
      In the Leaves


      

      
      
         Sky Blue and I grew up together, inseparable best friends from the time we were young fillies. We were always there for each other, through thick and thin, good times and bad. We got into, and out of, more jams than I can count, and we always did it together.



The day she coughed and a few little droplets of blood sprayed out was no different. I was there with her, waiting in the doctor’s office, holding her hoof while she was shaking like a leaf.



She started crying. I rubbed her back and told her it would be okay. Obviously, I had no idea if it would or not, and I’m sure she knew that, but it was enough to help her pull herself together and calm down.



Just being there was what mattered.



She trusted me to be there because she knew what I didn’t have to say.







It was just a little before the Running of the Leaves when she started to really get sick.



The changes she began going through were so much like the season; the way things fall away, showing what’s really underneath the foliage.



When some trees lose their leaves, the skeleton of branches underneath is all thorns and sharp twigs, tangled inward and waiting to jab anypony who gets too close. She was never like that. What showed in her was like one of those trees that reaches up, grasping for the sky with inviting, wide-open arms.



Even when her mane had fallen out and her feathers were molting in clumps, she never grew thorns, and never pushed me away. She never lashed out to protect herself, afraid to be seen like that.



She wasn’t afraid because she knew what I didn’t have to say.







I entered the Running of the Leaves that year. She couldn’t. She didn’t have the breath for it, not the way she was.



She could only watch. Right before the race started, she walked up to me on the track, took the handkerchief off her bald head, and tied it around my front leg, the way a noble lady used to tie a scarf around the leg of a knight she favored in a tournament.



“Good luck,” she whispered in my ear.



Suddenly, I didn’t feel like I needed luck.



The race started, and I ran. I ran hard, and I ran fast. I pushed with everything I had until I was exhausted, and then I pushed even harder. I did it all for her.



I won.



It’s the only time I ever have.



All the rest of that autumn, when we went out walking together and we saw the fallen leaves, we’d look at each other and smile, because we both knew what they meant.



Those leaves said what she knew I didn’t have to say.







Toward the end, when she was spending most of each day on strong painkillers, sometimes I would come in to visit and find her lying in bed, just staring out the window with an empty, listless look in her eyes. When I saw her that way, I knew the worst part of this for her: not being able to fly, not being able to soar free in the clouds, where a pegasus belongs. As an earth pony who likes keeping her hooves firmly on the ground, I don’t know what flying is like, but I could feel how terribly she missed it. It hurt me to see how that loss just crushed all the hope out of her sometimes. I’d have given anything to give her just one more day, just another hour, in the sky.



But when I came in, she’d turn away from the window at the sound of my hoofsteps. She would look at me and smile, and even as tired as she was, her face would light up like the sun.



She smiled because she knew what I didn’t have to say.







When Sky Blue died, she was cremated, and I spread her ashes here on this hill, overlooking the town and the fields and the forests around it all. I come here sometimes, and think of her.



Sometimes I think about how I never told her, “I love you.”



I never said it, and maybe I should have. But truthfully? I don’t feel bad about it, because it was what I didn’t have to say. She knew. She always knew.



How could she not?



It was in the leaves.
      

      
   
      Eeyup


      

      
      
         "Hey, Mac," Apple Bloom said. "Can I ask ya a question?"



"Eeyup," Big McIntosh replied, as the two sat side by side and watched the sun go down over the pond. He noted that his little sister had seemed a lot calmer and more collected since she'd finally obtained her cutie mark. Almost like she was growing up.



"Why're ya always so quiet? Ah mean, ya hardly ever say more'n a word or two."



Big Mac turned to his sister and smiled. "So you reckon more words are better 'an less?"



Apple Bloom scrunched her nose in thought for moment before replying. "Ya know, I guess I ain't sure. I mean, most ponies talk a lot, and it seems to work out. And seems it'd be kinda hard to make friends if ya didn't talk to other ponies. But you don't talk much, and everypony I know respects you."



"Did ah ever tell ya 'bout my mark?"



"Yeah, a few years ago when we were runnin' around askin' every pony in town how they got their cutie marks."



"But did I tell ya what I think it means?"



Apple Bloom scratched her head. "No, I reckon ya didn't. And I never really thought about it. It's just a sliced apple, right?"



Chuckling, Big Mac explained. "You should know better 'an that by now, little Bloom. A mark is never 'just' anything."



"So what's it mean then?"



"Well, the way I see it, it shows I'm an apple through an' through. Any pony can look at an apple and think it looks good on the outside. But it's only once ya take a bite that ya see if it's filled with worms or rotten."



"So..." Apple Bloom hazarded a guess. "It means you're honest? Like AJ?"



"Ain't just that. See, I figure words are a bit like the skin of an apple. You can polish 'em up all nice and pretty, and make just about anything look crisp and fresh, no matter how many worms it's hidin'."



"But..."



"But no pony gives one whit about the skin. It's what's inside an apple that counts. The wonderful crisp fruit, and the seeds that grow into mighty trees, an' let a pony have a shady place to rest beside his little sister."



"So the seeds are... what? Your heart?"



Smiling, Big Mac tussled his sister's mane. "Somethin' like that. More like they're actions that come from mah heart. Ya know how they say actions speak louder 'an words?" Apple Bloom nodded. "Well, I reckon they're right."



"Like when you went and harvested those fields on the Carrot Top farm last month?"



"Eeyup. See, anypony can say 'get well soon', and I reckon a lot of 'em even mean it, at least in their own way. But that don't help Ms. Carrot Top none when she's laid up in bed, crops rottin' in the ground."



"I'm sorry I ran off that mornin'," Apple Bloom said, looking away. "I shoulda stayed and helped ya."



"Eeyup," Mac said. "I sure coulda used the help." Apple Bloom hung her head. "Now, I ain't holdin' it against ya, but I won't deny I'm pleased ya feel a mite bit'a shame about it. Show's yer growin' up and startin' to know ya need to be more responsible."



"I'm tryin'," Apple Bloom said. "It's just hard."



"Nothin' worthwhile ain't. That's what I had to learn myself. The right things... the good things... they take a whole lotta work. And more'n that, I learned that if yer actions is speakin' for ya instead all 'em big words, ya ain't likely to talk yer way outta doin' the right thing... even when it's hard."



Apple Bloom was just about to speak. Her brother had said more words in the past few minutes than she normally heard from him in an entire week, so he must be done. Yet before she could open her mouth, he jumped right back in.



"Not that words ain't important, mind you," he said. "They are. Terribly important even, just ask Ms. Twilight. But that's why ya can't waste 'em on the small things, the petty things. If ya want yer words to matter, I figure ya gotta save 'em for the things that're really important."



"Like a little sister?" Apple Bloom said, leaning sideways to press against her brother's massive shoulder.



Big Mac put a foreleg around her in a gentle hug. "Eeyup."
      

      
   
      Morning Veil


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Thirty Seconds


      

      
      
         Sunset Shimmer clenched her fist over the test, and rested her knuckles against her forehead.



It was only supposed to take thirty seconds, right?



Such a painfully short amount of time in order to figure out just how screwed she was.



It shouldn’t have even been possible. She was a pony magically transformed into a human, for Celestia’s sake! Sunset shuddered as her thoughts drifted back to that night on Applejack’s farm last month. It had been a pretty great party, all things considered.



Flash Sentry wasn’t a bad guy, not really. A bit of an idiot, but genuine. When she’d first come through the portal, he’d treated her with kindness, and helped her find her feet in the human world. She’d repaid that kindness by becoming a High School Dictator, and later, by awkwardly avoiding him.



But at that party they’d somehow ended up sharing a few beers behind the barn, looking up at the stars. They talked for hours, and eventually, well…



Sunset’s cheeks burned, and she cursed her own stupidity. If she could jump back in time and dump a bucket of ice water on her past self, she’d do it in an instant.



If this test was… if she was pregnant, what did that mean, exactly? Would the baby be human? Pony? Some sort of horrible hybrid between the two? Would she be stuck here for the next nine month? She had no idea what kind of effects the portal would have on a pregnant creature, but it wasn’t exactly an experiment anyone would be willing to risk.



Not that she could ever face Twilight Sparkle like this anyway.



Just what the hell was she supposed to do? She was barely sure of what she wanted from life as it was. She’d been struggling over her place for awhile now, questioning whether she was really ready to return to Equestria, whether she should stay here with her human friends, what to do when she graduated from Canterlot High… but now, the idea of becoming a mom?



It admittedly, wasn’t the worst thing she could think of. Kids were cute, and she could imagine herself settling down. But that was an idea that belonged to a far future Sunset. One who had already found her purpose and achieved her goals and dreams and probably had a set of princess wings of her own.



Sunset rolled her eyes. It was a stupid thought. Even if she would settle down someday, it certainly wouldn’t be with Flash Sentry.



There were always… other options.



She felt bile rising up in her throat at the mere thought and she squeezed her eyes shut, trying to force it back down. Abortions were uncommon in Equestria. Wide scale access to contraception magic and comprehensive sex education made unwanted pregnancies a rarity, and when necessary it was a simple procedure performed by a unicorn doctor using teleportation magic.



But here in this world… Her thoughts drifted back to the health class she had taken, where they’d explained the revolting mechanical process. Horrific barely even began to describe it. She’d thrown up in class that day, and had later gone on a small bullying crusade, targeted against the girls she knew were sexually active.



What a joke. Sunset clenched her fist even tighter around the pregnancy test even tighter, and she felt the cheap plastic crack under her grip. Hot tears drifted down her cheeks.



Was this all some sort of karmic retribution? A cosmic punishment for her wicked ways, delayed to the point where it was poised to snatch her future away right as she felt on top again? Even though she had been forgiven, had she truly repented for the harm she had caused others?



What would Twilight, or worse, Princess Celestia think if they could see her right now, in this moment? Just a pathetic mess of a mare, unable to handle what the world deemed fit to throw at her.



And of course, they would help her. She’d hate it, hate asking for it, but they’d help her anyways. They all would. Because that was what friends were for.



Would her friends be able to solve her problem? No. But they’d at least give her whatever support she would need.



It had been far longer than thirty seconds. Sunset sniffed, wiping at her nose and eyes.



Sunset held her destiny in the palm of her hand. All she had to do was look.
      

      
   
      Cold Case


      

      
      
         It was a snatch-and-grab, if I had ever seen one. Where there had once been one ruby-encrusted, jalapeno-iced strawberry-lemon cake for a chubby little dragon’s birthday party, there were now only crumbs and the occasional gem shard.



I took a deep drag from my pipe and blew the bubbles out of my nose.



“Pinkie, dear, what have we told you about blowing bubbles and talking? You’re going to get soap in your throat.”



The dame, fussy as she was, made a good point. She’s run this joint since I was in diapers, but you wouldn’t be able to tell by looking at her.



“Thank you, dearie. Now put that pipe away.”



I hand over my pipe to Gummy and get myself thinking.



Besides the birthday boy himself, only five other mares knew about that cake. Logic insisted that one of those mares must have stolen that cake. And as hard as it was to think that there could be a mole in my circle, the facts were staring me right in my pretty pink face.








Stop number one was the library. The gal who ran it was a little goody two-shoes—the last person I’d think would do the dirty, so it’d be best to get her out of the way early. Before things got messy.



“Messy? Pinkie, what are you talking about?”



While I gave her pad the sweep, I told her not to worry her cute little head about it. Leave this sort of thing to the professionals. We’re not gonna lose any more sleep over things we’ve already seen.



As I suspected, not a trace of chili frosting was in the main floor. I’m about to check upstairs when the girl grabs my hoof.



“Spike’s got a belly-ache right now. Could you leave him alone?”



I looked into those big, round, innocent eyes, and I knew I wasn’t going to find any crumbs upstairs either. This gal hadn’t done a dirty thing in her life. She was probably the kind of girl who learned about the birds and bees from a book.



“W-Wh-Whaa? Pinkie, that’s hardly appropriate! And entirely untrue!”



The poor thing was blushing and sputtering. I knew I was a hell of a charmer, but this is a bit too much. I slip through the door just before books start getting thrown.








After five hours of scouring every inch of Sweet Apple Acres, I set my sights on the Ponyville spa, where a certain pair of broads were having their weekly spa session.



I slammed the door to the hooficure room open, and all the conversation in it grinds to a halt.



“Pinkie, dear, why in Equestria are you wearing a trenchcoat? And are you muttering to yourself again?”



The first broad’s real pretty, in a cheap sort of way. She’s got curves that most mares would kill for, and makeup caked a mile thick.



“Excuse me?!”



The second’s a real beaut. Former model, if my sources weren’t exaggerating things. But I believed them. She’s got a face that’s cuter than a foal, a tail that goes on forever, and legs that just don’t quit.



“Eep!”



She was even cuter when she’s embarrassed.



“Oh my goodness…”



But I cut right down to the chase. After all, a very special cake got nabbed this morning, and the trail wasn’t getting any warmer.



“Is that what this is all about?” The first broad huffs and tosses back her hair. “Well, Fluttershy and I have been here since the crack of dawn, getting a full makeover. The both of us were in the mud pit all morning.”



A nod from the spa ponies confirms their alibi. Which means only one pony could have done this. I race out of the spa, with a rainbow-colored figure in my head. 








“You know that I friggin’ hate spicy food.”



… The girl had a point...








I’ve gone full circle, and it got me nowhere. Each visit replays in my mind, but I can’t put anything together that makes sense.



… Then it hits me. A little detail from my library visit that went under my radar. Until now.



I kick open the door of my room and I race down the street.








Pushing aside a fuming librarian, I trample into the second floor. And my nose is immediately assaulted by the smell of chili sauce.



The little dragon is in his basket, clutching his belly. He even still has ruby sprinkles around his lips.



Case closed!





      

      
   
      I Love You


      

      
      
         Twilight muzzily opened her eyes as golden light streamed in through her crystal window. Blinking, she smiled slightly as she felt a pair of hooves tighten around her shoulders, soft wings brushing against her flanks. Twilight leaned back into her lover, rubbing the top of her head against Fluttershy’s jaw, taking care not to jab her with her horn. Soft lips pressed against the base of her horn, and she closed her eyes and relaxed back into the other pony, setting her own hooves on top of the yellow ones wrapped around her shoulders.



When Twilight next woke, the warmth lingered in the blankets, as did her lover’s scent, but Fluttershy was gone. Yawning, Twilight sat up, slowly sliding out of bed and walking slowly towards the sound of the running shower. Her horn glowed as she pulled open the door and stepped inside, stopping at the sink and unscrewing the tube of toothpaste before setting to work on cleaning out the taste of the night from her mouth. As she leaned forward to spit into the sink, the sound of the shower stopped, and Fluttershy reached out of the shower to pull a yellow towel with pink butterflies off the rack. Smiling, Twilight turned towards the shower and peeled back the curtains, her magic enveloping the towel and setting about drying off the pegasus.



After a minute of vigorous toweling, the damp pegasus grabbed the glowing towel with her hooves and stepped out of the tub before she sat back on the bathmat and began to wrap her mane in the fluffy thing. Twilight brushed past the pegasus on the way to the shower, leaning against her side for a moment, savoring the warmth of Fluttershy’s fluffed, damp coat. Twilight arched her back as her lover rubbed her chin down the small of her back, all the way down to her hips. As Twilight stepped into the tub, she gave her tail a playful flick, letting the pink and purple strands brush over Fluttershy’s snout. Twilight grinned as Fluttershy rewarded her with a blush, then squeaked as the pegasus gave her a light shove into the shower. She stuck out her tongue at her lover, who mirrored the action before giggling loudly, her yellow hooves reaching up to pull the curtain closed.



Twilight twisted the knobs in the shower with her magic, stretching out slightly and spreading her wings as warm water fell down on her, the air filled with the scent of warm water and the lingering aura of Fluttershy’s sunflower shampoo. Twilight smiled to herself as she examined the bottle, then lifted her own and began to liberally apply the soap to herself. Soon she was basking in the flow of warm water and the mingled scent of sunflowers and lilacs as she took her time running the washcloth over her coat, trailing it along her flank, then down her legs.



As the scent of pancakes began to filter into the bathroom, Twilight’s horn glowed once more, shutting off the flow of water as she retrieved her own towel from the rack and quickly rubbed herself dry before stepping out of the shower. Glancing in the mirror, she giggled at her disheveled appearance for a moment before retrieving her brush and running it over her mane, then her coat, carefully setting it into place. She grinned a little as she reached up to tap her horn with her hoof, then set her things back in their places, her starry towel spread over the rack as she trotted down the hall to the kitchen. Stopping in the threshold of the room, Twilight smiled to herself as she watched Fluttershy work, the pegasus carefully pulling the pancakes off the griddle as she hummed to herself around the spatula.



Twilight’s horn glowed pink as she grabbed the plates, levitating them both over to the same side of the table. Flashing a smile to Fluttershy, she stepped up beside the pegasus and rubbed up against her side, rubbing her cheek against her lover’s shoulder before lifting her head to drape it over Fluttershy’s neck. Twilight spread her wing and carefully tucked it over the other pony’s back, tugging her gently against her flank as she leaned forward to whisper into her ear.



“Love you.”



Fluttershy giggled softly as she leaned back into Twilight.



“That’s the third time you’ve said that this morning.”



Twilight smiled and slid forward to give Fluttershy a kiss on the bridge of her snout. “Make that four.”
      

      
   
      Flapjacks


      

      
      
         "Come 'n' get it!" Applejack called, flipping the last of the flapjacks from the griddle all the way across the room to the stack on the kitchen table.



"Aw, yeah!" With a rustle and a whoosh, Dash flashed through the doorway, her eyes and grin wide. "Now that's what I'm talking about!"



Applejack couldn't help grinning back. Hanging her apron on its peg, she wondered why she'd ever been worried about the homestead getting too quiet. Sure, things had been tough for a while: Granny passing away; Mac moving in with Cheerilee; Apple Bloom getting that apartment in town with Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo. But her brother and sister were both still here every day working except when Apple Bloom had a client who needed the Crusaders' help figuring out his or her cutie mark, and with Dash around, there wasn't any chance of—



A question hit Applejack, and she turned back to watch Dash shoveling flapjacks, her cheeks bulging and powdered sugar sprinkling her lips.



When exactly had Dash moved into the house here?



Or had she moved in? Even with her posters and goggles and flight suits scattered over tables and counters and stuffed into closets, that gaudy ol' cloud mansion of hers was still floating around the outskirts of Ponyville; Applejack couldn't imagine a place like that'd hold together all too well without a pegasus keeping it in check. And with Dash always out doing her Wonderbolt thing and her weather thing, it wasn't like she slept here every night.



Which made another question hit Applejack, but this one smacked her so hard, it set the breath to hitching sideways in her chest.



When exactly had Dash moved into her bed?



Not that Applejack was complaining about it: not at all. She found she liked having somepony to hold in the night, a neck to press her face into and a mane to stroke, and those times she wanted something a little randier—or those times Dash tickled or teased her into wanting it—Dash always proved ready, willing, and more than able. She did without whenever Dash wasn't here and missed her, of course, but mostly it meant that she got all the sleep she needed and all her work done, something she had to admit didn't always happen when Dash was around.



But whatever it was between her and Dash had grown and blossomed as slow and gentle as an apple tree, budding up from acquaintances to friends to saving the world together to sleeping together—



And blinking at Dash swigging down her mug of cocoa, Applejack couldn't remember when that last one had actually started happening.



There sure hadn't been any down-on-one-knee-with-a-hoof-holding-out-a-ring kinda moment like Rarity went on and on about. There hadn't been any fervent declarations under the moonlight like Twilight said she was looking forward to, no proposals written in clouds like Pinkie swore she was gonna do when she met her special somepony, and no wavery eyes with rose petals blowing in the background like Fluttershy sometimes whispered and blushed about. There'd just been her and Dash, same as there'd always been, laughing and fighting and kicking around to help each other whenever they needed it.



And now, looking across the kitchen, Applejack suddenly and for maybe the first time actually saw her marefriend or her husband or her wife or whatever other word might be out there somewhere: the one pony in the whole wide, wide world of Equestria, at any rate, that she simply couldn't imagine living without.



Dash froze in mid-chew, her eyes snapping up from her plate and her gaze crashing into Applejack's. "What?" she asked, her voice thick with half-eaten pancakes.



Applejack shook her head and moved to her own place at the table. "Nothing. And pass the syrup. If'n there's any left, I mean..."
      

      
   
      Curses


      

      
      
         A golden streak shot out of the inky temple depths and into the light, its shadow racing across the weathered stonework as the streak resolved into a gray-maned pegasus, her wings beating frantically as she darted up and away into the clear, blue sky.  Moments later, a grinding roar emanated from below the pyramid and the surrounding trees shook as the ancient stone walls buckled and fell in on themselves.  In seconds, the ancient stone temple was reduced into a pile of rubble, and a massive cloud of dust rose up, hanging in the air as the last pebble clattered to a stop.  All around a hush descended, as if the the jungle held its breath in shock and wary anticipation.  



Long seconds passed before the stillness was broken, when a blue-furred hand poked up between two of the fallen stone slabs.  It quested around for a few seconds, before, finding nothing, all but the central finger folded back into a fist. Thus configured, the hand waved around at the sky for a bit, before retreating back underground.



Up above, Daring Do adjusted her pith helmet and descended, her wingbeats chasing away the lingering dust until she settled atop a still-intact granite column, the golden idol cradled protectively in her hoof. She blinked and looked around, peering down at the rubble before taking wing once more.  For several minutes, she flitted across the ruins in such a manner until she finally spotted movement among the broken stones below.



The stone shook again and muttering came from below before a wisp of magic eeled through the cracks and a mighty heave sent the granite block tumbling back.  A vaguely canine form stood, blinking in the light as it turned around and surveyed the wreckage, it's long face drawn back in a thunderous scowl.



Daring grinned as Ahuizotl's eyes fixed on her, burning topaz in a sea of ultramarine.  He took a deep breath and raised a clenched fist to the sky – then paused.



He looked at her for a moment, then his overlong lips drew up in a pout, and he exhaled gustily.



“No.  I'm not saying it.”



Daring blinked. “What?”



Ahuizotl fixed her with a glare. “The curse, etcetera.  Not saying it.”



“But you always say it.”



“Not this time.”



Daring cocked her head. “Really? Not even a little curse?”



He crossed his arms and looked away.



“No vengeance?” She said, flitting over to a block in front of him. “I thought eternal revenge was kind of your thing.”



“Oh, what's the point?” He said, gesticulating wildly,  “The Sapphire Statue, the Eternal Flower, the Rings of Scorchero. It feels like I'm always just making a fool out of myself. These days some of my minions are even in your book club. You can still write whatever you want in your stories – it's not like I can stop you or anything.”



Daring shuffled her hooves. “It's just not the same.” she said, before trying an unconvincing smile. “Um, for what it's worth, I'm always very intimidated.”



“Really?” Ahuizotl looked up at her face a moment before snorting. “No, you're just saying that to try and make me feel better.”



Daring frowned and sat quietly for several long moments, idly rolling the idol between her hooves before she finally sighed. “Well, what if I split some of the publishing royalties with you?”



Ahuizotl's eyes widened, and he looked up at her in surprise.



“Look, not all my adventures are fit to print.”



There was an audible thunk as his mouth fell open, and his eyes had taken on a faintly glazed look.



Daring colored as she backed up and sputtered. “Not like that!”



She took a moment to settle her wings before continuing.  “You really are a high-class nemesis.  You wouldn't believe some of the two-bit villains I have to deal with these days.  Why, one of them just tied me up and left instead of monologuing.  You need to give yourself more credit.”



“You mean that?  Really?”



The smile on her lips was genuine.  “Really.”



Ahuizotl was looking at her calculatingly now.  “So, about those royalties.  Say, fifteen percent?”



“Five.  Net.”



The jungle was shocked into silence once more as a guttural roar echoed up among the treetops.  “Curse you Daring Do!”
      

      
   
      Things Deliberately Ignored


      

      
      
         Ponyville drifted past on the breeze, black soot catching oilly on Rainbow Dash’s stained wings. She shook it debris off with a moue of distaste before glaring askance at Twilight Sparkle.



Twilight nodded to herself slowly. “Well,” she said, slowly, “Okay. I admit it. Mistakes were made. I won’t deny that. But—” Rainbow Dash’s eyes narrowed at the unwelcome conjunction— “I feel that some of the blame rests on your shoulders, Rainbow.”



“On my shoulders,” Rainbow replied, her tone flat as a three day old coke. “Explain how this is my fault, Twilight.”



Twilight kept her gaze locked firmly on the wreckage of the town, lingering flames slowly dwindling as the remaining fuel burnt away. “Well I’m just saying you knew how terrible at being a pegasus I was. Really, you should have just told me no when I asked to learn how to be a weather pony.”



“I did.”



“Well not—”



“I did twice. You told me I was worrying about nothing and appointed yourself to the team with your princess powers. Which, by the way, is nepotism.” Rainbow turned on Twilight, giving her the full force of a glare made red by airborne particulates.



Twilight shook her head with vigor, studiously avoiding the daggers of Rainbow’s eyes. “Well technically nepotism is if you show special treatment to a friend or a relative. This was for personal gain so I think that’s more—” She clammed up as a brick went sailing by her head.



“Whatever! It doesn’t matter!” Rainbow’s wings fluttered irritably on the smoky breeze. “You went over my head to get yourself onto the weather team, and then what did you do?”



Twilight cleared her throat. “I may have scheduled a small thunderstorm.”



“And I told you ‘Twi, don’t schedule a storm, now is a bad time,’ didn’t I?”



Twilight’s eyes darted back and forth as her head bowed under the weight of recollection. “I can’t quite recall—”



“I TOLD YOU.”



“I must have misheard—”



Rainbow snorted derisively. “More like ignored.”



Twilight rubbed her hooves together with nervous loops. “I admit that I may have made some mistakes.”



Rainbow rolled hey eyes. “Whatever. What did you order the storm during, Twilight?”



Twilight muttered a response under her breath, then backed away, cringing, as Rainbow cupped an ear with a hoof and brought herself into contact with Twi’s muzzle. “DURING WHAT, TWILIGHT?” Rainbow repeated at volume.



Twilight gulped. “During a drought.”



“During. A. Drought.” Rainbow reared up and grabbed Twilight’s face, staring deeply with maddened eyes. “WHY WOULD YOU DO THIS.”



Twilight’s eyes were wide and frightened. “Well I—I thought that if we had a rainstorm, then we could clear up the drought!”



“Where are we getting the water from, numbskull?”



“From the Cloudsdale reservoirs! I checked and double checked, there was more than enough water being held up by the Cloudsdale Construction Registry to provide a solid two inches of rain over Ponyville!”



Rainbow’s face contorted into a series of expressions not thought attainable by ponykind. Had Twilight not been panicking she would have been impressed with Rainbow’s impossible musculature. “The Cloudsdale Construction—they can’t give you any water from the Cloudsdale Construction Registry! That’s water for Cloudsdale!”



Twilight’s rump hit the ground as she rapidly backpedaled from the shrieking blue pony. “Y—yes, but we’re all friends! I was sure I could borrow some water! I didn’t expect them to say no, especially after we had gotten the thunderclouds going!”



“Twilight!” Rainbow buried her face in her hooves. “The city is called ‘Cloudsdale’! It’s made of clouds! What did you think the water for something called ‘Cloudsdale Construction’ was for? If they gave you the water there wouldn’t be a Cloudsdale!”



“Oh.” Twilight looked down at the ashy ground, tracing circles with a hoof.



For a brief moment silence reigned, broken only by the soft crinkling of the fires and the occasional scream for help from some pony not yet extracted from the ruins.



“I didn’t know that.”



“I’m sure that will make all the homeless ponies feel better.”



“Hey at least nopony died, right?”



Rainbow groaned into her hooves before looking at Twilight with a resigned expression. “It’s. It’s okay Twilight. We all make mistakes. I’m sure we can fix…” She gestured expansively at the blacked plains that had once been a town, a forest, and a large swathe of farmlands. “You know. All that.”



Rainbow placed a consoling hoof on Twilight’s shoulder. “I forgive you.”



Twilight looked up at Rainbow, eyes tearing with relief. “Really?”



“No.”
      

      
   
      Point/Counterpoint


      

      
      
         The FunCo-Brand ‘Moonwalk’ Bouncy Castle is Intended for Foals

By Sea Suite

President, FunCo Entertainment



Following last week’s widely publicized incident in Ponyville, I want to make something clear on behalf of FunCo Entertainment: the FunCo-brand ‘Moonwalk’ Bouncy Castle, along with similar devices manufactured by other vendors, is intended for foals ages 12 and under. Adult ponies who use bouncy castles place foals at risk and may cause damage to our product.



Of course, many of us have fond memories of using bouncy castles when we were small, and it is natural to want to relive those experiences during carnivals like the Summer Sun Celebration. However, as adults we have a responsibility to place the enjoyment of foals above our own. Additionally, there are significant safety concerns when full-grown ponies attempt to share the confined, energetic interior of a bouncy castle with foals only a fraction of their size.



Further, the vinyl lining of our ‘Moonwalk’ bouncy castle is designed with foals in mind. While some adult ponies such as pegasus mares may be light enough not to damage this sensitive surface, the same cannot be said for others. This especially applies to unicorns or alicorns with adult horns. Indeed, last week’s disaster could have been averted if only certain ponies had understood this point.



Finally, some ponies have asked why our products aren’t explicitly labelled “for foals only.” This ignores the large, clearly visible text above the entrance that reads “Fun for Foals of All Ages!” While certain pedantically minded ponies have argued that this phrasing is ‘unclear’ and ‘not logically exclusive,’ we believe its spirit to be universally understood. However, in the interest of preventing misunderstandings, we will clarify the sign’s language on future models of all FunCo-brand bouncy castles.





Bouncy Castles are Appropriate for Ponies of All Ages, Including 22-Year-Old Mares

By Twilight Sparkle



Imagine a world in which fun was banished.



“Impossible,” I hear you say. “Twilight Sparkle, that could never happen. Ponies cherish having fun and would never allow anypony to take that away from them.”



Or would they?



I won’t belabor the details of last week’s incident at the Summer Sun Celebration. We all know what happened. Suffice it to say that certain liability-minded corporate executives are wildly overreacting and advocating a course of action that, if implemented, would be the death knell for fun and enjoyment for everypony. If they have their way, nopony reading this letter will ever again enjoy the thrill and heady nostalgia of a bouncy castle.



“But Twilight,” you say. “Shouldn’t adult ponies enjoy other activities like reading books?” And of course we should. But just as books are suitable for both foals and adults, shouldn’t bouncy castles also be enjoyed by ponies of all ages? If I welcome foals into my library, why can’t FunCo Entertainment let me enjoy their product?



“But Twilight,” I hear you say. “Several foals had to be hospitalized after last week’s incident.” Well, dear reader, you are misinformed. The reality is that a few foals were seen by nurses at the Ponyville hospital to treat minor contusions and sprains, and all were promptly released to their parents. It’s no different than a mother bandaging her colt's skinned knee – tears, yes, but harmless. To call such treatment ‘hospitalization’ is a gross exaggeration and demeans this debate.



“But Twilight,” I hear you say again. “You broke the expensive bouncy castle the foals rented with their bake sale proceeds after just a few seconds of bouncing.” First, I have already offered to repay the school activities fund for their lost security deposit, and I gave all of the foals involved exciting "Library Action Passes" that will more than make up for any lost enjoyment on their part. Second, the structural failure of the bouncy castle was clearly the result of a design flaw on the manufacturer’s part, and not something anypony could have anticipated. In fact, I have already drafted a design for a ‘horn cap’ (patent-pending) that can be worn by adult unicorns or alicorns to prevent a repeat of last week’s incident.



Having put to rest all these concerns, I think we can now all agree that banning adult ponies from using bouncy castles would be a knee-jerk reaction, trading away our essential liberty for trifling, imagined safety. Are we that kind of society? Are we so fearful?



I think not, and I hope you will all agree.
      

      
   
      BBBCF


      

      
      
         "I have a brother?!"



Celestia gave Twilight an apologetic smile and sipped her tea.  "I know it's awkward, Twilight, but —"



"Awkward?  Awkward?!  One of my friends is the Element of Honesty, Princess!  What am I supposed to say when she asks me why I've never mentioned him before?"



Celestia's smile turned hard, but her voice lost none of its mild tone.  "You'll forgive me, I hope, if I'm less concerned about my most brilliant protege's ability to shift her cover story than I am about ten thousand drones under the control of a deranged and rapacious queen."



Twilight exhaled, pacing around the room.  "I know.  I know.  But there's got to be a better way."



"I assure you there isn't.  They couldn't have arrived at a worse time — Cadance's ascension makes her so transparently important as to be a guaranteed target, but if they learn why she's so important, then we'll have an all-out war over the Crystal Empire before we can establish control of it.  So I need to make it look like she's simply leverage."  Celestia set her teacup down and strolled over to the window.  "Being groomed for marriage to a stallion who has been reluctant to pop the question … a stallion who is one of the few entrusted with knowledge of spells that could tear our rule apart.  Chrysalis — and we have to hope it's Chrysalis; Arachne might be too clever to fall for this — will be too busy chasing that golden prize to look at the platinum in her grasp."



"If you need that sort of bait, marry her to Providence Eye or to Blueblood.  If my cover is blown, the implications could reverberate all the way back to Project Luna."



Celestia's voice, for the first time, got strained.  "I'm aware, Twilight.  But I can't falsify that kind of paper trail without bringing actual ponies in on it, and the instant the queen gets her hooves on them, this plan is dead in the water.  Your lineage, on the other hoof, is under our complete control, and also clearly groomed for power.  I need a new Equestrian hero on zero notice, and the only plausible source is from the bloodline that unlocked the Elements of Harmony."



Twilight massaged her aching temple.  "What makes you think this is even going to work?  Do we even have an exit strategy?"



"An anti-changeling kinetic burst —"



Twilight whirled to Celestia, jaw dropping.  "What?"



"— keyed specifically to their hive.  If we can stall them until the wedding, Luna can capture an infiltrator and adjust the targeting accordingly."



"You're talking direct confrontation!  Starting a nationwide changeling panic!  This is madness!"



"Then suggest a sane solution."



Twilight's mouth opened and closed.  She plodded to the window, staring out at the spiraling towers of Canterlot and the city streets beneath, in scurrying perpetual motion like an anthill.



Finally, she exhaled, shoulders sagging.  "Take me to him."








There was something almost guileless in his expression, Twilight thought, one hoof on the yet-to-be-decanted pod.  The chitin was still softening and sprouting fur, leaving his muzzle curled into an artificially lopsided smirk, but his closed eyes were relaxed, fluttering in the rapid motions of empty dreams.



She stared for quite some time at his floating sprawl of electric-blue mane — had Celestia used Template 3 again? — then bit her lip and considered.



"Make her my old foalsitter," Twilight finally said.



Celestia blinked, turning back from her inspection of the thick, acrid-smelling tubes twining through the egg-chamber.  "Pardon?"



"Cadance," Twilight said.  "Give me a reason to know her well.  Luna will need time, which means the queen will need a distraction, and I'm in the best position to provide one by digging in too deeply where I shouldn't.  But more importantly, that makes his silence toward me even more inexplicable, which makes it a mystery I can latch onto.  Either my friends will get caught up in my protestations of weirdness, or they'll write me off as out of touch, and either way that will punt the question of his sudden appearance until after the other hive is exposed."



Celestia thought for a moment, then nodded firmly.  "Done.  And … Twilight?  Thank you."



Twilight stared at the thing which was to become her brother, then gave Celestia a shaky smile.



"You know me," she said.  "When it comes down to it, I'd do anything for family."
      

      
   
      These Thoughts of Mine


      

      
      
         You know that feeling in the pit of your stomach that tells you that you should be doing something you’re not doing? The one you get when you forget a dentist appointment, or play video games instead of homework? Yeah. Like that. That’s how I feel right now.



It’s cold enough tonight that there’s a nice warm fire in the fireplace. Dad’s reading again, like he usually does after dinner. Mom’s cleaning, and I’m being quiet listening to my music. It’s been getting real easy for me to be quiet lately. See, I’ve been thinking.



Dad says thinking’s dangerous. Says that the thinkers always get killed or arrested, like Issac Neighton or Gallopleo, and that if they had just kept their mouths shut they wouldn’t have ruined it for the rest of us. I guess I can kind of see that: they did kind of say that Princess Celestia was a fake. Not much of a smart thing to do, for all the thinking they did.



Still, I’ve started thinking, and now I can’t stop. I’m thinking about this colt in my class who sits next to me at lunch. He’s very nice, and always offers me one of his mom’s cookies, which I always take. Those things are awesome! But even if he didn’t give me food, he listens to me, and he comforts me when I need it. My school year wouldn’t have gone half as well without his help on my homework either! But yeah: he’s nice.



His mane is a beautiful gold that clashes perfectly with his deep blue coat. The hairs are so soft and straight, too. And he wears it like it’s nothing! Every day I see him it’s always swept to one side like he doesn’t care about where it lands, but is where it’s supposed to be anyway. He’s so relaxed, so carefree.



I think my favorite part about him though, is how he looks at me sometimes, like I’m the only pony on the planet that matters. It makes me feel special. Mom looks like that sometimes, but I haven’t seen it in a while. Dad never looks at me like that. When I asked him why, he said it was a mare thing to do, and smacked me up the head.



Dad says I should start being attracted to mares, but none of them make me feel like he makes me feel. None of them look at me as if the entire world is focused on me. None of them have a perfectly imperfect golden mane, or a mom who makes the best cookies I’ve ever had. None of them are him.



I remember a joke he told me the other day. It was stupid, really stupid, but I couldn’t stop laughing for some reason. “Two stallions walk into a bar,” he said. “The third one ducks!”



The giggle that escapes me must be stifled as quickly as possible; it is quiet time after all. My dad still hears me, and looks up from his book. “Something to share with the rest of us, son?”



I know the answer to this. I know that if my dad could read my thoughts I’d be smacked for sure. I know that if my mother tried to help he’d hit her too. Oh yes, I know the answer to this.



“Nothing, dad.”
      

      
   
      That Secret Fire


      

      
      
         Twilight had almost given up hope of locating her missing button when she found Sugarcoat instead, sorting through the carpet of decaying leaves beneath the bleachers of Canterlot High's athletic field.



"Sugarcoat!" said Twilight, squaring her spectacles. "I... didn't expect to find you here! What—"



"I'm lesbian-attracted to you," said Sugarcoat.



A moment passed.



"...Sorry?"



"According to the bylaws, a draw in the Friendship Games must be mutually agreed upon," Sugarcoat continued, firing off her words in a dull, monotone staccato. "Since Principal Cinch never accepted your principal's kinda-lame 'we're all winners' proposal, the Games are still on, even though they started four days ago. So if someone from Crystal Prep were to find our school's pennant and bring it to the front of the school we would beat you in two of three events and continue our unbroken Friendship Games winning streak. I decided to look for it and then you arrived and the moment I saw you my loins were seized with a burning unnatural same-sex lust for you." Sugarcoat punctuated this with a couple of half-lidded blinks.



"Well!" said Twilight. "This is... surprising?"



"I'm surprised by it too," Sugarcoat rattled on. "You would think that I would have realized my shameful passions during the many years of classes we shared together. I blame the fact that I was raised in a very traditional household with an alcoholic mother whose own stupid marriage fell apart because she herself was trying to please my grandparents by being a stereotypical 'good daughter' and denying her own homosexual leanings. Unfortunately, my mom blamed the entire mess on her orientation itself rather than her repression of it, so whenever I showed any sign of feeling the same way I was dealt with very harshly."



"Oh," said Twilight. "Oh, Sugarcoat, I'm so sor—"



"To give just one example: one time when I was very young she found the annual swimsuit issue of Sports Illustrated under my mattress and in response she sent me to bed without supper for a month. So I sublimated all my feelings for you until just now when I realized you were going to be transferring to a new school and I might never see you again. Now I want to kiss you, with tongue, here under the bleachers."



"Um—"



"I have a mad desperate hope that if I kiss you well enough you'll decide that there's something at Crystal Prep for you after all and you won't transfer away." Sugarcoat yawned a little. "Obviously this is ridiculous because Canterlot High stresses interpersonal learning over individual academic achievement, and that's the one area of education you're really dumb in. It only makes sense that you would transfer to a school where you could complete a more holistic secondary education, and also you've got lots of new friends here. Clearly I would be holding you back."



"Sugarcoat!" said Twilight. "No! I mean... don't think that about yourself!" She wrung her hands nervously. "Look, I... I'm happy that you're telling me all this. This must be very difficult for you."



"Not particularly," Sugarcoat admitted, shrugging.



"Well, in any case, I'm honored by your trust in me. And I don't want you to feel bad, or foolish, but... since you were honest with me, I'm going to be honest with you: I'm not sure I feel the same way. But if it wouldn't be too awkward or hard on you, I'd love to be your friend, at least."



"Sure," said Sugarcoat, her facial expression utterly unchanged. "That'd be great."



Twilight smiled and extended a hand.  "C'mon," she said. "Let's forget the Friendship Games and go get root beer floats together. What do you say?"



Sugarcoat paused.



"Okay," she said.



Twilight frowned. "Is something wrong?"



"No, it's fine," said Sugarcoat, briskly. "Floats it is."



Twilight brightened. "Okay, then!" she said, leading the way to the ice cream shop.



It wasn't Twilight's fault, Sugarcoat thought, trailing along behind. It was an innocent, friendly gesture. Twilight had no way of knowing of the angry fire of hatred that burned in Sugarcoat's breast. For one brief, mad moment, Sugarcoat pondered telling her new friend of her hidden pain, but the raw shame of it all caused her mouth to lock around the words. No. This was a secret she would take to her grave.



No one must know that I dislike vanilla ice cream, thought Sugarcoat. No one.
      

      
   
      When the Seas are Wide


      

      
      
             Though snow piled high about the farmhouse and wind raged loud enough to set wood whistling in the night, the heat of the Hearth kept chill at bay as Apples and Oranges sat down to dinner. Nopony spoke while platters heaped high with food were passed around, till each sat with their meal untouched.



    “Thank ya for comin’ this year.” Granny broke the silence, speaking to Aunt Orange. “We know you like it in the big city, but we mighty ‘preciate you journeyin' to visit us. Now tuck in!”



    That got the five ponies eating, while Apple Bloom dozed in her basinet nearby. The pops and crackles of the fire provided commentary as they ate, till one by one only empty plates remained and Granny looked round once more.



    “What say we get a little song going, mm? Valencia, ‘m sure you remember the ditty we sang when you were a filly. Mac, AJ, this’ll be new for you, so just listen in. This song’s a special ‘un, one we Apples came up with on our wandering afore we founded Ponyville.”



    Granny rose, ambled to a cupboard, returned with a violin. She set bow to string. A slow, haunting melody began, and soon, mother and lone daughter’s voices joined together.



    “When family cannot be here, havin’ journeyed far and wide...we sing a song to honor them, to remember days gone by.”



    By night’s end, the bonds of family and joyful remembrance had brought light back to a darkened home.




Applejack cleared her throat as she swept her head around the table, at her gathered friends and family seated before her. “Thank ya’ for coming, y’all,” she began. “This ain’t been an easy year, I know. But it’s times like this that it’s important to remember what matters most. Bonds of friendship. Of family. And I can say with certainty that each and every one of ya are family in my heart.”



    As she spoke, latches clacked to reveal the worn violin aged with decades of use and timeless mendings. “Bloom and ah want to teach y’all a song that Granny sang to us when we were fillies. It’s an old Apple song, but one ah think it’s time to share, and I can’t think of anypony more deserving.”



    Big Macintosh lifted the violin out of its case, set the bow. Well-tuned strings vibrated and music filled the air, soon joined by voices twined in harmony. 



    “So take your cup and raise it high, just as surely I'll do mine! And laugh we will at stories told, as we smile at days gone by!”



    Five mugs rose together as Big Mac played and Granny slept in her rocking chair beside the fire.




Wind chilled aged bones as Applejack set herself upon a hill and overlooked the sprawling festival beneath her. Somewhere below, her children and grandchildren mingled, she knew, but for now she sat alone. “Another year, and these youngins don’t even truly know what they’re celebrating.”



“They’ll hardly know if you insist on sitting up here by yourself, will they?” Twilight Sparkle sat beside her friend, then offered a wing for Applejack to shelter beneath. A snort of faux protest, but Applejack drew close.



“All those years ago, ah had no idea it’d turn into this. Ya know, they don’t even get the names right? Somepony twisted the lyrics ‘cause they think it sounds better.”



“Nopony will forget, Applejack. I promise you that. Somepony shall always remember. And while they -” She fanned her wing to indicate the ponies beneath. They had gathered round a large statue, forming a series of rings round it, even as their voices raised, mingled with the melody of the band on stage. “May not always know why, what matters is that they have the chance.”



“Ah know,” Applejack muttered, and lay herself down on the ground, fighting back a yawn. “These old bones ain’t got long left, Twilight. Betcha the first thing that happens is she challenges me to a race.”



Twilight fought back a laugh. She tilted her head, and queried gently, “Why would I ever take a bet I’m certain to lose?” The voices of the crowd below sang beneath the speckled stars of clear winter’s night.



“For family not here, my dears, having journeyed far and wide...For loyalty and kindness both, we smile at days gone by.”



There, in the center, sat the first of many statues remembering two friends who gave everything so that Equestria might see another dawn.
      

      
   
      Faith


      

      
      
         “We’re both very proud of you, Twilight,” Celestia said.



Unicorns in the formal yet chintzy clothing of academics streamed down the amphitheatre stairs. The highly-educated herd parted like waves around the speakers’ platform. Some glanced darkly at the sisters, then looked away quickly. Some twitched their ears and tossed their heads as if lost. A stallion in a tweed jacket snorted at Celestia’s remark.



Luna and Celestia held their heads high, neither proud nor embarrassed. Twilight knew she was seeing true dignity for the first time. She, meanwhile, could barely keep her eyes from her hooves.



When the door closed on the last tail, Twilight slumped to the floor.



“I stood in front of the Royal Academy and called you both frauds,” she said, sniffling.



“Your arguments were most convincing,” Luna said. “You should be pleased.”



“Then why are we all crying?” Twilight wailed.



“I am not crying. It is not crying until the film of water over the eyes grows thick enough to… oh, bother.” Luna wiped her eyes.



“You just stood there and smiled! You didn’t… didn’t even disagree!”



Celestia only continued smiling her loving, infuriating smile.



“STOP it! Say I’m a liar! Say you’re a liar! Say something!”



Celestia looked toward Luna. Luna nodded.



“Yes,” Celestia said. “It’s time you learned about being a goddess.”



Twilight opened her mouth to speak, then didn’t.



“That is most unattractive,” Luna said. “We do not listen with our mouths. Come, let us walk to the throne room as we talk.”



Their hooves rang on the marble tile as they entered the palace proper. The distant echo spoke of long corridors of polished stone. It sounded like power, and history. Twilight had never liked it before. But now she wanted to be awed. She wanted to believe. “I’m not a goddess,” she protested.



“Then I am a fraud,” Luna replied with a chuff.



“All ponies are gods,” Celestia said. “But most are gods nopony believes in.”



Was this some new story, to cover up… Twilight bit her lip, ashamed of her thoughts.



But Celestia had lied. And not just to her. “But… do you move the sun and moon, or not?”



“Yes, and no,” Luna said.



“We couldn’t tell you before,” Celestia said. “You wouldn’t have done what you had to do.”



“Done what?”



“Made Equestria a better place.” Celestia paused in front of a large, embarrassing tapestry on one wall. Life-sized figures of all three of them stood side-by-side, gazing sagely down the side corridor opposite. Celestia compared the portraits and the originals. She and Luna shared a worried glance, then hurried on, faster than before.



“Why do you think my sister and I have lived so long?” Celestia asked.



“Because you’re goddesses?”



“Not quite. Because of faith.”



“Why do you think my sister and I are so large?” Luna asked.



“Still going with goddesses.” Suddenly Twilight realized what had been off about the tapestry. The sisters were larger than life in it. And Twilight was… smaller. Funny she hadn’t noticed before.



“No. Faith.”



Twilight lowered her ears in confusion. “What do you have faith in?”



Celestia laughed. “The music of birds, the power of stories, and the repayment of kindness. But I wasn’t talking about myself.”



“What’s this got to do with explaining orbits?”



“You made Equestria more believable. More real. Does that make sense?”



“No!” Twilight shouted. A guard turned his head sharply toward her. “I just showed what must be,” she said more quietly.



“And so it will be,” Luna said.



As they entered the throne room, they filed past Ironhoof as they had so often before. She read the shock in his eyes just as it hit her: she was looking down at him.



“Sit,” Luna said, gesturing at Celestia’s throne.



“I couldn’t!”



“Please,” Celestia said. “Quickly.”



Twilight crouched over the throne, blushing, and felt the pillow brush against her bottom.



“It’s not an egg,” Luna said.



Twilight sat. The cushion’s softness didn’t help; looking down on Celestia and Luna made her feel as cold and hard as the rock the throne was carved from.



Her hooves reached the floor easily. The sisters craned their necks back to look up at her. They smiled, hugged each other, and cried. Then they both stepped forward and bowed low to Twilight. Twilight could see the flagstones through Celestia’s head and neck. She cried out and leapt forward, but felt only air.



“We’re both very proud of you, Twilight,” Celestia whispered one more time before they vanished.
      

      
   
      Orchard Mornings


      

      
      
          “I’ll let Mister Rich know ya said howdy to’m!”



Macintosh nodded from behind the screen door. It wasn’t true, of course. It’d been a while since anypony recalled hearing him uttering even a single word, much less an actual greeting. 



The elder Apple tottered her way through the pre-dawn orchard. A familiar helplessness surged through Mac as he watched his Granny go. The once-retired farm mare was the only one of them with any experience in the family business. Knowing this didn’t stop the feeling of uselessness from thickly churning his stomach.



Eventually, Granny Smith went over a hill and vanished from Macintosh’s sight. He sat quietly behind the screen door, his eyes roaming the farm. The apple trees rustled gently. No lantern light shone through the barn. None of the animals were stirring. The orchard was unnaturally silent. He shivered and quickly shut the door.



The farmhouse was silent as well. In this old wooden home, there was a certain way the floorboards “thumped” whenever a pony trotted over them, and over time, Macintosh found he could tell exactly which thumps belonged to which pony. Deliberately slow thumps meant “Granny”. Heavy, but modest thumps were his own. His sister’s thumps were light but firm, though it had been a while since her hooves had echoed here.



The farmhouse was still silent.



A bottle of warm milk sat near the simmering fireplace. Macintosh grabbed it in his mouth and trotted quickly up the stairs, down the hallway, to the third door on the left. He gently pushed it open.



The room was a little messy. Macintosh carefully meandered through the darkened room, over various toys that had seemingly overflowed from their chest and spread along the floor. Beneath the window stood a crib. Once, it was his. A family heirloom he had long outgrown, it had passed to his sister, who since passed it on to its current occupant.



A tiny tuft of red mane greeted him as he peered into the crib. Placing the milk on a nearby table, Macintosh rose to two hooves and leaned his head over the crib railing, pulling the blanket from the foal’s face.



Applebloom’s peaceful expression emerged. Still asleep. But that was okay. He didn’t mind waiting.



The outside world grew brighter as he sat beside his baby sister, patiently watching her chest rise and fall, as he done every morning for most of her life. Macintosh learned quickly that Applebloom would always cry whenever she woke up alone. He understood the feeling. 



Celestia’s sun began its slow rise above the orchard. Light streamed through the window, and the bedroom was filled with the warmth of a new day. 



Any minute now.



Applebloom opened her eyes. She blinked blearily and rubbed her eyes with a hoof before focusing on Macintosh.



“Howdy Applebloom.”



The little foal smiled, and then giggled, her forelegs stretching towards her big brother.



"Ack!" 



Macintosh grinned. It wasn't his full name, but it was the closest Applebloom could say at this age.



“Hungry?”



The colt kept smiling when his question was answered with a string of incomprehensible babbling. He leaned over and lifted up the sputtering foal in his hooves. She fit easily into the curve of a foreleg. 



“Soup’s on, everypony.” He brought the bottle to her lips and held her as she fed, resting against the sturdy oaken crib. Steady sunlight and the foal cuddling against his chest filled Macintosh with a pleasant warmth.



As usual, Applebloom polished off the milk quickly. Macintosh pulled the empty bottle from her lips and placed it on the floor. The foal stared curiously as her tiny hooves roamed up along his muzzle. She squealed when a hoof found the colt’s nostril, and he snorted involuntarily, blowing warm air over her.



He held her silently for a span of minutes, rocking himself gently. He understood why she left. She needed to find her own meaning. She needed something to push herself towards. He missed her now, but he had understood. It was hard to stay and remember.



But he belonged here. He knew that much. Painful as it was, he could never leave. But that was okay. He was needed here.



“Applebloom.”



The foal looked up.



“Can you say, ‘Applejack’?”



Her little brow furrowed.



“Applejack?”



Her mouth opened.



“Applejack?”



The foal babbled a flurry of sounds that were nothing close to the sound of his sister’s name.



But that was okay. He nuzzled the foal. They could always try again tomorrow.
      

      
   
      The Fool and the Food


      

      
      
         Talon was a fool.



Starvation can do that to anyone, but it didn’t change the facts. Only a fool would be so distracted by the third or fourth most potent source of love he’d ever come across that he’d get hopelessly lost in a forest. And only an even bigger fool would be so focused on being lost that he would walk straight into the backside of a chimera.



Unsurprisingly, the serpent head he’d run into wasn’t pleased by the unexpected horn in its face. Even less surprising was its suggestion that perhaps he and his brothers have an early lunch.



Talon briefly considered his options. At his peak, a chimera would have been no problem for a changeling warrior like himself. But as starving as he was, he wasn’t convinced he could even subdue an unexpecting pony if he had to. But against a threat of this magnitude he currently had only one option.



He ran.



Wings flapped futilely against his back as he commanded his aching muscles to take him to the sky and out of the reach of the beast. A moment later he was airborne. Not through any effort of his own, but because he had tripped over a root. Such a fool.



When he landed, a sharp crack followed by an equally sharp pain in his right foreleg told him that he had lost his ability to flee from his pursuer. Talon closed his eyes, accepting his fate.



“Why don’t you pick on someone who can fight back!”



Startled, Talon opened his eyes just in time to see the prey he had been stalking deliver a sharp kick to the chimera’s side, sending it flying from Talon. How low had he fallen that he needed to be saved by food?



The chimera rose to its feet and pounced towards its new victim, accepting the challenge.



The food just grunted, spun around, and delivered a fierce buck to the tiger head’s jaw, knocking it out. The goat and snake heads exchanged a surprised glance, then fled, leaving the food alone with Talon.



“You alright, kid?” the food asked. Talon didn’t respond; talking to food was undignified.



The food picked up Talon’s injured foreleg and felt it. “Feels like a bad sprain. Probably fixable though. C’mon, kid.” The food pulled Talon up onto its back and started walking.



“So I know it’s a long shot, since you’re a changeling, but you wouldn’t happen to know of a donkey named Matilda, would you?” Talon could feel the food’s love swell up as it mentioned the name. Remembering how hungry he was, he couldn’t help but feed.



He was brought back to his senses by a quick blow to the head. “Hey, none of that! My memories of Matilda are…” the food stopped. “Well, she’s special to me.”



The strength of the food’s love grew even stronger. Overpowered by its strength, proximity and how hungry he was, Talon began to feed again. “Knock it off, kid!” Another blow to the head.



The food turned around to look at him. “Look, kid, I get it. You’re a changeling. You gotta eat, just like everything else. But Matilda’s off limits, okay? Let’s see…” A moment later, the area was filled with love again. Not nearly as strong or as tasty, but still edible. “You can have that, but try not to eat it all. Family’s still important.”



Talon scoffed to himself. Being lectured by food, and told what he could and couldn’t have. He could just picture the rest of the hive laughing at him now. Still, he had something to eat now. And he was so hungry.



Still unsure why, Talon showed restraint when eating for the first time in his life, leaving about a third of the offered love alone. Enough that it would likely regenerate over time. If the food was careful about it, anyway.



“You got a name, kid?” the food asked when Talon had finished. Talon didn’t respond. “Ehhhh, you look kind of like a Kevin.” It chuckled to itself, as though this were some kind of joke.



Saved by food? Fed by food? <i>Named</i> by food? Talon was no pet. He couldn’t believe how miserable his life had come.



Then again, there were benefits to having a ready and willing food source nearby. And there was no way he was getting his foreleg repaired on his own. Perhaps he would stay with this food a little longer.



Besides. He kind of liked the name Kevin.
      

      
   
      The Red Dress


      

      
      
         	The night ended in silence.

	

	The night ended, as it began, in a small cart deemed romantic by the general public; travelling down the same road, albeit from the expensive restaurant; carrying the same two ponies, unfortunately in a much worse mood than how they had arrived.

	

	The night ended with Octavia — sitting as far to the right as she could, hooves gently cradled in her lap, staring out into the distance with lips thinly pursed and eyes narrowly prised.

	

	She was wearing a red dress.

	

	The night ended with Vinyl — sitting as far to the left she she could, chin in hoof, sneaking looks out of the side of the eyes before turning away with a huff of indignation.

	

	She was wearing something Octavia liked.

	

	The cart trundled them home, flowers wilting in the corner. They, like the night, had been a gesture, one quite unlikely, one quite scintillating in its ability to catch another unawares.

	

	This particular gesture only came once a year, and everyone involved tried their best.

	

	Vinyl’s throat itched.

	

	She coughed.

	

	Octavia glared, piercing eyes shooting cautionary beams toward her partner, who cleared out the rest of her strangely itchy throat under her breath.

	

	A bead of perspiration trickled through foundation and blush, cutting a trail through the dusty plains of Vinyl’s cheek.

	

	She wiped it away.

	

	Things smeared.

	

	But it was fine. No one was looking anymore.

	

	The one who once grinned shyly at her attempts now glowered at the edge of her seat.

	

	The one who once appreciated the effort had lost her own.

	

	Vinyl stared at the swirls and whirls of the wood of the cart floor. It was just like her thoughts — a jumbled mess of circles and lines, and red dresses.

	

	The cart stopped, shuddered, and hitched, as a pony alighted. When the time was right to look up, Octavia was already unlocking the door.

	

	Vinyl gazed to the side.

	

	The flowers were gone.

	

	She looked up.

	

	The driver gave her a little shrug and a piteous smile.

	

	Vinyl went home.

	





	As she peeked around the doorway, she caught sight of the flowers on the hallway table, placed roughly aside. She caught sight of Octavia, peeling herself out of her red dress.

	

	Vinyl stood there, unsure of her next step.

	

	Octavia slanted her eyes, furrowing her brow. She had the red dress in hoof, bunched up like a paper ball.

	

	Vinyl caught it upon her face as it came flying over. The smell of fermented grapes, sticky and sweet, permeated her nostrils. She tore it off, holding it close to her chest.

	

	Octavia pointed, with a hoof, off to the side, off into the darkness of a corridor.

	

	Vinyl turned, dress slung safely over her shoulder, and walked silently to her destination, opening a small windowed door and throwing the red dress into a machine.

	

	With a few pressed buttons and a few whispered prayers, Vinyl entrusted the machine to do its duty, and mayhaps trade the red dress in for a white one come morning.

	

	It was all she could do.

	

	Tired, now, tired, and back to the living room, did Vinyl go, trundling her way.

	

	She sighed, looking to the ceiling.

	

	There, the circles and lines drew themselves across the plaster, painted by her thoughts.

	

	Perhaps, the circles said, it was not the act but the steps taken to excuse it.

	

	Maybe, the lines told her, it wasn’t the clumsiness but the ego.





	

	Vinyl stopped in the living room.

	

	There Octavia stood, above her treasured turntables, a mug balancing precariously on her hoof.

	

	It was fair, wasn’t it, Octavia glared. One precious thing for another.

	

	Vinyl’s mouth dropped open in silent shock, her eyes flicking about at the sight of it.

	

	Octavia jerked the mug forward.

	

	Vinyl stepped closer, her hoof raised.

	

	The mug began to tilt.

	

	Bodies were frozen in place.

	

	Octavia upended the empty mug, giving it a few shakes to let the last of the air out, and hammered it down on a side table.

	

	Vinyl breathed again, her eyes drying slightly, she shoulders wilting.

	

	She accepted it. It was not entirely undeserved.

	

	Her friend stuck her tongue out at her, the tip of it waggling about as she retreated back into her room for the night. Suddenly her baneful eyes didn’t seem quite so sharp, but they were still tipped with ire.

	

	Vinyl sighed.

	

	The night ended in silence.



	But they would probably have to talk come morning.
      

      
   
      More Precious Than Silver Or Gold


      

      
      
         The chill damp of the sea beat against her cold wings as Dragon rose up into the air on a rare thermal, leaving the grey hammering of the sea behind as she climbed into drier atmosphere and turned her path northward. The harvest had been slim so far, a mere clawful of gold coins and a few trinkets. She would have turned back for her comfortable and mostly dry cave, if not for the driving desire of her kind. A burning in her chest drove her higher and further north than she had ever gone before, seeking riches far beyond anything she had known.



She would possess them, or die.



After days of silent gliding above the featureless coast, her wait was over. A small coastal town spread out below, with an empty harbor and tidy craftspony’s houses spreading up the slope around a larger guild hall, much like hundreds of these little towns scattered up and down the coast wherever ponies could find a place to graze and trees with which to make their houses. Dragon furled her wings and dropped through the inky night to make a low pass over town, both to check for armed ponies who might oppose her and to take a deep breath of the air and luxuriate in the scent of silver and gold such a place would posses.



No cries of panic rose in Dragon’s wake as she swooped back up into the sky, which was good.



Hardly any scent of gold or silver wafted over the town, which was bad.



She swept back down to land next to a large stone complex under construction high above the town. Formed of pink granite blocks, its high walls and strong roof were only partially complete, except for a smaller building near one end.



The absence of gold in the town bothered Dragon.  Gold in pony hooves made more gold, and even more, until a town became ripe for harvest and Dragon could scoop it up. But not all of it. Leaving a town without enough gold to provide seed meant the next trip through in several decades would find only empty streets and abandoned houses.



After trying and failing to see through the colorful glass windows of the building, Dragon lifted up on her hind legs to grip the roof. The sounds of commotion could be heard inside, giving her little time to bend open a corner of the roof and reach in with one claw to grab whatever trinket was so important to be housed in this fashion.



The empty room looked for all purposes like a chapel of some sort, with a small wooden box at the near end containing the valuable item it protected. Dragon flipped back the cloth covering on it with one claw, just in case the object was dangerous, only to freeze in place afterwards.



It was a little pony. An infant with a soft coat the color of a sunrise slept quietly on her back with one tiny pink hoof reaching for the missing blanket. Dragon had never seen such beauty before, from the faint hints of darkness touching the tips of her wings to the tiny little stub of a horn protruding from her disheveled mane. It could have been hours later when the tiny pony yawned once and stirred with a faint shiver to her coat, which shook Dragon out of her entrancement long enough to move the blanket back over the foal and tuck it in with the tip of one claw. The foal smacked her lips as she was covered and rolled over to embrace Dragon’s sharp talon.  She nuzzled it once, then blessed it with a kiss before wriggling back underneath her blanket and returning to slumber. 



Dragon did not remember prying the roof closed with as much delicacy as she could manage, or curling up on the grassy patch of ground afterwards. She remained sitting in stunned amazement, looking at the talon which had been kissed by the tiny foal.








The pastel shades of dawn spread over the coastal city, with the rising of the Dawn Chorus and the stirrings of the Abbey of Song. Robed and veiled acolytes moved silently within the walled compound, except for the Mother Superior. She was kneeling alongside a large pile of coins which glistened in the morning sunlight, raising her own voice to the heavens in praise of the golden blessing which had been bestowed upon the abbey and their precious charge.
      

      
   
      Chirality


      

      
      
         "Princess," the letter finished. "You'd better come quickly. She hasn't slept in three days."



Celestia put down the scroll, told the guards to cancel the remainder of the day court, and teleported herself to Ponyville.



"Oh thank Celestia... err... you," Spike stammered.



"How bad is it, Spike?"



"See for yourself," he said as he pointed to the top of the rolling library ladder. Atop it perched a frazzled Twilight Sparkle, who levitated half a dozen books around herself and was plucking more from the shelves as the ladder slid around the massive room.



"Twilight?" Celestia ventured.



The librarian looked up, eyes darting around frantically, before looking down and seeing Celestia. "Oh, Princess!" she said, teleporting herself to the ground instantly, leaving the previously floating books to clatter to the ground behind her.



"What's wrong, Twilight?"



"It was a... a dream. Or it seemed like a dream, but maybe it wasn't. It seemed real, and it was silly, but then it wasn't silly because it was real!"



"Calm down, and tell me what happened."



Taking a deep breath, Twilight explained. "I remember waking in a windowless room. There was a bed, and food, and water. A comfortable prison. Then a voice sounded from above, but I couldn't see the source. It explained this was a test."



"A test?" Celestia said. Her former student didn't have a good track record when dealing with surprise tests.



"Yes, a test. For our whole race. It said I'd been chosen to represent everypony, and another being of some kind—it wouldn't tell me what—was representing theirs. All we had to do was talk to each other. But that's all we could do. Talk. There was some sort of magic or machine that carried my voice to it and its to me. But nothing else."



"So what did you talk about?"



"That's just it, we couldn't. At least not at first. I tried every language I knew, but it didn't know any of them. And I had no idea what it was saying. So I started with first principles: tapped out basic concepts like zero and one, yes and no, and over the weeks and months, we started to communicate."



"That seems like a very difficult thing to do," Celestia said, starting to see how this dream could really stress a mind like Twilight's.



Twilight let loose a nervous chuckle. "Actually," she said. "I've thought a lot on that sort of thing, and it's not as hard as you think. It just takes time. Months I think in this case. Whatever it was, it was smart too, and we were really starting to talk by the end of it. We hadn't heard the other voice in a long time, but then it spoke up. It told us we were to prepare for the final test."



"And?"



"An identical, bilaterally symmetrical panel appeared in the wall of each cell. And I do mean symmetrical. No screws or other sign of chirality anywhere. We looked! Each panel had two buttons on it, also identical. One on the left, and one on the right. The voice told us all we had to do to pass was to press the same button. But if we pressed opposite buttons, both our worlds would be destroyed."



"So did you say left or right?"



"That's just it. I couldn't say left or right!"



"Dreams can be strange like that."



"No! You can't say left or right because they don't mean anything!"



"Sure they do," Spike interrupted. "Right claw," he pointed. "Left claw."



"But how do you know which is which? How can you say definitively what is left and what is right, without pointing or touching or otherwise showing it?"



"Umm..." Spike hesitated.



"You can't!" Twilight yelled, wings fluffing in frustration. "You can't say it! No pony can. It's never been said! Ever! I checked!"



"But surely there's a definition somewhere?" Celestia said.



"Nope!" Twilight said, becoming more manic. "Up is easy. 'Away from gravity.' Forward? 'The direction of travel.' Down and back? Just opposites. But left or right? Made up! Arbitrary! Impossible to explain!"



"That can't—"



"No, seriously! At the end of time, when everything that can happen has, the only thing in the universe left unsaid will be the difference between left and right!"



"So what did you do?"



"I asked for a recess. It said I could return home for 67 hours of research."



"Spike," Celestia said, becoming nervous. "How long has she been awake?"



"About 66 hours."
      

      
   
      The Calligrapher


      

      
      
         “Papa! I'm home!”



It was spring, and Ivory Scroll pushed open the door to her father's home without bothering to knock. Although she hadn't lived under his roof in decades, memories of a childhood spent gamboling across these hardwood floors, ducking around laquered furniture with her sisters and rattling their mother's china had indelibly stamped these walls in her mind as her own.



She found Sans Serif in the study, bent over his worktable. Rivers of parchment overflowed the desk like waterfalls, curling in rapids along the floor. She brushed them aside with her hooves and stood beside him, careful not to breath too deep as she peered over his shoulder.



Like most earth ponies, Sans Serif preferred to write with his mouth, using his lips to hold a fountain pen that traced its graceful way across the yellowed paper. Faint graphite rules, placed with the aid of a straight-edge, demarked the exact lines and indents had chosen for this piece. When he was done writing they would be erased, leaving only the flowing script behind.



He couldn’t reply while writing, but his free hoof lifted from the desk to brush against her cheek. She smiled at the gesture and settled in to watch him finish.



The work was a poem, though not one she recognized. He had already filled the page with line upon line of whorls and dashes, fantastically rendered yet somehow still legible. Like most of his calligraphy, it wouldn’t have looked out of place in a museum.



San Serif was on the final line when the pen shook. The nib jittered, pressed too hard, and a tiny spray of ink spurted out onto the page. He paused, grumbled, and set the pen down, already reaching for the tiny razor he used to scrape away such mistakes.








Memories of the Summer Sun Celebration were only a week old when Ivory Scroll visited her father again.



He was in his study, as usual. Projects littered his desk and the floor around him, and she stepped delicately as she approached. His ears swivelled toward her, and she waited until he was between letters to place a quick kiss on his cheek.



“Good morning, Papa. How are you?”



“Good,” he mumbled around his pen. A frown followed. “Too humid, though. Ink takes longer to dry.”



“I’ll talk to the weather team,” she said. A quick glance at the page showed he was only a few words into this project, and already she could see a few tiny errors. Squiggles where there should be none. Straight jerks where there should be flow. 



She convinced herself to ignore the pang in her stomach.








Fall came, and brought drier weather. When Ivory Scroll visited now, her father had cleared his desk except for a few large brushes. The broad strokes they left on the page hid the mistakes. His head and forelegs quaked with the faint signs of palsy.



He stared at the page, the brushes beside him uninked. She walked up behind him, neverminding the rustle of her hooves, and wrapped her forelegs around him in a gentle hug.



She could feel him shaking.








“I’m sorry I didn’t visit more.”



Her father waved a trembling hoof. “You were busy. The town needed you.”



Ivory Scroll sighed. “I’m just a manager, Papa. Ponies go to the princess with their troubles now.”



“Oh? So you just sit in your office all day, staring at the wall?”



Well, no. In fact, ever since Twilight Sparkle had arrived in Ponyville, her office had never stopped scrambling. Disasters, monsters, ceremonies, official visits – the more she thought about it, the more she realized just how full her plate had become lately.



She frowned. “No, but that doesn’t matter. I should have made more time for you.”



“I’m still here.”



“Yes, but…” She couldn’t bring herself to finish. In the next room, her father’s study sat unused. The brushes collected dust. “You loved writing so much. I loved watching you.”



“And now that’s gone, is it?” He glanced into the darkened study.



“It must be.”



“Hm.” He stood, and slowly shuffled into his old workroom. “Come here?”



Perplexed, she followed. He stood beside his desk, the chair pulled out, but not for him.



“Have a seat,” he said.



She did. A brush and page were laid out before her. He leaned over, grasped the brush in his lips, and passed it to her.



“This is how you form the ‘A’...”
      

      
   
      Swallow Down


      

      
      
         “Gotta thank ya again for helpin’ us out on yer time off, Goldie. Cider season’s always a pinch, no matter how much we plan fer it.”



Applejack bore down into her forelegs, and reared back into solid wood. The succeeding shower of apples fell into Golden Harvest’s baskets. After the carrot-topped mare huffed out her brief discomfort, the two of them set off side-by-side across Sweet Apple Acres.



“Aw, ain’t no trouble, honey. Y’all know that,” Golden chuckled. Her green eyes shifted onto and away from the freckled mare too quickly for her to notice. “Been so busy with mah own farm n’all. Nowadays, it's a treat to step off of it for even a bit.”



The barn’s door groaned open. Dropping their loads off amongst towering stacks of baskets, they both soon plopped down into the hay, each nipping at a jar of fresh cider.



“Ah know the feelin’,” Applejack chuckled. She lifted her hat to swipe away the sweat from her brow. “But still, it sure is nice catchin’ up witcha again. Sittin’ here in the barn, skimmin’ cider from the barrels. Shoot. Reminds me of when we was fillies.”



Golden hummed with content at the sight of Applejack’s smile. 



“Apple buckin’ contests on weekends.”



“Carrot pullin’ competitions after school,” Applejack quipped. 



“Landsakes, ‘member the time Big Mac spent two days barrelin’ that cider for shippin’, and we worked our way through a quarter in one?” Golden laughed.



“And I told ‘im you spilled ‘em all out in a freak shufflehoofin’ accident?” Apple finished.



Golden felt a tickle roll up her spine at the sound of Applejack’s laugh. 



“But lookitcha now. All grown up, and savin’ Equestria. The element of honesty, ain’t it?”



“Aw, shucks. Just a buncha runnin’ back and forth, listenin’ to ponies gripe and groan, and that sorta thing. Don't get me wrong, I'm honored to do it, but it really ain’t as glamorous as it sounds. Sometimes I worry that I ain’t even that good at it.”



Golden beamed when Applejack blushed. 



“Now, Applejack, whut have I always told you ‘bout them ‘polite’ little fibs of yers?”



“Whut? I don’t fib!” Applejack protested.



“Ain’t spectacular? Ain’t good? Ain’t what I heard,” Golden gibed. “I know one Miss Pinkie who says different.”



“Hmph. Right. Pinkie. Pinkie thinks everythin’s spectacular,” Applejack smirked, “and everypony’s great!”



Golden’s fur bristled when she caught Applejack studying her.



“Element of honesty...” the freckled mare murmured. “Y’know, Goldie, ever since Twilight came to town, and I discovered all these new things ‘bout mahself, I've always wondered ‘bout it.”



“And what is that?” Golden wavered.  



There were butterflies in her belly waiting in the silence between Applejack’s words.



“Why not you?” Applejack inquired.



The other mare sputtered on a swig of cider. 



“Why not me what, honey?” Golden asked, now a bit too interested in the straw beneath her hooves.



Her heart fluttered when Applejack inched in closer.



“I'm sayin’, why weren’t you chosen as the element of honesty, ‘steada me? You're the one who always kept me in line back then. You're the one who taught me to always strive to tell the truth.”



Golden’s stomach churned when Applejack frowned. 



“When I found out I was the element I… I just couldn't believe it at first, y’know?” She again adjusted her hat. “We two… we gotta be the two most honest ponies I can think of, but I know I wouldn't be if it weren’t fer you.”



Golden’s cheeks went hot when Applejack passed her this compliment.



“I mean, I ain’t ever told a lie not once after that whole barrel incident, and I ain't ever hidden away somethin’ that was important to say out loud, right?”



“Right,” Golden squeaked. Her body was burning. 



“And of course, you haven't, right Goldie?”



“Right.” Something tickled at the corners of her eyes.



“And if everythin’s equal, then—”



“M-maybe, it was just luck,” Golden stammered, her hoof tapping into the hay over and over. “I-if all things’re equal, then maybe those ol' elements just... idunno, closed their eyes, spun around, n' pointed or somethin’!” 



She forced a laugh. Her heart cracked just a bit when Applejack rubbed her chin and nodded with satisfaction.



“Sounds ‘bout right,” the freckled mare sighed. “But then again, ya do always tell it like it is, Goldie. Always honest to the end, we two, right ol’ pal?”



“Right,” Golden croaked. 



One more swig finished her cider. She licked the lingering sweetness from her lips until it was all gone.
      

      
   
      Consistency


      

      
      
         He arrived without warning, something Tirek didn’t expect. If anything could be expected of a creature like Discord, it was some degree of showmanship: swirling smoke, crackling fire, the sting of ozone clawing at your nose. Instead, he simply was, where a moment before nothing had been.



“Have you come to gloat?” Tirek asked him. A rasping cough chased his question, itching in his throat before he swallowed it back. Enfeebled though he was, he still had his pride. So, it seemed, did Discord.



“I doubt it.” The draconequus raised a yellow-scaled claw, considering each talon with pantomimed disinterest. “Seems an awful waste of a trip to come all the way down here for that. It’s such a nightmare traveling through Tartarus this time of year. You wouldn’t [i]believe[i/] the traffic.”



Tirek wasn’t surprised. Even for Discord, reaching this place was no simple task. His cage had rusted away in time, but the veil of unnatural darkness around him remained, absolute and impenetrable in every direction. Only the cold stone beneath his hooves tethered him to reality, its unblemished chill his only anchor to what felt like an echo of life. His visitor’s identity notwithstanding, he couldn’t help but relish the change in scenery.



“The Princesses sent you.”



Discord shrugged, a pillar of rock rising behind him with the motion. His arm fell to his side when he sat down, but his claw stayed where it was, rotating in midair so he could examine its opposite side. “In perfect honesty, it was my idea.” As his talons rejoined his body, a hint of a smile played across his lips. “Ironically, they thought I might… talk sense into you.”



Tirek laughed: a gravelly, knowing sound. “What fun is there in making sense?”



Discord chuckled as well. “What fun, indeed.”



Tirek sighed, for himself and Discord both. How low his former ally had sunk, and how completely this time. He’d been right to leave him behind, and wrong to show him mercy. The next time he was able, he wouldn’t make the same mistake.



“I was a fool to betray you,” Tirek began. “You’re more powerful than I ever was.”



“I am,” Discord replied. “And you were.”



“They trust you. Even after you double-crossed them. They’ve allowed you into my chamber. You could get me out.”



Discord dipped his chin, a thoughtful spark gleaming in his eyes. “I could.”



“Then let me help you! I’ll join you this time, follow your every command! Together, we could destroy the Elements, make the Princesses bow before us, take Equestria for oursel--”



A wheeze snuffed out the fire in his promise, and the hacking that followed made the rest of it moot. When Tirek straightened up again, Discord stood with him, his face expressionless, his eyes naked and dull. 



“Lying doesn’t flatter you, Tirek,” he said, his brow taking on a judgmental tilt. “And trust me, you need all the help you can get.”



A scoff scratched at Tirek’s aching throat. “You’re one to talk,” he rasped. “What have you ever been but a liar?”



“Oh, many things,” Discord replied, counting off each answer on his golden-furred toes. “Joker, grinner, lover, sinner… and more than anything, a fool like you.”



So used to solitude as he was, Tirek found himself tongue-tied. Silence persisted for a moment, then Discord leaned forward and smiled again. “Do you know what I admire about ponies? They’re consistent. No matter how much they suffer, under your hoof or anything else’s, they don’t break. They stay precisely the same: honest, humble, hardworking… merciful. Good.”



“Consistent?” Tirek’s outrage gave him breath enough to voice it. “You’re Discord! The spirit of chaos! The last thing you should admire is consistency!”



“Is it?” Discord shot back. “Chaos is consistency, Tirek. Everything pointing the wrong way, everyone in their improper place… why, unpredictability is the most predictable thing there is! Now deception, dishonesty, betrayal… saying one thing and meaning another. That is inconsistent. That is what you are, Tirek.” Discord’s grin grew wider--toothier. “And what I was for trusting you.”



Tirek’s anger grew cold in his chest. “The Princesses… you said they told you to reform me!”



His visitor took one step forward, then a longer one. “No,” Discord murmured, “I didn’t.”



There was nowhere for Tirek to hide. The darkness around his cell held him quivering in place. “Wh-what is this? What did you come here for?"



Discord towered over him. His claws were clenched. His smile was gone.



“Something a pony wouldn't do.”
      

      
   
      From Afar


      

      
      
         Octavia rosined her bow in brisk strokes as she spoke, her foreleg moving back and forth as steadily as a metronome.



"It's not like I've never received tokens of affection before, of course," she said. "But this one seemed... different, somehow."



She set down the block of rosin on the polished dining table and then examined the bow with a critical eye. She smiled at what she saw.



"There's a special relationship between the player and the bow. Many musicians only use their own tail for the ribbon -- it's tradition."



She held the bow in her mouth for a moment as she reached out for the instrument leaning against the table and got it into position. She took the bow in the crook of one fetlock and gave an experimental pull across the strings. The lacquered wood resonated with a bass note.



"Of course, it's not the only tradition. No peacock feathers, lose-a-shoe not good-luck, you know how it is. I'm sure you have a few of your own."



She played a few more notes and adjusted a tuning peg now and then.



"Well, another one is to never refuse the gift of a lock of tail-hair. Folklore says it's inviting misfortune to do so. Always good to have some spare hair available, after all. And the timing was certainly fortunate!"



She took a slow, deep breath in and out, and then set about playing a short piece. The late afternoon sunlight streaming through the window behind her made a shadow-puppet of her movements, and the rich tones of her playing resonated in the cozy cottage. She smiled again as she looked up from her fugue of concentration.



"My secret admirer's sent me those charming poems, and then those scrumptious flowers, and now this. A lock of tail, the very day my bow frayed. I suppose I should be uneasy about something so forward, but somehow... I don't know. It just feels helpful. Caring."



She looked down at the pale cyan hair stretched taut down the bow.



"But listen to me, prattling on when there's a concerto with my name on it in less than an hour. I really must be off. Thanks for listening!"



She put away the tools of her trade as quickly as care would allow, and then slung the heavy case across her back and cantered out the door.







Vinyl Scratch waved at her housemate as she left. When the mare was out of sight, the Unicorn hopped off her chair and trotted over into her garishly decorated half of the building. She sat down on a throw rug and craned her neck to examine her own hindquarters. The loss was imperceptible in the spiky mess of her tail. She grinned.



"Lose a shoe, Octy."
      

      
   
      The Spare


      

      
      
         Sunset Shimmer sat on her velvet cushion and watched as the most royal idiot in all of Canterlot stared disdainfully down at the legal document which pooled over the side of Princess Celestia’s desk.



“Mmm, and what is it that I’m signing?” Prince Blueblood furrowed his brow slightly as his eyes bounced off the thick writing.



Princess Celestia smiled. “You’ve been doing so much around Canterlot, I thought I would lighten your duties, and give you more time to pursue your own interests.”



Sunset bit her lip and hid her snout behind her hoof; she knew as well as anypony just what Blueblood had done around Canterlot. She even managed to clean up most of it, though there was little that could be done to smooth over some things. Ponies had never been her strong suit.



“Of course. One would hate to waste one’s time on such… petty things when there are so many important social events to go to. But they are important, are they not?”



“Of course.” Celestia bobbed her head slightly. “Which is precisely why I have reassigned all your other royal duties to Princess Cadance. She could use the practice.”



“Yes. It would be terrible to deprive her of such an important learning opportunity. One would hate to get in the way of her learning her royal duties. And perhaps with such duties set aside, I can set my mind to more important matters.”



Sunset ground her teeth silently. Something about the way Blueblood spoke always set her on edge. She knew exactly what “important matters” he was referring to. It was a good thing he was so vapid; no mare who spent more than five minutes around the Prince didn’t know exactly what kind of pony he was.



“Of course. But I just need your signature to make everything official…” Celestia slid her gilded inkwell across the table. It was just for show, of course; Sunset knew that Celestia used far more serviceable affairs than that Qilinese monstrosity, but to ponies like Blueblood, dipping their quill into the same well as Princess Celestia herself made all the difference. They could hardly stop themselves from signing anything she wanted.



Prince Blueblood proved to be no exception, the arrogant pony rising before the ink had dried on the scroll. “Is that all? Miss Priss is throwing a dinner party. I would hate to be late and leave a bad impression.”



“Of course.”



The moment the doors swung shut, Celestia's smile turned to a dour grimace as she pulled the scroll across her desk and began to carefully read over the end of it. Celestia’s horn glowed as she pulled out her pounce pot and carefully sprinkled the mixture on Blueblood’s signature. “Well, that’s done.”



“I don’t know why you made him a prince in the first place,” Sunset said, waving her hoof in the air. “He’s clearly an idiot.”



Celestia’s frown deepened. “He wasn’t always this way. Power spoiled him.” She glanced over at Sunset. “I’m afraid I put too much on the two of you. Things went badly for him. But I had little choice; allowing Nightmare Moon to return without somepony groomed to the throne is an invitation to disaster.”



Sunset scoffed. “You act like I’m not going to win.”



“It is best to be prepared. I have every confidence in your ability, but should something go wrong, I want to ensure that the throne doesn’t fall into my sister’s hooves.” Celestia glanced towards the closed doors. “Or those of somepony worse.”



Sunset nodded her head as she stepped up next to her mentor. “I don’t see why you didn’t just tell him he was worthless.”



“Sometimes it is better to leave such words unsaid,” Celestia said as she rolled up the scroll in her magic and filed it carefully on her shelf. “Nopony likes to be a pawn, but ponies like it even less to be told they were the spare.”








Sunset shuddered as she ran through the vault. She’d seen enough. The way Celestia was looking at the filly. The stars on the purple pony’s flank.



She glanced back at her own rump; how had she ever let Celestia trick her into thinking the prophecy was meant for her?



The surface of the mirror rippled before her. She could hear Celestia’s hooves beating down the halls, her mentor’s voice echoing from the walls.



Sunset pinned her ears back against her neck and jumped.



Some things were best left unsaid.
      

      
   
      Yours Truly, Cheerilee


      

      
      
         Dear Diary,



Know what's rarely enjoyable at all? Blind dating. Still, I told myself that just for this one week, I'd try my darndest to be the optimist that everypony expects me to be. “Cheerilee?" I said. "You've gotta pull yourself up out of the dumps. Be proactive!”



...Yea, turns out Bramblebrush was just as thorny in personality as he is in name. Took me to Sugarcube Corner. We were four sundaes in before he decided to mention he was going Dutch. 



Didn't feel so cheerful after school today, obviously. Ended class early so I could come home and mope. Big Macintosh picked Applebloom up last, so he offered to straighten all the desks for me. Thank Celestia I won't have to deal with that tomorrow morning.



Yours truly,

~Cheerilee






Dear Diary,



I guess it's my fault for supposing that a stallion named ‘Speedy’ could ever be anything but a jerk. 



I'm sorry. That isn't fair. But just for the record, he was a jerk. Don't get me wrong, the date itself was fantastic. He showed up with flowers! Honest-to-Celestia daisies! They looked just like my cutie mark... But now that I think on it, exactly when could he have stared at my flank long enough to recall my daisies? Creep!



Talked to Ginger about it later. She informed me that ol’ Speedy's been shacking up with that mare, Locklove, for about four months now. Can you believe it? Ah well. Free dinner, am I right? Goodness, what's wrong with you, Cheeri? Must you always see the bright side of every awful situation? 



Anyway, today might have been pretty terrible if one of my students (guess which) hadn't left a big basket of fresh apples on my desk this morning. I suppose she could tell that I needed some cheering up. The thing was so heavy, I'm still trying to figure how she carried it all the way to class from home by herself.



...Now I'm hungry for apples. 



Yours truly,

~Cheerilee






Dear Diary,



I’m beginning to think that I have extremely bad luck. And I must be a glutton for punishment, because even after all this, I'm determined to ride out my week in Tartarus. Eh, I suppose it isn't that terrible. 



Dammit, Cheerilee, stop it! There's no bright side when a date runs out on the check! I could barely even think straight in class today. My poor foals! 



Decided I should spend lunch getting my act together, so I bought myself an ice cream cone, and watched the carts pull into market for a while. That usually clears my head. Golden Harvest chatted me up about visiting for a class presentation next week. Wish I had that mare’s mane. Gosh, it's so golden! Those Flim Flams always find a way to sneak into town every chance they get. Tried to sell me some phony good luck charm. I’m ashamed to admit that I nearly bought it. Mac from Sweet Apple Acres doesn't ever say much, really. He did start whistling that tune he always whistles whenever he spots me on my ‘moping bench’. Bit of a strange inside joke between us at this point, but it boosted my mood, at least. 



I should go. I really need to plan for Goldie’s visit.



...Hmm. Maybe I’d have better luck with mares?



Blargh,

~Cheerilee






Dear deary



Bad dayte. Think I'll jus stop trying anmore. Bought some cider after school to clam down. Guess my looked really pathetic cause he gave me an extra bottle for free. Drank both. 



Cheers!

~Cheeri






Dear Diary,



Well, that wasn't embarrassing to reread at all. At least I'm feeling a bit better today, headache aside. However, I've decided to give romance a rest. Class went much better for the general lack of crushing anxiety. Also, returned my bottles to Sweet Apple Acres' vendor, and thanked Big Mac for “tolerating” me yesterday. Turns out they're having a big barn dance at the farm tomorrow night. Never been to one of those, so Mac gave me the all clear to attend. I'm just going for the food, honestly. Pretty good day today, all things considered.



Yours truly,

~Cheerilee






Dear Diary,



Hey, what if… 



No. Cheeri, it's time you learned your lesson about all this “bright side” business.






Dear Diary,



Just got back from the dance, aaand... maybe I'm not as unlucky as I imagined. I suppose right now it's too early to tell for sure, but I'll keep you posted!



Optimistic and yours truly,

~Cheerilee

      

      
   
      Companionate


      

      
      
         I don’t mind it when she can’t meet my eyes. The world’s a big and scary place. Sometimes you just gotta hide behind your mane. I sit down and give her the time she needs. It’s a nice day, really. My yoke itches a little, but I leave it. Don’t wanna worry her none. Sure, I got places to be, but there’s no rush. It’ll get done when it gets done, and AJ can just cool her little head about it. Finally, she gives me the slightest of smiles and shares her name. Fluttershy. It’s a pleasure to meet you.







I don’t mind it when she runs out of firewood. Not like we’d use all our pile anyway, and I can take an hour here or there to get some extra set out for her. Winter’s cold, and that little hut of hers ain’t too insulated. I feel bad for her little critters. I got cows and pigs, myself. I can find the time through the winter. I can get her firewood.







I don’t mind it when she needs a stretcher pulled. That bear’s a big guy, and she can’t carry him back to her cabin by herself. AJ’s pretty upset about my disappearing for the afternoon, but she’s young yet and got it all up in her head about the east orchard. Nothing that couldn’t wait on account of a bear with a broken leg. I stay around some time after she sets the splint, just in case. We keep an eye on him, just watching together.







I don’t mind it when she can’t pay at the market. Sometimes ponies just won’t pay up for her animal care. She gotta learn to stand up for herself, just a little, but I can help her with this. Granny ain’t too pleased about it all, but I reason it out with her. A bushel of apples here or there ain’t gonna break the Acres. She never takes more than she needs, and she pays back what and when she can. Most times, it’s enough to see her smile.







I don’t mind it when she needs me to drive fence posts for her. I know I’m being a fool, taking two days out of applebucking, but it’s early in the season and AJ can cover what needs done. I think she asked me because she knows me—she won’t have to stay inside the entire time as some strange pony works around her home. She doesn’t have to worry about some strange pony trying to talk to her if she doesn’t want it. She tells me about a family of squirrels, a family of otters, and she sings a little.







I don’t mind it when she needs help with that timberwolf. It’s just too big for her, and who knows what would happen if that glowing shard was left in its neck. At least Granny understands, even if she ain’t happy about it. It’s nothing I wouldn’t do for any of our cattle, even if they have flesh and hooves instead of wood and claws. Besides, none of the cuts are too deep. The scars’ll heal.







I don’t mind it when she talks about Caramel. Good on her that there’s somepony she likes. I don’t think the date will go well, as he’s a talking pony. She’s gonna dress up a little, even if I think she doesn’t need to. I meet her smile and wish her well as she goes on her way. I don’t wait up.







I don’t mind it when she won’t talk to nopony. Having your heart broken like that can hurt. I can understand. There's nothing I can do. I miss the time with her.







I don’t mind it when she saves the world. Sis helped, and that new pony. Good on her. I don’t see her near as much anymore, what with her going every which way nowadays. She’s got better things to do now. She’s got friends, and she sits and talks and smiles with them. The things she’s doing are away from me now, but they’re bigger and better than anything I could offer. I think it’s enough just to see her smile.







I don’t mind it.
      

      
   
      The Longest Night


      

      
      
         Maybe it's the season; the long nights sending my thoughts to darker places. Or maybe it's just natural to contemplate the past as we step into the new year. Either way, it's become my solstice tradition, and I once again find my hooves opening the ancient scrapbook.



"Elements of Harmony Defeat Changeling Invasion!" the newspaper clipping reads. I sigh as I run my hoof over the yellowed newsprint. That was one of the first. Despite the doubt cast my way, I'd managed to rescue Cadance, and with my friends, defeat Chrysalis and her army. It had felt amazing! But that wasn't the whole story.



Only years later, after I became a princess, did I truly start to see the real costs. Yes, we won, but fifty seven ponies died fighting changelings that day. Afterwards, one hundred and twelve more were found missing, supplanted by impostors in the weeks leading up to the invasion. Chrysalis may have kept Cadance alive, but others weren't worth the effort. Canterlot gained twenty three new orphans that day, and that's not something they ever put in the headlines.



I take a sip of my tea and grimace. I've let the leaves steep too long and the bitter tannins sting under my tongue as I flip to another page. A photo: all of us together with Discord, smiling; a bittersweet memory to go with the bittersweet taste. The photo was taken not long after we released him from stone. Celestia had told me he should be reformed, and I was eager to please. What she hadn't told me, of course, was the full extent of harm he'd caused. Most of it could be undone—buildings righted, transformed animals reverted—but some things...



Two young colts had drowned during his brief reign of chaos, swept away in a flash flood of chocolate milk.



The worst part? I don't think Discord even knew. He was playing games, and even at his worst, never intended to kill. By the time I learned what had happened, it was years later. I couldn't bear to tell him... or Fluttershy. The horror would crush her, and the horror of that might kill the nascent flame of kindness she'd sparked within him. So I kept it to myself, just one more scar beneath the flawless princess facade.



I flip a few more pages. "Crystal Empire Returns!" I smile faintly, remembering Spike's first real moment of heroism. But my smile fades, as I remember the seven thousand five hundred and eighteen broken families that came with it: wives and husbands entering a new world, and finding their loved ones dead for centuries; foals that will never again welcome cousins at Hearth's Warming... and of course more orphans; always the youngest who pay the highest price.



I slug back the last dregs of tea quickly, bracing for the next page I know my hooves will turn to.



Tirek.



I have no pictures, no headlines. What I have is the charred corner of a banner. It once read "Welcome to Ponyville!" but it, and nearly everything else I owned was destroyed when Tirek attacked. I'm ashamed, because I wept for the loss of my books, my lab, and my other precious things. But Spike survived. Owlowiscious survived. My friends survived. Not all were that lucky.



Yes, Tirek only set out to drain magic. But not everypony gave in easily. Twenty nine fought back, and died for it. Part of me curses their foolishness, yet the rest praises their courage. I was scared to fight, even with the combined magic of four alicorns at my control; an honest chance. But what of that lone stallion in the alleyway? What of that old mare at the docks? What chance did they have? Yet they fought!



And then the incidental deaths. The patient whose surgeon couldn't levitate a scalpel, the pegasus who leapt from the balcony and found no magic to catch her wings, the seventeen dead from lack of water purification spells in Appleoosa. Tirek's list is long, and I spend some time recalling them all.



I mark page sixteen and set the book down. It's nine hundred and eighty two pages now, every one a triumph. A perfect record for a perfect princess. Yet for every bright story told, a dozen darker ones lurk unseen. So every year I read, and I do my best to remember all those lost to the shadows of history... to the shadows of my history.



It's going to be a long night.
      

      
   
      Explainer Horse


      

      
      
         To Leader Sky,



I am sad to say that I won't be able to talk at your School for Pointy Horses Who are Very Good at Thinking today, for reasons you can probably tell. My speaking sounds exactly like my writing looks right now, and since I would be talking about special images, friend making, and strange power, my problem right now would make me sound stupid at best. Not at all right for so important a school.



You are probably wondering how this happened. Do not think that Craziness did it. I thought that at first, but he promised Soft-Fly-Afraid and me that it wasn't him. He was laughing at the time, but I believe him. He knows how important today was to me, and he's still making up for that one end of the week.



If I’m right, then I mostly did this to myself. The day before today, I sent several pieces of growing things from the strange tree place outside of Horse Town through the world door mirror to Sun-Down Water-Flash, to see how and if their strange power worked in the human world. Among them were some blue joke flowers. When the box of pieces went through the door, it gave off a bright flash. I think that when the blue joke flowers went from a world with a lot of strange power to one with much less, they gave off all of their strange power in that flash. It's also possible that some of the other growing things did so as well, making the problem even harder to fix. That may explain why the normal way to get better from touching blue joke flowers didn't work.



Again, I am very sorry I have to tell you that I can't come to the school so soon before I was supposed to. I hope you understand. I will tell you when I fix this problem, or if I think I need help from you or from Leader Moon. Really, if this lasts much longer, I might even let Craziness try to fix it.



For today, I'll be sending Rain-Color Run, Pink Round-Food-Pocket, and Point. Rain-Color will be able to talk all about the Fast Color Noise, Pink still knows more about friend making than I do, and Point has been my helper for most of the time I've studied strange power. Also, he'll be able to keep the others from getting too crazy. Probably. I'll send Sweet-Ball-Wine with them just to be sure. Hard-to-Findness and Soft-Fly-Afraid will be staying here to help me try to fix this and feel a little better about it.



Thank you for your understanding,

Between-Day-and-Night Short-Flash
      

      
   
      Life, Love, and Lives Loved


      

      
      
         Life, Love, and Lives Loved





"Princess, why don't any of the other students have baby dragons like Spike?" Twilight asked.



Celestia lowered her cup of tea and regarded the young filly. "That's a very good question. Why don't you try to figure out the answer and tell me what you think?" 



Her student's face immediately scrunched up in concentration, much to Celestia's relief. Twilight's worshipful stage had already gone on for longer than most of her personal students; best to teach her to think on her own rather than always ask the princess for answers.



"If they all had to take the same test... but no one else has a baby dragon..." the look of deep thought disappeared and she began hopping up and down in excitement. "I was the only one that passed?"



Celestia smiled at her enthusiasm, but reluctantly shook her head. "No, you were the only one that succeeded," she corrected, keeping her tone encouraging. "That's not the same as passing. A dragon is very resistant to magic, so the judges can observe how much power the applicants put into the spell even if the egg doesn't hatch. As a matter of fact, you were the first pony to succeed in over a hundred years."



That praise only increased the filly's excitement until her expression suddenly fell. "Wait, if Spike was in an egg for over a hundred years... what about his family? Do they even remember him?"



Celestia raised an eyebrow. "Well, dragon families work very differently from pony families. But what about you? You're helping raise him. Doesn't that make you part of his family?"



That didn't seem to lift her student's spirits. "But... but I read a book about dragons so I'd know how to take care of him," she began, and Celestia couldn't help but notice a trace of guilt in her voice. She made a mental note to tell the maid to stop looking for the missing rubies. "It said that dragons live for thousands of years. How can I be his family when I wont live as long?"



Not much surprised Celestia at her age, but the sight of such a young filly pondering her own mortality managed it. Why in Equestria was that the first thing she thought of? "You're far too young to be thinking such things," she replied with mock sternness. "But no, I don't think it matters. Losing somepony you love hurts, but it doesn't wipe away the happy times you shared. You can still live a long and full life with Spike, and that's what's really important."



For a long time Twilight was silent, though she kept giving the princess concerned looks. 



Celestia finished her tea and was just about to excuse herself when her student spoke again. "You said I was the first in over a hundred years. The last pony.. did she become your student too?"



"He, but yes," Celestia said. And others, she thought, her face a mask as memories of Sunset Shimmer came to mind. "Star Ballad passed away many years ago, and his dragon Silverwing went on to find a mate far to the south. Now that I think about it, perhaps she'd be willing to grant an egg as Spike's replacement."



Twilight seemed strangely unconcerned by Silverwing's story, though. Instead she just continued glancing at Celestia. "But what about Star Ballad? Doesn't it make, umm, Silverwing, sad that he's gone?" she asked after a moment, concern evident in her voice.



Oh thought Celestia, as everything fell into place. Most of her students arrived at Twilight's dilemma eventually, but never so young. "She was very sad, at first. But the pain went away and the memories didn't." She smiled, making sure Twilight could see it. "I still laugh sometimes, just thinking about them. Would you believe they once divided up the royal guards into teams and took command of them in a snowball fight? They claimed it was a training exercise. I'm sure Silverwing wouldn't give up those memories for anything."



The filly just stared at her with wide eyes, but slowly a look of understanding appeared as well.



Celestia leaned down and lowered her voice to a whisper. "I suppose the current guard never got that special training. Maybe we should try it some time?"



Twilight blinked, then slowly nodded. "I think I'd like that, Princess."
      

      
   
      Don't Say It


      

      
      
         It was Rarity's voice that pulled Spike from his dream.



"Spike?! You're the rampaging dragon?" she shrieked.



They were high up in the sky, and they were falling. The jagged mountainside was far below, but it was rushing up to meet them. They were both about to die.



Spike screamed, and Rarity screamed along with him.



He was still just a kid, and his life was already over. His long-time crush was going to die, too. He could vaguely remember the details of what he'd done, but he knew it was all his fault. At least he wouldn't die a monster. Rarity's friendship had saved him from that. She had redeemed him. He had only a few moments left, so it was now or never.



"Rarity? I need to tell you something!" he shouted, and Rarity stopped screaming. "Just in case we don't make it! I've always sort of had a crush—"



Her hooftip gently tapped against his upper lip, and Rarity's eyes streamed with tears. She didn't want him to say it. Her smile told him everything. She already knew.



But of course she did, Spike realized. How couldn't she? He liked to pretend his feelings were some kind of secret, but they were obvious to everypony.



Then, the unthinkable: they were plucked from the air by Rainbow Dash and Fluttershy. Somehow, they had survived! Rarity gave him a kiss afterwards, and Spike was very happy.



But later that evening, he was unable to sleep. They were both about to die. Why wouldn't she let him say it? It didn't make any sense.



Spike knew he was still young, and his crush was an unrealistic fantasy. However, someday he'd be older, richer, and have adult interests and hobbies. He would become somepony worth loving. He'd do it for her.








Spike stood up straight and adjusted his tie with his tail. The door opened.



"Why hello, Spike! My, don't you look dashing today," said Rarity, looking up to her old friend. "Might I ask what the occasion is?"



Spike smiled and pulled out the bouquet of roses from behind his back. "Hay Rarity! I got off work early today, and I was wondering if you might want to go—"



A soft tap pressed against his upper lip as Rarity held her hoof there. Although the touch was very delicate, it held all the stopping power of a basilisk's gaze.



"Darling, you are so sweet. You'll always be my little Spikey-wikey," said Rarity, as she reached up to kiss him on the cheek. "And these look positively delicious, thank you so much!"



Rarity took the flowers from him and closed the door. It took Spike a minute of standing there in silence before he decided to walk away.








Rarity's mascara ran black tracks down her delicate white cheeks. Yet even in moments like these, her beauty shined. She still looked as young as a mare half her age.



Spike carefully held her hair back as she cried into his shoulder.



"It just isn't fair!" she bawled. "Those stupid, stuck-up stallions are all the same..." Rarity reached over a bunch of crumpled, blackened tissues and grabbed a photo of herself with the unmentionable scoundrel, and violently tore it up. Then she resumed sobbing against her friend.



"You're too good for them," said Spike. "None of them know how to treat a lady. I mean, if it were me, I would—"



His face fell when he felt the familiar tap to his lip. Looking down, he saw Rarity had stopped crying long enough to wait for his gaze and shake her head back and forth. He sighed and nodded, then held her closer in his arms as the tears returned to her eyes.








"There's not much to say that the Princess of Friendship hasn't already said," said Spike, standing at the head of the throng who had gathered before his friend's crystal casket. "Rarity touched so many lives with her generosity, mine more than most. I'm honored and humbled to have been her friend."



He paused for a moment, then added, "I will always lo—"



Maybe it was the wind, or maybe it was his nerves. But could feel the gentlest sensation brush against his upper lip. He looked down into the casket at the smiling, beautiful friend he'd spent a lifetime getting to know, in the only ways he could.



"That's all," said Spike, and then he took his seat.
      

      
   
      Motherhood


      

      
      
         The great doors to Celestia’s private study twisted and warped as multi-coloured crystals forced their way through the wood, rapidly growing from the inside. Shattering, Cadence stepped through the now empty doorway.



“You had better have a good explanation for this!” Cadence pawed at the ground, horn slightly lowered.



Celestia sat at her desk, blowing lightly on her levitating cup of tea, the picture of tranquility. “Ah, Cadence. I wondered who it was going to be. In retrospect you do make the most sense. Please let us have a seat.” She gestured to a pile of pillows in front of a nearby window as she stood from her desk.



Cadence didn’t move. “Of course it’s me. Everyone else probably thinks it was their idea. That’s how you work. That’s how you always work!”



Celestia sat on her largest pillow and took the tiniest sip of her tea. “Perhaps it was their idea. I’m not nearly as responsible for events as many ponies think.”



Cadence continued to glare, unimpressed.



Celestia sighed. “Very well. But look at the whole situation. Is it really that bad?”



“Really that bad? REALLY THAT BAD? You turned the filly I used to foalsit in to a pre-teen mother! She can’t possibly understand the responsibility you’ve placed on her. And don't get me started on the baby himself. How could you think this was a good idea?”



“Your concern honours them, but Twilight will hardly be alone in raising young Spike. Her position as his guardian will likely be honorary for many years to come. But she did hatch him and she does feel responsible towards him. Though I think, if you were to ask her, that she does not think of herself as a mother.”



“How does that make it any better? That just means that we need to worry about his development as well.” Cadence huffed.



“I think you’ll find that dragons are very hardy creatures, even baby dragons.” 



Cadence gesticulated wildly at this. “And that’s another thing! If this is something that could happen at all why would you even use a dragon egg?”



“You would rather Spike not have been hatched?” Celestia cocked an eyebrow.



“That’s not what I’m saying.” Cadence’s glare redoubled.



“Of course not. And it was unfair of me to imply that.” Celestia regarded her Sun through the window for a moment. Standing, she approached her niece. “It was, of course, terribly unfair of me to let Twilight take on such a responsibility, even if it is in name only. But she needs this. She’s already so disconnected from ponykind, she needs an anchor, someone she doesn't see as either irrelevant or infallible. You remember her surge, few beings besides a dragon would be able to survive her inevitable mistakes. Dragon eggs are always the ‘final test’ for ponies in her situation.” 



Cadence grimaced. “So you are saying that a pony with her kind of power has her kind of personality needs grounding.”



“Such extremes are rare. Rarer still for one pony to possess both. But I have arranged things such that when it does happen it solves itself. And of course I will be nearby to ensure that they are both well treated, by each other and anyone else.”



Cadence shuffled, her righteous fury ebbing. “What if… what if they never realize they are a family? What if Spike never calls Twilight ‘mom’?”



Celestia embraced Cadence. “There are many ways to be a family. Perhaps they will one day think of themselves as mother and child, or perhaps siblings, or maybe they will go their whole lives without feeling the need to label what they have. I don’t know what their future holds.” Celestia kissed Cadence on the forehead. “But I know this. Family endures.”



Cadence hugged back.
      

      
   
      Things That Have Been Unsaid


      

      
      
         “Hello? Twilight?” Starlight Glimmer called out while entering the Castle of Friendship. “I was wondering if we could—”



“Starlight!” Twilight exclaimed as she teleported directly in front of her. “You’re just the pony I need right now!”



“You need me for something? Well, whatever it is, I’ll do my best to help!” Starlight said with enthusiasm, not only because she still wanted to prove to Twilight and her other new friends that she had changed, but also because she was the only pony in town who would not be reminded of the infamous “Want It Need It” incident by Twilight’s present appearance.



“It’s nothing much. Just a little friendship test to see how your reformation is coming.”



“Oh." Starling deflated a bit. "Well, I suppose it’s necessary. What’s the test?”



“I’m just going to give you a little friendship problem scenario, and you tell me what you would do. Ready? Good. So let’s say that you and one of your very best friends have both been waiting for the release of a certain book. And when you finally get to read it, it’s so good that you just have to talk about it, so you rush over to see your friend. And in your excitement to talk about the book with her, you forget to check if she’s finished it yet, so you accidentally spoil the ending, and she gets upset. Really upset. What would you do?”



Starlight thought about this for a moment. “Well, first I would apologize profusely, of course. Then I’d try to find a way to make it up to her. Exactly how I’d do that would depend on the friend. If it were you, for example, I’d get you another book that you haven’t read yet that I think you’d enjoy. And then I’d be extra careful in the future to make sure I don’t do anything like that again.”



“That’s it?”



“Well, pretty much, yeah. Like I said, the exact details would change a bit, depending on who the friend is.”



“So you wouldn’t, say, use Gold Heart's Obliviation spell to make them forget what you said?”



“Oh Celestia, no! Of course not! I may have almost destroyed Equestria several times by traveling back in time and trying to change the past, but even I know that memory spells are a bad idea. It’s just way too easy for something to go terribly wrong when you use spells like that. Trying to erase five minutes of conversation from a pony’s memory is just as likely to erase five months of their memory, or erase their ability to talk, or any number of other terrible things.



"I'm not saying that I researched memory spells while I was creating my town. But if I had looked into them, which I didn't, I would have immediately thrown the idea away. I only use completely non-magical brainwashing."



Starlight paused for a beat. "That sounded a lot better in my head than it did out loud. My point is that there is no way I would ever use a spell like that on anypony, let alone a friend. Why would you even ask something like that?”



Twilight nervously pawed the ground. “Well, you know how Rainbow and I have both been looking forward to the release of the new Daring Do book?”



Before Starlight could respond, they were interrupted by a rainbow-colored blur crashing through the nearest window. “Twilight!” the blur yelled as it revealed itself to be Rainbow Dash. “Daring Do: The Horse Awakens was amazing! Have you finished it yet? I need to talk about it with somepony or—” Rainbow suddenly stopped talking and crouched in a combat stance as she noticed the other pony in the room.



“Twilight,” Rainbow hissed while keeping her eyes locked on Starlight, “what’s she doing here? She’s probably going to try to take away our cutie marks again and turn Ponyville into another creepy town.”



Everything finally fell into place for Starlight. “Oh. I see. Well, come on, Twilight. We'd better see if two of the most magically talented unicorns of this age can’t find a way to fix this.”
      

      
   
      Love Needs No Words


      

      
      
         It is said that when two alicorns are in flight, their graceful motion can be likened to a feather dancing among the light breeze. Among the star-studded sky, or the clear vault of the noon, be it rain, hail or shine, the sisters interweave a song of natural grace, beauty and awe. For those who look on, they knew that this would be both the beginning as well as the end. Between them, there would be no words, for their gestures said it all.



Luna loved the adrenaline of flight. She loved the wind rushing through her mane. She loved the pure, sharp clarity of the upper atmosphere. It filled her with delight, it filled her with determination, and each time she strained with her wings, she reached further into the heavens above.



But everypony knew that the heavens were gated, and no matter her strength—or her will—she could only reach so far with her mortal body. She knew that hers was a body touched by physical laws, if neglected by time. The thought was displeasing to say the least, perhaps even a little depressing. Luna wanted more from the sky, but the sky could only give so much.



So every night she tried once, just once, to get closer. To fulfil the inexplicable emotions that welled within her chest. The frustration of freedom, the audacity of authority, the cage of command, the heavy burden of royalty. Luna knew that burdens were lightened when they were shared. She trusted none more so than her sister, Celestia. A serene confidant made up of warm light and cool smiles.



For a time, she admitted, it was peaceful. To lead wingtip to wingtip during their fanciful flights, to survey the country below, which they guided and cared for with love bountiful from their hearts. With each shared smile, with each brush of their wings at every stroke, the tender touch of a hoof, they built upon a love that left no room for the trappings she felt cocooned in. During this, there could be no words, for their gazes said it all.



One night I’ll tell her, she debated among the lone nights of her domain. One night she’ll know.



There had been a particularly bad night for Luna. The dismissive glances were prickling shards in her coat, her own roiling emotions were writhing snakes in her gut. Tensions were raised, tempers had flared, frustration raised its ugly and malcontent head. Then rage. An unholy jealousy radiating from her twisted form. She yelled at them, screamed at their ignorance, bleeding through a wound made of patience nightly worn thin. Then she saw their stricken faces, their quivering stances, and her rage died as an ember in a flood of clarity.



They did not love me. They never loved me.



Their gazes said it all.



Fear. Loathing. Hatred.



Disgust.



In that moment of startling comprehension, her heart both cracked and hardened.



It should have been magical. The night when she shared her dream. The night when she called upon Celestia and showed her that the heavens, the sky, the stars above were her goal. It should have been wonderful. Then she saw the same in her sister’s eyes as she saw in their own. It wasn’t fair. It was never fair. The heartless realisation that it wouldn’t simply be. Hidden tears blurred the lines of her irreparable fall from grace. She locked eyes with the last obstacle to her beloved sky. Nightmare Moon took a step forward and knew that there wouldn’t be any turning back.



There were no words, but her judgement said it all.








Under the watchful eye of the moon, under the languid pacing of the sun, Equestria moved on. Princess Celestia wandered the halls with a cool smile and listless light. On a whimsy, mayhap a foible, she gazed out the window taking in the celestial and remembered. Those eyes saw the unparalleled beauty of an enchanted backdrop she could only masquerade. Then the fleeting moment is gone, and more pained than pensive, she watched daybreak instead.



Behind those eyes was a solitary sister. One that hoped there would be a time where they would fly wingtip to wingtip, to explore the endless vault above, to talk and laugh, and share a doting glance… to say that she loved her more than anything in the world.



It was an immeasurable gulf in time, and its silence said it all.
      

      
   
      Still Waiting


      

      
      
         On the days when Countess Coloratura performed, the unicorn stallion named Purple Rain would style his dark, poofy mane, and squeeze his lavender body into his pleather jacket and studded choker, and play a brief role in the show: Casting a spell to activate her voice-effect necklace.



But most days, he lurked in the small metal trailer that served as his home, re-reading old newspapers from whichever towns they’d passed through.



Some days that would be enough to stave-off thoughts about his onetime dreams of stardom, and how they would never become reality.








The years before before Svengallop hired him to join Coloratura’s tour had been bad enough. Purple Rain remembered traveling with the other stallion long ago, sharing youthful dreams of what they’d spend their money on when Purple Rain became the biggest singing sensation in Equestria’s history.



But that day never came. His first album was well-received by critics who praised its avant-garde presentation and daring lyrical content, but it didn’t sell as well as either he or Svengallop had hoped. And so the other pony parlayed Purple Rain’s good word-of-mouth reception in the industry into a series of collaborations with up-and-comers just a few years younger than Purple Rain himself.



“Look at you,” Svengallop would tell him. “You’re bigger than a star; you’re a tastemaker! Ponies all across Equestria can’t wait to have you make a guest appearance on their albums!”



Purple Rain always needed the bits, so he would always take the work. He’d smile at the fresh-faced ponies he recorded with, and try to offer words of wisdom. But as the years came and went, so did the freshness of those faces; and somehow the bits never added up to much.



When the time came, Svengallop knew that Purple Rain would be available to work for Coloratura. He knew he’d take the bits, and in some circles, having Purple Rain on-board with Coloratura’s act would be considered a good thing; perhaps even the passing of a torch. Still, however much the purple one needed bits, being hired as permanent stage-help for Coloratura felt like the death of his dream.



No longer was he a guest star, a collaborator, or a peer… he was hired help. Well-paid hired help, but hired help regardless.








On a night like many others, Purple Rain sat alone in his trailer, holding a glass of something potent in his left hoof. Dim light from his horn illuminated a binder of old photos in his lap. He turned the pages quietly, indulging in the memory of being young, fearless, and out to re-shape the world of music.



The only sounds were a gentle rustle of pages turning, and a pitter-patter of rain on the metal roof.



But then there was a knock at the door.



Purple Rain rose, set the album on his overstuffed chair, crossed to the door, and opened it.



An off-white earth pony with a sodden but still-curly salmon mane pushed past him into the trailer—Svengallop. “Thanks, Rainy,” he said, shaking water off his fine blue suit. “Can you believe the nerve? She sacked me!"



Purple Rain said nothing, but crossed to a small shelf of colorful bottles, and began to fill a glass.



“Look… the tour treasurer is being weird about my contract’s severance clause, so I might have to stick around for a couple days to get my last paycheck, but… they’ve already reassigned my trailer to the backup dancers.”



Purple Rain turned, strode across the distance between them, and offered Svengallop the glass.



“Oh… thank you,” the earth pony said, taking the glass with an uncertain expression.



The purple one gestured toward his photo album. It was open to a picture of the two of them from more than a decade before.



Svengallop sighed. “Look… I know this hasn’t gone the way we wanted. None of it.”



Purple Rain exhaled the half-suggestion of a laugh.



The earth pony cradled his glass for a moment, then raised it to his lips and took a swig. “You should be… her, now. And I should have taken you there. And I didn’t. And… I’m sorry.”



The purple one put a hoof on his shoulder. “It wasn’t just you,” he said, his voice high but quiet. “Sometimes I wonder if I ever really had the chops. You know, like the starlets who came after.”



Svengallop stood silent, not meeting his eyes.



Purple Rain sighed. “Sure. You can crash here for a couple days. For old times’ sake.”
      

      
   
      Deathbed Confessions


      

      
      
         “Girls, I'm so happy you could be here… In these, my final moments.” 



The words wheezed out of Pinkie Pie's muzzle as she lay in her bed, surrounded by her five bestest-best friends. They were all taking her condition stoically, but she could see the sadness on their faces.



Rarity sighed “Of course dear. We're… happy to be here for you during these.. trying times.” The rest of the girls agreed with varying levels of enthusiasm. 



“There are things... I wanted to tell you girls… Before I go.” She groaned in pain and discomfort. “Things I regret... Not saying sooner.”



Turning her head to face Applejack, she continued. “Applejack… Remember last week... when I said.. your apple dumplings… Were the bestest-best dumplings I've ever had?” 



“Sure thing sugarcube.”



“I… I lied.” She sniffled a little. “They were only the third best dumplings I've ever had!” 



“Well, shoot. That's, ah, mighty honest of you to say Pinkie.” Applejack glanced at her other four friends and shrugged uncertainly.



“Rarity...” Pinkie coughed and grunted. “Remember.. When I gave you those blueberry muffins… and told you the creamcheese icing was non-fat?” 



Rarity's eyes opened wide. “You didn't!”



“I… I lied! I'm so sorry Rarity! But fat is what makes them so delicious!”



Rarity gasped, collapsing in shock. “My diet.. My figure! They're ruined!” 



Pinkie sighed as Rarity's tears began to soak the floor. It hurt to see her friends in such pain, when her own would soon be passing.



“Rainbow… When I'm gone, I want you to take care of Gummy for me.” Pinkie whispered.



Rainbow scratched her head, looking puzzled. “Okay, sure thing Pinkie. But why me?” 



“Because you're so good with reptiles, and Tank and Gummy are bestest-best friends.” She giggled slightly, ignoring the pain it caused her. “I'd ask Fluttershy to do it, but she's been really busy lately.



“Doing what?” Rainbow asked, glancing at her shy friend. 



“Big Mac mostly. Behind the barn whenever nopony else is home.” Despite her pain she managed a happy little giggle.



"Eep!" Fluttershy's face immediately turned bright crimson, and she practically vanished as she zipped behind Twilight to hide. Applejack just sputtered in shock.



“Wha… Fluttershy and Big Mac? Together?” She shook her head in disbelief. “How could I have missed that?” 



“Easy silly-filly! It's cause you've been gone so often doing the same thing with Rainbow Dash! You get reaaaaalllly distracted when she does that thing you love with her tongue...”



Now it was AJ's turn to turn crimson. “Ah… Ah don't know what yer talking about Pinkie!” Applejack lowered her hat, trying to hide her face.  Pinkie just looked confused.



“You know? That thing where she uses her tongue to...”



“PINKIE!” Rainbow shrieked, interrupting her friend before she could go any further. The red stripe of her mane seemed to continue across her entire face.



Rarity's eyes were bright and sparkling, her diet forgotten. “Oh my! You girls have to fill me in on everything!” she sing-songed. 



“Just… One more.. confession to make.” Pinkie continued, voice returning to it's previous somber, pain filled tone. 



“Oh, for the love of Celestia… You're not dying Pinkie!” Twilight shouted. “It's just a stomach ache! Which you wouldn't have if you'd listened to us when we told you not to eat that sixth tray of cookies!” 



“Pinkie sense… Twilight. Painful tummy… Can only mean.. One thing...” Poor Twilight. Hopefully she'd get past the denial stage of her grief soon.



“Anyway… My last confession….” Pinkie groaned. The pain was getting worse. Her time was near. “I.. I may have.. Accidentally… Gotten some batter... On the cook book I borrowed... from the library...”



“What.”



“And by some... I mean dropped it in a bowl of batter.”



“What.”



“And… Maybe.. Not noticed.. And.. Baked it into a cake?” 



“What.”



Pinkie smiled sheepishly at her somewhat... deranged looking friend. It was good to see she'd made it past denial. Anger was the natural next stage of grief, right?



“Kinda ironic, right? I mean, a cook book getting co…. BUUUUUUUURRRRPP!" The sound that escaped Pinkie's muzzle was no mere belch. If anything, it was the Royal Canterlot Voice of belches. 



“Wow! I feel sooooooo much better now!” Pinkie smiled, perking back up. “Maybe it was just a tummy ache and not my Pinkie Sense...”



Five sets of angry, embarrassed eyes glared back at her. Five sets of hooves held dangerously fluffy pillows.



“Nope. Definitely Pinkie Sense.” She squeaked nervously.



“Die!"



“Die!"



“Die!"



“Die!"



Die! Please, if it's not too much trouble...”




      

      
   
      Touch the Sky


      

      
      
         Twilight panted as she fluttered up to the cloud, slumping into the soft surface of the thing as soon as she landed. “What,” she wheezed, “Did you need me to come… all the way… up here… for?”



Rainbow Dash snorted as she landed effortlessly on the cloud beside her, not even winded. “Seriously, Twilight? We’re only five miles up!”



Twilight’s chest heaved. “Tell that,” she gasped, “to my lungs.”



“Come on. It isn’t that bad.”



Twilight tried to glare at Rainbow Dash, but her eyes fell from her friend to her own hooves. Below, she could see Ponyville spread out beneath her, the colorful houses stretching out over the hills and across the valley like a splotch of paint. Her eyes went out of focus for a moment before she sat back on her haunches. “Too high.”



“Oh come on, we’re only halfway to the top.”



Twilight shook her head. “The top… of where?”



“The sky, of course!” Rainbow Dash waved her hoof upwards. Far above, the Sun shone down on them, the great circle seeming larger amidst so much unbroken blue sky.



Twilight took a deep breath, then let it out. “Rainbow. There is no top to the sky. It isn’t a physical object. We’ve been over this before.”



“Heh. Shows what you know.”



“Everypony knows that, Rainbow.” Twilight shivered again, ducking down close to the surface of the cloud to shield herself from the frigid breeze flowing over the cloudtop. “It just goes on forever. That’s why the air gets so thin.”



“Then why doesn’t all the air go away, huh? I’m a weather pony, Twi; everypony knows air goes from high pressure to low pressure.”



“Because of gravity.” Twilight’s lungs burned as they tried to make the most of the thin air. “The planet pulls it down against itself, like a blanket.”



“You’re wrong. The sky is up there, keeping the air in.” Rainbow Dash pointed with her hoof. “I know! I felt it!”



“You were probably hallucinating.” Twilight sucked in another lungful of precious air. “It happens when you’re suffering from oxygen deprivation.”



Rainbow Dash puffed up. “What about the Sun, huh? Because I’ve totally touched that, too. Is that just my imagination?”



Twilight laughed. “Rainbow, the Sun is way too high for anypony to reach.”



“Oh, yeah? Then how does Princess Celestia move it?”



Twilight frowned. “It’s not that hard, once you know the trick to it.”



“And how do you move it if it is soooo far away?” Rainbow Dash landed on the cloud in front of Twilight, making her friend take a step back.



“Magic. There’s a trick to it. You don’t lift it like a chair or something. It’s completely different.”



“Yeah, because it’s part of the sky! Look, I’ll fly up and prove it.” Rainbow Dash pumped her wings, launching herself off of the cloud, up towards the too-big golden disc of the Sun.



Twilight winced as she held up her hoof, trying to cover the orb. “Rainbow, stop! The air is too thin! You’ll pass out!”



“Hah! Show’s what you know. I’ve made it before. The air isn’t THAT thin.” Rainbow Dash flared her wings before pumping them back against her sides, rapidly climbing as Twilight bit her lip and watched. The form of the pegasus became increasingly small as she climbed higher and higher, first the size of a bird, then little more than a sky blue speck against the great orb.



Twilight squinted. How high was the pegasus altitude record? She couldn’t remember now. Was she suffering from oxygen deprivation already? She glanced down at her hooves, eyes watering as the cold breeze blew into them from across the cloud. No, she could focus. Her eyes flicked back up; Rainbow Dash seemed to have stopped. Was she falling? Could she go no higher?



The speck seemed to hesitate for a moment, then moved a short distance across the disc of the Sun. Suddenly, it stopped, and with a sudden jerking motion, seemed to try and push back into the impossibly distant orb.



Far above Equestria, the Sun flickered for a moment as a single perfectly black square appeared on its surface, outlining the blue pegasus who made it.
      

      
   
      Judgement


      

      
      
         The Royal Wedding had just ended and Celestia had one final task to attend. Sitting side by side in the now vacant courtyard, Celestia was eye level with her student, her wings firmly stuck to her sides. Twilight was pawing at the ground, not making eye contact.



“I am truly sorry for not hearing you out Twilight. You have more than earned my trust. I-”



“No, Princess. Y-you were right to question me. I was right, but for all the wrong reasons. In the end I wasn’t any cleverer or more observant than anypony else, I just got lucky.” 



Celestia nodded slowly. “Perhaps so, but even if I was right to question your claims this time I should have treated you with more respect. Again, for how I treated you I am sorry.”



With a teary eyed smile Twilight finally met Celestia’s gaze. “Maybe neither of us were at our best.”



At this Celestia finally embraced Twilight in a wing hug and nuzzled her gently.



“We are very powerful you and I,” A coy smile graced Celestia’s lips “Even if you don't always want to admit that includes you. But I believe we both learned an important lesson. We are only equine, each one of us. It is a lesson I have had to relearn time and time again.” 



“I-I’m not sure that makes me feel any better. But at least it puts things in perspective.” With that Twilight let out a massive yawn which she utterly failed to stifle despite her best efforts. “Oh my. I’m sorry Princess, it’s just been such a long day.”



“No need to apologize. Please Twilight, get some sleep, we’ll speak again in the morning.” Celestia reluctantly removed her wing from Twilight’s back.



Her impromptu blanket gone, Twilight nodded and rose. “Sleep sounds wonderful. Good night Princess.”



“Good night Twilight.”



Celestia sat alone in the empty courtyard for several minutes before speaking again.



“I know you are there, you might as well show yourself.”



This time of night provided ample shadows for Luna to step out of, so naturally she appear right behind her elder sister. The tiny ear flick that followed was perceived by Luna in the same one might see a foal panic and run screaming from a nightmare night prank.



“I still find it curious that you can sense my presence while shadow walking, yet you still jump like a filly when I appear. It is almost as if you do not actually know where I am and just speak to empty rooms from time to time.”



Celestia smirked at this. “Wouldn’t you like to know, Sister.”



Luna moved around her sister and sat facing her. “What I would like to know is why you are coddling her. You know her steel and her wisdom. It won't be too much longer before real responsibility finds her. Relatively speaking of course.”



“Youth and innocence are precious things Luna. They can not be regained once lost, not in the same way.”



“She has graduated in every way except your mind and, by extension, hers.” Luna sighed. “We have few confidants, you and I, and even fewer friends. And perhaps once or twice a generation we can find ponies who can also be our peer. We both know Twilight Sparkle will make Archmage. Perhaps more.”



Celestia raised an eyebrow at that. “What are you suggesting?”



Luna waved her hoof. “In terms of ability she is already our peer. Only our power and experience keep us separate from others. One lifetime may not be enough to bridge that divide, but she can already see across it. I think we would both prefer her to be a friend as well. For that she needs to be able to tell us we are wrong. To contradict our orders.”



“My orders.”



“Yes.”



“I will not set her up to fail.”



“Then don’t. Trust that she will do the right thing no matter what you say. If she doesn't then she is not the mare we think she it.”



“Luna, I know Twilight very well, I know what it would take, but it would be dangerous, recklessly so. Not just for her either.”



“She is probably the most powerful mare of this generation. She will only become more powerful as time goes on. Having her act on what she believes you want is infinitely more dangerous than teaching her to trust her own judgement.”



“Perhaps you are right.” Celestia thought for a moment. “Do you remember the Crystal Empire?”
      

      
   
      The One Where Pinkie Pie Does Not Know


      

      
      
         “And… done!” Pinkie exclaimed as she carefully squeezed out the last dollop of icing, leaving one cake that looked most enticing. “Perfect, isn’t it Gummy?”



“Gummy?” 



Pinkie turned around, but on the table no gator was to be found. She looked high, but her pet she did not spy. She looked low, but where her Gummy was she simply did not know.



“Pinkie, what are you doing?” inquired Mrs. Cake, coming in to check on the confection, which, thanks to Pinkie, had just reached perfection. 



Logic once more suffered as from a cabinet much too dinky, out popped the head of Pinkie. “Looking for Gummy. Have you seen him?”



“I can’t say I have dear. But since you’ve finished, you can wash up and go look for him. I’ll go take care of any customers.” 



And so in a hurry, Pinkie cleaned dishes and tables in a rapid flurry. And then through the house she did dash, and upon finding not one alligator, out past Mrs. Cake at the register, counting cash. 



“Oh, I see you found Gummy.” 



In response to the counter Pinkie did fly, and stared down the mare with a single blue eye. “Do I look like I found Gummy to you?”



“Umm… Yes?”



“Ha ha, very funny. Now I have to go find Gummy.”



And then Pinkie raced out the door, before Mrs. Cake could speak any more.



Outside Pinkie continued her quest, but her gator was not in any place she guessed. He was not at Fluttershy’s, nor by that store which sold pies. He was not out in the farmland, nor under the apple stand.



“Sugarcube, what in tarnation are you doin’?”



“Hey AJ, have you seen Gummy?”



A single eyebrow soared. “Ah’m lookin’ at him right now.” But it was a sign that Pinkie ignored. 



“WHERE?” Pinkie immediately about-faced, but saw no sign of her beloved pet despite her great haste.



“Right behind you, sugarcube.”



“Behind me before I spun around, or after?”



“Both.”



Pinkie turned back to face the farm mare, her eyes locked in a skeptical glare. “And everypony says I make no sense!”



The glare did not have the response Pinkie sought after, as Applejack simply snorted, holding back laughter. “Really sugarcube?”



“That’s it, I’ve got to go find Gummy!”



“Wait-”



But Applejack’s command came too late, for the apple stand Pinkie already did vacate.



‘How did Gummy disappear so fast?’ Pinkie mused. To act with such speed the gator always refused. And thus her thoughts did stray to thoughts of foul play.



A single lamp beamed out a ray of light through a darkened room, upon scaly skin that was no mere costume.



“How would like some gems, Spike?”



“This again? You’re not gonna go all crazy like last time are you?”



“No.”



“Ok, then what do you want me to say?”



“Tell me that my Gummy was gatornapped!”



“Gummy was gatornapped!”



“I knew it! But how did you know that Spike?



“Huh what?” The dragon looked up from the plate of gems, wiping the drool off his jaw.



“Tell me it was Twilight!”



“It was Twilight!”



Pinkie pushed the plate of gems over to Spike, and with that he started stuffing his maw. “Then I have a gator to save! Oh, where is Twilight?”



“She’s out mmm of town mmm giving a lecture mmm at Celestia’s mmm school. She’ll mmm be back mmm tomorrow.”



“Then I have to catch the next train!”



“Sorry Pinkie but mmm you just missed mmm the last train to Canterlot tonight.”



“WHAT?”



Pinkie dashed outside and looked up at the moon. As she had hunted for her gator the night had fallen, much too soon. With nothing to do but to wait out the gloom, Pinkie walked over to Sugarcube Corner and up to her room. Then she curled up in her bed, and went to lay down her head. But her head did not encounter a tail most airy, but instead a snout that to most would be quite scary. But not Pinkie, though her heart still did lurch. It appeared as though she had finally finished her search.



“Gummy! How did you escape from Twilight?”



“Wow. That must have been terrifying! I’m just glad you’re ok. Goodnight!”



And so Pinkie slumbered bereft of worry. As the sun rose, so did Pinkie, but not in any hurry. As she yawned and stretched and got out of bed, she looked around and what she did not find filled her with dread.



“Gummy?”



“TWILIGHT!”
      

      
   
      The Spirit of the Season


      

      
      
         ‘Twas the week of the Writeoff,

and all through the forum,

the writers all exercised

proper decorum.



A last-minute editing pass

to keep the formatting steady

and that sense of publisher’s-guilt

meant their entries were ready.



With anonymity intact

and excitement in the air,

it was certain to be

a glorious affair.



Everyone hustled to read

and to write their reviews,

and to arrange their slates

in whatever order they choose.



Reviews were bound to come

in many shapes and sizes,

from critiques and reactions,

to haikus and surprises.



Now, the Writeoff was definitely

a strange place to be,

with many strange characters

as far as the eye could see.



From great, big dragons

to bunnies so small,

it was a wonder they could reach

any agreement at all.



There was Fan Of Most Everything,

who, in pursuit of perfection,

would likely end up reviewing

the entire collection.



And then there’s Cold in Gardez—

well-known for his skill.

When it comes to winning medals,

he most likely will.



Everyone wondered what Trick Question

would write about next.

Whatever it was likely involved

gender or sex.



The Titanium Dragon

emerged from his cave

and gave all the others

a nice little wave.



Then he sized up the stories

with a gleam in his eye,

and wrote his reviews

to help the time pass by.



And just over the horizon

came a pegasus of orange

to see what’d been written

and—uh… um…



And just over the horizon

came an orange pegasus pony

who definitely wasn’t

a changeling or phony.



And there are still other writers

who had achieved Writeoff-fame,

and with new entrants every time,

there are too many to name.



So, what brings together this

odd collection of peers,

to share in crying and laughter,

to ring out all these cheers?



The Writeoff is a contest;

this, no one denies.

And yet it was also

so much more in their eyes.



It brought them all together—

the seasoned and the green,

and all the other writers

who fell in-between.



To join together in the sense

of being something more;

to share their thoughts and ideas

about a show they adore.



So when the medals are awarded

and the reflections are all through,

each writer walks away

having learned something new.



It was the magic of friendship,

and by its guiding light,

Merry Writeoff to all,

and to all, enjoy the site.
      

      
   
      Rhapsody


      

      
      
         A mare stands in an empty room. At night-time. There’s a full moon, and it’s snowing. She’s playing a string instrument. Any string instrument. A violin. A viola. A cello. It doesn’t matter. There’s nobody to hear it.



The crackling of a new log in the old fireplace.



A mare continues to play her viola. A whole sonata. Wordless. Eyes closed. Ears open. Listening.



An old stallion in his chair, creaking as he gazes fondly at two foals asleep on a couch. A pegasus winging through the night, starlight playing off his frantic motions. A colt walking through the silent streets, leaving hoofprints in the snow. In the distance, there is music.



He pauses.



In a room – any room – a mare stands, playing. Her violin sings. Firelight traces her form as she steps, this way and that, dancing between the shadows. The smell of smoke. The grit of dust and dirt beneath hooves. The chill of winter through an open window. A mare. Any mare.



A mother in a white apron, with soot on one corner and something smeared across the other. A filly, restless, watching a colt walk by from between shuttered blinds. A mare, sleeping. Fitfully. Dreaming of fire and brimstone, and whole mountains and oceans that peel away, until there’s nothing but her and a wall covered in the scrawl of a half-empty marker pen.



A mare stands in an empty room. The paint is peeling. A fugue, half finished, scrawled in pen. In her hooves, a cello sings. A whole cantata. A whole choir. Breathless. Voiceless. On one string. The mare listens.



An old postcard on the mantelpiece, its picture faded only in her memory. The smell of warm pastries on cold mornings, held tight in hoof. The old clock marking the midnight hour, ringing out promises of warm daylight and a new tomorrow



In an empty room, a mare pauses. Fingers of moonlight dapple her coat. She listens. Hoofsteps below. Wingbeats above. Creaking adjacent. Shutters closed, doors locked, fires crackling. And for a moment –



She opens her eyes.



In a crowded room, a mare resumes. The song has changed.



And it is heard.



A colt walks down an empty street at night-time, through the snow, in the moonlight, in the starlight, past the bakery, hoofprints in his wake, listening to the sound of a violin in an empty room.



He likes the music.
      

      
   
      In the Eye of the Hurricane


      

      
      
         “Ouch!” Twilight exclaimed when she crashed on the ground, immediately followed by the soft thunk of Spike’s hard landing.



“Ekk… Enough with these… pratfalls Twilight, please!” the young dragon bleated, rubbing his butt.



“Spike! Please, spare me your puns!”



“Where are we?” Spike asked, looking around. “Where is the map?”



“I don’t know. But this looks like a…” 



They were in a large room, hedged in by stone walls and wide wooden doors.



“…a castle?” Spike finished.



“That’s strange. It’s the first time—” Twilight broke off as one of the door swung open and Rarity walked through. She stopped short when she saw the alicorn.



“Princess Twilight? We weren’t expecting you so soon. You’ve come back just in time to attend the weekly council. Don’t lose a minute!”



“Rarity? But—”



“No time for questions. Come on, it has already begun.”



Twilight hesitated a second. “Could you show me in?” 



“What? Me? Why?” Rarity seemed distressed, but finally caved in. “As you wish. This way.”



She turned and walked across the room to another door. Twilight and Spike followed, exchanging uneasy glances.








Twilight gasped as she entered the council room: it was a lofty hall crowned in an exquisite glass roof through which the untamed light of the sun poured down. At its center, a huge mahogany table stood, bearing the map. Celestia and Luna were both standing here, conversing with a military officer Twilight didn’t know. They broke off and turned their head when she stepped in.



“Twilight!” Celestia chirped. “You’ve already returned? Good news! We were discussing tactics with general Hoplites. Please join us! We’ll talk about your mission later.”



Twilight inched forward to the table. It was the map for sure. But what were those coloured pegs scattered all over it?



“What about the robotic army of the FlimFlam brothers?” asked Luna, resuming her conversation.



“They’ve breached into Chrysalis’s native hive territory. But the Changelings are standing their ground,” Hoplites replied. He pointed at a green peg on the map.



“Good!” said Luna. “What about the clandestine convoy of fuel?”



“Successfully delivered. The brothers thank you for helping them.”



Luna sniggered. “And the tankers of hydrochloric acid?”



“They arrived fine too. Chrysalis was thrilled to put her hand on them, her army was in short supply. Through I’ve heard that the brothers are developing an acid-proof armour for a new generation of robots. We might have to adapt.”



Luna turned to Twilight. “Status of the quarrel between Chrysalis and Sombra?” she asked.



Twilight hesitated. “No change,” she ventured.



“So the truce is definitely broken?”



Twilight nodded.



“Excellent!” Luna trumpeted, beaming. “That made-up skirmish worked as a charm! Time to relaunch the production of flamethrowers. They’re nonpareil against the crystal ponies. And to ramp up our production of pesticide.”



Twilight was fascinated. Could it be that those pegs were… “What about Tirek?” she asked.



“Oh, him?” Celestia answered. “He’s still trying to overcome Sombra’s dark magic, I suppose.” She chortled. “He’s powerful but dimwitted. It was a breeze to convince him the elements had been stolen by Sombra…”



”On the other hand, his henchmen are doing a good job destroying the FlimFlam’s mechanisms with their magic,” Hoplites noted.



“Indeed. So Twilight,” Luna said, “what did you discover in the Crystal empire that may be of any use to us?”



Twilight stiffened and backed a step. “Err… I… I…” she faltered. She lowered her head and went silent. The others looked intently at her.



“Wonderful! Princess chatterbox of friendship is in want of words? That’s a first!” Luna scoffed. ”Maybe she’s been washed over by a sudden overwhelming qualm?” She guffawed.



“Tut-tut!” Celestia replied, glaring briefly at her sister. “What is it, Twilight?” she said in a gentle tone. 



She came to Twilight and warped a hoof around her mane in a motherly gesture. “I thought you’d gotten over it by now. You know we’ve no choice. We don’t have the might to fight all those villains together, so to keep peace and prosperity here we must secretly fuel war there. It’s horrible for the crystal ponies, our brothers, but Sombra transformed them into mindless puppets. They’re already dead. As for the others, I don’t understand why you hesitate, after what they’ve done to your brother and sister-in-law…”



“I’m sorry princess,” Twilight whispered. “It’s so difficult…”



At that moment, she felt a slight nudge on one of her hind legs. She turned her head. Spike was looking at her, a parchment in hand. 
      

      
   
      Grey Area


      

      
      
         I had a penpal once, and her name was Daring Do. Yes, that's actually her name—this was long before any of the stories. Part of me would like to believe those stories are actually about her real-life adventures, even though that's ridiculous.



Our relationship started off innocently enough. There was a penpal-matchmaking service for foals, and I signed up. We were randomly assigned to a partner. I lived here in Ponyville, and she lived in Neighagra Falls. Initially we would write to each other on a weekly basis.



Daring Do attended a boarding school, and she hated it there. True to her name, she dreamed about having all sorts of crazy adventures—you know, the kind that only exist in books. Of course, those fantasies were never meant to be, so instead she took up pen and expressed herself through the written word.



I remember the first story she sent me through the mail. Even though it was a short story, it had to be shipped as a package because it was too large to stuff into a letter. "The Ghost of Ponyville", it was called. Clearly she'd personalized it just for me, right? It was a horror story and it chilled me to the bone. I never much cared for fiction before that moment. Until then, I didn't realize simple words on a page could make you feel things.



That's how Daring Do inspired me to become a writer.



I spent a lot of time practicing, but writing is hard. We would send each other incomplete manuscripts by mail and compare notes. I rarely had anything to say about what she wrote, because I liked it all, but she was extremely critical. The criticism hurt at first, but she kindly explained that critique was necessary to become a better writer. So I absorbed as much as I could, and over time my work began to improve. She also encouraged me to get in touch with other writers in Ponyville, and that made a huge difference in my life.



Her responses dried up once or twice, but after a drought she'd tell me she was busy. She reassured me that she was still reading and reviewing everything I sent her. I didn't mind the quiet periods, anyway. The writing I did was more cathartic than reading her responses.



We were both pretty young at the time. I needed somepony to vent frustrations to, so my letters occasionally contained personal stuff. I would tell her about my family and friends, my hopes and dreams. I had a crush on a colt who'd just earned his cutie mark, and I didn't spare her any of the details. Daring was blunt to the point of being crude, so I felt comfortable telling her whatever was on my mind. To be fair, I was like this with my other friends too; she wasn't a confidant or anything. She was just a fun pony to share things with that most other ponies wouldn't understand.



After a year or two, I stopped getting replies from her, but this had happened before so I wasn't concerned. Then, the letter came. It was very brief:



Hay, look. I haven't been reading any of your letters or stories since that thing you sent several months ago about your coltfriend or whatever—that was really not my cup of tea. I'm moving out soon (expelled but okay, long story), so your letters will start getting returned if you keep sending them. But don't stop writing fiction, you're good! –DD




At first I was numb and angry, but that passed almost immediately. She was under no obligation to read my letters, after all. She could have told me sooner, but I'm not sure she needed to tell me at all. I just enjoyed the process of writing her, so it didn't really matter if she was reading what I wrote. I guess we'd just grown apart.



I'm sorry for taking up so much of your time, Twilight Sparkle, so let me get to the point. It was a very long time ago, and a lot has changed, but some days I still wonder. It probably isn't fair to consider Daring Do a friend when I haven't even met her in person. So it's not like I lost a friend, exactly, but it still feels like a loss, and one that's partly my fault.



Dear Princess of Friendship, my question is this: if Daring Do and I weren't friends, then what were we?
      

      
   
      Regrets


      

      
      
         “She’s gone, then?” Sweetie Belle craned her neck to see inside the partially opened door of Scootaloo’s flat. The landlord stood impatiently between her and the dusty, empty space inside. His glare was enough to tell Belle that he wasn’t going to let her in and that she was wasting his time. He cleared his throat and she stepped back with a frown,” Thanks.”



Gone. Without a word. She had never dreamed that Scootaloo would leave without at least leaving a letter in her mailbox. Something, anything. But there was nothing. And there had been nothing for years, Belle recalled glumly. No word from her friend since the old cutey mark crusaders graduated high school. The white pony sighed in frustration as she walked aimlessly around town. What right did Scootaloo have to end their friendship, anyway? Didn’t she realize how painful it had been for Belle— still was? And now she had left town! Sweetie Belle stamped the ground and then calmed herself right away. If she was going to be honest, she had to admit that her own behavior had been difficult in those high school days. Maybe it wasn’t all Scootaloo’s fault. But still… couldn’t she have tried? Belle sighed,“ I didn’t try either, I guess…” 



Apple Bloom would be at the farm, of course. She had grown to love the apple industry and she had embraced it proudly much to Applejack’s delight. Belle hadn’t had time to hang out with her in ages but the two would occasionally grab a coffee and catch up. Maybe she would have time, now? Sweetie Belle felt a tug in the pit of her stomach. Was she finally ready to talk about all this with her old friend?



The Cafe was sunny and warm which was nice on the chilly winter day. Belle looked up as the door jingled and she smiled as Apple Bloom approached the table and sat down. Belle pushed a cup across the table toward her friend,” I hope you don’t mind but I ordered for you. Is apple tea with milk and sugar still your favorite?”



“Yeah, that’s perfect! So good to see you, Belle!”



“You too, Bloom.”



A few minutes of casual conversation was pleasant enough, but Belle knew she had to mention the subject that was eating at her. She looked up from the reflection in her coffee with heavy eyes, and Bloom tilted her head,” Something is on your mind, I know it. Not that there is anything wrong with a friendly meet up, but usually we do this when one of us has a problem… what is it?”



“It’s Scootaloo…”



The subject of Scootaloo had come up before but Belle had always brushed it aside. She had been angry for months, Bloom knew how that was. Don’t get Belle angry. Bloom had grown into an unyielding friend and she could take the anger, though she had distanced herself from Belle in recent years. Scootaloo had grown into an awkward and uncertain teenager; she had never known how to face Belle’s bad moods. 



Bloom smiled gently,” Oh, yeah. Scootaloo left town a couple of weeks ago. She decided she had to see the world while she had the chance. She’s got her cutie mark, she says, but she hasn’t figured out how to use it. Leaving Ponyville might be the only way.”



“I see…,” Belle recalled all the times she had expressed frustration at Scootaloo for not following her dreams, for not having any confidence. Now that her friend was gone, she felt deep regret. How could she have acted that way? Didn’t she remember the years in the crusaders? The years of not knowing, herself? She felt a tear come to her eye as she looked at Bloom,” I… I know I changed. I know I wasn’t always the nicest person once we got into high school. I tried, I just… I didn’t come here to make excuses. But I finally felt like I wanted to apologize to Scootaloo and make things right. I’m finally mature enough to see where I went wrong. But now she’s gone… I’m too late. I’m sorry, Bloom. I know I made your life difficult too, back then…”



Bloom nodded,” It’s true, you were tough. But we still loved you. Scootaloo, too. We still do. Don’t give up hope. She’ll be back one day, and we will all get together!” 



Belle smiled weakly. Bloom was right. There was still a chance things could yet be right.


      

      
   
      Harrowing Irony


      

      
      
         “I just had the most harrowing experience!”



“…”



"..."



“So… what happened?”



“I don’t want to talk about it.”



“Aw, don’t be like that. I know you want to gripe about it, so just tell me.”



“If you must know, Rarity decided that I needed a bath.”



“Ooh… I guess that must have not gone over well.”



“No. It didn’t. I do not regret scratching her face.”



“You do look cleaner, at least.”



“Cleaner? Cleaner is what happens when I use my tongue. I have no idea why she thinks soap will make me cleaner. I can still taste the suds - Blech.”



“It makes me cleaner when Applejack gives me a bath.”



“You just like it so that you can play in the water.”



“So? What does that have to do with anything?”



“You have no idea how awful the water feels on my fur. You go in the water for fun.”



“That’s because it is!”



“It is not. Besides, we are entitled to different opinions - you like it, I don’t.”



“Okay!”



“...”



“...”



“I don’t know why I even bother talking to you…”








“I just had the most harrowing experience!”



“Do you mean that bath that Rarity gave you earlier?”



“Wha- how do you know about that?”



“I have my ways.”



“You mean you have really good hearing.”



“Who?”



“Yes, you.”



“Who?”



“...”



“Who?”



“I am not getting wrapped up in this again. Find someone else to play your trick on.”



“Who?”








“I just had the most harrowing experience!”



“If you don’t get out of here right now, I’m throwing this carrot at you!”



“But it was simply awful, darling!”



“I am not your darling, and I don’t want to hear it! Out!”



“But you-”



“No!”



“I-”



“Absolutely not!”



“...”



“I mean it!”



“Fine! Be that way!”



“I will, thank you very much for your recommendation.”



“…”



“And don’t come back!”








“I just had the most harrowing experience!”



“…”



“Ahem… I just had the most harrowing experience!”



“…”



“Could you at least pretend to care?”



“...I’m a bit busy for that.”



“You’re napping.”



“...and as Rainbow Dash says, naps are the power of the universe.”



“You’ve got to be kidding.”



“...”



“Seriously? You’re just going to ignore me?”



“...”



“Well, I hope you know that that is very inconsiderate of you.”








“I just had the most harrowing experience!”



“The most harrowing experience is the death of a loved one. For what is the most horrible thing but the end of a life? Destiny will not allow for regression, and all must eventually return to oblivion.”



“...”



“...”



“Why did I even bother?”



“The mind of any creature is a complex-”



“That was a rhetorical question.”








“I just had the most harrowing experience!”



“Really? What happened?”



“I was giving Opal a bath - she had gotten dirty in the garden - and she clawed me! In the face!”



“Why?”



“I’m not sure. It was a perfectly normal bath.”



“Well, she doesn’t exactly like baths in general.”



“Really? She’s certainly never told me that.”



“Rarity… animals don't exactly speak to ponies. I can only hear them because it's my special talent.”



“...”



“Besides, she is prone to dramatics, you know this.”



“Yes. You’re right darling, forgive me.”



“Was there… another reason you came all the way out to my cottage?”



“Um...”



“...”



“...”



“Do you want some tea?”



“Certainly, darling.”
      

      
   
      Waiting for Adagio


      

      
      
         Sonata tugs and pushes and wrings at her boot, trying to free her toes from its clutches, but to no avail. With a sigh, she lets go and leans back against the tree she is sitting under. “Aria?” she says. “Can you help? My foot is all sweaty and stuff.”



Sitting on a rock nearby, Aria rests her head in her hands. “What’s the point?”



“My toes feel gross and grimy—”



“No, idiot.” Aria shoots Sonata a glare. “What’s the point of this? Why are we sitting here?”



“We’re waiting for Adagio,” Sonata says.



“Why?”



Sonata blinks. “Because she told us to.”



“Oh,” Aria says with a too-wide smile. “That makes perfect sense!”



Sonata nods and smiles back—before a frown overtakes her lips. “Wait,” she says. “You’re being sarcastic.”



“No duh.” Aria faces forward again and crushes a bug. “We should leave. I’m going to leave.”



“Okay.”



“Seriously, what’s the point? She’s not our leader. Why does she get to boss us around like this?”



“Because she just does,” Sonata says with a shrug. “That’s how it is. She makes all the plans and stuff.”



“What plans?”



“The plans to get our bodies back.”



“Those plans failed. We didn’t get our bodies back.” Aria scoffs. “In fact, we ended up losing our magic, too. All because of Adagio’s ‘brilliant plan.’”



“You should stop being so hard on her,” Sonata says, crossing her arms. “She’s trying her best, y’know.”



“Adagio can try her best right into a shallow grave,” Aria says. “No magic, no negative energy—do you know how disgusting human food is? I had to eat a tomato yesterday. A freakin’ tomato. I nearly threw up.”



“I dunno,” Sonata murmurs. “I kinda like tomatoes. They’re squishy and great to put in tacos.”



“This is the stupidest thing in the world,” Aria groans. “I’m gonna leave. I really am. How late is she now?”



“Two hours.”



“Two hours. Two hours I could be spending on useful stuff. Like watching paint dry. Or—no. I won’t say it.”



“Say what?”



“Nothing. I’m not saying it.”



Sonata's eyes light up. “You should say it.”



Aria sneers. “I’m not gonna say it. You’ll just start whining.”



“I promise I won’t.” Sonata clasps her hands. “Please say it.”



“Or hanging myself,” Aria finishes.



Sonata’s face darkens. She looks down. “You shouldn’t have said it.”



“It's a joke.” Aria snorts. “I’d laugh at how stupid you are—if I didn’t think Adagio would have a panic attack. Can’t do anything without her ordering it, y’know.”



Silence. Aria makes circles in the dirt. Sonata studies the tree she leans against.



“So,” Sonata says, “what do we do now?”



“I’m leaving.”



“Yeah, but while you’re leaving.” Sonata gazes around the park they’re sitting in, scanning the crowds for a familiar face—maybe Adagio just got lost. But that’s when she sees a shock of rainbow-colored hair walking near. “Hey, look.”



“You idiot!” Aria hisses as Rainbow Dash notices them and stomps over, a thin yellow girl in tow. “Those guys are Rainbooms! They’ll kill us!”



“I thought you wanted to hang yourself?”



Rainbow and Fluttershy stop in front of the two. Rainbow glares down at them, while Fluttershy cowers. “What the heck are you doing here?” the athlete yells. “I thought we ran you out of town.”



“We can go where we want," Aria spits.



Fluttershy whispers into Rainbow's ear. Rainbow nods. “My friend wants to know what you’re doing here, too.”



Fluttershy flinches. “I didn’t—”



“We’re waiting for Adagio,” Sonata says. “Have you seen her?”



“Who’s Adagio?” Rainbow asks.



Sonata smiles. “She’s our friend!”



Aria scowls. “She’s a bitch.”



Rainbow leans into Aria. “Kinda like you, then?”



As Aria bristles and Rainbow giggles, Fluttershy whispers into Rainbow’s ear. Rainbow nods. “My friend says you’re a bitch, too.”



Fluttershy frowns. “I didn’t—”



“C’mon,” Rainbow says, pulling Fluttershy along. “Pinkie’s expecting us at her ‘Hooray for Oxygen’ party.” The two disappear from sight.



Muttering curses, Aria keeps digging her foot into the dirt. Sonata watches the squirrels and the birds and the spiders. Hours pass, and the sun dips low below the horizon. Quiet settles over the park as children and parents flee. Aria and Sonata stay.



Just as Aria declares for the twelfth time that she's leaving, Sonata’s phone rings.



“It’s a text from Adagio,” Sonata reads. “She says she’s not coming. But she wants us to wait tomorrow.”



“That’s it?” Aria asks.



“Yeah.”



Silence.



“We should go home,” Aria says.



“Yeah. Let’s go.”



Neither girl moves from their spot.
      

      
   
      Why We Lock Our Doors at Night


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      The Ponyville Cookbook


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      And Thou No Breath at All


      

      
      
         As Silver Plateau swallowed her seventh daisy, she became aware of the curious cloud that had obscured the noonday sun. Its shadow wandered and weaved, bobbed and bounced, swayed and swerved. Silver swallowed again, but this time all that slid down her gullet was a sticky, sickly mixture of saliva and dread.



The shadow moved in for the kill.



“Hellooo! I haven’t seen you around before! You’re new in Ponyville, huh? Well? Are ya?”



Silver nodded awkwardly, spotting an eighth daisy sheltering beneath a particularly large dandelion leaf. She reached out with a gentle, ginger forehoof to pluck it from its hiding place.



“Aw, just boring old flowers? How do you feel about cake?”



A thrush called in a nearby tree. Silver stuffed the new daisy into her mouth, then listened with rapt attention, ears up and head down. There was a sudden commotion in the branches and she looked up reflexively. The bird took off, wings beating smoothly as it disappeared southward.



“What’s your name?”



Silver slowly raised her head. Teeth. So many teeth. She shuddered.



“Mm?”



She cringed. There was nothing else for it. “Silver Plateau.”



“Oh, wow, that’s such a nice name! I’m Pin—”



Silver gulped down the daisy and was immediately seized by a fit of coughing. Her eyes bulged and rolled in her face; her long auburn mane flopped and flashed in the sunlight; spittle flecked the teeth and gums of her wide-open mouth. In seconds, Pinkie was with her, thumping her hard on the back. Silver stopped coughing and rolled away hurriedly.



“Thanks, Pinkie Pie.” She got unsteadily to her hooves.



“Oh, it was nothin’. But now you owe me for it!” An avaricious light flashed in Pinkie’s eyes.



Silver sighed and reached for her saddlebags, but her hoof was quickly swatted away.



“Don’t be silly, silly! I don’t want any bits! All you have to do is to come to the bakery at six o’clock tonight. Be there or be an éclair! Which reminds me...”



“What?”



“See ya later – gotta cater!” Pinkie bounced off, whistling a cheerful three-part harmony. Silver sighed again, returning her attention to the daisies.








There was no answer to Silver’s knock, so she pressed her hoof against the bakery door. It yielded and opened smoothly: there was no scrape or creak, simply the sudden rush to the young mare’s nostrils of a hundred captivating confections. She closed her eyes tight, but that just made the scents even harder to ignore. Opening them again and taking a deep, broken breath, she entered, leaving the front door ajar behind her.



The long hallway was dark and shadowy. A cool breeze filtered in from somewhere above and there was a faint bubbling sound in the distance. There was another door at the end of the passage; this one was firmly shut. Silver approached it warily. She reached out to turn the knob, but then abruptly dropped her hoof and bent down to listen.



Nothing.



Muffled and distant behind her, the Town Hall clock chimed six times. She waited for the echoes to die away.



Nothing.



Well, she’d kept her part of the bargain by coming when she’d been told. If nopony else had, that was their problem. Letting out the stale lungful she hadn’t realised she’d been holding, Silver turned to leave—



Pinkie Pie was leaning against the wall of the hallway, silent and still. She was munching on the remains of a small white flower.



“You!” Silver straightened up suddenly. “You startled me! I didn’t know you were even here!”



Pinkie swallowed her snack and beamed. “Then you, Silver Plateau, have your head screwed on right.”



“I do?”



Pinkie put a hoof to her temple. “Or was it left?”



Her smile wavered fractionally. Silver’s followed suit.
      

      
   
      When Nothing Matters


      

      
      
         Trixie paced back and forth through the vastly empty tree castle of the Princess of Friendship.



Back and forth. Forth and back her pacing went. So much so that she would have worn into the crystal floor a rut if not for the fact of its crystalline structure.



Instead, her hooves kneaded consternation and apprehension through the agency of every clip-clop tinctured with poorly-concealed anxiety.



And through the years of her moral journey to redeem herself, that showmare’s veneer once ingrained so deeply into her mien had been humblingly abraded to a thin filament beyond recognition. So much so, in fact, opined Rarity, every movement seems filled with overt intent. Obvious may her anxiety be, Rarity struggled to diagnose an exact prognosis for her fellow unicorn’s malaise.



“So I take it your surprise reentrance didn’t go well with Twilight?” She asked from her seat at the Cutie Mark Table. 



Trixie didn’t have time to answer. Or more accurately, decided not to as her anxious glance was repurposed to stare in the direction of the coincident humm of the portal Trixie had just left herself a few minutes ago.



In an effulgent flash, Twilight Sparkle appeared in the room with a distant look in her eyes. She stood there for a second— like the wind could topple her through a single breeze— then steeled herself and sallied forth with the incisive solemness that bespoke her sovereign divinity.



Trixie looked on, mortified as Twilight Sparkle approached her and the world awaited her with bated breath. The unicorn sunk to the ground in deference, timorous shakes came unbidden. “Twi—I mean, Princess Twilight! Please forgive my rash actions, confessing to you like that. I should never even have thought to do such a thing. I had no idea that you—"



She was stifled, cut off by the gavel that silenced the jury and transcended all decorum. “Be still, my little pony.” She paused and smiled, a small glimpse of the sunshine passed through a dour sheet of clouds. And that light was melancholic-- undeniable-- and yet the meaning of life is still ambiguous. "I gladly reciprocate your feelings."



In a sudden apparent about-face, Twilight pulled Trixie in with the hoof she used to quiet the qualing unicorn, kissing her on the lips apathetically and lethargically commensurate of that indifference. Rarity had to cover her mouth to prevent herself from squealing like a schoolfilly. As she pulled away, Trixie dazedly looked at her and the look of drunken happiness shifted to one of bemusement. “But what about what I saw between you and…”



There was an echoing gulp.



“Him.”



“Who?”



“Him. The one I saw in the alternate world.” Who? Spike? Is he not a dog there?



“What about him?”



“Why do you just forget about him? Like he never happened?” Her countenance morphed completely now to anger and her voice inexplicably rose. “I thought you loved him!” Wait, what?



Twilight clenched her eyes and turned forcedly. The slightest nerve impulse shook her lip yet her discourse remained ambiguous to Rarity. She looked back at Trixie whose lower lip had reverted back to jutting out loosely. The alicorn’s bare words were an emotion-bereft wraith. “But that militates nothing. Consider this: My college friend is a psychology major and writes to me from time to time. She shares with me her ideologies and a question bandied about is, "If an all-around perfect pers-- pony spends her life solely contributing positively to ponykind and never hurts anypony, would it matter if she were a voyeur in her dreams, torturing ponies-- likely figments of imagination--  when she knows it isn't right, where no one else is affected? Is she required to maintain her morality when that immorality has no forseeable after-effects?”



Trixie thought about the proposed question and bit her lip. She shook her head, looking ashamed. “No. Her innocence shouldn’t change if nothing in the world we know— or anyone knows— actually changes.”



“Good.” Twilight kissed her again and smiled. It was genuine yet tenuous. She turned to the door and motioned for Trixie to follow her out. The mare in question acquiesced, a thrall to her majesty. Yet Rarity still had to know one more thing.



“Wait!” Rarity called out to the departing couple. “What about ‘him’?”



Trixie stopped to look at Twilight, who shook her head as she continued to trot away. Trixie looked back at Rarity with a mask of seriousness to cover her former ingenuity. "Some things are fain to be left unsaid."
      

      
   
      Rainbow Dash's Perfect Colt


      

      
      
         “Now, Rainbow Dash,” Rarity began. She adjusted her glasses firmly onto her muzzle. “Why would you want something like that, dear?” 



Rainbow scratched her head at Rarity’s remark. “What do you mean by that?”



“Well, you’re a professional athlete!” Rarity exclaimed. “Don’t you think that gaining the interest of a colt will hinder your performance? At least in the slightest?”



“What?” Rainbow jerked. “Rarity, do you even know what type of colts I like?”



Rarity organized the papers on top of her desk. She switched from one to the other to view. “Well, if you aren’t going to listen to me, then please, do go on.”



Rainbow Dash’s enthusiasm had already radiated off from her. “Alright, well, if you haven’t guessed it yet, I want a colt that can fly. One who would be able to train with even me. That way, I don’t lose any practice time!”



“Mhmm, yes,” Rarity noted as she shifted between the sheets. She left a large number of papers aside into a different stack as she worked to identify the exact document she looked for. “Any more qualifications?”



“Yeah,” Rainbow continued. “He needs to be able to be as laid back as me, but serious when the time comes. He should also know karate, too. You’d be surprised of how handy that comes at times.”



“And no slackers, either,” Rainbow added. “He needs to be perfect!”



Rarity pulled a page from the stack. “Well, I think I may have found a colt that will suit your needs.”



“You did?!”








Rainbow Dash sat alone at the table for two. The restaurant’s grandfather clock ticked as time passed. Rainbow’s hoof tapped irritably on the ground as it matched to the beat of the clock. She slouched in her seat and stared at her glassware.



He’s late. Rainbow groaned.



Never mind of how aggravated she was that the colt couldn’t properly make it on time. The thing that really crept under her skin the most had been the fact that she was forced to wait in a frilly white dress.



“It’ll look fabulous on you, dearie!” Rainbow mocked under her breath. Her eyes rolled as she grew more impatient. “No point in wearing the damn thing if the ass doesn’t even show up.”



Rainbow glanced at the worn grandfather clock. Five minutes past the agreed time, she counted.



She knew that he wasn’t the fastest flier in all of Equestria. She was, Rainbow joked. With a this date planned three days prior, it wasn't hard to simply make your way here on time. Though, that didn't stop her from thinking of how exactly he couldn't make it on time.



Rainbow glanced down at her silverware. The light from the lamp danced in the reflection of the tools.  The fork, she took note of, glistened. Spoon, she glanced at. Knife, she accounted for. Pla—



Rainbow shook her head. Right now wasn’t the time to count silverware, she thought. 



Suddenly, a deep voice spoke up from behind. It was one from that of a colt. Rainbow glanced back, a fancy-suited pony in black stood there as he waited to gain her attention.



“Madame, would you like some more water?”



Rainbow addressed the waiter. “No thanks.”



The waiter left. Rainbow glanced back at the grandfather clock. Ten minutes past, she counted.



She needed to use the restroom.







Rainbow Dash sighed and dropped her head on the table, followed by a loud thud that echoed through the restaurant. It had attracted the eye of some of the other diners, but Rainbow didn’t care. 



She glared at the clock, thirty minutes past. 



“Screw this. I’m out.”



Rainbow got up from her seat, her glass slippers clacked against the marble floor as she made for the exit. 



The first thing she’s going to do when she gets home, Rainbow thought, was to burn this dress. 



Before she made it to the front door, however, it burst open. A poorly dressed colt gasped for breath on the other side of the doorway as he reached a hoof outward toward Rainbow. 



“Rainbow Dash!” he said, still exhausted. 



“Where were you?” Rainbow demanded. “It’s our first date and you’re thirty minutes late? Really?” 



“I...” he gasped for air. “I can explain.”



“No,” Rainbow replied. “I don’t care anymore.” 



“But... what? Really, I can explain!”



Rainbow Dash stepped past him and exited the restaurant. “I’m going home,” she stated.



“Rainbow Dash, wait! I can explain everything, really!”



She extended her wings and took flight.
      

      
   
      Ashen Rambler


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      The Bell Toils


      

      
      
         Dear Rarity,



	Business here in Baltimare has been booming as of lately, and we’ve been receiving a lot more requests than we can handle. We’ve gotten help, but it looks like what we have right now still won’t be enough. I’m sorry to say, but it looks like we won’t be coming home for Hearth’s Warming Eve this year. We’ll make it up when we get back, we promise.



		Love, Mom and Dad



P.S. Just a reminder, but please don’t tell Sweetie Belle. You know how upset she gets when we don’t make it home for Hearth’s Warming. It would probably be best if it were something left unsaid.



Rarity settled the letter back into the envelope. She nibbled her lip as her thoughts racked up. What was she to do? Hearth’s Warming Eve was three days away. There was absolutely no way she could simply brush off the subject of their parents from Sweetie. It was easier when she was younger, but now, Rarity didn’t think simple evasion would be enough to get away from her sister.



It would be best first to hide the letter, she thought.



Rarity scanned the open room of her boutique. There must’ve been a good spot somewhere nearby. As she looked, however, an unexpected shrill voice came from behind.



“Morning, Rarity!” Sweetie Belle sang as she trotted along.



Rarity jolted back, she faced Sweetie and hid the letter behind her back. Her mouth curled into a meek smile as she gave a wave.



“Morning, Sweetie.”



Sweetie Belle stopped and raised an eyebrow at her sister.



“Is something wrong?” Sweetie asked.



“Why would you think something’s wrong, dearie?” Rarity fixed up her posture. She got rid of her awkwardly forced smile and focused onto Sweetie, who still stood silently in front of her sister. 



“Well, if you don’t have anything to say, Sweetie, I must be going then. Sorry, but I had already made plans with Pinkie about Hearth’s Warming decorations around Ponyville. Could you please take care of the boutique while I’m away?”



Rarity levitated her bag of decorations onto her back, she discretely sealed the letter within the bag and made way for the door. Her heart twisted and contorted, but Rarity ignored it. She was almost outside when Sweetie Belle called from behind.



“Uh... Rarity?” Sweetie asked.



Rarity turned. “You need something, dearie?”



“Well, I’ve been meaning to ask.” 



Sweetie glanced at the floor, her hoof twirled as she paused. Did she see the letter? Rarity wondered, but Sweetie Belle didn't continue after she finished her sentence. 



Rarity urged for an answer. She walked back over to Sweetie, who still solemnly stared at the ground. She wrapped a hoof around her little sister, Rarity's white fur comforted them both as Sweetie glanced back up to Rarity.



“There’s no need to be worried, Sweetie Belle. I’m your big sister. If you need to talk about anything with me, don’t hesistate.” 



Sweetie Belle’s face shifted back into worry. She opened her mouth, hesitant at first, but gave voice.



“Is mom and dad going to be able to make it home for Hearth’s Warming?”



Rarity expected this. She thought about it for a second and decided that it was best to go for it.



“Sweetie Belle, you know that mom and dad love you very much, correct?”



“Yes,” she replied. 



“Although they won’t be able to make it home this year, they still want you to have an exciting time while you can.”



Sweetie sunk to the floor, but was caught and brought back up with a hug from her sister.



“I can promise you that they'll make it up to you, Sweetie, and if they don’t, then I promise that I will.”



Sweetie began with a whimper. She returned her hug and squeezed. Comforted, she snuggled deeper into her sister’s warm embrace.



After the both of them had enjoyed the moment, Sweetie unattached herself from Rarity.



Rarity gazed to her sister and gave a sincere smile. “Are you alright now, darling?” 



Sweetie wiped the tears off from her muzzle and nodded as a reply. 



“Good, now I really must be going.” Rarity got up and made way for the door once more. She was almost outside once again when Sweetie called from behind.



“Hey, Rarity?”



Rarity turned.



“Would it be alright if I went with you?”



Now more complacent than ever, Rarity’s smile grew wider. Her heart eased as she warmly looked back at her sister.



“I’d love that.”
      

      
   
      Resentment


      

      
      
             Dear Diary,



    I am lonely. I wish to say it aloud, but I find I cannot. Everytime I wish to speak, the words refuse to come forth. I feel as if this burden is mine to carry. Mine to solve. Other ponies seem to have no trouble making friends, so why must I be troubled so?



    My sister has always been popular. Why cannot I be as her? I know that we are different, yet I yearn for the popularity she has found. I should speak to her of it. I know she would be willing to listen. Until then, it shall be our secret, dearest diary.




    Dear Diary,



    I tried to tell her how I felt, yet at the end of it I found myself bereft of the words. I would have trouble believing such a thing possible were our positions reversed. Once, yes, when we were both younger and had not yet fully grown. Things were much different then. But now, we have all we could ask for. At least, I thought we did. But it seems to me the scales tip in her favor, now that I think about it. I shall have to think on this further, so that I might bring it up with her.




    Dear Diary,



    It occurs to me that it seems rather extraordinary something that is so obvious to me is something she could somehow miss. She seems to know most everything else. Certainly, she never has any trouble remembering anypony’s name, or knowing what they wish to have for dessert. And I am her sister! How can she not see I am suffering? Unless, of course, it is intentional. I must confront her. She at least deserves a chance to defend herself.




    Dear Diary,



    I tried, but couldn’t tell her how I felt. How it seems as if she hoards everything to herself. How I wish to share what she has. Besides, I know what she would say. She would try to explain to me that this was simply how it was! That I too had friends, as if the few ponies I spend time with are somehow equal to her vast circle of admirers. It is hardly equitable! Is it so wrong to want to bask, just once, in the warmth she has all the time?




    Dear Diary,



    If she is so blind, it seems clear that it is deliberate. She wishes for me to languish in shade while she takes all the attention for herself. I shall not stand for it. Sisters are supposed to share, and if she will not share on her own then I shall have to make her! As always, I thank you for listening. I shall find some way to make it clear how I feel.




    Dear Diary,



    Were you a pony, I would reward you for being my confidante. Thanks to you, it has become ever more clear that I must take what I want for myself. Tomorrow morning, I shall act. All shall understand how I feel, and I shall finally be appreciated for all I do! As for my sister, well! If she shall not stand aside, then she shall be removed. Soon, I shall fill these pages with my tale of victory!




The next several pages show signs of water damage. The rest are blank.
      

      
   
      She Doesn't Need To Know


      

      
      
         It's late at night as I lay in bed next to my one and only love thinking of everything I’ve never told her about myself. About how many lies I have told her before. 

    She barely knows me and left she loves me. No, that's not true. She thinks I am someone I am not.

   I sigh then cover my mouth with a hoof hoping I hadn’t woken her. She stirs a bit only to grip me tighter in her embrace and smile contently in her sleep. I watch for a moment then stare at my hooves.

    I think about how many ponies I’ve killed before. How many screams I’ve heard as I stabbed ponies with my sword relentlessly and the feelings that came with it. How under King Sombra’s influence I turned into a heartless soldier instead of a pony.

    But everything has changed now that I’m in this dimension. There’s no need to kill here. I can be myself. I can be the pony I want to be.

    But I still can’t forget their screams.

    I shut my eyes tight and try to block out the images of both crystal soldiers and ponies lying dead on one of the many battlefields of the war I used to participate in. Tears leaked out of my eyes and trailed down my face wetting the sheets below me.

    How could she love me...I’m a monster.

    I feel like leaving her. Like getting up off the bed and leaving. Of leaving and never coming back. Of running from everything. 

    I don’t deserve this.

    I grind my teeth.

    I shouldn’t be here.

    I grip the sheets tightly.

    I don’t belong.

    I slam my head into the bed as hard as I can. Even though in the very back of my mind I know it won’t hurt. But in every fiber of my being I hope it would.

    I SHOULD BE DEAD!

    My love stirs awake and looks towards me, “Wha- Check Mate? What’re you doing?”

   “Arctic…” I breath out and roll over to stare at her. “N-nothing, dear. Just go back to sleep.”

  She stares at me for a few minutes then asks me, “Is there something you’d like to tell me, Check Mate?”

    I shake my head, “No.”

It’s better if I don’t.

She stares at me some more, “You sure?”

    “Yes.”

“Well, alright then.” She says and closes her eyes again.

I wait until I know she’s fully asleep and then stare back up at the ceiling again.

She’s starting to get suspicious. But I can’t tell her. It’ll hurt her if I tell her. She’ll never look at me the same again. She’ll leave me. I just can’t tell her. I won’t tell her. If she knew I once worked with HIM things would never be the same between us…

“No, she doesn’t need to know…” I whisper then close my eyes as I drift off to sleep in her warm, lovely embrace.

Maybe none of it was real, maybe it was all just a dream.
      

      
   
      Those Unseen Distant Skies


      

      
      
         Fluttershy found her friend buried inside her covers, unmoving. The curtains were closed, but Rainbow wasn’t sleeping like Fluttershy had hoped. Instead, the filly was staring up at the ceiling, her eyes frosty. 



“Rainbow, can I come in?” Fluttershy asked. Rainbow didn’t say anything, so Fluttershy stood under the doorframe. She waited. And waited. And wai—Rainbow sat up and gave an exasperated sigh. 



“Fluttershy, go home. You don’t need to be here. Don’t you have, like, homework to do or something?” Rainbow almost snarled. Fluttershy suspected that Rainbow was trying not to yell.  



Fluttershy gave an immediate headshake. “Right now, this is more important, Rainbow.” 



Rainbow snorted. She turned away, drowning herself in her covers again. “Whatever.” 



“Do you want to go to the arcade?”



“No.” 



“What about going to the stadium and watching—”



“No.” 



“How about—”



“Fluttershy, just go! I wanna be alone!” Rainbow said, causing her to jump. She almost scampered out but kept her ground. Fluttershy had seen Rainbow’s anger and hotheadedness before; it was a common occurrence, and sometimes her friend was almost too easily aggravated. She was involved her in fights and argued and yelled with other colts and fillies. And got into plenty of trouble.



Plenty. 



But right now this wasn’t the same. Like a wary pigeon, Fluttershy kept her distance. “I, uh, brought some snacks.”



Rainbow peeked from her under her mountain, her eyes almost squinting.



“What kind?” 




A pastry assortment was laid on the table. Futtershy didn’t know what Rainbow craved, so she bought everything from the local Cloudsdale bakery. Rainbow had devoured most of the churros. She munched on both the macaroon and macarons. She skipped the cupcakes, but popped the mini-cinnamon rolls in her mouth like chips. A belch indicated her being finished. And a satisfied smile indicated that perhaps…



“Are you feeling better?” Fluttershy asked, and Rainbow’s mouth curled downwards.



Uh-oh. Perhaps she spoke too soon. 



“Um, yeah.” Rainbow said, wiping her mouth with a hoof, but Fluttershy wasn’t convinced. “Thanks, Fluttershy. I really appreciate it. But honestly, you probably have a lot of stuff to do so you can go home. Isn’t your brother waiting for you? She closed the curtains that Fluttershy had earlier opened. 



She trotted toward the window and despite Rainbow’s scowl, let in the sunshine. “I don’t mind hanging out a bit longer. Do you want to do something else, Rainbow? What about the park?”



“I don’t wanna go out.”



“Oh. What about playing some video games?”



“I kinda don’t feel like it.”



Fluttshy racked her brain for something else and eventually gave a pained smile. “Well, do you want to go flying?”

Rainbow’s eyes shot open. “You hate flying.”



“Well, yes.”



“Look.” She scratched her head, her face guilty. “I said I appreciate it. But you don’t have to stay and force yourself to do stuff with me. Don’t worry. I’m fine now. Fine!” 

“But Rainbow. You—”



“Don’t say it!” Rainbow yelled, her wings flaring up. In the process, she had knocked over some papers on her desk. Her feathers swam in the air. “I don’t want to talk about it!”



“Rainbow, it’s been a week now.” 



“So!”



“I’m worried about you. Your parents are worried about you.”



“Yeah right. They probably think I’m a big failure now.”



Fluttershy flew in front of her friend, stamping the ground. “That’s not true, Rainbow. They’re still as proud of you as ever.”



“Whatever!” Rainbow plowed headfirst back into her covers, but Fluttershy, now annoyed, pulled them away.



“Your parents are proud! You did the sonic rainboom. No one in Equestria has ever done that before!”



“That was a fluke! I did it once. Once! And I tried again and again, but I couldn’t do it a second time. If it weren’t for those stupid colts…” 

Fluttershy suddenly saw the tears forming in Rainbow’s eyes. Her heart raced. 



Rainbow never cried. 



“You just have to pract—”



“It’s useless! I’m a failure!”



“You’re not!”



“I am!” The tears were pouring now. “They kicked me out of flight school!”



Rainbow was bellowing and to Fluttershy it sounded strange and alien. 



“Now how am I supposed to be a...?” She choked on her own words and couldn't finish. 



Fluttershy gathered her friend in her arms and squeezed. The filly in her arms felt so unlike Rainbow. Weak. Fragile. Defeated. “Rainbow, there are other flight schools."



Rainbow continued to cry. 



“It’ll be okay, Rainbow." She squeezed harder and felt her own eyes water. "It’s not the end.” 
      

      
   
      Twilight Sparkle Gets Serious to Win the Friendship Games


      

      
      
         “Spike, I’ve got no choice.” Twilight’s eyes peered over her Canterlot High research board filled with newspaper clippings and hastily scrawled half-equations. 



“There’s nothing here for me anymore.” Various books and notebooks were stuffed inside her backpack. Her magic pendant sat on her paper-infested table, open and empty. 



“I have to get beyond these walls. I have to win that scholarship.” Twilight clenched her fists. Her eyes burned. “I need to win these friendship games!”



Under her, Spike yawned.  






“Let the games begin!” 



The Wondercolts and Shadowbolts stood ready in a line facing each other, all adorned with pristine lab coats and goggles. First of the academic decathlon was chemistry. 



Twilight heard stomping. “We’re gonna take you—”



“No singing!” Her voice caused the nearby Erlenmeyer flasks and beakers to shake. The students from both schools looked at her, their mouths ajar. “Get back to work!”



The lab next to her promptly exploded. 




 

Twilight didn’t mind the burning in the adjacent oven near her space. She kept her concentration as sawdust sailed up the vents and birdhouses collapsed. She ignored the murderous stares coming from all students as her chalk kissed the board, smothering numerical sweet nothings on its overworked timber.   



“Correct!” Cinch said, examining her answer. 



Twilight threw her chalk against the chalkboard and let out a furiously joyful yell as classmates both clapped and groaned from their seats.






“Seeing that Twilight single-handedly won—” Cinch started. 



“We better not lose because the rest of you are slacking off!” Twilight yelled.






Twilight fidgeted as she and Sour Sweet took their place at the archery area. 



One shot. Two. Three. All misses. 



Next to her, Sour Sweet reeled. 



Another. No hit. 



Tears started to form behind her eyes. 



“No! I won’t fail!” Her mind recalled basic archery training. She straightened her posture, raised her elbows. She let it fly…



And it hit! Sour Sweet harrumphed, but said nothing. 



They still lost. 






They were tied. 



Twilight looked at the newly prepared capture the flag field. From a distance, an orange-haired female gave her what seemed to be a melancholy stare.



“This is it, Twilight.” Cinch placed a hand on her shoulder, startling her. “The tiebreaker. I realize that you’ve always bee—”



“I said no singing!” Twilight yelled, causing Cinch to jump back, her glasses almost falling off her face. Cinch stood frozen. “I’ll win these games. And you better keep your word!” 



Twilight marched to the field, the Shadowbolts following her like a pyramidal geese flock. 



They just needed to capture the flag. If we win this, we win the games. 



Overhead, the speakers announced. “If both teams are ready…” 



“No, Rainbow, no. Don’t say it,” a timid Wondercolt said nearby.   



“Someone’s gotta tell her!” When Twilight looked up, a girl with prismatic-colored hair stomped toward her, scowling. “You’re a big meanie, Twilight! You’re nothing like our Twilight! Is winning all that matters to you? 



Twilight grimaced, but she felt her eyes fiercely burning. “I need to win and get out of Crystal Prep. Canterlot High is in my way.”



“But you don’t have to be so…mean about it! Besides, look! No one on your team even likes you!”



“So?” Lemon Zest said. 



“No one here likes anyone, anyways.” Sugar Coat crossed her arms.  



Twilight ignored them. The orange-haired girl she saw earlier joined the hotheaded Wondercolt. 



“Twilight, what happened to what these games were supposed to be all about? We’re supposed to be celebrating the coming together of two schools. We’re supposed to be celebrating friendship.”



What was she going on about? No. It didn’t matter. The flag. She had to focus. 



“More like fiendship,” Lemon Zest whispered to someone.  



“Friendship!” Rainbow repeated. 



“Come on, Twilight,” the other girl said, softly smiling. 



“The last event of the friendship games begins…” 



“Let’s call a truce.” She raised her hand toward Twilight. 



Twilight’s eyes looked toward the hand, then the girl, then once more at the hand. 



“Let’s be friends. What do you say?”



 “…Now!”



Twilight’s eyes darkened. 






Around her, the students of Canterlot High were crumpled amongst the field, their faces deathly and downcast. Twilight grabbed the flag and the medals from the podium and slammed them on the floor in front of her classmates. They lurched back in fear. 



“There! You happy! We won. Again! And you!” 



Twilight trudged toward Cinch and poked her shoulder.



“Now approve my damn application already! Because you don’t want to know what will happen if you don’t!” 



Cinch gulped.
      

      
   
      A Spectre Hangs Over Her


      

      
      
         Applejack looks around. It does little good, as everything is pitch black. She reaches forward with her hoof, but can't really feel anything. She knows she's standing still, but she can't feel anything under her hooves. At least, she [/i]thinks[/i] she's standing...



Then, a sound catches her ear, like a sucking wind. Though she still sees nothing, somehow she knows She has arrived.







The Spectre draws near.



"So, this is it? The, uh, end?"



No.



"Oh! Good... So... what's goin' on? Why am I here if I'm not... y'know..."



You have received what We refer to as the second chance.



She thought 'we' had been pronounced differently. "We? Who are you?"



You could call me an ... incarnation of Harmony. Some have referred to me as a Spectre.



"So then, Miss Spectre..." Applejack started, testing the name. "What does a 'second chance' entail?"



It's quite simple: We show you visions of your life, and you decide if you want to return to the mortal realm. After which, if you choose to return, you will remember nothing of our encounter.



"Well, o'course I wanna go back! There's nothing you can show me to change that! There's too many things to do... too many things left to... I have to go back."



That is not how it works; you must watch and wait. Let us begin.



"Wait, wha—"








A young orange filly with a three-apple cutie mark runs through the rain. She trips, and her pursuer is upon her, an off-white pegasus filly.



"Yeah, lay in the mud, like a good mud pony!"



"Git offa me!"



"Make me!"



An older Applejack looks on, tears threatening to leave her eyes.



"Why are ya showin' me this? That was so long ago..."







The Spectre draws near.



For what it's worth, I'm sorry. I don't choose the visions.



"Let's just move on to the next one, if you don't mind."



As you wish.








Applejack's body lay in a coma on a hospital bed. Applejack also looks on, invisible to the world and incorporeal.



"Wake up, Applejack! You can't d—" Applebloom stopped herself.



"You can't leave me! I can't lose you too... not after..." she trailed off, sniffling.



"I'm sorry, sis. I'll be back with you soon! I promise!" This time the tears were fully formed, falling freely from her face.







The Spectre draws near.



She does not speak.



AJ wipes her eyes. "Please, let's go..."



She obliges.








An old orange mare hobbles to the top of a hill. She takes off her brown cowpony hat and puts it to her chest. Before her are four tombstones.



The younger mare dares not guess whose they are.



"I understand now... why you think I would leave. This..." She stops, searching for the right words. "This is hard. But, look at me. Er, her."



The older pony is smiling. "Hey, there. Just thought I'd drop by, see how ya'll are doin'. Y'know I've got another grandfoal on the way?"



She looks down, tears forming. "I just wish you could be here t' see it. I miss you and I love you all so much, and I never said it enough..."



Grannyjack gives a moment of silence, and AJ takes this time to speak. "I am strong, and I know I'll get through this. I‒" she stopped, choking back tears. "I've made my decision. Is this the last vision? Is it over?"







The Spectre draws near.



Not quite.



The Spectre moves swiftly toward Grannyjack. She lifts a hoof‒which She suddenly seems to have‒and Grannyjack trips and falls to the ground.



"Granny!" A red pegasus filly comes running up to the scene. "Help! Somepony help!"



"What did you do!?" AJ nearly keeps her voice level.



This is your fate if you choose to return. You will never rise from this spot of your own accord.



So the choice is yours: to die in peace, surrounded by friends, or alone on a hill, surrounded by their remains.



There it is: the final test. She understands, now more than ever, what she has to do.



"I'm going back. I have to live my life, all the way to the end." She glances at the body on the ground, the little pegasus sobbing, the mare trying to pull the foal away. "However it may come."



She obliges.
      

      
   
      A Good Friend


      

      
      
         “We need music.” 



Applejack looked over. “What’s that now, Rainbow Dash?”



"We need music.” 



“What for?” 



“To pump us up, duh!” Rainbow Dash exclaimed. “We can’t just go into battle with an unstoppable menace without some sweet background tunes!” 



Applejack rolled her eyes. “As neat-a-rooni as that would be, Rainbow Dash, Ah think we should focus on th’ task at hoof.” She pointed out at the horizon, where the Canterlot ruins were just barely visible through the black haze. “Whatever did that to Canterlot is on its way here. We need to keep a lookout until the rest of th’ gang gets here.” 



“Okay, Mrs. Serious Pants,” Dash remarked, tongue sticking out. “Just trying to lighten the mood a little, right?”  



“Ah know you mean well, Dash, but stay focused. Twilight said that this thing is like nothin’ we’ve faced before.” 



“Pfft!” Dash spat as she flipped her hoof. “Twilight says that about every threat!” She quickly bunched her unruly rainbow hair together, forming a nice bun on her head. 



“‘Listen, girls!” Dash started in a high-pitched voice. “‘The big bad Whatsie Doodle is coming this way, and it will totally destroy us! Let's use the Magic of Friendship to destroy it, then retire to the castle for a good post-disaster averting book session!'”



Another eye roll. “Celestia above, you’re a hoofful.” 



Applejack looked back out at the horizon. The black haze was closer now, drifting at a steady pace. Twilight had told Dash and AJ to stay here on the edge of Ponyville and warn them when the haze was close. The rest of the girls were off helping the few remaining townsfolk evacuate, pointing them towards the Macintosh Mountains.



“Ah think she meant it.”



“Huh?” Rainbow Dash turned back to AJ. “What’d you say?” 



“Twilight. Ah think she meant it when she said this was like nothin’ we'd ever faced before.” 



“What makes you say that?” 



“Ah don’t know. Just…” Applejack looked behind her. The town was empty now, in both streets and buildings. Other than a soft breeze, there was no noise.



“Just…?”



“...Just that th’ way she was talkin' was off. Y’know what Ah'm sayin'?” 



Dash shrugged. “I dunno. Maybe she was just unnerved that we had to actually evacuate the town this time.” 



“Maybe. But Ah don’t think so. Somethin’ about all this just feels like it irked her th’ wrong way.” 



“I guess. Or maybe you’re just rojecting.” 



Applejack raised her eyebrow. “Say what now?”



“Rojecting. You know, when you say somepony else is feeling something when it’s actually just you.”



“That’s projectin’, Dash. And no, Ah’m not doing that.” She looked back out at the black haze, now closer. “Though Ah’d be lyin’ if Ah said I wasn’t feelin’ a tad more uneasy than usual.” 



Rainbow Dash reached over and grabbed Applejack with her left hoof. With the other, she bunched her hair together in a perfect bundle. “Don cha warry bout nothin’, suga pie! Ah’ll protect ya from da big bad Black Cloud!” 



Applejack couldn’t help but laugh. “Dang it all, Dash! Why ya gotta be so cool with evil incarnate breathin’ down our necks?” 



Rainbow Dash didn’t get a chance to answer, for a yell came behind them. 



“We’re here!” Twilight shouted, out of breath. She was followed by the others, who shared her breathlessness. All of their manes were tussled and torn. 



“Was wondering when you guys were going to show up!” Rainbow Dash chuckled. 



“Sorry...just had to...take care of a...few more evacuees…than I thought...” Twilight panted.  After a few moments, she looked towards Canterlot. The black haze was nearly upon them now, its approach now quicker and just as silent as the town. 



“Alright, girls,” Twilight said. “Get ready.” 



The rest of the gang nodded and assumed the proper positions. Side-to-side in a straight line, they looked up at the approaching menace. 



“Hey, Dash,” Applejack said, her eyes still fixed on the haze. 



“Yeah?” Dash didn’t take her eyes off it either. 



“...Ah forgot.”



"What?”



“Ah was goin’ to say somethin’ just now, but it just slipped mah mind.” 



“Don’t worry. You’ll remember it while we’re blasting this bozo. You can tell it to me later.” 



“...Okay.” 



“On the count of Three, girls!” Twilight shouted. The haze was nearly on top of them now. 



“One…” 



The trees crashed as the haze pushed them out of the way.



“Two…” 



Its black tentacles reached out towards them.



“THREE!” 



The thought suddenly came back to Applejack. 



You’re a good friend, Dash.  
      

      
   
      Dam Nation


      

      
      
          “Excuse me, missy?”



Twilight sighed. She knew The Voice when she heard it. You didn’t mess with The Voice. You couldn’t. The Voice said ‘I’m the parent, you’re the foal. If I say you’re wrong, you’re wrong. Got it?’, and woe betide the fool who challenged it.



“I’m sorry,” she said, rolling over to face the wall.  



Nightlight huffed, walking up to her bed. “Sorry isn’t good enough. That’s the fourth time today.”



 “Third,” Twilight sulked.  “Buckminsterfullerene –“



“Watch your language!”



“- is a molecule and not a swearword.”



Nightlight paused for a moment, blinking. “Even so, that’s no way for a young lady to behave.”



“But Shiny –“



“Shouldn’t be doing it either.” Nightlight bent down, giving  her a kiss on the cheek. “Royal guard or not. Goodnight, sweetheart.“



“Wait!” Twilight said, as her father walked towards the doorway. “You have to read me a story first.”



She watched as he paused for a moment, ponderous, before he walked back inside and pulled a chair up next to her bed. “I don’t remember anything about that,” he said. “Have you been a good little filly?”



“You promised.”



“Ah,” he said. “But are you sure?”



Twilight turned and glared at him.



Nightlight laughed. “All right, all right.” He leaned forward on his chair, a faraway expression on his face. “Once upon a time, before the age of ponies, there lived a great kingdom of beavers. The ruling family were known as the Poons, having named themselves after the sirpoon trees out of which their traditional homes were constructed. In fact, the king himself was known as Sir Poon.”



Twilight blinked. “But Callophylum Polyanthum and members of the Castor genus inhabit different –“



Twilight paused as she caught Nightlight’s expression. “Sorry.”



Nightlight cleared his throat. “The Poons, “he continued, “were well loved by their subjects, on most occasions. They were fair and just rulers, and under their guidance, the kingdom prospered. The one peculiar thing about the beavers was this: the beavers were very conscious of their gift of speech, and took a poor view upon those who misused it. The use of swearwords in particular carried a heavy penalty.”



Nightlight ignored Twilight’s simmering glare.



“And that,” he said dramatically “was where the problems started. The Poons had a young daughter who, whilst bright, had an utter disregard for the formalities of language. Her mother, Lady Poon, hardly helped. Even Sir Poon soon began to find himself indulging in the occasional curse here or there, in private.



The beaver court, who governed the land under the king, held Lady Poon and her daughter in utter distaste. To them, she and the queen were no better than flotsam. As for the king, who continued to defend them? He soon fell into disrepute. Murmurs of rebellion soon began to make themselves heard throughout the kingdom. Sir Poon stood on a knife’s edge.



But this talk of treason was interrupted by news from the mountains of a great flood headed their way. Whilst the council lobbied for the construction of a dam upstream, Sir Poon was weary of the damage to the local towns. To resolve the matter, a hasty meeting was called.



It went on for hours until Sir Poon, having been kept awake at night wondering what would become of his wayward daughter, could barely focus on the matter at hand. ‘Have it your way!’ he cried at last. ‘Dam it!’ “



Nightlight’s face was a mask of sorrow.



“Alas, those were to be his final words. The court, already pushed to breaking point, could tolerate his vile lingual atrociousness –“



“atrocities-“



“could no longer tolerate his vile lingual atrocities no longer. Incensed at Sir Poon’s language, they forgot the very purpose for which they had gathered. T’was merely hours later that the river flooded, and the whole kingdom was washed away.”



Nightlight flashed Twilight a grin. She stared, open mouthed.



“They were never heard from again,” he added.



 Twilight continued to stare. “You made the whole story up for one bad pun?”



Nightlight’s expression morphed into a grin normally reserved for child entertainers, psychiatric patients, and the unfortunate individuals who had one foot firmly in each camp.



“No,” he said, savouring each word. “Two bad Poons.”
      

      
   
      Hades


      

      
      
         Something terrible is going to happen. There is no escape, nothing anybody can do. It’s inevitable. Will we all be killed? Bewitched? Enslaved? Devoured? Maybe Equestria is going to end. Maybe we live our last blissful moments. 



The clock strikes midnight and I hear them, clear and strong. They’re coming for us. They’ve never been so close. And everypony around wallows in irresponsible complacency. But I’m sure they know it too. How could they not? They’re simply too afraid to speak up. Or maybe they think it’s only a figment? That I’m gone crazy?



How I wish I could go back in time. Six months ago, when I was still happy. Ignorant, but happy.



Ponyville is a busy town: there’s a lot of bustle during the day. Bustle and noise. But in the evening, when everypony goes home—except when Pinkie throws one of her super-duper-mega-extra-killer parties which, granted, happens quite often—it becomes a quiet village. There’s hardly any sound, barring the occasional hoot of a owl.



That faithful night, I awoke in eery silence. A shaft of moonlight bathed my room in preternatural lambency. I strained my ears, but couldn’t make out anything, not even Spike’s breathing. Until I realised that, fluttering at the threshold of my hearing, there was something. A scratch. Intermittent. Like a shrew gnawing at a seed, far away. You know, shrews and mice are to be expected in a big castle located in the outskirts of a village, so I smiled in the dark, buried my head under my pillow and went back to sleep.



Two weeks later, I awoke to the same feeble, grating noise. It occurred to me that it was slightly stronger than the first time. I should adopt a cat to chase those rodents, I thought. Fluttershy would probably be happy to give me one of her companions. And I resumed my slumber.



A month after, I burned the midnight oil and went to bed frazzled. I was barely tucked under my bedclothes when I heard that same faint rumour. It was definitely audible now. I climbed down, swaddled myself in a spell of silence, and walked the castle in search of the pest which disturbed my sleep. Unsurprisingly, I found that the noise was louder in the basement. I scoured everywhere, but found nothing: the rooms were empty. I stood there, baffled.



That’s when I had that cursed idea: I pressed my ear to the ground. There was no doubt: the sound came from underground. Somepony was digging far below the castle. Diamond dogs? No, they never ventured here. Yet, who else could it be? I went back to bed unsettled, and had a hard time falling asleep.



Thereafter each night I descended into the basement and listened. As the noise increased, I could interpret it better: it sounded as if many shovels and picks were scraping the soil together, irregularly. Sometimes it’d stop for a while, then pick up with renewed strength. It came from an unfathomable distance, way deeper than any diamond dog could ever reach. Whoever was causing it, I had no clue.



Three months ago, I started to hear grunts and syllables over the remote clang. Indistinct, but unmistakable. I was so shaken that I couldn’t sleep at all, and spent the night in the basement with my ear glued to the ground.



The next day, I resolved to tell the princesses about it. Celestia looked at me with a concerned face, and asked if I had experienced some other uncanny perceptions lately. Clearly, she thought I was getting unhinged. So I went to see Luna, mistress of the night, but she dismissed me the same, though I’m sure I read fear in her eyes when I mentioned it. I tried to hint at it with my friends, too, but they ribbed me. So I gave up altogether.



And now every hour they edge nearer to the surface. We sleep over a marching army that digs and crawls. I heard them talking, chortling in their husky voices. They crave for our light, for our world. What do they look like, I can’t tell, even in my wildest dreams. 



Giant worms maybe? 



I swear I can hear one slithering behind my bedroom door. Looking for me. Transfixed, I behold the handle swivel, ever-so-slightly. 



I scream—








What a nightmare! I sit up, drenched in cold lather. Was it just… a dream? 



But? Sweet Celestia, what is that fracas in the basement?
      

      
   
      Docter's Hearth's Warming


      

      
      
         I can’t believe this is happening,



Time Turner stood still as the pegasus mare before him smiled, a slight wind blew her yellow mane in the cold winter night. He wore a long scarf around his neck, keeping warm in the cold Hearth’s Warming Eve. Although, it was never his, she gifted to him.



She is getting closer,



His mind raced as the mare took a nervous step toward him. He only met her almost an hour ago. Though, technically, he had known her for at least three months since he moved to Ponyville. Since getting acquainted with everyone he learned she is the town mailmare. A simple profession but all the most important in any community. It was through her that he was invited to attend a Hearth’s Warming party at the Cakes residence.



 At first he was only enjoying himself with the party the Cakes had threw, in fact, it was his first party in Ponyville since he moved here. Now, he was not only here but he had received a gift from this mare that apparently had his name on her list of gifts to give. He didn’t know about this gift exchange ritual but he would have to make it up for it at a later date.



She took another step, her eyes, which were looking at different directions, were began to water. Time Turner stood his ground in both befuddlement and uncertainty.



Calm down now. This is just a kiss. The chances of me falling in love is approximately three thousand and seven hundred twenty to one. This is just a simple kiss,



He averted his eyes upward, seeing the perpetrator. A single hemiparasitic plant, that was hanging above them over the deck. He was certain the hosts were just doing this as a prank but, according to his calculations of this particular holiday, however, it was not. She took notice of the mistletoe as well and giggled. Time Turner turned his gaze toward her, her smile ever present. She stopped in front of him, both of their eyes locked on one another.



This is just a kiss. There is nothing special about it. It’s just… am I sweating? No, it’s just the lights from all around us. Yes, just the lights... nothing to worry. Am I worrying?



Time Turner continued to remain still as a frozen statue as the mare before him closed her eyes. His eyes widened as she was leaning forward, her puckered lips approaching his. A bit of sweat trickled down the side of his head as she was twelve inches away from him.



I’m sweating. Oh this is probably the scarf, maybe it’s still warm outside. No that’s not right, it’s winter. Everything is cold in winter,



Twelve inches became six. He could see her warm breath in the cold air. His heart racing in his chest.



This is only a kiss. The chances of me being married to her is approximately seven hundred twenty five to one. Even if that occurred the two of us dating afterward would be slim to none,



Six inches became three, his eyes slowing closing to meet the inevitable ceremonial kiss under the mistletoe.



The chances of us having child and having a unicorn filly is approximately… wait! Why am I even thinking about that?! She is a pegasus! I’m an earth pony. It can’t possibly be...



Her lips met his. His mind instantly calmed and he felt a strange sensation run through his body. It was not one of being shocked by tubes and wires, or getting burned by sophisticated machines of his own invention. No. This feeling was joyful, compassionate, and above all, he felt happy. He was happy. The two remained where they were, locked between each other by a single kiss. A moment in time that felt would last forever.



The chances of this moment lasting in my mind? Eternally priceless,



His final thoughts finished as the two parted from their kiss under the mistletoe. The young mare before him only smiled brighter and he returned the gesture in kind. She then leaned into his brown coat and wrapped a wing around his side. He wrapped part of the long scarf around her and the two huddled together in the warmth of the fabric. The two remained where they were, enjoying each others company, their hearts in sync with one another. There were essentially no words to describe this moment.



For some things, just like this, were best left unsaid.
      

      
   
      Three or Four


      

      
      
         Overhead, pegasi and changelings dueled. Far below, the finest unicorn-mage graduates of the Twilight Sparkle school of magic, my school, held open a breach in the hive’s shieldspell. Chrysalis learned from her defeats. It was her most endearingly annoying trait.



“Aphrodite, Ishtar, Hathor-” Chrysalis chanted at the summit of her hive-tower, whilst her swarm lined the walls below, a buzzing chorus to their Queen’s solo.



My spellbolt struck the sickly-green energy swirling at the center of the ritual.



Fiat lux.



Pegasi and changeling alike dove, as rainbows arced like blown kisses from tower to sky. Polychromatic lightning danced downwards, the touch of a brutal lover against the tower's curves. It groaned and sagged alarmingly. Beneath us, the exodus began on gossamer wings.



“Twilight,” Chrysalis cried my name, and I shivered from tip to tail. “How did you do that!?!”



I just loved the way she looked when I frustrated her plans.



“You didn't honestly think I was going to let you finish, did you?”



“That shouldn't even have been possible,” Chrysalis snapped. Her wings buzzed. No takeoff. Appealing to divine forces had taken a lot out of her, and the goddess who answered hadn't been the pony she’d expected. “The divine magics of the lovespell should've repelled merely equine arcane forces.”



“Well,” I fluffed my wings, “I am a Goddess,” and dear Celestia, it felt good. Not just being a Goddess, but acting like one. Raising an army of followers. Leading them to victory. Celestia hadn’t helped. It felt like growing up. “Now, this Goddess will accept your surrender,” the smirk spread slowly across my face. “Unless you'd prefer not to...”



I left the threat of stomping her like a bug unsaid.



“Your terms?” Chrysalis asked, stamping her hoof. “I will not line my changelings up for execution.”



“I wouldn't,” I blurted, as the shudder ran to the tower’s foundations. How could she think I'd ever... “I-I’ll guarantee your changelings the protections of Equestrian citizenship , until your departure,” for the Badlands, their return to hibernation and the death of Chrysalis’s ambitions. “They can even keep their Queen,” I offhoofedly tossed in the sweetener. Picking a replacement would be a pain in the horn. Besides... Chrysalis wasn’t a bad leader.



The tower lurched. I glanced down. The stream of fleeing changelings had slowed to a trickle. As I watched, it ceased altogether.



“I'll take it. We surrender.” There was no lie in any facet of Chrysalis's eyes.. “Throw in a lift?” She buzzed her useless wings.



The abused building collapsed.



Chrysalis had barely begun to fall before my hooves slipped beneath her barrel and tipped her into my forelegs. My wings pumped, bearing us aloft, but she wasn’t half as heavy as I’d expected. Needed fattening up a bit, I thought, sweeping us around towards where my ponies were beginning the process of accepting the surrender of her changelings.








It'd been a great victory, and it'd been mine, all mine. I’d wrung the secrets of the changeling library from their Queen herself despite her aggravating, extended resistance. She’d only delayed her exile.



Then Chrysalis had demanded Celestial arbitration.



Princess Celestia, a twinkle in her ancient eyes, ruled that the terms of Chrysalis's surrender – my terms – granted the changelings the rights of Equestrian citizens until they left. Which meant I couldn’t exile them, which meant they didn’t have to leave.



I’d also agreed they kept their Queen. Celestia could’ve overruled me. Instead, she said I was no less a Princess-Goddess than she, my judgement infallible, my treaty irrevocable.



There was only one way Chrysalis could become Equestrian royalty - and Cadance was already married.



Even in defeat, maybe even in the instant of being outfought, she’d outthought me. It was impressive, really.



I wondered if she’d be as impressive tonight.



Our wedding night. 



Purple is a good colour for concealing blushes.



Rarity had done a phenomenal job with Chrysalis’s dress. Something long and flowing that emphasised her sleekness, her femininity. Pearlescent ribbons danced through her cavities, matching those in my mane. She looked healthier than she had even a few short months ago. Better fed. 



I don’t remember walking down the aisle. Maybe I teleported?



“Do you, Queen Chrysalis Xenomorphis, take this mare to be your lawfully wedded wife?”



“I do,” Chrysalis said.



“Do you, Princess Twilight Sparkle Equestris, take her to be your lawfully wedded wife?”



Did I?



“I-”
      

      
   
      Apistat Commander


      

      
      
         She was no longer hungry, so she stopped eating.



Fluttershy looked down at the completely full bowl of salad, not a single leaf displaced from when she had started eating. The carrots and tomatoes likewise had remained untouched, and just looking at them made her complexion pale.



"Here you, go, Angel," Fluttershy said softly, pushing the bowl over to the opposite side of the table, where her pet rabbit sat, watching her. Usually, the ornery beast would balk at the idea of eating Fluttershy's leftovers, but this time he fished a carrot out from the mass of leaves. Popping it into his mouth, he half-heartedly chewed on it before grabbing another few carrots from the bowl and offered them to Fluttershy.



"Oh, no thank you," she said, smiling weakly. "I'm full."



Fluttershy removed herself from the table, walking to the couch in her cottage living room. The pegasus was all skin and bones; in fact, the bones could be seen through her pale yellow coat, which was so tight around them she looked skeletal. She held her wings tight to her body, and they were a ghastly sight. Missing almost more than half their feathers, a few more fluttered to the ground as she advanced towards the couch. Sitting down, Fluttershy leaned against the back of the couch, her frail form barely moved with each breath.



She had sent all her animals away to Treehugger. All except Angel, who in his eternal stubbornness, refused to leave the cottage. She hadn't wanted them to see her like this, and the same went for her friends. She had kept herself locked up in her home, and her friends respected this and gave her her distance after a while. At first, they had shown up every day, asking her to leave her home. She had declined, and through stalwart denial, they had come to accept her reluctance. After a week or two, even Pinkie Pie had stopped coming to see her.



She couldn't be there in the outside world. The sky came crashing down on her, the earth rose to swallow her, and even the trees and solitude of nature that she once loved so much made an effort to strangle her in a compression cage. Ponies looked at her from all sides, gazing right through her and seeing every single dent and chip in her history and personality. She couldn't even make eye contact with her friends, for she was afraid they were able to read her mind and judge every single strange and personal thought.



She had fled inside, where she hoped her animal friends could offer her comfort. But after a while, even they gave er the sensation of constant scrutiny. Failures of the past she knew no one but herself were privy to were coming forward, and through some unexplainable act of dark magic, anypony—or anything—could see her darkest heart. Only Angle remained, and as awful as it sounded, she loathed to look at him.



Years ago, when they had first met, Fluttershy had gone to Twilight about the overwhelming feelings. She had given her a small bottle full of white pills.



"I know you're not much of a drinker," Twilight had said to her while giving her the bottle. "But these have a potentially lethal reaction with alcohol. So just be careful to stay away from hard cider, alright?"



Now the bottle was sitting on the table next to her couch, right next to a small mug of hard cider from the barrel Applejack had given her years ago. Twilight as right, she wasn't much of a drinker—that barrel had never meant to be touched. But now, in this horrible world where everything collapsed on her and nothing was safe, not even in her mind... there was a reason to drink it.



The pills hadn't worked, but she hadn't told Twilight that. At the time, she hand't wanted to upset her. She knew this would upset her more, but there was nothing else she could do now. She couldn't leave the house, much less look Twilight in the eye and talk to her.



She took the remaining twenty or so pills and downed them. Dry in her mouth, the hard cider chugged next, leaving a terrible taste behind. The world grew fuzzy, and Fluttershy closed her eyes. She had expected to feel something, anything about leaving behind everything in the world. 



As her fragile body grew heavy, the oddest feeling washed over her. Pure, unadulterated relief.



Fluttershy smiled.
      

      
   
      Allies and Aliens


      

      
      
         Pinkie Pie blanched. Rarity fainted.



Rainbow Dash just stared. “Whoa, Sunset,” she said, stretching out a hand. “How come you never told us you don’t have a bellybutton?”



Sunset slapped her hand away.



Two months had passed since the Fall Formal. The school had since been repaired and the new group of friends were getting along nicely—well, kinda. Try as she might, Sunset still struggled to find her place among them.That’s why the group had considered it a miracle when they finally convinced Sunset to accompany them to the beach.



But now, as Sunset stood in the middle of Carousel Boutique with her shirt off, any plans the group may have made were forgotten.



“Where’s your bellybutton, Sunny?” Pinkie asked. “Do horses not have bellybuttons?”



“I’m a pony,” Sunset said. She glanced at her smooth stomach. “And I dunno where it is. The portal never gave me one."



“This is so cool!” Rainbow said. “You're a freaky alien!”



Sunset clenched her fists. “I’m not a ‘freaky alien,’ Dash.”



“What happened?” Rarity groaned, standing up. “I just dreamt that Sunset had no bellybutton, like some sort of freakish alien—” She looked at Sunset's stomach again. With a whispery sigh, she collapsed back into the chair.



“Twice in one minute,” Pinkie said, clicking a stopwatch. “That’s a new record!”



“This is why I never told you guys,” Sunset said. “I knew you'd be stupid about it.”



“Can you blame us?” Dash asked. “I mean, are we just supposed to pretend like we don’t notice?”



Sunset took a step forward. “Oh, I dunno. Maybe you could try not treating me like a freak?”



“I didn’t say that you’re a freak,” Rainbow said, matching Sunset’s step. “I said you’re freaky. Big difference.”



Sunset shoved Rainbow to the ground.



“Hey!” Rainbow cried. “You don't have to go all demon on me.” A moment passed before the weight of her words hit her. She rose to her feet. “Sunset, I didn’t mean—”



“Screw you,” Sunset spat, face going red. Eyes low, she threw on her clothes and hurried out of the building.



“What happened...?” Rarity murmured.



“Dashie!” Pinkie cried. “Look at what you did! Sunset’s upset!”



“I didn’t mean to!” Rainbow said. “It just slipped out, y’know?”



“What’s all this ruckus about?” Applejack asked, returning from the bathroom. She glanced around the room. “Where’s Sunset gone off to?”



Rainbow explained the situation, and Applejack glowered. “You’re telling me that you called Sunset a freak right to her face?”



“I didn’t call her a freak!” Rainbow said. “But even if I did, what did you expect me to say? Sunset’s an alien!”



Applejack narrowed her eyes. “In case you didn't notice, Dash, we’re all aliens now. So we’ve got bellybuttons and she don’t. Big deal. We’re not better than her, are we?”



“But what are we supposed to do now?” Rarity asked. “I’m not sure I can face her after what’s happened...”



Applejack put her hands on her hips and smiled. “We do what Princess Twilight told us to do: be her friend.”












A week later, Sunset Shimmer trudged into Carousel Boutique. “Hello?” she called. “Anyone here? I this is some sort of stupid prank...”



“Surprise!” everyone shouted as Sunset entered the showroom. Pinkie tugged on a rope and confetti rained down.



“Surprise for what?” Sunset asked. “This is a prank, isn’t it?”



“No!” Rarity cried. “After what happened, we wanted to make things up to you.” Rarity walked to the center of the room, where a mannequin stood covered in a red sheet. “We were brainstorming, and Rainbow Dash came up with a brilliant idea.”



Rainbow blushed. “It was really more of Fluttershy’s idea.” Applejack elbowed her in the side.



Rarity and Fluttershy pulled the sheet away, and Sunset’s eyes widened.



Strapped onto the mannequin was a purple one-piece bathing suit, with Sunset’s cutie mark emblazoned on the chest.



“Holy...” Sunset walked forward and grabbed it, running the fabric between her fingers. “This is so nice, you guys.”



“We made it special!” Pinkie said. “And it’s not a bikini, so your stomach will be covered when you wear it!”



Applejack pulled Sunset into a group hug. “Friends don’t make friends feel ashamed of what they look like. It just ain’t right!”



“Yeah,” Rainbow said. “Sorry about calling you an alien and all that.”



“It’s okay,” Sunset said, smiling. “Thanks, guys. Really.”



“Now,” Rarity said, “who’s ready to hit the beach?”



Everyone cheered. Sunset grabbed her new swimsuit off of the mannequin and went to change.
      

      
   
      F*** I ran out of time because I thought the deadline was an hou


      

      
      
         'Twas the night before Hearth's Warming, when I at my pub

Heard the jingle bells jingle and the door hinges rub.

A stallion appeared, silhouette in the cold

With a mane tired copper and coat tarnished gold.



He entered the bar and trod straight for a stool,

And he wore a long face like an overworked mule.

He slouched when he got there, to get there he staggered,

I guess in summation I'd call him quite haggard.



But this did not bother me; I was elated,

For serving the needing my cutie mark slated.

I smiled at him briefly, let him know he'd be proffered

His need for a drink or what e'er I could offer.



"So what can I get you, my weary pub patron?

A malt or a scotch or Celestia's Phaeton

(That's the special today, and it glows like her hair

Though if you don't like pollen you won't like this fare)."



Instead of a drink though, he sighed, "Water Please"

Punctuated with sniffle and aborted sneeze.

Why, the fellow looked miserable, and sounded diseased;

I wouldn't have doubted frost nip in his knees.





"Sir, I run the bar here, and I run it tight,

And it's plainer than day you're not feeling all right.

So a drink is on me on this Warming Eve's night,

For what ever is wearing you down."



But the sad golden stallion replied, "Thank you kindly.

I'm glad that you think you won't even mind me.

But I'm just a monster, not a pony or horse

I'm merely a thing on a suicide course.



"I've wandered Equestria seeking redemption

But all I have found is that things get exemptions

From friendship and magic, instead all I find"

Is the harsh confirmation the world hates my kind."



We this got me angry, he thought he's a thing?

He felt unaccepted, he felt loneness sting?

Well that 





See that mangy ol' mutt? His name is Bandit.

Cast out of his pack when they tried to expand it.

He said no to conquest and canine warfare

Now he sits at his booth and drinks dog of the hare.



That mare over there with the twitch in her limb,

was cast out of grade school because she was dim.

She almost OD'd on some Everfree flowers,

Now she stares at the bulletin board for ten hours.



And Goodluck Charley, he strangled three mares!

Served seventeen years, now he builds desks and chairs.

They're all welcome here for the fact they all share

Is that they were once monsters but not in my care.



For here they're just ponies, friends and fellows of mine.

Whatever their past, matters not they will find.

I that you to, will embrace a new tune

Let 









I smiled rather coyly, "The ingredient you'll find

Is the thing that you needed to sooth your sore mind.

It isn't on tap and it cannot be grown,

But I hope this Hearth Warming it's something I've shown.





Basically he's a changeling at the cafe of broken hearts up in the crystal empire two months after the start of season 3 and the mare running the bar says that just like on unification day when the three tribes united despite their differences. everypony is welcome here. She fixes him a drink made with love and that is the special ingredient. 
      

      
   
      Pinkie Spends Time With Applejack


      

      
      
         Applejack sighed as she curled up on the couch. The fire roared in the fireplace, the burning wood snapping and cracking as a warm heat pulsed throughout the room. Outside, the first snowflakes of winter had begun to fall, dotting the landscape with patches of white. The perfect day to read a book, I reckon, Applejack thought as she picked up a worn copy of a book for the coffee table.



"A Trot to Remember," Applejack mumbled.



The mare glanced back to the coffee table and picked up a hot mug of cider, blowing gently on it before taking a sip. She set the mug down and wiggled deeper into the cushions. Just gonna take a little bite of my apple, and then I—.



Applejack stopped when she turned to the end table. Right in the middle of it stood her apple. Bright red, glistening in the glow of the fire. Applejack had taken care when choosing this one for her reading snack. She knew that it would be the juiciest apple she had ever bitten into.



What made her pause, however, was the fact that a certain pink pony now stood on the other side of the end table.



"Pinkie?" Applejack asked as she tossed the book under a pillow. "What in tarnation are you doin' here?"



Pinkie Pie's smile widened, though she didn't say anything.



"Somethin' wrong?"



Still not speaking, Pinkie Pie simply shook her head.



"Uh, well I'm always happy to have friends over," Applejack said as she tried to sit up straight. "But I was just 'bout to do some reading', you know?"



Pinkie Pie nodded before lifting a hoof to her chin.



"So..."



Applejack waited for Pinkie Pie to get the hint. Pinkie Pie simply reached her hoof out toward the end table. As Applejack saw what she was reaching for, her eyes narrowed.



"Pinkie," Applejack asked. "What do you think you're doin'?



Pinkie Pie simply stared into Applejack's eyes as her hoof finally touched the apple. Applejack was about to yell at her friend for grabbing it, but her anger morphed into confusion when she saw that, rather than grabbing the apple, Pinkie Pie simply started pushing it across the table, though her gaze never left Applejack's eyes. Applejack cocked her head to the side. No, Applejack thought, what is this girl thinkin'?



Applejack got her answer a moment Pinkie Pie finally pushed the apple off of the table, where it bounced onto the floor before rolling away. Applejack gasped and leaped off of the couch to retrieve her snack.



"Pinkie, what's gotten into you?" Applejack shouted as she bent over to pick up the apple. "Are you runnin' short of a bushel or—"



Applejack turned to Pinkie Pie, but whinnied in frustration when she saw that her friend had disappeared. 



“Somethin’.”



She shook her head and looked down at the apple. Ain't too much damage, Applejack thought as she brushed the fruit against her fur. She trotted back to the couch and took a seat. The fire still roared comfortably, and her book was still waiting just beneath the cushion. I swear that girl is part draconequus, she chuckled, reaching for her mug of cider. She lifted the mug to take a sip, but when nothing came out, she peered inside, only to see that some pony had chugged the last of her cider already. Applejack's eye twitched.



"Pinkie!"
      

      
   
      Starting Fresh


      

      
      
         Thanks to Rarity, Coco Pommel enjoyed consistent work with her new employer Period Piece. Looking back, leaving Suri Polomare and her every-pony-for-themselves philosophy was the best decision Coco had made since arriving in Manehattan.

 

Most days were good under Period’s employment, but today was special. Today she'd be meeting with the number one pop pony in Equestria—Countess Coloratura. The Countess hired Period to design a new wardrobe for the new Countess, and trusting his employees’ work and judgement, Period sent Coco.

 

The Countess wanted things casual, so the two agreed to meet at Starbits, the trendy coffee place in town square. The shop housed Manehattans most fashionable, most aloof and most talented rising playwrights and served peaceful environments alongside its signature blends.

 

Coloratura sat outside sipping premium caffeine. She set it down as Coco approached and gave her new designer a friendly smile. "You must be Coco. Period speaks very highly of you."

 

Star struck, Coco gasped an excited squeal. “I-I can't believe I'm meeting with the Countess Coloratura!" Coco took a seat and tried to compose herself.  Stay professional. No fangirling. “I am such a fan!” Maybe a little fangirling. "It's my greatest pleasure to be given the honor of helping you with your brand new image.”

 

Coloratura smiled. "Why thank you Coco. I’m glad to hear ponies are still connecting with my music, especially now with change in direction and all. And please, call me Rara. Nowadays, all my friends do." Coco bit her lip. Professional. Professional. "I hope other ponies share your excitement Coco."

 

"Of course they will Rara! If, um, you really don't mind me using that name. I know what it’s like to go through a change. This city can be a mean place, and I used to think that meant I had to be mean too. Some ponies taught me otherwise, and then I met Period. He accepted me with open arms."

 

Coloratura gave an understanding nod. "I'm glad to hear you say that. I believe in fresh starts. Which is why I'd actually like you to collaborate with a pony I met recently. She's received some scathing reviews in an otherwise successful career, and since I'm reinventing myself, it didn't feel right denying someone’s request to do the same. I hope that isn't a problem Coco."

 

"Of course not! It would be my pleasure. So, who is this pony?"

 

"Her name is Suri Polomare. I’ve arranged a boutique for you to begin your combined work on the designs."

 

Coco’s throat tightened. "Did, um. Did you just say Suri Polomare?"






 

After their meeting Coco headed to the boutique. She dreaded her new assignment but decided she couldn't refuse. Period would lose it.

 

She'd hadn't read any reviews critiquing Suri but she assumed the worst. Her biggest fear: Suri had been caught stealing a famous ponies’ designs and now she'd steal no-name Coco's to kick start her career. When she arrived, it’d be back to harsh deadlines, insistent coffee runs and zero appreciation. It's everypony for themselves in this town and in fight between Coco and Suri, Suri wins every time.

 

The procured boutique procured had two back rooms. An artist room for the designer and a sewing room for the dress maker. Coco darted through the main entrance and boarded herself in the sewing room to avoid Suri. They're meeting was inevitable but sooner wasn't better than later.

 

Momentarily secure, Coco caught her breath and admired her work room. Shelves of fabric lined the walls alongside several mannequins for fitting. In the center, a sewing machine Period would kill for sat atop the sewing board. Coloratura had spared no expensive.

 

Coco glanced at the sewing machine and noticed a wisp of steam rising above the spool pin. Concerned, she sniffed the air, detecting only a hint of nutmeg. Behind the machine she found a fresh cup of Starbits coffee, her name on its bottom brim.

 

The door opened behind her. Suri stood in its frame, looking hesitant to enter. "I um, didn't realize you'd arrived." Her voice was smaller than Coco remembered. "Well, mkay. Oh you um, got the coffee I left you. Coloratura told me who I'd be working with. I just figured the more caffeine the better right?" More insecure. "So um, ready to work?"

 

Coco glanced at the coffee. For a moment, the cup resembled what Suri couldn’t say and what Coco couldn’t demand. Coloratura wasn't the only one trying to change after all. Coco took a sip. "Yeah, together."
      

      
   
      Market Day


      

      
      
         Starlight Glimmer looked upon the throng of ponies that made up Ponyville’s market today, each individual engaged in their own schedule. That was good, because she had one of her own to follow as she trotted into the market square, eyeing each stall down. Her brow furrowed when she spotted the asparagus stand. She beelined towards it and waved, the attendant returning a dark glare that sent a chill through Starlight as she approached him.



Starlight cleared her throat, then smiled. “Hello, I’d like a bundle of asparagus.”



“Twenty bits,” the clerk said while rummaging through his wares.



“E-excuse me?” Starlight asked, “I don’t think I heard you right. It sounded like you said―”



“Twenty bits, take it or leave it.”



She clenched her jaw as she grasped twenty bits in her magic and offered it to the pony. “Here you go. Twenty bits.”



“Much obliged,” he said as he angled a bag which Starlight dropped the payment into. He rifled through his stock and slapped a bundle of asparagus on the counter which she swiftly pocketed. Biting her cheek to keep herself under control, she left without a word.



Okay, that was weird. Maybe he’s just… the unfriendly type. Starlight located her next destination. Maybe the cherry salespony will be more amicable. She put on one of her award-winning smiles and walked up to the stand.



Starlight nodded. “Hello, there―”



“Fifty bits.”



Starlight inhaled sharply, then narrowed her gaze. “You’re joking.”



“I’m assuming you want a cherry, don’t you?” he said before he sniffed.



“You can’t honestly expect me to pay that much for a single cherry.” She felt her veins fill with fire.



The cherry clerk brought his face close to hers. “Look, lady, I’m guessing you came to my stall because you wanted a cherry. You can either take the cherry I’m offering you for fifty bits or leave cherryless.” He leaned back. “Up to you.”



A vein in Starlight’s neck throbbed as she pulled out fifty bits and shoveled it onto the stall.



Remember, Twilight told me to mingle with the townsfolk. It’s not my fault if everyone woke up on the wrong side of the bed this morning.



“Now that wasn’t so hard, was it?” the salesman asked as he fished out a cherry and lobbed it to Starlight. She caught it in her glow, placed it in her saddlebag, and curty walked off.



It was the same at each stall she went to; each clerk charging exorbitant prices for simple goods. By the end of it, she was only able to purchase a single meal’s worth of food with the entire weekly allowance Twilight had given her. Her jaw was also sore and her vision felt like lava. She swore she’d clock the next pony who even looked at her funny.



A hoof touched her shoulder. “Hey, there―”



Starlight swiveled around and raised a hoof. “I don’t have any more money!” she yelled only to lay her eyes on Applejack, who motioned to block. Starlight let her hoof fall to the ground and took a deep breath. “Sorry, Applejack. I’ve had a bit of a rough day.” She forced a weak chuckle. “Apparently the townsfolk think I’m made of bits.”



“About that.” Applejack sighed. “I’ve been trying to find you so that we could go shopping together.” She grinned. “Y’know, so ponies wouldn’t take advantage of you.”



“Why would ponies take advantage of me?” Starlight asked pointedly as she raised an eyebrow.



Applejack pursed her lips. “Well, it seems that a pony might’ve heard Pinkie and Dashie talking about some of the things you might have caused.”



Starlight glared at Applejack. “Those never happened.”



“Shucks.” Applejack shrugged. “I know that, and you know that, but I’m pretty sure most of Ponyville ain’t going to be thinking no two ways about causality when they hear things like ‘eternal night’ and ‘lifeless wasteland’.”



Starlight screwed up her face and put a hoof to her chest as her breath caught in her throat.



My one chance, destroyed by gossip and hearsay. She’s going to be so disappointed in me.



Applejack slapped Starlight’s back. “Don’t be so down. The best thing you can do is what you’re doing right now.” She leaned into Starlight. “Now what do you say we shake down some ponies for your bits?”



Starlight nodded tentatively. “I like the sound of that.”



“Course ya do.” Applejack chuckled. “Now, who first?”



Starlight looked around. “Well, the asparagus pony charged me twenty bits for a bundle…”
      

      
   
      Oops!


      

      
      
         “So, after we finished with that row a’ trees—”



“Oh no!” Pinkie Pie suddenly straightened and sat bolt-upright, her pupils shrinking to pinpoints. “I forgot to tell her!”



“Huh?” Applejack raised an eyebrow while she glanced at Pinkie across the outdoor café table the two of them were having lunch at. “Forgot what?”



Without bothering to answer, Pinkie Pie jumped out of her chair and took off galloping at a full tilt.



“I FORGOT TO TELL HEEERRRRR!!!” Pinkie’s voice wailed like a siren, Doppler-shifting to a lower pitch as she vanished into the distance.



Conversations stopped and surprised faces turned to follow the noise. A puzzled expression came over Applejack as she looked around. “Mah story wasn’t that borin’, was it?” she quietly asked nopony in particular.



Then her ears fell as she considered something else, sitting there alone. “So, uhh... Ah guess Ah’m stuck with the check, then?”







A pink blur shot through the Ponyville market square, weaving around vending carts and sending shoppers spinning.



“Outta the way, everypony!” A voice cried out, high-pitched with a panicky edge. “I’ve gotta tell her BEFORE IT’S TOO LATE!!!”



Ponies stood motionless, eyes wide with surprise as something zoomed by at breakneck speed. Manes blew wildly in the wake of wind, and a hat was pulled right off somepony’s head and sent rolling in the street.



Before anypony could react, it was gone, leaving only stunned silence. After a few seconds, quiet murmurs of confusion began to reanimate the crowd.



“Yeah!” Lily Valley suddenly shouted from her flower stand. “You go get that mare! Don’t let her slip away!”



“...What in Equestria was that all about?” Roseluck asked from the neighboring stall, peering out from behind it after the now long-gone pink blur while the thin dust trail started to settle.



“Isn’t it obvious?” Lily sighed, batting her eyes with a dopey grin. “True love.”



“Guh.” Roseluck rolled her eyes with a sour look. “That’s your answer to everything.”



“Is it really so horrible of me to want ponies to find happiness?” Lily asked. “When was the last time you were out on a date, anyway?”



“Shut up,” Roseluck grumbled.



“Found your problem!” Lily sang smugly.







The doors to Twilight’s palace burst open and Pinkie Pie, huffing and puffing from her run, charged in.



“Twilight!” she called out breathlessly. “Twili-i-i-ght!! I’ve gotta tell you something! Where are you?!?”



“In the map room!” Twilight’s voice drifted faintly from down the hall. Pinkie Pie took off galloping again, hooves clopping loudly on the crystal floor as she hurried.



She flew through the door to the map room and skidded to a halt, staring at Twilight, who was levitating a cake in the purple glow of her magic, about to set it on a folding table.



“Thanks again for taking care of all the food, Pinkie,” Twilight said. “I’m just setting everything up for the party now.”



“Twilight, stop! I forgot to tell you that—”



*KA-BOOM!*



With a bright flash and an ear-splitting firecracker sound, the cake exploded.



Pinkie Pie and Twilight, both suddenly pelted with gooey, sugary shrapnel, stood perfectly still, wide-eyed with shock. The walls and ceiling were plastered with blobs of icing. Chunks and crumbs of cake rained down to litter the floor like confetti.



The two ponies were speechless for several seconds. They watched as one particularly large gob of frosting started slowly oozing its way down a wall, leaving a trail behind it. A few others lost their sticky grip on the ceiling and fell, hitting the floor with wet slapping sounds.



“So, what didn’t you tell me?” Twilight finally asked, turning to face Pinkie Pie. “Let me guess: that there’s a splatter-gag charge hidden in one of the cakes you delivered, so I shouldn’t move it with telekinesis because magical energy might trigger it?”



“Yep. That.” Pinkie Pie chuckled nervously. Her eyes roamed around the room while she surveyed the confectionary carnage with a half-hearted grin. “Oops!”



“You know, Pinkie,” Twilight said, staring at Pinkie Pie, “some ponies might ask what’s wrong with you.”



There was a half-second of dead silent pause, then Twilight smiled and started giggling. “But whatever it is, I hope it never, ever gets fixed.”



She scooped up a glob of frosting and splatted it into Pinkie Pie’s face. Then she reached out and scooped her friend in close, and two of them hugged while they laughed.



“Thanks for making my life more interesting, Pinkie.”



“Any time, Twilight. That’s what I do.”
      

      
   
      No Need to Thank Me


      

      
      
         It was fortunate Fluttershy had fallen out next to rough terrain. Applejack carefully planted her rear hooves against the rocky surface.



"Here," said Rarity, handing Applejack two silk stockings.



"Oh for the love of... Rarity, did they have to be pink?" grumbled Applejack.



"Hay, what's wrong with pink?" whined Pinkie Pie.



"You should be thankful you have a friend who cares about saving Equestria in style," huffed Rarity.



"We're all under a lot of stress, girls," said a tired-looking Twilight Sparkle, her horn perpetually glowing in tandem with the blurry edges of the circle of non-darkness surrounding them. "Try to stay civil."



"Can't you just part the darkness around her?" asked Pinkie Pie.



Twilight shook her head. "It would knock Fluttershy unconscious. This spell I'm using to peel back Shadow isn't exactly gentle."



Applejack slipped the stockings onto her front hooves, gripped the black blob in front of her, and pulled as hard as she could. With one last yank, the black mass parted and spat Fluttershy out onto the earth, where she coughed and gasped.



"It was terrible!" said Fluttershy, shivering on the ground. "It was so cold, so empty... oh, poor Rainbow Dash!" Pinkie Pie gave her a hug.



"The sooner we reach the summit, the sooner they'll all be free. Let's mosey," said Applejack.



Rarity and Pinkie helped Fluttershy up. Slowly, the small herd found their way up the slope, darkness melting ahead of them and reforming behind them.



"Like a needle in a haystack," complained Rarity, her horn glowing as she cast her gem-location spell again. The slope of the terrain was nearly invisible: darkness didn't coat the sky, but it absorbed all light from the ground and defied depth perception. "Twilight, twenty degrees to your left is a gradual rise and possible plateau."



The surface of a round stone table pushed its way into the light. Its edges were engraved in ancient runes.



"YES! Oh, thank Celestia," gasped Twilight, exhausted. "Pinkie, hand me the transcription for the verbal component," she asked.



"Say what?" said Pinkie Pie.



"The words, Pinkie," said Twilight, standing in the center of the table. "It's hard to cast two powerful spells at the same time."



Pinkie Pie reached into her saddlebags and pulled out a piece of parchment, upon which were written two very large words. "Here you go!" she said, setting it in front of Twilight.



"Pinkie, this is only two words," Twilight said, the nervousness rising in her voice. "I'd ask why you wrote them so large, but more importantly: where's the third?"



"Oh! I wrote them really big because you said they were super-duper important and you couldn't afford any mistakes," she said. "And the third word is on page two. Let me see, where is it..."



"This ain't gonna end good," Applejack muttered under her breath.



"Be nice," Fluttershy said, resting on the ground.



"Here we go!" said Pinkie Pie, to several sighs of relief. "Huh, there's more than one magic word here! There's 'milk', 'eggs', 'vanilla'..."



Rarity immediately grabbed Pinkie Pie by the shoulders and shoved her muzzle right up in her face. "Pinkie Pie. For the love of Equestria, please tell me we are not going to be trapped in this tacky darkness for a thousand years because you mistook a shopping list for a piece of paper with a single word on it."



"Oops?" said Pinkie Pie, grimacing. Applejack buried her face in her hooves, and Fluttershy looked on the verge of tears.



"It's okay, girls; I think I still remember," said Twilight. She cleared her throat, looked down at the sheet, and very carefully intoned the words...



"KLAATU, BARADA, NIKTU!" shouted Twilight Sparkle.








"Aw, look on the bright side, Rainbow. It coulda been a heckuva lot worse," said Applejack, unable to suppress the smirk from her lips. Everything in Ponyville looked just as it had before the Shadow's attack: the earth, the plants, the animals, even the cows and donkeys.



Not so much the ponies, though.



Rainbow Dash scowled at Applejack, though it was hard to see her facial features now that her feathers, mane, and pelt were so unnaturally black the light itself refused to touch them. A large herd of similarly pelt-blackened ponies had gathered outside the castle, awaiting an explanation from their colorful princess.



"So I hear I have you to thank for this, Pinkie P—" growled Rainbow, only to find a dusty pink hoof planted right in her muzzle.



"Don't mention it, Dashie!" said Pinkie, grinning proudly.
      

      
   
      Inescapable


      

      
      
         Introducing Marshy’s Marshmallows:  The hit sensation that’s sweeping through Manehattan!



Wait… scratch that.



A gargantuan version of the Marshy’s Marshmallows mascot—a puffy white earth-pony stallion whose mane and tail cascaded like a wave of marshmallow creme—was in the midst of sweeping through the streets of Manehattan, toppling buildings and tearing through suspension bridges as it carved a long path through the cowering city.



Everypony had their own theory about where it could have come from, how it could have gotten there, and why, almost two hours after its rampage had begun, the Princesses still had not yet intervened.



But as Babs Seed fought to extricate herself from the wrecked remains of brick and metal that had once been the hair salon she worked in, she found herself wondering only if the growing rumble in the background meant the thing was heading back toward her.



Her left rear leg was pinned between two twisted girders.  The surface of her brownish-orange coat was unbroken, but she couldn’t be sure about the bones within; the leg had gone completely numb.



Babs glanced out at the ruined street and wiped thick dust from her eyes.  No sign of Marshy yet…



A brief tremor bounced her against the ground.  She gave a pained yelp as her bottom landed on some shards from the salon’s window.



A subtle motion on the other side of the street drew her eyes.  Babs brushed her dark-pink mane aside and focused on the remnants of a dressmaker’s ground-floor window, where she spotted a pale-cream-colored head with a white and light-blue striped mane moving from side to side.



A pair of large, light-colored eyes met hers.  The mare raised a hoof and gave a quick wave.



“Coco,” Babs said, recognizing her and waving back.  Another tremor made her shudder, and reminded her she should keep quiet.  “Get out of here, I think Marshy’s coming back,” she mouthed.



The whole street rumbled yet again.  Coco Pommel broke eye-contact for a moment, looking higher and past Babs’ building.  Babs followed her gaze, looking behind, but seeing little save for the building’s ruined interior.  She turned back to Coco and shrugged.  “What is it,” she whispered.



Coco raised her head for a moment and mouthed something back.  Babs frowned; she didn’t understand.



There was another rumble; this one made the whole street shake.  Fallen bricks bounced momentarily, and dust rained-down from shattered upper floors.  Babs coughed, and tried to wave the dust away, before looking back at Coco.



Only, she wasn’t still there in the window.  Babs blinked, scanning the storefront to see if she’d moved.



There was a sound of something heavy bearing-down on the walls of Babs’ building.  Bricks ground under the weight; some cracking, others being crushed to powder.



Babs swallowed, and turned her head to look behind her.



Marshy’s bulbous figure stared down at her through a great rift in the building.



She began to scream as Marshy raised a massive hoof and hammered it toward her.
      

      
   
      Stargazing


      

      
      
         I watched her struggle.



I didn't witness her fall, nor the sequence of events that had led to it. When I turned around, she was just lying there. I could barely make out the color of her coat through the dim light; she was pale yellow, with an orange mane. She was surrounded by ponies on all sides. One mare, sky blue, sat across her side, speaking softly into her ear. A brown pegasus stallion held her hoof. Two more ponies lay before her on the ground, making eye contact and murmuring to her every so often. 



Around us, the festivities raged on. One moment I had been enjoying Countess Coloratura's--or, I supposed, Rara's--performance. The next, I became absorbed by this performance of a different nature. Two unicorns kept their horns bright so everypony could see what was happening on the ground, and no one would be trampled. What had happened to her? I wondered. Had she taken ill? Grown faint from the heat of all the bodies packed into such a small space? Perhaps she had taken one too many a glass of cider from the Apple-run charity stand at the back of the crowd.



But who were all these ponies, anyway? I couldn't see most of their Cutie Marks and none of the coat colors lined up, but they could easily be related by marriage rather than blood. The light shifted, and I caught a glimpse of the yellow mare's face. She looked younger than I had thought at first. Probably too young to have by now found another pony to marry, really. Perhaps they were all friends? But there again age bemused me. The sky blue mare looked to be older than myself. The brown pegasus was very nearly my age. Some of the others were roughly the mare's age, but some were younger still. Indeed, as I searched the faces of the ponies in the now-sizable crowd surrounding the mare, I continued to find myself incapable of uncovering any sort of link between them that might allow me to satisfactorily conclude their collective relation to this mare who lay on the ground, unmoving, before me.



Distracted momentarily from my musings by a rise in the music behind me, I briefly considered how Rara fit into all of this. She seemed like a nice enough pony. And surely, from her vantage point behind her piano, she must have been able to see the relatively impressive hole in the crowd that had formed to allow the yellow mare and the ponies attending her space to breathe. So it struck me as strange heartlessness that she might allow the concert to continue while this mare lay stricken on the ground. 



But, perhaps the stage lights were too bright for her to see out into the audience with enough detail to notice the goings-on. Perhaps, if indeed she had noticed the gap, she figured it was merely a natural peculiarity of crowd dynamics. Perhaps she was unable to see the prone form of the mare as I could.



It felt as though years had passed since I had first turned myself away from the music to see what was going on behind me--even though I was relatively sure that we were still hearing the same song. In the time I had been contemplating Rara, several volunteers with the festival had arrived. They began helping the mare to her hooves. The volunteers walked her out of the crowd with a leg each around two mares. Nopony followed the trio.



As I turned back to watch Rara finish her song, I was struck once more by the sheer unreality of the events that had unfolded. A group of ponies that had seemed to know so well what they were doing--and yet, without obviously connection and lacking the compulsion to follow the mare into the crowd as she was carried by the volunteers. Myself, looking on. Gazing without comprehension as the crisis in miniature went unnoticed by ponies only a few yards from it, as it occurred during a love song. Letting the memory pass like the mare passed into the crowd, disappearing from view, and leaving in my life an outline shaped like a novel full of questions. Who was she? What had happened? How did those around her know how to help?



And why did I do nothing but watch?
      

      
   