
      Fluttershy and the Monstrous Prophecy


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash shifted impatiently, as she paced and forth outside of Fluttershy’s cottage. Today was Rainbow Dash and Fluttershy’s weekly day out and, as usual, Fluttershy was late. Or at least, not early. Rainbow Dash let out a sigh. Fluttershy’s cottage was so far away from town; she had to fly all the way out to her best friend’s cottage and there she was, stranded in front of the gentle pony’s door, waiting. Just waiting and waiting and waiting.



She had worked so hard mastering this latest trick: it was magnificent; it was beautiful; it was probably the best trick ever. And it was called the Super Speed Blazing… super duper Rainbow… ultimate…



Ugh, whatever. It was going to be the trick that would turn the heads of the Wonderbolts for sure! And finally, at long last, they would accept Rainbow Dash as their newest member. Rainbow Dash beamed.. She could see it now; the bright blue jumpsuit, the cheering fans, the high speed, super awesome stunt —She would be the best Wonderbolt ever! Hey, maybe she’d even get to spend time with Spitfire! Now that would be totally awesome.



Rainbow Dash looked at the old wooden door to Fluttershy’s cottage. She could’ve already been a Wonderbolt if Fluttershy wasn’t taking so long. How long had it been now? Like, seven whole minutes? What’s the point of even practicing this trick if nopony’s going to be there to watch it? She gave a groan. Honestly, the Wonderbolts would probably be full by the time Fluttershy was ready. They’d make her a junior Wonderbolt or something and then everypony would just laugh at her.



Rainbow lifted a hoof and prepared to give the old wooden door a stern knocking when it swung open very, very slowly.



Fluttershy looked back as she walked out of her cottage. Her animals waved goodbye to her as she closed the door. “Hello Rainbow Dash!” came the gentle, squeaky voice. “I’m all ready for our day out! I just had to take care of a few of my dear animal friends before I could leave. Hummingway has been feeling ill lately and I just wanted to make sure tha —“



Rainbow Dash cut her off. “Yeah, that’s great. Now come on, Fluttershy! If you don’t hurry up, I’m going to be the laughing stock of Equestria!” 



Fluttershy gave her dear friend a confused look. Rainbow Dash was always in a hurry. Though she cared ever so much for Rainbow Dash, Fluttershy knew just how impatient the blue pegasus could be. “Oh my, well, that does sound serious.” The shy pony smiled gently. “I’ll just follow you then!”



The two ponies flew to their usual hangout: a quiet little meadow just a stone’s toss from Fluttershy’s cozy cottage. The day seemed perfect; the meadow flowed like a green sea as the wind softly blew through it and, aside from the wind, not a sound could be heard save the chirping of meadow larks. As Rainbow Dash gave her wings a few test flaps, Fluttershy looked around for a nice place to sit. Rainbow Dash could be a bit impatient sometimes, but really, she could hardly ask for a better friend. Fluttershy wondered if Angel, her pet bunny, might have wanted to come. Oh well… maybe next time.



Rainbow Dash was ready. The air buzzed with excitement as the sleek, blue pony gave her wings a few test flaps. That buzzing turned into sheer electricity as she bolted high into the sky, the pressure from her sudden departure exploding with a loud roar as the wind rushed in to fill the space she had occupied.



Fluttershy gave a soft “ooooo” as the fierce wind blew past. Rainbow Dash was always pushing herself to do new tricks, but really, Fluttershy admired just about everything her dear friend could do. She certainly was not so capable. Off she went, doing flips and loops and spinning this way and that. Fluttershy loved watching Rainbow Dash fly about the sky like that. It was almost like her dear friend was dancing up there! 



Having seen the Wonderbolts herself a few times while she was still a filly in Cloudsdale, Fluttershy felt that Rainbow Dash was already far more exciting to watch than the famous blue-suited flyers. The gentle pony didn’t quite have the heart to tell her dear friend that though; it had always been Rainbow’s dream to be in the Wonderbolts.



Fluttershy was feeling very relaxed, watching Rainbow Dash soaring back and forth through the sky. A loop here, a brave spin around a cloud, and a high speed flyover — Rainbow Dash had clearly been working very hard on this new routine. Fluttershy felt herself day dreaming about the lovely trip to Sugar Cube Corner she and Rainbow Dash would enjoy after the afternoon’s practice. Rainbow Dash will tell her all about how awesome and difficult her tricks were while the gentle pony would simply smile and listen, perhaps having a cupcake together and picking up a treat for Angel.



Fluttershy’ reverie was broken by the sudden sound of yelling and the clammer of panicked, galloping hooves. She picked up her head and looked around for the source of the noise. Far off in the distance, at the very other edge of the vast meadow, three familiar fillies were running blindly towards her.  It was Apple Bloom, Scootaloo, and Sweetie Belle: the Cutie Mark Crusaders, as they liked to be called. They were so very adorable… but they were also usually up to trouble. Those little fillies were always looking to earn their cutie marks and were frequently trying new things. Fluttershy had always wondered to herself what would happen if one of them earned her cutie mark before the others.



As the three fillies approached, Fluttershy heard Applebloom hollering in her adorable Apple-family twang, “Fluttershy! We need your help! The town’s in danger and everypony’s going to be in biiig trouble if ya’ll don’t get down there to save ‘em!” Sweetie Belle was about to speak when she lost her footing and fell, sending all three ponies into a spiraling ball which came to rest just short of where Fluttershy was sitting.



The little pile of cutie mark-less fillies groaned for a moment as they waited for the pain to subside. “Ugggh,” groaned Sweetie Belle, as she tried to think of what she wanted to say. “Scootaloo, I think your hoof is on my tail.”



Scootaloo rolled over to the side. “Sorry, Sweetie Belle. Are we all okay, Crusaders?”  

Her question was met with two sour sounding affirmations from the others. Fluttershy gave the three young a fillies a concerned, but amused, smile.  Adorable though they were, the Cutie Mark Crusaders were certainly a force to be reckoned with sometimes! “Did you need me for something, girls?”



Sweetie Belle looked up at Fluttershy and gave a nervous smile. “Um, yeah… So, we were trying really hard to earn our cutie marks today in animal herding, and… well, I guess we sort of messed up.”



Fluttershy started to feel a bit of panic now. She looked up in the sky at Rainbow Dash performing her incredible tricks and then looked back at the three dirty, aching Cutie Mark Crusaders. She couldn’t help but notice that Scootaloo, a young Pegasus and Rainbow Dash’s biggest admirer, was staring at Rainbow Dash transfixed.  Fluttershy felt a lump form in her throat. “What do you mean by ‘messed up?’”



Scootaloo broke her mesmerized stare and looked at Fluttershy with wide, guilt-ridden eyes. “Well, we sort of wanted to see if we could be animal wranglers…”



Apple Bloom finished the orange filly’s sentence, “And so we let everypony’s pets out of their houses so we could go get ‘em.”



Fluttershy twitched. She loved the three little fillies very much but they really could test a pony’s patience sometimes. How did the three fillies even manage to release everypony’s pets like that? Applebloom picked herself up, dusted herself off with one hoof and said, softly, “We could really use your help, Fluttershy. If you don’t mind, that is.”



She couldn’t just leave Rainbow Dash, could she? Rainbow Dash was one of her best friends; if Rainbow found out that Fluttershy had just left in the middle of her super duper trick, Rainbow Dash would be crestfallen. And yet, if there’s an emergency in town, surely Rainbow Dash would understand?



Fluttershy looked up and screamed at the top of her lungs, “Rainbow Dash! The Cutie Mark Crusaders need my help! I’m going to follow them into town! I’m so sorry that I can’t stay; your tricks are as wonderful as ever! Okay, bye now!”



The blue Pegasus continued her high speed flips and spins without seeming to notice.  Scootaloo rolled her eyes. “Ugh, we don’t have time for this! Come on Fluttershy, we need to go!” With Scootaloo tugging on Fluttershy’s hoof from the front and with the other two fillies pushing from the back, the Cutie Mark Crusaders dragged Fluttershy away from the meadow, where Rainbow Dash continued her thrilling display alone.

 

-----------



Today was not Rarity’s day. It may, in fact, be the worst day ever, ever. First, she overslept by ten minutes and had to start her morning routine late. Why, she had to take a whole minute off of her bathing and grooming time. It was horrible. Oh, but then, she discovered she had run out of lavender silk. How in Equestria could that possibly have happened? She always kept such a good stock of her fabrics! It must have been Sweetie Belle. Her little sister was always up to some sort of trouble.



Rarity grumbled and paced about her room.  Those two things were both bad enough, but now Opal had gone missing! Rarity’s precious cat, Opalescence was the prim pony’s prissy pet; the only creature in all of Equestria with her nose held higher than Rarity’s, Rainbow Dash had once joked. But what does Rainbow Dash know anyhow?



Rarity simply did not have time for this nonsense. Opal never just wanders off on her own! Somepony must have taken her! What if she is being held for ransom? What if they hurt poor Opal?



Rarity felt herself tensing up. But no! It is not a time for panic! Why, finding Opal will require the utmost calm. The beautiful mare thought it through as she paced about the ground floor of Carousel Boutique. The last time she had seen Opal…



The door of Carousel swung open with a bang and a swarm of little, frightened furry animals rushed in. A few squirrels, maybe six or seven rabbits… is that a ferret? Rarity’s jaw dropped as as the critters as knocked over her mannequins and made a giant mess of her boutique. The horror took a moment to register for the shocked pony. The last glimmer of calm in her mind gave a parting thought before vanishing. Yes, certainly the worst day ever.



Rarity screamed.



----------



As Fluttershy and the Cutie Mark Crusaders rounded the last hill on the road into town, they heard a shrill scream. Fluttershy couldn’t make out quite who it was, but Sweetie Belle recognized the scream immediately.



“Oh, that’s bad. Really, really bad,” the little white filly whimpered, looking down at her hooves with guilt. “I’m going to be in so much trouble… especially when she finds out what I did to her lavender silk this morning.” Scootaloo and Applebloom looked at each other rather sheepishly. 



Fluttershy had a sneaking suspicion that releasing everypony’s pets wasn’t the only spot of trouble the Cutie Mark Crusaders had been up to today; Rarity always did get the worst of their silly behavior.  



Fluttershy decided that it would be best if they all hurried. Although Fluttershy might not have been able to recognize the scream from so far away, she knew Rarity was not the sort of pony to scream unless things were getting to be too much for her.  If they could hear the scream from so far away, it must be something important.



The four ponies galloped as fast as they could and soon, Carousel Boutique came into view. Fluttershy was horrified. The roof of the building was covered in birds and the sound of banging and screaming could be heard quite clearly. The Cutie Mark Crusaders exchanged their sheepish looks with each other once again. They were going to be in so much trouble.



Fluttershy examined the scene for a moment before turning to face the three fillies. “Girls, just where did you find all of these animals from?” 



The Cutie Mark Crusaders met Fluttershy’s question with a collective nervous giggle. Applebloom kicked her front left hoof and looked to the right. “Well, we went door to door and sort of told everypony... that... um... we were bringing their pets to you, Fluttershy.” Fluttershy felt a slight chill; this was not going to be good. Applebloom continued: “for a free grooming. So we just sort of loaded up all the pets in this big bag we’d made... and then let them go.” Applebloom met Fluttershy’s horrified expression with a big smile. “To catch ‘em. For our cutie marks.”



Sweetie Belle stepped forward proudly, smiled and helpfully chirped “And for some ponies, we just took their pets when they weren’t lookin —” She was abruptly cut off as Apple Bloom stuck a hoof in her mouth. 



“Eh heh, well, that’s about enough talk about the pets! Let’s go catch ‘em!” Apple Bloom sprang forward and was quickly followed by Scootaloo and a confused but enthusiastic Sweetie Belle, leaving Fluttershy behind them as they rushed towards Carousel Boutique and the still screaming peril of Rarity.



Fluttershy froze. She didn’t quite know how to respond to what she’d heard. The Cutie Mark Crusaders had gotten her involved in one of their crazy schemes and there was a chance that she could get into some very big trouble. Oh goodness...



Rarity let out another shrill cry. Fluttershy shook her head. She knew that, no matter what happened, she had to go help Rarity. If both ponies and animals were in danger, there was just one pony for the job! 



Fluttershy gulped. She really, really, really wished it didn’t have to be her. 



--------------

 

Carousel Boutique was the messiest it had been since the infamous parasprite incident that plagued Ponyville. Precious and expensive fabrics littered the floor and hung from the rafters; chairs, tables, and mannequins were strewn all over. Tiny creatures ran this way and that, smashing into whatever was left standing in their panic.  And, at the very center of it all, Rarity sat on a three legged stool, screaming at the top of her lungs. 



Sweetie Belle ran through the open door of the boutique, followed quickly by a rather heroic looking Scootaloo and Applebloom. “Don’t worry, Rarity! Just let us handle this! Cutie Mark Crusader critter catchers, yay!” Sweetie Belle hopped into the fray with a determined look on her face, while Applebloom and Scootaloo ran to a nearby closet to retrieve a giant lavender bag from its convenient hiding place. The two fillies pulled the bag out, only to have it burst into shreds as Opalescence escaped from her silken prison with an angry feline roar.



For a moment, Rarity was silent. It was Opal. And her precious lavender silk. Her left eye twitched and her mouth hung open. And then she screamed even louder than before.



--------



Fluttershy had finally arrived at Carousel Boutique. Out of breath and totally exhausted, the yellow pony wondered if she’d have the energy to stop whatever was going on within. Fluttershy stepped into the boutique, nearly tripping on two bunnies and a mole as they ran past her. She’d have to grab them later; saving Rarity definitely came first! It was time to be assertive; first, the situation had to be assessed. 



Fluttershy observed the scene before her. Squirrels, chipmunks, rabbits, and all sorts of furry critters stormed about the workshop floor of Rarity’s precious boutique. It seemed the Cutie Mark Crusaders were trying desperately to round up the critters too, with little luck. Fluttershy gulped. If the Carousel Boutique was like this, she could only imagine how the rest of town might be faring. 



The yellow pony tiptoe’d gracefully into action; she was not much of a pony for leaping into it. Turning to the nearest scrambling squirrel, Fluttershy warmly greeted it. “Excuse me, mister squirrel... but if it’s not too much trouble, could you—” 



The squirrel paid Fluttershy no heed, as it darted underneath a nearby dresser in panic, only to find itself being chased by Opalescence shortly after. The Cutie Mark Crusaders weren’t helping much either. Their chasing was only scaring the animals even worse. Rarity had stopped screaming by now and chose instead to quietly sob into her hooves, her voice strained and hoarse from screaming. 



Fluttershy would have to try something more bold. She stamped her hoof and gave a very assertive “um, excuse me.” Smiling and waiting for the raging critters to excuse her, she found that her words impacted the chaos like a drop of water falling into the sea. The situation frustrated Fluttershy; she was great with animals, but not so much with chaos. Oh, how she wished Applejack were here; the assertive pony could have wrangled the critters (and fillies, it seemed) with little effort.

 

The feeling frustrated Fluttershy. She felt something rising from deep within her. “Um, sorry...” the pegasus stammered. “But I believe I said EXCUSE ME!”  Though gentle and soft as ever, her voice rang clearly through Carousel Boutique, followed by her signature and infamous stare. 



Both the creatures and the crusaders froze at once. Even Rarity had stopped her sobbing and found herself transfixed by Fluttershy’s powerful gaze. Fluttershy blushed... she never really could control when that happened, but she had to admit, it was a pretty good feeling. 



Scootaloo broke the shocking silence. “Um, wow.”



That was enough of a cue for Rarity, who dashed from her stool in the center of the room to Fluttershy. With a mighty hug, Rarity grasped Fluttershy and whined, tears still in her eyes. “Oh Fluttershy... thank you, oh thank you! You have no idea just how awful my day has been.” Rarity’s voice cracked from the strain; she’d been screaming for a very long time. “First, it was the bath... and Sweetie Belle with the bag and the fabric and Opal, poor Opal, and then the animals and my shop, I...”



Rarity began to sob uncontrollably. “The horror...” she stammered. “I just don’t know what I would have done without you, Fluttershy!” 



The gentle pony blushed. Rarity was one of her best friends, if not her best friend. For such a good friend, Fluttershy was always willing to help. 



Just then, a bunny bolted down from the top floor of Rarity’s boutique, charged across the floor and bolted out the door. Applebloom let out a gasp and lept up. “Come on, Crusaders! Let’s go get that bunny!” With Fluttershy still being held tightly by Rarity, she found herself unable to give chase as the Cutie Mark Crusaders bolted out the door together. 



The animals looked at each other, and then back at the trapped Fluttershy. Turning to face the critters as best she could with Rarity still sobbing into her mane, Fluttershy gave her furry audience a nervous smile. “Um, you can go home now! Just make sure to go straight home and not cause any panic on the way back, okay?”



One by one, the creatures started to file out of Carousel Boutique. They weren’t exactly sure what was happening, but the instructions were as good as any. Fluttershy smiled to herself. Another job well done, it seemed... yes, she really did have a way with animals. 



Rarity seemed to be feeling a bit more calm too, now that the animals were out of her precious boutique. They had left a gigantic mess, but being a unicorn, Rarity was more than capable of handling it. The chaos would set her back days, of course... perhaps she’d ask for Fluttershy and Twilight’s help to catch up with her schedule. 



Surveying the mess, Rarity gave a sigh. “Really though, thank you ever so much for your help, Fluttershy.” Looking back at her best friend, Rarity thought for a moment, her brows furrowed as she recalled her frustration. “Where do you suppose the girls have run off to now?” Fluttershy felt cold again. She wasn’t really sure she wanted to find out.



----------



Spike glanced out a window as he came down the stairs of the library treehouse that he and Twilight called home. Though small and barely able to see all the way out the window, the young dragon was certain something was wrong outside. “Um, Twilight?” the dragon said, pointing at the window with the book grasped firmly in his claw. “There’s something happening outside. I think it’s serious.” 



Twilight Sparkle sat surrounded by books in the center of her library home. Piled high in a circle, the books had been meticulously pored over and purposefully marked. “Not now Spike. This is very, very important.” 



Equestria is a land which ebbs and flows with the power of magic in its many forms. A part of the magic in everypony manifests itself in omens and legends; both an essential and very real part of Equestria’s history! Twilight Sparkle was one of the few ponies who appreciated this aspect of pony magic and, other than the Princesses themselves, she knew more than anypony about the dangers of ignoring those ancient legends.



Something was coming, and Twilight was certain of it. The weather patterns over Equestria had been shifting, slowly but surely. The weather bureau in Cloudsdale had dismissed her queries, but the figures never lie; something big was coming. And it was magical, of that she was sure. 



Ancient Pony Legends, Oracles and Omens, The Celestian Chronicle... all of them hinted to a terrible, well, something that was on its way. 



Still standing by the window, Spike insisted once more. “Twilight, you really should look outside. I think the town’s in trouble. I can’t really see what’s happening, but there’s ponies running everywhere!” 



Her concentration broken for the moment, Twilight gave a groan. Levitating some books neatly away from the ring of tomes surrounding her, the bookish pony trotted up to the window, magically grasping the book Spike had brought her from upstairs as she passed. 



Spike was certainly right. The town was filled with ponies scrambling back and forth, running this way and that. And... were those animals? They indeed were, and quite a few of them, judging by the looks of things. Bunnies, squirrels, cats, dogs... and was that a ferret? Twilight shook her head. Maybe this had something to do with the omen? 



“We can handle whatever’s happening outside after we make sure we understand the omen, Spike!” Twilight proclaimed, as she walked down the stairs with the new book. It was an old favorite of hers, Predictions and Prophecies; Twilight owned one of the only copies in all of Equestria. It was a gift from Princess Celestia herself. Opening the familiar old pages of the book, Twilight mulled over the page she had carefully earmarked. 



She’d read it a thousand times now, the archaic words of the text ringing in her mind, struggling to attach themselves to the extensive research she had already done. “The thunderbolts as beating drums, the fury from the Forest comes, devastation in its wake, the spirit doth the Monster take.” 



Twilight groaned. She loved Predictions and Prophecies, but some of the minor prophecies could be so enigmatic. Why exactly was it that prophecies and omens always had to be so scary sounding anyway? Would it have hurt anypony to just write down exactly what happened and how to stop it? And the rhyming... ugh. Maybe all of the books had been written by Zecora. The thought struck Twilight seriously for a moment before she dismissed it. Now she was just being silly.



From her studies so far, she had gathered that the omen was due any moment now. “When the skies over Equestria grey, and if chaos rules their hearts, the monster comes within the day, the horror, beckoned, starts. The spell is conjured; misery, the beast consumes the ever free.” It was the only other direct reference she could find on the mysterious prophecy. The other evidence she had was all referential. As a minor prophecy, it seemed the writers of those ancient books of prophecy were not all too concerned with this ‘monster’ omen. But Twilight knew better than to take anything for granted. She’d be ready for this monster, whatever it might be.



The door to the library opened with a loud bang as panicked animals fled into Twilight’s library. Twilight dropped her book in surprise and Spike fell on the floor in response to the suddenness of the intrusion. 



“No!” screamed Twilight as she struggled to gather the animals. “Spike, they can’t be allowed to disturb the books! Who knows what might happen if we can’t predict the omen!”



Spike was swatting at a squirrel nibbling on the page of book lying on the ground. “I’m trying my best, Twilight, but there’s just too many of them!”



Twilight wasn’t sure what to do. Putting all of her magical talents to full effect, she struggled to keep the animals away from her books while wondering just where in Equestria they had all come from. 



--------------------------



The three Cutie Mark Crusaders had been chasing that bunny for what felt like forever now. Everywhere they went, the town was flooded with animals. As the three fillies chased the bunny into town square, Scootaloo had a sudden realization. Was this even the same bunny they had started chasing when they left Rarity’s place? In fact, just where did all of these animals come from in the first place? 



Scootaloo called for a sudden halt. “Applebloom, Sweetie Belle, wait!” the little pegasus bellowed. The other two crusaders stopped and turned quizzically to Scootaloo while the bunny continued running. “Somethings not right here. I mean, we had a lot of animals in that bag, but there’s just no way all the animals in the town are the same ones we caught!”



Applebloom and Sweetie Belle looked around. What Scootaloo said was true: there must have been hundreds of animals all over the town square, just scrambling everywhere. And not just the cats, puppies, and bunnies they’d... well, borrowed. But also birds and raccoons and even owls! Maybe the animals had come from Fluttershy’s cottage? Why would they be in town though? And goodness, was that a ferret? 



Suddenly aware of the situation they were in, the three Cutie Mark Crusaders huddled together in fear. Yes, they had wanted to be creature catchers, but the weren’t prepared to handle this many animals, all of which seemed very scared and angry. What had really scared them, however, was the fact that the appeared to be all alone in town.  The sun was starting to set and, instead of the usual hustle and bustle of ponies getting ready to close up shop for the evening, apparently wild animals careened across the forsaken town as if possessed. Suddenly aware of the unusual cold, the three fillies huddled even closer. Afraid and not quite sure what to do, the three ponies began to cry loudly for help.



“There they are!” A familiar voice boomed across the square, as Applejack charged through the teeming mass of animals towards the frightened, frozen Cutie Mark Crusaders. Followed quickly by Rarity and Fluttershy, each pony grabbed a crusader and quickly retreated from the square. 



The mass of animals charging through town had grown from hundreds to thousands in what seemed like just a moment to the three young fillies. Relatively safe on the backs of the stronger, bigger ponies, the fillies each had a moment to look at the sight around them. What they saw horrified them; the streets teemed with masses of retreating animals... as if the entire floor was alive with woodland creatures, both big and small. Applebloom even saw a bear pass by as Applejack carried her to safety. 



The three stopped suddenly as they reached the door to Sugarcube Corner. Applejack, carrying Applebloom on her back, entered first, followed by Rarity, who held an exhausted and frightened Sweetie Belle. Fluttershy entered last, employing her fiercest stare at any animal that thought it would enter the makeshift haven as she backed in through the door with Scootaloo shivering on top of her. Fluttershy closed the door with a loud bang as she entered and the three elder ponies put the exhausted fillies down. Sugarcube Corner was packed with ponies, some hurt by the stampeding animals, others exhausted from running, and still others who were just standing around confused, trying hard to figure out what might be happening. Zecora sat solemnly in the corner with a mug of steaming cocoa while Pinkie Pie bounded in with another pot of her special chocolatey pick-me-up for whomever might want a mug. Meanwhile, the Cakes were busy helping to comfort any families with foals in whatever ways the two could.



Applejack, Rarity, and Fluttershy founds places to sit, worn out from their rescue; none of them had expected the swarm of running animals to pick up so ferociously. Rarity sat by the window and watched as the sky outside darkened. A storm was coming, it seemed... a very sudden storm. It had been beautiful out not a few hours prior: just a lot of bad luck, really.



Applejack thought to herself for a moment. The situation outside was getting worse. It looked like a storm was headed this way and the swarm of animals had grown from a minor disturbance to a crisis within just an hour or so. Something else was bothering her though, and she couldn’t let it rest for a second longer.



The strong, orange pony stood up, and trotted over the Fluttershy, who was still panting from the effort of the rescue. Applejack eyed the gentle pegasus sternly. “What in tarnation were you thinking, letting those three fillies leave Rarity’s like that? What if one of the Cutie Mark Crusaders had gotten hurt?” Applejack’s voice was quivered with emotion. “Apple Bloom could’ve gotten really hurt stuck in town like that. Why in Equestria couldn’t you have just stopped them from leaving?” 



Fluttershy was stunned. She hadn’t even thought of that; it wasn’t on her mind at the time, and she was just so busy. Surely, she couldn’t have accounted for the mysterious swarm of animals? 



Fluttershy tried to stammer an answer. “I... I... well, you see, I was being held by Rarity and —” 



Applejack interrupted with a great deal of anger in her voice. “You were being held by Rarity, huh? Don’t you go blaming Rarity, Fluttershy! You’re a pegasus, aren’t you? I could’ve lost my only sister and Rarity could’ve lost Sweetie Belle and I’m just not in any mood for your excuses! You were in a position to do something and you didn’t!”



Fluttershy felt awful. She didn’t think she was to blame. But maybe she was? She could have stopped Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo from chasing that bunny. And she could have gotten Rarity to safety before the swarm of animals had picked up, perhaps...



Applejack continued her tirade as Fluttershy looked down at the ground, guilty tears welling in her eyes. “I know you’re a shy pony Fluttershy, but what you did was downright irresponsible. If you can’t take care of even just three little fillies in an emergency like that...” Applejack shuddered angrily, her voice reaching a fevered pitch. “...Then frankly, I can’t see how you could take care of so many animals. Heck, maybe this whole stampede is your fault!” Her emotions getting the best of her, Applejack suddenly wilted. “I just don’t want to bother with you right now.” The orange pony walked away to sit with her sister as the various pony refugees from around town stared at her and Fluttershy.



Fluttershy felt offended, but guilty too. Maybe the swarm of animals was her fault? And maybe she could have thought ahead and protected Applebloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo. It was all her fault; it must be. Even Applejack, who was normally so calm in emergencies, was angry at her. It must be her fault. Fluttershy began to softly weep.



Pinkie Pie walked slowly over to the crestfallen yellow pony. Applejack had been harsh, but she could hardly be blamed; Apple Bloom could have been really hurt in that stampede and clearly things were only getting worse outside. Pinkie Pie sat next to her dear friend and put her leg around the yellow pony’s shoulder. “It’s okay Fluttershy... Applejack didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. Her sister was in danger... I don’t think she actually blames you for anythi—”



Fluttershy interrupted the poofy pink pony with a series of quiet sobs. “But it’s true, Pinkie Pie! It really is all my fault. I could have helped Applebloom and Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo, but I didn’t. I just stood there and watched them go. Maybe this stampede is really all my fault too...”



Pinkie Pie wasn’t sure what to say. She looked to Rarity for help, but Rarity was staring out the window, lost in thought. Pinkie turned back to Fluttershy and gave a worried smile. “I know what’ll cheer you up. A nice warm mug of cocoa, that’s what!” Pinkie Pie stood up to get a warm mug of the beverage for Fluttershy, who was still guiltily sobbing to herself.



Zecora watched the whole scene contemplatively, sipping her cocoa slowly as she observed her surroundings. “Surely,” she thought “this is the beginning... of a truly long and terrible thing.” The zebra placed her mug gingerly on the table next to her, got up from her seat, and proceeded into the kitchen. 



--------------------------------



“Here it is!” exclaimed Spike, as he ran to Twilight carrying the shredded remains of a book. Filled with scared and confused ponies, the already messy library proved to very difficult for the small dragon to maneuver around in. Twilight Sparkle had only just gotten the last of the animals out of her library home when the first of the refugee ponies had started to arrive. Frightened by the ever growing number of animals bursting into their homes and stampeding down the streets, a number of ponies had come to Twilight’s library home to seek refuge under the protection of her powerful magic. It proved to be a pretty smart decision, Twilight had thought to herself. Her shield bubble was keeping the library nice and safe from the marauding critters outside and, judging by the size of some the creatures now running by (in fact, Cheerilee claimed to have seen a hydra run past her, crushing a few houses, on her way over), there couldn’t possibly be a safer place in all of Ponyville. 



Twilight took the book from Spike using her unicorn magic and frowned. She couldn’t even make out the title of the mauled text anymore, but she knew the spells in it well. It was a copy of Simple Spacetime Spells, on loan from the Starswirl the Bearded Wing of the Royal Canterlot Archives. Twilight always found the name of the tome to be rather silly; the spells were anything but simple and she was one of the only unicorns in all of Equestria who was even talented enough to use any of them. The spells might have been simple to Princess Celestia, maybe. Or Starswirl the Bearded, Twilight mused.



Twilight flipped through the familiar pages. Ah ha! There it was, the perfect spell for the occasion. And it was a whole lot easier than she remembered. Maybe she was just getting that much better at magic. Now she just had to wait for-



A loud shockwave shook the tree house, startling the many ponies within. After a second crashing noise and a bit of rustling, the door to the library swung open with a creak. Derpy Hooves, the walleyed pegasus, tumbled in. “Derpy!” exclaimed Twilight Sparkle with great surprise. “The shield should let ponies through without any trouble. What happened?” 



Derpy gave Twilight a tired look. As Ponyville’s resident pegasus mailpony, nopony knew the streets of Ponyville quite like Derpy Hooves, but it seemed the conditions outside were daunting even for the experienced mare. “It’s the weather, Twilight! The wind is so strong, I can hardly fly around out there. I did as you asked though and checked to see where other ponies might be gathering. There’s a giant gathering of ponies in the town hall, and I’m fairly sure at least a third of the town is huddled up in Sugar Cube Corner!” 



Twilight Sparkle pondered this new information. “Thank you, Derpy. Feel free to rest a bit. You’ve definitely earned it.” Derpy Hooves trotted over to an empty spot on the ground and collapsed, exhausted from her flight.



It seemed that most of the town’s ponies had gathered in the Town Hall... It only made sense, of course. As the largest building in town, it would be able to hold the most ponies and it should be safe as long as it’s barricaded correctly or has enough unicorns to shield itself.Twilight doubted the latter, there just weren’t enough unicorns with that kind of raw power or knowledge to commit to a spell like that. 



As for Sugarcube Corner... well, Twilight could only imagine how that, of all places, had managed to become a safe haven in this peculiar crisis. Still, Twilight had little time to fuss over trivial details; there was a lot of work to be done and, for the present, an announcement to be made.



Twilight stood on top of a nearby chair. “Attention everypony!” she bellowed. The ponies in the library turned to her and listened carefully. Twilight always was good at addressing crowds.



“The endless stampede of animals and the darkening skies above Ponyville are the effects of an ancient omen that is, as far as I know, called the monster spell.” 



The ponies murmured nervously to themselves. It sounded very serious. Twilight continued: “I’m not sure where it’s come from, or how it came to be, but it’s a dangerous minor omen and judging by the texts I’ve read, the next step of the spell involve stealing the spirits of pony’s, followed by the coming of some sort of monster.”



Now the ponies in the audience were truly scared. A monster? The stealing of spirits? It sounded almost too absurd to be true, but they’d seen the rise of Nightmare Moon and the fall of Discord with their own eyes. They knew better than to dismiss the words of Celestia’s own protege. 



Twilight focused her magical powers and, recalling the spell she had just read, created a glossy looking portal in the space next to her. “This information is crucial and we need to get it to the other ponies as soon we can. If they can know to watch out for a monster, or to avoid having their spirits stolen, they might have a better chance of getting through this ordeal safe and unharmed. Because of the magical maelstrom that the omen is giving off, I can only safely send two ponies through this portal, one at a time. Those who volunteer to go will be stuck in the locations they are sent to. One will be sent to Sugarcube Corner and the other will be sent to the Town Hall.”



With her magic still focus on the portal, Twilight looked around the library. “Would anypony like to volunteer?” Cheerilee was the first to put her hoof up. “Thank you Cheerilee. I’m putting you in charge of Sugarcube Corner.” 



No other pony seemed willing to match Cheerilee’s determined enthusiasm though. They were safe in the library and weren’t certain as to the conditions in those other two places. A tentative hoof came up from the back of the library. 



It was Vinyl Scratch, Ponyville’s famous DJ. Stepping forward through the crowd, she approached Twilight. “I can do it. I’ll take the Town Hall. Octavia might be in there... and I just want to make sure that she’s okay.” 



Twilight Sparkle nodded. With a flash from her horn, the portal’s glossy surface flashed to the inside of Sugarcube Corner. The picture was distorted by the waves of magic that rippled along the surface of the portal. “Hurry” said Twilight, as she strained to keep the portal up. Cheerilee stepped through the portal and vanished with a *shoop*. Another flash came from Twilight’s horn and the scene changed to the inside of Town Hall. 



Vinyl Scratch gave the portal a determined look. Everypony was counting on her. With a running start, she bounded through the portal which closed with a sharp snapping sound behind her as she tumbled into the darkness in front of her. 



----------------



Rainbow Dash raced high above the clouds. She’d finished doing her low altitude practice and, though tired, was pushing herself to do as many high altitude sprints as she could. The sun had nearly set and the sky had nearly finished its change from the deep orange of dusk to the marine blues of night. Preparing for a dive, Rainbow Dash braked sharply, the air blasting past her turning figure with a roar as she stopped for a moment to gather herself. A sharp breeze veered her slightly off course in the middle of the difficult maneuver though and she spiraled out of control for a moment before she could successfully redirect her course. 



What the hay was that? Rainbow Dash stopped entirely, her reverie broken. The wind had picked up considerably since she had started flying. She had been moving so quickly and so powerfully, she hadn’t even noticed. Now that she’d stopped, the feeling of the wind was quite clear. In fact, as a trained weather pony, it almost felt like a storm was coming. A chill ran down her spine. Not just a storm, but a really big storm.



Rainbow Dash looked down; the clouds below her were tinted grey and looked almost like boiling water, roiling this way and that. But how? There was no storm scheduled today over Ponyville, she had made sure of that! And there wasn’t a pegasus in the sky! Ugh, Fluttershy probably hadn’t been able to see anything down there for almost an hour. 



Rainbow Dash raced down through the wall of clouds and emerged below. The meadow looked like a battlefield... and Fluttershy was nowhere to be seen. The pegasus felt a lump in her throat; this was not good. Her gentle, fluttery friend was not the sort to just get up and leave. Whatever happened while Rainbow Dash had been focused on her flying was really bad. First though, she had to find Fluttershy. And she knew just the place to look.



----------



The Town Hall was a mess. Most of the town had gathered in the Town Hall and, between the sudden gale force winds and the swarms of ever larger animals coming out of the forest, the ponies inside were mortified. Mayor Mare watched as the unicorns cycled for another shift of keeping the hall’s bubble shield up. It took most of the town’s assembled unicorns to keep the flimsy thing up and the unicorns were exhausted. Outside, the weather patrol pegasi were busy shooing away birds that had crashed into the barely visible shield and the earth ponies stood guard at the doors, ready to stop any animals that might barge into the hall whenever the flimsy shield had one of its many outages. 



Lyra Heartstrings approached the mayor, drenched in sweat, her legs wobbling from the strain of  “Mayor Mare, the unicorns just can’t keep the shield up much longer. They’re entirely exhausted. We have to send out a patrol to find Twilight Sparkle!” The Mayor thought through Lyra’s proposition again.



“Absolutely not. The wind’s are just too strong and there’s no telling if we’ll even be able to see where they’re hiding! I would have risked it an hour ago, but with the wind picking up and the animal stampede reaching such a fever pitch, I’m afraid our pegasi will be in too much danger flying around out there.” 



Lyra nodded. She knew that the mayor was right, but the situation was getting desperate. Her unicorns were worked to the point of exhaustion and beyond, with some of the stronger, more magically inclined unicorns unable to even stand any longer. Although nearly 3/4’s of the town had gathered in the vast space of the town hall, the combined strength of the unicorns present paled in comparison to the vast magical powers of Twilight Sparkle. If Twilight were here, she’d surely be able to keep the hall protected with only the barest amount of effort. She might even know what this storm was about! 



Lyra trotted over to where the last unicorn shift was resting and collapsed beside the pile of panting ponies. The next shift had already gathered together, focusing their magics together to produce the flimsy shield for however long they could last. The situation seemed truly hopeless.



Lyra’s thoughts were suddenly interrupted by a loud bang and a flood of bright light. She heard what sounded like a sheet of paper ripping, but ten times louder as a portal ripped open and, much to the shock of everypony watching, the DJ Vinyl Scratch stepped through. 



Octavia watched from the scene from her seat at the edge of the Town Hall. Was that... was that Vinyl? The musical mare jumped up and ran as fast as her tired hooves could take her, pushing past the dumbstruck ponies who blocked her with nary an excuse me until she had reached the blue maned unicorn. With a great leap, she threw her two front legs around her best friend. 



“Oh Vinyl... You’re here! Oh my goodness, I was so worried!” Octavia sobbed, not caring who might be around to see her breakdown. Octavia had been busy performing a concert at the Ponyville bandshell when the swarm of animals had first arrived. The Mayor had done a great job of evacuating most of the town to the Town Hall. She had deployed the ponies of the weather team to do an emergency sweep, only recalling them when the weather had gotten too blustery for prolonged search and rescue flights. Octavia was heartbroken when she discovered that Vinyl was not amongst the ponies evacuated. Seeing her closest friend suddenly appear was almost too much for the usually composed mare to handle.



The disoriented unicorn looked at the Earth pony sobbing gingerly into her mane and smiled sheepishly. “Hey Tavi. It’s really good to see you too. I’m really glad you’re okay.” It really was good to see Octavia again. Vinyl Scratch had been very worried about the Earth pony. 



Vinyl shook her head for a moment. She’d been sent to deliver a really important message and it seemed like the ponies of the Town Hall were in pretty bad shape. Vinyl Scratch nuzzled the still sobbing earth pony. “Tavi, I’ve got a really important message I need to get to the mayor. Let’s catch up after, alright?” 



With an understanding nod, Octavia let go. The crowd parted for Vinyl as she walked towards the mayor, murmuring as she passed. Perhaps the ditzy DJ knew the secret behind this horrible stampede?



Vinyl cleared her voice and addressed the mayor solemnly. “Mayor Mare, I was sent here by Twilight Sparkle. She and a large group of ponies are safe in the library. I was told that another group of ponies are safe at Sugarcube Corner.” A rush of relief swept the assembled ponies. Perhaps their loved ones were safe in one of the other two locations! Vinyl thought for a moment and then continued. “Apparently, this animal stampede and the sudden change in weather are a part of some crazy omen.” The ponies in the town hall burst out into a cascade of panicked murmurs. Could it be Discord again? What in Celestia’s name was it this time?



“It has something to do with a monster spell... a spell that steal’s a pony’s spirit and summons a monster.” Vinyl repeated, to the best of her memory. “Twilight wants you all to be careful. She’s busy at the library figuring out what to do. Until then, we all need to keep calm,” the DJ concluded. 



A feeling of panic was starting to rise in the Town Hall despite the DJ’s final sentence. Mayor Mare pondered Vinyl’s words for a moment. If what Vinyl Scratch said was true, this... well, this whatever it is might be more dangerous than she’d feared! From what Vinyl described, the spell appeared to take a pony’s spirit and make the pony into a monster. The Mayor would have to be doubly cautious and keep an eye out.



“Thank you Vinyl” said the mayor. “It seems we have a lot to prepare for! Ponies, you must keep your eyes on each other. Who knows when the monster spell will choose to strike!”



At just that moment, the magical shield around the hall went down. With a crash, three large birds flew in through a broken window, followed by two tired pgasi who chased them around the rafters and back out through another hole.e



The shield flickered back to life as the unicorns powering it strained to keep it alive. The mayor grimaced. She just wasn’t sure how they’d manage. 



---------------



The atmosphere was warm but grim in Sugarcube Corner. Even the generally excitable Pinkie Pie seemed rather somber, as she came in and out of the kitchen with steaming pots of her special cocoa. Zecora had taken residence in the kitchen as well. The zebra was busy mixing up a potion of some sort  while muttering to herself. Pinkie Pie had been told that it was supposed to be a balm of some sort; a potion that would keep animals away. It was the same one that Zecora used on her hut to protect herself from the dangers of the Everfree Forest.



She wasn’t sure why the balm was necessary though. So far, Sugarcube Corner seemed to be pretty safe! For some reason, none of the animals seemed interested in breaking in to hide, as they had with the homes of so many of the ponies currently seeking refuge in the cozy bakery. 



And that was fine with her! Pinkie Pie had cocoa stashed all over Equestria, in case of hot cocoa emergencies and, it turns out, her foresight had paid off! 



Bringing a nice warm mug of chocolatey goodness to a quiet Blossomforth, Pinkie Pie looked over at her dearest friends. Applejack was busy telling anypony who would listen about how the animals had trampled her apple orchards. First the small animals, then bigger ones, and then monsters that even Applejack had only heard in tales from Granny Smith. Big Macintosh would nod his head in agreement after every other sentence or so... Applebloom was curled up with Granny Smith, the two of them asleep.



Then there was Rarity. The unicorn sat with her younger sister Sweetie Belle and the two of them were fairly still, just staring out the window at the parade of animals passing by.



Pinkie Pie looked to Fluttershy last. The pony had been staring at the floor for two hours now, not saying a single word. The mug of cocoa sitting next to her had gone cold. Pinkie Pie trotted over to the gentle pony, put the cold mug to the side and replaced it with a warm one from the platter on her back. It was the fourth time she had done that, but if Fluttershy did decide to take a sip eventually, Pinkie wanted to make sure her friend had at least something warm and yummy to drink.



Rarity stirred suddenly. She’d been mindlessly watching the animals run past for over an hour, but just then, she thought she’d caught a glimpse of a pony. The unicorn looked at her sister, who had also snapped to attention. Perhaps they had seen the same thing?



The two of them watched the stampede closely. It was starting to get fairly dark out and a lot of the town’s street lamps had been trampled by the animals. There it was again, a little flash of white and pink. It looked like... a tail.



Rarity bolted up, pointed at the window with one hoof, and shrieked. “Oh my heavens, there’s somepony out there!!” 



The somber mood that had seized Sugarcube Corner was broken. A commotion rang out amongst the gathered ponies. Who could it be? Was it a loved one perhaps? What could they do? 



Applejack cleared her throat loudly. The ponies hushed their murmuring and turned to the strong willed mare as she began to speak. “If somepony’s out there, we need to organize a team and get out there pronto.” Turning to Rarity, Applejack continued “Rarity, are you sure you saw somepony out there?” 



Rarity shook her head. “Absolutely, Applejack. Sweetie Belle saw her too, didn’t you?” Sweetie Belle also nodded. “Applejack, there’s a pony out there. I know I saw something.”



Applejack looked down for a moment. She’d have to gather a team, surely. She and Big Macintosh would be a part of that team, but she’d need pegasi too. It was blustery out but with enough pegasi, they’d at least have a strong back up rescue option in case things went really south. 



Fluttershy was listening as well. She still felt really hurt about Applejack’s scolding. She felt responsible for putting the Cutie Mark Crusaders in danger and for maybe even being the cause of the stampede. She wasn’t entirely sure just how she was responsible for either situation happening, but she did know that Applejack had really let her have it and that Applejack would never have done such a thing if she didn’t really believe it too.



From what Rarity and Applejack were saying, it sounded like somepony was stuck out there. Fluttershy stirred. She had let the Cutie Mark Crusaders down. She had let Applejack down. She had let the whole town down!



The pegasus furrowed her brow, as she turned her head to the spot on the floor she’d been staring at. Whoever that was outside, she wouldn’t make the same mistake again. This was her chance to make the right decision.



---------------------------



“Big Macintosh, you’re with me” said Applejack, pointing to her older brother with a raised hoof. “I’m going to ask for volunteers. Is anypony strong enough and confident enough to try for this rescue with us? I need pegasi, unicorns, really, anypony I can get.” The crowd stirred and a few hooves were raised.



Fluttershy stood up quite suddenly. Applejack turned to look at the inspired pegasus. “Fluttershy, what in Equestria do you think you are doing?”



Facing her dear friend with a determined look in her eye, Fluttershy said “I’m doing what’s right.” The gentle pony moved towards the door quickly and, with a fierce gaze, gingerly and gently opened the door before stepping out into the stampede alone.



Applejack was aghast. “Rarity, Big Mac, come on!” The three of them quickly followed her out the door and into the swarm of animals.



The wind had picked up a great deal outside, so much so that it was almost getting hard to walk. Fluttershy charged out of the Sugarcube Corner and out into the charging herds, only to find that they ran neatly in a circle around her. In an odd way, it was as if the animals running past her were trying very hard not to hurt her at all. As she ran, in a sheer stroke of coincidence, a familiar manticore charged by. It dawned on Fluttershy that these animals must all be retreating from the Everfree Forest. 



Just then, Fluttershy heard a yell. “Fluttershy!!” came the distant scream. “Heeeelp!!” It sounded like Cheerilee. But how in Celestia’s name did Cheerilee get out there? Fluttershy couldn’t see where Cheerilee was, but clearly Cheerilee had seen her! Perhaps it was because the animals were giving her such a wide berth.



Fluttershy gave the loudest yell she could muster. “I’m coming, Cheerilee! Just hold on!” She wasn’t even sure Cheerilee had heard her yelling. The gentle pony was no athlete by any means, and some would have even considered her one of the weakest pegasi in all of Ponyville. Struggling against the raging winds, if unhindered by the animals, Fluttershy crept forward towards the direction she’d heard the screams coming from. 



“Fluttershy, you stop right there!!” came a sudden cry from behind her. Applejack, Big Macintosh, and Rarity approached Fluttershy running as fast as they could, hindered as they were by the stampede and the roaring wind. Only a small shield Rarity had put around them kept them safe from being entirely trampled, and the effort seemed to be taking its toll on the frazzled dressmaker. 



Applejack looked around at the wide berth the animals gave Fluttershy. “What in tarnation...” she murmured, as she pondered the situation. Applejack shook her head, while helpful, Fluttershy’s weird effect on the stampeding animals could wait. “Fluttershy, just what on earth do you think you’re doing out here? Why did you just charge out? You could’ve been hurt! You have to plan these things through! We don’t even know if there really is a pony out here!” 



Applejack was very frustrated, but she knew she couldn’t expect an answer to those questions right now. The ponies had to find whoever was out here and get back to the safety of Sugarcube Corner as fast as they could manage.



“Ugh, nevermind! Fluttershy, have you seen the missing pony yet?”



Fluttershy was stunned. She was sure Applejack would approve of her taking responsibility this time! How could Applejack be mad at her again? Pointing a hoof out, Fluttershy stammered “I-I think it might be Cheerilee. I heard her yell for me from this direction.”



Applejack nodded and charged forward, signaling for the other ponies to follow her. “Let’s hurry up then, ponies!” 



---------



Cheerilee cowered as the animals ran past. Some of them were nearly as large as the buildings around her, and the streets were filled with trampled debris. She wasn’t quite sure how she had ended up out here. One moment, she was stepping through Twilight’s portal and the next moment, she found herself outside, surrounded by the stampeding animals. 



Cheerilee was not quite a student of Celestia’s, but she knew a thing or two about magic as a certified teacher. The magical maelstrom that caused this stampede must have thrown Twilight’s spell off course. 



Cheerilee opened her mouth and screamed for Fluttershy again. She had only seen the pony just coming out of Sugarcuber Corner; of all the ponies in Ponyville to send, Cheerilee could only imagine why Fluttershy had been sent to rescue her, but beggers can’t really be choosers, now can they? 



“Fluttershy! Help me!” the teacher screamed. Cheerilee listened closely for a reply. She’d screamed a few times now, but no reply ever came back. Fluttershy wasn’t exactly known for being loud though, perhaps she was on her way?



All of the sudden, Cheerilee felt herself being hoisted off the ground. It was Big Macintosh! The teacher blushed. Oh, of course. Of all the ponies in Ponyville, it had to be her “shmoopie pie.” She had never lived that down. Resting soundly on Big Mac’s back, Cheerilee noticed that Applejack, Rarity and Fluttershy were there as well. The animals seemed to almost flow around them in a strange way and, despite the still perilous wind, the little group made it back to Sugarcube Corner with little trouble. 



Applejack slammed the door behind her as she entered. The ponies had made it back from the rescue in one piece. Something wasn’t right though. Applejack saw the problem the moment she turned around. Sugarcube Corner looked like a tornado had blown through it. Ponies were lying all over the floor, groaning as Pinkie Pie and Zecora splashed a colorless soup around the bakery. Rarity, Fluttershy, and Big Macintosh seemed just as shocked as she was. The four ponies hadn’t been gone. What had happened?



Zecora seemed to notice their shocked expressions. “As soon as you ponies left through the door, the animals outside would be held back no more! Into the bakery the creatures came and I am not sure what is to blame. Luckily I had a backup notion, in the kitchen I’d made a potion. It is the same one I use for my home, to keep out the animals who in the forest roam.”



Applejack shook her head in disbelief. “Well, when we were out there chasing Fluttershy, the animals seemed to keep a wide circle around her. Maybe her natural gift with animals was keeping them all away from Sugarcube Corner too!” Looking around the ransacked first floor of the bakery, Applejack grimaced. “How is everypony faring, Zecora?”



The zebra gave Applejack an ashen look. “Though we scared the critters out fast, I’m afraid most ponies were quite harassed.” She pointed a hoof to the ponies scattered all over the floor of Sugarcube Corner, most with minor scrapes and bruises.



Applejack was furious. Fluttershy had endangered everypony with her irresponsible behavior and, if it wasn’t for Zecora’s quick thinking, Sugarcube Corner might have been overrun. Just thinking about that possibility, the chance of losing her best friends and two of her family members in that moment, all because Fluttershy had to charge outside by herself: it was almost to fathom. 



Fluttershy noticed her fuming friend and wilted. She looked over at Big Macintosh and Cheerilee, the two ponies trying to make sense of what was going on. She knew that Applejack was about to give her a horrible scolding and told herself that she’d have to keep strong and defend her decision.



Applejack turned to Fluttershy. She furrowed her brow, but on the whole, the pony seemed awfully calm. “Fluttershy, look what you’ve done,” Applejack said curtly. “You ran outside by yourself and could’ve gotten yourself really hurt. In running outside to rescue you without a plan, you could’ve gotten your us, your friends, really hurt too. Your poor decision also almost cost us the lives of everypony in Sugarcube Corner. If it wasn’t for Zecora, these ponies could’ve all been very seriously hurt or worse.”



Fluttershy could feel every eye in Sugarcube Corner staring right at her in anger. Somehow, the calm demeanor of her friend made her feel even worse. It couldn’t possibly have been her fault. She just wanted to do what was right! How could she have possibly known that it was her presence that was protecting Sugarcube Corner? Hadn’t she done the right thing by saving Cheerilee when nopony else was brave enough to? She had overcome all of her fears to be brave and now she was getting punished for it.



Applejack paused for a moment before continuing. “I could’ve lost my family twice today now, Fluttershy. You nearly costed me almost everything I hold dear in life, just because you couldn’t make a good decision when everypony was counting on you.” The cowpony turned her back to Fluttershy and walked away. “I just can’t count on you, Fluttershy.”



Fluttershy couldn’t take it anymore. She had never felt more unwanted in her entire life. Her legs shaking, Fluttershy stood up. Sugarcube Corner had Zecora and Fluttershy knew when she wasn’t welcome anymore. “Fine, Applejack. If you’re just going to blame everything on me, I don’t want to be here anymore.” Sobbing as she ran, Fluttershy bolted out the door and ran off into the night. 



Rarity and Pinkie Pie lept forward to give chase, but Applejack stopped them with her hoof. “Let her go, gals. She’s somepony else’s problem now.” 



Applejack turned to Cheerilee. “Now Cheerilee, tell us all just how in tarnation you found yourself out there?”



Cheerilee, still shivering from the ordeal, nodded and began to explain the monster omen just as Twilight had explained it to her.



----------------------------------------------



Hi everypony, thank you for reading my story so far! I know it has been long, but I do hope it has been worth it for all of you.



This story is so long that I’ve decided to split it up into two parts. Only the first part will be making it in time for the contest though, as I misjudged our submission time by twelve hours. For your convenience, I’ve decided to summarize the second part for all of you. 



It means a lot to me that you’ve gotten this far! It is my first story; I put my heart and soul into writing this and, though I might not be the best writer, I believe the message of the story is an important one for all of our communities. 



Thank you again for reading! Don’t forget to vote for your favorite story. Whoever wins, the important thing is that we are all pony friends together.



SUMMARY OF PART II:



Fluttershy runs away and finds herself, eventually, at Twilight’s library. Twilight asks Fluttershy where she came from and Fluttershy explains what happened at Sugarcube Corner. Upon hearing that the rest of the mane six are safe there, Fluttershy inquires to the whereabouts of Rainbow Dash. Fluttershy states that she left her in the meadow and Twilight gets a bit angry at Fluttershy for just leaving Rainbow Dash.



However, Twilight is also curious about Fluttershy’s strange aura and wants to do some magical experiments on it. Fluttershy is scared and doesn’t want to do them, and they have a little fight. As they’re fighting though, the mysterious stampede suddenly ends.



Meanwhile, Rainbow Dash arrives at Fluttershy’s cottage only to find that all of her animals are still there, but she isn’t. Panicking and believing that something horrible must have happened to Fluttershy, Rainbow Dash gathers her animals friends and they go searching in the direction of Sweet Apple Acres for her.



With the stampede over, the ponies from all three places gather in the center of town. The mayor’s group, judging from what they heard from Vinyl Scratch, believes that the monster spell has stolen the spirits of some ponies turning them into monsters and shows some ponies she has unfairly quarantined as proof. Twilight meanwhile says that the mayor has clearly lost it and that the only way to counter the mysterious monster omen is to focus all of the town’s unicorns magical powers together in hopes of maybe stopping it that way. The mayor thinks Twilight is insane, as her own unicorns have been worked to exhaustion. 



Applejack, on the other hoof, believes that the monster omen has something to do with Ponyville and is determined to lead the ponies of Ponyville out of Ponyville to go someplace else, in hopes that the omen will leave them be if they do.



The three groups, in harsh disagreement with each other, escalate the situation until each faction is on the verge of fighting. Ponies are swapped between sides, as Zecora, Pinkie and Rarity join Twilight, the mayor threatens to hold the others by force, and Applejack threatens to take her unicorns and ponies and leave all the others behind. 



This turns into accusations from each side that the other side has already become monsters and finally, all three extremely angered factions turn on Fluttershy, who has been revealed to be impervious to the effects of the omen, at least with animals.



They fight over her, only to have her ask them to stop fighting over and over. They do not do that though and, eventually, all three factions turn their hatred on Fluttershy for not agreeing with any of them, all of them agreeing that she is a monster.



Heartbroken, Fluttershy flees to her cottage where she finds that even her animal friends have apparently left her. Leaving a letter behind, she flees for the Everfree Forest believing that it was the only place fit for a monster like her.



Rainbow Dash flies into town minutes after to discover the three factions, having found nothing at Sweet Apple Acres. Shocked by what she sees, she explains that there’s a giant storm coming from the Everfree Forest. Just then, the rain starts to fall and Twilight makes a sudden realization. Their anger at each other had fueled the monster and the monster was a monster storm that was coming out of the Everfree Forest. The seemingly endless parade of animals were just creatures trying to escape from the chaos they had created.



All three factions suddenly realized that they had all been wrong and that the only pony who had been right was scared away believing that she was a monster. The three factions join Rainbow Dash and make it to Fluttershy’s cottage, where they find the letter. 



Meanwhile, Fluttershy is caught in the forest. Tired, scared and wet from the sudden rain, she cowers alone with no animals in the forest and nothing but the sound of rain. It begins to thunder, and Fluttershy shivers and sobs. This was what she deserved as a monster, she thought, and it would be her end, caught in a giant storm, cold, hated, and alone.



Awaiting her demise, she closes her eyes and just waits in the raging storm.



The ponies who still can help amongst the three united factions decide that they must go rescue Fluttershy after scaring her away. They join forces with Rainbow Dash and Fluttershy’s animals and comb the forest for her, even as the storm begins to rage.



Rainbow Dash finds Fluttershy not moving in a puddle and the ponies gather together and quickly bring her back to her cottage.



----

 

Fluttershy wakes up in her bed and hears birds chirping. She thought she would perish, for certain, in that freezing rain. She sneezes and turns her head. It’s Rainbow Dash!



Rainbow Dash sneezes too and looks at Fluttershy. She explains how when they found Fluttershy, she was extremely cold and so Rainbow Dash decided to try and keep her warm. They were all warmed up now… but also a bit sick. Rainbow Dash smiles at her dear friend.



Rarity and Pinkie bring in hot cocoa and are surrounded by Fluttershy’s animal friends. Even Opal has come to say hello. Applejack and Twilight come too and they give heartfelt apologies, hug Fluttershy and have bit of a weepy session as pony friends and animals friends join in a big hug (unafraid of being sick, it seems)



The Cutie Mark Crusaders come in after and they say sorry too. The rest of the town comes in pony after pony to apologize… Fluttershy looks a bit exasperated and soon, Rarity and Pinkie shoo everypony out and leave themselves.

 

The story ends with Rainbow Dash dashing back and forth across the sky. She waits impatiently at Fluttershy’s cottage door, just like in the beginning of the story.



Fluttershy brings out a big pot of soup and the inside of the cottage shows tons of sick animals all with little bowls of soup in front of them.



Rainbow Dash takes the big pot of soup, a ladle, and rushes off with it, bringing it to whomever has been infected by a very real cold. 



Fluttershy goes back inside to her kitchen, where she has been busy making soup all day. The rest of the mane six lie around in Fluttershy’s cottage, having chosen to sleep there. They have all gotten sick too! Tired from the hard work, Fluttershy stirs the soup and smiles.

She lives out here by the Everfree Forest because the monsters in towns are the scariest monsters… but you know, they’re her monsters… her friends. And friendship is magic.



~ Dear Princess Celestia, Ponies are hell… but friendship is magic. We can all be friends, if we just try to understand one another instead of jumping to conclusions. ~





-SNIPPET FROM PART II-



The wind was blowing so hard that Fluttershy could barely walk. It was dark out now, nearly pitch black, and between the roaring wind and the stampeding animals, Fluttershy had no idea where she was wandering. Another big mistake, Fluttershy. You’re in really big trouble now. Fluttershy began to sob more. She was lost and scared and every step she took seemed to help no more than the one before it.





THE END c:



Thank you again!
      

      
   
      Solo


      

      
      
         I couldn't help but notice what a particularly beautiful day it was. Not a single wisp of a cloud marring the skyline framed by the surrounding mountains in the distance, the afternoon sun generous with a shower of warm rays on my face. But I was not outside. I was not flying in this unblemished sky. I could only savor what I could through the window longingly, soaking in the sun through the glass, looking down from the Canterlot heights into the valleys below and daydreaming about anywhere but here.



Gradually my mind drifted back inside, to the quiet classroom that was my cage, silent except the hum of fluorescent lights and the clock ticking away far too slowly for my tastes. I realized then that it should not be so quiet. Jolting me out of my reverie my eyes darted over to the blackboard, where Professor Horase was staring sternly over at me. 



"Miss Do. Ahem. Daring? As I said, would you mind passing out the exam now?" he stated firmly and slowly.



I hadn't heard a word before that. I must have completely drifted away during his lecture. Assisting him in lessons I had learned long ago bored me more than I could hide. And being stuck in a classroom with silly ponies more interested in socializing than studying, talking about things I would much rather be out experiencing, didn't make that any easier. 



Quickly I nodded and leaped from my seat, replying, "of course, professor."



The break in what must have been a fairly awkward silence made the class collectively giggle. It gave them an opportunity to break the tension before the test, and they chattered a little nervously as I took the stack of exams from the desk and began setting them down one by one in front of the students. The professor spoke a little as I started. 



"As you're aware, today's exam will cover the period between the three tribes' emissaries discovering Equestria and the emigration of the tribes themselves. Questions will range from the factors sparking the discovery, the accord reached by the tribes after the emissaries returned, penned in the famed Equorum that they sealed away, and their journey over Eternity's Crossing to Equestria.”



After he finished, I went through the usual spiel with little interest. "As always everypony, you will have one hour to fill out the exam. Once you have your exam don't talk to your fellow students. Don't look over at other student's papers, and when you're finished, turn them over and I'll collect them."



Walking up and down the aisles they fell silent one by one, and when I'd handed them all out I sheepishly passed back in front of the professor who restrained a sigh.  I set myself back down in the chair by the window. The clock ticked by agonizingly slow and silent but for the quiet scratch of pencils. One couldn't help but muse if it was self-aware, or if there was a relationship between perfect weather and the pace of time. It would be a long hour. 



I should have probably spent the time prepping the professor's next class. But knowing that even after the examination was over I'd still be stuck here grading them put my mind in a funk. Glancing over to the professor, patiently reading from his lesson plan as the seconds ticked by, I did feel a little guilty for my apathy. He had given me a perfect job to help me out and keep me grounded after completing my studies at the college--something to come back to after the expeditions I'd started going when I arrived there. I got to stick around the university, it's treasure trove of a library, make history my regular job and be around the history scholars who could point me in the right direction of lost artifacts.



But I didn't feel very grateful. Too many chores, too much talk, and not enough adventure. And the students, don't get me started. Here they were at the Royal College of Canterlot and all they seemed to care about was socializing and popularity and all the parties and galas and kinds of things that seem completely useless--to me, at least. 



Before I could manage to spend any of the time on anything but being lost in thought, Professor Horase cleared his throat, nodding his mottled gray face in my direction. I looked up over at the students to find that most of them were starting to finish. Picking myself up from the chair I went down the aisles, collecting the finished papers of the students who had completed their exams. Relaxing, those majority who had completed early begun to talk among themselves and joke again after the tension of the test. In the center aisle a pair of over-friendly fellow pegasi joshed with each other over the test. 



A mare on the right with a fiery mane kiddingly punched the young stallion on the left in the arm, chiding, "I told ya I'd finish before you, slowpoke!"



"Sure, sure--but I betcha didn't score as high as I did," the light blue stallion replied, reaching a wing over and tickling the mare's side. "C'mon, tell me what you put for number 15."



The mare giggled in response, pushing him away as I neared. "Ha, no way! Cut it out!"



Exasperated already as I approached, I pushed them apart and chastised them sternly. "There are still some ponies taking the test. Knock it off already!"



The two sunk back into their seats quietly, a hush falling back over the class as I finished my way down the aisles. As I sat back down with the stack of papers in front me, the professor paused for a few moments before rising to address the class.



"Well. Since you've all finished a few minutes early, why don't you all head out and enjoy the day, hm?"



The class wasted no time in gathering up their bags and chattering to each other as they quickly started to make their way to the door, ecstatic to get outside after exam day. It felt like a jab in the stomach--since I'd be inside grading exams now that their day was done. Then I remembered the professor. I really didn't feel like talking with him after class, either. And the sooner I got done grading, the sooner I could get back to researching my next expedition. Picking up the papers I followed the queue of students filing out the door. Before he could say anything I called over to him.



"I better get these taken of, they'll want to know if they passed ASAP!"



He begin to say something, but I didn't particularly listen as I got into the hallway and trotted away quickly.







Plopping myself down at the assistant's desk in the cluttered history office, which was mercifully empty, I begrudgingly started off on the first test. One at a time, I told myself, but the stack still had me dreading the next few hours. And their performance on the exam didn't help my mood, either. Checking off the first few of them and the mistakes, probably understandable by anypony else's standard, they just didn't seem to have the grasp of it, the feel of it, the importance of what they answering. The past, the wonder of things that once were but were just slightly outside the reach of our hooves. Especially such an amazing period of history as this. I checked off the occasional errors on the first few papers. They weren't terrible, and they were all passing, but they had no spark of real understanding. Like I could just tell they grasped it through memorization and not real thought. Oh well, I thought to myself; it wasn't my job to make them really get it. 



I was just moving on to the next paper when a rap at the door jolted me from concentration. A pale violet mare poked her head in the door.



"Um, hey, Daring?" she started as she stepped inside. "Have you graded my exam yet?



Looking back down at the finished paper, I tried to remember her name. Then again, the name on the paper was definitely not a mare's name. 



"No, I haven't," I said matter-of-factly, picking up the next exam from the stack.



"Oh, um, okay," she began again. "Do you think, just maybe, you could grade mine next? I'm really anxious to know if I passed, you know?"



Rolling my eyes I started to sift through the stack, hoping one of the names would jog my memory for who she was. 



"Um... I'm Goldy," she hesitantly offered.



"Right, right, Goldy." 



Flipping through until I'd found her paper I nodded over at her. 



"Alright. I'll get to yours next," I replied hurriedly. The sooner she left me to it, the sooner I could be done.



"Oh, thank you! I'll check back later to see how I did." 



Sighing, I started off on her exam and was alone once more. After a few moments, it was pretty clear why she wanted to know what she'd scored so badly. She had reason to be concerned. After the first string of questions I could tell she didn't do terribly well on it. Maybe she'd pass, but it would not be a very impressive score. I shook my head. Didn't she care about this? Didn't she realize how important these very events were to her history? Didn't she wonder what it was like for the settlers? For the leaders? Wasn't she curious about the legendary treaty? Didn't this spark her imagination at all? Gah, I couldn't imagine why anypony would even take this class if they didn't wonder about these things. 



I didn't get the chance to finish the thought. Another rap at the door interrupted me. A young stallion nervously entered the room without waiting for a response.



"Oh, uh, sorry, I should've asked... Uh, but since I'm here, I was kinda wondering if maybe you could grade my exam next? I kinda wanna know before uh... this party tonight, so..."



I rolled my eyes in exasperation. "Fine. I'll get to yours next. Name?"



He sighed in relief. "Oh, awesome--thanks. I'm, uh, Brick, just so you know. I'll check back later, thanks again!" he called over, already heading out the door, his mission accomplished.



Whatever, I thought to myself. One paper was the same as another. I turned back to what’s-her-name's test and continued. Before I could even get to the next question, a very quiet knock at the already open door--since Brick hadn't closed it behind him, I noted with frustration. I waited for a moment for whoever it was to come in. Silence. Then another quiet tap at the door. Sighing again I reluctantly called out.



"Come in. Why not."



Another student peeked his head in the door, stepping just past the threshold. He started talk in barely more than a whisper.



"I was wondering if you had-"



I cut him off before he could finish. 



"No, I haven't gotten to yours yet. Take a number," I said directly.



"Oh. Um, okay. Whenever you get to it then," he said as he shrank back out the door.



Before I could even turn back to the desk, and before he could fully get out, he was nudged aside by the first mare who had come by.



"Hey there, so, how did I do?" she inquired without hesitation, probably thinking the open door was an open invitation.



I didn't even turn around. I groaned audibly.



"I haven't even finished it yet, and if I don't get a few moments to myself, I'm not gonna finish any of them!" I snapped back.



I could hear her silently step back out the door, the latch clicking back in place as she shut it behind her. Well, at least that was that. I leaned back over the paper in front of me and resumed my drudgery. I got the first one done, but really, it didn't seem like much compared to the stack of the remainder. As I reached for the second paper, I heard the door once again swing open. They didn't even have the decency to knock, just came right in. I was tired of this garbage. I started to yell out at them.



"No, I haven't finished grading your paper yet, no, I won't grade yours next, and if you don't leave me alone I'll grade yours last!" I started off, turning around in the chair to scold them. "Do you under-" I began again, stopping mid-word as I realized that standing in the doorway was professor Horase. 



"Oh, geez, I'm so sorry, I thought you were-I mean, I didn't mean to-" I started to stammer to him.

He just raised a hoof to quiet me and went to sit quietly over at his desk. I fell silent and he spoke after he had sat down.



"Having a bit of trouble, Daring?"



I sat back heavily in the chair. "Yes," I admitted frankly. He seemed taken a back at the simple response. 



"Not like you to admit you're having a problem. Always have everything under control, always everything well in hoof," he stated with just a hint of chastising. 



"I'm not the one with the problem, professor," I blurted out, "I just can't deal with all these other ponies, when I should be out doing something worthwhile!"



He looked back at me, the judgement leaving his face. "So, you don't find your work here worthwhile?"



Softening, I tried to smooth it over. "No, that's-that's not what I meant. I mean, anyone can do this, grade papers, help out in the classroom, get lessons ready. I should be doing something more, and all these silly ponies, I don't care about any of that. I just want to study something, then go out and experience it for myself. I shouldn't be here. I need to go do something."



He took a few moments to think, before he responded, slow and carefully as he usually did. "And what do you think you should be doing? I know what kind of pony you are, and I know that you'd rather be out there exploring and adventuring, but everypony has to do things they don't like sometimes. And you can't live without other ponies, even if you don't enjoy being around them, you know." His slightly gruff voice didn't carry any more chastisement, his gray face lined with years of experience that I knew I should listen to. But I was riled up from all the distractions and frustrations and not being able to do what I loved all the time, and being forced to do what I liked the least, there was no way I could take it any more.



"I'm sorry, professor Horase. I just need to go for awhile," I replied firmly.



"And where will you go?"



The idea had been rattling around in my head for awhile now. I knew what I wanted. I picked up the answer sheet for grading the papers and read aloud.



"Ahem. After the three tribes leaders returned to share the discovery of the Equestria with their people, they penned a set of guidelines and principles to follow as they would travel across the distance to the new land, and to govern themselves when they came to their new home. This document was called the Equorum, a copy of which was carried with them, with a second copy sealed deep in the cavern the emissaries took shelter in." 



I paused, for dramatic effect--I admit, I do love a grand scene--and then continued reading.



"The copy they carried was lost during the reign of Discord." I stopped. That was where the passage ended. So I continued with what was told in stories. "Legend has it that the copy sealed away in the cavern is still there to this day, protected by magic, as the tribes believed that as long as the accord existed, there could be peace between them."



Professor Horase' expression fell. He took a few moments to collect himself. 



"Daring, that's... This isn't a stolen relic or just any old artifact, you know as well as I how overgrown and dangerous that mountain has become in thousands of years--to say nothing of the guardians of the legend!"



I smirked, for once something worthwhile on my mind. "You saying you believe in the legend, then?"



He calmed himself quickly and replied. "I'm saying that it can't be discounted. And you've not planned this out like other expeditions, and there's no telling if there's even anything there. You're being foolhardy, all because you're feeling a little cooped up. I'm sorry, but I need you here. Maybe with a little preparation, in time-"



I cut him off before he could finish. I was in no mood now that I'd set my mind on it. "No, professor. I'm the one who's sorry. Thanks, but I have to go. This could be a huge discovery!" I offered excitedly, standing from the chair.



"Daring, I know, believe me, I know--the Equorum is a subject I've wondered about for years, and all the wisdom it might contain. But this is dangerous, please, I can help you if you stay and plan for this."



But, of course, I wasn't going to hear any of it. "I got this, professor. You know me. I'll be back before you know it, with a fantastic find, and I'll feel way better."



I could tell he was trying to think of something to say to persuade me from my course. But I was set. My mind was made up, and I felt great. I was excited. I felt relief just knowing soon I'd be back out there, really doing something. I was already walking toward the closet, the papers left right where the were, no longer weighing me down. The students in their classes, for awhile at least something I didn't have to deal with. Rummaging through I grabbed my hat and vest. I could hear the professor walk slowly over as I slung my bag over my shoulder. He reached in and pulled out a box of odds and ends. He took a lighter from it and gave it to me. 



"Here. You always forget a light. Those dungeons don't always come with torches, you know."

As I stuffed it into the bag I gave him a smile. "Thanks, professor. Don't worry. I'll be fine."








I could barely contain my relief. A cool night breeze, the wind on my face, the open sky, it was exactly what I needed. I'd felt like my heart was I going to go stir-crazy if I spent another minute cooped up in that room. And now here I was. After half a day's journey to the outskirts of the city, to the little-explored fringe of where the emissaries had first arrived in Equestria. Ponies had so quickly started to populate the interior of the land and it's fertile regions all those thousands of years ago that there weren't many settlements left there--and after the reign of Discord left the pony races a shambles before united by the Royal Sisters and centered on Canterlot, there wasn't much left at all there. It was perfect, wild and untamed and free.



It might not have been the most ideal for exploring, being out here in the middle of the night, hours from civilization and trying to find a single spot amid the rolling hills covered in brushy flora and thick overgrowth. But that was no deterrent to my enthusiasm. The chilly midnight air felt exhilarating, and the blanket of black sky dotted with stars that didn't have to fight with the city lights gave me a sense of power, for I was the only one there, the whole of it all mine to enjoy.

I flew low over the jagged peaks of the trees poking up from the forest canopy, leisurely, in no hurry to finish this little adventure in the slightest. Flying ever more outward into the hills and craggy outcroppings jutting up from the forest, I was a thousand percent sure I'd find the right one. Something just felt right.



Below me as I flew across the treetops, I began to see thin wisps of fog inside the forest, growing thicker as I went. It was a chilly night after a warm summer day, but something seemed off about it. It was difficult to see much in the darkness, but it seemed to be coming from somewhere. I traced it as best I could from above, and it began to lead me towards a particular densely-covered hilltop. As I got closer, the entire hill seemed to emanate the fog, a thick coating that surrounded the base of it. 



"Ha! This has to be it," I exclaimed. 



I'd have to set down on hoof from here. There must be an entrance to the cavern from long ago--if it wasn't caved in by now. Landing through the canopy and into the forest floor, the speckled sky disappeared as I descended below the trees and into the fog. What was darkness became blindness, barely able to see the hoof in front of my face. I started to try to trek up the steep hill. Sharp branches scraped against me. I realized quickly I'd be unable to avoid any hazards like this, let alone find an ancient cavern entrance.



"Well, drat. What now, what now..." I asked  myself. "Aha!"



Grasping the next small branch I inevitably bumped into, I snapped it from the tree. Pulling off my vest, I wrapped it around one end.



"Thanks, professor," I thought to myself. I took his lighter from my shoulder bag. Opening it, I let some fluid drip onto the cloth and lit my impromptu torch. The night around me lit up, and the fog at least was a manageable chore. Hoisting it one hoof, I was finally able to make some headway, I found that it was an easy path now that I could somewhat see where I was going. The fog was definitely coming from a source in the hillside. 



"All I gotta do is follow it, and easy-peasy."



I seemed to be led by the path, the fog, the night, up the hillside and towards my goal. I knew enough to think it might be too good to be true, but I could handle anything. The veil of fog thickened as I approached what had to be its source. Idly I wondered why I hadn't encountered any predators--or for that matter, heard no forest night sounds. In fact, once I really thought about it... The silence was rather strange. Added to the fog, the path, the darkness, one might say it was eerie. But I couldn't let that concern me. I had a goal to accomplish.



Suddenly through the blanket of fog I could see the outline of a huge rock formation, framed by twisting trees and vines. This was it, there was no doubt. I approached cautiously. Nearing it, I could just barely see where there used to be a wide opening, now overgrown and mostly caved in by centuries of erosion and falling rocks. But there, in the corner, seemed to be a space still left, big enough to hopefully let me wriggle in. 



I poked the torch through the small hole, trying to see what I could inside. There was nothing but empty space that seemed to stretch beyond the light range of the flame. It was going to be all or nothing. Dropping the torch (and my hat, of course) inside, I started to squeeze my way in. It was a tight fit, but I managed to pop through with just some scrapes. Dusting myself off and picking up the torch, I was slightly disappointed by my surroundings. No obvious traps. No pressure plates, no wires, no overhanging logs or holes in the wall to shoot poison tipped arrows. This was going to be a piece of cake, if the book was still here.



Still though, I proceeded carefully. What had been a cool summer night outside had become cold inside this cave, the heat of the torch a welcome comfort against the dark as well as the chill. Though there didn't seem to be much danger. I was almost disappointed I didn't have to work harder. Then, I stepped on something that cracked beneath my hoof. I thought at first it was just a twig, but lowering the torch, I could see it was an old bone--from a pony. Looking around I could see more of them, scattered around the floor.



"Huh. Wonder how you got in here," I mused to myself.



Somewhat disconcerted, nevertheless I was going forward. It was then I heard a strange rattling behind me. Whipping around, I saw what it was--those bones were no longer scattered around the floor--they had formed back into a pony, fully animated with its grinning skull and empty eye sockets staring straight at me.



"What the hay!?"



Before I could turn to run , I felt a cold spindly hoof grab me around the neck. Another skeletal pony had formed behind me, and had seized upon me. I struggled against the undead attacker, the one in front starting to stalk its way over. I crouched quickly, heaving the skeletal attacker over my shoulder and sending it crashing into the other. It gave me a moment to collect myself as they clambered back up to their legs. I bucked out hard with a sharp kick to one, sending it's collected bones scattered back across the cavern. Then I swung the torch right at the head of the other one, knocking the skull clear from the rest of the body as its bones collapsed back to the ground.



I sighed in relief, catching my breath from the sudden attack.



"How in the world..." I trailed off as I panted.



I'd have to be more careful now. But it seemed quiet now. I had to press on. Trekking deeper into the cavern. There were no further surprises so far, which had me on edge. My enthusiasm from not so long ago had been tempered with just a bit of fear. The cave had only gotten chillier, and flickering light of the torch was all that kept the cold and dark at bay.



But then I saw it. The cavern opened to its ending, a broad chamber in the depths of the hill. The torch illuminated the room, empty save for piles of rocks and cobwebs. I walked around the room carefully, looking for any sign of it. And right there, between two big piles of rocks, was the object of my expedition. Simply laying there, on the dusty cave cave, was the form of a leather-bound book, with no special place, just laying on the ground. 



"Huh. Well, that's odd."



I leaned down to look at it, not yet sure about picking it up. But sure enough, etched into the leather covering -- Equorum. Suddenly my excitement returned. I reached down to pick up the book, untouched by anypony for a hundred generations. 



Just then, the ground began to shake beneath me. At first, a tremble. Then the whole cavern began to quake. I fell back and my eyes darted around the room for what might be happening. I couldn't believe what I saw before me. A giant pile of rocks started to glow, and move--it was forming into a pony. The massive golem shook the ground with its hoofsteps as it lumbered towards me. I scurried back away. I had never seen anything like it. I'd faced boobie traps, dangerous animals, pitfalls and enemies, but this was beyond them all.



The undead skeletons from earlier were strange enough, but I'd let myself write them off as a trick or a leftover magic. The golem was no slow, lumbering creature, either. It swung out one of its massive legs at me, and in my shock I couldn't evade fast enough. It struck me hard, sending me across the room, the torch falling to the floor. I tried to get up and right myself quickly, my eyes blurry and the dim light of the torch casting a hideous shadow from the stone guardian all around the cavern. There was no hesitation from it as he followed up its attack and went for me once more. I was able to escape the swing of it's massive hoof this time and fly towards the ceiling of the cave. 



But the creature was undeterred. Immediately it reached for a boulder beside it and heaved it at me. I just barely managed to escape being crushed by the giant projectile as it crashed into the ceiling, shaking the entire cavern once more and sending more rocks clattering down. But evading it was no victory, as it brought me too close to the golem's reach and he pummeled me with another mighty blow that sent me back across the room. Adrenaline surging and keeping me going, I clambered back up and got my legs under me, only to see that the entrance to the chamber was now closed off by fallen rocks. My heart sank completely.



A shiver went down my spine--and there was no time to think. It was coming at me once more. My back was to the cavern wall as he kicked with an unyielding stone leg. Somehow I was able to dodge it, the kick crashing into the wall and leaving a gaping hole in its wake. It rapidly followed up its assault with another. I tried to fly up, away from its unassailable mass, but despite its size, it's magically imbued speed was too great. It caught me just as I got off the ground with a crushing blow that hurled me into the very hole it had made with its missed attack. Before I could think, or react or move, I saw from inside the hole the flickering light of the torch in the otherwise dark chamber behind him--and watched as he put that massive stone hoof in front of the hole and the light go out as I was trapped inside.



At first, I didn't think. I didn't want to. The pain washed over me in waves. Stunning blows had wracked my body. But even the throbbing ache didn't keep a shrill terror from creeping into my mind. It was far worse than just broken bones or a battered body. Slowly, but dreadfully sure the horrifying realization came to me in the absolute pitch black of the hole.



I was alone. I was trapped. And there was no way out.



I sat in the tiny, black space in stunned silence. My attacker content to keep me here, until... 



Until I was dead. 



Like those skeletal remains from earlier. 



Was I going to end up just like that? An undead, unremembered pony doomed to occupy this forgotten place forever? Coupled with the pain of the injuries, these horrible thoughts paralyzed me. I was totally alone, and totally helpless. I couldn't imagine anything worse. I had so desperately wanted to be by myself, and now I'd gotten exactly what I wished for.



...And I'd have it for all time.



I couldn't recall how long I'd laid there, quiet tears of pain and fear starting to trickle down my face. I started to remember everything that had led me to this. The test. The silly ponies and their trivial concerns. The professor. If I'd just listened. If I hadn't been so desperate to be alone, or thought so little of fellow ponies, I wouldn't be here. I recalled how happy the students had been, even with the nervousness of the exam, to talk to one another and socialize. What I wouldn't have given at that moment to have somepony else around. The thought of those two pegasi playfully ribbing one another, just content with their friend's presence. I could clearly hear the one laughing as the other tickled them...



No, that couldn't work.



It was silly to even think it. 



"What do I have to lose," I said, just wanting to hear something, even my own voice, in my tiny prison. I was desperate. Why not?



I plucked a feather from my wing and said a quiet prayer. Then, I brushed it against the stone hoof of the golem sealing the hole. Nothing happened. I brushed it up and down against the hoof again. 



A quiver. There was just the slightest tremble.



Again, I brushed it lightly across the surface of its hoof. It shook more. I continued, the thought of escape gearing me back up for action if I could just get out of here.



The golem shook, ever more strongly. Suddenly the dim light of the torch could be seen around the edge of the hole. And then, freedom! The golem pulled away from the hole, stepping its massive frame backwards and pulling its hoof away. I wasted no time--this was my chance. I dashed out of my prison. I didn't waste time going for the torch. No need. I went straight for the book, still laying on the ground as it had been for ages. The golem pursued, but I was ready. I snatched up the book and turned to face it. 



"C'mon, rockhead. Let's finish this."



Sensing my rebellion, the golem hurled itself forward at me, and I started flying right at. It seemed to catch the stone guardian by surprise, and before it could swipe at me with one of those massive legs, I had flown right underneath them. I had a clear shot at the collapsed entrance to the chamber. I made it there before it could turn around. With my back against the sealed entrance, I taunted the golem as it turned itself to face me once more.



"You want this book, stone-dome? Well, nyah!" I exclaimed, sticking my tongue out at the ancient monster. 



It seemed to work, and the enraged guardian of the tome picked up another massive boulder and hurled it at me with all its mystical might. At the last moment, I dodged to the side, the huge rock crashing into the pile of rocks that had collapsed on the entrance, knocking a wide hole in them. 



"Thanks for the help, rocks-for-brains! Catch ya later!" I taunted further, dashing out through the hole into the rest of the cavern.



It tried to pursue, but the chamber--and the entrance--were never going to be large enough for its massive frame. Flying as fast as my wings would take me, in the pitch black of the cavern with no torch, I could only follow the tiny speck of starlight filtering in from the tiny entrance I came in from. I could hear the crash of rocks and debris as the golem raged from within the chamber, and the entire cavern shook and and rocks tumbled from the ceiling all around me. It seemed like it would be a race to the exist before the entire cave collapsed. 



Below me, reanimated skeletons started to form from the scattered bones, grasping at me with their bony hooves as I tried to dodge the falling obstacles threatening to crush me. Adrenaline and fear and excitement coursing through me, I reached the end of the cavern as it threatened to collapse in on itself. The tiny entrance was a welcome relief as I squeezed myself back out, the book gripped tightly in my arms. 







Collapsing outside the cave, I could hear it continue to rumble inside as dust poured from the hole. I lay on the ground outside catching my breath and steadying my nerves. I looked down at my prize in wonder. This object, this book, which had not been touched by anypony for millennia, was now right here in my possession. I could be the first pony since it had been sealed away thousands of year ago to read it. 



But I didn't. 



Something was different now. That had seemed so important before, but now, something else was more important. I picked myself up from the ground and started to make my way home. This discovery was something that should be experienced with others. I should share it--and others who longed to see this book, like the professor--should get to be a part of seeing it opened for the first time. 



Tomorrow's class would be something very special. After a had a nice bath. And some bandages. And maybe some sleep. 
      

      
   
      Rainbow Dash and the Temple of Doom


      

      
      
         "This is going to be — just — awesome!"



Twilight once again lifted her head from Mysteries of the Whinnyonian Civilization, her sigh almost inaudible over the rhythmic clackclackclack of the train as it trundled along the tracks.



"Rainbow, I know you're excited, but I'm just not sure if you're coming for the right reasons."



The other pony gazed out of the window, enthusiasm entirely undimmed. "This is just like in Daring Do and the Temple of —"



"It's great that you enjoy reading so much, but you need to understand that those books are just stories. Professor Finds is one of the leading archaeologists at the Canterlot Academy, and it's a great honor to be invited to his dig. And I'm pleased you showed so much interest. But real archaeology is about careful study, not reckless adventuring."



Twilight flicked several pages back in the book, horn gently glowing, and floated it over to the window under Rainbow's nose.  "Look, the Whinnyonians built these huge structures thousands of years ago, but we still don't understand —"



Rainbow pushed the book away, turning to Twilight. "I might read books too, but you're still an egghead." She looked back out of the window, gazing towards the no-doubt treasure-laden hills emerging over the horizon.



Moving the book back over to herself, Twilight sighed once more and rolled her eyes. "I hope you're going to behave yourself. I don't want you bothering Professor Finds."








To use the term "dig" was, perhaps, an understatement: the archaeological site was enormous, with an ornate pyramidal temple at its center, set within a clearing in the dense forest. Several outbuildings had also been excavated, while a cluster of tents lying in one corner of the clearing constituted the camp from which the archaeological team worked. The dense markings covering the temple walls resolved with proximity into intricate carvings, placed there by centuries-old hooves, their meanings opaque to modern eyes.



One unicorn sat below the grand arch that formed the entrance-way, writing symbols onto a notepad as a pegasus hovering above read them out. A stack of open books lying nearby were filled with the same script. Another team were carefully digging away at a rectangular patch of ground next to one of the other buildings, while at the base camp an elderly earth pony squinted critically through her glasses at the collection of artifacts laid out on a table. Professor Finds himself, a slight unicorn with a khaki-colored coat, was overseeing proceedings from the shade of his tent.



"Ah, Twilight Sparkle, so good to see you!" he said genially, nodding his head in recognition. "It's been so long since our introductory lessons, hasn't it? I'm so pleased you could come. And, your friend — Rainbow Dash, yes? I hear you are also quite the budding scholar? Twilight did mention your enthusiasm in your letter, so I could hardly say no."



Twilight looked down at the dusty ground, ears flattening slightly at the comment. "Er, yes, Professor. I'm honored that you invited me to come. I can't wait to hear what you've discovered since your last book!" She glanced at Rainbow, who had already turned her head away towards the temple, and gave her a not-entirely-surreptitious nudge.



"What?" Thus startled, her companion looked back at Finds. "Oh, yeah, thanks. So, do we go into the temple now? It looks so cool! I bet it's full of treasures and traps!"



Shaking his white-flecked mane, the Professor walked over towards a nearby blackboard. "I want to fill you in on all the details of the Whinnyonian people, as we understand them. It is most crucial if we are to understand what we find, and nothing must be disturbed until we have recorded all we can. There is so much to learn even from a small piece of pot if we understand its context." Magically lifting a stick of chalk to the board, he began to write as he began a well-rehearsed lecture. "The Whinnyonians were a society who put great stock in magic and ritual. They believed in..."








Half an hour passed, the Professor progressing through the minutiae of Whinnyonian life and culture as a rapt Twilight avidly scribbled down notes throughout. Rainbow yawned once more, attempting to keep her eyes open as he droned on about the significance of the Ponetta Stone, which was supposedly really great because it meant that something or other. Once again her gaze drifted towards the temple. Maybe the other two wouldn't notice if she slipped away for a few minutes to take a look inside?



Treading lightly, she left the tent and returned to the blazing sunshine outside, blinking at the sudden change. The continual droning of Finds' lecture continued, the Professor apparently so engrossed in his lecture that he hadn't noticed the reduction in his audience, while Twilight had eyes only for the spidery scrawl that repeatedly filled the blackboard. Yes! Now it was going to get good.



The exterior of the temple was now unattended, the pile of books having been collected and presumably returned to one of the tents to be used for further analysis, and so Rainbow found no difficulty in approaching the arch. It seemed even larger close up: five ponies could easily have flown through above her, and ten either side with room to spare.



Stepping inside, the intrepid explorer entered a long, high corridor, progressively more dimly lit as the shard of light coming from the entrance gave way to occasional dim lanterns placed by the expedition team. Her hooves echoed softly with each step on the cool stone, and the air quickly became stale and damp. Further down the corridor, smaller archways suggested accesses deeper into the temple.



Rainbow edged further in, glancing around for anything of interest: archaeologists to avoid, traps to evade, long-lost treasures just waiting to be discovered? Her mind drifted towards the Daring Do books. Perhaps a golden idol in the middle of a pit of spikes, or a magical cup to be won by the brave pony who negotiated tripwires triggering a hail of arrows?



Unfortunately, after several minutes of exploration, no such rewards were forthcoming. Elaborate carvings aside, the interior of the temple had been stripped, presumably by the archaeological team. "Aw, this isn't nearly as cool as I thought," mused Rainbow, taking another corner and into a downward-sloping tunnel.



At the base of the slope, the passage opened out into a large hexagonal chamber. As elsewhere, the walls were covered in carvings, but these were inlaid with gold. Neither had this room's artifacts been removed; tools lay strewn around the ground, and stone statues and pots rested against the walls. Rainbow's gaze, however, was drawn towards a chalice standing on a pedestal atop a dais in the center of the room.



"This is more like it!" She stepped carefully over to the glittering treasure. It appeared to be made of glass with gold patterns traced in intricate patterns around its surface. Once again, she imagined herself following in the hoof-prints of her fictional hero: she'd lift the chalice just like this, and —



With a hissing sound, a thin black mist began to emerge from the pedestal as the chalice was removed, and a voice boomed out words in a long-forgotten language. Rainbow stepped back in fright, dropping the chalice to the floor, and half-ran, half-flew towards the exit. Black shapes, almost pony-like, flickered across the walls in the lantern light. With a shout of terror, the pegasus bolted towards the exit.



Momentarily losing her way down a dead end, she turned back to see the dark shapes again. One brushed against her as she retraced her steps, its cold, semi-solid touch eliciting another shriek. She sped around the last corner out into the light, taking off and flying over to the base camp where she bowled into Finds' tent.



Twilight stared at the panicked pegasus. "Rainbow, where did you —"



"The temple! There's... there's something in there! Ghost monster pony things!"



Twilight shook her head. "Just as I told you before, you're letting your imagination get the better of you. This isn't one of those books, you know. Honestly, if I knew you were going to cause this much bother..."



"No! I saw them! And there was this scary voice!"



With a sigh, Twilight turned back to Finds, who stared quizzically at the recent arrivals. "Sorry, Professor. I'll take her to get some rest." Another nudge, harder than the last, not-so-subtly suggested that her friend should leave, now.



Rainbow raced over to the sleeping tent which had been assigned to them, and immediately huddled in the corner, shaking and staring anxiously at the door-flap. "G-ghosts! I'm telling you!"



"Get some rest, Rainbow. And perhaps you should read something less scary this time..."








Rest was not forthcoming, but Rainbow did manage to regain her composure enough to emerge by the time of the evening meal, cooked by one of the archaeological team's attendants over the camp fire. Upon seeing Twilight, she opened her mouth to speak, but was immediately greeted by a hissed "Calm down and stop causing a fuss". So cautioned, she ate her meal in silence, watching the temple between each mouthful, and then retired to the tent.



Once the meal was over, the remaining party relaxed in front of the fire. Twilight sat next to the Professor. "Thank you again for this wonderful opportunity", she said, "and, once more, I must apologize for the behavior of my friend. I shouldn't have allowed her to come."



Finds shook his head. "It's not your fault, Twilight. You've been an exemplary student. I can't hold you responsible for the actions of other ponies." 



A shadow flicked in front of the fire, catching Twilight's eye. "What was that?"



"Hey!"



"Get it off me!"



Cries rang out from the archaeology team  as the dark ponies came upon them, some attempting to hold on to legs and wings and drag them off. Twilight stood up and concentrated, and with a blast of energy blew them backwards. A shimmering barrier formed around the group and the adjacent tents, holding the ghostly forms outside.



Finds stumbled to his feet. "What? Who are these other ponies? Did they follow you here? I can assure you, this has never happened before!"



Twilight shook her head and ran over towards the sleeping tent. "Rainbow! You were right about the ghosts! I'm sorry. We need your help!"



"Ghosts?!" exclaimed the intrepid adventurer, immediately running through the back of the tent and attempting to take flight, only to get tangled up in the canvas. "Run! They're going to eat us!"



"Not if we can stop them. Daring Do wouldn't run away from danger, would she?"



Rainbow peeked out from the canvas at her friend. "I... I guess not..."



"So help us! I can't hold this shield for long. You said you saw them before? Where did they come from?"








Gritting her teeth, Rainbow led the others back to the entrance of the temple. She hesitated under the grand arch until, remembering Twilight's words, she once again let herself slip into the role of Daring Do. Finding her voice, she stepped in. "This way."



As the group walked through the temple, the shield around them started to flicker, dark shapes visible just behind them. "I don't mean to hurry you, but this spell is wearing off," noted Twilight as they rounded another corner. Hastened by this news, Rainbow led them down the slope to the room where the chalice had fallen.



"I know it was wrong of me to touch it, but I was so excited," she explained, gesturing towards the artifact. "They appeared just after I lifted it."



Finds walked over to the pedestal, inspecting its carvings. "Hmm it means... 'Sealed spirits of hell, bound here by water'. As I mentioned, ritual played an important part in Whinnyonian civilization, and we may presume this relates to some ritual they performed."



With a soft plink, the shield winked out of existence. The dark figures once again begun to approach the party.



Mind running through her Daring Do books, Rainbow suddenly exclaimed, "It's just like in Daring Do and the Elemental Curse!" Lifting the chalice back onto its dais, she asked, "Does anyone have some water?" A unicorn from the expedition party lifted a flask out of her pack. "Pour it in there!"



As the water hit the chalice, a soft light began to emanate from its glass facets, quickly growing to engulf the room. The shadow ponies faltered and shrunk back, strange whines at the edge of hearing echoing around the chamber, and then started to stretch and dissolve as they were pulled towards the chalice. As they passed through the water, it began to boil, and the ghostly beings continued through into the pedestal. Within seconds, they had gone, and the light dimmed. Soon, the chalice was empty, and all that remained was a fine mist.








The excitement over, the group returned to the base camp. The archaeologists, shaken but intrigued by what they had experienced, chatted animatedly about what this meant for their understanding of the site, interspersed with anxious glances in the direction of the temple. Twilight and Rainbow sat together with Professor Finds.



"Thank you for saving us, Rainbow!" Twilight said, smiling at her friend. "Daring Do would be proud. I'm sorry I didn't believe you."



"Heheh, thanks," replied a somewhat abashed Rainbow. "It was sort of my fault it happened though.

"

Professor Finds considered this for a moment. "No, no. An inquisitive mind is a marvelous thing. Though, perhaps, you do now understand the need for study before we touch the artifacts..?"



Rainbow nodded. "Yes, Professor." She paused for a moment, then continued, "Although I've also learned that archaeology is just as exciting as I thought!"



Finds nodded enthusiastically, taking this approval entirely at face value; Twilight just rolled her eyes. "I don't think we'll send that one to the Princess, if you don't mind..."
      

      
   
      Three Weeks


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle gazed proudly upon her creation. It wasn’t within her usual field of interest—and was, if she was being honest, the kind of thing she’d usually have asked her ‘number–one assistant’ to do for her. But Spike was away on royal business until this evening, she was always interested in learning new things, and she’d be prepared to call this particular learning exercise a resounding success. “You’ve really outdone yourself,” she congratulated herself.



It was indeed a magnificent sandwich, standing proud and tall on the plate like one of the marble towers of Canterlot; except instead of marble, this triple layer triangular–cut work of art was made of bread, butter, fresh crisp dandelion and burdock leaves, forget–me–not flowers and a few other sundry salad items, and crowned with an olive on a stick spearing a rose petal.



In retrospect, she had no idea why she had put the olive on top. She didn’t even like olives. It just felt… right, somehow. That’s what ponies did when they prepared fancy food, wasn’t it? They decorated it with things they didn’t actually eat. Come to think of it, Spike didn’t like olives either: olivine, maybe. Olives? No. Too… salady. Why in Celestia’s name did they have olives in the pantry if neither of them liked olives?



She cast her doubts aside, removed the offending garnish, and prepared to feast, her well–earned reward for a morning’s hard study.



“Oh my, that looks simply fabulous Twilight. Have you been reading the recipe section again?”



Twilight looked up, and was greeted by the sight of a white unicorn with a meticulously–curled coiffure and the kind of scarf that she’d been assured was in this winter, whatever that meant. “Oh, hi Rarity. No, I’ve been studying the history of Greymane’s Alchemical Pentameter spell—the one that turns gold into lead.”



Rarity appeared puzzled for a moment. “Don’t you mean lead into gold, dear?”



Twilight chuckled. “Oh, I’m afraid not! That’s what makes it the infamously inaccurate incantation it is. But I haven’t been making very much progress this morning. All the primary sources seem to be too embarrassed to talk about it.”



Twilight’s stomach rumbled in protest, reminding her that lunchtime was half an hour ago, if only she hadn’t gotten so wrapped up in her studies. She looked longingly down at the sandwich. Perhaps she could finish this conversation over lunch. “What about you, Rarity?”



“Oh—but I had quite forgotten why I came here. Have you seen Fluttershy recently, at all?”



This gave Twilight cause to ponder. Let’s see, now: the last time she had seen Fluttershy… was… well, that’s odd. “I haven’t seen Fluttershy for… nearly three weeks.”



“Oh dear,” fretted her friend. “I had rather feared you’d say that. She didn’t turn up for our regular spa date this week, but Aloe and Lotus haven’t heard from her, and she didn’t leave a note or anything to say she’d miss it. She never misses our spa date. Never. But her cottage is all locked up, the curtains are closed and… well, nopony seems to be home. It’s most peculiar. Rainbow hasn’t seen her out and about, she hasn’t been around Sweet Apple Acres…”



“Did you ask Pinkie Pie?” queried Twilight. Rarity shook her head in reply. “Sugarcube Corner was my last stop, dear, but Pinkie was out running errands. Oh, I do hope Fluttershy hasn’t gone gallivanting off into the Everfree Forest chasing after some small animal. I know she can stand her ground, but… still… the monsters there are simply dreadful. What if she were caught unawares?”



Twilight gulped. Her mind’s eye conjured the image of an angry-looking chicken-snake beast which she’d encountered on a previous expedition into the forest on her way to Zecora’s to pick up some tea. If Fluttershy hadn’t come along and found her, she’d have been a lawn ornament. There were plenty of reasons ponies didn’t usually venture out there: the strange unnatural wilderness, the mist and strange plants, and the local inhabitants, most of whom were catalogued in the bestiary section of the library—except of course for Zecora, who was filed under zebra. Cockatrices—or their cousins the basilisks—weren’t the friendliest of forest–dwellers. If something like that crept up on you and caught your eye…



“We’d better go looking for her,” decided Twilight. Rarity agreed, and turned to the door as Twilight hurriedly wrapped up the sandwich, and rummaged around for her saddlebags, which she could have sworn were around here somewhere…



Rarity waited, and waited some more, and glanced at the plate while Twilight searched. “…a–are you going to eat that, darling? They’re good for your coat. …save it going to waste?”



“A–ha! Found them,” Twilight announced, dropped the sandwich into her saddlebags, and promptly rushed out of the library at a full gallop.



Rarity followed close behind, delicately chewing something.








The cottage door: Closed and locked.

The cottage windows: Barred and shuttered.

The cottage animals: Fed and watered?



Twilight frowned at her mental checklist. Something seemed off about this. If Fluttershy had been away from the cottage, then why did all her chickens have fresh grain? Why had the fresh–laid eggs been collected? Why did her fish have fresh pellets, and her otters fresh fish?



(That last one gave her pause for thought. Fluttershy always was a bit of a naturalist: “the circle of life”, she’d said. Twilight had wondered if the fish got a say in the matter, but thought it better left unmentioned.)



She turned back to Rarity, who had found one of the mouseholes—with a mouse–size flight of stairs leading up to the rafters—and was trying to peer through.



“I can see candle light in there. And—look!—smoke coming from the chimney. In the middle of the day?” She rapped on the door, both halves of which were bolted tightly shut 



“Coo-ee, Fluttershy? Are you in there? Are you alright? Has… has something happened?”



Twilight’s ear twitched. From inside, she could barely, just faintly hear the tiniest squeak… but no reply.



Rarity turned to Twilight, who nodded, “I’d know that nervous squeak anywhere.”



Rarity gave the door one last knock, and cleared her throat. “Fluttershy, darling? We’re a bit worried about you. We haven’t seen you in aaaages, and you missed your spa date with me today. You never miss your spa date. Are you ill? Tired? You… haven’t… fallen out with us or anything? I’m a trifle concerned.”



“Ooh, I love trifle!” A voice piped up right behind her.



Rarity bounded three feet clear into the air on reflex. She swivelled round quickly, to be greeted by a familiar pink powderpuff of a pony. “Oh! P–Pinkie! … you s–surprised me!”



“Hi, Rarity! Oh, I love surprises, too! And a surprise trifle—oh, that’d be the best!”



What Pinkie was carrying on her back, on closer inspection, turned out not to be a trifle, surprise or otherwise, but an assortment of chocolate confections.



“Oh, these? These super–duper–iffic chocolatey–tastic treats are for Fluttershy. She ordered them from Sugarcube Corner.”



“I didn’t know Sugarcube Corner delivered?” enquired Twilight. That might be just the thing for a quiet late night study session, she pondered.



“Oh, we don’t usually, but you see…”



Twilight wondered about the number of Pony Joe’s Doughnuts she’d gotten through while cramming for her exams in Canterlot. Reminiscing, she’d often asked if he’d ever be kind enough to deliver any—but of course he pointed out that if he started doing that it would mean leaving the shop unattended: and what if somepony, working late, wanted coffee at 3am? With extra sprinkles? You don’t want to get between somepony and their coffee, and it’s not like he could be in two places at once… or could he?



A few nights of frantic research in the Canterlot libraries led her eventually to rediscover the perfect thing: Moonstone & Majesty’s “Dreamlike Duplication” spell—previously thought long-lost to eternity—which indeed allowed the caster to appear in two places at once… but, alas, only in other ponies’ dreams, which limited its application somewhat, and would not prove particularly useful in nocturnal doughnut delivery. She’d gotten top marks for it in any case: it was fortuitous that one of the examiners had fallen asleep during her presentation, which hadn’t even been that long, which gave her an opportunity for a practical demonstration instead of the last twenty slides. Ah, good old Number Six on her list. She’d never used it again, but… well, it was there. And at least Pony Joe’s had quiet tables, where students occasionally showed up to work late into the night…



“…and then I said that of course I’d make an exception for Fluttershy, if she wanted them so badly, and that I’d drop round! But she said she didn’t want to be any bother, and even forgot to pay for them. But Mrs. Cake had already made them and I didn’t want them to go to waste, so here I am!” finished Pinkie.



“Yes! Yes, here you are,” conceded Rarity. Twilight blinked. “But Fluttershy…” Pinkie followed her gaze to the cottage door.



“Oh, she said she doesn’t want visitors at the moment,” explained Pinkie, who trotted up to the cottage door, left the box in front of it, and trotted away.



“Doesn’t want visitors? She’s not sick, is she? Is it serious? Is it contagious?” Twilight glanced nervously at the door.



“Uhh, I don’t think so? She just… doesn’t want to see anypony,” shrugged Pinkie, and she trotted back up the garden path and over the bridge.



“Well, she seems remarkably placid about it,” commented Rarity wryly, watching the pink pony prance back down the path to Ponyville. “Perhaps it’s… a phase. Perhaps it’ll pass.”



“Oh, but perhaps it won’t pass!” Twilight began pacing. “What if she’s peeved off with us and doesn’t like us anymore? What if she’s been pretending to like us all this time? What if she’s picked up some pernicious pony plague? Oh—or what if she’s possessed?”



“…um, I–I don’t follow, dear.” Rarity looked a bit worried. She could tell when Twilight was getting anxious—amongst other things, she started pacing to and fro. Even worse, she started alliterating—a sure sign of when her mind was running away with itself.



“What if she’s been… taken over by some evil spirit or nightmare beast from the forest? They have wyverns and wendigo and wolpertingers and wraiths—”



“Twilight.” Rarity gave her a look. “It’s… probably not a, uh, wolperthinger.”



“Wolpertinger,” Twilight corrected her. “It’s like a rabbit with duck wings, deer antlers and wolf fangs.”



“…that seems like a very curious rabbit. They don’t eat ponies, do they?”



“No. Carrots.” 



“And is Fluttershy a carrot?”



“Well of course she’s not a carrot. She’s not even orange,” said a voice from above. They looked up, to see a confused–looking Rainbow Dash with her hooves folded.



“Oh! Rainbow! Fluttershy’s… shut herself up in her cottage and we’re worried,” explained Twilight.



“…what, worried that she’s turned into a carrot and been eaten by Angel the womperlinger?” Rainbow retorted sarcastically.



“Wolpertinger,” corrected Twilight. 



“…whatever.” Dash rolled her eyes. “She’s probably just freaked out and cooling off. You know, taking some time to herself?”



“Time to herself? Three weeks, darling? And she missed her spa date. She never misses her spa date.”



“Oh my, I missed our spa date? I’m sorry, Rarity, I lost track of time. Maybe we can do it again next week… i–if that’s alright?” 








Dear Princess Celestia,



It’s lovely when your friends enjoy your company, but it’s important to remember that sometimes, they need time to themselves too.



Some ponies, like Fluttershy, find being around too many other ponies hard. It doesn’t mean they’re ill, they don’t like you, or there’s anything wrong with them. It just means they’re introverts, and they need some time alone to recharge after spending time with ponies.



Maybe they don’t make lots of friends like Pinkie Pie, but the friends they do have are best friends; friends who understand when they’re feeling fragile and give them the space they need, and trust they’ll be there for them when they’re ready to face the world once again.



Preferably, with chocolate.



Your faithful student,





Twilight Sparkle.




Twilight took a bite of her sandwich as Spike finished the letter with a flourish and sent it, along with a spare chocolate, with a puff of dragonbreath. It was a bit later than she’d planned, but the sandwich made a pretty good supper, and Fluttershy had given her some chocolates for afterwards by way of apology.



Still… something seemed… missing, somehow…







“Spike? Did you eat my olive?”
      

      
   
      No Man's Land


      

      
      
         The long, winding trench within the Everfree Forest was filled with sleeping forms of soldiers and equines. The First Everfree slept soundly in the cold chill of the autumn air, the dark of the wood ever being watched by the few unlucky enough to draw the night watch this time. The stillness of the night air remained in one piece as the fog slowly rolled in, blanketing the ground.



A lone figure was seen scampering quietly and rapidly towards the trench from behind the lines, slipping into the earthworks and sitting up against the wall, patting his satchel some with a grin. He picked up his rifle, then set it across his lap as if he had never left, looking to see if the night watch had seen him sneak off then back.



He looked over to his equine companion, grinning some.



“Digger… wake up, lad.”



The Equine merely stirred, as Perkins put his hand on him, nudging him.



“Come on, lad, wake up.”



Digger angrily tossed and turned, his head lifting off the ground, the helmet round his neck sliding over the soil. His gaze turned towards the perpetrator that had awoken him from his slumber.



“G’mornin’, lad.”



“Good? The sun’s not even out yet, Perkins…” The young equine yawned, stretching slightly. “Why is it I have to be awoken at…”He looked questioningly at the soldier, his eyebrow raised. “What time is it anyway?”



Perkins fished around his overcoat, slipping his hand under it towards a pocket on his tunic, sliding out a lovely silver watch and chain. He opened it, giving it a good look. “… It’s about four in the morning.”



Digger groaned, resting his head back on the ground. “Four in the morning!? You’ve got to be kidding me.”



Perkins snapped the watch closed, slipping it back in his pocket. “It’s a good enough reason to wake someone so early, Digger. T’ain’t like there’s much to be waking up for nowadays anyway. There’s a war on, you know.”



The pony shifted to an upright position, looking at him. “Well, then wake me up when it’s over.”



The young soldier rolled his eyes, his hand unfastening the satchel. His hand moved into the bag, pulling out a rather large bundle wrapped in a handkerchief and held together with twine. He set the parcel down between them, watching Digger’s eyes follow it the entire time.



“What? Is that the reason you woke me up?” The pony’s eyes looked at the person, frowning some.



Perkins gave a small nod, sliding the bundle over, his fingers pulling the twine away. He undid the bundle, revealing two sweet smelling buns stacked one over the other within the handkerchief.



Digger’s eyes went wide as the two pastries were revealed to him. “Is that what I think it is?”



“Aye… Ran behind the lines an’ got us a pair. Figured ya’d be wantin’ somethin’ of a kin to actual breakfast rather than hard biscuits and watery tea.” He took one of the buns in his hands, his other sliding the handkerchief with the other bun closer towards Digger, the pony’s eyes as big as saucers as he watched the treat near him.



The two of them took a hearty bite of their treat, Digger devouring what he could as Perkins rested his back against the trench wall, chewing quietly. The tang of the apples and bitterness of the cinnamon filled their senses as they enjoyed their treat.



“This beats what piss poor excuse they call rations any day.”



Both their heads turned as the lowly sound of a violin was heard a ways away, coming from the commander’s office. Perkins groaned, rolling his eyes as he leaned his head back, staring up at the dark sky peeking through the canopy.



“Don’t tell me ‘e’s actually goin’ to start so early in the mornin’.” He gave a sigh as Digger expressed his malcontent as well over the noise with his own murmur.



“You act as though he’s actually stopped playing music whenever he could.”



Perkins looked over at Digger for a moment, soon looking back down the trench. “Aye, but it wouldn’t kill ‘im to keep that damned noise silent for a moment. I’ve ‘ad enough of ‘is recitals. If ‘e ‘ad a decent taste in music, then I wouldn’t be complainin’, but with what ‘e plays, it’s maddening.”



“He’s played a few good ones.”



“No ‘e ‘asn’t! When’s the last time ‘e’s ever played anythin’ decent?”



Digger thought for a moment, shuffling to get himself a bit more comfortable. “… Last week was pretty good.”



Perkins rolled his eyes. “Las’ week, ‘e broke three strings on ‘is violin an’ kept makin’ it screech like a banshee.”



The violin music stopped, silence overtaking the trench. The two of them gave a slight sigh of relief.



“Guess he’s going to grant us mercy today.” Digger gave a wide and hopeful grin.



The intercom came on, static filling the feed. The posh voice of the commander was heard as he cleared his throat.



“Ahem; Good morning, lads! I figured I should give you lot a grand welcoming into the new day with a recital!”



Suddenly, the whole trench sat up awake, groaning and protests heard all throughout as men and ponies started yelling curses at the small commander’s office in the trench.



“Right, so here’s Bonnie Dundee on the pipes.”



Perkins eyes went wide, his pupils shrinking. “… oh bloody ‘ell, don’t tell me ‘e’s goin’ to-“



The whine and bleat of the bagpipes suddenly filled the loudspeakers, the noise filling the air about the trench. Men and ponies groaned and shouted as they shoved cotton in their ears, the music playing on in the morning air.



Perkins shoved two bits of cotton into his own ears, not realizing Digger was covering his head with his overcoat to blot out the noise.



“There ‘e goes… ‘e’s at it again!”



Several soldiers started throwing empty tin cans and jars at the office, booing. Soon, a shuffling was heard, and a brief argument heard before another voice took over.



“Sorry about that. We’ll just keep the noise down. I also now have to find another hiding spot for these instruments.”



A cheer echoed throughout the trench as their commander turned off the intercom and silenced the officer making the unwelcomed musical introduction to the day. Perkins and Digger gave a slight grin at each other; then looked back over the trench lip through the forest at the noise in the distance.



The blotchy vision of the ruins of Ponyville lay a ways away from the trench, smoke still snaking its way up from the smoldering shells of what were once shops and buildings. The craters of artillery shells dotted the landscape, making it seem almost alien. The forms of what could only be described as bodies were seen littered about the mud, strung up on the barbed wire spanning the length of No Man’s Land between them and the other trench. Remnants of warbirds that crash landed upon the earth stuck up at odd places, the cloth torn apart from the frame, leaving only the skeletal forms in their stead.



It was a somber sight to behold every morning. The grey light of the sun in the fog slowly brightening the scene from the east as the rest of the trench became fully awake. It was about a quarter to five in the morning now, and the men and ponies of the First Everfree were ready to start their day once more.



Perkins sat in his spot, his hands cupped around an aluminum cup, Digger sitting beside him with his. Down the trench line, two men hobbled about with a steaming pot between them, a unicorn behind them levitating a ladle and serving up the blackened and oily excuse they called coffee.



The fluid drained into their cups, Digger making a face at it as the trio walked off round the corner elsewhere in the trench. “Ugh… this stuff again? I don’t think I can take another trip to the infirmary…”



“Pipe down. It ain’t all bad, mate. T’ain’t like they got us eatin’ weeds o’ anythin’ like that.”



Digger looked up at the next group coming up with the food. They handed out paper plates of what looked like greens with the life boiled out of them, a stale piece of bread next to it.



“I think you spoke too soon, Perkins.”



Perkins grumbled, looking at the food in front of him, scooping it up with the stale piece of bread and eating it, making a face.



“Ugh… t’ain’t food. If the Hun ain’t killin’ us, then the cook is.”



The cook passing out the food frowned as he walked away, giving the two a rude gesture. “You’ll like it and eat it! It’s the only thing we got!”



Perkins merely made a face at him as he turned around, chucking the contents of the food over the trench lip.



After he got back down, the ground shook, the explosion knocking everyone back from their posts as a shell slammed near the trench; dirt, rock, and wood was showering the inhabitants of the trench. Shrill whistles blasted through the air, calling the men and equines to general quarters.



Digger huddled down into his nook in the trench, his helmet on his head as he shut his eyes. Perkins huddled up against the trench wall, the earth rumbling about them, the shells deafening them with each whistling drop and detonation. The soldiers remained quiet as the bombardment continued onwards, the dome of the town hall exploding as a German shell slammed into it. The remnants of the building collapsed in on itself, a big cloud of dust and debris in its wake.



Perkins looked over near where the cook had been headed, watching him and the others sprint past to find better cover. A shell slammed home in front of them, flame and shrapnel filling the narrow enclosure. The group vanished in the fireball, leaving only an equine lying on his side, his leg blasted off by the shell.



Perkins sat there, staring forward at the dirt wall. Then cuts on his face and hands were bleeding freely from the shrapnel. Pebbles rattled on his helmet like rain, and the surreal scene about him was nothing but the deafening ringing within his ears.



He felt the earth continue to quake about him, Digger keeping huddled within his small hiding spot as hell rained down upon them. Then, as suddenly as it began, it ceased, the silence only disturbed by the moans of the wounded.



Digger poked his head out after a moment, looking about, mortified. “… i-is it over?”



The shrill call of the whistles about the trench answered his question. Shouts and rifles thudding against sandbags were heard as the men and ponies prepared for the onslaught of enemy soldiers. The fog was still hovering about them, making Perkins and Digger tense.



A yelp was heard as someone was suddenly yanked from his post in the trench, disappearing above them. Another man met with the same fate, disappearing from view as he shot upwards into the air, talons gripping his shoulders. Shouts of panic echoed as gunfire suddenly erupted upwards, bullets wildly zipping above them in the cold morning air.



The occasional thud of a body falling from the skies was heard, gryphons and humans alike slamming into the ground about them. The shouts and calls of enemy soldiers incoming burst through the trenches, machine gun chattering springing up.



Perkins pressed himself against the trench wall, rifle pointed out forward as he began to fire at the forms in the fog advancing on them. Bullets tore into the sandbag and soil about him, Digger kept to his little hole, huddled up and silent. A gryphon zipped down from above in an attempt to grab a soldier near the two, only to be run through with a bayonet, the body falling limp on the soldier below it.



Shouts and clattering was heard as the shrill whistle called again, the men in the trenches suddenly clambering out to meet the enemy head on in the open field. Perkins grabbed Digger, charging headlong into the fray, shouting and screaming like a madman, with the young pony in tow.



Men, ponies, and gryphons alike fell about them as the two armies met in No Man’s Land, the numbers of the advancing Germans and Gryphons being cut down by sprays of machine gun fire. Rifle butts slammed into bodies, forms were riddled with shells and run through with cold steel.
      

      
   