
      Cursed Be He That Moves My Bones


      

      
      
         It was half past bedtime, but the feel of midnight had arrived early: that tremblesome feeling when the world lay silent, and monsters lurked beneath the hospital bed. Sweetie Belle couldn’t sleep. She was too ghostweary to sleep, and so kept glancing at the closet, where a pack of shadows had gathered to escape the moonlight. 



“But you know,” said the closet in a voice fit for knarred trees in a winter’s storm. “It’s not bad being a ghost, not once you get used to it. You can scare ponies you don’t like! You get to visit your own funeral!”



Sweetie shivered under the blanket, reminding herself that closets didn’t speak. Closets were wood, brass bolts, and steel screws, and whoever had heard of screws that talked? 



Even so, she gulped and said, “Wh-why would I go to my own funeral? Isn’t that weird?” 



“Weird?” replied the closet. “Weird?! Why would you not go? Why would you not want to see how loved you were? Going to my own funeral was the best decision I ever made.”  



Sweetie stared at the closet. The closet stared right back, unblinking.

 

“Closets don’t go to funerals,” Sweetie said at last, though her voice was only half sure and a quarter certain. “They don’t die, and they know when to quit lying.”



The closet shook its head. Or rather, with no head to shake, the doors opened and shut, opened and shut, ever so slightly, ever so slightly. “Hah!” it said. “I myself died right there, in that bed of yours. Such a gruesome, ghastsome death it was too – a dozen doctors by my side, and not a single pony one of them could save me...



“But I digress. I merely haunt this closet, because the bed is for patients. It’s for the most terminal of foals. The no-hopers. The final-stops. The end-of-the-lines.” 



“You’re lying.”



“Why don’t you have a looksee behind my doors?” said the ghost. “You’ll be joining me come morning, I shouldn’t wonder, so have a peek. What are they operating on again? Your horn? It sounded serious.”



“N-no it’s not.”



“Spell pox leads to horn-rot, which leads to magical terror trembles and the dreaded hoof-and-horn disease. Of course it’s serious.”



“No it’s not," Sweetie wailed. "Leave me alone.”



“You should think of something put on your tombstone, Sickly Belle, while you have time. Here. You can take something I’ve been working on. It’s a work in progress, but you get the idea.”



The ghost cackled, then began to chant. Its voice was that of tombs and graveyards, and maggot-stinking coffins buried in the earth.



“Cursed be he that moves my bones,

Cursed be she that digs.” 



Sweetie clambered out of bed. Her horn ached with every step, a pain like a hammer to the forehead. Yet she fixed her eyes upon the closet, and walked.



The ghost continued.



“Cursed be they who crack this stone,

Be boiled alive 

Like pigs, oh pigs!

Be boiled, be broiled

Like pigs!”  



“Ponies don’t eat pigs,” Sweetie snapped. “Stop lying to me!”



With that, she opened the closet to shout at the ghost.



The closet was empty.



Little shadows nipped at Sweetie’s hooves, and the room seemed bigger than before, larger, huger, vaster, greater, grander. She was alone. Her eyes watered, and with all her heart and soul, blood, bile and bones, she wished she was home again – yet the earliest wishing stars had yet to rise. 



“R-Rarity,” Sweetie whispered. “I… I know there’s no ghosts in here. Not really. But I need you...”



A moon gleaming pause. It was followed by the sound of hoofsteps, but Sweetie didn’t dare turn to look. If she didn’t look, then that meant Rarity was really in the room with her, and nothing could prove otherwise. 



“Whatever is the matter, darling?” said Rarity behind her.



Sweetie gulped. “I’m…”



“Come along, dear. Spit it out.”



Sweetie spoke in a mouse-voice. “I’m... I'm so scared. I’m scared that something’s going to go wrong tomorrow, and I’m not going to see you again.”



Rarity whispered in her ear. “That’s O.K. Everypony gets scared. But no matter what happens tomorrow, know this: you are brave, and you are not alone. Don’t forget that. Don’t you ever.” 



It was an hour past bedtime, but the feel of midnight had arrived early: that special feeling of sister hugs, and of facing the morning with bravery and courage.



Sweetie yawned, then finally turned and climbed back into bed.



She fell asleep. 
      

      
   
      A Deal to Die For


      

      
      
         Applejack looked into the storefront window and sighed.  Granny was getting so old now that it'd be foalish not to prepare.  Even with that spring in her step, she could pass away any day.  The mare took a heavy breath and trotted inside.



A bell tinkled overhead.  "Coming!" called a perky stallion's voice.



Now where have I heard that voice before? thought Applejack.



She turned to examine one of the caskets: a high-quality, polished walnut coffin with bedding that looked softer than anything she'd ever sat on in her life.  "Like a skeleton needs a mattress," she scoffed.



"Well, some ponies only want the best for their loved ones," chided that familiar voice, now standing beside her.  Applejack turned and snorted.



"Flam!" she said, as Flam grimaced and backed away.



"Be nice to my brother, Applejack," cautioned Flim, walking into the room.



"You two!  Of all the lowdown, dishonest careers, you'd dare to fleece grieving—!"



"Now hold up," said Flam, raising a hoof.  "We're not 'fleecing' anypony."



"That's right," said Flim, flanking her.  "We are but humble businessponies, offering comfort during a difficult time."



"Like hog shit you are," spat Applejack, and both brothers blushed.  "Pardon my fancy.  No, on second thought, don't."



"Applejack, please!  It isn't a scam this time," said Flim.  "Yes, our caskets are on the expensive side.  But they're worth every bit."



"See here," said Flam, opening a nearby casket.  "Solid mahogany, lined with the finest silk."



Applejack turned around, and both brothers ducked.  She gently bucked the side of the casket, echoing a pleasant knock.



"Huh.  That's some solid craftsponyship," she said.  "Where's the catch?"



"No catch!" promised Flim, with a grin.  "We can make a killing these days with the population boom, you know."



"Our supplier does all the work.  We control the shipping, and mark up prices accordingly," said Flam.



"How much?" asked Applejack.



"That one is fifty-thousand," said Flim, smiling wide.



"Fifty-thousand bits?" gasped Applejack, her jaw slack.  "You're pullin' Kicks McGee!"



"Well, it's like we said.  Some ponies only want the best for their loved ones," said Flam, gently placing a leg around Applejack's withers.



Applejack bucked the leg off her back.  "When Granny kicks the bucket someday, her corpse ain't gonna feel nothin'.  I just need somethin' solid that'll decompose nice, so she can feed the orchard like she wants.  We can rent a show casket for the viewin'."



"We do rentals too!" said Flim.  "One-thousand for this one, and it's guaranteed to be completely cleaned between showings."



"Hmm. That's a lot of bits, but ain't bad in this market," admitted Applejack.  "I can't believe I'm sayin' this, but I'll get back to you."



Flam and Flim beamed with pride.



"This is for Granny Smith, yes?" asked Flim.



"You are so thoughtful to plan for her!  But naturally, we hope your granny lives another hundred years," said Flam.



"Wait!" said Flim.  Dashing into the back room, he returned with a wrapped present.  "A gift for your grandmother," he offered, floating it over to Applejack with a wink.



Applejack grabbed the gift and tore through the paper.



"Don't you want it to be a surprise for your dear granny?" Flam said, nervously.



"Nnope," said Applejack.  Inside the box was an unlabeled glass jar filled with what looked like peanut butter.



"Luxury-quality peanut spread," said Flim, wearing a plastic grin.  "For a mare with a sweet tooth."



Applejack unscrewed the lid, tapped her hoof into the confectionary, and licked.  Her eyes narrowed and she growled like a timber wolf.



Flim and Flam backed up as Applejack stomped forward.  "N-not a fan?" asked Flam.



"We have other—" began Flim.



"This spread's got hazelnuts.  Granny's deathly allergic," said Applejack.



Flim gasped and held his hooves to his face.  "Oh my goodness!  We had no idea!" he said.



"She listed her allergies when you pedalled that 'miracle tonic' last year!" snarled Applejack.



"Oops?" whimpered Flam.








Flam lit his horn, illuminating the cramped space he and his brother now occupied.



"You don't suppose she would leave us nailed in forever?" asked Flim.



"A customer is bound to walk in and discover us soon enough," reassured Flam.



"Although, the caskets are nearly soundproof," noted Flim.



"But it's a good thing they're so soft inside, isn't it!" said Flam.



Flim squirmed in place.  "Oh dear.  Perhaps we should have washed out the maggots from the previous rental."



Out on the abandoned showroom floor, if a pony listened very closely, they could almost hear the cries for help.
      

      
   
      Pie to Pie


      

      
      
         The day dawned through every shade of topaz--red to yellow to pale, watery blue overhead.  Igneous Rock Pie's eyes roved across the horizon, comparing the official weather schedule against his own reckoning, and his chin dipped microscopically in grim satisfaction.  'Twould surely be a fine day for it, if it had to be any day at all.








The sun was at its zenith, and the family was gathered where the south and west fields met, behind the house.  In a small, fenced off plot, simple stone markers were neatly planted in tidy, tight rows, each ones bearing a name and a pair of dates.  Igneous' family had always used this spot, for as long as there had been a Pie Rock Farm.  High noon was also traditional, but dawn and dusk happened sometimes, too, for the right ponies.



Igneous sat himself behind the newest marker, face carefully blank, and the rest of his family sat facing him, two by two with an aisle between them.  His wife, Cloudy Quartz, sat in front on his right, with Limestone beside her, Maud behind her, and their youngest, yet un-marked daughter, Maurina Alice, filling out the square.



He thought it best not to keep anypony waiting, and cleared his throat.



“In the midst of life, we are stopped in passing.  Of whom may we ask for surety as one among us passes from one life into the next, but of the bones of the earth which embrace us all?”  Igneous paused to place one hoof on the marker in front of him before continuing, “And though--” after a moment’s hesitation, he cleared his throat again, swallowed thickly, and continued, “And though I may today lose a daughter, my heart is glad, and my spirit rejoiceth for her.”  



He took a deep breath of the silence of the farm before finishing, “In sure and certain hope of a long life well lived, we commend to the earth the name Pinkamina Diane Pie; rock to rock,”--his hoof tapped heavily on the marker--”gravel to gravel,” Igneous paused, and Cloudy leaned forward, spreading a small mound of aggregate from the west quarry in a line below the marker, left to right, “dust to dust.”  



Limestone did the same as her mother with a lump of dirt from the floor of the silo, right to left, and then everypony turned to face the back door of the house.  It banged open abruptly to reveal a grinning, pink filly with a wild poof of curls instead of a mane.  Igneous fancied he could see her vibrating in place.



Igneous watched her new cutie mark as she marched across the yard to join the rest of her family.  It shone brilliantly in the noon-day sun, even though it had to compete with the searing pink of her coat, and he wondered how often he would see it after today.



She brought herself to a stop between her mother and her older sister, looking up to meet Igneous’ eyes.  He found that it had been no fancy--she was vibrating in place, and her grin was wider than any Igneous had ever seen.  He took a deep breath, steeled himself, and leaned down to her level.



“Now and henceforth… who art thou?”



She took a deep breath, ballooning her tiny chest before announcing, “My name is Pinkie.  Pinkie Pie!”



Igneous’ let out his breath and his flat mouth broke into a smile.  He felt the tension flow from his shoulders for the first time since Pinka--Pinkie’s first party.  “Then the earth bless thee, Pinkie Pie, and keep thee in peace.”
      

      
   
      Like Friends for the Friendless


      

      
      
         There is an airship in the sky, and it is burning. It wheezes, coughs, splintering wood, a crackling sound in the distance, a sputtering engine, a howling exhaust. The first smoke is wispy and white, hard hot breaths in cold air. The ship is wheezing, trying to catch its breath. The hull seizes and swells like a beating heart.



Twilight watches from the ground, and for a moment she wonders if the airship is coming alive. She wonders if she is witnessing a genesis, the shaky first steps of a newborn.



And then there is a shriek and a scream. And then the smoke turns black and thick as coal. And then the ship is brilliant with the oranges and yellows and reds of fire.



The pilot, if there still is a pilot, is losing control. The ship twists. Little pieces fall away from its deck. They are heavy and solid, wriggling and spinning. From far away, their forms are indistinct. They could simply be bits of mast and lumber, someone nearby says.



Twilight reaches for them anyway. She does not think. It is an instinctual action, a great loose net thrown into the air. It is also pointless. She is much too far away, and they all fall through unhindered.



The ship sputters. A brittle thunderclap sounds out overhead, and the airship flips onto its side. It spirals down, tumbles end over end, disintegrating in the air. It loses from, becomes a storm of wood and fire and smoke, a storm raging furiously towards the ground. Behind, it leaves a trail of smoke. The trail holds its shape better than the wooden frame of the airship. The smoke is a tight spiral, and then stretches long and languid overhead, a snake uncoiling in the sky.



Twilight is running now, not away but towards the airship. Already she is doing the calculations. Size, model, and type of aircraft, total potential capacity, actual passenger capacity. Her legs are aching, burning. Her eyes sting with sweat. Her body is buffeted by ponies fleeing in the opposite direction. Angles of descent and velocities, wind resistance, actual speed and acceleration, where in Ponyville it will land, what will be crushed.



It is a passenger ship, likely able to accommodate upwards of two hundred ponies. It will crash just outside of Ponyville. Time until impact—not nearly enough.



Twilight knows she will not make it in time to make any difference. Mathematics is a cold and exacting art, as Twilight herself once was. Uncaring for the hundred-some lives in that fiery storm cloud racing towards the earth.



She runs faster anyway. She closes her eyes, but opens her mind. She searches for a spark in the fire.



This is something she knows, something she is good at, something she is intimately familiar with. First, as a filly, she learned to find the spark in herself. Then it was only a murmur, barely noticeable, but alive. Now it is an inferno deep in her chest, ready to be pulled out and thrown into the world.



Twilight reaches out, searches the falling airship, and she finds nothing. She remembers, unbidden and without warning, her entry exam for Celestia's school. She remembers the terror of searching for the spark in her chest and in the egg and finding the world barren, finding herself barren. She feels that terror again now, as she sifts desperately through the flames, and the airship nears the ground.



She remembers the sonic rainboom, when the spark ignited. She remembers the years of training in the school afterwards. The instructors taught her self control. They taught her to find the spark in the world around her. First in her fellow students, and then in the class pet, and then in the plants of the school arboretum.



She remembers finding it in her new friends in Ponyville. She remembers finding it in the bond that formed between them. She remembers watching that spark grow and strengthen, something like new life. She remembers the schoolmates who questioned aloud whether she would ever find a friend.



Twilight forgets everything else, and she reaches into the burning airship. She finds it—the spark. Only one. A flickering candle in a lit furnace. Twilight envelops it. She remembers the joy of finding a spark in a place all thought barren.



The airship collapses, explodes. The heat singes her coat as she pulls a single foal, unharmed, from the flames. She holds the spark close, never lets go.
      

      
   
      The Power of Love


      

      
      
         The sounds of shouting and heavy hooffalls upon stone interrupted Chrysalis in mid-sentence. She looked past the gathering of her wiser drones as the chitinous door at the end of the chamber burst open, admitting a knot of guards clutching an ill-kempt unicorn.



“My queen!” The prisoner shouted, nearly leaping despite the sticky green substance that was hobbling his legs.



Chrysalis stood. “What in Tartarus is the meaning of this?”



One of the guards stepped away from the unicorn and bowed. “Your majesty, we found him crossing the great swamp around our borders. We would not bring a prisoner directly to you, but…”



The prisoner shoved several of the guards in one swift motion, breaking free and staggering toward her as quickly as his bonds would allow. The drones at Chrysalis’ table tensed.



“My queen,” the unicorn said, his lips pulling back into a beatific smile. “I could not let them drain me, for my love is yours alone!”



Chrysalis narrowed her eyes and looked at the guards. “He would not ‘let’ you drain him? Why should I keep guards that won’t subdue a trespasser who says ‘no?’”



The nearest guard swallowed. “Please, your majesty, his strength…”



“Is yours!” The prisoner roared, throwing himself down at her hooves, which he began to kiss. Chrysalis recoiled. “Please, my queen, I ask only that you take my love yourself. Grant me this one request!”



Chrysalis sniffed. “Your scent is… fulsome, but this must be treachery. Nopony in their right mind would ask to be drained.”



He gazed through her with wide, bloodshot eyes. “Please… the common rabble did not see the beauty of your conquest over Canterlot, but to me your inspiration was like none other. You are my muse and my avenging angel; beautiful and terrible in equal measure.” He shook, and curled his parched lips into a rictus. “Please. I love you. Finish for me what you started on that day of judgment!”



She frowned, and looked from guard to guard. Many wouldn’t meet her eyes, but those who did either shrugged or bowed in deference.



Eventually she looked back down at him.



“Very well. I see no harm in draining you myself before you go to rot down in the dungeon…”








“Your highness, he still calls for you.”



Chrysalis turned away from the large, serious-looking drone. Waves of hunger broke against her.



“And you’re certain that he… cannot be moved?”



“I’m sorry, your highness. Your choice of prisoners to feed on is, of course, your prerogative. But if I may speak frankly, this one wasn’t well in either body or mind when he arrived in my dungeons, and he’s only deteriorated since you made him your exclusive food source.”



“You cannot know the sweetness of his love,” she breathed. “He doesn’t see me with revulsion, but with reverence. He…” She found herself blushing like a fool. “I… held him, the last time I fed from him. He asked me to, and I… the love was so much sweeter, more than ever before.”



The drone cleared his throat. “Your highness, with respect… he might have been at Canterlot when we invaded, but I don’t think the pony who he was survived our invasion.”



“So what?” Chrysalis spat. “The love I feel from him is genuine.”



“Highness, you’ve said that nopony in full command of their own faculties wishes to be taken by us.”



She snarled. “And you think that he is not? How could I be feeling what I feel from him, were that the case?”



The drone bowed. “I beg forgiveness; I have spoken out of turn.”



Chrysalis inclined her head. Her features softened. “I... wish to see him.”



“Of course, your majesty.”








They stopped at the end of a dank, despondent line of barred doors. The guard opened a lock, and Chrysalis stepped in.



Her heart leapt as she spotted him lying on the floor, but she frowned as she watched his ragged breathing for a moment, and studied his emaciated frame.



She turned her gaze toward the cell walls, and froze. Portrait after portrait of herself stared back at her, looking regal, or fearsome, and sometimes both. Hardly a hoof-span of the walls were bare.



“What does he draw with?”



The drone coughed. “Anything at hoof, your majesty.”



“They’re beautiful,” she whispered, looking away.



“Majesty?”



She shook her head. “Break his legs, badly. Take his tongue as well. Then dump him in the nearest pony village.”



The drone bowed. “As you wish.”
      

      
   
      The Blue and the Dim and the Dark


      

      
      
         Fluttershy knocked on the door to the Carousel Boutique and let herself in. It was after hours, and Rarity’s shop was closed to the public, but as usual the door was unlatched.



“Rarity?” Fluttershy wiped her hooves on the mat inside the door, brushing away the snow and slush from the street. “I got your message.”



“In here, darling!” Rarity’s voice came from the workshop. “Come on back.”



Fluttershy pushed through the cloth partition. As she expected, Rarity was standing beside one of her mannequins, puzzling over the final details of her latest creation.



And what a creation it was – every shade of blue Fluttershy knew existed, and many more she had no names for. Pleats of cyan and teal and sapphire lay across sheaves of viridian and lapis and iris. A rainbow, all in blue, in all the shades of night.



“Oh, Rarity,” she whispered. She drew closer, and when Rarity nodded, she reached out a hoof to touch the collar. The fabric was smooth as water and caught the light with a metallic sheen. She leaned forward to brush her cheek against the cloth. It felt like a cloud, and smelled like cotton and dreams.



“It’s wonderful,” she continued. “I mean, I knew it was going to be beautiful when I saw the drawings, but this… It’s beautiful.”



“You say that, but every time I look at it I see something else to fix. Something that’s not perfect.” Rarity frowned at the dress. “But I’ll never finish if I keep thinking like that. It’s time to put a pin in it.”



Fluttershy smiled and her wings fluffed with joy. “You’re ready, then? You’re going to talk to her?”



“Yes. Well, sort of. It’s, ah, complicated.” Rarity dithered and fussed with the already perfect saddle. “You know her birthday is coming up. I was just going to give it to her as a present, and let it speak for itself.”



Fluttershy’s smile slipped away. She trotted around the mannequin to Rarity’s side, and sat with her wing across the unicorn’s back. “Rarity, you said you were going to talk with her. Tell her how you felt. This—” she gestured at the dress with her other wing “—is wonderful, and it will show her how strongly you feel, but it’s not what really matters. You know that.”



Rarity slipped out from beneath Fluttershy’s wing. “If I talk to her, she might say ‘no.’ Or worse, she might feel sorry for me! She would just smile and say it’s lovely but that she doesn’t really think of me that way, that we’re just friends, and… oh! Just thinking about it makes me want to tear this dress up and never mention it again.”



“Well, I think that would be a real shame,” Fluttershy said. “But dreams are worth fighting for. What if she says ‘yes’?”



“If, Fluttershy! If!” Rarity stomped in a dainty circle around the dress. “But if I just give her this gift, won’t she understand what I mean? Then, if she reciprocates, she can confess how she feels and we’ll both be utterly happy. And if she doesn’t, she’ll just thank me for the dress and needn’t say any more, and she won’t have to reject me, and nopony gets hurt!”



“Sometimes love hurts, Rarity. But you can’t be afraid of it.”



Rarity was silent for a spell, and then she let out a long sigh. “When did you become so forward, Fluttershy? So daring?”



“Oh, I’m not. I think if I were in love with a pony I’d be afraid too, even if they came to me. Maybe that’s why she hasn’t said anything yet? Maybe she’s afraid, too?”



Rarity snorted. “Wouldn’t that be perfect? Love, defeated by fear of being hurt.”



“It sounds sad, like that.”



“Not sad. Pitiful. Do you think I’m pitiful, Fluttershy?”



Fluttershy shook her head. “I’m the pitiful one, Rarity. I just think that—urk!”



She found she suddenly couldn’t breathe, so tightly were Rarity’s forelegs wrapped around her chest. As hugs went, it was something between a corset and a boa constrictor.



“You’re not pitiful,” Rarity whispered fiercely. “Sometimes I think you’re the best of us.”



Seconds later, when she could breathe, “Only because of my friends. Especially the brave ones.”



“Bravery.” Rarity glanced at the dress, then down at her hooves. “Odd, how facing her is harder than facing a dragon. But I think you’re right. We… I’ll talk with her.”



Fluttershy smiled. “That’s a good first step.”
      

      
   
      So Great and Powerful


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      We Only Live Twice


      

      
      
         As strange as it was to see Bon Bon walking into her own funeral, the real shock was when Lyra stepped into the doorway behind her.



The unicorn's mouth dropped open and stayed there. The room full of Bon Bons—who had swiveled to face her as one—stared back with the same wide-eyed horror. The Bon Bon at Lyra's side had a calm muzzle, but she was a coiled spring beneath that mask.



I was the first to react—I had been facing the back of the basement as I spoke at the lectern by Bon Bon's coffin, so I had a fraction of a second longer than the others to process the scene. "Number One," I said, "what's she doing here?"



The noise seemed to galvanize Lyra, and her head swung to the Bon Bon at her side. "Bonnie," she said to Number One, "what's going on?"



"It's alright, Seventeen," Number One said. "I need her to see this."



"Who are they? Are they changelings? Are you…" Lyra's eyes slid toward the coffin as if rolling down a rain-slicked hill. "Wait, is she…"



"That was Number Eight," One said, her voice controlled but her emotions unrestrainable. "She brought you breakfast in bed on the day of the attack, while I was in Canterlot delivering a report. When the bugbear arrived, she tried to lead it away from Ponyville, but it killed her." One's voice wavered. "Then it realized she wasn't a pony, and attacked town to look for the real me. …Please, Seventeen. Continue the eulogy.  I didn't mean to interrupt."



I swallowed, reassembling mental fragments of my speech. "I, ah…was just reminiscing about how brave Eight was. How she was the only drone to fight our queen alongside you to rescue the rest of us from the hive. She set an example every day that the rest of us still struggle to live up to." I realized Lyra's shock was swirling into fear, and tried to defuse it. "And I think she loved Lyra nearly as much as you did, Number One."



Lyra's eyes whipped back and forth between me and One, and then her voice and emotions both frosted over. "Bonnie—"



"We're changelings, but Number One's a real pony," I frantically clarified, and felt the ice fractionally recede. 



One turned to look Lyra in the eyes. "I am, and I'll do whatever you want to prove it," she said firmly. Then her voice softened. "Listen, Lyra…I love you more than anything, but once you do undercover work, you can't ever leave. I can't always be here with you, and I was scared to explain why, so when I stumbled on a way for you to have me for 24 hours a day…it was the only way to give you what you deserved, and it was both kinder and simpler than being honest. But when you asked for the whole truth today, and promised me you'd try to love me no matter what…I had to come clean."



Doubt crept into Lyra's indignation, so I jumped back in. "We never fed from you," I said. "One made us promise that before we ever laid eyes on you. But we wouldn't have, anyway. We owed her so much, and when we saw how happy you made each other…we would have starved ourselves to death to keep you two together."



I saw Lyra's neck muscles shift as she clenched her teeth, and felt doubt rage inside her. "How much of you was you?" she finally asked.



"About half," One immediately said. "That's the most my job will allow, but I spent every moment here that I could." She squeezed her eyes shut. "I never should have lied, Lyra…but I only ever wanted you to be happy."



Lyra chewed her lip, and her emotions were too roiled to read, and I could feel One bracing herself against an even murkier terror. My stomach twisted in knots.



"I…" Lyra finally whispered. "I'm going to have to think about this." Then a thin sunbeam broke through the clouds of her emotion, and I could feel the whole room clinging to that tiny lifeline of hope. "All I know is that I want you, Bonnie. You." She leaned in and curled her neck against One's.



Simultaneously, fifteen Bon Bons bowed their heads and dissolved into green flame, leaving two ponies hugging each other amid a sea of black chitin.



I reached over and silently closed the lid of the casket. Eight would have wanted it that way.
      

      
   
      Obsolete Farm Equipment


      

      
      
         	“Thanks fer offerin’ to run the reunion this year, Apple Bumpkin,” Applejack said, smiling to her cousin as the pair made their way down to the easternmost Apple Family farm. “It was a real relief, what with the remodellin’ we were doin’ on the farm on account of… well, whatever it was that crawled out of the Everfree. Don’t know if Twilight got around to namin’ it yet.”



	“Ain’t a problem at all,” Apple Bumpkin said, her red curls bouncing as she trotted along the dusty dirt road, her head held high. “’Sides, me and Bartlett have been just itchin’ for an excuse to show off the farm to the family. I’m sure you’ll love what we’ve done with the place.”



	Applejack grinned. “Well, you know what I say, anything for family.” She glanced over the eastern orchard and grinned. “And if I ain’t mistaken, that’s a new buildin’ right there.” Applejack nodded towards the large building sitting on the orchard, fresh red paint gleaming in the noon-time sun.



	“Yup! Built that to house the new apple picker.”



	Applejack tilted her head. “You hired on some extra help?”



	“In a matter of speaking. Here, lemme show you.” Apple Bumpkin turned as the fence along the road ended, leading Applejack down a freshly-cleared dirt road to the front of the building.



	Applejack stepped over a small rut carved into the road with a wheel. “You store your carts out there, too?”



	“Yup. Figured as long as we were building a garage, might as well keep it all there.”



	“A garage?” Applejack lifted an eyebrow as Apple Bumpkin trotted up to a white-painted door and began lifting it straight up, the door rumbling loudly as it slid upwards along the roof. “What’s…”



	“You like it?” Apple Bumpkin grinned as she stepped inside, moving alongside the familiar-looking contraption. From the red-painted sides, to the brass funnel where a train’s smokestack would be, to the dials and switches on the side of the machine, to the strangely mismatched spoked wheels, it was unmistakably the Super Speedy Cider Squeezy 6000.



	Applejack’s mouth hung open. “You mean you bought that thing from the Flim Flam brothers?”



	“Those some salesponies who sold you one?” Apple Bumpkin stepped up next to the front wheel and patted the front of the thing, just below the lights which had been stuck on the front like too-wide eyes.



	“More like tried to con us out of our orchard,” Applejack growled. “I can’t believe you went and bought it from them.”



Apple Bumpkin shook her head. “Nope! We bought it direct from Mr. Buck out by Filly Delphia. After we saw how much easier it made things for the Pears, we just had to get one for ourselves.”



“Wait, you mean to tell me there’s more’n one of those things?”



	“Two in this county alone. But that still ain’t enough for everypony. Even harvestin’ our whole orchard by himself in less’n three days, Bartlett still couldn’t roll it out fast enough to do the harvestin’ for everypony else. The Peaches were plenty happy, but the Plums were plumb put out.” Apple Bumpkin laughed nasally at her own joke.



	“I see.” Applejack slowly approached the machine. “I shoulda known those two good-for-nothin’s couldn’ta made somethin’ like this.” She reached up with her hoof to rub at her mane. “Wait, you said Bartlett did it all by his lonesome?”



	Apple Bumpkin giggled. “Yup! Left me more time to sell all the cider and to work on puttin’ the rest into the cellar.”



	Applejack stared at the mechanical monstrosity. “So you didn’t do any buckin’ at all last harvest?”



	“Nope!” Apple Bumpkin grinned as she leaned against the side of the machine. “I know you don’t have a unicorn out there on Sweet Apple Acres, but maybe y’all should consider pitchin’ in with one of the other families to get one of these. It’s been a mercy on my hindquarters.” She glanced back at her hind legs and grinned. “Why, these ain’t nothin’ more than a bit of obsolete farm equipment now, practically.”



	“Yeah,” Applejack said, glancing back at her own hindlegs, toned from years of apple bucking. “Right.”
      

      
   
      Power of Attorney


      

      
      
         	“Hey, Twilight, you mind signing something for me?” Rainbow Dash asked as she trotted into the main hall of Friendship Castle with a bundle of papers tucked under her wing. “The Wonderbolts said I had to get two other ponies to sign this. I figured you and Fluttershy would be as good as anypony.”



	“What is it?” Twilight asked, even as she levitated the papers up in front of her face with her magic.



	Rainbow Dash waved a hoof dismissively. “Oh, no big deal. Something about if I get injured or whatever.”



	Twilight’s eyes fastened on the large, bold text at the top of the document. “Power of attorney?”



	“Yeah. You’re like, supposed to make medical decisions for me or whatever if I get knocked out or something,” Rainbow Dash said as she fished around in her saddlebag for a pen.



	“I’m… really honored,” Twilight said, her voice quavering slightly. “But are you really sure you want me to do it for you? I mean, it’s an awfully big responsibility. Normally somepony in your family does it for you.”



	“I figured you know a lot about that sort of stuff, like magic and science and medicine or whatever. You’d know what to do.”



	“Wow. I don’t know what to say.” Twilight’s eyes flicked rapidly across the form before she turned the page. “Wait, so you want to be resuscitated under all circumstances?”



	“Uh, duh?” Rainbow Dash said muffledly before spitting out a cheap, chewed-up pen onto the crystalline table. “I mean, why wouldn’t you? I don’t even get why they had to ask. Is anypony going to be like, ‘Nah, just let me bleed to death after I crash’?”



	Twilight set the papers down carefully on the table. “Yes, this is about that. But under ordinary circumstances, the doctors would do their best to help you no matter what. Obviously, if there’s emergency care that’s needed, they aren’t even going to ask me for permission. This is for situations where you might not get better and somepony has to make a choice.”



	“What do you mean? Like, if I lose a wing or something? Because I mean, you said that alternate timeline me had a totally awesome metal wing, and—”



	“I mean if you crash into a mountain and suffer so much brain damage that you’ll be a vegetable for the rest of your life!”



	Rainbow Dash stared. “What, you mean like, I got stuck in the ground or something? Wouldn’t they just like, pull you out by your tail?”



	“It means when your brain gets turned to mush and you can’t ever really wake up!” Twilight pounded her hoof on the table. “You said here that you want life support even if the doctor doesn’t think there’s any chance of recovery. What if your brain was so badly damaged, that you’d never be you again, and could never talk, think, or eat on your own ever again?”



	Rainbow Dash recoiled. “That can happen?”



	“Yes,” Twilight said softly. “That’s why they make you sign this form.” She looked into her friend’s eyes. “The pony you give power of attorney to would have to choose whether or not the doctor was right, and whether or not you would want to be let go.”



	“You mean die? I don’t want to die!” Rainbow Dash sprung up into the air, crossing her hooves across her chest.



	“That’s your choice. But do you understand that if you were in that sort of state, you might never get better? You’d spend the rest of your life sitting in bed, unable to move, or think straight, or talk, locked inside your body, only barely aware of what was going on around you?”



 	“No way!” Rainbow Dash’s hooves cut through the air. “I’m sure that if that happened, you’d figure out some like, spell or something to fix me. I mean, you’d totally try and come up with a spell like that, right?” Rainbow Dash licked her lips. “Right?”



	Twilight chewed on the inside of her cheek. “What if I couldn’t?”



	“You’re Twilight Sparkle,” Rainbow Dash said, landing next to her and draping a wing over her withers. “Of course you’d come up with something.”



	“But what if I couldn’t?”



	Rainbow Dash stepped out in front of Twilight, looking her in the eyes. “C’mon. I trust you.”



	Twilight’s eyes fell to the floor.



	“So, uh, you going to sign it?”



	Twilight stared at the floor for several long moments.



	“Twilight?”



	“Yes. I’ll sign.”
      

      
   
      Requiem


      

      
      
         Where coastal canopies blot out day—That's where the stolen tome of the ancient mariner placed the three sisters. Magnus Lodestone faced the cave’s gaping maw, smiling. His tracking and looting skills had again paid off. 



The three were huddled in the dark. Long tails and scaly limbs wound together, making it difficult to decipher where one ended and another began. 



The golden witch spoke first. “You are fortunate, wanderer. Our song would've had you gleefully drowning yourself two hundred paces back.”



Magnus tucked the tome into his saddlebag and approached the leviathan that legend called Adagio. “Then why didn't you?” 



“Intrigue,” she replied.



“Hunger,” growled her sister, Aria.



“Boredom!” called Sonata, their youngest, passing the traveler a savagely toothy grin. From what Magnus could gather, her elders didn’t appreciate this outburst. 



“Why have you sought us out?” Adagio asked.



“Must be important for you to have taken such risk,” Aria said.



“Well,” Magnus replied, “I desire a requiem.”



The trio balked. Adagio rested her chin upon one hoof. “Suppose we decided to humor this ridiculous request. Just whom might this requiem be for?” 



“Somepony sick?” Sonata inquired.



“It would be mine,” Magnus sighed, lowering onto his haunches. “You see, come tomorrow, I am to be executed.”



“Splendid,” Aria chuckled.



"Is that right?" Adagio said, tapping a hoof against stone. “Your diarchy does not condone capital punishment. Why would the princesses make exception for you?”



“You’ve stolen Celestia’s cake, haven’t you?” Sonata asked. “I’ve heard rumors about ponies who purloin her sweets.”



Magnus chuckled, shaking his head. “Nothing of the sort. It isn’t the princesses who desire my head, but the Lord Beakford.”



“Ahh, a griffon king,” Adagio purred, dots connecting inside her notoriously shrewd mind. “You must've stolen from him then.” 



“I might have acquired a sizeable ruby from a purportedly significant monument,” Magnus chirped, looking everywhere except into the witch’s eyes. 



“Mm. I see. And like any wronged griffon lord, he has threatened Equestria with war, hasn’t he?” Adagio laughed. “Oh, yes, thief. You shall indeed perish. But I cannot understand why you would ever suppose that we three might wish to sing for you.”



“Sounds like a bloody good time as is,” snorted Aria. 



“Your delusions of grandeur are admirable, but not in any way inspiring. To sing, we must feel inspired.” Adagio's teeth gleamed. Her sisters spread their jaws. “Now, I’m afraid, we must bid you good day, stallion—and goodbye.”



“E-energy!” Magnus blurted, stumbling backward over his hooves. “Heard you love it! Not only can I promise mounds of energy if you show, but I could also steal from the royal palace. I have absolutely no intention of dying tomorrow, but also do not desire being hunted forever. I require your assistance. Make spectators forget they ever wanted me, and I will steal whatever you desire in return.”



The enchantresses shrieked.



“You? Rob the princesses?” Aria guffawed. “Delusions of grandeur, indeed.”



“I've done it before!” Magnus reached into his saddlebag to retrieve a golden crown inset with amethyst. “I am Magnus Lodestone. If anypony is able to do so, it is I.”



“Th-that isn’t...” Aria choked. “It couldn’t be...”



Adagio lunged forward to scrape the crown with one sharp incisor. "'Tis real!" she gasped.



Aria forced an unimpressed smirk. “Hmph. Lodestone. Never heard of you. However, if you're offering to complete an impossible mission on our behalf…”



“And feed us…” Sonata giggled.



“Then, I suppose we've time to entertain your request,” Adagio finished. “The princesses’ legendary journal. We want it.”



“V-very good,” Magnus beamed, looking a bit too confident. “S-so, we have a deal! Atop the highest peak where griffon lands begin; that's where they will take me.”



Adagio scrutinized the stallion’s feigned aplomb. “Fine. The requiem is yours. One to save your soul. But only if you are true in all you have said. We can smell lies, you know.” She grinned. “Our song just may betray you if you prove yourself one. You might find yourself headless after all.”



Magnus gulped and nodded. 



"Then listen well," the sisters hummed in unison, "to a song of your salvation or ruin." 



Rapturous harmony swelled.



"Make way, make way for the dead one walking,

Who wondered where his head might’ve gone.

May all who see him hush their talking,

And witness him escape into some great beyond.

For freedom awaits the sincere heart,

A heart that has stood in its own truth.

No doom awaits he who faces death boldly,

Where a deceiver mightst fear her gleaming tooth."
      

      
   
      Thanks for the Donation


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Clouds Like Mountains


      

      
      
         Alto found Cirrus perched on the edge of a wild cloud drifting in from the Everfree.



Wild clouds were dangerous, their parents said. It was a tired bit of obvious wisdom, in the same vein as Don’t Fly at Night, or Always Preen Your Wings Before Bed. Alto imagined that unicorn and earth pony foals dealt with the same sugary over-caution from their parents – Don’t Fire Lasers From Your Horn Indoors, perhaps, or… Whatever it was earth ponies did. Alto wasn’t really sure on that point.



Her parents were right about wild clouds, though. They were dangerous.



Alto first spotted her brother as a grey speck on the blinding white surface of the cloud, no larger than a speck of dust against its immensity. Wild clouds were larger than their tame counterparts, usually, but this one was enormous. Its flat base began no lower than seven thousand feet, and the highest broccoli-like plumes towered so far above her she couldn’t even fathom where they ended. Twenty-thousand feet or more, and still growing.



She landed beside him, her wings buzzing like a hummingbird’s to keep her aloft. The air was so thin, halfway up the cloud’s escarpment, that her lungs burned and the faint beginnings of a headache lurked behind her eyes. She rested a moment, to catch her breath, then stomped over to him.



“What are you doing up here?” she demanded. “Mom and dad said to stay away from the wild clouds.”



“Yeah? They told you the same thing, didn’t they?”



Alto bristled. “I’m allowed. I’m older, and I’m here to get you.”



He flicked his wing at her, tearing a tuft of the cloud away and spraying her with frigid droplets of water. She spluttered in surprise, and scowled when he laughed.



“Lighten up, Alto. You’re too serious, sometimes.”



“One of us has to be.”



He snorted, letting her know just what he thought of that, and then jumped off the edge. About a thousand feet below he landed on another massive upwelling of cloud.



Alto chased him down, banking nervously around the shifting cloud. It grew even as she watched, bulbous and unruly, like an explosion in slow motion. 



She couldn’t even see the ground when she landed. The cloud stretched out before and below her for miles, while behind her it reached up for the heavens with an anvil’s flat head. It rumbled beneath her hooves with the promise of lightning.



“This isn’t safe,” she said, and she winced at how much she sounded like their mother.



“Life isn’t safe,” he shot back. “You want to push around tame little Weather Team clouds all your life? Fine. Be one of those pegasi who never flies higher than the treetops. Just get a home on the ground while you’re at it.”



Her eyes narrowed. “You take that back!”



He smirked. “Why? It’s true.” Without waiting for her reply, he turned to face the cloud. It filled three-quarters of the world, all but a faint sliver of the horizon and the blue sky above them.



“I’m going in,” he said. “All the way to its heart.”



She froze with one hoof held in the air. She’d been about to tackle him and bite his mane and yank it until he apologized, but now she was at a loss. No pegasus – no smart pegasus – would dare to fly into the center of a wild cloud.



“Cirrus…” She licked her lips and started over. “Cirrus, don’t. There could be anything in there. Sleet, thunder. Maybe even hail.”



“Yeah, maybe.” He flapped his wings a few times, settling the feathers, and gave her a grin. “Should be fun.”



“Fun? You could get killed!”



“Eh.” He stared at the cloud, as though his vision could somehow penetrate its depths. “Maybe. But life is dangerous. Besides, you’ll be with me.”



“What?” She drew back, her wings flaring at the thought. “I will not! One of us has to be sensible, and—hey, come back!”



But he was already gone. A faint swirl of cloudstuff twisted in the air where he had vanished into the monster’s depths. He could be hundreds of feet away, already.



She considered the cloud again. It was miles across, and miles high. The water within must have weighed over a billion pounds. A pegasus could get lost within, and spend hours flying in circles. And all that time, the lightning and hail and cold would compete to kill them.



She scowled again.



And she dove after him.
      

      
   
      The Patience of Stones


      

      
      
         Daring Do froze as soon as she heard the stone click.



Traps were an occupational hazard for treasure hunters, and over the years she’d encountered every trap imaginable by pony, zebra or griffon mind. Spike pits, blow darts, crushing blocks, ceiling crocodiles – some were devious, some were simple, and all were deadly.



And when you encountered a trap, the first rule, the only rule, was not to panic.



“Don’t move,” she whispered. Behind her, she heard a sudden inrush of breath from her assistant, Pumpernickel. “If it was going to kill us, it would have already.”



They stood like statues for several long minutes, still as the ancient tunnel around them. She tested each of her hooves, but the stones beneath her were solid and unmoving. There were no tripwires she could see. 



So, it probably wasn’t her. She turned with exaggerated slowness to face her assistant, who stood frozen a few steps behind her. A bead of sweat rolled down his temple and splashed onto the dusty flagstones.



“What happened?” she asked.



“The stone beneath my left leg moved.” He swallowed audibly. “A trap?”



Daring Do frowned and leaned forward for a closer look. The stone beneath his hoof had sunk almost imperceptibly, no more than the width of a hair. Beneath it, she already knew, a complex assembly of levers and springs and gears had transferred Pumpernickel’s weight into tension, and as soon as he moved again that tension would be released.



And that is how they would die, unless she could figure a way out. She licked her suddenly dry lips.



“I told you to follow my hoofsteps,” she said.



“I thought I did.” His voice shook, and his scarlet coat glistened with sweat. “I’m sorry. I must have missed one.”



“It’s fine.” It wasn’t fine, actually – it was anything but fine – but she needed him to stay calm. “Don’t move.”



She reached out with her wing and lightly touched the flagstone with a long primary feather. Gently at first, as though she were brushing away snowflakes, and then with more pressure, she pushed down on the stone until she felt the faintest hint of vibration from within.



The tunnel rumbled around them. The stone blocks in the ceiling shifted, and dust fell like rain on their backs. It filled the tunnel with the scent of millennia past, and she desperately fought back the urge to sneeze.



“Okay,” she said, when the dust finally settled. “It’s a springplate. Any significant change in pressure will set it off.”



His eyes darted up at the ceiling, then back to her. “What d-do we do?”



“You stay put. I’m going to fly back out and fill a bag with sand, and we’ll use it to fool the trap.”



Daring gave him a little pat on the shoulder, then started back up the long passage to the surface. She’d barely made it ten steps when the tunnel grumbled again.



“Daring!” he cried. “You’re, you’re… you’re coming back, right?”



He was trembling, she saw. His whole body shook, and with each tremor the flagstone beneath his hoof sank a bit deeper. The stone blocks above his head bled streams of dust.



She walked back carefully, ignoring the dust and sand. Pumpernickel calmed as she drew closer, until she could press her shoulder against him. Carefully, gently, she put her hoof on the flagstone next to his.



“Lift your hoof very slowly,” she said. 



He did, and as he took the weight off his hoof, she pressed down. The flagstone shivered beneath her, complaining, on the edge of activating, but it held. 



She let out a long breath, careful not to shift her weight. Pumpernickel stumbled away and slumped against the wall.



“Okay, okay. We’re fine.” She closed her eyes and collected her thoughts. “Pumpernickel, listen to me. I need you to go back to the surface, fill a bag with about forty pounds of sand, and return. Can you do that?”



He stood, his eyes wide and shining in the lantern light. He stared at her, then up at the stone blocks hanging just above their heads, and then back at her.



“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” He edged away carefully, and soon she heard the rapid beat of his hooves on the stone, running.



He’s a good stallion. Have faith. Daring Do willed her heartbeat to slow, her breathing to ease. She could be patient.



Of course, she knew, traps could be patient, too.
      

      
   
      Dying for Attention


      

      
      
         It was a rainy Thursday, just as scheduled. A small group of ponies coalesced on the hilltop cemetery beside Canterlot.



"Thanks for coming, everypony," said Twilight Sparkle, standing at a small covered podium with a set of note cards. Conversations died down as ponies took their seats, umbrellas open. Most of the chairs were empty. Aside from her six dearest friends, Twilight didn't recognize anypony. The crowd probably just wanted to witness a princess giving a eulogy.



She cleared her throat and flipped through her notes: once, twice, three times. The crowd waited patiently while the princess fidgeted.



I have to do her justice, thought Twilight. Everypony deserves to be remembered.



Twilight took the microphone in one hoof. The speakers at the base of the podium crackled and whined, and then she spoke. "We are gathered here together to remember The Great and Powerful Trixie, a showpony and mage of incredible talent—"



"Wait!" shouted a voice from halfway down the hill. "Trixie is not yet prepared to receive your adoration!" Ponies turned and stared as The Great and Powerful Trixie herself came galloping through the rain, dressed in her magician's hat and cape.



Rainbow Dash stood up and groaned. "Leave it to Trixie to fake her own death for attention," she said. "Do you have any idea how much you upset Fluttershy and Pinkie Pie?"



Trixie gasped. "How dare you! The Great and Powerful Trixie would never fake her own death! That kind of stunt is beneath a pony of Trixie's stature," she stated, her head held high. Upon reaching the podium overhang, Trixie removed her hat and wrung the water out of it, then placed it back upon her head.



Twilight Sparkle sighed as Trixie approached her. "I assume you can explain, Trixie?"



Trixie sauntered up to Twilight and pushed her aside. "Thank you, Twilight Sparkle. The Great and Powerful Trixie will hear your touching eulogy after she has given her own."



"See ya," said Applejack as she placed her own hat back on her head and stood to walk away. The crowd began to disperse.



"No, wait! The Great and Powerful Trixie is indeed, tragically no more! She has travelled from the past to visit her own funeral!" Trixie shouted into the microphone. "Please, do not leave!"



"You must be joking," said Rarity, wearing a scowl.



Twilight took the microphone from Trixie. "I don't think she's kidding, everypony. I performed the autopsy myself."



Exchanging confused glances, ponies returned to their seats.



"I have to admit, this is a really good trick!" said Pinkie Pie with a bright smile, her eyes still red from a previous bout of crying.



"Do you actually think it's wise to speak at your own funeral?" Twilight whispered. Trixie rolled her eyes and took back the microphone.



"This funeral is a complete injustice to The Great and Powerful Trixie! Why are there so few ponies present? Where are the banners? Where are the hundred-hoof high statues?" she demanded. "Surely, there will be a second, larger funeral?"



Ponies in the crowd made faces ranging from embarrassment to contempt. Fluttershy squeaked and hid her face in her hooves.



"Trixie, nopony has seen you in over twenty years," Twilight said, very gently. "Your body was found unresponsive in a Canterlot alleyway two days ago."



Trixie gasped and made tiny choking sounds. "But, but how? You must find the monster responsible for the most treasonous crime of robbing Equestria of a pony so wonderful as The Great and Powerful Trixie, and bring them to justice! Immediately!" Trixie grabbed Twilight by the shoulders and shook her violently.



"We're looking into it," Twilight said, peeling Trixie's hooves off of her. "But you appear to have died of natural causes. Simple heart failure. I'm very sorry."



Sadness briefly cloaked Trixie's face, only to be replaced by angry resolve. "Twilight, I demand you turn these speakers up loud enough that everypony in Canterlot may hear what Trixie has to say."



"Oh dear Celestia no," Spike whispered to Rarity, who huddled beside him.



"We can't turn them up louder without—" said Twilight.



"Fine! Then the Great and Powerful Trixie shall do it herself!" she announced, and jumped down off the podium into a large mud puddle between the speakers.



"Trixie, NO!" shouted Twilight, as The Great and Powerful Trixie reached for an exposed speaker wire.



"Chk-chk-chk-chk-chk-chk," said Trixie, her body spasming in place. Then she collapsed into the mud, dead.



Spike finally broke the silence.



"I'll go get the timeport spell," he grumbled.
      

      
   
      Buried in the Sand


      

      
      
         "And now, Daring Do," Ahuizotl bellowed, "in this—our final hour—I ask you...!



"...Do you have any three's?"



"Go fish."



Ahuizotl fell onto his haunches with a thud, causing the already drifting dust to scatter even more wildly. His tail-hand snaked over to the deck of cards resting between them and swiped away a card.



Daring Do gave her cards a disinterested glance. "Got any... nine's?"



"Go fish."



Daring plucked away a card and looked up at the sound of Ahuizotl's groan.



"Is this what we've been reduced to?" he asked. "Playing a child's game as a temple threatens to collapse upon us?"



The temple walls shook at his words as more dust and sand fell around them.



"It was your 'ingenious trap' that got us stuck in here," she reminded him, a hint of annoyance adding an edge to her voice. "Now the desert curse shall claim this temple, and us 'trespassers' along with it."



"Do you have any five's?"



She bitterly tossed him a card.



The temple shuddered as he set aside his newest pair. "Daring Do the Defeatist," he mused with a saw-toothed grin. "It has a certain ring to it."



Daring grit her teeth, but refused to rise to the bait. "Got any Jack's?"



"Go fish."



Daring drew her card and was able to make a pair with the eight she had been holding. A distant quake made sure they didn't forget their current situation.



"It always amuses me to see that look of defiance in your eyes," Ahuizotl said tauntingly, a deep chuckle rumbling through his chest. "Do you have any ten's, Daring Do?"



She narrowed her eyes at his condescending smile, but after taking a steadying breath, passed him the card.



"It doesn't matter what you say to me, Ahuizotl" she said, more calmly than before. "Nothing matters now."



Ahuizotl tilted his head. "This is quite unlike you. Where is that spirit—that fire that I have come to expect of you?"



"It's underneath a hundred acres of sand," she said sharply.



Ahuizotl rose to his feet. "I refuse to allow my nemesis to be defeated by anyone other than myself." He leaned over menacingly. "Not even by you."



Daring blinked in surprise.



"...Got any Queen's?" was all she could think to say.



Ahuizotl straightened up and tossed her the card with his tail, but carried on as if he hadn't been interrupted.



"I am the world's most feared treasure-hunter," he continued, "and you, the world's most renowned adventurer. Our rivalry is nothing short of legendary! Thanks, in no small part, to you," he reminded her.



Daring limply opened and closed her mouth.



"What're we supposed to do?" she asked when she could finally summon the words. "We're trapped down here—just you, me, and this deck of cards I carry for the long train rides."



"We must see this rivalry of ours to a spectacular end," he dramatically proclaimed. "We owe it to the world!"



Daring Do stared down at the old, faded cards in front of her, fully convinced she could feel the temple sinking into the desert even as they spoke.



"No one else will ever know what happened here..."



 Ahuizotl threw his arms wide, bearing an enormous smile. "Then let us make it the greatest story never told!" He sat back down with another thud. "So, what say you, Daring Do?" Ahuizotl asked as he picked up his cards. "Do you have any two's?"



A competitive grin crept across her face.



"...Go fish."







The sand was pouring in through the cracks as the temple continued its descent.



"An hourglass metaphor would be appropriate right about now," Daring mused aloud, unable to restrain her authorial instincts.



"Do not deflect, Daring Do," Ahuizotl said. "Do you have an Ace or not?"



"Go fish."



Ahuizotl wasted no time in swiping away a card and managed to make a pair of six's.



"Got any... four's?" Daring smirked at his scowl as he begrudgingly relinquished the card.



"Enjoy the feeling of victory while you can, Daring Do," Ahuizotl snarled. "Do you have any seven's?"







"Do you have any King's...?"



The ceiling groaned beneath the weight of the desert above it, nearly drowning out the words. Daring Do held out the only card she still had, undoubtedly a match for the lone card Ahuizotl was holding. He swiped the card from her hoof, a greedy glint in his eyes.



The game was done.



"Yes!" Ahuizotl cried. "I have done it! I have finally defeated Daring Do—!"



The ceiling collapsed.
      

      
   
      Life Plan


      

      
      
         “So am I immortal or not!?” shouted Twilight.



“That’s not something you need to know,” said Celestia calmly.



“No! I demand to know! I didn’t plan on this! I’m not sure if I even want this! Just tell me exactly what I’ve turned into!”



Celestia’s eyes drifted down to the cold tea on the table. “Please don’t make me do this.”



“I—I need to know,” sputtered Twilight. “If it’s immortality, I can learn to accept that. If it’s death, I can accept that too. But I can’t accept not knowing.”



“Twilight,” said Celestia. “If you were to find out now, you would be locked into that decision.”



“What do you mean ‘locked’—don’t you know if I’m immortal or not?”



“No, Twilight. There’s a spell to find out, but the cost is too great.”



“What’s the spell?”



“Twilight—“



“I’m not asking you to cast it. I just want to know what the spell does.”



Celestia hesitated. “Like all time magic, the effects of this spell cannot be changed once it has been observed.”



Twilight’s ears perked up.



Celestia disappeared and reappeared back with a book, narrowing her eyes at Twilight. “You must never tell of the existence of this spell to anypony, do you understand that?”



She nodded.



“It’s a funeral spell.”



“A what!?”



“It projects you into the future so that you can attend your own funeral.”



Twilight tilted her head to the side.



“That seems rather… specific.”



“Indeed,” said Celestia. “As far as I’ve observed, it can only check somewhere around nineteen thousand years into the future.”



“How did you find that out?”



Celestia paused before answering, “when Luna cast it.”



Twilight stared. “What did she see?”



“Do you have any idea how personal of a question you are asking, Twilight?”



Twilight’s ears flattened.



“Twilight, please imagine your own funeral. Imagine everypony you hold dear gathering together to talk about you. What would your friends say? What would Spike say? Would they mourn that you had left too soon, or would they celebrate that you had led a full life? Would ponies be sad about your loss, or be happy you were finally gone? Stop and think about each and every achievement they would list that you accomplished. Consider the music, the flowers, the casket. Consider yourself… after you are gone.”



Twilight sat down on her haunches as her eyes glazed over in thought. She laid motionless for several moments. It was a brief respite compared to the shouting earlier.



“Attending your own funeral locks you inside of the life that led to that end, Twilight. What you see will come to pass, for better or for worse.”



Twilight stared out into space before returning back and asking: “Who else has cast this spell?”



“Besides a few hospice unicorns to help their dying patients, only Luna, Star Swirl, and I.”



Twilight’s eyes darted to hers.



“I didn’t see anything when I cast it, Twilight. It’s why I think the spell has some sort of limit of twenty thousand years or so.”



“Or…” said Twilight, her words stumbling out. “You will live longer than any other being that could possibly hold a funeral for you.”



“I regret casting it, Twilight,” Celestia frowned. “That’s not something I needed to know, or worry about.”



Celestia picked up the tea cup in front of her in her magic. “If Star Swirl had not have cast this spell…” said Celestia quietly, setting the tea down without drinking it. “I think he would have ascended and still been with us here today.”



“Is there any other way I can know if I’m immortal?”



“Twilight, isn’t now enough? Isn’t it enough to know that you are alive now and not have to worry about the future?”



Twilight sighed. “No… it isn’t. I want to know how much time I have left. If it’s eternity, I want to mentally prepare myself for it. If it’s tomorrow, then so be it. But… not knowing? I can’t plan for that.”



“Must you plan for everything, Twilight? Even your own life?”



“That’s the most important thing to plan.”



Celestia sighed. “But once you see it, you’re locked in.”



“I know time works a little recursively. I’ll plan based off what I’ve seen, and what I’ll do will affect what I’ve seen. I know it will work out somehow.”



Celestia frowned as she passed the spellbook to her.



Twilight’s horn began to glow.
      

      
   
      Memento Merry


      

      
      
         The six ponies sat around their table, hooves, or in one case mouth, around their hayburgers.



“Did anypony get mine? It had extra cheese!” Rainbow Dash broke the silence, watching Twilight with anticipation. The other pony just looked confused, but Rainbow snickered anyways. “Cheese, get it? Like Quesadillas?”



Everypony frowned at her except Fluttershy, who was still busy checking her hayburger for extra cheese, and Pinkie, who was still busy being Pinkie. “Come on, it was funny!” Rainbow Dash protested in the face of their glares. “So, what else is in your secret party cave, Pinkie? Any other fun gossip?”



Pinkie just shook her head. “Don’t be silly, Dashie! I can’t talk about anypony else. Planner partygoer confidentiality! There are laws! I think hippos wrote them!”



“Pinkie, I think that’s for doc-” Twilight started to say, then she noticed the predatory grin on Rainbow Dash’s face. “You know what, never mind.”



Silence, interrupted only by chewing, returned for a few moments. Then Applejack frowned in thought.



“Wait, anypony else?” She asked. “Does that mean you plan parties for yourself, too?”



“Of course!” Pinkie boasted. “I’m going to organize all sorts of great Pinkie birthday parties and Pinkie anniversaries and a Pinkie funeral. Well, I guess somepony else will have to organize the Pinkie funeral, but I still made a plan. Maybe I can get Cheese Sandwich to do it?”



Most of the ponies looked quite startled at that; Rainbow Dash looked briefly surprised, but just shook her head and gave a resigned laugh. “Figures. If anypony would plan her own funeral, it would be Pinkie Pie.”



Said pony gave a huge nod. “It’s going to be great! There’s going to be cotton candy and pin the halo on the pony and stand up comedy acts! Really put the ‘fun’ in ‘fun’eral!” She waved her hooves wildly, illustrating each attraction, before finally noticed the looks she was getting from her friends. “What?”



"Ah, Pinkie dear, isn't that kind of tasteless for a funeral?"



“No way! I wouldn’t want anypony to be sad at my funeral!” Pinkie stated confidently. “Everypony should be laughing and having fun!”



Everypony looked at somepony else, each hoping not to be the one to respond to that. Finally Twilight spoke up.



“Pinkie, a funeral isn’t about having fun. It’s about celebrating and honoring the memory of the pony who died.”



“Of course it is, silly!” Pinkie replied. “That’s why I want everypony to have fun, because that’s how I want to be remembered. If you were planning Rarity’s funeral, you wouldn’t use cheap and tacky decorations, would you?”



The unicorn gave a gasp and a shudder at the thought. Pinkie nodded knowingly. “I don’t mind if other ponies want to have extra-sad funerals with ceremonies and speeches and stuff, but it’s my funeral and I’ll do what I want to. Well, wanted to.” 



“I think that sounds… kinda nice,” Fluttershy offered quietly. Then she hesitated when the others looked at her with surprise. “Everyone being happy, I mean.”



Most of her friends seemed to accept that, but not all. "It just feels like being happy at a funeral is gosh darn disrespectful,” came a voice of dissent.



“Disrespectful to who, Applejack?” Pinkie asked. “Because I would want you to have fun. Isn’t that all that matters?”



She looked around the table. Burgers lay ignored in various stages of consumption, but one by one each pony gave a thoughtful nod. “Good! Now have fun at my funeral or I’m going to haunt you! I want it to be the bestest funeral ever!” She said, reaching her forelegs around the table and somehow managing to pull everypony into a giant hug. “I just wish I could be there! Actually, Twilight, know any good books on zombies?”
      

      
   
      Rites


      

      
      
         “You know, Twilight has a tomb prepared for all of us,” Rainbow Dash said, suddenly. 



“You’re kidding,” Applejack shot back, cocking her brow. “Seriously? Was the girl worried about us running off after our final buck.” 



“Oh, don’t be so hard on her, Applejack,” Rarity said, straightening her dress. It was a subdued piece, a swirl of greys and black that flowed around her like a storm cloud. “You know how she always stressed over time.” 



Applejack shrugged, her shoulders popping in protest. “Yeah, miss ‘twenty for eternity’ sure worried about time. Now don’t you look at me like that Rares, Ah know it's not that simple. Ah just it find it strange. You’d think we’d be the ones worried about the future.” 



“Well, Twilight always planned ahead,” Rarity said, then sighed. “Still, I did find the idea of a tomb somewhat... disquieting let's say. It’s never wise to dwell on mortality too much after all.” 



“Shoot, Ah’m more mad that she didn’t ask us first,” Applejack shot back. “Some of us already had plans.” 



“Wait, hold up,” Rainbow interjected, holding up a hoof. “You’ve already got your funeral planned out? Seriously?” 



“Well planned might be a strong word.” Applejack sighed. “Ah would like y'all to keep this in confidence, but we’ve got a little grove of trees down at the farm. Apple trees, of course, but they ain't for growing fruit, they’re there to remind ponies. My parents each have a tree, Granny and her husband have a pair, and one day I’ll have my own. It’s a family tradition.” 



Rainbow pulled a face. “So you’re telling me you have a field full of dead ponies?” 



“Rainbow!” Rarity exclaimed, muzzling the pegasus with her magic. “One does not talk that way about a pony’s traditions.” 



“Yeah, my parents have a cairn on the farm,” Pinkie Pie cut in, with a wistful smile on her face. “Oh, that reminds me. It’s my mom’s birthday in two weeks, I’ve got to find her a geode for it.” She bounced on the spot, her greying mane threatening to escape the dozen pins holding it in place. 



Rainbow Dash just shook her head. “Earth ponies,” she muttered. “Pegasi just get cremated. Much less risk of zombies.” 



Applejack pressed a hoof against her head. “There ain’t no such thing as zombies, sugarcube.” 



“Eh, after all we’ve seen I figure we’ll end up facing them sooner or later. Then you’ll be lining up for a sky burial.” 



“Sky burial?” 



“Yeah, everypony that knows you gets together as many thunderclouds as they can find, then they send you off with the biggest bang they can muster.” Rainbow smirked. “I reckon that they’re going to see mine in Zebradia.” 



“Ooo, I’m going to have a huge party at mine funeral,” Pinkie Pie chimed in. “It’s going to have cake, and streamers and I have all the music planned out and the speakers and—” 



“Pinkie, you can’t organise your own funeral!” Rainbow exclaimed. 



“Says you. I’ve planned my grandfoals’ birthday parties out for the next twenty years.”



Rainbow shook her head. “What about you, Fluttershy?” She called over Pinkie’s head to where Fluttershy was hiding in a corner. “Are you going for a sky burial?” 



“Umm...” Fluttershy ducked behind her mane. “Actually, I was thinking of being buried behind my cottage. I, I would like to be with my animal friends after the end.” 



“Figures. Reckon anypony is actually going to end up in this tomb of Twilight’s?” 



“Well, I must admit being immortalized in stone has a certain appeal,” Rarity said, tossing her head. “Though I’d prefer to be remembered for my work in fashion than for beating up a few ruffians over the years.” 



“Ah-hem.” One of the many golden armour stallions cleared his throat. “Ladies, if you’re ready.” 



“I suppose.” Rarity said, sighing. “Well girls, shall we?” 



As a group they were lead out from the palace and out into the streets of Canterlot. Thousands of ponies waited for them there, stood in utter silence, watching with tear stained eyes as the procession formed up before them. 



“So,” Rainbow murmured to Applejack. “How do you think Twilight wanted her funeral to go?” 



Applejack looked out across the mourning city, at the walls that still bore the scars of yet another battle against ancient evil and the wide-eyed shock on thousand faces, and shook her head. “Ah don’t know, sugarcube.” 



With a sharp cry from Luna, in full regalia, the funeral procession began. 



“Not like this.” 
      

      
   
      By Herself


      

      
      
         “One for Cloudsdale, please,” Fluttershy told the balloon ticket salespony, flashing him a smile.



“You do know this is a mistake, right?” Rainbow Dash asked, leaning up against the sales booth.



“It’s okay, Rainbow,” Fluttershy turned her smile towards Rainbow as she took her ticket from the salespony.” Mother isn’t that bad.”



“Not that bad?” Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes. “I’m sorry, Fluttershy, but your mom’s a total bi—” she stopped, realizing who she was talking to. “Uhh, I mean there’s just no reason to do this. Your mom already knows you live in Ponyville now. Dad totally told her like a month ago.”



“Oh, I know. And that was very nice of him. I just think it’d be best if I told Mother myself.”



Rainbow folded her hooves across her chest, unimpressed. “Why?”



“Because she’s family, Rainbow. Don’t you think she has a right to hear it from me in person?”



“Yeah, but—” Rainbow sighed, realizing there was no way to talk her friend out of this. Of all the times for Fluttershy to actually grow a backbone! “At least let me come with you. Your mom will tear you a— well, you know how she is.”



Fluttershy smiled again, though this time Rainbow thought she could see just a hint of worry in her eyes. “Thank you, Rainbow. But you don’t need to bother. I can do this myself.” She trotted past her friend towards the balloon headed for Cloudsdale.



“I really doubt that,” Rainbow muttered to herself.



Fluttershy winced, but kept on walking.








A million nightmare scenarios flooded Rainbow’s mind as she flew back and forth waiting for the evening balloon to show up. There was no way Fluttershy would actually be on it. That bitch who called herself Fluttershy’s mother would never let that happen. And yet here Rainbow was, waiting around like an idiot just in case the impossible actually happened.



After six or seven eternities of waiting, Rainbow finally caught sight of the balloon in the distance, slowly making its way back to Ponyville. She dashed towards it, hoping to see if Fluttershy was actually on it, but stopped herself before she got too far. Interfering with a hot air balloon without a good reason was dangerous, and the last thing Rainbow needed was to be responsible for a bunch of ponies hurtling towards the ground. Even if she totally was fast enough to catch everypony before anything bad happened. It took every ounce of restraint Rainbow had to sit still and wait for the balloon to land on its own, but she managed. And somehow she even had the patience to wait for the rest of the passengers disembark too.



Finally, long after everyone else had already gotten off, a pink maned pegasus slowly walked out of the balloon. Rainbow jumped for joy! She had no idea how, but somehow Fluttershy managed to actually make it back in one piece. She rushed over to her friend, shouting “Fluttershy! How’d you talk that old goat into actually—”



The air left Rainbow’s lungs as her friend gave her the tightest embrace she’d ever experienced. An instant later, she could feel warm water on her back. “Fluttershy?” She managed to ask. “What’s wrong?”



The response was barely a whisper. So quiet that if Rainbow hadn’t known Fluttershy for as long as she did, she almost certainly would have missed it. “I told her.”



Uncertain what else to say or do, Rainbow returned the hug, letting her friend cry for as long as she needed.
      

      
   
      A Curious Case Of Immortality


      

      
      
         “TWILIGHT SPARKLE!” Rarity roared, her voice echoing through the halls of the castle. 



Twilight paused in mid-spell and cocked her ears. “Spike! Tell Rarity that I’m not seeing visitors today.” 



She began to gather magic to her horn again, but there was a sudden bang and the door to the lab flew open. 



“She didn’t take no for an answer,” Spike protested, as Rarity stormed down the stairs. 



“Twilight, I would like a word,” Rarity hissed, her tone like cut glass. 



“Urgh, Rarity.” Twilight set down the bright Pinkie crystal she’d been working on. “I’m in the middle of a very delicate piece of–oh sweet Celestia, there’s a pipe through your barrel!” 



Rarity, despite the hoofwide section of drainpipe embed in her chest just below her shoulder, rolled her eyes. “Yes darling, I had noticed. It seems that despite earning cutiemarks the Crusaders are still a hazard to everything in a hundred-hoof radius. However, I was particularly concerned by the fact that a drainpipe has penetrated though what my passing grasp of anatomy tells me is a lung. Now, while I don’t particularly relish the thought of drowning in my own blood, I do believe it is the customary response. Do you have anything to say about the situation?” 



“Umm...” Twilight’s eyes flicked to her experiment bench. “No?” 



“Twilight darling, I know you’ve been worried about the whole ‘immortality’ thing.” Rarity took a seat on a nearby cushion, resting the pipe on the floor. “But I would prefer to be told if I was going to become an unholy abomination of magic gone too far.” 



“You’re not an abomination!” Twilight exclaimed. Rarity cocked an eyebrow at her. “Okay... technically speaking you’re a litch. But—” She held up a hoof. “—It’s just a temporary thing. Just while I figure out how to make you all alicorns.” 



“A litch?” Distain dripped from Rarity’s voice. “A withered shell of a pony who clings to life by draining the souls of the living? I’m afraid to say that I would rather die.” 



“Oh, no no no, that couldn’t be further from the truth.” Twilight levitated a book over from a nearby shelf. “See, litches just lock a body in its current state, that’s why old withered mages stay withered. This way I can keep you in the prime of youth for as long as it takes to come up with a more permanent solution.” 



Rarity sighed. “And the soul eating?” 



“Heh... Well as an alicorn I have a lot of soul to go around.” 



“Twilight, is it really so hard to accept that we might not be around some day?” Rarity asked, pressing a fetlock over her eyes. “I know thinking about it hurts, but you can’t encase the world in crystal and call it saved.” 



Twilight hung her head. “I know. But I’d never forgive myself if, say, Rainbow Dash died in a stunt when I could have saved her. We always end up in so much danger I had to do something. Actually, come to think of it I’m a little surprised you’re the first pony who found out.” 



“Well, I suppose that’s fair.” Rarity sighed. “Though I’d prefer not to be known as the wicked sorceress of Ponyville, so if you could put my soul back–” 



“Right. Do you want me to remove the pipe first, or...” 



“Yes, I want you to remove the pipe,” Rarity snapped, then seemed to remember her composure. “If you wouldn’t mind. And then we shall, as a group, discuss our newfound litchdom before anypony else gets impaled by anything.” 



“TWILIGHT!” Pinkie Pie cried out. The mare tripped at the top of the stairs and descended in a tumble of flailing limbs. “Owie.” Her leg rolled free of the heap and stopped at Twilight’s hooves. 



Pinikie picked herself up a shook herself. “Oh, hi Rarity,” she said, teetering on three legs. “Have you done something with your hair?” 



“Umm...” 



“Oh, right. Twilight can you stick my leg back on? I was playing with the clothesline with gummy and it popped clean of, can you believe it?” 



“Yeah, sure,” Twilight said, bemused. She lowered her horn and applied a mild healing spell to the joint.



“Thanks Twilight. See you,” Pinkie chirped and bounced off. 



“Well of course Pinkie would be fine with it,” Rarity said, sighing. 



“Actually... I haven’t finished the spell for Pinkie yet.” Twilight frowned, and turned back to her notes.



“Huh.” Rarity looked down at her pipe. “So, eternal youth and beauty you said?” 
      

      
   
      Celestia's Vacation


      

      
      
         "I cannot believe you are actually going through with this, sister!" said Princess Luna, a look of frustration plastered across her muzzle.



"I'll only be gone for a month, Luna. I'm sure you can manage." With the patience of a true artist, Princess Celestia airbrushed the finishing touches of her cutie mark onto the wax figure.



Luna huffed. "It matters not how perfect a replica it is, Celie. The ceremony shall be a waste of millions of bits, not to mention the emotional turmoil you are causing to your little ponies!"



Celestia turned to her sister and gently cupped a hoof beneath her chin. "You'll be fine. And I believe it's worth a few million bits if I get to have a vacation for the first time in a millennium."



"Then what of your friends, Celie? How are they expected to handle this?" asked Luna.



"It's been taken care of," said Celestia, with a gentle grin. "Twilight and her friends already know, as does Cadance. My staff are prepared for every contingency. If dignitaries from foreign lands decide to visit, they will enjoy the ceremonies and our kingdom will grow stronger."



"And when the public learns of this ruse, after the most expensive funeral in the history of our great nation?" said Luna. "What then, oh dear sister?"



"Luna, we've already gone over this," said Celestia, frowning. "We'll just say I came back to life. Most of them think I'm some sort of goddess. They'll buy anything we tell them. We'll have a grand celebration afterwards, you'll see."



Luna sighed dejectedly. "I do not look forward to eulogizing my sister, whom I love so dearly. But far worse than this, I do not believe my attempts will be believable. I know you yet to be among the living, and I am not so gifted an actress as you are. This burden you are placing upon my withers pains me, Celie."



"Okay, fine. Maybe your performance won't be realistic," said Celestia, with a shrug. "No matter. You're a powerful alicorn, currently under great stress. For royalty, any behavior short of actual crime can be justified, no matter how queer."



"Any behavior?" said Luna, the muscles at one corner of her muzzle twitching. "Perhaps. We shall see what our citizens can swallow."



"That's the spirit!" said a smiling Celestia. "Have fun with it."








Thousands of ponies gathered below the stage, politely gasping and whining as everypony struggled admirably to avoid committing open treason. The sea of faces squirmed, bodies tensing and jaws gnashing as though each pony in attendance desperately needed to pee.



At the front of the crowd, the table of dignitaries showed remarkable restraint. Most of them planted one hoof or set of talons directly in their mouth and covered their eyes with the other. Only the emissary from Yakyakistan seemed completely unaffected.



In the first row of the audience, Pinkie Pie clearly fared worst. Her cheeks bulged out from holding her breath as her face turned a multifarious array of colors, while she simultaneously and repeatedly punched herself in the side of the head. Rainbow Dash sat right beside her, eyes clenched tightly and whining through her nose as though in great pain. Twilight's other friends hid their faces in their hooves and desperately gasped for breath every minute or so.



On Luna's right flank stood Princess Twilight Sparkle, blushing furiously. On her left stood Princess Cadance, hiding her face in her hoof. In front of the alicorns lay the coffin on a shining golden pedestal, from which Princess Celestia's unmistakeable, royal Sun-emblazoned hindquarters emerged like a hillock of smooth ivory. Far overhead, the Equestrian flag flapped gently in the breeze. Yet nopony dared look toward it, for the shiny metal pole stretched toward the Heavens at an unseemly angle.



"...and neigh, though we may never know the full reason why my sister saw fit to shove a flagpole so far up her own ass as to take her dearly beloved spirit from this world, I am certain we can all rest assured she died doing that which she loved most. And for that, we are grateful."



Pinkie collapsed onto the ground, pounding her hooves mightily against the stone flooring as a high-pitched whine gurgled in her throat.



"Lulu, why did you do this," mumbled Cadance, wincing as she bit her tongue.



Twilight Sparkle sighed. "She's going to kill you," she whispered. "Certainly, you realize this."



Luna smirked and whispered back. "Acceptable. I am prepared to fake it."
      

      
   
      Funeral for a Friend


      

      
      
         “Don’t see why we’re even botherin’ with this,” Applejack said, squirming within the confines of her black suit. Her mane felt cold in the air, her classic hat absent for this occasion.



“Because this is clearly important to our friends,” Rarity replied. Her eyes glanced across, to Twilight Sparkle, who was wearing her royal regalia. And clearly suffering from it, going by her constant fidgeting. “At least, some of them.”



Applejack snorted. “Whole bunch of hooey if you ask me. Waste of our time.”



A loud cough cut in any attempt to continue the conversation and all eyes turned to Pinkie, stood before a simple wooden podium. Standing on it, surrounded by flowers in the colors of the rainbow, was a picture of their friend, Rainbow Dash. Her wings were spread out, a cocky grin on her face. Clearly, a frozen memory of her in the lust of her life.



“Thank you all for coming, everypony,” Pinkie spoke, her voice surprisingly low-key. She gazed over her four pony ensemble, failing to notice Rarity giving Applejack a sly swatting and Fluttershy’s noticeably dry hoofkerchief, almost slipping from her grasp.



“What can we say about our friend, Rainbow Dash? Too many things, especially for a simple ceremony like this. Above all, she was our best friend but she was also a loyal companion, a brave hero, a natural performer, a stunning athlete, a—” Pinkie narrowed her eyes, looking past her grey veil and staring at a small card, “—the most super awesome coolest pony in history ever and the universe and don’t you forget it.”



In perfect synchronisation, there was a rolling of the eyes from Applejack and Rarity.



“But I’m not the one most qualified to talk about Dashie. For that, I hand it over to the pony who knew her best. Somepony who needs no introduction.” And just like that, Pinkie walked away from the podium.



“Here we go…” Applejack mumbled. 



“Er, hey everypony. Thanks for being here,” Rainbow Dash said, stepping up to the podium. “So, uh, recently my life changed in a dramatic way. Something happened to me that changed me forever and, honestly, I’m not sure I’ll ever see the world in the same way again.”



Rarity could feel Applejack’s growing ire and moved to place a calming hoof on her. Before she made contact, however, the farmer had already stood up and cried, “Ya ain’t even dead! This is crazy!”



“Shush!” Pinkie scolded, pointing a hoof at Applejack. “You’ll get your turn to make a speech!”



She wanted to argue but the pressuring glower of Pinkie Pie made her back down.



“Thanks, Pinkie,” Rainbow said, nodding at her. She then cleared her throat and proceeded. “So, well, the other day I wandered over to Carasoul Boutique, since I was like: ‘hey, maybe Rarity could use a break from her heavy workload’. Or something.”



Rarity’s pupils shrank to pinpricks. “She’s not.”



“You get why I wanted to take my hat now?” Applejack replied, covering her eyes.



“I knock on her door but she doesn’t respond,” Rainbow explained. “So I get kinda worried. Door’s open, so I fly right on in and call out for her. Still nothing. S-So I go upstairs and…”



Pinkie approached Dash, patting her on the back gently. “It’s okay. Take your time.”



“I’m good, I’m good,” Rainbow replied after a breath. “Right, so I’m upstairs… I open up Rarity’s room and…” 



She bit her lip, hesitating. Then she suddenly jumped onto the podium, knocking over her picture, and cried accusingly at Applejack, “Why was an apple strapped around your mouth, AJ?! Why wouldn’t Rarity let you eat the apple! What’s wrong with her?! What’s wrong with the both of you!”



“Rainbow…” Applejack said slowly, Rarity having vanished behind her hooves. “We told you, it was jus’ a bit of fun—”



“So getting strapped up like, like some dog getting taken for a walk is your idea of fun?!” Rainbow shouted. “Was the apple just a placeholder for the bone?!”



The soothing sounds of Pinkie shushing calmed Rainbow enough to bring her back behind the podium, the earth pony rubbing small circles on her back. “At ease, child. At ease.”



Carefully urging Rainbow to the side, Pinkie took to the podium again, gesturing at the distressed form of Dash. “A two minute silence, if you’d please, for the death of Dashie’s innocence.” She closed her eyes and brought her forehooves together. “Truly, one of life’s greatest injustices.”
      

      
   
      Timely


      

      
      
         Fluttershy stood alone in her kitchen.  Wan light from the dour, overcast sky filtered through the curtains, casting a pallor over the spartan furnishings of the hollowed-out tree she had been using for shelter these past few months.  The lanky filly couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen sunlight - it would have had to have been just before winter.



Right after her parents had disowned her.



She could still hear her father’s voice thundering in her head.  “No child of mine will live with those filthy dirt ponies and their conniving unicorn masters!”  She shivered as the memory echoed through her.



She had thought she wouldn’t need her parents, that she would be better off with all of her new animal friends below.  For the span of a week, she had been happy.  Then, winter had begun, and they all had either migrated to warmer climates or hibernated.  Abandoned, bereft, Fluttershy had been forced to bear the cold winter alone.



Loneliness eats at a pony, and in her isolation, despair had taken hold.  Only grey, empty silence had been her constant companion since winter began.



Today, she finally had enough.  A slow trickle of tears extinguished the last feeble embers of hope in her eyes.



With a resigned sigh, Fluttershy took her knife between her teeth and turned her back to the window.  The knife was sharp - she had made certain of that.  If she was quick and precise, she wouldn’t even feel it, or so she told herself.



She brought her foreleg up and rested it on the dusty table, hoof pointed towards the ceiling.  She was trembling.  She took a deep breath to steady herself, then carefully leaned in-



*knock knock knock*



Fluttershy let out a squeal as the knife pinwheeled into the air.  The blade sank deep into the floor and stuck there, quivering.  Fluttershy stared at it, her breath ragged, her mind numb.  She raised her foreleg, and saw that there wasn’t even a scratch.



*knock knock knock*  A raspy voice accompanied the hoofbeat on her door.  “Yo, Fluttershy!  You home?”



Fluttershy’s eyes widened.  “R-Rainbow Dash?”  She hastily dried her eyes on her fetlock, then trotted over to her door and flung it open.



Rainbow Dash hovered a few feet off the ground outside, and gave Fluttershy a bright grin when she saw her.  “Hey, what’s up, filly?”



Fluttershy stared up at her, jaw agape.  “Rainbow Dash?  Wh-what are you doing here?”



“I just got my papers from graduating Flight School, and I’m being transferred to the Ponyville Weather Team!”  She beamed.  “I’m officially moving here next month, but I figured I’d drop by to get the lay of the land first.  You wanna show me around town?”



“Wh-” Fluttershy shuffled back a step back, still staring.  “Why me?”



Rainbow Dash blinked at her, then slowly stated, “Uh, because you’re my friend, and I haven’t seen you in a while, duh.”  She landed, then looked over her shoulder with a frown.  “Also, the welcoming committee in Ponyville is nuts.  This crazy pink filly fired a confetti cannon in my face!  I’m still shaking bits of paper out of my mane!”  She tousled her mane with a hoof, and a few colorful pieces danced their way to the floor.



She looked back at Fluttershy, and took a hasty step back as she saw the tears brimming in her eyes.  “Whoa, whoa, what’s wrong?”



Fluttershy sniffed as she gave her a quavering smile, then rubbed at her eyes again.  “It’s nothing, I’m just- I’m really happy to see you.”








Rainbow Dash gawked at Fluttershy as she finished her story.  “So… if I had actually slept in as late as I’d planned that day…” she trailed off, her voice husky with emotion.  The two mares sat across from each other in Fluttershy’s kitchen as bright afternoon sunshine poured through the windows.



Fluttershy nodded as she took a sip of her tea.  “It all seems so silly now, considering how wonderful the last few years have been with you and the other girls.  But I just thought you should know that, because of you, I’m still here.” She offered her a warm smile. "And I'm grateful."



Rainbow Dash’s chin began to wobble.  She flew across the table and tackle-hugged Fluttershy, and held her tight as she cried, “Fluttershy, I don’t ever want you to go anywhere!”



Fluttershy returned her embrace and nuzzled her softly.  “Don’t worry, dear.  I don’t plan to.”
      

      
   
      That Which Remains


      

      
      
         Her helmet was the first to go. It clanged against oakwood, rolling from sideguard to sideguard before stopping. The silver material shone a richer, purplish hue in the bit of canopy-dappled moonlight that managed to hit the Everfree floor. Was that a sparkle she had seen emanating from within its blackened hollow?



Luna grimaced, and threw the crescent-crested breastplate in next. “Good riddance.” Her head turned though her gaze remained on the lengthy wooden box at her hooves. “Tia? The shoes, if thou wouldst.”



Golden light fell upon the clearing. Celestia stepped forward, her wings ruffling. “Luna, are you sure this is what you really want?”



“But of course. Why wouldst I not?”



Celestia's shoes padded about in the earth, attempting to find comfort in a wholly uncomfortable place. “It seems very much like denial, don't you think? Very much like harbored resentment.”



“And? What if it be true? I have reason to resent her… it… do I not?” Luna huffed, flicking her mane out of her eyes—Galaxies died in her heavenly locks. “Come, then. Bring forth its shoes.”



Celestia frowned. “This isn't at all what I agreed to.”



“Isn’t it?”



“No, it isn’t.” The white alicorn stomped her hoof. “I agreed to help you bury this armor only if you were first willing to reflect on what it meant to bury it.” 



Luna stared down at the haphazardly strewn metal in its elaborately carved coffin. “I have meditated on this matter. Now, fling them all in.”



“Luna…”



“Celestia, I haven’t the patience this evening. I have yet to take up post in the dreamscape, and I shan’t allow ponies’ slumber to suffer for thy sentimentality over that which no longer hast anything to do with me.”



“Luna, Nightmare Moon does have to do with you.”



The night princess reared up, her horn and eyes glowing white. Hooves crashed down into the earth with a thunderous roar. “No! Nightmare Moon is dead! Nothing of her is left, and now I wish to bury the remnants.” She snatched up Nightmare Moon’s shoes into her magic, chucked them into the coffin, and slammed the lid shut. The box’s wood splintered around the edges. Luna glared down at it, panting. 



Tentatively, Celestia parted her lips. “Five hundred years.”



“What?” shot the moon princess.



“I waited five hundred years before I collected your royal crown and crest, and buried you.” Luna turned to face her. “I was so certain, Luna, that you were lost to me forever; that even if your body returned, my sister wouldn’t.” Her front shoes clinked together. “It was so painful to hold out hope. So, I buried you. I never realized that it would continue to hurt me because I was burying a piece of myself, regardless of what you had become.”



Luna gawked. “Thou… Thou didst hold procession for me?”



Celestia chuckled to herself, shaking her head. “It was just me, alone, amongst the Everfree. Just as we are now. I took all of your royal accoutrements, and buried them just like this before realizing there was no burying you, Luna.” She bit her lip. “I think the reason you wish to bury Nightmare Moon is because you are also afraid. You’re afraid that she still lingers somewhere inside.”



“Tia, don't," Luna said, turning away.



“But has no good come from her presence at all?” the white alicorn pressed. “Wasn’t it Nightmare Moon who brought us closer than ever before? Wasn’t it she who started our dearest Twilight and her friends down their road toward self-discovery? I have known Nightmare Moon, Luna, and I do not wish to forget her. I wish to forever remember her pain so that I might never hurt you that way again, and so that she might never hurt anypony else.”



“Again…” Luna murmured, her eyes fixed upon polished wood. “Tia, that is what I fear. The temper, bouts of gloominess, mischief-making—I feel them all, even now. They live within me still, lurking.”



“And yet they are still all qualities that I love about you, Luna. Any different, and you wouldn’t be you.” Celestia advanced to her sister’s side. “It is our choices that we should fear. Not our feelings. Those are very much valid. Those are truly part of us.” She smiled, nudging her sister in the shoulder. “Please, let's choose to remember that... this together.”



The corners of Luna's lips curled upward ever so slightly. The edge of the splintered coffin cracked open, glowing softly in blue and gold.



“Alright. Let's.”
      

      
   
      Homework


      

      
      
         The assignment was easy. Or was it?



“Hey, D.T.” Scootaloo walked up beside her. “Wanna join us at the clubhouse? We’ll do homework and then have some fun.”



“I’m sorry, Scootaloo,” Diamond Tiara said, then dropped her gaze. “I’d rather do this essay on my own.”



“Oh, know what you’re gonna write already? Cause I have no idea!” Scootaloo laughed.



“Uhm, no. No idea.” She still didn’t look up.



“Wow, that’s really getting to you, huh? You always take school so seriously,” Scootaloo said, misreading her completely. The concern and false praise sent a bittersweet shiver down her spine, but turned sour upon closer inspection.



Diamond Tiara said nothing.



“Well, come by later, okay? See ya!” With that, Scootaloo dashed off.



Diamond Tiara continued her way home.



It’s your funeral. Describe the ceremony and what ponies say about you. It was the kind of assignment where there was no right or wrong. Easy, right?



Diamond Tiara opened the door to the mansion as quietly as she could and snuck in. She crept down the hallway, but as she went past the sitting room, a watchful eye poked out from behind a raised newspaper.



She dropped her bag. “Hi, mom.”



Her mom sat in an armchair with a slight angle to the hallway. Without saying a word, she stared for another two seconds, then returned her gaze to the newspaper. Diamond Tiara commenced her way towards her room when a quiet but clear voice cut through the frosty atmosphere.



“I see you’re not with your… friends. How come?” The last sentence rang out in a saccharine sing-song.



“I wanted to do homework alone.”



“They abandoned you, didn’t they.”



“They didn’t!” Diamond Tiara stomped her hoof. “Scootaloo even asked me to come.”



“Oh,” her mom chuckled. “They made the special foal show you some sympathy, huh? She’s that pegasus that can’t even fly, isn’t she.”



Diamond Tiara trembled in anger for a moment, then grabbed her bag and stormed up the stairs to her room. She slammed the door, dropped her bag on her desk, whipped out her copybook and pen, and started writing.



On the day of my funeral, it will be raining.



Even the sky will cry.



My mom will wail and ask me for forgiveness, but I’ll be gone.



Serves her right.



Apple Bloom will build a shrine in my honor, and Scootaloo will offer her scooter as funeral gift. Sweety Bell will sing a hymn to praise my deeds.



They’d do that, right? Because they’re my friends… 



Pipsqueak will confess to me, and admit he only ever ran for class president to be my equal.



Although he’s probably better than I was… 



The cutie mark crusaders will cry, and say how they didn’t spend enough time with me. How I died to soon.



We’ve only been friends for a few weeks…



They’ll talk of all the things we hadn’t done, and how they wouldn’t be able to enjoy them without me.



It’s so unfair.



Somepony knocked at her door. “Diamond Tiara?”



“Huh?” She looked up from her essay, trying to still her breathing, her dad just a dark, blurry patch on her vision as he stepped into her room.



“What’s that racket you’re making? Why are you crying like that?”



“I—” she hiccuped. “I don’t wanna die.” A fresh, hot batch of tears welled up in her eyes.



“You’re not dying, silly.” His words were strict, but he went up to her and patted her on the head.



She hugged him around the neck. Right, she wasn’t dying. Why was she crying like that? What silliness. She released him. “Right. Thanks, dad.”



When he’d gone, she ripped the page she’d written from her book and trashed it.



When I die, I want everyone to be happy they knew me. To think that no hour spent with me was wasted. To be able to laugh and remember me by the fun we had. It will be a beautiful and sunny day, and if there will be tears, I hope nopony will feel like trying to hide them.



Diamond Tiara thought about more to write, but the words wouldn’t come. Then, she remembered Scootaloo’s words: you always take school so seriously.



She laughed, dropped the pen, and went to the bathroom to wash her face. Then, she set off to the cutie mark crusader’s clubhouse.
      

      
   
      Rx


      

      
      
         “You need in-patient treatment, and you need it now.”



“It wouldn’t cure me, though.” Lily Valley stared from across the desk.



“No,” replied Dr. Primary Care, with frustration in her voice. “We’ve been over this in your previous appointments. There’s no cure. Only management to help get you as much time as possible.”



“How much time?”



“Probably about another year.”



“All in the hospital?” Lily asked.



“Yes.”



“Then what good is that?”



“It’s another year.” Care spoke slowly, belaboring the obvious.



“No, I get that, but...” Lily rolled a hoof in the air. “I mean, what good would it be?”



“It’s time you wouldn’t have otherwise.”



“How long would I have otherwise?” Lily asked.



“Looking at these function tests and your bloodwork... six weeks. Maybe two months.”



“So I can live for two months, or I can spend a year hooked up to IVs and tubes, bored out of my mind, trapped in someplace everypony hates.”



“I understand, it’s frustrating—”



“How many times have you been terminally diagnosed?” Lily asked. “How many times have you been here, where I am now? In some doctor’s office like this—” she waved a hoof around in a wide arc, “—with somepony sitting across from you, telling you that you have a... a thing, or whatever... and you have two months?”



“...Never,” Care admitted.



“Oh. Never. Right.” Lily leaned forward. “So I don’t think you do understand.”



“Okay, maybe I don’t know how you feel.” Care sighed. “But I understand medical facts, and I understand this, Ms. Valley: your condition is painful. It’s going to hurt, and it’s going to get worse. If nothing else, in-patient palliative care could at least make you comfortable.”



“So give me two months of pain meds, and I’ll deal with it on my own,” Lily said.



“Are you completely nuts?” Care stared at her.



“What?” Lily looked nonplussed.



“Do you have any idea how stupid I’d have to be to give you two months of painkillers?” Care asked. “I hate prescribing more than a few days.”



“Why?” Lily asked.



“Because they’re strong opiates,” Care said. “The kind that get misused.”



A slow-forming smile dawned over Lily’s face. “I don’t believe this.” She broke into giggles. “I’m dying here, and you’re worried about me being a junkie?”



“No.” Dr. Care thought for a moment. “In your case, that’s really not what I’m most worried about.”



“Then what?”



“What if I do write that prescription?” Care leaned back in her chair. “And what if, a few days later, somepony finds you dead next to an empty prescription bottle?”



They both said nothing for a long time.



“I don’t know.” Lily shrugged. Her voice was quiet. “What if I did? Wouldn’t that be my choice to make? What if... what if I thought about it, and it was for the best?”



“What would it make me if I wrote it, knowing that?” asked Care.



Uncomfortable silence hung heavily.



“Look, I don’t have time for hypothetical questions.” Lily snorted. “Here’s the thing: either you’ll write a prescription, or you won’t. Either help me spend my last days without pain, or don’t. Just tell me which one, so at least I know.”



The two of them stared at each other, locking eyes for several long seconds.



“Please.” Lily reached out and put her hoof on Dr. Care’s.



Dr. Care hesitated. Her face gradually softened and she let out a resigned sigh. She pulled her prescription pad in front of her and stared down at it for a little while, thinking.



Slowly, she started writing.



“Here.” She slid the sheet across her desk. “Two months’ worth, so you won’t need refills. Directions are on the scrip. Read them. I’m writing a note in your patient file that you’ve followed previous prescriptions closely, and that I have every confidence you will this time. Got it?”



“Thank you,” Lily whispered.



“They’re stronger than what you’re on now,” Care noted. “And they’re dangerous respiratory depressants at high doses. Five or six could be lethal. Ten or more, no question—you’d pass out and never wake up. So don’t OD.”



“I’ll definitely be careful.” Lily nodded.



“Good. I guess we’re done, if there’s nothing else I can do for you today.”



“No, I need to get going,” said Lily. “Stuff to get in order. Ponies to say things to.”



“Sure.” Care nodded. “I understand.”



“Thanks, Doctor.” Lily turned to leave. “See you around.”



“Hey, good luck with everything. Remember,—”



“Follow the directions, yeah,” said Lily. “I will. I will.”
      

      
   
      A New Life


      

      
      
         The hilltop was perfect. The grass was soft and green and quite comfortable. A large maple tree provided a pleasant amount of shade, not to mention pleasant sounds as the wind blew through its leaves. And, of course, it gave an excellent view of the ceremony occurring below. 



There was plenty of room for two ponies to spread out. But despite that fact, the earth pony and unicorn mares that were sharing it sat close together, flank to flank. 



“Hmmmm. Not all that many ponies are there? I expected more...” The unicorn was clearly not impressed by the turn out.



“Now now Lyra.” The earth pony nudged her marefriend with a small smile. “You knew it wasn’t going to be anything lavish or public. We’re a small community after all.”



“Yeah yeah.” Lyra rolled her eyes. “Still, I’d have expected a few big wigs to show up. Like maybe Princess Celestia or something! You deserve some recognition, Sweetie!” 



It was ‘Bon-Bon’s’ turn to roll her eyes. “It’s Bon-Bon now Lyra. You’ve got to remember that, or we’ll both be in trouble!” 



“I know, I know!” Lyra huffed, then giggled and planted a kiss on her marefriend’s cheek. “But you’ll always be my sweetie, Bon-Bon!”



“Lyra!” Bon-Bon flushed and giggled, leaning in against her lover. “Cut that out!” 



Lyra just smirked back at her. “Make me.”



“You know I can!” Bon-Bon narrowed her eyes and gave a mock growl. 



“Well, I know that Sweetie Drops, the super secret agent could...” She rubbed her chin with her hoof in thought. “But I’m not so sure that Bon-Bon, my cute candy making marefriend can...”



“Hmph! I’ll show you exactly what I can do...”



“In bed tonight!” Lyra interrupted mischievously.



“Lyra! Be serious!” She gave her a swat as she blushed. “We’re at a funeral!”



“Yeah, but it’s your funeral, so we can be as disrespectful as we like!” Lyra shot back with a smug grin. 



“No, it’s Sweetie Drop’s funeral. Sweetie Drops was a masterful spy and monster hunter, and one of the top agents in Celestia Secret Service. She racked up quite a list of accomplishments, and quite a list of enemies. But she’s passed on now, tragically slain while hunting a monster.” Bon-Bon lowered her head and placed her hoof over her heart in respect.



“I, on the other hand, am Bon-Bon!” She sat up straight. “A perfectly normal, mild mannered candy maker and marefriend to the craziest, most wonderful unicorn in all of Equestria.” She nuzzled her lover’s neck with a smile.



“From now on, the closest I get to secret agents are the secret ingredients that make my candies so delicious.” She gave a firm nod.



“Mild mannered, hmmmm?” Lyra giggled. “I think we might have to work on that a bit.” 



“Well, at least with you around, I don’t have to worry about breaking cover. Nopony will notice my weirdness with your level of crazy around!” 



“Hey!” Lyra pouted cutely. “I thought you liked my crazy!” 



“I don’t like your crazy.” Bon-Bon shook her head. “I love your crazy.” She finished, with a kiss for emphasis.



The two became silent after that, watching the cemetery below as an empty wooden casket was lowered into the dark earth. A few ponies remained to pay their respects, but not many. The ranks of spies and monster hunters in Equstria were limited, though indispensable. 



“You know, before I accepted my commission in the CSS, they told me what the retirement plan was. A small wooden box and a sparsely attended funeral.” Bon-Bon spoke softly. Lyra pressed up against her comfortingly.



“And you joined up anyway?” She asked gently.



“I had to. After what happened to my parents...” She shrugged. “I thought I knew what I as getting into. Now I wonder how many funerals I attended were like this one...”



“Most, I hope.”



“Probably. But not all of them.” Silence descended once more, as the last of the mourners departed.



“Bon-Bon?”



“Yes Lyra?” 



“Please don’t ever make me attend another funeral for you.” The unusual seriousness of her marefriened’s voice brought a smile to Bon-Bon’s face.



“I’ll do my best, love.” 



The two mares leaned against each and quietly watched as the gravedigger began to refill the hole containing ‘the last mortal remains’ of Agent Sweetie Drops. 



“Well, I think we’re done here.” With a small stretch Bon-Bon stood up. “Let’s go home.”



“Back to Ponyville?” Lyra asked eagerly. Bon-Bon smiled back at her.



“That’s what I said, isn’t it?” 
      

      
   
      The Rainbow Beat


      

      
      
         Sunset did not consider herself a morning person. She’d tried back when she lived with a pony that was by definition up with the dawn, but alas for the maid staff, the guard, and that one pegasus who’d set off a lightning bolt by her bedside, Sunset always woke up, grumpy, bleary eyed and in a blind rage. She went through a lot of alarm clocks. 



That morning was no different. The sun was just daring to poke through the curtains when a sudden rapping echoed through Sunset’s studio apartment. With a groan she rolled over in bed, dragging the sheets over her head. 



“Come on Sunset, I know you’re in there.” Rainbow’s voice cut through the cocoon of warmth. “I need to talk to you.” 



“Go away.” Sunset growled, burying herself deeper. 



“Yeah, I totally can’t hear you. I’m going to keep knocking until you answer.” She broke into a percussive version of ‘Awesome as I Wanna’ Be’. 



Sunset mused for a moment on whether she could get away with murder by claiming diplomatic immunity. Muttering to herself she slid out from under the bedspread, like a butterfly from a chrysalis of warmth. With a silent promise to return, she dragged herself to the front door. 



“What?” she demanded, throwing the door open, only to find herself glowering into an empty corridor.



 “Behind you dingus.” 



Sunset whirled and did a double take. Rainbow Dash rested her elbows on Sunset’s windowsill, drumming her fingers against the glass. She wore her athletic kit, with a duffel bag over her shoulder and a pair of headphones on her head. 



“Rainbow, what are you doing?” she exclaimed, hurrying over to the window.



“Dude, headphones,” Rainbow called out, tapping them. “Open the window I need to talk to you.” 



Sunset rolled her eyes but obeyed. The blast of cold air sent shivers down her spine and she rubbed her arms beneath her pyjamas. “Urgh, Rainbow it’s like six in the morning.” She shot a hateful glare at the sun peaking over the horizon. “Unless someone is on fire, dead, or fallen into another reality can’t it wait until morning?” 



“It is morning,” Rainbow protested. “Look, I need to be at hockey practice in, like, five minutes. Do ponies fly?” 



A groan escaped Sunset. “You woke me up at the crack of dawn to ask me that? Yes ponies fly. Heck you grow wings when you ‘pony up’ and fly about, unless you hadn’t noticed.” 



“Jeez, give me some credit.” Rainbow shook her head. “I know that, but even you and Twilight figured out how to hover. I wanted to know if ponies could really, you know, fly.” 



Sunset pressed a hand against her head “What, like a plane? Kind of, yeah. Pegasi can move pretty fast when they want to.” 



“Oh awesome you guys have those,” Rainbow said, bobbing along to the beat. “And they go, like, properly off the ground?” 



“Well, yeah they build cities in the clouds—” She paused and rubbed the sleep out of her eyes. “—Rainbow, do you know you have pony ears?” 



“Duh, that’s why I’ve got to keep the music going. So you–” 



“Hang on,” Sunset cut in. “Rainbow I live on the fourth floor, how did you even get up to this window?” 



She shrugged “Well, your doorman wouldn’t let me in and this was the fastest way to reach you... Anyway, you reckon that a pegasus could get between here and school in ten seconds flat?” 



“Probably, yeah,” Sunset frowned. “Where are you going with this Dash?” 



“Hockey practice, I told you.” She glanced at her watch. “Speaking of which, I’ve gotta’ fly. See you in Math, Sunset.” 



Rainbow kicked away from the wall and plummeted out of sight. Sunset threw herself forwards, hanging half out of her window with her heart hammering as she watched Rainbow drop towards the asphalt. Rainbow Dash’s wings flared out wide, beating like a hummingbird's and she kicked off empty air, hurling herself up into the sky. 



“WOO!” Rainbow’s whoop of joy rang out as she blazed over apartment block, a rainbow contrail spilling out behind her as she shot towards the rising sun. 



Sunset stared as the contrail faded away to nothing, her mouth hanging open. She could only imagine how the school was going to react when Rainbow Dash arrived on the wing. Shaking her head, she closed the window and crawled back in the bed. 



It was way too early in the morning to worry about that. 
      

      
   
      Guilt


      

      
      
         The cheap rotgut whiskey burned like fire all the way down, and the mare savored the sensation of heat. 



It was the only warmth she could feel anymore. 



“Bartender! Another shot!” She slammed the empty glass onto the bar beside its numerous siblings, and her hoof barely shook. Once upon a time she would have taken pride in that fact. 



Pride. Ha. 



The bartender, a rough looking brown stallion, gave her a hard look before pouring her another shot without a word. Which was just fine with her. Silence and alcohol were what she craved. 



With enough alcohol she might even silence the memories looping in her head. 



“I don’t know boss. Shouldn’t we wait for the rest of the team?”



“There’s no time for that! Get your rear in gear and follow me in!”



The bar was a bit of a dive. Grungy, dimly lit, and sparsely populated. She’d had a long, painful walk getting this far out on the fringes of Canterlot. The doctors would probably be pissed at her for straining herself. They wouldn’t be too pleased with the drinking either. Well, to Tatarus with them. 



It’s not like she ever listened to advice anyway.



“Let’s hit it from the East! If we drop the pressure there, we can divert the path...”



“Not enough! They’ll still get wrecked! We need to push at the core! Follow me in!” 



Damned doctors hadn’t wanted to let her out today in the first place. As if they could stop her from attending. Her partner deserved that much from her. Deserved a lot more than that, no matter what everypony else told her. 



“This is too much for just the two of us, Captain!” 



It was the truth, and she knew it. But it was too late. They were committed now. She had committed them.



“Shut up and keep up! We’re going deeper!” 



The dim lighting went a long way towards hiding her injuries. Her uniform had been better of course, but she’d ditched it right after the ceremony. She didn’t want to stand out. Didn’t want to attract attention. Didn’t want to deal with ponies offering their condolences. Their sympathy. Or worse, their accolades!



She couldn’t stand one more pony telling her it wasn’t her fault. 



“We’re in too deep!”



“Just keep it together, damnit!”



The Everfree forest was unpredictable and uncontrollable. A reminder that ponies would never truly master Mother Nature. It was filled with monsters of both flesh and blood, and wind and water. 



And sometimes those monsters slipped out. 



They’d done it. It had taken every erg of wingpower they had, but they’d diverted the rogue cyclone. The disabled passenger airship would be safe. 



The same could not be said for the pair of Wonderbolts.



Sometimes, bad things just happen, they told her. 



As if she needed the reminder. She was Captain of the Wonderbolts! It was her job to stand between other ponies and bad things!



Including her subordinates 



It was like being in Tartatus. 



The wind screamed and howled, crying for blood. Fur and feathers were stripped away by windsheer. They were too far in to climb out. Too tired to ride it out. Too far from help to expect rescue. 



She looked back at her wingpony, and saw her own expression mirrored back at her. 



Fear. Despair. 



Acceptance. 



She never saw the tree branch that struck her.



They said she’d made the right decision. They said her actions had saved hundreds of lives. They said it wasn’t her fault. Said it was a miracle she survived. Said she was a hero.



Another line of fire traced its way down her throat. Another shotglass thunked onto the bar.



What did they know? 



“Bartender! Another!” 



The crusty old stallion looked at her, then down at the line of empty glasses. It wasn’t a short line. 



“I think you’ve had enough ma’am.” 



Spitfire narrowed her eyes and glared. She spoke slowly, her voice as cold as a glacier, clearly enunciating each syllable.



“Another. Shot.” 



After a few seconds the bartender squirmed, then looked away.



“Fine. Whatever you say ma’am. It’s your funeral.” He grumbled, setting another shot before the mare. 



“No it’s not.” Spitfire growled, snatching the glass. She tried not to remember the peaceful look on Soarin’s face as he lay there in the casket. Tried not to remember the look of fear when she’d last seen him alive. 



“But it should have been.”



Even the burn of alcohol felt as cold as ice.
      

      
   
      Tomorrow


      

      
      
         Thunderlane floated through the late evening sky over Ponyville on an errant cloud, carried by an unassuming breeze—just as he always did. This was his favorite time of day, when the town's activity finally died down and everypony was getting ready for bed. With his dark coat, no one would see him above, and he knew no other pegasus would be flying about so late. This was his time, beneath the stars.



One by one, the town's lights—from doors, windows, porch lamps and assorted magical auras—dimmed from a bright white or yellow into a deeper orange, and finally into a familiar darkness. Not every house was like this, and he respected those who liked the night as he did, but it was enough to allow him a magnificent view of the stars above. So insignificant that he was, he thought. He liked to think about this often when he looked at the stars, the great burning balls of gas, thousand times bigger than their tiny planet. It was his dream once, before he became a weather pony, to study the heavens at the Equestrian Aeronautics and Space Administration.



It was not to be, however. The circumstances of his life led him to be a weather pony, and so a weather pony he became. He moved to Ponyville, taking his little brother Rumble along with him, and now he was the sole provider for Rumble's food and tuition. Astronomy became a hobby, one he could only partake in shortly between when he got off work and when he needed to go to bed.



Thunderlane sighed wearily. Thoughts of his dreams often turned sour, and tonight was no different. He thought about how long it would take him to break out of this life, to be able to do what he wanted to be doing. He thought about whether or not he would even be able to. And he thought of how those close to him would remember if he died without ever getting there.



Everypony had to go someday. Even the greatest stars exploded in a brilliant nova. Some stars, however, simply petered out into darkness. Smaller things faded into nothing. Surely Rumble would miss him at first. His friends, too. But a year later, they'd be used to life without him. Would ponies think of him a year later? A passing conversation about things he used to always do, perhaps, how it felt like something was missing, but he would just be that weather pony who didn't like his job. Years later, he would be forgotten like the cosmic nothing that he was. He wanted to burn bright like a star, not float around like an asteroid until it unceremoniously jettisoned itself into some planet's surface.



He needed to get his life together, he decided—a life on his own terms. No longer would he be just a local weather pony, but instead he would pursue his dream of being an astronomer. The first thing he would do tomorrow would be to submit his application to the Fillydelphia Star Gazers Guild—not quite a job at EASA, but it was a start. Tomorrow would mark a new beginning for him. For a new Thunderlane.



Tomorrow, he thought, and he alit from his cloud with a small hop, then made his way to his little home below with a yawn and a resolve stronger than any steel.



Just as he always did.
      

      
   
      Center of Attention


      

      
      
         Spitfire rubbed the back of her neck and darted her eyes around the parlor. A tiny organ organ played while dozens of ponies dressed in black consoled each other in various groups. In the corner, a casket laid open.



“Psst,” Fleetfoot whispered, nudging Spitfire. “Who’s this for again?”



Spitfire furled her eyebrows, attempting to remember. “Uhhh, I think it’s Soarin’s great uncle.”



Fleetfoot nodded. “So, why are we here again?”



“Look, this pony clearly meant something to Soarin, so let’s just be supportive, okay?”



Fleetfoot rolled her eyes. “Alright, I guess. So what do we do, mingle?”



Spitfire shook her head. “You will not be doing any ‘mingling’, just stand here and look solemn.”



Fleetfoot sighed, looking down at her sheer black dress. “I wish we were in uniform. Going somewhere when nopony recognizes you is the most miserable thing ever.”



“You're at a funeral, and that, to you, is the most saddest thing?”



Fleetfoot nodded. “At least when it’s YOUR funeral, you're the center of attention.”



“What the hay is wrong with you?” Spitfire said in a harsh whisper. “Not everything is about being the center of attention. We’re here to pay respects to somepony who freaking died! We may be big-time athletes, but we’re still ponies, damnit!”



Before Spitfire could finish her screed, Soarin approached the two, dressed in uniform, carrying wafer cookies and tiny sandwiches.



“Hey, ladies,” he said before shoving a tiny sandwich into his mouth. “Manks fr momin.”



Fleetfoot’s eyes widened. “Where’d you get the sammies?”



Soarin nodded his head to the side and swallowed. “Out those double doors. There’s a catering table.”



Fleetfoot darted off, leaving Spitfire and Soarin alone in a room full of mourners. Spitfire shook her head.



“You know what she was saying to me? All she can think about is how no one here recognizes her!” Realizing what she was complaining about, Spitfire bit her tongue and donned a sad look. “But, uh, I’m so sorry about your loss, Soar.”



Soarin shrugged. “Eh, he was a dick anyway. Nobody in the family particularly liked him.”



Spitfire’s jaw dropped. “Soarin, what’s wrong with you? How can you be so callous?”



“What? It’s the truth. He was mean, he cheated on all his wives, and he owed money to a lot of ponies money when he died. I’m just here for the food, really.”



Spitfire rubbed her temple and shook her head. “Why did you even bother asking us to come?”



“Oh, well, my mom asked me to bring you guys, thought it would get ponies talkin’. Why’d you come in civilian gear, by the way?”



“Because I stupidly thought we were here to pay our respects, and not just eat food and soak up all the attention.”



“Spitfire, you’ve been a Wonderbolt longer than me. How have you not realized that’s what 75 percent of life is for us?”



Before Spitfire could answer, a middle-aged pegasus mare with a wickedly large beehive mane approached the two. Spitfire recognized her as Soarin’s mother instantly.



“Well, my stars! Spitfire, you look lovely today!”



Spitfire smiled and gave her a hug. “Hello, Float, it’s good to see you.”



“Very good to see you as well. And where is Fleetfoot?”



“Here I am,” Fleetfoot said behind them. “And I have sammies, and boy are they good!”



Spitfire cleared her throat and darted her eyes at Fleetfoot before returning her attention to Float. “Anyway, uh, as I was saying to Soarin, we’re all very sorry for your family’s loss and–”



“Hey Float,” a stallion nearby interjected. “Did I mishear ya, or is that really Spitfire and Fleetfoot next to your boy, there?”



Fleetfoot beamed. “It certainly is, sir!”



Soon, more and more ponies gathered around the group, before eventually, they were the center of attention. Fleetfoot and Soarin began glad-hoofing and taking photo opportunities with enthusiastic mourners. Spitfire, meanwhile, tried to break away from the group, but found herself bombarded by ponies the cacophony of their excited chatter.



Eventually, she looked out across the room and saw the open casket abandoned. Everypony in the room had surrounded herself, Soarin, and Fleetfoot. Spitfire sighed, dreading this would happen.



Sometimes she wished she could just be a normal pony. Even if it was just to mourn another’s death.
      

      
   
      An Awesome Funeral


      

      
      
         “Do you think both Princess Celestia and Princess Luna will come to the funeral?” asked Sweetie Belle, keeping her voice down as she fidgeted.  There was a large collection of chairs and cushions being set up out on the grass in the town square, including two large cushions, both dark and light.  The three little ponies peering out of the attic window of the Carousel Boutique contemplated for a while before Apple Bloom spoke up.



“Ah think so.”  She pointed at the distant thread of smoke still floating up in the distance.  “I reckon the explosion was visible from Canterlot.”



“I bet it was awesome!” declared Scootaloo.  “I wish we had gotten a camera to take a picture.”



“We were a little busy being upside-down in the gully,” said Sweetie Belle.  “I told you we should have put seat belts on our rocket-sled.”



“Ah’m kinda glad we didn’t,” declared Apple Bloom.  “If’n we had, we woulda still been strapped in that contraption when it went into Ghastly Gorge.”



There was a very long silence between the three friends, broken only by the distant rumble of thunder.



“At least Rainbow Dash quit kicking that cloud,” said Scootaloo, taking a cautious peek out of the window.  “It’s still echoing a little.”



“Rarity’s still downstairs,” said Sweetie Belle.  “I can still hear her crying.”



“Ah don’t see Applejack nor none of my family anywhere,” said Apple Bloom, taking another peek out of the window.  “Do you think they’re still at the crash site?”



“Probably.”  Scootaloo began to fidget as much as Sweetie Belle.  “We are in so much trouble.”



“It’s only going to get worse the longer we take to tell them,” said Apple Bloom.  “Ah don’t think they’ll keep us from seeing each other.  Right?”



“I don’t want to take the chance,” said Scootaloo, slumping down on the floor of the attic and holding her hooves over her ears.  “I mean all of us came up with the idea of building a rocket sled, but Applejack can get so protective.  Remember when she wanted to keep you in your room and we provided cover so you could deliver those pies?”



“And my big sister freaks out so much when I even get a little dirty or burnt just a little bit,” said Sweetie Belle.  “She’ll lock me up and I’ll never see you two again.”



“We still gotta tell ‘em sometime,” said Apple Bloom.  “It’s not like we can run away to Manehattan and stay with Babs for the rest of our lives, change our names, and never see our families again.”



“That seems oddly specific,” said Sweetie Belle.



“Ah had some time to think when we were digging ourselves out of that gully,” said Apple Bloom.



The three close friends slumped together into a semblance of a hug, most likely the last physical contact they would get with each other for the rest of their lives.  Finally, after a bit of sniffing, Scootaloo said, “It’s too bad we can’t watch the funeral from up here.  I’ll bet it would be awesome.”



Apple Bloom sniffed back a few tears and added, “Big Mac might even say more than two words.”



“Rarity says black makes her look fat,” said Sweetie Belle.  “But I’ll bet she wears a ton of it.”



They remained quiet and thoughtful for a while, listening to the occasional rumble of thunder as dark overcast clouds were brought in to deepen the mood in town.  After taking a deep breath, Apple Bloom said, “I think Sweetie should tell Rarity first.  She’s just downstairs.”



“No way,” said Sweetie Belle.  “She’ll freak out.  She needs somepony brave to support her during her time of stress, like Rainbow Dash.  Scootaloo should tell her first.”



“Totally un-cool,” said Scootaloo.  “Rainbow would probably cry, and that would totally ruin her reputation around town.  I think Apple Bloom should tell her sister first.”



“She’s gonna tan my hide!” said Apple Bloom.  “That is unless some kind and gentle pony like Rarity can talk her out of it first.”



The three of them took a mutual deep breath and a deep sigh before Sweetie Belle asked, “Just how much trouble do you think we’re in, anyway?”



“Lots,” said Applejack.



Three little fillies slowly turned their heads and looked over at the narrow staircase that extended up into the Carousel Boutique attic.  Three much older and significantly more upset adult sisters looked back.



“So, does this mean we can’t watch our own funerals?” asked Scootaloo.


      

      
   
      The Heirloom


      

      
      
         "It's not grave robbing if it's your own tomb."



"I'm not sure the law has ever considered this angle of the question, sir. Still, the legal technicality is not what puts me at unease."



Blueblood raised his head from the duffel bag, a crowbar and a tumbler filled with ice and an amber liquid levitating beside him. "Trusted Butler, what are you talking about?"



"Sir, for the umpteenth time, my name is not Trusted Butler, it is Cornerstone. And I am more worried about the fact that somepony may see the supposedly deceased Prince shuffling around 'Alive and Kicking' so to say."



"You worry too much." The Prince took a sip from his glass, then smacked his lips. "Nopony comes ever in the catacombs, certainly not at night. And after we have my heirloom we can finally leave for a bright and exciting future." The crowbar flew to the gray earthpony in black jacket.



Cornerstone grabbed the tool and stepped to the marble sarcophagus. He lowered his head, his eyes following the thin line separating the upper and the lower part of the coffin.



Blueblood observed his drink, his eyes unfocused. "You know, I really appreciate that you'll follow me, Trusted Butler. I mean, you'll leave everything behind for this big, crazy even if undoubtedly fascinating adventure."



Cornerstone put his ear on the marble surface, then tapped with his hoof two times. "My oath of service won't expire with a fake death, sir. I checked." He rose and moved a bit further down before eyeing critically another point. "I admit I was surprised that this specific case was covered. If you permit the observation, it raises some worrying questions about your family. And it explains what happened to great-aunt Mainstay."



"True, true. What can I say, we Bluebloods are lovable rascals."



"Right sir, lovable." Cornerstone raised the crowbar, stuck it in a thin slit near the head of the sarcophagus, then pulled down. The cover sled almost without a sound. "Sir, you can recover your heirloom, and then we can continue with this farce."



"We could become pirates." Blueblood put the tumbler on the floor and trotted to the open tomb. "It would be thematically appropriate. Forced to flee and leave an old live behind because of a prohibited love, scour the nine seas, and return in a decade at the head of a ragtag bunch of misfits to get the place that is rightfully mine. I can see it."



"Sir, I detest to pop that specific romantic bubble, but there was no prohibited love. Princess Essekbeli swore to gut you and feed you your intestines while you died."



"Details. But you are right, I should have romanced her brother. Ah, the sacrifices one does for his country, I was sure the edge we could get at the negotiations would have been worth it. And he is a handsome stallion. So, no exile on the wide sea to forget a tragic love?"



Cornerstone closed his eyes and moved the lips murmuring something. He sighed and walked to the duffel bag. "No sir, it would not be appropriate. And I would be very grateful if we could avoid any deeds involving banditry, fraud or similar endeavors that may end with us being chased by angry villagers or guards."



"We shall see." Blueblood looked in the open sarcophagus, then smiled as he levitated out a monstrously decorated Cuckoo clock. It was an abomination that spat in the face of everything decent. Timekeeping devices everywhere wept whenever it ticked. It was so tacky it deformed space around it, and if one remained alone with it it was possible to hear a faint yodeling from beyond the veil reason suggesting horrid visions of wooden chalets and lederhosen.



Cornerstone shivered, then looked away and gathered the tools and the bottle of Griffin Mist.



Blueblood trotted over to the earthpony. "Isn't it a beauty? Ah, the idea of abandoning it was breaking my poor heart."



"It is certainly something, sir." He glanced briefly at the horror before closing the bag and swinging it on his bag. "Are you absolute certain that it is necessary to take it? Princess Celestia and Princess Luna have put so much effort in the funeral and in showing that you were really dead by sealing that thing in a tomb. And now the open coffin may create some doubts."



"Worry not. They'll say it was changelings or something like that. Enough complaining Trusted Butler, it's time to go. Onward to Adventure!"


      

      
   
      Neighbor Bird


      

      
      
         PLUNK!



The tater landed in the pail, reverberating through the green and brown field. 

	

Tossed paused for a moment to wipe his brow. He was in the southwest field now, a relatively smaller field compared to the others. But for a little colt like Tossed, every field looked like it went on forever. Especially when he was the only one in it.    



It was a hot day today. Not that it was ever really cool, but today had those special marks of an especially warm day: No songbirds, no clouds, and an extra layer of sweat coating Tossed’s orange coat. 



“Ah swear,” the little Tater muttered. “Th’ princesses oughta keep that sun to themselves when-”



“Rawk, rawk!” 



Tater’s eyes shot toward the direction of the sound, down toward the eastern edge of the field. There, a large oak stood, planted a long time ago by a Tater ancestor whose name Tossed could not remember. It was far enough away that Tossed had to squint to get his vision right. But when he did, he quickly spotted the noise’s source.



“Rawk, rawk!” The source reiterated. It was a big white bird, a good two feet tall and about 5 feet of wingspan. It had a big red beak that clashed with the light brown and greens of the oak it was perched on.  It was looking at Tossed with a blank expression, like it wasn’t really sure whether to ask him a question or tell him to beat it. It really didn’t matter what he would say though, since Tossed Tater could not speak bird (most ponies can’t). 

	

But Tossed decided he would do something he never had before: He would pretend he knew what the bird was saying. Why? He didn’t know. It was just one of those things that came to him, like most flights of fancies do for most little colts. 



Why, what’s th’ matter, Neighbor Bird? The little Tater said in his mind. 



Well, Tossed, I’m afraid to say that I’ve gotten quite lost. Would you happen to know which way Ponyville is?



“Tossed!” A voice rang out. The poor little colt nearly fell on his face as he lurched forward. Peering behind himself, Tossed could see his father, Tough Tater, looking down at him, a deep frown planted on his face. 



“Boy, what are ya doin’?”



“Nothin’, sir!” 



“And that’s just th’ problem, boy! Th’ rest o’ yer brothers and sisters are digging them taters like there ain’t no tomorrow, and yer just standin’ there!”



Tossed hung his head. “Ah’m sorry, sir.” 



“Hmph,” the grey stallion huffed through his beard. “Yer a good boy, Tossed, but ya need ta focus. Winter’s gonna be mighty harsh this year, and Ah don’t want to be diggin’ no graves for any mah chilren because we didn’t have enough food. Understand?” 



“Yessir.”



“Good. Now git to it.” He turned away and made his way back north, towards the homestead in the middle of the farm. 



Tossed went back to the potatoes, pulling at them like they were weeds. 



PLUNK! PLUNK! PLUNK! 



He pulled and pulled at the spuds for some time, working his way towards the eastern edge of the field. But Tossed kept his eyes fixed to the ground. He knew that bird was still up there and would make his mind wander again. But as he got closer and closer to the oak, the sweat building up on his thin orange coat, his little mind began to drift once more.



It was awfully rude ta leave th’ bird hangin’ like that. Oughtta at least tell it which way ta fly. Tossed did his best to ignore these thoughts, but they kept building up inside of him, like they were boiling water and he was the pot in this hot autumn sun. 



Eventually, he could stand it no more and glanced back up at the oak. The bird still stood there, staring at him with that same blank expression.



Well, Neighbor Bird, you just need to fly east from here. You’ll eventually see Ponyville if ya go that way.



The bird blinked. 



And then it just stood there. 



It stood there even after Tater had gone back to work, picking and sweating even more. It stood there as Tossed ran back homeward as the dinner triangle rang. And it stood there long past midnight, when ponies and beasts laid down to sleep.



Then, when the Moon was at its highest, it opened his wings and flew away, due east. 
      

      
   
      Rainbow Dash Enters the Writeoff With Less Than 15 Minutes to Go


      

      
      
         "Huh? Rainbow?"



Rainbow Dash looked up from the fireside, where she was lying flat on her stomach, a quill between her teeth and—though she couldn't see it—ink stains giving her the appearance of a deep, navy mustache. Spike was standing at the bottom of the library staircase, rubbing at his eyes with a claw, an empty mug clenched firmly in the other.



"Hey Spike!" Rainbow said, confused momentarily by the strange sensation of trying to speak around the feather that was clenched in her teeth. "What's up?"



"Not much," Spike said, as Rainbow turned her head back to the parchment in front of her. She hastily began to scribble another sentence on it, trying to hold back any thoughts of 'this is terrible', or 'what point am I even trying to make with this sentence?', because awesome ponies didn't miss Writeoffs. "What are you doing, anyway?"



"Writing contest," Rainbow said, sharply, crossing out a word she had ruined while trying to speak. "The deadline's in about ten minutes and I'm not missing my chance to enter something."



"Oh, is this one of those Daring Do contests you always go on about?" Spike flumped into an armchair beside her, all tiredness suddenly vanished from his expression because dammit I've only got five minutes to go, I can't keep track of all this character business!



"Yeah," Rainbow replied. "And I've spent all day trying to think of something, but I haven't had any good ideas yet. So I figured I could just write something and send it in anyway, and hope nobody notices that it's heavily rushed, riddling with tense errors, and completely unconnected to the prompt."



For a moment, Spike sat in silence—or the relative silence of the crackling fire and the scritch-scratching of Rainbow's quill on the parchment before her. He let out a yawn (ha! see! I can remember this stuff!) and dragged himself up to his feet, realising that—for the next five minutes, at least—Rainbow Dash wasn't really going to be up for any kind of conversation. He started his weary trudge to the kitchen, intent on refilling his mug of cocoa.



Five minutes later, and a mug of warm, chocolatey goodness in claw, Spike returned to the front room to find Rainbow Dash sitting, proudly holding a rolled-up scroll in her mouth.



"Hey Spike?" she asked. "Would you mind sending this?"



Spike took the scroll from her, opened it up, and gave it a quick read. It did nothing. There was no message, no theme, no character progression and nothing of any real interest at all. Raising an eyebrow, he looked back up at Rainbow.



"You sure you want me to send this?" He waited for the nod, which came vigorously and far, far too quickly. The submission deadline must have passed; he hoped she'd be okay submitting a few minutes late. Maybe there was a grace period? "Well, okay. It's your funeral."
      

      
   
      Slip Up


      

      
      
         The brilliant Sunset Shimmer had done it again. She’d let her inner demons take a hold of her, spark that fire within her, and she’d gotten someone burned. This world’s Twilight was no magical princess, she was just an ordinary girl, now running scared and crying because of the flames Sunset spewed.



“Great. Just great,” she said, covering her face, then gripping it. “Can’t I do anything right without messing up?”



Rainbow Dash, holding onto her friend’s shoulder, gave it a squeeze while silently motion for the others to give them some privacy. “So what? You had a slip, blew up a little. It’s no big deal.”



“No big deal?” Sunset said, glowering at Dash. “You say what happened. I was screaming at her. Shrieking at her like some raging she-demon—” She blinked, seeing Dash flinch just a little. “And I’m doing it again, aren’t I?”



“Just simmer down a little. Deep breaths, just like gym warm up, y’know?” Rainbow gave Sunset a little smirk, as she went through the calming rhythms. “Guess I should say ‘Shimmer down’ instead.”



It was enough to bring a flash of a smile across Sunset. “Heh.”



“You good?”



Sunset ran a hand through her hair. “Better.”



“Sweet,” Rainbow replied, giving her a thumbs up. “Look, maybe you said things a little badly. But that happens, it was a mistake. And we just did go through the most dangerous bike race of all time.”



Sunset hummed in response, then gave Rainbow a stronger smile. “Thanks for saving my life, back there.”



Dash grinned, scuffing her chest casually. “Think nothing of it. It’s just what I do.”

“Now you do, I guess.” A pause. “Question?”



“Shoot,” Rainbow said, pointing a finger gun at her.



“Out of everyone in our group, you took to me the quickest.” A curious frown and she asked, “Why?”



Rainbow shrugged. “I see myself in you, kinda.”



Sunset did a double take. “Really?”



“Hey, I wasn’t always as awesome as I am now. I’ve made some pretty bad mistakes too,” Dash said.



Glancing towards the school she almost destroyed, Sunset could only sigh. “Bet you never turned into a demon.”



“Nah. But still, I hurt people.” That brought Sunset’s interest back around. “When I was young, I wanted to be the best athlete ever. I still do but back then, it was just about the only thing I cared about. And I didn’t care about how I got it either.” Sunset perked a brow, prompting Rainbow to continue. 



“I’d do some pretty lousy things,” Rainbow said, rubbing at her arm. “Cheating, mostly. But sometimes, especially during football, I’d just push other kids down so I could get a shot at glory.”



“You were just a kid,” Sunset replied. “You didn’t know any better.”



“Did you?” Rainbow asked, her question the perfect parry. 



Sunset paused momentarily before answering. “I should have.”



“Me too,” Rainbow agreed. “But I didn’t. I just didn’t know how my actions were affecting everyone, and how everyone saw me. I wasn’t some hero or someone awesome to them. I was just a rotten bully.”



Smiling, Rainbow gazed towards her friends, gathered in a circle nearby. “Fluttershy was the first to forgive me. She made me see what the end of the road would be like, if I kept being a bully. Then the others quickly followed suit. I owe them a lot, really.”



Turning back to Sunset, Dash held out her hand. “So I’ve been there, sorta. Maybe not on the same level as you but definitely a similar principle, or something. But whenever you stumble, or fall down, I’ll be there to pick you back up again.”



Sunset eagerly took Rainbow’s hand, feeling a warm glow inside her. “I appreciate it, Dash. And if you’re ever down, I’ll give you some lift, okay?”



Rainbow squeezed Sunset’s hand, then let go, patting her shoulder. “Alright, that’s a deal. I mean, it shouldn’t happen much, but if I’m ever not feeling too awesome one day, you’ll be the first to know.”



“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so sincere,” Sunset remarked, smirking.



Rainbow forced out a laugh, nudging Sunset aside. “Yeah, well, guess I’m just feeling like it after saving your life.”



“We’ll go with that, sure,” Sunset replied, looking over to the rest of the group with a smile. “Let’s get ready for the next event.”



“Totally,” Rainbow replied, then immediately ran towards the group, pumping a fist into the air and shouting, “Let’s win this thing!”
      

      
   
      Somepony #2


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Beneath Rosemeadow Manor


      

      
      
             Carapace had been ready for the end, when it came. She had known the swarm was drawing near. How could she not? She’d been afraid to fully silence the Hive. To be completely alone. Though she had broken away years ago, it was a hum always at the back of her mind, a hum that had grown to a roar in the days before the invasion came. She didn’t want to be alone like that, to have only her thoughts and nothing else.



    She bore no malice against ponies. Not anymore. Not since one had found her in a moment of weakness, had seen her disguise falter, and had met her with curiosity instead of fear.



    Curiosity became kindness. Kindness became friendship. And friendship became love, freely given. Love that Carapace returned, for on the day of the Invasion, she cut herself off for the first time. Broke the link to the hive, so none could use it to track her.



    And Carapace could do nothing, now. Yes, she had secreted Moon Glow into the cellar beneath her house, stocked it as full of provisions as possible, barricaded the door and camouflaged it as best she could, but all of that was temporary.



    Food, after all, was a limited resource. And a week ago, it had run out.



    Now Moon Glow lay on a cot, and smiled at her, too weak to further move. “You shouldn’t starve yourself too,” she protested. “You should -” Coughing kept her from saying more.



    “You need your strength, Glowy! And...besides. They’re your people up there. Mistaken, yes. But you should still go to them. Tell them where I am. You can live, and...you’ve said the dreams are nice.” Moon Glow smiled. “I’m sure I will dream of you.”



    “No!” She said sharply. “They’d be a lie. To the rest, ponies are just food and I won’t help that. I won’t! I...look. Stay here. Don’t move. I’ll go find more food. When I get up there I’ll open myself just enough to blend in. But I won’t let them have you!”



    Moon Glow chuckled, as much as it hurt to do so. “I don’t think you have to worry about me moving. I’m more worried about you. You haven’t been feeding. Do you think I can’t tell? You haven’t shapechanged in days.”



    “I know you say it just tickles, Glowy. But I won’t feed off you like this. You need every bit of strength you can get. And...I’ve had worse. I never felt so empty as before you found me. Just...stay still. Try to sleep. I’ll be back.”



    Carapace turned away. Moved boxes, and soon enough the scrape of a protesting hinge announced her departure.




    Two minutes later, amidst the vibrant, goo-less streets of Canterlot, among a tide of a thousand panicking ponies, all Carapace could do was sit there and gape. Amidst the cries of ‘Changeling!’, and ‘Invasion!’, and ‘It’s the wedding all over again!’, she watched as winged shapes dropped out of the sky. Guardsponies.



    And through it all, as spears bristled in her direction, only one phrase came to mind. “Oh, you have got to be kidding me…”
      

      
   
      Eclipse


      

      
      
         A dark, cramped room lit in candlelight. Luna sits at a desk writing when Celestia enters. Luna puts her quill on to the desk and turns around to face her sister.



Luna: So you want me to play that game again? Never occurred to you I might have enough of it? Besides, all your previous attempts have failed, so I really don't see why we should stick to that pretence any more. It’s time to admit we—well you for that matter—have failed and move on. I’m really too lenient with you here.



Celestia: Sis, this time I’m hundred percent sure of my choice. She has demonstrated superior skills and a unusual ability in magic. If she does not succeed, nopony else will, and we'd better give up hope and set the record straight anyway.



Luna: Make or break?



Celestia: Sort of a last ditch attempt, yes. But you should be happy, your long stretch of loneliness is over. You’ll soon be able to perform all your regal tasks again and… (smirking) I must say I’m not displeased. I was getting pretty bored of filling in for you, honestly. I underestimated the burden father charged you with.



Luna (grins) : Rising and lowering the moon is just the easy part of it, isn’t it? Happy you realised that at last. After all, this set-up was your idea, so it seems a fair retaliation to me, in exchange for my subserviency.



Celestia (ticked off) : And what would you have done, miss smart-crescent? May I recall you that the power of the elements is dwindling away at an accelerated pace, and that no known spell has been able to restore them. If that trend continues on its present course, in less than a century Discord will be back, and who knows what other plagues with him.



Luna: And you think I had no time to ponder over this? May I recall you in turn that I’ve been confined in this cellar for a thousand years now? Not much better than the alleged moon. Meanwhile your highness, instead of working out a logical solution, gave up any sound reasoning and preferred clutching at that ludicrous prophecy made by that old cooter in his last breath? I don’t know how I came to help you with this. You were lucky I had no idea what I was letting myself in for.



Celestia: It’s a bit late to have that discussion, Luna. The summer sun celebration takes place tomorrow. We must get ready for it. 



(Luna sighs. Celestia’s horn glows golden, and a cabinet opens. Floating out of it, a full regalia set with an additional pair of large, dark wings, and a long, black horn. Celestia shakes the items over the ground, raising a could of dust. Then she drops the outfit on to the ground.)



Luna: How long since I last wore that bogeymare disguise? (Looks scornfully at the outfit.) Pfff… Totally preposterous. It wouldn’t scare a thrush. I hope you’ve a solid plan this time.



Celestia: As usual. I don’t show up at the appointed time, and then you break in. You scare everyone with eternal night and all the baloney. I think you rehearsed that part enough: your Canterlot voice and your hysterical laugh are perfect now.



(She grins at Luna, who glares at her in return.)



Luna: So what’s the big deal tomorrow for Twilight and friends?



Celestia: They will head for our old castle. I’ve prepared a set of pickles throughout their way in the Everfree forest that should summon up their innate qualities and connect each of them to the relevant element. Once they arrive in the castle you barge in again, threaten to kill Twilight Sparkle, and let her save the day.



Luna (smirks) : And get blasted, I suppose.



Celestia (grins again) : Well—



Luna (interrupts her) : Then your majesty arrives in her dazzling solar regalia, pretends she was trapped in the sun, congratulates the heroine and sheds a tear on her poor sister restored to her true form by the staggering power of the one chosen pupil? And then a big party, and the whole shebang…



(Celestia squirms but doesn’t answer. Luna sighs again and grabs a piece of attire in her magic.)



Luna: All right. Let’s get this over with…
      

      
   
      The Last Line of a Kinks Song Succinctly Summarizes This Theme


      

      
      
         Maybe, thought Andrea Libman, to the best of her drug-addled abilities, I should have asked some questions when Larson offered me that little square... thing. She coughed and sputtered, drool dancing down her chin. She took a big breath; soon the heaving began anew.



And maybe, she chided herself as powerful stomach contractions sent said stomach's contents into the sink before her, I shouldn't have washed it down with so much vodka. Her regurgitated dinner was disgusting, but it was spelling out some pretty cool messages like, "Look in the mirror, silly!" Whatever that meant.



Her heaves had concluded, for now, but when she turned the faucet handle to wash off her face and out the sink, it became apparent that it was clogged with vomit. At this sight she almost retched again. Maybe I should be throwing up in the toilet, the discomposed voice actor thought. She doubted this was the "cool time" that Larson spoke of, though having six fingers would be nice the next time she played piano. Other than that, the night was pretty sucky.



"Or maybe," a squeaky voice chided, "you need to worry less about the physical unpleasantries of your trip and focus on relaxing in the cool shade of awakening."



Andrea looked up. Had her reflection talked? It was wiggling around a lot, and her hair especially looked a lot curlier than usual. In fact...



"P-Pinkie Pie?"



"The one and only! You don't look so hot, Gibby Libby!"



Andrea squinted. She scrunched her fingers up into something resembling a hoof. Before her eyes, the pink reflection did the same thing, except it really did have a hoof. The two tentatively reached forward, until hoof and hand met at the glass surface.



The human pulled away and shook her head; now she had a headache and her reflection was still a pony. "I'm definitely tripping."



"Or maybe," Pinkie countered, "drugs open gateways of perception to other realities normally blocked by the human mind. So you can party with Pinkie!"



"But this is a sad party!" Andrea insisted. "The finale premiers in three weeks! The show's over!"



"So?" Pinkie replied, shrugging. "It had a great run. Why the frowny face?!"



"It's your funeral!"



"Puh-leaze! I'll be rocking out long after you've exited stage left."



Andrea felt hot liquid caress her face. "What are you talking about? The series is ending! You're... I'm... I-I-I'm never gonna get to record your-your b-b-bright cheerful voice ever again! I'm gonna miss you!"



"Hey. Listen here. Look at me. Serious Pinkie face." Andrea kept sniffling but gave Pinkie her attention.



"The show may be over, but that doesn't mean I am. I know you think I'm imaginary, but I'm as real as you want me to be. Every time you read a story, or a comic, or watch an animation, or-or look at some fanart, every time you do any of those things and you see me, well guess what?"



A pursed smile appeared on Andrea's lips. "What?"



"I'll be real again. As long as you and others remember me, I'll never, ever die."



"R-really?"



Across the glass barrier, Pinkie silently moved her limbs in rehearsed motions. "Pinkie Promise."



There were those tears again. "Thank you, Pinkie!" Andrea shouted. "I want to hug you right now!"



Pinkie giggled. "Me too! We'll have to shatter the mirror though. It might hurt a little, but it'll be worth it. Punch on three?"



Both reeled back. "One... two... three!" they shouted in unison, fist and hoof flying towards each other. Andrea heard a crunch and felt pain. Shards of glass were sticking out of her hand, but more importantly, there was now a hole through which she could hug her friend. So she did.



"Your fur is warm and fuzzy."



"Your skin is warm and smooth."



"Thanks for giving me a smile, Pinkie."



"And thanks for giving me a voice, Ms. Libman."



Eventually they disentangled from each other. "So, goodbye?" the human asked.



"For now," Pinkie said with a wink. "Oh! Oh oh oh!"



"What! What is it?!"



"Twitchy hoof! I gotta go. You're about to have company. Say 'hi' to Discord for me!"



With a flash, Pinkie was gone, just as John DeLancie walked in.



"Hey, Andrea, I heard a noise and..."








Pinkie Pie hopped down from the pedestal the scrying plane sat upon, addressing the others with a warm smile. "She's a little out of it right now, but you know what? I think they're going to be okay."
      

      
   
      I Guess It Wasn't


      

      
      
         “It’s your funeral,” and with those words, and a flick of her mane, Octavia flounced away. Lyra just smiled softly, confident that she had everything under control.

It was not easy to book a good venue for a concert. And, to jeopardize that position by allowing an amateur to be the opening act was unheard of. But, Lyra Heartstrings was sure in her decision.  As a slight breeze caressed her pastel mane, she turned and headed to Rarity’s before the show started. 



“I’m so worried. I am not going to ruin your show am I?”

“Don’t worry sweetie, you’ll do wonderfully.” Lyra flashed a winning smile at the younger pony before pushing her out onto the stage.  The crowd roared with applause as the opening chords played.

“Do you really think that she can do it?”

“I know she can. I’m so glad you could make it, love.”

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” The cream colored pony nuzzled her companion gently. “Break a leg. But, you know, don’t actually break one, just do really well,” she mumbled as Lyra returned her affection. 

The pair turned to watch as the opening chords faded and the young mare took center stage and opened her mouth. The sweet cello melody was immediately replaced with her expressive vocals. Lyra was still unsure how anyone could turn a lullaby into such a rousing anthem but she couldn’t help swaying along with the rhythm. 



The crowd gave a standing ovation once the opening performance was over. A soft bundle of hooves and fur pounced onto Lyra as the curtain closed.

“I did it! I did it!”

“You were truly amazing Sweetie Bell! I am glad that I stood by my decision to have you open for me.” The two ponies spent a brief moment enveloped in an embrace, giggling with excitement. 

The cream colored mare broke them apart, her rose and navy mane falling over her eyes.  “Okay, take it easy. You still have to go out there and perform.”  Lyra replied by striking a pose on her hind legs.  “I got this.”

And, as promised, Lyra gave a flawless performance. She was making her way to her dressing room backstage when a hoof pulled her aside.

“I guess it was not your funeral after all. I apologize; I should have trusted your judgment.” Octavia looked appropriately dismayed and was surprised as Lyra nudged her comfortingly.

“I guess it wasn’t.”
      

      
   
      Honor, Duty, and Sacrifice


      

      
      
         "The last one?  You're sure?"



The green unicorn mare nodded, not turning towards him.  Her eyes were locked on the carnage.  It was the thousand yard stare.



"By the gates of Tartarus..."



Bolt glanced nervously back at his partner, his armor rustling at the movement.  Lance was staring at him with wide eyes.  This was bad.  This was very very bad.  They needed to get out of here.  Every instinct was telling him to run.  Lance's expression hardened.



You're sure?  Bolt asked with his expression.  Lance nodded back at him.  Right.  They were royal guards.  They had taken an oath to protect Equestria and its citizens.  Bolt returned his attention to the shell shocked mare.



"Miss, I need you to evacuate the area."



Her ear twitched.  She blinked.  "Wha-?"



Lance took over, assuming the posture drilled muscle memory by countless hours of training.  "This is a dangerous situation.  Please let the royal guard handle it."



Her eyes flickered back and forth between them.  "Are you sure?  I could-"



Bolt cut her off.  "Go.  Now."  He stood straight next to Lance.



Her eyes welled up with tears.  She nodded gratefully to them, and without another word, took off, galloping down the hall.  Bolt watched her go, then turned back to the scene.  Lance had already returned his gaze to the floor and clearly was one step ahead of him.



"We're dead," said Lance.  "We are so bucking dead."  Bolt couldn't agree more.  This was a disaster of epic proportions.  Bolt could only nod as he surveyed the damage once more.



A slice of cake lay in the T junction of the hall.  It had been brutally smashed by gravity.  Its fluffy innards had crumbled, and its decadent white frosting was smeared over a far larger area than Bolt thought possible.



Princess Celestia's cake was ruined.



Bolt glanced down at his armor.  There was frosting and crumbs all over his right shoulder, just like Lance's left.



Panic.



"She's going to banish us," said Bolt.  "We're going to Tartarus for this.  She's going to lock us in a dungeon and throw away the key."



"Hey, keep it quiet." said Lance.



But Bolt's mouth suddenly couldn't stop.  "She's going to visit us every day and eat a slice of cake right in front of us."



Lance lightly punched Bolt's pauldron.  "Shut up!  And she wouldn't do that.  This is Princess Celestia we're talking about here."



Bolt glared at Lance.  "Yeah!  The princess of the freaking sun who just happens to love cake!  Which we ruined!"



Lance shook his head.  "It's not that bad.  Sure, we might get kicked out of the castle, but seriously, what's the worst that could happen?"



"I don't know!" replied Bolt.  "How about double shifts in Ponyville watching the pink one?"



Lance stared at him for a moment.  "What do we do?"



"What is going on here?"



Both guards turned to face the new voice behind them, then stood ramrod straight.  "Lieutenant Armor!" exclaimed Bolt.  "We were- We..."  The words died in his throat as the Lieutenant took stock of their armor and the cake behind them.



He glared at them.  "Privates, what is the meaning of this?"



Bolt thought furiously to try to come up with a good explanation, but Lance beat him to it. "It's our fault, sir.  We didn't watch where we were going as we rounded the corner."  Nothing for it then.  Lance had already caved, so there was no point in denying it in front of a superior officer.  Bolt nodded.



Shining Armor glanced back at the cake and sighed.  "Boys, get this cleaned up.  I'll inform the Princess."



Bolt frowned, confused.  "Sir?"



The Lieutenant shook his head.  "I was going to see the Princess anyway.  I've got this.  Make sure to wash your uniforms."  With that, he trotted past them.  They stared after him in stunned silence.



Lance turned to Bolt.  "Holy horseapples, we're not dead."







"Oh, that's alright Shining.  I just realized I have several things to take care of anyway.  Perhaps you could join Cadance for tea instead?"  Princess Celestia brusquely walked out the door, leaving behind a confused stallion and a blushing pink princess.



Shining blinked, then froze in confusion.  "That was... Why did she only order one slice of cake?"



Candance's blush deepened.  "I don't think she's as subtle as she thinks."



Shining Armor blinked again, contemplating the significance of Princess Celestia having him share a slice of cake with his marefriend.  "Oh."



Those guards were definitely getting latrine duty.
      

      
   
      The Giving Tree


      

      
      
         The white bunny shoved the yellow pegasus awake. She got up, her neck craned toward the fluffy individual. Her eyes fluttered as a response.



“Yes, Angel Bunny?” Fluttershy spoke.



The ball of white fur pointed toward the dirt road down the grassy hill. Three ponies talked amongst themselves as they frequently glanced in their direction.



Fluttershy stood. She left the bunny and carried herself as she flew toward the group.



"—and because of that," Fluttershy entered earshot, "we need to tear it down!"



"Um, what exactly are you going to tear down?" said Fluttershy.



The pony in front turned. His business suit's badge glared into the eyes of the hovering pegasus. 



"Director Shine of the National Wildlife Committee," he greeted as the pegasus took land. "We are here today to retrieve something that you possess. You're Miss Shy, am I correct?"



"Yes," Fluttershy's gaze met his. "What are you retrieving?"



Director Shine pointed up the hill past Fluttershy. "That tree," he stated.



"The tree?"



Fluttershy looked to the hill. Leaves of pink and velvet surrounded the apples that had hung from the branches. If it certainly was something to be after, Fluttershy saw that. It erected itself like a sore thumb in front of the Everfree forest.



"See, Miss Shy, that is a rare tree. One of a kind. You can't find it anyplace else here in Equestria. As part of the Committee for National Wildlife, we must relocate it in order to ensure that it doesn't forsee extinction."



"And where will you be taking it?" Fluttershy questioned.



"Someplace to one of our national reserves where it will be protected. You don't have a problem with that, do you?"



"No, not at all. Go right on ahead."



Director Shine's neck turned as he faced the two earth ponies wearing construction outfits behind him. "Alright, boys!" he yelled. "Tear it down!"



The two earth ponies advanced up the hill. Both of their muzzles gripped gleamingly sharpened axes.



Without a moment wasted, a bear raced up to the tree from the cottage. With a growl from the grizzly, the two stopped their advancement. A fluffy white Angel Bunny stood confidently on the back of the grizzly as he directed the bear.



"Are they yours?" the director turned to Fluttershy.



She didn't respond. Instead, Fluttershy glowered at him.



"What?" he asked.



"Relocate the tree to a wildlife reserve you said? Then why did you order them to cut it down?" Fluttershy exclaimed.



He chuckled. "Miss Shy, you do need to understand that I am a very busy pony. I can't dig it up. That's time I don't have! By cutting it down, I can make my next meeting." 



Fluttershy's expression stayed unchanged. 



"So," he continued. "Are you going to allow me to continue?"



Fluttershy glanced over to the duo who continued to protect the tree. 



"I'm sorry," she stated, "but this is something that I can't allow."



A bewildered look escaped from the stallion's face. "Huh?"



"Miss Shy, you do realize that we are a government agency. You can not deny this from us."



"If you were from a real government agency, Director Shine, then you would take the seeds. Not the entire tree. You especially wouldn't kill the tree. You would know this if you were part of the National Wildlife Committee."



"Look, Shy," his expression dropped. "Are you going to allow me to take the tree or not? It's not like you have a choice in this matter."



Fluttershy remained unmoved.



"Alrighty then," he said as he turned. "Boys—What the hay?"



Angel Bunny perched himself on top of the grizzly's shoulder. In the grip of the grizzly were the two earth ponies without their axes. 



"I'm sorry, Director Shine, but you have to leave."



"What?!" he exclaimed.



"While this tree is on my property," Fluttershy stated, "it belongs to me."



"I will bring you to a higher authority, Miss Shy! If you don't let me—"



"Boss, let's just go," one of the earth ponies said. "They aren't buying it."



Director Shine scoffed. He turned and motioned to his companions to walk away beside him.



Fluttershy went back, she sat at the base of the tree to sleep but was interrupted by a falling object.



"Ow!" Fluttershy reacted after it hit her head.



It was an apple. She glanced up at the tree. She expected more to drop, but all was silent. She took a bite out the apple as she nuzzled herself back to slumber.
      

      
   
      Pyre


      

      
      
         “Rarity!



“Spike!”



“...”



“R-Rarity! I haven’t seen you in so long!”



“It’s… been a lifetime, dear.”



“Oh it has, hasn’t it?”



“Y-Yeah, Spikey, it h-has.”



“Rarity…”



“I’ve missed you so much! Why did you have to go to war?”



“...I—”



“Why didn’t you think about me when you went?”



“I did Rar—” 



“And why did you leave me alone without a letter saying ‘I’m alive’ y-you…”



“Rarity I—”



“You left me alone… for years, waiting just for the day to see you again. Even when I heard you died, I waited. The light was on, and your pyre was burning every night. It hurt me so much to hear the knocking on the door just to see another pony standing there. But that wasn’t it. I contemplated leaving too. The girls kept me there though. I wanted to make sure that they lived without having to worry about me killing myself just to see you!”



“Rarity… why would you…?”



“Because I love you, darling! I love you so much! I—hmmph!”



“...”



“S-Spike, you don’t take advantage of a lady—”



“It’s not taking advantage when it’s a necessity.”



“...”



“Rarity, I’m not going to sugarcoat this, because that’s Pinkie’s job and she’s not around to give us some tasty sugar cookies. I have been waiting for so long to hear you say those words to me. You know how long, don’t you?”



“Yes, I do, Spike.”



“I’m glad you knew, because it makes me happy that you never broke my heart when I was younger.”



“Breaking an aspiring mare-killer of a dragon? Darling, that’s not my bourbon.”



“Bourbon? I thought you liked—”



“A mare doesn’t—”



“—kiss, tell, or share drink preferences unless influenced by heavy amounts of liquor, I know.”



“My, h-how matured you are, Spike.”



“Shut up.”



“...”



“It isn’t funny, Rarity.”



“...”



“I have never heard of a lady in hysterics before.”



“Hysterics? This isn’t hysterics, Spike. Hysterics is when I lay down and eat this—”



“Ice cream?”



“...”



“Rarity, screaming does not work here. All it does is wake up the dead.”



“Ahh—Wait, wake up the dead?”



“My friends from the war…”



“Oh.”



“Yeah…”



“...”



“Rarity, I—”



“No, Spike, I shouldn’t have done that. I apologize.”



“It’s okay, Rares.”



“Rares?”



“You don’t mind the nickname, do you? I’ve always thought that it works quite well with—hmmph!”



“...”



“Darling, it’s more than okay.”



“Wow, just saying Rares gets you to do that?”



“No, I just felt like it.”



“...”



“What?”



“Is that what love is?”



“You don’t know how love feels, Spike?”



“Rarity, I’ve been blinded by it for centuries. I think it’s safe to say that I’ve grown numb to love. Plus, I’m dead. I can’t feel anything but what I felt when I died.”



“Wait, really?”



“Yes. You probably felt anxious to see me and wanted to express your love, while I have been waiting here, upset about my comrades and upset about you living on without me. I died in tears, Rarity. I was sad and regretting that I ever made a promise to you girls saying that I’d make it back.”



“War is cruel, Spike. It sometimes makes us lie even if we don’t want to.”



“...”



“Spike?”



“It made me lie twice. Once to you girls, and twice on the ground with a burnt face and several spears piercing through my chest. I laid there, thinking about you all and if signing up for the Celestial Regiment was a good idea after all, if my contribution to it was worth anything. And I remembered I wanted to protect you all, no matter how cliché that sounds.”



“Spike…”



“I think I’m glad that I did it. I wanted you all safe. And since you all survived, I think my contribution was worth it.”



“But you died and—”



“I know, I know. The girls kept you there though, didn’t they? You loved them like you loved me, right?”



“Well, not romantically speaking, but I did love them as if they were family. I can never—”



“—leave family behind without saying goodbye, yeah.”



“...”



“Spike?”



“Hmm?”



“Does this make us...”



“Soulmates?”



“Mhm.”



“Do you want to be?”



“Yes, darling, I—um…”



“What?”



“I don’t want to call you darling, Spike.”



“Why?”



“Because that’s a lie too. You’re not like the others. You’re more than that. I… want to be soulmates. No matter what.”



“No matter what?”



“Yes.”



“Even if that means running through dirt and mud puddles and—”



“Shut up, mister!”



“...”



“I hate dying.” 



“Me too, Rarity.”










      

      
   
      Misplaced


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Fibrous Ot Nuggets OF EMOTION


      

      
      
         "I should start with a prompt drop," you say.



I shrug. "It's your funeral."



"No, no," you say, cracking your knuckles and sitting down at your keyboard. "You don't understand. Cream, as they say, isn't the only thing that floats to the top."



I roll my eyes and return to my video game. "That line ought to tell you everything you need to know about your so-called plan."



"It's going to be a thing of beauty." You cackle. "Every possible thing I could do to alienate the audience, I'll do. Second-person viewpoint? Check. Putting thoughts in the narrator's mind that the reader would never think? Check."



"Kindly tell me again," I say, rejoining the match in progress, "what's the closest that a meta story has ever gotten to a Writeoff medal?"



"Fourth-wall breaking, check. Meta, check. Obviously." You pause. "Should I add explaining the obvious to the list? Yes, I probably should."



"WALLHAX!" I suddenly scream at the screen, flinging the controller across the room with my alicorn magic as my midnight-blue avatar spirals to the ground amid a glowing red defeat message. I note the username of my killer. "xXx_ButtonMash_xXx" is SO going to get a spanking once I issue a royal requisition to the game admins for his IP address.



You tick off points with one eagle talon onto the stubby crocodile claws of your other hand. "Use of much-loathed fanon characters. Times-two combo chain, actually. Gratuitous insertion of irrelevant material to inject pony content. Incorrect description of a well-known canon character. Ooh! Ending the story with a feghoot. And while I'm at it, why don't I make the title a chain of the most rage-inducing memes possible?" You pause and type in the title box for a bit, and then your face splits into a wide grin. "Yes! And textual gimmicks!"



I turn off my monitor and let my forehead sink to my computer desk. "Kindly do not make me explain why this is a bad idea, because if you do not stop I am going to trot over there and pull the power cord on your computer before you can click 'Submit'."



"Joke's on you," you say, fiddling with textual gimmicks some more. "I'm on a laptop."




I fire up my horn and wrestle your computer away, hitting "Select All" and then stabbing the "Delete" button, which I notice a moment too late that your finger-snap has instead turned into "Automatically Transcribe This For Me". I growl, take a deep breath, and stare into your eyes as these words spool onto the screen. "Discord. I will not stand for this mockery of Writeoff traditions."



"Mockery?" You place a hand to your chest in mock affront, and then your grin returns. "Au contraire, mon cherry." I spit out a Maraschino and glare daggers as you coil around me. "You see, the most beautiful thing about this wreck of a story … is that it's completely serious. It's Crossing The Line Twice, plus or minus a trope. Underneath the deliberate provocation, it's an actual story with solid prompt use, stated goals which match its authorial characterization, and justification for all the annoyances."



I raise one eyebrow. "Completely serious? Do you mean to tell me that this self-described pile of steaming meta garbage is not a trollfic?"



You giggle. "Oh, dear me, no. But this is a genuine and legitimate entry — the trolling comes when they decide how to score it. It's a direct challenge to every single reader that way. Do they evaluate the story based on the way it executes on its self-stated goals, or on the knee-jerk reaction of their personal biases? And how do they justify the latter, if the story succeeds on its own terms?" Your giggle effortlessly morphs into a menacing laugh. "Maybe I can even get every single reader to N/A this story, and then we can create an edge case to troll Roger! Just imagine the headache of an entry that is literally unscorable!"



"Good luck with that, Discord." A smile spreads across my muzzle. "Because it seems to me you're forgetting one important thing."



You lift an eyebrow in one claw. "That being?"



"Your story necessarily identifies its own author," I say, glancing at the clock. "And there's no way you can rewrite it to maintain anonymity in the next … mmm. Ninety seconds."



You hold up one claw, mouth open, and pause.



"Oh," you say. "Fewmets."





















P.S.: a feghoot
      

      
   
      Stuck Inside of Equestria


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Turning In Your Wings


      

      
      
         “Rainbow?”



Her left ear twitched on its own, but Rainbow did her best to keep her focus on the locker in front of her.



“Hey, Dash?”



Again she ignored the voice, silently willing whoever it was to turn around and walk out of the locker room. The last thing she wanted right then was more attention. The sound of approaching hoofsteps broke her resolve, and her simmering emotions boiled over.



“You’ve got some bucking nerve, you know that, Lightning? Thinkin’ you can just waltz in here and apol—” Rainbow jumped off the bench and spun around, only to freeze when her eyes landed on the other pony in the room. “—logize… and you’re not Lightning at all…” Her anger fell away immediately, and she slumped down to her haunches. “I-I’m sorry, Meadow…”



Meadow Flower approached slowly and sat next to Rainbow. “Hey, it’s okay, Rainbow.”



“No, it’s not okay. Not at all.” Rainbow caught Meadow’s blue eyes for a moment, but quickly looked away. “Not after what happened out there today.”



“That wasn’t your fault, Rainbow.” Meadow flicked her ears and shuffled her hooves a bit. “At least not entirely.”



Rainbow stymied a hiss through gritted teeth. “Half the fault, a third of it, whatever. Either way, I followed along with Lightning’s stupidity, and everypony else suffered as a result.”



“And that’s exactly what I want to talk to you about,” Meadow replied. “You might not have noticed it before, but the rest of us are just as upset at Lightning as you are. We just don’t know what, if anything, we can do to calm her down.”



Rainbow let out an exasperated sigh. “Well, my little speech earlier may have won some credit back with you all, but it also ticked her off big time, I’m sure… and working with a lead pony who hates your guts is probably not going to end well for anypony.”



Meadow mulled that over, then her ears suddenly perked. “Hmm, what if you requested to switch partners? The rest of us are so slow, we’d hold Lightning back all the time.”



“You do that, she’ll just go off on her own anyway, and as long as she’s setting record times, I doubt Spitfire will care—” Rainbow jumped in place as an idea hit her. “That’s it!”



Meadow gave her a curious look. “Huh? What’s “it”?”



“Spitfire!” Rainbow answered. “I need to see Spitfire.”



“And do what?”



“Tell her exactly what happened, that’s what. Reckless flying, crashing you all… nearly killing my friends in a tornado…”



“Wait, are you serious?” Meadow jumped in front of Rainbow. “Look, you said it yourself, you were part of that too. Lightning will just pin it on you in return. It’ll be your word against hers, and you know that hardly ever works out well.”



Rainbow turned and went back to her locker. She flipped open her flight bag, stuffed the extra uniform she had and a few papers in it, and tossed it back in the locker. “It can’t be my word against hers if I’m not here.”



“W-what are you saying, Dash?” Meadow asked.



Rainbow kicked the locker door closed and stepped around the low bench again. “I’m saying I’m out, Meadow. I’m finished.”



Meadow’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. “W-what? Rainbow, nopony’s ever just quit the Academy like that! Look, I agree with you one hundred percent about Lightning, but if you go in there, Spitfire might throw you out anyway!”



Rainbow paused at the open door for a moment, her mind turning over that possibility, along with dozens of others. Finally, she turned back to Meadow. “Then so be it. I’m not going to war over this. Spitfire needs to know the truth. I can’t live with myself if I cheat my way to the roster, but I won’t stand by and let Lightning ruin it for the rest of you either. If Spitfire can’t handle that, then this isn’t the team I always thought it was.”



Rainbow walked out into the hallway and closed the door behind her, leaving Meadow Flower behind, possibly for the last time.








The door to Spitfire’s office swung open with a slight squeak. Spitfire was behind her desk, hooves braced in front of her and a stern gaze behind her ever present sunglasses.



“This better be important.”



Rainbow swallowed the lump in her throat, steeled herself, and stepped inside.
      

      
   
      The Once and Future Princess of Equestria


      

      
      
         	Celestia beamed as the sunlight streamed in through the window. “Is that good, daddy?”



	Celestia’s father smiled down at the filly. “That was very good.” He leaned forward to pat her on the head. “You did great.”



	“You told me they didn’t believe I could do it,” Celestia said, glancing at her father’s friends.



	“Heh, yeah. But now there’s no doubting you can raise the Sun.” Her father winked. “Why don’t you go play with your sister? I bet she’s awake now.”



	“Pfft. Like she went to sleep last night.” Celestia grinned anyway. “You going to talk about adult things?”



	“We’re going to talk about adult things,” her father confirmed, nodding his head.



	“Okay!” Celestia trotted back out of the room, her horn glowing as she closed the door behind her.



	“So,” Celestia’s father said as he returned to his seat on the sofa. “What’d you think?”



	“I think you just doomed us all.”



	“Oh come on, don’t be like that. We don’t know if—”



	“Don’t be cute with me, Tom!” Phillip said, waving his finger at Celestia’s father. “We’ve all seen the show. There aren’t any human. It was really cute when you made her and Luna, but the buried tire theory is looking way too plausible right now.”



	“Buried tire?” Oz asked, leaning forward. “Sorry, I’m not up with the lingo of you old folks.”



	“It’s the name of a theory from the show,” Ellie said as she reached down to take another sip from her coffee mug.



	“The show being that pony thing that you named them after, right?”



	“My Little Pony, yes,” Tom said, nodding his head.



	“Ah, that’s better.” Ellie set down her mug on the coffee table. “The animators put an old car tire buried in the dirt in one of the episodes as a joke. Some of the fans took it as a sign that it was canon that Equestria was really a post-apocalyptic Earth.”



	Tom smiled. “Well, the names of the cities were all puns based on real-world names. And you know how much Celestia and Luna like puns.” He sighed. “I can’t believe it took until season six for them to make a Celestia episode.”



	“Look, that’s beside the point.” Phillip waved his hand towards the window. “You created Luna and Celestia. She actually got her cutie mark from raising the Sun. Luna will probably get hers for raising the Moon.”



	“Well, it might be from dreamwalking,” Tom said mildly.



	“It doesn’t matter!” Phillip smacked his fist into the leather arm of the sofa. “What’s next, making Discord?”



	Tom looked away.



	“Really?” Ellie asked, staring.



	“Well, I haven’t finished him yet…”



	“Don’t.” Phillip shook his head. “Really, what I should do is go in there with a gun and—



	“You can’t!” Ellie said, standing up. “She didn’t do anything wrong!”



	Oz stood up as well, standing behind Phillip. “Come on, man. What the hell are you thinking? You’re freaking out over—”



	Phillip whirled around and pointed towards the door Celestia had vanished through. “They’re going to kill everyone! Or something is.”



	“You don’t know that. He just made them after some characters on a TV show. Doesn’t mean they’re going to end the world.”



	“We shouldn’t take that chance,” Phillip said, grinding his teeth.



	Tom shook his head from his seat on the couch. “What if going after them is what dooms us all? You can’t do anything. Think about it.”



	 “I am thinking about it!” Phillip shouted.



	“They’ll hear you,” Ellie said, her voice only slightly lower than Phillip’s.



	Tom finally rose and put his hand on Phillip’s shoulder. “You aren’t going to hurt them, and you know it. Think about it. You don’t know anything, and even if you did, you wouldn’t know if it was just making things worse.”



	Phillip’s shoulders slumped.



	“See? Let’s just sit down and—”



	“I’m going home. Going to call… going to call someone.”



	“And tell them what?”



	“That I love them,” Phillip said as he strode towards the front door.



	Tom shook his head. “You don’t have to go. You don’t know that—”



	“I do know.” Phillip pulled his sweatshirt off the coat rack.



	“Just let him go,” Oz said, shaking his head. “It’s his funeral.”



	“No,” Phillip said as he pulled open the front door, “It’s everyone’s.”
      

      
   
      Twas Just a Prank


      

      
      
         “I demand to see Princess Celestia immediately!” Prince Blueblood stomped his goof, glowering. 



Count Bluewisp took a deep breath. “The Princess has requested that I speak on her behalf on matters related to… pray tell, what was it again?”



“This is why simpletons like you should not be serving on my aunt's council.” Blueblood huffed. “To repeat myself, I demand that 50,000 bits be allocated for celebrations on my upcoming birthday.”



He rolled his eyes. “My aunt” Blueblood always touted, as if to remind everyone that he was a prince. In truth, even Celestia had gotten tired of him. “Your request is...” 



Blueblood tapped his hoof. “It would be unwise to refuse-”



“Denied!” Bluewisp almost cracked a grin, but he restrained himself.



Blueblood's expression soured into a glare. Here come the threats. “I'll have you removed from this council!”



He simply stared ahead blankly, hoping that he'd just go away. There was nopony more infuriating or mentally trying in all of Canterlot – no, all of Equestria – than Blueblood.



“What, nothing to say? Perhaps I'll pay a visit to your wife while you think of a response.”



Bluewisp snapped, raising his hoof. Before he could process his action, his hoof connected with Blueblood's face. 



Silence reigned for several moments, until Blueblood put a hoof up to his face and spit. “I won't just have you removed from this council, I'll have your head removed from it's body!”



He maintained his dour expression. Acting as if nothing happened, he said, “Are there any other matters you would like to bring to this council's attention?”



Blueblood sniffed and greet his teeth. Glaring at him a moment longer, he turned around and pranced away.



Leaning against the chamber door, he took several deep breaths. What did he just do? How was he going to explain this to Celestia? No, he wouldn't have to. Blueblood's threats were always empty.








The sun hit his eyelids, reeling him out of the soft comfort of sleep. Sitting up in bed, he looked around his quarters. Blueblood hadn't killed him yet. He was probably safe.



As soon as he finished dressing in his uniform, a series of knocks sounded from the door. Must be Blueblood coming to kill me. It was an internal joke, but a part of him still feared his potential retribution. 



Opening the door, he was met with the guard captain, Highshoes, and a guard flanking him on each side. A scroll unraveled in his magical grasp. “I'm placing you under arrest for...”



Bluewisp's heart skipped a beat.



Highshoes broke out in laughter. “Should've seen the look on your face!” 



Bluewisp sighed in relief. “Hilarious like always, Highshoes. What do you need?”



“Never seen ya so spooked. Done that joke a hundred times. Anyways, the Princess has requested your presence in the council chamber.”



The Princess wants to talk to me? Not good.








Bluewisp drummed his hoof nervously on the table. “What did you need, Princess?”



Celestia sat across, sipping her tea. “I'd like a report on the financial matters of the state.”



So far, so good. “There have been no significant changes since we last met. However… Blueblood requested 50,000 bits for his birthday celebrations. I denied him.” He gulped, waiting for Celestia's answer.



She set her tea down. “Of course. We cannot afford to throw away bits for random extravagances even if he is my nephew.”



“Is that all, Princess?”



“Yes. Thank you, my little pony. I must now attend court.” She floated her tea over to a waiting attendant, and left the council chamber.



The attendant handed him his tea. Tea always calmed his nerves. He took a sip, a bitter taste hitting his tongue. The second sip granted him no pardon from it. Bleh. Wait – doesn't cyanide taste like almonds? He spit the tea out and jumped up, breathing heavily. Moments passed, and he was still alive. False alarm. 



Blueblood's threats had him too worried. Now he was just being paranoid. He left the table and opened the council door. Outside stood Blueblood and Highshoes, surrounded by a group of guards. Another prank, probably.



Blueblood turned towards him and jeered, “Look who it is!” Bluewisp resolved to ignore him, walking past. 



“Bluewisp!” Highshoes called, “You're under arrest by orders of Prince Blueblood!”



“Yeah, good one, guys.” He continued to walk down the hall.



“Well? Are you just gonna let him walk away?” Blueblood shouted. 



Highshoes shrugged. “I guess no one really takes you seriously, mate.”
      

      
   
      Eureka


      

      
      
         Dear diary,

I learned more yesterday than perhaps any other day in my life, and that's saying something. I mean, we're including numerous all-night study sessions and even the ordeal with Nightmare Moon when I learned all about friendship, and found out I was the Element of Magic!



Maybe I should start at the top... 



I woke up early, grabbed something simple for breakfast, and made my way down to the basement laboratory. Spike would know to come find me there when he got up, since we'd been working down there every day this week.



"Here we go! New data from the Tetrominor Receiver," I said out loud as I lifted a sizable stack of paper, still connected to the machine, and floated it to a table to review. Four ink lines zigged and zagged down the paper, page after page, indicating changes in temporal stability, chromatic consistency, arcane resonance, and one other thing. I wasn't sure what that last line represented, but it consistently showed different patterns than the others, so I left it enabled just in case.



Why was I gathering data all night? Well, to calibrate to a baseline of course! The magical aura that permeates Equestria fluctuates all the time, so I needed a good idea of the average magnitude to work from before I started my experiments.



I approached the center of the whole operation and hopped up into the chair. Wires and tubes trailed from the chair to the machines that lined room. Plugging them all in sure had been tedious, but Spike helped a lot! All those wires and machines were for reading the fluctuations caused by my magic, and for comparing it to the aura further away, to learn whether magic bleeds out and affects the environment around it. There was growing concern among the Canterlot intellectuals that magic might radiate out and inadvertently harm the surroundings. They were calling it 'radiation', a term which I wasn't fully pleased with, since it could be interpreted to have a relationship with angles and radians, but I digress. 



The setup was ready for its first test run, and I was too excited to wait for Spike. I pulled a wire-threaded colander over my head (the same one I used on Pinkie Pie that time. Actually a lot of the equipment was the same. It's a pity it wasn't able to explain Pinkie's strange abilities back then). I reached out with my magic and pulled the big red lever to fire it up.



I eagerly watched the ticking needles of the Tetrominor Receiver, but nothing happened. The same background patterns continued without meaningful change. "Huh, maybe something's not connected properly?" I wondered aloud. I used my magic to reach for red lever again, and that was when things got interesting.



Using my magic seemed to trigger a cascade. First, the arcane resonance meter started to swing harder and further, exponentially it seemed, until it finally maxed out with the needle pinned to one side. Then the temporal stability meter stopped moving entirely. Just as I started to worry that I might have accidentally looped a wire back into the machine, causing a feedback loop, the fourth mysterious needle stopped too. So did my heart.



Huh, I guess that was tracking my vitals? I thought as the world went black.








I woke up for the second time that day, but in an unfamiliar place. I was on my back, staring at the ceiling through sore eyes. I could hear a voice, heavy with sorrow and choking back tears. I thought it sounded like Rainbow Dash, but I'd never heard her like that. I wasn't paying attention to her words, though, since my mind was already trying to piece together what happened in the lab.



Supposing that I did cause an arcane feedback loop, it's odd that it caused the temporal readings to freeze, since they should be independent, I thought. Freeze! That's it! With my magic in a maximized state, it blocked out local temporal advancement, causing me to enter total stasis. Of course, that would cause every part of my body to stop moving, and from the outside I'd look dead. But think of the applications!



I jumped up and screamed out, "Eureka!" and I learned the most important lesson of the day: Your own funeral is not the right time to celebrate scientific discoveries.
      

      
   
      Face Off


      

      
      
         The griffons in Griffonstone were right: ponies were a bunch of dumb dweebs. Gilda herself was a dweeb for expecting Rainbow to come around. She was in the clutches of that annoying pink menace, forever lost to the dweeb side. 



Whatever. At least she was sure of Rainbow’s condition now. All she had to do now was gain some distance from that mad town, make sure none of the pegasi followed her.



Looking behind her, the town was out of sight and so were any signs of annoying ponies with wings or flying contraptions. Breathing a sigh of relief, Gilda settled down on the nearest rock, to catch a quick rest.



“Hey!” Came a growly voice from below. Snorting, Gilda peered down below to find yet another dweeb, glaring up at her. “Get off Holder’s Boulder!”



“Holder’s Boulder?” Gilda chuckled, then went on her back. “What kinda name is that?”



“A family one,” the pony grumbled. Stomping a hoof on the ground, she loudly declared, “Stay off it, or else face the wrath of Limestone Pie!”



Pie? No way. There was no way that annoying pink monster was related to this screeching goat. They weren’t even the same color, or mane styles. Nah, complete coincide. Dumb ponies must have run out of good names, although that implied Pie was anything but a name for dweebs.



Another stomp from Limestone, this one enough to send vibrations running up through the boulder and tickling Gilda’s back. Getting up, she clenched her claw and shook it at her, shouting, “Quit it! I’m trying to catch a break here!”



Muttering angrily to herself, Limestone marched away, leaving Gilda to her own devices. She relaxed once more, grinning. “Gilda, when it comes to ponies, you rule the roost—”



A single hard clamp down on her tail. A shiver down her spine. And then...



“What the—”



The world flashed before her eyes as suddenly, Gilda was hurtling through the air at a breakneck speed. Flailing her limbs, she spread her wings, flapping them erratically in a desperate attempt to slow her descent. Her traktory became wonky as her efforts slowed her down, before her claws and paws touched the ground, grinding into the dirt and bringing her to a stop.



Staring back at the boulder, she saw Limestone leap down, brushing a hoof across her chest.



That was the final straw. Enough was enough with these dumb dweeb donkeys. They could humiliate her in public, take her best friend from her even but there was no way she was ever gonna let a pony push her around like that.



She leapt and flew close to the ground, her powerful wingbeats blowing aside dirt and small pebbles in her wake. Limestone blinked, seeing Gilda come in all too late. A powerful blow to the cheek sent her tumbling back, landing in a heap across the ground.



“That’ll teach you for trying to push me around,” Gilda said, landing and spreading her wings wide in triumph. “I just wanted a damn break, is that so hard to understand?!”



“I think you’re the idiot here,” Limestone replied, rubbing a freshly bruised cheek as she picked herself up. “I told you repeatedly, get off Holder’s Boulder. Clearly your bird brain didn’t get the message.”



“It’s just a dumb rock!” Gilda cried, flicking it as an example. She smirked, seeing Limestone’s eyes flash open. “Don’t like that, eh?”



“Do it again and I’ll break your beak,” Limestone snarled.



Gilda drew her claw closer to the giant pebble, index claw trembling in anticipation, on the cusp of flicking out and striking it. She could Limestone’s eyes, her pupils like pinpricks. They reminded her of the fury she saw in her fellow griffon, at times. Heck, her eyes probably looked the same right now. And yet...



She hesitated and put down her claw. Rolling her eyes, she took to the air and flew away, leaving Limestone behind.



“That’s right! And don’t come back!” Limestone shouted after her.



Gilda couldn’t care less. It was pointless, going down to that dweeb’s level. It wasn’t worth fighting over a stupid boulder. 



That pony, sure, she looked like a griffon a little. But there was something more to her, even if was completely insane—passion. Passion in defending that rock, even if it just a fool’s errand. It was something that every griffon in Griffonstone lacked nowadays. They had it once, according to the stories. Maybe that was a good thing.



Soon, she’d find out. 
      

      
   
      Wrong Turn


      

      
      
         The parade opened with the marching band. Ponies on both sides of the road cheered, crates full of sparklers supplied the crowd with a steady flow of jubilation implements.



After the band came Twilight Sparkle. Her eyes were red but she smiled. Behind her walked the other Equestrian Princesses, regal and elegant despite the colorful bedlam that had invaded the city.



Then came the coffin held up by a cadre of pegasi with satin bands. The Wonderbolts flew over, crisscrossing the sky with bright smoke trails.



Gargantuan floats followed, flowers and paper mache creating towering structures and hosting dancing ponies. Candies and other sweets were rained on partying ponies all around.



They stopped in the central square. The floats rolled around to form a rough circle. The largest one opened up and became a stage. The band climbed up on it and continued to play.



Food carts were set up and began to serve hungry ponies.



The day became night, foals were put to bed in a large tent full of pillows far from the confusion. Juice became the company of spirits and flower-wines. The band was replaced by a pair of twins with DJ equipment. 



Suggestively dressed stallions and mares appeared on the various smaller stages that had sprouted around the square. There was hollering, cheering and at least two almost-heart-failures.



Princess Twilight whirled around with Princess Celestia, both with bright blushing faces, their movements slightly uncoordinated.



From the roof of the town hall a dark figure observed the proceedings. A black cloak covered its features. It radiated a sense of thinness and unreality that was almost physically perceptible. The empty hood turned from side to the other.



Then it spoke, the words defined by subtraction and not by sound. "You are not an old and cranky business pony."



"Nope."



"And this is not Heartwarming Eve."



"Nuh-uh."



The figure turned to its side where a half transparent pink pony with a poofy mane floated. "This is slightly embarrassing. You didn't by any chance receive the visit of two other spirits before me, right?"



"Sorry but no."



"You could have told me you were the wrong pony."



"I didn't want to disappoint you, you were so grumpy and I thought that I maybe could cheer you up and help you and so I said to myself 'Why do not go along, it could be fun!' and so I..."



"Yes, yes, I get it. I don't understand how I could have made this mistake. I turned zorfward at the fifth tachionic coagulation and...."



"There was some kind timey-wimey cook up a few months ago. Twilight fixed it and we got a new friend, but I think it left a bit of a mess behind."



The figure raised a bony hoof and scratched its hood. "That may explain it." It sighed, a sound that could be roughly approximated as what one could hear listening to a mountain grinding down to become a desert. "Did you at least learn something from this or was it a wasted travel?"



"Well, I'll have to order far more Minoian juniper brandy, seems it's more popular than I thought. I'll also have to order more red candies for my glass coffin, there was a color imbalance. And I'll have to leave out the mimes, no idea what I will be thinking there. There are few more things I can improve here and there." Pinkie turned to the ephemeral figure. "So thank you a lot, now I can make it a even more bigger-better-funnier-squish the sadness-goodbye Pinkie party than before."



The spirit stared at the smiling pony and shrugged. "Eh, good enough."
      

      
   
      The Equestrian Candidate


      

      
      
         Diamond Tiara stood at the schoolhouse doors, watching her classmates play joyfully upon the extravagant new playground furnished through a heady combination of Class President Pip’s wild campaign promises and her father’s money.



She took a long breath, then turned to her friend Silver Spoon. “Do you smell that?”



Silver Spoon’s brow furrowed as she sniffed. “Did Snips get into the cheese balls again?”



A deep grin overtook Diamond Tiara’s face. “No, Silver. This playground? It smells like… greatness. I mean, it’s really, really… great.”



“It is! I still can’t believe you got your dad to write such a big check.”



Tiara smirked. “It’s all about solving problems, Silver. Daddy’s always telling me he got rich by solving difficult problems. He thrives on ‘em. I want to thrive on them, too.” She waved at the schoolyard. “Just look at this playground. In a way, it’s like Equestria. Yesterday, a broken-down craphole with griffons, changelings, Tartarus-knows-what-else running all over the place. But today? Ponies, Silver. Happiness, order... and ponies.”



Her friend pointed a hoof. “What about Pinion, the exchange student?”



Tiara nodded. “Sure, there’s room for registered griffons.” She paused. “I could win the griffon vote because I know what they really want: jobs.” She shook her head. “Politics today is such a disgrace. Good ponies don’t go into government. I think it’s time we change that.”



“But how?” Silver asked. “We live in a monarchy… er, diarchy…”



“I’m going to have daddy book me a debate with Celestia,” Diamond Tiara continued. “She’s got issues, big issues, that the ponies of this nation deserve to have answered. I mean, we’ve got Nightmare Moon—don’t tell me that you buy that’s Luna—sitting on the throne, and we’re supposed to be ‘best friends’ with known criminals like Discord, and everypony’s supposed to ‘trust the government’ while changelings run unchecked within our borders?”



Silver’s face began to take on a look that suggested it was attempting to give birth to her own incredulity, and that complications might soon call for a C-section. “Diamond... that’s crazy talk! Princess Celestia has done more than anypony else to keep Equestria safe from all kinds of dangers!”



Tiara raised a hoof to her friend’s withers. “Silver, you’re a great friend, but I think it’s clear you lack the vision necessary for the days ahead. You’re fired.”



“I’m… what?!” Silver Spoon’s jaw dropped.



Diamond Tiara raised her eyes to the bright sky. “It’s all about greatness,” she said to nopony in particular. “It’s all about doing… no, being… no no no, making…”








Princess Celestia looked out at the crowd of ponies gathered before the pair of podiums that had been set up in front of the castle. Instead of the usual happiness and peace she’d come to see in her subjects, she saw only anger.



She raised a glass to her mouth in a trembling magical grip. The water cooled her tongue but didn’t stop her sweating.



“Princess, I don’t blame you for a lot of these circumstances,” boomed the magically-amplified voice of her pinkish, pint-sized opponent. “The world is a horrible place. We face adversaries big and small… everything from griffons who don’t want to pay their taxes, up to beings like Tirek that just make a mockery of our whole security apparatus.”



The crowd roared.



“But,” Diamond Tiara continued, “what I do blame you for is the way you’ve lulled these ponies into thinking that you and your friends can make the world an okay place, even though you clearly can’t. Equestria had great days, long ago!”



Celestia opened her mouth to speak, but was overwhelmed by cheers from the assembled ponies.



“I will not give amnesty to criminals like Discord and Nightmare Moon!” her adversary bellowed. “I will not just threaten to use artifacts like the Elements of Harmony—I will use them! And I will build a great wall on our border with known changeling lands, and I will make the changelings pay for that wall. Mark my words!”



The princess hunched her shoulders, unsure how to defuse the situation—or whether that was still even possible.



Her eyes turned back toward Diamond Tiara. The girl’s smile was unnerving as she readied her verbal coup de grace: “Fillies and Gentlecolts… we will make Equestria great again!”



As the crowd went wild, Celestia shook her head. “I thought this was going to be a debate about issues,” she breathed, taking a drink—but this time, from a hip flask.



“And that’s why we can’t have nice things,” she muttered.
      

      
   
      Mt. Saint Sparkle


      

      
      
         It wasn't what happened that was wrong. 



No, what happened after good ole Twilight Sparkle's reign of terror baking mishaps at Sugarcube Corner was what was wrong. It was not enough to rain on the warrior-bred dragon's parade with molten bread and beginner's anguish. She had to farther than that. Thank heavens she didn't decide to blow up the ovens with her proposed "science experiment". She just wanted to show us (Pinkie and I) how sodium whatever can actually raise bread, when it was obvious we knew that already. What we didn't know was that Twilight could actually render bread as volcanic with a bit too much sodium. We decided to call her monstrosity "Mt. Saint Sparkle",  a near perfect replica of a mountain that rose to the skies once, but exploded the next.



But that's okay. After several shouts of "No," and "Wait, Twilight, don't add too much," before getting cut off by either an explosion of bread or whatever contents was in the bread itself (jelly was most common), Pinkie and I came to the conclusion that this pony was never to cook again. Ever. And I'll make sure of it. Locking all of the kitchen doors…



Anyway, the mess was not a problem. Pinkie and I were able to clean up the bread-splosion with ease (ten minutes flat), but she decided that to make amends…



Well…



"I'm so so sorry, Pinkie! I didn't mean to paint your house with bread! I just—"



Pinkie Pie patted Twilight Bread Sparkle on the head and gave her a reassuring smile. 



"Don't worry, silly! We cleaned it all up with my new Cleaning Swoofer 2000! I made it out of a rake, plastic bags, and mop ends! Isn't it cute?"



The thing did not look cute at all. It was a brown furball (might've been a blue wig before the cleaning) with a once candy-cane colored rod (also brown now). I could of called it a broom with someone's afro instead of an actual broom end, but that would be slightly offensive.



"It's… great, Pinkie!"



Twilight was too nice for her own good.



"I'm so glad you like it!" Pinkie replied happily. She began to turn around, her gaze set on a new goal. "Now, let's go—"



"Wait!"



Pinkie stopped in her tracks and looked back at Twilight. "What is it, Twilight?"



Twilight's eyes were as wide as saucers. "Don't I have to make amends?"



"Amends? What for?"



Twilight pointed her right hoof at the… ovens. "For the mess!"



Pinkie raised a brow at her friend. "Twilight, silly, you don—"



"But that makes me a bad friend for not doing anything to help!" Twilight said frantically, her upper lip quivering as she spoke. "I don't want either of you to see me as a bad pony!"



In my mind, I'm eye-rolling and throwing non-answers at her with literal and figurative senses of the words. Yet in reality, where everything doesn't sparkle with adjectives and gems, I just stared quietly, patiently waiting for the next disaster. I needed to prepare to dodge whatever she was going to throw at me.



Y'know, to cover my tail?



And that's when it happened.



"Look, I'll be right back, Pinkie! Just wait a second! Just gotta get something from hom—"



The dang alicorn thought she teleported home alone.



No, she didn't teleport.



She traversed through time and took me with her.



Now, in this place that looks like home, I have two Twilight Sparkles reigning havoc on the world.



What the f—



"Spike! I need you upstairs!"



"But I need him downstairs, Twilight #1!"



"Why in Celestia's sun do you need him downstairs, Twilight #2?"



"Because I need him to ensure that my dinner doesn't explode!"



"But I need him because my Spike is still in Mt. Saint Sparkle and won't come help me organize my five thousand volumes of Star Swirl the Bearded's Theories of Magical Relativity! He hasn't responded to any of my letters!"



"That's a real mountain?"



"Yeah! I had another bread accident that decided to become the size of a mountain! It's pretty hard to climb on though, since it stinks and is full of mold."



"Yikes, talk about science experiments…"



"Yeah…"



The two shared a giggle.



"Hey uh… Spike? Why are your cheeks red?" asked my Twilight (#2).



"And why does your eyes look like they’re burning?" observed Twilight #1.



"And why is your tail twitching?"



"And why are you—"



I screamed.



Bury me in gems, not bread.
















      

      
   
      From Our Bakery to Your Home


      

      
      
         All around Equestria, Pepper Ridge’s Farm was famous for their cookies. 



“We do have many other items of course. Succulent breads as well as crackers and treats.” 



“You can find our products almost anywhere in Equestria. We also sell our stuff across over fifty countries, including Neighpon and Stalliongrad.” 



 “Rumor has it that even Princess Celestia goes crazy for our stuff. We frequently fill out back-orders for the Royal Castle.” 



“But yes, we are known most for our cookies.”  



“Only baked with the finest ingredients from the finest bakers in the world! And, baked with love of course!” 



And Apple Bloom sure could taste the love in them. After she had told Applejack about class and how they had a speaker from Pepper Ridge’s farm, Applejack had become quiet. Then her sister had noticeably slammed the coffee cup on the table, scowling.



“Um, you want one?” Apple Bloom pushed the cookie package across the table toward her sister. 



These were the chesshorse cookies, extra buttery and flaky squared cookies with chesshorse pictures printed on each side. According to the speaker, these were their top selling cookies. 



Applejack grunted disapproval. 



Apple Bloom kept munching. Still unsure of what to say, she settled on, “They’re really good.” 



Instead of answering, Applejack shook her head and grabbed the packaging inspecting it, looking at the logo, the nutrient percentages, the fine print. She rolled her eyes and Apple bloom could tell she wanted to throw them out, as if it were a moldy apple.



“Why don’t you like them?”



Applejack sighed. “I hate to tell you this AB, but Pepper Ridge’s farm isn’t a real farm. They’re a factory.”



“What do you mean, a factory?” Crumbs sputtered from her mouth. Winona, under her, started licking the floors.  



“It’s exactly what I said. They’re not a farm.” She grabbed the package and pointed at the picturesque windmill and cottage, sunlight pouring amongst the grassy fields, and ponies around, happy. “It’s a lie. Where’s the livestock? The barnyard? Hay, I’ll bet they don’t even have hay! And it’s definitely not,” Applejack paused, wryly staring at the package,” made with Mr. Ridge’s wholesome love. Machines make these cookies.” 



“Machines!”



“I’m sorry, AB…”  



The cookies in her mouth suddenly felt like sawdust. “Milk!”

“Say what now?”



“Milk! Cookies need milk, right? Maybe they have cows on their farm. They’re a farm-bakery then.” Apple Bloom said defiantly.



“They shouldn’t be using farm at all. It’s an affront to all of us. Golden and Daisy and even Pinkie an’ her family. At least say Pepper Ridge’s Bakery.” Applejack shook her head. “Anyways, I gotta tend the feels. Don’t eat too much or you’ll rot your teeth.” 



 “But they’re not a factory…” She whispered as Applejack left. Her eyes burned at the image on the package. “It’s time for a crusader meeting.” 




“What do you say, everypony? You ready?”



The foals, collectively ready to invalidate Applejack’s theories, cheered and stood in front of the metal gates of Pepper Ridge’s farm, a massive white building, plain and very unfarm-like. Apple Bloom felt slightly sick. No windmill. No picket fences. It sure didn’t look like the picture on the package. 



[i]It can’t be a factory. [i/]



Maybe things would look more promising once they got inside. 




Lilly Longsocks, with her super strength, pried open the gates of the “farm.”



They walked through endless corridors, opening all the doors, but found no sign of anything cookie-related and after a half-hour of traipsing, the security guards found them.



Using his leverage as editor of the Foal Free Press, Featherweight concocted a story about writing about the farm. And Diamond Tiara, with her charms, gained them a tour. 



 “And for stopping by, we’ll even give you free samples,” the guards said as Featherweight’s camera flashed. 



“Nothing beats free cookies!” Scootaloo, next to Apple Bloom, cheered along with all the other foals.



And when they stepped into the baking room, just like that, their dreams died. 




Dejected, the fillies took a shameful walk towards the exit.



“Hey, wait! Didn’t you want some free samples?”



One by one, they eyed one another and made their way to the gift shop. No one spoke a word during the the bus ride home.



They were too busy eating. 




Over at the Hive, a changeling buzzed up to Queen Chrysalis and whispered something in her ears.



She spewed out her meal. “What do you mean these aren’t made from love?!”
      

      
   
      Yalta


      

      
      
         “It will work. I’m positive it will. You’ll see—well no, actually you won’t but take my word for it.”



“How can you be so sure? It’s a crazy idea after all…” The other mare trailed off and ambled across the room. Her hooves barely sounded on the thick rugs the floor was covered in. “After all it’s been tried once and it has failed. There’s no reason why you should succeed where others probably greater than you have come a cropper.”



“The circumstances were different. There was a war. The country was starved and the commoners had had it. Here in Equestria all is so marvellous, the land is prospering and everypony’s happy—well, if you don’t scratch too much, of course.” She grimaced. “The goals were different too, and I don’t have any intention to use the same means. I must carry on cautiously and bit by bit.”



“How do you intend to proceed? I mean, I won’t be here to watch you, so I’m fairly intrigued.”



“I must first find a suitable place, preferably hidden away from the busiest roads. Then I’ll try to recruit one or two ponies to work out the basics with me. You know, building the first houses, growing the first vegetables and so on. Once it’ll be started I count on the grapevine and a snowball effect.”



She walked to the window and looked outside at the city below. Canterlot. Canterlot the capital city. Canterlot the blessed. Canterlot the immortal. So tamed, so busy, so perfect. So… prig. She stifled a belch.



“That doesn’t sound much of a plan,” the other mare retorted behind.



She sighed and turned around to face her. “Look, I’m going to offer something nopony has ever offered before. It’s a unique opportunity for all the outcasts or those who’ve been unduly whacked by destiny, a second chance to start again from scratch and find the happiness they’ve always been denied here.”



“Well, if you say so.” The other mare snickered.



“Don’t worry for me.” She made a gesture that took in all the shelves that sat in the attics. “I’ve studied it over and over again. I know the theory to a T.”



“There’s a big gap between theory and practice my young trainee. And—”



“The last thing I desire is your commiseration,” she snapped. “After all your own plan is not really that solid either, so don’t lecture me.”



There was a heavy hush. Then the other unicorn pointed at the books. “Are you sure you don’t need any other reference material? Remember I have just one passage left. The next one will be a single ticket, at least for a good while. So it’s your last call here.”



“No I’m fine. I’m not like her new pet, that dweeb of Twilight Sparkle.” She smirked. “I don’t accumulate books just for the sake of it.  What I really need on the other hand is that you keep your promise: if we both succeed, each one ignores the other. Deal?”



The other mare giggled. “Deal! Equestria is large enough for the both of us. At a pinch, we’ll build a wall. But don’t be so hard on that Twilight Sparkle. She might have one or two talents that could be useful… to me.”



She looked up at the wall clock. “Well, it’s not that I get bored but it’s high time I began packing up.” She walked to the shelves, and, using her magic, picked up a few books that she carefully stacked on the floor.



The other mare came closer. “What books are you taking with you?”



“Oh, the basics: Marx, Lenin, Bakunin, Proudhon. The others I can dispense with.”



“I see. Thanks for your help with the mirror, Starlight. Without your magic, I’d never have been able to reactivate it.” The other mare reached out with her foreleg, and Starlight did the same with hers until both hooves connected.



“Good luck to you Starlight!” the other mare said. “To you and your petty egalitarian utopia.”



Starlight Glimmer smiled. “And good luck to you in your fancy other world, miss megalomaniac Sunset. Thanks for bringing back all those works. I hope we meet again soon.”



“I’m sure looking forward to it,” Sunset replied. “Goodbye for now! Canterlot’s high is expecting me.”



Without waiting for an answer, Sunset Shimmer turned around, walked across the room to the door, opened it and vanished into the corridor.
      

      
   
      I'm Discord, I'm Helping


      

      
      
         “Now don’t take this the wrong way,” began Fluttershy. “It’s just that… well…”



“If you want ponies to like you, ‘helping’ them is the last thing you should do,” concluded Rainbow.



“What’s wrong with my help?” demanded Discord.



“Well darling, when I complained I had nopony modeling for me, you decided to help by making my ponniquins more ‘lifelike.’ I had to spend the whole day chasing them down.” 



“And even if they harvest themselves, Ah can’t convince nopony that ‘jumpin’ apples’ are like jumpin’ beans. Nopony wants to buy them.”



“But that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t help!” interjected Twilight. “But maybe run your ideas by somepony else first.”



“I’d be happy to help you help ponies, Discord,” offered Fluttershy. 



“You sure Flutters?” asked Rainbow.



“Of course. But I have to go feed my animal friends now, Discord. Maybe you could think of some ideas and tell me them later?”








*Thump*



*THUMP*



*THUMP*



The tea inside Fluttershy’s teacup rippled.



*THUMP*



Suddenly her cottage’s door flung open, and a draconequus flew in the window.



 “Fluttershy, what are you doing under the table?”



“I heard these giant footsteps and-” Fluttershy froze as she saw what was outside her door. “AAAAAHH! Dragon!”



“Oh don’t be silly Fluttershy. Rexy’s not a dragon. He’s a tyrannosaur.”



“Aren’t dinosaurs extinct?”



“They were,” chuckled Discord.



“Why did you bring a tyrannosaur back to life?”



“Well, you wanted me to come up with ideas to help ponies. Then I got to thinking about your animal friends, and how you love making new ones. And how you are a pony. So I decided to help you make some new animal friends. Thus, Rexy!” reasoned Discord.



“Oh, Discord. While I do like your idea of bringing back animals from extinction, how about something a bit smaller.” Fluttershy took another look at Rexy. “And less toothy. Plus to bring back a species, you’d need at least a breeding pair, preferably more.”



“Hmmm, something smaller and less toothy.”








“What are these things?” yelled Applejack as she bucked a timberwolf-sized bird through a produce cart.



“MY CABBAGES!”



“Titanis walleri,” responded Twilight, blasting a pair with her magic. “But they’re supposed to be extinct!”



“Well tell them that!” shouted Rainbow as she tackled another one.



Pinkie shot confetti into the face of a bird sneaking up behind Rarity. “Has anypony seen Fluttershy?”








“How do you like my terrorbirds?”



“They’re destroying the town!”



“I actually think it looks better-”



“Discord!”



“Oh, fine,” Discord humphed.  A snap of his talons and the terrorbirds found themselves in the Everfree. “I’m not helping, am I?”



“I’m sure if you keep trying, you’ll get it. How about something even smaller. And without terror in the name. And remember, tell me first.”








“Do you love it?”



Fluttershy stared at the Attercopus. “Uhh… some ponies… nope,” she stammered.



Discord’s face fell. “I already put one in everypony’s basement,” his mouth stated from the floor.








“Thank you for restoring Ponyville, Discord. Oh! You helped!” exclaimed Fluttershy, who promptly morphed into a certain draconequus. “It’s not helping if I’m the reason Ponyville was burned to the ground!”



Discord stopped as he heard the sound of a mare crying. Somepony he could help? Investigating, he discovered the sobbing crystal mare on a train station bench, with a stallion by her side consoling her. “The specialist may not have been able to help, honey, but we can always apply for adoption.”



One snap of his tail, and he was cradling an infant foal. The colt’s white crystal coat, while letting light through, failed to sparkle or shine, making him nearly invisible.



*Buurrrp*



The foal belched, releasing a huge gust, leaving Discord’s face comically frozen in a look of surprise until he shook off the ice. “We’re going to have to keep that under control, or you’ll be discovered much too soon.” With a tap of his claw he prevented any more surges.



With that done, he transformed into a stork and placed a foal-containing bundle in front of the foal’s new mother. Shocked, the couple failed to put together a response as Discord tipped his cap and flew away. 



“All aboard for the Crystal Empire!”



As he lit down behind some bushes to watch the new family board their train, he was startled by a voice.



“See Discord, you can help.”



“You saw that Fluttershy?”



“Mhmm.”



“I did help, didn’t I? And I even got to bring back a (sub)species!”



“When did you bring back- how do you speak parentheses?”


      

      
   
      Celestia's Fun-er-al


      

      
      
         “It’s only fun till somebody dies, then it’s a fun-er-al!”



“LUNA!”



“What?”



“What in blazes is being blared through your headset?”



“Headset? I—Oh, how long has that been there?”



“Luna, you didn’t notice you were wearing a headset?”



“I’ve been scavenging around Canterlot for quite some time now, sister. The peas—great town folk have been watching me graze for new items!”



“Luna, are you stealing from ponies?”



“Stealing? Sister, thy tongue does not correlate with our merriment! Dost thou think of us as a petty thief?”



“No, but whenever you interact with ponies, I have to assume the worst.”



“Why is that, dear sister?”



“Because it is a natural reaction for someone who booted you to the moon with their hooves.”



“Sister, thy power is strong, but your hooves are mere meager utensils; they do not have the strength to shove my—”



“Profound buttox?”



“SISTER! Our gluteus maximus is glutton free!”



“Pfft—Lulu, do not lie. You chow down on more than enough junk food.”



“I—cannot deny that claim.”



“...”



“Sister, laughing does not suit you. You sound like a dying horse.”



“Luna, I hate to break it to you, but we are horses.”



“No, sister, we are ponies. And why are you calling us that derogatory word?”



“No, we are horses. We’re just not dead, because that wouldn’t be fun, would it?”



“It’s only fun till somebody dies, then it’s a fun-er-al!”



“Oh, there it is again, Celly.”



“Luna, turn that off.”



“But I just scavenged it from—”



“Luna, you stole it and—”



“I did not steal from anypony, dear sister. I scavenged it!”



“‘Scavenged’.”



“Exactly! Oh, and sister, ponies don’t have claws, so you doing air quotes with your hooves makes you look like you’re wooing a ghost.”



“...”



“Why are you laughing at my deadly insult?”



“...”



“Sister, be careful. I do not want to pay for your medical bill.”



“Ahh—oh, Luna, never ever be a comedian. You’re going to brutally murder the audience with your dry humor.”



“Dry? To the bone?”



“Stop, s-seriously!”



“Okay, okay, Celly, I’ll stop. Now, where were we?”



“I was confronting you about your headset—”



“I was not stealing!”



“Luna, based on your previous infractions I couldn’t help but come to that conclusion! Remember, I have to assume the worst like if you somehow died by an assassin whose paycheck weighs on killing you because you took his ten bits. Not only would I be sad, but I wouldn’t be able to stop him until two days after the exchange had happened.”



“I wouldn’t die—wait, why two days?”



“Isn’t that the standard?”



“...”



“Luna? I don’t know why you’re laughing.”



“T-Thou thinks there’s a time stamp on death? What are thee, Death herself?!”



“Quiet, nave.”



“Nave? Sister, the language of the dead is my claim to fame!”



“Exactly.”



“Why…? Oh I hate when you do that.”



“That’s what you get for stealing.”



“I was not stealing, sister!”



“Prove it, then.”



“Pardon?”



“Prove that you did not steal from anypony.”



“Oh? Wait here then, Fun Killer!”



“Fun Killer?”



“...”



“Oh, she teleported. Well I might as well—”



“...”



“That was quick. Now, who is he?”



“His name is—”



“Black Death, Princess Celestia.”



“Luna, why did you bring a plague into our throne room?”



“Celestia! I did not think you would—”



“Do not worry, Princess Luna. I get that sometimes.”



“Death, that doesn’t mean she can—”



“It’s fine. Let her get the bad joke out of her system.”



“Bad—Oh for crying out loud, sister! Stop laughing your lungs out!”



“I-It’s just, you’ve made death seem so funny that I c-can’t—Black D-Death!”



“We’ll be here for a while, won’t we, Princess Luna?”



“...”



“Celestia stop this madness right now! I still have to prove that I did not steal!”



“O-Oh! Okay! I’m done. Let’s hear it, Luna.”



“Thank you, Fun Killer. Now, Black Death—”



“Pfft—”



“Sister.”



“Sorry!”



“Thank you. Now, Death, tell Celestia that I did not steal from you.”



“She did not steal from me, Princess—”



“Ha! See, he said that I—”



“—only purchased the headset for her new console.”



“What.”



“Celly, I can explain—”



“She came to my shop today, Princess Celestia. I told her she could scavenge through my collection of high quality headsets. She said she wanted that specific headset, so I allowed her to have it under one condition.”



“And what was that condition?”



“Listen to—”



“It’s only fun till somebody dies—”



“—for an entire week.”

 

“Are you kidding me, Luna?”



“No, I’m not.”



“...”



“Let me get the shovel, Death.”














      

      
   
      As You Wish


      

      
      
             The windows were clouded, and outside the endless patter of rain stripped color from the world. Drab pink paint that threatened to peel away in another year lined the walls. Inside, two ponies sat side by side, mare resting her head against the stallion’s shoulder. The one bright spot was the nightstand, lined as it was with photographs and fresh violets replaced just that morning.



    On the too-small table before them lay an album, the same two ponies lining its pages, going from vibrant until evolving into the weathered, lined bodies that sat above.



    Nearby sat a tray, food growing cold and barely touched upon it.



    Still, there was warmth. The light touch of hoof against coat. The way lips quirked upwards, how conversations were held where the only sound was the drumbeat of rain upon glass.



    All things must end, however, and the stillness was broken by a long-suffering groan, as mare produced a new book from her purse. She gently slapped the stallion upside the head with it. “Study Guide,” she said sharply, “You quit your aching this instant. This is important. I know you don’t want to talk about it. I know you don’t want to think about it. But we need to get this sorted out.”



    “I know dear. I know.” Study Guide’s voice a whisper. His hoof twined with hers, and squeezed. “Look at me, Songbird. I trust you to make the right choices.”



    “And I want you to pick what makes you happy. There are dozens of flowers to choose from. Ponies who will want to speak. Stories about us we’ll want to have told. Who to preside, who to -” She was shaking now. Slowly, carefully, Study Guide wrapped his foreleg about her and drew her in close.



    “Hush, now. Save your strength. We shouldn’t spend what time we have left together fighting over such things. I want to look at you. I want every moment we have to be timeless. This - all of this? It’s for youl, dear. The day is about you, not me. You choose whatever makes you happy. And know that I support that choice. It’s your funeral, not mine. The carnations will be fine. They’re your favorite.”



    Songbird’s silent sobs shook frail body, and tears fell in the room as the rain soaked hospital grounds.








    Days later, amidst a chapel, somber ponies gathered amidst a room bathed in vibrant pink flowers. The wooden casket lay closed, the pony within now resting in silent repose. And slowly, the one left behind made their way up to the stage.



    “Everypony,” came a thin, reedy voice. “We are gathered here today to remember. To remember a pony whose only desire in life was to see the best in others. To help them blossom. And...I am here to remember the pony, who only ever wanted to make me happy.” Songbird dabbed at red-rimmed eyes. “Even now. He didn’t want today to be about him. That was Study Guide. Humble. Ever-giving.” And as her voice eulogized the one she so loved, outside the sun dried the dew as Spring bathed the world in new life.
      

      
   
      Caskets


      

      
      
              Row upon row upon yet another row of them. They lined the walls and covered the floor of the room. There were big caskets, little caskets, new caskets, old caskets, caskets which looked like old discarded boxes, caskets which were gilded with gold, yet every one of them served as a grim reminder that the inevitable end will come.



     In bold defiance of these symbols of death, an immortal alicorn walked down the single aisle, the single break in the rows of caskets, and drew near a group of mourners at the aisle’s end. The small, somber crowd was bathed in the single spot of light by which the rest of the room was dimly illuminated.



     In front of the mourners, a number of closed caskets rested on the stone floor in a semicircle, each draped with black linen. This was not the first funeral the alicorn had witnessed, nor would it be the last. She approached the mourners and asked a mare, “Whose coffins are these?”



     The mare turned her head, gasped, and fell backwards. She pointed a hoof at the alicorn and whispered in awe, “It’s her!”



     “I’m sorry. What was that?” the alicorn pressed.



     “It’s her!” the mare said aloud.



     “Yes, I am here. Now tell me, what are the names of the ponies interred in those coffins?”



     “It’s her!” the mare shouted, still pointing at the alicorn. The mourners turned and faced the alicorn. Many gasped, some blinked or rubbed their eyes, while the rest just stared, dumbfounded.



     “But—but the knife, the note, the rumors—they’re not true?” asked a stallion.



     “I stand before you now, do I not?” stated the alicorn.



     The stallion reached out a hoof, and gently touched her foreleg. He gasped when he felt it, as he had just refuted the notion that the alicorn was an apparition or hallucination. “It is her! She lives!”



     “Yes, I live. Now who are the ones in the caskets?” she retorted.



     The mourners glanced uneasily among themselves. “Well, it’s—um, we thought it to be—you.”



     “Me?” she asked in surprise. “What in Equestria gave you that idea? And who is in the coffins if I am out here?” This drew their attention to the caskets. One stallion partially removed the black linen and tried forcing the lid open, but it didn’t budge. Next, a pegasus bucked the casket, after which a unicorn used her magic, but both had the same results as the earth pony. “Stand back from the casket. Mortals do not have the power to break the barrier between the living and the dead.”



     The alicorn magically lifted the casket, letting the linen fall to the stone floor. Painted on the lid was the cutie mark of one she used to know; one she once called a friend. Next, she herself levitated as magic energy coursed through her body. With a single spell, the lid of the casket loosened and fell atop the black linen. As soon as the alicorn’s eyes stopped glowing white, she would get her first glance at the lifeless form of her friend in the casket.



     Both alicorn and casket floated to the ground, and the mare’s eyes returned to normal. She was alone in the room now, and not just one, but all the lids had been removed from their caskets. The alicorn peered into the first casket to see a white unicorn mare who still looked good despite her age. The second contained an older yellow pegasus, who was still smiling even in her coffin. The third held a middle-aged orange earth pony. In the fourth rested a scarred, wounded cyan pegasus who had sacrificed herself for her friends while she was still young. The fifth and final coffin housed a young pink earth pony who still bore mortal wounds from long ago.



     Twilight Sparkle looked over her friends again, but they looked different than they had a second ago. Rarity’s mane didn’t normally look that way. Fluttershy never had a horn, nor Applejack wings. Rainbow Dash was more muscular that that. And Pinkie Pie’s coat definitely wasn’t purple. Suddenly, the figures rose and, with a flash of light, morphed into a single mare. Twilight now stared face-to-face with a lifeless figure of herself. When it slumped forward onto her, she screamed in terror and woke up in a cold, clammy sweat.



     “Twilight! Are you alright?” asked the baby dragon she had awaken with her shout.



     “I’m fine. It was just a bad dream,” replied the young alicorn.
      

      
   
      Add Some Fun


      

      
      
         “Rainbow Dash! I’m so glad I found you! I just thought of a super fantastically awesome idea! I haven’t had an idea this good since the time I convinced Twilight to make Sugar Day a national holiday!”



“That sounds great, Pinkie, but can it wait until later? Winter is coming soon, and I want to spend as much time with Tank as possible before…” Rainbow looked back at the tortoise, who gave her a slow smile. “Well, you know. That.”



“But that’s exactly what my idea was about! I was thinking about how around this time last year, you got all sad and starting acting like Tank was going to die or something. And I don’t like it when any of my friends are sad, so I decided that I needed to do something to make sure that you stayed happy!”



“Really? What did you have in mind?”



“A PARTY, of course!” Pinkie yelled as confetti burst out behind her.



“I really should have seen that one coming.”



Pinkie giggled. “Yup! There’s no problem that your auntie Pinkie Pie can’t solve with a good party!”



“All my aunts are pegasi. But I suppose a party can’t hurt. What do you have in mind?”



“It will be a celebration of Tank. Rarity will make him a fancy little suit so that he’ll look his absolute best. And all of his friends and your friends will be there, and we’ll all talk about how awesome he is and how much he means to all of us. Because even though he’s your pet, his absence affects all of us.



“And then of course there will be food and games, because what’s a party without food and games? I’ll make cakes and cupcakes and pies and punch and all of Tank’s favorite foods. And we’ll play pin the tail on the turtle, and smash a piñata, and do all the other games that you and tank love so much. It’s the perfect way to honor and remember Tank before we send him off to his hibernation. And since it’s a Pinkie Pie party, you know that everyone is guaranteed to have a great time!”



“Wow, Pinkie, that sounds great. There’s just one thing though.”



“What’s that?”



“Celebrating my time with Tank sounds better than mourning him leaving, but it kinda seems like you might be building up to something.”



Pinkie cocked her head. “Oh? Like what?.”



“Like, well, what are you planning on calling this party?”



“Well, since it will be our last time with Tank before he goes to sleep, I’m going to call it a ‘wake.’”
      

      
   
      Fluttershy and the Cactuses


      

      
      
         Fluttershy had a problem. Yes, a minor problem. She was really craving for some cactuses. Why? Well, it's a long story, but to put in it short, Fluttershy was in the mood for some exotic juice. What better juice than that of a cactus? So Fluttershy set out on an adventure into the deserts of Equestria, searching far and wide for the very best cactuses in all the land.



After searching for a few days, she stumbled upon a convoy of carriages and ponies.



That's when her problem escalated.



"H-Hello?"



Two beady brown eyes focused on poor Fluttershy, whose hooves trembled in fear of being judged excitement of possibly finding a source of information for her cactus hunt.



The owner of those eyes smiled. "Why hello, miss?"



"F-Fluttershy."



"I beg your pardon?"



Fluttershy looked away from the penetrating gaze of a stallion on a horse-drawn carriage and hid behind her mane. "F-Flutt—"



"Aye, Brazzer! What's the hold up?"



The brown-eyed behemoth of a stallion let out a mean sigh and turned to the voice behind his carriage. "P-Hub! Relax back there! I'm just talking to a fair mare here who wandered in our path!"



The voice took a moment with its reply saying, "Well move on then, mate! We got this funeral to attend to and I don't want the cactuses to become drier than this desert!"



Cactuses? "Alright!" Brazzer shouted, before turning to Fluttershy again with a smile. "Now where were we—"



"You have cactuses?!" Fluttershy exclaimed with sweat dripping down her cheeks.



The stallion, who was going to flirt with this mare, now jumped back in his seat, repulsed that this mare has an interest in cactuses. "Y-Yes," he began, stuttering all the while. "W-We have some in the back few carriages. It's for the death of—"



"Can I come too!?" Fluttershy said, smiling and squeeing in excitement utter happiness.



"Uh… one second—Hey Brazzer!"



"Aye!?"



"Can this cheeky mare come to the funeral?"



"Is she ten out of ten, get ready for the swoogity!?"



"Yep, mate! She's even got a thing for the cactuses!"



"Oh… I like her already from the sounds of that! Send her back will ye?!"



Brazzer rolled his eyes and looked at Fluttershy. "Head on to the caboose, alright?"



All Fluttershy do was nod and hold her trembling fore hoof. Her hunt was over. She was finally going to suck on some delicious cactus juice and be happy about it.



Trotting merrily to the caboose, Fluttershy remembered a detail that was startling to her.



"We got a few cactuses in the back. It's for the death of…"



"We got this funeral to attend to…" 



Since when does a funeral need cactuses?



The thought in her head sounded odd to her after all. Maybe it's what ponies do in the desert? Using cactuses as exotic plants to showcase a dead pony's coffin? Maybe even to make the grave site look more appealing?



Fluttershy shrugged and carried on to the caboose. There's no use in stopping herself from gaining access to some quality juice. If that meant she had to tail a funeral procession in the deserts of Equestria, then so be it.



Upon arrival of being at the end of the convoy, Fluttershy noticed the carriages construction. It had a white veil covering its entrance, and its wooden frame was different than the rest. It was much larger and more reinforced, with plywood layered to ensure its safety. Its wheels were larger than the other ones she had passed, and they too looked much stronger than the others. Why was this the case for the last one? Was this carriage housing something she did not know of? Weapons, possibly?



She shook her head of the silly thought of them turning violent. There has to be another logical reason for…



"Hi."



…that.



"U-Um…"



Inside, an open coffin waited at Fluttershy's hooves.



"Um, what, Fluttershy?"



"How do y-you…"



"I am P-Hub, Fluttershy. I know you due to one of my users searching for 'Fluttersy bangs a—'"



"Please, don't say it… I know, I was featured on that place, but I don't need you to—"



"Congratulate you on your achievement? Fluttershy, no mare could have done what you did and Brazzer will surely miss not having you around."



"W-What?"



"This is what happens when bad mares meet the recycling bin."



Fluttershy, with her excitement at its highest peak, stood frozen as the coffin swallowed her whole.












      

      
   
      Happy Deathday to You


      

      
      
         Twilight wasn’t sure what was more surreal, her new wings or ponies bowing to her as she walked by. However, after the past few days, she’d learned to expect this sort of thing. Even after telling half a dozen ponies that she didn’t expect them to kowtow, she still arrived at Sugarcube Corner’s back door a bit ahead of schedule.



Pinkie opened the door on the first knock, her usual wide smile on her face. “Heya, Twilight!”



“Hi, Pinkie.” Twilight entered as her friend moved aside. There was no other sound but the record player. “I guess I’m the first one…” She trailed off as she took in the room. It was by and large a standard Pinkie party: punch, snacks, streamers, music. However, there were a marked lack of games, the record was a contemplative piano piece, and there was a distinct “night sky” theme in the decorations’ color scheme, culminating in a black banner bearing Twilight’s own cutie mark.



After a few more moments of vacant gawping, Twilight found her voice. “Uh, Pinkie?”



“Yeah?”



Twilight turned to Pinkie, whose smile hadn’t shifted. “We did establish how teleportation doesn’t kill ponies, right?”



Pinkie nodded. “Yup!”



“Okay. Good.” Twilight took a deep breath. “Why are you throwing me a wake?”



“Well…” Pinkie looked away, her ears folded back. ”You know that scorch mark you left on the library floor?”



Twilight snorted. “Intimately. You wouldn’t believe the spells it took to clean that thing.”



“And you know how it was actually on top of the floor?” Pinkie reared up and held her forehooves slightly apart to indicate the vertical thickness. ”Like it had been standing there before a bunch of rainbow beams zapped it?”



“Oh.” It was Twilight’s turn to look away for a moment. “Well, yes. I hadn’t thought anypony would notice.”



“Mom and Dad taught me how to count the layers in a sheet of mica. That was pretty obvious.” Pinkie forced a smile. “It's how I make such great baklava!”



“Makes sense.” Twilight tried to chuckle, but it came out as more of a sigh.



After a brief stretch of awkward silence, Pinkie said, “So, yeah, this is why I told you to come ten minutes earlier than everypony else. I wanted to make sure you were okay with this.”



“I appreciate the thought, Pinkie, but I wish you’d asked me a bit more in advance.”



“Sorry,” said Pinkie, her mane and posture sagging.



“I do understand what you were thinking. I suppose I did kind of, well, die.” Twilight swallowed as her stomach twisted. She tried to smile again. “Besides, how many ponies get attend their own funerals?”



Pinkie nodded so fast that her head blurred a little. “Right?”



“Still, I didn’t want any of you to think you’d killed me. It didn’t even hurt.” Twilight frowned at the big black banner. “But I guess we’re stuck with this.”



“Don’t you worry, Twilight. Give me two shakes of a pony’s tail.”



Twilight turned back to Pinkie. As she did, a blur of motion surrounded her. By the time she finished moving her head, the black had been replaced with more shades of purple, the music was an upbeat dance tune, and a piñata had materialized from somewhere.



Pinkie has barely breathing any more heavily. “Better?”



Twilight giggled. “Better.”
      

      
   