything about herself, always steering the conversation to events of the present day.



Either she was an excellent actress, or she truly had no recollection of recent happenings in Ponyville and Equestria.  She didn't even remember that a thunderstorm was scheduled the previous day!



Eventually, trying to maintain a conversation became too much, and Dr. Hooves pulled a book to read to pass the time.  Minuette sat quietly, remaining vigilant as the ticking clocks marked the passage of time.



Dr. Hooves heard it first, a crackling of magical energy that triggered his memory of the previous week's theft.  He looked up.  Blue electricity traced a rough oval on the floor, and then shaped the outline of a pony.



Minuette concentrated, and a pale violet energy filled the room.  In its light, the mysterious pony was revealed to be an older earth pony stallion.  He shared the same coat and mane colors as Dr. Hooves, though the latter showed the gray of age.  He wore a puffy jacket of a hideous color and atrocious style, and wore an amulet with a trio of crystals around his neck.



And then Dr. Hooves noticed the pony had the same cutie mark as he did.  Not just similar, as was the case with Minuette, but identical.  “Who are you?” he challenged.



“Now this didn't happen this way,” the stallion said.  He concentrated, frowned, noticed Minuette and winced.  “Bollocks.”



“Who are you?” Dr. Hooves said again.



“I believe the question you mean to ask is....”  



The stallion was joined in his next words by Minuette.  “When are you?”



Minuette looked to the stallion.  “Since I know you recognize an anti-chronon field, sir, you know we have all the time in the world to talk.  So explain your actions.”



“It was an emergency.  My chronological capacitor was ready to short, and I didn't have the time to search out a replacement.  So I traveled the safest route to find the time crystals.”



“What do you mean, you didn't have time?” Dr. Hooves sputtered.  “Don't you have all the time in the world?”



“I understand what he's saying,” Minuette said.  “It's impossible to explain to you, as the theory has yet to be developed in this time, but it's important not to get stranded.” She turned to the stranger.  “But that doesn't excuse traveling to a restricted time.”



“I know, but emergency situations demand extreme actions.  Besides, I of all ponies know it's safe.  I'm only borrowing something that I knew would never sell.”



“Gee, I wonder why I was never able to sell these,” Dr. Hooves deadpanned.



The older stallion blushed.  “Apologies.  But it's better this way.”



Dr. Hooves raised an eyebrow.



“The future, my dear self!  Surely you learned as a young colt that friendship is magic? Well, when the Element of Magic became the Princess of Friendship, it created a new renaissance in magic!  Why, you should see it!  Ponies of all kinds, wielding all forms of magic!  On any given day, you might....”



Minuette cleared her throat.  “While your emergency situation allows me a great deal of leniency, if you don't shut your trap, you're going to end up chronolocked.”



“Yes.  Well.”  The stallion adjusted his jacket.  “The future is a wonderful place, and I can't wait for you to experience it.”  He pointed to the clock.  “With your permission?”



“Go ahead.  But fair warning, I don't intend to pursue this invention until some time passes.”



The old stallion smiled and pulled the crystals out of the clock.  “I already know that.”



Minuette concentrated, and a band of silver appeared around the old stallion's foreleg.  “Your fine.  It will be reduced if you show the clerk you've filed three emergency recalls.”



“Of course, of course.  I know the drill.”



The old stallion finished his repairs to his amulet.  He showed it to Minuette, who nodded.



“And Doctor, please stop flying without a safety net,” Minuette said.  Her horn dimmed, and the violet aura in the room winked out.



“Where we're going, we don't need safety nets.”  And the stallion disappeared.



All was quiet for a moment.  Finally, Dr. Hooves spoke.  “Well, that happened.”



“Were you serious?  About giving up on your clock?” Minuette asked.



“I am.  While I love my shop, I've recently felt off, like thinking there's more to time than clocks.  I was even considering talking to those fillies who figured out how that other filly messed up her special talent.  Just as long as I can keep those walking disaster zones out of my shop.”



“May you find success, whatever road you follow,” Minuette said.  “Now, it's time for me to return home.”



“Wait.  What are you?  Some kind of time cop?”



Minuette shrugged.  “In a manner of speaking.”



Dr. Hooves laughed.  “Looks like I keep you busy.”



“Hardly,” she replied.  “Forgetfulness is nothing unusual.  In fact, it seems mandatory for ponies who take to time.”



“Then who keeps you busy?”



“I can't speak to that,” she replied.  “Let's just say there's one pony who's a royal pain.”



“A certain princess of friendship?”



Minuette smiled.  “If said pony ever stops turning to time travel to solve her problems, then I'll say 'It's about time.'”
      

      
   
      Mistress of the Dark


      

      
      
         Moondancer adjusted her glasses and looked back down the moonlit mountain path toward Canterlot, muttering curses about the city’s oppressive brightness. Even with midnight approaching, she could clearly see dim glows illuminating its skyward-lancing alabaster spires. For a moment she fixated on the glow of her own horn, hating its contribution to the brightness; but it was necessary given the large, almost pony-thick telescope that she held in the grip of her magic.



Moondancer cast a brief glance at the starry sky, picking-out a spot that would have seemed quite random to most ponies, but where she knew she was on the verge of missing something beautiful. She shivered despite her dark grey sweater; the night was cool and crisp, and the time was only getting later. With a sigh, she resumed trotting up the stony path as quickly as she dared.



A nearby howl caused Moondancer to stop short. She held her breath, scanning what she could see of the stone ledges above and below the path, but heard nothing other than the crunch of small rocks underhoof and the pulsing sound of blood pumping in her ears.



All else was silence. Moondancer bit her lip and shook her head. “No time for this,” she muttered, setting off again.



After a few minutes, she rounded a stony outcropping and found herself at the mouth of a wide ledge that she’d been up to a hoof-full of times for other astronomical outings. During certain parts of the year, the ledge afforded a clear view of some of the more interesting known celestial phenomena, while also being far enough from Canterlot to minimize the city’s light-pollution. And on a truly perfect night, the mountain itself would even block excessive moonlight.



Moondancer smiled, sighed, and allowed her shoulders to relax a little. But then she noticed the candles. A large circle of tiny, guttering lights had been set up in one of the prime spots to place her telescope.



Something glistened on the ground below the candles. Moondancer squinted, adjusting her glasses again. The substance, whatever it was, seemed painted-on, as if to connect the candles to each other, and also criss-crossed the space in between…



...where a dark figure sat, motionless and obscured by darkness.



Moondancer shook with dread. A circle of candles? And the substance… was it blood? Canterlot itself was kept safe by the Princesses and guards, but who could say what might lurk in the mountains beyond...



“Who… who’s there?” she called, her voice wavering.



The figure jerked upright. Moondancer heard a sharp intake of breath.



“Begone from this place,” the figure intoned. It paused for a moment. “You’re ruining the vibe.”



Moondancer blinked, trying to process what she’d just heard. The voice was gravelly, but quiet and nonthreatening. Moondancer scanned the ledge again, hoping to spot any other clues about what might be going on.  She was rewarded with the sight of a paint can and brush half-hidden behind a pile of stones.



Moondancer furrowed her brow. “What are you playing at?”



The figure sighed. “I’m not ‘playing,’ I’m connecting. With the darkness. You... wouldn’t understand.”



Moondancer jerked her head toward the telescope. “Look… what I do or don’t understand doesn’t matter. There’s going to be a planetary alignment in a few minutes that won’t happen again for hundreds of years. If you could just let me set up my telescope in your circle of… I’m sorry, I’ve just gotta make sure... that’s paint, right?”



The figure sighed again. Moondancer took the impression that the pony she was dealing with must be accustomed to sighing frequently.



“You may not,” the pony said. “This is a personal retreat. It’s bad enough having some random pony come and disturb my solitude… um, no offense.”



Moondancer rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Look, please, I’m sure there’s lots of nights when you can… do whatever you’re doing up here. But try to understand, this is the one night in my whole life when I'll have a chance to see this alignment!”



“I do understand,” the figure said. It rose and stalked toward her. As it approached, Moondancer saw that it was a mare; a unicorn, with an off-white coat and a slick black mane that curled around her horn in front. She wore a long black cloak that covered most of her body, including her cutie mark. Her eyes were lidded with a dark blue pigment, and were rimmed with heavy eyeshadow.



The mare came up to Moondancer and put a hoof on her shoulder. “I understand better than most ponies do about the brevity of life, the suddenness of death, and the emptiness that claws at everypony’s soul… assuming that we even have souls.”



Moondancer gingerly removed the mare’s hoof from her shoulder. She cleared her throat. “Look, please… what’s your name?”



The mare narrowed her eyes. “Moonlight Raven,” she said at length. “Though there are those who call me… Mistress of the Dark.” She affected a dramatic, wide-legged pose that Moondancer might have found threatening, were it not for the situation’s sheer absurdity.



Moondancer gave her a tight-lipped smile. “Moonlight Raven. Look, my name is Moondancer, and I’m sorry about disturbing your…”



“Dark communion,” Moonlight finished.



“...Right. Again, I’m sorry, but I have some hypotheses about the alignment that I can only validate by watching it. Ordinarily I would have tried to make it up here earlier so I could claim this spot, but…”



Moonlight rolled her eyes. “Truly, the rapaciousness of mortal yearning knows no bounds. Let me guess: You spent the day engrossed in toil, so that you would have the food and drink needed to stave off death another day; then, labors done, you go forth to defile Luna’s perfect night with the scrutiny of scientific ‘progress?’”



Moondancer frowned. “What… are you even talking about?”



Moonlight raised her eyebrows and tightened her lips. “It isn’t personal. It’s just the folly of our time, to think the march of ‘progress’ has made everypony’s lives better. Think of how our ‘civilized’ world has the tendency to push out the unique, the wonderful…” She paused, giving Moondancer a significant look. “The strange. And all this, in the name of more accepted things that sacrifice substance and relevance on the altar of being inoffensive.”



Moondancer scratched a hoof at the ground. “Are you saying that you won’t let me set up my telescope because you’re… philosophically opposed to scientific progress and its influence on society?”



Moonlight looked away. “I’d say that’s oversimplifying it, but yes.”



Moondancer scoffed. “Look, first of all, me and my telescope have nothing to do with scientific progress at-large…”



The pale pony looked at her again. “And yet you hasten to its defense.”



Moondancer shook her head. “No… I’m just trying to learn more about a very rare phenomenon. I’ll admit my interest is a bit obscure, and my work might be redundant given that the Royal Observatory could be looking for similar things tonight... but it means something to me that I’m out here, doing this myself.”



Moonlight fixated on the Observatory, which, being one of the tallest structures in Canterlot, stretched high above the city walls. “They shut you out of the halls of power, relegate you to solitude.... yet here you stand, defending them.” She shook her head. “And the worst part is, they make you think your life is better for being shut out. Because only the best ponies should be allowed to do their research on behalf of the majority, right? Never mind what would be better for the individual.”



Moondancer bit her lip. “Look, I can respect somepony taking an iconoclastic view of society and its institutions.” She waved a hoof. “Truth be told, I find your point of view interesting, and if the planetary alignment wasn’t imminent, I might be interested in hearing more. But for right now, please just let me set up my telescope before it’s too late!”



Moonlight sighed. “I suppose it’s just as well. With all your so-called medical ‘advances,’ society as a whole has lost touch with the idea of life deriving part of its meaning from the uncertainty and impermanence of life itself. And while few things give me more enjoyment than these dark communions, I would be a hypocrite not to realize that having you cut this short is tantamount to that same kind of impermanence.” She shrugged. “Though truth be told, the experience kind of isn’t as fulfilling as I might’ve hoped.”



Moondancer smiled at the implicit agreement to let her set up the telescope, but then paused, realizing that the other pony’s morose demeanor might be coming from more than just her apparent fixation on the melancholic side of life. Moondancer cleared her throat. “You must walk a lonely path, if all you love is darkness.”



Moonlight paused. “It’s not the only thing I love.” She looked at Moondancer. “Though I suppose I can’t really argue with your larger point; my only real friend is my sister, and she’s not exactly the type to come out and enjoy the blessed darkness with me.”



Moondancer furrowed her brow. “You do realize, of course, that one advantage of scientific advancement and its impact on mortality is that there’s actually a better chance of finding ponies with a broader range of obscure interests, right? I mean, you might not even need the experience of premature death to serve as a more common unifying social influence.”



Moonlight fell quiet, staring at the city below. The silence stretched across more moments than Moondancer felt comfortable sacrificing. She swallowed, and pranced in-place a tiny bit, as her mind began to mull over the other places nearby that could offer a decent view of the alignment. That was, of course, providing she could get to one of them in time…



Moonlight’s words sliced through her reverie: “You said you might be interested in talking more when this... alignment is over?”



Moondancer nodded. “Sure. I know I’m kind of focused right now and probably not keeping up much of a conversation, but I think I could do better.” She smiled. “And… honestly, I think you might make an interesting friend.”



Moonlight looked at her with a timid hint of a smile. “If I could find somepony who was willing to bear with me on the whole…” She paused, frowning, looking at the nearby bucket. “Candles and fake-blood thing… I guess I’d be willing to try being their friend.”



Moondancer’s horn lit up again as she began to lift the telescope. “All right; friends, then. Now can I please get set up?”



“By all means,” Moonlight said. “Here, let me extinguish the candles…”



Moondancer shook her head. “There’s no need; I don’t think they’ll produce enough light to cause problems.” She paused, and smiled at Moonlight. “Besides… I think they might add something to the experience.”



Moonlight smiled back. “A touch of the macabre?”



Moondancer laughed. “A little bit of your thing, even though we’re kind of ending up doing my thing this time.”



Moonlight settled on her haunches as Moondancer began to set up the telescope’s tripod. She watched Moondancer adjust each leg in turn before fitting the telescope into its mount.



Moonlight’s brow furrowed as a thought began to form: “So… do you ever go looking for anything other than planets when you're using your telescope?”



Moondancer glanced back at her. “Well, there are stars, and nebulae, and meteors…”



Moonlight shook her head. “No, I mean, like… ponies. Flying ponies.”



Moondancer paused and scrunched-up her muzzle. “I suppose the odd pegasus has flown in front of my lens every now and again, but I wouldn’t expect many are out at this hour…”



Moonlight cleared her throat and spoke slowly: “What about… thestrals? You know; bat-like wings and fangs…”



Moondancer blinked a few times, then turned a mischievous smile on Moonlight. “You want to spy on the night guards, don’t you?! Because… you have a thing for them!”



Moonlight affected a coy smile. “What can I say; they don’t call me Mistress of the Dark for nothing!”
      

      
   
      Writing


      

      
      
         A soft and cool breeze breezed through the open window, dancing gently with the thin and plain-looking curtain. The faint orchestra of the many crickets from the outside world echoed all around the dimly-lit room. A lonely candle stood on a candle holder on top of a table, its small and gentle flame flickered slightly and its soft ember light washed to almost every corner of the room...



...and on a yawning, teary-eyed brown-coated earth pony stallion with a darker brown mane and tail. Sitting on a wooden chair, Gold Quill rubbed his sleepy eyes with a hoof after that long yawn. A full morning of boring office work in town hall, a picnic lunch with a few of his friends and then back to his work for the whole afternoon wore the stallion out. Opening and closing his muzzle, his sleepy eyes gazed on a parchment lying on the table in front of him, with a quill and an ink bottle sitting nearby.



Gold Quill closed his heavy eyes and sighed. “...This is stupid,” he mumbled to himself. “I can't come up with anything...”



He slowly moved his gaze towards the calendar hanging on the wall. Another yawn escaped his muzzle.



“Mmm... Three more days.”



Smiling a tired smile, he planted his hooves on the edge of the table and pushed himself back along with the chair he was sitting on.



“Mrrrfff...” He yawned once again. “Mmm... I got enough time...”



He turned his head, his sleepy gaze landing on his comfy, almost hypnotising, bed. Closing his eyes, and with a wide and lazy smile, he sleepily dragged himself towards his bed, collapsing onto it.



“Mmmmmmm—oh yeah...”



He sighed with a dreamy sigh, slowly losing himself to sleep...



...until a soft, flickering light gently pierced through his eyelids. “...I forgot to blow the candle out...”



He groaned and slowly pulled himself out of bed.








“You know, Gold,” Twilight Sparkle said, smiling as she hoofed the stallion two books he wanted to borrow. “If you're having a hard time writing, you could just ask me to help you. I can even proofread it for you!”



The sun was already setting in the horizon, its gentle rays slipping through the Friendship Castle's library windows, touching the many kinds of books on the many bookshelves lining up almost every inch of the library's walls.



Gold Quill shook his head as he put the books inside his saddlebag. “Nah, it's fine, princess.” He bowed with a friendly smile. “I wasn't as busy today unlike yesterday, which is really surprising, considering it's a Friday...” He shrugged, “So I'm sure I still have enough in me to write something. And besides... You're going to be busy preparing the castle for the event, so I wouldn't want to be a bother.”



“Formal and also not formal,” Twilight said, shaking her head in amusement. “Anyway, are you sure?” she asked. “You know that I would be happy to help out, right?”



Gold Quill chuckled, and nodded his head. “Oh, I know. But I can handle this before the deadline.” He looked back at his saddlebags with a smile. “Besides, the prompt is easy. I bet even foals wouldn't have a hard time writing something.”



“Well, if you're sure.”



He flashed her a confident smile. “Of course I am!”








“Well, at least I think so, anyway...” Gold said with a frown as he lamely stared at the parchment on his table, devoid of any signs of hoofwriting.



Stars were already twinkling in the evening black sky, indicating that the stallion had been sitting there for hours already.



Sighing, Gold looked at the two books lying near the edge of his table. After he arrived home and ate dinner, he read one of the books he borrowed from the princess, in hopes to motivate himself to write something.



Motivation is yet to show itself to him, however.



Sighing once again, the stallion looked at the calendar. “...Two more days.”



A smile slowly appeared on his muzzle. He blinked, and shook his head, wiping the smile off of him in the process.



“Wait, no.” Brows furrowed, he grabbed the quill with one hoof and the lid of the ink bottle with the other. “I'll just write something that comes into my head.”



Opening the ink bottle, he placed the lid beside it and dipped the quill inside the bottle. Smiling, he pulled the quill out and jabbed it onto the parchment.



At least, he wanted to jab it. The quill hovering mere millimeters above the article, Gold Quill gulped.



“...Uh...”



With his free hoof, he rubbed his head as he tried to concentrate.



“Come on, brain... Stop blanking out on me.”



Silence.



Gold furrowed his brows once again. “Look, I know we still have two days for this, but what if we can't come up with something tomorrow? Or the next?”



A pause.



He rolled his eyes. “Pfft, yeah, right. We can't even come up with anything right now. Who's to say we can think something up tomorrow? Or the day after that?”



Another pause.



Sighing in defeat, he placed the quill beside the parchment and closed the ink bottle. “...I can't believe I was talking to myself over this.”



A yawn suddenly escaped his muzzle, making his eyes start to water.



“Mmmfff...” he mmmfff'ed, his eyes reflecting the soft glow of his lonely candle. Sighing, he blew the candle out, crawled towards his bed, and wished to the stars above that he could finally start writing tomorrow.



It was a good thing that tomorrow was the start of the weekend. It meant no work. It also meant more time for him to come up with something.








“Wat'cha doing, Goldie?” asked a sudden pink pony head that appeared above Gold's vision.



Blinking, Gold looked up from his blank parchment and stared at the up-side-down party pony, who was perched below a tree's branch. “Oh, hello there, Pinkie.”



It was a beautiful day in Ponyville, and Gold was seated on one of the many benches in the town's park, right under a big tree, where a few birds graced his ears with their melodic tweets and chirps.



He returned his gaze on the piece of blank article on his hooves. “I'm just trying to come up with something to write...”



“Ooohhh...” Pinkie said, suddenly seated beside the stallion, her bright and happy eyes on the parchment as well. “For that FanFiction Writing Competition, right?”



Gold Quill nodded, frowning. “Yeah.” He sighed. “And I can't come up with anything.”



“Pffft,” Pinkie pffft'ed, rolling her eyes. “Are you kidding? You always come up with something! That's like your job!”



The stallion blinked. “...Pinkie, I don't write stories in town hall.”



“But you do write stuff, right? I mean, I always see you writing stuff on paper every time I help Mayor Mare with ‘managing the files’ or whatever it's called.”



He sighed. “It's not really the same, you know.”



“Oh, potato patato,” the pink mare said, waving a hoof. “Just think outside the box, silly.” She pulled a horseshoe box from her tail, placed it on her head, and batted it away with a hoof, revealing her smiling face. “Easy peasy!”



Gold Quill smiled a small smile. “...Just that easy, huh?”








“Well, darling, it's not really as easy as you think,” Rarity said before she took a sip of her tea.



Earlier, Gold Quill went to Sugarcube Corner with Pinkie for lunch, but the owners of the store needed the mare's help. Instead of leaving the stallion on his lonesome, she dragged her unicorn friend who was conveniently just trotting by and sat them both down on one of the outside tables of the shop.



“At least, in the world of fashion, it's not.”



“Good thing I didn't join a costume contest then,” Gold muttered, frowning. “Any suggestions though?”



“Hm...” Rarity hummed in thought as she brought a hoof to her chin. “Well, darling, why not ask for Twilight's help?”



The stallion shook his head. “I'd like to, but the princess and her dragon assistant are busy preparing the castle for the event.”



“Ah, yes,” Rarity said, nodding her head. “She has been busy ever since her coronation, hasn't she?” She shook her head. “In any case, maybe you should try and write something that you like? A fantasy, written in words, maybe?”



Gold closed his eyes and sighed, reclining on his seat. Opening his eyes, he looked up at the sky. “Something that I like...”



“Well,” Rarity said, blinking at him. “You like writing, don't you?”



He looked back at her and nodded. “Yeah...”








“But sometimes, I think writing itself hates me,” the stallion muttered under his breath, staring at the blank parchment on his table.



He spent his entire Saturday afternoon walking around the outskirts of town, in hopes of finding something that might help him.



He didn't find any.



He bit his bottom lip as he looked at the calendar. Tomorrow was Sunday, the last day for him to come up with something, and to write it all down. The story didn't need to be long, anyway, as long as he exceeds the minimum number of words required.



The candle's flame flickered, making the stallion blinked. He'd been staring at the calendar for far too long. He sighed and dropped his gaze on the blank piece of parchment.



And then a long yawn escaped his muzzle.



“Mmmrrfff...” He stood up, ignored the candle and crawled towards his bed. “Maybe I can think of something while lying on the bed?” he muttered as he lied down on the bed, sighing through a smiling muzzle. He closed his eyes as he started to daydream different scenarios, judging each one if they'll be good to be put on paper while telling himself that he'll stay awake until he can make a decision.



The candle's flame died when there was no more candle to burn on, the darkness consuming the room that echoed the stallion's loud snores.








“Don't beat yourself up over it, sugarcube,” Applejack said as she hoofed the stallion a bag of apples. “I heard that brain stress can be as stressful as bucking apples for the whole day. Sometimes more.”



Gold sighed as he hoofed her three shiny bits. “I still can't believe I slept though. I told myself to just—”



“Lie down as you come up with something?” the farmer asked. She chuckled after receiving a lame nod from the stallion. “Been there, and will be going there for months and months, depending on our harvest and the season.” She smiled a reassuring smile. “But don't you fret. I'm sure that brain of yours can come up with a fancy story for you to write.”



“Yeah, well...” he frowned. “I sure hope it'll come to me now, since tomorrow morning's the deadline.”



Applejack blinked, her smile fading. “...Oh. Uh... G-good luck?”



The stallion nodded with a fractured smile. “Yeah...”








“I'm doomed,” Gold muttered, his gaze almost burning holes on the parchment he held on his hooves.



He was sitting on one of the benches in the town's park, ignoring the cheerful giggles of the playing foals running around.



“Darn... I can't believe how hard writing is!”



“Why?” a young voice asked.



Blinking, Gold looked up from the blank parchment and saw three known fillies standing before him.



“Isn't that, like, your special talent or something?” Apple Bloom asked, looking at his cutie mark.



He turned his head and stared at the mark on his flank: a quill on paper. Or, to be more specific...



He sighed. “...Yep.” He threw a frown at the trio. “A blank parchment.” He lazily showed them the blank parchment he was holding.



“Well,” Sweetie Belle said, “maybe it's waiting for you to write something!” Her two friends nodded in agreement.



Ever since the trio got their cutie marks, they began roaming around town, like usual, but started helping ponies understand the true meaning of their cutie marks. They're not successful all the time though, especially that one incident where they accidentally turned their town's mail mare into a bubble... Twilight still didn't know how they did it.



“Wait,” Scootaloo said, squinting at him. “You're writing for that contest tomorrow, aren't you?”



“Well, yeah,” he nodded. “Is there a problem?”



The pegasus filly shook her head with a growing smile. “Not really. But for you, maybe.”



He arched an eyebrow at that.



“Because Rainbow Dash is joining that contest, too!”



He blinked.



“Wait,” Apple Bloom said, looking at her friend. “Dash is joining a writing contest? But I thought he hates reading?”



Scootaloo frowned at her. “It's a writing contest, Bloom. Not a reading contest.”



“So...” Sweetie Belle chimed in before Apple Bloom could retort. “Why is Rainbow Dash joining a problem for Mister Gold?”



Scootaloo rolled her eyes. “Well, duh. Because she's gonna win it!” She looked at the stallion with a smile. “Saves you the trouble of writing, right? Problem solved!”



Apple Bloom rolled her eyes before she flashed an apologetic smile at the stallion. “Sorry about my friend here, Mister Gold sir.” She threw a side glare at her friend. “She tends to be a bit harsh sometimes.”



The pegasus filly blinked. “What? It's true! Rainbow Dash is joining that contest and is gonna win it with her Daring Do story!”



She's writing a Daring Do fanfic, huh? the stallion thought. He shook his head. “I'm not joining the contest to win, Scootaloo,” he said with a small smile. “I'm just joining for fun.”



The filly blinked. “...Where's the fun in losing?” An orange hoof hit her head. “Ow!” She glared at her friend as she rubbed her aching head with a hoof. “What was that for?!”








“I'm writing for fun, I said...” the stallion sighed. “Where's the fun in writing if I'm not able to write anything?”



It was the last night before the submission of entries tomorrow, and the stallion was sitting on his chair, his eyes staring at the blank parchment on his table, the candlelight flickering slightly, casting its soft, ember glow in his room.



He yawned. He shook his head.



He needed to write something now, even if it meant not sleeping for tonight. That might make him sleepy for the whole office hours tomorrow though. He wasn't looking forward to that.



...Where was the fun in forcing one's self to do something if they couldn't do it? At least, not right now?



Another yawn escaped his muzzle, his eyes starting to water.



He writes for fun. That was always his reason why he wrote stories on his spare time. But now? With this contest? Was he having fun? Maybe that was why he couldn't come up with anything...



He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He needed to concentrate... He needed to let the ideas just...flow to him, like his previous writings those many months ago.



His ears twitched slightly, ignoring the crickets' orchestra outside.



He let his mind go blank. He left it open for ideas to rush in.



And rushing in they did.



And he immediately grabbed the first idea that he could...



He saw a thunderous swirl of dark and thick clouds above the Everfree Forest. Twilight was in the courtyard of the alicorn sisters' old castle, with a weird machine contraption, its dish-like...thing pointing up, aimed at the eye of the unnatural storm.



There was a bright flash of lightning up above, but Twilight ignored it, studying the many flashes of texts and numbers on the monitor of the machine.



Then Twilight muttered something obvious, like how unnatural the readings were.



And then, beyond belief, a bright beam of light struck the machine from the eye of the storm.



Twilight jumped back, startled. Despite the bright light before her, she could still see her machine if she squinted hard enough.



...And then the light disappeared just as soon as it appeared, a loud thunder roaring from its wake.



Seeing her machine still in one piece made her sigh in relief. She was about to wonder what that light was when she suddenly heard a groaning voice. Blinking, she looked around, until she saw a shape on top of her machine.



The shape stirred slightly, looking like a pony.



Scratch that, it really was a pony! But... But... Where did that pony come from?



“Home...” the pony muttered, pushing himself, or herself over the edge of the machine. She fell. Twilight saw the pony was a female, and snapped back in time to catch the falling pony with her magic before the ground did.



The pony had a white coat and a yellow mane and tail, her emerald green eyes barely visible from her weakly opened eyes.



“Who...” Twilight murmured. “Who...are you?”



The white mare's eyes followed the direction where that voice came from. She saw Twilight, and her eyes slowly grew a little bit, looking tiredly surprised. And then she let out a weak chuckle. “Horses talk...? I...must be dreaming...” Her eyes slowly closed as she was losing her grip on consciousness. “I...must...be...”



And the next thing the white mare knew, she was opening her eyes and saw the morning sun's soft rays greeting him, his mouth hanging slightly open, a pool of drool on his blank parchment.








“Hey there, Gold!” Rainbow Dash greeted the stallion who was on his way to town hall. She touched down and smiled a wide smile at the frowning stallion. “So! I heard that you're joining the writing contest!” She extended a hoof at him. “I just wanna say good luck and may the best writer win!”



“Er...thanks?” Gold replied, but didn't shook the mare's hoof.



Rainbow arched an eyebrow, hoof returning to the ground. “Wow... Sportsmareship much?”



Gold Quill shook his head, and sighed a sad sigh. “I'm...not participating.”



The mare blinked. “Oh... Wait, really? But Scoots said that—” She tilted her head to the side. “I heard you write good stuff, so I was really looking forward to read your story in this contest! Why aren't you joining?”



The stallion sighed once again. “I...ran out of time.”
      

      
   
      Time is an Important Ingredient


      

      
      
         Months ago, the search began for the best home cooks to compete in Equestria’s biggest cooking competition. They came out in the thousands, from all corners of Equestria.

Canterlot.

Fillydelphia.

Manehattan.

Cloudsdale.

And now...Ponyville.



“MasterChef is looking for the best amateur home cooks in Equestria.”



I’m an apple farmer.


I’m a retired Wonderbolt.


I am the Great and Powerful—




“Do you have what it takes to be the next MasterChef?”



I’m a royal guard.


Iron Will is a self-help guru!


Muffins!




All in pursuit of a place in the MasterChef kitchen. But only a hoofful will get a chance to prove themselves to three of the biggest names in the culinary world:



Ram Elliot.

“To me, a MasterChef is constantly innovative. Trying things with food no one would ever dream of.”



Joe Bastallion.

“The hallmarks of a MasterChef are elegance, sophistication, and finesse.”



And Gordon Ram.

“A true MasterChef cooks every dish as if their life depends on it. A MasterChef puts perfection on every plate.”



Those who make it will have to endure some of the most intense and extreme challenges MasterChef has ever seen, pushing them to the breaking point.



This is the worst! Possible! Thing!


This tastes terrible.




They’ll serve under the stars, as well as for them.

Sapphire Shores.

Impala Deen.

Princess Luna.



It’s a battle for the title of MasterChef, a quarter of a million bits, and their own cookbook. Only one will be crowned Equestria’s next MasterChef!



Now, these home cooks will get the chance to present one dish that could change their lives forever. Just an elite few will win an apron and earn a spot in the next round of the competition. In the end, only one home cook will be titled...MasterChef.








“Welcome to MasterChef,” Gordon Ram begins. He is standing on a slightly raised platform between his fellow judges. In front of them are seven contestants, each standing behind a cooking station. “Normally, I’d congratulate you on making it this far, but you’re the only ones who showed up today. You are about to do battle in MasterChef—the biggest culinary competition in the world today.”



“At the end of all of this,” Joe Bastallion continues, “are fame, notoriety, and this.” He produces a large sack of coins and dumps it on the podium in front of him. “A quarter of a million bits. But if you came here just for the money,” he pauses and pushes the sack into a nearby trashcan, “then leave now.”



Ram Elliot speaks next: “Money comes and goes, but what's inside this box will ensure your culinary legacy.” He pulls a small glass column with the show’s logo engraved on the top out of the box in front of him.



“The MasterChef trophy,” Gordon says. “Look at it. That is the proof that your journey from home cook to MasterChef has been completed.”



“At this moment, the winner could be any one of you,” Elliot adds. “We only care about one thing: what you put on the plate. If it’s bad, you’ll go home. But if that dish is extraordinary, you’ll be getting one of these,” he now lifts up a white apron with the show’s logo embroidered in red. “A MasterChef apron.”



“Do you have what it takes?” Gordon asks.



“Do you have the skill?” Elliot adds.



“Do you have the guts?” Joe continues.



“Do you have the passion to become Equestria’s next MasterChef?” Gordon concludes. The contestants start cheering and stomping their hooves. “Today, your challenge is to cook a stunning signature dish. We want to see you on a plate. If we think your dish is good enough, you will earn a MasterChef apron, and move on in the competition. You will have only thirty minutes. Be sure to manage your time carefully. If you don’t, your dreams of being a MasterChef will end today. Good luck. Your time begins...now!”








Gordon approaches the first cooking station. Behind it, a very pink mare is cooking tortillas and a mysterious red mash. “All right, who are you, and what are you making us?” he asks her.



“I’m Pinkie Pie! And I’m making this meal just for you!”



“Yes, that is how this works. But what is it?”



“I’m making a chimicherrychanga!”



“A what?”



“A chimicherrychanga! It’s mashed up cherries in a tortilla that's deep fried. I made it up myself, but I’ve never actually made it before. I just like it because ‘chimicherrychanga’ is a funny word! I could say it all day long. Chimicherrychanga, chimicherrychanga, chimicherrychanga!”



“So this mash is made out of cherries?” Gordon asks as he spoons a bit of it out of her pan to taste. When he does, his face immediately starts changing colors and fire comes out of his mouth.



“Maybe I put a bit too much rainbow in there. Here, this will help,” Pinkie says as she jams a can of whipped cream into Gordon’s mouth.



“That is definitely too spicy,” Gordon pants. “Are you trying to impress me or hospitalize me?”



“Well, if you were stuck in the hospital, I could visit you everyday and bring you treats and then we would become best friends by the time you left, but I remember how sad my friend Rainbow Dash was when she was trapped in the hospital, and I don’t like making anyone sad, so I wouldn’t want to do that to you.”



“So is all of this whipped cream here to tone down the heat?” Gordon asks, motioning towards the large pile of cans of whipped cream.



“No, that’s just there for me to eat. But I guess I could use it in the chimicherrychanga. Thanks for the idea, Gordy!”







Joe trots up to the next cooking station, where an orange mare is working her way through a large pile of apples. “You look familiar,” he says. “Have we seen you here before?”



“Aw, shucks. Y’all remember me? Ah auditioned fer yer show last year too.”



“So what are you making for us?”



“Ah’m making an apple pie with an apple glaze, baked apples with apple jam, crispy apple chips with apple butter, apple—”



“How many different apple recipes are you combining here?”



“Twenty-six.”



“I see. Didn’t you give us a bunch of apples last year too? Are you just a one-trick pony?”



“Y’all’re the ones that asked for ‘me on a plate.’ So don’t go complaining about an apple farmer giving you apples.”







“You’re the first dragon and the youngest competitor we’ve ever had on this show,” Elliot says to the next cook. “Are you worried that the others won’t take you seriously?”



“Nah. If they do, it’ll be their mistake. I might be young, but I’ve been cooking for Princess Twilight for years. And I need to show Equestria that dragons aren’t just fire-breathing monsters.” Spike looks around to make sure nopony is listening. "And just between you and me, the only way to stop Twilight from competing was for me join in. I don't think she's ever made anything more complicated than a daffodil and daisy sandwich, and she does not handle stress well. But with all of her friends trying out, she thought she had to, too. I tried telling her that it wouldn't be fair because she's a princess, but she didn't buy it. But I knew that she wouldn't want to compete against me, so I just told her that I wanted to try out, too."



“I see. So what are you making today?”



“Nachos. Twilight says I make the best ones in Ponyville.”



“Nachos are a very humble food. How are you going to elevate them to a MasterChef level?”



“Oh, don’t worry about that. I’ve got a secret ingredient. These will be the best nachos you’ve ever had.”



“I look forward to it.”







“Oh, darling, I just love your ensemble. The way your pocket square matches your shoes is simply divine!” Rarity, the next contestant, says as Joe approaches.



“I hope you’re not just trying to flatter me.”



“Oh, of course not, darling. That was never my intention. I just appreciate a well-dressed stallion.”



“So what are you cooking for us?”



“I’m making a delectable mushroom risotto, with white and portobello mushrooms, carnaroli rice, and of course some delicious herbs.”



“You know I’m Bitalian, right? I won’t let you get away with any mistakes. You’d better not mess it up.”



“Oh, of course, darling. I never put forth less than perfection.”







“All right, next up. What are you making?” Gordon asks.



“Muffins!” Derpy exclaims with a large smile.



“Is that it?”



“Yep! Why would I need to make anything else?”



“Well, you’ve already got a few dozen muffins made, but you’re still going. What else are you making?”



“More muffins! These muffins are just for me to eat while I cook the muffins for you guys!”



“It looks like you have enough ingredients here to feed an army.”



“Well, I thought that some of my friends here would want to eat some while they cook too.”



Before Gordon can respond, Pinkie appears on his back, reaches over his head, and grabs one of the muffins. “These are really good, Derpy,” she says through a mouthful of muffin. “Gordy, you need to try these.”







“Hello? Is anyone here?” Elliot asks a station that is full of food, but apparently devoid of cooks.



There is a very quiet “Meep!” from behind the counter.



“Excuse me?” He walks around to the other side of the cooking station, where the cook should be.



”Are you the nice one?” the voice says, slightly louder.



Elliot considers his fellow judges for a moment. “Yes, I suppose I am.”



Fluttershy crawls out of a cabinet beneath the counter. “Oh good. The other two judges are just so scary. They always yell at ponies for not being good enough, and I’m worried that I might not be good enough.”



“They mean well.” Elliot considers his fellow judges again. “Well, Gordon means well, at least.” He lowers his head to Fluttershy’s level and whispers, “Joe can be kind of a jerk though.” Fluttershy giggles nervously at his comment. “So what are you making?”



“Oh, I’m just making a nice garden salad. Simple and delicious.”



Elliot raises an eyebrow. “Are you sure? Most garden salads don’t involve coffee beans, jello, and cottage cheese. And why are all your tools floating? I thought only unicorns could do that.”



Fluttershy gasps and her eyes narrow. “DISCORD! I thought I told you not to help me.”



A small, gray rat wearing a chef’s outfit walks out from behind a mixing bowl. “But I thought that friends were supposed to help each other.”



“I’m not sure it really qualifies as ‘help,’ in this case,” Elliot mutters.



“Not in competitions like this, Discord. That’s cheating.”



“Oh, all right. I’ll just go wait over there with Princess Purple Friendship.” The rat disappears and reappears as a draconequus in the audience, next to Twilight Sparkle.



“Don’t worry,” Elliot reassures Fluttershy. “I’m sure that you’ll do great. Just try not to be quite as creative with flavors as your friend is.”







“And what do you have for us?” Joe asks as he reaches the next cook.



“I’m making my signature six-layer Rainbow Cake™! It’s going to be full of awesome rainbow goodness, just like me!”



“Are those boxes of cake mix you’re using?”



“Well duh. How else am I supposed to make a cake? You take the cake mix, add the water, eggs, oil, and food coloring, and then you cook it. Easy.”



“You’re in the biggest cooking competition in Equestria, and you’re using boxes of cake mix? Are you trying to get sent home?”



“As if! I’m totally going to win this thing.”



“Really? Because I think you already have a hoof out of the door.”







The judges reconvene on their stage. “Who do you think looks promising?” Gordon asks the others.



“I think Spike has a decent chance,” Elliot replies. “Nachos may be simple, but his were tasty, and he claims that he can elevate them to our level.”



“Rarity’s risotto is coming out nicely. It could be one of the best dishes we’ve had this season,” Joe adds.



“Personally, I think that Derpy might actually have a shot,” Gordon says. “Muffins are certainly humble, but hers are delicious. I’m just worried that they might not be good enough. Who do you think is in trouble?”



“Fluttershy is definitely in trouble,” answers Elliot. “I doubt she can handle the pressure of the competition, and I think she might be scared of her knives.”



“Even if Fluttershy were afraid of her own shadow, she wouldn’t be doing as bad as Rainbow Dash,” Joe counters. “She’s making a cake from boxed cake mix. You just don’t do that at a competition of this level. It’s insulting.”



“And Pinkie Pie is all over the place,” Gordon adds. “She seems to have the potential to be a MasterChef, but she’s spent more time eating muffins and whipped cream and messing around with the other cooks than she has preparing her food. But I guess we’ll see.”



Gordon watches the clock. “You have one minute left!” he shouts. “You need to start plating.”



The kitchen is full of surprisingly non-Discord-induced chaos as the cooks frantically try to put the finishing touches on their dishes.



“Ten!” Gordon cries out.



“Nine!



“Eight!



“Seven!



“Six!



“Five!



“Four!



“Three!



“Two!



“One!



“And time! Back away from your stations. Good job, everyone. Well done. We will now taste your food. First up: Applejack.”



Applejack brings her dish up to the stage and places it on the podium. “Okay,” Gordon says, “what did you make?”



“Well, Rarity tells me that the fancy way ta say it is ‘apples twenty-six ways.’”



The judges stare at the large pile of apple-based food. “Well, it’s certainly impressive that you found this many ways to cook an apple,” Elliot offers. “But this is ridiculous.”



“We asked you to cook a dish,” Joe adds, “not a buffet.”



“I don’t even know where to start eating,” says Gordon.



“Just dive in and eat anything,” Applejack suggests. They do.



“This is delicious,” Gordon says after sampling several sides of the cooked apple pile. “You really have elevated the humble apple to a whole new level. But you really have overdone it with the volume here. Any one of these dishes could have earned you an apron by itself. You didn’t need to give us all of them.”



“Next up is Fluttershy,” Elliot politely calls as Applejack returns to her station. “What have you made for us?”



“It’s a simple garden salad,” Fluttershy replies while positioning herself behind the podium in such a way that none of judges can see her.



“Simple is right,” Joe says. “Is this just lettuce, carrots, and cucumbers?”



“Be nice, Joe,” Elliot warns, but Joe takes no heed of his advice.



“This is not a MasterChef-quality dish. This is suitable for a rabbit, not a five-star restaurant.”



Fluttershy starts to break down in tears. “Well that was just rude,” the bowl says, sprouting Discord’s face. “Come on Fluttershy, let’s go home and eat comfort food.” With a snap of a lettuce leaf, Fluttershy, the Discord salad, and a large portion of Pinkie’s whipped cream and Derpy’s muffins disappear. And Joe’s pocket square suddenly clashes quite badly with his shoes, but only Rarity notices.



“Okay then,” Gordon slowly says. “Next up: Spike.”



“Describe your dish,” Elliot says after Spike places it on the podium.



“I made nachos with four types of cheese, a pico de gallo salsa, and my secret ingredient—”



Joe yells in pain as he takes a bite.



“—rubies!”



“Really?” Joe asks as he nurses a sore jaw. “You put gems in your food? You do realize that we are the ones who have to judge your food, and that none of us are dragons, right?”



“Oh. Yeah,” Spike says as he lowers his head. “They’d taste really good if you could eat them. I promise! But I guess I just messed up. Sorry, I’ll—”



“Actually,” Gordon interjects, “these are quite good, if you’re careful and avoid the gems. I’ll have to take your word for it that the rubies taste good, if you can eat them. But if you just stick to cooking with foods that all of us can eat, then you’ll go far in this competition.”



Spike returns to his station with a spring in his step.



“Derpy, you would be next,” Elliot calls out, but we’ve all already eaten several of the muffins that you’ve been passing around, and they’re great. So let’s just move on to Pinkie Pie.



“Describe your dish,” he says after Pinkie places it on the podium.



“I’m not sure you want her to do that,” Gordon interrupts, but Pinkie doesn’t listen.



“I made a chimicherrychanga! It’s mashed up cherries in a tortilla that's deep fried. I also added some rainbow to the cherries, but Gordon thought it was too spicy, which I think is silly because you can never have too much spiciness, but I also like silly things, so I decided to add some of my whipped cream to the chimicherrychanga to make it less spicy and even more delicious. I made up chimicherrychangas myself, but I’ve never actually made one before. I just like it because ‘chimicherrychanga’ is a funny word! I could say it all day long. Chimicherrychanga, chimicherrychanga, chimicherrychanga—”



“I told you that was a bad idea,” Gordon mumbles has he and the other two cut into the dish.



“—chimicherrychanga, chimicherrychanga, chimicherrychanga—”



“This is actually quite good,” Joe interrupts. “I didn’t think it would be, but it is. The cherries and rainbow actually go together quite well.”



“I agree,” Elliot adds. “The outside is nice and crispy with a beautiful crunch, while the inside is smooth and delicious, with just the right amount of heat. Cooking like this will take you far in the competition.”



“Next up is Rainbow Dash,” Joe calls out with some reluctance.



Rainbow looks away in shame as she places her plate before the judges. What is on it looks more like charcoal than food.



“Wow,” Joe says in shock. “I expected you to do poorly, but I didn’t think you would give us something this bad.”



“What happened, Rainbow?” Gordon asks. “Surely you’re better than this.”



“I took too long to get the batter made and dyed. The cake was supposed to be cooked for twenty minutes at 350 degrees, but I was running out of time, so I decided to cook it for two minutes at 3,500 degrees. Apparently, cooking doesn’t work that way.”



“No, it doesn’t.” Gordon confirms. “But how did you even do that? Our stoves definitely don’t go that high.”



“I got Spike to eat some of Pinkie’s rainbows. Oh, and you might need to replace my cooking station,” Rainbow says as she scratches the back of her neck nervously. “Sorry, ‘bout that. I’ll just go now.”



“And finally, Rarity, bring us your dish,” Gordon calls out.



Rarity brings her dish up to the judges, trying to hide just how nervous she is. “I made a mushroom risotto, with carnaroli rice and white and portobello mushrooms,” she tells them.



“Visually, it looks stunning,” Gordon tells her. “This is what every MasterChef dish should look like. Now let’s see how it tastes.”



The judges each try a spoonful and consider it.



“It’s pretty good,” Elliot offers. The texture of the rice is perfect, and you got all of the techniques right.”



“I agree, it is technically very good,” Gordon adds. “But it’s just missing something that’s keeping it from being perfect.”



“I told you that I wouldn’t be forgiving if you made mistakes,” Joe says, “And while this dish isn’t bad, it is certainly missing something. And I think you know what it is.”



“Yes,” Rarity says with a sigh. “I didn’t have enough thyme.”
      

      
   
      Substitute Teacher


      

      
      
         The lights above me flickered as my hooves clacked onward into the empty lecture hall, reminding me of how early in the morning it had been. Setting by bags down next to the podium off in the corner of the room, I pulled out a small series of textbooks that I had packed the night before,  laying them on top. I walked over to the blackboard and picked up the chalk with magic. Writing down my name in big letters for anypony to see, I went back to the corner and pulled one of the textbooks to read as I waited for time to pass. 



It wasn’t long until I heard the passing conversations of students go from the entrance to their seats, and it was even sooner when the school’s first bell rang. Setting my book down once more, I stood up, presenting myself to the class. 



“Hello, fillies and gentlecolts,” I greeted in my formal tone. “My name is Twilight Sparkle. I will be your substitute while your teacher is away for these upcoming five weeks.” 



Now taking a true look into the crowd of students as I began, the majority of them had been awestricken by my appearance alone. With the raising of a hoof within the small crowd, one of them spoke up. “Are those wings real?”, she said with a squeal. “Are you really Princess Twilight Sparkle?”



“Last time I checked.” Raising my wings and giving a show of my cutie mark, the children continued to squeal in absolute delight, shifting between conversations as the excitement lasted.



“Are you going to teach us any princess-y magic?”, one of them proposed. I guess it wasn’t long until one of those questions popped up. 



“Not by my knowledge,” I said, continuing it with a final ‘no’. The excitement within the crowd had died a little as I gave the news, with some giving pouts, but that alone didn’t distract me as I moved on. Bringing in a textbook with telekinesis, I continued.



“Now, off with today’s lesson.” 





It wasn’t long until an hour passed. The school bell rang once more, indicating the end of the period. Students had already gotten up with their bags and began shuffling out as I was cut mid-sentence during my lecture. Most of the peers had made their way out into the halls, except for a single student who had still been sitting in her seat, her head down onto her desk. Had she been napping throughout my entire lecture? Hopefully not, since that material had been pretty important. 



Trotting up to the student’s desk, her pink hair had covered most of the white fur on her face, her soft, yet audible breathing had indicated that she had been, in fact, sleeping. Shaking her with a hoof, she woke with a drowsy look on her face, giving out a confused ‘huh’ as she glanced around. 



“Class is over,” I deadpanned. “Were you sleeping during the entire—”



Shooting up from her seat, she ran off from her desk off into the direction of the halls. “Sorry!” she shouted in haste.



Well, I suppose I was expecting something like this while substitute teaching. Guess each class is going to have at least one slacking pupil.








Finishing with the classes after, I walked off to the teacher’s lounge. It’s the first time I’ve ever been in here, since the last time I had made my own appearance at this school was when I, myself, was a student. Grabbing the lunch I had previously put in the fridge, I began to wonder. What was it with that previous student?



In all of the periods after the first, none of them contained anypony with any kind of slacker attitude, at least, that's what I observed. Was it that she was just the one bad apple, I suppose? The thought that someone would enlist into Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns and then not even try is something that wasn’t quite possible for my understanding. There could be some kind of ulterior motive to this, or maybe I’m just simply blowing proportions with my imagination. 



Repressing the thought, I guess there wasn’t much that I could do if she really was slacking off. 



Enjoying the hayburger I had packed, I passed the time thinking of the next lecture being given tomorrow. Unsure whether or not to stay on the current subject and re-evaluate it a little, or move on to the next topic, I opened my school-issued textbook and concluded with the ladder. The class had already lost an entire week due to the school attempting to find a proper substitute teacher, so it was probably for the best that I moved on with a pace. 



The doors opened suddenly, with a tall and dark alicorn figure walking through. Setting down my lunch for now, I smiled and greeted.



“Why, hello there, Princess Luna.” Quite unexpecting, to say the least, for her appearance at Celestia’s school, but I suppose she may have arrived to simply ask how my first day here had been. 



“Twilight Sparkle,” she greeted with a smile of her own, very much in her regal voice. “It has been moons since we have last spoken to each other. How have you been?”



“Just fine,” I replied as she sat down to the left side of my table. 



Pulling out a manila folder that she had kept from view, Luna opened it and laid its contents on the table in front of me. 



“Now, I understand that today is only your first day, but have you noticed this student in your first-period classroom?” Luna pointed with a hoof at the picture of the filly in question, her face becoming more recognizable as I stared at her pink and white colors. 



“Uh, yeah,” I affirmed. “Actually, she was sleeping through the entire class. I had to wake her up once everypony else had already left.” 



Giving a nod and a look back at the papers, Luna continued. “It has come to the attention of my sister that she hasn’t been doing well in her studies, so she sent me to ask for this favor.”



“Her name is Stardust if you didn’t know that already. So far, she has shown exemplary in tests of magic performance, and has absolutely no trouble in replicating some of the more advanced spells from above even her own level.”



“Then what’s the problem?” I interrupted. If she was this well at practicing magic, how is it that she’s having a hard time?



“Well, from what it seems, she’s having difficulty with mostly written and equation portions, dealing on just about every subject.” Pushing over the paper in her grasp, it went over the current status that Stardust has been in according to her studies. So far, it really wasn’t looking good in the slightest. She had received perfect A’s across the board in magical practice, but in just about any other subject, she was either flunking or barely managing to pass. 



“If this attitude of hers continues, I’m afraid that she won’t be able to graduate from the school by the end of the year.” 



“So, what is it exactly that you want me to do?” I asked. There were only five weeks left in the school year, and I was going to be here throughout, due to the departure of the previous teacher. “Are you asking me to tutor her?”



“Actually, that’s exactly what I’m asking from you. I’m fairly certain that my sister will be quite pleased to see that you’ve saved one of her potential pupils.” Luna gave a smile as she shuffled the contents back into the folder, giving it a close and hoofing it over. 



She stood up and with her goodbye, Luna left the room. Checking over the folders that I had been provided with once more, I could only hope for the best from this student. 








Another lecturing day had passed, and it wasn’t long until the lecture hall had cleared of students, except for the same pink and white pupil who still sat with her head down in her seat. Giving a knock on its wooden surface, she shot up, this time with exceptionally more speed than the last.



“Stardust, we need to talk.” 



Letting out a questioning ‘huh’, she glanced around, only to find that the class had been, once again, long abandoned. “About what?” she said, her attention coming back to me.



“You’ve been sleeping during my lectures, that’s what.” My serious voice had made its appearance as I stiffened up. “Do you know what your grade is currently in this class?”



“Uh, not so well, I’m guessing.” Rubbing the back of her mane with a hoof, she broke eye contact as I continued to stare at her. If anything, she reminded me of the fillies back in Ponyville, averting her eyes like that after knowingly being confronted of something she had done wrong. I could possibly see some kind of future for this student. 



Releasing some of the tension that had built up within me, I began to give a nonchalant tone within my voice.



“Look,” I began. “I know that whatever you’re doing in your spare time may be important to you, but that doesn’t mean that you should completely shrug off your school work in order to make due for it.”



By now, she had been looking directly down as if she was being punished for doing something bad. 



“Don’t you want to graduate?” I continued as she stared at the ground.



Mumbling under her breath, she gave a sigh and went on. “Yeah, it’s just that it’s a little tough, you know?”



“Tough as in you don’t understand it?” I questioned.



“Yeah, after the first couple of months here, I gave up with the whole ‘writing’ stuff and depended mostly on my magic.” 



“And you didn’t ask for help?”



A very noticeable pause hung in the air after being asked, only for a soft “no” to sound afterward. 



Well, here was her problem. Not only didn’t she understand the material, but she didn’t even try to compensate for her misunderstandings. I’m pretty sure I would easily be able to iron out a few of her problems, given the time. “Well, how about I tutor you, then?”



Her eyes widened by the proposal, once again making eye contact with me. “You’d do that?”



“Absolutely,” I responded. “Now, the current plan that I have for us is to study after school. Are you available?”



Standing up and taking her bags with her, she began walking slowly. “Uh, yeah. It’ll be here, in this classroom, right?” 



Responding with an affirmative hum, she began picking up her pace.



“Alright! I’ll be there!”







Stardust comes in later after school and I greet her. Taking her seat in the front row, I approached her with a paper that I had created earlier. 



“Take all the time you need.” Walking back to the podium, I levitated my book up once more to continue reading. 



As I continued with my reading, the room had been exceptionally quiet. It wasn’t until I got to the next page that I noticed that the room had been a little bit too quiet. Looking past my book, I peered over to Stardust.  Her continued glare at the paper and circular rubbing motion to her head clearly indicated that she was having a bit of trouble. Had she been staring at the paper this whole time? 



Standing up, I trotted over once more back to Stardust. Her focus completely unbroken, I gave a lean to see that she hadn’t made any kind of progress. “Need help?”



Launching back in her seat in what I assumed was shock, she nodded. Glancing at the paper, the first problem was of the first scientific law of magic, with no input being given by Stardust. Was she really this far behind? I’m surprised that she’s made it this far if she didn’t know something as basic as this.



Reading the first question off from the paper, I looked at Stardust with anticipation as she beat her head. 



“Just give me a summary of it,” I stated.



Murmuring to herself, she began. “Something... uh, about how magic manipulates the environment?”



“Almost, but not quite.” Levitating over the textbook that I had my attention on, I opened it to the page in relevance. “The First Law of Magic dictates that no magic is a manifestation of itself, that it is simply the manipulation of the environment around its user.”



Giving her another look, I continued. “Now, what does that mean?”



“That,” she gave a short pause. “Magic can’t be created by nothing, it has to use the energy from the environment in order to gain power?”



“Exactly correct,” I responded. Her smile had still shown, despite obtaining help from me. “Now, the book doesn’t exactly state this, but if you’re an alicorn, you don’t necessarily generate magic from the environment, as there is already a large pool of magic from within.”



“Does that mean that you’re able to do a whole lot of powerful magic?”



“Precisely, but that doesn’t always seem as good as it sounds.”



“Why not?”



“When alicorns are all out of magic from their energy pool, they start collecting it from the environment, which can lead to disastrous effects in the future. Take for example the Everfree Forest.” 



Shutting the book, I peered over once more to the second question on the paper. Reading it aloud, I waited with anticipation once more for Stardust to give an answer. 








The days rolled past as Stardust and I practiced every day after school. She was a bright pupil, honestly. It was only a shame that she hadn’t made herself learn all of this before in her own time. 



For the past couple of days, she came in with full attention, not missing a single lecture for a moment of sleep. Although for some days, it was clear that she had been somewhat worn out, but I don’t think that bothered her attitude a whole lot for learning. 



Confronting her after class, I just had to ask. “Stardust, are you doing alright?”



“Yeah,” she responds. “Why?”



“It’s just that you look a little bit tired, are you getting enough sleep?”



“Uh, yeah.” Her attention being caught off guard by a yawn, she continued. “Don’t worry about it, I just got caught up in studying. Four weeks left, after all, plus some upcoming tests.”



I suppose that the final exams would cause a great deal of stress to some of the students. When I was attending here, no one that I knew of had to go out of their way to lose sleep on the final, but I guess with her problem being as bad as it was, I could understand. 



“I’ll see you after school again, yeah?” She looked back as she walked off into the direction of the halls, her sights still on me.



“Uh, yeah,” I rang. “After school.”








Dropping off my bags onto the floor as I arrived home, I quietly carried the stack of test papers that I had not quite finished grading yet. There were only a couple more to go through, so I looked forward to reading a book or two once I finished. Spike hadn’t made the trip with me to Canterlot, as he’s busy keeping calm back at the castle home, so I had hope that no interruptions would come as I was preoccupied.



Settling down, I dumped the ungraded papers onto the desk and began. Most of the students that I’ve graded so far have only made it into the C or B range, with exceptionally few being as high as an A. It had been the same content that I had been learning when I was in Celestia’s school, so it wasn’t all that complex. At least, it wasn’t for me. 



Giving another B and making way for the next paper, I had noticed Stardust’s name on top. Beginning my review, I could only hope that the tutoring had gone correctly. Looking from problem to problem, it had surprised me that she only missed one question, and that was most likely due to it being a careless mistake. Writing the big letter ‘A’ on top of her test, I stacked it with the others.



That had probably been the highest grade achieved in the class, surprisingly. I hope that she’ll be able to persist this way through the entire rest of the school year. 








Another two tests later, Stardust, for the duration of these three weeks, has been on the top of her class throughout. With an intensive amount of lecturing before each test, I guess it was only expected, though, as it was either this or failing, forcing her to redo the entire year again. 



And it wasn’t only in my subject that she is showing to perform exceedingly well in. In her failing classes, she’s raised those grades somewhat beyond acceptable. Plus, she’s even got in a couple of extra points onto the topics already being passed.



Waiting in my lecture hall, I read a book to pass the time for Stardust’s arrival. With my upcoming final test in Magic Theory, as well as a few other tests she has within some of her other classes, a lot of time would probably pass until we had finished. There was most certainly a lot of material that we had to go over, and some even twice. I’m not sure exactly how long it would take, but I hoped that we could possibly put a close to it by the beginning of nightfall. 



The clock ticked as time passed, me flipping in between pages as I continued with my reading. Looking up from my book, I had noticed that thirty minutes have passed since the end of school. Odd. Shouldn’t Stardust be here by now? Any other time she came to my class for tutoring, she was present within five minutes after the final bell. 



Walking over and taking a look outside into the hallways, the school had seemed pretty inactive, with exception of a few students here and there still talking among themselves. With a final glance around, I spot an approaching and once again familiar tall and dark figure. It’s been three weeks since I’ve last seen Princess Luna, so I can only assume she’s dropped by to check on my progress. 



“Hello, Princess,” I greeted as she smiled. “Checking up on things so far?”



“Yes, quite. Have you been able to make a breakthrough with Stardust as of yet?”



“Yep,” I proclaimed. “I do have to say, though. She really is a bright pupil, all she needed was a little shove out from her regular environment.”



Murmuring a hum of acknowledgment, Luna continues. “Are you not doing your tutoring today? I would’ve like to see the progress made first hooved.”



“No, I still have tutoring today,” I corrected her. 



“Odd, because I saw Stardust going off with a group I assumed was her friends. Did she know about it?”



Well, that explains it. I guess she didn’t think tutoring would be necessary, with how high her grades have been. Oh, I hope she studies when she gets home. 



“Actually, she’s supposed to. I’m pretty sure she just forgot today and will make up for it when she gets home,” I lied. We’ve been doing tutoring every day after school, there is absolutely no way she could’ve possibly forgotten. 



“Alright, then.” Turning herself, she began walking. “Well, I’m off. See you later, Twilight.”



Saying my goodbyes, I walked back into the lecture hall and grabbed my stuff. With my upcoming test being tomorrow, I could only hope for her best.








Passing tests papers around, I announced that they had the entire class period in order to finish. One by one, the students began writing, the sound of pencils scribbled away as I went back to my corner podium to continue reading. 



It wasn’t long until the first student had turned in their paper, them being followed by a small series of others. Glancing around from one student to another, I had noticed that a few number of them had stopped writing, most likely in attempt to understand the question being asked. Stopping at Stardust, she also had the same problem as the others. As before, I could only hope for the best.



One the students finally turned in all of their papers, the bell rang, most of them shuffling out in groups as usual. Stardust, who had been surrounded by her own group of friends, was among them. Calling out to her, she turned as I approached.



“Something the matter?” I questioned, trying to get to the root of this.



“With what?” she replied. 



“You didn’t arrive for tutoring yesterday, remember?”



“Oh, yeah,” she gave, scratching the back of her mane with a hoof as she averted her eyes. “I was busy.”



Raising a single eyebrow and giving her a look of suspicion, it wasn’t long until I heard a somewhat hushed murmur between the group of friends behind Stardust. “Did you hear that, she’s getting tutored,” one of them giggled. Were they really Stardust’s friends?



“Anyways, I gotta go. See you after school?” Striding off back into her group, they walked out into the hallways, leaving me being left alone once more in the empty classroom. 







With the anticipated arrival of Stardust, she sat down, waiting for me to begin the after-school tutoring. Getting up myself, I walked over and placed Stardust’s test grade on her desk, immediately giving her a show of shock and regret. “You didn’t study, did you?” I firmly asked.



The grade itself had been below the class average but was still passing. Although, for Stardust’s situation, a grade as low as this only spelled doom for her in numerous ways. 



“I did some number crunching, and the only way you can graduate now is if you hit above the combined ninety-five percentile on your final examination.”



With a gaping mouth, I could already see the shock settling in as she processed it. 



“A ninety-five?” she murmured to herself. 



Eliciting a hum of affirmation, I continued. “It’s entirely possible, don’t get me wrong. I got a perfect score myself when I was attending.”



From the looks of it, however, she was still settling into the fact that she had sunk this deep with only one test. 



“I’ve already arranged a plan that we can work out together if you’re still wanting to succeed.” Putting on my own smile, Stardust shot back up from her short depression.



“Please, Twilight. I’m willing to do anything at this point!”



“Calm down, Stardust.” Her franticness alone would be enough to set her off shy a point from that ninety-five percentile. “I’m thinking that you will be able to pass, only if we do a three-day study session during the weekend.”



“Like, I come over to your house and we study there?”



“Not quite what I’m thinking. My plan is that you sleep over and we go from morning to night.”



“Well, alright.” She thought about it for a minute, most likely to weigh her options. “I’m not sure though if my parents are willing for me to do something like this.”



“Oh, don’t worry about that. I’ve already contacted them. They readily accepted once they heard who it was from.” 

Walking back and grabbing my bag, I looked once more to Stardust. “You ready?”



“We’re going right now?” she asked. 



“The earlier we get started, the more sleep we’ll get. Now come on.”



Standing up and grabbing her own bag, Stardust followed as I walked out into the hallway.







The walk had been a short one from the school to my Canterlot residence. Still living in the tower that I had once lived in as a student of Princess Celestia, it alone was enough to give a short round of awe through Stardust as we approached. The inside was pretty big, I’d have to admit. Certainly larger than that of a normal household in Canterlot. 



“How many books do you have?” she questioned upon entering the second-floor library, the number of books stacking as high as she could see.



“Somewhere around three thousand to four thousand,” I replied. It’s been quite a while since the last time I reorganized the bookshelves in here, so I wasn’t sure of the exact amount. “This is only one-fourth of my collection, though. The rest of my books are in Ponyville.”



“Have you read all of these?” 



“No, not quite. There are still a few that I haven’t looked at yet, but I’ll get to them eventually.”



With Stardust still gazing around in admiration, I had sat down my bags of into the corner of the room. Grabbing her attention, she did the same and waited for instruction from me. 



“Alright,” I began. “Now with the final examination coming up, do you know what type of material is going to be on it?”



“I’ve heard some things from the others, but not much.” 



“Well, the final examination is split into two portions. First, there is a written test, which will range between all of the subjects you are currently taking right now, as well as a few others on subjects from previous years. Secondly, there is an examination test, where you are given a random assignment on magic, and you are to find yourself the right spells to use in order to achieve the given task.”



Really, I shouldn’t have been telling her information on how the final examination was going to turn out since I’m pretty sure I could possibly get fired for doing something like this. Though, in the security of my home, I decided to take chance. 



“What assignment were you given?” she interrupted.



“I was given the task to hatch a dragon egg.”



“Really?” she buzzed in excitement. “A real dragon egg?”



“Yep. And don’t get me wrong, they make it a lot harder than it looks. I had only succeeded by a freak accident.”



“Do you think they’ll give me a dragon egg too?” Her eyes were filled with excitement already as I imagined somepony like her with a baby dragon. 



“Actually, I’m hoping that they don’t give you something as hard as that,” I sincerely responded, hoping not to crush her dreams. 



“Why is that?”



“Well, we’re wanting you to pass, remember? The examination portion is overall worth twenty percent of the final examination itself,” I stated. “Also, most grown unicorns aren’t even capable of doing a feat such as that.”



Her face went into a state of dread by the sound of that, her dreams, being what I imagine, crushed by the reminder, as unavoidable as it was. 



Moving onto the next topic, I pulled out one of the notebooks from my collection and placed it in Stardust’s telekinetic grip. “This is the notebook that I wrote in when I was attending Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns. I wrote everything that I had noticed in detail, so I’m pretty sure that if you get stuck while doing some kind of problem during the tutoring, we can turn to one of those pages in order to get another explanation of it. 



Opening the notebook to a random page, Stardust looked on to the many calculations and drawings that I had made within the numerous pages. “I can’t read your writing,” she deadpanned, trying to squint for a better view.



Only a little slightly embarrassed, I turned her attention back to me and we continued.







The day had passed significantly faster than what I had expected, although we did get through a large number of topics within the time span. With demonstrations to show the properties of different types of magic, it had gone significantly faster than what we would have been able to do at school. With magic being restricted there, due to the cause of it providing a high amount of obstruction during class, magic at my house had become commonplace between the two of us, sometimes with me doing a spell three or four times over in order for Stardust to perfect it herself. 



After many hours of studying, however, the two of us had gotten quite hungry. I hadn’t packed anything in the fridge, despite being the one arranging the plan of home studying, so during our short break, I peered over to Stardust for her opinion on what she wanted. 








While I didn’t initially agree to going out for doughnuts and ice cream for dinner, Stardust was, to say the least, determined in her efforts. Opening the doors to Donut Joe’s, we took a seat next to the window and looked at the menu, doughnut appetizers, doughnut entrees, and doughnut desserts being seen from the entire two pages.



With Donut Joe himself coming around, he greeted me by name and took our orders. Walking back behind the counter, Stardust stroke up a conversation. 



“So, Twilight, what is it exactly that you do in Ponyville?”



Propping my attention back up, I focused once again on the filly in front of me. “I’m the Princess of Friendship,” I responded.



“So, you go around fixing friendships?” she proposed.



“Not only that, but I also help strengthening friendships, and even sometimes help fix larger scale problems across Equestria.”



With a look of dread coming off of Stardust, I began to worry. Was something the matter? 



“Why, do you need some friendship advice of your own?” I voiced up, waiting until I see a nod come from Stardust. 



“Well, it’s about the group I hang around with sometimes after school,” Stardust began after the doughnuts and drinks had arrived at the table. 



“It was the end of the last school year when I met them, and I’ve been hanging around them ever since. I hadn’t even noticed that my grades had been taking an effect until earlier this year once school started again. Every day they’re doing some kind of cool thing, they’ve even showed me a lot on what life around here had to offer, outside from the average Canterlot suburbs.”



“So, you’re afraid that if you leave them, that you won’t be able to live a life like that anymore?”



Laying her head on the table, she continued to pout as she went on. “No, not exactly. I think that if I leave them, I’m pretty sure that my life won’t be as fun anymore. None of the other fillies around here are anywhere near like them, and the students here in Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns are focused mostly on studying.”



“But still, you recognize that they’re putting a strain on your work?”



“Well, yeah,” she confirmed. “But it’s hard to determine which to go for.”



“Stardust, I know exactly what kind of position you would be in if you were to leave out your friends to focus on your studies,” I said in a very compassionate tone. “What you have to focus on, mostly, is moderation between the two. You can’t focus entirely on one while completely putting off the other, and that is true with most things in life. What you need to do is clearly define which days you’re available and which days you aren’t.”



“Yeah, I guess,” she agreed.



“If I were you, I would focus my weekdays on studying, and spend the entirety of the last two days with my friends.”



Putting my view on the pastries that had been laid in front of us, I grabbed one and looked at Stardust. “Well, go on,” I said. “You wanted doughnuts and ice cream.”



Leaving Stardust alone for a while, I noticed that she had still been thinking about it in her head. Probably rerunning possible scenarios with her and her friends. I was the same as her when I was her age, except with thinking about my friends, I was instead thinking of my studies. 



“Hey, Stardust,” I chant, grabbing the attention of the filly across from me. “Want to see a neat trick?”



Grabbing my ice cream cone in a telekinetic grip, I levitated it and emitted a short flash. Once the light from it had dissipated, I lowered it back into Stardust’s direct view and released it onto the table. The once ice cream had now formed into a light marble, completely solid throughout.



A small and curious look had grown from Stardust, immediately questioning how I had done something as this. “How did you turn it into marble?” she asked. 



“Well, don’t you remember the First Law of Magic?” I asked. She rubbed her head as she tried to remember, but even I had trouble remembering it from word to word.



“The First Law of Magic dictates that no magic is a manifestation of itself,” I recanted. “That it is simply the manipulation of the environment around its user.”



Slowly, the pieces began to form within her brain, clearly shown throughout on her face. “But, what did you manipulate it from?”



Giving off a sly smile, I pointed upward with a hoof. A portion of the ceiling had shifted from its original white marble look into a drooping plop of ice cream, barely managing to hang on to the ceiling. With a drop of ice cream falling as Stardust looked up, it landed on the tip of her muzzle as she jolted back in shock. 



Even though trying to hold it back, a small giggle came from me as I had watched the drop spread. In the middle of it, though, Stardust dotted the tip of her hoof with ice cream from her muzzle, giving a small boop onto my own as I failed to pay attention. Now with me frantically giggling, she went back to her seat and began to giggle herself.








Conversations had started to die once the first bell rang, indicating the start of the first period. Setting my book down and levitating a stack of papers, I announced to the classroom that we would start with the first portion of the final examinations. Calling by name, I gave the appropriate papers to each student and went back to the podium. 



Three hours had passed in the extended classroom, and I had gone through two other books during the wait. Peering up to the students every so often to ensure that none of them were cheating, despite everyone being given a different arrangement of subjects within their packet, I noticed that, once again, a few number had been stuck on some of the questions provided. I had absolutely no idea what was in their packets, as they were provided by the school board, so I could only hope for the best for each and every one of them. 



Eventually, the final student had finished. Setting the stack down on the floor beside the podium, I reached for a separate, yet much smaller stack of papers and presented them to the class. Conversations had already erupted, but I pacified them as I began talking to gain the attention of the pupils. 



“Now, for the examination portion of your final exam,” I began, “each one of you will be given a different task that you will have to figure out how to complete. You all will be given a three-hour time frame to determine the fastest, safest, and overall most optimized way to encountering the situation.” 



With a hoof raising among the small crowd, one of them rang out. “Can we talk with each other?”



“Yes,” I replied. “Everyone can talk among each other for the best possible outcome, but just remember, they don’t have your assignment.”



Before I could even finish, the crowd of students started rearranging themselves to form groups with their friends. Starting to pass out the papers by name, it wasn’t long until I arrived at Stardust’s name. I had become curious as to what she was going to get, so I peered over and—



Dragon egg. 



It had been a short while until I fully registered that my mind was in complete shock. Out of all the sample examinations that could’ve been given, Stardust had to be the one student in the entire school to be given the task to hatch a dragon egg? 



Deciding to get rid of it before I lost my posture, I deposited the paper into Stardust’s possession, giving her a look of determination as she looked back with surprise. Passing the rest of the papers around, I picked up the stack of packets on the floor and walked into the hallway. 



Once each classroom had finished with it’s written portion of the final examination, the packets were to be delivered to the principal’s office for delivery to the school board. Knocking on the door, I let myself in, settling the stack next to several other stacks that had accumulated on the floor. 



“Princess Twilight Sparkle,” Principal Cinch greeted. “It’s once again nice to see one of my prized pupils.”



Averting my attention from the stack, I greeted my former principal. 



“I suppose everything is going nicely?” she asked, readjusting her purple glasses. 



“Nothing of the unusual,” I responded. “However, do you know of the student who was given the task of the dragon egg this year?”



“Excuse me, I haven’t yet looked at the assignment roster for this year. Mrs. Hawthorn, the teacher you filled in for, hasn’t been responding to any of my letters.”



“Oh,” I responded. “Is she in trouble?”



“None that I know of. Although, knowing her personality, I’m pretty sure she’s just a little bit inconvenienced at the moment.” 



“Well, it’ll be good to hear from her soon.” Making way for the door, I opened it and looked back. “Nice seeing you, Principal Cinch.” 



“Nice seeing you too.”







The front courtyard of the school had filled with students and parents, all waiting for their turn to come up in the examination. As it was the same for me, I had my parents watch as I was doing my final examination. With the crowd of at least two hundred families stockpiling on the courtyard of the school entrance, it had easily become quite loud, so, as always, the names of the upcoming students were announced by megaphone. 



My job was to bring the students in my homeroom class from the courtyard to inside my lecture hall once their number had come up, where examiners waited for the arrival of the pupil. Walking with a pace down the halls, I met up with my favorite sunbutt teacher.



“Princess Celestia!” I exclaimed, already noticing my own glee from seeing her once again.



“Twilight,” she greeted. “I didn’t expect your appearance here.”



That line stroked me a bit funny. “You didn’t expect me here?” I asked, giving a puzzled look to Celestia. 



“No,” she stated. 



“Haven’t you heard anything from Luna about me?” Most certainly she had to talk about me at least once. 



“None that I recall.”



Okay, that’s a bit odd. 



“The only thing Luna talks about with this school is of one of her potential pupils,” the Princess continued. “Do you know a little filly by the name of Stardust?”



“Actually, I’ve been tutoring her for the past five weeks,” I reply. 



“Oh, really now?” Knowing Celestia, that was most likely be a topic of interest, and when she made that tone, it was certain that she would be investigating further into the subject later on. 



“Stardust, if you hadn’t already known, is a potential pupil that Luna has been looking at for quite some time now. Luna has already talked plenty about her, saying how she’s capable of fully dream walking from one host to another. I believe she’s even become captivated in her personality as well.”



Princess Luna, being a teacher? That could work out, I’d imagine, but it would be a little interesting to see how that plays out. 



“Anyways, Princes, I’m off to get Stardust right now for her examination. Do you wish to come?”



“I’ll catch up to you later, Twilight. First I have to drop by the principal’s office for a short moment.” With that, Princess Celestia started off down the hall.



“Be seeing you, Princess!” I said, seeing her off.







Once Stardust and her family had made their way to the lecture hall doors, I revealed the inside, only for four slightly impatient examiners and a dragon egg to be waiting on the other side. The dragon egg itself had been laid inside a cart of hay, different in color than the purple egg that Spike had been hatched from. 



Getting into position, Stardust looked at her parents, and then at me. Giving off a motion to smile with my hoof, Stardust’s grin had shown momentarily, until the third examiner spoke up. “You may start now, Ms. Dust. Please do remember that this is timed.” 



Taking a look from left to right of the egg, it wasn’t a long time until Stardust had fired off her horn. From the looks of it, she had been trying to use brute force to open the egg, the same mistake I did during my examination.



Figuring out that force alone wasn’t going to be enough to work, Stardust averted her methods to different types of magic. Some spells giving off immense light from it’s casting, some even unknown to my knowledge. Where exactly did she learn to do this many spells, and how was it that she was performing them perfectly in execution at that age?



The examiners had been busy scribbling away on their clipboards, paying attention to every detail that had occurred between Stardust and the egg. Her parents had been watching anxiously for the egg to start shattering at any moment. Stardust, herself, had started to show fatigue from all of the spellcasting that she had been doing. 



Giving off a spectacular light show with her horn, the spell she had counted on charging now had flared with its long cast time. The glow around her horn had started to slowly build in size. How much magic was she intending to use on this one spell? With the spell still building in size, the words no one had expected to hear were uttered. 



“That’s time.”  



Plopping onto the floor in complete exhaustion, Stardust laid there, covering her face. Her parents walked over to her and consoled her, taking a moment until they began talking among themselves. Watching upon their conversation, someone else had started to speak from behind me.



“Did you teach her those array of spells, Twilight?”



Turning around, the tall figure of Princess Celestia had stood there, positioned next to Princess Luna.



“Those were as much as a shock to me, Princess Celestia.” I honestly haven’t even seen a quarter of those spells being done before. 



“Maybe she’s a lot more interesting than I thought of prior,” Princess Luna had stated, her eyes focused on the filly still in the middle of the lecture hall. 







With the closure of the day, plenty of families had made their exit from the school. I had my bags strapped and ready for departure. Walking out through the front door of Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns for the last time this year, the color of a pink mane and white fur caught my attention from the corner of my eye. 



“Stardust?” I called out, her head turning to see me. “Why didn’t you go home with your parents?”



Averting her head back to the ground, Stardust continued, clearly still bummed out by her whole performance. “I wanted to stay so I can talk to some of my friends, so they went home ahead of me after meeting some other parents.” 



Sitting next to her on the school stairs, I wrapped my hoof around her and pulled her into an embrace. “You still don’t know if the results of the final examination, Stardust. There’s no way to know if you passed or not.” 



“But I ran out of time!” she exclaimed. Yeah, it was true that she did run out of time.



Deciding to finally lay all of my knowledge down to Stardust, I began. “The main purpose of the final examination isn’t to see if students are able to do a certain task, Stardust. It’s about finding their magical abilities, what they’re strong in and what they’re weak in, and how each student can be assessed as an individual. Some of the spells you performed even baffled Princess Celestia!”



“Does that mean I passed?” Stardust sniffled. 



“Once we get the results, we’ll know for sure.” 



A moment of silence had passed between the two of us, with Stardust quietly sniffling between intervals. Looking at her directly, she had most definitely seen better days. 



“If you want,” I began, “I can find you another teacher. I already know a specific someone who could possibly fit the bill.”



“Who’s that?”



“She’s had her eye on you for quite a while, would you like to meet Princess Luna?”



Locking her gaze into mine in shock, she gave a short pause, attempting to reorganize her brain before replying. “You can do that?” she asked. “You can get Princess Luna to be my teacher?”



“Certainly,” I responded. Looking up into the sky, I saw the blue figure approaching towards us. Stardust had looked as well and had been completely awestricken by the appearance of Princess Luna’s landing. 



Standing up, I walked over to the Princess and greeted her, with her greeting me back. 



“What brings you back here?” I ask, her appearance even being somewhat of a shock for me. 



“Well, I wanted to talk to Stardust myself once this was all over, except I hadn’t found her until now.” Glancing over to Stardust, she had continued. “I suppose you found her first?”



Motioning Stardust over, she trotted down the stairs and stood in front of Princess Luna, her mouth still gaped from awe. 



“Ms. Dust,” Luna starts. “How would you like to be my student?”



It hadn’t taken long for her brain to connect the pieces this time, as she started hopping from one leg to the other in complete glee. Eliciting plenty of loud noises of what I assumed was happiness, she finished with a wide grin and sparkling eyes as she looked at the princess. 



“Now, how about the three of us go for some doughnuts and ice cream?”
      

      
   
      Half-Time


      

      
      
         “What is time?” Scootaloo asked.



“That’s an excellent question,” Twilight answered. “Matter of fact, nopony knows what time is. It’s still a mystery.”



“How’s that? I reckon y’all know what time is,” Apple Bloom protested. “Day then night then day again. Winter, spring, summer, fall. Ponies are born, grow up and become adults, then old codgers, then they die.”



“Those are the effects of time, Apple Bloom. But what time is, is beyond the knowledge of anypony. Even Celestia couldn’t answer such a question.”



“I can’t believe it!” Scootaloo exclaimed, beaming. “Twilight’s stumped! I thought I’d never see this day!”



“Well… I do remember an old experiment about time—”



“What is it? Tell us! Tell us!”



“It’s a sad story. Do you want to hear it?”



“YES!” the three CMC hollered in unison.



”Okay then.”



Twilight wrapped a book in her magic, flew it from the shelves across the room to the floor before her, opened it and began to read.



“Once upon a time in Equestria…”








The young unicorn mare barged into the study.



“Master, I made it! I made it!” 



Starswirl didn’t even look over the book he was reading. “Nightshade,” he snapped, “this is the last time I say it unto thee: when I’m in my study, I DON’T EXPECT TO BE DISTURBED!”



“But master—”



“No buts! Go away!”



A hush fell. Starswirl kept on reading, but Nightshade didn’t move. Seconds elapsed in silence. At last, Starswirl sighed, put the book on his desk, took off his spectacles, and placed them on the book. He raised his head and glared at his student. “So, what is this commotion about?”



“I found a way to stop time!” Nightshade chirped.



“What!?”



“Well, not stop time. Slow it down, rather.”



Starswirl scowled. “My lass, apprentices should never tamper with time, unless they want to run into big trouble. What didst thou do?”



“I connected a negative thaumaturgic source to a concentrator, then fed the thaumatic current into a partially shunted metamorphoser, whose output I directed into—”



“Stop!” Starswirl stood up, cornered his desk and walked towards the door. He motioned Nightshade with his head. “Show me.”








A small contraption was installed on a wooden table. Cogs whirred, fluids bubbled and sizzled in beakers, ducts and wires were tangled up around various bits and pieces. A metallic rod jutted out of that mishmash.



“I call it the CT field. CT for ‘counter-time’,” Nightshade explained. “The rod here”—she pointed at the protruding rod—“radiates the field, which affects the machine and its neighbourhood. Let me show you.”



Nightshade took two hourglasses. She placed the first one at the edge of the table, and the other one as close to her machine as possible. 



“Now look carefully,” she said.



Using her magic, she turned the two hourglasses upside down simultaneously. Nothing unusual happened, until the upper bulbs had almost emptied out. At that moment, Starswirl noted that the sand of the hourglass next to the device seemed to flow down more slowly. The difference was minute, but noticeable.



Starswirl sniggered. “Thou art trying to trick me,” he said. “Those two hourglasses are not the same. One is bigger.”



“No master, I wouldn’t dare. I guarantee there are no tricks. I can switch them if you desire.”



“Please do.”



Nightshift exchanged the two timepieces and started the experiment again, to the same result: the hourglass placed next to the machine ran slower.



“Fascinating!” Starswirl brushed his beard thoughtfully. “Art thou sure thou dost not alter the gravity field rather than time itself?”



“No, I did other experiments, like comparing how long it takes for two identical iron nuggets to dissolve into the selfsame solution of sulphuric acid. The nugget close to the machine consistently melted more slowly.”



Starswirl nodded. “Very impressive. What is thy plan?”



“Improve it.”



“Very well, I shall allow it, but under one condition.”



“Yes?”



“Never, I say never, speak of thine experiment to somepony else. Not even to thy fellow students. Not a hint, not a whisper, nothing. Dost thou understand? Otherwise, I shall dismiss thee immediately. Is that clear?”



“Very clear, sir.”



“Then go ahead,” said Starswirl. He turned around and left the room.








Twilight paused to sip from a glass of water.



“And what happened next?” Scootaloo asked.



“Well, you know how young apprentices behave. Nightshade carried on with her experiment and increased the efficiency of her machine. One day, she was so elated by her results that she spilled the beans to her closest friend. That friend then told another friend, who told somepony else of her family, and so on. Soon, everypony gossiped that Starswirl had invented a machine to slow time down.



“Starswirl himself heard about this on the grapevine. And he did as he’d warned: he destroyed Nightshade’s device, and booted her out of school.



“Nightshade turned back home with her tail between her legs, and told her parents she’d been dismissed. Her father bawled her out, and she was grounded for a full month. Nightshade’s family was poor, and her parents had to work real hard to pay the tuition Starswirl’s school charged. But her punishment didn’t last long.



“The next morning…”








Somepony knocked at the door of the house. Nightshade’s mother walked across the room and opened it: on the threshold stood a swanky stallion. Maybe even a famous one, though Nightshade’s mother couldn’t place him. 



“Good morning, madam,” he said. “May I speak to your daughter, please?”



Nightshade’s mother was nonplussed, but her husband being at work, she accepted. They all sat around the living room’s table.



“I’ve heard,” the posh stallion said to Nightshade, “that you’ve invented a device that can alter the flow of time. Is that true?”



“I shouldn’t speak of it sir, but yes,” she acknowledged. “The latest version I made was able to slow it down to half speed, or so.”



“If I provide you with the necessary paraphernalia, would you be able to build a more powerful version of that device?”



Nightshade’s eyes sparkled. “I think I could, yes.”



“Then listen to me. I’ve recently purchased a large open lot in the vicinity of Manehattan, on which I plan to construct a score of buildings. Right at the centre, I want you to build a large replica of your device whose field will cover the entire area. I will then advertise each flat with the guarantee of doubling the future owner’s lifespan. I’m positive they’ll sell like hotcakes. I know many friends who’d spend a fortune to prolong their life a few years. If I offer them to double what’s left of it, they’ll empty their bank account right away. And,” he leaned over the table to Nightshade as if he were about to reveal a secret, “I’ll give you 5% of all profits.” He looked around at the shabby decor. “You shall never live in need again,” he added, beaming. “Deal?”



“Well…” Nightshade hesitated. “Can I talk to my father first?”



“Of course, dear!”



“Err… sir?”



“Yes?”



“I must warn you there’s a catch.”



“Tell me?”



“No magic works within the field. The bond between time and magic gets disturbed when time slows down. Unicorns will lose their ability to cast spells, and pegasi won’t be able to fly.”



The stallion beamed. “It’s a minor loss to suffer when there’s so much to gain. I’m sure it won’t deter anypony. But thanks for being on the level with me.”



He stood up, rummaged in his saddlebag. He drew a burlap bag out and threw it on the table. It landed with a clink, as if it were full of small metal items. Nightshade unknotted the drawstring and looked inside.



“I… I can’t… believe it!” she stuttered.



“Just an advance on your future revenues!” the stallion said. “I shall be back tomorrow, and hope you’ll have made up your mind by then. So long!” He walked to the door and left.



Nightshade emptied the bag on the table. She’d never seen so many golden bits, and neither had her mother. They fell into a tight embrace, crying for joy.








“She said ‘yes’, didn’t she?” asked Sweetie Belle.



“Of course,” Twilight answered. “They were humble ponies, they couldn’t afford to turn such an offer down. So, a week after this unexpected meeting, a luxurious carriage picked up Nightshade at home and carried her away to her new workplace in Manehattan.



“During the next two years, Nightshade’s parents received only occasional news of their daughter, though she sent them money every so often. Once, they wrote they’d love to come and visit her, but she replied she had a very busy life, worked almost around the clock seven days a week, and really had no time to welcome them. So they gave up on the idea.



“The months went by. With the money their daughter had earned, Nightshade’s parents bought a snugger cottage, and moved. They weren’t living on easy street, but they weren’t scraping by any more.



“Although they had a better life, they missed their daughter. Until one day they received a large envelope with a fancy logo printed on it. It was an invitation to the inauguration of ‘My nest out of time’, as the property developer had called it. On the longest day, after Celestia’s Summer Sun Celebration, organised that year in Manehattan, a celebration would take place in the new-founded district. After which, at midnight prompt, the ‘time-slower’, as it had been named, would be turned on, forever.



“On the rear of the card, a handwritten message explained that Nightshade had waived her income in favour of a large furnished flat in one of the most luxurious buildings, where they could all live together. They had so much to catch up on, but it didn’t matter: they would’ve years to do so.



“Thus, on the longest day of the year, Nightshade and her parents reunited. They watched the Summer Sun Celebration, then moseyed to their future home. At the edge of the new district, they discovered a tall glass dome, in which holes were punched here and there.



“The purpose of the dome, Nightshade explained, was to block any movement in or out. Once the machine turned on, nopony from outside could ever enter the area, and nopony from inside could ever leave it: because time would flow so differently on either side of the dome, any sudden transition could cause instant death. The holes allowed for fresh air to enter, and for ponies to speak to one another without trespassing. Pipes had been installed underground to trade goods and pump water in and out.



“They walked along the glassy wall until they arrived in front of two mighty steel gates that would, Nightshade said, be locked forever at midnight. They ambled past them into the dome. Inside, every building, every stone, every sign, every lamppost, everything was sparkling. Windows shone in the sunshine. Grocery shops brimmed with scrumptious produce and the library with brand new books.



“Even the hospital looked welcoming.



“When they’d visited almost everything that could be visited, they walked to the central square, where the ‘time-slower’ sat. It was a white, nondescript bungalow, on the roof of which a long pole jutted. All around, a lively garden had been created, with arbours, paths meandering between flowerbeds, and stately trees under which small animals scurried. Festoons had been put up over long trestle tables filled with sandwiches, desserts, treats and other dainties. An orchestra played lively riffs.



“At ten in the evening, the feast was in full swing. Nightshade and her parents had already met their neighbours, a rich family from Canterlot, and chitchatted with many other inhabitants. They were about to indulge in an umpteenth glass of cider when a bright flash dazzled the crowd…”








When everypony could see again, the stern figure of Starswirl stood in the centre of the square. Ponies around him tottered back in fear.



“STOP, YE FOOLS, LEST THIS ABODE BE YOUR TOMB!” he boomed.



A frightened silence descended. The orchestra ceased playing, and everypony hushed. 



“YE DARE PLAY—” he began.



“What is it, old dotard? How dare you disturb this day of joy and celebration with your poppycock?” a female voice interjected. 



The crowd split apart, and Nightshade stepped forth.



“Thou… Thou…” Starswirl pointed an accusatory hoof at her former apprentice. “Thou wicked whelp. Dost thou know what thou hast done? I remade thy calculation and unearthed the truth.”



“What is it that you’ve discovered?” Nightshade, unflinching, asked.



“What doth happen if thou changest the sign of the field thou art so proud of?”



Nightshade pondered for an instant. “It’d accelerate time instead of slowing it down, I suppose.”



“Exactly! But thy equation is not symmetric: if huge amount of energy thou must expend to slow down time, only a tiny amount shall accelerate it. Hast thou envisioned what would happen should thy mechanism stray?”



“And why should anything go wrong? It’s been checked and double-checked. It’s hundred-and-ten percent safe. And, besides, since I’ll live here, I can always fix it if it fails.”



Starswirl’s eyes blazed. “Very well then. But I warn thee”—and his voice rose again, in semblance of Luna’s—“HEARKEN YE ALL: TIME IS A RUTHLESS USURER. THAT WHICH TODAY FROM IT IN MIRTH YE BORROW, SOON YE SHALL GIVE BACK IN SORROW!” 



And with these words, he vanished.



Uneasy whispers arose from the throng. “Don’t listen to his blustering words,” Nightshade shouted. “He’s just an old coot haunted by jealousy. I’ve succeeded where he has failed, and he cannot stomach that the disciple outwitted the master. There’s nothing to fear. In a few years he’ll be dead, while you’ll be alive and sound. Let him curse in vain, and let the celebration resume!”



Nightshade gestured the orchestra, which picked up where it had left off, and soon, thanks to the countless litres of cider and food, Starswirl’s foreboding words were all but forgotten.



At eleven, the revelry petered out. It was time for heartbreaking partings. Brothers, sisters, parents, children, cousins, neighbours, all indulged in sweet embraces. The outsiders waved goodbye to the insiders, and trickled out through the gates. At five to midnight, those gates closed with a resounding clang, forever cutting off both worlds. At exactly midnight, the machine was switched on, and everypony could hear its characteristic hum for the first time.








Twilight paused again to drink.



“And then?” Scootaloo asked.



“What do you expect at this point?” Twilight asked in turn.



“The machine went on the fritz?” Apple Bloom ventured.



“Mhm mhm. Let me tell you the end.



“As Nightshade had explained, living organisms couldn’t withstand the instant transition from normal to slowed-down time. The machine had therefore been adjusted to ratchet up its power.



“During the first months, ponies of either side could still discuss through the holes. After the sixth month, though, the slowdown began to be noticeable: the inhabitants of the dome moved sluggishly (that’s why those from outside tagged them as ‘slugs’) and when they spoke, they did so at an exaggerated low speed and with a husky voice. Soon, machines had to be installed on both sides to keep conversations possible. 



“After a year, the field reached its full strength. On sunny Sundays, the citizens of Manehattan took up strolling along the dome to peek at what happened inside: foals playing games so slowly it seemed ridiculous, birds almost suspended in mid-air, leaves shivering so sedately it bordered on supernatural. And, on top of that, the machine’s monotonous hum that oozed through the holes.



“It went on for twenty-four years, until that fateful summer Sunday—an unfortunate happenstance. Everypony was out to enjoy the heat wave. Many sauntered along the dome, eyeing every now and then inside. Families had gathered around the holes to chinwag with their relatives. By and large, it was a happy day off.



“Until, at four P.M. roundabout, the hum of the machine rose to a strident wail. Under the bulging eyes of the spectators, the ponies inside began to move randomly, as if panicked, faster and faster. They became blurred streaks, and finally disappeared altogether.



“It lasted just an instant. Gaunt corpses appeared all over the place. A noxious reek of rot and death wafted through the holes. The flesh of the corpses decayed into carrion that dripped on the ground, leaving only the bare bones, which turned to dust and were blown away. The lush vegetation wilted and withered away until all that remained was petrified trees and barren earth.



“Finally, buildings themselves crumbled down, and the two mighty gates that sealed the entrance crashed onto the ground. Only then did the wail of the accursed machine die out.



“Sixty seconds had been enough to turn a bustling district into an open grave. Starswirl’s prophecy had been fulfilled to the letter.”



Apple Bloom shuddered. “What had happened?”



“Nopony knows. Had something gone wrong with the machine? Had a desperate stallion, perhaps jilted by his significant other, chosen to commit suicide and dragged everypony down with him in his ruin? Mystery. But Starswirl was right: directed the other way, the same amount of energy had caused time to speed up ten thousand times. The dome—”



“I don’t understand why,” Scootaloo cut in.



“Time’s like a river that flows from future to past. It’s much easier to paddle downstream than upstream. Inverting the field polarity caused a sort of flooding.



“Anyway. The dome was dismantled. Rubble and ruins were picked up and carried off, the lot was acquired by the Crown and a monument, now very old, was built to commemorate this tragedy. From that day forth, Celestia banned any experiment about time, and the scrolls were locked away in the Starswirl’s wing of the Royal library. End of the story.”



Twilight closed her book.



“There’s something I still don’t understand,” Sweetie Belle protested.



“What?”



“Apparently, some survived the runaway. Those shouldn’t have died. They should’ve lived on, at an accelerated pace. Very short lives, but normal lives by their standards. Why did they die exactly?”



“You’re quick on the uptake, eh?” Twilight joked. “You’re right, but you forget something. They died of thirst.”



“How’s that?”



“They had no own water resources. Everything was supplied from outside, which was fine as long as time inside ran more slowly. But when it started to careen, from their perspective the outside world froze. Water stopped flowing in the pipes. They were doomed.”



“Thirst,” Sweetie Belle repeated. “What an awful way to die.”



“Such things happen, when arrogance meets greed,” Twilight concluded.
      

      
   
      The Greater Good


      

      
      
         “...you’re out of time, Princess Twilight.”



Chrysalis faced Twilight as they both stood at the edge of a cliff, the wind making their manes dance wispily. The Queen of the Changelings smirked as she circled Twilight, who blinked her eyes and yawned. Chrysalis glowered at Twilight, then paced in front of her.



“Yes, you are out of―” A sigh emerged from Twilight’s mouth.



Chrysalis snapped to face her. “If you’re not going to get in character, I’ll just get someone else!”



Twilight morphed back into a changeling. “I’m sorry, but this is just so dreadfully boring.”



“What’s boring about me practicing my grand monologue when she’s seconds from defeat, Lightning?” She asked, a hint of agitation accompanying her voice. 



Lightning sat down on the grass and rubbed his face. “It’s just… every week, on Saturday, you take me up to this cliff, order me to turn into Twilight, and then run your mouth for ten minutes.”



Chrysalis pursed her lips. She then blinked and trotted towards Lightning. “What’s wrong with that? Isn’t that how you practice monologuing?”



“Listen,” Lightning said, “you don’t practice monologues. That’s dumb. When have you ever heard of someone practicing that sort of thing?”



Chrysalis huffed and turned away, the wind ceasing and allowing her mane to fall flat. “Well, no one else has survived an encounter with Twilight Sparkle before. I’m pretty sure they all did it on the fly, like I had to at the wedding.” Chrysalis sighed, then faced Lighting once more. “I mean, I got the pertinent information out, but it was more of a report than a monologue, you know what I mean?”



Lightning groaned. “I was there. You sounded fine.”



“Fine,” Chrysalis pressed, “fine!?” She shoved Lighting over and pressed a hoof on his throat. “Fine might be fine for other villains, but it’s not fine for me!”



“Cut the theatrics, I know you’re not going to kill me.” Lightning slowly removed Chrysalis’s hoof from his neck, stood up, and dusted himself off. “And why are you labeling yourself as a villain, anyway? That doesn’t seem like a healthy identifier.”



Chrysalis took quick, sharp breaths. “Because she’s a hero! Anyone who faces a hero in mortal combat is by definition a villain!” Chrysalis squeezed her eyes shut. “Don’t you read?”



Lightning stared at his Queen, then buried his face in his hoof. “That sounds like something out of a comic book.”



“And other literary sources,” Chrysalis said, blushing a delicate shade of cerulean.



“But it’s from a comic boo―”



“Graphic novels are a valid form of literature!” she roared, flecks of saliva spotting on Lightning’s face as the wind picked up.



Lightning pressed the bridge of his muzzle. “...whatever. The point is, there’s no heroes and no villains. Just ponies and changelings.”



“And minotaurs, griffons, dragons, and yaks.”



Lightning glared at Chrysalis, who smirked triumphantly. “Yes, there are those races, too. You get a gold star.” Lighting dragged the skin on his face down with his hooves. “For being a millennium old, you are such a child.”



“Well,” Chrysalis said as she kicked a rock off of the cliff, “they say staying young mentally is good for the body and mind.” The rock splashed in the ocean.



Lightning waved his hoof. “Redirecting back to the original point I was trying to make, there’s no such things as designated heroes or villains. Twilight Sparkle may be a hero to Equestria, but she’s a villain to the Horde.” Lightning paced around. “That’s what you keep telling us, anyway.”



“I-I know,” Chrysalis said before she sat down. “I know that’s what I tell you guys. It’s motivation to keep the fight going.”



Lightning did a double-take. “What? What do you mean keep the fight going?”



Chrysalis sniffed. “You heard me. Don’t make me repeat myself.”



Lightning walked up to Chrysalis and slapped her across the muzzle. “What is wrong with you? You’re telling me that you keep fighting with Twilight knowing you’ll lose and putting us in more and more dire situations each time we lose?”



“Heh.” Chrysalis giggled. “When you put it that way, it sounds kind of dumb.”



Lighting turned away and punched the ground. “What purpose does that serve? What benefit does that serve to the Changeling Horde?”



Chrysalis chuckled, stood up, and walked towards the edge of the cliff, the wind whipping her mane around. “It’s… it’s kind of silly. But there’s something romantic about the idea of being locked in an endless struggle with a rival―a foe chosen by fate. The two of you desperately fight, the hero proclaiming a brief victory before you regroup to fight again, the battle never-ending.”



Lightning lay down flat on his back. “My stars, I’m governed by a madmare.”



Chrysalis looked over her shoulder to Lightning. “Hey, it keeps the troops in peak condition, having an eternal foe.”



Lightning hit the ground again. “I realize that, but why does it have to be so that you can live out your insane fantasies?”



Chrysalis looked back over the ocean. “The end justifies the means, Lightning.”



Lighting stood up and stared at Chrysalis. “No! No, it doesn’t!”



“Who are you to question me?”



Lightning stamped his hoof into the ground. “A concerned citizen, that’s who!” Lightning cantered in circles. “And to think this could all be over if we just killed Twilight!”



Chrysalis whipped around and grasped Lightning in her magic. “That would be a terrible idea.”



“How so?” Lightning asked as he struggled in her arcane hold.



“Let’s try an experiment, shall we?” Chrysalis asked. She positioned Lightning over the edge of the cliff. “Let’s say I let go.”



“I know you won’t.”



“For. Example. Let’s say I let go, and you drown in the ocean. Who cares if you die?”



“Well, I’m pretty sure Fang would care.”



Chrysalis pulled Lightning to her face and stared him in the eye, her breath tickling his face. “That’s right. One. Changeling.”



He frowned. “Wouldn’t you care if―”



She threw Lightning into the ground, him howling at the rushed landing. “Right about now, no. I wouldn’t.”



Lightning stood up and rubbed his shoulder. “Wow, that was a rough landing. What was the point you were trying to make with that?”



Chrysalis stared him in the face and narrowed his eyes. “I’m very displeased by your failings in logic.”



Lightning shrugged. “I don’t see what the big deal is with killing Twi―”



“Who would care if Twilight died?” Chrysalis asked as she tightened a string of magic around Lightning’s throat.



“...I see your point.”



Chrysalis slammed Lighting into the ground, then brought him back up to eye level. “Not good enough. Give me the names of who would care if she died, like you did with yourself.”



“Where do I―”



Chrysalis tightened the grip around his neck. “Start from the beginning.”



“Um, well, there’s… Twinkletoes?”



“Twinkleshine.” Chrysalis took long protracted breaths, each one feeling like the flames of a dragon in his face.



Lightning chortled. “Ah, yes. Twinkleshine.” His eyes darted between Chrysalis and the cliff. “I think it’s coming back to me now… Lyra, Minuette, Lemon Love―”



“Lemon Hearts.”



“Sorry. Lemon Hearts, and Moondancer.”



“Yes, five accomplished graduates from Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns. That’s five unicorn-level Twilights we’d have to deal with. Now, continue.”



Beads of sweat formed on Lightning’s brow, slowly dripping down his face. “Well, th-there’s her friends in Ponyville.”



Chrysalis glared at him. “Name them.”



“Ah, heh heh. Applejewel―”



Chrysalis slammed him into the dirt again. “Applejack!”



Blood dripped out of a fresh wound on his head. “You know, that hurt.”



“Good.” Chrysalis bared her teeth at him. “Now continue.”

 

Lightning gulped. “U-uhm...let’s see… Applejack, Fluttershy, Rarity, Pinkie Pie, and Rainbow Dash.”



“Are we forgetting anyone?” Chrysalis asked, jaw clenched.



“I can’t think of anyone else―”



Chrysalis picked up a rock in her magic and drew it across his chest, blue blood leaking out. “I want you to think really hard about this one.”



Lightning was crying now. “Well, there’s Spike, but he’s useless.”



Chrysalis cocked her head slowly to the left. “Anyone else you’re forgetting?”



He managed a smile and a shrug. “No?”



“What about… Discord?” Chrysalis screamed as she slammed him into the ground. “Discord! Discord! Discord!” she repeated, punctuating each mention of the draconequus’s name with repeated contusions inflicted upon Lightning.



Lightning sniffed. “O-okay, I get it, you can stop hurting me now.”



“No, I don’t think you do just yet.” Chrysalis grinned. “Now, name her family.”



Lightning’s eyes were bloodshot. “Can we please―”



“Name her family!”



“Night Light, Twilight Velvet…” Lightning said before he looked down. “Shining Armor, Princess Mi Amore Cadenza.”



“”And who is Princess Mi Amore Cadenza related to?”



“... Princess Celestia.”



“And who is she related to?” Chrysalis asked.



“... P-princess Luna.”



“Good.” Chrysalis threw Lightning into the ground one last time. His left foreleg broke upon impact, eliciting a pained howl from him. “Those are the reasons why I don’t ‘just kill her’. That’s why I’ve constructed a narrative that romanticizes my failures as the design of fate. The alternative is far worse.” Chrysalis bent over and looked Lightning in the face, her breathing fierce and ragged. “Do you understand now?”



Lightning nodded slowly. “Y-yes, Queen Chrysalis. I t-think I do. Now can you please heal me?”



“Not right now.” Chrysalis sat down and stared at Lightning. “I want you to sit with this pain for a few moments and let the lesson digest into your brain.”



Lightning whimpered. “Yes, my Queen.”



Chrysalis stared at Lightning as he writhed in pain on the cliff, the writhing leading to even more pain as it aggravated his broken leg. The sun slowly descended as night fell upon the lonely precipice, the blue blood staining the brown dirt and the green grass as Lightning sobbed. A good portion of the sobbing was due to the pain, but another portion was because of how majestically shrewd the Queen was. Sure, she may do silly things like practice monologuing and read comic books―or graphic novels, as she insisted―but in the end she proved that she had the Horde’s best interests at heart. She was playing a game not to be silly, but to survive. And so far, the odds had been in their favor.



Lightning’s heart lifted as his bones knitted themselves together and his cut closed up. He stood up and rotated his foreleg.



“Are you all fixed up?” she asked.



He nodded. “Yeah, I think so. Thank you for healing me.”



“It was my pleasure,” she said with a smile. “Now tell me what you’ve learned.”



Lightning exhaled. “That even though what you do may look silly, it’s for the good of the Horde.”



Chrysalis stood up. “Nice and succinct. Just the way I like my teachings to be absorbed. Do you want a ride back to camp?”



Lightning’s wings buzzed as he sat on Chrysalis’s back. “Thank you. I couldn’t ask for such kindness after how foolish I’ve been.”



“Alright,” Chrysalis said. “Now to get back to camp.” She looked around. “How do we get back to camp?”



Lightning groaned deeply. “Really? You forgot where we were?”



“Hey, that was your job.”



“Right you are,” Lightning said as he looked to the sky, then at the back of Chrysalis’s head. “About three miles north.”



“Three miles?” Chrysalis whined. “That’s so far, especially with you on my back!”



“I’m pretty sure you can make the trek. You are the Queen of the Changelings, after all.”



Chrysalis chuckled. “That I am, Lightning.” With that, Chrysalis took off, the cliff shrinking as they flitted away from it and back towards the base camp.



“So,” Chrysalis said, “I’ve managed to acquire a few books on persuasive speech that I think will help me really jazz up my next monologue. Do you think I could try it out on you after I’ve read them?”



Lightning sighed and grinned. “Yeah, sure. Anything to get me out of guard duty.”



“Really? That’s your answer?” Chrysalis said with a groan.



“What?” Lightning asked. “I hate guard duty.”


      

      
   
      Time's Up


      

      
      
         Daring Do slashed at the vines with the machete clenched firmly between her teeth, carving herself a path through the jungle. She once more cursed Ahuizotl’s latest choice of temple for plundering. It wasn't enough for him to go somewhere deep in the humid rainforest that was crawling with insects and wreaked havoc on her mane, oh no; he had to choose a temple of the Eohippus. These early ancestors of the earth ponies had temples that were intentionally hidden deep in the rainforest to protect themselves from the early ancestors of the pegasi. Ones that you couldn't see through the rainforest canopy. Being a modern pegasus, Daring Do’s wings were practically useless here. 



They did help with the flies, though. There were many, many flies. And the occasional snake. 



“Oh, I'm getting too old for this,” Daring grumbled as she clambered over a rock and absentmindedly nudged a snake off with the flat of her machete. “Should’ve retired when I had the chance.”



Still, rocks weren't bad. Better than quicksand.



She paused long enough to pull out her compass and confirm that she was going the right way. Of course, she was; her inborn ability for direction had not failed her yet. She stuck it back in her pocket and continued her journey.



Soon, the foliage thinned, and with one final slice, the vines fell away in front of her to reveal a hidden temple. All things considered, it was fairly small; but what remained of the carvings was intricate. Surrounding it were little houses and a center square with the remains of the markings for some unknown sport on it, long since faded by time. Daring Do couldn’t help but smirk as she sheathed her machete. She cast a glance around, checking for any obvious traps, and then made her way towards the temple. 



Of course, ponies might be hiding in the houses; but nopony ever seemed to think about things logically. It was like the promise of treasure dulled their senses and stunted their logic. If Ahuizotl had gotten here first, he’d be hiding inside, forcing Daring Do to make her way inside completely before confronting him.



Frankly, Daring Do liked it better that way. Nothing like dodging a few traps and jumping a few precarious precipices to work up a good sweat.

She flew over the stairs--too many experiences with crumbling stairs--and slid to a stop on the landing. “Perfect,” she said, trotting forward. 



She had to duck her head under the doorway lintel as she came in. As she passed, she slowed to a stop. The interior of the temple was large, with a high ceiling and a hole in the middle for the sun to peek through, and the center dipped down deeper like an arena, or a giant empty pool.

 

But that wasn't quite all, was it? No, there was another passageway, up on the dias, behind where the acolyte would have stood. Yes. They would have been ceremonial protectors as well as leaders; anything that needed protecting or storing would have been stored there.



Daring Do flew over and landed on the dias, and as she did, she realized that she’d landed atop the crumbling remains of a stone altar. She paused for a moment to be grateful that curses weren’t real; Eohippus legend stated that death would come swiftly to any who stepped hoof upon the dias unworthily. 



Or maybe she just had Eohippus acolyte somewhere in her ancestry.



Chuckling at the thought (and stretching her wings appreciatively), she began to walk forward. She paused as she stared down the passageway in front of her. She glanced up, confirming what she’d already guessed. There was a line of holes in the wall, right where a curtain would go. This would have been hidden from the average worshiper; therefore, this was where she needed to go.



She treaded forward carefully. These passageways would have also been filled with dangerous traps, likely to bolster the supernatural claims of the acolytes. These would definitely have been real.



The fact that there was blood on the ground from a previous failed attempt didn’t hurt, either.



Daring Do paused and squinted at the blood. If she didn’t know any better, she’d say that was equine blood.



She looked up, wondering what had happened. She glanced down at the tiles, but saw nothing different. She looked along the wall, but didn’t see any panels covering arrowholes. She frowned. It must have been a good trap if she couldn’t see it.



She scanned through her mental list of common traps and was in the midst of mentally crossing out ‘lava pit’ when she noticed a thin strand, too thick to be a spiderweb, hanging in the air right next to the left wall, only a few paces in front of her. 



She squinted and followed with her eyes where it would have gone. Near the left wall was a small metal hook, and on the right wall was a small metal ring, also with a small piece of that same strand next to it.



Tripwire. It was a tripwire. Whoever had done this had tripped over the wire and smacked their face into the ground.



She laughed. Whoever was here clearly had no idea what they were doing. Confidently, she stepped forward, heading deeper down the corridor.







Daring Do stepped cautiously, slowing to a crawl. Something was wrong. It was too quiet down here. Either whoever had come through here before her had managed to avoid setting off any more traps, or she was-



The sound of a twanging arrow made her duck nearly to the ground, but it was no use; she suddenly felt a stabbing pain in her shoulder.



“Ow!” Daring hissed, scampering back while still crouched to safety before reaching up to examine the injury. It was a tiny arrow, and it had hit her in the shoulder. Strange place to aim for.



On second thought, that would make sense. This would have hit an Eohippus pony’s head; Daring, being taller, would have been hit elsewhere. Ironically, she probably would have avoided it if she hadn’t hit the ground.



Making a mental note to downgrade this event to ‘dodged the flurry of arrows with barely a scratch’ in the novelization, Daring Do broke the shaft off the arrow and examined the arrowhead. It was metal, thankfully; but she would still go in for a tetanus shot. She reached into a pocket of her vest and pulled out some gauze. After a little examination, she determined that it had not penetrated deeply enough to pose a bleeding hazard, so instead of just wrapping it in place, she bit down on the arrowhead and yanked it out, quickly slapping the gauze on to stop the bleeding. 



“At least it’s not the wings this time,” she grumbled through gritted teeth as she finished covering the injury. She flexed her foreleg and was pleasantly surprised to note that aside from a little soreness, she had not lost functionality.



Now more cautiously, she examined the walls. She was impressed against her will. The Eohippus acolytes had done a good job; the arrow slots were hidden in the artwork so well she hadn’t seen them the first time she’d looked.



And as she looked, she realized that most of them looked to be angled downward.



She shrugged and stretched her wings. Keeping close to the ceiling, she flew past the section without even setting off another arrow. She chuckled to herself as she flew. “I'm still as skilled as I ever was!” she crowed. She threw a few triumphant punches into the air, and continued on her way.



Then she had to stop; the ceiling suddenly dropped a few paces as the passageway narrowed into a thin corridor. She dropped to the ground and peered inside.



It appeared to be a maze. Daring Do grinned. She had plenty of experiences with mazes! She did a quick check for any obvious traps, lifted her left hoof, placed it on the wall…



And began walking, following the left wall.



With her hoof against the wall, she made her way through the dark maze, ducking spiderwebs, avoiding lizards, and absentmindedly flicking away flies with her tail.



Suddenly, the ground crumbled from beneath her. Instinctively, she flapped her wings and remained aloft even as the stones crumbled into a dark abyss below. She waited until she heard them hit the ground below.



“Huh,” she said, mentally calculating that distance. “They did have digging implements deep enough for wells.”



She placed her hoof back on the wall and continued onward, hovering a few inches above the ground.



At the next fork, she took another left. Her hoof brushed over what felt like a bump on the wall, and to her horror, she realized it was another arrow port. She froze, but as she glanced around, she realized that the trigger was in the panels below. She exhaled in relief.



At another fork, she this time changed her strategy and went down the path on her right. 



It was almost a night and day difference. The images painted on the walls suddenly got brighter, as if they had had more attention placed on them.



“Looks like left is sinister in this culture, too,” Daring Do grumbled as she placed her right hoof this time on the wall. She hated it when she guessed wrong. She continued walking, making her way through the corridor.



And just as suddenly as she had started, she arrived. The passageway opened up into what appeared to be an ancient warehouse, carved into the ground. Old torches, burned out somewhere along the centuries, were placed into intricate brass holders along each wall. 



She paused and looked at everything. It was definitely a repository; maybe full of secrets, maybe full of mundane things the Eohippus wanted to keep safe. Artifacts, writings, everything she could have ever wanted would be here. She'd definitely come back with a team to translate these records. Really, this was the best Eohippus discovery in history. 



But her real goal was in the center of the room. Standing on a pedestal was a large silver statue of a snake, coiled, head raised as if ready to strike. 



She grinned and trotted over, feeling secure in her safety in this place. She glanced down and squinted at the inscription. Translation was always a toss-up with ancient languages, what with words and meanings changing over time and even between villages. That one word could have meant rain. It could also have been a metaphor for the ancient equivalent of a bathroom break. 



Long story short, she didn't know how to use it. Then again, neither did Ahuizotl; but that wouldn't stop him from trying. She couldn't help but shudder as she thought back to the time she walked in on him trying to open the Box of Pandorii. As much as she didn't like Ahuizotl, she did like not having four extra legs attached to her body, and imagined that Ahuizotl would feel similarly.



She shook her head, bringing herself back to the present. With little fanfare, she grabbed the statue and stuffed it into her hat. 



As she left, though, she found herself wondering. Where had the blood at the beginning of the passageway come from? It was possible that somepony had come in and simply fallen prey to another trap that Daring hadn't seen. But more likely… 



Daring Do stepped outside onto the dias, and was completely unsurprised to see Ahuitzotl standing back in the shadows.



She was, however, surprised to see ponies there, also surrounding her. That was definitely new.



As she lowered herself into a defensive stance, she heard a familiar voice, and her ears pricked up.



“Ah, Daring Do. How nice of you to join us,” Ahuizotl said, dramatically emerging from the shadows. This effect was ruined somewhat as Daring Do had seen him right away, but it had been a passable effort.



She looked up at Ahuizotl and cocked her head. “No cats this time?” she asked. 



“They don’t do so well with the humidity,” he admitted.



Daring nodded, her eyes flicking back and forth among the ponies prancing in place, waiting for the order to attack. “So what's your game, Ahuizotl?”



Ahuizotl chuckled. “Oh, Daring Do. Must everything I do have an ulterior motive?”



“Yes,” Daring Do deadpanned. 



Ahuizotl snorted, and then glanced around at his henchponies. When he realized that nopony was going to back him up, he exhaled. “Daring Do, you wound me; but, of course, you are right. The Fertility Snake is a most wondrous artifact, used to help-”



“I really don’t want to hear about your love life,” Daring Do broke in with a sheepish smile. “Sorry.”



Ahuizotl glared as a few of the henchponies chuckled, and they quickly stopped. He turned his glare on Daring Do. “As I was saying… the Fertility Snake was used for good harvests. Plants exposed to the Fertility Snake are taller, stronger, and as the name implies, more fertile than their unexposed brethren.”



“I… see…” Daring Do said. “So what are you going to grow? Poppies? Poison Joke? Another poisonous third thing?”



“Catnip, actually. The finest catnip you've ever seen, Daring Do,” Ahuizotl said proudly.



Daring Do squinted. “Seriously?” she deadpanned. “Catnip? You couldn't, oh, I don't know, hire an earth pony to help you grow it?” The corners of her mouth twitched up. “I hear Caballeron is looking for a day job.” 



Ahuizotl snorted derisively. “The ‘good doctor’-” here his tail hand made air quotes, “-is otherwise occupied. He's searching for the Jade Stallion of Shirah in Saddle Arabia.”



Daring Do paused as she mentally drew the map. “He does know that the tribe that originally made the Jade Stallion valued water over daylight and that the word erroneously translated ‘east’ really means ‘towards the river’, right? He's going the completely wrong way!”



“That's what I told him!” Ahuizotl groused. “I swear, if he hadn't found the Snow Amulet I would have kicked his flank to the curb long ago.”



Daring’s heart skipped a beat. “He has the Snow Amulet?”



Ahuizotl’s voice took on a patronizing tone. “Didn't I tell you? Oh, I guess I didn't. Poor Daring Do, so adorable in her ignorance.”



Silently thanking the fates that it was still summer, Daring Do made a mental note to come back and kick Cabelleron in the head before the next winter solstice. That amulet was a defensive weapon from the pre-unification era when unicorns were trying to control the weather and their strategy boiled down to ‘throw magic at the sky and see what sticks’. Some of what stuck was in the realm of offensive magic, and she was not about to spend the next winter hiding from hailstones the size of watermelons.



“But as I was saying before you so rudely interrupted me: catnip. With my more powerful catnip, I’ll enslave all the cats in the world and form my own personal cat army!”



Daring Do blinked. She glanced around, and then blinked again. “I don’t know what’s worse, that that’s your plan, or that it actually is better than most of your plans.” She looked around at the henchponies. “Doesn’t it bother you that you’re going to be replaced by cats?”



The nearest pony shrugged. “I’m a temp,” he said.  



Daring pursed her lips. “Point,” she conceded. She looked back towards Ahuizotl. “It doesn’t matter. Cats or no cats, you’ll never get the Snake,” she said.



“Oh, but Daring, I have it already,” he said.



Daring paused and cocked her head. “No, I definitely have it here-”



Pain suddenly exploded on the side of her head, and she slumped to the ground.







Daring Do came to slowly. She heard Ahuizotl’s voice, fading in through the haze.



“It really was a good idea to have a random henchpony throw a rock at her while she wasn’t paying attention. Good job, Savvy.”



Another pony, likely Savvy, answered. “No problem, boss.” His voice dropped a few decibels. “Knew I was overqualified for this job…”



Daring Do slowly felt her body recover. She felt pressure around her hooves, and she looked down. She was tied to an iron ring driven into the ground, ropes tying her hooves together.



“Do you like it?” Ahuizotl asked gleefully.



Daring blinked. “Is there a reason you’ve just tied me up?” she asked.



“Tied you up? Oh, no, Daring Do. Welcome… to your doom!” He threw his hands up and laughed.



Daring Do raised an eyebrow as absolutely nothing happened. Ahuizotl’s laughter trailed off, and he turned and glared upwards at the skylight. “‘Doom’, I said ‘doom’! That’s your cue, you fool!”



“Oh, right!” came a mare’s voice from above, and then there was the sound of squeaking, as if an old wheel was being turned, and then the sound of rumbling.



“Doom!” Ahuizotl finished, resuming his laughter.



“What?” Daring gasped.



“Summoning water was one of the tricks of the acolytes here,” Ahuizotl explained. “Turns out it’s just a reservoir that collected rain. And, of course, there’s a release switch. Sure, it’ll flood exactly where you’re tied; but I suppose that can’t be helped. Good bye, Daring Do!”



Daring struggled against the ropes as water began to flow from hidden ports along the walls. Her hooves got wet. She looked up at Ahuizotl.



“Oh, dear, Daring Do. Looks like your time is up!” He laughed again at his own terrible pun.



Daring Do frowned. “You’re staying?”



“Another of Savvy’s suggestions,” Ahuizotl admitted, pointing a thumb at the named pony. “If I don’t, you’ll probably find a way to escape and steal the Fertility Snake back at my climaxing moment of triumph.”



Daring Do scowled. She pulled harder against the ropes, but the knots held. The water level continued rising, climbing above her knees and above her shoulders.



Ahuizotl laughed once more. “And now…! Huh?”



For the water, though it had been rushing furiously, suddenly dropped off to a trickle, as if the reservoir had suddenly run dry. This would not have been a bad thing… except the water level had risen only halfway up Daring Do’s neck. It wasn’t even touching her chin.



Daring Do looked up at Ahuizotl and smirked. “The Eohippus were a lot shorter than today's ponies,” she explained. “This much water would have easily drowned them all. But me?” She looked down and then looked back up, and her smirk grew wider. “Well, I needed a bath, anyway. Thanks, big guy!” She flashed him her winningest smile.



Ahuizotl fumed. He snarled. He roared. His claws raked against the stone flagstones and he gnashed his teeth…



And then he straightened up and exhaled calmly. “Oh, well. Next time, Daring Do; next time. Come, henchponies!” he ordered as he turned to leave, the statue still clenched firmly in his tail. “It’s time for me to go home and cheat you out of part of your daily pay by some obscure law you’ve never heard of.”



Savvy raised a hoof. “You aren't going to kill her?



“No,” Ahuizotl said bitterly. “She survived my trap. Next time, though…” He clenched a fist and shook it at the sky.



“Seriously?” Savvy asked incredulously. “You're just going to let her go? You could just, I don’t know, shoot an arrow at her, or…?”



“Imbecile!” Ahuizotl's tail whipped out, forcing the hapless henchpony to duck as it narrowly whipped by. “That's not how this works! Daring Do will die by my hand in a way befitting my genius and cunning! If my trap fails, and I cheat, I look like a fool! I can't have my greatest enemy Daring Do die thinking I am a fool!” He muttered angrily under his breath as he stomped away. “The incompetence! I’m surrounded by idiots! This is why I work with cats!”



Savvy followed, and then hesitated at the door. “So should we get her out, since we're being all ethical and stuff?”



Ahuizotl paused for a moment, and then smirked. “Leave her. I'm sure the lovely lady will think of something.”



“You bet I will. This won't hold me forever, Ahuizotl,” Daring warned, beginning once more to work on her bonds. “If I were you, I'd start running.”



“And if I were you, I'd be all… washed up!” Ahuizotl barked a triumphant laugh. “Ta ta! Curse you, Daring Do!” he finished cheerfully. And with that, he strutted out of the temple, his laughter still echoing off the stone walls as he departed, the Fertility Snake still held proudly in his tail hand. 



Daring Do grumbled under her breath as she finally managed to free one hoof. He'd had the final joke! She pulled her helmet off and retrieved a small notebook from inside, along with a small pencil tied to the spiral by a string. Scowling, she flipped the inside cover open to a rudimentary scoretable and drew another tally mark under Ahuizotl’s face. 



“I'm still winning,” she grumbled as she spat out the pencil and stuffed the notebook back into her hat. “You’d better watch your back, Ahuizotl.”
      

      
   
      Writer's Block


      

      
      
         I’ve always had a weird relationship with writing, you know? On one hoof, sometimes words come easily to me. I sit down at my typewriter and things start tumbling forth. It’s the getting started that’s the hard part. A thousand different ideas and none of them every seem good enough. Once a story really takes hold, though, it can come right out. But I at least need something to work with! I suppose that’s why the advice is so common among writers. ‘Write what you know.’ I’ve heard that repeated many times over the years. The first time? I was just a bumbling little thing too caught up in her childhood adventures to really sit down and put quill to ink well. Still, I can remember the scent of simmering vegetable stew, my mother’s overeager voice, the comfortable purr of Jasmine asleep on my bed...




I stare blankly at the sheet of paper in front of me. Then I groan. Stupid, stupid school assignments! Stupid day being so awesome I want to go out and play in the leaves before they all turn brown. And stupid Mom for being just close enough that I can’t possibly sneak away.

    “Annie! Have you gotten started yet?” 

I can hear her hoofsteps approaching, coming all the closer. I groan again.

    “No, Mom! I don’t know what to write. And if you don’t stop asking me every five minutes, I’m never going to get anything written!” I wish she’d just leave me alone. And why can’t they at least give us a topic? I’m fine with a topic, but stupid Miss Cobble chose ‘I just want three pages on whatever you like’. And there’s so many possible topics, and I don’t know what book to crack, and -    

    “Dear, just write what you know.” 

Great, real great, coming from her. “Mom, that doesn’t help! I know a lot of things. I know how to fly, I know all sorts of geography, I know all those books I’ve read, but I don’t know what to write!”

“Then write about yourself, dear. When all else fails, there’s always just telling the story of you.” Of course she’d say that. Mom’s always a pony for cliches. Comes from all those little books of wisdom she buries her muzzle in day in and day out. And yet, actually?

Huh. I guess that’s not so bad, as advice goes. My family is pretty great, after all. At the least, it’ll be somewhere to get started, and after that point maybe I’ll just make stuff up. Oh, I know - Hearth’s Warming last year when the hearth caught fire. Gosh, that was funny. A little scary, but funny. I guess I can tell that. It’s something, at the very least. And if Miss Cobble doesn’t like it, I know I tried. That’ll make Mom happy.




Heh. The teacher liked it well enough, as it turns out. But I suspect she was happy with any kid who made the effort. She probably got a heap of essays talking about favorite candie and why some kid deserved a puppy and all sorts of childish nonsense. We weren’t yet big enough that any form of quality was expected. That didn’t come till after grammar school was over, not till Mom and Dad had me sent up to that fancy boarding school near Manehattan. It was a long way from home, but they only wanted the best for me. And...well, school wasn’t that bad, you know? I’ve got fond memories, I suppose. Some. But a lot of ponies had their noses in the air, and far too many were competitive. You learned you could only really count on yourself in many areas. A true friend was few and far between, but everyone was united against certain teachers who laughed as often as Celestia failed to raise the sun.

Which was to say, close to never.




“‘Miss Antiquity! I say, I have never seen a mare more bedraggled make her way into my classroom! Sun above, child, what were you up to?!’” 

I snorted at Amber’s impression of Ole Rockface. Not that we’d ever actually call him that within hearing range. That was a great way to end up with a multitude of demerits and a ticket to a double-load of after-school chores. Of course, in my case, it’d end up being a triple-load. I might have a bit of a troublemaking streak. I didn’t mean to, I just got bored! I wasn’t made to sit behind a desk and do nothing but study.

“Yea, well, he didn’t have to assign me a paper explaining just how I had failed to maintain ‘proper school standards of hygiene’,” I groused.

“Well, hey, that should be easy. I mean, you know, write what you know and all - and I’m pretty sure you know that mucky old cave well enough by now. I still don’t get why you’re so into it.”

“If you’d ever come with me, you’d see! It’s way more than a cave, there’s an entire maze down there! I think it’s an ancient Diamond Dog burrow, given what I’ve found, old broken tools and stuff. It’s totally awesome - I just want to know why they left!”

“Not all of us have your sense of direction, Annie,” Amber noted. “And some of us aren’t fans of being as muddy as an earth pony during plowing season.”

I snorted again. “It’s not that bad, and if you weren’t allergic to cold, there’s always the stream near school. Or just rustle up a rain cloud and give yourself a shower.”

Amber stared at me, then tapped her horn. Oh, right. Unicorn. Silly me. I did the mature thing and stuck my tongue out at her. She sighed, rolled  her eyes, but at least smiled before speaking again.

“I’ll let you be, Annie. If you finish anytime before the dining hall closes let me know and we can get food together. Otherwise, I’ll see you in the morning.” And I was alone. Pfeh.

The paper beckoned. Oh well, he wanted to know why I’d arrived covered in dust, I suppose it was only fair to start with the cave-in.




And that cave-in was what drew the attention of Manehattan U’s antiquities department, and where I first met Professor Scrolls. She took me under her wing, metaphorically speaking, since she was an earth pony and all. I spent less and less of my free time around the students my age, and more and more time helping her team out with excavating the soon confirmed ruins below. The rest of boarding school turned into a blur. Get through the boring classday, toss homework out of the way, zoom down to the caverns and get to exploring.

I’d have skipped out on the homework if the Professor hadn’t been so adamant about keeping my grades up. She had a point though. Every good explorer has a solid body of knowledge to draw on so they’re well-prepared for the unknown.

There’s a lesson I’ve taken to heart over the years.

Boarding school wrapped up and it was right to university. Classes were way more interesting when you got to pick exactly what you studied. Even more so when you’d known half your professors ahead of time. Professor Scrolls wasn’t the only one who’d taken interest in the caverns. We eventually had a name for the abandoned caverns, Obsidianite. Culture, history, all that slowly formed together. The dogs had left centuries ago, back when Manehattan was just a tiny trading post.

Bah! I shouldn’t be rambling on and on and losing myself in memory like this. I have a job to do and every moment spent staring at the paper before me is a moment wasted. This blasted contest cutoff is way too soon and I need the bits. Train tickets don’t pay for themselves. I can always stowaway, but I’d prefer to mingle safely in the lounge. Make some friends, get a drink or two, let tongues wag. Never know what you might pick up.

Still, the memories are a bit raw. The last time I wrote…




“Miss Key?”

“Annie’s fine.”

“Very well, ma’am. Is there anything else I can get for you at this time?” Formal, stiff. Like all butler-types, I suppose. Dignity to be found even in a hot, muggy motel in the middle of Saddle Arabia.

“No, thank you. I’m good.” A bowl of greens, tepid water. Hardly high society fare, but I’d wanted this, hadn’t I? I wasn’t content any longer to linger in lecture halls and do the same, steady bit by bit discovery I’d spent half a decade on. I wanted that thrill back. The same I’d felt as a kid just running through the woods, or those first few times sneaking past the school grounds.

I wanted to explore, and Obsidianite wouldn’t do it anymore.

And now I had to explain to the Professor why I wasn’t coming back. How was I going to tell her I was quitting?

I don’t know. There’s so much I want to say, and nowhere to say it all. Certainly not to her face, not after I left without so much as a goodbye.

But I only had so much time before the train left, and if this letter wasn’t on it, then I’d leave her not knowing.

Scrolls deserved more than that.

I sighed, and as I had so many times before, set my quill to ink.

    Professor Scrolls,

    I wish I could say I regret leaving, but there have never been any lies between us. I’ve treasured our time spent together, and wish it could continue.

    It can’t. I need more. There is so little we truly know, and so much more out there beckoning. Somepony has to be first, and I want it to be me. I wish you could come with me, but I suppose I know you’re hardly a young mare anymore and I understand why you...do what you do.

    But it’s not for me. The university life is just too dull. Too orderly. I hope to come back someday, and maybe we can share tea while talking of what I’ve seen and done. Thank you for teaching me so much these past five years. Without you I don’t think I’d ever have found my destiny. Someday, our paths will cross again.

    Until then? May the wind favor you.

    Yours,

    Antiquity




    I’ve yet to make it back for that tea. One expedition turned into two, then three, and I’ve found myself gallivanting all over the world. I still send her letters, but I doubt she believes them. They sound a bit too fantastic even to me, and I lived them.

    Ugh, but I’ve spent way too much time ruminating! I need to get something out for this blasted magazine. Fifty bits isn’t a lot, but hey, they’re desperate, I’m desperate, seems a match made in Elysium to me.

    That, at least, would have been one nice thing about finishing my degree. Having a bit of a salary to draw on. Find some way to get tenure and then justify why I never taught classes.

    Nah. I prefer working alone. The last time I took a colt under my wing, turned out all he was in it for was the money, and I’m not getting burned again.

    Alright. Alright. I’ve stared at this long enough. Nothing I can think of is working. But hey. Write what you know and all that, right? I’ve seen a doozy or two, and maybe that’ll be enough for the readers. If it’s not, at least it’ll get me my train ticket, and that puts me a short flight from the mountains, and if I’m lucky, the map will lead me right to the monastery.

    Actually, this could be fun. I don’t have to embellish anything. Imagine the look on Scrolls’s face if I ever get to tell her every word is true. Right. Time to get started, then. Still, Antiquity Key isn’t a very vibrant name for an author. Everypony jazzes it up a bit these days...I’m sure something will come to me. For now, I have a story to write. They say they’ll accept serials, after all.


    

   As Daring Do trekked through the tropical jungle, the wet heat sapped her energy and slowed her every step.
      

      
   
      Brothers


      

      
      
         “What are we doing here?” Anvil said as he walked down the streets of Prancy.  Hammer turned to him, and inspecting him over. He placed his spear in the ground and stopped in their tracks.



“Well Hammer, if I must explain to you the hundredth time already, I will repeat myself. We’re at war with the Griffon Empire for several years now, they attacked our ally of Prance and we're here to push them out. We’re winning this war but the people are still being terrorized in this region by the griffons and the town of Prancy is still contested with them. To top that off we must ensure the people are protected and, may I remind you, that it is our sworn duty as the royal guard to defend them and to value their lives above our own. That is why we are here.” Hammer said with confidence to his companion, the latter only raising an eyebrow and giving an unamused look.



“No Hammer, what I mean is, why are we on this patrol? Just look around us, the whole town is abandoned and desolate.” Anvil waved a hoof around them and Hammer inspected their surroundings, indeed the whole town was essentially abandoned and many homes were either burned down or had parts of the roofs missing. Hammer shook his head at his companion.



“Anvil, we are patrolling the area for any signs of the enemy. Lieutenant Quicksilver ordered us to keep watch of this part of town and to make sure no enemy gets past us.” Hammer tried to explain but his friend rolled his eyes.



“Please, spare me that. What we’re doing here is wasting our time.” Anvil said as he moved away from Hammer. “I wished I was back in Canterlot where the mares would swooning at us. I didn’t want to be cooped up in a war.”



“We are not the aggressors here, Anvil. The Griffons are too blamed and we're here to push them back.” Hammer replied back.



“Oh, such patriotism. Such loyalty and charisma. I’m already bored out of my mind already.”

“Shut it Anvil. I don’t want to hear any more of this.” Hammer stated as he tried to move on, but Anvil didn’t move.



“You know, if I was a writer I could make something that makes absolutely no sense that it may be deemed unreadable. You and me would be the main character, Hammer. We can confuse the reader and make the story so outrage or down right stupid that it will be think poorly on by the general audience. In fact, ponies wouldn’t read it at all due to bad grammar or shift tenses that wouldn’t make any sense. It would be a fail from the start and it will all be on you.” Anvil began aggregating and Hammer’s ears went down in annoyance.



“Anvil, be quiet.” Hammer said more firmly, yet Anvil drowned on.



“Oh don’t get me started Hammer. I could see us now, at the end of the line of the mess hall. Two Earth pony guards without a care in the world, and when we finally get to the end of the line tragedy will strike. All of the best dishes are taken and we are left with a few leftovers and using nothing more than wooden spoons to eat up the scraps. Also, in case you are wondering, I’m being sarcastic!”



Hammer turned around and grabbed his friend, pulling at his chest armor.



“Would you shut up and listen!” Hammer almost yelled, giving a stern look to his companion. Anvil blinked several times and took a breath, calming his nerves slightly.



“Hammer, you know I tend to go overboard you know. You should really…” he was cut off when Hammer placed a hoof over his mouth, silencing him.



“Do you hear that?”  Hammer said silently, his ears pointing at a nearby alley way. Anvil moved his ears in the direction of the noise and he too could hear something, a faint whimper. Their training kicking in, they moved cautiously forward, spears at the ready. They entered inside with the spears lowered, the whimpering getting slightly louder and a small voice coming around the corner. Hammer turned to Anvil and nodded to move on. They turned the corner, spears raised, and they froze at the sight. A small thin filly, hiding behind a crate, with fear deep in her eyes.



“It’s a little girl.” Hammer said as he relaxed slightly, staring down at the small white unicorn filly. She had a light pink mane that went down the side of her face and she had violet eyes. The more he stared at her the more frightened she became and she shirked away behind the crate.



“Well what is she doing here? This whole area was supposed to be deserted.” Anvil said as he lowered his spear, yet kept his guard up.



“There good have been stragglers, maybe she got separated.” Hammer suggested yet Anvil only shrugged his shoulders.



“Well what are we supposed to do, take her with us?” Anvil said as he moved forward to her, the filly squeaked slightly and tried to hide behind the crate.



“Anvil, don’t.” Hammer observed, yet Anvil shook his head as he moved closer.



“She’s fine, she has nothing to worry about…” he reached a hoof out to grab hold of her yet expected something else instead. She lunged her head and bit hard onto his hoof. He yelped back in surprise and held his hoof in anger.



“The little runt bit me!” he cursed, ready to pounce, yet Hammer put a hoof in front of him.



“Stop it. You’re scaring her.” Hammer said as he turned to the filly once more and he could clearly see that she was visibly shaking. He slowly approached her, placing his spear on the ground and slowly removed his helmet.



“Easy Hammer, she might turn and bite you.” Anvil warned yet Hammer didn’t listen, instead, he slowly placed his helmet down and allowed his blue mane to hang low over his head.



“It’s okay little one. See, I’m just like you.” He said as he tapped his chest with his hooves. He gave a warm smile and the filly stepped out slightly from behind the crate. His eyes widen in horror to see that her body had little cuts and bruises and he could clearly see her ribs on her sides.



“Poor thing is half starved.” Hammer said as he turned to Anvil. “Hey you still have some rations on you?” He asked, to which eyed him warningly. Without a reply Anvil hoofed in his saddlebag and pulled out an apple, grumbling as he hoofed the apple to his companion. Hammer turned to the filly with the apple in hoof and he offered it to her. She eyed it hungrily, her eyes widening slightly at the food before her. She quickly snatched it up and began devouring it immediately. Hammer could only show pity as the little filly ate through the apple. Every bite she took was pure bliss to her and he could see a bright smile on her face as she finished the small ration. She then pointed her hoof at him.



“Frère. Frère.” She then pointed at Anvil, using the same word. Anvil only shrugged at what it meant but Hammer felt a warm smile tug at his lower lip. The moment soon passed when Hammer was nudged by his partner and he turned to see him staring back out of the alley way.



“Daylight’s burning Hammer. We can’t stay here.” He looked up in the sky and it was already in the afternoon, it would be another hour or so before the sun would go down.



“Oh, so now you care for the mission?”



“No, I just want to get back before the captain decides to ring us in for being late.” Anvil deadpanned as he headed back out of the alley.



“What about the filly? We can’t just leave her.” Hammer stated as he picked up his gear and followed him out.



“Look, she can’t understand us and she should be fine on her own. She’ll probably run into some of her neighbors or something before this town is secured. Besides, it’s best that the people stay out of our way.” Anvil stated to which Hammer could only shake his head at him.



“That’s low Anvil. We’re supposed to help everypony, not push them aside.”



“Yeah, well I’m more interested in keeping us alive. Since we’re already deep in enemy territory and we don’t know if they are watching us so having more numbers will make us out. Now let’s get this over with.” Anvil began walking down the road again. Hammer sighed and turned back to the alley way, and saw that the filly was standing right behind him, her eyes inspecting him curiously. He could only give a small smile before saying sorry to her. He then turned and followed his companion down the main road, a feeling regret going through him as he walked on. It was only when he started hearing tiny footsteps behind him that his heart was at ease.



                                                                                                 ****



“She’s following us.” Anvil stated as he and Hammer kept on walking down the road. For the past ten minutes the little filly kept following them, hiding behind the nearest cover of debris or empty crates before moving on to a new location.



“I know Anvil. Just keep moving on.” Hammer stated as he kept his pace. Anvil narrowed his eyes at him and turned his attention to the filly. When he did she quickly hid behind a crate to avoid his gaze.



“Oh great Hammer, that’s wonderful. Now we have a young filly that were going to have to look out. All because you offered food. What consequences will be brought on us I wonder?”



“Oh shut up Anvil. She’s not a liability, she’ll need food and proper lodgings when we get back. We could also try and find her parents, if they are alive that is.” Hammer said as he kept his attention forward.



“Yeah, but that is a big if, and I don’t see why we have to… where did she go.” Anvil asked and the two stopped to and saw nothing behind them. The filly was nowhere to be seen. Hammer eyed the surroundings, and worry began to build inside him.



“Ici… frère.” A soft voice came from behind them and the two turned to see the tiny filly standing right in front of them. Hammer could see a small smile on her face and her tail shook slightly. His smile grew and he lowered himself until he was in front of her.



“Now how did you get in front of us?” he said as he raised a hoof and booped her nose. She giggled slightly and Anvil breathed heavily in annoyance.



“Great, now we're babysitting a filly that can’t understand us and will not leave our side. This day is going grand.”



“Oh c’mon Anvil. She only wants a friend.” He said as he gave a small smile to the young filly, who was eagerly returning a smile of her own. Anvil could only shake his head in defeat.



“Fine Hammer, but we got to hurry back. Daylight’s burning.” Anvil said as he turned to head back in the other direction. Hammer went to follow but was stopped when he felt a pull from his leg. He looked down to the little filly who was already running off into an alley.



“Suivre frère. Suivre.” She said as she went into the alley.



“Wait! Come back! That area is not safe.” He went to go after her but Anvil quickly shouted back.



“Hammer! You can’t go in there!”



“I’m not going to leave her here!” Hammer yelled back and headed directly into the alleyway. Anvil only slapped a hoof to his head and followed after his companion.



“I’m just trying to keep you alive!” Anvil said as he caught up with Hammer, the two keeping pace as they ran through the alleyway. They watched as the little filly scrambled in and around obstacles that got in her way and easily maneuvered the large debris that was in her way. Despite her thin body that was malnourished she was quite a runner. Hammer and Anvil kept on following her, kept yelling for her to stop. She did not listen and just kept going.



Where is she taking us? Hammer thought as he picked up his speed and leapt over a large crate, slowly closing the distance to the filly. After several more minutes of running the exited the maze of alleys and the filly stopped dead center in a three way street. Hammer and Anvil caught up behind her, panting slightly from the distance but were otherwise okay. Anvil looked around and cursed under his breath at their predicament. Hammer only chuckled as he went to the fillies’ side.



“Heh, you gave us a scare little one. You’re quite a runner.” He said, knowing that she didn’t understand him. He raised a hoof and gently patted her on the head. Yet she did not respond to his touch, not right away at least. Hammer looked at her in concern as Anvil was ranting behind him.



“That’s just great. We’re off the trail and we are unknown territory. Oh curse this bad luck, I should never joined the guard.” Hammer rolled his eyes at his friend’s ridiculous notion. He turned his head and gave his friend an amusing look.



“What’s wrong Anvil. Little tired? Your hooves sore?” Hammer chuckled as Anvil gave him a stern look.



“No! We could be back to camp right now and near an open fire.” Anvil groaned as he lifted his head up in the air. “Oh, what I give to have a happy mare with me right now.” Hammer shook his head at him and went to say something else when he felt another tug at his left hoof. He froze as he looked down at the filly and she was holding onto him. She pulled slightly, pointing a hoof forward, begging to be followed. Instinctively, he followed her. She was walking toward a large house, or what used to be a house. The roof was partially caved in on one end and the house was cracked and stone pieces were lodged out of its foundation. As he followed her he could see strange markings on the side of the house. As he inspected them he couldn’t quite make up what they are, but he got the distinct impression that it was a flower of some sort. As the filly pulled him toward the open doorway he could hear Anvil grumble behind him.



“What are we even doing here.” He said in a low grunt.



Hammer remained silent as the filly entered inside the house. She let go and slowly went into the center of the house. Hammer inspected his surroundings. Most of the place was abandoned with only a few overturned chairs and broken windows. He took off his helmet and rest his spear on the side as he observed the place around him. Anvil did the same, allowing his red mane to follow out on the side of his head. They remained silent and were unsure why they were brought here.



“I could guess that this was her home.” Anvil said as he sat on his haunches, keeping watch of anything outside. Hammer looked at the filly and she remained still, looking up at the hole in the roof of the home. He took a few steps forward towards her when something caught his eye in the other room. He saw a large pile of rubble in the center of the room, most likely from the roof collapsing. When he looked down below the rubble, however, he saw something that he wished he didn’t see. He saw a white hoof underneath the rubble, with dry blood scattered around the base. He swallowed the lump in his throat and took a step back from the sight. A squeak came after when his hoof came down. He looked down to see a small doll of a stallion, a button was missing on its eye. He picked it up and brushed it away the filth around it with his hoof, sending away the dust into the air. He then turned to the filly who was still looking at the hole, and not at the rubble to his side. A pang of guilt hit him and he felt the need to comfort her. He moved forward to her side and offered the doll to her. She turned her head and looked at the toy. She took it out of his hoofs and sat on her haunches, inspecting the doll. Hammer could see her eyes begging to water and a small hiccup was coming from her. She closed her eyes and the tears began rolling down the side of her cheeks.



“Maman. Maman.” She quietly sobbed, hugging the doll close to her chest. Hammer again felt the need to comfort her and he quickly moved in to stand in front of her, placing a hoof onto her shoulder.



“It’s okay. We’re here to help.” He spoke calmly, trying his best to reassure her. He lowered his hoof and sat down as the little filly looked up at him with tear filled eyes. She rubbed a hoof in her eye, wiping away a few tears. Then she went into him and rested her head against his chest, crying once more. Hammer was stunned, unsure of what to do as the filly cried into his chest. He looked at Anvil, who was equally as stunned. Having no best way to respond he simply wraps his hooves around the tiny filly and embraces her in a warm hug. As he continued to embrace her he could feel her tiny body shake, tiny shivers rippled up her as she cried. She spoke softly in her language, muffled by her own tears. Hammer could only hold on as she cried her heart out for her parents. Anvil walked up to both of them and kneeled down until he was at her height. She opened an eye at him as he gave a sympathetic smile.



“We’ll protect you little one. We promise.” Anvil said, feeling easing to showing some affection. The little filly left Hammer’s embrace and went into his. Anvil had his hooves out and he gently patted her back with his hooves, albeit having an unsure expression on his face. As the three remained where they were for several minutes, a strange noise was coming from outside.



“Do you hear that?” Hammer said as he went for his helmet and spear.



“I do.” Anvil gently lets go of the filly as he went for his gear, and quickly peering out the window. He cursed slightly under his breath and hid behind a wall. “Griffons.” He spoke softly as he held his spear to his chest. Hammer joined on the opposite end and peered outside. There were three griffons that were outside in the middle of the street. Two were heavily armed, carrying large halberds, while the one in the middle carried a short sword. The one in the middle wore a light uniform. A he looked at them he could see that they were clearly on the run, but from what, he was not sure. The one in the middle kept speaking softly to the others, he couldn’t pick up what they were saying.



“Mal oiseau frère. Mal oiseau.” He heard her say behind her. He turned around and saw the filly was scared, holding onto her doll and baking up near a corner of the house. He turned to the side and looked out the window, the griffons were still conversing, speaking low, however, they were slowly coming toward the house.



“Frère.” The filly spoke softly and Hammer turned to see her pushing a large rock. Before he could say something to her he notice Anvil backing away from the wall.



“They’re getting closer. We can’t go against that armor, not out in the open.” He said in a low tone, trying to keep himself hidden. Hammer back away from the wall and went to the corner of the room with Anvil and the filly.



“Frère.” The filly spoke again and Hammer looked her in surprise. The large rock she pushed earlier revealed a ladder. She already was climbing down, leaving her doll behind as moved. Both Hammer and Anvil looked at each other before turning back toward the approaching griffons, their voices coming much closer. Without a second thought, they quickly went down the ladder. It was a short descent, but they quickly were down at the bottom. It took one whiff to guess where they were.



“Ah the sewer, now that is just dandy.” Anvil said as he shook his head of the noxious smells. Hammer looked back up the ladder and he could see a shadow just above them.



“We got to move now.” He whispered quickly and scooped up the filly in his hoofs. She squeaked slightly as she was placed onto his back. They began running down into the sewer, the voices above amplified, they were found out. They kept running down the sewer system, hoping to stay far enough away from them before they caught up with them.



“Were losing light down here fast.” Anvil said as they continued down the route in front of them, the only light source were from the open holes above their heads. As they pressed on they could hear the griffons enter inside sewer and following them. He hoped that they will get lost in the sewers, however, the further they went in the more sealed passages they found. There was no way to avoid them without getting into a fight and Hammer knew it was only a matter of time before they were caught.



“Anvil. We won’t be able to shake them. We got to face them head on.” Hammer said, pulling Anvil into a dark area of the sewer.



“You nuts? Against their armor?”



“We’re out of time Anvil! We can do this as long as we concentrate on their weaker points. Neck and wings. Remember.” Anvil pondered over this for a moment before finally giving in.



“Right! Text book stuff! How very original! If we die because of this I’m going to haunt you!”



Hammer and Anvil readied themselves behind the corners of the sewer. Hammer had the filly behind him. She was shaking, speaking low in her language that he couldn’t keep. She knew the griffons were coming and there will be a fight. Hammer readied his spear and waited for them to come. He could hear them coming, their claws scraping the floor and their wings flapping in the distance.

 

They were closing in on them.

 

Hammer looked to Anvil and nodded to him. His companion looked back and gave a small smile. Hammer leaned down near the sewage, his hoof grabbing a large pile of muck. Anvil did the same, gaining a large pile as well. They waited a few more moments longer, the griffons were closing the distance. Hammer took a deep breath and slowly breathed out, his only thought was protecting the filly.



“Frère.” She said as the griffons turned the corner and saw them.



The moment the griffons passed the corner they released their trap, throwing their filth projectiles into them. Their bile hit their mark and the griffons squawked and scrambled, running into each other. Hammer and Anvil cried out and charged them, Hammer raising his spear and thrusting straight at the open neck of the griffon. The tip hit its mark and the spear went clean through the open gap in the armor. The griffon fell back within seconds, however, it brought him down with it. He scrambled as he turned to see Anvil handling the second armored griffon while the one with the sword was clearing the bile from its eyes. He rushed forward, leaving his spear in the dead corpse and rushed into the sword wilder. The two hit the ground hard from the blow, its head submerged into the water. Hammer went to keep its head down but the griffon kicked up with its legs, sending him to the wall nearby. He fell down hard and he quickly scrambled back up. The griffon in the water was struggling to breath and was coughing up sewage, while Anvil was wrestling the halberd away from the armored griffon. The griffon clawed at Anvil, and he was sent flying, but not before yanking the weapon away. Hammer rushed forward again, sending his weight into the armored griffon. The griffon slightly budged as Hammer’s  weight was brought into him. The armored griffon sent a fist into his side, while Hammer sent a flurry of blows with his front hoofs. The two exchanged blows for a few seconds before the griffon screeched, and sent it’s beak down towards his neck. However, he quickly countered with an upward headbutt to its face. The griffon cried out in pain as Hammer held him up. Another cry came from his side and he saw Anvil rushing forward with the halberd in hoof. The blades tip ran straight into the center of the armor and the three crashed into the wall nearby. The griffon squawked again before its head slumped down to the side, the halberds tip had penetrated its armor. The two looked at each other, both breathing heavily from the scuffle, and both were smiling at their victory.



“Die you mongrels!” A loud voice came from behind and the two turned to see the third griffon charging them, his sword raised high to come down upon them.



“Frère!” Hammer heard the filly shout and the two saw something they did not expect. The filly had flung a large pile of sewage and it hit directly on the side of the griffons head. It squawked in rage as it flung its sword wildly, and missing them completely. Hammer and Anvil took no chance and the two rushed the griffon with clench hoofs. The two hit their mark on its, with such force he sent back into the wall nearby, creating a small crater upon impact. It slumped to the ground and was silent. The fight was won.



“You alright?” Hammer asked as he looked at his friend.



“Got a scratch on my face. I don’t think it's life threatening. How does it look?” Anvil asked as Hammer inspected the wound. Hammer chuckled slightly as he looked at his partner, seeing only two small cuts just underneath his left eye.



“You still got your looks. You may get a mare now with that.” Hammer stated and Anvil chuckled in response.



“Alright. Check that griffon out, see if he has anything on him.” He pointed to the uniformed griffon as he went to see the filly. The filly smiled at him as he approached and he placed a hoof on her head.



“You did good little one. You did good.” She smiled at him and wrapped her hooves around his neck. He hugged her back in response and nuzzled her head with his own.



“Hey. This feather head still breathing. What should we do?” Anvil said as he held the unconscious griffon in hoof.



“Take him with us. If the uniform distinguishes his rank then he might have some info we can use.” Hammer said as he picked up the filly and allowed her to rest on his back. He could hear Anvil grumble behind him as he lifted the griffon on his back.



“That’s just great. You get the light load and I get the heavy load.” Anvil chuckled as he moved to Hammer’s side. “I guess it’s just one of those days.” He added and the two companions continued their way down the sewage system. They didn’t have to go far as they soon spotted a sewer hole leading to out. Light shined directly down on them as they looked up at the open skies. Hammer looked at the filly behind him and gave a small smile.



“Hold on tight.” he said as he began his ascent up the ladder. The little filly held tight around his neck as he climbed up, her arms wrapped tightly around his neck. He soon reached the top and began pushing on the cover. With a  few good pushes he was able to lift the cover off and get himself out, only to meet a few pairs of spear pointing at him.



“Hey stop, he’s one of ours!” a voice broke out and Hammer could see more than two dozen royal guards surrounding him. The one’s up front lowered their weapons as a pegasus in silver armor approached him and Anvil, who was already dragging the unconscious griffon out of the sewer. As soon as the pegasus was close Hammer could already tell who it was. It was their captain Silver Wing.



“I see that you are late. Corporal's Hammer and Anvil. You were suppose to get back an hour ago. Care to explain yourselves, along with that griffon behind you?”



“Well captain, we were going to head back to camp.” Anvil started but Hammer waved a hoof at him and gave a small smile.



“We just got a little...sidetracked.” He looked down at the filly, who was hiding behind his leg. Silver Wing saw this and gave a small smile of her own to the filly. 



“I see.” She said as she lowered herself to her level. The next thing she did surprised both of them.



“Souhaitez-vous voir ton père?” The captain said, speaking in near perfect prench. The little fillies eyes widened to this and a smile was present upon her face.



“Oh oui oui.” she said through tears as Silver Wing parted, revealing a white stallion with a violet mane behind her. The stallion's eyes were filled with tears as he saw the filly before him.



“Fleur, vous êtes en vie!” he said as he ran over to her.



“Papa!” the filly cried as she ran from Hammer’s side and held her father in her arms. The two embraced each other and cried into each other's arms. Hammer and Anvil could only watch as the two reunited. They both did a good deed this day. Silver Wing soon went before them and beckoned them to follow.



“C’mon you two. We'll get you cleaned up and fed up. Also good job in capturing our feathered friend here. I’ll make sure when he wakes up he will give his unconditional surrender.”



****



It has been nearly an hour since back at camp and it was nearing sundown. The two were already stocked and ready. Apparently a lot of things happened since they have been gone. The Royal guard and Prench forces have cleared out the town but not before getting a hit and run by the griffons. Their commanding officer, Quicksilver, was captured as a result and was whisked away by the retreating griffons. The griffon they had captured was the right claw of the enemy leader in this territory, and was easily persuaded by Silver Wing’s ‘kind’ words. To top it off the filly they saved was the daughter of the mayor of Prancy and they had searched for many days looking for her It was only pure luck that they both found her when they did. Indeed, today was a good day.



Hammer and Anvil soon readied themselves and met their captain near the edge of camp. where she was surrounded by a dozen of her guards. She smiled at them as they approached.



“Hammer, Anvil, you will be assigned to me from this point forward. Were going to retrieve Lieutenant Quicksilver back before the enemy takes him away. Understood?” 



“Yes Captain.” They both said in reply. She nodded and soon began addressing the rest of the squad. As she did this the mayor approached them with his reunited daughter at his side, behind him were multiple citizens from the town and it’s militia. 



“Merci pour sauver ma fille, je suis dans votre dette.” he said to them. Even though they couldn’t understand it, they knew the message behind it. They both nodded to him and Hammer leaned down to see the little filly before him, patting her head with his hoof.



“You take care now, alright?” Hammer said as the filly giggled in response. Hammer and Anvil soon departed, following their captain as she lead the squad out of the town. As they left citizens behind they heard the young filly raise her voice.



“Frère. Frère...frère.” Hammer and Anvil turned to her and saw that she was waving her hoof at them.



“A captain, what is that word she keeps calling us?” Hammer asked as he looked at Silver Wing for an answer. She chuckled slightly at this and made him perplexed by this.



“It’s a word that you two share in common.” she said with a wide smile.



“And what word is that?” Anvil asked. Silver Wing looked at them both and turned around to continue walking.



“Frère. It means ‘brother’.” she simply replied and leaving the two stunned in their tracks. The two looked at each other and both had wide grins on their faces. They both turned back to the filly and waved back at her. Her smile widened at their reply and they watched as her father wrapped a hoof tightly around her, knowing that they were a family again. The two soon departed, leaving a reunited family behind them, and heading toward the setting sun with passion in their hearts. 
      

      
   
      Twilight Sparkle's Round (OR: The Three Deaths)


      

      
      
         The first time Twilight Sparkle died, she screamed. It was an ugly, ear-splitting sound, somewhere between the yowl of a cat and the screech of grinding metal. Her eyes clenched shut, she screamed and screamed until her cheeks went blue, until her entire face trembled, until her voice sputtered out and faded away.



Knees wobbling, chest heaving, she edged open an eye—and froze.



Tirek was gone. Ponyville was gone. Her friends, the mountainside, the blood red sky, all of it—completely gone.



In their place: white. Just white. A blank, featureless void stretched out in all directions, and for a wild moment Twilight assumed she had fallen into a snowbank. But August had only just begun, and she didn’t feel cold at all. In fact, she didn’t really feel much of anything. No aches, no pains.



Hadn’t Tirek just thrown her into a mountain? And then there had been that awful searing pain in her chest... where had it gone?



She took a step forward on shaking legs, craning her neck to look around. Yet, the void didn’t change, didn’t move, didn’t react to her in the slightest. It just existed.



“Hello?” she called in a raspy voice. “Is anyone here?”



“Yes.”



Wings flaring, Twilight spun around and prepared a magical blast. At least, she tried to; no matter how hard she pushed, her horn wouldn’t light. She swallowed and squinted to see ahead. “Who’s there?”



A few yards ahead of her lay a small table, on top of which rested a large teapot and two small mugs. And behind the teapot sat something else.



‘Something else’ was the most detailed description Twilight could give the thing. Taking a few steps forward, she stared and tried to examine it—but she couldn’t focus on anything, it seemed. The creature behind the table had every feature and no features at once. Just looking at it made her thoughts fuzz over, made her head pound.



“Hello!” it said, twisting its maybe-face into a maybe-smile. “Come! The tea is delicious.” Its voice was even stranger than its looks; when it spoke, Twilight heard hundreds, thousands, millions of voices at once. Not layered on top of each other, like some sort of bad monster movie, but just... at once, filling her ears like cement. Her headache grew stronger.



Twilight regarded it with narrowed eyes. She held her glare even as she sat down in the small wooden chair on the other end of the table. She kept her lips sealed.



The creature lifted the teapot and filled both its and Twilight’s mugs. It took a long whiff of its brew. “Just lovely. Don’t you think so?”



“Where am I?” Twilight asked.



“Ah, getting right to the point, I see! Not a surprise, coming from you.” The creature took a sip of its tea. “You are currently in many places. In a chair, in front of a table, in the universe—”



“That doesn’t answer my question,” Twilight growled. “The last thing I remember is Tirek pinning me against a mountain. He came charging at me, we impacted, and now I’m here.” She glanced around the void again, an uncomfortable feeling crawling over her coat. “What’s going on?”



The creature gestured to the cup in front of Twilight. “You should drink your tea before it grows cold.”



“I don’t have time for tea! Tirek is in the middle of destroying Equestria, destroying Ponyville, and I’m the only one who can stop him!” Twilight leapt up from her seat. “Every second I’m here is another second for Tirek to hurt my friends. I need to save them!”



“How can you save your friends when you are dead, Twilight Sparkle?”



Twilight went stock-still. She mouthed the word—'dead.' “What do you mean?” she asked, her words slow and shaky. She whipped her eyes around the void, trying and failing to find something to anchor onto. “What are you talking about?”



“You are dead.” The creature tilted its head. “Was that not clear?”



“You’re lying.” Twilight took a step back. Her mouth was drying out. “I’m not dead. No, no, I’m not. How could I be? I was fine just a minute ago!”



The creature put its tea down. It stayed silent for a moment before meeting Twilight’s eyes again. “Would you like to see?”



Twilight took a breath. “See what?”



The creature raised a limb, and Twilight screamed again. Her vision was gone, replaced by an image of herself, impaled on one of Tirek’s horns. His horn tore through her chest, ripping out bones and veins and organs. Blood poured from her gaping mouth. Her face held no expression.



“Stop!” Twilight cried, falling to her knees. “Stop it!”



The image faded, and the creature came back into view. “I’m sorry,” it said, its voice soft. “I did not mean to upset you. I am merely showing you the truth. Now, if you would just sit—”



“I’m dead?” Twilight’s breaths became gasps. “Oh, goddess, oh, goddess...”



“Please,” the creature said. “It is not so bad!”



“Not so bad? Tirek killed me, and it’s not so bad?!” All the color had left Twilight’s face, and tears formed in her eyes. “I’m Equestria’s only hope! The Princesses entrusted me with their magic, and I failed. Tirek’s going to hurt everypony, going to destroy everything... and my friends”—a choking sob rose in her throat—“what about my friends? Or my family? What are they going to do? They’ll all be tortured, all because of me!”



“No, they will not.”



“Why not?” Twilight choked out. “What’s going to happen? Who’s going to help them?”



“You will,” said the creature, “once I send you back.”



“Send me back?” Twilight repeated. She blinked a few times, her frantic thoughts trying to piece themselves together. “You... You would do that?”



“Would I? I’m afraid I must, my young friend!” said the creature with a chuckle. It leaned forward in its seat. “It is not your time to die, Twilight Sparkle. It is, however, your time to live.”



Another round of tears spilled down Twilight’s face. She stepped around the table and pulled the creature into a hug—its body felt like static. “Thank you,” she said, holding it tight. “Thank you, thank you!”



The creature seemed to go stiff under her touch. “It is my pleasure. Now, please: sit.”



“But what about Tirek?” Twilight asked, pulling away. “I need to go stop him!”



“I have paused time in Equestria. When I send you back, your body will be repaired—you will be reborn, hale and whole and good-as-new. You are in no rush.” The creature simpered. “And besides, it can get quite lonely here. Why don’t you keep me company for a bit?”



“Of course. I guess I owe you that much, huh?” Twilight asked. She sat back down. Her limbs still trembled, and it was all she could do not to drop the cup of tea when she picked it up. “You’ve saved me from death, and you can stop time. Who are you?”



The creature paused before saying simply, “I am.”



Twilight waited for more, but when nothing came, asked, “You are what?”



“I am.”



“You are...?”



“Yes,” the creature said. It sipped its tea. “But I suppose that may not be sufficient for a mare of your stature. So, perhaps I should take on one of the many names those who I have saved have given me over the years. Why not, say, Atman? That seems fitting, no?”



“Atman.” Twilight repeated, turning the name over in her mouth a few times. The word had no meaning to her, but still she nodded. “Alright. What are you?”



“I am.”



Twilight bit back a growl. “Why did you save me?”



“I already told you. It was not your time to die, but your time to live.” Atman smiled. “I’m afraid I cannot state it in any simpler terms.”



“You said that you’ve saved others. Does everyone get a second chance like this?”



“That would depend on your definition of ‘everyone.’”



Twilight frowned. “Would you do this for, say, any random pony I see on the street?”



“I don’t believe in the concept of ‘random.’”



“Would you do this for every living being on the planet?” Twilight asked, making sure to enunciate every syllable. “Pony, griffon, changeling, whoever. Do you save everyone?”



Atman thought for a moment. It nodded. “Yes.”



Twilight’s smile returned. “That’s amazing! You can help so many ponies, stop so much sadness... but wait.” Twilight furrowed her brows. “If this is true, and you save everyone, how have I never heard of you? This sounds like it should be a well-documented phenomena. Am I just going to forget about all of this once I go back?”



“No, no. You will remember me.”



“Well, why have I never heard of you? Wouldn’t someone say something?”



“They do not remember me.”



“So, am I special?”



“Perhaps. But then again, everyone is special.” Atman smirked. “Depending on your definition of ‘everyone,’ of course.”



Twilight felt her headache growing stronger. “You know,” she said, managing a smile, “mares don’t typically go for ponies who are too cryptic.”



That got a laugh out of Atman. “Is that so? Well, it is a good thing I don’t care, then!”



Rolling her eyes, Twilight took a long swig of her tea. Much like Atman’s voice and body, it seemed to taste of all things at once. It was like the universe itself had been ground down and poured into a cup. Its warmth spilled over her bones, sending a sigh to her lips.



“I suppose it’s rude of me to look a gift horse in the mouth like this,” Twilight said. “But when I get back, you can be sure that I’ll be writing some sort of report on this. It’s absolutely amazing!”



“Whatever you think is best,” Atman said. It reached forward and touched her hoof. “Now, as much as I would love to spend eternity with you, I’m afraid that all things must come to an end. Are you ready to go back?”



“And kick Tirek’s butt?” Twilight asked with a grin. “Of course. And I promise you: I won’t be back here soon.”



Atman clapped its hooves. Hands. Appendages. “I trust you!”



The white of the void grew blinding. Twilight cringed and threw her hooves over her eyes, only to find that her hooves had disappeared. The white expanded over her body, wiping it away like an eraser. Twilight shouted, but it didn’t stop.



The last thing she saw was Atman waving her off.












The second time Twilight Sparkle died, she gave an order.



“Run!” she cried, throwing out a hoof. “Get out of—huh?”



She spent a few moments looking around the void before she laid her eyes on the familiar table, and the familiar teapot, and the familiar creature sitting behind it. “Oh, Celestia,” she murmured. “I’m...?”



“Dead?” Atman called. It raised a mug into the air. “Absolutely! Now, come! I’ve prepared a fresh pot, just for you!”



Twilight wandered over, taking care to keep every step steady. The blankness of the void bore down on her, wrapping her in its nothingness. Her breaths were still shallow as she sat down and grabbed her cup of tea. “Hi,” she said, trying to catch her breath. “Sorry. Just kind of shocked.”



“Well, death is often shocking,” Atman said. “Do you at least remember what took you out this time?”



“Yeah,” Twilight said. She tried to fold her wings. “The girls and I had been called to this small mountain village in Eastern Equestria. The town was being threatened by avalanches and landslides, so Celestia had us go to help evacuate them. We were heading down the mountain with a group of mares and foals when an avalanche hit. And then...” She covered her mouth with a hoof. “Oh, no.”



“There was a filly,” Atman continued. “She stood in the path of a boulder.”



“I yelled at her to run, but she just stood there, and the boulder was coming, so I”—Twilight swallowed—“I ran forward and pushed her out of the way. The boulder killed me instead of her.”



Atman shook its head. “Not exactly. You were both hit. The boulder killed the two of you instantly.”



Twilight almost choked on her tea. “What?”



“Would you like to see?”



“No!” Twilight shouted. She took a few deep breaths. “No, no, I just... You just caught me off guard. I was sure that I had saved her.” She looked down to the ground, ears flat—but only for just a moment before smiling. “But wait! Last time I was here, you said that you save everyone. She’s gonna be fine!”



Atman nodded. “I do save everyone.”



“Wonderful! Atman, you are such an amazing... whatever you are!” Twilight chirped. She gulped down her tea. “So, how long has it been now? Thirty-five years or so? How have things been since last time I came around? Anything exciting happen?”



“It has been quiet. Nothing to report.” Atman leaned forward and crossed its fingers. Claws. Hooftips. “But what of you? Did you follow through with your plan to tell the world of my existence?”



“I did, but...” Twilight leaned back and rubbed the back of her head with a hoof. “It was weird. I wrote my report in a few days and told Spike to proofread, but he only got a page in before he said that he had a massive headache and couldn’t understand any of it. I figured that he just had a cold or something, but then I gave it to Celestia, and she said the same thing. She asked me if I was developing a new area of academic criticism.”



Atman didn’t respond.



“Luna said the same thing. So did Rarity, and Cheerilee, and even my parents!” Twilight crossed her forelegs. “When Pinkie read it, I asked her to describe what she read, and she told me, ‘It’s like reading every book at once.’” Twilight tried to look Atman in the eyes. “And, to be quite honest, I think I get what she means.”



“But not everyone had this reaction,” Atman noted. “There was one outlier.”



“Discord,” Twilight said with a nod. “But even he wasn’t too helpful. He read one sentence, then threw my report on the ground and started laughing. He kept going like that for about five minutes before he told me to give you his regards and left. Whenever I tried to bring it up again, he would just dodge my questions.”



“Mhm. You must send him my regards as well!” Atman said.



Twilight stared. “Atman, what are you?”



“I am.”



“No, no, I get that. Well, I mean, I don’t actually get it, but I know that’s your answer.” Twilight sat up straight and gestured around the void. “Why can no one else remember you, or even learn about you? What makes me so special? Did you choose me?”



“You are no more special than any other. It is merely your turn to experience the Three Deaths.” Atman watched Twilight’s ears prick up, ready to listen. She would have taken notes, had she access to magic. Atman poured Twilight another cup of tea as it said, “Every creature in existence experiences the Three Deaths at some point. Twice they will die before their time comes, and twice they will be returned to life. It is merely the way of the universe.”



“Twice?” Twilight asked, wings drooping. She sighed. “I’ve only got one more life left, huh? Looks like I better start being more careful.”



“Perhaps, but shouldn’t you always be careful?” Atman asked with narrowed eyes. “If you knew you had three lives at the start, would you have been wasteful with the first two? Life is too precious to be abused like that.”



The slightest chill ran down Twilight’s neck at the edge in his voice. Forcing a smile, she picked her mug back up. But before it could reach her lips again, a small thought bounced across her mind. 



“Wait,” Twilight said, frowning. “If everyone experiences the Three Deaths, that still doesn’t explain why I’m the only one who knows you, or can learn about you. Surely somepony else has gone through this by now.”



“They have!” Atman said. “Just not in this Round.”



“Care to explain what a Round is?” Twilight asked with a snort. “Or does it ‘depend on my definition?’”



“A Round is the lifetime in which you experience the Three Deaths,” Atman said. “Everyone has a Round—past, present, and future. Everyone goes through the process of dying twice and coming back twice.”



“But that’s not true! I know it’s not true.”



Atman smirked. “I never said that everyone has a Round at the same time.”



Twilight put the tea down and cursed under her breath. “Atman, y’know, I really can’t stand how obtuse you’re being about all of this. All I want is to understand! Help me understand!”



“Perhaps some things are not meant to be understood, Twilight Sparkle.”



“I can’t agree with that,” Twilight said, shaking her head. “That goes against everything I’ve ever believed.”



“And what of this?” Atman flicked its eyes around the void. “Does this align with your beliefs?”



Twilight sneered. “Fine. If you don’t want to explain it to me, you don’t have to. Just send me and the filly back, and I’ll drop it.”



“The filly won’t be going back,” Atman said.



His words hung in Twilight’s ears for a moment as she tried to process them. “What do you mean?” Twilight asked. “You said that she died, right? Why isn’t she coming back?”



“Unlike you, it is not her turn to experience the Three Deaths. It is not her Round. She has died, and will not be coming back.”



“But that...” Twilight said, flapping her lips wordlessly for a moment. “What’s stopping you? You don’t have the power to bring her back?”



“Of course I have the power to revive her.”



“Then do it!”



“No.”



Twilight stood up. “You have to!”



Atman tilted its head. “Why?”



“Because you have to! You said that everyone gets a second chance at life. You have the power to save everyone! You can’t just let her die like this!”



“Yes, everyone does get a second chance. Everyone goes through the Three Deaths at some point.” Atman drank its tea. “But for this filly, that point was not now. It was her time to die, and not her time to live. I’m sorry.”



Twilight tried to spark her horn, but her magic still didn’t work. So instead, with her face contorted into a deep scowl, she lifted the table and threw it to the side. Dark brown tea spilled across the pure white ground.



She grabbed Atman’s shoulders and pulled him close. “She was just a filly!” Twilight shouted, mere inches away. “Six years old! How could it be her time to die?!”



“Why not? Foals die everyday, Twilight Sparkle. Some even younger than her.” Atman scratched its head. “I don’t see the problem, really. Did you even know her name?”



“Taproot,” Twilight growled. “Her name was Taproot. And the problem is that I get to go back, but she doesn’t!” Twilight tightened her grip, and lightning poured into her veins. “It’s not fair!”



“Life is often unfair.”



“That’s not an answer!”



“You didn’t ask a question.”



Twilight screamed and threw Atman to the ground. His ethereal limbs spilled out in all directions. Muttering curses and hexes through gritted teeth, Twilight tried to walk away—but found herself rooted.



Memories rushed through her mind. So many ponies dead, dying. She had never seen a single one come back. Neighbors killed in accidents, old classmates who took their own lives, soldiers killed in wars... no one ever came back. Dead was dead. She stood alone.



“Why won’t you save Taproot’s life?” Twilight asked again, head falling low. “The Three Deaths, time to die, I know. But none of that makes any sense! I don’t get it!” She shot him a glare. “How can I be the only one who lives? Who are you to decide who lives and dies?”



Atman lifted himself up. “I am.”



Twilight leapt forward and cracked a hoof across Atman’s face. A buzzing jolt ran along her skin on impact.



Atman grunted and stumbled a few steps backwards. Massaging its face, it said, “You know, if I could feel pain, that could have really hurt!”



“Good!” Twilight yelled, voice quivering. Her eyes stung. “You deserve it! I take back everything I said about you being wonderful, Atman. You’re a monster! A monster!”



“Yes, I suppose I am,” Atman said, nodding. “But I am also a pony, and a griffon, and a changeling. I am many things, Twilight Sparkle. I am.”



“You’re insane, that’s what you are.” Twilight wiped her eyes, but the tears kept coming. “Nothing you’ve said makes any sense. You keep contradicting yourself, and what hasn’t been contradicted I know isn’t true! You’re a maniac pretending to be a Goddess!”



“I am.”



Twilight lifted her head and screamed. There was no echo.



“I still don’t quite see the problem,” Atman said, taking its seat once again. “It’s rare that the creatures I save ever have qualms about being revived. I’m saving you, aren’t I? Be grateful!”



“I’ll never be grateful for someone—something like you,” Twilight said through shaking breaths. “I never asked for any of this. I don’t deserve any of this!”



“So you would rather I had left you to die at Tirek’s hands? You would rather Equestria be destroyed?” Atman clicked its tongue. “Not even Celestia was this huffy during her Round. She took my help without question!”



“She’s been through the Three Deaths...?” Twilight asked, eyes widening. She furrowed her brows and thought for a moment—but soon shook her head and glowered. “No, no, you’re lying! If Celestia had experienced this, she would have told me! And besides, I know her. She would never accept something as awful as this!”



“Would she not?” Atman asked, scratching its chin. “I think you might not know your precious teacher as well as you might think.”



Twilight spread her wings. “Don’t you dare talk about her that way.”



“Whatever the case, it’s time for you to go back,” Atman said. It smiled. “And I would take a moment to prepare yourself: Taproot’s mother saw her be crushed. She’ll be quite upset.”



Twilight lunged at Atman.



Atman clapped, and the void engulfed her.












The third time Twilight Sparkle died, she made a declaration.



“I hate you, Atman.”



A few yards away, Atman chuckled. “Hate is a strong word, you know.”



“Strong, yes. Fitting, even more so.”



Twilight kept her head high as she trotted over to the familiar chair, to sit with the familiar creature. Decades had passed since their last meeting, and Twilight had long since adopted the flowing, ethereal mane and longer horn of her fellow alicorns. Her limbs were long and graceful. The deep lines on her face showed the wear and fatigue of a life well-lived, while the light in her eyes showed the wisdom that came with it.



There had been no murder this time. No accident. No bloody death, no tragedy. Twilight had passed away in her sleep, wrapped in soft silk sheets. She was over one-hundred years old.



“I must admit, I’m disappointed,” Atman said, preparing Twilight’s drink. “I had hoped that you would come to understand my point of view by the time we had this meeting.” It paused, its smile shrinking. “But I suppose you were quite busy.”



“I tried to keep track of every creature that died,” Twilight said, bowing her head. “Death records, obituaries... I read them all, every single day. I had officials in Yakyakistan and Griffonstone send me their death records, too. For ten years I locked myself inside, away from all of my friends, my family. I spent every hour of every day learning about all the creatures who lived around me.” She bared her teeth. “All the creatures you wouldn’t save.”



“Did you learn anything?” Atman asked.



“Yes. I learned that even the smallest, simplest life has value. There’s so much that goes on without us knowing, without us seeing.” Twilight closed her eyes. “That’s what eventually made me come outside: I realized that I wanted to see these lives firsthoof, not just read about them. I spent the rest of my life traveling the world, making more friends than I ever had before.”



“But still you felt anger,” Atman said.



“Of course I did!” Twilight snapped. “I learned about so many ponies I shouldn’t have had to. The first week, two foals murdered by their mother. The next month, three hundred stallions buried alive in a coal mine. My own father, eaten away by disease in less than a year! On my travels, so much war, so much famine... And all because you wouldn’t save them!”



Atman shrugged. “It was their time.”



“I hate you,” Twilight said again, gripping the edge of the table. “When I opened my front door for the first time in ten years, all I could think about was coming back here and ripping you to shreds. I wanted to slaughter you, to make you pay for all the lives you threw away! All the innocent creatures you could have brought back!”



Atman spread its arms, legs, whatever out wide. “Well, I’m here. You only have one more chance. Why don’t you do it?”



Twilight flared her wings out wide, ground her teeth, stood up from her chair—but didn’t move. After a moment more spent glaring, she forced her eyes down and cursed under her breath. With a heavy sigh, she collapsed back into the chair.



“Because it wouldn’t make sense,” Twilight said, shaking her head. “To kill you would be just another death.”



“I suppose. That is, if you could have killed me. Which you couldn’t have,” Atman said, sipping its tea and earning himself another glare. “I must ask, since I’ve been wondering: you rejected Princess Celestia’s offer of immortality. Why?”



Twilight scoffed. “Even you should be able to guess that. It’s not fair that I should get to live while everyone else dies.”



“Why not? Celestia does it.”



“I’m not Celestia.”



Atman smirked. “In a sense.”



Twilight pursed her lips. “Now that I’m out of lives, am I just gonna have to stay here with you for eternity? Because if so, I might just make good on my threat.”



“No, your Round is almost over.” Atman leaned back in its seat and closed its eyes. “I’m sorry that you couldn’t bring yourself to enjoy my gifts. I assure you that it was not my intention to upset you so.”



“Round,” Twilight said. She repeated the word a few times, rolling it over her tongue like a marble. “I still don’t get it. You said my Round is my life?”



“In a sense.”



Twilight lidded her eyes and picked up her tea. “I’m about to die for good, Atman. You can’t drop the mystery act for one second?”



“There is no act. I haven’t ever lied to you. Every word that’s come from my mouth over these years has been the honest truth,” Atman said. It beamed. “But I suppose it wouldn’t be too much trouble to explain myself bit more. What would you like to know?”



“What is a Round?” Twilight asked quickly, leaning forward. “From what you’ve said, only one creature has a Round at a time. It being your Round means you get three lives, so to speak.” She paused. “Am I on the right track?”



“Yes!” Atman said, raising its mug in a toast. “Now you’re getting it!”



At that, Twilight almost felt dirty. Part of her didn’t want to hear the rationale, didn’t want to hear Atman justify its actions. It took a few deep breaths for her to continue, “What I don’t get is how there’s more than one Round. Are there alternate universes? Are we all just characters in a game? What’s going on?”



“I see it more as a universal reset.” Atman leaned forward in its own seat, looking Twilight in the eye. “One by one, every creature ever to live will have a Round. They will all die eventually, but the circumstances of their death, as well as the life they lived before it, may be different.”



“And once the creature having the Round dies for good?”



“We start over.”



Twilight rubbed her temples. “This is... Goddess above, this is crazy. I can’t believe this. I mean, I can, because I’m sitting here and everything, but... the ponies I made friends with. They’re real. They aren’t just some simulation. This game of yours is screwing with their lives! You—”



“You still have one more question, Twilight Sparkle.” Atman rested its chin on its hands, hooves, whatever. “I know it’s just burning in your mouth, waiting to be asked.”



Twilight let the rest of her screams out in a hissing breath. Then, staring into her tea, she asked simply: “...Why? Why does the world work this way? You said that there are some things aren’t meant to be understood, but I can’t die accepting that. There are at least a million words in the Equuish language; use them. Explain it.”



Atman stared. “Twilight Sparkle, do you believe in fairness? That creatures should have the same opportunities, be given the same chances?”



“Fairness? Well, of course I do,” Twilight said with a small laugh. “Why do I think I punched you out last time? It’s unfair that I should get to live, while others die.”



“But is it?” Atman asked. “If the Rounds did not exist, this might be true. Some fillies might die at six, while others would live to one-hundred. But with this system, everyone gets a chance at being lucky! Here, you got to live, while little Taproot died. But next time, maybe things will be different! Maybe that little filly will get three chances. Maybe she’ll grow to be a beautiful mare, just like you.



“It’s a fair system, Twilight Sparkle. Everyone lives—and everyone dies. On and on until existence itself runs out.”



“Why does my luck have to make someone else suffer? Why can’t we just all have three lives?”



“Because then you wouldn’t cherish them!” Atman said, frowning. “When you died the second time, you said you would be more careful. If everyone had three lives, what do you think they would do? They would abuse and waste the first two, thinking they have another chance! It would be pointless!”



“You can’t prove that!”



“It doesn’t matter if I can prove it,” Atman said, turning up its nose. “This is how it works.”



“But you treat the creatures who aren’t having Rounds like trash!” Twilight shouted. She slammed her hooves on the table. “They’re individuals, with their own hopes and dreams and feelings. What about them, huh? Where’s their luck when it’s not their Round?”



Atman scowled. “If you don’t get it by now, then there’s no point in me explaining it to you. You just don’t want to understand.”



“There’s nothing to understand,” Twilight growled. “You’re a lunatic. Atman, or Goddess, or whatever you are: you’re a lunatic!”



Atman clapped. “I am.”



“I hate you!” Twilight screamed as the void wrapped around her legs. It crawled up her fur, slid past her teeth and down her throat. “I hate you! I hate you! You’re a murderer, a monster! An absolute mon—”



Twilight Sparkle vanished. As her voice faded away, so did the universe.











































Grasswhistler sighed and let her head sink into the sweat-soaked pillow. Her body shook with every shuddering breath. She gripped the hoof of the stallion at her side—he resisted the urge to pull away—and closed her eyes. The smell of blood and dirt hung in the air.



“Is it over, Dew?” she asked, her lips coated with spit. “Please tell me it’s over.”



“It’s over, Whissy,” Dew Leaf said, stroking her foreleg. “The nurse will be back in just a moment.”



“Oh, thank the stars,” Grasswhistler moaned. Her body begged for sleep, but energy still coursed through her brain. “I don’t know how you convinced me to move out to this dump. I’ll take a unicorn hospital over earth ponies anyday. At least unicorns know what painkillers are...”



She didn’t hear her husband’s response. Darkness coated her eyes, her ears. Her mother had warned her what twenty-two hours in labor could do; if only she had listened. She forced her eyes open, but looking around the small wooden hut this village called a hospital, all she wanted was to leave. Maybe a few minutes of sleep wouldn’t hurt—



“Whissy!” Dew Leaf said, shaking her back awake. “She’s here!”



Grasswhistler’s eyes shot open. She lifted her head and gasped when she saw a mare walk in, a swaddled filly resting in her hooves. The nurse hoofed the filly over gently. 



Grasswhistler and Dew Leaf looked upon their child with wide eyes. She slept without a sound, and the slightest tuft of her brown mane poked out of the swaddling. Her olive coat was clear, clean. Everything about her, her entire existence, was fragile and delicate and peaceful.



“Oh, goodness,” Grasswhistler murmured, reaching up to brush a hooftip along the filly’s cheek.



“She’s beautiful,” Dew Leaf added, shaking his head. “Just... whoa.”



“Did we think of a name?” Grasswhistler asked. Her thoughts fuzzed over. “We did, right? Tell me we did.”



“We did,” Dew Leaf assured her, planting a kiss on her cheek. They watched as the filly began to stir, letting out the slightest of squeaks. Dew smiled. “Taproot. We decided on Taproot, remember?”



“Yes, that’s right.” Grasswhistler touched her nose to Taproot’s. “Welcome home, Taproot, my darling.”



Nopony noticed one of the support beams above them crack and splinter.



Atman prepared the first pot of tea.
      

      
   
      Twilight Renaissance


      

      
      
         The Elements of Harmony were reduced to dust.



Nightmare Moon cackled at her victory, smirking at the idiot ponies who had thought that they could defeat her. The world would be embraced by her beautiful nighttime eternal, and there was nothing they could do about it. The thought filled her with mirth.



But they still had hope. She could see it in their eyes.



“What? Do you still think you can defeat me?”



Twilight shook her head.



“No, no. I want to know why you’re only doing things halfway.”



Her friends looked on in confusion.



Rarity raised her eyebrows. “Whatever do you mean?”



“I want to know why you’d settle for just seeing the world covered in darkness, merely witnessing everyone’s death cold and unloved. Why die with the knowledge that everything you’ve ever known will continue on as an empty husk, never to see light or life again, when you have the power to turn everything to dust?”



The other ponies were speechless.



“Is this a trick? Are you trying to play a game with me? Because I don’t find it very funny.”



“Together we can end it all for good. Together we can finally show these ponies the real meaning of this world, what it’s like to truly be alone.” 



Nightmare Moon recognized something in her words. She bowed her head.



“Small one, I don’t know where you’ve heard these words, but I do not wish to hurt anyone. I do not want to see my little ponies die. I only want you all to see something beautiful. But now, I realize my resentment has clouded my judgment, and now I’m only hurting those I love.” She lifted her head back up, opening her eyes. “And I cannot do that.” A cloud of darkness trailed from her. In a moment her horrific form had been replaced by a small, blue pony. “I am sorry, my fellow ponies. Please forgive me. My selfishness, my anger, and my despair. I’m sorry for the pain that I have caused you. I am sorry...” Her voice trailed off. The silence was filled with her tears.



The Sun was dawning.



“We forgive you,” said the warm voice of Celestia. “Luna.”



The two sisters embraced one another.



“Now, my little ponies.” She turned to them. “Twilight, while your method was... rather unexpected, I suppose it worked out in the end. Thank you.”





A violet energy spear erupted from the earth, phasing through Luna’s body and impaling her on its ethereal shaft. She let out a choked yelp. The magical energy that had rammed through her pulsed with light as white forks of electricity ran down its length. Her eyes glowed and the center of her soul shown through the rest of her body. The horrific ghost of the villain they had just defeated rose up from her body. Its eyes blazed with midnight smoke, and its maw moved up and down, the lines of its lips drooping sharply like malformed teeth, caught in the midst of a silent scream. 



In a flash the grotesque ensemble before them was reduced to dust, leaving a small orb of spangled energy.



“You should have taken my offer. It would have been less painful that way.”



A very dark expression fell over the face of Celestia. The five ponies around Twilight stood with expressions of horror, of disgust, of complete heart-brokenness. 



Maniacal laughter filled the room. The energy orb that had once been Luna floated over to Twilight. When it reached her, it passed through her breast and into her body. Ripples of energy ran down her legs, and her eyes glowed with light. The light subsided, and Twilight smiled.



“So, who’s next?”



The dark expression on Celestia’s face grew graver. 



“I do not know who you are, nor do I know what you have done with my student, but I will give you just twenty seconds to explain yourself.” Her eyes were trails of fire. “Before I return you to the deep pit of Tartarus from whence you came.”



Twilight laughed. “I am Twilight Sparkle.” 



Celestia’s breathing became funny for a moment.



A beam of bright sunlight shot through the room, becoming a beacon of fire and burning down everything in its path. Where once Twilight was standing only ashes remained.



“What a weak attack,” said a voice behind her. “And I counted. That was only sixteen seconds.”



“I don’t know about you ladies, but I’m gonna hightail it outta here,” shouted Applejack.



She ran, and the others followed soon thereafter. 



“Not so fast.”



Purple orbs popped into existence around them all. They elevated into the air.



“I still need you.”



A curtain of flame fell down around Celestia. Waves of fire washed over the room, one after another. She was very quiet and very still.



The five pony bystanders screamed as they saw these waves of fire rushing toward them. But when they passed by, none of it reached their elevated position.



Twilight Sparkle burst into being in the same spot she had been standing before.



“I can see it in your face. You want to know why I’m doing this. Well, I’m sick of explaining it to you. But you’re a smart cookie, so I’m sure you’ll be able to figure it out.”



Fire in your eyes will burn away the tears.



“But enough talking. It’s time to take this to the next stage.”



One after the other the bubbles containing her friends were filled with spears. An encore of Luna’s demise played five times, leaving in its wake an orange orb of energy, and a blue orb, and a white orb, and a yellow orb, as well as a pink orb. These swirled all around Twilight at incredible speeds. She was lost in a tornado of technicolor. 



“Do you have what it takes to defeat your precious Elements of Harmony?”



After the tornado dissipated, all that was left was a monster of rainbow and moonlight and magic. Its six wings twitched, and its four legs stomped the ground. Its eyes glowed, and its horn shown like a prism splitting light. 



Celestia blinked.



“So, I can take your soul now and save you from great suffering. Or, I can fight you until your body is too weak to keep me from it. What will it be?”



“I don’t understand what is happening. But I feel in my heart that I must stop you from accomplishing whatever it is you are trying to accomplish here, no matter the costs.”  



An enormous energy spear flew across the room, shattering into shards of blue, black, and violet light against the golden shield surrounding Celestia.



“That was the wrong answer.”



“Then so be it.”



Day had broken.



Spear after spear materialized from the aether. They all shot at Celestia in rapid succession, slamming into the barrier she had erected only moments before. Ten, twenty, thirty spears. They grew swifter every second. Fifty, sixty, seventy. Celestia closed her eyes, bowed her head, and relaxed her body. Eighty. One century of swords sent towards her.  



A crack ran along her left side. 



Screaming, Twilight hurled a massive bolt of energy at her mentor, trying with all her might to shatter the barrier between them.



Celestia opened her eyes.



An odd brightness lit the room. The bubble surrounding Celestia became concave, cupping the large blast that had been sent at her. With a slight spin, the whole arrangement became a ray of golden light beating back the blast. 



An explosion ensued, causing both ponies to fly many feet in opposite directions. The old castle was now mostly rubble, though the remaining walls still suggested something similar to its original shape. 



Celestia stood up, covered in bruises and wincing slightly.



Twilight, or the monstrosity that she had once called Twilight, did not show any signs of damage.



“You’re weak. Your fury is weak. No matter how hard you try, in the  end you’ll always die.”



Celestia stumbled in the rubble.



“You’re not even a challenge anymore.” She readied an energy spear. “Sure, the first few times I was too weak to do it. I still had hope that you could help me.” Twilight stepped forward, and the bolt of energy at her side flew through the air, smashing into a golden ribbon around Celestia, shattering into shards of sunlight and the dust of night. “It was difficult at first. But once the emotion died inside, all that was left was skill and determination. Eventually, I had to win.”



Three spears appeared. One, two, three, and they shattered against three golden ribbons, each one weaker than the last.



“Heh, you get it now, don’t you? Even if you manage to kill me, this timeline will be wiped out and everything will be set back to zero. Make everyone happy, make everyone miserable. None of it matters in the end.”



A single spear.



There was no ribbon to meet it this time.



“Goodnight, Sunshine.”



A sound like popcorn spilling along the ground.



“I bet you’ve really been practicing that one, haven’t you?” bleated the source.



Twilight turned. Off to the side, sitting in a row of cinema seats, was Discord. 



“Aren’t you supposed to be stuck in stone right about now?”



The cinema seats disappeared. In their place stood Discord in a laboratory coat, leaning over an instrument that spit out a long ream of paper covered in a single squiggly line.



“Look at these disturbances in the reality continuum. All these spikes in chaos. A delightful sight. But they all end in--” The machine exploded. “Nothing.” Discord wiped the soot from his face. “That’s what you’re trying to do, right? End everything.” He smiled. “Well, howevermuch you’ve amused me thusfar, I simply can’t allow that. So, I’ll stop you. And stop you again. Until you tire of trying.”



Twilight laughed.



“Even if I decide to endure another eon of the same saccharine story playing out time and time again, do you really think I won’t try this route again?”



“Eh, from one godlike immortal to another: Something’s gotta give.”



“It won’t be me.”



Twilight Sparkle absorbed the celestial soul.



Götterdämmerung was here. 



The world was whipped with the winds of dusk and dawn.



“Well, that is rather terrifying.”



NOW YOU DIE.



Gray energy projectiles filled up everything and everywhere. They all came down on Discord.



He stepped to the side.



“I see you’re serious about this, then. Well, while I am actually incapable of doing the ‘serious’, I can certainly ask for a bit of back-up.”



Discord pulled out his CELLPHONE. 



“Ring-ding-ding, get here as soon as you can, Darling.”



The cellphone became a life-sized statue of himself. 



“You see, you were indeed correct that I was supposed to be serving as a statue in Celestia’s garden around this time. That means that there is twice as much of me to go aroud!”



The statue cracked. The two halves fell away cleanly, leaving only another Discord posing dramatically. 



“Mmm, mrauh?” The second Discord scratched his back. “Did my alarm go off early? Was there an annum-savings time scheduled or something?”



“Sorry to say it, but we have a bit of a situation.”



They looked over at the world ending.



“Can it wait until later?”



“It just said the world was ending!”



“Just rewind the tape when you’re done?”



DISCORD.



“Whuahah, scary voice.” Discord jumped into Discord’s arms. “Who, what, where?”



DISCORD, I CAN GIVE YOU UNLIMITED POWER. WORK WITH ME, AND WE WILL WIN TOGETHER.



“Unlimited power, you say?” Discord rubbed his chin. “Wait, what’s the catch?”



“You, I mean, we already have unlimited power, you ninny!”



“But wouldn’t it be double unlimited power? You could break twice as many limits!”



“You’re supposed to be on my side! Your own side!”



“But twice as many limits! That’s more than the average number of limits!”



ENOUGH.



Götterdämmerung readied ‘Infinity Spear’.



“Banter later! Fighting now.”



“Oh, if you insist.” Discord wore a dress. “But I was always more of a lover than a fighter.”



“Listen, my friend... My friends are in there somewhere. Maybe if we call out to them, someone will hear it.”



“You’re friends with that thing? We have friends?”



“It’s a long story!”



The battle began.



Wherever it was they were, the upside was full of death. The downside as well. Pointed things were positioned all over the place, and they were headed straight for the duo. 



Discord did a flawless pirouette atop Discord.



YOU CAN’T AVOID ME FOREVER.



“Then stop missing.”



WE’VE BEATEN YOU BEFORE.



“Oh, you know how it is. The villain will be bested in the end. And howevermuch I hate to admit it, this time... I’m not the villain.”



“Maybe I really am on the wrong side after all.”



Discord sighed. “Can we just get to the part where we scream nonsensical names at the enemy whilst chucking progressively more absurd attacks at them?”



“I call this one Bob!” Discord drew back a bow and arrow. He released the arrow, which became a blitzy bolt of chaotic energy in the air. It disappeared into the darkness. “Mm... I see your skills might surpass even mine. But can you handle Bob 2.0?” Discord did the same as before, but it couldn’t live up to the reputation of the original. “Wait, what are we even attacking? There’s nothing here.”



“This... That is a good question, actually.”



GIVE UP.



Götterdämmerung orchestrated ‘Ultra-Oblivion’.



“This is it. I’m going to have to call for help.”



“I still can’t believe I’ll become you eventually.”



Discord dialed a number on his phone.



“Wing-ping-ping, pick up please. Hey, you know that favor I owe you? Ya, well, you’re going to have to call it in today.” He hung up. “Only a mo--” 



The aether around them shook. Portals popped into existence, and out of them flew, sauntered, stalked, skated, jogged, slid, and crawled a large variety of Discord. 



“Let’s get this done!” shouted one holding a machine gun and having an eye patch over his left eye. “Who else is pumped?”



At the center of everything, a black hole sprouted. Its immense gravitational field started to suck in several of the Discords that had appeared.



The pull became extreme. Small sections of realtiy broke off and swirled into the growing black pit. It grew larger and stronger, until everything was filled up with blackness and light.



STILL?



Only Discord was left standing.



“Fluttershy...”



Night in your eyes will hide away the tears.



“Rarity, Pinkie Pie, Applejack...”



Discord sighed into darkness.



“Rainbow Dash, Celestia, Luna... Everyone I care about, everyone who’s shown me so much compassion. Everyone who’s taught me how to love others, how to care about them and make friends with them...”



Discord stood up to the end.



“Twilight Sparkle...” He spread his arms wide. “If you can hear me, if we were ever friends, please, stop.”



In the darkness something was stirring.



“Come on. Come out. Let me see you one last time. We’ll hug this out like proper impossibly-overpowered entities of evil.”



Twilight Sparkle looked across the expanse of space. 



“Yet no matter how much I care about you, no matter how many times I help you to become the best person you can be, none of it matters in the end. This is my last chance. This is the last corridor of the castle, and everyone’s fate rests at its end.”



“Well, I’m sorry to hear that. But our story will not end here. I refuse to allow that.”



A polygon of lighted lines surrounded her, folding in on itself and forming a cage.



“Goodbye, Twilight.”



The world flashed, and all went white. 
      

      
   
      The Entire Crystal Guard Falls in Love... With Each Other


      

      
      
         I really wished we could keep putting off dealing with this... Or fire them all.



Don't get me wrong, they were all good ponies, and what happened to them wasn't their fault, but this was a unit cohesion and logistics nightmare that no one wanted to deal with.



Currently, nearly the entire Crystal Guard was arrayed in front of me. The main gate was being defended by a skeleton crew of six ponies who had been chosen for the duty by dint of being completely asexual and aromantic.



Frankly, we were lucky to find that many. 



My wife gave a nod and I cleared my throat. "Thank you all for coming. As you know, a serious issue has recently gripped the Crystal 

Guard." I sighed... There was no subtle way to put this. "It has come to our attention that the vast majority of you are now in love with the vast majority of the rest of the guard."



The crystal guard was a military organization. There were no murmurs, no interruptions... No sign of the fear and confusion that had gripped the auditorium except for the guard's paling faces. 



I held up a hoof. "Understand that your positions are not in danger." Though they should be... I couldn't help but think. "Provided you are capable of comporting yourself like decent guardsponies, we should not have any issues and it would be foolish of us to get rid of our entire military presence in the castle. We are even planning a relaxation of the fraternization code during off hours..."



That got a couple smiles... And yet more nervous glances as ponies wondered if they would ever be able to sort themselves out well enough to take advantage of the new regs.



I continued. "However the formation of all of these close, and I'm sorry to say in some cases unrequited feelings." There was a bit of twitching from the crowd... "could have an effect on our defensive readiness. Thus we feel that-" A single guardspony had thrown up his hoof. It was far from proper protocol, but he looked more nervous than defiant so I decided to let it slide. 



I cleared my throat. "Yes, Corpral Cubanite?"



The sparkly grey enlisted pony gulped. "Permission to speak freely sir?"



I nodded. "Granted." 



"HOW COULD THIS EVEN IN A MILLION YEARS HAPPEN!?" He turned to the crowd. "I mean, seriously ponies, I can't stop thinking about you... I... I don't have a clue how we could make this work, or how I could have fallen for so many... How everyone could..."



The stallion next to him, Private Malachite, put a hoof on his shoulder. "Sweetie it's okay! We'll figure this out..."



The corporal started crying. "How...? How can this ever be okay? There's a 110 of us and a bunch of us aren't even bi... I just don't understand how this could happen..."



The mare next to him wrapped her hooves around him. "Don't worry cubey! Whatever happens we're here for-"



"SOLDIERS YOU WILL SIT DOWN!" I shouted.



The trio disentangled themselves and sat at perfect attention.



Okay, I admit it, that was a bit harsh... Unfortunately I could see where this was going and, as entertaining as it would be to watch, I couldn't afford to have the auditorium turn into a giant cuddle pile.



Cadence took the microphone. "As you can see, this much disorganized love has the potential to be destructive. However this is no evidence that you have suffered an attack or been in any way love poisoned." She shook her head. "I'm afraid... This is my fault."



After my little show of force there was no way they were going to make a scene... but every eye in the room widened in shock.



Cadence held up a hoof. "I'm sorry... None of this was intentional, but apparently me sleeping above you for years caused a major seepage of ambient love magic." 



She bit her lip, but continued. "Normally that kind of magic wouldn't make you fall in love with each other, but it did make you all more emotionally open. On top of that, all of you have worked and fought together, forging a bond as soldiers that my magic... Nudged into becoming something more."



She grit her teeth. "But know this, the love you feel is not fake! It's real. And I will be doing everything I can to protect all of your hearts just as you have protect my husband and I! As Princess of love I promise you I will make this work!"



#




"I am so screwed."



I was back in my office, staring at the numbers from our surveys again and again... But they weren't pretty.



[img]http://i1375.photobucket.com/albums/ag448/chaucer345/The%20numbers_zpsvxpouflg.png[/img]



Shining was looking over my shoulder with a bemused smirk. "I can't believe we have so many LGB ponies in the ranks. We're going to have to start flying the rainbow flag with our color guard."



I rolled my eyes. "I just wish we had more bisexuals... It would make organizing my shipping charts so much easier."



I rubbed at my temples. "Oh Celestia this is a mess!"



My loving husband put his hooves on my shoulders. "Cadence, it's okay! These aren't some random ponies off the street. These are all good ponies that I personally trained/ I'd trust every one of them with my life. I know you and I know you can find a way to resolve all of this plus..." 



He gave me a sly look, "There's four gay stallions that want a polyamorus relationship, that'll be pretty sexy to see around the castle, eh?"



I blushed. "Careful dear, keep flashing that bisexuality of yours around and I'll start using our bedroom as the remainder column..."



I sighed. "Seriously though, while that might work we still have to deal with the unrequited love the gay ponies have for the straight stallions and the unrequited love the straight mares have with the gay ponies! That can fade into deep friendship with time and the support of true loving partners, but we'd need to set it up so they can have the space they need for their hearts to heal..."



Shining winced. "Fair enough... Oh crap, I just noticed you'll have to downgrade that gay foursome into a triad. I just noticed there are three gay ponies that want a monogamous relationship and you'll have to move someone up from the "flexible" column so you have pairs..." 



He blinked. "Okay... I can see how this could get complicated."



I rubbed at my head. "That's not the half of it... These are ponies not numbers@ We have no idea if whoever we bring up from the "flexible" group will be compatible... I guess the best way to combat that would be to try to get the three gay ponies that are flexible about wanting to be poly or not to hang out and interact with the three gay ponies that want monogamy, but if we lose more than one pony then we leave the strictly polyamorus gay guy all alone rejected by the ponies he loves!"



I found myself breathing a bit heavily. "And that's just the gay guys! We haven't even gotten to the Lesbians! And heaven help us when we have to find appropriate matches for the 21 straight monogamous stallions with the 19 straight monogamous mares... All of whom love each other."



There was a knock on the door. "Madam? The refreshments you ordered are ready."



Oh thank Celestia, I needed a gallon of black tea if I wanted to sort through this mess. "Come right in Amethyst."



One of the house servants came up with a piping pot of tea and some cucumber sandwiches, as well as a bowl of french onion soup with plenty of mozzarella and croutons... And a slice of chocolate decadence cake.



Look, I'm pregnant okay? Besides, after all of this I needed comfort food. 



Amethyst poured me cup of tea and a thought occurred to me. "Wait a minute, Amethyst you servants live here and serve closely together, why aren't you all in love with each other?"



Amethyst smiled. "Oh, we are. We're just better at handling it than the guards." 



Shining stared at her. "It makes sense if you think about it." She continued. "They were trained to fight enemies and protect ponies while we were trained to provide whatever services were needed of us..."



A slightly horrifying thought occurred to me. "Wait, when you and the other servants have been having "all staff meetings" in that West ballroom with all the sofas..."



She shot me a sultry look. "Don't worry my lady. We're some of the most talented cleaning staff on the planet. Every time we use it, we leave the place looking better than we found it."



I was at a complete loss for words. The servant curtsied. "Will that be all my lady?"



I was so glad my pink coat hid my blush. "That's everything Amethyst, thank you."



That said, she curtsied and left.

						

Shining warily eyed the door as it closed behind her. "Well... That's one solution."



I shook my head, "I'm quite glad that our servants have managed to clear that minefield on their own, but I'm afraid hosting... group activities for the entire guard would be functionally impossible. There are only, fifteen servants so I suppose with their training in hospitality they can handle it, but..." 



Oh my poor husband, there was no good way to put this. "Orgies tend to be exponentially difficult to put together the more ponies are involved."



My husband blushed (I sensed we were going to be doing a lot of that). "Do... Do you speak from experience?"



I put a reassuring hoof on his shoulder. "Don't worry sweetie, I haven't had any sexual partners I haven't run by you, and I haven't been to an orgy for years."



He let out a sigh of relief. "Thank goodness for that."



I gave him a nuzzle. We technically had an open marriage (don't look at me like that, I love my husband to bits, but I am the princess of love), but rule number one in that arrangement was to make sure both of us were okay with any relations we had on the side.



Shining looked at the data thoughtfully. I could see an idea forming in his head. "Cadence... Have you considered doing nothing?"



I looked at him like he'd grown a fifth nostril, "Nothing? Dear this is love we're talking about. Strong feelings can drive many ponies to do crazy, stupid things and if we don't try and fix this we're going to be up to our necks in highly trained heavily armed, bad poetry writing killing machines!"



Shining rolled his eyes. "Cadence... Don't take this the wrong way, but I think you're over reacting."



He put a hoof on my shoulder. "I understand how damaging relationships can be for the cohesion of a military unit, but if this is going to happen to every unit that gets stationed here..." He shrugged. "It's better to have the lovesick friends we know than the ones we don't? Besides, all this shuffling ponies around like they're commodities doesn't seem like it's a good way to resolve things anyway."



I opened my mouth to respond, but he held up a hoof. "I'm not saying that we should ignore any relationship problems... But why not just handle them as they arise? These are guardsponies, not children. At the end of the day I think they're mature and disciplined enough to make their own decisions and get their love lives in order."



I looked into those deep, reassuring eyes and I couldn't help but feel a bit better.. "You really believe in them don't you?"



He nodded.



Well... He wasn't wrong. They were adults and It would be practically impossible to match-make and gently let down this many ponies.



I gave my husband a hug. "Okay... We'll leave it up to them."



Shining smiled. "I'm sure it will all be fine."



#




Three weeks later, the pegasi of "Team Ace" rendezvoused with us on the frozen mountains surrounding the capital.



"Status report!" My husband shouted, fighting to make himself heard over the freezing gales.



The sexually disinterested mare and stallion shot us a salute. "Sir, we've confirmed the reports! The... The entire empire is on fire."



Shining Armor stared at them. "WHAT? But... But how? It's made of crystal! How in Tartarus could it burn?"



I stared out at the smoldering ruins of my kingdom, tears freezing as they rolled down my cheeks.



"Love finds a way Shining. Love always finds a way..."
      

      
   
      The Sombra Experiment


      

      
      
         Radiant Hope was a funny name, especially when given to somepony who doesn't have much hope. As luck dictated, it just so happened to be my name.



"Everything's accounted for," I murmured under my own breath. "Let's get started."



In my long and eventful life, lingering in the cavern I called home was my least favorite pastime. The act of striking an awkward conversation with somepony else would rank just above that. In fact, there were few activities I'd call truly rewarding. With time seemingly refusing to march forward for me and only me, there wasn't much out there with a pulse.



Research was the exception. Glorious, secretive, fascinating research made my heart race.



"I don't sense much magic. Maybe—"



Today's specimen was one I've been asking myself about for the past thousand years or so. It had certainly felt like a thousand years, though the joints in my body were devoid of aches and my coat smoother than silk. I even still wore the crystal-like sheen ponies native to the Crystal Empire had.



The time available to me, however, was much less than a thousand years. Should the rumors about it be true, this particular ruby would eventually disintegrate into dust since it was separated from the main chunk. I had a few hours at best, though knowing the nature of experiments, a few hours may as well be a few seconds.



At least it was a breath of fresh air to have today's specimen on my makeshift desk, constructed from the most ragged stones Equestria had to offer. As I rubbed my hoof across its surface, I couldn't help but notice the rough and grainy texture poking me. The specimen, however, was smooth and bright. It was fitting for something which had eluded me for so long, but here it was in all its glory, my heart racing as I blankly stared at it.



I've been yearning to learn more about the ruby ever since that fateful day. I knew the legends of it talking to other ponies. A dear friend of mine heeded the ruby's words and marched down a perilous path. He even cursed me if his parting words were true. Exactly what he did was something I hadn't learned yet.



"Drat." I cringed. "Still nothing."



But that was a story for another day. I only mustered a sigh as I thought about his name, Sombra.



Maybe we'd meet again one day, but I always doubted it. He followed his destiny while I shoved mine off the tallest cliff with the sharpest rocks. Besides, he's long gone now. All that remained of him was a red horn and a muscle-tightening aura if passersby were telling the truth. Some of his presence still lingered.



I violently shook my head. Now was not the time for recollection.



Now was the time for action.



"Maybe I need to observe it differently. That should do the trick."



With a microscope in hoof, I placed the ruby shard underneath its glass, the pair both glowing under the candlelight. My left eye was as wide as it could possibly be, and as I peered into the microscope, the ruby's geometric surfaces became more apparent. I focused in on the gemstone. Not a scratch ran across its surface. Funny, given this was the same rock that drove my former friend to insanity. And even during our youth, Sombra wasn't what one would call a coordinated pony. He'd meander into inconveniently placed furniture or pounded his hoof against a wall whenever he was angry. I laughed with him for the former and comforted him for the latter.



I still wished there was some marking on the ruby. It'd help me discover if he—



"Radiant Hope!" a voice called out, echoing in the cavern's damp walls. "I'm back!"



Twisting my head to the voice's source, I locked eyes with a stallion and furrowed my brow. "Quiet," I whispered. "What if somepony hears us?"



"Don't worry about them, Hope." The voice paused for a moment, catching his breath. "Besides, nopony else has trotted into this part of the cave for years."



"Years?" I arched an eyebrow. "It's not like we've dug into the depths of Tartarus."



"Yeah, it's been just us for a long time. You'd think somepony would stumble on this site."



I rubbed my muzzle. "That's odd. Why don't I feel older?"



"Don't ask me."



The brown stallion stepped out of the shadows, his gray mane a messy bird's nest as usual, though no birds flew out of it yet. He was none other than my assistant, Nickel. It was another odd name for a pony, given how it hadn't alluded to his talent in the sciences. Yet, with a name like Radiant Hope, I wasn't complaining.



With us participating in secret experiments in some vain attempt to understand the world, we were one puzzling pair. Nickel just gawked at whatever we did while I devised the hypotheses. Yet, Nickel never pondered why we had to do these in secret. My throat would've tightened if I explained my past with Sombra.



I cleared my throat, then asked, "Where were you?"



Nickel whipped his tail for a moment; dust kicked up into the air. "Take a wild guess."



Around his neck was a tote bag filled with groceries, the recent newspaper, and other goodies; the familiar scent of baked goods tickled my nostrils. The wide grin and the foggy glasses he wore were standard features. His stained lab coat was one of the options he chose today.



"The local market, right?" I answered.



Nodding, Nickel then adjusted his tote bag. "Bingo. Anyway, how's looking at that old rock going?"



I sighed. "About as well as you'd expect."



"Nothing?"



"Nothing."



Dropping the tote bag, he trudged over to where I stood, peering at the microscope and ruby like a bird perched on my shoulder. I clenched my teeth and waved my hoof in front of his face. After all, this was something from my past—Sombra's past—that could have answers to one of the most mysterious events in Equestrian history. Nickel gawked at it, but I couldn't blame him here.



"Hope, exactly why are you examining this rock?" he questioned.



I raised an eyebrow, my expression perplexed. "Why do you think I'm examining this?" I retorted. "Have you heard about Sombra's rise?"



"You mean that old tale?"



My cheeks turned pale. "What 'old' tale? I lived through it with my own two eyes, so it can't be that old."



"You—" He paused and blinked. "Never mind." Nickel waved his hoof nonchalantly. "Don't worry about it."



"No, what you've said sounds like something I should know."



Nickel shook his head. "No, I honestly don't think you should fret over it. Now tell me, what were you going to say?"



"Okay, so you seem somewhat familiar with Sombra." I exhaled, the memories of that fateful day assaulting my mind. No matter how much I'd rather thrust those sights out of my head and into the sea, they clung onto me like a parasite. I knew fighting it would get me nowhere. "Have you heard about the Umbrum?"



"The what now?"



"The Umbrum, Nickel," I scoffed. "In a hidden dimension of sorts, there exists this world of pony-like beings called Umbrum. Some call them shadow ponies, but I think that's a bit too on the tongue."



"Have you met any of them before?"



I shrugged. "Maybe. Their true forms are supposed to be even rarer than sighting a breezie."



Nickel crept an inch closer to me. Those wide, bright green eyes of his gazed into my soul somehow. "So what does this have to do with Sombra?"



"Sombra was supposed to be an Umbrum and was—" I bit my tongue trying to force the words out "—he was destined to become a ruthless tyrant. Needless to say, given how he overthrew the last ruler by turning her to stone and shattering her, I think he succeeded." I sighed, fidgeting for a moment. "Princess Amore never thought about consequences that much. Still, Sombra's intelligence coupled with his cruelty proved to be a dangerous combination."



"No wonder you claimed to have lived through it." Nickel playfully nudged my shoulder. I hid a groan as best I could, though my cheeks reddened. I wished I could plant a hoof in his face. "You sure know a lot about it."



"That's because I actually lived through it." I peered back into the microscope, further examining the ruby. Yet, even as I flipped the gemstone around in my hooves, nothing out of the ordinary leaped out at me. Only my reflection in its clean, gleaming texture was what I spotted. "I was friends with Sombra before he turned cruel."



"You're lying." Wrinkles ran across Nickel's forehead; he furrowed his brow.



I turned to Nickel, my eyes locking with his. I felt the sheer frustration welling up inside and waiting to erupt. "Excuse me?"



"Look, Sombra's rise to power happened a thousand years ago."



"Impossible." I crossed my forelegs. "I'd be long gone by then if that was true."



"It's true." Stepping back, he reached into his tote bag and procured today's newspaper, unfurling it in a frenzy. "Go on, look at this newspaper and tell me what you see."



I sighed, planting a hoof to my cheek. Knowing Nickel would've pestered me if I refused, I swiped the newspaper with my other hoof and scrutinized it. It was a newspaper, that much was certain, though it had a different feel to it than the ones I read in the past. The paper was smoother than I remembered and the writing was much neater. I recalled the small text old newspapers had and needing a magnifying glass to read it.



My eyesight wasn't abysmal. I recalled being able to read signs at a reasonable distance before—whenever before was. And to think that newspaper had the audacity to not even list dates. I'd never heard of any paper doing such a thing.



Decades had to have flown past since then.



I then brought my eyes to the top story.



Element Bearers Liberate Town!

August 15, 1101




"Wait a second," I muttered to myself.



My heart lodged itself into my throat. The blood was rushing out of my cheeks and going anywhere but there. I blinked.



The article's date was still there.



I checked an adjacent article to make sure it wasn't some crazed typo.



The date was the same. Heartbeats filled my ears; my chest was on the verge of exploding.



I checked yet another article, this one about popular restaurants in some place called Ponyville.



The date was the same.



I had to be hallucinating. Either that or Nickel was playing a prank on me. But as I peered into his glistening eyes, I couldn't trace anything which hinted at him lying. I've dealt with Nickel long enough to know he couldn't keep a secret for a second. The poker game we sometimes played to pass the time proved this. He'd sweat whenever the cards were in his favor and I'd read him like an open book.



Not a drop of sweat dripped down his brow. My brow was sopping wet, however.



"This can't be right," I whispered to myself. A chill coursed through my veins.



Sombra's rise to power occurred in 100. The date was etched into my brain, after all, and forgetting the moment when I saw somepony shatter into shrapnel was something no amount of therapy or magical spells could've erased. I had literally lived a thousand years without aging a millisecond.



Of all the things Sombra could've cursed me with, he chose immortality.



Such a curse wouldn't have made sense. Eternal pain or despair was more fitting, but immortality?



Then again, maybe eternal life was the point. He knew I'd be depressed since our falling out the last time we locked eyes with each other. Perhaps eternal suffering crossed his mind when he decided where I'd end up.



Bugs crawled in my stomach. Widened eyes and shrunken pupils were the only facial expressions I mustered.



"You okay, Hope?" a concerned Nickel asked. His visage was grim, though absolutely pleasant compared to what mine probably looked like. "You look like you saw a ghost."



"I-I might have," I meekly replied. "Nickel?"



"Yes?"



"Is it theoretically possible for somepony to become immortal?"



"Excuse me?" He adopted a bemused expression and hunched his shoulders. "Did you seriously just say immortal?"



"I did." I took multiple deep breaths. Yet the twangs throughout my muscles refused to leave. "Tell me, Nickel."



"Tell me what?"



"Were those dates real?"



He paused for a moment and slowly nodded. "They were. I wouldn't fake anything like that."



"But maybe Celestia or Luna knows about immortality! They'll prove that this is just some misunderstanding!""



Nickel's shoulders drooped. A sigh left his mouth. "I wish I knew."



"But some average unicorn becoming immortal makes no sense, right?"



"It doesn't. Sounds more like something from a cheesy fairy tale than something actually possible."



Sighing, I turned back to the microscope, the ruby still present. "That's what doesn't make sense." I pressed my hoof against the stone desk, cringing. "I can't be immortal." Raising my foreleg back up, I placed my hoof on my cheek. "Please tell me I'm not going crazy."



Nickel remained silent.



My heart lodged itself into my throat. I could barely breathe. "Okay, so what will it take to prove I'm not crazy?"



He tilted his head a bit, left eyebrow arched. "You sure you're immortal?"



I hesitantly nodded, though there wasn't any point in lying. "I saw Sombra. I was friends with him once. Nopony lives this long!"



"Is this part of why you're studying that rock now?"



"Ruby." I extended my hoof toward Nickel. "It's a ruby. And no, I never knew I lived this long. I thought time was just that slow." My chest expanded and contracted rapidly. If a bucket was nearby, I'd probably let all of the tension out of my mouth. "So please, let me figure out if this ruby can explain the Umbrum."



"Okay, ruby. Look, nothing's going to show up if you haven't found anything yet, so maybe you should call it quits and try something else tomorrow."



I brought my focus back to Nickel, a disgusted visage plastered on me. "Give up? Why would I give up?"



"Do you even know what you're looking for?"



"Of course I do!" With tautened cheeks, I bobbed my head.



"Do you even have the time to search for it?"



My limbs froze for a moment as I pondered Nickel's question. With a deep breath, I muttered, "Yes."



Nickel cracked a smile. "Good. Now tell me, what are you looking for? We've shared experiments with each other before, but why is this one different?"



"I'm trying to understand the magic of Umbrum, but I only have an hour or so with this gemstone. Sharing is out of the question."



"You sure?" Nickel feigned a chuckle. "Look, I think you're going about this the wrong way."



"Honestly, I'm—" I shook my head "—I'm doing this the right way. I have to be."



"Then tell me the truth, Hope." Nickel cracked a smile. "I won't judge."



"I'm trying to reunite with Sombra—the old Sombra." I wiped my eyes, my vision becoming wet and blurry for a second. A rather pungent taste touched my lips; they puckered in an instant. The liquid tickled my coat as it cascaded down my cheeks, though the sensation ceased soon enough. "I want to see his smile again and for us to live a normal life. That's all."



"And how's this hunk of ruby going to help?"



I shrugged. "Honestly, I wish I knew. This is more of a hypothesis if anything."



"Let's try again." Nickel exhaled, his breath smelling of onions. "Why did you think it'd help?"



"Because if what I've heard is true, then this ruby was where Sombra's descent into madness began." I squinted at the shard; its red color was somewhat dimmer than before, yet bright enough to where I still saw my own reflection. Bringing the ruby back to the microscope, I peered into the instrument and fiddled with the gem again. "The Umbrum are related to this gemstone for some reason, and I must know why."



"But what's getting back with Sombra going to do?"



Nickel poked my shoulder and I flinched. Sighing, I averted my gaze from the microscope and made eye contact with him.



"Hope, do you want to be happy?"



I nodded. Why wouldn't I want happiness? Being separated from it for literally a thousand years made my chest twinge at the thought; merely reuniting with joy would've ranked as one of my top wishes.



Nickel rubbed his muzzle. He assumed a quizzical expression and furrowed his brow.



"Something on your mind?" I asked. The answer was obviously a 'yes,' though I figured I'd ask anyway.



"There is," said Nickel. He cleared his throat. "You do know what will happen should you revive Sombra?"



"What?" I tilted my head and arched an eyebrow.



"He'll immediately cause a ruckus and swear vengeance on the princesses, duh." Nickel stretched his forelegs out, the visage he wore scrunching and twisting further. "You seriously think he'll come back as Prince Charming or something?"



"I can bring him back to normal!" My eyes stung as I trudged toward Nickel. "I can do this!"



"You can't! Hope, I'm sorry, but reviving Sombra is just going to cause problems! Watch, if you bring Sombra back, all of the progress Equestria has made since you've cut yourself off from civilization will crumble!" He groaned, rolling his eyes. "Do you want that?" He then sighed and donned a somber face. In a quieter tone, he continued, "Hope, listen to me when I say this."



My ears twitched.



"Do you seriously want to meet Sombra again? If yes, do you know what the consequences will be?"



I pursed my lips. Twiddling my mane, I adopted a downcast expression and meekly nodded. I was set on seeing Sombra return in his joyful, enthusiastic, and curious form. Even if it was a thousand years in reality, the last moments I had with him may as well have been yesterday. His jokes and laughs always soothed my ears, as did his charisma. But since destiny—a concept I wished I could toss into the nearest disposal bin—decided he'd take another path, those days were over.



My heart sank into the abyss. It was far too late to do anything about Sombra. But his curse still lingered over me like a putrid stench. Even with his swift defeat at the hooves of somepony named Cadance, I was as young and devoid of wrinkles as ever.



"Hope?" asked Nickel. Worry was painted on his face. The sagging lips said it all.



"Yes?" I responded.



"Do you just want Sombra, or do you want the Sombra you loved?"



"The latter."



"I don't mean to be a butt about it, but that might be impossible." Nickel sighed and gently kicked the air. He averted his gaze from my eyes for a second, only he brought it back to me seconds later. "Sorry, Hope. Even if you could travel back in time, I doubt things would've been different."



Standing as tall as I could, I scrunched my muzzle. "No! Sombra could've been saved!"



"Nonsense!" Nickel nudged an inch back; his eyes were the size of dinner plates. "How?"



"He just needed to be warned and told what to do before things got out of hoof." That much was true. The memories of sitting by his bedside and caring for him during those dreadful hours were also incidents which refused to escape me. Those bloodcurdling screeches and his twitching drove swords through my heart just at the sight, my heart reacting in much the same way as I stood before Nickel. Sombra and I were connected that day. "That's all."



"Look, do you want to continue searching for a method to revive a Sombra who'll never be the one you befriended, or do you want to be happy? And remember, instantly getting your friend back the way he was will never happen. That ship set sail long ago."



"Are you—"



"Positive."



I reached a fork in the road. One path was to do anything I could to reunite with Sombra, even if it meant I'd have to ally myself with criminals and ne'er-do-wells in order to get there. The other path before me was to accept my time in seeing his cheerful, playful, and captivating smile again had run out.



I bit my lip and exhaled. As tempting as risking it all was, I had to take the moral option.



But the moral option wasn't just giving up. Even if the old Sombra was doomed to never return centuries ago, a hidden path nevertheless nestled between the two paths, one which was the best of both worlds. Maybe I was going about it the wrong way. Perhaps all those years of searching for a method to reunite with the true Sombra were just wasting my time.



Time already ran out long ago. But I'd still continue to search for clues to making everything a happy ending. Whether the details of my curse were true or not, I had to keep on marching with my head held up high.



Maybe there was a more sensible, safer method of saving him.



"Nickel?" I murmured.



"Did you think of something?"



I crossed my forelegs, shoulders sagging. "I think you might be right. Maybe I should just let things be. But—" I paused and collected my thoughts "—but I can't give up."



"Are you sure?" asked Nickel. "It's not like you have any other options."



"I may be out of time in bringing back the Sombra I knew." A faint smile adorned my face. "But perhaps I can recapture that image in another way. I've got an eternity and was cursed with nothing to do but mope." The last sentence was like arsenic on my tongue. While I was far from the jolliest mare around, the idea of moping for another thousand years was better suited for a punishment in Tartarus. "But moping would be giving into the curse. Just because my first plan didn't pan out doesn't mean I still can't succeed with some modifications."



Silence filled the air, though the rustling of a cool breeze outside broke it at times. Nickel tapped his hoof on the ground; rocks shuffled around beneath him and some pebbles gently rolled toward me.



Soon enough, he patted my shoulder and nodded. "Hope, you can also use your talents in order to make the world a better place. Don't think you have to hide just because of your past."



I stepped back, eyes widened. "Won't ponies be afraid of me for being friends with—you know—Sombra? It's why I've hidden myself for so long."



"Nonsense!" A hearty chuckle escaped his lips. I joined in with some faint laughs of my own. "I've seen plenty of crazy characters in my lifetime. And the crazy ones are always the best to spend time with."



I cracked the slightest of smiles. Something about Nickel's words tickled my heart and warmed me up like a blanket. "Maybe I will venture outside. I haven't seen the sun in a while—" I twitched "—or a long time. Still, are you sure this is a good idea?"



"Yep! I'll get you started on everything and you'll fit in before you know it." He paused for a second before raising his hoof. "And one more thing."



Turning to face Nickel, I locked eyes with him. "What is it?"



"I don't give a flying feather if you're young or old. Whether you're young or old or even a bit odd, you're my friend. I know you mean well, and that's what's most important, so don't fret about me not believing your past." He patted my back. "I'm here for you, and don't you forget that."



"Um, okay. I'll keep that in mind." I then snickered. "And yeah, I understand why you'd not believe my past. I'll try to not worry about it."



I nodded once more. The moment I glanced back at my desk, the ruby became a pile of ashes, all of it swept away by a breeze and carried off to the unknown a second later. While I would've flailed about and screamed at the top of my lungs until they burnt up in the past, I only released a sigh instead. A lot of weight was lifted off of my shoulders, almost as if I could move freely once more.



And as I stared at the cave's entrance, sunlight trickling down from the sky and onto my face, I couldn't help myself from donning a bright grin. Had I gone through with immediately reviving the cruel Sombra, I probably would've done something I'd later regret.



There still had to be a solution out there. Even if recapturing the magic of the old Sombra was a lost cause long ago, a bitter pill to swallow, I knew there was still something out there. Equestria was a land full of magic, after all. And magic, if my studies were anything to go by, always worked in mysterious manners.



For once, I had a little confidence in my step. The tingling sensations from my recent discovery still lingered, but I kept my head held up high.



Radiant Hope was a more fitting name after all. It just took a thousand years for me to piece it together.
      

      
   