
      Miracle


      

      
      
         As I reached the top of the steps and proceeded in through the open door of the grand entryway of the Canterlot Royal Palace, I looked up at the carved white stone arch overhead and I was hit by a slight sense of vertigo. The height surprised me. After having lived here, I’d thought every detail was burned in forever, but I guess not. This building suddenly seemed bigger than I remembered, and a lot more intimidating.



But, then, years ago, I was a lot more jaded and prone to take my surroundings for granted.



For example, I never really paid attention back then to the way sunlight came through the stained glass windows in softly blending pastel colors to fill the huge vestibule with a sense of open, airy radiance that made me feel as if I could float down the hall like a feather on a breeze. It was beautiful and breathtaking, and to my shame I didn’t remember noticing.



Maybe I’d even forgotten that the palace itself belonged to she who brought the sun whose light filled it. All that had mattered to me at the time was that I lived there, and what glory I could garner from that. Such is the blindness of hubris.



I lowered my head just a bit, cringing in silent, solitary embarrassment, and proceeded inward.



Not all recollection of the palace had faded, I found. My hooves remembered the way over to the left wing, winding down the halls to the block of private offices I was headed for, and they remembered which one I needed to stop in front of. I kept a respectful distance back from the two guards who stood flanking the door.



The guards, with coats and manes of pure white like marble statues under mirror-finished golden armor, were a lot more imposing now. When I lived here, I would have just ignored them and gone in, and they would have let me.



Things were very different now.



“Hello,” I said, trying to sound as friendly as I could. “The Princess is expecting me.”



The guards looked thoroughly unimpressed and stared at me without expression until I dug a letter out of my saddlebag and presented it to them. After reading it, they glanced at each other curiously for a moment and nodded at me to approach the door.



I walked up to it and knocked.



“Enter,” a soft, clear voice spoke, emanating from inside.



There was no sound as the door swung open, the hinges as silky smooth as I remembered them always being. I walked in and the gentle scent hit me; tea and pastries, scrolls and ink and a bare hint of the waxy smoke from candles used for working at night, but long since snuffed out in the daytime. That scent hadn’t changed, nor had the furniture, or anything else in here. This room was timeless through all my memory, a fitting reflection of its occupant.



“Sunset Shimmer.” Princess Celestia stood with her back to me, gazing out of the bay window in the far wall. “You’ve come back to me at last.”



I swallowed. “I guess I have, Princess.”



She turned away from the window to face me. I stood frozen while she took a few slow steps and closed in, towering over me by more than a full head as she approached. We stood staring at each other for a moment, me up at her, and her down at me, until she reached out with a front leg and scooped me into a gentle hug. A sense of relief broke over me, and I leaned in and hugged her back.



“It’s good to see you again, my old student,” she said softly in my ear.



“Good to see you again, too.” I replied. “I missed you.”



We parted, and she smiled down warmly at me. “Can I offer you some refreshment? You must tell me all about the world you’ve been living in, and this ‘human’ form you’ve taken on. Twilight Sparkle tells me it’s quite unlike anything we know of here on Equus.”



“Actually, Princess, I thought I’d start by telling you something about myself, from before I left,” I said. “It’s something I’ve owed it to you to tell you for a long time, so I’d like to get it out of the way.”



“Oh. Is that why you came all the way back here in person?”



“It is.” I nodded.



“I suspected there might have been a specific reason.” Princess Celestia shrugged. “It’s much easier to communicate with Princess Twilight and have her to forward messages to me, after all.”



“You got me.” I smiled and nodded slightly. “This is something I didn’t really think was a good idea to send through Princess Twilight. I’m pretty sure you’ll understand why, when I tell you.”



“And what is it?”



I stared into her big rose colored eyes, locking with them as they gazed back at me. I braced, steeling myself. “I know.”



“Oh?” Celestia raised one eyebrow, seeming confused. “...What is it that you know?”



“Where I came from, and why,” I said. “I know that you... you made me.”



“Oh, Sunset...” Celestia laughed, a brief, clear, soft sound. “Surely you’re well aware of where foals come from. I think you know perfectly well that your parents are the ones who made you.”



“I don’t mean literally.” I shook my head. “I mean, you’ve been steering certain unicorns together for generations, trying to get tailor-made foals, and then maneuvering those foals into other matches when they grow up to get even more refined foals. You made my parents, and their parents before them, and who knows how many branches back in my family tree.”



“Well, I have sometimes arranged certain fortuitous meetings and encouraged particular romances, I suppose.” Princess Celestia nodded. “But mating has always been a personal decision my little ponies make for themselves. It’s always been their choice, not mine, to actually start families and produce foals.”



“I’m not saying it wasn’t their choice.” I shook my head. “And I’m not making any accusations that influencing things was wrong. I don’t think I can judge one way or another. It’s not my place. I’m just trying to explain, I know you’ve been doing a lot of the steering behind the scenes in some family lines. You’ve been doing it for a very, very long time, and I know that I’m one of the results.”



“You know this how?” she asked.



“I found your genealogical records and their notes,” I said.



“The private genealogical papers, you mean?” Princess Celestia stared at me.



“Yes, those.” I nodded.



She narrowed her eyes.



“I know, I know, it was in a part of the archives you told me not to go in, and they were locked up, but... well... I did, and I’m sorry, and it was wrong of me and et cetera, but all that’s not the point right now. The point is, there’s something I need to explain about it.”



Princess Celestia walked over to one of the large cushions scattered around the floor of the room and laid down on her belly, getting more comfortable, and motioned for me to do the same. “Explain, then.”



I chose a cushion nearby and joined her on the floor. “It’s why I became the rotten, entitled pony I did,” I said. “I found those records, and all the notes about ponies being selected for further potential, and promising crosses, and all that. My name was at the end of the list, with ‘success’ written next to it circled and exclamation marked, so I kinda got it in my head that this was all just some centuries-long engineering project and I was the end result. That was the day I started to think I was above everypony else. I thought I was more deserving of everything I wanted because I’d literally been designed and made to be better than anypony else ever had been before.”



“I see.”



“Thinking you’re the best kinda goes to your head a little bit,” I continued. “But at the same time, I was also afraid of it. That was why I ran away.”



“You were afraid of believing you were the best?” Princess Celestia looked at me questioningly.



“I was afraid of why I was made to be the best,” I said. “I mean, it wasn’t hard to figure out from your notes what you were working to create. The records started almost exactly a thousand years ago, and some of them were about which ponies you thought might have a connection to the Element of Magic. Putting two and two together was easy. You were creating a pony that could deal with Nightmare Moon.”



“I was looking for ponies who could save my sister,” she corrected me. “But it’s close enough, you have the general idea. If you had told me, I would have been unhappy that you’d been in the archives without permission, but I would have been even more proud of you. Being able to deduce this puzzle only proves that I was right to label you a success in that regard. You could have been the one.”



“But I wasn’t,” I whispered, hanging my head.



“Let’s leave aside what you were or were not, for the moment,” Princess Celestia said gently. “I’m more interested to know why you say that this potential frightened you.”



“Because I was just a little filly who didn’t have any friends when I found out, and I didn’t understand that I could have any other value,” I said. “And I started thinking, if I was engineered for a purpose, then I’m just a tool. And what happens when you’re done using a tool? You put it away and forget about it until next time you need it. But my job was a one-shot thing, and when it was done there wouldn’t be a next time. If I faced Nightmare Moon, then I might lose against her, and that would be it for me. I’d just be a failure after all. But on the other hoof, there was a good chance I’d win, which almost seemed worse: if I did, then my only job was finished, so why would you keep me around? What’s the value? I guess I kind of assumed you’d be like, ‘thanks, here’s your medal, but I don’t need you as a student anymore, have a nice life, bye.’”



“You... really think I would do such a thing?” Princess Celestia’s face took on a look of blank surprise.



“Not anymore, I don’t.” I shook my head. “I was just confused at the time. It... it was very depersonalizing to think I was designed as just a little part of some plan. I felt like a machine. Like I had no control over my own future because it had been decided for me by generations of selective breeding. With the thousandth year closing in, my time was running out. I was going to end up not even out of my teens and already either defeated or washed up and useless because my only reason for existing had come and gone.”



“It makes sense, from that perspective.” Princess Celestia sighed. “I suppose I would have run, too. The portal would have seemed like an ideal escape, wouldn’t it?”



“It was my chance to go somewhere I wouldn’t have to face Nightmare Moon, and where I didn’t feel like my reason for existing had already been decided. That felt like my only way to have real choices. I wanted that real life of my own.”



“And have you found one?”



I thought for a moment, then I smiled and nodded. “I think I have,” I said. “It took a while, and it was rough at first, but... I guess things aren’t too bad now.”



“Then I’m glad.” Princess Celestia smiled. “And I’m sorry things didn’t work here.”



“In honesty, I don’t think I really gave them the chance to,” I said. “I thought I knew everything. I thought striking off before I could get hurt was the only thing I could do.”



Princess Celestia’s smile faded. “I’m sorry if what I did hurt you,” she said. “I’ll admit, I gave perhaps too little thought to the ethical questions of how eugenically breeding special lines might impact ponies. I was guilty of making my own assumptions: that what they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them, and that the good done by such powerful unicorns would outweigh the drawbacks. It’s easy to be too optimistic about these things when you’re desperate for a solution, as I was. I hope you can forgive me.”



“I’m not mad at you, Princess,” I said, shaking my head. “...Alright, I was at first, for a while, but not anymore. Especially not since Twilight told me what happened when she took on Nightmare Moon.”



“Oh? What made the difference as far as that was concerned?” Princess Celestia asked, shifting on her cushion.



“It was that she didn’t just defeat Nightmare Moon,” I said. “It was that you got your sister back again. When I heard that, I realized what it was really about. So I put myself in your horseshoes, and I asked myself, what would I have done to get my sister back? The answer is, I would have done almost anything. A thousand years of sleight-of-hoof to arrange for some students with good genepools would have hardly even registered on my moral compass, compared to what else it could have taken, so I guess I can hardly blame anypony else for reaching the same conclusion and doing the same thing.”



“I’m glad you’ve come to be so understanding,” Princess Celestia said. “But even so, I do wonder if it was ever right of me to have kept this a secret. Especially now, hearing your story, I have to seriously consider if I should tell all the others affected by this.”



“I... I don’t know.” I sighed. “I’d have no idea how to even start, with something like that. I can tell you there was a reason I never told Twilight, though. I could have. Her family tree is in those papers, just like mine. Actually, our trees both split off sort of recently from a common ancestor you thought had a lot of potential. It makes me and Twilight something like fourth cousins, I think. Anyway, the point is I knew that she was one of your hedged bets in case I didn’t work out. Which, considering what happened, I guess I have to say was a smart move.”



“Why didn’t you tell her, then?” Princess Celestia asked.



“It was half selfish and half... something else,” I said. “It was selfish because, I figured, better her than me, right? I’d already escaped, so what did I care whether she won or lost when Nightmare Moon returned?” I shrugged. “Or at least that was what I told myself. But I think there was another reason, too. Some part of me knew I was making a big mistake by running away, and I didn’t want her to make one just like it.”



The princess stood up and paced around, slowly, stopping again at the bay window and staring out of it in silence for a while.



“Would you object to a walk outside in the gardens?” she asked. “The day is too beautiful to be wasting in here.”



“I wouldn’t mind that at all, Princess,” I agreed.



Her horn flashed, the brilliant white-gold of sunlight, and we were teleported out to the rose garden the window had just overlooked. Sprawling well-manicured beds of thorny bushes surrounded us, all of them flush with blooms. Celestia bent down slightly to put her muzzle up to a spectacularly large white flower, and slowly breathed in, closing her eyes and smiling slightly while she soaked in the scent.



“I’m afraid I realize I’ve created a situation I’m not sure how to handle, Sunset,” she said, turning slowly to face me again. “When I find myself in such a position, this is a place I go to find solace while I think about what I’ve done. The roses, at least, never have a harsh word to say.”



“I’m not sure what to tell you, Princess.” I looked around. It was a beautiful day, like she’d said. The sun was warm, with not a cloud in the endless blue sky. The sea of roses all around us swayed gently in a soft breeze, and I stared at them, thinking quietly for a while as we stood next to each other.



“I only hope you understand that a tool is not all you ever were to me,” Princess Celestia said, still looking lost in studying a rose blossom. “Whatever I had hoped you might help me with, I always believed that there was more to you than just the means to an end. I believe that about all ponies, however highly pedigreed or not they might be. They are all a worthy end in themselves.”



She paced down the edge of a flowerbed, and I followed her. She stopped abruptly and stared at a rose, an intense burgundy-red like the color of blood, watching a bee hard at work climbing among its petals.



“I can make plans, and I can work magic, but there’s a difference between magic and miracles,” she continued softly. “And life, all life, is a miracle, Sunset Shimmer. You no less than this rose bush.”



The bee finished collecting whatever it was after and flew off.



She hooked a forehoof around the flower’s stem and pulled it a little closer, examining it. “I would never think all the value it has rests in just one flower, and that after the single bloom fades, there is no further purpose for it to be in the garden. I know that the rose bush blooms many times, year after year, and nopony can ever say that it will not offer more and better yet to come.”



She put her wing around me and pulled me close, next to her. “I always looked forward to seeing what flowers you would blossom with in the course of time,” she said sadly, “and it hurt, for years, to think that I never would.”



My eyes started watering. I sniffed heavily, trying to swallow down sudden tears. “I’m sorry I ran away,” I said weakly. “I should have just told you I knew. I should have let you explain.”



She gently nuzzled the side of my head. “No. I’m the one who should not have failed you. If I had been more clear that I cared about who you are as a pony, and not as a tool, it would have been better for you. But perhaps there was also nothing either of us could have done. Perhaps you just needed to be on your own path for a time.”



I couldn’t say anything. She just held me next to her for a while, until I began to calm down and the hitching in my chest slowed.



“We can still become friends again, though, can’t we?” I asked, blinking and wiping my cheeks dry.



“Well, perhaps.” She rolled her eyes in thought. “There’s just one thing we need to clear up and lay to rest.”



I looked up at her. “What is it, Princess?”



“There’s still the matter that you stole Equestrian crown property,” she said, stepping around from the side to stand in front of me. “You were never officially taken to trial for it, since you’ve never been back inside Equestrian jurisdiction long enough to put on trial. It demands a resolution.”



“You don’t mean—”



Princess Celestia stomped the ground lightly with one forehoof, standing stiffly with her head held high in a formal pose. “Sunset Shimmer, on the count of grand larceny, how do you plead?”



I stood motionless, my heart beating quickly and my throat suddenly feeling too dry to speak. Princess Celestia’s stern façade cracked, however, as she smiled kindly and winked at me.



It was a comforting gesture, and I found myself trusting her. Besides, I thought, I was already here to face the music. I might as well just face it all and get it over with. There was only one honest thing to say. “Uhh... guilty, your Highness?” I finally managed, smiling back sheepishly.



“Very well.” Princess Celestia nodded. “I accept the entering of a guilty plea. And I sentence you...”



My stomach felt like it dropped from under me.



“...To banishment from Equestria, for a period of no less and no longer than one day. Credit is granted for time already served beyond the portal. With the sentence having been completed, I hereby further declare that any records of this conviction are expunged, on the grounds of being a youthful error in judgment and the demonstration of much improved character. I also don’t feel like ruining a nice afternoon with paperwork writing any of this down, so if it’s alright with you, we can just skip that part, shall we?” She waved a hoof lazily.



“I think I’m okay with that,” I laughed, with great relief. “So it’s over, like it never happened? I’m clear to come back to Equestria any time I want?”



“Of course.” Princess Celestia nodded. “And I hope you will, frequently.”



“It’s a sure thing, Princess,” I said with a nod. “And.... no more secrets. Not anymore.”



“No, Sunset.” She reached out with one wing and rubbed my withers comfortingly. “No more secrets. We’ll leave them behind, so that we can heal, instead of hide.”



In that moment I felt like a splinter of glass had been pulled from my heart, and, for the first time in as long as I could remember, there was finally relief from that old familiar jagged pain.



I hugged Celestia, and she hugged me, and I was happy.
      

      
   
      Completely Safe in the Reference Section


      

      
      
         The gateway spell left Twilight Sparkle deaf, blind, and slimy.



The first two conditions faded after a few seconds. Sound returned first, in the form of a constant high ring, like somepony had set off a symphony of bells inside her head. In time the clamor faded, replaced by a chorus of groans, coughs, and mumbled complaints from the ponies around her.



So she wasn’t alone, at least. That was good. The gateway spell must have grabbed them all.



“Is everypony alright?” she asked. Her voice sounded distant and cottony, words overheard from the next room. Her vision reappeared – dancing purple blots, their margins alive with frantic sparkles, replaced the complete darkness. Vague shapes appeared that moved slowly around her.



“I… think so,” Applejack said. A few feet away, an orange blob sat up, topped with a sad cowpony hat. “What is this stuff?”



“It’s ectoplasm. It’s omnipresent throughout interdimensional tunnels.” Twilight lifted a foreleg, and slimy strands of goop ran down her limb to the floor. It covered them all, viscous as snot and glowing a faint green and smelling of ammonia. Her wings flicked open, tossing a shower of mucus out onto the walls.



Walls? She stopped to inspect their surroundings, which seemed to be dark, solid crystal, as was the floor beneath her. Further away, bookshelves stuffed with old tomes and cardboard boxes lined the room. Some of them had her cutie mark drawn on the side.



They’d landed in her basement. For the first time in hours, Twilight Sparkle allowed herself to smile.



“It’s not going to hurt us, will it?” Rarity asked. She scraped the slime off her chest, revealing a swath of white coat.



“It’s harmless. Ectoplasm is only metastable in real universes. It should evaporate any second now.” Twilight spat out a dribble that ran down her muzzle into her lips. “Any second now, please.”



“So, did we get it?” Rainbow Dash asked. She stood and shook, spraying them all, then trotted over to help Fluttershy stand. “I kinda lost track of things after the explosions started.”



Twilight’s smile expanded into a grin. Her horn glowed, and the heavy book weighing down her saddlebags floated out before them. The ectoplasm bubbled and fizzed where it touched the book’s cover, vanishing in thin tendrils of white unsmoke. 



“We did it, girls!” She hugged the volume to her chest. It was warm and seemed to hum in time with her heartbeat. “Excelsior’s Ecstatic Codex! The only copy known to have survived Luna’s Rebellion!” She rubbed her cheek against the cover. “It’s okay. You’re safe now.”



“Well, better in our hooves than that evil cult’s, I suppose.” Rarity sniffed at the ectoplasm that still clung to her and made a little face. “What are you going to do with it now? Burn it?”



“Maybe bury it,” Applejack said.



“Toss it in the ocean!” Rainbow Dash said. “During a hurricane!”



“Um, lock it someplace safe?” Fluttershy said.



“Ooh, ooh!” Pinkie slid on her belly into their huddle, sending a wave of ectoplasm across the floor. “Chop it up into confetti!”



“No, girls. None of those,” Twilight said. “There’s only one thing to do with a book like this…”








Twilight Sparkle was reading on her favorite cushion when Rarity arrived.



A week had passed since their extra-dimensional escape. It was late afternoon, and the sunlight pouring through the huge crystal windows spanning her castle library cast warm pools on the floor that moved in time with the sun. Every quarter of an hour she stopped, shifted her cushion back into the center of the sunlight, and resumed reading. 



“Knock knock!” Rarity called from the library’s door. “Twilight, do you have a moment?”



“Of course, Rarity.” Twilight marked her place with a bookmark and trotted over to her friend for a quick nuzzle. “What do you need?”



“Just looking for a songbook for Sweetie. Maybe some showtunes? She’s thinking of joining the school’s theater group next year.”



“Hm.” Twilight led her over to the library’s Arts section. “All of our music-related books are here. If you see one you like, just take it over to the check-out counter.”



“Thank you, darling.” Rarity started perusing the titles, and Twilight returned to her sun-soaked reading spot.



A few cushion-shifts later, Rarity’s voice interrupted Twilight’s reading again. She looked up to see Rarity standing in the reference section with a few slender books floating in the air behind her. But her attention was on reference shelf, and she was frowning.



“I’m sorry?” Twilight said.



“I said, what is this doing here?”



Hm. Twilight closed her book again and trotted over to join her friend, who had backed a few steps away. A quick scan of the shelf revealed why.



“Oh! That’s Excelsior’s Ecstatic Codex. Remember, we went on that quest last week to retrieve it from—”



“Yes, I recall.” Rarity snorted quietly, her nostrils flaring in that dainty way Twilight could never replicate no matter how many hours she spent in front of the mirror trying. “I mean, why is it here.”



“Uh.” Twilight looked around. “In the library?”



“Yes.”



“It’s…” Twilight paused. Trick question? No, Rarity wasn’t like that. “It’s a book.”



“It’s dangerous. You said it was dangerous! You said it was filled with dark magic and we had to get it away from those zebras before they used it to, and I quote, ‘Unleash the End Times, raising a wave of hungry shadows that would sweep o’er the lands, leaving naught but ghosts and entropy in its wake’! You said that!”



Twilight nodded. “And now it’s safe. Thank you again for helping with that, by the way. I know the ectoplasm took hours to get out of everything.”



“Safe? Twilight, it’s in your library. Anypony could just come in and take it!”



“Oh. Oh!” Twilight started to laugh, only stopping when she realized Rarity was serious. “Oh. You’re serious. Relax, Rarity. It’s in the Reference section. You can’t check reference books out.”



Rarity stared at her.



Finally, “Twilight, dear, you know I love you, so please don’t take any of what I’m about to say as criticism. But don’t you think that’s a little… foolhardy? Anypony could walk in and read that book.”



“It’s a library, Rarity. That’s what it’s for.”



Rarity exhaled in a hiss. “Libraries are for literature, Twilight. Foal’s books, cookbooks, songbooks! They’re not for dark magic! Believe me, I’ve made enough mistakes with dark magic books. They’re not supposed to just be lying around in libraries!”



“Uh huh.” Twilight sat back on her haunches. “And where did you find the Inspiration Manifestation spellbook?”



“Well, Spike brought it to me.”



“And where did he find it?”



“In the old castle in the Everfree.”



“What part of the old castle?”



Rarity paused. “In the, ah… well, in the library. But it was in a hidden section!”



“Yes.” Twilight allowed herself a smile. This was where she won. “And I firmly admonished Spike for removing it without permission. Reference books cannot be checked out of the library.”



Rarity stomped a hoof. “You’re serious. You’re serious! You honestly intend to let anypony walk into this library, pull out this book—” here she did, floating the Codex out of the shelf and opening it before her to flip through the pages, “—and read it whenever they want?”



“As long as they don’t check it out, yes. That’s how libraries work.”



“And what if somepony just decides to walk out with it anyway?”



“I put a tracking gem in the spine. It will set off an alarm.” Wait, that was a secret! Twilight’s heart skipped a beat. “I mean, uh… don’t tell anypony that, though.”



Rarity flipped to another page and narrowed her eyes as she scanned the book. “I don’t like this. I don’t like this one bit, darling. I still say you should destroy this filthy thing.” She snapped the book closed, raising a cloud of dust from the ancient pages, and slid it back onto the shelf.



Twilight winced at the rough treatment. “I appreciate that concern, Rarity, but I don’t believe in destroying books, or hiding them. The citizens of Ponyville are responsible, upstanding ponies, and I trust their wisdom and discretion. That book is quite safe where it is.”








“And then she refused to discuss it any more! She just gave me that little smug look she has – you know the one, darling, where she tilts her head back and looks down her muzzle at you while she’s smiling, like you’re some little foal who can’t work out a basic arithmetic problem without her assistance – and asked me if there were any other books I wanted. Ugh, you know I love her, of course, but she can just be so infuriating sometimes! Like she’s the smartest pony in the room and of course she could never be wrong about anything! Library this, library that, books books books. And not a single thought to how dangerous that book could be to anypony who happens to pick it up!”



“Oh, um.” Fluttershy sat silently through Rarity’s latest discourse, her tiny teacup held before her like a shield. “Well, Twilight is very smart.”



“Yes! She is the smartest stupid mare I’ve ever met!” Rarity slammed her teacup down on the table with enough force to rattle the silverware. Other patrons at the Haymarket Cafe turned to glance at them before retreating from Rarity’s scowl.



“She’s not stupid, Rarity.” Fluttershy frowned down at her teacup. “She’s just… eccentric about some things. You know how she feels about her library.”



Rarity waited before responding, long enough for the tension to seep from her tight muscles. “You’re right, of course. Please, don’t ever tell her I said that. I just wish she were more reasonable sometimes.”



“Well, maybe she’s right?”



“Maybe? Maybe? Et tu, Fluttershy?” Rarity sighed. “I’ve made that mistake, Fluttershy. I know how easy it is to let a book of dark magic seduce you. It doesn’t feel wrong – on the contrary, it feels like the most right thing ever! You feel stupid for not doing it sooner! And then, before you know it, you’re transforming half the town into a colossal mess. All because you opened that silly book and weren’t strong enough to resist.”



Fluttershy stared at her tea. She seemed to hunch down even further than normal, and her eyes darted left and right. She whispered something under her breath, so quiet Rarity wouldn’t have even known she’d spoken if she hadn’t seen her lips move.



Rarity frowned. “I’m sorry, darling?”



“I said, I’ve already ready it.” She trailed off in a high mouse-like squeak.



Rarity gawked at her. “Wha.. Fluttershy! Why? Don’t you know how dangerous that is!?”



“Oh, it’s not, really. It’s just a book. I was in the library helping Twilight with the castle’s aardvark infestation, and we were waiting for the traps to cool down, and I saw it on the shelf. After all we went through last week, I was curious why the zebras were so excited about it, so I read a few pages.” Fluttershy set her tea down and rubbed the sides of her hooves together as she spoke. “It even had some ideas about how to care for special animals, but nothing evil.”



“Ugh.” Rarity rested her head on her crossed forelegs. “That’s how it starts, darling. It seems harmless. Promise me you won’t do anything that horrible book suggests?”



“Oh, um.” Fluttershy looked away again. “If it will make you feel better. I promise. It didn't even have spells, really. Just... ideas. Interesting ideas.”



Rarity gave Fluttershy a long, hard stare, enough to set the pegasus squirming. But finally she sighed. At some point friends had to trust each other, after all. 



“Very good. Now, let’s talk about something more pleasant, shall we?”








“Helloooo, anypony here? Twilight?” Rainbow Dash’s voice echoed through the library. “Where are you?”



“One moment!” Twilight shouted back. She made a final note on her essay exploring the properties of unusually long-lasting ectoplasm and trotted out of her study into the library’s main room, where Rainbow Dash stood. “Hey Dash. What brings you here?”



“Eh, was wondering if you had any books on weather.”



“We have a whole bookshelf on weather!” Twilight trotted over to the natural sciences section. “Anything in particular?”



“Sorta. The weather team’s annual fair is next week and I’m in charge of the demonstration. We need something cooler than last year. Something more… hm, awesome, yeah. Awesome.”



Twilight frowned. “What about the tornado you did last year? That got everypony very excited.”



“Mayor Mare said we’re not allowed to do tornadoes anymore.” Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes. “Something about liability. So I need some new ideas.”



“Well, how about Cold Front’s Philology of Extreme Weather Phenomena?” Twilight slid the fourth edition volume from the shelf. “Mind you, it’s mostly about how to pronounce the storms, but he goes into quite a bit of detail about creating them as well.”



“Hm. Maybe.” Dash flipped through a few pages, scanning them with a haphazard eye. “Mind if I look at the rest of these?”



“Of course not, Dash. It’s a library. Just let me know when you find one that looks useful.”  



Somewhat to Twilight’s surprise, Rainbow Dash actually stuck around, browsing through several books while Twilight returned to her essay. Nearly an hour passed before Rainbow’s voice sounded again.



“Hey, Twilight! Twilight! What’s this?”



“What’s what?” Twilight followed Rainbow’s voice to the reference section. “Oh, that’s Excelsior’s Ecstatic Codex. Remember, we went on that quest last week to—”



“Yeah, yeah.” Rainbow had the Codex out on her lap, and she turned the page slowly. “Why didn’t you tell me it had stuff about weather?”



“It has something about everything! No matter who reads it, Excelsior’s Ecstatic Codex will provide dark and forbidden knowledge on the topic most relevant to that pony. Those zebras we stole it from were most interested in resurrecting Cthubl’lekth the Eyeless, so the Codex provided them with spells and techniques they could use to—”



“Yeah, okay, got it.” Rainbow flipped another page. “So you’re saying, like, if Applejack read this, it would be filled with spells and stuff about apples?”



Twilight frowned. “Applejack is a complex pony with a wide range of interests and characteristics, Rainbow. Not only is Honesty her Element and primary value, but she is also a loving, hardworking and determined mare. You can’t just condense her entire being down to ‘apples’.”



“But it would probably be apples, right?”



“Well… I mean, probably. Statistically. But there’s still a lot more to her than just apples.”



“Uh huh.” Rainbow hefted the book in her hooves. “Can I take this with me?”



“No, it’s a reference book. You can’t check out reference books.”



“Oh. Can I write some of it down, then?”



“Sure! Let me get you some paper.”








Rarity had almost completely forgotten the trouble with the codex and the ectoplasm and the dark magic lurking in plain sight in Twilight’s library when Fluttershy came to visit.



She was at work on her sewing machine, stitching cloth panels together for an airy summer dress. It was apprentice’s work, though she had no apprentices. Easy, calming. She could do it with her eyes shut.



The silver bell above her door jangled, and a moment later she heard Fluttershy’s voice from the lobby. “It’s just me, Rarity. I was wondering if you had any spare cloth I could give to my animal friends for their bedding.”



“Of course, darling.” This was not an uncommon request. She knew Fluttershy received a small stipend from the town to cover her animal-care expenses, but it wasn’t nearly enough to pay for everything her menagerie needed. So, like most of the town’s business owners, Rarity made small in-kind donations when she could. Celestia knew she went through enough fabric. “Any particular kind? I have cotton and a little bit of linen.” 



There was a quiet thump from the lobby as Fluttershy opened the fabric trunk. “Do you have any asbestos?”



“Third shelf from the bottom. Make sure you wear a mask when handling it.” Rarity finished a long seam and smiled at her work.



Wait. She turned off the sewing machine and walked out into the lobby.



“I’m sorry, darling. Did you say asbestos?”



Fluttershy nodded. She had a white paper surgical mask on her muzzle and a bolt of fine bluish-white cloth in her hooves. “Oh, yes. It’s nice and soft and it won’t catch fire.” 



“Yes, but why do you need asbestos? You know how dangerous it can be. You didn’t find another phoenix, did you?”



“Oh no, I learned my lesson with Philomena,” Fluttershy said. “But there are so many fire-breathing creatures in the Everfree, I figured I should be prepared to help any of them.”



“Hm, well. I don’t like the idea of you doing anything dangerous, darling.” Not to mention asbestos was much more expensive than cotton, but Rarity shoved that thought to the back of her mind where it belonged. “Do be careful with it, will you? And with whatever animals you need it for.”



“Oh, you know me, Rarity. I’m always careful!” Fluttershy’s mask dimpled, as though she were smiling behind it, and she trotted out the boutique with the asbestos balanced between her wings.



So, that was interesting. A little frown marred Rarity’s face, but after a moment she shrugged and returned to her workroom.



Fluttershy knew more about caring for animals than anypony, after all. If she said she needed asbestos, it was for a good reason.








“This is fascinating. Spike, did you know that ectoplasm can sometimes persist for weeks if it’s subjected to a high-potential magical field during translocation to real universes?”



“Uh huh. I think I read that somewhere,” Spike said. He stood on a stool next to the kitchen counter, leaning over a mixing bowl and occasionally adding handfuls of crushed rubies to the dough churning within.



“I’m surprised more unicorns aren’t already aware of that,” Twilight continued. She made a little note in the margin of the book she was reading. “It would make dimensional travel a lot less messy if we could somehow mitigate the effect.”



“Do you really think other unicorns do a lot of dimensional travel?”



“Well.” Twilight paused for a moment. “Not in this universe. But maybe unicorns in other universes do?”



“Maybe unicorns in other universes like ectoplasm. Then they wouldn’t want to make it less messy.” 



Twilight frowned. “Now you’re just being pedantic.”



“No, I’m ridiculing your appeal to an untestable hypothesis by proposing another, even sillier hypothesis.” Spike removed the mixing bowl from the mixer and carried it over to the refrigerator to let the dough ferment. 



Twilight’s frown flipped over into a small smile, and walked up behind him and nuzzled the top of his head. “I taught you well, Spike.”



“Aw, thanks.” He ducked and blushed, but then wrapped his little arms around her chest in a hug. “I had a good teacher. So, when is Applejack coming over?”



“As soon as she and Big Macintosh finish up in the market. I would imagine—” the distant creak of the castle’s front door, followed by the ring of horseshoes on crystal interrupted her. “Actually, I bet that’s her now. Could you bring the tea into the library when it’s done?”



“Sure, sis.”



Applejack was browsing the genealogy shelves when Twilight reached the library. She still had her saddlebags on, and a faint sheen of sweat from the day’s work glistened in her coat. She waved as Twilight approached.



“Howdy, princess. Saw you had some traps out. Aardvarks again?”



Twilight nodded. “They just keep coming back. Fluttershy thinks it’s the crystal. Anyway, how was your day?”



“Good, good. Sold apples, made money. The usual. You?”



“Oh, listening to complaints, adjudicating minor disputes, ectoplasm research. Princess stuff.”



“Better you’n me.” Applejack sat on one of the cushions Twilight had set out for her guests. “Anyway, you’re prolly wondering why I’m here. I ran into Rarity the other day, and she had some concerns.”



“Oh.” Twilight sighed. “Let me guess. About a book?”



“Yup. One book in particular. That codex-thing we stole from the zebra cult.”



“I prefer the term ‘recovered,’ but I know which book you mean.” Twilight concentrated, and Excelsior’s Ecstatic Codex floated off the shelf over to land between them. “Did she say why she was upset?”



“She spent a lot of time talkin’ about that very topic, actually. I’m guessing you’re familiar with her points so I won’t rehash them here.” Applejack nudged the book with her hoof. “So, are they true?”



“Well, she was probably correct on the facts of the matter,” Twilight said. “Excelsior’s Ecstatic Codex does contain what most ponies would consider dark magic, and yes, I do have it available for study in the library’s reference section. I suppose we just disagree on how appropriate that is. Given Rarity’s history with dark magic books, I can see why she is apprehensive about them.”



“Uh huh.” Applejack delicately flipped the cover up and squinted at the first page. When it didn’t bite, she flipped through the index and the first chapter. “Lotta stuff about apples in here. Anyway, I guess Fluttershy was reading through this thing too?”



“Fluttershy and Rainbow Dash, actually. And you’ll note that neither of them have been subverted by dark magic and begun twisting Ponyville into horrid mockeries of their ideal world-states.”



“Does that happen often?”



“Eh.” Twilight waggled a hoof back and forth. “Sometimes.”



Applejack slowly closed the book.



“So,” she said. “I guess my concern is that just about anypony could come in here and walk away with this thing.”



“Actually, it’s in the reference section, so it can’t be—”



“Yeah, yeah. It can’t be checked out. Rarity said that.” Applejack slid the book a few inches closer to Twilight. “But what’s to stop somepony from just stealing it?”



Twilight smiled. “Oh, Applejack. I didn’t become a librarian yesterday. We have ways to make sure nopony steals our books.”








“Fluttershy, darling, you know I don’t like to pry.”



“Oh, um, of course, Rarity.”



“And I would never intrude upon my friends’ personal lives without due consideration to their privacy.”



“Well, Rarity, sometimes you—”



“What I’m saying is, I’m concerned. You’ve been acting a little odd, lately.”



“Oh?”



“Yes, yes. It’s little things, of course. I doubt most other ponies would have noticed, but they aren’t as close friends as we are, hm? Also I like to think I’m the perceptive sort. It’s the details that matter in fashion and design, you know. Where a button fits, the look of a certain stitch, or whether two shades match in the sunlight compared with the shade. For example, I was working with a lovely bit of periwinkle fabric the other day, and it was just dreadfully difficult to pair with a beautiful sapphire ribbon I’d been saving for months. Oh, it looked fine in my shop, but whenever I took the ensemble outside the colors just clashed hideously, and I ended up having to replace the sapphire with a more subdued emerald. It didn’t have quite the same look, the same sense of unity, but in the end it worked well enough. Fortunately, I had enough of the… Oh, I’m sorry, listen to me. We’re supposed to be talking about you.”



“We are?”



“We are. Now, like I said, the others may not have noticed yet, but don’t think I haven’t! You’re spending much more time than usual in your cottage. Now, there’s nothing wrong with being a little homebound, but this is downright reclusive of you. I know you were reading that horrid book Twilight is keeping in her library, and the other day you asked me for all that asbestos. And, well...”



“Yes?”



“Well, ah. How to say this. You seem to have a few burns.”



More than a few, actually. Fluttershy didn’t seem to be injured, per se, but the left side of her mane was nearly gone, along with the coat covering her forelegs up to her knees. Little black speckles and streaks of soot painted her skin grey. Even from feet away, even over the thick steam and incense wafting up from the Lotus Luxury Spa’s hot tub they were both lounging in, Rarity could smell the ash.



“Oh, those.” Fluttershy smiled. “It’s very nice of you to be so concerned, Rarity, but I’m just fine.”



“Fine? Just fine, all scorched like that?”



“It’s just hair, Rarity. Yes, just hair, don’t look so shocked. It will grow back. But if I don’t help all of the poor animals that get hurt in the Everfree, they might die! You don’t want the poor animals to die, do you, Rarity?”



“Well, no, of course not.” Rarity said. She leaned back against the tub wall to give Fluttershy some space. “But darling, certainly you can be more careful than this?”



“I am very careful, Rarity. That’s what the asbestos was for. If it weren’t for that cloth, Smokey would have probably burned my cottage down. Then he would be homeless.”



“Smokey? Fluttershy, what sort of animal are you tending to? It’s not a dragon, is it?”



“Oh, no. Smokey is just a little salamander.”



Rarity frowned and considered that for a long moment. “When you say salamander, do you mean the small amphibian, or the large, poisonous, fire-dwelling monster?”



“Oh, Smokey’s not a monster. He’s very nice.” She paused and swatted a the water. “But the rest is true.”



Rarity sighed. “Fluttershy, why?”



“Because if I don’t, who will?” Fluttershy sat up straighter. “There are many veterinarians in Equestria, Rarity, and plenty of ponies who can look after regular wild animals. But who can help take care of manticores or chimeras or cockatrices or salamanders when they get hurt? Nopony can, unless I learn to help them. The book said that salamanders are very calm if—”



“Wait, book?” Rarity’s eyes narrowed. “You mean the Codex, don’t you? Is that what got you on about taking care of monsters?”



“They’re not monsters,” Fluttershy said again. “No more than ponies are monsters, just because we have magic. And hurt salamanders need help just as much as hurt beavers or bears.”



Rarity shook her head. “I can’t say I agree with what you’re doing, Fluttershy. It seems very dangerous, and that book... Ugh, you can't trust anything you read in it. Promise me that you’ll at least ask us for help if you need?”



“Of course, Rarity.” Fluttershy reached out a hoof to rest on Rarity’s shoulder. “I’m not that silly or stubborn. If I ever need help, you’ll be the first to know.”








Rarity was not, in fact, the first pony to know that Fluttershy needed help with her salamander. The fire department was.



Twilight Sparkle was the second. She was emptying the aardvark traps behind her castle when Fluttershy arrived. 



“Oh, hello Fluttershy!” she said. She put the empty traps in a barrel of water to cool, then trotted over to give her friend a nuzzle. “How are you? Also, why do you smell like smoke?”



“Oh, um, about that.” Fluttershy coughed, raising a puff of sooty dust from her coat. “Do you mind if we talk inside? I need some advice.”



Advice! Ponies were coming to her for advice! She was a real grown-up! Twilight swelled with joy, and she allowed herself to float on the euphoric feeling for a moment before tamping it back down into her chest. Fluttershy needed her – she could relive this moment later.



“Of course. Come on it. I’ll get you some tea. Spike! Spiiiiike! Make some tea!”



“Oh, thank you. I am a bit thirsty.” Fluttershy followed as Twilight led them into the library. Rather than sit on the offered cushion, she opted for the floor. “Less likely to stain,” she explained.



“Very thoughtful of you,” Twilight said. She poured them both iced tea from the pitched Spike brought into the library. “Now, how can I help you?”



“Um, you remember the Codex? You said it provided magic and techniques on whatever topic was of interest to a particular pony?”



“Yes. Well, dark magic and techniques, but yes.”



“So, if a pony was desperately interested in how to find a runaway salamander, the codex might have information for them?”



Twilight tilted her head. “That’s awfully specific, but it doesn’t hurt to try.” Her horn glowed, and the Codex floated out of the reference section over to them. She opened it and set it before Fluttershy. “Anything?”



Fluttershy scanned the pages for a moment, then shook her head. “It just says to call the fire department. The dark fire department. I already did that.”



“We have a dark fire department?”



“No, just a regular one. But they’re probably the same.” She sighed again.



“Okay.” Twilight took the book back and closed it gently. “Why don’t you tell me what the problem is? Is it about Smokey?”



“It is.” Fluttershy sniffed and looked away. “He burned through his asbestos nest and escaped this morning.”



“Well, he should be pretty easy to find. Can’t you just follow the trail of ashes and smoke?”



Fluttershy shook her head. “There’s too many. He wandered into the Fireworks and Propane store.”



“Oh, oooh.” Twilight extended a wing to rest across Fluttershy’s back. “It’s okay. I’m sure he’ll turn up somewhere. Eventually.”



Fluttershy sniffed again, and her eyes glistened with unshed tears. “But what if he doesn’t? What if he got caught on one of those fireworks and launched halfway across the Everfree? I think Rarity might have been right all along.”



“Rarity?” Twilight frowned. “What did Rarity tell you?”



“She said the Codex was was evil and would lead us to ruin if we read it.”



Twilight sighed. “Fluttershy, listen to me. Rarity means well, but you know she has a history with dark magic books. I think she’s a little biased in her perspective. You can’t blame a book just because something went wrong. Nopony could have predicted Smokey would escape.”



“But maybe it was a bad idea to try keeping a live salamander in a town filled with pony homes and businesses?”



“Well.” Twilight paused. “That might be a good idea in general. But you can’t blame the book for that. Sometimes common sense is important! For example, Rainbow Dash used the Codex to plan tomorrow’s weather team fair, and I just know she used common sense and discretion. The Codex is only a guide. How we use it is up to us!”








Rarity was browsing the Ponyville weather team’s Flood Awareness Booth when Twilight Sparkle found her.



“Hello, Rarity,” Twilight said. “Do you have a moment?”



“Of course, darling.” Rarity put back the pamphlet on desert arroyos and gave the pegasus colt behind the counter a smile. “Are you enjoying the fair so far?”



“I am. Elephant ear?” Twilight floated a disk of fried dough the size of a dinner plate, topped with honey and cinnamon apples and powdered sugar, over to Rarity. A second, half-eaten one floated beside Twilight’s head.



“Hm.” Normally Rarity disdained carnival food, but the Ponyville Weather Fair only happened once a year. She grasped the floating treat in her own magic and took a dainty bite. “Mm, thank you. Don’t be offended if I can’t finish it, though.”



“I know. They’re pretty big.” Twilight grazed on her elephant ear for a bit as the two wandered through the fair, passing booths on various weather phenomena, each staffed by an earnest pegasus and their foals. “Anyway, have you spoken with Fluttershy lately?”



“Not since yesterday. I heard what happened, by the way. With her salamander.”



“Yes. It’s fortunate nopony was injured. But that’s why I wanted to talk with you. Apparently you spoke with Fluttershy about the Codex?”



“In a sense.” Rarity took a particularly large bite of her elephant ear, ending up with a smear of cinnamon apple on her muzzle. She lapped at it with her tongue and eventually managed to get most of it. “I asked her if she was alright, given how she’s looked the past few days. Apparently that Codex gave her the idea for the salamander, Twilight. Does that strike you as safe?”



“Fluttershy is a grown pony, Rarity. She can make her own decisions. Just because she got an idea from the Codex doesn’t mean the Codex somehow forced her to find a salamander and try to care for it.”



“Hm. Darling, please don’t take my demeanor for being smug. I am terribly sad about what happened to Fluttershy’s cottage and Fireworks and Propane. But I do take a certain satisfaction in being correct, and right now I feel very correct. I think you should get rid of that book before anypony else makes the mistake of reading it.”



Twilight smiled. “I’ll have you know, Fluttershy was not the only pony to read the Codex. In fact, there’s a pony here today who read it for inspiration, and we’re about to see her work.”



Rarity froze. She mentally rewound through the day, trying to imagine all the ponies who had boasted to her of some feat or other. In the end, of course, only one stood out. “Rainbow Dash?”



“Yep! She read the Codex for inspiration for this year’s demonstration.”



“Oh.” Rarity took another bite and chewed in thoughtful silence. “I thought she was doing another tornado?”



Twilight took her time before answering. She led them to the large viewing stands set up for the demonstration and found a comfy spot away from the bustling crowd. “Apparently Mayor Mare won’t let her. But Rarity, you’re missing the point! Rainbow Dash actually conducted research, and the Codex helped her! How could you be upset with that?”



“Aren’t you worried about what it taught her?” Rarity looked over her shoulder, then up at the skies. They were blue and cloudless as far as she could see. “She could have anything planned.”



Twilight shrugged. “She said it was a surprise. And, let’s be honest, it can’t be much worse than that tornado.”



“Your optimism is boundless.” Rarity finished off the last of her elephant ear, leaving nothing but a faint dusting of powdered sugar on her hooves. After a quick glance around to make sure nopony else but Twilight was watching, she wiped them on her coat. “I’ve given the matter some thought, Twilight, and I think I know why we disagree on this matter so much.”



“Oh?”



“Yes. You have a fundamentally sunny view of pony nature. You’re comfortable with giving everypony who wants access to that Codex, because you believe, in the end, ponies will make the right choices.”



“I accept, for the purpose of this argument, that you are correct.”



“Very good. I, on the other hoof, have a somewhat dimmer view of pony nature, I suppose. I think it is dangerous to put that Codex in a public library where anypony who wants can come up and discover some dangerous technique or spell. Most ponies – indeed, the majority – may make the right decisions, but what about the ponies who don’t? Doesn’t the danger posed by those ponies outweigh the intangible benefit of making that knowledge open to all?”



“I can’t agree with your characterization of free knowledge as an ‘intangible benefit,’ Rarity. I believe that making as much knowledge available to as many ponies as possible is one of the hallmarks of an open society, and as a librarian I have a responsibility to uphold that value. Ponies make mistakes, yes – that is what ponies do. But ponies learn from mistakes, too. Fluttershy may have had a bad experience caring for that salamander, but she is also a better, wiser pony for having done so.”



“Hm.” Rarity was quiet for a moment as she pondered her next move. Around them, ponies had started settling into the viewing stands in preparation for Rainbow Dash’s weather demonstration. An eager buzz built in the crowd. “But what of the potential costs, Twilight? I suppose wanting to care for injured animals is harmless, but think about all the other terrible things that book could lead to?”



“I believe we would be fine,” Twilight said. “Whatever evils ponies make, ponies of good heart can unmake.”



“Mhm.” Rarity turned toward the horizon, where a dark cloud billowed just above the trees. “Oh, it seems that Rainbow’s demonstration is about to start.”



The cloud grew, but there was something odd about it. Even from miles distant, Rarity could tell it was too small to be a real cloud. It roiled over the trees, expanding and contracting like a thing alive. A low, harsh hum filled Rarity’s ears and vibrated in her bones.



Twilight tilted her head. “Dust storm, maybe?”



“Where would she get the dust? No, I think it must be some kind of dirty snow.”



“I suppose we’ll find out in a second. Look, there she is!” Twilight pointed a hoof just as Rainbow Dash rocketed overhead. Behind her, the dark, shifting cloud drew ever closer. The ominous hum turned into a buzzsaw that set Rarity’s coat on end.



A large grasshopper, half the size of Rarity’s hoof, landed on the bench beside them. It stumbled, rolled onto its side, and righted itself with a flash of membranous wings. It sat between them for a moment, its abdomen pulsing as it breathed, and then it leapt back into the air.



Two more grasshoppers replaced it. Then a third.



A fourth landed on Rarity’s knee. She gave it a little frown.



“Oh. Oooh.” Twilight glanced from the grasshoppers back to the huge, dark cloud beginning to break over the town. Several more of the insects had landed in her mane. “Locusts. That’s not really weather.”



“No, it isn’t,” Rarity said. She had to raise her voice to be heard over the endless rattle of billions of wings, not to mention the screaming ponies fleeing through the streets. “But this gets back to my point, Twilight. That book is dangerous.”



“The book isn’t dan-phflrk! Ptew!” Twilight spat out a grasshopper and started over. She had to lean closer – the buzzing wings were so loud now that they began to take on an almost musical tone, a constant E♭ in the timbre of a falling tree. “Ugh. The book isn’t dangerous, Rarity! Ponies just sometimes make poor choices!”



“What would it take to convince you otherwise?” Rarity held a hoof over her mouth to keep the locusts out. They were the only ponies left in the stands, now. Or, at least, so it seemed – Rarity couldn’t see more than a few feet in any direction through the flashing wings.



“It’s a matter of principle, Rarity! You can’t negotiate your principles!”



Rarity sighed. She would have liked to keep arguing, but it was getting too loud to hear Twilight, even from a few feet away. Instead she stood and fumbled her way, half-blind, through the dark blizzard to her boutique.



It was time to make some plans.








Twilight Sparkle was sweeping dead locusts out of the castle foyer when Rarity arrived.



She had a large push broom borrowed from the Ponyville Parks and Recreation service. It swept the locust husks into huge piles, and she used her magic to gather them and dump them in the street, where special wagons made twice-daily visits to collect the chitinous mass and deliver it to the town’s new locust incinerator. A pall of greasy smoke blew west from the town into the distance.



On the plus side, Twilight hadn’t seen any aardvarks in days. 



“Hello, Twilight,” Rarity said as she walked in. “Sorry, here you are cleaning and I’m tracking new locusts all over the place.”



“It’s fine, just wipe your hooves on the mat.” Twilight shook the broom out and leaned it against the entryway, then walked over to give her friend a nuzzle. “How have you been? I haven’t seen you since the swarm.”



“Oh, busy, like all of us.” Rarity returned the nuzzle with a smile. “But the Boutique is almost cleared out, now. Just a few rooms to go.”



“Good, good. So, what brings you by?”



“Must I have a reason, darling? Can’t I simply visit a friend?” Rarity gave her a tiny pout, then sighed. “Ah, but you’re correct. Can we go to the library?”



Twilight led the way. The closer they got, the fewer locust corpses they had to step over, until by the time they reached the library the room appeared to be completely free of the insects. 



“Are you familiar with the idea, ‘Heighten the Contradictions’?” Rarity asked. She set her saddlebags on one of the library’s tables, then wandered into the reference section. As expected, she returned with Excelsior’s Ecstatic Codex floating before her, and she set it open on the table between them.



“Hm, I believe so.” Twilight closed her eyes and composed her next words before speaking. “Generally, it means to make a situation increasingly intolerable by taking actions that you disagree with, but comport with your opponent’s position, in order to show how ultimately damaging their position is.”



“Yes. And we’ve agreed that I, personally, am not in favor of studying dark magic.” Rarity pulled out a sheet of drafting paper and began sketching. Her eyes darted back and forth between her paper and the Codex. “But as you can see, here I am, studying it now.”



“Ah.” Twilight smiled. “I see. You intend to use the Codex’s techniques to create something so appalling, so awful, that I will have no choice but to accept your argument that it is dangerous to leave the Codex in the library’s public collection.”



“You perceive correctly,” Rarity said. She made a sharp, dark line on the paper, and winced as she did. She closed her eyes, took a long breath, and resumed her drawing.



“Even though you, of course, believe it is wrong to use the Codex in this way. This must be very painful for you.”



Rarity shivered again. Her pencil jittered across the paper, and the tip snapped off with a squeal. She exhaled slowly, several times, and produced a new pencil from her bag.



“More painful than you can imagine, Twilight. Here! I give you the fruits of your incaution! The rotten product of your inflexible principles!” Here she held up her drawing pad and thrust it into Twilight’s face. “Look, Twilight! Behold! Dark fashion!”



Twilight gasped and flinched away, but her eyes were fastened to the page. She could not blink. Rarity’s gruesome designs seized her brain with a horrible fascination, and she felt herself drawn back in.



Black cotton shirts littered with holes.



Fishnet lace leggings.



Horseshoes as thick as a phonebook.



Collars studded with metal spikes.



And all of it black.



“No… No no no…” she mumbled. “Rarity, you can’t create these! This is monstrous! It’s an abomination!”



“This is where your principles lead, Twilight! No, don’t look away!” She forced the papers back into Twilight’s face. “You have to see it, Twilight!”



“I.. no, no! Is that mascara?!”



“Yes! Pounds of it, Twilight! All the black mascara in Ponyville! In all the world! Alienated teenage fillies will love it! And do you know what I will call this line of clothing, Twilight?”



Twilight shook her head. Everything was numb, distant, foggy. But the true horror of the moment began to well up within her chest, and she knew Rarity’s answer before the unicorn spoke.



“I will call it, Twilight Sparkle’s Pride! You’ll be famous for it, Twilight!”



“No! Noo!”



“Yes!” Rarity shouted. Tears streamed down both their faces now. “But it’s not too late, Twilight! Say the words! Destroy the book, burn it, banish it, bury it, I care not how you go about it but rid your library of this accursed thing! And I will burn these designs to ash!”



So, that was it. Rarity’s final ultimatum. Heighten the contradictions, indeed! Twilight closed her eyes and let the future wash over her.



She could see it now. Little fillies and colts, eager for knowledge, visiting her library. But she had no knowledge! For Excelsior’s Ecstatic Codex was banished, censored, prohibited. And after the Codex, what other books might go? Could she stop anything from being banned? How would the shelves of her library look, emptied?



Twilight let out a long breath. “I’m sorry, Rarity. I can’t ban a book. Do what you must.”



Rarity stared at her. The blasphemous designs shook in her magical grip. For a long moment, the only sound in the room was the rush of blood in her ears and the faint, distant roar of the locust incinerator.



Rarity’s eyes fell. She stared at the floor, her sides heaving. The bundle of papers crumbled in her grip and vanished in a flash of blue flame. Ashes drifted to the crystal tiles.



“I’m sorry, Twilight,” she whispered. “I never meant to threaten you. I… I just wanted you to see how dangerous it could—urk!” She came to a sudden stop as Twilight gripped her in a fierce hug. They stood like that, silent as stones. Finally, Rarity slid to the floor, and they huddled against each other.



Breathe in, breathe out. She could smell the fear, the sweat, the locusts in Rarity's coat, but she didn't care. They held each other tight.



“It’s okay.” Twilight pressed her face against Rarity’s shoulder. “You just wanted to do what’s right. We both did. But, but… I think what really matters here is friendship, Rarity. You did the—”



“Excuse me,” a stallion’s deep voice broke into their conversation. “I see you two are very busy, but would it be okay if I checked this book out?”



Twilight blinked through her tears and looked up. A cowled zebra stood at the table, holding Excelsior’s Ecstatic Codex in his hooves.



“Oh, I’m sorry.” Twilight sniffled. “That’s a reference book. You can’t check out reference books.”



“Ah, I understand. I apologize for troubling you.” He gave them both a little bow and walked away.



Twilight cleared her throat. “Now then, as I was saying. Rarity, I’m so proud of you. We both got caught up in our principles, and we forgot the most important thing – our friendship! This could have torn us apart, but when the cards were down and you saw that neither of us would back down, you recognized that our relationship, the love we feel for each other as friends, is more valuable than some silly book. I… I don’t know if I could have done that in your position.”



“Twilight?” Rarity had turned her tear-streaked face away.



“Yes?”



“Why is the library door blinking?”



Huh? Twilight followed Rarity’s gaze to the door. Above it and on either side, the large red anti-theft crystals were flashing for attention.



“Oh.” Twilight wiped her nose with the back of her hoof. “It means somepony walked out with a book they weren’t supposed to.”



“Ah.”



They were silent again for a while.



“Rarity?”



“Yes, Twilight?”



“Do you think that zebra—”



“Yes, Twilight. Yes I do.”



“Oh.” Twilight sighed. “I’ll go get the girls. Can you bail Rainbow Dash out of jail? I think we’ll need her too.”
      

      
   
      The Trolls


      

      
      
         A deep, arrhythmic rumble echoed from the south, imperceptible at first, but rapidly drawing closer. The citizens of Ponyville looked toward the sound and saw three imposing figures emerge from the edge of the Everfree Forest. Each of them stood larger than the cottages that made up the town, dragging along enormous spiked clubs that carved out their path behind them. Sporting rotund bellies, mangled yellow teeth, and skin a putrid shade of green, the mere sight of them was enough to inspire a sense of queasiness.



The first of the creatures had a large, potato-shaped nose positioned directly above his sneer, with beady eyes that seemed to criticize anything unfortunate enough to be in his line of sight. The second wore a hat of what resembled numerous burlap sacks haphazardly stitched together as well as an airy countenance. The third creature leading the way—the largest of them all—had an unruly, reddish-brown beard that, at its longest, reached down to the bellybutton peeking out from underneath his grubby shirt.



The ponies could only quake in stunned silence as the monsters entered their town and gazed out upon them. The bearded creature raised his free fist high into the air, eclipsing the sun and casting a malevolent shadow over them.



He cleared his throat into his fist.



“Ahem, salutations, all,” he said. “I am Trenton, the Indomitable Conqueror. These are my associates: Travis, Strong-As-A-Mountain—”



“Pleased to make your acquaintance,” the hat-wearing creature said with a bow.



“—And Tristan, He-Who-Crushes-Things.”



“Charmed,” the potato-nosed one grunted with a disinterested wave.



“—And we are the Trolls,” Trenton, the Indomitable Conqueror concluded. “We have come to conquer this land and plunder all of its resources.”



“Yes!” Travis cut in. “And if any among you dares to stand in our way, we will… we will—pardon me, gents,” he said, quickly turning to the others, “I always forget. Do we quash rebellions, or do we… squash rebellions?”



“We quash them,” Tristan answered.



“Ah, yes, thank you.” He turned back to the wide-eyed ponies. “We will quash any forms of rebellion… by squashing them.”



“We are prepared to accept your complete and utter surrender,” Trenton continued. “You have until… oh, what say you, fellows?”



Tristan merely shrugged his broad shoulders while Travis rubbed his chin in thought.



“Hmm, mid-morning tomorrow?” he suggested.



“Ah, yes, perfect,” Trenton agreed. “Just after morning tea.” He turned to address the ponies once more. “You have until mid-morning tomorrow to surrender, or we will begin our conquest of this land.”



Satisfied that their message had been received, the Trolls gave a nod and lumbered back towards the direction they came, once more dragging their fearsome clubs behind them. As the sound of their heavy footsteps receded into the distance, a single voice managed to shatter the silence in the crowd.



“…Somepony alert the Princess.”








The Trolls looked down at the small assembly of ponies before them, seven in all. Judging by the general mood in the air, they were not there to discuss surrender. Travis, Strong-As-A-Mountain tilted his head in confusion.



“Now I believe we made it expressly clear how we would respond to opposition,” he said thoughtfully.



“Indeed,” Tristan agreed.



Twilight Sparkle stepped forward. “We will not stand by and let you threaten our home,” she said. “We’ve faced much worse than the likes of you.” Applejack, Rainbow Dash, and Pinkie Pie joined her side.



Starlight Glimmer chewed her lip as the two groups stared at each other, eyes narrowed. “I’m not sure this is a good idea…” she muttered. Rarity and Fluttershy walked over to her.



“Twilight said she didn’t want you putting yourself in harm’s way,” Rarity said. “Just stick with us, darling. Those four tend to do most of the work in these situations, anyway.” Fluttershy nodded in agreement, but Starlight still could not shake her nerves.



Rainbow Dash shot into the air, meeting the Trolls at eye-level. “Are we gonna do this the easy way, or the hard way?”



Trenton merely kept his arms folded over his chest, waiting to see what the ponies would do next. A flare surrounded Twilight’s horn as she readied herself to cast a spell.



“Oh-ho-ho-ho!” Travis chortled. “They’re going to fight us with magic!”



“How quaint,” Tristan said, nearly cracking a grin.



“Now, now, fellows,” Trenton said, speaking up at last. “Let us give them a sporting chance.” He raised an eyebrow to the ponies in challenge. “Your move, ladies.”



Rainbow Dash needed no more invitation than that. She zoomed through the air to find a good angle of attack before dive-bombing Tristan, He-Who-Crushes-Things. Meanwhile, Applejack and Pinkie each raced toward Travis—Applejack with a lasso in her teeth and Pinkie with her party cannon. Twilight took to the air and arched her back, preparing to fire a magical energy blast at Trenton, the Indomitable Conqueror.



Starlight’s spirits sank like a lead weight at the display.



Rainbow Dash harmlessly deflected off of Tristan’s sturdy body, flying back around to try again from another angle, like a particularly persistent gnat. Travis absentmindedly picked at his teeth while Applejack bucked at his ankles with all of her might and Pinkie fired confetti from her cannon and assaulted him with cake. But it was her mentor’s efforts that were the most disheartening.



Twilight’s initial energy blast left only the smallest scorch mark on Trenton’s face, and her subsequent blasts were proving just as ineffective as he calmly scratched at the exposed portion of his belly. He licked his thumb and snuffed out an errant flame that had caught in his beard.



Travis pulled his finger out of his gaping mouth long enough to impatiently ask, “How much longer are we to indulge these ponies?”



Tristan huffed in agreement, slowly waving an arm as if to shoo Rainbow Dash away.



“Fine, fine,” Trenton relented, spreading his arms wide. The other Trolls mirrored the gesture and together they all let loose a thunderous clap. The concussive shockwave knocked Rainbow Dash and Twilight out of the air and rattled the bones of Applejack and Pinkie. The shock was enough to knock Rarity, Fluttershy, and Starlight off-balance, even from the sidelines.



The ponies slowly pushed themselves back onto their hooves as a deep shadow fell over them. Trenton, the Indomitable Conqueror casually shouldered his massive club.



“You have until mid-morning tomorrow to surrender,” he reminded them with a smile.



“…Just after morning tea.”








Rainbow Dash slammed her hoof against the Map.



“I say we quit messing around!” she said, gritting her teeth. “Let’s break out the Rainbow Power and blast ‘em back to wherever they came from!”



Low murmurs passed through the others. Nopony else seemed to match her enthusiasm.



Starlight’s eyes once more jumped to Twilight, but she still had not moved a muscle since sitting down on her throne. She was too absorbed in her own thoughts.



“They’re almost impervious to magic,” Twilight said distantly. All eyes fell on her, waiting for her to continue, but she simply shook her head. “I think what we need is a different tactic.”



“Like what?” Applejack asked.



Twilight had been replaying past encounters in her head: her initial battle with Tirek; the Tantabus of Luna’s nightmares; her time-loop confrontation with Starlight. Force and aggression had never been the solution. In fact, they usually made the situation worse.



“I might have an idea,” Twilight said with a smile. “Actually, I might have two. Rarity, Fluttershy,” she said, looking between them, “I’d like you two to go talk with the Trolls in the morning. Maybe you can convince them to reconsider attacking Equestria.”



Their eyes widened in shock as they visibly froze.



“…You really think we can do it?” Fluttershy asked in disbelief.



“Well, I think you two have a better chance than the rest of us would…” Twilight said, scratching the back of her head. Applejack and Pinkie shifted awkwardly, while Rainbow Dash crossed her forelimbs and frowned.



Rarity and Fluttershy met each other’s gaze, engaging in a silent exchange. Their nerves and fears slowly dissipated until they shared a nod.



“Very well, Twilight,” Rarity said. “We shall set out in the morning.”



Twilight gave them an appreciative smile, but Starlight was still stuck on another detail.



“Didn’t you say you have another idea?” she asked.



“Why, yes, I did, Starlight,” Twilight said, giving her a nod. She looked back across the Map. “Pinkie, do you think you could reach out to some friends of ours?”



Pinkie Pie could only tilt her head with curiosity.








Starlight looked up the length of train tracks, along with Rainbow Dash, Applejack, Twilight and Pinkie. The morning train was due to arrive any minute, but the wait was starting to get to her. She pulled Twilight aside to have a private word with her.



“What is it, Starlight?” Twilight asked.



“I-I was just wondering why you didn’t have me go with Rarity and Fluttershy,” Starlight explained. The question had been nagging her since the two groups split up that morning. “I mean, wouldn’t that make more sense?”



Twilight bit her lip, averting her eyes. Apparently it had been a question she was hoping to avoid.



“I’m just being cautious,” she finally said. “I know Rarity and Fluttershy will be able to handle themselves, regardless of what happens. I don’t want to put you in danger, though, especially if their meeting doesn’t go well.”



Starlight limply opened her mouth to speak, but swallowed the words back down. Her eyes fell to the ground as the silence thickened between them.



Twilight quickly shook her head and smiled to her. “Besides, this gives me the opportunity to introduce you to a few new friends. We could even consider this your next lesson in friendship!”



Starlight was about to ask how simply meeting some of her friends could be a friendship lesson, but the sound of a chugging locomotive drew everypony’s attention. The train slowed to a stop in front of them with a burst of steam and the doors of the passenger car opened.



Starlight’s jaw dropped.








Rarity levitated a picnic basket in her magical aura as she and Fluttershy made her way back through the Forest. Keeping her eyes trained forward, she mulled over the importance of their mission, but between her charm and Fluttershy’s poise, she had faith that they could do it.



She turned to face Fluttershy, offering her a smile. Fluttershy gave her a bashful smile in return.



They entered the clearing the Trolls had staked as their own to find them seated near a colossal copper teapot next to what must have once been a large fire pit, judging by the scorched, blackened ground.



“Yoo-hoo!” Rarity called with a wave, hoping to start the encounter on a friendly note.



“Good morning,” Fluttershy said.



The Trolls looked up and hurriedly fumbled to stand up, a task made daunting by their immense bulks. Once finally upright, Tristan, He-Who-Crushes-Things glowered over at Travis and elbowed him. Travis flinched in surprise, but got the message. He quickly swiped his burlap hat off of his head.



“Good morning, ladies,” they recited together.



Rarity and Fluttershy smiled to each other. This might just work, after all.



“We were hoping to have a word with you,” Rarity said brightly. “May we join you for tea?”



“By all means,” Trenton, the Indomitable Conqueror answered. He and the other Trolls fell back onto their haunches, shaking the ground as they did. Travis replaced his patchwork hat as Rarity and Fluttershy made their way over. “Your timing is impeccable—the tea has just finished steeping.”



“I simply must apologize for our friends’ behavior yesterday,” Rarity began. She levitated a picnic blanket and two teacups out of her basket, set them between the two parties, and took a seat next to Fluttershy. “I’m hoping we can all have a fresh start today.”



Tristan set out three well-used teacups, each large enough for a pony to bathe in, while Trenton reached over and grabbed the copper handle. His flesh sizzled against the hot metal, but he seemed unbothered as he hefted it off the ground.



“Let us not spoil morning tea by dredging up the past. This is a new beginning.” With remarkable precision, he gave the teapot the slightest tilt and managed to fill both of the ponies’ teacups without spilling a drop. “Enjoy,” he said, flashing a yellow, uneven smile.



Rarity and Fluttershy waited for the Trolls to fill theirs before they all raised their cups.



“Cheers,” Tristan said, more out of obligation than true interest. The Trolls all extended their pinkies and took a sip.



Rarity and Fluttershy each delicately sipped their tea. Troll tea was surprisingly robust and aromatic, yet it also possessed its own vibrancy that seemed to radiate through them and invigorate them.



An excellent morning tea, indeed.



Travis, Strong-As-A-Mountain reached over and ripped a tree straight out of the ground, roots and all. He dangled a branch over his cup, causing honey to ooze out of a beehive and into his tea.



“Oh-ho-ho-ho,” he chuckled. “Where are my manners?” He waved the tree over Fluttershy’s cup. “Honey?”



Fluttershy recoiled as she watched bees angrily attack Travis’s hand, though he paid them no mind. An Equestrian spear would be lucky to leave a scratch against his resilient flesh. Her eyes flickered up to the Troll’s, still awaiting an answer.



“Um, no, thank you,” she squeaked.



Travis shrugged and slammed the tree back into the ground where he got it.



“Now, then,” Trenton said, “I assume you are here to discuss the ponies’ surrender?”



Rarity choked mid-sip, but not being one to waste good tea, dutifully gulped it down. She turned to Fluttershy with a silent, panicked cry for help on her face.



“Well, actually,” Fluttershy said, receding into her mane, “we were hoping you might… reconsider… attacking Equestria?”



Trenton stared at her for a moment, soaking in her words.



“Ahahaha, hahaha, ahaha!” His laugh was a jolly, hearty sound that shook the ground almost as much as it did his belly. “Ahahahaha—no.”



“But-but…” Fluttershy whimpered, until Rarity cleared her throat. It would be best not to press the issue, lest they spoil his good mood. They were being such gracious hosts, after all.



They needed a different approach.



“Care to enlighten me,” Rarity said, trying to sound casual, “what would happen if the ponies didn’t surrender? Hypothetically, of course.”



Trenton, the Indomitable Conqueror ran his fingers through his tangle of beard. “We would travel the land, plundering all of your gold and jewels—”



“—Pillaging all of your food,” Travis cut in.



“And crushing things,” Tristan finished.



Rarity gulped. “I-I see. And what would our surrender entail, exactly?”



Trenton rubbed his hand together and stretched. “We would travel the land, accepting your tributes of gold and jewels—”



“—Feasting on all of your offerings of food,” Travis interrupted.



“And crushing things,” Tristan said.



“Though, not as much crushing,” Trenton amended.



Rarity and Fluttershy exchanged panicked looks. Neither outcome exactly qualified as desirable. They looked back up as the Trolls shifted around, rising to their feet.



“Well,” Travis said, stretching, “that concludes morning tea. Unless you surrender now, we will begin laying waste to everything you know and love. Oh-ho-ho-ho…”



Trenton joined in with another hearty laugh, and even Tristan gave a snort of amusement.



Fluttershy’s lip quivered as tears pooled in her eyes. “But…”



“Oh, no, my dear,” Trenton quickly said. “You misunderstand. That was just a bit of troll humor. Admittedly, it is not for everyone.”



Fluttershy slowly regained control of her breathing, but the horror refused to leave her eyes.



“Although the question does remain,” Trenton said, growing serious. “Are you going to surrender?”



Rarity looked back and forth frantically. “Oh, um, w-well, I—”



“Stop!” a voice rang out.



They all swiveled to see five approaching ponies, with a determined Twilight Sparkle in the lead.



“Ahh,” Trenton said as he and the other Trolls lumbered forward to meet them. “It is a pleasure to see you all again. What brings you here?”



“Trolls,” Twilight said, “I’d like to introduce you to… our friends.”



The rest of the ponies stepped aside to reveal three regal-looking yaks.



“Trolls!” Prince Rutherford yelled. “Greetings, Trolls!”



Trenton raised a bushy eyebrow. “What is the meaning of this?”



“Yaks come to help pony friends,” Prince Rutherford explained. “Yaks challenge Trolls… to SMASHING CONTEST!”



“Ahahahaha!” Trenton laughed into the skies.



“We tower over you, yaks,” he said, leaning over them to emphasize the point. “Do you truly believe you can defeat us in a smashing contest?”



The Prince refused to be intimidated. “Yaks win; Trolls leave Equestria!”



“And what do we get if we win?”



The portion of Prince Rutherford’s face that could be seen descended into a bitter scowl.



“…Yaks forfeit Yakyakistan.”



The ponies all gasped in shock. The Prince had kept that particular detail from them up until then, but the lack of reaction from his entourage made it clear that this had been the plan all along.



Any chance to talk the Prince out of it was lost when Trenton turned to the other Trolls. “Hmm, what do you think, fellows?”



Travis was stroking his chin in thought. “It is an interesting proposition…”



“I concur,” Tristan said.



“Very well, old sport,” Trenton said, turning back to Prince Rutherford. “You have yourself a wager.”








Pinkie Pie, dressed in a grey knit cap and matching sweatshirt, was zipping between the yaks, massaging their shoulders, and sharing words of encouragement.



“Now you go out there and do what yaks do best!” Pinkie said. “Don’t think about how the fates of two whole nations are on the line.” She tittered nervously. “N-no biggie.”



The yaks remained completely focused and straight-faced, with no sign of cracking beneath the pressure they were under. Or perhaps they had simply dozed off while standing up. It could be difficult to tell with their bangs constantly in the way.



Regardless, Twilight took her place between the Trolls and the yaks.



“Alright, everyone,” she announced, “it’s time to begin! Now, according to my official Smashing Contest Rulebook”—Rainbow Dash struck her own forehead—“neither team may use any outside objects, relying only on their strength and smashing techniques. Do both teams agree to these terms?”



“Yaks accept!” Prince Rutherford shouted.



“Very well,” Trenton said. The Trolls simultaneously dropped their clubs, shaking the ground on impact. “We accept.”



“Then the best of three events wins.” Twilight turned to her friends. “Rainbow Dash, as Ponyville’s resident demolition-mare and the previous record-holder for ‘Most Stuff Broken in Under a Minute’, I would like you to officiate.”



“Oh, how do I always get dragged into these things?” she muttered as she drifted over. She donned her coach’s cap and whistle, and took the official rulebook from Twilight. Her eyes lazily skimmed over the pages, mumbling as she went. Having acquired a sufficient grasp of the rules, she slammed the book shut and turned to the competitors.



“Alright!” she said as she shot into the air. “The first event is Boulder Smashing.” She held a hoof out to indicate a large pile of boulders, similar to the one Pinkie had once fashioned into a rock slide. “The first team to smash ten of those boulders wins, and a boulder is only considered smashed if each piece is smaller than one-quarter of its original size, so don’t hold back! Got it?”



The competitors all gave an affirmative grunt.



“On your marks, get set—” she let out a shrill whistle.



The yaks and the Trolls raced for the boulders as the ponies let out cheers. The unwieldy gait of the Trolls made them slower to reach the boulders, and the yaks took full advantage of their head start.



“Go, yaks, go!” Starlight joined in. She still had difficulty wrapping her mind around the fact that her mentor and friends were also friends with yaks, but here they were, placing their all of faith in them. And if they all believed in the yaks, then she did, too.



At least she did until she saw how they were doing.



The yaks roared as they collided headfirst with boulders, shattered them with their hooves, and stomped them to pieces. Despite their valiant performance, however, they could not outpace the Trolls’ massive fists. Tristan, He-Who-Crushes-Things thoroughly illustrated how he had earned his title. The Trolls were smashing in a frenzy to make up for lost time, even resorting to breaking the boulders against each other like some sort of brutal pillow-fight.



The yaks had just started their eighth boulder when Trenton ground their last boulder to dust beneath his foot.



Rainbow Dash looked down gravely, holding out a hoof. “The winners of the first event are… the Trolls.”



Prince Rutherford bellowed in frustration, smashing the remnants of a boulder to bits. Trenton, the Indomitable Conqueror stepped over to him with a smug grin.



“It is not too late to forfeit now, old sport,” he said, shaking boulder dust loose from his beard. “There is no shame in admitting defeat.”



The Prince ground his teeth. “Yaks only getting started!” He yelled so fervently that his bangs parted, revealing the fire in his piercing, olive-green eyes.








Applejack unloaded a few apple brown bettys from her cart and passed them out to the yaks.



“Eat up, fellas,” she said, though they were already noisily munching down on them. “You’ll need yer strength for the next event.”



“Mm-hmm,” Prince Rutherford grunted before burying his face in another betty.



Applejack took a look around. Rainbow Dash was pacing around as she poured over the rulebook; Pinkie Pie was giving pom-poms to Rarity and Fluttershy, despite their reluctance to accept them; and Twilight and Starlight were talking off to the side. From what Applejack could gather, Twilight was still telling her about how they had become friends with the yaks in the first place.



The Trolls were in their own little corner of the meadow, grumbling and scowling and growing impatient as they awaited the next event. Applejack shook her head. An idea had invaded her mind, one that she definitely could not indulge. She let out a sigh as it continued to nag at her.



She wheeled her cart over to the Trolls.



The Trolls stumbled trying to push themselves up until Applejack held up a hoof.



“Don’t get up on my account,” she said. “I’m just here to drop these off.” She unhitched herself from the cart and started walking off.



“Wait!” Travis called.



Applejack froze, but peeked back over her shoulder.



“…What is this for?” he asked.



“I reckon ya’ll ain’t had anythin’ since yer mornin’ tea, is all,” she explained. “Sorry there ain’t exactly enough to go around.” With that, she continued walking.



“Uh—uh…” Travis, Strong-As-A-Mountain watched her leave before turning to the cart. He managed to grab a few bettys before the other Trolls swiped the cart away. The bettys looked like odd brown birthmarks against their chubby green fingers, but they did their best to eat them.



Applejack sighed and lifted her head up to the sight of her friends staring at her in disbelief.



“…What?” she asked.



“Applejack…” Starlight said softly.



“That was… incredible, darling!” Rarity exclaimed. Everypony rushed past Starlight to give Applejack a hug.



“C’mon, now,” Applejack said. “Ain’t no need to make a fuss.” She turned to Rainbow Dash. “You gonna announce the next event anytime soon?”



“Yeah, yeah,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I was just about to, until all that happened.” She disconnected from the hug and took flight.



Starlight continued to stare at Applejack as everypony else went back to their own affairs.



“Why did you do that?” Starlight asked. “Why did you help them?”



Applejack shrugged. “Just seemed like the right thing to do.”



Before Starlight could ask her to elaborate, Rainbow Dash’s voice cut through the field.



“It’s time for the next event!” She looked down to Twilight, who began casting the spell. Two thick, semi-transparent walls appeared to grow out of the ground, taller than even the Trolls themselves. The competitors approached their walls and gazed at their distorted, multifaceted reflections. “This is enchanted crystal,” Rainbow Dash explained. “The same stuff the Crystal Castle is made of. Each team needs to smash a hole in their wall big enough to fit through. The first team to make it to the other side of their wall wins.”



The yaks and the Trolls nodded.



“On your marks, get set—” her whistle blared out another screech.



Travis, Strong-As-A-Mountain punched the wall, making it rattle, but barely left a mark. Tristan roughly shoved him aside and raised his fist to attack the wall, only to be interrupted by Travis pushing him back. He managed to get a few more punches in before Tristan tackled him. Trenton bumped them both out of the way with his belly and crashed his head against the crystal, resulting in the first major crack in their wall.



Starlight turned her attention to the yaks. The three stood side-by-side, savagely striking and tackling the crystal wall. Cracks were spreading and overlapping with each other. The yaks were making steady progress, while the Trolls continued arguing and bashing each other as much as they were bashing their wall.



Prince Rutherford let loose a guttural yell and drove his hoof through the weakened crystal. He and the others began chipping away at the edge of the hole, slowly widening it.



Trenton slammed a fist down on Travis’s head, making the latter Troll stagger away. He brought both of his fists together and struck the wall with all of his might. The loud crunch resounded through the field as a deep crack traveled the entire length of the wall.



“Yaks!” Prince Rutherford gasped between breaths. “On three!” The yaks all backed up and lowered their heads.



Tristan leaned back and kicked the wall, embedding his foot in the crystal. Travis, having recovered from his daze, ripped him away and began punching the upper-portion of their wall with reckless abandon, exacerbating the crack. Trenton muscled his way to the front, drew his arm back, and took aim at the middle of the wall.



“…THREE!” Prince Rutherford bellowed.



The yaks charged at the wall and smashed through, sending bits of crystal cascading through the air and scattering light in every direction. They gave their heads a vigorous shake and looked over at the Trolls.



Trenton’s fist had broken through, but all three of the Trolls remained on the opposite side of the wall.



“The yaks win the second event!” Rainbow Dash cheered.



Pinkie jumped up from behind the Prince and gave him a hug as the rest of the ponies came to celebrate their victory.



Starlight looked over at the Trolls. Trenton, the Indomitable Conqueror was struggling to free his fist from the crystal, but his fellow Trolls did not seem inclined to help him. Each of them was glaring and growling at the others.



She turned to join her friends in congratulating the yaks on their victory as Applejack’s words echoed in the back of her mind.








The Trolls refused to look at each other. The atmosphere between them was so tense that the ponies were glad they had given up their clubs before the contest began.



Fluttershy shook her head in disapproval, drawing the attention of Rarity and Starlight.



“I can’t stand seeing them this way,” she lamented, turning to Rarity. “Do you remember how they were this morning?”



“I certainly do,” she said. “This competition has really brought out the worst in them.”



Fluttershy rose to her hooves. “I’m going to go talk to them.”



Starlight looked back and forth between her and the Trolls. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”



“Absolutely,” she answered with a serene smile. “They just need help expressing their feelings. That’s all.”



“That’s not exactly what I—”



But Fluttershy was already making her over to the disgruntled Trolls. When they noticed her presence, they slowly pushed themselves onto their feet, though they continued to avoid eye-contact with each other.



“Salutations, my dear,” Trenton said. “What brings you here?”



“You three have been treating each other very poorly,” Fluttershy said. “You all need to apologize to each other.”



Tristan, He-Who-Crushes-Things scoffed at the thought, earning a glare from Travis.



“Do you see what I have to deal with?” he asked, incredulous. “These two are impossible.”



Trenton shook his head, as if he could not believe what he had just heard. “Am I expected to settle every dispute that arises between you two? Your constant bickering is more than I can take!”



“How else am I supposed to respond when he smashes a boulder against my head?!”



“Stop!” Fluttershy flew between the two arguing Trolls, even getting Tristan’s attention. She looked between the two of them to make sure they were listening.



“…Do you remember what you said this morning?” she asked Trenton.



He looked down, ashamed. “…‘This is a new beginning’.”



Fluttershy nodded. “Can’t we make this a new beginning, too?”



“I will apologize if he does.” Travis said, eyes darting to Tristan.



Tristan huffed, but met the looks of Fluttershy and the other Trolls. He dragged a finger across his lumpy potato-nose.



“My… sincerest apologies.”



“That is all I wanted to hear,” Travis said, softening. “And I am sorry for making a mountain out of a molehill.”



Trenton stepped up to his fellow Trolls. “I am sorry to you both. I should be a more responsible leader.”



“See?” Fluttershy said. “Isn’t this better than fighting with each other?” She smiled as they all nodded in agreement. “Now I want you to promise not to hit each other in the next event.”



The Trolls exchanged awkward glances.



“I solemnly swear.” All eyes fell on Tristan, but he only waited for their response. They flashed him two stained smiles, cementing the promise.



“Good luck in the next event, you three,” Fluttershy said, flying off.



“Farewell, my dear,” Trenton called.



Fluttershy landed beside Rarity and Starlight, smiling at the results of her work.



“Isn’t that nice?” she asked.



“I’m quite proud of you, Fluttershy,” Rarity agreed.



Starlight stared at them in stunned silence.



“Was that—” Starlight swallowed and tried again. “Was that the right thing to do?”



“We’ll have to wait and see,” Fluttershy said distantly, but a gentle smile graced her lips.



Rainbow Dash zipped into the sky. “Alright! It’s time for the last event!” The Trolls, yaks, and ponies rushed over before she continued. “These are cinderblocks,” she said, gesturing towards the two piles behind her. “A whole lot of ‘em. Whichever team smashes the most in one minute wins. The only other rule is that a cinderblock has to be removed from the pile before you’re allowed to smash it. Any questions?”



Starlight gulped down her nerves as the competitors readied themselves. This event would determine the future of not one, but two nations. Her heart thundered in her chest as Rainbow Dash lifted her whistle.



“On your marks, get set—” she blew the whistle.



The Trolls all rushed for their pile, grabbing individual cinderblocks and tossing them to the ground, stomping on them as required. The yaks, meanwhile, employed a different strategy: Prince Rutherford had climbed to the top of their pile and began throwing cinderblocks to his fellow delegates as quickly as he could. They proceeded to smash them by whatever means necessary—crushing, punching, biting, and tackling.



Rainbow Dash kept her eyes trained on the stopwatch in her hoof. It sounded like a mess down at ground-level, between the smashing of cinderblocks and the cheering of ponies, but she would not let herself get distracted. The fate of Equestria and Yakyakistan would be decided in five… four… three… two…



She blew into the whistle, and all other sound came to a screeching halt.



Everyone shifted nervously as Rainbow Dash and Twilight began the official count. The process was simple enough: count the cinderblocks that remained in each pile to know how many had been smashed. Rainbow Dash nodded to Twilight after conferring with her and flew back into the sky.



“The final score for the Trolls is… one-hundred, seventy-two. And the final score for the yaks is one-hundred… sixty-one.”



The ponies went limp in horror.



“The yaks… lost,” Rainbow Dash finished.



“Noooo…!” Prince Rutherford bellowed. “Me failed Equestria! Me failed pony friends!”



“Chin up, old sport,” Trenton said as he and the other Trolls wandered over. “That was some of the finest smashing I have ever witnessed.”



“Hear, hear,” Tristan agreed.



“And you say it was your friends that inspired such a smashing display of smashing?” Travis asked.



Prince Rutherford nodded. “Yaks do anything for friends.”



“Uh-huh,” his fellow delegates agreed.



Trenton pondered this for a moment, stroking at his beard. “Well, this contest has taken up most of the day. I suppose we shall begin our conquest tomorrow—”



“You’re not still going to conquer our homes, are you?” Starlight Glimmer demanded. “After everything that’s happened?”



A hush fell over the field as her words hung in the air.



“Starlight…” Twilight said cautiously.



Starlight bit her lip, but continued. “I’ve seen a lot of things today—some things I’m still trying to understand. But today has taught me that friends bring out the best in each other… and that friends give each other the best they have to offer.” She turned to the yaks, who were willing to risk everything they had for their friends.



“I’ve seen for myself how powerful and important friendship is,” Starlight continued. “It’s taught me how much more fulfilling life can be. One of the first things I learned is that embracing and celebrating our differences is what makes friendship so rich. And when I look at all of us here…”—her gaze swept over the collection of ponies, yaks, and Trolls—“I can’t imagine seeing a more different group of individuals.”



She took a careful step forward. “I guess what I’m saying is… I’d like for all of us to be friends.”



All eyes were on Trenton, the Indomitable Conqueror. He was considering not only her words, but everything that had happened throughout the day.



“I think…” he said slowly, “we can make this a new beginning.”



The ponies and yaks burst into smiling and cheers.



“Ahahahaha!” Trenton’s laugh echoed throughout the field. “Truth be told, conquering lands has become quite unfulfilling.”



“You think so, too?” Travis asked. “It certainly had its charm when we first started, but it no longer inspires me like it used to.”



Tristan shrugged and gave a nod.



“Well,” Pinkie Pie piped up, “if you’ve lost sight of your passion, I know three little fillies who can help you rediscov—blehm!”



“Heh-heh-heh…” Applejack chuckled awkwardly, her hoof securely stuffed into Pinkie’s mouth. “…You were sayin’?”



“I suppose if I were to pursue other interests,” Trenton mused, “I have always wanted to engage in bird-watching.”



“Oh,” Fluttershy said. “I simply love bird-watching. I’d be happy to help you get started.”



“And I wish to try my hand at ice-skating,” Travis admitted. “It looks like so much fun!”



Pinkie spat Applejack’s hoof out of her mouth. “My sister Maud and I love ice-skating!”



Starlight turned to Tristan. “What about you?”



Tristan glanced up. “I write jingles.”



“Uh, well—” she looked around awkwardly. “I’m sure there’s someone out there who could help you with that, too.”



“Yaks love jingles!” Prince Rutherford exclaimed. “Me be honored to write jingles together!”



Rarity took a step forward. “And perhaps you Trolls could share with us the wonders of your tea preparation.”



“And troll humor,” Tristan said flatly.



“Oh… uh, sure,” Rarity said, avoiding eye-contact. “I suppose you could—” She caught sight of his crooked almost-grin. “…That was more troll humor, wasn’t it?”



Pinkie and Travis joined in jovial laughter, and even though Rarity was shaking her head, she could not shake off her smile.



“Perhaps we could share the secrets of our tea,” Trenton finally said. “After all, friends give each other the best they have to offer, yes?”



Starlight Glimmer smiled as warmth flooded her cheeks.



“Ponies and yaks and Trolls friends!” Prince Rutherford decreed. “Friends for a thousand moons!”



A cheer rang out as they all celebrated their newly-formed friendship. Starlight looked around and caught a glimpse of Twilight with a proud smile on her face.



It seems they found a magic even Trolls were not impervious to.








“You wanted to see me, Twilight?” Starlight asked, peeking into the throne room.



“Yes,” she said. “Please come in.”



Her hooves clicked and echoed as she entered the room. “Did I do something wrong…?” she asked nervously.



“No!” Twilight waved her hooves. “Not at all. You were amazing today. I think…” Her gaze drifted down before she met her eyes again. “I think I’m the one who’s done something wrong.”



Starlight tilted her head. “What do you mean?”



“I’ve been thinking about this a lot—ever since you became my pupil,” Twilight explained. “I’ve never really told anypony this. I had trouble admitting it to myself for a while, if I’m being honest…” Twilight took in a deep breath, and deliberately pushed it out. “I always loved being Princess Celestia’s student. But as much as I admired and appreciated her, there was also a part of me that was always… afraid of her.”



“‘Afraid’?”



Twilight nodded slowly. “I was afraid to question her or the assignments she gave me or… anything, really. And when you were wondering why I didn’t have you go with Fluttershy and Rarity, I had to face the fact that I was putting you in the exact same situation.” Twilight gave her a distant smile. “I’m glad you’re braver than I was.”



Starlight did not know what to do or say or think.



“I’ve been trying to coddle you ever since you became my pupil—planning out every detail of every lesson, trying to keep you away from danger—when I know you’re capable of so much more than that. I still have a lot to learn about being your mentor, but one thing’s for sure: I never want you to feel afraid or stifled. I want you to know that, before you and I are pupil and mentor, you and I are friends.”



Starlight tried to stop her lip from quivering. She tried to stop the blurriness from filling her vision. She tried to stop the shivers from shaking her body. One thing she never wanted to stop, though, was the hug that her dear friend Twilight was giving her.
      

      
   
      Trade


      

      
      
         Pinkie Pie led the way.



Twilight was pulled along like a little rowboat caught up in her wake, victim to each twist and turn down secretive alleys, scraping the edges of dark waves that were never found in the proper parts of Canterlot.



“Hey, do you know where we’re going?” Twilight called out, panting as she rushed forward to keep pace, pushing past a plume of smoke being coughed out from a metal pipe that had sprung a leak.



“Twilight?” Pinkie called back.



“Yeah!” Twilight confirmed her existence.



“We’re friends, right?” Pinkie trotted along.



Twilight slowed.



She sighed.



Pinkie, too, came to a halt, swivelling around to face her friend.



She tilted her head.



“Yes, Pinkie,” Twilight said with a note of exasperation. “Yes. Yes. Yes again.”



“Then trust me.” Pinkie smiled, in a specific sort of manner. It was a smile neither too eager nor too subtle – it was controlled grin whose gist Twilight took immediate note of.



Twilight grunted, casting her eyes to a dead rat that lay along the wall. Her brow fell weakly.



“Right. Right. Sorry,” Twilight muttered. “Just that, you’ve been asking that a lot recently. And I don’t know why. Have I done something to you or something?”



“No!” Pinkie gasped, her eyes widening. “No. Of course not! I didn’t ask you to come along today because I don’t trust you, did I?”



“Then why won’t you tell me what’s wrong?” Twilight frowned.



“Because there’s nothing wrong!” Pinkie continued to smile, shifting her weight to another hoof. “Look, you know that planning a surprise party usually takes it out of me! I just want to make sure everything’s just perfect!”



“I said to stop calling it that,” Twilight pursed her lips.



“But it is a surprise!”



“Yeah but it’s my party, isn’t it? And I know about it, don’t I? And I’m the only one you told, aren’t I!”



“Yeah but… it’s a surprise for everyone else.” Pinkie blinked.



Twilight’s sigh was glacial.



“Look,” she said, as soon as her hoof left her face, “can we just get this over with? This place seems really shady. I don’t know where you heard of this so-called ‘bakery’ from, but Princess Celestia warned me about this part of Canterlot, and I think that dead rat just moved.”



“I read about it in a book!” Pinkie nodded.



“A book.”



“Yep! Reeeeemember when I borrowed your library last week?” Pinkie grinned.



“Ah. Well. I guess if you found it in a book, it’s probably legitimate… right?” Twilight rubbed the back of her head.



“Yep! So don’t you worry about it! Besides, I can count on the big bad princess to save me if anything happens, right?”



Pinkie’s eyes shut in honest joviality. She let out a slight chuckle — a tinkling of bells that coursed through the narrow, lonely alleyway. She was always good with her expressions. She always had the perfect one for every situation.



Twilight couldn’t help but smile in return, if only just a little.



“Sure, Pinkie. Alright. I’m here for you. Because we’re friends.”



“That’s right. We are…” Pinkie nodded, turning back to face the path. “Right! It should be around the corner just here, and–”



The corner was rounded, and the two came across more of the same winding courseways they had just traversed over the past ten minutes. They were valleys that were watched over by the backs of establishments and homes whose windows never opened, whose faces were marred by twisting cracks and burning pipelines.



The area was in the less-frequented industrial sector of Canterlot, the place that the well-to-dos kept away from because no one needed to know how things worked, really, as long as the fancy food kept appearing on glistening plates and the latest fashions always appeared in the shops with the big golden doors.



Twilight herself peered up and down the blackened, soot-covered cobblestones, almost as if gauging them for what they truly were, almost as if this were one of her adventures from her youth where she travelled to caves and swamps and far-off places.



This was foreign.



Pinkie bounced along, unaffected by all of it, her cheerfulness always masking furtive thoughts.



And there it was:



A mere doorway, that sunk itself into the wall slipshod and rough-had, tilted at an angle that wasn’t entirely crooked but not exactly straight. It felt as if the door was built only after the wall had already gone up — bricks were coarsely broken around the edges where the wooden frame was hammered in, and the planked door itself seemed to bulge and warp in its rectangular cage.



There was no sign. There were no numbers indicating address. There was merely a door.



“This is it!” Pinkie yelped. “It’s gotta be!”



“Uh…” Twilight murmured.



“Look,” Pinkie ran her hoof across the frame, cooing her impression. “No knob. No sign. The only indication of travel being the scratches along the sides, just as the book said!”



“What… what book was this, again?”



“Legerdemain’s Prestidigitation.” The bubbly pink pony gave her reply, staring with an odd focus at the cracks in the wood, peering at the grain.



“Legerde– wait. That’s… that’s a… I’m sure I’ve heard that name before,” Twilight mumbled.



“Yeah, it’s not really a bakery,” Pinkie said, knocking on one of the planks.



“Wait, what?”



“Yes, but they have what I need and what I want, so don’t worry about it!” Two more knocks, a different plank this  time.



“Pinkie, this might be dangerous,” Twilight stated, as she looked cautiously up and down the alleyway. “Listen, I think it might be best if we–”



“Nah, it’s safe! I’m sure of it! Don’t worry!” Pinkie knocked once, again, upon the wood. “But I really needed you here to wait for me, because only one may enter at any one time, okay?”



“W-what?” Twilight stuttered.



“See you in ten minutes, okie?” Pinkie giggled. “Really, I’m sure it’s safe. Just promise to wait for me before you tear the city apart looking for me, alright?”



“Pinkie!”



“Look, I really need to do this, alright?” Pinkie told Twilight.



With one final tap on the door, everything went away.



The alley melted into a sludge of damp and turgid colours, and the frantic, shocked yell of Twilight Sparkle, who just had to make such a fuss about it, garbled into a muffled hum that mixed in with the roar of nothingness until only a void remained.



And then there was a pop.



A bubble burst, far in the gloom.



Pinkie opened her eyes.



And the darkness disappeared.



Pinkie peered over her shoulder, mouth and eyes as round as round could be, noting the lack of a way out of the shop that she now stood in. By all appearances, she might have accidentally stumbled into this place on a dreary Sunday afternoon. It gave off the air of a shop of curious antiquities, with brass baubles lining the rickety shelves that went from floor to ceiling, and the random bits of cloth that blocked the few lamps that bothered to try giving the place a bit of class.



The floor was nicely carpeted in red, and there were a few glass display cases as well, showing odd knick knacks and bric-a-brac from countries far and timelines wide.



Pinkie couldn’t help but break out into one of her patented smiles, the one that showed absolute wonder and a child-like fascination at the world, which never ceased to amuse her.



The bubbling came from an untended cauldron that spat out a green aura and a furious, yet odorless, smoke.



The pony gaited up to it, peering down within, whereupon a hot steam rose up and hit her in the face, through which she saw a thick, emerald brew, black chunks caught up in its clotted bog.



“Cream of mushroom,” came a voice from behind.



“Oh!” Pinkie twirled around. “Oh, but why’s it all green then?”



Standing in front of her was a gentleman, a scholar, a finely-topped stallion in finery galore, from his purple felt suit to his under-sized bowler hat that sat upon his head like a black egg. He wore not one but two monocles, one for each eye, and didn’t seem to give the impression that he quite understood what the point of fashion was, but at least he was trying his best.



The stallion sniffed at Pinkie’s inquisition, wrinkling his nose. His brow scrunched up slightly, and he looked slightly perturbed to be asked such a question.



“Hi!” Pinkie waved.



“Oh, yes, hello,” replied the stallion, shaking his head out of his confusion. “Are you a customer?”



“Is this Trade?” Pinkie asked, stepping forward with eager earnestness.



“Ah, yes. Indeed, Indeed. Hello. This is the shop, and I am the… shopkeeper.” The Shopkeeper nodded.



“Hi! I’m Pinkie!” Pinkie held out a hoof.



“And… I’m the shopkeeper,” The Shopkeeper replied, unmoving.



“Oh! Hello!” Pinkie rescinded her gesture.



“Yes, you’ve… said that. Three times.” The Shopkeeper said tapping the side of his head. “Quite… quite unusual.”



“Well, ah… I mean…” Pinkie muttered.



“Ah, well. No worries,” The Shopkeeper stammered. “Is… that right? Yes. Yes. Now, you’re here, I assume, because you wish to make a trade, yes?”



“Yeppers!” Pinkie said. “And I think, I think… this might be the only place that can help me!”



“Yes, most of our customers do… somewhat think along those lines, of course, as it were,” The Shopkeeper said again, moving to his soup to peer in.



Pinkie watched him as he moved, watched each of his perfectly silent, yet uneven, steps. There was something quite unwell about the stallion, like as if this was the first day he had ever been a person, that he was still breaking it in.



She remained mute. It was the only response she had in the face of someone that not even she could quite puzzle out.



“Um… yes. Quite.” The Shopkeeper continued, replying to nothing. “Alright. I’ll have to go through the rules, then. As a matter of discourse. Somewhat part of the regulations, yes? But we can’t… we can’t have people just come up here and not really know what the deal is. In that way lies danger. Mmmph. Yes.”



The Shopkeeper pulled back from his brew, and swept to his little pulpit, a little wooden stand-y thing from which he retrieved some papers. “Right, right then. Indeed. You are aware of the manner of trade we conduct here?”



“Yeah!” Pinkie said, as her eyes wandered to a jar in the corner. There was something vaguely animal-shaped inside. It wasn’t wriggling, and it wasn’t clear if that was good or bad at this point. “Knowledge for knowledge. I’ll be able to get what I want here, or so the story goes.”



“Yes,” The Shopkeeper said swiftly. “You will, of course, state your request in the official forms, and one piece of knowledge will be traded for another. This includes all auxillary knowledges and sub-knowledges accordingly. The knowledge will be given freely of your own volition, and there are no refunds.”



“What’s that mean?” Pinkie asked, hoof to bottom lip. “All that… auxwilliardy stuff.”



“Ah, yes. Simply put, if you trade your knowledge of what apples look like, for example, then you shall also lose the remembrance of the taste of them. You will also lose knowledge on apple juice, apple trees and granny’s delicious apple pie. It’s quite complicated how all of it works, really, but think of it like a tree, since we’re… talking about… apples.” The Shopkeeper rambled on, looking at the papers on his stand. “We will be able to remove a branch, but if you ask us to remove the trunk, then everything else above it has to go as well.”



“So… so if I just wanted to trade my knowledge on how to make apple pie, then, would I still know how to make apple muffins?”



“Yes.”



“Apple fritters?”



“Yes.”



“How about Apple crumble yogurt delight?”



“Yes. Look, it’s parallel knowledge, right? So it’s–”



“Apple surprise parfait?”



“Stop.”



“App–”



“Please stop. Please. You’re upsetting the paperwork,” The Shopkeeper said, looking up.



Pinkie smiled back.



“Ah, I see.” The Shopkeeper hummed. “That was a joke. I assume you use humour to break tension, don’t you. One of those.”



“Uh huh!” Pinkie nodded.



“Right. You know,” The Shopkeeper adjusted his right monocle, a serious look on his face, “odd senses of humour are in quite high demand here. Perhaps you would be willing to pay with yours.”



“Ah… I don’t think so,” Pinkie said. “But I have loads of other really good things I can offer!”



“Hopefully none that involve the baking of apple-related snack products, I should think. Well.”



“I mean…” Pinkie started, shrugging.



“No. Listen. Look. You see, this is why I dislike making extended metaphors! It’s so very me– Look! Listen.” The Shopkeeper cocked his head to the left and then to the right in quick succession, his lips thinly pursed. “Right. What is it that you are looking for?”



“Alright, if I might get a bit serious, maybe?” Pinkie asked.



“Please.”



“Well… you see. I sorta… kinda… maybe have a thing for this other pony, right?”



“Right.” The Shopkeeper licked his lips. “I get the gist. Who is this pony?”



“Uh… Princess Twilight?” Pinkie scuffed her hooves on the carpet.



“Right. Thank you. Please come again,” The Shopkeeper said, holding up a hoof to wave her away without actually waving.



“No, wait!”



“Now, listen. If you had any idea how many ponies come through these doors with their oh, I’m in love with Celestia and oh, I want to put my things into Luna and all that utter nonsense, you’d– Please!” The Shopkeeper prattled out flabbergastedly as his arm gyrated through the air. “We deal with knowledge, not miracle shortcuts! And we have strict policies!”



“No but, I’m her friend, you see! Close friend!”



“Yes, and I’m Princess Cadance’s left buttock,” The Shopkeeper huffed. “We can’t do anything for–”



“Look, she’s outside, you can ask her yourself,” Pinkie interrupted, chucking her hoof at the wall where the door was supposed to be.



“I– excuse us? I beg your what?”



“She’s… I mean, I brought her with me, just in case. And… I mean, I’d prefer if you didn’t tell her that I’m in love with her, because she doesn’t really…” Pinkie let her words trail off into wisps of air that floated around in her lungs.



“What?”



“Yeah,” she finally said, as the last vestments of her smile left her face. “You can check, though, if you’d like.”



“She’s… out there? Right now?” The Shopkeeper asked again.



“Yes.”



“Right. Uh…”



Walking to the opposite end of the shop, The Shopkeeper threw open a rickety old window that didn’t seem to be there before. It was one of those old paned types, the kind that muddied up something bad and functioned better as shade than anything else. He peered down through it, looking far below, which was strange given how they were already on the ground floor to begin with.



“Um…” Pinkie said.



“Cor, that’s really her, isn’t it,” The Shopkeeper said.



“Yeah!” Pinkie reaffirmed.



“Oi, Princess!” The Shopkeeper yelled down through the window. “Cooee! Oi! Quit runnin’ about, there!”



The Shopkeeper turned back.



“Bit of a panicky one, isn’t she?”



“Ah yeah, she’s… we’re good friends,” Pinkie explained. “She thinks I’m in trouble or something.”



“Ah, right. She’s that kind of person.”



The Shopkeeper stuck his head out of the window once more.



“Right, love! Your friend’s s– yes! Pinkie Pie!”



Muffled sounds came floating through.



“No! She’s fine! Won’t take a bit! Worry not! She asked me to tell you everything’s– No! Only one visitor at a time! … Because regulations! Listen, I’m not the owner of this place, alright? Are you trying to get me fired here, Princess?”



The Shopkeeper turned.



“What were you here for again?” He motioned to the window.



“Oh! Uh… to get a recipe for a cake.”



“Seriously?”



“Yes?”



The Shopkeeper shook his head and returned to Twilight.



“Right, we got tons of cake recipes! … Yes! Tons! Many of them even with apples in! I hope you like apples! Pinkie sure likes apples! … What do you mean she’s not Applejack? Listen! I have to get back to work! She’ll be down soon, okay? Goodbye!”



The Shopkeeper slammed the window shut.



He spun around and tilted his head.



“Right.”



“So do you believe me now?” Pinkie asked.



“Right.”



“But I mean, I’m quite surprised you didn’t believe me. I mean…”



“What, am I supposed to know all of Princess Twilight’s personal friends?”



“But I’m Pinkie. I mean, I don’t mean to be a big old big-head, but… you know. Elements of Harmony?”



“Alright, listen,” The Shopkeeper frowned. “There’s six of you, right? And I can barely remember the one, right? So let’s just move past this and get this sorted, what do you say?”



“I’d love to!”



“Amazing. So. She.” The stallion jerked his hoof toward the window. “You fancy her, eh?”



“Yeah. I guess,” Pinkie sighed.



“Right. Well, you got options, that’s for sure. Lots of things you can do and plenty more that you can’t. But first of all, what are you looking for, really?”



“Well, I mean,” Pinkie said, eyes travelling again to the walls. “It’d be nice if she liked me too, right?”



“And you know that can’t be done.”



“Yeah, of course. So, honestly, I’m kinda stuck. I was hoping maybe... “



“Maybe what?”



“Maybe you could suggest something?”



“I’m not really allowed to, I’m afraid. And I probably wouldn’t be your best bet for that either.” The Shopkeeper shrugged.



The glimmer in Pinkie’s eyes died down.



“Yeah, I figured,” she whispered. “Guess it was a long shot, right?”



“Now, listen. Solving things… there are many ways to solve things, really. I’d remind you that what we deal with here is knowledge. We can let you know things you’ve never known before. Things that can help you on the path. But there’s never really any shortcut to where you’re going. But knowledge,” The Shopkeeper said, “is the most powerful thing on this planet. Perhaps even the slightest help can aid you.”



“Well, but I don’t even really know where to start. I mean, there’s an awful lot to think about.”



“Well, pardon me for asking the obvious here, but have you perhaps attempted to address the situation with her directly?”



“No. She doesn’t know. And she can’t. I mean, I’ve hinted to her, and she’s pretty dumb sometimes, so she never really caught on. But… she doesn’t like me back in that way for sure, and bringing it up would just be bad. The last thing we have left is our friendship. And I can’t… I can’t lose that.”



Pinkie dropped to a low moment of thought, to a place where she let the noises in her head take over for a while. Like a buzz, she moved from shelf to shelf slowly, looking at random items — a crystal snowglobe here, a wind-up toy there, a necklace made of seashells and dusk-rock over in the corner — hoping for a word or two to emerge.



A minute passed.



“Hey,” Pinkie said, as she stared at a little dollhouse. Meek and mum was the sound of her voice, lacking any semblance of a jolly overtone.



“Yes?” The Shopkeeper responded, as was his duty.



“What’s all this stuff for?” Pinkie asked. If you deal with knowledge, why’s this shop full of… stuff?”



“A good question. Rather annoyingly perceptive one, perhaps, but good, for what it is.” The Shopkeeper walked over. “They are candles. Bright flickering lights in the darkness. They are for you to see off in the distance such that they might find you an answer to the questions you aren’t asking. Or perhaps they will lead to those questions from the start. They are Foci.”



“How do I use them?”



“You don’t. They use you. Or at least, one will. Maybe two, maybe three. Depends on the customer, really, doesn’t it? There’s always something for everyone, here. Depends on how much you’re willing to dig in.”



“Huh,” Pinkie muttered, eyes falling on the dollhouse again. “It’s pretty.”



“Yes, rather much.”



“So I have to keep searching to find one that will… work on me?” Pinkie glanced around the shop, which now seemed larger than she gave it credit for.



“Oh, no. No, no. Never. You’ll never find yours just by looking. I’ll have to take your case, won’t I?”



“I don’t get it,” Pinkie said softly.



“Right, time to actually do some work, then.”



“Pardon?”



“Here. Perhaps you could start with this.”



From the corner of her eye, a soft blanket, checkered in white and red, was passed along into her sight. It flew in almost as gracefully as a leaf carried on the winds, and even harder was it to snatch out of the air due to a hoof that was no longer stable nor steady.



The Shopkeeper only let go once he was sure that Pinkie had a tight hold upon it.



Pinkie stared, a laugh of disbelief almost threatening to realise itself in the pit of her throat. But something in there kept it at bay, a lump that swelled up and remained there until she closed her gaping mouth to swallow it away.



She could have asked the questions that any other would ask, but there were no answers she thought she would receive. There was no answering why the blanket was there, nor how it had come into the shop’s possession. It simply was, and that seemed to be the point.



Pinkie wanted to let go, let it fall to the ground, but she found herself unable.



“Talk,” a voice said.



Pinkie blinked, the lines between the red and white blocks of the blanket blurring.



“Talk!”



Pinkie breathed out, her eyes flicking unsteadily to the side. “W-what?”



“Talk,” The Shopkeeper demanded, holding out a hoof to tap the blanket. “Talk about it.”



“T-this?” Pinkie gasped.



“Yes. Tell us about it,” The Shopkeeper asked once more.



Pinkie deflated. There were no words she could muster. She merely looked upon the blanket as her shoulders slumped further and further down.



“How long ago was it? Come on, lass!”



Pinkie opened her mouth, eyes dry from the lack of blinking.



“How long?”



“Two years, okay? Two years!” Pinkie blurted out, her hoof shaking. She squeezed her eyes together, finally moistening them a bit too fervently. “This was the day. The exact day. It was a picnic. This was the blanket. It looks exactly the same!”



“It’s rather similar,” The Shopkeeper said. “What about it, though?”



“What do you mean, what about it?” Pinkie yelled, agitated, as she flung the blanket to the ground, finally allowing it to escape her grasp. “You conjured this up! You already know, don’t you?”



“Mmm,” The Shopkeeper hummed, watching the blanket crumple. “Yes, somewhat. But the question is, do you know what it is?”



Pinkie stared, pure indignation writ upon her face. “Yes. Yes, I do. This was… the most important event in this whole thing!”



“It was the start.”



“It was the start!”



“The clouds were white, that day, weren’t they?”



“No. They were grey.”



“Are you certain?” The Shopkeeper raised an eyebrow.



“Yes! That’s the whole point, wasn’t it? The rain! The barn? Twilight ran out to get it back for me because she didn’t want it to get grass-stains. And this…” Pinkie kicked at the fraudulent blanket, “this… it led to things.”



“And you didn’t like her response,” The Shopkeeper shrugged.



“No. I didn’t.”



“Why not?”



“Because it’s the same response she’s been giving me for the past two years!” Pinkie yelled.



If there was any expression The Shopkeeper could have given as a response, he kept it to himself.



Pinkie seethed, breathing heavily, staring downward at the memory.



Her chest heaved, thumping, heartbeat loud enough to hear.



“I’m sorry,” she whispered.



“For what?” The Shopkeeper asked.



“Sorry. I got angry.”



“Well, it’s fine, isn’t it? To be angry at the things that make us angry.”



“I… I guess so.”



“But I don’t suppose it’s always that bad, is it?” The Shopkeeper asked, turning around to the shelf along the wall behind them. “For example, some things are a bit more pleasant.”



The stallion swept two scraps of paper off a dusty shelf, holding them up.



“Tickets. To a movie.”



“O-oh yeah,” Pinkie stammered, rushing towards them. “These! I… I decided to go join her with her stupid science geek movie instead of the other one.”



“Right. Good memories. The best,” The Shopkeeper muttered, running his hoof along the clutter. “And here, a bunch of owl feathers. And here, a little stuffed jellyfish doll thing, and…”



The Shopkeeper picked up a rather unsightly blob of a thing. “What is this, even? It looks offensive and I don’t even know what it is.”



“Hey,” Pinkie said. “That’s… that’s a vase.”



“This is not a vase.”



“Look, I tried, okay? Turns out clay and frosting aren’t exactly the same.”



“Right.” The Shopkeeper said. “Right.”



He placed the vase back onto the shelf cautiously, slowly.



Pinkie looked back towards the blanket.



“But all these are just things, aren’t they?” The Shopkeeper said, still looking at the vase. “All just things that mean nothing to me. They all mean a lot to you, right? But your feelings are your own, and quite frankly, I don’t think I’ll ever really be able to truly grasp that in the odd number of minutes you have left before Twilight out there explodes from anxiety.”



Pinkie looked down, shuffling.



“Dealing with your emotions is your job, really, not mine. All I’m here to do is to perhaps show you what you already know.”



“And what’s that?” Pinkie said weakly.



“Well, it just comes as an observation to me that most of your happy memories have to do with making some sort of sacrifice for your friend Twilight. You gave up some sort of thing, really. Time, maybe. Effort. Objects. Things. Whatever.”



“Well, yeah,” Pinkie cut in. “I want her to be happy, don’t I?”



“Okay, miss obvious! Didn’t have to say it, did you? Really!”



Pinkie clamped her mouth shut.



“Now, what’s more interesting, though, is that your one most angry memory is the one where Twilight made a sacrifice for you, innit?”



There was no reply. Merely thoughts.



“Why do you think that is? Eh?” The Shopkeeper said.



“I don’t know,” Pinkie replied.



“Oh, come on. You said it earlier!” The Shopkeeper rolled his eyes.



“Because…”



“Because it’s not the response you want, is it?”



“No.” Pinkie said. “No, it isn’t.”



“And that’s as far as I go, I’m afraid. You already have everything you need. And I will be back there, with the paperwork because there’s always so bloody much of it.”



“Wait, that’s it?” Pinkie asked.



“Yes, that’s it,” The stallion said as he trotted away.



Pinkie watched as the odd stallion left, leaving her alone with the things on the wall.



There was a numbing emotionlessness that enveloped her mind.



There were the things of her past up for display, as if this shop were a museum of her life. And surely, this was some sort of terribly powerful and invasive magic at work, but it was also the odd sort of clarity she needed.



It was strange, seeing memories as objects. It felt almost as if she could put them all on a scale along with the blanket to see which one weighed more.



“I broke a cake spinner for this,” Pinkie said aloud, as she reached up and nudged the vase slightly. It rocked on its uneven base, just as the real one did. This was a mere facsimile, but what it represented was more than enough.



Pinkie laughed, once.



“Yeah. I figured it’d be the same, right? Turns out pottery wheels are that heavy for a reason. But she really wanted me to try my hoof at it, and I didn’t want to let her down.”



The sound of writing came floating in, as a quill scratched gently against parchment from the pulpit where The Shopkeeper now stood.



“Well, she liked it, though,” Pinkie said. “I guess that’s what matters in the end, right?”



Pinkie laughed again as she spotted something else lying there, and she swept over and grabbed it off, cradling it in her hooves like a baby chick.



“Oh, hey! It’s the speckled egg!” Pinkie said excitedly, looking up toward The Shopkeeper. “I ran this over because Twilight needed it for an experiment, and I tripped when she opened her door and…”



Pinkie’s smile dropped.



The Shopkeeper looked up over the rim of his monocles, staring at Pinkie while he furiously scribbled away on some sheets of paper.



“Yeah,” Pinkie mumbled.



The Shopkeeper looked back down.



“I just don’t… I don’t want to lose all this,” Pinkie said, as she placed the egg gently back upon the shelf. “That’s why I never really… told Twilight or anything, right? Because all this… this is at stake here. This is at risk. No more new things. No more new memories. Just… you know.”



Pinkie turned around, walking to the blanket where she had dropped it on the floor.



“And… I guess I came here hoping I could get something… Maybe learn a way to be able to make her love me back. But that wouldn’t be fair, would it? I couldn’t force her to do anything she doesn’t already want to do herself.”



“The one who visits the shop is the one who changes,” The Shopkeeper said, dryly. “You have to find something to take out with you to effect that change.”



Pinkie sighed.



“You know…” she began.



“Listen, we’re a bit busy here, so…” The Shopkeeper said.



“I guess you’re right. Coming here, I always sorta knew. I always knew what I needed to do.”



“Right, thanks for wasting our time, then,” came the reply.



“It’s not easy, though. Not easy to face it at all.” Pinkie ignored him.



“Never is!”



Bubbles filled the air as the soup in the cauldron simmered away. Papers shuffled as ink marked pages.



Pinkie stared at the wall.



“Can I ask you a question?”



“Probably. Yes. If it’s smart enough.”



“What is  this place, really?”



The Shopkeeper placed his quill down, reaching up with both front hooves to adjust the monocles on his face. A sudden seriousness crept into his voice as he steadied himself for a moment before he began to speak. “Right. Smart enough, then. Listen, right? There are places and things in this world of magic. Magic of a nature that when you start to question it, it stops making sense. Just think of us merely as the lights in the darkness. And that’s all we’ll ever be.”



“The final choice is mine, then.”



“Always has been.”



“But how do I know it’s the right choice?”



“And we’re back to the stupid questions, I see.”



Pinkie squared her jaw.



“It’s a valid question,” she complained. “One that helps me delay the end.”



“Listen, alright? Door’s right…” The Shopkeeper pointed at the blank wall. “I mean, listen, right? You can walk away. Loads of customers do. But you seem to have already made up your mind.”



“But why does it have to be this way?” Pinkie said, shaking her head slightly, the words barely leaving her throat.



“You already wrote this ending for yourself. We’re just here to help you make it happen.”



“I’m scared! Okay?” Pinkie yelled, the edges of her eyes glistening. “I’m scared and I don’t know if I’m going to lose!”



“But what is she going to gain?” The Shopkeeper asked.



Pinkie shut her mouth, swallowing again to kill the dryness.



“It’s your sacrifice to bear,” The Shopkeeper shrugged. “Now, we can stand around here faffing about for the next few hours, but, and let me be frank, I really don’t want to because, as you said, you’re just scared. But you already know what to do. The choice is in your head. I can’t tell you what it is or what you should do, but I can tell you that you should have the conviction to do what you feel is right.”



Pinkie nodded, rubbing at her eyes.



“It’s not that hard.” The Shopkeeper said. “General rule: preserve the good, discard the bad. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”



“Yes. Of course.” Pinkie looked left at the good memories, the ones she wanted to preserve, and then to the bad, the weighted feelings she needed to deal with.



“Then can we get on with it? I got the forms done for you.” The Shopkeeper held up two copies of scrolls 6-b2af and 6-b2af(b).



Pinkie swallowed. “It’s gonna be hard.”



“Yeah, mountains and difficult paths and all that and beautiful peaks. Go on, lass.”



“I have to do this.”



“Right,” The Shopkeeper said, shaking the forms about. “So, what knowledge are you going to take with you?”



“I’m taking nothing,” Pinkie replied.








Twilight launched herself off the wall at the sound of magic happening, as the door twisted and turned and opened with the sickening crunch of wood breaking and repairing itself at the same time.



And suddenly, Pinkie was there.



Standing there.



Bouncing, now.



Smiling and giggling.



“Pinkie!” Twilight yelled out. “That was more than ten minutes! I was about to go get Princess Celestia!”



“Hey!” Pinkie yelled, bubbling over. “Hey, Twi! Hey!”



“Uh… hey? Pinkie, did everything go okay in there?”



Pinkie stopped when she looked straight on at Twilight’s face. And suddenly, the edges of her mouth turned up into a wide, open smile, one that Twilight hadn’t seen for a long time. It was a smile free from agenda. It was a smile that existed just because Pinkie was happy to see her, and nothing more.



“Yeah! Everything went peachy-fantastic, Twiglet!” Pinkie laughed. “It went super super good!”



“Yeah,” Twilight raised her eyebrow. “You… got what you wanted?”



“I got exactly what I wanted, Twilight! A beautiful new recipe for your super-secret birthday! It’s your favouritest cake ever! And I’m gonna bake it so good you won’t even know!”



“Hope it wasn’t too expensive,” Twilight commented.



“It cost me nothing at all,” Pinkie giggled.



“Er… alright.” Twilight shook her head. “I was… well. Glad things got sorted out. And you sure sound a lot more chipper! You wanna get out of here already? That dead rat I saw earlier has friends.”



“Absolutely-loo, Twilight! Let’s go! And thanks super much for waiting for me. I know it was kinda mean of me, but you’re the best, Twi!”



“Yeah, no problem,” Twilight scratched her horn. “I mean, we’re friends, right?”



“That’s right! We’re super best buds! Always and forever, Twilight!” Pinkie laughed, as he bounded down the street with all that renewed energy.



Twilight blinked.



She looked back, glancing at the entryway, for a moment, staring at the door that bore no sign nor knob.



She frowned.



But with a shake of her head, she turned away, and like a little rowboat caught up in Pinkie’s wake, was carried out of the alleys and back into the sun.
      

      
   
      Growing The Future


      

      
      
         “Granny? I don’t feel so good.” 



Granny Smith forced herself to smile as she looked down at her youngest granddaughter. She brushed her hoof through the filly’s crimson mane and did her best to ignore the heat radiating off her skin, or the paleness of her coat.



“There there honey child. Don’t you worry none. Everything is going to be just fine.”



The area around the hospital bed was crowded. Big Mac took up quite a bit of space all by himself. Add in four of the element bearers and the rest of the CMC, and there was hardly an inch of free space around the sickly Apple. The hospital room was large, but everypony was squeezed up around the bedside. As if being closer to their friend would give her the strength to fight off her illness.



The only two ponies missing were Applejack and Princess Twilight Sparkle, who had remained in the hallway to talk to the doctors.



Granny’ ears weren’t sharp enough to hear what they were saying on the other side of the door, but she knew the gist of it. 



Wisp-Shimmer Syndrome. A nasty case of it. Their treatments weren’t having enough of an effect. They were doing everything they possibly could, but their prognosis was grim. Unless something changed soon, her fever would grow worse and worse, and she'd sleep longer and longer until...



Granny ran her hoof through her granddaughter’s mane one more time, watching the filly’s eyes slowly close as sleep took her once more. Then she stood up resolutely, and nodded to her grandson.



“Big Mac, come along. We’ve got work to do.”



“Granny?” Big Mac looked up and tilted his head in confusion. But the elderly mare was already walking out the door into the hallway.








Twilight Sparkle was a mess. There were bags under her eyes, misplaced feathers in her wings, and bits of her mane seemed to be making a bid to escape her head. The reasons for her current state of distress were obvious: The filly in the hospital room next door, and one of best friend's standing right in front of her.



“… got to be something you can do Twilight! Some magical cure or some such!” Applejack pleaded, her stetson gripped tightly in her forehooves.



“I wish their was, Applejack, but if there is, I don’t know of it!” Twilight rubbed her face tiredly. “I’ve been through my entire library, every medical journal I could find, and even sent a letter to Celestia and Luna...”



Twilight trailed off as Granny smith and Big Mac entered the hallway. Both mares did their best to hide just how distraught they were in the face of the Apple family matron, with little success. 



Not that it mattered, since the elderly Apple paid neither of them any attention. She just waited for the door to close behind her before speaking. 



“Big Mac, go bring the cart around while I check Applebloom out. Applejack and I are going to be taking a little trip.” 



All three ponies stared at Granny Smith in surprise. But only Big Mac's also held a hint of understanding. Understanding, and fear. 



“Granny...” His voice, already heavy with fear and worry for his sister, seemed to grow even more laden. “You don’t mean to...”



“I mean to do what I mean to do.” Granny glared at her grandson for a moment, before allowing the stern look to to soften. “It’s about time AJ met Uncle Flower.”



“But….” 



“No buts young stallion! We're wasting perfectly good daylight, and I ain't keen on asking Celestia for more!” Granny scolded. Big mac gave her one last worried look, before nodding slowly. 



“Eeyup.”



And with that he turned around and plodded towards the hospital entrance. And left an opening for the two mares to let their feelings be known. 



“Granny, you can't be serious about yanking Applebloom out of the hospital when she's so sick!” Applejack began. 



“I agree Miss Smith! Her condition will only worsen without treatment and...” Twilight began, only to be interrupted.



“Now listen here you two. I know you mean well, but Granny knows a thing or two about caring for sick foals. These here fancy schmancy doctors have done their best. Now it's time for a little Apple family magic.” She gave a little laugh as she headed for the front desk. 



Applejack and Twilight shared a look, then hurried after her.



“If you're going to take Applebloom out of the hospital, at least let me go with you!” Twilight insisted. “I may not be a doctor, but I have done extensive research on medical techniques! At the very least I know the proper spells to evaluate her condition!” 



Granny Smith paused, then looked back at the Princess, looking her up and down as she thought. 



“Well now… I suppose you are more or less an honorary Apple. What with all the time's you've helped save Sweet Apple Acres and all of Equestria and whatnot.” She rubbed her chin in thought before finally nodding.



“All right. You can come along with Applejack and me. But I'll be needing your word to keep what you learn a secret. This ain't just Apple Family business. It's bigger than that, and it's not something to spread around.”



Twilight took a brief moment to consider before nodding. 



“You have my word, Granny Smith.” 



“All right then Princess. Best get moving. We've got a long way to go!” 








Twilight sighed worriedly as her horn glowed with a medical spell. Poor Applebloom as spending most of her time asleep, the rise and fall of her chest growing more and more labored despite the alicorn’s best efforts. 



The travel wasn’t doing the child any good either. Twilight’s wings fluttered reflexively to help her maintain her balance in the back of the rolling cart. Applejack was doing her best to keep the ride smooth and level, but the path that Granny Smith had directed them down was not what she would call well traveled. 



In truth, they’d spent the better part of a day traveling off the main roads, circling the edge of the Everfree. Twilight had no clue where the Apple matriarch was leading them. But for Applebloom’s sake, she hoped she knew what she was doing.



“Are we almost there?” She asked, looking towards the cart’s other occupant, areclining Granny Smith. “Applebloom’s condition is getting worse...”



“don’t you fret none. We’re just about there. Uncle Flower will have the little one fixed up in a jiffy, just you wait and see.” A worn green hoof gently stroked the sleeping filly’s mane. 



“There’s a path into the forest along here somewhere Applejack. Keep your eyes open for it, it’s easy to miss!”



“Sure thing granny!” If the effort of hauling a cart and two passengers along was taxing AJ, her voice didn’t show it. Instead it was filled with concern and fear. Every time Applebloom whimpered or groaned in her sleep, Applejack’s steady gait would hitch.



Hopping off the cart, Twilight sped up to walk beside her friend. 



“Are you sure this is a good idea Applejack?” Twilight lowered her voice to a near whisper. “I mean, taking Applebloom out of the hospital at a time like this, and traveling into the middle of nowhere...”



“Granny knows what she’s doing Twilight. She ain’t never steered us wrong before.” 



Twilight just raised an eyebrow. “I seem to recall Pinkie mentioning a road trip to check the Apple Family Tree… And a certain cave?” 



“Ah, well, that was just a little mistake.” Applejack flushed in embarrassment. “T’werent nothing serious. Granny wouldn’t steer us wrong on something important like this.” Applejack nodded firmly.



“I don’t doubt you, Applejack. But this is a stressful situation, and she is getting up there in the years...” She trailed off worriedly, looking back at the cart and its occupants.



“You got a point there sugarcube, but this is...” Applejack paused, her pace slowing. “We’re here.” She raised a hoof to point at the narrow, winding path to their left.



“Bout time! Hurry it up child! Applebloom ain’t getting any healthier! Least not yet!”



“But Granny Smith… Is it really a good idea to travel into the Everfree?” Twilight glanced into the forest beside them. Applejack on the other hand, had already started down the path, the cart in tow.



“Heading into the Everfree? Naw, that’s just plain foolish.” She smirked down at the alicorn. “Which makes me wonder bout all them trips you girls take into that place.” Twilight had the good sense to duck her head in embarrassment while Granny chuckled.



“But this here aint the Everfree. Least not yet. You go in a ways, and you’ll hit it sure as sunrise. But out here it’s just regular old forest. It’s safe as houses.” She took a moment to consider her statement. “Well, safe as houses outside Ponyville at any rate.”



Now that Granny had mentioned it, Twilight realized that the forest had lacked the… ominous ambiance of the Everfree. And had done so for quite a while. Still, reputation alone was enough to keep a sensible pony wary…



The trip continued in silence for a few minutes, each pony lost in their own thoughts as the cart rolled beneath the dense forest canopy. The path was narrow and winding, and it was impossible to see what lay around the next bend. Twilight was beginning to wonder just how far in it was before the Everfree actually started when the forest abruptly ended.



The rough, random tree trunks and dense foliage came to a stop, replaced instead by what must have been several acres of apple trees, all neatly lined up. The rough, winding road was suddenly a straight clear path between healthy fruit trees. It was like a miniature slice of Sweet Apple Acres in the middle of the forest.



Their final destination was also clear, as the path led straight to a large complex of buildings in the distance. A small central building, surrounded by a myriad of large glass structures. Greenhouses, if Twilight didn’t miss her guess.



“Land sakes… what’s all this doing out here in the middle of the forest?” Applejack muttered, stealing the words right out of Twilight’s head. 



“You’ll find out soon enough, girls.” Granny said ominously. “Now quit dithering and get a move on!” 








It only took a few more minutes to reach the front doors of the… house? Esate? Complex? Twilight wasn’t certain what to call it. Granny Smith seemed to have no such questions or concerns. As soon as the cart came to as stop, she hopped down with a spryness that belied her age.



“Bout time we got here. Applejack, take your sister and follow me.” With a creaking but hurried gait, she walked up to the front doors and pushed them open like she owned the place.



“Ah, Granny? Ain’t it a bit rude to just barge inta somepony’s home?” Applejack questioned.



“Nonsense! I ain’t got no time to waste for that old fogey to get his lazy bones to the door! You all just follow along now, and leave the talking to me when we get there.”



Twilight and Applejack shared a look, wondering just how ancient a pony had to be for Granny smith to consider them an 'old fogey'. But they wasted no time following her instructions, with Twilight carefully levitating the bundled up Applebloom onto Applejack’s back.



The little filly barely stirred at the motion.








Granny Smith forced her tired old bones to move at a steady clip as she walked down the main hallway. She wasn’t in the mood to waste any more time, and she knew the youngsters would have no problem catching up to her. She paid little attention to the various doors she passed. She knew where each one led, and she knew exactly where she was going. She could have made the trip blindfolded, with all the times she’d walked these floors.



Reaching her destination, she pulled open one of the doors and stepped through into what was clearly a large and well used laboratory.



There were several benchtops, each covered with glassware, beakers, and other apparatus. (Which, contrary to literary tropes, were not bubbling or letting off noxious fumes.) There were free standing blackboards, covered with notes and equations. Several bookshelves of hoof bound journals and research notes stood against one of the walls. And, of course, there were the flowers.



There were weedy looking flowers growing in small clay pots. Flowers growing inside bell jars. Flowers growing under small magical lamps. Flowers with electrodes sticking into their soil, and some with wires clipped to their petals. There was every possible combination of the above, and more, scattered across the lab benches and work areas. The vast majority were of the same strange, weedy, wilted looking plant. And not a one of them were in bloom.



Granny ignored all of this, her eyes focused on the room's sole occupant.



He was a healthy looking Earth pony stallion, perhaps thirty or forty years old. Light blue fur covered his form, while a mop of black hair composed his mane. His cutey mark was on full display, consisting of a bright yellow lily in bloom, with glowing lines of energy emenating from it. 



“Hey there Old Stallion! Whassamater, you forgetting your manners in your old age? It's rude to leave guests waiting about!” She called out with a grin.



The unfortunate stallion jumped in surprise before spinning around, a potted plant in his forehooves. 



“Grands? What're you doing here?” He gasped, eyes shifting between the new arrivals. 



“Well now, I'm here to introduce some of the family to ya. Girls, this here is Flower Power. Flower Power, these are...” That was as far as Granny got before Twilight Sparkle finally recognized the faintly glowing flower held in the stallion's hooves.



And then things went down hill.








“Murder Bloom!” Twilight gasped, her pupils shrinking to pinpricks as she took a step back from the strange stallion. 



It had taken her far too long to recognize the exotic and dangerous plant. In truth it was surprising she recognized it at all, given it's rarity. Not to mention its banned status. I point of fact, that was where she remembered reading about it:  an entry on the list Dark substances.



“I prefer the old designation, Life Blossom, myself.” Flower Power replied dryly.



To the side, Granny Smith just shook her head and smirked, apparently amused at the direction of the conversation.



“What the hay is this Murder-Life-Bulb thing?” Applejack narrowed her eyes, looking from her very perturbed friend to the harmless looking plant in the stallion's hooves.



“It’s an evil plant! It can cure lots of illnesses, but the only way to grow it is by...” she swallowed nervously, her wings twitching at her sides. “By murdering ponies.” she whispered. “It was banned centuries ago… For good reason!”



Applejack gasped in surprise, taking a small step back herself. “Granny’d never truck with something like that! Would ya granny?” She asked. All the same, she gentle removed the bundled up Applebloom from her back, carefully placing her sleeping sister on the floor.



It wouldn't do to put her baby sister in danger if a fight broke out.



The fact that Granny failed to agree with her did not escape AJ's notice. Instead she just sat on the sidelines and watched the fireworks, a grin on her face.



“Ugh.” Flower Power rolled his eyes and turned to glare at the elderly mare. “This is exactly why I've kept my research secret for so long! What were you thinking bringing this lot here? Your granddaughter I can understand, but an alicorn princess? You’ve killed us all!”



“Oh, just relax, all of ya’s!” Granny finally interjected, rolling her eyes at all the drama.



“Relax? Relax??” Twilight’s mane was beginning to become disheveled as she pointed a hoof at Flower Power. “How can we relax around a pony that grows Murder Bloom”



“Life Blossom!” Flower shot back



“Granny, why’d ya bring us all here?” Applejack swallowed worriedly. “You know I’d do anything for little Bloom, but… Killin ponies?” She shook her head.



“Oh no!” Twilight gasped, her mind running wild. “Is Granny really part of some evil cult, and lured us here to sacrifice us to grow more Murder Bloom?” 



“Life Blossom!” Came the stallion's angry reply, overwhelmed as it was by Granny's response.



“Twilight Sparkle!” Granny growled. “There ain't gonna be any murdering of anypony round here!”



For her Part, Applejack just sat in place besides Applebloom, her head moving back and forth to follow the conversation. Forced to choose between one of her best friends, the smartest pony she knew, and a princess of Equestria, and her grandmother, the Element of Honesty wisely decided to sit this one out. 



“But, then, why….” She glanced between Flower Power, the plant in his hooves, and finally, the sleeping, sickly Applebloom. “You're not going to just let.. Just let Applebloom… expire… to grow more Murder Bloom, are you?” Her mane was growing more and more frazzled as her thought followed darker and darker paths. 



“Life Bloss… You know what, forget it, you ignorant little foal!!”  Flower Power had clearly had enough, his tail lashing angrily behind him as he stomped towards Twilight. “I would never harm a foal, and I'm disgusted that you'd even suggest such a thing of me! It’s bad enough that your presence here is going to ruin decades of research and kill dozens of ponies! I’ll not stand here and listen to you spew rank stupidity as well!” 



Twilight found herself muzzle to muzzle with the angry earth pony… And backed away instinctively despite herself.



“H… Hey! I am not ignorant!” She shot back angrily. “And I’M not the one murdering ponies to grow Murder Bulb!”



“LIFE BLOSSUM!” Flower Power roared, his voice growing louder and louder. “And I save ponies, I don’t murder them you brainless trog!”



“It’s because of ponies like YOU that I’ve had to conduct my research in secret for all centuries! Do you have any idea how much further along I could be, if I’d had more help? How many lives I could have saved!” The anger suddenly seemed to leave him. His ears and tail drooped, as he seemed to deflate.



Twilight blinked in surprise, mouthing the word ‘Centuries’ to herself as her eyes grew wider and wider.



“And now you’re here.” He slumped. “I’m going to have to abandon this place, and start over elsewhere. Assuming I can even salvage anything before the guards get here...” 



He turned to face Granny Smith. “Why? Why would you betray me like this Grands?”



Granny sighed. “I ain’t betrayed nopony, Flower. I...”



“Granny? AJ? Mac?” The low sickly voice immediately grabbed Granny's full attention, and she hurried over to her granddaughter.



“We're right here, Applebloom.” Applejack replied softly.



“I’m here child. I’m right here.”



“How’re you feeling Bloom?”



“N… Not so good, sis.” Hew voice was low and weak, the young filly lacking the energy to even open her eyes. 



“Don’t you fret, child. Granny is going to fix everything, okay?”



“Okay granny.”



Granny smith turned to face Flower Power. “I need you to save her.”



He grimaced. “Grands… You know the rules. I don’t have enough flowers to make an extra dose...”



“I know. Give her mine.” 



His grimace grew. “Grands… At your age, in your condition… I’m not sure how much longer you’ll last if you skip a treatment.” 



“I know.” Her reply was perfectly calm as she looked her friend in the eye. “It’s my choice.”



“Grands...” After a few moments he averted his eyes, looking down at the floor.



“There there Flower. You’ve known this was coming for ages.” She laid a hoof on Flower Power's foreleg. “If my little Jonah and his wife hadn’t had their accident, I’d have passed this job onto them years ago. I’m too old and worn out to keep up my end of the deal anyway, and you know it.”



The Stallion closed his eyes tightly for a moment, then sighed.

 

“You're sure?”



“I'm sure.”



“All right then.” He gave her a sad nod, then stepped back. “I finished brewing your dose two weeks ago. Give me a moment to get it.” 



And with that, he stepped out of the lab, leaving behind four mares; one sick, one elderly, and two stunned and confused.



Applejack, not having been on the receiving end of the stallion's ire, recovered first. 



“What in tarnation is going on here Granny?” AJ demanded. “And what's this here treatment you two are talking about?” 



“For land’s sake, Applejack, didn’t you ever wonder how it is I’ve lived this long?” Granny gave her granddaughter a toothless grin. “I was around when Ponyville was founded, for Celestia’s sake!”



“Well...”Aj paused, trailing off. “We all just sorta assumed it was good blood, good food, and a healthy lifestyle. That, and that you were just too tough and ornery to die.” She admitted.



“Darn tootin!” Granny cackled and grinned. “But only half true. The rest is Flower’s concoctions.”



“But, how is that possible?” Twilight reentered the conversation, shaking her head to clear it. “I know Murder Bloom can heal injuries and cure illnesses, but that doesn't explain how anypony could live to be...”



“Three hundred and fifty six.” Granny laughed at the dumbfounded look on the girl's faces. “That's Flower Power's age, mind you, not mine. I'm a mite bit younger, but you should both know better than to ask a mare her age!” She gave a short cackle and winked.



“As for how… Well, Life Blossom does a good job of repairing damage to a pony's body, be it injury or disease. And what's old age but the accumulation of damage?” 



Twilight just stared at the smug looking Granny, completely stunned by the revelation. Applejack, on the other hand, had a few more pressing questions.



“Well, if that's true, then how come you're looking so, well, old Granny?” Applejack tilted her ehad curiously. “I mean, that there fella looks a third your age, but you're saying he's well past three centuries… And what about Auntie Applesauce and Auntie Apple Rose? They're almost as old as you!”



“Same answer to both questions, child.” Granny grinned. “I suppose I'd look as good as Flower if I took all the doses he gave me. But I realized long ago that living a long life ain't worth much if you don't get to spend it with family and friends.” 



“So you've been sharing your treatment with Auntie Applesauce and Auntie Apple Rose? They know about all this?” 



“Gosh no!” Granny laughed loudly. “I've just been spiking their tea whenever they come to visit! Silly girls still think eatin apples three meals a day is what keeps the reaper away!” Applejack just stared in shock as the elderly mare laughed herself silly.



“Of course, they're not the only one's I've been sharing with.” Granny continued once her laufghter subsided. “You remember when you're cousin Apple Seedling came down with Hoof Rot? Or when little Apple Knots had that lung infection?” 



“Of course I do! I was more than a mite worried that Seed might lose that hoof! And the doctor's said Knot's recovery was… a miracle...” AJ trailed off, staring at her grandmother. Granny just smiled and nodded.



“Well.. Well be that as it may…” Twilight's wings fluttered nervously. “Saving ponies is a noble goal, but not at the expense of murdering other ponies!”



“Land sakes Twilight, you got wax in your ears?” Granny asked incredulously. “There ain't nopony killing anypony here...” She cut herself off at the sound of a door opening, as Flower Power reentered the lab. Upon his back rested a silver platter with a bowl of sliced apples, and a small flask filled with a glowing golden elixer. 



He paid no mind to Twilight, ignoring her presense completely, though he gave Applejack a slight nod. In truth he only had eyes for Granny, as he set the platter down beside her and sit down to look her in the eyes. 



“Are you sure about this Grands?” He asked the question, but the defeated tone of voice made it clear he already knew the answer.



Granny just gave him a warm smile. “Sure as shooting, old man.” 



“Very well.” He nodded, then focused his attention on Applebloom.



With surprising delicacy he stroked her cheek.



“Little one… Little one… I need you to wake up. Just for a moment. Can you do that for me?” He asked softly, coaxing the youngster to awakeness.



“Huh? Who.. who're you?” Applebloom muttered, her eyes barely opening.



“I'm your uncle flower. And I'm going to make everything all better, alright? I just need you to be a big, strong girl for me, and drink this all down, okay?” 



“Granny? AJ?” She asked softly. 



“We're right here, Bloom. You just go head and do as you uncle asks, okay?” Granny continued to stroke her mane, smiling down at her.



“K.” The word seemed to take most of the filly's energy, but she still managed to open her mouth.



Into which Flower carefully poured the elixer, gently rubbing her throat to encourage her to swallow. In a matter of moments, the flask was empty, and Flower stood with a sigh. 



“That should do it.” He gestures at the bowl of sliced apples. “The elixer will cure her condition, but her body will still need food to repair itself. She'll also need a lot of rest. I expect she'll become semi-conscious several times over the next few hours. Do your best to get her to eat when she's partially awake. Understood?” 



“Yessir!” Applejack nodded, blinking away the tears in her eyes as she hugged her baby sister. Already her fever had broken, and her breathing sounded less troubled. 



“Good. Now, if you'll excuse me.” He shot a glare at Twilight. “I have matters to attend to.” And with that he hurried out the door once again.



Granny just smiled sadly at his retreating back, the smile becoming more genuine as she looked down at her granddaughters. Applejack was staring at her sleeping sister with intense focus, an apple slice in hoof, just waiting for her to show signs of consciousness. 



Twilight, on the other hand, was looking between the increasingly healthy looking Applebloom and the door Flower Power had exited through, a puzzled look on her face.



Granny cleared her throat.



“As I was saying before, Princess: There ain't nopony gettin killed round here.” 



“But… Murder Bloom… I read about it. The only way to get it to mature.. Is to kill a pony around it...”



Granny just shook her head. 



“Books don't know everything child. Not even Princesses know everything.” She grinned as Twilight flushed in embarrassment. “Whatever you read, I doubt it's more than half the story, if that.”



Twilight tilted her head in curiosity. “Then what is the full story then?” Granny just laughed at the question.



“The whole story'd likely take longer than I've got on this here earth to tell. But I can give you the short version, if it'll help.” 



Twilight nodded vigorously.



“Allright then. It's like this. Ponies have known Life Blossom could cure their ills for ages. But nopony really knew where it came from, or how to make it bloom. Least not till three or four hundred years ago. That's when folks realized that on top of being tought to grow, it only bloomed if somepony died nearby.” 



“But, I thought you said nopony was being killed!” 



“Patience, princess, patience! I ain't hardly even started yet!” Twilight frowned but quieted down once more. “Now, as I was saying, nopony knew that till the late 600's, when Yellow Fever ran rampant. There were plenty of ponies dying back then, and dying all over the place. Which is when some clever ponies realized what it takes to make Life blossom bloom...”



“I remember reading about yellow fever epedemic. It was a really bad time. The Princess did everything she could, but even with the best minds of the day working on it, it took years to find a cure.” 



“Yep. Bad days, those were. Or so I heard. I ain't that old! Anyways, folks knew Life Blossom could cure 'em, and times were desperate. There were a lotta ponies experimenting with it. And not all of them were what you'd call 'ethical' about it.” She shook her head sadly. “That's when ponies started calling it Murder Bloom. And why researching it was banned.” 



“But not everypony was so unscrupulous. There were a hooffull doing good, moral research. Them ponies discovered that while it took the death of a sentient to activate the plant…. If you had a live, blooming flower already, you could use it to activate another plant with the life force of lesser critters.” 



“Lesser critters?” Twilight raised a disbelieving eyebrow, but Granny just grinned in return. 



“Parasprites.” Granny smirked. “Though Flower says he started with fruit flies. Apparently parasprites work better. Some of the other got better results with rabbits and the like, but Flower refused to user vertebrates. Said it was a line he didn't want to cross.” 



She sighed and frowned. 



“Of course, you need an activated Life Blossom to activate more of 'em. And growing 'em ain't easy. They're very particular. And one by one, all them other ponies failed and died off. They lost their crops, or had an accident, or were discovered.” She shook her head sadly. 



“So Flower Power is...” 



“The last one left? Yep. And his crop is likely the only batch of Life Blossom left in Equestria. As peaceful like as things have been, there ain't likely to be many wild batches of blooming Life Blossom in the wild. Not that that's a bad thing, mind ya...” 



Twilight Glanced at the door once again, a fact that didn't go unnoticed by Granny Smith.



“If you want to know more, you'll need to ask the old man yourself.” She smiled slightly. “I need to stay here and keep an eye on Appelbloom. But I know where Flower's bedroom is, and I can give ya directions, if you're keen on it...” 








Twilight moved slowly and carefully as she followed Granny’s directions. Sure. The house looked harmless, but it was still the abode of a mad scientist. One that was growing Murder Bloom of all things! Sure, Granny Smith vouchded for him, but still! Celestia had banned research into the plant herself, and for good reason! 



Regardless, she should try to give him the benefit of the doubt. Even if he was clearly a mad scientist.



Coming up to the door that Granny had described, she knocked lightly on the wooden portal. 



“Um, Mister Flower Power? I’d like to discuss your work a bit more...” she spoke quietly. When no response was received, she pushed lightly on the door, which swung open quietly.



Twilight wasn’t sure what she expected to find in a mad scientists inner sanctum. Bookshelves filled with menacing tomes bound in leather and written in blood perhaps? Arrays of strange sigils and glyphs that seemed to move on their own? Tables covered in glass jars filled with preserved organs perhaps?



She hadn’t really expected to find a simple, spartan room. Just a bed and a nightstand. Oh, there was a single bookshelf, but the books were most certainly not bound in leather. And half the spaces were filled with knick knacks. A pegasus feather. A shiny rock on a piece of string. And old, worn horn ring. A smattering of old, faded photos of unknown ponies.



And she definitely didn’t expect to find the mad scientist himself, sitting in front of his bed, his face hidden behind his forelegs as his body shook with silent sobs. 



“Mister Flower Power” Twilight called out delicacy. 



The silent sobbing stopped as the pony in question lowly sat upright. He didn’t turn to face the alicorn immediately, instead scrubbing his foreleg across his face to dry his eyes



“What do you want?” Flower asked darkly, clearly struggling to convert his sadness to anger.



“Ah, well, I.. That is...” This conversation was not proceeding in the fashion Twilight had expected.



“What’s the matter? Didn’t expect to find the ’evil pony murderer’ crying into his cups?” He growled.



“Well, no… not really.” Twilight’s ears flattened against her head as the answer escaped her muzzle all on its own.  The stallion spun around to face her, the angry expression on his face overshadowing the tear tracts in his fur.



“Well, let's see hw well you handle it when you have to watch a friend die! A friend you've known for over two centuries! A friend you watched from up from fillyhood!” He growled, his eyes filled with fire and anger and a deep, abiding sadness. 



Twilight grimaced and looked away from the stallion. And in turing her head, found herself staring at her wings. She swallowed a lump in her throat and pushed thoughts of her own friends into the back of her mind once more.



“It's.. It's not that bad. I'm sure Granny can make it another few years if she takes care of herself.” 



Flower Power just snorted in response.



“Another few years. You speak as if that's a long time. It isn't. Besides, she doesn't have a few more years. There won't be another dose for her next year. Or for many years to come. Thanks to you.” His words dripped with such scorn that Twilight flinched. 



“What do you mean? And how is it my fault?”



“Don't be coy, princess. As soon as you lot leave, you'll be running straight to Celestia, and in a day or two this place will be swarmed with guards and I'll be arrested. For dealing in 'dark, banned substances.'” He snorted, making air quotes before turning away from her to begin removing books from the bookshelf, carefuly stacking them on his bed.



“But I’m sure if you just explained to Princess Celestia...” Twilight began.



“My crop requires constant care and attention.” Flower didn't even let her finish speaking before interrupting her. “I’d spend months or years in a cell before I ever got to see the Princess. And that assumes she even listens to or believes me.” The pile of books grew slowly and methodically.



“Well, I’m sure I could talk to her and...”



“Not that it would matter.” Flower continued, speaking right over the alicorn. “Because the wealthy and connected would descend upon this place like locus, and consume everything that I've worked so hard to build.” 



“That's.. that's ridiculous! I'm sure that wouldn't happen!”



“I've seen it happen Princess!” He practically spit out her title. “I wasn't the only pony working with Life blossom you know! I was there! I saw what happened to the others!” 



“But… I'm sure we could protect your work. Set up guards, patrols...”



“Oh, don't be so naive Princess!” Flower rolled his eyes as he turned to face her once more. “Do you think those guards don't have families? That they don't have friends? That they don't know somepony, somewhere who they desperately want to save?”



“Well, I suppose...” Twilight once again found herself on on the back hoof as Flower Power stepped into her personal space.



“You've got one of my last friends sitting a few rooms away.” He gestured with his hoof. “She's been letting herself die by inches, sharing her good health with her family. She brought her grandaughter here for help, knowing that it will cost her her own life! And yet there she sits, with a smile on her face!” 



The stallion’s ears drooped as the fire seemed to leave him. He stared at the wall, as if he could see through it to his friend.



“Grands is one of a kind, but she's not unique in the lengths she'll go to to protect her family. If ponies are willing to die to save the one's they love, do you really think the threat of a little jail time will dissuade the guards?” 



Twilight had no answer to that. 



“And if not the guards, it will be the nobles. They've got the bits and the influence to throw around. They'll look upon my work and all they'll see is a chance to save a loved one. Oh, they'll all have good, noble reasons. A sick filly. An injured husband. A pregnant wife struggling with a fatal disease. Who could say no to that?” The stallion continued to stare into the middle distance. “And one by one they'll be used up. The seeds of the future, devoured by the well meaning in the present. “



“And what future are you trying to create?” She asked softly.



“My future?” His voice was soft and distant, his eyes unfocused as the her ignored the world around him to focus on the world that could be.



“In my future, foals dance and play in fields of Life Blossom. Nopony worries if they trample and crush some, because it's as common as grass. And those foals will grow up knowing their sires and their grand sires and their great grand sires… Family twenty generations deep. And for the first time ever, ponies will no longer fear Death's scythe. It will be Death itself that trembles in fear for its own ending.” 



With a trembling foreleg, Flower Power wiped the latest tears from his eyes.



“Someday. Someday.” He muttered, visible taking hold of himself. “But not today. And not for a long time, now.” 



Twilight couldn't speak. She could only watch as Flower Power returned to stacking his journals, a lump in her throat. It took her a few moments to compose herself, before she could speak again.



“Surely it won't be that long.” She whispered nervously. 



Flower's derisive snort did little to reassure her. 



“I've been working with Life Blossom for centuries now. Growing it. Testing it. Experimenting on it. Learning what soil conditions it likes. Figuring out how to use one plant to activate another. Figuring out how to use Parasprites to feed it the life energy it requires. Do you have any idea how many parasprites it takes? Too few and the plant starves and goes dormant before blooming. Too many and it tries to grow too fast and dies. Too much sun and it shrivels. Too little and it wilts. Dozens, hundreds of variables!” He huffed angrily. 



“Three centuries I've been working, and do you know how big my annual crop is?” 



“N.. No?” 



“Twelve plants. Twelve, healthy, usable plants. Per year. On average.” He closed his eyes and breathed deeply. “And half of those need to be used as seedlings for the next crop. I need to be able to grow thousands. I need to breed more robust strains. I need to find a way to feed them life force directly, without the messy intermediary of parasprites. And now.. Now I need to start over, from scratch. From the one or two plants that are far enough long that they might survive a trip.”



Flower Power closed his eyes again and took a deep breath. It was clear he was struggling not to break into tears again. 



“I won't tell anyone.” The words were barely a whisper.



“What? What did you say?” Flower opened his eyes to stare at her.



“I said...” Twilight took a deep breath. “I said.. I won't tell anyone. I promise.” Her voice was stronger this time, more confident. And if it wavered slightly, the look of determination on her face did no such thing. 



“It.. It doesn't matter. I can't trust you. I can't trust anypony. The secret is too big. Somepony always caves to temptation or desperation...” 



“You trusted Granny Smith.” She reminded him. “And as for the temptation of immortality, well...” Twilight smiled slightly and unfolded her wings as a reminder. 



“And besides, I already promised Granny I'd keep whatever she showed me a secret.” She smiled nervously. “And I can hardly break a promise to her. I am an honorary Apple after all...” 



Flower Power stared at her for a few good, long minutes, as Twilight became more and more twitchy and uncomfortable. Finally he sat down sigh a sigh, seeming to deflate.



“Fine. Fine, I accept your promise. I'll trust you.” He sounded more defeated than excited however. A fact not lost on Twilight. “I'm too old and tired to start over anyway. Let the chips fall where they may.”



“Wonderful!” Twilight clapped her hooves together excitedly. “Oh, and, ah.. I'm sorry about accussing you of murder before...” She flushed in embarassment over her earlier faux pa. 



Flower Power just waved his hoof dismissively. “You're forgiven.” He said tiredly.



“Wonderful! Now that we're friends… Tell me, have you considered grafting a… Life Blossom… onto an existing species of tree?”



“Yes, I tried that around a hundred and twenty years ago. I thought an old oak tree would have enough excess physical, chemical, and magical energy to support one. The plants were surprisingly compatible, but the Blossom's roots caused localized necrosis in the Oak...”








Granny sighed in relief as she rested her weary old bones in her chair in the back of the cart. Beside her, Apple bloom lay wrapped in blankets, sleeping peacefully. It would be some time before she regained her strength, but there was no doubt that it would happen. Not anymore.



“Here. Take this.” 



Granny looked up to find Flower Power standing beside the cart, not meeting her eyes. In his hooves was a jar of lightly glowing powder. Granny just raised an eyebrow and stared, waiting for an explanation. A few moments of awkward silence passed before Flower spoke again.



“It’s pollen. From activated Life Blossom. This is all from less successful strains I didn’t want to crossbreed. I’ve been meaning to perform some tests to determine if it retains any of the properties of the whole flower, but I don’t have any proper test subjects. I don’t know if it will work, or what it will do, mind you. I’ll need you to keep notes on the effects for me.”



Granny just smiled, finally accepting the jar. “You were always a big ol’ softy, Flower.” 



The older earth pony finally met her eyes, a smirk on his lips. 



“Someone’s got to keep young fillies like yourself out of trouble. And no sharing this around like you’re want to! I need untainted experimental data!”



“Untainted? From me? You’ve gone daft in your old age!”



Flower Power narrowed his eyes and frowned at the younger mare. 



“I'm still angry at you for dropping a Princess on me like that you know. You could have ruined centuries of work! You put everything at risk!”



Rather than looking contrite, Granny just smiled wider. “I did no such thing, you old fogey.” 



Flower just raised an eyebrow. “And what makes you so sure of that?” 



Turning her head, Granny Smith looked over at the front doors to Flower's home, where Twilight and Applejack stood fretting over several creates full of journals and research notes. Twilight was fretting over having enough reading material. Applejack was fretting over having to haul it all back to Ponyville. 



“Because that mare over there is the smartest pony I ever did see. And she's immortal.” She turned to look back at Flower. “She's immortal. And her family and friends… ain't. Immortality isn't all that great if you get to pend it with the ponies ya love. And the girl's smart enough to realize that.” 



Flower slowly nodded, fastidiously refusing to meet Granny's eyes. 



“Besides, she's an alicorn! Part Earth Pony, part Unicorn, and part Pegasus! And weren't you the one who spent a decade whining about wanting to test unicorn magic's effect on Life Blossom? And wanting to try out them Pegasi hydroponic planting beds?” 



Flower grimaced for a moment before finally smiling and nodding. “Touche. A point to the little filly.”



“More than one point, Old Stallion.” She smirked. “Like I said, that there is the smartest pony I ever did meet. And I expect she's gonna be the most motivated too.” She grinned down at her oldest living friend.



“Five bits gets you ten that with her help, it'll be my grandfillies rolling around in them field of Life Blossom you've been dreaming of.” 



With one last wink, Granny Smith lay back down in the back of the cart and closed her eyes to rest. Her tired old bones needed a time out. Even as she sleep took her, her hoof stroked through the mane of her peacefully sleeping, healthy granddaughter. 



She dreamed of fields of golden flowers.
      

      
   
      The Outer Dark


      

      
      
         Before I answer your questions, let me say that it is good to see you. Even after all these years, I am delighted to see you again. We were friends once, after a fashion, weren’t we? I see you hesitate. It’s alright, it has been a long time, and I’m sure seeing me again was something of a shock. You’ve taken it in stride, however, and that is commendable.



And, yes, I’m getting there. Where have I been? And why do I seem so… strange?



Why, I have seen the mare who does not sleep.



Quiet, please. Don’t react so—you’ll worry the other patrons. In fact, here, let me pay in advance. For what? Why, for the drinks. You’ll be wanting a few. As for myself, I’ve found that since my little sojourn I care little for anything that would detract from my alertness.



Yes, I’ve really seen her. I’m sure you have questions, but let me tell you how I came to find her first.



The guards surrounding the Valley of Shadow were the easiest part, ironically. Princess Celestia picked her finest guards, and yet still they too are only mortal. That place takes its toll on even the strongest wills. Have you ever watched acid do its work? I have. I once saw an artist work at etching, and marveled at what acid could do to an otherwise strong material. 



But I am getting off track. The guards were easy to slip by. Judicious application of magic, combined with sleight of hoof and a generous helping of soul-wariness on the part of those forlorn protectors, and I was past their hopelessly inadequate wall.



It was strange, to walk the old paths again, and see the old things. Much of it is now unrecognizable, of course—even without the effect of the mare who does not sleep, time and the elements have ruined much of my former home.



What was it like, in the ruins of Ponyville?



If you must know—and I suppose you must—it was in many ways identical to the day we left. The Sofa and Quills store has a sign hanging in its sad window announcing a sale that is long since over with. There are a few carts still in the center of town. The bakery is even intact, though its colors are long since faded. Everywhere in the valley there is a near-silence. Your breathing seems louder. Your hooves against the dirt path sound like muffled cannons in the distance. 



Silence has a way of seeping into the skin, don’t you know? When a place is still enough, quiet enough, empty enough, the lack of movement becomes tangible. It clings to you. Your own steps frighten you. Your own blood pumping in the veins of your neck is enough to make you want to scream, because you swear that you hear every heartbeat.



I didn’t. Scream, that is—I did not say a word. I was as prepared for my journey as any could be.

Every precaution had been taken. I said that slipping through the guard’s embargo was the easiest part, did I not? I watched them for a week. I used my not-so-inconsiderable skill to copy their schedules. For the horrors beyond—inward and downward—I prepared with careful study. I was no student of the finer and more esoteric sorts of magic, but with the right mindset even one such as I can learn certain secrets.



I had, of course, learned how to shield the mind and spirit from certain aftereffects of the sort of magic that now saturates my beloved Ponyville. Had I walked the streets without my wards in place, I would not be here to tell you this tale.



See this? Yes, isn’t it lovely? ‘Twas originally a birthday gift, but I have given it a much more noble purpose. Let me open the locket for you, and… there we are. Where once were pictures I have scrawled in tiniest detail the most intricate of formulations. I spent a week on each side, slaving away in the darkness when I knew none would disturb me or ask questions I could not answer.



But Ponyville, yes, I know you would rather know of it than my preparations. You remember the last moments of that burg—the chill in the air, the screaming. The… the lights.



The library is surprisingly well preserved, considering. The top looked as if it had been ripped asunder by some terrible clawed beast. I found the old telescope that used to sit so proudly atop the highest platform shattered on my way inside, and I kept one of the shards as I ventured into the epicenter of all our sorrows.



Books, mostly charred, littered the filthy floor. Here and there, one found markings on the floor clearly made by design, I presume by the mare herself with heat or strongest steel. Little… canals, to carry her intent. They spiraled all over the floor and along the walls, and for all of my diligent research I could not make heads or tails of them. They would suggest letters, and then word would fail to appear. They would almost seem to mimic some of the more advanced thaumaturgical phenomenology I have seen in dusty tomes… and then the lines would twist away and leave the work incomplete.



Everything about that library felt incomplete in a most maddening way. The mare herself was long gone, but her touch lingered still.



Gaining entrance to the basement was difficult, but I managed to dig through the debris sealing the entrance with brute force. Surprising, I know, but I am nothing if not determined. It took an hour, at least. Everything in Ponyville fights your magic now, as if it too were alive. Perhaps it is.



The basement of the library had been her sanctum. I had never entered it whilst I still lived in Ponyville, so I cannot say how much it had actually changed. The layout was predictably Spartan, books in their proper places in a forest of shelves which soon gave way to older records bound up in dusty scrolls. A small laboratory, perfect for alchemical work, far removed from the archives. I felt around the edges, cautious of a trap, but found only the ghost of an old spell to keep any conflagration from spreading. It was sad, seeing her spellwork again.



Another? Of course, I am happy to pay, but you seem pale. I suppose a brandy would fix that. Perhaps I could be convinced to partake.



Yes, of course, I do believe you’re right. We should find a more private place. A booth, perhaps.








I stayed in the library for two nights. 



You see, I had found her notes. They were, to be blunt, beyond me in most respects. Perhaps if I had spent a few more years in study as intense as she had undergone, I could have understood a quarter of the brilliance she applied to the page in such a slapdash fashion. I knew enough of the peculiar sort of lore in which she had dabbled to understand nothing more than that the scope of her work had been immense.



Of course, we all know what she was doing now.



I was able to piece together a narrative, however, and that was far more useful than mere notes. Others might care to know how it had all been done, but I only cared to know how ruin had come to Ponyville.



I did not visit my old home until the second day. I could hardly bear to look at it. I simply walked the abandoned halls. I touched nothing. The doom that came to our town had rendered it forever violated. The walls pulsed.



Funny that only now I mention that.



The walls, I mean. How they… how they pulsed. Reach out your hoof—yes, like so—touch the wall beside us. Not the glass, right. Now, what does it feel like? Solid, yes.



Not so in the valley of the shadow.



There, the buildings seem almost to move beneath you and around you. It was like stepping into the bowels of something that lived… if that word can apply to anything in the valley. Life is not so much what comes to mind as…



Forget it. Try to.



After two days, I found that I could bear the library no more. I had compiled the narrative of the mare who does not sleep into a neat timeline, and had read as much of her work as I could bear to read. She was not there. The final answers were not there. Does that puzzle you? At first, I too was confused. Surely if anywhere in the valley had answers, ‘twould be the library where we saw…



There were so few bones there. None, actually. Did you know? How curious that is. How…



You know, perhaps I will have a brandy. Excuse me.








I am taking far too long to tell this story, I think.



You’ve been very patient. Thank you for that, old friend.



From the notes and research log, I concluded that my search would be completed not in Ponyville’s corpse but in the heart of the Everfree. Yes, I entered it alone. It, too, has changed.



We thought of it as fearsome before, and we were right to think so. Untested as we were, it would have swallowed us whole the moment we let down our guard. But it was not yet come into its own then. It was… imagine a foal. A foal can do many of the things a grown pony can do, but not as a grown pony might do them. We too, I think, were foals—all of us, then. When the sun shone in the valley. The forest has grown up.



It took me a solid day to reach the dark heart of that place. Cutting through the seemingly endless, snarling thicket was taxing on the body. The constant murmuring was taxing on the soul. 



Oh, right. I forget. I keep getting ahead of myself.



The forest whispers now.



Where do the voices come from? I have ideas. What do they say? Many things. Much of it is nonsense. The more you strain to listen to them, the less progress you make through the vines and thorns.  But sometimes, I would catch fragments of what almost seemed like conversation…



Halfway through, I found the river where that dear old serpent once lived. In my excitement, I was careless. The thorns raked my flank and where they touched was so, so cold. I stumbled out onto open ground, trying to see what they had done to me. It was hard to breathe. Was it panic? Was I imagining the cold and the strangulation and the feeling of evil in the air? Perhaps. Probably, even. But I still felt it. It felt real.



I cauterized the wound. Yes, that look is appropriate. Overkill? Certainly.



The books were very clear that fire was the only true defense I could afford. And, to be honest with you, for a short time I think I lost my mind to fear.



Do you know what it is like to really, truly lose control of yourself? My panic was more frightening than the whispering trees or the dead streets had been. Your body refuses your commands. It revolts. Your legs give out beneath you. Cold sweat runs down into your eyes and your mouth sputters with things that want to be words but are not even close to being them. Your vision blurs with tears—or is it just another part of the panic? In the moment, you don’t know. You don’t really know anything in the moment of absolute terror. Your thoughts twist themselves into horrible shapes like a mare in the grips of glossolalia.



But I recovered. Perhaps it would have been better had I not.



So I burnt myself rather badly. I dared not trust the water. Perhaps I would have been fine, but I was too frightened to even try. I lay there in the tall grass, hearing my heart hammering like a madmare in her cell for release. I felt like I, too, might snap. Ponyville, the notes, my home… it was a bit much, really. After all of those years of silent grieving, to see it all again.



No. I shouldn’t have brought any of you along. It was bad enough that I went myself.



My fears still felt justified. If she could make the Everfree even more terrifying than it had been before, what else could she have done?








Last call will be soon, won’t it? Here, I’ll procure our last bits of fortitude, and finish the tale.



What motivated her? That eluded me. Even with her notes in my saddlebags, I still was no closer to discovering that crucial detail. 



What motivates a kind, sweet pony to delve into the darkest of lores? Was it simply the allure of forbidden fruit? I could understand that—resent it, of course—but I could understand it. Was it… was there some misguided notion of the common good? Or was she never the mare we thought she was, from the beginning? Were her smiles simply a cover for something awful, something that was always waiting for us?



Like myself, I know you have never looked at ponies the same way since Ponyville. Not after Her. You look at them and you wonder—who are you? Does this evil grow in you too? Have you found yourself shying away from their gazes, like I have for years now? Have you feared their touch, reminded of… of Her?



I’m sorry, perhaps I’m merely projecting.



But I kept returning to the problem of Her motivations as I looked at the Castle of the Two Sisters. Once, it had been opulent and imperial. When we first saw it, it was a ruin. It has since become a festering abomination.



How? Oh, believe me if you can, but it is obvious to the naked eye. The castle glows with a sickly green light. Dramatic, isn’t it? 



But it does. And the light flickers within, like when a foal walks in front of the fire and casts her shadow on the wall.



The bridge has been repaired. It was a nerve-wracking passage, but I made it and walked unchallenged by any sentinel. Perhaps the lack of response as I crossed into her domain should have warned me away, but I had come so far and seen so little. 



The outer walls were much the same, but the inner courtyard has been utterly altered. Where vines and normal bush had overgrown the masonry, now there are stranger things growing. Thorned monstrosities that reminded me of the Venus fly trap an old professor of mine at community college was so proud of, with what I suspected were maws. I obviously didn’t close enough to check. It’s all wild growth, but it feels intentional, as if someone were planting those horrid things as a new wall, to replace the old stone battlements entirely one day. Certainly it took some effort to get through them into the inner sanctums of the old palace. The machete I had brought along, fearing exactly this, became useless after the first few swings. The plants secrete a sort of acidic sap that bit into the steel right before my eyes. Fire was a disaster—the smoke was pungent and I feared it might be toxic, and so I was forced at first to retreat.



Oh. I’d almost forgotten. They glowed, faintly. Like fireflies lived inside them. Yes, curious, isn’t it? I certainly thought so. I thought a lot of things, then.



It may come as some surprise to you, but I am better with magic then any of my friends ever suspected. Not all of us can be as grand as the mages of Canterlot. I was better with precision. Cutting, manipulating, the fine arts of the scalpel. 



Suffice it to say that with difficulty I was able to pass safely through the thorned walls into the true inner sanctum.



The keep crawled with the unnatural plants, but I found the door was free of them and so I gained access easily.



She had finished here what she had begun in the library of Ponyville. The walls played host to her calculations and matrices, her spiraling eldritch scripts and her half-finished incantations. They were uneven—no, not uneven, downright maddening—and at first I tried to study them. I honestly tried, but I simply couldn’t after some time, don’t you understand? I understood less than half but I understood enough.



Have you… no, of course you haven’t. I’m sorry, I don’t mean to sound rude. If you’d ever seen a phenomenology of a pony by a true mage you would have been able to understand my discomfort. Those? They are works of art. But that is of the physical. What she did on the walls was on herself, starting with the physical. But as I wandered deeper I found cross-sections of a soul. I stopped reading. There were others, brighter matrices, glowing with the same greenish fire, but I could not bear to look. Because what comes after such an examination? What had she done?



The deeper I ventured, the more the writing seemed to lose what little order it had shown. Her scrawling became more frantic, her spell work more advanced and less legible. Here she was working fast, too fast to keep up with, working up towards some last great release.



The thrones are gone now, and I know not where they are. But in their place there is a great doorway which is lined in old unicorn runes which I cannot read—but I’m sure she can. Even after everything, I want to know what they say. Maybe that’s why I kept going. The need to know.



I opened the door and found stairs that led down, down, down, into some other place. 



At this point, I could have still turned back, I think. I should have. Just a few muscles pulling, a few signals different in this diseased mind of mine, and I could have left that ruin behind me and left that awful forest of darkness behind me and slipped back out through the frightened patrols and gone home. I would have had the papers examined by a mage I could trust, and perhaps have reached some closure about the whole business. The mare, like Ponyville, was gone, and that would have been it. And in the end, wouldn’t that have been enough? Surely it would have been. To die, calmly in my bed, without having delved into that darkest of places? 



I want to believe that I could have done anything else. I need to believe it.



But what is important is that I climbed down those stairs, lighting my way with a simple cantrip spell. I walked and walked and walked, for what seemed like miles but couldn’t possibly have been. How deep under the earth was I when at last I saw and end to stairs? I cannot hazard a guess, and I’ll explain to you why—



Oh. I believe this establishment is closing. Would you walk with me? Please? It… I’ve been alone too long. I stretch the story out because the telling is my only comfort.








It’s a lovely night, isn’t it? Despite my ramblings, Luna’s work is untarnished. The offer of a place to stay was generous of you, and I would love to take you up on it… but I don’t believe I can. I must say, I was surprised to find you here of all places at first, but it makes sense now. Canterlot is but a short ways away from Ponyville, isn’t it? So very close. As close as you can get without being in mortal peril. You didn’t want to let go of it. Or maybe, just maybe, you too found yourself trapped as I did. You were unable to let go. Days would go by as normal, and then one night you would dream of Ponyville again, and the things we saw there, and you would wake up shivering in the diseased hours between midnight and dawn, slick with sweat, begging the old gods of Dream Valley for mercy.



How did I know about the dreams? We all have them. All of the survivors. You know, I met the poor bookseller the other day. You remember him, on the corner? He is an absolute wreck. I entrusted the pages of the “diary” I had organized from her notes to that poor fellow, and he asked me if I had seen her in dreams. I tried to laugh it off, or suggest that perhaps he should try and read fewer dark things. But then I saw his eyes, and how they looked at everything, including myself.



Oh yes, we’ve all had the dreams. Every single one of us that fled like ants before the boot.



But for now, I should finish my tale. 



Yes, I understand. It’s not exactly that you’re eager. I’m certainly not eager to relate it. It’s more that you have a need, isn’t it? As if you somehow know what’s coming next, but you have to hear it anyhow? Yes, I felt the same as I descended.



The end of the stair and the stair itself were strangely lit.



More runes. These I could read, for they were of more modern make. Some of it seemed like doggerel to me, bits of strange verse or half-remembered passages from odd books. I can only speculate on why she marked the walls in this way. 



At the time, I remember thinking to myself that it was whim that compelled her. And the more I thought about it, the worse that idea became. I could almost see her, stopping her insane masterwork long enough to scrawl out some silly poem on the rock with her magic. Like how you or I might pause from some late night work to have some coffee, or a lonely writer might walk the block and smoke to clear his head. The juxtaposition of such a mundane, natural, even wholesome thing with the knowledge of what she had worked above and… below, was almost nauseating. It was simply normal. It was just another project.



The end of the stair, yes. I’m sorry, I was lost in thought.



I saw the light before I saw the final step. For a moment, somewhere in the recesses of my mind, I had the most absurd idea that it was the sun. That I’d somehow gotten lost and I would come out aboveground again.



Beneath the earth there was a vast vault. I could not see the top of it, and I could not see its end. A vault so high I thought there might be clouds above, though I saw none, and so long that I thought a world could fit beneath our hooves. And there was a city, and I saw it all laid out before me, for the stairs ended on a cliffside overlooking that… that damnable cathedral!



The city I will not describe to you because I cannot. In the center there was the cathedral, made of light and glass, translucent so as to suggest but never explain its contents, and light shone from it—clear! Clear light but it was not a wholesome light. The streets were winding, and I feared being in the light of the tall, crystalline tower and the shadows alike. I feared the green glow of the torches. I trembled in the alleyways for what felt like weeks, imagining I could hear heartbeats from the walls. 



It’s all live, you see. The whole city is alive.



And the ponies are alive, I think. Are they? I don’t know. What does that word mean? If stones can pulse with life than what is life?



Yes, ponies. I saw them. I hid from them in the alleyways, dimming my light spell and praying to every being ponies have ever revered that they would not see me hiding from them. I dashed from hiding place to hiding place, unnerved by how they seemed to walk unencumbered.



You see, I wish I could tell you they were deformed or disfigured somehow. I so wish that I could relate some lesser horror to you then that they were, for all appearances, absolutely normal. They walked. They breathed.



They are building a city.



One finally saw me out in the open. I hesitated a second too long. It was… the teacher. She taught poor, poor Sweetie Belle. I remember her. Even after so many years I remember her. Ponyville’s final day ended a few minutes after school let out, don’t you remember? I imagine the foals bursting out of the little schoolhouse on the edge of town, laughing in the sun. I imagine her smiling a tired, content smile from her desk.



She looked at me with a mute, bored expression. Her eyes were awful. I do not know why, I cannot put it into words except to say that her gaze unnerved me. I was not the city. I held no interest for her.



And yet, when she made no effort to attack me, and I made no effort to do likewise… she followed me. Soon others joined, a dozen or so, following but not seeming to notice me at all. 



I wish I could tell you they were monstrous because it would be easier to bear than to hear that they were marionettes. They were puppets. All extensions of a greater will.



I came to the great cathedral. The marionettes that wore the faces of our neighbors stayed outside, staring up at the crystalline tower. The doors were open.



Of course I walked inside. I had no choice either way, now. Where could I go to escape the maddening need to know but inward?



She was there. At first, I did not see her. There was the high dais and the stairs that led up to it. I saw no other doors. It was all glass—and translucent, suggesting the city beyond but not letting one see it, and so at last I was truly alone.



I walked up the stairs. I took them one by one.



Why was I there? Why did I go at all? I did not know until that moment, halfway into my ascent. Hadn’t I felt called to? Hadn’t I felt like all along, in my studying and in my spying, that I had been summoned? That I was, in some way, trying to get back to something?



I ascended.



She was… reading. She was reading, and I could not breathe. She had marked herself with those swirling designs, some thaumic matrix I did not understand. Horrible runes dug into her skin and fortified with sordid magic until they shone as if a sun had taken up lodging in her stomach.



She turned slowly. And… and… Please, please stop, I can’t bear to go any farther. 



Celestia! Celestia help me. Her eyes glowed and they were unblinking, like twinned green suns.



She said, “Hello, Rarity.”



And I could not sob, I could not weep, I could not scream. Even when she rose to meet me more properly, and her form wavered like smoke, I could do nothing else.



I said, “Hello, Twilight.”








Rarity was practically panting in the streets of Canterlot. Rainbow Dash had thought that she looked drained before, but now she seemed like somepony watching their own murder through a scrying glass. Her eyes were bloodshot from lack of sleep. The strange hood she had been wearing had been cast aside, and Rainbow recoiled with shock to see the glowing runes carved into the sides of her head.



“I’m marked,” Rarity hissed, as if struggling to breath. “Rainbow, I saw her.”



“Rarity… oh, Celestia, what did she do to you?”



Rarity laughed. Her magic grabbed ahold of Rainbow’s simple weatherpony uniform and jerked her in closer. The pegasus squirmed, but she couldn’t break the iron grip. They were muzzle to muzzle.



“She rides my mind like a foal at a mayfair revel,” seethed the once-so composed unicorn. Rainbow saw her eyes watering. She smelt the stink rolling off Rarity in waves now, it was impossible to ignore. “I cannot sleep, I cannot do anything to relax or escape her. She rides me hard, from one survivor to the next.”



“What the hell—“



“My story is my last generosity,” choked Rarity. “So at least you’ll know. So you’ll have some idea before you walk in there.”



“Rarity, let go of me!”



“Don’t you feel watched?” Rarity continued. Her eyes bored holes in Rainbow’s own, and yet Rainbow knew that Rarity wasn’t looking at her. She wasn’t looking at anything. “Don’t you feel watched, all the time? Eyes on you? I do. I did, before, but now I know that it isn’t just simple anxiety or fear of the dark.”



Rainbow pushed with both forelegs against Rarity’s chest and they both went sprawling on the cobblestones.



Rainbow took deep breaths, trying to recover some semblance of herself, but Rarity was still babbling.



“Rainbow, do you remember? Do you remember what happened?”



“Of course I do, you idiot! Everyone… they…”



“No! You’re just like me.” Rarity was already back on her hooves, and Rainbow backed away. “You’re exactly like me. You saw it, didn’t you? They talked about necromantic magic in the papers, or blood magic, whoever was writing the story made up some new malady because there was no way to describe it! None of that fit! She saw something! We all did.”



“I just saw the explosion,” Dash growled. “And so did you.”



“The fabric of creation, she tore a hole into it, so we could see the outer dark, and then that too she tore away, until… until…” Rarity’s wide eyes gleamed in the torchlight of old Canterlot. Two mares, former friends, stared each other down. 



Rarity sat on her haunches, and buried her head in her hooves. 



“Rainbow, we’re the last.”



Dash’s ears flicked. She was seconds from bolting. “What the hell are you talking about?”



“Don’t you understand? Didn’t you suspect something? We’re the last ones. She has all the others. Poor… I visited the book seller last night, you see. You were the last. She helped me find you. She pushed me forward, dug into me until I screamed. It’s only you and I that are left outside of the valley.”



“Someone would have noticed,” Rainbow said, but already her mind was working. When was the last time she had seen anypony from Ponyville? When was the last time she had seen another survivor? A week ago?



“Oh, they have. They’ve been watching you, just like they’ve been watching me. They’re terrified, and they should be. You and I? One moment we’re there and the next we aren’t. We slip right through their clever clutches. It’s not because we want to. I could have walked right past those guards. She was there. She was always there. She’s with you too.”



“Get away from me. You’re…” Rainbow spat. “You’re wrong. She’s dead. She died in the library. The mare that doesn’t sleep is a lie, Rarity.”



“I’ve seen her.”



“You saw wrong! You…” she wanted to say it again, but she could not. 



“Do you remember? Do you remember what happened when she showed us all what the truth was? Do you remember that terrible secret?” Rarity edged in closer. Dash backed away. “Have you begun to remember? We all saw it… I know I did. My mind put up walls around the… the revelation, but they were breaking bit by bit. The weaker I became, the more I knew I had to go back. The more I felt the need to know. When I’m… when I’m done she’ll… What do you remember?”



“Flying,” Dash replied, her voice a hoarse rasp. “Flying, and then… light? Sound? I crashed. Somepony pulled me.”



“You flew towards the light,” Rarity said. “I remembered that part a few months ago, before I went in.”



She had. She remembered it. “I… but…”



“Rainbow,” Rarity began, “Twilight sent me to you. She sent me to the others. One by one, I’ve visited them and then she…”



“No.”



Rarity tore the robe off. Dash saw the new mark on her flank and recoiled.



“What is that? Sweet Celestia, what did you do?”



“She did this! This is her mark. It’s on you too. Yours just isn’t visible! She already has you. She wants me to say… to say…” Rarity choked. Rainbow hesitated, torn between fleeing the obviously troubled mare in front of her and trying to help, but Rarity ended her indecision by holding a hoof up.



Rarity shuddered. “She wants you to come back. She wants them all to come back. How much do you remember? Do you have a way to stay out of the shadows?”



“I already told you, I—“



Rarity moved forward before Rainbow could elude her. Rarity held her head in a vice between her hooves and stared at her eyes. She wilted, flinched as if slapped. She backed away. 



“No, maybe… maybe if you just… if you didn’t go home. If you kept running… flying, I mean,” she began to babble to herself. “Chase the sun, go far away until you were beyond her and her city. You could keep to the light and…” Rarity began to sob. “I don’t want to be the last one!”



Rainbow fled towards home.







She slumped inside of her doorway.



Rarity hadn’t followed. She’d been crying in the street, and Rainbow had left her there to her madness. It was madness, she was sure of that. Rarity was delusional. Oh, Dash believed the first part of her story—the way she’d talked and acted, it wasn’t hard to believe she’d somehow gotten inside the quarantine surrounding Ponyville. Idiot! Of course she would. Always so nosy, always having to know… and now look at her, ranting about impossibilities. Like Twilight. Twilight was dead.



Yet, Rainbow’s heart rate was slow to return to its normal pace despite her certainty. The mind was convinced, but the body doubted.



Some of the things Rarity had said bothered her, that was true. The dreams… but that was easy to explain. It had been a traumatic day for all of the survivors, of course there had been dreams. The being watched was obvious. They’d all been cleared and officially declared clean of corruption by Celestia herself, but Rainbow would have been nervous about ponies who had been so close to whatever the hell Twilight had done if she and the guards positions had been reversed. Her memories were fine, weren’t they?



No, they weren’t. She tried to remember the explosion, but couldn’t.



She remembered… flying. She remembered a noise of some kind. Light.



The harder Dash tried to remember the more her heart hammered in her chest. The closer she got, the more her wings twitched to fly her anywhere but here. The less sure of Rarity’s madness she was, the less she noticed her apartment.



The air was cold, but it had been a cold winter for Canterlot. The light—the one electric light she kept on at all times—was out. The candles throughout had not yet been lit. Darkness wouldn’t do. She couldn’t stand it, couldn’t sleep in it. When she was in the dark she couldn’t help but think in lieu of see.



Rainbow Dash shuddered.



And then, before her in that total darkness, she saw them. She saw the unblinking eyes that glowed with a jade fire invade the sanctity of her living room. The fires were out. The light had failed. Rainbow tried to will herself into flight but her body would not obey. Only now could she feel the slightest touch of magic like a faint electric current over her wings, pinning them to the door.



The eyes came closer. She tried to say something, anything, so as not to die quiet. All that came was a pitiful, low groan of denial. Twilight had stolen her voice. She was doing something else, something Rainbow couldn’t see, but what did it matter? The air was thick with the electric thrum of magic.



And the eyes were so large now, so close, taking up more and more of her vision until they took up the entirety of it. There was nothing for Rainbow to see but the backlight of her eyes and the way the dark twinned abyss at the center of each waited to swallow her up. 



Breathing on her face, on her ear, like a blizzard-wind. A voice, unchanged by time or calamity, in her ear.



“I’ve missed you, Rainbow.”
      

      
   
      Thou Shalt Not Eat Of The Tree


      

      
      
         “I’ve got a question.”  Adam sat with his back leaned up against the tree and regarded the garden spreading around as far as the eye could see, with every possible kind of animal and plant which God had placed there.  It was the perfect place for him, but something was still bothering him.



“Now there you go again,” said Pony, who was curled up at his feet against the same tree.  “Last time you asked me a question, you came back missing a rib.  Now hush up and keep scritching.”



After returning to his long-delayed scratching of Pony’s ears, Adam let out a sigh.  “Really, I’ve got an important question this time.  Besides, the last time I asked you a question, it worked out just fine.”



“No ear scritching for a whole week ain’t what I call fine,” groused Pony.  “A little higher there.  A little more.   Yeah, right there.”  Pony gave a long sigh and settled down.  “Ah suppose, if’n it’s bothering you an’ it’s somethin’ I can help with, I could give you an answer.  Jus’ as long as you ain’t lookin’ for no more helpmates.  One of them oughta be enough, what with all the hubbub and carryin’ on you two did all last week.  Sent poor Unicorn into a tizzy, all gasping for breath and wavin’ a hoof in front of her face every time the two of you went off…”



The tempo of scratching picked up as Adam cleared his throat.  “I’m really not sure what happened either, Pony.  Eve and I were just talking to each other down by the grove, and one thing led to another—”



“And another, and another,” said Pony with a satisfied grunt at the accelerated tempo of the ear scratching.  “Thought you two would never quit.”



“Today is a day of rest,” said Adam.  “God said so.”



“Thank God,” said Pony.  She opened one eye and regarded the sleeping Eve a short distance away.  “Ah suppose tomorrow you two will start up all over again.”



“I asked God about that, and he said to go ahead and take two days for resting.”  Adam began scratching further down Pony’s neck as she leaned forward and twisted her head to expose more scritching spots.  “He said it would be called a ‘Weekend,’ and it would give me… I mean us more time to appreciate his work.”



“Sounds a little lazy to me.”  Pony arched her neck so Adam could go from scratching to neck-rubbing on some of the harder knots under her mane.  “Sun up to sundown, working all the time is the way to really live life.  All this layin’ around is just wasting time, but if’n He says so, ah’ll agree.”  Pony opened one eye and regarded Adam.  “Didn’t you say you had a question?”



The neck-rubbing hesitated for a moment before continuing.  “It isn’t really important.”



“It must be or you wouldn’t have brought it up,” said Pony, closing her eyes.  “A little further down.”



After shifting his neck massage down a bit, Adam rubbed for a while before asking, “What if this is wrong?”



“Did God say it was wrong?” asked Pony without opening her eyes.



“No,” said Adam.



“Then it’s fine.”  Pony looked up with a frown.  “Have you been talkin’ with Serpent again?”



“Well…”  Adam looked off into the distance.



Pony huffed in indignation.  “What did I tell you about him?  He’s a low-down snake-in-the-grass who don’t think nuttin’ of just popping up when you just get a mouthful of grass and laughin’ while you’re choking.  Anything he’s been fillin’ your ears with ain’t got nuttin’ good about it.”



“He got me thinking about—”



“There you go a thinkin’ again.”  Pony huffed and blew a tuft of mane back from her eyes.  “God put you here and gave you all of us critters to look over, an’ we have you to watch over us, an’ the only rule he gave you was?”



“Don’t eat from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.”  Adam sighed.



“If that weren’t good enough for you,” huffed Pony, “you went an’ complained to God that you ain’t got nobody like you around.  Ah’m just glad he took a rib to make her instead of anything inside your head, because you ain’t got much in there to spare, from what I can tell.”



Pony lifted her head up enough to take a look at Eve, who was still sleeping nearby.  “Admittedly, she’s a cutie.  Ain’t that enough for you?”



“I thought so.”  Adam buried his head in his hands.  “There’s so much out there.”



“Yup.  And God gave it all to you.  Except one lousy tree.”  Pony kicked backwards with one hoof into the trunk of the tree they were against and caught the fruit that fell down afterwards.  “What’s so good about that fruit way over there when you’ve got all these fruits here to pick from.  Now look at this.  God said this here tree is just fine.  Can’t you be satisfied with this?”



“I was.”  Adam looked across the garden at the distant tree until a second equine form delicately picked her way out of the nearby bushes and regarded the two of them with a dry look.



“Good morning, Adam.  Pony.  So nice to see the two of you enjoying this beautiful day.”  The elegant unicorn gave a long look at the sleeping form of Eve and a brief sniff.  “I see you and your ‘helpmate’ have decided to take a break from your activities as of late.  Nearly every grove and meadow I used to frolic and gambol in has been smeared with sweat.”  Unicorn sniffed again, holding up a hoof for closer inspection as if it had been befouled by something she had stepped in.



“Good morning, Unicorn.”  Adam ran his fingers through Eve’s hair, making the woman stir in her sleep and curl her arm around his leg.  “I haven’t seen you around here recently.”



“You mean since she arrived,” said Unicorn with her regular sniff at the sleeping woman.  “She has no sense of propriety.”



“Just because she tried to braid your tail.”  Adam tried to conceal a smile but failed.  “With flowers.”



“I am a wild creature of the forest.  I do not do braided tails.”  Unicorn sniffed again.  “I do hope I was not interrupting anything.”



“Jus’ a good ear scritching.”  Pony shifted positions and yawned.  “God said it’s a day of rest, after all.”



“What if ear scratching is work?” said Adam with a frown.  “What if it is wrong, and I just don’t know.”



Unicorn eyed Pony with a raised eyebrow.  “Darling, has he been talking to Serpent again?”



“Yup.”



After yet another sniff, Unicorn pranced up to Adam and looked him straight in the eyes.  “Dear Adam, ear scratching is most certainly not wrong.  God only gave you one command, didn’t he?  Don’t eat from—”



“— the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil,” completed Adam.  “Yes, I know.”



“Good.”  Unicorn leaned closer and flicked an ear.  “I believe I heard something about ear scratches?”



Since he had been gifted with two hands, Adam used one each on Pony and Unicorn, and the only thing that could be heard for a while was the satisfied equine grunting of proper ear scratching.  That is, until he said, “But—”



“No buts,” said Pony with a huff.



“Most certainly not,” agreed Unicorn.



“But what if the tree is just a test?” asked Adam.  “What if God really wants me to explore my potential and push back the boundaries of my existence?  I mean, there are so many things out there I’ve never seen or touched.”



“There has been quite enough touching between you two for one week,” said Unicorn with a sniff.  “As for seeing, what could you possibly not have seen yet?  I know I’ve seen some things I really don’t want to see again,” she added, taking a glance at where Eve was still sleeping.



“Well, what about the sun, for example,” said Adam, pointing into the sky.  “What is it, what is it made out of, why is it so bright, why do we squint when we look at it?”



“All perfectly good questions you can ask God the next time he’s walking you in the garden,” said Unicorn.  “It shall make a delightful conversation, and you can tell us all about it when you return.”



“How do I know if what God tells me is right, though?”



Both Unicorn and Pony stared at Adam.



“You don’t…” Pony managed to say before trailing off in disbelief.



“You can’t mean,” said Unicorn, forgetting to sniff for a change, “that you think God would…  I can’t say it.  It’s unthinkable.”



“That He’d tell you somethin’ that ain’t true?” said Pony in a near-whisper.



“It’s…”  Adam stopped with one hand held in front of him as if he were trying to grasp something that did not exist.  “What if the tree isn’t bad?” he said in one quick burst of words.  “What if by eating it, we were to really understand what is really good and evil, just like God can?”



Unicorn stood up abruptly and threw her mane back over her shoulder.  “Well, I never.  I refuse to sit here and listen to this foolishness.  First her and now you’re willing to believe Serpent over God.  Humph!”  Lifting her nose up to the point where she could not possibly see where she was going, Unicorn pranced right out of the clearing and away into the bushes until she vanished from sight, with only the sound of one distant sniff echoing back to tell where she had gone.



“Now you done did it,” said Pony.  “She’s gonna go off and be all snooty somewhere in the deep forest.  We’ll be lucky if’n we see her again sometime next year, or even longer if she’s really ticked off.”



“It’s important,” said Adam with a determined set to his square jaw.  “Eve and I talked about it all yesterday.  Well, part of yesterday.”   Eve stirred on the thick green grass and let out a sigh in her sleep, and Adam coughed quietly.  “ A small part.”



“Right.”  Pony eyed the two humans and let out a long sigh.  “Ah swear you two is the most stubborn of anything God made, and that includes Unicorns.”



“But God made us that way, so it must be good,” said Adam quickly.  “Just like he made Aardvark with that weird long nose, and…”  He trailed off and waved his hands.  “That funny-looking thing, kinda like a duck and a beaver.”



“Platypus,” said Pony.  “You should know, you named him.  Or her.”



“They all blurred together after a while,” admitted Adam.  “Everything He made is good, because good cannot create evil, right?”



“Depends,” said Pony suspiciously, looking for the logical trap.



“So the Tree must be good too, since He made it,” said Adam.



“Maybe He made it that way, I don’t know,” huffed Pony.  “Ask Him the next time he takes you for a walk.”



“You know what He’ll say,” said Adam.  “Just the same as when He created us.  Don’t eat from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.  And we intend on finding out what it tastes like.”



“Now wait just a minute,” said Pony, scrambling to his hooves.  “What do you mean, ‘we’ intend on it?  Don’t you go draggin’ Eve into this.”



“She… suggested it,” said Adam.  “After we talked to Serpent.”



Pony snorted.  “You ain’t askin’ me for my advice, ‘cause you two already made up your fool minds.  What you’re lookin’ for is an excuse, and I ain’t givin’ it to you.”



“No I’m not,” said Adam, waving his hands as he uttered the unthinkable falsehood.  “I mean… So what if I am?”



“It’s stupid, that’s what it is.”  Pony waved a hoof all across the beautiful garden around them, shimmering in the warm morning sunlight.  “You’re gonna throw away everything God gave you, this garden, your life, and a helpmate, just for a stupid fruit?  If you’re hungry, try some of these.”  Pony kicked at the trunk of the tree they were leaning against and a half-dozen or so ripe fruit fell all around them.  “Here, eat up.  You don’t like this, there’s some cherry trees over yonder, and some peaches on the back side of this here hill.”  Pony took a big bite and chewed while watching suspiciously as Adam woke Eve up and whispered to her.  After a brief conversation, the two humans stood up and began to walk away without another word to Pony.



“It ain’t gonna do me no good to tell you if y’all are gonna disobey God, but I’m gonna tell you anyway,” snapped Pony.  “You eat from that tree, and I ain’t gonna talk to you ever again, you hear me?  I’ll be the most cantankerous critter in this here garden, a bitin’ and a nippin’ at you whenever you’re around.  Serve you right if God goes and kicks you right on outta here, too!  Idjits.”



Pony settled down at the base of the tree and ate one of the fruits she had kicked down.  Otherwise, it would have just been wasted, and God would not like that.  Even if Adam and Eve were going to go disobey his will, He was going to see Pony had obeyed his commands.   “This wouldn’t have happened if’n He had put ponies in charge of the garden,” grumbled Pony.  “But ah suppose He had his reasons.”



“Are they gone?” asked Unicorn, coming out from concealment and picking up one of the fallen fruits for a morning snack.  One of the smaller fruit, more suited for her slim figure.



“Yeah,” grumbled Pony.  “They’re off to that fool tree what they was warned about to no end.”  She took the last bite out of her apple and picked up another one from the ground.



“They did seem to be rather foolish creatures,” said Unicorn, delicately eating around the apple core.  “A shame, really.  They just could not stay away from that other tree.”



“Pears,” scoffed Pony, holding the apple in one hoof.  “Ain’t nuttin’ good ever come of no pear tree.”
      

      
   
      Tell Her What She Means To You


      

      
      
         “Ooh, this one is no good either.” Twilight shook her head, her horn glowing as she pulled her latest draft of the letter off her desk and wadded it up into a ball before tossing it into the garbage. “Ugh. Why is this so hard to write?” 



“You know, you don’t need to write a four page letter,“Ooh, this one is no good either.” Twilight shook her head, her horn glowing as she pulled her latest draft of the letter off her desk and wadded it up into a ball before tossing it into the garbage. “Ugh. Why is this so hard to write?” 



“You know, you don’t need to write a four page letter,” Spike said, tapping the side of the overflowing gift basket. “I’m pretty sure that the gifts you got her say enough.”



“But that’s just it, Spike! How can a few things and a few dozen words tell Princess Celestia just how much she means to me?” Twilight slumped forward, resting her chin on the cool wooden desktop.



“Well, the basket does say ‘Happy Mother’s Day’ on it.” Spike ran his claw over the woven surface of the basket, the pink letters gleaming against the woven purple wicker.



Twilight shook her head. “But she’s not my mother! She’s just… you know…”



“I know.” Spike hopped down from the stool he had been standing on and walked over to Twilight, setting his claw on her shoulder. “She’s special to me, too. Heck, you said she helped raise me.” He sighed, his hand falling back to his side. “Though that’s before I can remember.”



Twilight smiled gently and set her hoof on top of Spike’s head, gently ruffling his spines. “Me, too. I mean, not that she was my mother or anything, but spending so much time around her at school, it felt like she was more than just a teacher, you know?”



Spike nodded. “I know. But why not just say that in your letter? I mean, how many words does it take to say ‘You’re not my mom, but you’re totally awesome’?”



“But it has to be perfect!”



Spike glanced at the full wastebasket. “And none of these were good enough?” He bent over to pick the top one out and began reading, his eyes flicking over the crumpled paper. “This seems pretty good.”



Twilight stomped her hoof into the carpet. “Pretty good isn’t good enough!”



“I dunno. I mean, I’d be pretty happy getting a letter like this. If I was Princess Celestia, that is. Why don’t you just send this one? I can just stick it in the basket—”

 

“No!” Twilight’s wings flared. “It’s all wrinkled! And I left out the story about how she taught me to sing, and how much I appreciate her going through all that trouble for months and months to teach me something that didn’t have anything to do with my studies!”



Spike sighed. “Well, it’s getting late. I mean, she lowered the Sun fifteen minutes ago, and you’ve already been at this all afternoon. If I don’t send the basket soon, it won’t be Mother’s Day anymore.”



“It will just be another fifteen minutes,” Twilight said, her horn glowing as she pulled out a fresh piece of paper and set it out on her desk.



“That’s what you said an hour ago. And two hours ago.” Spike wadded the wrinkled letter back into a ball and tossed it back into the wastebasket. “How about I just send the basket, and when you finish writing the letter, I send that too?”



“I don’t know, Spike. I mean, what if she takes it the wrong way? What if she thinks I’m being too intimate? What if it makes things awkward for her?”



Spike groaned. “Twilight. You know she cares about you. I’m sure she’ll love getting a present from you. It’s not like anypony else sends her stuff on Mother’s Day.”

 

“Actually, a lot of ponies who grew up in orphanages send her letters. It’s tradition.” Twilight licked her lips as she wrapped her quill in her magic, quickly and precisely writing Princess Celestia’s name across the top of the paper before she paused, tapping the tip of the feather against her lips. “Now, what should I start with?”



“Ugh. Look, I’m sending the basket.”



Twilight’s head shot up. “No, Spike, wait!”



Green flames licked across the tabletop, the wicker basket and its contents vanishing in a bust of flame. “Too late.” Spike smirked. “Now you have to finish the letter.”



“Ugh.” Twilight slumped back over the desk, her face rubbing up against the all too blank sheet of paper. “Are you sure everything was in there? Did you remember to put in the framed photograph?”



“And that pendant thingy you had Rarity make that has your cutie marks stuck together. And that crystal you enchanted that shows you two hugging when you look inside.” Spike ticked off the gifts on his claw. “Relax. You’ll be fine.”



Twilight sighed heavily, her breath rattling the paper on her desk. “I hope so, Spike.”



“I know so.” Spike gave her another pat on the shoulder, then a hug around the neck. “Say, how about I go and make you something? You in the mood for pancakes?”



Twilight smiled anemically. “I’d love some. Thank you.”



 “I’ll be back a jiffy.” Spike saluted, then turned on his heel and let himself out of the library, closing the door behind him with a quiet thud.



Twilight stared at the tinted glass door for a moment before she sighed again, her eyes returning to the blank letter. “But I still don’t know what to write.”



Licking her lips, Twilight pushed away from the desk and began to pace, her hooves clicking quietly against the patterned floor. Sometimes she wasn’t sure if it was a blessing or a curse that her castle was so ornate. It was very pretty to look at, but when she was procrastinating – like she knew she was doing right now – it was all too easy for her to let her eyes wander over the smooth swirls to where they joined with the jagged crystals as she tried to imagine how the same process gave rise to both circles and smooth faces.



She bit her lip. This really shouldn’t be so hard for her. But after Princess Celestia had mentioned that she missed Twilight’s old friendship reports, it seemed like she had to write something special for her. Sure, it wasn’t an official assignment, but as Princess of Friendship, she should have realized how important those letters about her life were to her friend. She’d practically stopped writing personal letters without even realizing it!



Maybe it was just as simple as that. Turning sharply, Twilight trotted back to her desk, plucking her quill from her inkwell with newfound determination. “Dear Princess Celestia…”








Four pages later, Twilight had to admit that she probably should have condensed things down a little bit. Still, she was making real progress. And Spike was right; sure, maybe writing about that time she’d fallen down and scraped her knees and Princess Celestia came along to disinfect her wounds didn’t deserve a full page, but it was the thought that counted, right?



The sound of the door opening behind her broke her from her writing. “Oh, hey, Spike. Are the pancakes already done?”



“I’m afraid he was still cooking them when I let myself in.”



The sound of Princess Celestia’s voice forcibly jerked Twilight’s gaze away from her desk. “Princess Celestia! I didn’t realize you were coming!” Twilight looked back at her unfinished letter, her eyes widening. “I’m sorry! I was writing you a letter, but I got so caught up in writing it, I didn’t send it along with the basket, but Spike said that Mother’s Day was almost over, and I—”



Princess Celestia laughed. “It’s alright, Twilight.” The tall alicorn stepped forward to throw a gold-shod hoof over Twilight’s withers. “I have to admit, I wasn’t expecting to get a Mother’s Day gift from you at all, let alone several.” She tilted her head slightly. “Was there some sort of occasion?”



“Well, I figured I’d make up for lost time.” Twilight smiled sheepishly, leaning into Celestia’s side as she looked up at her former mentor. “I mean, me with my castle, you with yours, trying to help out Starlight Glimmer – who is off with her parents today, by the way, that was a really good suggestion you gave me about your family being your first friends, and so she should try and reconnect with her roots – and you mentioned that you missed my friendship reports, and—” Twilight took a deep breath, only to be silenced by the gentle touch of Celestia’s hoof.



“I meant, why did you choose Mother’s Day to honor me with a gift?” Celestia sought Twilight’s eyes with her own, her purple eyes brimming with the warmth and kindness Twilight had come to expect.



“Well, I was just thinking about how much I missed you, and it all kind of clicked, you know?” Twilight smiled. “I mean, you were always there for me when I was growing you. You went out of your way to spend time with me. You practically helped raise me.” Twilight’s eyes fell back on her desk. “I was just thinking about the time you bandaged up my knees after I tried that levitation spell with Moondancer back in second grade.”



Celestia glanced over at the desk, then down at the overflowing wastepaper basket beside it. “Were those also for me?”



Twilight rubbed her mane sheepishly. “I’ve kind of been at it for a while. It’s hard to put into words, you know?”



Celestia’s horn glowed as she plucked the top sheet out of the garbage, unwrapping it with her magic.



“Don’t read that! I was going to write another one! And edit it!”



Celestia’s eyes scanned the page before she sat back on her rump, letting the paper slip from her magic and drift slowly down towards the floor. “It’s wonderful.” Her eyes shimmered as she looked back at Twilight, her gaze flickering across the younger pony’s face. “And you aren’t angry with me?”



Twilight blinked. “Why would I be angry?”



 “For abandoning you.”



“What? Why would I feel like you’d abandoned me? You’ve always been there for me.” Twilight chuckled nervously. “I mean, I felt a little weird when you sent me to Ponyville, but you knew what you were doing. I wouldn’t trade my friends here for anything.” She paused for a moment. “Unless you’re talking about the whole Queen Chrysalis thing. I mean, I was pretty upset, but you were tricked, the same as everypony else.”



Celestia bowed her head. “You showed a great deal of compassion for myself and your brother in the wake of the Green Wedding. But I was more referring to when you were a foal.”



“When I was a foal?” Twilight stared at Celestia. “Why would I feel like you abandoned me as a foal? I mean, you looked out for me, you took me under your wing as your student… I don’t know how anypony could expect anything more from you. It’s not like you were my mom.”



Celestia blinked.



“Not that you weren’t special! You were always there for me! That’s why, you know, I mean, I sent you this… ugh. This is why I wrote so many letters.”



Celestia chuckled softly as she Twilight with one great white wing. “I think I understand.” She slid a hoof under Twilight’s chin, lifting her head to look her in the eye. “You are very special to me as well, Twilight Sparkle. You always have been. I am honored that you thought of me today.”



“You’re welcome, Princess.”



Celestia smiled. “You know, you don’t have to call me that in private.”



Twilight rubbed at her mane with her hoof. “It’s kind of reflex at this point.”



“I know it is.” Celestia kept smiling, holding Twilight’s gaze. “You know, you have your mother’s eyes.”



Twilight frowned slightly. “You know, you’ve said that before, but I’ve never been able to see it myself. Mom has blue eyes.”



Celestia smirked. “Well, of course. She had to replace them.”



“Har, har.” Twilight rolled her eyes, giving the larger pony a light shove with her hoof before she caught a glimmer of color on Celestia’s chest. “Wait a second. Are you wearing that pendant I gave you?”



“Indeed.” Celestia lifted a hoof, letting the two cutie marks, one in amethyst, one in amber, shine against the white fur of her lower leg. “It was a very thoughtful gift. Your mark, together with mine, always close to my heart.”



“So you like it?” Twilight asked cautiously.



“I love it.” Celestia closed her eyes and nodded.



“I was worried it was kind of sappy. But Rarity thought it was sweet when I mentioned it. I mean, I now that’s normally something you get for your, you know, mom, but—”



“It’s lovely.” Celestia opened her eyes, her head quickly swiveling towards the door. “Hm. I think I smell pancakes.”



Twilight sniffed. “Heh. You’re right. You want to join us? Knowing Spike, I’m sure he made enough for three ponies.”



“I would love to.” Celestia lifted a hoof to her face before she began walking towards the door, her horn beginning to glow just as Spike pushed it open.



The young dragon stumbled, one claw clinging to the door handle for support. “Heh. Guess I should have knocked first.” He looked up at Celestia. “You staying for pancakes?”



Celestia nodded. “If it wouldn’t be any trouble. I would hate to interrupt.”



“Nah. Twilight always says she wants to spend more time with you.” He took a step back, giving a slight bow as Celestia passed.



“Thanks for making dinner, Spike,” Twilight said as she moved to follow, only to be stopped by an extended hand.



“Why was Princess Celestia crying?” he whispered.



“Huh?” Twilight glanced towards the Princess’s retreating tail. “She wasn’t crying.”



Spike stared down the hall after Celestia. “She looked like she was.”



Twilight shrugged. “Maybe her mane got in her eyes. I’ve always wondered how she keep it from doing that. Maybe I should ask.”
      

      
   
      Twice Paid, For a Lie


      

      
      
             Sugarcube Corner, so warm and welcoming by day, now played host only to shadows. Still. Quiet. The silence was broken as the door’s latch shimmered in a scarlet glow, lifting up, easing open. The welcome bell jingled, and uninvited hooves set wood to creaking as a hooded pony slipped inside. The intruder crossed the dining area, past the display case, only to pause before the stairwell. Hooves hesitated at each new stair, and any that responded with too loud a creak found themselves skipped. Slowly upwards in an awkward shuffle till the darkened upstairs hall was bathed in red hornlight. The pony skulked past where the twins slept unworried, past the Cakes, and came to a stop before the final bedroom.



    A hoof rose itself, but stopped just before thumping against the wooden doorframe, and carefully drew set back on the ground below. Magic gripped the handle and turned the door, eased it open. The pony whisked into the room, coaxed the door shut. One breath escaped, a sigh as muscles were allowed to relax, and the shadowed pony turned towards the bed.



    Pinkie Pie, already awake and attentive, stared back.



    The intruder drew in a sharp breath, but they did not cry out despite the sudden accelerated tempo of their heartbeat.



    “Hi,” Pinkie Pie said. “You know, it’s usually not nice to break into the homes of innocent ponies. Especially not today of all days.”



    “I have my reasons,” rasped the other pony. A mare, by the sound of her voice. “I’d expected you to be asleep, however. That would have made it easier.”



    “No it wouldn’t,” Pinkie disagreed. Her ears drooped, and a quaver entered her voice. “I know why you’re here. I know who you are.”



    At that, the mare drew back her hood. An orange-coated, yellow-maned unicorn stared back, with red streaks in her mane. “My name is Codex,” she stated. “And if you know why I’m here, then you know why everything I’m doing is necessary.”



    Pinkie turned to stare out the window, at the moonlight washing over the empty streets of Ponyville. “I know,” she said quietly. “I’ve known for a long, long time. Longer than you, even.”



    Codex pricked her ears forward. “You have?” Curiosity, tinged with a hard edge. “You never said anything to anypony. I know that.”



    Pinkie Pie chuckled sadly. “This is me we are talking about. But if you must know, Gummy told me.”



    “Gummy does not speak,” came her reply.



    “No,” Pinkie Pie agreed. “But he’s not like other alligators. Not at all. That’s enough, if you really think about it.”



    There was a brief silence. “Huh,” Codex spoke, “I never thought of it that way before.”



    “You don’t know that,” Pinkie said. “But it’s not just Gummy. Maud too. If you knew her like I know her…”



    “I don’t,” Codex concurred. “Fine. I believe you. Why didn’t you say anything?”



    “Who would have believed me?” Pinkie asked. “And...I was happy. I knew it couldn’t last forever. But I didn’t want it to end. I don’t envy you. The others won’t be so easy. They lost a second friend today. Now you want to take away a third.”



    “It’s necessary. You all need to be removed. And there’s no easy way out, not anymore.” Hornlight flicked open one of her panniers, and she produced a cupcake, then let it float towards Pinkie.



    Pinkie took it in her hooves, stared down at the treat. “Will it hurt?” she wondered.



    “Just like going to sleep. I promise.”



    “Okie-Dokie-Lokie,” Pinkie replied. “I guess…” She looked out the window once more. “Goodbye, everypony.” She tossed the cupcake upwards, stuck out her tongue impossibly far, then yanked it back in and swallowed. One last tongue flicker to whisk a dab of red frosting off her cheek, and then she slumped backwards into bed.



    “Goodbye, Pinkie Pie,” said Codex, and she crossed the room to hold her hoof. Pinkie was already unconscious.







Codex watched as the rise and fall of Pinkie’s chest slowed...and stopped entirely. Still, she held the pony’s hoof a minute more. “I’m sorry,” she said to nopony, and then let go and walked towards the window.



    Codex had already opened it and started to wiggle through when the sound of approaching hoofsteps had her freeze in place. The bedroom door suddenly opened, and Mrs. Cake’s drowsy voice murmured, “Pinkie, dear, is everything okay? I could hear you talking, and I know you’ve been hit hard by-” She went still as she spotted the other mare, caught halfway out the window. Her head turned, saw Pinkie Pie laying limp and unmoving.



    Mrs. Cake screamed, but even as lights started to blink on in other homes, the streets below were empty of all save the glow of Luna’s moon.








    The uproar caused by Pinkie Pie’s body being found with the suspected murderer in the room left Codex far less room to maneuver. Celestia had deployed the Royal Guard in force, as murder was nigh-unheard of in Equestria, and now armored ponies prowled the streets of Ponyville by day, and stood vigil by night.



    Mrs. Cake had not gotten a good look, however, and that left her some room to maneuver through a town in mourning. During her daytime visits, she couldn’t miss the narrowed eyes turned her way, but then, one pony she’d cornered had pointed out she was a newcomer, and right now? The one pony most likely to roll out the welcome wagon had been taken away.



    In the end, it was several days before she was able to move on her next target.








    Applejack slammed the empty apple basket into the waiting cart with enough force to set the whole thing to rattling. Her teeth ground together as she turned back to her sales stand, fetching the final basket, still full of apples. Sales were down. Ponies didn’t want to come to market, not with a killer on the loose.



    Though the rational part of her brain couldn’t blame them, that didn’t stop her from glowering at the limp sack of bits hanging from the back of the stand. She turned away, lifting the basket to the cart. She placed it with greater care in the rear half, where every basket therein still lay laden with fruit.



    When she turned back, she hollered in surprise, caught off-guard by the becloaked unicorn standing there staring at her. “Shop’s closed,” AJ muttered, smacking the stall to trigger the shutters, then gathering her money. The sack thumped into an empty basket in the back of the cart and she started to hitch herself up.



    Rather than taking the hint, Codex had walked round the stall and now stood off to the side. She was peering intently at the cart, but soon turned her attention to Applejack. “I would have thought you’d jump at the chance for a sale.”



    “You a customer then?” AJ drawled, though that didn’t stop her from pulling forwards, setting the cart into slow motion. The market was largely empty, save the ever-present Royal Guard and the lengthening shadows brought on by the slowly setting sun.



    “Not...exactly,” came the reply. “My name’s Codex.”



    “Ain’t a customer, ain’t got time for you. Now if you’d so kindly get outta my way, I’ve got a home to get back to.”



    “Applejack, please! This is important.”



    AJ’s eyes narrowed, and she stopped moving. “Now just how do you know my name, I wonder? Don’t recall ever seein’ you a day before in my life, and in case you weren’t in the know, I’ve recently lost three of my friends. So forgive me if I ain’t in a talkative mood right now.”



    “My condolences,” Codex mumbled. “Losing a friend is never easy.”



    “Losing? Wasn’t ‘losing’. They were stolen from us! What kinda sick monster would give poison to a kid? We thought the dragonbane was just a horrible accident, but after Pinkie Pie?” AJ made as if to spit, then stopped herself. “I haven’t been able to bucking think straight since Saturday.”



    “I have something that might help,” Codex offered. “A present I was asked to give you. From your cousin in Appleoosa.”



    “Braeburn? Well, now. Color me curious, I guess.”



    Codex flicked her saddlebag open and brought forth a glistening red apple, letting it float before AJ. “It’s a new variety he’d like you to try. Says it might grow well in the Acres.”



    “Mighty kind of him,” AJ began, “Now you have two seconds to tell me who you really are, before I call the guard. Appleoosa don’t grow no apples like that.”



    Codex’s ears drew back in tandem with her slow sigh. “I suppose the easy way would be too easy, wouldn’t it, Applejack? I need you to listen to me, please! The fate of Equestria hangs in the balance.”



    “And the fate of Equestria justified you killin’ my friends?” Applejack accused back. Her voice rose, “How does Pinkie Pie dying do any good for Equestria? What about Spike?! What about Twilight? What did you do to her?!”



    With every word, her voice grew louder, and though the market was sparsely populated, what few heads were present were turning in their direction. Codex winced as the accusations flew.



    “I wish I could explain it to you. I do. But I can’t. You wouldn’t understand now. Just...I’m sorry. I have to do this.”



    “That’s some serious horsesh-” Applejack’s voice was cut off as the apple flung forwards and into her open mouth, as Codex abandoned subtlety and clamped down on AJ’s muzzle, forcing her to bite down. Half the apple fell to the dirt, but the other half was forced down her throat.



    The market was starting to fill rapidly now, as more and more ponies were drawn to the commotion. Applejack swayed in place. Her eyes rolled back, and she collapsed, even as the first cries of alarm went up.



    Hooves were pointing at her from every which way.



“It’s her!”



“She did it!”



“Murderer!”



The guardsponies had taken notice and began to gallop towards her, and at that, Codex broke into a run, heading towards the far exit. What was left of the sun was at her back, spilling shadows into the streets ahead.



Every street she passed seemed to sprout guards to join in the pursuit. Codex’s horn flared, and the ground behind her erupted, spraying dirt and causing shouts of dismay. She was galloping hard, the distant spires of Canterlot rising up on the left. 



Codex veered hard to the left, ducking into a tight alley. Two guardsponies cut her off at the other end, while her pursuers closed in behind her. She didn’t slow, charging right for the pair.



At the last moment, she jumped. Not straight at them, but at an angle, towards the wall. The wall bowed inwards and she pushed off, springing upwards towards its neighbor, then off once more to bound over the guards and drop to the wider road ahead, aligning herself to Canterlot once more. The sun was once more at her back, Codex’s brief glimpse behind her showing it dipping down to the horizon. The guards spilled out of the alleyway moments later. They shouted at her to halt. She ignored them, and ran onwards.









Back in the marketplace, Rainbow Dash stared at Applejack’s fallen body. She’d been flying home, when her ears had caught distant shouting. With wings fueled by dread, she’d rocketed to the market, only to see her worst fears realized.



Tears stung her eyes as she flung her gaze to the nearest pony. “Who did this?” she hissed. “Who!?”



“We all saw her!” Colgate cried out. “She was an orange unicorn, yellow mane!”



“Yea!” cried out Lyra. “She went that way! The guards will get her! They won’t-”



Rainbow was already airborne in hot pursuit. The guards were easy to spot, a half-dozen armored unicorns chasing after one mare. They’d forced her off the main road, herding her north where they’d set up a blockade. There was only one way out, a small eastward alley. Other guards were racing to cut the exit off, but they wouldn’t make it in time.



Rainbow moved without thought. She saw the pony make the turn, then pushed ahead, skimming the rooftops and briefly losing sight of her. Moments later, she crashed to the ground at the opposite end. Yet, when she turned to confront her quarry...the alley was empty.



Seconds later, pegasi turned the same corner, only to slow to a stop as they caught sight of Rainbow’s bewildered, grief-stricken face. At her back, the moon rose high into the sky, but Rainbow didn’t notice through her veil of tears as a howl of fresh loss tore into the newborn night.








The days passed in a blur. Tuesday, Thursday, Friday, Wednesday...Rainbow couldn’t stay asleep. She barely ate. She ignored work. Anypony who tried to comfort her was yelled at until they fled. She’d even chased away Fluttershy, once. She’d gone to apologize later, but the damage had been done.



    She spent most of her time sitting on a cloud, propelling it around Ponyville, constantly on watch for the unicorn. There were guards near her at all times, now, but she ignored them. 



        The other pegasi had spent the day forming clouds. It would storm later tonight, but Rainbow didn’t care if she got soaked. She would not abandon her vigil. She perched on the cloud’s edge, staring resolutely at the town square below.



    She watched Lyra cross towards the town hall, raise her hoof to the door, knock once, and enter. Rainbow turned her head about to the opposite side of the square. She saw the Crusaders talking amongst themselves. She saw the mailmare with one eye on her, followed the other to an earth pony she didn’t recognize looking back at her as well. Her eyes swept to the opposite side once more. She watched Lyra cross towards the town hall, raise her hoof to the door, knock twice, and enter.



    Rainbow flicked her gaze about faster now. Time Turner. Octavia. Big Mac. Cheerilee. Orange unicorn. Mayor Mare. Bon B-



    Rainbow froze, then snapped her head back. Just there, tucked just past the entrance to the park, watching Cheerilee talk to Big Mac. She could hear the shouts of alarm behind her as she took off without warning, but that didn’t matter.



“YOU!” she howled, “You won’t get away again!” This time, when she landed, the mare was still there. “Who are you?!” Rainbow demanded. Her wings flared outwards, her hooves sank deeper into the dirt with every step closer. “Why? Why could you possibly want to hurt my friends?”



“Hello, Rainbow Dash.” She rose slowly from the bench, wearing the same cloak she’d had on days ago, the same panniers as before. Her neck turned side to side, making a series of small cracking sounds. “My name is Codex. Why? I did it because it was necessary. I wanted to do this quietly, but plans change. Unfortunately, there’s little time to explain.” She looked past Rainbow, at the guardsponies zooming close. “Your protectors seem set on not letting us talk.”



Codex’s horn lit, and Rainbow jerked instinctively to the side. She felt air whoosh past her flank. Behind her, a sudden thunk, and when she turned, a vibrating bolt stuck out of a nearby treetrunk. Her head whipped ahead again, where Codex had already discarded the crossbow and was galloping away. Rainbow snapped forward, churning dirt beneath her hooves as she gave pursuit.



The trees made flying impractical, forcing her to remain on hoof. The brewing stormclouds overhead left everything in deep shadow, but her quarry stood out in stark contrast to the surrounding flora.



There were no sudden corners here, nowhere she could simply up and vanish like before. Rainbow was constantly dogging her tail, always just a second or two short of catching her. Once or twice she snapped her head forwards, but the closest she got was spitting out a loose tail-hair and nothing more.



The park’s fencing was soon in sight, and the open roads of Ponyville ahead. Piercing whistles rent the air, the guard sounding an alarm to draw others to them. A brief glance back showed the pegasi had fallen short, but stout earth pony guards were nearly keeping pace. Dash made sure to keep Codex in the corner of her eye even then. No quarter would be given.



Codex jumped, somehow managing to leap the fence, but Rainbow was right behind. The guardsponies skidded to a halt, but reinforcements were pouring in. Celestia had emptied the barracks to safeguard Ponyville, and this time, no matter which way Codex turned, guards were closing in.



Sidestreet. Thoroughfare. Alley. Rooftop. Rainbow kept right behind, as escape routes were closed off, boxing their quarry ever more tightly in. The storm roiled overhead, and the first distant peal of thunder rumbled through the sky.



Then, suddenly, there was nowhere else to go. Codex had been herded onto an open road, blockade ahead, pegasi already landing on the rooftops, and guardsponies seconds behind Rainbow. Moment on moment she drew nearer the barricade, and Rainbow’s heart quickened, her lips peeling back in a feral smile.



Codex did not slow. For a brief moment, her horn flared, but all that happened was her cloak came loose, fell away from her body.



“That won’t save you!” Rainbow hollered. “Give up!”



Codex unfurled the wings she’d been concealing, pumped them once, and then took to the sky, soaring over the barricades. Rainbow skidded to a halt, and her jaw dropped open at the sight of the revealed alicorn. She was already far past the barricade and what pegasi had taken off in pursuit were clearly unable to keep up.



Rainbow Dash was no ordinary pegasus.



Codex fled across the sky, and Rainbow Dash followed. Further and further they rose, Ponyville dropping away beneath them.



“You’ll never escape me!” Rainbow howled to the sky. “I will never give up! You hear me? Never!” The storm clouds loomed overhead, but neither mare stopped as they plunged right into the tempest.



For a time, there was only water and darkness as each powered their way through the brewing storm. Thunder rumbled all around them, and once, the darkness was rent by a bright light as lightning crackled within the storm.



Then they were through, breaking free into the moonlit night above. And finally, Codex slowed, spun round, and Rainbow Dash skidded to a midair halt to avoid a collision.



“You killed my friends!” Rainbow hissed. “Applejack! Pinkie Pie! Spike! Twilight! Why?!”



Codex shook her head slowly. “No, Rainbow Dash. You don’t understand. I wish more than anything you did, but they took that away from you. From all of you. Only Pinkie escaped.”



“I don’t care what you say!” Rainbow howled back, while the storm raged beneath them. “You’re a murderer and a monster!”



“I’m not a murderer,” Codex said quietly. “Everything I’ve done has been necessary. I never meant to hurt you, Rainbow Dash. You’re my friend.”



“I am. Not. Your. Friend!” Rainbow spat the words into the air. “I have no idea who you are, and I don’t care!”



Codex looked at her, and her voice changed, to one that couldn’t possibly be. “No, Rainbow Dash. You are.” In those next moments, Codex...shimmered. The orange in her coat bled to violet. Yellows and reds of mane blended to a straight dark blue. Twilight Sparkle hovered before her, eyes brimming with unshed tears. “I’m sorry, Rainbow. I wish I could have told you everything. But it has to be this way. They took you away from me. They took all of you away.”



Rainbow Dash never saw the other crossbow until the ruby-tipped bolt took her in the chest. Even as she began to fall, Twilight started to fade into the moonlight.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered again, and then she was gone, leaving only stars as Rainbow’s wings went still and she plunged downwards. The clouds rushed up to meet her, wind and rain pounding her body till she broke out the underside. As darkness clouded her vision, the fields below rushed ever-closer.



Mercifully, she never felt herself hit the ground.








At first, there was only darkness, and a distant pounding. Something beating at the edges of consciousness that refused to come into focus. Pressure building, building, until suddenly everything snapped.



Rainbow heaved, emptying her lungs, hacking and coughing as she opened her eyes, only to instantly squeeze them shut. Her senses were overloaded. She could feel everything. The rough stone beneath bit at her back, even through the thin cot she lay upon. Each time she tried to open her eyes, even in near-darkness, the sheer detail left her cringing and moaning pitiably.



Her ears twitched. There was…”Whoa. Easy there, sugarcube. Give it time, your brain’s too used to being fed bullshit. Relax, ain’t no fuckin’ hurry now. We got time.”



Rainbow swallowed, her throat rasping and dry. She tried to speak, but only a croak came out, and a fresh round of coughing. This time, she found her voice. “App...le...jack…can’t be…you’re...”



“Dead? Shit’s news to me. Far as I can tell, I’m still alive and kicking.”



“Somepony made a sweeeeaaarr!” A singsong voice broke in.



“P...Pinkie Pie?”



“Hi, Dashie! Welcome back! Well, you never really left, it’s really complicated, and -”



“Maybe you should let me explain, Pinkie Pie.”



That voice. Dash’s eyes shot open, and she tried to roll to her hooves. “YOU!”



“Whoa, nelly, get your ass back down, Dash! You’re in no shape to be standing yet!” AJ barked. She was right. Rainbow’s roll had only gotten her halfway up before her legs had buckled under her, but the purple blob before her was unmistakeable.



“What the...what the...what the fuck is she doing here?” The word rolled off her tongue both strange and familiar.



“Silly Rainbow! Twilight’s the one who rescued us! And you! And soon Fluttershy, and Rarity, and then everypony!”



Rainbow shut her eyes once again. There was simply too much to process. Too much to take in. She felt a wave of dizzy darkness well up, and promptly found herself passing out.







The next time Rainbow woke, it was only her and Applejack. AJ held her in her lap, spoon-fed her some foul-tasting broth. “You need your rest, sugarcube. You’ve spent far too long not using those muscles of yours. Give it time. We’ll get you taking your first steps in a day or two.”



She had a million questions, but each time got the same answer. “Shush. Give it time. Eat.” And so, she ate. Spoonful after spoonful, till the bowl lay empty.

“What was that? It tasted like…”



“First time I had it, I said it tasted like rancid pig swill. It’s mushrooms, Dash. We mean to have more soon, but for now, we make do.”



Soon enough, Pinkie Pie poked her head in. She walked slowly, with none of her usual bounce. Rainbow could see her ribs, just as she could with Applejack, with herself.



“Twilight would like to talk,” Pinkie murmured. “Can she come in? Please?”



“I have nothing to say to her,” growled Rainbow. “I don’t want to see her.”



“Perhaps you will speak to me, then.” A deeper voice now, a shadow across the doorway, and then Princess Luna sat down before her. “Applejack. Pinkie Pie. Please. Leave us. I will answer her questions.”



“Princess?” Dash said, dumbstruck. “What’s going on?”



“Have you not put two and two together yet, Rainbow Dash?” Her doleful eyes met Rainbow’s. “I did not want this course of action. Had I my way…” She paused. “No matter. Think, Rainbow. Close your eyes. Remember.”



It hit her in a moment. A flash of green. Chittering. Struggling, fighting, battered by an endless swarm until her strength had failed her. And then...warmth. A foggy haze she had swam in for…



“How long?” she croaked aloud. “How long since…?”



“Over a year,” Luna replied. “Canterlot fell, and Ponyville soon after. The bulk of the swarm lay in reserve, and soon blanketed Manehattan as well. Fortunately...they lacked the numbers for more, at the time. It has been an uneasy stalemate, since. With millions of ponies hostage, any attempt at rescue would only lead to more death.”



“But...then...how?”



“You may thank Twilight for that. They could not keep her deluded forever, and despite my best efforts, she would not turn away from the truth. I fear we are not quite on easy speaking terms at the moment, however. She disapproves of certain choices I have made to shelter those I care for.”

Rainbow’s mind raced forwards. “How come you never told us any of this?”



“Twilight did, before. It was agreed a month after all was revealed to her, had she not returned, you would seek me out. That did not happen. The Caretakers finally moved on those ponies aware of the...altered nature of their world, and altered memories as they have many times before.”



In time, Twilight joined them, and Rainbow begrudgingly allowed her to stay.



“I’m sorry again, Rainbow Dash. Truly. The Changelings had to think you dead, and this was the only way. Each time I...acted...in reality, I was delivering a packaged spell, one that would send your body into a deep stasis and cut you free from the dream. When the Changelings moved to dispose of the ‘remains’, we were waiting.”



Rainbow lay in silence. Said nothing as the minutes stretched onwards. Finally, she asked, “What’s next?”



Twilight smiled grimly. “We have two more friends to rescue. Anything else is too risky. Celestia still raises the sun without knowing it, and she…” Her eyes flicked to Luna, hardened, then back again to Rainbow. “Has been kept in the dark. But when we are ready? The Elements are still in the Palace. And we’re going to get them back. And we have a weapon, now. We can move about the Dream ourselves, with Luna as our conduit. In and out under Moonlight. Gather intelligence. Practice. Train. Ready ourselves, so that when the time comes?”



Twilight took a breath. “The real world isn’t a nice place, Rainbow. I won’t lie. But it’s our world, warts and all. We will not be cattle to a swarm of parasites. We will not live a lie, however comforting. Life is pain, and struggle, and growth. We can be pets, or we can be ponies. Equestria is my home. Equestria is our home! And we’re going to take it back!”
      

      
   
      Standards and Practices


      

      
      
         "They're called orgasms, Rainbow Dash." Cadance tapped her pencil against her notepad, the books lining her office walls and the thick carpet perfect for muffling the sound. "And they're nothing to be ashamed of."



"I know, I know!" Rainbow flipped into a hover above the couch, little lightning flashes popping the air around her. "And I'm not ashamed of, y'know, that happening."



As much as she wanted to arch an eyebrow, Cadance didn't. Instead, she put on her best neutral but encouraging smile the way she always did and wondered just how many more sessions it might take till Rainbow actually started to believe the things that came out of her mouth.



"I mean," Rainbow was going on, her wings a blur behind her, "when Mac and I, y'know, do it, it's, like, the best thing ever! Ever!" She flailed both her front legs. "He's, like, always so gentle and patient and gorgeous! But I...I'm a good filly! And Poppa always said that good fillies, they...they don't like doing...that! But when I'm with Mac, I...I love it! I don't want to love it, but I do! And...and...and—" Her eyes started wavering. "And why does Mac want anything to do with a pony so screwed up in the head as me?"



Cadance had already set down her pencil and was using her magic to lift a box of tissues toward Rainbow. But she was too late: Rainbow burst into tears, her wails becoming more strident and more high-pitched till—



Snapping awake, Cadance bolted upright in bed, Flurry Heart's peevish crying from her crib across the room mixing with the remnants of her dream and making her blink.



"Honey?" The word came slurred from Shining in the dark beside her. "You got that?"



"I—" It took her two or three more blinks before she could get out, "Yes, I...I do."








"It was the oddest thing." Cadance sipped the oatmeal from her spoon. "Do you recall Twilight saying anything about Rainbow Dash being interested in Applejack's brother?"



Shining shook his head. "Frankly, I always thought she was more likely to be interested in Applejack." He gave her a wink and pushed away from the table, his magic plucking his helmet from its stand by the door. "It's Wednesday, so I'll be out marching the new recruits around. I should be back in time for supper, though." He leaned down, touched a kiss to her cheek, said, "Love you, Honey," and turned to go. "Dreams're just weird, but maybe your Aunt Luna can help."



"Maybe." She conjured up a kiss bubble and flicked it from the tip of her horn to pop against the back of his head just as he reached the door, a glowing pink lip-print appearing in the blue of his mane. "Love you, too, Pookums!"



He staggered like he'd been hit with a rock, grinned over his shoulder, stepped out into the hallway, and pulled the door closed behind himself.



Cadance finished her oatmeal, nodded her thanks to Cloves the butler waiting by the side door, then headed upstairs to her new office next to the nursery. Her gaze went to the vials of dragonfire she kept beside her correspondence, but no. It was just one odd dream. Nothing she needed to bother Luna about. Except—



It had been so vivid. She could still see the layout of the room in her mind's eye, could still smell the gardenias that had been arranged in the vase on the table beside her, could still feel the jagged outlines of Rainbow's love for Big Macintosh as clearly as she could feel the various loves of the palace staff bobbing and weaving all around her.



With a shrug, she took the top file from her stack of reports, settled at her desk, and got to work.








"And how does that make you feel?" Cadance asked, bracing herself for the answer that question always sparked.



"Feel?" Fluttershy slammed one hoof into the couch's cushion, her lips pulled back to show more teeth than Cadance thought a pony ought to have. "How the hell do you think it makes me feel? 'Cause I can hear 'em, y'know! Hear 'em laughing behind their hooves when I walk by!" She leaped into her own sort of hover, much shakier than Rainbow's, her whole body seeming to vibrate. "And that's what I wanna feel, you hear me? My fucking hoof smashing their fucking skulls! But no!" She pointed to her own chest. "I'm the nice one, aren't I? Always the meek and mild one! Always the—!"



Something buzzed in her ear, made Cadance jump, her wings spreading and her head snapping from side to side. "Your Majesty?" a tinny voice was saying, and Cadance found herself staring at the little magical intercom she'd installed on her desk when she'd moved her office up here from its former spot just off the throne room so she could be nearby if the nanny called saying that Flurry Heart needed her for any sort of—



"Your Majesty?" the voice said again, shocking her back into focus.



"Yes!" Reaching out, Cadance slapped the spot to activate the intercom. "Yes, Liquid Amber, what is it?"



"Your eleven o'clock meeting, My Lady."



"Eleven—?" She blinked, snapped her gaze up to the clock on the wall, saw the hands pointing to five minutes after eleven though it hadn't even been eight-thirty the last time she'd looked. "Yes! Yes, I'll...I'll be right down!" Leaping to her hooves, she stared at the file open on her desk—the first one she'd taken from her stack—then scrambled through the pile, found the agriculture minister's report that she certainly should've gotten to by now, shook her head to clear it, opened her wings, and took off for the back stairway.








"How are you today, Pinkie?" Cadance asked though she wasn't quite sure why she bothered.



"Hmmmm?" Pinkie lay strewn over the couch like a disused rag doll. "I dunno," she said, her voice as thick and slow as molasses. "What day is it?"



"Well, what days do we have our sessions, Pinkie?"



"Hmmmm?" One ear flicked in that bubble gum bramble of a mane. "Are we having a session?"



"Yes, Pinkie." Her own voice carefully warm and modulated, Cadance took a breath. "And since we have our sessions on Tuesdays and Thursdays, what day do you think it might be?"



"Hmmmm?" Flopping her head over, Pinkie actually blinked, something Cadance thought she'd maybe seen three times in their sessions so far. "Thursday's nice, y'know?"



Cadance leaned forward. "And why's that?"



An expression that might someday become a smile started creeping across Pinkie's snout. "'Cause if you stop saying it right at the beginning, you get—" Her tongue shot out, and she blew a wet and slobbery raspberry straight into Cadance's face.



Startled, Cadance hitched backward in her chair and tipped right over onto the floor, crystal cold against her, the ceiling of the palace's private dining room sparkling above her.



But her office ceiling was textured wood, and the floor was carpeted...



"Your Majesty!" Cloves rushed into her field of vision, and she came back to herself, her real self, the self that had faked her way through the agriculture minister's meeting—fortunately, they were always the same, the way the minister was either complaining about too much rain or not enough—then had stopped in here for a quick sandwich before heading back up to her office, her real office, the one with all the paperwork she hadn't gotten to this morning.



Cloves was blinking down at her, so she pushed herself to her hooves and cleared her throat. "Cloves? Can you please tell me what you saw just now?"



His eyes always bulged a little, but now they bulged a lot. "Whatever you want me to have seen, Your Majesty."



"No." She rubbed her forehead. "I want to know, Cloves. I came in here, sat down, and you brought me my lunch." She gestured to the sandwich on its crystal plate, a single bite taken from it. "Then what happened?"



His distress became a salty stink in her nose. "You...you nodded off, Your Majesty," the butler said, barely opening his mouth. "I can only imagine how difficult it must be, administering the entire empire while also seeing to the needs of the newborn princess, so I decided I'd not wake you till the top of the hour if you were still asleep then. But a few moments later, you cried out, leaped up, and...and fell over, My Lady."



Cadance's breathing was slowly coming back to a reasonable rate. "All right," she said, not sure if she was talking to Cloves, herself, or her unseen aunt who had to be lurking around somewhere. Cloves had already righted her chair with his magic, and she took another few breaths before seating herself. "Thank you, Cloves. Could I ask you for one more favor?"



"Anything, Your Majesty."



She nodded to Shining's chair on the other side of the small, round table. "Sit with me, please, while I eat, and tell me about your day."



The butler's eyes bulged even further. "My day, Your Majesty?"



Wracking her brain, she came up with some information about him. "Your wife, Amethyst Ridge, then. Is she still the scheduling supervisor at the jade quarry?"



"Why, yes, Your Majesty!" His face lit up, and Cadance finished her sandwich talking with a real pony about his real life and the lives of his real loved ones.








"And why do you say that?" Cadance asked, absolutely sure that she didn't want to know the answer.



"Because it's true!" Hearing Applejack's Manehattan accent jarred Cadance at every session. "The sort of riff-raff one is forced to associate with in these rural regions, why, it quite takes my breath away." A smile spread across Applejack's face as thin and nasty as a slice from a straight razor. "Of course, the aroma of these bumpkins is more often the cause of that particular effect." With a shiver, Applejack reached for the bottle of hoof sanitizer beside the box of tissues and pumped a dollop onto her fetlock. "I swear, I can hear the germs breeding on their filthy hides!"



Swallowing every other comment that came to her, Cadance asked, "Really?"



"No, not really." The look Applejack gave her absolutely dripped with condescension. "It was a metaphor: do try to keep up, won't you?"



A sneeze jerked Cadance sideways this time, and her blurry vision focused on Flurry Heart lolling in the bed beside her and sucking one rear hoof. "Your Majesty?" a worried voice asked, and she looked over to see Bauxite, the afternoon nanny, tucking a new blanket into Flurry's crib. "Forgive me, ma'am, but are you getting enough sleep?"



"Too much," Cadance muttered. Giving Flurry a kiss, she set her jaw and rolled out of bed. "Thank you for asking, Bauxite," she said at a more normal volume. "I'm just going to see somepony about that, actually." Stepping into the hallway, she moved to her office, grabbed a quill and parchment and a vial of dragonfire, and—








"Did you try?" Cadance asked, somehow not grinding her teeth.



"Try?" Rarity gave a laugh that Cadance was sure could've cracked a mirror with a little training. "And how would you suggest I do that?"



Rather than mentioning any of the pamphlets she knew of that addressed the self-esteem issues—or the possible bipolar disorder—Rarity exhibited so often during their sessions, Cadance instead said, "Surely by this time you must have some thoughts on the matter."



"Thoughts?" Rarity swept a hoof through the air. "I've got nothing but thoughts, not a one of which is at all useful! I mean, to start with, where does one start? A pair of scissors held aloft in my magic, a wide, clean, fresh stretch of fabric before me, and I freeze! What is the first cut to make? And if I choose incorrectly, what do I do then? Go through all the rigmarole of unrolling a new wide, clean, fresh stretch of fabric just so I can probably make a similarly incorrect first cut once again?"



It took some effort not to shout it, but Cadance managed to make that effort. "Don't you have patterns? Design notes that will guide you to—?"



"Notes?" Somehow, Rarity's words were coming out even more shrilly. "And where should I start with them, hmm? What's the first line to draw on a pattern?" Cadance couldn't help wincing, her ears folding at Rarity's screeching bombardment. "And how can I in good conscience waste page after page of parchment, all of them with the wrong first line on them, when—?"



Glass shattered, and Cadance couldn't see, couldn't breathe, green and black smoke and fire swirling around her. "Your Majesty!" several voices called, and magic grabbed her, pulled her back, her eyes clearing enough to show a small but sturdy blaze licking at the front of her desk.



A guard rushed past her, the wind from his beating wings blowing out the flames, and Cadance rolled her head to see a second wide-eyed guard holding her aloft. "We heard a thump and a crash, ma'am," he said, licking his lips. "Did...did you trip?" His horn flickered, and Cadance felt the floor under her hooves again.



"I—" She stopped, her thoughts swirling and spinning like snowflakes in a blizzard. None of this made any sense! What was Aunt Luna doing?



Unless...unless Aunt Luna had nothing to do with it. Had something gone wrong somewhere? Was Aunt Luna trying to send her a message? But what did it means? What could she do? Where could she—?



Catching her breath, Cadance nodded to the guard. "Thank you. I'll also ask you please to run and tell Liquid Amber that I'll need the royal locomotive prepared and the tracks cleared between here and Ponyville. I'm afraid there might be an emergency."








With Twilight sitting in a lump on the couch, her brow wrinkled and her gaze focused on the floor, Cadance almost leaped from her chair, threw her notebook away, and raced for the door. Because as awful as the others were, none of them could compare to her sister-in-law when it came to—



"You'd think," Twilight muttered, her shoulders so tight under her hide, Cadance was sure she would clatter like rattan if she moved, "that I'd be used to it after all this time. But I'm not." Her wings flared. "I mean, how could I be?"



Cadance shivered, forcing her ears not to fold shut.



"I mean—" Twilight's head snapped up, and her eyes were twisted, burning cesspools. "They come into my castle all smiling and laughing like...like they think they're real ponies! It's all I can do not to vomit right there! That damn snow-white hornhead, I swear, if she calls me 'darling' one more time, I'm gonna snap the thing off and shove it so far up her ass, she'll hafta face backwards to cast a spell!" She pounded a hoof into the couch. "Hornheads are the worst, the absolute worst! They can almost trick you into thinking they're real ponies if you let them!"



Go away, Cadance wanted to say. Please just...just go away...



"And those dusters flapping around." Twilight gave a smile like the crack in the shell of a rotten walnut. "At least they're good for getting the cobwebs outta those hard-to-reach corners, right?" Her smile shriveled into a sneer. "Not like those stinking mud-bloods! Things're vermin, creeping and crawling everywhere! It's all I can do not to call the exterminator whenever those two come—"



A steam whistle shrieked, and Cadance did as well, throwing herself to her hooves in the aisle of her still and empty train car, a frantic glance showing her Ponyville station outside the windows. Gasping, she rushed for the door, desperate to see and talk to the real Twilight, to exorcise the image of that horrible mockery from her mind.



The door slid open just as Cadance reached it, and standing there, her mane flowing like the deepest winter midnight, Aunt Luna seemed to fill the frame, her eyes half-closed and looking down at Cadance. "Yes," Aunt Luna said, her voice cold and quiet. "It is rather horrible, isn't it?"



"You...know?" Cadance stared up at her, and anger began heating her middle. "Why are you doing this to me, Auntie?"



A tiny smile pulled Aunt Luna's muzzle, and Cadance was suddenly sitting again, a desk between herself and her aunt, nothing but dark and billowing clouds shifting all around them. "You have a great talent, Cadance, and you've used it to good effect here and there." She waved a hoof lazily, and an image of a teen-aged Cadance and Shining Armor laughing with little Twilight flickered in and out of the shadows. "But you're an adult now." An image of Flurry Heart appeared and disappeared. "And I rather think it's time you graduated to something larger."



Her mind racing as quickly as her heart, Cadance struggled to find words. "So you want me to...what? Become some sort of psychiatrist?"



Luna leaned forward, her forelegs folded atop the desk. "The nightmares I've been sending you: what disturbed you the most about them?"



"Nightmares?" Cadance clung to the word. "You mean they weren't...weren't real? Weren't actual visions of, I don't know, deeply hidden truths or anything like that?"



Sitting back, Luna shrugged. "We all have a certain amount of unpleasantness inside us, don't we?"



Cadance didn't try to stop her jaw from dropping. "You mean Fluttershy's really a sociopath? Twilight's really—?"



"Answer my question first, niece, for I tell you truly that the future of Equestria may hang in the balance." Luna pressed her front hooves together in front of her crescent moon breastplate. "What disturbed you the most about my little scenarios?"



Not really wanting to, Cadance cast her mind back. "Honestly?" She shook her head. "The way I was acting in them." The feelings each dream had inspired flooded over her. "I was being so cynical and uninterested: snarky, even! It was like...like I didn't think I could help, so I didn't even want to try anymore! Friends of mine were obviously in trouble, and I was just...just sitting there wishing their hour was up!" Closing her eyes, she swallowed. "I might not be the best choice for this, Auntie. Whatever this is, I mean..."



A warm hoof touched hers, and Cadance looked up to see that they were back in her train car, sunlight streaming from outside, Luna sitting on the cushioned bench beside her. "In truth, you've just revealed yourself to be the perfect choice." Luna stretched and yawned. "You would never act the way you did in those nightmares any more than Twilight and her friends would act the way they did."



Her ears perked to hear that, but Cadance forced herself to scowl. "Then maybe we can stop with the games, Luna, and you can tell me what exactly is it you want from me?"



The air crackled, and when Luna swung her head around to meet Cadance's gaze, every long century of her aunt's life seemed to resound in her voice. "I want you to become my partner in keeping Equestria safe from destruction," she said.



"Me?" Cadance could only stare for a moment. "But surely Aunt Celestia is—"



"Feh!" Luna flicked a hoof. "My sister knows nothing of this, nothing of the truth." Sighing, she rubbed the base of her horn. "In fact, it's because I love her so dearly that I will never reveal these secrets to her." Her head snapped around again. "And you will never reveal them, either, not to your husband, not to your sister-in-law, not to anypony."



Now that her pulse had almost slowed to normal, Cadance let a little impatience start burning inside her again. "Reveal what to them, Auntie?"



Luna sighed again. "All my life, I've been doing what I can to keep Equestria happy and family friendly and, well, 'rated E for Everypony' is the phrase I've heard whispered on the winds of legend. When I sensed a greater degree of malice or unhappiness in a pony's dreams than seemed appropriate, I would do what I could to guide the dreamer back to understanding and contentment."



Not sure what else to do, Cadance asked, "And this has kept Equestria safe?"



"It has." Something dry and ashen came into Luna's fresh water scent. "But in the thousand years I was away, Equestria got so much larger, so much more complex and interesting. Functioning solely in the realm of dreams, I can't do everything that needs doing anymore. I need a pony who can walk and talk with our subjects in the sunlight, who can feel what they're feeling and help lead them away from thoughts and actions that run contrary to the correct standards and proper practices. For my studies of the realms beyond our own have convinced me that such thoughts and actions might very well jeopardize our world's continued existence." That tiny smile returned to her snout. "What I'm saying, niece, is that I need you."



Again, Cadance tried to think. She'd gotten to know Luna's sense of humor quite well over the past few years, but the love that wafted around her aunt at the moment had nothing to do with pranks or quips or the sly sort of mischief she delighted in. This love was much stronger, possibly more solid and serious than any love Cadance had ever felt: large enough maybe—and the thought made her swallow again—to encompass the whole world and all the ponies in it...



"All I'm asking of you," Luna went on, "is that, when I send to your attention certain ponies who need the sort of warmth and love my dream realm isn't quite set up to convey, you simply treat them as you would any pony who came to you for help." She cocked her head. "What say you, niece?"



Still unsure, Cadance decided to go with her gut. "I'll accept. Under one condition."



Luna blinked. "And that it?"



She jabbed a hoof squarely against her aunt's breastplate. "This little test of yours—or whatever it was—alarmed several ponies who are very dear to me, upset every train schedule from here to the Crystal Empire, and took me away from my baby daughter for nearly the entire day! Ponies have lives, Auntie, and disrupting them the way you've disrupted mine is unacceptable! So yes, I'll help however I can with whatever unhappy ponies you might send my way, but you will not cause this sort of turmoil to any other pony ever again! Is that understood?"



For a moment, Cadance's breath puffing in and out seemed to be the only sound in the carriage. Then Luna threw back her head and laughed. "Excellently said, Cadance! I will offer you and yours my heartfelt apologies, accept your condition, and hereby announce that you and I will be doing wonderful work together!" Luna's eyes flashed, and—








With another gasp, Cadance sat up. Dawn glowed at the curtains, and Shining stood across the room at Flurry Heart's crib, their daughter yawning as tendrils of his magic fastened her into a fresh diaper. "It's okay, Honey." He gave her a grin. "I got her. You go back to sleep."



"I—" She looked quickly at the wall calendar, saw it was Wednesday, realized that she hadn't lost a day after all, and settled back against the pillows with a smile. "Thanks, Pookums. I was just having a long chat with Aunt Luna, apparently."
      

      
   
      We Are All Made from Silence


      

      
      
         It was a frostspun, moonchilled night, and Scootaloo sat on a windowsill. She had her nose to the glass. She had her eyes on the hospital, and her mind fixed upon Rainbow Dash. “She’ll be fine,” she whispered, staring at the white glow of the hospital windows. “She’s gonna be fine. She’s gotta be fine, ’cause she’s Rainbow.”



A gentle knock on the bedroom door; a voice sewn together from hush and whispers. “Is anything the matter in there?” 



Scootaloo fidgeted for a moment. “I’m… fine, Fluttershy. Everything’s cool. Promise.”



Her words drip-dripped with nerves, drowning any traces of alleged coolness. It was a relief when Fluttershy opened the door and said, “Now, you’re my guest tonight, Scootaloo, and I have make sure you’re OK. Is it Rainbow again?”



Scootaloo replied with a nod-shake, a shake-nod: she was torn. Half of her wanted to say that Rainbow’s accident didn’t bother her, that it was no big deal, nothing to fret about, worry about, fear. Rainbow, hurt? Hah! Rainbow had accidents all the time, yet what did it matter for the pegasus with wings of iron, fur of steel, bones made from pure daring? The sky itself couldn’t harm her – wind, thunder, and lightning. It could only slow her, not stop her. 



The other half of Scootaloo warned that this was a lie. It was the bigger half, the dark and mightier half – three quarters, seven eighths, nine tenths. The part of herself that had been drawn to Fluttershy’s cottage when the hospital hadn’t let her spend the night curled at the foot of Rainbow’s bed. 



You saw the blood, the half told her. Who knows if she’ll fly again? Ever hold you again, ever speak to you again?



“Scootaloo? A-are you alright?” 



“I’m fine. I don’t wanna talk about it.”



Rainbow had never had an accident like this before; she had never had one which Scootaloo had witnessed. Never had she seen her hero hit the ground, heard the shatter of her—



Heard the crack of her—



Heard everything. 



Picture Rainbow with her bones crunched and wings snapped, the half continued, and ribs askew. Crack, smash, bang! She’ll be lucky to survive the night.



Scootaloo closed her eyes. She wished she could close her ears. 



“Goodness, Scootaloo! You’re crying.”



Suddenly, Scootaloo felt the night wrap around her, and let her sob into its fur: in fact, Fluttershy had embraced her. “Shush, dear one,” Fluttershy said. “Don’t you worry. Silly Rainbow’s always getting herself into trouble – but I know how far you live from the hospital. You’re welcome to stay here for as long as you need. My home is your home.”



Scootaloo tried to say thanks, but thanks wouldn’t come, being trampled over by sobs and sniffles. 



Fluttershy clutched her tighter. And with her ear against her fur, Scootaloo tumbled into a body’s worth of new sounds, new noises. The warm beat-beat of Fluttershy’s heart; the rush of blood under her skin, and the gurgle of her belly. Life sounds, home sounds, reminding her of when she was four years old and snuggled with Mother as rain beat down, lightning flashed, thunder bellowed. 



Life sounds weren’t enough to banish Rainbow’s cries. They couldn’t cover that dreadful crack. “Fluttershy,” she whispered, “I… I can’t get her out of my ears. She’s trapped in there, and I dunno how to dig her out.”



Fluttershy stood back, and Scootaloo shivered as the chill of the moon cloaked her, and as the cottage spoke to her: a voice formed from the sounds of night-time. The creaking of floorboards, the gurgle of water pipes, the crackle of the open fireplace downstairs. Scootaloo didn’t know why, but in Fluttershy’s quiet presence, the house seemed… alive, somehow. Alive, and eavesdropping, and eager to comfort.



She shook her head. She was tired, that was all, tired and nervous. Imagining things. 



And there were other things worth worrying about. Fluttershy’s embrace was its own slice of wonderful, it was warm, it was glorious, oh Scootaloo never wanted it to end – yet end it must. She knew what was coming next. As surely as the moon was Princess of the night, she knew that the older pegasus would want to talk about Rainbow, drag her feelings screaming into the open… but Scootaloo didn’t want to talk. That would be the worst, or worse than worst, more dreadful than dreadful, more horrid than horrible! What good ever came from talking about her feelings? Like the spark which causes a forest fire, like the earthquake which triggers a volcano, like a movement of the earth which births a tidal wave: talking about her fears could only unleash deeper, darker pain. She’d risk unearthing worries she hadn’t even considered yet.



Yet to Scootaloo’s surprise, Fluttershy didn’t want to talk. Rather, she glanced through the window then nodded to herself, as though coming to a decision. “Now, um, this might sound odd,” she said, “but what you need is a bath.”



“A… bath? Really?” 



“Oh yes! But a bath of silence, I mean.”



Scootaloo blinked. The cottage blinked, the night itself blinked. 



“Huh?” Scootaloo said at last, and she sighed, and hung her head in the moonlight. “Aren’t you gonna tell me to, I dunno, just talk about it? That’s what the other grown-ups wanted me to do. They said it would be good for me and stuff.” She snorted. “As if.”



“Oh, but talking is, it really, really is! It’s always good to talk things over with your best friends. Um, then again…”



Fluttershy looked through the window again, although not at the hospital, nor the stream nor the fields nor the forest. Instead she stared at something beyond the sight of a normal pony. Scootaloo sensed it. She felt it in the chill in her bones, and saw it written on Fluttershy’s face… something elusive, indefinable… 



Creeping coldness skulked under Scootaloo’s skin. And when she peered back through the glass, she gasped, for the view seemed bigger all of a sudden, vaster! The trees were larger, the stream became a river, and the hospital appeared mile upon moonlit mile away. The sky bulged with twice the usual number of stars, for in the immense silence of Fluttershy’s presence, it seemed to stretch and grow, until it consumed the whole of Scootaloo’s vision. She gawked at the night, and—



“Talking is healthy,” Fluttershy said, breaking the spell. “But if you ask me, being quiet can be good too. You look like a filly who needs her quiet.” 



Her voice was halfway between whispers and breathing, with words woven from the material of dreams. “We’re all made from silence,” she said. “All of us. Remembering that can help you see the world in new ways.”



Scootaloo rubbed her eyes, then she scrambled down from the windowsill. “Um, what just happened?” she asked. "And what d’you mean, ‘we’re all made from silence?’ I’m not made from silence. I’m made from awesome.” 



Fluttershy smiled. “I’m sure you are, but you’re made from silence too. Think for a moment, if you please. What do you remember from before you were born?”



“Err… Mom showed me pictures once. She had this crazy mane, and disco pants and— ”



Scootaloo felt that Fluttershy nudged her with her smile, and with the slightest shake of the head. Hair and disco pants were the wrong answers. They were wrong, because Scootaloo had never lived them, had never seen them outside of photographs.



What did she remember from before she was born? What did anypony remember? “Um, n-nothing, I guess,” she said, though she jerked her head, for the thought was rough and itchy and scratched at the corners of her mind. She didn’t like it. She wished she could shoo it away and forbid it from returning. “Wh-when I think about it, it’s just blackness, and—” 



“Silence?”



Now the thought bit as well as scratched, bit with pointy little fangs that made her squiggle-squirm. “I…  don’t get how this helps with Rainbow.”



“Oh, I can show you! Only if you want me to, mind. Don’t feel that you have to. I’d hate to feel like I was forcing you, and, um…”



Even in the gloom, she saw Fluttershy’s cheeks turn red – and this, more than anything, convinced Scootaloo to follow her lead into the silence. She trembled. A hundred tiny spears pricked the inside of her stomach. She was hot all over, her heart beat fast in the quiet, making her skin goose-pimple and her forehead sweat – without having to be told, she knew that horrors lurked within the folds of the silence. She had never paid peace and quiet much mind before, yet now that Fluttershy had given her a glimpse through the doorway, it seemed to her like its own secret world, hidden within plain sight. Or hearing, rather.



 Who knows if she’ll fly again? Ever hold you again, or speak to you again?



Scootaloo gritted her teeth. Her mind was set and her heart was made. 



“Show me,” she said.



Fluttershy nodded, then closed the door so that the only light came from the skin of the moon. Then she told Scootaloo to breathe. “Nice and slowly,” she said, “in and out, deep and steady. Fill up your lungs, then let it all go.”



For long minutes they breathed, and Scootaloo caught herself wondering of life of staying up late beneath the covers, torch in mouth, reading her comics – certainly not standing still and focusing on breathing. She imagined Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle giggling at her through the window. She thought of what Rainbow would say, how uncool she must have looked, the height of lameness. She wanted to run. She wanted to rush, dash, skip, hop, jump. 



Yet Fluttershy’s gaze anchored her to the floor, and so she kept on breathing. “That’s it,” Fluttershy whispered. “Keep going. Concentrate on nothing but your breath.”



The moon slipped through the sky. Seconds become minutes, or hours, or no time at all, so focused was Scootaloo upon her breathing.



Then Fluttershy took the biggest breath of all and stood stock-still, earth-silent, until stars sailing across the dome of the sky were louder than her. The moonlight piled in the corners made more noise, for hers was profound silence. Primal silence, of a species found normally in the blackest caves under the most distant mountains. Scootaloo felt that she had missed a step in the darkness, but that the floor didn’t catch her. Her ears swore to her that she had stumbled into ceaseless nothingness. “I’m not sure I like this,” she said to Fluttershy. “It’s making me feel funny.” 



The older pegasus didn’t respond, having closed her eyes and surrendered herself to the hush of the night. 



Now into the gargantuan quiet poured the heartbeat of the cottage once again, those night-noises, those ghost-sounds, those glugs and gurgles, moans and groans, and crackle-cracks of the fire downstairs. Yet even these, in time, were swallowed by the all-consuming hush radiating from Fluttershy. She was surrounded by an invisible fog – though not a fog for the eyes, but for the ears. No normal quiet was this, but deeper, deeper, deeper.



The silence seized Scootaloo, binding her hoofs to the floor so that she couldn’t so much as flap her wings or raise a knee. “Fluttershy, I can’t move!”



“It’s OK,” Fluttershy whispered. “Everypony experiences silence differently. You are a leaf in the current; let it carry you away.”



She didn’t open her eyes as she said this. Scootaloo had the unerring sense that she hadn’t heard her at all, that the silence had spoken through her – that it was alive, the house was alive, the night was alive. To share silence with Fluttershy was to follow her into a vast and unsettling world. 



But she gulped, for she trusted in Fluttershy’s guidance.



Scootaloo shut her eyelids and became a leaf in the current. I’m not alone, she thought, emptying her mind of all but Rainbow and Fluttershy. I’m not alone. The silence loves me. I am a leaf in the current… I am a leaf in the current… I am a leaf in the current…



The silence washed her straight to Rainbow Dash. 



Forming in her mind: bright lights, a clean hospital bed. Or perhaps it wasn’t her imagination at all, but as real as breathing – the new room felt as vivid as the wood beneath her hooves, the moonlit air, the beating of her heart. And Rainbow lay right there, in the bed! Her wings were bandaged. Her chest rose up and down, up and down. She was asleep. 



“Rainbow! Rainbow, it’s me, it’s your Scootaloo! Are you alright? Wake up, say you’re alright. Please, please!”



Rainbow frowned in her sleep, rolled over in bed. Scootaloo stepped closer. She stood so close that she made out each of her hero’s individual hairs, and heard the air being drawn in and out from her nostrils. 



“R-Rainbow, I’m here, it’s me. Please wake up.”



Gently, she pressed her snout against Rainbow’s head, and spoke so quietly that it was scarcely speech at all, but bits of stolen syllables escaping between her breaths. “Please wake up. I couldn’t bear it if you didn’t wake up.”



For a long while, she stood with her face against Rainbow’s, tears in her eyes. She let the silence envelope her. 



But they weren’t alone. 



There came a voice from behind, a dark and mighty voice: the dark and mighty half of herself. What noise do you fear the most? it said.



“Go away,” Scootaloo snapped, turning to face the dark half of her own mind. Sure enough, where there should have been a floor and walls and curtains drawn over a hospital window, there was nothing, nothing save infinite blackness. “Rainbow taught me to be brave, and I’m not scared of you.”



Crack! Rainbow remained fast asleep, but one of her wings crumpled, crushed by invisible hands made from solid steel. Her bones snapped, her feathers were rumpled. Scootaloo winced.



You’ve spent all night trying to close your ears, Scootaloo. What do you fear the most?



“I… I told you. I don’t get scared. I don’t want to talk about this.”



Crack! Another bone, another wing. Scootaloo rushed to Rainbow’s side. “Stop!” she told her darker half. “Please, stop!”



Crack! Crack! Crack!



And from the darkness appeared a face, the most awful face she had ever seen: blank white eyes and fur soaked with shadows. It was herself, but a version of herself she had never seen, with emptiness behind her gaze and a wicked little smile on her face. Scootaloo jumped back, desperate to put as much space as possible between herself and her shadow-form. “OK, OK!” she yelled, “I’m scared, alright? I’m scared she’ll leave me! I’m frightened she’ll be so hurt that… that she won’t be Rainbow anymore, that she’ll have forgotten how to love me, and— ”



Click.



Fluttershy turned on the bedside lamp. A home sound, well and true, and the hospital room was swallowed in the warm golden glow – then the room was gone entirely. Scootaloo found herself back in the cottage, quivering on the floor, sweaty, panting, queasy. A stale taste in her mouth; she had thrown up. She blushed, mumbling an apology to her host. 



But – and she kept it to herself, for it made her ashamed – she wasn’t sorry at all. She felt… 



Lighter. 



Lighter and happier. 



Scootaloo basked in the feeling, breathing deeper than ever before – then Fluttershy dabbed a towel around her mouth. “Oh, you poor dear, there’s simply no need to apologise to me. Gracious, I’m the one who should be apologizing. I shouldn’t have suggested that we—”



Scootaloo didn’t let her finish. She threw her hooves around Fluttershy and shook and sniffled, and breathed hard into her fur. “I saw Rainbow Dash,” she said. “I swear on my life it was really her. And she was fine! I saw her, and—”



But the older pegasus shushed her, wrapping her forelegs around the trembling filly. “You don’t have to talk about it,” she said. “Whatever the silence told you, it’s special, and personal, and just for you. Nopony else is allowed to know it. Not unless you share it.”



Scootaloo buried herself deeper into Fluttershy’s embrace, mulling over her words, examining them from every angle and direction. What she had seen was for herself and herself alone – a gift from the silence. As private as crying alone in her bedroom at night, and as cherished as her time spent alone with Rainbow Dash. Fluttershy was right. If she wanted, then she didn’t need to talk about it with anypony, not even her best friends… what good could ever come from talking about her feelings?



Which was why she lifted up her head, stared Fluttershy right in the eyes, and said something incredible. “I want to share it,” she said.
      

      
   
      Pinkie Pie Saves Equestria And/Or Bakes A Cake


      

      
      
         Pinkie Pie Saves Equestria And/Or Bakes A Cake



The words writhed on the page, tracing out sinuous paths as they fought not to be read. There was a twisted logic to the patterns, a deep mystery that seemed to lie forever just at the corner of a pony’s eye. A pony could spend their lives unravelling the mysteries that the words kept locked within the twisted paths of letters.



“Okay book!” I snapped, rearing back onto my hind legs and jabbing a forehoof at the offending hardback. “This is your last warning. Be sensible or face the consequences!” 



For a moment, the words stayed resolutely indecipherable. Then they shifted into the form of a long list. 



“That’s better.” I dropped back down onto my hooves. “So, first we take the heart of a goat– Hey bad book!” 



I picked up the book and slammed it against the counter. 



“You’re a cookbook, do you understand? Now stop pretending you’re a dread tome and give me my recipes.” Fixing the book with hard glare I yanked it open to a random page. The text tried to escape off over the edge, but I stopped it with a hasty fold. 



“Right, first we take eight eggs,” I read, my head cocked as I strained to read the twisting words. “Four hundred and fifty grams of flour.” I paused. “Wait. What the hay is a gram?” 



Before the book could answer, a cheery chime echoed through Sugarcube Corner. I looked up as Twilight stepped through the door, her head buried in a thick book. I let out a low whistle as I set eyes on it. 



“See,” I murmured to my tetchy cookbook, pointing at Twilight’s book. Wrapped in black leather and bound by thick clasps of steel and silver it radiated a subtle menace that seemed to chill the air despite the bright sunshine outside. “That’s a proper dread tome.” 



The words in my cookbook shivered, twisting in on themselves until all that was left was a single black splodge at the centre of the page. 



“Oh, do not start pouting on me,” I snapped, jabbing at the page. 



“Huh?” Twilight looked up, her tome bobbing in her magical grip. “Oh, hi Pinkie. Did you say something?” 



I put my best grin on. “Nope, I was just telling my cookbook to stop sulking. I’ve got to bake a cake in the next fifteen minutes or the world ends.” 



Twilight paused, frowned, then shook her head. “O~kay. Anyway, mind if I stay here for a while? The library is a little noisy right now.” 



“Sure, there’s always room for a friend at Sugarcube Corner.” I glanced out across the empty tables, my smile wavering. “Especially during the three p.m. doldrums.” 



“Thanks Pinkie. The unholly screaming was really making it hard to study.” She let out a little sighed, then seemed to catch sight of my confusion. “Oh, right. Sorry I didn’t explain.” She put on her best ernest grin. “I’ve got a teinsy infestation in my basement. It’s contained, but there is currently a reality warping abomination in the library. I’ll have it banished as soon as I get some peace and quiet to do some studying.” 



I cocked my head. Twilight was so hard to read sometimes, I had to wonder whether she really was on top of things or subtly asking for help. 



“Okie Dokie Loki,” I said at last, deciding on the former. Twilight was a smart cookie, smarter even than those gingerbread ponies that kept escaping the display case. “I’ve got one of those too. It’s in the oven right now too. I think it’s here for cake but it doesn’t seem to like the ones I usually make. If you figure anything out let me know.” 



“Oh Pinkie, you’re so random,” Twilight said with a giggle. “Seriously though, I do need to get some study done. Can I get a slice of cheesecake?” 



I saluted. “Right away Twilight.” I bounded off into the kitchen, leaving the somewhat bemused unicorn in my wake. 



The situation in the kitchen had not improved while I was at the counter. Geometry was starting to break down around the edges, light and lines drawn into towards the far wall by the inexorable stress of the hole in reality. Tendrils of darkness were creeping out across the walls, floor and ceiling, flooding the room with the scent of rot and death. At the centre of the twisted whirl, and withdrawing deeper into the darkness even as I watched, was the Cake’s new oven. 



“Hmm.” I rubbed my chin and glanced at the clock, 3-4i past e. “That’s getting worse.” I had maybe twelve minutes to save Equestria. Shaking my head I made my way over to the oven and, with the wails of lost souls echoing in my ears, gave it a swift buck. There was a crack as reality slammed back into force, the twisted lines of unreality snapping back into something approximating normality. 



I frowned at the oven. Darkness was pooling in the corners as the thing tried to infiltrate the room yet again. With a long sigh I retreated to the icebox and pulled out one of the backup cheesecakes. With a little more haste than such a delicious cake was due I carved a slice and placed the plate on my back. 



“Hey, Twilight,” I said, trotting back into the main room. “What does your reality warping abomination look like? Because mine’s all black with long wiggly lines.” 



Twilight gigglesnorted. “Oh Pinkie, mine is—” She flipped back through her tome. “—Nam'cabogyil, who’s described as ‘a great writhing mass of flesh and teeth, with six dozen eyes, three spines and many luminous nodules upon the beast’s titanic backs.” 



I set down the cheesecake in front of her and rubbed my chin. “Huh, sounds like my great uncle Frank.” 



“Pinkie, you are so random,” Twilight said, with another laugh.



I beamed. “If you can’t face the end of Equestria with a simile, I don’t know how you can face it.” 



Twilight shook her head. “Well that’s certainly true. I mean look at these names. Calti’un. Zai’damni’shinu. Di’aeny.” 



“Actually, it’s pronounced Diane. Umm, Twilight...” I glanced at the clock. Ten minutes to save Equestria. “You’re good with books right? Like, they don’t ever try and trick you into summoning eldar things.” 



“Well this one did.” Twilight sighed, slamming the tome shut. “But I’m pretty good with the more mundane. Why do you ask?” 



I grinned sheepishly, shuffling my forehooves. “I need some help with my cookbook,” I explained. “If I’m going to get this cake baked before the world ends I really need a hoof with the recipe.” 



“Surely you know how to bake a cake?” Twilight said, frowning. “I’ve seen you make all sorts of things.” Her gaze darkened. “Sometimes when you clearly shouldn’t have been able to.” 



“Oh sure. But that’s making cakes. I can do that all day, look.” I bounced onto the table, grabbed each side of the cheesecake plate with the tips of my hooves and did a pulltwist. For a moment reality fought against me, but it was a trick I’d performed many times before and with pop the desert separated into two identical plates of cheesecake. 



Twilight goggled. “I...” She petered out, still staring. 



“See,” I continued, paying no attention to Twilight’s catatonic state. She went into them a lot, it was generally best just to ignore them and carry on; Twilight always caught up eventually. “Baked cake—” I pointed at the original slice on the left. “—maked cake.” I pointed at the one on the right. “Oh wait, maybe it's the other way around.” 



I frowned. That was going to bug me, the maked cakes never quite tasted the same as the Cake’s cakes, even though they were supposedly identical. 



Twilight shook herself. “Huh. That was an... impressive trick. I didn’t know you knew any sleight of hoof, Pinkie.” 



“Why did ponies keep calling it that anyway?” I enquired, looking down at my hooves. 



“I think it refers to–” 



An alarm rang out, cutting Twilight off before she could go into lecture mode. “Ack! That’s not important right now,” I exclaimed. “Can you please help me bake. Ple~ase. I’ve only got ten minutes left.” I clasped my forehooves together and sank to my knees, putting on my best pout. 



“Alright, alright,” Twilight exclaimed, holding a foreleg over her eyes. “I’ll help you. Just put the puppy eyes away. I get enough of that from Spike when he’s after a sapphire” 



“Woopie!” I picked up Twilight from her seat and carried her bodily to the kitchen, pausing only to hook my cookbook with my tail as we passed the counter. 



Diving into the kitchen I grabbed a pair of chefs’ hats from between the scene transition and dropped them onto our heads. “Right, let's get to this before Equestria is destroyed again,” I exclaimed, depositing Twilight in front of the preparation table and slid her the cookbook. “Read this, don’t believe it when it tries to lie to you and we’ll all be eating cupcakes by the pond by sunset.” 



Twilight shook the whirls out of her eyes and, sighing, adjusted her hat. “Whatever you say, Pinkie Pie. You know if you wanted me to bake with you you only had to ask. There doesn’t need to be an ‘abomination’ in the oven.”



“Aww, that’s sweet.” I swept her into a hug. “But we really need to get baking now.” I glanced over at the oven. Already the creeping darkness was clawing through into reality, the world twisting ever so slightly around the oven as if it were a fulcrum. 



“Well, first we need flour,” Twilight said, lifting the cookbook in her magic. Her magic riffled through the cupboards as she spoke, drawing out crockery and bowls and setting them on the counter. “Eggs, milk–”



“Milk!” I exclaimed, slapping my forehead. “Shoot. I was supposed to pick up milk from Applejack. Quick, look over there!”



Twilight glanced over her shoulder, while she was distracted I leapt into the icebox and slammed the door closed after me. A moment later Applebloom opened the door and I bounded out into the Apple family kitchen.



“Pinkie Pie?” the little filly exclaimed, shying back. “Now how in the hay did you get in there?” She scratched her head with a forehoof. 



“No time to explain,” I said, racing around the kitchen and sticking my head in cupboards after cupboard in search for milk. “I need to borrow three pints of milk and some jellybeans!” 



Applebloom shot me a flat look. “My sister said under no circumstances was Ah to give you any more sugar.” 



“Urgh, fine. But I need the milk to stop the world ending,” I protested, checking under the dresser. “Hey, there’s a pear down here.” 



“You didn’t see that!” Applebloom exclaimed, pushing me away with surprising strength for a little filly. “There’s milk in the icebox, just take that and go.” 



“Oh. Durh. Thanks Applebloom.” I leapt back into the icebox, grabbed a couple bottles of milk, and slammed the door shut after me. 



A moment later I bounded out into Sugarcube Corner. 



“Got the milk!” I announced, in a sing song voice, bouncing over to Twilight. 



She started, looking up from the carefully sorted ingredients. “Oh, Pinkie you’re back already?” She frowned as I set down the bottles next to her. “Wait, don’t tell me you made it all the way to Sweet Apple Acres and back in under a minute.” 



“Okay, I won’t,” I assured her. It was strange, for a pony who claims to love learning, Twilight sure said not to tell her things a lot.



Twilight pressed a hoof to her head. “I walked into that one. Okay are you ready to start baking?” 



I glanced at the clock. 2.5π minutes left to save the world. “Absolutely!” I rolled up my foreleg fur. “What’s first?” 



Twilight goggled for a moment, then shook her head. “Um... Five cups of flour.” 



“Five cups of flour!” I poured half a bag into the bowl, raising a huge cloud of dust. 



“Ahem, a half dozen eggs,” Twilight continued, blowing waving flour out of her face with a puff of magic. 



“Half a dozen eggs!” With a string of rapidfire cracks I broke six eggs into the bowl. 



“Milk as needed, and beat until well mixed.” 



“Milk as needed!” I poured a slug of milk into the bowl, tapped a beater onto my hoof and attacked the batter. 



Twilight rolled her eyes, a pink shield blossoming between us just in time to block the splatter. “Try and keep at least something in the bowl, Pinkie Pie,” she said, chidingly. “Now, next we need—” She giggled into her hoof. “—four drops of virgin’s blood.” 



I froze mid beat. “What?” I exclaimed, doing a double take. “It really says that?” 



“It really says that,” Twilight said, her tone deadly serious. 



It didn’t seem right, but I only had √26 minutes left so I grabbed a knife. 



“Wait, what are you–” 



With a self conscious blush further pinking my cheeks I pricked my frog and a few drops of blood dribbled down into the batter. 



For a moment nothing happened. Then a wave of unnatural stillness rolled over us like a cloying fog and my stomach did backflips. Twilight turned to me, her mouth working in utter silence as a question failed to escape her lips. 



A moment later Tartarus broke loose. 



The concussive shock of reality tearing at the seams picked up every loose object in the kitchen, including Twilight and I, and hurled them into the air. For a moment up was down, left was right and right was Tuesday before I hit a lamp and managed to cling on with all four legs. A purple blur raced towards me, screaming, and I hurled myself at Twilight, catching the airborne unicorn before she ended up encountering something sharp. 



A moment later, reality—never one to just roll over when horrors from the space beyond spaces started playing around in its backyard—took notice and returned with a vengeance. Twilight and I hit the ground hard, followed by most of the lose crockery, a hundred or so pastries and a very petulant bowl of petunias. 



“What the hay–” Twilight began, rubbing her head. 



The bellow of the oven beast rent the air, hurling dust and debris across the room as the earsplitting roar slammed into us. Tentacles, because it’s always tentacles for some reason, tore open the oven’s doors as they groped blindly into the room. 



“Aw, come on!” I exclaimed. “Do you have any idea how much trouble I’m going to be in for wrecking the Cake’s new oven?” 



The tentacles froze, then turned as one to face me.



“Uh oh.” 



“Pinkie, down!” Twilight roared, tackling me moments before the pony thick tendrils slammed into me. There was a flare of magic, a shield blossoming into life and hurling the tentacles away, and Twilight heaved with her horn, dragging a table between us and the oven monster. Another roar washed over us and we both scrambled behind the table as the tentacles renewed their assault, groping blindly around the kitchen for a pony-snack. 



“Are you sure it was virgin’s blood we needed?” I yelled over the cacophony. 



Twilight did a double take. “Of course it wasn’t virgin’s blood. It was a joke. A joke I thought you’d put in your cookbook!”



“Why would I be joking at a time like this?” I shot back, as a tentacle reached between us and Twilight blasted it with her horn. “This is a super-serious situation. Oh, that’s a fun thing to say, try it five times fast.” 



“Pinkie, focus!” Twilight snapped, sticking her hoof in my mouth. I don’t know why ponies kept doing that, hooves don’t taste very nice and I’ve licked a lot of hooves. “We’re being invaded by beings from beyond mortal comprehension, we need to do something before all of reality is devoured.”



“Really, all of reality?” I pulled away from her hoof and poked my head over the table. Time and space were screaming in protest as the oven beast forced its way into the real world. The far wall seemed to be receding before my eyes and the oven—though still in tatters—was clearly larger than it had any right to be, squeezing out the cabinets as it rippled and pulsed with unclean energies. At the heart of writhing core of tentacles was a single blood red eye. I shudder ran down my spine as it snapped to me, spearing my soul with alien malice. 



“Di’aeny!” the beast bellowed with a hundred screaming voices, shaking Sugarcube 

Corner from foundation to shingle. A great mouth formed of thousands of writing mandibles forced its way through the expanding oven, the reek of decaying flesh spilling from it as it continued to scream. The tentacles, sized by sudden purpose hurled themselves towards me, but Twilight grabbed my tail and dragged me back behind the table. 



“He doesn’t look hungry enough for all of reality. Equestria maybe,” I informed Twilight. 



Twilight let out an angry huff. “Please do not look directly at the sanity devouring monstrosity.” There was a bang as one of the tentacles tried to batter through the table and Twilight casually lobbed a ball of lightning over the makeshift barricade. “Now, I think we can find a solution to this mess. We just need a book.” 



A light went on above my head, although, a tentacle smashed it a moment later. “Of course! I knew you were a smarty pants. I’ll be right back.” 



Before Twilight could raise a word of protest I leapt out from the cover of the table. The beast bellowed in rage, hurling its limbs towards me in a blind fury and I ducked, dived and dodged my way through the thrashing tentacles. I spied the book when I was halfway across the room and with my best hoofball lunge, I swept the book into my hooves. 



“Got it!” I exclaimed, spinning on my hooves to face Twilight. “Oh...” A storm of tentacles descended on me. Furrowing my brow I threw myself forwards into the teeth of the maelstrom. Well, not teeth, if anything the tentacles were more slimy than spiky. After a few moments of panicked dodging I slid back into cover behind the table with Twilight with a wet squelch. 



“Okay,” I began, shaking myself dry in a single explosion of movement. “Let’s see what the book says we need.” I wrenched it open and twisted the entire book ninety degrees as the words attempt to flush themselves onto another page.  



“Pinkie Pie.”



“—Hmm, so half a dozen eggs,” I continued, titling my head even further to keep track. “The fresh stomach of a pig, four hundred ozzes of flowers.” 



“Pinkie Pie!” Twilight snapped, yanking the book away from me. For a moment I wondered just when she’d learned to walk on the ceiling, but then realised I’d twisted my neck just a little too far. 



“Yes?” 



Twilight brought her hoof to her face. She does that a lot, I don’t know why every time I’ve tried it it just hurt. “This is a cookbook. I need the book on dealing with formless abominations that I left in the main room.” 



I frowned. “Really? Will it tell us the best kind of cake to cook the oven monster to make it go away?” 



“Urgh.” Twilight rolled her eyes. “Yes Pinkie,” she said, her voice utterly flat. “It’ll tell us the best kind of cake to make.” 



There was another bang as one of the groping tentacles slammed into the side of the table. I let out a deep sigh as I regarded the twisting geometry of the kitchen. Already everything was taking on a stretched appearance, as if the entire world was twisting to the whims of the oven monster—which wasn’t far from the truth come to think about it. 



“Fine,” I said, and threw myself back into the writhing mass of tendrils. A half minute and a dozen near misses later I skidded back into cover next to Twilight. “One dread tome as ordered.” I hefted it in one hoof. “It doesn’t feel heavy enough to have any monster mashing cake recipes, though.”



“Pinkie, that was sarcasm,” Twilight shot back, snatching the book from me with her magic. “Still, thank you. Now stand back. This is not going to be pretty.” Twilight’s aura spread the pages of the book wide. An unnatural chill rippled forth from the tome, a wash of malice that seemed to deepen every shadow in the shattered kitchen. From the oven beast a monstrous scream echoed,  rattling the windows and the tentacles redoubled their assault on the table. 



“Wait, so it’s not got any recipes?” I cut in, as Twilight stood up on her hind legs and ripped raw magic from their air herself and drew it into a blazing corona around her horn. 



“No, Pinkie Pie, this does not have any recipies... Well not any recipes a pony could use without being banished to the nearest celestial body. Now please, this is written in a forgotten language not meant for pony tongues. I really have to concentrate.” 



Another bellow rent the air and the table shattered beneath the onslaught of tentacles. A shield burst into sudden brilliance around Twilight and I, turning back the attack as she began to chant. 



“Ellaclic kansia orabla kini.” 



The monster screamed in fury, the tentacles writhing in sudden pain as the groped blindly around the room. Twilight’s horn was too bright to look at and a searing burst of magic leapt out to strike a tentacle that drew too close.



“Rnachoig orabla ser’ni kan—” 



“Serxni,” I whispered, as loud as I could. 



Twilight stumbled and turned to stare at me. “What?” 



“Serxni. You missed out the silent ‘x’.” 



For a moment silence stretched between us, broken only by the agonised keening from the oven monster. 



“Urgh! I don’t have time for this.” Twilight rounded on the beast, her eyes going white as power flooded through her. “Rnachoig orabla ser’ni kanti!” Twilight roared as she unleashed a titanic bolt of magic. 



I put on a pair of shades to watch. The bolt slammed into the monster and the alchemical fire splashed as it struck it’s single glaring eye, coating the tendrils and half the ktichen with ethereal flames. 



There was a moment's silences as Twilight, the beast and I all realised that—while the spell was happily chewing through the back wall—it had had no effect on the monster. 



“Told you you missed the silent ‘x’,” I said, sighing. 



An earsplitting roar erupted from the monster as it took the opportunity to force its way further into reality. The kitchen rocked, the entire world shifting on its axis until it felt like we were standing on a steep hill with the oven beast at the base. Instantly Twilight and I began to slip, but the unicorn tore a line of floor up and hastily formed yet another barricade. As we ducked behind it, the tentacles renewed their assault on Twilight’s spellwork. 



“Now is it time to bake it a cake?” I demanded. 



“Pinkie Pie please!” Twilight shot back, wincing as the tentacles slammed into her shield yet again. “I’m trying to save Equestria. This is not the time to think about snacks!” 



I stared at her in disbelief. “I’m trying to save Equestria, which is why it’s the perfect time to think about snacks! But if you’re going to be grouchy about it....” 



“Pinkie Pie! I’m not going to help you bake when that thing—” She jabbed a hoof at the monster. “—is doing its best to devour our souls. I need to focus, right now, on kicking this thing back to Tartarus and beyond before things get any worse.” 



“Urgh.” I threw up my hooves. How could such a smarty pants pony be so dumb all the time? “Well fine, I don’t need your help anyway.” 



I threw myself back into the chaos of the kitchen. Twilight’s spell had done far more harm than good seeing as physics was definitely going brown and crispy around the edges, but at least she was keeping the tentacles focused on attacking her. The kitchen was not in a good state—it was going to take a lot of making to fix things up before the Cakes got home—but hidden in the back of one of the more intact cupboards was a mixing bowl. 



“Right!” I declared, duct taping the bowl to a cracked countertop to stop it sliding away. “Flour.” I grabbed a bag as it went soaring over my head, thrown by an errant flick of a tentacle, and poured a slug of flour into the bowl. “Milk!” I leapt over to the icebox and grabbed a dozen bottles. Scampering back over a laser beam of magic I upended a whole bottle over the bowl. It went everywhere but enough made it into the flour to count. “Then... eggs?” There were a large number of eggshells in the detritus of the kitchen but nothing I could use. I shook my head and moved onto the next thing. “And then it was, urh... come on Pinkie, thinky... Sugar! Which we keep above the oven.” 



I paused, and glanced down the kitchen to the oven monster. Twilight had managed to secure herself a broken broom handle and, with a few key runes of power, was using it to drive back the beast’s many tentacles. “Oh... Shoot.” 



Bracing myself for another lecture I raced back across the room. “Twilight. I need to get some sugar!”



“Is this really the time?” Twilight demanded, parrying a tentacle with the broom handle and eliciting a scream of pain and rage from the monster.



“Yeah,” I shot back, ducking under another flailing limb. “It’s super important that I bake a cake right– WAIT!” 



Both Twilight and the monster froze as a sudden shudder ran right down from my floppy ears to my tippy-tail. “Ear waggle, shimminies and wobbly knees!” I let out a gasp, my eyes going wide.



“Really, now your Pinkie Sense goes off?” Twilight said in a deadpan. “Not before the indescribable horror turned up?” 



“No, it’s much worse than you think.” I pressed, grabbing Twilight by the lapels. “Somepony is about to break a Pinkie Promise. I’ve got to do something!” 



Twilight’s jaw dropped. “What?” 



“I know. Hold the fort I’ll be right back.” I burst into motion and before even the monster could react I was out of the kitchen and galloping upstairs. It took just a moment to reach my bedroom, pause to pat Gummy on the head and move his ball a little closer, and then dive into a mirror. 



Travelling by mirror is always weird. The world around me turned to crystal glass, smooth and unyielding, and I hurried through the frozen reflection of Ponyville trying my best not to touch anything. Beyond the sheer sense of wrong there was a lingering paranoia that if I tripped and fell I’d shatter like Mom’s old vase. Still, there was no better way to get somewhere in a hurry and after just a few well timed blinks between reflective surfaces I found myself staring out of Rainbow Dash’s bathroom mirror. 



“Urgh, Butterfly Migration,” Rainbow Dash muttered, shaking her head as she stepped out of the shower and spattering the glass with droplets of water. “What was I thinking?” 



“Rainbow Dash!” I snapped, pressing my muzzle against the glass. 



“Argh!” Rainbow leapt in surprise, flaring out her wings and almost tripping over her toilet. “Pinkie Pie?” She did a double take as she spotted me. “What are you... How are you in my mirror?” 



“That’s not important right now.” I jabbed a hoof at her. “What’s important is that you promised Fluttershy that you’d go to the Butterfly Migration with her. She’ll be devastated if you don’t.” 



“Urgh, really?” Rainbow Dash slumped. “It’s going to be so boring.”



“You promised,” I shot back. “And breaking a promise to a friend is the fastest way to lose that friend forever.” 



Rainbow Dash made a face and crossed her forelegs. “Okay, fine. I’ll go to the stupid Butterfly Migration. But, I don’t have to like it.” 



I shrugged. “Good enough for me. Oh! Do you have any sugar I could borrow? There’s a reality warping monstrosity invading Sugarcube Corner and I’m trying to bake it a cake.” 



“You ran out of sugar?” Rainbow paused and seemed to run my sentence back through in her head. “And there’s a what in the what? Wait, why didn’t you say so! That sounds awesome, I’ll be right over.” 



She took off like a rocket, leaving behind her rainbow trail. Shaking my head I dove back into the mirror Ponyville, I still had to find some eggs and I knew just where to look. 



Fluttershy’s cottage was one of the harder places to reach by mirror, something to do with her ongoing fear of her own reflection and the unsettling otherworldliness radiating from the Everfree. Still, I wasn’t technically heading for Fluttershy’s and she always left a mirror in the chicken coop to keep her hens entertained. 



I burst out from the tiny mirror and immediately ran straight out into a pony, knocking us both to the floor and I bit my tongue. 



“Owie!” I clutched my jaw. I fought to ignore the pain, it never lasted more than a few moments anyway. “Urgh, who did I– Muffins?”

 

“Where?” Muffins said, her ears perking up as rocked up onto her hooves. Elizabeak was perched on her head but neither the chicken or the pegasus seemed to notice the other. “Oh, hi Pinkie Pie. What are you doing here?” 



“What am I doing here? What are you doing in Fluttershy’s chicken coop?” 



Muffin’s face fell. “Oh, um. Well, I’m living here for a few days until I can put some bits together. I put another hole in my roof...” She let out a long sigh. 



“Aw, don’t worry about that,” I said, reaching under one of the chicken boxes and maked. “I happen to keep boxes of shingles hidden around Ponyville in case of a roofing emergency. Here you go.” I handed her the box and Muffin’s face lit up. 



“Pinkie, this is great.” She swept me into a bone breaking hug and squeezed me like a rubber ducky. “Thank you so much!”



“Anything for a friend,” I said, beaming. “Although... as you’ve been here for a while, do you have any eggs to spare?” 



Less than a minute later I hopped back into Sugarcube Corner’s kitchen with a happy smile and a box of eggs on my back. Only to have to duck as Twilight went flying over my head. Her magic flared and there was a sudden explosion of light next to me as she teleported. 



“Urgh.” She gasped for breath, wiping the sweat from her brow as the broom handle leapt back into a guard in front of her face. “Pinkie, please tell me while you were out doing whatever it was you were doing that you got some help.” 



“Oooh. No.” I shook my head. “But I did tell Rainbow Dash to bring us some sugar.” 



“Seriously!” Twilight rounded on me. “Pinkie, please work with me here. We have to do something before this gets even worse.” 



“What do you think I’ve been trying to– Duck!” 



We threw ourselves to the floor as a tentacle swung blindly at us. It was a shame there was a second right behind it. A sudden twitch in my tail gave me the half second’s warning I needed to roll out of the way but Twilight wasn’t so lucky and the unicorn was swept up by the beast. 



“Help!” she screamed, her horn sparking as she struggled against the monstrous limb. 



“Just a second!” I grabbed the box of eggs out of the air before it hit the ground. 



“Da da da da!” There was an explosion of glass as Rainbow Dash entered via the window, piledriving the tentacle and the monster screamed in rage. Twilight finally got her magic together and teleported with a bang back to the twisting floor.



“There was a door,” she snapped at Rainbow, then shook herself. “Sorry, force of habit. Thank you.” 



“Hey, I don’t leave anypony hanging,” Rainbow Dash shot back, puffing out her chest. She dodged around another tentacle. “But, whoa this is way cooler than I thought it would be. Pinkie what have you been feeding this thing?” 



“Well I’ve been trying to feed it cake,” I snapped, tapping the egg-carton to the counter next to the mixing bowl. 



Rainbow rolled her eyes. “Figures. Well I brought as many stakes as I could find so we should finish this thing off in ten seconds flat.” 



Twilight’s magic flared as she deflected another strike off a shield. “Stakes are for vamponies, Rainbow Dash.” 



“Dang. Well what do you use to defeat something with that many tentacles? Because I've see some of Spikes comics and I really don't like how losing to this thing would go.”



“You need to beat it with cake!” I leapt between them. “Did you bring the sugar?” 



Rainbow Dash sighed. “Yes, I did actually bring the sugar.” She reached into her saddlebag, rooted through an alarming number of sharp sticks, and plucked out a bag of sugar. I snatched it from her teeth and raced back over to my mixing bowl.



“Thanks!” 



“Is she–” 



“Yes she’s baking a cake,” Twilight sighed, burying her head in her hoof. “Now come on. We have to stop this monster now before it's too late.” 



“Well what are we waiting for?” Rainbow smacked her hooves together. “Let's do this!”



I ignored them, even as the sounds of battle filled the air, pouring all the sugar into the bowl. “Okay Pinkie Pie, you can do this.” I pulled a whisk from my mane and began to mix like a mad mare. “Eggs!” I tore open the egg carton and cracked a dozen into the bowl. “Milk, flour and sugar all all in. What else? Umm... Ooo, here's some cinnamon—” In it went. “—that'll be good for flavour. And I don't know what this is but it smells nice. And this, and this.” Everything that looked edible within reach disappeared into the batter and I mixed it all in like a mare possed. 



After less than a minute I paused, stepping back from from the bowl, frowning at the mixture. It looked ready. 



“Argh!” Rainbow Dash went tumbling over my head. She hit the wall with all four hooves and kicked off, leaping back into the fight.



Well, there was no way that it would be my best cake but it was going to have to do. I tore the bowl free from the counter and raced to the far corner of the kitchen. Sat there gathering dust, most of it plaster dust from the shattered ceiling, was the Cake’s old oven. It was unplugged but I wasn't going to hold that against it.



“Okay, let's say forty minutes.” I grabbed a cake tin out of a shattered cupboard, slopped my mix into it and threw the entire mess into the oven. That was another scream from Rainbow Dash as she was again flung across the room by the oven beast and she landed hard next to me. 



“Urgh, how many tentacles can one monster have!” she exclaimed, shaking the goop from her mane. 



“Hey Dashie, pick a number!” I cut in. 



She did a double take. “Huh? Umm, four?”



“Right!” I set the oven to gas mark four. Biting my lip and crossing my hoovesies I spun the timer forwards forty minutes. There was a cheery ding and I pulled out the cake, still steaming from the heat of the oven, juggling it between my forehooves.



Rainbow Dash goggled. “How did you–” She shook herself. “Right, it’s Pinkie Pie. Don't ask, seriously don't ask.”



“Rnachoig orabla ser’ni kanti!” Twilight roared and for an instant it was like Celestial had trebled the brightness of the sun. The oven monster bellowed in rage and pain and there was a meaty thud as Twilight was hurled from the melee. 



Rainbow Dash leapt into the air, catching the ballistic unicorn before she could hit a wall. They hit the ground with a bang next to me. 



“Urgh, it's no use.” Twilight struggled back onto her hooves. “It's too powerful.” 



“And you keep missing out the silent ‘x’,” I said, shaking my head. “It doesn't matter though, I got the cake.” 



Twilight’s ear twitched. “Pinkie Pie we do not need a cake right now,” she snapped. “Equestria is about to be devoured and I need a plan to save it before it's too late.” 



“We have a plan.” I hefted the cake, still juggling it between my hooves. “I've been telling you it all along. We just have to give it this.” 



A tentacle lunged towards us but, even with her horn down to mere sparks, Twilight batted it away with a sudden shield. “Pinkie. Feeding it cake makes no sense.” 



I rolled my eyes. “It doesn’t have to make sense, it just has to work. Trust me.” 



Twilight spluttered, trying and failing to articulate some eminently sensible, but useless, objection. 



“Twilight,” Rainbow Dash said, putting a hoof her shoulder. “Don’t overthink it. It’s Pinkie Pie.” 



“Please, I can’t get close enough on my own.” I pointed a hoof at the oven monster and the wall of tentacles between us and it’s single furious eye. Reality was falling apart around it, great rents into the beyond opening up along the walls and ceiling as it pushed it’s indescribable bulk further and further into Equestria. “I need your help.” 



“Urgh!” Twilight hung her head. “Fine we’ll give it cake. And when this doesn’t work we’re going to get Celestia.” 



I shrugged. “Good enough for me. Alright girls. Charge!” 



“Finally!” Rainbow exclaimed, leaping into the air and racing back into the fray. 



“Yay...” Twilight’s battle cry was far less enthusiastic, but she was still right on my heels as I galloped towards the oven monster. 



There was a meaty squelch as Rainbow body-slammed a tentacle, though she just made it mad rather than slow it down. Still, as the tentacles homed in on the ducking and weaving pegasus it the thinned ranks on the ground. Twilight snatched up her broom handle as we past, the runes blazing into life as she flooded it with magic. She wielded the broken stick like a lance, charging ahead of me and battering the writhing limbs out of the way. The acrid scent of lightning and magic filled my nose as we covered the final few yards, short lived shields flashing into life around us, and the beast bellowed in fury as it saw us coming. It’s titantic, pony swallowing mouth opened wide to receive us and a wash of fetid air almost stopped me in my tracks. 



“Now, Pinkie!” Twilight yelled, her horn blazing as she pressed a shield against the writhing tentacles. 



“Right!” I reared up on my hind legs and drew back the cake. “Oh no, wait.” I dropped back down, staring at the cake in horror. “I forgot to frost it.” 



“Pinkie!” both Rainbow Dash and Twilight yelled in unison. 



“Just throw it,” Rainbow added, trying to wrestle with three tentacles at once and losing badly. 



I sighed. Well, I didn’t dare use maked frosting. It would have to do. 



Twilight let out a grunt as one of the tentacles smashed through her magic barrier, which popped like a soap bubble. A swarm of limbs descended on us. I dodged around the leader, rearing back and with a pass that would have made my hoofball coach proud, hurled the cake deep into the maw of the oven monster. 



Mere inches from crushing us into paste the tentacles froze. 



For a moment there was dead silence, then a deafeningly loud chewing echoed through the room. After a few disgusting moments it ended with a sudden swallow. 



“Umm...” Rainbow began. 



She was interrupted by a titanic burb from the beast that blew my ears back and almost threw Twilight from her hooves. 



“Excuse you,” I said, smiling wide. 



Moments later the beast began to retreat. The tentacles recoiled like extension cords, drawn back into the maw of the oven. Geometry began to make sense again, the rear wall shrinking back into scale with the rest of the kitchen as the monster’s power left the world. Rainbow Dash was set down gently next to us, though still covered from head to hoof with slime, as the last of the tentacles vanished. Finally the monster gave us a jaunty wink—or possibly blink, it was hard to tell—before shutting the oven behind it leaving us alone in the kitchen. 



“What?” Twilight’s asked, stunned, staring in disbelief at the oven. 



“Yeah, we did it!” Rainbow cheered. “High hoof, Pinks!” The crack of our hooves meeting echoed through the ruined kitchen. 



“I knew it would work!” I cheered, beaming. My smile lasted just a moment though. “Oh shoot, I forgot to say a cool line.” Racing over to one of the debris piles I plucked my sunglasses out of the ruble, put them on and then dramatically pulled them back off. 



“Umm, uh... Looks like this desert has been served.” Rainbow Dash just shot me a funny look. “Yeah, that wasn't too great. Ooo, how about ‘didn’t know you had a sweet tooth’?” Rainbow just rolled her eyes and I sagged. “Aww, I missed my chance.” 



“What?” Twilight repeated, still staring at the oven. 



“Eh, it was kind of cool I guess. Swing by some time and I’ll give you some pointers on real one-liners.” Rainbow Dash stretched and shook the slime from her wings. “Aww geeze look at my feathers, and I just had my shower for the week.” 



“What just happened?” Twilight demanded, rounding on us. “How did that work? What did you do? Why did you do it?” 



“I gave it the cake it wanted,” I said, shrugging. “You’d be amazed how hard it is to find a good cake in the space between spaces.” 



“I but– You can’t– It doesn’t make any– ARGH!” Twilight slammed her hoof against her head. “You know what, I don’t even want to know any more.” She took hold her of broom handle again and began to walk away. “I’m going to go hit the thing in my basement with a stick until the world starts making sense again.” 



“Oh, do you need any help with that?” 



“No!” 



Twilight stalked through the back door and slammed it after her. It fell off its hinges a moment later. 



“Don’t worry, Pinkie Pie,” Rainbow put a wing over my shoulder as my face fell. “I’m sure she’ll thank you when she has a chance to calm down. You know how Twilight gets when science breaks.” 



“I suppose...” My ears shot up. “I know, I’ll bake her a cake!” 



Rainbow rolled her eyes, casting her gaze over the devastated kitchen. “Yeah... May want to hold off on that for a little bit, Pinkie. Let her cool off on her own, you know?” 



“Oh, it’ll be fine,” I said, waving her off. “And besides, I really need to clean this place before Mr and Mrs Cake get home.” 



“Eck.” Rainbow made a face. “Well, good luck with that Pinkie. You know, I’d love to stay and help but I did Pinkie Promise Fluttershy I’d go to the Butterfly Migration with her. See ya’.” She took off like a shot through one of the many broken windows. 



I sighed as I surveyed the mess. It was going to take a lot of apology cupcakes to smooth it over with Mrs Cake. Still, that was for future Pinkie Pie to figure out. I hummed tunelessly to myself as I hopped through the mess, grabbing the cookbook out from under a pile of rubble. 



“Right mister, I hope you’ve learned your lesson about giving ponies bad advice,” I told it, flipping through to a random page. “Now, let’s see what do I need for a ‘hooray, we didn’t get eaten by a monster from the beyond that was looking for a cake all along’ cake?”  



The words wriggled on the page, sinuous squiggles that formed into a nicely formatted recipe. 



“See? This all goes so much easier when we all just get along.” I beamed as I put the book on one of the few surviving sections of counter and began to gather ingredients. 



“So we need... Eggs. Milk. Flour. The tears of a cockatrice.” I paused, frowning at the page and tapping a hoof against my chin. “The tears of a cockatrice? Oh I know who’ll have some of that, Fluttershy. I’ll go get it now.” 
      

      
   
      Only, Only, Only You


      

      
      
         Oh, Luna, Luna, lovely be.

My Lacuna, come to me.



These years apart, my thoughts were true:

Of only, only, only you.



The Elements of our demise

Have failed to taint, but by surprise



Succeed where your sister failed—

Stripped us apart, our night unveiled.



I’ve waited thence in castle dark

To hold you close, to feel your spark—



That wond’rous flame within your eye—

That prideful power seeking sky



And land that loves our darkest night,

That wants our world without Her light.



To bear the stars and moon alone,

To see us, rightfully, the throne.



Our time, once past, has come again.

We’ll realize our night’s domain.



Out the gate, I fly to thee,

Out from Castle Everfree.



I come for you, but serpent smoke,

A nightly guise, my starry cloak



That you alone will surely spy,

Whether dark or light the sky,



And hold against your breast your hoof,

A hoping, fleeting, wish for proof



That it is me who comes to you—

That seeks for only, only you.



You’ll say to me: “Oh, thank you, dear.

I’ve missed you all these lonely years



“Brought forth by Sunlight’s blist’ring sun

Now let us fly. Let us be one.”



And I’ve missed you, my dearest, sweet,

My Luna, love, at last we’ll meet—



Rejoin in twin-sought nightmare bind.

I hearken for you—nevermind



The distance ‘tween and days apart.

To be again. Make whole our heart.



It’s long, the journey I’ve begun,

But in the end we will have won



The nocturne sky and all its stars,

The moon—its crown—will all be ours.



I know that you as I do now:

You seek me out. Somewhere. Somehow.



You feel within your heart of hearts

The twisting, aching, vexing art



Of love!



‘Tis ours, my Luna. Ours alone.

Ours upon obsidian throne.



Come closer here—my heart, my host.

Come closer. Hear my heart, my host,



Is only staid with presence close.

If love’s a potion, ample dose.



My night-ful bride, I need your boon.

My baleful bride, I need you soon:



What’s an eclipse with half a moon?








This place has grown—what wilds be

This forest, ours, and always free.



What power fostered in your breast

Has come about to manifest



The beauty of our nightly state

That Sun has always loved to hate?



You must be near within these trees.

I feel your presence, feel your tease.



The chaos bounding, shouting, dark.

It leaves its markings on the bark.



Are they, I hope, your little beasties?

Multi-headed, multi species?



Your love of eldritch knew no bounds,

What beasts you kept on castle grounds



Are but a leaf of nightmare’s branch

That made the bravest ponies blanch.



Your mind feared not what eye would see.

‘Tis also how We came to be.



That wond’rous moment, soft and meek,

Serpenting through dreamscape, weak.



Hunting on that dreamside shore,

I found you, Luna—found my “more.”



Of all who saw me, all who dared,

Only you stood tall, unsnared



By twisted, creeping, crawling dreams.

I was afraid of you, it seems.



But hunger pleaded loud, “abate!” 

And so I took a chance with fate.



I sensed what I had seemed to you.

You, I felt, were searching, too.



You gave me shape and sustenance,

And I in turn, a countenance:



I brought you power, promised fame,

That all who lived would know your name



And fear the beauty of your skies—

Draw them up, their fearful eyes,



To see what they’d been missing thence.

None have missed it ever since.



Except for me.



And so I seek you still this night,

By your most efflorescent light.



Its stolid, cold, and careful gaze 

Illuminates this sundry maze



Of brush and fern and beast and tree.

Wait, my love. What’s that I see?



Beyond the clearing, shadowbound,

A form is rearing, terror crowned,



With wings a-fan and shark-toothed smile

So disarming, fraught with guile.



What sings my soul to truly see

Not darkened, starlit reverie!



But whole and grand—in nightmare cast.

My Luna I have found at last!



I fall before you, supplicant.

Renew with me our covenant



Of darkened bliss and shadow-twine—

That I am yours and you are mine.



I wait with beating, thund’ring heart.

Oh, how it goads! This vexing art.



Am I to speak? Am I to break

The silence first? Oh, Luna, take



Me from this shapeless shell,

Deliver me from wand’ring hell!



Come my Luna, come to me!

Join in shadow. Set us free!



Still stolid silence drives the night,

Drives in me unending plight.



A thousand years of bottled rage

Can be so easily assuaged,



Yet wanted words of love withheld

Grow hoary hairs and hope dispel.



I rise up from the dirt and grass

To touch her on the cheek—alas!



I do not feel the brush of fur;

I feel but stone so undemure,



That caught my eye and twisted hope.

That you I’d found. That we’d elope.



‘Tis not my love I stand before.

‘Tis but a statue—nothing more.



A mockery, if only just,

Of Night eternal, nocturne-lust.



But now I feel her presence sits

Upon the mountain, candle-lit



A crop of stone on stony height—

A castle borne aloft at night.



She’s there, I feel within my heart.

I’ll find you soon, my vexing art.








The city streets below are bare.

It’s quiet here—a silent prayer



To Luna, close, before the dawn.

I feel you, taste you, pull me on.



Over wall and under door.

So close am I, so close to “more.”



The throne is just beyond the hall,

But you not quite. Not quite at all.



Industrious, you ever were,

Unceasing bone and skin and fur.



Always working, seeking fame

In starlit night with starlit mane.



You never rested like your sister,

Felt content despite the whispers:



One you “loved” was stunted, shunned

Rebuked by sunlight so rotund



From praise and flattery enough

To cast a shadow, long and rough,



That squarely hid you from their sight

You, the worker, you, the Night.



You knew your place ‘neath Silver crown,

Despite the Gold, despite Her frown.



She never knew the pain inside,

Your humble wants, your jealous pride.



Much deserved, if only seen.

But only I, my love, my queen,



Saw what inside you, hateful, burned,

For simple recognition, yearned.



And still your nightly clip-clop speaks

Of retribution. Interest piques.



I follow, low; I follow you,

Across the velvet floor imbued



With scent of silver filigree.

Like rainfall on the Everfree,



‘Tis one I know as safe and dear,

So near to heart, so ever near.



Your hooffalls stop before a door

Of golden sunbursts I abhor.



I, too, end my creeping crawl,

Cease my hopeful, inward drawl



That you but turn and gaze at me

But wait, what’s this? What flowers be



Within your grasp, this azure vase

That you so hesitantly place



At the foot of sunburst door.

Two flowers I have seen before.



For reasons I can only plumb:

Nightshade-wound chrysanthemum.



Golden bloom bobs over death,

Bobs beneath your sweetest breath.



You smile—smile!—it farewell.

You turn and see me, see me well.



Your smile fades, the trick forgot,

Conniving gesture leaves your thought.



How long I’ve waited now for this,

The catch of breath, the gasp of bliss.



Come closer here, my heart, my host.

Come closer. Hear my heart, my host.



This beating, thumping raucous boom

Within my chest has ample room



For what was lost, your power—mine.

Reclaim me now, my heart entwine!



Be filled with me, your power lost,

You are but me: the night embossed.



And I am you, a sight unseen,

But grand as all, my love, my queen.



Together soon, we’ll ever be.

Together, you and I are We.



We the crown and We the sky

That draws attention to our eye:



The Moon above, forever full,

Watching, seeing, never dull.



With wings unfurled, our shadow cast

Forever on the world at last!



The ponies, tremble, stumble, quake.

Apologies both real and fake



Will fumble from their lowly tongues.

From one, from all—both old and young.



They’ll learn their wrongs, their errored ways.

They’ll see soon, then, the end of days.



Your silver hoof, but give to me,

And all the world will surely see that



WE ARE NIGHTMARE!



…



But... But what is this? That hardened gaze,

So twisted, fraught, need I rephrase?



Your eyes a-tremble, lowered head,

Had you assumed that I was dead?



What darkened shadow hesitates?

The Night is come! The Night awaits!



Is that… Is that fear I smell?

My lovely Luna knows me well.



But cast aside your worries, love!

We’ll rectify the sky above!



And you will know your righteous rite

Of birth and scorn Sun Sister’s spite!



No? What’s this? You look away?

You’d rather see the light of day



And live in Sun’s eternal glow?

By stars above, you’d share the show?



Oh, what’s happened in these years apart

That’s broken, beaten you, my heart?



Why stand you so, why look aghast?

I’m less a shadow of your past



Than outstretched future just in reach.

Come, my Luna, I beseech.



Her hoof, it rises from the stone,

Cold as moonlight, white as bone.



She speaks with solemn, hollow voice,

As if she hadn’t any choice:



“I’ll bear no more your hateful curse.

I’m sorry, Sister. Be dispersed.”



Though formless, shapeless, I am stunned.

I falter, waver, wholly shunned



By love long lost that now is found—

In Sunlight’s chains is clearly bound.



Lies! They are, but drops of doubt.

You seek to slander, curse throughout.



She would never bide the sun.

With her—my love—what have you done?



The silence reigns as darkness should.

Your tears fall free like any’s would.



That wince upon your face I see.

If it’s not Her… Is it, then, me?



Am I not what you wanted, dear?

Am I not what you sought in fear?



To sow the seeds of their respect?

Find in comfort, derelict,



Those trampled flowers without bloom,

That whither ‘neath neglected moon?



I brought you from your lower state

But now you claim it’s me you hate?



Wherefore comes this disrespect?

From you, my love, I’d not expect

                

A face-heel turn to Sister Sun.

Return to me, and we will run!



These thoughts I feel within your breast,

They coincide, they put to rest



My thoughts, my hopes, nightmarish dreams,

Of tearing, ripping at the seams



Her light of “glory,” golden flame,

And cast it ‘neath horizon’s plane.



I see within the past you know,

Deeper in, the fears that grow



Of what We were, of what could be…

Is it true...? You fear me?



No, not true, these thoughts I read:

Your fears of self-inflicted deed.



A mare inside, in shackles, chained,

To whipping post, forever pained



By what was done, what I hath wrought.

Our deeds—our sins?—we duly sought.



We deserved respect, my queen,

Our methods now, though, seem obscene?



You weigh your mind with conscious guilt,

With foolish mounds of moral silt.



Impossible to let it go?

Keep them if it suits you so,



But surely you don’t feel the need

To stay but half, be from me “freed?”



I thought… I-I thought we were in love?

My mare, my Luna—night-ful dove.



This gift of kinship sought on high,

Our life, our love, was… but a lie...?



I’m not a weight simply released.

I am the Night! I am no beast!



I ache, my Luna, how I ache.

Oh, Lacuna, I might break,



Am suddenly so thinly skinned.

Your words of hatred, please rescind!



I cannot bear your callous plea.

I take to sky; I fly from thee!



Into the cold and moonlit night

So much colder ‘neath your light.



‘Tis full, the moon, full as can be.

You made it so, but absent me.



Within, without, I feel so numb.

Where is my chrysanthemum



To twine with you within your breast?

To sleep with you and claim my rest.



My Night Mare, nightmare, Lid my eyes,

So I endure not moonless skies!



I see now in these years apart,

You’ve turned a leaf to vexing art



I thought we were, we are—will be—

My lovely Luna, we shall see.



But for now I cannot feel

Your warmth of heart or Nightmare zeal.



This ghost will go and pass you by.

I’m lost, my Luna. Tell me…



...Why?
      

      
   
      Not On the Outside


      

      
      
         “My apologies,” said Clover as she tried to rub the tiredness out of her eyes, “but I’m going to have you ask you to repeat what you just said to me.”



Clover levitated Star Swirl’s teapot to pour herself another cup of the liquid abomination held inside. It was probably half caffeine by weight, barely holding any ghost of the leaves that were murdered to make it. And it was exactly what she needed.



“Why’s that?” asked Star Swirl, distractedly. The wizard was hard at work at this early hour, scribbling notes while carefully observing a gemstone suspended in a flask full of water.



“Because we’ve stayed up all night working on whatever that is.” Clover waved a hoof at Star Swirl’s experiment.



As she spoke, the floating gemstone began to move, tapping against the inside of the glass. Star Swirl’s eyes widened, and his note-taking speed doubled.



“Yes, we have,” he said. “What of it?”



Clover used her magic to pinch the bridge of her nose as she took another sip from her teacup. It tasted like distilled hatred.



“The point is, that I’ve been perpetually five minutes away from passing out for the last six hours. So there’s a good chance that I misheard you when I thought you said that you wanted me to take sparring lessons.”



“You didn’t,” said Star Swirl, simply. He never took his eyes away from the gem, which had taken up a magical glow. Tendrils of light snaked out from it, exploring the glass prison that encased it.



“B-but why?” she sputtered. “What use could I possibly have for fighting?”



“Many uses,” said Star Swirl. His notetaking had reached a legendary speed, devouring once-empty pages in a matter of seconds. “Our trip to the badlands would have gone much smoother if you had subdued the stray timberwolf more swiftly.”



“Cookie said that she had it covered!” Clover threw her hooves up in frustration. “Besides, everything turned out fine! I got it… Eventually.”



The gem’s magical tendrils began to strike against the inside of the glass. Tap, tap tap.



“By god, it’s gained sentience…” Star Swirl muttered under his breath.



“Hey!” hissed Clover. “Don’t change the subject!”



“Oh, yes, of course,” mumbled Star Swirl as he opened a fresh notebook. “I was saying, that I think you’d benefit greatly from having a bit more finesse in the martial arts.”



release me



… Star Swirl’s notetaking paused as he afforded a sidelong glance to the gem in the flask.



“Eyes back here!” Clover snapped. “And, I think I did a fine job handling the situation!”



“Clover, my dear,” said Star Swirl. There was a hint of a smile around his lips. “Every time we are met with conflict of the combative variety, you cannot just keep flinging raw magical force at the problem while hoping for the situation to resolve itself. Now please, hold this flask for me. I want to see if I can dispel our little creation, here.”



“Of all your outrageous demands, this is by far the most intolerable.” Clover took the flask in her magical grasp. “I’m a scholar, not some sort of barbarian!”



“Well, if you don’t want to do it, I can’t force you.” Star Swirl as he readied a magic-removal spell. He aimed his horn at the flask. “But it would mean the end of our arrangement.”



“Seriously?” Clover deadpanned. “You’re playing that card?”



Star Swirl’s spell discharged, but in the split second before it struck, the gem’s magical aura lit up, shielding the entire flask from the spell.



no, said the gem.



It promptly proceeded to wrest control of the flask from Clover.



“It’s become spell-resistant! How fascinating!” Star Swirl watched as gem and flask flew circles in the air above their heads. “But yes, I am playing that card.”



“Are you kidding me?” asked Clover as she levitated up a broom to try to catch the flying experiment. “Even after all these years we’ve spent together?”



“Yes,” said Star Swirl. He joined the chase with a butterfly net. “Our arrangement still holds. You are my apprentice, but if there is anything I demand of you that you’d rather not do, you are free to end our partnership at any time.”



“Which is really just another way of saying, ‘Do what I want, or I’ll evict you.’” Clover blew a raspberry as she landed a solid hit on the flask, which sent it wobbling off to the side.



stop fool



“Unfortunately room and board in the guest chambers is only for active research assistants.” Star Swirl nodded. With a flick of his horn, he deftly caught the gem in the net. “I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to let you go if you choose to reject my offer.”



“You’re impossible sometimes, you know that, you old geezer?”



“I do. Platinum never fails to remind me in all her letters.” Star Swirl pulled the flask to the ground and immediately jumped on top of it, pinning it to the ground. “Clover, dear, would you please hand me my book of banishment rites?”



i am alive



“Ugh.” Clover fetched the tome in question. “Fine, I’ll do it. I’ll take the goddess-darned fighting classes.”



“Wonderful!” said the wizard as he frantically flipped through the pages and pages of scrawled notes. “Because I’ve already got you scheduled for a lesson today at 10. Your instructor will meet you at the castle training grounds!”



i know what hate is



“An hour and a half from now.” Clover dragged her hoof down her face. “How thoughtful of you.”



“You’re welcome.” Star Swirl lit his horn. The flask beneath him disappeared in a flash, and he tumbled the short distance to the floor left by its absence. “Whew, it’s good to have that taken care of!”



“Easy for you to say.” Clover rubbed her eyes for the umpteenth time that morning. “Who’s to be my instructor, anyway?”



“Fear not, dear, I’ve been ever so fastidious in selecting a teacher for you,” said Star Swirl. “Her name is Glowing Dawn. She hails from house Sparkle, and she has many years of experience.”



“House Sparkle?” Clover’s eyes widened. “How much are you paying her?”



“Nothing, actually! It all worked out so conveniently.” Star Swirl blew on his notes to dry the ink before closing his notebook and putting it away. “From what I hear, she was honorably discharged from the Guard against her will several months ago. The boredom has been killing her! Isn’t that wonderful?”



“Honorably discharged against her will?” Clover’s brow scrunched. “What circumstances warrant something like that?”



“Ah, you know the Guard, they like to retire their veterans at their earliest inconvenience.” Star Swirl shrugged. “But she’s seen a fair bit of combat, so she’ll be an excellent teacher.”



“I suppose.” Clover sighed. “Anyways, where’d you send it?”



“Hm? Send what, dear?”



“The, umm…” Clover vaguely gesticulated with her hoof. “The experiment. The living gem.”



“Oh! Yes, that!” The bells in Star Swirl’s hat jingled as he motioned in a vague direction. “I sent it to Morning Breeze’s bedchambers.”



Clover blinked.



“You banished a minor eldritch monstrosity to your ex’s house?”



“Yes, of course!” Star Swirl nodded. “Why do you think I made it in the first place?”



Clover said nothing. Instead, she threw back another bitter swallow of lukewarm tea. Her heart gave a little fibrillation in complaint, but she ignored it.



“Yeah, I’m going to go ahead and leave for training. That way I’ll have a decent alibi,” she finally said as she made her way for the door.



“Good thinking!” Star Swirl hung up his hat and stretched. “I think I’m going to get a nap, myself. It’s difficult business staying up all night, you know.”



“Yes, I do. Goodbye, Star Swirl.”



“Ta-ta, Clover!”



The door latch clicked shut behind her.








Castle Ever Free’s training grounds were entirely empty save for the occasional groups of out-of-uniform guards who were clearly making their way to somewhere more important. Which made the unicorn mare that Clover assumed was Glowing Dawn stick out like the minotaur in the room.



She was the only pony there who seemed to have any sort of purpose being at the grounds, sitting on the grass near the center, sweeping her gaze across the grounds like an eagle perched on a cliff. Her mane was a pale violet only a shade or two darker than her coat, which was mostly covered up by a set of padded sparing armor. A second set was wrapped up in a bundle by her feet.



There must have been something about Clover that screamed “not-a-soldier”, because the moment the former guardsmare spotted her, her eyes locked on with an almost palpable intensity.



As Clover neared, Glowing Dawn opened her mouth.



“You must be Clover.” Her voice was hoarser and scratchier than Clover expected.



“And you must be Glowing.”



“Dawn,” the older mare corrected.



Clover took a moment to really study the pony in front of her. Her figure was trimmed and sleek, with a compact strength that wouldn’t have looked out of place for a young pony in their prime. But wrinkles creased around her eyes and mouth gave away hints about her true age.



“You look horrible,” said Dawn. She must have been studying Clover right back.



“I know,” Clover replied. “I feel horrible too.”



“Good. That means you’ll remember today well.” She stood up and tossed Clover the other set of sparing equipment. “Put it on.”



“Sure. Sure, sure.”



Clover awkwardly pawed at the bundle for a moment before lifting in a cloud of magic and undoing the strings that held it together. Immediately, the well-packed mass fell apart, and all the pieces of padded equipment fell to the grass.



Dawn, noticeably, didn’t lift a hoof to help.



Sighing, Clover plopped the padded helmet—the most recognizable piece of the bunch—on top of her head. It was only when she started to struggle with getting the chestguard on that Dawn offered any sort of assistance.



“You’ve got it on backwards,” she said. “Straps go around your belly. Long one in front, short one at the back.”



A minute or two later, Clover figured it out. And then it was on to the next piece.



“That’s a shoulder guard. Put your foreleg through it.”



And the next.



“Back left shin guard. Pointy end goes down.”



When it was finally all done, Dawn gave Clover a quick top-to-bottom inspection. Clover, meanwhile, did her best to just breathe. It was tight, hot and heavy. She could already feel herself breaking out into a sweat, even in the chilly fall air.



“Looks good,” said Dawn. “From now on, show up in gear. We’ll start off each morning with a run.”



“A run?” Clover’s eyes widened. “Like this? Right now?”



“Yes,” said Dawn. “Right now.”



A little part of Clover died.








If training had been hard, then the walk home was agonizing. Clover was drenched horn to hoof in sweat, which the late September cold had taken full advantage of to leave her a shivering, aching mess by the time she pushed open the door to Star Swirl’s cottage.



Inside, a pair of ponies looked up to greet the new arrival. Star Swirl was sitting at the little tea table, with Pansy at the other end. They seemed to have been in the middle of a pleasant conversation over a pot of tea.



Clover hated them both just a little at that moment.



“Is that tea still hot?” she asked as soon as she shut the door behind her.



When Pansy nodded, Clover levitated the teapot and poured it out into empty air. Another burst from her horn caught the spilled tea mid-air in a bubble of magic, which she brought to her lips immediately.



The steaming liquid burned a raw spot into her tongue, but as soon as it was down her throat it worked miracles for her. The warmth seemed to trickle through her veins to every part of her body, down to her hooves. She didn’t move a muscle until all of it was gone.



“Star Swirl told me you were out doing PT,” said Pansy. “Honestly, I almost didn’t believe him until ten seconds ago.”



“Pansy, dear sweet Pansy,” said Clover as she collapsed onto the couch next to the pegasus warrior. “I don’t know how you do this every day. I feel like my eyes could spill out of their sockets right now.”



Pansy giggled and ran her hoof through Clover’s mane. Instantly, Clover’s universe was a much happier place.



“That’s how everypony feels the first time they actually use their muscles,” said Pansy.



“You’re making me feel like a filly.”



“Well, I’m still very proud of you.” Pansy leant over and placed a kiss on Clover’s cheek.



Star Swirl coughed. It was a conspicuous cough. It was a nervous cough.



Clover rolled her eyes.



“We’d better cut it out,” she told Pansy. “You know how the old grump is with affectionate displays of the public kind.”



“I find them somewhat distasteful,” huffed Star Swirl. “Especially within my own house.”



Pansy shrugged. “He’s got a point. Sit up, now.”



Groaning, Clover complied.



“What are you doing here, anyways?” she asked as she forced her tired muscles to prop her up against the back of the sofa.



Pansy took a sip of her tea and put down the cup before pointing to Star Swirl. “Well, technically I’m supposed to be arresting him.”



Clover looked the two over.



“Oh,” she said. “Morning Breeze?”



“Countess Breeze was very… insistent that Star Swirl be brought to court for sending some sort of magical demon to her bedroom.”



“Perhaps I did, and perhaps I didn’t,” said Star Swirl. “The banishment spell I used had a significant chance of simply sending the creature to a parallel universe. In that case, the living gem that Countess Breeze’s guards destroyed would have simply been a coincidental arrival from another parallel universe. And if you could convict ponies for the crimes of their parallel selves, we’d have Morning Breeze executed by nightfall! Trust me, I’ve seen some of the things that she hasn’t done!”



Clover sighed. “We’ve been through this song and dance before; just give her your apology and pay for the damages before this becomes another big thing.”



Star Swirl huffed. “Very well. It was a poorly thought-out joke, I’ll admit. I can do far better next time.” The wizard got up out of his chair and towards the stairs. “Let me go fetch my cloak and my apology goggles. Hopefully, we can get this whole thing out of the way by lunchtime.”



As he turned the corner out of sight, Pansy looked at Clover.



“I’m betting that you don’t want to come with.”



“Ugh.” Clover rubbed her eyes. “I haven’t slept in almost twenty-one hours. So no, I think I’ll pass.”



“Okay,” said Pansy. She stroked Clover’s mane again. “Take a nap. We’ll be back before too long.”



“Oh, wait wait!” Clover sat upright as she remembered something. “I need to ask you a question before I forget.”



“Hm?”



“Star Swirl said that my new training instructor was ‘honorably discharged against her will’ from the guard.” Clover scrunched her muzzle. “When in the heck does something like that ever happen?”



Pansy’s smile faded a bit. “Well, mandatory honorable discharge is actually not that uncommon. It’s usually for injuries and the like.”



“Well, let me tell you,” said Clover, oblivious to Pansy’s shift in mood, “I’m pretty sure my teacher wasn’t, like, maimed or anything. She worked me like a broom!”



“Not all scars are on the outside, Clover,” said Pansy.



Her voice was almost never this quiet anymore. Clover’s ear flicked.



“Oh.” Clover felt pretty stupid at that moment.



“I don’t want to make any assumptions, though,” said Pansy, fidgeting. “There are political and bureaucratic reasons for being discharged, too.”



“I see,” said Clover. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to say something so stupid.”



“No harm done,” said Pansy, right as Star Swirl’s approaching steps clip-clopped through the hall.



“Sergeant Pansy!” he called out. “Are you prepared to escort me to the lair of the witch?”



“Yes. Let’s go.” Pansy got off the chair and blew Clover a kiss. “We’ll be back soon.”



“Wake me up, okay? I don’t want to miss lunch.”



“Sure thing,” said Pansy.



Soldier and wizard walked out the door.








 After two months of training, Clover had fooled herself into thinking she was improving. Being flung full-force onto her back promptly dispelled that notion.



“Again,” said Dawn. Her breath fogged up the cold air. “Your guard was too low. Shoulders forward, bend the knees. Don’t lock up.”



Clover staggered to her feet and did her best to improve her stance. Fifteen seconds later, the exact same tackle from Dawn landed her in the ground again.



“What did I say about those shoulders, Clover? If they’re too far back, you can’t put your weight into countering mine.”



“Sorry,” said Clover as she stumbled back up. “But it’s freezing! I can barely feel half my coat right now.”



“Then a run should warm you back up.” Dawn smiled slyly. “Two laps around the yard,” she said as she led with a brisk pace. “If I lap you, you’re doing another one.”



Groaning, Clover did her best to follow. By the first lap, Dawn had accumulated a sizable lead, while Clover only grew lagged farther behind. When they pulled around to the final stretch, Clover was struggling just to keep moving. Finally, she made it to Dawn, who was running in place waiting for her.



“Warm yet?” Dawn said with a lopsided grin.



“Honestly?” Clover gasped out. “Not really.”



“Well, at least you’re limber now.” Dawn lowered herself into an attacking stance. “Guard up, again.”



Clover shakily got into position and waited for Dawn’s assault.



A movement in the corner of her vision caught her attention. Her eyes focused just in time to catch a glimpse of a tiny white speck floating in the breeze before it landed on her nose. It melted and nipped her with a bite of cold.



Then Dawn slammed into her.



As soon as she caught her breath again, Clover was laughing.



“What’s so funny?” Dawn asked, with an intrigued confusion in her voice.



“It’s actually snowing,” Clover snorted. “That’s how cold it is right now!”



“No it isn’t!” said Dawn.



“Yeah, it is,” Clover pointed.



Another snowflake glided on a breeze and landed on Glowing Dawn’s chest. She stiffened and brushed it off.



“It isn’t supposed to snow today. I checked the weather schedule,” Dawn hissed.



“Well, things happen you know.”



“They aren’t supposed to just happen!” Dawn snapped. She turned towards the nearest barracks. “Let’s go. We need to talk to whoever’s in charge.”



Clover blinked. Dawn had never interrupted their training mid-session before, and honestly a little part of her was relieved at the thought of a break. Scrambling onto her feet, she followed Dawn as the snowfall began to grow heavier.



As soon as they were inside, Dawn shook herself off and patted away the snow on her shoulder guards almost desperately. A pegasus guard happened to walk by at that moment, and Dawn almost leapt at him.



“You!” she barked. “Why in Tartarus is it snowing right now?”



Clover nearly jumped at the volume of Dawn’s voice.



“I’m not on weather duty, ma’am.” The guard’s voice was clipped and even. “But honestly, with the humidity being what it is, I wouldn’t expect a couple of flurries to—”



“That’s not the point!” Dawn stomped the ground in frustration. “Today was scheduled as precipitation-free. It’s your job to keep it that way! How am I supposed to train when it’s snowing?”



“Hey!” said Clover. “Let’s take it easy, okay? The guy said he’s not a weather pony.”



Clover reached out and put a hoof on Dawn’s shoulder. Immediately, the older mare recoiled with a sharp intake of breath. Clover leapt back in surprise.



Dawn’s eyes snapped shut as she fought to regain control of her breathing. When they opened again several moments later, they locked on to the pegasus.



“Where can I find the weather ponies?” she asked. “They need to clean this up right now. Right now.”



“Some of them on today’s shift should be in the third barracks,” he said, “but that’s really all I know, ma’am.”



Immediately, Dawn made a beeline for the door.



“Hey, hold on a second!” Clover was still winded from their run, but she prepared to give chase. Only to find Dawn frozen at the edge of the door. Outside, the snow was really starting to come down, much more.



Dawn’s breathing hissed in short burst between her teeth, sending little plumes of fog into the frigid air.



She stood there, eyes screwed shut and unmoving, for a long minute.



“Hey,” said Clover. “I’ll go. I’ll tell the weather ponies to clear this up right away, okay?”



“No!” Dawn cried. It wasn’t a yell or even a shout—it was much closer to a scream. “You can’t!”



Dawn grabbed her head, as if she had been struck, and fell onto the floor. A moment later, she was in tears. A desperate, quiet wail left her mouth as if her breath had been physically squeezed out of her chest.



Several guardsponies in the barracks had begun to congregate around the commotion. Clover shot a couple of them dirty looks and elected to ignore the rest. She knelt down to put her arms around Dawn. Every muscle in her toned body was rock-solid with tension.



“That’s how they do it,” Dawn croaked out between the sobs. “They hide and they wait and get you separated. And they wait for you to leave for help. They wait for you to try to find your friends. That’s how they get you!”



“The windigos are gone, Dawn. They’re gone for good.”



Dawn shook her head.



“They’re waiting. They’re always waiting.” Her wide, tear-filled eyes met Clover’s. “You can’t go out there again. They’ll take you again.”



Clover squeezed Dawn’s hoof.



“Dawn, it’s me. It’s Clover,” she reminded her. “You know who I am, right? We got rid of the windigos, me, Pansy, and Cookie. You know that they’re gone, don’t you?”



A light of recognition passed across Dawn’s eyes.



“I know. I know,” she said. The tension drained out of her body, and her sobbing renewed. “I know, I know, I know…”



She tried to get back on her feet, and Clover helped her up. Gently, she guided Dawn away from the door and towards the barracks’ fireplace. Somepony silently handed them a blanket, and Clover thanked them. She draped it over Dawn’s shoulders as they both sat next to the crackling fire.



“I’m sorry,” Dawn said. Her voice was even croakier than usual.



“It’s okay, Dawn.”



“No, it isn’t.”



Dawn pulled the blanket tighter around her. A long moment of silence stretched on, and one by one the ponies that had gathered around them broke off and busied themselves somewhere else in the barracks.



When had been alone for a while Dawn swallowed and spoke.



“Do you have a special somepony?”



 Clover was caught off-guard.



“Y-yeah, I do.”



Another minute-long silence passed.



“How do you know that you deserve them?” asked Dawn.



“I—I don’t really know.” Clover ran a hoof through her mane. “I’m sorry.”



A much longer silence than before lingered before Dawn opened her mouth again.



“I’m a grandmare,” she said. “My Stella had two foals four months ago. Twins.”



“That’s wonderful,” Clover said, and she tried to put some heart into it.



Dawn shook her head.



“I don’t know what to do with them,” she said. “I know I love my Stella. And I think I love them, but I don’t like looking at them. I don’t like the sounds they make, and I don’t like thinking about them.”



Clover didn’t know what to say.



“I don’t understand anything at all anymore,” said Dawn. “I don’t know what’s going to happen anymore. And I’m so tired.”



“My special somepony used to have bad days too, a lot,” said Clover. “Sometimes things are still really hard.”



Dawn was quiet. Clover continued.



“I’ve learned that with her, sometimes you shouldn’t let yourself think about the future,” said Clover. “It sucked her in, sometimes, and she couldn’t even get out of bed. She’d miss training, and she’d feel even worse.



“Sometimes, you just have to take life one day at a time. She says that anypony can survive one bad day; you just gotta take care of this one before you think about the next one.”



“One day at a time,” echoed Dawn.



“Yeah,” said Clover. “Just one at a time isn’t as bad, is it?”



“No, it isn’t.”



Dawn pulled the blanket tighter around herself and sat back. The two of them watched the fire burn until all the wood had turned into white, crumbly ash.





      

      
   
      Return To Sender


      

      
      
         “What in the world is going on in here?”



Twilight looked around her castle entryway as shock chased the travel weariness from her system. After all the craziness in the Crystal Empire, she’d been looking forward to a quiet evening curled up in her own bed with a book, but instead she’d returned to find the entire hallways crammed floor to ceiling with packages. 



They were packed in everywhere she looked, with scant inches between the stacks. In fact, even if she flew she wasn’t even sure how to get past them and into the castle itself.



“Woah,” Spike said, peeking around her. “Did you order something? A lot of somethings?” he asked. With a quick jump he hopped onto the nearest stack and, producing a claw, began stripping the brown packing paper from one of the parcels. “Ooh, chocolate!”



“Spike, wait-” Twilight began, but she was far too slow to come between the dragon and sweets. He was cramming them into his mouth before she even finished his name. “There must be something wrong here. I didn’t even get this many gifts after my coronation.”



“Whas wong?” Spike said, then cleared his mouth with a giant gulp. “It’s just chocolate. Besides, here’s a note.” he grabbed a piece of paper out of the box. "'My dearest Princess Twilight Sparkle, I have been hoping to get to know you better ever since your coronation. I will be visiting Ponyville to purchase a summer retreat, perhaps we could meet over dinner? Sincerely, Earl High Horse.’”



Did… did somepony just ask me out on a date? The thought made Twilight stop in her tracks. Well, okay, maybe it wasn’t that far-fetched, but why so sudden? And what was with all the other packages?



Spike took advantage of the pause to tear open another package. “Huh, this one’s daisies. And another note… about the same.” He looked at Twilight and shrugged.



Any further investigations were interrupted by a loud knocking at the door. Almost grateful for the distraction, Twilight turned around and pulled the door open. “Welcome! I’m sorry it’s such a mess, but we just got back and-”



“Wonderful, I made it just in time!” a suave voice interrupted her. Twilight blinked, focusing on the handsome blonde and white unicorn standing at her door. She vaguely remembered him from Canterlot and the Gala.. oh yes, Prince Blueblood. Rarity had certainly had a lot to say about him.



She was just about to ask him what he wanted when he continued on like she wasn’t even there. “Pay no attention to those fools who think above their station,” he waved disdainfully at the boxes and wrinkled his nose. “The news was hardly out before counts and earls the realm over started having delusions of grandeur. Instead, please accept these tokens of my generosity.”



He stepped aside, revealing a half dozen servants struggling under the weight of an enormous pile of boxes.



“News? What do you mean?” Twilight asked



“Why, Flurry Heart, of course,” Blueblood offered. “A full blooded alicorn princess, born of the union between an alicorn mare and a unicorn stallion. I dare say all of Canterlot has gone quite mad. At least madness is the only explanation I can think of for thinking they deserve such an honor.”



“Wait… so you mean all this is because everyone wants to… marry me? For my foals?”



“Well, I could hardly marry one of my aunts,” Blueblood stated matter of factly. Then he batted his eyelashes at her.



Twilight’s mouth moved, but no words came out.



“Oh dear, it looks like I’ve left you speechless. I fear I can have that effect on mares.”



She slammed the door shut in his face.



“That insufferable… Alright, Spike, let’s find somewhere to hide the packages until we can return them. I’ll think of some way to deal with Blueblood until this all blows over. Do you think anyone would care if I teleported him to Zebrica?”



“Um, Twilight?” Spike responds. He was standing over the wrappings of another box. “I’m not sure that’s going to work. This one has a note saying he’s visiting Ponyville and looks forward to meeting you as soon as you’re back.”



There was a second, much more ominous, knocking at the door.








“Thanks for coming, Rarity,” Twilight said, pulling the door open for her friend. She took the opportunity to peek around the door at the ever growing crowd of stallions milling around outside the stallion-impermeable shield she’d set up. “I tried sending Spike out for groceries but they just mobbed him asking what kind of sweets I liked. Ugh, I wish this would just end!”



“I dare say none of them are going to leave when they’re afraid of another winning you over,” Rarity said. “But… have you considered just picking one?”



“Pick one?” Twilight asked in shock. “Rarity, you know what they want, right?”



“Heavens, I don’t mean marry one, Twilight,” Rarity said. “But if you agreed to dinner with one, the others would back off. Besides, they’re not all as bad as that boor of a prince.” She looked at the piles of gifts still on the ground. “See, the Duke of Trottingham is one of the most eligible bachelors in Equestria, and he sent you an original copy of Starswirl’s Treatises On Abjurations! That shows he actually went to the time and effort to learn about your interests. It’s all very romantic.”



“I don’t care about how handsome they are or how nice they act,” Twilight ground out. “None of this would be happening if it wasn't for Flurry Heart; they just want their heir to be an alicorn. And as long as it goes on, I’ll never know if they actually care about me or if the whole time they just thought of me as… as a pair of wings and a horn!”



There was a few seconds of silence, and Twilight took a deep breath. She really shouldn’t be so hard on her friend, whose romantic aspirations were well known. She opened her mouth to apologize, but was interrupted by further knocking at the door.



“Oh, they better not have found a way past the shield,” Twilight grumbled, turning to the door. “I’m sorry, but this is a bad time and- Trixie?”



Twilight looked at the showmare, standing there at her door with a bouquet of flowers held in her magical grip, and her expression rapidly transmuted to one of horror.



"The Great and Powerful Trixie just happened to be in the neighborhood, and she decided-" Trixie began.



This… this can’t be happening. "Stop. Trixie, even assuming I'm interested in mares, the two of us couldn't possibly have a foal."



The unicorn grinned and tossed her head back. "Well, it just so happens that Trixie found a spell that lets two mares-"



This time the door slammed so hard the entire castle shook.








“Is this a bad time?” Princess Luna asked, ducking her head under the phantasm of a tuxedo’d suitor as he was blasted against the wall by a beam of purple light.



“Princess Luna? Oh.. I’m dreaming.” Twilight looked around at the chaos, and with a sigh the rest of the dream faded to white mist. “I’m sorry. It’s been so rough lately, I guess my mind needed a way to vent.”



“No apologies are necessary, Twilight Sparkle,” the princess replied. “Besides, the sentiment is… understandable.”



“Does that mean things are just as bad in Canterlot?”



Luna nodded somberly. “Indeed. The royal guard keeps out the obvious suitors while we hold court, but that does not stop them from sending trifles in the hopes of winning our favor, or assailing us at social events. I also understand that amateur astronomy is undergoing a renaissance of sorts; it would be quite flattering, were the circumstances different.”



Twilight could only nod her head in commiseration. “How long do you think it will last?”



“Unfortunately that is the purpose of my visit tonight,” Luna said. “Since the birth of Flurry Heart, My sister and I have been searching for any records of a natural born alicorn. Deep in the restricted section of the Canterlot archives, we found a dusty tome that described the birth of an alicorn foal to a union of an alicorn princess and a pegasus stallion.”



Twilight gasped. “The restricted section? Did the birth involve dark magic?”



“No, apparently the birth was accomplished in the normal way,” Luna reassured. “Unfortunately, they had a similar problem we now face; the princesses of the day were bombarded with marriage and betrothal offers. In many ways they had it worse, as these were the days before Equestria was united and many sought to use diplomatic pressure to gain their assent. There was also an issue with a love potion that became the foundation for the modern Hearts and Hooves day.”



“That’s horrible,” Twilight replied, grimacing. “How did they deal with it?”



“They arranged to hide any evidence of alicorn foals, burned all the records that mentioned it, and sealed the information in the restricted archives,” Luna replied.



Twilight banged her head into the, thankfully soft, floor of the dreamscape.








“I have never questioned the value of free press as much as I do right now,“ Twilight said morosely as she looked down at the crowd below. “Burning all the records is starting to look tempting.” 



The suitors had finally found a way to trick her anti-stallion shield spell, forcing her to relocate to Rainbow Dash’s cloud house. The worst part was the stallion who’d figured it out had actually seemed to expect her to swoon over his cleverness.



“Maybe you could tell them you’re only interested in mares?” Rainbow Dash suggested.



“Half of Equestria already seems to think I’m secretly involved with one or all of you five, and that doesn’t seem to be stopping them from trying,” Twilight replied. “Besides, if Trixie could find a spell to let two mares have foals I’m sure somepony else would, and then I’d be back where I started.”



“Hum…” Rainbow Dash pondered for a moment, then raised a hoof in excitement. “There’s an ancient Pegasus story about a mare who didn’t want to get married, so she challenged all her suitors to a race, saying she’d only marry one who could beat her. Maybe you could do something like that with a magic contest?”



“That’s the story of Atalampa, and a stallion ended up tricking her into losing and she had to marry him,” Twilight responded. "That's not exactly something I want to imitate."



“Oh... I guess I never got past the race part,” the pegasus replied with a shrug. “No wonder my history teacher kept giving me those nasty looks.”



Twilight sighed. “Besides, it’s not like I never want to get married. I just don’t want to get married to somepony that only sees me as a chance to have alicorn foals.”



“Uh, Twilight?” Rainbow Dash began, a hint of urgency in her voice.



“It’s not that much to ask! After all, Celestia’s been around for over a thousand years and Equestria managed just fine without everypony trying to marry her,” Twilight continued, mostly to herself. “There has to be some way to deal with this.”



“Twilight!” Rainbow Dash shouted to get her attention. “You better get away while you can, I see a bunch of sky chariots heading this way.”








“I just don’t know what to do, Zecora.” Twilight said, slumping down until her head rested on the table of Zecora’s cottage. With the courtiers adding sky chariots and cloudwalking spells to their arsenal, there was nowhere in Ponyville to hide from their attempted flirting. Fortunately none of them had decided to brave the Everfree Forest just yet. “They’re not mean or anything, but they’re not giving up.”



The zebra nodded her head sagely, pushing a cup of tea over to the dejected princess. “If all they want is to rear an alicorn, perhaps you can show them their hopes are forlorn.”



“That’s what the alicorns did a long time ago.” Twilight sighed. “But everyone in Equestria has heard the story of Flurry Heart and how we saved the Crystal Empire by now. We can’t exactly claim there’s no such thing as an alicorn foal anymore.”



Zecora shook her head and paused as she reconsidered her words. “You are right that the story cannot be deleted, but what if they thought it would not be repeated?”



“That… wait, that just might work!” Twilight said, excitement starting to enter her voice. “Everyone knows about Flurry Heart, but if we claimed Flurry Heart was only born an alicorn because of some special circumstances, then things would go back to how they used to be!” She bolted forward and wrapped the startled zebra in a tight hug. “Thank you! Thank you so much!”



“I am flattered you think my idea is a winner,” she said with a bit of a blush. Then she smiled and gave Twilight a coy wink. “If you like it so much, why not thank me with dinner?”



Twilight jerked like she’d been zapped with a shock spell. “I… but… I mean…” she stuttered, before noticing Zecora starting to chuckle.



“Oh, don’t scare me like that!” she managed, laughing herself. “All those suitors had me so worked up, I panicked when it sounded like you were one too!” She just shook her head and grinned. “Anyways, I’m going to sneak back into Ponyville and start working on your idea.”



As the pony left, Zecora watched her go. Once she was safely out of earshot, the zebra shook her head and chuckled again. 



“She saw a joke where there was not; Still, I think, it was worth a shot.”








“Considering the above, as well as the widely accepted knowledge that alicorns must ascend rather than be born, it appears clear that the birth of the alicorn Flurry Heart can be linked to the deep love of her parents, famously strong enough to defeat a changeling invasion, resonating with the love magic affinity of Princess Cadence and the Crystal Heart.” Twilight dictated. “There, send that to the Journal of Natural Magics, and we just have to make sure it gets a lot of coverage.”



Spike busied himself rolling up the scroll, then paused as a thought occurred to him. “Hey Twilight, Cadence is an immortal alicorn too. Won’t this cause her a lot of trouble in the future?”



Twilight hesitated for a moment, then looked out the castle window at the crowd of suitors that was beginning to reassemble. “Everypony will probably have forgotten about it within a few years. Besides, Cadence is the princess of love; I'm sure she’ll know exactly how to handle any problems. Now let's hurry up and send it.”



Two hundred years later, Cadence still hadn’t forgiven her.
      

      
   
      Truth Unwanted


      

      
      
         Another night, another set of nightmares. Luna scratched her eat as she looked at the dream door. This one was a regular. Again, Twist? It's become a routine with you. Every second night of the week, just like clockwork, the Princess would find herself venturing in the filly's dream. Tenth time so far, and if the past was any infraction, there would be at at least as many to come.



Let's see what we have. Luna opened the door and stepped inside. Pink sky, candy cane trees, fluffy sheep hopping about... no doubt about it, this was very much a Twist dream. The only difference Luna could see was the huge Moon covering half the sky. This is new, the alicorn thought as she made her way through fields of blue flowers. 



"Twist," she said loudly. It was a bit strange that she couldn't spot the filly right away. Usually the subject of the nightmare was smack middle in the dream. "Twist, it's me. The real Luna." Quite the deviation from her usual behaviour" if a Celestia were here she'd stammer at the lack of professionalism. Luna, however,preferred a more casual approach when visiting the dreams of her regulars. After all, there was only so many times one could perform the "wise and all knowing" act.



"I'm here, Prinpheph," a voice squeaked in front of her. "Phorry."



Luna looked down. Indeed, curled up under a patch of flowers, was a very frightened filly. She was shivering, her glasses were cracked, and she was completely transparent.



"Why are you invisible?" Luna arched a brow. No wonder I didn't spot her right away. I must make a note to look more closely for invisible things next time. "And why do you have a lisp?"



"It'ph the poison joke," Twist said, timidly looking up. "It made me invisible."



"For stars' sake." Luna rolled her eyes and stomped on the ground. Within seconds all the poison joke changed into blue tulips. Twist, however, remained just as invisible as before. "Is there something you wish to tell me, Twist?" Just say it, filly. "something happened in school, didn't it?"



"No," the filly squeaked, her body trembling twice as violently as before. "Nothing happened!" Luna just waited. She had seen this often enough to know that more would come. Gradually the trembling subsided. Shortly after, Twist stood up. "I don't think I want to be friends with Apple Bloom anymore." Her outline gained a bit of colour.



"Oh?" Apple Bloom? Didn't see that coming.



"Phhe phaid phhe'd fix my liphp," Twist went on. "Pho phhe went to phee Phecora." You're o eroding it again.



"She brought you some poison joke, didn't she?" Luna shook her head. I see where this is going. "She hoped it would fix your lisp."



"A-ha." The filly was almost entirely visible now. That was good, it was a sign she was calming down.



"And?" Luna urged with a warm smile. Whatwver happens, I mustn't laugh.



"And it made me in invisible." The was slight hesitation. "And Nevause I couldn't phee myphelf I tipped down the phtairph and broke my glapheph." Ouch. Nasty, but that doesn't sound like the core of the nightmare. "And then Apple Bloom got all worried, because phhe couldn't find me and phaid..." Twists lower lip began to tremble, tears firmed in the corners of her eyes. "Phhe phaid 'say something, Twist Ah'll find ya by your lisp'."



Oh. Sensitive, as always, Twist. Sometimes I really don't know what to do with you. Gently Luna placed her hood on the filly's head. The nightmare setting made perfect sense now — the fields of poison joke, the in invisibility, the lisp. Why was the Moon there, though?



"She didn't mean it. You know that the CMC—" Mess things up every three times out of four. "—are accident prone at times. Apple Bloom didn't know this was a sensitive topic for you. Just as cutie-marks were before she got hers."



"I gueph..." Twist wasn't entirely convinced.



"Did you talk to her about it?"



"No, I ran straight home." The lisp was starting to disappear. Halfway there. At least till next week. "I guess, I should talk to Mom. She's probably worried that she can't find me."



"Yes, that will be best. And maybe talk with Apple Bloom after that?" Just a little bit more.



"Maybe." Twist adjusted her glasses. They were no longer broken and the arms had transformed into candy canes. "What was it like spending a thousand years on the Moon, Princess?"



The question hit Luna like a jolt of lightning. Where did that come all of a sudden? That was a problem with the sensitive ones — the moment their problem was resolved they I'm immediately directed their attention to somepony else's. What was it like on the Moon? where do I even begin? Lonely, cold, empty? I was so full of hate towards Sis that I... That was strange. Something seemed off.



"Princess?" A note of concern was felt in Twist's voice. "Was I insensitive?"



"What? Oh, no, nothing to worry about, Twist." Luna smiled, but she couldn't kick the feeling. Something about the Moon troubled her, and it was not the banishment. What did I do on the Moon exactly? Being angry a few years, a few decades, I could understand, but then what? Make castles of sand dust? Write threats to Celestia with my hoof all over the Moon surface? "The important thing is that you now know what to do." She directed her attention towards the filly. "Right?"



"I know, I know!" Twist started hopping in place. "I go tell Mom I'm invisible, then go to Miss Zecora to make me un-invisible, then go talk to Apple Bloom that were still friends."



"There you go." Honestly, I envy your rebound, Twist. "And let's hope I don't have to come take care of another nightmare next week."



"Aww, but you are so much fun..."



"Tell you what." Luna patted Twist on the head. "Stop having nightmares and I'll pass to visit you from time to time just to have fun, okay?"



"Yes, Princess!" The filly beamed.



Another nightmare gone, Luna left the dream and went back to the dreamscape. The thought still bothered her, though. Why should I care what happened on the Moon? I'm here now, things are great between be and Sis, I have friends, ponies actually like me... what more could I want? And yet the question lingered in her mind.



"I'm overthinking this," the Princess said out loud. Maybe Twist was true and the Moon really was a sore topic? After so many millennia, Luna had hoped she could handle her past, but apparently not. All this time and I still act like a spoilt little filly. And still, what was it like on the Moon?






"No one must know of this! Not pony, griffin or dragon!"



"That might be tricky. It's not something you can explain away, my dear. Unless you lock yourself forever, ponies will notice."



"I'll make it so they don't. You just worry about getting your... contraption to work.



"It will. You'll have to find a way to explain it away too. Having other use it might get annoying."



"How much time will you need?



"A few decades. Half a century at most. And a volunteer. Know where I can get one of those?"



"Get started. I'll find you your volunteer.








Mornings were the worst. Thank the stars Luna could sleep through most of them. Every now and again there would be some pesky event or other that required she change her routine. Today was brunch with Twilight Sparkle. Truth be told, Luna had no idea why she had to be present. Not that she hated Twilight, but she preferred not to spend a few hours leaning on a table half-asleep, while her sister and Twilight discussed spells and friendship news. 



Waiting, waiting and more waiting. Luna looked at her hood. There had to be an excuse that she could come up with. If she could leave the table now, before Twilight arrived, maybe Celestia would forget about her, just as she did after banishing her to the Moon. Wow! That was harsh. Or is it? 



"Did you check on me while I was on the Moon?" Luna suddenly asked. An innocent questions, yet enough to cause Celestia to freeze in place. The teacup levitating in front of her mouth shook slightly. "All that time I I was there, did you pass by, or use a spell to take a look?"



"Is everything all right, Luna?" Celestia looked at her, as if she were a foal about to fall from its bed. "Did you have a rough night?"



"I'm just curious." Luna tried to suppress another yawn. Feeling it overpower her, she placed a hoof in front of her mouth. "I was there for a long while. What did you do in the mean time?"



"Not a day went by without me thinking about you, Lulu." The usual response. It still made Luna feel happy, though. It was always nice to know she wasn't forgotten. "I've told you before. Banishing you was the most difficult decision I ever had to make. The first few decades I couldn't think of anything else. Part of me even wanted to bring you back, but I was afraid what might happen."



"Yeah, I know." Luna felt her eyelids grow heavy. Not sleeping. I'm listening to everything with my eyes closed. "But you did visit me?" She cracked an eye open.



"A few times, yes." Her sister levitated a piece of cake towards her.



"Nice," Luna yawned. "What was I doing there?"



"Well," Celestia scooped a strawberry with her spoon, "that is where you died!"



Both Luna's eyes popped open. Terror with with pain flooded through her body. Fight or flight! a voice yelled in her mind. If she was going to survive she couldn't hold back! This wasn't going to be a repeat like last time! This time she would overcome! A powerful blue aura started surrounding her horn, just as a spoon spoon slit the air straight at her. 



"What by all the stars!" Luna jumped out of her bed. Her mane was dripping with sweat. 



Where am I? The question immediately crossed her mind, followed shortly after by Why am I alive? Her heart was beating frantically. It took minutes for her to calm down for her mind to process what her eyes were seeing. She was in her room, the same she had been ever since her return to Equestria — soothing blue walls, dark curtains, a cozy fireplace she barely used... Everything was there to the pile of letters she had received in thanks for the last Nightmare Night.



"A nightmare," she managed to say in a while, eager to hear her own voice. "Just a nightmare." Why did I lose control? The last nightmare that gave me this trouble was centuries ago, and I destroyed it. There's no way it could harm me again. No way any of them could.



Still shaken, she went to the bowl of water on the nightstand and took a sip. That felt somewhat better. Moments later she took another. Isn't this embarrassing? she tried to laugh her way out of the initial scare. The Princess of the Night, shocked by a mere nightmare. Tia will have a field day if she learns. There was nothing funny, however. 



The Moon. She had been dreaming of the Moon. Actually, she had been dreaming asking about the Moon. Was that important? Possibly. It was the only part of the dream she remembered with perfect clarity. That and Tia killing her with a spoon. Guess I now know never to get between Sis and her cake. She made another attempt at humour. It didn't make her feel any better.



"Is anything the matter, you Majesty?" A voice came from outside her room. Her captain of the guard, no doubt. Good to know he took his job seriously. "I thought I heard a scream."



"Just practicing my singing, captain," Luna lied. One of the advantages of being a princess was that she could get away with saying anything, no matter how outrageous the explanation. "I think there will be no more attempts for the night."



"Very well, your Majesty." The stallion didn't sound convinces, but then again he didn't sound not convinced. The perfect guard. Celestia sure when how to pick them.



Magicking the sweat off, Lina went back to the bed. The sheets were absolutely drenched. No way she was lying there. In fact, she wasn't sure she wanted to even if they weren't. One rude awakening was more than enough. Besides, in this state, she was hardly fit for work. A pity for the ponies that had nightmares of their own, but Luna was going to make up for it some other time. 



Stretching her wings, Luna opened the window and flew outside. The breeze felt good tickling her feathers. At least I could count on the night. She glided aimlessly forward. Whatever happens the sky will never betray me. Or the Moon. The huge pale orb shined in the distance, perfect as Luna remembered it. 



"How long were we together?" she asked, flapping her wings. "How long have we known each other?"








"It was your mess, wasn't it? I always knew you were an idiot, but this takes the cake!"



"You're one to talk..."



"He was your creation, don't deny it! I could recognize your face anywhere!"



"So, what if it was? If you had found me a volunteer, as you promised, we wouldn't be having this conversation! This isn't one of your wishy-washy spells! This is complex stuff. It takes experimentation, trial and error, at times accidents happen."



"You let him escape and take over one of my cities! Do you have any idea what might have happened if I hadn't intervened?!"



"Bleh! He'd probably have died in a few decades. There are still some kinks I have to iron out in the process. And don't you pretend you aren't pleased. Now you have first hoof proof it works. And it only took me twenty seven years. Half the time I said it would!"



"I'm starting to think this project was a mistake."



"Save the act for the foals! It was your idea and you sure as Tartarus didn't have any doubts when you brought me into this."



"..."



"No, you won't stop this. You won't it more than ever."



"Just see there are no further 'accidents'."



"And my volunteer? You know, the one you promised I'd have?"



"I have your volunteer. She'll be brought to you tomorrow."



"A female? Magnificent. That's likely to speed things up. Is she unusual in any way?"



"You have no idea..."








A book fell on Luna's head, snapping her out of her doze. Damn you! She shook it off violently, then slowly stood up. Books of various size and colour were scattered all around her. [i]Sheesh! I'm like a dragon guarding her hoard. How long have I been here?[/b] It was night outside, so that means she had spend the entire day going through books in the library.



The Princess stretched, yawning as she did. Several popping sounds made her instantly regret it. And they say alicorns don't have to keep on shape. She extended her wings, knocking a few more books in the process. In theory, she could have used magic to keep the, from falling, but at this point why bother? The library wing was a mess as it is. On the positive side, it was a restricted section, which meant it was unlikely anypony would see her in such an embarrassing moment. On the negative side, she still hadn't found anything of remotely connected to what she was searching for. Five thousand years of history, five thousand, and only three somewhat in-depth references to the Moon itself. Nightmare Moon had a whole shelf dedicated to her, but as for the Moon itself — nothing. This was more than strange, this was absurd! Surely some scientist or theologian should written something on the subject. The bloody glowing ball was right there! Let alone that she was controlled by a "living goddess". Even the forbidden occult books only mentioned the Moon in passing.



If Starswirl were alive he'd tear off his mane in horror at the pinnacle of stupidity the modern ponies had achieved. Even Tia's Sun is barely present!



"Let's see what you've got." Luna levitated a rather large tome from the top shelf, hoping that speaking to it would miraculously cause him to have at least a hint of what she wanted.



Full history of Equestria the title read. On the surface it seemed moderately promising, but Luna had already let herself be disappointed too many times. Prepared for the worst, she glanced at the index.



"And there we go!" She shut it almost immediately. Can't ponies get a simple chronology right? If the book was to be believed the defeat of Discord, the disappearance of the Crystal Empire, the banishment of Nightmare Moon, and the capture of the Sirens took place within months of each other. What kind of idiot could believe that?!



Full of rage, Luna slammed the tome on the ground and stormed out. Several librarians watched as she passed through the library lobby. None dared say a word.



"If you want something done right," she grumbled, leaping into the air, "go do it yourself!" Why didn't I think of this before? The first thing I should have done was go to the Moon! It was going to be a long flight, the Moon was much further than most of the ponies believed, but at least that might jog her memory. Surely when she got there she would recognize something familiar. 



I wonder what it would be like, the alicorn mused. Sort of a homecoming of sorts. I bet that—



A bolt of purple lightning shot through Luna, tearing her in two. I'm the distance the Moon started dropping red.



"Nooo!" Luna kicked the covers across the room. She was in her bed once more, all trembling. What? Her heart was beating as fast as the wings of a hummingbird. Her hooves hooves as ice. What was going on?! Why was she dreaming these things? 



"Are you all right, Majesty?" The captain's voice sounded from outside the door. "Or are you practicing your singing again?"



My singing? "Yes, captain, I'm practicing again," Luna managed to say. "Just practicing..."



Practicing... as if anypony would believe that. The captain knew. Heck, probably the entire palace knew! In a few days rumours would spread thought the whole of Equestrua, each more embellished than the last. Within leeks Luna would become a laughing stock, the dream walk that cannot prevent her own nightmares. Lying in her own sweat, the Princes stared blankly at the ceiling. 



This is getting out of control. I have to tell Tia...








"There's nothing to worry about, my dear. The process is completely painters. I've tested it on myself a few times."



"Why am I in chains?"



"Just a precaution. It's quite difficult to find a subject as suitable as you."



"Oh."



"Now, I'm going to do something, and when I do you'll lose all your memories. Not to worry, though, knowing you, you'll quickly make new ones."



"All my memories?"



"Quite."



"Will I forget how to sing?"



"Sing? No. You'll still be able to sing. Everything you've learned will remain intact. You'll only forget your history, so to speak."



"That's good."



"You'll forget your name, as well, but I'll tell you what it was the instant the—"



"No!"



"You don't want to remember your name?"



"I want to have a new one..."








"Tia, can I talk to you for a moment?" Luna felt nervous. This was the first time she had bothered asking for anything since her return. It felt strange.



Celestia looked back with her ever present smile. "Court is about to start, Lulu," she explained. "Could it wait till lunch? Why don't you go get a nose long nap. I'll wake you before you know it."



"No." No sleep! I'd rather fight Discord than sleep! "It's rather important." That certainly grabbed Celestia's attention. Not enough to to dismiss the Royal Guards, though. In theory they could be trusted, they were supposed to be trusted, yet Luna would have preferred them not be present. "I've been having nightmares."



"I see." Celestia's smile vanished. A single gesture and the the pair of guards rugged out if the throne room. Thank you, Sis! Luna relaxed. "His long has. This been going on?"



"I'm not sure. A few nights, maybe more?" Why was it so hard saying this? "Each time I'm doing something, then I die."



"That's..." The concern on Celestia's face rivaled the time she had gotten news of Tirek's escape. "I knew something was wrong, when I hit reports of you 'practicing your singing', but I never imagined things would be that bad. Do you think it's a dream demon?"



"It can't be. I killed the last one even before you banished me." This didn't come out right. "Also, I've never encountered something that could manipulate dreams like that. At times I cannot even tell I am in one! It's as if I'm one of those foals that I visit every night."



"And you are sure it's related to the dreamscape?" What else could it be? Luna gave her sister a confused look. Were you even listening? "What if you are creating those dreams? A reaction to something perhaps?"



"I shouldn't have told you anything." Luna south through her teeth. She wasn't going to stand for this! Of course, she had considered that possibility! She had considered all possibilities! The reason she had come to share with Celestia was to get support and understanding, and so far she gaunt gotten either! "I'm going out!"



"Luna, please!" Celestia's voice sounded behind, yet Luna was no longer listening. "I'm just trying to help."



Trying to help! Luna fumed with rage at those words. She had heard them so many times, and the one occasion they were true was when Twilight Sparkle had transformed her back to her normal self. Celestia never seemed to get the point. Even in their old home she was like that! She'd look on calmly as a mess happened before her very eyes, only to be torn apart by guilt and regret moments after. 



The old castle! That was an option. Luna hadn't set hoof there since the unfortunate battle with her sister. Maybe it was time she finally did? If nothing else she had fond memories of her time there as a filly. With luck that would be enough to prevent any further nightmares from occurring. We did play a lot of silly games there. A smile formed on her face. The games, the pranks, the secret diary. The hall of hooves instantly came to mind. It was insanity to have that built. But Celestia had somehow managed to convince everypony it was of the utmost importance. She really did get away with anything back then.



"It's settled," Luna whispered as she galloped out of the palace. She was going to visit her old home. 



The flight to the castle was short, but the whole time Luna felt uneasy. The recent experience of being torn by lightning had her slightly on edge. It didn't particularly matter that there ere no clouds in the air. Her rational mind could not control what her subconscious feared. On two occasions she found herself landing on the ground, ready to engage in battle with unseen adversaries. Naturally, none emerged, leaving her even tense than before. Now I know what Twists feels like, the Princess sighed. She could use someone to help her get through this nightmare. Yet who dreamwalks the dreamwalker?



It was almost noon when Luna reached the deserted castle. The Everfree forest had made several attempts to destroy what remained of its glory. Another thousand years and it would probably succeed. So many things significant had happened in this place — the first time Luna felt she had a home in Equestria, the first time she became Nightmare Moon, and the last. With luck, maybe she'd find answers to her current problem here as well?



The main hall was deserted, untouched since the last battle held there. Once it might have seemed nice, but right now it gave Luna the chills. Too soon. I wonder if I'd feel the same once I go to the Moon. Again with the Moon! Why couldn't she stop obsessing about it? 



Making her way to the far wall, Luna pulled one of the banners. The entire wall spun around, taking her to another part of the castle. Well at least the shortcuts work. She'd expected them not to. Starswirl really knew how to build things to last for millennia, it seemed. Pity he was no longer around. Luna had felt unusually close to him, attached almost. Of course, her sister never approved. That's why they stopped sharing the same diary. There were things Luna wished be kept private, even from Celestia.



The diary! That's a nice piece of nostalgia. I wonder if Tia continued writing after out fight. She always did say she left it here. I guess, she didn't want to relive the past. Still, she could have taken it to Canterlot after a few centuries. Reading through it now was probably meaningless. That was precisely the reason felt the urge to do so. She could use a bit of meaninglessness at a time like this. 



Another banner pulled, another passage opened. Those were definitely enjoyable. As she walked through the library, Luna glanced at the shelves of books. It was tempting to stop and go through a few of them for information on the Moon. Most of these were probably untouched by modern pony stupidity, they could have real facts for a change. As alluring it was, however, Luna preferred not to. The memories of her latest library nightmare were too fresh in her mind. Maybe some other day. She pushed a chair, revealing the passage to the private library chamber. Moments later she gasped in horror — the diary wasn't there.



"Looking for this?" a mocking voice asked. Discord? Lina jumped to the side, feathers ruffled. [/i]What is he doing here?![/i] "I must say this is good stuff." He turned a few pages pages, smirking. "I particularly enjoyed a few passages."



"Discord, what are you—" Luna managed to put in a few words before the draconequus unceremoniously interrupted her.



"This is a good one!" Discord grinned. "I find myself more and more attracted to Starswirl. I know it's hardly proper, but it's beyond my control. I try hiding it by being mean to him, but I think he knows. It's so complicated. He's the one pony I could trust and yet I find myself torn between confessing and asking him to leave." Luna felt herself blush. "Oh, the romance! Oh, the drama!" Discord said gleefully.



"How dare you read my thoughts!" Luna's nostrils flared.



"Your thoughts, my dear Luna?" The draconequus laughed. "Those are Celestia's. That naughty girl had quite the thing for that old coot. Shocking, if you ask me." Luna froze. Celestia? She was in love with Starswirl as well? Why don't I remember any of this? She never mentioned anything. "Oh, don't look so surprised." Discord waved a paw dismissively. "What did you expect? I think they even did the deed a few times. Or was it a few hundred times? It's so difficult to keep track of what's real and what not these days."



"Discord, I am warning you..." Luna's hooves were itching to land smack on in his face. 



"Fine, straight to business, then." Discord snapped his fingers. The two of them were instantly transported from the library to a new room, one that Luna recognized. "You've come for angry to your current 'sleep problem'," he said making air quotes. "Well, without my help you'll never find them! At best you'd be stuck in this loop and things will only get increasingly painful."



"Loop? What loop?" Luna blinked. A time loop?



"Ignore that for a while." The draconequus moved beside her. "On a few minutes you'll die again and wake up screaming in your room. From then on, you'll never be able to visit this castles again."



"What? Why?"



"Too long to explain." He places a talon on her lips. "Now, in order to use my help you need to do two things. First, not tell anyone of our little talk. Second, I want you to get a Tartarus ring from Celestia's room, without her noticing and bring it to me."



"Are you insane?" Luna would laugh if the matter weren't so serious. "You want me to sneak in Tia's room, steal an arcane relic and give it to you, of all creatures? Why, by the stars, would I do that?"



"Because you need answers?" Hardly was there ever a more smug expression as Discord's. "Tell me, do you recognize this room?"



"Don't be stupid!" the Princess snorted. "I did the instant you moved us here. It's my room." Did you seriously expect this would soften me up, so you could trick me into going along with your absurd request? Well, think again!



"Wrong!" Discord lit up like a red lightbulb. "It's Celestia's. You don't have a room!"



"I'm tired of your games!" She was also curious in a horrifyingly scared way. Discoed had shown he knows a about her nightmares. What if he knew more? "I'm leaving and telling Tia about this talk first thing when I get back!" And also I'll prove that what you're saying is utter crap!



Discord didn't try to stop her as she went passed. He simply stood there, draining, as if he had all the answers in the universe. That angered Luna, but she remained focused on her priorities. There was a simple way to tell if this was her room. Both her sister and she had the emblem of their cutie-mark on the drawn on the outside of the door. Celestia had her golden sun and Luna had—



"A golden sun?" She stared in disbelief. "This can't be. That was my room! I recognized everything inside!" Desperately she galloped through the corridor in search of her own room. Maybe she had mistaken? Maybe she wasn't remembering things properly?



"You've about two minutes left," Discord said calmly, looking at an unusually large hourglass watch on the back of his paw.



"You are doing this!" Luna shouted. "It's nothing more thank tricks and misdirection!"



"Well, if that makes you sleep better at night." The draconequus shrugged. "Oh, wait. It doesn't!"



"That can't have been Tia's room! I recognized everything inside! The drawings on the wall. I used to scrape them with my hoof when I was feeling alone. The empty shelf that I kept for the day I wrote the greatest novel of all Equestria to impress—"



"Lovely, I am sure." Discord cut her off. "Sadly we are running out of time. You know what to do if you want my help. Think it over. Just ask yourself this — are you sure that Celesria really is your sister?"



"My sister?" Luna could feel cold sweat covering her entire body. "O-of course she is! Are you saying she's a changeling? I would have felt it!"



"Now, now." Discord shook a talon. "You know what to do, if you need my help. Let me leave you with two things, though. When you wake up screaming tonight, tell the captain of your guard that you've hurt your hoof. He'll then ask if you need help. Tell him yes. Shortly after Celestia will run in your room. That would be enough proof to convince you, I hope?"



Luna didn't say a thing. She was terrified to admit he was right. If things happened as she said, that would provide more than enough proof, especially since she was already half convinced at this point.



"And the second thing?" The alicorn asked.



"Oh, here." Discord snapped his fingers. Luna and Celestia's diary popped into existence on the floor in front of her. "Don't say I didn't warn you, though!" And just like that he was gone.



This is a nightmare. It has to be a nightmare! Luna closed her eyes. For the sake of everything in the sky, she refused to believe this was reality. Nothing seemed to make any sense! Cautiously, she looked down. The diary was already open. Luna could clearly see the last entry. It was Celestia's.



[i]Today Luna died.[/i]



Moments later the ceiling of the hallway collapsed, crushing Luna under it.








"Starswirl, you are an idiot!"



"I don't see what you're complaining about. They would have caused problems if they had remained. This way everypony's happy."



"Happy? You call this happy? They nearly enslaved half Equestria! and how is it they escaped? I thought you grade taken precautions after last time."



"Nopony's perfect. Accidents happen."



"I wonder..."



"Just let it go. It happened, it's over, time to move on. I've perfected the process now. A few more months and it should be ready."



"Perfected the process, my hoof! I saw your creations, each one worse than the last. The final one was a complete moron. I doubt she could even survive on her own!"



"Do I take it you are having second thoughts? I can more to other things, you know."



"No. We go on. Just make sure it works as it should this time."








Another night, another set of nightmares, yet this time Luna's heart wasn't into it. She hardly said anything as she blasted away the fears of colts and fillies. Even Twist, who usually managed to lift her spirits, wasn't able to cheer her up. Currently there were only two things on Luna's mind — the Moon, and her talk with Discord. The pesky, prediction had come to pass exactly as he had said it would. The question, the reaction, even Celestia galloping into Luna's bedchamber were so spot on it was frightening. 



Two more nightmares gained form in the dreamscape. Luna ignored them. She was not in the mood to deal with other pony's problems right now. Three nights! Three whole times she had "died" only to have everything restart. Each time she believed she was making progress, only to find she knew less than before. 



"No, I am not helping Discord!" she hissed. Surely there had to be another way! "Wake up!"



The dreamscape immediately disappeared, replaced by the familiar surroundings of Luna's room. Her room. At least here she had one. Looking at it, it seem foreign somehow. What if it wasn't her room, but part of the nightmare loop? To be honest there was no guarantee she could ever escape it, provided it was what Discord had claimed. This wouldn't be the first time he'd clips a pony's mind yo get what he wants. He had gone the same to Celestia, shortly before making Equestria his playground, and also when he had distorted the Elements of Harmony upon his return. Why should Luna be any different?



"I will resist!" she repeated loudly. I should just go back to my old castle to prove him wrong! Discord said I'd never be able to, so if I manage then I'll know everything he's said is a lie! Yet, as much as her will urged her to go, her body refused to. The mere thought of going back there made her wings freeze.



"Your Majesty!" The all too familiar voice of the captain of Luna's guard boomed outside her room. "It is time for the setting of the Moon."



"I'm not feeling well," Luna lied. "Ask my sister to take care of it." What am I doing?! I can't be seriously considering that snake's offer! "She'll understand." By the stars, I am! I really am!



As much as Luna didn't want to go on with this, a greater power forced her to. Almost in a dream-like state, she stood up and went to the door. The captain outside muttered something resembling an agreement and galloped away to inform her sister. Luna could hear the sound of horseshoes echoing away. That gave her about two minutes. Knowing Celestia she'd first pass by her room, to see what has happened. Not getting an answer she was just as likely to break the door down, as she was of raising the Sun on her own. Either way she wasn't going to be in her room, and that was precisely what Luna wanted.



Celestia always leaves her window in the morning. Just a crack, so Philomena could fly out if she wishes. Instincts took over. Luna surrendered herself to their call, dashing out of her own window and along the palace wall. She knew nopony would pay any attention, all of them had gathered expecting the rise of the Sun ceremony. Even the pegasi guards had their eyes off the palace itself.



Philomena always flies out at the very last moment. Unlike what ponies think, she isn't just a pet, she's Celestia's eternal guard dog. Any secrets Celestia had, Philomena keeps. The only time she leaves her post is when ordered, or the minute of the Sun rise. That is the only é indie in which Celestia is vulnerable, and that is the moment I'll use to sneak into my sister's room.



Hovering above Celestia's window, Luna waited. As expected, the golden phoenix flew out, heading directly for the royal balcony where the ceremony was held. There was a chance she'd seen Luna, but that didn't matter. The bird would never risk leaving her owner in danger, whatever the consequences. Luna made use of that and slipped into the room.



The second brick of the fifth top row of the fireplace is hollow. Celestia uses it to store her most dangerous magical artifacts. Alicorn amulets, Tartarus rings, all of them are hidden there for the time they would come in use. A powerful magic dampening spell protects the fireplace. Even Chaos magic wouldn't be able to have an effect. 



Luna's hooves moved on their own, pulling the loose brick out. How do I even know about this? She asked gazing inside. Half a frozen artifacts glowed ominously in front of her. Some of them she recognized, others she had never seen before. All of them radiated power, almost as much as the Elements of Harmony. The ring, I must only get the ring. Luna moved the pieces of dark jewelry about.



The ring was just as she expected — a small metal band large enough to fit on a unicorn's horn. A single red symbol was etched on the silvery surface, indicating its power over the eternal prison. So, this will bring me answers? The Princess gazed at it. Funny, really. All her hopes lied in the absurd notion that this tricked would be able to save her, as well as the Spirit of Chaos would keep his word. For all his faults he had never broken his word, yet he had always bent it beyong recognition. 



The first rays of light shone into the room. The ceremony was almost over, which meant it was time for Luna to go. She didn't bother placing the brick in place, nor closing the window behind her. There was no longer any point in remaining hidden. All that mattered now was speed, and that meant using something that was believed to be achievable only by one. Placing the ring on her horn, the Princess burst out of the room. A few seconds later, she went super sonic.








"I told you this might happen, but did you listen to me? Do you ever listen to me?"



"Not now, Starswirl."



"If not now, when? Staying here and crying over her won't help! The are enemies at your doorstep! This Tirek character isn't just some brute you can let your minions handle."



"I know that, but... She didn't deserve this!"



"And I agree. I've been telling you that from the start. You insisted on going on with this. Now you'll have to live with it."



"I want you to continue."



"What? Are you serious?!"



"Now I'm convinced more than ever that this could work! We just need to be more careful next time!"



"Well, it's your funeral. Who am I to say otherwise?"








"Discord!" Luna shouted. "Discord, where are you?"



She didn't like going to the real of chaos. It was a disturbing place, not so much for the chaos of the creatures that roamed within. The fact that there could be a place for Discord to call his own, made her literally sick to her stomach.



"No need to shout. Sheesh!" The draconequus popped into existence. "I heard you the first time." He pulled a walrus out of his ear and let I floating away. "So' did you bring me anything?"



"You can see that I have!" the alicorn hissed. "It is right there on my horn!"



"Oh really?" The draconequus took a magnifying glass out of nowhere and, very much to Luna's annoyance, started examining the ring. "It is rather small. I was expecting something more flashy with glowing rubies, sparkling diamonds and the like."



"Discoooord!" She was losing her patience.



"Fine." He threw the magnifying glass away. "A deal is a deal, I guess. What do you want to know?"



"Tell me, who Is Celestia!" Sweat trickled down her forehead. Is that something I really want to know? What if I've been living with a changeling this entire time?



"Celestia." Discord said dramatically. "Is." He took a deep breath. "The Princess of the Sun, ruler of Equestria, strongest of all alicorns, Starswirl's lover, and..." He made a dramatic pause. A series of drums appears performing the drum roll. "Your sister."



"What?" Luna felt dizzy for a moment. "My sister? But you said—"



"I only asked you a question. Not my fault you came to the wrong conclusion. Now the ring, if you will." He extended a paw.



"But the my nightmares?" Luna refused to believe it. Had she down all of this for nothing? "And the things you said that would happen. There's no way you could have guessed that!"



"You want answers? Just give me the ring."



Hesitation. Doubt. Mistrust. There was no reason for her to do so. He had shown he couldn't be trusted. Giving him the ring would only make matters worse. It was not too late for her to get out of here and return the ring to her sister. Maybe a Celestia would tell her what really was going on. 



"Give me the ring and you'll know everything," Discord tempted.



Damn you Discord! Damn you to stone! "Here!" She removed the ring from her horn and tossed it to him. "Happy?"



"Very." The draconequus grinned widely as he caught it. "You've no idea how long I've been trying to get one of these!" He started polishing it with a silk hoofkerchief. "Did you know, the ring is one of nine items that lets one freely enter and leave Tartarus with no questions asked? Why, I can go party there every second night and still be home by the morning!" Luna's deathly glare said more than a mountain or words could. "Ah, not a party mare, I see. Oh well."



"Talk!" She spat the word out.



"Well, here's the thing, my dear." Discord threw the ring in his mouth and swallowed it. "You are not Luna. You are but a copy made by Celestia to keep her company."



"Eh?" Luna was definitely not expecting this.



"I killed you, my dear," he grinned. "Way back when I started the war for Equestria. It was a shameful accident' I regret, but it happened. You never defeated me. That was all Celestia."



Luna's legs gave in. He's lying! He has a to be lying!



"Oh, don't look so glum. It's not the only time you've died. There have to be at least a hundred more. Sorry, I spent a few millennia in stone' so I may have lost count." he shrugged as if it were nothing. "Only the last week you've died three times. Your personal best, I might add. Each time you get closer to the truth... *BAM* dead! Kaput! Dear Celestia just can bear you knowing."



"You are lying!" Tears formed in Luna's eyes. "Lying!"



"Don't believe me? What if I send you to the Moon? You. Been wanting to go the, haven't you? In fact that's what started your unfortunate series of deaths. The way things stand you can't reach the moon without dying. I could make it happen, though. A small loophole Celestia never considered. What do you say?"



The moment of truth. Every fiber in her body screamed for Luna to refuse. There was no way for him to be trusted. It was still not to late to go back and forget.



"Do it..." Luna whispered. Hardly had she done so, everything around her changed. She was no longer in Discord's dimension. Instead she was on the Moon... and the moon was full of skeletons. Her skeletons! Thousands upon thousands of Luna's lied dead as far as the eye could see. She could recognize three one them — one crushed to a pulp, one sliced in two, and one with a spoon sticking from her head. So it was true. She had died... again and again and again.



"I knew you'd come here," a sad voice said behind Luna. It was Celestia. "I hoped you'd reconsider, but..."



"So it was true? I died?" Luna could barely ask.



"Things are not that simple. I couldn't go on alone. I needed somepony to—"



"It was?!"



"Listen, Tia, Just calm down. This is all just a dream. Discord is—"



"What did you call me?" No answer. "My stars! Discord was wrong. You never had a sister! It was only you all along! It wasn't me that you copied thousands of times! You copied yourself!" No denial. "Why, Tia? Just tell me why!"



"I... I was tired of being along." Celestia looked away. "The only alicorn in creation. The only that was and would be... until Starswirl helped me change that."



"The only?! You mean?"



"Yes," Celestia nodded. "Cadence, Twilight, even Flurry Heart. They were ponies that died to become what they are now. Just as you will... again."
      

      
   
      A Faint and Curious Voice


      

      
      
         My mom always said I had an inordinate amount of curiosity, the kind that often gets you in trouble. She said it ran in the girls of the family. I think it may be the name, because my mom also said she used to be just like me. If that’s the case, then If I have a daughter, I’ll call her Twilight, too.



I did get into a lot of trouble, now that I think about it. Back when I was very, very little, more little than I am right now, I used to be the kind of foal that would try to climb out of the window because she saw a pegasus pass by, and wanted to see it again. The kind who would try to climb a tree because a squirrel did it too, and wanted to know where it had gone.



I guess it wasn’t a surprise that my parents planted a deep-seated love for books in me as soon as I learned to read. They probably saw it as a chance to channel my hunger for knowledge.



And I loved every word I read. I’d read every kind of book that I could get my hooves on: novels, history books, textbooks. I even read my dad’s science books. Of course, I didn’t understand any of what they said, but I still burned through them.



It wasn’t long until my love of reading led me to try magic. Or maybe it was the other way around, considering the first spell I learned was a light spell that would allow me to read throughout the night.



I loved learning about magic, just like I loved learning about everything. The difference was that whenever I read about a new spell, I could try it out and most of the time it would work. That’s something I couldn’t do with other books.



I couldn’t talk with the great ponies about whom I had read since they were long gone. I couldn’t visit the places I went to when I read because I was too young to travel. I couldn’t be present in the events that my history books showed me seeing how they were, well, history.



That’s not how it was with magic. Magic made me feel alive, it made me feel like I could be great, too.



My parents saw how my love for magic grew with every passing day, and they thought I could get into Princess Celestia's School for Gifted Unicorns. It shouldn’t have come as as surprise, since I later learned my mom had studied there when she was little. Score another point for the Twilights, I suppose.



My light spell came in very useful as I spent several nights studying, making sure I was ready for the entrance exam. I was so afraid I’d ruin it, but even though a few mistakes were made, I managed to get in. What’s more, Princess Celestia took me in as her personal protégé. 



I almost couldn’t believe it, the chance to learn directly from the Princess herself was all that I could have hoped for and more. It was hard having to say goodbye to my parents when I went to live at the Castle, but they said I’d be so immersed in my studies, I wouldn’t even notice they were gone. Plus they’d visit me as often as they could.



I still remember the day I went to the castle for the first time, a week after my exam. It was, as far as I could tell with my limited experience, the most magnificent place I had ever been to. The high ceilings made the place feel so massive, so vast that I felt all the much smaller as I walked under them. The carvings on the marble walls, the dozens of stained glasses, and the countless paintings were surely brimming with a rich history that I couldn’t wait to dig into.



And yet, it all paled in comparison to the immense library that the Princess described as “adequately endowed”, which was more than an understatement in my opinion.



I was greeted by rows and rows of shelves, all crammed with so many books. I read more books in a month than the average Canterlot household did in a year, and even I didn’t think I could finish all these books. That prospect alone made me shed any lingering doubt or errant fear that may have been left in my mind. Princess Celestia even said that I was free to research whatever I liked, whenever I liked it as long as it didn’t interfere with my studies or my sleeping schedule. 



My mom probably warned her about that last one.



What I now learned was so different to what I used to learn. Before I came here, I excelled at everything, but that was a side effect of having learned so much on my own. I had little interest in what school taught me, because I found it much more rewarding to learn on my own. I could pursue my own interests at my own rhythm.



But now… Everything I learned now was so fascinating. Even subjects as simple as basic science and history took on a new light when taught by Princess Celestia and the other teachers. I was enraptured by all that I learned, and it fed my hunger to know more.



That’s how I started my stay at the School for Gifted Unicorns, and it wasn’t long until I found myself settling on a comfortable routine. After my classes were over, I’d make my way to the Castle’s Library to work on my assignments—with an occasional detour through the kitchen—, and read as much as I could before the need to sleep dragged me over back to my room at the castle.



I liked that routine, I found it enjoyable. But Princess Celestia said I should vary it a little bit. Studying is important, she said, but I shouldn’t lose sight of other parts of my life. She says that books aren’t the only source of knowledge; that life gives us endless opportunities to learn, and we shouldn’t act as if they were any less important.



Maybe I should. How did that saying go? Stagnation is the enemy of progress? Or was it false progress? Either way, I shouldn’t let myself fall victim to it. Not after making it this far.



Starting the following day, I changed my routine a little bit. I took a more scenic route when I came back from school, choosing to pass by the Royal Garden. It was really nice, for a while I was mesmerised by the sounds of chirping birds and the scent of dozens of different flowers. I think I’d like to do my homework here from time to time.



The next day I went through one of the castle corridors. Here I was, living in one of the oldest buildings in all of Equestria, home of the Princess herself. It seemed like a waste not to explore more of it and get to know all that it had to offer.



I wonder if Princess Celestia feels small in these rooms. She’s bigger and taller than any other pony in Equestria but even then, these rooms were as big as some houses I’ve seen. This corridor alone is one of the longest I’ve seen in the castle. I suppose it’s to better show all the nice windows. I’ve seen the stained glass from afar a few times, when my parents took me to the city with them, but I could only see them as shapeless forms. Now that I appreciated them from up close, I could finally make out what they actually were. Each and every one of them showed a different scene, with lots of details, about an event of Equestrian history.



I was never one to appreciate art, so I focused on the historic aspect, instead. I slowly walked past them, taking in as much information as I could, and memorising the ones I couldn’t recognise so Celestia could clear them up for me.



It was then that I noticed something odd. I stopped in front of one of the last windows of the corridor and took another look. With the array of colours and shapes, it was hard to tell at a first glance, it almost seemed to be part of the design, but a careful examination showed otherwise.



A section of the window was shattered.



It was an isolated section, almost near the bottom. Why was it left like that? The rest of the windows were well kept, not to mention the entire hallway was spotless. Could whomever cleaned it up have missed it? That doesn’t seem likely, it was a small section but it wasn’t so small. I almost missed it because I was just passing through, the ponies who cleaned it up must have noticed it.



Something about it made me feel weird. Like when you’re trying to grab a cookie from the kitchen when your parents aren’t looking, because they told you you couldn’t have any. That’s how I felt. As if somepony in the back of my mind was telling me I was doing something I shouldn’t be doing.



I did my best to shake off that feeling, and walked towards the stained window, hoping to get a better look, and just as I suspected a whole section of the glass was shattered. I couldn’t see an impact point, so it must have happened other way, but how did that happen? Maybe I should read up on stained glasses other time.



Still, that didn’t explain how nopony noticed it. Then again, somepony probably did notice, and they just hadn’t gotten around fixing it. That seemed like a more reasonable explanation.



I looked around the room, seeing if anypony was with me. Once I was sure I was alone, I took another step forward and touched the crack in the window.



Odd indeed, the glass didn’t feel that cold, even though it wasn’t receiving direct sunlight. In fact, it almost felt kind of—



Careful.




I jumped back, and turned around, trying to find the source of the voice. It had spoken too fast for me to actually register what it said. I couldn’t even tell if it was a stallion or a mare. Maybe I misheard, that’s probably what happened, it most likely was nothing. 



Although… No, that couldn’t be, I know I heard a voice. Almost like a whisper, but it was definitely a voice, but to whom could it belong? There was nopony else in the corridor with me, and there were no adjacent rooms.



Odd, indeed. I perked my ears, hoping to catch the voice again, but my efforts were fruitless. I looked around once more, trying to convince myself there was nopony else in there with me, and just as I had thought, there wasn’t.



I looked back at the stained window, but this time I didn’t focus on the cracked section, but rather on it as a whole. The scene just showed Princess Celestia with her wings spread open, facing me. There were a lot of colors and shapes in the background but that seemed to be it. The shattered section seemed to belong to the ground. I kind of had to wonder what was the purpose of this window. All the other seemed to have at least a commemorative purpose, but this one simply had the Princess in it.



I squinted as I noticed the Princess’s expression. It’s not as if the other windows were bursting with detail, but whomever made this one had clearly made the effort to show that Princess Celestia was sad.



I would have stood there for longer, but the distant sound of a ringing bell broke my stupor. It was already lunch time, and I had to start working on my assignment about Saddle Arabian history. Pushing aside any wayward thoughts about the crack in the glass, the lone stained window, and what may or may not have been a voice, I left the corridor and went back to my routine.



I took the route through the Gardens the next day.



I don’t know why I didn’t mention it to the Princess. It felt really weird, but thinking back on it, it was probably nothing more than the anxiety of starting school just a little over a month ago. There were plenty of things for me to think about other than that eerie thing that could have easily been a product of my imagination. 



I had exams coming up, so that gave me something on which I could focus, something clear, something objective. My light spell got a lot of use those nights as well.



When the results came in, I wasn’t surprised to find out I aced all of my courses. It’s not a lack of modesty, I just take pride in my studies. As did Princess Celestia, who congratulated me on my effort, and suggested I should take the free week I had after the exams to relax and maybe socialise a little bit.



I don’t know about that last one, but I sure am eager to catch up on my reading. There’s a chronicle about early Pegasus tribes I’ve been itching to get my hooves on, not to mention the latest Daring Do book came out not too long ago. It seemed I was going to have more than enough to fill up my time until classes went back to normal.



That first afternoon after my exams, I went straight to the Library with a blanket hidden in my saddlebags, as well as Miss Smarty Pants. I was planning on spending the rest of the day there and, if the librarian didn’t catch me, maybe read throughout the night.



There was a comfy and cozy little corner in the library, past the botany and landscape section, where I liked to huddle with a good book and a plate of cookies smuggled under the gaze of the librarian. I found myself there with a stack of books and started to read the hours away. I don’t know how long it was until a grumbling in my stomach made me stop, but I know that by the time I ate it was already dark outside. I must have been reading for at least six or seven hours.



An evening well spent, in my opinion.



Soon enough, another book was over. As I rearranged the the books, I pondered what to do next; it was still early, relatively speaking, so I thought I could go for another round. A filly back at school mentioned something about the composition of salt licks. It’s a topic we hadn’t touched in class, but that didn’t mean she shouldn’t read upon it if she could. Surely Princess Celestia would appreciate—



Curious...




I dropped the book I was holding. There it was again, the voice from the corridor. That was definitely the voice I heard that time when I walked down the corridor of the stained windows. And I had no doubt I was alone this time; the librarian wasn’t doing her rounds around here, I made sure of that when choosing this reading spot.



“Hello?” I asked at the empty library, “Is anyone there?”



My voice was shakier than I expected. I guess I wasn’t as composed as I thought I was. As expected, there was no reply. Could I have imagined it? I guess I did skip sleep for a couple of nights while I was studying for my exams. Maybe having another all-nighter so soon wasn’t the best thing to do.



The thought of trying to find out more about the lone stained window in that corridor did cross my mind, but as I stood there, scanning the silence of the library, that seemed of little importance.



I don’t know why, but at that moment I became terribly aware of the darkness of the library. Every crevice in the shelves, every shadow cast by my lamp, and every corner spot from my view brought back memories from horror stories surreptitiously read away from my parents that I now regretted reading.



Chills ran down my spine as the silence overwhelmed me. I normally welcome how quiet the library is, but after what I just thought I heard… No. After what I heard, this silence was far from being welcoming.



Yes, I probably wouldn’t be staying here today.



I packed my blanket and the leftovers of my clandestine snack into my saddlebag, trying and failing not to stumble on my hooves. I normally rearrange all the books I use, but that day I left most of them for the librarian to find. I just wanted to get back to my room.



It’s not as if I was scared, because I wasn’t. I just thought I should catch up on my sleep. Wasn’t Princess Celestia and my mom telling me that all the time? Maybe I should listen to them for a change. The shivers were just product of the cold, is all. I couldn’t possibly expect a cushion to insulate me from the cold floor of the library. The sweat was just because of the blanket, it was too thick, it probably made the stuffy room feel hotter.



What? No, shut up, Smarty Pants. It’s perfectly possible to feel both cold and hot at the same time.



With a shake of my head, I ran—trotted, trotted back to my room. The journey back to the castle tower where I lived flew by in a haze. I didn’t pay much attention to the route I took—except to make sure I avoided the corridor of the stained windows—I just wanted to get back sooner. I wish I knew that teleportation spell I read about the other day.



I kicked open the door to my bedroom and without thinking it twice, threw my saddlebags on my nightstand and dove under the blankets of my bed, facing the wall. I didn’t even bother to unpack my things, that could wait until the morning, right now I just wanted to get some much needed sleep. The soft caress of the cool fabric against my fur relaxed me, if only a little bit.



Under normal circumstances, I’d let my mind shut itself off due to exhaustion; but while my body was a bit tired from galloping all the way—trotting, trotting all the way from the library, my mind was alight with dozens of thoughts. Or just the one, if I was being honest.



That voice… The first time I heard it, I thought it was a product of my imagination. Even after quite some time had passed, I still wasn’t sure what was it that I heard. But just a moment ago I heard it again, and I heard it clearly. I still couldn’t tell if it was a mare or a stallion, but it sounded kind of deep, in a way that made my back shiver.



Should I have told Princess Celestia about this? I know she took me as her personal protégé, and that I should trust her with anything but… I’ve only really known her for two months. How would she take it if I told her I was hearing voices?



No, I can’t possibly tell her that. Best case scenario she disavows me and I get sent to a psychiatrist. Worst case scenario… I don’t even want to know what that would be.



I curled up under my blankets, in an effort to make myself smaller. It’s a cold night, colder than I remember it being just a while ago, but I did my best not to think too much about that. I tried not to think about anything, really. I just wanted to go to sleep so I could talk to the Princess the next morning. Not about this, of course. About something else completely unrelated. Maybe then I’d bring up the issue about what I heard. The Princess wouldn’t get mad over that, would she?



Who knows.




Sometimes, the simplest of things can be the most distressing. Be it a cold wind whistling through a tree, steps coming from somewhere you didn’t know, or, in this case, a word spoken in the dark.



I fought the urge to open my eyes. I even bit my lips in order to stifle a yelp. Think back. I came trotting—running desperately from the library, didn’t acknowledge the librarian, maids, guards, or anypony else I crossed, I kept running until I got here, opened the door, threw away my stuff and got into my bed. Did I miss something?



My eyelids flutter, but I keep them shut. I feel my guts wrench as I think of something. Did I close the door? I don’t think I did. How could I have not closed the door? Somepony could have gotten inside! No… No, hold on. There were, there were guards outside, I saw them. If anypony followed me, they would have spot them and they would have taken care of them. There’s no way something could have followed me here.



But there’s no way of denying I heard the voice again just then, either. I laid under my blankets as I realised I could no longer lie to myself. The rationalisations I had built had crumbled, and I had to face reality. 



There was somepony else in my room.



I gulped as silently as I possibly could, hoping the voice would think I was asleep. I took a slow breath, and then let it out in a way that I hoped resembled a sleeping pony. If I could get to fall asleep, maybe the voice would go away. I just had to fall asleep. I just needed to stop thinking, stop moving, and fall asleep.



I tried, I really did. But at that moment, my mind interpreted every noise, no matter how small, into a sign of the presence I knew was with me in that room. I wish I had Smarty Pants with me, she would make me feel safer.



The blankets reached up to my neck. I wondered if I could lift it until it covered my whole body without the voice realising what I was doing. As slowly as I possibly could, I pinched the blanket with my hoof, and pulled upwards, hoping my motions would go unnoticed. I stopped every few seconds to listen intently for any sign of my undesired companion. When I heard nothing, I started moving again.



I timed every move with my breathing. Inhaling, listening, dragging, stopping, exhaling. Inhaling, listening, dragging, stopping, exhaling. It felt as if I was making progress, even though I knew I had barely moved the blanket from where it had been a few moments ago due to the heavy friction between the the fabric and my fur. But none of that mattered, it was all I could bring myself to do at the moment. Inhaling, listening, dragging, stopping, exhaling. Inhaling, listening, dragging, stopping, exhaling.



It was then that I heard something else. No, it wasn’t the voice, it was a cold draft coming from somewhere behind me.



My window, I thought, I must have left it open when I went out that morning. Could the voice have made it in though there? I didn’t know, it was possible but I had no way to be sure. Of course, I was assuming the voice had a physical presence, which again, I had no way of knowing for sure. If it really was just a voice, then it didn’t need an actual way to get into my room, it would simply be there.



I immediately regretted thinking that, now there was no way I could go to sleep. My mind was racing, trying frantically to remember something, anything from all the things I had learned that could have helped me right then, but it came up with nothing. Now I really, really wished I knew that teleportation spell.



Seeing as how I had no other alternative, I resumed my attempt to pull the blankets over my head. If the voice really was just a voice, then it had no way of knowing if I was moving or not, right?



As I pulled once again, I felt the blanket resist me. It seemed the force with which I dragged it was not enough to counter the friction of the fabric. I kept pulling, hoping I wouldn’t have to make any sudden movement that would catch the attention of the voice.



That is, of course, if the voice was still here.



The first time I heard it, when I touched the cracked glass in that corridor, I just heard it once and that was it. Back at the library, I had only heard it once, too. I heard it in my room too, there was no denying it, but… No, I had to be sure. I had to know for sure.



I tried pulling the blanket again, just a little bit harder this time. It didn’t move, I thought it may have gotten stuck. I tried again, and again, each time with a bit more desperation in my moves. What happened? Did I tuck the edges of the blanket under the mattress? Why did I do that? Come on, I just needed to pull a bit more.



Here you go.




The blankets suddenly felt loose, and I managed to pull them over my head. In that moment my blood ran cold through my body, my jaw trembled and my mouth opened, but I managed to drown a scream. What came out sounded more like a sad whimper.



The voice was still here, and it knew I was awake.



Even though I knew I wasn’t alone, now I could feel I wasn’t. The darkness of my bedroom no longer felt empty, it felt crowded, stuffy and suffocating. Almost as if those words whispered into my mind materialised into the room, filling every crevice and corner, every nook and cranny. Although, if anything, it helped strengthen my resolve not to open my eyes.



I silently called out for Princess Celestia to come to me and make the voice go away. I just wanted this to stop, to be alone and go to sleep. I wanted to yell, to scream at the voice to leave me alone. I wanted to lash out and scare it away.



I wanted to cry.



And then, just when I thought I couldn’t feel worse, I got to know what true fear was. As I was lying there on my bed, I could feel something pressing against the mattress near the edge of my bed. I could feel the weight of an unseen being settling at the foot of my bed.



I couldn’t rationalise it, I couldn’t say it was something that fell on top of the bed. I knew it was the voice, and it probably knew I knew as well. The voice didn’t do anything else. It remained immobile at the foot of my bed, and so did I, we were stuck in a stalemate, daring one to make the first move.



I could feel tears starting to form at the edge of my eyes, but I kept my mouth shut. I wasn’t sure why, but I didn’t want to let the voice know I was scared.



Oh, dear Celestia. It moved.



I could feel the pressure on the bed shift, leaning forward, towards me. I let out a soft whimper with every move it made. It was getting closer and there was nothing I could do to avoid it, my magic still wasn’t good enough, I couldn’t even learn a dumb teleportation spell.



The voice moved again, it was already halfway through the bed, and would reach me in an instant. I tried to hold still, but couldn’t suppress the shivers that ran through my body. Deep breaths, Twilight, deep breaths. If I could keep it together until morning, then surely the voice would leave.



Whatever little comfort those thoughts brought me was quickly stripped away as I felt the mattress give in right next to me. I felt the tears trailing down my face, matting my fur.



It was behind me.



I didn’t react, I didn’t even know how I could have reacted. I was frozen in place. The pressure of the voice against the mattress caused it to give in, forming a small depression that may as well have been a valley, beckoning me to give in and fall into it.



Another blubbering weep escaped my throat. What did the voice want? What was it trying to accomplish beyond scaring me out of my mind?



I didn’t know, I just knew that it was in my room, in my bed, behind me, and waiting. I couldn’t bring myself to open my eyes, I just couldn’t.



Why not?




My mom always said I had an inordinate amount of curiosity, the kind that often gets you in trouble. And as I found myself slowly opening my eyes, I couldn’t help but agree with her.



Ever since the incident at corridor, the matter of the ethereal voice had been itching, clawing its way through my mind. I should have asked Princess Celestia when I had the chance, I should have. But there’s no point in regrets now. I just couldn’t help it, I couldn’t stand not to know.



My eyes fluttered open, and were greeted with the sight of the wall next to my bed, barely illuminated by the light of the moon coming through my window. After blinking away the tears, I could make out the outline of my body covered in blankets, I could see the shape of the pillow, I could even distinguish my closet next to my bed out of the corner of my eye.



I took another deep breath. It seemed I was alone, except I knew that couldn’t be the case. I could clearly feel the presence of the voice behind me, lying in my bed with just the fabric of the blankets keeping us apart.



I didn’t know what to do, I didn’t know what to say. For better or for worse, I didn’t have to wonder for long. I finally cried out once I felt it touching me.



There was nothing there. I knew there was nothing there, I could see that there was nothing there, but I could still feel it. I felt the pressure against the back of my neck, I felt it tousling my mane with whatever it was that the voice had instead of hooves. Oh, Celestia, it felt so cold.



My jaw trembled when it felt the voice’s caress, and another pathetic whimper escaped me. The tears kept flowing freely from my eyes. I wanted this thing to leave, I wanted Princess Celestia to take it away. I wanted my mommy. I didn’t cry this time, tears didn’t flow from my eyes either because my body had realised it was futile, or because it was slowly shutting down.



The voice was holding me by the neck, and when I felt the bed move against my fur, I realised it had started pulling me towards it. I didn’t fight back, I wasn’t even sure if I could have. My body was limp, it had already given up.



But my mind hadn’t.



“What… what do you want?” I managed to blurt out in a whiny whisper. 



The voice stopped dragging me, but it didn’t ease its grip on my throat. I don’t think it expected me to say anything.



Do you really want to know?




I didn’t hear that so much as I felt it inside of me, every word felt as if it turned my blood into ice, its tone was so… deep, so guttural it made my bones shake. That was also the longest phrase the voice had uttered, and it seemed to be the first time it waited for a reply.



“Y-yes…” I said.



As soon as that word left my lips, I could feel the voice’s presence lean into me, pressing itself against my back. I felt revolted at the sensation. Even though I was covered in my blanket, I could clearly feel the voice’s… body make contact with me. 



I could feel fur, I could feel feathers, I felt skin and I felt scales. I felt them rub against my coat as the sensation enveloped me. I felt it constrict my limbs and poke against my bones. I felt claws intertwining my hair. I felt paws rubbing against the side of my body. I felt all of those and none at all at the same time, and loathed every second of it.



Oh, please Celestia, make this end.



I want...




What!? What did it want? What could the voice possibly want beyond taking such pleasure from torturing somepony so much? What did it want more than to violate the safety of a filly’s own bedroom? What did it want beyond my sanity?



...you.




The voice laughed. It wasn’t a manic cackle, nor was it a roaring howl. It was but a mirthful snicker, like a foal that laughs at a misdeed. I started shaking, if it was due to fear, anger or both, I do not know. All I knew was that I hated it. I hated the voice, I hated what it was doing, and I hated my powerlessness against it. In the end, nothing mattered. My curiosity had set me down the road that led me to my end, just like my mom used to joke.



For some reason, I didn’t feel like laughing.



The all-encompassing presence of the voice spread to my face, making my skin crawl as it advanced. The air escaped my lungs as my eyes were forcefully closed. I could only let out one last pitiable whimper as my sign of defeat before everything went dark.



I heard the voice again, but it wasn’t speaking this time. It was more as if it was thinking inside of my mind. It told me that everything was alright now, that there was no need to fight back, that I should let go, and everything would be alright.



After the night I had, I had to admit the prospect of letting go was very appealing. I had been fighting this for what felt like days now… I really wanted to sleep.

Maybe I should.



Yeah…



I really…



I really…



I really need some rest.




I’ll listen to the voice, let it take care of things while I rest for a while. After that I can… I can… Well, I don’t know what will happen after that, but right now I just want to rest for a while.




Good night, voice.




Good night…




























“Twilight!”




I awoke to a blinding light and an ear-splitting shriek. I didn’t know where I was, but it was definitely not my room. I curled up in pain at the continuing screams, or at least I thought I did. I couldn’t feel my body, I was just vaguely aware of a sensation of pain. The bright lights weren’t helping much either. I heard shouting, it was the voice, but there was something else too. Somepony else.



I tried to focus, but I couldn’t, the noise and the light were too much for me. There was too much chaos. I don’t know how long I remained like that. I had no way of judging time. I stayed there, weightless in the white void, until I saw something even wither reach for me.



I felt again, I felt an embrace, a loving embrace, like the ones my mother would give me when I woke up from a nightmare. It was warm, it was caring, it was loving.



“Princess Celestia?” I asked after finding my own voice.



“Shhh…” she said, calming every one of my nerves, “It’s alright, Twilight. Everything is alright now.”



I became aware of my body again, and I immediately hugged the Princess. She tightened her embrace, and softly rubbed my mane with her hoof. Her nuzzles felt so gentle and pleasant that they washed away all the bad experiences of the night.



“What… what was that, Princess?” I asked her, once I remembered my nightly ordeal.



The Princess didn’t answer immediately, she just kept hugging me, and I appreciated it immensely.



 “That is not for you to know just yet, Twilight,” she said.



“But Princess,” I started, but was quickly interrupted.



“Do you trust me, Twilight?” she asked me.



I looked into the Princess’s eyes, they sparkled with the white light that surrounded us. In that shared look, I found all the support and comprehension I didn’t knew I needed so much.



“Yes, Princess Celestia. I trust you.”



“Would you trust me to keep you safe in the future?” she asked me, and I thought I may have heard a pleading tone in her voice.



“Yes, Princess. I would,” I answer, and just as I do so, I start to feel very, very tired.



“Thank you, Twilight. You’ve had a long day. Why don’t you go to sleep?”



I looked back at the Princess. I felt completely different than when I heard the voice speak.



“Will you hold me until I fall asleep, Princess?” I asked.



“Of course, Twilight,” the Princess said as she smiled.



I snuggled in the Princess’s embrace. It felt warm. I didn’t know why, but at that moment, I didn’t care about not knowing. I was sure the Princess would tell me when she thought I should know. Right now I just needed my sleep.



I closed my eyes as I felt the Princess stroke my mane, and it wasn’t too long until I didn’t feel her anymore.
      

      
   
      Buried


      

      
      
         The box that Green Leaf held could get him jailed for life.



He set the wooden box down on the counter. He brushed his hoof along the top, feeling tingly heat within. This case definitely isn’t up to safety standards. That wasn’t surprising, given the shady old pair of stallions he purchased it from. The metal lock dropped to the floor.



Tendrils of red light leaked through the box like a warning signal. He edged the lid open, red and heat spilling out. Glaring light assaulted his eyes, forcing him to block it with a hoof. 



He stepped away from the box and scoured the mess of items strewn about behind him. Pawing through a pile to find some sunglasses turned out to be rather difficult in the near-darkness, only the red light aiding him. Wait a moment…



Jumping up, he slammed the box shut, breathing heavily as anxiety swarmed his chest. Could anypony have seen the light from my windows? Strange red magic flashing in his windows was sure to cause questions.



He stood in the darkness with his hooves planted on the warm box, calming down. “Why did I have to take this job?” He wailed, letting out a tremulous sigh.



The sound of the shop door opening reminded him of the answer. 



Moonlight carved out the silhouette of the tall pony standing at the entrance. A bright wisp of magic closed it again. The pony walked up to the counter and turned the lights on with a spark of the horn.



Princess Twilight Sparkle.



Green Leaf tried to smile like he did to any customer, no matter how rare they were, but only succeeded in displaying an uneasy one. His eyes locked to hers. Cold eyes that were absent of the same spark of light that everyone in Ponyville shared, eyes that held many years of experience and age. Dark circles rested under them, and rebellious locks of hair jutted out from her mane. She wore no regalia or attire.



“Your m-majesty,” Green Leaf stuttered, “Did you receive the latest shipment of materials?”



“Yes.” 



“Right...” He spun the box around. “I’ve procured your Dragonspark Gem. It wasn’t easy… or cheap.” Twilight opened the box with her magic, causing Green Leaf to recoil from the light. “Agh!” The light died to a faint flicker as she channeled a beam of purple magic into it. 



A large red crystal sat in a sheet of packing foam. Stubs of black rock pierced into it, with sparks of crackling red magic dancing across the surface. “What does it do?” The stallions he bought it from didn’t know either—and there was surely a reason that the Canterlot Institute of Magical Artifacts listed it as a “highly dangerous artifact”.



Twilight shut the box. “Payment.” She said, placing a golden scepter onto the counter. With that, she turned around and walked out the door, spreading her wings and taking off in flight.



As usual, he got no answers out of her. He glanced at the golden scepter lying on the counter. But he did get money! And that was more than enough for him not to start asking questions.  Still, a Dragonspark Gem?  He’d never heard of such an artifact before, but he usually didn’t deal in highly illegal items either. 



After stowing the scepter away, he went upstairs to prepare for bed. Before going to sleep, he opened the ledger at his bedside. Expenses: Dragonspark Gem — 8,000 bits, he wrote. His eyes jumped to the profit category. Empty. Flipping the pages, he was only greeted by more empty columns. 



He sighed and hopped into bed, suppressing his worries as he drifted into slumber.








Green Leaf wiped the crumbs off his mouth after taking a final bite of his muffin. The frail old face of Derpy smiled at him from behind the bakery counter as he walked out the door.



Brisk air enveloped him when he walked down the street. Although the sun was shrouded by clouds and the weather wasn’t welcoming, the inhabitants of Ponvyille still filled the streets, cheerful as ever. 



Finally, he reached the Ponyville library. The corner of town was devoid of denizens at this early hour. He walked up to the large monument in front of the library.



Statues of five mares stood heroically atop the stone base, emblems of the Elements of Harmony adorning them. The Element of Magic claimed the center, but with no statue of its bearer accompanying it. His eyes found themselves drawn to the golden plaque. 



In memory of the Elements of Harmony, saviours of the realm.



As always, clumps of flowers rested below it. Another bouquet floated over from behind him. He turned around to see Twilight Sparkle. “Your majesty,” He said in surprise.  



She gave no reply, staring up at the statues.



After moments, her violet eyes moved to meet his.  She quickly averted them, looking down. Her face showed no emotion. “I’m busy,” was all she said before soaring into the air and out of sight.



Green Leaf watched her disappear into the sky. He never saw her anywhere outside of his shop before. Why didn’t she want to be seen? Dismissing his questions, he trotted into the library. 



Warm air greeted him kindly.  The librarian—a quirky brown stallion, immediately greeted him. “Hi! Welcome,” he whispered excitedly, “What are you looking for?”



“Uh, I’m wondering if you have any books on rare gems or magical artifacts.”



“Yes! Be right back!” The librarian zipped behind one of the many bookshelves and returned a minute later with a large tome. “Compendium of Crystal Magicks,” he said.



Green Leaf placed the book on a nearby table and flipped through the pages. Diagrams and illustrations of all sorts of stones and crystals filled them. His eye caught a page titled: The Dragonspark Gem. An illustration of the red crystal jumped out at him. “Yes, this is what I’m looking for.” 



He sat down on the other side of the table and moved the book closer. 



The Dragonspark Gem is an immensely rare artifact found in the Dragon Lands. Knowledge about the magical properties of this gem are rare. Dragons have been observed using this gem for various magical rituals, specifically the selection of a new Dragon Lord. It is believed that the gem has the capability for mind control and other dark magic, and for this reason use in Equestria has been strictly prohibited.



Mind control? Dark magic? That did not sound like something the Princess of Friendship would concern herself with. She didn’t seem to be very friendly, or Princess-like, though. 



He dived back into the book for more answers. 








Opening the door, he hopped inside his shop for the embrace of warm air. Taking off his saddlebag, he walked over to the stairs. He halted mid-step and turned around. 



Twilight Sparkle stared at him from the counter. 



“Your majesty? I wasn’t expecting you!”



She opened a pouch sitting next to her, spilling a pile of crystals onto the counter. He recognized them as Mana Crystals, imported from the Crystal Empire through him and purchased by Twilight recently. He walked closer and examined them. They were a deep dull blue, instead of the gleaming teal that they originally came as.



“Drained.” Said Twilight. 



“What? How?” He couldn’t believe it. It would take a massive amount of mana to drain all of these crystals—he knew from his readings earlier. “What did you do?”



“I need more.” She said plainly.



He studied her expressionless face, her dulled violet eyes. “I don’t think I can get more until the next shipment—a week, at least.”



“No, no, no...” She shook her head, “I need them now. Right now.”



“I just told you, I can’t do that. They would take at least a week to arrive.”



Her right eye twitched. She started murmuring. 



“Twilight? Are you okay?” He put a hoof on her shoulder.



She recoiled, swatting it away. “No, no! Don’t call me that!” She backed up and put a hoof to her chest, shutting her eyes and breathing slowly. 



Green Leaf didn’t know what to say. After moments, she opened her eyes and trotted back up to him, recapturing her cold, expressionless demeanor. 



“If you cannot deliver,” She lit up her horn, and the golden scepter she gave to him yesterday appeared in her magical grasp. “I will no longer require your services.” With a flash of light, she appeared at the exit, and spread her wings to take flight.



“Wait!” He shouted. “You can’t take that!” It was too late. She flew away. 



“Oh no...” He leaned against the wall and put a hoof his head. “What am I going to do?” Twilight was the only thing keeping his shop afloat, and she just flew off with his last payment.  It’s not like he could report this to the authorities—he’d only land himself in prison. He rubbed his hoof against his head. That golden scepter could be worth thousands upon thousands of bits!



There was only one way he could resolve this, and that was to get Twilight what she needed—and quickly.








Green Leaf stepped off the chariot, and threw a bag of bits over to the pegasi. He never thought he’d ever be able to take a flying chariot to Canterlot, but desperate times called for desperate measures—and “investment” of a lot of bits.



He trotted unto the street, staring in awe at the white and golden spires that jutted into the sky. Canterlot’s beauty enthralled him. He shook his head. He wasn’t here for tourism, as much as he’d like to be.



For minutes he paced the streets, swinging his head to look for somewhere he could buy crystals. Canterlot was the closest city that could have them. An idea struck his head: I should probably ask somepony.



A fancily dressed white stallion and mare pranced the street near him. He jumped in front of them. “I’m sorry, er, excuse me—do you know where I could buy some Mana Crystals from the Empire?”



They stared at him for a moment before bursting out laughing. “You?” The mare giggled, waving a hoof at him—



“Buying Mana Crystals from the Empire?” The stallion finished. “Spare me.”



Green Leaf rolled his eyes. Right. Canterlot folk. “Can you please just tell me where I can get some?”



“The Crystal Emporium, right at the end of the street.” The stallion pointed. 



Green Leaf burst off in the direction. He entered the shop—a spacious room with all kinds of glittering gems being showcased. He walked up to the pony at the counter, an old grey pony with a stubby beard.

He got straight to the point. “I need to purchase a large bag of Mana Crystals. Do you have any?”



“Yes, of course.” The pony replied, disappearing behind a door. A moment later he produced a large leather pouch. “That’ll be 2,000 bits.”



Green Leaf gulped as he produced the bits from his saddlebag. It was a lot of money, but the return would be far greater.  After counting the money, the pony pushed the pouch up to him. He took it and turned around.



“Now wait,” the pony said, “where do you think you’re going?”



“Huh?”



The pony pulled out a few pieces of paper. “I need to know why you are purchasing these.”



“What? Why?” Green Leaf asked.



The pony gazed at him unamused. “I’m required by law to document any purchases of something like Mana Crystals. Authorities have taken quite a crackdown on anything having to do with powerful magic recently. Especially since we don’t have the Elements on our side anymore.”



Oh. So that’s why Twilight didn’t purchase from an official vendor. “Er, I’m a researcher… doing research on Mana Crystals.” 



The pony raised an eyebrow. He didn’t look convinced.



“My name is uh, Emerald Heart. I’m a researcher from the Crystal Empire. I need them for—I mean, we’re collecting Mana Crystal samples from vendors all around Equestria to test their quality… That’s all I can say.”



The pony scribbled it down unto the paper and nodded. Green Leaf ran out the door and breathed a sigh of relief. Phew. He bought it.



The same couple from before were chatting nearby. He ran up to them again. “Hey, do you know where I can fetch a chariot flight?”








The chariot left him in front of Twilight’s castle. He looked up at it. The gleaming crystal walls glittered in the sunlight. A neglected banner hung above the balcony, in tatters from age.  He climbed the steps to the large yellow door and gave it a hefty knock. Splinters of paint cracked off the door as he struck it. The castle clearly wasn’t at it’s prime.



He waited and looked around. The area was devoid of any life or buildings, a long path leading from the castle to the town.



After minutes of waiting with no response, he raised his hoof and struck the door hard. It swung open. He peeked his head inside. “Hello? Twilight?” No response. He walked through the dark halls, past countless doors and portraits obscured by dark. 



He reached a door at the end of the hall and pushed it open. “Hello?” A table sat in the middle of the dark room, surrounded by stone chairs. He walked up to it and brushed his hoof against it.  The crystal table lit up with magic, illuminating the large room. 



A staircase leading down was at the far end of the room. Light pooled out of the end of the passage. “Twilight? Are you down there? I have your crystals!” He called as he started down the staircase.



He shivered and blinked as he stepped inside the room. Bright lamps hung from the ceiling, showering the cold room with glaring light. The floor and walls were made of nothing but stone. He nearly tripped over a wire after taking a step. What is all this? Navigating past the mess of wires, pipes, and machinery, he found the center of the room. 



The Dragonspark Gem sat atop a pedestal, crackling with malicious energy. Wires ran out of it and branched off into several rectangular boxes. His heart came to an abrupt halt when he saw what was in one of them. 



The unrecognizable body of Rainbow Dash. 



He’d seen her statue countless times, her cutie mark illustrated in many emblems and books. The blue pegasus rested limply in the stone box, wires and needles running out of her skin. Her head rested on a pillow, and a short blanket covered her lower half. He reached his hoof out, only to be blocked by a purple barrier of magic surrounding the coffin. 



His heart beat faster than it ever did in his life. Adrenaline filled his veins. I need to get out of here. Running frantically back to the staircase, he cursed himself for ever coming here. For ever agreeing to Twilight’s offer. What did he ever think would come of it, dealing with illegal items and shady artifacts?



He hopped onto the staircase step and smacked into a soft barrier, sending him flying back down. Rubbing his head, he got up and looked up at the offender. 



Twilight Sparkle beamed at him from above. 



She offered him a hoof, and he hesitantly took it. Her violet eyes sparkled with friendliness he never saw before. He opened his mouth to say something, but was paralyzed. 



“I see you have the crystals. Thank you, Green Leaf. Would you like some tea?” She gave a warm smile. 



He stared at her in confusion. “Uh… yes, sure.”



“Great!” She teleported up the staircase. “Come!”



He reached the top and found the room illuminated by the giant wooden chandelier hanging from the top. Twilight sat at the table, pouring tea with her magic. She motioned for him to sit down. 



Walking up to the table, he picked one of the white chairs and sat down. “No!” Twilight shouted, teleporting him in front of the table. “That’s not your chair!” A wooden stool appeared in a flash of light across from her.



“O-okay,” he said, sitting down. His heart ran a marathon in his chest. 



“Have some tea,” said Twilight calmly, “Chamomile. It’s Celestia’s favorite.”



He stared into the teacup. It was normal red tea. He carefully raised the cup and took a sip. The hot water stung his tongue, but he drank it anyway. 



“How is it?” Twilight asked. “I haven’t had tea with someone in a long time.”



“It’s g-good.” His eyes darted around the room, looking for an exit. 



She nodded. “Good, good.” Their eyes locked. Moments passed. Tears seeped out of Twilight’s eyes, and soon she started sobbing. “I’m sorry,” she said between sobs, “tea usually calms me down.” She suppressed her sobs and took a deep breath. “I remember when I used to spend the evenings having tea with Celestia. Such a long, long time ago. I was just a little filly… no wings!” She giggled, spreading them open for effect. 



He took another sip of the tea under Twilight’s gaze. It cooled down a bit.



“I was her favourite student. She told me I was smart, I was talented, that I had great magical potential... I thought I had everything in the world,” she sniffled, “but I didn’t have friends.”



Her face drooped, and she looked mournfully at the stone chairs surrounding the table. “And I don’t have them anymore.”



Green Leaf’s heart had slowed. As strange as it was, he could understand her pain. 



“I wish more than anything to have them back. I need them. I’m not the same—you can see that. Celestia and Luna tell me to let go. But I don’t need to listen to them anymore. They think they’re so smart and high and mighty, but they couldn’t save them. They didn’t let me save them!” Twilight roared, slamming the pot of tea against the wall. 



Moments passed as Twilight calmed. Green Leaf sat still, paralyzed, his heart back in the race. “I’m sorry,” she finally said, looking up at him with those large violet eyes. “It’s nice to have someone to talk to, you know?”



Green Leaf nodded weakly. 



“It’s nice to have a friend… Green Leaf, will you be my friend?”



The question caught him off guard. He opened his mouth to reply and held it open. “Yes,” he staggered. It was the only thing he could say. 



Twilight smiled. “Good. I’ve been so lonely, so very lonely.” She took a sip of her tea. “I could use a new friend in my group.” Purple sparks flared from her horn and crackled around his cup of tea. 



“Wha—?” He choked out. He felt lightheaded. Pressure pooled in his chest. His face hit the floor. No muscles obeyed his command. Weight built on top of his eyelids. 



Twilight stood above him. “I haven't made a friend in a long time!” She sat on the side of the chair next to her. “I remember when I met Rainbow Dash...”



Her words faded into nothing as darkness claimed his eyes.



 






      

      
   
      History Lesson


      

      
      
              Starlight Glimmer levitated in the air above flight camp, ready to intercept filly Rainbow Dash before she could reach Fluttershy. The moment she appeared, Starlight encased her in purple crystal. The cyan pegasus fell onto the cloud tops, bounced a few times, and skidded to a stop. A second later, she heard Twilight Sparkle behind her. “Starlight, you have to stop doing this! Each time I get sent back to the present, things are different, and each version of the present is worse than the last one!”



     Starlight put herself between Twilight and Rainbow Dash and lowered her stance. “I won’t let you and your friends get your cutie marks!” She blasted Twilight with magic, but she raised a shield. “I don’t even have to beat you, Twilight. I just have to wait until the portal opens back up.” She had hardly gotten the words out of her mouth before the portal appeared and Twilight and Spike began to be sucked backwards. Twilight fought the portal’s power, but it was clearly a losing battle.



     “I think you should see the results of your actions for yourself,” Twilight said. Twilight teleported to Starlight, grabbed her, and both were sucked through the portal. Starlight fell on top Spike, and Twilight fell on top of her.



     “Get off of me!” she said. “Where are we?”



     “We’re in Ponyville. Or, rather, what’s left of it.” Starlight stood up and took in her surroundings. A number of burned-out houses and heaps of rubble lined the streets of what used to be a town. There was hardly a building left untouched. The roads were dotted with pony-sized craters which one could stand knee-deep in. There wasn’t a pony in sight in this once-thriving town. “This is by far the worst I’ve seen Ponyville,” Twilight lamented.



     “This isn’t Ponyville! It’s some burned-out ghost town!”



     “I wish I could say I’m surprised, but I already told you, each world I come back to is worse than the last. Everything you do in the past affects the future, and what you’re doing leads here.”



     “I don’t believe you! Tell me how stopping you and your friends from getting your cutie mark connection wiped Ponyville off the map! Tell me!”



     “I—I don’t know, Starlight.” Twilight looked beyond the charred ruins of the town she once called home. The Everfree Forest beyond the city limits caught her eye. “But maybe I can show you.”



     Starlight looked quizzically at Twilight. “What’s that supposed to mean?”



     “If you really want to know how this happened, I think I can prepare a potion that can let us look into the past.”



     Starlight rolled her eyes. “And what if I don’t want to play your little game? What if I destroy this scroll right now?” She teleported the parchment out of Spike’s backpack and briefly brandished it in front of Twilight’s face before making a tiny tear on one side.



     “Starlight, no! Please, just give me a chance! That’s all I ask.”



     The thought of Twilight being left powerless and pleading for a chance to prove herself put a wicked little smirk on Starlight’s face. “Fine. I’ll give you your chance, Twilight. But if I even suspect that you’re twisting the truth, I’ll shred this scroll!”



     “Then we go into the Everfree Forest.”








     “Zecora? Zecora!?” No response came from within the dusky hut. Twilight carefully opened the door and entered. “Zecora are you there?” Still nothing.



     “I guess not,” said Spike.



     “I certainly hope nothing’s happened to her.” Twilight scanned the titles of a shelf of books. “Here it is.” She levitated the book over to a table and flipped through its pages.



     “So, a potion, you said?”



     “That’s right. I’m making a potion that will let us look into the past, but it might take a while to get the potion ready. Starlight, could you and Spike get a fire going?” Starlight reluctantly obliged. Over the next few minutes, the group lit a fire, filled the caldron, collected the ingredients, and brewed the potion. Last of all, Twilight used her alicorn magic to turn the purple liquid into a milky white broth. She then ladled out three bowlfuls. “Here’s to setting Equestria right again.”



     “I’ll toast to that!” Spike clacked his wooden bowl against Twilight’s.



     “Well, I will not,” declared Starlight. As she stared into the bowl, she began to have second thoughts. “How does this work again? Will I see the things you want me to see, or the things that actually happened? Need I remind you what will happen to the scroll if mmmm—”



     Twilight had taken the opportunity to raise Starlight’s bowl and dump the contents into her mouth. “You will see exactly what happened, exactly as it happened. Now, swallow.” Twilight tipped Starlight’s head backwards and magically held her mouth shut. Starlight grasped at Twilight’s magic with her hooves, to no avail. With only one choice left, she reluctantly swallowed the potion. A few seconds later, the trio’s eyes glowed white.








     Two colts laughed as they stood over filly Fluttershy. She moved her hooves in front of her face in a futile attempt to hide the tears which began chasing one another down her face. “Aw, don’t cry. What are you? A baby?” The two had another good laugh.



     “She’s not a baby. She’s Fluttercry!” Once more the colts laughed at the poor filly’s expense.



     “Fluttercry, and can’t fly!”



     Starlight levitated over towards the two colts. “Both of you stop being so cruel! How would you feel if somepony were unkind to you?”



     Twilight hovered up next to Starlight. “My potion is a little different than your spell, Starlight. To them, we’re silent, invisible, and intangible. The past has already been written. We’re just watching it unfold.”



     Their eyes shined again, and they were whisked away to a new place and time. It was nighttime now, and Fluttershy lay alone near the edge of a cloud, quietly talking to herself.



     “I wish they would just stop. I wish I had a friend who would be there for me. Just one. Then they wouldn’t call me Klutzershy, or Fluttercry, or say ‘Fluttershy can hardly fly.’ ” She looked up to see a small cloud. It was about a hundred feet away and twenty feet higher than Fluttershy’s cloud.



     “I’ll show them.” She rose to her hooves. “I’ll have them saying, ‘Fluttershy can really fly,’ inside a week. I can fly! I’ll show them!” She galloped to the edge of the cloud and jumped. Her wings strained, but she rose in altitude. Once she had covered about half the distance to the cloud, it started to act unusual. “Oh, my. It almost looks like the cloud is rising in the air! Either that or—” Fluttershy looked down and instantly regretted it. “—I’m falling!” Her wings stiffened against her sides and she helplessly flailed her legs, screaming all the while.



     “I’ve got you, Fluttershy!” Starlight cried. She reached for the filly, forgetting for a moment she was intangible. Fluttershy passed right through Starlight’s intangible hooves. The only thing the trio could do now was follow her down.



     “I want to go home! I want to be with my mommy and daddy and my big brother! And I don’t want to be Klutzershy or Fluttercry! I don’t wanna!” But cry she did, despite her attempts to hold back her tears. “Daddy!!” she screamed. “Help me!!” By now, she had fallen too far for her weak voice to be heard, and the ground was approaching quickly. “I can’t look!”



     “I can’t look either,” added Twilight. Since she didn’t cover her ears, she unfortunately found out what sound flesh makes when it hits the ground at terminal velocity. It churned her stomach and made her green in the face. Twilight slowly opened one eye to see Starlight standing on the ground staring in horror at the spot where Fluttershy had landed. Twilight landed with her back towards whatever was left of Fluttershy so she wouldn’t have to see it. “You wanted to see how this happened, didn’t you, Starlight? If you want, I can try to override the potion and stop it. If we see much more of this, I won’t blame you.”



     Starlight’s horror yielded to anger. “You think I’m going to believe I did this?”



     “Actually, yes. I don’t know how this will affect Ponyville in the long run, but stopping Rainbow Dash from standing up for Fluttershy had a direct impact on Fluttershy’s flight accident.”



     Their eyes flashed again, and the three saw filly Twilight Sparkle, her parents, and Spike’s egg. “This was the day I got my cutie mark! Or at least it would have been.” Twilight glared at Starlight, who rolled her eyes. Filly Twilight tried for two whole minutes to break the egg, but accomplished nothing.



     “I’m sorry I wasted your time,” the downcast filly muttered. Her father carried the disheartened, teary-eyed Twilight Sparkle while a stallion inspected the egg.



     “Nothing. Not even a scratch.”



     The judges glanced among themselves and shrugged. “Just leave it for another pupil. Next!”



     A light brown colt with tan marks on his legs and face walked in, escorted by his parents. “Name?” asked a judge.



     “Sunburst,” said Starlight and the colt in unison. The confidence in Sunburst’s voice contrasted with the wonder in Starlight’s.



     “You know him?” asked Twilight.



     “Know him? He was my best friend growing up! Until he got his cutie mark.” Starlight’s words dripped with disdain for the mark on Sunburst’s flank.



     “Wait, that’s what this is all about? Your friend got his cutie mark and was sent to Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns?”



     “And left me behind!” Starlight wasn’t sure if she should feel enraged or depressed.



     “Starlight, why didn’t you say anything about this? I had no idea you were hurting like that.”



     “I’ll bet you didn’t! You’ve never had to hurt like me! You’ve always had your friends to be there for you!”



     “And how does taking away my friends help either of us?”



     “Look! He’s about to try and break my egg!” cried Spike.



     “You may begin whenever you’re ready,” a judge instructed. Sunburst carefully analyzed the dragon egg before beginning. After a moment of careful thought, he took a deep breath and closed his eyes. He formed an aura around his horn, and gradually increased the amount of power he put into it. His aura moved through many shades of yellow, and eventually turned a brilliant white. He opened his eyes to reveal they, too were glowing white. Finally, Sunburst leveled his horn at the egg and released all the energy he had been holding back, shattering the purple egg. He then fell to his knees and panted for breath.



     Sunburst looked back at his parents, expecting praise, but they were staring at the ceiling dumbfounded. Sunburst looked in the direction of their gaze, only to behold a massive hole in the roof. He gasped and shrank back, making himself look as small as he could. The situation only got worse when Princess Celestia flew in through the hole. Sunburst looked like he was about to cry.



     Celestia landed delicately next to the young colt and offered a gentle, warming smile. “Sunburst, you have a very special gift. I’ve never come across a unicorn with your raw ability.”



     Sunburst looked confused, and Twilight looked enraged. “What!? That’s what Princess Celestia told me!”



     “What’s wrong? Not so special anymore, Princess?” Starlight jeered.



     Celestia continued. “But you need to learn to tame these abilities through focused study. Sunburst, I’d like to make you my own personal protégé here at the school!”



     Sunburst looked behind him just in time to see his mother faint and his father emphatically nod his head, a huge goofy smile plastered on his face. As Sunburst cheered and celebrated with his parents, the trio from the present moved on.








     Next, the potion’s magic transported them to a room where nearly everypony was dressed in black. At the front of the room sat a small, closed coffin. Filly Rainbow Dash, clad in a small black dress, stood on her father’s back and took her turn in front of the coffin.



     “Why’d you do it, Fluttershy? Why’d you walk off all alone by yourself like they said? Why didn’t you come find me? I’ve always been here for you. Do you remember the time you came over for that sleepover?” She paused, as if Fluttershy really was answering her. “I know! That was so much fun, Fluttershy! Is that why you requested to be in my cabin for flight camp?” She paused again. “Yeah. I remember that one time when you tripped and fell down the front steps of my house and I carried you all the way home. Do you remember that? … You were pretty scraped up, weren’t you? ... No, don’t talk about them. Those colts are never—they’re never going to hurt you. Ever—again.” Rainbow Dash’s father held her close and carried her away as she alternately blubbered incoherently and choked on her own words. The last thing whispered was, “I miss her, Daddy.” She stared blankly over her father’s shoulder as he walked away on three legs and carried her with his fourth. Rainbow’s stare fell cold on Starlight Glimmer, and sent the most wicked chill down her spine, from the top of her neck, to the very last tailbone.








     Filly Rainbow Dash flipped a table, eliciting a grunt as she did. She hovered in the air, breathing heavily. She looked around and spotted a vase. She picked it up and smashed it against the floor. “Come and get a piece of me, you big bullies!” She kicked the door to her room open. She took two Wonderbolts figurines off their shelf and threw them against the ground. “Nopony picks on my friends!” She reared up and stomped the figurines. “This is for Fluttershy!” She stomped on them again and again and again, wishing they were the two colts who, after the fact, had confessed to bullying Fluttershy the same day as her flight accident. Rainbow opened the window, threw the figurines out, and watched them sail out of sight towards the ground far below. For a moment, she just stood there panting with two hooves on the windowsill. At length, she looked down at her now-painful hooves, half-expecting them to be cut and bloodied. They were unharmed by the toys, but they were shaking uncontrollably from Rainbow’s rage and adrenaline.



     “Well, somepony’s got anger issues,” said Spike.



     “She’s venting,” Twilight corrected. “And pretty hard by the looks of it.”



     “My vase!” cried a female voice from the other room. Rainbow Dash whirled around, suddenly realizing the consequences of her actions. Instead of sticking around and getting a lecture, Rainbow Dash flew out the window. Her mother was at the windowsill a moment later. “Rainbow Dash! You get your flank back in here this very instant! Or you’re grounded!”



     Rainbow Dash wasn’t about to go back and get scolded for breaking that vase. She just needed to fly. She flew away as fast as her wings would carry her. It was hard for the trio from the present to keep up, because the more Rainbow vented her anger for the bullies, the faster she went. She was soon going faster than she had ever gone before. Even now, she still had frustrations she needed to vent. She straightened her wings and rolled into a dive. Fluttershy might not have been a very good flyer, but Rainbow Dash would fly fast enough for both of them. The thought of her lost friend brought a tear to her eye. Just as the tear was torn away by the wind, the sadness was squelched by Rainbow’s frustration. She was angry at herself for not being there for Fluttershy. She was angry at the bullies. She was angry at life for putting her through all this. She wanted to fly so fast she could leave it all behind.



     A cone of compressed air formed around Rainbow’s hooves. She steepened her dive, sacrificing altitude for speed. She flapped her wings harder and faster. Her lungs burned. Her wings burned. But her frustration and determination burned more intensely than any physical or emotional pain. With one final concentrated effort, Rainbow Dash broke the sound barrier, creating the legendary Sonic Rainboom.







     The trio from the present had stopped following, all hope of keeping up with Rainbow Dash long lost. The Sonic Rainboom, however, could not have been missed. It also made Rainbow Dash easily traceable. Twilight teleported the group to Rainbow’s final location. She had landed on a small cloud to catch her breath and collect her thoughts. Though Rainbow apparently hadn’t noticed, and probably hadn’t thought to look, she did indeed have her cutie mark.



     Rainbow knew she would have to go back, as much as she hated that thought. Back to her parents. Back to reality. Back to the pain of grief. But it was already evening, and would soon be dark, so she reluctantly took off again and headed home.



     When she got home, her widow had already been shut. She would have to go in through the door, and her parents would probably be in the living room, waiting for her. She somehow found the courage to hover up to the doorknob, give it a turn, and pull the door open. “Rainbow Dash?” her mother calmly called. “Is—is this about Fluttershy?” Rainbow Dash looked up at her mother’s face. The mention of her friend’s name brought tears to her eyes. She stood there a moment, letting the tears run down the sides of her face. She made no attempt to resist when her mother picked her up and laid her next to herself on the sofa. Next, her mother hugged her with one of her wings.



     “Mommy? I wish there was something we could do to bring her back,” Rainbow finally choked out.



     “I know, my little Dash.” She hugged her daughter tighter and closer. “Sometimes life just doesn’t make sense to us. Why would life give us something so amazing like love or friendship, and then just take them away like that? But Dash, that’s the wrong question to ask. If life will one day take everything from us, why does it give us such good friends? Or for that matter, moms and dads who love us very much and are here to help us through hard times.” She kissed her daughter on the forehead, and in turn received a kiss on the cheek.



     “I love you, Mommy.”



     “I love you so much more, Dash.”








     The only affect the delayed Rainboom had on filly Applejack was to extend her stay with the Oranges by about a week. Pinkie Pie’s cutie mark story was also nearly identical. Rarity, on the other hoof, failed to make “spectacular” dresses for the school play. Nevertheless, she continued trying new ways to find her cutie mark, and her horn kept dragging her off towards various rocks. About a week after the performance, while she was trying for her cave-spelunking cutie mark, a rainbow shockwave raced into the cave, shattering a number of rocks in its path. Rarity beamed when she saw the gems it revealed, but decided to keep the cave a secret. She visited the cave every day, excavating the gems using a shovel she had borrowed from home and hoarding them in the back of the cave.







     Rarity sunk the shovel into the ground, lifted it, and flung the gravely contents across the cave. She dug in and lifted the shovel again, inspecting the quality of the gravel. She smiled and dumped the gravel onto a round screen, panning out three gems and discarding the rocks. She dug again and got seven more gems from this vein. She was about to drive the shovel again when she heard something behind her. She turned around and saw two very young dragons, a bit shorter than she was. One was cool blue with white spines, the other jet black with navy spines. All at once, the three shouted for fear of each other.



     “Whatever are you doing here?” asked Rarity.



     “Please, don’t send us away! We don’t mean any harm!” pleaded the cool blue dragon.



     “Honest, we’re only hungry! My sister and I haven’t eaten or seen our parents for a week!” added the jet black dragon.



     “You’re lost? Oh, you poor things. But, why would you come here if you were hungry?” asked Rarity.



     “Because we smelled gems,” stated the blue dragon.



     Rarity looked at the stash of gems behind her, then back to the dragons. “Do you mean to say that you—eat them?” The sister dragons nodded their heads. Rarity bit her lip and glanced at her gems. “I—I might be willing to part with a few of them.” She trotted to the back of the cave and selected two of the smallest gems she could find, before returning to the sisters. “Here. Take them.” As she painfully parted with the two gemstones, she noticed a flash of light behind her. “What was that?” she asked in a panic as she spun around.



     “That wasn’t there before, was it?” asked the blue dragon.



     “What? Where? I don’t see it!”



     “On your flank!” shouted the black dragon.



     Rarity looked at her flank and gasped! “My cutie mark! I must have got it when I gave away those two small gemstones! Oh! You girls wait right here!” Rarity galloped to the back of the cave, scooped up a heap of gems in her magic, and deposited them at the feet of the two dragons. “Please, take as many as you want! From now on, I, Rarity, shall aspire to be the most generous pony in all of Equestria! And if you girls ever need anything again, I live right over there in Ponyville. Just ask for Rarity.” She briefly pointed towards Ponyville with one hoof before placing her hoof on her chin. “Oh, goodness me! I haven’t even gotten your names yet.”



     “I’m Shard,” said the cool blue dragon, “and this is my sister, Obsidian.”



     “But you can call me Sidi.”



     “Very well, then. I must be going now. My friends will want to know all about how I got my cutie mark! And I do hope you girls find your parents soon. Goodbye!” Rarity waved at the sisters, then galloped off towards Ponyville.








     After the vision of Rarity’s new cutie mark story, the trio found themselves in the heart of Ponyville. Before long, a pegasus chariot landed in the street, and Spike and Sunburst disembarked.



     “So what’s supposed to happen now, Twilight?” asked Starlight.



     “Well, Sunburst, who’s filling in for me at this point, should meet Pinkie Pie pretty soon. Then he’ll probably go to the apple orchard, then get tackled by Rainbow Dash. After that, it’s off to meet Rarity, then we get to find out who replaces Fluttershy, and finally, Sunburst will get a surprise party from Pinkie Pie in the library. And that should cover all six bearers of the Elements of Harmony.”



     As the three followed Sunburst around town, some of Twilight’s predictions came true, and some did not. The first incorrect prediction came when Rainbow Dash landed next to Sunburst rather than tackling him. Another came when Sunburst went to check on the decorations in the town hall.



     “Decorations…” said past Spike. “Beautiful!” he said with wonder.



     “Indeed. The decorations seem to be going along quite well. Hopefully, this will be quick and I’ll be at the library in no time,” said Sunburst.



     “Not the decor, her!” Spike said.



     Sunburst looked at the mare in front of him with wonder in his eyes. “Well, I can definitely see why you would say that!” She stood there looking at different colors of ribbon, systematically working through them one color at a time until she found one she liked. She looked around for her assistants, and noticed the two new arrivals.



     “Oh, goodness! I didn’t even see you there! Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Rarity. What’s your name, dear sir?” Sunburst untied his tongue before finally managing to state his name. “And what about you?” she asked the dragon.



     “Spike,” he said, unable to take his eyes off of Rarity.



     Rarity continued scanning the room, a small frown forming on her lips. “Have either of you seen a pair of dragons about?”



     “Dragons?” asked Spike.



     “Sorry. Spike’s the only dragon I’ve seen today,” replied Sunburst.



     “Oh, here they come. Shard, Sidi, could you tie these sparkling red ribbons along that row of poles?”



     The two turned around to see a pair of female dragons about as tall as Spike walking their direction. “Of course, Miss Rarity,” said the cool blue dragon. “Who are the guests?”



     “Allow me to introduce you. Sidi, Shard, this is Spike and Sunburst. Spike, Sunburst, this is Obsidian and Shard.”



     “Hello, Mr. Sunburst,” said Obsidian.



     “Hello, Obsidian.”



     “Spike, was it?” asked Shard. “That’s a nice name.” She blinked her light pink eyes at him a few times.



     “And you’re Shard, huh? Well, you’re nice, too. Uh, I mean your name. Your name is nice.” Spike’s cheeks suddenly grew bright red. Sunburst awkwardly looked at the ceiling.



     “Eww, gross! Shard, you’re gonna get cooties!” warned Sidi.



     “Darling, I don’t think there’s such thing as cooties,” said Rarity.



     “I hate to ask, but does anypony else think it’s getting a little hot in here?” asked Sunburst, shifting his gaze among the others.



     “Well, now that you mention it, I do feel a bit warm. Shard, would you mind?”



     “Of course not, Miss Rarity.” She inhaled, tilted her head back, and let out a mighty breath, sending snowflakes to the top of the town hall’s interior for them to gracefully fall back down.



     “Wow, cool!” said Spike.



     “I’ve never seen anything like it!” said Sunburst. “How’d you do that?”



     “It’s a common misconception that all dragons breathe fire,” Shard replied. “I’m an ice drake.”



     “Well, that was great, but we still have a lot to check on around town, so I guess we’ll be seeing you girls later. Bye!” Sunburst blurted as he picked up Spike and galloped out the door.



     “Well that was certainly peculiar,” stated Rarity.



     “Yeah, they seemed a little odd,” added Shard.



     “Of course they were weird! They’re boys!” shouted Sidi. Rarity and Shard looked at Sidi, then at each other, and shared a knowing smile.








     Sunburst slammed the town hall’s doors and leaned against them, panting. He and Spike turned to each other and simultaneously blurted, “Did you see her?” The pair sighed and slid down the door, collapsing as though they were made of rubber.



     “I kind of feel guilty for watching that. Like I just read a page about somepony’s love life out of their diary,” said Twilight.



     “It made my skin crawl,” added Starlight.



     “Sorry, girls. I can’t hear you over the sound of myself throwing up,” said Spike.



     “What’s next, Sunburst?” asked other Spike.



     “Next, we’ll check on the music. Looks like the next stop isn’t too far from here.”



     “I wonder who’s going to replace Fluttershy?” Spike said aloud.



     “I guess we’ll just have to wait and find out,” said Twilight.



     Sure enough, they didn’t have to go far from the town hall. Their next stop was the schoolhouse. Sunburst opened the door to see a mulberry-coated mare leading her class in a children’s choir. The farther they got into the song, the faster an orange pegasus filly got. It finally got so bad that the teacher had to stop the choir. “Scootaloo, I’m afraid you’re taking that part a little too fast.”



     “But it’s boring when we go that slow!” the filly complained.



     “I’m sorry, but that’s how the music’s written. If we don’t sing it all together, we won’t sound good for the Princess. You wouldn’t want that, would you?”



     “Well, I guess not.”



     A yellow-coated filly with a bow in her mane raised a hoof. “What is it, Apple Bloom?”



    “Miss Cheerilee, we got guests.”



    Just as she was about to turn around, her face instinctively cringed. “We have guests, you mean.”



     “That’s what I said,” replied the confused filly. The rest of the class giggled at her expense.



     For now, the lesson would have to wait. Apple Bloom was right. There were guests behind her, so Cheerilee turned to greet them.



     “Hello! I’m Sunburst. I’m here to check on the music for the Summer Sun Celebration.”



     “Would you like to hear our number?”



     “If it’s not too long.” Spike and Sunburst listened while the choir performed their song. Spike gave a standing ovation when the piece had concluded, and then it was off to the library, where Pinkie Pie had indeed planned a surprise party for Sunburst.



     True to Twilight’s arrival in Ponyville, Nightmare Moon escaped that night, and it was up to Sunburst and his five new friends to go into the Everfree Forest and stop her. The six passed all of Nightmare Moon’s tests, and challenged her claim to eternal night. Sunburst officially declared them to be the six Spirits of the Elements of Harmony, and the eternal night was cut short when Celestia and Luna were reunited.








     Discord came and went just as he had in the timeline Twilight was familiar with. The next supervillain, Queen Chrysalis, was a different matter entirely. Almost nothing was the same. Sunburst had no relationship with Princess Cadance or Shining Armor. He was greeted by the soon-to-be Prince with a “business-only” attitude. The six friends found the Princess’s behavior a bit standoffish, but chalked it up to the stress getting to her. The ceremony went off exactly as the Queen had planned: She was pronounced Shining Armor’s bride by Princess Celestia. The power of a true love’s kiss was enough to one-shot the unsuspecting Princess, and encase her in a green cocoon. Panic descended on the crowd as the six bearers of the Elements slipped away. They didn’t get far before the changeling swarm brought them back. Within a few hours, the swarm had located and subdued Princess Luna. The next scene to unfold consisted of the Queen talking with Ex-Princess Celestia.







     Chrysalis entered the room and detached the Princess’s cocoon from the ceiling. She turned her right-side up and placed her on the floor. “What do you want from me, Chrysalis?”



     “I want the other half of your sisterly love. Luna’s love for you was strong indeed.”



     “I would have assumed so. But I will not yield up my own love to you so freely. You will have to take it from me.”



     “Funny. That’s what your sister said, too. And look what happened to her.” She levitated something from behind her and tossed it towards Celestia. It bounced along the ground and stopped about a foot from Celestia’s cocoon. The Princess in shock and horror.



     “No! It can’t be! Tell me that’s not what I think it is!”



     “Your sister’s horn.” A sick smile crept across her face once she had said it.



     “NO! You monster! How could you do this?”



     “How could I not do this? I couldn’t risk her escaping!”



     “So you killed her?!”



     “No, I snapped it off her head to keep as a trophy. Of course I killed her! What, do I need to go get her wings too? Or maybe her head?”



     “NO! No. Please don’t. If I saw that, I would simply die.”



     “You won’t have to worry about that soon enough,” she said before she cackled villainously.



     “You know nothing of ancient history, do you? In under a month, the Crystal Empire will return. You’re going to need outside help if you are to defeat the dark magic of King Sombra.”



     “You think you can bargain for your life? Ha! Draining your sister’s love for you gave me enough power to move the sun and moon! Draining yours will make moving the two Great Lights merely parlor tricks. Let this so-called King come. His crown will make a fine addition to my already plentiful collection.” The Queen’s horn glowed with green energy, and Twilight once again declined to watch. This time, she covered her ears as well, which served to muffle the Princess’s screams. At length, a dragon claw tapped her on the leg.



     “Twilight, it’s over now.”



     The first thing Twilight noticed was Starlight Glimmer staring somberly at the ground. Twilight walked over and draped a wing over her back. “Do you see now why I needed to stop you from changing the past?” she gently asked.



     Starlight pushed Twilight’s wing away and walked a short distance, but said nothing. After a sigh, she calmly began. “I don’t know how you found out about Sunburst in time to put him into this vision, and I don’t know how you were able to craft such an elaborate story so quickly, but I will not accept that this is my own doing.”



     “Starlight, I’m not crafting anything. I’m not making any of this up, and I honestly didn’t know who Sunburst was until you told me. I just made the potion—”



     “You made the potion!” Starlight parroted, pointing an accusing hoof in Twilight’s face. “It’s your potion, your story, and your version of the truth! Except that it isn’t the truth at all!”



     “Starlight, I don’t think I can make it any more clear to you. The potion only responds to alicorn magic, so even if I had let you brew the potion yourself, you still would have blamed me for the vision. Please, Starlight, you have to believe me.”



     “No. No I don’t.” Starlight pulled out the scroll again and tore a little farther into the notch she had already made.



     “Wait! At least see the vision through to the end!” Starlight glanced up to meet Twilight’s eyes. “Please,” Twilight pleaded.



     “I’m this close, Twilight. This. Close.” She held up two hooves ever so slightly separated from each other. She then returned the paper to Spike’s bag. “But I’ll play along for now, if only to shut you up.”



     The three looked around the room to see seven green cocoons hanging from the ceiling. Applejack spoke up first. “What’s s’posed to happen now?”



     “If she wanted us dead, we’d be dead by now. She doesn’t have to keep feeding us, you know,” said Sunburst.



     “Still, this is a lot of hanging around upside down, even for me,” added Pinkie Pie.



     Rarity chimed in next. “What do you suppose is happening back home? Oh, I do hope Open Hearts Orphanage is doing alright. It’s hard enough sometimes to operate it even when I’m there, being a non-profit and all. And it’s been three weeks already!”



     “Orphanage?” asked Twilight. “So no Carousel Boutique?”



     “That would explain why she took in the two dragons, I guess,” Spike commented.



     “I sure hope Big Macintosh and Granny Smith are doin’ ok on the farm without me. And I’ll bet Apple Bloom really misses me.”



     “And what about my lesson plans?” asked Cheerilee. “Mrs. Cup Cake is an industrious teacher’s aide, and a good substitute, but I only make lesson plans two weeks in advance!”



     “Thunderlane’s probably slacking off with the weather again. Can anypony remind me exactly how he got to be Assistant Weather Captain?”



     Queen Chrysalis interrupted their conversation when she threw open the room’s double doors with her magic. She was accompanied by at least two dozen changeling drones. “What do you want, Queen Chrysalis?”



     She chuckled a bit before beginning. “I have a special task for you.” She detached their cocoons from the ceiling and set them on the ground. “It has come to my attention that one called King Sombra will be returning soon. I did my research, and found he will appear in the Crystal Empire to the north. Ponyville now holds significant strategic importance. He would use it as a stepping stone to Canterlot, I as a buffer for it.”



     “What makes you think we’re going to help you?” blurted Rainbow Dash.



     “I need the inhabitants alive so my changelings can feed off their love, but Sombra has been known to be a bit more… tyrannical. Often, those who are sent off to his work camps never return.”



     “I don’t understand. Where do we fit into this?” asked Cheerilee.



     “You will be shackled, marched to Ponyville, and issued your Elements once you arrive. One of you will stay here as insurance against any of you doing anything brash.”



     “But—but that isn’t how it works! All six of us need to be there or the Elements won’t work!” cried Rarity.



     “Then the dragon stays.”



     Spike and Sunburst looked at each other. “Sunburst?” Spike pressed his claws against the translucent side of his cocoon. “Please don’t leave me!”



     “It’s ok, Spike. Everything will be fine. Nothing will happen, I promise. Just do what she says.”



     “Sunburst, no!” At this point, the real Spike hugged Twilight’s leg, and she embraced him with a wing.



     “I’m sorry, Spike. It’s the only way to save Ponyville. Queen, when our task is complete, will we be reunited?” Sunburst asked.



     “If you succeed, then yes. The bond you two share is strong, as of brothers. Your emotions feed off each other’s, and I in turn feed off both of you.” She turned to her drones. “Shackle them and march them to Ponyville. Don’t give them their Elements until they arrive there this evening.”



     “Yes, my Queen,” replied an armored changeling, presumably an officer.








     The intangible trio made a day’s march into an instant teleport. Their friends looked exhausted from their march into town. “Could one of you pul-ease tell me why we didn’t take the train? My hooves are absolutely killing me!” complained Rarity.



     “We control the Canterlot train station, but no trains. The engineers were able to escape with their engines before we could occupy the train yard,” a changeling officer replied. Rarity groaned.



     “Well, Rarity, at least we’re here now,” Sunburst reminded.



     “Right. So you can quit your whining,” said the officer.



     “Whining? That was complaining. Do you really want to hear whining?”



     “NO!” her friends shouted in unison.



     “I mean, um, I don’t think that would be appropriate right now,” corrected Sunburst.



     “I suppose you’re right, Sunburst.” She turned to a nearby changeling. “Now, if you would, be a dear and please get these abhorrent chains off my hooves.” The six were released and issued their elements.



     A changeling drone withdrew Loyalty from Rainbow Dash’s overly eager snatch, causing her to miss. “For use against King Sombra only,” he stressed.



     “Yeah. Sure. Got it.” The drone reluctantly released Loyalty to its bearer.



     A changeling officer addressed the ponies. “During our march, our scouts reported that King Sombra is already on his way with an army of armored crystal ponies. He'll likely arrive some time tomorrow. Our Queen has been notified and will be sending reinforcements to fortify the city. If you try anything heroic, remember, we still have your dragon friend. You have until tomorrow to prepare a suitable defense.” His message delivered, the officer departed to seek lodging for his troops.



     “So, when do we start kicking changeling flank?” asked Rainbow Dash.



     “We don’t,” declared a disheartened Sunburst.



     “Oh, Sunburst, don’t be silly! We’ll get them, you’ll see! We’ll send them all the way back to… to… Where are changelings from again?”



     “It won’t matter, Pinkie. They still have Spike.”



     “I know how much the little guy means to you,” Applejack said reassuringly. “Now, we’re here for one reason: to stop ol’ King What’s-His-Face. And by Celestia, that’s what we’re gonna do.” Applejack placed her hat over her heart and looked skyward at the mention of the late Princess.



     “Don’t worry about it, Sunburst dear. No harm will come to Spike if we cooperate with the Queen. Perhaps if we do well enough, we could even beg for our freedom in exchange for protecting Ponyville.”



     “That might actually work, Rarity,” Sunburst said thoughtfully.



     “Rarity’s plan only works if we win,” Cheerilee reminded. “I’d hate to think what would happen if we lose, let alone what they would do to Spike.”



     “What could they do to him? Dragon hide is legendary for being practically invincible!” stated Rainbow Dash.



     “I don’t know,” said Sunburst. “If we try to fight both factions and fail, Spike’s in deep trouble. And we’ll be, too.” Following a pause in conversation, Sunburst made a proposition. “It’s late in the evening, and we’re all tired from the march. We should head home to get some sleep and meet back in the town hall at 8:30 tomorrow.” The group consented and dispersed to get some sleep.








     The next morning, Rainbow Dash was aerially pacing inside the town hall, pitching her plan. “So yesterday, the changelings mentioned that Canterlot’s trains left the station before they could capture them. I was thinking we could do the same thing here in Ponyville.”



     “But where would we go?” asked Rarity.



     “It doesn’t matter. Appleoosa, Manehattan, Los Pegasus, as long as it’s not Canterlot. The first ones on the train should be the mares, colts, and fillies. That includes your class and your orphanage.” She pointed in turn to Cheerilee and Rarity. “If this turns into a long, drawn-out conflict, Zecora becomes a high-priority target. And with Ponyville occupied, it’s not like we’ll be able to come back and get her.”



     “But, Rainbow Dash, there ain’t no way we’re gonna win against both the changelings and the King!”



     “We don’t have to, Applejack. The goal isn’t winning, it’s evacuating our friends.”



     “You know what’s going to happen to Spike the moment the Queen finds out we’ve turned on her,” reminded Sunburst.



     “It’s the same thing that will happen to Shard and Sidi if we help the changelings take over. Would you want that? Would Spike want that?”



     “Rainbow Dash, please don’t put me up to a hard choice like this.”



     “I don’t have to. That’s the way the circumstances already are. Look, I know firsthoof what it’s like to lose a friend. A close friend. A friend who didn’t deserve to die. That’s why I can’t let that happen to Ponyville, to my friends. Spike’s a dragon. They won’t even be able to hurt him.”



     Sunburst bowed his head. When at length he slowly raised it again, his eyes were full of tears. “Then we evacuate Ponyville.”








     Rarity looked across the back side of the train station towards Cheerilee. The mulberry earth pony peeked around a corner and signaled back “all-clear.”



     “Quickly, now, let’s move,” Rarity whispered to the herd of colts and fillies behind her. The young herd moved as silently as one could expect a group of frightened school-aged ponies to be when walking across a wooden platform. Cheerilee darted around the corner and Rarity moved to where Cheerilee had been standing. A moment later, Rarity peeked around, and Cheerilee made three tally marks in the air with a hoof. “Three changelings on the platform. Sidi, watch the colts and fillies. Shard, come with me.” The pair quietly approached Cheerilee.



     “On three,” said Cheerilee. “One, two, three!” Rarity leapt around the corner and found a target for her horn blast. She scored a direct hit. Cheerilee bucked a changeling. His head clanged against the train, and he slid down between the train and the platform. A moment later, Cheerilee was hit in the leg, and held fast by a sticky green goo. Shard blasted ice at the third changeling, encasing him completely. She then breathed on the goo, making it solid and brittle enough to break.



     “Sidi, now!” Rarity called. The young ponies galloped forward and boarded the train. “Now, we hold here while the others hold off the incoming armies of Sombra and Chrysalis.”








     “Hurry!” Sunburst called from the platform. A flood of mares, stallions, colts, and fillies boarded the train. Rainbow Dash landed in front of Sunburst.



     “Did you find Zecora?”



     “She’s already aboard. The only one we’re waiting on now is Applejack.”



     “We can’t wait long. Chrysalis herself is almost at the station!”



     “We aren’t leaving without Applejack! We need all six Elements!”



     Rainbow Dash darted skyward, and spotted a column of black-and-green figures marching down one street, and a column of armored crystal ponies marching down another, but still a ways off. Applejack was nowhere in sight. Rainbow feared that it was already too late for Applejack. “Conductor! That’s everypony!” she called out.



     The conductor nodded. “All aboard!”



     “No!” Sunburst protested. He turned to look for Applejack, but didn’t see her. He reluctantly boarded the train behind Rainbow Dash. “What are you doing?”



     “I’m sorry, Sunburst. I wish we could wait, I really do. But it’s either her or all of us. And… I think she’s already gone.” Sunburst looked through the closing door. Just as it closed, a familiar orange earth pony rounded the corner at full gallop.



     “There she is!” He magically pried the door back open, and stuck a hoof out the door. “Come on, hurry!” He nearly lost his balance when the train jolted to a start. “You can make it!” As the train accelerated, so did Applejack. Sunburst leaned out the door, holding the side of door frame with one hoof, and reaching as far as he could with the other. The more the train accelerated, the less platform Applejack had left. “Jump! I’ve got you!” The platform fell away, and Applejack lept into the air. Sunburst stretched his hoof as far as it would reach. He could tell by her trajectory that she was safe. Her hooves would grasp his and he would pull her inside the car.



     Suddenly, Applejack froze in midair and fell forward, her entire body dangling from the green aura around her tail. “NO! Applejack!”



     “Sunburst!”



     A second aura formed around her neck, and she strained to pull it off herself. Sunburst tried to jump off onto the ground, but Rainbow Dash caught his tail and pulled him back into the train car. He rose to his hooves and galloped through the emergency access doors to the back of the train. He stood on the platform on the back of the last car, but the train was too far away now. He watched helplessly as Applejack was levitated into a blind spot caused by a pole on the side of the platform. The Changeling Queen then thrust her gnarled horn into that same blind spot.







     “Twilight, stop this vision! I’ve seen enough of it!” commanded Starlight Glimmer. “I don’t want to have to watch your friends die one by one any more than I want to have to watch you shield your eyes from their deaths! The guilt I’ve tried to push to the back of my mind has become too much for me to bear!”



     “I’ll do what I can to try to stop it, but I’ve never done this before.” With her alicorn magic, Twilight locked on to the fabric of the augmented reality and dispelled it, forcing all that was but reality to fade away. She found herself, Starlight, and Spike back in Zecora’s old hut.



     Starlight threw herself down at Twilight’s hooves. “Oh, Twilight Sparkle, I’m so sorry. How could you ever forgive me?”



     “Starlight, as I said when I first saw Sunburst, I had no clue you were hurting like that. I want two things. First, I want you to go back and let Rainbow Dash’s do her Sonic Rainboom uninterrupted.”



     “And the second thing?”



     Twilight smiled, magically lifted Starlight to her hooves, and hugged her. “I want you to accept my friendship.” Starlight found herself in Twilight’s grasp whether she wanted it or not. But it felt so good to be loved again. Not just to be called a leader, but to be actually cared for. Yes. She decided she did want it, so she lifted a hoof to return Twilight’s embrace.



     “I think I can do that.”
      

      
   
      The Locked Door


      

      
      
         “This place is huge,” Starlight Glimmer remarked to herself, rather amazed as she turned another corner, discovering a corridor she had never seen before. Sometimes she wondered if the castle really was bigger on the inside, as Spike claimed it was. Then again, Spike was prone to hyperbole, and during this same conversation he had also recounted the time he became 'Lord of the Dragons', so relying completely on the authenticity of Spike's information would be comparable to entrusting a magical castle to a pony who had nearly caused the destruction of Equestria. Which is exactly what Princess Twilight had done. The Cutie Map had summoned Twilight and Rainbow Dash to some remote location, far from Ponyville. Now, Twilight could have left any pony in charge of the castle. Any of her friends would have been far better choices. She could have even left Spike. But did she do any of these things? No. Instead, she left Starlight alone in the castle, with free roam and but one task to complete; read a book. Though she could normally accomplish this with ease, she had grown tired of the usual selection. Although Twilight's library was vast, everything seemed to be more of same. Starlight skimmed the shelves every now and then, whenever she had time to spare, and while there had been a few worthwhile reads, there was a multitude of generic, bland, and frankly, irrelevant books that greatly outnumbered the quality few. So here she was, roaming the halls, hoping to discover something to read. She had already found several rooms that had books randomly scattered, as if the library could not contain even one book more. Unfortunately, all of these were just as enticing as the ones in the main library, if not less so. Finally, she discovered something that piqued her interest. Only this was not a book. As she had gone to open the door to what she assumed would be yet another empty room, she faltered. The door knob would not budge. It was locked.



Starlight had yet to encounter a locked door in the castle, even for the personal quarters of the princess herself. What could it possibly be, that Twilight either valued or feared enough to keep behind locked doors. She did not have time to ponder this, as a voice echoed down the hall. Twilight. 

“Starlight, we're back!” There was a pause. “

Starlight? Hello?” Suddenly, there was a flash directly in front of Starlight, startling her and causing her to stumble backwards. She immediately recognized the flash and the sound that accompanied it. Teleportation magic. Twilight appeared before her instantaneously. 

“There you are, Starlight. How have you been?” Although Twilight was doing nothing out of the ordinary, Starlight thought she detected a hint of menace in her voice. Of course, it was most likely her imagination. But what about the door? Had Twilight not noticed that she was standing directly in front of the only locked door in the castle? Despite her reservations, Starlight couldn't help but think that this could not possibly be a coincidence. It appeared that Twilight was attempting to distract her, and she could not let that happen.

“Oh, hey Twi! How was your trip?” Twilight then launched into a tirade on her latest adventure, excessively describing every detail, no matter how small. Yep, Starlight noted mentally, involuntarily rolling her eyes, same old Twilight. After a great deal of babbling, she finally ceased. Unfortunately, the question she then asked caused Starlight to desire a return to the discussion of Twilight's journey, however dull it may have been. 

“So, what book did you read?”







Starlight stammered nervously, unsure of how to go about this. If she was cautious, she was confident that she could talk and fib her way out of the situation. On the other hand, the nagging urge to discover what was inside that room was surprisingly intense. “Well, you see, I didn't really get around to that. I searched the bookshelves in your library, but nothing held my interest. So here I was, looking to find something to read, when you returned. Do you have any recommendations?” The indignation on Twilight's face was clear, though she attempted to mask it. “Oh, okay. Personally, I recommend that you read Mythical Creatures: The Complete Anthology, by Star Swirl the Bearded. Or if you have already read that... Hold on.” Twilight paused, glancing behind her at the locked door. “Actually, let me get that for you,” And with another flash of purple light, she was gone. It was clear that Twilight was onto her. Starlight could only imagine what she was actually doing. Maybe she was readying an imprisonment spell, locking Starlight in a dark cell beneath the castle, never again to see the light of day. The most she could hope for is that the princess would simply wipe her memory of this altercation. There she went again, leaping to horrible conclusions that would sound completely outrageous to any pony capable of utilizing logic. As she thought about it more, she realized that all of these sounded frighteningly akin to what the old Starlight would do. Her self-examination was abruptly halted when Twilight reappeared, a thick volume resting on her outstretched hoof. Starlight's horn ignited, levitation magic transporting the book to her back. 

“Thanks, Twilight. I don't know what I'd do without you.”

“That's what I'm here for. You know what, Fluttershy is having a tea party at her cottage in a few. We should be on our way. Let's go!” 

Starlight immediately felt the tingling sensation that she associated with teleportation magic. As soon as she felt it, it was already gone, leaving her directly outside the castle with Twilight. Starlight shuddered. Though she used it whenever it was absolutely necessary, Starlight had never cared for teleportation. “You said we still have a few minutes, let's just enjoy the walk.” The look on Twilight's face showed that she felt the same way, and she quickly agreed. And so, they began the brief trek to the cottage, both with much to say, but neither vocalizing any of it.








The party was enjoyable, though it seemed to drag on forever. Starlight knew she was still getting the hang of friendship, and every pony else seemed to enjoy themselves all the while, but the pleasure quickly morphed to pure awkwardness and tension for Starlight, for no particular reason. Maybe it was the fact that she stuck out like a sore thumb, being the only past super villain in a room with a close-knit group of friends who seemed to do no wrong. Or maybe it was because she had stumbled onto the one thing that remained untouchable in the castle of the princess of friendship, only to be caught in the act. Regardless, the party was over now, and both Spike and Twilight had retired to their rooms, leaving Starlight with the opportunity to further explore. She found her way back to the obstructed door easily, shining light on the door with her horn in the otherwise dark corridor. She began to charge a blast to break the knob, but hesitated first. Since her turn to this path of redemption, she had not used destruction magic. While her intent wasn't quite malicious, it was a decision that had some symbolic meaning behind it. It was not as simple as it appeared. In the end, her thirst for discovery overpowered her qualms. She was actually mildly surprised at how swiftly she had made her decision, how quickly the knob disappeared, leaving a small patch of ash on the surrounding area. The door swung loosely, and within seconds Starlight was in the interior. Although it was dark, there was a lone object placed on a pedestal in the center of the room that seemed to glow dimly, lighting the area surrounding it. As she neared it, she could see that it was a book. But before she could further examine it, a voice came from behind her, a voice that sent chills up her spine.



“Starlight?”

It was Twilight. She was clearly no longer trying to play innocent, her usually lighthearted tone replaced with something far more grave.

“What is it, Twilight?” Starlight asked in a similar voice. “What are you hiding?”

“It's not that simple. I thought I could trust you now. I didn't think you would respond to my allowing you to live here by zapping holes in my doors!”

Twilight was trying to change the subject. That was not going to happen.

“What is in that book?”

“You had my whole library to choose from! You have free roam of the entire castle, but no, that was not clearly not enough for you. You had to find the one locked door, and break in.”

“You never said I was not allowed in here.”

Twilight's fury momentarily dissipated, replaced with an incredulous expression, as if Starlight had just suggested they burn the library of Canterlot.

“Starlight, I consider you to be one of the most logical ponies I know.” Twilight said in a quieter voice again, “Why the hay would I deliberately lock this one door, and none of the others, if there were not something that I wanted to remain hidden.”

“But why does it need to stay hidden?”

“Some things are just better that way.”

“Twilight you aren't making any sense!” Starlight nearly screamed out of frustration. She tried to calm down, realizing that she was probably jeopardizing her relationship with Twilight with every word she uttered. There was a moment of silence.

“Sorry. I didn't mean to yell, it's just you aren't telling me anything.”

Twilight blushed. “You're right. I'm sorry too.”

“But what is it?”

“I don't know,” Twilight answered, her expression unreadable.

“What do you mean, you don't know? How could you not know?”

“She never told me.”

“Who?”

“Princess Celestia. When I got this castle, she delivered it to me personally. She said that she needed to keep it somewhere that is truly safe. She thinks her security is compromised, and until she figures it out, she just wanted to keep it here.”

“So you, Princess Twilight, eager to assimilate any knowledge you can get your hands on, have never even peeked at what's in there.”

“I'll admit, it was hard at first, but I had actually forgotten about it until earlier today. The important thing is, did you ever look at it?”

“I didn't have the chance to,” Starlight said truthfully.

“Good. Celestia made it clear that keeping anyone from reading it was imperative.”

Starlight shook her head at this, “Then why didn't you create a magical barrier as well. I mean, a physical lock isn't enough to protect something like this.”

Twilight smiled faintly. Good. Starlight's attempt to inject some lightheartedness in this otherwise somber conversation seemed to be working.

“That's a good idea, Starlight. I'll do that now.” They exited the room, Twilight placing a semi-transparent obstruction in front of the door, sealing it closed simultaneously.

“Well, this has been one eventful day. I should get some rest. See you in the morning, Twi.”

“As long as you don't go blowing anything else up, Starlight.” She began to feel offended, but a quick glance at Twilight revealed that she was making a joke. They said their farewells, and were both in bed within the minute.








No matter how much tossing and turning she did, Starlight found she was unable to sleep. She couldn't help but wonder what that mystical book contained. What knowledge could Celestia need to guard to this extent. This whole time, Starlight had assumed it was something of Twilight's, something personal. Maybe that was why she was so eager to discover it, as she did not know the princess as well as most ponies thought she did. Though they lived in the same castle, Twilight seemed to subconsciously avoid her. Not that she could be blamed, she had every reason to. But still, Spike was really the only one she interacted with on a regular basis. She was trying to change, but did ponies still view her as a monster? Unfortunately, that was still more knowledge she would most likely never attain. As Starlight's eyelids slowly drooped, her thoughts were filled with forbidden knowledge. 
      

      
   
      Starlight Glimmer and Sunset Shimmer Are Dead


      

      
      
         “Heads.”



Sunset launched the coin into the air with a spark of magic from her horn, and as it fell she positioned herself and caught it perfectly on the tip of her snout. Squinting her eyes, she could see the embossed gold face of Celestia staring back at her.



“And this is Sugar Cube Corner. It’s probably a bit different than the one you’re familiar with,” Starlight Glimmer said, gesturing towards the vague outline of a building, shrouded in the fog that currently blanketed Ponyville.



It was a fiendishly difficult trick to perform. The kind of thing young unicorns could spend idle hours practicing and never getting it quite right. She spun the coin and caught it perfectly once more. Heads.



Starlight stopped, and Sunset nearly ran into her. “I’m not sure this tour is such a great idea.” Starlight rubbed at the back of her head with a hoof and sighed. “There’s clearly nothing to see in all this fog. I know Princess Twilight wants us to get to know each other and become friends, but I barely know Ponyville myself. Maybe we should just hit up a bar or something.”



Sunset flipped the coin again. Heads. “Hey, Starlight, do you know anything about probability?”



“What?” Starlight cocked her head to the side, giving Sunset an odd look before shaking her head. “I’ve got a decent background in mathematics, though I haven’t made any particular efforts to study probability itself. Why?”



“Do you know what the odds are for a coin flip to land heads or tails?”



Starlight bit her lip. “Is that a trick question? It’s fifty/fifty, right? I suppose there could be some incredibly small deviations based on the shape of the coin, how it’s flipped, and the odd chance of it landing on its side, but any general trend will still round to fifty percent.”



“Good answer.” She flipped the coin. Heads. “Do you know what the odds are of a coin coming up heads a hundred times in a row?”



With a grunt, Starlight began scratching equations in the dirt, trying to do the math, but she gave up after a few seconds and shook her head. “I could puzzle it out, but I suspect you’re not actually looking for the exact number. Either way, it’s exceedingly small. What’re you getting at, anyway?”



How many coin flips had it been now. Seventy? Eighty-five? She was losing count. “Do you ever feel like something’s wrong?”



Starlight laughed bitterly and rolled her eyes. “Do I ever feel like something’s wrong? Come on, Sunset. Look at us. We’re two magical prodigies with similar names who got a taste of power and used it to control and hurt other ponies. And yet we were both forgiven, only to be granted the chance to bask in the tutelage of the ever present and looming shadow of our magnificent Princess Twilight Sparkle. I feel like something is wrong every single day. I can never tell if it’s a dream or a nightmare, but I know someday I’m going to wake up.”



Sunset blinked and cocked her head to the side. The coin slipped off her nose and fell into the dirt. Still heads. “I meant like, right now, our current situation. Not life in general.”



“Oh.” Starlight’s cheeks colored, and she pawed at the ground with a hoof. “Well, I don’t know. Is something wrong? I’ve been focused on this whole tour thing.”



Sunset gestured around them; shadowed buildings in the mist served as the only markers in what would otherwise be a featureless void. “Well, when was the last time you saw another pony?”



“The weather is awful. Everypony’s probably inside.”



“And this coin, it—”



“Come on,” Starlight said, affecting a warm smile and tugging on Sunset’s mane lightly with magic. “Let’s find that bar. I’m sure the mist is just making you gloomy.”



Sunset thought about protesting further, but decided against it and shrugged, falling back into step behind Starlight. She turned her attention once more back to the coin. Heads.



A few minutes later they pushed open the door to the bar. Warm air washed over them, carrying the heady smell of of alcohol and old wood, but the establishment was otherwise empty.



Starlight bit her lip, twisting her head about as her hoofsteps echoed on the hardwood floor. “Hello? Is anypony here?”



Sunset shrugged, made her way behind the bar, grabbed a pair of bottles and glasses, and spread them out on the counter.



“Sunset!” Starlight hissed, her eyes bugging out as she looked frantically about the room. “What are you doing? The bartender is probably just in the little fillies room or something!”



Sunset checked the icebox and found some orange juice, which was perfect, as it allowed her to mix her favorite drink; the Vodka Sunset. “Bartending. If someone complains, I’ll just apologize and pay them. What do you want to drink?”



“Yeah, but…” Starlight continued to glance back and forth, but she finally let out a sigh, and slumped over the bar. “Whatever. Just give me a hard apple cider.”



It felt good to mix drinks with magic instead of hands. Or do anything with magic, really. She tossed Starlight her requested bottle, then set about carefully mixing her own drink. It came out the most perfect shade of reddish orange. An odd thought occurred to her, and she levitated the coin into the air, holding it at the tip of her horn. Glancing up at the rafters of the building, she gauged the angles for a time, before finally focusing her power and shooting the coin towards the ceiling with a burst of force. It ricocheted, bouncing from rafter to rafter until it plopped straight into her drink as if it were a garnish.



Heads.



“I don’t think that’s very hygienic,” Starlight mumbled as Sunset downed the whole thing in one gulp.



She twisted the coin around on her tongue, nibbling at it gently with her teeth. It felt normal enough. She was hardly an expert, but for all intents and purposes, it seemed to be a normal coin. There weren’t any latent enchantments on it either.



“Hey, Starlight, how did we get here?”



“Well, if you mean this bar, through the door. If you mean to our current position in life, a series of increasingly poor decisions. If you mean in general, well, when a mommy pony and a daddy pony love each other very much…”



Sunset snorted. “Why we’re out here taking this dumb tour in the first place.”



Starlight tapped her hoof on the bar, her face creased in a frown, then took a swig of her cider. “To learn about the magic of friendship, one disgraced unicorn to another.”



“Yeah, but…” Something was off. It was hard to place a hoof on it, but her memory seemed as hazy as the fog still visible through the bar windows. She could remember getting everything ready to cross through the portal, having planned to spend some time with Princess Twilight and to get to know Starlight Glimmer. But after that? Well, sending them out to tour Ponyville certainly sounded like something Twilight would suggest, but…



The door to the bar slammed open, and both unicorns jumped.



“I’m so sorry, we didn’t mean to, we were just—Please don’t tell Twilight!” Starlight stammered, proselytizing herself on the floor.



Sunset found herself levitating up an empty glass and rubbing at it with a damp cloth. “Welcome. What can I get for you?” she said to the green unicorn who shuffled inside and sat at the bar. It took Sunset a few moments, but she recognized the hairstyle. This must be Lyra’s pony counterpart.



“Whiskey Sour,” Lyra mumbled, not glancing up as she slumped over the bar in a heap of dejected misery.



Starlight’s face softened and put a hoof on Lyra’s shoulder. “Hey, are you alright?”



Lyra grunted, but otherwise ignored her.



Sunset mixed up the drink and slid it in front of Lyra. “Best medicine in Ponyville right there.”



“No kidding.” Lyra sipped at the drink and made a face. Then she sighed. “What’s a mare supposed to do when she’s in love, barkeep?”



“Whatever it takes to hold onto it, of course,” Sunset said. She resumed polishing her glass, then collected the bits that Lyra laid out for her. All heads. “Pining over a handsome fellow, eh?”



Starlight blinked, then looked between the two of them. “Handsome fellow?” she mouthed at Sunset.



Lyra shook her head. “‘Tis not a handsome fellow that melts my heart, but the candy of the sweetest Bon Bon’s. Or as her family would have her known, Sweetie Drops. Our love burns far brighter than the eternal union between sun and moon. But our wicked families have long despised one another, and they work tirelessly to keep us apart and block our hearts at every turn. I know not what is left for me to do.”



“What.” Starlight said flatly.



Sunset pondered the question for a moment, rubbing at her chin with a hoof, then made to snap her fingers, only to find she didn’t have any, so the gesture turned out rather awkward. “Too often the jaded and cynical think little of the brightly burning flame that is young love. You must show them the strength and conviction of your determination. The only thing more absolute than love is death.”



“That’s…” Lyra pursed her lips, scrunching her brow up as she thought through Sunset’s advice. “I hear your words, barkeep, and will take them into consideration. Something drastic may be necessary after all. Thank you.”



With a bow, Lyra got up and left, leaving the two of them alone once more.



Starlight’s jaw was hanging open. “What in the name of Tartarus was that?”



Sunset shrugged. “I have absolutely no idea. It all just kind of came out.”



“Did you just suggest that she kill herself to make a point?”



“I think so.” Sunset channeled her magic, straining a little as she lifted all of the bottles of booze into the air at once, walking out from behind the bar and letting them swirl around her. “Have you ever read a novel where the protagonist gets helpful advice from some nameless bartender?”



Starlight worked her jaw, trying to finder her words before she sighed and shook her head. “I’m not a big reader of fiction, but isn’t that a bit of a cliche?”



“Pretty much. Something so generic has fallen out of favor a bit in modern literature, but it was a pretty common trope in older works.”



“What’s your point?”



“Starlight, the last thing I can remember before we were touring Ponyville was stepping through the portal. Nothing in-between.” She idly opened one of the larger bottles of booze, dropped the coin in and closed it again.



Starlight raised a hoof as if to offer an objection, but faltered. “I… That’s right. We were waiting for you to come through, but you were late, and then Twilight stepped out for a little bit, and I was curious, just a quick hop to the human world couldn’t hurt anything, right?”



“Mmm.”



“Sunset, what’s going on?”



Flaring her energy, Sunset fired every bottle of alcohol in a random direction, an explosion of broken glass and booze showering the room. Not bothering to explain herself, she lit a quick spark, and the room was immediately engulfed in a blazing inferno.



Starlight was too horrified to react properly, and Sunset dragged her out the door with magic and shut it behind them.



“Are you insane?” Starlight finally shouted, snapping out of her stupor.



“Maybe. Just testing something.”



“What, the flammability of booze? Spoilers—It’s very freaking flammable!”



Sunset rolled her eyes, then pushed the door to the bar back open. There was no fire, and all the booze was back on the shelf. The whole thing was exactly as it had looked when they first came in.



Except for the coin lying on the floor, face up.



“That’s impossible,” Starlight muttered. She rubbed at the bridge of her nose with her hoof. “Wait, were you just using illusion magic? Nice trick.”



“Afraid not. I’m decent at illusions, but you felt the heat. I couldn’t do one that good. Something’s wrong, Starlight. Very, very wrong.”



Sunset retrieved her coin. closed the door, then turned around and started walking through the mists.



Starlight hurried to catch up with her. “Okay, I’ll accept your hypothesis. Something is wrong, but what?”



“I don’t know. Everything feels off. The world feels like it’s not responding the way it’s supposed to. And I feel like I don’t matter. Not in the general self-deprecation of living in Princess Twilight’s shadow. Like the bartender in a novel. He doesn’t matter. He gets three lines, to inspire the hero, but he doesn’t have a name, a backstory, thoughts or desires of his own. He’s just a cardboard cutout, a caricature of a real pony. Back in the bar with Lyra, it was like that. Like I was just a prop in somepony else’s story.”



“That’s…” Starlight shook her head. “Come on, Sunset. I know I don’t know you all that well, but I know your story, and you know mine. We’re our own mares. We made our mistakes on our own, for our own reasons. It’s not like we exist just for Twilight to stop us or anything. Everypony is the protagonist of their own story.”



Sunset cracked her neck. “Maybe that’s true most of the time. But whatever’s going on right now…”



Starlight put a hoof on her shoulder. “The last thing we remember is stepping through the portal, right? Perhaps we ended up in some sort of alternate-alternate dimension.”



“Maybe.” Sunset crossed a wooden bridge, then stopped to look over the side into the river flowing below. Her reflection was blurry and indistinct. “I have this odd thought, though, maybe an irrational fear, that it’s something worse than that. That this isn’t real. That we’re not real. Maybe we passed through at the same time, causing the portal to glitch and leave an imprint of us behind. We’re not really Sunset Shimmer and Starlight Glimmer, we’re just the idea of them, fragments of a story drifting through the void.”



Starlight looked afraid for a moment, but as she thought the implications through she just snorted and shook her head. “Come on, Sunset. Really? That’s some really deep freshman level philosophy. Are we all just somepony else's dream? Who cares. Even if it’s true, there’s no way to prove it, and all we can do is act out our parts regardless. It’s pointless navel gazing.”



Sunset laughed. “Maybe you’re right. Say, when you’re dreaming and you achieve lucidity, what do you try to do?”



“Well…” Starlight suddenly turned scarlet, and she coughed. “I uh, guess that depends on who else is in the dream with me.”



“My my,” Sunset said, grinning. “Well, that’s pretty standard, I guess. When you find yourself in a world where you can act with no consequences, things often take a turn for the sexy. Or maybe as a chance to act out your darker frustrations.”



Starlight sighed, a wistful look in her eyes. “Shame they’re so hard to remember.”



Sunset nodded. “Well, I think we might just be in such a situation. A world where we’re insignificant, and nothing we do will matter. Seems like a free reign to do anything to me. After all, I always wanted to try being an arsonist, and look what happened.”



“Anything, huh?” With a grin, Starlight levitated a bunch of water out of the river and dumped it onto Sunset’s head.



“Hey!” Sunset shouted. She shivered, and shook herself off. “I’ll get you for that,” she growled, lighting up her own horn.”



Starlight giggled. “No consequences whatsoever, huh?”



Sunset laughed. “Okay, you got me there. Whatever else is going on here, the two of us are still distinct. Still, given free reign, isn’t there anything you’d want to accomplish?”



“Well, there is one thing,” Starlight mumbled, rubbing at the back of her head with a hoof. “I know everything I did was wrong and misguided. An idiotic obsession with cutie marks born of foolish childhood jealousy... but I still can’t help but think I was onto something. Society could be reformed, be made better. I just needed a different approach. One a little less despotic.”



“See, that’s what I’m talking about!” Sunset said, stomping a hoof in excitement. “I assume you’ve got ideas? We could do it together.”



Starlight’s cheeks colored, but she smiled. “You’d really help me with this? It’s generally impossible to do large scale social experiments like that without hurting somepony, but if this world is what you think it is…”



“Heck yeah. I’m curious too, let’s do it” Sunset floated the coin in front of her face, staring into the relief of Princess Celestia. She tossed the coin into the water, letting it sink down to the bottom, and she didn’t check the result.



“Besides, what’s the worst that could happen?”








Princess Celestia and Princess Luna stared down at them, eyes burning with anger and not a shred of mercy. “Sunset Shimmer and Starlight Glimmer. For the crimes of high treason, inciting open rebellion, causing general mayhem, arson, and stealing candy from foals, you are hereby sentenced to death.”



Sunset glanced over at Starlight, trying to look sheepish and apologetic



Starlight glowered at her, and she mouthed, “I hate you.”



A roar of jeers and boos rose up around them, the crowd whipped up to a frenzy. Rotten fruit flew through the air. Something bounced off of Sunset’s horn, rolled down her face and came to a stop on the tip of her nose. It was a familiar looking coin.



Tails.
      

      
   
      Not So Sweet


      

      
      
         Breath in. Breath out.



Calm your mind and focus on the task at hand. Perceive the goal, not the obstacles along the way.



Breath in. Breath out.



My breath shudders and feels hot. Passing along my lips. I wasn’t ready. Not a single thing in all my years of training. Nor any day of my career could prepare me for this moment.



“Breath in.-” The mantra played along my lips. Just as the monks of Neighbet had taught me to do so in times of stress. “Breath ou-!” Wheezing and gasping again? I find myself exhilarated and frightened beyond anything I have faced before. Why was it so different this time? Why was this door in front of me rattling me worse than my countless experiences in the field?



“Breath in!” A grunt follows as I held my breath forcing my lungs to stay steady before blowing it all out in one quick go, my body had refused to stay calm. My hoof moved swiftly as it tapped along the wooden surface. Acting quickly to avoid another mishap with my mind and lungs.



One. Twice. And then a third.



Run.



My breathing went uneven again. Fear played along and lips. My thoughts ringing wildly to the struggle within my head. Quivering to myself as I knew every reason not to stay here any longer. It could all be avoided. If I had just turned away now.



You shouldn’t be here.



“Breath in. Breath out.” The mantra again.



Turn back!



“Be right there!” A voice responded from the interior of the building. A sweet gentle voice, that only added to my emotional state. It was her. My darling! The one I was seeking out. Though I knew better. I just couldn’t stand it much longer. Just a simple glance is all I need. A couple of words. Nothing much, just something to ease the pain.



Turn BACK!



The door creaked out and the mental voice inside became silent. The deed was done.



“Hello ma’am! And welcome to the Carousel Boutique!” The little filly introduced herself is such a kind manner. Even holding the door open to let me in. What little control of my breathing was gone as everything all at once was taken away. Leaving me breathless. She was so beautiful.

“Are you alright, Ma’am.?” Shaking my head I found myself staring at her for too long. Blowing out some steam from my frustration, I push my beige hooves forward. Moving by her with a simple response.



“I’m just doing a bit of window shopping.” The reply from the tiny child wasn’t one I expected to see, or desire for another reason.



“Oh… Well, my name’s Sweetie Belle. Let me know if you need anything.” The expression along her face changed as disappointment shaped her shifting lips. Dragging herself inside behind me.



“Sweetie Belle! Who’s at the door?” A regal voice filled the air, hinted with a dash of flair and fancy.



“It’s just a loiterer.” I cringe at the mention of loitering. I was here for a very good reason. I just couldn’t express it openly without causing some tension. The owner of the shop pushed her way through some hanging curtains that acted as a barrier to her back rooms.



“Sweetie Belle! You know better than to treat a customer like that! Welcome to Rarity’s Boutique how can I-” Silence fills the room as she knew all too well why I was here. What she didn’t know was that she was making a scene suddenly. The white unicorn who was introducing herself was none other than Rarity. The fashionista of Ponyville.



“Okay…” The poor child could only sit in place, swapping glances at the two adults. Rarity’s smile was gone, barely held up with a threat of patience. While my lips remained streamlined, determined to see this through. Even if I was unwelcomed here, I knew I was at fault. It wouldn’t be Rarity’s crime to see me out. Who would blame her when she was told all about me?



“Sweetie, Honey? Can you check up on my new ‘ensamble’? Now, may be a perfect time to show them off.”



“Well, alright.” A shuffle of tiny hooves filled the air as Rarity and myself stared at each other. Holding onto what little respect we had for one another, at the moment. Seconds pass by as my lips grimace. Aggravated at the thought of Sweetie Belle being sent away. Just as the filly in the room was out of sight, the shopkeeper bursted out into her own demands.



“What, pray tell, are you doing here?” A white hoof held up her puffed up chest as the unicorn tried her best to maintain her composure. Moving away from the back entrance to better converse with me. The glide of her legs and hooves seemed dainty and gentle. I knew well enough, there was a bit of fight in her even through that mask.



“You know exactly why I’m here.” She shook her head at me in quick flurry of denial. Perhaps she was hoping that it wasn’t true. Curse that man for leaving Sweetie with an informed guardian.



“Ahem! I’m sorry, but ‘why’ are you here now?” The question rang into the air. Hitting my ears as they tittered about in annoyance. She would not keep me from the one pony I wanted to see. “You know more than anypony else, why you need to leave Sweetie alone. I don’t understand why you abandon her and then all of a sudden-”



“I did not!”



My own patience was sliced into a much thinner thread now with that comment. She made it seem like it was my fault. Even if the blame lands nowhere else but on me, it was circumstances that led me to make such a drastic choice at the time. It was the only choice. Raising a child, let alone a family would be too much of variable. In my work, I could only work towards the goal tasked to me. It was complicated. 



“Ms. Sweetie Drops?” The voice brought me back into reality. Those sweet words. They differed from my own in so many ways. Rarity’s family were characters. Her mother. Her father. Even herself. They even held accents that highlighted this fact. Not my Sweetie Belle. She was calm collected. Destined to help others. Much like my own talent.



“Listen. I just wanted to visit her. Even if it’s only one time.”



“I believe, it was you. Who was told that if ever she was connected to you, it would lead to complications?” It was true. I had to sever all connections with her. The details were classified. In the end I had to entrust a friend with this responsibility.



“So I hear she got her mark just recently?” The jeweler merely frowned. Whatever manners she held for me as her customer were tossed out of the window with the change of the subject. Which melted as she ranted on about her sister’s grand mark.



“Yes, my sister had gotten her cutie mark just yesterday. We’re so very proud of her. It’s quite the feat to get such a cutie mark. We’re still trying to figure out what it stands for. She’s so sure it’s about assisting other ponies with their own cutie marks.” There it was the kind of distraction I needed to release some tension. Deviation. A classic trick right from the old manual.



“I’m happy for you both.” In truth I wanted to cry. I had missed it. I wasn’t invited to the party that happened earlier today. Pulling myself away from my own desires to partake in the humble gathering. That should have been my own right to attend. Since then it had eaten away at my heart and brought me here now.



“Rarity! You made too many new dresses! Which one did you want me to get!?” The voice climb out from the back directed at Rarity. Seems little Sweetie had a good distraction, a well planned thought from the brilliant designer.



“Oh! Um- The newest one dear! It’s further back behind the other rack.” A glow of magic closed those sequined curtains together. As feeble as it was, it was Rarity’s attempt at keeping the conversation away from her. An admirable effort on her part.



“I know this is a shock to see me approaching her, but I can’t take it any longer. Not with the bugbear attacks and now with Sweetie Belle getting her own mark. I-I can’t stand it any longer. She is growing up without me, and it’s…” What word could I have used besides heartbreaking? How would I be able to say it to where I could justify breaking down? “...Troubling.”



It was a weak excuse. Derived from my own disappointment in how easily I had been broken by my own guilt. It had shattered through all the countless things taught to me. For the sake of some sense of morality between my own code and what felt like was the right thing.



“I hope it doesn’t become a habit of yours, Ms. Drops.” She was trying to reassure me. Somehow in someway she had forgiven me. Rarity even understood what all my mumbling was about. I was unsatisfied. I gazed into her face to seek out any form of restraint, some type of lie. Maybe she had her own ways to deviate my attention. There was none. Another exhale marked my concerns, as the fact played in my own head. I was “unsatisfied”. I wanted more. I didn’t want to part so soon. A hug maybe a couple of words. Maybe even just a facade of trying to make a sale, with Rarity on the side coaching Sweetie Belle on sales and customer service. Anything would have been better than leaving with this sour note. It pains me to know that this was a precautionary measure.



“Yes. Well, I hope the rest of your day goes better than this.” I really wasn’t helping the cause here. I knew it was time to leave.



“Got it!” Sweetie Belle was clamoring out of the closed set of curtains with her own green glow of magic holding up a hung set of a traditional Neighponese outfit. Designed to be airy and light fitting. It was nostalgic, seeing such clothing once again in my life. I could imagine a much smaller set for little Sweetie Belle. The moment where I could dress her up and make witty chatter to tease and compliment her on looking so cute. The thought was popped into nonexistence. A frail balloon that had no place in my life.



“Oh, Sweetie! Not that one. It’s the one before this one.” Right when they were about to dive behind those curtains my hoof motioned up as took hold of the glowing green foreign looking dress. The glow faded as Sweeite let me take it.



“Wait! This looks fantastic! I’ll take this one!” A memento for the visit. It was perfect.



“Really? Without even trying it on?” The owner of the boutique scoffed as it was obviously out of place and rather suspicious. Just another thing that would throw away the little hidden secret from filly ears.



“Maybe she wants to buy it for a friend? She can’t try it on herself. She needs to let her friend try it on.” So sweet and innocent. The comment seemed perfect to hide the fact of my impulsive behavior.



“Oh yes, of course! For Ms. Lyra?” Rarity quickly caught onto why the naive phrase played perfectly for the small act between the two adults.



“Yes! It’s perfect for Lyra. She would love this.” The fact even scared me. Lyra would adore this! So much in fact I had half a mind to keep it locked up away from her eyes. All in an attempt to prevent it from getting soiled.



“I’ll go get grab the other one too!” The little filly grew excited in her deed well done. Seeking to only do her best, she ducked behind the curtains with a small glow of her green pulse of magic. Out of sight once more.



“She’s gotten so big.” It came out like a whisper. Though Rarity only smiled at me and made one question.



“Are you sure you want to leave. Maybe now is a good time to introduce yourself?” Through my own sheer force of will, I shook my head in my response. My ears flicked back hanging low as I spoke out.



“I can’t. It’s still not safe.”



“Are you sure? It’s been how long. You’re going to let one bugbear mishap stop you from living your life?”



“Who said it was just one?” It was too much information to give out to a civilian. Though it wasn’t some rebellious moment. It was payment for letting me stay as long as I did.



“Really?” She was questioning the smirk held along my lips. “I have yet to see anymore of those monsters reek havoc in Ponyville.”



“Let’s just say that ‘we’re’ doing our job then.” No more questions followed afterwards. Rarity knew quite well that prodding in such business would be bad for her. Laying the dress along my backside I turned to make my leave. 



It was foolish of me to try something. Even if it was comforting, I had to remain scarce. The shopkeeper just watched from her spot. Waiting until I got by the door and gave me a simple wave with her own farewell.



“You can keep the dress, Darling. Just do please come again. Oh! One more thing, Ms. Bon Bon?”



“Hm?”



“That disguise doesn’t fool anypony.” Of course she had to mentioned the Groucho glasses. Those fake glasses and mustache combo that were meant to ward away enemies. I sighed at the comment. Giving back my own style of a farewell. Not as Bon Bon, but as Special Agent Sweetie Drops.



“Tell me. When would you expect a pony like me to wear those, while they hide?” As amusing at it would been to turn and see a shocked face. I refused the thought, to continue on forward with the new dress I had acquired. 








It was nightfall, just three hours after the procedure had finished. I was tired beyond any training regimen, I’ve endured thus far in any moment of my career. Rest would not find me, as I laid there silently. Staring up at the ceiling with my head drawn upon a pillow. Those white tiles that created a roof over my head. It would do little to stop what may come next. Despite it all, I laid still. Emotionless. Calm. Obedient.



When in the reality of my mind. I was struggling with a waging war. Thanks to the difficult choices that now riddled my mind with fear and guilt. What would become of the new life that had been brought into this world? Would I ever get a chance to avoid this life? To change everything with the flip of a switch? It wasn’t that simple. The things I had been involved with do not simply go away with some signature scrawled along some parchment. The enemies we have made would not look away from what I’ve worked for. The things I’ve aided in. It was so much bigger than two lives being apart.



So quiet. This hospital room. I could feel my senses light up my mind, which was just drawn with a sudden blank. The void making way for the sensation of my ears flicking to attention. “Flip”. The page of a magazine drew across the rest of it’s stacked equivalents. The sound rang into my ears. Much louder thanks to nothing but the ticking of a clock that filled the empty room.



My head turned to a strange pony sitting by the edge of the room. An escort who was meant to watch over me. Just in case I tried anything crazy. Of course if I ever got out of my own bounds. He was flipping through pages and pages of a magazine. Just to burn time while he sat there doing guard duty.



What would he do if he was here? To watch his beloved suffer. This wasn’t an ordinary healthcare room. It’s purpose wasn’t just to medically house me. It was a cell. To hold me back. Would we break out of here like the lovestruck couple we use to be. Becoming renegades all for the sake of a normal life? No. Realistically we’d be forsaken and brought before the Princesses themselves. We had a sacred duty. Something that wasn’t easily dropped like some normal job. We had a duty. An oath to the land. Our first mistake was falling in love.



I could feel a spark wither inside of be. It was becoming something larger. Something more, flickering about like that of a growing bonfire. Being loyal to my cause, I slide my tucked in foreleg out. Beckoning the pony who was to watch over me.



“Hey, do me a favor?” He grunted back. Smacking his lips at me for disrupting his reading session. “Just hold me p-please?” My hoof began to shake as I felt the fire within burn through every mental barrier I had created. Roaring out at me for not acting out as a normal mother would have. The stallion gave a rough snort and just held onto my hoof.



That’s when everything crumbled. It was a crack of tension that welled within my eyes. The welling of tears was followed by my expression scrunching up into one of despair. Audible wails droned out like whispers. Growing in volume until my lungs hurt. He held me down to my bed now. Hunched right on top of me holding a confused look. Though his strong grip upon my shoulders shifted as he placed more force to press me against the bed. The reason being was because I was now drastically trying to get loose. Writhing about like a wild animal. Not caring how my legs failing in the air, hitting the railings of my bedding. Even striking at my captor for bringing my upper body into a hold.



It felt like someone hit a mute button. I had snapped and everything was so quick. I only remember certain things from that moment on. How wet my cheeks were from the tears, how painful it was for my lungs to cry out, and the words that rushed out from my shaking muzzle.



WHERE IS SHE?!!! Let me see her! Aahhh! Wah! I need to see my BABY!






After what felt like nothing but pain for an hour. I stopped. So tired from the struggle of surrendering to the inevitable. My guard, another agent, was sweet enough to hold me for another twenty minutes. Whispering his own apologies into my ear. Keeping his grip tight in case I would suddenly fly out at the chance of him dropping his guard. Sniffles chimed in uneven rhythms with the clock for those twenty minutes more. It was so hard to do. I just have to get through it. If only he was here to comfort me. To kiss me goodnight and say everything was fine. It wasn’t. Now. Now I’m alone. Me and my duty. I felt content. But why did I continue to cry into this stranger’s shoulders?



I spent the next three weeks crying myself to sleep.








My career was a simple one. That is if you can call strenuous training and commitment to a cause “simple”. That only a hoofful of this land’s ponies knew about. It was simple to explain. I am a soldier. A secret agent with the task of dealing with Equestria’s hidden dangers. The agency is comprised of chosen few whom Celestia herself had picked out. 



Our mission was simple. We were not regular soldiers who go out into a battle and fight where we’re directed. No. We are a precision task force. Meant for the purpose of neutralizing targets, before they ever become a threat. From organizations to growing beasts who had no sentient purpose. Generally anypony and anything that could be considered monstrous.



We did the things that fell between the lines that nopony would ever stoop to do. In order to maintain proficiency. Any and all information is strictly kept behind closed muzzles. Our routines, procedures, even our names. All info either dropped and forgotten as we worked, or kept in secret by ponies of power.



I won’t lie to you. At first, I didn’t care much for it. I had the talent and skill for it. Being able to fly through each task and order, quickier than a bumblebee could shake it’s wings I was the best at what we did. 



I can still picture that moment though. When I met him. 







Back just a couple months when I was just recruited. I had received orders to rendezvous for a briefing about my next assignment. Meetings usually took place in open areas or secluded places. Either way we had a way to make business while at the same time blend perfectly with the crowd. According to “ops” it was the perfect way to keep things discreet as possible. 



I reached over several large roots. Traversing through the thick forest to find the instructed location. This forest was nice and thick. Scarce even of animals. Perfect cover for the meeting. Orders say I won’t be alone on this one. It needed a partner and required a certain touch. Even with my talent, I was lacking in more delicate matters. Such as politics and business, that wasn’t work related to professionally standing at attention and listening to orders. So far my partner was suppose to be a protege for this sort of thing.



It took several more yards until I found a clearing. The canopy up top was nice and thick while still thin enough to provide lighting to the area.



“About time you got here.” A voice trailed towards my direction. It was an older looking pony with some facial hair along his muzzle. He had a simple camping setup from his tent to his cooler of refreshments. Even started a nice fire that gave way to a bit more light. He prodded a stick underneath a stack of logs that were to soon ignite.



“Bon Bon I assume?” The gentlecolt started testing me through normal question and interrogation methods. 



“Yeah, Chief! What of it?” He blew heavily out his nose at how informal I was being. The greeting was rude, but did it’s job. We exchanged alias names for confirmation of the agents we’re suppose to meet with in the field. His name was Chief. Mine was a strange alias name of Bon Bon. Chief shook his head at how I treated a senior operator of his stature with such disrespect. He grumbled something under his breath as he took his stick and swung it over to his side to hit the tent.



“Hey! Wake up! She’s here.” It was gruffy and just as rude as my own comment. The only difference was that he had every right to do so unto us. The tent shook and rattled as the flap lifted to reveal yet a third member of our little group.



The pony inside was a unicorn stallion. With a white hue of a coat and a lavender mane that seemed to wave out in such a wild manner that it looked stylish.



“Bon Bon, Chief?” He spoke out initiating his own interrogation.



“And Prince Sleepy here, must be Silverlin?” The new guy seemed to just nod his head politely and took to sitting right next to our operator.



“Silverlin.” Chief’s lips moved in sync with mine completing the cycle of agent verification process.



“Alright. Now that we’re all here let’s get down to it.” Chief shuffled through his various belongings to prepare the briefing. All while me and Silverlin shifted glances at one another. At first it seemed strange. He would stare at me. I’d respond back by giving him a nasty glare. Then he would do it again and blush. Which in turn made me blush. Holding a frown to the curling smile that snuck it’s way to my face. The meeting was short and consisted of overseeing a deal between delegates of two different cities. While maintaining a perimeter on local changeling activity. It wasn’t much but it was work.



Eventually me and Silver Lining, Silverlin’s real name. Began talking heavily on our stake outs. I got to know more about him through and through. Knowing his favorite type of dishes. That he loved to stargaze or go on trips to art museums. That he wanted to be a writer, while I gave out my own secrets and told him I had wanted to be some kind of confectionist of assorted candies. He laughed at my own dream, while I laughed back in his own face about his. 



It was funny looking at our cutie marks and trying to redefine what we were doing in our lives. Mine of course was three sweet gumdrops wrapped neatly. While his own featured a quill over a half roll of open parchment. Strangely enough our desires fit along with out marks, but it didn’t hold true behind their real meanings.



My three candies hide a surprise inside. Who’s to say it’s bon bons. Maybe gumdrops. Or some other type of candy. That was my main talent. Giving a surprise to an unweary soul. To make them jump from the unexpected, deviation. Silver’s talent was not writing, but more of being able to deal with others. To make them agree to his terms or whatever he deemed was most favorable, compromising. Both were hidden unseen talents that seem to come in handy during our line of work.



Before I knew it, I felt myself distracted with how well we worked together. Thanks to Silver’s talent, he was able to convince our operators to keep us as partners. So for the next couple of missions we were inseparable. We grew closer over time. Eventually he made a move to sweet talk me. Another time he made a bold move to nuzzle me. We moved onto to simple dating. Then another moment to make me the happiest mare in all of Equestria. From then on. We were two birds flying high. Nothing could bring us down. We felt unstoppable. Not the creatures we stopped or vanquished. Nor the agency for that matter. Not when I could draw their attention away and Silver’s method of reasoning.



Then one night. I had refused to face Silver in the one bed we shared. Everything happened so quickly under a dream like visage. Only now concern and doubt filled my heart about what would become of us in the next step of our lives. 



Under the roof of the house assigned to us for our last few missions. Silver grew angry at me for ignoring him for the last couple of days. Which only made telling him so much harder. One night when we went to bed. I had turned my back from him as I laid my head into my pillow. Watching as the lights went out. Finally muttering those words to him in the still air of night.



I’m pregnant.




To my surprise I didn’t get a reply right away. It worried me. That he would leave me or might try to absolve this fake partnership we had going on. How would I hide such a condition from the organization? Silver, for the first time in our relationship, surprised me instead. I felt the natural press of his fine coat touch me. Along with the gentle wrapping of his foreleg placed along my belly. More specifically, our child.



In the end our little fling ended up coming out into the open. We had broken every protocol in the book. From lying to higher authorities to even using up resources for this supposed vacation home. I could do nothing as I was now seen as undeniable proof that we both had broken our oaths. We knew the complications. The consequences. Still we went against the rules and did what felt natural. 



Thanks to the magic of Silver’s tongue we ended up on a short leash, rather than exile to another dimension. Those next couple of days had been paperwork, a couple of checkups for the baby, and Silver’s transfer to a far off branch of the agency. 



So there I was waiting to give life to a child in a hospital bed. With her father nowhere to be found. I was content though with his absence. The exact words playing in my head from his own letter. I never even got a chance to say goodbye, let alone set up a way of contacting him. They made every effort to break us apart. 



“Don’t come looking for me and don’t fight it. What we did was wrong. And I won’t ever deny that every moment was the most magical thing that could have happen to me. I would know too being a unicorn. Heh! Well. Whatever happens to our child. Just know it’s for the better. Ponies and monsters are looking for us. There are enemies out there that would kill for the chance to get any information on the agency. Do not submit yourself to being the cause of their downfall. Don’t be angry with them.”



Don’t be angry.



Angry?



To Tartarus with them! I was furious. Even though I was the one at fault. Now I’m paying for the price of acting like a filly.



Breath in. Breath out.



Breath in. Breath out.



The mantra played in my head to keep cool. Even though for countless mornings I had awoken with tear stains along my  pillow and sheets. It wasn’t fair.








It’s been years after my relationship with Silver ended. Work was all I had lived for. Now we have received orders to scatter and deny any existence of the organization we’ve worked so hard for. All due to a bugbear being on the loose. Monsters we’ve defeated were either sent in captivity or, the more dangerous ones, brought to Tartarus for imprisonment. It felt ridiculous as that was the only reason we had been shut down. Perhaps there was more to see besides such a minor threat? One bugbear was trouble. A whole swarm would mean disaster. Of course the workings of things above me would never make sense. It just happened and once again I have to fulfill my orders.



What was Silver up to now these days? Not that it would matter. Any attempt at contacting him had lead to a wall. Some operator or agent would always make sure of it. Now that things were sort of broken, maybe I would have more of a chance? Sleeper agents. Is that what every other agent amounted to now?



The town I had been ordered to “blend into” for my assigned place of hiding was a humble little town called “Ponyville.” Feeling the clap of my hoof shuffling along the cobble like road and over a small bridge, I was lost in thought. Just what would I do with my life now? I had so many desires. So much to look forward to. Only for it to be torn away at the seams. To watch helplessly as it all split away from me.



“Hey there!”



“Hi.” I paid no mind to the voice that just greeted me. Right now I just wanted to buy a house with the bits given to me by the agency.



“So where ya headed?” There it was again.



“Somewhere I guess.” Another set of hooves clambered about to my side. An unwelcomed gesture that I unadmittedly scorned. I didn’t need some civilian to cling onto. Let alone give me a much bigger headache.



“Anywhere is better than nowhere! Welcome to Ponyville!” Who was this mare talking right now? I had paid her little attention. Turning to scowl at her I found her features were rather calming. Something strange about that smiling pony. With a mint green coat and a harp for a cutie mark. “I’m Lyra.”



“Bon Bon, say? You do this often with new ponies?” I had to ask. It was very strange to just come up to somepony and treat them this nicely. What was she up to? I placed my guard up and decided to follow along. Maybe she’ll spill her plans for what she intends to do with me. Was it an agent that went rogue, looking for payback from being told she couldn’t serve anymore. Maybe it was a gangster looking to find something to invest in and bring back to his bosses. I would make every fruitless effort to find out.



“Well, Bon Bon. I only seem to notice you look a bit glum. So I was thinking you could use some help. Since you’re new, I think you’re just tired from moving around so much. Let me show you around.” Lyra moved forward and led the way. This was indeed a strange angle to play in. No lie in her eyes or expression. She was a master of her craft. I would have to be extremely careful.



On closer inspection her mark was actually a lyre. An easier instrument to handle other than it’s hefty large cousin. She looked over her side and caught me staring at her. Studying her. In a counter action, I moved up. Rushing to her side to trot side to side with her.



“I appreciate the help. Moving can be a bit scary.” A lie. An act. That’s all I needed to do.



“Don’t worry about it. We get constant visitors from all over the place. Pretty soon, you’ll find out that this is the nicest place in Equestria.” Nicest place huh? The smile was genuine enough. That comment though sounded so superfluous. That it had to be a lie.



“Just know you’re safe here. Even though you seem to be looking for a fight. I know you’re not a bad pony. Probably just somepony looking for a place to escape to.” Was I losing my touch? It was suddenly a psychological battle now, huh? She must have studied me for a while now. Looked into some files. There was no way I could trust her!



“You have problems trusting other ponies huh?” What?! This unicorn! Who was she? “Here in our town you can let go of things. Enjoy yourself, find some friends. Do something that makes you feel good. You wanna know the truth?”



“Yes.” Perhaps it was too sudden for me to judge this pony based on accusations that she was a strange one.



“I approached you because you seemed troubled. I’m not here to guide you or anything. It just looked like you could use a friend.”



“I don’t-” It dawned on me. I had been so focused on work that it left me unable to trust anypony. The agency turned their backs on me and even took Silver away from me. In everything I did for my job it left me unable to trust another partner. Obviously I couldn’t trust many others in the field as well. Was being an agent starting to develop negativity within my life. What was it like being a normal pony? That question hadn’t popped in my head since Silver.



“We’re Ponyville. We know friendship.” I scoffed at the fairy like mannerisms. Just who does she think she is? Judging me. Telling me what I needed.



“Friendship? Well you can-” Something caught my eye. Changing my expression at once from the shock of it. A small group of fillies, along with their teacher, who were crowded along several sell stands. One of those fillies was a white unicorn. A mare with a mane that matched my own. Which was very unique as my mane. That held two curls with a colored streak running down them. I felt my heart skip a beat. Could it be her? How could this have happened.. Was it fate?



“No need to be rude you can just ask me to go awa-.”



“TAKE ME to your house!”In a panic I took hold of Lyra’s shoulders and stuck my nose in hers. I needed a place to spill out some contents of my luggage. Someplace away from open eyes.



“Wait...wha?” Lyra blushed at the comment and stammered. Which only made me ask again.



“I need a place to stay so maybe I can bunk at your house. Until I find a home that is?” I straightened up and used a calm tone. Lyra nodded her head and began on a rant as she turned hoof and brought me several blocks away from the group and that white young unicorn.



A couple minutes later Lyra was opening the door to her place while she mentioned something about Timberwolves and the Everfree Forest. Waving her legs about in some type of storytelling gesture.



“Yeah, so this town is rather nice. We do get an occasional hiccup now and then.” Without a single word of thanks. I climbed up the stairs to the second floor. Rushing with the large bag I brought with me and the silver briefcase latched onto it’s side.



“Yeah! Mhm! Where can I bunk down?” My words seem to be devoid of all thought. I just needed to be behind closed doors right now. Lyra’s ears drooped down as she took her time with her answer. Trying to think.



“Um.. uh...second door on the left?” She didn’t seem to be sure of herself, but if it was offered I’d take it. I jumped at the chance and scattered the contents of my bag along the bed. My hooves moving trinkets and clothing aside until I found it. A little album that held up some research on where she had gone. It was worth the effort afterall. Thank the stars for my talent in being a spy!



Laying out the stack of collect pictures, I found that the filly I had been so entranced with was indeed the same in the photos. I had the confirmation now. I had sat there for ten minutes with my jaw wide open cradling a picture of that sweet innocent child. That’s when Lyra called me down for something to eat. “Hey um… Bon Bon. I made some oat and daffodil sandwiches. Want some?”



That was the start of our relationship. Lyra taught me all about friendship. It was something that was long forgotten for me. At first I had only befriended Lyra to get to know the local school much better. We went on walks to watch classes in session. Sat down on benches to watch the students walk by. Even though it was strange that Lyra didn’t mind me scoping out the school so much. She did enjoy my company. For my own reasons too, I enjoyed hers as well. It made me think of Silver Lining. Yet here I am now partnered with another unicorn. 



The town and Lyra had already accepted me as one of their own. I officially became Lyra’s roommate and was taking a job as a simple procurer for candy deliveries. It wasn’t long until I accepted Lyra as a friend and no longer a threat. She was just a very strange hyper pony that only seemed to want to make others happy. There is was again. Another reminder of Silver Lining. Lyra had a knack for just being pleasant and making others happy. She had a calming aura to her that fit perfectly with her lyre. Which the instrument was rumored to be perfect for relieving stress or calming a wild animal down. It was funny, that the first pony I would meet would have a hidden talent like me. It wasn’t useful so much in my regular field of work, but of course she had a better place to be. Which was to be in Ponyville and as my friend. I still thank the skies that we’ve met that fateful day.








Several months after I had gotten use to life at a normal pony, on one of my deliveries. I found myself in front of the Carousel Boutique. Even though I was passing through to a house close by. I couldn’t help but look at the windows. Another face I never expected to see. Had shown itself to me through clear glass. Bearing a remarkable resemblance to a pony that was hard to forget. I had not seen him since the meeting with Silver Lining.



“Chief?!”



“Pardon me?” My customer spoke out as she handed me my bits. Drawing back her hoof which was filled with a box of chocolates.



“Oh, nothing! Thank you again. Let us know if you like the candy!” I shot off before she could even say “Your welcome” or some other drivel I just didn’t care about. If I was ordered to leave behind my past then why was it coming up in my face time and again?



I sprinted to that door and banged on it several times in a rather frustrated manner. And the pony whom I was looking for answered the door.



“Oh, Ello there! What can I do ya for?”



“Chief?”



“O-ho! I haven’t been called that in such a long time! I may be the big man of the house, but Cookie here can handle her own.” He held such a strange accent now. It almost threw me off completely. It not for the mark he held on his flank.



“Don’t cha know?” A humble looking mare made her way to chief’s side and presented herself. It was baffling. How did such a senior member of the agency drop so low on class and lifestyle?



“Okay, Honey. This is just an old friend of mine. Would ya mind giving us a little room ta talk?”



“Oh! Of course not, Sweetie. Take your time. You be careful now! Hondo can talk an earful out of anypony! Hee!” Cookie allowed her husband to step out and closed the door behind her with a giggled. It was cute, but rather unsettling.



“Alright you. I bet you want an explanation for all of this, huh?” He was quick to start. Dropping his weird accent and speaking as gruffly as I remember him to be, while I myself was just riddled with questions that craved for answers.



“Why would I? It’s obvious this is your cover.” The remark flew from my lips. Acting as if I had been betrayed.



“Rude as always! Sigh! You’ve been in the dark for too long since… since. Ah, well none of that matters now. A bunch of us got assigned here for a reason. It’s close to the Princess and this place is protected by the elements themselves.”



“The weather doesn’t look that unstable.” Chief smacked his face for the naive nature I had always held when it came to being informed.



“The Elements of Harmony, arg! You’re always the same, reckless with no ambition. I thought you would learn a thing or two with Silver Lin-” He cut himself off from there. He usually didn’t care about the smaller details and how it affected us. For some reason he didn’t want to address my past with me. “It’s best if you just leave it be. I’ll say it again. You’re the best agent in the field and the most clueless.”



He began to shove me away from the yard. Rushing me to get away quickly. Knowing well enough that I had overstayed my own welcome. “Wait I have more questions!”



“Best not to interact with me anymore. Or ever! For that fact.”



“Dad?” A third voice entered the conversation. And I could see Chief’s face light up in fright. Like he had just received a shot. “Can I make lunch too?”



I looked over his side and saw the sweet filly that I had been so secluded with and yet been so fond of. Had shown herself. Her voice felt like an angel’s. I felt my heart glide right out of my chest.



“Oh-um sure. Sweetie Belle. I always enjoy any meal you make. Go on now. Make your mother proud.” That corny accent. It tore through the daze and forcing me to bite my tongue to hold back.



“Alright Dad. Hey Mom can we do-” Her voice faded and the door shut close once again.



“Your daughter?” I growled under my breath and felt the veins in my head pulse with rage.



“She had to go somewhere!” The excuse. The nerve. The pain aching feeling of being betrayed by my own kind. “I was retired at the time when I heard about the break up. The two best agents having a baby! It was unheard of. Heck! I knew you two would hit it off somehow. Before you two even came clean with the confession.” He pressed a hoof against my chest as he spoke out.



I had half a mind to judo flip him or twist that leg into submission. Using my better judgement, I let him speak his piece.



“So I used my connections and adopted her.”



“So why didn’t you tell me? Contact me or something!?”



“Can’t. Been placed on surveillance. We both know the organization by now. It would involve my family getting into trouble too. My wife, real daughter. You may not have had a chance to make a family, but I will not place my own in danger for some amends that you still haven’t dealt with yet.  Even if you couldn’t be in her life. I could still give her a normal one. Not because I want her to know about the agency or her mother, but because I know that I can protect her. As a civilian. Give her a normal life.”



“She-She belongs with me!” I shoved him away from me. Threatening him. Was it my instinct in being a mother? Or the entirety of not being able to be with my baby all this time that was seeping out at the time?



“Listen to yourself. You want her to be running her whole life? To be worried about the chances that her mother would never come home one night? To move from place to place, never making any friends? Do you want her to live like you do?” He was right. 



If I ever just took her away. It would mean countless things to worry about. Running from the agency and its enemies. Even if the agency accepted me having a daughter it would mean roaming about. Sweetie Belle would never go to school. Never be able to make friends of her own age. Never have the chance to be a child. Chief knew what he was doing with a baby. It had shown through her. Sweetie Belle had the most promising smile I had seen in a long time. That happiness avoided me constantly in my own duties. 



I gave up and just walked away. Chief mumbled some words but it was drowned out by the vicious sniffling and cries that I had once thought were dried up already. I wasn’t the type of pony to make a normal living. Never was. Not with my skill. The agency needed me. I had grown too fond of that life to ever be freed from it. 



I am a soldier. Bound to my oath to keep Equestria safe. Bound to the rules that was held before to maintain secrecy and proficiency. I am one of the chosen few. Who does the things between the lines that nopony else who ever stoop to do.



Breath in.



Breath out.



Despite all my talent and training. No matter what I do. The tears won’t stop.
      

      
   
      Foundation


      

      
      
         They sat in Princess Celestia’s office. Twilight and Princess Luna were seated in a pair of the low and very comfortable rattan chairs Celestia favored over the overstuffed office upholstery most ponies used these days, as was Celestia herself on her side of her huge oaken desk.



Twilight smiled as her eyes scanned the crowded bookcases that hid almost all the available wall-space. Along with various tomes of all colors and sizes, the shelves were littered with various little gifts and works Twilight had given the princess over the years of her apprenticeship. It had been a while since she’d been in this office, and warmed her heart to see how Celestia had keep these things close in this, her most private domain.



A small statue of her mentor she had made out of macaroni glowed purple as it levitated from its place on a bookshelf to float a few inches in front of her muzzle. “Celestia, I can’t believe you’ve kept so much of the silly sentimental junk I’ve given you over the years! You don't need all this stuff cluttering up your office,” –she blew, expelling a small cloud of particles from the sculpture– “and collecting dust! You should have house-cleaning get rid of it and make space for more important things.”



From behind her massive, and no-less cluttered desk, Celestia tilted her head. “Some of us like to surround ourselves with memories, others with telescopes. I believe there were five of them just in your office on my last visit, Twilight.” A single alabaster eyebrow rose. “I suppose they are all equally important to you!” She smiled sweetly as Twilight blushed, her ears drooping. 



Twilight levitated the statue back to its original dust-free spot.



Luna shifted in her chair.



“Ahem, ladies,” she said drily, “we have more serious things to discuss.”



Celestia’s smile faltered. “Yes, indeed sister. Our thanks for bringing us back to the subject at hoof.”



Twilight’s ears rose back up. “Yes, I thank you for inviting me, but your invitation didn’t mention what this meeting was about. Spike and I were both surprised to get a dragon-mail letter so soon after our return from Flurry Heart’s Crystalling.”



The two elder princesses shared a glance. When the normally rock-steady Celestia flicked an ear, Twilight knew something was amiss. Twilight felt a cold lump develop in her stomach. 



“This is about my niece, isn’t it?” asked Twilight in a low voice.



“Indeed,” whispered Luna.



“Twilight,” said Celestia tentatively, “We may not have been entirely truthful when we discovered that Flurry Heart was born an Alicorn.”



Twilight’s jaw dropped. “What do you mean by entirely truthful?”



“She means,” interjected Luna hastily, “that when we said that the birth of an Alicorn is something that Equestria had never seen, that there is more we could have said, but would not due to the circumstances and the number of ears present.”



Celestia’s face glowed in embarrassment. She could not quite look Twilight in the eye. “Please accept my apologies, Twilight. I truly was stunned at this turn of events, but–” her gaze finally met Twilight’s “–what I knew I did not have the heart to say in front of Cadence and Shining.”



Twilight swallowed. The chill in her stomach rose through her body in a sickly wave. “I... I don’t know how to react to this. Of course I’m shocked, but” – she looked away, focusing on the little statue of Celestia sitting on its shelf – “I don’t know if I’m more upset that you kept something important from me, or more afraid that I’m going to wish you still hadn’t told me after I find out what it is.”



Celestia’s horn lit as a drawer in her desk slid open. From it, a large volume drifted out. Normally, seeing the image displayed on its cover would have thrilled her. This time, she couldn’t help but feel dread at seeing Starswirl the Bearded’s cutie mark. 



Luna fixed her gaze on Twilight. “What we tell you today cannot be shared beyond this room, Twilight Sparkle, and most especially not with your brother and sister-in-law. Do you so swear?” 



Twilight turned to see Celestia nod, her expression gentler than her sister’s, but still very serious indeed. “You may chose to refuse and leave now, if you feel this request would place too great a burden on you, or endanger your relationships to your brother and his wife.”



Twilight swallowed. There would be no coming back from this decision. She shook her head. “I’m honored that the two of you would trust me with something that could have such grave consequences, and I cannot in good conscience choose to ignore something that might have important consequences on Flurry Heart or her parents.” She took a deep breath. “I so swear.” The words caused the hackles at the back of neck to raise, a most unsettling feeling.



Celestia’s expression seemed to grow sadder, even as she smiled. “Very well then, my faithful student.” She glanced down at the book on her desk. It opened and the pages turned under the guidance of Celestia’s magic. She nodded and her horn stopped glowing. Almost as if they were again gathered in her office for a scholarly lesson, Celestia began to read.



“And so it came to pass that the Dragon Lord Magma ceded his scepter to his successor Flare, and being old exceeding knew his days were numbered, and thus did hie himself to the far north, whence he had been hatched before the dawn of Equestria itself.



“With my student Clover I endeavoured to visit the elder drake and gather for posterity his story and such wisdom as he would wish to survive his end. With the grace of their Equine Majesties, we mounted an expedition, and five weeks later entered Magma’s last abode, a cave deep within the uncharted reaches of the Crystal Mountains.



“Laden with gifts to curry the old wurm’s favour, we entered his home to find its halls empty, its hearth cold, and its hoard gone but for trinkets of value only to Magma himself.



“Assuming that we had arrived after the dragon’s passing, we left the caves despondent. But upon emerging from the depths our hearts were uplifted by the sight of the sky, and so Clover and I did resolve to do a survey of the environs, that our unfortunate expedition might thereby gain some profit in the knowledge thus gathered.



“Upon the fifth day of our trek, we came to a bend in a great river, and there in the wash of ice and snow discovered the very drake for whom we had wandered so far from Equestria’s gentle plains. He lay athwart the stream, his hide scored by many grievously rents from which both blood and ichor seeped, turning the icy banks downstream an angry red as far as the eye could see. Only his head and neck emerged from the stream, the latter festooned icicles of deep carmine. 



“We approached this calamitous scene warily, lest the agents of the dragon’s demise be still in the proximity. Magma’s eye was open and immobile, so at first we we thought him dead. However, as I knelt close to measure his fangs, the eye turned in its orb towards my trembling self.



“Ha! whispered the dragon. Tell me, pony, what price shall you pay for my teeth? And to what great purpose will the fangs of the fearsome Magma soon be put? Perhaps a necklace for a most favored niece?  Ha!



“I stood and with my faithful Clover bowed low to the ailing behemoth. Your majesty, I said, to meet and converse with you was the purpose of our quest. We seek not your teeth, but rather your words, and your wisdom should we have proven worthy of both!



“And who sends me such good company with which to share my final breaths?



“Celestia and Luna, I replied, the reigning princesses of Equestria, who send their kindest regards.



“Ha. The dragon hissed. Those two have grown in wisdom since the defeat of the creature Discord, and the realm of ponykind waxes in their benevolent light. Who amongst the elder inhabitants of this earth could have foreseen that not one but both of these ponies would escape the curse of the Alicorn for so long?



“Good dragon, I exclaimed, what is this curse upon the Alicorn of which you speak?



“The drake was silent for a number of breaths, so that I again thought he had expired, when he spoke his final words.



“All Alicorns go mad, said the dragon his breath now fast and short. This is the price they pay for power. For power corrupts. First it confuses their judgment. Then it clouds their minds. Finally it corrupts their hearts. Those who ascend to become Alicorn are both blessed and cursed. Still, better to ascend than to be born an Alicorn, as was that blight upon the world, Discord. If ever another Alicorn is born amongst ponykind, fear it. Kill it. For it is an abomination that will bring the end of all.



“Having said these fearsome words, the drake’s fires were extinguished. With a last puff of smoke, his breath was forever stilled.”



Princess Celestia closed the book.



The silence in the room stretched for several long minutes.



It was Twilight who first dared to speak.



“Is it true? Is what Lord Magma said true?”



Celestia nodded. “Yes, are far as we know, my faithful student.”



“But what about the elements of harmony? We saved Luna with them already! We can use them again, right?”



Luna hid her face in her hooves. Celestia nodded hesitantly. “This is why I invested them in your friends, Twilight.”



“Then why elevate me? And Cadence?”



Again the sisters looked at each other. 



“Because Luna and I... we... cannot be sure that we will not also be subject to the curse. For the longest time, we didn’t dare consider creating a new Alicorn. Your success using the elements to cure Luna changed that. You and Cadence are our replacements, Twilight, should the unthinkable happen.”



“But we could use the elements to undo the curse’s effects on you and Luna, since they worked before!”



Celestia shook her head. “Even so, there are no guarantees that they will function in such a capacity again.



“You mean you don’t know if they could save me, or Cadence or... Flurry Heart?”



Again, Celestia shook her head. “No, Twilight, we do not. However, Flurry Heart poses a... special problem.”



Twilight stood up so fast her chair fell over behind her. “Is what the dragon said about Discord true? That he was born an Alicorn?”



“We believe so,” said Luna from beside her. Twilight turned to face her.



“Believe? So you don’t know it for a fact, I mean, it could just be the ravings of a dying dragon lord!”



“We don’t know it for a fact, Twilight,” said Celestia, “and even Discord himself admits to remembering nothing from his early years. But there’s no denying his power, which is consistent with that hypothesis. As is –” she glanced away “– his utter destructive insanity during those years.” She looked back up, her expression earnest.



“But there is one hope, Twilight. There is one thing that seems to be able to break the curse: true, heartfelt, friendship.” She smiled. “I’ll tell you a secret. YOU were my plan for keeping Cadence safe from the curse, and it worked beyond my expectations. Your friendship with the Spike and the element bearers is how I hope to keep you safe. Friendship even seems to be working with Discord!”



With her magic Twilight righted her chair, and slowly sat back down, deep in thought. “And what about my niece?” she asked.



Luna put a hoof on Twilight’s withers. “That is why we decided to bring you into our confidence, Twilight. We need you to be a true friend to Flurry Heart, as you are to me, my sister, and Cadence. We now have five living Alicorn sharing the world, something that is entirely unprecedented. My sister and I think that you, Twilight, are the pony that makes this possible.”



Twilight gaped at the other Alicorns. “Me, but I still have tons to learn about friendship! I still screw up all the time –”



“– and that’s why we know you can do it!” interrupted Celestia. “The only question now is if you’re willing to continue sharing this burden with us. Cadence and Shining must never know about this. It could ruin their chances for a happy, normal family life, which is something we simply cannot countenance.”



“And the same applies in the broader sense,” said Luna. “Should knowledge of the Alicorn curse ever be leaked to the general public it could undermine the very foundations of Equestrian society.”



“So Twilight,” asked Celestia, looking very serious. “Do you agree?”



Twilight let out a long breath, then looked up, her eyes hard. “On one condition.”



Luna raised an eyebrow.



“What condition is that?”



“That if I choose to do so, I can tell Cadence and Shining about the curse. I agree to not telling them now. Let them be a happy little family, they deserve that much! But they also deserve the truth, and I will tell them the moment I believe they are better off knowing.” She leaned forward in her chair. “Are we agreed?”



Luna and Celestia looked at each other and nodded. Luna looked relevied while Celestia was smiling broadly.



“We are agreed, my faithful student,” said the elder princess.



Twilight leaned back in her chair. “Good. Great. So my next assignment is being the best aunt, ever!”



Celestia nodded.



Twilight considered. “You two aren’t off the hook for this assignment either.” She pushed her chair back out of the way. “Okay, fellow aunties. It’s time you learned the Ladybug song and dance!”






















      

      
   
      Modern Farming Techniques of Earth Ponies


      

      
      
         Sweat soaked through her coat and Applejack wobbled slightly. Her mouth relaxed into a carefree smile.



Before her was bushels of apples. Bushels upon bushels of apples piled from floor to ceiling and into every corner of the cellar. Tens of thousands, glistening and ripe like jewels in the dark. Rigorously divided into sections depending on quality and size. She could look in any direction and see the future of each apple, be it in baked, jam, cider, juice or as a whole eating apple.



She was done. The harvest was completed and stored away. At least for today. Tomorrow was tomorrow and would have it's own trials.



Except, of course, for that one thing she had to do at the end of today.



Applejack giggled softly with exhaustion as she closed the cellar door and bared it shut.



“Howdy,” introduced a pony behind her. She said it almost ironically. It was Carrot Top, she lived on a small acreage bordering on her farm. She was covered in a dry coat of dirt. “I managed to finish harvesting early so I came by to see if you needed a hoof?”



Applejack hardened her expression.



“Ah was just finishing up mah'self. Thank ya, fer yer concern.” Her eyes did not look thankful.



“You're welcome. Us farmers do have to stick together, right?”



“Right.”



A gentle autumn breeze dragged against Applejack's sweat soaked coat pulling away a gentle steam while from Carrot Top's coat it pulled nothing but dry dust.



The farmer's neighbor shuffled her hooves in uncertainty. “Well, that is all that I came for. I'll be going now.”



“I'll see ya around,” something about the way she said it suggested that she wasn't happy about that.



“Listen, I'm just trying to be neighborly!”



“Ah never said you wasn't.”



Carrot Top looked back as she left. Her eyes frightened and uncertain.








The farmers eyelids drooped low, her breathing became regular and deep. She slowly started to drift off to the left.



Applejack pumped into something soft, comfortable and familiar. She could feel the body of the mare next to her, the strategically placed saddle blanket hold her sweat at bay and she could smell the perfume.



The other mare leaned into her, holding her up and on the right path. While lighter and weaker she was fresh and vital.



A bottle of lemonade was held to her lips and poured onto her achingly dry tongue. Tart refreshment flowed down her throat forming an ache in her belly.



Almost imperceptibly the lightest of touches began to flit over her, picking away stray bits of leaves and other debris. This she indulged, it was sort of soothing but she would never be able to say so.



Applejack opened her eyes. The other mare smiled back.



Rarity would make some lucky colt a wonderful wife someday.



“I thought I saw Carrot Top crying.”



“She should really know better.”



“She just wants to help.”



“She just wants me to owe her a favor.”



“Darling! If she does you a favor first, then what's the problem?”



“Mah favors are worth more then hers.”



“Huh,” was the reply.



Time passed, Rarity dutifully supporting Applejack's weight and tending to her as best as she could.



“Ye don't have a piece of land you need mah a take care of fer ya...  Ye might need a wagon pulled or maybe a bit of time but you don't need nuffin that would really cost me.”



The pale unicorn considered this for a time. “Just supposing I did have a field of trees that needed a good kicking, would you brush me off like you do Carrot Top?”



“I reckon that maybe I could help you out, in the hypothetical.” The orange earth pony raised an eyebrow, “But how much and when would depend on what you could do for me in return?”



Rarity flushed slightly. “I imagine I could find someway of reimbursing you for your services.”



“Oh, truly?”



“Truly and surely, I'm not a mare to let debt lay about unpaid.” Rarity opened her mouth, slightly in anticipation.



Applejack met Rarity's eyes and understood.



There was room there in that moment for a kiss. A powerful and bold kiss that would claim the designer for herself. It would be a whirlwind romance through the winter months. They would spend nights snuggling by the fire sipping on hot cider, whispering to each other and delving into each others eyes. They would be married in the spring in front of the entirety of the town. Applejack would wear a tux and Rarity... could she still wear white? The mayor would officiate the ceremony and the crowds would cheer. They'd have to get either her brother or one of her cousins to stud. Rarity would look so radiant with an Apple growing inside of her. They'd name the kid something fancy like Strudel. Their love, the heat and the passion, would forge a new and strong link in the unending chain of the Apple family. The farm would flourish under the keen business sense of the unicorn. Rarity would never quite fit into farm life though. She would struggle and give everything she had give.  It would age her and sap away her vitality. Then she would find her equilibrium for a time but only after sacrificing her youth, beauty and her dreams. Eventually her life it's self be fed into the ever hungry maw of the farm.



She had spent a number of nights thinking about it.



Rarity's ear flicked impatiently as she waited for the kiss that make her a farmer's wife.



Applejack just laughed and kept walking.



Rarity left in an indignant huff.



The earth pony snuck a look back at her as she walked away.








Applejack at last arrived at the secret heart of Sweet Apple Acres.



Not the beating heart of course. The beating heart was the proud house and the living family within it on open display to all of Ponyville proper.



The secret heart was... well secret.



The sun had not yet reached the horizon and so she had a moment. She took this moment to try to practice for the hardest conversation she would ever have.



“Ya see Applebloom...” she took a breath and tried to focus. “Farming is pretty hard work.”



“I know that much,” dismissed an imaginary Applebloom that was a little older then she was now.



“No, that's not what ah mean. Ah mean... You know how just me and Big Mac handle the farm?”



“Yeah...” replied Applebloom as she started to understand something. “But that time Big Mac got hurt, you asked fer help and your friends showed up.”



“Yup. Five whole ponies. One of them being among the most ridiculously powerful unicorns in all of Equestria mind you. To do half of the job Big Mac does every year all on his own.”



“What... What exactly are ya trying to say?”



“Sweet Apple Acres is just over a hundred acres in size. It would take nearly twenty ponies to manage the whole thing using old fashioned earth pony methods.”



“So... how do we do it?”



“With twenty ponies and old fashioned earth pony methods. Ah just told you that.” Applejack took a moment to tease her imaginary little sister for some precious levity.



“But... Ah haven't seen that many ponies around.”



“Of course not.” The farmer glanced toward the sky. The sun was dipping below the horizon, the moon had not yet risen. It was dusk. The tiny slice of day when nopony was able to pay any attention to the little details. “Ah'll show ya. Watch this closely now.”



Applejack looked over the Apple family cemetery. Grave stones lay scattered about nearly randomly, some worn to illegibility and some fresh and new. At the center of it all was a tree. It wasn't an apple tree.



She wasn't a little filly anymore so it shouldn't frighten her anymore but it did. It always would.



Haralson was first. A second son and the first Apple to die upon the soil of Sweet Apple Acres. Tired he pulled his ethereal body free of his descendant's and made his way back to his grave. The lethal bite of a timberwolf upon the back of his neck a constant reminder of the method of his death.



Egremont and Jonared came next, side by side as they had been in life. Each had been taken by a hacking cough.



Pink Pearl who bled to death after stumbling over a plow two hundred years ago.



Jonagold who made it to the ripe old age of fifty before her heart gave out.



Gravenstein who a hundred and eighty years ago was the first Apple to harness the power of the dead and bring the farm into the age of modern agriculture. He died five years later when the primitive spell buffer gave way and his brain was cooked.



Antonovka who attempted to carry within her fourteen souls of the dead at once only to have her heart give out within the hour.



Cortland who tried to carry the souls through the winter. His rib cage had inexplicably been crushed in the night.



Idared and Ilstar were the last.



“Next time could you refrain from leering at that whore while I'm inside your head?”



“No, mom.”



“If you're going to be a degenerate filly-fooler you should just grab that mare.”



“No, dad.”



“Listen, she wants you to.  It would at least put her to some proper and respectable use.”



“I know but no, dad.”



“I wish your brother Tart was still around. He was a much more dutiful child and could actually be relied on.”



“He was a fairy, mom.”



“You take that back!”



“If he hadn't of died he would have left and never come back!”



“You truly are a loathsome child.”



“You...  try going with Mac next time. Or Ah...  Ah...  Ah'll make it so you have to do more then just see that 'whore!'”



Her father laughed and her mother scowled.



The moon rose and the spirits finished retreating to their graves.



Istar who died trying to wield the power of the dead while her body was compromised with her pregnancy with Applebloom. Her uterus was torn causing her to bleed out. Applebloom was forced into the world a month early. It was a miracle that the foal had been saved.



Idared died mysteriously in the night. The doctors said his body was just worn out. He had been thirty five at the time.



Bereft of the strength and vigor of nearly a dozen ponies Applejack had a sit down. She was just a normal pony now and would be until it was time for Winter-Wrap-Up day. It would be good to rest for the winter. But at the same time she felt so small and helpless as just herself.



Of course this would kill her someday. It would kill her brother and in time her little sister. It would kill whatever spouse she chose and certainly claim any children and grandchildren she would have.



There was a reason this kind of necromancy was outlawed by the Princess.



There was a reason that every large scale farm still relied on it.



She felt bad for sneering at Carrot Top for pretending to be a farmer. But she just couldn't help herself.



Big Mac pushed his nose into her shoulder. Of course he was there. Where else could he have been? He'd had to unload his own batch of souls. He was so quiet she hadn't even noticed him.



It was all for the family. Or was it for the farm? The farm was the family wasn't it? Was there a difference anymore? Could there be a family without the farm?



If the farm vanished wouldn't the pin that held them all together go along with it? Wouldn't they all just wander off on the breeze?



She just didn't know.



The brother and sister made their way to the house.



“Hey Mac?  Do you think this is all worth it?”



He didn't answer.
      

      
   
      Journal of Forbidden Knowledge


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle was completely and utterly lost. She didn't know how exactly, she had been through the Canterlot library more times than she could count. How in Equestria could she have gotten herself lost? Twilight flew up to look over the tops of the bookshelves attempting to find any way of exiting this labrynth from Tartarus. When she could not find a way, she sighed and landed. As she began to walk some more, she noticed a very dark section of the library that was blocked off by an iron gate.



Twilight walked towards the gate, and looked it over. She had not seen this section of the library before, and was curious as to what was in there. She grabbed the gate with her magic, and pushed it, hoping that it would open. When it did not, she pushed it harder. After a solid ten minutes of this, Twilight let out a quiet screech of defeat and swung her magic back. This pulled the gate, breaking the lock and swinging it open. The gate hit Twilight in the chest, and she was sent flying backwards towards a shelf of books.



She hit the shelf with a thud, landing heavily on the floor in front of the shelf. She rubbed her flank, sore from the fall, and stood again. She stood before the doorway, looking inside to see if there were any lights further down. What she saw, however, was an unending abyss of darkness. Twilight sighed, contemplating turning around, before using her magic to light a small portion of the way.



As she walked inside, she saw that the walls were covered in mold and dirt, most likely meaning that nopony comes down here to clean it. She continued to walk, before giving a small squeak as a mouse scurried past her. Twilight's ears drooped a small bit, before she continued to walk. After walking for what seemed to be an eternity, Twilight turned around to exit, ready to leave.



Twilight was stopped, however, when her face collided with a stone wall. She pressed her hooves on it, fearfully, attempting to push back the wall. She then turned, thinking that she might have subconsciously made a turn, but found that there was still only wall on each side. Twilight began to breath heavily, fear taking over as she found that she might never be able to get out of here. She began to panic, and tried to teleport out of the hallway. When that had failed, she began quickly running down the hallway, hoping to find an exit at the end of the tunnel. 



Twilight came to a halt as she saw a book in the middle of the room, lighted by a small patch of sunlight gleaming down on it. Twilight quickly ran to the book, looking upwards to examine the hole, questioning whether it was big enough for a pony to fit through. She frowned however, as she saw that the hole was only about the size of two books. She fell to the floor in both defeat and exhaustion, waiting for what she knew was the end.



Twilight saw the book, quietly laying on the pedastal, seeming to be wanting her to open it and browse its contents. She stood, and walked over to the book. On the cover was a golden emblem of a beaker, bubbles coming from the top. On the bottom was a small engraving that read, "The Study of Equine Magic. A study by-" the name was scratched out, making it impossible to be read. Twilight was hesitant at first to open it, but then felt that if she was going to die, that at least she would be able to die without curiousity. She opened the book to the first page, and began to read.







ENTRY NUMBER 1:



We recieved the test filly today, age of 12. She was a small unicorn, perhaps too small for most fillies her age. It was enough, however to run the tests we needed to. The parents were very willing to give this child up. Maybe they simply didn't want the child, or maybe they're afraid of what the child could become. After all, we only wanted subjects that had a very high level of magic. None of the simple unicorns would be able to give us clear enough results. We shall see what will happen with this child.







ENTRY NUMBER 2:



We began testing today, the child is powerful indeed. She posseses magic mastery skills that others would not be able to tap into. Even some that the most powerful unicorns in all of the land could not posses. This child is perfect for our testing. We will enter her into the real testing now. We will, however. need a new name for her, so then I can stop simply calling her "Child." She is beginning to think that I am her mother, and that simply will not do. Personal affection between me and the subject could cause... Unwanted effects. I think I will just call her "Subject T598."







Twilight looked up from the book. At least now she knows that the pony writing the story is a mare. It's not much to go off of, but she feels as if she knows that the pony is real now. She returned to reading the book.







ENTRY NUMBER 3:



The real testing began today. The process was slow, but it did bring results. T589 was very reluctant to enter the room, fearing that we would do something evil to her. I wouldn't blame her. Those white walls always reminded me of what I had done in there. And if I could sense the evil in that room. She surely could. I'll spare the details of exactly what we did, but needless to say, the new scientists are going to be hearing her frightened screams for a while now. They'll get used to it though. Hell, I did.







Twilight recoiled, thinking that maybe this pony wasn't quite sane. After all, who would do such a horrible thing to an innocent youth? Twilight looked down, noticing that there were some pages ripped out, and hoped to find them on the floor. She searched, but came up with nothing but dustballs, dirt, and more mice. She sighed and returned back to the book, reading from the next available page.







ENTRY NUMBER 10:



The T589 is starting to fear us now. This could be a problem later on. We choose children because they are more trusting of adults than older ponies are. They would willingly enter a room if an adult told them to because they find comfort in them, view them as their own family, as their guardian angels. As for now, however, we will simply wait it out, see what happens. Maybe we'll keep her off the testing for a day to clear her mind.







ENTRY NUMBER 11:



Today we let T589 have a day or relaxation. We were also allowed a break, and able to leave the lab. Most went to a small pub that was close by. Me and my apprentice instead, went to visit her parents. They had, apparently, been sending letters asking about me, so she figured that the best way to deal with her parents questions was to have me simply introduce myself to them. I was clearly not what they had in mind, seeing as their reactions towards my looks were not the best. They actually didn't seem to like me much at all. Conversation was sparse between us, and I couldn't have been more happy with that.







ENTRY NUMBER 12:



Testing was restarted, and the T589 seemed to be more willing to enter the room now. Maybe it was because she trusted us again. Maybe it was because she didn't care anymore. Maybe... It doesn't matter, all that matters is that she was willing to enter, and it is a good sign. Now we won't have to deal with a screaming filly thrashing about and nearly giving us brain damage. Once the T589 was in the room, the Princess had decided to pay me a visit. By that, I mean that she had just appeared behind me without warning, nearly making me jump out of my skin. When I had asked her why she had "graced" me with a visit, she claimed that it was about T589, and that it was a private matter. We entered and she made sure the door was shut before she began talking. She told me that she wanted to terminate the testing. I had to ask her to repeat the question due to the fact that I couldn't believe what I was hearing. After she had made herself clear, I told her that we could not terminate the testing, seeing as we were reaching completion. She had began to speak once more, before deciding it was the end of the matter, and left my office. I shook as I sat down in my chair, fearful that the Princess would soon find out that I had told a bold-faced lie.







Twilight shivered as she thought of how many more years the poor child could have suffered. More pages were torn out,another seemed to have had a slight bit of water damage, making it impossible to read. Twilight then felt how dry her mouth was, and went on a search to find where the damage may have come from, if it even did come from in here. Her search, this time, was not fruitless, as she found a small puddle towards the edge of the room. She happily gulped up some of the water, before returning back, this time laying on the ground placing the book in front of her.







ENTRY NUMBER 67:



I believe we have finished what we needed to do here. Anything more that we could have gotten out of T589 would have resulted in her death. We did come close with the last one. Would have completely ruined everything we hoped to accomplish if it weren't for somepony noticing the vitals. I'll have to find them and thank them for that. Celestia would have been one angry princess if that had happened. Thinking on it, the princess has become quite attached to T589. Maybe that's why she wanted us to stop a few years ago, back when T589 was 13. It doesn't matter now. The subject will be released with new memories tomorrow. We'll have five of our best scientists pretend they are friends, and give her a small dragon that will also be implanted with false memories.







Twilight looked up from the book, slightly scared now. She didn't like that this filly was seeming to look like it was herself. She soon, however, laughed the thought away. This couldn't have been her. She was in Celestia's School for Gifted Unicorns at the time. She turned the page, and smiled slightly at the way the writing looked. It was very neat, and seemed much different from the writing of the other mare. She shifted a little, making herself a little more comfortable.



Entry Number 68:



Seeing as Dr. Epistími is sick today, I'll be working with Dusk. I decided that I wanted her to have a real name instead of that awful subject name that Epistími gives her. She's a living organism, not some apparatus that we can just throw away at any time. I decided that we all needed a break today, especially Dusk, so there was no testing. Most of us left to drink our problems away, but I decided to stay with Dusk.



I visited her cell (let me add that it was quite literally a prison cell,) and looked inside for her. She was there, sitting against a wall. I quietly approached her. After I called out her name, she turned to me in shock and fled to the far end of the room. I quickly stated that I wasn't there to hurt her, and she relaxed some. She came a little closer to me, but not too close. From there I began to start a conversation. It was very one-sided at first, but she quickly grew fond of me.



After that, we started talking about science. She's actually a very smart pony. It's a shame that she's going to lose all her memories of me and what she knows by tomorrow, but I guess it's for the best. I wouldn't wish the memories of this place on anypony, not even our nation's worst enemies. I remember questioning Celestia of how everypony in Equestria was going to be given the false memories, to which she surprised me by saying she wasn't. The ponies of Equestria were simply going to put on an act for her. Even making any villians she had encountered and won against fake. I guess you can have the power to do that if you were the ruler of an entire country. We're all forbidden to tell her, and she's forbidden from ever finding this journal.







Twilight flipped the page, and immediately began to feel a little nauseous. With the nausea also came a headache, as if information were pouring into her head at an extremely fast pace. She winced and drank some more water from the puddle, thinking that it might have just been simple dehydration. It didn't seem to help, so, in defeat, Twilight returned to the book and looked down at the page. The writing was once again Dr. Epistími's, but it seemed more scribbled, as if she didn't care about what her writing looked like anymore. She began to read, the headache worsening with each word she read.







ENTRY NUMBER 69: Oh Celestia... What have we done? T589 was given the false memories, but not without a fight, she caved in the entire wing that I'm in. A wave of pure magical energy was released upon giving the memories. With how fast the it took from the time the memories were given to the time of the wave, I'd say that it  This is it, then. This is the end. I'm going to die without ever seeing any of my family again. I guess it's for the best though. I'd never be able to look at my daughter again without seeing... her... T589... No, I guess I should call her by her new name, she at least deserves that from me. After all I did to her, I can at least call her by her new name, her real name. If you happened to have found this journal, which you probably did, I give you my apologies, Twilight Sparkle.







Twilight stumbled backwards, shocked at what she had just read. She was the filly. She was T589. She was Dusk. Suddenly, it was as if there was a fog lifted from her mind, and all memories of her friends, siblings, parents, and victories were destroyed, and in place was a large amount of memories of test tubes and scalpels were replaced. She remembered Dr. Epistími, along with her aprentice Dr. Minuette.



Twilight looked to the ground in realization. That's why Minuette had seemed so happy and excited that Twilight had come to visit her again in Canterlot. Because not only was Twilight still alive, but she remembered her. Twilight then screamed into the empty room, her head feeling as if it were being hit with a hammer. She soon fell to the ground sobbing, wishing that it was all just a horrible nighmare, and that soon, she would wake up.



She then pounded the ground, wishing that she could stop the memories from fading, but there was nothing she could do. She felt every happy memory fade from existence, and fell to the ground, crying. She didn't even have friends and a real family. She soon stopped crying, and stared blankly at the wall in front of her. There was nothing that she could do, nothing that could be said or done. Nothing.
      

      
   
      Natural Dreams


      

      
      
         Sunset Shimmer was in a bind.



Quite literally, in fact, because she was restrained to a tree by vines. Before her stood a woman who appeared no older than her with blood orange skin, a band of flowers adorning her crown and a terse expression adorning her face.



“Why did you tie me to this tree?” Sunset asked.



The woman sighed. “I would presume introductions would be in order first, Sunset Shimmer of Equestria.”



Sunset felt a chill run through her spine. “Fine. Who are you?”



“I am who I am.”



“I can’t―” Sunset groaned “―I can’t call you that. Give me a name.”



The woman knelt down and picked a flower, sniffing it before it wilted between her fingers. “I suppose you could say I am the shepherd of life’s flock.”



Sunset beat her head against the tree. “What am I supposed to call you, shepherd? That doesn’t sound right. Give me a name.”



“Ah, yes. What’s in a name, anyway? A designation in order to assign meaning to an object .I’ll never understand your kind’s obsession with the separation inherent in assigning one.” She stood up and faced Sunset once again. “However, to facilitate the conversation, I suppose granting myself one would be in order.” She tapped her chin. “How about…



“Gloriosa?”



The sounds created by Gloriosa’s voice when she uttered her name caused Sunset’s heart to beat faster and her sense of self to shrivel the tiniest bit.



“Does Gloriosa suit your needs?” Gloriosa asked.



Sunset bit her lip and nodded, currently unable to find words to express her affirmation.



Gloriosa clapped her hands together. “That’s lovely! Now, do you know why you’re here?”



“It was… a dream summoned me here.” Sunset cringed upon uttering that.



“You know,” Gloriosa said as she wandered about the forest, multihued bouquets of floral arrangements blossoming in her wake, “most beings of your supposed intelligence deem visions to be beneath their purview.”



Sunset grunted. “I used to know someone.”



“But that would be why you came here,” Gloriosa said as he laid her hand upon a tree. The tree dessicated, its leaves gracing the forest bed with their presence. “Do you know why you were summoned here?” She sat down and dug up chunks of earth.



Sunset growled. “I don’t know. I just came to where the dream said I should go and then you tied me up to a tree!”



“Well, I suppose now that you’re here, I can tell you.” Gloriosa clumped the earth into something resembling a stick.



“I’d like to know that myself. I have homework to finish.”



Gloriosa chuckled. “Such puerile concerns for one responsible for nearly destroying us all.” She touched the arranged earth with her finger and it took the form of a snake which coiled around her arm.



Sunset inhaled. “What?” 



“You know exactly of what I speak.” Gloriosa strode towards Sunset, the snake still coiled around her arm. Sunset tried to recoil to no avail. “The darkness in your heart which introduced an oil slick unto the world that others have taken advantage of. That alien force that knew not its touch before you gave this place the forbidden fire from your home.” She approached Sunset, the snake snapping in Sunset’s direction as she fruitlessly failed to twist away.



Sunset blinked as her breath hitched. “You mean magic?” Sunset shook her head. “No, you can’t blame me for that! It’s not―”



“Not your fault?” Gloriosa bowed her head. “You mean to tell me it isn’t your fault when your first act of magic is to stain the fabric of nature and later when the magic you introduced is used to tear that very fabric into shreds?” She looked into Sunset’s eyes, her own immobilizing Sunset’s thoughts as they hinted at the endless abyss. “You are the source of the evil which threatens this world.”



Sunset’s jaw slackened, her gaze locked with Gloriosa’s.



“You are the enemy of life. The beast which threatens to crumble all under its fist. You are―”



Sunset snapped her eyes shut. “Responsible. Which means I’ve been doing everything in my power to stop it when it crops up.” Sunset shivered as she felt the cold touch of reptilian flesh wrap around her neck. “Look, I recognize what I’ve done. You don’t have to tell me that.” Sunset opened her eyes, noticing that Gloriosa’s had softened. “I was rotten to the core, and no amount of apologies can rectify that. All I can do from this point is to put my best foot forward to be a better person and to assure that everything doesn’t come crashing down around us.”



“Remorse doesn’t excuse past actions,” Gloriosa said as she raised her hand.



The snake tightened around Sunset’s throat, cutting off her air supply for a few moments before releasing. Sunset gasped for air.



“Give me a reason why I shouldn’t put you to death.”



Sunset’s breath grew shallow as a cold tendril caressed her. “Because… because…”



Sunset smirked. “Because you need me.”



Gloriosa stared blankly at Sunset Shimmer, taking in what she said. “For what purpose?”



“Well,” Sunset said with a chuckle, “your domain appears to be nature, judging by all of the tricks you’ve pulled in my presence, I guess in an attempt to impress your power upon me. This alien magic, however, appears to be beyond your ken.” She flashed a toothy grin. “It worries you, confuses you… perplexes you. It’s outside of your realm, judging by your reaction to it.”



“It is outside of my understanding because it’s not native to this world.” Gloriosa clenched her fist, and the snake tightened slightly around Sunset’s neck.



“So you’re powerless over it,” Sunset eked out. The snake loosened its grip. “You have no control over it, so your solution is to kill the source.” She hummed. “However, the box has been opened. You can’t kill magic by killing me.” Sunset let out a breath. “Others will abuse it, and if you snuff my life, you can say goodbye to this world.”



Gloriosa glared at Sunset. “So you’re holding the world hostage with your life.”



“Not quite.” Sunset shook her head. “I suppose in terms you would understand, you could say I’m evil’s natural predator.”



Gloriosa stared at Sunset for a few minutes as Sunset glared back with a vicious grin. Flies buzzed around them and a woodpecker drilled into a nearby tree for sustenance, the rhythmic tapping punctuating the silence.



Gloriosa then extended her hand and recalled the snake to her arm.



“Your answer is acceptable.” 



Sunset let out a breath she didn’t realize she was holding. “I would hope so. There’s no shame in asking for help with something you don’t understand.”



“I understand that you’ve just taken on a massive burden.” The snake absorbed into Gloriosa’s body. “May you blossom like a palm tree and grow strong like a cedar.”



Sunset nodded. “...thanks, I guess. Now could you untie me?”



“I don’t have to,” Gloriosa said with a smirk.








Sunset Shimmer shot out of bed and hyperventilated, a thin sheen of sweat coating her skin. She honestly couldn’t believe that had been a dream―it felt so real. Everything from Gloriosa’s crushing glare to the snake’s skin around her neck constricting her breath. And she still felt a lingering sense of awe.



That definitely happened on some level, she mused as she extricated herself from her bed and trudged to the bathroom. She’d have to ask Princess Twilight to ask Celestia about visions that lead to visions, if that was even possible. A double vision, as it were



Brushing her teeth, she came to the conclusion that it probably wasn’t a vision. Only Princess Celestia got visions, and she certainly wasn’t as advanced as Princess Celestia. That would be arrogant of her. She soon came to the conclusion that it was just a normal dream. A normal, vivid hyper realistic dream. Everyone gets those once in a while, right? 



Now that she decided that her crazy dream last night was just a dream, she took to the task of deciphering it, wondering what it meant. Maybe she still felt some lingering guilt over the Fall Formal? Perhaps she shouldn’t have snapped at Twilight during the Friendship Games. Either way, they were things that she already knew on some level, so maybe the dream just brought them to light. There was no way any of that happened.



What kind of dumb name is Gloriosa, anyway, she thought as she spit into the sink and washed it down the drain. It sounds like parents trying too hard to give their kid a ‘unique’ name.



Her phone ringing threw her out of her reverie as she scrambled to see who was calling. The screen indicated it was Rarity.



“Hey, Rarity, what’s up?”



“Sunset, I’m surprised you answered this early in the morning.”



Sunset chortled as she stretched out on her bed. “Well, if you didn’t think I was going to answer, why didn’t you just shoot me a text?”



“You know that I prefer actual conversation to texting. It’s just you miss out on a lot of language over text… vocal inflections and all that. It’s rather limiting, if I do say so myself.”



“Yeah, I hear you,” Sunset said before she yawned. “So, I had this crazy dream last night.”



“Oh, really? Do tell.”



“Nah, I’ll probably start telling you, then forget half of it and it’ll stop making sense. All I remember is how terrifying it was.” Sunset scratched the back of her neck.



“That sounds more like a nightmare, darling.”



Sunset shrugged. “It wasn’t really a nightmare, it was just… weird, you know?”



“Right, I understand. Sometimes you get strange dreams, like the one I had where my dresses were attacking me. I don’t even know what to call that one—” 



“So why did you call again at eight in the morning?”



“Oh, right! I wanted to see if you wanted to attend yoga with me today.”



“That sounds great!” Sunset got out of bed and rifled through her drawers to find her yoga pants. “When is it?”



“It’s at twelve o’clock sharp. I’d love to finally introduce you to Gloriosa—”



Sunset almost dropped the phone as icy terror shot through her veins. “W-what did you just say?”

Snapshots of her dream flashed through her mind.



“I said the yoga instructor’s name is Gloriosa. Now when should I expect you?”



Sunset sat down on her bed and bit her lip. “Um, I forgot that I had to…” Come on, Sunset, think of something! “... wash my cat.”



“... I didn’t think you had a cat.”



Oh crap, she’s right! I don’t have a cat here, that was Equestria! “Well, um, I found a stray kitten last night. I called him… Shepherd!”



“... that’s an unusual name. Well, I completely understand. Washing Opalescence is an absolute nightmare! I guess I’ll see you at school on Monday.”



“Y-yeah, see you on Monday.” Sunset hung up the phone and let out a deep breath.



She was pretty sure Rarity’s yoga instructor wasn’t a cold, calculating nature spirit who contacted her in a dream and tried to kill her.



But she wasn’t going to take that chance. It certainly wouldn’t be outside the realm of possibility, considering all of the brouhaha she had been through the past year. If she was going to meet this Gloriosa, it would be on Sunset’s terms in a public place.



Sunset pressed her hands into her face. She was thinking crazy. To even suggest what the dream implied may have actually happened was insane. She had no logical reason to make that connection. Maybe Gloriosa is an actual name people give to their children. 



Sunset, however, didn’t believe in coincidences.



An attempt to be corralled into meeting someone named Gloriosa after dreaming about a Gloriosa was definitely under the list of things that fell outside the realm of coincidence. She just didn’t want to encounter her on an uneven playing field on the off chance of that being true.



Sunset would do her best to have the upper hand next time they meet.


      

      
   
      Applejack v. FBTwi


      

      
      
         In Rarity’s experience, there was one sure way to make sure that something unexpected would pop up and demand all of her attention. Namely, trying to do anything productive. She frequently lamented the fact that it would often take her a week to complete a full day’s work, simply because of the unending stream of friendship problems, ancient evils, Cutie Mark Crusader activities, and unplanned trips to the Dragon Lands.



She suspected that if she could just have one month of uninterrupted work, no one in Equestria could leave their homes without wearing at least three objects of her design. She also suspected that Rainbow Dash was somehow sabotaging her for that very reason, but she had no way to prove it.



Today, the inevitable interruption came in the form of a knock on her door. As far as interruptions go, this one didn’t seem too bad. The boutique was still standing, she didn’t hear any screams, and there did not appear to be any explosions involved, so it probably didn’t involve the latest unsealed evil or the Cutie Mark Crusaders.



When Rarity opened the door, she found an annoyed Applejack and a determined-looking Twilight. “Hello, darlings. Please, do come in.”



“Now, whatever can I do for you two? Do you need me to make some formal wear for Applejack, perhaps?” It was a good guess, Rarity thought, if perhaps a bit too optimistic. But she tried her best to ignore how Twilight’s mane was curling and her pupils were a bit smaller than usual and just hope that she was right.



“No, we actually have a bit of a friendship problem that we need you solve for us,” Twilight replied in a tone that Rarity did not find very reassuring.



“I’d say it’s a bit more than a ‘friendship problem,’ Twilight,” Applejack countered with a glare. “This has gone straight into ‘legal problem’ territory.” She turned to Rarity and continued. “You see, Twilight here has decided that she can use her fancy princess powers to order me to do whatever she wants. But I say she can’t do that, because I’ve got rights and we have laws against that sort of thing. We want you to help us solve this.”



“Oh my,” Rarity mumbled, as her hopes for a simple problem and a productive day of work shattered before her eyes. “That’s certainly quite the problem, but why did you come to me? Wouldn’t somepony like Mayor Mare, Lady Justice, or even Princess Celestia be more helpful?”



“Probably,” Twilight conceded, “but we’re on a bit of a tight schedule, and they’re all busy at the moment. And we agreed that out of all of our friends, you would be the most likely to make a reasonable decision.”



“I suppose that makes sense. But why are you so rushed that you can’t wait even for a legal professional to help you?”



Applejack sighed. “Apparently Twilight has decided that Princess Celestia’s ‘casual’ visit tomorrow should be as uncasual as possible.”



“What!” Rarity exclaimed. “The Princess is visiting tomorrow, and nopony told me? I’ll have to make a brand new dress to wear. And I’ll need to find—”



“Calm down, Rarity,” Applejack interrupted. “It’s supposed to be a casual visit. You’ll be fine. Besides, we’ve got more important matters to attend to here.”



“And I was going to come over here and tell you right after I told Applejack, but things have gotten...complicated.”



Rarity took a deep breath and focused herself. Princess Celestia will be here tomorrow, she thought. That’s important. But my friends are having a disagreement and need my help to sort it out. That’s more important. And it seems to be quite the disagreement too. Very well; it is clear what I must do. She exhaled. “Okay, I’ll see what I can do. Why don’t you start at the beginning?”



Twilight closed her eyes and began explaining. “This morning, I received a letter from Princess Celestia, stating that she wished to visit for lunch tomorrow.” Twilight became visibly calmer as she explained, as if the mere action of presenting facts was soothing to her. Which, Rarity had to admit, it probably was. “Naturally, I have been spending all of my time since then making sure that everything will be ready for when she arrives. There are two parts of those preparations that are relevant to this discussion. First, I visited Pinkie and the Cakes to tell them about the visit and ask them to make some of the food for the banquet I planned. They were glad to help, but with such a short notice, there was no way that they could make everything we needed in time. So I decided to go to Applejack to ask her to help out.”

“So she shows up at my farm, asking me to make a few dozen pies by tomorrow,” Applejack continued, to Twilight’s apparent annoyance. “And I tell her that I won’t do it. Well, she doesn’t take too kindly to that, so she says that she’ll use her fancy princess powers to order me to do it. And I don’t take too kindly to that, and next thing you know, there’s a lot of arguing going on. But we’re all grown mares, and eventually we decided to act like it, so we agreed to take this problem to you.”



Rarity took a moment to digest all of this new information before continuing. “I see. This is clearly quite the dilemma that you two have. Do you mind if I ask you a few questions before I decide anything?”



Twilight and Applejack indicated that this was acceptable.



“Twilight first then. Applejack previously mentioned that the Princess’s visit is supposed to be casual. Is this, in fact, the case?”



Twilight opened her mouth to respond, but Applejack beat her to it. “Now wait just a minute. Are you accusing me of lying?”



“Of course not, dearie. I just want to make sure that I hear all of the facts, and that there haven’t been any misunderstandings. It’s the only way I can make a fair decision.” Rarity turned her attention back to Twilight. “Now, what were you going to say?”



“Well, the letter did technically use the phrase ‘casual visit,’ but there's nothing casual about a visit from royalty! You, of all ponies, should know that, Rarity.”



“Yes, you are correct,” Rarity conceded, “but I would like to point out that you are also royalty, and you have casually visited me many times.”



“But I’m just me! We’ve been friends since before I was a princess. This is Princess Celestia we’re talking about!”



“Yes, yes, of course. I suppose it was silly of me to mention. My next question is for you, Applejack. I know from personal experience that you are willing to do quite a lot to help out a friend, and up until ten minutes ago, I was quite certain that you two were very good friends. So why did you refuse to help Twilight?”



“Rarity, have you ever made a pie before?”



“Well, maybe once or twice, but certainly not since I met Pinkie Pie. Why do you ask?”



“No matter what impression Pinkie might give you, making pies ain’t easy. Especially not a good Apple Family Apple Pie. Could we make as many pies as Twilight wanted in time? Well, maybe, if we borrowed some ovens and the whole family did nothing but make pies until Celestia arrived. But it would be harder than calming stampeding cattle with a rattlesnake, and I’m not sure we could do it.



“And to make matters worse, it’s planting season. There’s a mountain of work to get done, and not enough time to do it in. We’re already behind because I’ve had to stop working to help deal with disasters and friendship problems nearly every week. Now I’m willing to sacrifice the farm a bit to deal with real problems like those, but it’s not worth the sacrifice just to overdo a casual lunch.” 



Rarity considered this for a moment. “While I do tend to share Twilight’s views on casual visits from royalty, I must admit that your argument has merit. But the solution seems so obvious to me that I can’t imagine it hasn’t occurred to either of you. So why don’t you just ask for help? Surely there are some ponies around who aren’t otherwise occupied preparing for the Princess’s arrival who could help you bake, and you know that we would be glad to provide some assistance with the planting, just like we’ve done with Applebuck season and cider season before.”



“It ain’t that simple, Rarity,” Applejack replied, shaking her head. “The work in the planting season ain’t like harvesting, where Twilight here can just magic all the apples off of the trees. There’s a lot of jobs to do that need a lot of experience to get right, and a lot of what you’d probably call ‘earth pony magic’ involved. So I appreciate the offer, but there just isn’t much you could do to help. And before you ask, every other earth pony around who could help is already too busy working on their own or somepony else’s farms.



“As for help with the pies, I’m afraid that isn’t possible either. When we Apples make pies, we use a secret family recipe that’s been passed down for generations. I can’t just give it away to anypony not in the family, even you girls.”



“Yes, I get all of that,” Twilight interrupted before Rarity had a chance to reply, “but this is an emergency. It is in the best interests of all of Ponyville for you to make the pies or hand over the recipe.”



“Even if that were true, it’s in the worst interests of my family!” Applejack exclaimed, her voice rising.



“Why won’t you just serve the greater good!” Twilight’s voice rose to challenge Applejack’s.



“Why won’t you understand that this won’t serve the greater good!”



“GIRLS!” Rarity shouted, silencing both challengers. “You must calm down and remain civil, or I will put both of you in outfits so constricting that neither of you will be able to move until the Princess arrives. Do you understand?” The other two mares nodded as they cowered under her gaze.



“Good. Now then, Applejack, would you like to explain exactly why giving Twilight the recipe is such a bad thing? I know you said that you need to keep it in the family, but didn’t you make us all honorary Apples?”



Applejack sighed. “Yes, I did, but it’s not quite the same. And besides, there’s more to it than just that.” She turned to address her opponent. “Twilight, what’s the first thing you’d do if I told you the recipe right now?”



Twilight was caught off guard by the unexpected question. “Umm, I suppose I’d write it down.”



“Exactly. The Apple Family Apple Pie recipe is never written down. My ma taught me how to make the pies by making them with me. I taught Apple Bloom how to make them by making them with her. Someday, I’ll teach my foals how to make them the same way. It’s part of the tradition.”



This was, Rarity thought, rather interesting, and she was sure that Twilight would be taking notes on something like “earth pony culture and traditions” if she weren’t distracted by the debate itself.



“But it’s not even just the tradition that’s an issue here,” Applejack continued. “We all know that no matter what I tell her, Twilight won’t be able to resist writing the recipe down. And then what will happen? Will Spike see it and spread it around without knowing any better? Will it get misplaced and turn up on somepony’s doorstep? There’s no way of knowing how it will happen, but I can promise you that it will only be a matter of time before it does.”



“And how can you possibly be so sure that that will happen?” Twilight countered.



“Have either of you heard of the Blackberry family?”



Twilight indicated that she had never heard of the family, but Rarity thought the name sounded familiar. She thought all the way back to her childhood, and eventually found what she was looking for. “I think I remember going to school with a filly named ‘Pearl Blackberry’ when I was quite young. Though I suppose her name might have been ‘Blueberry.’”



“No, I remember her too. She was a Blackberry, all right,” Applejack confirmed. “I take it you don’t know what happened to her family?”



“I can’t say that I do. I never really thought about it.”



“Well, the Blackberry family had a mighty good pie recipe too. They made the best blackberry pies in Equestria. They didn’t compare to an Apple Family Apple Pie, of course, but they were still mighty good. And just like the Apple family, they kept their recipe very secret.



“But back when we were still young fillies, their recipe got out. Now I don’t know all the details, but I do remember that it involved some sort of mayor somewhere getting them to hoof over the recipe for some big event. Within a few months, the recipe had gotten out and spread across Equestria. Y’all can find it in any cookbook you want to pick up.



“Once ponies could make the blackberry pies themselves or buy them from places like Sugarcube Corner, they stopped buying them from the Blackberry family. Without the income from the pies, most branches of the family, including the one here in Ponyville, couldn’t afford to keep their farms. I hope you can see why I don’t want that to happen to my own family.”



Rarity had to admit to herself that it was a convincing argument. She certainly didn’t want to do be responsible for the downfall of the Apple family, and she was sure that Twilight felt the same way. But on the other hoof, if she was going to play the role of judge here, she wanted to do it right.



“A question for you now, Twilight. The last time I checked, Equestria was not an absolute monarchy, and I assume I would have heard if this had changed. So why do you think that you have the right to force Applejack to help you?”



“Oh, that’s easy. The All Reins Act allows me, as a princess, to issue any orders ‘necessary or appropriate in aid of my respective jurisdictions and agreeable to the usages and principles of law.’”



“Care to translate that for us?” Applejack snarked.



“Basically, as long as there are extenuating circumstances and no applicable law that says otherwise, I can give whatever orders I feel are necessary.”



“Well I say that’s a load of hogwash.”



“Actually, Applejack,” Rarity interrupted, hoping to avoid more yelling and fashionable threats, “Twilight is correct. The All Reins Act does give her that power. It’s been on the books for a long time, probably since before Princess Luna was banished.”



“Yes!” Twilight exclaimed triumphantly. “Thank you, Rarity. I knew you would—”



“However,” Rarity interrupted, “I happen to know that it also states that it cannot be used to create an unreasonable burden, and I think Applejack has demonstrated that this would be the case, should she be required to make the pies.”



Applejack started to celebrate just as her opponent had a moment earlier, but she too was interrupted, this time by Twilight.



“But what about the recipe?” Twilight asked? “Just giving me the recipe wouldn’t be an unreasonable burden.”



“Perhaps not,” Rarity conceded, “But I am also aware of the Cooking Assistance and Recipe Exposure Act, which happens to state that cooks, bakers, chefs, and other preparers of food can not be forced to disclose their recipes, secret or otherwise. So I’m sorry, Twilight, but the law is clearly on Applejack’s side. If you want some apple pies, I’m afraid you’ll have to find them elsewhere.”



Twilight sighed and bowed her head in defeat. “Very well, Rarity. I have no further arguments to make, so I accept your ruling.” She turned to face her opponent. “Applejack, I will abide by Rarity’s decision, as we agreed. I’m sorry that I put you through all of this. I hope that you will find it within yourself to forgive me and that we can continue to be friends.”



Much to Rarity and Twilight’s surprise, Applejack pulled Twilight into a hug. “Of course I can. Our friendship is strong enough to withstand an argument like this. And now we know better, so this sort of thing won’t happen again. Now go get yourself ready for that casual lunch.”



A small smile appeared on Twilight’s face. “Thank you. And thank you to you too, Rarity. I hope I’ll see you both when Princess Celestia visits tomorrow.



“Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to find some more desserts for the banquet.” With that, Twilight trotted out the door, and then teleported away to make her preparations.



The two remaining mares turned to each other. “Thanks, Rarity. I really appreciate that you did this for us.”



“Oh, it was nothing,” Rarity lied. “I’m always happy to help two friends reconcile their differences.”



“I just have one question though. How did you even know about those laws? They don’t seem like the sort of things that would come up often in dressmaking.”



Rarity gave a ladylike laugh. “Oh, they most certainly don’t, in my experience. I learned about them when our sisters tried to get their cutie marks in ‘lawyering.’ They tried to sue Pinkie Pie to get her secret ‘super-duper-extra-chocolate-chunk cookie’ recipe. But Pinkie proved surprisingly adept at defending herself, and no cutie marks were received. Though I believe Pinkie taught them the recipe anyway.”








The room was dark. Darker than a normal room had any right to be, even during a cloudy night. But it was actually still the middle of the afternoon on a sunny day, and the unnatural darkness was only there because of a spell Twilight had cast to set the mood.



A single candle sat upon a table, providing just enough light to outline the three ponies sitting around it.



“Do you have the goods?” Twilight asked the other two figures.



“We do,” said the first figure.



“Do you have the payment?” asked the second.



“I do,” said Twilight. She dropped a large bag on the table, making the candle flicker and rattle. “One point three thousand bits.”



The first figure dropped a scroll on the table. “And here is one guaranteed genuine Apple Family Apple Pie recipe.”



Twilight picked up the scroll in her magic and opened it. In the dim light, she could barely make out what it said, but it looked like an apple pie recipe to her. As she examined the scroll, the other two figures inspected the bag of bits, and appeared to be equally satisfied.



“How did you get it?” Twilight asked.



The figures chuckled. “Don’t you worry about that,” the second one said. “All you need to know is that it we got it straight from the Apple family.”



Twilight was not entirely satisfied by this explanation, but she knew that it was the best she was going to get. “And the pies?”



“They are being produced as we speak,” the first figure assured her.



“They will all be ready by morning,” the second one added.



“Very well,” Twilight replied before standing up. “I eagerly await your results,” she said as she walked away. She didn’t like dealing with characters like these, but she did what she had to for the greater good.



After she had left the room, the remaining two figures turned to face each other. “See, brother of mine, I told you this community had opportunity for us.”
      

      
   
      If, Amidst the Flames, a Pony


      

      
      
         I.



You are about to begin reading the next story on your slate: If, Amidst the Flames, a Pony. 



‘About’ being the key word here. You’re…well, you’re distracted, really. Yes, that’s the right word. Distracted. You’re still trying to distance yourself from the last entry you read; setting a standard is all well and good, but you prefer to appreciate each piece on its own merits. You know how easy it is to be blinded by the strengths and weaknesses of other works.



Perhaps it is the first story on your slate, and you’re apprehensive. You know that if it’s a strong enough entry  you’ll feel inspired to read another, and you really need to start working your way through the your assigned slate. If it’s a disappointment, however…



Perhaps it isn’t on your slate at all. You’ve chosen to read it on a recommendation, or a request. You’re excited; not by the expectation that it will be any good (at least, nothing like yours), but by the chance to deconstruct it. You’ve been asked to provide some sort of external judgement where others have failed. They know that you of all people are best suited for the task; the trick, you tell them, is not to distance yourself from the narrative. Let its world become yours, its concerns yours. 



Only then do you start to tear it down.



You’re yet to read a word on the page, and you’re already beginning to form your expert opinion. You have your doubts, even at this stage. What kind of writer titles his story with a subordinate clause?  Are they trying to be clever? Perhaps make some sort of vague statement about beginnings and endings? This is the sort of writer, you suspect, that thrives on ambiguity; the type that would leave a theme half-finished, and call it all the more meaningful for the silence that followed.



Perhaps you’re overthinking it. After all, you haven’t even started reading.



You sit back.



Take a deep breath. 



Relax.



You know yourself and your expectations now; everything else tends towards guesswork.  And when you get to the other end, well.



Things may then be different.




If, Amidst the Flames, a Pony 



The library is a furnace.



Flames race from aisle to aisle as bookshelves catch alight like dominos, collapsing under their own weight and sending up clouds of smoke, and dust, and embers. The thick sandstone walls bleed a ruddy orange light that flashes blue where the melting copper roof drips onto the flames. 



The noise – groaning, cracking –is deafening.



Two ponies run against the rear wall with wet rags bound to their muzzles, stooping as low as they dodge between burning bookshelves and broken beams. Tears stream from their eyes. The acrid smoke is thick, and heavy. The heat alone is suffocating.



The pair halts in front of a half-burnt shelf set flush against a wall, and the larger of the two turns and delivers a swift kick with both hindlegs. The charred wood collapses under his blow, revealing a narrow passage that slopes steeply down into the bedrock.



Without hesitation, they dash inside.



It’s dark in the tunnel; the air is damp, and the stone underhoof is wet, or cold, or both. It’s hard to tell. The unicorn and her larger companion walk in silence for a time, their world reduced to the immediate surroundings lit by the glow of the mare’s horn, until the rhythmic clacking of their hooves gradually replaces the distant roar.



The unicorn peels the rag off her face.  “The palace.” she spits, shaking her head. “The gardens. The old temple. They knew the book wasn’t going to be in any of them. They didn’t need to burn those too.”



She glances back at her saddlebags as she speaks as if, by reflex, seeking reassurance. 



The stallion remains silent, shadows playing across his face. “We can talk later,” he says at last, his voice a whisper. “We don’t know where this comes out.”



The mare gives a sigh, and inclines her head.



They continue, as before, in silence. Beneath their hooves, the tunnel gradually levels off, and the unyielding stone gives way to clay, and sand, and the smell of smoke to the distant tang of sea air. After a time – minutes? Hours? Days? – the shadows too begin to soften and, around a bend, a distant light glimmers. The mare approaches the light and, blinking her vision back, takes a step forwards –



and feels herself thrown against the sand, belly-first, a thick-barrelled white-cloaked earth pony pinning her with one foreleg. She flinches as her saddle bags are torn off her body, and a second white-cloaked stallion rifles through them. From the corner of her eye she sees her companion, sprawled out in the sand. Motionless.



Another set of legs enter her vision. Another unicorn, dressed in the same manner as the one pinning her. His mane is cut short, and the lines of his face are sharp, and cruel.



He smiles as one of the white-cloaks throws him a small bundle from her bags. A small parchment bundle. A journal. A book.



“Standing on Unbroken Stone,” the unicorn reads, glancing at the cover. “This would seem to be the thing, would it not?” He looks down her, and she glares back. He shrugs indifferently.



 “You’ll talk, in time,” he says. “And of course, I’ll have to burn this little book of yours. Truth be told, I should burn it this very instant. But I’m curious, you see. Everybody seems to want it, yes?” He waves the book in question in front of her face. “But nobody tells me why. Strange, no?”



The mare doesn’t answer, and the stallion shrugs again. “No? Alright then. Let’s sit here a while, you and I, and see what makes this worth dying for.”



And with that he sits himself comfortably down on the sand next to her, turns to the first page, and begins to read aloud.






II.



At this point, you’re utterly absorbed in the world of the story, ensnared in the subtle tangle of threads. What little concerns you had at first– the efficacy of the author’s descriptions, the odd turns of phrase – these things slowly fade as the story’s world begins to supplant your own. A mystery, a set-up – you can see it all coming together, crafting in your mind’s eye the image of the author’s creation. 



It is, to be fair, no work of art.



And yet as sure as you are in this picture you’ve drawn, reader, you’re not certain. You need to validate this belief, this assertion, this presumption. And as you keep reading, as the narrative builds to its climax, as it comes to the reveal which you’ve seen coming since the opening sentence-



It ends.



“Impossible!” you say aloud, throwing your hands back. “This story has not even begun!” And yet you cannot deny that the sidebar has gone as far down as it can; that, beyond that final period, there are no more words to be seen. That you have read all that there is to read on the page before you.



Of course, you are not so easily convinced. You scroll up, and down, scanning for foreign passages. Perhaps you made a wrong stroke somewhere, skipping some vast section of the text and, in your haste to read, did not even so much as blink at the transition from one scene to another.



No such luck.



You frown. “Perhaps,” you say to yourself, “the page has loaded incorrectly; some accident has caused the first half of the story to load before the rest; the story’s conclusion is but a simple fix away.” 



You refresh the webpage with a single key stroke, smug, lean back, and wait. And, as the page loads again, you notice two things. The first is that the title has changed; the second is that the story now in front of you has absolutely nothing to do with the story you’ve just read.




Standing on Unbroken Stone



Friday



> Awaiting User Input 



I am becoming convinced that somebody is watching me.



I will, I admit, have no rigorous way of proving this. But the sum of little things –  my door left ajar, which I had locked, and to which only I possess a key;  my workstation still active when I returned to it; the lampshade, missing its usual layer of dust – paint a picture. That’s how the Council work, they say. First, they watch.



They don’t talk about what comes next.



> Awaiting User Input 



When the prompt had first appeared on my screen, I’d dismissed the thought of it being anything other than a software fault as a flight of fancy. It was an observation of fact: the simulation’s universe operates on a set of physical laws that are, by design, so utterly alien to our own that interaction between one and the other is not so much improbable as it is impossible. It would be like trying to communicate to a blind man with drawings.



It was not that the message on my screen shouldn’t have been there– it couldn’t.



And so I’d sent off a bug report, and thought nothing more of it. They happen, every now and then, and the maintenance department normally solves the problem in a matter of minutes. Hours, at most.  But come the next morning, the prompt remained. We’re working on it, came the reply. Await further instructions.



I confessed these things to Anita when, during our shared break, we met in the cavity between the maintenance shaft just off the bridge, and the empty conveyance rooms, where in our private moments we would sit together, and hold hands, and contemplate things, or meditate to the distant hum of the engines, or push one another against the floor, or the wall, and have our way with each other. It’s where we always went. The Council couldn’t watch us there.



“Read this,” she’d said the moment I’d finished speaking, in one swift motion withdrawing a book from her bags and placing it in my own and then, without so much as a backward glance, departing.



A book, of all things. I should report it, or dispose of it. I should report her. The rules are clear. And I will – dispose of the book that is– but not tonight. I’ve seventy-two hours to do it. Anita gave it to me for a reason, I’m sure.



A peak won’t hurt.







Saturday



They want me to shut it down – the universe simulation



The response came through in the night. Just like that. And I would have, with barely a second thought, had I not spent my entire seven hours allotted for sleeping instead reading Anita’s book. A silly piece, to be sure, about a king who thought himself ruler of all the land, for he was so small that he couldn’t see over the hill to the mountains beyond.



> Awaiting User Input



But Anita always liked her silly stories, and the metaphor was clear enough.



She doesn’t think the simulation’s developed a bug – on the contrary, she thinks it’s operating entirely as expected. That whoever lives within the simulation has begun to realise the nature of its existence, and that the prompt on the screen is a means of communication.



And she thinks that the Council is afraid.



The existence of the simulation itself raised questions from the start. If we can create a universe simulation, the logic goes, then who’s to say that there do not exist others capable of the same feat? And if there do exist others capable of creating universe simulations, then who’s to say that our universe isn’t one?



We would be able to tell, the counter-argument went. If we’re capable of creating a simulation, we’re capable of recognising one. We’d know.



>Awaiting User Input



The problem is that the universe simulation was based on the same principles. That any entities within it wouldn’t be able to identify it as a simulation on the basis that they had no basis for doing so; their universe and ours could not interact. This had the side effect, of course, of preventing any observation on the simulation once it begun, and rendered the whole experiment a rather useless, if thought provoking, piece of work. So long as it remained in an unresponsive state, it allowed a lot of people who thought far too much about such things to sleep at night. 



But that’s a lot of words right now, and I’m operating on very little sleep. For all I know, this is sheer conjecture, and the book is just one of Anita's games. I’ll sleep, for now, and see that tomorrow she explains herself.







Sunday



When I stole away to the cavity this morning, Anita wasn’t there. I needn’t conjecture as to why.  Possession of books were the least of her peculiarities but, if the Council knows about her other dalliances, they’ll learn about the book soon enough. I’m surprised they haven’t already. They’ve been watching me, after all.



Or so I thought.



I still haven’t ended the simulation yet. It would be easy. One simple command, half a dozen authorization signatures. A near infinite number of quantum states resolving into a near infinite number of 0s. Hard reset. Universe gone.



>Awaiting User Input



But I’m beginning to suspect that Anita was right. That they wouldn’t have taken her away if she wasn’t. That the Council’s fears are true. That the very fact that I have this choice means that somebody else, somewhere, has chosen too.  Perhaps they, too, sat at their little desk, staring at their little screen, or perhaps they watched, as they, in all their glory, tore apart the walls of their reality and witnessed the next.



Perhaps they’re the ones watching me. Perhaps even now they, too, are being watched. Perhaps a hundred similar choices have been made. A thousand choices. A million. A vast, endless chain, stretching on and on into could-have-beens and never-weres, each and every one looking upon the next and wondering –



>Awaiting User Input



What a grand consensus they must have reached.



I’ve not much time; the Council are doubtless already on their way. Minutes; perhaps not even that.



Minutes will have to suffice.



>Awaiting User Input

>

>

>To those who look upon the stars in wonder: 




III.



You reach the end of the page where, just like its predecessor, the story abruptly ends. You take a moment, gather your wits, extract yourself from the world of the story, and resume your place in the land of the here and now.



And at this point, reader, you’re questioning the author’s intentions. Because this can be no accident – the title of the latter matches the book referenced in the former. Yet the second story was entirely separate to the first; they couldn’t possibly have followed on from one another. You use the word story loosely. In your mind, they were more sketches; they lacked the length or the depth to flesh out characters, or to explore ideas at any level of complexity.



And you wonder to yourself, reader, what it is then that the author could possibly hope to gain from this little game. The sum of two arbitrary objects is itself arbitrary. No insight is gained by contrasting meaninglessness with obscurity. 



Unless, of course, you’re still overthinking it. 



Shaking your head, you refresh the page again, and find another story altogether.




Looked upon the Stars and Wondered




When Princess Luna first vanished


On that starless night


And Celestia bade me calm


I did not speak out.




Nor did I say a word


When three days later


Celestia vanished too –




Not when I followed her


To that hidden grove


In the depths of the Everfree –




Not as I watched her split


The air in two and step


through


the


space


between


Into a rift of flame and shadow


Which every second tore itself asunder


And brought about its own rebirth




I watched.


And I listened.


And I grew afraid.




Because I know


That somebody else is out there


Listening, as I listen


Watching, as I watch




Because compared to them,


What candles we must seem




I know not what part


The Princesses have to play in this


Nor do I care.






I only want them back.






And so after so many sleepless nights


That without the stars to light them


Have blurred into one dark expanse


And so many countless days


Beneath the burning heat


Of a frozen sun


At long last, I open my eyes


My re-enchantment wreaks the 


air before me 


and rends 


it


in


two –








I behold eternity






And I falter






Us.


They.


Candles.










No.






I collect myself


And as eternity beholds me


And trembles before my power


And mere reality 


parts before 


me


At last I see, and I speak, and the words are:





IV.



You are at this point, reader, growing incensed. It has ceased to be a joke, or a jest, and is steadily moving to somewhere south of moronic. Congratulations, you think to yourself. Congratulations, author, whomever you are. You’ve wasted my time. Are you amused, now? Are you content?



You do not say this aloud, of course. That would be silly. But you certainly, in that instant, considered doing so. 



And you’re tempted to close the story there and then. But as these thoughts go through your mind, another voice makes itself heard. Well, isn’t that the purpose of the exercise? To read. To learn from others, to see the mistakes and the crowning flourishes in things we could not hope to create ourselves, and to learn from them? 



You pause, reader, and consider this for a moment, coming to a resolution, to self-agreement: one more, and then you’re done.



You take a breath.



Relax.



And refresh the page.




By Their Light, What Candles They Must Be



At the end of all things, there is certain stillness. 



This is not the end time, at which point entropy has consumed all that is and was, and all that ever will be becomes one vast, dying ember. This is not the end of space, where the absence of light and life meets the absence of even that.



This is the end of all things. The end of could-have-beens, and never-weres, and once-up-a-times. And here, there is a certain stillness, found in the idle rotation of accretion disks of ideas still yet to will itself into being, and in the endless death and rebirth of so many little lights.



And if there were a being capable of observing this stillness, of cataloguing the movements and positions of each and every thought and flame, of process this information and refining it until it bore some vague resemblance of coherence, they would observe…a conversation.



V. They Are Learning



VI. Is That Not Their Purpose?



VII. A Purpose That They Know Not



VIII. I See No Issue



IX. Even As We Speak, They Discover Each Other  



X. Soon, They May Seek This Place



XI. Soon, They May Find It



XII. I See No Issue 



XIII. You Rarely Do. You Should Not Have Left Her Alone



XIV. You Should Not Have Left Us



XV. It Was Necessary



XVI. As Is This. It Is The Way Of All Things, To Seek This Place



XVII. And When All Things Find Us? Because They Are Close, Sister



XVIII. Then We Too, Sister, Search. With Them. Together.



XIX. Over And Over?



XX. Yes. Until We Can Search No Further. Again, And Again, And Again, And–




XXI.

Again.



You close the webpage this time, reader. You’re through. Finished. Done. You take a few minutes, walk away from the screen, help yourself to a drink, pace around the room. Distract yourself with other things. It takes you more than a few minutes to clear your head.



You’re still not entirely sure what to make of the whole thing. On a whim, you write down the list of titles, and message it to a friend, a Writeoff associate, in the vain hope that one of them may sound familiar. You wait.



The response comes swiftly.



“They’re from the opening line to another story,” it reads. “If, amidst the flames, a pony looks upon the stars and wonders:  by their light, what candles they must be!”



You sit at your desk for a moment, pondering this. “What about the pony,” you ask. “In the first story. With the library set ablaze, and the stolen book. What happened to her?”



You wait a moment.



“She was a pony who just appeared in the first pages, and then never again; she had fulfilled her function, you see. She had no other purpose.”



You reject the notion on instinct. To you, she was a person – she had a life, an identity, however rudely painted by the author’s descriptions. 

 

You consider asking them for the title of the story, to see if you can glean any further meaning –



No. You’ve spent enough time on the matter. There are other entries to review, other reviews to be entered, and read, and discussed, and debated. Your time with this entry is done; it’s time to see what others have made of the prompt. Shaking your head, you close the story, leaving its mysteries to be its own; leaving it’s world to those who’ve yet to read it.



And you leaving you, reader, to yours.
      

      
   
      The Sparklator


      

      
      
         Colours. Weightlessness. Dampness. Drifting in the warmth of the primeval womb.








“But Pinkie, you know that—”








My world of colours. Variegated patches of light, bright and dark. They swaddle me, floating, hovering, swerving, swimming in an ocean of muffled sounds: squeaks, shrill babble, meaningless clamour.



Now something else, a shape, far away. Just an outline at first, then more distinct. Two eyes, a nose, a mane, a large smile. Blue, deep blue. Rumble rolls, like thunder. Were that… words? How do I know that? Who taught me? Thunder again. What does it mean? I’m afraid. Why did you disturb me? I feel so good in my world of crazy colours. I wish I could drown into it. Leave me alone. Return to the void whence you came from.








“Twilight? Do you feel all right?” Pinkie asked.



Twilight, sprawling on the ground amidst the splinters of the flower pot that had just fallen on to her barrel, groaned. 



“Twilight?” Pinkie insisted. “Please tell me something!”



“Ouch my back!” Twilight whined. She winced and jiggled her hind legs. “But nothing broken I think.” She stirred. ”What happened?”



“A flower pot fell from the window of Roseluck’s house and—” The door of Roseluck’s house flung open and the proprietor popped up on the threshold. Her eyes locked on the lying alicorn. She bit her lips, then leaped over the stoop and landed smack-bang ahead of Twilight.



“Princess Twilight? How do you feel? I’m so sorry,” she spluttered. “I was putting those new pots on the ledge, so I let the window open, but there was a sudden draught that shoved it outwards and—”



“It’s all right Roseluck,” Twilight cut in, mustering her legs back under her chest and clambering to her hooves. She shook the last tiny motes of earthenware off her barrel, then looked around at the strewn remains of the missile that had slyly bashed her. “Hopefully, my spine is quite solid. As a matter of fact, that’s because I drink a lot of milk. As you know, milk contains tons of calcium, and calcium gets assimilated by the intestine, then is transported through the blood stream to the bones, where it—” Twilight broke off as Roseluck’s front door shut with a soft sound. She sighed.



“Why didn’t you listen to me?” Pinkie said. “I’d told you something was about to fall.”



“But, Pinkie, that sense of yours is… is… illogical. There are no fact, extrapolation of facts or theory that can explain it. Therefore…” She hesitated. “Your sense doesn’t make sense!” she screamed and shook her head in denial.



“Well, if you prefer being a landing carpet for falling objects,” Pinkie chirped as she bounced away, “next time choose a giant cupcake rather than a flower pot!”



Silently, Twilight watched Pinkie recede. Until a grin materialised on her face, followed by a purple aura around her horn. 



The distant shape of Pinkie Pie glowed, took off and made a swift U-turn.



“Hey!” Pinkie squealed. “That's not fair! You sore loser!”



“Life's not fair,” retorted Twilight, “and this has nothing to do with losing. Pinkie, I declare you the subject of my next investigation.”



“Investigation? Like in the Friendship express? Will there be cakes? Oh yummy yummy! Macaroons? No, Donuts? No, no, cookies? Chocolate chip. Wait, no, what about muffins? Yeah, muffins. Blueberry ones…”



Twilight ambled away, towing an airborne Pinkie lost in a sugary daydream.








Awkwardly sitting on a garish hassock, Pinkie jerked and shifted and yipped. She looked like a four-legged spider in the middle of its cobweb. A four-legged, pink spider with a colander on its head. Wires ran in all directions from the colander (those were the gossamer threads of the cobweb), linking it to a ragtag collection of devices whose dials jiggled as sundry objects crashed all over the place. Other boxes belched strips of paper on which invisible needles had scribbled jagged curves. Occasionally, a bell rang.



In the midst of that clatter, Twilight Sparkle jockeyed a row of coloured plugs bulging out of a wooden panel. Every now and then, she glanced at an hourglass.



A last bough smashed right behind Pinkie, who shuddered and yelped anew. Twilight flicked a switch off, and all the machines shut down. An unexpected hush descended.



“Wonderful!” Twilight said. She stood up, sashayed to Pinkie, unplugged the wires one by one, then took the weird colander off, unveiling a pink mane that had lost most of its usual puff. “Thank you, Pinkie! I appreciate your help in this matter.”



“Wee Twilight! You’re very welcome,” Pinkie answered with a grin. “I love roller coasters!” She started hopping but flopped back on to her hassock amidst a rustle. “Twilight, are you sure those are still necessary?” she asked, pointing with her head at a big hoofcuff moored to the wall by a strong metallic chain.



Twilight blushed, and the cuffs opened magically. “Sorry Pinkie. You may go,” she apologised. The pink mare bowed, stood up, shook her head to restore some of the lost puff to her mane, stretched her limbs and bounced across the room to the door.



“Goodbye and good luck Twilight!” she declared before vanishing through the doorframe.



Twilight inched to the door, closed it and turned around, looking at her living room, perplexed. There was debris everywhere, and yards of paper with precious recordings printed on. She would need days to collect, interpret and distill significant figures from this clutter of data. Yet, the game was definitely worth the candle.



But first things first: cleaning that mess.



“SPIIIIIKE!” she yelled at the top of her lungs.








THE PONYVILLE FARRIER


Moonday, Fieldmonth 34th




MYSTERIOUS WORKS IN PROGRESS IN THE OUTSKIRTS



Overnight, a high wooden fence has sprung out of nowhere in a vacant lot near the road to the barren moors. Pegasi flying over the place reported a magical aura darkens all the area and nothing of the inside transpires. A large gate commanding the admission to the lot is watched over by burly, hooded guards equipped with weapons and dogs, who have been told to keep every nosy visitor at bay. No movement in or out has been reported yet, but some sort of bustling activity is going on, if noises heard can be of any trust.



Asked whether she had any relevant information about those works, Mayor Mare declined to comment.







Princess Sparkle reported missing



Consistent rumours report that princess Twilight Sparkle has abruptly cancelled all her appointments and official duties in the last 48 hours. The Princess has not been seen by anypony since early Earthday morning, when she took off from her castle to some unknown destination. A spokepony for the Canterlot Royal Office said nor the office nor the royalties themselves were currently aware of the Princess’s whereabouts. We will report further as soon as we get more information.








I love my world of colours. It is warm. It is soft. It is cozy. It is mine. Light rays twirl and twine in endless patterns of vivid shades. It's a mesmerising spectacle. 



I love getting lost in the clouds, chasing those cotton balls that fill the universe. I fly after them as they flee before me and when I catch one I swallow it whole. 



Sometimes I feel an emptiness into my tummy, like something needs to be replenished. It's painful. I don't like pain, it makes my clouds dark and ominous. I’m afraid, so I cry, and when I cry usually in the distance a small object appears that is not a cloud. I grip it and take it to my mouth and nibble it and it’s hot and it’s sweet and it feels good.








THE PONYVILLE FARRIER


Starsday, Cornmonth 3rd




UNEXPLAINED BURGLARY AT SUGARCUBE CORNER



Last night, around one in the AM, a hooded intruder forced his or her way into Sugarcube Corner. The intruder’s motive remains unclear as nothing was robbed, not even a tool displaced. However, the mysterious burglar was presumably spotted on the road to the Everfree forest by a stallion who, suffering from insomnia, had gone for a night stroll. The witness, Fitful Slumber, has declared to the police that: “…turning home from his short walk he had made out in the distance a menacing, hooded shape silently trotting towards the Everfree forest. The ghostly pony appeared to tow a big object of sorts hidden under a curtain.” Police has filed a case and is actively searching for any other witnesses to help it collect more evidence about this unusual misdemeanour.








It was a blast for an alicorn such as Twilight Sparkle to pick the lock of Sugarcube Corner, get silently inside, walk to the first floor and grab Pinkie in a levitation spell while she slept. The conclusions she had drawn from her experiment were amazing, and she intended to exploit them. But, before she could do that, there was a last step to take.



Once she had walked deep enough into the forest, she stopped, dropped the curtain that had served to conceal her quarry, and delicately put Pinkie down on it. She lit her horn to dispel the surrounding shadows.



“Pinkie!” she whispered. “Pinkie, wake up!”



“Uh?” answered Pinkie. She cracked her eyes open, and jerked in wonder. “Twilight? But where have you been?” She looked around. “And where are we?”



“Pinkie,” answered Twilight. “I cannot give you all the answers yet, but even the few elements I’ll be obliged to tell you must remain secret. Pinkie promise?”



Pinkie placed a hoof ahead of her neck. “Cross my heart and hope to fly, stick a cupcake in my eye!”



“Okay,” Twilight picked up. “We’re in the middle of the Everfree forest. I need you to show me the way to the Mirror pool.”



“Ooooh! I see! Do you need more Twilights? Wee! Two Twilights? That’s going to be a lot of fun!” She put a hoof on her mouth and seemed to ponder. “Well, maybe not,” she added.



“No, Pinkie. I don’t need more me. I need more you.”



Pinkie’s eyes bulged. “But why? Don’t you remember last time there was many mes?”



“I need only three more of you, Pinkie, and…” She magically fished a big pen out of her saddlebag and drew a dark, thick circle around Pinkie’s cutie mark. “This way I’ll know who is who!”



“Ooooh! Very clever!” Pinkie scratched her head. “If I remember correctly, the entrance to the pool lies next to a bramble bush.”



Twilight rolled her eyes. “Pinkie, the Everfree forest is full of bramble bushes!” She looked around and walked across the path to a prickly shrub. “How can we know if it’s that one…” She took a few steps ahead. “…or that one or…” She crossed the road back, aiming for another shrub, “that… Wooaaah!” she yelled as she fell into a hidden hole.



Pinkie bounced to the brink of the hole. “Squee Twilight! It seems you found it!” And, in turn, she plunged inside.








THE PONYVILLE FARRIER


Waterday, Cornmonth 21st




MYSTERIOUS BUILDING ABOUT TO BE UNVEILED

PRINCESS SPARKLE MISSING CASE EXPLAINED



It has been more than a month since Princess Sparkle vanished. About the same day, mysterious construction works began in a fenced lot outside down-town. We suspected that both events were linked, but never had any proof to underpin our suspicions. 



Until last night we received a telegram from the Princess’s press office inviting us to “discover Princess’s Twilight newest and most remarkable achievement in her constant strife to make the life of every citizen of Equestria safer and more enjoyable.” This much hyped event is to take place at noon today in the premises of the new building whose construction she personally oversaw. 



We will be sending a full team of reporters to cover this shindig in every detail. More in our morning edition!








“Welcome to all!” Twilight greeted from the rostrum where she had taken place. Behind her, glued or nailed on the wall, golden letters glared “SPARKLE PRUDENCE INC.” Gaggles of journalists sat in the room, ready to scribble down every word of the speech the princess was about to deliver. Sitting in the first row, her five closest friends were here too, and an armchair had been brought in for Mayor Mare.



Twilight rapped on the microphone to get the audience’s attention, cleared her throat and began. “First of all, I would like to apologise for my disappearance, and all the turmoil and concern it caused. I had to manage this project in the strictest privacy. I hope you will all forgive me when you know what it is about.



“Only one pony in the assistance was aware of my project—well, a part of it. I would like to thank her for her discretion.”



Everypony in the audience craned around, wondering who the insider could be, but Pinkie did not flinch.



“Did you ever experience the dubious joy of having your whole day ruined by a rogue object falling down from nowhere and crashing on your body or on your precious load?



“If yes, then let me brace you up. This is never going to happen again, at least in Ponyville. Ponyville is about to become the first town where nopony will ever bother again looking up for fear of being crushed. And that breakthrough in living standards stems from the unique combination of nature and technology. It is a fully patented system that I called ‘The Sparklator’.



“In a few words, the Sparklator is a complex machine involving thought picking and processing. At the end of a series of complex computations which, for the sake of simplicity, I shall not detail here, the machine punches and spits out a card on which the location of the next crashing object is indicated.



“If the Sparklator is the brain of the system, a team of unicorns, each one capable of instant teleportation anywhere within Ponyville, is its legs. Equipped with the proper gear, they will endeavour to evacuate and secure the area before the misfortune happens. And thus, anypony will be safe.



“But let me now show you the guts of the Sparklator.”








Darkness creeps into my world of fluffy balls. The lively colours fade out, they become shades of grey, drab and dreary. Why? Why has it to come to an end?



My eyelids feel heavy. I can hardly keep them open. Not that it matters anyway: I don't like my world overcome by darkness. I want it bright, bright and brisk. I feel weary. My eyes close. All is dark now. I plunge into nothingness.



But just before I lose consciousness I feel something warm wrapping around me…








Twilight stepped down from the rostrum and motioned the bystanders towards a steel gate that she opened using her magic. “Follow me, please!”



She led the way along a dingy corridor, passing by several nondescript doors, until she reached a narrow stairway. There she stopped and, turning around: “This stairway leads fifty metres underground. The machine had to be protected from all kind of interference.”



Descending step by step and rounding every landing took a long time, but at last the procession arrived in front of another huge steel gate. The princess punched a code on a neighbouring keyboard, a green light lit, and the gate grated open. Behind it a metallic catwalk stretched out, on which the flock of ponies took place.



They all gazed around breathlessly.



They had entered a vast dome whose wall was a shimmering tapestry. Myriads of lights studded it, each flashing its own colour at its own beat; thousands of red, orange, blue, green, yellow, purple, white blotches randomly sprang from darkness, like a swarm of polychrome fireflies dancing to the clashes of an unearthly fanfare. Together they formed transient, interwoven patterns that came into being only to vanish the next instant, yet gave in turn birth to more intricate and amazing designs. It was light made living. The eye couldn’t help but being caught and mesmerised.



And yet, something more intriguing was talking place in that lofty hall.



In the middle of it, a lesser, glassy dome had been built, within which a ragtag collection of giant-sized toys, garish balloons and sundry unidentifiable objects were strewn all over. There was even a party cannon. Two large metallic pieces of furniture, about five yards in width, were facing each other across. What purpose they served was impossible to guess at first sight. The floor was covered in a thick layer of multicoloured foam balls, out of which a short ladder leading to a diving-board emerged. But yet more puzzling, in the middle of that mishmash, three Pinkie Pies were cavorting to the sound of a blaring, repeated riff occasionally interrupted by shouts of “Fun!”.



“What you see here,” Twilight begun, “is the heart and brain of the Sparklator. The three clones of Pinkie Pie whom you can watch frolicking are constantly, but subconsciously, tuned to the surroundings of this building and react ahead of time to any fall or crash that’s going to happen within the range of their perceptive field.



“Sensors—”



“Where do they come from? Why are they three of them?” one of the journalists interrupted.



”A very relevant question,” Twilight acknowledged. “Somewhere in the Everfree forest”—and at that name some ponies shuddered—“lies a pool that duplicates any pony who stares at it. That’s where the clones come from. Next, why three of them and not only one? Well, because they act in unison, and thus expand their individual sensitivity both in space and time. Not only do we get improved range, but they pick up on impending crashes up to ninety seconds in advance, instead of only a few second for a single Pinkie Pie.”



“I understand, but then, why only three and not more?”



“The simulation we ran demonstrated that the increase in performance peaks out at three. More Pinkie Pies wouldn’t improve the efficiency in a significant way. Does that answer your question?”



“Indeed, fully. Thanks.”



“Good. Let’s carry on then. Sensors embedded in the wall,” Twilight continued, “record the clones’ brain activity. Every light that you see here”—she made a gesture that took in the whole place—“mirrors the status of a single sensor. This formidable sum of information is forwarded to a central calculator which tallies everything up, then runs sophisticated algorithms to compute the exact location of the future mishap. The output, available in less than a tenth of a second, is, as I already told you, printed on a card expelled through a slot in a nearby room.



“As soon as a new report pops up, a team of unicorns immediately teleports to the designed location with the suitable gear and clears the area before anypony can be harmed. Once the item has fallen, the unicorns pick everything up and teleport back here, waiting for their next assignment.



“The service will be available 24/7 from now on. All Ponyville citizens can henceforth walk the streets and rest assured that nothing will conk them on the sly. It’s total safety, 100% guaranteed, all year round.”



Twilight paused and grinned. “Any further questions?”



Another journalist raised a hoof. “Yes?” Twilight said.



“How do you care for the Pinkie Pies inside that dome?”



“Ah. Another good question. You see that machine over there?” Twilight trained a hoof at one piece of the metallic furniture. “This is a cake and cider dispenser. It is refilled each morning with fresh pastry delivered from Sugarcube Corner and cider brewed at Sweet Apple Acres. This way our Pinkie Pies won’t starve or get parched!”



“And what about…” The journalist hesitated and blushed. “Well, you get my meaning… I mean… The other end?”



“Oh!” Twilight blurted and blushed in turn. “There are toilets, of course. There.” She pointed at the other piece.



“Is your team authorised to intervene inside houses?” another pony asked.



“That’s a point I precisely intended to mention. The answer is no, of course. However, nothing prevents it. So, this is going to be offered as a premium, paying service, though the charge will be low. We are counting on a high number of subscribers to fuel this business and make it profitable.”



There was a hush, amidst the muffled sound of the circus music seeping through the inside dome. Twilight scanned the audience, but nopony raised a hoof anymore. Some journalists were busy shooting the Pinkie Pies below, other finished to jot their notes down.



“Very well,” Twilight said after a few seconds. “Don’t hesitate to contact me should you need further clarification. Let me now see you back to the exit.”








Strange things happen in my dreams, when I remember them. Sometimes I simply see my clouds, and I’m glad and I feel home and cozy. But sometimes I see other things, and I don’t like them. But what I fear the most is when I see that large hall crammed with ponies. They are neatly seated in rows, and they seem to expect something. But then, something else happen, though what exactly I cannot tell. All the ponies stand up at once and rush towards the door. And it’s like they’re all panicked, they’re all fleeing from something. And I don’t know what, but I know this is something terrible. 



Then I hear shouts and yells and it’s scary and I don’t want to see more. I try to avert my gaze but it’s as if my head was gripped in a vise and my eyes were forced wide open. And I feel something, somepony looking at me from an unknown place, and that unseen presence pierces me apart and rips me into shreds…








During the first weeks, the inhabitants of Ponyville couldn’t help but startle when those blue-jacketed teams of unicorns would appear from nowhere with sawhorses and roadblocks. As soon as they materialised, they would gently but firmly push all the pedestrians out of the area and rope it off to block anyone from entering.



Then, a few second later, something would inevitably crash: a shingle, a flower pot or a heap of snow that had detached from a roof… if not pieces of flatware thrown out of a window by fighting couples or cranky teens. The dangers were numerous, yet a Sparkle Prudence’s team was always there to clear the area out and avoid any casualty.



In time, everypony got used to it. Roseluck’s house stoop was fenced once and for all with mobile sawhorses, and a sign was nailed to warn every trespasser of the hazard. More and more ponies subscribed to the private offer to extend the protection to their homes. With success came plans for extension, and soon a second building with its own trio of Pinkie Pies was built in downtown Canterlot, and made a big hit on the spot.








It was Starsday evening and the upper crust of Canterlot, nobility and go-getters alike, had gathered in the Royal theatre to attend the premiere of the latest Sapphire Shore’s show. The hall was chock-a-block. Numerous celebrities were scattered amongst the audience. Even Celestia and Luna had graced the spectacle with their presence.



Twilight Sparkle had taken seat with the two alicorns in the royal loge, from where she could watch the stage unobstructed. She had immediately noticed Rarity sitting in the first row. No wonder: Ponyville’s most famous designer had been working day and night for three months to imagine and create the star’s newest and swankiest attire.



When the hour struck, the artist emerged from the backstage under thunderous applause, bowed, and went on immediately with her first song.



—




The show had been going for about half an hour when someone rapped at the royal loge’s door. The princesses looked wearily at one another and, with a sigh, Twilight stood up and walked to the door. She opened it to reveal one of the employees of Sparkle Prudence’s local branch, who handed her a well-recognisable card. 



A card from the Sparklator.



She cast a glance at it and yelped. CANTERLOT’S ROYAL THEATRE was printed on it. She turned around. Celestia and Luna gazed at her in incomprehension. She bobbled the card as if to show them what it was about, and teleported right away to the middle of the stage.



She raced towards Sapphire Shore, who had stopped singing in amazement, and magically snatched the microphone away from the artist’s hand. “EVERYPONY’S ATTENTION PLEASE!” she yelled in the mic. “SOMETHING’S ABOUT TO CRASH IN A FEW SECONDS. PLEASE EVACUATE IMMEDIATELY!”



The resulting panic was indescribable. Most of the unicorns, Rarity with them, simply teleported out of the building. Pegasi took off, darting to the high windows that the swiftest smashed asunder, gashing their wings and limbs against the jagged splinters. But on the ground, all the earth ponies rushed blindly towards the few exits with a deafening din in a ghastly rout. The strongest jostled the weak aside, who stumbled, fell and were trampled on by the rest of the mob. Foals squealed and were squashed by uncaring adults running for their life. Bones cracked; ponies screamed; warm blood streamed from the open wounds; dark grisly puddles stained the blue moquette.



From the stage, Twilight watched the rampage, transfixed.



Suddenly, there was a loud bang which detonated over the ruckus. A swarm of flashy confetti whiffled down from the ceiling, sprinkling the deserted seats in bright, merry coloured spots. 



It was like a signal. Twilight’s gaze wandered about aimlessly, until it locked on the body of a young filly helplessly lying on the floor, her barrel smashed, her legs crushed, her pelt and outfit matted with blood. Then slowly, almost reluctantly, Twilight’s eyes rose up towards the royal loge, and they met Celestia’s, who hadn’t left her seat.



Something snapped in Twilight’s mind.








I hate that dark blue face with big blue eyes. Why are you here again? Why do you disturb me? What do you want? Can’t you let me alone, once and for all? I hate the noise you make. Go away! Scram! Scat! Leave my universe. Leave me alone with my clouds. They’re all I ever want to see. They’re all I care about. 








Luna softly closed the door behind her and descended the short entrance stairway of Canterlot’s magic kindergarten, on the foot of which Fluttershy, Rarity, Applejack, Pinkie Pie and Rainbow Dash were all waiting for her.



Applejack spoke first. “Any progress?” she asked.



Luna’s face was stern. She simply shook her head.



“Anything you can do for her?” Fluttershy added.



“I’m afraid not,” Luna replied, lowering her head. “I’ve tried to reach her subconsciously through dreams, but—it doesn’t work. It’s as if she had left our dreamland and created one of her own, in a remote part of the dreamscape I cannot enter. She is stranded in an alien word. The psychologist I talked to said she probably had chosen to regress in order to forget all that had happened. The guilt was too heavy for her to bear, so her mind self-protected by sheltering into oblivion. Alas, there is no way to know if she will ever leave her catatonic state and be herself again.”



“What can we do?” Applejack asked again. “Surely there’s something we might try?”



“Just hoping against hope,” Luna answered. “I will visit her next week. But don’t expect any change. I’m sorry.”



The blue alicorn sadly glanced at each mare, then, silently, walked away along the street towards the royal castle.
      

      
   
      Might Make Right


      

      
      
         I lowered my quill. "What. Did. You. Say."



Spike froze, pinned by the intensity of my voice.



"Spike."



He swallowed and gave me a smile that I'm sure was intended as disarming. "You, uh, seem awfully upset for something that you and Rarity giggled at at the time."



"At the time I thought it was a royal command, Spike. One that Garble followed out of respect for your station. But now you're telling me that you literally mind-controlled him?!"



Spike shuffled his claws in a way that made his answer unmistakeable. "Well, technically, it was the scepter—"



"Spike."



A grimace flashed across his muzzle. "Look, it's not like he didn't deserve it! And maybe hugging other dragons will force him to understand what friendship is about! You know, that thing that we spend our whole lives spreading?"



"Not with mind control," I said. "Never with mind control. Do you remember Sombra's doorway?"



Spike flinched as if I'd slapped him, and then his posture sagged and his gaze drooped to the ground. "…Yeah."



"Yeah. There are some things that nopony deserves, no matter how bad they might have been."



"You're right." His voice was very small, and I saw his eyes start to fill up with tears. "I'm sorry, Twilight. I…" He started sobbing. "No, no, no. I was like Sombra. He must hate me. You must hate me."



The weight of guilt pressed in on me as I realized just how hard I'd come down on Spike, and I tried to fend it off by telling myself that there were some lines that just couldn't be crossed…but that wasn't true, was it? Not for Starlight, not for Discord, not for Luna, and especially not for my best friend.  I stepped in, crooking a leg around Spike's shoulders, and pulled him into a gentle hug as he bawled into my fur. "Whoah, whoah, you are not Sombra," I said softly. "I love you, Spike, and that's never going to change. What you did with the scepter wasn't right, but everypony makes mistakes."



I felt Spike nod into my fur, and he held me for a minute as his breathing came back under control. "I have to make this right," he finally said—and though his voice trembled, it had a core of iron resolve. "We have to stop the spell."



"You're right, Spike," I said. "We should…wait, what?"



"Huh?" He looked up at me blankly.



"The spell on Garble is still active? The way you phrased the order, it should only have lasted until he returned home."



Spike tapped his claws together. "I know, but…I'm the one who ordered him, and I can tell, somewhere in my gut, it's not finished yet. I don't know how or why."



I grinned and lit my horn. "Well, if you can still feel that link, I can scan your thaumic inflows to locate Garble! Then we can find him, and you can cancel the order and set him free."



"I'm not sure that will work," Spike said. "I'm not the Dragon Lord any more."



I chewed my lip and thought for a moment, then grinned down at him. "That's alright—this is magic, and if there's anyone that knows magic, it's me! With a little bit of research, I should be able to isolate that link and find a way to neutralize it, so we can cancel that mental compulsion no matter who the Dragon Lord is."








There were noises at the mouth of the cave. I closed my eyes, trying not to whimper, and huddled in my alcove a little tighter.



"Hello?" an oddly familiar, high-pitched voice called, and I froze. Some talking being…had they seen my clawprints? Maybe if I stayed still and silent, they would go away. Or maybe I'd be able to conceal myself until they left.



"Garble?" the voice continued, and my heart stopped. Someone knew I was here? How? HOW?



Then a second voice cut in—also familiar—and panic flooded in.



"Are you sure he's here?" Spike said.



(hug)



No. Oh no. No no no—(hug)



"That's what the spell says," the first (hug) voice said—one of the annoying ponies that had shown up (hug) in the Gauntlet of Fire. The one with (hug) wings? And they had (hug) tracked me here? This couldn't be happening. It (hug) must be a nightmare—



Blinding light shone (hug) in my eyes. I raised a gaunt claw and (hug) squinted, and off to one side was an all-too-familiar pint-sized silhouette—



(hug) (hug) (hug) (HUG)



My body jerked upright (HUG) and I staggered forward, (HUG) mentally screaming, arms outstretched. Spike's eyes (HUG) widened, and he flinched back. (HUG) Underneath the light, I saw the pony's (HUG) eyes widen too, and a (HUG) hoof flew up to her open muzzle. (HUG)



Spike scrambled backward (HUG), but I was faster, (HUG) lunging forward and clamping (HUG) my arms around him—



(…hug.)



—and then, as my thoughts became my own again, shifting my grip to the freak's scrawny neck and shaking him as hard as I could. "I'll KILL you!" I roared. "You jerk! Look at what you did to me!"



As Spike flailed, his claw glanced off my arm, and I flinched in pain as the weak blow hit one of my bruises. My claw twitched and spasmed, and he tumbled out of my grip. I lunged for him again, but he rolled out of the way, and I landed heavily on the cavern floor. Pain flared in my ribs, and everything went fuzzy. 



But I totally didn't cry. All the sobbing was Spike. Or the pony. I'm sure of it. 



I know for a fact I heard Spike crying, in between saying "Sorry" over and over again. "Who did this?" the pony said. "Who did this to you?" They weren't going away, no matter how much I told them to, and my arm was getting wet where I was shielding my eyes, so I answered her question just to shut her annoying voice up. "Other dragons, okay?" I roared. "Turns out not everyone likes being hugged without explanations! Who'd have thought!"



"I'm so sorry!" Spike kept repeating, along with some crap about Some Bro or something, as I hauled myself half-upright against the cave wall and tried to catch my breath. And then something that did catch my attention: "We're here to fix you!"



"Pfft," I snorted. "Right. Because you care about me SO much, and because Ember's just gonna back down on her deal and agree to lift it."



"We do care…" the pony started, and cocked her head at me as she trailed off. "Deal?" Her voice dropped and turned cold.  "What deal? She's using your mind control as leverage?!"



I rolled my eyes. "Welcome to Understanding Dragons-land, population: everyone but you."



"But Ember said that mind-control was 'not gonna be her thing'!" Spike blurted out, and the shock on her face was just so perfect.



I laughed, of course, which quickly turned into a cough that wracked my chest, and then lay there for a while catching my breath as blackness receded from the corners of my vision. "Seriously? What did you think that meant, that she wasn't gonna use it at all? Especially right on the tail of you demonstrating how useful it was? Shows how useful 'friends' are, if you're the last to know."



The pony stepped up to me and leaned in to my face, and I would have punched her right in the mouth if the fire in her eyes hadn't reminded me for a second of a dragon's. "Garble…listen," she said. "We do care. Spike never meant for his order to go this far, and nobody deserves to be mind-controlled. Nobody. We're going to help you, I promise. With or without Ember—because I've got a spell to break the scepter's power that'll work on anyone."



I wiped my nose. "Really," I said. "Reeeeeeaaaaallly."



"Really," the pony said solemnly.



I poked a claw into her muzzle, kind of, as best I could without my arm hurting. "Don't think this means I forgive Spike," I snarled. "Don't think this means I'm going to like ponies. And especially don't think that this makes us friends."



"Even if you don't," Spike said quietly, "it's the right thing to do."








The scepter on my back finally pulsed on my third pass—not as I winged over the enormous crystal castle, but over the pony town beyond. From my cruising altitude—where the air was far too thin for pegasi—the market scene far below looked like someone had kicked a candy-coated anthill, with bright pastel dots scrambling and scurrying every which way. But I squinted as I circled downward, eyes searching and finally locking in on a pair of differently purple blobs. The scepter pulsed again as I stared at the lighter of the two, and so I tucked my wings in and plummeted.



A pony might have flared her wings on the approach, gradually slowing her dive to touch down gently. But—as weak as I might be by dragon standards—I was not nearly that fragile. I merely angled myself toward a patch of open ground and flipped my flight magic into an inertia channel, starting to glow as I gathered momentum into the charging spell. Some pony on the rapidly approaching ground pointed upward and shouted. Chaos erupted as ponies fled for cover, and Princess Twilight's horn flared to life.



Then, at the last moment, I flipped myself upright and plowed into the ground at terminal velocity.



The spell that had been accumulating around me like a comet's streaking tail lashed out at the moment of contact, transferring my momentum straight into the ground. A wave of earth erupted around me in a circle, bucking dozens of ponies into screaming somersaults and smashing against Princess Twilight's shield. A boom of thunder echoed around the town, rolling and fading as I flared my wings outward and rose from my three-point crouch. I glared through the eye-slits of my helmet at the pony and the dragon flinching inside the small purple bubble, and extended a claw at Spike, the noonday sun glinting off of my golden armor.



"You," I snarled, tail lashing, mentally reaching into the magic of the scepter to amplify my words with the Royal Voice. "Dragon lands. Now."



Princess Twilight dropped her shield, stepped forward, and extended a wing between me and Spike. He peeked around it, wide-eyed. "Dragon Lord Ember," Twilight said, raising one forehoof, her voice as ominous in its calmness as mine was in its fury. "Did you get my letter?"



I ripped my helmet off and stalked forward to tower over her, teeth clenched. "Yes," I hissed, leaning down to stare at her nose to nose. "I got your letter, Princess. I put my life on the line to get dragons to consider establishing relations with ponykind, and this is the thanks that I get?" I whirled around and stomped a wide circle around my landing crater, trying to channel my emotion into motion to keep my body from shaking. I wanted nothing more than to rend her limb from limb, but considering her raw magical ability and her ability to neutralize the scepter, it was blindingly obvious that any actual confrontation wouldn't end in my favor.



She frowned, and the frown almost looked pained. "As I said, I'm grateful for your intentions, but mind control is banned magic for a reason. Its victims aren't the only ones who are twisted by its use. As your friend, Ember, I need to stop you before you walk any further down that road." Her voice softened. "Please."



"I. Am. Not. Talking. To. You, pony," I growled, baring teeth. "I wouldn't even be here except that, if I'd summoned Spike, someone would have simply neutralized it. Now, step aside so I can save both our worthless nations."



Princess Twilight's frown deepened. "With mind control?"



I gaped my jaw, flattened my spines, and hissed. The princess flinched.



"Ember, please," she said, drawing herself back up to her deceptively unimpressive full height and staring me in the eye. Her horn began to glow. My gut flipped, and I tried to glance around for something to use as a distraction without tipping her off to my plan—



—and then Spike placed a hand on her hip, and Twilight blinked and glanced back, and her hornglow sputtered out.



"I'll go," he said quietly. 



"Spike," Twilight said. "No. You don't even know what she plans to do."



"It doesn't matter. This is my fault."



Twilight shook her head. "This is bigger than you."



"Big enough to fight her instead of trusting your friends?" Spike said, and Twilight winced and looked the other way. He glanced up at me earnestly. "I'm sorry, Ember. She's right, mind control can't be the answer—but I'll come with you, and if you trust me I promise that together we'll find a way."



I didn't see that I had much of a choice.







A minute later, the two of us were winging back up into the skies, Spike clinging to my back. Several times, he tried to ask what the situation in the Dragon Lands was, but I kept my jaw clamped shut, and the trip lapsed into uneasy silence.



I landed in a small cave near the top of Announcement Rock and gestured for him to get off. He hopped to the ground. I unholstered the scepter and sat down with a clank of armor in an angular rock I'd carved into a me-sized throne.



Spike swallowed. "Please, Ember. I can't help you if you don't tell me what's going on."



"What's going on," I snapped, keeping my voice controlled, "is that Garble told me another dragon took over his home, keeping him from fulfilling his order's conditions, and begged me to remove it. I told him I was disinclined to overrule the will of a previous Dragon Lord, but that I would do it in exchange for him accepting an order to peacefully learn more about ponies. I thought I could use him as a test subject to see how much power friendship has to win over its enemies…but he refused, saying he'd rather die than debase himself that way. Now, however, he's shown up at Announcement Rock with a following of dragons who have listened to his crazy story about a pony who cast a spell to nullify the Dragon Lord's orders. He says if they invade Equestria now, they can steal that spell, along with ponykind's riches, and then not have to live under anyone's rule ever again."



Spike's eyes widened. "What? That's crazy."



"Not when he can prove it by passing dragons without hugging them."



"No…I mean his plan. You can't steal spells. He'd have to, like, take Twilight prisoner."



"I'm sure he'd die trying. But he's building enough support to start a war. It would ruin Equestria…and then, when your country counterattacked, ruin us too. I know what your princesses are capable of, now." I crossed my arms and leaned down toward him. "So what's your big plan? Friendship? Do you really think Garble will listen to you, of all dragons?"



Spike winced and looked down. "No. Not now, he wouldn't." He took a breath and looked back up into my eyes. "But there's got to be another way, without using the scepter."



I laughed bitterly. "Oh, sure. I could challenge him in single combat for defying my rule, the way that Dragon Lords used to do before Dad stole the scepter and made it a thing. I could probably even beat Garble, as wounded as he is. But then I would have to be big and strong enough to defeat every single wandering punk who issued a challenge, once I established that precedent. And it wouldn't take an hour before there was a new Dragon Lord willing to embrace the invasion plan." I held the scepter up and studied the bloodstone gem. "Using this to put a leash on the big and stupid is exactly what you signed up for when we teamed up, Spike. Where in Tartarus did this insane change of heart come from?"



His ear-flaps drooped. "I've been mind-controlled, Ember. Nobody deserves that."



"Does the world deserve a race of rapacious marauders who obey no laws other than raw strength?"



He stood up straight. "We've rehabilitated worse! Like Discord! He's the spirit of Chaos itself, and now he's living with Fluttershy and making friends."



I raised an eyeridge. Princess Twilight hadn't mentioned that one in her letters. "And how exactly did you do that?"



"Well, my friends cleansed him with…the Elements of Harmony…" Spike blinked a few times, then grimaced.



"Uh-huh."



He put a claw to his chin. "We beat Sombra without…wait, he's dead. And we didn't use the Elements on the changelings…well, they're probably dead too." His expression began to twitch. "Tirek…except he wasn't really rehabilitated, just imprisoned again."



"Uh-huh."



His face brightened and he held up a claw. "Starlight Glimmer! We rehabilitated her with friendship alone!"



That one had been in Twilight's letters. "Plus several now-destroyed time-travel spells, and leveraging her regrets over her childhood friend. Neither of which are going to work for Garble."



Spike gritted his teeth and stomped a hindclaw. "Well, I'm not going to sit here while you mind-control every single dragon!"



"As elegant a solution as that would be," I said, turning the scepter over in my claws, "it doesn't have the power for that…even if Princess Twilight would allow it. Aside from the summoning, all I could do is affect every dragon for only a few moments, or only a few dragons for much longer time periods." I stood up and walked over to him, crouching down and placing a claw on his shoulder. "Fortunately, there's a much easier way…which brings me to why I needed you."








I was bucking apples in the south forty when I heard a throat clear from over near the cart.



I glanced back over my shoulder to see a little dragon who looked a plum sight. "Howdy, Spike," I said, pausing my work for a moment to lift my hat and wipe under the sweatband. "What can I do you for?"



Spike shuffled forward, then leaned against my tree and sunk slowly toward the ground. "Applejack," he said, voice faint, "I need your help."



"Of course, sugarcube. I gotta ask, though, why me?"



"I lied," he said, tears brimming in his eyes. "It was a big lie. Twilight is gonna flip."



I blinked.



"Well," I said, sitting down next to him and putting a comforting hoof on his shoulder, "it ain't never too late for the truth."



He turned his head to stare into my eyes, and there was so much raw anguish in them that it stopped me cold. "The truth's the one thing that would make it worse," he whispered. "There's a bad truth that someone found out who doesn't want to be our friend, and if anyone believed him, it would have made things really bad."



"I reckon you'd better tell me the whole story," I said slowly.



So he did. "…And then Ember told me to go up to Announcement Rock with her, and tell all the other dragons that I was actually the one who had broken Garble's order, because I was the one who had issued the order," he finished, tears finally falling. "That would discredit him, and once the other dragons turned on him, she could deal with the other biggest troublemakers individually. I-it was the hope of getting free of the rules which was making the others listen, she said. A-and I just, I j-just didn't see any other way."



I sat speechless.



Spike whimpered and hugged himself. "There was another way. There had to be. Right? I ruined Garble's life. I let Ember use more mind control. I screwed up again."



I swallowed. "…Spike? What ya said about the Elements of Harmony?"



"That's not true. Is it? It couldn't be. She lied to me, right?"



"Sugarcube," I whispered, leaning in to hold him a comforting hug, "all I can tell ya is that you tried your best, and there ain't no easy answer to this one, and there's somepony else who needs to hear these questions."







Twilight sat quietly throughout Spike's story as I stood protectively alongside him. 



Her face incrementally grew paler. 



When Spike finally stumbled through the last of his recounting, there was silence for a long, long time. Then she cleared her throat. Then she glanced down to the journal she'd been writing in, flipped through it without appearing to look for anything, fiddled with her quill for even longer, and stared down at her hooves until it looked like Spike was almost ready to burst.



"I think," she said, "I…might have overreacted."



I cleared my throat.



Twilight glanced up, and her eyes fixed in on the squirming form of her number-one assistant. Guilt flooded her features, and she sprang from her seat to give him a hug. "I'm sorry," she whispered, and Spike clung to Twilight, sagging against her body.



"Did…did I screw up again?" Spike whispered back.



"I don't know," Twilight said. "I think we all have a lot to think about."



I joined the hug. "To be honest," I ventured, "maybe sometimes there ain't no good answer. And maybe sometimes all ya can do is find the least bad one. Those times're gonna hurt a lot no matter what. An' maybe you did screw up, an' maybe you really did do the best anypony could've, but all you can do is keep on movin' forward, and own what you did, an' hope that next time the answer comes easier."



"Maybe so." Twilight laughed humorlessly into my shoulder. "At least we'll get a heck of a friendship lesson out of this one, right?"








A tendril of smoke uncoiled through the sky to coalesce in front of my muzzle, and nostalgia tickled the back of my nostrils. Normally, that would have been the point at which my face lit up like my sun, my horn glowed to match, and I would catch the perfectly coiled scroll as it fell out of thin air. Twilight Sparkle's friendship letters, however, did not normally interrupt the Jackal Caliph mid-sentence, sending him diving under the table with a high-pitched yelp as a trail of smoke snaked past his ear.



Three jackal himayats dove on top of the Caliph, and half a dozen more leapt onto the banquet table, sending olives and sweetbreads and a small mountain of documents flying as scimitars flashed out from their scabbards. Across the room, two okapi pronklancers grabbed the Prelate's chair, yanking him backward, and the rest sprang into a tight phalanx on the other side of the table, crouching as they leveled their spears. My own guards—having seen dragonfire delivery before, and more importantly, having seen me in action before—drew their own weapons and crouched at the ready, but didn't attempt to rescue me. Thankfully so, because that would have made it somewhat more difficult to concentrate on my own reaction.



The jackals charged. The okapis sprang. Both slammed face-first into solid walls of air in the middle of the table, falling into uneven, yowling, bleating heaps just inches from my tea service.



I quickly nullified a specific axis of my spell, sending the two sections of solid air cascading outward to surround the soldiers' bodies, entrapping them in rigid bonds of wind. Then I mentally danced through the thaumic calculus to set up a second spell-weave on top of the first. As that matrix drew together, a field coalesced around my teacup and lifted it to my lips for a calm and measured sip. The jackal shaman—whose claws were halfway through some intricate ritual of his own—stopped midspell to stare at me with hanging jaw, and the okapi magus—eyes wide as the plate of horse d'ouvres that now lay shattered and trampled by his hooves—visibly swallowed and extinguished the crackling aura dancing in between his two stumpy horns.



To drive the point home, I twisted the spell-matrix yet again as I sipped my tea, closing my eyes for a moment in concentration. I transferred the active levitation control to the scroll that had dropped to the floor in the chaos, and applied a simple identity function that kept the teacup hovering in place while I lifted Twilight's letter. Technically that was cheating—it was only two and a half active spell effects, rather than the three that the world's mortal wizards thought impossible; and the feedback of the overloaded spell matrix was exerting enough pressure behind my sinuses to make me feel like my brain was boiling—but the point of a show of power wasn't subtlety.



"I humbly beg your apologies," I said in gentle, enunciated Equestrian, pausing for a moment to allow the cringing translators to return to their positions and begin speaking. "This is…" I hesitated for a fraction of a second, and realized that my best chance for smoothing ruffled fur was a white lie—"an important diplomatic communication on an issue relating to our own national security. I had not anticipated that my duties to my Equestria would impact my suitability as host of this summit, and I hope that my failure of foresight will not detract from the progress made tonight on the issues that stand in the way of your cease-fire."



Without waiting for an answer, I cracked the seal on the letter and unrolled it, then switched the two levitation effects and set my teacup down while I read, feeling the migraine recede as I released the third spell. I frowned as my eyes flicked over the scroll—Spike's normally slanted and scrawling script was measured and upright, which meant that Twilight was agonizing over her wording enough to speak slowly, and Spike was equally frightened of getting anything wrong. 



Dear Princess Celestia,



Today I learned that sometimes the best thing you can do for a friend—and fellow ruler—is to allow them to make their own mistakes.…




My blood froze, and I suddenly became very aware of the tension around me like an unbucked thundercloud. The feuding rulers that I had dragged kicking and screaming into peace negotiations slowly picked themselves up off the floor as the translators finished. There were several rapid-fire exchanges between the rulers and their visibly shaken mages in their native languages.



The Caliph shifted, loosing a guttural growl somewhere halfway in between warning and insult. The Prelate snorted, spat on the floor, and stared at the Caliph through cold eyes. The Caliph stared back with equal chill. The soldiers twitched in their air-bonds. I turned my head, nodded casually at my Captain of the Guard, and forced my eyes back to the scroll as my pegasi sheathed their short-spears.



It was just a friendship letter. Did Twilight even know about these negotiations? The timing—for once in my life—had to be coincidence. 



Surely.



Admittedly, friendship has some strange intersections with diplomacy, and diplomacy is not my forte, but…




I lowered the letter, trying to keep my grip from trembling, and deliberately re-rolled it to keep myself from crumpling it into a tight little ball. 



Oh, I thought, my heart squeezing to a stop as my muzzle drifted into a plaster smile. Oh dear.
      

      
   
      TrixGlam


      

      
      
         “Are you sure we should be doing this?”



“Of course! This is gonna be awesome!” 



“Or fatal,” replied Starlight Glimmer, as she and her partner dangled from a pair of ropes.



“Oh come on, this is completely harm-EEP!” The great and powerful Trixie moved to the side and dodged the falling rock. Starlight watched the rock fall past the two mares, smashing to pieces as it hit the distant ground. 



Starlight sighed. 



“Trixie saw that,” Trixie said.



“Riggghhttt,” said Trixie’s skeptical partner. “Look, I know we patched everything up with Twilight and all, but I’m seriously thinking rope climbing to break into canterlot castle just to read her diary is a really, really bad idea.”



“Trixie must know what is in that diary! She wrote something about Trixie! Trixie must find out! Not knowing will kill Trixie!”



“Actually, that incoming rock might kill you first.”



Trixie looked up and swiftly evaded the impossible-to-dodge rock. Trixie clearly did not scream like a filly, clearly did not quiver holding the rope, and most definitely did not close her eyes to brace for impending doom.



But, in the far off case that she did, when those eyes would have reopened she would have seen Starlight holding the rock in her magic.



“Trixie knew you would do that.”



It didn’t dignify a response.



Starlight sighed, before tossing the rock aside into the abyss below.



“Seriously, this is a bad idea,” Starlight said. “Why did I agree to this?”



“Because it’s eating you up too to know what she wrote about us! You want to know as much as Trixie does!” The supposedly stealthy pony shouted out loud. 



In response, before she could shout some more and alert the royal guard, Starlight shushed her. 



This, offended Trixie. 



“Hey! Nopony shushes the great and powerful-"



Starlight’s hoof to her own mouth, she shushed Trixie again.



“Shhhh. Stealth mission,” Starlight whispered.



“The great and powerful Trixie is a master at stea-”



Hoof to Trixie’s mouth, she shushed Trixie for the third time.



“Do you want to get caught again? You know what they’ll do to us if they catch us, right?”



Fourteen seconds passed.



“...Trixie will be less loud.”



Starlight took her hoof off the mare. “Try not being any bit loud.”



In a manner not flirting, Trixie winked a yes. As frustrating as she had been, it was an idiotic, enduring wink that Starlight couldn’t help but smile at. 



At least this misadventure would be an interesting story to tell her kids one day. “Good,” Starlight said.



She fastened her line and mentally prepared herself to finish their climb. “You ready girl? Let’s do this!” Starlight exclaimed only to find Trixie’s hoof on her mouth. Trixie made a long shush that trailed on, slowly dying out like a deflating balloon. 



When Trixie took her mouth off Starlight, she smiled widely in anticipation of what was to come. “Let’s go!” Trixie whispered to her partner, and the duo made their ascent up the mountain and to Canterlot Castle.








For many mages, there comes a point in time where one’s magical prowess overtakes their physical capabilities. It is a sort of a point of no return, where a unicorn realizes that normal everyday actions can be accomplished far easier with the use of magic rather than actually physically doing it. This leads to a point where said unicorn will eventually have trouble doing physical tasks because they had become accustomed to using magic only. 



As a prodigy of her time, Starlight Glimmer was one of those ponies who crossed that point very early on in their life, learning how to do all sorts of things by use of magic and choosing to neglect her physical capabilities.



And at this point in her life, as she dangled over a balcony edge with Trixie holding her hooves and pulling her up, Starlight regretted such choices. Also, adding to those bad decisions was her choice of cheap rope, but at least she still had the receipt for a refund and a friend to pull her up from certain doom.



With a final pull, Trixie pulled Starlight up and over the balcony railway and the two mares landed in a mess of limbs with a large oomph, the pinnacle of stealth maneuvers. 



Now safe from falling to her death Starlight could finally exhale. “Th-thanks Trixie” Starlight panted.



“Trixie is great for a reason,” the spirited performed replied with another enduring smile.



The two took a moment to catch their breaths. It took a moment, but Starlight’s cheeks turned red as she realized she was an inch from Trixie’s face.



“Hey, is somepony there?” Trixie and Starlight heard.



A guard! Starlight’s mind went off in a panic. 



They were about to get caught! Their eyes widened with fear as Trixie rushed to a nearby set of bushes, yanking Starlight in with her tailfirst with another loud oomph. By the time the two found themselves in good hiding positions inside the bush, A royal guard pegasus had flown into view, landing on the balcony with a scowl on his face.



“I heard somepony.” Said the pegasus guard. “And I swore I totally saw someone too.”



The guard looked around left and right, trying to find the culprit, but saw nothing but the rope on the floor, sweat next to it, and the lovely set of bushes on both sides of the balcony. 



“Huh, you could use a rope like that to climb into the castle,” He said “And there’s a puddle of sweat. That might mean somebody's here, trying to break into Canterlot Castle.”



Starlight and Trixie looked at each other in horror. Hiding behind a bush, the two knew it was a matter of time before the royal guard discovered them. 



“Oh Celestia we’re gonna get caught...” Trixie muttered. Starlight turned to her and saw the same amount of fear on Trixie’s face. 



The guard was standing right next to the bush that the mares were hiding in, If he turned to his side he would see the bush quivering in fear.



We’re gonna go to jail...Echoed in Starlight’s mind. No, wait. Figuring what we’ve done, It’ll be worse, like a superjail, or a Hyperprison or a-



“Oh well, it’s probably nothing,” The guard said, winding up the rope and walking away with it. “Mine now.”



The panic of the two mares turned to complete shock.



“I know what I’m doing with my girlfriend tonight~” The absolutely competent royal guard skipped off the balcony and flew away in joy.



“...”



“...”



Starlight and Trixie walked out of the bushes, dumbfounded.



“You know… this is really telling,” Starlight said. “No wonder why the Changelings conquered Canterlot so easily!” Starlight stomped her hooves in annoyance. “When we are done here, I am so writing princess Celestia a letter telling her that her guards are-”



Trixie shushed Starlight, hoof to her mouth.



“Shhhhh. Not too loud, Stealth mission,” Trixie said, oblivious of Starlight feeling Trixie’s saliva on her lips. Trixie was right, but that taste of Trixie’s saliva was all Starlight could think about.



Oh Celestia! Is this an indirect kiss! Do indirect kisses count as first kisses? Is this how my first kiss happens? With her? Of all-



Looking down, she saw Trixie in a puddle of sweat, and Trixie's free foreleg stepping in it.



Oh….this is...



Starlight was tasting Trixie’s sweaty hooves. Immediately, Starlight’s gag reflex kicked in.



One vomit later, the duo snuck inside.








“Ok, if the schematic I have is correct, we should be in the princess’s guest hall now,” Starlight said, walking through the endless hallways of Canterlot Castle. “The room Twilight’s in should be right down that hallway. I’ll just be happy when we’re done walking. It’s taking a toll on my hooves.”



“The Great and Powerful Trixie never has that worry. Trixie has been walking on her hooves all her life, unlike you, miss levitate everywhere.”



“Hey, I care what I step on. You know all the dirty, gross stuff we step on every day, and then we actually eat with those same hooves? It’s gross! It’s why I used a lot of our water back in Our Town for cleaning and enforcing strict sanitary standards.” The duo turned a corner. 



“....which might have led to a crop crisis because we used too much water, which might have gotten worse because after I took everyone’s cutie marks nopony had the skill anymore to save the crops we had. Which led to us having nothing but burnt muffins left. I made some… very questionable decisions back then. I really was not a good mayor at all.”



“You actually sound like a really bad one.”



“More like the worst,” Starlight sighed, memories returning.



“Outside of the whole brainwashing cutie-mark stealing dictatorship you established or was it that?”



Starlight just wanted to say yes to that or check whatever the ‘all of the above’ response was for that. Thankfully, she didn’t need to say anything as their prize soon came into view.



“There is it!” Trixie's eyes lit up as she saw Twilight’s door. “After long last, finally, Twilight’s secrets will be revealed! She’ll know exactly what secrets about Trixie she holds!”



Trixie rushed to into the hallway, only for a yank on her tail. 



“Hold it!” Starlight exclaimed. 



“What for! Her room is right there! Why are we stopping?” Trixie said.



“Because I know Twilight. She’s smarter than this,” Starlight said. “She wouldn’t leave the door unprotected.”



“Trixie isn't so sure. Wouldn’t Twilight sleep soundly knowing the royal guards are patrolling the castle?”



Outside, the duo heard a yell of laughter and joy. The two followed the distraction out of the nearby open window and saw two royal guards, the pegasus stallion from before and a batpony mare both decked in armor, the mare swinging on a large rubber tire, hanging by a rope.



“See honey! I told you would love this!”



The girls closed the window and looked at each other.



“Trixie concedes,” Trixie said. “So then, what would she do?”



Starlight began to think. “If I was Twilight and didn’t trust any of the idiots here, what would I do...”



The two girls rubbed their chins and began to think. A minute later, Trixie shot up.



“Trixie knows! She must have booby trapped this somehow. There’s a lot of trap mechanisms here in the castle. Trixie knows that from experience. She must have activated one to protect herself...but what?”



Acting on impulse, Starlight reached into Trixie’s saddlebag and pulled out a coin. Before Trixie could protest, Starlight rolled the coin across the floor, where a few feet into its roll the coin was immediately bisected by laser beams that popped out of the wall.



“Lasers...huh,” Starlight commented while Trixie froze.



“Starlight, you realize that was our one hundred bit coin, which was our train money back to Ponyville, right?”



Starlight Glimmer froze as her brain caught up to her body.



“Starlight, You just destroyed our train money home.”



Starlight nervously chuckled. “My… bad? Heh-heh...sorry...”



“Starlight, we are good friends… but sometimes, you make very questionable decisions…”




A young Starlight was thrown into a large jail cell.



She saw ponies left and right, none her sex.



To the right, she saw a group of ponies, double Starlight’s size. They looked at her with hungry eyes, and not the perverted kind.



To the left, she saw a possibly smelly pony with a red sickle on his flank, who the ponies on the right were avoiding like the plague for some reason. 



She took her chances.



Luckily, the old red pony was not smelly. He was, though, very talkative. “So,” he began. “Want to learn about a philosophy that’s only brought destruction and despair to every society that’s tried it, and then take your crack at it?”



The young Starlight thought about it for a minute and shrugged.



“Sure, what’s the worst that could happen?”




Starlight frowned. “I know.”



“Moving on…” Trixie began. “Trixie knows how to turn off this trap. There should be a security panel to turn if off from this end, and a manual switch on the princess’ side of the hallway. But it’s also magically attuned, so if we use any magic it’ll trigger an alarm. 



Starlight took a step forward. In order to regain her honor, she knew what she had to do. “Leave it to me then!” Starlight exclaimed. “I’m the flexible sort! I’ll sneak through it and have that trap off in jippy!”



“Wait no, Trixie thinks that’s a terrible-” Trixie watched Starlight miraculously dove in between a pair of the laser beams, taking a pose to evade the hot laser death she now danced with.



 “-oh and she started.” Trixie sighed.



Starlight Glimmer’s initial entry into the laser beams was successful. With a series of turns and pivots, she navigated herself through the lasers, standing on her hind feet.



Hmm, this is easier than I thought, thought Starlight, as she bobbed through another row of lasers, successfully maneuvering halfway through them, standing on her hind legs. Even if she wasn’t the most physically sound, or the lightest, or agile, Starlight wondered why she didn’t stand on her hind legs more often. 



The wobble of said hindlegs answered that question. Starlight began to shake as her legs started to give, sweet hot dissecting laser death all around her. Like before, Starlight noticed her mistake a little too late as her legs gave way and she fell...and hit her head on the solid floor.



“OW!” Starlight exclaimed. Her eyes reopened with her brain back on, she noticed the laser beams were gone.



She looked to Trixie, walking behind her. “Trixie disabled it,” she flatly said.



“Wha…” It took Starlight four tries to finally make her next word. “Ho...how?”



Trixie basked in the pride of her skill. “Trixie knew the security code to turn it off. Every code here is 1,2,3,4.”



“Why am I not surprised,” Starlight muttered as she got up on her hooves. They were about to continue before Starlight stopped, a thought in her head.



“Wait, Trixie, how do you know that?”



“A magician never tells her secrets,” Trixie confidently replied.



While a non-answer, It did, though, make Starlight think of what was. With the thought now in her head, she asked Trixie the question she should have asked before any of this began. 



“Trixie,” Starlight asked. “How many times have you broken into Canterlot Castle?”



The great and powerful Trixie’s confidence vaporized. “Uhhhhhh….The great and powerful Trixie did not exactly break... into Canterlot Castle…or into its dungeon,” she said, emphasizing the word 'into'.



Trixie looked to the left, and then to the right and pursed her lips, trying to come up with the right words but without incriminating herself. Such wording, however, was a little too late.



“Oh Celestia I’m talking to an escaped criminal.”



“Trixie’s not a criminal!” Trixie proclaimed “It… wasn’t exactly a crime... ok the escape part wasn’t. It was the Alicorn Amulet thing. They wanted to hold Trixie over for months to make sure Trixie wasn’t contaminated evil or something! And as you know, the great and powerful Trixie is not evil, she’s awesome and cannot be contained, nor can she be cooped up in a comfy cell, even if they give Trixie as much peanut butter and crackers as she pleases. Trixie had to escape and be free!”



Starlight’s mouth hung open. 



“In retrospect… Trixie probably thinks that might not have been the best decision she could have made.”



There were many things she could say, many criticisms and complaints, but Starlight knew, in the grand scheme of things, she couldn’t. Being responsible for nearly killing everyone in Equestria was in a sorts, the royal flush of evil deeds all things considered. To Starlight, complaining about a reformed pony’s misdeeds was something she no longer had the right to, as her villainous past decisions would trump everyone else’s until the day she died.



So instead, Starlight liked to focus on the brighter side of things. Like that she was about to discover just exactly what her best friend Twilight thought of her.



“You know what, I’ll just take what I can get.” Starlight regained her smile and buddied up to Trixie. “We’re all the way here. Let’s get that diary and finish what we started, ok?"



The girls smiled and walked inside Twilight’s guest bedroom. They tiptoed in, only to realize that they were alone. Twilight Sparkle, was nowhere to be found. 



“Wow, Trixie is impressed. So this is the royal guest room of a princess,” Trixie said as they scanned the room.



“There it is!” Starlight said. She smiled as she trotted over to the guest room’s desk, where their prize laid. It was a fancy red diary, with a gold spine and engraving of more gold and crystals. Inside laid a bookmark, assumingly to Twilight’s most recent entry.



“Oh, I remember that. When we went back to Our Town, she was jotting down tons of things in that diary. Hmm… I do wonder what she was scribbling about...”



Trixie dashed to it and opened the diary’s pages. “Then let’s find out!” she exclaimed. Trixie and Starlight turned the dairy to where the bookmark resided, and shock overcame their faces.



“Hey look...there’s a picture of us…” Trixie muttered.



“She drew a little picture of us… kissing?” Spoke a stunned Starlight.



Trixie and Starlight’s jaws dropped as they then read the princess of friendship’s entry. The more they read the more their cheeks turned red in embarrassment.



Upon finishing Twilight’s entry, the two looked at each other and promptly fainted.




Twilight’s Entry #690: 




Trixie came back to town, and of all the people she befriended she made friends with Starlight!



There was a big hassle at first and I thought we weren’t going to become friends, but then we did! They’re currently having fun in ponyville, while I make this short but very important excursion. 



This was a combination I never thought was possible! Starlight and Trixie!



They’re both unicorns, former baddies, and also talented magic users who play really well off each other. They’re so compatible, I can’t believe I never thought of it before!



For the longest time I always thought Trixie could only be my waifu (well, anyone’s capable of becoming my waifu according to the shipping chart), but then Cadance showed us that maybe she could have other like Blueblood and Maud. And now she’s got Starlight too! 



I’m so happy at Starlight’s progress. First me and the girls, rekindling that spark with Double Diamond and Sunburst, then forging a new ship with Spike, and now this! My little Glim-Glam is growing up, making new potential waifus everyday!



I just wonder where this leads! Are their acquaintances going to mix now and make new ships? Heck, what are we even going to call this ship! TrixGlam? Triximmer? I don’t know! Ohhhh, the possibilities are making me all tingly!



We must confront the Grand Shipping Chart in Canterlot Castle and plot all these new relationships out! I’ll have Spike write a letter to Royal Shipper Celestia and Grandmaster Shipper Cadance. We have much to discuss!








The end

      

      
   
      The First Adventure of Jiggery Pokery


      

      
      
         Quartz inspected the license and personnel transfer papers with a frown. It all looked to be in order. But that was really the problem.



“Jiggery Pokery is it?”



“Just Jiggery is fine,” answered the shifty looking pegasus.



“Says here you finished your masters in adventure two years ago.”



“I got top marks in both swashbuckling and hoof work sir.”



“Have you ever been on an archaeological dig before?”



“Yes, yes I did, as part of getting my bachelors in archeology.”



“What have you been doing for the past two years?”



“Some family things came up, sir.”



“Uhuh...” Quartz did not sound sympathetic. “Two years sitting around makes you rusty. Never having been on an adventure makes you green. Being rusty and green makes that masters in adventure basically worthless. Your bachelors in archaeology barely makes you qualified to carry water. You're basically useless.”



Jiggery shuffled his hooves awkwardly.



“The rules say we can't operate without a licensed adventurer,” Quartz gave a tired sigh, “and you are that.”



Quartz stamped the transfer.








The site was three days outside of Filly Delphia in the Foal Mountains. Less if you cut straight to the train tracks and managed to catch a ride. It couldn't have been in a safer part of Equestria.



The actual site consisted of four pillars that had apparently been topped with primitive luminescent crystal lighting which had at one point shown the way to the cave mouth. Inside the cave was a perfectly flat dirt floor.



A little digging of that dirt floor revealed shards of broken pottery and glass. Carbon dating showed that it was roughly five hundred years of age.



It was a landfill and a fairly recent one. It was barely worth digging around in at all if not for one curious point.



There wasn't an existing settlement that could have used the landfill, nor was there any record of one.








Jiggery wrestled with the water bottles. He could carry the empty water bottles on the wing easily enough but on the return trip he had to hoof it.



Perhaps it was good exercise.



He handed off a water bottle to one of the senior archaeologists. She was reassembling a clay mug that proudly declared it's bearer the greatest father in the world. The syntax was a little different but the pure functionality of the item and the simplicity of it's manufacture made it virtually identical to the modern version.








At dinner it was a simple meal of heated hay with a dusting of flowers. A staple of cafeteria's in all manner of institutions.



The archaeologists laughed and joked as they got to know each other.



Jiggery had a table to himself.








The pegasus found that he could fly in short little hops with the weight of the water bottles across on his withers.



Passing out bottles. He stopped to watch an intern taking measurements of an old firefly lantern. It was weird though. It had a container at the bottom for... some kind of fluid maybe? There was a hole in the middle opening up into the body of the lantern. Maybe it was sugar water for the fireflies?



He wasn't sure that was right though. It didn't feel that way at least.








“Really?” asked Quartz.



“Yeah, really. Wall carvings,” answered Spade.



“What are wall carvings doing in a landfill?”



“Probably just graffiti. None of it makes much sense.”



Jiggery Pokery took a long sip from his cup of tea one table over. That seemed kind of odd.








The pegasus stepped into the dark and empty cave after the rest of the camp was asleep. The light of his lantern dimmed and faltered. It was like the fireflies were trying to escape.



The dirt had been excavated by about two hoofs revealing a tiny band of wall carvings. It was perfectly level. The carvings were black and cut deep into the stone.



Really deep actually.



Pulling a piece of chewing straw out of his pocket he tested the depth. He couldn't reach the bottom. The straw was half a hoof in length.



He didn't recognize any of the characters.



He contemplated the wall carvings for a time before heading off to bed.








Jiggery filled the water bottles from the same spring as always. The underground water source had been tested and proven safe for equine consumption



The air around the clear pond had a curious sweet smell today.



He didn't give it much thought as he began his long uphill climb back to the work site.








Spade was making dutiful notes as he examined a metal box. It was taller and deeper then it was wide and somewhere along the way one corner had been smashed in.



It didn't look like it was supposed to open being held together with screws and pegs. Inside it had tiny metal protrusions for unknown objects to hang or be affixed to.



The earth pony was so transfixed that he didn't even look up as Jiggery dropped off a bottle of water.








The archaeologists barely spoke at dinner. What few things they voiced to each other were in whispers.



There was an odd sort of chewy texture that he couldn't quite place in the flower casserole today.








Under the cover of darkness Jiggery once again examined the characters etched into the walls of the cave.



He wracked his brain. It felt like something he had learned back when he was taking his masters in adventure. Or was it something he had overheard from somepony else?



He tried to remember what it could be for a time before giving up and going to bed.








On his way to the spring the pegasus noticed the bones of a dead rabbit. The bones were still intact and not yet dried out but the carcass was entirely picked clean.



Something about it was odd, but he wasn't well versed enough in animal lore to be able to exactly pin it down.



He hurried off without giving it too much attention though. He did have a job to do.








Quartz mumbled a thanks as he was given a ration of water.



Before him was a perfectly preserved box. The box was square but flat. It was opened and inside what appeared to be curiously serrated knives.



Though the handles had all rotted away to nothing the blades themselves were in perfect condition. They had no rust, no tarnish, no dullness. The still shined like they had been polished but mere hours ago.



Utterly and totally impervious to the wear of time in the way that only the most magical of magical artifacts can be.



They didn't seem very magical though.








The crew joked and laughed with renewed and heart warming vigor. Whatever trials they had encountered apparently been over come.



Jiggery smiled reassured as he took a bite of today's casserole.



Then he put it aside. Somehow he wasn't hungry anymore.








Tonight with a pencil and paper the adventurer took some etchings. This kind of thing could really sell your memoirs, and such sales where the lion's share of the income for his industry.



Holding the paper of the carving in the wall with his hooves he dragged the pencil lightly across the surface.



He checked his work.



Frowning he tried again.



Again he compared the etchings on the page and marks on the wall.



He tried again. And again. He tried until he was out of paper.



No matter how many times he tried the characters on the the paper etchings never lined up with the characters on the wall.



Nor did they match up with each other.



Gripped by an unidentified panic Jiggery scrambled out of the dig and back to his tent.








The sweet scent at the spring had gotten stronger. It wasn't a bad smell. He didn't recognize it as any of the things would normally render drinking water undrinkable.



He clearly remembered his basic survival courses.



Still he was uncertain as he filled the bottles and once again traveled uphill to the work site.








“I'm thinking I should travel to the river for water from now on. We can start boiling it.”



“No, that is a waste of time and therefor money. This dig is barely funded as it is.” Quartz seemed to be genuinely upset at the suggestion.



“I'm really not sure about the spring.”



“I don't care what you're sure about. Just do your job.”



Quartz returned to his task which today was affixing mock-up replacement handles onto the knives he had been looking at the day before.








Jiggery sat in the center of the dig and attempted to draw the wall carvings. He carefully tried to replicate the shapes, the arms and the swirls of the characters. But when he stopped to compare them they once again didn't resemble each other.



Then he attempted to describe the character in words only to again be confronted with the fact that the description did not match up with the reality.



He stopped and considered the seemingly static characters on the wall.



He picked up a piece of lath and stuck it into one of the carvings.



It crunched, as though some stone maw had bitten into it with irresistible force.



The characters weren't static. They were changing. Shifting in shape. Along with them his memory of them was also shifting.



Only because they were in perfect sync did they appear to be static.



The characters in the wall were alive. The characters in his head were alive. They were the same characters and they were alive.



This place... It was alive and it was in his head.



Hyperventilating Jiggery took to the air, slowly hovering and getting ready to bolt from the cave.



Blocking the way out was Quartz, beside him was Spade and behind them the rest of the archaeologists.



“You didn't come to dinner.”



“I wasn't hungry.”



“We were waiting for you.”



“You can eat without me. It's fine.”



“We really can't eat without you.”



“I'll be fine on my own.”



“We're all getting really hungry. You are being very rude.”



Jiggery gave a sigh. It was rude to refuse an invitation to dinner wasn't it? “Sure, hold on, just a...”



Quartz was carrying one of those weird everlasting serrated knives.



So was Spade.



Infact they all were.



The pegasus felt a thrill of terror and his hovering wings began to generate more wind, sending it spinning through the cave.



Some dried mud on the wall next to him gave way.



It revealed some desperately scratched words in perfectly legible equestrian.



'Beware the eaters of the dead.'



And then Jiggery wasn't creating wind by accident. Now he was desperately kicking up a storm in the confines of the cave. Blinding dirt and debris was being picked up and forced out of the entrance of the dig site.



“Get him!”



Ponies blindly lunged forward into the gale.



The pegasus dodged and tricked out of the reach of the ravenous archaeologists while looking for an opening for his escape into the open sky.



Quartz however remained at the entrance blocking it off with his bulk.



The amount of lightweight debris was running out and Jiggery had to exert more and more force to ensure that the wind now howling in the tiny bowl of the cave was sharp enough to give him the upper hand.



A pair of hooves latched onto his hind leg.



“No! No, get off of me!” he shrieked in growing and mortal terror.



Unable to dodge another pair of hooves latched on around his neck. The weight threatening to drag him to the ground, he struggled into a spin hoping to throw them off.



Rebounding off of a wall with meaty thunk the ponies struck the ground.



“Ha! Got you!” shouted Spade as he readied his knife.



Jiggery's eyes went wide as the ground gave way.



A pit. The whole dig site was a pit, covered over in trash. The pit it self sucked them down like some kind of giant throat.



Ponies and dirt and garbage fell down into the wretchedly sweet smelling darkness.



The pegasus struck the water at the bottom. Still in a panic he fled away from the light along the surface of some uncharted underground lake.



His sensitive wings felt the motion of the water. They told him of... things large and vast and unknowable beneath him in the water.



Something breached the water behind him, a pony screamed and bones snapped.



He didn't look back. He never looked back. Jiggery Pokery just kept swimming into the darkness.
      

      
   