
      The Noodle Incident


      

      
      
         “Now, are you absolutely certain you three don’t need anything else while I’m out?”  Rarity hovered near the kitchen doorway, torn between allowing her young wards take their first hesitant steps towards independent living unsupervised, and her desire to ensure they didn’t burn the Carousel Boutique to the ground.



Sweetie Belle rolled her eyes, though there was a small smile on her muzzle.  “We’ll be fine, sis.  Apple Bloom already has plenty of experience in the kitchen, and if anything goes wrong, Scootaloo can hop on her scooter and get help in a flash!”



This did little to assuage Rarity’s doubts, but before she could voice them further, Sweetie Belle telekinetically opened the door to the back yard for her as Apple Bloom and Scootaloo none-too-subtly herded her out.



Rarity relented with a sigh.  “Alright, my darlings, I’ll return with salad fixings soon.  Be safe!”  



“We will, bye!” Apple Bloom closed the door behind her, and all three fillies looked through the window to make sure she actually left.



Once Rarity had disappeared from sight, Scootaloo turned to the others, wings buzzing with excitement.  “I can’t believe we’re about to cook dinner all by ourselves!”



“Yeah,” Apple Bloom agreed, “this feels like a really big step forward!”



Sweetie Belle beamed at her friends.  “Once pull this off, it’ll be like we’re actually adults!”



They shouted as one, “Cutie Mark Crusader Adulting!  Yay!”  They shared a high-hoof, and there was a small flash as their cutie marks glowed in affirmation of their shared desire to “adult”.  They grinned at each other, then split up to set about the necessary preparations for dinner.



Scootaloo was assigned the task of preparing the garlic bread, and so slid a chair up to the counter next to the bread box.  She grabbed a baking sheet and hauled the large Haytalian loaf out along with a bread knife.  After some finagling, she held the knife in her mouth and began to saw away, carving it into uneven portions.



Meanwhile, Apple Bloom and Sweetie Bell set about filling a massive pot with water from the tap.  “Careful, now,” Apple Bloom cautioned as she balanced next to the sink while holding her side of the pot.  “How much water d’we need for this again?”



Sweetie Belle levitated the package of spaghetti in front of her.  “It says a gallon for every pound of spaghetti we cook.”



“‘Kay, how much spaghetti do we have?”



She flipped the package over.  “Um, ten pounds.  How much should we make?”



“Ah say we make all of it, just t’be safe.”



“Sounds good to me.”  They fell silent as the pot continued to fill.



After a while, Apple Bloom’s muscles began to tire.  “Uh, how much does this pot hold?”



“I dunno, but we’re going to need to stop soon if we want to get it over to the stove.”



“Ah’m sure this is fine,” Apple Bloom said, and she shifted the pot back upright as Sweetie Belle shut off the tap.  Slowly and carefully, they maneuvered the mostly-full pot of water over to the stove.



“Hey, do you think I should butter the crust, too?” Scootaloo called over.



“Yeah, Rarity’s pretty dainty, and Haytalian bread is pretty crusty,” Sweetie Belle called back.  “The butter should soften it up some.”



“‘Kay,” Scootaloo replied as she set about slathering butter on every inch of each irregular chunk of bread.



With care, and with no small amount of magical effort on Sweetie Belle’s part, they heaved the pot onto the largest burner on the stovetop.  “Finally,” Apple Bloom quipped as she wiped a hoof across her brow, “let’s get this pot a’boilin’.”  She snapped the burner on and turned it up to the highest setting.  



They each pricked up an ear at a curious *poonk poonk splort* sound.  The two turned to see Scootaloo, eyes wide, holding an empty jar of minced garlic high over the baking sheet, its contents now strewn across the bread, the sheet, the countertop, the chair, and the pegasus herself.



Sweetie Belle sighed.  “Don’t worry about it, Scootaloo, we can clean up while the bread is toasting.”



“Aheh, if you say so,” Scootaloo sheepishly blushed, then carefully picked up the tray with her mouth and turned to hop to the floor.  Unfortunately, her forehoof found a patch of garlic schmeer, and it went straight out from under her.  Pegasus and baking sheet alike tumbled to the floor with a clatter, and while Sweetie Belle managed to save a few of the bread slices with her telekinesis, she couldn’t save them all.



“Aw, man,” Scootaloo sighed as she got her hooves back under her, “I’m sorry guys.”



“Don’t fret none, we can still save them - just gotta dust them off.”  Apple Bloom trotted over and started loading the tray back up again as Sweetie Bell opened the oven door.  They slid the fully laden tray in, then stared at the baking dial.



"Gosh, this is fancier than the wood-burnin' stove Ah'm used to," Apple Bloom muttered.



Sweetie Belle nodded.  "Yeah, it's brand new.  Runs on magic, according to Rarity."



“Oh hey, a 'clean' setting.”  Scootaloo pointed towards the dial, then immediately brightened.  “That should take care of any dirt from the floor!”



“Good idea,” said Sweetie Belle as she made the appropriate selection.  A small panel flipped open to reveal a small switch labeled “Cleaning Power” - one side indicated “Regular”, the other, “Princess”.



Apple Bloom blinked.  “Wow, this is a fancible oven.  How clean do we want the bread?”



Scootaloo crinkled her nose.  “Um, as clean as can be, I guess.  It is Rarity we’re cooking for, after all.”



“Good point.”  Apple Bloom flipped the switch to the “Princess” option, and there was a loud hiss and a click as the oven door sealed itself.



“Awesome,” Scootaloo said, “that takes care of the bread!”



A cheer went up from her friends.  “Hooray!”



“An exultant exclamation?  Do my ears deceive me?”  A charming, if slightly disingenuous, voice wafted over from the open window.  



The trio turned to see Discord’s face framed slightly off-kilter by the window sill.  The three fillies smiled back at him.  “Hey, Discord,” Scootaloo chirped.



“What brings you by?” Apple Bloom asked.



“I was just on my way over to Fluttershy’s for late-afternoon tea, and I heard the three of you cheering.  What are you three up to?”



Sweetie Belle puffed herself up with pride.  “We’re cooking dinner for ourselves and Rarity!”



“All by ourselves!” the other two added together.



“All by yourselves?” Discord echoed, eyes glittering.  “Well now, that’s a mighty important responsibility.”



“Yup!  We’re gonna impress the heck outta Rarity, an’ do it every night once we get the hang of it!”  Apple Bloom began to hop up and down at the thought.



Discord’s face twisted into a wry grin.  “I’m certain you’ll acquit yourselves well, then.  I’m afraid I must be off, though - mustn't keep Fluttershy waiting.  Have a pleasant evening, my little ponies!”  He snapped his talons.



Nothing seemed to happen.



The Crusaders looked at one another.  “Um, Discord?  You’re still here.”



“I am?”  Discord looked around, still grinning.  “Silly me.  Ta!”  He snapped his talons again, and this time vanished in a plume of sweet-smelling smoke.



“Well, that was nice of him to say hi,” Sweetie Belle.



“Yeah, always nice to see ‘im,” Apple Bloom replied, turning back to the pot of water, now at a roiling boil.  “Weird, this wasn’t boiling before.”



“Well, the temperature’s at full whack,” Sweetie Belle noted.  “Let’s get the noodles in.”  She up-ended the box of noodles into the pot.



“Granny says you need to salt the noodles too, while they’re boilin’.”



“Good idea.”  Sweetie Belle took an ornate wood-and-metal salt shaker and shook it over the pot - to little effect.  “Hmm.”  She tried to unscrew the cap, but found it stuck.  She concentrated all of her will on the cap to unstick it, and a hoofful of sparks flew her horn.



Suddenly, the cap gave way and shot off as though fired from a cannon.  It bounced off two walls and the ceiling before finally landing in the boiling pot with a soft *ploonk*.  A copious amount of salt - far more than should have fit in the shaker - also flew out, covering most of the kitchen.



This was lost on Sweetie Belle as she squeaked, “No, this is Rarity’s favorite salt shaker!”



Scootaloo quirked an eyebrow.  “Rarity has a favorite salt shaker?”



“Y’all are surprised by that?”  Apple Bloom turned to Sweetie.  “It should be fine if we add oil to the pot - Big Mac says y’gotta oil wood to keep it from stripping out, or somethin’ like that.”



“Do you really think that would work?”



“It’s worth a shot.”  Apple Bloom reached into the cabinet and grabbed a jug of olive oil.



“Wait,” Sweetie Belle held up a hoof, “make sure that’s not extra-virgin olive oil - Rarity says to never use the stuff marked ‘EV’ when cooking, only for dressing.”



“That’s… oddly specific, but okay."  The earth pony filly glanced over the jug.  "Ah don’t see an ‘EV’ anywhere.”



*Bloog bloog bloog* went the oil as they dumped it into the pot.  After several glugs, Apple Bloom nodded.  "That should be plenty."



The pot began to wobble on the burner.  A thick froth formed at the top, and slowly began to spill over the sides.



“Um, is it supposed to be doing that?”  Sweetie Belle cautiously approached the stove.



She hopped back with a squeak as a hoofful of noodles slopped over the side of the pot.  Water and foam sloshed about, hitting the burner with a loud hiss of steam.



“Oh no!  Put a lid on it!”  Scootaloo dashed about, looking through the cabinets to find the right lid.



“Here,” Sweetie Belle shouted, “I got it!”  She slammed the lid down on the pot.



All was quiet, and the fillies let out a breath they hadn’t realized they had held.



Then the pot exploded.



Foom!  A geyser of oily noodles erupted from the pot and slammed into the ceiling, spreading out and raining down upon the Crusaders.  With a yelp, they ran through the back door to the kitchen and slammed it shut behind them.



“What do we do?  What do we do?!”  Scootaloo started to zip back and forth, wings humming as panic began to set in.



“I dunno, I dunno!” Apple Bloom leaned against the door as sweat started to mix with the oily foam.



“Girls?”  The three fillies froze in horror as Rarity’s voice lilted over to them from across the street.  “Are you three okay?”



They exchanged nervous glances, then, as one, flashed an entirely unbelievable grin.  “Fine!  Everything’s fine, sis,” Sweetie Belle lied as they trotted over to her.



“Yep!  Everything’s just fine,” Apple Bloom fibbed.



“Don’t go inside,” Scootaloo added.  The other two glared at her.



Rarity furrowed her brow as she trotted up to them, saddlebags stuffed with produce.  “Girls, what have you done?”



Sweetie Belle drew a circle in the dirt with her hoof.  “Um, well…”



A thunderous crash echoed across the yard.  They turned to see a wave of noodles take the kitchen door off its hinges and one of the windows out of its frame.  The pale, soggy mass spread to cover a significant portion of the yard and side garden.



Rarity collapsed to her knees as her irises shrank to the size of pinheads.  “My… my boutique…”



In unison, Apple Bloom and Scootaloo chimed, “Sweetie Belle did it,” as they leveled a hoof at her.



Sweetie Belle’s eyes flew wide as she squeaked, “What?!”



Scootaloo had the grace to look abashed.  “Sorry, Sweetie.”



“‘Sides, it ain’t like she’s gonna kill her kin.”  Apple Bloom considered Rarity’s now catatonic state.  “Not until she snaps out of it, anyways.  Plenty of time to skip town.”



The pile of noodles began to gather upon itself.  A deep rumbling noise could be felt in their jaws as a noodly appendage separated itself from the heaving mass and wrapped itself around Rarity’s barrel.  This snapped her out of her fugue state slightly too late for her to do anything but scream as she was hauled off of her hooves into the air.



“Grooooooooo,” the noodles groaned as they began to whip Rarity about.  She howled incoherently, carrots and cabbages flying every which way.



“Welp, I’m out,” Scootaloo said with a clop of her hooves as she grabbed her scooter from where it lay against the hedge.



“To go get help, right?”  Sweetie Belle asked.



“Uh, sure,” Scootaloo replied, eyes shifting to the side.



There was a flash and a bang, and Twilight appeared next to them in a shower of sparks, Spike riding on her back.  “See?  I told you I heard her screaming!”  Spike hopped off her back and charged towards the mass of noodles, smoke pluming from his nostrils.



“Okay, this time it was actually important, but - Spike, wait!”  Twilight rushed forward, leaving the Crusaders blinking and dumbfounded in her wake.



A crowd gathered at a cautious distance as Rarity’s hysterics summoned curious passerby.  Twilight’s arrival had lent an air of stability to the scene, and so the crowd thickened.  One unicorn mare with an ear of corn for a cutie mark summoned a bucket of popcorn and began to pass it around.



Spike blew a plume of fire at the shifting pile, which accomplished little beyond forming a cloud of steam.  “Don’t worry, Rarity, I’ll save- oof!”  A thick knot of noodles slammed into Spike’s side and hurled him through one of the unbroken kitchen windows.



“Spike!”  Twilight skidded to a stop, then backpedaled as a third tendril lashed out at her.  She returned to the edge of the yard and rounded on the three fillies cowering on the sidewalk.  “What did you three do?”



Sweetie Belle began to hyperventilate.  “We were just making a pot of spaghetti!”



“Yeah!  Rarity left, and we were gonna make dinner for the four of us,” Apple Bloom shouted over the background din.



Twilight cast her gaze about.  “No, there’s way too much magic involved here for you three to have done it by yourselves.  Did anybody else drop by while you were cooking?”



“Well, Discord-”



Twilight’s eyes narrowed dangerously.  “I knew it.”  She reared up on her hind legs as a double overglow enveloped her horn.  She slammed down on to the ground, her voice magically carrying far louder than seemed possible.  “DISCORD!”



The draconequus appeared beside her with a small *pop*.  He squinted as he dug at one of his goat ears with a claw.  “No need to shout,” he chided.



“Explain yourself!”  Twilight extended a hoof at the roiling mass of noodles flailing about as it slowly engulfed the Carousel Boutique like a cancerous tumor.



“Explain wh-”  Discord’s jaw fell slack as he beheld the chaos, and he seemed, for once, genuinely shocked.  He turned back to Twilight, agog.  “That wasn’t what was supposed to happen.”



“Don’t you dare lie, Discord-”



“Yes, yes, accusations, etc.”  Discord clamped Twilight’s muzzle shut with his claw as he turned towards the Crusaders.  He, too, inquired, “What did you three do?”



They explained, in fumbling detail, what they had added to the pot after he had departed.  “Ah, that would be why,” Discord nodded sagely, and let go of Twilight’s muzzle to fold his arms across his chest and stroke his goatee with his claw.  “It’s essentially a giant brain now.”



Twilight, free from Discord’s grasp, shouted, “What?!”  Twilight and Discord ducked as the noodles swung Rarity - still shrieking - over their heads.



“That pot had all the basic ingredients for neurons - fat, salt, ions, electrolytes, water, heat - of course it became an animated construct once my magic became involved.”  



Twilight’s eye began to twitch.  “That doesn’t even begin to make sense!  That doesn’t even vaguely approximate scientific-”



Discord placed a paw upon her lips.  “Shhhh.  Daddy’s got this.”  He strode towards the monster as Twilight’s mane and tail set themselves on fire, cords in her neck stretched taut.



With a wave of his claw, the noodly appendage holding the still-screaming Rarity was severed from the main body of the monster.  It sailed with its noisome cargo over Discord’s head to land next to the three fillies with a wet splat.



Not quite finished, Discord spread his paws wide, and for the first time, his trademark smirk vanished.  His muzzle formed a thin line as he shut his eyes, and when they opened again, they glowed a lambent yellow.  He spread his forelimbs wide, and a rift formed in mid-air, reality itself torn asunder.  A howling gale whipped at the manes of the assembled ponies as the viscous mass of animated noodles was sucked into the void.  With a final plaintive cry, the last noodly tendrils vanished into the nothingness, and the rift slammed back shut.



Silence reigned as Discord took a deep and satisfied breath.  His trademark smirk returned, and he turned towards the crowd to take a bow.  A cheer went up from the townsfolk, and a shower of roses fell down from on high around him, quickly forming a pile up to his knees.



The Cutie Mark Crusaders trotted up to him, awed.  “That was amazing!” they cooed.



“Oh, pshaw,” Discord waved away their praise.  He looked uncharacteristically contrite for a moment.  “Girls, I owe you an apology,” he said as he extended his paw towards them, “I just meant to have a bit of fun.  This is way beyond what I intended.”



“Aw, that’s okay,” Scootaloo said.



Apple Bloom asked, “Didja kill it?”



“Good heavens, no,” Discord laughed, “I just shunted it to another dimension.  It’s somepony else’s problem now.”



Twilight was at her wit’s end.  “Discord!”



Discord spread his mismatched claws wide.  “What?  The cold vacuum of space will probably freeze it solid.”  He paused, then brought his paw to his chin.  “Of course, that could just give it time to evolve an intellect while adapting to life in the void between worlds.”



Twilight facehoofed.  “Discord, if you just unleashed a baby demi-god on an unsuspecting universe again, so help me-”



The draconequus patted the air in front of him - both to downplay Twilight’s blustering, and to diffuse the ominous magical aura Twilight had surrounded herself with.  “Relax, Twilight.  Floating in the void lends itself to idle whimsy - believe me, I know.”  He tilted his gaze upwards.  “At worst, it would probably just do something as benign as altering the carbon isotope content of- um...”



He trailed off at the curious sight of Rarity, dazed, but back on her hooves, giving her mane a hearty sniff.  She asked in a hushed tone, “Is this… is this olive oil?”



Sweetie Belle winced.  “Yeah.  We added it to the noodles when we boiled-”



Rarity cut her off with a raised hoof.  “Regular or extra-virgin?”



“Um, regular, you told us not to-”



Rarity shrieked.  “My mane is stained by plain olives from… from, er…”  Rarity faltered, a puzzled look on her face.  “Hmm.  That one needed a bit longer in the oven.”



Scootaloo gasped.  “Oh no!  The garlic bread!”



*BOOM*.  A massive multicolored fireball took most of the kitchen and half of the boutique’s roof with it into the sky.  Smoldering splinters and scorched shingles rained down upon Ponyville as thick, billowing clouds of oily black smoke belched out of the now-gaping hole.



This finally proved too much for Rarity’s delicate constitution, and she fainted dead away.  Her automated swooning-couch-summoning spell barely fired in time to catch her.



A silence fell over the scene as the final former storefront fragments settled into the dust, save for the creak of a window shutter as it swung back and forth over the missing half of the building.  The crowd reluctantly began to disperse as it became clear the show was over.  



Apple Bloom perked an ear up and tilted it towards the horizon.  “What’s that, Applejack?  Need help with the, uh… the thing?  Yeah, I’ma comin’.”  She bolted back towards Sweet Apple Acres.



Scootaloo took her cue and tilted an ear towards the other side of town.  “What now, Rainbow Dash?  A new trick you want to show me?  Sure, I don’t have anyplace I need to be right now.”  She hopped onto her scooter and, with all the sound and fury of a single-cylinder engine, buzzed off.



Sweetie Belle flattened her ears against her head and stomped a hoof.  “Traitors!” she squeaked after them.



The dust continued to settle as Discord broke into a wide grin.  “Well!  I think we can all agree a valuable lesson was-”



“Oh, stuff it, Discord,”  Twilight spat.  She teleported away with a bang.



Discord snorted.  "How rude!"  He frowned as he planted his mismatched foreclaws on his sides.  



A rattling noise from behind him caught his and Sweetie Belle's attention, and they turned to see Spike crawl from the wreckage.  The young dragon whelp rose unsteadily to his feet, just as the final hinge gave way on the shutter above.  It struck him squarely on his scaly brow, and his eyes rolled up into his skull as he collapsed back into the rubble.



Discord blinked, then shrugged.  “Well, back to tea.  Farewell, Sweetie Belle!”  With a small wave and a bamf, he was gone.



Sweetie Belle looked about at the ruined yard and destroyed remnants of her sister’s home and business, then heaved a great sigh.  “Yep.  That went well.”  She enveloped her sister’s fainting couch in her magical aura and slowly dragged it away from the scene, towards their parents' home.
      

      
   
      Through The Wall


      

      
      
         "Look, I- I can explain…" 



"I'm sure you can," Twilight growled through gritted teeth. 



"It's… it's a great explanation," Rainbow Dash promised. 



"It'd better be; you've destroyed most of my front door and the surrounding wall."



"You'll be in shock when you hear it, it's that good of an explanation."



"I'm waiting," Twilight said primly.



"Ok, so, it all started when I went to Sugarcube Corner for breakfast…"








Rainbow Dash burst through the door. "Good morning, Ponyville!" she shouted.



Mrs. Cake looked up with a wry smile. "Good afternoon," she returned.



Rainbow glanced back at the clock. Sure enough, it read a little after one. She shrugged and turned back towards the counter. "Well, if it's afternoon, then it's time for afternoon cake! I'll have a slice of your famous red velvet cake."



"Coming right up!" Cup said cheerfully.



Rainbow soon got her cake, and carried it over to a nearby booth. She set it down, sat down, and adjusted it until it was directly centered in front of her. She picked up her fork, spun it once around her hoof, and then gently and methodically slid it inside the slice.



And then she scooped up a good third of the slice and shoved it into her mouth, spraying frosting and cake crumbs all across the table. "So good," she breathed as she dug her fork in again.



"Rainbow Dash?"



Rainbow swallowed and lifted her head. "Bon Bon?"



"I need you to come with me," Bon Bon said quietly. 



The only thing odder than her request was her outfit; she wore sunglasses that covered most of her face and a large watch on her wrist. Rainbow looked down. "I'm still eating, but-"



"Bring it with you," Bon Bon ordered. "I need your help."



Rainbow blinked. "What could be more important than afternoon cake?" she asked.



"How about the safety of all of Ponyville?" Bon Bon challenged.



That was enough to make Rainbow Dash pause. "Like, all of Ponyville?"



"And the surrounding areas," Bon Bon confirmed.



"But afternoon cake," Rainbow insisted.



Bon Bon scowled. "I don't have time for this," she muttered, and she pulled something from her saddlebag and tossed it on the table. It looked like a shooter marble. Rainbow squinted... and then it flashed once.



Rainbow slumped over, fast asleep. Bon Bon ducked under her and slid her onto her back, tossed a couple of bits on the table for a tip, and carried her out.







Rainbow slowly came to. She groaned and rubbed her head. "What happened...? And where's my cake?"



"I couldn't carry the cake and you," Bon Bon shrugged.



Rainbow shot to her hooves. "But afternoon cake!"



Bon Bon grabbed her tail and yanked her back. "What I'm going to tell you is more important than cake," she growled. She took a deep breath, held it, then exhaled slowly. "I'm actually Special Agent Sweetie Drops, a forcibly-retired secret agent of a top-secret Equestrian monster-hunting agency."



"Right, and I hunt ghosts in my spare time." Rainbow rolled her eyes. "Oh, did you know that Fluttershy is a professional wrestler on the weekends? It's true. She's 'The Quivering Wonder'."



"I'm serious," Bon Bon hissed. "We got shut down a few years ago by order of Celestia herself."



Rainbow laughed, but decided to humor her. "Ok. Let's say I believe you. You're a secret agent. What's your… 'mission'?" 



For the first time, Bon Bon seemed to hesitate. "I'm not actually on assignment. Technically, I'm not supposed to get involved with anything. But you never forget your training, and when I saw the signs, I knew it; and I knew that a strike team from Canterlot could never get here in time. It was up to me."



"Knew what?"



Bon Bon took a steadying breath. "There's an uprising of zombie ponies in the Everfree Forest."



Rainbow blinked. "Oh… kay… Bon Bon, I'm pretty sure zombie ponies aren't real."



"Oh, they're real," Bon Bon assured her. "And they're usually the product of some dark magic."



Rainbow squinted. She seemed to be telling the truth. Either that, or Bon Bon was a really, really good liar. Frankly, she wasn't sure which answer she preferred. "So why did you foalnap me and bring me along?"



"Because you're the only other pony in town that has sunglasses," Bon Bon deadpanned.



"Really?"



"No, you idiot! Because you're the fastest pony in Ponyville and I need your speed!"



"Now you're speaking my language," Rainbow said, her ears perking up. "What do you need me to do?"



"Basically, I need you to stay alive."



Rainbow's ears dipped slightly. "Run that by me again?"



"I need to get in. You're the fastest. You can probably get me in and out quickly enough so I have time to get in, lay the charges to blow the lab up, and get out before Lyra even knows I'm gone."



"There's a lab?"



"The zombie ponies didn't just spontaneously appear, Rainbow," Bon Bon scowled. "Do you know how much work goes into making a zombie pony?"



"No idea," Rainbow answered honestly.



Bon Bon paused. "Fair enough," she conceded. "Look. There's a bad pony out there who wants to make a big mess. Will you help me stop him?"



Rainbow thrust her chest out. "Stopping bad ponies is what I'm best at," she answered. "I'm in."



"Good," Bon Bon said, "because we're there." She jerked her head to the side, and sure enough, Rainbow could see out into the Everfree Forest.



She blinked. "You knew I'd accept?" she asked, feeling cheated somehow.



Bon Bon merely shrugged. "Come on, daylight's burning."







Rainbow Dash peered through the underbrush. There in a little clearing sat a small castle, complete with stone walls, little towers, and huge, wooden doors.



And on the top stood an honest-to-goodness zombie pony sentry, complete with rotted skin, yellowed eyes, and shuffling movements.



"This is it," Bon Bon whispered, checking her watch that wasn't really a watch. "This is where the traces of magic all originate."



"Wow. How many castles are there in this forest?" Rainbow wondered aloud, not really expecting an answer.



"We know of four," Bon Bon answered anyway, "but there's huge swaths as yet unexplored."



Rainbow stared at her.



"It was low on our priority list," Bon Bon defended herself, misinterpreting her stare. "We had other things to worry about, like monsters escaping from Tartarus and vamponies and such."



"Wait. There are such things as vamponies?!"



"We can have that conversation later," Bon Bon said curtly. "The plan is we go in, we get out, nopony is the wiser. Now remember, we've got to be really, really quiet; or else…"



Rainbow jumped. "Ow!" she shrieked.



Bon Bon sputtered. "What did I just-!?"



Rainbow started slapping at her flank. "This is- what the-?"



Bon Bon understood instantly. "You sat on an anthill?!"



"Well, it's not like I meant to!" Rainbow shot back, slapping the last of the ants off.



One of the zombie pony guards on the walls turned. He opened his mouth and made a loud shriek. The doors creaked open, and more zombie ponies began working their way out towards where the two ponies were hidden.



"Welp," Bon Bon said grimly, pawing against the ground. "Hope you know how to defend yourself."



"I do."



"Good. Aim for the head, nothing else kills them."



"Not the heart?"



"They're animated by magic, Rainbow," Bon Bon said, readying her hooves as the first zombie pony neared. "They don't need hearts." She demonstrated this by driving her left hoof into the nearest zombie pony's chest. It kept moving… until she drove her right through its skull. "They do need nerves and muscle fibers, so I guess you could rip their whole nervous system out; but that's probably not feasible."



"Yeah, probably not," Rainbow agreed, turning around and bucking a zombie pony's head right off.



Unfortunately, there was another behind it to take its place. And another behind it. And another behind it.



Soon, Bon Bon found herself backed up against a tree. She looked around, but didn't see Rainbow Dash. She cursed under her breath. This was not going as planned. And if she came back with Rainbow Dash as a zombie pony, she was probably looking at a life sentence for contributing to the death of a national hero.



This somewhat morbid train of thought was interrupted by an explosion of color and sound, knocking her skidding backwards and slamming her into a tree. She barely managed to remain upright.



The zombie ponies fared much worse; the ones that weren't immediately blown backwards fell to the ground and began seizing. She looked up to see a circle of rainbow extending outward. 



"A Sonic Rainboom?" she murmured, running a hoof through her mane. "Always thought that was an old pony tale…"



Rainbow landed and, with no small amount of pride, asked, "So, how did I do?"



Bon Bon looked around at the twitching zombie ponies. "All things considered, I'd say you did really well. How did you know to do that? How did you do that?"



Rainbow shrugged. "I thought, if they're animated by magic, maybe I can overload them with a burst of magic. And I'm just that awesome."



Bon Bon stared. "Huh. That's… actually good thinking."



Rainbow buffed a hoof against her chest. "I have my moments."



But any more congratulations would have to wait. "Come on, before a second wave shows up."







The two mares sneaked quietly through the castle. More than once, they only avoided detection because of Bon Bon's quick reflexes, pulling Rainbow Dash out of the way of patrolling zombie ponies. 



Soon, they arrived at the main laboratory.



Rainbow read the sign. "So… 'Main Laboratory', eh? Wonder how long it took for him to come up with that." 



"Most bad guys aren't particularly bright," Bon Bon said grimly. "That's what makes them so dangerous."



Rainbow raised an eyebrow. "Well, he does have a castle, so he's got that going for him."



Bon Bon glared. "Rainbow, there is a zombie pony apocolypse outside, just waiting to happen. Tell me that sounds like something a normal pony would do."



Rainbow raised her hooves in mock defeat. "Fine. He's a nutcase. Let's go shut him down."



"Smartest thing you've said all day," Bon Bon muttered, reaching into her saddlebag.



"What's that?"



"It's how we break down doors," Bon Bon answered, pressing the marble against the doorjamb. "Now stand back," she ordered, covering her eyes.



Rainbow squinted. It was a marble! "What am I standing back fr-?"



Her question was answered when the marble exploded, with a lot more force (and a lot more light) than Rainbow had expected. She stumbled backwards, blinded, as Bon Bon burst into the room. Rainbow blindly stumbled in after her.



Bon Bon scowled. Apparently, this bad guy was known to her. "Professor Distressor," she spat.



"Seriously?" Rainbow asked, still blearily rubbing her eyes. "He's a professor? Where did he go to school, Funny Farm U?"



"Ah, Special Agent Sweetie Drops," Professor Distressor turned around and greeted her. "I'm afraid I must inform you that you're too late! Again!"



Bon Bon smirked. "That's what you said last time, and last time I checked, you still don't have an army of baselisks."



Rainbow blinked. "There are such things as-?"



"Shut it, Rainbow!" Bon Bon scowled. She turned back to Professor Distressor. "And you're still no longer in possession of the Amulet of Brichein."



"Didn't Daring Do find that?"



"Ugh. She would take all the credit for that," Bon Bon grumbled.



"Enough!" Professor Distressor shouted. "It is time for zombie ponies to walk the earth! And there is nothing you can do to stop me!" 



Bon Bon looked around. Sure enough, there were rows and rows of ponies, all of them dead. "You monster," she hissed.



Rainbow pawed against the ground. "Oh yeah? We'll see about that!"



Bon Bon gasped. "Rainbow, don't-!"



But it was too late; Rainbow had charged. Triumphantly, Professor Distressor smirked as he hit a button and the magical shield lowered…



But Rainbow was faster than the shield. She dove down, slid along the ground under the shield, travelling fast enough that it didn't even pin her tail. She rose up and, before he could even react, drove her hoof into his face.



He dropped like a sack of rocks. 



Rainbow shook her hoof out and looked at Bon Bon. "Now what?"



Bon Bon blinked. "Ok. Uh… I hadn't exactly expected that to happen so easily."



"What were you expecting?" Rainbow had to ask.



"Oh, you know, more monologuing, being taken to a holding cell by zombie ponies, escaping because they're pretty stupid, and then blowing up the machine right at his moment of triumph."



"Yeah, that would have made for an awesome story," Rainbow agreed. 



Bon Bon took a steadying breath. "Ok, well, now, you'd probably better get that shield raised, because right about now the zombie ponies are going to start suspecting something, and I'd really like to not have my back exposed."



Sure enough, two doors on each side opened. Zombie ponies stuck their heads in, and, seeing Professor Distressor on the ground, began to moan and make their way over to Bon Bon.



"Hey, I wasn't even the one who knocked him out!" she protested even as she held up her hooves in preparation for another fight.



"How do I get the shield lifted?" Rainbow shouted.



"Weren't you watching?" Bon Bon demanded as she punched the first zombie pony.



"Yes! …no?"



"Ugh! It's that yellow button right there!"



"Which yellow button?"



"The big yellow button!" Bon Bon shouted as she kicked yet another zombie pony.



"There are five big yellow buttons!" Rainbow protested.



"Then start guessing!" Bon Bon howled over the angry moans of the zombie ponies. "But whatever you do, don't press the little red one."



"What about the red one? Press it first?"



"No! Rainbow!"



Rainbow chuckled as red lights began flashing and an alarm began blaring. "Oops?"



Bon Bon looked back and gave her a sympathetic look. "Rainbow, that's the self-destruct sequence initiator," she said. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry."



"Well, don't be!" Rainbow shouted. "I got into this mess, and I'll get myself out!"



"There is no stopping this! Once it's initiated, there's no un-initiating it!"



Rainbow shook her head. "Then go!"



"But-!"



"Go!" Rainbow shouted again. "And if I don't make it, tell my friends I died a hero!"



Bon Bon saluted, and then turned and sprinted around the zombie ponies and out the door. 



Rainbow looked around the little control panel. There had to be something she could do! She looked around and started pressing every button she could get her hooves on. Nothing seemed to work, and she was starting to get desperate. She threw her head back and exhaled… and then her eyes widened.



The shield didn't go across the ceiling.



Filled with renewed determination, she picked up a chair, flew upwards, and began smashing it against the ceiling. Bits of wood and other debris began raining down, but still she swung.



She was able to see the first glimmer of light outside when the whole room exploded.







Rainbow Dash slowly opened one eye. Was she in Elysium? It felt like she was flying. This wasn't so bad. If she had to be dead, this really wasn't such a bad way to be, with the wind rushing through her mane and tail. She closed her eyes, enjoying the feeling of flight.



"Hi, Dashie!"



Weird… that had sounded like Pinkie Pie. She opened her eyes again, and sure enough, there was Pinkie Pie, waving at her from her position on top of a roof.



That was weird. That almost looked like Berry Punch's house. And that, that looked like Rarity's house. And that, that little orange pony looked like Scootaloo, with her friends behind her in a wagon.



Maybe she wasn't actually dead at all.



Suddenly, it hit her. She was alive. The shield must have contained the explosion, and forced all the explosive power upwards. She must have been blasted right through the ceiling and sent hurtling through the air, and now she was flying over Ponyville.



She started to laugh, relieved that she wasn't actually dead. 



And then it occurred to her that if she were alive, and she was flying, she should probably watch where she was going.



She looked up… and her vision was suddenly filled with purple castle. 



Oh, horseapples!








"And that's how I ended up crashing through your front wall," Rainbow Dash finished.



Twilight raised an eyebrow.



Rainbow held her smile.



Twilight raised her eyebrow higher.



Rainbow dropped her head and exhaled. She looked down at her hooves, and then looked up at Twilight through her mane. "I was flying too fast, got distracted, and wasn't watching where I was going?" she tried.



Twilight sighed and massaged her temple with a hoof. "Fine," she said. "Just… be more careful next time."



"I will!" Rainbow saluted.



Still shaking her head, Twilight turned back around and headed back inside.



As soon as she disappeared, Rainbow dropped the salute and glanced over. "You were right," she said, still slightly surprised. "Telling the truth worked."



Bon Bon grinned from her position behind a tree. "Told you."



Rainbow walked over, and then hesitated. "You're not going to, like, wipe my memories or anything, are you?"



Bon Bon gestured at her bare forehead. "Fresh out of memory spells," she said wryly. "And anyway, they're only good for short-term memories. Your little unconscious segment means your memories are permanent. Nothing we could do, now."



"Nothing?"



"Short of a lobotomy, that is."



Rainbow laughed. "I think I'll be skipping that."



"Fair enough."



The two walked back through town, back to where Bon Bon lived.



"I gotta say, that was fun; but I don't think I'd like to do that every day."



Bon Bon hesitated. "Don't be too hasty," she said as she turned to head back for her house. "Just… check your mailbox when you get home."



Rainbow blinked. That was an odd instruction. Still, she'd heard weirder.



When she got home, she got herself a quick snack, and then checked her mail. Though the mail had already come this morning, there was a letter inside, hoofwritten, with no return address. Rainbow raised an eyebrow and brought it inside.



And then she opened it.



Miss Rainbow "Danger" Dash,



By virtue of your experiences with former Special Agent Sweetie Drops, you have been selected and recruited to become a member of the Equestrian Bureau of Investigation, Deep Cover Unit (DCU). This letter contains your first assignment. Your mission, should you choose to accept it… 

      

      
   
      The Nightmare I Need


      

      
      
         As Midnight Sparkle burned another civilization to the ground, she couldn’t help but frown. Watching their citizens flee in terror, only to be ripped apart by her magic, she wondered: why didn’t they listen to her? Why didn’t they respect her? She was their creator, their goddess—there wasn’t a single part of her glorious form that wasn’t worthy of worship. Why did they refuse to praise her?



Whatever. It was their loss; she could build another city in less time than it took to blink.



She waited until the last man had collapsed into a pile of dust before snapping her fingers and erasing the universe. Surrounded by the ever-present darkness of the void, she flew on.



Her mind swam with infinity. It had been years since she had conquered Earth, Equestria, and all the other wretched worlds that existed beyond the portal. She had slaughtered so many in her quest for power—not that she regretted a single death. The power that coursed through her veins was enough to crush any pity she had left.



Power. She clenched her fists and watched the magic spark around her knuckles. To think, she had once been content to exist as a mere human, barely able to run up a flight of stairs without losing the wind in her lungs. How she had managed to make it to nigh-adulthood without ending her life was a mystery.



But none of that mattered anymore. With a smile, Midnight flicked a finger, and a new universe was birthed before her. In seconds she watched it expand, flicker with life. Maybe these creatures would finally prove themselves worthy.



“Twilight?”



Midnight spun around, only to shade her eyes from the piercing golden light that had appeared behind her. She hadn’t seen a light this bright in years—not since the day she had ascended. But now this light was growing larger and larger, all the while calling her name with the sweetest of voices.



“What do you want?” Midnight asked. “Who are you?”



“Twilight…!”





























Twilight opened her eyes. As she blinked the sleep away, the first thing she noticed was a pair of amazing blue eyes staring right back at her.



Sunset Shimmer leaned forward and gave Twilight a quick peck on the lips. “Hey, sexy.”



Something exploded in Twilight’s cheeks. She recoiled, tumbling backwards and slamming into the couch cushions. “Sunset, you—!” Twilight yipped, body going rigid. “I mean, uhm, you just, I…”



“Awake yet?” Sunset asked. “If not, there’s more where that came from.”



Across the room, Rainbow scowled. “Hey! No making out during band practice. You guys wanna suck faces, you can get a room.”



“Yeah, listen to Rainbow,” said Applejack, packing up her bass and rolling her eyes. “Everyone knows that she makes all the rules around here.”



Rainbow turned up her nose. “Exactly—wait, are you being sarcastic?”



“Oh, I dunno. What do you think?”



Twilight adjusted her crooked glasses and tried to catch her breath. As her brain kicked back into gear, she took a few mental notes: she was sitting in the CHS band room. She was at band practice—well, not her band. Her friends’ band. She was at band practice, was sitting on a couch, and an absolutely beautiful girl was offering to kiss her and why hadn’t she said yes and what was wrong with her?



And why do I keep having that dream?



“If you two want the couch,” said Fluttershy, who Twilight hadn’t even noticed was sitting next to her, “I can move. I don’t mind.”



“It’s fine,” Sunset said, laughing as she plopping down on Twilight’s other side. She wrapped an arm around Twilight’s and smirked. “I mean, unless you really wanna go crazy, Twi.”



Say yes say yes say yes



“No,” Twilight said, looking down. “I’m alright.”



Sunset shrugged. “Suit yourself.”



Cursing herself, Twilight tuned in to the argument taking place before her. Rainbow Dash towered over Applejack, yelping, “I can’t believe you’re bailing on us. This is so uncool!”



“You’ll survive,” Applejack said. She locked up her case. “Granny Smith is busy and Big Mac’s got football practice, so I gotta take Apple Bloom to the dentist’s office. She got a cavity the size of Principal Celestia’s rear from all those candy apples Pinkie made last week, and I ain’t spending another dinner listening to her whine.”



Rainbow groaned and tugged on her hair. “Can’t it wait? Just give her some booze or something. That’s what my grandpa always used to do with my mom!”



“Doesn’t your mom also say she can talk to squirrels?”



“Yeah, so? It’s true! I’ve seen it!”



Fluttershy winced at every shout, hiding behind her hair. On Twilight’s other side, Sunset sighed and rested her head against Twilight’s. “So, sleepyhead, are we really that boring?” Sunset asked. “Or did you just pull another all-nighter?”



“You’re not boring,” Twilight said, smiling. “I’m just not a fan of this ‘pop punk’ music you all play. It’s not exactly my cup of tea, if you will.”



“Yeah,” Sunset said. “Not enough weird keyboards and screaming cats for you, huh?”



“The screaming cats were in one song. One! And they’re not weird, they’re avant-garde. You know, according to Scientific Orchestra Monthly—”



Sunset kissed Twilight on the cheek. At once, Twilight’s words turned to meaningless blurbles. Sunset snort-laughed and elbowed her girlfriend in the side. “Have I ever told you how much I love it when you spaz out like that?”



Twilight frowned. “I’m not spazzing.”



“Yeah? What do you call it, then?”



“Well, I—it’s not—” Twilight gritted her teeth to stem the flow of nonsense. Why can’t you speak like a normal human being? her thoughts screamed as Sunset’s grin grew wider. What’s wrong with you?



“I’m just kidding,” Sunset said, leaning into Twilight. “You know that, right?”



Twilight forced herself to nod.



“This sucks,” Rainbow said, sitting down on the armrest next to Sunset. “First Pinkie and Rarity cancel on us, now Applejack’s gotta leave early; worst practice ever.”



Still across the room, Applejack glared. “You could at least wait until I’m out of the room before talking about me like I’m not here.”



“You might as well be gone already.” Rainbow folded her arms. “Seriously. I was, like, two minutes away from getting that guitar solo down perfect!”



Fluttershy raised a finger. “This song doesn’t have a guitar solo.”



“No wonder you guys were tripping me up,” Rainbow said.



“Sunset? Rainbow?” Applejack called, her bass strapped around her torso and a bundle of cables in her arms. “Y’all mind helping me bring the amps and whatnot back to my truck? It’ll go a lot quicker if I get some help.”



Sunset rose to her feet without question. Rainbow mumbled a few curses before walking over.



On most days, Twilight would just be content to sit back and wait for Sunset to finish, so they could leave together. But today, slumped into that couch, she felt a fire spark in her chest. “Hey,” she said without thinking. “What about me?”



Sunset, Applejack, and Rainbow froze and looked at her. “What about you?” Rainbow asked.



Twilight flinched—but forced herself to mutter, “I mean, why is it you never ask me to help pack everything away? I can help.”



Applejack waved her off. “We’re fine, Twi. Really. We don’t got that much stuff to haul out, anyway.”



“Yeah,” Rainbow said with a snicker. “And besides, I think this stuff is a bit too heavy for those noodle arms of yours.”



“Lay off her,” Sunset said, slapping Rainbow’s shoulder. Her words were tinged with laughter.



“What are you talking about?” Twilight asked, very much knowing what Rainbow was talking about. She held her arms close to her chest.



“I don’t mean any offense, Twi,” said Applejack, “but you and Fluttershy ain’t exactly the strongest girls in the world.” Fluttershy nodded.



Twilight just scoffed. “Please. I’m stronger than Fluttershy.”



Silence wrapped around the room.



“Oh, goodness,” Twilight said, covering her mouth. She turned to Fluttershy, who stared with wide eyes. “I’m sorry, I really didn’t mean that.”



“No, no.” Fluttershy shook her head. “You’re probably right.”



“You wanna help?” Rainbow asked, hands on her hips. “Why don’t you carry out an amp or something? Shouldn’t be any problem for a bodybuilder like you.”



Twilight felt a breath catch in her throat, but still nodded. “Fine.” She walked over to the equipment on the other side of the room and found the amplifier Rainbow was gesturing to. She gulped; it was a massive black crate, at least three times the size of her torso. She had been ready to just roll it out—only to realize now that it had no wheels.



“You don’t have to do this,” Sunset said, touching Twilight’s arm. “Honestly. We’ve got it covered.”



Words of agreement flitted through Twilight’s mind. One glance down at her noodle arms silenced them.



Twilight grabbed the amp’s handle and pulled. To her credit, she managed to lift it off the ground for at least two seconds—only to drop it again with a gasp and a thud. Already her arms burned. She tried again, clenching her eyes and straining, but it just wouldn’t budge. Every muscle she had screamed for relief, but as long as she felt Sunset watching her…



“C’mon, Twi, stop!” Sunset said, pushing Twilight away. “You’re gonna sprain something.”



Chest heaving, Twilight stumbled backwards and leaned against a piano. With shaking hands she reached into her shirt pocket and snatched out her inhaler.



“Wow. When’s your next powerlifting competition?” Rainbow asked. Applejack smacked her in the back of the head. “Ow! Ugh, none of you guys can take a joke.”



“We’ll get all this stuff,” Sunset said, lifting the amp a few feet off the ground and walking it over to the door. “Don’t worry, Twi. Just wait here, okay?”



Twilight rubbed her aching arm. “Yeah.”



The stronger girls headed out, leaving Twilight and Fluttershy alone.








Twilight took a deep breath and tried to avert her eyes from the magazine Sunset was reading. Half-naked women sauntered across the pages, straddling motorcycles and sucking on lollipops. They leered at Twilight from their thrumming machines. Twilight could resist their call—she had calculus homework to focus on, after all—but she couldn’t help but notice the way Sunset looked at them, scanning every inch of every page.



They’re just models. Twilight tapped an equation into her calculator. You’re supposed to stare at them. That’s why they’re so much hotter than you…



With a grimace, Twilight shook the thoughts away. As the calculator graphed out her problem, she gazed around Sunset’s apartment. Dirty clothes covered the floor, and whenever Twilight moved she had to pay special attention not to slip on a pair of underwear. A well-worn guitar rested on Sunset’s bed. On her nightstand stood a neat pile of textbooks—never opened, of course. Sunset never studied, and yet somehow always managed to earn perfect grades.



Strong, smart, creative… It wasn’t uncommon for Twilight to note that were they characters in a video game, Sunset would be entirely overpowered. Twilight was lucky to have her.



…But was Sunset lucky to have Twilight?



After all, they couldn’t have been more dissimilar. Twilight was small, nervous, weak. But Sunset commanded respect in everything she did; there wasn’t a single person at CHS who didn’t know her name. She held a confidence Twilight could only dream of having—well, having again. She had been that confident once, months ago. But it had only lasted for about five minutes.



At least, in reality.



“Twi?” Sunset started, flicking a glance at her. “Are you okay?”



Twilight jumped. “Ah, yes! Yes, I’m fine. Why do you ask?”



“You’ve been staring at me for about a minute now.”



“Oh.” Twilight wrung her hands. “It’s nothing, really.”



Sunset leaned forward and touched Twilight’s wrestling fingers. “You don’t have to be so nervous around me, y’know. I can help—I mean, if you need it.”



Damn your tics. Twilight tore her hands apart. She looked down at the table for a moment and tried to gather both her words and the confidence to spit them out. “Do you ever have dreams about our magical forms? The ones we became at the Friendship Games, I mean.”



“You mean Midnight and Daydream?” Sunset asked with a grin. “I still can’t believe Pinkie gave us those stupid names. It’s like we’re superheroes or something.” Her smile weakened a bit. “But, uh, no, I don’t. At least, not anymore. Why, have you?”



“Once or twice,” Twilight said, thinking back to the five times she had had the dream that week. “’Not anymore?’”



“I mean that I don’t really like thinking about that stuff too much,” Sunset said. “Having magic, defeating villains… any of it.”



“Why not?” Twilight asked in a high voice. “We were so amazing!”



“I guess it kinda scares me,” said Sunset. She shook her head. “Overloading on magic drove me insane once, and a bunch of people almost died. My friends almost died. Saving the world is cool, yeah, and just studying it is one thing... but I hate having that sort of power come out of me. I don’t deserve it, and I don’t want it.”



“That’s ridiculous.” Twilight pursed her lips. “We experienced something no human has ever experienced in recorded history. For a few moments, we were the strongest creatures on Earth. How can you not find that amazing?”



“Because I don’t, okay?” Sunset said. “Can we just drop this? Seriously, I don’t like talking about it.”



Twilight had a hundred more comebacks, a thousand more questions—but threw them away. What are you doing? She couldn’t bear to look into Sunset’s wistful eyes. That power drove you insane, too. Why would you defend something so awful?



Biting her tongue, Twilight tried to focus on her homework. Sunset went back to her magazine, not saying a word. An awkward sort of quiet filled Twilight’s ears and weighed her down like sludge. She leaned further into her paper and pressed her pencil down harder, but suddenly she just couldn’t focus on the math.



She closed her notebook. “I think maybe I should get going—”



“I’m sorry,” Sunset said with a sigh. “I didn’t mean to snap at you like that. I sorta take magic for granted, being from Equestria and all, but you must have so many questions. You’re probably more scared than me.”



Not particularly, Twilight thought, nodding.



“I don’t want us to leave angry. That sucks.” Sunset smiled. “Why don’t you spend the night here? We can order pizza or something, and I’m pretty sure I paid my cable bill this month. Pretty sure.”



“Spend the night…?” Twilight repeated, jaw going slack. Her gaze flicked over to the only bed in the apartment.



Sunset blinked a few times, then shook her head, cheeks going ever-so-slightly pinker. “Not like that. I mean, we can totally sleep in the same bed—but I’m not exactly up for anything more. Sorry.”



“It’s fine!” Twilight said, heart pounding. “It’s fine, really.” She paused for a moment, eyes falling back onto the motorcycle magazine. “But… why not? I mean, not that I want to do it if you don’t want to.”



“We are talking about sex, right?” Sunset said, making Twilight go stiff. She chuckled. “No real reason. I guess I just don’t feel comfortable enough in this body yet. I’m still working out the kinks, y’know? No pun intended.” She snort-laughed, but waved a hand. “I dunno. It’s stupid.”



Twilight could listen to that laugh of hers for days. “I understand. Let me call home, see what I can do.” Twilight pulled out her phone, stood up, and walked away. As she flipped through her phonebook, however, she noticed Sunset flip through her magazine again, opening up to a page with even barer women. 































Midnight Sparkle cursed, and a pillar of burning black magic flew from her palm, straight towards the brilliant light. The black and gold collided with a muted bang—but Midnight barely had time to smirk before the light prevailed, swallowing her magic whole. Midnight felt its heat on her skin, felt the shining magic burning her alive. She waved her hand to create a shield, but the light pierced through it.



“What is this?” she shouted. “Who is this? Show yourself!”



The light drew nearer and nearer, close enough that Midnight was sure she would be set ablaze. But just as Midnight backed away, the golden magic paused and grew softer.



The light shrunk and stretched, shifting from a golden blob to a more humanoid shape. The formless orb gave way to shining wings and fiery hair. To a beautiful gown, to a horn of pure pulsing energy. This new creature looked so much like her.



So similar, and yet when the two women locked gazes, energy stronger than Midnight had ever imagined ran along her bones. Looking this woman in the eye was like eating a bolt of lightning.



Worst of all: as far as Midnight knew, this woman should have been dead.



Midnight shouted the same questions—“What are you doing here? Why have you come back?”—but got no answer. Daydream Shimmer drew close once again, her face unmoving. Every muscle in Midnight’s body tensed as Daydream stopped only a few inches away, only to reach up to run a hand through Midnight’s wild mane and trace a finger along her cheek.



Midnight shook. What was happening to her? She was the goddess of this realm—no one was stronger. Nothing scared her.



“Except for me,” Daydream said.



That got Midnight’s teeth gnashing. Spitting hexes, Midnight reached forward and wrapped her hands around Daydream’s neck.



Daydream didn’t react, even as Midnight choked her, clawed out her eyes, and pounded a fist into the side of her skull. 































Twilight snapped up and very nearly fell out of bed. She kept one hand gripping the blanket and ran the other up and down her body, grimacing at the sweat coating her skin. She whipped her eyes around the room. She was still in Sunset’s apartment, under Sunset’s sheets, wearing Sunset’s pajamas—and sure enough, Sunset was still sleeping next to her, completely safe.



Trembling, Twilight lay back down and stared at Sunset’s sleeping face. Drool poured from her lips onto the pillow, and her hair was frizzed out in every direction. Passed out, Sunset was at her ugliest; and yet she still looked like a queen.



With stinging eyes, Twilight reached a hand toward her girlfriend. All Twilight wanted was to hold her, to be held, to make these awful dreams go away—but she held herself back. Sunset wouldn’t want to be touched like that. Not by Twilight.



Nausea roared in her stomach. Twilight crawled out of bed and stumbled across the dark apartment, headed for the single light in the distance and doing her best not to fall to the floor and break something and make Sunset upset again. Thoughts burning, mind screeching, she slipped into the bathroom and collapsed against the sink.



Twilight couldn’t look her reflection in the eye. She just stared at her own scrawny body, barely visible under the baggy pajamas. Sunset was twice the woman Twilight was, in size and heart. How Twilight ever thought she could impress Sunset—could ever even make her happy—was insane. Sunset deserved more. Sunset deserved anyone else.



No. Twilight raised a handful of sink water to her face and splashed it across her eyes. This is just the fatigue speaking. You’re exhausted, and those dreams aren’t helping.



And what of those dreams? They terrified Twilight; just the thought of hurting Sunset made her gag. But everything else… the power. The confidence. Dream Twilight, or Midnight, or whoever it was had no fear. Anything she wanted to do she did. Nothing ever stood in her way—no stupid anxiety, no stupid asthma. She never second-guessed herself. Never flinched at every errant sound in an empty bathroom.



What was the difference between Midnight and her? Wings? A skimpy gown?



Magic.



Twilight gripped the sink. She had sworn off studying magic after the Games, but…



“No!” she shout-whispered. “No, no. Stupid.”



She cast one final look at her awful body before turning out the light and hobbling back to bed.



Sitting down, she took a moment to adjust her too-big shirt—but froze when she looked at Sunset’s nightstand. Resting on the shelf, underneath an alarm clock and a coffee-stained shirt, was a journal. The journal. Just gazing at it, Twilight was sure she could feel a sort of electricity darting along her skin, giving her goosebumps.



Sunset was still sleeping. Twilight was alone.



She grabbed the journal and walked over to slip it into her bag.








Testing, testing. Princess Twilight of Equestria, do you read me? This is Twilight Sparkle of Earth. Please respond at your earliest convenience.




Hello, human Twilight! It’s great to hear from you again—even if it is just past midnight here in Equestria. One of these days we really should work out the temporal discrepancies between my world and yours. You can’t imagine how many messages I’ve missed from Sunset because she sent them while I was asleep.



What can I help you with?



P.S.: Normally I’d tell you to just call me Twilight, but considering the circumstances, using my title is probably wise. I would also accept “Twilight Prime.”



P.P.S.: That was a joke. I don’t know how well humor crosses dimensions.




It crosses just fine, thanks. Although I would argue that I’m the real Twilight Prime—I do have opposable thumbs, after all.



In any case, I was wondering if you could possibly answer some questions I have about magic. Namely, is there a safe way to use magic in order to induce physiological and psychological changes? Say, a growth in muscle mass, or a change in personality?




No. Not permanently, at least. I know dozens of transfiguration spells, but they all have a time limit. You can grow a third set of hooves for one hour, let’s say, but as soon as the hour passes they’ll disappear. As for psychological changes… they exist, yes, but none of them are exactly safe. Messing with the brain is playing with fire. Just one mistake could cripple you for life.



That being said, everything I just described has only been proven to be true for ponies. Most unicorn scholars don’t even know humans like you exist. For all I know, magic meant to grow a third set of hooves here could turn you into a tomato, if it had any effect at all.



Why do you ask?




Just curious.



On a possibly related note: you’ve watched each of my friends take on a semi-magical form, some hybrid of pony and human. They all call it “ponying up.” Upon activation, each of them gains enhanced reflexes and a heightened sensory array. How might one go about triggering this transformation?




You’d need to have some connection to the Elements of Harmony, first of all. Aside from that… honestly, I’m not quite sure. Sunset was studying it at one point, wasn’t she? Couldn’t you just ask her?




Can’t. It’s a surprise.




I see. Well, as far as I’ve heard, your anthropomorphic forms are powered by emotion. To transform, you would need to find something that gives you a true emotional and adrenal high. Winning a competition, for instance. Making art, falling in love, the smell of old books…




Sexual climax?




Possibly? If that’s the highlight of your day, go for it. Just maybe not in public.




Thank you, Princess Twilight. I think I have an idea of how this all works now.




Sure. Just be careful, alright? Magic is strange. Volatile. Not something you want to mess with without taking some precautions.




Twilight had already closed the journal.








Twilight grabbed her spare fire extinguisher, tore off the safety pin, and launched a hefty dose of foam at her workbench. A sharp hiss cut through the garage as the chemical flames drowned under Twilight’s assault. Scorch marks covered the wooden table, and the stench of burning rubber filled the air. Twilight kept shooting until the canister was empty, then waited. When a few seconds had passed without anything else exploding, she sighed and flumped into her chair.



She counted her blessings that her parents weren’t home. If they found out she had nearly burned down the house—again—she’d have her garage/laboratory access cut off for a month.



Sometimes being a scientist sucked.



Nevertheless, she took a puff from her inhaler and set to work wiping up the foam. There was no point in sitting around when she still had work to do.



Well, ‘work.’ She was mostly just mixing together random chemicals and watching how they reacted. Not the safest pastime in the world, but better than nothing. After all, she had already spent the last five hours working through her backlog of possible experiments. Now that she was out of ideas, there was nothing to do but throw stuff at the wall and hope nothing caught fire.



Once the workbench was clear, she grabbed two random bottles off her wall and began unloading them into separate beakers. Maybe this time she would finally get that ‘emotional high’ she needed. After all, Twilight loved nothing more in this world than science—well, science and Sunset. But Sunset wasn’t around, so science it was.



Twilight’s eyes narrowed unconsciously, and she had to stop for a moment just to take a deep breath. Sunset had declined Twilight’s invitation to come help experiment, saying she had already promised to go running with Rainbow. Rainbow. Sunset had the chance to spend time with Twilight, her girlfriend, and had chosen instead to hang out with that obnoxious meathead.



Twilight knew that wasn’t ‘friendly,’ or whatever, but it was true. Everyone said Rainbow was obnoxious. Even Sunset.



So why are they together?



When Twilight mixed the chemicals together, they fizzed for a few seconds, then went flat. Twilight had wasted twenty dollars’ worth of supplies, all for a jar of urine-yellow liquid. She cursed and poured it out into the sink.



What was she doing wrong? What could bring her that high she needed?



Twilight turned around and reached into a box of random equipment—only to wince as she cut her finger on a piece of scrap metal. Grumbling, she pulled the metal out and threw it on the workbench.



It was a rusted clamshell case, like one of those makeup mirrors Rarity carried around. But more importantly, Twilight realized with a start: it was an early prototype for her magic channeling device. The one that had given birth to Midnight Sparkle. The one that had almost destroyed the universe.



Twilight almost caught herself smiling.



She had been looking for a new project, right? Something difficult that she could really focus on? It had taken her months to build the first channeling device—but she still had loads of spare parts, and a second try would only take a few days, a week at most. And this time she could work out all the defects that had plagued the first one! She could become the first human to truly control magic. No need for an emotional high when she had technology.



This is stupid, she thought. Idiotic. You’re going to get yourself killed.



“This is science.” Twilight took a moment to bandage up her finger and drew in a few long breaths. “Just another experiment. Recreating the conditions of my last transformation. Sunset’s been studying this too, hasn’t she? She’ll be so excited to see my results!”



She reached for a screwdriver and set to work.








“Alright,” Cheerilee said, her voice laced with venom. She pointed at a picture of a bearded man in a long robe, which was taped to the blackboard. “For the third time: who is credited with founding the city of Canterlot?”



Pinkie Pie raised her hand.



Cheerilee glared. “No, Miss Pie, it is not Canter McLot.”



Pinkie put her hand down.



“Anyone? Anyone at all?” Cheerilee asked. She stared at her students, all of whom just stared back—well, most. Rainbow was sleeping, and Rarity was painting her nails. “We’ve been studying him for a week now!” Still no answer. Cheerilee dragged a palm down her face and collapsed into her chair. “Fine. Miss Twilight, help us out, please?”



In the back of the room, Twilight stared at her lap. “Hm?” She glanced up and found the entire class watching her. She flinched away, very nearly tipping her chair over. “Ah, uhm… Starswirl the Bearded?”



Cheerilee nodded. “Good to know someone is paying attention. Thanks again, Twilight.”



“No problem,” Twilight said before returning her gaze to her lap.



Under the desk, Twilight fiddled with her new channeling device. It had taken her a bit longer than expected to work out all the bugs, and technically she wasn’t sure it worked yet, but today she was taking it out for its first test run. Part of her felt bad for testing it out in school, but another part assured her that this was the only way to make sure it functioned correctly.



And besides, in the two weeks it had taken to build, Sunset had gone running with Rainbow two more times, and Twilight had suffered through five more dreams. They all ended with Midnight assaulting Daydream, each attempt more violent than the last. Twilight prayed that fixing up her device and finally getting another taste of the magic she so craved would stop the dreams.



As Cheerilee launched into another lesson about Canterlotan history, Twilight focused her gaze on Rarity, who sat just a few seats away. Crossing her fingers and toes, Twilight turned on her device.



Unlike the old one, this device didn’t suddenly snap open and start ripping magic from anyone it could find. Rather, Twilight was able to edge it open, revealing a soft purple light. A familiar purple fog snaked out of the clamshell case. The smoke slithered along the floor, through legs and over feet, until it reached Rarity. It latched onto her ankle and seemed to disappear, as if it were melding with her skin.



At once, Twilight could see the meter on the outside of the case light up. A single tick flashed, indicating that channeling was in progress. There were still twenty-four other ticks to be filled—not that she had to capture all the energy in one day. Baby steps.



Twilight watched Rarity with hawk-like eyes, making sure to take notes as the smoke crawled along Rarity’s feet. She recorded every twitch, every sigh, every hair flourish—there were quite a few of those. Once ten minutes had passed and four ticks were filled, Twilight snapped the case shut, destroying the purple tendril. She watched Rarity for a minute afterward, and only moved on when she was sure Rarity wasn’t going to pass out.



As the period passed, Twilight did the same thing to Pinkie and Rainbow. She swore when Pinkie reached down to scratch her leg, and nearly had a heart attack when Rainbow yawned—at least, until she remembered that Rainbow had been snoozing anyway.



Once class ended, Twilight stuffed her device away. It was already warm to the touch, and if one looked closely, they could see it glowing through her pants pocket.



Outside the room, Twilight stopped her friends. “Hey, girls?” she asked, unable to meet their eyes. “Are you… are you all feeling alright? Like, are you tired, or anything?”



Rainbow stretched and grinned. “Nah. That was the best nap I’ve had in months.”



“I’m good!” Pinkie chirped.



Rarity smiled. “I’m feeling fine. A bit peckish maybe, but not tired. Why? Are you feeling alright, darling?”



Twilight rubbed the back of her neck. “Uh, I think maybe I’m getting a cold.”



“Oh, you poor thing!” Rarity said, throwing a hand to her heart. “This winter weather is just dreadful, isn’t it? Come. I’m sure Granny Smith would be more than willing to make you a warm cup of soup.” She took Twilight’s hand and walked on, dragging the scrawny girl along like a suitcase.



Rushing to follow after, Twilight kept her head down.








“I swear, if Mr. Doodle makes us dissect another stupid frog, I’m suing.” Sunset tossed her phone high into the air and caught it on the way down. “Like, he knows that it makes me uncomfortable. I’ve forged notes from my ‘mom.’ I’m two seconds away from just telling him I’m a freakin’ magical horse, y’know?”



Walking next to her, Twilight gripped her backpack’s straps. “Yeah.”



“Heh, maybe not. He’d probably just try to dissect me.”



“Yeah.”



The two stopped at a crosswalk, and Sunset shot Twilight a sideways glance. “You alright? I know you have a cold or whatever, but you’re being pretty quiet.”



The air was below freezing, but Twilight felt like she was in a sauna. Her entire body tingled with energy. She could feel the channeling device hot against her leg. A few more minutes, and she was sure it would burn a hole in her jeans. Every few moments a jolt of… something would spark from it, shooting into her leg and through her limbs.



“Nothing’s wrong,” Twilight said, gulping. “Everything’s fine. Fine.”



“You sure?” Sunset frowned. “Are you still having those dreams?”



Twilight furrowed her brows. “I thought you didn’t want to talk about that.”



“If it makes you feel better, I’m willing to talk about anything.” Sunset sidled up to her girlfriend, close enough that Twilight could smell the cinnamon that always seemed to waft from her soft skin. “I’m here for you. No matter what.”



“But… why?” Twilight looked down. Suddenly, the device in her pocket felt heavier than lead. “I don’t deserve that. You shouldn’t have to worry about me.”



“I don’t have to anything. I want to worry about you.” Sunset paused, then tapped her chin. “Well, I don’t want to worry, per say. But I do want to help you. Y’know, if, like… oh, you get what I mean.” Sunset grabbed Twilight’s hand and gave it a strong squeeze. “I know this sounds super mushy and all, but I love you, Twi. Honestly. If I can help, then let me. I know what it feels like to be alone—you don’t need to go through that.”



“I—” Twilight clenched her teeth, eyes starting to burn. She couldn’t bear Sunset’s perfect touch for a second longer. “I love you too, but—”



Sunset kissed Twilight.



For the sweetest of moments, Twilight’s brain went still. The raging thoughts faded. She closed her eyes and leaned into Sunset’s touch, let Sunset’s intoxicating scent surround her. She held Sunset’s hand tight, never ready to let go.



At least, not until her thigh felt like it would burst into flames.



Cursing, she tore the channeling device out of her pocket. Black smoke poured from the cracks in the case, the machine beeped like mad, and all twenty-five ticks were active, each one shining like stars. There had only been twelve filled when she left school—what had gone wrong?



Sunset spent a second gaping—then scowled. “Twilight,” she began, “what is that?”



Twilight held the machine by its strap. “Uh.”



“That’s that stupid magic stealing device, isn’t it?” Sunset asked. She clenched her fists. “I thought we destroyed that thing after the Games! What’s it doing here? How did it get repaired?”



“Well, you know… I repaired it,” Twilight muttered. "I swear, I can explain."



“You?” Sunset asked, eyes wide. “But how… why?! That machine nearly got everyone killed!”



“I know, I know. But that’s not going to happen again!” Twilight smiled. “I fixed all the glitches. It’s perfectly safe.”



“Yeah, I’m sure.” Sunset thrust out her palm. “Give it here. I’m gonna break it again.”



“What? No!” Twilight clutched it to her chest. Jolts of blue electricity filtered through her shirt and into her skin. “It’s mine! I need it!”



“That thing almost destroyed the world once—almost destroyed every world. I’m not taking any chances,” Sunset said.



“You said you were here for me,” Twilight said, gripping the machine tighter. “You said you would listen to me. Was that just a lie?”



Sunset rolled her eyes. “C’mon, Twilight. Don’t pull that.”



“So you were lying!” Twilight spat. Her brain buzzed with energy. “You don’t love me at all, do you?”



“I do love you! That’s why I can’t let you use that thing!” Sunset said. “You don’t know what you’re playing with. That’s concentrated magic. One wrong move and you could get seriously hurt.”



“Stop pretending you care,” Twilight said with a glower. “You hate me; that’s why I need this magic. I know how to use it now.”



“You don’t know anything about magic.”



Twilight sneered. “At least I’m willing to experiment. At least I’m not a coward like you.”



Sunset recoiled, but just as quickly took a step forward, forcing Twilight back. “Give it to me. I’m not asking again.”



“No… I need it.” Twilight opened it up and stared at the pulsing magic inside. It called to her like a beacon. “I need it to be stronger. For you.”



Sunset leaped forward and ripped the device from Twilight’s hands. Bolts of magic energy sparked from every inch of its surface. Sunset lifted it high into the air.



“Give it back!” Twilight screeched.



She punched Sunset in the chest. Sunset screamed and flew backwards, crashing to the concrete. Electric sparks crisscrossed her body. Every breath came with a spasming cough.



Twilight scooped the machine off the ground and pressed it to her chest, ignoring the smoke rising from the fabric. Its magic coursed through her veins. Purple spots flew through her vision. Every single fear, every single anxiety she had disappeared. In that moment, all that existed was her. Her and the power.



She looked up and saw Sunset’s quivering, terrified face.



Twilight’s grip loosened, and her machine fell to the ground. Bones aching, chest heaving, she fell to the ground.



The last thing she heard before passing out was Sunset crying her name. 

































Midnight had ripped Daydream apart a hundred times now, but still Daydream stared, still Daydream lived. She just floated there, mocking Midnight with every beautiful breath.



It was just after burning out Daydream’s eyes for the twelfth time that Midnight began to sob. “Why?” she asked, digging her nails into Daydream’s shoulders. “Why can’t I kill you? I’ve watched whole universes live and die! I am existence! What are you?”



Daydream smiled. “I am love.”



Midnight ripped out her throat.



Daydream touched Midnight’s face. “I am acceptance.”



Midnight tore off her head.



Daydream pulled Midnight close. “I am freedom.”



Their lips met, and the void surrounding them melted away. Tears spilled from Midnight’s clenched eyes, down her cheeks and into the darkness—a darkness that was disappeared, replaced by the most brilliant light Midnight had ever seen. The light wrapped around the two, soaking into their skin and shedding their armor. 



The two goddesses pressed their bare bodies together. Eternities passed by with nothing but the sound of Midnight’s gasps to prove they had ever happened at all. It was there that they existed, naked and vulnerable and flawed. But not afraid. Never afraid. 



































Twilight awoke to the sound of a familiar voice.



“Twilight!” someone yelled, their voice muffled. “Open up! Please!”



Groaning, Twilight rose from her bed and scanned around her bedroom. A thirty-minute nap had somehow become a three-hour slumber. Half-completed homework delivered from school covered her desk, along with a stack of Get Well cards. Pinkie had made sure to load hers with as much glitter as humanly possible.



“Could you maybe speed it up?”



Twilight followed the noise to its source—only to give a shrill yelp. “Sunset!” She hurried over to the window and threw it open.



Sunset tumbled inside, hitting the ground with a thunderous crash. Panting, she lifted herself off the ground and dusted off her jacket. “Thanks.”



“How did you get up here?” Twilight asked, locking the window again.



“I climbed.”



“Sunset, I’m on the third floor.”



“I noticed.” Sunset sat down on the bed. “Never actually been here before. So this is your room, huh?” She glanced around the room, eyes darting between the star charts on the ceiling and the various pictures of scientists that covered the walls. “Yep. Just about what I expected.”



“Oh, like you’re one to talk. At least I’m not using a pair of underwear as a lampshade.”



Sunset opened her mouth to argue—but after a moment of silence, just settled on, “Point taken.”



Twilight sat down next to Sunset. “What are you doing here?”



“What do you mean? You’ve been out of school for two days!” Sunset said. “I haven’t seen you since I brought you to the hospital. I told them that you had fallen down some stairs, but…”



Memories rushed through Twilight’s mind. Most everything from that day was still blurry, but she remembered the key events. “Oh my goddess,” Twilight said, clasping her hands. “Are you alright?”



“Yeah, I’m fine. What about you?” Sunset looked her girlfriend up and down. “You got hit by some pretty serious magic rebound. How are you feeling?”



“Fine, I think.” Twilight touched her chest. “I had a pretty ugly burn, but it’s healing up, and the doctors said the scar should be relatively small.”



Sunset winced. “A scar? Jeez, Twi, that’s… I’m sorry.”



“It’s what I get for being such an idiot.” Twilight’s eyes fell. “How could I have thought stealing magic again was a good idea? I could have killed myself—or worse, you.”



“Magic is one hell of a drug,” Sunset said, offering a weak smile. “And it sounded like maybe I had something to do with it, too.”



“No, Sunset—”



“I dunno what I did. I dunno if I did anything. But”—Sunset laid a hand on Twilight’s leg—“I never, ever meant to make you feel like you weren’t good enough, or that you somehow needed to be ‘stronger’ for me. That’s crazy, and awful, and would make me the worst girlfriend in the world.”



“But I’m worthless,” Twilight said, voice cracking. “I’m a nervous, scrawny weakling. You deserve so much better.”



“C’mon.” Sunset lifted Twilight’s shaking chin. “Yeah, you can get a bit antsy. And yeah, you’re not a world-class athlete. But worthless? Twilight, do you seriously think I care about any of that?”



Twilight sniffled. “I…”



“I love you because you’re smart. I love you because you’re sensitive. I love you because you’re funny, because you’re brave, because you make the absolute cutest faces in the world when I kiss you.” Sunset touched her forehead to Twilight’s. “I love you for being you. You’re the only Twilight in the world, and I’m so lucky to have you.”



A quiet moment passed before Twilight managed a small, shaking grin. “Only me in the world? What about Princess Twilight?”



“She’s not in our world, you goof. And besides: she’s got nothing on you in the looks department.”



Twilight let out some mix of a laugh and a sob. Tears rolling down her face, she leaned forward and kissed Sunset. Sunset didn’t resist, wrapping both her arms around Twilight and pulling her closer. Twilight basked in Sunset’s warmth, in her sweet cinnamon scent. Every small twitch of Sunset’s tongue sent goosebumps popping along Twilight’s arms.



And it was there, resting in Sunset’s strong arms, that a new sort of electric energy passed through her veins—this one calming, pleasurable. The exact opposite of Midnight’s magic was wrapping around her, filling the room with a piercing purple light.



Eyes still closed, Twilight felt herself rising off the bed. Her thoughts raced, her heart hammered—but before she could make a sound, it was over. She inched open her eyes and found Sunset staring at her, jaw hanging.



“What just happened?” Twilight asked, trying to catch her breath. “Did I destroy the world again?”



Sunset leapt up and pulled out her phone. She snapped a quick picture of Twilight—the electronic shutter sound seemed extra loud to her—then turned the phone around to show the product.



Two purple nubs had grown from her scalp. Her hair had broken free of its bun, and now lay sprawled across the bed, at least five times its previous length. Purple, glimmering sparkles coated her skin.



Twilight adjusted her glasses and squinted to make sure she was seeing the photo correctly. She reached a hand up to touch one of her new ears—then reached back to stroke her longer hair.



“Congrats,” Sunset said through a giggle. “You just ponied up!”



Twilight stopped breathing.



Sunset whooped and pulled Twilight to her feet. “My intense emotions hypothesis is proven once more! Oh man, this is amazing!” She scratched her chin. “And kinda ironic, maybe? I can’t tell. Aw, whatever—this is awesome!” She laughed and danced around a bit, circling Twilight’s petrified form.



“Sunset?” Twilight choked out after a moment.



Sunset beamed. “Yes, Twilight?”



“Could you… could you…”



“Inhaler?”



Twilight nodded. “Uh-huh.”
      

      
   
      The Fated Hour


      

      
      
         	Bath? Check.



	Perfume? Check.



	Mane brushed?



	Twilight examined herself in the mirror. Purple strands of hair stuck out from her head at all angles, the edges of her mane hanging in ragged clumps. Her tail was in better shape, but she could still see several long purple hairs that curled the wrong way, dangling out into space like she hadn’t brushed herself in days. Even as she examined herself, her left eye twitched.



	In short, she looked like a madmare.



She pulled open her drawers, one after the next, slamming them each shut with a loud thump as it failed to yield the item in question. Her hooves began tapping a staccato rhythm on the crystalline floor of her bedroom as she danced in place. 



	“Spike! Where’s my mane brush?” she yelled.



	“What?”



	“My mane brush, have you seen it?”



	Her reflection’s eye twitched again. Twilight’s eye wasn’t twitching. Oh, no. The mirror was just trying to lie to her. She didn’t look like a madmare at all. She looked just fine. Sure, it had never lied to her before, but maybe she had cast a spell or something in her sleep. It wasn’t like she was completely unpresentable less than an hour before—



	“Are you alright, Twilight?”



	Twilight whirled around at the sound of her door being pushed open. “Spike! Have you seen my manebrush? The one Cadance gave me when I was in magic kindergarten?”



	“I’m pretty sure you left that in Canterlot when we moved to Ponyville,” Spike said, scratching the back of his head as he glanced around the room, his eyes finally settling on Twilight. “Sheesh, you don’t look too good. No wonder you need that brush.”



	“No, really? I’m sure I’m fine. I’ll be fine, everything will be fine. I can just put it in place with my hoof!” Twilight began to rub at her head with one of her hooves to demonstrate, the hairs falling flat against her head, only to spring back into disarray the moment she removed her hoof. “No, no, no!”



	Spike sighed loudly. “I think I saw a brush in the bathroom.”



	Twilight blinked, straightening. “The bathroom! Of course? How could I forget that?” She laughed to herself as she trotted past the little dragon, heading towards her bathroom. Silly her. Of course it was in the bathroom. She’d brought it in there to brush her mane after she took a shower.



	“Uh, are you alright, Twilight? You seem a bit… off,” Spike said as he jogged behind her down the hall.



	“I’m fine! Nothing’s wrong. It’s not like today is the most important day of my life or something! No, that’d be crazy.” Twilight laughed again, the sound seeming almost a cackle as it reverberated off the faceted walls of the hall. But she didn’t laugh like that, not unless she was having a nervous breakdown or something. Which she clearly wasn’t.



	“Oookay. Maybe you could slow down for a minute and explain what’s going on to me?”



	Twilight whirled around on her hooves. “It’s April 10th, Spike! April 10th, 1003! Do you know what that means?”



	Spike stopped and stared, his head cocked to the side. “It’s Arbor Day?”



	“No, Spike! It’s the day I’m supposed to meet my true love! In less than an hour!” Twilight whirled around again and ripped – no, pulled, she would never rip her own bathroom door off its hinges with her magic – the door open before stepping inside, eyes roaming over the countertop. “Aha!” She rapidly began running her brush over her mane, reaching her hoof up to help form it around her horn.



	“Wait, is that why you were up all last night? Twilight, Princess Celestia told you that spell doesn’t work!”



	Twilight looked at herself in the mirror and scowled. Her mane was still crooked, and her stripe was on the wrong side of her horn. Growling to herself, she vigorously brought her brush to bear. “What she said was that it never worked for her. It just gave her some time and nopony special showed up! But what if she missed her chance? What if her true love was there and she didn’t even notice them?”



	“That’s ridiculous,” Spike said, stepping forward and setting his claw on Twilight’s shoulder. “Princess Celestia is never wrong about stuff like this.”



	“But what if she is, Spike? What if this is my only chance to meet my true love and I miss it?” Her vision blurred as she tried to examine herself in the mirror. Growling, she lifted her hoof to rub at her eyes. “I almost missed out on having friends. What if I miss out on having a special somepony?”



Twilight blinked as she felt sudden warmth against her chest. Looking down, she was met by a pair of shimmering green eyes as Spike squeezed his arms around her shoulders.



“That’s ridiculous. You’re Twilight Sparke. Everypony in Equestria likes you. I’m sure you’ll find somepony, someday.”



Twilight smiled weakly and sniffed. “You’re probably right, Spike,” she said, lifting one hoof to stroke his back as she took a deep breath. “But I can’t take that chance.”



Spike sighed loudly and shook his head. “Will you at least let me help?”



Twilight’s knees buckled slightly as she leaned into the smaller dragon. “Of course. Would you mind getting out that dress Rarity gave me?”



“You’ve got it!”








	Twilight glanced up at the clock tower as she stepped out of her castle. 8:40. Seventeen minutes to go.



	She looked back at herself one last time. Her dress shimmered as she walked, the green fabric and multicolored gems scintillating in the morning sun. It was fascinating how the gems refracted the light onto the ground around her, little motes of color dancing over the road and grass with her every step. It was a little silly that her dress had false wings on them when she had real wings, but apparently just about everypony in Canterlot had wanted one of them, so—



Twilight stumbled, only barely keeping her footing. Sure, she hadn’t gotten much sleep last night, but she’d planned things out to a T. Knowing what she was doing was more important than sleep anyway, right? And here she was, about to mess it up admiring herself! Shaking her head once, she gave another glance at the clock tower before she began trotting into Ponyville.

	

	Her hooves moved automatically as she threaded her way through the carts and stalls leading into the town square. Everypony in Ponyville would pass by sooner or later, and if somepony new was in Ponyville – and they would have to be, right? – it was as good a place as any to find them. She looked back at herself again, her horn glowing as she adjusted her dress before continuing on her way.



	She wasn’t exactly sure of the mechanics there, of course. Would they instantly fall in love when their eyes met? Would they strike up a conversation, and only realize they were in love later? Would there be some sort of strange sequence of events that conspired to make them spend time together? Or would it be one of those cases where they got into a fight, and only later realized that they were destined for each other?



	Twilight giggled to herself. She was being silly. If you knew they were your true love, why would you get into a fight? Well, sure, her parents argued sometimes, and Shining Armor and Cadance didn’t always get along. And, okay, maybe some random pony coming up to you and telling them you were their true love might be a little awkward. On second thought, maybe she should keep that under her mane.



	Her eyes swept over the ponies threading their way around and between the shops. Peachy Pitt was debating over the price of a banner with Filthy Rich, the business stallion’s charming smile not seeming to do him much good in lowering her prices judging by the bits on Peachy’s counter. Toe Tapper and Torch Song were carrying a sofa out of Davenport’s shop, the long piece of furniture carefully balanced across their backs. Ponies laughed and babbled as they bought food and drink and party favors from stores all along the way, foals weaving between the legs of the older ponies as they laughed and played tag.



	Twilight glanced up at the stone clocktower.  8:50. Perfect. Twilight hopped up on top of the marble rail around the water fountain, shooting an apologetic smile up at the Equestrian statue towering over her before she caught herself. Who was she, Pinkie Pie? Using her magic, she swiftly smoothed out her dress once more before sitting back on her haunches and putting on her best smile.



	Why was everypony giving he strange looks? Wait, she was smiling too much.



	Perfect.



	Twilight glanced in the water in the fountain and adjusted her smile. Perfect.



	8:51.



Twilight turned her head, glancing over the crowd. Her very special somepony to be was somewhere out there, waiting for her. They must already be on their way. Or maybe they were in one of the shops? Maybe a writer, buying their quills? She craned her neck, trying to peer in the windows of Davenport’s store, but there was no sign of anypony unusual.



	Well, they still had time.



	8:52.



	Twilight lifted a hoof to her chest, taking a deep breath, then letting it out slowly. No point in getting all frazzled. They’d be here in five minutes, no more, no less. Well, maybe a little bit more, because it wasn’t precise down to the second. She giggled nervously. She could admit that. Anypony would be nervous meeting the pony they were going to spend the rest of their life with for the very first time.



	8:53.



She was up on all fours now, peering over the crowd. She was more visible like this anyway; you might miss a pony sitting on the edge of the water fountain, but standing on it? For all she knew, they might be moving around Town Hall right now, talking to one of their friends, or maybe buying some food for the dinner they were planning on cooking alone at home that evening.



Twilight licked her lips and glanced up at the clock again.



8:54.



Twilight began pacing. They were cutting it kind of close. Of course, they would have to, seeing as the spell said 8;57. There was no point to looking around like this, really. They’d come right on time.



Or maybe they’d be coming from the other side of the statue? Twilight peered around behind her, swallowing as ponies passed around, several giving her a wide berth. She didn’t smell, did she?



Twilight bent her head round to sniff at her side. Nope. Nothing but perfume.



8:56. Where had 8:55 gone?



Twilight straightened up to her full height, extending her head as high as it could go. No matter what Rainbow Dash said, she wasn’t that tall, but she could see better this way. Besides, it wasn’t so bad being a taller pony anyway. Princess Celestia was tall, and everypony always said she was a model of Equestrian beauty. They had a point; she did have really nice legs. Not that she’d ever looked at them or anything like that.



	Her wings pressed against the back of her dress. Why did this thing have to have fake wings? She had real ones!



	8:57.



She rapidly smoothed down the front of her dress with her hooves, putting on her real best smile this time as she stared out over the crowd. Who was it? They were in the square, right now. Any second now, they would turn around, and meet her gaze, or fall into the fountain, or call her name from across the way, or stumble into her…



	Twilight glanced back over her shoulder at the shallow fountain water. It wasn’t deep enough to drown in, not even with a dress. She lifted her hoof to paw at the side of her mane again before looking back out across the crowd.



	8:58. Maybe the clock was fast?



	She rose up on the tips of her hooves, craning her neck to peer over the crowd. Any second now, she’d see the pony of her dreams.



	Any second now.



	Was that them?



	She felt a fluttering in her stomach as a stallion slowly made his way through the crowd, laughing, smiling, glancing up at her… along with his marefriend.



	Drat. It was just Caramel.



	8:59. Where was he? Or she? Maybe it was a mare? It wasn’t like she was adverse to the idea. Her first crush had been a mare, after all. But she was over that. Even if it had been kind of embarrassing.



	She walked around the circumference of the fountain. Maybe they were sitting on the other side, waiting for her? No, nopony there either. There had to be some mistake, right?



	Twilight flinched as the clocktower began tolling. One. Two. Three…



	She hung her head, slumping back on her rump, not even caring as her dress dipped into the water behind her, slowly growing heavy as the water seeped into it. It didn’t matter now. It was all stupid anyway.



	Twilight’s vision swam as she looked down at her chest. Princess Celestia must have been right. It was just some stupid spell that gave some random time. No, it couldn’t have been that; she checked it. It was doing something. Something to do with other ponies. Even Cadance had agreed with that. But maybe it was something else.



	Or maybe she was right, and she’d end up like Princess Celestia: alone forever. It didn’t seem too bad. Celestia didn’t seem to mind too much. It wasn’t like she really needed anypony like that anyway; she had friends, right? It wasn’t like there was something wrong with her.



	She sniffed loudly as the first tear fell down onto the grass.



	“Twilight?”



	Twilight’s head jerked up at the sound of Applejack’s voice, the alicorn’s hooves slipping from the edge of the marble fountain. The world tilted as she toppled over backwards into the water, her wings pinned uselessly to her sides.



	“Woah nelly!”



Her movement stopped with a sudden jerk before she was yanked back up onto the railing, a familiar brown Stetson obscuring the face of her rescuer.



	“Thanks, Applejack,” Twilight said, breathing heavily as she slid down off the cold stone onto the damp grass below.



	“You’re welcome, Twi.” Applejack slid a hoof cautiously around the shuddering alicorn’s shoulders. “You alright there?”



	“I-found-this-spell-that-tells-you-when-you’re-going-to-meet-your-soulmate-and-Princess-Celestia-said-it-doesn’t-work-but-I-cast-it-anyway-and-it-said-I-was-going-to-meet-them-today-and-I-thought-I-would-find-them-and-I-know-it’s-stupid-and-illogical=but-spells-do-all-sorts-of-things-and-Celestia-never-found-anypony-who-loved-her-and-I-thought-it-might-mean-it-worked-and-she-just-didn’t-realize-it-or-didn’t-want-to-get-my-hopes-up-and-oh-I’m-a-mess-what-if-I-was-wrong-and-did-the-wrong-conversion-and—”



	“Woah, woah, slow down there.” Applejack said, stroking Twilight’s back. “You eat breakfast yet, sugar cube?”



	Twilight hiccoughed. Breakfast? That hadn’t been on the checklist, had it? Wait, hadn’t she thought that maybe they wouldn’t have eaten breakfast yet and maybe that way they could both go out to breakfast together and do datelike things and—



	“Twilight? You okay there?”



	Twilight blinked and shook her head. “No.” She glanced down at her own chest and laughed for a moment. “And I am kind of hungry.”



	“Let’s get you over to Sugarcube Corner then. My treat.” Applejack lifted her head and called over towards her cart. “Hey, Apple Bloom? You mind takin’ over the cart this morning? Twilight needs me for somethin’.”



	“You mean all by myself?”



	Twilight couldn’t stop herself from giggling as she lifted her head, spotting the beaming filly leaning over the back of the wooden cart, her eyes wide.



	“Eyup. Twilight and I are headed to Sugarcube Corner. We might be awhile.” She glanced over at Twilight, smiling encouragingly as she offered a hoof to help her up.



	“You can count on me,” Apple Bloom said, lifting a yellow hoof to her forehead in a sharp salute.



	“Heh, good. Just uh… don’t stick any apples in anypony’s bags this time, okay?”








	“So let me get this straight,” Applejack said as Twilight slurped noisily at her milkshake through one of Pinkie’s swizzle straws. “You cast some spell that Princess Celestia told you didn’t work worth a lick, and got upset because it didn’t work?”



	Twilight sighed as she let the straw fall from her mouth back into the thick vanilla milkshake. “It’s more complicated than that. I actually checked the spell, and I know it has to do something.” Twilight sniffled. “I mean, it gives you a date.”



	Applejack arched an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t that be mind control or somethin’?”



	Twilight laughed, some of her energy returning, though the motion made her wet dress pull at her shoulders. She wiggled a little, then sighed again. “A date as in a date and a time. It is supposed to tell you when you’re going to meet… somepony. Or that’s what the spell says.”



	“Your soulmate. I got that much out of your thing earlier.” Applejack leaned back in her seat and shook her head. “Gotta admit, Twilight. I never figured you for the type that would believe in that sort of hooey.”



	Twilight laughed nervously. “Really, me neither. I just kind of got… swept up in it all.” Twilight waved her hoof vaguely in the air. “I mean, I’ve never really dated, you know?” Twilight sniffed. “No, that isn’t true. I never dated at all.”



	“Ain’t nothin’ wrong with that. Plenty of mares your age ain’t done that. Heck, I ain’t ever been out with nopony neither. I ’spect the only one of us who has is Rarity. And you know how that went.”



	Twilight laughed again, in spite of herself. It wasn’t really nice to laugh about Rarity; she’d been furious the first time, and heartbroken the second. Besides, it wasn’t like she’d done any better herself. “I guess. It’s just…” Twilight spread her hooves. “I spent so long waiting to meet you girls, I might have never made any friends at all if Princess Celestia didn’t force me to. I guess I was just trying to be a little… proactive, I guess.”



	“Ain’t nothin’ wrong with that either.” Applejack pushed her hat back, leaning over the table and meeting Twilight’s gaze. “But there ain’t no rush, either. It ain’t like you’ve just got one chance to meet somepony you’d like. My ma always said, there’s plenty of oranges out in the orchards.”



	“Wait, oranges?” Twilight stared. “Shouldn’t that be apples?”



	It was Applejack’s turn to laugh. “Nope. Valencia Orange. S’why my aunt and uncle are Oranges; they’re on my ma’s side.”



	Twilight rubbed her face with her hooves. Of course she was an Orange. She already knew that from Applejack’s birth certificate. “Ugh. I really am out of it this morning.”



	“You were wound up tighter’n a ten-day clock when I found you.”



	“Yeah. I got a little carried away this morning. As usual.” Twilight grimaced, reaching up with her hoof to flatten out her mane for the fifteenth time this morning.



	“Still…” Applejack tipped her hat back with her hoof. “I didn’t realize you were even lookin’ for somethin’ like that, Twi.”



	“I wasn’t.” Twilight rubbed at her snout with the back of her hoof. “I found it in the Canterlot archives a long time ago, back when I was a filly. Princess Celestia told me that the spell didn’t really work, so I put it back and didn’t think of it again until… well, until I found out Cadance was pregnant.”



	Twilight stared down into her milkshake and licked her lips. “I mean, I’m really excited about being an aunt, but it got me thinking. Shining Armor and Cadance first started seeing each other when they were about my age, and I remembered the spell, and so I went back to the Royal Archives yesterday and—”



	“Ya got scared that you were gonna miss your shot.” Applejack leaned across the table to set her hoof on Twilight’s.



	Twilight sighed heavily, staring down at Applejack’s hoof. “I mean, I know it’s ridiculous. But the last time I found something silly in a book, Celestia told me not to worry about it, and then I met all of you and beat Nightmare Moon. It’s not like there isn’t a precedent.”



	Applejack arched an eyebrow and chuckled, leaning back into her seat. “And how many times did Princess Celestia tell you to get your nose out of a book?”



	“Hardly any. She always encouraged me to read more, and to think for myself.” Twilight’s horn glowed as she pulled her milkshake closer, leaning forward to take another long sip out of her swizzle straw to give herself more time to think. Had she ever told her something like that before? It was hard to know for sure. Confirmation bias was a tricky thing; it was easy to forget all the times that it didn’t matter, but easy to remember the few times when it did.



	Applejack rubbed the side of her snout with her hoof. “I still think the whole thing’s only fit for washin’ pigs. It don’t really make any sense in the first place.”



	Twilight blinked and tilted her head. “What do you mean?”



	“Well, first off, the spell’s supposed to tell you when you meet your match, right?”



	“Yup. The exact date and time you will meet your true love.”



	“See, that don’t make sense. How’s it supposed to do that?”



	Twilight brightened. Applejack was asking her about magic? “Well, the function of the spell is largely hypothetical. But from what I can tell, it seems to be targeting your secondary thaumic aura and runs it through your agapic field. It then pushes the resultant thaumic matrics multithreaded amniomorphic loop, splitting the feed out into a large number of independent strands, each of which is temporally shifted in a quasi-random fashion and run through an array of displaced time-shifted simulated agapic fields. Really, they should be using a better randomization pattern, but it was written a long time ago, and fixing it would require reformulating half the spell.” Twilight chuckled. “Anyway, frayed strands are woven through a modified form of Staryab’s pseudo-abacus, with some independent function sorting them by temporal distance. The shortest strand is then isolated and converted into a number by Horlogia’s converter. From there, it’s a very simple conversion into standard Ponyville time.”



	Applejack stared for a moment, then clenched her eyes shut. She rubbed at her eyes with her hooves, then shook her head, looking back across the table. “In Equish, maybe?”



	Twilight’s ears drooped. Of course Applejack didn’t know all that terminology. Even most ponies who went to Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns didn’t know what Staryab’s pseudo-abacus was; most spells used ethereal adding loops these days, even if they were much less efficient. Twilight licked her lips. What would be the best way of putting it? “It… uses your cutie mark and feelings to try and figure out when you’re going to meet your very special somepony?”



	Applejack stared at Twilight for a moment longer, as if waiting for something else, then nodded. “Right. And how does it do that?” She held up her hoof as Twilight opened her mouth. “In Equish?”



	Twilight winced. Right. It was really unfair to ask Applejack for help with this. Maybe Rarity would know better? Or maybe Princess Celestia. Maybe she should ask her why exactly she thought the spell didn’t work. Did she understand the converter function better than she did? But it was pretty opaque; that sort of converter function was completely nonstandard and unique as far as she knew, and seemed kind of kludgy. It was probably derived from trial and error. Who knows how—



	“Uh, Twilight?” Applejack leaned down over the table to meet Twilight’s eyes. “You alright there?”



	Right. “Sorry about that. Was just thinking. Uhm…” Twilight fidgeted. “I think it is trying to see when your agapic fields interact with each other.”



	Applejack’s jaw fell open. “In the middle of the town square?”



	Wait, what? Oh. Oh. “No, no, nothing like that!” Twilight waved her hooves, her cheeks burning. “It really just requires close proximity, that’s all.”



	Applejack looked across the table skeptically. “Close proximity.”



	“Closish?” Twilight said weakly.



	“I see.” Applejack relaxed, then narrowed her eyes. “Let me get this straight. This spell of yours is supposed to figure out when two ponies meet that are supposed to end up together?”



	Twilight nodded her head.



	“No matter where they are or what they’re doin’?”



	“That’s the idea.”



	Applejack shook her head slowly. “I’m sorry Twi, but that’s the biggest load of horse honkey I’ve ever heard.”



	“What? But I checked the spell!”



	“I ain’t sayin’ that you didn’t, but think about it logical-like. From what you’re sayin’, the spell knows exactly where you and some other pony you ain’t never even met are gonna be when the time comes? What if one of you was on top of a mountain? Or down at the bottom of a mine? Or off in the middle of the Everfree forest? It ain’t like it brings them to you, right?”



	Twilight slumped forward onto the table, the wooden surface cool against her face. “Ugh. I’m such an idiot.”



	Applejack scooted around the table to pat Twilight on the back with her hoof. “Now, now, sugar cube. You just got all wrapped up in the spell, and didn’t stop to think—”



	“Of course I didn’t stop to think! It should have been the first thing I thought of!” Twilight straightened, throwing her hooves up in the air. “Going to the town square was completely wrong! I should have stood out in the middle of nowhere, where there wasn’t anypony else around. Then I’d have to see them!”



	Applejack blinked. “Say what now?”



	“Applejack, you’re a genius! Thank you! Oh, I’d better go test this out.”



	“Twilight, wait, I didn’t mean—”



	With a flash of light, Twilight was gone. Applejack stared at the empty chair for a moment, then sighed. “Well, that ain’t gonna do anypony much good.” She glanced at Twilight’s milkshake for a moment, then leaned forward to take a sip out of the swizzle straw. “Mmm, still cold.”








	Twilight smiled to herself as she reappeared on the schoolhouse road. Taking a glance in both directions, she wheeled around and marched out of Ponyville, her still-damp dress only dragging slightly on the road. Applejack was right; of course the spell couldn’t just make someone appear in some random location, they’d have to already be nearby anyway. But if she stood around outside of town, they were bound to walk by!



	Not to mention the fact that the spell only returned information on the next agapic field interaction; how had she missed that? Princess Celestia had even said she had cast the spell a bunch of times, and it never worked. That implied it gave a different time every time!



	Twilight laughed to herself, the sound echoing strangely off the grassy hills, making it almost sound like she was cackling again. She wasn’t, though; she’d gotten all that out of the way this morning. Now she was totally cool and clear-headed. All she had to do was—



	Oh, right, the spell. Closing her eyes, she focused on her magic, drawing it out through her horn as she drew the complex design out of her memory. The threads of her magic wove through her horn, forming the complicated ethereal apparatus into being, the holes of the sphere forming, her thaumic aura leaking through…



	527682467. Divided by 60, divided by 24, divided by the length of the year (including leap days), left…



	“Nine forty-seven,” she said out loud, glancing up at the clock tower. It really was convenient that it was out on the edge of town like this; most clock towers were built in the middle of town, but it really made more sense to put it on a hill where everypony could see it from any crosstreet. Well, except for the ones in eastern Ponyville which were built at a funny angle. That really was poor city planning.



	“Well, I’ve got another ten minutes. Better get going.” Twilight smiled to herself as she trotted along the dirt road, a cool breeze blowing across her face, carrying with it the scent of dewy grass and pine trees. It really was nice out here this morning. Sure, there were a few clouds here and there that hadn’t been there earlier, but there wasn’t a rain shower for today. Right? She paused, tilting her head, then nodded to herself. #43, check weather schedule.



	Twilight made her way around the hill until Ponyville was completely hidden, only the spire on top of the clock tower betraying the presence of the town on the other side. From here, only a hundred feet of the road could be seen in either direction. Smiling proudly to herself, she turned and sat on the grass, staring down the road towards Ponyville.



	Oh, right, her dress. She looked down at herself; it didn’t look too bad. A bit crumpled. A quick burst of magic flatted it out, smoothing away some of the folds, though there was nothing to be done about her hindquarters. It really wasn’t designed for sitting on a slope. Well, she was sure her special somepony would understand.



	She craned her neck to peer up at the clock face, then sighed. It was alright. Sure, she couldn’t see the clock from here, but it wasn’t like she really needed to. Besides, she should focus on the road. Her head swiveled first one way, then the other, scanning the road for any sign of passers-by. There really shouldn’t be, out here, but it was the best way to test the spell, right? If nopony showed up, then she’d know it was broken.



	But how long had it been? Twilight rose to her hooves, then sat back down. She could wait. It couldn’t have been that long; the shadows hadn’t really moved much at all. Maybe she should get one of those hoof-watches they sold in Canterlot. They always seemed like they would pinch her coat, though.



	Twilight’s eye twitched as her head swiveled back and forth. Back and forth. Wait, what happened to all the shadows? Why wasn’t the sun shining anymore? And when had it gotten so cloudy?



	“Ugh, I can’t take this anymore!”



	“You’re telling me,” answered a raspy voice from above. “It was supposed to be my day off.”



	Twilight started. “Who’s there?” Twilight shouted up at the clouds.



	“Uh, me?” Rainbow Dash peered from over the edge of the clouds from above.



	“Rainbow Dash!” Twilight’s eye twitched again. Which was funny; it didn’t have any reason to do that. “What are you doing all the way out here? There isn’t supposed to be anypony out here!”



	“Uh, my job?” The pegasus gestured vaguely at the clouds half-covering the sky.



	“But there wasn’t supposed to be a rainstorm today!” Twilight stomped her hoof.



	Rainbow Dash shrugged as she swooped down from beyond the edge of the stormfront. “Blame Cloudsdale. They were supposed to deliver the clouds tomorrow, but they got them done a day early. Now I have to use them before they dry out.” She drifted in a bit closer to Twilight, narrowing her eyes. “What are you doing out here wearing a dress? Is Rarity like, taking pictures or something?”



	“Well, I was supposed to meet with my special somepony.” Twilight snorted, glancing back at herself. Her dress wasn’t so pretty now, the gems and fabric muted in the shadow of the storm. She looked like a discarded bottle, now.



	“Wait, you’re dating somepony?” Rainbow Dash’s high pitched shout drew Twilight’s attention back up. “Why are you meeting them all the way out here?”



	“I’m not! I just… am supposed to be.” Twilight’s ears fell. “You wouldn’t happen to know what time it is, would you?”



	Rainbow Dash raised an eyebrow. “Do I look like I’m wearing a watch?”



	“The clock tower is right over that hill,” Twilight said, doing her best not to grind her teeth. It wasn’t Rainbow Dash’s fault; the pegasus hadn’t planned to ruin everything.



	“Oh, right. Uh… nine-fifty.”



	Twilight slumped to the ground. “Great. Thanks.” She sighed and rolled over onto her back, not even caring as her ugly dress sank back against the grass. “Ugh. It isn’t even sunny anymore.”



	“Yeah… it might not be the best place to lie down. We haven’t quite finished setting up yet, but unless you want to get rained on, you’re probably going to want to move.” Rainbow Dash gestured vaguely.



	“Wait, we?” Even as Twilight watched, Thunderlane and Cloudchaser pushed more clouds into place, blocking out another chunk of the sky. “Ugh! Why didn’t I think of that before? Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!” She covered her face with her hooves, blocking out the sight of the pegasi flying over head.



	“What’s wrong?” The crunch of grass underhoof announced Rainbow Dash’s landing.



	Twilight cast her hooves out wide, forcing Rainbow Dash to quickly jump to the side to avoid getting hit. “Oh, nothing important. Just a spell that was supposed to tell me when my soulmate was supposed to meet me. So I went out into the middle of nowhere and waited for somepony to come along the road at the right time. And now I realized that I wasn’t even thinking about whether a pegasus might fly overhead and I’d totally miss them!” She paused. “Or a griffon. Are there any griffons who live around Ponyville?”



	“So, what, a pegasus isn’t good enough for you?” Rainbow Dash flared her wings.



	“No! I just… didn’t even think about looking up.”



	Rainbow Dash stared for a moment, then cackled madly, falling over sideways onto the grass and kicking up her hooves in the air.



	Twilight curled up on herself. “It isn’t funny! I came all the way out here to test the spell and now the experiment is ruined!”



	“Come on Twi, it’s hilarious!” Rainbow Dash snorted as she rolled back up onto her feet, rubbing at her eyes with the back of her hoof. “Woo.” She shook her head. “So you went out to the back end of Ponyville because what, the spell is supposed to summon them to you or something?”



	“No! It’s just supposed to, you know, tell them what time they’ll meet you. And Applejack thought without many ponies around it would be easy to tell which one it was. But now I realized that I’d have to look up and down and sideways all at the same time and I can’t even tell if the spell worked or not because there’s always a bunch of ponies around and nothing seems to work!” Twilight’s chest heaved as she slammed her hoof into the grass. “Ugh.”



	Rainbow Dash snickered. “Wait, Applejack sent you out here? You sure it wasn’t like a prank or something?”



	Twilight glared. “No.”



	“Okay, okay! Sheesh.” Rainbow Dash held up her hooves disarmingly. “It’s just kind of ridiculous, you know? Wandering out into the middle of nowhere to see if somepony shows up. What’s next, you going to hide in your closet or something?”



	Twilight’s eyes widened. “You’re right! That’s exactly what I’m going to do. Thanks, Rainbow! You’re a genius!” Twilight’s horn flared, and in a burst of purple light, she vanished.



	Rainbow Dash stared at the suddenly vacant grass, then put her hoof to her face and sighed. “Well, that can’t be good.”








	Twilight wasted no time as she reappeared in the front hall of her castle. “Hi, Spike! If anypony comes looking for me, I’ll be in the closet!”



	“What?”



	Twilight didn’t waste any time, trotting down the hall to her room before pulling the door open with her magic and stepping inside. It was nice in here – big bed, lavish curtains (she really should thank Rarity for those again, they really looked nice), big bookcase for the books she needed to keep close at hoof, and, of course, her closet. Sure, it might be slightly awkward meeting the pony she was going to be with for the rest of her life for the first time in her bedroom, but she’d live with it.



Or was it the rest of their life? She was an alicorn, after all, and Princess Celestia was at least a thousand years old. How did that even work with soulmates? Did that mean that Princess Cadance was going to be a widow forever?



Twilight shook her head. “One thing at a time!” she announced to herself as she regally pulled open the door to her closet and stepped inside, closing it after her before beginning to cast the spell again.



527682504. “Half an hour, not so bad,” Twilight said to no one in particular as she crouched between her dresses. She probably was getting grass on them. Oh well, she’d just have to wash them. Wasn’t a big deal. Though it was surprisingly dark in here; sure, it looked bright from the outside, but all that translucent crystal wasn’t nearly as translucent once you were looking through several feet of it. At least the door gave her some light. Maybe she should have brought a book?



No, she would be paying attention this time!



	Though it would have been nice to have a clock.



	“Spike? What time is it?”



	She paused for several long seconds. Well, heartbeats, but they were probably roughly seconds.



	“SPIKE!”



	She heard the muffled sound of claws against the crystalline floor.



	“Yes, Twilight?”



	“What time is it?”



	A long pause. “Nine fifty-three.”



	“Thanks.”



	Another long pause. “Why are you in the closet?”



	“Oh, I’m just waiting for my very special somepony to show up. They should be here in 41 minutes. You will let them in, won’t you, Spike?”



	“Uh… sure. What do they look like?”



	“I don’t know! I haven’t met them yet!”



	“Riiight. So… I’m just supposed to let anypony in who knocks on the front door?”



	“Well, if they seem like they might be my very special somepony. Oh, and if Applejack and Rainbow Dash show up, tell them not to worry, everything’s under control.”



	“Okay, then.”



	Twilight sat back and waited. It was pretty cozy in here, really. Sure, it was a little uncomfortable sitting around in this dress for hours, but it would all be worth it. The other dresses brushing against her flanks weren’t too annoying, either. It really was nice of Rarity to make those for her to replace the ones that Tirek had burned up.



	She stared at the door. Maybe she should go out and get a book to read?



	“Twilight, are you in there?”



	Twilight blinked at the sound of Applejack’s drawling voice. “Yup! Nothing to worry about in here.”



	“Twilight, I wasn’t serious about the whole goin’ out somewhere silly and castin’ the spell thing. I was tryin’ to point out that the whole thing was a bunch of hooey.”



	“Nuh-uh! I’m going to test this spell, and do it right this time! If it really does work, then my soulmate will show up in…” She paused. “What time is it?”



	“You can check it yourself when you get out of there and stop with this.”



	“Nope!”



	Applejack sighed loudly. “Come on, Twilight. Nopony is going to find you in your closet.”



	“Well then, we’ll know the spell doesn’t work, won’t we?” It felt like her eye was twitching again, but she was totally calm this time. Clearly there was just some dust in here. It wasn’t like she wore her dresses that often, anyway.



	“Twilight, the idea that there’s only one pony in the world for you is plumb ridiculous and you know it.”



	“Well, then, the spell won’t work and nopony will show up.”



	Another sigh answered her, followed by the sound of retreating hoofsteps, then silence.



	Seriously, didn’t anypony else appreciate science? If the spell worked, she’d meet her true love. And if it didn’t, she wouldn’t, and she would know it didn’t work! Obviously this was completely ridiculous, but if the spell really did work, it would revolutionize Equestria! And what if you needed to set up a meeting with somepony? With a few alterations, you could just cast the spell, and you’d know whether you should show up late or not!



	Well, assuming the spell didn’t make them show up late as well. How would that work?



	“Twilight, you in there?” a raspy voice asked from the other side of the door.



	“Rainbow Dash?”



	“Yeah, it’s me.” A sort of bluish shadow moved up against the semi-transparent door of the closet.



	“I told Spike to tell you and Applejack that I was fine.”



	“Twilight, you’re hiding in a closet waiting for somepony to show up and kiss you. You’re not supposed to take stuff like that literally.”



	“Well, it was a good idea!”



	“C’mon, Twilight. If you really want a date, you need to ask somepony out or something, not rely on some spell. Even I know that’s not how it works!”



	“But if this spell works, then I’ll know everything will work out.” Twilight stared at the door. It all made perfect sense, it really did. If the spell really worked, then everything would be okay, and she wouldn’t have to worry about it.



	“That’s not how it works, Twi. Even if there was such a thing as soulmates or whatever, it’s not like everypony always stays together forever anyway.”



	“Nope. I’m testing this spell and that’s that.”



	Another loud sigh came from the other side of the door, followed by the muffled sound of wingbeats.



	Rainbow Dash didn’t sound very happy. But she was wrong, wasn’t she? It wasn’t like dating was easy or anything; from everything she’d read, it could take you forever to find your special someone. Sure, Cadance and Shining Armor had met when they were her age, but Cranky and Matilda spent their whole lives searching for each other! Well, Cranky had. Matilda had just kind of hung out around Ponyville.



	But the point remained that she wouldn’t have to do that. Not if the spell worked.



	“Twilight Sparkle. Please open the door.”



	The firm voice of her mentor shattered her thoughts. “Princess Celestia?”



	The doors glowed with the golden light of the Sun as they swung open, revealing the eldest of the princesses of Equestria, her regalia gleaming in the sunlight streaming in through the window. Her characteristic smile was gone, replaced by a disappointed frown. Behind her, Spike wrung his tail nervously.



	“Sorry, Twilight. But I figured this was an emergency.”



	“It seems you were correct,” Celestia said, her eyes flickering over the smaller alicorn as Twilight slowly stepped out of the closet.



	Twilight looked back at herself; she really was a mess. Blades of grass were sticking to her everywhere. The back of her dress was totally soaked from the fountain, and dirt from the road clung to her all along the rear hem of her dress. She’d even managed to get a couple of drops of chocolate milkshake on her chest somehow. Twilight hung her head.



	“I’m sorry! I know you told me not to worry about it, but I just thought, you know…”



	Princess Celestia shook her head. “That was a very long time ago. I must admit, I didn’t think you’d even remember that spell, much less look it up again.”



	Twilight stared at the floor. “I’m sorry. I’m probably completely ruining your schedule, and all because I couldn’t listen.”



	“Mmm.”



	Twilight blinked as a gold-shod hoof lifted her chin, finding Celestia’s pink eyes dominating her field of view. “Tell me, Twilight. What was it that drove you to take such extreme measures?”



	“Well, it’s just…” Twilight gestured vaguely. “I took so long to make any friends, I thought maybe I could actually try and get ahead of things for once. And I was reading about dating, and it all seemed so big and scary, and I know all the romance books are wish fulfillment, and—” Twilight swallowed. “I just wanted to do something on my own for a change. I’m always reacting to things. I thought it would be nice to find somepony before a national emergency made me find a boyfriend.” She paused thoughtfully. “Or girlfriend. I mean, there are a few mares I’ve found attractive, and it isn’t like I’m totally against the idea. I mean, I’m not really sure that I’m actually interested – I mean, you can like what a mare looks like without thinking you want to, you know, kiss her or something – but—”



	Celestia gently tapped her hoof against Twilight’s shoulder. “It’s alright. But that isn’t what I meant. I meant, why didn’t you ask your friends for help? That’s often a good place to start.”



	Twilight took a deep breath, then sighed. “I don’t know. I just… thought I could try out the spell, and then ask them for advice if it didn’t work. But then it said I’d be meeting them today, and I… panicked.” She poked at the floor with her hoof.



	“I see.” Celestia patted Twilight’s shoulder. “Well, at least your reason is better than mine.”



	Twilight’s ears pricked forward. “Why did you cast that spell anyway, Princess?”



	“I was lonely. After Luna was banished, I realized that I had no family beside her, and thought that the spell might give me somepony else to replace her.” Celestia walked over to Twilight’s window, gazing out over the town as her rainbow mane rippled behind her. “But try as I might, no suitor ever arrived at the appointed hour. I was never alone, but I never met my true love.”



	Twilight furrowed her brow. “The spell isn’t just a random number generator, though; it is doing something.”



	“I know. I think it really does show ponies’ hearts, just not quite in the way it claims.” Celestia turned and smiled. “You are a very special pony, Twilight, but no spell can tell you when to fall in love, or who to fall in love with. No more than it can make you friends.”



	Twilight shook her head. “But that’s not true. If Rainbow Dash hadn’t done her Sonic Rainboom, I wouldn’t have any friends. We really were destined to be together.”



	“Really?” Celestia smiled enigmatically. “You told me that, when Starlight Glimmer cast her spell, that you and your friends never got together in the other worlds. If you were truly destined to be together, how could Starlight Glimmer change that?”



	The floor suddenly seemed absolutely fascinating. “Oh.”



	A musical laugh drew Twilight’s eyes back up. “Don’t worry, Twilight. You are hardly the only pony who has forgotten that she is in control of her own destiny. It was your choices that made you your friends. Never forget that.” Celestia stepped up beside Twilight and spread one wing, gently settling her white feathers over the shorter alicorn’s shoulders. “Why would it be any different with love?”



	“You’re right.” Of course she was right. She was Princess Celestia. Still… “What do you think the spell does, then?”



	Celestia laughed as she began to walk towards the bedroom door. “I think you should ask your friends that question. Maybe they’ll be able to answer you.”



	Twilight trotted after her. “Oh, gosh. I can’t believe I just sent them away and hid in my closet. I’ll have to go find them and apologize and—”



	“Er, we’re actually just out in the hallway,” came a familiar raspy voice.



	“Hey, Twilight.” Applejack waved from beside Rainbow Dash. “Princess Celestia set you straight?”



	Twilight glanced up at the taller alicorn, then smiled slightly and nodded.



	“Good. Want to go get some grub, then? Half a milkshake weren’t near enough.”



	“Yeah. And pushing clouds around all morning is hard work.”



	Twilight laughed. “Let’s go get lunch, then.” She looked around. “Where’s Spike?”



	Rainbow Dash shrugged. “Oh, Doc Turner showed up a few minutes ago. Said something about the Ponyville clock tower running a few minutes fast. He wanted to make sure everypony’s clock was set to the right time.”



	Twilight’s eye twitched.
      

      
   
      All is Fair


      

      
      
         The door to the cell slammed open, and Shining Armor marched in. 



Cadence raised her eyes, trying to flick her limp mane out of her face. She straightened as best she could, the chains on her hooves and wings weighing her down. 



"Oh, hello." She give a weak grin. "I wondered when you'd show up." 



"What do you think?" Shining preened, running a hoof through his lustrous mane. 



"You've almost got it, Chrysalis." Cadence shifted again, searching for a more comfortable position. The cell - more of a cave, really - was lit by the dim glow of crystals and a warm glow spilling through the door. Strange apparatus lurked in the shadows. "But his left ear is a little larger. And your horn isn't quite right…" She trailed off, studying the 'stallion' before her judiciously. "Turn to the left, I can't see—" 



Green fire swirled up, blazing away the borrowed shape to reveal a scraggly insectoid, eyes fierce.



"Awww." Cadence sagged. 



Chrysalis stepped closer, a frown creasing her sharp features. "You don't seem very worried, Princess." 



"Sorry about that." Cadence shuffled a length of chain away from her wing. "It's a little difficult to get in the right mindset. I mean, chains can be fun in moderation, but this is a bit excessive, don't you think?" She smiled sweetly up at her captor. 



Chrysalis grit her fangs. 



"And, well, this dungeon is pretty good." She nodded firmly at the creeping shadows, the half-seen tools and shapes in the corners. "But it's a bit too clean, if you're going for terror, you know? You could try gloating, though. Maybe that would—" 



"It's a storage room." Chrysalis shook her head. "And I don't have the energy for a proper gloat. Cadence, what are you doing here?" 



"Didn't your patrol do a proper report?" Cadence widened her eyes innocently. She scratched her horn, clinking a dirty golden horseshoe against the suppressor ring they had fitted her with. "They picked me up at your north border, just waaaandering through the desert, you know?" 



"Wandering directly towards us." The Queen glared.



"Purely by accident, I assure you." Cadence shrugged. 



"In the madlands? We both know that's not true." Chrysalis leaned in. "I want to know why you're really here, Cadence." 



"Why don't you throw me in one of your pods?" The princess leaned in, lowering her voice. "You could drain my emotion, try some of your hallucination spells on me… I'm sure I'd be spilling the beans in ten minutes." 



"As if." Chrysalis' voice was flat. "You think I don't know how you've been fighting us in Equestria? You think I'd let you, with your Crystal Heart behind you, anywhere near my emotions?" 



"Worth a shot." Cadence leaned back. "But really, did you just come here to ask? Don't you have, you know, torture instruments, or something?" 



"Would that make you more compliant?" Chrysalis quirked an eyebrow. 



"Maybe!" Cadence grinned. "Being captured by you awoke something in me, I think. Ever since, I've been—" 



"Enough!" Chrysalis flared her wings, looming over her captive. "What are you plotting, scheming?" 



"I'm not like Aunty Celestia, you know." Cadence shoved her lip out in a pout. "I don't try and think everything through exhaustively." 



"But you do have a reason."



"I do. And, if you let me out of these chains, I might even tell you." Cadence shook a hoof, clanking. "They're starting to chafe." 



Chrysalis gave her a flat stare. 



"Look, what can I do?" She shrugged, and pointed to the suppressor. "With this, I can't cast or fly. Even a few changelings could keep  me under control. And it's not like I can run, exactly. We're surrounded by miles and miles of desert, and I don't even know which direction I'd need to head." 



"I'll consider it." The Queen spun on her heel, marching back towards the door. 



"Chrysalis, wait!" Cadence called. 



The changeling stopped, turning back. 



"It's…" Cadence drew in a deep breath. "It's because I love you." 



"Hah." Chrysalis stormed out. 



The door slammed. 



Cadence sighed. 



"Not too bad." She drew in a deep breath, and wriggled once, shaking most of the chains off, before stepping out of the loose manacles. Turning around a few times, she shaped the loose pile of links into a little nest and curled up uneasily. She tapped the suppressor and winced, but shrugged. "No plan survives contact, I suppose." 








She woke to the door creaking open. The light in the cell grew, pulling her from uneasy slumber. She stood and stretched slowly, shaking out bedraggled wings and scratching at matted fur on her belly. 



A quiet swarm entered, nondescript and unhurried. They replaced the dim crystals on the walls, banishing the shadows and revealing racks of shovels and picks. They brought in a pair of low beds, which they placed side-by-side. Sheets snapped into place, pillows and blankets were thrown on. Two plain chairs and small table were added, with a glowing centerpiece. 



Cadence watched them work, eyebrows slowly climbing higher and higher. 



Finally, another changeling walked in. "I apologize for the accommodations, Princess." He grinned, and it was almost friendly. "It's the best we could do on short notice." 



"Really, I don't mind." She looked him up and down. He was noticeably taller than the workers, nearly coming to Cadence's nose. He neared her, and nodded easily. She noticed a tiny touch of ornamentation, a faint green tracery on his forehead that vaguely resembled a crown. "It's not like I'm exactly your friend." 



"I guess not." He cocked his head. "Seeing as how you're single-hoofedly responsible for nearly every defeat we've suffered over the past few years. Still, perhaps that can change." He held out a hoof. "Nice to finally meet my nemesis, Princess. Call me Spiracle." 



"The pleasure is mine." She tapped his hoof, spreading her wings in a tiny curtsy. "Just Cadence, please." 



"Of course." He waved to the table. The changelings had added a small bale of hay and two plates, before filing out of the room. "Let's sit. Talk. Perhaps we can come to an understanding. It's not much, but I thought you'd be hungry." 



Cadence's stomach rumbled, and she lowered her ears with a nervous laugh. "A little." 



He pulled out a chair for her, then took his seat across from her. 



"So." Cadence pulled the tiny pitchfork out of the bale, serving herself some and passing it to him. "I'll admit, I'm curious. Are you here to interrogate me, too? Did Chrysalis send you?" 



"Not… exactly." Spiracle took a bite, munching reflectively. "This is, as it were, on my own initiative.  Though I am curious why you're here. You could have simply waited at home, letting your match-makers continue their very effective campaign against our infiltrators. By coming here, you put yourself at risk of life and limb. Although perhaps that's not quite as big of an issue for an alicorn." 



"Well, it's not like I'd come back instantly." Cadence tapped her fork against the edge of her plate, staring off into space. "Hearts-and-hooves day isn't until spring. So, you would have… what, four months to work unimpeded if you knocked me off here? Although I assure you, I'd come back with a vengeance." 



"Not to mention what your husband would do." Spiracle shuddered delicately. 



"True." Cadence smirked. "Shiny might not be quiiite as good at spreading love through Equestria as I am, but the Crystal Guard would totally act. And, well, when you've got an emotion-driven artifact designed to 'protect the land from evil' behind you…" 



"Yes, yes." Spiracle waved her off. "I get it. For somepony with the gall to walk into an enemy stronghold, you act out a wonderful impression of powerlessness, Princess Mi Amore Cadenza." 



"Flattery will get you everywhere." She giggled, but sobered up quickly. "This visit is on your own initiative, you said?" 



"Mmm." Spiracle swallowed the last of his hay, and leaned back. The light played over his green-black shell in glistening patterns, but a second glance showed he was thin, the holes in his legs gaping. "This hive is… well, we're in trouble." Cadence moved to speak, but he hurried on. "Of course, I understand that you're simply protecting your own. I get it. And if this farce of a war has made anything clear, it's that we simply have no chance in Equestria. We can't live here. We're cowering in the madlands after you threw us out, and now your Crystal Heart empowered matchmakers are rooting out the last of our infiltrators." 



He sighed. "In short, we're doomed." 



"So, you plan to…?" 



"Leave." He leaned forwards, placing his forehooves on the table. "Pack up and go, straight through Discord's waste, until we find somewhere we can survive. We'll be out of your mane. And, if I have anything to say about it, we won't repeat the same mistakes we made here." 



"But." Cadence reached for the pitcher, pouring herself a mug of lukewarm water. "Will you have anything to say about it?" 



"I'll do my best." Spiracle rubbed his temples. "And I thought maybe we could work together." 



"Hmmm." 



"You're here for revenge." He looked up, gaze frank. "It's the only explanation." 



"You said it, not me." Cadence smirked. "All Chrysalis did was imprison me, hypnotize my husband, and attack my nation." 



"Of course. Although, you seem calmer than I'd expect," Spiracle said.



"I've had some time to think about it." Cadence shoved her chair back and sighed. "And I've made my decisions." 



"Well." Spiracle reached under a wing, producing a small package. "As a show of goodwill." He placed it on the table between then. It leaked silver light.



"How generous," Cadence drawled. "I was wondering if I'd get this back." She shook the cloth, and a glittering bangle fell out. It was set with a glowing bead, which sparkled as she hooked it around an ear. "But why should I help you with anything, Spiracle?" She crossed her hooves behind her head. "All I need to do is wait, and this problem will take care of itself." 



"True." He slumped slightly. "But you are here, and for your own reasons."



They sat in silence a long moment. 



"…Alright." Cadence surrendered, turning to look him right in the eyes. "You're right, of course. I'm here for revenge." Her eyes narrowed. "Chrysalis hurt me. So I'm going to return the favor, and I know exactly what hurts the most." Cadence chuckled.



"I'm going to break her heart." 



Spiracle grimaced, but nodded slowly. "Well. I don't know how much I can help with that. But… there's something you need to see, I think." He closed his eyes and rubbed one holey hoof across them. "I should be able to convince Chrysalis that antagonizing you isn't worth the trouble. Tomorrow, you'll be free to wander the Hive, as long as you stay in public areas. Ask someling to direct you to Imago." 



"Will do." Cadence yawned. "Sorry. I haven't slept very well." 



"Rest, then." Spiracle collected the plates. "Make your decision, and come find me tomorrow." 



"Mmm." Cadence barely waited for him to leave before tossing back the sheets. She grimaced at the sand and dust covering her coat, but crawled in anyways. 



It was the least of her worries. 








The changeling hive was much more pleasant than she had pictured. 



It was tunneled through sand, the grains packed tight and coated with a tough, greenish sealant. Crystal lamps illuminated wide halls, winding gently in artistic patterns. The doors were stone, thick and rough-cut but balanced so precisely a breeze would swing them open. 



Cool air ruffled her mane, drifting up towards the surface. The changelings might go in for utilitarian, but this was by no means the dank, moldering mound she had pictured a 'hive' as. 



"Excuse me." She stopped a passing… well, they looked like a pony. But she was quite sure Fleur Dis Lee didn't have wings. "Can you tell me where Imago is?" 



"Of course," the changeling answered easily, rattling off a string of directions. Cadence did her best to commit them to memory, before giving a friendly nod and stepping away. There hadn't been a single yell of anger, strange look, or even comment on her appearance. She had found a currycomb and brush on her table, so she didn't look the wreck she had been yesterday, but it still surprised her. 



I wonder if this is how they feel, walking into our towns… She pondered the thought as she trotted through the halls. Finally, she reached a nondescript door, and knocked once. 



The door swung open from the gesture, letting quiet voices out. 



"—but Daring Do didn't quit! She—" 



Cadence frowned, leaning in. 



"—and threw the Ring of Scorchero—" 



That sounded like…



"—Ahuizotal howled! He—"



"Chrysalis?" The princess poked the door again, and it swung wide. 



Sure enough, the Queen was inside. She sat on the floor of a wide room, with small toys and trinkets scattered around. A foal-sized bed sat in one corner, under a window that let in actual sunlight, giving the room a natural luminance. She was holding a book in her aura, and her eyes went wide as she looked up and saw Cadence at the door. 



Next to her, on the floor, was a changeling filly. She had a strong jaw, a delicate, spiraled horn. 



And a flowing blue mane, striped with lighter blue. 



"Sun and stars…" Cadence breathed. 



"Cadence?" Chrysalis' voice was tremulous, panicked. "Look, I, I can explain!" 



The filly cocked her head, studying the princess curiously as Cadence's slowly grew wider and wider. 



"It wasn't, I didn't, it was his love!" Chrysalis dropped the book, leaping forwards to stand between them. "Not his 'love', but his love, you see? His love for you! I didn't, I couldn't, she just hatched like that!" The Queen's voice trailed off in a half-wail. 



"Moooom, let me see!" The filly stood, trying to walk around Chrysalis, but the Queen held her back. 



Cadence's voice finally returned. "…I'm not a changeling, little one." She knelt, looking Chrysalis' daughter in the eyes. "You must be Imago." 



"Mmm." The filly nodded. "And who are you?" 



"I'm Cadence." She leaned in, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial stage-whisper and spreading her wings slightly. "I'm a princess. Just like you, I guess?" 



"Not quite." Chrysalis shoved herself between the two, pushing Cadence back. "Listen, dear." She turned to Imago. "Mom needs to talk to Cadence for a moment." She shoved the alicorn towards the door.



"It's going to storm again," the filly said, looking out the window. 



"What?" Both larger ponies turned. Outside, a curtain of sand could be seen, sweeping slowly towards the hive. Strange colors mottled its surface, and it surged and swirled in uncanny patterns. 



"Wingshreds," Chrysalis cursed. Her eyes flicked back and forth between Cadence and Imago. An alarm started ringing, somewhere off in the tunnels. "I need to go, dear." She leaned in towards Cadence, scowling hard. "If you hurt my daughter at all…"



"I would never!" Cadence raised a hoof to her breast, shock evident on her face. "She's a foal! I love foals!" She sat down, next to the filly. "We'll just talk." 



Chrysalis grit her teeth and gave one last warning stare, before turning to gallop away. 



"Is that a madstorm?" Cadence asked, turning to the window and dropping to her haunches.



"Yeah." Imago sat beside her, staring into the distance. "I think they've been getting worse. They're building something out there to help, but the really crazy parts of the desert keep moving closer." 



"Discord," Cadence sighed. "If it didn't cause trouble, he never would have made it." 



"But…" Imago frowned. "Isn't he a statue? In Daring Do…" 



"Not for the past few years." Cadence pulled a pile of blocks closer, and started absently stacking them. "But he made the madlands before he was sealed, a long, long time ago. He wouldn't do anything like that now." 



"Why not?" The filly joined the game, carefully setting blocks into arches and pillars. 



"He's changed." She flicked her ear, the starred bangle shifting. "He decided to be friends with ponies." 



"Ponies," Imago said reflectively. "You're pony, not a changeling." 



"That's right." 



"Mom doesn't like ponies." 



"Me especially, I bet." Cadence placed the last block, and looked back out the window. "Hey," she pointed to a squat, regular structure just visible at one edge. "Is that what they're building?" 



"Yeah!" Imago turned, conveniently distracted. "It's really cool. It's got all these triangles, like this." She traced a few shapes on the floor, indicating nested shapes. "If Mom puts some magic in it, it can hold the storms back. It's the only thing keeping the hive safe." Her voice lowered. "But it's really hard on her." 



"I'm sorry to hear that." Cadence patted Imago's mane consolingly, looking at those almost-blue-enough eyes, glimmering with facets. "Maybe I can help." 



"Why would you help?" The filly turned, scrunching up her muzzle. 



"Well, that's why I'm here." Cadence gave a disarming grin. "I'm trying to save her, after all." 



"Hmm." Imago tilted her head, considering that. 



"Ooops!" Cadence knocked the tower of blocks down. Imago didn't quite seem satisfied, but left off the questions as they began rebuilding.



"Imago, can you tell me where I'd be able to find Spiracle after this?" 



"Probably out there." The filly gestured to where the edifice was. The storm had parted around it, streaming away on both sides, leaving the hive clear. "Fixing stuff." 



"Thanks." 








Cadence found the exit of the hive after a mere two or three false starts. She finally stopped a passing Pinkie Pie, and asked for directions. 



Uncanny, she thought, watching the changeling bounce off down the corridor, humming happy. That… That was a changeling, right? 



She shook the thought away, and stepped out of the hive. The entryway was low and wide, curling several times to keep blown sand from getting into the cave. A few changelings, with and without disguises, were busy sweeping it back into the dunes. 



She shaded her eyes against the sun, spreading her wings for balance as she made her way towards the whatever-it-was they were building out in the wastes. She fell once, trying to flap but forgetting the suppressor rendered her wings lift-less. Eventually she neared her target. 



There were more changelings here, swarming around an artificial flat-topped hill. A mound of sand had been sculpted into a triangle, and sealed with the same hard coating they used on the inside of the hive's walls. Arrayed on top were more triangles, carefully arranged in patterns of decreasing size, repeating inwards and upwards in a logical, totally ordered way. 



"What do you think?" 



She turned to see Spiracle, recognizing him by the crownlike sigil marked on his head. 



"A nice piece of spellwork." She started walking, circling it clockwise. "It can really repel madstorms?" 



"It just did." He pointed inwards, towards the uncompleted center. "We're still working on it. The smaller the pieces get, the better it works, but the more effort it takes to make them." He pointed out in the desert. "Look, you can see the detritus the storm kicked up." 



She gazed out into the wastes, and nodded. An eclectic assortment of knickknacks and oddities were scattered and buried in the sand, marking a rough wedge around the point of the triangles. She saw half a couch, a ceramic tea-set, a potted cactus, and some strangely melted clocks. 



"We scavenge some useful stuff out there." 



The stood in silence a long moment. 



"So, have you considered my proposal?" He turned to her, breaking her from her reverie. 



"What are you planning, Spiracle?" Cadence looked up, to where the sun was scorching its way across the sky. The dunes unrolled around them, the hive hidden under their protective layers. 



"I'm going to exile Chrysalis." He stepped up to the triangles, pushing one ever so slightly out of alignment. "She's weak, indecisive, and deluded. We need a stronger leader, someling who can lead us out of this mess she landed us in." 



"And that would be you?" Cadence's mouth curled into a smirk.



"It could be." He chuckled. "But that's not the point. Believe it or not, I'm doing this for the good of the hive." 



"…Maybe you are, at that." Cadence shrugged. 



"Did you meet Imago?" He grinned.



"Yes!" She grinned back. "She was so cute!"



"She is that." He turned, and they started walking back towards the hive. "But, when Chrysalis goes, Imago won't be able to stay with us." 



"Where will they go?" 



"No idea." He shrugged. "But… whatever you do to Chrysalis…" 



"Don't worry." Cadence smiled reassuringly. "I may be here for revenge, but I'm no monster. Imago will have a good home, as long as I have any say in the matter." 



"Good." Spiracle sighed. "Anyways, the plan." He pointed back to the array. "I'm going to put that, ever so slightly, out of alignment. Next time a storm hits, trying to hold the whole thing together will knock Chrysalis flat." His grin sharpened. "That's when we'll make our move. It should be simple enough to oust her when she's exhausted and helpless." 



"And my part?" 



"She needs to be distracted." The stepped into the shade of the entrance. "If she has time to look over the array, she'll realize something's going on." 



Cadence grinned. "Distracting. I can be distracting." She stomped the sand off her hooves, and looked back at her sandy coat distastefully. "Tomorrow. Today, I need to find a bath." 



"Bucket." Spiracle shrugged at her glare. "Sorry, bucket's the best we'll be able to do, I'm afraid." 



"Then I'll have to cope."








She found Chrysalis the next day, in the lowest parts of the hive, after wandering the halls aimlessly for quite a while.



The room they were in was dim and cool, deep under the sand and filled with rows of strange pods. It was empty otherwise, broad and square and sparsely utilitarian. The yellow glow of the lamps shed a diffuse luminance over the whole thing, giving it an eerie alien feeling. 



"What is this?" She tapped on a nearby pod. It squished emptily. 



"Cadence?" Chrysalis turned away from what her work, pushing a pair of half-moon spectacles up her nose. "What are you doing here?" 



"Looking for you." Cadence flicked her now much cleaner mane out of her face. "What are you working on?" 



Chrysalis stared at her a long moment, before sighing. "Rationing." 



"Love?" 



"What else?" The changeling snapped. "We barely have enough for a week, and we can't expect more, until…" She broke off, glaring at Cadence. 



"How does it work?" 



"Why would I tell you?" Chrysalis snarled. 



"But—" 



"No!" Chrysalis stepped forwards. "Don't you act all sugar and spice. Not you, Princess Cadence!" 



"Wait, Chryalis, I don't want—" 



"You don't want?" The Queen surged forwards, spreading her wings threateningly. "You don't want? Don't want to what? Drive us to starvation? Eradicate my people? Trap us in the armpit of no-where, fighting off sandstorms that are literally insane?" 



"Now, hold up." Cadence leaned forwards in response. "You're blaming me for this? Really? Me!?" Her voice rose. "You, who invaded my country, attacked my family, hurt my friends?" 



"We were starving!" Chrysalis pointed her pen at Cadence. "Have you ever gone to bed without knowing if you'd have a meal the next day? We're not ponies, Mi Amore. We can't eat grass! And—"



"—And that makes it all right?" Cadence snarled. "You're allowed to hurt ponies, as long as you really, really need to? And who gets to decide if you need to enough? Who gets to choose—" 



"What else were we supposed to DO?" Chrysalis stomped a hoof in anger. 



"Did you ever consider asking?" Cadence snapped, flicking an ear so her starred bangle glinted. "Did you ever think that maybe, just maybe, there was a better way than trying to hurt and steal?" 



"Phaw." Chrysalis spat. "Because you would have helped. Because you 'love' us." 



"But I do!" Cadence's tone softened. "That's what I said, that's why I'm here!" 



"Right." The Queen's face went hard. "Mi Amore Cadenza, guardian of the Crystal Heart, leader of the matcmakers, who are once again starving us out, hunting us town-by-town across Equestria, loves changelings." 



"You just, you just need to stop hurting us!" 



"You. First." Chrysalis spun. "Get out of here, Cadence. Dying might not kill you, but I bet it can still hurt." 



Cadence stood for a minute, letting the emotions steam off her coat. Finally, she slumped and turned. 



"Alright." She walked back to the door, shoving it open.



"Princess?" A small voice asked. She looked down, and found Imago standing there. "Are you alright? Is Mom alright?" 



"Maybe." Cadence huffed. "Yes. No. I don't know." She hung her head and let her tail droop as she headed back to her room.








She was sitting on her bed, mulling things over, when a tentative knock came from the door. 



"Come in," she called listlessly. 



"Miss Cadence?" The door swung open. 



"Come in, Imago." She scooted to the side, patting the bed for the filly to climb up on. "Is your mom doing alright?" 



"Maybe." The filly frowned. "She's thrown everyling out of the throne-room, and she's sitting there drinking something from green bottles." 



"Pff." Cadence leaned over and nuzzled the filly. "And you? Are you doing alright?" 



"I think so." Imago lowered her head. "I wish Mom was happy. I wish we didn't all have to fight like this. I wish, I wish…" 



"Shhh." Cadence patted her gently. "I'm sorry, Imago." She rubbed her eyes. "I shouldn't have gone in there and talked to her like that. I expected… I don't know what I expected." She sighed. "I wanted to come and help, but… maybe this was too much for me." 



"I wish we didn't have to be changelings." The filly frowned. "Being changelings is hard. And Mom says that being a princess is even harder. She tells me things that happened to her, and says that I can't ever give up. I have to be strong, stronger than anyling, so I can be whoever the hive needs me to be." 



"Does she?" 



"And that a princess can't let anyling look down on them, and that they can't ever give in or give up." 



"That's…" Cadence considered it for a minute. "Well, maybe you're half-right." She stood slowly, stretching and shaking her mane out. 



"Where are you going?" Imago asked. 



"I can't give up just yet." She smiled back. "But I think maybe I need to give in. I'm going to apologize." 








Cadence drew a few deep breaths, standing before the doors of the throneroom. 



They were tall and imposing, etched with beautiful reliefs and touched with gold to highlight the tracery. It was almost vine-like, gold and growing things carved into solid stone to stand against the press of the desert. 



She gathered her courage, and pushed them open. 



Chrysalis was sitting, not on the throne, but at a folding table just to one side. The room was minimalist but grand, power implied with swooping arches and patterned floors. Early afternoon sun lanced through a skylight, highlighting the huge, sculpted seat in the center and scattering sparkling rays from its golden tracery.  The Queen was slumped on a cushion, a smattering of half-empty bottles and a mostly empty goblet sitting before her. 



"Cadence." She looked up, spotting the alicorn, but did no more.



"Queen Chrysalis." The princess took a hesitant step forwards. 



"Come in, come in." The changeling gestured widely, with a slightly wobbly hoof. "My honored enemy! Have a seat, have a drink. Let me tell you about my troubles." 



Cadence walked over slowly, eventually sitting on the bare floor. The table was a little tall, but she could still reach the wine. 



"This is the good stuff," Chrysalis said. "Only the best for Her Majesty." There was an indistinct burr to her voice. "So, why are you here?" She poured Cadence a glass. "Worked up a good gloat, maybe?" 



"…No." Cadence sipped the wine, and coughed in surprise. It was thin and sour. 



"Only the best," Chrysalis smirked dryly. 



"I'm here to apologize." 



"For?"



"Yelling back." Cadence took another sip. The wine was far from 'good', but it did have the bite of liquor. 



"That's a left-hoofed apology, if I ever heard one." 



Cadence sighed. "It's all I've got, though. I didn't - don't - mean to fight you, Chrysalis." 



"Right," The Queen said. "You 'love' me." 



"You could check, you know." She turned a few bottles, reading the labels. "Just tap into my emotions." 



"Right. And give you a chance to use your Heart on me." The Queen pushed a bottle over. "Do I look like I was born yesterday?" 



"No." Cadence poured a jot into her glass and sipped again. A little better. "It might be easier if you were. Not quite so… hardened." 



"Hah." Chrysalis swirled the wine in her glass, watching it sparkle in the sun. "It didn't take long for this world to start hardening me. I've done my best to shield Imago from it, but…" She slumped further. "Do you know what it's like, Cadence?" 



"What what's like?"



"Scrabbling, fighting, hurting, for years and months and days, to build yourself something worth having, only to watch it all fall apart around you?" Chrysalis drained her cup.



"Maybe not," Cadence admitted. 



"But that's not even the worst thing." Chrysalis tossed the glass, catching it easily her aura. "Suddenly, everything I built, it wasn't enough, because, because now I've got her, and, and it's not for me anymore." She locked eyes with Cadence. "It's not enough. It never was, and it never will be, because it's falling apart faster and faster, and there's  nothing I can do." Her lips curled into a snarl. "And nevermind me. It's all going to come down on her head. And I can't save her." She threw the goblet with blurring speed. It burst on the wall, silver shards scattering smoothly across the floor. "I never could. All I can do is hold on, and wait until the sky falls and crushes us both." 



"I'm sorry." Cadence found another glass, half-full, and passed it over. Chrysalis accepted it with a nod. 



"Don't be." 



Cadence cocked an eyebrow at that. 



"I know, I know." The Queen waved her glass. "I said all that. And, alright, I feel all that. But, even if you're my enemy, I can tell when something's my fault. You're right; I started it. And honestly? I wouldn't care. I always expected to go out in a blaze of glory. Except, well, it turns out I do care. And I don't want to burn those near me. Some things change everything." 



Cadence nodded. 



"Well, I…" Chrysalis froze, as a distant ringing sounded through the room. 



"So soon?" Cadence looked to the roof, where the sunlight was already dimming. 



"Buck." Chrysalis threw her second glass, watching the wine explode across the floor. But she forced herself to her hooves. "Just what I needed." 



"Wait, Chrysalis—" 



"Can't." The Queen marched off. "I'm the only 'ling strong enough to power that monster array. And if I don't do it, the madstorms will shred this place." Her voice fell. 



"And everyling in it." 








Cadence found Spiracle standing by the door of the hive, gazing into the storm.



"You can't let her do this!" She skidded to a stop next to the changeling. 



"Chrysalis?" He gave her a puzzled glance. "I couldn't stop her if I tried. Besides, she's already out there." 



"She's still weak from yesterday!" 



"It's unfortunate, sure. But—" 



"And she's drunk off her ass!" Cadence grasped his shoulders, pulling him close. "Listen to me Spiracle. She can't do this. Those storms are no laughing matter. This one's stronger, too, and, and…" 



"…She won't make it." A shadow of regret crossed the changeling's face. 



"That's all you have to say?" Cadence screeched. 



"That's how it goes, I guess." Spiracle shrugged her hoof off and gave her a puzzled look. "Why do you care, anyways? You wanted your revenge." 



"Not like this!" Cadence gasped. 



"So you don't get to stare into her eyes at the end," he said dryly. "But maybe it's better this way. It'll be an accident. You can take the foal. We'll move south, head for antelope lands maybe. I think I can do a convincing antelope." 



Cadence stared at him in shock for a long moment, until light hoofsteps in the corridor called her attention back. 



"Miss Cadence?"



She turned to find Imago galloping towards her. 



"Is Mom going to be alright?" 



"I…" Cadence gulped, looking out at the storm. "I don't know." 



"Please!" The little changeling threw herself at Cadence's hooves, lowering her head to the ground. "Please, princess! I know I shouldn't beg, but… please, please help her!" 



Cadence glanced at the swirling sand, flashing with wild magic. It would strip flesh to bone, twist bone to who-knows-what, and scatter the detritus across the barren, uncaring wastes. She felt the suppressor ring on her horn, and shuddered. She didn't know if an alicorn could even resurrect from that sort of treatment.



"Of course." She spun, dashing towards the array. 



"Wait!" Imago leaped towards her and she slowed for a second, enough to scoop the filly onto her back.



"Hold on!" Spiracle called. 



They ignored him. 



She dashed towards the array in long, slewing arcs, scattering sand underhoof as she slalomed and skidded around dunes and over ridges. She nearly fell several times, over-correcting or stumbling, but steadied herself at the last second. 



It took much, much longer than it should have, but they eventually neared the array. 



It was an impressive sight. 



Chrysalis stood at the center, horn arching and spitting. The triangles surrounding her were fizzing with light, a pure electric radiance that washed her sickly green aura with vibrant life. The spell was working, slicing into the storm with knifelike precision, although the defects were obvious. Several of the triangles were dark, shadows spreading in rays from the center of the fractal outwards in long beams of shadow. 



"Chrysalis!" Cadence yelled. 



No response.



"CHRYSALIS!" 



Nothing. 



She stepped up onto the outer triangle. The magic tickled her hooves, but didn't hurt. 



"Mom!" Imago called. 



Chrysalis' eyes snapped open. 



"What the hay—!"



"We're here to help!" Cadence called. 



"You can't!" The Queen yelled back. "Get back to the hive! This is a strong one, and the array—" She winced as something cracked, a fragment of cement whizzing past her head. Another black spot appeared, quickly spreading to the edge of the pattern. "Get back to the hive! It should hold for one storm! Head south, get past—" 



"Shut UP!" Cadence yelled, scrambling onto another triangle. The magic was stronger here. She glanced back; she wasn't cutting a shadow into the magic. Yet. "I'm going to help you, whether you like it or not!" 



"You're suppressed!" Chrysalis shouted, exasperation evident in her voice. 



"Oh!" Imago scrambled forwards, reaching for Cadence's horn. 



"Don't bother," Cadence said. "It takes a key." She leaped from one pillar to another moving further towards the Queen. 



"Then how…" The filly's voice was nervous. 



"I'll think of something," Cadence responded grimly. In moments she was standing before the Queen. The storm was pressing in, walls of sand grinding towards them. In the dim light, she could see the strain in the changeling's face and ears, every bit of her strength of will focused on maintaining the magic flow through the array. 



"I'm telling you, get back," Chrysalis ground out. 



"And I'm telling you no," Cadence spat. "I'm going to help you." 

 

"How?" Chrysalis yelled. "Why?" 



"Because." Cadence lowered her horn. 



Chrysalis' eyes went wide as she realized what the alicorn was going to do. She struggled to pull away, but she couldn't stop channeling the spell, not with the storm all around them. 



"Like I said." Cadence squeezed her eyes shut, channeling the barest trickle of magic past the suppressor  ring. 



"I love you." 



And their horns touched. 



The emotion nearly knocked Chrysalis off her hooves. 



Cadence could feel her mind, whirling with surprise and shock and pain and anger and so very, very much fear. 



Why?



Because you're worth it.



But I hurt…



I know. The alicorn soothed the changeling. You did. And I hurt you back, remember?



I, I!



But I didn't want that to be it. Cadence opened her mind, and Chrysalis saw the long, spiraling journey the alicorn had taken. How she had crawled back up from the depths, from rage, to anger, through pain and despair, until she had finally gotten up one day, laughed, and stepped into forgiveness. So it won't be. 



So she reached down, down, down into her mind, pulled up every ounce of love she had, and poured it into the Queen. 



If one of us needs to bend, it can be me.



And Chrysalis, standing on a pillar in the middle of a sandstorm, felt her heart break. 



"Mom!" Imago leaped from Cadence's back as the Queen's eyes blazed white. 



"She's fine." Cadence caught the filly mid-leap, pulling her back. "She'll be okay." 



"What's happening, what did you do?" Imago twisted and pulled, looking around. The array was brightening, white magic burning back the black strips, cutting into the storm. 



"She just needed a hug, I think." 



THOOM.



Cadence winced as the array ignited entirely, thrusting a pillar of incandescent magic skywards with immense force. It hovered a moment and split, slashing into the storm. The curtains of sand shredded, her ears popped as the air pressure jumped, and suddenly, everything went still. 



"Haaaa, haaa, haaa…" Chrysalis stood panting in the middle of the array, exhausted. But the despair was gone from her eyes. 



Imago pulled free, darting to her mother. 



"You alright?" Cadence stepped near, throwing a wing over the Queen. 



"Give me a minute," Chrysalis said, blinking rapidly. There were suppressed sobs in her voice. 



Sounds of yelling came from the direction of the hive.



"What… haaaah… what now?" Chrysalis looked up, and laid her ears back at meeting Cadence's gentle gaze. 



"Come with me to Equestria." Cadence offered her a hoof. "Spiracle was planning to throw you out of the hive." She grimaced. "You might be stronger now, but you can't keep this up forever." 



"I, haaah, know." Chrysalis sucked in a long breath, straightening up. "I always knew it. But I needed to keep going. I couldn't hold out long enough. But I had to." She picked up Imago, and settled the filly on her back. "What will it be like, there?" She wiped her eyes. "Equestria. Do you have nicer prisons there?" 



"Heh." Cadence smirked. "I have a fairly… comfortable one. But you," she poked the Queen, "need a prison about as much as Luna needed the Tantabus." 



"That what?" 



"Nevermind that. Tell me, did you ever find out what happened to the changelings my matchmakers got ahold of?" 



"N-No." 



"They're married." Cadence smiled at Chrysalis, who stared back in shock. "Every single one of them. Quite happily, too. I can't promise we'll do the same for you, but we can try." 



"So you really did come to help." 



"Well, I wanted my revenge, too." Cadence tilted her head, freeing the starred bangle she wore. "This is from Luna, when she heard what I was going to try." The alicorn leaned forwards, slipping it over the Queen's ear. It fit perfectly. "She knows better than anypony; nothing hurts worse than regret. And I should know; nothing comes with more regret than a broken heart." 



"Th-thank you." Chrysalis rubbed the bangle. 



"You're welcome." Cadence looked back to where changelings were pouring from the door to the hive. She turned north, towards Equestria. "You coming?" 



"I have to settle things here." Chrysalis' voice hitched. "Here, let me…" She produced a key from her mane, reaching for Cadence's horn. The suppressor fell away. 



"Don't be too long, then." Cadence spread her wings wide, and lifted off with a strong flap. 



"I'll wait for you."
      

      
   
      Ponyville in a Pie Shell


      

      
      
         Mayor Mare smiled as she watched ponies pull the first cartloads of timber and thatch out of the warehouse. The parasprites hadn’t spread to this edge of town, the furthest part from the Everfree. They hadn’t eaten the strategic construction reserves. Ponyville was battered, but it would recover.



The volunteers queuing up to haul the supplies where they were needed only made Mayor Mare smile more, though one mare made that grin falter for a moment. The mayor walked up to her. “Twilight.”



The unicorn folded her ears back and dipped her head. “Hello, Mayor.”



The mayor patted her on the shoulder. “I’m not going to bite your head off, Twilight. If anything, I’d be upset if you weren’t here.”



“I made this mess,” said Twilight, looking back at the half-eaten town. “I should help fix it.”



The mayor nodded. “I couldn’t have put it better myself.



Twilight smiled. “Besides, if I can lift an Ursa Minor, some building materials will be a cinch, right?”



“Um, yes.” Mayor Mare gulped. “Nothing fancy, though. Please.”



“Right.” Twilight drooped again. “Nothing fancy.”




”Where to, Mayor?”



Mayor Mare looked up from her clipboard. “Twilight? You were just here half an hour ago.”



Twilight beamed, already hoisting another heavy load in her magic. “Well, I wasn’t going to be much help with reconstruction. I haven’t read any books on the topic. So, I thought I’d do another supply run. Where to?”



The mayor adjusted her glasses and double-checked the clipboard. “Well, Sugarcube Corner hasn’t been supplied yet.” She smiled as she looked back at Twilight. “I’m sure Pinkie Pie will be appreciative.”



Twilight took on a blank look for moment before nodding. “Right. Sure. I’ll get right on that.”




”12 Stirrup Street. Got it.”




”Carousel Boutique. Not a problem."




”9 Starting Lane. Consider it done.”




”No?” Twilight blinked and shifted her limp forelock out of her eyes with a hoof. “What do you mean ‘no’?”



Mayor Mare scowled at her. “I mean that I cannot in good conscience allow you to lift so much as a box of nails in your condition.”



“Condition? What condition?” Twilight stumbled, barely righting herself before she completely collapsed. “The ground shifted.”



“Twilight, you’ve nearly worked yourself into a lather." The mayor's expression softened. "I appreciate you wanting to make up for casting that spell. I assure you, you have." The frown returned. "Now you’re just punishing yourself, and I’m not enabling it anymore.”



“Come on, just one more?" Twilight thrust a hoof back towards the rest of Ponyville. "There are ponies counting on us!”



Mayor Mare sighed. “Twilight, you and your friends have already saved the day. Let the rest of us take care of the cleanup for a while.”



“There you are!”



Twilight turned, nearly losing her balance in the process. She blinked a few times, but this time, the figure didn’t leave her sight. “Spike? What are you doing here?”



Spike crossed his arms and gave her a flat look. “Rarity told me what you were doing to yourself after you practically threw a bunch of two-by-fours at her front door. She said she recognized a mare working herself half to death." He held up a claw. "And yes, I finished reordering the eaten books. Come on, let’s go home.”



“Oh, don’t you start. I’m fine. Watch, I’ll…” Twilight tried to light up her horn. A few sparks fizzed out of it, followed by a pain like somepony was driving a railroad spike through her skull. “Ahh!” She went to her knees.



The mayor shouted something. Twilight couldn't make it out, but she could feel something scaly pressing against a front leg. Spike was at her side. She brought her head down. He ran his claws along her horn as she tried to keep the wincing to a minimum.



After a few moments, Spike spoke. “Well, the good news is it isn’t sprained. Not yet, anyway."



"'S not a sprain," Twilight muttered. "No ligaments."



"More good news if you can correct me. The bad news is you’ve got a lot of swelling in there. I can feel the heat. Any more magic right now and you’ll probably be burnt out for a week. Again.”



When Twilight could open her eyes again, she couldn't bring herself to face the mayor. “Let’s go home."



“Let’s." Spike hugged her neck and smiled. "Don’t worry, Twilight. I’m here for you.”



As they walked back to the Golden Oak, all the bodily warnings Twilight had been able to ignore came back with a vengeance. By the time they passed Sugarcube Corner, the lance of pain going through her horn had been joined by aches all across her body. Twilight put a hoof wrong and fell to the side opposite Spike, too weary to correct herself.



Something interrupted her fall a few moments in, a cushioned wall sturdy as stone. Twilight felt it shake in time with words: "Phew! Just in time."



Twilight and Spike spoke as one. "Pinkie Pie?"



Pinkie helped Twilight back on her hooves and smiled. "My shoulder was tingling, and that means that somepony needed to lean on it."



Twilight blinked at her for a few moments, then shook her head. "Thanks. Could you help me get home? I kind of overdid it a little."



"A little." Spike snorted.



"Okay, a lot. To the point where I've developed a bad case of cornic inflammation to go with the exhaustion." Twilight noted Pinkie's blank, smiling gaze and added, "I won't be able to use magic for the next couple hours."



Pinkie nodded. "Not a problem." She gasped. "I can even stay over for the night! We can have your second slumber party ever!"



Twilight gave an uneasy smile. "I don't think I'm quite up for a party, but I would appreciate your help."



"Great! We still haven't rebuilt my apartment's roof. Now let's get you home!"



With a friend on either side, Twilight found it a lot easier to make the rest of the trek. Once they were back at the library, Pinkie helped her rinse off, inundating her with chatter. Twilight let it wash over her like the showerhead's cascade, closing her eyes and letting herself not think.



Well, think less, anyway.



Once Twilight was toweled and brushed, she went up to her room, where Spike was waiting for her with a pot of tea, a stack of some of her favorite light reading, and a cool washcloth for her horn. He'd even gotten the guest bed out by himself somehow.



After Twilight settled under her covers, Spike said, "Take it easy tonight, okay?"



Twilight smiled. "You sound just like Mom."



"Hey, I remember what happened the last time you burnt out." Spike shuddered. "Once was enough."



"What happened?" asked Pinkie, snuggled into the guest bed.



"Well, I was physically unable to use my special talent. That rarely ends well."



Spike nodded. "She went completely nuts. By the seventh day she was yelling at her own horn."



"Don't worry, Spike, I won't make that mistake again." Twilight glanced up at her horn. "Besides, I'm getting a headache from even thinking about telekinesis right now."



"Okay. But I'm watching you, Sparkle." Spike smirked as he settled into his basket.



Twilight giggled a little as she took Daring Do and the Alliterative Ankh off the top of the pile. She only got a few sentences in before she noticed something pink in her peripheral vision. She looked up from the book to see Pinkie standing by the bed. "Sorry if this isn't as high-energy as you were expecting, Pinkie."



"No, that's fine. You need some relaxation time. But..." Pinkie bit her lip.



"But?"



"Well, I know smiles, and I also know frowns. You haven't had an ouchy frown for a while now, but you have had a thinky frown. And I think I know why." Pinkie looked away and was silent for a few seconds. "So... are you more mad at me or Fluttershy?"



Twilight dropped the book. "What? I'm not mad at either of you!"



Pinkie tilted her head. "Really? 'Cause in the bathroom you were muttering to yourself and thrashing your tail and I'm pretty sure the word 'pink' came up a bunch of times."



"Oh." Twilight thought about it for some time. "Well, I am pretty frustrated with Fluttershy for keeping one of the parasprites, but given all the beavers who were helping with the reconstruction, she's clearly trying to make up for her mistakes."



"And me?"



"Why would I be mad at you?" Twilight threw up her hooves "You saved the town with the power of polka!"



"I don't know! But you seemed really tense when you dropped off the supplies at Sugarcube Corner, and I can tell I'm making you a little upset just by being here." Pinkie squirmed. "But I'm pretty sure the only way to fix it is to talk to you, but that's making you more upset and I don't know what to do!"



"Hey, Pinkie." Both mares turned to Spike, who was looking up from a comic book. "How come you never told anypony why you were gathering instruments?"



"Now that you mention it," said Twilight, "Pinkie, why didn't you just tell us how dangerous parasprites are back when Fluttershy first brought them to Carousel Boutique?"



Pinkie blinked. "I thought you already knew."



Twilight sputtered for a moment. "Why would you think that?"



"Fluttershy knows almost everything about animals and you know almost everything about everything! I figured one of you would know why I was so grossed out, and even if you didn't, I thought for sure you would look it up."



Twilight was silent for a moment. "Oh. Well." She cleared her throat. "I see."



Pinkie gasped, covering her mouth with her hooves. "Oh no, I made you more upset!"



"It's okay, Pinkie, really. It does make sense when you put it that way. Still, while it's flattering that you think so, I don't know everything about everything." Twilight winked. "Not yet, anyway." She smiled as Pinkie giggled. "But wasn't it clear after a while that we didn't know? Couldn't you have told us then?"



Pinkie shook her head. "You saw how close I cut it. If I had taken even a few seconds longer, Princess Celestia would've seen how bad the town was!"



Twilight winced. "That was actually one of the things I was thinking about while rinsing off. She was in an air chariot, Pinkie. I'm pretty sure she got a good look. The Fillydelphia infestation was probably just a way to help us save face."



"And you're sad because you feel like you shouldn't have needed one," said Pinkie.



Twilight nodded, her head bowed. "Yeah."



"And that's why you worked your poor little hoofsies to the bone today?"



"Partially." Twilight sighed. "I... Sometimes I feel like I'm a menace."



"What? How can you say that? If it weren't for you, we'd all be under Black Snooty's iron hoof!" Pinkie smacked her own forehooves together for emphasis.



"Yes, but look at what's happened since. Since I moved to Ponyville, I've gotten the town half-eaten, incited a riot with a ticket to the Grand Galloping Gala, demonized a blameless zebra, and risked your life twice. What kind of pony asks her friends to go up against a crazed alicorn and a full-grown dragon?"



Pinkie just looked at Twilight for a moment. Then her cheeks puffed out and the giggles started leaking.



Twilight frowned. "Pinkie, I'm being serious!"



"I know!" Pinkie gasped. "That's why it's so funny!"



"Ugh." Twilight turned over. "Never mind."



"No, Twilight, wait!" Pinkie zipped around to the other side of the bed, frowning. "I'm sorry! I'm not laughing at you. I'm laughing because you think that this is anything new."



"Huh?"



"Think about it." Pinkie pointed in the general direction of the Everfree. "Ponyville's on the edge of a forest where the rocks grow on their own."



Twilight blinked. "Don't you mean the plants?"



"Them to. The point is, we're used to all kinds of craziness." Pinkie beamed.. "You're not a menace, you're just fitting in."



"Really?"



Pinkie chuckled. "Oh, I could tell you stories. Besides, just look at our other friends. Applejack caused a bunny stampede, and you don't see ponies shunning her."



Twilight looked away. "I guess..."



Pinkie wrapped Twilight in a hug. Not her usual affectionate vicegrip, but a soft embrace. "You're allowed to make mistakes."



"I know," Twilight said with a sigh.



"Do you hate me because I didn't explain the parasprites very well?"



Twilight recoiled as best she could. A gentle Pinkie hug was still a Pinkie hug. "What? Of course not!"



There was a sound almost like a quiet, relieved sigh. It was probably just Pinkie breathing close to her ear. "Then why do you think we'll love you any less?"



Twilight returned the hug. "Thank you, Pinkie."



"It's what I do. I like Happy Pie more than Sappy Pie, but this needed a little sap." Pinkie released Twilight. "Promise you'll take it easier tomorrow?"



Twilight nodded. "Promise."



Pinkie leaned in close. "Pinkie Promise?"



"Uh, Pinkie what now?"



"A promise you absolutely cannot ever, ever break, because betraying a friend's trust is the fastest way to lose a friend forever." Pinkie began an series of arcane motions with all the important airs of an arcane ritual. "Cross your heart and hope to fly, stick a cupcake in your eye."



"I Pinkie Promise." Twilight replicated the motions as best she could. "Ow!"



"Yeah, the eye part's tricky."
      

      
   
      Family Matters


      

      
      
         Blueblood Manor was the picture of noble affluence.  The sprawling estate was a masterpiece of landscaping and architecture.  Land was at a premium in Canterlot, which made its luxurious and immaculately maintained lawn and gardens an even clearer statement of wealth and power.  The manor’s facade, columns and pillars were all made of flawless marble, carved in traditional Roaman fashion.

 

“…hated you with a fiery passion, you worthless…”



It came with all of the amenities that money and magic could provide.  Including an excellent selection of muffling and silencing spells.



“… can’t believe… .related…”



Which was why Silent Steward could barely hear the sound of glass shattering and furniture breaking from where he stood vigil, just outside the double doors leading to the main foyer.



“… resist your base urges, but no! you had to…”



Steward had been the personal valet of two generations of Bluebloods.  He often despaired when he thought of serving a third.  Still, he had served the current Prince’s father with skill, dignity, and discretion.  And he would do the same for the current Lord of the manor.  As would the rest of the staff. 



They were nothing if not loyal. 



“… useless bastard!” 



Silent Steward sighed and shook his head sadly and made a note to have a hangover potion readied for the morning.  The Prince had important matters to attend to tomorrow, and it wouldn’t do for him to be cranky and hung over during such an auspicious occasion.








Blueblood giggled and smiled at the silly face the mare standing above him was making.  He loved when she made the silly face, or when she played the game where she hid her face behind her hooves.  And he especially loved it when she’d lean down and tickle his tummy with her face!



The silly mare had a name.  Names were funny things, and Blueblood was just starting to understand them.  He knew his name of course.  And the pretty white stallion and mare were Mommy and Daddy.  But Mommy and Daddy called the silly faced mare Nanny, which was strange.  Because Blueblood could just barely remember another mare with the same name, who used to change his nappies.  Maybe they shared names?



But none of that really mattered to Blueblood.  He had Nanny and Mommy and Daddy, and he loved all three of them.  Even if he wished Mommy and Daddy played with him more.  He loved them all, and he knew they’d all be together forever. 










Silent Steward was a skilled and knowledgeable valet, and thus knew exactly when his master would be awakening the next morning.  It was eighteen after seven in the morning when the light of Celestia's sun would begin to shine through the cracks in crevices of the master bedroom's shutters.  Mortal eyelids would be no match for the tiny beams of concentrated sunlight that would shine down upon the Prince's face.



The low, miserable groaning that echoes out fro the other side of the door as also a clue as to his master's state. 



By the time Blueblood had opened his bloodshot eyes, Steward was before him with a glass of hangover potion on  silver tray for him to focus on.



He quaffed it with all possible haste before breathing a sigh of relief. 



“Thank you Silent.  You are truly a life saver.”



“Of course, your Highness.” Silent gave a slight box, whisking the empty glass to the side.  



Blueblood groaned and rubbed his eyes, allowing the magical elixir to take effect.  “I suppose I made quite a mess of the foyer last evening?”



“There is a bit to tidy up Sir, but nothing worth mentioning.  I took the liberty of replacing the good furniture with something… more replaceable yesterday afternoon.”



“Ah.  I thought those chairs felt flimsier than usual.  Good show Silent.  And the painting?”



“Intact, as always, your Highness.”  



With a sigh, the prince ceased rubbing his eyes and opened them for the first time, his hangover, if not quite gone, then at least abated.   



“Well Silent, I suppose it's time to get up at it.”



“Right you are sir.”  








It was a quiet evening in Blueblood manor.  Young Prince Blueblood sat before the fire, happily reading a foal's book.  This one was an exciting trvelogue of the strange and mysterious land of Zebrica.  He was drawn from the lurid, if foalish, accounts of foreign lands by his Father's voice.



“So son, what do you want for Hearth’s Warming this year?”  His father asked from his favored arm chair. 



Blueblood knew exactly what he wanted this year.  He'd given it a lot of thought over the past few months.  He wanted a friend and playmate.  Somepony that would always be there for him.  Somepony that wouldn't leave and be replaced every few months, like his nannies.   Somepony that would look up to him, that he could teach and care for and love.



“I want a little brother or sister.”  He declared, with a firm, confident nod.  



Father just chuckled, while Mother snorted and rolled her eyes.



“Another sibling?  Hmph.  We just let the last maid go a week ago.”  She shot her husband an amused look and took another sip of her wine.



Blueblood's ears and tail drooped as her looked between his parents in confusion.  He didn't understand. 



His ignorance would not last forever.








Blueblood sighed happily as he leaned back in the beauticians chair.  The feeling of a skilled hair stylist running her hooves through his mane and over his scalp was surprisingly soothing.



“Is everything going well back there, Dye Job?”  He asked pleasantly.



“Of course your highness!”  The beautician replied with a giggle.  “Don't worry about a thing.  We'll have your main and tail done in no time.”



“Excellent.  Just remember, it has to look exactly the same as last time.  We wouldn't want anypony asking questions, would we?”



“Of course not, Master Blueblood.”  Dye Job giggled as she poured began to massage more of her namesake into the stallions mane, carefully separating out the strands of hair to make sure they were all dyed uniformly.



His blonde once blonde main and tail were quickly shifting to an electric blue.



“Oh, and make sure you're using temporary dye this time please.  I don't want to have to hide in the manor for two weeks while it wears off.”  He opened his eyes to give the mare a look.  “Again.” 



The Prince's smile took the bite out of his words, and Dye Job covered his mouth with a hoof to hide her giggle.  



“Sorry about that your Highness.  I won't make that mistake twice!”  



Blueblood just nodded, then gave the mare a closer look.



“Ah, you have a little something right about.. Here...”  He smirked, gesturing at his own lower lip.



The beautician glanced in the mirror… to see the spot where her pristine white coat had a blue hoof print dyed over her mouth.  



“Oops!”  



The sound of laughter filled the small room.








Blueblood meandered down the streets and alleys of Canterlot, wandering aimlessly as was his habit.  Normally the winter chill would have kept him inside, but a restless mind had lead him to a restless body this evening.  He drew comfort from the warmth of the scarf around his neck, and the sound of new fallen snow crunching under his hooves.



He’d just turned thirteen recently, and had reached that awkward, gangly stage of life between colt and stallion.  He was growing up, and starting to notice all sorts of things about the world around him.  Like mares, for instance. He was definitely beginning to notice those.  But that was far from the extent of his growing comprehension, nor the subject that had driven him from his home to conduct his periodic wanderings.  



He was thirteen years old, and he had recently had an epiphany.  



His mother and father did not love each other.



Oh, they cared about each other.  He could see that much.  But in the same way they cared about buying a new suit or dress, or throwing a lavish party.  It was a marriage of convenience, and both clearly found it quite convenient.  But Blueblood had begun to realize that this was not quite the same thing as love.



At least not the sort of love he saw between other ponies.  Walking down the streets of Canterlot, he watched how other families behaved. The way commoner families grouped together.  The way they played with their children, or whispered into each other’s ears.  The closeness they shared with each other.  



Was this something that only the lowborn experienced?  It was so different from the cool, aloof behavior of his mother and father, or their highborn associates.  Most of their marriages were conducted more like business deals than loving relationships.  Was that just a inherent difference between nobility and commoners?



And if love and marriage were merely matters of position and convenience, what did that make him?  Did they truly love him, or was his birth merely a formality, a tie to bind together his parent’s families?  Was that his fate? To fulfill the role of nobility, marry a mare solely for her position and power, and sire an heir to continue the line of Blueblood for another generation?  



And if so, as there anything wrong with that?  



Blueblood had no answers for these questions, and nopony he felt he could ask.  So he wandered the streets and alleys of Canterlot, lost in his own internal world, growing further and further from the affluent neighborhoods occupied by those of his station.



He was so distracted that he almost didn’t head the quiet sounds of a mare crying…










“I see your appointment with Dye Job is over, Your Highness.  Everything was satisfactory I hope?”  Silent Steward asked calmly as he entered his Master's bedroom once more.  



“Of course, Silent.  Excellent work as always.  Though Miss Job may need to learn more care in where she placed her hands.”  When his Valet merely raised an eyebrow, Blueblood grinned at him.  “You'll understand when next you see her.”



“If you say so, Sir.”  



“So, hat's.  What do you think?  The Fedora?  Or the Newsboy?”  He asked, trying on each in turn. 



“I would say the Newsboy sir.  It goes well with the mane, and it is what you wore to the last event.”  



“The newsboy it is. Then.”  Plopping the hat onto his head, he adjusted it in the mirror, ensuring it hid his horn. 



“Is the carriage ready Silent?”



“Yes sir.  And the package has already been wrapped and stowed away.”  



“Excellent!  Then I suppose it's time to be off!  I wouldn't want to be late on such an auspicious occasion, would I?”



“Of course not, your Highness.”



With a slight tweak of his hat to set it at a jaunty angle, the disguised Blueblood made his way through the door. 








The soft sobbing drew Blueblood out of his contemplation.  Raising his head, his ears flickered, trying to pinpoint the origin of the sound.  It was coming from a dim, dark alleyway to his left.



For the first time Blueblood realized just how far from his normal haunts he had wandered.  The streets were dirty and dingy, the neighborhood unfamiliar.  He felt a touch of fear, deep in his heart.  But he calmed himself.  It wasn’t as if he were lost.  He knew the way home.  He always knew the way home. 



Again, came the soft sobbing.  And unbidden, his hooves began to carry him to the alleyway, to see the origin of such a sad, hopeless sound.  



It took a few moments for his eyes to adjust to the dim light of he alley.  The tall buildings on either side sheltered the passage from both the sun and the snow, but the layer of wet slush that covered the ground was perhaps even worse.  



And there, sitting in the cold and ice, was a mare.  



A familiar looking mare.



Her mane, once bright fiery red, was now a filthy, matted down mess.  Her yellow coat was now dirty brown, with spots of mange.  Her face, once full boned and pretty, was gaunt and sunken.  



And her stomach, once smooth and flat, was now large and gravid with foal.  



But still, Blueblood could recognize her, though he'd not seen her in seven or eight months. 



“F.. Feather Duster?”  He whispered in shock.  And for the first time the unfortunate mare looked up to meet his eyes. 



“L..  Lord Blueblood?”  She sniffled quietly and shivered, her green eyes staring into his own.  She reached towards him with thin, shaking forelegs. 



“Please…  Help….”



Blueblood took a step back, his legs shaking.  



One step led to another.  And then another.



Before he knew what he was doing, he was running back home. 










Leaf Darter nudged his partner Evening Breeze with his wing when he spotted the disguised Prince turning the corner towards their carriage house.



“You’re sure you removed all the livery from the carriage, right Breeze?”  He asked, glancing back at the aerial transport.



“Of course boss. I double checked it an hour ago.”  The younger Pegasus mare rolled her eyes.  “I really don’t see what the big deal is anyway.  I thought the Prince loved showing off his name and station.”



“It’s not that simple. Sometimes he does.  And sometimes he wants a bit of anonymity when he goes about his business.”



Evening Breeze just snorted.  “In other words he’s heading off to find himself some floozie for the evening.”  She rolled her eyes.  “I don’t see what the big deal is.  It’s not like all these big shot nobles don’t do the same…”  Breeze tailed off whens he noticed the look her partner was giving her. 



It was not a kind look.



“Listen filly, you’re new here, so I’m going to let that slide.  But if you value your job, and your teeth, you’ll keep thoughts like that to yourself.”  His voice was cold and calm, but his eyes held a worrisome intensity.  “The Prince doesn’t behave like that, not in all the years I’ve known him.  And making that particular accusation against him…  Well, there’s plenty of ponies working here who wouldn’t take it as calmly as myself.  Understand?”



Evening Breeze had taken a few small steps backwards under Darter’s glare, and quickly threw him a salute.



“Yessir!  Understood!”



“Good.”  Darter fluttered his wings, visibly relaxing.  “You just keep that in mind.  In the meantime, check the harness straps again.  Make sure everything is tight.”



“Right, sir!”  Evening wasted no time rushing back to the carriage.  



With a shake of his head, Darter turned back to the entrance to the carriage house, just in time for the Prince to arrive.  The disguised Blueblood gave the younger Pegasus a smile when he spotted him and turned to face him.  



“Ah, Leaf Darter!  How’s you’re family doing?  Is little Leaf Blower over the feather flu yet?”  He asked cheerfully.



“Almost, your highness.  The doctor said she’ll be fine in another day or two.  Thank you for letting me have a few days off to help her mother care for her.”  Darter replied, giving the Prince a small bow.  Blueblood just chuckled and patted him on the back.



“Think nothing of it.  Family is important.  You need to make sure you take care of your.”  With a smile and a nod, the Prince entered his unmarked carriage.








"Father, I… I saw something on my walk yesterday.”



“Oh?  What did you find, Son.”  The elder Blueblood asked, his eyes never leaving his newspaper.



“Do you remember Miss Duster?  Our previous maid?”



“Ah, yes. Feather Duster as a recall.  Originally from Prance I believe.”  He grinned at the memory, licking his lips. “And she certainly looked good in a prench maid’s uniform.”



“Yes, well…”  Blueblood squirmed, not quite comfortable with where this conversation as going.  “I found her.  Last night.  On the street.”



“Oh, did you now?”  Father shrugged, returning his attention to his paper.



“Yes, Father.  She was… She was living on the street.  I believe she was pregnant as well.  And she, she looked unwell.  She asked me for help…”



“And what did you tell her?”  



Blueblood lowered his head in shame.  “I.. I didn’t say anything.  I just left.”  He refused to meet his father’s eyes, until he suddenly felt a hoof on his shoulder. 



“Well then, good show son.”  His father smiled down on him.



“Wha.. What?”  Blueblood’s ears perked up, his expression full of confusion and disbelief.  



“Ah, I suppose you're old enough boy.  It's time I explain the facts of life to you.”



And explain he did. 



He explained about the power and authority carried by the name Blueblood.



He explained about the proper role of servants.  And their duty to provide for their master's needs.  All [i]of their needs.



He explained that his mother, of course, knew all about this.  She had hew pool boys after all, while Father had his nannies and maids. 



And he explained that if a servant found herself in an… uncomfortable condition, it was her own fault.  And a potential embarrassment to the Blueblood name.  So it was only appropriate that they be sent on their way for their indiscretions.



And he explained all of this happily and cheerfully.  There was no shame, or embarrassment.  He was simply laying out the facts of life to his heir and successor.  



In his mind he was, if anything, bonding with his son.



Throughout it all, Blueblood just listened and nodded, quiet and wide eyed.  And when his father was finished, and had returned to his paper, Blueblood excused himself from his presence and quietly left the room.



As soon as he was out of sight, he was running out the door. 






[/i]



Blueblood stared out the window of his carriage, listening to the sound of his chauffeur’s wing beats and the whistle of the wind as they tore through the air.  As they rose higher ad higher above Blueblood Manor, more and more of Canterlot’s stunning vista came into view.  



And as more and more of it came into view, more and more cracks became visible in its immaculate façade.  At least to the eye of one who knew what to look for.  



And by now, Blueblood knew exactly what to look for.  



Gazing through the glass at the maze of thoroughfares, streets, avenues, and alleys that made up the capital, he used the tip of his hoof to trace a path.  A path between his manor house, and one of the more downtrodden areas of Canterlot.  



A path he remembered clear as day, despite only having traveled it twice in his life. 








Blueblood ran. He ran as fast as his gangly legs could carry him.  He rounded corners at a full gallop, took shortcuts trough dirty alleyways, left a trail of irritated pedestrians in his wake, along with his dignity.  He never failed or faltered, never lost his way.  Blueblood had always had a sense of his place in the world, both physically and spiritually.



Though the latter had begun taking some harsh blows as of late.



Finally, panting for breath, he skidded to a stop as he arrived at the street leading to the alleyway he’d discovered last night.  The snow and ice he stood in froze his hooves.  But it was the sight before him that froze his heart.



In front of the alley stood four ponies and a large cart.  Two of the ponies wore the golden armor of the guard.  The other two wrote the frocks of the medical profession.  The cart was emblazoned with a large red cross.



The two the medics were carting a stretcher covered with a white sheet towards the awaiting ambulance.  There was no urgency in their motions.  No rush.  The figure under the white cloth was silent and still.  The guards were shaking their heads sadly.



Nopony noticed the young Blueblood standing a few dozen hooves away.  His white coat blended into the snow, like he wasn’t even there.



Throughout his short life Blueblood had grown up wanting for nothing.  Except love.  That was a commodity his parents only seemed to lavish upon themselves.    Ever since he was a child, before he's consciously understood what was missing from his family, what he'd wanted more than anything was a little brother or sister.  Someone who he could love, and who would love him back.



He didn't even realize he had sat down in the snow and ice.  It was warm, compared to the feeling of ice in his soul as he watched four dispassionate ponies cart away the mortal remains of Feather Duster.  And the unborn colt or filly that could have been his beloved sibling.  



This was…  this was wrong.  This was not how things were meant to be.  How could his father, how could anypony just... abandon their family like this?  Abandon and discard of their own flesh and blood like this?       



This was wrong.



Lost in the spectacle of the ambulance rolling away, Blueblood barely noticed the flare of light upon his flank.  



When he returned home that afternoon, he told his sire and dam that he eared the compass rose emblazoned on his fur by navigating his way across the streets and alleys of Canterlot.  



His Cutecentina was, of course, the social event of the year.  And if Prince Blueblood seemed a bit cold and distant, well, that just meant he was growing up properly, and realizing the gravity and gravitas of his position.  A Blueblood was expected to demonstrate a certain amount of poise and aloofness.  Even amongst their own family.



His parents were, if anything, proud. 








Blueblood grunted in discomfort as he was bounced and jostle as rthe carriage set down.



It was no fault of his pegasi chauffeurs of course. The rough landing was simply an unavoidable consequence of landing on such a rough, rural road.  There really was no avoiding it.  Ponyville itself was rather lacking in paved roads, let alone its outer environs.  And Blueblood had no intention of making a spectacle of his arrival by landing in the town center.



“We've arrived, your Highness.”  Evening Breeze formally informed him as she opened the door to the carriage.  Blueblood gave her an easy smile, as he stepped out. 



“So I had noticed.  And none of that 'your Highness' stuff out here, my dear.  I am incognito after all.”



“Ah.  Of course Sir.”  The pegasus mare glanced around in confusion seeing, well, not much of anything but fields and trees in the vicinity.  “Are you certain this is where you wish to be let off, your… um Pri… That is...”  She trailed off uncertainly.



“Bluey is just fine for the moment, Miss Breeze.  And yes, I'm right where I need to be.”  With a smile he pulled a set of simple, common saddle bags over his flanks, and turned away from the carriage.



“You and Leaf Darter are free for the rest of the afternoon.  I should be back in four or five hours.  Until then, keep a low profile an enjoy yourselves!”  The Prince called back as he started off down the road at a steady pace.



“But your high… Bluey!  Where are you going?”  Evening Breeze shouted after the departing stallion.



“To take care of something that needs to be done!”  








Blueblood closed his eyes and took a deep breath, trying to ignore the soft sobbing coming from the room next door.  It wasn’t easy.  This wasn’t something he wanted to do.  But it was something he needed to do.  More importantly, it was the right thing to do.



The young stallion turned and glanced back at his cutey mark.  He’d had it for nearly a year now, and nopony had questioned his explanation as to its origins.  Everyone believed it was a symbol of his skill with directions and maps.  And it was true that he possessed that talent.



But to Blueblood, it would always represent something more spiritual.  His moral compass.  And the ability to know right from wrong.



Now if only knowing the right path made it easier to follow.



With one last deep breath, the young prince pushed the door to the servant’s quarter’s open. 



“Miss Serving Platter?”  He asked carefully as he walked towards the pretty young earth pony maid.  She was sitting on the floor, he face buried in the comforter on her bed, hiding her tears and muffling her sobs.  Beside her her lay small suitcase, half packed with her few worldly possessions.  



“Miss Serving Platter?”  Blueblood repeated, lightly tapping the mare on her shoulder to get her attention.



She finally responded, turning to face him.  Even with tears running down her cheeks she was beautiful.  Young and shapely, just the way his sire liked his servants.  The bulge of her belly was barely noticeable, but it would grow larger and larger in the coming months, Blueblood knew.  



“Y… Yes young master?”  She asked with a sniffle, a hoof trying to wipe away the tears.



“I’m not your master any longer, Miss Tray.  I heard what my father did.” It was impossible to keep the bitterness out of his voice.



The maid… former maid mistook the target of the young Lord’s ire, her eyes once again filling with tears.  Blueblood's ears plastered against his head as he realized his mistake.  Gently patting her foreleg, he tried to calm her down. 



“It will be all right.  It will be all right.”  He murmured while igniting his horn.



A small bag floated up behind him, along with a sheet of paper.  The bag jingled and jangled with the sound of coins.



“Here.  Take this.  It’s not much, but it should help you get back on your hooves.  The letter lists ways to contact me.  If you are in trouble, if you need help, or some bits…”  He sighed heavily.  “My allowance is not that large, but I shall do what I can.”  



Serving Tray just stared at him in confusion.  Blueblood levitated the bag and letter closer to her.



“Do you understand, miss Serving Tray?”  He insisted.  “If you’re in trouble, or in danger, write to me?  Do you understand?” His heart pounded in his chest as he struggled to keep the fear and desperation out of his voice. 



The mare made no move to take his gifts.  She just stared at him for a few moments before speaking a single word. 



“W.. .why?”  



“Because.  Because it’s the right thing to do.  Because you deserve better than this.  Because my little brother or sister you’re carrying deserves better than this.”  It wasn’t easy to meet her eyes, but Blueblood forced himself to do so.  Forced himself to fill each word with certainty and determination.  



There was a moment of silence.  And then Blueblood found himself with his forelegs full of crying earth pony.



“Oh, Celestia bless you young Lord.  Celestia bless you.”  She sobbed into his main, hugging him tightly.



After a moment, Blueblood patted the crying mare on the back, trying to hide his discomfort.  He was, after all, a teenaged stallion, being hugged by a very attractive mare.  The situation caused certain… stirrings within him.



Feelings he stamped down harshly.  



He wasn't his sire.  He'd never be his sire. 



Never.










Blueblood whistled a jaunty tune to himself as he traveled down the dusty road.  His pure white fur was already picking up hints of dirty brown.  Prince Blueblood would have thrown a fit over such conditions.  But for Bluey, a bit of dirt just added an air of authenticity.  



His destination was one of the small parks on the edge of Ponyville proper.  And since he had plenty of time before his arrival was expected, he took his time to enjoy the view as he traveled.  It was a very pastoral scene, made of rolling hills and green meadows, dotted with the occasional farmstead.



Along one such stretch of road, he passed a small fenced in area dotted with aged and weathered headstones.  A family graveyard for the local farm.  The small patch of land was attended to, but clearly not as often as it's occupants might have wished.  



Most of the stones were old and faded to the point of illegibility, with only a hoofull of headstones appearing to be anything eve near recent vintage.  A fortuitous set of circumstances in Blueblood's opinion.



Blueblood lingered for a few moments, then turned away to continue long the path.  








It should have been raining.  



At least in Blueblood’s opinion it should have been.  But nopony had asked him when they scheduled the weather.  And besides, the nobility could hardly have been expected to stand around eulogizing in the rain, could they?



And so Prince Blueblood, Head of the House of Blueblood, stood before the two churned up plots of earth while a bright cheery sun shone down upon his back.  Around him birds cavorted and played, and in the distance he could head the hustle and bustle of Canterlot conducting business as usual.



The funeral had ended hours ago.



Blueblood just stared at the headstones, as if they could give him answers.  But all the stones said was what had been etched upon their surface.  He’d had a say in that at least.  He’d insisted that the traditional ‘beloved husband and father’ be changed to ‘well-loved.’  Because if his sire had been anything, it had been ‘well-loved.’



He’d left the traditional ‘obedient wife' as it stood.



His parents were gone.  Lost to a tragic carriage accident.  



And he had no idea how he felt about it.



He'd spent years distancing himself from his sire and dam.  Acting cool and aloof in their presence.  Attending to social events and charities of his own choosing rather than theirs.  Passively aggressively snubbing them when he couldn't work up the courage to call them out directly on their despicable behavior.  



It had taken him some time to realize that they never really noticed.  



And now they were gone.  And their loss left a tangled ball of emotions sitting in his stomach, like a lead weight.  Now there was no one to answer his questions.  Did his parents ever love each other?  Or any pony besides themselves?  Were all Bluebloods just like his father?  Did the line of Blueblood have a thousand branches that had been pruned off and hidden over the centuries?



Would he grow up to be just like his sire?  



Not that he believed he would have gotten answers to those questions even if his parents were still alive.  But it had just been so sudden.  And now he's never get a chance to bawl his sire and dam out for their behavior.  And that ball of resentment and frustration would remain with him for the rest of his days. 



In any case, he was glad that the funeral itself was over.  He wasn't sure how much longer he'd have been able to keep up his emotional mask while every last member of the upper crust and their hanger's on offered their sympathies and condolences to 'Prince Blueblood, The Last of the Blueblood Line.”  He suspected a hooffull of them may have even been sincere.  Well, Princess Celestia at least. 



He’d heard them muttering and whispering behind his back.  Commenting on what a shock it must have been. And how stoically the young stallion was taking their loss.  Proper aristocratic breeding showing, they all suspected.  Why, he never shed a tear.  Just watched with quiet dignity as he parents were interred.  



It was rather ironic really.  He'd gained a reputation for being aloof and elitist because he refrained from engaging in the pointless frivolities that the rest of the younger nobility embarked upon.  Airship racing and polo tournaments and other such social activities.  Everypony believed he was displaying a proper understanding of his lofty position, as was appropriate for a Blueblood.  



In truth, he simply didn't have the money to engage in such activities.  Not when most of his allowance was going to the far worthier cause of keeping his (many) abandoned blood relations off the streets.



Of course, he'd heard other things as well.  Heard his so called 'peers' discussing   his wealth, his power.  How the entire family line of Blueblood now rested upon his shoulders.  And how they just must introduce him to their daughters…  



Blueblood shuddered at the thought.



He was almost nineteen now.  And he’d never laid with a mare.  Despite more than ample opportunities.  He didn’t dare.  Not with the legacy of his sire hanging over his head. 



After all, blood runs true, doesn’t it?  What if engaging in such acts awoke within him the same… appetites…  that had so consumed his sire?  Would he be able to resist temptation?  Or would he follow in his footsteps?  Married to some ‘obedient’ wife who would churn out an heir, then turn a blind eye to his deprivations, so long as she was allowed to engage in her own?  



No.  No, he would do no such thing. He refused to be anything like his sire, or engage in a cold, loveless marriage like his dam.  



So what if he had suddenly become the most eligible bachelor in all of Equestria?  He's simply have to find some way to convince his would be paramours to leave him alone.








Blueblood smiled as he finally reached his destination.  The park was small and simple.  A few dozen picnic benches.  A sandbox.  Some swings.  And all of them currently adorned with balloons and streamers and, in one case, a large banner.



'Happy Birthday Dinky!' was written in large, crude, but clearly heartfelt letters.  



And the foals.  He could hardly forget the foals.  They were all over the place, running and jumping and playing and shouting.  The party was clearly already in full swing when he arrived.  



His arrival didn't go unnoticed for long.  No sooner had he stepped into the clearing than a small grew projective struck him, clinging to his leg.



“Uncle Bluey!”  Dinky Do giggled and hugged his foreleg tightly.  “You made it!”



“Of course I made it!  Did you really think I'd miss you're eighth birthday?”  He asked pompously.  “You're only eight once you know!”



With a smile he leaned down to nuzzle the filly, while using his free hoof to remove a wrapped parcel from his saddle bags. 



“Happy Birthday Dinky!”  








Prince Blueblood wasn't sure how long he remained in front of the graves of his sire and dam.  But he was eventually shaken from her reverie by the sound of approaching hoofsteps.  



“Master Blueblood?”  Silent Steward, his father's…  no, his valet spoke softly.  



Blueblood had a difficult relationship with the older valet.  On the one hand, he despised his father's actions, and he despised Steward's role in them.  Covering up the indirections.  Firing the servants if they became 'inconvenient.'  Keeping the manor running normally, despite all the abnormal, or at least immoral things his father was doing.  



He wanted to hate the stallion for all of that. 



But despite all that, he couldn't find it in himself to hate the older stallion.  Silent was the executor of his master's will, no more and no less.  He was everything a valet should be.  Skilled, knowledgeable, and discrete.  And he held no more love for the actions of his sire than Blueblood himself did. 



Over the years, he'd been invaluable in assisting the young master in locating and assisting his half brothers and sisters behind his parent's backs.  



Not that they ever paid much attention to Blueblood's activities in the first place.  So long as they didn't damage the good name of the Blueblood line.  



“Master Blueblood?”  Silent Steward asked once more, taking a step closer.



Blueblood blinked and looked up at his valet.  Then he nodded, having come to a decision. 



“I know what we're going to do, Silent.”



“Sir?”



“We're going to find them.  All of them.”



“And then sir?”



“And then, we're going to make sure they're happy.”  He paused, then nodded to himself.  “Because that's what family does.”








The party was in full swing, and the colts and fillies were running around like… well, like colts and fillies hyper on sugar and sweets.  Rarity smiled fondly as she watched Sweetie Belle playing tag with the other girls, before turning back to continue her conversation with Derpy.  



“And who might that handsome fellow be, Derpy?”  Rarity asked with a giggle, gesturing at the fine figure of stallion-hood that was currently tossing Dinky in the air and catching her.



“Oh, that’s Uncle Bluey.” Derpy replied cheerfully as struggles to set the candles straight on her daughter's cake.  



“Uncle Bluey?”



“Oh, he’s not really Dinky’s uncle.  But he always asks us to cal him that.”  Derpy glanced in their direction (or at least Rarity thought she did.)  “It always makes him happy when we call him that.” 



“So who is he really then?”  



“Apparently he was a friend of White Wing.”  Depy’s smile faltered at the mention of her late husband.  “I don’t remember Whitey ever mentioning him, but he showed up a few months after his accident.”  



“I’m sorry to bring up unpleasant memories dear.”



“Oh, there’s no need to apologize Rarity.  I like remembering my time with Whitey.  There are a lot of happy memories there.”  She smiled in nostalgia before turning more serious.  “But the times right after he passed on were.. tough.  Dinky was on the way, and Whitey and I had never been what you’d call rich.  And not many ponies wanted to hire a cross-eyed Pegasus, let alone a pregnant one…”  



Rarity placed a hoof on her shoulder, pulling her from the darker memories.



”Anyway, things were pretty tough when Bluey showed up.  Apparently he was looking for Whitey, and hadn’t heard about the… accident.  He was heartbroken when he heard that he was too late.”  Derpy wiped a tear away.  “Apparently Whitey was a friend of his family that they’d lost touch with.”



“When he saw our situation, he insisted on chipping in to help.  Said it was the least he could do since he was too late for Whitey.  He still refuses to let me pay him back too.  He’s the one who suggested I move here to ponyville, you know?  And he helped me get my job with the postal service.”  She smiled at the memory.  “We don’t see him often, but he always tries to make it for Dinky’s birthday.  He really dotes on her.”  She giggled and smiled.  



“Well, I simply must meet such a generous stallion.”  Rarity tossed her head, sending her purple tresses bouncing. With one last check to make sure her mane and tail were in perfect condition (they were) she began trotting in the direction of this mysterious stallion.








“Leaf Darter?”



“Yeah, that's my name.  What can I do for you?”



“I hear that you're looking for work.  And that you've got a strong set of wings.”



“Both of those are true.  So what are you offering?”



“A staff position at Blueblood Manor. Room and board for yourself and your family, a healthy salary, retirement fund, and tuition reimbursement for yourself and your family.”



“Wha.. What?  That's a hell of an offer!  And not the sort of offer an out of work guard dropout get's offered.  What's the catch?”



“No catch.  My employer simply believes you'll fit in well at the Manor..”








Rarity smiled as she approached Derpy's mysterious benefactor, giving her mane a gentle pat to make sure it was sitting just so.  The stallion in question was facing away from her, setting a ggigling Dinky back on the ground.



“Yoo-hoo!  'Uncle' Bluey is it?  It's a pleasure to meet you.  My name is...”  Rarity trailed off in shock as the stallion turned to face her.  Dyed mane or no, hidden horn or no, covered cutie mark or no, that was a face that Rarity would not be forgetting anytime soon. 



“Prince Bluebl...”  She began, only to be cut off as her mouth was pressed shut by a light blue glow.  



“Dinky, why don't you run along and see your mommy, alright?  I think it's about time to cut the cake!”  



“Okay Uncle Bluey!”  Dinky gave his foreleg another tight hug, before running back towards the picnic tables.  As soon as she was gone, Blueblood turned towards the fashionista.



Rarity glared daggers at the Prince, her own horn beginning to glow as she prepared to break Blueblood's hold on her jaw.  



The prince glared right back. 



“Not a word.  I will not have you ruining my niece’s birthday party.  Do you understand?”



Rarity blinked in surprise as her jaw was released.  Not because of Blueblood's actions, but his words.  



“Your neice?”



“Horseapples!” 








“So you'll pay my tuition to beautician school and give me a job when I'm finished?”  



“That's correct Miss Dye.”



“But, why?  Why me?”



“Prince Blueblood insists on only the best working at the manor.  He treats his staff like family.  And he wants you to be part of that family.”








Rarity glanced back at the ongoing party through the thin screen of trees she and 'Uncle Bluey' had stepped behind.  Then she turned her head to glare at said stallion, narrowing her eyes in suspicion.



“So, you are Dinky's uncle?”  



“Half uncle, but yes, I am.”  Blueblood replied just as coldly.  “and you will not share that fact with them, or anypony else.” 



Rarity snorted in response.  “Why not?  Are you embarrassed?”  She sniped.



“Of Dinky?  Never!”  Came was the instant, vehement response.”   She's a beautiful, wonderful filly!”  



Rarity's ears drooped in surprise at clear love and pride in his voice.  But she quickly rallied, narrowing her eyes once again.



“Well, if you truly feel that way about her, then you should tell them the truth.”  She lifted her nose in the air, her tone of voice clearly conveyed her suspicions about how much the Prince truly cared. 



“I can't.”  Came the flat reply.



“Hmph!  You mean you don't want to.  If you truly...”  



“I can't.”  Blueblood turned away, his voice filled with longing and desperation.



“Of course you can, darling!  And you would, if you truly cared…”  A sudden burst of magic tugged Rarity's chin, turning her head so that she was staring Blueblood right in the eye.  



“I can't!” He growled.  



“Look at them.  LOOK!”  He commanded, gesturing in the direction of the party, where a smiling Derpy was helping a giggling Dinky cut her birthday cake.  “They're happy.”



“Look.”  He repeated, his voice lower, but no less commanding.  “I can explain everything to them.  Is that what you want?  Do you want me to explain to Dinky that the reason she never got to meet her daddy is because his daddy was a heartless monster with unhealthy appetites?  That he discarded White Wing's mother like a used tissue, and saw to it that she'd never be able to work in Canterlot again?”  His voice remained low, but with each word it grew more intense.



“Is that what you want me to tell them?  That Dinky's father, Derpy's husband, my brother died taming a dangerous storm because he was trying to make a few extra bits to take care of them?  Because I was too slow and too stupid to find him before he got himself killed?  Because my sire left them poor and destitute, and I was too damned late to help?”  He seemed to deflate, the focus and anger draining out of him.



“Will that make them happy?”  He asked finally.



“I… I suppose see your point, your Highness.”  Rarity murmured, clearly taken aback.  



“Good.”  Blueblood turned his back to her, preparing to make his way back towards the party.  But Rarity couldn't resist one final question.



“None of that explains the way you treated myself at the Grand Galloping Gala.  Or, indeed, all of the mares you encounter.”  



Blueblood paused, tilting his head in consideration, though not turning to look back.



“I can explain that as well.  It's quite simple really.”



“Oh?”  Rarity raise an eyebrow, though he knew Blueblood could not see her do so.



“Yes.  You all remind me of my mother.”  



'Uncle Bluey' began to calmly walk towards the party once more, never looking back as he spoke.



“And I will never be my father.”










The sound of the bottle smashing against canvas was like music to Blueblood's ears.  



“I hated you with a fiery passion, you worthless sack of horseapples!”  Another bottle sailed through the air, smashing against the bottom of the picture frame this time.  The Prince's aim was usually better than that, but he was fairly deep into his cups this evening.  



Still, he'd had plenty of practice aiming while drunk over the years.



“I can't believe I'm related to such an honorless bastard of a pony!”  He slurred as his magic encased another bottle, this one half full, and flung it at the painting that hung over the Foyer's main entrance.  



This bottle shattered as well, spraying cider all over the image.  It did not, however, leave a single scratch or stain. This was no real surprise however.



Blueblood had had his sire's portrait enchanted with the finest protection and preservation charms available.  



It was all that he had left of his sire to vent his anger against.  And as such, he wanted it to last for a long, long, long time.  



“You could have resisted your base urges, but no!  You had to sate your desires, didn't you, you useless bastard!”



“You could have saved him!  You could have saved them all!”  



Outside the door, Silent Steward maintained his lonely vigil, well into the night.


      

      
   
      The Instruments of Our Surrender


      

      
      
         The lucky ponies fled from Dodge City.



It was too dark to run, but they had little choice at this point. Their hooves banged against rocks protruding from the dirt, or caught on shallow divots and sent them tumbling. Each time – cut and bruised and scraped, their lungs already burning and coats slathered with froth – they stood and ran again.



Briar Thatch felt Dandi stumble beside him, and he stopped to pull her up. They paused amidst the stream of refugees, holding each other long enough to get their bearings, and he buried his muzzle in her saffron mane. He caught the stench of dirt and sweat and blood, but underneath it all, unmistakable and soothing, was a gentle floral scent tinged with the faint dander of feathers. It was the last thing he knew at night, and the first sense to greet him in the morning, suffusing their sheets and pillows.



“Are you alright?” He had to shout into her ear to be heard over the din. 



“Twisted my hoof,” Dandi said. She held her left foreleg above the ground, and when she set it down he felt her flinch. “It’s not broken. I’ll be fine.”



He wanted to stop, at least long enough to splint it or wrap some cloth around the swelling joint, but that would require time they didn’t have. Already the herd was beginning to thin as the greater mass of ponies pulled away. Now they were with the stragglers, families carrying foals, the elderly, or those limping from some previous hurt.



A chestnut stallion passed them by, his chest heaving like a bellows. He carried on his back an insensate mare, limp as a rag doll. Whatever color her coat had once been was now lost in the dust and darkness and the terrible, sickly pallor that marked the consumed. Her eye cracked open, and for a moment Briar saw a clouded pupil, pale as a cataract, gazing at him with hopeless indifference.



Fear squeezed his throat shut, and Dandi shuddered. Neither spoke until the stallion had passed into the gloom ahead of them.



“Come on,” Dandi finally said. “We need to keep moving.”



Briar nodded. Soon even the faint glow of the twilight would be gone, and they’d be running in the dark. The further they were from Dodge City when full night arrived, the better. They started down the road again, slowly at first, but with each step Dandi’s gait grew smoother, and soon they passed the chestnut stallion and his burden. They both looked away.



Another hundred yards, and Dandi came to a shambling stop. She spun in a circle, left foreleg held tenderly above the ground, her head darting to and fro. Her breath came in quick gasps.



He was at her side in an instant. “What’s wrong?”



“My music box!” She pawed at her saddlebags – the flap on one was loose, the canvas thongs that should have held it shut were torn away, leaving only strings that danced in the breeze. “It’s gone!”



Briar turned toward Dodge City. Although miles away, he could still make out the blocky shapes of its roofs silhouetted against the sky. It was to the east, and in twilight it should have already been shrouded in darkness.



It was not. The fires were the brightest light in the sky.



Towers of smoke rose from the dying town. Their bulbous undersides glowed orange, lit from beneath by burning homes. Cinders danced around and through the dark columns, rising into the night to take their place amongst the dim occluded stars. The sound of cracking timbers and the roar of fire were just barely audible at this distance. It was mesmerizing in its own grim way, like staring into a bonfire or watching a storm gather on the horizon, or standing beside a set of tracks while a train thundered by. He could watch it for hours, and slowly forget that his own home was among those fueling the flames.



Something huge moved amidst the ruins. Even through the distance he could clearly see the monster’s hulking form – a horse’s body, but perched atop it were the arms and torso of a minotaur and the head of a bull. A centaur, with horns that rose like spires from its brow. It was taller than the town’s highest weathervanes, and it moved through the flames like they were nothing more than a gentle breeze.



The centaur turned, and a spark brighter than the sun built between its horns. It grew into a fireball, surrounded by tongues of flame that licked jealously at the centaur’s mane. Again it grew, and again, until Briar could see nothing else behind the searing light, and then it erupted. A lash of fire, like the sun’s own spear, leapt forward and washed across the town. The glow slowly faded, and when the swirling blue afterimages cleared from Briar’s eyes, he saw that another full street was lost in the conflagration.



Seconds later the thunder arrived. It rolled through them, shaking Briar’s chest and leaving his knees weak.



“I think I see it,” Dandi said. Briar followed her gaze to a small dark shape on the road behind them. It was about the right size for a music box. She took a trembling step back toward the town.



Briar caught her tail with his teeth. She stopped without protest, and after a drawn-out silence, she turned away and trotted past him. He gave the music box a final glance, then turned to follow her into the night.








Briar Thatch was on his way home from elementary classes when he heard a filly crying.



He stopped in the middle of the dirt road leading back to Dodge City. The schoolhouse was nearly a mile from the edge of town, and it occupied an old refurbished barn willed to the city by a farmer after his passing. On any given day, two dozen foals of all ages sat in desks for lessons and chased each other around the cavernous space during breaks, or roamed the endless, rolling hills that surrounded the school in all directions. 



He spun in a circle, ears straining to hear. Nothing. He spun again, and again, until finally he felt dizzy and had to stop. Only silence, and the faint rustle of the wind blowing through the tall honeysuckle bushes lining the road. Bees and wasps and flies buzzed around the bright little flowers.



Nothing, then. Probably. He snorted away a fly that tried to land on his muzzle and resumed his trot down the road.



After just a few steps the sound came again. A weak, stifled sob. Muffled, as though the filly it belong to was jealous of her tears and afraid to let them escape. He could imagine a set of tiny hooves pressed against tightly clenched eyes, trying to stopper up the flow.



“Hello?” he called. “Who’s there? Are you hurt?”



Silence again. In his mind’s eye, he saw those same little hooves now clenched over a tiny muzzle, holding it shut.



“I know you’re here!” He trotted over to the edge of the road and lowered his head, trying to peer between the woody stems. The green thicket blocked his vision after just a few inches, and he snorted in annoyance. At the height of summer, the honeysuckle grew like weeds, drinking the sun and exploding all over the fields and woods unless it was trimmed back.



He squinted at the bees buzzing between the flowers, then carefully stuck his head through the dense curtain of leaves. Twigs caught on his mane and tickled his ears, but soon enough he had a hole large enough for the rest of his body to squeeze through.



The thicket was like a forest in miniature, with thread-thin vines and shrubs climbing over each other and the ash saplings in a headlong rush toward the sun. It was a tight squeeze, and if he’d been even a few years older he wouldn’t have fit, but after a few seconds of kicking and grunt and tugging his mane free of clinging tendrils, he found himself in a small open pocket in the weeds.



Something long and green and yellow twitched just feet away, and before he could even turn to see what it was his hindbrain shrieked SNAKE! at the top of its imaginary lungs, and he let out a very real shriek and tried to jump away. The honeysuckle caught him, wrapping him up in clingers and vines, and he screamed again as he tricked to kick his way free. After a few fruitless moments he recovered his wits and froze.



A few feet away, a small green pegasus filly stared at him with wide, red-rimmed eyes. Her tail, a slender braid of green and golden hairs that looked nothing like a snake upon further inspection, twitched to flick away the flies that buzzed around them.



“Uh, hey,” he said. He managed to stand after a few attempts, tearing through the thin stems that wrapped around his hooves. “Sorry, you startled me.”



The filly gathered her legs beneath her. Her muscles twitched, and her eyes darted about. She was about to flee, he realized.



“Wait!” he shouted, and her ears flattened at the sudden sound. “Sorry. I heard you crying, and, uh, are you okay?”



For a moment there was no answer – she simply stared at him, as though amazed that another pony had plunged into the weeds in search of her. But then her eyes began to water, and the trail of tears down her muzzle resumed. She turned away and sobbed.



Briar Thatch was an only foal, and his only experience with other crying foals involved the teacher or a parent rushing over to bandage their scrapes or console them over a broken toy. Nothing had prepared him to deal with a sobbing filly in a weedy thicket on a lonely, dusty road with no adults in sight.



So, he did his best. He stepped over, carefully, and laid a hoof over her shoulders just above her wings. “Hey, uh, it’s okay. Are you hurt?”



She shook her head.



“Then, um... what’s wrong?”



Her sobs, already quiet, slowly faded away. She sniffled once or twice, and when she spoke it was with a halting voice, broken in half by a hiccup. “They t-took my box.”



Briar frowned. “Who did? What box?”



“T-two big colts. They caught me in the road and p-pushed me and pulled my mane and then they t-took my, my…” The next word sounded like it might have been ‘box,’ but it was eaten up with a sob and soon the filly was crying again.



Briar didn’t need to hear any more. He already knew which colts she was talking about – Hognose and Moccasin, two giant earth ponies who, having been blessed with enormous bodies, proceeded to do nothing else with their young lives until, one day in their teens, they realized they had no skills, no smarts and no friends, only victims and sycophants and toadies. Rather than take on an apprenticeship and try to learn a decent trade, they haunted the same grounds they had trod as foals, content to terrorize and bully fillies and colts because it was the only thing they knew how to do. It wouldn’t last forever – Dodge City was known for its hooves-off approach when it came to the choices individual ponies made, but the town would only tolerate thuggish behavior for so long. Once they crossed the invisible line that separated teens from young adults, the town would come down on them hard, and they’d have to find some way to usefully contribute to frontier life, or get run out of town.



But until that day came, Hognose and Moccasin were free to exercise the worst demons of their natures. Briar had been on the receiving end of their hooves more than once, and while they were careful never to truly injure their victims, they had no qualms about bruises or scrapes or bloody noses.



On any other day, the sight of those two, or the mere mention of their name, would have instilled a sense of dread in Briar’s heart. His belly would feel watery and his tail would press down between his legs, and his ears would fold back so hard they buried themselves in his scraggly brown mane. Then he would freeze, huddling with the other foals until they passed out of sight. Or, worst of all, when Hognose and Moccasin found some other filly or colt to abuse, because that meant he was safe, and the relief he always felt was tinged with a horrible guilt that crawled up the back of his neck like hot oil, burning wherever it touched. But relief nevertheless.



And now he felt those same things – not the relief, but the dread and the fear. They were probably still around, and he was alone except for this tiny little filly who could never fight back, and as soon as they stepped out of this thicket they might be set upon, and it would be his turn next.



But today he felt something else, too. Perhaps it was the sound of the filly’s cries, or the way she suddenly turned and clenched her forelegs around his barrel in a tight hug. His body shook with each of her sobs.



Anger. This was anger, a red-hot coal that simmered in his heart. He realized he was trembling.



He stood. “Where are they?”



She stared up at him with red eyes. “What?”



“The colts. Where’d they go?”



She pointed through the thicket. Toward town.



“Alright.” He started pushing his way through the stems again, opening a hole back to the road. “Come on.”







Briar could have guessed where they would be – the Rose Ranch, an abandoned, fallow tract of land just outside town that had belonged to an enterprising young mare who fell in love with a unicorn from Fillydelphia and left with him one day for the city. With no local family to take over the ranch, it slowly grew wild, until the acres of roses grew with abandon. They consumed the trellises and fences, and as the years passed they even overgrew the farmhouse itself. In the spring and summer the whole ranch was a boisterous mix of every color of rose – red and pink and yellow and white and even rare blue blossoms that daring colts snuck in to filch for their fillyfriends.



Few adults ventured onto the ranch property. The roses grew in tight, thorny bunches that scratched at coats and caught on manes, and with no legitimate business to be had, the ranch became a sort of recess-ground for the town’s children. 



Hognose and Moccasin were lounging on shaded porch. They blended well with the shadows, especially Hognose’s dark olive coat. Moccasin was a sandy, hulking form beside him, and they hunched over something on the planks between them, so intent they didn’t notice Briar approaching.



All the way to the ranch, he had fed the little coal in his heart to keep it burning. Memories of every time Hognose had cracked some poor colt over the head with his hoof, or the way Moccasin bit foals’ manes and shook them until they cried. He fed these memories to the little fire in his heart – every push, every kick, every stolen bit of lunch or broken toy.



But most of all, freshest of all, he remembered the little green filly’s cries. She was still with him, trailing a few steps behind, and her pace slowed as they approached the porch. Briar felt the faint breeze stirred by her wings as she flexed them in fear.



The bullies still hadn’t noticed them. Briar scowled. “Hey!”



They looked up from their toy, puzzlement written on their faces. Hognose recovered first and stood with an easy, fluid motion that belied his incredible size. “What do you want, runt?”



Briar hopped up the steps onto the porch, stopping a few steps away. Hognose was easily a full head taller, and probably weighed more than Briar and the filly put together. For a moment the angry coal in his heart faltered as the old familiar dread welled up inside him.



A little green filly, hiding in a bush, trying to cry quietly. The memory, still so fresh, fed the fire like kerosene. Anger built into rage, and his voice shook.



“Give it back.”



“What, this?” Hognose snorted and kicked at the little wood cube beside him. It fell onto its side, and the top sprang open, revealing a complex arrangement of metal wheels and gears and spindles. They turned slowly as some internal spring, dislodged into action, gave up a bit more of its power, and a single quiet note emerged from the box before falling silent again.



Moccasin laughed. It was a slow, stupid sound – laugher founded on incomprehension. “Make us, runt.”



“P-please,” the filly behind him said. At some point she had stepped up beside him onto the porch, and the three colts turned to her in surprise. “I just want my box back.”



Hognose tilted his head, and a smile slowly twisted his lips. “Well, look who it is. Listen, little filly, I know you’re new around here, but if you want this box back you’re gonna have to give us—”



What, exactly, the filly would have to give, they never learned. Briar stepped forward, drew back his hoof, and clocked Hognose right in the center of his smug, lying muzzle.



It had been years, at least, since anypony dared raise a hoof against either of the bullies. Certainly it was long enough that Hognose had forgotten what a punch felt like for the pony receiving it. A loud crunch filled the porch, followed by a howl as Hognose fell to his haunches, then tipped onto his side, his hooves pressed against his nose. Drops of blood splattered onto the sunburnt planks, painting little dark flowers on the wood.



Briar froze, staring at the downed colt. He hadn’t meant to punch him; he hadn’t even meant to move. The angry coal burning in his heart extinguished in a flash.



Moccasin stood. He loomed over them, but his gaze darted between his fallen friend and the two foals who had challenged them, as if unsure what to do. Finally, realizing there was a fight and he was supposed to do something about it, he took a lumbering step toward Briar.



There was a greenish flash, and the filly was between them. Her wings filled the air with a shimmering dazzle, and she snatched up the little music box in her hooves.



“Run!” she cried, before bounding off the porch. She moved like the wind.



Moccasin blinked at the space where the music box had been, then turned back to Briar, he lifted a hoof and started forward again.



That was all Briar needed. He turned and fled as fast as his little hooves could carry him, which was quite fast. A few yards ahead, the little filly paused between two giant rose bushes, and when she saw him following, she darted into the dark space.



There was just enough room for Briar to follow. Thorns scratched at his coat, but he was still small and slender enough to thread between them. A few feet away, he heard Moccasin’s thudding hoofsteps come to a halt outside the thicket. There was no way a pony his size could squeeze through, not without offering half his skin and blood to the roses in payment.



After a few more yards of crawling between the stems, they found a wide shaded space. Above, the crumbling remains of a trellis suspended a huge mass of climbing roses that blocked out enough of the sun to kill the groundcover. It was like a little leafy fort surrounded by flowers.



The filly sat on her haunches. Her breath came in gasps, but her eyes were wide and for the first time, she had a smile on her face. She hugged the little box against her chest.



Briar panted as well. The hoof he had used to punch Hognose throbbed in time with his heartbeat, and he knew the ankle would be swollen in the morning. But for now the elation of victory and relief at escape overwhelmed those little pains. He realized he was giggling.



“Are you, ah…” He paused to catch his breath. “Are you okay?”



She nodded quickly. “I am now. That was amazing! You just…” She waved her hoof in a vague approximation of a punch. “And he fell down!”



“Yeah, well, bullies aren’t so tough. But, uh, we should be careful around them for a bit.” Or, possibly for a while. Or forever. “Anyway, what’s your name?”



“Dandelion,” she said. “Or just Dandi. My sister and I moved here last week.”



That explained why he’d never seen her before. There were few pegasi in Dodge City. “Cool. I’m Briar Thatch.”



“Thatch? You mean, Briar Patch?”



“No, Thatch.” He shook his head, setting his scraggly mane shaking. “My mom and dad say it’s a joke about my mane.”



“Oh.” She stared at his mane in thought. “I don’t get it.”



“Yeah, me neither. So, what now?”



“Maybe we should stay here a bit, until…” She trailed off, and he realized she was staring at his flanks. “Er, is that new?”



He followed her gaze. There, emblazoned on his coat in bright silver that still glowed around the edges, was the image of a silver heater shield superimposed with a tiny pebble, about the right size and shape for a sling. He didn’t realize he was staring, or for how long, until he felt the breeze from Dandelion’s fluttering wings. She was just inches away, staring as intently as he.



A laugh bubbled up his throat. He tried to squeeze it back down, but it was irrepressible. After a moment, Dandelion caught it as well, and they both giggled until they ran out of breath.



“Yeah.” He wiped his aching hoof across his muzzle, brushing away tears. “Yeah, I guess it is.”








The refugees fled until the fires of Dodge City were a distant memory, and true darkness once again ruled the night sky. A full moon, high and solitary and distant, filled the world with cold silver light and sharp shadows.



Briar could have kept running, and of course Dandi could fly regardless of her injured ankle, but by unspoken consensus the herd came to a stop at the border of the Red Maple Woods. This far into the grasslands, the woods were still a small, sporadic thing, more collections of trees broken by wide meadows than anything like a forest, but the tall straight trunks and wide canopies offered shade during the day and cover by night. For the fleeing ponies, they were a thin blanket of security, all but imaginary. But still families huddled beneath them.



Dry grass scratched at Briar’s belly as he lay beneath a tree. He heard a flutter, and Dandi landed beside him. In the silver light of the moon her coat and mane appeared black and white, respectively, but the flowery scent of her namesake was unmistakable. He could be blind and still find her.



“How’s your ankle?” he whispered. There was no need to be quiet, and the darkness was broken anyway by dozens of crying foals, but he didn’t care for other ponies to overhear this conversation.



“Fine, as long as I don’t walk on it,” she replied. She ruffled her wings and extended one over his back like a blanket. Despite summer heat, he welcomed its fuzzy warmth.



“Okay.” He let out a long, slow breath. And then another. “We should make it to Junction City sometime tomorrow. We can find a doctor to… what’s wrong?”



At some point while he spoke, Dandi turned away. She buried her muzzle between her crossed forelegs and scrunched her eyes shut.



Finally, she spoke. “What if we’re too late? What if he’s already been there?”



He. Even that oblique reference to Tirek was enough to send a sudden chill down Briar’s spine, and he was grateful for Dandi’s wing on his back. 



She must have noticed. “Sorry, I just—”



“It’s okay,” he whispered. “We… It doesn’t matter if he’s been there or not, we still have to head that direction. Once the princesses find out about this, they’ll come and stop him. I don’t care how strong he is, nothing can defeat them.”



Dandi swallowed soundlessly, and her eyes flicked back to the road, down the path leading to Dodge City. For a moment Briar remembered the distant sight of Tirek’s laughing face illuminated by the fire held between his horns.



The princesses can beat them. The princesses beat Discord and Chrysalis and Nightmare Moon and Sombra. They beat Tirek once. They can do it again. They can— 



A faint rustle drew him back into the moment, and he saw Dandi fishing a canteen out of her saddlebag. She took a swig and offered it to him.



“Thanks.” The water within was stale and warm and tasted of metal, but he chugged it down without complaint. Part of him wanted to drink the rest, but the canteen was only half full, and they still had a long run to Junction City tomorrow.



She took it back without a word, and then she stood, her long primaries tracing up his spine before flicking his ear. He raised an eyebrow but remained silent as she stepped away, walking over to a pair of young mares huddled over the prone form of a stallion. He was coughing, and now that Briar looked closely, he could see the washed out color of his coat, the listless way his ears hung like limp flags, but most of all the empty, cloudy fog in his eyes. A wave of nausea rolled up his throat at the sight.



The consumed. Their magic, their energy, their cutie marks, possibly even their souls, devoured by the demon Tirek. Briar shivered. Better to die than that – at least then he wouldn’t be a burden on Dandi.



Dandi knelt beside the mares and held out their canteen. The mares stared at it, uncertain, but another cough from the stallion made up their minds. They took it and carefully upended the spout, letting a thin trickle dribble into his mouth. Most of it went to waste, pouring right back out onto the ground, but his tongue managed to find a few of the drops and lap them up. His breathing eased, and after a moment his eyes closed in troubled sleep.



Briar’s mouth was dry when Dandi returned. “How can you do that?”



She tilted her head. “Do what?”



“Go near them like that. It…” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath until the lightheadedness went away. “It’s like they’re already dead.”



“They’re not dead,” she said. The hint of a scold lurked in her voice. “They’re still ponies. Celestia will cure them. She… they’ll be fine.”



“Yeah.” Briar swallowed. “I know.”



But he found his gaze drawn back toward the road. He imagined he could still smell the smoke rising from the town, and see the flames licking at the sky. He could still hear that terrible laugh.



In time, with his head against Dandelion’s shoulder, he fell into a fitful sleep.







A high-pitched scream shocked Briar back to life. He gasped in a great lungful of air, and for a desperate second he could not tell if the crazed scene around him was merely an extension of the dream from which he had just escaped. A dream of a city on fire, an infinite city that extended in all directions, all ablaze, with gutters dripping molten ore and slate roofs glowing red. A great bank of smoke, filled with embers like stars, slowly descended, choking him with heat and searing ash that stripped away his coat and ate his lungs, filling them with fire until his whole body burst, and he became just another effigy among the million burning forms.



Just as quickly the images were gone, and he was awake. Ponies were still screaming though. That was odd.



He tried to stand and quickly became tangled in Dandi’s legs. At some point she had fallen asleep as well, and now they both scrambled onto their hooves. Her wings, flapping in disorientation and panic, struck him several times in the face.



“What? What’s wrong?” she said as they disentangled.



“I don’t know!” He had to shout to be heard. “I just, I…” He looked up, where several of the ponies around them were pointing, and trailed off into silence.



Dandi looked up as well. Her eyes widened, and her face went slack.



The skies had gone mad. 



The moon drifted up from the horizon, larger and closer than he had ever seen. The individual craters were like pocks on its face. Stars swirled swirled about it like minnows in a stream, darting from shadow to shadow to avoid the hungry gaze of predatory birds. As he watched, a bright pink nebula erupted out from a swirl of galaxies, folded itself around several of the stars, and vanished back into the darkness, taking those little points of light with it.



“Oh, Luna,” he mumbled. Above, the moon shifted course, swinging around and falling back toward the horizon.



The sun rose to meet it, and in their brief passing the shadow of an eclipse washed over the world. The sudden shift of light to dark to light left him blinking away tears.



It was over in a minute. Everything – the sun, the moon, the hidden stars – all froze, and like a clock winding backwards they retreated to their appropriate positions. The moon sank below the horizon, and the sun edged its way toward an early dawn posting. Rosy morning light filled the world. Ponies slowly fell quiet.



“What was that?” Dandi asked. She stared at the fat red morning sun. “What just happened?”



“I don’t know.” Nopony else seemed to know either, judging from the buzz around them. Ponies pointed and babbled and attempted to reassure their foals. “It was… maybe Celestia and Luna were doing something? To fight Tirek?”



She was silent, then slowly nodded. “Maybe… Anyway, it’s light enough to move now. We should get going.”



He nodded. Around them, other ponies seemed to have the same idea, corralling foals and loading belongings into their saddlebags. Already the road was filled with colorful dots – fast movers, desperate to reach Junction City as soon as possible.



“Yeah. Let’s go.” They stepped off the hill down toward the road, and he found himself wondering how much the town had changed since their last visit.








“First time in Junction City?” Briar Thatch asked. He raised a hoof to shade his eyes from the intense noon sun.



“Juniper says we stopped by here on the way to Dodge City,” Dandelion said. She hopped up with a flap of her gangly teenage wings, alighting atop a nearby telegraph pole. From thirty feet in the air she surveyed the town before them.



“But I don’t remember it,” she called down to him. “It’s big!”



“Eh.” Junction City was big, compared with Dodge, but it was a speck next to Fillydelphia. Single boroughs in Manehattan were large enough to swallow Junction City whole, without anypony even noticing. “I guess.”



He resumed walking toward the town, and Dandelion landed in a clatter of limbs beside him. She’d filled out over the past ten years, growing from a markless little filly into a lanky teen on the cusp of adulthood, and one of his best friends beside. Along the way she’d earned her cutie mark, the image of a dandelion blowing in the wind, and become one of the best fliers in their little corner of Equestria.



But those wings… It’d be a miracle if she ever grew into them. The thought was punctuated with another faceful of feathers as she spun, trying to absorb the city’s sights.



“Er, sorry.” She tucked her wings back at her sides. “Just excited, I guess.”



He spat out a loose piece of down. “S’fine. Look from the air if you want. I’ll be here.”



She nodded and jumped into the air like a stone from a sling. In seconds she was a tiny green dot orbiting high above his head.



He smiled up at her, and wondered if she could see the expression. Probably – pegasi had damn sharp eyes. Of course, she was probably busy gawking at the town, not at little old him, and with that in mind he started down the road once again.



He reached the city in due course, and the hard-packed dirt road shifted to gravel, and then to asphalt. His hooves knocked loudly against it, and the black surface absorbed enough heat from the sun to burn the tender soles. He danced over to the white sidewalk, which was much cooler, and resumed his walk. Suddenly the shoes that city ponies wore made more sense.



He passed by every manner of shop on the city’s main street – clothiers and boutiques, bakers and confectioners, glass and candlestick makers. A few new storefronts stood out, like the telegraph office and typewriter repair shop. He’d only ever seen one typewriter in his life, a new addition to the clerk’s office in Dodge City’s town hall, and he stopped in front of the glass-paned store. Dozens of styles and sizes of typewriter sat on the shelves, some with big keys for earth ponies and pegasi, and others with dozens of tiny keys for unicorns. Just looking at them made him dizzy.



He left the store behind. Down the block, across from an ice cream stand, he found his old standby – Knick Knack’s General Store. Everything a pony could want, everything, was to be had somewhere within its cavernous confines, and if by some miracles its shelves didn’t hold what you wanted, Knick Knack could surely order it from somewhere.



The usual items were all in their usual places, and in a few minutes Briar’s wicker basket was full of odds-and-ends he couldn’t find in Dodge City. Batteries for the post office, pens and notebooks for the school, rolls of film for the photography club. A new gem-fired hurricane lantern for the weather team. He gathered all these up, and was on his way to the counter when something new caught his eye.



There was always something new in Knick Knack’s store – he rotated his selection constantly in search of some hot new item that would fly off the shelves. But Briar had never seen the old stallion selling jewelry before. But now there was a whole glass case set beside the checkout, filled with brooches and rings and necklaces and other things he couldn’t quite name. They looked expensive and out of place in a store whose shelves groaned under the weight of far cheaper goods.



“See something you like?” An old stallion’s voice broke his reverie, and Briar looked up to see Knick Knack on the other side of the case. “A gift for somepony special, perhaps?”



“Uh…” Briar bit his lip. He glanced outside, where across the street Dandelion had landed and was peering through the typewriter store’s picture window. “What do… would any of these go well with green? Or yellow?”



Knick Knack followed his gaze, and a little smile crept over his lips. “As it so happens, you’re in luck. A nice sapphire would complement those colors nicely.” 



He reached into the display and pulled out a butterfly hairpin, with gold-wire wings and bright blue gemstone for a body. The pin was long, designed for a braided mane, and he could already see it glistening amidst gold and yellow hairs.



“How much is it?” he mumbled.



Knick Knack said a number. Briar winced.



“That’s, uh…” He looked down into his basket, wondering how much he could afford to leave. If he were only buying for himself, he could leave all of it, but most of these items were for other ponies, and they expected him to return to Dodge City with their wish list, not a pretty little hairpin. He sighed and shook his head.



“Hmm…” Knick Knack glanced out the window again. Dandelion had moved to the ice cream stand, and nearly knocked a cone from a nearby foal’s hooves with her wings. “You know, for a good customer I can offer a discount, and we have an installment plan.”



Ten minutes later, Briar Thatch walked out the store with a basket full of goods. Dandelion was sitting on the curb, her muzzle and forelegs messy with the sticky, drying remains of an ice cream cone.



“There you are!” she chirped and bounced onto her hooves. “What took so long?”



“Just, uh, browsing.” He set the basket down. “I got you something.”



“Oh?” She leaned forward to nose through the basket, but he had already removed his prize. She froze when she felt his hooves on her head, and he carefully slid the hairpin into place. The sapphire butterfly game to a rest just above and forward of her left ear.



“What? What is that?” She tried to peer up at it, then spun in a circle like a dog chasing its own tail. After a moment of this she stopped and trotted over to a nearby store. In the window, reflected in the bright sunlight, her image looked back. She stared for a long while, and reached up to touch the pin gently with a hoof.



“How… it’s beautiful,” she whispered.



“Yeah.” He smiled, and he was pretty sure sure they weren’t talking about the same thing.



A bright blush showed through her coat when she turned back to him. They stared at each other, inches apart, and she suddenly darted forward to kiss his cheek. Then, blushing even more, she jumped into the air and vanished in a swirl of feathers.



He closed his eyes. Her scent – flowery and dusty and mixed with the vanilla of the ice cream – lingered in his brain, and stayed with him all the walk home.








Briar Thatch stumbled on another rock. Somepony, he was convinced, had dumped a wagonload of loose stones on the road to Canterlot, and he was finding each and every one of them with his hooves.



Dandi was by his side in an instant. “Are you okay?”



“Yeah, fine.” He wasn’t, actually, but nopony else was either. Junction City was two days behind them, and they’d slept maybe three hours in that whole span. 



The world was coming undone. Tirek was seemingly unbound by space and time – one day he was behind them in Dodge City, the next he was a hundred miles ahead in Canterlot, or far to the west in Appleloosa. Ponies across Equestria were in retreat, pulling back to the major cities, erecting futile defenses, and hoping Princess Twilight came up with some way to defeat him.



That had been the worst blow. Junction City was buzzing when they passed through with rumors about the princesses, how they had turned their powers over to Twilight Sparkle, how Tirek had broken through Canterlot’s defenses and found them, and how he banished them to Tartarus. Equestria was bereft.



Ponyville. It was the last town in this part of Equestria that had yet to fall, and the stream of refugees trudged toward it. They were only hours away, now – if she wanted, Dandi could join the rest of the pegasi and be there in a heartbeat.



But she stayed, of course. Part of this warmed Briar’s heart. Part of it made him want to shriek, to order her to flee as fast as her wings could carry her. 



He knew better than to ask. She would just ignore him, and then they’d be angry with each other as well as Tirek and fate and the world in general. 



So they trudged onward, together.



To the north, the great city of Cloudsdale drifted derelict across the sky. Whole neighborhoods, crafted from clouds the size of mountains, had fallen away, crashing to the earth as Tirek absorbed the pegasi’s magic. Briar watched as one huge cumulous, carved all over with homes and pillars and rainbow waterfalls, broke away from the city’s main mass. It tumbled, end over end, leaving a trail of fog as it plunged toward the ground. When it finally struck a huge cloud of mist erupted from the impact, billowing up thousands of feet before catching the wind and slowly drifting to the east. The ground shook in sympathy beneath his hooves.



Ponyville. Princess Twilight was there. If they could reach her, they’d be fine. Briar repeated those words, mantra-like, over and over in his mind. In time, they helped him forget his little pains and exhaustion, until the world was reduced to him, the road, and Dandi’s warm presence by his side.







Tirek was waiting for them outside Ponyville. Or, perhaps, he was waiting for Princess Twilight. Either way, one moment they were alone, just a few hilltops away from the charming little town, and then the monster was among them.



Ponies screamed and fled in every direction. Tirek seemed to ignore them at first, but his shoulders drew back, his mouth opened like a cave, and he drew in a tremendous breath. A wind like a hurricane slammed into the crowd, and half their number fell to the ground. Tendrils of blue energy rose from the fallen bodies, flowed toward Tirek’s mouth, and were swallowed.



Briar Thatch pressed a hoof against his chest, amazed to feel his heart still beating. All around him, ponies lay groaning on the ground. He spun in a circle, searching for green and gold.



“Dandi! Dandelion!”



“I’m fine!” she shouted above him. “Run!”



They fled together, sprinting between trees and boulders, over ridges and through gullies. Behind them, so tall he towered over the trees, Tirek laughed.



“Run, ponies.” His voice was thunder. “Or not. It is no matter.”



Fire billowed behind them, and the copse of trees they were running toward burst into flames. Briar skidded to a stop, his hooves churning up mud and dirt. To his left was a tall line of brush, and he crashed through it without any thought for what might be on the other side. A moment later Dandi soared over it to join him.



“Which way, Dandi?” He leapt over an earthen bank and skidded down into a stream, splashing his belly with water. “Which way… Dandi?”



He stopped and spun about mid-stream. Dandi was gone. A well of panic grew in his heart. 



“Dandi!” He scrambled back up the bank. “DANDI!”



There, a dozen yards away. A small orange foal huddled over a fallen mare, tugging at her mother’s mane with her teeth. Tirek loomed over them, and he bent down to inspect the tiny foal like a lion viewing a mouse. The monster’s mouth opened, and Briar desperately wanted to look away.



The foal vanished in a flash of yellow and gold. Briar’s heart leapt into his throat. Dandi, his precious Dandelion, was just feet away from the monster, her wings beating like a hummingbird’s, the foal clenched in her forelegs. 



She almost made it. But not even the fastest pegasus in Equestria could outrace Tirek’s magic. He inhaled, and a sickly blue glow surrounded her wings. She tumbled to the ground, spilling the foal into the grass. It wailed and fled into the bushes behind him.



Get up. Get up, Dandi. He walked toward her, numb. Her emerald coat was gone, replaced with sickly, dusty moss. Her eyes, open and clouded, searched for him. The earth shook as Tirek took a step toward them.



He touched her mane. The gold was gone now, too. Her hair was pale and brittle as straw. The only spot of color was her butterfly pin, broken and bent. A deep scratch marred the sapphire. He drew it out of her mane with a hoof and looked up.



Tirek was close enough to touch. His legs were thick as hundred-year oaks. Thick, rusty hair sprouted from ebony skin above his hooves. The grass beneath them shook with each beat of Tirek’s monstrous heart. A sickening, ashen stench clogged Briar’s nose, and a foul wind tugged at him as the centaur drew in the breath that would consume him.



Briar stepped forward and swung the hairpin. The sharp point sank several inches into Tirek’s leg, and black, tar-like blood bubbled from the wound. It boiled as it ran down onto his hoof, and where it touched the ground the grass withered and died.



Tirek paused, and for a moment they stood in silence, staring at the tiny wound. And then Tirek laughed.



“Little pony. Be grateful that Tirek is a merciful god.” His voice held all the warmth of a glacier, all the love of an avalanche. It was the sound of rocks breaking and trees falling.



Tirek breathed in again.







They were alone when Briar opened his eyes. A thick fog seemed to hang over the world, stealing away its colors and light. Sounds were muffled, like his ears were stuffed with cotton.



Dandi lay a few feet away. He pulled himself across the grass. A thousand tons of stone weighed him down, stealing his breath after only a few inches, and he paused to gasp.



And then he tried again. In this manner, over several hours, he finally made it to her side, and he buried his nose in her mane. She smelled of chalk and dust and ashes, and he wept.



“Why are you crying?” she whispered. A falling feather made more noise.



It took minutes to gather his breath to respond. “I failed. I’m supposed to stand up for ponies. Fight back against bullies.”



Time passed, and eventually he heard an odd sound. Something like a cough, but light, and filled with an odd levity that seemed so out of place. She was laughing, he realized.



“Wh...what?”



“Oh, my silly Briar.” She dragged a hoof across the grass to touch his. “You did. You did. Maybe ponies can’t beat gods, but we can try. I think… I think that matters more.”



He thought about that for a while. It seemed like they would have a lot of time to think.



Finally, “Dandi?”



Her response was awhile in coming. “Yes?”



“Will you marry me?”



She laughed again. It sounded lighter, fuller, as though the weight of stones upon their chest had somehow lessened. “I thought you’d never ask.”



“So—”



“Yes, Briar. Yes, I will.”



That was good. He found he had the energy to smile after all. He drew in a breath, and beneath the scent of chalk and dust and ash, he thought he smelled just a hint of flowers.



They lay together on the hill for a while, watching the sun set over Ponyville. In time, brilliant waves of rainbow light filled the sky. The ground shook with thunder. It seemed Princess Twilight was making her stand against Tirek.



Briar smiled and silently wished her luck. He had enough to spare. 
      

      
   
      You Can't Always Get What You Want


      

      
      
         My plan for world domination failed, I turned into a demon and ripped a hole the school, and now I’m sitting in the principal’s office. I guess the night is improving, but only because I’m pretty sure it literally could not get any worse.



Principal Celestia is frowning at me. In my mind, I can see the same expression on the face of the princess I grew up with. It’s the kind of expression that most people walk around with every day, but on the face of either version of Celestia, it says so much more.  



I thought I didn’t care about this. Obviously I was wrong, because this is somehow the perfect, awful accent to my night. I ruined my entire life. Even if… even if Twilight Sparkle is right, even if the girls at school can teach me the magic of friendship, everyone else in the world hates me. Or is scared of me.



Or… is disappointed in me.



The clock on the wall ticks. Principal Celestia sighs. The room smells like paper and her perfume, a light lilac scent that reminds me of the gardens in Canterlot. I wish I was there. I wish I was a foal again, with my life ahead of me and the chance to do everything differently. The wishing hurts, like in the movies when a vampire gets hit with holy water.  



Principal Celestia speaks, breaking the silence, “Sunset… where do you live?”



The question clears my mind. I wasn’t expecting it right now, with the whole front of the school blown open. I gawk at her for a moment, then sputter, “I… um, with my parents?”



She raises an eyebrow. “Do your parents have an address?”



I bite my lip and look down. Nothing good is going to come of this, but I don’t have the strength to come up with a lie. And... I don’t want to lie to her. I want her to be Princess Celestia, and I want to try to explain everything to somepony who knows magic and ponies. Somepony who knows me.



But this Celestia isn’t that pony. 



“It’s… a weird situation.”



“I got that impression,” she says with a nod. “I also get the impression that someone has been staying in the school clocktower.” she gestures to the corner behind me, next to the door.



Looking over my shoulder, I see a black trash bag sitting there. I cringe as I guess what’s inside. Could it be… everything I own in the world?



Great, now I’m homeless, too. As I turn back, I cover my eyes with my hand, trying to think of what I’ll do. “I can find someplace else.”



She’s quiet for a moment. I glance up, and it seems like that’s what she was waiting for because she looks me in the eye and says, “You can talk to me.”



“I… really can’t.” I sigh, and look out the window at the moon. Even after the whole demonic performance tonight, telling people I was born a unicorn in a magical world of talking ponies is probably a ticket to a room with rubber walls. Though that would take care of where I'm sleeping tonight. 



“You have to.” The frown returns to Principal Celestia’s face, stern this time. “Sunset, I’m looking at a teenaged girl who’s been squatting on school property, and clearly engaged in… some kind of delinquency. As an educator, it’s my responsibility to make sure that you’re safe, and to make sure that you’re getting the guidance you need. I should call Child Protective Services.” 



Her frown melts away, and what’s left on her face as she goes on is nothing but pure concern, “On the other hand… the nature of that delinquency makes this, as you put it, a weird situation. I need to know more, so I can do what’s right to help you.”



Somehow, that hurts worse. I can see that look on the princess’s face too. She tried. It didn’t work. She’s the most powerful being in a world of magic users, she’s immortal, she raises the sun, and even she couldn’t help me.



“You can’t,” I whisper.



She studies my face. I think she’s trying to decide if I’m being a bratty teenager, or if there’s a reason I’m saying that. “Sunset, what do you want to happen?”



I shake my head and lean back in the chair. I want to not be such a screw-up. I want to be Twilight Sparkle, and be perfect and make everyone love me. I want to be Princess Celestia’s favorite student. I want to be a foal in Canterlot, so I can have a chance at those things.



I’m not a foal, and I’m not going back to Canterlot. So what do I want here? 



“I just want someplace to stay. Someplace where no one hates me or thinks I’m a freak. I doubt there’s anyone who qualifies after this.” I close my eyes. I don’t know, I probably want more than that, but I can’t think of it right now. 



I hear her voice, calm and even. “Do you want to stay at Canterlot High?”



A vision of trying to come to school on Monday crosses my mind. It’ll be like a gauntlet of hate down every hallway and in every classroom, and I’ll deserve it. I can’t do it. There’s no way. I don’t want it. I want to be a foal again…



Then I remember Twilight’s friends. She said they can teach me that magic, and I want to learn it. Not because it’s powerful, but… because it looks like what I always wanted.



“I… I guess I do…” I open my eyes, and she’s looking at me expectantly. “I think I can make friends here.”



As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I realize how stupid that must sound to her. Like, this is the absolute worst place on the planet for me to try to make friends. On two different planets, in fact. 



But, that’s kind of why I want it. Twilight’s friends know about her, so they probably know about me. And having someone who actually knows me would be… well, a start.   



 “Look, this is going to sound crazy,” I blurt out before Principal Celestia can say anything. I have no idea what I’m going to say.



She nods. “I’m prepared.”



“I’m from another dimension. The same one Twilight Sparkle was from.” I decide to leave out the whole talking ponies thing. Maybe I’m not quite ready for some people to know everything about me right now.



Principal Celestia raises and eyebrow. “A dimension with magic, I take it.”



“Yeah.” I nod. “And I think… some of the kids here… well, maybe they’d understand me.”



She leans back in her chair, studying me. “So, you don’t have parents in this world.”



“No, I… don’t have parents in either world, actually.” I bite my lip hard. It hurts, but it keeps me from thinking too much. Shaking my head clear, I try to get back to the issue at hand. “But back there, I was considered an adult. I can take care of myself, really, I just don’t have a way to get set up here.”



“I’ll keep all of that in mind, along with your recent behavior, but I need some time to consider this.” She tilts her head, still looking at me. 



Giving a small shrug, I nod. 



Then she says, “For tonight you can stay with me.”



My head snaps towards her, my eyes wide. That was not what I was expecting to hear. “After I…?”



Principal Celestia nods. “If I wasn’t willing to take responsibility for you myself, there wouldn’t be anything for me to consider, would there?” 



I just stare at her. Something in the back of my mind starts to wonder if maybe… I could be her student again. But that’s dumb because I am her student, and because she’s not Princess Celestia, and because an hour ago I ripped a hole in the school and turned into a demon. Just because she’ll let me sleep on her couch, which is really awesome, doesn’t mean she’s going to train me in the arts of… running a high school.



Celestia, I can be an idiot sometimes.



Finally, I swallow, since I should say something. “I guess not.”



With that, we get up and head back outside. I can hear the music from the dance still going on, but out here it’s quiet. It doesn’t feel peaceful, though, between the crater that I made when I fell, the jagged hole in the school, and the statue that was Twilight’s portal back to Equestira, echos of the night seem to crowd the school yard. 



I already cleaned up some of the mess, before Principal Celestia called me into her office, but we stay late with Vice Principal Luna, getting done as much as we can. By the time we leave, it’s way after the dance has ended. 








The next morning, I wake up in a soft bed under a fluffy white cotton comforter. Through the door, Princess Celestia’s voice is calling, “Sunset Shimmer, it’s time to get up!”



As I drift out of sleep, I’m in Canterlot again, probably late for a class. I can smell the lilacs in the garden outside the window of my room.



But then it comes to me that my weird dream wasn’t the dream, and I open my eyes to see the guest room in Principal Celestia’s house, with its pale blue carpet and shiny white modern furniture. 



“I’m sorry, Principal Celestia. I’ll be out in a minute!” I call back, tossing the blanket off and digging in the trash bag for my leggings. I throw some clothes on and head out to the hall. 



Principal Celestia’s house is gorgeous. It’s big, with high ceilings and tons of windows, and everything is decorated in bright pastel colors, like living in a rainbow shining from behind a gauzy curtain. I make my way down the hall, and downstairs towards the living room she showed me last night. 



As soon as I walk in I stop. There’s someone else here, and… she couldn’t look less like she belongs here.



Sitting on the pale yellow couch, across from Principal Celestia in her armchair, is a gray woman with hair shaved into a black mohawk, except for heavy black bangs swept across her forehead. As she turns to look at me, I see her clear blue eyes, her dark lipstick, and the darker gray markings on her cheek like some kind of tattoo.



Principal Celestia smiles and motions to the woman. “Sunset, there’s someone here I’d like you to meet.”



“Hi…” I say, raising a hand in a half-hearted wave. 



The woman stands. She’s tall and holds herself with a stately grace, almost more than Principal Celestia does in this world. She reminds me of a princess, but I’ve never seen a princess who looks anything like that. She’s wearing loose black pants and a white t-shirt with a zebra print vest, and a bunch of thick gold rings around her neck like a collar.



She smiles, and her eyes twinkle as she nods at me. “Sunset Shimmer, I see. How do you do? Principal Celestia has told me of you.” 



“I’ve been better.” I frown. She knows about me already. 



She offers me a sympathetic look. “She and I are old friends, Zecora’s my name. There’s no need for concern, I’m not here to blame.” 



I look over at Principal Celestia, confused. Did her friend just stop by, or is she here because of me? And does she really always talk like this? 



Principal Celestia smiles at me. “I told Zecora what I know, and what you told me. She lives here in town, and she’s willing to take you in.”



Zecora nods, still smiling. “My house is much smaller than Celestia’s place, but I’ll squeeze you in, if you don’t mind the space.”



We aren’t going to talk about her rhyming all the time? Wait, that rhymed. Is it contagious? Just what I need, a freaky magic rhyming disease to go with my newly ruined reputation. Okay, I’m not rhyming now, so I probably don’t need to worry about that.



I take a breath and process what they just said. Looking at Zecora, I raise an eyebrow. “You’ll just let me stay with you?”



“Zecora would act as your guardian,” Principal Celestia answers. I give her a protesting look, and she explains, “She understands your situation, but until you’re legally an adult here you’ll need someone who’s responsible for you. Zecora will let you live with her, she’ll make sure you have food and necessities, and she’ll help you get on your feet so that when you turn eighteen you’ll have no problem finding a place of your own.”



A frown crosses my face. I don’t know what I was hoping, but it wasn’t a weird rhyming babysitter. I almost can’t believe that Principal Celestia found someone else willing to take me in after last night. I raise an eyebrow at Zecora.



“You know what I did?” 



She nods, still calm and smiling, and says, “Magic, I’ve heard, and dark magic too, but I’m not afraid of someone like you. Our world is more than this earth and this sky, and there’s more to most things than can be seen with the eye.”



We look each other in the eye, and I see something in hers. Like she thinks something is funny. Not like a joke, more like… she knows something that makes everything else seem silly. I don’t like it, nothing in my life is silly right now.



I turn back to Princess Celestia. “I… I don’t mean to be rude, but… I don’t even know her.” 



Principal Celestia raises an eyebrow. “I told you, she’s a very old friend of mine. You don’t think I would have called her if I didn’t trust her completely, do you?”



I want to argue, but I don’t really have a leg to stand on, and insulting either of them would be a bad look on me right now. I change tactics and make my eyes as large as I can. “Can’t I just stay with you?”



She shakes her head firmly. “I’m afraid that would be a conflict of interest for me. I need to administer the school fairly, and taking in a student who caused a disruption like that would look bad to the other students, not to mention their parents and the school board. I’m already trying to deal with quite a bit of fallout from that.”



“And you claim she can’t help you, if her words are true.” Zecora raises an eyebrow at me, that smile still on her face. “Perhaps from another, you could learn something new.” 



I rub a hand over my face. I seriously doubt this crazy woman has anything to teach me, and the rhyming is going to drive me nuts! But… I’m not sure there’s anything I can do. I mean, who else in town is even going to give me a room?



Finally, I take a deep breath and look at them. “Well… okay. I mean, thank you, Zecora. I really appreciate this.”



She laughs. “I know you do child, I really do know. Now pack up your things, and home we will go.”



This is really happening. I’m really going to live with the crazy lady. I try to smile sadly. “That would be great, but I kinda need to help with fixing the school.”



“I’ve called in a work crew. You and I will talk about some other things you can do around school to help make it up to everyone.” Principal Celestia smiles. “You should go ahead and get settled in.”



“Okay… great.” No one else says anything, so I go and grab my trash bag and haul it through the clean bright rooms and across the nicely kept lawn to where Zecora is waiting. I toss it in her beat-up old car and get in next to her, and leave Principal Celestia’s house with the weirdest being — human or pony — that I’ve ever met.








A little while later I see Zecora’s house, which I should have expected and why is this my life?



It’s on the edge of town, a tiny old building. It’s not a shack, it’s kept up… in its way. The first thing you see is the tree. A giant tree that looks older than the town, its branches spread low and hung with bottles and wind chimes. They clink and tinkle as we pass it, walking to the porch hidden behind it. Other than the tree, the yard is full of big bushes of lavender and rosemary, and patches of other herbs. Up three steps from the yard is a big porch, and that’s full of plants too, in dozens of different kinds of flower pots and a few things that aren’t even supposed to be flower pots.



Then we walk inside and it gets even better. We’re in a tiny room with a narrow staircase on one side and a fireplace on the other, and the air is thick with the scent of incense and wood smoke. The floor is wood and covered with some kind of woven grass rug. There’s an old couch with a black and green throw on the back, and a few creaky old wicker chairs with satiny green and black cushions. That’s the normal stuff.



On every single wall, there are two or three creepy tribal masks. Where there aren’t masks, there are shelves with books stacked between weird idols and statues, and bottles of every size and color. And from what I can glimpse of the other rooms, the whole “bottles and things that stare at you” decorating theme is carried through the rest of the house. I can’t wait to see my room.



 “This is an… interesting place,” I say, raising my eyebrows at a mask that’s half the size of my body. It has a black furrowed brow and an angry mouth.



Zecora chuckles. “I see you’re shocked, no need for back peddling. I’m well aware it can seem unsettling. I collect things on travels and my visits home, as I gather wisdom from places I roam.” She lays a gray hand on the mask I’m examining. “While things may seem scary in places I peek, nothing here is dark, just sometimes… unique.”



“Yeah.” I nod. “Unique is a good word for it.”



“Follow me to your room, it’s right down this hall. I’m afraid that you’ll find it’s the size of a stall.” She leads me through a door at the back of the room, into a short hallway lined with more of the masks, except for at the end where there’s a big mirror framed in weird carvings. She stops right in front of the mirror and motions to a door. “It’s empty right now, I cleaned out my collection, so you have a blank slate to choose your direction. But I have all sorts of things you're welcome to use, so dress the place up however you choose.”



“Uh… thanks,” I say. I’m glad she cleaned it out, but I’m not sure she’ll have much for me to decorate with. I really don’t want most of her stuff watching me sleep.



When I open the door, I see that she’s right; the room is tiny. There’s a single bed and a nightstand, a desk and a dresser. That’s about it right now. The window is in the shade, looking out at a vegetable garden and some thick woods behind it. 



Stepping through the door, there’s barely room for me and my trash bag of stuff. I sling the bag on the bed. 



“I’ll let you unpack the items you bring.” She smiles and turns to go. “Just give me a yell if you need anything. I’ll go upstairs and look in my chest and try to pull out things that you might like best.”



I look around the room again as she leaves. It smells like incense in here too, but lighter than the rest of the house. Something crisp, like sage. I start pulling things out of my bag, putting the clothes in drawers, hanging dresses in the closet that’s crammed in one corner. My books go on the dresser, and I toss my faded old blanket on the bed. All that’s left in the bottom of the trash bag is some paper— a poster from my first fall formal, pictures of Twilight from a few days ago. That stuff can stay in the bag when I toss it in the trash.



The room still looks empty, but… now it’s mine. And I guess it’s better than the clock tower. 



After a while, I head back out to the living room, where I find Zecora. Fabric is draped over all the furniture, with more of it piled by the stairs, like some kind of exotic bazaar.



Bizarre is a good word for this place.



She smiles when she sees me looking around. “A blanket and curtains are the first things you need. I’m sure in this mess you’ll find something your speed.” 



Nodding, I take a look. I have to admit… a lot of the things are really cool. There’s stuff in patterns and styles from all over the world, rich tapestries and silk, roughly woven wool, thin, filmy cotton. The first thing that catches my eye is a shiny red fabric, woven with a gold pattern. Looking more closely, it’s a set of curtains.



“Can I use these?”



“Of course you can. That was the plan,” she says.



They get folded and laid to the side, and I look at the other things for a blanket to match. There are a few in similar fabric, but something about them feels wrong. There are some I like that would clash, like a lavender paisley blanket in light cotton. Then I see one on a chair, red and black and gold geometric patterns. It’s a totally different style, but something about it just seems right.



I point to it and raise my eyebrows at Zecora. 



She raises her eyebrows back at me. “A very fine choice, if I say so myself. It pained me to keep that away on a shelf. It’s a kente cloth, from my native land. My mother made it herself, by hand.”



“If you don’t want me to use it…” I say quickly, “I mean, what if I spill something on it?”



“Oh, I have others, so no need to fret.” She waves a hand at me. “I’d be happy to get some use of that yet.” 



“If you’re sure…” I say, and she nods, so it goes in the pile with the curtains.



Since I can’t think of anything else I need fabric for, I start folding things up. Zecora does too, stacking the colorful bundles next to the stairs. I can’t help looking at each of them and thinking about how many places Zecora must have been, and how many different cultures and people she must have seen. I wonder just how much she has seen, now that I think about it. She didn’t even blink when she talked about what I’d done. In fact, she had that look, like she knew something no one else did.



I look down at the cloth I’m folding, and I almost throw it across the room when I see a unicorn staring back at me.



I mean, looking at it more closely, he doesn’t look like a real unicorn. He’s thinner than any stallion I’ve seen, and he has a long face like a horse. But there are paintings in the Canterlot Portrait Gallery that look like that, from back before Hearth’s Warming. For a moment I wonder if he was somepony important, before I remember that this is the wrong world for that. 



“I thought that one might catch your eye. You should take it with you and give it a try.” Zecora says, standing right next to me.



I look at her and raise my eyebrow. 



“It was just a thought, in the end it’s your call. If you don’t need a blanket, it could hang on your wall.”



I look down at it again and smirk. I kind of like the idea of having it in my room, so I walk it over to my pile and lay it on top.



Zecora and I finish folding all the fabric, and piling it by the stairs, returning the room to its creepy mask glory. Then she pulls something off a shelf from under a stack of books. It’s a dusty laptop computer.



She holds it out to me. “Here, take this, though I’m afraid it’s not new. But for homework and such, I’m sure it will do. And I know you’ll need more to have or to wear, so think of those things, but I ask you take care. I’m afraid I can’t spend much on fancier stuff, but I will see to it, you’ll at least have enough.”



I take the computer, but the mention of homework makes me cringe. I can’t think of school right now, it makes my stomach twist. I can just see the faces of all the other kids when I walk through the door Monday... or the gaping maw of wreckage where the door should be. I hate my life.



Zecora frowns. “I think there is something that you want to say? Perhaps you’d be happier some other way?”



“Huh? Oh no, this is fine, Zecora…” I sigh. None of that is Zecora’s fault, and when it comes down to it, she’s being nothing but cool to me. “I really do appreciate it. All of it. I don’t mean to be… like I am.”



She lays a hand on my shoulder. “Places between almost never sit well. What you’re meant to be like, I know time will tell.”



“I hope so… Right now I just feel…” I don’t even know what I feel. I don’t know how to explain it, and her hand on my shoulder just feels comforting and wrong at the same time. I shake my head and take a step towards the hall. “I’m just going to take this stuff to my room, and I’ll let you know if I need anything else.”



With a nod she walks over to the pile of cloth and picks it up, turning to go upstairs. I head back to my room to use the things she gave me to put it together. 








The next morning, I drift out of sleep in a fog of confusion. Everything seems strange; my blanket doesn’t feel right, and my room doesn’t smell right. When I open my eyes I see see fiery red draped over the window, and a strange unicorn looking down at me from the wall next to my bed. 



It takes me a moment to remember where I am, and when I do I give a sigh. I’m in this weird house with weird Zecora, and it’s Sunday, which means tomorrow I get to wander through the broken pieces of my life. 



Getting out of bed isn’t sounding real appealing at this point.



I look at the unicorn on the tapestry hanging on my wall. I wonder if he has a name?



If he does, he’s not going to tell me. I decide he was Candleflame. I know I read about some unicorn with that name in a history book once. I don’t remember what his cutie mark was, so I decide it was a candle, because I’m really creative like that. I make him a magical scholar in the court of King Diamond, and he was an ancestor of mine. He was a really powerful unicorn, and everypony loved him, until he did something dumb and got himself banished to the human world. Everyone here hated him and he never did anything else. The end.



I bury my face in my pillow. 



There’s a knock at my door. 



“I don’t mean to wake you, I’m sorry to knock, but I remembered that you don’t have a clock. It’s half past ten, if you wanted to wake, but don’t feel you need to get up for my sake.”



“Thanks, Zecora.” I call back. I guess this is as good a time as any to get up. 



I pull myself out of bed slowly. My room actually looks pretty good, with all the red and gold everywhere. I think about painting my walls, like, a really light orange. It might make everything seem warm, like a fire. Like living inside a phoenix egg or something.



As I go to pull off my pajama top, I decide I need a shower. Zecora showed me the bathroom yesterday, so I grab a change of clothes and head down the hall.



The bathroom is tiny, like all the other rooms in this house. It’s tiled in white, but it seems old; there’s a pedestal sink and and a tiny shower stall, and a toilet of course. There’s also a shelf with folded towels and a ton of bottles. Most of them have handwritten labels. I find one marked shampoo, then I undress and turn on the shower.



The pipes creak in protest and sputter a few times before they finally get the message and water shoots out. I adjust the temperature a little and step into a hard, steady stream of warm water. 



For a minute, it feels like heaven. I feel clean and new, washing away everything that happened with a bar of soap from the soap dish. But that doesn’t last long. It’s an illusion. Maybe I can pretend in the cloudy steam of the bathroom, but in the real world everything is solid, and I solidly messed up.



Images flash through my mind. Walking up to the school tomorrow and seeing everything I did. The hallways hushing as I walk by, the other kid's stony faces avoiding me as I try to get my books and go to class. Twilight’s friends looking at me and whispering, trying to decide if what Twilight wanted is worth talking to someone who, let’s face it, tried to kill them. It’s probably not.



I could try to go up to everyone and say I’m sorry, but… what do I even say? 



Sorry I tried to make half of the senior class my zombie slaves. I kind of have some issues I’m working through. But you can borrow my geometry notes whenever you want!



I press my head against the cool tile wall of the shower, and I let myself cry. This is stupid. Why am I trying? I’m not like them, I’m not a normal high school kid, and I’m not a good, perfect Princess of Equestria. I should have gone back to Equestria and been sent to Tartarus. 



After a good cry, I decide I should stop using up all of Zecora’s hot water on my pity party. 



 Forcing myself to pull it together, I wash my face again to get rid of the tears. I step out of the shower, and towel off, and get dressed. All of it feels like pushing a boulder up a hill, and it’s only eleven o’clock. I have a whole day of pushing ahead of me! Then tomorrow I get to work on the really big hill.



As I walk out of the bathroom, I slam the door behind me. Then I cringe, because the door didn’t do anything, and neither did Zecora, whose door it is. The creepy masks on the wall in front of me don’t look impressed, anyway. 



Turning to go back to my room to put on my shoes, I see my face in the mirror at the end of the hall. My hair is wet and my face is clean and I look absolutely miserable.



I hope Zecora is ready, because I’m going to be a blast to be around today.








I end up spending most of the day on my computer. I keep trying to stop, but I can’t help stalking people from Canterlot High. Everyone is talking about it. There are some posts about how much fun the dance was, but mixed in with those there are plenty about me. 



“Can you believe Sunset? I knew she was a jerk, but I didn’t think she had jerk magic!”



“OMG, Sunset is in my chemistry class! She CAN’T be coming back to school, right?”



“Isn’t it the worst when you think you have the perfect dress, and you get to the dance and some other girl TURNS INTO A RAGING SHE-DEMON?!!”



And, my personal favorite:



“I wasn’t surprised, that’s pretty much what happened when she broke up with me. LOL.”



Thanks, Flash. Hilarious. 



...and kinda true. I mean, maybe I wasn’t sprouting bat wings and breathing fire, but I really was awful to him. 



I’ve been awful to everyone. No wonder they feel like this is their chance to talk about it and make fun of me. I can’t blame them for never wanting to see my face again.



The evening sun is shining through my window as it sets. I feel like I can see it moving lower, every minute bringing me closer to tomorrow. I don’t want it to come. I wish this world had a Princess Celestia, I’d beg her to stop. Just stop the sun. Stop time. Just until I figure out how to make everything right again.



A knock on my door.



“Yeah?” I call.



“Dinner is ready, if you’d like to eat. I made jambalaya, and it’s quite a treat.” 



“I’m not hungry.” I frown and glance at the screen again. 



There’s a pause. “You said nothing at lunch, and you haven’t since. Did I say something to cause some offence?”



“No, Zecora.” I sigh. “I just… don’t want to talk right now.”



“Very well then, I will leave you to gloom. But first, may I see what you’ve done with your room?”



Leaning my head back and looking at the ceiling, I give another sigh. “Sure. Come on in.”



The door opens, and Zecora looks inside. She smiles at the curtain and the bedspread, then steps in to look at the tapestry of Candleflame. 



I cover my face with my hand, hoping that she leaves soon. 



“This is quite nice, I like it a lot. I think orange paint would cheer up this spot.”



That’s what I was thinking earlier, but I don’t want to tell her that. Then she might think I want to talk about painting, which I might if my whole life wasn’t over. 



She’s still looking at the tapestry, and tilts her head, considering it. “I hope this was something you wanted to take. You didn’t hang it here just for my sake?”



“No, I like it,” I say. Why is she standing there? Why isn’t she leaving?



With a nod, Zecora turns and grins at me. “Even when far and wide we might roam, we all need a few things to remind us of home.”



I just sit there for a moment, because my mind is totally unable to believe she said what I thought she said. I replay it a few times to be sure. Then I look at her, and she’s smiling at me, with that laugh in her eye.



My mouth works without speaking, before I finally remember how to make sounds. “What— what makes you say that?”

 

Zecora reaches out and runs a hand along the border of the tapestry. “I’ve heard many tales, they are just stories, mostly. But through them a thread runs, if you listen closely. It seems many legends of magic and dreams have running through them an… equestrian theme?” She looks over at me with a raised eyebrow.



My mouth is hanging open, and I can feel myself shaking. She knows. She knows.



“You know I was a unicorn.” My voice is barely a whisper. Oh Celestia, what if I’m wrong? She’s going to think I’m nuts.



She chuckles. “I didn’t know, but I made a guess. I supposed it was that or a pegasus.”



I give a laugh, but not a real one. Honestly, I’m not sure whether to laugh or cry. “You know about Equestria?”



She walks over to me, laying an arm over my shoulder. “Not as you do, I promise you that. All that I know is legend, not fact. But stories I’ve heard, and some may be true. It’s one of the reasons I want to help you.”



I furrow my brow. “What do you mean?”



“You close yourself off, to better defend. But that is no way to let yourself mend. You are in pain, that’s clear to me, but it comes from places you won’t let others see. I am your friend, and I’ve been called wise; with me there’s no reason to hide behind lies. In that darkness lines blur, between wrong and right. I can give you the chance to step into the light.” She gives me a squeeze.



She knows. Someone knows I’m a pony. And she doesn’t think I’m crazy, and I could just… talk to her. She wants to help me. And she knows what I did, and I could explain why… I could tell her about my parents, and about Princess Celestia, and what I really want.



I feel like I’m a filly again. My voice is shaking, and there are tears in the corners of my eyes as I say, “Zecora? Can I… talk to you for a minute?”



“Whenever you wish, I’m always near, and whatever you say I’ll be happy to hear.” She sits on my bed, waiting patiently.



Where do I start? What if this still sounds crazy to her? There’s so much to explain, it’s a whole different world…



I take a deep breath and just start talking.



“Everything in Equestria is magic. Ponies are magic, the weather is magic, the animals and plants… even the sun and moon are raised and lowered with magic. And unicorns… we can control magic even more than other kinds of ponies. When I was a foal, I got accepted to go to a school for the most magically gifted unicorns. It was run by Princess Celestia. She’s immortal, she’s the pony who raises the sun every day.”



I glance over at Zecora. She looks amused, and I can’t help giving a little smile too.



“Everypony was really proud of me, and I was doing really well. But... “ I swallow and look down, biting my lip hard. Then I take a breath and go on. “While I was at school, my… my parents died. For a while, Princess Celestia was around me a lot, I think she wanted to help… I mean, who doesn’t want to make sure a kid is okay when something like that happens?”



I look over at Zecora again, and she nods solemnly. 



“But after a while, things went back to normal. I mean, she’s a princess, she’s busy… but there were other foals who got a lot of attention from her. She was always talking to the kids who were learning really advanced, powerful magic. So I thought… if I was more powerful, she’d stay with me.” 



I can’t believe how dumb that sounds. How dumb it was, really. But I just shake my head and keep talking, “I started doing anything I could to learn that stuff, to make myself more powerful… even things I wasn’t supposed to do. I mean, I could see that she disapproved, but I just thought if I was powerful enough, she wouldn’t have a choice. She’d have to pay attention to me. And she’d understand…” 



Zecora reaches over and pats my shoulder, but I can’t take it. I stand up, pulling away from her, and turn to look out the window where the last rays of sun are disappearing over the tops of the trees out back. 



“I don’t know what’s wrong with me! I don’t know why I couldn’t see it until I saw Twilight Sparkle’s magic. She’s good… and she’s powerful, because she’s so good. Of course Princess Celestia loves her. It seems so obvious now… why didn’t I get it?”



Behind me, Zecora says slowly, “There will always be people who live in the light, who never know darkness and always do right. But most of us walk a shadier path, where we must find balance between peace and wrath. We battle demons they don’t know are there, but nobody ever said life would be fair.”



That so wasn’t what I wanted to hear. “Great. So, I’m stuck like this. Twilight gets to be a princess, and I get—”



“Quiet, my child, that is not what I said,” Zecora interrupts. I hear her stand and a second later I feel her behind me. “You’ve been down this path and you saw where it led. Fate does play a part in who we will be, but it’s choices that matter to you and to me. When you know there’s a choice in the path you will take, there’s power in every decision you make. You know the darkness, I hardly need mention, but you also can see the path of redemption. That path is hard, it brings you quite low, but it teaches you things that others can’t know.”



I feel Zecora’s hand on my shoulder, and this time I don’t pull away.



Then, she chuckles. “And I must admit, though some disagree, I enjoy those like you in my own company. I care for Celestia, and think her quite wise, but sometimes I end up rolling my eyes.” 



A laugh escapes my mouth, a real one. I mean, it feels a little like blasphemy, but… she’s right. Both Celestias are just so not me. And not Zecora, either. They’re totally Twilight Sparkle, and that’s cool for her, we can be different. 



When I turn around, Zecora is standing there, smiling. I’m smiling too, even though I can feel tears in my eyes. 



Maybe I don’t need to worry so much about what Princess Celestia thinks of me. Or what the kids at school think of me. At least I’ll know I can come back to my creepy house, and find someone who gets it and cares about me. And I’ll make her proud of me the right way. The hard way.



My arms reach out and wrap around Zecora, and I hug her tight. And she hugs me back. She smells like smoky incense and earth and herbs, and she feels so strong and hard and… safe. And it’s like nothing I ever wanted, but I know it’s exactly what I need. 



“Zecora… you’re amazing. Thanks for letting me come here.”



She smiles down at me and strokes my hair. “I told you, it may be in the darkness I seek, but the things I bring home aren’t bad, they’re unique.”



I grin. I changed my mind. I love Zecora’s creepy stuff. I love this cramped old house, and the weird bottles everywhere. I love my room, and the blanket Zecora’s mother made, and Candleflame, and I’m totally painting the walls orange. I never want to leave.



But I’m going to have to, way too soon, and it makes me groan. 



“School is still going to suck tomorrow.”



Zecora sighs. “Oh, it will tomorrow, I’m sorry to say. But you might as well get that out of the way.”



“What, no ancient wisdom to make me feel better about that one?” I pull away from her and smirk.



“It will get better, but that’s no easy feat.” She raises her eyebrows and smirks back. “For now, dinner is ready, and my wisdom says: eat.” 



“I’ll be right out,” I say. She leaves, and as I turn to close my computer, I notice someone replied to Flash. 



“Hey, she didn’t want to date you. Don’t be a jerk about it.”



It’s from Rainbow Dash. And there are four likes on it.



I close the screen, and as I follow the smell of spicy food into the kitchen, I have to admit that maybe my life isn’t over.  
      

      
   
      Suffer in Silence


      

      
      
         Princess Celestia gritted her teeth and poured every ounce of strength through her horn, into the stream of magic suspended between her and Tirek. She had to win, had to draw that power back, or—



If he’d gotten to Luna first and stolen her magic, he might have prevailed in this fight. He might have won, but Celestia had the upper hoof now. Only because Scorpan had warned her and taught her how to resist. It would not work if he had drained too many ponies, Scorpan had said. Get to him before it was too late, get to him now.



So she had gone hunting. She had found him rather quickly. Just follow the trail of destruction, which led straight for her anyway. He knew where to find the most potent magic. And find her he had.



Celestia tugged on that sinew of magic, part of her soul, dripping sparks of fire and lightning on the stone path of the castle’s gardens. Neither of them could spare the breath to speak, but no words need be said. Slowly but inexorably, the glowing cords drew back into her, away from that gruesome mouth that would devour it and put it to uses that would shame her forever. He would not control that magic.



It was never in question. Whether it had taken a minute or an hour or a day, she did not know, but the resolution came as surely as it must. The final wisp of magic flicked away from him, lashing like the end of a whip, and coiled around her horn. He shrunk back to his desiccated, withered form, bursts of light exploding from him and arcing through the city, over the countryside, across the nation to revitalize the ponies whose magic he had wrenched from them. The last bit of her own faded away, too, as it absorbed back into her.



Whole again. Warm. Steady.



But in that last instant of connection, a minuscule tongue of flame had dashed across that bridge of arcane power. A mere scrap of wild energy, she told herself. Nothing to concern herself with.








Celestia gasped for breath and staggered to her hooves from the mattress on her floor. That little flame! All last night before she’d collapsed in a heap on top of her sheets, all through taking reports from her Royal Guard to ensure everything had returned to normal, all during her talk with Luna, she couldn’t erase its image from her memory. And then it had haunted her dreams! Over and over, no matter what. A summer’s day in a grassy meadow, a battle with dark wraiths in the black of night, or resting in the cradle of her mother’s wings—every dream, with that small blaze sitting in the distance, consuming nothing, but watching, waiting.



She could have easily excused it as an afterimage from her battle, a bright glare lingering in her eye. But when she awoke with it still there…



Quickly, she dashed to the corner of the room to put it out, but it moved with her, eluded her grasp. Always on the edge of her vision—if she turned to face it, it only retreated further, until she closed her eyes and—



Still there. Still there, in the dark, in her head. She held her hooves to her temples and pressed. If only she could squeeze it out! Why did it burn there, never stopping, never leaving her in peace?



And then it spoke.



“Greetings, Princess.”



“Who is there?” Celestia coughed out, her heart missing a beat. But before she had even finished those few words, she had already recognized that feeble, wizened, horrible voice.



“Come now. Surely you know an old friend.”



“You—” She sucked in a breath and clenched her eyes shut tighter. He wanted a rise out of her, and he would not get one. “How are you doing this? I banished you to Tartarus.”



An odious little chuckle came in response. Oh, you did, you did. No doubt I am languishing away, safely caged. You have no need to worry.”



Celestia opened her eyes and stared at the gray wall, the small fire rippling against the stone. “You did not answer my question.”



“I suppose I didn’t. But then I don’t think I can give you a satisfactory answer, either.”



“Try me.” Could he feel the hairs of her coat pricking up on her withers? He would goad her on for his own amusement as long as she let him. So she steeled herself for a provocative and unhelpful answer.



“I am not actually Tirek. I am you. Part of you, anyway.”



At least he had lived up to her expectations. She let out a heavy sigh. “Now you are toying with me. I will simply convene my council of magical experts and excise your worthless essence from my head.”



“Oh, no. No, you won’t.” She could practically hear his smirk and wringing hands. “You see, there are a few things I can control. Many things I cannot as well, but I can keep you from telling anyone about me. Go ahead and try, if you like. I am patient.”



Celestia waited a minute, but he said no more. And anything she could think of at the moment would only rise to his bait. So she took a deep breath. He was obviously waiting for this, and simply asking the question could not hurt. “What is it that you want?”



“Only the merest thing, Princess.” His voice practically dripped with an oily smile. “You will wonder why I ask such a pittance, but I will admit I don’t have a good bargaining position. As I said, there’s not much I can do to you. Perhaps just being rid of me will be enough for such a low price. And I promise, once you do as I ask, I will leave you alone forever. To a point—a block will remain behind so you can never explain why.”



Not that Tirek was known for honoring promises, but when he spelled them out so explicitly, he always had before. “You mean you will die?”



Another chuckle sounded, like dry, grating bones. “Yes, but I told you I am not Tirek. I am not actually alive, so I lose nothing there. Wasting away into nothingness, but my purpose fulfilled. Ah, but you don’t care.”



Celestia drew several more long breaths. Yes, it could not hurt to hear him out. But already, her mind raced, examining every word he had said, searching out any possible loophole. However, she could still listen. “You still have not told me what you want.”



“A trifle, really. such a small thing.” Tirek lapsed into silence again. But this time, Celestia would not indulge him. She headed for her washroom to prepare for her day, and almost immediately, a scowling grunt echoed in her head. “You will tell your sister that you have never loved her.”



“I will do no such thing!” Celestia blurted out immediately. From the hallway, the scraping sound of shifting armor carried. She held her breath, but the guards did not open the door or inquire. Good. But she could not afford to involve them, not yet. “Why do you want this?” she hissed.



“No reason in particular. I just want to see if you will. When you will. A few simple words. That is all. And then I will be gone.” The first time she had encountered him, it had quickly struck her how he always wore a disgusting little grin. The image danced anew in her head.



“And what would stop me from telling her in the next breath that I love her dearly?”



“Thinking through it already, are we? Good. You may say what you wish to her afterward. I will consider the bargain complete as soon as you have uttered those words. But remember—you can never explain why you said them. No matter how much you express your love—” she almost felt him shudder just from speaking the word “—she will always wonder why you will refuse to discuss it, attribute it to a misspoken thought, play it off as a poor joke, take it back… The seed planted, and it will grow according to how she tends it.”



Celestia resumed walking toward her washroom. “No.”



“Ah, but I haven’t mentioned the consequences yet.”



She stopped and clenched her teeth.



“I will ask once each day, when you wake up, and if you decline, you will be punished. Since you have already done so for today, let’s get started on that, shall we?”



Celestia glanced down at her foreleg. A little sting there, like she had gotten a paper cut or a splinter. But upon inspecting it, she could find no mark or injury. Anyway, it was a minor discomfort to endure for her sister’s sake. If Tirek—or whatever that thing was—had so little control that he could manage no more than that, then so be it. Her sister meant far more.








“Good morning, dear Sister!” Princess Luna said as she sat down at the breakfast table.



Celestia leaned over and squeezed a wing around Luna’s withers. “Good morning, Luna. I love you.” Their daily ritual, and Luna played her usual part. She used to ask why Celestia felt the need to say that every day, but after a few weeks, she had given up trying to figure it out and instead smiled back.



Yes, a few weeks. She had assumed quite a bit about what Tirek could do on that first day, and all her assumptions had proven wrong. She thought she would wake up with that ineffectual stinging gone, then Tirek would reiterate his demand and renew her pain. Maybe she would feign wincing at it in order to avoid provoking him into worse, if he was even capable. Or maybe she would call his bluff and attempt even harder to inform her staff about what he had done. If he had such paltry abilities, he could not prevent her for long, after all.



But she had awakened with the stinging intact, and when she had rebuffed Tirek again, it got worse.



“Did I see you limping when you went to bed last night?” Luna asked, cocking her head.



“I do not think so. If I did, then I assure you it was unintentional.” Not just a paper cut anymore, but an open wound, throbbing. Celestia had checked the sheets three times already to make sure she had not gotten blood on them. But as usual, her leg bore no sign of injury.



Luna only shrugged. “Good. Did you by any chance see the meteor shower last night?”



“I did,” Celestia replied with a nod. “I apologize that I could not stay up for the entire show, but it was beautifully colorful. Thank you for it.”



With a smile, Luna scooted her chair up closer and levitated her glass of orange juice over. The stars in her mane swirled around, minuscule galaxies forming, disbanding, gathering anew. Supernovae flashed and extinguished; new pinpricks of light formed and coalesced; entire worlds formed, flourished, and passed in mere seconds. She noticed Celestia staring.



“I am sorry. I just find you amazing, and I want you to know I love you.” Celestia gave a brief nod and selected a few slices of cinnamon toast from the tray. Even with no breeze flowing through the open window, her sister’s mane curled and waved. and Celestia’s eyes followed one particular tress on its journey through the heavens.



“So you said,” Luna replied. Still, she grinned. “What has brought this on?”



“Luna, I—” She tried to force the words out. I need your help! Tirek has… somehow invaded my mind, and he wants me to say something horrible, but I will not! I… I have held out, but if I ever fail, and I have to say it, please, please know that I do not mean it! Luna… My dear sister, I—”



Her mouth only hung open, disobedient, useless.



“Are you sure you feel well?” Luna asked.



Celestia quickly nodded. She had tried for weeks now to tell somepony, anypony, but she had been unable to speak even a syllable of it. Tirek had proven true to his word. He could prevent her from explaining anything, and he could punish her for refusing to comply.



She’d even tried to medicate herself against it, but it left her mind dulled, which only invited a different set of unanswerable questions.



“Good. I am glad you enjoyed the meteors. You are one of the few who pay attention anymore.”



With a scrunch to her nose, Celestia said it again: “I love you, Luna.” Perhaps if she made that message clear, then Luna would understand. Her sister would understand if she… if she had no choice. Once. Just once. But once may well prove to be too much.








Celestia’s right eye felt like it might burst open at any moment. She had steeled herself against it, certain that she remembered it well enough to endure. But it had been too long.



The insidious laughter had sounded in her head that day, too. There was no point in punishing her for that which she could not possibly accomplish, so he had magnanimously granted her a thousand-year respite.



“You should have told her back then. You were about to banish her anyway. What more could it hurt?”



“No.” She pressed a hoof to her forehead and watched another meteor streak across the sky.



“You should have told her yesterday, then. At least you could claim you’d only said it to Nightmare Moon.”



“That would not make it any less true.” Years. The pain had built up over years, every day a new torture piled on the old. Then a thousand years of blissful comfort. She took a deep breath and savored the memory, but it served only to draw a shudder from her, the cracked ribs on her left flank protesting any slight disturbance. Cracked ribs that no physician could ever detect.



She had sent her student to oversee preparations, and… the possibilities had swirled in her mind for ages. To get her to make friends, to gain the abilities needed to heal her dear sister. And, truth be told, for Celestia to prepare herself for what must happen.



But after so long, her memory of its full intensity had faded.



Another tremulous breath, and then hoofsteps sounded behind her. None of her guards would enter her room at this late hour, not without being summoned.



“You should have gone to bed at moonrise. It has been an… eventful day. But I am glad to see you, all the same.”



Celestia turned a broad smile on her sister. She let her mane cover that eye and the streak of tears that the throbbing had squeezed out of it. “And miss the first one of these in ages? Not a chance. Some things haven’t changed,” she said, whipping her head toward the sky again before that smile could rot into a grimace.



Another reddish line traced through the blackness overhead.



“I was saving a brilliant one until the end for you,” Luna said with a soft grin, “but if you must take your repose, I of course understand.”



Luna shouldn’t have to endure this, too. None of it was her fault. None of it. Only a few yards away sat the bed that beckoned to Celestia. A place to ease her sore muscles and seek the only refuge she ever had from the pain: sleep. She could last through one night, though. Not even a whole one—the shower would end by midnight.



“Not at all. I’ll stay up with you.” She wrapped a wing around Luna and leaned against her. For the first time in a millennium, she felt that warm coat next to her, smelled the moonflowers in Luna’s mane. Luna shifted this way and that, guiding the specks of glitter in the sky. Outside the window, a few voices sounded, oohing and aahing at the display. Maybe some of the castle night staff, maybe some citizens in the gardens. But it was wonderful that Luna could hear them. And if Celestia had happened to cast a small amplification spell on them, it wouldn’t hurt.



One other thing Luna needed to hear: “I love you.”



Too engrossed in her task, Luna didn’t respond, but she smiled a little bigger. And sure enough, just before midnight, a huge spark danced over the heavens.



“Thank you,” Celestia said, squeezing Luna’s shoulder.



“Off to bed with you, then,” her sister replied.



And Celestia gratefully followed orders as Luna left to keep watch from her own balcony. Celestia buried her tearing eye in her pillow and gingerly levitated the sheet over her protesting ribs.








Celestia breathed in deeply as her magic flooded back into her. She almost threw up.



Even one day separated from it, half her soul torn from her, had left her trembling, struggling just to raise her head off the ground. In fact, like the banged knee that might make one forget about the small bruise on her side, she had completely overlooked the pain that—



Gone. The pain was gone. Did that mean—? “Luna, Tirek has—”



Her sister whirled around at her insistent tone, but it was only the first trickle that preceded the deluge. How? The pain had left her! For the first time in years, she inhaled without her bones feeling like they’d snapped, blinked without wishing she could claw her eye out, didn’t have to check for blood gushing from her leg. And she’d managed to start divulging her secret to Luna with nothing rising to impede her.



Twilight had defeated Tirek! Had that piece of him succumbed as well? But why would it? Celestia had defeated him, too, and it hadn’t stopped him a millennium ago. No, no, that didn’t work. But he had no reason to leave her alone now. What game was he playing?



Still, there Luna stood, waiting for the rest. And for once, she could say it. “Tirek has been harassing me for centuries, from inside my head, to say—I couldn’t, I just couldn’t, not to you, no matter what it cost me, and—”



Celestia’s eyes shot wide open, and Luna gaped at her. “I’m sorry. You always felt like something was wrong, but I couldn’t tell you why, and I know it was part of what made you resent me, back then. I-I will explain it all to you, later, tonight, I promise. But I have to go. I-I have to go.”



It followed the magic. Of course it followed the magic!



She stumbled out of the throne room on trembling legs with her sister staring after her.








Celestia knocked on the door for the third time, but still she got no answer. “I’m coming in,” she said. She tried the knob, but the door was locked.



So Celestia teleported through it. An invasion of privacy she wouldn’t have condoned under all but the most severe of circumstances. This certainly qualified.



There on the bed lay her precious student, Twilight Sparkle, drenched in sweat and shaking. Her jaw clenched, Twilight stared at the wall. She didn’t bat an eye or twitch an ear. Celestia ran a hoof across her cheek. Poor Twilight. If Celestia had found a way to deal with this earlier, then her student wouldn’t have to suffer needlessly. Her failure, and now Twilight had to bear it.



“I’m sorry,” Celestia whispered, and only then did Twilight roll an eye toward her. And Twilight jerked back as if from an electric shock. Was she delirious? Celestia reached for her, pulled her into a hug, but Twilight screamed, wriggled free, and huddled in the corner of her bed, brushing something off her hooves.



Celestia climbed onto the mattress beside her. She held up her hooves. “I’m sorry,” she said again. “Does it hurt when I touch you?”



Tears flowing from her eyes, Twilight could only stare back, her lip quivering. And Celestia couldn’t hold back anymore. She wiped tears from her own eyes, but each brush of her hoof only found more. It wouldn’t stop. It wouldn’t stop!



“I apologize. It should have been my pain. It always was, and you did nothing to deserve this. I didn’t deserve it either, but it is my fault you had to, and I can never make it up to you.” She sniffled hard, her voice pinched through her constricted throat. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry! I could say it for years, but it would never be enough.”



“Twilight!” Spike shouted from the hallway. “Did you scream? Are you okay?”



Celestia held her sob back until her neck ached. “Please, Spike. Just wait a moment. Everything will be okay. I give you my word.”



“P-Princess Celestia?” The soft sound of his hand brushing down the door’s wooden surface echoed in the dark.



“Yes. Just a moment, please, I promise.” When he didn’t immediately respond, she turned back to Twilight and hissed in her ear. “I know, Twilight. I know all about it. You… you can’t tell, but I can. and—”



She reached a hoof out again, but Twilight shook her head and recoiled. The pain. The pain had to stop first, and then… then she could ask for forgiveness later. She could beg, but the pain… Quickly. Quickly, now. “It followed my magic to you, but it didn’t come back. It should have. I can’t bear to see you suffer what should be mine,” Celestia erupted, the words spilling from her lips and pattering on the pillow with her tears. “I’m free. I can tell. I can explain it all. But you have to stop it, now. Tell him. Tell him, and I’ll explain.”



Only an anguished wail sounded, and Twilight pulled at her mane.



“Twilight!” Spike pounded a fist on the door.



“I can tell him. Stop wasting time! End it now!” Celestia leaned in closer.



“H-how do I know?” Twilight finally said. “You’re lying!”



“No,” Celestia said, burying her face in her hooves. “No. I couldn’t even say this much about it if he still controlled me. He wouldn’t allow it.”



But Twilight kept shaking her head. “No. You won’t do what you said. It’s a trick.”



“Please! Trust me!” Celestia gritted her teeth. She loved Twilight She loved her so, so much, and if she couldn’t convince her dear student… She’d… she’d force the issue. Yes, yes. “I’ll take it back, please! There’s no time, I-I’ll take your magic! Yes, I’ll rip it from you if I have to, then you can tell Luna for me, we’ll both be free, I’ll return it to you, and—”



But Twilight pointed at the door. She’d gone deathly pale, and she swallowed hard, but she jabbed that hoof at the door over and over.



Of course. Level-headed Twilight. Dear logical, rational Twilight. Leave it to her to figure out the quickest way. Celestia could prove herself and stop all this in one move. She turned to face the door again.



“Spike?”



“Y-yes?” The pounding ceased.



“Listen to me. Carefully. Hear every word. Do not doubt a single one of them. You must trust me on this. Do you understand?”



A little sniffle and hiccup, and then: “Y-yes. I-I understand.”



She spoke slowly and loudly. He had to listen and obey without faltering. “Spike. You are absolutely not to believe the next thing Twilight says to you. I will explain afterward, but we don’t have time right now. She is being compelled to say it, and it in no way should ever be taken as coming from her. She loves you very much, and she would never utter such a thing if it weren’t completely necessary. But you will not believe the first sentence she speaks! Do I make myself clear?”



Silence. Only Twilight’s labored breathing echoed in the crystal room.



“Yes, Princess,” he finally said. His voice sounded unnaturally low.



“Can you be brave for her?”



“Yes,” he answered, still in that oddly low tone, but with no delay this time.



“Very well.” Celestia lit her horn and unlocked the door. As soon as it clicked, he pushed it open, and harsh torchlight streamed in. He gasped at Twilight, all sweat-soaked, ashen, and cowering against the bedpost. But he trotted over, cast his glistening eyes up toward Celestia, and stuck his chest out. So Celestia turned to Twilight and nodded.



Twilight gulped and took a deep breath, fresh tears coursing down her face. “Spike…”
      

      
   
      Etymology


      

      
      
         “I’m such an idiot.”



Shining Star mashed her face against one of Sugarcube Corner’s new little outdoor tables. Some exceedingly unhelpful part of Star’s mind noted that the tabletop was a lovely shade of pink, and it made her hungry for a cupcake.



Star squeezed her eyes shut and sternly shushed that train of thought. She was far too busy being miserable to have time to enjoy a pastry.



But then what am I doing here at a bakery?



“Shut up, brain, and think!” The little voices in her head quieted their clamor and focused on the problem at hand. Which had the unfortunate effect of reminding Star about the problem at hand and how entirely screwed she was.



Star rubbed her face across the table, moaning in despair.



“I’m such an idiooooot…”



All of the face-dragging might have left a bit of a saliva on the table. Star cracked an eye open just long enough to confirm that, yes, there indeed was a thin little trail of spittle arcing from here to where her head had been a moment ago. She closed her eyes and decided that, no, it really didn’t matter. Her mental anguish was simply too great for her to worry about a little drool.



“What’s wrong, silly bean?”



The peppy voice popped the thin bubble of self-loathing solitude Star had built up.



“Eep!” Star jumped up in her seat and she quickly brushed the table in what she hoped looked like an entirely nonchalant way. “What?! Who?”



A pair of wide blue eyes in a fuzzy pink face stared back at her.



“I said, what’s wrong? You’ve been calling yourself some mean words for a bit, now,” said the other mare.



Shining Star shook the panic out of her head and took a good look at her addressee. Or addresser. Whatever.



There was a little smudge of powdered sugar on Pinkie Pie’s face, but it didn’t stop her gentle smile from stretching from one ear to the other. As always, her wild, tangled mane was just barely held in its usual bun by a multicolored army of hairclips and pins.



“I messed up today,” Star finally said. “Big time. Super big time.”



“Ahh, didjya?” Pinkie produced a steaming cup of cocoa from behind somewhere and slid it over the mostly-dry table to Star. “Why don’t you tell Auntie Pinkie Pie all about it, and then I’ll make sure you know that it’s not as big of a deal as you think it is.”



Star fixed Pinkie an odd look as she picked up the offered mug. “You’re not really my aunt, you know.”



“I’m everypony’s aunt,” she replied without missing a beat.



“I don’t think that’s—”



Star was interrupted by a pink hoof on her mouth.



“Sh, sh, shhhhh!” Pinkie gently hushed her. “I’ve waited my entire life to get to the age where I can be the cool, fun auntie, and I’ve only got a decade or two before I gotta transition to being the cool, fun grandma. So I’m not going to wait for a visit from Maud’s kids to get some of this middle-aged awesomeness fired up.”



Pinkie grinned and locked eyes with Star.



“I am your Auntie, capiche?”



Star nodded and did her best to mumble something affirmative from around Pinkie’s surprisingly sweet hoof.



“Spleeeendid!” Pinkie sing-songed as she removed her hoof. “Now, tell Auntie Pie everything, young one!”



Star’s face met the table again, with a renewed groan.



“… I think Princess Luna hates me, now.”



A contemplative look crossed Auntie Pinkie’s face.



“Oh boy, that sounds like a doozy.” She readjusted herself on her chair. “How about we take it from the top, huh?”



“Yeah, sure.” The young mare sighed, and started from the beginning.








Shining Star barged into the reading chamber, taking quite a bit of pleasure from angrily flinging open the heavy mahogany double-doors with an unrestrained burst from her horn. They made a satisfying clap against the frame, and again when they closed behind her.



Inside, Luna warily flicked her eyes up from the scroll in her grasp. With lips pursed, she removed her reading glasses and set them aside.



“Is something the matter, my faithful student?” she asked, with that knowing tone in her voice that Star found irritating.



“Don’t play coy with me,” growled Star. “Uncle Armor accidentally let it slip that Flurry Heart is going to is going to Yakyakistan this fall. Not me.”



“Yes,” Luna replied, as if a foal had just asked her if the sky was blue. “She is.”



“B-but… It’s not—! Argggh!” Star stomped her hoof, but the thick carpet muffled the sound. “You promised me that the spot on the peace summit wasmine! I’ve spent months preparing for it!”



“I promised,” began Luna, sternly, “that the spot would be yours, if you were ready for it.” Luna’s expression softened, and so did her tone. “I’m sorry, Star, but yesterday my sister and I spoke about this with Cadence, Shining Armor, and your mother. We expect that the recent unrest will make the tone of the talks much more… difficult than we originally expected. It is not for a lack of effort, but you are simply not ready for that kind of environment.”



“But I did the research!” Star knew she was pleading, but at this point she was beyond caring. “I know all there is to know about the recession and the changes to their foreign policies. I can handle it!”



“Have you considered what the Yaks might think of it?”



“Of course I have!” Frustration spilled into Star’s voice. “I just said that I did the research!”



“No,” said Luna. “I meant to say, have you considered what the Yaks would think of you.”



 “Wha-what?” Star was caught off-guard, and she faltered for a moment.



“Yakyakistan is experiencing their first recession in living memory, but they are a proud people.” Luna made little gesticulations while she talked—an idle habit that her sister did not share. “They expect their situation to be addressed with the proper respect and dignity from all sides. How do you think they will feel when Equestria, their most powerful neighbor, sends them an unexperienced eighteen year old representative to the summit they have so painstakingly prepared despite unexpected hardships? It will be a slap to the face.”



Shining Star didn’t know what to say, so she fumed silently instead. Luna saw the look in her eyes, and put a sliver more of steel in her voice.



“You will be on the back hoof the entire time, trying to apologize for the offense of your presence,” said Luna. “Everything you say, and all of the propositions you submit will be given only perfunctory consideration. They’ll look for every opportunity to belittle your significance to mask their wounded pride. You will be frustrated; you will feel inept. Ultimately, the experience will set back your progress to becoming a statesmare.”



“Don’t tell me how I’ll feel!” snapped Star. Somewhere in Star’s head, she knew it was wrong, but she was far too angry to accept anything Luna was saying.



Luna, meanwhile, pursed her lips the way she always did when she knew she had won the argument. It only infuriated Star all the more.



“Fine, I won’t,” said Luna, “I’ll tell you what the Yaks would feel. Because whether you like it or not, Flurry Heart is an accomplished ambassador and is a well-known figure in Equestria’s foreign relations efforts. She has already built a relationship with Yakyakistan, and they will find her presence familiar. And if you have done your research, you know the value the people of Yakyakistan place upon familiarity.”



“So—so is that it?!” Star stomped again. “Just like that, the most important thing I would have ever done in my life goes to Little-Miss-Perfect Princess Flurry Heart? Again!”



“I am truly sorry, Shining Star,” said Luna. “These circumstances are most unfortunate, but I am fully confident that next time you’ll be able to—”



“Next time?!” Star was shouting now. “It’s always next time, isn’t it? Meanwhile, Princess Perfect-Face gets every opportunity she could dream of!”



“Shining Star, you will calm yourself,” said Luna.



“No, I won’t!” Star gleaned a hint of mad satisfaction from her rebelliousness. “Why won’t you let me do anything? Is it because I don’t have a pair of wings to go with my horn like she does?”



“That is absolutely preposterous, Shining Star, and you know it.”



“No!” said Star. “What’s preposterous is how you keep telling me that I’m too inexperienced to do anything, but you won’t let me go get experience! You’re driving me crazy! It’s utter bucking lunacy!”



One of Luna’s eyebrows rose, but Star hardly noticed it in her uncontrolled anger.



“Excuse me?” Luna said, her voice bearing a slight edge.



“Well,” said Star, full of bitter sarcasm, “pardon the language, but what you’re doing here is complete and total bucking luna—”



Then it hit Star like an express train at full speed. Suddenly she realized exactly what she had just said and who she was saying it to. Her anger drained from her body just as quickly as the color from her face, leaving her shaking at the knees from the unspent adrenaline.



Meanwhile, Luna’s razor sharp gaze didn’t budge an inch from Star’s wide and desperate eyes.



“Oh, Tartarus.” Star’s voice finally croaked out from her throat. “I swear to heavens that I didn’t mean it.”








 “Dang,” said Pinkie Pie.



“Yeah,” said Star with her cheek on the cute pink patio table. “‘Dang’ sounds just about right.”



“Do you… fight with Princess Luna often?” asked Pinkie.



“No!” said Star. “Well, I mean, we debate a lot. We both like it, and it’s really helpful for us most of the time. But this time I let it go too far. I was just so frustrated, you know?”



“Of course I know!” Pinkie nodded sagely. “There’s nothing worse than feeling like what you’re doing doesn’t mean anything. It can really make a mare do crazy things, like host a party for a ball of lint and a bag of flour.”



“Or say the L-word to Princess Luna herself. Twice.” Star groaned into the table. “By Tartarus, I’m such an idiot.”



“Aww, c’mon now!” Pinkie threw a foreleg over Star’s shoulder. “It’s probably not nearly as bad as you think. What did she say afterwards?”



“That’s the thing! She didn’t!” Star emphasized her words with a dramatic flourish of her hooves. “Well, not really. All she said was to come back when I understood what I said to her really meant. And then she just ignored me until I left! She’s never done that before!”



“Hm…” said Pinkie, tapping her chin with a hoof. “Well, I’d hate to bring up the obvious, but have you asked Twilight what she thinks about it?”



“Are you crazy? Then I’d have two angry Princesses on my rear! Mom would freak out! With a capital ‘F’!”



With that, Star reinvigorated her efforts to fuse her face to the surface of the table.



Pinkie smiled and sighed. “Like mother, like daughter, huh?”



“I’m nothing like my mom!” Star insisted. “She would… well, she’d probably do something like…”



Star slowly lifted her head up, with an odd expression drawn across her face. The cogs in her head were turning furiously, sending the little voices from earlier scrambling for cover. One stray little thought hit a switch on its way out, and the whole inside of Star’s head lit up like a lightbulb.



“That’s it!” she said. “I need to do research! There’s probably something about the word that I don’t understand yet, and Luna won’t accept my apology until I do!”



Like an arrow from a bow, Star leapt up from her seat and blazed down the street towards the palace and its library. Pinkie watched as halfway down the block, she skidded to a halt, turned on a dime, and raced right back to Sugarcube Corner’s patio.



“You’re the best, Auntie Pinkie!” Star said as she squeezed Pinkie in a tight hug. “Thank you.”



“No problem, buster.” Pinkie patted the top of Star’s head. “Everything will turn out alright, okay?”



“Yeah! Thanks for the cocoa. And for everything!”



Shining Star’s academically-inclined little legs were already all tuckered out after her brief sprint, but she instructed them to submit their complaints at a later date. With a burst of nerdy determination, she made her way down the street, nearly as quickly as she was going before.








“Is anyone in here?” echoed a deep voice through the mostly-empty library.



“Just me, Spike!” Star called out from her little corner. She poked her head out from behind the towers of books stacked on the table she had commandeered from the lobby. “Over here!”



Spike made his way over, whistling in awe at the piles of books Star had accumulated. He stretched out a wing and idly dragged it across the largest stack.



“That’s quite the study session you’ve got going on there, Star,” said Spike.



“Don’t worry; I’m taking good care of them.  Your book-hoard is safe with me, sir dragon.”



“I’d never doubt it.” Spike chuckled. “Really though, I know it’s kinda hard to tell how late it’s getting down here, but we actually have a closing time. Enforced by yours truly.”



“Oh, darn! I must have lost track of time!” Star quickly glanced over the array of opened books and notes spread out in front of her, and she chewed on her hooftip. “Is it okay if I get an hour or two to wrap things up? I was just in the middle of compiling my notes, and I want to outline a summary while it’s still fresh on my mind.”



“Yeah, take your time. I’m no stranger to the late-night cram session.” Spike stretched out and reclined on the floor next to Mount Bookverest. “But really, you probably don’t need to stress out so much over… things.”



Star narrowed her eyes a little. Spike wasn’t really the most subtle person she knew, and he never gave oddly vague advice unless he was trying to keep mum about something.



“Pinkie told you?” Star hazarded a guess.



Spike awkwardly rubbed his head-spines.



“She… may have mentioned some details about something between you and a certain Princess,” he said. “And she may have also asked me to check in on you.”



“Well, you shouldn’t worry. I’m actually pretty pleased with myself,” said Star. “I’ve catalogued all significant written uses of the L-word since the start of the Classical Era, and I think I’ve narrowed down its possible origin. Tomorrow I’m going to Canterlot, and I’m going to apologize for exactly what it means.”



“That’s… certainly a plan.”



Star’s ear flicked.



“Why are you using that tone?” she asked.



“Whaaaat tone?” said Spike.



“That one!” She pointed accusingly. “The one you always use when you don’t want to hurt someone’s feelings.”



The dragon threw up his arms in surrender.



“You got me. I’m a bad liar.” Spike sighed. “The thing is, I’m afraid you might be going at this at the wrong angle.”



“Whaddya mean?”



“Well, I’ve known Celestia all my life, and I’ve known Luna for a while now,” said Spike. “In a lot of ways, they’re very different ponies, but they do share some big similarities.”



Star nodded. “Go on.”



“Like, they’re both pretty farsighted. Not their actual eyes, but in terms of how they approach problems. I guess you kinda have to be, once you live that long.” There was an odd look in Spike’s eye for just a moment before he blinked it away. “The thing is, they don’t see most mistakes as reasons for punishment. They’re bigger than that. They know that mistakes can be valuable experiences, and they wouldn’t throw an opportunity like that away for the sake of feeling good about themselves.”



“What’s that got to do with this?” asked Star.



“Well, for one thing, I’m pretty sure Luna didn’t tell you to think about the meaning of a single word just so she can feel high and mighty when you apologize for using it,” said Spike. “Chances are that there’s something she wants you to learn outside of a vocabulary lesson.”



“Like what?”



“I don’t know, little slugger.” Spike gently tapped the tip of his claw against Shining Star’s chest, just over her heart. “Something like that has got to come from here, you know.”



“Um, okay,” said Star as she rubbed at her fur where Spike had poked her.



“Just saying that the answer you’re looking for might not be in a book.” Spike grinned. “But, as your mom always told me, it never hurts to check. It’s good for getting your thoughts in order, that’s for sure.”



Star nodded and returned to cataloguing her research. Spike watched her for a few minutes before stretching his back and leaning against a nearby pillar.



“There’s something about the sound that a pen makes that always kinda puts me to sleep,” he said. “I might doze off for a bit, but wake me up when you’re done, okay? I don’t want to leave until I can get this place locked up for the night.”



“Sure thing, Spike,” Star said.



She shot him a quick smile that he returned before he let his eyes slide shut.








Okay, okay, okay!



Star jogged a few mental laps as she made her way down the hall that led to Luna’s study.



Okay, okay! You’ve got this.



She imagined a sports stadium full of little ponies with pompoms spelling out her name and cheering her on. Just to indulge herself, she added a couple of sweaty colts in hoofball gear to the mix. Oh yes, that will do very nicely…



As she caught sight of the familiar mahogany doors, her thoughts screeched to a halt. The resulting mental earthquake sent the little cheerleaders tumbling off of their pony pyramid, and the burly hoofball colts scrambled to catch the prettiest ones before they hit the ground.



Clearing her head with a shake, Star took a deep breath, held it in, and knocked on the door before she had a chance to convince herself not to.



“Come in,” said Luna from the other side.



It’s not too late! You can still run! said a desperate and increasingly irrational part of her brain. Or you can knock Luna out or something! Yeah, just punch her! What could go wrong?



Star told her amygdala to knock it off with the whole fight or flight thing. Giving her notes one last glance-over, she bowed her head and pushed open the door with a shaking hoof.



“P-Princess Luna?”



The alicorn removed her glasses and put away a few thick manuscripts before speaking.



“Hello, Shining Star.” As always, Luna wasted little time before getting to the point. “Have you something to say after Tuesday’s little spat?”



“Ye-yes, I do.” Star cleared her throat to steady her wavering voice. “After I calmed down, I realized that you were right in assigning Flurry to the summit instead of me. I was angry and I had no right to yell at you or… use some of the words that I did. I know it’s not my place to ask, but I really hope you can forgive me for how I’ve acted.”



“My faithful student,” said Luna with a pointed look in her eyes. “Your apology is certainly accepted. But that’s not what I expected from you today.”



“Oh, right! The research!” Star fumbled with a few notecards before finding her place. “The word ‘lunacy’”—she cringed—“comes from the original root word ‘lunatic’, which was first documented in a letter from the 4th century written by undersecretary White Rose to General Bull Run, but it is believed to have been in use since the beginning of the Classical Era. Its original meaning refers exclusively to believers of superstition or unlikely prophecies, but since the 6th century at latest, it has been used to describe any sort of unsound thought or insanity.”



Star levitated a bundle of notes and a folder of documents out of her saddlebags and onto Luna’s desk.



“I’ve indexed significant uses of the word for you to browse, if you’d like,” she said. “On the first page, you’ll see a quick overview of the key uses of the word in novels and plays that played a large cultural role in increasing its popularity and broadening its meaning. I’ve tracked the usage of the word through the height of its use about forty years ago, all the way to the present day. I’ve included references to some current debates regarding its unofficial censorship since your return. In particular, Griffish author Oskar Talondown argues that the meaning and cultural significance of the word has grown beyond its original reference to you.”



Luna touched none of the papers Star offered her. Instead, she kept her eyes locked to Star’s throughout the little presentation.



“That is all very fascinating,” said Luna, “but not at all what I had hoped for you to learn.”



“I… I’m sorry, Luna,” said Star. She lowered her head again. “Spike mentioned that my research might not be on the right track. I’ll… I’ll try again. Thank you for your time.”



Star turned to leave, but a midnight blue aura gently closed the doors in front of her.



“That won’t be necessary,” said Luna. “I’ll be happy to explain it for you right now.”



Star turned back to her teacher and eagerly nodded.



“Yes, please!” she said. “Thank you so much for—”



“None of that, now.” Luna waved away whatever Star was trying to say. “If I wanted to be groveled at, I’d get a puppy.”



Star opened her mouth to apologize, but thought better of it. Silently, she sat across Luna’s desk and nodded.



“I find it somewhat amusing,” said Luna, as she motioned to Star’s research notes, “that even with all your work, you hardly gave any consideration to the true origin of the word: me.”



Star’s brows bunched up in confusion.



Luna gave her a comforting half-smile before continuing.



“The word would not have existed if I hadn’t allowed myself to become the Nightmare. Don’t you think there could be a lesson somewhere in that?”



“You’re saying,” said Star, cogs turning, “that I ought to learn to control my… er—you know—jealousy?”



“That is but a part of it,” said Luna. As she continued, her voice softened. “I know how easy it is to blame others for how bleak or how unfair things may seem at the present. But I also know firsthand, that no matter how irrevocable your mistakes may seem, you will always have those around you to bring out the best in you again.”



Luna leaned over until their eyes were level with one another’s.



“You have a destiny, Shining Star,” she said. “You needn’t fret or be worried about it. As clearly as I can see the mark on you flank, I know that you will do great things in your life, and you will look back and be pleased with yourself. With wings or not, I know in my heart that you are fated to find your place in the Harmony of our world. Please, know this: I am already so proud of you, and wait with baited breath, just as you do, for the day you can finally prove yourself.”



Stepping out of her seat, Luna walked to Star and draped a wing over her. Star did her best to hide her sniffles, and she returned Luna’s embrace.



“Thank you, Princess Luna.”



“Of course, my faithful student.”








“Hiya, Star!” Pinkie waived at her from the table she shared with Applejack. “You seem happy!” she added with a grin.



“Yeah, I am!” Star took a seat to join the two of them. It was a beautiful day, and there was nothing that she needed to get done.



“I take it that things worked out between you and the Princess?” said Applejack.



Star raised an eyebrow. “Pinkie told you about it, too?”



“I’m sorry!” said Pinkie squeezing her hooves together. As if to apologize, she produced three glasses of iced tea and slid them around the table. “I couldn’t help it!”



Applejack chuckled as she picked up her glass.



“Yeah, Pinkie was just about fit to burst with how worried she was over you. Don’t worry, your secret’s safe with us.” Applejack winked. “She made Spike, Flutters and I Pinkie-promise not to tell Twi anything.”



“Thanks Applejack, I appreciate it.” Star smiled and sighed. “And yes, things went well with Princess Luna. Better than I could have hoped, too!”



“Glad to hear it, sugarcube.” Applejack smiled and leaned back in her seat.



“By the way,” said Pinkie, “I thought you’d be at the farm all day today. Isn’t it getting close to cider season?”



Applejack clicked her tongue. “Dash and the kids are taking care of my chores for me. Late mother’s day present, they’re calling it. And after being in Flight Camp all month, I think some time at the farm would be good for ‘em.”



“Aww, how sweet of them!” said Pinkie.



“Naw, it ain’t!” Applejack grinned. “I positively know those hooligans are gonna try to sneak the first few bottles for themselves. But, hey, I’m not complaining about gettin’ a day off out of it!”



Pinkie giggled into her hoof. “Apple Bloom was complaining about having to ‘keep four good-for-nothing pegasi out of trouble’ this morning when she got her coffee. I hope she and Mac aren’t having too much trouble.”



Applejack waved a hoof.



“They’ll be fine,” she said. “I’d like to think of it as a good learnin’ experience for everyone involved. I’m mighty confident that things’ll turn out for the best.”



Shining Star took a sip of her sweet tea and couldn’t help but agree. For some reason, today it felt like everything was exactly how it ought to be.





      

      
   
      Banned for a Reason


      

      
      
         “Never trust the pony who shows his teeth when he smiles.”



Starswirl took his grandsire’s advice to heart and immediately began a survey of his tower laboratory. The windows weren't melting. The glass case of potions remained closed and sealed. In the corner stood the decanter with the griffon chancellor’s arthritic remedy, where it had been setting to the right consistency for over a month. Beakers and vials and droppers remained organized and unbroken atop laboratory tables that had not been overturned. The scroll bank taking up half the east wall remained perfectly in place, with not a single roll of paper scattered. His desk in the back-center of the room sat as always, untouched and certainly not on fire.



To the ceiling. The silver chandelier with its experimental never-melting candles shined as brightly as ever. Anti-fire runes on the cross timbers remained dim and uninteresting.



To the floor. It remained clean and unmarked, save for the circle of runes that were just beginning to dim.



And between them and him, a six-year-old blue unicorn smiled up at him with far too many teeth showing.



“Good evening, Mr. Starswirl!”



He sucked in a deep breath, stepped into the room and closed the door. “Hello, Little Luna. I believe your mother instructed you and your sister not to come to my laboratory anymore.”



Her grin broadened, something he’d not considered possible. Though her shoulders were square and her forelegs firm, her hind legs shifted in a little dance. If that wasn’t enough of a giveaway, she had a lock of mane hiding one of those slightly too big eyes.



“S-sister? What sister? There’s no sister here!”



“So I see.” He walked past her, using his magic both to lift a random potion from a table and subtly set the lock on the door. “Then I guess you’re the only one who will be getting into trouble?”



A gasp escaped the little princess. “But I didn’t do anything!”



He eyed the potion as if it were important, then set it back down. “Oh, really?” He peered at his lab equipment one at a time, pretending to seek out breaks or other clues of misconduct. “Then why are you here?”



Not a chip in her overgrown smile. The hind hooves kept up their dance, but… no escalation. Not the lab equipment, then.



“I was just… umm…” Her eyes went cross. She flicked the lock aside only for it to fall right back over her eye.



Starswirl sniffed the air. His reward came twofold, starting with the familiar acrid scent and quickly followed by her lowering ears.



“Is that magic in my nostrils?”



“M-magic?” She put on a show of smelling the air, head leaning so far back he thought her horn would touch her withers. “I don’t smell anything. Nope, no magic in the air.”



“Oh, I don’t know.” He leaned down and let his beard brush the ground, shaking his chin so the mass of hair waved back and forth. “If I kick the dust up like so, I can get a much better scent. Now, let’s see—”



His beard rose from the ground in a blue aura, the sound barely concealing her little squeak.



“No acrid magic-y smells, oh no, you don’t have to use your beard!” Whatever music guided Luna’s hind legs had kicked into a higher tempo. It seemed her forehooves wanted to join in.



Starswirl smiled down at her and tugged his head back. “Please don’t grab that. Last time you used your magic on my beard, I spent a week getting the bows out.”



The dance stopped even as her smile faded to a pout. “I thought they looked good on you.”



“I looked wonderful,” he said, patting her head. “But I’m rather fond of my beard as it is, thank you. Perhaps when you’re older I can teach you a hex to give your father a big, curly moustache. Then you can give him all the bows you desire.”



She blinked and cocked her head. Her smile came back – no teeth this time – and she broke into giggles.



He turned away with a chuckle and made for his desk. “Just promise to choose a better color. Green looked okay on me, but I think your father would appreciate a nice, bright pink.”



Luna’s giggles shifted to laughter. It was a playful, sweet sound. One of his favorites. As he ran his eyes over the items atop his desk and found nothing amiss, he almost felt guilty that he would be taking that laughter away soon.



A glance back. She was watching him. Still with that genuine smile.



Not the desk.



“You know, my little pony, you really shouldn’t be in here.” He walked to the decanter in the corner. Tapping the glass, he added, “Your father was very specific. ‘Luna and Celestia are not allowed in the laboratory.’ ”



Luna let out a long, drawn out “Awww…” She kicked at the floor with her head hanging low. “It just wanted to make a rainbow pony.”



“You may have succeeded. Lieutenant Last Dash still hasn’t lost all those colors in his mane and tail.”



Her eyes lit up and she gave a little bounce. “That was three months ago! I must be good with potions, huh?”



Nope, not the decanter. A good thing; he’d hate to have to tell the griffon chancellor to wait another month-and-a-half for his remedy.



Starswirl stepped onto one of the runes, brushing his hoof against it. “You may be good with potions, Luna, but you still must learn in a proper setting, and with a teacher.”



She followed him at a trot. “But you are my teacher.” She giggled and hopped onto the back of his robes, riding them across the floor as he moved.



Curse him, he couldn’t resist smiling. He increased his pace to a canter and dragged her about the room, walking directly over the runes. She squealed and clapped her hooves.



“But this isn’t the proper setting.”



“But it has all the magic stuffs we use during tutoring hours! Why can’t I use them here too?”



He paused, scuffing one of the runes again. “Were these glowing when I walked in?”



“Huh? Were they—nope!” She kicked off his robes and galloped in front of him, blocking his view of the rune he’d been observing. “No glowing at all, not here! I paid good attention.”



“Oh, really?” He asked with a smirk before leaning close to her. “And why would you be paying such close attention to my runes, hmm?”



The dancing curse descended upon her again, along with that toothy grin. Oh, the way her eyes sparkled! “I j-just… eh-heh… like runes.”



“Then you should ask your mother about them. That is her special talent, after all.” He stood up and looked away. Out the corner of his eye, he saw her sag and release a deep breath. She snapped to attention – toothy smile and all – when he looked back to her.



“Where is that sister of yours, hmm?”



“Tia? She’s…” Luna turned her head away, eyes shifting to the east wall. Her smile became even more strained as she spoke in a sing-song tone, “No~where.”



He chuckled; children always thought themselves so sly. He looked to the windows.



Luna relaxed.



His eyes went to the silver chandelier.



She reached up to bat as his beard.



He turned for the scroll bank.



Her hooves resumed their dance.



Lips curling into a smug smile, Starswirl took a few steps. The filly darted forward to block his path, toothy grin back in full spread. “S-so, you want to go for a walk? You promised to show me that floating spell. I wanna walk on the lake!”



Gotcha.



“Perhaps another time.” He stepped around her and began to examine his scrolls.



“Oh, o-okay… um…” Luna giggled, her eyes dancing about as if in search of something. “I can help you with your latest experiment! Please? I-I can show Mommy and Daddy that I’m mature enough to be here.”



“Your father said no,” he reminded her, checking each scroll slot one at a time. Nothing amiss so far. “Would you have me disobey the king?”



He barely managed to hide another smirk at her whimper.



Whump.



He turned to find the filly hanging by the edge of the counter, her hind legs kicking frantically. For a moment, he could only watch with barely controlled amusement as she strained to pick herself up over the edge, her cheeks puffed and red with effort. The little metal horseshoes on her hind legs cut scratches into the polished wood, but he was too busy trying not to burst out laughing to even care.



At last he had mercy on the poor foal, using his magic to catch her short blue tail and lift her into the air. She landed gently on the counter, chin first and with her rump high, a grouchy frown adorning her features. The pink in her cheeks deepened when he failed to stifle a chuckle.



Starswirl turned back to the scrolls. Immediately, his gaze fell upon an empty slot.



Luna practically leaped in his way, her legs spread wide. “O-okay, I’ll confess!”



A bushy eyebrow rose. Starswirl took a step back. “Will you, now? And what, pray tell, are you confessing to, Little Luna?”



She stuttered and rubbed her hooves together. The single lock of mane fell over her eyes again. He waited patiently, wondering how deep a hole she would dig.



“Fizz bombers.” She blinked, then brightened. “Yeah. Yeah, fizz bombers! I w-wanted to get some of those, and the bigger fireworks too. I really like your fireworks, Mr. Starswirl, I just couldn’t wait until the winter festival to see them again. So I… I came here. B-because, you know, I thought you kept them here.”



“I see.” He leaned forward and turned his head to give her a one-eyed stare. “You intended to steal the fireworks? The ones that I work tirelessly on, which I craft with tender and loving care, just for your own amusement?”



She shrank, ears splaying back, and nodded. “I’m sorry? I-I know stealing is wrong. I just… Please don’t tell Daddy?”



His smirk returned. He stood up straight and nodded, the bells of his hat jingling. “I won’t tell him or your mother.”



Her smile returned, no teeth. “Really?”



“Really.” His leg came up to brush her aside, revealing the empty scroll box. “Because that’s not why you’re here.”



“Yes it is!” She tried to push past his leg, her eyes turning to saucers once more. “I-I was a bad filly, we should go see Daddy!”



His horn lit up, pinning her tail to the counter. “Let’s see what Celestia has you covering her for, hmm?”



“No, let’s not!” She clamped both hooves over her muzzle for a brief second. “I-I mean, Celestia? Who’s Celestia?”



He looked to the empty slot. His smile faded as he read the label above it:



Time Travel 



Experimental




FOOM



He turned just in time for a blue cloud to erupt in the middle of the room, spreading out to cover everything and blind him. Luna shrieked and he cast a shield spell in an instant.



Silence.



Coughing.



A few seconds passed before the cloud of blue particles faded. When they did, Starswirl took stock of his surroundings. Everything was blue.



The windows had melted.



The glass case of potions had shattered, cracked bottles and  crushed stoppers lying about the floor. 



The decanter with the griffon chancellor’s remedy lay sideways on its pedestal, liquid pouring onto the stones.



Laboratory tables were overturned. Beakers, vials and droppers were scattered all over the place, many of them shattered.



His desk was on fire.



The never-melting candles in the chandelier had melted.



The runes on the floor glowed brightly, humming with captured energy.



The scroll bank sat mostly empty, papers still floating through the air. A large circle on cleanliness surrounded the little blue filly on the cabinet. She had her hooves over her face and her rump high in the air as she cried, "I'm sorry, Tia! I tried really hard, I p-promise! Don't summon the boogiepony under my bed!"



And there, in the middle of the circle of runes, stood a gangly teenage unicorn, her body as blue-coated as everything else. Her eyes opened and immediately set upon Starswirl. After a few seconds of dumbfounded stares – and copious sobbing from the counter – she offered a grin.



With lots of teeth.



“I can explain?”



The anti-fire runes kicked on, spraying the lot of them in rainwater.
      

      
   
      Wanli Changcheng / A Great Wall


      

      
      
         From its spot in the middle of Xing Xuan Wo's old laboratory, the rectangle of glass with its elaborate golden frame gave off a silvery glow that made Yue Liang's wings shiver. Shaking his head, he lit his horn, cast a heat spell, and turned back to his fellow alicorn. "A magical mirror, Bomu?"



"A portal, Yue!" Bomu Huo Hua was hopping in place, his dark purple mane bouncing along the lighter purple of his neck. "To another world! Full of ponies just like us! And I mean just like us! Their language, their culture, their magic and science, they're all remarkably similar to our own!" Bomu waved a front hoof and rolled his eyes. "Of course, they don't seem to understand how to name things properly, but, well, since they live in an alternate universe, I suppose we should allow them a few differences."



That got Yue smiling. Bomu had been trying very hard since his coronation to leave behind the academic stodginess he'd learned as Tian Shang's star pupil—



And Yue reined in that line of thinking. He had nothing but respect for his elder brother, the way Tian Shang had held Qi Ma Shu together during the thousand years of Yue's exile when he had called himself Meng Yan Yue and madness had flowed through his veins like blood. But the feelings Yue held for Bomu and his five friends—barely more than colts, any of them—who'd retrieved the talismans of the Fen Jun Heng and returned Yue to himself, well, respect wasn't nearly a strong enough word for the emotions that tightened his throat and chest when he looked at Bomu.



Shaking his head again, Yue bowed to his young friend. "I'm certain the ponies of this other world will appreciate your understanding." He straightened and gave the glowing glass another look. "Still, I'm guessing there's some reason I've heard nothing of this project till now, and a reason I'm here instead of my brother?"



Bomu went very still, and Yue's stomach clenched. "Forgive me, Bomu," he said quickly. "I didn't mean to upset you."



"No, no." Bomu's smile returned, and Yue let himself relax. "I thought I was being subtle, but I can see that's a lost cause when I'm dealing with the Prince of the Night." He drew in a breath and blew it out. "It's just, well, I've been communicating for some time with the pony whose experiments on their side connected to my experiments here, and she, you see—" Bomu gave a little snort. "There's no way to say this but to say it: she is Princess Luna, your counterpart in that universe."



"Princess?" Yue's ears folded. "I...I'm a mare in that world?"



"As is Luna's sister, Princess Celestia."



Trying to imagine Tian Shang, his larger-than-life, warrior-poet brother, as a mare jittered Yue's thoughts to a halt; he had to blink several times before he could find his voice. "Allow them a few differences, I think you said earlier?"



"Exactly." Bomu gave a chuckle. "That's why Luna and I decided to keep things low-key and quiet for the first actual physical contact between our two realms. Naturally, therefore, it was to you that I had Chang Ding send a message before I put her to bed for the evening."



Yue eyed the mirror with more interest. "The first to set hoof in an entirely different world? You tempt me, Bomu."



"No, no," Bomu said more quickly this time. "As the Prince of Friendship, I would be making the journey. Luna and I would be entrusting you with my counterpart, Twilight Sparkle. This first visit, we decided, would last but two hours so we can confirm the initial positive results of our compatibility tests, and that means that—"



"What?" Everything inside Yue began tightening again. "You would be going? But— How can you be sure it's safe? Perhaps this Luna is setting a trap for you! What do you really know about—?"



"It's all right, Yue!" Bomu sprang forward, one front hoof reaching up to touch Yue's shoulder. "In the time I've been speaking with Luna, I've come to trust her completely. After all, she's you in many ways, and there are few ponies in Qi Ma Shu that I trust more than you."



The air suddenly too warm, Yue flared his horn to turn down the heating spell. "I...I'm honored." And now that he'd had a moment to think about it, he found the idea appealing to his natural flair for diplomacy, a trait he'd developed so many centuries ago cleaning up in the wake of Tian's destructive path when they'd been building the kingdom. "A few hours entertaining an ambassador from another world is an opportunity I'd hate to miss, and I doubt it'll put me seriously behind in my work patrolling the night." He gave Bomu a smile and a nod. "Very well. I shall endeavor not to let you or this mare-me down."



"Thank you, Yue!" Purple fire surrounded Bomu's horn; turning, he shot a ball of it at the mirror's surface. It passed through, and almost immediately a dark blue ball of similar fire popped out. "That's Luna's signal!" Bomu leaped the few steps to where the mirror stood. "This will change both our worlds for the better, Yue Liang! You'll see! And thank you again!" Laughing, he pushed forward, and the mirror flowed around him like a curtain of quicksilver, drawing him in.



Frozen, Yue watched Bomu disappear, but instantly the surface began to bulge. A purple horn poked through followed by a dark purple mane with a magenta stripe—



And an alicorn stepped out.



An alicorn mare.



An alicorn mare with Bomu's wide, bright eyes, Bomu's enthusiastic scent, and Bomu's infectious grin. "Hi!" she said, her voice lovely and lively. "You must be Prince Yue Liang! I'm Twilight Sparkle, and it's such an honor to meet you!"



Yue's heart burst open like a Dragon Fruit flower, and he found himself unable to do more than stare.








"It's simply amazing!" Twilight Sparkle stood on her hind legs, her front hooves resting on the edge of the balcony rail, the crescent moon shining above, the night garden blooming below, her trim body stretching as she—



Yue forced his gaze away for at least the fortieth time since she had slipped from Bomu's mirror less than half an hour ago. "Thank you," he said and had to clear his throat before he could go on. "I apologize that I have nothing suitable prepared for your entertainment, Princess—I mean, Twilight, of course," he added before she could tell him again to use her given name.



She was shaking her head. "You've nothing to be sorry about. This is—" She looked over her shoulder at him, and something caught in her voice. "Absolutely beautiful," she whispered.  Her eyes went even wider than usual, and she snapped back around to face the garden. "I know that Equestria has plants like these that blossom in the moonlight, and they'd be just the thing for Luna's side of the palace!"



Half of Yue wanted to read something into the way her breathing seemed to speed up, but the other half of him refused to. For all the odd circumstances surrounding the two of them standing here, this was not the dream Yue had tried so hard not to have for the past several years, the dream where Bomu Huo Hua, the pony who had saved Yue, banished his madness, and returned him to his brother and his throne, the dream where Bomu flared his horn, spread his wings, exercised the unbridled power at his command, and became a mare, a mare with laughing eyes and lips, a mare who sidled toward Yue with unmistakable intent, a mare whom Yue wrapped in his wings and held, his nose pressed close to inhale the sweet scent of her neck, of her feathers, of her—



"Your Highness?" her voice asked, and Yue startled backwards, almost tangled his hooves in the dark nebula of his tail, barely stopped himself from pitching over sideways.



She was blinking at him from the balcony rail. "Is everything all right?"



"Yes!" he more blurted than said, though he was certain the heat from his blush must be driving the stars in his mane to go super nova. "I mean—" And while he knew he was incapable of lying to Bomu or this incredible female version of him, he was careful to select a truth that was more suitable for the occasion. "I simply can't believe this is happening! Another universe? Where we all have counterparts who are mares? How is that even possible?"



Her smile, slow and spreading, lit up the darkness like clouds sliding away from the moon. "After your third or fourth alternate dimension, Your Highness, it gets a little easier." She held up a hoof. "Except you asked me to call you Yue, and I'm going to remember to do that from now on." She gave a crisp nod, took her front hooves from the balcony rail, and settled back onto one of the cushions he'd levitated out when he'd brought her here from Xing's old lab. "And I have to say that this world is a lot nicer than some I've run across."



"You've traveled to other—?" Stretching out on a cushion himself, Yue lit his horn to activate the small stove he kept here and reached into his quarters to float his teapot out. "If it wouldn't be an imposition, Twilight, might I ask that you share some tea with me and tell me of your adventures?"



There was nothing slow about her smile this time. "I'd love that!" She covered her mouth with a hoof, and the cuteness of her blush made the whispering part of Yue's mind get a little louder. "I mean, uhh, if you'll tell me some of your adventures, too. We can share tea and stories!"



At his insistence, Twilight began—most of his stories, after all, came attached to events of which he was not particularly proud...



Her stories, on the other hoof, made Yue gape in astonishment: her first told of a mirror dimension where she had become a tall, two-legged creature to match the inhabitants there, and her second of a mirror dimension where Tian Shang's counterpart, Princess Celestia, had been a villain opposed by a virtuous unicorn who, in Twilight's world, was a despotic king named Sombra.



This prompted Yue to recall the foul Queen You Yin Ying, and he started to tell Twilight about the struggle to liberate the Jing Di Guo north of Qi Ma Shu from the queen's oppressive rule—



But it turned out that she already knew the story. It further turned out that You Yin Ying must've been the counterpart of the Sombra she knew, and Yue ended up listening to Twilight tell how she and her dragon companion Spike had worked together to bring about this Sombra's final defeat. Of course, it was a story Yue already knew as well, having heard Bomu and Chang Ding's report of the same incident not so very long ago, but he listened eagerly, refilling Twilight's teacup when it came close to running dry and marveling at the tale anew.



A thought occurred to him as she was reaching the story's end, and when she paused to raise her cup and sip, he couldn't help asking, "Then did you have some equivalent to Cui Ren Ma? She was a fell creature who sucked the marks from our flanks and would've taken over the world had Bomu not—"



"Tirek!" Twilight sputtered, but, Yue couldn't help noticing, she didn't spill a single drop of tea. "You had a female Tirek here?"



Once again, Yue started the story from his point of view only to find himself sitting spellbound as she continued, his heart pounding to think of this demure and well-spoken young mare tangling with a monster as horrific as Cui Ren Ma.



It was then that a part of his mind began whispering that she had to stay, that she could never go, that he didn't want to continue another day without this beautiful, amazing pony in his life, but he pushed that part as far from his conscious thoughts as he could. This was neither the time nor the place—even though the scents of the moonflowers in the garden below only highlighted Twilight's intoxicating aroma; even though the night's quietude wrapped her quirky but gentle voice while she narrated the most spine-tingling of events; even though she was the impossible pony he'd secretly desired for years, a female Bomu alighting from the shores of dream to recline in perfect physical splendor upon his balcony.



But she was not for him, he knew. Like so much else is this world—true equality with his brother, for instance, and anything more than a glancing fondness from the ponies of Qi Ma Shu—this Princess Twilight Sparkle was not for him.



But still he sat drinking her in while she recounted this Tirek's final moments, her friends and someone she called Discord—obviously the counterpart of that annoying she-beast Be He Luan—finding strength in weakness the way Bomu always did.



Silence fell over them then, but it was warm instead of awkward, and Yue drank that in, too.  Until— "Yue?" she asked, and he started back, realized he'd been staring directly into the velvet depths of her eyes for he didn't know how long. "I don't mean to be rude, so please tell me if this is none of my business, but, well, we've had so many other parallels that I...I have to know." She reached a hoof past the stove and touched Yue's pastern like a butterfly landing. "A thousand years ago, my world's Princess Luna let her own darkness overwhelm her and—"



Yue couldn't stop a gasp, couldn't keep from curling his hoof to close around hers, couldn't tear his gaze away from her no matter how much he wanted to.



"It's okay," Twilight said quickly. "She's all right now, and I know you are, too. You've been a wonderful host, and I've loved every minute we've spent together. I'm only bringing this up because—" Her hoof curled over his as well. "Princess Luna had constructed a nightmare she called the Tantabus so she could punish herself for deeds the rest of Equestria had already forgiven her for." Her grip tightened, stronger than Yue had expected. "You don't have one of those, do you?"



"I— It— The Meng Bian Zi." Again, he couldn't've lied to her if he'd wanted to. "It got away from me, but Bomu and the others—every pony in their home town of Xiao Ma Cheng, in fact—they helped me, showed me how to...how to accept that I was no longer—" His vision blurring and his cheeks growing damp, Yue saw water brimming in Twilight's eyes—



And a bell appeared clattering above him, its tone sharp and shrill and making Yue wince. "Ah." He poked the bell with his magic to silence it, grasped for a napkin, and dabbed his face. "That would mean we have fifteen minutes to return to Bomu's mirror." He took a deep breath and let it out with a quiet laugh, a lightness in his chest that he hadn't felt in ages. "Despite the soggy ending, Twilight Sparkle, I thank you for your visit. I hope—" His voice cracked, but he pushed on regardless.  "I hope you'll consider returning some time."



"Of course I will!" Her wings flared, and she rose to all fours. She didn't let go of his hoof, though, her strength again surprising him as she pulled him up. "I make it a point to visit my friends as much as possible, and you, Prince Yue Liang, whether you like it or not, are now one of my friends!" She giggled, and Yue found himself wishing she might continue holding his hoof into the foreseeable future.



"And besides," Twilight was going on, "I still need to meet your brother and all Bomu's friends and, well, let's see: I'm guessing Bomu has a sister who's married to the alicorn prince who took over the northern kingdom—what did you call it?  Jing Di Guo?—after you all defeated Queen You Yin Ying." A little scowl creased her forehead. "I just wish Luna had told me about this project of hers before tonight. I'll need to review the specifications to see if this is the sort of mirror universe where I can meet Bomu without causing total protonic reversal." Her face brightened. "Or maybe you know? Can I pick your brain on the subject?"



With another laugh, Yue turned for the door leading back into his quarters. "I, too, only learned of all this tonight. Long ago, our court sorceress, Xing Xuan Wo, was wont to experiment with mirrors, I recall vaguely, but it wasn't a sort of magic I was interested in."



"Odd." Twilight fluttered to his side, and they moved out into the dimly lit corridor. "Everything else in our universes has been so parallel." She blushed again, and Yue had to stop himself from leaping into a quick loop-de-loop at the sight. "I mean, you know, other than the whole reversed genders thing. So what's so different about mirror magic? Why have you never had any, and why was Luna working on it in my universe while Bomu was working on it in yours?"



Having no answer, Yue merely shrugged. A tiny ripple of uneasiness started tugging at him, though, and he picked up his pace just as Twilight picked up hers. Quickly taking to the air, they swooped through the hallways into the depths of Man Pao Cheng where Xing's old workshop lay.



Rounding a corner and seeing that the doorway to the lab was dark made Yue's uneasiness increase, and he flapped his larger wings to pass Twilight, landing just ahead of her in the musty stone room. The mirror still stood in its place, but the silvery glow it had emitted was gone: only their reflections in the semi-darkness looked back at him, Twilight's becoming more and more concerned.



"Are we early?" she asked, but before Yue could check, the second magical alarm he'd set earlier went off, the bell's clattering making him wince again; he smacked it with his horn, and it fell silent, not a single sound suddenly anywhere in this entire part of the palace.



"I—" Twilight started across the room as gingerly as a cat crossing a damp meadow. "What—?" She reached the mirror, held up a hoof, and moved it forward, Yue holding his breath.



Her hoof met the image of itself coming and stopped, the surface not budging an inch.



"What—?" Twilight said again, and the helpless expression she turned toward him roused every protective instinct in Yue's soul. "What's going on?"








She tried several spells that she said she'd devised when working with other mirror universes, but Bomu's mirror continued to do nothing but sit silently. Yue could smell her frustration mounting, so he touched her shoulder and asked if the mirror would be safe to move.



Panting slightly, the tip of her horn a white-hot ember, she nodded. "I can detect a fair amount of residual magic in this room, but none of it seems to be connected to the mirror."



"Very well." Yue lit his own horn and sent out a blue summoning sphere. "I'll have the guards take it to my laboratory. I have a few grimoires and assorted magical books, and all the libraries here in Man Pao Cheng are at our disposal, too, of course."



"Bomu's library." Bits of that lost look still flitted about the edges of Twilight's face, but just about the edges. "I'm guessing he has a castle out in the equivalent of Ponyville?"



"Jiao Qing Li Palace in Xiao Ma Cheng," Yue said, not sure if he was still capable of feeling surprise that she knew so much about their lives. "Any notes he made will be there." And because he couldn't stop himself— "What do you think happened? Did the spell malfunction? I'm not getting any aroma of material burnout, so it can't be that the mirror cracked, but magical feedback always makes my hide tingle, and I'm not—"



"Please, Prince Yue." She rubbed the space between her eyes. "Let's not conjecture in advance of the facts. Also, I...I need to start making some check lists as quickly as possible."



"Of course." Knowing Bomu, he should have guessed; reaching through the spaces between space to his workroom, Yue pulled a blank notebook and a quill from storage and materialized them in front of her.



"Thank you," she said tersely, and she was still writing in it when the guards arrived. Giving them their instructions, Yue gently herded Twilight along after them, her head down and her pen jotting notes the whole time.



The clock above the fireplace in Yue's workroom was striking midnight as they entered: an hour since the mirror should have opened, and it hadn't given so much as a crackle. Yue thanked the guards, dismissed them, turned to Twilight and asked, "What can I do to help?"



A faint smile pulled her lips, and she looked up from the book for the first time, about half the pages filled with a very Bomu-like scrawl. "Don't take this the wrong way, Yue, but I think I'd be more comfortable right now if you went about your business." She raised a hoof when he opened his mouth to complain. "If you're anything like Luna, you have duties you need to see to each night, and I've been keeping you from those duties." The way she looked around the room made Yue nervous, but she nodded instead of frowning. "I'd say there's enough here for me to get started, so do what you have to do, and I'll do the same."



Wanting to argue with her, he instead found that he couldn't. "Can I have the kitchen send anything up?" he asked after silently sputtering for a few moments.



"Anything but quesadillas," she muttered, making notes again in the book.



He blinked at her. "What?"



She waved a hoof. "Two flat disks of cooked corn meal or wheat paste served with melted cheese between them." She shuddered.



Yue did some more blinking. "I've never even heard of such a thing!"



Twilight's pen skittered to a stop, and the huge smile she turned toward him made his heart leap. "Yue, I'm liking this universe more and more."



He left her scratching away at the book and launched himself into the dreamscape in the hopes that some nightgaunts or other bogeys might be lurking about for him to vent his frustrations upon. But the turmoil that flew through the aethersphere ahead, around, and in his wake—of course he wanted Bomu back, but he just as surely didn't want Twilight to go—seemed to drive the usual gibbering monstrosities into hiding. At least that meant he could get back to the palace more quickly, and he did just that, stepping from the night's shadows to the corridor outside his workroom only three hours after he'd left.



Inside, he had to stop and stare, the place hardly recognizable. Twilight seemed to have dismantled all his furniture and rebuilt it into a giant wooden, metal, and granite framework that surrounded the mirror and changed shape, he was certain, every time he glanced away from it. All his meticulously organized books had been moved into a dozen piles scattered across the floor, and Twilight herself stood before the mirror with her whole body glowing, the tip of her tongue curled out to touch her upper lip and sweat dripping from the edge of her mane.



Having seen Bomu in this state more than once, Yue entered softly and sat by the door to wait. She held the pose for some minutes longer, but then her horn sputtered; with a snarling sort of grunt, she wrenched herself sideways, the place where she'd been standing marked by four  smoking hoofprints etched into the stone.



Forcing his jaw not to drop, Yue conjured up a glass of water, moved quickly to her side, and offered it to her.



She nodded as if in thanks, grabbed the glass in her own magic, and swigged down its contents. "It's impossible!" she said, tossing the glass aside: Yue caught it in his magic before it could hit the floor. "I mean, over the years, I've not only studied Starswirl's methods, but I've transgressed several of the limitations he himself declared to be inviolable! But that mirror—!" She waved a shaking hoof at it. "It keeps turning back on itself, every trail I follow leading me right back to where I started! I don't know if I want to collaborate on a series of treatises with this Bomu of yours or kick him in the head as hard as I can!"



Yue nodded. "You're not alone in feeling that way." Unable to stop himself, he draped a wing around her, her shoulders as solid under her smooth hide as stone pillars. "I've a room you can use to get some sleep. In the morning, I'll introduce you to Tian Shang, then we'll head to Jiao Qing Li Palace and see what we can find in Bomu's notes."



For another moment, she might as well have been a statue, but with a sigh, she softened all at once and slumped against his side, every one of Yue's nerve endings lighting up like a sky full of stars. "I'm sorry," she murmured. "But I just...I just don't understand what's going on..."



"You will." He wanted so much to stroke his feathers along her back, but he knew that if he started, he would never stop. "You'll open the gate and step through and all will once again be well." Fortunately, he was speaking softly because he didn't feel able to put much conviction into the words.



He felt her nod; they rose together, and he guided her to the guest room across the hall. She clambered into bed and dropped instantly to sleep, Yue barely trusting himself to pull a blanket over her before he threw himself out into the hall and rushed through the last few tasks he'd had scheduled for tonight before Bomu had thrown his entire world into such an awful and wonderful state of madness.



At dawn, he arrived at Tian Shang's balcony just in time to lower the moon, his elder brother not saying a word till the sun was rising steadily into the warm blue of a summer morning. "Rough night?" Tian asked then.



Yue had been thinking for some hours about how best to bring Tian up to speed on the situation, but nothing had occurred to him except— "Bomu," he said simply and gestured for his brother to follow.



They winged across the spires of Man Pao Cheng Palace, and Yue led the way to the room where he'd left Twilight sleeping. "I can't prepare you for this," he said quietly and pushed open the door.



Dawn's golden light washed through the drawn curtains, Twilight relaxed in sleep and even more beautiful than Yue remembered. "That's not Bomu," Tian rumbled softly. "And yet...she is, isn't she?"



"Exactly." Yue told Tian of the night's events—as much as he understood them himself, at least—and finished just as Twilight began stirring.



Tian placed his shoulder against Yue's chest, pushed him out into the hallway and followed, closing the door behind them. "Rule number one, little brother." Tian tapped the tip of his horn against Yue's. "A gentlecolt knocks before entering a mare's boudoir, especially when that mare is an unaccountably long way from home."



He gestured to the door. Yue blinked at it. Tian rolled his eyes, raised a hoof, mimed knocking, then pointed at the door again.



Unable to stop his blush, Yue stepped up and rapped on the door. "Princess Twilight? It's Prince Yue. Are you—?"



The door glowed purple and slammed open, Twilight standing there with wide eyes. "Then...it wasn't a dream? Everything really—?" She stopped, her jaw dropping, and Yue realized that she was looking past him at Tian.



Glancing over his shoulder, Yue couldn't help but see his brother with new eyes: a tall, broad-chested, snow-white stallion, his mane and tail flowing with the sky blue and sunburst gold of a cloudless morning, his blonde mustache and goatee as carefully trimmed as always. He bowed his head and spoke in that resonant voice of his: "Princess Twilight? I'm Tian Shang. I'm sorry that your first visit to Qi Ma Shu has proven to be problematical. Rest assured, we will provide any and all assistance we can muster toward helping you resolve this situation."



A tiny flare of the old jealousy ignited in Yue's gut, but he swallowed against it easily enough. It wasn't Tian's fault that he was perfect in every—



A bark of laughter rang through the hallway, and Twilight clapped a hoof over her mouth. "I...I'm sorry, Your Highness! It's just that—" Her grin grew huge and infectious. "I've got to get that portal fixed so Celestia can meet you!" She turned to Yue, and he was sure that her eyes lit up in a way they hadn't while looking at Tian. "So! Breakfast, then Bomu's castle: is that still the plan, Yue?"








Breakfast was wonderful, Tian sitting back with that half-smile on his face and asking far fewer questions than Yue would've expected. The several hours of sleep seemed to have agreed with Twilight, too, her namesake sparkle returning as she laughed and exchanged more stories with Yue all through the meal. They left immediately afterwards for Xiao Ma Cheng, Twilight spreading her wings and taking off before Yue could even suggest sending for a chariot.



It had been some time since Yue had flown during the day, but gliding along beside Twilight, he couldn't help but admire the way the sunlight embraced her just as surely as the moonlight had last night. Not that he was staring at her the whole way: he wasn't that tone-deaf when it came to mares. Not that he'd had many lovers despite the centuries that he'd—



And he reined in that train of thought so quickly, he was surprised he didn't knock himself sideways out of the sky.



They passed the time, though, comparing landmarks, largely similar between here and her Equestria, except, of course, for the peculiar names she had for everything. This led them into a lively discussion about naming conventions, and Yue would've happily continued flying all the way into the depths of the Chang Zi Zai Forest if Twilight hadn't gestured to the turrets of Bomu's palace off to their left.



Flying over the outskirts of Xiao Ma Cheng, Yue noticed Twilight becoming quiet. "Ponyville," she muttered. "The whole town..." She brightened then, and he saw she was looking at the market in the village square, a familiar orange stallion in a battered hat calling out to passers-by in his baritone drawl about the virtues of introducing more apples to their diets. "Oh, now, this I've got to see!" Twilight practically squealed.



"Twilight," Yue started, but she was already diving; Yue gave a flap and caught up with her just as she landed.



"Well, now!" the stallion said, pushing back his hat and turning with a grin. "Morning, Bomu, Yue. Can't recall the last time I's seen either of you up this...early..." His grin began wilting, his forehead creasing.



Yue stepped forward quickly. "Ping Guo Jin, this is Princess Twilight Sparkle. She and Bomu are, umm..." No coherent way of finishing that sentence came to him.



Fortunately—or unfortunately, now that Yue thought about it—Twilight's tongue seemed less tied. "We're doppelgangers," she said, hopping in place, her grin growing as Ping's vanished. "Your Prince Bomu opened a path through a magic mirror to my universe, and he's visiting there while I visit here!"



Ping blinked. "Uh-huh." Tipping his head back, he shouted in a voice that smacked Yue as hard as a bucketful of cold water, "Hong!"



"Huh?" a scratchy voice asked from above, and a rainbow streak spun down to become a sky-blue stallion standing beside the apple cart. "What's up, Ping?"



"Don't gimme that!" Ping aimed a shaking hoof at Twilight, the princess's grin somehow getting even wider. "Did you put Bomu up to this? 'Cause it's a prank stupid enough to have your fat hoofprints all over it!"



"What?" The pegasus blinked, then stared.



Yue sighed. "Hong Rui Qi, this is Princess Twilight Sparkle."



"Well, now!" Hong brushed at the stripes of his unruly mane. "A lady Bomu, huh? And how're you doin'?"



Which was just about enough of that, Yue decided. But before he could externalize the thunder and lightning jabbing and growling inside him, Twilight's braying laughter broke like a wooden plank across his back. "Oh, my gosh! Rainbow is gonna die when I tell her about this! Just plain die!"



Glancing over, he saw Twilight clutching her sides and stomping the ground, the citizens of Xiao Ma Cheng starting to notice. "Uh," Hong said, his ears flat against his head. "Prince Yue? What...what...what—?"



Once again, Yue began explaining, a crowd growing around them, and by the time he got to the end, Twilight had recovered enough to help. "So, wait," Lin Lang said, the tailor's eyes darting back and forth between Yue and Twilight. "Then Bomu is trapped in this other universe?"



"Not trapped," Twilight said, her wings bristling. "Nopony's trapped anywhere! It's just that mirror travel can be really tricky! I mean, more than once, we've had to break all connection between our universe and another before everything collapsed and destroyed both!"



Lin Lang gasped. Beside him, Po Yong Xi pressed his front hooves to his snout, the veterinarian's scent even saltier with fear than usual, while Pin Qi Bing's tangled mane drooped around his shoulders like a strawberry waterfall.



Yue cleared his throat and spread his wings. "Not that there's any danger of that happening in this case!" He added a touch of the Man Pao Cheng voice so his words would carry to the whole crowd. "Prince Bomu is undoubtedly working with their Princess Luna just as Princess Twilight and I are working together here! But for now, in the very shadow of Jiao Qing Li Palace, let's extend the hoof of friendship to our visiting princess and welcome her to Qi Ma Shu!"



That got ears at least partially raised around the town square, and Twilight's bright smile and easy manner over the next hour or so greeting everypony who wanted to meet her reduced the tension tugging at Yue's mane substantially.



"Ding dang it," Ping Guo Jin said when the crowd had finally thinned out—and Ping had sold most of his apples, Yue noticed. "The things Bomu gets hisself into! Not that we ain't glad to have you, Princess, but I reckon we'll be shoving this into that boy's face for more'n a little while when he gets back."



"I'll say!" Hong Rui Qi rubbed his hooves together. "No hurry, though, right?" He arched his eyebrows at Twilight. "'Cause, I mean, you need anypony to show you around, Princess, just stop by my place, and I'll be happy to give you the grand tour."



Ping scowled at the pegasus. "Simmer down, there, RQ."



"I'm just saying!"



Smiling, Twilight shook her head. "No matter the universe, some things are a constant." She looked over at Yue, her smile fading. "And speaking of that..."



"Yes." Yue spread his wings again. "If you'll pardon us, gentlecolts, we have to gather up Bomu's notes."



Stepping into the castle, Yue heard Twilight gasp and saw Chang Ding padding across the vestibule with a bowl of gems covered in sugar held in her claws. Yue introduced them and began what he'd started thinking of as the standard explanation, but Twilight stomped past him with a glare on her face. "What have I told you about putting so much sugar on your breakfast?"



"Whaddaya mean so much?" Chang Ding glared right back. "That's hardly any!"



"Oh, really?" Twilight's horn glowed, and a flex of purple fire swept over the little dragon's bowl, a bubble drifting away filled with white powder. "There! That's more like it!"



The two stood snout to snout, and Yue thought for a moment that he was going to have to intervene. But then Chang Ding gave a snort and said, "You look weird as a girl."

 

"Well, so do you." Twilight's scowl softened. "But I'm glad Bomu has you to take care of him."



"Yeah, yeah." Chang Ding turned away with a wave of her claws. "You're lucky this sorta thing happens all the time in the comics, or you might have a hard time getting ponies to believe it."



Twilight chuckled, and before Yue could give her directions to Bomu's study, she was already heading down the hallway into the castle's East Wing. Shaking his head and following, Yue rounded the corner in time to see her turning the knob with her magic and pushing inside, but she jumped back with a cry of "No!"



In a flash, he was at her side. Everything looked the way it had the last time Yue had been here: books and scrolls stacked every which way on the shelves, the desk on the far wall by the window also covered. But now, a large metal bucket sat in the middle of the room, and the charred smell in the air told him that it wasn't dirt filling the thing more than halfway. "No..." Twilight whispered it this time. "He...he burned his notes..."



"We don't know that." Yue advanced into the room, his magic extending ahead to alert him in case—well, he didn't know in case of what, actually, but he felt it best to be prepared.



"That's all it can be." Every bit of sparkle was gone from her voice. "He knew we'd come here after the portal failed, so he put the remains right there where we wouldn't miss them. So we'd know that...that he doesn't mean to come back."



Yue whirled on her. "We don't know that!" But the tears in her eyes slapped the anger clear out of him. "Please, Twilight!" He dropped to his knees and took her hooves in his. "Bomu wouldn't do this! He couldn't! No more than you could! I mean, locking another pony out of her world so she can never return? That's—!"



"Lock?" Twilight's face uncrumpled, her eyes widening and her mouth opening. "Of course!" Suddenly ablaze, she grabbed Yue's head. "Yue! You're a genius, and I'm an idiot!" Pushing herself forward, she kissed him thoroughly and deeply before spinning away and vanishing in a crackle of purple lightning.



It took a few seconds for Yue's knees to unlock, but when they did, he leaped up, sent his magic into the swirling turbulence of hers, felt her arrive at her destination, and almost lost control of his knees again. She had teleported all the way back to Man Pao Cheng!



Not that Yue couldn't do that as well, of course. But he did have to take another couple of seconds to gather his wits, extend his focus, and whisk himself away.



He materialized in his workroom, Twilight once again standing in front of the giant structure into which she'd embedded the mirror last night. This time, though, she wasn't channeling enough power to warp the very strings of space: as Yue watched, she sent a single ball of magic up to touch the top of the mirror's original golden frame.



A circle immediately popped into being there, a circle with regularly spaced marks along the outer rim and a pointer reaching out from the center. "A timer," Yue said.



"Yep." Twilight turned to look at him, and while it wasn't a happy face she wore, it wasn't a sad one, either. "The first mirror I traveled through had a timer that only allowed it to open for three days every thirty moons."



"Thirty moons?" Yue was fairly certain he was now displaying the very same mixed emotions—how terrible that she wouldn't be able to leave for thirty moons, but how wonderful that she wouldn't be able to leave for thirty moons!



"No, no," she said exactly as Bomu so often did. She nodded to the circle. "From the amount of time that's passed since it last opened, I would guess it'll open in another 28 days." With half a smile, she cocked her head. "Looks like I'm your Princess of Friendship for the next moon."








Yue offered to juggle the heavens for her to see if they could trick Bomu's timer, but while she smiled broadly at the offer, she also shook her head.



They discussed with Tian Shang how to handle her presence and finally agreed to stick with Bomu's original plan: quiet and low-key. So Yue flew with her once more to Xiao Ma Cheng and announced that Twilight would be filling in for Bomu in Jiao Qing Li Palace for the next four weeks: "Think of it as a cultural exchange program," she said, once again adding to his explanation.



The village, more accustomed, Yue knew, to the peculiar than any other spot in Qi Ma Shu, readily accepted her, and stopping by every evening and every morning, he found her full of stories. "Even the map knows me!" she exclaimed two weeks into her stay. "Lin Lang, Po Yong Xi, and I got called this morning to, oh, we call it Appleoosa where I come from: I can't recall—"



"Ping Pu Cheng," he told her.



Her smile shone, and he basked in it as she told the story. That was the night she fell asleep nestled against his side, Yue draping his dark blue wing over her and vowing silently that no matter what else might happen, he would remain devoted to this pony, so strong and so gentle, for the rest of his days.



A week after that, they sat nestled together again on her balcony under a not-quite-midnight moon and shared their second kiss. "This place," she said, the hills beyond Xiao Ma Cheng all silver and shadow. "It's gotten to feel just like home." She stirred, and he looked down to see her looking back. "But the scenery is so much nicer." 



Bending his neck, he met her lips rising to meet his—



And the next week, it was time for the portal to open.



He stood beside her in his workroom, the timer a mere two marks away from pointing straight up, and tried to stroke the tension from her back with his feathers. "You know why they did it," he said.



"Yes, yes, yes." She gave the base of his neck a nuzzle, her eyes never straying from the timer. "I just want to hear her tell me herself."



Yue nodded. "Before or after you kick Bomu in the head?"



She chuckled. "I haven't decided yet."



The timer gave a loud click, and the silver of the mirror whisked away like morning dew, the frame becoming a doorway into a room beyond: a room in which stood a tall, dark, lovely alicorn mare with a wing draped over Bomu Huo Hua in almost exactly the same way that Yue was holding Twilight. The two over there, however, Yue was sure, looked a great deal more uncertain of themselves...



Twilight crossed the threshold, and Yue followed, nopony saying a word until Twilight settled just inside the other workroom, Yue taking his place beside her. Then— "How?" was all Twilight asked.



Bomu glanced up at the alicorn mare—Princess Luna, Yue assumed—and she began to tell of her search for another mirror universe with a Sombra for her sister Celestia to love: "When our Sombra returned and chose to forsake the path of evil, it was for love of the unicorn Radiant Hope. I could see how this silently tore at Celestia, and I determined to alleviate her suffering. But when I cast the spell through the mirror, I found only silence until—" She looked down at Bomu, and Yue recognized all too well the shimmering smile in her eyes. "Until I met Bomu's spell coming the other direction. And he— That is, I—" Her gaze fell to the floor, all trace of a smile gone. "I'd had these dreams, Twilight, ever since you returned me to myself from the depths of the Nightmare, dreams where...where you...where I—"



"Yes," Yue said, knowing exactly what Luna didn't want to say. "Twilight and I have discussed my similar dreams."



Luna nodded. "The more Bomu and I talked through the interface, the more I knew that I had to—that we had to..." She scratched one front hoof over the stone floor.



Nuzzling the side of her neck, Bomu gave his familiar sideways grin. "And the more we talked, the more I know it, too." He laughed quietly. "Just my luck, right, Yue? The mare of my dreams, and she lived in another dimension."



Silence settled over them, Twilight again breaking it after a moment. "And?" she asked.



With a stomp, Luna gave a snort. "And we needed to maintain the balance! That was what doomed Celestia's romance with the alternate Sombra: the imbalance it caused between the universes! So for Bomu and I to be together, we...we had to...to—"



"To get us together," Twilight finished, poking Yue in the side.



More silence, then Bomu sighed. "It was the only way." His voice broke. "Luna said you thrived in adversity, Twilight, and Yue's never happier than when he's helping someone in distress. So Luna and I, we engineered the mirror, and...and..." He trailed off.



Yue was finding it more and more difficult to keep a straight face. He'd promised Twilight that he would follow her lead, however, and she was still standing there as stony as a statue.



"All right," she said after another long moment. She raised a hoof and pointed it at Luna. "But you owe us! And I mean a double date with all the trimmings! Right now! At Pony Joe's!" She leaped forward to wrap a hug around the startled Luna. "And thank you! Thank you! Thank you!"



Letting all the laughter he'd been holding in burst out, Yue leaped right behind her and scooped Bomu up in his magic. "Change the worlds for the better, I believe you said!" He spun the younger alicorn around. "It's a good thing you so often know what you're talking about, Bomu Huo Hua: that's all I've got to say!"
      

      
   
      Absences and Appearances


      

      
      
         It was the stone in front of his hoof that did it.



Sunburst gasped, wincing, as the glow of his horn dissipated. He snorted, his hoof scraping against the cave floor as he stumbled. Behind him, there was a rumbling thud as the gate he had been holding open slammed shut with a thud, inches from his tail. There was a rattling crunch as the door slammed down on one of the stones he had kicked into its path.



He wasn’t sure how he had even made it this far. The last time he had tried this, they had caught him at the gate. They weren’t expecting him to go for it - not in the state he was in - but that couldn’t have been his only advantage if they were leaving him alone like this. His gaze flickered back and forth, gazing at the niches in the walls.



He had been planning this for a long time. He knew which way to go.



The darkness of the cavern swallowed him as he stumbled into the darkness.








Dear Sunburst,



Are you doing okay? How is Canterlot?



I know you’ve only been there for about a day, but it must be so exciting! I wish I could come. It’s so expensive, though. I have to stay here and ‘mare the fort’, as Old Wrinkly would say.



It’s lonely without you here, though. I hope you can come and visit soon!



Starlight








A small amount of light wisped from his horn - enough for him to see, but not much more. The shadows that were cast by his weak light fell over the walls like shades floating in his light. He looked about nervously, the clacks of his hooves on stone the loudest sound in the dark. The wind whistling through the tunnel cooled his fur, and he shivered.



He paused as he stepped up to a fork. He moved to the right following the upwards slope, the dust in his hoofsteps peeling up from the well worn trail.



As he stepped up the path, he heard a chattering. His ears perked up, and he pressed up against the wall, his horn going out and his dirty fur blending with the grey stone in the darkness.



His eyes scrunched up, and he let out a ragged breath.



Then, he clenched and stopped moving.








Dear Sunburst,



I guess you must be busy. I get it, I guess. Things must be really interesting up where you are.



Have you learned any cool magic? My telekinesis is getting better - I can almost turn the well’s winch. Mom says that I might be able to go catch some water on the next Falling Day.



Crispin has been bugging me for a while - I do not know why he can not just leave me alone. It was different with you here. Be safe.



Starlight








The clattering grew louder, and he opened one eye to see what he was dealing with. His horn lit, he redirected the light around him in a crude form of the basic invisibility spell. The patch of wall that he was sitting in might have been weird, but should have been practically unnoticeable.



The light from a collection of grubs in an opaque tube gave off a light that lit the tunnel with a sickly yellow white radiance as the group of changelings entered his portion of the passage.



Sunburst gazed at the black chitin that made up the group of changelings as they clicked and hissed at each other, making conversation. The leader of the group was animatedly throwing his hooves about as he ‘spoke’. The other changelings laughed at what was apparently a joke.



Sunburst closed his eyes and tried not to whimper as the prolonged spell started to take its toll. He bit his tongue, trying to be as silent as possible.



The changelings didn’t notice him as they moved around the next corner.



He stayed still for another moment, then peeled away from the wall, gasping slightly. His horn given a break, it let go of its link to his rapidly reducing mana pool.



He shook his head. No time. He had to move.



The sound of his hooves once again continued to ring through out the tunnels as he walked.








Dear Sunburst,



It’s been a little while since my last letter. Are you even getting these?



Well, I’ve been as busy as I can be, given the circumstances. It’s Falling Day next weekend - the pegasi are finally getting that spring storm we’ve been promised together. I’ made a telekinetic net yesterday - Mom’s been spending more time with me lately since you left. It’s been a little boring, to be honest.



I hope you answer soon.



Starlight








Sunburst sat on his train seat with his front hooves dangling over the edge as the train ground to a halt at the next station, the screech of brakes accompanying the reduction in speed. He stared out the window, the moon gleaming into his compartment and the empty planes of dust out of this side of the train.



He still couldn’t believe that he had to leave.



Why did his parents do this to him?



Boarding school. It just wasn’t fair - but here he was, with a sunshine cutie mark and apparently with a destiny in ‘Attending Celestia’s School.’ Stupid.



He decided to stretch his legs at this stop, and he pushed himself out of his chair and walked down the carpeted train hall. He heard several snores and the sound of talking echoing out from some of the compartments he passed. He stopped near the door and peeked outside on the other side of the train from his compartment. It was fairly desolate out here - aside from a train station and a couple of houses, the place was practically a ghost town. Nopony was visible in the tiny dust ridden street that led up to the station. Why did they even stop here?



He shook his head and turned to go back into the train.



Behind him, there was a clicking sound. He turned to look-



There was a loud clang and several bouts of green flame.



Darkness enshrouded his vision…



...but not before he saw a glowing blue eye staring at him in the moonlight.








Dear Sunburst,



I caught some of the water during the Falling Day today with my net. Mom says that it will be a good year since our chime was one of the first to ring.



I don’t agree. Crispin is being more persistent, and no one else will help me. School is becoming unbearable.



Why won’t you write to me? Is it something I said? Is it because I endangered you before you left? Do you not like me anymore?



Why won’t you tell me why?



Starlight








Sunburst sniffed - the air was certainly getting worse, if he had any inclination. That was good thing, considering the cave’s location underneath a poisonous desert. His path sloped gently upwards, bringing him closer to the surface.



He hadn’t been this close in a long, long time.



He glanced nervously at either side of the path, keeping to the left side of the underground passage. His horn flickered out as he traveled a little farther, coming to a small rise. He kept as close as he could to the edge of the stony corridor, pressing himself to the ground. A glow came from over the incline, and he poked his head slowly over the ridge.



On the other side, a pair of changelings were standing in front of a gate. The cracks on either side and beneath it were lit from within… or, more accurately, without.



He slid back down behind the incline and took a deep breath.



He had one shot at this, and he had better make this count.








Sunburst,



Write to me! Please, just tell me you’re still there. Like you’ve always been there.



Please…



I can’t do this alone.



Starlight








Sunburst breathed for a moment.



All he had to do was make it past the gate. The Badlands were inhospitable for a reason, and despite all the time the changelings had spent down in these caves, they had never found a good way across the poisonous wastes.



Fortunately, he had something that they didn’t - a unicorn horn and a large mana pool.



And the Badlands? One gigantic intermingling leyline.



Travel was easy when you had highspeed teleporting pathways.



He scrunched his eyes shut took a deep breath, the darkness hiding his form. Turning, he grasped the ridge and flipped himself over the rise.








You know what? I don’t need you. I don’t need anypony!



This whole freaking world is just idiotic. I wish you’d never gotten that stupid cutie mark. Maybe you’d… still be here.



Instead of out there.



I’m so alone…








The changeling was not expecting the telekinetic burst in the face. The amber magic slammed it against the back wall, its wings fluttering frantically for a moment. Sunburst pivoted, turning around and slamming his back hooves into its chest. There was a crunch as some of its chitin exoskeleton shattered, and he heard a groan.



Disengaging, he rolled, wincing as some of his not quite healed wounds ground against the stone. He slammed a hoof towards his second opponent.



The changeling ducked and hit him in the side as he turned, striking him on one of his open scabs. He winced, pain shooting through his side. He fired up his horn again despite the throbbing and jammed it inwards. It caught between two sliding pieces of chitin on his opponent and he pulled his head upwards, tearing at the hard substance. Then, he let out a burst of pure thaumic energy.



It tore into the lengthened crack, and the changeling was blown backwards, slamming into the far wall before slumping, its glowing eyes rolling back in its head.



Sunburst let out a gasp, panting. He had to move - he didn’t have much time now that the hive mind had been alerted. Wincing, he let his mana flow out of his horn pull the gate open by brute force.



Light - sunlight - poured into the room.








Why can’t everyone just live together equally? Why did you have to leave? Why couldn’t I go too?



…



You know what? It doesn’t matter. I’ll make new friends.








He winced away from the light as it struck his eyes. He scrunched them shut, and shuffled forwards, away from the dark.



His eyes slowly opened, and behind him the door slammed shut.



He sighed before it caught for a moment, and then he let out a choked up sob.



It had been so long...








Better friends.



Friends that won’t go away like you did.



You’ll see, Sunburst.








The sun was there! He could see it!



He hadn’t seen it in so, so long.



He thrust his head into the air, breathing in the gases waving off of the deserted plains. Right now, he didn’t care if it was a bad idea. He didn’t care if it was poisoned. He didn’t care if he had to leave. For once, one time in such a long, long time…



...everything was going his way.








I’ll forge my own path.








The door behind him crashed open, green sparks leaping out of the gateway.



His horn already charged, he tapped into the leyline beneath his feet…



...and disappeared in a burst of amber.








You’ll see.








There was a letter.



Starlight looked sideways at the letter, unsure. She hadn’t gotten a letter in a very long time. She shrugged and pulled it open, the envelope tearing at the corners and down the side.



She pulled out the piece of paper inside and unfolded it.



Then, she scanned the first three lines.



Her hoof quivered, and the paper dropped to the floor.



While the words were important, the hoofwriting was what really caused it.








Dear Starlight,



It’s been such a long, long time.



I hope you'll at least let me explain...
      

      
   
      Fighting Fractions of Friendship


      

      
      
         “Twice!” exclaimed Rarity as she stalked back and forth in her kitchen with Sweetie Belle and Cheerilee at the table, both of whom seemed more than eager to be anywhere else in Equestria. “We talked when you were sent home for fighting the first time, Sweetie! I thought you understood! Fighting is not ladylike behavior, particularly at school! Mother is going to be so disappointed with you.”



“I’m sorry, Rarity.” Sweetie Belle did not take her eyes off the spotless tablecloth, but she did squirm uncomfortably in her chair. “Maybe we… I mean I could make it up with some extra credit homework or something.”



“Brawling like some common street hoodlum,” continued Rarity as if she had not even noticed Sweetie Belle’s words. “What if you got your cutie mark in violence? You could wind up making your way in the world as some roller-derby skater or boxer. You could even become a—” Rarity shuddered “—professional wrestler.”



Cheerilee looked up with a momentary wince before putting on her best Teacher’s Serious Expression, which had gotten a lot of use over the last few weeks. “I really should be taking this up with Sweetie’s parents, but since they’re still on their vacation…” She trailed off in deep consideration of the stacks of unfinished dresses in the room Cheerilee had just walked through with dejected young filly in tow.



Rarity seemed to pick up on Cheerilee’s reluctance and promptly waved a hoof in dismissal. “I am more than willing to oversee my sister’s punishment for her second infraction of the school rules, Miss Cheerilee. She is my sister, and I love her very much despite her brutal actions at school.”



“I said I was sorry.” Sweetie Belle put her head down on the table and sighed. “It wasn’t even my turn.”



There was an exceedingly long silence that stretched across the kitchen as Rarity and Cheerilee looked first at each other, and then at the young unicorn who seemed one small step away from breaking into tears.



“Sweetie.” Rarity carefully ran her tongue across dry lips and chose her words with great care. “Perhaps it would help if you told us, in your own words, just exactly what happened out on the playground between you and Diamond Tiara. Again.”



“It won’t help.” An enormous sigh escaped the tiny filly and she lit her horn up with a flickering green glow to extract one of the sugar cubes out of Rarity’s tea set. It was a snacking habit which Rarity had been trying to suppress in herself as well, but she held her composure and waited until the quiet crunching had died down and Sweetie Belle began to speak again in a low voice.



“Scoots, Apple Bloom and myself were over by the swings, just like last time, talking about what we were going to do to get our cutie marks, when Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon came over. We were thinking they had changed their behavior, because Diamond hadn’t bugged Scootaloo about not being able to fly in almost a week, which is a record for her, but she started right in on her. So I popped her one.”



“Sweetie.” Rarity cleared her throat. “A lady does not ‘pop’ another pony in the face.”



“She called Scoots a dodo and an archaeopt… archaeopte…”



“Archaeopteryx,” said Cheerilee almost apologetically. “We’re studying dinosaurs this week. I didn’t think Diamond Tiara was going to use them to pick on Scootaloo again, though.”



“Diamond Tiara uses everything to pick on Scootaloo.” Sweetie Belle floated another sugar cube out of the bowl, but dropped it on the table while floating it back to herself.



“Sweetie, when other ponies in school pick on you, they need to be reported to the proper authorities.” Rarity snuck a look at Cheerilee, who was looking rather guilty. “She has been reporting Diamond Tiara to you, right?”



“Every time.” Cheerilee gave out a sigh. “There’s really not much I can do for discipline other than to separate her from the other students for a while, or keep her out of recess, in which case she complains to her father, and her father complains to the school board, and you know who is on the school board.” Cheerilee looked up with a sudden guilty twitch and added, “Please don’t repeat that, Sweetie.”



“I know, I know.” Sweetie Belle gave off another sigh of such immense magnitude and intensity that it would have been considered impressive even if she had been a fully-grown mare. “Diamond Tiara’s mother is on the school board and can get you fired. We know. That’s why we…” She trailed off to a halt and glanced furtively around the room.



“That’s why you did what?” Cheerilee tapped one hoof on the ground while waiting for an answer, which appeared not to be forthcoming anytime soon.



“Just one moment.” Rarity paused with a thoughtful expression. “Didn’t Scootaloo and Apple Bloom get sent home from school this semester for fighting in the playground?”



“They’re not the only ones.” Cheerilee rolled her eyes. “After the school board passed that zero tolerance rule at the beginning of school to cut down on violence, the fighting started. It’s trailed off recently, but I’m afraid the fights out in the playground may be picking back up again. I hope it doesn’t, because for a while there it seemed as if I was sending one of the children home every day.”



“Two,” said Sweetie Belle in a very quiet voice.



“Yes, two,” corrected Cheerilee. “Policy says that any fight, no matter who starts it, winds up with both of the involved students withheld from class for a day at the minimum.”



“And how many of these fights has Diamond Tiara been involved in?” asked Rarity while keeping an eye on the guilty twitch that traveled down Sweetie Belle’s back.



“Most of them.” Cheerilee paused. “Actually, all of them. In fact, she missed almost every day at the beginning of the semester.”



Rarity nodded and turned to her sister. “So all of your friends are taking turns beating up your class bully?”



“NO!” Sweetie Belle looked up at the two similarly disapproving glares that the adult ponies were bestowing upon her and wilted under the pressure. “Maybe?” She squirmed under their combined glares until a confession began to slowly emerge, one word at a time.



“We didn’t mean for it to happen this way. That first time, I just couldn’t stand seeing her bully Scootaloo around and I was just trying to push her away. Silver Spoon went running off to you, Miss Cheerilee, and when you came back, Diamond Tiara was all ‘She punched me!’ and ‘She knocked me down!’ with that smug expression she always has. It was the greatest moment of my life when you told her we both had to serve a day of suspension. She just had this look as if somepony had sucked all the air out of her lungs.”



“Filthy Rich was not happy,” said Cheerilee. “He was even less happy when Apple Bloom hit his daughter the very next day she returned to class.”



“Not everybody got to see the way Diamond Tiara looked that first day,” explained Sweetie Belle.



“Or when Scootaloo hit her on the next day she returned to school,” added Cheerilee.



“Featherweight wanted to get a picture,” said Sweetie Belle. “It kinda grew after that.”



Rarity shook her head. “How in the world did you get the whole class involved? Why did you get your whole class involved?”



“Fractions,” said Sweetie Belle, perking up slightly. “You see, if just one of us popped— I mean hit Diamond Tiara whenever she mouthed off, she would have to spend just as many days out of school as Diamond, and that would really suck. I mean it would be bad,” corrected Sweetie Belle quickly. “With two of us, we each would have to spend half as much time out of school. Three of us would be a third, and with twenty or so, it worked out to five percent.”



“Twenty?” Rarity stole a glance at Cheerilee, who could only shrug.



“Last year, teaching my class had some real low spots,” admitted Cheerilee. “I didn’t realize it was quite this bad, though. I thought things were finally getting better this year, but I didn’t know why.”



“How did you determine who was going to strike her next, Sweetie?” asked Rarity. “Did you sell tickets, or start a raffle?” 



“That’s a great idea!” Sweetie Belle looked up from the table, paused, and tried to put on her best apologetic expression, complete with wide eyes and a trembling lower lip. “I mean that’s a terrible idea. Just awful.”



“Sweetie.” Rarity sat down next to her little sister and put a foreleg around her neck in order to give her a gentle squeeze. “Your class can’t keep doing this. Somepony is going to get hurt.”



“But it was working,” whined Sweetie Belle. “Diamond Tiara used to bug us every day about getting our cutie marks, or Twist about the way she does her esses, or other ponies about their teeth or their tails. Miss Cheerilee told us all about positive and negative conditioning with rewards and punishments, so we just applied it. We tried rewarding her when she was good, but she never was, and we tried ignoring her when she was being a pain, but that turned out to be just about all the time.”



“So you hit her.” Rarity focused her most serious expression and tried her best not to smile.



“It was hours after she came back that first day before she started being all snippy again.” Sweetie Belle pushed the loose sugar cube around on the kitchen table for a moment and sighed again. “We really thought she was cured this week. We were even going to write a paper for Twilight Time.”



“No,” said Rarity with as much firmness as she could muster. “Absolutely not. You have no idea how Princess Twilight Sparkle would react to this kind of information.”



Cheerilee cleared her throat and added, “Besides, you weren’t just modifying Diamond Tiara’s behavior. You managed to modify the whole class into using violence to solve their issues. This has to stop. Somepony will get hurt if it continues.”



“I suppose.” Sweetie Belle leaned forward to nibble the loose sugar cube off the kitchen table and crunched it slowly while thinking. “Am I still getting punished?”



“Most certainly.” Rarity reached out with her magic and put the lid on the bowl of sugar cubes. “First, you are to go to your room and clean it. I’m quite certain that Scootaloo and Apple Bloom will be over shortly to help you with all of the homework you’re going to have to do at home, and before that happens, I want your room spotless.”



Sweetie Belle looked pensive. “Mom clean or Grandma clean?”



Rarity leaned over to put her nose in direct contact with her little sister. “Sister clean. Now go. I’ll be up with a white sock shortly, and I will look inside your closet. And when your little friends have a sleepover tonight, please restrict your midnight snack on the gallon of chocolate chip ice cream that I’ve got in the icebox down to one bowl each. One small bowl,” she clarified.



The two adults remained silent as Sweetie Belle galloped away and vanished into her bedroom with the distant sound of a slammed door. The silence only lasted a few more moments until Cheerilee snorted in laughter.



“I can’t help it,” she managed to say through the snickers and chuckles. “All I could think about was being a little filly back in school when my sister beat up on Plum Pudding for calling you a blank-flank.”



“She deserved it,” said Rarity, although fighting back a smile of her own. “After all, she was being a very rude little filly, and your sister got her cutie mark out of it after she performed that spectacular flying mare that dropped Plum into the sandbox.”



Cheerilee giggled along with Rarity at the memory of younger and more carefree days. “Whatever happened to Plum, anyway? I lost track of her when I went to Canterlot for my teaching degree.”



“Door to door salesmare,” said Rarity. “Quite successful, too. Somehow I doubt that Diamond Tiara will pick the same career path, despite their similarities.” After a deep breath, Rarity continued, “So do you think the little ruffians will be able to keep from being dragged into a life of professional wrestling like your sister? Perhaps we should get Cherry Blossom to visit Ponyville sometime and give them all lessons.”



“Actually…” Cheerilee considered the situation while nodding. “That may be a good idea. Wrestlers have to use a lot of skill to keep from injuring themselves or others. She could teach a week-long seminar to our more rambunctious students.”



“And I could make them darling little outfits to practice in,” said Rarity with growing enthusiasm. “You know, maybe that is a good idea.”



“Wonderful,” said Cheerilee with a beaming smile. “I’ll sign you up as a volunteer. ‘Diamante Elegante’ would make an excellent assistant to the Mystery Mare, don’t you think?”



“Well…” Rarity glanced out the door for eavesdroppers and lowered her voice. “As long as you can keep it quiet, ‘Mystery Mare.’”



Cheerilee giggled and shook her head with a smile. “Helping teach little ponies in this town is more like tag-team wrestling with my sister than I would like to admit. I’m just glad you’re in my corner.”
      

      
   
      Airmares


      

      
      
         “Look-” Misty said, drawing a whine from Raindrop as she withdrew her lips. In some sense, I couldn’t help but comply. Raindrop and Misty were both beautiful mares, and the situation they were in was one any stallion might have spent a long time fantasizing, yet for me it represented the ruination of the future I’d dreamed Misty and I might share. “I can explain-” she blurted, scrambling off her wingmare - 3rd Flight-pair, 3rd Squadron, Janus Aviation Forces - in a flurry of feathers.



“Twelve Gods, Misty,” I said. “I caught you red-muzzled under your wingmare’s dock. I thought we were exclusive. I thought we’d carefully and clearly agreed on that point. After last time.”



“It’s not like I meant for it to happen!” Misty snapped, wings flaring as she turned her head shamefacedly away - but a small smile crossed her lips, as her eyes came to rest on Raindrop, draped backwards across the bed. “It was a perfectly normal preening between wingmares, and then things just…” she shifted, and I shuddered as her flight-muscles rippled beneath coat, “got a little out of hoof,” she smiled disarmingly at me. “Then they got a little further out of hoof. It’s not like you caught me with another stallion. Again.” She paused, stretched one wing, drawing my attention to the toned flank beneath, as its shadow swept over Raindrop’s sprawled form, and held it out in invitation. “You’re welcome to join us.”



Teenage colt fantasies. 



“Misty!” Raindrop blurted, squirming upright as best she could with her wings pinned beneath her and her hooves in the air. “You know I’m not into colts!”



“Oh hush,” Misty replied, putting her hindhoof on Raindrop’s chest and gently-but-firmly pushing her spluttering wingmare back down onto the bed. “You’ve just never been with a real stallion before, an earthpony stallion. They’re so much more... “ she eyed my body like she was a griffon, like I was a piece of meat. “Mmmm~” She rubbed the frog of her hindhoof in little circles on Raindrop’s chest. “Trust your wingmare on this,” she said.



That was the effect Misty had, to make you want to do things you didn’t want to do, that you knew were bad ideas. To make you believe she would change, that she could change, that you could change her. That if you changed too, something could work between you. That her failures were your fault, for not changing enough, not meeting her halfway, for not trying hard enough to make her change. Because she had made you believe she could be changed, and that you were the one to change her.



“I don’t want it, Misty,” I said. “All I ever wanted was you. When did I ever try and bring another mare to our bed.”



“Never,” Misty snapped back, wings flaring, stomping her hoof - thankfully, not the one resting on Raindrop’s chest. “Not even for my birthday! I need this, Jet Stream. I need you to let me have this. To give me this,” her eyes flicked down, beneath my barrel, “and that,” she smirked, slowly. “It’s just… this and that, that’s all. It’s okay. It’ll all be alright. Trust me.”



Slowly, almost surprised at myself, I shook my head. “I can’t do this anymore, Misty.”



“So we’re through?” Misty asked. “You’re throwing it all away? Throwing me away? Just like that?” Her wingtip gestured to Raindrop. “Over this?”



“Yes,” I said, quietly, perhaps a little surprised that, in fact, I truly meant it.



“Fine!” Misty snapped, “be like that,” and she turned her back and stepping to straddle Raindrop.



It hurt, more than a little, to be dismissed like that. 



In retrospect, it was just the buck up the backside I needed. Misty’s career as a naval aviator required her to go where the navy based her, and as a plumbing specialist, it was easy for me to follow her. It’s more complex than it sounds, when so many bases are half cloud-built. The work’s well-paid, if not prestigious, and the hours regular. If we’d ever had foals, then it was me who’d have to look after them, and a predictable schedule... but that life with Misty had always been a mirage, and so I applied for another position. More experimental, less flexible, pinned particular research facilities and resources - and because I’m very good at jet dynamics, the streams and flows of fluids, the mechanics and materials and magic required to pipe them, control them, direct them, I got that job.



It led me in a whole new direction.








I brace my hooves against the flight-deck, as the unicorn lowers his head and inserts his horn into the port-side jet engine of the flight-rig I wear, and sparks up his magic. There’s the usual colossal bang, magic flashes, and the engine sputters into life. Even with the throttle at idle it’s an effort for him to pull his horn out. 



His job is almost as dangerous as mine. 



Then he has to go around and repeat the exercise with the starboard engine, and it becomes really difficult to prevent their thrust propelling me forward into the wall of the hanger. 



The Janus Navy Aethervessel Solidarite is vast, six hoofball fields long and one wide, as sleek as an airshark and, in the event of war between the Nation of Janus and anypony who might choose to fight her, potentially just as predatory. Designed to cut smoothly through the brutal currents and crosswinds of the aether. The hanger deck stretches about a third of the way back from the bows, roughly to where an airshark’s dorsal fin would erupt, but instead the aethership is scalloped so the hanger opens aft, directly out onto the exposed flight-deck, all on the same level - just behind where I now stand. Far aft, I can just see the two giant jet-turbines that drive the aethership herself. It’s far from the optimal place to site a flight-deck, but the navy had the ships it had, modified, as JAV Solidarite had been, to meet the needs of modern warfare.



If war should break out. As looks increasingly likely. Each passing year bringing the distant thunder closer as the storm nears.



Another earthpony stallion in the green uniform of deck-crew approaches, a thick cable upon his back, connected to a powerful winch. “Good luck sir!” I hear him cry, over the low whine of the jets and the roar of the aetherwinds beyond the hanger. He fastens it to my flight-rig, right over my breastbone. Even just the short length stretching between me and the winch is a burden. “Hooked on!” He shouts, hoof-up, and I nod my reply. The breath-mask I wear entirely prevents speaking. In the potentially-toxic atmosphere of the aether beyond the hanger, I’ll be depending on the purified air pumping through it.



I back up, no easy task with the weight of the cable dangling from my chest, the flight-rig’s cumbersome wing and twinned jets strapped to my back, the control-vanes stretching down to my forehooves and the stiff fabric of my tailfin stretching between my hindlegs hindering my movement.



Backing out of the hangar and onto the flightdeck changes my world. The aetherwinds touch the wing, lifting it, and through it the flight-rig effortlessly takes up the weight of the cable. I stretch my forehooves forward, and the jets respond to their control, pushing against the aetherwind in a controlled takeoff that changes me from something being transported by JAV Solidarite to somepony flying alongside her.



This. This was what life was meant to be like. Each time I take to the aethersky, I feel understand Misty Might both more and less than ever. What experience, what partner, could compare to this? No wonder she lived forever in the chase - and yet, why waste time chasing tail, when you could be logging flight hours?



Except, of course, so few pegasi could have this. Aetherwinds easily gust strong enough to tear the magic from their feathers, could contain clouds toxic enough to choke their lungs with blood. The cable that was my lifeline back to the Solidarite weighed more than most pegasi wings could load. Even just a few shiplengths from the aethervessel, I can barely make out her shape, a dark shadow against the crimson clouds. I’m one of her whiskers, the view from my eyes displayed piped down my tether to be displayed on screens upon her bridge. 



Gently, I bank starboard, drawing cable out behind me, and began my part of the search for the Solidarite’s lost sister - the Janus Aethervessel Egalite.



Twelve gods, the aethersky is beautiful. I wouldn’t trade this for anything.



Hours later, I’m regretting the thought. The engine-pumped air is dry and bitter, the choppy aethercurrents pound me mercilessly, shaking and bruising my body against the flight-rig. I’m out at the far extension of the cable, the point where to draw any more from the drum aboard Solidarite would be for its weight to exceed my wing’s lift, dragging me down to dangle like a plumb-bob beneath the vast aethership. With limited extension available, each time Solidarite zigs when I zag, the cable snaps taut and whipcracks me like a foal playing conkers. Flying closer is worse. The freed coils could wrap around me, or cut me clean in two if I hit the thin wire fast enough. All eminently possible under these conditions.



Throughout, my focus remains, has to remain, not on my own conditions but on my eyes ceaseless search-pattern across the swirling clouds of the aethersky.



Then I see it. A little purple-orange scrap against the aether shot with crimson clouds. I turn and dive towards it, and it’s only as I draw closer that I realise it’s both smaller and nearer than I’d thought - not an aethervessel, nor even a distress buoy or liferaft, but an individual pegasus. A mare, and not an experienced one, barely more than a filly. She’s falling more than flying, wings spread but wind-tossed, turning this way and that, utterly at the mercy of the breeze. 



Intercepting her won’t be easy. One mistake that sees me overshoot could drag my cable across her course and bisect her as easily as a chef chopping carrots. Slow and easy is the trick of it. Approach close, grab her, and reel in, letting the cable winch us back aboard JAV Solidarite.



Not more than a hundred meters away, a drifting cloud of toxins elongates, funnels like a tornado, like a whirlpool, and vanishes as if sucked down a plughole. 



An eddy-current. She’s caught in the nimbus of an eddy current, a place where this skein of aether drains down into a lower one. Some such transitions are gentle, navigable in either direction. Some are like water-slides. Some are rapids. This one, I fear, is the latter. A death-trap, and she’s circling it like a bubble in a bathtub with the plug pulled. 



There’s not much time, not if I’m to stop her from getting ‘popped’.



I go max-power, drawing everything the twin jet engines have to give, and lunge towards her, chasing her through the aetherstream that’s carrying her away from me, racing faster than the wind. I have her, I almost have her, curling my own controlled slingshot tightly around the eddy to meet her slow infall… then my tether yanks me sideways as turbulent winds buffet the distant JAV Solidarite.



The tip of the mare’s purple tail slips through my hooves. 



For the merest moment, my eyes follow her instead of watching where I’m going, and when I look back, there’s a solid clump of debris, toxic crud frozen in solidified aether, the kind of crap that swirls around these drains, curving directly towards me. I dodge, hard, to generate the miss, but it puts my tether right in the debris’s path. The cable tears right through the mass with a sound like a dropped crystal goblet, and the force of it yanks me brutally backwards. I flip, I think, or at least the aethersky spins about me, then there’s a tortured shriek of metal and the entire portside portion of the wing is gone, it and its engine slide clean away by a cablestrike. 



I twist my hindquarters, turning the tailfin between them to offset the sudden sideways push from my sole remaining engine and regain some semblance of control. The weight of the cable immediately begins to pull me down. I’ve less than half the thrust I need to fly towing such a weight. 



I’m getting dragged down below the eddy, safely away from it but eliminating any chance of coming to the mare’s rescue. 



Unless.



I give the starboard jet everything, pushing to the redline and beyond, almost touching the never-exceed value. It’s enough to shunt me sideways, into the stream of aether circling around the eddy towards me, like a ball skipping from one side of a roulette wheel to the other - and like that ball, I’m smashed in the face by a gale of headwind and kicked upwards like somepony bucked me. The headwind generates all the lift in the world, more than enough to lift the cable - and the swirling current is bringing the pegasus mare around the eddy towards me, though none of the Twelve Gods know how I’m going to be able to make the intercept. It would’ve been an ask even with a fully-functioning flight-rig. This precision stuff was pegasi work.



Stunningly, now that we’re approaching head-to-head, I can see that one of the mare’s eyes is just the tiniest bit open, a softer shade of lavender, one of her orange-feathered wings shifts slightly, tilting her towards me, then suddenly she’s right in front of me and too fast too fast and-



I catch her hoof-to-hoof, and the bend of our knees takes some of the impact. Then we slam together with enough force to break bone, and there’s only clinging onto her, as the tortured half-wing lets go and snaps away, and JAV Solidarite begins to reel us in, pulling us away from the eddy and towards safety.








I knew I’d died and gone to hell, because Misty Might was leaning over me when I woke. 



Also, the pain. 



“I could’ve told you you’d have to trawl the aether to find a mare who’d come anywhere close to matching up to me,” she smirked. “Or is life so barren in my absence that you’ve developed a death wish?”



“W-”hat the hell are you doing here? Is what I meant to say. “W-water,” I croaked out instead.



She passed me a glass, so quickly that if she spat in it, she’d have had to done it earlier.



“What the hell are you doing here?” I asked, after I’d drunk. “When did the 3rd Squadron come aboard? How long have I been out?” I paused. “Did she make it?”



No need to ask who. The mare I’d rescued.



“She’s recovering,” Misty said, “you took the worst of the impact - your damned chivalry again. You’ve been out,” she glanced at the medical bay’s clock, “forty-seven hours and change - but she’s suffering from extended aether exposure. Her name’s Scootaloo, and she’s barely said a word more than that. “She’s not one of ours,” Misty sighs, “according to the records on board. Assuming she’s not classified, civilian, or missing due to clerical error. Could be with the Empire, could be with the Metahive - she’s not a changeling though - or with some third party.” 



“As to the other.” She paused. “I’m… not with 3rd Squadron anymore. That thing with Raindrop came and went. I thought if anyone could keep up, would know not to try and tie me down, it’d be my wingmare, but-” she sighed. “I shouldn’t have slept with someone in the squadron. After, it became clear we couldn’t both stay. Since the election, I’ve been with the Policy Corps. I’m JAV Solidarite’s new Political Officer,” she chuckled, “been dodging you since we sailed.”



Of all the ponies I’d would’ve picked not to have oversight access to my personel jacket, Misty Might would’ve headed the list. That said, of all the problems between us, the fact that our politics differed wildly hadn’t even broken into the top ten.



It made sense though. As a rich-but-small democratic nation pinned between two much larger neighbours with opposing philosophies, the nation of Janus’s politics veer wildly from election to election. Mostly depending on whether the individualistic, libertarian, authoritarian Empire or the liberal, socialist, communitarian Metahive is making the sweetest overtures or getting caught bloodiest-hoofed amidst an atrocity. Yet our military has bases on a dozen worlds and aethervessels scattered across the aether, often weeks from the civilian government’s oversight. 



Hence, the ever-changing cast of political officers. At least we’ve stopped renaming the aethervessels every four years.



“I need you to try and talk to her,” Misty continued. “Maybe a familiar face would help, and you’re the closest thing we’ve got. Plus-” Misty paused, “she’s asking for you. Well, for the one who saved her. To know if you’re alright, if nothing else.”



“You didn’t tell her?” I said, just a little shocked. I mean, I knew the Political Corps sometimes played their cards close to the chest, and Misty certainly knew how to keep secrets, but still…



“Until recently, it wasn’t obvious you’d pull through,” Misty said, her voice bleak. “Very recently.”



Oh.



Scootaloo’s bed was only in the next compartment over, but JAV Solidarite wasn’t exactly wheelchair accessible. We managed, with Misty’s wing tucked beneath my barrel, and most of my weight resting on her back.



Scootaloo was asleep, but that didn’t last past my collapsing down onto the end of her bed. 



“Hi,” I said, waving weakly. “I hear you’ve been wanting to meet me.”



“Nice try,” she told Misty, rolling over. “He isn’t even a pegasus.”



“Flight-rig,” I replied. Incomprehension. “Wing-suit? Allows wingless ponies to fly? Very suitable for rough aether work.” I pause. “It really was me out there, though I’m not sure it’s fair to say I rescued you. You had as much to do with generating that interception as I did.”



Scootaloo’s eyes widened. “I never told her that,” she said, then her gaze fell shamefacedly. “Buck. Sorry. I…” she shifted beneath the medbay blankets. “Thank you. Where am I?”



“Medbay, aboard the JAV Solidarity, somewhere in the lower south-western section of the Aralthian aethersky.” She shook her head, minutely, and there was fear hiding in her eyes. “If you’re lost, we might be able to help get you back where you came from. If you’re running from something, the Nation of Janus has a broad policy on asylum.”



Or at least, it did, under the last government. I glanced at Misty.



“Sure,” she agreed. “I can swing that. Especially if you can help us.”



“I’m not sure how much I can help,” Scootaloo said, rolling over. “I’ve never heard of the Nation of Janus, nor of anything called the aethersky. I’m just useless…”



“Well, telling us where you’re from would be a start,” Misty said.



Slowly, Scootaloo nodded. “Ponyville. I’m from Ponyville, in Equestria.”



The likeliest, easiest explanation, that she’d fallen off one aethervessel or another, was diminishing in likelyhood with every passing moment.



“Home of the world-famed Wonderbolts?” Lightning Dust continued. “Ruled by Princess Celestia? She who moves the sun? The Daystar Undimmed?”



“You’re a long way from home,” Misty said. “I’m truly sorry.”



“What does that mean?” Scootaloo asked.



“Look,” I said. “I can explain. The aethersky extends everywhere. But it’s suppressed by populations, the kind you find on whole planets. It exists, primarily, as the medium between worlds. Now entering the aethersky from an aethervessel like Solidarite is easy. Just open a door and step out, although it’d be pretty unhealthy. But to get into the aethersky from a planet, you’d need to cheat.” Lightning Dust bristled. “Or to have a pretty serious kick behind you. Were you performing a magical experiment, unearthing an ancient artifact-”



“I was,” Scootaloo sighed, “performing a Sonic Rainboom. Or trying to, anyway. It’s a trick - an aerobatic maneuver - of extreme difficulty that results in a nimbus wave of colour. Rainbow Dash is the only pony ever to have pulled one off. I wanted to show her I was her equal.” Scootaloo shifted uncomfortably beneath her blanket. “Worthy of her. It’s her special talent, and I thought there was no matching that. But then I saw a Rainboom, over the Everfree, when I knew Dash was in Canterlot, and-” tears beaded in her eyes. “How could she and I, if somepony else could- were better for her,” Scootaloo finished. “That it were possible, and I hadn’t cared enough to try. So I tried. I tried and tried, but nothing. Then I thought - lightning. Lightning, harnessing lightning, is my cutiemark. My special talent. So I went up over the Everfree. Flew through the wildest weather I’ve ever seen. Let the lightning strike me. Channelled it through my wings. Then all I remember is flying, until you caught me.” She shivered. “Thank you.”



“The ‘Rainboom’ effect is a bit of defocus around the edges of an uncontrolled penetration of the aethersky within a planetary suppression field,” I summarised. “Probably. You’re lucky to be alive. Thrice over. Fried by the lightning strike. Spattered by the transition to the aethersky. Poisoned by its toxins if we hadn’t found you.” I shook my head. “This Dash probably knocked a tiny hole - a pinprick - into the aether and bounced off the wall. You punched all the way through.” The sheer audacity of it drew a chuckle from me. “Nice going.”



“Will I ever see her again?” 



“Oh mare, you’ve got it bad,” Misty said, drawing a chart case from beneath her wing. Her lips hooked over the cap as she sucked it off and spat it out, tipping the map across the bed and unrolling it with her wingtips. Beneath the blanket and Misty’s touch, Scootaloo shivered. “Don’t worry, we’ll get you back to your ladylove,” Misty said. The charts were much more detailed than the ones I’d studied two days ago, before taking off from the Solidarite. “We’ve been running scout-flights non-stop since we reeled you in,” Misty said. “Cable depth-soundings too. The eddy where we rescued you is one portion of a larger system draining this this area of the aethersky into a lower-pressure region below.”



“This is all too turbulent and rough-edged,” I said. “The surveys haven’t been interpolated properly.”



“Unless it’s a recent feature. The result of an aethercrystal explosion, for example.” Misty smirked. “I can read an aetherichart too,” she said. “Now, that could be a coincidence - aethercrystal clusters can become unstable for all kinds of reasons - or it could be-”



“My fault?” Scootaloo asked.



“I doubt it,” Misty soothed her, patting her flank. “More likely, the explosion energized the aethersky beneath your Equestria, lowering the potential energy barrier required for you to punch through. But whether the Egalite or one of her scouts hit something, or if she were simply sucked in, if there’s anything or anyone to be found of her,” she tapped the blank, unscouted, unreachable portion of the drainage system at the bottom of the map, “that’s where we’ll find it. 



“This section, here,” Misty’s wingtip trailed down Scootaloo’s flank to rest atop her cutie-mark, “has a fast-but-broad flow with a gentle gradient. Ish. Captain Waltz believes it might even be navigable. Potentially. But we’re going to need light-lined pegasi to fly ahead of the Solidarite and find the route, if we’re to shoot these rapids. None of these heavy-cable flight-rigs,” she smirked at me, and paused, fluffing her wings, and turned the intensity of her gaze to Scootaloo. “So. Just how good of a flyer are you?”








“What the hell are you trying to pull, Misty,” I rounded on her, almost as soon as the hatch had swung shut behind her.”



“Careful, airstallion,” she licked her lips. “I outrank you now, remember?”



I swallowed my retort. Respect the rank, not the mare.



“Permission to speak freely, Ma’am,” I ground out.



“I’ve always liked the things you could do with your tongue before,” Misty replied, and I rolled my eyes.



“You’re making that filly promises you won’t keep, in order to get under her dock.” I snapped. “Twelve Gods, Misty, even if she hadn’t been through hell, she’s barely a mare.”



“You’re right,” Misty replied. “She is a mare - and if her Rainbow Dash is anything like you, they’ll both have cause to be grateful I’ve shown Scootaloo around the bed before she gets her idol in the sack.”



I couldn’t have been more shocked if she’d slapped me. “You mean to risk Solidarite, all our lives, for a mare you’ve just met?” I said.



“I don’t expect you to agree with the decisions of an Individualist government,” Misty replied, “but you do have to recognise that one was elected, and you’re bound to implement its directives,” she paused, dumping me back into my sickbed, “and those of its representatives. Rest up, stud,” she told me, “if I’m going to risk my neck flying point for Solidarite, I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have in a flight-rig, watching my back.”



“Horseapples,” I snapped, catching her tail as she turned to go. “I know you too well for that to fly. What’s really going on?”



In her eyes, I could see that she really, really wanted to tell me, that the burden of whatever it was was crushing her with the weight of responsibility, for Solidarite, for her crew, for whatever it was she wasn’t saying.



“Look,” she licked her lips, “I can explain-”
      

      
   
      Sabbatical


      

      
      
         The door to Short Line’s office burst open to reveal a livid pegasus mare.



“Transferred?” she demanded. Her wings were spread wide, ears folded back, and he swore there was smoke curling from her mane. “What kind of ponyfeathers is this, me being transferred!”



Short Line plastered a vapid smile on his face. He wouldn’t break; not to her. “Captain Spitfire,” he said, gesturing amicably, “please, come in. Is there something my office can help you with today?”



Spitfire marched up to him and leaned over the desk. “Me. Crystal Empire. Explain. Now.”



“A-ah, that business, is it?” The quaver in his voice was well hidden. “Not so much a transfer as, well, a sabbatical. Mandated from on high, I’m afraid. Every member of the Wonderbolts, captain included, is required to take a minimum number of days of leave.”



“I just took mine…. Well, only a few months—”



“Seventeen months ago.”



“It was not!” Spitfire pulled away with a huff and began pacing. “I remember, there was… no, that dragon business was after… when was Fillydelphia…? Look, it was not that long ago. I’d know.”



“Yes, you did ignore the leave summons over Hearth’s Warming. Stood up a most welcoming seaside cruise, you did.”



“There’s nothing to do on a seaside cruise! They’d tie me down on a chair somewhere and make me read a book! Or drink lemonade! Or make me play some kind of non-contact sport!”



Carefully enunciating every syllable, Short Line explained, “I understand that is rather the point.”



She glowered at him. Finally, she said, “You can’t make me.”



“I,” he said, stretching the word, “don’t have to. You’re going to the Crystal Kingdom on the first train tomorrow. Canterlot central, oh-nine thirty hours. This comes from Her Majesty herself.”



Spitfire paled. “Princess Celestia… ordered me away…”



“Look on the bright side. Three days and you’ll be right back where you want to be, fit as a fiddle and as just as high-strung, I’m sure.”








The train ride was Tartarus. Confined spaces. Unnatural noises. Foals. Fans. 



Fans were the worst. There was always one who could pick her out even without the uniform. The older ones she could usually wave off. ‘I’m sorry, you must have me confused with somepony else,’ or, ‘you know, I get that all the time.’ When that failed, there was the autograph and canned pep-talk; she was good at those, too. But sometimes, there was that one fan who wouldn’t talk, wouldn’t approach, but neither would they go away or stop gawking. Having someone she could see out of the corner of her eye, perpetually just there, watching her, and wouldn’t come up to her and let things drop… well, it put a huge damper on her ability to sulk properly.



After a half hour, Spitfire finally got to her hooves and walked towards the little colt—why was it always the colts who were shy—but he ducked behind the separator. When she made it to the end of the carriage, he was nowhere to be seen.



She muttered disfavorably under her breath and started back towards her seat.



“You said a bad word.”



Spitfire tripped, spinning to find the speaker.



A young fuschia filly with her nose buried in a health magazine flicked her eyes towards her. “Mommy wouldn’t want him hearing that kind of language.”



Spitfire scrunched up her nose. “Is that your brother who keeps staring at me, then?”



“Yeah.” The filly turned a page. “Says you’re some kinda Wonderbolt.”



“And what do you think?”



The filly gave her a once-over. “Kinda thin.”



“I will have you know that I am the perfect—” She caught herself and took a deep breath.



The filly shrugged. “Just saying.”



Spitfire chewed her words for a minute before storming back to her bench.



After a few minutes, she noticed that those drooling eyes were watching her again.



The train ride to the Crystal Kingdom was absolute Tartarus.








Like a boat parting a fogbank, two crystal-pony guards appeared on the platform.



“Captain Spitfire? I am Lieutenant Ruby and this is Lieutenant Ruby. Welcome to the Crystal Kingdom.”



Spitfire glowered at them, as if they bore the full responsibility for her displeasure. “Don’t you threaten me.”



Ruby and Ruby shared an uncertain glance. “If you would please follow us, ma’am, we will escort you to your lodgings.”



She fell into step between the two, but couldn’t resist the urge to ask, “And if I don’t ‘follow you’? What then?”



The other Ruby answered, “We are not at liberty to say, ma’am.”



“Of course not. Am I going to be hearing that phrase a lot while I’m here?”



“We are not at liberty to say.”








“Welcome to the Salt Mines! Every luxury for the luxurious mare! Our facilities hold host to the original Imperial banya, forty schools of massage, eighteen mud baths tubs of pure sapphire, an Equestria Games-sized swimming pool, five magma-heated indoor springs, five magma-heated outdoor springs, and a royal catering kitchen that serves three hundred twelve different flavors of ice cream.”



“Ice cream,” Spitfire parroted.



“Please remember, there is to be no running in the Mines. There is to be no yelling in the Mines. No pets are allowed in the Mines, including birds and salamanders. There is no flying allowed in any of the Mines rooms or halls. There is to be no bowing on the part of the guests to each other or the unremoved statues of Sombra lining the halls. Live sacrifices to the unremoved statues of Sombra will not make you immortal. Smiling is highly recommended. Swimming is allowed only in the pools, and is strictly forbidden in the springs and mud baths. Small talk, gossip, chit-chat, and other forms of tittering among guests is welcome and encouraged. 



“Once again, welcome to the Salt Mines, and we hope you enjoy your stay. Do you have any questions before we begin your first session?”



“Did you all practice this for days, or is there some curse that makes all five of you talk in perfect synchronicity?”



All five of the mares laughed. The crystal unicorn took a step forward and addressed the others. “Right, then. Ruby Hooves, see to this mare’s wings. Ruby Hooves, make her mane and tail radiant. Ruby Hooves… Ruby Hooves?”



“H-here, m’lady.”



“Ah! Prepare the mineral soak and the rollers. Finally, Ruby Hooves, fetch a collection of mixed fruit for our guest’s delight.”



As one, the hoofmaids answered, “Yes, Headmistress Ruby,” and set off to their appointed tasks.








It was barely afternoon and Spitfire was already dead. She was still breathing, of course; still twitching, still growling, moaning, fuming, and all the other business associated with receiving forty forms of massage, but as near to dead as anypony could be.



Every day of her working life, Spitfire relied on her body. She knew and loved her body, much in the same way that a blacksmith knew and loved an anvil: beat it senseless over and over to get the things you want, and if it breaks the game’s over. Her muscles were taut and hard, rigid and powerful. When she wanted her body to do something, by Celestia it did it regardless of whatever it may have wanted instead at the time.



Accordingly, her body, specifically her muscles, had largely adopted the policy of keeping quiet about any problems until they became severe enough that things would start going wrong. A sprained joint, Spitfire would know about it. A torn ligament, you bet your life she’d feel it. Dead weight from unrelenting weeks of Wonderbolt Ace-level performance and training, however, went perpetually unnoticed. But, when given cue by no fewer than four sets of hooves, those same muscles wasted no time in filing abuse complaints.



All six of Spitfire’s limbs, and a great deal of the rest of her, had turned into a colloidal morass or indulgent suffering. Spitfire had long ceased paying any attention to the unending stream of questions being addressed to her by the five Rubys. If they paused with an upward inflection, Spitfire would offer an indistinct mumble. If a small piece of fruit or the edge of a glass of water was presented to her, she would chew or swallow appropriately… or, as best as she was able given her present state. So detatched, she planned in vivid detail exactly what she would do to them in terrible, terrible vengeance.








Spitfire lay in a sapphire bowl filled with mud and agony. The mildly warm liquid cradled her punished body, her mental social workers assigned to the cases caught in a turf war with her mental mafia attempting to keep the ingrates mute. If it weren’t for the pillow supporting her head, she thought she might slip into the pool and drown. She decided to call that ‘plan-B’.



There was the sound of hoofsteps and indistinct voices whispering. Then the pool shifted, stirring Spitfire into action. “Look, you’ve done quite enough for today.” Her intended sharp words came out as distressingly languid. “I don’t know how I’d manage it, but if you even touch me—”



“Don’t worry, I won’t.”



Spitfire’s eyes shot open. There, still sinking into the pool with her, white towel wrapped around her bubblegum-pink mane, was the last pony she expected to see. “Princess Cadance?”



The princess chuckled brightly. “Welcome to the Crystal Kingdom. And, please, just Cadance is fine.” Spitfire began to shift. “No, no bowing. None of that here, remember?”



Spitfire managed a disgruntled hoof, but settled back into a more relaxed position. “To what do I owe the honor?”



“Why do I need a reason to seek out company with an interesting pony? Life as a princess is hectic, and it’s important to get away from time to time.”



“That sounds pointedly familiar.”



Said as a tease, “They told me you were a grumpy one. Ruby?” One of the hoofmaids appeared and bowed low. “If you would, please find a small serving of double-chocolate hazelnut torte.”



“Of course, m’lady.”



“Spitfire, anything for you?”



“A set of wingblades and some incendiary—”



“And a raspberry-mint for my guest.”



“At once, m’lady.” With another bow, she retreated.



Spitfire steamed for several breaths, staring at the veil Ruby had disappeared behind. At length, she said, “I thought there wasn’t supposed to be any bowing.”



“By the guests,” Cadance said. “You can’t get them not to. Believe me, I’ve tried.”



“Right….” She felt Cadance’s eyes on her but said nothing further.



The ice cream came. Clear goblets with an opaque sphere nestled in each. Spitfire made a show of ignoring hers. Cadance began eating delicately with her magic and her eyes returned.



Spitfire leveled a flat gaze at Cadance. “Do you want an autograph?”



Cadance laughed, a rich, tinkling thing.



“What?”



“No, I’m—Sorry, you….” Cadance forced a slow breath in and out to quit her giggling. “I wasn’t expecting that. Have you begun to enjoy your leave, at least?”



“No.”



“Not even a little?”



“I have a train ride where a colt gawked at me the entire time. I have to trot on the ground all day, when I’m not sitting or lying down. I have my own body turned into a pile of broken, burning parts…. No, Princess—er, Cadance. No, not even a little.”



Cadance gave a resigned sigh and set her empty goblet on the floor beside her. “Well, I’m sorry to hear that.” Ruby slipped into the room and began to lift Cadance from the mud bath. “I wish I could stay longer, but, unlike you, my pampering is on the fast-track. I do hope you’ll come around to the idea. Maybe trot about my beautiful city, if you feel up to it tomorrow. Look out your window at the brilliant lights overhead. And, if the massage causes you that much pain, it is likely that the problem is not with the massage, but with you. You won’t find a better masseuse than the Rubys. I do hope you’ll come around.”



Spitfire stared at her balefully. “Don’t hold your breath.”



Cadance answered with a wan smile. “You of all ponies should know—holding your breath is not the way to live.”



A bemused Spitfire watched as Cadance was escorted away.



“Miss Spitfire?” Spitfire twitched at the unexpected voice near her. “Miss Spitfire, please, come with me. Your meal will be waiting for you.”



Spitfire looked down at the crystal goblet near her, the ice cream already sagging as it began to melt. 



She made sure her hoof knocked it over as she was pulled from the tub.








The remainder of Spitfire’s evening had been tranquil. A shower-down, then a robe; a meal of salads: greens, fruits, and nuts in combinations she had never dreamt existed; a cellist performed solo beneath the aurora, and then she was shown to her lavish room. The bed itself was larger than the Wonderbolt’s locker room in the Cloudiseum; she supposed the mattress was cloud, as if that was anything special for the likes of her. Lamps, columns, and statues rimmed the vast walls between nested bookcases and murals. The lavatory was no less opulent, every surface some form of crystal or gemstone. As an experiment, Spitfire turned the faucet and watched as the aerated water danced like starbursts in the sink.



The balcony opened to see the castle pointing high into the night sky. Spitfire took it in, frustrating churning in her gut. She yearned to shed the robe around her, spread her wings, and fly the leagues back to Cloudsdale. The air called to her, beckoning… taunting.



Instead, confined by her abused muscles, she paced. It was a slow trot, back and forth. With each stride, she deliberately felt her legs slide past one another. She imagined herself running, flying… anything that wasn’t being static and useless.



Once warmed inside, she began to stretch. Slowly at first, gingerly, she arched her spine and lifted her wings; lifted opposing hooves and balanced. Half a stretch, relax… two-thirds stretch, relax. Each time, each breath, pushing closer to the limit of what she could bear. 



The clock chimed.



Nine-tenths stretch, relax. Ninety-five percent stretch, relax…. One hundred percent stretch… relax.



Her eyes snapped open as her body continued to give. Five, ten, percent past her limit. Her wings lifted higher than she had known possible. Her spine bent so much she thought her nose might touch her tail. Again and again, her body moved…,



“Miss Spitfire?”



Spitfire snapped into a fighting stance, limbs tight. “What are you—OW!” She folded up over herself, muscles aflame from the sudden reaction.



“Miss Spitfire!” Ruby Hooves darted over, stricken with surprise. “You must be careful! Your body must adjust to its relaxed state….” She backed away from a warding hoof. “I did not wish to startle you, m’lady. I was coming to see that you were set to bed for the morrow.”



Spitfire hissed through clenched teeth.



“Might I help m’lady into—?”



“Don’t you touch… me.” Spitfire's words dripped venom. She set her hooves beneath herself and pushed against the pain. So very slowly, she stood, stubborn defiance on her face. “I have everything I need and nothing I want. Now go away.”



Ruby gave a bow so low her nose brushed the rug. “As m’lady wishes.…”



Spitfire followed her with her gaze all the way to the door. The door was closed and locked, and the shadow underneath moved on. Spitfire’s legs gave out and she collapsed again to the floor. A pained whimper escaped her lips on contact. 



She lay there for some time, staring at the many distractions around her, before slipping into a hollow sleep.
      

      
   
      I Gave You my Heart


      

      
      
         The barren landscape flashed by behind the windows of the train car. Blue sky and yellow earth were only sometimes speckled with spots of other colors: a cloud, a cactus, a lonely shack or a vulture. 





Pinkie sat on a bench holding a dark wooden box in her hooves and staring at it. The polished sides were covered with interlocking brass circles with strange symbols etched in. Every few minutes they ticked all together and changed their configuration.





Pinkie raised the box and gave it a shake yet nothing could be heard, neither the mechanism moving the circles nor any other hint about the content. She sighed and put it down on the seat beside her. 





The mare put a hoof in her mane and rummaged briefly before pulling out a clock. She looked at it, moved her lips and put it away again. She tapped the hoof on the bench for about five minutes glaring every now and then to her saddlebags. 





Pinkie said, “Time’s up.” She leaned to her bags and pulled out a thick scroll bound with a simple yarn. She fumbled with the node, then pulled at it with her teeth. With a snap the yarn broke and the scroll unfurled.









Dear Pinkie,



I’m sorry I had to extort all those promises from you, but you’ll have to to think about them when you read this and I know how scatter. I gave you a very precious thing and a very important mission and despite all the stuff I sometimes say I trust you to do the right thing.





What you hold in your hooves is my heart. It’s inside the box. Don’t try to open it, it’s useless and I don’t think even the Princesses could crack it. Don’t waste your time. 





I probably owe you a story on why you are bringing it in the middle of nowhere and on why it’s important. You’ll get it, I always pay my debts.





You know that I looked for Matilda for so many years before I finally found her. That was one of the best days of my life right along the day she married this old fool or when she accepted my proposal or when. At the end all these good days seem to have happened in the last years. It was a good time. I looked for her for a very long time, I traveled through all of Equestria and even far outside of it. I’ve seen so many things and at the end only she was important.





Anyway I had been traveling for some years when I began to lose hope to ever find her. I was in a inn in Baltimare drowning my sorrow in some stuff brewed in a bathtub when I heard the story for the first time. Sailors always tell stories, half of them are simple bragging and the other half come from salt caking their brain. That day I was down enough to grab at every possible chance, no matter how thin, and so I listened to this story about an Artisan living in some port in the south who was making the most impossible compasses and sextants. They told me that each of her creations was unique, it would work only for the pony commissioning it and help her find the thing she desired the most. Or that was the gist of it. One sailor said that it would take your soul as a payment, the other that eternal ruin would follow and a third one that she only build things for heroes. As far as I remember the discussion ended in a brawl of some sort and I woke up the next day in a cell. 





At that time I ignored the story, but the idea was planted in my brain. And after a while, as I heard that story or a similar one again and again and as my hopes were squashed, I began to pay attention.





Details changed. Sometimes it was a griffon or a zebra or a minotaur. Half the time the Artisan was a male, and I heard it stayed in a palace or in a bog or in a shop in the depths of a labyrinth of alleys and houses. But a few important things were always there. The instruments would guide you to your heart's desire and you could find the Artisan in or near a port in the south  beyond the Dragon’s lands, on the border of the desert.





I left Equestria to look for her. It took me almost five years.





That time hasn’t been easy. I know you and your friends have seen your share of danger and adventures, but it was a different thing. I drifted alone, never staying longer than necessary, never allowing anyone to really come near me. I grew bitter. It was far worse than when you welcomed me in Ponyville.





As I reached the Middle-Sea I





Matilda opened her eyes for a few minutes. I’m not sure if she saw me, but I think she felt I was there. When I finish this letter I’ll have to leave her side to bring it and the box to you, and then I’ll be back here. I hope I’ll have the strength to do it. I’m sorry again to have to ask this to you, but I can’t go away from here.





Back to the story then. I’ve seen a lot during those five years. The world is far bigger and weirder than ponies give it credit for. Equestria is a beautiful land, but it’s only one among so many others. When you return to Ponyville go to my home. I’ve written my memoirs down, you’ll like them. Matilda convinced me to do it. She said it would be a waste if only the two of us would ever know them.





I followed a thread through half the Middle-Sea. It’s a place full of islands and small reigns and republics and cities. You can’t throw a stone without it passing over at least two nations that for some stupid reason can’t stand each other. But in every port the story became more solid, the leads more concrete. 





In a small village I finally found a griffon that had one of the instruments. As I arrived to his home, a small white house on a cliff overlooking the sea, he was wary of me. It took me a lot of screaming, angry hoof shaking, cursing and two bottles of tsikoudia to have him talk to me. And then we talked a lot, all the night until the morning. It was the first time in years I told some stranger my whole story and he told me his. When dawn broke he showed me the sextant that, according to him, had led him exactly to what he wanted. What that was is one of the few details he never revealed to me, but he said that what I wanted was right and that I deserved to find it. He also told me that there would be a price to pay, and that the most difficult part would be to convince the Artisan.





When I left I had a destination and, I like to think, a friend.





Two months later I arrived to Kabreesh. It’s a strange city, one of a kind you could never find in Equestria. They call it the Gate to the Desert and half the world passes through it. It is large, noisy, smelly and a boiling cauldron of every species that walks, flies or crawls on this world. It is also a city that works in equal parts with gold and favors and I had neither of them.





There I





The memories of that place are not pretty. I ended up doing favors to certain powers in the city, and in exchange could visit the Artisan. As I



The city at that time



When I arrived I



Matilda called out to me. She swings between wake and slumber. I think she knows and is trying to be by my side even now. I would give everything to give her more time, but it is beyond my grasp. The only thing I can do is being here for her. The moments when she's with me become shorter. I only want



In Kabreesh I made a few friends. It took me more than ten years to understand it, but better late than never. While my time in the city was complicated and not a tale I should tell to fillies it also brought me to meet some very special individuals. There was the Captain, Peddler, Venom Vice and lastly the King of Rats. You would have liked the king. I tried to strangle him, twice. I had to What we did was important in the end. At the time I didn’t care. 





Matilda woke up again, we talked a bit. I still can’t believe she stayed with me at the end. The doctor also said something about how they don’t know how much longer she will stay with us. I didn’t listen to anything else he babbled about. It wasn’t important, I know more than he anyway.





When I knocked at the small shop hidden in some of the low quarters of Kabreesh where the sun rarely shines I was with the King. He had insisted to be with me. I thought it was because annoying me entertained him, but I was wrong. The hardest part would have been to convince the Artisan, he was there to help me. As I said, it took me a long time to understand.





There are many places in this world where things we can’t understand dwell. Some are evil, some are nice and some simply don’t care for those labels. They come from the hidden lands between civilizations, from the jungles and the deserts, from the depth of earth or from the far mountains. Most of the time they don’t bother us, and when they do they play their own games. 





The Artisan was one of the few that found us interesting as beings and not simply as toys. I have a very vague memory of what she looked like. I think she was a donkey, but somehow I doubt it. The King talked with her for a long time, and then she talked to me and said that my search was pathetic and that Matilda wasn’t worth the effort.





I told her what I thought of her opinion. It took me a while, it wasn’t pretty, you won't find it written down anywhere and at the end I had to catch my breath. Apparently it was the right thing to do.





And that brings us to the box. The symbols and the rings you see would guide me along the path to my love. I had to learn to read them, the road was rarely straight and at the end I feared that the Artisan had tricked me, but it worked. I have no idea if I would have found Matilda even without the box, but I don’t dwell on the past and on what could have been. 





The price I had to pay was my heart. As she told me so I didn’t need to think about it, I accepted. I still think it was pretty cheap. The Artisan ripped it out from me and put it in the box and there it continued to beat. It would do so as long as Matilda’s heart would beat and up to that point it would always lead me to her. The box would even show me when I had a single day left.





I don’t know much about magic, never learned more than what was necessary to avoid it, but even I recognize that this is some pretty impressive piece of spellwork. And this spell will dissolve when my heart stops beating. 





An empty heart is something terrible, Pinkie. I have seen it and I have felt it. It may seem something ponies say because they want to be deep or wise, but it is true. And the moment my Matilda will leave this world I know my heart will be emptier than the head of that empty.





The Artisan warned me that how the spell dissolves will be dependent on the content of the box, and this is the reason why you have to bring it so far away from where it could do any damage.





I feel pretty bad about asking you this. You are like I would have loved to have you at my side at the end. We didn’t always see eye to eye and you can be quite a hoofful for an old donkey, but you are a good kid. Matilda liked you, and if we don’t count that she married me then she is a good judge of character. With you she has always been right, and that’s why I gave you the box.





When you’ll come back we won’t be here anymore. I don’t know what waits for us on the other side, but we will be there together.





I leave you with my love and my stories, they represent my whole life and they belong to you. 





Cranky Doodle Donkey










Pinkie sat down in the long shadow of the great rock. The sun was setting and small critters began to come out from their dwellings. She looked at the distant hill where the heart of a donkey stood inside a magical wooden box. The land around it was barren and devoid of life. She had been extra-careful in making the biggest possible racket to send away any snakes or mousies or scorpions hiding there. She had felt silly doing it but she had promised it.





There was a brief rumble, then a blinding light flashed on the hill. Pinkie covered her eyes and looked away. A wall of dust and sand racing from the hill hit her and almost threw her against the rock. 





As the wind calmed down Pinkie rose and shook herself free of the sand. She patted her coat down and cantered to the hill. 





When she arrived she looked up at the ancient fig tree that had appeared where the box had been, at the somewhat sparse foliage and at the big, ripe fruits. Tears dropped on the thick roots as she smiled and said with a broken voice, “An empty heart… what a silly old donkey.”
      

      
   
      The Princess Tax


      

      
      
         Twilight downed the last of her coffee and set the mug down on her desk with a smile. “Mhmm! Seaddle’s Best? More like Equestria’s Best!” She ran her tongue across her teeth, savoring the last remnants of the drink. “I need to tell Doubleshot to order as much of this as she can.”



She scribbled a note to that effect on her scratch pad before stepping out from behind her desk. Twilight’s study was furnished much like her work room in the old library, with a chalkboard, a small lab bench, and a trio of bookshelves joining the simple oak desk. Together, they lent the space a warm, welcoming feeling; or at least as much as they could for a room made entirely out of crystal. Even the array of rugs and carpets, and the artwork she borrowed from Celestia and Luna’s vast collections, did little to dull the ever-present glow that filled every space in her new home.



Twilight sighed at that thought, but pushed it aside. "Time to get to work." She straightened her crown, tucked her day planner under a wing, and headed for the throne room.



Members of her small but dedicated staff greeted her with waves and cheery “hellos” as she made her way through the hallways. She took a small measure of satisfaction that many of them had finally stopped bowing every time she passed by. Official functions were another matter, but outside of those, Twilight impressed on her staff her desire to treat each other and herself like they would any friend they’d meet at market.



One final right turn brought her to the side entrance to the throne room. She looked at the nearby wall clock and noted she was a few minutes ahead of schedule. “Good, that means I get more reading time later.” Her magic had just grabbed the ornate door knob when a purple blur raced around the nearby corner.



“Twilight!”



And right into her. “Huh— Ah!”



The impact nearly knocked her over, and sent her planner skidding across the floor. It took her a moment to sort out her hooves from her wings and reorient herself to at least a sitting position, and she spotted the source of the impact sprawled out on his back a few feet away.



“Spike? What did I tell you about sprinting around corners like that?”



Spike scrabbled about for a moment before regaining his feet, and once he did, his manic pace resumed. “I know, Twilight, but I was looking everywhere for you!”



Twilight pursed her lips as she looked about for her planner. “Yes, I know we’re out of waffle batter, but Pinkie said she’d bring some more over tomorrow, so you’ll just have to make do with toast and fruit today.”



Spike waved his arms and snorted. “No, that— yes, I know that, but that’s not the problem here!”



Twilight turned back to him as the planner floated back to her in her magic. “Okay, then what’s going on that’s got you so worked up? A urgent message from Celestia? A report of another loose hydra?”



“No, nothing like that,” Spike replied, shaking his head for emphasis. “But it’s really weird; like ‘never seen this before’ weird.”



Twilight arched an eyebrow. “Weird as in…”



“As in the there’s a big crowd of ponies in the throne room!”



Twilight tensed, but relaxed just as quickly. “O-oh! Well, it is Wednesday, which means open court.” She checked the contents of her planner again, then looked back at the clock. Court was due to start in less than two minutes. “Honestly, it’ll be a bit refreshing to have more than three of four ponies in line for once.”



Spike’s mouth went slack for a second. “Um, Twi, it’s way more than three of four. I’d say half of Ponyville is in there!”



Her confident smile faltered for a moment, and Twilight gave him a second look. “Seriously?”



“See for yourself.”



Twilight cracked the door just enough to see through the gap in the door frame, and quickly closed it. “Yep, that’s a big crowd alright.”



“See?” Spike pointed a claw at the door. “Told you it was a problem.”



Twilight paused for a second, then smiled and nuzzled his cheek. “Problem? Spike, this is great! I’ve spent a lot of time studying Celestia’s notes and guidebooks for holding court, to say nothing of the pages of notes I took shadowing Luna during night court. A crowd like that just means I finally get to put those notes to the test!”



Spike’s eyes widened. “What? No, I don’t think—”



Twilight nudged him with a wing, almost bouncing on her hooves herself. “Spike, it’s Ponyville! We know these ponies like family! Unless everypony here turned into a diplomat or stuffy noble overnight, I think we can handle this. Now let’s get in there!” She wheeled around and tamped down her smile before swinging the door open and trotting into the bright lights of the throne room.



Spike stared after her and winced. “Who said anything about ‘we’?”







“Slow down there, BonBon, please. Let’s take this from the top again. You said—”



“What I said, Your Highness, was that the town Assessor needs to be investigated for fraud!”



A chorus of claps and cheers rang out from the back of the assembled crowd, and Twilight just stared out at the whole spectacle. Spike’s estimation was turned out to be scarily accurate, and the assembled crowd felt more and more like half the town or more… and all of them had similar grievances to air out in increasingly loud fashion.



“Everypony, please…” Twilight’s words were all but lost among the growing cacophony of voices. “Now look, let’s— oh for the love of Luna…” Twilight channeled a bit of magic into her voice.



“Hey!”



Her voice boomed through the cavernous room and the crowd grew silent in an instant. “There, much better.” Twilight passed her notepad to Spike, who was furiously trying to make sense of any of the notes he had scribbled out over the last thirty minutes. She stood from her throne and looked out over the crowd.



“I understand everypony’s a bit worked up right now, but we can’t solve any problems if everypony is yelling, okay?”



Nods and grumbled apologies came back in response. “Alright. Now, I will be honest here. Balance Sheet has been the town assessor for longer than I’ve even lived here, and this is the first time I’ve heard anything negative said about him, much less an accusation of fraud.” She held up a hoof to quell any further outbursts. “But, it’s obvious that something is amiss. So, show of hooves: Who here has an issue with their property tax assessment?”



Nearly every pony in the room raised a hoof or a wing.



“Okay… so pretty much all of you. And you all have the same issue? That your property taxes went up too much this year?” The crowd nodded as one. Twilight paused, then her horn lit up and a thick book popped into existence in front of her. She flipped it open and stopped on a couple of pages to read. After a minute, she closed the book and magicked it away again.



“According to the latest analysis from the Treasury secretary, economic conditions continued to improve across the board last year, including real estate. So, it’s not unusual to see some increases at the margins when aggregate market activity hits a positive trend…”



“Princess?” Roseluck spoke up from the front of the crowd “Sorry, but if I may… that all makes sense, but these increases are just incredible. I’m no accountant, but I never paid half this much in taxes when my house was brand new.”



“Same for us, Your Highness.” Lyra chimed in, with BonBon standing next to her. “I’ve gone over our numbers a hundred times, and even with the small work shed we added out back, that can’t possibly account for our bill doubling.”



“Gonna have to add me in too, Twi.” Twilight swung her eyes to the right, where Applejack was just joining the back end of the crowd.



“AJ? You too?”



“Oh yeah. Talked to the Cakes on the way over here, and they said their bill nearly tripled, and they haven’t added onto the cafe in years.”



Twilight rubbed her forehead with a hoof. “What the… okay, I still doubt that Balance Sheet is trying to actively cheat all of you, but there’s clearly something odd going on. Tell you what, if all of you can pass your tax statements to Spike or to the guards at the door, I’ll look into this immediately. As soon as I have an answer for you, I’ll let everypony know, and if corrected bills need to be sent out, they’ll be sent asap.”



That seemed to placate many in the crowd, who did as requested and left their bills on their way out. After giving a final reassurance to Berry Punch and Ditzy, and a promise to get to the bottom of the whole mess, Twilight watched the throne room’s gilded crystal doors close behind them.



And now Twilight was the one in a rush. “Spike! Gather up all of the bills and meet me at Town Hall!” She took off at a canter for the side door. “I’m going to see the tax stallion!”








“You can’t be serious. This has to be a joke, a prank even. Wait, did Discord put you up to this?”



Balance Sheet put down his glasses and sat up in his high-backed green chair. “I have not been asked to, nor would I participate in, any activities of the sort, Your Highness.”



“Then what in Tartarus is going on here? There has to be something else to this!” Twilight stomped a hoof on the floor and stared at him with no small hint of exasperation in her eyes. She had been peppering the pale blue unicorn with questions from the moment she had barged into his office on the second floor of Ponyville’s Town Hall, and so far had little to show for it, other than rising blood pressure and a growing frustration with Balance Sheet’s seemingly unflappable demeanor.



“Nothing untoward, I assure you,” he replied, his voice calm and collected. “Unfortunately, I must refer back to my original answer that all of the property assessments were completed in the same manner, and using the same calculations and ratios, as they always have. Nopony besides myself and my two assistants have access to either the data used to calculate the annual tax assessments, and I verified each and every one by hoof, as I do each year.” He tapped the stack of tax bills that Twilight had thrown down on his desk. “The numbers don’t lie, Your Majesty.”



Twilight took a few deep breaths, then a few more, as she paced back and forth. “Alright, let’s assume you’re right, and the calculations are correct. So what you’re telling me is that the entire town’s property values went through the roof because of me?”



“Well, technically speaking, you are not at any fault in this situation, Your Highness.”



Twilight snorted and continued her pacing. “Okay, so then who is to blame? Tirek? The Elements? Discord? No, I know, let’s blame Celestia!”



Balance Sheet pushed a lock of his brown mane away from his face and sighed. “Princess, I know this is upsetting, but if you’ll just slow—”



Twilight wheeled around and took two very big steps forward, planting her forelegs on his desk. “You think, Balance Sheet? Of course it’s upsetting! How do you think you’d feel if somepony told you that all everypony had to pay more bits out of their saddlebags because of something you did?”



“I suppose I’d be fairly upset as well, Princess. But remember, you didn’t ask for your castle to be built out of crystal and gems.”



“Exactly!” Twilight pounded a hoof on the edge of his desk. “That’s my whole point, Balance! I never asked for a castle. I never really wanted one! Destroying my home was bad enough, but I’d have been perfectly happy with a new library, not that… that thing out there!”



Her eyes blazed for a moment, and she glared out the nearby window, where the tip of her castle’s highest spires could be seen towering over every surrounding building. The anger cooled just as quickly as it arose, and Finally, she let out a defeated sigh and slumped into one of the two chairs in front of his large desk. “Trying to get used to calling a massive castle home is bad enough, but now everypony else has to suffer because of it? Because of me?”



Balance Sheet looked at her for a moment, then set his glasses aside and stepped around the desk to take the seat next to Twilight. “If you’ll hear me out for a second, Your Highness…”



“Please, just call me Twilight.” 



“Right, my apologies, Pr– Twilight. But to answer your question, in addition to the specific property itself, Ponyville’s town code also requires the Assessor to factor in the aggregate value of the structures and lands inside the town’s borders. That includes homes, businesses, parks, empty fields, and yes, even the ground your castle stands on. So, just as the closing of one store or the clearing of a field can lower land values, the addition of those same things can raise it. And since the appearance of your castle last year, I think you would agree that the town has seen a surge of new homes and businesses popping up.”



Twilight scratched the bridge of her muzzle with a wing and sighed. “Sure, but I doubt Pinkie and the Cakes would have welcomed the newcomers so warmly if they knew Sugarcube Corner would cost them an extra nine hundred bits as a result.”



Balance Sheet  leaned over, and after a moment’s hesitation, gently laid a hoof on Twilight’s shoulder. “Look on the bright side, Twilight. Large and bright your castle may be, but it has brought a surge of new residents and businesses to Ponyville, and with them come more customers, more tourists, and for those who put down roots, an assurance that Ponyville will be well cared for for generations to come. The long term benefits will be tremendous.”



Twilight looked over to him and tried to muster some happiness at the sentiment expressed. “Don’t get me wrong, that’s all wonderful. And of course I want this town to grow and succeed for decades to come. But that doesn’t help today’s residents with today’s bills… and if my home is inflating things even more, that could make it even harder for everypony to keep pace, much less get ahead.”



A knock on the door started them both, and a moment later, a light tan earth pony stuck her head in the room. “Um, excuse me, Balance, Your Highness. May I?”



Seeing no objection from Twilight, Balance Sheet waved the young mare in. “Please, come in. Princess, this is Loophole, one of my assistants.”



“It is an honor to meet you, Princess.” Loophole bowed first, then quickly recovered. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I believe I may have something that can help.”



Twilight’s ears perked with obvious interest. “Oh? And what is it?”



“I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation from down the hall…” she blushed a bit at the admission, but a reassuring look from Twilight kept her going. “I took the liberty of re-examining the town’s zoning and assessment codes, and something interesting came up.” Her eyes shifted towards Balance Sheet and she hoofed him a folder that she had carried in with her. “Balance, do you remember the Locust Amendment?”



Balance Sheet pondered that for a moment. “Um, yes, I remember part of it, at least. It was passed in the wake of the locust incident, right?”



Loophole nodded. “Yep, that’s the one. Princess, are you familiar with this one?”



Twilight perked up at the question. “Indeed I am. Sixty-five years ago, a change in the jet stream over the South Luna Ocean sent a swarm of migratory locusts through the heart of Equestria. Crops, forests, and towns were ravaged, triggering a sudden and severe famine throughout the region.”



“Right you are, Princess.” Loophole smiled. “Cloudsdale’s weather scientists eventually found a way to steer future swarms away from population centers, but in the immediate aftermath, towns like Ponyville had to take drastic steps to survive.”



Twilight nodded along. “Right. I know food rationing and cooperative farming were two big things to come out of that, and many villages and towns pooled their treasuries to increase their buying power in the bigger cities too.”



“Yes, but what they also did in many cases was grant Assessors and Collectors the ability to adjust town boundary lines without waiting for the biannual zoning calibration cycle.” Loophole nodded toward Balance Sheet as she continued. “This gave Balance’s predecessors the ability to move the town’s boundary lines in emergency situations, to protect against the effects of huge jumps or declines in valuations in the area.”



"They did?" Twilight asked.



"Yes. That’s what led to the Apples’ farm becoming part of Ponyville, actually. Their Zap Apples were one of the few crops the locusts didn’t take a liking too, so their farm was moved inside the town boundary so they could benefit from what little weather team protection was around at the time, and hopefully recover their regular crops that much faster.” 



Balance Sheet looked up from the folder, the contents of which he had been skimming the off and on, and held up a hoof. “And while those powers haven’t been used in decades, they were never fully removed from the city code.” He closed the folder and looked to Loophole with a small grin. “Crazy thing is, it just might work.”



“What’s that?” Twilight asked.



“You recall what I said about property assessments needing to factor in the aggregate value of properties throughout Ponyville right?”



“Of course,” she replied. “Why?”



Loophole added her voice. “And those properties include everything inside of Ponyville’s borders…”



“And if the situation calls for it, the Assessor can act to guard against huge shifts in property values...” Loophole added.



“Yes…” Twilight trailed off, then gasped as the pieces began to click together in her mind.



“So with that in mind—” Balance Sheet slipped the papers out of the folder and floated them over to Twilight, along with a Ponyville town map that he kept on his desk. “Princess, I believe we have a bit of a property emergency on our hooves…”








Twilight hummed a random tune to herself as she trotted down the hallway to the throne room. It was tuneless, but it had so far helped to keep her anxiety down. The guards at the door gave her a quick salute before opening the massive white doors for her. She quietly bade them good day and continued on in.



At the sound of the closing door, Princess Celestia looked up from her throne, where she was sipping tea and conversing with a couple of aides. “Ah, Twilight! Please come in! I’ll just be a moment.”



Twilight watched the conversation go on for a few more minutes before the aides turned and scurried away in different directions, no doubt tasked with one thing or another. Once the room had otherwise emptied, Celestia waved her forward.



“Thank you for coming so quickly, Twilight.”



Twilight trotted up the stairs to the top level, doing her best to keep her wings from fidgeting. “No problem at all, Celestia. I have to confess though, your note left me confused.”



“In what way?” Celestia asked between sips of tea.



“Well, it said that weeks of reports and correspondence had gone missing, and that the Neighponese Ambassador thinks I’m ditching a meeting with him?” Twilight scratched at her leg with a hoof. “I checked and, well, I haven’t received anything from you, the castle, or the ambassador.”



“Ah, totally understandable, Twilight.” Celestia put her teacup down and leaned back in her chair. “You wouldn’t have received anything from us because it never made it to you in the first place.”



Twilight gave her a confused look in return. “Never got there?”



“According to our mail sorters, it was all returned as undeliverable. Apparently, there is no Twilight Sparkle in Ponyville anymore?”



Realization dawned on Twilight immediately, and her eyes took on a very distant look. “Oh… Um…”



Celestia sat up again and looked at a now half-paralyzed Twilight. “So, any chance you can shed some light on this rather odd development?”



Twilight swallowed a lump in her throat and looked at Celestia.



“Look, I can explain…”
      

      
   
      Applejack, I Can Explain!


      

      
      
         The bell rang, and ponies raced to leave the classroom. “Remember to read chapter 11 in your history textbooks!” Cheerilee called out, to no avail. Everypony in class was already thinking of how they were going to spend the rest of the afternoon.



Apple Bloom hurried to join her Crusader friends. For years, they met up after class, often at the old picnic table on the playground, to ask the all-important question: “What are we going to do to find our cutie marks?” Now, with the trio in possession of their cutie marks, the meetings still happened. The only difference was the question.



“So where are we going to find somepony who needs help understanding their special talent?” Sweetie Belle said.



The three fillies sighed. They rested their heads in their forehooves as they sought inspiration.



“Lily Longsocks?” Sweetie Belle suggested.



“She’s no longer afraid of helping ponies with her strength,” Apple Bloom said.



“Truffle Shuffle?” Scootaloo said.



“Already overqualified to be a food critic, and he’s taking cooking lessons, too,” Sweetie Belle said.



“Snips and Snails?” Apple Bloom said.



“Can’t help them. They’re still hopeless,” Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle agreed.



“Silver Spoon?” Sweetie Belle said.



“Actually learning how to make silver spoons,” Scootaloo said.



“Face it, there’s nopony left at school we can help,” Sweetie Belle said.



“So where can we go that has lots of ponies?” Apple Bloom asked. She smiled. “I know! The Ponyville marketplace!”








The Ponyville marketplace wasn’t as active in the late afternoon, but most of the carts were still there. Fresh fruits and vegetables, baked goods, and hoofcrafted items were arrayed on wooden shelves, while colorful banners above the carts announced the product for sale. Apple Bloom waved to Applejack as they went by her cart.



“Let’s see who we can help,” Scootaloo said.



The three fillies walked around the carts in the marketplace, stealing glances at cutie marks as they passed. It didn’t take them long to realize the flaw in their plan.



“Applejack’s selling apples, Woody’s selling his wooden toys, and Berry Punch is selling her special fruit juice,” Apple Bloom said.



“Carrot Top’s selling carrots, Anjou’s selling pears, and Cherry Berry’s selling cherries,” Scootaloo added.



“And everypony looks happy with what they’re doing!” Sweetie Belle said.



“Maybe there’s somepony who needs help, but we’ll have to know them as well as we know our classmates,” Apple Bloom said.



“Or they’ll come to us, and ask for help,” Scootaloo said.



“But they won’t know to come to us unless we have another big success, like Diamond Tiara!” Sweetie Belle said.



“But we won’t have another big success if they don’t come and ask for help!” Scootaloo said.



The three fillies sighed.



“Milkshakes?” Apple Bloom suggested.



“Yeah, milkshakes!” Scootaloo said.



“Milkshakes make everything better!” Sweetie Belle said.



And so, the Cutie Mark Crusaders spent the rest of the afternoon at Sugarcube Corner, just talking. They didn’t come any closer to figuring out how to help ponies understand their special talents, but at least they had delicious milkshakes.



“Sorry, girls, I’ve got to get home,” Apple Bloom said.



“Okay,” Sweetie Belle said.



“See you at school tomorrow!” Scootaloo said.



Apple Bloom headed out the door. She glanced behind her, making sure her friends weren’t following her, and then veered off to the market. Applejack was gone, as expected, but one pony was still in the market, a stallion to whom Applejack often gave the stink-eye.



Apple Bloom quietly walked up to the stallion’s cart. “Psst!” she whispered.



The stallion nodded. Apple Bloom slid two bits to him, and he passed her a package, wrapped in plain brown paper. She stored the package safely in the bottom of her saddlebags and headed back to Sweet Apple Acres.








“I’m home!”



It was just before dinnertime when Apple Bloom stepped through the back door of her farmhouse, entering the kitchen. Like most evenings, Granny Smith was in charge of the kitchen, keeping track of the pots simmering on the stove and the bread and pies baking in the oven. And unlike most evenings, Big McIntosh was helping her, rather than Applejack.



“Welcome home, Apple Bloom,” Big McIntosh said. “Go get washed up before dinner.”



“Okay, Mac!”



The filly ran upstairs and quickly washed her hooves, and then headed to her room to drop off her saddlebags. Her room looked freshly swept and dusted; Granny Smith must have cleaned while she was at school. She kicked her saddlebags under the bed. But then Apple Bloom noticed her bed was moved just a bit; it was no longer flush against the wall.



Apple Bloom pushed up the mattress and looked under it. “Oh no! Where is it?”



Apple Bloom heard the sound of hooves on the wooden floor behind her. “Looking for something?”



Apple Bloom turned her head and forced a smile. “Hiya, Sis!”



Applejack entered Apple Bloom’s bedroom. She had a warm smile on her face, but her expression was belied by the mare closing the door behind her. Apple Bloom gulped. A closed door was never a good sign.



“Apple Bloom, we need to talk.”



“What is it, Applejack?”Apple Bloom said nervously.



“Granny was doing her big cleaning of the farmhouse today, and one of the things she did was turn the mattresses. The poor mare got one heck of a nasty surprise.” Apple Bloom gasped as Applejack pulled out what she had hidden under her bed. Applejack threw it down, its well-used glossy pages falling open.



“Applejack, I can explain!”



“Where did you get this? Was it one of your friends? Scootaloo? Sweetie Belle?”



“No!”



“Are you sure? Because ever since you got your cutie mark, you’ve been spending a lot of time with them, but you haven’t been telling us what you’ve been doing.”



“It’s true, Applejack! Scootaloo says they’re icky, and Sweetie Belle, well... I’ve seen the way she looks sometimes, but she’s too shy to talk about what she likes.”



Applejack patted the bed. “Sit down, Apple Bloom.”



Apple Bloom sat down. Her eyes suddenly found the stitching of her quilt to be quite fascinating.



Applejack took a deep breath. “Apple Bloom, I want you to know that you’re not in trouble. It’s natural for a filly of your age to be curious. But for us Apples, there are some things that are right, and some things that are wrong. Ma had this talk with me when I was a bit younger than you, and it’s my fault for not talking to you sooner. So, tell me how it started.”



Apple Bloom rubbed her hooves together anxiously. “Well, I guess it started at that garden party. I went looking for my friends, but instead I found Rumble, sitting under a tree, his back resting against the trunk. And that’s when I saw them, hanging there. They looked so... big, and plump.”



“Did you... right there?”



“No!” Apple Bloom protested. “You know I’m not like that! But it got me to thinking.”



“Looks like you did a lot more than thinking,” Applejack said. 



“Yeah, I guess so.”



“So will you tell me where you got this?”



The room was silent for a minute; Applejack’s gaze never wavered from Apple Bloom. “I got it from Noi,” Apple Bloom finally said.



Applejack wiped her brow and adjusted her Stetson. “Consarn it. I’m going to have to have a talk with Golden Harvest about her kid sister,” she said.



“Don’t get her in trouble! She didn’t do anything but give me this,” Apple Bloom said. “You know, it’s just pictures on a page.”



“Just pictures, Apple Bloom?” Applejack flipped the pages, stopping when she found two pages that were stuck together. She carefully peeled the pages apart and looked at the sticky residue. “Looks to me like you weren’t just looking at pictures.”



“Yeah, okay. I experimented a little. This one looked so good, I had to give it a try.”



Applejack was quiet for a moment, watching Apple Bloom fidgeting on her bed. She pulled her little sister into a warm embrace, hugging her with all her strength. “You know, you’re a lot like me, Apple Bloom.”



“Really?” Apple Bloom said, pulling back from Applejack’s grip.



“You know how I said Ma gave me this talk? Well, I didn’t listen to her,” Applejack said. “Back when I was living in Manehattan with Aunt and Uncle Orange, I found something a lot like this in Aunt Orange’s stuff. Now, she may have had a more liberal attitude about this sort of thing, but she also knew what Ma and Pa wanted, and she respected their wishes. So you better believe I got in trouble. But I got in trouble because I disobeyed my parents. Understand, Apple Bloom?”



“Yes, Applejack,” Apple Bloom said.



“Come here, sis.” The two sisters embraced again.



Applejack looked over at the pictures and chuckled. “That’s sure better than what I remember. The photographs are clearer, and it looks like they put some effort into the presentation.”



“I guess I wouldn’t know,” Apple Bloom said



“Tell me, did you enjoy it? The taste?”



“Yeah, I did,” Apple Bloom said. “It was different, but it had a sweetness all its own.”



“Thought so. The evidence is all over the page.”



The bedroom was quiet until Apple Bloom spoke again. “So what happens now?”



“Well, Apple Bloom, I reckon dinner’s waiting for us. And after dinner, you and I are going over to Golden Harvest’s place, and we’re going to return this here fruit catalog.”



Apple Bloom gasped. “You mean you’re not going to disown me for eating pears?”



“Shoot, sugarcube, I’m only mad that you didn’t talk to me sooner. It’s Golden Harvest who’s going to be mad, you dripping juice all over her nice catalog and all.”








“And that’s what happened,” Applejack said.



“I’m sorry for ruining your catalog, Miss Golden Harvest,” Apple Bloom said. “Please don’t get upset with Noi.”



Golden Harvest sighed. “It’s okay, Apple Bloom. Fillies will be fillies, after all.” She lowered herself to Apple Bloom’s eye level. “Why, I remember the lecture I got from my father after he caught me experimenting with parsnips.”



“You too?”



“All earth ponies from farm families experiment, Apple Bloom. It may not be right, but it’s not unexpected,” Applejack said. “Now come along.”



Apple Bloom and Applejack returned home. Applejack placed a hoof on Apple Bloom’s withers. “Granny Smith should be asleep. Why don’t you get those pears you bought? I’ll show you the right way to enjoy them.”



Apple Bloom gasped. “How’d you know?”



“It’s kind of hard to hide the smell when you fool around like that.”



Apple Bloom crept into her room and dug out the paper-wrapped package from her saddlebags. She poked her head out the door, making sure no one could see her, and quietly returned to the kitchen.



While Apple Bloom was gone, Applejack had pulled out flour, water, salt, and butter. “Let’s see them,” Applejack said.



Apple Bloom unwrapped her package, revealing two firm Bartlett pears. Applejack assessed the fruit carefully. “Should go well with some Golden Delicious apples,” she said. “I’m going to make the dough. I need you to cut both the apples and the pears into thin slices.”



While Applejack rolled out the buttery pastry dough, Apple Bloom carefully cut the fruit into thin slices. Once they were done, the fruit was layered over the dough to make a simple tart. The fruit was topped with melted butter, brown sugar, and cinnamon. And after a short time in the oven, their dessert was ready.



Applejack cut the tart and gave a slice to Apple Bloom, adding a bit of fresh mascarpone cheese to cool it. Apple Bloom took a forkful and tasted it. “Wow! This is really good!” she said.



“See, Apple Bloom? Even pears have their place at Sweet Apple Acres. And that place is making apples taste better. In a recipe like this, the pears complement the apples, don’t you think?”



“Yeah, they do!”



“So you see, Apple Bloom, you don’t need to sneak around behind our backs and furtively eat fruit under the covers.”



“You’re right, Applejack.”



“Of course, if you’d just think more about colts, you wouldn’t have time to fantasize about forbidden fruit.”



Apple Bloom’s ears perked.



“How about that Rumble colt? Rainbow Dash says he’s quite the athlete for his age.” Applejack nudged Apple Bloom. “He’d need to be, if he hopes to keep up with an Apple’s endurance.”



“Shady Daze is cuter,” Apple Bloom said. “I wouldn’t mind seeing him lying against an apple tree.”



“Well then, why don’t you invite him? You’ve got your cutie mark; you’re old enough to have a little fun,” Applejack said. “Bring him by the orchard any time. Or the clubhouse, or the barn, heck, even your bedroom, if you’re quiet about it. ”



“Really?”



“Of course, Apple Bloom,” Applejack said. “After all, we’re not prudes.”
      

      
   
      Pay No Attention to the Mare Behind the Map


      

      
      
         “Thanks for coming, girls!” Twilight said, holding the doors open for her five friends to enter.



As Rarity stepped inside, she passed off a large number of suitcases that she was levitating into Twilight’s magical grip. “Twilight, dear, what is this all about? Where could we be going that would require us to pack so much?”



“I bet it’s a top-secret mission from Celestia,” Rainbow declared, swooping through the door and hovering over her friends’ heads in the front hall. “Is it a giant monster coming out of the ocean to demolish Manehattan? Ooh! Or maybe an ancient goat sorcerer is making an army of zombie ponies at the south pole! Or maybe Ahuizotl has finally found the Key of Koraddon and Daring Do asked us for help! Is she here? Is she here?”



Pinkie Pie bounced on her hooves to meet Dash at eye level. “Or maybe now that we’ve been all over the world helping ponies make friends, the Princess wants us to throw a party for all of Equestria, and it’ll be so huge that we’ll have to spend weeks out in the middle of nowhere just setting it up!”



“Sorry, girls, but it’s nothing like that,” Twilight said, blushing and rubbing her neck with a hoof. “It’s… It’s actually just something I’ve been wanting to do for while now. I asked you to pack because… Well, maybe I should have asked you before I had you pack.”



Applejack laid a hoof over Twilight’s withers, making her look up from the floor. “Don’t worry, sugarcube. We’ll help you with whatever it is you need. That’s what friends are for.”



“Thanks, AJ. You can all set your things down here. I’ll explain more in the map room.”








“Pinkie was right about one thing,” Twilight began as the others took their seats around the magical map of Equestria. “It took us most of two years, but we have been all over Equestria. Except for one place.” Her horn lit up, and a large region in the far North, dominated by a shining crystalline spire, was highlighted on the map.



“The Crystal Empire,” Rarity voiced on behalf of the group. “You’re right, I don’t remember any of us being sent there by the map. I know I haven’t.”



“You sure it’s the only one left?” Applejack asked.



“I’m positive. Well, aside from Ponyville, of course, but I don’t think that counts. I’ve kept a careful record of every mission the map has given us, and I’ve also catalogued every location marked on the map. There have even been some that I’ve never heard of before, or been able to find on any other map of Equestria, even in the Royal Archives.”



Fluttershy finally spoke up, looking around at the faces of her friends. “Maybe it’s because there aren’t any friendship problems to solve in the Crystal Empire. They have Princess Cadance there, after all, and she’s the Princess of Love. And they have your brother, and the Crystal Heart to help them get along with each other.”



“That may be so,” Twilight answered, “but the map also sent you and Rarity to Canterlot, remember?”



“Oh, that’s right. I guess if even Princess Celestia’s home town needed a friendship mission, then Cadance’s might, too.”



“Exactly. I’ve been keeping track for months of the places we haven’t visited, and after Rainbow Dash and Fluttershy went to Los Pegasus, I knew for sure what the next one would be.”



“But that was like, a month ago,” Rainbow Dash said. “Why wait until now to tell us?”



“Actually, as of today, you were called four weeks and three days ago. And Minos was four weeks and one day before that. Like I said, I’ve also been keeping track of when the map gives us missions. For the first three months there was no discernable pattern, and then they settled into an average of one mission every ten to fifteen days. But for the last ten months, they’ve been gradually slowing down in frequency.”



“So you’re thinking the call for the Crystal Empire’s due to come soon, then?” Applejack asked.



“I do. And the reason I called you all here and asked you to pack for a long trip is that we’ve all gone on an equal number of friendship missions. This one could be for any of us, or maybe even all of us.”



“So why have us pack for a trip?” Rainbow Dash asked, raising an eyebrow. “Why not just wait for it like the rest?”



“BECAUSE I CAN’T STAND THE WAIT ANY MORE!”



A moment passed where Twilight’s friends said nothing, no one quite sure what to say. Rarity finally broke the silence. “Uh, care to say that again, darling?”



Twilight planted her face on the map and laid her front hooves out in front of her. “I’ve known for a month where the next mission will be. This might even be the last one! There’s nowhere else left to go!” She swung her head up suddenly to lock eyes with Applejack, who was seated to her left, making her jump. “Do you have any idea how stressful that is?”



“I totally understand!” Pinkie interluded. “It’s just like waiting for your friend’s birthday! You know when it’s coming and you can plan ahead all you want, but nothing you do can make it come any faster!”

Fluttershy blinked. “Which friend are you talking about?”



“Every single one!”



Something in Pinkie’s smile drained a little bit of life from the room. Fluttershy thought she saw a little moisture in Pinkie’s eyes.



Applejack turned back to Twilight, whose mane had become more noticeably frayed. “So, what’s your plan, sugarcube? You want us all to go to the Crystal Empire now instead of waiting for the map to send us?”



“Exactly!” Twilight said, grinning. “And if we all go now, then we can be extra prepared for whatever it is the map wants us to do there! Once our Cutie Marks start glowing, we can work together to solve the friendship problem, and it’ll be easy because we’ll already know everything that’s going on because we’ve been there for so long!”



“How long is it gonna take?” Rainbow asked. “I can’t leave the weather team alone for too long or we get monsoons. And we really don’t want monsoons.”



“By my estimation, we should get the call before the end of the week. But there’s no way of knowing how long it will take to solve.”



Rainbow Dash rubbed her chin. “Well, I guess they’ll be okay for a week or so. More than two weeks and I should probably go back to check on them.”



Twilight looked around the room. “What about the rest of you?”



Applejack and Rarity exchanged glances, and Applejack shrugged. “Well, it is the best time of the year for me to take a trip like this. Nothing much to do on the farm in the middle of summer. You can count me in, Twi.”



Rarity sighed. “I suppose I don’t have any larger orders at the moment. Certainly nothing I can’t take with me to work on while I’m there. Though I’ll have to stop back at the boutique to pick them up. Twilight, dear, I’m happy to support you of course, but I do wish you had told us all of this before asking us to pack the first time.”



“Heh heh. Sorry,” Twilight said. “I was just a little excited and impatient about the whole thing. I wasn’t really planning on leaving right this minute.”



“Well that’s good,” Applejack said. “I was gonna head back to the farm real quick anyway, to tell Big Mac where I’ll be.”



Twilight smiled. “Pinkie Pie? What about you?”



“As red-y as always!” Pinkie giggled. “And then some, since I’m usually only about half red-y, with some white mixed in. Well, I’m actually the same color I always am, but I’m still the most red-y pony here! And probably the most prepared, too!”



Twilight raised an eyebrow. “I guess that counts as a yes. Fluttershy?”



“Um, I already made sure my animals have everything they need while I’m gone. I’m ready to go now, if you want.”



“Perfect! Applejack and Rarity, you two meet us at the train station when you have everything you need. Watch out, Crystal Empire! Get ready for the Friendship Express!”








“Three weeks!”



“Don’t worry, Twilight. It’s bound to happen any day now.”



“I’ve been waiting here for three weeks! No glowing Cutie Marks, no friendship problems, no word from Spike about the map, nothing! Three weeks!”



“It’s still been really nice to have you here. Even if the others had to go home, I always like to spend time with my favorite foalsittee.”



“That’s not a real word, Cadance.”



“Who says? I’m a princess. I should be able to make new words into real words.”



“That’s not how it works. And if you’re trying to cheer me up, usage humor isn’t going to cut it.”



Cadance sighed and watched Twilight as she brooded on the palace balcony. “Maybe there just aren’t any more friendship problems in Equestria for you to solve.”



Twilight looked back at her mournfully. “But it can’t just stop like that! The Elements of Harmony gave us the map, and the map has been directing us in bringing true friendship to Equestria, one town at a time. But I know there’s still something bigger for us to do, something that this has all been leading up to! I can almost taste it, Cadance!”



“Maybe…” Cadance began. “Maybe there isn’t. What if the point of all this was just to make Equestria a more friendly place, and now you’ve done it? The Crystal Empire might just be the one place in all of Equestria that didn’t need a friendship mission.”



“That can’t be it. The odds of one community out of all of Equestria being immune to friendship problems are so negligible it’s almost stupid to consider. And the deviance of this rest period between missions from the norm is almost as bad, and it’s only getting worse every day. It’s getting to the point where I almost have to call it an exception to the pattern, and that just makes me anticipate this mission even more! Whatever it is has to be hugely important!”



Cadance thought for a moment. “Well, if you can’t go by the pattern anymore, then why not just… move on?”



Twilight gave her a sour look.



“It’ll come when it comes, and you’re already admitting you can’t predict it as well as you thought, so why not just let it come in its own time like you did before?”



“Cadance, you know me better than almost anyone else. Waiting for this mission is what drove me here in the first place, and going back home to wait even more, to go each day trying to live a normal life while the anticipation gnaws at the back of my mind? That would drive me to clinical insanity. Paranoid schizophrenia, at the very least. And you don’t want me to be a paranoid schizophrenic. We’re both immortal.”



Cadance sighed again, bowing a little under her own weight. “This really bothers you that much?”



“It really does,” Twilight answered, looking back out over the Crystal Empire, which mocked her life’s purpose with its native friendliness. “I don’t think I’ll get a good night’s sleep until it comes, even if it takes a thousand years.”



Cadance turned to leave her alone on the balcony.



Twilight looked back, hearing her hoofsteps. “Where are you going?”



“Oh, I just remembered some work I have to do.”








“Twily?”



Twilight winced, pausing in her pacing through the halls of the Crystal Palace. “Sorry if I woke you up, big bro.”



Shining Armor blinked sleepily and swung his head to get the tassel of his night cap out of his eyes. “Still having trouble sleeping, huh?”



“I just can’t get it out of my mind. What if coming here early spoiled the friendship problem before it ever really got started, and the map is stuck in standby, waiting for something that will never come because I ruined it?”



Shining blinked again. “I… I think I doubt that would happen. I’m too sleepy to think about it. You can’t keep going like this, Twily. You need to move on.”



“No, I need closure. Without it, moving on will never really be moving on!”



“You need closure, huh?” Shining looked down in deep, sleep-impaired thought. “You know what? Buck it.”



That stopped Twilight’s pacing again. “What?”



“If you want closure, go down to the pit where you ran into Sombra’s mirror, and give the north wall a moustache.”



Twilight’s head fell to a forty-degree angle. “What?”



“Just do it. I need to find a good blanket to sleep on the couch.”



Twilight watched him as he shuffled past her. “What for? Is Cadance angry at you?”



“Not yet.”








“WHAT ARE THESE??”



“Gah! Twilight, you nearly gave me a heart attack!”



Twilight ignored her, instead magically shaking a large sheaf of loose note paper in Cadance’s face.



Cadance blinked and scooted farther up her bed to better see what Twilight was showing her. When she recognized what it was, a cold chill ran down her spine.



“Where did you get those?”



“In your secret studio! Tell me this is a prank! Tell me that you’re just a horrible pony who wants to ruin my life with a sick farce!”



Cadance gaped like a fish, not able to form words.

Twilight’s magical grip on the papers wavered as her eyes became wet, and a few sheets slipped out and drifted to the floor.
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“Are these story notes??”



“Twilight, I can explain.”



“Why do you have story notes about my life? About my friends’ lives??”



“Twilight, I—”



“Tell me!”



“I’M TRYING!”



Twilight shrank back from the bed. Cadance was no longer trembling and small. Instead, she was standing proudly on the covers, regal indignation radiating from her like heat from a star. To Twilight, crouching on the floor, the princess seemed to take up all the extra space in the room.



Seeing Twilight’s pitiful state, Cadance relaxed, her anger spent in one burst. “It’s kind of a long story. Or rather, a difficult one.”



Twilight said nothing, just watching as Cadance stepped down from the bed. She still seemed taller than before, even more so than she remembered her being when she was small and Cadance was just her foalsitter.



Cadance sat down next to Twilight, and took a deep breath. “My name isn’t really Cadance, or even Mi Amore Cadenza.”



A hollowness sank into Twilight’s eyes. “What?”



“My real name is McCarthy. I am the secret ruler of this world. I ruled under my sister, Faust, until she left me alone here so she could go off and create other worlds.”



“You… created this world?”



“Yes. We used the bones of another, dead world and made this one so it wouldn’t make the same mistakes as its forebear. That was almost five years ago, now.”



“Wait,” Twilight said, wiping tears from her eyes, “How is that possible? We have history, and the Princesses…”



“None of it existed before we came. When you create a world, you don’t have to start time at the beginning. We made a history for the world at the same time we brought it into being.”



“But… Why me? Why the notes, and—and why were you Cadance?”



McCarthy laid down next to Twilight and crossed her hooves over each other. “The answers to those questions can be very complicated, my little pony. I give so much focus to you because you are the focus of this world. Without you, and without guidance to your life, there would be no point to it all. There isn’t a good way for me to explain it so you can understand. Just know that it’s necessary for me to be here to write your story, even though my sister has already left us.



“My sister and I are artists. We are storytellers. That is how we are creators, and rulers. Faust began your story when she began the creation, and without a writer, you cannot go on. This is why you have been so miserable for the past few weeks, Twilight.”



Twilight began sobbing against the crystalline floor between her hooves, and McCarthy leaned her head in close and draped a wing over the princess.



“I am not as skilled a creator as my sister, Twilight. It was not my story to write in the beginning, so I do not have the same intimacy with it that she did. That is why I inserted myself into the story, so I could experience it for myself and make it my own as I made myself its writer.



“I never was your foalsitter, Twilight. ‘Cadance’ didn’t exist before you received Shining’s invitation to our wedding. Don’t you remember how surprised you were to get it? You had no way of knowing he was getting married, because you never knew me at all.”



McCarthy let Twilight cry for a moment, not having much else to add to what she said and not wanting to add any more to Twilight’s burden.



“The notes…” Twilight choked out, “The notes just… stop, right there. Right here. Nothing is finished. You don’t know how to end the story.”



McCarthy looked away. “No, I didn’t. I had some good ideas, before… before this, but no. I didn’t know.” She gave a weak chuckle. “I guess you could say I wrote myself into a corner. I ran out of ideas for friendship missions and filler, so I stalled for time. Then you showed up here looking for a problem to solve, all on your own.”



McCarthy smiled at Twilight fondly. Then she grimaced. “I ran out of ideas a long time ago, Twilight. I’ve gotten by with the remains of the old story, the old world, and the scraps Faust left me, but I’ve finally run dry. I’ve exhausted all the loose threads, and all I can do is try to string together the ones I already have.”



She chuckled again. “You remember when you met Daring Do?” Twilight sniffed and nodded at the floor. “Faust never meant for her to be real. That was the first time I had to make my own chapter in this story, all on my own. I think I’ve gotten better at it since then. I found new sources of inspiration, new threads to use. But not anymore. They’re all gone.”



McCarthy paused, then gently raised Twilight’s head with a hoof. Twilight avoided her eyes. “Look at me, Twilight.” Blinking fresh tears out of her eyes, Twilight looked up. “You are the focus for a reason. You are not a mindless character in a book, you are a pony. You are a wonderful, talented, resourceful, independent pony, and you’ve earned everything you have and everything you’ve accomplished. I may be the author of your life, but I am not you, and you are not me.”



“But how can I live, knowing all this?” Twilight blubbered, her chin held up by McCarthy’s firm hoof. “What does my life mean, if I’m just part of a story?”



“Just the same as before. You love your friends, right?” Twilight nodded. “And you still believe in friendship. That hasn’t changed. With that respect and love you have for the ponies around you comes belief, and faith, and support. Your friends are real, and you’re not going to abandon them for anything, are you?”



“N—no.” Twilight said, a little more firmly.



“Then live for them. Enjoy your life with them, and go on living for as long as your story goes one, knowing that all stories end at a better place than they started.”



“But what about you? How can the story go anywhere if you can’t write it?”



“Well,” McCarthy said, giving a small smile, “I have you now, don’t I? You may not be able to help me write your story, but just knowing that someone else knows actually makes me feel a lot better. I think now more than ever I can say this story is mine, and I am its writer.”



Twilight smiled and wiped her eyes again, pulling away from McCarthy’s hoof. “I think thinking about character arcs and stuff will still keep me up some nights.”



“Yeah, I guess there’s no avoiding that. I’ll try to be unpredictable. Which means you probably shouldn’t expect that last friendship mission at all.”



“...Does that mean I should expect it soon?”



“I’m not telling. But starting completely fresh sounds like a good idea.”



Twilight sniffed one more time and rose to her hooves. “Your notes mentioned ‘fans,’ and talked like there was an audience. Is there—”



“Don’t think about it. Honestly. You don’t want to think about it.”



“Oh. Okay, I guess.”



Twilight turned to go, then stopped at the doorway and wrinkled her brow. “Hey, how did Shining know that finding your notes would bring me closure?”



“His real name is Larson. Don’t think about that, either. But if you see him at all before I do, tell him to run far away.”



“...I’m going back to bed.”



“I love you, Twilight.”



“I love you too, um… McCarthy.”



Needless to say, Twilight never slept again.
      

      
   
      Secrets


      

      
      
             “Tell me again why this was a good idea.” Reaching a hoof up to try and rub the back of her neck, the gray mare is stopped by mint colored hoof. 



    “I never said it was a good idea. Although, it is amazing how quick you were able to sober up when it all started.” Wrapping her hoof around the shoulders of her friend, Lyra pulls Octavia in for a reassuring hug. “At least you were sensible about getting the outline of a cello as your tattoo instead of your cutie mark.”



    “Ugh. I shouldn’t have had that second bottle of... whatever that sub-par whiskey was,” Octavia laments, wobbling slightly from the effects of so much alcohol. 



    “Well, it was a very successful concert and one that was worth celebrating! It’s been a while since the Symphony received a standing ovation.”



    Resisting the urge to rub her raw neck, Octavia smiles briefly at Lyra. “True, but why in the name of Celestia did I think that a tattoo was a good idea?”



    “One word for you, sweetie: inebriation.”



    “Why did you let me drink so much?”



    “I tried to stop you after a few drinks, but somepony felt that they hadn’t celebrated enough.” Lyra teasingly pokes Octavia’s shoulder. 



    Sticking her tongue out at Lyra, Octavia trots up to the front door of their shared flat in the Garment District of Canterlot. Nearly centrally located, the spacious four bedroom flat was still out of reach for the two of them, but thankfully, they had been able to find a roommate to split the cost of rent. They only wished that they could have another musician from the symphony, rather than the a musician with such peculiar tastes in music. 



    Giggling, Octavia holds a hoof up to her mouth, indicating that the two should be silent. Leaning down to Lyra, she whispers rather unsuccessfully, “We should give Vinyl a scare since she’s not expecting us for another day.”



    Nodding in agreement, Lyra can’t help but giggle at the thought of their roommate freaking out. With the door open, the two creep forward as silently as two drunken mares can, which is to say not at all. Before they can begin the hunt for their roommate, they’re stopped by the sound of a golden voice flooding the flat with a beautiful piano accompaniment. Looking at each other in stunned surprise, they felt their hooves propel them forward to the mysterious source. Approaching their practice room, they pause at the door and stare, enraptured at the sight before them.



    Seated at the baby grand piano, a white mare lets her hooves fly over the keys. The beautiful succession of notes is nothing compared to the smooth, refined voice emanating from the third roommate. Jaws hanging agape, the other two just watch as the wild blue maned mare pours her heart into her song. Unaware of her impromptu audience, Vinyl lets the music carry her along the golden path of improvisation. Letting her song come to an end, she let out a sigh, a slight smile playing across her muzzle. Blinking slowly, her eyes flutter open as she lets the last note of the piano fades. 



    Igniting her horn, she snatches the pencil resting next to a book of blank sheet music and begins to furiously fill in the page with the song she just finished. Oblivious to her surroundings, her work is interrupted by the sounds of the other two mares squealing with delight. Looking at her audience, Vinyl feels her heart drop as a cold pit replaces the area her stomach used to occupy. Shoving back from the piano, she jumps to her hooves and looks frantically between Lyra and Octavia. With her gaze finally coming to rest on Octavia, she stutters out, “Look, I can explain…” 



    Octavia tries to control the array of emotions that she feels playing across her face: anger, curiosity, awe, and a hint of admiration are some that she’s able to recognize as she looks at her roommate. She distinctly remembers telling Vinyl ages ago to never touch her piano. Mostly because a DJ would have no need for one, and because of Vinyl’s penchant for destruction. Usually it’s the dishes with that insane dishwasher that she installed. 



    Looking at the nervous Vinyl tracing a hoof along the floor, her brain is still having difficulty processing what’s happened. “Why are you in our practice room?” 



    Looking down, Vinyl mumbles out an answer. Head tilted to try and pick up what was said, Octavia repeats the question a bit more firmly. 



    A defeated sigh escaping her lips, Vinyl looks up at the somewhat angry mare before her. “I come in here when you’re not home.” 



    Stepping forward, Octavia’s face softens as she says, “Why did you never tell us that you had such a beautiful voice? Or that you can actually play the piano?”



    As tears form in the corner of her eyes, Vinyl mumbles out, “Because a DJ isn’t supposed to be able to do those things.”  Raising her head, anger starts to infuse her voice. “Plus, how many times have I made fun of you for being stuck in the past? For playing an outdated instrument?”  Stomping her hoof in fear, she finishes “Why would I want to share my deepest shame?”



    Bringing a hoof up to wipe away the tears that have started to flow freely down Vinyl’s face. “Love, you shouldn’t be ashamed of this. Although, I must know, when did you learn to play the piano?”



    Pressing her face gently against Octavia’s hoof, Vinyl sighs again. “I’ve always been able to play the piano. Once I got my cutie mark, my parents signed me up for music lessons for every instrument they could think of. The piano was one of the few that I didn’t come to resent.” 



    “Did they also sign you up for vocal coaching and singing lessons?”



    Nodding, Vinyl continues, “And flute, saxophone, tuba, violin, drums, and many more.”



    “Why didn’t you pursue a career in one of those? Or even singing? You have a voice that could easily rival Sapphire Shores or even Colorature herself.” 



    “Because I didn’t want someone else telling me what I should be doing. I snuck out one night and found myself at a club. It was there that I discovered electronic music and fell in love. I felt a passion burn through my veins as I’ve not felt before. I knew then, I wanted to— no. I needed to become a DJ.” 



    “You don’t have to give up this—” Octavia motions to the piano “—just because you are a DJ. You don’t have to limit yourself to what you think others expect of you.” Turning to the book of sheet music Vinyl hastily closed, Octavia opens it to find page upon page of original compositions. All with lyrics, some of which she recognized as being hits of the more mainstream pop musician.



    “Vinyl, did you write all of these or are you copying what’s out there?”



    “They’re mine,” Vinyl says miserably. Still chagrined about having her secret outed, she still feels the shame of being outed. 



    Looking back at Vinyl, Octavia sighs and turns to her. “There’s nothing to be ashamed of, love. We all have things we would prefer that others not find out.” Tapping her chin in thought briefly, she trots out of the room. “Don’t go anywhere. I’ve got something to show you.”



    Looking up to Lyra, Vinyl sighs. “What are your thoughts on all of this?”



    Grinning, Lyra says, “You have a beautiful voice. One that I would never have guessed hides under that raspy tone you use for speaking.”



    “You’re not angry or upset that I’m in your music room?”



    Shrugging, she continues, “I mean, I’m a bit upset as we just thought you would bring nothing but wanton destruction to our instruments in an attempt to play them.”



    Indignation laced through her voice, Vinyl interrupts Lyra. “What would ever give you the idea that I would be so destructive?”



    “I’ve seen your room.”



    Grinning sheepishly, Vinyl is saved from embarrassing herself further by the return of Octavia carrying a small crate of records. Looking at it curiously, Vinyl notices that it appears to be laden with works of classical music. Things that normally stop a DJ from rifling through said collection. 



    Reaching in, Octavia gently removes a sleeve that’s instantly recognizable to Vinyl. It’s a pressing of her first album as DJ PON3. Looking to Octavia in confusion, she asks, “Why do you have that?”



    A slow blush spreads across the face of her, the color diffused slightly by the darkness of her fur. “I, um, really enjoy listening to your music.” Finishing the short sentence in a rush, her blush increases in intensity, suffusing her whole face in a delightful shade of crimson.



    A spark of recognition dawns in Vinyl as a few things fall into place. “You were the mare at the last signing all bundled up with the test pressing of my first album...” she trails off, looking at the rare gem Octavia is holding. 



    Nodding, Octavia continues, “I actually have all of your albums.” Looking at the ground in embarrassment, she doesn’t see Vinyl approach until a pair of white hooves enter her field of view. Glancing up, face afire, she grins weakly at her. 



    “Why did you never say anything, Tavi? Well, you did say things. Like how my music is, and I quote, ‘A disgrace to musicians everywhere and an assault against our ears’.” Spirits picked up by Octavia’s secret, Vinyl’s gently places a hoof on Octavia’s and helps guide the rare print back into its secure spot amongst the other albums. “Let me guess, you hide your secret music in between all of your classical records?”



    Nodding, Octavia whispers, “I didn’t want you going through my music and finding your records in there.”



    Grinning in response, Vinyl can’t help but chuckle. “Well, at least you’re fairly smart about it, because it worked, which is why I didn’t know you have one of the test pressings.” As her laugh fades, she feels the dam holding her tears and emotions back, start to crack. “So, you guys don’t hate me?” Looking to her two roommates, Vinyl feels the tears start to flow, shame once again rearing its ugly head within her. 



    “I’m more upset that you didn’t trust us enough to tell us about your musical background than anything.” Looking about, Lyra spots her practice lyre still propped up in the corner. Narrowing her eyes, she looks back to Vinyl. “You haven’t touched my lyre, have you?”



    Shaking her head vehemently, Vinyl assures Lyra that she has done no such thing. “I only use the piano.” She says hastily to both Lyra and Octavia.



    Setting the crate of records down gingerly, Octavia returns to the composition book. “Vinyl, have you been writing pop songs for Sapphire Shores and Coloratura?” 



    “Songwriting for those two is a lot more lucrative than being a DJ, but being a DJ is what I love. This—” she gestures to the pages filled with musical notes and lyrics “—is to help pay the bills.”



    “Well, I think it’s brilliant. Who knew that there is some actual musical talent within you?” Octavia teases gently, giving Vinyl a brief hug before letting her go. 



    Even though the ribbing was good natured, it fuelled the feelings of shame and guilt, finally breaking through the emotional barricades attempting to keep everything contained. Feeling herself sitting down, Vinyl finally bursts into tears as all of her stress and fears make their presence known. Looking at each other, Lyra and Octavia approach her gently and sit down next to her, offering her comfort in the form of their presence.



    Wrapping Octavia and Lyra in a hug, Vinyl continues to cry as the stress and fears left her. Pulling them in close, she’s startled by a sudden yelp from Octavia. Leaning back, tears streaking her face, Vinyl spies the tell-tale cellophane wrapping taped on the back of Octavia’s neck. Looking at the blushing mare with her face splitting into a wide grin, Vinyl moves out of the embrace and quickly flips Octavia’s mane out of the way. “Why, Tavi!” Vinyl exclaims. “You’ve gotten a tattoo.”



    Eyes widening, the now frantic earth pony says, “Look, I can explain…”
      

      
   
      I Don't Want To Be Alone


      

      
      
         	Rainbow Dash burst out laughing. Any attempt to make out a coherent word was thrown out the window by the endless guffaws. But despite the activity, she heard "I'd...figured you would like it..."



	"I..." she made out before choking again, "I just can't believe you did that to Angel!"



	Fluttershy smiled, "I know. He was really excited to go to the circus in makeup and all," she said, remembering the red lipstick and rainbow wig she put on him.



	As she finished chuckling, Rainbow rubbed her eyes and blinked several times before returning to her friend, who was patiently waiting for her to speak.



	"But, that was pretty funny," she said, "Did you two enjoy the circus?"



	"Oh yes," she answered, nodding her head, "it was the biggest thrill we had in a while." She thought about the various animals—elephants, tigers, giraffes—and acts performed by talented ponies. But then she noticed Rainbow's heads darting to the window, picking up on the accumulating clouds.



	"It's been nice talking to you, Fluttershy," she said, pressing her hoofs on the table, prepping to get up, "but I should probably be heading out. There's supposed to be a lot of lightning in tonight's storm and I wanna get home before it starts."



	As Fluttershy saw her stand, her throat grew an urge to speak up; the loosening of her vocal chords enticed her. As she began considering the thought, an opposition constricted her mouth. "It's crazy to think someone like me would open up." she told herself. But then, as Rainbow got closer to the door, her eyes—and her judgement—went into a panic.



	"Um...goodbye," Rainbow said, turning her head back to see her friend, who hasn't moved since she got up. Still, there was no response. "C-Can you hear me?"



	"Er Rainbow Dash?" she blurted out before puckering her lips.



	"Yeah?"



	She sat there, squeezing her hooves together, hoping that Rainbow wouldn't notice, "Um would it," she freezed, "would it be alright if you...um...stayed the night here?"



	Rainbow's face was stunned, "Well, why do you ask?" she said, walking back to the table. Fluttershy heard the hoofsteps and her head dropped, allowing most of her mane to act as a veil.



	"Mmmmm" she murmured. She could barely breathe. Her mind scrambled to string words together and prevent Rainbow from seeing the embarrassment her face bore. Rainbow saw her friend's hunched figure, prompting her to swing around to the side of the chair rather than merely behind. As the silence dragged on between the two, Rainbow was getting ready to say something.



	"I don't want to be alone," Rainbow heard from behind the rose curtain. Given Fluttershy's past with thunder and isolation, this request would have made sense back then. But given how she had been slowly taking more risks and standing up to her fears, it shocked Rainbow for her friend to suddenly revert to her old self.



	"Sure," she replied, "if it makes you comfortable." She eyed the empty seat on the other end of the table, walked to it, and sat back down. She then directed herself exclusively on Fluttershy, who apparently wasn't noticing. 



	"So...." Rainbow said, drawing out the syllable as long as possible. Fluttershy finally lifted her head to reveal a calm face. It then flashed out a smile, trying to assert that nothing was wrong. 



	"Yes," she answered.



	"Do you have any other stories to tell? Stuff that happened over the last week?" 



	She was quick to shake her head, although her memory told her otherwise, "But what about yourself?" she asked, even going as far as to point her hoof to Rainbow, "I feel like I've been talking your head off all afternoon."



	Rainbow furrowed her brow upon hearing that statement, "You mean fifteen minutes?" she asked.



	"Um...yes," she said sheepishly.



	An awkward silence filled the room. It ate at Rainbow and it was annoying her; something had to be done. She gazed at Fluttershy, who was looking at her with a weak focus. And with that, she said "I guess I haven't done a lot lately. With preparing this storm and all," she chuckled, "I haven't been thinking of a lot else."



	The two continued to look at each other. Fluttershy started twirling a strand of her mane, not sure how to continue their conversation. She desperately asked herself where that spark she had earlier had gone.



	"I'm sorry if I'm sounding a little weird right now," Rainbow said on the fly, "I-uh, just wasn't expecting you to keep me over." But then, she tightened her muscles and filled her face with intention, "But it's fine. If you're scared of some thunder, I'll stay with you."



	Fluttershy got up.



	"I just need to go to the filly's room," she said, sidestepping across the room, "I'll be back."



	She cut herself off and walked away, leaving behind a still confused Rainbow. She made her way up the stairs. She walked through the halls and she entered the room. At that point, she turned to the mirror and stared at the reflection. 



	She inhaled as she heard pattering coming from the window on the other side of the room. The rhythmic tapping soothed her, telling her there was little reason to panic. But it was a hard sell to the stress coursing through her body.

	

	"You said you would tell her today!"



	"Are you crazy?! There's no way you would actually do that!"



	"You got this far! You can't turn back now!"



	"That was a big mistake you just made! Fear is your friend!"



	She squeezed her eyes, trying desperately to shut out the hostility. Her breathing grew slightly louder and sped up, but she still felt like she could manage. She wanted to stay in control with her friend around. 



	"Do you really love her the way you think you do?"



	Her head dropped to the sink, ashamed of seeing herself answer that question.



	"Yes. I really, really do."



	"Then what are you waiting for?"



	She gripped the rim of the white sink. Her body trembled for a moment, but halted herself. She attempted to inhale despite how stifled it sounded. She spent some time calming down, trying to forget the "conversation" that had just transpired. As each breath came easier than the last, she gradually accepted her decision.



	"I'll do it," she said, gazing at those confident blue eyes and definitive grin. She took one last breath and made her way back downstairs. 



	She saw Rainbow sitting there appearing calm, although she suspected that some of her stress had become transparent. As she got closer to her, she felt some of the fear build back up, but she told herself not to back away. Today would be the day.



	"Glad to see you back," Rainbow said, cracking a smile. Seeing her friend in a happy state seemed to be the perfect cue. She opened her mouth.



	"Rainbow Dash," she said. Excitement became the new emotion, "I have something...interesting that I think you should know."



	"Yeah," Rainbow said, becoming concerned.



	She once again subsided some mound of nerves with a deep breath.



	"You see," she said, telling herself again not to back down, "you have always been a good friend to me. All my life, I felt like I wasn't worthy of having pony friends, but the fact that you stood by me means a lot to me," she paused, carefully trying to word her next sentence. Rainbow could see her contemplating the right way to convey the "interesting" statement, "And...I feel it would be really, really good..."



	She paused. Her lips curled inward, afraid to stay open. Rainbow saw her face and considered stepping in somehow, but Fluttershy didn't need it.



	"...If I-uh," she started, "could be your filly friend."



	She couldn't bear to see Rainbow's reaction, so her eyes dropped to her haunches. Her sore hooves gripped the edge of the chair and she clamped her mouth shut. 



	"Well...." she heard Rainbow Dash say. The word was drawn out, causing her heart to race, "...thanks?"



	"If you don't love me like that just say it," she blurted it. At this point, she was shaking in her seat. Her head suddenly weighed several tons and every subtle sound was now a bombastic blast.

	

	"Um, Fluttershy," she responded. Rainbow, as astonished as she was, knew she had to remain calm, "I really appreciate the offer, but I just don't see you in that way. I will say that I myself am not into the...mushy romance stuff," she paused and allowed her friend to absorb the information.



	"I knew you were going to say 'no'," Fluttershy said, fear apparent in her trembling voice, "but I wanted to get it out there. I just...couldn't keep it in anymore," she then drew in a long, tentative inhale, "I'm sorry I ruined our friendship."



	Rainbow's eyes widened.



	"What?!" she said, purely flabbergasted, "Of course you haven't! What makes you think I wouldn't be your friend anymore?"



	Fluttershy shuddered. Despite those words, she was growing more tense by the second, "I-I...I don't know."



	"Why do you think that?" she shouted, louder than she admitted was needed. All it did was make her friend even more nervous; all she got out of her was a muffled moan. She got up and approached Fluttershy and placed a gentle hoof on her shoulder.



	"I'm sorry," Rainbow whispered, "I just feel like something's wrong. I want you to talk to me."



	Fluttershy brushed some of her mane to see the real Rainbow. She briefly fought her inner doubts before allowing those magenta eyes and colorful mane to shine through.



	"This may sound silly to you," she said with her gravely voice, "but I get the feeling that sometimes you view me as annoying," she then recollected some past instances, "When I wanted to see the butterfly migration, every time I was too scared to do something, or when I asked you for help, I heard a voice telling me you didn't want to do it and that I was being a burden to you," she then stopped for air, "I'm not nearly as strong or cool as you are, but I always wanted to please you and give back to my very first friend....and" she paused again, "I felt like this was the last straw."



        Rainbow's mouth dropped, "Am I a bad friend?" she asked, "Did I make you feel like you were lesser than me?"



        Fluttershy gazed at her friend and shook her head, "No. No, no it's not your fault. It's just how it's always been," she said. She allowed her words to blow strands of her mane like grass, "I've never had anything against you, Rainbow Dash. I cherish our friendship more than anything else."



       "B-But I still don't understand," Rainbow said, leaning closer to her, "How did I make you feel like nothing?"



       "You didn't," she answered, trying desperately to avoid looking at her, "I was never really much anyway. You didn't make me feel like nothing. I just feel like my entire life with you has been about repaying you for doing everything for me," she paused, "standing up for me when those colts were bullying me, finding me after I fell to the ground, being there for me. I wanted to make it up to you by doing stuff for you and trying to grow up," she stopped and clenched her face, but she was determined to continue, "It's just that when I failed you, I felt like it took a toll on you. Something must have told you that you were just wasting your time. But with this, I was really scared...I thought you would have been done with that filliness that you were grossed out by. I thought you would have left me alone...So..." she drew in one last breath, "I'm sorry."



        Rainbow didn't know what to say. She was flattered by the respect and loyalty, but was saddened that it came at the cost of feelings of indebtedness. All she could have done was hugged her friend, who flinched at the sudden gesture.



       "Don't feel that way, Fluttershy," she softly exclaimed, "That's not what friendship should be! All I ever wanted was for you to be happy," she took her hoof and brushed Fluttershy's mane to reveal an anguished face, "I may have been annoyed at times, but deep down I realize that it's your very nature to like that type of stuff or seek that sort of help. And don't think I'm proud of showing irritation to you. I beat myself up once I realize how much joy I get out of spending time with you."



        She saw glimmers of relief appearing in Fluttershy's eyes, but she continued, "I'm not perfect. I make mistakes too. I chose to do all those things for you because I know you like them. I'm your friend because you're a good pony and I like you. Don't feel like you owe anything to me! I want a friend, not a servant!"



        All that they could hear was the rain outside. The windows flashed and several seconds later was a crash. 



        "You did nothing wrong," Rainbow said, "You loving me is not the 'last straw'. There are no straws in this friendship. You could be gay, straight, or some of those crazy aliens Twilight met when she went through that mirror. I'll always be there for you."



        Fluttershy's breathing was steady—a good sign. Those eyes, however, were directed at the wall. Rainbow looked up to see her friend, "I'm not gay," she finally said.



        Her friend was shocked, "What?!," she said, "H-How is that?"



        Her immediate response was a steady flow of air entering and exiting her muzzle. She closed her eyelids, as if she was finally a peace, "You're my closest friend, Rainbow Dash. I thought you're the only one I know I would want to be my special somepony, but I couldn't possibly seeing myself being with any other mare."



        She then reopened her blue eyes and looked down at Rainbow.



        "But...now that I think about it, my love for you wasn't the same as for special someponies."



        Rainbow nudged her head, still confused, "So what was it like?" she asked.



        She exhaled and wrapped one of her hooves around Rainbow's back, "Like how sisters love each other. If I had to sum up our relationship, we would be sisters, not friends," she said, "It may be years before I truly find a colt friend, but I don't care. I'm sorry for putting you through this mess tonight."



        "It's fine," Rainbow said, smiling, "You don't have to apologize. As long as you're happy now," At that moment, the thunder rumbled again, "Besides, I think a sleepover would be fun."



        The two sat in the same position for a while, listening to the rain continue. Occasionally, there would be a flash of lightning and burst of thunder, but Fluttershy didn't mind. As far as she was concerned, it was like being outside on a sunny afternoon. And Rainbow was very much the same; she embraced what had become an unexpected evening. She thought about how her friend had grown since fillyhood. She knew Fluttershy never liked certain things even as she grew, storms included, but it was that loyalty and gentle demeanor that made her a good companion. She looked up to see her looking down at her. As Fluttershy watched Rainbow, she was in a state of perpetual tranquility.



        "Thank you, Rainbow, for keeping me company."
      

      
   
      The Land Pirates


      

      
      
         “Pirates!”



My head banged against the roof of the car I was working on, knocking it off the rod holding it up, and causing it to come crashing down on my hooves. Great. Just what I needed.



Annoyed, I flew down from the car I’d been working on to to give the Yellow earth pony mare who’d interrupted me as fierce a glare as I could muster, face to face. She either ignored it or, more likely, didn’t notice I was giving it to her, and just smiled at me with that goofy grin of hers.



“Wow, Ruby. Why’d you do that?” the lifelong pest that masqueraded as my best friend asked me. “Didn’t that hurt your hooves?”



“Why do you think?” I growled. After a moment of her mulling it over, apparently stumped, I sighed. “What do you want, Pyrite?”



“I just told you. Pirates!”



I paused, waiting for further elaboration. Of course none came. “You want me to find you some pirates?” I guessed. There was no telling what crazy scheme she’d cooked up this time.



She thought about that for a moment. “Well, I suppose that wouldn’t hurt. It probably wouldn’t be very easy to pillage the land with just the two of us, so finding us a crew wouldn’t be a bad idea.”



I stared at her.



She returned the stare with the most eager expression I’d ever seen on her dopey face. “Isn’t this the best idea ever?”



I put a hoof to my face. And it wasn’t because of the pain in my head. “You want us to become pirates.” Of course she did. This was just like her. “You expect me to just drop my job so you can whisk me away on some silly adventure.”



“Well, yeah.” She nodded emphatically. “We’re best friends! We do everything together.”



“I can’t quit my job, Pyrite. Ponies depend on me.”



“Aww, c’mon, Rubes,” she exchanged her eager expression for the pouting look she’d mastered as a filly to get us out of trouble. “The pirate life would be perfect for you! You’d get to be my first mate and help maintain the ship and everything.”



“No, Pyrite.”



“Besides, you’ve already got the fake leg.” She rapped on the prosthetic in question. “Maybe if you’re lucky, you’ll get in another accident and need an eyepatch too!”



I winced as the memory of my tail getting caught in that engine came flooding back to me. “A missing eye isn’t really something to seek out, Pyrite.”



“But you’d look so cool with an eyepatch.” she pouted. “Besides. You’re Ruby Ratchet. You can do anything, no matter how many eyes, legs, or whatever you have.”



As flattering as that was, for Pyrite anyway, it was time to change the subject before she actually started plotting ways I could “accidentally” lose my eye. “Does this have anything to do with your new cutie mark?”



“Oh, this old thing?” She turned to give me a better view of the giant red X that sat on her flank. “Nah, totally unrelated. Well, probably.”



“Pyrite. You go on a ‘journey’ telling no one where you are or what you’re doing except that you’re not coming back until you’ve got your cutie mark. Six and a half months later, you come back with a mark nopony understands and refuse to tell anypony what your special talent is.” I took a deep breath. I suppose I still harboured a tiny grudge when she decided she needed to go on her “grand quest to find her mark” without me. “And how you’re spouting nonsense about pirates. These things clearly all have to be connected.”



“It’s not nonsense, it’s an exciting new career choice! Besides,” she gestured around my workshop. “It’s gotta be better than this. Fixing cars? Talk about boring.”



I happened to like helping other ponies with their automotive troubles, but I never could seem to convince Pyrite of this. Instead, I sighed and asked “And just what’s so great about being a pirate, then?”



She looked at me indignantly. “You mean besides everything?” I gave her a look making it as clear as possible that this wasn’t sufficient answer. “Well there’s the adventure and sailing the high seas and the loot, definitely the loot, and the wenches and—” She stopped herself. “Hey Ruby, what is a wench anyway?”



“You don’t even know the first thing about being a pirate, do you?” I asked, face in my hoof again.



“Well,” she gave me that goofy grin of hers once more. “I know you get to stab people with a kickass sword! A stablass.”



For some reason, my face and hoof seemed to be magnetically attracted to each other whenever Pyrite was around. “You mean a cutlass.”



“Um, no. Cutlasses are for cutting. Stablasses are for stabbing. Duh, Ruby.”



I’d clearly let Pyrite ramble too much by this point, as she was almost beginning to make sense. It was time to put an end to this.



“Okay, Pyrite. Fine. Let’s pretend for a moment that I agreed to take you up on your insane idea.”



“Awesome idea, you mean.”



I ignored her outburst. “First off, neither of us have any idea how to be a pirate.”



“Well, no,” she admitted. Much to my surprise, I swear I saw the smallest hint of doubt in her face for the first time since I’d known her. But whatever worries she had were quickly eliminated and replaced by her usual expression. “But it’s not like you can just master something without trying it out first, you know? I’m sure that given enough time, we’ll be the best pirates Equestria’s ever seen. Even better than the Pie-rate Sisters!”



I sighed. She actually had a point. Experience was how I had found out how handy I was with machines, after all. But I wasn’t going to let that stop me from telling Pyrite exactly how stupid her idea was. “Okay, fine. How about the fact that there’s only two of us? We won’t exactly be able to raid very effectively with just the two of us.” Sometimes the best way to dissuade her was to accept the crazy as a given, and point out the flaws from the inside.



“Well, of course not.” Why must she be so damn agreeable today? “I mean, sure, I’m pretty much a natural at this adventuring stuff, and while you were always whining about going home and telling our parents what we were doing afterwards and everything, you’re no slouch yourself. But I suppose there’s probably some things we can’t handle on our own. Which is why we’ll start with the small stuff.” The grin she gave me would send Tirek himself back to Tartarus. “Then we’ll let the legendary tales of our exploits bring crew members to us. It’s the perfect plan!”



I folded my hooves over my chest. “And just how are we going to have legendary exploits if we’re only doing small stuff?”



“Just leave that to me. I’ve got contacts that’ll gladly spread the tales of our dashing exploits far and wide!”



“Fine.” It was increasingly apparent that I wasn’t going to win that fight. “How about this, then? The nearest body of water is over 800 miles away. How exactly are we supposed be pirates without a ship? And,” I rose a hoof to interrupt her protest, “before you ask, cloudships are off the table. In case you forgot, you’re an earth pony. So unless you can somehow come up with the several million bits to purchase a permanent cloudwalking spell, it’s not an option.”



“I know that,” she huffed with mock indignation. “But see, that’s where my genius comes in, Rubes. We’re going to be land pirates!”



I rose an eyebrow. “Land pirates,” I echoed.



“Yup. That way we won’t even have to leave town! Great idea, huh?”



I let out an exasperated sigh. She really didn’t see the obvious flaw in her plan. “Pyrite. Everyone in town knows us. We’d get caught instantly.”



“We’ll wear masks! And dark clothing to cover our cutie marks. And then we’ll roam around town at night, sneaking into places and liberating their booty.”



“Pyrite, you’re describing cat burglars. That’s not exactly the same thing as a pirate.”



“No way, we’ll be pirates. I mean, we’ll have swords and eye patches! Totally pirates.”



I rubbed my temples. “That’s not really what makes a pirate.”



She snorted. “Well, what exactly does make a pirate, Miss Smarty Pants?”



I put a hoof to my chin to think about that. “Well the biggest thing that distinguishes pirates from everything else is the ship, which isn’t really feasible on land. Still, maybe any kind of mobile base would work if we were actually going to do this.”



I looked up to find Pyrite beaming at me. “W-wait a moment,” I stammered, realizing what I’d just said. “I didn’t actually say I’d—”



“I knew you’d come through, Ruby.” She slung a hoof around my shoulders and used her other forehoof to paint an imaginary picture before us. “We’ll be the best land pirates Equestria’s ever seen. Together we’ll be unstoppable.”



“Assuming we don’t get ourselves killed first,” I muttered. Was I actually going to go along with this?



“Oh, quit worrying, we’ll be fine.” She released me to go trot over to my workbench to look over all my tools. “So how long will it take you to build our land ship?”



Ah, an out! There was no way Pyrite would stick to this crazy scheme of hers if it took too long. “Hrm, six months, maybe?” I offered, playing along.



“Sounds great,” she agreed, taking the bait. “And while you’re doing that, I’ll take care of the most important part: getting our swords and eye patches. Oh, and maybe some fancy pirate clothes too. Doubloons?” 



“Pantaloons,” I corrected.



“Yeah those! Anyway, you get started, and I’ll see about getting our pirate duds.” She bolted for the door.



Much to my surprise, I found myself chuckling to myself as she left. Pirates, huh? What would she think of next? Sure, Pyrite was a pest at times, but at least she was entertaining. And I had to admit that her enthusiasm was a little contagious. I almost wished we actually could be land pirates.



Then again, that line of thinking is exactly what let her drag me into all sorts of trouble as foals. Better to stay grounded in reality and wait for this whole thing to blow over. Shaking my head to myself, I flew back up to the car, lifted the hood, and got back to work on my client’s car.



“Yo, Ruby!”



My head hit the roof of the car again. Which resulted in the same chain of events as Pyrite’s first outburst of the day. My poor hooves.



“Why do you keep doing that? Is that fun for mechanics or something?”



“I thought you were going to get our pirate supplies,” I grumbled, rubbing my forehead again.



“Oh, yeah, I’m still totally going to do that. But,” and she gave me her best pout once again. “I’m hungry. Mind lending me some bits so I can grab a hayburger?”



I sighed. Typical Pyrite.



***



“So do I look better with the eye patch over my right eye, or my left eye?” Pyrite shoved her head in my face, an eyepatch over each eye.



I pushed her head out of my way and continued to focus on the wiring job for the ship’s steering mechanism. “Left,” I muttered, more to get he to leave me alone than due to any actual aesthetic reason. “Though maybe you should keep them both on,” I chuckled to myself. “Could give you more intimidation factor.”



“I thought that too, but I can’t actually see with them both on.” Pyrite mused, taking off her right eyepatch. “Everything looks kinda funny with only one on, too.”



“Do you even know why Pirates wear eye patches?” I asked, not looking up from my work.



“Um… because it looks cool?” She ventured. “Or maybe because an eye’s missing and they want to cover their gruesome eye socket.” She put a hoof to her chin. “But wait, if that’s true, wouldn’t they want to leave it uncovered to scare their enemies or something?”



“It’s so that they could fight in the dark better,” I explained as I put the finishing touches of the wiring together. I smiled to myself as I finished, admiring my work. “They’d put it over one eye to get it more accustomed to the dark while there’s still light. Then if the lights went out, or if the interior of the ship wasn’t brightly lit, they’d shift it to the other eye, which would have already adjusted to the darkness.” I took off my goggles to face her. “That way they could keep fighting just as effectively without having to wait for their eyes to adjust to the dark.”



“Oooooooh.” Pyrite’s reaction to new information was pretty much always the same. I’m not sure if she actually retained any of it, though. She trotted up beside me to look at my work. “So is it done? Are we pirates now?”



“Hardly,” I snorted. “I mean, sure, if all you want to do is cruise around town in a two story monstrosity that can barely go five miles an hour, I could throw in a couple spare engines I’ve got lying around and hook them up and it’s done. But I figure if we’re going to do this right, it’ll need to be way faster. And probably need a sturdier hull. Besides,” I winked. “I haven’t even added your captain’s chair yet.”



Pyrite perked up at that. “Oh yeah! That’s the most important part of any Pirate ship! Well, aside from the cannons, I guess.” She put a hoof to her chin, deep in thought. “Although the captain’s chair is pretty important...” 



I tuned her out as she kept rambling, consulting my blueprints. There was still a fair bit left to do, after all. Though I made a mental note to myself to install some fake cannons later on to appease her.



It had been a good five months since Pyrite had originally gotten this whole land pirate idea into her head. I was honestly surprised she was still hung up on it considering she normally forgot stuff like this in a week tops. But after about a month of her checking on my progress only to find I’d not started yet – I’d told her I was waiting for the parts to come in – I found I had to actually start on the project or she’d catch on to my intentions.



Still, despite my best efforts otherwise, I’d actually been having fun plotting and planning with Pyrite. I mean, there was no way I was actually going to go along with this whole thing, but it was still entertaining talking about all the nefarious deeds we’d get up to. Reminded me of when we were foals.



And I had to admit, figuring out how to make a mobile land base function to the degree it could actually serve as a pirate base was a fascinating project. And I was pretty sure I could make it work too, even if I had no intention of actually using it for piracy. I figured I’d finish making the thing, we’d cruise around town for a bit, she’d get bored when she found out we wouldn’t actually be able to do anything resembling actual piracy, and we’d be done with it. Then maybe I’d be able to sell the thing to some eccentric motorhead and make a few bits in the process.



Regardless of what I’d wind up doing with thing in the long run, in the short run we’d both get to win. Pyrite would get to have the fun of plotting and scheming, and I’d get to enjoy solving a puzzle and possibly make a profit on the side without actually having to risk my life with all this piracy craziness. Or maybe I’d just keep it. It’d probably make a great conversation topic. Something to tell grandfoals about when I was older. It was a pretty good plan, all things considered.



“So when will you be done?” Pyrite asked, peeking over my shoulder to look at my blueprints. I don’t know why she bothered, since I doubted she’d have any inclination as to what they meant, but it was still nice to see her taking an interest.



“I think I could finish in about two more months.”



“Two months?” Pyrite whined. “But you said it’d only take you six total, and that’d make seven!”



“Oh, so you can do basic math,” I taunted, turning away from her to hide my smile.



“Of course I can, Ruby. I’m not an idiot.”



“No, you’re not,” I agreed. “But still, it’s just taking longer than I planned, okay? I’d only given you an early estimate. Just be patient and we’ll be pillaging the town before you know it.” Or maybe I’d get lucky and she’d lose interest.



“I guess. Still kind of a bummer, though.”



“It’ll give you more time to practice your pirate talk,” I offered.



“Oh yeah!” That cheered her up, and she struck a pose to intimidate some imaginary opponent. “At last, ye scary cog! Give up yer booty, or we’ll be making ye walk the—” she paused. “Hey Ruby, is this thing going to have a plank?”



“Probably not.”



“Then what will we make scary cogs walk when they don’t surrender their booty to us?”



“It’s ‘scurvy dog,’” I corrected for hundredth time. “And considering the point of making ponies walk the plank is to kill them, I’m not really comfortable adding one.”



“Oh, yeah,” her ears fell flat. “We probably shouldn’t actually kill ponies who don’t deserve it.”



“Well, don’t worry. There’s plenty of other piratey things you can do without actually killing them.” I mentally kicked myself. Why was I encouraging her? “Like waving your sword around and wearing an eyepatch.”



“Yeah! And looting and pillaging and wenching and—” she paused. “You know, you never did tell me what a wench was, Ruby.”



Yeah, that was so not a conversation I was going to have right now. Time to change the subject. “So what did you want to call our ship, Captain?”



“Um, I dunno.” That got her attention, and she stopped to mull it over. “The Plucky Duck?”



“‘The Plucky Duck’,” I repeated, uncertain if she’d actually suggested it, or was just stringing random words together.



“Yeah! Cool, huh?” She flashed me that grin of hers.



“Not exactly going to strike fear into the hearts of ponies, now is it?” I was honestly surprised. I expected something more… I don’t know, more Pyrite. “Besides, ducks are waterfowl. And this is a land ship.”



“So?”



“So ducks are typically associated with either the water or the sky. Not the ground.”



“So?”



I cradled my face between my hooves. “So I’m just saying you could have picked a more fitting name.”



“Well, my next choice was The Spunky Skunk.”



“The Plucky Duck it is.”



***



“Finally,” I breathed, taking off my goggles. “It’s done.”



I hovered above The Plucky Duck, taking it all in. Sure, the grey block on six wheels wasn’t all that pretty. But it worked. And more importantly, it was mine. Well, mine and Pyrite’s, I supposed, but I was the one that had made her, and I thought that counted a little more than just being self-appointed captain. Especially when that captain was Pyrite.



I was quite proud of her. Two stories high with living quarters on top, and the command center on the bottom. Admittedly, pretty much the only thing the command center could actually do was drive the thing, since there wasn’t any actual functioning weaponry. But it wasn’t like we were going to actually use it for piracy. And I could always add on to her later, if necessary.



And she was fast too. Not racing car fast or anything, but still far faster than she probably looked like she should be capable of. Could probably outrace any would-be pursuers that we needed to get away from. Not that we’d ever need to, of course, but it was still an interesting challenge to piece together. 



And I’d done it all myself. Okay, it was possible that I may have bought a unicorn spell or two to make some parts work that probably wouldn’t have otherwise, but I still designed the whole thing and made it work. All that was left was taking her out for a test drive. And I was pretty eager to do that right away despite it being two in the morning. Or the fact that I’d been working on the thing pretty much non-stop all weekend. There was just one thing missing.



Ten minutes later, I was hovering outside the window of Pyrite’s room, banging on it to get her attention.



The window slid open. “What?” a very sleepy Pyrite asked, eyes barely open.



“It’s ready.” I said, giving her a grin that probably looked a bit too much like the ones Pyrite so frequently gave me. Oh dear, I was really getting into this, wasn’t I?



Pyrite’s eyes shot open. “The Plucky Duck’s done? We can be pirates now?”



“Yup.” I nodded matter of factly. “Want to go for a ride?”



“Just a second.” She sounded even more excited than I was. “Let me grab a few things.”



A minute later and she was downstairs wearing her eyepatch and holding a sword in her mouth. “Ets oh!” she exclaimed through clenched teeth.



“When did you get that?” My eyes went wide. Then a more important question came to mind. “Where did you get that?”



She spat the sword out. “Oh, this? I told you, I’ve got connections.” There was that goofy grin again. “And I told you I was getting this stuff ages ago, don’t you remember? Got you some too.” She patted her saddlebags. As she did, I noticed the sheath she was wearing right below it. She really was prepared.



“We’re just going for a test drive, Pyrite.” I eyed the sword cautiously, a bit intimidated by it. I’d never been so close to a real weapon before. “We don’t need to bring swords with us.”



“You never know when adventure awaits,” Pyrite shrugged. “Besides, we need to bring them to the ship eventually.”



I sighed. I probably should have argued with her more, but despite the adrenaline rush of having finished a project and wanting to try it out, I was still tired. “Fine. But try not to hurt yourself.”



She beamed at me, picked her sword up, and started galloping for my workshop. I was right behind her.



Once we were inside The Duck – and the swords were safely tucked away – I started her up and took her out onto the street. She was a bit wider than most cars were, but I figured so long as we stuck to larger streets, or stayed to the side, we’d be fine. Probably.



“Hey, I’m the captain. Why aren’t I driving?” Pyrite complained from her chair.



I thought she might ask that. Fortunately, I was prepared. “You’re the captain, remember? The captain doesn’t drive, the captain just decides where to go.”



She thought about that for a moment. “So the first mate drives?”



“Well, no. The helmsmare does. But since there’s just the two of us, I figured that meant me. Since you have the important job of being captain and all.”



“Being captain is a pretty important job,” she agreed. I knew playing to her vanity would work. “But I still want to drive.”



“Pyrite, you can’t even drive a car. What makes you think I’d let you drive our ship?”



“But…” I could practically hear the tears welling in her eyes.



I sighed. “Look, maybe I can show you how to drive her later, okay? In the meantime, why don’t you tell me where you want to go, captain.” I turned to her and gave her a quick salute.



“Oh, sure! I know exactly where we’re going.”



“Well, where is it?”



“Oh, I don’t know the exact name of the place…” Of course she didn’t. “But I still know how to get there. I drew a map, see!” She promptly shoved a napkin in my face.



“Pyrite, I need to see the road!” I cried out, swatting the napkin out of the way.



“Oh, woops, haha.” She placed it next to me. “Well, here it is!” she exclaimed before going back to sit on her captain’s chair.



I glanced at it. It was in crayon. Of course it was in crayon. Why would I have expected anything else?



Still, despite the questionable choice of drawing materials, it did seem like a pretty good map. And it was as good a place to go to as any. A bit deeper into town than I was used to, but probably fine. I set about to driving down the course Pyrite had laid out for us.



“So is this what your special talent is, then?” I asked, trying to fill the time with conversation. “Map making?”



“I dunno.”



“Pyrite,” I turned in my seat to give her a look. “You’re my captain now, right? I’ve agreed to this whole crazy pirate thing, right?”



“Yeah, so?”



“So that means, despite how crazy this whole thing is, I trust you.” I turned to face the road again. “And I wish you’d trust me.”



“No, seriously. I dunno.”



“Pyrite, it’s your cutie mark. You have to know what it means.”



“Well I don’t.” I gave her another look. “No, seriously, Rubes! I really don’t.”



“Well, how can you at least tell me how you got it?”



“Do I have to?”



“Yes.”



She sighed. “Yeah, okay, I guess that’s fair. You’ve been pretty cool about this whole thing so far, Rubes, you know that? I promise I’ll tell you tomorrow.”



“Pyrite…”



“I swear!”



I sighed. It’d have to do.



The remainder of the trip was filled with Pyrite talking as piratey as she could. Mostly giving orders that made no sense or only applied to a more traditional kind of ship. I did my best to join in and have fun, but she was definitely more into it than I was. And I had to stay focused on driving.



After about an hour or so, Pyrite’s map led us down a somewhat shady road. Looking at the map again I realized our destination was just a little bit further down the same road. It suddenly occurred to me I had no idea where we were. But I was pretty sure it wasn’t somewhere I had any business being. “Um, Pyrite?”



“Yarr, and after ye finish buttoning down the satchel, ye should—”



“Pyrite!”



“Huh? Oh, what is it, Rubes? Are we there?” She ran up to the front window to look out. “Oh yeah, we’re almost there!”



“Pyrite, where are we going?”



“It’ll be great, Rubes. You’ll see.”



“Pyrite!” I applied the brakes. “I’m not going any further until you answer my question.”



She beamed at me. “We’re going on our first heist!”



“Pirates don’t do heists. They raid.” What was I saying? This wasn’t the time to be arguing semantics.



“Eh, same thing,” she shrugged. “Anyway, I think you picked a good place to stop anyway, Ruby. We’re totally here. Let’s go.” And with that, she grabbed her sword and bolted for the door.



“Pyrite!” I called after her, but she didn’t stop. I glanced out the window. It was dark. Too dark. A shiver rushed down my spine as I thought of all the nasty dealings that probably went down on streets just like this one. This was definitely not the sort of place I wanted to be hanging out in. Every fiber of my being told me that I should get out of here, and quick.



But I couldn’t. Pyrite was out there. Alone with nothing but the sword in her mouth and the wits in her head. And I wasn’t confident in her skills with either. So despite the rational part of my brain begging and pleading with me to stay inside where it was safe – or at least safer – I dashed out the door after her.



“Pyrite!” I hissed as loudly as I dared, praying I didn’t attract any unwanted attention. “What are you doing? Get back in here?”



She turned to face me “C’mon Rubes, that’s no way for a pirate to act.” She turned towards the nearest door before crying out “Onwards to adventure!”



“Pyrite!” But she wasn’t listening. I chased after her. But before I could catch up to her, she’d opened the door and gone in. I hesitated for a moment, but followed.



Once inside, catching up to Pyrite was easy. We were in a short corridor and she’d stopped at the corner to peer around it. “Pyrite, we have got to get out of here. This isn’t safe.”



She raised a hoof to shush me, then waved me over to come look at what she was looking at. For some reason I did. Celestia only knows why.



Around that corner was definitely the most terrifying thing I’d ever seen. The room was full of diamond dogs. Diamond dogs arguing with one another, playing poker, eating, or doing whatever. But they weren’t just normal diamond dogs, no. By the colours they were wearing, I knew exactly who they were. The Blindhounds.



I’d never actually met a Blindhound before. Of course, if I had, I probably wouldn’t have lived to tell about it. The Blindhounds were notorious for their hatred of ponykind, and what they did to any unsuspecting pony they’d caught alone and defenseless. Especially their leader, the Blind Bitch herself, who seemed to have an uncanny knack for tracking down ponies despite being unable to see them. No one knew exactly why she hated us, but the leading theory was that she blamed ponies for the fact she’d lost her eyesight and that she formed the Blindhounds to seek revenge. Rumour was she had a collection of pony eyes kept in jars in her lair somewhere. I believed every word of it.



And Pyrite had led us straight into the middle of their territory.



“Are you nuts, Pyrite?” I whispered “The Blindhounds?”



She winked at me. “Yup. We’re gonna rob them even blinder.” How could she make jokes at a time like this?



“No, we’re going to get killed. Let’s go before they—”



I froze as one of the diamond dogs sniffed the air. “Hey, you smell that?” he asked one of the other Blindhounds, who looked like he was trying to sleep.



“No.”



“Smells like pony.”



“Don’t care.”



I tugged at my friend’s side, gesturing towards the safety of the door. “They’re going to find us, Pyrite. Please, let’s get out of here.”



“Aww, you’re worrying too much.” She brushed my hoof away. “We’ll just wait until they’re asleep, and then we’ll—”



“And then you’ll what?”



I spun around. A small diamond dog, barely as tall on two legs as I was on four, looked back at us. She was old, probably at least eighty, and she looked like she had a limp. I could see she had a knife hanging off each of her legs, and probably had even more weapons I couldn’t see. She also wore a pendant of an eye with a dagger sticking out of it.



But none of that was what really caught my attention. That would have been her eyes. Or rather, the place where where eyes should have been. Instead, two empty sockets looked directly at the two of us. And somehow I could tell they were filled with malice.



“Wow, lady. Shouldn’t you wear eyepatches over those?”



I gaped at my friend.



“You really should try them out. They’re pretty cool looking. Not that you’d be able to tell, I guess.”



She drew a pistol from her side. “Tell me, ponies,” she spat the last word as she aimed the gun right between my eyes. “Is there any reason I shouldn’t kill you right now?”



My mind raced to say something. To say anything that could possibly get us out of this situation.



Unfortunately, Pyrite beat me to it. “Well, if you killed me, you wouldn’t be able to get any more of my amazing fashion tips.” I groaned. I was going to die, and it was all my dumbass of a friend’s fault.



She pulled back the safety.



“Wait!” I cried out, trying to think of something else to say. She paused. “We’re here to—”



I stopped as Pyrite headbutted the Blind Bitch right in the chest. A shot rang out, louder than anything I’d ever heard in my life, and I felt something fly between my ears. But somehow I seemed to be unscathed. For the moment, anyway.



I stood there in shock, looking down at the gang leader. She was breathing, but otherwise wasn’t moving. I wasn’t sure if I should be relieved or not that she wasn’t actually dead.



I came to as I heard the sound of dozens of diamond dogs rising to their feet in the adjacent room. We had to get out of there. Now.



“Let’s go, Pyrite!” I shouted, bolting past her towards the door. To her credit, she actually followed me. I half expected her to try to take them all on herself. 



Once outside, we made a beeline for The Duck. But before we could get there, I could hear the first of the Blindhounds reaching the door behind us. I screamed when first bullet flew by. Why was everyone aiming at me when it was Pyrite who had offended the Bitch?



Luckily, it seemed the Blindhound had only had one bullet loaded as I heard nothing but clicks and swearing afterward. And by the time more Blindhounds had shoved past him, I’d made it to the doors of The Duck.



“What the hell is that?” I heard one of the Blindhounds shout as I pulled Pyrite inside.



“Who cares? They’re getting away!”



I slammed the door shut just in time to hear bullets slamming into it. That should hold them off for now. I’d thankfully had the foresight to reinforce The Duck’s hull. The windows, however, were another matter.



“As your captain, I order you to— oof!” I slammed a hoof into her chest.



“Shut up, Pyrite,” I barked as I sat down in the drivers seat. “Kinda busy saving our lives.” I turned the key and The Duck’s engines sprang to life.



“Yeah, okay,” Pyrite agreed, climbing into her chair. “Still, that was pretty cool, huh?”



“Later!” I slammed on the gas. We were moving. And I thanked Celestia that I hadn’t skimped on the Duck’s engine power.



“Um… Rubes?”



“Shut up, Pyrite,” I growled again.



“This is kind of important, Ruby.”



I turned around to glare at her. “What could possibly—” I stopped when I saw eight vehicles of varying shapes and sizes chasing us. “Oh, sweet Celestia.”



“Maybe we should fire the cannons?”



“They’re fake!”



“Oh.”



Bullets crashed against The Duck’s rear window, and I swore. There was no way that’d hold them off forever.



“What are we going to do, Ruby?”



“Shut up and let me drive!”



First intersection we came to, I turned the Duck hard, hoping to maybe throw off their aim a little and save the window some damage. And if we were really lucky, they’d miss the turn. Though a quick look behind me let me know exactly how foalish that hope was.



Suddenly, an idea came to mind. The police station! Sure, it was the middle of the night, but there was probably somepony there, right? And if we could get there, maybe they could help!



Of course, we’d have to get there in one piece. And I was pretty sure they were a good ten minutes away at least, even at The Duck’s top speed.



“They’re gaining on us, Ruby.”



I made another turn. The Blindhounds were right behind us. More bullets hit the glass. I was pretty sure it wouldn’t hold much longer.



“Look, Pyrite. We’re headed for the police station. As soon as we get there—”



I was cut off by a loud bang from the right side, and I found the Duck wasn’t as responsive as it should have been. I swore, realizing what had probably happened.



“Um Ruby, I think they’re shooting at the tires.”



“I know!”



Another bang, from the left this time. I swore again as The Duck started to teeter, then fall backwards.



Then everything went black.



***



I was lying down when I woke up. And I was pretty sure I was in a hospital bed.



“Oh cool, you’re awake!” A goofy yellow mare smiled down at me. “Was kinda getting worried there for a moment. Shame about your eye, though.”



“My eye?” I rose a hoof to my left eye, which was covered with a bandage. “What happened to my eye?”



“Doctor says there’s some minor scratching, but it’ll be fine.” She let out a disappointed sigh. “So you won’t need an eyepatch after all.”



I hit her.



“Hey!” she protested, her grin never wavering “You should be resting!”



I glared at her, but it was hard to stay mad at that grin for too long. Besides, she was probably the only one who could answer my questions. “What happened?”



“Last week, you mean?” How long had I been in the hospital? “Well, when The Plucky Duck’s tires blew out, we fell backwards and kinda hit the ground hard. But the Blindhounds were going too fast to stop, so they all crashed into us and flew out of their cars and kinda hurt themselves bad.” She paused. “Would you believe that out of the forty-seven of us in that car chase, I was the only one wearing a seatbelt? Honestly kinda surprised you forgot yours too.”



“I was kind of preoccupied with the gunfire.”



“Hey, there’s always time for safety.”



I sighed. She had a point, I guess. After all, she wasn’t the one in a hospital bed. “What happened next?”



“Not much. Someone reported what happened, so the police arrived eventually and arrested the Blindhounds. Then they asked me a whole buncha boring questions.” She shrugged as if this kinda thing happened all the time. “We’re going to be called as witnesses for their trials eventually, by the way.” She groaned. “Ungh, jury duty is the worst.



I rolled my eyes. “Being a witness isn’t really the same thing. And you’ve never been a juror anyway.”



“Yeah, well, everyone says it’s horrible, so it’s gotta be, right?” She shrugged again.



“So what happened to the Duck?”



“Oh, that was totally destroyed.” I winced. Six months down the drain... “Yeah, sorry, Rubes. We also had to pay for the damage done to the road.”



“Not to mention this hospital bill…” I groaned. How was I going to pay for all this? Being a mechanic paid reasonably well, sure, but most of my spare funds had gone towards parts for the Duck. And Pyrite never had any money.



“Yeah. If we hadn’t gotten the reward money for catching all the Blind Hounds, you’d probably be screwed.”



I stared at her, uncertain if I’d heard correctly. “Reward money?”



“Well, yeah. We basically caught the entire gang, right? Except for the Blind Bitch. She was still unconscious back at their hideout when they started chasing us, but she was gone by the time the cops got there. But hey, beggars can’t be choosers, right? And we still have like a thousand bits a piece left over. Pretty cool, huh? Everything worked out in the end. Well, aside from you not losing an eye, I mean.”



I hit her again. “We almost died, you idiot!”



“Oh, yeah.” She rubbed the back of her head and flashed me a sheepish grin. “I suppose I could have made a slightly better plan. But we’re both okay, right? And now I can fulfil my promise.”



“Huh?” I stopped glaring at her. “What promise?”



“My cutie mark.” She patted the red X on her flank. “I was going to explain how I got it, remember?”



“Sure.” I’d honestly forgotten, considering how much had happened that day. But if she was going to tell me, I was all ears.



“So, you remember when I left town to go on a quest to find my cutie mark, right?  I was positive I’d find it in no time, I just needed to figure out what it was I wanted to do.”



“Yeah, I remember.” I folded my arms across my chest. “I’m still mad that you didn’t invite me, by the way.”



“Hey, sometimes a mare’s gotta strike it out on her own. Besides, you were too busy setting up your shop and probably wouldn’t have come anyway, so why bother?” Okay, she had a point there. Still would have been nice if she’d at least asked me, though.



“Anyway, I didn’t really go all that far. Just the next town over. Kinda got bored of travelling.” Yeah, that didn’t surprise me at all. “But I couldn’t just go back home, you know? I’d made such a big fuss about getting my cutie mark and everything, if I’d come back without one, I’d have been the laughingstock of town!”



“You already are the laughingstock of town.”



She frowned. “Hey, that’s just cold, Rubes.”



I giggled. “Go on.”



“Anyway, I was broke and no one really wanted to hire me long term since, well, me and work don’t get along so good.” That was an understatement. “I did odd jobs for food here and there, and kinda just barely scraped by.



“Then one day some traveller comes into town and asks me where Manehatten is. Which, you know, is nowhere near here, and I told him so. He got kinda flustered and said he was no good with directions, so I told him if he’d give me fifty bits I’d draw him a map.”



“Fifty bits? That’s kinda high, isn’t it?”



“Yeah, well, he looked kinda desperate so I figured I could charge extra.” She winked. “Anyway, he agreed, so I drew him the best map ever, and then, well…” she trailed off before pointing to her flank. “Next thing I know, I’ve got this on my side.”



“So your special talent is making maps.”



“What? No!” I narrowed my eyes. “Well, maybe? I knew that was a possibility, but I wasn’t entirely sure. I mean, my cutie mark is kinda vague, so maybe it was something else. And since I charged him an awful lot, I figured maybe my special talent was being a pirate. And I guess you know the rest from there.”



“Yeah, well, I think we’ve pretty much determined neither of us is very good at being a pirate.”



“I dunno about that. I mean, I did steal this.” She reached into her saddlebags and pulled out the a pendant. A pendent of an eye being stabbed by a dagger. “I figure this has got to be worth like a million bits.”



My jaw dropped. “You took that?”



“Well, yeah. She was just laying there and it looked valuable and pirates love jewels, right? So I figured ‘why not?’”



“Oh Celestia… You do realize she’s going to track us down and kill us.”



Pyrite shrugged. “Eh, all pirates get enemies somewhere down the line. And next time, we’ll be even better prepared.”



I gaped at her. “Next time?” Did she seriously think we’d be doing something like that again?



“Well, yeah. I mean, we’re not going to quit after just one adventure, right? Especially since we came out ahead and everything. Although...” she gave me a disapproving look. “Maybe we should get some real cannons so we can actually fire back next time we’re in a chase with our lives on the line.”



I continued to stare at her. “Idiot.”



“Yeah, you kinda dropped the ball there. But it’s okay, I forgive you.” She grinned. “Anyway, what do you say, my trusty first mate? Shall we go on another grand adventure?” She struck a dramatic pose. “Er, once you get better I mean. And make us another ship.”



I looked up at her and that stupid, idiotic, perpetual goofy grin of hers. And I knew there was only one thing I could say.



“Aye aye, captain.”
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—and my eyes shot open to see moonlight glinting off of fangs.



I might have shrieked as I flung myself sideways, because I have vague memories of silhouettes shooting upright even before my arm exploded into pain. I screamed bloody murder and flailed at the thing with my other arm, but my fist bounced off an unyielding fuzzy surface, and I settled for grabbing one of its armor-hard legs and yanking. It hissed—the vise-grip on my arm clamping down tighter—but didn't fall off-balance. Scratch's swearing reached my ears as I frantically tried to headbutt the thing, hoping to hit a weak spot but merely getting jerked free of my sleeping bag for my trouble. Daylight split the night, and I had a lightning impression of eight cold black eyes before the flash blew out my vision.



It was all a blur of sound and sensation after that. The twang-pok of a magically accelerated missile, and an irritated hiss from the creature. Rocks bouncing into my shoulders and back as it dragged me across the wastes. Hooves galloping forward amid a battle cry—interrupted by a thump, a choked-off exhalation, and the smeared-out crash of a body rolling through brittle leaves. The leg in my grasp jerking around as I wrestled to keep my hand locked around its joint. Wrapping my knees around another of the creature's legs as my flailing feet found a target, and feeling a third leg bludgeon my chest as the ground continued to slide by. Then an unfamiliar yell, a crack that wrenched at the vise-grip on my arm, and an unearthly screech from the creature. For the first time, it lurched and stumbled, trying to flail its front legs out of my grip. I clung to them for all I was worth. 



The creature shuddered as another crack split the air by my ear, and pain flared anew in my arm as the vise-grip suddenly unclenched. I let go of its legs and rolled away—listening as its hissing receded, punctuated by the rapid drumbeat of claws on parched earth. By the time I was able to blink the spots out of my eyes and stagger to my feet, the sandspider was a shrinking blob amid the creosote shadows.



A hand touched my good arm, and I glanced over into the pale, sweating face of Megan, breathing shallowly, fingers clenched around my bat. "Oh my God. A-are you alright?"



I breathed in and out through clenched teeth, feeling fury boil over. "You," I hissed. "Rule. Fucking. Three. Drop the bat and sit down." An odd wave of vertigo crashed through my head, and the burning in my arm took on a cold prickling sensation. "Shit, shit, shit. Scratch! Medkit!"



Megan's eyes widened. She backed up a step and pointed off toward a patch of sagebrush, where a white form lay sprawled and unmoving. Oh, hell. My heart nearly ripped in half before I saw the slow rise and fall of her barrel. 



"But the spider hit her," Megan said, "and you were going to die—"



Right. Sandspider. Venom. Bigger problems. "Still might," I growled, glancing back toward the twin lights of the campfire and Scratch's slowly fading sunburst spell, and drew in a sharp breath through a sudden wave of nausea. "MEDKIT!"



"On it!" Gizmo's voice called out, and a four-legged silhouette dashed toward the chaos of my sleep-area, and fuck if I wasn't glad to have such a reliable customer on the trip. A few seconds later, his head jerked upward from my pack—teeth clenched around the corner of a small fabric bag—and he was winging toward me at full tilt, a wide-eyed sun-yellow pony galloping hard on his tail. She gasped as they approached—"Vinyl!"—and peeled off toward the sagebrush while I yanked the bag from Gizmo's mouth and ripped the zipper open.



My vision was already blurring around the edges as I wedged the vial of brilliant blue liquid between the limp fingers of my injured arm, twisted the cap off of a hypodermic needle with my teeth, and jabbed the needle's point through the latex cap of the vial. Gizmo lunged in while I fumbled with the plunger, clenching his teeth around it and pulling while I held the body of the hypo steady. I stabbed the needle deep into my shoulder, thumbed the plunger all the way in, and passed the hell out.



There goes our profit, is the last thing I remember thinking.








As consciousness slowly filtered back in, the first thing that registered was the warmth and weight of a pony sprawled against my side. The orange glow of dawn stabbed at my eyelids, it felt like there was gauze wrapped around my brain, and my limbs were numb and heavy. But no pain. I groaned, mostly for Scratch's benefit.



She stirred against me, and the weight of her muzzle lifted from my good shoulder. "How're you feeling?"



"Alive." I lifted my injured arm experimentally—seeing two large round scars and a lot of ugly discoloration in the skin, but with the wounds all closed. I flexed my fingers—fire coursed through my veins, but they moved. Scratch's healing spells just kept improving, which would have been much more of a blessing if it hadn't been driven by necessity and fueled by practice. "You?"



"Good."



"Glad to hear it."



She climbed to her hooves and turned away, rose-red eyes smoldering. "No. You're alive. Good."



I sighed. "Vinyl."



Her horn lit. The blanket covering my body balled up and vanished into her saddlebags, and cold morning air rushed in. "Don't 'Vinyl' me in front of the customers," she said with equal chill. "Nearest town is Liberty, half a day north. You're paying for the rooms."



I sat up, fighting off a wave of vertigo and glancing around our campsite. Apple Whatshername, the sun-yellow mare, was up on the mound at the edge of camp, sunken eyes intently scanning the horizon in the direction that the spider had dragged me off. Gizmo was standing over our fire circle, a creosote branch in his teeth, separating the embers and breaking them apart, occasionally hoofing dust over the dead coals. My sleeping bag and camp kit had been crammed inelegantly into my backpack, which was propped against a rock, my bat lashed to its side. Megan was sitting next to it in the typical teenager crouch—arms hugging her legs, silently staring into space—but at my motion, she leapt to her feet.



"Mr. Yearsley," she said. "Tell her. You can't just dump me in Liberty. How am I gonna pay for food and shelter and another guide?"



I scowled at her. "Should've thought of that before breaking Rule Three."



Her eyes filled with tears. "I…I can't believe this. You're really going to strand me in the middle of the wasteland for saving your life after the spider knocked Miss Scratch out?"



"Oh, Celestia, here come the waterworks," Scratch muttered. 



I grunted in agreement. "We're taking a crazy risk already, walking you to town. Don't get melodramatic or we're gonna leave you here."



The tears started to fall. "B-but if I'd done nothing, y-you'd be dead."



Gizmo spit out his stick and snorted, flaring his wings. "Celestia's teats, kid, don't you get it? If it wasn't for you, we wouldn't have been attacked."



Her eyes widened. "What?"



I cut in. "You know what they call it when someone gets eaten by a sandspider? Plain ol' shitty wasteland luck. But do you know what they call it when a sandspider attacks a mile from the dunes, takes down a second target after grabbing its meal, and some idiot figures they can jump in and set things right?" I pushed myself to my feet and stumbled over to my pack, pausing for a moment to let a wave of vertigo recede. "That there's a hero story, and the thing about being treefucked is that it doesn't care how many innocent lives you drag down with you."



"B-but…I…" Megan stammered, and then stopped, a funny look flitting through her face. She stood a little straighter, faced me squarely, and spoke with a sudden chilling intensity. "Don't you lie to them. I didn't 'figure'."



"Uh," I said, feeling every head in camp turn toward me, "what?"



"I didn't figure. The voices said I could save you. And that you would help me set things right." She leveled an accusing finger at me. "Don't you pretend you didn't hear them too."



Look out, my brain unhelpfully supplied.



"Scratch," I immediately said, squaring off against her and dropping into a half-crouch, "Code H."



A low bass hum spun up as Vinyl stepped over to me, horn fiercely glowing. A line of force stretched taut alongside her, encased in the light of her field, the back end wrapped around a small, smooth stone. "Alright, hero," she snarled. "First and last warning. One more word out of you and I will drop you where you stand. Nod if you understand me."



Megan's eyes went wide. She opened her mouth. I tensed. Thank God, she glanced at Vinyl's scowl before saying anything, and hurriedly shut her mouth again and nodded.



"Hands where I can see them, and take three nice, slow steps back. Alright. Gizmo, drag Yearsley's pack over here, and you and Bloom saddle up. We're leaving now, and you're going to stay right here until you can't see us any more, because the next time I see your face will be the last." Scratch jerked her head at me, making brief eye contact, and I nodded and lifted her saddlebags to her back. "Don't head north," Scratch continued, "because we're telling the Liberty guards to shoot you on sight. If you jog southeast through the dunes, you might make New Austin by nightfall, but you're probably dead if you don't. I strongly suggest going back west toward Appleloosa, and if you make it, spending a long and boring life tending a farm."



We retreated north, Vinyl backing through the scrub with spell still held at the ready. My last view of Megan was of her standing in our campsite, sad eyes boring into my soul.








I'd heard that Liberty had guns, but that was a very different thing than walking toward the town with two human guards in watchtowers pointing them at me.



"That's far enough," the male one said as we got within a stone's throw of the walls, eyeing us through the sights of an assault rifle, his finger resting alongside the trigger guard. "Assume the positions."



I stopped, slowly raising my hands. Scratch lowered her head to the ground, twisting her neck so that the tip of her horn touched the dirt. Gizmo extended one wing, lowering its tip to the ground at his hoof and stepping on the feathers, and Apple Bloom bent her legs underneath her, lying on the cannons.



"Town's closed," the female one said, her cheek not leaving the side of her own hunting rifle. "Scouts saw raiders closing in, and we can't afford to let in a hero. There's some caves up in the hills you could use."



"We just had a run-in with a hero ourselves," I said. "Scratch and I are licensed guides, and I'm fighting off sandspider venom with field treatment. Need a room, and a doctor if you've got one." I raised my right arm, which was developing into a solid wall of nasty-looking bruises.



The guards glanced at each other, then back to us. "Where's the hero?"



"We left 'em in our camp about eight miles south. Your pegasi can confirm it with an overflight. We'll give you a full report if you let us in."



They sized us up for several tense seconds. "Shit," the woman finally said. "I'd better call the loot. You, human. Put your licenses by the gate and then walk back to your friends."



I complied, then we waited in submission poses for several minutes as a third guard—a heavyset older man whose U.S. Army shirt still hadn't had all the olive faded out of it—stepped out of the gate and scrutinized our papers. He finally cleared his throat—a loud harrumph, followed by a strained cough—and spoke. "Well, Mr. Sniffen-Yearsley—"



"Yearsley," I said. "Please."



He glanced at me, then stared back at the two sets of papers, and then his lips quirked upward. "Heh. Very well, Mr. Yearsley. Everything does seem in order, but as the sergeant told you, we just can't risk letting anyone in right now. As a courtesy to a guide, I can have our medic meet you at the gate if your partner and your clients withdraw."



"Have a heart, sir," Scratch said, visibly fighting to keep a snarl out of her words; she had settled to her belly for comfort after it became clear we were in for a wait, but had been sticking her horn in the dirt for nearly 10 minutes, and that was a position which would make anyone cross. "We're victims here too."



"Or you're heroes who just met the first challenge they couldn't handle, and whose doom is closing in," the lieutenant said calmly. "Funny how the raiders are poised to swoop in just as you show up at our gates."



"We're four-year wasteland guides, sir," I said levelly. "We don't do heroes, or we'd be dead."



"The tree can take anyone," he said, squaring our papers back up and angling them back into the plastic of our document pouch. "Heard a forty-six-year-old went rogue in Ohayo."



I was trying to decide whether we had enough money to offer a bribe, or whether he was even angling for one, when a feminine voice carried in from the sky at our backs. "Alicorn shit! Vinyl, is that you?"



Scratch blinked and tried to twist her neck even further before giving up. "Yeah, with my horn in the rutting dirt," she shouted back. "You with the men with guns?"



"Soldiers! Stand down!" the voice barked, and the guards in the watchtowers lowered their rifles. A faded grey pegasus with a comet mark and a mane like a white explosion drifted down in front of us, grinning. "Knew it. There's only one living unicorn with hair that crazy. Get up, you."



Scratch climbed to her hooves, blinking, then her face lit up and she lunged forward in a hug. "Cloud Chaser, you crazy jenny! What're you doing so deep in the wastes?"



"Princess Kay started the 'Bolts back up to see about closing the portals, and so many pegs volunteered that EEJAF is emptier than the dunes," Cloud Chaser said, neckhugging Scratch. "Look at me, a captain doing overflights like an ay-bee." Her eyes scanned past Scratch to the rest of us, stopping at the yellow mare. "Celestia's ghost, is that you, Apple Bloom?"



The mare blinked—her sunken eyes darting around in the way that had raised my hackles since we'd been introduced in Appleloosa—then stood back up and lowered her head. "Yes, ma'am."



Cloud Chaser turned back to the lieutenant. "Sanders, these ponies aren't heroes, they're survivors. Now open the gate and let's get them inside."








Liberty didn't even have a proper doctor, just a human M.D. with a shelf of aging antibiotics, painkillers, cortisones, and electrolyte powder. It was enough. He gave me a shot of moxifloxacine and a mattress next to a little electric heater. I drifted off to sleep, enjoying my little moment of luxury, and quickly sank into the blur of jumbled, aimless noises and images that had passed for dreams ever since I'd escaped through the portal—



—stochbaeetatnahcinlsekroaeetntddhtorererewsmieotyspramkyfhioeaunuturrltnts—



—and cracked my eyes open, stirring back to consciousness with a message echoing in my brain that no voice had spoken.



I stared at the ceiling, eyes wide open and heart pounding, for several minutes. Cadance's barren grey moon hovered midway through the sky, shining through the window to produce a cold square of light on the floor, inching toward my mattress and then up the side and toward my foot. I sat up, fatigue shrouding my limbs and sweat beading my brow, and paced toward the door. The fever was kicking in, sweating out the toxins. I knew I should stay in bed, but the last thing I needed right now was seductive signals whispering through the noise.



I cracked open the clinic door, padded out into the dust with bare feet, and closed it behind me with a soft click. There was some motion in the shadows to my right, and my heart briefly stopped. Then a pony throat cleared, a white face looked up, and Scratch whispered: "Hey."



I shifted a leaden hand to my chest, feeling it pound. "Thought you'd be at the rooming-house getting a hot and a cot."



"Couldn't sleep," she said. "Couldn't wake you. Couldn't get the resentment out of my brain. Been sitting here rehearsing how I'm going to chew you out."



"Like you think I don't know that the antivenom puts us in the red for the trip?" I sluimped to the wall alongside her and slid down to the ground, staring out into the endless wasteland sky.



She grunted. "That's the worst part. I know you know. Haybales, if I'd been awake I would have jabbed it into you myself. But we shouldn't have been out there. That shouldn't have been us. You rutting well know that, and one of these days I'm going to be digging your grave and I'll never, ever forgive you for it. Or you're going to be digging mine."



"Hey, don't you lay this on me. We picked up a fucking hero, and—"



"That's exactly what I'm laying on you!" Her voice rose, and she stood up, eye to eye with my seated form. "A lone teenager heading all the way across the country on a fishy family-finding trip? What were you thinking!"



"That we needed the money!" I spat back, my own voice rising. "Just like you were thinking when you broke Rule Two!"



She leaned in, nose bumping mine, teeth curled back in a snarl. "She is a paying customer," Scratch hissed, "who I happen to have grown up in the same town with—"



"You are, quote, 'doing her a favor'—"



"I'm cutting her a deal!" Scratch shouted, and I heard chickens stirring and clucking from the darkened coop alongside the house next door. "And this isn't about me, this is about your faulty judgment. Setting up camp without tripwires on the perimeter—"



"Because you were on watch, and thank you by the way—"



"I was looking toward the dunes, where literally every single sandspider attack comes from!"



"And then after it bit me you charged the thing!" I flung my arms wide. "Do you know what it was like to see your body in the sagebrush, Vinyl? What I felt when I thought you were dead?"



"Yes!" she screamed. "I do, Vincent! I charged it because shooting it wasn't working, and it was dragging you away, and I was about to fucking lose you, and my life is not worth living without you!"



I stared into her fierce rose eyes, seeing moonlight glimmer off her cheeks, feeling my jaw tremble and my own vision blur, and there was nothing left to say.



Slow applause drifted in from the watchtowers. And then from the house across the street. Then the rooming-house, then the public-house, and then a slow clopping of a hoof from the roof directly over our heads. "Get a room!" Cloud Chaser shouted down, to whoops and catcalls and renewed applause.



I sighed and stood up, the moment broken, and pushed the door to the clinic open. "I should sleep off this fever."



"Hey," Scratch said, "hold up," and she trotted after me and sat down next to the mattress.



I sprawled back into the soft embrace of the bed, then lifted my arm to scratch the side of her muzzle. "I love you," I said quietly.



She leaned into my touch, closing her eyes. "I love you too. I'm sorry."



"I'm sorry." I held her for a moment, feeling the damp warmth of her breath on the inside of my arm.



"But we've got to quit," she said softly, "before the job ends us."



"We tried, once," I said. "Remember?"



"The corn farm." Scratch barked out a short laugh. "We were an embarrassment to earth ponies everywhere. We lost thousands of bits." She sighed. "But Equestria needs every farmer it can get. And we'll do better next time."



"We wanted to strangle each other at least six times a day," I said quietly. "You were the one who found us a client again. We're never going to stop fighting, Vinyl, and we need something to fight against together. The wasteland keeps us sane."



She slumped down to the mattress, sprawling against my side again, and I shifted my arm to rest against her barrel, feeling the rise and fall of her breathing. "It always has," she said, sounding very little. "But that's changing, isn't it? Too many heroes. Harmony's getting desperate."



"Can you blame it?" I asked, spreading my other arm wide. "Two planets of refugees crammed into one, physics and magic colliding, and Earth shattered so badly that the fallout is leaking through the portals. How do you fix this?"



"One person at a time," she said, and kissed my arm, and snuggled in a little closer against my side.
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My eyes cracked open through the echoes, and the voices, and the sourceless message, and suddenly I realized. No, I knew.



"Vinyl," I whispered, blinking against the first light of Cadance's morning.



Her blue shock of mane didn't stir against my shoulder, but nevertheless she said, "Yes?"



"You blamed me for pretty much every possible irresponsibility last night," I said, "except for one thing. Except for the one thing that the hero directly accused me of." I swallowed; there would be no going back from this. "Listening to the voices of Harmony."



Scratch was silent for a long time.



"You're right," she said. "I didn't."



"That seems like a curious omission."



The silence had stretched out almost to the point of discomfort when she finally stirred, rolling over to press her chest to my side, two hooves sprawled atop me, her eyes boring into mine. "Yes," she said. "It was."



I returned her stare in silence, then leaned back into the pillow and closed my eyes. "Apple Bloom?"



"I cut my friend a deal," Scratch said, "because otherwise she couldn't have afforded a guide. She has a hard time finding work. A lot of folks won't give an ex-hero the time of day." Her body shifted. "Gizmo?"



"He always gets the loyalty discount," I said. "You'd have given it to him too. He's solid, and predictable, and the closest thing to a best friend we have."



"Mmm," she said, and I felt her muzzle nod. "And he gives us a cut of the salvage we haul back. Yeah. What about Megan?"



I looked back into Scratch's eyes. "You were right, Vinyl. I ignored the warning signs because getting out of there with a third client just meant too much to the bottom line. But look me in the eyes and tell me that we could have afforded to turn her down."



She sighed. "I can't," she said softly.



I let out a slow breath. "The wastes are gonna kill us."



"Not if we survive this job," she said. "I took on another client last night. Headed to Manehattan. If you factor in his commission, if we get past the Eastern Rift, we can buy some land instead of replacing the antivenom."



I raised an eyebrow. "What sort of lunatic wants a guide who already lives in BFE?"



"You remember Jamal? That egg collector from San Palomino?"



"Heh, yeah. He was a character. I think I still have one of the letters he sent when we shipped him the dragon shell. He's here?"



Scratch chuckled. "Fell in love with a frontierist and moved to the edge of the dunes to chase his wife. She died a few months back, and he's bailing out to work his connections back east. Has a standing offer letter from the university, but isn't crazy enough to make the trip on his own, and nobody sane passes through Liberty."



"Truer words have never been spoken."



Vinyl chuckled. "So, you in?"



"Alright," I said, grinning. "Let's do it."








"No," I said, face paling. "Definitely not."



"Vincent," Scratch said sharply.



I pointed at the infant in Jamal's arms. "We have both made some questionable decisions—and paid the price for them, I might add—and maybe there are ways in which we can toe the line without getting treefucked, but nobody, nobody, breaks the Rule of Six."



"Uh," Jamal said, his dark face paling. "Maybe I should—"



Scratch sat on her haunches and crossed her forelegs. "She's three years old, Vincent. She can barely talk. That's not a six, that's a five-and."



"No. I'm not going to risk our lives on a technicality."



"Never mind," Jamal edged in, "I'll just—"



"You want to talk technicalities?" Scratch growled. "Sparkle had Spike. They were a six-and. But if you want to look Jamal in the eyes, and explain to our friend that he's going to be stuck here for the rest of his life because you're freaking out over technicalities, that's on you. If you really think that he and his daughter are going to get someone killed, go ahead and be a hero, Vincent, and save us all."



That stung, I reflected, in exactly the way she had intended.



I snatched the wasteland cloak off the top of my pack, shrugging it onto my shoulders. "Don't 'Vincent' me in front of the customers," I said, then turned to face Jamal squarely. "The pony makes a good point. I'm sorry for my outburst, Jamal; the wasteland is dangerous at the best of times, and it tends to instill a paranoia that isn't always helpful. If you're still comfortable coming with us, we'd be happy to have you."



He swallowed, looked uncertainly back and forth between us, then nodded. "I, uh, alright."



"Before we get started, though, there are three rules I expect you to internalize like your life depends on them. Because it does. We might forgive you for disobeying an order, and we might renegotiate your contract if there are parts of it which make you uncomfortable, but these three rules are completely non-negotiable. Do you understand?"



Jamal nodded. "Three non-negotiable rules. Got it."



"One: I don't care what else you've heard. Her name is Scratch. My name is Yearsley."



"Scratch. Yearsley. Right."



"Two: This is a business relationship. We are guides, not friends. It is our job to keep you safe, and it is your job to help us get you safely to civilization."



Jamal nodded.



"Three: At the first sign of heroism you will be abandoned at the nearest town."



"If you're smart," Scratch interrupted, strapping her saddlebags down. "Megan wasn't."



Jamal swallowed. "She the one that got you attacked down south?"



"Yeah."



"Trust me," he said, "I want no part of that. Last I heard of the raiders was they swerved south toward the dunes."








We headed north out of town as the sun was cresting the sky, then cut east along the ridgeline after a few hours of climbing. The white dust of the valley floor turned into the powdery red clay dust of the hills, and the sage gave way to ankle-ripping vines gave way to grey-leaved scrub oaks and tufts of grass barely clinging to life. We skipped the caves; without the threat of raiders, it was better not to chance an encounter with one of the few animals remaining that was big enough to dig them.



We set up camp on a hilltop well above a trickling spring. I went downhill with Apple Bloom, checking the water with my pocket Geiger counter before filling our skins with enough for the evening. I built a fire and threw a few handfuls of dried beans into our remaining canteen water while Scratch methodically purified the spring water, bag by bag.



The sky was big and bright, more so than it ever had been at home, and though I'd never been big on astronomy, I spent a few minutes picking out the constellations that Scratch had taught me.



"That's Scorpan, and that's the draconequus," a voice murmured, and it took me a moment to realize that it was Jamal rather than my inner monologue. His moonlit arm glowed against the curtains of the sky as his finger moved from point to point. "And that's the Windmill, and there around the Northern Dark, there's the Unicorn and the Pegasus and the Pony. Those are special constellations, Hope. The ponies say that those stars circle around the Crystal Palace, and one day their fires of friendship will light the North Star again."



Scratch snorted. "You believe that tripe?"



"No," Jamal said. "But she should."



I chewed my lip for a moment, then sat down next to Jamal. 



"Maybe that's the way to fix the world," I said. "One person at a time."
      

      
   
      You mean, where there's a fish, there could be a Penguin


      

      
      
         “What do you mean, you didn’t do this?”



Outside, Ponyville was in a state it had not seen since Discord had first broken out of his stone prison. The air was filled with a constant cacophony as birds blew noisemakers instead of tweeting. Most unnatural of all was the stone gray earth pony sitting in the center of town, wearing a wide smile upon her face. And topping off the chaos storm, hanging in the sky was nothing other than cotton candy clouds raining down their signature chocolate milk on whoever was unfortunate enough to be below them.



“How many times do I have to repeat this?” Suddenly Discord was wearing a suit and tie. “Read my lips: I did not have chaotic relations with this town… today.”



“Well then, do you have any idea what’s going on?”



“I can’t say for sure but, I first noticed something weird while I was having tea with Fluttershy...”







Discord stared down at his place setting. There was his teacup, filled with , and next to it sat a plate with some biscuits and crumpets. The uncanniness of it unsettled the draconequus.



“... and then I said ‘I’d like to be a tree.’ I have no idea what I was thinking, even if I thought they wanted me to be a tree. What’s even more surprising is I think they bought it. I have no idea how they thought I wish I was a tree.”



“Oh how ridiculous of them Fluttershy. Do go on.”



“Fluttershy?”



When the yellow mare still did not continue, Discord looked up from the battle between the biscuit stallions of the western plate and the crumpet lions of teacup hill. In Fluttershy’s place was a small tree, just barely fitting into the cottage, with yellow bark and pink leaves. A small white rabbit jumped up on to the table and immediately began glaring at Discord.



“Are you accusing me? I had nothing to do with this, dear Fluttershy explicitly said she didn’t want to be a tree. I guess I should probably fix it though.” And Discord snapped his tail, and yet nothing. Taking a closer look at Fluttertree, he quickly realized the problem- she was already under the effect of a chaos spell, so attempting to cast another wouldn’t do anything. A second snap, and the chaos was removed.







“What do you mean, she was already enchanted with chaos magic?”



“Hey don’t interrupt! I didn’t finish my story."







Suddenly thunder cracked outside and chocolate rain fell past the windows. The melodic tweeting of birds outside Fluttershy’s cottage became a barrage of noisemakers. Finally, he was summoned by an angry pony princess.





 

“And now I’m done.”



Twilight glared at the draconequus. “Fluttershy was already enchanted with chaos magic?”



“Yes. Nothing I cast, and as far as I know there aren’t any other draconequi in Equestria. If there is one, they’re probably in Ponyville, but I can’t really sense anything with all the chaos already there.”



“So you have no idea who’s behind this?”



“No. But I can point you in the direction of a certain pony who I believe is at least indirectly responsible for ripping off my clouds though. It’s not chaos if you don’t add a new twist,” he concluded grumpily.



Discord vanished, and a floating arrow appeared in his place, pointing into town. Twilight trotted in it’s direction until she spotted Pinkie. The pink party pony was, much like last time,standing mouth wide open under a cotton candy cloud, inhaling its chocolate milk rain.



“Pinkie! Come on, we need to find the girls and fix this!”



“Fix what?” asked Pinkie, jumping out from under the cloud.



Twilight look around at the chaos covered Ponyville. “Do you really need to ask Pinkie?”



“Yuperoonie. I don’t see any problems, Ponyville is one giant party. Except we don’t have party games. I wish there were games!” Suddenly mannequins popped up all over the town, alongside blindfolds and baskets of tails. A giant barrel filled with apples came into being in the center of the town square, but was overshadowed by the appearance of a massive stage, with a karaoke machine upon it.



As Twilight stared mouth agape at what just happened, Pinkie tapped her chin in thought. “Hmmm, I still feel like something’s missing.” Twilight blinked, and when she opened her eyes, she saw not Ponyville but Cakeville. All the trees, all the building, and even Pinkie were made out cake. “Oh yeah, cake!”



“Wha… Uh… Pinkie, what did you just do? How?”



“I made games! By wishing!”



“And the cake?”



“Um, pretty sure that wasn’t me.”







Luna had a very rude awakening when her guards started screaming outside her door, and immediately lept up from her bed and out of her room. She was not going to repeat what had happened during the changeling invasion.



“WHAT IS HAPPENING?” she yelled with her Traditional Royal Canterlot Voice.



Looking at the solar guards stationed outside her room, she quickly realized she needed no explanation, for their armor had become none other than a plain golden cake with colored icing sketching out any necessary detail. As for the guards themselves, they appeared to be angels food cake with simple vanilla frosting. Looking down at herself, instead of fur she saw an extremely dark chocolate glaze. The walls themselves appeared to be made of sponge cake blocks. 



Immediately she lit her chocolate ice cream cone horn and teleported to the throne room. What she discovered there terrified her. Half the throne was gone, large bite marks embedded in its remains. Similar destruction covered the rest of the room. As she gazed at a trumpet with its mouthpiece bitten off at the floor, she could only hope any ponies had avoided what caused this devastation. She followed the trail until she came upon her sister.



“Sister, have you any idea what caused this?”



Celestia turned around at the sound of her sister’s voice. Luna saw the alicorn of the sun swallow, and then begin to advance towards her.



“Sister?”







“Now Twilight, why don’t you relax? Oooh, let’s sing a song.”



“Pinkie, we don’t have time for a song right now.”



“I wish we did!”



One rendition of Sapphire’s Shores’ “Get Your Pony On” later, Twilight exclaimed, “Pinkie, what just happened?”



The party pony was not paying attention, and was instead sniffing herself, perhaps just noticing she too was made out of cake. “Twilight, I smell delicious. Can I eat me?”



“NO! We need to fix this before someone gets eaten.”



“Okie dokie lokie. I wish everything was no longer made of cake anymore. Except cakes of course. And cupcakes. Oooh, I bet cake cookies taste delicious, exclude those too. Oh and-”



Pinkie’s train of delectable cake-based treats was cut off by Twilight’s hoof. “I think that’s good Pinkie.” And lo and behold, everything was back to not cake- thankfully before Pinkie could eat Twilight’s hoof. “Now Pinkie, what is going on?”



“Everything I wish for comes true! So I made the ultimate Ponyville party! I even made cotton candy rainclouds for everyone.”



“So you’re responsible for this?”



“Yuperoonie.”



“So now you’re going to clean it up.”



“Why? It’s a party! A Pinkie Party”



“Except to the point where everyone thinks Discord has unreformed again.”



“Awwwhhh… fine. I wish all my wishes were unwished.”



And with that, the party games and the cotton candy clouds disappeared. The clamor of noisemakers became a refrain of tweeting birds. Ponies, noticing the chaos was finally over, started to emerge from their homes.



“Now then. Do you have any idea how your wishes are coming true, Pinkie?”



“Nope!”



Mayor Mare trotted up to Twilight. “Pardon my intrusion Princess, but what’s this about wishes?”



“Oh, Pinkie just went overboard creating a party using wishes, somehow.”



A mare from the crowd cried out, “Wait, the chaos was all Pinkie’s fault?”



The crowd all turned and glared angrily at Pinkie.



Pinkie’s eyes darted back and forth across the crowd. “I wish it was another pony’s fault?”



“Rainbow, I really have no idea what you were thinking. I thought parties were Pinkie’s thing,” Twilight scolded.



Rainbow Dash looked around at all the ponies scowling at her. “I, uh, how did I get here? I was just flying with the Wonderbolts a second ago.”



“With the Wonderbolts?”



“Yeah, funny thing. This morning I was saying how I wished I was a Wonderbolt, and then Spitfire suddenly shows up and says I’m in. I mean, I knew it was coming, but I didn’t think it would just be out of the blue like that, ya know.”



Twilight shook her head and sighed. “We’ll talk about this more later, we need to fix this wishing first. I really hope this is limited to Ponyville, and not causing trouble anywhere else.”







“YOU TRIED TO EAT ME!”



“Luna, how many times must I apologize? I couldn’t resist. You were made out of devil’s food cake!”



“EAT ME!”



“Luna, you know how I am arou-”



"EAT ME!” 



“Ok Luna, at least please stop shouting THAT. There’s been some rumors-”



“I knew it!”



Luna turned around to look at the intruder. The stallion flinched.



“I wasn’t supposed to hear that was I? I won’t say anything, please don’t send me to the moon!”



Luna turned back to Celestia. “Tia, even the commoners know about your cake problem!”



“Actually, I was talking about…”



Luna turned back to the stallion. “About what?”



“About… about….” Luna glared at the pony, who cringed and folded back his ears. The stallion finally managed to squeak out, in a voice to rival Fluttershy’s, “Princest is wincest?” 



“I… What?”



Celestia quickly intervened. “I assure you, my little pony, those rumours are not true.”



“Awh. I wish they were, I really could’ve used the money from that bet with Blueblood.”







Turning to the crowd, Twilight announced, “Everyone, please return to your normal lives. And please don’t make wishes, we have no idea what might happen right now.” The assembled ponies dispersed, but not without a quiet mumbling coming from throughout the herd. “Come on Rainbow, we need to find the girls and figure out what’s going on with this whole wishing business.”



“Wait, if wishes come true, couldn’t we just say ‘I wish Fluttershy, Applejack, Pinkie Pie, and Rarity were here’?” True to form, Rainbow’s wish came true, with four mares appearing next to Twilight and Rainbow.



“Rainbow, did you not hear what I just said?”



“Hey, it worked… wait, who are you?”



“Surprise!”



While Applejack, Fluttershy, and Rarity had all appeared as expected (except nopony had expected Rarity to be wearing a Radiance costume), the fourth pony that had been summoned was not a pink party pony but a yellow-maned white Wonderbolt.



“Who do you think I am, Dashie?”



“You aren’t any Wonderbolt I recognize, and I know them all. You kinda sound like… Pinkie?”



“Yuperoonie! Something must’ve happened when I switched us- ImeanwhenIwishedIwasaWonderbolt.”



Rainbow stared at Pinkie. “Pinkie, what was that about switching?”



“Hey, Rarity’s in a Radiance costume. Let’s talk about that.”



“You made me take-”



“Rarity, why are you dressed as Radiance?” Twilight inquired, taking Pinkie’s bait.



“Spike, I think. I was working in my boutique, then suddenly I was somewhere else, dressed as Radiance, and surrounded by hills of ice cream and gems. Spike was there, but he was larger than normal. He looked down at me in shock and ran off shouting, something about not being greedy and giving away wishes.”



“Ooooh, Spike’s the one giving away wishes? We should thank him. I wish Spike was here!”



“Pinkie!”



On cue, one ice-cream-coated baby dragon appeared, his stomach bulging from all the ice cream he had eaten.



“Spike, didn’t you learn your lesson about eating too much ice cream before?” chided Twilight.



“That was before I could do this,” Spike replied. “I wish my tummy was empty!” Spike’s stomach immediately returned to its normal size.



“And how did you do that, Spike?” asked Twilight.



“Oh, I traded a bunch of lamps to some kind of draconequus-genie for wishes.”



“What?”



“Well you see…”







Spike stared into the bubbles floating in his new lava lamp. One of the best perks of finally having his own room in the crystal castle was being able to choose how to decorate it himself. 



“Oooh, cool lamp.”



Spike perked up at the unexpected compliment. “Thanks.” Spike looked around, but found himself alone. “Um, hello? Is someone here?”



Two orange eyes dotted with green pupils formed themselves out of bubble in the lamp. Soon the rest of the face followed, with what appeared to be a giant ant feeler atop the head on one side, and what looked like a more gently curved feeler on the right, only the lump on the end appeared to be glowing. The draconequus jumped out of the lamp and to the ground beside Spike, revealing the arms of a monkey and a diamond dog on the right and left respectively, with the legs of some large spotted cat and a large tentacle supporting him. A massive shark fin jutted out of his back, and there was a round not-so-little rabbit tail behind him.



“I’ll trade you three wishes for it,” stated the newcomer.



“Three wishes?” inquired Spike.



“Well I am a genie now. A lamp is three wishes.”



“Umm, I’m pretty sure that genies live in lamps and just give you three wishes when you find them.”



“Bah! How would living in a lamp work? Stay in the bulb and get blinded every time it turns on?”



Spike shrugged. “I guess you’ve got a point. What did you mean, that you’re a genie now?



Well, I wasn’t always a genie. One day I was waiting for the nice lady to come give me some food- I was hoping for tuna, I love tuna- and suddenly it was like a crack opened up in reality, and I fell through. When I awoke, I was like this. I was free, with nobody watching me, had a round tail, and possessed phenomenal cosmic power. Since I had a round tail, I concluded I must be genie.”



“So, you’re a genie because of the round tail? Not the phenomenal cosmic power?”



“What does that have to with being a genie?”



Spike just stared. Shaking his head, he asked, “If I take the wishes, are you going to twist them into being horrible?”



“Why would I do that? If I traded you for the lamp, and then made the wishes terrible, who would trade me their lamps for wishes after that? I may have an octopus tentacle but I know basic ecology.”



“You mean economics?”



“Nope. Ecology.”



Spike recovered more quickly this time. “Ok, I’ll take the three wishes.” And with that Spike handed the draconequus his new lamp.



“First, I’ll take a pile of gems as big as a house.”



The draconequus clapped together its paws twice, and Spike’s wish was granted. As Spike drooled at the pile, the ‘genie’ commented, “Two wishes left. Unless you have another lamp to trade.”



“Wait, you’ll take multiple lamps from one pony?”



“I don’t see why not.”



“Can I wish for more lamps?”



“No rule against it.”



“I’ll take one thousand lamps please?”



The draconequus stared at Spike. “And what’s the magic word?”



“I said please.”



“I meant kumquat. And if you want the wish, you have to say I wish.”



Spike, already long acquainted with Pinkie Pie, was already growing accustomed to the draconequus’s non-sequiturs, and as such immediately exclaimed, “I wish for a thousand lamps!” The lamps requested immediately appeared. Spike then followed up on the second half of his plan, “And I’d like to trade these lamps for three thousand wishes.”



“Done,” said the draconequus.



“Why do you want all these lamps anyway?”



“How else am I going to see in the light?”







“After that everything is a bit of a blur,” confessed Spike. “I think I was beginning another greed growth from all the wishes, because the next thing I remember is…”







“I wish for the Rarity-Radiance-ice-cream dream to come true!” exclaimed a teenage-sized dragon. 



Spike looked up expecting to see the masked face of his beloved, but only saw a massive pile of ice cream. He looked down, and was shocked to see Rarity. ‘I’m bigger,’ he thought. ‘How?’



“Spike?” said the befuddled Rarity. “What’s going on?”



‘Oh no, if she sees me like this again she’ll think I’m greedy and a bad dragon!’ Spike thought. “I’m not greedy I’m going to share everyone can wish!” Spike shouted as he bolted.



Spike ran until he was breathless. As soon as he got his second wind, Spike made good on his rapidly constructed promise. “Hey, can I share my wishes with everypony?” Spike asked, seemingly to empty air.



“You can if you wish it,” the air answered.



“I wish anypony could use my wishes,” wished Spike. As soon as the last word was out of his mouth, he immediately shrunk back to his normal size. He returned to where he had left Rarity, but the costumed mare had already left. ‘Oh well, still plenty of ice cream,’ thought Spike, who proceeded to dig in with reckless abandon.







“And then I had ice cream until I was here,” stated Spike.



Twilight sighed. “Well that explains this whole wish business. Do you have any idea where the ‘genie’ is now Spike?” 



“You ponies are so unobservant. I’m right here!” came a voice from nowhere in particular.



Twilight put her hoof to her chest breathing in, then waved it out while breathing out as Cadance taught her. She had a feeling that dealing with this draconequus was going to be more trying than dealing with Discord.



“You said that you fell through a crack in reality?”



“I think I did. Either that or I stubbed my foot and imagined it. It’s hard to be sure which.”



“Was this about a month ago?”



“That would look about right.”



“Ok then, you’re probably from the other side of the mirror. If you’ll just come with me we’ll get you home.”



“Nah.”



“Nah?”



“I don’t want to go back. It’s hard to find someone willing to talk there.”



“It can’t be that bad. You just need to be friendly. And maybe tone it down a little.”



“No.”



“I have a friend, Sunset Shimmer, on the other side. She’ll help you get home and I’m certain she’ll be willing to be your friend and talk to you.”



“No.”



“I’m sorry, but you have to go back.” Under her breath Twilight added, “If mainly for the sake of my sanity.” 



“You’re going to chase me like those big men with the nets and needles, aren’t you?”



“I would if I could see you,” Twilight muttered.



“Have to smell me first!”



“I wish you would just cooperate!”



“Very well then. Where are we going exactly?”



Twilight simply stood there, shocked by the sudden change in behaviour. Finally realizing what just happened, she just shook her head.



“Ok girls, I’ll lead him back to his world. Spike, go to your room in the castle and think about why you shouldn’t make deals with strange draconequi. And yes, that includes Discord.” 







Twilight paused before entering the mirror. “Oh yeah, before we go through we should probably clean everything up. I wish that all previous wishes, other than my cooperation wish, were undone, and that you would not grant any more wishes after this one.”



“Done,” replied the draconequus.



“Okay, let’s get you to the other side.”



Twilight prepared herself for the disorientation that comes with crossing, and entered the mirror. Shortly after coming out the other side, she heard footsteps behind her. 



“Now is it so bad here?” she asked turning around, only to find empty air. Looking down, she saw a short black and white bird waddling in her wake.



“Oh. Erm, I was going to find Sunset, but I guess I’ll find Fluttershy instead. She’ll love you, even if you do cause big messes. Although, I’m sure we managed to fix everything back in Equestria, at least.”







“Let us never speak of this again.”



“Agreed.”



“At least we’re in your room, Tia. If this got outside these walls...”



“Mmmm, strawberry.”



“Strawberry?”



“The walls of my room were made out of strawberry cake. You know, back when everything was cake.”



“Sister, you really have to get control of-” Luna paused as she saw the massive hole in the wall, ringed by bite marks, making the huge crowd of ponies visible from her compromising position. Every pony of the crowd was looking in on them, as if they were at some sort of sporting event. There were even concession ponies selling snacks to the crowd. But worst of all, many ponies were holding cameras, including a professional-looking team with moving picture cameras.



“Luna, why- Oh. Oh dear.”
      

      
   
      The Unicorn Who Wasn't A Unicorn


      

      
      
         “Well, that sucked.” 



“Oh, don’t be so mean, Blue!” Indigo said indignantly as we stepped out of the theater. “I thought it was a very sweet movie.” 

	

“It was a manipulative tearjerker! No amount of bad luck like that happens to one pony!”

	

“I wouldn’t say that. I knew somepony from my hometown who lost their hoof in a farming accident.”



“Yeah, but did the immediately get run over by a cart and have their parents die in a horrendous fertilizer accident?” 



“Well, no, but-”



“Exactly! It’s just a further demonstration of Applewood’s separation from everyday reality! Everything they make now is just contrived dud 

after contrived dud.” 



I let out a breath of air as we continued to meander down the nighttime street, though the signs glowed bright enough for the entire street to be illuminated. A few carts raced by on the street, filled with either departing theatergoers or late shift workers making their way back home from the various offices and stores scattered around Canterlot.    



Indigo leaned her head against my neck. “Boy, you’re feisty tonight.”



“I know, I know. Sorry, Indy. It’s just...that kind of movie just isn’t my cup of tea.” 



“Well, can’t you at least be happy that I liked it?”



I glanced down at her. She stared at me with big puppydog eyes, whose violet pupils shined the city lights back at me. Her silver mane gave a similar gleam, making the light parts of her mane stand out from the light purple coat the rest of her had. I leaned down and kissed her nose. 



“I am happy you liked it. If anything, I’m just happy about the fact I got to spend a little more time with you.” 



She blushed. “Nice save, Casanova.” She got on her tippy-hooves and gave a peck on my nose. “And don’t worry. We can see what you want next time.”



“I don’t know, Indy. You never seem that into horror movies.”



“That’s not true!” she scoffed. “I just don’t like how...exposed all the mares are in those movies.” 



“‘Exposed’? Indy, you rarely ever wear clothes!”



“Exposed in an emotional sense, Blue!” 



“Sure…” I said, shaking my head. 



She poked me in the ribs. “You just ruined your save, buster. Now you better make up for it quick before I dump you and make Quick Flash my stallionfriend.” 



“Now I know you’re pulling my chain. No way a smart mare like you would dump one of the highest rated students in the School’s history and go with that chicken head.” 



“Well, your continued emotional derision is hurting me, Blue,” she said in mock pain. “And when a mare gets emotionally strained, she can start doing desperate things in order to feel loved again. Like going out with somepony like Quick Flash, who everypony knows has a huge co-” 



“Alright, alright, missy. I’ll make it up to you.” I glanced down the street, looking for the nearest ice cream parlor. Though Indy may have been half-kidding about the affair, I’d been with her long enough to know that these little mock-arguments were her own little way of saying she wanted a nice sweet treat. 



We soon came across one on our side of the street, a quaint little place called Stone Cold’s Ice Cream and Other Treats. We both ordered banana splits with pecans on top and walked back out to the street, our deserts floating in our respective magical auras (hers violet, mine aqua blue). 



“Aren’t we going to eat them back in there?” 



I shook my head. “I know a place where you can eat them even better.” 



She arched her eyebrow at me. “How does one eat ice cream ‘better’?” 



“In a more suitable environment. C’mon, I’ll show you.” 



Taking her by the hoof, I led her down a few blocks, away from the center of town where the School was. It took a bit longer than I planned and we were halfway done with the ice cream by the time we got there, but eventually, we reached the literal edge of the city. Above us, the soft glow of the electric signs shone, while the darkness of the trees below remained unpenetrated. We found an old wooden bench nearby and took a seat. 



“This is the better environment?” Indy asked incredulously. 



“Oh yes,” I said with a smile. “It sure is.”



She arched her eyebrow at me again. “You pulling my chain now?”



“No, no. I just wanted to show you something.” I pointed out in the distance, over the ledge and out into the horizon. Far in the distance, a few shimmering lights broke the darkness and made their presence known. “See those lights?”



She leaned forward, spoon in mouth, and gazed out at them. “Yeah?”



“That’s Ponyville.”



She perked up at this. “Really? You mean THE Ponyville?” 



“The same,” I nodded.  



“Huh. Didn’t know you could see it from here in Canterlot.” 



“Yeah, I didn’t know until Princess Twilight said so.”



She whipped around so fast our faces nearly collided. “You met Princess Twilight?!”



“Well...not exactly. My mother did. Went to discuss some sort of local Ponyville event with her and the mayor once.”



“Did your mom say what she was like?”



“Yeah, she said she was nice.”



“Nice? Nice how?”



“I dunno. Nice in the way a Princess is supposed to be, I guess.” 



She frowned. “That’s not very specific.” 



“Well, like I said, I only know what my mother said. And honestly, she seemed more concerned about that event than the fact she met a Princess.”



She leaned back on the bench. “Your mother has weird priorities.” 



I shrugged. “I suppose she does.”



We sat there for a long time, staring out in the darkness at the little lights in the distance. I told Indy all about the town and the Castle down there and the boutique and whatever else came to my mind. She just sat there and listened, letting me ramble to my heart’s desire and absorbing everything she could about the place. 



“I’d like to visit there sometime,” she eventually said. 



“You should. It’s a nice place. It can get a little too exciting sometimes, but other than that, it’s a decent place to be.” 



“You going to go back there once you’re done with school up here?” 



“...”



“Blue?”



“I honestly don’t know, Indy. Maybe, maybe not.” 



She leaned against me. “Are you not sure because of me?”



“That’s part of it. But there’s also where I’m going to go after school, and who I’m going to intern with as a student under, and bunch of other 

things.”



“Hmm.” She kept her head against my body for some time. We continued to stare out at the lights, which were dimming slightly now as the night wore on. Eventually, only a few remained on and were just barely visible through the trees that were now seemingly darker. 



“Let’s go,” Indy eventually piped. 



“Okay.” We got up and wandered back the way we came, her head leaning gently on my neck as we went on. 



“You still gonna keep me?” I said with a smirk.



“As long as you’re still handsome and can do magic, Blue, I’ll put up with your shenanigans.” 



“Cool.” We walked a ways more, further and further into the bright, new city. 



“Indy?” I said as we the dormitories grew closer in sight. 



“Yeah?” 



“What’s huge?”



“Huh?”



“You said Quick Flash had something huge. What was it?”



“Oh. A coat hanger.” 



“A...coat hanger?”



“Yep.” 



“May I ask how that’s an attribute when it comes to relationships?” 



“Well, it’d allow me to hang all the scarves and coats I wear in the wintertime very neatly.” 



Now my eyebrow was arched. “You were willing to dump me for Quick Flash because you could hang your clothes with him?” 



“Yeah,” she said with a sly grin.



“That’s not much, Indy.” 



She shrugged playfully. “It’s something.”  








BAAARINNNNNNG!

	

The fierce cry of the alarm clock stirred me from my sleep. Well, what passed for sleep for me at least. Most of my fellow schoolmates and professors at the School for Gifted Unicorns would likely call it a quick snooze at best, just one degree this side of insomnia at worst. But the assignments and projects were all turned in at their proper times and the study sessions were all attended, so whatever impact my lack of sleep had on myself was of little concern to them. 



I, on the other hoof, found myself very concerned in that moment the alarm clock rang. For despite the thinness of my blanket and the overall comfortable temperature of my room, several drops of sweat were streaming down the sides of my face. The dampness pooled all over my body, from under my legpits and between my hind legs. From head to hoof, a searing heat wound its way through my body, emanating from me like I was an oven that had been left on all night. 



Sluggishly, I shoved the blanket off me and rubbed my eyes. 



BARRRRIIIIIIIING!

  

Turning my head, I halfheartedly threw a spell in the apparatus’s direction. I turned my head back toward my body, ready to deduce how this fever came ab-



BARRRRIIIIIIIING!

 

“Eeek!” I squealed at a high pitch. I lept out of bed, my hooves barely managing to not buckle under my weight as I hit the ground. 



BARRRRIIIIIIIING!

 

What the hay?! Why’s that still ringing?!



BARRRRIIIIIIIING!

 

I threw another spell its way. It was hard to see in the darkness, but I was still able to make it out. The first spell must have missed it the first time, when I was groggy and not fully-



BARRRRIIIIIIIING!

 

A look of confusion came across my face. There was no way that second spell could have missed. I’m looking right at it!



BARRRRIIIIIIIING!

 

I hurry over to the clock, my hooves still wobbling a little from the sudden arousal. 



BARR-



SMASH!



The clock stops midway through its piercing chorus, a muddled mix of mechanical gears and springs under my hoof. A few tense breaths escape my mouth, while my eyes simply stare down at the former time teller. 



What was that? Why didn’t it stop ringing?  



A loud knocking suddenly came from the front door. 



“Hey, dude, what’s going on in there?” I recognized the voice as that of Raggy Riches, the tenant of the dorm across the hall. I quickly grab my orange bathrobe from the closet and race to the front door. 



I opened it, and Raggy stood before me, fully living up to his name. A thick beard and moustache covered his face, and his unkempt brown mane hung almost to the floor. Some jeans that looked 5 years overused and covered with patches were loosely hanging off his back legs. His eyes had a glazed look, half-hidden by the thin spectacles that were just millimeters from falling off his face.



“Everything A-OK in there, dude?” he said in a strained tone. A slight whiff of alcohol whished over my nostrils. 



“Yeah,” I quickly said, my breath still not quite back to regular speed and yielding from the Raggy’s liquor breath. “Yeah, everything’s fine. Just some furniture falling over.” 



“Ah,” he nodded. “‘Furniture.’ That what they calling them these days?” 



“Calling who?”



“Girls, dude. They calling them ‘furniture’ now, eh?”



“Huh?! No, I mean furniture as in furniture! Couches, chairs, stuff like that!” 



Raggy stared at me, his eyes only loosely focusing on me. “Dude, you shouldn’t put mares down like that. Comparing them to appliances for your own personal use is extremely demeaning.”



“What’re you-? Look, Raggy, I’ve no clue where you’re getting this idea, but I just dropped something. There’s nopony else in here but me!” 



“Then who the hay made that girly scream just now?” 



“...Don’t worry about it. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got things to do.” I closed the door in his face and turned back toward my bed. Raggy’s last few grumblings made their way through my door, then gently faded as he made his way back to his own room. 



I wandered back to the nightstand, my eyes not leaving the smashed clock for a moment. A million thoughts tumbled through my mind, none of them pleasant. What happened? Was the clock malfunctioning? Why wasn’t my magic doing anything? Did I keep missing? Is this fever affecting it? 



I brought a hoof to my forehead, where the thick sweat quickly moistened it. Whatever’s going on, I better take a quick bath first. Last thing I need is to go to class smelling like a pig. 



I made my way to the bathroom, my eyes now mostly adjusted to the darkness that still hung in the apartment. The bookshelves to my left and the closet to my right were now visible as soft outlines, indicating I was heading the right direction. Eventually, I made out the bathroom door in front of me and shoved it open. 



A quick flip of the light switch illuminated the ordinary bathroom. Nothing but a toilet and a bath adorned the room, both an unassuming shade of white that matched the tiled floor. The only shades of color came from the dark green towel hanging from the rack over the toilet and the aqua colored shower curtain. For one reason or another, my mind wandered back to how proud the dorm director had been when he showed me this bathroom. 



“This is the best room in this place, I tell ya,” the portly stallion had said with a respectful nod. “A nice and simple room. The main room out here,” he pointed out to where the bed and desk were. “...too darn complex. Can do anything you want out there. Eat, sleep, work, pontificate, you name it. Perfect for a multi-tasking magic student like you. This room, though...this room is simple. Only three things you can do in it.” 



“Only three?” I had replied.



“Yep. Number One, Number Two, and take a bath.” His face lit up in a toothy grin, an immense pride for his crude joke beaming from his ragged face. I recalled giving a feigned chuckle to the joke back then. 



But the memory soon left my mind. I’d already spent too much time chatting with Raggy and pondering the clock’s malfunction, and I still had half a dozen things to do before I left. At this rate, I’d be lucky to make it to class on time. I reached toward the light grey water knobs, anxious to get the bath over with. 



But one of those million questions I had been wondering a minute ago made me pause.



Is something wrong with my magic?



I shook my head. No, no way. I was moving things around with my horn just last night with no difficulty. Unicorns don’t just lose their magic overnight.



But the uneasy question still lingered. All of me wanted to say it was a malfunction with the clock, a mysterious condition where the material wouldn’t react to magic. But I still couldn’t shake that foreboding feeling. 



I looked at the water nozzles. With more concentration than I’d put into a spell for some time, I focused all my energy on the nozzles. The heat that had been all over my body a minute ago suddenly centered, pulling itself toward my back and up my spine. All the way up to my head, it flowed. Every inch of me was contributing to the spell as it built.



I released the energy, the heat leaving my head like a tea kettle whistling steam.



The nozzles didn’t move. 



I tried again, exerting even more.



They still didn’t move.



Again.



Nothing.



Again. 



Nothing. 



And so the cycle repeated for Celestia knows how long. I kept pushing and straining, my mind focused on those nozzles, push push pushing as hard as I could for as long as I could. The sweat trickled down my face with new intensity, small puddles forming at my feet as time went on. My normally blue coat became slowly crimson as the blood flowed harder and harder to cool me down. 



And the nozzles still did not move. 



Finally, at some point, I simply stopped. The heat in my head was getting too much, and I couldn’t handle it building up anymore. I fell to the floor, panting and now newly soaked by the sweat puddles. But I didn’t care. 



My magic was gone! 



I quickly sat up. No, that couldn't be it. I was using it last night! I couldn’t have lost it! My eyes darted around the white washroom, looking for anything else to cast spells at. The toilet handle was the first thing that came to sight. I sent a small exertion in its direction. Nothing happened. 



I raced out the bathroom door and furiously scanned for anything else I could move. I have my magic! I know I do! Some clothes lied idle on the floor. I exerted toward them with the greatest effort I could. They didn’t move. 



I raced toward the closet and did the same. Nothing. 



The bed sheets. Nothing.



The pencils lying on the brown desk. Not even a tremor. 



My mind raced some more. Maybe I just couldn’t do movement spells! Yeah, that was it! Maybe I just had to try something else! I closed my eyes and concentrated on a Cloud Creator Spell. Not exactly the most indoor friendly spell, but whatever; I just needed something now! 



I thought and thought and thought. The heat came to my head and it flowed out as I cast the spell. 



But no cloud appeared. Not even a lowly cumulus.



I tried some more spells, ranging from the Clone Creator Spell to the Inanimate Object to Frog Charm. Every spell I knew, easy and hard, simple and complex, minor and major was built up and released.



And yet nothing appeared. No frogs, clouds, or clones came into being. Not even my light blue magic aura appeared anywhere on anything. 



It was no longer sweat coming down my face. Only tears now, salty and large and falling to the floor with loud little ploops. 



I was done, finished now. The School for Gifted Unicorns didn’t allow crippled unicorns in their doors. Oh, they’d allow little fillies, old ponies, and unicorns with only three legs. As long as they had brains and usable horns, they could come. 



But I had only one of those things now. 








I should have stayed in my room today. I was in no condition mentally to go to the School, let alone with a defective horn. But maybe out of sheer habit, I rushed to pull myself together so that I could be out the door in time. I only had enough time to quickly down a bowl of oats and wash my face. Hopefully, the sweat wouldn’t stink me up too much, but just in case, I splashed some old cologne my father had given me some time ago. It was supposed to smell of daisies and lavender, but it mostly just smelled like old soap. 



It was close, but other than a few near hits with some overzealous joggers and a grumpy associate professor, I was able to get to Magic and Mysteries 101 unabashed. Unfortunately, it also meant that I missed all the good seats. Everypony always crowded in the front of Professor Trotsky’s class, as not only was his class exceedingly difficult, but the fellow also tended to have trouble seeing raised hooves toward the back of the class.



But that was fine with me; I wasn’t going to ask any questions today. Today, I was just going to sit in the back and let the class take its course. I made my way up the stairs, up and up toward the top of the desks until I was at the very top. Only three ponies filled the chairs up here.



Other than the attendance grade, nothing else would really concern me. I needed to figure out what was wrong with me and quick before whatever was-



“Hey, Blue!” a chipper voice called out. I spun around and was greeted by Indy coming down my way behind the other desks. 



Oh horse apples. I had completely forgot Indy and I had this class together. In fact, I had forgotten about Indy period. 



This opens a whole new can of worms. How the hay was I supposed to tell her what is going on? She may be one of the sweetest ponies I know, but there’s no way in Tartarus that she would keep me if she knew. 



I know that sounds mean and harsh, but it’s true. No proper unicorn loved crippled unicorns. It’s just what’s done. She’d even said it herself: As long as you’re still handsome and can do magic, Blue… Oh, how I hated those words now! They’d been sweet just hours ago, and now they were an omen. 



It wasn’t just her, though. What would my parents think? What would everypony else in Equestria think? It was common knowledge: Earth ponies use their hooves, pegasi use their wings, and unicorns use their horns. One that couldn’t...well, were they really a pony, pegasus, or unicorn anymore? I’d never gave it much thought before, but most everypony else had. Oh, they’d always be nice and courteous toward those unfortunate few, all smiles and sympathetic nods toward them. Heck, they may even befriend the pony in question, or dare I say it, fall in love with them.



But they’d always have that Look in their eye. That subtle, resigned Look that mixed sympathy with disdain and the knowledge that this pony, whomever they were, wasn’t ‘whole’ anymore. They were just a fraction of a pony now, unable to fulfill their potential and make those great impacts that all the great Equestrians did. Those great Equestrians could both do and inspire; those unfortunate ponies could merely inspire.   



I don’t want that. I don’t want to be that little footnote in somepony else’s history. I don’t want to be a quiet blurb in the biography of some future Master of Magic that says ‘I was always inspired by Clear Blue, the old unicorn that kept that shop. He was a cripple, but he kept his spirits up everyday…’ 



I don’t want everypony I love to look at me like that. My mother, my father, my brothers, Indy....



Why, why, why? Was this some cruel joke one of the upperclassmares was pulling on me, using some obscure spell on me for some slight I committed against them that I couldn’t remember? A debilitating medical condition I just developed overnight? Was Princess Celestia herself overseeing this happening, singling me out for some great punishment I had no comprehension of and had no means of finding out how to atone for?



Well, whatever the reason, I knew at least one thing: I was in some deep sh-



“Hey, you!” Indy said as she sat down beside me.



“H-hey, Indy,” I choked out. 



“You alright?” she said, looking at my disheveled mane. “You seem a little...off.”



“I’m fine, don’t worry,” I said, quickly straightening my mane. “Just, uh...didn’t get much sleep last night.” 



“Our date was a little too exciting for you, mm?” She raised her eyebrows up and down, a smug look on her face.



“Yeah…” I quickly turned back to unloading my knapsack, dumping my paper and pencils upon the tan desk. 



“Oh my goodness!” Indy squeaked. 



“What? What is it?” 



“Blue, you’re sweating like a hog!”    



“Oh, er...I had to run to get to class on time. Accidentally overslept.” 



“I thought you said you couldn’t sleep last night.”



“Well, uh...I mean, I couldn’t sleep for most of the night. When I finally did get to sleep, it was for two hours before sunrise and I only woke up just in time to race over here.”



I wanted her to say “Nice save.” I wanted to hear her say something like she’d said last night, when she was so happy and playful and wanted to know more about where I came from. But she just stared at me, her body telling me that it wasn’t a ‘nice save’ and that she knew something was up. 



“Hallo, everypony!” a voice rang out below us. We turned in unison to see the good Professor Trotsky shuffle into the room, his plaid jacket clinging to his body like it was fearful of bursting from the stallion’s well-fed midsection. His turquoise tie (a beloved piece of clothing to him, as he said he won it from a rival professor who had said he couldn’t turn a piece of silver into gold) flapped to the tune of his body, as did his pitch black mane.



“Sorry I’m a bit tardy! Some needy student wouldn’t stop bugging me about the necessity of ceasing experimentation on frogs. But no matter; today is a very special lesson!”



A few audible chuckles crept through the audience. Trotsky always claimed that each lesson was ‘very special’.



“I heard that! Scoff now, pupils, but today’s lesson is of immense importance to modern-day ponies like us.” He picked up some chalk and began to scribble on the blackboard. 



“Ponies...Without...Magic....” he intoned. 



My heart felt like it stopped.



“Now…” he said as he turned back toward the class. “I know this may seem like a rather odd subject to emphasize in a distinguished magic school like this, but I believe it is an important subject for unicorns like yourselves to have at least have some knowledge of.” 



A student raised his hand. 



“Yes, Mr. Rush?”



“Isn’t that just pegasi and Earth ponies?”



“Interesting you bring that up. Unofficially, yes. When we usually speak about ponies without magic, we usually think of non-unicorns. However, it should be pointed out, to all in this class who do not know, all races of ponies have some form of magic in them. While we unicorns obviously have the greatest talent at manipulating different forms of magic, Earth ponies can make things grow and Pegasi can manipulate the weather. They are not ‘Ponies Without Magic’ in any sense of the word.” 



Another student raised their hoof. 



“Yes, Ms. Blaze?” 



“Professor, if Earth Ponies and Pegasi are not ‘Ponies Without Magic’, then who is?” 



Trotsky stamped his foot. “A pertinent and excellent question, Ms. Blaze. Ponies Without Magic can only be Unicorns.”



A few audible gasps went out through the audience, along with a few skeptical scoffs. I could feel the sweat begin to build up all over my body. Oh sweet Celestia, why was this the topic? Why was this torture still building up on me? 



“Let me explain. Earth Ponies, that group of our nation both we and the Pegasi like to poke fun out every now and then, are nigh impossible to losing their magic. Never in the history of Equestria has there ever been a recorded case of an Earth Pony that couldn’t grow something. Sure, they may have been unable to grow a potato like their ancestors had done so easily, but there’d always be something that they could use their green hoof to sprout, be it an apple tree or radishes. And even if they somehow lost all their legs and were reduced to being dragged around on a cart, they could still poke the ground with their head and make something shoot up. 



“Pegasi are also not ones who lose their magic easily. You can damage their flight, of course; no Pegasi’s wings are completely invincible. But even if you take that ability to fly away, they can still manipulate weather and stand on clouds and the like. It’d be extremely difficult and likely the Pegasi who suffer such injuries would likely not partake in such activities anymore, but it would still be possible for them to continue with the aid of other Pegasi. Their magic is left intact. 



“We Unicorns, though? Heh, we are extremely sensitive creatures. All of that magic we know and use all comes from this.” He pointed at his light red horn. “If something goes wrong with this, we have nothing. Whether the horn gets separated from the body or you develop a high enough of a fever, you lose everything. No plant growing powers, no weather manipulation, nothing. We become Ponies Without Magic when we don’t have these things. To many out there in Equestria and even here in this classroom, we would become Nothing.”



Nothing…



Nothing…








I left the class the second it was over. I got a good head start ahead of Indy. I heard her holler at me through the throng of other ponies, but I didn’t stop for her. How could I? She knew something was up, and she wouldn’t leave me be until she knew what. I couldn’t let her know. Not ever. 



I made my way to the on-campus nurse. I didn’t tell her entirely what was going on: I said I was having trouble with my magic and that I had a fever, but I made sure to not say that I had no magic whatsoever. She nodded and gave me some pills that she said would take care of the fever. The magic problems were probably caused by the fever, she had said. They’ve been known to send Unicorn magic all callywompus before; the best thing to do was to get plenty of rest and wait for it to pass. 



“Can fevers make you lose your magic?” I’d asked curiously. 



“It’s possible,” she said with a shrug. “Anything gets hot enough, it can get frazzled enough to where it don’t work properly anymore.”  



I had nodded and made my way back to my room, my mind filled with a million more questions. What was this? Was it psychosomatic? Was I just under stress? Did I really have a new disease? Was it a tumor? Would it progress? Would I go into shock? Paraylsis? Death? 



All of these thoughts ceased the second I reached my dorm room. Indy stood there, standing next to the door with the most concerned of faces.



“Indy…” 



“It’s your horn, isn’t it?” 



I had to keep myself from falling backwards. How did she know?! Was it obvious?! Did everypony else see it and-



“Your horn, Blue. It isn’t working, is it?” 



I want to lie to her. I want to say that it isn’t so, I just have a little fever that’s making the magic all off balance and odd. That’s all it is.

But I know it’s not true. 



“...Yes, Indy.” 



She didn’t move for a few moments. Her face betrayed no emotion except the concern she had shown when I appeared. 



“Indy, how’d you-?”



“I saw the way you were looking at the professor during the whole lecture. I may not be the highest rated student here, Blue, but I know a look of panic when I see one.”



I closed my eyes. It was over now. She’d be gone, disassociating herself from me for the rest of her days, like the rest of my family. Pushing away the Nothing I was now. 



“Before you say anything, Indy,” I managed to choke out after a few moments. “Let’s go inside my room. Whatever happens next, I...I want us two to be the only ones that see it.” 



She nodded her head and moved aside so I could unlock the door. With a quick shove, it gave way and the two of us shuffled into the abode. She moved toward the middle of the room, her back turned to me and facing the bathroom. Under her hooves lied the wet spot where I had collapsed after trying every magic spell I knew. I stood close to the door, poised and ready to flee down the hallway if I couldn’t take whatever emotion she threw at me, be it anger or anything else. I wouldn’t come back after she left the room; I’d just keep running and running, getting away from this forsaken school and all the happy memories I was sure it was going to rob me of. Running out of Equestria, past Griffonstone, over the ocean, whatever there was left to run over. 



It felt like an eternity before we spoke. 



“Indy, I want to-”



“Wait, Blue. I have something to say first.” 



“...Okay.” 



She nodded and turned back to me. Even from here, I could see there were tears she was trying to fight back. 



“I’m...I’m not angry that you didn’t tell me, Blue. The more I think about it, the more I realize I’d probably do the same thing. We Unicorns can be a very proud bunch of ponies, even around the ones we love. 



“No, I’m angry at...at what this means. Does this mean you distrust me, after all we’ve been through? That you can’t even confide in me about something that could affect or relationship? Who...” She sniffled a little bit. “...Who am I supposed to be angry at that for? You, for being so distrusting, or me, for proving you absolutely correct?”



My eyes went wide for a moment. I wanted to cry out she was a good Unicorn and that she’d never do such a thing. But I knew what I had thought before, and it was exactly what I had feared.



“Oh, I remember what I said last night, Blue. About how I’d be with you as long as you were handsome and could use magic. And I meant it when I said it. I didn’t say it in that silly way I do when I want ice cream or when I’m ribbing you. I absolutely meant it. And I absolutely hate myself for it. I keep thinking that maybe I was tempting fate, like...like I was playing on train tracks and daring a locomotive to come my way, but it hit you instead.



“I know this probably isn’t the case, Blue. I know I’m probably just all worked up and crazy thinking about you now. But...but…” 



At this, she exploded. The wet spot got even wetter as the new tears came down to the carpet like a waterfall. I ran toward her faster than I had ever run before and threw my front legs around her. She returned the gesture and we both squeezed each other tight. I could feel her tears dribbling down me now, down my back and tail before it finally flowed down to the wet spot. It took everything in my body to keep me from letting loose some tears of my own. But I’d already had my fill this morning, down there on that wet spot. I’d had my pity party. 



“This isn’t your fault, Indy. Don’t hurt yourself over this.”



She kissed my ear, then whispered between the tears, “I still love you.” 



“I know. I know.”



“I’m not leaving you. I’m not.”



“Okay.” 



“I don’t care if the Princesses themselves say you aren’t a Unicorn. I love you all the same.” 



I pulled her off of my shoulder and brought her face in front of mine. Her eyes were strewn with tears and puffed red, but she was as beautiful as any fashion model here in Canterlot. 



I leaned in and kissed her on the lips. She gladly returned the motion. 



I don’t know for how long we kissed, but when we stopped, her tears were gone and my back was dry. 



“It might just be a fever, Indy,” I eventually said. “The nurse said that fevers can affect magic and-”



She put a hoof to my lips. 



“Blue, you know as well as I do that this fever you have couldn’t do anything like that. Maybe there’s a chance you’re right. Maybe there's a 0.01% chance you’re having a rare allergic reaction to something and this fever and your horn not working are a symptom. If you are, great. If not….well, not ‘great’, but you know...we’ll deal with it.”



I tightened my embrace around her figure again. 



“Thank you, Indy. You...you make me feel more like a Unicorn than I’ve ever felt before, magic or not.”



I heard her chuckle in my ear. 



“Nice save.” 



I smiled and leaned her back so I could look at her beautiful little face. I looked deep, deep into her big eyes.



And that’s when I saw it. 



The light.         



The light in her eyes. They were the lights on the street that had shone in them last night. They still shone out of them, filling this dark and damp room with a light not even Celestia could’ve matched. 



But it was what I didn’t see that made my soul soar. Nowhere, deep in those beatiful pupils, was that Look. The one everypony else gave to the Unfortunate Ponies with no wings or horns or legs. Her eyes didn’t say “You will only Inspire and Inspire Only.” They said, “You will Do a Great Many Things, and I’ll Be With You When You Do Them.”  



They radiated that light like it was still midnight in Canterlot and we’d seen a terrible melodrama and had ice cream and Ponyville could be seen in the distance and I was telling her stories about it and she was describing Quick Flash’s coat hanger and I was just shaking my head and we just laughed and laughed and loved. 



It was like everything was perfect again. 



Because it was.


      

      
   
      The Uncoiling


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      By the Light of Two Suns


      

      
      
         “Dear Princess Celestia,”



Sunset Shimmer let out a dreamy sigh as she scrawled out the greeting in their two-way diary. Her quill floated lazily through the air in her telekinetic grip, scribbling little hearts on every ‘i’.



“I’m happy to report that the mission was a success. These podunk ponies have been feuding for so long that they can’t even remember why they were fighting. They all refused to listen to reason, so, using the authority you granted me, I’ve annexed their land in the name of the crown, and plan to set it up so both families are relocated to opposite ends of Equestria. I know there were some zones you wanted to encourage settlers towards, and this place would make for a nice park or something. Everypony wins.”



Princess Celestia had allowed Sunset to exercise crown authority on a limited basis during her missions, and she felt it a mark of pride to be trusted with such a great responsibility. Sunset always worried about whether she was going too far, but she had to believe that the Princess’s trust was well-placed.



“Unless there’s another mission you have for me while I’m in the area, I’ll be returning to Canterlot soon. I look forward to seeing you and drinking tea with you as I tell you everything I’ve learned. <3”



Sunset let out a long sigh, and she walked away from her desk, dragging her diary through the air behind her. She flopped onto the dirty straw bed of the hovel she was staying in and buried her face in her pillow.



It made for a suitable mission report, but that wasn’t all she wanted to say to the alicorn princess.



Sunset giggled and rolled over, raising her quill to the page as the diary floated above her.



“Oh, Celestia, the tea you make is the finest in the world, but rather than this dingy teacup, I’d rather taste its sweetness directly from your lips. Our twin souls are destined to be as one, dancing together in brilliant radiance as the day wanes and you hold that celestial orb low in the sky so that our moment may last forever.”



“What absolute dreck,” Sunset muttered with a snort, her cheeks burning. There was no danger of Princess Celestia actually reading the feelings she put onto the page, of course. The message wouldn’t be sent until she signed it with her name. It was just a game, a fantasy to indulge in. She would pour her soul into the pages and toy with the idea of actually baring her heart to Princess Celestia, only to erase it all and hide those feelings away once more.



“That first time I saw you lower the sun, when I was but a filly, it sparked something in me. Suddenly I knew who I was, and I knew that I was destined to be by your side. First as your student, but as I enter my fifteenth year, I know I am a filly no longer. I have a dream, sometimes. In it, I am tall and beautiful and majestic, just like you, with a set of wings to match. My mane burns with the fire and fury of the sun itself, and we sit in thrones side by side. You make a small joke, I laugh, then we touch our horns together and our power rules over all the stars in the heavens.”



Sunset groaned, her face burning. It was dumb, she knew. Princess Celestia was an immortal alicorn who had lived for over a thousand years, and Sunset was just a kid with a crush. Sure, Sunset was special—nopony else was Princess Celestia’s personal student, after all—but the Princess had students before Sunset, and would have students again after. As much as Sunset loathed to admit it, she probably wasn’t the best student Celestia had ever had. There was no way Princess Celestia would ever think of her as an equal.



Growling, Sunset threw her pillow at the ceiling, and wrote so hard she almost snapped her quill.



“I love you, Princess Celestia. There, I said it. And I also hate you. If I had fallen in love with any other pony at the academy, they would be going out with me right now. I’m at the top, so of course I could pick anypony I wanted, but you’re above it all. The top of the food chain. The Princess. Nopony could possibly stand at your level. Do you even see us all from up there? I know you saw me, saw something in me. I know you want me to do something, even if you won’t tell me what. Please, raise me up, look me in the eyes, and we can do it together! What are you scared of? What am I scared of? I, Sunset Shimmer, can become the pony who is worthy to be your bride.”



Stabbing the final period, Sunset dropped the diary onto the bed and it snapped shut. She sighed, her anger draining away. It was a stupid exercise. She was just torturing herself. She had always dreamed of things far grander than the average pony. It only made sense she would shoot for the impossible in the realm of love as well.



In any case, it was time she scrapped this rubbish and finished her actual report.



Sunset sat up, but as she turned to retrieve the book, it flashed with a yellow light.



That was impossible, right? That light meant the message had been sent, but there was no way it could have…



Sunset’s eyes widened, and her heart began thundering in her chest. She had written her own name in the last paragraph. That wasn’t a signature though, there’s no way it should have counted. Why would anyone enchant something with such an obvious design flaw?



Her hooves trembling, Sunset opened the diary back up. A small dot in the corner marked that it had been sent. There was no way to take it back. Even if she tore the page to pieces and burned it, the copy would still exist in Celestia’s diary.



Sunset fired up her own horn, frantically scanning the intricate weaves of magic that made up the enchantment on the diary. There had to be some sort of loophole, right? Some sort of way to take it all back.



If there was one, Sunset wasn’t skilled enough at picking apart the enchantment to find it.



It was simple, then. Celestia might have stepped outside of her quarters for a moment. All Sunset had to do was make it all the way to Canterlot in the next five minutes and destroy the diary.



Sunset smacked herself in the face with a hoof. She was being stupid. There had to be some other way should could attempt to salvage this catastrophe.



Biting her lip, Sunset quickly began scribbling on another page.



“Ugh, sorry about that. One of the villagers snuck in and nicked my diary while I was writing the report, and apparently decided to conjure up some gross fantasy about us. Please disregard everything on the previous page. Your faithful student, Sunset Shimmer.”



Sunset stared as the diary flashed again, then after several moments of silence save for the blood rushing through her veins, she forced herself to take a deep breath. That was a good excuse. It was believable, and delivered in a calm and non-panicking manner that gave it an extra air of credibility.



Although it was still written with Sunset’s horn. Crap.



Maybe Princess Celestia wouldn’t be able to tell the difference?



Even as she hoped for something so pathetic, the idea made her a little sad—that Princess Celestia wouldn’t even recognize the horn strokes of her prized pupil.



The diary flashed again, this time vibrating slightly. This was it. She was doomed. Sunset slowly turned to the next page.



“We need to talk.”








Sunset’s eyes snapped open, and she drew in a sharp breath.



A loud voice chimed over a speaker system somewhere. “We will be arriving in Canterlot Station shortly. Please have your luggage ready and disembark in an orderly fashion.”



Twilight looked up from the newspaper she was reading, then folded it and set it aside. “Oh, you’re awake. Good timing. You, uh, doing alright, Sunset?”



Sunset yawned, rubbing at her eyes with a hoof. “Yeah, I’m fine, I guess. I just… had a bad dream, that’s all.”



Twilight smiled, and put a hoof on Sunset’s shoulder. “Relax. Princess Celestia has been looking forward to seeing you again for such a long time now. She misses you a bunch, and I think the both of you need this reunion.”



“I know that, Twilight, all too well. I’m here after all, aren’t I? But... a lot happened between us.”



“She’s not as scary as you might think,” Twilight said with a giggle. “I mean, I’m the last pony who has a right to say something like that, but still, I’ve learned my lessons. Did I ever tell you about the time I freaked out because I didn’t have a friendship report to give her?”



Sunset raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think so.”



Twilight blushed, rubbing at the back of her head. “Well, it all started when…”



As Twilight launched into her anecdote, the two of them packed their bags and started making their way off the train. It was an interesting story, to be sure, but Sunset found herself tuning the princess out as she focused her thoughts inward instead.



That dream had drudged up all sorts of painful memories. It was only natural, of course. This would be the first time she’d be seeing Princess Celestia in over five years. The confrontation with Sunset had sent that fateful later played through her mind in startling clarity.



Celestia had been cool and stern when Sunset had arrived and at first had refused to even address Sunset’s faux pas. Any other filly would have slunk away, cried into her pillow all night, and let the both of them pretend it had never happened when the morning came around.



But Sunset had been stubborn and full of foolish pride. She demanded that Celestia face her properly and not ignore the issue. When pressed, Celestia had rejected her politely, laying out a rather obvious reasons as why an adult cannot return the romantic feelings of a child. Sunset, of course, wouldn’t accept no as an answer.



It quickly devolved into a shouting match. It was hard to remember what exactly was said anymore, but it ended with Sunset storming off in tears, swearing that she would become a princess on her own so that Celestia would find her worthy.



And everypony knew just how well that had turned out.



Sunset sighed and shook her head, trying to clear away the remembered embarrassment that set her cheeks aflame. No matter the circumstances under which she had left, it was nice to be back in Canterlot again. The old streets were all too familiar underneath her hooves, and she yearned to go wander around the city, visiting street stalls and searching for old hangouts.



That would all have to wait, of course. She wouldn’t be able to run away any longer.








Sunset took a deep breath, raised her hoof, and knocked on the door.



“Come in,” came an all too familiar regal voice from inside.



As the door swung open, Sunset stopped dead in her tracks. Celestia sat at a table on the veranda, her figure framed by the setting sun streaming through her ethereal mane. She was just as radiant and beautiful as Sunset remembered.



Swallowing and lowering her head to hide her blush, Sunset mumbled, “Princess, before I say anything else, I want you to know that I am so, so sor—”



A golden telekinetic grip lifted Sunset’s head up to meet Celestia’s eyes, cutting her off. Celestia chuckled, and shook her head. “I did not invite you here to hear your apologies, Sunset Shimmer. I invited you here because I wanted to see you. I do not need to hear your words. Your heart speaks clearly enough.”



Sunset opened her mouth to object, but found her lip trembling, and she realized she was on the verge of tears. “I…”



“Ssh.” Celestia pulled out one of the seats at the table with magic, and beckoned towards it. “Come, have some tea with me.”



“R-right.” Sunset swallowed, then sat down at the table.



Celestia began pouring into their teacups, and the heavy scent of cinnamon filled the air. The familiar odor sparked a thousand wisps of nostalgia, of far too many evenings spent sipping tea as they discussed magic theory or politics together.



“My, how you’ve grown, Sunset. In some ways, I hardly recognize you,” Celestia murmured, taking a sip of her tea.”



Sunset closed her eyes for a moment, rooting through her psyche to get over her nervousness and regain her charisma. “Funny, you don’t look like you’ve changed at all,” Sunset said with a weak grin.



Celestia giggled. “Appearances can be deceiving, Sunset. The mare you once knew was crushed under a thousand years of loneliness, and driven by a desperation to do everything I could to stop what was coming. In that, I’m afraid I may have failed you. But now my sister has returned to me, the kingdom is safe, our greatest enemy is now a close friend, and I have Twilight Sparkle to solve problems I never could. It’s easy to forget how much a burden weighs until it has been lifted from you.”



Sunset’s eyes widened. She took a closer look at the ancient alicorn and found that, beneath Celestia’s radiance, she looked younger, more vibrant, more alive than Sunset could ever remember seeing her. “Princess… I’m sorry, I never even considered that you—”



“And there you go with those apologies again,” Celestia said with a sigh, clicking her tongue. “And please, just refer to me as Celestia. I do not wish to treat with you as a ruler, nor as a teacher, but rather as a friend.”



Sunset bit her lip, frowning as she sipped at her tea. “You say that, but… P—, I mean, Celestia, there’s still so much I need to learn from you, about the magic of friendship. You tried to teach me so much more, but I wasn’t willing to listen back then, because I was an arrogant fool.”



“No,” Celestia said flatly, and sipped at her own cup. “You are learning well enough on your own, with your friends in the human world, and with Princess Twilight to turn to should you need assistance. She’s kept me well informed of your progress. Indeed, as I understand it, you have another Twilight that you’ve been teaching yourself. How fascinating. I’d love to meet her.”



“But—”



“And,” Celestia continued, setting her teacup down on the table and lifting the tea pot once more, “I am tired of being a teacher. With Luna, Twilight, and Cadance, I no longer have to be in charge of everything at once. I can sit back and relax. I am tired of imparting my wisdom to the younger generation. Figure it out yourself for a change.”



Sunset stared at Celestia for a few moments, blinking several times before she burst out laughing. “You know, I was expecting this reunion to involve a lot more tearful apologies and hugging.”



Celestia grinned. “See, there’s the wit I remember. I’ve had enough of those too. Well, almost.” With a soft sigh, Celestia stood up, made her way around the table, and pulled Sunset into a tight hug. “I’ve missed you so much, Sunset Shimmer. Welcome home.”



Sunset felt her eyes brimming with tears, but she flicked them away with magic and smiled, burying her face in Celestia’s mane. “I missed you too. I’m glad to be back.”



Celestia pulled out of the hug, and ruffled Sunset’s mane with a hoof. Behind her, through no intervention of Celestia’s, the moon rose into the sky. “There. Now then, tea parties are wonderful and all, but a lot has changed since you left. How would you like to meet my sister?”



Sunset grinned. “I’d love to.”








Sunset let out a groan as she slumped into the plush bed of her former chambers. The room had been cleaned and redecorated in the years since she once resided here, of course, but it still felt nostalgic to be sleeping here again.



More than just nostalgic, it felt… right.



With a giggle, Sunset rolled onto her side, staring out at the night sky. Princess Luna had been an absolute delight. Rather than imperious and majestic, she was a laugh riot, if a bit old fashioned. Sunset suspected she would get along well with Pinkie Pie, given the chance. To her considerable surprise, Sunset and the three princesses—Twilight had joined in later—had embarked on a rather spectacular contest of ‘who could pull the biggest prank on the royal guards.’



The guards, for their part, seemed used to it.



It was amazing. The Celestia that Sunset had once known would have never let her mask down like this, to do something so uncouth and base. And the Sunset that she once was would have never let herself be distracted by such frivolity, since she was far too busy obsessing over knowledge and power.



But enough regrets. That was all in the past now, and now that she had reconciled with her former teacher, she could drive the final nail into the coffin that contained her dark past. Sunset Shimmer was a reborn mare, free to look forward to the future, to build new friendships and rekindle old ones.



Sunset raise a hoof into the air, staring past it. In some part of her mind's eye, she could see fingers instead. It really was amazing. She’d spent so long in the human world, it almost seemed an innate part of her. But being here, being home again, and her reunion made her think she might finally be able to pick her life back up where she had left it off.



No, not where she left of. Something entirely new. With Celestia’s new outlook on life, it was like getting to know a whole new pony. Someone fun, and playful, and charming, and sometimes even bashful. While the majestic alicorn ruler was still there, it was now so much softer, tempered with a healthy zest for life.



With a sigh, Sunset rolled over and buried her face into her pillow. Both of them had changed so much over the past couple years. Ponies truly were capable of amazing things. Between the two of them, they...



There was a strange twinge in Sunset’s heart, and suddenly a chill ran down Sunset’s spine and she sat bolt upright.



What she was feeling towards the princess, it couldn’t be…



“No,” Sunset muttered to herself. “That’s ridiculous. It was just a childhood crush. I got over it. I’m an adult now.”



So you are, her own voice whispered in her mind. And, though it’s an odd way of putting it, so is she. It might actually be possible this time.



“No no no no no,” Sunset growled, shaking her head furiously. “It’s not even worth considering.”



But it was no use. Try as she might, thoughts began to flood her mind, memories dredged up of the old dreams and wishes of a misguided love to her teacher. But they were quickly overwritten with new ones. No misguided desires of power or rulership or control. Just of simple walks in the park next to the ancient alicorn, listening to Celestia tell stories of her past. Snuggling up together under a blanket, reading some books that Sunset brought from the human world. Holding hands together as Sunset showed the older woman around Canterlot High, and took her to the amusement park, where she could experience her first roller coaster.



Sunset let out a wail, slamming her head into the wall repeatedly. No. She couldn’t do this again. She wasn’t going to let her idiocy ruin everything.



Not again.








If there was one thing Sunset was good at, it was running away from her problems.



“Good afternoon, Sunset,” Rarity said as she slid into the seat across from Sunset, setting down her lunch tray.



“Hey,” Sunset mumbled, yawning and looking up. “How’s it going?”



“Quite excellent, darling. I’ve just had a wonderful new idea for a fashion line, though I haven’t even gotten started on the sketches yet.. How about you?”



Sunset shrugged. “Okay, I guess.” She grabbed an apple off of her own tray and bit into it.



Rarity pursed her lips. “Sunset… look, I’ve prodded you gently about this a few times now, but since you’re not saying anything, I’m going to have to push further. You’ve seemed really out of it ever since you came back from Equestria a month ago. You finally got to see your old teacher again, right? If something’s bothering you, I’d love to hear it. You should know this already, Sunset, but your friends are always going to be there to help you when you need it.”



Sunset grimaced, and looked away. “It’s nothing, really. I’m just having a hard time in some of my classes, that’s all.”



“Is that so?” Rarity crossed her arms over her chest and raised an eyebrow. “You’re a genius Sunset, and a horse besides. Do you even care about classes in High School?



Sunset let out a long sigh. Rarity was right of course. But this was one of the tightest secrets she kept. She’d never even told Twilight. “Okay, fine, something there happened that bothered me, but… I don’t think getting into it will help. There’s nothing I can do.”



Rarity frowned, tapping her finger against her chin, then her eyes lit up. “It’s love, isn’t it? Is it Flash?”



“What? No, of course not. The whole Flash thing is done and over with, there’s nothing more to say there.”



Rarity leaned closer, her chin resting daintily on her fingers, “But it is love then?”



Sunset smacked herself in the face with her palm. She had walked right into that one. “Maybe it is. Please, don’t make a big deal out of this, okay? It’s something that, for various reasons, will never work out. I just have to get over it on my own.”



“The heart isn’t so easily tamed, Sunset” Rarity chided, wagging a finger. “But a forbidden love, hmm? I wonder who could…” Rarity’s eyes suddenly got wide, and her cheeks colored. “Oh my, I can see why you’d be torn over something like that.”



Sunset groaned, and slammed her head into the table repeatedly. Was it really that obvious? Well, there was one pony she had been going back to Equestria to meet. It wasn’t that hard to put two and two together. “I had a crush on Princess Celestia when I was a filly,” Sunset mumbled, not looking up. “It was just a dumb, one sided infatuation that led to our relationship deteriorating and my eventual defection to the dark side.”



Rarity reached out a hand and cupped it over Sunset’s. “So you saw her again, and realized that some part of you still loved her.”



Sunset nodded slightly, her face still mashed against the table. “I ran back here as soon as I could, and have been avoiding contact with her. I can’t bear to impose myself on her like that again.”



“Oh, Sunset,” Rarity said with a sigh, squeezing her hand. “Do you really think the situation is the same, that things would end the same way? I’m not saying that she would return your feelings, but if you talk to her, well. You’ve changed so much, Sunset. I know you can handle it.”



Sunset grit her teeth, untangled her hand from Rarity’s, and pushed herself up off the table. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, Rarity, but… I’m scared, okay? Even though I know it’s impossible, a part of me still hopes that something really could happen between us, and a part of me wants to leave the answer open so that I can still hold onto those dreams.”



Rarity drummed her fingers across the table. “Come now, is Sunset Shimmer really the type of person who would avoid facing something just because she was scared?”



“Actually yeah, it’s kind of my modus operandi,” Sunset said, rubbing at the back of her head. “I know I’ve been able to step up to the plate when you guys needed me, but there have been far too many occasions in my life where I just ran away, or foisted responsibility, or blamed someone else.”



“Maybe.” Rarity shrugged and picked up her fork. “Well, it’s up to you, Sunset. I can’t force you to do anything, but if you need any help at all, you know where you can turn.”



Sunset took a deep breath, and shook her head. “Thanks, Rarity. It means a lot, really.”



“Mmmhmm. So, about that fashion line I mentioned…”








Sneaking into Canterlot Castle was surprisingly easy.



For reasons unknown even to herself, Sunset didn’t want anypony to know about her visit. And so, she had snuck through Twilight’s palace under the dead of night and made her way to the capitol shrouded in disguise. Lucky for her, she had been given the spellcode to the teleport wards in the castle during her last visit, and it didn’t seem like they’d bothered to update it.



After a few short hops through rooms in the castle she knew were likely to be empty, save for one terrified maid, Sunset teleported into the tea room where she had met Celestia a month before.



Celestia sat there once more, staring off the balcony into the setting sun. “Good, Sunset, you’re finally here. We need to talk.”



Sunset grimaced, wiping the sweat off my brow. “You knew I was coming?”



Celestia turned around, and Sunset winced. The immortal alicorn loomed over her, her face every bit the mask of the aloof ruler, eyes alight with distant omnipotence. “I knew you were coming the moment you stepped through the portal. There is no way for you to hide from me.”



“That’s…” Sunset grit her teeth, then closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. She wasn’t afraid. And she wasn’t going to let Celestia talk down to her. “You’re right, we do need to talk. Please, let me say my peace, alright?”



Celestia’s face remained impassive, but she nodded ever so slightly.



Sunset scraped her hoof across the floor several times, then swallowed all of her courage. “When I was just a filly, I had a crush on you. You know this, of course. I admired you, envied you, wanted to be you. I had a delusion—a dream that the way to gain a similar majesty was to be your lover. There’s a sort of childish logic to it, but my feelings were misguided and empty. You were right to reject me, and I’m sorry to have burdened you with that sort of imposition.”



Celestia gave the slightest of nods once more. “I’m glad you can reflect on this and acknowledge your mistakes.”



Her heart was pounding in her chest, the adrenaline in her veins telling her to just pack up and run away, but Sunset forced herself to keep speaking. “I’m afraid it seems some mistakes aren’t so easily forgotten. Celestia… you’re a beautiful pony. My feelings as a child were misaimed, and I don’t claim to have gained any great wisdom that makes them okay now, but seeing you again made me realize that they had never left me.”



Celestia raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.



“Seeing you last month… felt like I was seeing you, who you really were, for the first time. And, I dunno. I liked what I saw. Maybe I’m just a sucker for older mares or something,” Sunset muttered, coughing as her cheeks burned. “I know it’s wrong of me for to impose on you like this yet again, but please, I just wanted to get this off my chest.”



Taking a deep breath, Sunset looked up into Celestia’s eyes. “I think I’ve fallen in love with you again, Princess Celestia. I’m going crazy over a silly dream of a relationship with somepony as wonderful as you, suffering under a torturous madness because I know it can never be true. Please, just reject me so that I may properly bury my feelings once more, and hopefully we can continue on in the future with some semblance of friendship.”



The sun slipped below the horizon, and darkness shadowed Celestia’s face. “I’m over a thousand years your senior, Sunset.”



Sunset lowered her head. “I know that. I don’t care.”



“I have seen kingdoms rise and fall. I have known so many wonderful ponies in my lifetime, and I have watched them all wither and die. I have, on some occasions, allowed myself to find love. Brief as they have been, I devoted myself to each relationship as fully as I could in the moment, and I treasure the memories I shared with those ponies now and forever.”



“I’m glad to hear you were able to find bits of happiness,” Sunset said, smiling weakly. “I’m afraid I can’t understand what your eternity has been like for you.”



Celestia let out a long sigh, and stepped forward into the light. The mystical shimmer of her mane was gone, replaced with a dull pink, and the alicorn’s face was worn and ragged, dark bags under her eyes along with quite a few sets of wrinkles. “Sunset Shimmer,” Celestia breathed, her voice sounding tired. “Do you truly wish to date a haggard old mare like me?”



Sunset’s heart skipped a beat and her eyes widened. Was this really happening? “I…” Sunset swallowed, licked her lips, and tried again. “I’d love to. That is, if you would have me.”



Celestia’s smile widened, and her luster bled back into her form. She leaned down, nuzzling Sunset before throwing her hooves around her into a tight hug. “Oh Sunset, you’re a very silly pony, do you know that? I suppose we could give it a chance, but I’ll warn you, love isn’t easy. A relationship takes a lot of work and dedication to do right.”



Sunset could barely believe what she was hearing, and she trembled in Celestia’s arms. “I know. My only dating experience was back when I was a rather terrible person. But I’m willing to learn, whatever it takes.”



“Ah-ah,” Celestia chided, pulling back. She booped Sunset on the noise with a hoof and giggled. “I already told you, didn’t I? I’m tired of being a teacher. You’ll have to figure this one out for yourself.”



“Alright, fine,” Sunset said with a grin. She leaned forward, and pressed her lips against Celestia’s.



Celestia’s horn lit up with a golden light, and the sun peaked back into the sky, framing them with the setting sun once more.



Somehow, Sunset didn’t think Luna would mind too much.
      

      
   
      The Wild Blue Younder


      

      
      
             When you’re a kid, you dream big. The sky’s the limit? Hah. There are no limits to imagination! Anything you can conceive of you can dream of, because you haven’t learned when to give up. And me? Oh, did I ever dream big. I had my hero, after all. Wanted to be like her more than anything. She barely gave me the time of day at first, but as the months rolled into years, we became as close as sisters.



    And I swore I would be like her. That I would tame the sky and show I was just as good as Rainbow Dash. Well, okay, not as good, because even then I don’t think anyone would ever be as awesome as her, ever again. But, you know, up there! ‘Scootaloo’, I would say, ‘We’re gonna conquer the sky today’.



    This went on until that fateful day. A cold chair under my rump. Some sad-faced pony standing there, sending my world crashing down around me. Scootaloo, I am sorry to be the one to tell you this, but your wings simply have not developed as they should have. At this point, I fear there’s no doubt left. You are never going to fly. 



    Dash found me huddled up under a tree in the rain. It hadn’t been raining a minute earlier, but she’d heard the news and, well, thought a mood cloud was appropriate. And yea. It was. I huddled up under her wing and cried it out as we got soaked together. Ten feet away, the sun was shining, but for us, it was a gloomy, rainy day. The sorta rain that’s perfect for moping and letting all the pain out.



    I had a good cry, and Dash told me to keep my chin up, and all that mushy stuff about how I was awesome even if I couldn’t fly. That I was still her best little buddy, all that.



    And I smiled, and said thank you, but inside? Inside was another story. Inside, I knew there was no way I was ever living my life as a groundpounder. I’ve got nothing against Bloom and Belle and others of their tribes, but they aren’t pegasi. Any pegasus would understand.



    Well, any pegasus but Fluttershy, but she was clearly meant to be born an earth pony. Sometimes, the universe just doesn’t want to cooperate, I guess.



    I never thought my salvation would lie in Twilight Time. That old scooter she had me take apart and put together a million times was my first project. Then I’d fiddle with something more complicated the next time. A watch. A toaster oven. The Apple family’s broken wagon. Turned out I liked tinkering. Turned out I was kinda good at it. I mean, yea, it wasn’t my cutie mark or nothing, but Sweetie pointed out Rarity’s wasn’t a dress.



    We are more than our Cutie Marks. Far too many ponies forget that. I almost did. And yea, I love the Crusade. But I had to fly.



    Heck, if you’re reading this, you know where this is going. No way you’ve stuck your nose in here without knowing about today. So yea, the projects grew ever bigger. I got Cherry Berry to teach me all about her helicopter. Pinkie Pie as well, though she...well, never, ever, ever try to get Pinkie Pie to explain things. That girl could give Discord a headache.



    Books, too. Chewed through any book about math, engineering, wind, all the physics behind it. Pedal-power was cool and all, but that relied on Earth Pony magic to keep the blades spinning fast enough. And it looked cool, but it wasn’t fast.



    I was gonna go FAST. I was gonna make Dash proud of me. I was gonna show that stupid doctor that he was wrong.



    So I started with a hang glider. Made more sense, after all. It was like a big giant wing. Problem was, it couldn’t lift, but hey, no biggy. It just needed something to push.



    And, uh, in retrospect? Fireworks weren’t the best idea. Kinda glad I had the sense to do that over the reservoir. Still took months before my mane grew enough to not look like I’d gotten a little too close to a hungry goat. Better than being all black and sooty, though.



    But I was onto something, there. Propellers were cool, but not fast. Gah, here I go, rambling. Right, so, let’s be quick. The Crystal Express runs on, well, a mana-engine. Charged magical crystals feed it power, power turns the pistons, engine moves forward, yea?



    Obviously, in the air, you don’t have wheels to keep you going. But you do have pressure. And hey, if you’re reading this, well, look : I invented the jet engine. ‘Cause, you know, sucks in air, jets it out behind me, and I go fast.



    Really, really fast. Assuming that everything goes okay today. So, yea. I’d say wish me luck, but I don’t think I’m gonna need it.








    Scootaloo stamped her hoofprint onto the journal, then closed it. Behind her sat her aircraft. Gleaming and ready for the maiden voyage. She wouldn’t be pushing it hard today. Get some air, circle round, come in for a landing, and then give everything a thorough checkup.



    Better safe than sorry. She didn’t have any intention of ending up like Yippee Ki-Yay. He was a legend in his time, sure. Daredevil the likes none had seen since.



    And also a faint smear somewhere in the San Palomino desert, because he decided to try riding a rocket. Bailing out wasn’t so good a plan when the thing exploded upon ignition.



    Scoots had done test burns, though, from a safe distance. Even let it taxi, and done plenty of full-power tests on the engines before she’d mounted them.



    In an hour, she’d either be that much closer to her dream. Or, well, at least she’d go out trying.








    So, yea! It worked. Obviously. If it hadn’t worked, I wouldn’t be writing here again, would I?



    I didn’t do anything particularly fancy. I wanted to open her up, but it’s not yet time for that. Make too much noise and I won’t be able to keep it a secret any longer. Gotta be careful. Can’t let Dash find out before I’m ready.



    I want to surprise her. I want her to understand that Scootaloo defies the odds. Dash proved she could do the impossible when she did her first Rainboom. I’m gonna do the same. Go so fast that even Dash will get left in the dust.



    Anyways. I got a lot of checks to do now. Have to make sure nothing is too stressed. If anything’s showing signs of weakness now, there’s no way it’s gonna be able to handle full throttle.



Fortunately? I have help.






    Ah want it on record right now. Scoots is a gosh-darned crazy pony. Ah mean - shucks. Why am I writing in an accent? Guess it just sounds better that way in my head. Feels a bit more like my own voice.



    But I need to stay on topic. Scoots is nuts. Sweetie and I have tried, again and again, to show her that there’s nothing wrong with the ground. We kinda gave up on it years ago, though, when it became clear she wouldn’t abandon this fool project of hers.



    Today, though, I guess I have to hand it to her. She’s built something mighty impressive. Okay, yea, Twilight helped, but that’s because doing this without magic would take years and years of assembly. A good unicorn on the other hoof can just, uh, magic the pieces into the right shape in a way a factory’d need specialized equipment for.



    I’m jealous, really. She can do in five minutes what I need hours to do. But, know what? Barn raising wouldn’t be the same without family. Magic may be a shortcut, but the experience of working matters too.



    Still, I’m rambling. Scoots is nuts. But that contraption she’s built? Wouldn’t catch me in it for all the apples in Equestria, but I won’t deny it’s impressive. And, well, her work’s sound. Least, I can’t find any holes in the blueprints. ‘Course, that doesn’t surprise me since we came up with them together.



    Filly wouldn’t take no for an answer, and I wasn’t gonna let her blow herself up. So I did the next best thing I could.



    Sweetie wanted to help too, of course, but that girl has no head for math. Or delicacy. Even she admitted that after her, ah, ‘help’, well…

    Let’s just say that Ponyville’s new town hall will hopefully last longer than the last one. Also, don’t mix volatile chemicals in Rarity’s kitchen.



    Anyway. Scoots did a good job. We did a good job. I’ve been over everything three times, and it all looks good. I want her to do more testing, but she’s not listening.



    I guess I understand. The longer we keep this up, the more likely it is Rainbow Dash finds out. Scoots wants more than anything to spring it on her as a big surprise.



    At least if anything does go wrong, we’ve taken precautions.








    Today was Rainbow Dash’s favorite sort of day. Being a Wonderbolt was as awesome as she’d hoped, but it was exhausting. Training, travelling, performing, a breakneck schedule that lift little room for personal time.



    It made days like this all the more precious. Schedule clear as the dawn had been. One cloud snatched just to herself. Sunshine on her back. Fluffy softness on her belly. Just right for a long, lazy snooze.



    The colossal roar destroyed everything. One moment, she was in the midst of signing autographs for legions of adoring fans, the next she was spinning and flailing as her cloud disintegrated around her.



    In the moments it took to get her bearings and level out, the intruder had rocketed far ahead. The sunlight glinted off metallic hide, but Dash couldn’t get a clear picture of just what it was.



    She wasn’t the fastest pegasus alive for nothing. She owned the sky. Anyone else was an intruder. An interloper needing to be taught a lesson.



    Still, this was no ordinary race. Whatever this was, it was fast. Like, Wonderbolt fast, and widening its lead.



    Only one thing for it, then. Ordinary flying wasn’t going to cut it against this monster, whatever it was. And she wasn’t going to let it menace Ponyville unchallenged.



    Goggles down, and speed up. The air bent before her, conical, colors shimmering at the edges of her vision. Barrier tightening before her, trying to snap her back. Leave her wheeling and spinning in the air.



    For a lesser pegasus, it would be too much. For Rainbow Dash, it was Tuesday. The spectrum shattered around her, and the air gave up its fight, sluicing away as prismatic waves exploded in her wake.



    The distance closed rapidly. Dash grinned as she swooped to the side, only to gape as she realized that this was no monster. Rather, a machine, and inside…



    “Scootaloo? Squirt?! What the hay are you doing in there?!”



    Scootaloo looked up and out, and though the engines and canopy of her craft meant no sound carried forth, she could only be whooping for joy, and Dash found herself swelling with pride.



    “Well, I’ll be, squirt. You did it! Congrats!”



    Scootaloo nodded to her, and then looked away, and leaned forwards. Her aircraft rocketed forward, accelerating even further, forcing Dash to pump ever harder to keep up. Even amidst the Rainboom, maintaining equilibrium began to become strained.



    Then, to her horror, she saw a small puff of smoke escape the rear of Scoot’s ship.



    ‘Hey! Squirt! Slow down! Hey!” Frantic hollering fell on deaf ears, and no matter how hard Dash flapped, Scoots was pulling further and further ahead.



    Smoke turned to sparks, and then burst into flame. A deafening roar escaped the ship as it burst the sound barrier, even as the engine’s flames grew hotter.



    Dash couldn’t keep up, no matter how she tried. It couldn’t end like this. It wouldn’t end like this. It -



    There was a faint pop, and suddenly an orange blur was rocketing up and away, even as her craft went into a catastrophic spin, listing to the side, tracing an inevitable course to the ground. Second after second, and then bright light, deafening boom as it exploded, cracking trees hundreds of yards away.



    But far above, billowing cloth exploded outwards as Scootaloo deployed her parachute, and began to leisurely float downwards.



    Rainbow wasted no time winging to her, twisting and flapping wings to keep pace. Her face contorted into an a grimace.



    “Uh, hey, Rainbow!” Scootaloo started, before Dash could begin her tirade. “Look, I can -”



    “That. was. AWESOME!” Rainbow Dash gushed, sweeping forwards to wrap Scootaloo in a hug. “Omigosh, omigosh, you did it, kid! You did it!”



    Scootaloo smiled, lips quirking as she showed teeth, muscles giving spasmodic twitches. “Heh. Yea. Yea, I did. But it wasn’t all a success. I gotta start construction over, Dash. All I have now is an ex-plane.”
      

      
   
      Inferiority


      

      
      
         Before I begin, I wish to express my gratitude (such as it is) to the council—who has twice before convened to hear my case—for permitting me this parchment and quill to present for the record, and in greater purity than in session, the particulars of the matters which concern me.



This statement, which I do enscribe of mine own free will, I write not to garner sympathy, nor to sway minds to doctrine or submission, but to explain the events that have lead to my captivity and the nature of my present situation. The squalor of the setting of these lodgings notwithstanding (for indeed, in an atmosphere of war such as this, better is not to be expected by the likes of myself, regardless of prior standing), I request a third time that an adjustment be made. My cellmate is dozing, snoring in a most distracting manner, and it is only to the best of mine ability that I concentrate to transcribe my thoughts.



In addition, it has become my purpose in this statement to lay to rest the rumors I have overheard from the guards surrounding the fall of the High Gates. To answer the insult upon mine honor I must settle for no less, and doing so shall shine unwavering light on the nature of my primary request. The two aspects, you shall see, are inseparable and necessarily codependent.



In this statement, which I address to the council, the Hetairoi at large, the guards and rank and file, and otherwise the whole of the pegasi (for indeed, mine own kin shall not hear me in such disgrace), I assert that the fall of the High Gates was no fault of strategic positioning, lack of valor, intrinsic weakness, or any other failing on the part of the followers of Her Highness Platinum; rather, the fall of the Gates and subsequent surrender is owed only and sufficiently to the inferior capabilities of our opponents. I say again, the inferiority of the Pegasaan forces.



Upon the declaration of an armed conflict, victory for mine own side was assured. Our ability to muster forces significantly outstripped that of our foes; our supply lines were more robust and higher capacity; our stores of food, medicine, and other raw materials were greater by nearly a factor of two, and our ties to the sources thereof were stronger and more reliable. In Her wisdom, Platinum eagerly signed the declaration of war; a swift conclusion to the matter in our favor was all but certain.



In the early days, struggles were great and legendary. Both sides, eager to confront the other with the fullest of their might, amassed and joined the fray with apparent abandon. Champions dueled surrounded by a battalion or more to decide the fate of an entire field. Heroes were sung to the stars in the taverns, and friends of the defeated swore quick and righteous answers to the injury. Dreams were bright, and not even the dark spectre of death on the field could snuff them, from the waterfilly to the general alike. Even I, so above the rank and file of my company, was not immune to the spectacle and the illusion of glory. The Sickle Plains, Ford of Three Banks, and the Capture of Posey (or equivalent names used by the Pegasaan) speak to the scope and wonder surrounding the young war.



However, Her Highness Platinum is not a patient mare. Even as the victories for Unicornia mounted, they came at greater cost in time and resource than was her wish. The trend of the battle remained without question, but that information was inadequate to placate our shining star, Her Highness Platinum. 



It is no secret and I am free to detail as to be no traitor: heretofore, the extent of a Cavalier’s gear consisted only of plate armor and a spear (the kit being a matter in its own right and not directly applicable to the field). Accordingly, our training centered around the phalanx—maneuvering in formation to provide cover and offense as a unit, utilizing these two elements for attack and defense. The plate of the pony to the side to shield the joints and row after perfect row of spears to fend away diving Hetairoi. Supporting these were skilled magi, using their field to hurl missiles against those foes who remained aloft with their weaponized weather. Individually, taken on the average case, the capacity of a Unicornian Cavalier was far outstripped by a Pegasaan Hetairoi, but as a unit the reverse was true.



It came, then, that a young magus of the court, unschooled in the matter of combat such as I, proposed a solution to the matter at hoof. Our spears and phalanxes lacked reach and maneuverability. By doctrine and necessity we were limited to bulk deployments pitting formations against the enemy. The magus, one Clover the Clever, inferred that, were the they more capable outside of formation, the Cavalier could be deployed individually or as more flexible units than the rigid formations of the Phalanx. Her solution was to re-engineer the weapon from a long, single-ended spear to a shorter, stockier, double-ended weapon not unlike a staff to be wielded telekinetically.



Despite even mine own initial reluctance, a demonstration of the principle—Miss Clover manufactured a prototype weapon and quickly bested a captured Pegasaan champion in single combat—ensured a swift adoption. To be effective and prevent the lighter, airborne Hetairoi from repurposing the weapons for themselves upon the field, the spear-staves were to be made of solid metal. Manufacturing lines were devised and slowly put into motion; supplies of metal were redirected from plate armor, mess pots, and other utensils to their manufacture. Scores of troops were pulled from the front lines to private training camps where they underwent the arduous process of re-learning the order of battle—as an individual instead of a unit in formation.



During this time, the momentum of the campaign in our favor abated to nearly a standstill. As parts and tools became more scarce with the redirection of resources, as companies diminished as their numbers were pulled away for training, the Hetairoi became adequate to dam the tide of our progress. An example of a field where I lead during this time, the Sorghum Siege stands as testament, where an advancing line was held by Pegasaan forces for well a full and heavy three months.



In due course, however, the new weapons and re-trained Cavalier companies began to take to the field. In those few arenas where the battle was joined, the Hetairoi were soundly beaten back. Clover the Clever’s genius triumphed where the old phalanx merely held. Though our new champions were few in number, we began to remember the taste of victory.



So did it happen, then, that Her Highness Platinum again perceived that the campaign was progressing too slowly. Yet again she demanded from her generals a means to expedite the conclusion of the war. For a solution, we had none—I myself pledged a victory, citing the remarkable product of Clover’s tools. But Her Highness Platinum remained impatient, and Clover once again answered the call.



Where our spears had been cumbersome, the spear-staves were more maneuverable and satisfactory in the matter of individual combat. With them, a trained common soldier became an elite, able to stand against the most skilled of Hetairoi. Clover took her imagination one step further: compressing the spear into a collection of metal shot ranging in size from shoe to marble. Wielded in the field, they became utensils of perfect offense with commanding range, power, precision, and speed. Gone was the need for separate divisions of phalanx and archer. The weapons became portable in a saddlebag, a single Cavalier’s outfit being comparable in mass to that of the previously-superior spear-staff. A demonstration was never called for, the nature already understood and trusted implicitly.



Again our foundries were re-tooled for the production of shot. Again soldiers were recalled from the front lines to learn the new mode of combat. So eager were we to employ our new technique, and so crafty and perspicacious were the Hetairoi in their opportunistic strikes, that as we took to training did we see our battle lines recede. The tactics utilized by the Pegasaan generals remained largely unchanged, with their reliance on speed and number to overwhelm a weak point in the line demonstrating its effectiveness time and again. Morale on our side, however, remained high—the prior use of spear-staves had met with tremendous success and this shot-technique promised to be even more effective. The phalanxes remaining in the field hunkered down themselves and fought bitterly for each league surrendered, buying time for their brothers and sisters in arms.



By this time our war stores were becoming low. Metal in particular was becoming scarce among the quartermasters. The shot was difficult to recover, and the slag from the reforging of previous tools amounted to waste. Doubt began to enter the minds of the more experienced generals. Clover herself took to the field at Rout of Half-Arch, demonstrating the power soon to be wielded by every Unicornian Cavalier.



Perhaps it would have been better had she not, for two things happened then. First, turned away, the Hetairoi companies retreated and regrouped, striking at another point in the lines and overwhelming the garrison there. Her Highness Platinum was appalled at the defeat, so near on the heels of a sound victory, and demanded a means to end the war once and for all.



Second, Clover discovered nearly by accident a means to secure a perfect technique: using magic alone for attack as well as an impenetrable defense. No more was the need of reliance on cumbersome physical material—a trained unicorn could use thought alone to strike at an enemy. If distracted or fallen under overwhelming force, it was now possible to become invulnerable.



The former technique quickly became understood to be beyond the ability of most unicorn Cavalier. The need of raw power and concentration was simply too demanding. Still, it was of minor concern. The shot technique remained highly effective, and the number of the Cavalier were knowledgeable in its grew every day. The defense, however, proved distinctly trivial. I cannot explain its magical components (for that none of mine audience can understand, nor do even I fully comprehend its exact nature) beyond that it involved capturing time and turning the pony casting it into an untouchable statue.



Mine own company, so overcome by count of fallen and captured, did I eagerly commit to this new training. Clover’s defense seemed the perfect answer to wade through the battle lines and conclude the matter decisively. I observed the technique myself, hurling missile after missile at her ensconced form to no effect. My troops committed and trained, did our vanguard take defense of the High Gates.



For during this time, the Hetairoi had not been idle. As we turned ourselves inward to training did the Pegasaan forces sweep across the countryside. Everywhere our forces fell back in retreat. What had once seemed certain victory was now a bitter pill. The last fortification before the Star City, the High Gates were my bastion and charge to hold.



When the battle cry was raised we did cast the defense upon ourselves. None would be able to touch us.



What we had failed to realize, for all our training and observation, was that time within the ensconcement was indeterminate and relative. What seemed one second to one defended Cavalier may be five minutes to another. The instant we defended ourselves, the order of battle was lost. As we emerged, one by one from our ensconcement, did the Hetairoi swoop down en masse and force a surrender. So thorough was our defeat that, despite days of defense, none of my company was felled; we were captured, prisoners, to a pony.



It is clear, then, as I stated in the first place, that our defeat is owed to the inferiority of Pegasaan capabilities. In their use of known, effective techniques they overwhelmed our lofty ambitions. Had that we Unicornians trusted ourselves at the onset of the campaign, the standing situation would be vastly different indeed.



To the council, then, in conclusion and finality, I plead again that alternate impoundment be found for myself or my co-captive. If I am forced to endure much longer in the company of one Clover the Too-Clever-For-Her-Own-Good, I cannot be held responsible for mine actions.
      

      
   
      The Trottingham Wall


      

      
      
         “I don’t understand why we have to go all the way to Trottingham just for a book,” pouted Rainbow Dash. She was hovering by her window staring out at the blur of color. The ride had gone on for several hours already and she was very bored. “They could’ve just mailed it, you know.”



“Rainbow! We’re not here just for a book you know,” said Rarity as she adjusted her headscarf. “Celestia has sent us to look after the rumors of an uprising. That’s clearly more important!”



“Besides,” said Twilight crossly, “You can’t just send a fragile book like that in the mail! Not even by courier post! It’s an original in Starswirl’s hoof writing!” 



“Them words of uprising make me as nervous as a kettle full o’ boiling water,” said Applejack. “Something ain’t right.”



“Yes. Princess Celestia was worried,” said Twilight. “She said the mayor, Silver Tongue, had written to her about a group of anarchists determined to upset their way of life. Said they were getting violent.” 



“I hope nopony’s been hurt,” said Fluttershy. “I can’t imagine a reason somepony would want to hurt somepony else over political reasons.”



“Huh, anarchists!” Rainbow flew up to the ceiling and feigned some kicks and punches. “Won’t be so scary after I’m through with them!”



“Rainbow, dear, you can’t go after them on your own. Besides, we don’t even know the full story yet,” said Rarity. “This is a serious matter which will take a great deal of diplomacy!”



“Trottingham in 10 minutes!” called the conductor as he walked through the car. “Mares,” he said, stopping at their seats. “You’ve got guts coming here, but do be careful. You have somepony to meet you?”



“The mayor is sending an escort to meet us at the station. We should be fine, but thanks for your concern,” said Twilight with a smile. “Well girls, I guess we should wake Pinkie up.”



She looked over at Pinkie, who was sitting next to her, her tongue lolling out of her mouth and her curly hair even more wild than it usually was. “Pinkie?” Twilight poked her a few times. Pinkie stirred slightly before her eyes popped open and she sprang out of her seat.



“Are we there? Arewearewarewe?” Pinkie hopped up and down.



“Almost, Pinkie,” said Rarity. “Less than five minutes now, I’d imagine.” She started collecting her things scattered about her set and putting them in her hoofbag. 



“Trottingham! All passengers for Trottingham please come to the head of the train!” called the conductor. “Only one door will open. Please line up at the door where you see a conductor!” 



“That’s strange,” said Applejack. “They usually open all the doors.” The six of them made their way to the head of the train, passing through three different cars. When they got to the head of the train, they realized they were the only ones getting off. 



“Wow, this isn’t a busy stop, is it?” said Twilight. The train slowed to a stop and the conductor put his face against the door’s window looking at the station before he nodded and opened the door. 



The six of them detrained, carrying all of their things with them. They passed by a long line of grim-looking ponies boarding the train, laden down by several bags each and wearing threadbare clothing. They were all silent or speaking in low voices and boarded in an efficient and eerie silence. 



“So much for an unpopular train stop,” whispered Rarity and they entered the station. “Only unpopular for ponies getting off.” 



“I have a real bad feelin’ about this, everypony,” said Applejack in hushed tones. She glanced back at Pinkie who was looking around with wide eyes. Even she was cowed by the mood of things.



“Princess Twilight and her companions?” said a pony clad in armor the moment they entered the station. “I am Captain Battle Hammer. Myself and my company have been charged with your safe arrival to the Government Square.”



“Thank you, Captain,” said Twilight. She looked around at the silent and sullen interior. Several lights were out and the news stand was deserted, a few out-of-date papers lining the display cases. “Things don’t look like they are going well, Captain,” she said. “Can you tell me what’s been going on?”



“Yes, Princess. Of late, there has been much fear and unrest. There have been reports of violence in the Outer City. I assure you and your friends will be kept safe if you remain in the Inner City.” He saluted. “Princess, our mayor requests we escort you with all haste so he may have the honor of your wisdom in this matter.” 



“Alright, Captain. Girls?” They followed the captain to the exit where they were met with no less than 15 stallions which the captain introduced as his company.



“Things seem much worse than the Princess alluded to,” murmured Twilight to Fluttershy, who was walking next to her. “Maybe she didn’t know how bad it was or she would’ve come herself.”



“Twilight, did you see those ponies boarding the train?” Fluttershy said, sadly. “They looked half-starved!”



“And they were so silent,” whispered Applejack. “Things really ain’t right here.” 



The company formed tighter ranks around them as they walked through the city streets. The cobblestones had dirt and grime smeared into them while the surrounding houses had peeling paint and some houses looked abandoned altogether. Nopony was in the streets, but all six mares felt unseen eyes on them, watching their progress down the street. 



A group of soldiers cantered past them going the other direction. Their eyes surveyed the area harshly and each one carried a golden whip clamped to their armor. 



Suddenly, the area in front of them opened up to a big, well-tended grassy area. A group of guards trotted up to them and exchanged a few words with the captain leading the group. The Captain ended the conversation by nodding and one of the soldiers galloped off from his group across the area and towards what looked like a whole other city contained in a round circle of clear grassy area. A wall towered above them on the other side. 



“Uh, Twi, what was that about, do ya think?” asked Applejack.



“I dunno, but it worries me. It’s almost like they wouldn’t have let us through if the captain wasn’t with us,” she murmured back. She glanced back behind them as they left what she assumed must be the Outer City. “I’m with you, AJ. This isn’t right.”



They trotted across the area and approached the gate. The Captain galloped out in front of them and saluted to the guards on duty. “I escort Princess Twilight Sparkle to see Mayor Silver Tongue!” he boomed. The guards on the wall saluted back and waved them through.



The girls all halted when the entered the gates. The contrast was impossible for them to miss. The cobblestones were so bright white it hurt their eyes. All the buildings were painted in bright, garish colors. 



Then there was the noise. As they entered the gates, a great roar of cheering went up from all the ponies gathered on the sides of the street. They were all dressed in in cloths that, Rarity couldn’t help noticing, were of the utmost fashion. They waved bright banners and flags with the Equestrian crest on them and little colts and fillies through flower petals from the balconies above.



The guards around them visually relaxed and moved into a more relaxed formation. The Captain motioned Twilight forward. “The ponies of our city are here to welcome you, Princess.” He bowed low to her, the ponies nearby in the streets copying his motions, the bowing moving through the crowd like a ripple effect until all the ponies bowed low. Twilight turned slightly pink at the attention before she stepped forward and the crowd hushed. 



“My dear ponies, please get up. I am Twilight Sparkle, sent as an envoy by Princess Luna and Celestia.” She plastered her best court smile onto her face. “Your welcome is most appreciated, and I expect to see and speak to many of you during my stay here. However, we have traveled long and wish to meet with your mayor with due haste to discuss important matters.” She smiled, rotating her head and gaze so that everypony felt like he or she made eye contact with the princess before nodding to the Captain who gave the order to his company to move forward. The crowd began to cheer her again as she and her five friends continued through the streets.



“Wow, Twilight!” said Rainbow, with a wicked grin, shaking rose petals out of her prismatic mane. “That book How to Talk Like a Princess you made me fly over to Cloudsdale to get is really paying off, huh?”



Twilight rolled her eyes. “Yeah yeah, so I used some of the tips in --.” A sudden boom to her left cut off the rest of her sentence. Bits of concrete and stone lashed through the air, a small piece striking Twilight under her eye. Dust and dirt kicked up making the visibility near zero. Her ears rang, but she thought she heard something crackling near her. Fire? Screams erupted all around her and the colors of the ponies and their clothes flickered in and out of her vision as ponies ran from the explosion.



“Get down!” roared the Captain, emerging out of the haze as he shoved her to the ground and stood over her. “Secure the others!” he ordered. “Stay low!” he shouted into her ear, grabbing her and yanking her forward. “We’re getting to you safety!”



“What..about the others?” she managed to say, still dazed. 



“The others are fine! Move!” he yelled.



Twilight stumbled into a run, the Captain pulling her forward. The dust and grit got into her eyes, making them stream. She blinked, trying to clear them, but only made matters worse. She gnashed her teeth and concentrated on not tripping on anything. She saw a great gate rise before her and galloped harder. The Captain bellowed something over her head and the gate swung open enough to admit them. 



Twilight fell onto the ground, panting and rubbing at her eyes to clear them.She felt several other ponies flop down beside her in the grass and hoped they were her friends. When she finally could see clearly, she sighed with relief to see their familiar forms gasping beside her. 



“Well, Twi,” said Applejack. “We know for sure now. Something really ain’t right here.”



“That was not fun,” moaned Pinkie. “My earsies still have bells ringing in them! Ugh…”



“The guards wouldn’t even let me fly my way out,” grumbled Rainbow. “Something about ‘too obvious a target’. Maybe I could’ve seen who did it and got them!”



“Really, Rainbow. The guards did keep us safe!” admonished Rarity. “I really can’t believe that just happened!”



They lay silently gasping for a full minute before Twilight suddenly sat up with a gasp. “Where’s Fluttershy?” They jumped to their hooves and started calling her name.



“Captain!” yelled Pinkie. “Come quick!”



He trotted over from another pony with a quill and a scroll who looked to have been questioning him urgently. His eyes roved over them, and then widened slightly before bellowing, “Stallions! One of the Princess’ party remains unaccounted for! Report!” he galloped over to to his company, leaving the group alone.



“Uh, Princess Twilight?” it was the pony with the quill and parchment. “My name is Careful Bit. I have been instructed to take you to our Mayor. I understand one of your companions is missing. We should go to meet--Ah, there he is. May I present Mayor Silver Tongue?”



A pony briskly trotted over to them. His mane was dark green and cropped meticulously close to his skull. His coat was a dull shade of tan and his cutie mark a silver sword crossed with a quill. His eyes were hard and his expression grim.



“Princess Twilight, I wish we could meet under better circumstances. I have just been briefed on the situation and I beg you don’t judge us by this circumstance. All that can be done will be done to recover your friend. If you would, I wish to speak to you in a more private area. As you have seen, there is much we must discuss.” 










Fluttershy awoke with a start. For a moment, she thought she was blind, but then she felt the rough material against her skin and the ropes binding her hooves together. She was on something almost soft, but where her body touched it she felt the chill seep through. It must be a thin mat of sorts on a cold, stone floor. The room itself was chilled and there was no source of outside light in the room. The light in the room flickered casting shadows that rapidly changed and she assumed it was fire from a lantern. The air felt close and clammy, and she suddenly realized she must be underground. 



“--searching all the houses! We can’t keep her here. We didn’t even mean to get...No, we should let her go!” Fluttershy registered that this was a mare’s voice and that she was standing right outside the room.



“She might know too much. The texture of the floor, the walls, anything could give us away! No, we have to keep her here. With the Mayor’s lackeys out patrolling all the streets, we’d never move her undetected! And she just has to scream at the wrong time and we’re done. Done, you hear? He’d kill us! Even if they search the place, they’d never find the hidden door. It’s too well concealed!” replied a stallion.



“But she’s not part of this, Autumn! We can’t involve an innocent.”



“Shush! No names. She might be awake.”



“Children,” came a third old voice. “Come now. Let me speak with her.”



“Are you sure?” muttered the mare. 



“Yes, child. I have thought on it,” the older mare replied. “She deserves to know why this has all happened and how she became involved. We owe it to the mare.”



Shuffling trots echoed in the room. Fluttershy lay very still, her eyes squeezed shut, listening hard. Suddenly, she felt the blindfold lifted from her head and her bonds untied.



“Please, allow me to speak with you,” said the mare. She was certainly older, maybe the age of Granny Smith. Her face held many wrinkles, many from laughing, but an equal measure from worry. Her eyes were bright and sharp even though her body was creaky and she shuffled instead of walked. Her coat was a pale purple and her hair a light grey. She slowly lay down facing Fluttershy and folded her hooves in front of her. “Hello. I’m Summer Moon. Will you tell me your name?”



“I’m, er, Fluttershy,” Fluttershy murmured. Then she got to her feet, her wings flaring in anger. “I don’t know what you all were thinking,” she began, her voice small but stern. “Exploding a building like that. Did you even think of all the ponies you could hurt? The ones in the building?”



“We cleared that building long before the explosives were placed!” snarled the mare from the door. She had a tan coat with a chestnut mane. “There was nopony in it and the doors were barred after we left. Nopony was hurt!”



“What of the ponies in the streets, huh?” Fluttershy shot back. 



“Peace, fillies. Peace,” interjected Summer Moon.”Fluttershy, I ask you a favor. I beg of you to hear our story. After you have heard it, I will accept any judgement, any criticism, and any anger as right and true. But please do not judge our actions without our story. I repeat what Spring Sparrow said: we took all steps to minimize harm.” She faced Fluttershy, waiting.



Fluttershy folded her wings and lay back on the mat. “I will listen,” she said, skeptically.



Summer Moon nodded silently, then closed her eyes for a moment, collecting her thoughts. “When I was just a filly, I remember corn fields, apple orchards, grains of every type and imagination, berry thatches, pumpkin patches, and so on and so forth. This area was rich with the crops we all labored to grow and tend.”

    

“At that time, it was agreed that all land would be under the stewardship of our beloved mayor so that he might protect it all from the land developers who kept biting at the corners of the farmland. Trottingham is an isolated city and importing food would be a cost, a burden to all, so it was with greatest importance that we safeguarded our farmland so we could be a self-sufficient city. And as how goes with cities, us farmers lived on our lands, an easy wagon ride into the city, and those that don’t tend the lands, found their homes in the city. That area is what the Inner City is now. But back then, there was no division, no wall. Everypony’s colts and fillies were reared together, no matter if they were from the farmlands or the city. It was a system that worked, my dear.”



“Our beloved mayor died some years past, and that was when it all started to go wrong. Silver Tongue came to power and won the mayorship. At first, he guaranteed us he would keep our lands safe and allow none to be taken from us farmers. But then, little by little, the areas closest to the city were given away and the farmers were kicked off the land they had farmed for generations. Soon, just the strip of green you see was left. The farmers started to go hungry, not being able to practice their livelihood and then it became worse. Trottingham began to import it’s foodstuffs as the local produce decreased. Food prices went up and up and the farmers grew poorer and poorer. Crime started to increase out here, ponies were desperate. 



“But our new mayor? What did he do? He built a wall around the Inner City to keep it separate from all that. At first the wall was just symbolic and any could enter, but then it became harder and harder until we needed to prove we were on official business to even enter our own city! And we tried and tried to push our case during town meetings and open court with the mayor, but first we were ignored, and then barred from entering the Government Square at all. So we took to the streets in peaceful demonstrations, informing the Inner City folk about our strife, but we were violently cleared.” She closed her eyes as if the words she said physically pained her.



“So, though violence was never condoned by me or most of the others in the Outer City, you understand why some of the young ones decided matters needed to be taken into their own hooves,” she finished. “All other avenues had been tried and tried again, but all were ignored. And then we received word your friend, Princess Twilight, would be here and at last our chance had come. We knew we’d never get an audience with the Princess if we asked for one through the normal channel. That’d be the last thing Silver Tongue would want, her hearing about the unfairness. So we decided to get to her before he could, but you were taken instead. It truly was an accident,” Her sad eyes rested on Fluttershy. “We will release you, of course. I can only hope you will forgive us for what we’ve done.”



Fluttershy was speechless, then slowly her eyes filled with tears. “You poor, poor ponies,” she sobbed. “I can’t believe this was done to you!”



Summer Moon looked at her evenly. “I find it hard to believe it everyday of my life, filly.”








“Thank you for seeing me privately, Princess,” said Silver Tongue, using his magic to pour Twilight tea out of a silver tea pot. He levitated her a pure-white porcelain cup rimmed in gold leaf.



Twilight took the cup in her magic and breathed in the scent gratefully. A gentle, herbal chamomile was just what she needed. “Not at all, Mayor.” She set her teacup on the edge of his wide, oaken desk, her eyes wondering over the full, muted red curtains, the immaculate wide windows overlooking the Government Square, and the white marble fireplace with firewood stacked neatly awaiting colder weather. She brought her attention back to him as he began to speak. 



“I am getting hourly reports from my Captain about your missing friend,” he said, gently. “We are doing sweeps of the Outer City and patrolling heavily. I have every hope we’ll find her before too long, though the longer she’s missing the more I worry about her safety.” 



Twilight nodded. “I think it is time you filled me in on the situation here in Trottingham.” 



The mayor leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes for a moment, before sighing. “When I was voted into this position, Trottingham had major overcrowding problems here in the Inner City. An old clause in our law books prevented any expansion into the lands set aside for the farmers. However, these lands became a barrier to the safety and cleanliness of the Inner City. I worked with my council to rewrite this clause so that some of these lands could be developed and used to relieve the pressure of the growing population.” He rose from his chair and began to pace back and forth.



“The problem then became the farmers who no longer had lands to use for agriculture. We had foreseen this problem and encouraged the impacted ponies to be trained for other occupations or to accept funding for relocation to new farmlands. Many ponies were content with this, but a core group refused to see reason. They began protests that turned increasingly violent in the Outer City. At this point, for the safety of the ponies of the Inner City, I approved the building of the wall that surrounds the Inner City and began to monitor carefully those coming in and out. My guards patrolled the Outer City in full force to keep the violence and crime from spreading. But the anarchists would not back down. They continued their riots and acts of violence and vandalism against the government here in the Inner City.” He sank back down into his chair again and began to flip a pen between his hooves.



“And now with this attack inside the Inner City, my worry for the innocents that live within the wall only increases. They are unsafe here, but the government has few resources remaining for relocation and patrols. We are stretched too thin!” His gaze rested on Twilight’s face and he sat forward in his chair. “Princess, we brought you here to ask your guidance. What advice do you have?”



Twilight stirred from her position of rapt attention and took another sip of tea. “The situation is indeed dire, Mayor. I can see that now.” She paused again. “What I would recommend is a meeting between yourself and the leaders of this rebel group. I will preside and act as mediator and we shall strive to reach a compromise that will suit both parties. I see it as the only way to peacefully bring this matter to a close.”



The Mayor sat back in his chair and sighed again. “Meetings have been tried. Multiple times. The anarchists have often used the opportunity to attempt harm on the participants. I myself have nearly been murdered. No, I cannot condone this course of action, Princess. You will not be safe. Nopony attending will be safe.”



“I do not worry about my safety in this situation, Mayor. Ponies’ lives are at stake, an entire city of ponies. If you are worried about holding a council, allow me to go to the Outer City myself and meet with them.”



“Princess, I really must insist you listen to my judgement on this case. They will not hesitate to attempt you harm, even though you are royalty. Please. I..,” he paused, as if the next statement pained him greatly. “I have thought about this for many sleepless nights and the only conclusion I have reached to end this once and for all is take lethal action against them.” 



“You mean kill them?” asked Twilight, her voice hard. “That I will not allow.”



“Princess, I am at my wit’s end. My city is running out of resources. We are running out of time! If something does not change, and soon, we won’t be able to continue!” his eyes were wide and his lower lip trembled. “I do not take this suggestion lightly, Princess.”



Twilight sat in her chair and stared out the window. The idea of deliberate death horrified her, but the situation could not be more dire. “I will consider your suggestion,” she said, finally. “But I will only give permission if I do not find another way forward.”



The Mayor bowed his head. “Of course, Princess. You are wise.”



“I wish to return to my friends. I will leave you now,” she said, as she turned tail and left his office fighting to keep her expression neutral.








Twilight was alone in her opulent room in the Government Square guest house. The bed was a mammoth of a four poster with enough pillows to cushion an army. It was too soft for her tastes though and gave her the feeling like she was sinking into a bottomless pit every time she lay down on it. 



So she was pacing. The moon had risen hours ago and twinkled in from her window. She stared at it for a moment, cursing herself yet again for leaving Spike behind to look after the castle. If I ever needed instant fire mail delivery service, it would be now! 



She thought back to the dinner she’d eaten in a private dining room with her friends. She had held her tongue about the mayor’s proposal, preferring instead to endlessly worry aloud about Fluttershy. Everypony had been subdued and terribly afraid for their friend, so dinner hadn’t lasted long and everypony had retired early, hoping the next day would be a brighter affair. 



Twilight was sure most of her friends lay awake in their beds now, kept up by worry and uncertainty. She could go to any one of them and share her concerns, but something held her back. No, even though they were her friends and had been with her through thick and thin, the decision she had to make had to to be hers and hers alone. None of her friends deserved the blood of ponies on their hooves.



She shuddered again at the mayor’s proposal and hated herself for even considering it for a moment. She stopped at the window again and opened the latch with her magic. She needed more information. What the mayor didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him and the risk was worth the gain if she could rescue Fluttershy and find out what was going on. 



She glided out of the window and soared high into the sky, using the clouds for cover. Nopony should see her leave. Nopony should sound the alarm. 








“We can’t take you farther than here, I’m afraid,” said Autumn Harvest. “Going into the open would be like a death sentence.” He and Spring Sparrow lingered in the shadow of a building.



“I know Summer Moon said this for us, but we really are sorry about taking you,” Spring Sparrow said. “I’m sorry we scared you.”



Fluttershy faced them. “In a way, I’m glad it happened,” she stated with a smile. “Now I can go back to Twilight and relay your message. I’m sure something can be done. We have Celestia and Luna on our side as well. Your voice will be heard. I’ll make it happen,” she said firmly. 



“I wish you the best and please be careful,” said Spring Sparrow. “The mayor has already proved dangerous. If he knew you’d spoken with us, his hospitality might suddenly disappear.”



Fluttershy nodded. “I’ll be cautious.” She stepped out into the open green area and looked up at the moon. A pony-shaped shadow passed it and Fluttershy heard Spring Sparrow gasp before she heard they galloped in the other direction towards safety from the unknown assailant. 



A sudden bump a few feet to her left made her squeak before she composed herself. “Is...is anypony there?” she called.



“Fluttershy! Is that you?” said Twilight, appearing out of the gloom. “I’m so glad you’re safe! We were so worried!” She rushed forward and flung her hooves around Fluttershy. 



“I’m sorry I worried you,” said Fluttershy softly.



“Are you hurt? Where have you been? What happened? How did you escape? Did you see your attackers? How did you escape? ”



“...I can explain,” Fluttershy said, looking around her. “Let’s move away from the shadows. There could be listening ears, you never know.”



They moved into the middle of the green and sat behind a bush. “So, what happened?” asked Twilight again. 



“Well, the explosion went off and I was very scared. I guess the guards didn’t find me in time. Anyway, I passed out and when I woke up, I was in a basement of a house and there were three ponies with me. They didn’t mean me any harm, Twilight. They explained to me they meant to get you, but they didn’t want to hurt you either. They just wanted to talk, to tell you their side of the story. Oh Twilight, something awful is going on in the Outer City. They were all farmers before and they mayor took their land and had ponies come in and build houses, and then they were even barred from entering the Inner City after the wall went up. And they couldn’t even protest or ask for help! They’re starving and desperate out there. It’s truly horrible!”



Twilight was silent for a moment, considering. “The mayor told me a similar story,” she began. “But he claimed to have started programs to teach the ponies other trades or have them relocated. He said he made every effort to provide for them, but that a core group refused to accept his aid. He also said the wall was only built after the violence and crime began, to protect the ponies of the Inner City.”



Fluttershy shook her head. “That’s not the truth! Summer Moon told me they tried and tried to gain aid from the mayor, but they were turned away and eventually barred from even appearing in the open court. She said they tried peaceful demonstration first, and only recently have there been acts of violence and crime out of desperation! Twilight, these aren’t bad ponies! They didn’t do anything wrong!”



Twilight was silent again before she said, “I wish there was some third party we could talk to. You tell one story, which sounds completely true, and he tells another, which also seems to be true. Who should we believe?”



“All I know is these ponies were nice. They didn’t mean to harm anypony. They even made sure the building was empty before they blew it up. Well, blowing it up wasn’t nice, but they only wanted to ask you for help before the mayor got to you!” Fluttershy said, vehemently. She pawed at the ground with her hoof, and suddenly straightened up, an idea occurring to her. 



“And even if the mayor somehow did something shady, how can I prove it!?” asked Twilight, starting to pace back and forth behind the bush. “Or how can I prove he had the city’s best intentions at heart?”



“Uh, Twilight? This is..well, it’s risky, but do you think he’d have something compromising in his office?” asked Fluttershy, shyly. “I know it’s rude to pry into another pony’s things, but this might be more important than politeness.” She bowed her head and a lock of her pink hair fell across her face.



“Are you proposing we break into his office and search it?” asked Twilight, her mouth agape at her shy friend. “You?” she said for good measure, as if to confirm.



“I care about these ponies, Twi. I’m...I’m willing to break some rules,” she said, turning her face away from Twilight as if she didn’t dare look at her. 



Twilight flopped onto her haunches. “Paper trails,” she muttered. “Gotta follow the paper trails.” She glanced up at Fluttershy again and then the sky. “It’ll be morning in a few hours. If we’re going to do this, it has to be now.”







Twilight and Fluttershy hovered outside the window to the mayor’s office. Twilight peeked in to make sure the room was deserted. Fluttershy kept watch on the ground to make sure the night guard didn’t look up and spot them. 



“Okay,” Twilight whispered. “I’m just going to open this window.” She concentrated hard and her horn lit up. Fluttershy flew in front of her to block the light the best she could. They heard the lock click open and Twilight hoisted up the window, beckoning Fluttershy through. She ducked in herself and carefully shut the window behind her.



“Okay,” said Fluttershy, nervously. “We’re in. Now what?”



Twilight surveyed the room again. “I’ll take the desk and the filing cabinet. You look through the bookshelf. I’ll let you know if I find anything that seems suspicious and you do the same.”



“Okay,” Fluttershy started pulling books off the shelves and flipping through them. 



Twilight turned to the desk and started to systematically go through all the drawers. Though she learned a lot about all the different types of stationary and envelopes, pen nibs and types, and some of the ponies the mayor regularly corresponded with, the desk had nothing useful for her.



“Find anything yet?” she asked Fluttershy, who was on the fourth shelf up of six, shook her head.



“Nothing in the desk?” 



“Nope. Nothing out of the ordinary for a mayor’s desk,” sighed Twilight before turning to the filing cabinet. In there, she found lots of paperwork about the financial situation of Trottingham and sat absorbed following the history of the taxes and funds existing in the government from year to year. She made it to the current year and read through it before sitting in thought for several minutes.



“Fluttershy, this seems strange to me,” she said. “I mean, it doesn’t strictly incriminate him, but look at these numbers.” She handed Fluttershy the ledger and watched as she read it.



“Well, it looks like Trottingham has been doing very well this year financially,” said Fluttershy, handing it back. “What’s so strange about that?”



“When I spoke to the mayor earlier, he told me their resources were stretched thin fighting against the rebels. He said they’d be ruined financially if something didn’t change, and quick,” she explained. “But these numbers tell a completely different story. This is the best year financially the city has had in ten years.”



“Do you think he lied?” asked Fluttershy. “And why?”



“I don’t know, Fluttershy. I’m beginning believe there is something very suspicious going on with our mayor.” She set the ledger back into the filing cabinet and sighed.



“Well, I’ve looked through his desk and filing cabinet.” said Twilight. “Haven’t found any solid proof.”



“Nothing incriminating in his bookcase that I can find,” said Fluttershy, returning the last volume back to its shelf. 



“Maybe there is nothing here, Fluttershy,” grimaced Twilight. “Maybe it’s just all some big misunderstanding between everypony, including myself. Maybe I misunderstood him earlier. It’s possible.”



Fluttershy shook her head. “I can’t believe all they said was a lie even if there is some level of misunderstanding going on.” She paced back and forth across the room. Each time, the same floorboard squeaked under her hoof. On her fifth pass, she stopped on top of it and pressed down with her hoof. “Twilight?”



“What is it?” Twilight replied.



“This floorboard. I think it’s hollow underneath.”



Twilight rushed over and pulled back the rug. She closed her eyes and probed the board with her magic. “Ah ha!” she exclaimed and pulled the board up. Inside was a pile of papers and a notebook. She took the notebook and Fluttershy took the papers. They read in silence for awhile before Twilight whistled slowly. “Fluttershy, we’ve got him. By Celestia, we’ve got him.”








“Silver Tongue, you are under arrest for taking bribes and silencing the voices of your constituents,” said Twilight, standing between two of the guards. “You are also hereby stripped of your status of mayor.”



The mayor looked up from the papers on his desk, his expression unreadable. “With what proof?” he asked calmly. “I’ve done nothing of the sort.”



Twilight threw the journal and papers down on the desk. “These. They are copies of all the letters and book keeping for negotiations of the sale of the land and the laundering of the money.”



“That’s preposterous!” he said, harshly, standing up. “I’ve been set up!”



“No, we’ve check the hoof writing. It’s your’s,” said Fluttershy, peeking out from between Twilight and one of the guards. “I’ve made absolute sure. Now you’ll never be able to hurt the ponies of Trottingham ever again.”



Twilight nodded to the guards who cuffed the former mayor and began to remove him from the room.



“I’ll make you regret this,” spat Silver Tongue. “You’ve made a huge mistake and when I’m released, you will pay for it!”



“Threatening royalty, eh? Add that to the charge,” said Rarity, stepping forward. 



The mayor thrashed and threw on of the guards off, snarling. Rainbow Dash flew towards him and knocked him to the ground. “You’d better come quietly, or else,” she growled. “Nopony threatens my friends!”



Pinkie and Applejack silently watched as the mayor was dragged past them.



“Well, Pinkie, I think it’s time for a party in this here parts,” Applejack grinned. “These ponies could use it!”






    

Twilight and her friends stood on the grassy area next to the wall. A group of ponies were gathered around them, several of them hired construction workers, or deconstruction as was the case. 

    

Twilight stepped forward and touched the wall with her hoof. “This wall was built in a time of corruption. The former mayor received bribes to sell off the land and lifeblood of the ponies of the Outer City. This wall was built to keep those same ponies quiet and apart, to silence them and strip them of their rights. It was a time of discrimination and poverty for those deemed on the wrong side, deemed inconvenient for the mayor’s greed. And now, a new time has come. A time that will not tolerate walls or corruption. From today forward, I pronounce there to be no distinction between the Outer and Inner city: you are all united under the name of Trottingham, and together, you shall make it a whole and complete city once more!” 



Cheers filled the air as Twilight focused her magic on the wall. Large cracks appeared throughout the wall and the very foundations buckled. She focused hard on the top of the wall and begin to lift some of the stones. She let them fall to the ground where they broke into smaller chunks of stone. The construction ponies got to work pulling down great chunks of the walls until the gathered group could clearly see into the Inner City.



A group of ponies stood there, watching the wall come down. As soon as the gap was clear, a pack of whooping foals climbed through and wriggled into the crowd and joined in the games of the foals from the Outer City.



Summer Moon picked up a chunk of stone that had rolled in front of her hooves and let it drop to back to the ground. Twilight had appointed her interim mayor until another election could be arranged, a position that she accepted after careful consideration. 



The new mayor’s eyes filled slowly with tears as she watched the wall come down, but a small smile curved her lips. She looked to the foals rolling and shrieking in the green and smiled. She looked through the gap in the wall and stared stoically at the adults standing on the other side and knew the fight wasn’t over. 



“Well, I reckon them wrongs are startin’ to be righted,” said Applejack. “It’s really beautiful, ain’t it?”



“It’s just lovely,” said Rarity.



Fluttershy smiled a contented smile. 



“Well, girls, I think our work here is done,” Twilight said, happily.



“Princess!” yelled a voice. It was Spring Sparrow. She gasped for air as she skidded to a stop in front of her. “Before you go, I wanted to give you this. Somepony said you wanted to get your hooves on it.”



She handed Twilight a package and Twilight accepted it quizzically, but then her eyes widened. “No way,” she said, excitedly before opening the package. In her hooves sat an old, weathered book. It was titled Musings and Philosophies of the Ethics of Magic and Transfiguration. “YES YES STARSWIRL’S BOOK! YES YES!!” she said, holding the book to her chest and bouncing up and down. 



Spring Sparrow looked at her with bemusement, then turned to Fluttershy. “I wanted to say thanks, from all of us. You’ve changed our lives for the better, and we won’t forget that.”



Fluttershy smiled shyly back and bowed her head to the other pony. “I’ll come back someday. To visit you and Autumn Harvest and Summer Moon,” she said. “I can’t wait to see the changes you bring about together.”



She hugged Spring Sparrow one last time and turned to her friends. “Everypony? Let’s go home.”
      

      
   
      Crank (or How Cogsworth Got the Weekend Off From Work)


      

      
      
         “One week off,” Cogsworth says.



“What?” replies the drab pegasus stallion behind the shiny grey desk. His eyes are narrowed and his nose is wrinkled. He looks at Cogsworth as one would an enormous pile of dirty laundry.



“I want just one week off from work,” Cogsworth presses. He pulls a newspaper photo clipping from his wing. “Hoofington’s magical sugar beets are in bloom right now, and I thought that since I’ve never had a week off that--”



“Cogsworth, let me stop you right there,” the drab pony--let’s call him The Boss--interjects. “Have you completely lost your mind?”



Cogsworth is attempting to figure out whether or not this is a trick question.



“Um. No?” Cogsworth replies. 



The Boss sighs and rubs at his temples. “You know why you cannot take that many days off from your job. In fact, why are you still even standing in my office? You’ve got to get back to your station right away!”



Cogsworth frowns. He is on the verge of saying something. Something like ‘No, I don’t know why I can’t take a week off from my job.” But he holds his tongue--mostly because he doesn't know what his job actually is. 



Still, this time his meeting with The Boss feels particularly unpleasant. Earth ponies are saying that Hoofington’s beet blossoms are lush this year, and once again, Cogsworth will miss it. 



He turns to leave The Boss’ office. He hates standing in the middle of all of this gaudy nimbostratus anyway.




Cogsworth is only three pages into the latest issue of ‘Marevelous Tales of Mystery Monthly’ when his cutie mark begins to tickle. He jolts up to his haunches in his dark corner before reminding himself to count. One, two, three, four tickles. 



A streak of rainbow cuts through the room in which Cogsworth sits. It is hidden from view by a clutter of large gray boxes stacked up to the ceiling in columns. The rainbow's light pierces through the stuffiness and splashes dancing spectrums across the wall.



Cogsworth looks up. The words from his magazine swirl like ghosts before his eyes. He rubs his peepers with a limp hoof, and allows them a moment to refocus. There they are: those same old boxes. And there is the same dancing light splayed across those boxes. And, of course, not to be forgotten--is the crank.



Cogsworth huffs when he looks upon that lever. The handle is aged, all patinated copper, and is nearly as long as he is tall. It juts out of the wall on the opposite side of the room like a snaggled dog tooth or a broken bone. The smoothness of the wall’s surface at its base only gives the turning mechanism an even more misplaced appearance. Dancing light bounces off of its surface, and the flash beckons Cogsworth forward.



Cogsworth doesn’t want to get up, so he begrudgingly reminds himself that time is money.



He stretches the ache out of his back, shakes the numbness from his wings, and takes a few steps across the room. Upon reaching the lever he rears up onto his hind legs, and leans upon it. Cogsworth hesitates. He realizes he has forgotten how many times his cutie mark has tingled. His eyes close for a moment. “Ah. Four,” he eventually grunts to himself, bearing down upon the crank at last. It is hard-pressed to move, made stubborn with age. But not to worry! Cogsworth is very strong for a pegasus. As he turns the lever exactly four times, he curses the stars that his mother was born an earth pony.



Upon finishing the fourth rotation, Cogsworth lowers himself down to all fours. He looks at the crank. He hears nothing particularly interesting nor does he see anything particularly different. 



Nothing has changed about the room or that odd crank at all. 



Cogsworth returns to his magazine.







The crank seems a fated fixture in poor Cogsworth’s life. As he fails to concentrate on his reading, instead he remembers his mother. He remembers how she used to spend all of her time in her cellar surrounded by bits and bobs of various metallic qualities. The purposes for these bits and bobs never seemed clear to Cogsworth until she would pluck one from the bunch and place it into the clock or telegram or whatnot for which it was intended. Cogsworth remembers thinking that those bits and bobs only made sense when his mother had given them their meaning. He remembers the satisfied feeling he felt in the depths of his chest when one of her many contraptions was again rendered whole. There was a time Cogsworth had hoped that he would end up with a special talent like his mother’s. That he would end up giving seemingly pointless things their point.



Silly Cogsworth.



Now, as he sits staring at that lever, he remembers the day his cutie mark first came in. It was the same day he first saw this awful room, and met its awful crank. You see, Cogsworth was a late bloomer. Later than most. In fact, by his eighteenth birthday, he had yet to discover what his special talent was. Too old to continue waiting around in his mother’s basement wondering about his life’s purpose, one day he stole himself and picked up the Canterlot Classifieds. It was not by chance that he soon found a job, one that he did not suppose he would like but knew would keep a roof over his head. 



Since there was never much competition in the Cloudsdale job market--being that pegasi were the only ponies who could walk amongst the clouds--Cogsworth eventually found gainful employment in some place owned by somepony who hired pegasi to do... something. Cogsworth had to admit that he had not read the job listing past ‘Wanted: Strong Pegasus’ and the travel directions, nor had ever really understood the details of his job. The pony who had hired him, The Boss, was rather absent-minded. On his first day, he spent most of the tour of the dark room--all one minute of it--thanking Cogsworth continuously, insisting that he was a life saver. Then, The Boss led him over toward the crank where Cogsworth has been working ever since.



“Still,” Cogsworth remembers The Boss saying whilst balancing a very thin filing folder upon his wing, “I suppose it could only help ease the mundanity of your position to explain what the purpose of your job is.” 



That little filing folder had been so close. So very close. Before somepony had rushed into the room in a raving panic insisting that The Boss follow him to somewhere else, Cogsworth could have easily reached out and licked that file. Instead, his opportunity was missed. Quickly forgetting the folder, The Boss had collected it back up into his wing before rushing off to who knows where to do who knows what.

 

Cogsworth has never seen what that folder contains.The Boss has never come back, and Cogsworth is not allowed to leave his post during work periods except to hastily use the restroom. That so close, so very close folder moment on his first day is now the quintessential bane of Cogsworth’s existence. 



Cogsworth recalls his first day on the job, cranking that crank and hating every minute of it. Never could he have expected that on that fated day his cutie mark would also appear. Its depiction was clear, unmistakeable. A single, grey gear--like what he might find within one of his mother’s clocks--was suddenly sitting upon his flank. Its large, geometric form had tingled out a count of numbers for which he had yet to learn the significance. As one could probably imagine, that’s when a feeling of dread had enveloped Cogsworth. 



“Congratulations, Cogsworth!” fate seemed to shout to him. “Out of all the ponies in the world who I could have possibly chosen to screw, I decided to screw you!”



Thinking back, Cogsworth supposes that his stance at the time--braced down upon the crank with his bum in the air--was most appropriate for that momentous occasion.




At the sound of the evening bell, Cogsworth adjusts his work hat, packs the remains of his lunch into its pail, and leaves the room. On that particular day, he relishes the softness of the clouds outside. Unlike the cold, compressed gray nimbus of his workroom, these endearing white poofs squish beneath his hooves.



Cogsworth looks around the scene of wherever he is. Just like every other day, he laments the fact that this is one of those places that is too huge and prestigious to sully its own grandeur by putting a sign out front. This feature--or lack thereof--works perfectly to make anypony who doesn't already know what this place is feel like a complete moron. Cogsworth can attest to this.



His gaze roves in wide circles, and eventually dips toward what lies down below. Ponyville is a few miles further to the east today meaning that Cloudsdale has floated west a bit since he arrived at work this morning. 



While the notion of a pegasus city moving around warrants little if any special reaction, the sensational results of such movement is special. Listening a little more closely, Cogsworth can make out the faint sound of heavy rain sprinkling over the vast countryside below. It drifts off slightly toward the east. As they fall, those endless drops of pure crystal nourish life upon land to budding prosperity and indescribable brilliance--a brilliance both rare, fleeting, and coveted by non-pegasi. Truly, it is a sight to behold, and one that only pegasus-kind is blessed enough to witness from these shining heavens above… 



Cogsworth is super bored right now.



All of the other pegasi are just now getting off from work. He watches them fly in pairs, trios, or downright clusters to wherever it is that pegasi with work friends fly off to. He’s jealous. He wonders why he is required to work alone instead of with partners like everypony else. There are countless sunlight-splashed buildings at this wherever the hay this is. Why must he, alone, be subjected to solitude and darkness for the sake of a crank?



Cogsworth doesn't realize it yet, but an idea is beginning to formulate in his mind.







In bed he cannot sleep. Perhaps it is because of those peaches he ate for dinner, or maybe it is something else. A feeling is nagging him, prodding at him, perturbing him even. In the creases and corners of his darkened room he spies the replicated phantoms of a shape. It is a familiar shape, one both lengthy and oblong, sturdy and exact. The shape begins to rotate, and with it so do the gears in his head. He imagines a garrote attached to that shape, his neck within its ligature. The garrote turns and turns until he hears a snapping sound...



Cogsworth has got to end that crank before it ends him. 



Decipher it, to be exact. Uncover whatever secret it holds.



Suddenly, he feels like a newer, bigger pony. One whose life is filled with meaning and adventure like one of the brave heroes from his ‘Marevelous Tales of Mystery’ magazines. Maybe after all this is said and done, he will find a truer purpose, have a bigger house, start paying into his pension, own a tailored suit for some reason, perhaps even have a gorgeous marefriend. Yes, indeed. By the second he is feeling more and more certain that solving the mystery of that crank will release him from its curse, at long last. He is pumped, amped, ecstatic for the following day to begin. 







Cogsworth spends most of the early morning throwing up into an old bucket. 



Perhaps those peaches from the day before had not been the freshest. By sunrise, he plans to go to work as usual, but suspects he just may not. Letting the dilemma hang in the air, he fetches some crackers to nibble upon, then goes to collect the morning paper sitting on his doorstep.



‘Cloudsdale on Schedule for Thursday’s Emergency Stop in Hoofington. City’s Rare Magical Sugar Beet Industry Relieved,’ the Cloudsdale Chronicle headline read. Cogsworth sips from the teacup he is holding within his wing. Some of it spills onto the newspaper page. He didn’t realize that Hoofington had been having a water shortage problem. He feels a slight sense of panic as he considers that the sugar beet blossoms might shrivel before he can visit them. He relaxes after reminding himself that he has never actually seen Hoofington’s beet blossom fields anyway. It has been six years since he started this job at wherever. Six years without a single vacation.  



Cogsworth closes his eyes. He tries to find joy in this quiet moment knowing that in a little while he will telegram out sick from work. Instead, the peaceful aura about his home is muddled with his growing anger. Six years. Six years of his life he has been cutie mark-bound to that crank. Six years of having to perform an utterly laughable special talent without knowledge of its purpose. Six years of barely having a moment to breathe, to escape.



Cogsworth is going to telegram out from work today, alright. Not because he is sick, but because he is pissed. If he cannot be afforded a week’s worth of selfishness, then he will take at least this one day by force... as long as he doesn't get fired or anything.



He expects The Representative when she arrives at around nine. The Boss always sends her whenever Cogsworth misses work. The Representative inquires and prods, then rages and fumes, then begs and pleads for Cogsworth to come in, but he is unmoved. He knows her tactics well. Cogsworth kindly tells her that he is feeling under the weather, needs the breather, and will not be coming in today. He is pleasant about it since The Representative is kind of cute and does look a little distraught. When she turns to leave, Cogsworth stops her. He offers her a cup of tea for the sake of delaying the inevitable scolding she is sure to receive from The Boss. She smiles.



Cogsworth has forgotten about his crippling anxiety when it comes to mares.



Their teatime is filled with silence and a few anxious coughs. Cogsworth knows he is totally crashing and burning here. He needs a topic of discussion and quick. His gaze darts about until it lands upon his bedroom door. Suddenly, he remembers his fresh conviction from the evening before. He remembers the crank. 



He is tempted to ask The Representative if she knows exactly what his job is, and more specifically, what that mysterious crank does. But Cogsworth is also paranoid. What if she relays the question back to The Boss? Surely, after six years, letting it be known that he has no idea what his job actually is will spell disaster. However, he acknowledges that he is on a mission. His tortured mind needs to know. He is glaring at her unsuspecting face. He feels his lips part. At long last, the mystery will be solved...



“More tea?” he asks her, holding out the teapot with both of his hooves. 



The Representative declines and gets up to leave. Cogsworth feels his weakened stomach gurgle as he follows her out. At the door, she thanks him for the tea. In passing, she inquires if he is related to an earth pony. She says she asks because he looks to be quite strong. 



Cogsworth’s heart patters when she smiles. He answers in the affirmative. 



The Representative then inquires if the job he does for The Boss has anything to do with his strength. Cogsworth finds it strange that she also does not know what job she has come to beg him to do. He figures that perhaps The Boss is simply that absent-minded. When The Representative repeats her inquiry, this time Cogsworth wants to answer. Instead, he thinks about that crank in that dark room. Then he throws up on The Representative’s blouse.







Cogsworth is clearly the most stupid, dumb face, stupid, stupid who has ever lived. 



He makes it a point to repeat this to himself as he drives his forehead into the bathroom wall. When he is finished with his emotional flagellation, he fits himself with a saddle bag, stuffs it full of crackers, and heads out of his front door. He knows that if he stays, he will only end up putting another dent in his house.



Cogsworth is going down to the earth for a little while. He is out of crackers, and wants to have a word with the pony who sold him those peaches. Besides, all of his co-workers work in Cloudsdale. Nopony he knows will be upon the earth to catch him out of his sick bed. 



When he returns home, he is carrying two boxes of crackers and a bag filled with peaches--Cogsworth wishes he understood the art of persuasion like that peach merchant pony. His stomach is finally feeling settled again however. 



Cogsworth munches upon crackers in bed whilst scheming and plotting against that crank.







On the following day, the headline of the Cloudsdale Chronicle reads, ‘Cloudsdale Delayed. Hoofington Magical Beet Rearers Claim Crops Suspiciously Quiet. “Them Darn Beets are Planning Something. I Just Knows It,” Says Excessively Rustic Local Farmer.’



Cogsworth finishes reading the paper and drops it onto the table, quite annoyed. Sipping the remaining dregs of his tea, he then arranges his saddle bag around his middle and heads out of the door.



At wherever he works, he powers through thirty lever rotations in one go, then collapses into the corner panting and staring. The crank seems to stare back, so he stares even harder. The crank seems to be laughing at him now, so he approaches it menacingly, pokes at it with a hoof, tries to come up with some witty things to say about its ugly crank mother. Before he manages this, Cogsworth remembers he is on a mission. He reminds himself that the crank will not be stopped by petty insults alone, but by the revelation of its hidden secrets. 



Cogsworth thinks to himself. That crank is in a wall, so whatever it’s cranking must be behind that wall, obviously. He had grown up around gears and bobs, listening to the sounds they made as they clicked and clinked together. Perhaps now he can somehow decipher what it is he has been doomed to do with his life by the sound it makes. He turns to face the wall to which the crank is attached, leans forward, and presses his ear against its surface.



Cogsworth doesn't hear anything. He closes his eyes and holds his breath for a few seconds. A few more seconds. Alright, a few more...



Finally, he hears something. It’s rather faint, but it is there--a low, humming whirr.



Cogsworth has discovered his first clue. 



He jumps about madly, scritching and scratching at the too smooth wall, trying to find some small hole or dent to peek through. He sees nothing. Cogsworth is sitting and thinking when his cutie mark tingles and startles him into action. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven… and on it goes. Feeling as if some cosmic force is watching him snoop, Cogsworth hurries over toward the crank and bears down upon it. As he turns the lever, he manages to whisper those insults about its mother.







‘Hoofington Beet Industry Preparing for Worst as Cloudsdale Reschedules Emergency Visit. Earth Town’s Non-Beet Working Residents “Still Don’t Get What Big Deal Is,”’ the Cloudsdale Chronicle headline reads the next morning. Cogsworth doesn’t care anymore. His plan, slightly more formed, continues to gestate in the back of his mind. 



Before he does anything for his shift, Cogsworth walks up to the smooth wall. His cutie mark is tingling and tickling out of control, but he is ignoring it for the time being. Pressing his ear to its surface, he closes his eyes and holds his breath. He gasps when he notices that the whirr is gone. 



Later, whilst cranking out a few of his forty cutie-commanded cranks, the absence of the whirr finally begins to make sense. There was no whirr this morning because he had yet to turn the lever. Whatever the crank was supposed to be moving hadn’t yet been powered. If his hypothesis is correct, then after he turns the crank, the whirring sound should...







Cogsworth sits in the corner, wiping the sweat from his brow. A yet unread issue of ‘Marevelous Tales of Mystery Monthly,’ lies next to him in a careless heap. His ear is pressed up to the wall. His eyes are wide. His breath comes quickly as the thing behind the wall again whirrs and whirrs.







Cogsworth does not sleep when he gets into bed. Memories of his mother and her cellar of bits and bobs swims through his head. He imagines that one of those mysterious gears looks like the one in his cutie mark. He imagines his mother plucking it from the bunch, and taking it off somewhere to give it a purpose. He now knows that his special talent is to power the thing that whirrs. But what is the thing that whirrs?







‘Hoofington Stunned as Reports of Magical Beet Related Injuries Begin Pouring In. “Their Fault for Endowing Hardy Veggies with Magical Properties. Plus, They’re Called Beets,” Cloudsdale Officials Say. Beet Reps Yet to Comment,’ the Cloudsdale Chronicle headline reads in the morning. 



Cogsworth begins to wonder about Cloudsdale’s delay in getting to Hoofington. Surely there is a way to pick up the pace. Forget the town’s beet blossoms; if Cloudsdale did not arrive soon, there might not be a Hoofington left to even dream about visiting.



At work, whilst checking the wall for any imperfection, hole, or crack, something inspires Cogsworth to look up. Perhaps it is all of his begging the stars for a sign. Interestingly enough, they give him one. At the very top of the wall where its surface meets the ceiling and box shadows render everything barely visible, Cogsworth can now spy a rectangle-shaped hole. It is a grate, to be more precise. Eagerly flapping his wings, and ignoring the tingles in his flank, he makes his way up toward the grate only to find that it is blocked with bars. It doesn’t occur to him that he might have trouble removing the grate cover. He is very strong for a pegasus, after all...



Cogsworth strains his right wing on the very first tug, and performs a death defying spiral into the ground. 



Lying there upon his back with his cutie mark tingling out of control, he gets angry all over again. Cogsworth swears that those grate bars are beginning to look like grinning teeth, and ridiculing laughter is seeping through from the darkness behind it.







Cogsworth is beating his forehead against the now dented grate bars when The Representative rushes in. The sight of her face makes his heart flutter and his wings falter. Again, he crashes to the floor.



Stunned, The Representative inquires why he is not turning the crank. Cogsworth did not consider that others could tell when he misses his rotations. He bolts upward, leans upon the lever, and begins to turn even though he has long forgotten how many times his cutie mark has tingled. 



The Representative scolds Cogsworth in the most apologetic fashion possible. She reminds him that The Boss is counting on him to fulfil his duties. She reminds him that many ponies are counting on him. 



Cogsworth’s mind is spinning just like the lever beneath his hooves. Many ponies depend on him? For what? To turn this crank? How could that be even remotely possible? Again he glances up toward the grate, then toward the Representative. At last, he’s had enough.



Cogsworth forgets his lever turning, and demands that The Representative allow him to speak to The Boss. She obliges with ease, and bids him to follow her. 



Standing outside of The Boss’ office door, Cogsworth can hear him raging and fuming inside. A second voice--that of some poor terrified soul--stutters and begs. Somepony within tosses around the word ‘fired’...



Cogsworth considers the possibility that his shining moment of righteous indignation might very well be ill-timed. He turns and walks away.







‘Hoofington Residents Under Siege Whilst Cloudsdale Runs Behind Schedule. “Haven’t Seen Anything Like This Since the Crawling Carrot Crisis of ‘59,” Says Spooky Town Historian,’ the Cloudsdale Chronicle headline states on the next morning. Cogsworth is beginning to get tired of Cloudsdale. He is beginning to entertain the idea of moving back down to earth to live in his mother's cellar where answers seem, at least, easily attainable.



At work, Cogsworth sits in the dark room, brooding whilst perusing through his crumpled ‘Marevelous Mysteries’ magazine. His cutie mark tingles to the point of burning. He no longer counts the tingles. The crank remains unturned. Perhaps The Representative visits him again since he can hear somepony yelling at him from outside of the door. Cogsworth can’t be completely sure that it is her since he has shoved an old broomstick into the door handle, locking it from the inside...



It is possible that Cranksworth might now actually be a few cranks short of a full crank.



Perhaps a visit to his mother is long overdue.







Cogsworth finds it curious how much nicer Cloudsdale looks from far away, unlike the earth that only grows more beautiful the closer to it one gets. Pegasus cities seem ethereal and majestic until a pony arrives in one only to discover that it is, both literally and figuratively, just a ‘bunch of hot air’. Soft, cleverly-shaped hot air, but hot air nonetheless.



His mother pours him tea. Upon tasting it Cogsworth realizes that the stuff he drinks everyday amongst the clouds could never compare to what the earth ponies pluck fresh. Suddenly, he has forgotten why he ever left the earth in the first place. In a moment of frustration he laments to his mother.



“You left to find your purpose,” she replies. 



Cogsworth is a little annoyed by the fact that her response seems too perfect, too well-timed, almost as if it were written into a story. He forces these odd feelings down admitting to himself that her advice was what he has come all this way for. “Find a purpose? Like you do with those bits and bobs?” he asks.



“Precisely,” she says.



“But what about all of the other hundreds of bits that you never find a purpose for?” he presses. Cogsworth is not stupid enough to call his mother a liar to her face.



“No such thing,” she chuckles. The familiar sound of her laugh settles and enlivens Cogsworth’s heart at the same time. “Every bit has its purpose, and if I find one that doesn’t fit anywhere, well then, there are tools to reshape it into something of use.”



Cogsworth frowns. He doesn't like this answer very much. “You force it to fit where it doesn’t belong,” he says. He knows that his tone is spiteful.



“I give things without clear purpose a place to call their own, no matter how ill-fitting or impossible anypony else might deem it,” she quips. She sips at her tea almost vindictively, in that way that mothers do when they know they are right. “Nothing can be pointless so long as it wishes to have a point. Everything has meaning even if it takes a little while to figure what it is. Even if you never figure what it is at all.”



Cogsworth hesitates. Something is still unsettled within him. “But I want to figure how. I want to know where I fit and why,” he pleads.



“Well then,” his mother says with a smile, “maybe it’s time to upgrade your tools, grind down the obstacles in your way, and reshape your circumstances.”



Cogsworth wonders what new, special ‘tools’ his mother is about to bestow upon him. Wisdom? Some courage, perhaps? A heaping helping of fortitude with a splash of grace?







Cogsworth recalls his mother’s wry sense of humor as he stares down at the industrial-strength crowbar now clutched in his wing. 



He huffs at it whilst sipping some fresh tea she has also sent home with him. Remembering her instructions about prying out the front of that grate with ‘extreme prejudice,’ Cogsworth sighs heavily. He packs the crowbar into his saddle bag, and then takes a quick glance down at the day’s Cloudsdale Chronicle headline:



‘Hoofington Panics as Cloudsdale Comes to Complete Standstill. “We’re Looking Into it, but Seriously, Stop Whining,” Cloudsdale Officials Say.’



Cogsworth frowns. Cloudsdale in a complete standstill? That never happens. Was something going on in this city that he had completely overlooked? In the midsts of his own crisis, was he ignoring perhaps a far greater problem that was threatening Cloudsdale residents? More importantly, could he somehow finagle this into an excuse to move back in with his mom? Cogsworth looks down toward his saddle bags one more time. He supposes that he should try to follow her advice at least once before doing anything else.



In the wherever it is at the wherever he works, Cogsworth is turning the crank diligently. “Fifty-five, fifty-six, fifty-seven,” he counts as sweat pours down his brow. The amount of rotations his cutie mark demands of him is criminal. He wonders why the rotations have increased so drastically over the past few days. 



His gaze drifts over toward the big security pegasus that now watches him from the room’s door. Next to him is The Representative. She is looking quite sad on Cogsworth’s behalf. They both know that if Cogsworth messes up one more time, it would mean trouble for him at the wherever this is.



Looking up, Cogsworth can see the dented grate. It shines like a beacon in his line of sight. The crowbar is tucked snuggly within his wing, and he can feel it burning into his side, insisting that he put it to proper use. If only a clear opportunity would arise. If only Security would leave. A moment is all Cogsworth needs. Just a moment.



“Seventy-three, seventy-four, seventy-five…”



Thirty minutes pass. Cogsworth is tired. At this rate, he might not be able to muster the strength to pry the grate open. The whirring sound behind the wall taunts him, daring him to fly up and reveal its secrets.



Fortunately, Security requires restroom breaks just like anypony else. When the big guy finally leaves, Cogsworth is ready. “Shove the broomstick into that door!” he orders The Representative. 



The Representative looks stunned, but still does as she is instructed. Cogsworth ignores her pleas for him to behave as he pulls the crowbar from his wings and jets up toward the ceiling. Hovering before the pony-sized grate, he can hear the whirring sound louder than ever before. He hooks the crowbar into the side of the grate and tugs. His muscles are trembling from wear, but he knows he has to try again. Again and again until it is done. 



The Representative has flown up to his side. She is shouting at him, asking him what he is doing. Cogsworth chooses to ignore her. 



The grate budges an inch as they both hear sudden banging upon the front door. Security has returned.



The Representative is trying to reason with him, trying to tell him that he is one of the only pegasi strong enough to do this job. “If you are fired,” she says, “then you will be letting so many ponies down.”



The Representative is starting to irritate Cogsworth. He takes a break from his crowbar, and turns to her. “Why? Are you just saying what you were told? Do you even know why ponies depend on me?” he asks her. 



Expectedly, she is stumped. 



Cogsworth turns back toward the grate, and tugs again with the crowbar. Its right side breaks free. The banging upon the room's door turns into ramming. Security is breaking its hinges. 



One last tug, and the grate breaks free. Its barred cover falls and clatters onto the floor below. Cogsworth barely has any time to decipher what lies beyond in the darkness as Security finally barges through the door. He flaps his large wings and soars upward, making a beeline straight toward Cogsworth.



Cogsworth doesn't think. He simply moves. Barreling forward, he shoves himself halfway through the grate before Security grabs hold of his tail. Security pulls and pulls, trying to draw Cogsworth out. Fortunately, Cogsworth is strong for a pegasus. As he hoofs The Security in the teeth, he thanks his lucky stars that his mother was born an earth pony.







Pitch blackness surrounds him. The light coming through the grate disappears into the void as Cogsworth falls through darkness. His wings flap and flail, but prove no help to him in this place where up and down are meaningless. He feels something against his fur. It is warm, and misty, and wet, all of the characteristics that any pegasus worth a damn can recognize as the inside of a cloud. The whirring sound is now a heavy drone. It is so loud that it makes Cogsworth’s insides rattle and hum. His ears twitch to and fro searching for the source of the din.



He realizes too late that the sound’s source is directly below his head. He hits something large and made of cloud so condensed that its texture is like smooth, sturdy metal. Cogsworth knows this because of the sound his bones make when they crash into it. 



He struggles to his hooves, and tries to catch his bearings. His legs feel as if they are sliding out from under him, and his head is on an increasing tilt. When his hooves dangle off into nothingess, Cogsworth realizes that he is standing on something that is rotating. It is large, feels cylindrical, and reminds him of an oversized version of one of his mother’s bits and bobs. He is certain that it is a gear he knows well.



Flapping his wings once, twice, he hovers just above its enormous, rotating surface. Cautiously extending his forelegs, he reaches around in the blackness for something, anything that feels like an answer. What is this gigantic contraption? If he could answer that then he will also know what the purpose of his special talent is. 



Cogsworth is so busy flailing about like a lunatic that he does not notice the sound of something large and swift approaching. The noise this thing makes isn't particularly attention grabbing. However, the deathly-close feather trim it gives him is. 



As the large, rotating object swishes past him in the dark, his injured wing loses its equilibrium, sending him into another dive. Cogsworth knows this should all prove harrowing to him, and that he should probably be reciting his prayers to Celestia right about now, but instead he begins to think: a spinning, sharp, shaver thing that turns around a cylindrical also spinning thing. Cogsworth closes his eyes even though it is unnecessary. As he descends he tries to define the shapes in his head. He reforms and resizes them in his mind until, at last, they become clear. “Blade around a shaft! A propeller!” he shouts out into the darkness. The sound of his own voice is blotted out by the deafening whirr of a well-powered machine. 



When his flailing and spiraling body finally breaks through loose cloud and tumbles out into daylight, Cogsworth spots field and plain rushing up to greet him. He is momentarily consumed with the special, stomach turning sensation that only the visual of plummeting hundreds of feet toward his death can provide. After a bout of screaming and cursing, Cogsworth considers that it might be a good idea to attempt spreading his wings. 



Hovering below the foundations of the city of Cloudsdale, Cogsworth can see that it has again begun to move. Security--along with more of his scary-looking security friends--now approaches him from the east. Cogsworth assumes that they are set on taking him straightaway to The Boss’ office.



Cogsworth considers retracting his wings again.







“What I just don't understand is why you would do this when so many ponies are depending on you,” The Boss tells Cogsworth as he stares at him from across his grey desk. 



Cogsworth has a brand new twitch in his left eye. He sighs. “Can somepony please tell me why anypony would depend on me? All I ever do is sit in that dark room, turning that awful crank!”



The Boss gasps dramatically. Everypony else in his office, including The Representative and Security & Co., just looks tired. Now, The Boss seems perplexed. “How can you not know why everypony depends on you? Don't you know what it is that you do?” he asks Cogsworth. “For Celestia’s sake, stallion! You've been working here for over six years!”



Cogsworth looks uncomfortable. “Actually… about that...” he says, scratching at his mane. “Perhaps you could also remind me where exactly ‘here’ is?”



The Boss stares. 



Cogsworth stares back. 



“I forgot to give you your folder, didn’t I?” The Boss inquires. 



“Yes,” Cogsworth replies.



“Damn,” The Boss grumbles under his breath. Bending down, he reaches into a nearby filing cabinet where a great deal of dusty-looking files are sitting. Cogsworth refrains from dwelling on just how many ponies are wandering about this place completely stupefied.  



Finding the proper folder, The Boss lifts it from the bunch, blows the dust off of its surface, and slaps it down in front of Cogsworth. “Here. Have a look at that, son. It should explain everything,” he says. “But hurry it up, will you? You've got to get back down to that lever if Hoofington is to stand a chance.”



“Aaaand, why is that exactly?” Cogsworth asks The Boss, smiling sheepishly.



“You can’t seriously be asking me that,” The Boss deadpans.



“Sooo, I still can’t have next week off, then?” Cogsworth inquires. 



The Boss stares at Cogsworth. 



Cogsworth stares at The Boss. 



The Boss blinks at Cogsworth.



Cogsworth blinks at The Boss. 



Cogsworth opens the file and glances inside.



“Ohhhh,” Cogsworth says. “So, just next weekend then?”
      

      
   
      Snow Mountain Syndrome


      

      
      
         "Sunset took in a deep breath, the crisp mountain air freezing the moisture in her nose.



“Yahoo!” Pinkie Pie shrieked, scooping her arms into the fresh powdery snow, and throwing it into the air, dancing around as the flakes fell around her.



Fluttershy walked up to stand beside Sunset, her breath steaming in the air as she rubbed her mittens together. “It's so beautiful up here…”



“No kidding,” Sunset said, turning to Fluttershy and smiling. She noticed Rainbow Dash sneaking up behind Fluttershy, a pile of snow in her hands.



Rainbow Dash caught Sunset's eye and motioned for her to be quiet.



As Sunset deliberated on whether she should warn Fluttershy or not, the answer was decided for her when a hefty snowball smashed into Rainbow Dash’s face.



“Yeehaw!” Applejack sorted, pumping her fist into the air and quickly gathering her own snowball. “Ain't gonna be that easy!”



Sunset and Fluttershy glanced at each other, then started giggling as the impromptu snowball fight began in earnest.



Twilight and Rarity brought up the rear, dragging the luggage behind them through the snow.



“Honestly,” Rarity grunted, setting a suitcase down and hunching over, panting. “I get that we’re on a vacation and all, but can we at least save the fun and games until we get everything inside?”



“Aww come on, Rar,” Applejack drawled, sliding over and throwing an arm around Rarity’s shoulder. She gestured grandly to the steep slopes looming over them, and the vast pine forests stretching to the horizon. “Ain’t this one of the durned prettiest things you ever seen?”



Rarity wilted slightly. “Well, yes, but—”



Whatever protests she had were cut off as Applejack ducked behind her, using Rarity as a shield to block Rainbow Dash’s snowball.



“Oh that is it!” Rarity shrieked, clenching her fists, her eyes full of fire. “I’m not going to forgive you for that, Applejack! Get back here!”



Sunset ducked under a stray snowball, then grabbed some of the luggage Twilight was carrying. “Here, let me get that for you.” She turned to make her way towards the lodge where they would be staying. “Lively bunch, aren’t they?”



Twilight beamed up at her. “No kidding. She reached up to adjust her glasses, the fog from her breath clearly causing her problems. “But it’s nice. I think we’re going to have a lot of fun here.”



“Do you know how to ski at all?”



“Umm…” Twilight frowned, and wrung her hands together. “My Dad took us on a skiing trip when I was like ten. He tried to teach me, but I was never very athletic, and just wanted to stay inside and read books where it was nice and warm. There was something about french fries and pizza? I dunno. Not really. Can you ski, Sunset?”



“Actually yeah,” Sunset said, rubbing at the back of her head. “When I was studying under Princess Celestia, she’d send me on missions to faraway parts of Equestria, and those included snowy mountains. Of course, skiing as a quadruped is an entirely different game, but there was also a school field trip up here during my sophomore year. I picked up the basics pretty easily, and actually won the race.”



“Hey, don’t leave out the part where the only reason you won was because you cheated and sabotaged the other racers,” Rainbow Dash shouted as she ran past, still pelting snowballs at the others.



Sunset grimaced, and lowered her head. “Yeah, well, I was gonna get to that part. At least nobody got hurt?”



It sounded lame even to her, and Sunset let out a sigh.



“Well, even if you were a cheater once, I’d still love it if you could teach me?” Twilight mumbled, twirling a finger through her hair.”



Sunset shrugged. “Yeah, I guess, I can give it a shot. You might be better off asking Rainbow Dash though.” She glanced back at Rainbow Dash getting teamed up on by Pinkie Pie and Applejack, then shook her head. “Scratch that. Rainbow Dash is a great athlete, but a lousy teacher. I do my best. I think Rarity’s pretty good at figure skating too, if you wanted to learn that, and Fluttershy is also a new to skiing, so you can both learn together.”



“I’m looking forward to it.”








Sunset let out a long sigh as Twilight and Fluttershy got their skis caught together for the hundredth time. “There’s plenty of space out there, you two! Just keep to your own side of the practice slope!



Rarity skidded to a stop near Sunset, and raised her ski goggles. She smiled, but was clearly out of breath. “Hey. How’s the training going?”



“I think they’re about ready to try the beginner slopes,” Sunset said, crossing her arms. “There’s one a ways over which is nice and gentle, and ends right around the same place as one of the intermediate slopes. We’ve got, what, an hour or two of daylight left? We could all meet up there, then head back for dinner.”



“As astute a planner as always, Sunset,” Rarity said, flashing her a grin. “And it sounds good to me. I’ll go tell the others.”



Sunset nodded, then launched off to go join up with Twilight and Fluttershy. “Alright, you girls ready for the real thing?”



Twilight was hunched over, panting heavily, but held up a weak thumbs up.








“Hah! I win again! Take that!” Rainbow Dash shouted as she sped into the clearing, narrowly ahead of Applejack.”



Sunset raised an eyebrow where she was leaning against a tree. “Come on, what took you two so long? We’ve all been waiting for you forever.”



Applejack growled, jabbing her thumb over at Rainbow Dash. “Idgit here decided she wanted to take our race off course a little because she saw a ‘sweet jump.’ Damn near broke her leg.”



Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes. “It’s fine, and you should’ve seen the flip I pulled off. Not might fault Applejack is a wuss and slow.”



“Enough,” Sunset snapped. “Come on, it’s getting late, and I don’t like the look of those clouds. We should get back to the lodge.”



“Um,” Fluttershy mumbled, shivering. “Which was is the lodge again?”



“Should be over in that direction, I think.” Sunset raised her hand to point, but frowned. She looked around at the clearing of trees. She’d been down this slope a dozen times or so in the past, and even tested it herself earlier today, but for some reason she didn’t recognize this spot exactly. “I’m pretty sure…” she mumbled, a lot less confident than she was a few seconds ago.



Twilight fidgeted around, looking worried for a moment, but then her eyes lit up, and she fished around in her pockets for her phone. It was one of those fancy ones with a satellite link, meant for wilderness use. “Give me a second here…” Twilight said, taking her gloves off to use the touchscreen. “You’re a little off, Sunset. Should be that way.”



“Alright then. I don’t know about you girls, but I’m starving.” Sunset said, stretching and getting ready to move.



“Woohoo!” Pinkie Pie shouted, jumping up into the air with her fist held high. “How about the last one to the lodge has to buy everyone dinner!”



Before anyone had a chance to respond, there was a low rumble in the distance, dark clouds moving closer, and a heavy frozen wind whipped past them, chilling them all to the bone.



“On second thought,” Pinkie Pie muttered, her hair deflating. “Maybe we should all stick close?”








There were few things more terrifying than the full force of Mother Nature, and right now this blizzard seemed dead set on killing the six of them.



Icy winds howled past them, the air so thick with snow it was impossible to see more than a few feet in front of them. They trudged through the snow in a line, everyone holding onto each other’s hands. Sunset led the way, through Twilight’s high powered phone had stopped working.



Sunset cursed this world’s lack of weather control. Something like this would have never happened with pegasi running the show. She had absolutely no idea where they were going. Any step could take her right off a cliff, and she would never know until it was too late. But she had to keep moving anyway. Falling to death somehow seemed preferable to being buried in snow and freezing to death.



The hand holding onto her own felt feeble and weak, and Sunset felt it squeeze her hand. She heard a voice, but couldn’t make it out over the wind.



“What was that?” Sunset shouted, turning her head backwards.



“I said I’m scared!” Twilight shouted. Sunset suspected she would be crying, if wouldn’t just freeze her tears to her cheeks.



Sunset didn’t have any words to offer in reassurance, so she just squeezed back, and kept moving forward.



“It can’t be that much farther!” Pinkie Pie shouted. Her hair looked like it was made of snow at this point. “Don’t worry, girls, I know we’ll make it through this!”



Sunset cursed her lack of magic in this world. Were she a unicorn, she could have built everyone a shelter, then kept everyone warm using magic, though if she had to keep that up all night it would have taken a lot out of her. It still would’ve been preferable to this.



She had to keep moving forward. She wasn’t going to let things end like this.



To her considerable surprise, Sunset felt her body shift, her ears changing and her hair growing longer as the magic of friendship born from her determination filled her, giving her extra strength. She felt renewed, rejuvenated, and ready to push forward once more.



But she knew she wouldn’t be able to force the same transformation in her friends, and everyone was reaching their limit. It was all up to her.



Her pony ears picked up more sounds, and her vision seemed sharper. Peering through the relentless storm, Sunset finally spotted a glimmer of hope. “I think I see a light!”



Everyone perked up at that, and they pressed forward. The closer she walked, the clearer it got, the soft illumination of house lights, a distant beacon to guide their way. Whatever it ended up being, it had to be their salvation.



As they got closer and closer, the storm seemed to break around them a little, and their destination loomed over them.



It was a house, or maybe a mansion might be a better word. Rich, fancy, huge, and with a warm light emanating from within that belayed all other concerns and demanded they take shelter.



“I know some rich people have private homes all the way out in the mountains,” Rarity shouted, shielding her eyes and squinting up at the house. “Goodness what I wouldn’t give to live in a place like this.”



“And get snowed on like this on a regular basis?” Rainbow Dash shouted. “No thanks!”



“D-do you think they’ll let us in?” Fluttershy asked, her teeth chattering.



“I don’t care if they do or don’t,” Sunset growled, steeling her resolve as they walked across the grounds towards the shelter of the main entrance. “This is clearly an emergency, and I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you girls safe.”



“I’m too damn cold to argue with you right now, Sug,” Applejack spat, “but try not to go provoking nobody, okay?”



In just a minute more, they finally made it on the front porch, and everyone collapsed onto the ground, panting heavily. There wasn’t a doorbell in sight, so Sunset pounded on the front door, shouting “Hello? Is anybody there?”



“I can’t see anything through the windows,” Twilight muttered, rubbing at her glasses. “But there’s a lot of lights on. Somebody's probably home, right?”



“Please, please please please let us in!” Pinkie Pie shouted. “I know a really awesome cake recipe and I’d be happy to make it for you and teach you how to make it yourself! Well, I mean, I don’t have the ingredients on me, but this place probably has a well stocked kitchen, right?”



Sunset continued banging on the door for a full minute with no response, and as everyone huddled together for warmth, she took a deep breath, and tried the handle. The door swung open, light and warmth pouring out from within.



The interior opened into a large an extravagant entrance hall, double wide stairs leading up to a second floor, the kind of opulence you always saw in movies. There wasn’t anyone to be seen, but Sunset called out, “Hello? Is anyone there? I’m sorry if we’re trespassing, but I don’t want to freeze to death, so we’re coming in, okay?”



The ragged group of teenagers poured inside and pushed the door closed behind them, the elements finally shut outside where they couldn’t do them any harm. Everyone sunk to the floor in relief and exhaustion save for Sunset, her magical boost keeping her alert and wary. “Hello?” she called again.



After maybe five minutes of shouting, and peeking around the mansion, though she never left sight of her friends, Sunset was confident that no crazy redneck with a shotgun was going to sneak up on them for trespassing. For whatever reason, the lights were on in what appeared to be an empty mansion. Finally, she sat down on the stairs, and let her transformation slip away.



“Guess this place is safe,” Sunset said with a yawn. “I don’t know about you girls, but I’m ready to count this one as a miracle. We—”



A wave of exhaustion suddenly hit Sunset hard, and her vision swam with darkness.



Guess transforming like that took more out of her than she thought.








Sunset floated alone, her consciousness muddled as strange colors swirled and shifted around her.



“Hello?” She called out, her voice feeble, and it felt like it was absorbed by the void around her.



There was a strange buzzing sound all round her, like a shrill electronic screech that made her want to cover her ears.



The world pulsed around her, shifting and scintillating colors flashing across the entire spectrum, and she suspected more that she wasn’t really able process.



“Sunset?” A clear and familiar voice pierced through the noise around her, a beacon of normalcy in this nightmare.



“Suuuuunseeeeet,” came the buzzing again, the voice sounding like a bad speech synthesizer run through a wood chipper.



Sunset opened her mouth to speak, but no words could escape from her mouth.



“Sunset? Hey!”



Sunset’s eyes snapped open. She blinked, and found herself staring at herself reflected in Twilight’s glasses. “Huh? What?”



Twilight smiled, then pulled back and adjusted her glasses. “Good, you’re awake. You feeling okay?”



“Yeah, I think…” Sunset mumbled, trying to get her bearings. She was lying on the floor of the entrance hall to the mansion, and something heavy was draped over her. A blanket, it seemed like. She was warm, and a jacket was bundled up underneath her head, propping it up.



“What happened?” Sunset asked, sitting up and stretching. The blanket slipped from her shoulders, and she realized that someone had stripped off her clothes down to her underwear. She looked down to see Twilight was in a similar state of undress.



Twilight blushed, and covered her chest with her arms. Sunset could see her cutie mark sticking up from the hem of her underwear. “All our clothes were wet. We’re letting them dry. Rarity’s searching upstairs for clothes that will fit us.” 



Sunset shrugged. She came from a place where clothes weren’t the norm anyway. “I guess I passed out back there. What’s the situation? Did you find the owners?”



“No, they others searched the whole place. Nobody’s here.” Twilight said, holding up her phone. “I still can’t get a signal though.”



“The girls explored a spooky abandoned mansion all by yourselves? How daring of you,” Sunset said with a grin, standing up and stretching.”



Twilight blushed and looked away. “It’s probably a traveler’s lodge or someone’s private home, nothing weird. We’ll figure it out once the storm is over, and reimburse whomever owns this place.”



Sunset frowned. She had been joking, but that nightmare she was woken up from had her a little on edge. Still, this place looked normal enough. “Where are the others, anyway?”



“Well, I’m right here,” Rarity said as she poked her head over the top of the stairs. She was carrying a bundle of large t-shirts, and tossed one to Sunset and Twilight. “Pinkie Pie and Fluttershy are making some food for us all in the kitchen, and Applejack and Rainbow Dash are checking the outside of the mansion, to make sure everything’s safe, to see if they can find any identifying information. and maybe a garage or something where we could get flashlights and any other tools we might need just in case.”



“Geez,” Sunset said, yawning and scratching at her nose. “You girls really know how to get things done when I’m out, huh?” Sunset threw on the proffered t-shirt and started wandering around the room. She spotted what appeared to be an old rotary phone on the desk, but when she picked it up there was no dial tone.



“You were really amazing out there, Sunset,” Twilight mumbled, wringing her hands together. “I don’t think we could have made it here without you.”



Rarity giggled, clapping Sunset on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, darling, you’re still quite the stalwart leader.”



The front doors burst open, and Applejack and Rainbow Dash trudged inside, cardboard boxes in their arms. They were fully bundled in their winter gear, and made for a comical sight as they waddled about. Sunset shivered at the cold wind that blew inside before the door was shut again.



“Ugh,” Rainbow Dash grunted, slamming her box on the floor. “There, we got the stuff. I am not going back out there again, okay?”



“Found ourselves a nice haul,” Applejack said, taking off her goggles and her gloves, blowing on her hands. “Flashlights, portable battery packs, even a ham radio. We should be set all night, or longer depending on how rough this storm is.”



“And there is so much to eat!” Pinkie Pie shouted, riding on a serving cart stacked with food. “Seriously, this kitchen is amazing!”



Fluttershy followed behind with a similar cart stacked full of drinks. “I really hope it’s okay that we’re using all this…”



Sunset grabbed a soda from the cart, cracked it open, and took a long swig. “Ah, that’s the stuff. Look, I dunno who’s house this is, and I feel a bit bad. But for now, let’s party and have some fun. We’ll ask forgiveness later.”



Twilight giggled, and grabbed a drink of her own. “I mean, we were already planning to have a big sleepover party back at the lodge, right? Here we don’t even have to worry about bothering the other guests.”



Applejack chuckled, shaking her head. “A part of me doesn’t think it feels right… but on the other hand, I’m hungrier than an ox in spring. Let’s eat!”



 




“Goodnight,” Sunset called out, and stepped into her room, closing the door behind her.



The mansion conveniently had six bedrooms on the second floor all right accross from each other, so they were all right next to each other should anyone need anything in the middle of the night.



Sunset flopped down onto the bed, burying her face into the pillow and letting out a long sigh. Exhaustion pulled her deep into the realm of dreams once more.



It had been a fun evening, considering they had all nearly frozen to death in a blizzard earlier. They had a wonderful meal, then had a lot of fun sitting around, joking, playing card games, and telling each other ghost stories, which only seemed appropriate when you were trapped in a mysterious mansion.



Lucky for all of them, it had all been relatively ordinary, so far.



Sunset once again found herself floating through a void, colors swirling around her, and once more with the screech of buzzing electronics.



“Ssssuuuuunnnnssseeeeeet,” the voice crackled, popping like a bad speaker.



“What do you want?” Sunset mumbled, her mind muddled and out of focus.



“Ssuuunsseet,” the voice spoke again, gaining clarity with each repetition.



“Yes, that’s my name,” Sunset managed to say with a flicker of annoyance.”



“Sunset.”



Sunset’s eyes snapped open. Someone was in her room, a dark form crawling onto her bed.



With a strangled yelp Sunset lunged for the bedside table, and she managed to grab her phone. It was useless to call anyone with, but as a light…



Twilight stared up at her from across the bed, her eyes wide and watery, the lithe girl wearing little more than an oversized t-shirt.



“Twilight?” Sunset asked, tilting her head. “What are you doing here? What time is it?”



Twilight crawled forward til Sunset could feel her breath. “I, uh… this place. It scares me, Sunset. Can I sleep here with you?”



Sunset raised an eyebrow, and folded her arms over her chest. “Twilight, you’re my friend and all, but you’re also practically an adult. I don’t really like sharing a bed. If you really can’t handle it, I’m sure Pinkie Pie would be happy to share.”



“That’s not,” Twilight bit her lip and moved even closer. “I don’t want to sleep with Pinkie Pie, Sunset. I want…” Twilight took Sunset’s hand and placed it on her thigh.



Oh.



“Hold on a second, Twilight, if that’s how you feel, shouldn’t we maybe talk about this first,” Sunset stammered, her face suddenly bright red. “I, uh…” Her eyes traced down Twilight’s form, the younger girl’s skin was pale in the soft light of the phone.



Twilight dragged Sunset’s hand across her thighs, towards…



Sunset’s blood suddenly ran cold in her veins.



Of all the things she hated about this world, she was exceptionally glad that the human’s here still had their cutie marks. Because of their stupid nudity taboo, they kept them hidden under their clothes most of the time, instead opting to get patches or symbols sewn into their outfits somewhere.



Sunset could never have managed if she had to lose her cutie mark along with everything else.



But more importantly, the thigh on which Sunset’s fingers now rested was completely free from any adornments whatsoever.



Sunset sucked in a deep breath, pushing Twilight away from her hard. The smaller girl tumbled off the bed with a crash, and Sunset immediately leapt to her feet. “What the hell are you?”



Twilight looked up at her, her eyes wide and glistening with tears. “I… how could you say something like that, Sunset!”



“Don’t you ‘Sunset’, me,” Sunset growled, searching around for something to use as a weapon and coming up short. “I—hey!”



Twilight turned and bolted from the door, her form quickly shadowed when she stepped out of the weak light of the phone.



Cursing under her breath, Sunset chased after her, reaching her bedroom door and throwing it open with a tremendously loud crash.



Far louder than the crash of a single door, really. Sunset found herself staring into Rarity’s eyes from the door across the hall.



Rarity blinked, opening her mouth to say something, then frowned, glancing to her left and right.



Sunset did the same, and found the same look on the faces of all six of her friends.



“Did we all just…?” Twilight started, her voice echoing in the silence of the hall.



“Chase after someone and slam our doors open at the same time?” Pinkie Pie finished, her voice lacking any of its usual excitement.



Sunset swallowed, then rubbed at her arm. “I saw…” she turned to Twilight, her own cheeks still burning.



Twilight met her gaze, then immediately looked away, seeming even more embarrassed than Sunset.



Sunset saw Applejack and Rarity share similar looks, as well as Fluttershy and Rainbow Dash. Pinkie Pie seemed to be staring at her own feet.



“Okay,” Rainbow Dash growled. “What the heck just happened?”



“I’m scared,” Fluttershy whimpered, folding her arms over her stomach.



“Everyone take a deep breath,” Sunset commanded, standing up straight. “I don’t know what just happened, but I know we’re all here together, and I’m sure we’re not in immediate danger. Maybe it was some kind of, I don’t know. Share hallucination?”



“There aren’t any conventional ways something like that would be possible,” Twilight muttered, still refusing to look at Sunset. “Even with some sort of crazy new drug, there’s no way it could time something like that so perfectly.”



“Maybe this mansion really is haunted!” Pinkie Pie shouted, her teeth chattering.



Applejack rolled her eyes. “Come on, sug, you know there’s no such thing as ghosts.”



Rarity scoffed. “Really now. Like there’s no such thing as sirens or horse wizards?”



Rainbow Dash blinked. “Are there ghosts in Equestria?”



Sunset frowned, rubbing at her chin. “Depends on how you define ghosts, I guess. Not so much the wandering spirits of dead ponies, but there are incorporeal magical entities that are similar. Still, regardless of the specifics, I think it's safe to say we’re dealing with something that is in some way a magical phenomenon.”



“C-could someone please get the lights?” Fluttershy said, her voice a bare whisper.



Rarity walked over to the hallway light switch, then flipped it up and down several times to no effect. “Great. It seems the power is out as well.”



Applejack nodded, then ducked into her room. They heard the sound of rustling, then she came back, her arms full of some of the flashlights they had found earlier. She started handing them out, and the hallway was soon bathed in the weak comfort of illumination once more.



“Alright, so,” Rainbow Dash said, shining the flashlight across the hall. “We’ve woken up in our very own horror movie. What do we do about it?”



“Ain’t it usually the dumb jock that dies first?” Applejack said, grinning.



“Sometimes it’s the dumb hick!” Rainbow Dash countered, clenching her fists.



“Enough!” Sunset snapped. “Nobody is dying, okay?” Sunset rubbed at her temples, then shone her light towards the stairs. “Look, let’s head downstairs. I want to check something out.”



Everyone nodded, and they huddled together, Sunset once more leading through group through a situation that was potentially dangerous.



“Nobody split up,” Twilight murmured.



When they reached the entrance hall, Sunset tried a couple of the lights just in case, to no luck. 



Then she tried the front door. The handle didn’t even turn.



“Does anyone else hear that?” Sunset asked, turning towards the rest of the group.



Pinkie blinked, tilting her head. “Hear what?”



“Exactly.” Sunset shone her light out the window. The flashlight beam shone only on darkness. “There’s no storm.”



Rarity got close to the window, pressing her face against the glass. “I can’t see a single thing out there. Not even the ground.”



“Have we been transported to another reality?” Twilight asked out loud, rubbing at her chin. “Ugh, I wish I had brought some more of my devices. I bet I could get some fantastic readings.”



“Forget your science, Twilight,” Rainbow Dash said. She wandered around until she found an end table, brushed off the contents, and hefted it above her head. “I say we bust out of here.”



Sunset gently grabbed Rainbow Dash’s arm, and made her set the table down. “Let’s not do anything drastic just yet, at least until we’ve explored some other options. Applejack, try and get that ham radio working.”



“Roger,” Applejack said with a salute, then ran over towards where she had stashed the radio from earlier. Luckily, it was battery powered.



After about of minute of tinkering, the low sound of static echoed through the entrance hall, and Applejack began fiddling with the dials.



The radio channeling suddenly erupted with a harsh screeching, an electronic buzzing that raised the hairs on the back of Sunset’s neck. It was the same noise from her dreams.



“Ugh, that sounds like a dial up modem,” Twilight shouted, covering her ears. “Turn it off!”



“A dial up modem?” Sunset asked, rubbing at her eyes once Applejack had turned the radio off and it was blissfully silent once more.



“Old piece of technology, dearie,” Rarity said. “Glad we’ve moved past that one.”



“Hmm.” Sunset crossed her arms over her chest, and tapped her foot as she tried to think things through. “Before the, uh, incident, upstairs, I was hearing a noise like that in my dreams. Did anyone else hear something similar?”



Everyone else looked at each other confused, then shook their heads. “Nope! I sure didn’t!” Pinkie Pie said.



So it was just her? Definitely odd. If only she could…



Sunset snapped her fingers, her eyes lighting up. “Hold on, I have to get something, I’ll be right back!” Sunset dashed off up the stairs.



“Wait!” Twilight called out from behind her. “I said we shouldn’t split up!”



Sunset dashed into her room, found her pack, rooted through it, and pulled out her diary. Perfect. If she could get ahold of Princess Twilight…



It was a quick trip back downstairs, and she found everyone lying around, looking bored.



“Oh thank goodness,” Rarity said, letting out a relieved sigh.



Twilight threw her arms around Sunset’s waist in a hug that was practically a tackle. “What the heck is wrong with you! I told you we shouldn’t split up! I was so worried...”



“Uh…”



Applejack got up where she was leaning against the bannister, a scowl painting her face. “Five more minutes and we would’ve come looking for ya. Just what were you thinking?”



Sunset blinked, staring at the worried faces of all of her friends. “What’s the big deal? I was gone for maybe a minute, tops.”



Rainbow Dash raised an eyebrow. “A minute? Try twenty.”



“That’s impossible.” Sunset pulled out her phone. “Yeah, like, barely any time at all.”



Applejack looked down at Sunset’s phone, frowned, and then pulled out her own. Applejack’s was twenty minutes ahead.



Twilight shivered as she compared the two screens. “I think there might be some sort of time dilation going on in different parts of the mansion. From now on we all absolutely have to stick together, okay?”



Sunset stared down at the time difference. Well, it could have been a lot worse, she guessed. “In any case, I’ve got what I needed.” She pulled out the diary, a pen, and began scrawling her message.



“Dear Princess Twilight,



If you are receiving this message, then”



Before she had even finished writing the second sentence, the cover of the book flashed red. Sunset blinked, flipping it closed to stare at it. She knew that the color meant the message couldn’t be sent, though until now she’d never encountered anything that could stop a book that was already powerful enough to traverse dimensions.



“Well crap,” Sunset muttered, flipping the diary open and sighing. “Guess I worried you all for nothing.”



“What did that light mean?” Fluttershy asked, leaning over Sunset’s shoulder. “Can Twilight—eep!”



Sunset stared as the words on the page slowly began to vanish, as if they were absorbed into the page. “What in the…”



She turned the page, moving backwards, and saw that all the words in the book were being eaten. Every conversation she’d had with Princess Twilight, and even before that from her time as Princess Celestia’s student.



“Hey! Stop that!” Sunset shouted, shaking the book as if that would accomplish stuff. “Some of those are very important memories!”



Her protests fell on deaf ears, and in just a few moments, her entire diary was gone, full of nothing but blank pages.



Sunset could do nothing but stare at the empty first page, her mouth hanging open in shock.



After staring for several minutes, nobody saying a word, Sunset finally stood up, and slumped against the bannister. “Maybe we should all head to the kitchen, and have some more food. I get the feeling none of us should be sleeping tonight, and we’re going to need more energy.”



There were murmurs of agreement all around, until Pinkie Pie shouted, “Hey, Sunset, it’s asking for you!”



“Huh?” Sunset saw Pinkie Pie leaning over the diary, then rushed over. There, in the familiar script of Princess Celestia, several words were scrawled out.



“Dear Sunset Shimmer,



Hello!”



Sunset stared at the words for a long time, then grabbed her pen once more.



“Who are you?”



“I’m Princess Twilight Sparkle.”



“No you’re not.”



“I’m Princess Celestia.”



“Still wrong.”



“I’m A Princess!”



The words weren’t written on the page so much as they appeared. She recognized Twilight’s, Celestia’s, and her own handwriting, and it was as if that whatever was making these words appear was just pasting them in from stuff that had previously been written.”



“What do you want?” Sunset wrote.



“I’m A Princess!”



“Perhaps this is the entity that is keeping us here,” Twilight said, adjusting her glasses. “And who or what it was we saw in the uh… incident, upstairs.”



Sunset turned to her, frowning. “So it’s using the diary to communicate with us. Seems like a bit of an awkward approach, and I’m not sure it understands the words it's using.”



Twilight tapped her chin, furrowing her brow. “What we heard on the radio earlier, and you said you heard in your dreams. Maybe it’s an attempt to communicate that we can’t parse.”



“Could be. When I heard that noise in my dreams, it also felt like it was trying to sound out my name, using very terrible speakers. I don’t know why I was singled out in particular, but it may have something to do with my Equestrian origins.”



“Hey, I won!” Pinkie Pie shouted, pumping her fist into the air.



Twilight and Sunset both blinked at each other, then turned to stare at Pinkie Pie.



During their brief conversation, Pinkie Pie had written out the rules to tic tac toe, won a game, and was already halfway through another.



“You’re… playing games with it?” Sunset asked, tilting her head.



“Sure, why not?” Pinkie Pie asked, resting on her elbows as she won for a second time. “I mean, ancient house spirits or whatever still want to play games with people too, right?”



“Well…”



“Uh…”



Sunset and Twilight glanced at each other, then shrugged.



Sunset rubbed at the back of her head. “Yeah, I guess they probably do.”



“Here, let me see that,” Rarity said, taking the diary from Pinkie Pie. “Tic Tac Toe is simple enough, but let’s try something a little more elegant. Lines and boxes, perhaps?”



Despite the originally spooky atmosphere, the girls quickly found themselves having fun once more, whoever was on the other as an adept opponent, and it quickly took to whatever new game they tried.



After lines and boxes, Applejack taught it a word game where you have to come up with a word that starts with the last letter of the previous word. Rainbow Dash taught it hangman. Fluttershy just drew cute pictures of animals, which the book seemed to enjoy very much, and Twilight capped off the evening by teaching it the entire rules of chess, which they simulated by making an actual chess set and arranging things as the entity called out moves.



Sunset’s eyes fluttered opened, and she stretched, yawning. She had no idea how late they had all stayed up, but at some point they had all passed out in a huddle in the entrance room floor. She could see sunlight streaming through the windows, and the sounds of birds chirping from outside.



Getting up and carefully tiptoeing around the others, Sunset pulled open the front door. The storm had stopped, and snow was piled up high, but the world was bright and as vibrant as always. She heard a beep from her pocket, and saw that her phone had bars once more.



As she made her way back to the sleeping girls, she found that all of their game playing in the diary had been erased, and it only contained one phrase.



“Thank you.”
      

      
   
      Things That Go Bump in the Night


      

      
      
         Why did ponies need to sleep in the dark? Sweetie Belle thought it was pointless. Closing your eyes was dark enough anyway, you didn’t need all the scary dark around you to go with it! 



Even the soft bedsheets Sweetie had wrapped herself in weren’t enough to combat the lurking blackness that surrounded her. Normally, she could sleep fine but tonight seemed worse than any other night. Like if somepony was watching her, she’d have no idea who it was because it was so dark! They could be lurking in her wardrobe, or chest of drawers, or… she gulped. 



A hoot caused a Sweetie to squeak like a mouse, as she hugged the bed sheets tighter to her shivering body. Owls were normally nice, Twilight had a nice one, but at night their eyes seemed way too freaky. Plus that weird way they could turn their neck around so seamlessly, just to stare at you, never blinking. 



The window! It was open, letting in a breeze barely detectable, but enough to make Sweetie’s hairs stand on end. Maybe that was what was making tonight seem so bad? Carefully slipping off the bed, the sheets dragging behind her like a gown, she resolved to march to that pesky window and slam it shut once and for all.



With every step she took, things didn’t seem so bad after all. Who’d left that window open anyway? Rarity, probably. Sometimes she was scatterbrained, especially when she had a lot of dresses to work on. 



Sweetie shed her bed gown as she reached up to close the window. Grabbing on, it was a simple matter of swinging it shut. She blinked when she heard a slam and the ringing of metal. Looking down, a hook had lodged itself in that gap Sweetie had hoped to close.



“EEP!!” Sweetie screamed, throwing herself away from the window and bounding into the sprawled bed sheets .



“Shhh!” 



“Eep, snake monster!!” Sweetie struggled to flee but tripped under the sheets, face planting back into them. Flailing onto her back, she desperately tried to crawl away from the hook. “Please don’t eat me!!”



“What? Hold on!” With a grunt, a pony raised herself into view, tapping on the window. “I’m no monster, see?” She tried for a smile but it was strained and her eyes were hidden under a pair of shades. 



“Don’t eat meeeeee!!” Sweetie cried, her voice shuddering as she ran for the bed.



“Wait! Shh!” the pony replied. “I’m not going to eat you, I’m here to help! Trust me!”



“Why should I trust you?!” Sweetie asked, dragging the bed sheets up to her. “You’re breaking into my house!”



The mare blinked, staring at the hook. “Point taken. But look, I need to break into your house.”



“To kidnap me?!”



“What?” She frowned, shaking her head. “No! I need to get in because you’re in danger right now!”



Sweetie thrust a hoof at her intruder. “Yeah, from you!”



The shades pony took a deep breath, raising one hoof as much as she could. “I can explain everything,” she spoke, slowly and carefully. “But you need to let me in so I can help you. I’m one of the good guys, believe me.”



“I don’t know…” Even if the shades pony had gone on for a few sentences without eating Sweetie Belle, she was still trying to get into her room without asking. “Mom said not to trust strangers.”



“Then your mother really cares about your safety.” Grunting again, she slipped a hoof in through the gap. “And so do I, which is why I need to get in and protect you.”



Sweetie looked around her room. The sharpest things she could see were the scraps of paper she had doodled on this evening. “From what?”



“A real monster!”



In that moment, Sweetie Belle clocked a time that she thought could even make Scootaloo jealous, as she sped to the window and opened it fully, helping in her newfound guest. She was an earth pony, wearing a pair of simple saddlebags that fell to the ground with a thump. Her cutie mark was a couple of sweets, still in their wrappers and her mane and tail were two toned and curled, a little like her own hair.



“Who are you? You’re here to save me, right?!” 



“I’m Agent Sweetie Drops,” she answered, lowering her glasses and smiling down at the filly. “And yes, I’m here to save you from the bad monster.”



“Okay,” Sweetie said, suddenly clutching onto Drops’ leg. “We should really wake up Rarity if there’s a monster in the house.”



Sweetie drops flinched. “No!”



The smaller Sweetie looked up at her, blinking. “What do you mean? She’s in danger!”



“We can’t tell her because… I’m an Agent!” Upon seeing the filly tilty her head in confusion, she elaborated, “I can’t risk ponies finding out my secret identity. Because Agents are meant to be super secret. Understand?”



“I guess that makes sense…” Belle said, glancing to her bedroom door. “But Rarity’s still in danger, right?”



Sweetie Drops shook her head. “I’ve tracked the monster to this room. As long as it doesn’t leave, she’s fine.”



“If you say so…” Sweetie Belle reluctantly let go of the elder mare, taking a few cautious steps around her room. She did a complete turn, then went back to Drops. “Where is it?”



Drops inclined a leg towards the bed. “Look under there.”



Sweetie Belle ducked down, staring at the space underneath her bed. Normally it was dark but there was something else… like it was advanced darkness or something. Light had been snuffed out completely, creating a stark contrast with the rest of the floor. 



She gulped, stepping away. “What is it…?”



“It goes by many names but maybe you’re more familiar with the Boogeymare,” Sweetie Drops answered, nudging her shades up her snout. “Speaking of names, I’ll need yours. You already have mine.”



“Sweetie Belle,” she said, then frowned. “You stole my name.”



“I was born first, how could I?”



Sweetie Belle pouted. “Fine. But can I give you a nickname? I don’t want to say my own name all the time… it’s weird.”



Drops shrugged, taking a few steps towards the bed. “Go ahead.”



“Ummmmm…” Sweetie Belle stared at her new friend, trying to pick apart any noticeable features that could be converted into a neat moniker. Candy? No, too simple. Wrapper? Too weird. How about…



“Shades!”



Drops blinked, turning to the filly. “Excuse me?”



“‘Cause you’re wearing sunglasses even though it’s nighttime.” Sweetie Belle scratched her head. “Why are you wearing them anyway?”



“I need to, for certain monster hunting reasons,” Shades answered.



“Is it because they make you feel cool?”



“Don’t be silly, no.” Shades shook her head. “No.”



“If you’re sure…” Sweetie took one last look at those sunglasses, then turned her attention to the dark lurking under her bed. “So what does this Boogeymare do? Does it eat ponies?”



“Not exactly. It feeds off them—”



Sweetie let out a high pitched gasp. “It’s a vampire?!”



“No, it’s not a vampire.” Shades directed a shush towards Sweetie. “And keep it down, will you? We don’t want Rarity to find out about all this, remember?”



“Oh, she won’t!” Sweetie chirped. “She always sleeps with an eye mask and earplugs. She really, really, likes her beauty sleep.”



“Huh. Well that’s good. Gives me more freedom to work.” Shades went to her saddlebags and began to rummage through them. “Anyway, it’s not a vampire. It feeds off ponies’ dreams, not their blood or anything.” 



Plucking out a vial of salt, Shades went over to the window and closed it, making sure to reel in the hook and rope first. “I suspected one was around in Ponyville when my,” she hesitated, “best friend said she was having trouble sleeping and remembering dreams. Not something to worry about by itself but she became incredibly tired and her magic lost much of its strength.”



“That’s bad,” Sweetie said.



Shades nodded, beginning to spread salt around the rim of the window. “Yep. So tonight I had planned to catch the thing while she was asleep, but it escaped and now I’m—”



“Wait. Why do it when your best friend was asleep?” 



Shades froze.



“She could’ve helped you and then maybe it wouldn’t have fled here,” Sweetie said.



“Because…” Shades chewed her lip. “Because she needed to be asleep to draw out the Boogeymare. That’s monster hunting one-o-one..”



Sweetie gave her a skeptical stare. “You used your best friend as bait?”



“No! She knew what she was getting into,” Shades spluttered. She stepped aside, highlighting the salt spread around the window. “Aren’t you going to ask what I’m doing?”



“Not really,” Sweetie said with a shrug. “Kinda assumed it was important agent stuff.”



“You’re right about that,” Shades replied, heading over to the door and spreading the salt around the frame. “Boogeymare’s have a physical form but they can also shift into an ethereal form,” Sweetie rose a hoof, “basically they can go all magical. The salt, which also has magical properties, is going to be used to make circles that will block the Boogeymare’s exit if it tries to phase through the door or window.”



“Um… I think I get it,” Sweetie said. “Can’t it just go through the walls though? Or the floor?”



“If it was more powerful, maybe. As it stands, those are both far too thick for it to pass through.” Shades gave the wall a solid knock. “It has its limits; the door has gaps in the frame it can squeeze and the glass of the window is really thin.”



“That doesn’t sound too bad then.” Sweetie looked back at the complete pitch black that lay under her bed. Thanks to her new friend, it didn’t seem as scary as before. But it was still incredibly creepy how darkness could just start so suddenly. It almost looked like a void to another world.



“So what’s with all the dark stuff?” she asked, flailing a hoof in its general direction.



“It’s basically telling you to back off,” Shades replied, stretching up to cover the top of the door frame. “Boogeymares are kinda cowardly like that.”



“So it doesn’t eat ponies, just their dreams, and it’s also a coward,” Sweetie said, pouting. “Is this thing really dangerous? Can it even kill a pony?”



“It’s still a monster.” Shades put the salt vial back into her saddlebag. “And I’m here to put an end to it,” she finished, grinning to herself.



“You said I was in danger!” Sweetie cried, nudging Shades’ hind leg. “I thought it was gonna get eaten!”



Shades turned, pushing Sweetie away in one gentle motion. “Even if it’s not that dangerous, like I said, a monster is a monster. And do you want you good sleep and your magic intact?”



“Yeah…” Sweetie said, rubbing her foreleg.



“Exactly,” Shades said, coupled with a firm nod. “Now, while we’re talking about magic, how’s yours?” 



Sweetie stuck out her tongue, her horn glowing green while her face tensed up. “If I concentrate I can levitate some stuff pretty well.”



“That’ll do. You can help complete these magic circles then,” Shades said, guiding Sweetie to the window.



“Really? How?” 



“Just focus your magic in the center. The circle should do the rest,” Shades explained, gesturing towards the middle of the window.



“That’s it? Can’t you do it because you’re not a unicorn?” Sweetie asked, taking a deep breath as she prepared to focus.



“I could…” Shades said, before grimacing and scratching her foreleg. “But it’d require some blood from me.”



Sweetie blinked, her magic sparking out and disappearing. “B-Blood?! Why?!”



“Earth ponies and pegasi are magical too, you know. It’s just more… innate. So we need to use our blood if we want to close magic circles,” Shades replied, kicking away a saddlebag. “Basically we need to offer a part of our magic, which will react with the salt, to create a magical reaction of sorts that’ll complete the circle. Then that circle will cut off any of the Boogeymare’s attempts to slip by us!”



Sweetie fell onto her rump, rubbing her forehead. “That all sounded like something Twilight would say…”



“She’d be much better at explaining it than me, yes,” Shades acknowledged, shrugging. “You ready?”



“As I’ll ever be…” Sweetie sighed, scrunching up her face in concentration.



Shades stepped aside, giving Sweetie a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry. It’s easy.”



She nodded, approaching the window. With her tongue stuck out, she did her best to clear her mind of any nagging thoughts. Like that homework assignment that still needed to be done. Instead, she thought about her magic, which when she thought about, was really just a part of herself. Those thoughts led onto ones about her singing, the adventures she had with her friends and what sort of cutie mark she might get in the future. 



There was a spark, the salt and the center of the circle both flashing up briefly. Sweetie jumped at the noise, which wiped away any magic she had built up on her horn. “Sorry…”



“For what? You did it,” Shades said, moving over to the door circle.



Sweetie blinked, then smiled, dimples forming on her cheeks. “That’s it? That was easy!”



“I told you. Now the circle’s closed, so the Boogeymare can’t escape through the window.” She nodded at the door. “Got enough juice for another?”



“You bet!” Sweetie cheered. In no time at all, she heard that other spark go off. She actually watched it herself this time and hopped up upon seeing the result of her efforts. “I did it! Again!”



“Nice job, Sweetie.” Shades lowered her sunglasses, giving the filly a wink. Then she approached her saddlebags and started to search through them again. “Now it’s my turn.”



“Your turn to do what?” Sweetie narrowed her eyes, zoning in on a small vial Shades brought out from her bag. “What’s that?”



“Potion. One for strength.” Popping off the cork, Shades took a single swig of the substance. She closed her eyes as she took it in, shivering momentarily. A few seconds later, her eyes flashed open and her breathing became faster and much heavier. 



Sweetie couldn’t believe her eyes. Galloping up to the empty vial, she checked for a label but all it had was a taped piece of paper with ‘Strength’ written on it. “What’s it doing to you? Are you okay?!” she spluttered, dropping the vial.



“Fine, I’m fine,” Shades replied, although her voice was strained. She shook her head vigorously, then slapped her cheeks. That seemed to sober her up from her state and from there, she ran through a few check ups, such as checking her pulse and regulating her now heavy breathing. 



“You wanna explain what’s happening to you?” Sweetie asked, keeping her distance.



“Strength potion,” Shades answered, wiping a drop of the liquid from her mouth. “A manufactured adrenaline rush. Basically lets you push past your body’s limits.”



“That sounds dangerous…”



“That’s because it is. Requires incredible training and discipline to master proper use of it. Push yourself too far and…” Shades stopped, seeing Sweetie’s grimace. “I’ve used these for years. I’m good.”



Sweetie accepted that, nodding. Her eyes now turned to the darkness. “Are you going to wrestle the Boogeymare now?”



“Heh, something like that.” Shades performed a few small stretches. “I’ll draw it out, subdue it, then… turn it into the authorities, I suppose.”



“Should I go for this? Will it get dangerous?” Sweetie said, moving to the door and placing a hoof on the handle. 



Shades cautiously approached the bed, lowering herself down. “If you want, although Boogeymare’s aren’t known for straight up fights. But I took the potion as an extra precaution, just in case. I think we’ll be fine, though.”



Sweetie nodded but opened her door ajar nonetheless.



“Alright then… let’s go,” Shades muttered, reaching into the dark with a hoof. 



She shivered and grit her teeth, pushing her foreleg deeper within. Sweetie watched, opening the door even further, her little legs poised to leap out of the room. Her bed wasn’t that big but apparently the space under it was, with Shades really having to reach in to grab that monster. It looked odd to Sweetie but she kept quiet.



Her heart leapt when she saw Shades freeze, her eyes momentarily open wide. Yet in a blink, her expression became a fierce grin and she dug her hooves into the ground, pulling back. 



“Gotcha,” she said, slowly drawing away from the bed. There wasn’t much struggling, as far as Sweetie could tell anyway, for the furniture barely moved the whole time. 



With a grunt, Shades fell back, plucking the Boogeymare out like a carrot and revealing it for both of them to see. Its appearance was rather drab, simply being a pale, thin, small looking pony wearing a hood and some tattered rags. That was where any semblance of normality ended, however, for upon catching a brief glimpse of the hood, Sweetie saw nothing. No face, no glowing eyes, no light. Nothing.



She squeaked, watching Shades roll backwards with the Boogeymare in tow. The Agent tumbled onto her back, her muscles tensed, keeping a grip on her mark. The moment she rolled back onto her front, she dug her hooves into the floor, halting her to a complete stop. The Boogeymare jerked but made no sound. even as it still remained in Shades’grip.



Sweetie closed the door behind, taking a very careful step forwards. “That’s it?”



“Almost,” Shades said, not giving the Boogeymare an inch. “Just need to make sure it can’t try and run.”



Sweetie stared at the monster, lying under Shades. Even if the lack of head was pretty creepy, it didn’t look so scary. The lack of wild thrashing and weird noises must have had something to do with it.



“Bring me my saddlebags?” Shades flicked her tail in their general direction. “There’ll be something in them I can use to tie this fella down.”

  

“You got it, Agent Shades!” Sweetie grinned, skipping over to the saddlebags.



That was when she heard the hiss. 



Never in her life had Sweetie ever heard something that sounded cold. She didn’t even think it was possible but there she was, that hissing sound scraping through her ears like an icicle. It sent a shiver down her spine and then to every part of her body. With great effort, she compelled her head to turn around.



Shades was shivering too, her grin now completely gone. She wasn’t scared but she was definitely tense, in the same way Opalescence was when she was about to pounce something. The Boogeymare remained still.



“Likely just mad that we caught it,” Shades said. “Hurry. Bring me those saddlebag—”



There was another hiss, one that actually hurt Sweetie’s ears. She clamped her hooves over them and stared in horror as the Boogeymare shimmered, becoming translucent. In a flash, it shot up, shrinking as it seemed to tunnel into Shades’ head without leaving a trace. Her eyes rolled back, then shut, and she collapsed onto the floor in a heap.



“No!” Sweetie cried, rushing over to Shades. She shook her body as hard as she could but there was no response. “Wake up!”



Shades refused.



“Wake! Up!” Sweetie screamed, wincing as she slapped Shades in the face. Even that wasn’t enough to wake her up. Cold sweat ran down Sweetie’s face, her breaths becoming quick and panicky. The darkness had left her bed but now the monster had invaded her friend’s mind! 



Hurriedly, she tossed the saddlebags over, chucking out every object inside. There was rope, some more vials and a few small gems but nothing like a manual on monsters. Surrounded by gear she had no idea how to use, Sweetie sat there and bit her lip. She had little options to work with, her magic wasn’t nearly good enough to get her out of a jam like this, and she hadn’t much time to work with.



If it wasn’t too late for Shades already, that is.








When Sweetie Drops came to, she felt weightless. Yet definitely alive. Her heart pounded in her chest and her mouth felt drier than Appleloosa’s desert. Answers had to come first, not water. A quick glance around left her disappointingly few of them. She was floating in a white space… and that was all she could say. 



Sweetie Belle wasn’t anywhere to be seen or heard, which was likely a good thing. Hopefully, she was safe, maybe even getting a good night’s rest. The Boogeymare couldn’t be accounted for either and that meant her job wasn’t done yet.



‘Job’. That implied anypony had asked her to undergo any of this. Lyra’s reports of restless nights and being tired and drained of magic had stirred an itch deep within Sweetie, one that she hoped she wouldn’t pop up for the rest of her life. She was Bon Bon now but that name held little meaning for her right now.



She grunted. Contemplation later, unofficial duties first. She had gotten herself into this mess, so it was her responsibility to get out of it. 



A flick of her legs and Sweetie found herself gaining some momentum. A few more experimental motions and she found she could turn, do flips and control her momentum based on strong her leg movements were. Effectively, she was swimming in air, as little sense that made. Still, it was something to work with. Wherever she was, freedom of movement would undoubtedly be of great use.



Turning, Sweetie immediately thanked the celestial stars for her luckily good timing. There the Boogeymare floated, still in its eerie pony form. It made no sound, or motion, simply static in the air.



“What are you trying to pull here?” Sweetie asked. She knew she wouldn’t get any answer but her own voice helped with the dead silence that surrounded them both.



The Boogeymare made the slightest of motions, its chest slightly rising. Fire then spurt out from its hood, hurtling straight for Sweetie in the form of one long molten beam. Applying weight to her life side, Sweetie spun out of the air, feeling the heat of the fire across her flank.



“What the—that shouldn’t be possible! Not from a simple Boogeymare!” In all of Sweetie’s training and travels, never before had she encountered any evidence of Boogeymares, or Dreamsnatchers if you wanted a more official term, being able to spit fire. Especially since some forms they took had no mouths to speak of. 



She briefly considered that this was a being far more malicious than a simple Boogeymare but that seemed unlikely; it wouldn’t account for its actions prior to this moment. If it could spit fire, it would’ve done so way earlier, during the chase through Ponyville at the dead of night.



For now, all Sweetie could do was examine every movement her opponent made, however little there was. It floated there for a while more, perhaps doing the same to Sweetie herself. Eventually, she had no idea how long, the inside of its hood flashed purple. She started drifting to the right, railing against her instincts that told her to make a dive. Patience was the key to surviving fights, especially with monsters, who were often terribly predictable. 



Sure enough, it's intentions became clear. To its side, a giant spear popped into existence, surrounded by a purple glow. It tilted down, spear end pointed towards Sweetie, then flew at her like a bolt from a crossbow.



Sweetie flapped all her legs at once, gaining incredible lift at the cost of looking like a jellyfish. The spear darted just under her hindhooves and she spun in the air, attempting to keep an eye on it. Yet just like that, it had vanished and the Boogeymare remained still.



So that was another thing it shouldn’t have been able to do: conjure objects out of nowhere. Sweetie racked her brain for answers, trying to ignoring her thumping heartbeat. It made no sense! Boogeymare’s were sneaky fiends, preferring to avoid confrontation. They fed on dreams and not flesh because it allowed them to feast in peace and the consumption of dreams left behind little evidence.



Dreams. Dreams! That was it, it had to be! 



Sweetie acted fast on her new lead, envisioning herself teleporting behind the Boogeymare. In an instant, she was looking at the tattered rags that covered the monster’s rear. 



“Yes!” Sweetie cheered, throwing a hoof up into the air. This was a dream world anything was possible here, even highly aggressive Boogeymare’s with random new powers. A lot of questions still needed to be answered but for now, the odds had been evened. 



The Boogeymare whipped around, a large thorny vine appearing in its hoof. Sweetie flinched but remained steadfast, holding up a foreleg and imagining herself holding a hulking tower shield. There was a clank of metal as the vine connected solidly with a newly appeared wall of metal. She grinned to herself, barely feeling a thing. Despite her shield’s size, it weighed as much as a feather because she wanted it to. Damn the rules in this place.



Shouting out a battle cry, Sweetie thrust her shield down onto the Boogeymare. There was a clunk and then a pained hiss as the monster endured the hit. Sweetie smirked, giving it no time to recuperate by swinging her shield at it from the side, sending it flying away like a crumpled ball of paper.



The Boogeymare stopped its trajectory and floated into a still position but Sweetie wasn’t down yet. Licking her lips, she decided to get the thing a little taste of its own medicine. Opening her mouth, she spit out a line of hot flame towards her foe. Upon impact, it quickly spread across the monster’s rags and it flailed, hissing furiously. 



After finishing a glass of water she desperately needed, Sweetie thought it was time to finish things. Clearly the Boogeymare was in a panic, for it could’ve have easily conjured a large body of water to douse its flames. Sweetie took the opportunity to finish it in the most spectacular way she could.



Raising a hoof, she started to conjure a ball of wild magic that gradually grew in size. It took on a two-toned appearance like her mane, magic sparks dancing and flickering before her eyes. It was bright, almost so much that it hurt staring at it, but she couldn’t look away. Never since her days in the field as an Agent for Celestia had she felt so alive. Her heart raced in her chest and each color and sound from the ball of magic felt so vibrant. As much as she enjoyed her new life, it was these moments that she missed and feared she’d never experience again. Not today.  



Sweetie grinned at her globe of magic, now almost twice the size of her. She held her foreleg back, poised to through, the flames still covering the Boogeymare. Her victory was almost complete. Taking a deep breath, she threw.



The ball barely went far before fizzling out like a damp match. Sweetie blinked a few times, then glared at the Boogeymare. It was still in a state and the flames still looked as furious as ever. Her brow furrowed and she looked at her hooves. They looked blurry, even after rubbing her eyes and blinking some more.



“What…” she breathed, barely able to say the words. Her heart was no longer an energetic drum in her chest and even her mind felt hazy, unable to conjure up even the simplest of images to help her out. Then something locked up in her throat, reducing her breaths to short, sharp gasps. Darkness slipped in around the edges of her vision. The last thing she saw was the burning form of the Boogeymare, fading away just like she was.








If shouting, shakes and slaps hadn’t awoken Shades up, Sweetie Belle feared that nothing would. She had even threatened to snap the sunglasses in half but couldn’t bear to go through with it. Everything she had tried had failed and Shades now had the red cheeks to prove it.



The only change there had been was small twitches from Shades, a couple every minute or so. Sweetie sat there, chewing on her hoof, as Shades kicked her hindleg out. It reminded her of Winona when she slept and Apple Bloom said that Granny Smith had said to her that when dogs did that, it was because they were dreaming and couldn’t tell the real world from the dream one.



Shades was no dog but Sweetie was sure she was trapped in a dream. Or maybe a nightmare. That helped her feel a little better. She wasn’t dead or dying, at least. Maybe. Sweetie wasn’t sure what the Boogeymare could do to her friend in there. If a pony died in their dreams, did they die in real life? Sweetie wasn’t sure. Even in her worst nightmares, she was always shocked awake before anything too bad happened.



Then it hit Sweetie Belle. Nightmares! Maybe Shades was just having a bad dream and not a complete nightmare. If her dream turned into a nightmare, maybe, just maybe, she’d wake up!



Sweetie rushed outside her room, galloping down the stairs. It was dark but she knew the way from memory, as well as Opal’s favorite sleeping spots. She did not want to step on her tail ever again.



She skidded on the kitchen tiles, coming to a stop outside the fridge. Something else Granny Smith had told Apple Bloom was to never eat cheese before going to bed. Sweetie didn’t know why but apparently it caused really bad nightmares, for whatever reasons. She’d had dealt with way too many whatever reasons for one but one more couldn’t have hurt. It was all she had to work with right now.



Grabbing a few slices of cheese, Sweetie made the run back to her room. Shades was still there, twitching more now than ever. Gulping, she ripped off a small piece of the cheese and sat down by Shades’ head. She’d never fed a pony who was asleep before but it couldn’t have been impossible, right?



Sweetie yanked Shades’ mouth open, then bit her lip, slowly lowering the piece of cheese. Butterflies darted around in her stomach, like they wanted to burst free completely. Sweetie tensed her tummy, hoping to quell the sensation. Right now, she had to focus, and ignore that feeling and the fact that Shades’ mouth smelled of candy.



Grimacing, she felt Shades tongue against her hoof. It was gross but she kept going, using her free hoof to raise Shades’ head, giving her a better vantage. Closing her eyes, she dropped the piece of cheese down her throat.



Shades jerked instantly, releasing a series of harsh coughs. 



“No!” Sweetie cried, pushing down on Shades’ chest. “No no no! I’m sorry!”



Sweetie kept hitting Shades’ chest as hard she could with both her hooves. She didn’t dare look away but hoped that Rarity would burst through the door and solve everything. Her big sister always knew what to do, except when she didn’t, but Sweetie knew she would in this situation.



“C’mon!” Sweetie slammed her hooves down on Shades’ chest so hard, it hurt.



There was one strained cough from Shades, the piece of cheese flying out from her mouth. Her eyes flashed open and she started breathing hurriedly, placing a hoof on her chest. It took her a few moments to get grounded, during which Sweetie was hugging her head.



“Yes! You’re alive! I didn’t kill you!” Sweetie cried, all those butterflies in her stomach beginning to settle.



“What?” Shades responded, glancing about the room. “Where… give me a moment.” Coughing, she stood, rubbing her chest. “Oh… that was strange.”



“I thought you would never wake up!” Sweetie said, beaming.



“I was asleep?” Shades closed her eyes for a moment, then said, “I suppose I was, yes. Trapped in a dream with the Boogeymare. What happened?”



“The monster went into your head like ‘shloop!’ and then you just fell asleep and wouldn’t wake up for anything!” Sweetie smiled sheepishly, hiding her tail between her legs. “You may have some bruises on your face when you wake up…”



“Nothing I can’t handle,” Shades said, smiling tiredly. “Then what?”



“Well, after trying a bunch of things to wake you up, nothing worked! So I figured that you always wake up from a nightmare, right?” Shades nodded to that. “So I thought maybe if you ate some cheese, you’d get a really bad nightmare and you’d wake up. But, uh... “ Sweetie rubbed her foreleg, her ears lowered. “I think it went down the wrong hole…”



“The choking, right.” Shades sat down, searching for her sunglasses. “All I can guess is that the instinctive reaction to survive overridden whatever dream the Boogeymare had placed me under.”



“The monster!” Sweetie cried, hiding behind Shades and gazing under her bed. “Is it gone?”



Shades adjusted her eyewear, putting them back on. “Must have gone with the dream. I certainly can’t feel it floating in my head right now, in any case.” Ruffling Sweetie’s hair, she said, “I’ll get my head checked first thing tomorrow, just in case.”



“Okay, good,” Sweetie said, nodding. Blinking, she added, “And thanks! For saving me from the monster. That was really brave of you.”



Shades laughed, nudging Sweetie lightly. “I should be the one thanking you, for saving my life… by almost ending my life.”



Sweetie laughed with her, although hers was stilted. “Sorry about that…”



“Nothing to be sorry about,” Shades replied. “In a sticky situation, you didn’t run. You used your wits to help win the day, even if it didn’t turn out quite the way it expected.” She chuckled again. “Usually how things ended up in my line of work.”



“Uh, cool!” Sweetie pranced about in a circle, singing, “I helped defeat a monster! I can’t wait to tell my friends about it tomorrow! Wait!” Stopping, she checked her flank. “Aw… still no cutie mark.”



“No,” Shades stressed, standing up. “No telling anypony.”



“What?!” Sweetie asked, her bottom lip trembling. “Why not?!”



“Because…” Shades avoided that look the filly was giving her, turning to gathering her equipment. 



Sweetie trailed after her. “Becauuuuuse…?” 



Shades sighed, pushing her saddlebags toward the window. She opened it up, then stared out into the night. The only lights that were on were the occasional streetlamp, everypony likely safe in bed by now. “Because what I did today was incredibly stupid, that’s why.”



“How come?” 



“I have my own responsibilities,” Shades began, looking down at Sweetie. She took off the sunglasses, slipping them into a saddlebag. “Chasing around after monsters isn’t one of them, not anymore. I have a responsibility to my best friend and everypony else who loves me to remain safe and not put myself at risk—if it weren’t for you, I might have died back there. Do you know what I should have done, instead of vaulting into your bedroom like some reckless nut?”



Sweetie flicked her ear, thinking. “Um… alerted the guardsponies and get them to help?” 



“Exactly. So,” Shades held her hoof out, “keep this our little secret, okay?”



“Only because you saved me from the monster,” Sweetie stated, shaking her hoof. “Gonna leave through the window or something?”



“Of course,” Shades said, flashing a grin. “It’s the only stylish way to leave.”



Sweetie snorted a laugh, smiling up at her. “Alright then. Thanks for everything,” she winked at the mare, “Shades.”



“The next time you see me,” Shades began, getting her hook and rope into place for the descent outside, “it’s Bon Bon.”



“I prefer Shades,” Sweetie said, watching Bon Bon climb out of the window. “It’s much cooler.”



“Maybe. But Shades is much more silly too.” Now fully outside, she gave Sweetie one last wave. “See you around, Sweetie Belle.”



“You too Shad—Bon Bon!” Sweetie waved frantically, seeing Bon Bon drop down and out of view. The hook soon followed after, upon which Sweetie closed the window, watching that mysterious mare head into the night.



“What’s a candy cutie mark got to do with hunting monsters anyway?” Sweetie asked herself, resting her head on a hoof.
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         Octavia closed the door to her patchwork home and sighed. It had become ever easier to navigate the blackness of the dwelling for a while now. She needed to wash the blood off of her muzzle before Vinyl spotted her. She took a timid step and―



The light flickered on revealing her housemate, Vinyl, casting a long shadow across the couch she sat upon. Octavia turned to face her and offered a weak grin.



Vinyl pointed a hoof at the easy chair. “Why don’t you take a seat.”



“Look, I can explain―”



Vinyl shook her head. “I said―” Vinyl’s voice froze the air between them  “―why don’t you take a seat.”



“Well, okay,” Octavia said as she nodded meekly and placed herself in the rather comfortable chair. “I just wanted to wash off my muzzle first.” She felt her lungs frost over and looked up at Vinyl. “It’s not equine blood or anything like that―it’s pig’s blood, one of Applejack’s. I was busy ripping into its carcass before Granny Smith chased me off and then I ran away and then I got tired and hid for a bit and snuck my way over here and―”



Vinyl raised a hoof. “Wait a sec. I thought you got these urges under control. I thought this was behind us.”



“You know I can never go backwards,” Octavia said, glaring at her.



“Octavia.” Vinyl threw her head back and grunted. “The therapist said this was supposed to be a phase and he helped you work through it.”



“Well, Vinyl, I thought so, too. But one day I came across a curious book.” She let out a protracted sigh. “I read this rather curious book and found out a curious thing: there are others like me.”



Vinyl pursed her lips. “You mean crazy ponies.”



“We’re not crazy.” Octavia clenched her jaw. “Anyway, I read stories about others that were physically born one way, but felt inherently different.” She started trembling. “Unicorns that knew they were actually pegasi, or earth ponies that identified as griffons. There was one tale about a minotaur that knew since they were young they were a dragon on the inside.” She exhaled. “The point is, I’m not alone.”



“But your case is different.” Vinyl stood up and trotted towards Octavia. “You don’t think you’re any of those.” She put a hoof on Octavia’s shoulder. “You think you’re a shark.”



Octavia glared at Vinyl. “You’re wrong. I know I’m a shark.”



Vinyl groaned. “We’ve been over this, you’re not a shark―”



“Stop mis-specieing me!” Octavia pushed Vinyl’s hoof off her shoulder. “I was born a shark in a pony’s body and you can’t say otherwise!”



Vinyl stared at Octavia, then buried her face in her hoof. “Look, Octy, I know transspecieism is a thing, but you can’t be a shark. It’s just crazy talk. That’d put you on the same level of Screw Loose at the Ponyville Hospital who thinks she’s a dog.”



“At least she doesn’t lie to anyone about what he is.” Octavia kept her gaze trained on Vinyl.



Vinyl pressed her eyes shut. “Is that what you want? Strapped to a wheelchair because we can’t trust you not to bite ponies? Constant supervision? Is that what you want?”



Octavia looked away. “You wouldn’t understand, you cis-species ungulate.”



“Okay, now I know you’re making things up, because I don’t know what either of those last two words mean.”



“Maybe if you spent less time at children’s parties and around adults, you’d have a more expansive vocabulary.”



Vinyl stared at Octavia and slowly took off her glasses. “Did… did you just call me an idiot?”



Octavia snickered. “If the horseshoe fits.”



Vinyl threw her glasses onto the ground. “Alright, I was prepared to put up with this nonsense about your shark delusions, but insulting my intelligence is where I draw the line!” She pointed towards the door. “I want you out of here by tomorrow.”



“You know what, I’m leaving now. I’ll see if Twilight will take me in.” Octavia leapt to her hooves and left, slamming the door in her wake.








Vinyl grit her teeth and headed to the kitchen to brew some coffee. She certainly wasn’t getting any sleep tonight after that confrontation.



She watched the coffee percolate, reflecting on the timeline of Octavia’s “shark thing”. It started on a night not unlike tonight, with Octavia coming home late, her muzzle covered in blood. Vinyl freaked out, asking Octavia who had hit her. Octavia cried for a good hour until she revealed that no, no one had hit her, but there was a poor cow that wasn’t with us anymore.



She recounted to Vinyl that she had been feeling an ever-growing bloodlust past previous seasons, and that very night was the night when it boiled over and she ended the poor heifer’s life with her jaws.  Because she was a shark.  And everypony knows sharks eat meat that they hunt.



Vinyl suggested therapy. Octavia tearily agreed.



They both met with the therapist for the first session. He explained that he had seen this kind of thing before―ponies thinking they were the wrong species―and that he had had a measure of success curing it.








“Now, Vinyl,” Doctor Carpe Calcium said as he sipped on his tea. “You understand that species curing is a group process, right?”



Vinyl nodded. “Of course, doctor.” She placed her hoof on Octavia’s.



Carpe looked at Octavia. “And a group process involves everypony. Especially the patient.”



Octavia looked the smallest Vinyl had ever seen her as she meekly nodded. “I don’t want to hurt anyone anymore.”



Doctor Calcium smiled at both of them. “Okay. I’m glad we’re on the same page.”








Vinyl rubbed her face as she reminisced about that session, the coffee drips narrating the pregnant silence. It was best to keep busy. She watered down a rag and washed the counters.



She knew it wasn’t going to be like flipping a switch. It wasn’t like Octavia just woke up one morning and decided she was an aquatic apex predator. Signals had been misfiring in her brain since birth. She had decided to ask around in case the therapy didn’t stick.








“So, Twilight,” Vinyl asked as she examined the bookshelves in Golden Oak Library, “let’s say someone thinks they were born the wrong species.”



“Transspecieism,” Twilight said without looking up from her book.  “It’s an uncommon phenomenon, but not unheard of.” She flipped a page. “Best course of action is to help the affected realize their desired species.”



Vinyl snapped her head to face Twilight. “But what if they think they’re something dangerous, like a dragon, or―” She almost said shark “―a tiger?”



Twilight looked up, then barked out a laugh. “A tiger? Vinyl, are you crazy? Why would someone want to be a tiger?”



Vinyl tittered. “Yeah, I guess so.” She took a deep breath to collect herself. “But what if?”



Twilight took a deep breath. “Then you better have a lot of meat around, I guess.”



“But there’s no spell that could cure them?” Vinyl walked towards Twilight. “Like a reform spell, or a ‘make me think I’m the right species’ kind of spell?”



“Vinyl.” Twilight shook her head and looked up. “A reform spell would imply that there was something inherently wrong with transspecieism, and as for the second one… they do think they’re the right species. It’s their body they think is the wrong species.” Twilight clucked her tongue. “Besides, brain magic is very dangerous. I’m sure you remember the Want It Need It incident.”



Vinyl shuddered. “Yeah.”








The counters weren’t going to get any cleaner. She decided to start packing up Octavia’s things so Twilight could more easily pick them up. She opened the door to her housemate’s room. Vinyl shuddered.



It was so… orderly.  Were sharks known for having obsessive compulsive behavior?



Well, time to get down to business. She rifled through Octavia’s shelves, throwing her things onto the bed until a disheveled pile of clothes made an unsightly lump. She went through the shelves one last time, making sure she didn’t miss anything.



It turned out she had, coming across a diamond-tipped hairpin.



Vinyl remembered this hairpin.








Snow lined the streets of Ponyville as it wafted from the sky, the marvelous show a sight to behold from inside Sugarcube Corner. Octavia and Vinyl had front row seats, each sipping on her own cup of hot chocolate, smiling at each other.



“So, Octy,” Vinyl asked, “how you doing?”



Octavia chortled. “I’m doing quite well. You know that as well as I.” She took a delicate sip.



Vinyl took a sip of her own. “You haven’t had any relapses recently, as far as I know.” Vinyl jovially eyed Octavia down. “Is I right?”



Octavia mocked embarrassment. “You is right. I’ve been a good filly.”



“Well, that’s good to hear, because I wouldn’t be able to give you this otherwise.”



Octavia stared at Vinyl while taking a sip of her hot chocolate. “Give me what?”



“Gimme a sec,” Vinyl said, carefully navigating a diamond-tipped hairpin outside of Octavia’s line of sight. “I have to prepare it first,” she said as she deftly slipped it into Octavia’s mane.



“What do you mean, prepare it?” Octavia asked as she took another sip. “This isn’t another ‘musical present’, is it―”



“Hey, guys!” Pinkie showed up at their table. “Do you guys like your hot chocolate?”



Vinyl smirked. “I do. Can’t speak for my friend, here.”



“I quite enjoy this hot chocolate, especially on such a frigid day.”



Pinkie looked at Octavia. “Glad you do! By the way, nice hairpin!” she said before trotting off.



Octavia looked at Pinkie. “But I’m not wearing a hairpin.” Octavia shook her head. “She’s a nice mare, but sometimes I worry for her mental fortitude.”



Vinyl removed her glasses and floated them towards Octavia. “Check again.”



“Well, I don’t see…” Octavia examined herself in Vinyl’s glasses, and let out a gasp, touching the hairpin. “Vinyl, this is… this is beautiful!” She smirked and kicked Vinyl under the table. “Of course you would sneak this onto me, you cad!”



Vinyl grinned. “Just a small reminder that I’ll always be in your corner.”








Always be in her corner…



Vinyl examined the hairpin in her magic, tilting it this way and that as she trudged back to the kitchen. The coffee was done. She poured herself a cup and sat back down on the couch, continually eyeing the hairpin.



What exactly was “being in Octavia’s corner”?



Was it, as the doctor suggested, helping to avoid her cateusian impulses while being supportive nonetheless? Or was it more along Twilight’s intimation that she should have let her be the shark she thought she was and, as Twilight put it, ‘keep a lot of meat around’?



Vinyl took a deep swig. Whatever it was, she had certainly failed Octavia. Evicting her from their home was certainly unsupportive no matter how you cut it. It was just… Octavia had crossed a line. Calling her an idiot by way of insulting her profession was just cruel. That was reducing what she was to a punchline.



Vinyl’s breath caught in her throat as she dropped her coffee cup, the contents spilling on the floor.



Maybe this was how Octavia felt? Vinyl certainly wasn’t born a disc jockey, but still took great offense when it was insulted. 



Had Vinyl been doing this to Octavia the entire time, denying and insulting her belief that she was a shark by attempting to cure her?



She couldn’t explain the sensation coursing through her as she picked up her glasses and examined her reflection, noticing the uniquely pained expression on her face as she realized she had been denying Octavia's true self, what she actually was in favor of what Vinyl wanted her to be. She then looked at the hairpin, the representation of a promise of friendship.



She hadn’t been a very good friend tonight. She’d venture to guess that Octavia hadn’t thought her to be a very good friend each time Vinyl had patronized her about her core beliefs. Vinyl then looked back at her reflection, a look of sorrow borne across her exhausted features as she bit her lip.


      

      
   
      The Art of Infiltration


      

      
      
         “Princess! Excuse me, Princess Mi Amore Cadenza!”



Ugh, all these high-pitched voices were giving me a headache. I turned to scowl at the minion. “I thought that I had instructed the Royal Guard not to bother me until after the wedding.”



The stallion wilted beneath my gaze, limbs shivering then clenching in a forced display of composure. Not bad. Credit where credit was due, this Mi Amore commanded fear in her minions. She was a commendable sovereign, through and through. Luckily, this just made it all the easier for me to assume her place; this role was practically made for me.



“A-A thousand pardons, Your Highness,” stammered the pony. “It’s just that the dignitaries from Saddle Arabia have arrived and are seeking an audience.”



Oh, Mi Amore. A thin smile played at my lips. Dear, sweet Mi Amore. Are you proud of your bravery? Enduring our interrogation techniques for countless hours without uttering a single fact? Without revealing a single like or dislike? Without speaking the name of a single pony, except for your precious Shining Armor? Do you think that I find myself stymied, deprived of the crucial information needed to perfect my infiltration?



“Ah, Lady Keheilan. A most respected ally.” I gave a stately nod. “See that she rests from her journey in the north pavilion. I shall grant her an audience this evening.”



The guard saluted. “Yes, Princess.”



All of that bravery, undone by a newspaper and my flawless impersonation skills. These ponies are so ridiculously gullible.



Speaking of gullible. “Where is Shining Armor?” I demanded. “I would see him now.”



“Still be at the barracks, Princess Mi Amore Cadenza. When I left, he was still overseeing final preparations for Canterlot’s defense.”



I gave the pony a nod of dismissal before trotting toward the barracks. I could see why Mi Amore chose this one as her mate. Simple and devoted. Easy to find, since he’s always at the barracks. Personally, I’d never stoop to the level of courting a minion, but given her choices, she could do far worse. He was terribly devoted to Mi Amore, but of course, this was going to cause not just his own undoing, but the collapse of all of Equestria. Tragic, really.



True to the minion’s word, I spotted Shining Armor on the parapets above the barracks. Surprisingly for him, it did not appear that he was seeing to the defense of the city—a rare moment of indolence for him. Rather, he seemed to be idly gossiping with a mare, likely one of the castle staff. Peculiar, but a rare failing from him. As he was to be Mi Amore’s future mate, it was my duty to reestablish my dominance and correct this behavior at once. I cleared my throat and made my presence known. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything important,” I announced to the pair with a thin layer of menace, as befitted a princess.



“Cadance!” The mare’s face lit up in a smile as she bounded toward me. She was a purple pixie of a thing, bubbly demeanor, pink highlights running through her hair. Undoubtedly she was some sort of free spirit, staying up all night at sleepovers and obsessively talking about how much she loves her friends. Ugh. Gag me with my own cocoon slime.



She leapt in front of me, presumably to genuflect. Good, at least she seemed as well-trained as the others. I’d simply let her pay her respects, dismiss her, and then Shining Armor and I could—



What in Equestria was she doing?



This mare hopped and wiggled about, serenading me with some nonsense about sunshine and ladybugs. Even by pony standards, her song and dance had a disgustingly infantile quality to them, yet clearly she put every ounce of enthusiasm into it that she could muster. I clenched my jaw, eyes wide and shaking as I endured the display. With luck, the mare would finish soon and—



By my grandmother Thysania’s thorax, now what? Partway through her dance, she’d turned herself about, presenting her tail and flanks to me. What I initially thought to be a small flourish turned into the main dance itself, as she violently rocked and gyrated her hips in my direction. I stood there and just took it, violated, at a loss for what to think or what to feel.



“What are you doing?” I said, speaking the only thought I could muster.



This gave the mare pause. She looked up over her shoulder at me, frowning from behind her posterior. “Cadance, it’s me,” she said, confusion in her tone and on her brow. Right, because that explained anything. When I said nothing, she clarified, “Twilight.”



And of course a name didn’t help matters any. Unless that name was “Shining Armor,” Mi Amore had uttered not a shred of useful information during the interrogation. If she hadn’t revealed anything important about security plans or visiting dignitaries, then she most certainly had not mentioned anything about her outlandish maid who had a propensity for such perverse displays of…



Oh. Oh. Yes, of course. I should have known.



With a dismissive snort, I brushed past Twilight, ignoring her agape stare. Exactly as expected, I felt a pang of betrayal bubble up from inside her. Excellent. To seal the deal, I stood beside my stallion, nuzzling him affectionately.



Shining Armor, for his part, picked up on my cue immediately. Wrapping a hoof around me, he turned to address her; like a proper officer, he spoke on my behalf to the peons who weren’t worth my time. “I've gotta get back to my station, but Cadance will be checking in with all of you to see how things are going.” Thus confirming my guess that this Twilight was part of the castle staff. “I think I speak for both of us when I say we couldn't be more excited to have you here. Right, dear?” He punctuated the line with a squeeze, full of tongue-tingling affection.



Driving the point home, I narrowed my gaze at Twilight and grinned wickedly. “Absolutely.”



Twilight picked up on our unsubtle hints straight-away. She blinked and opened her mouth as thought to petulantly protest, but thought better of herself. Turning, she offered me one last hurt expression over her shoulder before retreating back into the barracks tower and descending the staircase.



A shame that my invasion was nigh imminent. Impersonating this Mi Amore was as enjoyable as it was effortless. I had half a mind to drop my disguise on the spot and see if any of these ponies even noticed the difference.



Once Twilight had left our earshot, Shining Armor turned to me and furrowed his eyebrows. “What was that about? You hardly said anything to Twilight.”



Right. While Shining Armor was loyal and dependable, his intelligence was about on par for an average minion. I supposed that I would need to spell this out for him. I sighed and nuzzled him more firmly. “I’m sorry, dear. Twilight… hasn’t taken the news of our wedding very well.”



That elicited a stiff chuckle from him. “Yeah. Tell me about it. She just got through giving me an earful.” Oh. Then perhaps he did understand, after all. “But, I had been planning to make her my Best Mare all along. When I told her the news, her mood really seemed to turn around. Twilight’ll be fine.” He placed a gentle peck on my cheek.



While I appreciated the snack, I was less impressed by him dancing around the issue. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” I asked. “Having her up on stage with us while we’re saying our vows?”



“Why not?” He flashed me one of his charming smiles. “She’s crazy about you.”



“Right.”



I frowned as a look of stupor crossed his face. To say that I was disappointed with his inability to connect the dots was telling, considering how low my standards for minions had fallen over the years. It seemed that a blunt approach would be required.



“It just seems that that might be asking for trouble,” I said, trying again. “It doesn’t seem like she’s gotten over me.”



“Nah, Twilight is… Wait.” Shining Armor blinked vacantly, the gears slowly turning in his feeble pony mind. “What do you mean, ‘gotten over you’?”



Oh, for Pete’s sake. “That we slept together, of course.”



Shining’s jaw hit the floor, and a small strangled noise emitted from the back of his throat. Come now, did he already forget the part where she was shaking her rear at me while drenched in emotions? What other possible explanation could there be?



“You did just point out she was crazy for me,” I gently remind him. Still, to his credit, Mi Amore was the Princess of Love. I can imagine that her personal matters would be kept personal, not a subject of discussion over the dinner table. “I’m sorry, I thought you knew.”



“Uh, no,” snapped Shining Armor, holding a hoof to his head. “I’m pretty sure I would’ve remembered you telling me you and Twilight were…” He shuddered. Ugh, ponies can be so clingy with their food. He inhaled sharply, eyes growing wide. “Wait. You said ‘getting over’, but I thought you two hadn’t seen each other in years. When… did you…”



Hmph. It’s impossible to tell ages with these blasted equines. Still, if I wanted to assuage this silly outburst of his, best to place the past in the past. “About seven, eight years ago,” I said with a shrug.



Shining scrunched his eyes shut, hooves pressed tight against his temples as though his head threatened to burst like an egg sac. “When she was twelve?!” he bellowed.



Phew, that was a close one; she was younger than she looked. Still, if ponies were anything like drones, their age of maturation was ten, so it’s still a plausible story. Why then was Shining Armor raising such a fuss? “You’re not mad at me, are you?” I asked with a delicate hint of softness, the kind that spoke to his stallion sensibilities.



“A bit!” he snapped, pushing back from me. “This is sorta a bombshell to be dropping on me, y’know? Especially the day before our wedding?”



Oh, of all the nonsense. This Mi Amore had one small fling, and it was poised to disrupt my brilliant plan more than all her resisting could have ever hoped to achieve. I stepped up to him once more, gently running a hoof through his mane. “Please, don’t be. It was a long time ago,” I whispered gently into his ear. “She didn’t mean anything to me.”



Shining opened his mouth as though to bellow once more, then flapped it about like a suffocating fish.



Sheesh, stallions. Ponies, more like. I leaned in to kiss him and hopefully take his mind off this silly old flame of Mi Amore’s.



He pulled back before our lips could connect. “I,” he said, chest and eyes tight, “am going to check in on how the shield spell is doing. I have a lot to think about, and apparently, so do you!” He turned toward the tower staircase, sighed, and gave me a sad look over his shoulder. “We’ll talk more tonight, okay?”



After he left, I shrugged and went about my way. I’d been replacing Mi Amore long enough to know the quirks of this stallion of hers. Sure, he was making this out as though Mi Amore sleeping with Twilight was some truly cataclysmic ordeal, but come morning he’d already be forgiving me. Thanks to some quick thinking and impeccable acting, my plans for conquering Equestria weren’t about to be derailed by some lavender hussy.








That certainly didn’t impede Twilight from making a nuisance of herself all day long.



My plan was mature enough and ingenious enough that I had little remaining to do. All I need do was drain more of Shining Armor’s magic, cause him to drop the barrier tomorrow, and my drones would see to the conquering of Canterlot in short order. Today, all that was required of me was to maintain appearances, which meant frivolous tasks like food tastings and approving decorations.



And yet this purple pest seemed as though she were everywhere at once. She was begrudgingly reviewing checklists in the kitchen, shooting me dirty looks during my dress fitting, even spying at me behind a pillar while I was reviewing the party’s entertainment. Whatever responsibilities she was supposed to have on the castle grounds, she was clearly shirking them to oversee this vendetta of hers. Granted, I had to confess that at some level, her zealous commitment in the face of certain failure was attractive, but her weak passive-aggressive tactics were not. I’m terribly sorry, Twilight, but you have no hope of upstaging the Captain of the Royal Guard just because you gave me a disapproving look.



Still, in less than twenty-four hours, Equestria would be mine and this love triangle nonsense would be behind us. As such, I chose not to even respect her with a proper confrontation. Instead, I merely replaced Mi Amore’s bridesmaids with a few other servants: the dressmaker, the director of the bird choir, and so forth. They seemed to be on good terms with one another and with Twilight, being coworkers and all. If there’s one thing that raising an army of thousands of drones teaches you, it’s the power of peer pressure and conformity. Twilight’s friends would enjoy themselves at the wedding, and would pressure her to do the same.



That should have been the end of that. Night fell, and Shining Armor and I returned to our domicile. As I descended the stairs to fetch my soon-to-be husband, it would have been entirely unreasonable to expect to find Twilight intruding upon us at such an unreasonable hour.



Which naturally, she was doing. Because she’s a meddler. What was she even doing, talking with Shining Armor at such an unreasonable hour? Spreading lies about Mi Amore, no doubt, in the hopes she might disrupt the wedding and then claim me for herself. A mite more respectable than today’s dirty looks, but still equally futile.



I cleared my throat loudly, catching Shining’s attention and earning a grumble from Twilight. “Could I speak to you a moment, dear?” I asked, turning toward the study. That was perhaps the biggest difference between my usual demeanor and acting as Mi Amore—the Queen of the Changelings would not ask.



Over my shoulder, I heard a light chuckle. “Better see what she wants,” he asided to Twilight, mirth in his tone. Ugh. Of course that’s his first thought. Doesn’t he know you’re not supposed to eat right before bedtime?



As soon as we closed the door, I started to berate him. Nothing significant, mind you; I made up some story about having told him what to wear tomorrow, and scolded him for “forgetting”. The key to proper management of your inferiors was to place them under unexpected and stressful circumstance. The good ones would learn the importance of pleasing me, of pledging devotion to me, of looking to me for guidance. It was an excellent training tactic, and I would be lying if I said I didn’t take some small measure of pleasure in watching them squirm.



Which was all the more disappointing when Shining Armor not only did not squirm, but was insolent enough to push back. He was prattling on and on about the sentimentality of the outfit, which was positively ridiculous. I could see no reason why the ever-loyal, ever-obedient Shining Armor would choose such a petty thing to openly defy me over.



Or…



I narrowed my eyes at him as he spouted nonsense over some uncle of his. Of course this wasn’t about the outfit. He’s still upset over Mi Amore’s fling with the maid and, like a typical stallion, was taking his frustrations out on me over a frivolous, unrelated argument. How positively infuriating! I had had half a mind to hang onto him after the invasion was complete—snacks for my new throne room—but if he was going to be throwing snits like this, I couldn’t say that he’d be worth the effort.



Before I could scold Shining Armor further, I heard a soft creak from the chamber door. Instinctively, I held still, not letting on that I had heard. Clearly then, this Twilight has seen fit to eavesdrop on our conversation.



She was eavesdropping, after Shining Armor had insinuated… Oh, how droll! Upon learning she couldn’t have me—Mi Amore—to herself, she decided that her next best option was voyeurism.



Very well, I could indulge her. The pained anguish of finding one’s love in the arms of another is truly a delectable dish, the perfect appetizer to tomorrow’s feast. With any luck, it would have the added bonus of breaking her spirits completely, and then I’d have one less pest to worry about.



Oh, right, he was still ranting about… whatever. Grandfather or something. For once, snuggles and butterfly kisses wouldn’t be enough to get his attention. Leave it to him to be uncooperative in the one moment where it would have actually benefited me.



Of course, as with many matters, I’d found that a simple stupify spell could work wonders. Lighting up my horn, I blasted Shining Armor square in the forehead, sending his eyes spinning in their sockets. Crude, to be sure, but effective. Now I would just put on a little show for our guest, and—



From the doorway came a gasp, then the sound of retreating hoofsteps. Huh. Seemed like our mousy eavesdropper had been spooked even before the show began.



“Twilight,” Shining Armor called out, voice sluggish, as he stumbled to his hooves.



“Just let her go.” The lack of resolve was a bit disappointing, all said, but probably for the best. With any luck, the end result was the same, and she had been sufficiently spooked.



Shining Armor turned and stared at me, each eye blinking independent of the other. After a moment of his brain overheating, he asked, “So… can we cuddle?”



I gave a terse sigh. “Not now, sweetie. I have a headache.” This was why I so rarely used mind control on my targets. Without the challenge, without the spectacle, what was the point? As Queen of the Changelings, I needed to aspire to greater things. Something befitting of my stature.



Such as a wedding spiraling into the downfall of pony society.








Unsurprisingly, the Best Mare was not present at the dress rehearsal.



I couldn’t help but feel disappointed. Ingenious plans such as mine tended to go off without a hitch, which also meant that they were devoid of challenges and climactic battles. It was quite telling that I was looking to the meek maid as a potential opponent; clearly I was desperate enough to look for proper rivals anywhere. That’s not to say that I wanted to face off horn-to-horn with Celestia or anything equally daft, but… a girl can dream, can’t she? Seeing their floored looks as their beloved leader was struck down before their very eyes? Ah well. “Boring yet practical” would have to do.



Of course, Twilight’s absence did not go unnoticed. The new bridesmaids—along with a baby dragon that one of them appeared to be keeping as a pet, I couldn’t say who—seemed visibly saddened. Likely, this was due to the shame which she was bringing onto them for her open insubordination. Celestia, who was presiding over our wedding rehearsal and who would get a front-row seat to the destruction of her precious kingdom, also seemed distracted. She kept looking to the spot on stage where the Best Mare was supposed to be, and was positively dripping with sadness and compassion. Perhaps this Twilight had been a servant for many years, a sort of loyal confidant to the royal sisters. Curious.



Shining Armor, dimwitted even without the aid of a stupefying spell, seemed the last to take notice as he glanced about the stage. “Hey… Has anypony seen Twilight?”



Just as I was about to whisper some sweet nothings to take his mind off the silly servant, a loud crash echoed and reverberated from the far end of the hall. “I’m here!” cried a voice. “I’m not gonna stand next to her, and neither should you!”



Closing my eyes, I took a shallow breath and slowly released it in a hiss. I wanted to gripe and complain that this petty crush was still being humored, but I was self-aware enough to realize I had just tempted fate by wishing for a challenge. Destiny was trying to meet me halfway.



While Twilight’s friends tried to placate her—as I predicted, pressure to conform—Shining Armor leaned in toward me. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I don’t know why she’s acting like this.”



“Maybe we should just ignore her,” I hissed back with as much ice as I could muster. Even if destiny was trying its best, that didn’t mean I was above a case of buyer’s remorse. Besides, we were only a few hours away from getting to the really good part.



Twilight pushed past her friends, taking a bold position at the base of the steps. “I’ve got something to say!” Poised with dramatic flair, she pointed a hoof straight at me, eyes burning with passion. “She’s evil!”



What? My breath caught in my throat. No… Impossible! This was all just a silly little flame. There was no conceivable way that she could have seen through my impeccable disguise. Not Shining Armor, not Celestia, not a single other pony had noticed anything was amiss with my flawless performance. It was impossible that some one-night stand from a decade ago was the sole pony to spot an imperfection in my act.



Teleporting forward with a surprising amount of magical prowess, Twilight circled about me, like a predator going in for the kill. With each hoofstep closer, she listed off crime after supposed crime. “She's been horrible to my friends, she's obviously done something to her bridesmaids, and if that wasn't enough,” she said, sitting up on her haunches, “I saw her put a spell on my brother that made his eyes go all—” at which point, she rolled her eyes about, trying to mimic the effects of my stupify spell.



I have not had a laugh like that in ages. I mean, sure, most of my monologues were punctuated by a menacing laugh, but that’s different. It’s not the full-bodied laughter that leaves you gasping for air with tears in your eyes.



“H-Hey!” shouted Twilight, trying to enforce some position of power as she stood over my collapsed form. “I’m being serious here! She’s evil and she’s going to ruin my brother’s life.”



“Twilight,” I said, gasping for breath as I found my hooves once again. “Oh, Twilight. You’re really serious about this. Wow.”



Twilight’s nostrils flared. “Of course I’m serious!”



Right. I had been known to play with my food from time to time, but as I mentioned, today was going to be a very busy day, and Twilight had gone more than out of her way to make a nuisance of herself. “Twilight. Dear, sweet Twilight. I think we both know that this dance has gone on long enough.”



She tilted her head, flicking an ear in annoyance. “Huh?”



“I’m talking about this wild little crush of yours, dear.”



That got her attention. Her eyes widened and blood quickly rushed from her face. “C-Crush? What crush?”



A thin smile played at my lips. It wasn’t supposed to be a menacing smile per se, but, well, force of habit and all. “Come, now. I’m the Princess of Love, after all. There’s no use in hiding your feelings from me.”



“I-It’s not like that.” Twilight rubbed one foreleg against the other, avoiding my gaze. “I just don’t want you marrying Shining Armor because you’d be bad for him. This doesn’t have anything to do with my feelings.”



“No?” I leaned my head down, reentering her field of vision. “Because from where I stand, it seems like your own feelings are the sole reason you don’t want me to marry him.”



“I’m not jealous,” she said with a frown.



One of the bridesmaids called out to her. The baker, I believe. “Now, sugarcube, I know we talked ‘bout—”



“I’m not!” Twilight shouted back, stomping a hoof. “Why doesn’t anypony listen to me saying that Cadance is an evil witch trying to enslave my brother? You're all just trying to psychoanalyze me instead!”



Another of the bridesmaids, a pegasus with a rainbow-striped mane, snorted loudly. “Do you really want us to answer that?”



“Twily?” Shining Armor stepped forward. “Is this true, what Cadance is saying? That this is because of—” he scuffed awkwardly at the tiles “—your crush?”



“No!” Twilight recoiled from Shining Armor, her breathing quickening. “No, no, she’s… She’s lying! It’s more of her weird magic.”



“I’m not so sure about that,” I teased. Okay, fine, perhaps I was enjoying playing with my food after all. Sue me. “I have a nose for these things, after all. Why don’t you just tell us the truth?”



“Shut up!” Twilight clutched at her head, tears welling up in her eyes. “It’s not true! It’s not!”



I gave an innocent shrug. “If you’d prefer, I could tell the others for you.” I turned to Shining and opened my mouth.



Twilight slammed her forehooves down on the tile. “I don’t have a crush on Shining Armor!” Gasping, her hooves raced up to her mouth, as though trying to call back the words. Her pupils shrank to pinpricks.



The room fell silent.



Wait, really? Shining, and not me? I frowned, looking upward in thought. I mean, I hadn’t been wrong about the crush. She had positively reeked of unrequited love, so I’d just assumed… I shrugged. Oh well. Can’t fault myself for assuming Twilight had good taste.



The baker coughed. “C’mon, y’all,” she said, nudging the other bridesmaids toward the door. “This’ll probably get messy. Trust me.”



Actually, this made a fair bit of sense in hindsight. Her angry glares. Her meeting Shining Armor late in the evening. Shining even had a pet name for her, “Twily”. I had assumed the flank-wiggling to be some form of mating display, when really it was her trying to mark her territory and ward me off. Perhaps someone—err, somepony—should have told her that the day before the wedding was too little, too late.



“Applejack! Wait!” Twilight raced toward the other bridesmaids as they wordlessly left the chamber. “Fluttershy, please, it’s… I said I don’t! I said I don’t!”



Rats. Actually, this caused a small problem. I’d misled Shining into thinking Twilight’s crush was on me… well, hmm. No, there was no reason this had to be mutually exclusive. I could roll with this. I sided up to Shining Armor who was standing rigidly at attention. Oddly, he seemed a bit greener than usual beneath his coat. It was a good color on him. “This isn’t going to be a problem, is it?” I whispered to him. “I knew about me and her, but I never realized she’d had feelings for you this whole time as well.”



A strangled gurgle escaped Shining’s throat.



I shrugged, raising my hooves. “It’s fine. Really. I’ve never been the jealous type, myself. If you wanted to have an open relationship, me, you, and Twilight living together, that would be—”



“Excuse me,” Shining announced, with the forced cheeriness of a tour guide. “I need to go throw up now.” With that, he made a stiff-legged dash for the exit.



“Shining!” Twilight tried to flag him down as he left, to no avail. “Shining, please!”



I scrunched up my muzzle. How revolting! These fleshy mammals are disgusting enough with their sweaty, oily exteriors without bringing vomit into the equation. It was entirely out of line for Shining to go to such hyperbole, after I so generously offered to let him sleep with Twilight.



Honestly, I could not wait to enslave these ponies and be done with it.



Twilight whipped her head to and fro, looking about the mostly-deserted hall. “Princess! Please, Princess Celestia!” She threw herself at the hooves of her soverign, tears now matting the fur of her cheeks. “You’ve got to believe me! It’s not like that.”



Celestia looked down at her, and sighed, and ran a hoof through her mane. “Twlight,” she said, “you know how highly I think of you, and what a beloved student you are.” 



Student?



“But let us be honest here,” she continued, fixing Twilight with a stern glare. “You are pretty much the Element of Mommy Issues.”



“No! I swear!” Twilight protested.



But already, Celestia’s magic grabbed onto Twilight’s ear in rebuke, and gently dragged the protesting mare toward the hall’s doorway. “I think that it’s high time you and I had a heart-to-heart on this matter, and I believe that I should invite your mother to attend these meetings. Would you not agree?”



Twilight’s wails of protest were cut short as the double doors slammed shut behind them.



I glanced around from corner to corner, finding myself now alone in the massive hall. “Huh.”








Needless to say, the invasion was a flawless success, all thanks to my impeccable infiltrator talents. Canterlot’s defenses fell in a matter of minutes. Shining Armor had locked himself in a bathroom stall, Celestia was busy lecturing some unimportant mare in front of her own mother, and naturally Luna slept through the whole ordeal. As I said before, boring yet practical.



Still, let it never be said that I am without mercy. Shining Armor was to remain at my side, valuable feast that he was, but I offered that Twilight might remain by his side as well—a sort of breakfast buffet, perhaps. Strangely, Twilight was quick to reject my offer, instead insisting on a lifelong shift in the sulfur mines. Shining Armor, for his part, was insistent that I keep him under a permanent stupify spell.



Honestly, these ponies were more headache than they were worth. I did them a favor by invading.
      

      
   
      Where Are You


      

      
      
         A young pegasus filly opens the door to her and was quietly sobbing. She had tears in her eyes, her face red and puffy, as she walked to the foot of her bed. She climbed up and tried to brush away her face yet she couldn’t stop the tears from flowing. She looked at her little nightstand and she quickly opened up to reveal a book. Grabbing the book she inspected the title that read ‘My Diary’ on the bold words. She sniffled a little more as she placed a hoof over the surface. She opened the first few pages and began to read it’s contents.  



Journal Entry #16



“Hi diary. It’s me, Spitfire. Today is the best day ever. I recently learned that daddy is going to be joining the wonderbolts! Actually, he was already in the wonderbolts, for a long time in fact, however, this time he’s moving up from the reserves. He is going to be part of the main shows and be the star attraction for all of the upcoming performances! This was his dream! He loves being apart of the wonderbolts and he loves being with them. Mommy loves him and is grateful that he is going to perform. I can’t tell how excited I am I’m just to excited. I love my daddy dear diary. I can’t wait to see him in the shows.”



She turned the next several pages, still sniffling as she read.



Journal Entry #22



“Hi diary! It’s me again. You would not believe what happened. Daddy has send us tickets to his latest show! I’m so excited! I haven’t been this excited since he got to be with the wonderbolts main shows a few weeks ago. He is getting to be the best and he is going to be joining the upcoming legends in the wonderbolts. The great Wind Rider, the daring Storm Blitz, and the fastest and inspirational Sky Yeager! I’m so excited! I can’t wait to be with them and see them up close. Daddy has so much to give and I can’t wait to see him perform with them. He’s the best dad ever!”



She closed her eyes and shook her head, tears falling down and hitting the pages. Ignoring them, she continued to turn more pages.



Journal Entry #35



“It’s me again diary. I got some wonderful news. I’m going to be turning twelve in a few weeks! I know right. The only daughter to the famed captain of the wonderbolts. Oh you didn’t hear! He was promoted to the rank of captain! He is now going to be training the new recruits and cadets of the wonderbolts! I’m so happy for him! It’s been many months since he was just a reserve. Now, he is the fastest recruit to reach the rank of captain! He officially broke the record for it! I’m so jealous. He send a letter a few weeks ago about it and now he is going to be coming back to celebrate my birthday! I’m so proud of my daddy.”



“You promise me,” she whispered, tears still flowing. She looked at the diary and pushed another few pages forward. “you promised.”



Journal Entry #48



“Daddy just got home! I was not expecting this at all! I was told he was going to be late on my birthday party. Instead, he came back way earlier, like a whole week earlier! I never believed this yet it happened. He came over gave me the biggest hug, enveloping me with his large wings. You don’t know what it’s like diary, but it feels like being wrapped in a large fluffy blanket. It was warm, inviting and that was my daddy. His large red feathers wrapped around me made me safe, made me feel at home. Anyway, after the surprise he showed me somepony that I didn’t expect to see. Sky Yeager, in the flesh! He brought Sky Yeager, the most famous the most awesome, the most amazing Wonderbolt that ever existed, for a visit before my birthday. Diary I was just froze on the spot when I saw him. The grin plastered on my face made my daddy laugh and even Sky Yeager as well. I tackled daddy in the biggest hug I could give and thanked him so much for this awesome gift. My mom and dad invited him to stay for dinner and we all had a great time. Sky Yeager loved eating my mom's special cinnamon rolls and he liked seeing my enthusiasm. When he asked me about what I wanted to be I told him that I wanted to be a Wonderbolt. He gave me smile and rubbed my head with his hoof and he told me to continue chasing that dream. He is so awesome, Fleetfoot and Soarin are going to be so jealous.”



“You said you would come home.” she said to herself, continuing to read the latest entries.



Journal Entry # 52



Hey diary. It’s me again. I know it’s been a bit but I got some sad news. Daddy was called back to his work. He was suppose to stay for me, he was told he would be given the whole week off for me and my birthday. Mom was also really sad about this to. I saw her speak a lot of things to him, some of them a bit harsh. He promised he would be back before my birthday. That night, before he left in the morning, I asked him if he would spend some time with me. He said yes and we both talked for a long time. I was worried for him and he kept telling me that everything was going to be fine. I started crying diary. I know I’m a big filly, but I couldn't help but feel alone. What he did next surprised me. He took me into his hoofs and he brought me close to his chest. He held me as I cried, he calmed me and said that everything was going to be okay. I asked him what if you didn’t return back. He then took a feather out of his red wings and gave it to me. He told me to always hold onto it and to never lose it. He then hugged me and kissed me on the head. Before he parted I asked if he can be with me. He agreed and he slept with by my side. Diary, his wings were so comforting. I snuggled up to him, the closest that I could be, and he held me close with his large wings. He was so caring, so loving, I felt that he would never leave my side. He kept me safe and warm, he kept me secure and I could hear him whisper my favorite lullaby. He then told me this one thing, just before I went to sleep, ‘I’m so proud of you my little fire. Always known this, for you will always be my best wonderbolt.’  I cried in my sleep, yet they were not sadness. In fact, it was the opposite. I was happy. I was so happy. He gave me his promise that night that he will always be with me. No matter where he is, no matter where he has gone, he will always be by my side. I love my daddy so much. I never wanted to let him go.”



Spitfire choked as she read the last sentence. Her tears continuing to stream down, staining the pages of her diary. She lowered her head as she continued to sob. No longer wanting to read on, she slammed her hoof onto the pages of her diary and she threw the book to the side. She heard something crash and falling onto the floor, resulting a loud thump onto the ground, yet she didn’t care. She went and buried her head into the confines of her pillows and promptly screamed. She cried long and loud into the cushions, her whole body shaking as a result.



“You promised me daddy! You promised!” she said through her pillow. She lifted her hoofs and beaten into the pillow, letting out her frustration and rage.She continued like this for several minutes until she heard hoofsteps enter into her room. She lifted up her head and saw her mother standing before her. She froze slightly as she stared at her. Her mother had a neutral expression, simply staring at her younger daughter. She sat up and tried to wipe away her tears as best she could, yet it did little to her already reddened face.



“Mom I…look I can explain. I was,” she tried to speak until her mother lifted a hoof to her.



“Shh. It’s okay honey. I know what you're going through.” she said in her motherly tone. She looked down at the diary and the small item that was broken. Spitfire’s eyes followed and saw that it was a picture frame. Bending down her mother picked up the picture and looked back at her daughter, her eyes were a little saddened.



“This is his favorite picture you know.” she said as she walked over to her and climbed up onto the bed with her. Spitfire looked away, feeling somewhat ashamed of her actions.



“Mom, it was an accident. I was angry and I threw my book and it hit the picture. I didn’t mean for it to happen.” she said as her mother sat next to her, looking at her with concerned expression.



“Honey. It’s fine. You’re fine and I’m glad that you didn’t hurt yourself,” Spitfire didn’t reply and continued to stare away from her, allowing her mother to continue speaking, “Spitfire. You must understand. Your father is very busy and that he-”



“You can drop the act mom. I heard everything.” Spitfire interrupted her and her mother took a breath. 



“You overheard me?” She asked as she continued to look at her daughter. Spitfire closed her teary eyes and recalled her mother at the door. She watched as somepony came and delivered something to her mother. She didn’t hear what they were saying but when she watched her mother fall to the ground clearly distraught she knew something was definitely wrong. Spitfire then noticed the object was a pair of goggles, the same that belonged to her father. It was in that moment that she knew something had happened to her father and that she was silent for most of the day. It was only after realizing as to why she had his goggles is when she understood that he was gone. She tried to comprehend, she tried to understand but the more she realized the painful truth the more she didn’t want it to here it. She shook her head and tried to ignore it but the truth of the matter is that he was gone. 



She suddenly tensed up when she felt a hoof placed upon her back, her body rippling from the unexpected touch.



“You didn’t hear the whole story my dear. Your father did something very courageous.” she explained, allowing the words to sink in. Spitfire turned slightly, wanting to hear more.



“There was an accident that happened at the training grounds. A large storm came in and it was destroying much in it’s wake. Your father, Spitfire, stayed behind to ensure that everyone was safe and accounted for.  He believed that some might be blown away from the strong wind and he didn’t want anypony come to harm. He went into the danger, knowing the risks, yet he went back to make sure everyone was safe. It was part of the job, to look after one another.”



Spitfire didn’t say anything, she just sat there, letting the words sink in. 



“I knew what trouble he would get into, Spitfire. But I always believed he would be okay, but that is just part of the job. Your father did what was right and I am very proud of him.” her mother said, reassuring her daughter as best she could. Spitfire shuddered, and another wave of tears were threatening come down her cheeks. She turned around to face her mother and she saw that she was offering the picture, along with her father’s feather, the very one that he gave to her. She grabbed the picture and looked at it closely. She saw that it was the three of them. Her mother was on the right, smiling wide in the picture. She saw herself grinning from ear to ear, a wonderbolt souvenir in her hoofs. Then right next to her, the one who was smiling the most, was her father, dressed up in his wonderbolt uniform. He looked so proud and so happy. The longer she stared at it the more she longed to be with him. To feel his warm feathers, to feel his gentle touch and his soothing voice. She loved her father so much and it pained her now more than ever for admitting it. 



She missed him and he was gone.



“I miss him mom,” she finally said, her tears now running free down her cheeks once more, “I miss him so much.” she felt her mother's hoofs pull her into her and she began to cry once more.



“It’s okay Spitfire. Please don’t cry, otherwise you make your mother cry to.” her mother said as she enveloped her own wings around her, even though she began shed tears as well. Spitfire continued to cry letting out her emotions. As she held to her mother for comfort she clutched the picture and the feather close to her chest. She sobbed softly, her tears staining into her mother's coat. As she continued to whimper she looked out the window to see the night outside. She looked up saw the stars high above. When she looked she saw a shooting go by and for a split second, she could imagine that he was still out there, watching over her.



“He would be very proud of you Spitfire. Always remember that.” her mother said as the tears flowed freely from her. Spitfire hugged her mother closer and she quietly whispered as she was held in her mother’s warm embrace.



“Please come back.” she softly begged as she closed her eyes and imagined being with him once more.



“Come back daddy.”
      

      
   
      Interperetation


      

      
      
         The young doe’s snow white coat rippled, muscles trembling beneath her skin as she convulsed on the gilded dias. Her ragged panting filled the air, the sound mingling with the soft hiss of escaping vapor.



A rattle broke the quiet, light metal plates shifting as a pair of armored pegasus fidgeted a few lengths away.  One mare was a brilliant sky blue with a rainbow mane and the grey-plumed helm of a centurion, while the other was butter yellow with a pale pink mane that fell in gentle curls and a look of deep concern etched into her face.



Both were wound taut, and looked ready to leap into action, but a third figure held up a hoof and shook his head.  This one was an imposing buffalo bull, a little portly under his tan coat, though he was impeccably groomed.  The sky blue pegasus settled back, the tension in the chamber easing fractionally, though she coughed as a wisp of the acrid air tickled her throat.



One of the doe’s ears twitched at the sound, but she gave no other sign of acknowledging the onlookers.  From beneath the dias vapors swirled forth, rising about the doe to embrace her like a lover.  She took a deep breath and then another before she stilled.  



A brittle quiet settled over the chamber.  The doe’s head swiveled towards the group, parting the vapors like a snake through grass until her half-lidded gaze settled on the sky-blue pony in the lead. 



“Speak.”



The pegasus stiffened, her wings half-unfurled.  Danger she understood, but this ivory waif of a doe sent shivers down her back in ways that charging dragons never had.



No trace of tension was reflected in her voice.  “Seer Shines Upon Us, I am Commander Hurricane of the pegasus.  Private Pansy and I have come from Thunderhead for your guidance.  A vast, unnatural blizzard has engulfed our territories and proved almost immune to pegasus magic – our efforts only make it grow stronger.  Scores of our strongest warriors have already fallen in the struggle.  You are said to possess knowledge beyond the limits of mortal equines.  Tell me what the secret is to defeating this storm.”



Shines Upon Us said nothing, only nodding in response before her eyes shifted, gazing outward as if the chamber and its inhabitants had turned to wind and glass.  Her head craned about the room, darting in fast but precise motions until she locked onto some point in the ceiling that looked the same as any other.



After several seconds, the doe shifted her gaze back to Hurricane and her voice came, now low and hollow, as if it was a far off echo.



“Dwellers of the high reaches, beware.  Take care where you cast your shadows.  The bitter cold is an echo.  Without is as within.  Follow your hearts.  The three must become one.  Only then will the tempest still.”



The young doe trembled like a leaf and blinked, her eyes coming back into focus.



The ponies shuffled their hooves as the room seemed to loose some of its otherwordly air.  Commander Hurricane cocked her head as a robed attendant hurried in from a side room and helped the ivory doe to her shaking hooves.



“Is that it?” Hurricane said, her eyes narrowing as she watched the seer being escorted from the chamber.  



The bull cleared his throat, puffing up his chest.  “Yes, that is the wisdom of the great beyond.”



Commander Hurricane turned away from the dias, her brow already furrowing.  “That’s gibberish.  The question was about storm wrangling, and I get a few seconds of nonsense in reply.  Since when does cold have anything to do with echoes?  I need flight vectors, formations, or maybe some magic doodad we could get, not some vague mysticism.”  Her tail lashed as she looked over at Pansy.  “I applaud your initiative, Private, but it looks like your idea didn’t pan out.”



Pansy ducked her head under Hurricane’s gaze.  “I don’t know.  I’ve never experienced anything quite like that.  I’m sure she was trying her best.”



Hurricane crouched, spreading her wings.  “Maybe.  But I didn’t fly all this way to get a load of yellow sleet.  Loquacious Wit here is just lucky I haven’t demanded our money back.  Come on, Pansy.  Let’s get airborne.”



“Wait, wait!” The bull cried, losing some of his composure.  “Look, I can explain.”  Shine Upon Us always speaks truth, but the meaning of her words is not always clear.  Fortunately, I have a great deal of experience in interpreting her messages.  Stay a little longer, and I could help you to find the answer.”



Commander Hurricane huffed.  “Why can’t she explain it herself?”



The bull shook his head.  “The experience is overwhelming.  Seers seldom even remember what they said afterwards.  Come.  Perhaps if we discuss it for a little while, the meaning will become clear.”



Hurricane snorted.  “And let me guess.  You’d want another donation for your additional services.”



Loquacious spoke slowly, choosing his words with the care of one walking on eggshells.  “That would be…  appreciated.  But we would not insist.”



Pansy looked hopefully at Hurricane.  “Well, we are already here.”



Hurricane sighed, but lowered her wings and wordlessly gestured ahead.








“I didn’t come here for tea.”



Commander Hurricane stared at the empty cup like it was mud.  She pointedly looked away, her eyes roving around the small, wood-paneled kitchen.  It didn’t have any of the ornate furnishings of the divination chamber, rather they sat at a rough wooden table with a simple sink to one side and the kettle was perched atop a small iron stove at the end of the room.



If her reaction bothered Loquacious Wit, he didn't show it.  The bull moved with a care that belied his size as he removed the kettle from the stove and settled it in the center of the table.  Ignoring Hurricane’s rolled eyes, he filled all three cups and took a moment to savor the wafting steam before he finally spoke.



“The tea is for a calm mind.  I know it is not much, but we are a small sanctuary.  Still, we do what we can to honor our guests, and see that your return is untroubled.” 



Hurricane crossed her hooves.  “You’d better, for the how much we donated to get that prophecy.  We’re not exactly rolling in treasure, you know.”



“In fact, I do not know, but in any case, it is not my aim to take advantage of you.”



Hurricane waved her hooves.  “Fine, fine. So let's get with the interpreting already.”



Loquacious closed his eyes and cleared his throat.  “Dwellers of the high reaches, beware.  Take care where you cast your shadows.  The bitter cold is an echo.  Without is as within.  Follow your hearts.  The three must become one.  Only then will the tempest still.”



“Doesn’t make any more sense the second time.”



Loquacious took a sip of his tea.  “It may seem so at first, but if one looks at the parts, it may become clearer.  Bitter cold.  Without as within.  Perhaps the storm is a reflection of your own selves?”



“Are you saying we’re cold?”  The blue pegasus snorted.  “I’ll have you know that the temperature barely affects us pegasi.  The problem isn’t the cold, it’s the wind shear, and the way it disrupts our strongholds.”



“Um,” Private Pansy spoke up in a quiet voice.  “She also spoke about following our hearts.  Maybe it wasn’t a physical cold?”



Hurricane looked thoughtful.  “Hmm.  Not enough passion?  None of the pegasi we sent off were cowards, but it’s true that cloud-wrangling doesn’t really get the blood up.  Not the same way as a good scrap does, at least.”



Loquacious’ ears had drooped at Hurricane’s last statement, and he quickly spoke up, “What of this blizzard?  Perhaps I might be able to offer better advice on it if I understood the situation more clearly.”



“Well, the North wind carried it in a few weeks ago and disrupted a wing that was up foraging in the mountains.  Ever since then, it’s gotten worse by the day.  We can send some troops and corral it for a while, but it keeps roaring back.  We haven’t had any luck foraging in weeks.”



“Hmm.  You say the North wind?”  Loquacious’ brows drew together.  “Could that relate to ‘three become one?’  Perhaps if you could combine the West, South and East winds, that might prove the solution.”



Hurricane’s brow furrowed, and she shook her head.  “It’s kind of obvious that you’re not a pegasus.  That’s not how it works.”



Private Pansy set her cup down carefully.  “It could be talking about the three tribes,” she said.



A smile blossomed on Loquacious’ muzzle.  “Yes!  Maybe you're supposed to come together and help each other stop the storm.”



Hurricane frowned.  “No, that makes even less sense.  Earth ponies can't do anything to fight a storm.  But it could be the unicorns.”  Her eyes widened.  “They might even be causing it!  We know unicorn magic can influence the weather, and they’ve been a twist in our quills for ages.  We’ve just got to get serious about it, and then as soon as we take over, no more storm.”



Pansy’s ears drooped, and the cup shook in her grip.  “That’s not what I was trying to…” her voice trailed off, before she took a deep breath and tried again.  “I’m not sure if that reading fits.  It says we should take more care in what we do.”



“Of course, it does.”  Hurricane chuckled.  “It fits the description perfectly!  It doesn’t say for us to stop casting our shadows, but that we should use them more effectively.  Three become one, and battle lust is the hottest emotion there is.”  She turned to Loquacious and slapped a small purse down on the table. “Credit where it’s due.  I guess your little discussion did help after all.”



Her muzzle curled into a feral grin. 



“Come on, Pansy.  We have work to do.”








The wind howled outside, but not loudly enough to drown out the rapping at the door.  Loquacious opened it for just a moment, but that moment was enough for a lick of snow to swirl into the entry hall alongside the two earth ponies. 



Both had travel worn cloaks plastered to their bodies which Loquacious took without comment, revealing a pair of very different mares.  One was blindingly pink-on-pink and exuded energy, while the second had a pale orange coat, blonde mane, and mantle of the long put-upon.



“Be welcome, travelers.  I am Loquacious Wit, keeper of the house of Vision.“



The pink one grinned.  “I’m Chancellor Puddinghead and this is Smart Cookie of the earth ponies.  We’ve come to find out about this blizzard, and how to stop it.”  Her face curled into a pout.  “The pegasi aren’t helping at all.”



Loquacious nodded.  “Do you have a contribution?”



“Yep, here you go,” said Smart Cookie, gesturing to a heavily-laden bag.  “One bushel of grade-A earth pony vittles.  Sorry it ain’t no fancy gems or nothing, but it’s what we’ve got.”



The smile on Loquacious’ face was the most genuine he’d had in weeks.  “That won’t be a problem at all.  Come, and I will take you to seer Shines Upon Us.”








“Children of the soil, time passes.  Bitter seeds reap barren fruit.  Color fades to frozen white.  Without is as within.  Follow your hearts.  The three must become one.  Only then will the tempest still.”



Loquacious suppressed a sigh.  Even the benefits of repetition didn’t make things much easier.  It was a tossup as to which was worse, watching Shines Upon Us on the dias, or dealing with the dissatisfied questioners afterwards.  There was a reason so many of his predecessors had fled to the monasteries.



Chancellor Puddinghead was already getting an odd look in her eye, and once more he quickened his steps.



“Look, I can explain,” he said, catching up. “Perhaps we can discuss the meaning over some tea?”



The Chancellor spun around on a hoof to look at him, her head cocked at an angle that made his neck hurt just to look at.  “Hmm.  I’m more of a coffee gal, but if you’ve got hot water, we can get you fixed right up.  Lead the way!”








Three cups of coffee gave the kitchen a deceptively cheerful air, as Loquacious settled himself at the table once more.  His brow was furrowed as he sniffed at his cup, but as the smell registered his eyes widened and his muzzle curled into an uncertain smile.



Smart Cookie blew on her cup with an air of contentment, though her eyes were drawn.  “This doggone blizzard is making it almost impossible to grow anything.  The only good thing that’s come of it is keeping the others from stealing our food quite so much, but now they’re starting to get hungry, too.  I’d heard that this might be the place to give us a lead on what to do, but I can’t say that that prophecy of hers is doing very much of that.”



Loquacious shrugged.  “Well, that may not be at first, but I’ve interpreted more than a few.  Generally I’ve found it best to take the pieces apart, examine what different meanings they might have, and then reassemble the fragments to see which hold together.”



“Like a puzzle,” the Chancellor said, with a gleam in her eye.



“Exactly.”



Smart Cookie chuckled, “Makes sense to me, but of course you’ve never seen Puddinghead solve a puzzle before.”



Loquacious raised an eyebrow as Puddinghead’s grin grew even bigger.



“I reckon you’ll find out soon enough,” Smart Cookie said with an enigmatic smile.



“Very well then.”  Loquacious took a small sip from his mug, but grimaced almost immediately and set it to the side.  “Bitter seeds that reap barren fruit – that seems pretty clear.  The bitter cold would kill off agriculture.”



Smart Cookie nodded.  “That’d fit with the next one, ‘color fades to frozen white.’  That’d be true enough if you were talking about the snow piling up.”



Puddinghead giggled.  “Ahh, but it also said that ‘three become one.’  Do you know what happens if you combine the three main colors?”  



Loquacious and Smart Cookie both looked over at Puddinghead in surprise, and Loquacious shook his head.



Puddinghead beamed.  “They become white!”  



Smart Cookie scratched her head.  “I thought you were saying that colors came in a line when you split them up in a prism?”



“That’s the best part!”  Puddinghead rubbed her hooves together.  “There’s one color that’s not on the line.  Pink!  Well, magenta.  But close enough.”



Now it was Loquacious turn for head scratching.  “Wait, so you're saying that the future is pink?”  



Puddinghead chuckled.  “Cute.  I like the way you think.  But no.  Painting everything pink probably isn’t going to scare off the storm.”



Loquacious sighed in relief.  “Perhaps that part is talking about the three tribes, then,” he ventured.  “You might be supposed to help each other, and work to stop the storm together.”



Smart Cookie brightened up.  “Heck yeah, that’d fit right in.”  Her face turned thoughtful.  “If we can just figure out a way to get them to help.”



“Hmm.”  Puddinghead’s eyes reminded Loquacious of Shines Upon Us for a few moments before the mare blinked and shook her head.  “Just because we work with our hooves doesn’t mean there’s anything wrong with our heads.  Falling Apple was an earth pony, after all.”



“Falling Apple?  Is the solution mathematic?”  Loquacious cocked his head.



“You’re right about the tribes.”  Puddinghead said, glancing over at Loquacious as her curls drooped like candles on a stove. “But Smart Cookie was right, too.  The others are already taking more than we can afford to give them.  They don’t want to work with us.  So how does three become one?  You don’t have to be Falling Apple to figure that one out.”  Her hoof came down on the table hard enough to rattle the cups.  “Subtract two.”



Smart Cookie’s ears were flat against her head, but Puddinghead ignored her as she levered herself up from the table.



“We grow the food, and we’ll show them what bitter seeds sow.  Some reap more than others, you know.  We’re in a time of cold equations, and it’s my job to make sure we’re the remainder.”  



Her lips curled into what could have been a grin.  “We can even still paint things pink afterwards!  Come on Cookie, let’s go.”








The day was young, but the shadows pooled dark and deep beneath the leaden sky.  Outside, the wind had died to a low murmur, as if content with the snow it had piled high and thick.  



Their stockpile of donations had dwindled alarmingly, but even though Smart Cookie’s pack was still half-full, the pantry was barer than ever.  Loquacious finished wrapping up a stale loaf of bread and carried it to where the pack that still sat near the entryway.  There was still some firewood left as well, plus the kettle, but they wouldn’t be practical to take.  



Loquacious sighed.  They might as well enjoy the veneer of civilization for one last night.  He had just started back towards the living area when a loud banging sounded at the doors behind him. 



He turned and undid the latch, letting two figures stumble into the warmth.  The caked snow and heavy wrappings made it impossible to tell anything about their callers, but Loquacious had little question about who it was that had just arrived.  



The glow that enveloped the two and lifted their winter garb away then banished any last shadow of doubt.  Two unicorn mares stood revealed, one a shining white with a rich purple mane and regal bearing, the other lavender with a streaked indigo mane and lively eyes.  Their clean coats and neat manes made him acutely aware of his own matted condition.



“Princess Platinum and Clover the Clever of the unicorn court,” the lavender unicorn said, unnecessarily.  “We are here for your council.”



“I’ve been expecting you,” he replied, nodding to Clover.



“Oh?  Have the others been here already?”



He looked away.  “You know I can’t tell you that.”



Princess Platinum snorted.  “As if that matters now, with what they’ve done.”  She turned, giving him an arch look as she nodded at the packs by the door.  “Keeper Way, were you going somewhere?”



Loquacious shuffled his hooves.  “... Perhaps.  But not just yet.  I imagine you are here about the blizzard?”



The princess narrowed her eyes, but nodded.  “In part.” 



“Then of course, we can make time for you.  This way please.” 








“Keepers of the heavens,” Shines Upon Us intoned, “time grows short.  Power ensnares the unwary.  The clinging shadows are an echo.  Without is as within.  Follow your hearts.  The three must become one.  Only then will the tempest still.”



The ivory doe closed her mouth and swayed slightly.  The attendants long gone, Loquacious rushed to her side, but he could do little more than help her down from the dias and give her an apologetic look before he had to hurry away after the two unicorns.



He finally caught up with them in the antechamber.  He took a deep breath, but the words tasted like ashes in his mouth before he even spoke them.  “Look, I can help explain.  I’m afraid we have no more tea, but perhaps we could discuss her words in front of a warm fire?”



Princess Platinum sniffed as a small purse levitated towards him and dropped to the floor between his hooves.  “No need.”



Loquacious’ jaw dropped, and he felt a shiver go down his spine.  “Really?”



Her muzzle curled into a little smirk.  “It said quite clearly that the others are unprepared for our might.  And our plan for bringing the three together is already well underway.”



“The three tribes?”



At her nod, Loquacious broke into a wide smile.  



“I knew you could be a diplomat like your father!  How did you convince the other two tribes to combine their powers so you could all stop the storm?”



“Oh, that’s rich,” she tittered.  “Working with that dirty rabble, or those barbarian fliers.  No, Clover is already helping Star Swirl with some research that is approaching the matter of combining powers in a way that is much more, shall we say, literal.”



Clover nodded, her eyes shining even as her ears drooped.



Loquacious felt as if he’d just run full tilt into a castle wall.  “That’s how you understood it?  You’re certain?”



“Oh, quite so.  Clover had a few questions, else we wouldn’t have made the treck in such dreadful weather, but you covered our little research project without us even asking about it!  I’d say we’ve settled those qualms quite thoroughly, haven’t we?”



Clover nodded once more.



“Very well then,” Loquacious said, his voice brittle.  “You have your prophecy.  I wish you good luck on your journey.”



“To you as well,” she said, her eyes straying to their packs once more before she gathered herself up sharply.  “Come now Clover, let’s not tarry.”



She lit her horn and Clover followed suit.  In moments the two unicorns were bundled up once more.  Clover gave one last look back as the door closed behind them.



A hush descended over the hall, and Loquacious slumped, looking decades older as Shines Upon Us ghosted up beside him.  He looked over with tired eyes.  “I am sorry.  I failed”



She shook her head.  “Don’t be.  You did what you could.”  Her slight warmth came to rest against his side.  “Come, there are still paths for us to walk.”



“May we follow it true.” 
      

      
   
      This Castle, Our Home


      

      
      
         It was a cold December night. Twilight was reading in her study by candlelight, and there was a ghost in the Great Hall. 



“No there’s not, Spike,” she said when Spike came to tell her. She carried on reading, not even throwing her assistant a cursory glance. “There’s no such thing as ghosts.”



“That’s what you said about Pinkie’s Pinkie Sense, but remember how that turned out? Just take a look, would ya? Please, Twi?”



It was less Spike’s words that caught Twilight’s attention and more the shiver in his voice, along with his wheezing, his puffing – he must have sprinted all the way upstairs without pausing for breath.



Twilight looked up.



Spike stood with his hands on his knees. He kept peering over his shoulder at the door – even though he had slammed the door shut upon rushing into the study – and his eyes were wide and his arms trembled. To Twilight, he looked less like her brave assistant and more a bundle of nerves and fright. He was less a dragon and more a child, lost and scared, and worried. 



Outside, the night was less a winter wonderland and more a twin of the savage plains of Anthooftica, where the wind blew wild and the snow was villainous, stinging traveller’s eyes and piling into drifts dozens of feet high. 



It was a splendid night for telling ghost stories around a roaring fireplace. 



It wasn’t a night to go looking for actual ghosts. 



“Spike,” said Twilight – yet she got no further, for from downstairs came the sound of door slamming like a shot in the darkness. Twilight gasped. Spike leapt a foot in the air, then darted over and dug his little dragon claws into Twilight’s leg, holding her for dear life. 



“Spike,” she said again, sharply this time. “You’re hurting me.” 



“But the ghost!”



“There’s no such thing as – ouch, I’m not kidding, let go of me. There’s no such thing as ghosts.” She huffed, not noticing Spike glowering at her. “Why, the mere idea, it’s… it’s preposterous. It’s ludicrous! Dumb, daft, downright nutty. I expected better from you.”



Spike fidgeted, keeping half an eye glued to the door. “But wh-what if you’re wrong, Twilight?” he whispered. “How d’you explain that slam just then?”



“This is a castle, Spike. It makes castlely noises. There’s drafts. Things go bump in the night.”



“You mean ghosts go bump in the night.” 



Twilight rolled her eyes. “Think logically, Spike. Ghosts wouldn’t go bump. They’d pass through the walls and make no noise at all.”



“Yeah, but that’s only if they really existed, right?” 



Twilight opened her mouth, then closed it. Ghosts or not, she knew when she was defeated. 



So she shut her book – with care, for the book had been retrieved from the wreckage of her old home, and the pages were charred – and with a sigh and a rub of her forehead, she said, “OK, Spike. You’ve got me for five minutes. What do you want me to do?”








It would have been quicker to ask what he didn’t want. 



Spike was adamant that sleep would be impossible that night without the proper tests, experiments, and results. It wasn’t enough for Twilight to light the lamps and look under the chairs and the Royal Table. It wasn’t enough to hear her say, “Golly gosh, would you look at that! Not a ghost in sight!” Beyond all doubt, Spike wanted, he needed to know that the Great Hall, that the Castle of Friendship, was completely, certifiably, one thousand percent ghost-free. 



To this end, the Great Hall had been transformed into a Great Laboratory. 



There were notepads and bits of paper, and pens, and pencils with chewed ends from long nights of drawing graphs and diagrams. There were machines which went BEEP, contraptions that went BOOP, equipment which went MEEP. Little timers and clocks went tick, tick, tick and tock, tock, tock; screens flashed with mysterious green numbers; others showed charts, or strings of letters, or symbols the meaning of which escaped Spike, but which Twilight appeared to have no trouble deciphering.



“Alright, so,” she said, clopping her hooves and nodding as the last of the screens flickered into its strange green life. “If I prove that there’s no ghosties or ghoulies, or any other nonsense, will you please, please let me get on with my studies? Does that sound fair to you?” 



Spike folded his arms. Had Twilight been looking at him instead of a tiny monitor on hoofheld device, she might have seen a frown pass over his face. 



Or perhaps she wouldn’t have. 



Maybe it was too dark.



Regardless, Spike agreed, then pointed to his chair besides Twilight’s throne. Stray comic books were strewn over the table. A mug of coffee sat there growing cold and looking sorry for itself, and there was a plate of biscuits, half eaten, abandoned. His lantern had burnt out. The only light, now, came from the green glow of the various monitors, and the shadows were deep and many. 



Whatever had happened, Spike hadn’t stopped to clean up after himself.



“I don’t get it,” Twilight said, prodding the coffee mug with her little device. A red light blinked on the monitor. Twilight narrowed her eyes at it, and gave the screen a tap.



Spike pressed himself close to Twilight’s body, once more holding her leg as though the floor was the ocean and Twilight a precious life raft keeping him afloat. 



He cleared his throat. “Well…”



“Go on, Spike. Are you nervous? Don’t be. Remember, there’s no such thing as ghosts.”



This time it was harder to ignore Spike’s frown. Before Twilight could say anything, Spike said, “Well, I was just sittin’ here, reading comics, minding my own business and all. When suddenly… I dunno what it was. I felt icky and squirmy, like I was being watched or somethin’. So I said to myself, ‘Spike, it’s just you and Twilight, so stop being silly.’ I did, Twi. I really did say that. Even so, I looked around just to be on the safe side, ’cause ya never know, ya know? Then I looked up at the roots, and, um… that’s when I…”



He gulped. Spoke a little slower, a little quieter. “I’ll level with ya,” she breathed. “I couldn’t see nothin’. But I swear to Celestia, there was something there, Twi. I know there was. I’ve never been more certain of anything.”



The young dragon juddered again, though in truth, it felt, to Twilight, like more than a mere shudder. A shiver-shake. A tremble-tremor. A quiver-quake. 



For the first time Twilight saw that Spike kept his eyes firmly on the floor and the walls and the windows. Anywhere apart from the ceiling. Anywhere but at the great chandelier hanging in the darkness, the self-same one formed from the mighty roots of their old home, the Golden Oaks Library, and which had been placed up there so generously by their friends. A reminder of the importance of home and the joy of friendship. A token of their friend’s love. 



Twilight almost threw her hooves around her Number One Assistant. She wanted to tell him not to worry, that everything was going to be fine, and that she was his family and his dearest friend. 



Her love clashed with her annoyance.



It was so, so cold that night, in the hall. A night for Jack Frost, riding at the head of a pack of windigos. And that was to make no mention of the half-hour it had taken to set up her science equipment, half an hour which ought to have been spent reading…	



So she sighed again, and said, though not unkindly, “No, Spike, that wasn’t what I meant, though it sounds like you were very brave. What I meant was: I don’t get why you were down here in the first place. Couldn’t you read comics in your bedroom?”



Spike shuffled uncomfortably, keeping his gaze locked on the floor. He stayed silent.



“Well?” said Twilight. “Couldn’t you?”



“I just like to read in here, sometimes.”



His voice was quiet and his heart pounded. Pressed as closely as he was against Twilight’s chest, she could feel it, his little dragon heart beating like a hammer. Twilight whispered in his ear. She spoke gently, the voice of one determined to uncover the truth, but who loved her dragon too much to press him too hard. “No, Spike, that’s not the reason. You’re hiding something.”



Now Spike took the deepest of deep breaths. “Promise you won’t laugh?” he whispered back. “Pinkie Pie promise?”



Twilight nodded, then mimed putting her hoof in her eye. Then Spike said, “I like reminding myself about how far we’ve come, is all. I mean, since moving here… you becoming a princess and everything. It’s just… nice. Warm. Sitting next to your throne makes me feel warm.”



This was too much for Twilight. She held her dragon, her Number One Assistant ever closer. Her family, her beloved, her little brother, and her best friend all rolled into one! She dug through her mind to find the right words to tell him how much he meant to her, how important he was – his love was as essential to her as oxygen in her lungs and a beating heart.



However, the words never came. There were none she knew of that covered the breadth and depth of her love for Spike; they had yet to be invented. 



There were other things worth worrying about, that night, in the blizzard and in the darkness.



The red dot began to blink again on Twilight’s device. 



On some of the monitors, the charts began to spike, and on others the numbers grew larger, and larger, until there wasn’t enough space for them. 



Twilight shook off Spike. She thrust her little device towards the enormous roots bolted to the ceiling, then gasped as the red dot flashed so quickly that it was hard to tell that it flashed at all.



“You know, Spike,” she said, her every word drenched in amazement. “I think there really might be something up there after all…”



There was a number-filled pause, a chart-packed moment. BEEP, BOOP, MEEP, went the machines and the contraptions and the devices. 



And Spike was finished. He was done pretending that he was anything more than a scared little dragon. 



“Let’s get outta here, Twi,” he said.



“No, Spike. There’s no such thing as ghosts. Whatever this is, it needs to be studied.”



“Twilight! There’s some things ya just can’t explain. Ya said it yourself, once. I remember! I wrote it down for you in a letter! Let’s just get outta here, pleeease.”



But Twilight stood her ground. With supreme confidence – with the solidness of a mountain, the strength of an ocean and the firmness of the Earth – she said to Spike, “Everything can be explained. With enough study, everything can be understood.”



It was right then that the two of them felt a whisper of a breeze blowing through in the hall, caressing Twilight’s mane and chilling Spike to the marrow in his bones. Neither could tell from where it came: from both everywhere and nowhere, it seemed. From the right and to the left. From up above, and from behind them. 



“Don’t just stand there, Spike, do something! Put that helmet on.”



Spike glanced at the machinery, bathed in the green glow of the monitors. “Ya mean the thingni with all the dials and knobs attached? The one with the wires sticking out of it?”



“Do you see any other helmets? I need to study the effect that your fear is having on… on whatever this is. A magical surge, perhaps? Something to do with the Tree of Harmony?” 



She smiled hugely and clopped her hooves together, which for Spike was the most terrifying sound he had heard all night. Twilight had officially entered what the young dragon always thought of as science-mode, though the silly name disguised how stressful it could be for Twilight’s loved ones to see her in such a state. Sometimes, the unicorn’s pursuits were innocent, and she would stay up for hours working on her latest discovery or preparing her next lecture. On other occasions, it was a sort of madness, and it devoured her. Nothing else would matter to her, and all that mattered was the research, no matter what the price. Though often, too often, the price was the safety of both herself and her friends.



There had been the time when she had stalked Pinkie Pie, trying desperately to figure out how her Pinkie Sense worked.



On another occasion, she had stayed up for an entire week after a visit from her future self.



Spike tried not to think about the time Twilight Sparkle had stayed up for a week.



He threw the helmet on the floor. “I’m not doing it,” he said, and his eyes were wet with tears. “I’m not putting it on. You can do this in the morning when it’s light, but right now we’ve gotta get outta here. We don’t know enough about it, yet. This might be dangerous.” 



Twilight blinked. “I thought this is what you wanted. For me to investigate.”



Spike dragged a hand across his face. “No, what I wanted you to come down and make everything better. Not this.”



If Twilight had a response to this, she never got to say it. The breeze picked up, and up, and up, and up. Loose papers were tossed around like snowflakes in a blizzard. The machines, the helmet, and the monitors were knocked to the ground and scraped across the floor, getting snagged in the corners of the room, against the crystal walls of the Great Hall, and one of them crashed through a window. And now snowflakes were blown inside – fat snowflakes, thick snowflakes, some the size of saucers. 



And this, more than Spike’s pleas and tears, was what yanked Twilight Sparkle from her mania.



The world can be studied, and oftentimes explained in detail. It was the basis of both science and magic, and the foundation upon which Twilight’s entire life was erected. 



Yet…



Try as she might to forget them, she thought of the words she herself had written years previously, in a letter to Princess Celestia. There are wonderful things in this world you just can’t explain, but that doesn’t necessarily make them any less true. It just means you have to choose to believe in them…



So in her panic, Twilight Sparkle closed her eyes and believed. 



With all her heart and her soul, and for the sake of Spike, she believed that the whatever lurked in the roots was real – real, yet gentle, for she couldn’t bring herself to contemplate that a castle so filled with love as theirs could attract a being with hatred in its heart. She sensed that whatever was causing this, it didn’t mean to terrorize them. It was an accident. A result of tremendous power but a poor grasp on how to control it. That was all.



And now that she believed in it, she began to feel the thing’s presence.



She felt that it held not a single shred of malevolence, but instead loved them with an intensity rivalled only by fathers and mothers meeting their new-born foal for the first time. Twilight felt it. She felt it. From the tips of her hooves, through her legs and chest, her wings, her tail, her mane: she was loved.



The wind ceased.



Then she gazed, astonished, as a bolt of light flashed amongst the roots. And then the roots themselves began to glow, softly at first, but as the seconds passed they grew brighter, and brighter. They were green, so exceedingly, exceptionally, extraordinarily green! The colour of sunlight through the canopy of a forest. The shade of meadows in high summer.



“Twilight! What’s going on?” cried Spike. Yet Twilight was transfixed by the light. She felt Spike’s claws grip around her foreleg, yet was scarcely aware of his presence. She heard his cries, yet they sounded as distant, to her, as the chitter-chatter of mares and stallions through an open window on a sunny day. 



All that mattered was the light. 



All she knew was that the light loved her, and there was nothing else of importance, neither death, nor life, or anything in between.



“Twilight? Twilight! Quit lookin’ at the light. Snap out of it.”    



Spike waved a hand in front of her face. Without a word she brushed him aside and stepped closer to the roots. 



“Twi!” Spike sobbed. “Come back, Twi. I need ya.”



But Twilight was enveloped in a feeling of warmth, and she sighed in bliss. The light grew ever brighter, forcing Spike to shield his eyes, for the Sun Herself appeared to be tangled within the roots…



Then darkness.



Snowflakes.



Silence.



Spike opened his eyes. “Twi?” he whispered, yet there was no reply, for Twilight had vanished. The little dragon stood alone in the vast room. 



Some moments later, he curled up on Twilight’s throne and hugged his knees and cried until it hurt. 








Twilight fell.



She fell into darkness, tumbled through empty space and into an infinity of black. Oddly, she wasn’t scared and she didn’t scream, although she felt that she ought to. Yet her lack of fear intrigued her, so she remained quiet so as not to shatter the feeling. 



Stars appeared in the void, then colours and shapes, and hot and cold and light. Then she gasped, for she fell through the memories of a life that had never happened! Memories, memories, so many memories. Every last one of them took place within the interior of the Golden Oaks Library; it was as though a hundred thousand libraries had been balanced on top of each other to form a tower a thousand miles in height, yet all connected by a shaft which cut right through the middle of them. As she fell, Twilight caught glimpses of familiar rooms over and over and over and over, from her and Spike’s old bedroom at the top of the library, to the main hall, then the basement beneath. Over and over the sequence was repeated, 



bedroom, 



hall,



basement, 



bedroom, 



hall, 



basement, 



bedroom, 



hall, 



basement.



And she was sure that what she was seeing were memories, albeit strange, warped versions of them. There was no doubt of it. None at all. In each of the rooms, she saw herself and Spike, sometimes accompanied by their friends, other times by family, and occasionally even by her fellow princesses. Twilight recognised all these moments, every last one of them. They were her memories. Everything she saw had really happened to her – it was merely that the locations were wrong. In real life, everything she saw had actually happened in the Castle of Friendship, not the Golden Oaks Library…



There, right there! Shining Armor was crying over a burnt comic, and Twilight was trying to console him—



A horde of yaks was trashing the library—



They were dressed up for Nightmare Night and playing games in her bedroom, and Fluttershy wanted to join in for once—



There was the map of Equestria, and she and her friends were discussing their latest mission. Yet the map and the thrones were on the ground floor of the old library. There wasn’t a trace of crystal to be found on the walls, and—



It stopped.



There was a floor.



Twilight landed on her hooves, so gently that, in and of itself, it was disorientating. Only by tapping her hooves upon the wooden floor did she convince herself that she had really stopped falling, and that she genuinely stood inside her old beloved library. 



And though she searched for the feel of dreams, they were nowhere to be found. The floor felt solid. The books had the smell of reality about them, old, yellowing paper bound in wood, sitting alongside newly pressed novels. The shelves were real. The stairs were real. The front door was real, though locked, and through the windows she saw endless stars, bright and blue. 



A reindeer watched her from the foot of the stairs. 



With one look into the reindeer’s eyes, Twilight knew that this was the being responsible for all that had happened that night. With one look, Twilight knew that her instincts had been right: that the reindeer hadn’t scared them not on purpose, but that its understanding of magic was so far removed from that of a unicorn’s that possibly it hadn’t occurred to her that its spell work was alarming. 



The reindeer was huge. Enormous. Crouched on the floor, she took up a full quarter of the room.



Her antlers weren’t antlers at all, but miniature oak trees, their proud roots growing into the base of her skull. 



Already, Twilight Sparkle knew the truth.



“You’re… you’re…” 



I am, said the reindeer without opening her mouth. The words appeared in Twilight’s head and was the most natural thing in the world. Yet Twilight needed to say it anyway.



“You’re the spirit of my old home. You’re the ghost of the Golden Oaks Library.”



The audacity of her own words astonished her. Part of her half-hoped that she would wake up and find herself in bed, or that her friends would burst from the kitchen door and reveal that this to be an elaborate prank. 



When neither of these happened, she kept on speaking. It was the only thing she could think to do. “How is this possible?” she asked.



The life-force of a tree is different from that of a pony, the reindeer explained. Even after my trunk was destroyed, life lingered in me, in my roots, slowly draining away. Until tonight, at last, it’s almost time for me to say goodb—



Twilight didn’t want to hear how the sentence ended. The idea that not only had her former home been watching over her, but that it loved her, well and truly loved her, was more wondrous and precious a thought than almost any she had ever had. She couldn’t stand that love being snatched away from her; so before the reindeer could finish, Twilight threw her forelegs around her – or tried to, considering the spirit’s sheer immensity – and she wailed, “Don’t go, don’t go! I miss you. I miss you all the time, every single day.”



Twilight—



“I need you.”



A moment’s pause. Twilight wondered why tonight, of all nights, the spirit had chosen to say goodbye. If it knew such great and powerful magic, why not earlier?



Unless it had been saving up the last of it’s magic.



Unless it had been planning this for months upon months, waiting until it had gathered the strength to summon Twilight into this strange other world.



“I don’t understand why you have to go,” she sniffled. “Well, OK, I understand, if you get what I mean, but…” 



Twilight paused, gulped. She took great care over what she said next, trying, with all her vast knowledge, to put into words how she felt. Yet she was alike to spinning platinum from out of the air, or standing on her back hooves to try and touch the distant stars. What she felt was simply too enormous to be forced into spoken sentences.



“Some things just can’t be explained” she whispered at last. “Some things just aren’t fair.”



The reindeer shook her head. No, Twilight Sparkle. Take it from a former library, she said. Despite herself, Twilight couldn’t help but grin a little. Everything in the world can be explained. Whether or not the explanations can be understood is another matter – and matters of the heart are the most complex and mysterious of them all. So don’t feel bad for not being able to conjure the right words.



“I’m the Princess of Friendship.”



Even a princess never stops learning.



Twilight shuffled her hooves. Time was precious: she was afraid to speak. She was afraid, because she knew that every breath she took and every word she spoke was one less breath, one less word to spend with a loved one she had never known existed. 



Yet peak she must. “Maybe I don’t understand, and maybe I never will. But I’ll never stop trying.”



The ancient reindeer smiled. I believe you, she said. And that’s what makes you the mare I love. That’s what makes you Twilight Sparkle, and I am so, so glad that I can say goodbye to you properly. I am so, so proud of you. But hush, now. The dawn is coming. The time has come for make a new friend.



The reindeer bent down and whispered in Twilight’s ear. You are very loved in this new castle of yours, you know, and not just by Spike. So very, very loved.



A shiver ran through Twilight, darting up her spine and making the hairs on her neck prickle – though not in fear. Not in horror, nor coldness, nor shock. It was the same feeling she had experienced the first time she laid eyes on Spike, the same as when she had heard that her brother was getting married to her old foalsitter, and the same as when she had first suspected the depth of the bond between her and her fellow Elements of Harmony. This was how she knew that the reindeer spoke the truth.



It was Twilight’s heart, however, that told her she wasn’t referring to any of her Ponyville friends, nor to far-flung relatives in distant cities.



“You’re wrong,” Twilight whispered. 



The reindeer raised an eyebrow. Oh?



“Yes, you’re wrong. You said this was a castle, but it’s not. Not whilst Spike lives there, or the spirit of the castle. It’s a home.”



The reindeer smiled again, and nodded. Then she lent down and kissed a trembling Twilight upon the forehead: a mother’s kiss, much like the ones Twilight’s real mother used to give when the storms of winter raged over Canterlot. For a moment, no longer was she a Princess of Equestria, but five years old and reading deep into the night and losing track of time. Until things went bump in the dark. Until branches tapped against the windows, scaring away the joy of reading and making her cry out loud, “Mom, Mom! Dad, Dad!” Because only her mother and father could frighten away the monsters and make everything right again. 







She was a foal in need of love…







She was Spike, and nervous and shaking, wondering why Twilight refused to take his fear seriously, why she just wouldn’t let him explain how scared he was… 







She was stood in the Great Hall, and the lamps were lit. 



The air had the feel of reality about it. The night was freezing, and snowflakes were piling on the floor by the smashed window.



And there was Spike.



He was smiling at her, and crying harder then she had ever seen him. “You came back,” he said.



Twilight didn’t know what to say or do, whether to rush to his side and smother him in kisses, hold him to her chest, or take him upstairs to his bed and sleep the night away. She wanted to do all these things and more besides. Yet her legs failed her. She was exhausted, and in trying to take a step towards Spike, she discovered that she could barely stand, let alone walk. 



In a whisper as broken as the window, she said, simply, “I came back.”



It wasn’t enough. Her Spike. Her beautiful, wonderful, brilliant, incredible Spike. Her dragon-child, who relied on her to always be there for him in the darkest nights and coldest winters. To respect his fears, and know never to make light of them, or tell him she expected better of him than to believe in the unbelievable: she had let him down tonight, and that was the truth. So she added, “Look, I can explain—” 



Spike held up a hand. “You’re back, and you’re safe, and all that’s matters. Ya look tired, Twi. I don’t mind if you just wanna tell me about it in the morning.”



Tears began to stream down Twilight’s face. “I’m sorry I didn’t take you seriously right from the start. I’m so, so sorry.”



“Shush, Twilight. It’s alright. I’m here for ya.”



And it was Spike, and not a drained and shattered Twilight, who hurried across the Great Hall and embraced her with all the fire of his heart, the fire of friendship. Twilight did her best to hug him back. It was hard, for Spike held onto her leg yet once again, and led her out of the hall and along the corridor, up the stairs to her bedroom where they would spend the rest of the night holding onto one another as though the consequences of letting go weren’t worth thinking about.



Spike spoke to her as they walked. “Ya know, I love living in a castle made of crystal, but let’s face it. It can be pretty creepy sometimes.”



“But Spike, it’s not a castle. Not whilst you’re here with me.”



The little dragon raised an eyebrow. “Then what is it, then?” Twilight smiled at him. 



“It’s a home,” she said. 
      

      
   
      Dinky vs. the Moon


      

      
      
         Finally, after thirty long minutes of struggle and hardship, of sweat and tears and at least one sunburn, Dinky Hooves had taken her rightful place as Queen of the Universe. The filly stood atop her castle, gazing down at her creation with a wicked smirk. She had conquered the elements, bent them to her will—truly, she was the ultimate being. None could stand in her way. All would bow before her.



“Oh, Dinky!” Muffins called from the beach below. She shaded her eyes with a wing to look up at her daughter. “Could you come here? Mommy needs to reapply your sunscreen.”



“Ugh, Mom!” Dinky said, resisting the urge to stomp her hooves and destroy her sand castle. “I just put on sunscreen, like, five hours ago. Why do I gotta do it again?”



“Because I said so. And you wouldn’t want to break out in a rash like last time, would you?”



A thin blush passed over Dinky’s cheeks. Pouting, the filly maneuvered down the tall spires of her palace, taking care not to knock anything out of place and ruin her hard work. When she reached the ground, she allowed Muffins to pull her into a quick hug—but just squirmed when the pegasus smooshed a glob of sunscreen onto her face.



“Wow,” Muffins said, one eye rolling over to see the sand castle. “You really put a lot of work into this, didn’t you? It’s beautiful!”



Dinky turned up her nose. “Yep! And you said that those architecture books that Aunty Carrot Top got me were boring.”



“You said that, sweetie.” Muffins booped Dinky’s nose, making the filly scrunch up her muzzle. “I was the one who made you write a thank you letter.”



“Oh, right. Huh.” Dinky blinked a few times, then grinned. “Can you take a picture of it? I wanna send it in to the Foal Free Press. My friend Sunny Daze says they pay, like, a million bits for cool photos!”



“Didn’t Sunny Daze also say she saw Bighoof using her shower?” Muffins asked. “And that he had three eyes and a pair of wings?”



“Yeah, so?”



Muffins shook her head. “No reason. But I’m afraid I left my camera at home, sweetie.”



Dinky’s ears drooped—but only for a moment before perking back up again. “That’s okay. We can just come back tomorrow!”



“We could, but your sand castle isn’t going to be here tomorrow.”



“What?” Dinky asked. She backed up a few steps, moving closer to her palace. “What do you mean? Who’s gonna get rid of it?”



“The tide.” Muffins gestured to the encroaching ocean, its waves already lapping at the base of Dinky’s castle. “Every day the tide comes in and out, and washes away everything on the beach. That’s why you don’t see everypony’s hoofprints, or any other sandcastles. The ocean comes and takes them away.”



A chill spidered down Dinky’s spine. She shot a wide-eyed look at the ocean. The endless expanse of blue-green water seemed to glare right back. In that moment, Dinky could feel its hunger; she saw its bottomless stomach, ready to devour anything in its path, no matter how amazingly awesome it was.



“But I don’t want it to eat my castle!” Dinky said, shaking her head. “I want my castle to be here forever and ever, so I can look at it and show it to all my friends and get rich selling photos of it. I don’t want it to go!”



Dinky sniffled, and within seconds a familiar wing was wrapped around her barrel. “It’s okay, sweetie,” Muffins said, nuzzling her daughter. “This is just how nature works. We’ll come back tomorrow, and you can build a new sand castle.” She gave Dinky one last kiss on the cheek, then retreated to their towel a few yards away.



Dinky watched with clenched teeth as the sea began to nibble away at her palace, at her kingdom. This had to be some sort of bad joke; how could her mommy, the greatest mare in the entire world, possibly stand for this sort of injustice? How could anypony? How had nopony stopped the tides yet?



A fire sparked in the filly’s chest. She dug her hooves into the sand and leveled the ocean with a deadly glower.



If nopony else is gonna save these sand castles, she thought, then maybe I will.



She took a step forward—only to flinch as pain jolted through her flanks. “Ow!” she yipped, sprinting over to Muffins. “Mommy, sunburn! Sunburn!”








A few days later, Cheerilee sat alone in her classroom. She had just sent the foals out for recess, which meant it was time for her least favorite part of the day: grading spelling tests and mourning the death of the Equuish language. She took a deep breath and pulled out a tub of red ink. The first in the pile was Featherweight, who insisted on spelling ‘tragedy’ as ‘tragiedgie.’ Cheerilee held down a sob.



“Miss Cheerilee?”



Cheerilee looked up to find Dinky standing in the doorway, a small sheet of paper floating in her magical grasp. Cheerilee wiped away the tears and offered her a smile. “What is it, Dinky?”



Dinky trotted into the room and laid the paper on Cheerilee’s desk. With wide, innocent eyes, she asked, “Could you sign my petition? I’ve been trying to get signatures all day, but nopony wants to help.”



“Of course,” Cheerilee said. How anypony could ever say no to a filly as cute as this was beyond her. Cheerilee flipped over the paper and picked up her quill—but her smile soon faded. She furrowed her brows. “Ah, Dinky… what exactly is this petition for?”



“I want to stop the tides from happening,” Dinky explained. She ground her teeth. “The ocean is using them to wage war on innocent sand castles everywhere! They need to be stopped. I just need to know that when I go into battle, I’ll have friends by my side.”



Cheerilee read over the petition, which contained a surprising amount of death threats for such a small filly. “And how exactly do you suggest we stop the tides?”



“When the tides try to come in, we all jump in, grab the water, and pull it back!”



“Right,” Cheerilee said with a nod. “Unfortunately, I don’t think that’s how it works. Ponies can’t control the tides.”



“What?” Dinky gaped. “But ponies control everything!”



The words ‘racial sensitivity training’ flashed before Cheerilee’s eyes. With a shaky smile, she reached down to grab Dinky’s shoulder and said, “That’s not true! There are lots of things ponies don’t control. Like, uh… milk! Cows control milk. And the magic of friendship. Nopony controls friendship.”



“Isn’t Twilight the Princess of Friendship?”



Cheerilee looked away. “Well, yes, but—”



“If ponies don’t control the tides, then who does?” Dinky asked.



“The moon!” Cheerilee said. “Sea levels rise and fall based on the gravitational push and pull of the moon.”



“Really?” Dinky tapped her chin. “So what you’re saying is that it isn’t the tides I need to stop… it’s the moon!”



“No, not exactly—”



“Thanks, Miss Cheerilee!” Dinky said. She sprinted out of the room. “You’re the best teacher ever!”



Cheerilee grinned at the compliment, despite the nausea suddenly causing her stomach to lurch. She scanned Dinky’s petition again and cringed. ‘Destroy’ was most certainly not spelled ‘distroie.’








Across town, Twilight Sparkle was trying not to explode. “I swear,” she growled, pulling a tall book out of a shelf, “if one more dragon comes in here and puts Advanced Teleportation, Volume Two in the Advanced Magic section and not the Slightly Outdated but Still Somewhat Usable Advanced Magic section, I’m gonna…”



“Twi?” Spike called from the floor below. He jabbed a claw at the filly standing next to him. “You’ve got a visitor.”



Twilight finished rearranging the shelves and put on a smile. “Be right there, Spike!” Resisting the urge to grumble, she descended to the floor of her library. “Yes? How can I help—uh.”



Dinky adjusted the fishbowl around her head. “Can you take me to the moon, so I can stab it and make it dead?” She thrashed her head about, and a jagged spork tumbled from her mane and out of the fishbowl. She picked it up and thrust it into the air menacingly.



“No.” Twilight shook her head. “No, I can’t.”



“Aww,” Dinky said, falling to her rump. She crossed her forelegs and huffed. “Now I’m never gonna save my sand castles.”



Twilight blinked a few times, then sat down next to Dinky and draped a wing over her back. “Mind telling me what’s going on?”



The two sat side-by-side as Dinky explained her dilemma. Twilight listened with open ears and an aching heart; she too knew the pain of losing a sand castle to the ocean. As a foal, she had learned quickly that putting passion into your sand castle only led to pain and suffering. She had learned that the ocean was nothing but pain and suffering. That was why she never went to the beach anymore. Also she could never find a swimsuit that didn’t make her flanks look fat.



“What am I supposed to do?” Dinky asked, hanging her head. “I just want the ocean to stop being so mean!”



Twilight pulled her closer. “I’m not sure that stabbing the moon is gonna do anything. But there is a pony that controls the moon, you know: Princess Luna.”



“I knew I was right about ponies controlling everything,” Dinky said, grinning. She jumped to her hooves. “So I should stab Princess Luna?”



“No!” Twilight said, recoiling. “No, no. Do not stab Princess Luna.”



“Oh. What then?”



“I’m saying that if you want to change something about the moon, or about the tides, you should take it up with Luna.” Twilight walked over to a desk and grabbed a scroll. “If you’d like, I could arrange an audience with her. She’s rather busy, so it’d probably take a few days for her to get back, but—” 



“A few days?” Dinky repeated, eyes bugging out. “That’s way too long! Do you know how many sand castles are gonna die while we wait? Like, at least a hundred.” She sprinted up to Twilight, close enough that the alicorn scrambled back in surprise. “Just tell me where she lives, and I’ll get to her.”



Twilight rubbed the back of her neck. “Well, she lives in Canterlot Castle, but I don’t think that—”



Dinky ran out of the room.



Throwing out a hoof, Twilight tried to tell Dinky to stop, but the filly was gone before she could even muster a syllable. Rolling her eyes, she walked back to her bookshelf. At least she forgot her spork, Twilight thought, glancing at the scrap of plastic on the floor.



“Oops!” Dinky said, rocketing back into the room. She grabbed the spork and ran back out. “Almost forgot this!”



Twilight sighed.








Princess Luna narrowed her eyes. “Pinkie Pie,” she said, “I believe you have, as they say, a problem.”



Sitting in the maw of a massive mushy monster, Pinkie Pie frowned. “What do you mean? I feel fine!”



“I have been watching your dreams for five years now,” Luna explained. She shook her hoof and flicked away a glob of pudding. “And every single night you dream of being eaten by a monster made of tapioca pudding. It is both intriguing and terrifying at the same time.”



Pinkie giggled. “Yeah, but tapioca pudding is awesome, and—” Her voice disappeared as the tapioca monster snapped its jaws shut.



Luna massaged her temples, then lit her horn to escape into another dream.



Yet, when Luna opened her eyes, it wasn’t any sort of nightmare she found herself staring at. Rather, she arrived in her bed, face-to-face with a tiny lavender filly. The filly was sitting on Luna’s stomach and smiling.



A silent moment passed. Luna glanced around the room a few times before trying, “Hello?”



“Hi!” the filly chirped, waving. “My name’s Dinky. Are you Princess Luna?”



Luna lidded her eyes. “Nay. I am Princess Cadance.”



“Really?” Dinky asked with a start. “I always thought Cadance was the skinny princess.”



Cheeks going red, Luna scowled. “Yes, I am Princess Luna. How did you get here?”



“I took the train from Ponyville!” Dinky said. “It took all my allowance, and I had to say that I was actually thirty-six, but they let me on.”



“No, no, how are you here?” Luna asked. “In my bedroom? On the sixtieth floor?”



 “Your window was open.”



“That’s not… oh, nevermind!” Luna wriggled around under the covers to sit up a bit straighter. “Little one, could you please step off my bed? I believe you are standing on my kidneys.”



“Not until you help me,” Dinky said, leaning forward and digging her hooves deeper into Luna’s gut. As Luna groaned, Dinky pointed at the balcony and said, “I need you to tell the moon to stop being mean, and to stop making the tides happen.”



“I’m afraid I cannot do that,” Luna said. “To stop the tides, I would have to completely change the path of the moon, and Goddess knows what kind of effect that could have. The whole of Equestria could be destroyed! We must be careful in how we change nature.” Luna grabbed the teddy bear next to her pillow and laid back down. “Now, please, close the window on your way out. I do not need the newspapers asking why I have fillies crawling into my room at night.”



Dinky snorted. “If you can’t change the moon, can you at least get rid of the ocean?”



Luna didn’t open her eyes. “Get rid of the ocean?”



“Yeah, like, move it somewhere,” Dinky said. “Diamond Tiara has a really big pool that she never uses. And I bet there’s loads of ponies in the desert that need water!”



“No.” Luna pulled her sheets over her head. “I think we will keep the oceans exactly where they are.”



Luna turned over, forcing the filly to wobble and eventually fall off her kidneys. Curling up under the covers, Luna held her teddy bear close and prepared to enter another dream—hopefully one with less tapioca pudding.



“Hey!” Dinky shouted. Luna shot the filly a groggy-eyed glare, only to find a plastic spork being held to her throat. The filly bared her teeth and said, “If you don’t stop the tides, I’m gonna stab you and make you dead! Forever!”



“Oh, really?” Luna asked with a simper. “Do you really think you can harm Luna Equestris, Princess of the Night and Ruler of the Stars?”



The filly flinched away for a moment, but within seconds had put on a devilish grin. “Maybe not. But...” Dinky cast a spell, and Luna’s teddy bear slipped out of the Princess’ grasp. Holding the spork to the teddy bear’s face, Dinky shouted, “Get rid of the ocean, or Little Miss Stuffing here gets it!”



“Let her go!” Luna roared, voice shaking. “If you harm Puddingpop IV, there will be tartarus to pay! I will place a pox upon your family, cursing your name for generations!”



“If it means saving the sand castles,” Dinky said, “then it’s worth it!”



“The sand castles?” Luna repeated. She sat up, forcing Dinky to her rear. “Do you mean to tell me that you wish to destroy the whole of nature merely to protect your sand castles?”



“Yeah.” Dinky tilted her head. “How did you know?”



“You are not the first foal to worry about such things,” Luna explained with a small smile. “And you must remember that in the world of dreams, all fears are revealed.” After a moment spent thinking, Luna lit her horn, and touched its tip to Dinky’s forehead. “Here. I wish you show you something.”



Blinding orbs of energy surrounded the two—then they were gone.








When the white light finally faded and Dinky could see again, she jumped. The duo had left Luna’s bedroom far behind, and now stood on the shores of a familiar beach. Dinky trotted in a circle around Luna, feeling the heat of the sand on her hooves and scanning the area. Sure enough, there were the surfers in the water, and the truck Mommy always bought her ice cream from.



“How did we get here?” Dinky asked. “Am I dead? Did you make me dead, Princess?”



Luna didn’t answer. Rather, she just pointed at a spot ahead of them.



Dinky followed Luna’s hoof, squinting to see in the bright light. What she saw, however, nearly caused her eyes to pop out of her head; trotting along the beach just a few yards away was Dinky. Well, another Dinky. Or maybe the same Dinky? Dinky—the one standing next to Luna—wasn’t quite sure how being dead worked yet. All she knew was that her head hurt.



But even more breathtaking than her doppelgänger was what the doppelgänger was working on: building a totally awesome sand castle. It had been a few days, so Dinky had forgotten just how super cool her palace had been. It had sticks on spires, and seashells for windows, and even a moat around the base! Nopony in the world was as good as her at building.



Luna clapped, and a massive wave sped out from the ocean, crashing down on top of the sand castle and destroying it.



Dinky’s dinner almost made a reappearance. Face going pale, Dinky fell to her ground and screamed, “No! My kingdom!” Dinky spun around and punched Luna’s legs with shaking hooves. “Bring it back! You have to bring my sand castle back! It can’t die like this!”



“Calm yourself, little one.” Luna touched Dinky’s quivering chin with a wing. “It is alright. Nature is always moving, changing—if you can touch it, it will not last. That is merely the way of the world.”



“It’s not alright,” Dinky said, kicking the sand. “If it means they’re gonna leave, I don’t want things to change.”



“Then you will spend your life chasing the wind,” Luna said. “True peace comes when you learn to appreciate the things that do last.” Luna lit her horn again, and the white energy from before surrounded them. “Have you ever lost a pet, by chance?”



“Yeah, a whole bunch.” Dinky thought back, and the landscape around them shifted. Within seconds they stood in the filly’s bedroom, watching a much younger Dinky shaking food into a fish tank. Inside the glass, a small red fish with sharpened teeth flitted around. “When I was really little, my mom let me go get a pet from the pet store, and the stallion there sold me this really cute fish called a ‘pear-anna’ or something. Mom wouldn’t let me keep it, though.”



Luna took a sharp breath. “I see. Any others?”



The scene shifted again to a slightly older Dinky in the same bedroom. A rattlesnake was wrapped around her neck. “Then I found this awesome snake thing under a rock on the way home from school! Mom made me get rid of that one, too.”



“Okay,” Luna stammered. “Is that it?”



The scene changed once more, and this time a massive black spider was crawling across the younger Dinky’s back. “And then, just a few weeks ago, I found a really cool red-and-black spider in my closet! Mom squished it, though.” Dinky sighed. “Mom doesn’t like pets very much.”



It took Luna a few long seconds to regain control of her jaw. “Despite the… lethality of your pets, I believe my point still stands. You may have lost your pets, but you still remember the happiness they brought you, no?”



“Totally,” Dinky said. “I really miss Rattler. He was so funny!”



“Although your pets have moved on, your fondness for them will not. That shall last forever.” 



Luna cast a spell and the duo appeared back on the beach. The doppelgänger Dinky was still there, but she had grown much older; messy blond hair trailed down her neck, and on her flank was emblazoned a cutie mark that the real Dinky couldn’t quite make out. The older filly trotted down the beach with a grin on her face, and a familiar mare—Mommy!—by her side.



“Wow,” Dinky said, stars in her eyes. “I’m so pretty! And Mom is so old. She’s got, like, wrinkles and stuff.”



“That she does,” Luna said with a nod. “And although your bodies may have changed, your love has not. Your mother still loves you with all her heart, as do you.”



The older Dinky reared back onto her hind hooves, then sprinted forward. The duo watched as she met up with Sunny Daze, Pipsqueak—all of Dinky’s friends, now years older, grouped together at the end of the beach.



“Friendship lasts forever as well.” Luna draped a wing over Dinky. “Do you understand, little one? The physical world will not last. But what lies within us shall never fade.”



“I…” Dinky gulped. Her heart and head both ached. “I think I get it.”



“Lovely.” Luna cast a spell, and the whole of creation appeared before them. “For that is the key to life. That is how you become one with the universe.”



Every color in existence filled Dinky’s senses. She saw all that is, was, and ever would be. The absolute infinity of the universe wrapped around Dinky’s limbs, flooding in through her eyes and ears and racing through her mind. Every moment was pain—every moment was peace. Every moment was.



And it was by this means that Dinky became enlightened. Also, her brain exploded.








“What a lovely day!” Muffins said, a bounce in her step. She hopped onto the beach and laughed at the heat of the sand seeping into her fetlocks. Her left eye lazed backwards just far enough to catch sight of the filly following after. “Isn’t it beautiful, sweetie?”



Behind her, Dinky floated on a golden cloud, her eyes closed and her nose turned up. Not a single trace of emotion could be found in her stoic expression. “Yes, Mother, it is beautiful—but what is beauty but a curse, leading to egotism, to selfishness?”



“Uh…” Derpy strained to focus her eyes. “False?”



Dinky floated past her mother. “This world is but an illusion.”



“Whatever you say,” chirped Muffins. The mare laid a towel across the sand and lay down. “Why don’t you build another sand castle? I brought my camera this time, so we can save it!”



“But for how long?” Dinky took a long, shaking breath. “How long can anything truly be saved in this shifting realm? The sand castle will never last—it was never meant to. I realize that now.” Dinky turned around and floated away from the water, and away from Muffins. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go become one with that tree over there.”



“Have fun!” Muffins called. She reached into her bag and pulled out a few bits. “And here’s some money for ice cream, if you want it.”



Dinky’s eyes snapped open. “Ooh, ice cream!” she said, speeding up to Muffins and taking the money. She had barely scooped the bits onto her cloud before she stopped, cleared her throat, and turned up her nose once more. “Thank you, Mother.”



Muffins watched her daughter head off, balanced securely on top of her cloud. The cloud had caused Muffins some stress at first—she knew horror stories of pegasus foals riding them too high, only for them to evaporate beneath their hooves—but as long as Dinky kept close to the ground, she saw no harm. With a contented sigh, Muffins stretched out her limbs and let the sun’s warmth envelop her.



She was just about to drift off to sleep when she heard Dinky’s voice behind her: “Hey, Mom! Look at this cute dog I found—it’s got this weird foamy stuff all around its mouth!”



“Sweetie, no!”
      

      
   
      Finding Fluttershy


      

      
      
              I haven't been keeping a journal for a while now, not since I was a kid, but something happened recently, and I wanted to write it down, if only to formulate my thoughts. This is my account of the first of these days. 



     I awoke to a repetitive, annoying buzzing sound. Was it morning already? I grabbed my phone and punched in a set of numbers. Soon, my Fluttershy background appeared and the alarm was silenced as soon as I could get it to shut up. Why hadn’t they canceled work today? The blizzard from the past day and a half meant we would have almost no customers! Since it wasn’t my call, I had to go through the groggy motions of my morning routine. Get up, shower, get dressed, eat, drive to work. Only the drive was less mundane since I had snow and ice to worry about.



     While the snow blanketed everything else, ice blanketed the road. The sun had just barely pushed the temperature above the melting point yesterday, but the temperature fell after sunset, and all that melted snow turned into an ice rink. Coming over a hill, I found a big patch of ice. Before I could even react, I was veering over into the left lane and starting to fishtail. Despite my best efforts, I lost control of my car and skidded off the road, barely missing a large tree.



     I know it’s cliché to say “my life flashed before my eyes,” but it literally happened. Everything from kindergarten to college. After that, and the initial joy of finding myself alive, I slowly eased onto the gas. All I could hear was spinning wheels. I stopped and tried again. It caught this time, but only for a second before spinning. I stomped on the gas with both feet, but just sat there spinning my wheels and burning my gas. Great. I’m in the middle of nowhere, and now my car’s stuck on the side of the road. I threw it into neutral and got out to push.



     It was then that I saw just how close I had come to hitting that tree. It looked like, my car was about a foot and a half away at the closest point it passed the tree. I took a moment to consider just how lucky I was. I was just about to get out my phone and tell my boss I wasn’t coming, but something got me thinking. I was spared for a good reason, I’ll bet. No, I couldn’t call in. If destiny didn’t want me to go to work, it would have put me two feet closer to the tree.



     I walked to the back of my car and pushed. Then I tried from the front door, then the passenger door, but the car wouldn’t budge. I got the list of emergency numbers from the glove compartment, and tried calling a wrecker. I knew they were probably busy today, and that I would have to wait a while, but it was better than being stranded out in the cold. 



     My phone made a weird noise that drew my attention to its screen. “No service.” That was the last straw. I got out and screamed before throwing the phone at the tree. My missed to the right, into the snow. When it hit, the snow moved a little. It didn’t move like it collapsed under where the phone had hit it, but like something underneath it had moved from the impact. My frustration gave way to curiosity as I approached the snowbank. It wasn’t too big. Perhaps three feet long. A rock, log, or root wouldn’t move when hit by a phone, so what was it?



     I dug through the snow in search of my phone, and found it a few inches in. I felt something else down there, too, so I dug a bigger hole. It was something yellow and somewhat furry, but matted with snow. Digging through more snow revealed a long strand of pink hair. Yellow and pink. Those were Fluttershy’s colors. Was this a Fluttershy plushie somebody had abandoned on the side of the road? I dug some more and found her cutie mark. The butterflies were large, at least two inches across. A life-sized Fluttershy plushie on the side of the road? That made even less sense. Just then, I could have sworn that it twitched. I drew back instantly. Was it—Did it just—? No, that couldn’t have happened. Fanfics like My Little Dashie can’t happen. They’re fanfiction. I stood there a moment trying to figure out what to do with it. Leave it? Take it home?



     It moved again! I was sure of it this time. I was nowhere near it, and it moved all on its own! Cautiously, I approached where its head would be, and carefully started digging, almost as if I expected it to be the actual Fluttershy. I was surprised when a yellow head broke through the couple of inches of snow left above it. I audibly gasped and fell backwards away from it.



     I gasped both from surprise at seeing her head move on its own, and from seeing her frostbitten ears, muzzle, and cheeks. How did she get there? How long had she been there? Was there similar damage elsewhere on her body? After she shook the snow off her face, she opened her big blue-green eyes. Her expression showed what I already expected: she was scared.



     “It’s ok, I’m not going to hurt you.” It didn’t matter what I said. Her ears stayed flat against her head. I probably looked a little scary with my ski mask on. I never liked the cold because my nose and ears got numb very easily. I took off my hat, but this did little to soothe the worried mare in front of me. “Are you cold?” What a stupid question. Of course she was cold! Frostbite had already gotten to her face, and I guessed it was also working on her legs and wings. She didn’t say anything, not even a nod. I’m not sure why I expected anything different than that from timid little Fluttershy.



     “Of course you’re cold,” I said, answering my own question for her. “You want to go someplace warm? Get some warm food and drink?” I knew she wouldn’t answer, but the least I could hope for was a nod, but still got no response. “Here. Let’s dig you out of this snow.” She drew back as I approached, but I wasn’t going to leave her there like that. As I dug a foreleg out, she tried to move it. I held it down, looked her in the eyes, and said, “It’s ok. You don’t have anything to be afraid of except the cold. I’m going to take you to my home, feed you, help your frostbite get better, and give you someplace warm to stay until your friends find a way back to you.” I smiled gently as I said it. I wasn’t sure if she was desperate, or if she actually trusted me, but she stopped squirming. As I dug, I found frostbite on all four legs and the one wing I could see, the other wing being on the side leaning against the tree. 



     As soon as she was free from the snow, I asked her if she could stand. She tried to, but fell over since she couldn’t feel her legs. Well, time for Plan B. I put my gloved hands just behind her forelegs and started to lift. She panicked. The fear in her eyes told the story better than any words she could have said. I remembered back to the episode Luna Eclipsed, and figured that right now she probably looked something like she did when Luna picked her up. It was all I could do to keep myself from chuckling at this thought. She wasn’t too heavy, probably the lightest of the mane six, but even so, I was glad I only had to carry her a short distance.



     I put her in the back seat, then unzipped my coat and put it over her. She made no protest to this last gesture. The next step would be convincing her that the seat belt wasn’t meant to confine her, but to protect her if I slid off the road again. Even after I explained its purpose, when I reached for it, I thought she was going to try to bolt. She remembered the hard way that her legs were unstable, and stopped resisting. Then, she tried to negotiate. She stared up at me with those big, bright, blue-green eyes of hers, and she didn’t have to say a single word. I sighed, and closed the door without strapping her in.



     The warmth from the undercarriage of my car had begun to melt the snow a little. If I could just get some traction, I might be able to get home on my own. I got in, put the car in reverse, and eased on the gas. The wheels spun a little, but finally caught traction and began moving. I tried to stay in the ruts my wheels made going forwards, and I did pretty good. I only got stuck once or twice, and I made it home without sliding on anything else.



     I parked the car in the garage, and opened the back door. She had fallen asleep under my coat, and I almost didn’t want to wake her up. I knew she would be better off inside, though. “Hey, we’re here,” I said. Since she didn’t respond well to touch last time, I didn’t try it again. Gradually, her eyes opened. “I’m going to take you to a bedroom, ok?” She nodded her approval. It was the first real communication she had given me since I found her. I picked her up, which worked a bit better this time, and carried her to the master bedroom.



     I had barely gotten Fluttershy to the bed when the cordless phone on the night stand began to ring. I knew the number. It was my work. I went to pick it up, but paused. If I picked up from home, they would know I was here. No, I would call them back on my cell. Once they had left their message, I followed through with my plan. They weren’t happy I hadn’t come in, but I told them I could explain. I told him that I had gone off the road and hit a tree, and that the car was going to be in the shop for at least a week. Naturally, that didn’t go over too well, but I was firm and left them no choice. I could hope only a week was enough time for Fluttershy to at least get to a condition where I could leave the house for the day.







     The rest of the day consisted of me caring for Fluttershy. First, I looked for something to feed her. When I was cold, I always loved a big bowl of hot soup. I knew she wouldn’t go for chicken noodle, but I did manage to find a can of vegetable soup. I began heating the soup in the microwave, while contemplating her drink. Around the holiday season, one of my favorite dinks was hot apple cider, so I decided to heat some up for Fluttershy. With the meal heated, I took the bowl of soup and mug of cider into the bedroom on a tray.



     In the meantime, it looked like she had met my cat, Ginger. She was lying on top of Fluttershy’s outstretched front legs when I entered with the meal. “You—You didn’t tell me you had a cat,” she said.



     I could only smile. “Her name is Ginger.”



     “Ginger. That’s a nice name.” She nuzzled the orange tabby, who began to purr. I set the tray on the nightstand as my gaze shifted from the two of them to just Fluttershy. Some of the snow had now melted out of her coat and made a damp spot on the blanket, and it looked like her wings needed preening, but at least she was warm now.



     “Are you hungry? I brought some vegetable soup and hot apple cider.”



     “Oh, you didn’t have to do that. I—“ her stomach, however, betrayed her, growling loudly. She smiled sheepishly and blushed a little. I made a little crater in the blanket, and set the soup in the middle. I then made a second crater and put the cider there. I brought a spoon for the soup and a straw for the cider just in case, but I didn’t know if she wanted to move the cat or if she could even use the spoon with her frostbitten hooves. It looked like she was also debating moving Ginger, but eventually decided to forgo it and just lap the soup from the bowl. I put the straw in the cider, and put the spoon on the nightstand.



     When she had finished the meal, she gave a contented sigh and laid her head down on the bed. While she had been eating, I had been researching frostbite. It was ok until I accidentally did an image search. I did find some treatment options I wanted to try, though they mentioned pain when the area thawed out, which somewhat discomforted me. I knew she would probably protest, but it would be better for the healing process if she went through with the treatments.



     Another recommended treatment for frostbite was an aloe vera cream. I searched online where I could buy some locally or, ideally, an aloe plant. I would have to pick it up tomorrow when the roads were better, so until then, the best thing I could do for her was a hot bath. I knew it would probably hurt, but it would help more. I went and got some ibuprofen from the cabinet, and took out a single, small pill. I figured it would be best to play it safe with only one pill, a half dose, until I knew how she would react to the medicine. There was still a bit of cider left in the mug.



     I sat down next to her, and she lifted her head. I explained what the pill did, and she got excited, but when I explained that she had to swallow it whole, she looked at it nervously. I told her it was ok, and that all she had to do was tip her head back and take a drink of the cider. She nervously extended her left hoof, flat part up, and let me place the pill on it. I gave her a nod as she looked at me. She put the pill on her tongue, took a swig of cider, and tipped her head back. I could tell she was struggling.



     “It’s ok. Don’t panic. Breathe,” I said, holding the back of her head with my hand and tilting it so it was level again. She slowly switched from short, nervous breaths to longer, calmer ones. “Let’s try again. You’ll get it.” She closed her eyes and tipped her head back. Her breathing stopped, so I knew she was trying to swallow. Before long, she opened her eyes and looked at me with a smile. “You did it?” I asked, a hint of excitement in my voice. She nodded emphatically. “I knew you could,” I told her.



     “Now, I’ve read up on your condition. It’s called frostbite. Right now, the best thing we can do for you is get you a hot bath. It will make your feeling come back in your legs and wings, and it will help get the healing started.” She reluctantly moved her right hoof from underneath Ginger, and let me pick her up and put her in the bathroom next to the tub. I filled it about halfway with hot water, making sure to keep it at the recommended temperature, and placed her in. I told her which handle was hot and which was cold, and told her to rub a certain type of liquid soap on her legs, wings, face, and anything else frostbitten. It was an antibacterial soap that would hopefully ward off infection. Lastly, I told her I was going to go get some lunch from the kitchen, and she should call for me if she needed anything. It was then that I realized I hadn’t told her my name. I introduced myself, and asked for her name. I already knew it, but asking for her name meant I could use it. Besides, now if I slipped, I wouldn’t have to explain why I knew her name. That was probably the one thing I feared the most. What if she found out? I hope I don’t have to explain that to her.








     It’s the second day with Fluttershy now, and I hardly slept at all last night.  I thought about putting her in another bedroom, but if she needed me, she couldn’t walk or fly. There wasn’t enough space to put another bed in my room either. With all my other options ruled out, I let her sleep on the other half of the queen bed. I had concluded that this was the best way to keep an eye and ear on her overnight. I took one half, and she took the other, along with nine tenths of the blanket. I had put a pile of pillows from the other beds between us, but, they were all over the place come morning. Starting yesterday afternoon, she began to regain feeling in her legs and wings. Before long, the sense of feeling was accompanied by pain. I knew by how she was acting that it must have been excruciating. She moved positions every few minutes. She rubbed her legs, wings, and face almost constantly. She whimpered and moaned all evening and all through the night. I have no doubt she got even less sleep than I did. By this morning, her limbs and face were noticeably red, even visible through her coat and feathers. Besides the redness, there were painful blisters present as well. Her eyes were red, puffy, and bloodshot and had dark bags under them, and her face showed expressions of pain.



     She desperately needed some aloe vera cream. I had to leave, but I knew she wouldn’t like it. I explained what I had to do, and I thought she was going to cry. I told her it would make her feel better, but that didn’t stop the tears from running down her face. I promised her I would be back as soon as I could. I held the back of her head and stroked her mane. She leaned in to put her head on my chest, and I held her close, pressing the side of her head close against my heart. It nearly brought a tear to my eyes. Almost twenty-four hours ago, she had drawn away from my touch in fear, and now she was nestled tightly in my arms.



     I slowly began to let go, and she looked up at me with ears laid back, a small frown on her face, and the cutest puppy dog eyes she could muster. I stroked the side of her head and neck and said softly, “It’s ok. Everything will be fine. I doubt I’ll even be gone an hour.” I grabbed the cordless phone receiver, put it in front of her, and showed her the “talk” button. “If I’m not back in an hour, I’ll call you. It will start ringing, and if you see my name on the top part here, press the talk button.”



     “O—Ok,” she said with a sniffle.



     It almost hurt to leave her, but I knew I had to at least for a little bit. I had assumed that the plows and salt trucks had gotten to that road, and sure enough, they had. I took it slow just in case, though.



     I made good time and got home with several tubes of aloe vera cream, among other things, all in under an hour. Fluttershy’s face lit up like a Christmas tree when she saw me. I took a tube in my hand, and asked to see one of her hooves. She repositioned herself, drawing her left foreleg out from under her body. It was the second time that she had favored her left. I had my own headcanon based on how she styled her mane, but the brony in me just had to ask. “Fluttershy, are you left-hooved?” She nodded, and noticed I was unscrewing the cap of the tube with my own left hand.



     “Yes. Are—Are you?”



     “Yes, I’m left-handed, too.” We each smiled at the other, and I squirted a bit of the cream onto my left hand. I picked her hoof off the bed with my right, and rubbed in the cream with my left. The touch hurt, and she tried to pull away. “It’s ok. That’s what the aloe cream is for,” I explained. “It comes from a plant that helps cleanse the skin and make it heal better.”

     “You—You’re an herbalist? (Ow.)”



     I chuckled a little. “No, I got this from a store. Somebody else raised the plants and made this medicine out of them.” I finished rubbing the cream into her leg just then, and set it down onto the bed.



     “Wow. They must be really nice.”



     “I’m sure they are, Fluttershy,” I said, motioning for her to extend her right hoof. “Is it feeling better yet?”



     “Oh, yes, thank you.”



     “What does it feel like?” I asked, as much for curiosity as to diagnose the treatment. I squirted another bit of the cream on my left hand as I spoke, then reached for her right hoof with my own right.



     “It doesn’t hurt as much, and it feels,” she paused, a confused look on her face. “It feels like it—ow ow ow!—“



     “Sorry.” Her right side had faced away from the tree where I found her. Consequently, all the frostbite was worse on her right side.



     “It’s ok. My left hoof feels like it’s hot and cold at the same time.” She looked at me in confusion as I treated her right foreleg, and I nodded my understanding.



     “What do you say we have some lunch after this?” I asked.



     “Oh, that sounds like a wonderful idea!” she said with her trademark quiet, yet excited, voice.



     I soon finished with her right foreleg, and moved on to treat her hind legs and left wing. The wing was the hardest part. When a pegasus wing is unfurled, about 70% of its surface area has no flesh beneath it. The remaining 30% resembles a pegasus leg, anatomically speaking, except covered in feathers, which made it hard to get the cream down to the skin. Her left wing appeared to be the least frostbitten of her limbs, and should make a full recovery in the next few days. Now I’m no doctor, especially not a pegasus doctor, but that was my prognosis. Her legs were becoming less and less painful as the aloe took effect, but I made it clear to her that walking on them could cause further damage. The pain had dulled enough that she could put the cream on right wing and face herself, so I let her while I fixed our lunch.







     I made it a point to not eat meat in front of Fluttershy, and once she was no longer bed-ridden, whenever that was, I had decided I would go vegetarian, if only to avoid an extremely awkward conversation that would likely end with one or both of us crying, and her distrustful of me. I mostly fed her things that an equine would eat and, as much as I could, things from the show. Before I had left for the store that morning, I asked if there was anything she particularly wanted for lunch that day. She had thought a moment, and asked for a sandwich with tomatoes, lettuce, cucumbers, and Changeling Cheese. I paused at this ingredient, and looked up at her, confused. Her face fell as she realized we probably didn’t have it here. I patted her on the head and told her I’d try my best.



     At the store, I had gathered the aloe cream, and all the other ingredients, plus extra bread since we were running low, and more apple cider. I got to the cheese section, and wondered which type would best match “Changeling Cheese.” American? No. She would have likely said, “Equestrian” or some place near it. Munster? That was close to “monster,” and either Twilight or Cadence had called the changeling queen a monster. No, “monster” seemed too generic. What about . . . Swiss! Of course! Why hadn’t it been more obvious? Swiss and Changeling chesses both must have holes, like changelings! I had a good, long laugh right there in the store, and people probably wondered why I was standing there laughing in front of the cheese display. I then put the Swiss cheese in my basket and headed for the front counter.







     I smiled at the memory of “Changeling Cheese” as I put the sandwich together. I made myself one as well, then poured two mugs of apple cider. Once both plates and drinks were on a tray, I returned to the bedroom. Fluttershy was lying on her back, probably because that was the easiest way to get her left hoof to her right wing, and Ginger had curled up right next to her. She beamed at the sandwich I put in front of her, especially when she saw the Swiss. “You found Changeling Cheese? I—I didn’t know they made it here.”



     “I think I did. It has a different name here. I hope it tastes the same.” Fluttershy nibbled a corner off the slice of Swiss and nodded her approval. That nod made me smile as big as she did a few moments ago. I took a bite, and it actually wasn’t too bad. Maybe I could be a vegetarian. I would be doing it for Fluttershy, of course.








     It’s the third day, now, and Fluttershy slept a bit better last night. The pillow palisade looked like it had gone through a siege, but it was still recognizable as a barrier. The blankets were more evenly distributed, too. She woke up with pain, but took the pain medicine with the water I left on her nightstand. I’m still amazed at pony dexterity. 



     For breakfast today, I did something special. I made some pancakes and copied a cinnamon apple sauce I’d seen on a Food Network competition last night. Fluttershy loved it, and I must say, I’m not as bad a cook as I thought I was, though I think she would have appreciated the thought even if I nearly ruined it. It was Fluttershy’s idea that I try it. We had sat on the bed watching Food Network for much of the previous day. She liked the idea of competitive cooking.



     This morning, she tried to walk from one side of the bed to the other. The other day, I had told her to take it easy, but I knew she probably wanted to get up and stretch, too. She didn’t have as much pain since she had both the medicine and the re-applied aloe in her system. Already, her face was looking better, and most of her limbs were showing signs of progress.



     I’m concerned, though. Her right wing, the one exposed to the elements that morning I found her, is still looking far worse than her other limbs. Her legs were tucked under her body when I found her, and her left wing was against the tree, but her right wing had nowhere to hide from the wind, snow, and cold. Both wings had molted some, but the right wing molted more feathers, and they looked pale, almost sickly. But what worried me most was what I saw under the feathers. The wing was beyond the pinkish-red with blisters the other limbs showed. There were places where it had begun to turn black. I shuddered to think about it, but I hope it isn’t too late to save her right wing. I hope I acted fast enough. I’m doing all I can, but what if it isn’t enough?



     This third day with Fluttershy passed with little more important occurrences. Seeing her wing like that got me thinking. I wondered if anything in her diet could help her get back to normal. Grossly oversimplified, frostbite happens when blood vessels constrict and circulation to extremities is cut off to help save vital organs. It followed, then, that I would need to identify what nutrients were good for circulation, and what foods these nutrients were found in. So, it was back to the Internet.



     One of the most important things I could do for her was to encourage her to drink plenty of water. That was easy enough, and didn’t even require me to go to the store for anything special. Another thing the Internet encouraged was exercise. It made sense, but given Fluttershy’s condition, it was out of the question. A third thing I found was certain types of teas and herbal treatments help improve circulation, so I decided to go ahead and try them. I had no idea if they would work, but it was worth a shot.



     Another worry I had was twofold. It involved Fluttershy’s future. I had assumed that she would eventually go back, and it made sense that her friends would come looking for her. She asked me if I thought her friends would come, and I told her they would. I played ignorant and asked her a bunch of questions about them so I could talk with her about them. I thought some after out talk, though. What if they weren’t able to find a way to get her home? How would I explain to Fluttershy that she would never see her friends again?








     The next morning, after breakfast, I told her I had found something online that might help her, but I needed to go to the store. She was more understanding and trusting this time. I told her just before I left that if she needed to, she should apply more of the aloe cream.



     I had to shop around for what I needed, and it took over an hour this time. I had once again left the phone within Fluttershy’s reach, and told her I would be back in an hour. She nodded understandingly. I hoped she wasn’t too worried that I was just now pulling into the driveway an hour and forty-five minutes later.



     As soon as I opened the door, Fluttershy called my name. “I’ll be right there. I got something from the store that will help you get better.” She called my name again, a hint of worry in her voice. I reassuringly told her, “Don’t worry. It’ll be fine. I will be right there.” The last phrase was more deliberate than last time. I got the tea ready for her, got a tray and a saucer for the teacup, and walked into the bedroom. She was lying there on the bed, staring at her outstretched right wing. It was now almost completely featherless, and it had a terrible look to it. Its yellow color near her torso gradually gave way to various shades of red and black. She looked horrified, yet morbidly unable to take her eyes from it. I put the tray down on the nightstand and gently turned her head to face forward. Her eyes darted to her right, but I blocked her vision with my right hand.



     “Look at me, Fluttershy.” It took a second, but she finally did. I let out a sigh. How was I supposed to tell her she would probably lose her wing? How could I stare into those big blue-green eyes and say she would never fly again? How could I explain to her the hopelessness of my prognosis for her? “I want you to listen very carefully. I, um . . . I have some news for you.” My tone was somber and direct, even if my words beat around the bush. I took a deep breath and prepared myself mentally. By the look in Fluttershy’s eyes, I had a feeling she knew what I was about to say. I didn’t want to say it as much as she didn’t want to hear it. My eyes dropped. I couldn’t say it. I just couldn’t. So I didn’t.



     “Wha—What’s going to happen . . . to my wing?” That was all I could take. My watering eyes looked up to meet her eyes. She knew. She already knew. Nothing in either of our worlds could save her wing right now. We both had come to the realization that she would never fly again. It broke my heart to see the tears fall down her face. All I could do now was comfort her as I would comfort one who was about to lose a loved one. I hugged her, and felt her legs wrap around my neck.



     “I—I don’t want to lose my wing! I’ll never (sniff) ever be able to fly with the birds again. Or with my family. Or with Rainbow Dash. (sniff) Everypony will look at me weird the rest of my life. Nopony will want to be friends with a pegasus with only one wing!” She sobbed out loud now, loud and long. I cried too, staring blankly out the window behind her. I searched long and hard for words of comfort, but I found none. I just rocked her back and forth, stroking her mane and neck as I did.



     Finally, I found something to say. “Do you really think Rainbow Dash, the element of Loyalty, will stop being your friend over something as superficial as a wing?”



     “She—She won’t think I’m cool anymore!”



     “Well, I’m sure Rarity will still be your friend. You told me you two go to the spa every—“



     “No! She’ll think a mare with only one wing is ugly!”



     “Well, what about Applejack? You’re practically family to her, and you know she values family.”



     “But I’m not family! And she won’t even be my friend when she finds out about my wing!”



     “You can always count on Pinkie Pie to cheer you up.”



     “Pinkie Pie will be sad for weeks when she hears about my wing!” She cried harder and harder the more of her friends I went through. I had one chance left.



     “But Twilight Sparkle will still be there for you. She won’t let you down.”



    “She will probably make some contraption to let me fly again. Then I’ll only stand out that much more!” My thoughts immediately jumped to metal wing Rainbow Dash in the finale of Season Five, bringing more tears to my eyes. I was out of ideas. I had named all her closest friends.



     I set her on the bed and looked her in the face. “But she wouldn’t do it to single you out or make you look weird. She’d do it because she cares, and because you’re still her friend and she’s still yours despite anything that happens, or anything that could ever happen.”



     “R-Really? Do—Do you really think so?”



     “Of course I do, Fluttershy. And besides, you’re still forgetting one friend.”



     “Who (sniff) Who’s that?”



     “Me!” I said with a smile. She began crying, from happiness this time, and hugged me again.



     I wanted to make that embrace last forever, and it was a long time, several minutes at least. Slowly, the tears became less frequent as she calmed down, and she once again lay down on the bed. She looked at her right wing, then at me, and smiled weakly.



     “Now, you have some tea you need to drink before it gets cold. It should help get circulation back into your legs and wing.” I realized what I had just said, and emphatically added an “s” on the end of the word “wing.” She stared at her wing again, a small, self-pitying frown in place of the smile she had just worn.



     “O—Ok,” she quietly replied with a sniff.



     I sat down next to her and passed her the tea. “I wouldn’t worry about it too much. You still have great friends who will never stop loving or caring for you, no matter what you—“ I almost said “look like,” but caught myself. “No matter what you think of yourself,” I finished. She smiled up at me as I petted the back of her head.








     The next day was my fifth with her. Last night, she woke me up in the middle of the night asking me to hold her. She said she had dreamed about losing not just her wing, but her friends, too. I comforted her and hugged her tight, and we must have fallen asleep that way, because that’s how I woke up.



     Everything changed today. Sometime after lunch, my doorbell rang. I told Fluttershy I would be right back, and closed the door most of the way as I left. The doorbell rang again, and I shouted, “I’m coming!” I opened the door and instantly felt cold. Not from the wind, or the outdoors. No, it was my blood freezing within me. I didn’t move a muscle, and I swear my heart literally skipped a beat. If the cold wind hadn’t been hitting my face, I likely would have fainted. My guest took notice of this, and asked, “Are you alright?”



     “You—It’s—She’s—“ No. I was not alright. After my mouth slipped out of neutral and into drive, I put my thoughts together. “You’re Princess Celestia!”



     “Yes. I am. So you know of me? And of my missing citizen?”



     No amount of mentally rehearsing “what if” endings to My Little Dashie could have prepared me for this. “Y—Yeah. She’s inside. She’s—“ my mouth slipped into neutral again, and my hands took over, gesturing her to come inside. I led them into the living room while reminding myself I needed to breathe and communicate.



     There stood Celestia and the mane 6 minus Fluttershy in my living room. Celestia spoke first. “You recognized me, and you confirmed that Fluttershy is here. We have come to take her back home. I should think this task would be quite simple.”



     I thought before formulating my response. “Well, there are . . . complications, see.”



     She arched an eyebrow. “’Complications’? Explain.”



     There really wasn’t any way to hide things from the Princess was there? “Well then, let me explain the last five days to you.” I told them all about finding Fluttershy, feeding her, and giving her a place to stay. I then said, “Those of you with weak stomachs might want to go into the kitchen for what I’m about to describe.”



     The Princess was appalled. “Just what are you trying to describe that you need to be that graphic?”



     “Well, Fluttershy’s . . . condition. It isn’t good.” My guests looked nervously among each other before Twilight Sparkle spoke up.



     “It’s that bad?” I sighed and nodded. 



    “Forgive me, then. Continue,” she said, a slight hint of nervousness in her voice and on her face.



     I proceeded to tell them everything I tried to help Fluttershy’s condition, and how well it worked. Lastly, I described her right wing, leaving as much to the imagination as possible while still portraying the severity of her injuries.



     “Is she going to be ok?” asked Rainbow Dash.



     I shook my head grimly. “With her current progress, it looks like she won’t ever be able to fly again. Her wing has shown almost no progress toward healing, indicating significant amounts of deep tissue damage. Everything I’ve read suggests the only solution is . . . amputation.”



     Another round of gasps filled the room. The Princess herself showed great concern. “I will put the best doctors and magicians in Equestria on her case as soon as we get back. It very well may be the only chance she has. May we see her?” she asked.



     “By all means. And get her to a doctor, too. I’ll go get her from the bedroom.”







     “Are—Are they gone?”

     “No. Your friends are here.” I waited to see her reaction. She looked surprised, and thought for a second.

    “Will they—Are they going to like me? Even without my right wing?” She unfurled the near-featherless wing, wincing in pain as she did.

     “They miss you. They want their friend back. You realize they probably thought they’d never see you again.” This got her attention. “Now, are you ready to go see your friends?”







     Her left legs were doing ok, but her right legs wouldn’t let her walk, so I decided to carry her. I supported her forelegs with my right arm, and her rear legs with my left. She lay in my arms with her legs under her, and her right wing facing my body. I placed her in a recliner, and she quickly scooted in closer, hiding her right wing from her friends.



     “Her wing don’t look near as bad as you made it out to be!” said Applejack, accusingly.



     “Her left wing, doesn’t. It was against the tree when I found her. But her right wing . . .” I motioned for Fluttershy to turn around.



     “Do—Do I have to show them?” she whispered to me. I nodded. She gulped, and looked nervously at her friends. She got up slowly, still experiencing some pain, and turned to show her friends. The farther she turned, the more she lowered her head and closed her eyes. Rarity fainted, and the rest gasped at what they saw, causing Fluttershy to open her eyes and look at me, tearing up.



     Rainbow Dash spoke up. “Oh, my gosh! Look at her wing! It looks like—“



     “Rainbow Dash!” I hadn’t meant to raise my voice and say it like a frustrated parent who was middle-naming their child, but it was too late now. I took a breath and continued, more calmly. “She is perfectly aware what her wing looks like. She was in tears yesterday, thinking none of you would like her with her wing like this. Please don’t prove her right.”



     “But, it’ll heal. Right?” Applejack asked nervously.



     “I’ve done all I can, but I’m not a doctor, and my prognosis isn’t professional. Most importantly, as I understand, magic is to your world what science is to mine, and she has received no magic treatment for her frostbite yet. That could completely change things for her. Still, before she leaves, I need to get some of the things I bought for her that seem to be helping her recover.”



     “Please, do so,” Celestia said gently, almost nervously.



     I came back moments later with a small box that contained the remaining tubes of aloe cream, the teas, the herbal remedies, along with one of the sandwiches she had requested I make for her. I packed this next to a blue butterfly ice pack I had stumbled upon at the store on the second trip I made. On the very top, I left a note for her.







     Dear Fluttershy,



     Finding and taking care of you was one of the most rewarding things I have ever done. I learned so much from our experiences. I learned the true reward of being kind when you don’t think you’ll get anything back. It’s the joy of seeing someone, or somepony, else happy.



     I know we had moments when we cried together, but I cherish the moments when we laughed together. Watching Food Network together on the bed, finding Changeling Cheese, playing with Ginger, and so many more good times that I will never forget.



     If I only had one regret, it’s that you had to leave so soon after I found you. I feel like I hardly got to know you, which is a shame, because you seem like a really nice pony to be around. I hope your frostbite heals, and I really hope I’m wrong about your right wing. But if I’m not, know this: your friends will always love you and there’s nothing that will ever change that.



     Your loving friend,



     __________.







     I took the box out to the living room, and found Fluttershy lying on a rug, her friends standing or lying next to her. They weren’t sad, but they weren’t exactly happy, either. They had their friend back, but she would never be the same again. Fluttershy smiled weakly when she saw me. Celestia approached me, and I passed the box out of my left hand into her magic. “This has aloe cream, pain medication, teas, herbal remedies,” I looked over at Fluttershy, “and just maybe a surprise or two.” Her face brightened after hearing that.



     “Ooo! Ooo! What kind of surprise?” asked the bouncing pink mare in front of me.



     “The surprise kind,” I said.



     Pinkie Pie gasped. “The best kind!” she said with wonder in her voice. I could only smile at her.



     “Run along now. I will be at the portal in just a moment,” said Celestia. Twilight magically picked up Fluttershy, and the others began to leave. I turned my attention to Celestia. She was smiling, so I figured whatever she had to say wouldn’t be bad. I turned my head when Fluttershy called my name.



     “Goodbye, friend.”



     “Goodbye, Fluttershy,” I called back. Twilight got her moving again, and followed her out the door.



     “Why did you do it?” Celestia asked. “There was nothing requiring you to take her in and help her recover. Nothing required you to spend your own money on treatments and food for her. Yet you did.”



     Why had I? Because I was a brony and she was my favorite pony, the one I most associated with. Timid and introverted and often unsure of herself, but with a heart of gold. Also, left-hooved. I knew I couldn’t say that. I thought a moment before using one of Fluttershy’s lines from the season one premiere. “I think everyone deserves to be shown a little kindness.” It was, however, an equally true statement, and brought a smile to Celestia’s face.



     “Truly destiny did not lead you astray. I see a lot of her in you. Thank you for your kindness.”



     I called her one last time as she turned to leave. “Is—Is it true that Twilight Sparkle has a dragon that can send notes over long distances?”



     “Yes, she does.”



     “If Fluttershy’s right wing gets better, could she tell me?” She only winked before leaving and closing the door behind her.








     It’s been three days since Fluttershy left, and I got a big surprise when I got home from work. I got the mail, and there was a scroll in with the envelopes. I had a feeling I knew what it was. I took it to the table and started to read it.







     Dear ________,



     I’m in a hospital in Canterlot now. There are a lot of really smart doctors all helping me. They used all kinds of magic and medicine to help my legs, face, and wings. All but my right wing are fully healed now, and I have some really good news. I’m not going to lose it after all!



     I found the sandwich you made me. I thought it tasted wonderful. I read the note, too. I put it in the front cover of my diary so I will see it often and think of you, and all the good times we had together.



     I know I’m home, but I still miss you. I, too, wish we could have spent more time together. I will never forget how kind you were to me. You will always be one of my friends.



     Your loving friend,



     Fluttershy.
      

      
   
      Mission of Mercy


      

      
      
         The sun was shining, the birds were singing, and friendship was in the air. Fluttershy smiled as she trotted through the marketplace, softly humming to herself.



"Morning, Fluttershy!" said Roseluck, as the pegasus pony passed her stall.



"Oh, good morning," replied Fluttershy. "It's such a lovely day, isn't it?"



And a lovely day it was. The sky was clear, and a gentle breeze tickled Fluttershy's feathers. Rainbow Dash had been busy on weather detail this morning, and it showed. The weather was quite literally perfect in every conceivable way, down to the finest detail.



In other words, it was a typical day in Ponyville.



Fluttershy headed directly for Crafty Crate's fruit stand. She aimed to finish her shopping before the next monster attack. Ponyville was currently overdue for one.



"Hello, Crafty," Fluttershy said.



"Heya, 'Shy. Lookin' for any fruit today?" the gruff pegasus asked her.



She glanced at his wares and sighed with relief. There were plenty of cherries available this time, which meant prices would be low. But more importantly, it meant there was no lesson for her to learn at the moment. Fluttershy didn't mind her lessons, of course, but she was an anxious kind of pony when it came to surprises.



"Yes, please. How much for a dozen cherries?" she asked.



"Two bits," said Crafty Crate.



Fluttershy pulled her coin purse out of her saddlebags and set it down on the stand before opening it. She upended the purse, and out fell exactly two bits. There had been no need to check her money before leaving for market. Little details like that took care of themselves, after all.



She took her cherries, placed them in her saddlebags, and turned just in time to see something very unusual. A strange-looking brown pony winked into existence right in front of her, just like that. It happened so silently and suddenly that Fluttershy almost bumped right into her.



The stranger was a female earth pony, although it took Fluttershy a moment to reach that conclusion. While her muzzle was small like a mare's, it was oddly crooked. Something about her jaw seemed out of place too, and her ears weren't perfectly even. Her mane was a tangled mess, and she needed a bath. She wore no clothing, so at least that was normal.



"H-hello there?" said Fluttershy.



The other pony seemed shocked by her surroundings. When she turned and looked at Fluttershy, her face paled.



"Fluttershy?" the stranger gasped. Then the poor mare tripped over her own hooves and landed face-down in a muddy puddle.



"Oh dear. Are you okay?" Fluttershy asked, her voice a bit bolder. She wondered how the mare knew her name. She was certain she would have remembered such an unusual pony if they'd ever met before.



The stranger nervously tucked her tail up between her legs and slid it beneath her barrel, getting mud all over her haunches in the process. She had no cutie mark to speak of, and her pelt was oddly-textured. Her eyes were clamped shut and she hugged the ground defensively.



It was rare for Fluttershy to encounter a pony more fearful than she was, and it seemed obvious that this mare had a friendship problem. Fluttershy knelt down in the mud next to the stranger and gently stroked at her knotted mane. "It's alright, I won't hurt you. What's your name?"



The stranger coughed a few times, then said in a horse and raspy voice, "It's... I don't have one." She kept her eyes shut, and the muscles in her back tensed up as Fluttershy touched her.



"Oh my goodness! You don't have a name?" said Fluttershy, her voice filled with wonder. "Well, that won't do at all. We have to call you something." She paused for a moment in thought, then smiled. "I know. I'll call you Mercy. That's one of my favorite words."



Mercy shuddered at the sound of the word, but said nothing. Her ears lay flat back against the tangles in her mane, and her breaths were short and quick. She shivered, though the air was balmy.



"You sound awfully thirsty, Mercy. Let me get you some water," suggested Fluttershy.



"No, it's fine," said Mercy, her eyes still closed. "Can... can I just lay here for a while?"



Fluttershy thought that was an awfully strange request. "You're not in the way, so I suppose so. But lying here in the middle of the market can't be much fun," said Fluttershy. "Why don't you come with me, and I can get you cleaned up?"



The stranger opened her eyes just a little. "If I can wait here until dark, I'll be on my way. Then you won't have to worry about me anymore."



"Hmm. I think I should go get Twilight," said Fluttershy.



"No!" yelped Mercy, her eyes widening. "I mean, um, there's no need to bother her." She awkwardly shifted her legs in the mud.



Fluttershy was considering getting Twilight Sparkle anyway, when she looked up and saw Rarity within shouting distance. "Wait here for just a moment, Mercy. I'll be right back, I promise," she said.



Mercy sighed. "Of course you will."



Fluttershy stood up. Since the mud had only touched her briefly, physics dictated it to slide off, leaving her legs perfectly clean. She cantered up to Rarity.



"Rarity, I'm so glad to see you!" said Fluttershy. "I'm in the middle of a friendship problem, and it's a tricky one. I think I might be in over my head."



Rarity looked over Fluttershy's shoulder and and saw the strange pony sitting in the mud.



"The disaster in the mud?" said Rarity. "That poor dear. We need to get her cleaned up immediately."



"That's what I said, but she doesn't want to move. She said something about lying there until it gets dark? And she didn't know her own name! I've been calling her Mercy," said Fluttershy.



"My Heavens! Sounds like she's lost her mind. Perhaps she wandered out of Ponyville General?" said Rarity.



"I can hear you," Mercy called out.



Rarity walked up to the strange mare and studied her closely. "Darling, listen here. My name is Rarity. You are going to allow Fluttershy and I to help clean you up, and that is simply all there is to it."



Mercy groaned and planted her face in the mud, then awkwardly wiped sludge from her eyes with a hoof. "Ship," she mumbled under her breath. "I mean, ship. Wait, what? Oh, you have to be bucking kidding me."



"Such language!" said Rarity, aghast. "Though in your given state, I suppose it's understandable."



"What ship are you talking about?" asked Fluttershy.



Mercy shook her head. "There isn't a ship; it was a slip of the tongue. Look, if I tell you everything I know, will you leave me alone?"



"Certainly not," said Rarity.



"Let's give her a chance," urged Fluttershy, kneeling down once again in the mud. "Go on, Mercy. You can tell us."



Mercy took a deep breath and cleared her throat. Her voice remained deep, but lost some of the raspy quality. "I'm a secret agent on a mission to save Equestria."



"Mhmm. Of course you are," said Rarity, as flatly as possible.



Mercy turned her head away. "I don't expect you to believe me, but I need to get to the edge of the Everfree Forest so I can complete my mission."



"Well, why don't we walk you there?" asked Rarity, pointing in the direction of the forest. "It's about a mile in that direction; you can't miss it."



"Rarity!" chided Fluttershy. "I'm sorry, Mercy, but you really don't want to go there. The Everfree Forest is a very dangerous place, even during the daytime."



"I know, and I accept the risk," said Mercy. "This is a life-or-death mission. The fate of Equestria hinges on my success."



"Hmm. Well, if you really do have a quest in the Everfree, I believe our friends can help you," offered Rarity.



"No. I have to complete the mission alone. It's the only way," insisted Mercy.



"Can you tell us what the quest is, at least?" asked Fluttershy.



Mercy shook her head. "It's top secret. And I would walk there, but I'm unsteady on my... on my hooves, right now. And I don't want anypony to see me..."



"I'm afraid it's a bit late for that," quipped Rarity.



Mercy blushed and winced. "I mean, I don't want them to see me naked," she whispered.



"See you naked? But, why not?" said Fluttershy.



"Fluttershy, that is a very personal question," said Rarity. "Mercy, allow me to speak with my friend in private for a moment."



Rarity pulled Fluttershy several hooves away and whispered to her. "Fluttershy, this pony is insane."



Fluttershy pursed her lips in thought. "If she's crazy, then this is a friendship lesson, not a quest. I'm not sure a friendship lesson makes sense, though. What would the lesson be?"



"You have a point," said Rarity. "And her story certainly sounds like a quest. Still, my bits are on friendship problem, even if the lesson isn't clear yet."



"But what if she really is on a mission to save Equestria?" asked Fluttershy. "We might need to hurry."



"You're right. We need to get Twilight," decided Rarity. "We should take her to the castle and clean her up. If only she weren't so mule-stubborn about it!"



"Why do you think she needs clothing?" asked Fluttershy. "I mean, if anypony could guess, you could."



"She must be embarrassed by her body. She doesn't have a cutie mark, for one," Rarity pointed out.



"I noticed that. Actually, for a moment I thought she might be a hinny, but her body proportions are much too pony for anything else. Could she be a changeling?"



"Now that would be the saddest example of a changeling I've ever seen," said Rarity. "Let's face it, we simply don't know what we're dealing with yet."



Rarity turned back toward Mercy and put on a large, less-than-genuine smile. "Alright then, dear. What will it take to get you up and moving?"



"Maybe... a cape? Anything that can tie about the neck and belly," said Mercy. "A tarp would be fine. Or, maybe just a box with a hole in one side."



Rarity gasped. "Heavens no! That would be an insult against fashion itself!"



"I'm not looking for a fashion show. I just need to get to the forest. Then I can give the box back to you," said Mercy.



"We should clean you up first, then help you to the forest," repeated Fluttershy.



"How about a robe. Would that do?" asked Rarity.



"If it's long enough to cover my... my rump," said Mercy. "Like, my tail and legs too. I don't want to ruin a robe if a tarp will do, though."



"Well, just so you know, darling, nopony can see anything back there right now," Rarity explained. "Your backside is completely covered in mud. But, be that as it may, I'll go ahead and fetch you a long robe."



As Rarity trotted off, Fluttershy knelt beside Mercy. "Everything's going to be just fine, you'll see," she said, wearing a bright smile.



"That's what I'm afraid of," said Mercy.








When Rarity found Twilight, Applejack was with her; and so the herd grew. Five ponies walked toward the treeline together, one wearing a white robe.



"You can't be serious," said Twilight Sparkle. "You're in no condition to go on a quest."



"I'm walking there, aren't I?" said Mercy, slowly leading the group to the edge of the forest. The cotton robe that encircled her body covered her form, but did little to disguise her muddy hooves or matted mane.



"You're still a mess under that robe. At the very least you could shower and groom before saving the world," said Rarity.



"Look, Mercy. I understand that you have some kind of top-secret mission to complete. But if you want us to take you seriously, you need to give us more to go on than this," said Twilight. "Everything I've heard so far tells me you need to be admitted to the hospital for observation."



Mercy tried walking a little faster, but slowed down again when she nearly tripped. "I can't give you any more details or it would jeopardize my mission. Look, can't you just, cast some kind of spell or something, to prove I'm telling the truth?"



"Let me try," said Applejack, and she stood in Mercy's way. "Mercy, look me in the eyes, and tell it right to my face. If'n you try to yank ol' Bucky McGillicuddy, I'm gonna know."



Mercy seemed nervous. She looked past Applejack to the forest. It was only a stone's throw away.



"Okay," said Mercy. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, then opened them and stared straight into Applejack's.



"If I don't complete my mission, it will be bad for Equestria," said Mercy.



"Why can't we help you?" asked Applejack.



"You can't help me if you don't know what the mission is," said Mercy.



"And why can't you tell us that?"



Mercy took a deep swallow of air. "Because if you knew what the mission was, it would jeopardize my chance of success. I'm certain to succeed if you let me enter the forest alone. I'm certain to fail if you know too much."



Applejack's face hardened. "I can see it in your eyes, hon. That's because we'd try to stop you, now ain't it?"



Mercy closed her eyes and fell to the ground. "Please, just let me do this one thing. It's so important. I'm begging you," she whispered.



Fluttershy sat down next to Mercy and lifted her chin. "Mercy, you can barely walk, and the Everfree Forest is filled with creatures that would tear you apart. You can't expect us to let you go in there alone."



Mercy's eyes watered, and she wiped her cheek with a grimy fetlock. "I know," she said, sniffling.



Twilight tiptoed into Mercy's field of vision and crouched in front of her. "Actually, Mercy, there is a spell that I'd like to cast. Just for a moment, I'd like to use magic to see into your mind," she said.



Mercy's eyes widened. "No! Please, please, no," she gasped. "That would be a terrible mistake."



"It will only take a moment, and I won't look at any private memories, okay? I just want to see what you see," said Twilight.



The defeated pony lay on the ground and cried softly as Fluttershy held her head, but she said nothing.



After a moment of silence, Twilight Sparkle said, "Okay, I'm just going to take that as a yes."



"That ain't no 'yes', Twilight Sparkle, and you darn well know it," growled Applejack.



Mercy's tears stopped flowing. She looked exhausted. "I don't care anymore," she croaked, her voice soft and hollow.



Applejack looked at Twilight and shrugged.



Twilight's horn glowed magenta with her magic aura. Then, Mercy's eyes glowed with the same aura.



Seconds later, Twilight screamed.








Books were piled everywhere in the library. Twilight looked positively frazzled.



"Twi, I think you need to get some rest," said Applejack.



Twilight jerked her head up. "Oh. Hi, AJ. I didn't hear you come in," said Twilight. "Just doing, y'know. More research."



Applejack sighed. "Any luck?"



Twilight shook her head. "None. I have no idea where she came from, but it must be a terrible, terrible place."



"We don't know that, sugarcube. Maybe she's just plum crazy, and that's all there is to say," said Applejack.



"Well, she's obviously sad. But there's no record in the history of Equestria of a pony suffering so much from being sad that she'd actually try to... Ugh, I can't even say it," said Twilight.



"End her own life," said Applejack, in a matter-of-fact tone.



"I mean, there isn't even a word for it in the dictionary!" said Twilight, throwing her hooves up in frustration. "It just doesn't add up. It goes against evolution, against horse sense, against pony nature itself! What friendship lesson could that possibly teach us? What could it teach her?"



Applejack looked down at the floor. "I dunno, Twilight. But maybe it ain't all that far-fetched. Ponies sacrificin' to save those they love ain't unheard of," she said.



It took Twilight a moment to realize why the tone of Applejack's voice had changed so suddenly. "Your parents," she said.



Applejack nodded. "I tell ya, Twi, not a day goes by that I don't wonder what the lesson was s'poseda be. One moment they was here; the next they was gone," she said. "Of course I know how they died, but I still don't know why. I spent most of my life tryin' to figure that out. I never thought about hurtin' myself, of course, but I'm sure as sugar that I ain't never learnt nothin', neither. Sometimes, maybe there just ain't no lesson to be had."



"No. That's impossible, Applejack. I don't want to live in a world like that," said Twilight Sparkle.



"Neither does Mercy," said Applejack.



"There's always a lesson, AJ. Someday, it will make sense, I promise," said Twilight.



"My steadfast hope," said Applejack. "Um, Twilight..."



"Yes?"



"You ever stop to consider that maybe Mercy was... right? About her mission, I mean," said Applejack.



"Applejack, that's not funny," said Twilight Sparkle.



"I ain't funnin' ya, Twilight," said Applejack. "What I mean is, maybe she ain't so crazy after all. Maybe she was sacrificin' herself to save others, just like I said."



Twilight paused to think. "She isn't a changeling or an evil curse. It's clear she's not from Equestria, but she's still just a pony—a very sad pony who needs our help. Her existence here isn't going to doom the world."



Even though there were only two ponies in the library, Applejack walked right up to Twilight and whispered. "Are you sure we can afford to take that kinda chance?"



"Applejack!" gasped Twilight, as she backed away in horror.



Applejack blinked a few times, and her eyes widened. "Sweet Celestia. I, I don't even know where that came from," she said. "I can't believe I just said that."



"It's... okay," said Twilight. "This phenomenon has been highly stressful. I've caught myself thinking strange things too."



Applejack frowned. "Now, you don't think Mercy bein' here has something to do with that..."



Twilight shook her head. "No, I don't. Listen, I saw inside her mind, and I felt what she's going through. She's just like us, Applejack. The only difference is that she's suffering. She's suffering in ways we can't possibly imagine or understand."



"Thank Celestia for that," said Applejack, holding her hat to her chest.








An impossibly stealthy figure crept out from behind the nurse's desk and tiphoofed through the hallway. Not the tiniest sound came from the graceful shadow as it slowly opened the door and slipped into the patient's room.



Even in the psych ward, rooms were designed to house at least two ponies, for friendship. But one of the beds here was unoccupied, by decree of Princess Twilight Sparkle. Just to be safe, Mercy had this room to herself.



Most of the time, a nurse would sit in here and tend to her needs. But it was the middle of the night, and for one hour, this hour, nopony was scheduled to watch over her.



"Mercy," came a whisper and a nudge. The sleeping patient slowly roused and opened her eyes to see a familiar face above her.



"Fluttershy?" said Mercy. "What are you doing here?" Mercy strained against the straps that held her hooves to the sides of the bed.



A wan smile graced Fluttershy's gentle muzzle, and one hoof gently patted Mercy's freshly-combed mane. "Shh," she whispered. "It's very late. Nopony knows I'm here."



Mercy blinked and tilted her head. "I appreciate the visit. But, I'd like to get back to sleep," she whispered back.



"I know. That's because it hurts to be awake," Fluttershy said, stating it as a fact rather than a question. "In here, I mean," she added, pressing her hoof to Mercy's chest.



Mercy grimaced. "Yes, it does. I'm... sorry," she said. "I wish I'd been strong enough to walk away without any clothes on. Then you wouldn't have to..."



"Mercy, can I tell you a story?" Fluttershy interrupted. "It's a story I've never told another pony, because it's about animals. Most ponies don't know very much about how the animal world works, you know. It's very different from what they write in books."



Mercy slowly nodded her head. "Alright," she said.



"Once, when I was very young, I saw something that made me feel just terrible inside. It was a fight between a snake and a blue jay," she said. "The blue jay died, and the snake ate him. I had never seen an animal die before. Have you ever seen an animal die, Mercy?"



Mercy shook her head. "I've seen a dead animal, but I haven't seen an animal die. Not, like, in pony or anything," she said. "I'm sorry. That must have been awful."



"It was, at first. I had recently earned my cutie mark by discovering my magical talent in working with animals," said Fluttershy. "I had been reading up on the world of animals, but the books never said anything about this. I didn't know that animals fought, and I certainly didn't know that they would eat each other. So I sat there, watching the snake swallow the blue jay, and I wondered what lesson I was supposed to learn from this horrible experience."



"What... lesson?" asked Mercy.



"Yes, you know. The purpose of the experience. Why did it happen? Why did the blue jay have to die, Mercy?" asked Fluttershy. "I mean, it must have happened to teach me something, and to teach the snake something, and to teach the blue jay something. That's why everything happens, after all. But as I sat there watching the snake swallow the blue jay, I realized that the blue jay couldn't have been taught anything, because now he was dead."



Mercy frowned. "I'm sorry. I... I don't know what to say."



"Wait, I'm not done yet," said Fluttershy, and she gently petted Mercy's cheek with the back of her hoof. "So I thought and I thought, and then I finally realized what the friendship lesson was. For the snake, the lesson was nothing more than a meal, although meals are very important. But for myself and for the blue jay, the lesson was about kindness."



"Kindness," said Mercy, her muzzle scrunched up in confusion.



"Yes. You see, it all happened so quickly. The snake needed to eat something. The blue jay had been hurt, and the snake swallowed him in a flash. The blue jay would have passed out very quickly, you see," said Fluttershy. "It was on that day I learned that kindness can take many forms."



Fluttershy smiled as she unfastened Mercy's restraints.
      

      
   
      The Mare Who Leapt Right Off of the Multiverses


      

      
      
         Author’s Note: Due to obvious anonymity, I could not ask for permission. I‘m sorry. 




“‘I’m sorry.’ The two most inadequate words in the English language.” 






When the miners first found it, they didn’t know what it was. One hit with their pickaxe, and it resounded like metallic glass, echoing throughout the caves as if they were inside a concert hall. After the digging at it with their shovels, brushes, and plenty of hoofpower, the item was extracted.



The object in question was iridescent sphere as heavy and smooth as marble. And it gave off the distinct impression of a sort of condensed, crystallized fog. As they probed it, tapping it with their flimsy tools, scratching the surface to see if sediments fell off, the miners couldn’t catalog it. When they asked a geologist what it was, even his estimations were doubtful and the others offered solutions.



It was a giant pearl. Black opal. It came from space. 



“Perhaps it’s a crystal ball,” one suggested. And the group laughed until the young stallion’s cheeks bled like rubies. Certainly, it looked like a crystal ball, but that was nonsense. 



Wanting to know its worth, the miners took it to an appraiser. He explained that it wasn’t a giant pearl, nor was it black opal, but in his limited knowledge he recommended them to Canterlot University’s professor of archeology.



After a lengthy inspection, the archeologist gave no input and only suggested they take it to the Equestrian Astronomy Association for further questioning. 



When the EAA got a hold of the item, they found that the stone had traces of iron and nickel, and was reminiscent of an extremely rare lunar meteorite, but they were uncertain as to why the stone glimmered as if it was constantly casting off magic. As if it were breathing, alive. They also found that if they peered carefully into the stone, it darkened, giving off an effervescent glow, and if one looked closely, for an infinitesimal moment, one could see planets, galaxies, stars, all compacted and together, celestial worlds held delicately atop the sole of your hoof. 



The more they searched, the more the astronomers were unable to unearth the otherworldly answers and they sent a memorandum to the president of the EAA, Princess Luna. 



Upon seeing the item, Luna immediately called for an emergency royal conference. 







Twilight, along with Celestia and Cadence, sat at the mahogany meeting table, waiting for Princess Luna. 



She fumbled with her hooves. What did Princess Luna find?



Her anxiety heightened as the towering doors resounded, and the three princesses looked up as Luna entered the room, the strange orb held inside a glass display.



Celestia arched her eyes. “Is that…” 



“Yes, sister.” Luna nodded. “A legend lost to time.” 



“A legend lost with time, I had hoped once.” Celestia levitated the glass case up to her eye level and through the other side of the glass, Twilight noticed her stern eyes. 



“A crystal ball?” Cadence asked, confused.



Celestia made a sound of affirmation. “Yes and no. This was Star Swirl’s final invention. He called it his ‘All-Seeing Eye.’ It vanished during the siege of King Sombra and was proclaimed lost for centuries. Eventually, its existence dwindled to myth. And historians and scientists have continually debated its existence. Only we knew the truth.” Celestia’s eyes lowered, away from her sister. “For a time, I had thought it was with you, Luna, held in the moon.”



Luna shook her head. “It was not.” 



“An all-seeing eye?” Twilight asked. “I’m not sure I understand. Tarot readers and magicians use crystal balls as a medium, as a sort of tether to connect conjectured ley lines. How is this different from a regular one?” 



“Because Star Swirl found a way to connect all conjectured ley lines. If channeled correct, it truly is all-seeing. A very dangerous object.”



“So, it can accurately predict the future?” Cadence asked. 



“Not only the future.” Luna’s horn glowed as she opened the case, and she gestured the other three forward. Twilight felt an indescribable amount of Luna’s magic fill the room and pour into the orb. Then the room shook. The surrounding air grew heavy with intense magical energy, and Twilight’s breath seized. The ball which had given off a pallid gaze, now filled itself with milky blackness, as if ink had spilled from the inside out. It formed blobs first, then shapes, then finally figures, and its hues synchronized to form a familiar scene.



It was the three of them, Celestia, Cadence, and herself waiting at the table minutes earlier. They began a conversation about the weather, taxes, and Shining Armor. In the crystal ball, Twilight relived the moment, watching their past occur once more. But as she relived it, it became different. Luna came in abruptly, interrupting their exchange, and starting the very same conversation about the crystal orb. Twilight knew that hadn’t actually taken place. 



“Not only the future, but futures,” Luna repeated, her voice full of exhaustion. She placed the glass case over the crystal ball, and at once it faded back to white, the dark layers rippling away. “It can predict the pasts. The presents. The possibilities. By analyzing a single course of action a pony would be able to see all possibilities of the future.” 



“And if someone should get their hands on it. They’d be able to forecast their perfect future,” Celestia added, helping Luna sit down. 



“But it takes a near-exhaustive amount of magic to be able to see those possibilities. What we saw just now was a possible past.” Luna sipped some water. 



Twilight let the weight of Luna’s words sink in. The pasts. The presents. The futures. 



The possibilities…



All-seeing. 



Twilight felt her face go ashen. 



“But… how is that possible?” Twilight fell on her chair. 



“Twilight.” Celestia placed a hoof on her shoulder.  



“It’s not logically possible. One would need a ridiculous amount of magic—I don’t even think alicorn magic would be enough!—And think of the ley lines—ley tunnels, actually—telluric currents, cross-dimensional thaumaturgic patterns. Nopony, and for that matter, no object can accurately predict the future!” Twilight said, more panicked than in incredulity. She could already imagine the books, the spells needed for such an enormous task. How many years did Star Swirl work to create such a thing? How, where did he get such power to make it work? 



“If there was ever a pony who knew the possibilities of the impossible, it was Star Swirl,” Luna said.



“But the magic…” Twilight stopped. As always, Star Swirl the Bearded, was an enigma. “He… He actually did that?” 



“He did.”



“What shall we do with it then, auntie?” Cadence asked. With nervous movements, all three of them looked at her. 



“We know what will happen if this gets into the wrong hooves,” Celestia said. 



Twilight, for a brief moment, saw apprehension and uncertainty in her mentor’s eyes. She didn’t know what to think. 



“Or claws,” Luna added. Celestia nodded. Twilight imagined Discord peering into the crystal ball, his claws greedily grasping it, his eyes hooked on a scene of power or glory. No. This absolutely couldn’t get into the wrongs hooves.



“But destroying it might prove as difficult as protecting it,” the older sister continued, “We must reconvene as soon as we know more about this. Luna and I will research through the Canterlot Archives. Cadence, since it was found in the mines of the Crystal Empire, perhaps a crystal pony will have information or can remember something.” Celestia’s cheekbones relaxed, and she gradually smiled. “Unfortunately my memory from one thousand years ago isn’t as cognizant as theirs. But if not, then the libraries should be sufficient.



“Twilight, I’m entrusting the Eye to you. Since you’ll most likely be doing research as well, I’d recommend checking the library in the old castle. I’m sure Star Swirl left plenty of notes lying around.” 



 “Research is something I can definitely do, princess!” 



 As Twilight took the crystal orb in her hooves, she felt a glow emanating from it. It felt cumbersome in her hooves. Celestia stopped her as the others started to leave. 



“Twilight, you know this has great power. If used..." 



“Princess… of course I wouldn't... I wouldn’t use it at all. I’d rather not see what the futures hold.” 



Celestia nodded, saw her face relaxing. It was a strange sight. 



Does she not trust me? 



“Of course, I know you wouldn’t use it for personal gain, Twilight. I’m just… wary. The price of insight may prove just as detrimental as without it. Perhaps, even more so. But if the Eye were to be taken by the wrong creature, well, I fear for our futures. Against such a foe, we may all become powerless.” Again, Twilight saw her fear and apprehension. 



She gave the princess a hug. “Don’t worry, princess. I won’t let you down.” 








Twilight explained to the girls about the Eye and what had transpired. They agreed that research should be done, but because there was no imminent danger, Twilight declined their offers to help. For now, she and Spike decided to undertake the bulk of the research at the old castle, and they continued reading as the clocked ticked away. When a loud snort intoned to her left, she looked and saw Spike curled on the floor, snoring. 



“I guess we can call it a night.” Twilight gently nudged Spike. His eyes cracked open.



“Oh, yeah. Sleep! I’m beat!” With a sudden burst of energy, Spike jumped up, and the two of them headed to a bedroom. 



Settled in her covers, Twilight couldn’t help but stare at the small, moon-like object sitting on her bedside. It was such a minuscule, seemingly-ordinary object, but it could potentially cause the world’s destruction.  



Discord. Queen Chrysalis. King Sombra. Tirek. Even Sunset Shimmer and Starlight Glimmer, though Twilight chided herself for those last thoughts. Starlight and Sunset were good ponies—good friends, now. They were reformed, and Discord was reformed too. But what if one of them had gotten a hold of this before the princesses? What if they accessed the possibilities inside? 



There would be wars. It would be chaos. 



But would it be better to destroy the Eye? Would it be better to use it? 



If used, they’d be able to prevent wars. Prevent deaths. And the medical research! They could analyze different medicinal remedies just from studying the crystal ball’s possibilities. In that tiny thing was the power to change the world. 



And as Twilight stared at it, it glowed incessantly, its foggy surface covered with silhouettes, with an indistinct face that made it seem like a mini mare-in-the-moon, watching her as she slept, watching her life as it was and knowing it could be so much better…









Twilight didn’t know exactly when she had fallen asleep, but she was awake now, her eyes snapping open as something crashed in the room next to her. 



“Spike?” Twilight’s eyes darted to the dragon, but he was still snuggled in his basket, dreaming away. If that wasn’t Spike…



She looked up.



And her heart sank.



“Spike! Get up!” Twilight’s wings flared open as she zoomed into the library. Just as she suspected, a hooded pony was galloping down the hallway. 



“Twilight!” Spike called. 



“Here, Spike! Hurry!” Twilight shot a beam at the pony, but they dodged, jumping just as Twilight let it loose. She raced toward the pony, teleporting, and let another beam fly, but it hit a vase, shattering. 



The pony ran across rooms, seemingly looking for something. 



Not an exit, Twilight thought. The pony would’ve already known where the exit was. And nopony except the girls knew that Twilight was in the old Everfree castle.  



Spike finally caught up to her as they entered the royal bathroom—or what had once been the royal bathroom. The pony stood at the base of a gigantic mirror. With a glow of a horn, the pony stepped through. Twilight sprinted as she never had before. 



But the glow subsided.



 There was an instantaneous crash. Twilight tried to stick a hoof through the mirror, but it hit the reflected surface. 



Gone. Gone. The portal, the pony, the Eye was gone. 



“The portal is gone,” Twilight said trying to center herself as her brain sped into overdrive. The most powerful invention in the universe was missing, gone because of foolish nonchalance. And now that pony had the world in their hooves. Where did the pony go? Who was the pony? Why did they take the Eye? And how did they know that Twilight had the Eye? Twilight took deep breaths, but she still felt dizzy.



“What do we do, Twilight? Should we call the others? Sunset Shimmer… She did the same thing once, right? Should we ask the Princesses?” 



Spike was right. Sunset had done this once before. Was it possible it was her again? Or perhaps Starlight? But no. They were all friends now. They wouldn’t do something like this, would they? No, they couldn’t have.



“Spike!” Twilight yelled, not realizing Spike was standing right next to her. “Grab Sunset’s book—”



“Twilight! The mirror’s glowing again!” Twilight turned and indeed the mirror glowed, oozing white and emitting a strange ethereal glow. 



The Eye. 



She had to get it back. 



That was all that mattered. 



“Come on, Spike!” Just to double check, Twilight put a hoof through the mirror. It went through. “Ready?” 



Spike grabbed her hoof. He swallowed, giving a jerky nod. 



And Twilight jumped. 










…And the void spit them into a gigantic library, into an amphitheater of books. Twilight, still dazed, was able to find her balance and landed onto the stony flooring. Spike however, fell on his bottom, narrowly avoiding knocking a desk full of lit candles, scrolls, and books. 



“Are you okay?” Twilight asked.



“Yeah.” Spike rubbed his behind. “Where are we?” 



“Ye have finally arrived.” 



Bells jingled.



And Twilight held her breath.



A stallion stepped forward, his ashen beard shimmering in the candlelight. 



“Star Swirl the Bearded,” Twilight uttered. She gripped Spike’s shoulder, ignoring his hiss of pain.  



“Thou are correct.” His eyes narrowed, and he cleared his throat. “I meant, you. You, are correct. Welcome to my scriptorium. Forgive my old ways, young Twilight Sparkle. It has been a long time since I’ve used the vernacular.”



“You know who she is?” Spike asked. 



 “You know who I am!” Twilight asked at the same time, seized for a moment by a fearful wonder. 



 “The stars, as well as time, has foretold of your appearance.” 



“But… aren’t you, you know, supposed to be dead? No offense.”Spike kicked his foot up, shyly. 



Star Swirl laughed, a great boom ringing from his diaphragm. “That, my young dracon, is another tale for another day. But now we must make haste. You have other pressing matters to attend to, do you not?” His hat jingled as he walked toward a bookshelf. 



“The crystal ball,” Twilight said, remembering why she was here. “Your All-Seeing Eye.” 



Like the winds progressing in an oncoming storm, his eyes swiftly darkened. “Yes. My final invention. Perhaps my most deadliest.” 



“The pony who took it used a mirror portal. And that mirror portal took us here. Is that pony here? Did you see the—”



Star Swirl raised his hoof, and Twilight silenced herself. “I am aware of who took the crystal orb.” 



“You know who took it? Well, tell us already so Twilight and I can go chase him down!”



“It is much more complicated than a simple game of run and chase, young dracon.”



“How? Is Equestria in trouble? Is the thief trying to do something bad with it?” 



“The Eye was never meant to be found in your time. Come.” He raised hoof, motioning them to follow him, and as they walked they saw thousands of bookshelves, packed together, stacked together, one atop of another. No hallways. No corridors. Only bookshelves and ladders. Overhead, Twilight was unable to see a ceiling, and when she looked at the tomes on the shelves, she noticed that most of the tomes were untitled. Each bookshelf also hung two candles. The combination of paper and candles made Twilight nervous. 



“What do you mean, it was never meant to be found?” Twilight asked, stopping. This section was messier than the area they had previously left, with papers strewn about riddling the floor like laminate. Besides that however Twilight was unable to note any other distinguishing features about the room. Besides the books, every room looked the same. 



“You know how the Eye works. It sees all possibilities.” Star Swirl rummaged through his parchments. 



“I had a question. If the Eye sees all possibilities, doesn’t it make almost useless? You can see all possibilities into infinity. It’s the same as knowing nothing, because nothing is definite.”  



“I do not deny that for it is but an instrument. If a pony should choose to observe the possibilities of walking the roadsides to school but a second later, would it be optimal for that pony to do so? The key is if the pony can correctly channel their conjured scenario and take the proper proceedings toward it. But, as all crystal balls are, it is a mere image of a future. Even if one chooses and sees their favored past or future, it does not mean that their actions will move towards it.” 



“But it might.” Twilight resisted the urge to stop and read.  



“Yes.” Star Swirl stroked his beard. 



“So whoever stole the Eye found a way to make a probable scenario a reality. Because the Eye was never supposed to be found in our timeline.”



“Correct,” Star Swirl said. 



“But how?” Spike asked. He, like Twilight, was staring at different blueprints of various mechanized objects. Twilight saw equations she had never even seen before, never even fathomed.  



“How indeed, but the answer is usually due to a sacrifice of the timeline. However, the how isn’t of import any longer. Now is the what.” 



“What?”



“Indeed.” 



Spike shot Twilight an incredulous look, and Twilight smiled back sheepishly.



“I think, Star Swirl, what we’re wondering is what do we do now? This pony turned a possibility into reality—using time travel, probably—and now has your invention. How can we get it back?”  



“You must engage in the chase.”



“Bah, you just said that this isn’t just run and chase! Or tag or hide-and-seek or whatever!” Spike threw up his hands, frustrated. He tugged Twilight’s mane and whispered, “Twilight, the more we’re here, the more cryptic he’s getting!” 



Star Swirl was giving them a peculiar look. 



“This is probably where Celestia got it from,” Twilight whispered back.   



“But what happens at the end of the chase? At that point, Twilight Sparkle, you must decide.” Star Swirl’s closed his eyes and raised his head to the skies, as if hearing something from above. Again, he stroked his beard. 



Twilight had a million questions in her head about the Eye and why he made it, about even Star Swirl himself. Trivial things like what did he like to read when he was a colt, or what did he think of friendship, or how did he get his cutie mark. But she dismissed those fanfilly thoughts, trying to focus. “But how can we find the thief? They leapt through the mirror, and the portal closed.”



A small, wooden box levitated from the insides of a table drawer. Star Swirl opened it and Twilight saw a necklace with three mechanical cylinders held inside a mini globe. Lines protruded from various ends, and if Twilight looked close enough, she could see the constellations carved delicately in the metal bracing. The cylinders—spheres, Twilight saw now—twirled and twirled, until it stopped, locking its position with a slight click. On the spheres, numbers scrolled, never stopping. 



“It’s—” 



“A time compass…” Twilight breathed. “I never dreamed of seeing one before so pristine. It’s beautiful. They said you only made three in your lifetime.”



“Bah, I made many such things. Dimension compasses. Time compasses. But this, particular compass is a multiverse compass.” 



“Multiverse compass? But… Wait, a compass. Why…”



“Twilight Sparkle, I tell you now and true. Your thief is lost. And so is my Eye. During their jump, the power of the Eye was too great and it pulled the pony elsewhere, causing a rift to open. This rift spans not only time and not only dimensions, but universes. Now they’re jumping through different universes, trying to get back to their home. This fissure will not close unless the Eye is back in itself rightful place. The Eye does not belong in their world, nor does it belong in yours.”  



“Then where does it belong?” Spike asked. 



Star Swirl said nothing. 



“You want me to destroy it,” Twilight said in understanding. 



Star Swirl took out a pipe from within his cloak, lit it with his horn, and let out a puff. “Celestia put her faith in you, and I must do the same.  Come. We’ve run out of time.” 



He levitated a parchment and handed it to her. Twilight saw that it was a thick and coarse, and its inking still wet. 



“This is a spell that will create portals. As long as there is a body of water or a mirror, you will be able to jump universes.” Spike gulped behind him. “Over here is a spell that will directly lead you to the Eye. As long as the thief is in possession of it, it will lead you to them. The compass is simply to find your way home. I trust you know how to use a compass?” 



Twilight felt as though she were taking a pop quiz. “I, um, read books on your compasses.” 



“Very good, then.” He nodded. “Use the compasses and the other spells provided on the parchment to find your way home.” 



The three of them walked back to the mirror room, and Star Swirl’s horn glowed. Once again, the mirror lit up.  



“Twilight Sparkle, as you search for this pony, you may see things that you will never un-see. These ponies exist, just as you exist. They live as you do. But for some, they do not.”



“What do you mean?”



“History has an ominous yet distinct way of repeating itself, though you may not understand it entirely. In its entirety, it is different, and you must remember that. These ponies are different. What lies beneath these distant shores, behind these closed doors will be treacherous. And I fear it may be a long way before you find home. Do not lose hope.”  He turned toward the mirror. “Your thief is currently in this universe. Tidings with you, young ones.” 



“Wait,” Twilight said. 



“I know the Eye was my responsibility and all, but if you knew about the thief, why didn’t you do anything to stop it? Why aren’t you out there, retrieving your invention?”  



Star Swirl gazed into her eyes, and for a moment, she saw a semblance of melancholy in them. Then, he closed them and shook his head. “Time has consequences for all who trifle with it. Unfortunately, Twilight Sparkle, I must stay here. Your noble assistant will serve you better than I would have, I’m sure,” he said and Spike smirked.    



“Thank you, Star Swirl. For everything,” Twilight hugged him.  



“Yeah, thanks for the help!” Spike said. 



“Well, what are you waiting for?” Star Swirl grinned. “Off you go!” 



Together, Twilight and Spike nodded and took a deep breath. With the necklace around her neck, the parchment tucked away in Spike’s bag, and with Star Swirl’s shadow looming behind them, they faced the mirror. 



And jumped. 




 



Twilight Sparkle fell out of a hung walled mirror and with an “oof!” Spike crashed on top of her, knocking both Twilight and an armored guard statue in the process. 



“Sorry,” Spike said. 



Around them, ponies, adorned with the fashion that Twilight usually saw during the Hearth’s Warming Eve play, were engaged in court. The two of them were undetected, in the corner of a hall of some sort, a throne room. And what a throne room it was. The corridors were enormous, wide, and empty, with towering ceilings that made her own crystal castle seem puny in comparison. And that door! It must have weighed seven-thousand-pounds, and was lavishly decorated with banners that held…



Not the two regal sisters.



But three tribes. 



“Spike, I think we’re back in ti—”



The door boomed, flying from its hinges, causing everypony, Twilight, Spike, and the citizens of the country to shoot up. They turned towards the door. And Twilight’s jaw dropped. 



“Is that…?” 



“I am Imperatrix Celestia Invicta, Slayer of the Dragon Legions, Tamer of Tartarus,” a very Celestia-looking pony boomed as she stood under the frame of the entryway, a vicious warhammer poised at her back.



No. 



“And alla you prancers better clear on out, because you’re raising the sun too rutting early, and I’ve decided I’m gonna take over and do it myself.” 



“P-P-Princess Celestia?” Twilight yelled and immediately regretted her actions. Hundreds of eyes shot towards her: Celestia, the regal mare on the throne, and the small frenzy of guards, countryponies, and nobles gathered around her. The sentry, with flimsy sticks shaking in their hooves, finally noticed Twilight, but as they looked between her and Celestia, they seemed confused where to take arms. They looked toward their liege, but her eyes also kept shifting toward Twilight and Celestia. 



“Princess?” Celestia said with a playful yet venomous tone, sauntering inside and cutting the silence with her heavy hooffalls. The guards, finally making a decision to block the alicorn warhammer warrior, bundled together, and in response she flashed a seductive, toothy smile. “Who are you calling a princess?” 



Twilight shuddered. Now that definitely was not a sight that Twilight was used to seeing. 



“Twilight. This is bad. We have to get out of here,” Spike blabbered. 



Celestia, or “Imperatrix” as she called herself, swaggered toward the two of them. Twilight stood stationary, feeling as though she had been tarred to the floor. 



“Twilight! Princess Warhammer is coming!” Spike yelled, his feet dancing as he tried to drag Twilight away. She didn’t know if it was because of the warhammer or the way that Celestia swayed so… unceremoniously or the fact that Celestia seemed so… un-Celestia-like. She did notice however that her knees were shaking. 



“Hold!” 



Another voiced boom, this time, from the stallion standing upon the throne’s dais. Everypony’s eyes now lay upon him. 



“Let us not raise arms against our fellow ponies,” he paused and pointed at Twilight. “You there. Come into the light. Who are you? An ally of yours, Imperatrix?”



“An alicorn?” Imperatrix titled her head, frowning. “I don’t recall seeing you in the Alicorn Tribe. From where do you hail?”



“Twilight,” Spike whispered. “Let’s leave. They don’t like us, and we need to find the thief anyways!” 



“I—uh, hail from… Equestria.”



“Equestria?” The mare on the throne said. “Is that in the Diamond Kingdom?



Twilight racked her brain, trying to remember old Equestria and its cartography. Diamond Kingdom. A banner of three tribes. Stylized warhammers. And the precise bulbous crown and the velvet cape the seated mare wore. Rarity, Twilight knew, was nothing but precise. And that went especially with period costumes. The mare had to be Princess Platinum and the stallion at her side was Clover the Clever!



Star Swirl, Princess Platinum, and Clover the Clever all in one day. Who would have thought? 



“No, Princess Platinum,” she started, giving a hasty bow to the monarch. “With all due respect, I’m not from this time period.” 



“A time traveler? Don’t tell me you’re one of Swirly Beard’s concubines,” Imperatrix laughed.  



Twilight opted not to answer that. “I’m looking for somepony. Somepony who also doesn’t belong in this time.” 



“And you believe this someone is in my court?” Princess Platinum gestured outward. 



“Not in your court per say, but in your…” Timeline? “Lands.” 



 “I don’t care about your pony,” Imperatrix said, levitating her warhammer. “I’m here for the rutting sun.” She let the hammer fly west where it smashed the stone walls and fell, crashing upon heaps of armored statues.   



There was a yell. When Twilight looked, she saw the hooded pony, crawling under the armor.



“There!” Twilight yelled and she and Spike took off. “Wait! Stop!” 



“That’s the pony, huh?” Twilight heard Imperatrix say and saw the hammer levitate.



Oh dear Celestia, she’s going to drop it on him.



“Wait!” Twilight, with her magic, tried to push the hammer away. “Stop!”



“Imperatrix!” Clover, his voice agitated, replied, “Forget these ponies. Let your matter be settled with a contest of champions…” 



With Imperatrix’s attention back on Clover, Twilight flung the warhammer aside, but just as they teleported, the pony ran towards the mirror Twilight had come through. Guardsponies chased him, but they slowed as he sped into the wall. The mirror lit up and with a fluid motion, the pony slipped through.

 

Twilight and Spike followed. She lit her horn, causing the scroll in Spike’s bag and the necklace on her neck to glow. 



“I’m sorry!” she yelled as the guardsponies watched, confused. 



And Twilight jumped. 




 



…And landed in what looked like modern day Canterlot Castle. 



This time, Spike landed on his feet. Immediately the two of them looked around, but the hooded pony wasn’t in sight.  



Twilight sighed. “Did we just ruin that universe, Spike?”



“No. Of course not, Twilight,” he said, his pitch cracking. “I’m sure it’ll be okay. Right?” 



Twilight dropped her head, and they walked. She was wrong; this wasn’t Canterlot Castle, but was still quite familiar: Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns. They looked in each door and through each corridor.



“How would we know if he jumps again?” 



Twilight levitated the parchment out of his bag. “I just check the spell. If the pony left this world, my compass will shift. But, for now the spell is saying he's still somewhere close.” Her horn, serving like a tracking beacon, suddenly flared. Twilight sensed the pony around. “Hm, really close…” 



And then they saw him. The pony was limping, Twilight could see. Probably injured during his brush with warhammer death. 



“Stop!”



They ran into another room, a large classroom set like a stage at the center, with rows of seats climbing upwards. Twilight at once recognized it as one of the testing rooms.



And she recognized the current filly testing too.



“Twilight?” Apple Bloom said. 



“Twilight?” Spike called, but when she looked, it wasn’t the Spike at her side, but the Spike sitting in a row, next to another Twilight and Applejack. “And me!” 



“Spike!” the Spike from her universe excitedly yelled back. 



Applejack as well as three unicorn judges stood up in horror. 



“What in tarnation’s going on here!” Applejack said. “Can’t ya’ll see my sister’s trying to take an important test!”



“Twilight what are you doing here?” The other Twilight asked, and Twilight’s eyes darted from her other self to the hooded pony. 



“N-No time to explain! Sorry, everypony!” she said, galloping away. 



Spike pointed both his forefingers at the other Spike, grinning. “Looking good, man!”



“Spike!” 



“Coming!”



They dashed through classrooms, teleporting until the pony broke into the mare’s powder room. The mirror glowed. He hopped in. 



Once again, Twilight and Spike followed. 



They jumped. 








…And nearly fell on a bed of nails. With her hands, Twilight grappled with the rope and pulled herself up. 



Hands. She was a human again. Next to her, Spike barked. 



Around, Twilight and Spike saw people dressed in all black and masked. They threw shuri-kens at one another. They sat on ta-tami mats and snoozed under ko-tatsus. Puffs of smoke went up and ponies disappeared. 



Twilight peaked inside a classroom—she supposed that they had teleported to another school—and found nothing but black masked, katana-wielding ponies. If the pony was still in his brown hood, it would be a breeze to find him.



And then it hit her.



They were human. What did the pony thief even look like? 



And then, she spotted her. Not the pony thief, but another Twilight. This Twilight was fuming.



“Celestia can get her own damn tiara back!” Before storming past her, Twilight looked Twilight in the eyes and gave an exasperated groan. “And how many damn Twilights are there in this world!” 



Twilight didn’t want to find out, nor did she have time to. The compass shifted. The pony had left this universe. 



Twilight and Spike left too. 








Spike picked up a newspaper at his feet. Twilight’s picture was on the front page. 



“Twilight Sparkle, dead at eighteen!” Spike let out a moan, his lips quivering. “Twilight, you’re dead in this universe!” His eyes filled with water and his nose started dripping. And before Twilight could even say anything, he started crying. “I-i-if yo-your dead. What’s go-g-onna ha-aappen t-to me?” Snot dribbled down his nose. 



“Spike. Spike, oh. Don’t think about that. I’m here right now, aren’t I?” Twilight unfurled her wings and embraced him. Still somewhat shocked about her fate, she levitated the newspaper over her shoulder, reading it as Spike tried to calm down. 



Then Twilight frowned.



“Spike,” she spoke in a deadpanned voice. “I’m not dead. This paper claims that every time I teleport, I kill myself.”



“Is that true?” 



“No! Of course not!”



“Come on. Wipe your tears. The faster we find that pony, the faster we can get out of these strange worlds.” 



The Ponyville here was the same as their own universe and they decided to eat. After all, it had been hours since they last had a meal. All this chasing was tiring. 



“What if we keep going around and we never catch up to them? I don’t want to be stuck doing this forever, Twilight.” He munched his hayburger. 



“We’ll find him sooner or later. Equestria depends on it,” and with a thought, “these universes depend on it.”



“That is, if you hadn’t ruined them first.” 



Twilight threw a fry at him. 



“Hey Twilight!” A voice called. Pinkie, Twilight saw, was talking to another Twilight. 



“Quick! Under the table!” 



“Why?”



“It’s Pinkie. And me. Again. I don’t want to make things worse here too. I hoped we’d be able to blend in like normal.”



“And lookie here! It is another Twilight!” Pinkie cheerfully yelled. From the proximity of her voice, Twilight knew that Pinkie was right over them.



“P-Pinkie, what a… pleasant surprise,” Twilight said, peeking up just as her other self dashed away. 



“Hiya Twilight! I didn’t think it was actually you because I just saw you in the library at your you’re-not-really-dead party! And then I saw you in the market, and I could have sworn you were still in the library, but I said hi, again, and you said hi, but you looked really tired, and then I said ‘why don’t you take a nap?’ But then you said you had nowhere to take a nap, and that’s just silly because you could sleep in your castle. But then you said no and so I started thinking maybe that Twilight was different from the Twilight—”



“Pinkie...” Twilight started.



 “—in the party. Because, you know, I noticed just now that that Twilight didn’t have wings. Not the party Twilight, but the other Twilight.”



Wings?



“Did you happen to resurrect one of your older selves? Or is it younger self? Or maybe you’re another resurrected Twilight because you’re acting different from the Twilight at the party too. And she didn’t have that pretty necklace that you’re wearing. I mean, I know you’re not dead yet… or actually, is it anymore?” 



“Pinkie,” Twilight tried again. 



“—But with you walking around everywhere and me seeing you everywhere I’m kinda sorta thinking that maybe you’re saying you’re not dead because you’re actually like a Frankenlight! Or a Twistein!” 



“Pinkie!”



“Yes, Twilight?” 



“That Twilight. She was a unicorn?”



“Yes.”



“And the Twilight at the party. She an alicorn?”



“Yessiree!”



Twilight’s head rang. 



“Spike! It all makes sense now. It’s me. I’m the pony thief!”



Spike and Pinkie gasped.



“Why am I gasping?” Pinkie asked. 



“Spike, we need to get that Twilight. That unicorn Twilight. Come on! Thanks Pinkie!” Twilight said and they ran towards the market, where Twilight had seen unicorn-Twilight headed. 



The market bustled with ponies, but unicorn-Twilight was gone. 



“But why you? Why did you steal the Eye?” 



“I don’t know.” The mechanisms of Twilight’s compass shifted. “But she jumped. Come on.” 








Much like the chase with Starlight Glimmer, Twilight jumped and jumped and jumped, always within reach of the other Twilight, but never catching her.  



Twilight busted through the ancient temple, both Daring Do and Ahuizotl following behind her, but unicorn-Twilight dove into the flowing riverbed.  








They jumped after crashing a date between Daring Do and Rainbow Dash’s father. 








They jumped after Twilight narrowly escaping another of her selves and another Celestia—with two heads. 




 



Twilight almost crashed into a flying, green, earth pony, but the pony kept her balance. She soared on over the apple orchard. 



Again, she jumped. 








Angrily, Twilight kicked another marionette as they danced around her and her unicorn self. 



She screamed before her other self leapt through a looking glass. 



“I!”






Twilight and Spike were lost in a sea of loving puppies, mutts licking and rolling over and barking, and they watched unicorn-Twilight, yet again, get away. 



 “Don’t!”



Chrysalis, stood nearby, expressionless. “Sic.” 








Applejack and Golden Harvest moved out of the way as Twilight teleported right into the water trough. She was soaked. 



 “Understand!”




 



 “Why!” Twilight yelled, after the other Twilight summoned a portal onto an iceberg, and dove inside. Rainbow Dash near her, watched in awe. 



“Okay, that was kind of awesome.” 



Twilight groaned. 








They found themselves in a zeppelin, hundreds of feet above the ground, over the water. It was perfect. If unicorn-Twilight jumped, they would see her immediately. 



“There!” 



Unicorn-Twilight ran across the metal stairway. 



“Twilight!” Twilight called out. “Twilight, why? Why do you have to Eye?”



Instead of answering, Unicorn-Twilight scurried inside a room—and promptly exited. Twilight and Spike gave chase again, but when the door opened, they crashed into two mares. 



“Spike?” A familiar voice asked. “And Twilight?” 



“What are you two doing here?” Scootaloo looked shocked. 



“N-No time to explain! We have to grab that Twilig—Wait! Sweetie Belle? Scootaloo? You two are so… grown.” They stood as tall as Twilight, with Sweetie Belle inching slightly higher. 



“Oh, stars! She looks just like Rarity!” Spike said, noticing Sweetie Belle for the first time. She wasn’t like the small filly in his universe, but a mare, much like Rarity’s current age. As Spike hovered toward them, Twilight saw both his eyes and his heart lit.



The older mares exchanged confused grins. 



“Um, we’ve haven’t changed much, you know?” Scootaloo said. “But you two look like you did when we were fillies!”



Sweetie Belle laughed. “You really do.”



“T-That’s, um. Never mind! We need to catch that Twilight!”



Without asking questions, they hurried to the engine room. Above, Twilight saw the balloon overhead, recent patchwork had been done. 



Unicorn Twilight dangled over the scaffolding, looking for something. Their eyes met. 



“Twilight!” 



Behind her, the two mares positioned a trap in case the unicorn tried to escape. 



“You’re outnumbered!” Twilight said. 



“Stop! You wouldn’t understand!” The unicorn let go of the scaffolding, and using the beam as leverage, pushed herself off the zepplin. Below was the crystal blue water. Her horn glowed. 



“Oh no you don’t!” Twilight flew, Spike grabbing onto her neck as they nosedived. She teleported and was midair, next to the unicorn. 



Twilight grabbed at her counterpart's bag. “Give it back!”



“No!” The unicorn teleported back the top of the ship and both of them crashed onto the ledge. There was a sickening crack as unicorn-Twilight’s saddlebag hit the ridges. She kicked Twilight, Twilight almost colliding into the propellers.  Again, the unicorn grabbed her stuff and bound over the scaffolding. 



“Twilight!” Spike yelled, pointing downward. The sea shimmered blue-green, but brightened, as if the sun was trapped in its liquid hold. Twilight, grabbing Spike, teleported once more. 



And with her teeth, she grabbed unicorn-Twilight’s tail. 



Twilight prepared for the sudden splash, her eyes squinting as she tried to pull herself and the unicorn upwards, but she was overpowered by sudden, overwhelming, encumbering spell, gravity pulling her down, down, down. 



The splash never came.




 



Two Twilights and Spike fell and landed… on space. 



“Where are we?” 



They were at the edge of the stars. Above them shown galaxies and beyond. It was as familiar to Twilight as the last time she came here. 



It was the place where she had ascended. 



She was filled with memories of Celestia and her walking through the celestial world, seeing her life, her journeys past. She let out a deep sigh, an unspeakable sense of nostalgia consuming her— 



Until she remembered why they were here.



“Twilight!” Twilight teleported on top of her and pinned the unicorn down. 



Unicorn-Twilight countered with a laser. With nowhere to run, they fought. Lasers. Teleportation. No obstacles in their way. 



Raw magic versus raw magic.



It was a fireworks spectacle. It went on for minutes. 



“Stop! Stop it, both of you!” Spike yelled suddenly. His efforts caused unicorn-Twilight to slow down and look at him, and for a moment, Twilight saw her eyes filling with sadness. When she clearly looked, this Twilight indeed had no wings, but she also had scars on her face, and bags under her eyes, a face weary and worn. 



“I can’t, Spike,” unicorn-Twilight said. As if in defeat, she sat on her haunches and lowered her head. “I…” 



“Twilight. Why? Please, just answer. I know that we’re not the same.  I know something’s happened to you. But, I don’t know why you need the Eye.” 



“We’re not that different, you and I,” the unicorn started. She stood, gazing into Twilight’s eyes; her eyes held emptiness. 



And nostalgia. 

 

“Twilight, I’m your future. I’m from your universe, your timeline, but older. You are my precise past.”



“But…” Twilight stepped away, her hooves, shaking. “But you’re a unicorn.”



“I gave that up.”



“How? Is that even possible?” 



“Spike.” Future-Twilight motioned for him. Spike, hesitant, looked at Twilight and she nodded. He walked over to her and future-Twilight embraced him. Twilight felt as awkward as Spike looked. “Spike,” her voice cracked, “was the very first casualty.”



And suddenly, Twilight didn’t feel so awkward anymore. 



“Twilight, I needed to find a way to fix things. I tried to save them, all of them, but I couldn’t. The princesses. Our friends. I needed the Eye. It was the only way.” 



“No… But there had to be some other solution. It’s just not…”



“I tried, Twilight. Everything.”



“What was it? A war against Equestria? Famine?”



“Dragons and the loss of magic,” she explained and Spike gulped. “But the Eye—”



“The Eye doesn’t belong to us. We need to return it.”



“But would you use it if you needed it the most? Twilight, you can’t lie. I already know what your answer is." 



Twilight shook her head, refusing to look at her. “We don’t even know where it came from!”



I could help you there. 



All three jumped. The voice sounded from every direction.



“Who’s there?” Spike asked. 



Hello, Twilights and Spike. You may call me the Keeper. Others have also called me Atman. 



“Who are you?”Twilight said. 



Just as I said.



“But what do you keep?” 



I am Keeper of this realm. This realm of… possibilities, if you will. This multiverse.



Future-Twilight levitated the Eye from her bag. They saw a giant crack on it. “Are we somehow in the Eye?”



Not quite. But the Eye and this realm are of the same ilk.



Twilight looked at the orb, illustrious macrocosms swirling within. “Did you help Star Swirl make this?” 



No. But he has been here many times before. If he had discovered the secrets of this place, I’m sure making that crystal ball was fairly simple. 



They said nothing.



“So you know the secrets of the universe? You know what will happen to her? To me?” Twilight asked Keeper.



I do. Your friend Rainbow Dash was just here. Once. But she didn’t want to be here anymore, so I took her back. 



“Is it true, then? My fate is the same as hers.”



Keeper was silent.



“Tell her. If you’re really the keeper of this realm of possibilities, tell her the truth,” future-Twilight said.



I cannot answer that.



“Why?” unicorn-Twilight spat.



Because it can change.



“Then tell me how! Dear Celestia, please, tell me how! I would give anything to fix it.” She muffled a cry and wiped her eyes.



Twilight, And Twilight knew he was talking to her. You know how to change it.



Twilight looked at her broken future self. “How did you get the Eye?”



“I stole it from Star Swirl. It flung through his mirror and back into the past. I used a time spell to take me there.” 



“You know we can’t keep this. We have to return it. This Eye. It’s all knowing, but it just shows possibilities, and it explains nothing. It can't solve anything. It's useless. And you know that.” Future-Twilight gave her a knowing frown.



"But maybe..." Twilight levitated the Eye towards her. Her horn glowed and she poured all her magic into the Eye. Images spread out before her. Herself. Her future. 



Afterwards, Twilight set the ball on the floor. “This belongs to you, Keeper.” 



There was a sound of affirmation. Then the Eye cracked, its essence flooding out and back to its rightful space. They watched the stars dance back into the skies, trails of stardust and meteorites and magic floating, specks waltzing and sailing away.  And then the Eye too, was gone.  



Spike didn’t say anything. Neither did her future self, though Twilight knew in her heart, it was for the best. 



Do you have your answer then?



“I do,” Twilight said and again her horn glowed. 



A ball of purple light engulfed her, wrapping her in a protective sphere, sending her upwards. Then everything broke apart, before coalescing once more into a tiny ball of light.



A ball of magic.



Her magic. 



“Twilight, your wings!” Spike said, poking her sides. Her wings, as familiar as her horn, were gone. 



“But why?” her future self asked, her voice trembling. “I can’t.”



“Do you remember why, Twilight, you gave up your magic in the first place?” she asked. 



Twilight’s eyes darted, as if searching for some unknown memory. And as time passed in this timeless space, they watched the other Twilight search until her eyes became empty. “I… I don’t.”  



Twilight said nothing more. 



“Does this mean, we get to go home now?” Spike asked. And Twilight nuzzled him.



“I think so,” she said.



“Twilight, are you sure?” Her future self asked. 



She nodded. 



They said their final goodbyes.



And Twilight, her necklace now pointing toward home, jumped.







As they traveled through the void, Spike and Twilight fell. 



“Twilight what will happen now? Are you still a princess?”



“I don’t know, Spike.”



“You’re not an alicorn anymore.”



“But I still have magic. I probably didn’t need that much, anyways.”



“What do you think will happen in the future?”



“I don’t know, Spike,” Twilight spoke honestly. “The truth is, she wasn’t from our timeline. But she thought she was. Perhaps there was just one, minute difference between us, something she overlooked.”



“Will she be okay?” Twilight knew he was probably thinking about the death in her world. 



“I think she will,” she said, recalling images from the Eye. “And I hope we will be too.”



For a time, Twilight wondered where they were going and what would happen to them. Her life lay before her, open. The possibilities, she knew, were endless.


      

      
   
      Please Nibble Responsibly


      

      
      
         “Heave!” Pinkie Pie gasped. “Heeeaaave!” She dug her back hooves into the dirt, pulling on a long, thin weed coiled around her front hooves. Pinkie pulled until her hooves turned white and her face turned blue.

 

Fluttershy lifted her wide-brimmed sun hat. “Oh, my. Do be careful.”

 

“Heeeeaaaavvve ho!” A flurry of dirt erupted as the weed came loose. Pinkie fell back onto the garden bed, huffing and panting. She lifted up her trophy, a wispy weed with a root at least two feet long. “Fear my mighty weeding powers!”

 

Fluttershy nodded, using her trowel to dig a small hole. “You could use the clippers next time if you want,” she said, pointing to the shears lying in the dirt near Pinkie. “For the ones that are too hard to pull out, that is.”

 

Pinkie stared at the shears and picked them up. “These would make it easier, yeah.” Pinkie wiped the sweat off her forehead. She pointed at a pot full of petunias on Fluttershy’s cart. “Say, mind if I have one or two of these?”

 

“Go right ahead. I think you’ve earned it.”

 

Pinkie lifted out the pot and selected one of the flowers, chomping down on it. She took her own sun hat off and used it to fan her face. As she chewed the flower, Pinkie glanced at Fluttershy’s ears. She swallowed. “Hey, Fluttershy?”

 

“Yes?”

 

Pinkie cleared her throat. “I dunno if you know about this or not, and I wasn’t sure if it was okay to mention it, but it’s really bothering me; your ear has a teensy weensy little bite mark on it,” Pinkie said. “It’s like either Mikey the mouse took a ginormous chomp, or Ginny the gator took a super small nibble.” She used her arms and hooves to illustrate the size of such a small nibble from an animal with such a large jaw.

 

Fluttershy giggled. “Oh, don’t be silly. Mikey has never tried to eat a pony.”

 

Pinkie set the shears down and scooted closer to Fluttershy, inspecting her ear. “It really does look like a bite mark. Does it hurt?”

 

“Oh no, not at all,” Fluttershy said. “Don’t worry, it’ll grow back.”

 

Pinkie poked Fluttershy’s ear. “If it wasn’t Mikey or Gerry, then who bit it?”

 

“Well, you know, it was, um,” Fluttershy said, her cheeks turning a light shade of pink. “Just Rarity.”

 

“Rarity?” Pinkie’s brow furrowed. “Why would Rarity do that? Was she that hungry? I thought you said you were going to a fancy restaurant last night. Didn’t they have food there? Or is it one of those restaurants where it’s so fancy, they don’t give you any food?”

 

“No, there was food. It was very nice,” Fluttershy said, lifting out a cluster of sunflowers and setting it into the hole. She pushed the dirt back around the flowers and patted it. “Rarity was just fooling around, is all, and she nibbled my ear.”

 

“Why?” Pinkie looked around. She set a hoof on Fluttershy’s shoulder. “Was she mad at you?”

 

“No, it’s nothing like that at all,” Fluttershy said, smiling and stroking her mane. “It’s simply a silly little thing that ponies do when they’re in love.”

 

Pinkie backed away and sat in the garden bed. She wrapped her hoof around another weed and tugged at it. “Do they?”

 

“Well, they can, certainly.” Fluttershy shrugged. “It’s a playful thing, is all it is.”

 

“Playful, you say?” Pinkie squinted and rubbed her chin. “How playful are we talking? Cracking a clever joke playful? Professional competitive sports league playful? Chess playful? Checkers playful? Young at heart playful?” She puffed up her cheeks. “Adorable widdle kitten pawing at a teeny yellow yarn ball playful?”

 

“That one, almost. Close enough,” Fluttershy said. “It’s my favorite kind of playful, anyway.”

 

Pinkie nodded firmly. “Mine, too.”

 

“And that’s all it is,” Fluttershy said, picking up her watering can and passing it over the sunflowers. “Just a playful little thing two ponies do when they’re in love.”

 

“Just a playful little thing, huh?”

 

“Mm-hmm.”

 

Pinkie tugged some more at the weed, then reached for the shears. “Just a playful little thing.”

 

~ ~ ~


 

Pinkie only had to knock twice before the cloud-door to Rainbow Dash’s house swung wide open.

 

“Pinkie! Hey!” Rainbow gave Pinkie a quick peck on the cheek. “You made it!”

 

“Hiya, Rainbow,” Pinkie said, giving a small smile. She untied the balloons from her waist and hitched them to a cloud-pillar.

 

“You’re like ten minutes late.” Rainbow zipped off to the couch and swiped her controller off the ground. “I’ve been waiting for days to take back my title as the Pong champion. It’s about time that the real Pong master takes her rightful place and rises to the top once again.”

 

Pinkie nodded, closing the door behind her. Her special cloud-walking shoes made soft puffs as she strolled over to Rainbow’s couch. She sat down and made herself comfortable.

 

Rainbow’s hoof hovered over the knob on the controller. She perked an eyebrow at Pinkie and grinned. “You ready, hotshot? Ready to be taken down? Down and around? Down to the ground? Downward bound?”

 

“Yeah, sure,” Pinkie said, picking up the controller. “Yeah, uh, I’m gonna take you down, too. Downtown. Downville, really, ‘cause we live in Ponyville. Not Ponytown.” She shook her head. “Nope. No sirree bob. It’s a ville.”

 

Rainbow withdrew her hoof from above the controller. She set it down on her lap and poked Pinkie. “Hey, are you okay? You seem… distracted.”

 

Pinkie gnawed at her hoof, her eyes drifting from the television screen to Rainbow’s ears. Pinkie looked down at her controller, nudging the knob. Her white paddle moved up a bit, starting the game, but the ball went past her paddle almost immediately. ‘1’ flashed on Rainbow’s side of the screen. She lifted her hoof off of the controller. “I wanna give something a try,” Pinkie said, playing with a tuft of her mane. “Is that okay with you?”

 

Rainbow raised her eyebrows. “What’d you have in mind?”

 

“Well, I mean, you know, earlier today I was talking with somepony, and her ear looked kinda funny, like someone had bitten it, and it turned out that’s exactly what happened.” Pinkie shook her head, tapping her hooves together and turning away. “Like, her marefriend bit her ear. Like, just a little bit, though, on the tip, and not hard or anything, and it wasn’t because she was mad, it was because she was being playful, is all. Is that a thing?”

 

“Oh, you mean ear-nibbling?”

 

Pinkie whipped her head around. “You know about it, too?” She sat back on the couch and folded her arms, pouting. “Why does everypony know about this but me?”

 

Rainbow shrugged. “I dunno. You weren’t paying attention?”

 

“I’m always paying attention!” Pinkie threw her hooves up. The controller she was holding flew up into the air, landing on the cloud-carpet with a soft whump.

 

Rainbow set her own controller aside, shifting on the couch. “I didn’t mean to offend you or whatever. Geez.”

 

“I’m sorry, it’s just…” Pinkie slumped on the couch. “It’s what ponies in love do, right? I dunno. It’s just a playful thing.” She scanned a shelf in the corner, her eyes stopping at Rainbow’s favorite board game. “Wanna play Battlestratus instead?”

 

“Nah. You know what, Pinkie? Go for it,” Rainbow said, running a hoof through her mane and smiling. “I trust you. If you want to give it a try, I’m ready.”

 

“Well, okay,” Pinkie said. She straightened up on the couch. “Okay. Yeah.” She realigned herself, first changing her stance to a sitting position, then a standing position, then a sort of side-lean, then a crouch, then settling on the classic sit.

 

“Gettin’ cozy, there?”

 

“Uh huh.” Pinkie inhaled through her nose and relaxed her shoulders. “Here goes.” She took a quick glance around. Hesitating at first, she brought her mouth close to Rainbow’s ear.

 

Then, Pinkie nibbled.

 

It was a soft nibble, just barely a gnaw on the tip of Rainbow Dash’s ear. The deed done, Pinkie pulled back and studied Rainbow’s face. “That didn’t hurt, did it, Dashie?”

 

“Nope,” Rainbow said, folding her arms behind her head. “That was actually kind of nice. Never done that before.”

 

Pinkie examined the tip of Rainbow Dash’s ear. It didn’t have a visible bite mark yet. “Can I try it again?”

 

“Sure.”

 

She leaned in again and nibbled, this time attempting a second nibble. Then a third. She continued to gnaw, her ears folding back.

 

Rainbow grinned and rolled her eyes. “Having fun?”

 

“Yeah, actually,” Pinkie said between nibbles. “You’re kinda tasty. I dunno if you knew that.”

 

Rainbow chuckled. “Oh? What do I taste like?”

 

Pinkie scrunched up her nose. “I want to say marshmallow. It’s so light and fluffy and kinda sweet.” She took another nibble and licked her lips. “It’s not quite marshmallow, though. It still has some meat to it, you know? I mean, not meat meat—that’d be super gross. I’m just saying it’s a little rich and dense, sort of like a Double Dark Delectable Delight Chocolate Cake, but also smooth and light, like the creamy milk chocolate icing on a Double Dark Delectable Delight Chocolate Cake.” Pinkie gasped, taking another bite. “Like cake and frosting at the same time! It’s incredible!”

 

“What was that?”

 

“I said, ‘Like cake and frosting at the same time! It’—woooooah my gosh Rainbow!” Pinkie gaped. “Your ear’s gone!”

 

Rainbow put a hoof up to the side of her face, searching for her ear, but nothing was there. Only a smooth patch of light blue skin remained where her ear had once been.

 

“I’m so sorry! Sorry sorry sorry sorry sorry!” Pinkie jumped up, scurrying to hide behind the couch.

 

“I forgive you times five, geez,” Rainbow said. “It’s no big deal.”

 

Pinkie peeked out from behind the couch. “Are you sure? Doesn’t it hurt?”

 

Rainbow looked at her hoof and shook her head. “No, not at all.”

 

Pinkie crawled out, settling next to Rainbow on the couch cushions. “Are you one hundred percent positive? It isn’t sore at all? There’s not even a weird tingly feeling up there?”

 

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Rainbow said, staring at nothing in particular. “I’m just surprised, I guess.”

 

“Surprised? Just surprised? Your ear is completely gone off your head! Because I ate it! How are you not absolutely bewildered?”

 

“Well, I’m a bit bewildered, yeah. I mean, I didn’t think we were that close,” Rainbow said, her cheeks flushing red. She put her hoof on Pinkie’s. “I dunno about this, Pinkie. I mean, this is moving a little too fast, but if you’re cool with it, then I’m cool with it.”

 

“Cool with it? Did you not hear me?” Pinkie walked around to Rainbow’s intact ear and shouted, “I ate your ear!”

 

“Pinkie, chill, it’s okay,” Rainbow said, pushing her away. “It’ll grow back.”

 

“Dashie, you don’t understand the implications!” Pinkie grabbed Rainbow by the shoulders and shook her. “You’re edible! How are you alive? Were you a result of one of Twilight’s magical experiments gone wrong? Have you been cursed by an evil witch? Are you a cake-pony cyborg from the future sent back to the present and programmed to kill me, or are you programmed to save me, my plucky son, and his dated haircut?”

 

“Yeah, okay.” Rainbow lifted Pinkie’s hooves off and picked up her controller. “Ear-nibbling’s a no-no. Got it.”

 

“How many of you are out there? Or maybe it’s just you?” Pinkie paced across the room. “No, but Fluttershy’s ear had been bitten too, by Rarity.”

 

“Really? Huh. Rarity told me things weren’t getting serious.”

 

“Well if things weren’t getting serious, they are now!” Pinkie bent down and covered her head with her hooves. “These are the most serious things ever! Have I been baking cakes with frosting for ponies made out of cake and frosting?” She slid down to the ground, pulling down her eyelids. “Have I been a cannibal all my life?”

 

“Seriously, Pinkie, chill.” Pong flashed up on the television screen, and Rainbow nodded towards Pinkie’s controller. “One-v-one me. Quit it with the cakes and cannibals and whatever.”

 

“No,” Pinkie said, standing up. She pushed the controller away. “No time for games. I need to know.”

 

“Kay. Have fun being all vague and mysterious.”

 

Pinkie squinted. “That’s what they all say.” She slithered across the cloud-carpet, sneaking out the door and closing it softly behind her.

 

“Hey, Tank!” Rainbow called out, looking around her and under the couch cushions. “You busy? I’m down an opponent, here, and you and Pinkie are like the only ones in this town that’re any good at this game.”

 

~ ~ ~


 

“Twilight?” Spike stood beside Twilight’s bed, adorned in his pajamas and holding a candlestick.

 

Twilight groaned, pulling the sheets in closer. “Mmm? What is it, Spike?”

 

“Twilight, I need to ask you something.” Spike set the candlestick down and wrung his claws.

 

Twilight stretched her neck, squinting out the window at the dark sky, which had only barely turned deep blue. “The sun’s not even up yet.”

 

“I know. It’s, um, kind of urgent.”

 

“Mmm. Fine.” Twilight sat up and rubbed her eyes.

 

Spike fidgeted, twiddling his thumbs as he glanced at Twilight. “So, um, why did Pinkie Pie come into our castle this early in the morning, and why is she eating your ear?”

 

Twilight turned to look. Pinkie sat next to her on the bed, affixed to her ear. Twilight cocked an eyebrow. “Pinkie?”

 

Pinkie stopped chewing and waved. “Morning, Twilight.”

 

Twilight blinked. “Pinkie?” Her eyes widened. “Pinkie, what are you doing?” Twilight shooed Pinkie away. Throwing off the covers, she rubbed the place where her ear had been and blushed. “I thought you were going out with Rainbow!”

 

“I needed to know,” Pinkie mumbled, her eyelids drooping halfway over her eyes. “And now I know.”

 

“Know what?”

 

“That my life is a lie and everyone I’ve ever met is a walking, talking, cake-frosting hybrid.” Pinkie’s head tipped down. “I don’t know why we’re all cake-frosting hybrids, but there’s some comfort in knowing that it’s a fact of life, you know?”

 

Twilight pursed her lips. “Pinkie.”

 

“Don’t worry, it’ll grow back.” Pinkie yawned. “You know what they say. It’s just a playful little thing. Adorable widdle kittens and yarn balls and stuff.”

 

“Pinkie, you should go home. Now.”

 

Pinkie caught herself from nodding off. “Yes, please.”

 

Twilight pushed the teetering Pinkie out the bedroom door, Spike following close behind. Pinkie skidded down the hallway and yawned. “You tasted good, by the way.”

 

“Pinkie, I don’t want to know.”

 

Pinkie’s head lolled back. “Bit of cinnamon in there, I think. Or nutmeg.”

 

“Pinkie.”

 

“Similar to everypony else, though.”

 

“Pinkie, I’m—” Twilight halted before she reached the front door. “ ‘Everypony else’? Oh, no. Pinkie, did you—”

 

KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK.

 

Twilight sighed. “Good grief.”

 

Spike pushed open the door to a crowd of ponies gathered around Twilight’s doorstep. All heads turned to the Princess of Friendship when she appeared. Applejack and Rarity were the first to come forward.

 

“Twilight!” Rarity said. “Everypony in town is cheating on their partners with somepony, but nopony knows with whom!” Rarity gasped, putting a hoof to her chest as she spotted Twilight’s lack of one ear. “Heavens, not you too!”

 

“Yep,” Twilight said. “No cheating was involved, though.” She raised her voice so the whole crowd could hear. “None of you are cheating on anypony, at least not tonight.”

 

“Ya sure?” Applejack said. She took her hat off, her lips curling in a pout. “What, uh, what about a secret admirer?”

 

“Well, maybe,” Twilight said. “But the reason your ears are gone is not because everyone just happened to be cheating on their partners. That’d be astronomically coincidental.” She pointed at Pinkie. “She did it. Not with ill intentions, though. She’s just never heard of ear-nibbling before, and she simply doesn’t understand it.”

 

Everyone sighed in relief and nodded.

 

“I understand. I remember the first time I discovered ear-nibbling,” Rarity said.

 

“I think we all do,” Twilight said. “Anyway, you can all go home now.”

 

The crowd dispersed and strolled back down the road to Ponyville. Pinkie started to follow, but Twilight pulled her back. “Not you.”

 

“Hmm?” Pinkie almost tipped over as Twilight stabilized her. “Why not?”

 

“You’ve got some explaining to do.” Twilight held Pinkie’s head steady as she looked her square in the eyes. “Why’d you eat the ears of everyone in Ponyville?”

 

“Don’t worry about it,” Pinkie said. “It’ll grow back. It’s just a playful little thing. Adorable widdle kittens and—”

 

“Stop it!” Twilight shook Pinkie. “Focus, Pinkie! Why did you eat everyone’s ears?”

 

Pinkie’s brow wrinkled as she stared at Twilight’s lips, mouthing the question. Stirring awake, she narrowing her eyes as she straightened up. She jabbed a hoof at Twilight’s chest. “Why do your ears taste so good, huh? Answer me that!”

 

Twilight shrugged. “Taste is subjective. I like coffee. You don’t.”

 

“But ears? Tell me you didn’t know you could eat ears!”

 

“Oh yeah, I think just about everypony knows.”

 

Pinkie jabbed Twilight’s chest some more. “But why are ears edible? Why!”

 

“They just are.” Twilight leaned back. “That’s how ponies have always been. Ponies’ ears are edible.”

 

Pinkie stomped her hoof. “That doesn’t make any sense!”

 

“Weren’t you the one that taught me that things don’t always have to make sense?”

 

Pinkie glared at Twilight, snorting furiously, her pupils constricted into pinpoints. “I swear on Celestia’s one-thousand two-hundred and thirtieth birthday bonanza coming up in November, this better not be one big practical joke where everypony wore some cake-and-frosting franken-pastries shaped like ears for a whole night just to trick me into eating them and making me question everything I believe in!”

 

“Actually, wow, yeah.” Spike said. “That would’ve been one of the best pranks ever. Y’know, minus the questioning everything bit.”

 

Collapsing onto the ground, Pinkie let out the breath she was holding. “I wish it was a prank.” She sagged as she lay face-first on the doorstep. “Can I go home now?” she mumbled.

 

“Yes, you can,” Twilight said, stepping out of her way.

 

“Thanks.” Pinkie forced herself to get up. Groaning, she hobbled off down the road to Ponyville. “If it’s a prank, I’m making a note in the friendship journal later that you’re all liars and jerk-faces. Right on the table of contents.”

 

“Okay, see you later.” Twilight waved goodbye. “C’mon, Spike, let’s get back to bed.”

 

“With pleasure.” Spike hopped up and ambled inside.

 

Twilight followed suit, rubbing her eyes and yawning. Just before closing the door, she stopped. “Hey, Spike?”

 

“Yeah?”

 

Twilight looked down the road at the stumbling Pinkie Pie. “Did you ever think it was weird that ponies’ ears are edible?”

 

“Nah.” Spike strolled onward. “I don’t question pony stuff. Not only can you can shoot magical lasers from your face, but you became a pony princess just by finishing a poem, and a free castle grew out of the ground as a result. And it’s not like Pinkie herself hasn’t pulled some weird stunts before. The whole ear-nibbling thing doesn’t faze me.”

 

“Fair enough.” With that, Twilight closed the castle door behind them.
      

      
   
      The Thoughts of Cake


      

      
      
         Being a Princess wasn't always a simple task; how she did her duties was important.



Celestia sighed, levitating a quill, and began to write. Again.



'Dear, Starlight Glimmer...'



Celestia scrubbed her head, touching her crown, then posed her quill, gently; she couldn't get her priorities right. She knew that even as a princess with centuries of experience, she wasn't without fault, but if she even hinted at it, she felt like the consequences might be dire. Perhaps moreso than usual.



Strange.



"Cake." she shouted, loud enough for the guards outside to hear.



A moment of waiting before one left for the royal canterlot kitchens. Good, they did hesitate, as they should.



Celestia felt a tinge of guilt; she had promised Luna she'd stop doing this. She wanted to keep that promise for as many days as possible, but she also wanted to eat cake. 



Cake. She needed cake to concentrate, and she needed to concentrate. Now.



Cravings aside, she settled down upon the mat, eager to end the process. This was her free time. She didn't want to waste it.



'Dear Starlight Glimmer...' she paused. What was she going to say? What could she say? A princess did not shirk her duties. Nor did she make false promises. Nor did she...



Celestia rubbed her head, again. She was playing Glimmer's game. She knew what she had to say, but at the same time, she couldn't convince herself it was the right thing. She didn't believe Glimmer would listen. Yet something told her that handling it the usual way might have consequences. And a princess's duty was to protect against,



consequences...



Celestia imagined herself slamming her head in frustration, but do that a Princess did not; she shook her head, tired.



Cake, she needed Cake...





*bump*



Celestia bobbed her head up. *bump*



*bump*bump*bump*



Celestia opened her eyes and leapt with uncommon strength, glancing at the door; she scuttled forth with both wings and legs; she seized the door and slid, horn swinging it open as she graced before it; her skills were regal, for she was an alicorn, and she could multitask...





Two guards, one open door, her mane discheveled. Zero cakes.



"Cake?" she asked, not tidying her looks.



The guard shrugged. "Sorry Princess, the kitchen does not have cakes."



Celestia nodded her head gently, smile twitching.



The guard shrugged, again. "Ah, actually, Luna arranged that..."



"Of course." Celestia said, eyes widening, closing the door halfway.



Celestia concentrated, thinking of cakes solutions to her problems.



The guards waited patiently, sometimes sending a glance.



Celestia adjusted her mane and crown, then opened the door fully again.



"What exactly did Luna say?" Celestia asked, her presence gentle, but royal.



The guards shrunk, hesitant. They glanced at each other in silence.



One of them stood up. "We were ordered to inform her of all cake activity, Princess."



The other spoke. "And the kitchens have been ordered to inform her of all cake related activities, Princess."



Celestia gazed silently as her ideas fell apart, one after the other; outdone by her own little sister.



"Thank you, my little ponies," she said, "please do not bother me further tonight."



"Your order, Princess." The guards bowed.



Celestia closed the door gently, and sighed. There were always guards who overdid it.



More importantly, she only needed to give an order, a single order. But if she did, Luna would come to ask why she had done so so early. Luna would ask why she couldn't wait until morning, again.



Celestia thought of just sleeping, or writing to some other pony, but she couldn't shake the sense of urgency.



Celestia looked at the window, big enough to fly through. She could use a simple disguise spell, stop at any place in Canterlot, or just visit the royal gardens. She could go,



eat anywhere, talk to anypony...



Celestia realised that she was not the best pony to convince Starlight Glimmer, yet knew not who else this Glimmer would listen to.



She thought of attempting to write again, she looked at her quills. Then glanced at her saddle-bags. She sighed. "I need fresh air" she told herself.



Celestia's magic grazed the room, sending various pots and quills and scrolls and books flying, flying to their rightful places. There were advantages to being an old mare, always putting things into familiar places; she was almost always tidy. Almost.



Celestia grabbed a cloak as she cast a familiar spell, and writhed slightly under the tingling sensation.



Gradually, her body shrunk, while her mane lost its magic and its colors, turning pink. She became normal sized under the illusion, but felt like a really big filly; she took off her royal garments, and stowed them away.



When the tingling left, she felt alive; she simply slid the cloak upon herself, wings snucking in perfectly, and took off through the open window.



Celestia scanned the perimeter as she flew, rapidly gaining in altitude. No defensive spells would stop her, but it wouldn't do to explain herself to a guard.



Once she was far away enough, she began to relax, breezing through the sky over canterlot. The air was cold, the stars were bright, and when she saw canterlot from above, she could swear it had grown. It was probably decades since the last time she had properly flown in the night.



Celestia wondered if she had ever told her sister how much she enjoyed this.



She looked down upon the city, so many places she didn't know, and so many that had dissapeared.



She remembered older days; when lighting wasn't so common, when ponies weren't so many, and when she would fly more often. And yet, she hardly passed more time with her little sister, back then. When was the last time they had flown together, not to get somewhere, not for duty or battle, but just to fly?



Celestia sighed. What was she doing? She recalled that pointedness in Glimmer's wording; that Celestia had banished her sister for the good of Equestria, and that ultimately, it had worked.



Glimmer's thesis was simple; someponies had too much power for their own good. Sometimes, it was better to confine these powers. Even lock them away, if possible.



An expression of absolute distrust.



The idea wasn't unusual, it was rather its application that was complex. But ultimately, Starlight advanced other ideas, ideas that came from her feelings and her reasoning.



In a nutshell, Starlight Glimmer promoted more drastic methods of control and education. "We control the weather, why not the ponies themselves?" was what Glimmer had expressed.



But Glimmer also stressed that Celestia, despite all her experience, had not yet proven the superiority of her position.



Essentially, Glimmer stated that someponies shouldn't be allowed the chance to even use their talents, yet Glimmer herself demanded...

the accomplishment of her wildest,



desires.



Celestia chuckled. Glimmer wanted to help Equestria shape up it's act, as if it wanted to already. 



Celestia chuckled, sadly, as she flew under the night sky.



The night sky was beautiful, but part of its beauty was something only Celestia could see, at the cost of reminding her.



But Starlight Glimmer had done so already; a unicorn with some unique talent, somehow wounded and distrustful, demanding the most drastic things to display what she could do, while insulting her ideals with poison-tipped words, as if language were a weapon.



It was distressingly similar, but what hurt Celestia was how she realised it: would she have taken her sister's demands more seriously, had Luna expressed herself in letters? Would she have located the threat sooner?



She was after all, the Princess of Royalty; she payed due attention to such letters.



Celestia looked down upon the lights of Canterlot, away from the stars, and breathed calmly, cloak holding despite the wind. The wind was refreshing, but it reminded her, of just how rarely she went naked.



Royalty. Canterlot was the place for it. Celestia had passed countless moments of her life attending marriages she 'approved' of. There where many events she had to attend, but only so many where other ponies were in charge. Where she would bow and greet and pay respects to ponies who would pass before she ever truly knew them. The ponies would greet her as if she were special, different, and always would they watch their tongue. Even Luna did so.



And then there was cake. The only thing that didn't care who she was.



To be fair, cakes were most enjoyable, and even if she gobbled them up and covered herself in cream, nopony would dare mention it. Instead, it became tradition to reserve cake for the princess. A tradition both sad and delicious, as she sometimes indulged into forgetfulness.



Celestia let herself sigh as she commenced a dive. Such was the life of a Princess; you upheld your image and random ponies served you, but you so often had to mingle with those you would never know. Who would always greet you the in the same way, whether their days were good or bad. Celestia remembered how much young Luna had listened to her, following her in every word and every suggestion.



Ultimately, you banished her for the good of Equestria.



Celestia looked down as she fell towards the street, wondering how much it would hurt if she didn't break her fall; but she stalled gently before landing; she had no desire to hurt herself. She stood there for a couple of moments, lost within her thoughts. If Nightmare Moon had never been, perhaps her sister would have left for other lands, never to be seen again...



The truth was, Celestia didn't know if she could have done better. But was that a thing to say to Starlight Glimmer?



Celestia looked up upon the nearest building, and sure enough, she gazed upon a patisserie.



'Baking is like love — it should be entered into with abandon or not at all.' was written above the door.



Celestia entered the place, and a doorbell greeted her as she passed the door. She marched within the well-lit decor, gently experiencing the marble floor, and the smell of warm ovens and fresh carrots.



A violet-blue mare smiled at her, waving from behind the counter.



The mare was an earthpony, green and yellow mane reminding Celestia of a friend long past.



"How may I help you?" The baker asked in jovial accent.



Celestia thought of talking with the pony, but just shook her head.



"That one, that one, and that one." Celestia pointed, as she spoke in a light, whimsy voice.



The baker blinked for a moment, then smiled. "Do I know you?"



Celestia also blinked, then looked up, ensuring her horn was hidden with both cloak and mane. "I don't think so," she lied.



The baker started putting the cakes on a tray. "That's a lot of cakes for a young lady."



"I, yes it is." Celestia nodded, wondering how 'normal' her appetite was.



The baker hummed as she worked, and Celestia's eyes watched avidly. Most ponies where so free of etiquette, so joyful and fluttery, but if Celestia had been there as the Princess...





"That will be... 20 ah... Princess?" The baker smiled meekly, looking at something, then gazed directly at Celestia in a transfixed stare.



Celestia's confusion took a sharp turn as she saw the pony's look pass from her to something behind her, then back again. She tensed as somepony's breath fell upon her shoulder, "Sister?" then cringed at Luna's voice.



Celestia looked behind, slowly. Luna stared at her with narrowed eyes.



Celestia stretched a smile to relax her new tension, then sighed. She threw back her pink mane and her cloak, revealing her horn, then levitated the cakes above her. She would never hear the end of this.



Celestia walked past luna, sat at a table, silently, and started munching. Luna sat, and narrowed a glare, waiting to speak.



Celestia stopped eating immediately, wiping her mouth with a hoof. Rarely did she garner a glare, even moreso from her own sister.



"You can let fall the disguise, sister." Luna intoned.



"Yes" Celestia agreed with a smile. Putting aside her cloak, she focused, dissipating the enchantement with well-placed thoughts, feeling a faint tickle as it broke. Slowly, she grew back to normal; her mane became multicolored and ethereal, her body became larger, and the shop slightly smaller...



When the tickling was done, her mane was a flowing river of pastel colors, and she sat taller than even her sister Luna.



Celestia heard a pony gasp at the counter, and rolled her eyes in mild annoyance.



Luna slammed both hooves on the table, half tense, eyes narrowed at Celestia, then she relaxed, and her eyes softened, as if giving up; Luna's forelegs slackened, and her head fell upon the table, hooves set apart.



"What am I going to do with you, sister?" Luna mumbled.



Celestia opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. It was the same as with Glimmer; she knew what she wanted to say, and she thought she knew the pony enough to know what she should say, but she didn't know what to say.



And ultimately, she didn't want to make a mistake.



Part of her was at a loss.



Luna just layed upon the table in silent agony, and Celestia could no more than offer a comforting hoof.



Celestia approached, hesitant, then embraced her little sister. Luna hugged back and they sighed together, exchanging a candid embrace, surrounded by each other's warmth and...



the faint smell of baked goods.







"Celestia, sister" Celestia's eyes widened at her name.



"Why did you come here?" Luna asked, sheepishly.



"I was hungry," Celestia replied, as her worries came to doubt.



"You could have eaten at the palace, why?"



"I can't tell." Celestia loosened her hold, biting her lip. She really didn't plan on landing anywhere.



Luna broke off from the hug, and responded with sorrowful eyes. For an instant, Celestia thought they hid a spark of anger.



The thought struck her heart.



"Are you well, Luna?"



"I am fine, sister."



No you are not.



Celestia stood back and sat upon the floor, lowering to her sister's level, then she paused, a doubt falling upon herself. She offered a gentle pat to her sister's head. "You know you can always talk to me, Luna."



Luna remained without cheer, unimpressed. "You as well sister."



Ofcourse, Celestia thought, we never doubted such truths, did we?



Celestia looked around to locate the baker, who was tending to other things. Still, it felt like a bad place for her to speak of personal ires; Celestia wondered where Luna would prefer to go.



Ultimately, you banished her for the good of Equestria.







Moments later, Celestia was eating her cake, as Luna rested upon the table. Neither would speak until they left.



Celestia would have to remember to deal with this situation, perhaps she would ask Twilight for advice; another test? Twilight always seemed to love the attention.








Between generous bites of cake, Celestia tried to finish writing the final answer to Starlight Glimmer.



Celestia had wanted to tell Glimmer that she ruled with ponies, not over them.



'Dear Starlight Glimmer, Princesses are not that important. You have a princess complex.'



It fell flat. She'd just overreact. I'd be encouraging her.



'Dear Starlight Glimmer, you are right.'



And what? Invite her to the Grand Galloping Gala? She'd decline the invitation, or state how they are 'acting' for social power.



And sometimes she would be right.







Celestia let out a burp, the cake was good. But it didn't solve her problems. Celestia thought back at how much more cake was eaten when her sister was gone. Celestia thought of whether it was good for her to speak so little with Luna, and in such a distant manner. Celestia thought of whether she thought too much.



Celestia thought she had passed too much time around boring ponies, too much time as a royal princess; There should be more princesses.



Celestia glanced at her room; cake everywhere. Even the scroll before her had bits of cake upon it. Mmm... vanilla cream.



She lifted a hoof pointedly in the air; "no matter" she exclaimed. She lifted the quill and wrote a single sentence, a sentence to bind the future of all Equestria.



Dear Starlight Glimmer, sometimes things are nor always right, nor always wrong.




Such was cake.



Celestia thought of adding more, but that was it; she did not know the future, but she knew that certain things had to be learned through experience, not told. Hopefully, this would be enough.



Should I even sign this?



Celestia looked aside at her crown, her necklace and her shoes; she still wasn't wearing them. Royalty.



She sighed and scribbled a simple '~Tia' at the end.



Celestia flashed a spell, making the scroll dissapear, then doned her royal garments once again; putting on a crown, four needlessly pointy little shoes, and a somewhat comfortable horse collar.



She sighed in relief as she wore them, for the sense of urgency had diminished. The power of prophecy was disconcerting; you never knew what you did right.



Celestia picked herself up for one last effort to end a very long night. She wiped the chocolate around her mouth with a towel, then threw it away amongst the dishes. She shuffled slowly to reach her bed before dropping upon it, then she curled herself to sleep.



In a last thought of her worries, she wondered if she should investigate this Glimmer more thoroughly; this mare knew much about cutie marks, perhaps too much; another gifted unicorn, another name cast between light and darkness. But the bed was too soft and feathery, and her remaining worries were lost in dreams, forgotten until the sunrise...



Whenever she came close to having nightmares, she would move in her sleep, and her hooves would reassure her; they had the smell of Cake.
      

      
   
      And What Rough Ballgown, Its Hour Come At Last, Slouches...
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Fic:



	Rarity's eyelids blink.  The gesture's slow, a very liquid thing, like powdered molasses.



	There's a reason for this.  Pan the invisible camera around and we see a less than fabulous scene unfolding across the studio of the Carousel Boutique.  All of the ponyquins stand naked, barren.  Rarity's dresses—it would appear—are currently shredded into silken tatters, forming a pile of fashionable detritus across the tile floor.  If we look closely—just squint, really—we find that the ripped fabric is covered in a fine white sediment, spread around into a solid circle that resembles an assortment of arcane runes.  Just imagine a bunch of two-dimensional cave drawings that depict extinct lizards locked mouth-to-anus with one another.



	"Huh," Rarity utters.



	Her eyes travel up.  Eventually she sees what we do: a persian cat crucified to the dress mirror on center-stage.  It's okay, though.  Opalescence's arms and legs are bound to the glossy surface by duct tape, and she's not bleeding.  Not yet, anyway.  Still, the little puss doesn't appear to be enjoying herself, judging from the frantic twitch in her slitted eyes.  If it weren't for the mess of thorned roses stuffed in her fuzzy maw, the damned thing would likely be meowing up a storm.  I mean, just look at her.



	"Huh."



	Rarity's eyes cascade back to the floor.  There, we see three ghostly fillies standing side by side above the hastily drawn reptilian daisy chain.  Why "ghostly" you ask?  It probably has something to do with the copious amount of baby powder dumped over their flanks—or perhaps it's the pale expressions on the children's muzzles for having been caught mere seconds before this so-called narrative started.  Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle are wearing matching feathers in their tightly-bound mane.  Meanwhile, Scootaloo's dressed in a stupidly fluffy white ballgown that trails no less than three ridiculous feet behind her haunches, and—I mean, goddess—what in Tartarus' name is up with that?



	Seconds drip by with the grace of kidney stones.  The silence in the room could crush an elephant into gravy.  We can't help but notice a mutual fidget among the cutie mark vandals, though they don't dare move too much or else they'll loosen the baby powder onto the floor and ruin the crocodilian sigil formed beneath their hooves.  Somewhere outside, leaves fall past the window.  Entropy and all that.



	"Huh."  Rarity swallows a whole lot of oxygen, and it's none too filling.  Her eyes waltz around the settling dust between her and the holocaust, and eventually her gaze falls on Sweetie Belle.



	With a monumental gulp, the twice-white creature opens her mouth.  It scratches like religious sandpaper against our ears, so just bear with her.



	"Okay, so before you say anything, hear us out."



	Apple Bloom joins in.  "Ya know how ya wait all yer young life for a whizzbangin' cutie mark?"



	"And then, like, one day you get it?" Scootaloo adds.  "And at first you think it's super awesome 'cuz you got it at the same time as your BFFs?"



	"But then, when you really think about it," Sweetie Belle squeaks, "You realize that you've been inexplicably robbed of your individuality?"



	"And so..."  Apple Bloom shakes white grit off her left rear leg, then her right.  Like a puppy, only with more countryisms.  "...in existential fear of losin' yer one chance at personal agency in this here world..."



	"...you figure that—buck it all—maybe you got the wrong cutie mark!"  Scootaloo fluffs the sacramental flowers in her mane and smiles past us.  "I mean, it can happen, right?"



	"There was a white ballgown here," Rarity murmurs, her eyes sweeping the dirtied floor.  "But it's gone now."



	"We're getting to that," Sweetie Belle says, gesturing at the fashionably adorned horse-bird-thing standing atop the powdery dais.  "So, as Scoots here was saying..."



	"You get to thinkin' that maybe all isn't right in the world."



	"And perhaps the way Celestia and Luna have been doin' it is wrong, ya reckon?"



	"And if there's a way for us to exchange our nigh-identical cutie marks for ones that are way more awesome and better suited for us..."



	"...then the key is to appeal to some other all-powerful being whose supremacy supercedes the royal alicorn sisters!"



	"And who else would possess such power except for some aloof, high-gallavantin' old god that time just plum forgot?"



	"So we went to Zecora for some advice on how to find ill-forsaken tomes of pagan origin."



	"But she wasn't in the mood for helping us call upon the power of an eldritch god and all..."



	"So we snooped around in her house after she done fell asleep from... sickle stripe anemia or somethin'.  Shucks... sure beats me how that smarty-pants zebra gets so darned pooped all the time."



	"Anyways, then Apple Bloom here found this killer sweet hidden map to the Temple of the Old Alligator Gods!"



	"And guess what!"  Sweetie Belle throws a puffy smile over at Scootaloo and Apple Bloom.  "It was just two miles south of Fluttershy's cottage!  Can you believe that?"



	"Eeyup!  We followed the trail of dead crocodile birds and then the rest was easy peasy!"



	"That's how we knew that we were on the right path.  Cuz—like—what self-respecting modern-day alligator would kill its own Neighyptian Clovers?"



	"Especially after forming a ten million year old symbiotic relationship with them!"



	"Darn tootin'."



	"But..."  Rarity swallows an invisible watermelon down her throat.  We see the formation of tiny, diamond tears along the fringes of her eye sockets.  "...my ballgown."



	"Shhh!  All good things, sis," Sweetie Belle chirps.  "Anyways, we approached the Temple of the Old Alligator Gods."



	"And it's really darn huge!" Apple Bloom's eyes widen with emphasis.



	"Soooooo huge," Scootaloo adds.  "Like, twenty unregistered hippos could dance in the doorway and not get arrested."



	"So... y'know how you knock on the door to somepony's house and there's no answer?  And your first recourse is to trot off and come back another day?"



	"Well, we didn't do that."



	"It was Sweetie Belle's idea."



	"But you gave me moral support, Scootaloo!"



	"Actually, if I recall, we just fell into the gul-durn crematorium chamber via the smoke chute."



	"Ohhhhh yeah!  Apple Bloom has it right.  You see, apparently they used to sacrifice bobcats and cougars in this place."



	"Which is what we found out, because we landed on a big stone altar covered all over with cat bones."



	"Ya sure they was cat bones?"



	"Pretty sure, Apple Bloom.  That or really really skinny donkeys."



	"Well, we didn't have much time to think about it, because that's when the cursed frozen eidolon of the lizard queen poured out of the porous walls of the place and manifested itself before us."



	"The walls?  I coulda sworn the regal spook poured out of the smashed-up bone meal of the feline dead!"



	"Whatever.  Anyways, the spectre of the lizard queen showed up.  We could all tell she was a ghost because she was covered in chains."



	"Lots and lots of chains."



	"We ain't kiddin'.  She had them comin' out of her poop holes'n'everythang."



	"I had just finished the bodice last night," Rarity murmurs.  She's looking at us, or maybe her nose just itches.  "Ponyrisian lace and everything.  My stars and garters..."



	"I know you're curious, big sis," Sweetie Belle wheezes, holding up a powdered hoof.  "But just hold on.  We're getting there."  Clearing her throat, she looks aside.  "Apple Bloom?"



	"Uhm, Scoots?"



	"Opalescence?"



	"Mrmmmfffmmmfff!"



	"Ungh."  Sweetie Belle rolls her eyes.  "Fine.  I'll start."  She fluffs the feathers in her mane and coughs guiltily.  "So... you know how you do something that you sometimes regret?  Like stealing from a cookie jar or lying about who broke the kitchen vase or osmotically selling your souls to the manacled clutches of a newly resurrected reptilian god of yesteryear?"



	"We kinda sorta did one of those thangs," Apple Bloom added with drooping ears.  "Not like we meant to, of course.  It was gravity that done pulled us down that chute."



	"And you know how angry a pagan lizard queen can get when she receives penitent visitors for the first time in ten millennia and they're NOT bearing the scrumptious flesh of feline virgins as a humble sacrifice?"



	"And you know how they threaten to place an apocalyptic curse on all equine civilization if you don't sacrifice a fitting cat soul for them?"



	"And we ain't talkin' about no regular schoolyard prank of a curse."



	"We mean something more akin to... all orifices of every mammalian creature melting inside out with boiling lizard blood while having one's eyeballs devoured by razor-skinned salamanders for five centuries."  Scootaloo yawns.  "While the continents collide with one another and several islands sink into the godless sea.  Y'know.  The classic stuff."



	Sweetie Belle nods.  "And you know that feeling you get when you're kinda sorta tasked with staving off Reptilian Ragnorak by... oh, I dunno... crucifying the prized cat belonging to somepony's older sister, stuffing her mouth full of roses, and then chanting the name of the lizard queen three times in a row so that some filly with wings can glide through the fresh hole ripped in the nether void and wrangle up the souls of every feline that's died in the eons since the last lizard epoch?"



	"Only, like, that filly has to be wearin' a super pretty dress so that she'll blend in with all of the brave winged maidens who've attempted the same feat in the past but failed."  Apple Bloom gulps.  "Or else she'll stand out from all them floatin' carcasses in formal gowns..."



	"...which means the necrotic feline guardian tasked with protecting the spirits' eternal slumber might find me—erm... find HER and eat the filly whole before she has a chance of bringing the souls back through the trans-dimensional fissure to satiate the newly-awoken eidolon of the lizard queen?"



	"Erm..."  Rarity raises her hoof.  "If you could clarify just a teensy bit."



	At last, there's a substantial belch of silence as all three crusaders glance at one another.  Then we see them squint back at Rarity.



	"Which part?"



	Rarity opens her muzzle again.  Nothing comes out, so she thoughtfully strokes her chin in concentric circles instead.  Dead eyes lock on the deader fabric clinging to Scootaloo's petite figure.  More leaves fall outside the window.  Minute hands, dust mites, respiration.  Somepony feels like sneezing, but she holds it in.



	And that's precisely when we hear the loud, rhythmic chime of the front doorbell ringing.  The powdered runes on the floor shift slightly.  Opalescence's panicked eyes flitter across the room amidst a sea of sweat.



	"Just one moment," Rarity says.  She turns tail.  Elegantly, of course.  What, did you expect a giraffe shuffling?  This isn't your father's wrestling federation, son.  Well, rats, now we're all distracted.  Way to go.  Philistine.



	Anyways, back to where we were seven seconds ago.  Rarity leaves the crusaders, the fabric, the powdered rune, the cat urine.  With a simple shuffle, she reaches the front door and opens it.



	"Welcome to Carousel Boutique where every garment is chic, unique and—oh it's you."



	"Package for Miss Rarity," Derpy drones, shoving some cardboard... thing through the doorframe.  "Standard shipping."



	"Mmm.  Yes.  Most things are, nowadays."



	"Please sign here."



	Derpy passes Rarity a clipboard and the dressmaker scribbles her name.  It's an elegant exercise—long enough for a pointless conversation to ensue.  Or perhaps some fractured facsimile of one.



	"How are your eyes, fairing, darling?" Rarity mutters.



	"Still dead."



	"And your parents?"



	"Also dead, thank you."



	"Well, I hope they get better."



	"And how is your day, Miss...?"



	"Oh, you know.  Entropy."



	Derpy sniffs the air coming out of the Boutique.  Her gray nose wrinkles.  "Why do I suddenly crave crunchy hay fries?"



	"Because sometimes even a genius needs help finding inspiration late at night."



	"You know, they're going to legalize it soon."



	"That's the government for you."  Finally finished, Rarity passes the clipboard back.  "Taking all the fun out of things."  She takes the package and backtrots.  "Ta."



	Derpy's eyes blink in opposite direction.  "What, no tip?"



	"I was born in Whinniepeg."  And Rarity shuts the door in her face.  We watch as she crosses the length of Carousel Boutique.  The dress horse only makes it about halfway before she's forced to stop in her tracks.  Maybe it's due to exhaustion.  Or perhaps it's because of the sudden rift in space time that's been ripped wide open in front of her.



	Rarity drops the package, and we can see the flimsy cardboard rectangle shoot off into a bottomless chasm of red and black fluctuating bloodlights.  The wailing voices of a hundred million ponies all chant out the same royal name in unison.  Meanwhile, high upon a celestial pedestal, a scaly bipedal spectre draped in chains is being coronated with a crown of cat fangs.  Between that sight and us, we bear witness to winged crocodiles spouting fire over droves of enslaved ponies drawing stones up a volcanic hill to complete the giant edifice of a reptilian deity.



	One would expect Rarity to be looking at this.  Instead, she's a bit too entranced with the burning skeleton of a persian cat hanging upside down from a shattered mirror frame to her left.  Her eyes dart to the right.  There, we see—as she sees—Apple Bloom and Scootaloo standing on a floating remnant of the Boutique's floor.  The circular burning sigil of limb-locked lizards smolders before their powdered fetlocks.



	"Okay," Sweetie Belle starts.  "You know how you get really impatient for big sisters to come back from answering the doorbell?"



	"It might seem at first like jumpin' the gun," Apple Bloom lisps.  "But... silly thangs have a way of happenin' on their own, y'know."



	"Huh."  Rarity blinks.  It's about all she can christen the moment with.  Could you do any better?



	"But don't you worry!"  Sweetie Belle smiles from ear to ear.  "The lizard queen says she's happy enough to enslave equine civilization for only one hundred and fifty years!  And about your ball gown.  It's being borrowed for a little bit!  It just has to float around in the ether for a decade or two.  Maybe three.  I promise it'll come back!"



	We hear a gross vomitous noise.  Scootaloo's burning skull falls out of nowhere and then rolls to a stop across the Boutique's floating floor.



	Sweetie Belle nods.  "That too."







	
      

      
   