
      A Thany-Mendored Spling


      

      
      
         "Just look at yourself." Each word popped like a balloon filled with rotten milk. "It's disgusting!"



"Hey, hey, hey!" The second voice gave off the aroma of freshly cut grass: sweet, clean, and refreshing—unless one happened to be allergic. "Maybe instead of grousing, you could try coming up with a way to fix this?"



"Excuse me?" The first voice conveyed an impression of raised eyebrows. "Have you ever met me?"



"Forget it." The third voice sounded like one of those dogs whose face seems to be made entirely of melting ice cream. Not that dogs can talk, of course. No, no. That would be silly.



(Note to self: when next out at Sweet Apple Acres, give that dog of theirs the power of speech. And a top hat. All talking dogs should have top hats.)



"Nothing can be done," the third voice continued in doleful tones. "Too far gone. Too far gone!" The words crumbled like cinnamon coffee cake and became a howl echoing through the spring evening all around, the twilight—



Don't use that word; don't use that word; don't use that word!



—softly wrapping around the houses and shops of Ponyville as if each step wasn't carrying him another decimeter closer to dissolution.



Or rather the howl would have echoed if it had actually been audible.



"Audible?" The first voice, not having eyeballs, rolled its larynx. "Do you honestly think I have a larynx? Or was that just today's entry on that word-a-day calendar your precious princess gave you?"



(Note to self: change every word on the rest of the calendar's pages to 'eleemosynary' and give it a different definition each time.)



The second voice sighed a flowery sigh. "She gives the most thoughtful gifts, don't you think?"



"I don't think," a fourth voice piped in. "At least, I don't think I think. At least, I don't think I think I think. At least—"



"My point is—" The second voice spoke over the cracking sound of a cricket bat shattering across something roughly the size and shape of the average skull. "—she's always taking time out of her busy schedule—"



"To destroy everything good and proper in the world!" The first voice bubbled now, those bubbles being all that was left of the soap that had formerly filled the soapbox the speaker would have been standing upon if the only legs it had access to hadn't been currently dragging along the road through the center of town, ponies stopping and staring with jaws slack and eyes bulging. "And by 'good and proper,' I of course mean 'oblong and obsequious.'" A scritch-scritch-scritch as of claws scratching a scalp rustled forth. "Don't I?"



"Hmmph!" The second voice's snort gusted out both ears simultaneously. "I'll tell you what you mean! You mean that hope springs internal!" Another spate of claw scratching. "Or is that external?"



"I hope not," Discord muttered, raising his gaze to the gold and purple arched doorway at the top of the steps. "And I'll have you know that none of you is being at all helpful!"



A moment of silence, then: "Run," the first voice whispered somewhere beneath his antelope antler.



"Agreed," the second voice murmured from his beard. "She'll only think this is a trick, you know. Or a joke."



Discord sighed. "No help at all." Shaking the flowers he was holding to partially straighten their wilting stems, he changed his tuxedo from purple to orange, drifted as light as dandelion fluff up the stairs, and knocked on Twilight's front door.
      

      
   
      A Chaotic Twilight


      

      
      
         “Do you think I can?” asked Twilight.



“Twilight, you are the most meticulous, orderly, OCD mare I have ever met,” responded Discord. “Of course you could learn chaos magic! You’d be a natural!”



“Will you teach me? Please?” 



“Didn’t you say not to do things that would threaten the well-being of Equestria?”



“Um… yes?”



“See, I told you you’d be a natural. You can check not making sense off your list.”



“We haven’t made a list yet.”



“And you were making such a good start. I guess we’ll have to skip straight to the montage.”



“Montage?”








Discord snaps his talons and a cotton candy cloud appears. Twilight lights her horn, only to cut off by Discord appearing in front of her, holding up a stop sign and blowing a whistle. He raises his arm, and snaps his talons again, only in slow motion. Twilight raises her foreleg, looks at her hoof, then faces Discord and raises an eyebrow while showing him her hoof and its distinct lack of snappable appendages.








Discord presents Twilight with a blackboard upon which has been sprawled and complicated and unfinished mathematical problem. Twilight immediately picks up the chalk and begins working on the equation. After half an hour she sets down the chalk and proudly walks up to Discord, with her solution of ‘E^2 = m^2c^4 + p^2c^2’ written as the final answer on the board. After Twilight wakes him up, Discord removes his glasses with an image of his opens eyes upon them and walks up to the board. He puts his claw to his chin, examining Twilight’s work. Finally, he crosses out Twilight’s answer, and in its place writes ‘2 + 2 = 5’. A lock of hair springs out of Twilight’s mane.








Discord stands in front of a pair of blackboards giving a lecture while scribbling on both boards on completely different topics. Twilight to pay attention to all three sources at once, quills dancing in the air around her. Only when she starts to hear the sound of erasing does she notice a third blackboard to the side, covered with notes which must have been written by, and were now being erased by, Discord’s tail. She hurries to copy down these notes before they’re erased, not noticing in her fervor that the quills have begun writing on each other's papers, rending the notes an illegible mess, along with the rest of her mane. Discord glances back and smiles.








“Gah! What happened to my notes?!” exclaimed Twilight, realizing what a mess her notes were now that she tried to review the lesson. 



“That wasn’t on purpose?” Discord sighed. “I thought I was finally getting through to you.”



“Now all I have is the first couple of pages.” Twilight moaned, ignoring Discord’s comment. After going over what she had, she inquired, “Why is the picture of a duck both less than and greater than the square root of pi?”



Discord floated behind her and looked over her shoulder. “That first one is an excruciatingly detailed picture of a duck, which as the above equation shows is greater than the square root of pi. And of course a crudely drawn picture of a duck is less than the square root of pi.”



“Um, which one of those two is this?” Twilight motioned to the duck that was neither detailed nor crude, just a picture of a duck.



“Oh, that’s neither. It’s just a picture of a duck.”



“Of course it’s just a picture of a duck. Yes, excruciatingly detailed picture of a duck, a crudely drawn picture of a duck, and just a picture of a duck are all different important values, and all somehow related to pi.”



“Actually just a picture of a duck isn’t-”



“Wait, we’re overcomplicating this aren’t we. We don’t need to show work. We just need to write an equation, even if it makes zero sense. 42. There. That’s the answer. We’re done.”



“Oh I think you’re finally getting it Twi-”



“Oh am I now? Let’s give it a try then.” Twilight raised her right forehoof and snapped, creating a cotton candy cloud.



“You got it! Chaos!”



“Well, now that I think about it a cotton candy cloud isn’t really chaos.”



“Twilight, where are you-”



“It’s still a well defined, ordered structure.”



“No Twilight you really have to-”



“True chaos would have all matter and energy-”



“You have chaos magic now you can’t-”



“-mixed equally-”



“Twilight!”



“-everywhere-”



“STOP!”



“-with no structure at all.”



The End
      

      
   
      The Pony Lord


      

      
      
         Dragon Lord Ember looked over her admittedly bleak holdings. The Dragon Lands were many things, but visually diverse was not one of them. That one brown guy had a point; the place could use some pillows. Ember supposed the dragons could, ugh, trade for them.



The very thought of giving things away seemed to sicken Ember worse and worse until the building pressure in her guts culminated in a fiery belch. The flame and smoke folded in on themselves, forming a scroll that fell into her claws.



“Huh.” Spike had warned Ember about letting his purple pony write her at any time, but she hadn’t expected the questions to start so soon. However, the scroll's seal wasn't marked with the purple one's rump glyph.



It bore a sun.








“Uh, Dad? I need some advice.”



Torch cracked open an eye. Dragon law might demand that he step down as lord, but it said nothing about him relinquishing his lair or the hoard that had made him enormous. He stretched from atop the wealth of a small nation, his wings brushing against the stadium-sized cavern’s ceiling. “Ember,” he said, “you are Dragon Lord now. All draconic authority begins and ends with you. You can’t come to me whenever there’s a hard decision.”



“I know. Normally, I wouldn’t. But, well…” She held up something.



Torch squinted, making out a piece of paper. He sighed and said "Give it here," holding out one claw as the other dug into his bedding, pulling out a tremendous pair of spectacles made from telescopes. He set them on his snout and adjusted the lenses until he could read the letter.



To Dragon Lord Ember,



Firstly, congratulations on your victory in the Gauntlet of Fire. It is wonderful to see grace and guile trump brute strength, not least because your father now owes me a ten-carat diamond as per a bet we made last century.



However, it is not the past that concerns me, but the future. I would like to speak with you in person at your earliest convenience in either your realm or mine, whichever is easier for you. I eagerly await your response. I am sure we will have much to discuss.



Your fellow ruler,

Princess Celestia




“Ah.” Torch took off his reading glasses. “You were wise to come to me, Ember.”



“I’ve heard things about Celestia, but I don’t know how much of it is true.” After a beat, Ember added, “Do you really owe her that diamond?”



“That and so much more. There’s a reason I never allowed dragons to burn and pillage Equestria as they saw fit. That reason is the Pony Lord.”



“Lord?” Ember grabbed the letter to look at it again. “She calls herself a princess.”



“Indeed. It is an example of a strange pony concept they call ‘humility.’ It means intentionally appearing weaker than you are.”



Ember took a moment to consider this. “Huh?”



Torch nodded. “I know; I’ve never been able to wrap my head around it either. But for all her humility, Celestia is a dangerous creature, and not just because she can conjure fire that burns even dragons.”



“She can what?”



“That is merely her most obvious danger. Celestia embodies all of the strange strengths of the ponies: hard softness, possessive selflessness, deceptive honesty, all manner of things the minds of dragons cannot comprehend. She could wipe us out if she had a mind to, but she does something far more terrible; she lets us live with that knowledge. She’ll tolerate the odd raid now and again, but if we overstep our bounds…” Torch shuddered.



“Our bounds?" Ember gawked at him. "They’re just ponies, and there’s only one Celestia.”



Torch shook his head. “For one, that’s no longer true. Her sister has returned, and from what Dragon Lord Bulwark told me when I took up the Scepter, she is even worse. And then there are the mortal ponies. On their own, they’re ideal prey; easily frightened meat that makes treasure. But together in enough numbers, they are dragonslayers, especially with Celestia or Luna leading them.”



Ember gulped. “And she wants to meet me face to face.”



“Yes. She prefers her introductions out of combat. I suppose it’s so she can go for your weak points immediately." Torch settled himself back on the treasure. "Step carefully around her, Ember. I have known Celestia for five hundred years, and I don’t understand her any better today than I did when I first met her.”
      

      
   
      Data Doesn't Lie


      

      
      
         "Honey," Night Light said, as he trotted into the living room with not one but two ponies on his tail, "we're going to need another chair."



Twilight Velvet looked up from where she was adjusting the lectern in front of the drapes over the picture window, and did a double-take. "Princess? What are you doing here?"



"Mom," the curtains stage-whispered, "I invited Cadance."



"I think she means the other princess, little ladybug," Cadance said.



The curtains gasped and rustled, and a wide-eyed purple head popped out. "Princess Celestia?!" Twilight squeaked.



Celestia stepped forward past Night Light and Shining Armor, smiling at the little filly. "I hope you'll forgive me showing up without an invitation—but when I overheard from one of my most promising young guardstallions that my faithful student is giving a presentation on an independent research project, I knew I couldn't miss it."



"Mom mom mom!" Twilight said, dashing out from the curtains. "If we're setting up a new chair I'll have to redo all the seating calculations—"



"It's alright, Twilight," Celestia interjected with an impish smile. "I'll take Cadance's seat. I'm sure that she and Lieutenant Armor can find a way to both fit on the sofa chair."



Cadance's eyes lit up and her wingtips quivered. Shining's blush deepened.



He was finally coaxed onto the sofa, where Cadance sprawled across him with a goofy grin, and Night Light and Twilight Velvet exchanged knowing smiles before taking their own seats and lowering the room lights.



The picture-window curtains rustled, and Twilight stepped out, clambering up onto a stool behind the lectern, her eyes barely visible over its top edge. She cleared her throat and tapped a glowing stack of index cards to the surface. "On Filly Bedtime Optimization: Results Of A Longitudinal Study Of Monophasic Som. Somnel." She squinted.



"Somnolence," Velvet prompted.



"I know, mom. I misspelled it on the card." Twilight paused to correct her notes. "Slide."



Night Light clicked the button on the projector. A hoof-drawn graph sprang onto the screen.



"As you can see," Twilight said, "I tracked my bedtime over the course of a two-month study, plotting it against several objective and subjective factors. Slide." New lines sprang onto the graph. "You can see my test grades here—" she pointed to a flat line along the top—"along with self-reported productivity levels, and survey-collected data on my grumpiness at breakfast." Twilight switched index cards. "Footnote one. Velvet, comma, Twilight. 992 CE. Anyway—slide—the data show strong, uniform correlations. And as you can see, my proposal easily exceeds the minimum CAS bed rest recommendations. Plus it would result in a 60% decrease in artificial lighting usage—"



"Hang on," Shining Armor said, squinting over Cadance's back. "You're saying Mom and Dad should send you to bed at seven PM?!"



Cadance giggled, brushing a wingtip to his neck. "I don't know, Shiny. Maybe it deserves some experimental confirmation while I'm sitting for her tonight…"








"Seven on the nose," Cadance said over the soft midnight chirrups of crickets, as Shining Armor hurriedly smoothed down his clothing and scooted toward the far end of the couch. "Not a peep from her room since."



"That's probably because there was a Royal Guard keeping the peace here," Night Light said. "You know, we could probably get Celestia to transfer him…"



"Dad!"



"Stop teasing Shining, dear," Twilight Velvet said, slipping off her white lab coat, "and come check on your daughter with me."



Night Light raised an eyebrow. "I know Twiley, honey. She wouldn't have gone to all that effort if she didn't genuinely want to be in bed by seven."



Velvet caught his collar in her horngrip and dragged him upstairs. "You know Twiley, dear, but you don't know science."



When they pushed open Twilight's door, the lights were out, but the blankets on her bed had a giant glowing lump in the center, inside which the silhouette of a filly flipped the page of a book.



Velvet cleared her throat. The filly's hornlight winked out, and after a moment's frantic scrambling noises, they found her with her eyes closed on top of a stack of library books.



"Nice try, sweetie," Velvet said, sitting on a corner of the bed. "But I noticed something interesting when I checked your sources. It turns out that 'bed rest', as clinically defined, is not actually the same thing as 'sleep'. And you never addressed sleep hours."



Twilight opened one eye, then guiltily sat up. 



"Does this mean," she said, "my study's not passing peer review?"
      

      
   
      Interrogation, 3:57 AM


      

      
      
         When Shining Armor awoke, the world was horrifyingly, brilliantly, unbearably bright. 



His first instinct was to screw his face up and bury it in his pillow, but he found to his dismay that his eyes weren’t even open. Trying to hide beneath his coverlet proved likewise fruitless; the sheets were nowhere to be found, leaving the bed as hostile and uncomfortable as Mrs. Prosody’s literature composition class.



Rolling over, Shining tried to magically yank the curtains closed. He managed to grasp the fabric, but opening them, shutting them, and even pulling them from their rods did nothing to alleviate the painful illumination violating his sacred sleeping time. 



Shining’s mouth went dry. It probably wasn’t even morning. This level of discomfort, this atrocity against an innocent teenage stallion—it could only come from the most heartless of villains, the most brutal, callous, Tartarus-twisted pieces of filth—



“Good morning, Mister Shining,” chirped the foalishly high-pitched voice of his tormentor.



“Twilight? What are you doing?” Shining demanded, forcing open an eye. He shut it immediately afterward. Ow. 



His little sister’s voice held no remorse, only a sweetness that belied the ruthless determination of her emotionless heart. “I’m just wishing a good morning to my B.B.B.F.F! Aren’t you happy to see me?” The question ended with a bit of a whine. Emotional manipulation.



Well, it won’t work, Shining thought. He gritted his teeth as he began blindly reaching for his blankets, sweeping his hooves over every inch of his mattress. 



“Of course I'm glad to see you,” he spat. “What time is it?”



“Exactly three hours and fifty-seven minutes past midnight!”



Shining stopped. “Why are you up this early?”



A giggle. “I’m glad you asked, Shiny!”



Abruptly, the world went dark. After a moment’s hesitation to ensure this wasn’t a trick, Shining cracked open an eye. 



Just beyond the foot of his bed, perched atop a stack of neatly-folded bedsheets and pillowcases, Twilight Sparkle sat grinning in all her devilish cuteness. Shining narrowed his eyes, but his six-year-old sister merely beamed. 



“So Mister Shining, do you remember where you were at nineteen hundred hours last evening?”



“What?” Shining blinked. “What does last night—oh.”



He groaned, burying his face in his hooves. “I’m sorry I didn’t get home in time to read your book with you, Twi. Really sorry—I asked Cadance out to dinner and then she wanted to see a movie and I completely forgot.”



“Cadance?” Twilight sniffed. “A likely story.”



Shining watched as she mulled it over—while he had undoubtedly committed a crime of the highest degree in the Kingdom of Twilight, Princess Cadance was one of Twi’s greatest allies and most trusted confidants. 



“Fine,” she announced at last. “I accept your apology.”



Shining fell back to the mattress in relief. “Great, Twi. Now can I go back to sleep?”



Twilight frowned. “What? No. We’re going to read Mad Magic now. We’re almost at the good part. I’ve been waiting for the chapter on magical manipulation of the Nucleus Paragigantocellularis for weeks.” 



“I am not reading that at four in the morning,” Shining said flatly.



Upon her stack of blankets, Twilight narrowed her brows. The tip of her horn began to glow. Brighter and brighter it shone, until a small sun seared itself into Shining’s eyes. 



At his cries of protest, Twilight dimmed her horn-light. Jumping onto the bed, she levitated Shining's blankets over and snuggled into them, plopping the book into his lap. Shining opened it and squinted at the page, half-obscured by massive sunspots blooming across his vision.



“I would like to go to Donut Joe’s when we’re done reading, please,” intoned the Agent of Evil at his side. 



“Yes, your highness,” Shining muttered.








When Shining Armor awoke, the world was suspiciously, inexcusably, worrisomely quiet. Cadance’s side of the bed lay empty and cold, and no wailing rang through the air.



Creeping out of bed, Shining tiphoofed over to his daughter’s cradle. Above the slumbering newborn stood his wife, hair painted pastel in the moonlight. Shining moved to her side and rested his head against hers. For a moment, they watched Flurry Heart’s gentle breathing.



“I don’t mean to add any pressure,” he murmured gravely. “But we have to be perfect parents.”



Cadance chuckled. “Well, I don’t intend to be a bad mother—”



“No,” Shining stressed. “We have to be perfect, Cadance. Flurry Heart isn’t just our daughter. She’s related to Twilight Sparkle.”



Even in the darkness, Shining could see the horrified realization dawn in his wife’s eyes.
      

      
   
      Winter's Crown


      

      
      
         They say that killing a god is impossible. That to even dream of such a thing is hubris on a scale that defies mortal understanding. But that shouldn’t stop someone. I grimace as I sharpen my weapon. This is madness, it truly is. But that won’t stop us, will it?



I stare at the fire in silence, my hooves feeling the edge of my blade with a careful movement. There’s a knock at the door. I turn around, looking at my door. It creaks open to reveal a unicorn clad in a crimson cloak, a ruby necklace around her throat. I snort slightly and stand up, sheathing my blade. “You ready?”



She nods and the pair of us make our way out of the building, to where the great storm billows around us. Snow piles in drifts below us, clogging many of the paths that one would normally take. Icicles coat the makeshift tents, their inhabitants shivering in them or around fires. We’ll have to end this now. Too many have been already lost. 



I glance at the storm surrounding us, then at the unicorn. I swallow nervously. “Clover?”



She pauses mid-step to look at me. “Hm?”



“If we fail?”



Clover nods towards the sepulchers on the ground below. Soldiers, mages, farmers, nobles, all of them tributes to the winter’s glory. Or so they would have us believe. The spirits. The servants of that indescribable thing. The storm. The winter. It has come to destroy us. And we’ll kill them today. Or die trying.



Cookie meets us partway up, his feathered cap shielding his face from the storm. He nods slightly and we continue on. Hundreds are frozen on this slope. Statues of crystal, eyes and mouths expressing their fear before they met their end.



As we approach the top, we begin to hear them. There’s three of them. Chanting. Perhaps that’s the wrong word. It is the storm, singing in its deadly voice to the beauty that the winter has wrought. Ancient tongues, formed from thunder and wind, speaking of eternity spent in an endless sleep, never to be woken. The north has long since become theirs. Now they’ve come to finish what they’ve started.



The cave greets us at the top of the cliff. The spirits, icy mockeries of what we call forms, dance around it, their singular pair of hooves striking the air and clouds as if it was solid. Well, for me, it would have been solid, no matter what Hurricane says. Clouds freeze and come to the ground as they dance, crystals forming along their surface as the creatures glide through the air.



I look to Clover and Cookie, who both nod. Clover’s horn lights with a pale glow, while Cookie merely advances, seemingly ready to beat the storm spirits into nothing more than wisps. We step into the cave. The statues of our leaders stand there, their expressions mixtures of both anger and horror, likely from each other and from the ice respectively. 



The three of us stand there for a moment, waiting to see what they do. The leader of the creatures, who we have christened Gale, lands in front of us, her eyes of white fire burning brightly. Her voice comes out cacophonic, like the rolling of thunder across an echoing canyon. Surrender, the voice howls, making my eardrums want to bleed. Join us, so that we may rest. 



Clover steps forward, her eyes hard. “And if we refuse?”



Then we will fight. The sprit tilts her head to one side, pointing towards the statues of our leaders. And you will join them. Her spectral sisters alight next to her, their eyes glowing almost as brightly, at this point nearly blinding us. Ice spreads across the cavern, with the three of them at the center.



I step forward, unsheathing my blade. “We’ll fight you.”



Gale’s burning eyes seem to be surprised for a moment. Then an eerily icy smile crosses her all-to equine face. So be it. Then the ice comes for us.
      

      
   
      Under the Bed


      

      
      
         “And he had a hook for a hoof!”



A chorus of girlish squeals lit up the night, before devolving into a fit of giggles.



Applejack clapped Rainbow Dash on the back. “Shoot, that one’s always a classic. But I feel like I heard it a dozen times by now. Ain’t anypony got some new stories to tell?”



Six mares glanced at each other as they sat around a crackling fire in the middle of the Everfree Forest.



Rarity cleared her throat. “A young filly entered a antique shop, and—”



“The mirror eats her soul,” Rainbow Dash said with a yawn.



“In a ancient and forgotten library,” Twilight started.



“Ooh, I know!” Pinkie Pie said, raising a hoof. “She finds the neighcronomicon and finds out she’s destined to bring about the apocalypse!”



Applejack sighed. “Have we really heard them all then?”



Twilight pursed her lips. “They do all tend to fall into a sort of formula, to make them easy to recall and retell, I suppose. But once you’ve learned to recognize the pattern, it removes a lot of the surprise, which is an essential element of storytelling.”



“Blah blah,” Rainbow Dash said, waving a hoof. “Hey, what about Fluttershy? We never hear any stories from her.”



Everypony’s eyes turned towards Fluttershy and she flinched behind her mane. “Oh, um, I don’t really know any good ones.”



“Nonsense, darling,” Rarity said, placing a hoof on Fluttershy’s shoulder. “I’m sure you have the perfect spooky story buried somewhere in there you just need to let it out!”



Fluttershy pursed her lips and pawed at the ground. “Well, maybe there’s one story I can think of. I’ve never told this to anypony before.”



Everyone leaned in close, their ears perked up.



“This story is about my little brother, Zephyr Cloud.”



Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes and made an exaggerated gagging noise. “You can stop right there, my skin is crawling already.”



Fluttershy shook her head. “It’s not like that. In fact, um. I know he’s a difficult pony to like, but when he was just a little foal he was the sweetest and most adorable little brother a filly could ask for. I spent a lot of time taking care of him, and we were really close.”



The wind rustled through the trees, branches creaking around them, and the fire seemed to lose a bit of its light as the shadows crept closer. “Every night, I would go into his room to tuck him in, tell him a story, and kiss him goodnight.”



“D’aww,” Rarity cooed. “I’d love to see that.”



Fluttershy cleared her throat. “There was one night though… um, maybe he was around four? It’s hard to remember. I finished saying goodnight and was on my way back to my room when I noticed an open window. It seemed strange, since it was cold out it was letting in a dreadful draft. As I was closing it, I heard a shout from my brother’s room, and I rushed back to him.”



The moon up above passed behind thick clouds, the darkness growing deeper still. “His eyes were wide, and he was shaking. He told me that he’d had a nightmare, and that there was a monster under his bed. As the big sister it was my duty to check, I guess. I was a little less timid back then. So I did, and…”



Fluttershy faltered, shuddering visibly.



“What?” Twilight asked, leaning closer. “Did you check?”



“I…” Fluttershy squeezed her eyes shut, and took a deep breath. “I saw my brother lying under the bed, and he whispered, ‘Sis, please help, there’s somepony in my bed.’”



Five pairs of wide eyes stared at her, and Fluttershy continued. “I screamed of course, and ran into the hall to try and find mom and dad. Next thing I knew I woke up in my own bed in a cold sweat.



“But um, he always did seem different after that. He stopped wanting me to read him stories, and he didn't give much thought to anypony but himself. I guess foals just grow up in strange ways, huh?”



The only response was silence, and Fluttershy coughed, shifting around uncomfortably.



“It’s okay, I’m, um, pretty sure it was all just a bad dream.”
      

      
   
      An Epic Rhyme Battle of Equestria


      

      
      
         It was a Thursday. For Zecora, that meant it was market day. The townsponies were now accustomed to seeing her, but perhaps none more so than Ponyville’s resident party planner. This particular Thursday, however, Pinkie Pie hadn’t been standing at the edge of town waiting for Zecora like she normally did, so Zecora decided to see if Pinkie was at Sugarcube Corner. She opened the door and—



“Surprise!” Pinkie shouted. Zecora looked past the pink mare to see a Pinkie Pie party thrown in her honor. “Zecora, you didn’t think I’d forget about your birthday? If nopony threw you a party, then that’d be, like the worst day!” Zecora entered, but didn’t get far before Pinkie shouted, “Hey! I rhymed, didn’t I? Just like you, Zecora!”



Zecora froze, then whirled around and turned towards Pinkie.

“Pinkie, I don’t think you know what you’ve done!

An epic rhyme battle you have just begun!”



Pinkie smirked back at Zecora, then nodded at Vinyl Scratch. With a flick of her horn, Vinyl switched out the records and put on her headphones. Pinkie struck a pose and began rapping.

“If it’s a battle you want, then c’mon, Z, let’s go!

You can rhyme all you want, but I’ll still beat you, though!”



“I have been rhyming ever since I was just a little filly!

If you think that you can beat me, well Pinkie, that’s silly!”



“I’ve got focus so strong, I’ll outfocus you all!

Spent a whole day once staring straight at a wall!

And there’s nothing more boring than watching paint dry;

So I’ll outrhyme you, and that isn’t a lie!”



“Focused? Focused?! Focused, you say?

Yourself and ‘focused’ are like night and day!

Pinkie, you are as scatterbrained as they come!

When you’re not making clones, on your banjo you strum

While playing the tuba and the trumpet and more.

And sometimes in a candy-copter you soar!”



“While it’s true that I’m random, that can’t mean I’m not rapt!

But you, on the other hoof, aren’t as adept.

The only thing that you know better than rhyme

Is letting potion-making take up all your time!

You stay in the woods far away from us all,

If you’d come to my parties, maybe you’d have a ball!”



“Your Ex Machina antics are off of the wall.

What’s worse is your Pinkie Sense. That one beats all!

And though in the kitchen you really can bake,

For me, winning this is a piece of cake!”

 

“Forget it, Zecora, ‘cuz I’ve already won!

Stick a fork in you! Do you know why? You’re done!

Any day of the week, any week of the month,

Pinkie Pie can rhyme, but you are just—um—uh—”



It was in this moment that Pinkie realized nothing rhymes with “month.” With a record scratch, the music stopped. All eyes turned to Pinkie Pie as great drops of sweat chased each other down her face. Zecora was the one smiling now.



“Why, thank you, dear Pinkie, for breaking that curse!

Though I am now better, I fear you are…”



Zecora paused and leaned in for effect, “far worse off than I am now!”



Pinkie was shocked. Zecora said something that didn’t rhyme!



“Now hold on, Zecora, those lines didn’t rhyme!

I thought that you had to rhyme all of the—”



Pinkie gasped. She was rhyming involuntarily. Hadn't Zecora said something about a curse? Was she doomed to rhyme forever? “—time,” Pinkie squeaked.








After being delayed by her royal duties and arriving late to the party, Twilight greeted the guest of honor. “Happy birthday, Zecora. How are you?” Twilight asked.



“Why hello, Twilight! I’m doing great. How are you doing?”



“I’m glad to hear that. I’m doing just fine.” A small frown crossed Twilight's face. “I hope I didn’t cut you off. You didn’t rhyme ‘doing’ with anything.”



Zecora chuckled. “Oh, don’t worry about it, Twilight. The curse has been broken by our friend Pinkie Pie. I don’t have to rhyme anymore!”



“The curse?” A second later, Twilight felt something grab her leg. She looked down to see a distraught Pinkie Pie.



“Oh, Twilight, please help me; I’ve done it this time!

Now everything that I say is in rhyme!”
      

      
   
      A Look Into the Soul


      

      
      
         The fireplace embers crackled, and the moonlight poured in. Octavia stood in the center of the room, her cells right by her side, ready to create music. A night by herself, without any appointments or dates or annoying friends to pull her away, left her with a golden opportunity. She had a whole night all to herself and her cello, to explore her inner music.



Her music sheets were carefully put away. Her books on composers were shelved. This journey wouldn’t be focused on any outside influence. The music would completely come from within her. 



She could only imagine what she’d find. Adventures into the dreamscape? Patriotism? Appreciation for nature? She couldn’t wait to get start.



With a deep breath, she raised the bow, set it on the second string, and strummed the first note slowly. The lingering note made the world dissolve around her. She felt her senses fade, and then return in the blackness.



The next strum brought feelings to life. It was a simple, pleasant note, and it set her on the cobblestone street of Canterlot—the theater district, specifically. There was just a timber to it that evoked the old wood and curtains of the theater.



More notes followed. The world manifested a few blank-faced ponies in the audience, a few more around her. There was one pony on stage, a stallion with a harp. All the faceless ponies watched awestruck—she just knew it—as he plucked silent notes with the skill of an elite.



Her music took on deeper tones, and her strumming became quicker. The stallion’s strumming ceased, and he rose to take a bow. The other ponies stomped in applause. As the stallion bowed, he looked at Octavia and winked.



She knew him.



Her bowing became staccato, and she found herself charging straight at him. The faceless ponies watched in horror, to stricken with terror to stop her. Her bow pulled back as she leapt onto the stage. With a massive thrust of the bow, she threw something—the bow, her hoof, a knife, she didn’t know—at him.



Each strum of the bow was stronger and powerful, the notes rising as she attacked him again and again. The crowd shrieked and booed without sound. At one instant, he looked up, his face bloody, pleading for mercy.



The moment their eyes met, Octavia’s sprang open. Her bow fell to the floor, and the cello followed. Finally, she herself flopped down onto her rump. As the night slowly wore on, she sat there, paralyzed.



Her heart was racing, her breathing was rough, and her coat was covered in sweat. She knew that for certain. What wasn’t clear was how her brain felt. It was dizzy, that much she could tell. There was something else there. Disgust, maybe?



She scoffed. Not at why she was disgusted, but why it wasn’t certain that she was disgusted.



The stallion was a smug prodigy that lorded it over Octavia whenever he had the chance. “What would a musician from Ponyville know of true music?” he would ask her on multiple occasions. Often times, she had shrugged it off; once or twice she had told him to bugger off. He wouldn’t pester her any more that day.



He was far more successful than her, and she had always thought that unfair. She mused. She thought that jealousy could’ve been the explanation, but that would’ve been ludicrous. Octavia Philharmonica, cellist extraordinaire, jealous over a hothead that was more successful than her?



Her heart dropped. The music had shown her beating him, maybe even murdering him. She had loomed over him.



She had been the one to make him fall.



His smugness fell with him.



He had begged her for mercy.



But she had stopped. What would she have done, had she continued? She wondered how she would’ve made his suffering worse—no, she would’ve asked for help.



She would’ve denounced the town as tone-deaf, and played them real music.



She would’ve beseeched them the get the royal guard.



She would’ve continued whatever she’d been doing.



She would’ve ran for her life.



The possibilities made her feel sick. She thought about putting away her instrument and going to bed; she was obviously in over her head at this point. It would’ve been the best option.



And yet… the stallion’s cheeky smile, and his begging eyes, coaxed her back. The music had shown her something within her, and she needed to know more.



With a deep breath, she righted herself again and began playing the first note.
      

      
   
      Love, Or Something Like It


      

      
      
         "Not as it seems... as it seems..."



Spike sighed, feeling the hooves on his back push him deeper into the massage bed. His lips quirked into a smile, and his eyes drifted closed, letting him focus on the room's background noises.



The steady breathing of the masseurs. The gentle movement of hooves on bodies. The quiet tune playing on a radio somewhere. The softspoken lyrics...



"...not everything is as it seems..."



There was a click, then momentary silence, as if somepony had turned off the radio. Spike's eyes opened and his mouth half-formed a question; but then the masseur hit a pressure point, and he gurgled with a mix of pain and pleasure.



A small laugh from the bed next to his made him turn his head. Rarity lay stretched-out like he was, visible primarily as a single half-open eye beneath the long white towel wrapped around her mane.



"Spike, darling, didn't I tell you a couples' massage would be just the thing to help you forget all your troubles?"



She blinked. Spike startled; for a moment, he thought he saw her eye as red, not blue. But then she blinked again, and it was definitely blue.



Spike's mouth quavered into a frown. "You... did? I can't remember..."



Rarity’s smile grew deeper. "Girls, why don't you give dear Spikey-wikey and I a few moments? We'll call for you when we're finished."



The pressure on his back abated. Spike turned his head quickly, curious to get another... or maybe a first? He wasn't sure... look at the masseurs, but only just managed to catch the private spa room's door clicking shut.



His eyes drifted to a picture hung next to the door; a portrait, indistinct but for the look of urgency in the figure’s eyes. He paused, making an effort to concentrate. The picture resolved itself a bit more clearly, showing a dark coat and a mane of starry blue...



Something blurred at the edge of his vision. He turned, seeing Rarity upon him, pressing forehooves down on either side of his body. "Dearest Spike," she purred. One hoof began a slow stroke down the spines on his back.



He shuddered, squeezing his eyes shut, relishing the sensation. "R... Rarity? What are you..."



"Shhh." She leaned in, brushing his ear with her muzzle. "We're all alone now. Everything you've ever wished we could do together? Now, we can."



Her forehooves gently rolled him onto his side. He swallowed as he watched her rise on her hind legs and undo the towel, sending a cascade of dark, damp mane down upon her body.



For a moment, a pony seemed to peek out from the wake of Rarity’s dark mane, mouth moving soundlessly. Spike blinked, and the pony was gone.



Rarity’s forehooves caressed down her neck, her barrel, and finally her haunches. “What’s wrong, Spikey-wikey? Isn’t this your… dream?”



Spike’s vision swam, and--there, just for an instant--he caught a clearer view of the dark-coated pony, mouth open wide, hoof reaching toward him.



“What’s going on?” he asked, pressing a claw to his forehead.



Rarity glanced behind herself. Spike saw nothing there, but Rarity laughed regardless. “Why, let me simply offer this…”



She leaned closer, bringing a hoof to the base of his skull, pulling him forward. His protests were lost in her warm, soft, but insistent muzzle, and a kiss that set his blood afire.



Her body moved closer, their kisses becoming more passionate. Soon, he felt her begin to climb atop the bed, and then atop him, too…



He pushed her gently, gasping for air. “Wait, Rarity… something’s wrong. I don’t remember coming here.”



"Not enjoying yourself, darling?"



He looked past her again, hoping to catch another glimpse of the other pony. “No, that’s… you don’t know how many times I’ve…”



A hoof brought his head back to face her.



He stared into her eyes… and she was Rarity. He knew it. His whole body knew it. There was no room for doubt.



And yet...



The door flew open again. Spike turned to see a swirling, insane vortex howling at him from beyond. A dark hoof pierced its surface, reaching toward him.



“I’m what you’ve always wanted,” Rarity said, pressing down harder.



The radio switched on again. The song was unchanged: "Not as it seems..."



“I want to give you everything,” she whispered in his ear.



He shuddered, then reached with his claw and somehow clasped the hoof despite the apparent distance.



Rarity gave an unearthly scream as Spike was torn away.
      

      
   
      Stoic


      

      
      
         Become nothing. 



We must feel nothing. 



“The nest is nearby. Take out the sentries so the main force can break their line,” The captain calmly and quietly orders. It’s barely a murmur, yet in the forest’s silence the command is as clear as a cathedral’s bell. He motions for us to proceed. Clad in silver armor and carrying black spears, we silently wade through the Everfree.



“Bugs ahead,” the young private at point whispers to the rest of the formation. “Captain, what do we do?”



Idiot. Don’t doubt. Doubt leads to-



“Get. Down.” the captain hisses. He’s straining to keep his anger in check. We drop to our bellies and cling to the forest floor like corpses.



Through the thick grass, I see their legs. Black, slimy stumps ridden with holes. Their insectile wings buzz and hum as they walk past us, the light of the moon dimly reflecting off their onyx armor. 



“No emotions. Don’t think, ” the captain says. “Any emotion- fear, anger, love, anything. They can sense it. Become nothing, and do only what I say”.



I do my best to clear my head. I look at my brothers in arms. The mare to my right’s eyes are closed, blocking out any and all thoughts. I look to the left, and my gut begins to knot up. The young private is shivering. 



Fear? The thought makes me want to flinch. If he’s scared, they know we’re here. If they know we’re here, they will kill us. If they kill us… I won’t be coming home. No… an imposter would come home, ready to put a knife in those I love. 



The captain’s hoof comes down, I feel his gauntlet pressing down on my helmet and my mind freezes. 



“Don’t think, become nothing” He whispers. He’s doing the same to the young private, putting his hoof to his forehead, like a priest or monk. “You are merely a spear.” His shivering subsides a bit, but his eyes are still wide. This poor bastard only joined up for college bits, he never expected to deal with warfare outside of war games.    



It’s no good. He’s cracking. We’re going to die and it’s all this pissant’s- 



“There’s nothing here, fall back!” The changeling commander barks. 



Thank Celestia.



Their dark armor clanks loudly as they begin to march back the way they came. The sounds grow fainter and their buzzing ceases. 



“I guess they didn’t want to die…” the mare to my right mutters. 



“Not their call,” the captain replies. “Get up, they’re not leaving here alive.”



We stalk the bugs through the forest until they come to a clearing. 



There were five armored changelings carrying halberds. In the middle, decked in a golden armor was their commander. The changeling soldiers stood as still and silent statues as their golden commander read his map. Valuable intelligence for us to collect upon finishing these vermin. 



I smile to myself as we follow the captain and emerge from the brush to claim our prey. 



This was easy.



On the captain’s signal, we lunge, our spears coming down to skewer the enemy.



Almost too- 



Our spears drive home penetrating the changelings. They break apart into dust. My comrades are confused, and I begin to feel the fear spreading out from my chest. It’s cold, it freezes me in my tracks.



It was a trap. 



First, I hear the buzz. It’s louder and closer than I’ve ever heard before. 



It’s them.



Blue lights appear from the darkness, the moonlight reflecting off their vile eyes.



All of them.



We turn to retreat, only to find luminous green horns barring any path of escape. 



The buzzing is drowned out by a ravenous hiss. Every hair on my hide stands on end. I knew what was about to come. 



Fear overtakes me, and I become nothing. 
      

      
   
      The Lighthouse and the Sea


      

      
      
         'Watch out for the seaponies.'



Those had been the last words Guiding Light said to him before the old stallion passed his duties on to Beacon Heart. 'Watch out for the seaponies.'



Beacon had just chuckled at the time, believing it to be a joke. Or perhaps the loneliness and isolation of his posting had caused the old stallion to see things? He might have been young, but he was no foal, believing in old mare's tales like mermares and manticores. Nor did he believe that a little isolation would bother a tough earth pony such as himself much. 








The Badlands were a strange place for a lighthouse. 



Or so most ponies would say.



Ponies thought of the Badlands as hundreds of miles of uninhabitable desert and wild weather. Nopony gave much thought to the ocean that lay on the other side. Nopony but the sailors that passed the treacherous coastline as they carried trade goods between Zebrica and Equestria. 



Those ships needed a lighthouse to warn and guide them to safety.



And a lighthouse needs a lighthouse keeper.








Time proved Beacon Heart a fool. A fool twice over. 



Firstly, because it was lonely enough on his little island to drive a pony to hallucinations. The biweekly pegasi supply runs provided him with fresh food and news, but little conversation. The loneliness was almost unbearable. 



Secondly, because the seaponies were real. 



Strange, skittish creatures they were. Earth ponies from the flank up, and naught but fish scales and strange, graceful tails below.



Sometimes they would sun themselves on the rocks around his lighthouse. They seemed to enjoy the sheltered waters of a particular small, rocky grotto.



At first he kept his distance. The mermares seemed to have the same idea, as they would dive into the deep waters of the grotto should he draw near.



But eventually loneliness got the best of him. As strange and worrisome as he found the creatures, they were somepony to talk to. And as skittish and flighty as they were, they eventually grew comfortable with his presence. 



One seapony in particular was braver than most. Sea Foam was her name. And she had lived her whole life in the ocean around his lighthouse, watching its bright beams cut through the night. 








Beacon Heart and Sea Foam spoke of many things. The workings of the lighthouse. The wrecks of ancient ships she found in the depths. The strange things found far inland, or deep in the sea. 



They gave each other gifts. Small things. A fresh orange, or a bit of sea glass. A silvered mirror, or a shark's tooth. Bits and baubles from two separate worlds.



Time passed, and so did Beacon's loneliness. 








Time passed. 



Days turned into weeks, turned into months, turned into years.



Occasional visits to the grotto turned into regular visits. Turned into every sunny afternoon. Turned into every day it wasn't storming. 



'That strange mermare' turned into 'that nice mare.'



Turned into 'That pretty mare'



Turned into 'That beautiful mare with the turqouse eyes you could lose yourself in, orange mane like Celestia's setting sun, and lips as red at the most delicious rose.'








Time passed. And after three years, Beacon Heart's calendar had reached its final days.



His rotation was over. He would return to the lands of his birth, and a new lighthouse keeper would take over his duties, as he had taken over from Guiding Light. 



The pegasi drawn carriage would arrive with his replacement soon. His final duty was to pass on his knowledge and experience to his successor, as Guiding Light had done for him. He made sure to leave detailed notes and written instructions inside the lighthouse.



He wouldn't be there to speak to them in person.








Watch out for the seaponies Guiding Light had said.



But there was only one seapony Beacon wanted to watch forever.








Beacon Heart stood upon the rocks of the grotto, looking down at Sea Foam. 



The water here was deep. If he jumped, his hooves might never touch the bottom.



If he jumped, his hooves might never touch dry land again.



He was afraid. 



He looked into her eyes, and they spoke to him. They said I love you and I will keep you safe.



He closed his eyes, taking one last deep breath.



Four hooves left the rocks of the grotto.



Two hooves and a tail struck the water below. 



The ocean closed over his head with nary a splash. 
      

      
   
      Almost As You Left It


      

      
      
         Canterlot Castle lay still in the twilight hours just before dawn. The silence broken only by the occasional clank of armour on armour of patrolling guard and the hushed patter of the maids about their duty. 



The front door opened with a bang. “Hellooo Canterlot!” Princess Luna exclaimed, striding through the doors. She was wearing a broad grin and a shirt that read ‘Blame my Sister’. “It is so good to be back.” 



“Luna, ponies are trying to sleep.” Celestia followed her, a small flotilla of bags, suitcases and a still lit tiki lamp held aloft in her magic. 



“Don’t be such a stick in the mud, Tia.” Luna stuck her tongue out at her. “One of the best parts of a vacation is returning home. Well, that and reminiscing. Tell me that stallion you had your eye on, what was her name again?” 



Celestia glowered, sweeping past Luna. “We are never mentioning that again.” 



“That’s what you think.” 



“Princess Celestia!” Twilight appeared at the top of the grand staircase, wearing her full regalia and her mane blazing like the aurora. “You made it.” 



“And Princess Luna too,” Luna muttered, as Twilight spread her wings and glided over to her mentor. 



“Yes, Twilight. It turns out the sleeper train is a wonderful invention, as you suggested.” Celestia smiled. “And how has Canterlot been in our absence?” 



“Oh wonderful, just wonderful.” Twilight gave a sheepish grin. “Well... I suppose there were a few teething problems, but I think I got them sorted out by the end.” 



“Wednesday did seem a little over-long, but I don’t think we were complaining.” 



“Nor was Wind Whisper,” Luna cut in. Celestia glowered at her. “Umm... I’ll go put our cases away, shall I?” 



“You do that. Twilight and I have to raise the sun.” Luna beat a hasty retreat. Celestia turned back to Twilight and the pair set off at a trot through the castle. “So, the nobility were no trouble?” 



“Oh no. Not at all,” Twilight said, her smile never fading. “I may have had to hand out a few remedial friendship lessons but I think they stuck this time.” 



Celestia laughed, picturing Twilight in full lecture mode before the court. Blueblood would be insufferable for months “We can only hope. All fine with the sun and moon? I’m sure the early mornings came to you as a shock.” 



“Funny you should mention those... Tell me, are you familiar with the work of Clopernicus?” 



“Passingly.” Celestia frowned. “A stallion of great intellect and the most prolific writer of pornography of the modern era.” 



Twilight went bright red. “Umm, I was referring to his scientific work. He has a fascinating model where the sun forms the centre of the solar system, not Equestria.” 



“Oh? I was under the impression he was making a dig at my weight.” 



“He may have been doing two things,” Twilight admitted. “Anyway, cross referencing against the work of Palomino Palominei and his observations on distant stars I had a wonderful idea.” 



The pair stepped out onto one of the castle’s many broad balconies. Far across Equestria the sun was just rising over the horizon, spilling golden light across the scattered farms and villages. 



Celestia frowned, glancing at Twilight whose horn was devoid of magic. She felt her stomach drop. “Twilight, what have you done?” 



Twilight beamed “I fixed the sun! See, it was running out of fuel and far smaller than it should have been. That’s why you’ve had to keep raising it every morning. I topped it back up with a few of the lower visibility stars that Luna was keeping around and put it back to a safe distance.” 



“Twilight, are you telling me–” 



“Yes! We’re now orbiting the sun,” Twilight continued in an excited rush. “It’s going to save so much time. No more sun raising, no more early morning starts for you and if I’ve done my calculations correctly we’ll even be able to have the seasons change on their own.” 



Celestia just stared in open mouthed horror. “Have you... told anypony about this?” she began, picking her words with great care. Perhaps the situation could still be salvaged. 



“I made an announcement in the papers this morning.” Twilight frowned. “Is that a problem?” 



“Sister!” Luna bellowed, landing hard next to the pair. “The peasants have massed before the gates chanting, ‘down with the former sun-tyrant’. Have you seen my mace?” 



“Ooh, now I get it.”



Celestia facehooved. This was why she didn’t take vacations. 
      

      
   
      Starlight Glimmer Battles Existential Dread at Sunrise


      

      
      
         Two weeks after moving into the Friendship Palace, Starlight Glimmer received an invitation for tea with Princess Celestia. She took an early train and spent the entire journey with her eyes closed tight, trying to ignore the nausea raging in her stomach. She didn't say a word to anypony.



She fared no better upon reaching the castle. Princess Celestia radiated brilliance; looking into her eyes was like biting a lightning bolt. Starlight kept her head bowed, and only spoke when she was spoken to.



The two sat on Celestia’s balcony, looking over the vast gardens below. Celestia sipped her tea thoughtfully, perfect face illuminated by the glow of the rising sun. Starlight shivered and shuddered, unable to drag her eyes away from the floor.



“Starlight,” Celestia said, stabbing into a nice stretch of silence. “You seem nervous.”



“What? No!” stammered Starlight. She put on a grin and lifted her teacup exactly two inches off the table. It shook in her magic. “I’m fine. Just perfect, Your Highness.”



“Do you know why I invited you here?” Celestia asked. She paused and looked down at Starlight, but got no response. “Twilight tells me that you’re having some trouble making friends. More specifically: you’re not even trying.”



“I am trying,” Starlight said, scowling. She looked away. “Easy for her to say. Twilight doesn’t have to worry. She never worries about anything—” Starlight threw a hoof to her mouth. “I’m sorry, Ma’am, that was rude, I really didn’t mean it, you have to forgive—”



“Twilight says you haven’t been going outside at all,” Celestia continued. “She says you barely even leave your room. When she tries to talk to you, you don’t answer. Is this true?”



Starlight didn’t answer.



“What’s wrong?” Celestia raised a brow. “Are you worried about what ponies will think of you? What they’ll say?”



“No, that’s not it.” Starlight managed a smile. “Almost no one in Equestria actually knows about anything I did. And even if they were to find out, most of Ponyville would probably forgive me anyway. That’s just who they are.”



“What’s the matter, then?”



“I—I’m scared.” Starlight took a hard swallow. “Scared that I’ll destroy the world again.” She forced herself to look Celestia in the eye. “Think about it. When I traveled back in time, all I did was say a few words, move a few clouds. All I did was stop a stupid race between some foals. And what happened? Millions of ponies died. I nearly destroyed the universe.”



Starlight dropped her head. “I can’t risk that again.”



Celestia frowned. “So you’re avoiding the risk by…?”



“Locking myself in my room, away from everypony,” Starlight said. “Making myself a complete nonfactor in the world. If I live, nothing happens. If I die, nothing happens. I don’t leave a trace.” She sighed. “The only way to beat the Butterfly Effect is to avoid the butterfly altogether.”



“Mhm.” Celestia sipped her tea. “I think you’ve already left quite a trace. And what if by doing nothing, you trigger something?”



Starlight went pale. “Princess, please, don’t say that. Goddess knows I'm barely coping with the existential dread as is.”



“You can’t spend your entire life being scared of the future,” Celestia said. “Imagine if everypony thought like that. Nothing would happen!”



“Nopony would suffer,” Starlight whispered.



“Nopony would live,” said Celestia. She rested a hoof on Starlight’s “The world is what it is, Starlight. Things happen. Ponies laugh, cry. They suffer. They find joy.” She smiled. “You might save yourself some pain by locking yourself away, sure. But you’re going to miss out on so much more.”



Pictures ran through Starlight’s mind: the end of civilization, never-ending wars. She thought of herself, crying in the corner of a damp cave, run out of the prison camp she called a utopia. What part of that was worth living through?



“I’m gonna miss out?” Starlight asked, scowling. “On what?”



Celestia smiled and turned to the horizon. “On all this.”



Starlight glanced towards the east and found herself caught. Blazing blues and reds and oranges leaped across the sky. Birdsong filled the branches below. Sunrise grabbed hold of Starlight’s weary eyes and held them tight with all the force of the universe. And in that perfect stillness, a new feeling entered Starlight’s chest: a fire—a sunrise of her own, burning away the fog.



“Sometimes,” Celestia said, “life is worth it. All of it.”



For the first time that morning, Starlight drank her tea. The fire did not fade.
      

      
   
      The Apprentice


      

      
      
         The curtain covering the windowpane of the Fillydelphia Donut Emporium flicked aside briefly. For a moment, those outside saw the disheveled, sweat-streaked face of an umber stallion glaring at them, and then the curtain fell back into place.



Chief Daffodil spit out his cigar and ground it into the wet asphalt. The air stank of ozone and rain and the delicious, greasy lard scent wafting from the donut shop’s kitchen. Once this was over, he was going to order a dozen strawberry glazeds, and maybe one of those cream-filled things with the chocolate on top.



Yeah, that’d be nice.



“Keep an eye on the window,” he muttered to the sergeant beside him. “Don’t shoot unless the hostage is in danger. I don’t want a bloodbath.”



The sergeant’s ear flicked in acknowledgement. He cradled a sniper rifle in his hooves atop the wagon’s hood. A single high-powered aerodynamic meringue pastry round lurked inside the weapon’s chamber. The chocolate-chip tipped bullet could fly faster than the speed of sound, expanded on impact, and contained a hard nougat penetrator.



The chief’s earpiece crackled to life. “Sir, the negotiators are here. Sending them forward.”



Daffodil turned to see Chuck Roast, the department’s negotiator, duck under the police tape strung across the street. Beside him, so short she just walked beneath the tape, was a lemony unicorn with a bobbing flame mane. She stuck close to Chuck’s side, her ears tucked low.



“Chuck.” The chief gave him a nod. “Thanks for coming so fast. Who’s the filly?”



“Hey Daff'. This is Summer Sweets, my apprentice. She got her cutie mark last week negotiating a standoff at her school playground. Bully wouldn’t give up the swingset until she talked him down.”



“Oh, wow!” A broad smile cracked the chief’s face. “Congratulations!” 



A wave of cheers and polite applause followed. A detective ruffled the filly’s mane. The sniper’s ears flapped like semaphores. Summer Sweets blushed at the attention and pressed against Chuck Roast’s side. 



“So, what’s the situation?” Chuck asked. He squinted at the donut store.



“Hold-up went wrong. Stallion named Bric-a-brac said he had a pie, wanted access to the vault. Everyone got out but the cashier.”



Chuck nodded. “Does he really have a pie?”



“We think so.”



“Okay. Okay. We can do this.” Chuck closed his eyes and let out a long, slow breath, then took the megaphone from the chief and passed it to Summer Sweets. 



“Okay, Sweetie,” he said. “Just like we practiced.”



The filly grabbed the megaphone in her magic. It wobbled a bit, and she propped her front legs on the wagon’s hood for support. She nodded, and the megaphone crackled to life.



“Bric-a-brac! We know you’re in there! We just want to talk!”



Silence responded. All held their breath. Even the wind and birds seemed to freeze.



A loud crack shattered the silence as the donut shop door burst open. Bric-a-brac strode out, one foreleg wrapped around a teenage colt’s neck. In the other he held a trembling cream pie just inches from the colt’s face.



“Stay back!” he shouted. “I’ll do it! I’ll do it!”



“Calm down, Bric-a-brac. Nopony has to get hurt. What do you want?”



“I’m not going back to jail! I want a car and a pardon from the princess!”



“Okay, we can do that,” Sweets said. “But first you need to let that colt go.”



Bric-a-brac’s grip tightened. A curl of cream touched the colt’s cheek, leaving a white smear. “You think I’m stupid? Huh? No! He stays with me!”



“I’ve got a shot,” the sniper whispered.



“Not yet,” Sweets grunted. Then, into the megaphone, “You’re cracking up, Bric! There’s only one good ending here, and that’s if you let the colt go! Now, I’m going to count to three, and—”



But she didn’t get to count to three. Bric-a-brac panicked, or something startled him, and before anypony could move he smashed the pie into the colt’s face. There was a scream, high, that cut off with a wet squelch.



The sniper’s bullet took Bric-a-brac square in the chest. It blossomed with flakey pastry bits and cream, and Bric-a-brac went down with a thud. Police and paramedics swarmed forward.



Summer Sweets stared, her mouth hanging open. The megaphone trembled and fell.



“But, but…” She trailed off with a whimper. “I did...”



“It’s okay,” Chuck Roast said. “It happens. Like, my first seven all ended this way.”



“Heh, yeah, I remember those,” the chief said. “Messy. Anyway, you guys want some donuts? I’m famished.”
      

      
   
      Rainbow Dash And Her Secret Place


      

      
      
         It was, in a word, cool. Anything Rainbow Dash was involved with was cool by default, but this was exceptionally cool in several ways, including how shady it was. The summer sun could not fully penetrate the thick layer of apple leaves overhead from where three or four large trees had grown together at some time in Sweet Apple Acres’ history, leaving a little bark-lined pocket just the right size for a pair of pegasi to enjoy the afternoon.



“What do you think, Scoots? Is this cool, or what?” Rainbow Dash pulled a ripe apple off a nearby branch and tossed it to Scootaloo. “I’ve never told anypony about this place, not even Applejack.”



“It’s awesome!” declared Scootaloo before biting into the apple. It was sweet as sugar, still warm from the sun and just barely over the perfect ripeness for harvest. Juice ran down her chin as she finished it off in several quick bites and accepted another one with a grin. 



“Yes it is. I found this place back when I first came to Ponyville. It’s always been the place I go when I want to get away from it all. I never thought I would ever share it with anypony, not even Gilda.” Rainbow Dash rummaged underneath a branch and pulled out a large cushion, which she settled down on with her guest. The light breeze through the canopy of thin branches evaporated the thin film of sweat both pegasi had accumulated through flying practice, although Rainbow had been only an inconsistent presence while Scootaloo was practicing. It had been a wonderful experience for the little pegasus, made only more wonderful by being able to spend time together with Rainbow now, even if the older pegasus was acting a little strange.



“Is anything wrong?” asked Scootaloo. “Did you get a seed stuck in your teeth?”



“No, nothing like that,” said Rainbow with a dismissive wave. “I was just thinking. I never had a little sister until now. It’s a lot of responsibility, even more than joining the Wonderbolts. I mean there’s all these cool sistery things we can do and all the stuff I need to teach you, but the one thing I think I like the best is just hanging out with you.”



“Really?” Scootaloo fairly tingled with joy and her grin reflected her happy mood. “You like hanging out with me more than even going pranking with Pinkie Pie like you did this morning?”



“Absolutely,” stated Rainbow Dash with one hoof held up in front of her. “Pranking has its place, but after adding a little pink dye to some bubble bath, there’s nothing better than spending some time with you.”



The wind gently blowing through the tree could not disguise the distant sound of Applejack shouting at the top of her lungs.



“Rainbow Dash you consarned pest! If’n I find you, I’m gonna skin you alive and use your worthless hide as a throw rug! Come out and get the whuppin’ you deserve.”



“I don’t have anything else planned for today,” said Rainbow Dash, putting a wing around Scootaloo and leaning back into the pillow. “We could just chill here if you want.”



“Get your rump out here, Rainbow,” shouted Applejack in the distance. “Ah’m gonna pound you like a… somethin’ that gets pounded into pulp!”



“Or a sleepover,” said Rainbow Dash. “What would you say to spending the night out here, Scoots?”
      

      
   
      Too Close for Comfort


      

      
      
         “Spike?”



Spike blinked and sat up from his bed. “Rarity? I thought you and Twilight were going shopping?” The young dragon slid off his bed as the door to his room swung open, revealing the well-groomed unicorn. “Where’s Twilight?”



“Oh, well, she’s still shopping. It was all just an excuse, really.” Rarity smiled at Spike, stepping in through the door before pushing it shut with her hoof. “I really wanted to get you alone so we could talk.” She smiled.



“Really?” Spike brightened. “Well, uh, we’re alone now! What did you want to talk about?”



Rarity half-lidded her eyes at the young dragon. “Oh, you know what I want to talk about.” She took a step closer, lowering her head to look him in the eye. “Us.”



“U=us? You mean, as in, you and me?” Spike’s claws fumbled against each other. “W-what about us?”



Rarity giggled musically. “Spike. You know what I mean.” She walked forward, her permed tail swaying behind her as sashayed her way across the room to him. “I know you like me. And you’ve been such a good little dragon, I think you deserve a little reward, don’t you think?”



Spike gulped and took a step back. “R-really? What kind of reward?”



Rarity licked her lips. “You have this room all to yourself. It would be a pity to not make use of it, don’t you agree?” She leaned in closer, close enough that Spike could feel the warmth of her breath on his face.



“Uhh…” His cheeks flushed as he stumbled backwards, his spines bumping into the base of his bed. “Don’t you think we’re taking this a little fast? I mean, shouldn’t we go out on a date? Have dinner? Sit and look into each other’s eyes under romantic candlelight?”



“Why wait?” Rarity’s hips swayed as she walked forward until she was snout to snout with Spike. “I think we should skip to the good part. Don’t you? I know you’ve been wanting this for a long time.”



Spike’s clawed feet scrabbled against the crystalline floor of his room as he pressed himself back against the wooden foot of his bed. “But I didn’t think you even liked me like that!”



Rarity purred, her eyes sparkling. “I’ve loved you since the moment I met you. Don’t you love me?”



Spike opened his mouth. Green flames flooded over the unicorn, consuming her mane as she began to scream.








“Is that smoke I smell? “ Twilight sniffed at the air as she stepped into the hall. Twilight glanced down the hall, first one way, then the other, before raising her voice. “Spike?”



Pricking her ears at the sound of a quiet sob, Twilight trotted down the hall towards Spike’s room. Blinking at the sight of an open door, Twilight slowed her pace, creeping towards the threshold. “Spike?”



A sobbing mass of green and purple scales hurled itself out of the room and latched itself onto Twilight. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to!”



“Spike? What’s wrong?”



Spike buried his face against Twilight’s chest, warm tears flowing into her coat. “It’s just, she was coming at me, and I didn’t know what to do, and I… I think I killed her!”



“Think you killed who?” Twilight stroked Spike’s back with her hoof even as she craned her neck to the side to peer in through the door, gasping at the sight of the blackened body inside. “Oh my gosh! Spike, what happened?”



“I breathed fire on her! I didn’t mean to use so much! I was just trying to scare her away! I didn’t mean to… to…” Spike shuddered violently.



“Spike?” Rarity asked as she trotted over to the pair. “What’s wrong?”



Rarity reached out with a white hoof to touch Spike’s head, only for the small dragon to flinch.



 “Are you hurt? I didn’t mean to…”



“No! You didn’t do anything.” Spike’s claws fell from Twilight’s shoulders as the small dragon curled up into a ball on the floor, wrapping his arms around his knees.



Rarity knelt beside him, gently setting one hoof over his shoulder. “What’s the matter?”



“It was a changeling. She looked like you. She was… I think she was trying to steal my love. She tried to kiss me.” Spike sniffed.



“Oh dear. I’m so sorry.” Rarity gathered the small dragon up in her hooves, before blinking. “How did you know she wasn’t me?”



Spike bawled, tears pouring down his cheeks and dripping onto the floor. “Because she said she loved me.”
      

      
   
      The Sphinx


      

      
      
         Daring Do leapt through the stone archway as the passage collapsed behind her. Air displaced by the falling rocks pushed her, and she shot from the corridor like a dart ejected from a blowgun. For a long moment gravity went away, and there was only the sensation of wind ripping at her feathers in the dark, and then she met the stone floor again.



She came to rest on her side. Blood tinged the air, riding atop the dank scent of dust and stone and ages that clogged her nostrils. She coughed a little cough, and marvelled that her ribs were still intact.



Ow. Ow. Seriously, ow. Half her hide felt raw, but at least she was in one piece. She rose with a quiet groan. It was dark, and she fished a flare from her saddlebag and gave it a twist. Brilliant red light burst from the tip, blinding her for a moment.



The room was wide, dozens of paces across. Massive stone blocks made up the walls, and she could barely see the ceiling, so high was it. Dust, undisturbed for years, swirled with each breath, and the floor all around was littered with countless white sticks that crunched beneath her hooves—



She froze. Not sticks. Bones.



Hundreds of bones. Thousands. A graveyard worth of bones, all scattered on the stone floor. A scream tried to crawl its way out of her throat, and she choked it back down. 



And then something broke the silence. A voice like a god’s, so loud it shook her chest and rattled the bones strewn all about.



“Well, that was interesting,” the thunderous voice said. “I’ve never seen a pony enter that way.”



The air moved again, and a tremendous form fell from the ceiling. It landed with a crash in front of Daring. Wings the size of sails stretched out, cupping the darkness, and a leering face craned over her. Shark’s teeth in a pony’s maw, borne on a lion’s body. 



“It’s been years since I had a visitor,” the sphinx said. She smiled, and sparks dripped from her jaws. “I’m glad you came. I’ve been lonely.”



“Oh, um…” Think, think! “Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Daring Do, and I was actually just looking for the exit when I—”



“The exit!” The sphinx’s grin split her face nearly in half. “You’re in luck. It’s just behind me, up those stairs. Can’t miss it.”



“That’s great.” Daring Do sidled slowly to the right, nudging away the bones in her path. “Well, then I’ll just—urk!”



A paw the size of a dinner plate crushed her to the floor. Sharp bone fragments dug into her skin, and she struggled for breath beneath the sphinx’s terrible weight.



The pressure eased after a moment, though the paw remained. “Oh, why the rush? Surely you can stay for a bit. Not long, I assure you.”



“Right, right!” Daring gasped. “A riddle, isn’t it? You have a riddle for me?”



“Ah.” The sphinx’s grin faded, and she gazed at the bones all around. “Yes, a riddle, and then I’ll eat you. That’s how it goes.”



“Or… maybe I’ll get it right and you’ll let me go?”



The sphinx snorted. Furnace air and ashes seared Daring’s face. “All the long centuries leave me in doubt. Very well then, mortal, have your riddle.” She leaned back, tall and imposing as a statue, and spoke.



“What do sphinxes want?”



To eat ponies. The words were on Daring’s lips, about to fly, when something bade her pause. She glanced around at the mouldering bones, and the darkness, and the monster towering above her.



Lonely. Was that it? Worth betting her life on? 



The paw pressed down. Claws bit into her hide. “Well?”



Daring gulped. “They want somepony to answer their riddle. So they don’t have to eat them.”



Silence. 



The paw lifted. The sphinx jerked her head. “Up the stairs. Enjoy your freedom.”



Daring stumbled to her hooves. She dusted herself off and slowly edged toward the passage, her eyes never leaving the sphinx. The monster never moved; its gaze never lifted from the faint smear of blood where Daring had lain.



Daring paused. She could hear the air moving through the stairs. She could smell the desert above. It was just moments away. She could already taste the sunlight.



Instead she stopped. “Say, uh…”



The sphinx turned to regard her. Its visage was like stone.



“You, uh, wanna come with me?”



Silence again.



And then the sphinx smiled.
      

      
   
      Clockwork


      

      
      
         If Clockwork Callous died tomorrow, he would be remembered for living up to his name. No pony could produce clocks and automatons to match his creations, not even those technologically advanced – Ha! – bucks from Equestria. A thousand years had clearly destroyed the imaginations of his brethren. If those plain, unoriginal monstrosities were what passed as quality these days, Callous was happy he’d missed a millennia.



But today would be different. Today, after a year of struggling to obtain funding, browbeating ignorant assistants and five redesigns, Callous would show the world what real craftsponyship looked like.



The clock tower rose tall over the streets of the Crystal City, its brilliant edges gleaming in the sunlight. Hundreds of ponies lined the streets to witness the moment of activation, when the first modern – truly modern, as Callous defined the term – clock tower of the Crystal Empire would be activated by none other than the Princess of Love herself. Among the attendees were not only crystal ponies, but foreigners of every stripe and design, most of them tinkerers, designers and inventors in their own right. All had heard of the fabled clockmaker returning to their world, and not a one wished to miss his first public work in a million years.



The tower was a thing of beauty. Its lithe crystalline form twisted into the sky, all graceful curves and precision. The shimmer of its surface was rivaled only by the Crystal Palace itself, the silvery edges glimmering like water in sunlight to fool the eye. Many among the audience questioned if the structure had edges at all; perhaps it continued into some hidden, magical dimension created to hold all the gears and bolts. After all, surely the inner workings of a clock would never fit into something so thin and with such a strange, rolling shape!



There was no illusion. The careful engineering required to put everything in the tower was the true masterpiece of this creation. Callous had given the princess a view of the interior only two days ago, and her astonishment still filled him with pride. Those modern ponies with their square blocks of ticks and tocks would be studying his design for years and may never grasp its true beauty.



And so the time came when the princess approached the tower. Held in her magic was but a small golden key. One simple turn, and Callous’s greatest creation would come to life.



It was then that the long hidden worries arose, the fear that only the master inventor knew. The designs and patterns flowed through Callous’s mind. Where were the flaws? What were his mistakes? What if a critical shaft had been produced below specification? Months of planning, endless nights with no sleep, weeks of tension and fear and hope and desire, all coalescing into a single twist of a key!



That key entered its hole. A dainty, royal hoof touched it. With the lightest of motions, bolts moved behind crystal walls.



High atop the tower, the smallest hand of a brilliant glass face shuddered into motion. It moved again. And again. Seconds of life, seconds or reality slipping by. Words were being spoken, praises were being sung, but Callous didn’t take his focus from the hands. One minute. If it went for at least one minute, then his work would be done.



Twenty seconds.



Thirty.



Forty. His heart began to flutter.



Fifty.



Crunch.



And with that, Callous’s greatest success ground to a halt.



Silence filled the world. All eyes were set upon the hands of a clock that remained as still as death. Then, they focused upon the legendary inventor himself.



Yet he saw them not, for all Clockwork knew at that moment was failure. His prize, his dream, the design he’d longed to complete before even the rise of Sombra, gone. For the first time in his long life, Clockwork Callous felt the burn of tears. Perhaps those modern ponies had been right all along. Perhaps the famed clockmaker of history should be relegated to precisely that: history.



A soft hoof touched his shoulder. Calm came upon his soul, and at last he wrenched his gaze from the face of his defeat. She stood before him, that young princess. He prepared to apologize, to beg forgiveness, to promise to never insult her with his work or waste her time again.



She stopped him with only a gentle smile.



“Thank you, Clockwork. Thank you for this beautiful expression of love.”
      

      
   
      Once, I Had Wings


      

      
      
         Sometimes, after a tiresome day, when the moon and stars showered overhead and the night beckoned for her company, Celestia dreamed of her childhood.



She dreamed of milky skies, of a time when Luna and her soared. Two youthful alicorns, lost in play, where the concept of life and death weren’t relatable, and almost even forbidden to even think about. 



During those times life wasn’t a challenge, but her life was filled with challenging Luna. Scavenger hunts.  Hide and seek. And racing. It was their favorite of an endless assortment games. They raced everywhere: through the courtyard, through the stratosphere, across the fertile sea. They raced against the Wonderbolts, soldier trainees, or Earth pony speedsters. And most of the time, they won. 



When they raced against each other, Celestia usually won. Luna called her a cheater because she was a foot taller, but they still kept racing nevertheless. Once, she posed a game to breach the open air—Luna, to the moon, while she, to the sun. Celestia knew she wouldn’t burn. It'd burn other ponies, it'd burn Luna. But not her.



The race never happened. It was deemed unfair. 



Sometimes, she was jealous of Luna’s mark. The moon was serene, almost majestic, and probably as cool as ice. 



But even ice can burn. Who knew that the moon and its long, cold stare, could burn such a hole through her heart? 



That was when Celestia truly understood life and death. And eventually, Spring came. 



***



Sometimes, Twilight would recall the time when she didn’t have wings. 



It was a curious time. What she lived for was studying and trying to live up to Celestia’s standards. 



Friend was just a word on a paper. An intrinsic notion that most ponies seemed to relate to, seemed to identifiably need, but it was something that Twilight, in all her delusions, felt was unnecessary. 



But then she had friends. Then she had wings. And then she could finally understand life from Rainbow’s perspective. 



But while Rainbow was born to fly, Twilight wasn’t. And, though she would never say this to her, Twilight knew that Rainbow didn’t truly understand what it meant to fly. Certainly, Rainbow knew the feeling: the cold wind whipping her face, the steady beating of her wings with the tingling sensation of every feather building layer upon layer of airborne magic, and most importantly, the ecstasy and thrill of freefall where , for a moment, just for a moment, everything aligned, and you and the sky were one, and gravity and its indispensable laws of tethering you to earth, were unable to keep its grip on you.



For that moment, a barrier was broken. And the world and everything in it finally made sense. 



***



Sometimes, after waking from his long nap, nostalgia hit, and Spike would faintly remember the feeling of flying on Twilight’s back. He was a baby back then, a laughable youth, and even as he cringed at the naivety of that lifetime, he still missed those days. 



He used to love riding on Twilight’s back, but once he had outgrown Twilight, they flew together. Or, sometimes, Spike gave her a ride. Those were the later years, when her wings weren’t working as well as before. 



He had a late growth spurt, his wings growing as fast as his lanky, scaly body. And though he tried not to be, he had, in a sense, grown lazy. It was too be expected since he was a dragon. Being prone to sleep everything few years or so often made a dragon lazy, though Spike tried his hardest to combat it. 



Nowadays he was used to solitary flight. He’d travel the western skies, take in the smell of salt and sulfur as he rode to the Dragon Lands to have monthly tea with Ember. Sometimes, even Garble. Or he’d go back to Canterlot, and most often always, meet with Celestia. 



They’d talk about dreams. Of sights from long ago, if not from the present. 



“I dreamed of the Golden Oak today” or “I dreamed of the Equestria games,” he’d say. He tried not to give too much detail. 



But somehow, he’d still say it: “I dreamt about Twilight today.” 



“As did I,” Celestia would reply. 



And before the tears could come, they’d take to the skies. And though they both were two friends, with memories filled with a multitude of lifetimes, they still chased. Chased after their own lives, soaring after the unknown. 
      

      
   
      Between Friends


      

      
      
         “This is definitely it!” Twilight Sparkle declared, nerdish giddiness notching up the volume of her words as she levitated the jewel-bound tome toward her companion. A complex arrangement of crystal petals forming a flower roughly the size of a filly’s head was illustrated on the current page, visually identical in every respect to the curious artifact sitting on the table between them. It was even coloured accurately. “The Crystal Sun-Blossom.”



Rainbow Dash’s hooves tossed away another book into the “unhelpful” pile which Ms. Maresbury was slowly, but diligently, moving back to the Crystal Library’s shelves. The pegasus’ eyes grew wide. “Yeah, that’s it! Come on, Twiley, please tell me there’s a way to reverse this spell!”



“We don’t need to. It says here that the magic released by the Sun-Blossom will expire on its own at sunset on the same day it’s activated. You and Rainbow should be back to your own bodies in...” Twilight looked over to a nearby grandfather clock “...an hour-and-a-half.”



The other mare breathed a sigh of relief. “Thanks, sis. This will make it... what? The fourth time you’ve saved my rump?”



The unicorn laughed gently. “I didn’t really do anything. I just found the information. You’re giving me credit I don’t really deserve, just like that time Spike saved the Crystal Heart.”



“You saved me from stressing out for the next hour-and-a-half,” the cyan-blue pony said, leaning over the table and tousling the other’s mane. “Well – mostly. You know, I’m still wondering if it was a good idea to let Rainbow Dash go off alone. You, know, in my body?”



Twilight shrugged. “She wouldn’t have been much help here, and she’s not a pony to stay cooped up, especially when she’s feeling a bit... freaked out. She just went to the race track for some exercise. Running helps her relax.”



“What if somepony tries to strike up a conversation with her?” The pegasus’ eyes suddenly widened. “Wait. Isn’t Rainbow fond of pulling pranks?”



“Hmm. That’s true...” Twilight pondered. She closed the book and stood. “Well, we’re done here; we can go find her. But come on, B.B.B.F.F., it’s Rainbow Dash. She’s not evil. I mean, what’s the worst that could happen?”



“I don’t know,” the other pony sighed, following. “I just hope she hasn’t gotten in over her head.”



“Heh. You mean over yours.”








The stallion opened his eyes. A confused gasp and some incoherent blubbering followed as he shook off the bucket’s-worth of ice water he’d just received, and, gaining some measure of awareness, noted with alarm that he was tied to a chair.



And that four crystal guards surrounded him, spears pointed menacingly.



Four more stood a ways away, nearly invisible outside the column of harsh light that bore down.



Directly in front of the prisoner was the Crystal Princess, her brows knitted and lips in a frown so deep she was practically snarling with her mouth closed.



“Hu-hu-h-h-hghhbbbb-ghaah,” the unicorn spat out, along with some water. Cold snot dripped from his nose. Still, he made an effort to look casual. “H-hi, there, Princess. Uh, I mean– Cadance, I mean, my wife Cadance, I, mean– uh... honey?” His eyes blinked innocently. “Uh, where am I?”



“Shut up,” Cadance said, instantly wiping the quivering smile from his muzzle. “And don’t ever call me that again if you value your life. Now, where is Shining Armor?!”



His eyes searched vainly for escape, while the ropes held firm against his struggling limbs. “What–what do you mean? Heheheh? I’m... Shining Armor.”



The sound of a slap echoed off the unseen walls. Even the guards flinched. “No. You’re not. He may be a geek, but my Shining Armor never calls me a...” Her features twisted in a confused disgust. “...‘bodacious babe’...”



“Umm, yeah, about that...”



“Silence!”



There was silence.



“Furthermore, my husband knows that the red wine on the top right shelf contains a sleeping potion – just in case some creature pretending to be one of us needs to be questioned. If you really were Shining Armor, you would have never drank it.”



“Okay, okay! I’m not your husband, but I can totally explain this!”



Cadance’s muzzle moved to a mere inch from Shining Armor’s, forcing his head back as far as it would go. “You’d better, changeling. Whatever your queen has planned, it’s not going to work. And you’d better tell me a story I can believe, or... this is going to get very unpleasant, very quickly.”



The stallion gulped. “Ah, ponyfeathers.”
      

      
   
      Super Secret Mission


      

      
      
         “Lieutenant Pump to Major Pound, come in Major Pound,” a voice thundered through the walkie-talkie.



“Roger.” Pound scrolled the volume knob drastically.



The speaker died down to a whisper, “Location?”



“Just outside of the foundry.” Pound crouched behind a crate. 



He snuck a peek of the gate, a couple of workers hauling crates in and out of the doors.



Pound wiped his brow, beads of sweat covering his hooves. “There’s guards.”



“Want me to snap their necks?” 



“Negative, you’ll compromise the mission!” Pound yanked an orb off his belt, “I’ll distract them with a flash grenade.”



“Affirmative, Major Pound. See you in.” The speaker cut off.

 

Pound lobbed the ball, closing his eyes as a bright flash of rainbow-colored light enveloped the vicinity. He dove toward the swinging doors, charging into the sweltering factory.



“Coming in hot.” He held his breath while fastening a bandana to his muzzle. He whipped out his gun, and shot the nearest guard with a dart.



“Meet you near Storage,” the speaker replied. “Keep a low profile, okay?” 



“Roger that.” Pound took off in a gallop, his hooves clattering across the tile floor. Dodging the tanks and crates scattered throughout the facility, he caught a whiff of the sweet aroma seeping through the cloth. His stomach growled and churned, tempting him to take one more whiff.



He snapped out of his coma. Stay Awake, Soldier. Ten minutes of the fumes, your mind turns to scrambled egg.



Pound spotted a filly near the storage. He took off in a mad sprint to make up last of the distance. 



“What took you so long?” She asked, cocking her hips to one side.



“I baked a cake on the way here.” He knelt down near the lock, listening closely to the internal workings. With a click, the door popped open.



“Any sign of the Pink Spy?” Pound asked, picking up his gun.



“Luckily no.” Pump’s eyes darted toward the ceiling nervously, “But don’t let your guard down, she usually is in over your head.”



Pound crouched behind a sack of white dust. He holstered his weapon, scooping a hooffull of white dust. He smiled. “Heh, you remember this stuff? We used to dump this on the Pink Spy.”



“Pay attention to the mission at hoof, soldier!” Pump barked.



“Nag, Nag, Nag!” Pound lisped.  He shot a grappling hook to the ceiling. Climbing through the endless supply of weapons… he found ammunition and powder to bioweapons that could take on Equestria ten times over. 



“Irresistible… Delicious.” Pound licked his lips. Pound lunged to the shelf, grabbing hold of the small case. 



“Did you get the Doomsday Bioweapon?” Pump asked.



Pound dusted the label, “Fragile- Handle with Care- Catalyst Oxidizer Organ Killer Inducing Extreme Spirit”



“That’s the one- let’s get out of here.” Lieutenant Pump held her hooves open grabbing hold of the heavy case.



Suddenly, the door opened, bathing the room in light. Two towering silhouettes stood in the doorway.   “Well, well, well… caught red hooved!” One of them spoke.



Pound pulled out his gun shot a foam dart at them. 



“Owie ow!” the other cried.



Pound grinned sheepishly, dropping to the floor. “Sorry, Pinkie, I’m a bit trigger happy…”



The taller one tapped her hoof against the tile, “How many times do I have to tell you guys? NO COOKIES until after dinner!” 



“But mom!” Lieutenant Pump whined.



“No Buts!” The mare yanked the jar out of Pound’s hooves and set it back on the shelf. 



Pink Spy spoke up, “Excuse me, Super Evil Overlord Mrs. Cake, but these two rebels worked hard getting past your defenses. I think they deserve COOKIES for their hard work.” 



“General what?!” The mare shot a confused look at the Pink Spy. After a moment, she rolled her eyes and facehooved, “Oh alright, give these brave little ponies some COOKIES before I change my mind” 



“Yay!” Pound and Pump shouted in unison. 



The mare trotted away, attending to her bioweapons. The Pink Spy reached up to the shelf, plucking two disks from the jar. She hooved one to Pound and one to Pump.



“Now, you guys have to promise to eat your dinner!” The Pink Spy smiled mischievously.



Pound and Pump retorted, each with a mouthful of cookies, “Cross my heart, hope to fly, stick a cupcake in my eye!”



The Pink Spy rubbed her hooves devilishly, “Good! We are having spinach tonight!”
      

      
   
      How to Be Second-Rate (Glimmer, et. al)


      

      
      
         Meeting somepony more talented than you can lead to many unpleasant feelings. Perhaps they’re an excellent flier, or possess a green hoof (whereas you struggle to locate the business end of a watering can). Even worse is when you share special talents, and have to deal with ego-crushing feelings of inferiority. 



Often, individuals will choose to outright avoid these Ponies of Outrageous Talent (herein referred to as "POT"). Regardless of whether you’re an earthpony, pegasus, or unicorn, befriending a POT can be a real challenge. 



The authors of this publication understand the struggle of living in the shadow of an immortal alicorn Princess-goddess incredibly gifted individual. Below you will find tips on how to find, interact, and live with ponies who are simply better at your talent. It is our hope that this guide can assist you on your quest to be second-rate. Because if you choose to befriend ponies more talented than you, that’s what you’ll be.








You Will Never Be First 

M.Dancer




Perhaps you are a filly when you first encounter your POT. It’s your first day at Princess Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns, and there are plenty of talented ponies in your classroom. 



When class begins, however, it is quickly apparent that some ponies are academic superstars. You may be drawn to how your prodigy eagerly and correctly answers every question--even the hard ones. The teacher looks impressed.



You might begin to raise your hoof, to volunteer answers yourself. This will likely result in her participating even more, until the teacher leaves you both in a corner with a worksheet, to let everypony else catch up.



She will finish the worksheet first. She will finish everything first. Your friendship may feel like a competition, but it isn’t. 



If she is first, it is because she is leading the way to greatness. Follow her.








You Will Never Be Right 

S.Glimmer




Perhaps you don’t encounter this individual until later in life, after you’ve established a place and a name for yourself. You might have spent your entire life believing you are a powerful unicorn, and intended to spend your life basking in the utopia you've created with your own magical cleverness.



Then one day, she saunters in. Bold, talented, convinced of her own moral superiority--she wastes no time in turning your friends against you. She upends everything you hold dear, and suddenly nothing you know is right. Your view of the world, your view of yourself--somehow, she’s morally superior as well as more magical.



She will teach you, of course. You can dig your hooves and plug your ears--because you don’t want to be right, you want to be you--but she will still teach you. 



It will hurt. You will be ashamed at how much you do not know, how much there is to learn. You are not as talented as you thought, and she will show you that you aren’t as indomitable, either.



Listen anyway. You might just teach her something in return.










You Will Never Win

 T. Lulamoon




High-caliber individuals (such as yourself) must occasionally prove their exceptionalism. This can be accomplished through two easy steps:



      1) Find the most powerful unicorn in town 

 

      2) Best them in single combat*



If you find yourself unable to best your POT horn-to-horn, don’t allow their seeming superiority to dampen your Great and Powerful self-confidence. Even if they do drive you out of town, ruin your business, and slander your mighty name--you can’t allow any scrap of doubt to tarnish your belief in your superiority.



Certainly, the little goody-goody Princess might seem to be more powerful. And she might have an entire castle, and a student, and the undying love of a whole nation. And maybe she is smarter, and pretty, and has lots and lots of friends while you had to shoot yourself out of a cannon to make just one… 



So what if you have no chance of beating her? So what if it’s an uphill battle? Cheat Challenge her anyways! If the mighty must fall, let them fall at the hooves of legends! You’ll probably fail, but greatness does not come from playing by the rules it safe.



After all, is it better to lose to the best, or triumph over the rest? 







The GREAT and POWERFUL 🌙☄✨ TRIXIE ✨☄🌙 says: Why not both?

Learn how to unlock your full potential in Ancient Amulets: Asserting Your Dominance in an Age of Alicorns. Available now at your nearest bookstore!




*Results may vary
      

      
   
      Shooting for the Moon


      

      
      
         Princess Luna arrived at the cubicle and exhaled a nervous sigh of relief. He was still here.



Kevin had his back turned when Luna entered his mini-office, but he knew that anxious sigh all too well. It sent Ponilovian shivers rattling through his exoskeleton. He froze in place for a second or two, staring at the floor, then went right back to packing his things. Luna waited a few moments before speaking.



"I am glad that I arrived in time. I thought certain I would miss you," she said.



The changeling turned around, holding a cardboard box containing most of his work-related possessions: a few books, pens, papers, scrolls, and a couple of posters.



"Well, there's not much to clean out," said Kevin. He rested the box on the ground and sat down in a chair. "But you've always had uncanny timing. What can I do for you?"



Luna's brow furrowed slightly. "This is not about me, Kevin. It is about you," she said. "At the very least, I wanted a chance to say goodbye."



"Okay. Goodbye," he said.



Luna lowered her gaze. "That is not what I meant."



Kevin placed a chitinous hoof over his face. "Okay. Well, I... I don't really know what else is left to say. I failed, and I'm sorry."



"What you have endured is far from trivial," said Luna, pulling up a second chair to sit down at her student's level. "You have shown incredible bravery and sacrifice. You should be proud of how far you have come."



"Save your pity for the next drone in line, if there ever is one," said Kevin, raising his head to finally meet Luna's gaze. "As the first changeling admitted to graduate studies at Celestia's School, my missteps have set a damning precedent."



Luna snorted. "That is preposterous. You have made the path easier, not harder. Ponies will remember you and your work. They will know that changelings are capable of great things because of your sacrifice."



"They'll know we're capable of failure," said Kevin, turning to look at the wall.



Luna shook her head. "Everypony is capable of failure, Kevin. Failure at this level of study is normal. Very few ponies are capable of completing a doctorate in the magical arts."



Kevin shrugged. "I suppose."



"It took great courage to realize that leaving was the correct option. Most students aren't able to make that decision, and must be forced out," said Luna.



"We both know they weren't about to force me out, so I had a moral imperative to act. After all this time the School was still making exceptions for me," he said. "It was never about me, anyway. It was about what I represented. That idea was too important to everypony."



"Well, it is a noble idea. Nevertheless, you are correct. The faculty looked at you as an icon of progress rather than a student. In this way, the School is the one who has failed you," said Luna. She scooted her chair forward to close the distance with her former student.



Kevin chuckled darkly. "You know what the worst part about it is? I'm pretty sure I never had a chance," he said. "I was accepted into the program on substandard test scores and a weak track record with research. Everypony on the committee knew my deficiencies. I've been waiting seven years for this horseshoe to finally drop."



Luna reached out and placed a gentle hoof on Kevin's shoulder. "Kevin, your efforts have earned my respect. The offer to teach remains open."



"Maybe someday. I'm too ashamed to consider it right now."



Princess Luna lifted Kevin's chin to look into his beautiful alien eyes. "I think you have more pride than you admit. You could have come here disguised as anypony, but here you sit before me, your true nature revealed."



"I needed to be honest with myself when I did this," said Kevin. "Even after everything that's happened, it feels wrong to hide who I am."



Luna smiled warmly. "I am very proud of you, Kevin."



"I know you are, Luna," he said, and he shut his eyes tight. "Ponies joke about starving graduate students, but in all this time? I've never once been hungry."



The alicorn pulled her protege into a firm embrace as he began to cry.
      

      
   
      Her Royal Coffee With Sugar


      

      
      
         Dry Roast had a good reason for opening Java Le Choza every morning far before the sun rose, despite the rest of Ponyville still being sound asleep. It was not a particularly large reason, or a profitable reason, but he had stumbled into it by accident one morning when he was suffering a bout of insomnia, and had made up his mind at that point to never miss the five AM opening ever again.



On normal nights, he would get the machinery in the coffee shop fired up just a few minutes after he walked through the door. It made the little shop a tiny island of light in the pitch black night filling the town and helped chase away some of the imaginary creatures which he could far too easily imagine lurking in the shadows. Not that he was actually afraid of the night, of course. It was just that with the Everfree Forest a mere stone’s throw outside of the town, some of the less fearful denizens of the dark woods would share his nightly commute, with the occasional bat or curious opossum passing within touching distance before continuing on their indifferent way.



Tonight, he had barely gotten the equipment warmed up and the apron on when the bell at the front door jingled. It was a little early for her, but there were many nights when she did not show at all, so he took Twilight Sparkle’s bedraggled appearance in stride and smiled at the young alicorn princess where she stood spraddle-legged in the middle of the coffee shop doorway. This was actually the most alert he had seen the Princess of Friendship since the first time he had arrived early at the store only to find Twilight sleeping face-first against the door. Her mane was tangled and frayed with the stress of late-night studying while her eyes remained firmly closed against the lights of the shop, but she still radiated an adorable rumpled presence which made Dry Roast give a little sigh of adoration back in return.



“Mid grabble fattamatud filbudget macatonit. Mit fulbadagin.” Twilight’s voice was garbled and spoken nearly into the floor, but Dry had a little bit of critical experience with Her Highness’ Ritual of Far Too Early In The Morning, and repeated her order, or at least what he could interpet.



“Double-double espresso latte with seven pumps of chocolate syrup, sprinkles, and low foam, right?”



“Merglimp.”



“Eight pumps it is. Coming up.” Dry Roast got out the requested foam coffee container from behind the counter and proceeded to violate all the known dietary restrictions for caffeine density and chocolate. He foamed and poured, measuring only vaguely and proceeding mostly by instinct as the massive insulated container of not-quite-coffee filled up to the top and he clipped the lid on it. Behind him, he could hear the distinctive jingle of bits on the counter which always worked out to exact change plus a twenty percent tip.



“Here you go, Your Highness,” said Dry Roast as he moved back over to the counter, the massive container of coffee wobbling in his magic field until he put it down next to the pile of bits. “Will there be anything el—”



“lovya,” muttered Twilight Sparkle, taking a deep breath out of the steam rising from the top of her coffee, then moving in an almost unstoppable motion upwards until her hot lips pressed against his. She kissed him just as hard as any stallion had ever been kissed before in the history of kissing, leaving a blaze of fire which turned Dry Roast’s face a crimson red and left his tail sticking straight out behind him. “Wanahaveyourfoals,” she murmured when coming up for air before resuming the passionate kiss, then, “righthererightnow,” before a third kiss of Royal intensity.



Just as Dry Roast’s knees were about to give out, Twilight Sparkle abruptly stopped her kiss and took a step back. The massive container of coffee levitated up in front of her lips, she took a deep, deep drink with just as much passion as she had put into the kiss moments before, then turned and stumbled toward the door.



“Merglipmuph,” murmured Dry Roast, still trying to get control over his scrambled brains.



“Neglimpth,” muttered Twilight between gulps of coffee. Then she was gone, and the coffee shop was again empty except for the bubbling of the coffee machine and the hammering of Dry Roast’s heart.
      

      
   
      Astronomy


      

      
      
         Spike shuffled up the steps to Twilight's balcony, bearing a platter of cookies and a friendly smile. He found her nestled on a cushion and peering through her telescope at the night sky.



"Hey, Twilight!" he said excitedly. "I brought you some cookies."



"Thanks, Spike," she said without looking up. "You can just set them down over there." She gave a vague wave of her hoof.



Spike slumped a bit. Still, he was intent on spending some time with her, and he had learned a few tricks in all of his time as her assistant.



"Why're you studying space, anyway?" he asked, trying to sound casual. "I don't see what the big deal is."



She tore away from the telescope and straightened up in shock.



Works every time.



"'The big deal'?" she asked, incredulous. "Astronomy is one of the natural sciences--one with a history almost as fascinating as the science itself."



"Really?" Spike plopped down and stuffed a cookie into his mouth. "Do tell."



"Well, if we're talking about the history of astronomy, I'd have to start with Ptoleneigh." She shifted on her cushion to fully face him. "Like many ponies and astronomers in his time, he held that our planet was the center of our system, and that the sun and moon orbited around it."



Spike swallowed another mouthful of cookies. "Well, yeah—isn't that obvious?"



"It might sound obvious to us, Spike," Twilight agreed, "but throughout history, there were other astronomers with different theories. For example, Coponicus had a model of the system—one that was even supported by famed griffon astronomer Galla Leo—where the sun was in the center."



"The sun?" Spike's eyes narrowed as he attempted to visualize it. "So, our planet and the moon are supposed to go around the sun...?"



"Well, no," Twilight said. "In that model, we go around the sun while the moon goes around us."



Spike started tracing circles in the air with his claws, trying to adjust his mental-image. "Wha...?" It was starting to make him dizzy.



"And day-and-night cycles were not because of the movements of the sun and moon, but because of the planet turning on its axis of rotation," Twilight finished.



Spike suddenly froze.



"...Axes of what?"



"Basically, they thought the planet is constantly spinning as it goes around the sun."



"Uh, Twilight?" he said with a chuckle. She had to be joking. "I think we'd notice if the planet was spinning. We're standing on it." After all, it doesn't take a pony very long to realize if they're standing on a merry-go-round.



Twilight let out a giggle. "I know it sounds silly, Spike, but astronomers really believed this stuff. Of course we know the truth now. It's as the philosophers say: the simplest solution is often correct." Twilight nodded. "But you see, that's precisely why we continue to study space or... anything, really. Our understanding is constantly changing and growing, and..." She turned to look at her telescope, smiling softly. "And I'd like to be a part of that."



Spike nodded slowly.



"Well, I hope that answers the question, Spike." She levitated a cookie over and took a bite.



"Yeah, it does." Spike got up and dusted himself off. "Thanks for explaining it to me." He smiled bashfully, grateful for the time they spent together.



"No problem," Twilight said, returning her attention to her telescope. "Just let me know if you have any other questions. I'll be happy to answer them."



"You got it." Spike took a step to leave but stopped. "Well, actually, there is something else I've been wondering for a while..."



Twilight turned away from the telescope and smiled to him. "Yes, Spike?"



Once again, Spike's eyes were narrowed in thought.



"...Where do babies come from?"
      

      
   
      Where in Equestria is Carmen Sandiego?


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Errata


      

      
      
         And the Princess of Friendship grasped Tirek and removed him from Equestria.[1]


[1] The way this is phrased, you'd think this is when I murdered Tirek. That would be incorrect. This is when I teleported both of us to the moon and accelerated the celestial bodies to build up the momentum required to murder him.



 And then she descended from the sky in a bolt of fire.[2]


[2] Understatement of the millennium. I penetrated the atmosphere with him at a significant percentage of the speed of light and he vaporized. I'd say before we hit the ground, but I hit it within a few microseconds of initial atmospheric impact so trace particles of him might have made landfall. I don't know. I estimate I lost consciousness somewhere in the thermosphere when the fusion reactions picked up speed.



She then rested twelve moons and awoke.[3]




[3] I honestly didn't expect to survive plummeting through the sky at a speed close enough to c that I risked violating the laws of physics. In fact, I didn't plan on surviving murdering Tirek. I wasn't sure I could live with that burden. I mean, who could live with the weight of knowingly snuffing the life of another living being? I was devastated when Princess Luna popped by six months into my coma and informed me I was still alive.



On the dawn of the first day of the thirteenth cycle, Princess Radiant Dawn was born to the Princess of Love.[4]




[4] This is part of why I didn't want to live after murdering Tirek. I didn't want to have to tell my descendants that I was a murderer. Who knows if he might have eventually reformed? I unfairly robbed him of that chance. The fact that I got off scot-free just because he was a threat to Equestria did little to ease my conscience.



And on the day the Princess of Friendship awoke, you shall light a candle to honor those who fell under Tirek.[5]




[5] The only one who died that day was Tirek, according to official records. Because I murdered him. At the time I thought he had left me no choice. He had taken all of Equestria's magic and taken all of my friends hostage after my attempts to nonlethally subdue him had failed. The other Princesses had given me their power and I snapped under the pressure. I sunk to his level and put him down like one of Fluttershy's animals.



The candle was my idea to be able to openly grieve for losing a part of myself after murdering Tirek, to enable Equestria to cry with me. It was the only way I could retain my sanity and try to piece together my moral compass again after committing an unforgivable crime.



On that day you shall prepare a great feast for your family.[6]




[6] In my years of experience, food has excellent palliative properties. I know it always helps me get through tough times. Maybe that's why Nightmare Night turned into what it is today. I know I don't mind an excuse to drown the horrible pit in my stomach with enough cake to feed a small town.



That will be the day you remember Equestria lived.[7]




[7] When it comes down to brass tacks, I realize intellectually that I did the right thing. I dispatched the greatest threat the world had ever faced. Technically, I'm the most decorated hero that the world has ever known. I should be grateful for ensuring the planet's survival.



I'm just of two minds about it. Did I really have to murder him? Was there another way? Perhaps whatever was in that box the Tree of Harmony produced may have helped, but we'll never know now. I made my bed and have to lie in it.



In the end, perhaps Equestria's safety and survival was worth sacrificing my personal values for half a second.



And this holiday continually serves as a personal reminder to always look for another way when faced with an impossible choice, to continually keep searching for the option that I won't regret for the rest of my life. If I was able to go back in time and redo it, I wouldn't have made the same decision. Then again, I can't.



That should be enough introspection for this year. My niece's birthday party is later today and I wouldn't miss that for anything.








Twilight Sparkle wiped the tears from her eyes, closed her journal, and smiled.
      

      
   
      I'm Sure You Have Some Questions


      

      
      
         “So, I’m sure you have some questions about what you saw,” Rarity said, nervously fluffing her mane as she sat on the side of her bed, her hindlegs crossed. “And I’m entirely prepared to explain them to you.”



“Oh?” Sweetie Belle tilted her head. “You uhm, don’t mind talking about it?”



“Of course not! Now where to begin.” Rarity’s eyes travelled across her bed to the large wet spot in the middle of it. “Well, I suppose it is best to start at the beginning.” Rarity took a deep breath, puffing up her cheeks before she let it all out in one quick burst as she pressed her hoof to her forehead. “My roof has a leak!”



“It does?” Sweetie Belle blinked and looked up at the pristine ceiling.



“Indeed! I’m afraid I only found out during the last rainstorm when my hooves started to get damp.” Rarity shifted nervously on the bed, smoothing out her wrinkled sheets. “Yes! Well, I thought, we had a dry week, and Applejack had a free afternoon, why not invite her over to help fix it! She does like fixing things and being helpful. Like when we go to the spa.”



“You sound angry.”



“Do I?” Rarity fanned herself with her hoof. “I can’t imagine why Applejack spending all day doing things other than spending time with me might upset me.”



“If you say so,” Sweetie Belle said skeptically.



Rarity coughed. “So, yes. I invited Applejack over to help me find the leak, and had Rainbow Dash pour water over the roof until we found where the water was coming from.”



Sweetie Belle looked down at the bed, then back up at the ceiling. “If there’s a leak, why is the bed wet in more than one spot?”



Rarity’s eyes shifted to the far end of the bed. “Oh, yes. Well, you see, we actually found out it had two leaks.”



“Oh. No wonder you screamed so loud.”



“You heard that?” Rarity bit her lip, then sighed. “Yes, well… Applejack wanted to get started right away. I suggested we go find a stepladder, but she insisted that I could simply hold her up and let her get to work. And, well, you know, a bed is not the best thing to stand on…” Rarity poked her hoof at her mattress. “Especially not with one pony standing on the shoulders of another. So when she leaned over a little, well, we fell down, and then you came in through the door, and… well, you saw the rest.”



“Wow.” Sweetie Belle blinked. “So Applejack was just trying to help you fix the roof?”



Rarity nodded her head.



“Oh, okay!” Sweetie Belle beamed. “Thanks for explaining! And uh, sorry for barging into your room.” Sweetie Belle rubbed awkwardly at her mane.



“It’s no problem, Sweetie Belle.” Rarity leaned over to give her sister a hug around the shoulders. “Though, truly, you should knock before coming in.”



“Okay.” Sweetie Belle nodded her head. “I mean, it would be really embarrassing if I walked in while you and Applejack were having sex, right?”



Rarity sputtered.








“So you like Rarity, huh?” Apple Bloom asked, looking up at her big sister as the pair trotted down the dirt road back to Sweet Apple Acres.



“Eyup.” Applejack’s eyes remained fixed on the dirt road ahead.



“And she likes you?



“Heh, I reckon.” Applejack’s cheeks colored slightly as she reached up to tip her hat with her hoof. “I mean, considerin’.”



“So you were—”



Applejack’s cheeks turned as red as any apple. “Eyup.”



“Wow.” Apple Bloom looked down at her hooves. “I didn’t know two girls could—”



“Well, they can. And uh, do.” Applejack reached up with one hoof to push her hat a bit lower over her eyes.



Apple Bloom nodded thoughtfully. “I guess that makes sense. There’s still one thing I don’t get, though.”



“What’s that?” Applejack asked cautiously.



“What was Rainbow Dash doin’ there?”



Applejack sighed.
      

      
   
      Threads


      

      
      
         “Well, Twilight Sparkle, here we are.”  Princess Celestia’s voice sounded strained in the still air.  “Has this all worked out the way you had hoped?”



Twilight slumped heavily against the bars of the cell and scrubbed at her face.



“No,” she croaked.  She kept her gaze on the cobbled floor of the royal gaol, resisting the desperate urge to look at the air above them.  “I’m... I’m so sorry, Celestia.  This has become a total disaster.”



After a pause, a soft soothing murmur reached her ears as Celestia stroked her mane.  Like a reflex reaction, Twilight pressed tight against the bars towards it, willingly surrendering herself to that warm abyss the embrace had always given her.  Only, it didn’t feel as strong as it had during the days of her fillyhood; fear still pricked at her chest, her body feeling cold.



“Oh, Twilight.  You had the best of intentions,” Celestia whispered. “Even if you were quite out of your depth.”



“I thought that helping ponies see their friendships to each other would help those friendships become even stronger.  Or help find ponies in need and overcome their problems.  I didn’t expect this.”  Twilight sighed and shook her head.  “You must hate me.”



A hoof lifted Twilight’s face until her eyes met Celestia’s.  They were troubled, but still warm.



“My dearest Twilight,” she replied.  “I don’t hate you.  Nothing you could ever do would give me cause to hate you.”



Twilight nodded, and then her eyes crept upwards.  She was horrified, but felt powerless to resist.  She just had to know.



From the top of Celestia’s head, a complex matrix of golden threads—some shimmering, many dull—arced outwards through the walls of the gaol.  Twilight focused on the single strand that didn’t: The one that connected Celestia’s matrix to hers.  It still shone brightly, and Twilight felt relief tease her lungs.



“Is my word not enough now?”



“Yes, of course!” Twilight recoiled from the bars, feeling hot shame prick her cheeks.  “I’m sorry, I just needed to be—I mean...” She trailed off, licking her dry lips.



The smile on Celestia’s face was gentle, though it didn’t reach the corners of her mouth.



“You see now why Star Swirl never finished this particular spell? It wasn’t because he wasn’t able to, Twilight.  It seems not even you are immune to its effects.” She paused then, her eyes drifting upwards.



Twilight’s throat felt tight as she followed Celestia’s gaze.  There, between the networks of strands, hung one that sparkled like the stars in the night sky, though it was clear it had once been brighter.



“Luna will come around,” she offered helplessly.



Celestia’s eyes flashed momentarily, and she shook her head.  “Nor I, it seems.  The point is, Twilight, that the moment we aren’t content with simply feeling that friendship exists, that we no longer just trust it’s there, we invite doom.  As you can see, it serves nopony to have constant physical reminders about the presence and strength of their feelings towards others, nor the feelings between others.”



Twilight swallowed as suppressed memories roughly pushed her thoughts aside: Of comforting Pinkie Pie because half of Ponyville didn’t consider her as close a friend as she did them, and that horrible argument between AJ and Dash over why she hadn’t broken up with Big Mac, despite  the strand connecting them being so dull and lifeless.



And then there was Celestia.



Twilight licked her lips.  “Will you be—?”



“Yes.” Celestia cast her gaze about her cell, the frown on her face quickly disappearing.  “Twilight, I don’t blame you for any of this.  The investigation is just a precaution.  I should have been more open with everypony from the outset—it’s only natural for them to be suspicious when a golden strand is tracked between their princess and a changeling queen.  After all, we all have our fears...” Celestia’s face clouded slightly.  “I’m sorry for not telling you either.  I hope I haven’t disappointed you.”



“Of course not!” Twilight shook her head, her cheeks feeling hot as she gazed above Celestia’s head—where that one strand, as bright as the sun itself, arced away from the gaol.  “I’ll fix this, Celestia.  I promise.”



“I know you will,” Celestia replied, that sad smile returning.  “Though I suspect undoing the spell will be the easy part.  Undoing the effects, however...”



Twilight swallowed, and tried to reassure herself by checking the brightness of the strands from above her head. Her heart sank when she realised that Celestia was doing the same.
      

      
   
      The Dragon Prince


      

      
      
         "Are you sure you want to go through with this?" Twilight asked. "You don't have to, you know. I'm sure Ember wouldn't think any less of you."



"I need to do this, Twi," Spike said bitterly. "She'd have wanted that." He wanted to cry, he needed to, yet he couldn't. He had made a promise and was going to keep it. "Can you..." He looked at the cave. A crimson light glowed from within. "Let me have a few minutes alone with her. Please."



"Of course," Twilight smiled. "Have all the time you need." 



You don't have to pretend, Twi. Ember's death hit you pretty hard too. I know you blame yourself for giving her the idea. I know I still blame you for it. After this is over I'll be moving to live with Celestia. Maybe in time I'll return to you. Who knows?



The dragon made his way into the cave. The floor was warm to touch. As per Dragon Lore, ten fully grown dragons had breathed fire on the face of the mountain until they formed what would be Ember's final resting place. After the ceremony was over they would do it again, enclosing her in molten stone. Spike had never considered he'd be the one to see her off. The more they'd talked these last few years, the more he'd seen her as invincible. If anyone was going to perish it was going to be him, he'd thought. He was the weakling, the ponyfied, the wingless. Instead, he had lived.



As he went further in, another dragon appeared facing him. 



"Spike," the dragon greeted curtly.



"Garble," Spike responded in turn.



They had never liked each other. Once they had been enemies, then they had been rivals. Both had tried to win Ember over, both had gone through a lot in order to do so, both had been scarred by her loss. What will you do, Garble? You tried to change her mind till the very end. Even after you knew she'd chosen me, even after she'd said so, you never gave up. Will you give up now?



Ember's body rested comfortably on a crystal slab. Princess Cadence had personally sent the best block of crystal from the Empire to be used for the occasion. Originally, it was supposed to be her wedding present to them. Spike and Ember were supposed to have their betrothing battle upon it. You would have liked it, Ember. It's your colour. Rarity spent a full week matching one of your scales to crystal samples until she found the perfect shade.



Standing above her, the dragon gently slid his hand over her cheek. For a moment he dared hope that a miracle would happen, that she would wake up and slap him through the face for being such a sap. It didn't. The Dragon Princess remained motionless, clad in golden armour, holding the Dragon Lord scepter.



"Hello, Ember," Spike said quietly. "I still can't believe you’re gone. Yesterday you were telling me you'd found a way to get the dragons to accept me. If I had known, I..." The words stuck to his throat. If he had known he would have stopped her. He never cared about being accepted, he only wanted to be with her. "You were right, you know. It worked." Spike spread his wings, his beautiful majestic wings. "You won the arena of fate and got your wish. I have wings now. Large, magnificent, wings..." Large, stupid, useless wings! How could you think I'd choose wings over you?! 



Stupid Dragon Lore! Spike clenched his fists. The rules stated that a wingless dragon could never become a prince. Spike could be with Ember only as a concubinus. If it were up to him, he'd laugh and go for it, but Ember had been determined to have her dream wedding. She had gone places that shouldn't have been disturbed, challenged forces that shouldn't have been challenged, all for the sake of that one wish. And this was the result. Spike would tear them off and throw them into a volcano… if he hadn't made a promise.



"I promised I wouldn't be mad at you no matter what," the dragon knelt beside her body. "I promised that I wouldn't cry, and I didn't. I promised I'd never harm myself, and I won't. I'll take the title of Dragon Prince and the wings you gave me. And no matter where I fly, I'll always miss you, Ember..."
      

      
   
      Field Trip


      

      
      
         “Alright,” Apple Bloom clopped her hooves together, “let’s get tah work!”



“Give me a minute here, my wings are killing me!”



“I thought ya were the ‘ultimate scooter driver’?”



“Oh stuff it, Apple Bloom!”



“Sweetie, are ya done over there?”



“It should be good.” The unicorn shoved a desk sideways a bit with magic. “They sure are persistent!”



“That's why we gotta go fast! Come on, help me out here!” Everyone gathered around the desk, barely eye-level with the surface. “Give me a hoof-up here?” Scootaloo moved next to Apple Bloom, letting her stand on her back.



Apple Bloom quickly grabbed a quill out of the inkwell, then paused to think. “What’dya think: ‘By order of’, or ‘By decree of’?”



“Decree sounds more princess-y, don't you think?”



“Good enough for me! Just hurry up!”



“Alright! ‘By decree of the Princesses, any colt or filly that has cutie mark problems of any kind should never give up and keep trying! All find their special talent eventually!’”



“Apple Bloom,” Sweetie glanced at the door as the farm pony climbed down, “are you sure this is the best way to spread our message about cutie marks?”



“Best? Nah, but definitely the most awesome! This is way better than that boring science field trip, and it helps ponies!” Scootaloo zoomed around the room, striking poses. “Like when I-”



There was a bang on the door. “Open up in there, or else we’ll have to blow the door open!”



“Oh yeah. We should probably do something about that,” Apple Bloom gestured to the door.



“Let's hit the road, then!” Scootaloo picked up her scooter again, the other two hopping on the back wagon. 



“Watch this,” the pegasus smirked. “Sweetie, move the desk and open the door!”



The three shot out of the room, right between the legs of a crowd of guards, all of which turned to watch the escaping trio.



“Sorry!”



“See ya, suckers!”



Everypony looked at each other. Without a word, they began to sweep the room.







“No threats were detected, Princess.”



“Very well, Captain. Thank you.”



The captain bowed, before leading his guards back down the hall.



Celestia stepped into the room that had apparently been invaded by three fillies. With a smile, she sat behind the desk. 



“Sister, this is ridiculous!” 



Celestia looked up at Luna. “They didn't do anything too harmful, so I'm not going to punish them. Too much.”



“Tia, they broke into your own personal office! I also believe in leniency, but this is too far,” Luna exclaimed.



Celestia was about to respond when she noticed the new letter. She picked it up, her smile growing wider as she read. 



“What is it?” 



“The intruder’s message. Though I think I might have to update it slightly, the papers would have a ball if they thought this was my hoofwriting,” Celestia remarked as she passed the sheet of paper to her sister, who snatched it.



Within a few lines, she was smiling too. “I see. I think I can grant some sway with this particular case.” 



Celestia cracked a full grin. “Some. But I know three fillies that are getting a grounding.



Luna matched her expression. “And maybe just a small scare tonight,” she added.



 Don't go too hard on them.” Her grin softened. “They’re just trying to do the right thing.”








      

      
   
      Learning Harmony


      

      
      
         Hot sweat soaked the unicorns’s coat as she trudged through the desert. Her vision faltered, black exhaustion threatening to whisk her away at any second, but she remained resolute. She had to stay strong, if not for herself, then for everypony else. If she let the darkness claim her now, they’d all die. Hopefully the rumors of the great power were true, and this wasn’t just a pointless sacrifice. 



The sun hadn’t moved in five days. Harsh rays cracked the earth beneath her, leaving the once lush landscape of Equestria drab and barren. Every step scorched her hooves and left granules of sand uncomfortably stuck to her coat.  Just one of many cruel “jokes” brought about by Discord. 



She spat. Just the thought of that monster filled her with contempt. Ponies were not made to be his playthings. Her hatred gave her the power to move forward, increasing in a desperate intensity. At the edge of her vision, she spotted a cave. Shelter. Maybe water. For the first time in days, she broke into a full sprint.



So close. 



Darkness stole the edges of her vision, slowly expanding. The unicorn used the last remnants of her remaining magic to speed her movement. She stumbled inches away from the cave’s entrance, face-planting into the burning hot sand. Her limbs, weak and useless, could carry her no more. Clawing at the sand, she dragged herself closer to the cave’s entrance.



The unicorn heard faint whispers off in the distance as the blissful darkness overtook her. 




 



“Hello, child.” 



The unicorn heard a faint voice in the back of her mind. Was she awake, or just dreaming?



“It is not your time, not yet.” The voice grew louder, and other, softer voices chimed in behind it creating reverberations and echoes throughout the cave. “Fate has brought you here so you may live.” 



The unicorn opened her eyes, but there was no-one. “Who are you?” she croaked out. 



“We are the earth you stand on, the air you breathe, the water you drink, and the fire in your heart, child. The more important question is: who are you?” thousands of voices seemed to chime at once.



Was this the power?



“My name, is…uh…” she stammered. “I don’t have one. Lord Discord gave me a name once, but I hated it.”



“Hate?” The voices seemed to recoil at that word. “My child, nothing good can come from hatred. Do you hate this ‘Discord’ you speak of?” 



“Yes! He tortures everpony just because he just because he think it’s fun! Why shouldn’t I hate him? He is the chaos that destroys us!” 



There was almost an audible tsk from the voice. “You must learn to give up your hatred if you wish to best him. Only inner-Harmony can calm the tides of chaos. Only peace will calm war. War cannot end war, child.” 



The unicorn thought about this for a moment. “You asked me who I was. I am just a simple mare that cares for her fellow ponies. I am anypony with a good heart who wishes to protect the life around her. I am nobody important.” 



“Everyone on this earth is important and worth protecting,” the voices stated sternly. “Even Discord is worth protecting.”



“Why?!” the unicorn yelled. “What is the point? He’s just going to hurt more ponies!” 



“All life is sacred. If you fail to respect that, you will become as twisted as he.” 



The unicorn slumped. “I can’t do that. I won’t.” 



“You can. You will. Look inside yourself. We know you understand mercy.” 



Visions entered the unicorn’s mind. She saw herself, an older mare, sitting in a lush green paradise with cheering ponies all around her.



“This can be you, if you learn to let go.”



Another vision was thrust upon her. She saw a vast desert with no inhabitants and clouds of dust kicked up by the wind. 



“This is your future if you do not. The sun will never lower if you do not learn forgiveness.”



“Very well, I will do as you say,” the unicorn said.



“Then rise! We will allow you a taste of our power, princess of the stars.”   



Immense magical energies surrounded the unicorn, overwhelming her with power. From her body sprung massive feathery wings and her hair became imbued with a shimmering aura. Power radiated off her coat in a thick mist. 



“Save your kingdom, Celestia.”



For the first time in five days, the sun set. 
      

      
   
      The Friendship Express


      

      
      
         The train chugged towards its resting place for the night, the private, depot between Canterbury and Whitstable. Canterlot’s spires gleamed under the full moon, a beacon that guided them home after a long first day.



As the brakes began to moan, Midnight Rumble leaped across the cabin and craned his head outside, the soreness around his eyes disappearing as they widened. The smell of smoke mixed with the scent of wildflowers shivering along the sides of the tracks. In the distance, a silver smudge gained distinction against grey shadows.



“Finally,” he whispered.



Behind him, Coko gave a short laugh. “Easy, Mumbles, we’re not there yet.”



“Don’t call m-me Mumbles,” said Midnight, thinking about the platforms of wonderful rolling stock ahead, polished in preparation for another day of service.



“Sorry?”



“I said I don’t really like that name.” Midnight tried to angle his head to see the oncoming buildings more clearly.



“It’s a good thing you’re the best railpony I’ve seen in near years,” Coko suddenly yelled below his ear, “because you wouldn’t stand much chance getting another job mumbling the way you do!”



“Ouchhmmmm!” Midnight squealed, cracking his head against the window edge. He was lucky to fall against Coko, whose body broke his drop. Still, he saw stars in the open window.



Coko kneeled down beside him. His wrinkles cast shadows across his face. “Like I said, good job you’re a railpony. Don’t need a loud voice here, we can hear you fine. Come on now, let’s have a look.”



He gently touched Midnight’s head; still, Midnight winced. A throbbing feeling laid itself to rest behind his flushing face, synchronising not only with his heartbeat, but with the train’s metronome puffing. 



Something glistened like oil on Coko’s hoof as he withdrew. The stiff black brim of his hat caught the moonlight like the edge of a knife. Then cool blue light filtered through the window. Station lighting.



“You’ll feel better in five minutes,” Coko reassured him.



“I feel weird,” Midnight said, but even he couldn’t distingush the words, for he slurred them.



“Atta boy,” Coko laughed. “Anyway, I’m not surprised.”



A protacted psshhh of steam and a jolt indicated they had finally arrived. Even a wounded head couldn’t keep excitement from surging through Midnight.



“Well, you probably won’t feel any less weird out there, but best get it over with.”



Midnight hoisted himself upright. Jis legs wobbled, but didn’t fail, carrying him clumsily yet swiftly to the door, which moved just before he hit it.



Steam swirled around him. He misjudged the step between the train and platform edge. Still, he didn’t stumble, though his vision swam, and he grinned.



The swirling steam cleared. Midnight gazed around.



He kept gazing, mouth falling open.



It was a tiny shed with just one siding. The walls were covered in photographs of the Friendship Express standing magnificent in various stations beside by various ponies in conductor’s hats: a green earth pony, a red-maned unicorn, a yellow pegasus. Two makeshift beds, one messy and one neatly made, were shunted up against the edge of the platform. They almost touched the train engine.



Midnight whirled around. “Where…?” he managed, before his tongue filled his mouth.



Coko stepped onto the platform. He held a recently-washed but evidently used hat between his teeth, the same style as his own.



“There aren’t any other trains, Mumbles,” Coko said. “Our girl’s the only one.”



“Bu…”



“We’ll stick together ‘til the end of this week. Don’t worry. We’ll look after you.” Coko turned and actually nuzzled the train.



To Midnight’s alarm, a low whistle responded. His coat stood on end.



“You won’t get many years with her, you know,” said Coko without looking at Midnight. Then he sighed and smiled. “Maybe this isn’t your dream. But it’s what we’ve got. And Friendship is fantastic.”



Stunned, Midnight let Coko push the blue hat into his grasp. He turned it over. The inside rim was red and damp, and several items had been stitched into the material: among them, a green tuft of hair, a red mane lock, and a yellow feather.



His head and hooves throbbed.



“Come on, now,” Coko urged.



Part of Midnight protested. But his love of the railroad rejoiced as he laboriously lifted the hat up and set it on his head. Warmth blossomed in his chest, thumping in time with his heart, like magic, or like a chugging steam engine.



“Attaboy,” said Coko. “Shift starts in two hours. Let’s get some rest.”
      

      
   
      Just A Simple Book Run...


      

      
      
         I don’t understand how I got into this situation.



Okay, that’s a bit of a lie. I know exactly how I got in this situation, but still. It shouldn’t be totally my fault. I mean, I’m an alicorn now, and that section in the castle’s archives specifically said “Alicorn Private Archives.” I was just curious because I’d forgotten all about that section since the last time I saw it, when I was still studying under Princess Celestia. I mean, I couldn’t check it out then because I was short one pair of wings.



My body tensed hearing the Princess’s voice boom across the passageways, “Twilight Sparkle! I know these archives like the back of my ungilded hoof. You may have lived in them, but I built them! You will reveal yourself!”



I’m far back in the archives now, the section that leads beneath the castle to the older tomes. I come here every couple weeks or so, normally to just gather a few of the copied collections. You can never have enough books for your own library you know.



And now, I sit here trembling against the Agricultural section pressed up against...Ooo, BuckWheat’s Guide to Controlling the Earth Magic Within...I’ll have to grab th-Focus Twilight. Princess Celestia is gaining. I’m just lucky enough that when she’s gets like this her magic radiates like the sun.



I just have to think, pacing in the same spot won’t do me much good. I’ve kept my personal light as dim as possible. I’m sorta glad she never installed the magic lamps down this far. With a light flap of my wings I peeked over the bookcase trying to get a glimpse of her magical aura. Phew, she’s a few sections down. That’s gives me some time to rest.



I’ve been playing high stakes Hide-and-Seek with the Princess for the last thirty minutes. With a heavy sigh, I let my body relax and slide down the side of the shelves. “Something told me not to go in there.”



“No, I told you,” A voice whispered into my ear, I didn’t get the chance to yelp before a dark hoof covered my mouth. My eyes darted over, thank goodness it was just Luna. “I told you if she placed it there with a lock you shouldn’t go in.”



After moving her hoof from my mouth, I wanted to chastise her for giving me such a startle. Though from the look on her face she was enjoying all this, a bit too much for my liking. “It said alicorn. Al-i-corn.” I even ruffled my wings for added emphasis. “How was I supposed to know those pic-mmf.” I groaned around Luna’s hoof as it was quickly stuffed into my mouth.



“Oh, no you don’t. I don’t want to know what was in my sister’s private archives.” She moved back before I was able to protest and sailed up into the air, seeming to vanish into the darkness. I’d think that was much cooler if the bright light rounding the corner didn’t send my body into panic mode.



I turned to run but bumped into an even brighter light source, looking up to see Princess Celestia’s eyes boring into me. Wait...that’s not right. Chancing a glance behind me I saw a miniature sun floating around like a patrolling sentinel. That’s not fair. Though, I have to say that is a very interesting style of magic. Perhaps when I’m not being hunted she could show me the spell for it.



Hearing Celestia clear her throat was more than enough to pull me back to my predicament. Her gaze was calmer than I expected, especially since looking directly at her right now was sure to cause eye damage without proper shielding. I wonder if--“You will tell me everything you saw in there Twilight.” Her voice is a lot cooler than her appearance gives off.



“Well...you know. Just a few posters, some books. A couple magazines. I didn’t look around too much.” She’s glaring at me harder. It probably didn’t help that most of those magazines were in the back off that room past the film.



“And?” She’s tapping her hoof now, I don’t know what else she wants from me. If she turns up the heat anymore these books are going to be ruined. I’ve got to think of something to calm her down.



“A-and. A lot of those poses were very flattering for a mare your size.” There, a compliment outta...oh…



Uh...Oh...
      

      
   
      Cotton’s Tale


      

      
      
         Gather close now I want to tell you a story about a stallion named Cotton Picker. Now, Cotton wasn’t the kind of pony you usually hear about in stories. He never slayed a dragon, nor saved a town or had some great destiny calling him onwards. He was a farmer's son, the fourth of five squealing foals and came into the world with no great calamity or fuss. A little bundle of laughter and joy that lit up the homestead. 



He didn’t have a long childhood, not many farmponies do. Every parent tries to keep their kids’ lives innocent as long as they can, but after a few summers little Cotton found himself working alongside with his siblings. Cotton never complained. That’s just the way of it for a small farm. Money was tight, the days were short and there was too much work to fool around. Perhaps this story would have had another end if little Cotton had been born a tradespony, or with storm weathered wings, but nopony gets to chose their birth. 



The seasons never stopped changing around Cotton. Soon that foal toiling in the fields became a young stallion. He worked hard on the farm with his brothers and sister and even got a cutie-mark for pulling plows. His parents were never more proud. ‘Nopony can go wrong in life with a furrow ahead of him,’ his father said. ‘This one’s knows where his future is going.’ 



Perhaps he was right



Cotton didn’t get much schooling after that, he learned his letters but his family never saw the need for any more, given he was a plow pony. Besides the family couldn’t afford letting him go more than a few years. If I’m being fair he never wanted more than that. He was a stallion of his family, even at that young age, and every day at school was a day not pulling his weight. Still, he never regretted the time in the old schoolhouse. That was where he was introduced to Sweat Pea, the love of his life. 



I’m sure there were couples more in love than Cotton and Sweat Pea. Ponies that wrote love letters in the sky or penned epic poems that brought grown stallions to tears. It was their love, though, and that made it special to them. I remember he’d carve flowers into every little piece of wood so that even when she was doing housework she’d never lose sight of her passion. His Ma thought it cute and pushed them to get married as soon as possible. Well of course she did, she was the one who’d matched them in the first place. 



There comes a time in everypony’s life when they have to leave the nest. That’s just the way of it, no farm can support more than a generation without collapsing under the weight of hungry mouths. Cotton didn’t get much help leaving, there wasn’t much to spare. So, he took his meagre savings and went to the bank to get himself a loan on a nice plot of land. Perhaps looking back you could say his eyes were bigger than his stomach, but he had to do something, Sweet Pea was expecting. 



The Picker family farm was a little patch of dirt up in the mountains, old logging territory. It was hard, back-breaking work to build a farm up there but Cotton went at it like he always did. Some days he got up two hours before dawn and didn’t go to bed till long after Celestia set the moon. Some days he didn’t get to sleep at all. Didn’t get to see his little filly. The stallion worked, and worked, and worked until his hooves bleed. All to get that patch of dirt running before the stallion from the bank came for his money. 



It didn’t take. 



Funny, how often ponies think farming is the simplest thing in the world. Not like the weather. Not like magic. It ain’t. Old Cotton’s corn never grew. Something to do with the soil I guess. 



Pretty soon the bank came calling. Cotton went down to the town to beg but they didn’t listen. So Cotton double checked his life insurance, walked over to the railroad tracks and waited. 



Ponies tell me it was the wrong choice. 



But you’ve heard my Pappy’s tale. It was never his choice to end his story on the front of that train. 



At what point did Cotton Picker ever get to make a choice? 
      

      
   
      Head Over Your In


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Retirement


      

      
      
         Lyra Heartstrings twisted the jet ski's throttle with her forehoof and banked to port, barely dodging the last crossbow bolt. She was gaining on the motorboat in front of her, but the bad guys weren't making things easy.



"You filthy bastards let go of my wife!" she shouted.



The two earth ponies in the boat looked at one another and nodded. The pilot made a sharp starboard turn as the other dropped the crossbow and picked up Bon Bon's body, firmly bound and gagged.



"The hell is that?" Lyra said when she saw the shiny attachment, and then her heart sank. The boat's anchor was tied to her bonds.



The pony grinned and tossed her overboard. Bon Bon disappeared from sight instantly.



"NO!" screamed Lyra. Without hesitation, she leaped off the ski, took a deep breath, and dove into the warm, tropical waters, aiming for Bon Bon's location.



Lyra opened her eyes and was surprised to learn that saltwater doesn't sting. The water was crystal clear, and she spotted Bon Bon's sinking form. Her body was dropping fast, and she wasn't moving.



It's because she's conserving oxygen, thought Lyra. She's not dead, she's smart. Lyra pinned everything onto that hope and kicked her legs harder, pushing herself toward the ocean floor.



This was supposed to be a vacation, Lyra thought to herself. They weren't even on assignment when the robbery happened, but agents of S.M.I.L.E. are always on duty. She was beginning to rue having been pulled into this line of work by Bon Bon, a.k.a. Special Agent Sweetie Drops. But there isn't anywhere in Equestria she wouldn't follow her best friend, and today she was learning that 'anywhere' apparently included Davy Jones' Locker.



Bon Bon's body hit the bottom of the bay, sending a cloud of silt upwards. Lyra struggled to go faster, but this meant she was running out of oxygen more quickly. She didn't see it as much of a choice. Her eardrums hurt badly from the pressure change.



Lyra reached the sea floor and began propelling herself along the sandy bottom. Bon Bon was only a few meters away from her when the tangleweed caught her legs.



She started to panic as the tangleweed wrapped around all four of her ankles, securing her in place. The more she pulled, the tighter the weed's grip became. Lyra looked over at her wife and saw that she still wasn't moving. She pulled with all her might, and only noticed the lack of oxygen when the crushing sensation gripped her barrel.



Then, the unthinkable happened. Lyra inhaled seawater.



This is the end, she thought. I'm sorry Bon Bon. She closed her eyes and her body hung limp, but then she heard... singing?



"Shoo be doo, shoop shoop a doo..." came the underwater melody. Opening her eyes, she saw what looked like ponies with fins and seahorse tails approaching. Two of them grabbed Bon Bon's body, and another three pulled her free from the weeds. Lyra was somehow able to breathe the seawater. It was a miracle.



The seaponies swam Lyra and Bon Bon into a cavern and slid them up onto a sandbar. Both ponies coughed up lungfuls of seawater and began to breathe normally. Without saying a word, the seaponies left.



Lyra and Bon Bon hugged tight as could be before either of them spoke.



"You made it," said Bon Bon.



Despite the cold and clammy feeling, Lyra continued holding Bon Bon in the tight hug.



"Thank Celestia," said Lyra, then she looked into Bon Bon's eyes, holding her shoulders with her forehooves. "Look, love. I know I said I would, but I just can't do this anymore," said Lyra. "This is the last straw. I want us to retire from S.M.I.L.E."



Bon Bon nodded as Lyra finally relaxed her posture. "That won't be a problem," said Bon Bon.



"I was so scared I'd lost you. I thought you were a goner, Sweetie! Right before the seaponies showed up, I thought I had died," she admitted.



Bon Bon smiled gently, but there was a sadness in her eyes.



"You did," said Bon Bon.
      

      
   
      Reality Shattered


      

      
      
         Reality shattered. The aftershocks flung Lyra Hearstrings clear across the musty, old room like a gorilla discarding a freshly used banana peel. She heard more than felt the impact as her body greeted a nearby bookshelf. 



"Dammit!" she cursed. She rubbed her head, her body protesting as she tried to struggle back onto her hooves. The sharp scent of burning magicka caught her attention, and the sight of a pale, blue-white smoke rising from the nearby tome confirmed her suspicions.



With her hooves back under her, Lyra trotted back over to that damned book. She glared balefully at its blasphemous pages as if to challenge it, to pit her will against the might of an uncaring, unfeeling, inanimate object. Her eyes never left the faded leather or the strangely jagged symbols etched onto its face. If she could burn it, she would.



The mint green unicorn took a deep breath. She'd often found that slow breathing could help to still her otherwise turbulent nerves, and this wasn't the time for her to falter. If only she could have a few more--



The clang of a nearby grandfather clock tore her from the book's pages. She looked around in panic before settling to count the strikes. Her breath hitched as it tolled out the eleventh hour. Not enough time. 



She looked back at the book and the notes that were compiled around them. With a newfound resolve, she dipped her quill into the nearest inkwell and got back to work. Her quill scribbled nearly indecipherable gibberish onto the crinkled, yellow pages she'd uncovered earlier. Splotches of ink formed in places as her writing adopted a manic meter.



Thirty seven tries, thirty seven failures. Still she persisted. Was it some vain hope of hers that drove her forward? Some sort of naive arrogance? She didn't know. Maybe if Princess Twilight were there in her stead, things could be better resolved. Her former classmate was quite the adept mage and had a grasp of the arcane a simple mare like her could only dream of. Still, it was best not to dwell on what could or should have been. She had precious little time left for that.



A quick glance at the grandfather clock told her everything. With only a few moments left, Lyra lifted up the journal and scanned its pages. She made sure that everything was in order before putting the quill back in its inkwell and closing shut the ancient tome she'd been working on for gods only know how long. It wasn't long before the clock rang true.



It's time. 












Lyra Hearstrings groaned as she sat up. Her vision was a bit fuzzy, but she could make out enough to tell that she wasn't where she was supposed to be. Taking a few moments to shake off her drowsiness and stand up, Lyra trotted over to the nearby desk. She noted the old tome lying on it, and the open journal beside it. Taking a seat, the young mare started to read. Her expression quickly shifted from neutral to a frown, then to a panicked stare. She sifted through the pages, quickly making an assessment of everything there. 



A quick look at the clock told her just how much time she had. 



With a quill wrapped up in her telekinetic grip, Lyra went to work. She dove through each page and each line with the gusto of an overzealous priest, taking in every facet she could. With every passing syllable, every unuttered line, she knew that she was running out of time. In her desperation, Lyra came up with a quick plan, a desperate plan. Perhaps it might work this time. 



Sucking in a deep breath, she powered up her horn. If it didn't work, it wouldn't be that big of a deal. She could always try again. 



Reality shattered. 
      

      
   
      The Spell


      

      
      
         Celestia sat on her regal pillow, her wings folded, her posture upright, her head held high like a graceful swan's.  To the average observer, she was as serene as ever.  But to Twilight, something was amiss -- her eyes, perhaps, had a layer of fog behind them, and her smile was faintly strained.



It was also strange that she had called Twilight to her chamber for an impromptu session.



Twilight phlumped on her smaller pillow, waiting, expectant.  "Princess Celestia?" she asked.



"I'm here, my pony."  She looked down, and within her eyes there was a flicker of emotion.  "Do you know why I called you here?"



"Did I do something wrong?"



"No."  She lit her horn, and levitated a scroll from somewhere behind her.  It floated gently through the air and set itself at Twilight's feet.  "I want you to cast this spell."



It was very strange that Celestia had called Twilight in for something as simple as casting a spell, and an insignificant-looking one at that.  Her lips mumbled as she took in the writing, and Celestia waited for her to finish.



She set the scroll down.  "I'm ready!"  She concentrated, crossed her eyes, scrunched her face, and with an eager smile, built up magic within her horn -



And nothing happened.



"Huh?  I guess I cast it wrong."  Twilight looked over the writing, double-checking her work, and once again, she started to cast the spell -



Only for it to fizzle out.



"But - I should be able to cast this.  This should be easy!" she said.  She turned to Celestia, her hooves starting to tremble and a desperate grin crossing her face as they looked each other in the eye.  "I'll try again!  If I try hard enough, it has to work!"



Celestia only watched, with an indifferent gaze, as Twilight failed yet again to cast the spell.



By this time, Twilight was sweating, her hair frizzing and a cheshire-cat grin spread across her face.  "Maybe I made a mistake!  Maybe if I fix my mistake, then I'll be able to cast it!"  She focused in concentration.



It failed again.



And again.



And again.



Until finally, after countless attempts and failures, Twilight broke.



She collapsed to the floor, sobbing softly, muttering something to the cold, unforgiving marble.



And now, Celestia turned to Twilight.  "Twilight, I don't -"



But then Twilight rose with unsteady hooves, sputtering out words even as she choked on her tears.  "But - I'm your student.  You're Princess Celestia!  If I can't pass a simple a test as this, then I'm not worthy of being your student!  In fact, I should be sent back to magic kindergarten!"  And Twilight started crying tears of frustration and hopelessness.



The alicorn moved to comfort her, but suddenly Twilight's horn started glowing, even as she bawled, and a bubble of magic started forming near her.  Celestia stared in fear as the glow got brighter and brighter - not for herself, but for what Twilight may do before she could stop her.



With a pop, Twilight vanished.








With a pomf, Celestia appeared in a room - Twilight's bedroom.  She had been to the house, yes, but never her bedroom, which was decorated with pictures of her heroes.  Her eyes drifted to a picture of her, and they became dimmer.



She waited.







After a few minutes, Twilight had finally calmed down enough for her blubbering to become little, exhausted sobs.  Celestia ventured to speak.  "Twilight?"



"I can't even cast a simple growth spell.  I'm sorry.  I failed."



"And yet you teleported miles away to your bed without being taught.  Congratulations, Twilight.  You passed."



Within the comforters, Twilight froze.  "What?"



"The spell was never meant to work.  I was testing you, Twilight, and I was testing how you would react if faced with an impossible challenge."



Twilight poked her head out of the blankets.  Her face, though tear-stained, was hopeful too.  "So it was a test?"



Celestia nodded.  "And you passed.  I just hope you aren't too mad at me."



Twilight smiled in giddy relief.  "Thank you, Celest - I mean Princess!  I'm sorry I teleported away!"



Celestia smiled too.  "We can work on that."








Twilight looked at her checklist.  Spell 25, it seemed, was the last one to learn for the day.  She smiled nervously at the memories it brought up, and of the lesson she had learned so many years ago.



Spike looked up at her.  "Come on Twilight.  You can do it!"



"Okay.  Here goes."
      

      
   
      Shroud of Absence


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Bygone Griffons of Greatness, Appendix A: King Grizzle


      

      
      
         While this book is primarily concerned with the lineage of the Great Kings of Griffonstone, beginning with King Grover and culminating in the current reign of His Majesty, King Guto, this author would be remiss if she did not devote at least a few words to the ill-fated (and still disputed*) rule of King Grizzle, the Fallen King, First and Last of His Name.  Indeed, in order to fully comprehend the scope of King Grover’s accomplishments, it will be important to understand the origin of the Feuding Warlords era his reign served to bookend, and recent developments may well shed light on that subject in the near future.



Most of what was once known concerning King Grizzle’s rule has been lost to time, as is true of so much from the civilizations that existed in griffon lands prior to the Feuding Warlords era of griffon history.  Still, multiple texts penned during the twilight years of King Grover’s reign** refer to Lonely Peak as the location of the Ebon Aerie, the central hub of King Grizzle’s territory.  With His Majesty’s permission, a joint team of griffon and pony archaeologists was dispatched to a promising site beneath a sundered cliffside on the southerly face of the mountain.  A summary of their current findings follows.



Less than a day into the dig, the team unearthed a layer of blasted basalt and obsidian that was geologically inconsistent with the surrounding layers of rock, a promising start to the excavation.  Digging further, they soon discovered circular black stone foundations (Fig. i), a hallmark of the architecture associated with the Fallen King’s reign.  



Within these ruined buildings were found the charred bones of dozens of griffons, adults and fledglings alike.  Many lay barely a hoofstep from their weapons and armor (Fig. ii, iii), a testament to the swiftness and fury of the attack that devastated the Ebon Aerie.  The nature and locations of the artifacts recovered thus far indicate that King Grizzle and the troops under his command were woefully under-prepared for the doom that fell upon them.



Digging further into the rubble at the base of the cliff, the archaeologists uncovered the half-melted walls of a keep, sizeable even by modern pony standards.  The state of the walls and the comparative lack of artifacts, combined with a thick layer of fine ash present throughout the complex, are horrifying indicators of the heat of the fires that burned within.



At the time of the team’s most recent report, the most exciting find has been the ongoing excavation of a large vault buried within the center of the keep.  The presence of thin sheets of gold fused to the stones themselves, as well as a pair of hoof-sized gemstones half-sunk within a brick a pony’s height from the floor (Fig. iv), are promising signs that this could be the fabled treasure room that was the locus of King Grizzle’s power.  The only artifact recovered from this room, found between a pair of deep trenches gouged into the stone floor, is a single shard of obsidian, crudely carved into a spike (Fig. v).  Speculation abounds as to whether the shard is a fragment of the legendary Black Crown of Grom the Golden, but hopes remain high that more shards will be found.  If so, further artifacts (and, perhaps, relics) of the Fallen King may yet be recovered.








* There are many scholars who purport the story of King Grizzle is merely a myth that griffons use as justification for their former wanton greed and constant infighting, retold to smooth over ruffled feathers over their noble race’s prior misdeeds.  However, this author feels there is now sufficient evidence present within the ruins at Lonely Peak to indicate it is indeed the site of the lost Ebon Aerie, as well as the location of King Grizzle’s final resting place.



** For a transcription of the most complete text of the Legend of King Grizzle (embellishments of the original author included and annotated), see Appendix B.
      

      
   
      Aviary


      

      
      
         Ponyville was invaded by pigeons.



Nopony knew whence they came or why they stopped here. But they had multiplied thousandfold during a single night. Unfortunately, Ponyville had almost no tree where they could nest. So they had roosted on what was available: sills, gables, roofs, rafters, attics…



Everypony loved birds. Robins,  thrushes, swallows, nightingales were the favourites. However, pigeons had a bad habit: they cooed.  They cooed all day and some even at night. While that was (at a pinch)  bearable during the day, Ponyville’s quiet nights had turned into a nightmare for whoever wanted to sleep.



But that was not the biggest problem, as earplugs could help dampen the ruckus. No, the biggest problem was way worse.



Pigeons shat. Outside in the streets, inside the houses. Everywhere. They shat.



In the course of three days, the greenish, gooey splotches dropped by those flying critters had covered most of the town. Everypony set about cleaning the muck. But not only scrubbing it off turned out to be a gruelling challenge, in the end all those efforts amounted to nothing: within hours, the same splotches had returned. 



Each type of pony reacted differently to this new nuisance. While pegasi got away with it easily by flying high enough, unicorns soon took to teleporting from house to house, avoiding the streets. Less fortunate, the earth ponies – well – had no choice but to walk under large umbrellas.



Roseluck fainted when she discovered her flowers “spruced up”. Rarity, after fighting a whole day to protect her most precious attire, locked the boutique up and moved her collection to Manehattan. Applejack retreated into her cellar with her cherished apples. Twilight Sparkle had to cast a cleansing spell each hour to keep her castle clean. Pinkie Pie shut herself in her attic, scaring the birds with her party cannon. Only Fluttershy’s cottage remained inexplicably unspoiled.



Major Mare called an emergency meeting. All assembled in town hall, praying that no bird would make its way inside while the gates were open.



The major asked if anypony had an idea to get rid of the plague.



“I do,” Twilight Sparkle said.



“What is it, Princess?” Major Mare asked.



“An ultrasound amplifier. It will frighten the birds away, while being inaudible to ponies.”



Major Mare nodded. “Sounds good. When will it be ready?”



“Tomorrow morning.”



“Excellent! Let’s do this.”



Everypony in the hall nodded.








The next morning, Twilight, carrying with her a complex contraption, materialised in Town Hall’s square. Right away, she flicked several switches and pulled a couple of levers.



Nothing happened. The birds didn’t flinch.



“It doesn’t work,” Major Mare grunted.



Twilight Sparkle simpered. “Err… Just a minute,” she squeaked. She fumbled with the levers, turned buttons clockwise, counterclockwise, craning every so often to see whether the birds reacted or not.



They did not.



Half an hour of fidgeting later, beat and crestfallen, the alicorn cut the power off and gave up.

 

 


 

“Does anyone have a better idea than Princess Sparkle?” Major Mare grated.

 

Nopony raised a hoof. The silence in the hall was ominous.

 

“Ahem!” a flimsy voice squeaked in the last row.

 

“Fluttershy?” Major Mare blurted. “Yes?”

 

Fluttershy stood up, coughed. “What if… I asked my kestrels to bring around other kestrels and… and they… maybe they could settle in Ponyville for a while. Kestrels feed on pigeons…” 



“Would your kestrels kill all the pigeons?” said Major Mare, recoiling at the prospect of picking up hundreds of strewn carcasses.



“No, no,” Fluttershy spattered. “When they’ll spot the kestrels, the pigeons will flee, as preys confronted to predators do.”



“Any objection?” Major Mare asked. She scanned the crowd, but no one protested. “Then what are we waiting for?” she concluded, slamming a gavel on the lectern.

 

 


 

It took a few hours for Fluttershy’s kestrels to round up others of their kin. Once they were a dozen, they darted from Fluttershy’s cottage to Ponyville. 



The effect was immediate. As soon as they caught a glimpse of the kestrels, the first pigeons took off, and their panicked squeals spread like wildfire. Soon, a flock of thousands of pigeons was flying away, to the cheering of everypony. 

Ten minutes had sufficed to eradicate the pests from Ponyville.

 

Fluttershy was celebrated. Major Mare decorated her, and Pinkie Pie threw a mega-party in her honour. 

 

It was also decided to keep a couple of kestrels in the spire of the town hall, just in case.








Ponyville was invaded by kestrels…
      

      
   
      Burgers Will Make It Better


      

      
      
         Ding-a-ling!



The doorbell rang as Winter walked into the restaurant. The sight of a few red and white checkered tables greeted her, all of them surrounding the diner counter that resided at the front of the restaurant. Nopony sat at either the tables or counter, leaving the establishment oddly quiet, save for the kitchen noises and the Rolling Pones song playing over the radio. The errant smell of fried hay fries drifted through the air, and the fumes made Winter’s stomach grumble. 



The waitress behind the counter looked up as the bell chimed. She was a plump mare, older than most, but not quite at that age where she could be called elderly. Her purple beehive hairdo was only mildly kept, with a few loose hairs flying here and there. Cheap makeup lined her face, with a few missed spots noticeable in the right light, but otherwise indistinguishable from the rest of her pink face.       



“Well, look who it is,” the waitress said in a playful tone. “Little early for dinner, isn’t it?”



“Hello, Middy,” Winter said with a sheepish grin. “Not too busy, are you?” 



“Honey, I know funeral parlors busier than this place. Now go sit yourself down.” 



Winter nodded and made her way over toward a booth on the left side of the joint. As she walked, she noticed how long the restaurant stretched either direction, along with all the sports memorabilia that adorned the walls. Everything from a bat of the Junior Wiffle Ball team to a football helmet of the Cloudsdale Kickers lined the joint, making it seem more like a sports museum than a burger joint. But that was one of the quaint charms of Hay Days, and the charm of the place was the reason Winter always came back. 



As she sat down, Middy soon waddled up to the table, a Pransi firm in hand. She set it down in front of Winter, the bubbles fizzing a little more when the cup landed. 



“There you go, honey,” Middy said. “Little something to pick up your spirits.”



“Huh?” Winter asked.



“Oh honey, don’t you act all surprised. I could read that hangdog expression on your face the moment you came in. Mare doesn’t have a look like that unless she’s been in some mighty trying situation.” 



Winter could only chuckle. “Nothing gets by you, Middy.” 



“Darn straight. I’ll be right back for you in a second.” With that, Middy wandered off back toward the counter, shouting at the cooks to wake up. Winter turned her attention back to the Pransi, sipping the sweet beverage. But the thoughts in her mind were anything but sweet. 



I should have done something, Winter thought. I should’ve told them to stop, or to apologize, or anything! But what did I do? I just laughed with them! At my own student! How can I-



“Alright, honey, what do you want?” Middy interrupted. Winter abruptly turned toward her, surprise still plastered on her face.



“Oh, um… the All-Equestrian Classic,” she managed to get out. She quickly folded up the folder and handed it to Middy like it was dynamite that’d blow her up any second. 



“Now,” Middy began. “Since I’ve asked what you’re eating, I gotta ask what’s eating you.” 



Winter sighed. “It’s...complicated.”



Middy shrugged. “In my experience, things are only as complicated as you make them. Be back soon with your burger.” She wandered off again, this time yelling at the cooks about being sure not to burn this burger this time. Middy returned her gaze back to that empty space across from her. 



Rainbow Crash, Rainbow Crash, Rainbow Crash! The taunts repeated in her head like a record. She hadn’t said them, but she’d allowed them to. 



And she thought back to her giggling at the little filly’s predicament, as she laid there covered in garbage and tears in her eyes. There, at her most vulnerable moment, Winter had laughed along with the ponies she was supposed to be a role model toward. 



Guess they’re better students than I thought, the white-haired pegasus lamented. They’re following their teacher exactly to the letter.



Middy reappeared once more a few minutes later, burger in hoof. 



“There you go, honey. A nice burger will do you some good.” 



 A mirthless chuckle escaped Winter’s lips. 



“We can only hope.”   



With that, she tore into the burger. 
      

      
   
      Not the Time


      

      
      
         “Sooo,” Rainbow Dash said, hovering just short of the tree branches overhead, “you done yet?”



As the apples fell from the tree she’d bucked, Applejack sighed. “Dash, you asked me that twelve times already.”



“So what? I can’t help if you’re slow.” She settled into a tree branch and yawned.



“You think you can do better?”



“AJ, I was born doing better.”



Applejack stopped halfway to the next harvest, tipped her hat back and looked up. “You wanna bet on that?”



Rainbow cocked her head, raised an eyebrow.



“‘Cause I’m thinkin’ you’d like to put your money where your mouth is, Blue Fast.”



“Please.” Rainbow laughed. “That just wouldn’t even be fair. I’d practically be stealing.”



Applejack pressed her lips together and started to walk away. “Yeah, you’re right. Probably take ya half the day just to get started.” She shook her head, smiling to herself under the brim of her hat.



With a rustle of leaves, Dash was up in her face. “Are you calling me lazy?”



“You wanna prove me wrong?”



“Ten bits says you are.”



Applejack chuckled. “Nah; if we’re gonna do this right, we gotta make it sting a little, losin’. Fifty or nothin’.” She stuck out a hoof.



Rainbow took it. “Deal.” She backed off a step, breaking into a grin. “And you are so gonna feel it when you totally lose this one. What’s the plan?”



“Well, now, ain’t that an interestin’ question,” Applejack said, grinning. “I got one thing for ya, and if you can make it through that by—” she glanced up at the sun “—say half past two, those bits are all yours.”







Pouring the slop had been simple enough, even if half the stupid pigs hadn’t noticed it in the trough. As she took the shovel in her teeth and stepped through the gate, Rainbow couldn’t see why AJ had made such a big deal out of this. It wasn’t that bad. Smelly, sure, but not horrible.



As soon as she set hoof in the pen, she figured it out.



If a hundred encourageable young fillies had robbed and jointly devoured Sugarcube Corner, faux-frosting and all, then vomited the mess of painted slate and half-digested graham crackers in the back alley behind Berry Punch’s winery, it would not have equaled one-tenth of the stench that struck her. Rainbow grimaced and marched on through the muck. She only had a short walk from the core of the mess to the wheelbarrow. It would only be a little while before it was over. All she had to do until then was not breathe.



This sounded much easier than it was in practice, she found.



Hooves caked in muck baked under the mid-afternoon sun, she was almost done and fantasizing about the smell of fresh air when she heard the sound she would for a few weeks remember as the Heralding of the End: the squeal of a pig who had just noticed his dinner.



Before she could get out of the way, the only-half-pink monstrosity it came from crashed into her, sending her to the ground and her shovel sailing. She landed in a patch of blessedly clear, earthy dirt, just short of the muck. Her shovel was not so fortunate. She could only look on in horror as the thing twirled through the air for a few short feet before plunging shaftlong into the largest pile yet unscooped with a deeply unsettling thwop.



She stared at the protruding shaft, a sense of impending doom building as she considered her options.



There was only one, really.








The Apple family home stood eerily still as Rainbow and Applejack sat in the dark kitchen alone, curtains drawn. Only the settling of the rafters broke the quiet.



“So, uh, looks like you won the bet, Rainbow.”



Technically, she had finished an hour late, if one counted all the futile retching afterward, but Applejack had decided this was, all things considered, understandable.



Dash stared silently out the window behind and to the left of her head.



If silence had a volume, Applejack was fairly certain this one could have rivaled a Scratch-involved house party in its intensity. She gave a sharp cough and nipped into her saddlebags, spat a 50-bit piece on the table and slid it across. Rainbow made no move.



“So, uh…” Applejack said as she smiled, a sick, weakly thing, “I was gonna offer ya some Apple family fudge after ya finished, but I reckon now ain’t the time, is it?”
      

      
   
      Time


      

      
      
         Minuette nodded to herself. She had really outdone herself this time.



One month ago, in the first week of spring in Canterlot Plaza, Moondancer had asked her to teach her a spell to slow down time. “Can you teach me a spell to, you know, slow down time? Maybe just by a bit? It would really help me in my studies.”



“I could,” said Minuette, “but all the well-known slow-down-time spells are about faster reaction times. I’ll have to come up with something custom, or you’ll just be flipping pages really fast without processing them. And even then, the Consortium of High Magic had tried for centuries to get a proper time-slowing spell, so my spell would only have a minor effect—”



“Oh! You’d do that for me? That’d be fantastic!”



That’s exactly how their conversation went. And Minuette sympathized—there were only so many hours in a day, and you didn’t have amazing scheduling skills like Minuette had, then there were just so many things that you didn’t have time to do. So of course Minuette agreed because they were good friends and that’s what good friends did.



After that, Minuette looked into the old spells and subjects she used in school—basic time manipulation, timesifting, space-time fabric cross-stitching, and so on—and took bits and pieces that she could use for Moondancer’s relativistic time dilation spell. She had sifted through hundreds of dog-eared textbooks was on her way to the Canterlot Archives when she bumped into Moondancer again.



“Minuette! I was just looking for you. How’s progress on the spell?”



“Pretty slow. Turns out there’re some good reasons the Consortium has taken hundreds of years to make a proper slow-down-time spell aside from bureaucracy and budget cuts.” Minuette then said technical details, and Moondancer nodded along.



Moondancer lifted a tome out of her bags. “How about taking a look at this, then? I did a bit of research myself, and it looks like they were halfway through this particular project before their funding got pulled. I think it might be promising.”



“What made them pull funding for it?”



Moondancer flipped through the pages. “I’m not sure—something about temporal instability, I think. But hey, I’m sure the best time unicorn in our class could do something with it. It looks mostly complete.”



Minuette raised an eyebrow. “Mostly?”



“Some steps they detail need to be followed to the letter or else things might go south, but I checked the math and it looks solid. I’d trust it, at least.”



Minuette took the tome.



A week after that, she summoned Moondancer to her home.



“Is it done?”



“A prototype is.” She held out a scroll. “Like you said, the details need to be followed to the letter, but if it is, then maybe...”



“Amazing!” Moondancer snatched it from Minuette’s hooves. “I can’t wait to test this out!”



Minuette reached out as Moondancer’s horn glowed red. “Moondancer, no, wait—”



Minuette looked at Moondancer now, smiling stoically, eyelids were halfway closed. She’d finish blinking when the sun comes up tomorrow, with any luck.



Minuette nodded to herself. She had really outdone herself this time.
      

      
   
      Applejack Tries to Use a Shotgun


      

      
      
         Applejack had been eyeing the shotgun ever since Twilight dropped it off. She didn’t know where Twi had gotten the thing, or how it worked, or what it did, but that never stopped any Apple from doing anything before, dadgummit! Grandpappy himself almost built the entire barn she was sitting in without any help from no one. 



Rest in peace grandpappy, Applejack thought. Somepony shoulda told you about support beams. 



Sighing, Applejack unraveled the note Twilight had left her in some vague attempt to understand the workings of the firearm Twilight had generously donated to her. 



Dear Applejack,



This shotgun should help you get rid of those varmints you’ve been complaining about. I’ve included a diagram and 500-page explanation of how to properly fire, aim, and clean the shotgun. I’ve also taken the liberty to pre-load it with ammunition because you can’t use magic. This should make keeping your fields clean of nasty gophers much easier!



Your friend,



Twilight Sparkle



P.S. Do not under any circumstances tell Fluttershy about this or what you’re doing. 





Applejack flipped through the gargantuan tome Twilight had written before tossing it aside. Twilight was a peach, but the girl had no sense of restraint when it came to writing. Instead, she looked over the diagram, a crudely drawn series of images in comic book style obviously made by Spike. 

	

The first panel had the barrel with a pump drawn on, with an arrow pointed at the pump. “Pull back here.” The second had the trigger, “Pull here.” Lastly, simply the words “BOOM!” with smiley face. 

	

Applejack couldn’t make heads or tails of this claptrap. Spike really needed to work on his art more. She tossed the “diagram” aside as well. She tried to “pull” back on the pump as described, but found that it just wouldn’t budge. She took a moment to consider her next move. 

	

Naturally, the next course of the action was to smack it as hard as possible. She stamped a hoof on top of the barrel as hard as she could. The shotgun rattled off with a deafening “BOOM!” and blew a hole in the side of Applejack’s barn.  

	

“Whoo wee! What was that!?” Applejack exclaimed, excited. She then saw the barn. “Aw, horse-feathers. Sorry grandpappy.“

	

Obviously Spike had no idea what he was talking about. All you had to do was smack it to fire. Why couldn't Twilight just given her a paper that said "Just smack it" instead of some elongated diatribe about the manufacturer's second cousin? 



Applejack took the shotgun outside. She again stomped on the barrel of the gun, but this time from the back. The weight shifting the barrel of the gun upwards as the shotgun discharged with another roaring “BOOM!” 

	

Suddenly, a light blue blur dropped out of the sky and plopped beside Applejack in the mud. Applejack ran to inspect it, hoping that it was just some sort of mutant bird she had shot. 

	

Oh no. 



“Argghhhhh, Applejack what did you do?!” Rainbow Dash yelled.  



“Uh, um, nothing, just uh, testin’ my new shotgun,” Applejack stammered. 



"Your what?"



"It's some dohickey that Twilight gave me for gettin' rid of varmints. I was, uh, just testin' it out. You okay down there, Dash?" 



"Do I look okay?!" Rainbow screeched.



Applejack inched over to see the damage she had inflicted and winced. Ouch. That did not look good. Rainbow was probably gonna have to spend more than a couple days in the Ponyville hospital. 



"Hold on, Rainbow, I'll go fetch Nurse Redheart."



“Applejack whhyyyyyy?!” Rainbow shrieked after her. 





Applejack returned the shotgun to Twilight the next day. Attach to it was a note, "Twilight: Ponies were never meant to use shotguns." 


      

      
   
      Does Anyone Else Have A Sibling They Want to Tell Us About?


      

      
      
         “…and now Zephyr is opening up his very own mane salon in Cloudsdale! Though, uh, he is living with my parents again until he can buy his own place.”



“Well, I’m glad that’s done with,” Twilight said as she leaned back in her throne. A glimmer of sunlight caught her attention, earning an appreciative glance up towards the windows. “You really did do a good job, Spike.”



“Thanks!” The young dragon beamed at Twilight, before glancing around the table at all the filled thrones. “So, uh, you want to tell them all why you called them all here?”



“Oh, right.” Twilight sat up straight. “So, uhm, after Zephyr showed up in town, I realized that I had never really talked to Fluttershy about her brother. I mean, I didn’t even know she had a brother, let alone that he was so…” Twilight rolled her hoof in the air.



“Scared?”



“Lazy?”



“Incapable of doin’ the simplest thing for himself?”



“I was going for… yeah, okay, probably that last one.” Twilight bit her lip. “I mean, I know I kind of surprised all of you when I told you that my brother was the captain of the guard in Canterlot, and marrying a Princess, and uh…” Twilight tapped her hooves together. “What I mean to say is that I know I might be a little hypocritical in saying this, but does anypony else have a sibling they want to tell us about?” Twilight glanced around the table.



“Well, I already knew about Zephyr,” Applejack said, leaning back in her throne. “Fluttershy mentioned him a few times to me in passing. As did Rainbow Dash.”



Rainbow Dash wrinkled her snout. “I can’t believe he thinks I have a crush on him. Seriously.”



“Well, you know how he is,” Fluttershy said, reaching over to pat Rainbow Dash on the shoulder with her hoof.



“Unfortunately,” Rainbow Dash grumbled.



“Girls!” Twilight rapped her hoof on the table. “I think we’re getting a little distracted here.”



“Well, I don’t rightly know what you want us to say, Twilight. I mean, you know my family. You’ve met Big Mac and my sister. Heck, you’ve met almost my whole family, cept’n Aunt and Uncle Orange. Pity they were too busy the last time we were in Manehattan to spend time with us.”



Twilight nodded her head. “Yes. And I know you said you’ve met Pinkie’s sisters?” She tilted her head. “Limestone, Marble, and Maud, right?”



“Yup! And they’re the bestest sisters anypony could ask for!” Pinkie Pie beamed.



“You don’t have any other siblings, right?”



“Nope! Though my cousin Tart might come and visit sometime. I don’t really know her very well, though.” Pinkie Pie smiled apologetically.



Twilight nodded again before turning to Rarity. “You don’t have any brothers or sisters hiding anywhere, do you?”



Rarity shook her head. “Sweetie Belle is quite enough for me, thank you very much. Though I do love her, I’m not sure if I could deal with another brother or sister.”



Twilight bobbed her head and turned to Fluttershy. “And you?”



“Only Zephyr. I’ sorry I didn’t tell you about him before, Twilight. I just… oh, you know, he’s just so hard to talk about. I didn’t want to give you a bad impression of my family.” She hung her head. 



“I can’t really blame you; if my brother was like that, I’d have a hard time talking about him, too.”



“Yeah, Shining Armor’s cool.” Rainbow Dash said, shrugging. “It’s too bad he’s taken. He’s kind of hot.”



“Rainbow!” Applejack said, shaking her head.



“What? It’s true. Though I’m really more for fliers myself.” Rainbow Dash flared her wings.



Twilight coughed loudly. “So, do you have any siblings we don’t know about?”



Rainbow Dash shook her head. “Nope! I’m an only child.”



“It’s kind of obvious,” Applejack said, snorting.



“Hey! What’s that supposed to mean?”



“Nothin’.” Applejack smirked.



“Well, that’s it then. Nopony has any more siblings which will just show up out of the blue.”



Winking Star peeked into the room. “Hey, Twilight! Oh, hey, everypony.”



“Why, speak of the devil. Howdy, Star.” Applejack waved lazily. “We were just talking about all our siblings.”



“Oh. I hope Twilight didn’t say anything too mean about me.”



Rainbow Dash shook her head. “Nah. I mean, everypony knows you; you moved here like, forever ago. It isn’t like we don’t all hang out all the time and stuff.”



“Oh, good.” Twilight’s sister smiled. “So, anypony want to listen to my speech about the meteor shower?”
      

      
   
      Mt. Maud


      

      
      
         “Okay! Um... just... j-just stand still!” Twilight's eye twitched as strands popped out of place in her mane. “Don't move!”



“I'm not.” Maud Pie's monotone response did little to assuage Twilight's near panic. Of course, that likely had something to do with the deadpan earth pony now being nearly as tall as Princess Celestia, when she'd been roughly eye-level with Twilight when she'd entered the castle's throne room.



“Okay, okay...” Twilight nervously pranced her hooves about as she tried to focus, and to ignore the fact Maud had grown several more inches in that short time. “Wh-when did this start?”



“Half an hour ago,” Maud answered as her height settled at half-a-head taller than Celestia, for the time being. “It wasn't this fast back then.”



Twilight gulped, both thankful for this little fact, and nervous for what it meant for the near future. “Wh-what were you doing at the time?”



“I was digging a hole near Ghastly Gorge. There are some interesting rocks there.”



Twilight felt more strands of her mane pop out of place. “Rocks. Right, of course it was rocks.” She clenched her teeth in a horrible facsimile of a smile. “So, rocks did this to you?”



Maud's height jumped up yet more, now she could have stepped over Twilight without the latter needing to duck. “Well, they were glowing.”



“Glowing rocks...” Twilight giggled a bit. “Okay, sure! I believe it!”



Maud just watched the Princess of Friendship twitch as she walked around. “Think you can turn me back? It's going to get hard to identify various rocks.”



“Right!” Twilight, still looking significantly less than stable, turned back to the growing earth pony. “A counterspell should take care of things!” Her horn began to glow and some of her minor insanity seemed to fade away as she put her mind to the task. The glow intensified as she concentrated, making Maud slightly raise one of her eyebrows. Just as shadows began to grow from the horn's light, Twilight let loose with the readied spell.



Maud shifted a bit as the spell hit her. “Huh, that feels odd.”



Twilight grunted, sweat gathering on her brow. “Can't talk right now!” She forced out through clenched teeth as light surrounded Maud. “This should-”



The light suddenly exploded, the spell shattering in the process as Twilight was blasted backward, tumbling tail over teakettle. She only stopped when she hit the far wall. “Ohhh... what just...”



“I don't think it worked.”



Twilight blinked, shaking her head to clear it, and looked back toward Maud. Her eyes shrank to pinpricks when she saw Maud's head brushing the throne room's vaulted ceiling, the rest of her body filling up almost all of the room itself.



Maud shifted, the crystal floors and walls cracking at her body's lightest touch. “Any other ideas?”



Twilight gulped, her horn sparking once as she pulled a scroll and quill out of thin air. “I-I... I'm going to ask Princess Celestia. She'll know what to do!” The floor cracked again as Maud's form expanded once more, the room rapidly getting a lot more claustrophobic. “I hope...”
      

      
   
      The New Head Of Sweet Apple Acres


      

      
      
         From on top of the hill, Applejack could see the three members of her family. Big Macintosh was working the western field, trudging from tree to tree, giving a good kick to collect the apples. At the barn, Apple Bloom was tending to the livestock, currently wandering around the chicken coop, when she was supposed to be making sure it was without defect. Behind her, near the edge of Sweet Apple Acres, Winona loomed over Granny Smith’s grave, just as she had every night since her passing.

	

With a sigh, she pulled her Stetson slightly downward and called out to her faithful dog. It took another call to bring Winona to her. She had to see how Big Mac was doing. Winona hobbled alongside. Along the way, she saw Twilight looking at her from the outer fence. She merely gave Twilight a nod before continuing on her way.

	

She found him With another hard swallow, she spoke. “Hey, Big Mac.”

	

He drearily looked up at her. Not even a nod.

	

“Everything alright?”

	

He glared at her crossly. Not the best choice of words. She hesitated before speaking again.

	

“You need anything?”

	

“Nope.” He bucked harder.

	

“You sure?”

	

“Eeyup.” The next buck cracked the trunk.

	

“Okay,” she said without wavering. “Keep up the good work.” Holding back a sigh, she began walking towards the house.

	

“I’m sorry.”

	

It was soft, but loud enough for her to hear. She immediately turned back and, before he could resume working, placed a hoof on his withers. “Don’t worry about it. It’s hard, but we’ll get through it.”

	

After a lengthy hug, she went off and left big Mac to work. Twilight continued watching her, but she continued on regardless.

	

AJ, why’re you so adamant on doing this by yourself?

	

I just gotta, Twi!

	

You’re in over your head!

	

Getting closer to Apple Bloom showed Applejack what she already knew: she was angry. Her steps were stomps, her inspection was with a scowl, her breaths were snorts. Once Bloom saw her sister, she turned away.

	

“How’s the coop—“

	

“Don’t e-even start!” Apple Bloom began walking the other way.

	

“What’d I do?”

	

“You’re-you’re having m-me out here, l-l-looking at this stupid chicken coop—“ She bucked it, causing it to quake. “F-for no reason at all!” 

	

“That’s not true, sugarcube,” Applejack replied softly. “We need to make sure everything’s up and running. With Granny Smith gone—“

	

“It’s not fair!” Apple Bloom rushed into her. “I-it’s not fair!”

	

She couldn’t say anything. Granny Smith had died of natural causes, it was her time to go. Life had been completely fair. She knew the day would have to come sooner or later.

	

“C-can’t we get somepony else to look at this stuff?” Apple Bloom’s eyes were wide. Winona whimpered in sentiment. “Can’t we just—“

	

“I’m sorry, Apple Bloom.” Applejack wrapped her in the softest hug she could. “We all have to pitch in now, to make sure nothing goes wrong.”

	

A huff. “Something’s already gone wrong.”

	

“Yeah, and we can’t fix that.” Applejack looked her sister square in the eye. “But we need to keep it together, okay? We’re Apples, and we stick together.”

	

She got a teary nod. “Now you go on and get some water. We still have stuff to do.”

	

As Apple Bloom galloped towards the house, she turned to see Big Mac staring at her. Repressing a sigh, she motioned for him to take a break as well.

	

In the distance, she saw Twilight continuing to look at her. She finally let a sigh escape her, a heavy one that caused her entire body to droop. Immediately, she held up a hoof. Twilight stopped flying, and with a coax from Applejack’s bidding hoof, she backed away. She rose, and, making sure Twilight wouldn’t interfere, picked up Big Mac’s baskets and began bucking. The apples went into the nearest barrel, and she continued on to the next tree. Then the next. And the next after.

	

Sweet Apple Acres needed a strong leader. She, Mac and Bloom would eventually have to manage on their own. She had figured it was better to begin early.

	

Was it the best decision? Was she making a mistake? She had no idea. In the distance, Bloom and Mac were hugging each other tightly, with Winona lay next to Mac’s legs. She hadn’t even realized that she was alone. In a single moment, the three looked at her. She smiled, and gave the next tree a powerful buck.
      

      
   
      Soggy Muffins


      

      
      
         "Are you sure you want to do this, Derpy? This doesn't seem like the best way to learn how to swim..." Roseheart, a light pink unicorn filly, watched Derpy cheerfully stretch her gray legs by the side of the lake.



"Well, my cutie mark is a bunch of bubbles, so maybe that means I'm destined to be a great swimmer!" Derpy shook her untidy blonde mane out of her eyes and grinned at her friend.



"Maybe," said Roseheart, still apprehensive about Derpy's plan.



Oblivious to Roseheart's skepticism, Derpy turned toward the water and tested the temperature with a hoof. Shivering slightly, she stepped further into the lake. "Alright, wish me luck!"



Roseheart was tempted to look away, but felt she should probably keep watching to make sure Derpy was safe. If it wasn't for Roseheart, Derpy would've had even more injuries in her young life than she'd already experienced. It pays to have a level-headed friend around when you're as adventurous and clumsy as Derpy.



Derpy continued walking until the water was nearly up to her chin. The water wasn't terribly deep by the standards of a normal pony, but it was deep enough for a filly to start feeling nervous. Well, most fillies. Derpy, on the other hoof, never seemed to be scared of anything.



Excitedly, Derpy looked back at Roseheart, who was still watching from the shore several feet away. Seeing her friend's encouraging smile (and not seeing the concern hiding underneath it), Derpy took a deep breath and propelled herself forward with a leap. Once her hooves left the bottom of the lake, they started moving as if she was trying to run. For a moment, that worked. Derpy opened her mouth to shout something to Roseheart, but water rushed in before any sound came out.



Derpy thrashed her legs and beat her wings furiously in an attempt to get her head back above the surface. She popped up briefly, coughed, and breathed in as much air as she could before her nose went back under the water. Feeling the tremendous terror that generally accompanies drowning, she struggled to get back to the surface. Panic overwhelmed her mind and caused her to use her precious moments above the water to scream rather than to get more air. She was quickly running out of stamina and couldn't manage to kick her way back to the surface this time.








The next thing Derpy saw was the very worried face of Roseheart against the background of the sky. She rolled onto her side and coughed violently, spewing water on the ground. Once the coughing had stopped, she turned back to face Roseheart, whose expression had become one of relief.



"Thank Celestia you're alive!" cried Roseheart. "It took me a few seconds to work up enough magic to lift you out of the water and by the time I got you over here, you weren't breathing anymore!"



"I-" Derpy started to respond, but stopped suddenly and winced. All the coughs had made her throat feel a little hoarse. "Mmph. Thank you."



"Talking probably doesn't feel very good, does it? That's alright, you should go home and rest now anyway. And, uh, maybe ask one of your parents to teach you how to swim instead of trying that again, okay?" Roseheart smiled and helped Derpy to her feet.



Derpy nodded, realizing how exhausted she felt. "Today has been awful," she groaned quietly.



"Well, some good came out of it," said Roseheart. She turned slightly, revealing her brand new stethoscope cutie mark.



Derpy's mood brightened considerably. "I guess not everything went wrong!"
      

      
   
      Twelve Steps in Tartarus


      

      
      
             Tartarus. Stygian abyss within which no sane soul dared tread. Yet, deep within the black pits, far below the spouting magma vents and toxic sulfurous air, a lone shadow crept forth. Slow, unsteady, carefully making their way between rough-hewn onyx walls. Hoofsteps echoed down the central spire, towards a black cave lit within by eerie emerald corpselight torches.



    It was to this cave the figure skulked, wearing but a cloak, only glowing ruby coals to mark its eyes. Slow, measured steps into the flickering interior, wherein shadows danced upon the walls, wherein the low howls of the Wardens turned to echoing thunder to those below.



    The path was a long, winding passage. The traveller made their way deeper, till coming to a closed, wooden door. Simple, unadorned, and quite out of place with the rest. A hand rose upwards, curled into a fist, and rapped thrice upon the wood.



    Knock! Knock! Knock!



    Hinges squealed in protest as the door opened, and a capric head peered forth. “Who dares trespass upon-...Oh. Hello, Tirek. Well, come in, then.”



    Lord Tirek drew back his hood to expose his sunken features. “And well met to you, Grogar of Tambelon. How many more are to come?”



    The old goat pulled the door fully open. A chamber waited, containing within the greatest of evils Equestria had ever known. The Shade of Sombra. The mad Archlich Nok’Toth. The thousand-tentacled deepfisher, Angoliant. The enchantress Lady Katrina, who turned her slitted emerald eyes upon Tirek, and bade him come forth. Above them all loomed the fallen dragon lord Shatterfang the Terrible, betrayer of his people. A half-dozen familiar faces, and one other. One Tirek did not recognize. A writhing mass of deep shadows whose innards flashed in octarine storms, one to rival Shatterfang in size.



    “You are the last to arrive,” said Grogar.



    “You have purrfect timing, Tirek,” lilted Katrina, “For we were just about to begin without you."



    “Not all of us have your grace and speed, Lady Katrina. The Wardens have taken great interest in this region, today, and so I found myself...delayed.”



    “No matter,” came a deep, bass rumble to vibrate the bones themselves. Shatterfang leaned his head downwards, and leered, exposing legions of gleaming fangs. “For we have a newcomer amongst us, today. He shall begin this meeting, and so I call this, the fourteenth Gathering to order.”



    All heads turned towards the shifting shadows, which drew tightly upon themselves. Out slithered a bulbous, dripping, reptilian head, a dozen eyestalks and three drooling mouths dripping acid that hissed as it ate into the stone below.



    “I am Hak’Tak the Ancient, Traveller Between the Void, Devourer of the Just, the Last Dirge, and this is the tale of how I was to consume this world.”








    The unnatural storm gathered about the boiling lake as Hak’Tak dragged his great slimy bulk free of the void between realities. Within a hundred yards of him, all light died away, dragged into his shadows to be devoured as fuel for unnatural magics. This pitiful world would be but a morsel amidst the dozens he had already devoured! The inhabitants were but peaceful creatures and he would relish their screams as he consumed their souls and sucked the marrow from their skeletons! Already, the sky rained blood and -



    Something struck upon the slimy scales of his brow. He turned his terrible gaze downwards, to induce insanity within whatever impudent mortal dared stand against him. There was but one lone, pink, pony who stood there, and stared back.



    “So!” she growled at him. Hak'Tak did not understand! Where was the fear? The maddened begging? The screaming? “So! I bet you think this is an important day for us, don’t you? Well, let me tell you something, mister! Perhaps last time, your arrival was the most significant event in that world’s history. Perhaps the day you crossed their path was the most important day of their life. But for me? It is Tuesday. My name is Pinkie Pie. And you? Because of you, I haven't had time for breakfast!”



    That was the last thing Hak’Tak the Ancient remembered before, for the first time in his ageless aeons of existence, he knew pain.








    “And the next thing I recall, I was here,” he finished. “My name is Hak’Tak the Ancient, and I too have been felled by the Elements of Harmony.”



    “Hi, Hak’Tak the Ancient,” chorused the choir of would-be world-enders, conquerers, and other assorted evils. “Welcome to Archvillains Anonymous.”
      

      
   
      Temporis Viator


      

      
      
         Starlight Glimmer couldn’t find Twilight Sparkle. She had been looking for her the whole morning, but the Princess had vanished. Her bedroom was empty and the clothes untouched, as if she hadn’t slept here. She wasn’t in the library either. That was strange, since Twilight had taken to keeping Starlight informed of her official trips.



Flummoxed, she had asked Spike if Twilight had anything on her agenda that day, but Spike had shrugged and pretended he didn’t know. So Starlight had carried on her quest on her own. In vain.



That is, until she decided to have a look in the basement. The basement was not a forbidden place per se, but Twilight had made it clear she would resent any unbidden trespassing: she considered it a half-private area. So Starlight descended the steps cautiously, if not reluctantly.



She was immediately rewarded. As she set foot on the floor, she heard a faint rattle, not unlike the hammering of a maul on a sheet of metal. Intrigued, she walked on along gloomy corridors, guided by the noise, until she found herself facing a closed door. A sliver of light oozed under it, and the pounding undoubtedly originated from somewhere behind.



She knocked. 



“Twilight?” 



No response. She knocked harder.



“TWILIGHT?” she shouted.



The pounding stopped, replaced by an approaching clop. A latch clanged and the door cracked open, revealing Twilight’s face. Her mane was tousled and her eyes shot with blood. The princess blotted out all the narrow field of view so that, except for vague metallic shapes, Starlight couldn’t make out any object in the room beyond.



“Twilight?” Starlight said. “Are you all right?”



“Err… Yes!” Twilight exclaimed in a semi-maniacal voice. “I’ve been working on a super-important super-secret project. It’s not ready now, but I’ll let you know as soon as it is. Err… That’s it! Thanks for coming! Goodbye for now!” She slammed the door and engaged the latch back, leaving Starlight, more perplexed than ever, alone on the threshold.








Starlight slouched in a deckchair, sipping from a glass of iced tea, basking in the late afternoon sun, when Twilight suddenly materialised in front of her.



"Starlight! Starlight!” she squealed. “Come to see! Quick! Oh, I’m so excited! This is so disruptive!” She didn’t wait for Starlight to answer, caught her in her magic and both teleported away.








The room was cramped. A single bulb set in the ceiling cast a crude, aggressive light all around the place. Blackboards – covered in arcane glyphs and equations – lined the walls. Clenches, hammers, screwdrivers and other tools and items littered the floor. 



But the object in the middle of it was far more intriguing. Propped up on a plinth of marble, a single massive ring, about seven inches in diameter, stood there. Its shape, as far as the eye could judge, was perfectly circular. It was made of a smooth, golden like metal, only slightly whiter, on which the light of the bulb glanced off in iridescent rays. The eye was caught and mesmerised.



“Wow!” Starlight Glimmer exclaimed. “What is it?”



“Have a closer look at it!” answered Twilight, stotting around in Pinkie Pie’s fashion.



Starlight took two steps toward the ring. It looked marvellous, even that close. She brushed the metal: it was as the eye perceived it, smooth and regular, cold under the hoof.



“Can I?” she asked Twilight, gesturing a hoof through the ring.



“Of course, silly!” answered Twilight. “You must walk through it to find out its purpose!”



Starlight gingerly stepped up on the plinth, then tiptoed through the ring.



Nothing happened.



Once she was on the other side, she hopped down, took a step further and turned around. Undoubtedly, the ring was beautiful: an outstanding artwork, a masterpiece of staggering perfection. But outside of this, Starlight failed to grasp its primary function. 



She scratched her forehead in puzzlement. “I don’t understand,” she said.



“What?!” Twilight replied in a half-offended tone. “But it’s so obvious!”



“Beats me!” Starlight shrugged in defeat.



“It’s a machine to travel into the present! Duh!” Twilight concluded.
      

      
   
      I Don't Do Mornings


      

      
      
         As Spike wiped the sleep out his eyes, everything blurry came into focus. With the noonday sun overhead, he shuffled through the kitchen’s warm light. Spike yawned as he plucked a bowl from the cupboard. He yawned a hum as he set the bowl on the table.



“Psst! Spike!” A familiar pony peeked her head through the tablecloth.



Spike raised an eyebrow. “Starlight? What are you do-”



“DON’T make any sudden movements.” She instructed slowly, “Hop under the table- if you want to live.”



Spike chuckled, “Starlight, if this is another one of your spiteful pranks, you’re wastin-”



“Hiya Spike! Top of the mornin’ to ya!” A high-pitched voice greeted behind him.



Spike smiled, turning toward the familiar Alicorn, “oh, thank goodness, Twilight. Star is acting a little w-” 



Without warning, something large and heavy sucker-punched him in the snout, sending him tumbling toward the ground. His head slammed against the edge of the table… and his vision went black.








“HOOO!” Owlowiscious cried in protest as he flew across the room.



“I gotcha!” Starlight caught the hurtling owl and peeked through the cracked binoculars, “looks like we are in over our heads. Literally” 



“What did you do to her?!” Spike duct-taped a colander to his head, minding the wound on the back of his head. 



An ink pot shattered overhead, coating them in black rain. 



“I DON’T KNOW!” Starlight dipped her head, narrowly evading an airborne dictionary. “I was having a quiet breakfast with her, taking careful notes! The next thing I know, I was knocked over the head with a microscope!”



“So it happened when you two were recording yesterday’s experiment?” Spike scratched his chin. “Did Twi have a crazy look in her eye?”



Starlight nodded. “Like the one Pinkie has? Oh yeah.”



“I think I know what set her off…” Spike peeked his head over the table, spotting the Alicorn doing cartwheels in midair. A shell of orbiting books followed her every move, shielding her from the impacts on the walls.

 

“Hey Twi, are you alright?” Spike shouted.



“Eeyuperie! I never felt more alive!” Twilight flung a dozen dictionaries out the valence shell.



Spike flinched as one hit his colander helmet. “Twi, are you in over your head with assignments?”



The Alicorn answered in a singsong voice, “nothing goes over my head! I’d catch it first!”



“Apparently not.” Starlight cradled the Owl in her hooves, shushing his pained ‘hoo’s



Spike flashed a glare at the unicorn. “Have you been messing with time travel magic again?”



“What? Of course not!” Starlight rummaged through a damaged first aid kit. “I Pinkie Promised!”



“Dang it” He snapped his claws. “So, that eliminates Future Twilight.”



“Future what?!”



“Tell you about it later,” Spike waved a dismissive claw. “What about Parasprites? Even pictures of them give her nightmares…”



“You mean those little blobs that eat everything and vomit copies of themselves?” Starlight cocked an eyebrow. “Why in the world would they be here?”



“You got a lot to learn, Starlight.” Spike snatched the nearest set of dictionaries. “Are you sure it wasn’t any of those things?” 



“I’m about as clueless as you are…” 



“Winter Wrap up! Winter Wrap up!” Twilight bounded up and down her book shell, flashing a toothy grin. “Foolish mortals! Knowledge is power!”



Spike threw the dictionary at Twilight, only for it to glance off her ‘Knowledge Shield’. Spike’s second effort proved futile as the smaller dictionary didn’t get past the second shell. He picked up a Styrofoam cup from Sugarcube Corner, about to throw it.



His eyes caught onto the colorful cursive on the label. He examined it closer. “Uh, Starlight…”



“What?” She glared at him, working quickly to nurse Owlowiscious.



“What did you get Twilight for breakfast?”



“Oh, just a bagel with a cup of Cocoa…” Starlight wrapped the owl’s wing in a bandage. “Why?”



“I think you got the wrong order.” Spike pointed to the label.



“Sweet Celestia…” Starlight’s blood drained as she read the ornate pink writing.



~Expresso for Miss Pinkie Pie - Extra caffeine for a hard-working number one mare - made with love~
      

      
   
      One Night Stand


      

      
      
         "No joshing? Y'er a prince?" The mare seemed somewhat intrigued. Not the reaction I expected to get at a dump such as this. Usually, I'd be halfway home by now getting ready to spend a wild night with my catch. This one was making me work for it.



"Definitely." I gave the bartender a sign to bring her another glass of whatever muck she was drinking. Personally, I didn't touch the stuff. Club drinks tasted like piss.



"Cheers to ya, love!" she said. I could smell the alcohol in her breath. Gotta love party mares, always so eager and ready for a good time. The earth ones were the best by far. I remember reading that it was linked to their nature. Unicorns had magic, pegasi had flight, earth ponies had an insatiable sex drive. I was no scholar, but from what I'd seen that much was true. 



I watched as the mare took the glass with her lips and downed it in one go. Niiice! Tonight sure is going to be fun!



"What about you?" I signaled to the bartender to serve her another.



"No bloody princess 'nymore!" She gulped the glass down seconds after it was filled.



"I meant where are you from?" I clarified. If you're a princess, then I'm an alicorn. But colt do you have nice curves... Far better than those scrawny unicorn supermodels. I've no idea what everypony sees in them. Bad in bed as a griffin virgin, and with an attitude to match. At least they weren't as emotional as the pegasi. Take one to bed and she’s got it in her head that you've proposed to her. No amount of fun is worth that, even if I do get to do it two feet above the covers.



"Trottny born an' raised," she replied tapping on the glass with her hoof. Well, don't you like to take the initiative? The problem with those was that they were too much of a hit-or-miss. Some of the best sex I had was with a drill sergeant on leave. A "hello" was all it took for her to get the message. She also had a lot of stamina, for a uni. Pity she got transferred out of Canterlot.



"Leave the bottle," I told the bartender. There was a moment's hesitation, but a few hundred bits quickly made him see things my way. I had invested too much time in this mare to let her go. "Allow me," I levitated the bottle towards her empty glass.



"Be'er no', love." Her hoof pressed against my horn. "Ain't worth messin' a pre'y face like yers."



I stared at her. What had just happened? Nopony had ever done this to me before, not even when drunk, and definitely not after I'd mentioned I was a prince. Why did she react this way? Mares walking off, I could understand. Mares changing their mind about a free drink at a bar like this... that seemed unusual.



"Y'er up for a shag, yea'?" She pushed her empty glass to the side. I nodded. "Same. I wan' 'a enjoy i', no' break ye. No' much fun there, am I righ'?" She slapped her flank against mine. One might say it was her hitting on me. Not that I complained. It was good to try new things. "Wha' they call ya, love?" 



"Blueblood," I smiled, the first real smile I'd had in ages. To think I'd reserve it for a half-drunk mare in a rundown bar. Still, there was something elusive about her, something intriguing.



"I'm Octavia bloody Melody," she said, as if that was supposed to mean something to me. Nice name, though I wouldn't never have taken her for an Octavia. Names like that came with at least two inches of snobbery attached. "Be a love an' wai' a bi' for me. Go'a 'ake a piss."



And there we have it. Another night, another mare. I was already curious to see how this one would do. Better than the last one, hopefully. That one had been a huge disappointment. Just as I was preparing to go, the bartender slammed a six-pack of energy drinks on the counter in front of me.



"I didn't order that." I pointed at the canned sludge with disgust.



"Buddy, you'll need all the help you can get." The bartender gave me a sly smirk. "You've no idea what you've gotten yourself into..."
      

      
   
      Skirmish


      

      
      
         Sun Skimmer stared at the retreating backs of the humans after their hoofshake. Off to his side, a pale cerise unicorn mare said:



“They don’t look very threatening to me.”



Sun Skimmer turned, meeting her gaze. “Yeah, big and lumbering. Noisy. Not scary at all, Sparky.”



Bright Spark chuckled. “That’s right. They’ll be so visible, we’ll nail them when we see them!”



“That’s not what I meant,” Sun Skimmer said, frowning.



His second-in-command patted him on the shoulder.



“Oh, we’ll be fine, Skimmer.”








Sun Skimmer led the loose formation of ponies, his head barely poking through the tops of the trees. His wingpony, Stratus Cloud, darted in lazy swerves amongst the leaves below him. The rest of his team trudged through the underbrush of the forest, earth ponies in advance guard, unicorns in the back. They moved with exaggerated care, mindful of dried leaves and twigs. They didn’t want to alert the enemy, of course.



Their objective was simple: capture the flag. The humans were holed up in a half-crumbled castle, the flag stuck onto the grass of the central courtyard. Their plan was also simple: keep the castle to their left and sneak all the way to the back. The thicket on the far side of the castle was too dense for a human but perfect for the smaller ponies. This gave them cover all the way to the convenient backdoor of the castle, which in the usual case, an escape route for the defenders. But now, it was their way in.



Sun Skimmer and Stratus would provide covering fire with their crossbows while the earth pony twins, Cauliflower and Broccoli, charged in, spears raised. They would be supported by the shields of Bright Spark and Lily Vane. All-in-all, it was a decent plan, Skimmer thought. Now if only he knew what the humans were up to. There had been no sign of them at all.








Bright Spark kept her head on a swivel, her eyes scanning the trees in her sector. For the umpteenth, she let out a soft sigh. For the past twenty minutes, there had been not a lick of sight, sound and smell of the humans. Maybe they were all cooped up in the castle, just waiting for them to come in. If Bright Spark had one of those super repeating crossbows the humans kept bragging about, she would do that.



A yawn threatened to split her face open but she bit down on it, squeezing a couple of tears out of her eyes. Their plan was going along smoothly, judging by the lack of humans. Silly humans, leaving their backs uncovered! Victory was virtually guaranteed if this kept up.



“We are coming up on Checkpoint Bauble. Turn left,” Skimmer’s voice floated down.



Cauliflower and Broccoli swiveled on their hooves, facing towards the thicket. Just as Bright Spark prepared to do the same, there was a staccato of splatters and a scream from Lily Vane. Bright Spark’s heart leapt into her throat. Honed by countless engagements, her horn lit at once and shields sprang into existence around Cauliflower and herself.



Sparing a glance at Lily, whose red, green and orange splattered body lay two feet from her, she swallowed a mouthful of spit into her suddenly dry throat. Another staccato of splatters rang out and Broccoli toppled, his cloth tipped spear clattering onto the ground.



No…



“Target, front left, fifty yards!” Stratus’ voice boomed.



Bright Spark heard the twip of the crossbow bolt and the quiet puff of the powder charge of its impact. She stood rooted to the ground, uncomprehending what had just happened. The human had been right in the middle of her sector and she never saw him.



But how…



“Sparky, move!”



Her legs pumped, pushing her in the direction of the thicket. The humans wouldn’t find her there. Her heart now threatened to burst out of her chest. Her world a cacophony of erratic wingbeats and thudding of her heart.



A pressure built behind her horn, consequence of holding her spell for so long but she dared not lower the shield. Lest another burst of splatters ended up on Cauliflower or her.



“Target, front, thirty yar—” A burst of splatters cut him off.



“Oh, ponyfeathers! Stratus!” Skimmer’s voice rang out.



Then another splatter.



“Sunny, no!”



Bright Spark scarcely registered it as her voice. And then her vision filled with an explosion of yellow.



And all she heard was the umpire’s whistle, declaring the round over.
      

      
   
      Testing the Limits


      

      
      
         	“Wait, what?”

	Rainbow Dash couldn't believe it. As she held the sheets of paper in her trembling hooves and began to skim the questions, she could feel her mind implode.

	“Is there a problem, newbie?”

	“Um, no ma'am. Just excited to finally start my entrance exam.”

	There was no way she could let Spitfire down. She would have to pass the exam. Problem was, the questions printed on the form before her seemed completely foreign. Her friends had done their best to prepare her, but now it all seemed futile. In hindsight, maybe she should have spent more than a single flight studying. Not that it mattered anymore. Biting her lip, she looked over the exam once more, hoping she had simply misunderstood the questions. This was not the case. It was clear now that her friends had taught her the basics of Wonderbolts history, nothing more.



	“Now that everypony is here, the exam will officially begin. You will be graded on your responses by both how accurate your answer is, but also by creativity. Here in the Wonderbolts, thinking outside the box is a necessity. Now get ready, your exam starts... now.”



	And with that, Spitfire started their timer. Rainbow began to panic. Several minutes had passed, and she had only answered the most basic questions. Suddenly, her eyes widened. If she couldn't get any points for accuracy, she could at least try to pass with creativity.



	Almost an hour later, Spitfire was retrieving the completed forms. As she approached Rainbow, the blue pony couldn't help but allow a smirk to spread across her face.

	“What's so funny, Dash?”

	“Nothing,” Rainbow replied, perhaps a bit too quickly. Spitfire narrowed her eyes for a moment, yet still continued to the next pony as if nothing happened. Maybe it would actually work, thought Rainbow Dash.



	“What the actual fuck.”

	Then again, maybe it wouldn't. A day had passed since the exam, and Rainbow had been called to Spitfire's office for her results.

	“Dash, I thought you were better than this.”

	“But it was creative, wasn't it?”

	“I can't even tell if you're serious.”

	“What, you don't want me to use my creativity?”

	At this, Spitfire planted her right hoof in her face, seeming deeply disappointed. Rainbow began to feel a bit worried, but pressed on anyway. After a deep, frustrated sigh, Spitfire finally spoke.

	“Okay, let's go over your answers. Question five. 'In what political issue was Commander Easy Glider a major influence?' Do you remember your answer?"

        "Nope, but I bet it was really creative."

        "Dash, you didn't even answer our question. You instead posed your own question, inquiring how great Rainbow Dash is at everything. On a scale of one to ten."

       "Oh yeah, guess what my answer was."

       "Get out."
      

      
   
      Everypony is Sad


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      The Game


      

      
      
         Twilight stared. Discord stared back. Derpy stared nowhere in particular.



"You know," Discord twirled his beard, "this reminds me of the time I conquered Equestria. The odds were stacked against me. Celestia had just found her magic jewelry collection and—"



"Your tricks won't work, Discord!" Twilight deadpanned. "I have spent months analyzing your behaviour. I've read everything written about you! The Starswirl chronicles, the Platinum scrolls, even Princess Celestia's personal diary."



Gasps filled the room. Seventy-five percent of all eyes focused on Twilight. How could you read somepony's diary?! They accused her silently. You need serious help. Have you considered therapy? Science can do wonders nowadays.



"I-I-it was just this one time!" Twilight stammered. "The Princess would understand. It was for a noble cause! You see that, right? Right?" She looked about in search of support.



"Does your future wife know about this obsession you have?" Discord grinned. It was just like him to exploit every weakness. "What would Rarity think if she were to find out she was marrying a mare who read others’ diaries?"



"It was just one diary, okay?!" Twilight's face turned red as a radish. "And if you whisper a word of this, I'll turn you to stone and I'll tell Celestia you read through it as well!" Time to turn the tables.



"Hey, it was only for research purposes!" The draconequus literally shrunk in size. "Besides, it was for the good of all Equestria! Not something a startup princess such as you would understand!"



"Err, maybe we should stop?" Derpy suggested cautiously. "I have to get Jumpy from kindergar—"



"It's not even five o'clock!" Twilight's snapped, cutting her off. Sorry, Derpy, but Discord has to be put in his place. "I understand far more than you think, you so-called god of chaos! Next you'll suggest we up the stakes."



"Well, if you are so convinced, why don't we up the—" Discord stopped. Like a foal caught stealing from the cookie jar, he frowned, pouted, then curled up in his chair. Nice try, but I know it's an act. Twilight narrowed her eyes. The information she had painstakingly gathered was paying off. Next he would try to create a diversion. "Derpy, I was wondering if I could ask for a tinsy-winsy favour?" Discord smiled widely.



"Glass of water?" Derpy offered, reaching for the mug of water on the table.



"Err, not this time." The draconequus waved a paw dismissively. "A glass of lemons with a touch of lightning," he said to Derpy's surprise. Still, the good host the pegasus was, she dashed into the kitchen to indulge him.



Twilight felt her wings tense up. This was it. The moment of truth. She knew Discord was about to cheat. Actually, she had conditioned him to do so. All her taunts, all the innocent remarks, long before they even entered Derpy's house had been for that precise purpose. Just go for it and see what happens.



"Here you go!" Derpy flew back from the kitchen with a glass of lightning bolts. "I used up all the lemons for muffins, sorry." She smiled sheepishly, as she handed the "drink" to Discord.



"Enough!" Twilight stood up, knocking her chair down in the process. "We end this now!"



"I couldn't have said it better myself," Discord smiled, then swallowed the glass of lightning bolts. "Three Wonderbolts." He put the cards confidently on the table.



"Ha! Three Princesses!" Twilight shouted victorious. "Who's number one now?"



"Celestial flush," Derpy announced happily, adding her cards to the rest. "I win."



"No!" Twilight gaped in horror. "But, but my research... I analyzed everything..."



"Guess you two will babysit Jumper this week again. Talking about Jumper..." Derpy glanced at the clock on the wall. "Must rush! Please clean up for me!" She dashed out of the room.



"Oh well, we were warned." Discord shrugged, patting the still traumatized Twilight on the shoulder. "We'll have to do better next time. You and Rares okay taking the first half of the week? I have this chaos tournament Monday."



"I even stole my mentor's diary," Twilight wept. "Celestia is going to kill me. Rarity is going to kill me! And I guaranteed I'd win this time."



"Hey, look on the bright side." Discord snapped his fingers. The cards stood up and started marching to the center of the table. "I mentioned our poker nights to Celestia and she said she'd come next time."



"Princess Celestia will be joining?" Twilight's eyes grew wide. Derpy will break her like a kitkat...
      

      
   
      A Year In Review


      

      
      
         Your 2015 Horoscope




Wipe off your hooves, preen those wings, and ready your horn because it’s out with the old and in with the new! 2015 is now upon us, and for you, Moonshine, life is definitely going to start out a little rocky. It may be that you have a new job or possibly you’ve relocated to a new city. Are you surrounded by the new, extraordinary, foreign, or strange? It's okay to be scared or show a little disappointment, but don’t be afraid to ask for some friendly faces to help familiarize you with the unfamiliar. 



Watch for signs from above as Luna’s skies coordinate a meteor shower with Circinus. It may be an indication that a voyage is in the works. Though you deserve some much-needed R&R after a tumultuous end to 2014, stay fit and careful as this vacation will probably be more trouble than you expected. It may or may not have to do with your current plans, so don’t cross your hooves if you anticipate some fun-in-the-sun Haywaii but find yourself somewhere off the deep end instead. Always keep in mind to stay fresh with the locals, but don’t leave too deep a mark. Remember, when in Roam do as the Roamans!



Career-wise, if you may have been at a standstill or felt a little lost during the past year, you’ll see that your hard work is finally paying off. Maybe you’re not quite off the runway yet, but just having your hooves off the ground is a great start. But now has to be the time for action! You finally understand your place in life, so try not to over think things, but definitely don’t be so nonchalant about problems either. It’s best to keep your head in the game - nothing that a little, nitty gritty studying can’t solve - but be sure to ask advice from others too. Two ponies are always better than one. An outside perspective is always helpful, even if you don’t initially agree with them. 



Your relationships are as festive as ever for you, Moonshine. But watch out in July as a dark riff passes the Milky Way and causes turmoil to many friendships around you. Perhaps you have friend or friends who need you now more than other. Or someone from your past will meet with you again. Maybe a reunion is stirring. But don’t look for Cupid’s arrow as his plans are probably to pass over you this year. Still, that’s no cause for melancholy as Ara’s beams are still in your midst. Is that wedding bells I’m hearing? Or the sound of somepony’s new addition? Maybe love isn’t in your forecast, but you’ll still have plenty of time for partying!



As you reach the end of the 2015 respite still tangos away from you. If you did a bad job of burning your bridges this year, you’ll have to face the repercussions sooner or later. It won’t be a trot in the park, so don’t muddy things up a second time!




Twilight put down the newspaper. "Rarity, you know I don’t believe in these things."



"I know, darling, but isn’t it alluring just to see what's in store for you?" 



Massive doors creaked opened behind them, Rainbow Dash bursting in with her trademark speed. "There you two are. Come on. Everyone's here. And let's go check out that throne room again! I wanna sit on my awesome seat!"



The two mares nodded. Without another word, they stood up and followed her, leaving the newspaper forgotten on the table behind them. 
      

      
   
      Over Their Heads (Apple Farm)


      

      
      
         Over Their Heads (Apple Farm)

The Afraid



I never knew

I never knew I could feel this way about fruit

That these new desires could suddenly take root

To change me so that all I need now are apples

But that's how it's gonna be

I want to spend the rest of my life in these trees

I used to always run away, but soon I’ll see

My friends, and what they think when they find me



And no pony knows that I'm

Over their heads

Over their heads

With eight apples left on this fruit tree

They’re on my mind

They’re on my mind



I know I’m strange

And when Applejack sees me she will be enraged

And what will the others think of my change?

But I hope that someday we’ll all just get along

But that's no regard

Suck another dry, and then discard

‘Cuz now I am the monster of the apple farm

Hanging above as I take apples to eat



Now they all will know that I'm

Over their heads

Over their heads

With eight apples left on this fruit tree

They’re on my mind

They’re on my mind



Everyone knows that I'm

Over their heads

Over their heads

With eight apples left on this fruit tree

I’m on their minds

I’m on their minds



And suddenly all they care about is my past

But who I used to be did not last

I'm losing them, and it's effortless

They lure me back for our final showdown

I’m brought to the ground

Never thought that they would want to take me down

I won't change myself back till they stake me themselves



And everyone wants to get

Inside my head

Inside my head

With friends keeping me from the apples

They’re on my mind

They’re on my mind



The only thing

That’s on my mind

And now I know I’m in

Over my head

They’re inside of my head

They’re inside of my



Everyone knows what is

Inside my head

Inside my head

With eight seconds left, I’m out of time

What’s on my mind?

What’s on my mind?








The band put down their instruments.



“Fluttershy, what did we just play?” Rainbow Dash asked as she stared at her friend.



“It was, um, a song I wrote.”



“Yeah, I got that. But where did it come from? Why’s it so weird?”



“Be nice, Rainbow,” Applejack said reproachfully.



“It’s okay,” Fluttershy replied. “I know it’s a bit strange, but it just sort of came to me.”



“Well, it did trigger our magical transformations,” Rarity added as she examined her lengthened hair, “so I think it’s perfectly fine.”



“What about this ‘The Afraid’ bit?” Rainbow said as she held up her sheet music. “You girls aren’t trying to change the band’s name on me, are you?”



“No, Rainbow, we’re not.” Sunset answered with an eye roll. “I’m sure Fluttershy just used a pseudonym because she felt a bit nervous about putting her name on it.” Fluttershy timidly nodded her head in agreement.



“It sounds like the right name for a band that’s going to play that song to me!” Pinkie exclaimed. “But don’t worry, Dashie. We’ll always be the Rainbooms! Or maybe we could combine the two and become the ‘Afraid Rainbooms!’ Or maybe the ‘Afraidbooms.’ Or maybe—”



“Anyway,” Rainbow interrupted, “we can keep the song if you girls want to. It will just take some getting used to. In the meantime, let’s finish up with ‘Awesome As I Wanna Be.’”



“One, two, three, four!”
      

      
   
      A Most Dastardly Foe


      

      
      
         Princess Celestia. She Who Brought Forth the Light. 1,000-year ruler of Equestria, and one of the most powerful creatures in the known world. Her feats were legendary, her magic unparalleled, her word law.



And this morning, she sat across from the greatest foe she’d ever known. Never before had her wits been so challenged. To think, this morning her only desire had been to have a light breakfast and relax. Nothing amazed her quite so much as the swiftness with which disaster might strike.



For that was what she faced today: disaster beyond imagining.



She licked her lips in anticipation and narrowed her eyes at her smiling foe. Oh, the foul creature feigned innocence well enough, but Celestia could feel the waves of guilty pleasure radiating from her. She would need all her cunning, every scrap of information regarding her opponent to win this round.



Magic was out of the question. Her foe was practically her equal and the potential for collateral damage was too high. This required discretion, for if word got out the press would be her enemy’s greatest weapon. No guards, then. Or any outside help, for that matter. And Celestia wasn’t so ignorant as to believe she could match her rival through mere physical combat. The very idea was laughable.



Words. Words would win this battle. Words and subtlety.



She began with small talk. Many an unprepared diplomat skipped this part, failing to recognize the vast importance of it. It brought the risk of ease, and allowed one to size up an opponent. Through such casual conversation as the pleasantness of the morning, Celestia could gauge her foe's skill in the arena of debate.



The pony sitting across from her took up the conversation without missing a beat. Hesitation indicated weakness, so this was unfortunate. Of course, the easy response could signify an ignorance towards the nature of things, but Celestia had no intention of underestimating the danger set before her.



Tea. Tea had helped her solve wars in the past, surely it could help with this. She took a dainty sip, then dared to bring up the truth of the matter. Nothing direct, of course. Just enough to observe a reaction.



Said reaction was nothing short of perfect. So perfect, Celestia had to take a longer sip to buy time. Letting her anger show wouldn’t do at this critical juncture. How could her opponent brush by the topic without even the slightest tell? It was like talking to a filly who didn’t realize she was killing her pet frog! Except in this case, Celestia felt like the frog.



Oh no, she was going for it. Celestia bit her lip, mind working frantically. This was all going far too quickly. If she didn’t react soon, and properly, all would be lost in a matter of seconds! Was this pony so cunning, so vicious as to rip her hope out from under her without giving it a chance to ignite?



Panic coursed through her mind. In her hurry to turn the tide of battle, she blurted something out. It was an offering, a gift, a sacrifice, but if it prevented this failure, then…



It was over. Celestia sagged, tears welling in her eyes as she witnessed the totality of her defeat. She would have no choice but slink to her throne and entertain the public, pretending that nothing was wrong. They’d all stare at her, grinning and happy and ignorant of the tragedy of this dour morning. Oh, how could they ever understand her pain?



Her foe stood, bade her good morning and turned away from the table. Just before departing the site of her victory, the villain turned back to her.



“Oh, I’m so sorry, Celestia.” Luna’s lips quirked into the smallest of smiles. “Was that the last slice of cake?”
      

      
   
      Who She Really Is


      

      
      
         The alarms went off early on Sunday morning. Five thirty two am, to be exact. The constant, ear-splitting drone they sent out roused Twilight Sparkle from her slumber, and she awoke with a start.



After tumbling out of bed, she stood up, grunted in annoyance, and looked outside. Earth ponies, unicorns, and pegasi flailed around Ponyville in complete terror. Panic spread as ponies began to hear the sirens. 



Twilight rolled her eyes at this. She'd bet half of them didn't even know what the emergency was, if there was one. The alarms had been going on at least once a week, and the same thing happened every time. It was always a false alarm, and Twilight didn't expect this one to be any different. 



Casually, she slid away from the window and used her magic to make her bed. She then quickly straightened her mane and trotted outside. She liked to be the one to inform everypony that they were overreacting. 



But as soon as Twilight began to open her mouth to talk, she saw that the alarms weren't malfunctioning. In front of her, changelings swarmed the streets of Ponyville, terrorizing everypony in their path. Her eyes widening, Twilight darted back inside and shut the door. This had not been on her schedule of things to do today. 



My Little Pony theme song break...








Twilight heard a frantic knock on her door. Cautiously, she opened the door. She didn't know what to expect. A changeling? Some pony wanting a place to hide? Some-



It was just her friends. Pinkie Pie, Applejack, Rainbow Dash, and Rarity stood at the door. But could she trust it was really them? Changelings can take the form of anypony...



"Don't even think about it, Twi," Applejack said, catching her friend's glance. "We ain't changelings. Let us in, please."



Twilight giggled a little despite the situation and opened the door wider to let the girls in, slamming it behind them. 



"Jeez, chill, Twilight," Rainbow laughed. Twilight glared her way, which shut her up.



"Anyway, we were wonderin' if you knew anythin' about why them changeling things are back," Applejack explained. "And how. Didn't we blast 'em far away somewhere? Or, your brother 'n Cadence did, anyway."



"We did. I just now realized the changelings were back. I haven't gotten a chance to find anything out," Twilight said. She paused, then looked confused for a moment. "Hey, have any of you seen Fluttershy?"



"Now that you mention it, no," Rarity commented. "She didn't come with us because we couldn't find her at her cottage."



"We left her a note on her door," Rainbow added. 



Just at that moment, the door burst open. "Sorry I'm late, guys. I was busy with Angel," Fluttershy said in her usual soft voice. Everyone stared at her. 



"Silly Flutters!" Pinkie giggled. "You weren't at your cottage! How could you be with Angel?"



"Oh, um, I..." Fluttershy stuttered. "That's because I was...looking for him in the Everfree forest."



She got plenty of odd looks until Twilight finally said, "Alright, then." They continued to talk about the situation.








Fluttershy snuck into the throne room of Twilight's castle while the others got a snack. She gently closed the door so nopony would hear her or see her. After that, she revealed her secret. Fluttershy was a changeling. She transformed into her holy, black, bug-eyed form and began to open a window. 



The door creaked open. "Flutter-!" Twilight stopped mid sentence at what she saw. "What?! How did she trick me?! I let a changeling into my castle!"



"Wait, Twilight! I-it's not what you think!" The changeling shifted back into Fluttershy.



"What is it then?"



Fluttershy glanced out the open window, then looked back to Twilight. She sighed. "Look, Twilight. There's something I never told you. I'm actually a changeling."



"What are you talking about?"



"I have been all along. I found that the life of a changeling was terrible and I moved to Ponyville, took on a new identity, and ended up where I am now."



"Wait a minute. So I've been friends with a changeling this entire time? But...why? How?"



Fluttershy sighed once again. "I'm sorry, Twilight. But I have to go now." Tears sprung to her eyes as she changed back into a changeling and flew out the window, leaving Twilight confused in the throne room. 
      

      
   