
      Childhood's End


      

      
      
         Firecracker woke from the best dream of his life just as the first rays of the morning sun filled his bedroom with a warm rose glow.



His parents would be by soon to wake him for school. But for now he lay beneath the sheets, staring up at the ceiling. The memory of the dream burned like a fuse in his brain. His blood sang with adrenaline. Sweat soaked his mane and coat, and his wings trembled, the primaries vibrating like strings. 



He remembered flying, and fear, and joy. Something like victory swelled his heart, and…



And…



And that was it. Even as he struggled to hold the dream in his mind’s eye, it evaporated like snowflakes in the desert. The last scraps drifted away, sliding out of his grasp, until all he had left were pale shadows of thought, and soon the morning sun washed those away as well.



Weird. He leaned his head back on the pillow, wondering if it was worth closing his eyes, or if he should just get up and—



“Firecracker!”  Honeysuckle stuck her head through the door. Half her mane was still in curlers, and she struggled with them as she spoke. “Breakfast is almost ready. Bring your sister down.”



That settled it, then. He waved a hoof in acknowledgement and rolled out of bed, shook his wings, then spent a minute nipping a few errant feathers back into position. When everything felt right, he half-trotted, half-flew down the hallway to his sister’s room.



Mireille was still sound asleep in her nest-bed. It wasn’t a real nest, of course – what appeared to be twigs and branches were rolled foam in the shape of a large, gentle bowl. Their parents had bought it to replace her crib, and she’d fallen in love with it at first sight. Soon she’d be too big for it, and Firecracker supposed they’d need to find a big-filly version, or she’d have to graduate to a real bed. 



“Mir.” He nosed the center of his adopted sister’s back between her wings. “Wake up. Breakfast.”



She grumbled something and scooted away, pulling the sheets around her like a cocoon. Only her beak and the fuzzy brown tip of her lion’s tail remained.



“Up.”



Her head shook beneath the blanket. “Nooo.”



He climbed up into the nest, straddling her swaddled form with his legs. “Tickle.”



That woke her up. Her limbs and wings struggled beneath the sheets, and she tried to spin in place, but he had her effectively pinned. “No, no! No tickle!”



“Here comes the tickle monster!” He lifted one hoof and slowly pressed it into the sheets, about where he guessed her belly was. “Tickle tickle tickle!”



He must’ve been on target, because as soon as his hoof touched something soft and began wriggling, she exploded with squawking, shrieking laughter. She thrashed beneath the sheets, slowly loosening them until at last her talons had room to emerge and swipe at his leg.



Mistake! Firecracker batted her hand away and dove in with his lips, blowing a fierce raspberry on her exposed belly just below the line between her feathers and fur. Her shrieks became howls, and she tugged at his mane in a vain effort to escape.



Finally, he relented and stood, pulling away the last of the sheets with his teeth and revealing a panting, disheveled griffon cub. Mireille scowled up at him and snapped her beak.



“Meanie!”



“That’s me,” he said. “Now, breakfast?”



She grunted and squirmed out from beneath him, which Firecracker took to be her surrender. He hopped out of the nest and was halfway to the door when her sudden shout stopped him.



“Mark!”



“Huh?” He stopped and turned back to her.



Mireille was leaning on the edge of the nest, her eyes wide, pointing at him with a talon. “Cutie mark!”



Puzzled, he twisted and glanced at his flank. She knew what cutie marks were, of course, but she also knew well and good that he didn’t have one—



He froze. An ice water shock poured down his back. His hind legs buckled, and he half-slumped to the ground. There, standing proudly on his russet-red coat, was the image of a book superimposed upon a white heart.



He stared at it, lost to the world. It wasn’t until Mireille trundled over and touched his mark that the spell broke.



His shouts were loud enough to draw both their parents, to see what all the fuss was about.









“Oh, my little colt! All grown up!” Honeysuckle gave him another squeeze and dug her muzzle into his mane again.



It was at least the fifth time his mother had said those same words in the past two minutes, and he still hadn’t escaped her embrace. Something warm and wet tickled his ear, and he flicked away her tears.



Mireille wasn’t old enough to understand all the intricacies of cutie marks and obtaining them, but Firecracker’s joy and their parents’ pride were overwhelming and contagious, and so she zipped around the room in a ball of wings and fur and claws and giddy excitement, squawking “Cutie mark!” at the top of her lungs every time she collided with a wall or somepony’s legs.



Eventually Windlass picked her up and set her on his back to cool down. Mireille’s talons gripped their father’s mane tight, and her little chest worked like a bellows. Her fierce beak, which was actually much softer and more pliable than it seemed, gaped at everypony in an endless smile.



“You’re smothering him, Honey,” Windlass said, but he was beaming too. “Let him speak.”



“Cutie mark!” Mireille added.



“Oh, you’re right.” Honeysuckle gave him another squeeze, hard enough to force the breath from his lungs, then set him down. “Breakfast is getting cool, too. You can tell us all about it downstairs!”



They repaired to the kitchen, where cooling bowls of oatmeal were laid out on the table for Firecracker and his sister. He squirmed away from Honeysuckle, who was already reaching for him again, and hopped up on the seat. Across the table, Mireille scrambled up her higher, claw-marked chair, grabbed a spoon, and attacked her oatmeal like she’d hunted it down herself.



“Now, then,” Windlass said. He floated a bottle of milk out of the icebox over to the table, and poured them both a generous cup. “We heard the shouting, but what happened?”



“How did you get it?” Honeysuckle asked. She sat to his left and leaned over the table. There were still a few curlers hiding in her mane, apparently forgotten in the excitement.



Firecracker licked a smear of oatmeal off his muzzle. “I went to get Mireille and—”



“Cutie mark!” Mireille slapped the table, rattling the plates.



“—and she didn’t want to get up so I had to tickle her a bit, and then she got up and that’s when we noticed it!” He paused to recall the moment, and frowned.



Wasn’t there supposed to be a bright light when you got your cutie mark? When Grasshopper got her cutie mark at recess a few weeks ago, her whole body glowed and sparks went everywhere and then she had that butterfly on her flank. Everypony on the playground saw it and started cheering.



He glanced back at his mark. Yep, still there. He scratched at it with the tip of his hoof, half-expecting it to flake away like paint, but the individual strands in his coat glistened perfectly with their new colors, all the way down to his skin. It was as real as any cutie mark he’d ever seen.



“I don’t think I got it with her, though,” he said. “I think… I think I got it before, in a dream.”



That got them. His parents stared at him, then at each other, then back at him.



“A dream?” Honeysuckle asked. “Is that even possible?”



Windlass scratched his chin with his hoof. “It’s magic. Supposedly you can get a cutie mark from just about anything, if it’s part of what makes you special.”



His parents turned him him again. Specifically, to his cutie mark, the book-and-heart mark that had unexpectedly arrived to shape the rest of his life.



“So, what was the dream about?” Honeysuckle said.



“Well, I was…” Firecracker closed his eyes, straining to grasp at the memory. His wings fluttered as something like flying crossed his mind. “And then…”



He opened his eyes. His parents were leaning forward over the table toward him. Even Mireille had fallen silent, apparently grasping the importance of the moment.



“You know, uh…” He scratched the back of his neck. “I really don’t remember.”








That had put a damper on their celebration, but only just. After a moment of silence his parents started to chuckle, then guffaw, and finally laugh so hard they tipped out of their chairs. That got Mireille laughing, and eventually Firecracker couldn’t help but see the humor in it himself, and he smiled as well.



But still. Even as his mother wrapped him up in another hug, his mind returned to that forgotten dream. It was less than an hour old, but nothing remained except the faint impression of the wind tugging at his wings, and his mane blowing behind him. That and his new cutie mark, of course.



“Well, it must’ve been some dream,” Windlass said. “I’m sure you’ll remember it, though. Or just dream it again.”



“Oh, we’ll have to start planning your cutecenera!” Honeysuckle gave him another squeeze, forcing a squeak from her son. Sometimes he wondered if she was part boa constrictor.



Firecracker struggled to escape, only succeeding when Windlass helped pry him free. “School, Honey. They have to go to school.”



“Of course, of course.” Honeysuckle wiped her cheeks dry with the back of her fetlock. “I’m sorry, I’m just so…” Her hoof started to reach toward Firecracker again.



“School!” Firecracker slipped under the table, emerging beside Mireille. He plucked the griffon cub from her chair and deposited her on his back. Her talons found his mane, latching on with a grip that no force in Equestria could loosen. “It’s okay, Mom. We can do all that when I get back.”



“Don’t forget your lunches!” Windlass’s horn glowed, and a pair of brown bag lunches floated over to them.



Firecracker snagged them both with his teeth and dropped them in his saddlebags, which he slung on his back behind Mireille. Then, before his mother could change her mind and capture him again, he darted out the front door and into the streets of Ponyville, with Mireille squealing all the way.



He flew for the first few blocks, both to stretch out his wings and to make sure Honeysuckle couldn’t pursue. The rooftops zipped by, close enough to touch, and the cool air felt good in his feathers. Nothing like an early flight to wake you up.



The center of town approached, and Firecracker banked in a wide circle to come in for a landing. His hooves skittered on the slick cobblestones, still wet from the morning mist, and he tucked his wings at his side. Mireille’s grip in his mane tightened for a moment, drawing his head back. Someday, in the hopefully-not-too-distant-future, she’d either learn to hold things more gently, or simply learn to fly herself.



“Easy, Mir.” After a moment her talon’s relaxed, and he was able to walk down the street toward the school without his head bent halfway over his own shoulders.



If he expected anything different from Ponyville, now that he had his cutie mark, he was disappointed. No pony passing by remarked on his new mark, no mobs stormed out of the shops to congratulate him. He glanced back to make sure his saddlebags weren’t covering anything up, but no. His mark was there, plain as day.



It would be different at school, though. He was pretty sure of that. That’s where he’d be mobbed by his friends, and it would be just like with his parents, except with hopefully less hugging and more cheering. It would be just like with Grasshopper and—



“Hey, Firecracker!” A high, musical voice interrupted his musing. “Wait up!” 



He turned to see three teenage fillies trotting across the square. Sweetie Belle was in the lead, a few years older and a few inches taller than him. The other Cutie Mark Crusaders, as they were still known around the schoolyard even years after getting their marks, followed just steps behind. Apple Bloom huffed beneath the weight of an entire distillery balanced on her back, almost certainly a tool for the after-school alchemy studies she was always going on about.



Scootaloo, of course, only had eyes for Mireille. She zipped past Sweetie Belle, her wings buzzing so fast they were a blur, skidded to a hopping stop beside him, and leaned leaned forward to bump the tip of Mireille’s beak with her muzzle.



“Mireille!” She grinned a wolf’s grin at the griffon. “Who’s a good cub?”



“Mireille is!” his sister squeaked.



“That’s right!” Scootaloo ruffled the cub’s crest with a wingtip, then turned to Firecracker. “Hey, kiddo, what’s up?”



“Oh, not much.” He twisted his body, enough to make sure his flank was angled toward the girls. Any moment now they would notice, and—



“Cutie mark!” Mireille shouted.



“That’s us!” Scootaloo reached out with her wings to snag Sweetie Belle and Apple Bloom, the latter of whom wobbled precariously under the weight of the still on her back. “Cutie Mark Crusaders Forever!”



“Cutie mark!” Mireille said again, this time pointing at Firecracker’s flank.



The Crusaders all froze. As one, they leaned forward to peer at the mark on Firecracker’s coat.



Firecracker held his breath. He’d expected more than this silence. There was supposed to be cheering and congratulations. With every second, his hopes began to wither in his chest.



He needn’t have worried, it turned out.



“AAAAAAHHHH!!! Firecracker! You got your mark!”



“Eeeeeeee! You did it!”



“Wooooooo! Way ta go, colt!”



“Kreeeeee!!!” That was from Mireille, who was either caught up in the excitement or terrified by the screaming. It was hard to tell. Also, her talons had found Firecracker’s mane again and were well on their way to tearing half his hair out by the roots. Around them, the market had come to a momentary stop as pedestrians and shopkeepers stared at the screaming fillies. 



“When did you get that?” Sweetie Belle asked. She shoved Scootaloo to the side to get a better look at the mark.



“Last night, I—”



“What does it mean?” Apple Bloom asked.



“Well, uh.” He paused for a moment to tug at Mireille’s talons without effect. “Well, it’s a book with a heart, and…”



He paused. The three Crusaders stepped around in front of him, apparently satisfied with examining his new cutie mark. Even Mirielle relaxed her grip, and hopped off with a flap of her wings to stand between Scootaloo’s front legs and stare at him.



“Honestly? I’m not sure,” he finished.



“Whadya mean, you’re not sure?” Apple Bloom squinted at him. “What were you doing when you got it?”



“Sleeping, I think? I mean, I was dreaming.”



“Ooh, dreaming! That’s cool.” Scootaloo sat and pulled Mirielle into her lap. “Dreaming about what?”



“Um…” Firecracker closed his eyes. For a moment something flashed through his mind, a memory of a memory, like the sound of a shadow, but just as quickly it was gone, leaving him with only an unsettling sense of loss. “I, uh, don’t remember.”



“What? At all?”



Firecracker shrugged. “Wish I did. I had a great dream, and I guess I woke up with it.”



“You guess?” Scootaloo said. She stood and set Mireille back on his back, then stalked cat-like around him in a tight circle. “That’s lame. How are you supposed to know what makes you special, then?”



Ouch. Firecracker tried to hide his wince, but the girls must’ve picked up on it regardless. Apple Bloom scowled at Scootaloo, and Sweetie Belle poked her in the chest with a hoof.



“That’s not fair, Scoots,” Apple Bloom said. “He just needs help.”



“Help?” Firecracker asked.



“Help. Help!” Sweetie gasped. “We can help him! I mean, you. We can help you!”



“What do you mean, help?”



“That’s what we do,” Apple Bloom said. She started to sit, stopped when the equipment balanced on her back tilted, and apparently decided to remain standing. “We help fillies and colts get their marks.”



“I already have a mark, though.”



“Yeah, well, we can help you learn its meaning,” Scootaloo said. Her grin was back, now. “It’ll be awesome!”



“And fun!” Sweetie said.



“An’, you know, it’ll be good for Firecracker, too,” Apple Bloom added.



“Cutie mark!” from Mireille.



Nine times out of ten, Firecracker would have rejected such an offer from the Crusaders – any sane pony would have, given their track record. Every day they had some new zany scheme, the majority of which ended in either destruction or copious amounts of pine sap.



But maybe getting his cutie mark had provoked some other change in his thinking. Or, as his mother said so many times that morning, her little colt was finally growing up. Regardless of the reason, the instinctive fear that he usually held for the Crusader’s plans was absent, or if not absent, then merely a shadow of its former self. Instead a gradual excitement built in his heart, not particularly in the hopes of discovering his cutie mark’s origin, but for the idea of hanging out with Scootaloo and her dangerous smiles, or Sweetie Belle’s lyrical voice, or the solid frame and powerful muscles hiding beneath Apple Bloom’s unassuming yellow coat.



So rather than running away as he should have, Firecracker smiled. His eyes were locked on something far away, something imagined, and he said, “Yeah, okay. That sounds good.”



“Woo!” Scootaloo pumped a hoof in the air. “Cutie Mark Crusaders, Cutie Mark Meaning, uh… finders?”



Sweetie Belle frowned. “Cutie Mark Meaning Investigators?”



“How about, ‘Cutie Mark Detectives?’” Firecracker said.



The Crusaders huddled, whispering to each other. Occasionally Scootaloo’s voice, more excitable than the others, pierced the general hubbub of the market with words like “radical” or “awesome.” Finally they stopped and spun to face him.



“Cutie Mark Detectives it is!” Apple Bloom grinned at him. “This is going to be great!”



It would be great, something whispered in Firecracker’s mind. It didn’t even matter if they found anything, that wasn’t really the point. He opened his mouth to thank them.



Before he could get a word in edgewise, Scootaloo jumped into the air. Her wings beat madly, blasting him with wind, and she shouted, “Cutie Mark Detectives, go!”



With that the trio spun and galloped (or flew) off into the market, leaving only a slowly settling cloud of dust.



Firecracker stood still, with Mireille still on his back. The griffon cooed quietly.



He waited some more.



Sure enough, only a minute later, the Crusaders returned. They hemmed and hawed and coughed, and only eventually returned his gaze.



“So, uh, actually we have to go to school first. But then detectives?”



Firecracker grinned. “Sounds good.”



They walked together to the schoolhouse, while Firecracker told them about his day.








The reaction at the schoolhouse to Firecracker’s new cutie mark was more subdued than the one he’d received from the Crusaders, but then, just about anything would be. Fillies and colts mobbed him and bombarded him with questions about the mark, which he fended off gamely, and by the time ten minutes had passed Firecracker found himself suddenly on the other side of an invisible divide running through the student body. On one half, the half he’d dwelled in until that morning, were the unmarked foals, still his friends but now separated by something more substantial than the mark on his flank. They were, for a lack of a better word, immature, and though many were his own age or even older, he could not help but see them as unfinished products. Filled with potential but not yet perfected.



And then there was the other half of the student body, the one he’d viewed with wary suspicion just yesterday. The marked colts and fillies, whose path in life seemed more secure. Narrower, perhaps, because destiny had given them a clear goal and stamped it for all the world to see on their bodies, but with that refinement came purpose. The colts and fillies with cutie marks seemed more like young adults than foals. They had passed into adolescence, and now so had he.



He wondered, as he dropped her off with the pre-school class, how Mireille would fit into that scheme when she was his age. Griffons had no cutie marks, and whatever rituals they used to mark the passage from childhood were absent in Ponyville. Mireille would grow up more like a filly than a young griffoness.



Firecracker turned that realization over in his mind, gnawing at it like a broken feather. He watched her bounce into the playpen with the earth pony foals, who could take her roughhousing with ease, and begin wrestling with them. A few of the sturdier pegasi joined in, but the unicorns all kept a safe distance.



He watched her for a few more minutes. Finally, the bell rang, and he turned to his class.








The Crusaders met him outside his house after school. Mireille wasn’t old enough to tag along with the Crusaders, much to Scootaloo’s disappointment, and the little griffon was due for a nap anyway. They waited while he took her inside.



Honeysuckle was waiting in the kitchen when he arrived. She had cloth samples and greeting cards and lists of ponies spread out on the table, all signs of a significant party in its planning stages. Honestly, Firecracker half expected Pinkie Pie to be plotting with her.



“Hey mom.” He stood on his hind legs to give her cheek a nuzzle, then ducked away before she could wrap him in a hug.



“Sorry, gotta run!” he continued. “Gonna go play with the Crusaders.”



Honeysuckle’s smile faded, and she arched an eyebrow. “Oh?”



“Uh, yeah.” He coughed quietly. “They’re, uh, helping me with my cutie mark.”



“Hm.” The look Honeysuckle gave him was inscrutable. The moment stretched out, and finally she sighed quietly.



“Oh, my little birdie.” She trotted over and wrapped him in a hug, and he was too perplexed to try to escape. “All grown up! You can go with them, but don’t let them talk you into anything you don’t want to do.”



Uh. Firecracker squirmed in his mother’s grip. For some reason – and he could not have explained it for the life of him – the conversation had suddenly become very awkward. Something important just happened, some important threshold crossed, but he had no idea what it was.



“Um… Okay?” He stumbled free as she released him and returned to the table. The silence returned, and not knowing what else to do, he ducked his head. “I’ll, uh, okay.”



She smiled at him and turned back to her cards. Perplexed, he trotted out the door to greet the Crusaders.



“Hey kiddo,” Scootaloo bumped his shoulder with hers. “Bout time, slowpoke.”



“Yeah, yeah. So, what’s the plan?” he asked.



“Well,” Apple Bloom said. “We were thinking—”



“I was thinking,” Scootaloo interjected.



“We were thinking that, since your cutie mark is a book and all, we should talk to the expert!”



Firecracker frowned. “You mean, like, a book-binder?”



“No! The princess!” Scootaloo hopped in place, her wings keeping her aloft at the peak of her arc. “The book princess!”



“I think she’s technically the Princess of Friendship,” Apple Bloom said. She grabbed Scootaloo’s tail in her teeth and tugged the pegasus back to earth. 



“Yeah, but, come on. Books, right? Right, Firecracker?” Scootaloo bumped him with her shoulder again.



“She does like books,” he said.



“I know! She’s perfect! C’mon!” With that Scootaloo hopped into the air again, and without waiting to see if the rest were behind her, vanished in a blast of dust toward the crystal castle looming over the east side of town.



“Well, I guess we should follow her,” Sweetie Belle said. “You don’t mind walking with us ground bound ponies, Firecracker?”



“Heh, nah. Always—” His voice cracked, and he blushed before trying again. “Always glad to walk.”








Scootaloo was sprawled on her back beside the castle entrance. She was watching the clouds, and when they approached she hopped to her feet, shook off the dust, and scowled at them.



“Slow! You are so slow!”



“Or, just tossing this out here, you’re impatient?” Apple Bloom offered. She sauntered past the pegasus into the castle and its cavernous crystal halls.



The Ponyville Castle of Friendship and Harmony, as it was officially known, or simply The Crystal Thing, as most residents of the town called it, was divided into multiple spheres. There was the public sphere, which included Princess Twilight Sparkle’s throne room, administrative offices, records department, and other official-sounding offices that kept the kingdom’s friendships running smoothly. Then there was the private sphere, which housed the princess’s personal quarters, the kitchens and indoor pool and ice rink.



The rest of the castle was given over to the Ponyville Public Library. As the princess still considered herself the Ponyville librarian, this was where she spent most of her time, and it was of absolutely no surprise to Firecracker that they found her there, basking on a cushion in a pool of sunlight, a book hovering in front of her, bobbing in time with her breath.



Libraries were supposed to be quiet places, as numerous signs posted on the shelves and walls reminded visitors. This message was apparently lost on the Crusaders, who bolted across the room toward the princess, their hooves ringing on the crystal floor like a flock of bells.



“Princess! Princess Twilight!” Apple Bloom said.



“Cutie Mark emergency!” Sweetie Belle followed.



“We need your help!” Scootaloo finished. The three of them skidded to a stop in front of her, bouncing with excitement, their tails lashing at the air.



For Firecracker, like most residents of Ponyville, Princess Twilight was beloved, known, and respected. But he was not in the circle of ponies who considered themselves close to the princess, not like the Crusaders, and so he walked his way across the library, and he waited to speak until the princess noticed him.



Twilight Sparkle put her book down and gave them a smile. If there was an admonishment coming for breaching the library’s peace, it didn’t show on her face.



“Hello, girls! And… Firecracker, right?” She stood and smiled at him. “What is your, ahem, emergency?”



“Princess!” Scootaloo bounded forward, then back, like a dog waiting for a thrown ball. “Firecracker got his cutie mark!”



“Oh?” Twilight leaned forward to inspect him, and for the first time Firecracker realized just how big she was. Larger than most stallions, and nearly as tall as Apple Bloom’s brother. It took all his willpower not to shrink away.



“Well, look at that!” she continued. A huge grin broke out on her face. “And it’s a book! A book! Oh, Firecracker, if only you were ten years older.” She finished with a chuckle.



The Crusaders laughed at that, and he did too, though he wasn’t sure why. What difference did ten years make? Before he could ask, though, Twilight was speaking again.



“So, how did you get it?”



“I got it in a dream last night, I think. But I don’t remember the dream. So, uh…”



“That’s why we need your help, Princess!” Sweetie Belle said.



“Use your magic on him!” Scootaloo said. “Zap him in the head!”



Perhaps this was what his mother was warning him about? Firecracker took a half-step away from Twilight.



“Now, girls, I don’t think ‘zapping him in the head’ is necessary. As it so happens, I have some even more powerful magic I can use!”



The Crusader’s gasp of indrawn breath answered her. They stood on the tips of their hooves, leaning forward, faces agleam with excitement. For his part, Firecracker eyed the tall windows and wondered how easily he could break through them.



“That’s right,” Twilight continued. “The magic of research! Quick, to the reference section!” She trotted away, presumably toward the library’s vast store of encyclopedias.



The Crusaders deflated like day-old party balloons. Scootaloo, in particular, seemed put out.



“Ugh,” she said. “Research? That’s so lame. You girls wanna leave?”



Apple Bloom swatted her shoulder. “This ain’t about excitement, filly. It’s about helping Firecracker.”



“Yeah.” Sweetie Belle trotted after the princess. “I bet she’ll figure this out in no time!”



Twilight Sparkle had several books laid out on a table when they arrived. She summoned a set of crystal stools for them, and they hopped up to see what she had found.



“Now,” Twilight said, “Getting a cutie mark in a dream isn’t unheard of. It’s not common, of course, but ever since Princess Luna returned it has started occurring with more frequency. So, in that sense, there’s nothing unusual about it.”



“But I can’t remember it.”



Twilight nodded. “Most ponies forget most dreams. Because they’re a product of our sub-conscious, they don’t leave as powerful an imprint in our minds. It’s quite natural, and probably for the best, that we don’t remember them.”



“Sooo…” Sweetie Belle frowned. “He’ll never know what his cutie mark means?”



“Ah.” Twilight patted the stack of books beside her. “That’s what these are for!”



Either Twilight was the fastest researcher in the world (which was possible, Firecracker allowed) or this was a topic that had come up in the past. Either way, after only a few minutes of perusal she had a stack of books and a page of notes ready to go, all on the topic of cutie marks. The Crusaders fidgeted and climbed onto the table, peering down at the books as she worked. Firecracker stayed in his seat like a good colt.



“Now then.” Twilight lifted her notes and cleared her throat. “Your cutie mark is a book, which is fantastic, by the way. More ponies should have books for cutie marks. Books represent knowledge or insight, and they are most common among unicorn ponies. They are equally represented among colts and fillies.



“The book is superimposed over a white heart, which is important. The superimposition, that is, not the color. Color doesn’t matter much in cutie marks.”



“Why not?” Apple Bloom asked.



“Cutie marks usually complement the color of their owner’s coat. A red colt can’t have a red cutie mark, for instance.”



They mumbled their agreement. Firecracker peered at his mark, then at the marks on the Crusader’s flanks. Theirs were all the same color, he noted.



“Hearts, of course, indicate love, or more rarely loyalty,” Twilight went on. “They appear equally in all three tribes, but are much more heavily represented among fillies. Only five percent of heart marks appear on colts.”



Scootaloo grinned at him. “Special.”



“All ponies are special,” Twilight said. “But that brings us to the critical point, I think. The book in your mark, Firecracker, is not a normal book.”



He blinked. As one, he and the Crusaders all turned to peer at his cutie mark.



It was… well, it was a book. Tan cover and backboard, laid open to about its center, with pages equally falling to the reader’s left and right. There was nothing written in it that he could see, but any letters would be thinner than the hairs in his coat.



“It… it isn’t? It looks normal. Are you sure?”



Twilight smiled. “I’m something of an expert on books, as it happens. Look in the center, where the pages come together.”



They turned back to his flank. For a moment, Firecracker wondered if Twilight was just playing a joke on them, but then he saw it too.



“Oh, the binding! It has rings.”



The others chorused in agreement, and Twilight smiled. “That’s right. It’s not a book so much as a, hm… a scrapbook or album. It’s designed for ponies for ponies to put things into. You create it and read it.”



“Ah.” That sounded very profound, but still missing something important. “So, what’s it mean?”



“I don’t know!” Twilight said with much more enthusiasm than Firecracker ever could have mustered for such a sentence. “But it’s a start, isn’t it? Knowledge and love, and some special twist that we don’t have the context to understand yet.”



“Um, I guess?” It was progress, at least. Firecracker had to admit that. “So, what now?”



“If I were you? I’d keep dreaming. Maybe it’ll come back.”



“But I might just forget it again.”



Twilight nodded. “You might. Or maybe not. You can try keeping a journal of your dreams. If you write them down as soon as you wake up, it doesn’t matter if you forget them later because you’ll still have your journal.”



“Can’t we just ask Princess Luna for help?” Sweetie Belle said.



“Yeah! I bet she could just zap him in the head!” Scootaloo seemed very excited by the idea.



“Girls, we can’t just run to the princesses every time we have a crisis,” Twilight said. “They can’t solve all our problems for us.”



“Er, didn’t you solve our problems, though? And aren’t you a princess?” Sweetie Belle said.



A moment passed before Twilight answered. She gave Sweetie Belle a one-sided smile that seemed thin and fragile. 



“The real princesses, girls. Not me.”



Firecracker couldn’t let that stand. He hopped onto the table with a clatter, and all four sets of eyes suddenly turned to him.



He was, he realized, the smallest, youngest, and least accomplished pony in the library. Of them all, his words carried the least weight. His pronouncements were forgettable. Even his parents had trouble taking him seriously.



He swallowed his doubts. “I think you’re a real princess, Miss Twilight. You helped me when I needed it. And maybe they would have too, but we’ll never know, because you’re the only princess Ponyville has, and I think that makes you the best.”



Her smile changed as he spoke. It expanded, though it remained small, until her cheeks and eyes smiled as well. She placed her forelegs on the table and stood, towering over him again, then leaned down to place a chaste kiss on his forehead.



“Such a sweet colt you are, Firecracker. Don’t let anypony say otherwise. And a book! You’re luckier than you know.”



He blushed and ducked his head. His forehead burned where her lips had touched, and the room felt a hundred degrees warmer. His wings fanned at his sides to cool him off.



“Aww, you’re embarrassing him.” Scootaloo leaned close, wearing a smile borrowed from a jaguar. “He’s blushing!”



“Am not! My coat’s always red!”



The others laughed at that, and ribbed him all the way home. It was good-natured, if a little humiliating.



He found he didn’t mind.








Firecracker dreamed that night.



He was flying in a storm. Clouds the size of mountains rumbled and churned behind him, pursuing him. They sent high tendrils reaching across the sky above him, faint cirrus clouds that thickened and knotted liked coiled ropes. They boiled and wept and whispered to him in windy voices.



There was no land beneath him, only darkness and more clouds. Flashes of lightning revealed an endless, storm-tossed sea.



He fled from the storm, and it caught him and cast him into the waters, and then he was flying again because this was a dream, and in dreams the laws of cause and effect had no writ. Over and over, he fled and was captured, never understanding, never grasping that this torment was of his own mind’s design.



Into this nightmare came another. A high-pitched wail broke through the roaring wind, and in a lightning bolt’s moment he saw a dark form silhouetted against the mad ocean. It was a griffon cub, too young to fly, but there she was flailing in the wind. The storm twisted her wings and spun her around, and she fell toward the waves.



“Mireille!” He screamed and dove after her. His wings beat like a hummingbird’s, but the storm bent all its power against him. He beat harder, fighting the wind, pummeling it with his wings, until just yards away from the ocean he wrapped his legs around his sister, and together they plunged into the darkness.



Firecracker stood in a dark room before a table. Upon it was a book, open to its center, with a tan cover and backboard. Three metal rings rose from the binding, and rather than pages he saw that the book had sleeves. He stepped toward the table and raised a hoof—








Firecracker’s pencil slowed, then stopped. He frowned down at the dream journal, where bits and pieces of memory were recorded in his sloppy mouthwriting. The dream, so vivid when he had woken minutes ago, now was faded. He could barely remember the storm and his sister, and as for the book, try as he might, it was already gone.



He sighed and tossed the pencil on his desk. Maybe if he wrote the dream backwards next time, he could remember its end.



The gray light of early dawn crept into his room, but it was a Saturday, and his mother wouldn’t be rousing him for school. He could go back to sleep if he wanted.



The bed was soft and cool, perfect for a pegasus. Inside the mattress was a small cloud, kept in a magic prison, that ensured he was always sleeping with a little piece of the sky.



Sometimes, when he had a cold or a nightmare, he slept in his parents’ bed, squeezed between an earth pony and a unicorn. It shouldn’t have been comfortable for him, but on those nights he somehow slept easier.



He hadn’t done that in a while, he realized. He probably never would again. Someday, years ago, he had slept in his parents’ bed for the last time, and he hadn’t even realized it.



Firecracker stared at the ceiling for a while. Then he got up to go play with his sister.



She always woke early on weekends, for some reason.








The Ponyville Public Park was a popular spot for fillies and colts when they weren’t in school. Mireille loved the tall grasses she could practice stalking through, unaware that her twitching tail gave away her position like a shark’s dorsal fin. 



Firecracker sat in a small depression in the grass, watching as Mireille drew closer. He was supposed to run if he saw her, but he found it was more fun to act surprised and let her pounce him, especially during her first stalk of the day. Later, when the sun had burned away the morning mist, he would be harder to catch.



So, he waited, watching. The brown tuft on the tip of her tail flagged back and forth as she approached, pausing whenever a twig snapped beneath her paws. He couldn’t smell her – she had circled around downwind, just like he taught.



A few feet away, her tail suddenly lowered. He could imagine her crouching close to the ground, preparing to spring. His muscles coiled in preparation.



“Rawr!” The curtain of grass burst apart as she pounced, her beak wide and her talons extended for him.



Even expecting it, his heart still skipped a beat at the sudden explosion of violence, and he couldn’t help but jump. She slammed into his side, her beak gnawing at the nape of his spine and her talons clawing at his flesh.



It tickled a bit. He suppressed the urge to laugh and rolled onto his side, kissing at her crest and wings with his hooves.



“Help! Help! She’s got me!” he cried. “Noooooooooooo....”



“Raaa!!” Mireille jumped up, bounced on his belly, then turned and bolted into the grass. Within a moment she was gone, off to stalk again.



Firecracker waited until she got some distance, then rolled back upright. He dusted himself off, and was settling in to wait when a loud thump broke the silence. He turned to see Scootaloo standing a few feet away, her mane and tail still wind-tossed from flight.



He cleared his throat. “Did you, uh, see any of that?”



Her only answer was a grin.



Shoot. His wings fluttered, and he busied himself with pretending to preen an errant feather deep on their underside.



“Hey, I think it’s cute. And neat.” She stepped over and sat beside him, close enough that their feathers rubbed against each other. “Everypony should have an older sister. Or a brother, I guess.”



“She loves playing hide-and-seek,” he said, finally lifting his head. “But a lot of ponies won’t let her play with their foals. You know, cuz…”



“Yeah, I know.” Scootaloo’s ear flicked, and they both turned to see a tall, tufted tail bobbing toward them through the grass. “It’ll get better when she’s older, though.”



“You think?”



Scootaloo nodded. “And if she doesn’t, well, she’ll always have you.”



He smiled. “True. Hey, try to act surprised when she jumps on you, okay?”



“Of course.”



A moment later, Mireille burst upon them again. She seemed momentarily surprised by the sight of two prey, but her wings flared, and she steered at the last moment into Scootaloo. The teen fell with a convincing shriek, and then Mireille darted away again.



Scootaloo pushed herself back up. “That was kinda fun.”



“Yeah. And it makes her happy.”



Scootaloo gave him a look he couldn’t quite place. “That means a lot to you, doesn’t it? You really love her, like she’s your sister.”



“She is my sister.” There was an edge in his voice he couldn’t quite conceal.



Scootaloo held up a hoof. “Hey, I get it. Believe me, I get it.”



Firecracker’s hackles calmed, and he look away. Of course she got it – of all the ponies in Ponyville, Scootaloo would get it. “Yeah, sorry.”



“Hey, don’t worry.” A feathertip brushed his shoulder. “I think it’s really awesome what your parents did. For her.”



He nodded silently. His eyes scanned the grasses for the telltale tuft.



After a moment, she spoke again. “Did you ever wonder, I mean, you know… I mean, you’re a pegasus, and your parents are an earth pony and unicorn...”



His ear flicked. It wasn’t anything he hadn’t heard whispered before.



Scootaloo must’ve read his indifference as anger. She coughed before continuing. “Sorry, I shouldn’t, I… nevermind.”



“It’s fine,” he said. He even meant it, mostly.



She nodded, and her ears perked back up. “Any luck with the dream thing?”



“A little, I think.”








Firecracker dreamed again that night.



He stood in a dark room before a table. There was a book on it, open to its center, with a tan cover and backboard. He stared at it for a while, never moving, studying it.



The pages were blank, as always. But they weren’t important. What mattered was the book itself – he’d seen it before. He’d even touched it.



It was waiting for him.








It was dark when Firecracker woke.



The rest of the house was asleep as he made his way downstairs. He flew, so his hoofsteps wouldn’t wake his parents or sister.



There was a bookshelf in the family room. He hovered before it, near the highest shelf, searching. In the dim light all colors were the same, but after a few minutes he found the spine he was looking for.



Firecracker pulled the photo album out and opened it on the couch. The center was filled with pictures of the four of them, Mireille little more than a ball of fuzz and wings. 



He turned back a page, and there were only three ponies. He was much younger in them, unmarked of course, with wings too small for flight.



He turned back several more pages, and grew younger each time. There he was, the same age as Mireille, sitting before a cake with four candles on it. In another photo, half the cake was was smeared on his muzzle and chest and legs.



He turned back another page, then another. He turned back to the beginning. There were his parents, looking younger themselves, holding a tiny colt with his coat and mane. About a year old, he guessed. 



He turned back the first page. There were no more photos; instead the inside cover was given over to a family tree. Names extended up the trunk and branches, each with a tiny icon: an oak leaf for earth ponies and a diamond for unicorns, following the old heraldic tradition. At the very bottom, below his parents’ names, was the only feather icon on the page.



He closed the album and sat with it for a while. Outside, a dim light began to encroach from the eastern horizon.



Eventually, he heard the quiet thump of heavy hooves drawing closer.



“Firecracker?” Honeysuckle gave a little start when she saw him in the couch. “Birdie, is everything alri—” She froze when she saw the album, and her gaze flicked to his cutie mark. 



They were both silent. Firecracker sat still as a rock. Honeysuckle’s ears flapped like flags in the wind.



“Firecracker…” She stopped, swallowed, and tried again. “Birdie, if there’s anything you ever want to talk to us about, you know you can, right? We don’t, ah… I mean, your father and I…”



He got to his hooves and walked over. She froze, the muscles beneath her coat locked.



She was worried, he realized. How silly. He jumped up onto his hind legs, and wrapped his forelegs around her neck.



“I love you, mom,” he whispered. 



Then he went to wake his father, and do the same to him.
      

      
   
      The Stratospheric Council


      

      
      
         “Dictator Twilight Sparkle!” the stallion roared from the floor of the senate. 



He was an impressive sight. A least a hoof taller than any other pony in the room he stood with his head held high and huge wings outstretched. His coat was a faint blue in hue, so pale that it was almost impossible to see where the fur ended and platinum blond mane bagan. He wore only a thin harnes of faded rope that once, in the dim past, had been been dyed red and gold, but the colours were so bleached that it was impossible to tell. Two Royal guards stood either side of him, spears in hoof, but with the perplexed look of soldiers facing a disaster way out of their pay grade. 



Twilight blinked, pausing in mid speech. “Um... Excuse me?” 



“You are Dictator of Cloudsdale?” The stallion pressed, glaring up at her. “I am Sky Blade, Emissary of the Stratospheric Council. Are you the half-breed who claims to rule here?” 



Somewhat bemused Twilight cast around the grand hall for some kind of explanation. Hundreds of ponies looked back in various states of shock, horror and amazement. Despite their pomp and finery the senators seemed to have no more idea of how to react than Twilight. 



“Princess,” she said at last. “I’m Princess Twilight Sparkle.” 



Sky Blade gave a dismissive wave. “We care not for your earthly titles. You rule over my kin, do you not?” 



“Well, somewhat,” Twilight hazarded, glancing to her left where the mayor was attempting to hide behind her own wing. “Okay, yes. Yes. I rule over all ponies with the other Princesses. Sorry, who did you say you represented again?” 



“You do not rule over us,” Blade shot back, bristling. He took a deep breath, visibly clamping down on his rage. “But your confusion is only natural, I suppose my kin—” He spat the word, casting a contemptuous glare at the gathered senators who glared back with equal ferocity. “—do not talk freely about our agreement. Still. As the newest ruler of the low-born pegasi it is our duty to extend you an audience. Given your kinds distaste for the true sky, I will bear a cloud to the council. I will depart in ten minutes. Do not tarry.” 



With that he turned on his heels and leapt into the air with a single flap of his huge wings. 



Twilight watched him go, her mouth slightly open as she tried to process what had just happened. “O~kay.” She looked up at the stunned crowd. “I think this is a good time for a recess.” 








The Cloudsdale Senate was on of the oldest buildings in Cloudsdale. A sprawling complex of porticos, grand halls and fluted columns that dominated the hollowed inner dome of the cloud city. Lit by lamps of captured lightning and decorated with great plates of inscribed bronze, it towered over the homes of the rich and the powerful that clustered around the grand palace. Twilight, the mayor, Rainbow Dash and Pinkie Pie stood on a broad balcony at the height of the building looking over the city. 



“I’m sorry, Princess. I’m so, so, so sorry!” Mayor Windy Miller exclaimed, looking like she wanted to dig through the cloud and hide until it was all over. “I had no idea the Council would be here today. They usually send a note, they never come in person, they–” 



“Mayor Miller, please calm down,” Twilight interjected. “Just take a deep breath and explain, slowly.” 



Windy Miller took a desperate gulp and held her breath. Twilight waited a long beat. She’d quite enjoyed the Mayor’s company earlier in the day, but it seemed the mare had the crisis management skills of the flower sisters. Actually, that was a disservice, the flower sisters at least tended to be proactive panickers. 



“And exhale,” Twilight prompted, bemused. 



Mayor Miller let out a choked gasp and staggered, straining to catch her breath. Twilight turn to Rainbow Dash and Pinkie Pie, who were doing there best not to look embarrassed. “Can either of you tell me what’s going on?” 



“I’m betting on some kind of super secret spy agency,” Pinkie Pie said. She let out a sudden gasp. “Do you think we’re being summoned on a mission to save the world?” 



Rainbow Dash just rolled her eyes. “Nah, that only happens when there’s all six of us. Besides, that jerk just called Twilight out in front of all of Cloudsdale, it’s not exactly a secret.” 



“Maybe it's a double-double bluff?”



“Pinkie Pie, it's nothing to do with secrets, I’m sure,” Twilight said. “Isn’t that right, Mayor?” 



“Ah, actually you’re majesty,” Miller began, having finally regained her breath. “It a little bit of a secret. Or at least not common knowledge. Have you ever encountered in your studies the idea of high altitude weather?” 



Twilight frowned. “To some degree, I suppose. Jet streams and other phenomena can all be found in the high troposphere. Why?” 



“Well, have you ever considered who might be controlling it?” 



“Controlling...” Twilight’s eyes widened. “Mayor Miller, are you telling me there’s an actual undiscovered tribe of pegasi living and working in the upper reaches of the sky?” Miller gave a shaky nod and Twilight let out an excited squeal. “And they’ve invited me for a personal audience? That’s fantastic news, I can spread my message of friendship even beyond Equestria—or I suppose its above in this case. Either way, what are we waiting for?” 



“Well, I wouldn’t say undiscovered...” Miller began. 



“I’m not so sure about this, Twilight,” Rainbow Dash said over the top of her. “That Sky Blade didn’t seem like the type to be interested in ‘friendship’. Are we sure we trust him?” 



“Oh, Rainbow Dash. Those are exactly the ponies we have to bring our message to,” Twilight continued, waving her off. “Don’t worry, this is going to be wonderful.” 



“Ooo, ooh!” Pinkie exclaimed, bouncing up and down. “Can I come too? Please, Twilight. All new ponies means all new parties. And all new parties means brand new kinds of fun!” 



Twilight smiled. “Of course, Pinkie. It wouldn’t be the same without you.” 



“Gracious, Princess, I’m not sure that’s wise at all,” Miller exclaimed in a rush. “The Stratospheric Council have never been fond of outsiders and they did only invite you after all. Maybe it would be wiser to go on your own. Or not at all. In fact, that’s probably for the best.” 



“Not go?” Twilight goggled. “But that would just be rude. No, that’s not an option.” She frowned. “Though I suppose if we’re going to the upper reaches of the sky we’re going to have to be prepared.” Her horn kiddled and a trio of thick overcoats appeared. She frowned, looking suddenly guilty. “Umm, don’t tell Rarity I know this spell.” 



Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes, even as Pinkie began to wriggle into one of the coats. “Are you sure we should be rushing into this, Twilight?” she pressed. “Look, I can get the girls. Ponyville’s not that far from here. Fluttershy even with her parents, I could get her and be back in twenty minutes tops.” 



“There’s no need for that, Rainbow Dash.” Twilight dropped into what she liked to think of as her royal smile. “I’m the Princess of Friendship. Sky Blade may have a somewhat prickly exterior, but I’m sure he’s perfectly affable once you get to know him.” 



Miller swallowed a lump. “Do be careful, Princess,” she begged. “The Council have never been on best terms and they could make everypony’s job here is Cloudsdale so much harder.” 



“Of course.” Twilight smile broadened. “And don’t worry, everything will be fine.” 








Sky Blade’s glower seemed deeper than Twilight remembered. The overlarge pegasus stood at the edge of a cloud so thin it was translucent, regarding the occasional low flying onlooker with raw suspicious. 



Twilight felt her optimism waver as they trotted towards him. She wasn’t, however, the kind of mare to fall at the first jump, so merely smiled wider. “Hi there, Sky Blade. Are you ready for us?” 



His glower deepened as he cast a contemptuous look across the trio, particularly their heavy coats. “And these are you... retainers, Dictator?” 



“My friends,” Twilight correctly, swiftly. “Rainbow Dash and Pinkie Pie. We’ve very happy to meet you.” 



Blade glanced between the pair. Rainbow Dash met his glower. Pinkie Pie smiled and waved. 



“It is your right I suppose,” he said at last. “Very well, Dictator, climb aboard. Unless you feel your wings are strong enough to bear you.”



“Thank you, Sky Blade.” She hopped onto the cloud which bowed alarmingly under her weight. “And don’t feel you need to keep calling me by my title... well you aren’t I suppose, but please just call me Twilight.” 



Blade cocked his head, regarding to trio with a moment’s honest confusion. “That is not your right,” he concluded at last. He didn’t say another word as Rainbow Dash and Pinkie Pie boarded and then took up position at the rear of the cloud. With a grunt of effort he heaved the thin bundle of fluff into motion and within just a few moments they were clear of Cloudsdale and ascending rapidly into the sky.



“So, Blade, I can call you Blade, right?” Twilight began, trying not to look too closely at the ground dwindling away. The stallion grunted, which she took as an affirmative. “I was hoping to learn a little about you. I’ve never met a pegasus from the upper atmosphere before, how–” 



“Stratosphere,” Blade interjected, his scowl deepening. “We are the pegasi of the stratosphere.” 



“Don’t be silly. There’s no weather in–ow!” 



Rainbow Dash nudged her hard in the ribs. “Twilight, don’t be right,” she hissed.



It took a few moments for Twilight to process that. “Oh, right sorry. I didn’t mean to cause any offence, Blade.” Again the pegasus said nothing. “So what kind of weather work do you do?” 



“Do not take me for a fool, Dictator,” Blade snapped. “You will pry no secrets from me.” 



“Secrets? Oh, no. I just wanted to know more about where you are from.” Twilight smiled, sheepishly. “I don’t have any experiance with that kind of weather work, or weather work at all to be honest. It would be wonderful to hear about it from you.” 



Twilight gave herself a mental pat on the back for a perfect implementation of her conversation starter checklist, and from memory too. 



Sky Blade stared at her for a long moment, his wings never slowing in their steady beat. “Very well. As your education is unfortunately lacking, I am a proud member of the finest pegasi to grace the sky. We do not trifle ourselves with the comings and goings of clouds and crops like those of the lower reaches. Instead, we manage the great rivers of the sky. My father manages the Western Flow, the most important of all.” 



“Amazing.” Twilight itched to start taking notes. “I’d never even imagined that ponies could affect the weather on that kind of scale.” 



“That is fitting.” A smug lilt crept into Blade’s voice. “Only the Stratospheric pegasi could ever hope to control the great rivers. There was once a time where ponies would slay thousands for the chance to earn entry into our ranks. Alas, it has been centuries since we last saw a challenger. Living too close to the ground dulls a pony’s senses.” 



“Oh man, I haven’t heard that kind of driv–” Rainbow Dash cut herself off as she caught Twilight’s glare. “I mean, I reckon I could give you a run for your money.”



Blade shrugged, never missing a beat. “Perhaps. Perhaps not.” He looked her up and down. “You have the stink of earth on you but that has not ended all challenges before they began. If you can be cleansed of course.” 



“Yeah...” Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes. “I don’t know what that means, but I’m not going to be doing that.” 



“I wanna’ know what else you do up there?” Pinkie Pie cut in, bouncing in place and making the cloud lurch alarmingly. The ground, never close to Cloudsdale, was receding fast and already Twilight and her friends found their breath misting before them. “Do you have have your own special of party games? I’m imagining a lot of trick flying, what with you all being pegasi. Oh, what about food? It’s gotta be hard to get good ingredients all the way up there, but there’s a ton of cakes that mix great with cloud, like cloud cake! If the Cakes ever try to tell you that’s just a name don’t listen because I used a whole bunch of clouds that one time and it tasted great. Like candyfloss cake—cakeefloss?” 



Blade blinked. “Dictator,” he said, turning to face Twilight. “Stop her talking.” 



“If we knew how to do that, don’t you think we’d do it?” Rainbow Dash muttered. 



“Don’t be rude you two.” Twilight forced down a smirk. “Still, I have to admit I’m curious about your culture. What else do you do?” 



The question seemed to catch Blade by surprise. “We guard the great rivers,” he said, simple. 



Twilight waited until a count of five for him to continue. 



“And?” 



“Train.” Blade regarded them with the same steely resolution. “Perhaps you have not understood me, Dictator. We are the Stratospheric pegasi. We rule the sky. Not steward like your low-born kin. Not scrape in the dirt for pleasantries like the ground bound filth. We rule. And nothing is more important than that.”








Blade did not feel inclined to speak after that. Despite Twilight deploying a host of friendship tricks, Rainbow Dash needling him on flight techniques and Pinkie Pie’s incessant friendship inducing babble, he remained stoic. 



In the end it took a little over two hours for Sky Blade to propel the cloud into the upper reaches of the sky. There was little to do but admire the view, which grew more impressive by the minute. Cloudsdale was a mere three thousand feet above the ground on the best of days. The view was, of course, stunning from that altitude, allowing a pony to take in whole cities or even counties, in a single vista, but Canterlot matched its lofty perch. 



The Stratospheric’s city was so high above Equestria it was hard to make out the country below. Sure, Twilight could pick out the major features. Canterlot, a golden point of light on the mountainside. The Everfree forest, a vast sprawl of greenery to the west. Manehattan, a greyish blur on the horizon. But of the smaller details that made up her life; Ponyville, the railway, her castle, were all lost to the vast distance between them and solid ground. Perched atop a tiny tuft of cloud, indescribably high and growing colder and colder by the minute, it was hard to imagine the land below had trivial things like boundaries and rulers. 



Compared the the view, the city was a disappointment. Sky Blade guided their cloud through a maze of wispy high altitude mist. It was only when Twilight caught a flash of yellow blue mane that she noticed they had an audience. In ones and twos pegasi filtered out from the clouds, which Twilight realised in a flash were hollowed out to form snug little homes. The growing crowd ghosted alongside them, suspended on their broad wings, keeping a wary distance. Some were even armed, though their armour looked centuries out of date and their weapons were held together by strips of cloth. Still, the tips of their spears looks wickedly sharp. Twilight wondered just who they expected to fight so far up in the sky. 



Twilight shivered, and not just because of the biting cold. There was no welcome in the flock. It wasn’t that Twilight was expecting a parade, even in Canterlot they weren’t that enthusiastic about royalty, but the hostility of the gathered ponies gave her pause. If she’d brought a full contingent of Canterlot’s finest snobs and a sign that said ‘I hate clouds’, she wouldn’t have expected such a frosty response. 



“Dictator,” Blade’s voice broke her out of her reprieve. His breathing was heavy, at last, but the beat of his wings was as steady as ever. “We are here.” 



“Where?” Rainbow exclaimed, craning her neck and she peered around the patchwork city. 



“There.” Pinkie Pie pointed, as the mists parted and a temple hoved into view. 



All the more impressive considering the tiny huts that made up the rest of the city, the huge temple sat squat upon a thick and fluffy cloud. It looked like somepony had plucked the whole building from Pegasopolis and borne it impossibly high into the sky. Unlike the bare hovels that surrounded them, it had been decorated with a thousand cloud sculptures and engravings, all of pegasi as far as Twilight could tell. 



Rainbow Dash let out a low whistle. “Whoa. Where’s Daring Do when you need her?” She shook her head. 



“I know,” Twilight said, grinning. “It's fantastic, isn’t it? Daring would give her left wing to see this. It’s just like one of her adventures.” 



“Yeah... you know those usually end with her being chased away by rabid tribespeople, right?” 



“Don’t be silly, sillies,” Pinkie chimed in. “Just look at all the new friends we can make here.” 



“Friends, right.” Rainbow glanced at the silent escort. “Twilight, are you sure we want to do this?” she murmured. “I don’t think these ponies are very interested in being friends. And I know the weather well enough to tell you if we make these ponies mad Cloudsdale’s going to be in a lot of trouble.” 



“It’s going to be fine, Rainbow Dash,” Twilight said. “Don’t worry. They invited me here after all, they can’t be that unfriendly. Besides, it’s not like we can back out now. 



“Eh, you could claim you have a stomach bug.” 



Twilight shot her a skeptical look. 



Rainbow Dash shrugged. “I’m just throwing out ideas. Still, promise me girls. If things go south just jump, I’ll catch you on the way down.” 



“It will be fine,” Twilight repeated, more to herself than anypony else. “I promise.” 



With a soft wumph their cloud reached the base of the temple. The snap of wings heralded them, as the Stratospheric’s landed all around, taking up perches on the mighty building. Pinkie Pie, always optimistic, leapt between the clouds and sank almost up to her haunches into the fluffy mass. 



Twilight sighed and kindled her horn. A wave of whispers swept through the crowd as she levitated Pinkie Pie out of the hole, but she ignored them. Pausing only to check the cloudwalking spell on Pinkie’s hooves, Twilight set her face into serene Princess mode and stepped between the clouds.



She flinched the moment her hooves met the surface. Twilight still had much to learn about weather work, but even to her dull senses she could tell the cloud was ancient. Most cloud homes didn’t last more than a year or two before disintegrating into raindrops. Cloudsdale, for all its history, relied on recreation rather than preservation, with similar buildings replacing each other every thirty years. The cloud beneath her was old beyond measure. She could feel the sheer weight of the water and the layers upon layers of magic that held it all together. A thousand pegasi had worked for a thousand years to hold the temple together, at least, and even so the cloud was fighting every inch in a vain effort to return to its constituent parts. It was unsettling to say the least.



Twilight tried to ignore the way the surface creaked and popped as she stepped lightly towards the entranceway. Every eye was on her but she did not buckle, instead she kept her head high and her pace slow. Rainbow Dash followed, failing to hide her distaste every time her hooves hit the cloud. 



The temple loomed high above them. Every square inch Twilight could see was engraved with images of pegasi; pegasi fighting, pegasi guiding clouds, pegasi gathering tribute and pegasi ‘gathering tribute’. The detail was astounding for working in cloud. So much so she began to wonder whether the Stratospheric Council did much beyond maintain their temple. 



Three pegasi stood at the top of the steps. Aged, but dressed in full beaten bronze armour they glowered at the small party as they approached. 



“Who!” the leader barked, stepping forward. Despite the armour and age he was almost a perfect match for Sky Blade, right down to the hew of their coats. “Who comes before the Stratospheric Council?” 



Twilight came to a halt at the foot of the stairs and dropped into a curt bow. “Councillor, my name is Princess Twilight Sparkle and I greet you on behalf of Equestria. These are my friends, Rainbow Dash and Pinkie Pie.” 



The pegasi’ eyes narrowed. “We care not for your earthly titles, and do not recognise the upstart kingdom of Equestria. You are the latest of the halfbreed ilk to claim the title of Dictator of Cloudsdale, are you not?” 



“I’m not–” Twilight began, but Rainbow Dash nudged her in the ribs again. “I mean,” she continued, in a more diplomatic tone. “Yes, I rule over Cloudsdale. Though I don’t believe anypony uses the title Dictator any more.” 



“If it must, that will suffice. I am Senator Cloud Lance, Dictator of all the skies and master of ponykind.” His eyes lingered on Twilight’s horn. “Your half-breed compatriots lacked respect, but we are magnanimous and will grant you an audience despite their failings. Follow.” 



Twilight blinked. “Excuse me?” she exclaimed. 



Cloud Lance hadn’t waited for her answer, however, and already the senators had disappeared inside the temple. 



“Yeah, these folks are real friendly, Twilight,” Rainbow Dash muttered. 



Twilight grit her teeth and trotted up the stairs, ignoring her. 



“Don’t worry, Twilight,” Pinkie Pie chirped, bouncing along after her. “We’ve made friends with all kinds of grumpy ponies before. I know just what we need, a party!” 



“What is a party?” Sky Blade enquired, following them up the stairs. 



Pinkie froze mid bounce. In mid-air but that wasn’t something that even registered to Twilight any more. “What’s a party?” She shook herself and landed. “Whooee. I have got my work cut out here. Next you’ll be telling me you’ve never had cake.”



“You’ve mentioned this before, what is ‘cake’?” 



Pinkie Pie’s mouth worked in silence as they stepped inside.



The interior of the temple was less richly decorated than the facade. In fact, most of the interior space seemed to have been used as storage with crates, cans and bottles piled haphazardly all about. A ghost of a smile crept across Twilight’s face as she spied a barrel of ‘Sweet Apple Acres’ apples. Applejack would be pleased to know just how far afield her crop had travelled. 



“No cake!” Pinkie exclaimed, finally overcoming her shock. “Okay, this is a part emergency. Quick.” She reached into her mane and pulled out a luridly pink cupcake. “Take this.” She shoved it into his hooves. 



Blade frowned at the cupcake. “And what am I supposed to do with it?” 



“Eat it, silly,” she said, smiling.



“But I’ve already had my share,” he pointed out, still looking with confusion at the tiny cake. 



Pinkie Pie grinned. “Then take it as a gift. A little something for carrying us all the way up here.” 



Blade’s eye flicked up to her, then back down at the cupcake, his customary scowl deepening. Hesitantly he leaned forwards and took an experimental nibble. Twilight had to fight to keep her face straight as foalish wonder filled Sky Blade’s eyes. The sotic stallion took another, frantic, bite, cooing with happiness and then finally seemed to seize control of himself. Reluctantly, he swallowed and, reverently, set the cupcake aside on a nearby crate. 



“Come on, girls,” Twilight said. “Let’s not keep the Council waiting.” 



A threadbare curtain separated the bulk of the temple from a rear room. Specks of purple dye persisted at the edges, but time and age had bleached the rest an off-cream colour. Twilight paused before it and, with a steadying breath, stepped through and into the temple’s sanctuary. 



The Senators were waiting for her, a dozen or so elderly ponies arrayed on low risers, though there were far more seats than ponies present. They all wore burnished bronze armour, like Senator Cloud Lance, though Twilight could pick out on her hooves the number who weren’t missing a key piece or two. A couple, she realised, weren’t even wearing theirs correctly, with straps too tight or even fore and hind leg guards confused. 



A pair of guards stopped them short of the risers with crossed spears. Twilight noted absently the spears were the first she’d seen tipped with steel. 



“Dictator,” Cloud Lance began, standing proud front and center. He gestured to the guards to stand aside. “It has been many, many years since the ruler of the low-bourn has stood before us. Too long.” 



“I agree fully,” Twilight said, with what she hoped was a welcoming smile. “It is a terrible shame that Equestria—” She caught Cloud Lance’s glare. “—I mean Cloudsdale, does not send a representative more often. There’s so much we could learn from each other.” As frowns deepened she segwayed into a complement. “What you have all built here is remarkable and your knowledge of weather up here must be unmatched.” 



“Hmm, perhaps you are not as blind as your kin. There are none better that us to rule the skies... and all who dwell below it.” Cloud Lance’s eyes went distant for a moment. “Long ago, my people claimed dominion over all. Wherever there were clouds to mount a sally the pegasi ruled with hooves of stone and blades of bronze, from the edges of the earth to the biting tip of the sky. It was a golden age. Noble warriors ruled from great keeps in the sky. They had no need to ply the weather, nor dicker with merchants. Their strength was in their wings and their loyalty to their kin.” 



“Sound like a cheery bunch,” Rainbow muttered, almost inaudible. Twilight shot her a look. 



Cloud Lance’s gaze snapped to Twilight. “Of course, this did not last,” he spat. “They were riven by war, betrayed by their kin and chased from all but the highest of their keeps. Only we, the Stratospheric Council, keep the memory of these great ponies alive. You of mixed blood can hardly dream of the majesty they achieved and what was lost when our empire came crashing down at the hooves of the lower races.” 



A low jeer swept through the crowd. Pinkie Pie pressed herself against Twilight’s flank, the comforting presence of another pony muted by their thick overcoats. 



“Okay...” Twilight began, wracking her brains for some kind of common ground. “I understand you have a long and noble tradition and respect that you have... lost a lot since those days.” Though those days must have been pre-Hearth's Warming and well in excess of a thousand years. “But the world below is a very different place than it once was. Ponies have no need for blood and conquest when friendship and harmony have served everypony so much better. All ponies have such great gifts they can share.” 



“We need nothing from your petty kingdom!” Cloud Lance snapped, stamping an armoured hoof. 



“You’re eating apples grown by my ‘petty kingdom’,” Twilight shot back. “In fact, they’re grown by one of the most honest and brave ponies I’ve ever met.” 



“Silence!” Thunder rumbled beneath the stallion’s hooves. “Understand this, half breed, the earth bound ponies are nothing compared to us. We are the Stratospheric Council and we will rule this land again. This is your chance to cast away your mixed heritage, forsake the ground and its petty squabbles and join us as we take back what is ours!” 



Twilight stared, her mouth hanging open. “Excuse me?” 



“You want us to attack Equestria?” Rainbow Dash exclaimed, her wings spreading wide. “Are you crazy?” 



“It is the place of all true pegasi,” Cloud snapped. “Do not let the horned ones deceive you of your proper place. They weave elegant lies but little else. It is our right and duty to rule over the degenerate ponies of the surface.” 



“This is crazy,” Twilight said, stepping forwards. “Earth ponies, unicorns and pegasi are all special in their own way and none of them are degenerate. Equestria wants nothing but peace and friendship between all kinds of ponies. Be they alicorns.” She pointed at herself. “Pegasi.” She pointed at Rainbow Dash. “Or earth ponies.” 



The room went dead silent as her hoof came to rest pointed towards Pinkie Pie. 



Rainbow Dash facehooved. 



“Search her!” Cloud Lance roared. 



Quick as a flash one of the guards leapt forwards and, before anypony could raise a hoof to stop him, tore the back of Pinkie Pie’s thick coat to shreds, revealing her bare back. 



“Earth pony!” the cry went up across the room, filled with shock and revulsion. 



“You brought one of those scum here!” Cloud continued, going purple with rage and jabbing a hoof at Sky Blade. 



“Father, I didn’t know,” Blade protested, stumbling back. “She was walking on the clouds. I thought–” 



“I don’t care,” Cloud screamed. “Banish her! Banish her immediately.” 



“Hey, hooves off Pinkie Pie!” Rainbow snapped, leaping into the air only to find the other guard between her and Pinkie.



“Yeah, hooves off!” Pinkie protested, pushing the grabby guard away. With a sweep of his wings the guard leapt into air, but only stayed there for a moment. In a sudden explosion of movement he lashed out at the ground beneath his hooves and knocked a twenty hoof wide hole clear through the cloud. 



Pinkie Pie looked down, saw that she was standing on nothing but open air, and had just enough time to say. “Uh oh.” Before gravity reasserted itself and she plummeted through the hole, screaming



“Pony-feathers!” Rainbow Dash yelled. Quick as a shot she slipped past the guards and through the gap. “I’m coming, Pinkie Pie!” 



“What have you done?” Twilight demanded, rounding on the Council. 



Cloud Lance’s eyes narrowed. “What is fitting. You dare bring an earth pony here? To the last bastion of true ponykind? I should banish you along along with her!” 



Magic gathered at the tip of Twilight’s horn, though, for what spell she couldn’t say. Something non-lethal to wipe the smirk from the pegasi’s face ideally, though, at that moment she would have settled for something more permanent. She bit down on the urge to do something rash, however. “Perhaps you should!” She stamped a hoof. “I am the Princess of Friendship, and I have done nothing but offer you a friendly hoof. Even now I’ll still give you—begrudgingly—a chance to apologise.” Cloud Lance had the gall to look insulted. “But if you have no interest in friendship then I’ll spare you the trouble!” 



Twilight turned on her heels. 



“You dare not–” 



She did not wait to find out what she dare not do. She stepped through the hole and was gone from the home of the Stratospheric Pegasi.








“Oh dear, I hope Pinkie Pie was quite alright,” Celestia said, her teacup held halfway to her mouth. It had been there for some time. She and Twilight sat in the palace gardens, surrounded by the delicate twitterings of songbirds and with the warmth of the sun on their back. It was a world away from the icy stillness of the Stratospheric temple. 



Twilight wiped the dampness around her eyes away. “Yes, she was fine in the end,” she said, with a deep sigh. “As It turns out, twenty five thousand feet is a long way to fall and Rainbow Dash caught up in plenty of time. Actually, they're thinking of turning it into a sport.” 



“Ah, well that is a relief.” Princess Celestia took a sip of tea. “At least something worked out for the best.”



“But nothing else did!” Twilight protested. “Princess—” Celestia arched an eyebrow at her. “—I mean, Celestia. What are we going to do? The Council is still up there and they hate us. I've checked our charts, Equestria’s entire economy relies on the Stratospheric’s weather work. Even if they just went on strike they could do unimaginable damage and they were talking about invading Equestria. I may have started a war!”



To Twilight’s horror, Celestia let out a delicate laugh. “Oh, Twilight. I don’t think we need to worry about that.” 



“But they banished me! All of us! They weren’t in the slightest be interest in what I might have to say, just about their supposed ‘superiority’.” Twilight cup began to rattle in her magic’s grip. “They didn’t even to want to talk. They wanted me to invade Equestria, Princess! I don’t know what I supposed to do.”



“Twilight, be calm.” Celestia smiled, taking Twilight cup from her magic and refiling it from the pot. “I assure you, you are not the first to receive a cold reception from the Council, nor the first to be banished. In fact, both I and Luna were banished long ago. Cadence too, though in her case in absentia for marrying a unicorn. Luna takes it as a matter of pride, as it happens.” 



Twilight stared at her. “They’re banished all of us? But, that just makes things worse. That means there’s nopony they’ll listen too! We’ve got to do something.”



“No, Twilight,” Celestia said, firmly. “There’s nothing to do.” 



“But, what about the Council?” Twilight protested. “We have to–”



“No.” Celestia held up a hoof to forestall any further argument. “The Council have been an antagonistic force longer than Equestria has been united but they are all bluster in the end. I have, because of you ‘insult’—” She rolled her eyes. “—received a demand for provisions, supplicants and more weapons than are in the Canterlot armoury, including many I believe they made up. Our negotiators will argue over the price, but they’ll settle for extra rations and everything will go back to normal within a year, save for the occasional rude note.” 



Taking a sip of tea she continued. “War is not an option between Equestria and the Council. We need their control over the weather, but they need us for food and supplies. The days when they could raid and pillage what they wanted are long since gone, so it will be a begrudging peace as always.”



“I... I don’t understand,” Twilight said, slumping in her seat. “They hate us, Celestia. Can’t we do anything to change that?” 



“I have no desire to invade the sky, Twilight,” Celestia said, chuckling. “Nor the will. And they have no desire to join us at the table to talk. So, for now, we wait.” 



Twilight shook her head, struggling to understand. “But why, Princess? Why won’t they just talk to us? What did we do that made them so angry?” 



Celestia stared out across Equestria for a long moment. “The Council are the latest in a very long line of warriors, Twilight,” she began, with a melancholy sigh. “They told you of their history, correct? Well, it was true to a certain degree. Before Equestria, before Hearth's Warming, before even the Windigo Wars ponykind were far more violent. The earth ponies would fight the unicorns. The unicorns would fight the pegasi. And the pegasi would fight... well, pretty much anything that moved slowly enough for them to get a good buck in.” 



She paused to refill her teacup. “And in those violent times the Stratospheric Council were the finest warriors the world had ever seen, which gave them the ability to rule with an iron hoof. They never realised that it was their hatred that fuelled the Windigos, even as it destroyed their great empires. As hatred chilled the world the moderate pegasi, under the command of a young renegade whose name you might recall, Hurricane, rose up against the Council and chased them to the furthest reaches of the sky. And that is where they have remained until this day, plotting vengeance, spouting vitriol and doing nothing, because there is nothing they can do. They aren't mighty warriors any more, Twilight, just children playing the role, because they know how to do nothing else.” 



“So, fix this?” Twilight asked, hesitantly. “Do we send them books, or teachers?” 



“Such efforts have been tried and such efforts have failed” Celestia said, with a sad smile. “I’m sad to say that there’s nothing left for us to do.” 



“But what about diplomacy? What about friendship?” She paused, frowning. “Come to think of it, could we just turn the Elements on them?” 



Celestia laughed. “I fear that would end with a large number of falling pegasi statues. Which would perhaps be a little dangerous to those walking below.” She shook her head. “No Twilight, friendship and magic can only be a solution when a pony is willing to meet you halfway, and the Stratospheric Council is not. For now, we have to continue on as we alway have.” 



“Which means...?” Twilight pressed. 



Celestia looked up. Wispy high altitude clouds drifted across the sky far above their heads. “Wait and hope. And always be ready to offer a hoof in friendship. For one day they will come down, and we will welcome them as long lost friends when they do.” 








Pinkie Pie hummed happily to herself as she sketched. Falling through the sky had been super fun, but also scary. Maybe even super fun because it had been scary and just for a moment she’d worried that Rainbow Dash wouldn’t have made it in time to save her. As such she’d set to work on a brand new invention. So far it was just a really, really big umbrella, but she was sure that with enough tents stitched together she could find a way to make it so that earth ponies no longer had to fear falling. Or at least, going splat. 



A sudden rap at her window—or as Pinkie liked to call them, pegasus doors—startled her out of her inventing furge. “Come in!” she called. 



A long beat passed and then the knocking came again. 



Shrugging, Pinkie Pie pronked over to the window and threw it opened. There was a startled squawk from outside and Pinkie Pie’s eyes widened as she found Sky Blade hovering outside. The pegasus was wide eyed and twitchy, as if at any moment he expected to be attacked or worse. Every little thing seemed to send a fresh shudder of surprise through him, from the sound of ponies on the street to the creek of Pinkie’s windowframe. 



“Oh hi, Blade,” Pinkie exclaimed, smiling broadly. “What are you doing down here?” 



“I... um.” He swallowed a lump in his throat. “I felt I should make sure you were okay after you, ah, fall.” 



“All present and correct,” Pinkie bounced in place as a demonstration. “It helps when you have a friend to catch you. It's sweet that you asked, though. I knew you were a softie at heart.” Blade frowned, seemingly unsure if that was a compliment. “Did you like your cupcake?” 



Blade gave a jerky nod. “Oh, ah, yes very much so. Although, it disappeared quickly when I shared it around.” 



“Yeah, they’re slippery suckers,” Pinkie agreed. “Especially in a room full of hungry foals. Would you like to come in for another?” 



Blade froze, dropping a few feet before he could sort his wings out. “Ah, well, no I don’t think so,” he said, hurriedly, regarding Sugarcube Corner with naked fear and more than a little confusion. “Another time. Maybe. Goodbye, Pinkie Pie. It is good to see you whole.” 



With a snap he pumped his wings harder and before Pinkie could get a word in a mere blue dot high above, quickly lost in the vastness of the sky. 



Pinkie smiled and, humming a happy, tune went back to her sketches. She had a feeling she’d just made a friend.
      

      
   
      Historical Gaps


      

      
      
         Daring Do struggled to remain conscious, even as the ancient artifact before her sucked out her will to live. She was facing one of her oldest and most persistent foes, an enemy she struggled with after most every adventure. She had always emerged triumphant in the past, and she was determined that the same would hold true into the distant future. But that did not make the battle any less arduous, or her suffering any less terrible. 



The sound of a polite knock on her door pulled Daring out of her fugue state, drawing her eyes from the blank sheet of paper in the typewriter before her. Her body flew into motion, quickly donning her “AJ Yearling” disguise, while her mind flew through possibilities. 



Daring was a mare who really valued her privacy. To that end she had built her home out in the middle of nowhere. She wrote under a pseudonym, and even her pen name was known as a recluse. Aside from her publisher (and a few of her more competent competitors) no one even knew where she lived. 



Taking a moment to adjust her dress to ensure it covered her cutie mark, Daring Do cautiously approached the door. She couldn’t afford to break character, in case it was a fan who had somehow discovered her whereabouts. Again. But she needed to prepared in case this was part of some nefarious plot…



With those thoughts in mind, ‘AJ Yearling’ opened the door to her humble abode, ready for anything.



Thus she took coming face to face with a smiling puple alicorn with more aplomb than most would expect.



“Princess Twilight Sparkle?” She asked with just a hint of surprise. 



“Hello Miss Do. I hope I’m not interrupting anything?”








The tea was stale. 



Daring grimaced and hoped her guest wouldn’t notice as she placed her tea set on the kitchen table. It was one of the many minor inconveniences of being an intrepid adventurer. When a new lead or avenue of research might pop up at any time and draw you away for months on end, it was hard to keep up on the grocery shopping. 



Taking her own seat across the table from Twilight (whom, she noted, was practically quivering in excitement) she moved to pour them each a cup of tea. 



“So your highness, what brings you by this afternoon?” Daring raised a questioning eyebrow as she poured. 



“History!” Twilight blurted excitedly. Seeing the confused look on Daring’s face she forced herself to calm down and explain in a bit more detail. It just wouldn’t do for a princess of Equestria to go all fan-filly on one of her favorite authors. No matter how tempting I was!



“Ahem. That is, I’ve recently begun expanding my studies of equestrian history.” Twilight took a small sip of her tea. “I’ve been rather disappointed by what I’ve found however. Even going back just a few hundred years, there’s so little reliable documentation, as I’m sure you’ve noticed.



Daring took a sip from her own cup and grimaced. The tea was nothing to write home about but it wasn’t the source of the bitter taste in her mouth.



“Yes. I’ve noticed.” She replied dryly.




 



Bored. 



Bored, bored, bored, bored, bored.



Daring Do was completely, totally, and utterly bored.



With a defeated sigh she closed the cover of the ancient tome before her. She was rewarded with a small cloud of dust, but she paid it no mind as she laid her head down upon the book. Daring was too drained to bother sneezing. Instead she allowed her eyes to roam across the desks and bookshelves of the Canterlot Archives.



This was not what she expected archelogy to be like.



Oh, she expected studying, and plenty of research. She actually enjoyed studying and research! But she also expected there to be more than just reading through three hundred year old accounts of things that may or may not have happened five hundred years earlier…



She didn’t want to just read about history! She wanted to discover it! She wanted to explore! Dig! Touch! Feel! Smell! She wanted to hold bits of the past in her own two hooves! And then she wanted to assemble those pieces like a puzzle! A jigsaw puzzle! And when she'd put all the pieces in their places, she'd show it off to everypony, so that all could know and see what the world had once looked like!



Her name was Daring Do! And she wanted to go out and ‘Do’ things!



But her professors just scoffed at her.



Nopony went out digging around in the dirt! That wasn’t what archeology was all about! Instead a true archeologist dug through books! Searched through libraries, compared bibliographies, and cross-referenced citations. Anything you really needed to know about the past had already been catalogued, written about, and filed away after all. So why bother sullying your hooves? 



Besides, there simply wasn’t any funding for silly things like research expeditions or ‘hooves-on’ archeology. And if the crown wasn’t interested in wasting money on something, nopony else was going to put up the bits. 



With yet another heartfelt Sigh, Daring closed her eyes. 



Perhaps Canterlot Academy wasn’t the place for her...










“Anyway, Rainbow Dash and I were having our weekly Daring Do reading hour…” She flushed and cleared her throat. “Ah, I mean, we were just discussing your latest release when it occurred to me... You’re really Daring Do, and you’ve really been to all of those places! Seen all those things!” 



Daring nodded carefully. She was actually herself. She had been to many different places. And right now she wished she were just about anywhere else. Because she was not comfortable with the direction this conversation was taking.



“That’s sort of true...” she hedged. Her lack of enthusiasm went unnoticed by Twilight. 



Twilight had enough enthusiasm for both of them.



“Oh, I know your books aren’t one hundred percent accurate.” Twilight waved her hoof dismissively. “I’ve read ‘The Rings of Scorchero,’ and I saw all of the embellishments and, shall we say, literary liberties you took with the story. It was hardly suitable for publishing in a journal of archeology!” She shot her host a small, apologetic smile.



 “But that’s just it! You may have embellished things, but there was a core of truth to it! And if the same is true of all of your other books… Why, I can hardly imagine all the things you’ve seen!” Twilight’s wings were twitching in excitement at the very thought.



Daring Do, on the other hand, was not feeling at all excited. She took another sip of her tea, her gaze drifting to the side as she avoided eye contact with the Princess.



“Yeah. Yeah, I’ve seen lots of things.”








She’d done it! She’d been right!



Daring had known there were ruins in the Catskill mountainside! The ancient pottery shards and other artifacts ponies found when digging out their basements in nearby settlements told her that there had been something of interest in the general area. The strangely out of place igneous rock formation along the flank of the mountain had helped her pinpoint the location.



But in the end it was a combination of luck, skill, and perseverance that allowed her to discover a crack in the rocks where time and water had worn the stone away. She’d had to crawl on her belly, hop and fly over chasms, and squeeze through openings so tight she was certain she’d left half her primaries behind her.



But her perseverance had paid off. This... This was no natural cave formation. This was a proper tunnel. This was a sign of civilization!



She’d been right! She’d been right! They’d all laughed at her, but she’d been right!



Well, okay, they hadn’t really laughed at her, per se. Rather, they’d just pointed out that their books and documents showed no ancient settlements in the area. And then ignored her theories. They just didn’t care.



But Daring Do cared. She cared a lot.



She cared enough to quit the university, and spend her tuition on train fare, camping equipment, and spelunking gear. 



Giddy with excitement, she started down the rough hewn tunnel, her lantern lighting the way.



Her excitement lasted until she came upon the skeletons.



There were just a few at first. Near the start of the tunnel. Twisted, blackened things, so badly disfigured that she couldn’t even identify the species. Further down the tunnels the remains were far more intact. 



And far more numerous.



Even so, Daring still could not identify their species. Their skeletal structure didn’t match any of the Sapients she was familiar with, and she was familiar with all of the common species of Equus. If she had to guess, based on the presence of fangs and claws, and the general morphology of the skeletons, they may have been related to felines. There was evidence of jewelry and clothing amongst the remains, but Daring had no way to tell the stallions of this species from the mares. 



The smaller bones of the foals however, were quite easy to pick out. 



Slowly, it began to dawn on her. Daring had set out to find the ruins of a lost civilization. 



What she’d found was its tomb.










Completely oblivious to her host’s mood, Twilight continued to chatter excitedly.



“Dash and I reread all of your books after that.” She flushed a bit in embarrassment. “For... research purposes of course!” 



“Of course.” Daring’s lips twitched into a small, amused smile. Truthfully, she’d never had much use for fan fillies. Avoiding them was the reason for her reclusive alternate persona. Her writing was just a means to an end, and that end was not fame or glory.



But for some reason the thought of a royal fan filly was just too amusing for words. 



“Ahem. Anyway…” Twilight cleared her throat, still looking embarrassed. “I reread your books. And you’ve written so many of them! You must have learned so many things! Seen such wonders! Discovered so many secrets! 



Once again the act of sipping her tea helped cover up a grimace.



“Yeah, there have been a lot of those…”








Daring wasn’t sure what these creatures had been. There were no mentions of felinoid races in any of the history books she had read. But whoever and whatever they had been, they had clearly been fellow sapients. And thus they deserved to have their remains treated with dignity and respect. Which was why she spent so much time flying despite the low ceilings. 



In many places, there was nowhere she could walk with desecrating a grave.



Any sense of giddy euphoria had long since fled. But she was an archeologist. She was here for a reason. To discover the threads of history. And to weave them back into a tapestry. To learn the truth, so she could share it with everypony else. 



Whoever these unfortunate souls were, whatever catastrophe befell them, it was her job, her goal, her purpose to discover what happened. To make sure that these people weren’t forgotten. To let their story be told. 



As she delved deeper into the tunnels and antechambers, she began to discover writing along the walls. Much of it was unfamiliar script. Long flowing symbols intermixed with complex runes. But in the furthest chambers she began to find smatterings of Ancient Sew-Mare-Ian. Daring may have tired of her studies at Canterlot University, but she had never slacked in her study of languages.



The pictograms may not have spoken of the start of the story… But they were very clear as to its end.








The Abominations have come for us. Their blood is an Unholy mixture of Lessers, bound with fire and ice. They strike at our edges, but the Rzzzine are strong, and our Hunters fast. Our claws have sunk deep into the stones, and out paws cover the valley below. 



The Abominations shall taste our bronze, and feel our fangs on their throats. 








The Abominations are strong. Our claws and fangs break upon their hides. Our spears melt or shatter. Our greatest hunters fall like hoofbeasts mired in mud. 



From the redoubt we can see the valley burn. Many of the Clans have fallen. But many more remain. 



The Abominations have driven their fangs deep. But they have not struck heart’s blood. The Rzzzine remain! Like the Bird of Fire, we shall grow back stronger!



Our stores are deep, and the mountain our shield. Any who strike at the Redout will find naught but death. 








The Abominations fear our claws. They dare not enter the Redoubt, lest they be slain. 



They throw their foul magicks against the stones, but the stones are thick above us. They will not yield. They will give us time. 



Claw and Spear can not slay the Abominations. The Wise Ones see this. In time, they will make us sharper claws and longer spears. The Abominations fear to face us in our Rebout today. Tomorrow, they will fear to face us across this world.








The stones weep. 



The Abominations have brought the heat of a thousand forges against the mountain. Flowing stone has filled the passages to the sky. 



The air grows thick, and death stalks Hunter and Kit alike throughout the great halls. 



To our children who one day come to read these words, beware!



Beware the Abomination of the three hoofbeasts! The Horns, the Winged, and the Strong! 



Beware the Sun and the Moon!








Daring could only stare in disbelief at the final words, etched roughly and hurriedly into the stone walls. 



Her translation was rough. But the last sentence was unmistakable. The symbol they had used for the sun was one she was very familiar with.



It had, after all, been stamped on the coinage of Equestria for centuries. 



Just as it was marked on the flank of Equestria’s ruler…








“There were a lot of important details missing in your books though. I mean, of course you’d leave out some of the details!” Twilight laughed nervously. “Creative liberties and all that. But there are a lot of gaps in your novels. And while they make sense in fiction, knowing that you’re, well, real...” She trailed off.



Daring simply nodded in agreement.



“I’ve left a lot of details out of the books on purpose. Especially actual locations. A lot of the places I visit can be dangerous, and the last thing I’d want is for some overeager fan to try to follow in my hoofsteps. Somepony could be hurt.” 



“Yeah, I can see that.” Twilight nodded slowly as she considered the point. “It would be terrible to know ponies were hurt because of something you’d written.”



“Yeah. Sometimes those gaps are there for a reason...”








A faint air of desperation surrounded Daring as she skimmed through book after book. The stacks surrounding her table were growing taller and taller, even as her patience grew shorter and shorter.



There was no mention of the Rzzzine in any of these books. There was no mention of any species or civilization that matched them.



In point of fact, there was no mention of anything existing in that valley before ponies settled there several hundred years ago.  The most she had found with a passing reference in an ancient travelogue stating that the area was dangerous. Aside from that the entire time period before its settlement was a blank space in the history books. A gap in the historical record. One of many such gaps.



Daring paused at that thought. 



There were lots of gaps in the history books. In this particular gap, she had found an entire civilization, and entire species that had previously been unknown. 



What might she find in the other gaps?



Daring eyed the books surrounding her from a new perspective. Carefully removing one from the stack, she began reading more slowly, and taking notes. Only this time she was paying attention not what was there, but to what was missing.








“But I was wondering… Why are you writing adventure books, instead of submitting your findings to peer reviewed journals? I mean, with all the discoveries you’ve made, you’d be famous!” Twilight gushed. Before the consequences of her suggestion occurred to her.



“Ah, not that you’re not famous already!” She stammered. "Or that you should stop writing adventure novels! They’re really, really good!” 



Her muttered comments about 'Rainbow Dash killing her if she got Daring Do to stop writing' were probably not meant to be heard.



The panicked alicorn’s antics were almost enough to bring another smile to Daring’s face. But only almost.



“Let’s just say that most of my discoveries didn’t quite fit in with mainstream archeology…”








Daring grunted at the rejection letter she held in her hooves before dropping it unceremoniously onto the table. It landed beside a half a dozen similar letters. Their origins, hoofwriting, and verbiage were all different, yet they all said the same thing.



“The Crown isn’t interested in paying ponies to dig in the dirt, and neither are we.”



Her discovery was being ignored. More than just ignored. It was being buried. Buried as deep and hopelessly as the ruins she had discovered. 



And this was despite her writing her grant proposal to be as... bland an uninflammatory as possible! No mention of a new Sapient species. No descriptions of their final writings, or the possible origin of their destruction. Just simple, dry facts.



The evidence that led her to explore the region.



The discovery of a clearly constructed tunnel system. 



The presence of remains and artifacts of a previously undiscovered nature. 



And a request for a very modest sum in order to perform some initial excavations and examinations. Just to identify the civilization and determine if the site required more thorough investigation.



She may as well have asked for the moon.



Well, she still had a few bits left to her name. Her camping supplies were still in good shape. And she had a great many ‘gaps’ in the history books to explore, even if nopony else cared enough to bother.



But if she was going to continue down her current path, she was going to need to find an alternative source of bits. And some way to make her findings public. 



Perhaps... Perhaps, with a little creativity, she could solve both problems at once?




 



“I found it much easier to have my exploits published as fiction.” Daring continued. “No matter how much it pained me to have it labeled as such.” The last was muttered under her breath, though based on how her ears drooped, Twilight caught at least part of it. 



“Sorry. I didn’t mean to hit a sore spot.” Twilight frowned down at her tea. Daring just chuckled lightly, trying to wave it off.



“I took no offense. It’s all water under the bridge.” She insisted, even if there was a certain tightness around her eyes.



“Besides, when you get right down to it, most of what I’ve found has just been variations on a common theme...”






Death has come for us from the seas. 



We flee the shore, and the tentacles that none can stand before.



If you find this warning, traveler, beware! None may defeat the Monster that is both Shark and Squid. Though it shies from the flame, it always returns…




Our ending Cometh. It hast drained us of our vital essence. Our wings fail us, and we are lost. 



To those who follow, learn from us! Flee! Flee the Abomination! It has the bottom of the pony, and the top of the minotaur, but mercy it has not at all! 




The cold grows worse. Our crops fail. Time is short. 



The Soldiers of Harugh stand ready. We shall finish the Minoans this time. The icy winds shall not steal the fire in our blood!




... They came from the skies, and warned His Highness from the path. They said our fighting would draw down the Wendigos. 



Our lord heeded them not. And when next they came, they brought death to our people.



Beware the Sun and Moon!




Our end comes! Beware the creature of many beasts and madness!




Beware the cloud that is half shade! It consumes all those who’s shadow it touches!




Beware the Dog of Rock and its Breath of Stone!




Beware The Centaur!




Beware the Sun and Moon!




Beware!



Beware! 



Beware! 






Twilight giggled. “Well, the Princess does say that history tends to be cyclical. What happened before tends to happen again!”



Daring did her best to hide the shiver of dread that ran down her spine.



“If you say so, your Highness.”



“Please, just call me Twilight!” She insisted with a bright smile. 



“If you insist, Twilight.” 



“Anyway, once I started to think of your books as real I did start to get a little worried…” Twilight's smile faded, replaced with a look of concern. “After all, some of the artifact that you've discovered sound rather dangerous!” 



Daring forced a smile to her lips, and faked an unconcerned chuckle. 



“Well, they’re just stories Twilight. And like you said, I've embellished them quite a bit here and there. To, you know, add a bit of drama. A lot of the details are exaggerated, or don’t quite reflect reality.”








Daring Do strained her wings against the ropes that bound her, while before her Ahuizotl gloated and monologued. 



“Once again you are too late Daring Do! And another ring falls into my hands!” Using his tail hand he held the golden ring up for all to see. Behind him, his army of native ponies shook their spears in celebration.



“Why Azy, I never knew you were into jewelry! I hate to tell you this, but Gold really clashes with your fur. And it’s not your size anyway.” She smirked at her nemesis, letting her bravado cover her fears.



“Ha! Foolish little pony, are you truly so ignorant? Do you not know what this is?”



“One of the rings of Scorchero. There’s like, a dozen of them. Big deal.” Daring rolled her eyes and feigned a yawn.



As expected, Ahuizotl was unable to pass up the bait. 



“You truly are a fool then, Daring Do. These rings… These rings are one of the few artifacts of my people left upon Equus.” A grim smile crossed his muzzle as he stared at the ring. “Our greatest, and alas, finaly creation.”



“Oh? And what's it do? Let me guess, you use it to stretch out your necks to look pretty for all the boys?” She snorted, prodding her foe's pride once again, waiting for him to explode.



But instead he just turned his eyes from the ring to his captive. And his grim smile only grew.



“Not quite. No, when combined with the rest of the rings, this will allow me to wrest control of the sun from the Abomination you worthless ponies kneel before.” His grin spread, and he held the ring up once more.



“And with that power, I will burn Equestria and it's princess to ashes! BWHAHAHAHAHAHA!” Daring couldn't help but but flinch at his maniacal laughter. Especially when his minions joined in with him.



“You monster.” Daring growled. And just like that, the laughter cut off.



“Monster? You call me a monster? You, who kiss the hoof of Celestia, dare call me a monster?” He growled, stalking forward. “Have you any idea how soaked with blood those hooves are, ignorant pony? She has waded through OCEANS OF IT!” He roared in her face, before seeming to calm down.



“The entirety of my people not being the least of it.” He hissed.



“Your… Your people preyed on ponies. Sacrificed them for entertainment.” Daring managed to shoot back despite the quaver in her voice. It was a struggle to maintain her bravado, her sense of invincibility. 



Ahuizotl just laughed.



“Yes, and what of it? Your kind prey on grass and trees, and even the eggs of birds! It is the natural order! It is your princesses that are the abominations!” 



“And what about them?” Daring gestured at the surrounding native ponies with her chin. “What lies have you told them to get them to follow you? To get them help you destroy their own people?”



Her question just elicited more laughter.



“Lies? I have told them no lies, Miss Do.” He chuckled in amusement. “They are followers of the old ways. And they remember the old truths. They remember what was done to their ancestors.” 



His smirk only grew wider. 



“Come now, miss Do. You know as well as I that it wasn't just non-ponies that have felt the wrath of your perfect little princess.” 



Daring Do broke eye contact, looking away. She'd been exploring and discovering for years now. 



She knew what those gaps in the official histories held.



She knew the truth as well as he did. 








“Still, if there's even a hint of truth in your stories… Perhaps it would be best if you handed some of those artifacts over to the Royal Guard? I think everypony would feel better if they were properly sealed away and under guard...” 



Daring just smirked and called on her adventuring persona, projecting an air of complete confidence. An act she'd long since mastered. A bit of bluster and bravado had gotten her out of many tight spots in the past, and this one would be no different.



“No offense meant to yourself or the Royal Guards your Highness, but I've been at this job for quite a while now. Trust me when I say that the artifacts are safe and sound.” She flashed her trademark confident smirk and winked. "And they're safer in the hooves of an expect such as myself, than being guarded by those who don't know their dangers."



Twilight brought her hooves to her mouth to hide her giggle as she struggled to resist the urge to fan-filly out.



“W… Well, if you're sure you've got a handle on it...”



“No worries Princess. I've got everything under control.”




 



Daring Do was completely out of control.



It wasn't that much of a surprise. Even through the lead lined chest, the Bag of Magic Stealing was interfering with her pegasus magic, interfering with her ability to fly. Coupled with the fact that lead lined chests are damned heavy, it explained why the pegasus adventurer was wobbling through the air like she'd just finished a keg of cider.



Still, she had no choice but to keep a stiff upper lip and soldier on. She had to get the Bag away from here. Out of the path of the monster's rampage. 



The old scrolls had been very clear on that point. The Centaur was bad enough on its own. With its magic stealing bag in hand, it was nearly invincible. The Diamond Dog Imperium had learned that the hard way. That once great Civilization had fallen, it's people scattered and all but anhilated at the hands of that particular Abomination. It had taken all they'd had just to separate it from the Bag, and hide it away.



There was no way Daring was going to let the two be reunited.



Off in the distance, she could hear Tirek roar…



Her wings beat faster.








”Putting that aside though, I was really hoping you might be willing to share some of your research with me. I'm sure your discoveries would make fascinating reading! And it would really help me fill in some of the gaps in my knowledge of Equestrian history.” Twilight smiled happily at Daring, practically giving her puppy dog eyes. 



Daring had never been given puppy dog eyes by Royalty before. It was a mildly disturbing experience. 



“Ah… Haven't you asked Princess Celestia or Luna to bring you up to speed?” 



“Well, it feels a bit rude to bring it up with Luna. She's working so hard to catch up with the present, I don't know if I want to remind her of the past...” Twilight frowned, then giggled before continuing. “And you know how Celestia is. She's remarkably forgetful. Why, Historians have been trying to get information on ancient history from her for centuries! But all she ever does is smile and shrug and say she 'can't quite recall that far back.'” Twilight rolled her eyes, a smile on her muzzle.



“Yes, well, I really think that you should speak to Celestia about this before I share my notes with you.” Seeing Twilight's crestfallen expression, Daring rushed to reassure her. “It's not that I don't trust you or anything. It's just that, ah… Some of my discoveries and conclusions might not be one hundred percent correct. None of it has been peer reviewed after all… And I wouldn't want to taint your knowledge of history with incorrect data.”



Twilight's expression quickly brightened.



“The Princess's would really be a… more appropriate source for… historical perspective than one crazy pegasus adventurer.” 



“I suppose you're right.” Twilight agreed, nodding after a moment's thought. “Princess Celestia always knows best about these things anyway.”



Daring breathed a sigh of relief. The last thing she wanted to do was 'corrupt' the newest Alicorn with her… unusual perspective on history. The truth deserved to be known, to be remembered. But sometimes… Sometimes it was best that the past remain buried, for the sake of the future. 



As long as somepony remembered it.



As long as somepony learned from it.



“But you really shouldn't put yourself down like that.” Twilight continued sternly. “You're not just some crazy pegasus adventure! You're Daring Do!  As Rainbow Dash says, one of the most awesome pegasi ever! Not to mention an excellent writer!” 



Daring couldn't help but smile at the heartfelt praise. 



“Thank you your Highness. That really means a lot, specially coming from Element bearers and royalty.” Daring ignored Twilight's embarrassed blush. “Now, I'd love to continue to chat with you, but I've got some work I really need to attend to...” She nodded in the direction of her typewriter.



“Oh. Oh!” Twilight's embarrassment grew. “I'm, so sorry! I didn't mean to interrupt your writing!”



Daring gave the Princess a reassuring smile as they both got up from their chairs.



“It was no interruption. Really. If anything it was a pleasant distraction from a bit of writers block.” Given the subject matter, 'pleasant' may have been stretching the description, but Dashing still managed to say it with a straight face.



Twilight cleared her throat as Daring escorted her to the door.



“I hope it's not presumptuous but… I don't suppose you know what the title of your next book is going to be?” She asked hopefully. Daring just smiled.



“I'm thinking 'Daring Do and the Silica Thorax' for a title.” She confided. 



Twilight practically squealed in excitement at this tidbit of insider info, her wings fluttering as she hopped up and down in excitement. 



“Thank you so much Miss Do! I really love you books, and it's been a pleasure talking to you.” Twilight smiled broadly as she stood outside the doorway. 



“You know, I can honestly say that this has been the most pleasurable tea time I've ever had with an Alicorn Princess.” Daring replied, forcing herself to smile at the thought. 



Twilight just giggled at the 'joke.'




 



Never let them see you sweat. 



That was one of Daring's many mottos.



And it was one she was having a hard time living up to at the moment, as she sat across the table from her most dangerous opponent ever. 



It was a struggle to keep her teacup from shaking in her hoof. 



“Is the tea to your liking?” Princess Celestia asked with a motherly smile.



“Yes your Highess. It's quite good.” Daring was not comfortable being here. But when the ruler of your nation invites an award winning author for tea, the award winning author shows up for tea.



“I've read your latest book Miss Do. Or do you prefer Miss Yearling?” Celestia cocked an eyebrow as she took a sip of her own beverage.



“Miss Do is fine your Highness.” 



“Oh, please, call me Celestia. We're in private, after all.” She gave Daring another warm smile before continuing. 



“As I was saying, I read your latest book. I found your descriptions of the Glow Blade of Sky Walker absolutely fascinating.” She paused and tilted her head, inviting a response.



“As you say, your Highness.” Was the only response Daring allowed herself.



“I only vaguely recall legends about such a weapon myself.” She tapped her chin in thought. “I recall them saying it could cut through anything.” 



Daring just nodded, taking a sip of her tea to hide her unease. The actual legend was that the incandescent blade was created to cut through anything… Even (and especially) Alicorns. Not that Daring was going to bring that up in conversation.



“Even Alicorns, as I recall...” Celestia continued, raising an eyebrow.



Daring's Teacup rattled loudly against its saucer as she carefully set it back down. Celestia allowed the silence to linger for a moment before speaking.



“You have no need to fear me, my little pony.” She said gently, a sad expression on her face.



“Of course not, your Highness.” It took an effort of will to look her ruler in the eye. After a few moments, it was Celestia that looked away.



“I notice that your story was… lacking in a few details about that mythical pegasus city.” Celestia probed gently. 



Daring didn't answer immediately. Instead she took a few moments to gather her thoughts, and her courage, as the silence grew tense and brittle.



“Sometimes, your Highness, there are details that… Don't necessarily help the story. Details that… wouldn't be enjoyable to the reader. So sometimes it is necessary to leave them out.” She spoke slowly and with great care, eyes never leaving the Alicorn. 



“But those details are not forgotten.”



“No your Highness.” Daring thought back to what she'd discovered on that frozen mountaintop. The mummified remains still entrapped in ice. The shattered homes and storefronts. The bones scattered across the streets, some far too small to have been those of warriors fallen in battle.



The last desperate, scribbled notes left behind by those trapped inside their own homes as the cold sapped their strength and life…



“No, they're not forgotten.” She answered, her expression hard as she met Celestia's eyes once again.



“If… artifacts such as these were real… It would likely be best if they were kept by the Crown. So that they can be kept someplace safe.” Celestia offered delicately.



“The… research material for my stories… is already kept someplace safe, you Highness. Alongside full copies of the… original manuscripts and notes for my… stories.” She kept her gaze locked with Celestia's, even as her heart pounded in her chest.



And once again the Princess looked away first.



“If you're sure.” She spoke softly after several moments of silence.



“I'm sure.” 



“Well, I suppose I won't keep you any longer then.” 



“Your Highness.” Daring bowed her head respectfully before rising from her seat. She bit back a sigh of relief as she turned to walk towards the doors. She wasn't out of the Everfree yet. 



She was just reaching for the door handle when Celestia spoke once more from behind her.



“Miss Do?” She asked softly. “You do realize that everything I did… everything… Was for the benbefit of my little ponies, right?” 



Daring paused, her hoof on the door. Her mind went over all the places she'd been. The discoveries she'd made. The ruins she'd discovered… The endings of civilizations, or  whole species she'd found. 



Not all of them lay at the hooves of the Alicorn behind her. Not even most. 



But there were more than her fair share. 



“Yes. I understand.” She replied without inflection. Without looking back.



“But I wonder… How many others would have said the same thing, were they not little more than dust and bones today?” 



There was a soft sigh behind her. 



“I ask myself the same question every day, my little pony.” The words were little more than a whisper.



Without another word or even a backwards glance 'AJ Yearling' stepped through the door.
      

      
   
      Gotta Catch at Least One


      

      
      
         “Sister!” Luna bellowed as she entered the office. “I have made a decision!”



“Is it about our ‘no ID needed to enroll’ policy?” Celestia asked, barely looking up from the papers on her desk. “Because we really should have addressed that one years ago.”



“Nay, dearest sister, ‘tis much more important than that. I have decided to leave behind this humble life as a vice principal so that I can become a Pokémon Master!”



Celestia continued to examine her paperwork. “I see. Have you been binge-watching anime again?”



“I might have been,” Luna replied with a hint of annoyance. “But I wasn’t watching Pokémon, so that is unrelated.”



“So there’s a new game out then?” Celestia signed a paper and moved it to a new pile. “Well, you do have some leave saved up, so you can go ahead and lock yourself in your room for the next week if you want.”



“I am afraid not, dear sister. For this new game requires me to travel across the land, searching far and wide. Only then shall I be able to catch them all!”



Celestia finally put down her paperwork and gave Luna a suspicious look. “You’re not saying that you have to trek across Equestria for this game, are you?”



“Of course not.”



Celestia sighed in relief. “Oh, good. For a moment there, I thought that—”



“I shall also be leaving Equestria. I cannot let the Pokémon of Griffonstone and Yakyakistan go uncaught if I am to become a Pokémon Master!”



“I see.” Celestia sighed and started to rub her temples. “You’re going to be gone for a lot longer than a week, aren’t you?”



“I shall indeed. I think it is likely that many moons shall pass before I return to Canterlot. That is why I decided to resign as vice principal.”



Celestia stared at the papers on her desk, knowing that they would soon be multiplying. “Fine. But will you please at least stick around until I can find a replacement?”



“Very well, but only because this school is a PokéStop.”








“Hello, Twilight Sparkle. How are you today?”



“Hello, Principal Celestia! I'm so excited to be here! When I heard about Vice Principal Luna leaving, I just knew that I had to apply for the position. The times I had here at CHS were some of the best of my life, and I know that as vice principal, I can help other students feel the same way.”



“That's wonderful, but I haven't even asked you why you want the job yet.”



Twilight grinned sheepishly. “Sorry. I've been studying the interview questions, and I guess I got ahead of myself there.”



“I see.” Celestia pushed aside the paper she was taking notes on and smiled slightly. “In that case, I hope you don't mind if I go off the script a bit.”



Twilight gulped. “You mean you're turning this into a pop quiz?”



“I suppose you could think of it like that. I prefer to think of it as a way to test your adaptability, which is a very important quality to have in this line of work.”



“I suppose that's all right then.”



“Okay. First, tell me how humans walk.”



Twilight's eyes lit up and she sat up straight. “Oh, that's easy. First, the burden of supporting the body's mass is removed from the trailing foot. Then the knee buckles, allowing the ankle tendons to rapidly release their stored elastic energy to swing the leg forward. Then you just keep repeating that process until you get to wherever you need to be.”



“That sounds correct to me. Next question: can you provide proof of your identity and eligibility to work in this country?”



“Huh? I mean, yes, I'm sure that I could, but why do you ask?”



“First of all, the law says I have to. Second, we have to be a bit more strict about that sort of thing with our faculty than we do with our students. And finally, because I'm pretty sure that you are actually a pony princess who should probably not be running away from her responsibilities to get a job in another dimension.”



Twilight began to voice an objection, but Principal Celestia's no-nonsense stare stopped it in her mouth. She dropped her head and sighed. “Okay, you got me. But how did you know I wasn't this world's Twilight Sparkle?”



“How many ponies do you think could describe exactly how they walk with as much detail as you just used?”



“Practically none of—Oh.”



“Exactly. Most humans couldn't tell you how walking works beyond 'you put one foot in front of the other.' If anyone knows more than that, they've probably either been designing robots or studying to make sure they don't mess up.”



“Oops. Can I still have the job though?”








Celestia stared at the next applicant.



The applicant stared back.



Celestia picked up her phone and dialed. “Pinkie Pie, please come remove your pet alligator from my office.”








“Tell me, Ms. Glimmer, why do you want this job?”



“Leadership is my passion. There is nothing I love more than taking a disorganized, inefficient mess of people and guiding them into a united and happy whole.”



This got a small laugh from Celestia. “Well, most high schoolers aren't exactly known for their organization.”



“Perhaps not, but they haven't met me yet,” Starlight replied in a manner that Celestia thought was a bit too serious to use to tell a joke.



“I suppose not.” Celestia glanced over the resume in front of her. “Tell me about your work experience. This says that you were mayor of a town?”



“Yes, that was a wonderful time for me,” Starlight declared proudly. “Because of my wonderful leadership, the entire town lived and worked together in perfect and complete equality.” She then looked away and muttered, “At least until everything came crashing down and everyone left.”



“What was that last bit?”



“Nothing!”



“Riiiight. So would you apply your experiences to the position of vice principal?”



“Well obviously the first thing to do is to eliminate all individuality,” Starlight said confidently. “Everyone must conform and be exactly the same. I'll institute school uniforms, and ban those individual symbols everyone in this school seems to wear for some reason. If they want emblems to wear, they can wear equal signs. In fact, I think the school's mascot should be an equal sign. The students need to know that they are all completely equal and identical.”



“I see. Well, I think that's enough interviewing for now. I'll call you when I make my decision.”








Celestia pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. “Sweetie Belle, Apple Bloom, and Scootaloo, please get out from under that trench coat. That trick never works in real life, and even if it did, you are far too large for it to work now.”



“Sorry, Principal Celestia,” Apple Bloom said as the three disentangled themselves.



“It's just that we've heard Vice Principal Luna say that it feels like she does the work of three people,” Scootaloo added.



“And we're about to graduate,” Sweetie Belle continued, “so we thought that maybe we could replace her when she leaves.



“Look, girls, I know your hearts are in the right places, but you're really not qualified for a job like this.” Though I have to admit that you'd probably do a better job than some applicants I can think of. “Besides, don't you already have other plans for after your graduation?”



“Eh.” Scootaloo shrugged. “Plans are meant to be broken.”



“Why did Vice Principal Luna decide to leave, anyway?” Sweetie asked.



“I don't really understand all the details, but it has something to do with traveling the world for a new Pokémon game. I guess—”



The girls gasped. “Pokémon GO got released?” Scootaloo blurted out. “Why didn't anyone tell us?”



“Girls, we need to get going right now if we want to become Pokémon Masters!” Apple Bloom exclaimed.



“Sorry, Principal Celestia, but we need to withdraw our application,” Sweetie added as all three of them rushed to the door, smartphones in hand. “Thank you anyway!”








Celestia sighed. “Hello again, Twilight.”



Twilight paused. “'Again?'”



“Oh, sorry. Your pony counterpart was in here earlier, trying to apply for this job.” Celestia's eyes narrowed. “You are the human Twilight Sparkle this time, right?”



“Yes, I am. And I have my driver's license, birth certificate, passport, Social Security card, and four different rewards cards to prove it.” As she said this, Twilight pulled each form of identification from one of the many folders she had brought with her and put them on Celestia's desk.



“Yes, I can see that you are definitely our Twilight Sparkle. But why are you applying for this job? Didn't you go off to study magic and science at a prestigious university? This isn't the type job I imagined you aiming for.”



“Yes, but it turns out that the scientific community is not very accepting of the idea of magic, especially when most of it just looks like fancy special effects.”



“Oh. I'm sorry to hear that.”



“It's okay. I still got my degrees and graduated with a perfect GPA.” Twilight pulled several diplomas, transcripts, and a graduation cap out of more of her folders and placed them on the growing pile on Celestia's desk.”



“You still haven't explained why you decided to come back here though.”



“Well, I loved the time I spent here at CHS with my friends. Those were some of the best times of my life, and I know that as vice principal, I can help other students feel the same way.”



“That sounds very...familiar,” Celestia muttered to herself.



“Also, I heard about the other Twilight's first visit to this dimension, and I was sort of hoping that I could live in the library. That's always been something of a dream of mine.”



“I'm sorry to disappoint you, but we can't actually let you do that. That would break more regulations and cause more potential problems than I want to think about.”



Twilight deflated. “Oh. I see. I guess I'll just go work with Sunset in her Magitech R&D lab then.” She gathered up her papers and left the room.








“Oh. Hello, Maud. I wasn't expecting you to apply.”



“Boulder says this would be a good job for me.”



“I see. Didn't you get a degree studying rocks?”



“Yes.”



When it became apparent that Maud was not expound further, Celestia continued. “So why do want to work here? You wouldn't be dealing with many rocks as a vice principal.”



“The grounds here have exhibited a tendency to get torn up every few months. This exposes many interesting rock samples. Also, the statue in front of the school is both a rock and a portal to another dimension. This is worthy of further study. As vice principal, I would be in an ideal location for further examination.”



“I see. Do you have any qualifications that relate to the field of education at all?”



“I write poetry. Would you like to hear some?”



“No, I think that's—”



“Rocks. What is a rock?”



“This really isn't—”



“Me. Am I a rock?”



“You can go now—”



“No. I am no rock.”



“You really don't have—”



“Dream. Become a rock…”



Maud continued as Celestia picked up her phone and dialed. “Pinkie Pie, please come remove your sister from my office.”








“Hi there.”



Celestia looked up and around her office, but couldn't see anyone. On a hunch, she stood up and looked over her desk. She found a purple and green dog staring back at her.



“I heard you have a job opening.”



Celestia sat back down and sighed. “I don't care which dimension's Spike you are. We are not going to have a talking dog as our vice principal.”








Celestia stared at the resumes in front of her. Most of them had a few notes written on them. Some of them just had the word “NO” written across the top in large letters. As she continued to look over them, one fact became increasingly clear. “None of these people—or whatever else—are even half-decent replacements for Luna,” she groaned.



“Sister!” Luna bellowed as she once again entered the office. “I have made another decision!”



“Please tell me that you've decided to stay here.”



“Indeed I have. For I have discovered that the servers are down far too often to make traveling across the world to catch Pokémon worth it.”



“Oh, thank goodness,” Celestia replied as she stood up to give her sister a hug. “I don't know what I would have done without you.”



“Besides,” Luna continued, “I realized that since this school is a PokéStop, the students will probably have lure modules running here all day long. So I can just sit in my office and let all the Pokémon come to me.” Luna smiled triumphantly. “But just to be sure, I've also decided to lift the ban on cellphone use during school.”
      

      
   
      Solitude for the Modern Businessmare


      

      
      
         The hem is wrong. 



The realization settles upon my mind like an unpleasant odor that has pervaded a space so thoroughly that you simply cannot ignore it any longer. The hemline of the gown is wrong—any shorter, and it might as well be a mere sundress. Any longer, and the proportions will look absurd. I could change the silhouette of the dress, of course, and bring the hem in that way, but this fabric deserves a flared cut; it will not catch the light unless it is free to move.



I float my pincushion out of the way and sigh, reaching for the fabric that thwarts me so. It all but flows across my hooves, and even the slightest movement of my forelegs is enough to send a dazzling array of colors shimmering across its pale pink surface. Golds, lavenders, a hint of cerulean, the softest touch of lightest silver—the fabric is pure iridescence. 



I allow myself a small smile. As becoming as modesty is, a lady is perfectly entitled to feel some small modicum of pride for a job well done. The fabric is exquisite, and it is entirely the result of my hoofwork. A shudder works itself through me as I remember how scratched, scuffed, and scraggly my poor hooves were after grinding gemstones into a powder fine enough to imbue the cloth with. 



The damage was nothing that a regularly-scheduled hooficure couldn't fix, of course. And my, was it ever worth the effort. Upon the ponnequin before me is a fabric that needs no embellishment, no trim, no added flair. It is a masterpiece, and all that remains to do is to frame it, to piece it into a shape that drapes upon a mare the way that its shifting color drapes across the silk-soft surface. All I must do is figure out the cut of the dress.



And the hem is wrong.



 



With a weighty sigh, I let the fabric fall from my hooves and turn to exit the atelier. If the pincushion slams upon the table as I leave, it is none of my concern. Nor is the abrupt slamming of the door behind me, and if my steps are a tad too... ah... violent to be ladylike, well—who is there to notice?



Nopony stays this late, after all. I might as well be a ghost as I float through the empty Canterlot Boutique. A glance out the darkened window informs me that it is well past closing, and a note on the registry counter reassures me that Sassy Saddles has performed all the necessary closing rituals. She's likely at home now, curled up in the embrace of her special somepony—an esteemed food critic from Manehattan, if my memory serves me well.  



No, I tell myself, as I wrap a suitably chic shawl around my mane and slide into my tailored wool coat. Sassy and my customers have places to be, on this rainy holiday evening. 



Ah, there's the soft nudge of nostalgia, pushing a small smile to my lips. I am rather fond of Hearts and Hooves Day. Truly, I am. 



It's just... it is a bit difficult to remember how much you love the taste of chocolate when all you've done is stare hungrily from afar, is it not? Hearts and Hooves Day is meant to be shared. It is a flower that only blooms when beheld by a pair.



It is a flower that I have not buried my nose in for quite some time, now that I think of it. 



But that's quite enough of that. Ladies do not brood. At least not when trotting down the street. Back straight, head held high, stepping with quick, light steps—the lack of another soul upon the dreary, puddle-lined Canterlot streets is no excuse for poor posture.



The wind nips at my shawl as I briskly make for the modest flat I have reserved for nights such as these, when I have a project that must be attended to on a daily basis for a respectable length of time. A strand of deepest violet hair escapes from my mane as I trot, embracing the wind and reaching for the cloud-strewn sky as though it could simply abandon its connections and fly free into the twilight. 



Ah, Twilight and the girls...



I will see them soon enough, I assure myself, stepping lightly over a puddle. After all, this is merely last-minute preparation for Canterlot Fashion Week. We shall be reunited before the month is up.



I nod politely to a patrolling guard (even flashing a smile, simply for the sake of it), and am about to turn down West Sky Street when I spy a lone figure standing before the dim windows of the local book supplier (though, to be frank, dealer might well be the more accurate word, considering how Twilight gets when she hasn't purchased a new read in some time). The figure—a mare, from the looks of it—is not shivering, nor does she appear to be in distress. Rather, she is simply peering into the closed shop, breath fogging against the glass. 



I hesitate, torn between curiosity and a desire to get out of this damp, chilly ick. The wind makes my decision for me; a gust almost bowls me over as it blusters down the avenue, cutting right through the wool of my coat and spinning me around to face the lamplit street that leads home. 



Obligingly, I pick up the pace—my awaiting flat may be dark and devoid of any romantic interest, but it is at least warm.



It is a simple matter to trot up the few steps to the door. I find it much harder to turn the handle.



The room awaiting me will be dark. 



Come, now. Don't be silly. It's hardly becoming for a lady to be scared of a few shadows.



There will be nopony sitting in the kitchen, awaiting my arrival with a cup of tea. No welcoming smiles. No inquiries about my day. 



And there wasn't before. Tonight is no different from any other. Just because... 



"Oh," I moan, slumping against the door. The tip of my horn grazes the painted wooden surface. It is the evening of Hearts and Hooves Day, and I will be spending it alone.



The inevitable emptiness of the space behind the door is suddenly unbearable. It matters, much as I try to convince myself otherwise. It matters, and I cannot find the willpower to face it. 



Fine. If I am too much a coward to spend tonight alone, I might as well indulge my curiosity. The mare I saw earlier is likely long gone, but following her hoofsteps is at least something to do. 



Lifting my head, I whirl around and dash down the stairs. The wind pulls at me joyfully, every bit as chilled as before, but the welcome, familiar fire of determination has ignited in my heart once more, spurring me back down West Sky Street until I'm standing before the deserted bookstore. 



I look around wildly, too giddy from the infectious joy of spontaneity to care that my breathing is a bit more ragged than is proper. Curiosity has gotten the best of me, and it is exhilarating. Rainbow Dash would undoubtedly accuse me of spending too much time bent over my stitching. Perhaps she would be right.



But now is not the time for such speculation. The mystery mare is not here; and I refuse to even consider returning home without at least a greeting. Is that her, across the intersection?



I trot briskly down the road, occasionally sidestepping a puddle (but stepping in far too many of them, unfortunately), and then I find myself breaking into a canter, as the mare rounds a corner and briefly disappears from view. 



With a final burst of speed, I skid around the building, and nearly run face-first into a startled Equestria Games Inspector.



"Ms. Harshwhinny?" I gasp. 



Very slowly, almost painstakingly so, she looks me up and down. "May I... help you?" 



I desperately try to regain some of my composure, all too aware of how flushed my cheeks are becoming. "Ah, well. I merely saw you outside of the bookseller's, and..." Why had I chased her down? There are a thousand sets of circumstance that could lead a pony to a store at night, and is it really any of my business if she desires to spend her holiday evening out in the cold?



Squaring my shoulders, I continue, "I simply wanted to wish you a good evening." There. Let her think me a fool; there are worse thing in life to be accused of than excessive congeniality. 



She levels what can only be considered a Look at me. All professionals have one: the publisher's face alights when she stumbles upon literary gold, the fashion critic's entire expression shrivels up as he processes the clothing paraded before him, the photographer eyes the world as though they have a viewfinder before them... Well, who knows with Photo Finish?



But Ms. Harshwhinny? 



Ms. Harshwhinny stares into every fiber of your being as though Princess Celestia were her only daughter whom you had just asked to wed. I daresay I can feel the air being incinerated; she—oh heavens, she's looking at my overcoat. I hold my breath and await judgment.



"Hmm. Well, good evening to you, Miss Rarity," she says slowly, still frowning. Peering at my overcoat, she asks, "Is that a Stone Cold design, by any chance?" 



It's all I can do to keep from sighing in relief. Once again, fashion has averted a social disaster. 



"Indeed! You have a remarkable eye, if you don't mind me saying so."



Flattery. Flattery won't get you everywhere—as some might have you believe—but it is rarely uncalled for. I like to think of it as that extra, precautionary stitch; it might not be necessary, but if the seam is stretched too far, it might very well be the only thing holding a garment together. 

	

At the very least, the compliment appears to put Ms. Harshwhinny at ease. She purses her lips and hmps softly, but the suspicion is gone from her eyes. 



"How kind of you," she mutters, glancing up and down the street. "It's reassuring to know somepony in this city still has an eye for the classics."



I can't help it. I toss my head, preening slightly. "Why thank you, Madam Inspector. I do think the austere silhouettes of Stone Cold's more recent designs have deviated from the elegance of his early lines, but does this coat not simply sing with—"



"The noble strength of simplistic beauty?" she finishes for me, peering at me intensely. "Quite characteristic of him."



In that moment, I realize that perhaps chasing a whimsy down the cold streets of Canterlot is the best decision I've made all month.



"Say," I begin, beaming at the inspector. "Do you have any plans for this evening?"







Were this any other evening of the year, we would be hard-pressed to find a reputable establishment open at this hour. As it is, we just barely manage to squeeze into a snazzy pastry cafe—and only then because Ms. Harshwhinny apparently is on good terms with the hostess; she nods at the mare behind the welcome podium and we are led to a quiet booth in a corner of the cafe. 



Around us, the soft chatter of couples engrossed in each other's conversation winds through the air, their voices melding with the gentle cello music flowing from the opposite corner. Between that, the warmth spilling out of the kitchen, and the hazy glow of the candles, the scene feels all too much like a dream. 



Ms. Harshwhinny requests a coffee (breakfast blend, medium roast) with a cranberry walnut biscotti (she merely chuckles when I raise a brow at the time) and at her recommendation, I order a raspberry hot chocolate. We don't speak much until the drinks arrive.



"How is it?" she asks, sipping at the coffee in her hooves (How is she drinking that this late?).



I magic my cup back onto my saucer. "It's quite pleasant. Fruity and fresh, but without sacrificing the soft sweetness of the chocolate..." 



"Precisely why I find it fitting for vivacious young mares," she agrees. 



My cheeks are suddenly warm. I risk a glance up from my cup, but she appears to be staring off into the distance, lost in thought. 



I clear my throat. "So why the breakfast blend and biscotti, then?"



"Hmm?" She refocuses her gaze upon me, the lead back in her brows.



"The coffee and biscotti," I prompt, frowning. "If raspberry hot chocolate is appropriate for young ladies, why is coffee appropriate for the Madam Inspector of the Equestrian Games?"



I don't know what I've said, but something in my question completely strips the perpetual annoyance from her face. In its absence, she merely looks tired.



We sit for a moment, allowing the murmured pleasantries of other ponies' lives to flavor our silence with a facsimile of contentment. 



"Why are you in Canterlot, Miss Rarity?" she asks at last. "You're from Ponyville, no?"



I nod, idly stirring my hot chocolate with a spoon. "I opened a boutique here some few months back, and what with Canterlot Fashion Week coming up, I've been spending an absurd amount of time in the atelier preparing for it."



 "So you are here to work," Ms. Harshwhinny states. She dips her biscotti into cup and takes an elegant bite. When she's finished dabbing the stray crumbs with a napkin, she continues. "Do tell me: is your job satisfying?"



I bristle, but can't help wondering if my artistic frustration is really so obvious. "Of course it's satisfying! Designing isn't simply a means to pay the bills, Madam Inspector. It is my life, I simply—"



She waves a hoof dismissively. "Yes, yes, I know. It's what your cutie mark is telling you, etcetera. Perhaps I should rephrase my question. Is your job tiring?"



"Well... Business is certainly good, and my staff is delightful. I've hired a few more seamstresses—they've helped a great deal with managing the workload, but..." I trail off.



I think of the dress with the faulty hemline hanging abandoned in the atelier, awaiting a stroke of inspiration that is nowhere in sight. I think of all I have yet to do, and the remembrance of all the evenings that have ended with me alone in the boutique gives me pause. 



I close my eyes and focus on the scent of raspberries rising from my cup. It is a welcome reminder that I am not cooped up in my flat, alone.



"It is a bit tiresome at times," I admit, struggling to keep an easy lilt in my strained voice. "But it will be worth it. Fashion Week will come and go, and I'll return to Ponyville with the girls and take a much-needed respite."



"Are your accommodations in Canterlot not to your liking? Forgive me," she drawls in a tone that requests exactly no forgiveness, "But you don't strike me as the type of pony to enjoy twilit walks in the cold rain. Surely you have a warm hearth awaiting you." 



I do my best not to fidget. "Ah, well, you see, Madam Inspector, I just... I merely..." 



I sigh. Best to just get it out. "It's Hearts and Hooves Day, Ms. Harshwhinny, and I saw you by the bookstore on the way to my flat, and in a fit of self-indulgent whimsy I... Well, I sought out company."



It might be the candlelight playing tricks on my eyes, but I think I see a tiny smile grace Ms. Harshwhinny's lips. 



"Unaccustomed to being alone on holidays, Miss Rarity?"



I shake my head. 



She places her cup back on the table and pulls a bitpurse from a pocket. After counting out enough change to cover the drinks, she rises from her seat and raises a challenging brow.



"In that case, I have a proposition for you."
















"Are you quite certain we're dressed appropriately for this?" I hiss out of the corner of my mouth, carefully maintaining a charming smile, should the mare leading us down the hallway turn around.  



Ms. Harshwhinny tsks lightly, an amused lilt in her voice. "Miss Rarity, I wouldn't show up in anything else."  



I size up our overcoats. While my Stone Cold design could, by all accounts, pass for formalwear, I'm not sure if either it or Harshwhinny's silken scarf and blazer could truly pass for black-saddle attire. 



Leaning closer to Ms. Harshwhinny, I mutter, "You neglected to mention that this 'get-together' of yours was being held in the Royal Palace. I can't attend a high-class soirée in twelve-hour-old mascara!"



"You know as well as I do that an outfit is a statement," she replies absently, eyes focused on the party beyond the doorway. 



"And just what is our statement?" I ask, but at that moment we are ushered into the room and her response is lost in the noise. 



The party is—to use the popular terminology—turnt. 



The music thuds through the air, heavy and rapid and positively begging to be danced to. In the center of the spacious room, a group of ponies have obliged. Their swaying forms gleam in the colored lighting that bursts from the glass sconces scattered about. I spy a few guards in the mix, chestplates glittering amidst the dark, but the majority of the crowd is garbed in taffeta and silk. 



Just as I feared. Wait, is that one of my designs? 



I suspect an accessory of some sort would ease my mind, but there's no going back now. A hasty fluff-and-smooth to the curls in my mane is all I can afford before Ms. Harshwhinny pulls me into the throng. 







At first, I think we're dancing; the beat swallows us and we're all but floating through swaying tails and nodding heads. I resist it at first—after all, this is a palace party—but eventually I relax enough to let the music spin me around.



Ms. Harshwhinny shows no such reluctance. Somehow, she manages to move to the song without sacrificing her upright demeanor. Rather than letting go of her bearing, she simply seems to loosen—her head remains high, but gone is the near-painful rigidity of her posture. She simply flows across the floor, slipping between couples without sparing them a "pardon me."



Though I doubt they would hear her. The ponies partaking of these festivities are only half-here—most of their attention is obviously focused on their partners. And should their attention wander, the volume of the music serves as a deterrent for anypony trying to engage in pesky conversation. 



Indeed, when Ms. Harshwhinny looks back and mouths something to me, I can only shake my head apologetically and point to my ear. With a roll of the eyes that is only half-annoyed, she spins me around so that her lips are but a hair's breadth from my ear.



"It's busier than I expected," she says.



I have to shout my half of the conversation. "Is this normally a quiet affair, then?"



"I have absolutely no idea," she laughs. Her breath is warm against my hair. "This is the first time I've taken Upper Crust up on her invitation."



I frown. "Upper Crust?" 



The music transitions into something more traditional and feisty. Without missing a beat, Ms. Harshwhinny takes my hoof in hers and launches into an impossibly complex string of steps, dips, and twirls. There is no opportunity for me to hesitate—I am swept up in the dance without a second thought.







If Ms. Harshwhinny flows to the music, dancing with her is like drifting away in the grasp of a polite current: the gentle firmness of her hoof leaves no room for error, but she is not so domineering that I feel chained. Indeed, it seems almost as though we glide across stars rather than than stone tiles.



"Upper Crust is an old... acquaintance of mine," Ms. Harshwhinny supplies, when the dance pulls us face-to-face again. Her eyes are unfathomable in the glittering light.



"We've met," I inform her, before she launches me out of her forelegs like a shooting star.



At the next opportunity, Ms. Harshwhinny treats me to a humorless, sympathetic chuckle. "You have my condolences." 



Before I can respond, she spins me one final, furious time, and then we're twirling to a halt without anypony around us. I frown, then realize we've traversed the entire dance floor and have merely emerged on the other side.



"Well," I gasp, tugging at my collar and sincerely regretting my overcoat. "You're quite the dancer."



"It's the only way to get through the crowd, I'm afraid," she laughs apologetically. "But come, it's only polite that we greet the hostess." 



As she leads me toward a small archway, I can't shake the feeling that something is off. Perhaps it is the determined gleam in Ms. Harshwhinny's eyes, or the way she remains close by my side, the sleeves of her coat brushing against mine—ugh. I simply can't place it. 



Through the archway lies a small sitting area. Here, the party is more subdued—courtiers lounge about, sampling sweets and cider, and the music isn't quite so overpowering. Small talk winds through the air, and we slip into it undisturbed. 



Upper Crust looks up as we approach. Her husband is nowhere in sight, but that doesn't appear to have hampered her enjoyment of the evening; the glass at her side holds the dregs of a familiar golden liquid and the gown she wears looks like it must have cost hundreds. Before she can think to greet us, Ms. Harshwhinny steps up and lightly pecks her on either cheek. 



"Upper Crust, dearest, it's been ever so long," she drawls. 



"You came," the mare responds, staring at the Inspector. 



Ms. Harshwhinny half-scoffs, half-sighs. "Yes, it seems we did." She gestures toward me. "Miss Rarity and I were in the area and supposed we might as well drop by. It's been positively ages since we've had a proper chat, yes?"



Upper Crust's gaze slides over to me. It almost looks like my presence irritates her, but of far more interest is the expression upon Ms. Harshwhinny's face. 



Her smile is small, but the arch of her brow as she watches Upper Crust scrutinize me is positively predatory. Wait, no, that isn't it.



It's smug. Yes, smug is more correct.



Upper Crust's frown deepens, but it isn't until Ms. Harshwhinny asks, "So where might Jet Set be found, on such a romantic evening?" that I figure it out.



I am being paraded. The truth of it is written in the proud lines of the Inspector's brow, the amused tug at the corner of her lips. 



Ms. Harshwhinny needn't worry about changing into something more suitable for a party because I have been her accessory for the evening. Whatever falling-out she and Upper Crust experienced, it's led to the former arriving at the latter's soirée with a young mare at her side, visibly flaunting the benefits of her unmarried lifestyle.



Betrayal, indignation, flattery, irritation—a myriad of emotion thunders through my veins, and I can feel my cheeks flush with the rush of them. Vowing to fully interrogate Ms. Harshwhinny afterward, I decide that the best course of action is to oblige. It always behooves a lady to pick her battles, and a room filled with the most powerful socialites in Canterlot is not where I want to begin a shouting bout.



Well, that and the fact that she did hoof the bill at the pastry cafe. I can at least afford her this small victory.



Besides, from what I can tell, the Madam Inspector is merely indulging in a bit of a petty display, and I?



I am a glutton for petty exhibitions.



It's all too easy to toss my mane (just right, so it fully catches and shines in the light, before the shadows deepen the violet back to navy), to put on a dazzling smile and bat my eyelashes lazily. 



"Ever a pleasure to see you again, Madam Crust," I say, doing my best to match Ms. Harshwhinny's elegant drawl. "You simply must tell me where you got your dress! It's exquisite—do you think I could perhaps purchase one, too?"



It's petty. I know it is petty. Deep down, I can almost hear Fluttershy fidgeting uncomfortably, and so when Upper Crust mutters out the name of a rival designer, I try to be a bit more generous with the authenticity of my smile. 



"Thank you," I say sincerely. "I'll be sure to let Miss Slipstitch know the dress looked so magnificent on you that I just had to have one." 



Flattery. It may not get you everywhere, but it certainly seems to take some of the malice out of Upper Crust. 



I turn my smile on Ms. Harshwhinny. 



"Harshwhinny, dearest, don't you think it's high time we went on our way? I imagine Madam Crust would appreciate being released from the hostage of our conversation."



"Very well," the Inspector acquiesces, straightening her scarf. She nods curtly to Upper Crust. "Good evening to you."



"And to you," she replies, still a bit sourly. 



I simply smile.







There isn't a trace of amusement in my face when I drag Ms. Harshwhinny out into the hallway. 



"What was that?" I demand.



She raises a brow. "Beg your pardon?"



"Back in there!" I jab a hoof (daintily, of course) toward the party. "You were flaunting me!"



Gone is the easiness from the dance floor. In its place, a cold indifference draws her brows together. 



"Was I now?"



Down the hall, a clanking indicates that we're about to be interrupted by the nightly patrol. With an irritated hmph, I magically grab her by the scarf and pull her out onto to nearest balcony. The cold air does little to cool my temper.



"You know quite well that you were!" I insist. "You've made no effort to hide your lack of fondness for Upper Crust, you've apparently never attended any of her parties before, and when you finally do decide to grace her with your presence, you ensure the first thing you do is saunter over to show off your new toy."



Ms. Harshwhinny's glare could freeze a Windigo in its tracks. "Forgive me, Miss Rarity, but you hardly seemed to oppose being shown off."



I whirl away from her and gulp down the air, desperately trying to soothe the tightness of my throat. My voice is audibly high and strained when I continue, 



"It's just... I've dreamt my whole—my whole life of being successful, attending extravagant parties, having every eye upon me... But now—I just..." My voice seems to have shrunk. "So this is how I spend Hearts and Hooves Day now? As an accessory?"



Is that all she sees me as? 



Ms. Harshwhinny says nothing.  



I swallow, then let out a dry laugh that sticks in my throat. "All that time as a filly, spent dreaming of being Canterlot's darling, and I'm the accessory. Perhaps that's why I can't finish the dress. I'm not meant to climb any higher."



"For what it's worth, I truly did enjoy the dancing. I did not realize the interaction with Upper Crust would upset you so," Ms. Harshwhinny offers at last, voice soft. "But if I may be frank, Miss Rarity, it sounds as though you have grievances with more than just my motives."



I sigh, and prop my forelegs upon the balcony's railing. 



"My first Hearts and Hooves Day was a roaring success," I begin. "Much like this year's, I was working on what would be my greatest design to date—a fabulous gown that was sure to astound all the ponies in my class. I had just gotten my cutie mark, see, and I was determined to put it to good use."



"And?" Ms. Harshwhinny gently prompts.



"And I'm afraid it makes for a terribly boring story," I chuckle. "I succeeded in attaching an absurd amount of gemstones to an equally-absurd amount of tulle, and all my classmates were enchanted. My Hearts and Hooves card box ended up overflowing. The dress, the holiday, the response..." I gesture helplessly at the night sky. "It was all perfect."



I straighten up and turn around, our eyes seeking each other out in the moonlight. 



"I can't help but compare. Isn't that sad? That my best Hearts and Hooves day was in kindergarten?"



She moves to lean against the railing with me. Down below, the city carries on with the subdued activity of various festivities. Beyond that, all of Equestria stretches out in the distance. I feel as though should I look hard enough, I could see all the way out into eternity, into all the Hearts and Hooves Days yet to come. 



"Holidays..." She trails off, as though selecting her words carefully. "Holidays are waypoints, Miss Rarity. They are nothing more than massive trees upon which we hang our memories. Of course everypony sighs over the baubles of yesteryear—we must reach around them to hang new ones."



She reaches a hoof out and gently lifts my chin, turning my face up toward hers. "We simply cannot get caught up in trying to replicate our favorite memories, lovely they might be. You've an eye for aesthetics. A tree adorned in but a single color would make for a dreadfully dull sight, no?"



I shake my head. "I suppose it would."



"Very good," she says, her tone businesslike once more. "Now, tell me about this dress struggle of yours."



I sigh. "There's not much to tell. I am at an impasse with my latest project—everything I try to do with it is objectively wrong. I've invested so much effort into it that I absolutely must complete it, but I'm spending so much time working on it that everything else has fallen by the wayside."



"It's a matter of inspiration, then? Or creative overexertion?"



There is a moment of silence as I toy with the hem of my coat, wondering how best to frame the depths of my artistic agony for a professional planner. When I finally respond, I say it slowly, as though speaking too quickly might cheapen the confession.



"This dress for Canterlot Fashion Week— it has taken so much of me that I fear there will be nothing left when it is finished."



There. Let it not be said that Rarity shies from the truth.



A smile that can only be described as devious spreads across the Madam Inspector's face.



"In that case," she grins. "I most certainly have something to show you."














"I don't suppose you have a spell for this," Ms. Harshwhinny mutters, jiggling the door handle. She eyes my horn meaningfully. 



"I most certainly do not," I retort, stomping a hoof against the cobblestones. The sound echoes throughout the darkened street.



"Sorry," I whisper, appropriately sheepish. 



I don't need the feeble glow of the streetlamps to see her roll her eyes. With a silent sigh, she leans in toward me and buries her face in my mane. 



I freeze. What in Equestria—



My mind hasn't quite restarted yet when she withdraws, a single hairpin clamped in her teeth. She reaches up, stretches it out, then guides it into the lock and begins fiddling with the deadbolt. 



Oh.



Somewhere down the avenue, the sound of hoofsteps echo against the cobblestones. I look left and right frantically, and spot the telltale torchlight of an approaching patrolpony heading directly toward us. 



"I don't mean to harry you," I hiss, trying not to prance in place nervously. "But is there any way you could perhaps hurry this along? We aren't exactly in a sheltered location, if you haven't noticed."



"I'm aware," Ms. Harshwhinny grunts. With a click, she twists her head, spits the pin out, and opens the door. We all but fall into the shadowed house, collapsing atop a lush rug as the door swings shut behind us with a resounding slam. I wince. It's entirely too loud for comfort. 



Ms. Harshwhinny gets to her hooves, cursing under her breath. "Blasted Fancy. Would it really kill him to leave the spare key in a consistent location?"



I perk up. "Fancy? Is this Mister Fancy Pants' establishment?" 



"Indeed," she replies. "Now could I please bother you for some light?"  



"I beg your—oh, of course." Obligingly, I light the tip of my horn. A soft blue light springs from its fluting, illuminating the lavishly-decorated foyer we stand in. A massive stairwell sweeps down from above, dominating the space with its mahogany balustrades. All is quiet—nopony witness our ascent as we mount the steps, save for the ever-watchful gazes of the portraits lining the walls. 



"Now, Mister Pants is undoubtedly still at Upper Crust's party, but it would behoove us to remain quiet," Ms. Harshwhinny cautions as we trot down a thickly-carpeted corridor. "The guards in this section of the city have an unfortunate habit of inspecting the most insignificant disruptions to their perfect peace. One of the many reasons why they haven't been selected to host the Equestrian Games in over twenty years."



"Oh?" I prod, intrigued. 



She rounds a corner and continues up another, smaller, stairwell. "Mmm? Yes, the over-sensitivity of the population means they couldn't well tolerate the rambunctiousness—have you heard the games? The noise doesn't stop for a week. And certainly, being perched atop a mountain makes for convenient viewing and housing of pegasus teams and fans, but everypony else would be hard-pressed to find a room within the city. The prospect of transporting several thousand ponies up and down a mountain every day is simply a logistical nightmare. Ah, here we are."



We've stopped before a grand set of double doors. Polished to perfection, they reach for the ceiling with all the elegance I would expect in Fancy Pants' home. Undaunted by their beauty, Ms. Harshwhinny grasps the handles and open the doors.







Twilight would die from sheer envy, is my first thought. My second is something along the lines of how relaxed Ms. Harshwhinny looks, here among the books. Well and truly at ease—she glides across the floor, dragging a hoof along the spines of the tomes as she passes. It's the first time I've seen her so completely unguarded. 



She catches me staring (Careless, Rarity!) and merely smiles.



"I've spent many a Hearts and Hooves Day either here or at Speed Read's place," she says, by means of explanation. "She owns the bookstore you found me at. Never was one for parties, but it seems Upper Crust or Fancy Pants finally wore her down."



I move to walk beside her as we amble through the library. "You like reading, then?"



She laughs. "You could say that. I enjoy travelling, Miss Rarity. And a mare can journey thousands of miles in but a few hours if she picks the right book."



"That's quite the romantic sentiment," I murmur, studying her face. A shadow passes across it—sorrowful and brooding and dripping with melancholy—but it's gone in an instant. 



"It has its benefits," she agrees softly. 



"So what do you do when the Games aren't in session, if you don't mind my asking?"



She waves a hoof. "Ah, mostly more traveling. I freelanced as a food critic for a while, but found writing guidebooks to be much more rewarding. Though," she chuckles. "The Games do keep me busier than you might imagine. Grows tiring, but nothing a good breakfast blend can't remedy. A mare hardly needs a home, when she has that."



"Beg your pardon?"



She clears her throat. "Back in the cafe. You asked me why a Games Inspector drinks coffee and biscotti. The truth is that I can order it anywhere in Equestria, and it will taste the same. It's a constant. I'm a traveler, Miss Rarity. My line of work hardly lends itself to establishing a domicile. 



"So I don't have one. But no matter how many miles I travel, or where in Equestria I open my eyes, I can order  a medium roast breakfast blend with a freshly-baked biscotti begin the day with a cup of home."



The admission hangs in the air, and for all my skill with conversation, I find myself unable to offer her anything but an uncertain "I see." 



She is quiet for a moment, then shakes her head and gestures to the wall. "Never mind me, though. This is the cause for all the subterfuge."



I squint up at the wall, brightening my hornlight. In the increased illumination, the portrait hanging above our heads comes into view. 



A young mare stands next to a fountain, looking coyly over her shoulder at the painter. Her dark blue mane is coiled around her shoulder—much as one would expect to see in the early days of Princess Celestia's reign—and the pale cream of her coat perfectly complements the ruby red fabric draped around her form. 



I stare, openmouthed, as Ms. Harshwhinny supplies the identity of the mystery mare. 



"She's the youngest daughter of Princess Platinum—Fancy Pants insists he's descended from her," she mutters in an undertone. In her normal, half-bored tone, she continues "She was one of Canterlot's first true courtiers, but I imagine you're intrigued more by her attire than her identity."



Oh, am I ever. 



"This is perfect," I breathe. "Vintage, why didn't I consider a vintage silhouette?"



Minimal sleeves, tapered hemline, long train, a cinched waist—the dress Platinum's daughter models for the portrait is everything I never knew my design was missing. Granted, the multitude of bows and pleats is something I will be able to bypass, given the nature of my fabric, but oh, the cut is perfect.



Whether from inspiration, delight, or sheer relief, I begin to laugh. It bubbles up out of me, spilling from my lips in waves of giggles. The Inspector stares at me, dumbfounded, but I throw my hooves around her.



"This is exactly what I needed," I half-laugh, half-whisper into her coat. "Thank you."



And in that moment, I don't care that it's late. I don't care that such behavior is unladylike, or that I've likely made a fool of myself. The dress can be finished, now. I have a plan. 



"Come on!" I sing, pulling Ms. Harshwhinny back toward the front door. "There's so much to do!"



Back outside, the stars are shining, the chill in the air is dizzyingly fresh, and Ms. Harshwhinny's eyes are sparkling as she finally throws back her head and joins me in laughter. Even the guard galloping down the street seems excited to see us. 



"Alright, hold it right there, ladies!" he barks, slowing to a trot. 



Oh. Maybe not, then.



"I know full well that neither of you live in Mister Pants' abode, and if you think—" he stops and sniffs the air, eyeing us suspiciously, "Are either of you ladies intoxicated?"



I glance over at Ms. Harshwhinny. She's biting her lip so tightly that I fear she might injure herself, and I'm only barely holding back my gales of laughter. I swallow down a giggle and remove my hoof from my mouth. 



"Ahem. No, sir, we are not under the influence of any illicit substances, though I could see how one could easily arrive at that conclusion." I quickly scan him up and down, trying to gauge his receptiveness to my next approach. "Your dedication to your patrol is truly admirable, I must say. Why, I imagine the whole of Canterlot rests easy, knowing such a competent stallion is guarding their streets."



I shoot a wink at Ms. Harshwhinny, who smirks approvingly.



Flattery. 



"Yeah, sorry ladies, but you were still trespassing."



Ah, well. I suppose it can't get you everywhere. 



"Nonsense," she says brusquely. "I know for a fact that Jet Set regularly engages in midnight rendezvous with half the street and you don't bat an eye. Fancy Pants and I have been friends longer than you've been assigned to your post, you incompetent wretch. If you can't be bothered to perform your job correctly the first time, why in Equestria should you attempt to begin now?" 



And with that, she turns on her hoof and marches off. I hasten after her, struggling to maintain some semblance of dignity. 



"Ladies, please don't—hey, come back here!"



"Should we run?" I mutter out of the side of my mouth.



"Indeed!" Ms. Harshwhinny squeals, taking off at a dead sprint. 



To my undying shame, I whoop joyously as I follow. 







I must admit, I never expected criminal activity to be so—exhilirating. 



We gallop down the street, our hooves thundering against the cobblestones. Around a corner, into an alleyway, across a plaza—I don't know where we're headed, only that I feel alive. I suspect my partner in crime feels much the same—with her mane fluttering in the wind and her scarf trailing along in the air behind us, she looks free. 



I wonder if this is what it's like to fly, I wonder, as my hooves sail over cobblestone and concrete alike. Does it feel this powerful? This invincible?.



No sooner does the thought cross my mind than we fall charge straight into the fountain. 



Ms. Harshwhinny claps a hoof over my mouth before I can shriek at the sudden shock of cold. To my horror, she pulls both of us down close to the waterline and presses us up against the lip of the fountain. When the guard bolts past us a minute later, she relaxes slightly. 



I look down at my authentic Stone Cold overcoat, soaked and heavy with water. 



"Well, if this isn't unfortunate," I observe.



"Rarity?" a familiar tomcoltish voice calls. I look up right as Rainbow Dash's head pops into view. "What are you doing in the fountain?" 



"I'm enjoying my Hearts and Hooves Day, Rainbow Dash—what else does it look like?" I drawl sarcastically. "How about you? How have you been this evening?"



Rainbow jerks her head towards the castle. "Well I was at this sweet palace party with the rest of the Wonderbolts, but I stepped outside for a moment and heard a splash, so I figured I'd dart down and see if you wanted help. It looks like you fell in." 



Ms. Harshwhinny chooses that moment to sit up. 



"No, we're having a marvelous time wading about in the dead of winter..." She waits a beat, then snaps, "Of course we fell in here! Don't be dense!" 



Rainbow goggles. "Ms. Harshwhinny? You're down there too? Rares, what are you—Hearts and Hooves—are you—Ms. Harshwhinny?" 



Despite the freezing water, I bristle at her tone. "Whatever do you mean to imply, Rainbow Dash?"



She gives me what can only be described as a Look.



All friends have them, naturally. There's the all-important 'We need to have a talk immediately' look, the 'Did she really just say what I think she said?' gaze, and even the elusive 'Shopping spree and hooficures? Shopping spree and hooficures.' 



Rainbow Dash is rarely so eloquent, though, and the Look she gives me is a flabbergasted blend of 'But,' 'Huh,' and 'You friggin know what I mean.'



A muffled shouting from the castle draws my attention. Rainbow turns to the commotion and furrows her brows. 



"Ah, ponyfeathers. That's probably my date."



Oho. Ohohoho.



I raise a brow delicately, and in my sweetest, most innocent voice ask, "Your date? Whoever might that be, Rainbow?"



Rainbows face reddens to match the streak in her hair. "Nopony! I mean—uh—what date? Who said anything about a date? Me? Romance? No no noooo. You've got the wrong pony, pegasister." 



From inside, the noise grows louder—now distinctively the sound of Rainbow's name being called.



"Oh really?" I ask coolly. "Well, perhaps the Madam Inspector and I can simply sit in this fountain and have a good chat until your date joins us, yes?" 



Rainbow Dash zips us out of the fountain and halfway down the street in less than five seconds. 



"Don't. Tell. The others," she growls into my face. With a threatening glare at Ms. Harshwhinny, she leaps into the air and flies back inside the palace.
















Back at the atelier above Canterlot boutique, my world dissolves into a mess of dress patterns, chalk markers, and pins. No delay is possible; my cutie mark demands that I make use of my newfound inspiration, my sudden enlightenment. 



And so I surround myself with a hurricane of design—cutting and pinning and pressing and stitching. True to the styles of ancient Equestria, I pull the previously-stubborn hemline down into a proper train.  The iridescent length of my prized fabric is free to flow freely, rippling with each step of its wearer. 



I tie off the hemline with one extra, precautionary stitch, and then the dress is done. I gaze at it for a moment—standing nobly as though it had leapt from the annals of history and crossed through dreams to reach this time—before allowing myself to take in the mess that is my workshop.



Turning to Ms. Harshwhinny, I discover myself alone. At some point while I was otherwise occupied destroying my atelier in an artistic frenzy, the Inspector had disentangled herself from my evening and slipped out. 



Stifling a yawn, I scribble a note for Sassy Saddles and head downstairs. My coat—fully dried—hangs waiting for me on the handle of the boutique. When I slide it on, a stiffness in the rightmost pocket reveals an elegantly-designed business card for one Ms. Harshwhinny, Guidebook Author. 



In stiff, precise hoofwriting, the back of the card reads: See you at Canterlot Fashion Week, Miss Rarity.














Later that day, back in my flat on West Sky Street, I set a Prench press, a floral mug, and a bag of Pony Joe's signature breakfast blend out on the kitchen counter. I suspect it won't be long before it is needed.
      

      
   
      Slingshot


      

      
      
         When Twilight was decanted from the sleep-pod, the glowing hologram over her tablet had a private-message light next to the clock. She took a few minutes to let her heart beat life back into her veins, moved her hoof through "6:35 AM" to touch it, and a sentence sprang up in the graceful, flowing vectors of Celestial Oblique:



Come watch the sun rise.




A lifetime ago, she would have grabbed Spike, hopped into the nearest phaeton, and danced on jittery hooftips as her guards sped toward Canterlot. An age ago, she would have teleported there with a thought. Today, though, she left the message languidly unacknowledged—and her overflowing feeds untouched—while she pulled a battered cast-iron kettle from her relics cabinet and filled a tea-ball with subtly pungent leaves from the drying rack by the window. 



The eastern horizon gradually lightened as the ancient induction stove heated her water—Twilight had long ago assigned it to the placebo effect, but the tea did taste better if it wasn't flash-boiled before slipping the leaves in, and today deserved the best. She allowed herself a distraction from the tea preparation once it was steeping, and hummed tunelessly to herself as she went through her morning ritual—spinning up her HUD, stepping through the cleanring and lowering her wings into the autopreen. She stared into the cobblestone streets of Ponyville, silent except for the hovering hum of the maintenance drones, as she drew her ion brush slowly through the ethereal gradient of her mane. Then, finally, she reverently lifted the kettle from the stove, floated two porcelain cups to its side, and blinked the vector-shift out of her eyes on the balcony of the Tower of the Sun atop Canterlot Castle, 120.47138 kilometers away.



"Sleep well?" Celestia said without turning around as the clock in the corner of Twilight's eye ticked to 6:55. Her voice had the burr of disuse, though it remained as gentle as ever. Her head was low, and her chest was half-leaning, half-collapsed on the broad stone of the railing. She'd ion-brushed her mane to within a degree of bursting into flames, which had very nearly managed to revive the vivid pastels Twilight remembered from Before.



"Well enough," Twilight said, and poured them both a cup of Darjeeling.



No more was said while they both lifted their cups—Twilight with unwavering field, Celestia with trembling hooves. The fading of the eastern stars, and the sky's shift of hue from deep red toward orange, both proceeded with agonizing slowness. The lightpanels behind them gradually dimmed and then winked out.



7:00 came and went. Twilight set her teacup down and glanced curiously at Celestia. Celestia—her muzzle a universe of weariness—sipped, and let her lips drift into an enigmatic smile.



The first fire of the day finally, finally peeked over the Ponsylvania horizon, impossibly dim and tiny. It crept upward, arc-second by agonizing arc-second, coalescing from a microscopic filament outlining the hills into a tiny lump of light plopped atop them. Twilight's gaze flickered downward to the balcony floor—where weak sunlight was peeking in zebra-stripe patterns through the old stone railing—and then returned to the light on the hills.



"Look at that," Twilight said helplessly.



Celestia gingerly set down her teacup, then pushed herself upright and nodded. "Isn't it beautiful?"



Twilight felt a quiver pass through her horngrip, and the bottom corners of the world behind her HUD began to blur. With infinite precision, she set down the teacup on the railing, and then dabbed at her eyes with a pastern. 



Celestia was crying, too—tears openly streaming down her cheeks over a tired smile. Her eyes never left the horizon. The daylight pooled and intensified.



Twilight couldn't help but return that smile, and her own tears spilled out. "I've never seen shadows this long," she whispered. 



"You'll get used to it," Celestia said. "Or maybe not. I haven't, yet."



Or this dim, Twilight didn't say. There was no need. That would change day by day.



Instead, she stepped forward to the railing alongside Celestia, draping a wing around her—and then giving up and clamping her hooves around the elder alicorn in a fierce hug. Celestia turned from the railing, legs over her withers to fully embrace her back. They held each other, laughing and sobbing, Twilight nuzzling into Celestia's damp chest and feeling Celestia's tears drip onto her forehead, until there was no more emotion left to drain away.



"I can't believe it," Twilight said. "Finally. How long has it been?"



"It certainly feels like two and a half million years," Celestia said.



Twilight smiled, eyes returning to the slowly rising sun. "You don't look a day over ten thousand."



"Well, you know," Celestia said, "relativity."



A piercing beep sounded from a speaker grill on the side of the tower as their HUD clocks ticked to 7:05. Celestia silenced it with a hoof gesture, then sighed.



"We've five minutes past aphelion," she said. "I'm letting the moment linger—for you, and for everyone. But I shouldn't delay sunrise much longer."



"Yeah," Twilight conceded quietly, then looked back at Celestia with a warm smile. "But thank you."



Celestia, for the first time, lit her horn. Equestria's sun sprang up obligingly—soaring in moments past the thin wedge of light on the horizon, and climbing into the morning sky to bathe the land in brilliance. 



The dim and distant flame remained on the horizon below the sun, but its shadows immediately vanished.








Twilight knew exactly where her next stop was—682.0027 kilometers straight-line, or 688.1638 following the curvature of the planet—but she wanted to start catching up on current events, so she hopped on a magtrain north to the Crystal City and started paging through the Hoofweb chat boards while the landscape shot by. 



Page after page of topics were nothing but buzz about Hope (as they'd named the new sun). It wasn't news, of course—not to the chat crowds, nor to her. The last time Twilight had been awake, a century ago, she had helped astronomers at the planet's most powerful telescopes first pick out Hope's faint glow from the stellar background radiation. She skimmed some encyclopedia entries for historical photos captured since then. Hope had been visible to the naked eye for decades, and had been the second-brightest object in the sky for years, as they hurtled ever closer toward it through the void. 



Hope—being essentially at a fixed point in the starfield as their planet slowly spun at its traditional rate—orbited Equestrian skies in a lazy 24-hour circuit, which in some ways made it already feel more like the sun than Spark (as they'd named the tiny-but-close stellar fragment that Celestia rotated around the planet). Spark had long ago been shifted to a 19.1-hour orbit, which made for miserably abbreviated day-dark cycles, but offered Celestia a nearly optimum tradeoff between acceleration and recuperation. Given the distances involved, they wanted every little edge they could get.



For the past several months, Twilight noted, Celestia had been posting announcements counting down to the morning of the first "official" dual sunrise—the first time that Spark and Hope would crest the horizon near-simultaneously after Hope had finally crossed the Magnitude 12 threshold. That meant it cast about as much light as Luna's old moon—though from a single warm and tiny point rather than a ghostly white disc—and, in a satisfying cosmic coincidence, also meant they had passed to within the embrace of Hope's gravity well, where the final gravitic manipulations were being made to slow Equestria into a circular orbit in the habitable zone.



The current Zebra poet laureate—an old mare who had been named Matumaini at birth, in a fit of retroactively justified optimism—had composed for the occasion an epigram in the millennia-old style of Before:



Today, the flame from Hope's bright spark

Illuminates a sky once dark,

And with her love provides the key

To liberate equinity.




The most-upvoted response to it had come from a pod maintenance technician by the name of Gyro Gearheart—one of Pinkie Pie's five granddaughters—who had been decanted about a year ago in preparation for the mass awakenings that would be scheduled closer to Hope:



I'm looking forward, as sleep ends,

To introduce you to old friends.




Pinkie herself had asked to be the very last pony to be decanted. "I've only got one party left in me," she had said Before, her breathing labored but her smile never wavering, "and I want to throw it for everyone."








When Twilight ambled out of the train into the gleaming streets of the Crystal City, Flurry's geoloc was—predictably—the control room of the palace's High Tower, upon which was mounted the central interferometer for the Crystal Array. Twilight took a leisurely path there, filling her lungs with the cool northern air and the omnipresent silence, and paused for a long while in the throne room. Radiant, calm Cadance and frail, white-maned Shining Armor were slumbering in pods snuggled side by side, both with a hoof pressed to each other's side of the pod, separated by only the thin film of their sacs as they hurtled through the light-years. 



Cadance—though she was one of the very few who could survive the trip awake—had begged not to spend a minute more than she had to without him, and there was no way that Celestia could tell her no. On the other hoof, Flurry—barely decades into adulthood, Before—had leapt at the chance to define herself without the chafing influence of an immortal mother. 



Two thousand years of definition. 



Twilight wondered, not for the first time, if her brother and stepsister would even slightly recognize the mare their daughter had become.



> oms twi ltnh



A subcutaneous hum and a gentle chirp deep in her ear accompanied the acronyms blinking into the bottom of her HUD. Twilight smiled, tapped her tongue to her palate twice to engage speech-to-text, and subvocalized back as she walked. "Hi, Flurry. I figured I'd take the scenic route here, and give myself a chance to catch up on the way. I see a hundred years hasn't cured you of talking in abbreviations."



Some dots immediately sprang up at the bottom of the display, and it took a number of seconds for them to resolve into words with another chirp:



> Sorry! 8,:D You know the Alicorn of Communication has got to be split-second twenty-four-seven for my zebs on the web, and it's easy to forget to compensate for fogies like you. Get up here, you big goof.



Twilight grinned. Oh m w less than three, she subvocalized back, and after a split-second's vector-shift calculation, was nuzzling her niece in jubilant reunion.



"It must be a big deal that I'm back," Twilight said, focus flicking one last time to her HUD before she set its transparency to 100% and drank in the sparking 3-d webbing effect that blazed through Flurry's ethereal violet mane. "You set your status indicator to 'Busy'."



Flurry laughed and lunged in for another hug. "It's alright. I'm livestreaming this to a generation of zebras who have only ever seen you asleep. Say hi to your fans."



"Hi to your fans," Twilight dad-joked, as she always did when Flurry put her on the spot. "Should I have prepared a speech? I feel obliged to say something momentous. We're here. We're finally here."



"Nah," Flurry said with an easy shrug. "We've had enough of momentous with everypony who's anypony. Even Tia has been pulling herself away from her slingshotting for a few minutes here and there to stand in the room for the biggest parties." She nuzzled Twilight's neck again. "Don't be an alicorn, Twi. Just be you."



Twilight closed her eyes for a moment, trying not to think about the hundred years that had seemingly melted away when she and Flurry had hugged. Just be you, indeed…a legend come to life, hugging a living legend. It was a testament to Flurry's domain that she could give Twilight news like being unexpectedly livecast to the world on Equestria's most important day in generations, and somehow not reduce her to a gibbering wreck.



…In generations. A hundred years. Or an eyeblink of dreamless sleep. 



All but three of the world's sentient races—ponies, ungulates, gryphons, dogs, breezies, qilin, seafolk—had crammed into sleep pods when they first realized their world was going to have to flee the Dark. Dragons (too large for the pods) went into deep hibernation, and changelings (unable to use their own pods, and unable to survive for so long without food) went into mass dormancy. Only the zebra, for reasons of their own, had refused to go to sleep—vowing to live and breed and die beneath pitch-black skies and Shard's weakened light, and shepherd the world through its age of slumber. They—and the few experts who had been roused from their slumber for short periods of interstellar navigation, or pod maintenance, or oversight of automated factories and algae farms—literally were Equestria now, and Twilight was being introduced to the children's children of the friends she'd made while last surveying the stars.



Small wonder that so few wanted to wake up until Hope shone for good in the sky.



"Equestria to Twilight," Flurry said, interrupting her train of thought and waving a hoof in front of her eyes. "Not that I don't want to support you being you, but you're getting that faraway maudlin look again."



Twilight shook her muzzle, blinked her eyes back into focus, and glanced around the room, eyes alighting on a wall-display with a diagram of concentric rings. She silently took in its dots and discs before her brain put two and two together. "…Planets?" Her muzzle curled into a grin. "Planets! Hope has planets? We weren't nearly close enough to confirm that when I went to sleep!"



Flurry's eyes lit up. "Oh my stars, Twi, you have no idea! One's even got its full orbit in the inner habitable zone!" She pointed at a side wall, with two blotchy, severely over-magnified pictures of a blue circle, one of which had erratic white patches and one of which had hints of green to one side. "Water! Clouds! Life! It's got to be them."



She paused. Her face fell, and her ears lowered.



"Had to be them," she murmured, and it was the first time Twilight had ever seen Flurry at less than full intensity.








In the times Before, Equestrian was a land of tamed and tameable villains. There were dark hearts. Beings who wanted power. Beings who would ravage and plunder and destroy. But there was also Harmony, and there was Friendship, and when the darkness and the light met head-on, it was like a torch setting new tinder ablaze: the Light could not help but spread, until the world was wholly at peace, allowing the steel spider of technology to spin them all into a single web.



And then Luna started falling into fever dreams, muttering wild and chilling gibberish about the Dark. It wasn't the Nightmare, and it wasn't the Tantabus—they established that quickly. In her more lucid moments, it also terrified her—survivor of the Nightmare, survivor of the Tantabus—beyond words. For the next decade, she alternated her time between the deepest recesses of the Restricted Archives, and huddled trembling in bed.



That was when the rest of Equestria discovered that, one by one and cluster by cluster, faster and faster, the stars were winking out.



Luna vanished one night, and an emergency worldwide hunt began. Twilight deciphered what she could of Luna's final cryptic notes, and the Ahuizotl-Do family used all their archaeological know-how to trace her to some pre-Equestrian ruins in Brayzil, where Luna was found repeatedly muttering a string of numbers like a mantra. By then, half the sky was a few lonely bright points in a sea of utter blackness, and even those brightest and closest stars were beginning to snuff out one by one.



She stirred to consciousness when Twilight and Celestia made their way to her side. "No light, no light," she whispered. "Three four eight one seven zero seven two—"



"We have the numbers," Twilight interrupted, cradling Luna's head and trying to catch the gaze of her rolling eyes. "Six columns of sixteen. What do they mean?"



Luna, blessedly, focused in. "Hope," she whispered. "Coordinates of the guide-star, and distant Hope offering distant shelter." She gathered her hooves underneath her and staggered upright, and for the first time in ten years, she looked regal—a gleam of hard intent in her eyes. "Alphys, brightest of Pegasus, doomed in seventeen years, and us in nine. But if she flings us away—" Luna whirled on Celestia. "Sister, do you understand?"



"No," Celestia said gently, "but I want to."



Luna closed her eyes, pressed her hoof to her forehead, and let out a ragged breath, lower eyelid twitching. "A near-light-speed shockwave from the galactic core," she said, and Twilight's heart dropped into her gut. "It is not evil, sister, and we cannot fight it like evil; it is nothing, shriveling all it passes into cold dust, and we must flee or we too are dust in the wind. There is no rainbow. There is no time. But we have friends, and one chance to reach them. Do you trust me?"



Yes, Celestia said, and yes, a terrified Twilight said, and they set up the Slingshot.








The idea—Luna had said, before they finally coaxed her into the balm of dreamless pod-sleep, and swore to her on everything they held dear that they wouldn't wake her until she could hear the song of a star that wasn't doomed—wasn't hers. It came, she said, from the inhabitants of a planet around the star she called Hope. 



Twilight crunched the numbers and realized that Hope was literally a galaxy away, 2.5 million light years distant. She knew Star Swirl had experimented with dimensional magic on the border of literal insanity, but even so, the idea that aliens were breaking the light-speed barrier to advise ponykind on an impending extinction that they wouldn't even be able to observe for a geologic age…was somewhere west of unthinkable. Nevertheless, it was a possible solution for a problem with approximately zero acceptable answers, and the math checked out, so she didn't question it too closely.



Equestria's stellar neighborhood was a three-body system—a C-class sun that had an age ago triggered a subatomic chain reaction converting it into a not-entirely-Euclidean substance known as unicornium; a small, rocky planet of normal matter enriched by countless millennia of unicornium black-body radiation; and a wandering pure-unicornium comet that mages had long ago captured and circularized the orbit of. Unicornium, of course, was amenable to the nonlocal effects generated by applied willpower channelled through enriched horn-matter—efforts which were still called "magic" out of respect to the immense contributions of pre-classical researchers to the field, but which had been thoroughly documented and explained as a sub-branch of physics in the decades after Twilight Sparkle's ascension. The sun and moon, as purely unicornium bodies, were incapable of normal gravitational or energetic interaction with Equestria—but the efforts of sufficiently powerful unicorns, or an alicorn such as Celestia or Luna, could essentially selectively drag aspects of unicornium bodies into three-dimensional space. Every day and every night, they basically grabbed the wandering bodies which otherwise would drift away, and forced normal three-dimensional gravity to apply until they shot around the planet, and then forced them to shine, bathing Equestria in heat and light and the subtler but necessary black-body emanations of the moon.



Luna's idea—the people of Hope's idea—was to slam the moon into the sun at an angle (physical and mental) that would knock a tiny chip of the sun off, a protruding sixth-dimensional piece which hadn't quite converted at the same time as the rest of it and thus (according to some brain-destroying dimensional graphs) was ripe for breakage. Once that was accomplished, the next step was to line the main piece of the sun up with Alphys, turn on gravity but neither light nor heat, and send Equestria (and the mini-sun Shard) slingshotting toward Alphys ahead of the shockwave. It was a tremendous sacrifice—and would leave them with a frail, tiny ball of transdimensional fusion products that would run out of fuel in under 10,000 years—but no alternative plans could accelerate the planet and a heat source fast enough to both escape the Dark.



Even that initial acceleration, technically, wouldn't be enough to save them—at least, not without tidal forces tearing the planet apart long before the Dark could do it in—but Luna pointed out that they could further accelerate mid-trip. If Celestia grabbed Shard and "raised" it to in front of Equestria—leveraging unicornium's unique properties to do so without pushing the planet backward and "slowing down" Equestria in normal three-dimensional space—she could then turn on its gravity and have it pull the system's center of gravity forward. Shard's total acceleration capability that way was barely enough to be felt against the inward pull of the planet's gravity, but over the distances of interstellar space, those tiny nudges added up to a lot. In the eight light-years to Alphys, in fact, they could accelerate to very nearly half the speed of light—just barely sprinting in with the cold breath of the Dark on their tail.



Once there, if they lined everything up carefully, they could slingshot around the star closely enough to alter their trajectory—flinging themselves "up" out of the shockwave's path—by hiding in the light-shadow (and gravity-shadow) of Shard for the brief time they'd be close enough to Alphys to get roasted. It would be an extremely unpleasant hairpin turn, but unpleasant beat the cold and silent alternative. 



And once clear of the shockwave, it was just a matter of continuing to accelerate through the void of interstellar space, trying to make enough distance to find a new home—and a new sun—before Shard burned out. The distances between galaxies were impossibly huge, but they had relativity on their side: the closer to the speed of light they got, the more time passed for the outside world for each tick of Equestria's clocks. In fact, if Celestia devoted her full-time attention to Shard manipulation (accelerating them continuously until the halfway point, and then continuously decelerating them back down to zero again so that they didn't blow by their destination in a heartbeat), the 2.5 million light-years to Hope could be covered with an intergalactic banishment of just under two thousand subjective Equestrian years.



The irony, Twilight often noted, could not have possibly been lost on Celestia.








Twilight's third destination was literally as far away as equinely possible (1712.9481 kilometers straight-line, 2690.6130 following the curvature of the planet), which by all rights should have given her all the reading time she needed. But no trains—mag-lev or otherwise—went to the far side of Equestria, and she didn't fancy a flight around the world. She compromised by returning to the comfort of her palace to catch up on current events for several days—and to exchange a languid series of webmails with Celestia and a rapid, disjoint stream of snapchats with Flurry—before teleporting. 



If Twilight hadn't known exactly where to go, it would have been impenetrable jungle. The Dragon Lands had historically been cleared to bare rock by generations of fire breath—and being on the far side of the star during the Alphys slingshot, with centrifugal forces flinging loose objects into space and squirting fresh lava through a thousand new volcanoes, hadn't improved its livability—but no amount of past trauma could keep life from squirming its way into the ashes. Literally. Grasses and trees took root in the rich volcanic soils, and once they had achieved a hoofhold, there was nothing awake to hold them back.



The friend she was visiting didn't care, and probably wouldn't for a few centuries yet.



Twilight lit her horn for illumination in the giant, silent cavern, watching for a moment the ponderous rise and fall of the enormous purple chest, and the equally massive sky-blue one curled up alongside it. She looked at their entwined tails, and the foreclaws clasped together in sleep, and thought of Cadance and Shining, and wondered if maybe there was something to the ancient theory that dragons were so long-lived because they understood all the hidden truths that alicorns knew but had simply chosen not to specialize in any.



She walked forward to alongside Spike's muzzle, brushed her hoof to the scales underneath his eye, and then settled in to rest alongside his cheek, feeling the reassuring solidity of his scales. 



"We're here, Spike," she said. "We made it." The darkness of the cavern beyond her tiny ring of hornlight swallowed her words, but she felt a muscle deep in his muzzle subtly twitch, and his breathing hitched for a moment, and his next exhalation came out with what might have been a slow-motion huff.



Twilight pressed her cheek to his and smiled. "I can hardly believe it. Nobody can. We're already passing the orbit of Hope's outermost planets, and there's about a month of deceleration left and then a year or so of maneuvering into our final orbital path. It's so strange to have a sun in the sky that nopony has to touch, even if it's barely as bright as the moon yet." She pressed an ear to Spike's muzzle, hearing the faint rumble-hiss of his breathing, and smiled. "Speaking of which, Celestia wants to move Shard a little further from Equestria once we don't have to use it for propulsion any more, and give it to Luna once she wakes back up. We won't need its heat or light any more, but it's still unicornium, and it'll still be able to keep the planet enriched enough for magic for…I don't know. Longer than I'll be alive."



Ember chuffed in sleep, and a brief flare of fire illuminated the contours of the cavern. Twilight blinked the flash out of her eyes and tried to adjust her sense of scale. It had to be half as large as Ponyville.



"Speaking of Celestia," Twilight said, "she's going to sleep herself once we're in orbit. Not pod sleep, alicorn sleep." She looked down and sighed. "She gave this everything she had. And even with the affinity she built up for Shard over her millennia singlehornedly raising it…I don't know how she manages to stay conscious after this long, let alone manipulate it every four and a half hours. I tried to help, but she wouldn't let me…she knew this would happen, and said she wanted somepony she could trust to coax ponykind back to life with both her and Luna indisposed." Twilight laughed humorlessly. "Indisposed. The world is going to wake up, and the alicorns that saved them are going to be asleep. They'll never hear the praises of a generation."



Twilight fell into contemplative silence.



"It's just going to be me, Spike," she said quietly. "Pinkie's got her farewell party, and Applejack might have a few decades left with luck and Granny Smith's genes, but the first generation is almost gone. There's no telling when you'll wake up. Celestia's going to be out for a century or more, and Luna…well, we promised to wake her once we arrived, but I know how she felt about her millennium alone, and I guarantee you she'll want to go right back to bed until she and Celestia can wake up together. And Cadance…Shining Armor is hanging on as best he can, but he doesn't have long, and she's going to be devastated for a long, long time when he goes."



Twilight sighed, body drooping, and rolled a little pebble around on the floor of the cave with the edge of her hoof.



"There's Flurry Heart, of course, but she already lives in another world, and while I love her to death, I can't ever shake the feeling that every time we talk she's just visiting for a little while before sneaking back away again. And I've tried to keep up with the zebra world, I really have, but every time I start getting close my heart starts ripping apart with thoughts of all the sleeping friends I'm forgetting piece by piece. And it'll be great to have them back, but I've seen so many things they haven't." Her voice softened. "That's not fair…we're all going to wake up in a changed world in a few days. Like we've been pulling back on the sling of history for two thousand years, struggling to keep it from firing, and all of a sudden we're launching forward all at once, and there's nothing left to hold onto but each other as we hurtle through the void."



There was a deep rumble as Spike slowly inhaled, and then heat-shimmers silently rose from his nostrils.



Twilight stood, then leaned in and spread her forehooves against his muzzle, hugging him much in the same way one does a barn. 



"I love you, little bro," she whispered, then choked back a laughing sob. "And you'd better wake up for Pinkie Pie's party, or she's going to haunt you forever."








In the days to come—as Ponyville's streets slowly filled with pastel and striped bodies alike—Twilight would stare at the ever-increasing hoof traffic and think back often on the rest of that conversation with Flurry Heart about Hope.



"What do you mean, 'had to be' them?" Twilight had asked, already knowing the answer but hoping somehow, desperately, that she was wrong. She stepped forward toward the wall display, touching a hoof to the flat and blurry disc of blue. 



"Relativity," Flurry simply said.



Twilight closed her eyes. For all the time that had passed on Equestria—generations upon generations; two thousand years of zebra tending the world and creating history under Flurry's gentle guidance—the speed of light was a cruel, inviolate mistress, and the universe outside had aged further still. They had leaped a 2.5 million light-year gap between galaxies. Ergo, 2.5 million years had passed.



"How old is our society?" Flurry said. "From the first Cutie Mark to the Hoofweb? If it's older than ten thousand years, then Tia's holding out on us. And since the beings of Hope gave their interstellar navigation advice to Luna, they've done that two hundred and fifty times. We're talking the sort of time scale on which mountains wear down into sand."



"You've tried, right?" Twilight said. "Maybe they've matured. Stabilized. It's not inconceivable a civilization could last that long."



"We're well within targeted communication range, and we're carrying a light source literally visible to the naked eye from their planet. They should have noticed us and shot something our way by now. Just in case, we've done passive scanning on every frequency we know about and some we don't. Dead silence. And the dark side of the planet is as dark as the void."



Twilight scanned the planetary diagrams, struggling in the cold grip of logic. "Maybe they just had to move—they've got a moon, and it looks like that fourth planet, the red one, is in the outer habitable zone—"



Flurry shook her head wearily. "We've turned over every rock in the system, Twi. It's silent. I'm sorry."



Twilight bowed her head, staring at her hooves. It seemed so unfair, to owe their lives to faint and distant voices that simple physics decreed she would never meet.



"We'll look, of course," Flurry said quietly. "Statistically, it seems pretty likely that they just got hit by an extinction-level event. A large meteor they couldn't deflect, or an environmental crash, or even a bad war if they were stupid enough to investigate the sort of destructive technology Tia banned Before. But with a planet that green, there's bound to be something which took over, and is working its way back toward sapience one step at a time."



Twilight drew in, and let out, a long breath. "We'll look," she quietly agreed, and pressed her hoof to the blurry image of the blue planet. "It was hope that led us here. The least we can do is keep hold of it until we can share it with everyone we find."








She went out stargazing when Shard set that night. Hope was still a good ten degrees above the horizon, casting long shadows at her hooves.



And it wasn't the only star. In the past hundred years, they'd moved from the empty void of deep space into the middle of Hope's galaxy. Unfamiliar constellations crowded each other throughout the sky, glimmering gemstones, an unbelievable wealth of light in every direction she looked. She could even make out a faint band of stars running through the sky to mark the galactic plane. It was so full of stars that it looked like someone had spilled a glass of milk through the sky.



Maybe Hope was silent, Twilight thought, but it couldn't be the only blue planet around. And they knew how to travel now. What was stopping them from picking up again, if there were other signals—other friends—to be found?



For the first time since Before, a smile of purpose flitted across her muzzle.



"Everyone we find," Twilight whispered. "Everyone."
      

      
   
      One


      

      
      
         Frigid, merciless wind.



It slices through one’s carapace as they soar through the sky, away from the prison of the collective, searching for oneself. It gives one the identity of a unique experience as they land on a mountaintop, their hooves crunching the packed snow that rests on the surface, the white powder burning one’s outer shell with its biting touch. They take a breath and…



I become me.



I stroll to the edge of the flat surface I landed on and look upon the entirety of Equestria from on high. I had studied pony culture, and not just the bare bones needed for infiltration—every changeling knew at least that much. I, however, needed more. I read about arcane pony rituals such as procreation, which is apparently done for pleasure as well as perpetuation of their species. I couldn’t imagine anything pleasurable about being eaten by That Witch and vomited up as eggs, but the text showed me a new way.



As I trot along the sharp drop, my hooves feel the painful tickles of frost and I smile. I am almost certain that no changeling could describe this. I begin to ponder the question of what my mark of destiny, or ‘cutie mark’, would be. I sit down and press my hooves into my face. I hadn’t yet decided on what my cutie mark would be. It is an important decision, after all. It would define me. It would guide me along life. More importantly, it would make me unique.



And being unique is my ultimate desire. Maybe in time, I could lure other changelings away from the hive, and we could live in a new era of—



Soft hooffalls graced the snow. I turn my head and snarl immediately. There stood Quee—no, just Chrysalis, wearing that most poisonous smile and adorned in furs. In her hoof she held another, smaller, patch of fur, though I know not for what purpose.



“I thought one might be cold on their journey,” she cooed, “and I thought they might want to stay warm.”



I bare my teeth and growl. “Stay out of my head.”



The demon beast softly giggled and approached me, fur still in hoof. “One’s head is my head. All of them are.” She reached out to touch my head and I smack away her leg.



“You can’t touch me.”



Chrysalis sighed. “Fine, I’ll let one live in delusion a while longer.” She sat down in the icy snow and smiled at me, dangling the fur. “How about one sits with me and enjoys the view?”



I eye her down and attempt to spot any deception on her part, but can find none. Her face is honest and her body open. Maybe I could—



“Don’t even consider it,” she continued, “or one will become a stain on the mountain.”



So much for that. I slowly sit down parallel to her and gaze upon Equestria. The view is rather breathtaking.



“It is, isn’t it?” she said in a most cloying tone which causes my muzzle to scrunch. “Tell me, where would a renegade changeling move to? We’re not exactly welcome in their lands.”



I exhale, the wind whipping around me and causing a slight shiver to possess my body. “Well, I was considering a large city, like Manehattan or Baltimare. Easy to blend in, find a… uh…”



“Job,” Chrysalis said.



I glare at her, then gaze back over the landscape. “Yes, a job, where I can make my own money and live in my own quarters. Alone.” I inject that last sentence with a touch of venom.



Chrysalis proffered the fur. “This fur will help protect one from the elements.”



“I’ve taken enough charity from you. I don’t want your protection.” I grunt and wrap my forelegs around me, desperate for warmth.



“Fine. So be it.” Chrysalis drew her foreleg back, surveyed the vista, and exhaled. “Of course, to have a job, one would need a cutie mark and for a cutie mark one would need to have a special talent.” She turned to face me, that disgusting grin still plastered on her muzzle. “And to have a special talent, one would need to know who they are.” 



Her grin turned into a vicious scowl. “Who are you?”



My heart jumps in my chest. I didn’t expect this. My mind cycles through my thoughts…



...we’ve got to stop bumping into each other like this!



“Flash Sentry,” I say with a decisive grin.



She stood up and stomped her hoof, her scowl turning ever more sinister. “Wrong. Flash Sentry is a part someone played, and I’m not even sure it was you.” But… I’m sure I’m Flash Sentry. In that exact moment I was Flash Sentry.



She leaned into me and leered. “Who are you?



My body twitches. I’m not so sure of myself now. I am…



...just my luck!



“...T-Trouble Shoes?”



Chrysalis growled. “Do you look like Trouble Shoes?”



I look down at myself, then look back up and shake my head. “N-no, Chrysalis. I don’t look like Trouble Shoes at—”



“Who are you?”



Right now I’m riding a fine line between terror and resolve. I dig into my brain one last time…



...I just don’t know what went wrong!



I look back up. “Um, Ditzy?” Chrysalis glared at me and I look back down. “No, I got this! Derpy… no, Bright Eyes!”



She caressed my cheek. “We decided on Muffins, dearie, remember?” Her expression didn’t move from that scowl. She then pulled away and walked around. “Clearly, one is not fit to associate with pony society if one can’t even decide who they are.”



Shaken, but not broken, I stand up and puff out my chest. “W-well, I hadn’t decided on my identity yet.” I take a deep breath. “That is in fact the exact subject I was mulling over before you accosted me.”



“One means,” Chrysalis said as she turned to face me, her head tilted to the side, “provide a necessity which one so easily looked over?” She shook the fur.



I stare her in the eyes. “Well, I’ll get around to remembering to dress for the weather.”



Chrysalis bowed her head down and growled out a chuckle. “You don’t even realize how helpless you are, do you?”



I raise an eyebrow. “What are you—”



Suddenly I’m on my side, blood rushing to the left side of my face as if I was wounded. My left shoulder is possessed with an electrical burning sensation. I look up to see Chrysalis standing there, her face practically split in two by her smile.



I move to stand up, my left foreleg collapsing from the pain. “W-what happened? Where did that come from?” Chrysalis just stood there as she barely stifled a giggle.



“That,” she said between fits of laughter, “was me.”



I shake my head. “T-that’s impossible! There’s no way you could move that fast!”



She circled around me, her mirth barely contained as chortles and giggles escaped from her throat. “And therein lies the issue. By asserting individuality as a common changeling, it requires one to use up processes like reasoning and a proper perception of time to do so.”  Chrysalis tittered. “This entire exchange, you’ve been two whole seconds behind me and I’ve just been humoring you.”



Icy claws grasp at my chest. I honestly do not want to believe her. I am sure that I am capable of assimilating into pony society and that she was just playing tricks on me. But I need confirmation.



I stare at her resolutely. “Show me proof.”



“Very well, then,” Chrysalis said, “but one will have to look into my mind to see the scene from my perspective.” She snickered. “Are you willing to do that?”



A breath escapes from my lungs, our gazes locked for what appears to be eternity. 



“...I am willing to do so just to prove you wrong.”



She nodded. “Go ahead.”



I grit my teeth and gaze into her mind.








My hooffalls grace the snow. After a pause, the changeling turns its head and snarls. Here stands Her Majesty, Queen Chrysalis, wearing an inviting smile and adorned in furs. In my hoof I hold another, smaller, patch of fur as a peace offering to prevent this one from making a mistake they will live to regret.



“I thought one might be cold on their journey,” I coo, “and I thought they might want to stay warm.”



The wind whips around us. That one bares their teeth and growls. “Stay out of my head.”



I, in my eternal wisdom, softly giggle and approach them, fur still in hoof. “One’s head is my head. All of them are.” I reach out to touch their head, my hoof hovering and waiting for them to react. They smack away my leg.



“You can’t touch me.”



I sigh, ever concerned. “Fine, I’ll let one live in delusion a while longer.” I sit down in the icy snow and smile at them, dangling the fur. “How about one sits with me and enjoys the view?”



They stare me down, seemingly looking for an opening to assault me. I admit it would be amusing to break their worldview now, but I have to let them come to the realization.



“Don’t even consider it,” I offer helpfully, “or one will become a stain on the mountain.”



After a few moments, they slowly sit down next to me, both of us taking in the awe-inspiring view of Equestria from the precipice. It impresses me every time I see the wonders that those ponies have constructed. The mind of that one shares my opinions of the marvelous sight before us.



“It is, isn’t it?” I utter in dulcet tones designed to assuage. Eventually, his muzzle scrunches. 



They say you catch more flies with honey than vinegar, but some flies still prefer vinegar. “Tell me, where would a renegade changeling move to? We’re not exactly welcome in their lands.”



I wait for them to process that I spoke, after which point they exhale—








“—Enough!” I say as my body collapses from the frigid weather. “I… one has seen enough.”



The Mighty Queen Chrysalis drapes the fur over the changeling, who grasps the edges and pulls it tightly around them. She strokes their head, to which one moves into the Inexorable Queen Chrysalis and nuzzles her beautiful haunch, soaking in the heat.



“Now,” the Indefatigable Queen Chrysalis whispers, “what has one learned today?”



One feels the guiding warmth of knowing the Inspiring Queen Chrysalis seep into them and drive out the final vestige of alien chill. “N-never question the immutable knowledge of the Unstoppable Queen.”



The Impressive Queen Chrysalis hums a sonorous tone. “That’s right.” She looks warmly into one’s eyes. “Would one like a ride home? I imagine the weather here would seep into the bones.”



One nods against the Peerless Queen Chrysalis’ haunches. “Yes, one would have to be a fool to refuse the charity of the Inevitable Queen Chrysalis.”



The Perfect Queen Chrysalis pulls away, one’s heart falling from losing contact with her. One is then lifted into the air and placed on the back of the Holy Queen Chrysalis, the renewed contact reinvigorating the once-lonesome changeling. “Let’s go home, then. I’m sure the other changelings feel the loss of one of their kin.” With that, she takes off into the sky.



One has learned a great many things today from the Glorious Queen Chrysalis. First of all, one has no place separate from the hive. The hive is all there is. Secondly, if one attempts to break away from the hive, it will portend ill for them—as the Deceptive Queen Chrysalis demonstrated. One was never fit to be an individual, and she followed her little darling so that they would remain safe. She cares about all of us, and this changeling was a fool to not recognize that. Lastly, the most important thing of all that was learned, something which would have been anathema before the revelation granted by the Righteous Queen Chrysalis—one now realizes is the only solace a changeling is offered in this harsh, unforgiving world:



One does not escape from the Everlasting Queen Chrysalis’ changeling hive.
      

      
   
      Bonitatem Doce Me


      

      
      
         	Summer vacation.  The words had been on every pair of lips in the schoolhouse all month. 



	Across the classroom, foals whiled away the school year, chatting and signing yearbooks and every so often glancing at the clock, watching the those seconds tick steadily away. Five minutes were all that remained, five minutes that could not pass quickly enough. 



	Cheerilee watched the clock with a sense of dread proportional to the students' excitement. 



	The last day of the semester was half the length of a regular school day, and little more than a formality. All tests had been graded and passed back; all final papers were read and marked up and returned. There was little to do that hadn't already been done, so Cheerilee assigned an in-class essay on the students' summer vacation plans that she had no intention of grading or returning, gave the foals a few extra minutes of recess, and allowed them to spend what time remained signing yearbooks and chatting and simply being the bright-eyed, precocious children she'd come to know and love. 



	She spent those last few minutes navigating the rows of desks, unnoticed, etching every detail of the day in her memory. A powerful sense of regret filled her. Moving forward in her life meant leaving behind what she'd built for herself in Ponyville. She'd come to terms with that a while ago. But saying goodbye to her students... That hurt too much to contemplate. 



	So she put it off, and kept putting it off, until the day came when they would gather under the same roof for the last time, and she knew she could put it off no longer. 



	Cheerilee walked to the front of the classroom and savored the view for a few more precious seconds before speaking.



	"Settle down, everypony! If I could have your attention for the last few minutes of class?"



	The chatter took a few seconds to die down, but one by one, her students dutifully gave Cheerilee their undivided attention. Their shining faces and barely restrained excitement brought a smile of her own to Cheerilee's face.



	"Thank you all for being here today. I know that showing up for a half-day on the last day before vacation can seem a little pointless, but it gives us all a little more time to spend together. Years from now, when you look back on today, you'll realize how special those moments were." Her smile dimmed as her students' brightened. "Before you all leave, I have a final announcement to make." 



	"Oh no! You're goin' to jail, aren'tcha?!" Apple Bloom's question had her looking distressed. "You can't go to jail! Fight the law, Miss Cheerilee; you can win!" 



	Somepony else picked up the cry, and it carried across the room from one mouth to the next. Before long, all of her little ponies were pounding their hooves on their desks and chanting "Fight! The! Law! Fight! The! Law!"



	Cheerilee's hoof met her forehead, but behind it, she was smiling. "None of the above, I'm afraid," she called over the chant. It died down gradually. "Certainly nothing so colorful as going to jail. Rather, it's..." 



She hesitated. For years, Cheerilee had been a rock in front of the classroom, the very picture of stability and confidence. Now she was stammering and shuffling her hooves like a nervous TA. 



Just say it, damn you; just get it all out there.



	"I'm moving." She spat the words out at last in an abrupt burst of air. In a slower, more measured cadence, she continued. "To Fillydelphia." 



	She waited patiently while her students absorbed the news, each one reacting in their own way. Rumble looked stricken; his jaw hung open. Twist took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. Apple Bloom's ears wilted against her head, and Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle exchanged a glance. Silver Spoon leaned toward Diamond Tiara to whisper something in her ear. Diamond Tiara gave no reply; she did nothing, said nothing. Her unfocused gaze drifted to the front of the room, looking past Cheerilee.



	Then came the questions, an incoherent torrent of rushed, inquisitive babbling, ponies all jockeying with one another to be heard. 



	"Why are you moving? Are you quitting being a teacher?" 



	"Did you win the lottery and decide to retire?" 



	"Was it us? Are you moving because you don't like us anymore?" 



	Cheerilee held up a hoof, signaling for quiet, and let the furor die down again before she continued speaking. 



	"First of all, no, I'm not going to quit teaching. Second, I'm not leaving on account of anypony besides. This is my own decision." She drew courage from that reminder, and spoke with growing confidence. "I've decided to pursue a doctorate at the University of Fillydelphia."



	That caused more than a few scrunchy, confused noses.



	"You're becoming a doctor?" asked Rumble. "But how can you be a doctor and a teacher? Are you gonna be a teacher to other doctors? Teaching 'em how to do liver transplants and amputations and drain abscesses? Stuff like that?" 



	"Don't be a creepy weirdo, Rumble," snapped Silver Spoon. "She isn't studying to be a medical doctor. Having your doctorate just means that you're the most educated you can possibly be in your field. Which, for her, is teaching." She beamed at Cheerilee. "Right?" 



	"Something like that, Silver Spoon. Although that was an unnecessarily rude way to speak to your classmate." Cheerilee's face grew stern as she chastised the filly.



	Silver Spoon, chastened, mumbled an apology to Rumble, who shrugged blithely. "I am a creepy weirdo. She's just callin' it like she sees it."



	A fit of giggles came over the class. Cheerilee let it run its course before signaling for quiet again. 



	"I know this comes as a surprise to everypony," Cheerilee continued. "The truth is that I've wanted to do this for a while. But I kept putting it off, because I..." Her motherly smile returned. "Well, I'm quite happy here. I love my life in Ponyville; I love my friends, and I love my students. But I came to a point in my life where I realized that, if I didn't do this now, I probably never would."



	She was perfectly happy and comfortable. In fact, she would be perfectly content to live and die as Ponyville's schoolteacher. But there would always be that little part of her that would nag and nag, that lingering regret at reaching to the sky and stopping just short if she didn't. 



It was all said and done, anyway; she found a nice little apartment adjacent to the campus in Fillydelphia during a visit over the spring break; her house had sold with little fanfare; what little she owned that would fit in the apartment was already shipped to her new home, and what wouldn't was in storage. It was difficult, and she had to force herself not to stop and turn around at times, but everything was in motion now. She couldn't go back even if she truly wanted to. 



	Snips waved his hoof in the air. "When are you leaving?"



	She'd been waiting for that question. It didn't make hearing it any easier. "On the first train to Fillydelphia tomorrow morning," she said hesitantly. "At seven sharp."



	At that, the class erupted in cries of remorse and disbelief. The Cutie Mark Crusaders turned and huddled close to one another, sneaking glances back at their teacher. Silver Spoon morosely twisted a lock of hair around her hoof. Diamond Tiara continued to stare at nothing. 



	"I'm sorry for not telling you sooner." Cheerilee raised her voice this time, speaking over the class. "You deserved to know that you wouldn't be seeing me when you came back from vacation, and you deserved to hear it a long time ago. But I didn't want to spend our last few months together with that hanging over our heads." 



	I couldn't come to work every morning and look you all in the eye with that sense of finality between us.



	"There's going to be a little get-together for me at Sugarcube Corner tonight. Anypony who wants to come out and say goodbye is more than welcome. Otherwise..." 



	The class fell silent and listened, rapt.



 	"I want you to know that my years as your teacher have been the best of my life, and I wouldn't trade them for anything. Thank you for making my life so--" 



	The bell cut her off, filling the room with its hideous ring. Cheerilee slumped over, shaking her head with a sardonic chuckle.



	There's a lesson in here about procrastination.



	"The party starts tonight at seven-thirty," she called as the students shuffled away from their desks, all traces of excitement and glee gone. "I hope to see some of you there!" 



	Silver Spoon said something to Diamond Tiara again, and again received no response. With a worried look at her friend, Silver Spoon left the schoolhouse along with the other foals, heading off into their first summer afternoon.



	Diamond Tiara didn't move from her desk, and Cheerilee felt a mounting concern of her own. "You know, it's a beautiful day outside," she ventured, keeping her voice sweet. "I'm sure you don't want to spend any more of it than necessary cooped up in this old schoolhouse."



	Diamond Tiara folder her forelegs tightly together on her desk. Her eyes found Cheerilee for the first time since the announcement.



	"You're really just gonna go?"



	Cheerilee had expected some of her students to take the news harder than others. She hadn't expected that Diamond Tiara, of all ponies, would be one of them. Throughout her time as Diamond Tiara's teacher, she reached out to her just as much as she would any other filly under her charge, but she seldom saw Diamond Tiara reaching back. She thought about her many memories of the filly: Diamond Tiara with her perfect grades, Diamond Tiara raising funds for the school, Diamond Tiara chairing the yearbook committee... 



Diamond Tiara harassing Apple Bloom, Diamond Tiara pouting in detention, Diamond Tiara muckraking on the whole town...



	But she hadn't seen that filly in her classroom for a long time, and she didn't see her now. Nor did she see the cheerful, gregarious Diamond Tiara who'd been showing up to her class since losing the school election to Pipsqueak. The wan, depressed filly she saw at the desk was very different from any iteration of Diamond Tiara she'd heretofore met.



	Cheerilee sighed. "I'm afraid so." 



	Diamond Tiara rested her chin on her folded hooves. "But you're gonna keep being a teacher?" 



	"I am. Teaching is my passion, my calling. And, not to put too fine a point on it, my destiny" Cheerilee glanced at the flowers on her flank. "I won't ever stop teaching, or wanting to be a teacher. Think of my doctorate as..." She trotted down the aisle to Diamond Tiara's desk as she tried to put it into words. "As a way for me to be a better teacher. To be recognized by my fellow teachers. To learn from them, and help them learn from me. To help all teachers, everywhere, be better at what they do. Because fillies like you deserve it." 



	Cheerilee arrived at Diamond Tiara's desk, her shadow falling upon the filly's face. Diamond Tiara watched her impassively, sunk up to her chin in her forelegs. 



	"Is there something you'd like to talk about?" She put on her most encouraging smile and spoke as kindly as she could.



	All for naught. "I'm fine," said Diamond Tiara, with a supercilious tone that Cheerilee hadn't heard from her in a very long time. She ripped her gaze away from Cheerilee, shoved away from her desk, and trotted out the door. 



	Cheerilee watched her leave, a perplexed look on her face. This behavior was new, and troubling, and something she neither expected nor was prepared for from her. 



	Perhaps she'll come around. Maybe I'll see her at the party tonight, and we can clear the air. She didn't want to part with any of her students on poor terms. But that might be unavoidable now. I should have told them sooner; I shouldn't have kept the truth from them.



	Keeping the news of her departure quiet was something of a task in itself. Luckily, Cheerilee was fairly unassuming, and few took notice of her activities outside of the schoolhouse, of the wagons that came and went from her home, laden with possessions and furniture. She quietly found a buyer for her home without officially putting it on the market, to avoid attracting attention with real estate signage A few ponies knew - the Mayor, who needed to find a replacement, other ponies she was close to, and of course, Pinkie Pie had to know if she was to plan the farewell party. But all in all, Cheerilee wanted to keep her exit from Ponyville as quiet as possible, all to avoid drawing the attention of her students and forcing herself into confronting the reality that she was leaving them behind.



	That meant hitting them with it all at once, though, with little time to prepare themselves emotionally. It hit her all at once, too. The emotions were overpowering; it took everything in her not to start crying in the empty schoolhouse.



	Later. Time enough for that on the train, or in Fillydelphia. I want to hold on to my happiness for as long as possible.



	She wondered who was faring worse with this news - herself, or her students.








	The steady rhythm of the electronic beat pounded in Cheerilee's ears as she finished signing the yearbook, writing her signature with a flourish and dotting her "i" with a doodle of a smiling flower. Cheerilee dropped the pencil from her mouth; the pink shimmer of an alicorn princess's magic caught it and tucked it back behind her ear, meticulously combing her mane over it to make it as unobtrusive as possible. 



	"All done, Featherweight," she said, beaming at the diminutive pegasus. "Thank you for the memories."



	"Thank you, Miss Cheerilee!" Featherweight hopped up, fluttering his little wings to bring himself to eye level with Cheerilee, and wrapped his rail-thin forelegs around her neck. Cheerilee returned his embrace with a nuzzle. "You're the best teacher there ever was!" 



	"Maybe not the best. But top ten material? Definitely." 



	Featherweight pulled back and fluttered to the floor, and waved one last time before a passing conga line headed by Pinkie Pie swept him up in its undulating wake. 



	The party's turnout had an ebb and flow to it. Well-wishers came, lingered, and went; ponies she was closer to stuck around longer. A few had been there since nearly the beginning of the night. In particular, Twilight Sparkle was among the first to come calling and spent most of the night in Cheerilee's company while Spike tried his hand at Pinkie's party games. But there was never a point where Sugarcube Corner felt empty, or lifeless. For everypony who went out the door, another two came in, wanting a chance to bid farewell to their town's beloved schoolteacher, a fixture in the community for so long. It warmed her to know that she was so loved by so many. 



	What warmed her more were the students. She hoped that some would show up; she hadn't expected nearly as many as actually did. They came in groups and bunches, yearbooks clutched in their mouths, and begged their teacher's autograph. Cheerilee signed them all, and gladly, taking time out of her party to write a personalized farewell to each of them. There were hugs, and tears, and expressions of love and gratitude, and more than once, Cheerilee had to remind herself that it was too late to simply drop everything and remain their teacher forever. 



	But damn, her mouth was sore from all the writing. 



	Cheerilee kneaded her cheek. "You know," she remarked to the alicorn standing beside her, "not one of them asked me to sign their yearbooks this morning. Which isn't unusual, really. But now?" She worked her jaw from side-to-side. "Fourteen yearbooks in an hour. An hour! I haven't written that much in so short a time since college!" 



	Although I suppose I should get used to it again, or else invest in a typewriter.



	Twilight Sparkle, who had taken it upon herself to organize the crowd of students and keep Cheerilee hydrated between signings, giggled. "You'd probably be less sore if you didn't take the time to write such detailed messages to them." A glass of punch floated beside her head, and she sipped a little of the purple mixture.



	"Probably not," Cheerilee agreed. "But then, what's even the point? I'm saying goodbye to them, Twilight; I can't just write 'have a good summer' eighteen times." 



	"I suppose." Twilight sighed. "That kind of dedication is admirable, Cheerilee. It's gonna be hard finding somepony who can match it. Speaking of, how's the search for the new teacher coming along?" 



	Cheerilee shrugged. "I have no direct say in it. The Mayor showed me the shortlist of candidates, and I gave my input on all of them; she'll probably interview them before the month is out. Truth be told, they'd all make capable teachers, but none of them were really my first choice."



	"Really?" Twilight drained her glass of punch. "Who was?" 



	"Oh, you know. You." Cheerilee winked.



	Twilight's eyes flew open in surprise. Thankfully, downing her punch before asking the question precluded the possibility of a spit-take.



	"M-me? Why me?!" 



	"Why not? You'd be a wonderful teacher. The foals like you; you're empathetic, and you're smart as a whip." She grinned. "And I've seen you lecture before - both academically and as a hobby. Take it from a pro; you're a natural." 



	Twilight blushed. 



	"That was a passing fancy, though," Cheerilee continued. "You have your duties as Princess, after all. I mean, what, am I gonna ask you to abdicate and live on a schoolteacher's salary for the rest of your life?" Cheerilee closed her eyes and laughed, but stopped when she realized Twilight wasn't laughing with her. She looked, and saw contemplation on the princess's face. 



	"You're... you're not seriously thinking of doing that now, are you?" Cheerilee asked. 



	"What?" Twilight blinked. "No, of course not. Just..." She tapped her hooves together. "Maybe… taking a little time off to get credentialed, is all..."



	Cheerilee chuckled and pulled Twilight in for a hug. "You know, I'm really going to miss you, Twilight. It's been a joy getting to know you."



	"You too, Cheerilee." Twilight returned the embrace. "You'll stay in touch, right?" 



	"Of course! And you had better visit." Cheerilee pulled away, holding Twilight at length with her hooves, and thumped her left wing gently. "Now that you've got these big ol' things to carry you back and forth, you don't have an excuse not to."



	"Well, there's that," said Twilight with a conspiratorial grin. "And I can do it at the crown's expense." 



	"Why, Princess Twilight!" said Cheerilee with a scandalized gasp. "Such gross abuse of royal authority and taxpayer money!" She scowled condemningly, and held it for precisely three seconds before both the teacher and the princess collapsed into mutual laughter.



	The bell at the door jingled, making Cheerilee's ears perk. She turned, and her smile widened at the sight of the latest arrival. "Diamond Tiara!" she called, waving at her erstwhile student. "You made it! And..." She took note of the mare standing over her, looking down her nose at everypony in the room. 



"And you've brought your mother! How wonderful!"



	Internally, she sighed. How wonderful.



	"Yes, well," said Spoiled Rich, marching across the room toward Cheerilee with her daughter trudging along beside her. "We're holding a wine tasting in our private cellar tonight, but Diamond Tiara felt her presence was required here, for some reason, and insisted somepony escort her. Filthy demurred, and our butler Cummerbund is still on vacation in Las Pegasus with his brother, Wood-something-or-other." She scoffed. "And the rest of our household staff has their hooves full waiting on our guests. So, apparently, the task had to fall to me." She frowned at her daughter. "Surely you must realize how self-centered you are acting right now."



	"Yes, mom," mumbled Diamond Tiara. She gave Cheerilee the briefest of glances before returning her eyes to the floor. 



	Spoiled nodded. "Naturally, I can't stay, as I am expected back posthaste. Diamond Tiara, you'll be alright making your way home by yourself, I trust?" 



	"Yes, mom," mumbled Diamond Tiara again. Her voice remained robotic as she gave the same canned answer to her mother.



	"Splendid." Spoiled beckoned at Twilight Sparkle. "Now, Princess Twilight, be a dear and take Diamond Tiara. I'd like to say a few words to Ms. Cheerilee." 



	Twilight looked taken aback, but did as she was bid, drawing a wing around Diamond Tiara and leading her away toward the snack table. She leaned into Cheerilee's ear as she passed. "Just give a signal if you need me to rescue you." 



	"Such a helpful young mare," Spoiled remarked. "So down-to-earth and easy to speak to. One almost forgets that she was given her crown instead of being properly born into it." She clicked her tongue. "The peasant princess. What is this world coming to?" 



	Cheerilee felt a moment of pity for her successor. Perhaps I should leave a note of warning…



Spoiled turned back to Cheerilee. "Now, I am given to understand that you're moving to Fillydelphia, yes? To pursue an education?"



	"Uh, y-yes." Cheerilee smiled. "A doctorate, actually."



	"You know, I attended the University of Fillydelphia myself, back in my youth."



	"Did you? What was your major?"



	"Undeclared. Four years running."



	"I... wasn't aware that you could graduate undeclared." 



	"There is much and more that you're not aware of; no doubt that's why you're going back to school." The corners of Spoiled's mouth lifted slightly. 



	Cheerilee maintained her polite facade with an effort. 



	"In any case, I wish you all the joy of it. I hope that whoever takes over your job may prove just as... adequate... as you." Spoiled sniffed and turned to the door. "Goodbye, Ms. Cheerilee."



	Spoiled Rich left without sparing her daughter a word, or indeed, even a glance. Diamond Tiara didn't seem to notice; she kept her eyes on a cup of punch balanced on one of her hooves, sipping from a straw while Twilight spoke to her. 



	Cheerilee crossed to the snack table; Twilight saw her coming and backed away with a word of farewell to Diamond Tiara. The princess and the teacher exchanged a look of exasperation as they passed one another. 



	Cheerilee decided not to tell Twilight about Spoiled's title for her.



	"I'm glad you could make it!" Cheerilee said brightly to Diamond Tiara. "Did you bring your yearbook?" 



	"Mm-mm." Diamond Tiara sipped again. 



	"Oh. That's... I ask because your classmates all brought theirs. I'd have been happy to sign yours for you."



	"That's okay."



	"Do you want me to write something down for you anyway? You could always tape it to one of the pages of your book. I'm sure Pinkie Pie has something to write on somewhere around here." 



	"No, thank you." The last remnants of punch slurped through the straw, and Diamond Tiara discarded it in a wastebin to her left without looking. 



	Cheerilee bit her lip. "Diamond, is everything alright?"



	"Fine." 



	"Are you sure?" Cheerilee knelt and reached out to the filly. Diamond Tiara started to pull away, but stopped, and let Cheerilee's hoof rest on her shoulder. "I can tell that something's bothering you. If there's something you need to talk about, or something you need to say to me, I'm here to listen. Okay? So please, don't hold anything back."



	Diamond Tiara squeezed her eyes shut and took a deep breath. She looked at Cheerilee. "Ms. Cheerilee... the thing is--" 



	The door jingled again, and Cheerilee looked up in time to see Applejack sauntering over, grinning. Beside her was Rarity, a more subdued smile on her face. Both wore saddlebags over their flanks.



	"Cheerilee, you ol' so-and-so," said Applejack. "Thought you could slither on outta here without gettin' a proper Apple family goodbye?"



	"In point of fact, Applejack, I believe that's what the party is for," Rarity pointed out. 



	"Aw, that's a town goodbye. Totally diff'rent from an Apple family goodbye. Apple family goodbyes got a lot more present-givin' involved!" Applejack went in for a hug, acknowledging Diamond Tiara with a quick "hiya, DT; good t'see ya." 



	Cheerilee watched the filly's face fall. She patted Applejack back twice before disengaging. "Thank you for coming," she said hastily, "and I'm very glad to see you. But Diamond Tiara and I were just--"



	"Forget it. It's nothing." Diamond Tiara shot Cheerilee a haughty glare and quickly stole away.



	Rarity watched the filly go, an eyebrow raised. "Is she quite alright?" 



	"I don't know." Cheerilee frowned. "She's taking this awfully hard, I think, and she hasn't been very forthcoming when I've asked." I should have said something sooner. 



It was then that she noticed that neither Applejack nor Rarity had brought their requisite plus-one. "Where are your sisters, by the way? I was hoping I'd see them tonight, but they haven't been in at all. 



Neither has Scootaloo, come to think of it, even after Rainbow Dash came and went. 



	"Oh, uh..." Applejack exchanged a look with Rarity. "We're, um..."



	"We're not supposed to tell you," Rarity supplied. "If they could be here, they would be, I'm sure, but they've their hooves full with some project or other."



	Cheerilee was quite familiar with the Cutie Mark Crusaders' projects. One in particular had adorned her bedroom wall at home for some time, and would have made it into her apartment if only she had space enough for a vast, sparkly pink heart. It went away into storage, sadly, but Cheerilee took comfort from knowing that it would surely brighten up the place. 



	"But we wanted to stop by on our own accord, and bid farewell face-to-face," said Rarity. "After everything you've done for our sisters, it seems only fitting."



	"She's got the right of it," said Applejack. "That, and it wouldn't be right to send y'all off without somethin' good t'remember us by. So..." Applejack reached into her saddlebag and pulled out a jug of cider, which Cheerilee accepted and cradled in her foreleg. A sketch of Granny Smith grinned at her on the label. 



	"That, right there?" Applejack pointed at the bottle, smirking. "That's the good stuff, Cheerilee. Makes what Filthy and Spoiled Rich serve at their wine-tastin' shindigs look like expired grape juice."



	"Applejack, I'm…" Cheerilee shook her head. "This must cost… I can't accept--"



	"Never you mind that," said Applejack, holding up her hoof. "I could give you a hunnerd bottles o'that same cider; it wouldn't come close to payin' back what we owe you. For everythin' you've done for Apple Bloom, an' for bein' a friend to us all. You take that, and you take my gratitude, an' that'll be the end of it. Y'hear?" 



	Cheerilee, at a loss for words, could only tuck the bottle under her foreleg and nod her thanks to Applejack. 



	Rarity cleared her throat. "As for me, well, my first thought was to put together something for you to wear - an outfit, a dress, a kicky beret - but on such short notice, I simply didn't have the time to do you justice. So instead, I went in a very different direction altogether. I'm sure it's something you'll appreciate." 



Rather than reach into the bag, as Applejack did, she simply undid the strap holding it in place and set it on the floor in front of Cheerilee. Cheerilee peered inside and looked up at Rarity with confusion. "Gemstones? Don't you kind of… need these?"



	"They're not just any gemstones, Cheerilee," said Rarity with feigned indignation. "There's history behind these - shared history! Do you remember when we were fillies, and I made those costumes for your performance?" 



	"I remember being the sparkliest sunflower that ever swayed on a stage," said Cheerilee with a nostalgic chuckle. "That was how you got your cutie mark, right? You found those gemstones and used them to decorate our--" Her eyes widened as she realized precisely what was in the bag. 



	Rarity smiled knowingly. "The very last of the vintage. As a reminder of days gone by." 



	Blinking back tears, and once more at a loss for words, Cheerilee set the cider bottle beside the bag of gemstones and pulled both mares into an embrace. 



"I think she liked mine more," Rarity whispered teasingly to Applejack.



	Cheerilee glanced at Applejack's face in time to see her roll her eyes, and found herself laughing her tears away. 








	The summer night's air was crisp and warm, but a welcome contrast to the stifling heat of the party inside. Cheerilee sighed with relief as she emerged, and she sat on the front steps to Sugarcube Corner, gazing up at the night sky. 



	So many stars. 



Owing, of course, to the relative lack of light pollution in Ponyville. There wouldn't be many nights like that in Fillydelphia. Fillydelphia was bright, and brilliant, a city that never slept. Instead of shining in the sky, the stars shone in the street. 



	"I'm going to miss that sky," Cheerilee softly mused. 



	"So don't go," came a muffled voice from beside the stairs. 



	Diamond Tiara sat beneath one of Sugarcube Corner's front windows, her back against a chunk of gingerbread facade. Her cheeks were stained with dried tears, and her eyes were red from crying. 



	"Diamond? What are you doing out here by yourself?" Cheerilee hopped off of the stairs and sat beside the filly.



	Diamond Tiara said nothing.



	"Do you mind if I sit with you a while?" 



	Again, no spoken reply, but she gave the barest shake of her head. 



	Cheerilee settled beside Diamond Tiara, the muted beat of the music inside still pulsing in her ears. "I'm sorry we were interrupted before," she said. "I didn't mean to ignore you. Do you want to finish saying what you wanted to say?" 



	Diamond Tiara looked away, shutting her eyes. She shook her head.



	"Okay. We don't need to talk; we can just sit here, if you'd like. Maybe the company will make you feel better."



	"Nothing's gonna make me feel better."



	"Well, that can't be true." Cheerilee smiled. "You have a lot of love in your life. A lot of friends, good friends, who I know want to see you happy. And, of course, it's summer vacation. You must have plans."



	"The Neighchelles." Diamond Tiara's voice was utterly unenthusiastic. My parents own a villa by the beach. We're leaving next week and staying for a month."



	"Oh, the Neighchelles!" Cheerilee said, pressing her hooves together. "I've never been, but I hear they're lovely this time of year. Well, there you go! You'll come home smiling from that, I'm sure."



	"No. I won't." Diamond Tiara wiped her eyes and looked up at Cheerilee. "Because you'll still be gone."



	Cheerilee's smile failed to withstand the remark, and fell to pieces. "Diamond, sweetheart…"



	The door to Sugarcube Corner burst open so loudly and suddenly that Cheerilee and Diamond Tiara both jumped. Pinkie Pie emerged, balancing on her back a cake frosted to look like a smiling flower. "Oh doctor~!" she sang. "Time for you to make the first incision! Ya geddit?!" 



	Cheerilee made eye contact with Pinkie and drew her hoof across her own neck rapidly, shaking her head. 



	Pinkie blinked, glanced at Diamond Tiara, blinked again. She grinned sheepishly and backed inside, cake and all. 



	Cheerilee turned back to the filly. "Diamond, I know how difficult farewells can be. I know I haven't made it very easy on you, either." She dug her hoof into the dirt nervously. 



I should have told you all so much sooner. 



"But you know that it isn't going to be goodbye forever, right? I'll come back and visit as often as I can... and you and I can always write to each other in the meanwhile."



	"But you still won't be here." Diamond Tiara rose to her hooves, glared furiously at Cheerilee through gleaming eyes. "I don't want you to visit; I don't want you to write. I want you to stay here. Don't you get it?!" Tears ran down her face freely. "Don't you know that we need you here? Don't you know that I need you?!"



	"Diamond..." Cheerilee reached a trembling hoof toward her. 



The filly batted it away spitefully. "You know what? Forget it. Just forget it and leave me alone. I'm not your problem anymore." Diamond Tiara galloped into the night, down the road that would take her home. 



	Cheerilee watched her go, ears wilting against her head. 



	Twilight Sparkle appeared at her side. She watched Diamond Tiara pass gradually out of sight. "I'll make sure she gets home safe," she said, patting Cheerilee on the shoulder. "You go back inside. This is your night, remember. Try to enjoy it?" With a sad smile, she spread her wings and ascended, leaving Cheerilee alone, all traces of festivity gone. 



	Alone, outside Sugarcube Corner, Cheerilee looked searchingly at the sky. 








She didn't sleep that night. Instead, she stayed up reading her students' last essays, smiling fondly at their wishes for the summer. She came to Diamond Tiara's and set it aside, the pain too near for her to read it.



	On the train. I'll read it on the train.	



When morning came, Cheerilee was out the door an hour early, and spent her final moments in Ponyville wandering through the morning mist, privately bidding farewell to the familiar sights and locales of home. A pair of saddlebags, holding books and mementoes, gemstones and cider, and her students' last essays, were slung over her back. Everything else, furniture and formal wear, all and sundry, were already shipped away to Fillydelphia, and awaited her at her new home.



	When the clock struck a quarter to seven, when she knew she could put it off no longer, Cheerilee made her way to the station. What few ponies were taking the early train alongside her waited inside, hiding behind books and magazines and newspapers, and keeping the morning chill at bay with steaming cups of coffee or cocoa. Cheerilee decided to wait alone on the platform, to fill her lungs with fresh Ponyville air for as long as she could. 



	She wasn't expecting to have company. It was a pleasant surprise when she saw the Cutie Mark Crusaders on the platform, huddled beneath their Crusader capes and leaning their bodies against one another, sound asleep. Beside Scootaloo was a rolled-up banner, and sitting between the three of them was a little rectangular box, done up with a ribbon in a neatly tied bow. Warmth blossomed in Cheerilee's chest as she realized that the box and ribbon matched her coat and mane. She walked up to them and watched them sleep, wondering what the last few years would have been like without the constant presence of the Cutie Mark Crusaders in the classroom. 



	Very dull indeed, no doubt. She would spend the rest of her life teaching, but she knew she would never meet another trio like them. 



	By and by, Scootaloo yawned, stretched out her limbs, and smacked her lips. Her eyelids fluttered open halfway, but when she caught sight of Cheerilee, they shot open. She shook both her friends awake. "Girls! She's here; wake up! She's here!"



	Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle stirred, saw their teacher, and shot to attention. The three lined up shoulder-to-shoulder like cadets out for muster.



	Cheerilee smirked at the show of discipline. "How long have you three been waiting here?"



	"Since five in the mornin'," Apple Bloom said casually.



	"But it wasn't a big deal; we were up all night anyway," Sweetie Belle added. 



	"I can smell colors!" Scootaloo chirped. 



	Cheerilee bowed her head and hid her mouth with a hoof to hide her snickering.



	"We're real sorry we missed your party," said Apple Bloom. The others nodded their agreement. "We decided that a special teacher like you deserved a special send-off, so we spent all night puttin' together some tokens of our appreciation!" She elbowed Sweetie Belle. "That's your cue, dictionary girl!"



	"Oh, right." Sweetie Belle's horn shimmered; the banner beside Scootaloo lifted into the air and unfurled over the three fillies' heads. On either end of the banner, a trio of flowers smiled down at Cheerilee. Running between them was a message in big capital letters, coated with so much pink glitter that she had to squint in order to read it properly.



"FAREWELL TO THEE, MISS CHEERILEE"




	Cheerilee, once more touched beyond the telling of it, shook her head. "GIrls, this is wonderful, but you didn't have to go to all this trouble for me. Just seeing you would have been enough."



	"We didn't wanna do jus' enough, though," said Apple Bloom. "You'd never settle for just enough, with us or anypony else. That's what makes you best teacher ever!"



	"I came up with the words on the banner," said Sweetie Belle smugly. "And I painted the flowers. It was my idea to make them look like your cutie mark."



	"And I did the lettering!" Scootaloo added, pressing a hoof to her chest. "Can you tell?" 



	"It certainly matches your aesthetic, Scootaloo," she said with a smile. 



Judging by the blindingly thick coat of glitter... 



	"We're glad you like it," said Apple Bloom. "But don't thank us jus' yet, 'cuz that ain't all we got for ya." At once, the fillies stepped backward, the banner floating with them, leaving the box where it sat. They looked down at it together and grinned.



	Cheerilee stepped forward and took the ribbon in her mouth. She pulled, undoing the delicately tied knot, and lifted the box's lid. Her eyes widened at what was inside, at the bolt of soft, maroon fabric, and the yellow filly silhouette inside the crudely stitched blue chevron.



	Sweetie Belle cleared her throat in a manner that reminded Cheerilee painfully of Rarity. "We, the Cutie Mark Crusaders, in recognition of your many contributions to our education--"



	"And to helpin' us find our special talents!" Apple Bloom chimed in.



	"Yeah, that too." Sweetie Belle gave Apple Bloom a miffed look before continuing. "Do hereby confer upon you, Cheerilee, the title of Honorary Crusader, now and for all time. And as a symbol of your new status..." 



	Her magic pulled the cape from the box and draped it across Cheerilee's body, cinching its ends around her neck. The fabric was smooth and soft, velvety, and warded away the chill of the morning.



	"We bequeath unto you this cape." Sweetie Belle's voice broke, and she wiped at her eyes. "May you wear it forever with pride." 



	"And may you never forget us," Scootaloo added quietly. 



	Cheerilee knelt and opened her forelegs wide. The fillies rushed into her embrace, and squeezed against their former teacher. 



	"I couldn't forget you three if I wanted to. Being your teacher and watching you grow up has been a privilege. No - a blessing." Cheerilee pulled them closer, tighter. "And I am so, so happy that you found one another."



	They lingered in the embrace, even as the train that would take Cheerilee away churned up to the station and the conductor opened the passenger car's door. The passengers inside the station filed out, bearing their coffee and their newspapers, and boarded, one after another.



"I'm afraid that's my cue, girls." Cheerilee squeezed her students one last time before releasing them. "Thank you for everything." She pulled away, gave each one a last, lingering smile, and turned to board the train. 



"Miss Cheerilee!" Scootaloo's voice chimed frantically. "Wait!" 



	Cheerilee stopped, halfway inside the car, and turned. Her heart skipped. 



	Diamond Tiara stood in the station's doorway, panting, an envelope in her mouth. She trotted toward Cheerilee, who disembarked and closed the rest of the distance between them, meeting halfway. Diamond Tiara set the envelope on the floor in front of her Cheerilee, pulled away when the older mare reached out toward her, and passed back inside the station without a word.



	"Gosh." Apple Bloom rubbed the back of her neck. "She's really takin' this hard, ain't she?"



	"She is." Cheerilee stooped to pick up the envelope and dropped it into her saddlebag. "She's going to need her friends more than ever, I'm afraid. I think she'll want her space, too, and you should respect that. But if she reaches out to you, be there for her. Will you do that?"



	The Cutie Mark Crusaders nodded, resolutely, as one.



	The conductor stepped out of the train car, glanced at his watch, then at Cheerilee. He coughed, jerked his head toward the car's interior, and headed back inside. 



	"Now, I'm afraid that really is my cue," said Cheerilee with a sad smile. She pulled her students together for one last quick hug, and boarded the train. The seat nearest the exit was unoccupied, and she sat facing the platform through the window. The lovable bundle of energy, wit, and headache-inducing scheming that called itself the Cutie Mark Crusaders stared back at her, waving and calling out to her. 



        Cheerilee pressed a hoof against the window and smiled back at them.



	The train whistled and churned forward; the Crusaders ran the length of the platform after it, their last farewells inaudible through the glass. 



Then they were gone, along with the rest of Ponyville.



	Cheerilee set her saddlebags down beside her and pulled the cape closer, wondering how long she could justify keeping it on before it became socially unacceptable to do so. She reached her head into her saddlebag and sought the envelope Diamond Tiara had given her; she found and withdrew it, tore it open with her teeth, and shook out a piece of paper into her hooves - a letter, folded three times, in Diamond Tiara's impeccable (and instantly recognizable) penmanship. It was written in the simplistic, uncertain voice of a young writer, but its heartfelt contents brought tears back to Cheerilee's eyes as she read. 



	Dear Miss Cheerilee,



	I'm sorry for being mean to you. I was sad, and I couldn't think of the right words, and everything came out all wrong. So instead I'm writing them down, and I hope I can get it right this time. 



	You've seen how my parents are. My daddy loves me, but he can't show it without spending money. My mom loves me, but she loves her image too, and I don't know which one she loves more. Neither of them have ever tried to get to know the pony I really am inside. Neither of them has ever tried to help me be the pony that I want to be. 



	I know I haven't always been a good student. I get good grades, but I didn't have many real friends for a really long time because I allenated alienated almost everypony my age. I still don't think that they all really like me. I think they're afraid of me, and I think that I deserve it.  



	But you're different. You've always been patient with me, even when I was rude and bratty and mean to everypony. You've believed in me and been there for me and tried to make me a better pony. I couldn't always show it, but I always appreciated it. Even when it seemed like I didn't. 



	The next sentence was hastily scribbled out, just barely legible beneath layers of scratches.



	I wish I had a mom more like you.



	You were so good to me, and I just wanted to make you proud. I wanted you to see me grow up into the mare you believed I could be. And it hurts knowing that you never will now. That's why I yelled at you. Again, I'm really sorry.



	I hope you have fun in Fillydelphia. I hope you can become a doctor, and I hope that I can see you again someday. I promise I will never forget you. Please don't ever forget me. 



	-Diamond Tiara



	Cheerilee folded the letter back and clutched it to her chest. She finally let the tears come freely, ignoring the stares from the other passengers as she wept for her student.



	The train rolled steadily, on and on, toward Fillydelphia, toward the future. 








	"Diamond Tiara," sniffed Spoiled Rich, "I have had quite enough of your moping. You haven't left the house in a week. The neighbors have started to talk."



	"Sorry, mom," mumbled Diamond Tiara. She lay on her bed, belly flat against the mattress, her forelegs hugging her pillow. 



	"I certainly hope you won't take this attitude with you on vacation," Spoiled continued. "Bad enough that the Neighchelles will be crawling with diamond dogs at this time of year. I don't want to deal with a sulking daughter on top of all the other unpleasantness."



	"Yes, mom." 



	There was a knock at the door; Diamond Tiara heard hoofsteps, then Cummerbund's voice. "Letter for Madame Diamond."



	Confused, Diamond Tiara stirred and rolled over to see Cummerbund standing in the doorway, a letter resting on an upturned hoof like a silver platter. 



	Spoiled looked skeptically at her daughter. "Who would be sending you a letter?" 



	Diamond Tiara, having no answer, just shook her head. 



	Spoiled harrumphed. "Never mind, then. I suggest you finish packing and then get ready for tonight. Jet Set and Upper Crust are meeting us at Chez Prance tonight. Dress up and be on your best behavior. No more of this moribundity. Are we clear?"



	"Yes, mom." Diamond Tiara hopped off her bed and walked to Cummerbund. He lowered his hoof to her face and she took the envelope in her mouth.



	With a last, haughty look, Spoiled left the room, and Cummerbund quietly closed the door behind them. 



	Diamond Tiara took the envelope to her desk and carefully opened it with her hooves. Lifting the flap, she drew out the contents - and let out a small gasp of surprise. 



	It was a glossy photograph of a smiling, pink-maned mare in a maroon-colored cape, decorated with a golden filly against a blue backdrop. She leaned against a brick sign with silver letters. "University of Fillydelphia," the sign read. 



        Trembling, Diamond Tiara flipped the photograph over, and saw a message in Cheerilee's mouthwriting. 



	"Bonitatem et disciplinam et scientiam doce me"



	("Teach me goodness and discipline and knowledge" - The motto of Fillydelphia University!)



	Forever yours, forever proud,



	"Miss" Cheerilee



	P.S. - Have fun on your trip, and please write back to me when you get home. I can't wait to read all about it!



	Diamond Tiara stared at the message for a long, long time, blinking back tears. And, gradually, to her surprise, a little giggle built in her chest. She laughed, and shook her head, and pushed away from the desk, and laughed some more. 



	Then she reached under her bed, pulled out a suitcase, and opened it up. 



	"Alright, Diamond Tiara" she said to herself. "You heard the lady."
      

      
   
      Fairy Tales


      

      
      
         Chapter 1: Teacups



"How old do you think the world is?"



I sat in Celestia's study, having been invited for afternoon tea. It had been some years since she'd given me a proper test, and I felt both curious and nostalgic at this unexpected return to form.



"Well, current theories suggest the planet itself is several billion years old, and—"



Celestia held up a hoof. "Permit me to clarify. How long do you think Equestria—that is, the world as we know it—has existed?"



A strange clarification to make, I felt. The obvious answer was since the three tribes joined at Hearth's Warming. Nopony had a solid answer for how long ago that was, however. I could estimate by working backwards: Luna's banishment was a thousand years, and the battle with Discord within a decade or so before that, leading back to... No, that's what I used to do. The honest answer is better. This is a lesson, not a test.



I set down my tea and replied. "A few thousand years, since the first Hearth's Warming. At least, that's what I've always understood."



Celestia nodded, smiling politely as she took another sip of the Earl Grey. "And if I told you it was far, far less than that, how do you think you'd react?"



Okay, I admit, now my mind was racing. Years ago, I would've jumped from my chair, excitedly demanding an explanation. Or in those early years as a princess, I would've tried my best to pretend I wasn't surprised in the least. I like to think I've grown past that, yet I'm sure in years to come I'll see that "maturity" as just another phase as well.



"Well," I said, smiling. "I'd do my best to avoid spitting tea all over this lovely table, but once I'd swallowed..." I made a show of doing so. "I'd probably yell something like 'Get there faster!'"



Celestia chuckled. "I miss those times, Twilight. When you were a filly, and every little thing I said, you treated as the most treasured of secrets you couldn't wait to hear."



"Yes, well, a couple of decades as a princess, and I've seen through your facade!" I vaguely stabbed my hoof at her in an accusatory and farcical manner.



"So you have. So you have." Celestia sighed. "And I've come to cherish you as a friend and equal as well." I smiled slightly, turning away from her gaze to hide my blush. I treasured her friendship more than anything, of course, yet the talk of even the most slightly sappy things still made me shy away, no matter how honest and true it was. One of those habits I'd never managed to break.



"But," she continued. "If you 'see through me', then do you still honestly believe I'm thousands of years old?"



"I..." I didn't have an answer for that. I mean, of course I believed. Everypony did! Princess Celestia was eternal, we all knew that... didn't we?



"You've never questioned it?" Celestia asked.



"Well," I began. "Of course I did, when I was little. You said you weren't quite as old as dirt."



Celestia snorted. "Ha ha! I remember that! You ran into the throne room when I was talking with some ambassador or other. Was it the yaks? Or no... the Zebraican! Anyway, you ran in, yelling to ask if I was older than dirt, because—"



"Because," I finished for her. "Moon Shadow had insisted no pony was older than her granddam, who was..."



"As old as the dirt itself." We both said the last line together, before chuckling.



"Oh wow." My turn to sigh now. "I was quite a hooffull back then, wasn't I?"



"Oh Twilight, you were... but I loved every minute of it."



"Waiiit... You're distracting me again! I said 'get there faster!'"



"Heh, you do see through me. But I know you love the chase and the mystery. Bear with this old mare a little while longer?"



I let out an exaggerated sigh, barely covering my actual smile. "Okay... fine."



Holding up her cup, Celestia looked at me. "What is this?"



I glared, uncertain how to answer. It was so obvious, yet...



"It's not a trick question, I promise."



"A teacup?"



"I mean, this little bit on the side."



"That's the handle." Again, too obvious.



"And what's it for?"



I realized then, that I'd never really thought about it. I drank plenty of tea—and coffee too, of course—and almost all the cups—or at least the fancy ones—had the same curved piece to one side. "Decoration?" I guessed. "I don't really know."



"What about the word?" she asked. "What's the etymology?"



I'm pretty sure my face scrunched up at that point. I mean, I really should know that one. I love words, in all their forms, and etymology is one of the most interesting parts of linguistics. If you understand how a word came to be, you understand more about the ponies that came up with it. But I honestly had no idea at "handle." I confessed my ignorance.



Celestia just nodded. "Walk with me," she said, before draining the cup and leaving it on the table. I quickly did likewise and followed her to the door.



She stopped before opening it. "And this?" She tapped a forehoof on the knob.



"A door knob or..." Realization began to dawn. "Door handle."



"Very good." She opened the door with her magic, and lead the way down the hall. I followed.



As we wound our way through the castle, I couldn't help but notice the "handle" on every door we went through. Then we took a turn I hadn't used in a long time, and descended the stairs towards the servant quarters.



We came to the first of the lower doors. It was much less ornate than the ones in the main parts of the castle, and Celestia paused there, turning to me. "Notice anything different?"



I'd never though about it much before, but it seemed too strange now. Here, below the stairs, the doors were held shut with simple latches, from which hung a short piece of cord any pony could easily pull with their teeth.



"Cords," I said. "No handles below the stairs."



Celestia nodded, smiling in that familiar way which told me I'd done well. But what did it mean? Was this a tribalism thing? Unicorns, with magic, made doors only they could easily open? Leaving others to awkwardly bite or grasp at slick knobs with awkward hooves?



We descended another flight of stairs and, after a few darker, torch-lit hallways, found ourselves in the kitchens.



"Oh, my stars!" An older mare of greater girth said as we entered.



"Mrs. Patmare," Celestia said, beaming. "How are you this lovely afternoon?"



"Oh, just fine, your Majesty. What can I do you for?"



"Well, if they're not all gone, a few of those scones from breakfast, with a little raspberry jam on the side would be lovely. I'm taking Princess Sparkle here on a tour to the lower gardens and thought we might have a light snack."



Lower gardens? I hadn't been there since I was a filly.



"Certainly," Mrs. Patmare replied. "Just give me a few minutes to heat them up in the oven."



"No rush, we're taking the day off."



Patmare scrambled off to the pantry and began ordering other kitchen staff about. That left Celestia and I staring at the stove.



"You see it, don't you?" Celestia looked at me knowingly.



"Yes," I admitted. I looked at the big, flat block of wood, easy to bite and hold, coming off the plain, cast iron pot. The "handle" of it. Further down the counter though, a fancy pot with cups and saucers stood on a likewise fancy platter, waiting to be washed. The handle there was a curved piece of porcelain, almost impossible for an earth pony to pour without burning themselves, yet what I always thought of as "proper."



"Thoughts?" Celestia prodded, ever the teacher.



"It's tribalist, isn't it?"



"How so?"



"Pots and 'handles' that only unicorns can use? Whereas the servants and other lower classes have much more practical things."



"I suppose that's part of it," she said. "But not the whole story. In fact, I think the joke is on us, those of us with horns. We're the ones who keep using things that make no sense."



I must confess, I was at a total loss as to what she was driving at. I said so.



"Think on this," Celestia suggested. "Even if you were a cruel and tribalist unicorn, wouldn't you rather place no handles at all upon your teacup, rather than ones simply difficult?"



"So..." My thoughts were interrupted as Mrs. Patmare returned with a towel-lined basket full of scones, steaming and covered with another towel. Celestia thanked her, and took the food in her magic, heading through another, even older looking door in the back of the kitchens. I had no choice but to follow.



The stairs were dark, and winding, but eventually emerged onto the terraced lower gardens. The place was practically chiseled from the cliffs of the Canterhorn, and overlooked an immense drop to the sinuous river far below. Small rows of garden-boxes lined the bare stone. In each, rich soil, undoubtedly brought in from elsewhere, were growing various herbs. We walked between these, and down several steps to the lowest terrace. There, the view to the river and the Canterlot Falls was magnificent.



"I haven't been here in years," I said, as Celestia removed the covering towel and extracted the pot of jam.



"It's one of the castle's best kept secrets," she said. "The view is spectacular, even more so than many of the "viewpoints" in the castle itself."



I nodded. "Why don't you bring more visitors here? Surely you could widen the stairs and make it more accessible."



"Of course I could, but..."



"Then you wouldn't have your quite spot." I finished for her.



She chuckled. "I was going to say the staff wouldn't have their little slice of peace, but I must confess I do like to make use of it as well."



I grinned, then remembered our conversation. "So what's all this about handles and unicorns?"



"And ages," Celestia said. "You mustn't forget the original question."



"Okay, so how old are you?" I said, figuring I may as well get to the gist of it.



"I am one hundred and twenty six years old."



My mouth hung open. Of course I believed her. She had no reason to lie.



"But, but..." I stammered. "Luna was banished for a thousand years!" I leapt to the first "solid" evidence I had.



"And you don't find that number curiously round and precise?"



"Well, yes, of course, but..." Again, I trailed off. I wanted to argue that just because something was seen as a pattern or "round" by the equine mind didn't mean it wasn't also true. But maybe that one was a stretch. I hung my head.



"How long was it then?"



"Forty eight years. Still the better part of a lifetime."



I had no reply. How does one react to something like that. My Princess, my... well, no matter how much of a friend she may now be, I couldn't help but think the word "Goddess." This pony, this great force of history, just told me she was practically mortal, at least in span if not in power. I felt tears begin to form in my eyes. Not so much at anything particularly sad, just at the apparent falsehood I'd been fed for so many years.



"Oh Twilight," Celestia rushed to my side and wrapped a wing around me in a tight hug. "I never meant to hurt you, or anypony. Can you at least trust me in that?"



I nodded, sniffling. Wiping my nose with a pastern, I looked up and asked, "But why?"



Celestia, she appeared to ponder this for a moment. "Expediency, I guess. At least at first. I needed a story to make all my little ponies believe in something bigger than themselves."



"Even if it isn't true? Even if it's just a fairy tale?"



"Especially then. A wise, wise person once said, 'Fairy tales are more than true. Not because they tell us dragons exist, but because they tell us dragons can be beaten.'"



My mind almost caught on the unusual choice of noun that was "person," but instead, all I could think of was the idea of fighting my friends like Spike or Ember. "But I don't want to beat dragons... some of my best friends are dragons!"



Celestia laughed out loud at that, squeezing me tighter in the hug and I felt warm tears soak into my fur where her chin rested on my neck.



"Oh my dear Twilight Sparkle, that is so very, very much the point! That's why I've asked you here today. You have exceeded not only my hopes, but even my wildest dreams. You raised a dragon as not just a friend, but a brother, and he in turn has befriend others of his race, teaching them more than I ever hoped about friendship and compassion. Twilight, you didn't just 'beat' them, you befriended them!"



I was happy that she was happy, but still confused. I pushed out of the hug slightly so I could face her. "But what does this have to do with teacups?"



"And why is a raven like a writing desk?" she asked, sticking her tongue out in jest.



"What?"



She waved it off. "Sorry, forgive an old mare her silly jokes."



"But you're not old. You just told me you're only one hundred and twenty six."



"And that's not 'old' to you?"



I thought about it. "Well, it's far younger than I thought."



She looked at me. "Twilight, I am old. One hundred and twenty six is very, very, very old for a horse."



I flinched slightly at the term. "You shouldn't say that about yourself."



"I may be old, but I'm not senile yet. I use that word because it is the correct word to use. I mean it literally. I am not a pony like the rest of you. Haven't you always wondered why I stand so much taller than others? Even taller by far than you and the other alicorns? Even my own sister, Luna?"



Of course I had wondered. Who hadn't? When Luna first returned, we assumed she'd regain her stature along with her power, after some time. But she never did. She was always more than a head shorter than her sister, and no other pony approached the height of Celestia. But she was Sol Invictus, so why should we be surprised when she towered above all? My actual answer, was sadly, far less coherent.



"But... but you're Princess Celestia! You control the sun!"



"Indeed. But I was born a horse, and named Celeste, and I controlled nothing but the few extra oats I could swindle from the stable boy's barrow when he wasn't looking."



"You... you're an actual horse? As in, a cave pony, from prehistoric times?"



She laughed again. "Yes, 'cave pony', I suppose. I borrowed that from them. I'm a horse, an equine, born without magic or even speech. I seeded the 'cave pony' theory to explain ancestors before thought. I naively imagined what they might have been, had we ponies been born from this world."



I was beyond shock at this point. I mean that literally. I just wanted to know the rest of the story, regardless of how surprising it was. "Tell me everything!"



And she did. But only on the promise that I keep quiet.








Chapter 2: A Horse With No Name



I was born in 1889, on a small farm outside a city called Inverness, in the country of Scotland, which was part of Great Britain, a nation-state on a world called Earth. I was, as I've mentioned before, a horse.



Yes, before you react, I mean that I was an animal, self-aware in only the most basic sense, in that I knew I existed. The rest of the details above are ones I learned later, after coming to Equus, or as they called it then, "Olympus."



My early life was, quite frankly, dull. I was raised as any other horse was, in stable and pasture, to be used for labor and work around the farm. My pedigree was not high, at least to my understanding. I have no memories of my sire or dam, such as they were. My earliest memories are when I was perhaps two, and those brief thefts of extra oats I talked about before.



No, the interesting part starts later. I was perhaps five or maybe six. A grown adult for a horse. Do remember, time and aging works a bit differently for you ponies.



I was taken south, to England. Another country, but part of this same Britain. There I was sold at an auction...



No, I remind you, I was a nearly unthinking animal at that time. I bear them no ill will for treating me as such. We posses pets and farm animals ourselves, do we not?



As I was saying, I was sold, to a Mr. H.G. Wells. He was mounting an expedition, and needed many pack animals. I was sorted in with nearly two dozen other horses, and sent by ship to a remote island.



The journey was harsh. We were packed in quite tight, and while I could sleep far longer on my feet back then, at some point, one seriously needs to lie down and sleep properly. Alas, we could not, and many of us collapsed in the hold. Thankfully, none perished, and we were eventually led out onto a blindingly white beach.



I cared little for the scenery at the time however, and sought out the troughs of water and feed before collapsing in the shade of the oddly shaped trees.



The next morning, we were roused by our handlers. Yes, hmm, I suppose I should detail them a bit more. To me, they simply were, but to you and other ponies, you've never seen such creatures. So let me elaborate.



They called themselves "men" or, in more formal literature, "humans." Yes, Lyra was on to something. We'll talk about that later.



Back to the topic at hand. These men stood around my height, but they were bipedal, like Diamond Dogs. They were mostly bald, having visible hair only upon their heads. Upon their bodies was only the lightest of hairs, though some were thicker than others. Still, nothing resembling the fur or coats of the creatures in Equestria. Also like Diamond Dogs, they had grasping digits at the end of each upper appendage, which they called...








"Hands!" Twilight Sparkle, my ever eager student, shouted.



"You promised to be quiet," I said, before continuing.








So yes, large, upright, hairless apes. But ones with incredible technology; technology we saw first hoof the next morning.



Mr. Wells, apparently the leader of the expedition, had a device set up just at the edge of the beach. His assistants, human and otherwise, had cleared the nearby jungle to make a roughly flat area a few dozen lengths in diameter. In the middle of that sat a massive piece of industrial equipment, not unlike the factory machines you might find in Manehatten.



Striding to the center of it, Mr. Wells gave a speech of some kind, one which I could not understand. Then he pulled a lever and the machinery came to life. Whirring and fritzing and clicking, it built in power. The noise made my ears lay flat, and I wanted to bolt, but the training I'd had told me to stay still. So I did.



A bright light shot from the machine, impacted on something unseen in mid-air, and tore open a hole. The edges of the portal were ragged shards of what I now recognize as elemental magic, glowing actinic colors both seen and unseen. As they tore open the veil between worlds, the far side became visible. A great, green plain with snow-capped peaks in the distance. Yes, as you've undoubtedly guessed, Equus.



Wells stepped through, and several others followed. An hour later they returned, grinning. It seemed whatever plans they had were confirmed. It was then the preparations truly began. The other men packed up supplies, and started to load us horses down.



As they were doing so, Wells and a few others that had gone through with him—his key aides—came to the corral where we were being kept. Walking among us, Wells himself came to me. He ran his hand along my flank and saw the star-like brown coloration on my hip. He said something. I couldn't speak the language back then, but it seemed he thought it lucky. He chose me to ride, and the next thing he said, I do remember.



He named me "Celeste."








"So you didn't have a cutie mark?" I asked.



"No," Celestia said. "I'd yet to find the Sun. I was a horse. Mostly white, but with brown socks, one of which extended to a star-like pattern on my right rear hip."



"Then how did you become—"



"All in good time, my little pony."








Chapter 3: Olympus Mons



The world we entered, through that portal, it was the Equus you know today. But the men called it "Olympus." It would be years before I understood why, but I can save you the wait. The simple fact was that it contained many, many creatures they'd previous considered to be purely mythological. More specifically, the first they encountered—manticore, hydra, chimera—were all from a particular Greek mythology, which centered around a high mountain called Olympus where the gods supposedly resided. As the first sight they had through the portal was of the Canterhorn and its high peak, they quickly called this new world after that ancient place.



And yes, it would turn out that, in much the same way they'd been able to open a portal to this new world, they weren't the first, and thus creatures from both worlds had mingled at points in ancient times, and been remembered as myths and legends.



The expedition moved across the plains, and set up camp in what is now the Everfree Forest. No, that's another story. Suffice to say, it was just a plain back then.



The first night was uneventful. The next night though, that's where it became interesting. A pegasus landed at the edge of camp, and those men on guard duty were taken by surprise. They'd been sleeping when they weren't supposed to. The pegasus, it was... well, it was strange. It's not like the pegasi you know today. It was wild, feral. More like me as I was then. She had wings, but they were wings on a horse, not a rational pony. Still, she had some semblance of language about her, and in her own, primitive way, was demanding to know what these creatures were doing in her domain.



The men, of course, understood none of this. They heard at best only squawking and whinnies. They pulled their swords, and their guns.



Oh right, guns. Guns are... well, machines. They have a small chemical charge, which can be ignited with the pull of a lever. That charge expands, pushing a metal ball down a tube with speed enough to kill at dozens of lengths.



So they pointed their guns. I shook my reins free of the tree trunk they'd loosely hitched me to, and ran into the conflict. The men, most of them anyway, were ready to attack. The pegasus, she was ready to take them on herself, not knowing what harm their weapons could inflict. I... I didn't quite have words, but could somehow whinny and nicker enough to get her to back down. She didn't like it, but she flew off instead of fighting.



Wells came up to me, and patted me on the neck and shoulder. "See boys, like I said, she's good luck!" Yes, I actually understood what he said. That was a revelation in itself, but at the time, it felt just... normal. There was no surprise in it, almost as if I'd always known what the humans were saying.








"Wait, so the human language, you just suddenly understood it?"



Celestia chuckled. "Yes, almost as if by 'magic' it seemed."



"So what did it sound like?" I asked. "Can you still speak it?"



"Of course," Celestia said, grinning. "I'm speaking it right now."



I tried to will myself not to react, but found my mouth none-the-less agape.








Chapter 4: A Horse is a Horse



I know you expect some tales of derring-do at this point, but I fear I don't have many. Things went, as far as I can tell, according to plan for Mr. Wells and his crew. The camp grew into a small village over the course of several years. Wells set up a home for himself on the western edge of it, and I remained his faithful horse. I know it may seem a bit strange, but somehow the magic that was slowly pervading my body, while giving me the understanding of language, never made it feel odd to be simply a servant and steed. At least in those first few years.



As timed passed, that changed. I'd been listening to humans for several years since coming to Olympus. I'd learned a lot just from eavesdropping, such as it were. Mr. Wells seemed almost as if he recognized this in some way, as, before many of our rides, he'd talk to me almost as if I were another human. As such, it seemed only natural when one day, I actually responded in kind.



To tell the truth, I can't even remember what the conversation was at this point. He'd said something completely banal... let us pretend it was a comment on the baker's raising of prices.



"And that Jared, he's now charging two pence for a single loaf!" Wells said, as he was tightening my saddle.



"That scoundrel!" I replied, leaning to one side to let the belt slip more comfortably around my middle.



And that was it. The stepping off point. Wells looked at me like I was some spawn straight out of Tartarus—which is actually in their Olympian mythology as well.



Wells was shocked, flabbergasted even, at my speech, but at the time I didn't understand why.



"What's wrong, Mr. Wells?" I asked.



"You... You spoke!" He said, awkwardly stepping backwards.



"Why yes, I suppose I did. Is that a problem?"



"But... but... you're a horse!"



"Indeed," I said. "But I think I'm a different sort of horse."



"A horse is a horse," he insisted. "And horses... Can. Not. Talk!"



I know it seems foolish, but I was genuinely confused by this at the time. Part of my mind insisted that he was absolutely right, and another part simultaneously insisted that speech was the most normal thing in the world.



"But I can talk."



He ran from the stable, slamming the gate of my stall behind him. I approached it slowly. It had only a simple latch on the outside, one easily reached if I craned my neck just so. It'd never been a true barrier, just a suggestion of where I belonged. Suddenly, it seemed less important. I opened it with a gentle flick of my lips and trotted outside. I caught just a glimpse of Mr. Wells running into the house. I trotted over. I thought to go in and explain myself, but this door was different. It had no regular latch on it, but...








"A handle!" Twilight interrupted.



"You said you'd keep quite."



"You're taking too long." She blew a raspberry at me, which reminded me I had scones getting cold. I levitated two from the basket and spread some jam on each.



"Here," I said. "Maybe that'll keep you silent for a minute."



My old student grinned at me, but gamely took a huge bite and made a show of smacking her lips.



I continued.








A handle. I tried biting at it, but it was round and slick iron. I could turn it slightly, but not enough to open. I tried my hooves too, but they couldn't grab, not like the earth ponies you know today. So I did the next best thing. I turned around and kicked the door in. Hearing the muttering of Wells on the upper floor, I went up the stairs. I found him in his bedroom, pacing anxiously.



"What's wrong?" I asked as I nosed open the door to his room.



"What?" He nearly screamed. "What are you doing here?"



"Checking on you," I said. "You ran off, and seemed scared."



"I'm losing it. Oh lord, help me. I am losing it."



"Losing what?"



"My mind!"



You can see where this is going. Suffice to say, it took me some time to talk him back from the edge and convince him that I was, in fact, really speaking. Recognizing that, it took me some time further to convince him that I was still, in fact, a horse. Convincing him those two were not mutually exclusive took the rest of the night.








I paused to enjoy a few bites of my scone.



"So, did the other horses gain the power of speech as well?" Twilight asked.



I finished chewing a bite. "No, the magic of Equus didn't seem to affect them as it did me. Likewise, most of the men seemed unaffected as well, though I saw hints that one or two may have been gaining some form of magical ability. I didn't recognize it at the time, of course."



"So there was no magic at all on this 'Earth' they came from?"



"Not as far as I know. Though they had stories of magic in ancient times. I suspect that, like with ponies, magical ability varies with each individual. I was attuned enough to it that I became sapient, and perhaps some humans gained powers of their own from time to time."



"So if none of the other ponies... err.... horses could talk, what happened next?"








Chapter 5: Young Blood



Wells kept quiet about my speech, and begged me to do the same. He said it would scare the other humans. I was okay with this initially, but after a few more months, I started to feel lonely. I realized during that time that the other horses were seeming more and more like dumb beasts to me, and though I tried to talk to them, they never showed any sign of true understanding.



Then one day, that all changed. A young filly named Puddinghead—because she continually bumped into walls—overheard me talking to myself, and tried mimicking me. It was exactly what you'd expect from a child first learning to speak; an imitation of the sounds more than the content. But I quickly realized this wasn't normal for a horse. No, she was different, she was like me.



Over the next few months, I taught her what I could of language, though it was tedious. She was small, and far weaker than other foals her age. She was growing much more slowly as well. As you might be guessing, she was the first true "pony," having been changed by the world's magic before she was even born.



I started to seek out others like her, but it wasn't as if I had free reign. I was ostensibly still a farm animal, and only traveled to other estates or into the village itself when ridden. Still, I managed to find other intelligent foals, and saw enough evidence to know a knew species was being born, one I felt obligated to protect, though I wasn't yet sure how.



A few months later, one of the villagers heard a foal in his own stable speaking. Things moved quickly after that.



The humans became nervous very quickly as word spread and other foals were discovered. Some thought it was demonic, and wanted to slaughter the "abominations." These men were able to whip the others into a fervor. I begged Mr. Wells to let me speak on the behalf of these new foals, but he said that'd only scare people more. I trusted him, and to his credit, he urged calm, and suggested things be studied scientifically. He was, as the leader of the earlier expedition and the founder of the village, able to calm most of the others down after a few tense days.



When it seemed to be over, I relaxed just a bit. Then the worst happened. A lone farmer, fed up with the "devil voices" in his barn, decided to kill one of the foals. That would be bad enough, but the farmer himself was found in town the next morning, ranting incoherently to anyone who'd listen, saying how he'd done a horrible thing. How the foal had cried out as he tried to kill it, and asked him why, why he was hurting it. The farmer raved like a lunatic, they said, claiming how he'd damned himself in murdering an innocent, and as a small crowd gathered, he'd taken his own life there in the village square.








"Oh no, that's horrible!" Twilight had a hoof over her mouth in shock. "What'd you do?"



"What could I do?" I said. "I cried. For a long time, well into the night."



Twilight reached over with her own wing and hugged me. I sucked in a breath and continued the tale.








When I finished crying, I got angry. I resolved I wouldn't let that happen to another foal, and I began to make a plan. I'd sneak around the next night, and free all of the newly intelligent foals and disappear with them. This was a wide world, with grass to eat and fresh water as far as the eye could see. We could run for days, far beyond the reach of the men.



By the time morning came, the anger had subsided, though not the resolve. I decided to tell Mr. Wells of my plan, and hoped he'd be sympathetic. He was, but he warned me the others would likely never welcome us back, and that some may even try to hunt us down. I told him we'd simply have to learn to defend ourselves. He nodded grimly, but wished me luck.



I departed at dusk, but didn't open the first stable until nearly midnight, wanting to make sure the humans were all asleep. It didn't take too long, as the village was still small, less than a hundred men, and only a few dozen horses. I took nine foals with me that night, and we fled beyond the horizon. As we left, galloping in moonlight, I thought of the other horses left behind. They would have more foals, and in some years, things would begin again. The new foals I had were all over three years in age before they'd began to manifest their unique traits, and I vowed I'd return before that could happen again.








Chapter 6: Are We Not Horses?



Over the next few months I spent nearly every waking moment trying to keep nine curious young ponies safe from harm, well fed, and sheltered. It was far more difficult than I had imagined, as these young ones were far less hearty than their unthinking kin. While they could eat grass, they seemed to dislike the taste of it and complained constantly of bellyaches. Their digestive systems didn't handle it well. Wild fruit was always a favorite, but it was hard to come by. Many were losing weight when they should've been gaining it. I started to resort to making them eat grubs and the like. They all complained of the awful taste, but at least it was enough protein to keep them from starving.



It hit me one day, when Puddinghead asked me why they weren't like the others in the stables where they'd been raised.



"Are we not horses?" she asked.



I shook my head.



"What are we then?"



I had no answer for her. I realized wasn't raising horses that could talk, but some new species that was, in many ways, far more similar to the humans we'd left behind than they were the horses that had birthed them. They needed homes with proper roofs and walls, warm fires, cooked food, and, most importantly, education. There was only one place I knew of which had all that, so one day in mid summer, I lead the herd back toward Mr. Well's village.



We were still half a mile outside of town when the first villager saw us. He approached warily, I suppose thinking we were wild animals. I decided to try speaking to him, and he ran off when I did so. Not a great start.



By the time we got to the village itself, word had spread. Several dozen of the townspeople were blocking the road, with several of them armed with guns or farm implements.



"Hello," I said. "We come seeking help."



There was a muttering among the crowd, and a few gasps. I heard several uses of the word "abomination." One man stepped forward and told us to go away. I pleaded again, saying that I needed food and shelter for these children.



I... well, forgive me if I gloss over this. It was ugly, the words that were exchanged after that. The crowd got angry, and I realized I should never have returned. Wells had warned me before I'd left, but I'd become desperate, and thought surely I could reason with them. But this was before I'd learned how mobs behave. Most ponies, and people, are usually rational. But it only takes one or two bad apples to spoil the bunch. I decided it was best to leave before things got worse.



But we had been surrounded. More villagers had come up behind us. I begged them to just let us go, promising they wouldn't see us again, that we wouldn't bother them. They'd have none of it though. Then Mr. Wells stepped into the fray. He must've been in a nearby building, as I hadn't seem him until that moment. As expected, he urged calm, and tried to explain how it was good and noble to help others in need, no matter who or what they were. The man that'd been the main agitator went up to him and knocked him out cold with the butt of his rifle.



Seeing this, Puddinghead panicked and tried to run. A man near her thought she was attacking, and lowered his gun, firing and hitting her in the shoulder. She slid in the dirt as her foreleg gave out and she screamed. The other men brought their guns to bear. I heard a shout of "Kill them!" and I knew we were all about to be slaughtered. That's when it happened.








Twilight's face was rapt with attention, eager to know what happened next. So I took another large bite of a new scone and chewed as slowly as I could. I bet she couldn't get to 10. 9... 8... 7...



I got to four before she burst out. "Come on! What happened?"



I smiled. "That's when I found the Sun."








I don't know how else to put it. I just reached out with every fiber of my being, with all the strength I could muster, willing, simply willing the violence to stop. I felt a power flow into me like none I've known before or since. It filled me with this amazing, radiant warmth, pulsing through my veins and my very soul. I felt my hooves leave the ground, and I stared into the men before me. They seemed so much smaller now, like paper-thin cut-outs of creatures laid bare. I could see their hopes, their dreams, their sadness. I could see the little thoughts flicker through their minds, and I could see their fear. As I rose higher I spread my wings, marveling only in the back of my own mind that I now had wings, and looked down upon them all.



"No," I said, hearing my own voice echo off the world itself. "These are my little ponies, and you will not harm them."



One tried to fire his rifle at me. I took it from him and crushed it in mid air. As a horse, I was strong, but I could never have bent steel so easily, even with all my strength. Now I crumpled his rifle like tissue with a mere thought. I took the other rifles, pistols, and anything else I could see that resembled a weapon, crumpling them all and discarding them in a pile before me.



Now it was their turn to run and panic. Many tried to flee the village, but I wouldn't allow it. I put a shield around the entire place, before descending to check on Puddinghead and Mr. Wells. The man seemed to be dazed, having a concussion for sure, but otherwise unharmed. Puddinghead was worse off, but the bullet had made a relatively clean wound in a large muscle, stopping before it could penetrate to any vital organs or veins. I extracted it with magic, and fused the wound shut.



Turning back to the village, I retrieved Mr. Wells portal machine from storage, and asked him to power it up. I told him they were going home, that I was ordering all humans to leave Olympus. Yes, it was rash of me. As I said, they were not all bad, but I was angry, and I admit, probably rather heady in my new-found power. Wells made a small attempt to argue, but looking at me, he quickly changed his mind. It wasn't until some years later that I realized just how powerful and fear-inducing my alicorn appearance can be.








Chapter 7: I Believe in Your Victory



As Celestia finished her story, I looked up at her, trying to imagine the sight of her when she'd first come into her power. Yeah, she could be pretty awe-inspiring.



I smiled. "I take it that's the real story behind the Summer Sun Celebration?"



"Well spotted. It was, in fact, solstice, though I didn't know it at the time."



"I kinda like that story better, if I'm honest. But I want to know what happened next! You sent them packing, then...?"



"Well, I forced them all to march back through that portal to their own world. I admit, I was slightly sad to see Wells leave, as he'd always been fair and just, but I knew, for the sake of the new foals, humans couldn't be allowed to remain."



"What happened to his machine?"



"I destroyed it. And before you get any ideas, I mean utterly destroyed, to the atomic level. Then I sealed the tear behind them, making sure they couldn't use that weak point in the veil again."



"Awww," I hung my head. "That would've been an interesting device to research, something that powerfully magical, but built without magic in itself? Amazing!"



"I couldn't risk them returning. Especially since we, the new foals and I, moved into the village. A few months later, we named it."



"Everfree?"



"Astute as always." Celestia smiled.



"I freed the remaining horses, though I cast a spell on each mare to know when and if they foaled, so I could keep an eye out for ponies that were born. We kept a few pets and livestock, but freed the rest."



"Did any of them become intelligent?"



"Not that I know of, though the Diamond Dogs are the one possible exception. My research shows they were likely around long before Wells' expedition though."



"So all the stories about our ancient past are just made up?"



"Yes. I borrowed heavily from human mythology, but tailored things to what this new world would need to survive. I wanted ponies to believe in things that were kind and pure, so the fairy tales I seeded were not about heroic battles and slaughter, but about friendship and love. I also believed that the less ponies knew about the human world, which was full of violence, the less harm they might bring to this one. I destroyed all the evidence I could of the more dangerous things. Though apparently I kept enough books that a few things—like swords—were eventually recreated."



"And so, teacups and handles... we're just copying things that humans had actual use for, even if we don't?"



Celestia chuckled. "More or less. While I eliminated the weapons, I saw no harm in a teacup or door knob, and I knew it'd be years before we'd ever be able to produce such things ourselves. But those first children that grew up, that was all they'd ever known. A teacup had a handle because teacups always had handles. So when the first artisan ponies tried to make their own, they also put a handle on it. It's only in the more recent decades where ponies have started to question some of those "traditional" designs and really innovate in practical ways."



I nodded. It made sense, even if it went against everything I thought I'd known. "But what happened to those first ponies? Did some of them suddenly grow wings or horns to become pegasi and unicorns?"



"No, but eventually some of their children did. That's really a story for another day though. Suffice to say, the magic of this world continues to influence us all, in ways both obvious and subtle."



I finished the last bite of my scone, and wiped my mouth as I thought about the timing of this revelation. "While I'm excited beyond measure to learn the truth of all this," I said. "I can't help but wonder why, after all these years, you're just now telling me."



At this, Celestia hung her head again. "We've had over a hundred years of peace here in Equestria, but I'm worried that era may be coming to an end."



"How so?"



"In recent months, I've started to sense new weakenings in the veil, similar to the one Wells' machine first used to pierce our world."



"Where at? Let's go stop it. Seal it back up like you did before!"



"That's the problem, Twilight. It's not just in one spot. I'm sensing them across the globe. I fear the humans may be returning, and I have a feeling they have not been idle in the past century."



"You think they're planning an invasion?"



"Not exactly. But their history is full of cases where technologically superior races meet and, practically by accident, extinguish less advanced ones. We've only just now begun to surpass the technology Wells brought with him a hundred years ago. Meanwhile, Earth has likely continued unabated. Their population was over a billion when I left and growing exponentially every day. Likewise, and by extension, so was their technology. At this point it may be so unimaginably advanced as to make even our most powerful magic seem like a cheap parlor trick."



I was shocked. "So you're saying there's no way to beat them?"



"I sincerely doubt it." Celestia seemed far too calm, even for her, in admitting we were doomed.



"So we should just give up?" I wanted to yell, but it came out as a weak whimper instead. If Celestia had surrendered hope, then what chance did I have to change things.



"No, of course not. I need you now, more than ever!"



"What do you want me to do then?"



"I want you to do what you do best; what you've always done; what you earned your position for doing; what all the fairy tales and lessons have taught you to do better than any pony I've ever known." Celestia paused, and smiled at me, and I swear I could feel the warmth of the sun itself shining through her as she finally revealed to me my true purpose.



"I want you to befriend them!"
      

      
   
      Opal, Gemstones, Salt, Wood, Crystal and Stubbornness


      

      
      
         There is a portion of Canterlot library now that is hidden from its guests, not by secret doors or palace guards, but with a carefully cultivated obscurity. In truth, it’s not located in the library at all, only in its budget.



Celestia had been emphatic on two points: Everypony who wished to visit would be allowed, should they ask. Also, that nopony should know that it were here to ask about. 



Her sister found it a shamefully disrespectful manner in which to honour the memories of national heroes, but perhaps in a few decades hence she would be done with this selfish mourning period and cease hoarding them unto herself.



As Luna’s silver-shod hooves clicked down the empty marble hall, she took time to consider the early morning light streaming through the stained glass windows. These memories ponies knew about. The hall of stained glass stood testament to the valorous deeds of those entombed - enshrined? - here.



Coming in so soon, before the small crowds and school groups were to arrive, allowed Luna the side benefit of the morning sun hitting those windows almost perpendicular, filling the darkened hall with bright and festive colours stretching almost to the other wall. Still, such a warm and gentle light, as befitting the early Autumn. 



It felt significant as she approached the vault that contained most of the Elements of Harmony at the far end, hoofsteps echoing the whole approach.



She considered teleporting the distance, but it seemed disrespectful to the moment.



Her horn slid neatly into the lock, and the wall parted.



The vault had once contained a box with the Elements of Harmony resting on velvet lining, an armory in times of national crisis. The Tree of Harmony had seen fit to instead give them more directly to their bearers, and so it had been repurposed almost a century ago to be a receptacle more fitting to containing them once again.



It had been over a century ago, after all, when Rainbow Dash had died young, in a blaze of glory, that the refurbishments took place.



She lay closest to the entrance, her tomb rising up to Luna’s collarbone and stretching further back against the wall than Rainbow needed space. She had once made the joke that she wanted a big coffin, so everypony thought she must have been bigger than she was. Her friends had honoured the unintentional request, and here she lay in a tomb of opal, appearing at first to be of stately white marble but, as you approached, you could see all the trapped rainbows echoing within. It was, decidedly, “awesome”.



On the opposite side of each casket, ordered chronologically, were bookshelves chronicling their lives, free for public perusal should they find a qualified librarian who even knew about this collection. 



Luna plucked from them a scroll tube she had read dozens of times before, back from when everybody, even they, seemed to think them immortal.



Dear Princess Celestia



According to my latest research, the Laminos mountain range isn’t a mountain range at all! It’s actually the dormant body of a dragon named Laminos! This is unprecedented if true. That dragons could grow to such monolithic sizes, and what this could potentially mean about their lifespans, is unfathomable! 



Fortunately, Rainbow Dash and I seek to fathom it. She heard it was geology, and thought that was boring, but I told her actually because it might actually have been alive, it was archeology. That got her excited. Spike’s excited, too, for obvious reasons.



We’ll report back on the findings of our adventure within the week.



You faithful student



Princess Twilight Sparkle







Still hit her like a punch to the gut, even after all these years.



To the right of the scroll was a book summarizing Twilight and Rainbow’s findings and the events of what happened next, written a short time later by a very credible biographer. Her work had moved mountains, unfortunately.



She moved instead to the other scroll, sent during the immediate aftermath.



Rainbow’s dead and it’s my fault





Regret is the feeling of trying to change something which has already happened. 



The pain in the message leaked through both ink and through time.



But still, Luna smiled softly at the opal tomb.



With the passing of time she’d come to appreciate Rainbow’s death differently. She went exactly how she would have wanted to, and was remembered for it well.



A gold plaque shimmered on the opal, and these fateful words inscribed forevermore:



Rainbow Danger-Responsibility Dash

The loyalest of friends

Loving adoptive sister

National hero

Died in combat with a mountain to save a Princess



Twilight would insist to the last that Rainbow had done it all herself, but she knew from her dreams -- dreams that would plague her for years after -- that she had done much, wishing only that she could have done more when Laminos had awoken, hungry.



So while it was true that Rainbow had fallen in the line of duty, well...



A matching plaque to this one, carved thickly into basalt, lay at the bottom of the Laminos Crater.



There had been a state funeral held in Canterlot, of course. Cloudsdale drifted by to overlook the procession and generate a thick carpet of black, rumbling storm clouds. There had been a few complaints about the Wonderbolts performing at the procession, but none made by any who knew the deceased. The performance itself was... rapturous, with the Wonderbolts flying upside down and weaving in and out of the thick cloud layer, giving the appearance of fish breaking the surface of a mirrored and turbulent ocean.



That too, had been ‘awesome’.



They had still been young and in the public eye, by then, having faced down Discord, the Changelings, hosted diplomatic sanctions, saved the Crystal Empire, thwarted Tirek, pushed back the Kelpies... Dash herself spearheading new relations with the gryphons.



Her birthday was, for the next decade, recognized as a national day of mourning and remembrance. Her friends would honour and remember it far longer.



So many scrolls and books filled the space between Dash’s opal tomb and the inverted geode that housed Rarity, the next of the bearers to fall.



By then Twilight had found a distressing truth. Where was the scroll... It must be about a third from Dash, towards...



Ah, there it was.



Dear Princess Luna



Twilight rarely messaged her directly, always having a preference for Celestia and informing Luna by proxy, which made each letter directed to her that much more significant in her memory.



Are you familiar with the concept of dryads?



Well, I’m sure you know of them, but I’m referring specifically to the idea that they’re tree spirits bonded to particularly old, significant trees. They live so long as the tree lives, and die with it.



Is there any historical evidence of the inverse being true?



With Utmost Respect

Twilight Sparkle



Maybe only seven, eight years after Dash had died, and still Twilight figured it out decades before anypony else would even suspect. Of course she kept it to herself. Celestia had taken to chastising her for paranoia out of grief, which is why the letter had been directed to her, instead.



Another reason to be so disappointed in her sister. She had a dangerous habit of woefully underestimating her student time and time again.



In retrospect, it was obvious Twilight was looking into the Tree of Harmony, but she had been far too dense to see it at the time, and the letter too bereft of context to infer from. Another regret, another thing that had already happened she was still trying to change.



Rarity, then.



She had died... old enough that a young pony sees it as a life well lived, young enough that it’s a tragedy to those long enough out of their youth. There were streaks of elegant silver in her mane which she refused to dye out or hide, adamant that she was beauty, and if people’s idea of beauty or she were to have to change...



Well. She didn’t blink, not to the very end. And it must be said, she aged like wine. Of the four entombed here, she was the only one to benefit from preservation magic, and her tomb filled with an inert noble gas to slow decomposition should the magic fail for whatever reason.



Twilight had been in a macabre mood after Rainbow’s death, and sought to perfect details for her friends in case of emergency. Endearingly pragmatic.



Rarity had thrown herself into her designs and shows and performances year after year after year until her heart gave out. Then, she continued to do so for another three years until it gave out a second time.



Then another five years more working like a mare possessed until it didn’t start again.



The first heart attack had scared Rarity more than anything. She had slowed down for a little while, longer than Luna had expected. High salt levels from years of hors d'oeuvres and wine and little else. An incredible amount of stress she refused to admit or acknowledge. 



Trying to stop seemed to make it worse. She was never the sort to be able to just... stop and relax. 



Luna pulled another scroll.



“Dear Princess Celestia.



I’m aware I have not written in quite some time. Dreadfully sorry about that, I’m just far too afraid you’re simply as busy as I am, and don’t wish to make of myself a nuisance. I’m sure my friends have written countless reassurances on my behalf that I have been taking it easy, squirreled away in my fabulous, but tasteful, mansion with any number of scrumptious young men to while away my time with... I’ve rather gotten the hang of tennis recently.



Get your mind out of the gutter, your highness, 



I’d like to imagine you smiled at that, because I feel I know you better than one might expect.



And, because I expect one knows me just as well, I’m sure it comes as no surprise to you that I’m about to disappoint my friends immeasurably. 



I’ve rather found I can’t not be creating. And if I am to be creating, I cannot be giving it less than my all. 



I suppose all this is a dreadfully longwinded way of saying I am retiring from retirement, come what may.



Most sincerely and emphatically

Lady Rarity”





The second heart attack had come shortly after. She had apparently used a powerful electrical spell on her heart when it had happened, and it had sufficed long enough to get her into the emergency ward.



It was there that she wrote again, a pair of letters.



Luna held those up, now, side by side. They were ensconced in the same scroll tube, after all.



Dear Princess Celestia



I find myself infirm again, most dreadfully.



It seems clear then that my path before me forks thus: Coax myself into a retirement of high society and reap the rewards of a lifetime of work. Enjoy a prolonged existence in the luxury I do so deserve.



Or



I work myself to the grave trying to build for myself an enduring legacy in the ephemeral world that is fashion, where a success is any garment that lives to see a second season. I charge recklessly into oblivion with a Dashing smile, working until I collapse so thoroughly from exhaustion I dare not rise again, in a futile and foolhardy effort to weave a frail web that will stand against the gust.



The decision, then, is an obvious one to me.



Tell me, what are your thoughts on gold silk?



Allonsy, Dear Princess.







Dear Princess Luna



You already know. Don’t be coy, it’s most unbecoming of you. 



I don’t feel up to writing it twice, as I believe I achieved perfection fussing over the last letter. You and your sister can share a monologue between yourselves, I trust?



Which leaves me one question before I go Dashing off again:



How do you feel about a silver silk gown?



Allonsy, Dear Princess





The Dashing was capitalized for both. The meaning was obvious.



Say what you will, but those two were the most competitive of the six by far. And Rarity, ever the romantic, would never settle for being outdone.



Luna only ever wore the silver silk gown to the Grand Galloping Gala every year. It was the only thing in a very long lifetime that ever made her excited to go. She broke her own rule occasionally, between herself and her mirror, because Rarity had a way of making a design so wonderfully flattering.



When she put that dress on, she always saw her best possible self look back at her. Celestia had similar feelings about her own dress, which appeared for all the world like it had been dipped in sunbeams and stretched to her skin.



Thus, staring at Rarity’s jewel-encrusted tomb filled her with a deep anger again. For on it lay a very simple plaque:



“For those truly in need, take a gem and let it inspire you. Remember to pay it back whenever you’re able.”



Not a single gem had come to have been shared. And while Rarity’s many philanthropic organizations had withstood the test of time, there seemed to be something very deeply wrong with denying her this one last wish, that one day this tomb would be reduced to simple granite as tokens of inspirations were plucked one by one by those truly daring or desperate enough to chance the palace guards... and perhaps, one day, returned.



Romantic? Absolutely. Wildly naive? Undoubtedly. 



But To be this generous, after death, was a true Rarity.



Another state funeral, more restrained this time.



Their conquests over insurmountable odds had become less frequent, though no less significant. Rarity’s procession was mourned almost as much as Dash’s had been, but also remarkably differently.



Dash had been a roar of crying ponies on the streets and thrown flowers at portraits and posters of her smiling face along the route. An explosion of frantic energy.



Rarity instead was mourned by all in a manner befitting nobility. Orderly lines of quiet ponies dressed all in black stretched from the train station from Ponyville, the town in which a quiet service with her friends had been attended prior, all the way to the gates of the castle. The line was not remarkably thick at places but it was unbroken nonetheless.



The murmuring was quiet and dignified. 



Canterlot fell silent and, as a city, stopped as all eyes were on Rarity one last time. She was carried through the streets in a glass coffin, preservative magic already in effect, looking for all the world like she was sleeping through what was, perhaps, her crowning moment of glory.



Perhaps she made the right decision. She went on her own terms, and without regrets.



A week later, a book was sent in place of a friendship letter. Luna walked along the shelves until she found... ah yes, this one.



A Treatise on the Theoretical Ramifications of Inverse Dryadica on the Tree of Harmony

By Doctor Princess Twilight Sparkle



Ever since Rainbow’s death, Twilight had thrown herself into her work in a big way. Not just the academics, but taking it upon herself to become a vanguard of the kingdom like her brother before her. 



The battle scholar had taken a particular interest in the Everfree, and her newfound martial prowess enabled her to take long expeditions alone. She had come to prefer it that way. 



Fortunately her friends didn’t particularly let her, but there was only so much they could do, and a line had been drawn at the days-long camps outside the Tree of Harmony observing every minute detail.



Luna scanned through the resulting work, sent to her a scant month after Rarity’s death.



The treatise was full of the sketches she had done over years, categorizing minor details and observations, frequent magical aura and potency tests, and the results had been utterly damning:



When Rainbow Dash had died, a part of the tree had died with her. This had been reaffirmed by Rarity’s death, and a chilling quote from the book on page... it was towards the back certainly... ah, yes, here. The dogeared one she kept turning to whenever the thought to crossed her mind.



Another branch has fallen from the tree in front of me and lies now, at my hooves. It seems to have amputated itself neatly, and already begins to rot. The time is 11:49am. I suspect one of my friends has died. The branchest was closest to Rarity’s symbol on the trunk. Though the observations in the coming weeks may prove critical, I cannot bring myself to remain here right now. Normally I would leave Spike in charge, as he is qualified, but if my suspicions are what I fear them to be then it would be remarkably cruel of me to do so.



Rarity would be pronounced deceased just three minutes later, after attending a Manehattan charitable brunch.



The Elements had been removed from the Tree and instilled in their bearers, but it did not seem that there was a way for that power to be returned. A mutual, symbiotic relationship had been established and that link had been severed twice now.



Twilight did not tell her friends, just the Princesses. The life of the Bearers had become a matter of grave national urgency, and it seemed the only solution was to tell them not to be mortal anymore.



This was not a flippant remark. Luna walked past Pinkie’s tomb, carved from slabs of rock salt from her family’s farm, to Fluttershy’s plaque.



She was one of the two Elements not interred here.



Instead there was an oak plaque informing the reader that Fluttershy was buried in the Whitetail Woods holding weeping willow seeds. She always did want to be a tree...



It had grown for thirty years now, and had matured into a gorgeous tree that provided shade for all manner of little creatures in the summer. 



Below it, though, a soapstone carving of Discord, looking very at peace.



Luna had broached the topic to Discord at one of the Reformed Villain Book Club meetings Twilight had started and initially enforced. While Chrys was distracted with another trashy romance novel, she’d managed to take him aside and remind him that Fluttershy, too, was dreadfully mortal.



It hadn’t seemed to occur to him before. Not even with her increasing age, not even the deaths of Rarity and Rainbow had shaken him out of denial. To him, Fluttershy seemed as ageless and eternal as himself.



After putting the refreshments table in his pocket, he left rather abruptly. Celestia received a letter.



“Dear Princess Celestia.



Discord offered me eternity. I had to politely decline.



Sorry.



Sincerely, Fluttershy.”



The next time she saw him, she asked him about the situation. Apparently Fluttershy had been very persuasive in her reasoning. A little too persuasive. The mad god being what he was, he decided that he was going to spend the rest of his life with her.



So he gave his up.



Apparently, he confessed to Luna, he had to put it all somewhere. Apparently he’d decided to invest his in a particular handful of weeping willow seeds...



Sappy old bastard. She missed him at the bookclubs. When he started aging, he truly did start acting mortal in the most bizarre ways. His sense of humour certainly improved. And one time a few years later, for the book club, he’d brought a clutch of fables. She almost didn’t notice, he was reading behind the covers of his usual graphic novels. 



She didn’t even know the old fool could be shy about something.



He’d said Fluttershy’s grandchildren liked it when he read to them, and that they liked how he told the stories with the best voices. Luna had never seen him so proud, and Chrys had sat up, licking the air with interest. Apparently whatever Discord felt for that family was delicious.



Strangely touching.



Fluttershy was the first to not be nationally mourned, to not have a state funeral. She and Discord both went together -- her first, and him deciding to follow soon after -- and was attended locally, by Twilight and Applejack, by her family, and by all the woodland creatures for miles around.



The resulting bird migration actually disrupted weather patterns from Appleloosa to Las Pegasus.



The bookclub attended as well, from a safe distance. Celestia made a callous comment about the Tree of Harmony failing as it was, at least it had taken such a monumental threat to national security with it.



She hadn’t chanced him his redemption in his later years. 



Pinkie Pie, by contrast, in her tomb of salt -- the only rock you can eat!!! And it’s a preservative!!! And it makes candy taste better!!! -- was mourned with forty eight hours of straight partying in the streets, something she had been planning for years in advance. All her friends attended, which unfortunately devolved into another impromptu national holiday. 



It was bizarre, but Pinkie had been so adamant leading up to her final years that she’d live forever if she could, but she couldn’t, and she didn’t want everybody to be sad like they were for Rarity and Rainbow, because she didn’t want anybody to be sad over her, ever ever ever.



Another scroll from the case, then. Luna needed to exorcise some demons, today, it seemed.



Dear Princess Luna



I know you know all about nightmares, so I was hoping you could help me with this one pretty super duper please?



Today I had a dream that I forgot a pony’s birthday, except I was awake. It scared me a lot.



What do I do?



Your Friend

Pinkie Pie







This one Luna understood even at the time, which made it hurt all the more.



Pinkie Pie was not a forgetful pony. She had a special mind for birthdays especially. She’d even found out Luna’s.



She... what had she done again?



“I baked you a cake every seventeen days and just gave it to you like an afterthought and, because it’s me, you just probably thought ah, it’s just Pinkie being Pinkie, and forgot about it. And because it happened every weird prime number of days, you didn’t figure out my pattern! But as soon as it was your birthday, you’d see significance in the cake for the first time and ask about it, which is how I’d known I’d gotten it right! And even if you didn’t, I’d have got to share cake with a Princess, which was also great.”





She’d done this every seventeen days for three years before she got lucky, on her seventy first guess. 



What the letter had been telling Luna, then, is that Pinkie had noticed the first signs of dementia. 

No magic in Equestria yet devised could treat it, in spite of Twilight Sparkle’s prolonged efforts.



Pinkie had long ago married a charming and infinitely kind children’s show presenter, but never managed to have kids of their own. They’d tried very hard, and Pinkie would admit in a particular dream Luna... observed that he was just infinitely kind, but remarkably generous.



No greater tragedy befell Equestria that its two kindest ponies, no two who loved children and teaching more, would not... It was a cruelty. The true greatness of the two certainly turned their unspent potential for love and caring outwards rather than inwards to bitterness. 



She had married older, though, and he could not accompany her through those last few years, as dutiful as she was to him for his.



Thus as close as she was to everybody, there was nobody but the Princesses and the remaining Elements who would come to know that she was... having increasing difficulties with memory, with ability to think.



Her ability to appear in mysterious places, out of potted plants, the strange magic that surrounded her made it easy to play off when she had simply gotten lost out of confusion, until she had to move back to Ponyville from the home she had shared with her husband in the suburbs. To be closer to the other Elements again.



She cultivated that, of course, the belief that she was just crazy old Pinkie Pie. Ponies would say, she’s always been so random. And she would laugh, because she never wanted anybody to worry about her, no matter what.



Luna didn’t read the scrolls this time. This one hurt a little too much.



Twilight had fought Celestia about it once, drunk. The pink and purple bands in her hair had turned silver and white, but her eyes burned when she decried Celestia for being unable to help. And Celestia had admonished Twilight harshly for confronting her, and for doing so inebriated.



She and Fluttershy would care for Pinkie as she grew more confused, and her fear eased with each passing day as she grew less and less aware of her own condition. Soon she forgot even her husband.



Her last words had been to Fluttershy. Pinkie had been confused, and scared then. She had asked...



“Where’s Rainbow Dash? I haven’t seen her in a while.”



And so she passed.



...



...



But ponies would always remember the parties, the joyous celebration of the life that had been and was. That was the legacy she left behind, the memory long after her own had failed her.



When Pinkie died, the Tree had stopped blossoming. When Fluttershy passed, every leaf upon it shrivelled into nothingness and laid it bare.



Which just left Twilight, the oldest of the six interred here and the last to die. Her status as an alicorn had granted her longevity, yes, but-



Luna jumped as somepony slapped her on the butt, hard.



“Snuck up on ya, did I, your Royal Moodiness?”



Luna smiled, even as she nursed the welt. “Applejack. Still have a hoof of iron, I see.”



“Yeah, well, helps to keep a firm hoof around the little ‘uns or they’ll overwhelm ya. What you doing back here again?”



Luna thought about it. What was she doing here again?



“Remembering.” She admitted. “Paying my respects.”



“Nah, that ain’t it at all. You’re regrettin’ things again, aincha?” Applejack knocked her hat back, and though the muscles beneath those bags and wrinkles were still strong as steel cables, she trembled like a suspension bridge caught in a crosswind. “What I go and tell you about regrets, Black Snooty?” 



And her smile widened, even as she winced at the old, familiar name. “Regret is trying to change-”



Applejack waved it off. “See, you do remember, and here you are actin’ like a dang fool over it again.”



A comfortable silence.



“They were the best of us.” Luna admitted. 



Again the hat knocked back, and Applejack mosied over to the dark purple crystal that encased Twilight’s form, a gift from the empire. It was a little rough, but Spike had far more elbow grease to give than prior experience sculpting, that was to be expected. “Yeah. Maybe Twilight was the best of us all. You’re up to her now, I reckon.”



“Am I really so transparent?”



“Reckon you read the same scrolls in the same order at the same time, every year. Reckon I managed to catch you in the act this time though. Gotta get up real early in the morning to pull one over these old bones, Your Highness.”



Luna stared at Twilight.



“It’s been decades. How-”



Applejack cut her off. “If this is gunna be a remark about my age, Princess, I’ll have you know I’m just far too stubborn. Someone’s gotta be lookin’ after the little ‘uns.”



“I was not, but now I’m afraid I must. You have been saying that for three generations now.”



A snort, and the wobbling Applejack rested her weight against Twilight’s crystal coffin. Luna winced, but the gesture was certainly far too affectionate and necessary to broach upon outright disrespectful. Besides, the old mare might whoop her one if she tried to protest. “Well, ain’t my fault the family breed like bunnies, no mistake. Soon as I reckon they’ve got things under their belt, whole new ones sweep in to take up the slack.”



Applejack; Dread Babysitter Eternal.



“The Tree of Harmony is just down to the trunk, now, you realize.” Luna intoned. “All of Equestria might fall should the grand matriarch of the Apple family fall.”



“But no pressure, right, Highness?” 



“I'm sure it's nothing you're not used to.” 



More silence.



"I do miss 'em, you know." Applejack admitted matter-of-factly. "Raised lord knows how many, scattered ourselves across Equestria, and even then I don't think an Apple's ever had such luck with friends." She nodded towards the opal tomb. "Rainbow brought us together when we didn't know it, and so she was the first." She nodded towards the crystal she was leaning on. "Twilight? Brought us together when we did, and so she's the last."



"Forgive me, but wouldn't you be the last?"



"Yeah, well," the old mare snorted, grinning wide as ever,  "heck, haven't gotten round to it yet, have I? I'll tell you when I make my mind up on the whole thing."



Silence still.



"What do you think about them being hidden away like this?"



Applejack rubbed her jaw. "Well, some ponies might see it as respectful, giving them their rest like this. But you got Dash, here, right? She wouldn't stand it, bless her. Rarity neither, she put way too much work into this whole, being remembered thing. Twilight would be against it on general principles, 'cause this is meant to be a museum, right? Ooh, she'd hate ponies not being allowed near so many one-of-a-kind history books." She nodded at the friendship reports lining the shelves. 



"What of Pinkie?"



"Well, I reckon she'd be alright either way, wouldn't she, so long as she weren't alone."



They agreed on that.



Luna frowned. Something was definitely wrong here.



"You didn't come here just to catch me, did you, Applejack?"



Applejack tapped a trembling hoof to the side of her nose. "Right you are, Princess. Reckon I came here to pay my last respects. Trunk split on the Tree this week, Princess, and I think we both know what that means."



Luna sighed, deep and bitter. Her throat started tightening up, drying. "Just been far too stubborn?"



"By a mite, yeah. But it's all catchin' up to me. Lasted far longer than I had any right to. Outlived some of the trees, honestly, and ain't that a dang sight? I've had my fair share."



"Equestria thanks you for your service. I thank you for your friendship."



"You're a little terrible at this, ain't you, Princess?"



Luna's lips absolutely did not tremble, she assured herself, and her eyes remained dry. 



She was about to lose the last of them. Equestria...



Applejack coughed, throwing herself up off the crystal tomb and back into Luna's side affectionately. "Hey, it's alright, Luna. I'm old, I'm tired, I'm cranky, and I creak like a rusted barn door."



Luna rubbed her eyes against a foreleg, sniffled a little. "I just wish, with Twilight-"



"Hey, now. None of that. No regrets. You did your best with that one, tried your hardest. She just wouldn't settle down, would she? Ain't your fault. Just... look after the place when I'm gone, yeah? I don't want nothin' fallin' on the head of my family just because I turn my back for a little bit. There are little 'uns to think of, you know?"



"There always are..."



"Well. Was nice seeing you Princess. I'll be headin' home now. Don't reckon we'll be seein' each other again."



"Awfully blunt."



Applejack didn't look back as she pulled her weight back underneath her, started walking out of the museum with all the vigor of a much younger pony. "Nah. Just honest."



And as Luna watched after her she thought to herself... this is it.



Here ends the age of harmony.



Without the magic of harmony, Equestria was about to enter into most troubling times, and it no longer had its greatest ponies to guide it.
      

      
   
      He Come to Town


      

      
      
         A brown earth stallion trotted through the Ponyville market with a wagon full of jewels, a confident smirk, and a hat that resembled the end of a green windsock over his blonde mane. He practically pranced down the road despite the weight pulling against his harness. The smirk grew to a genuine smile when he approached one of the market's store-homes, marked only by a wrapped sweet hanging over the door.



He unhitched himself in front of Bon Bon's Bonbons. He trusted the ponies of Ponyville, and trusted the anti-theft enchantments on the wagon even more. As he entered the empty shop, he waved and said, "Hey there!"



The proprietress turned around from the lollipop display she'd been adjusting and gasped with delight. "Brave Heart!" She raced out from behind the counter and hugged him. "I thought you were dead!"



Brave grinned. "Who, me?"



Sweetie Drops socked him in the jaw, then reached behind him to flip the open/closed sign in the front window.



"What was that for!?" Brave cried as he rubbed his jaw.



Sweetie scowled down at him. "Making me think you were dead!"



"It was a routine mission."



"You went into an active volcano!"



Brave rolled his eyes. "I had my red hat."



"The heatproof one, yes. I thought it might fall off in an active volcano."



"That’s what bobby pins are for."



Sweetie's scowl didn't shift as she stomped back behind the counter. "And you were gone for months!" 



"A lot of that was transportation time." Brave Heart chuckled. "Death Mountain isn’t exactly on any of the major rail lines, Sweetie."



"You went to Death Mountain, an active volcano, with zero agency support."



All the humor drained out of Brave's expression. "Yes. Yes I did. A Diamond Dog cult was trying to summon an avatar of Lavan the All-Smelter. What was I supposed to do, sit back and hope somepony else could take care of it?"

Sweetie's mouth worked silently for a moment before she cried, "Yes! Somepony else whose special forces unit hasn’t been shuttered!"



"Hey, what are we yelling about?" Lyra came downstairs, her face splitting into a delighted grin as she saw the stallion. "Brave Heart! I thought I heard you."



He smiled. "Hi, Lyra. Any new tunes?"



"Nothing compatible with that goofy potato flute of yours."



Brave pouted. "It’s an ocarina."



Lyra winked at him. "I know, but it’s a lot more fun to call it a goofy potato flute. Where’ve you been?"



"In an active volcano," Sweetie growled.



Brave's eyes widened. "Uh, Bon Bon? Civilian."



"We’re both civilians too, Brave. That’s what decommissioning means. Besides, Lyra found out a while ago." Sweetie sighed. "The bugbear found Ponyville."



"It..." Brave took a step back. "It did?"



"Yes. And you know who dealt with it? The Bearers of Harmony."



"Wait," said Lyra," you didn’t help at all?"



Sweetie shot her a sour look. "Okay, I may have distracted it by lurking in its peripheral vision a few times, but that was ninety-five percent Twilight Sparkle and company."



"With all due respect, Sweetie—"



"Stick with Bon Bon, Brave. Unlike some of us, I've left the past behind me."



Brave nodded, though he noted the way Lyra raised an eyebrow at that. "My point is that these weren’t the sort of enemies you can beat with friendship."



"So? The Bearers could unleash the unbridled power of Harmony on the cultists. Problem solved! Or a Shadowbolt or three could’ve swooped in; I know Yearling’s always happy to get a plot that doesn’t involve Ahuizotl. For peat's sake, even the official Royal Guard might have been able to handle it! It's been about a decade since their last moment of competence. They're due for another one soon." Swee—Bon Bon took a deep breath. "The point is, you are not the only hero in Equestria!"



"It wasn’t even that bad! I got to them way before the avatar assumed its full mantle. Three bucks to the runestone holding it together and it collapsed into a puddle. The dodongos I fought along the way were more dangerous."



Brave had fought gorgons before. He knew some looks could kill, and Bon Bon's was getting close. "More dangerous than a giant magma elemental."



Lyra cleared her throat. "Um, dodongos?"



"Volcanic quasidragons that dislike smoke," said Bon Bon. "The alphas can grow to the size of a house."



"Should I be hearing any of this?"



"Technically speaking, you got Prince-level security clearance when you married me. As long as you keep it to yourself, you're fine." Bon Bon turned her hardening gaze at Brave Heart. "Unlike some ponies."



"I was fine. I exercised the utmost caution."



"You went into an active volcano."



Brave rolled his eyes. "You’re going to run that into the ground, aren’t you?"



"I’m sure it’s not half as bad as what Gen said."



"Uh…" Brave paled and gulped.



Lyra and Bon Bon both glared at him. "You did see your wife before coming here, didn’t you?" said Lyra.



"Well, I passed by the shop first, and—"



"Go," both mares said at once.



Brave started backing away towards the door. "Going."




Brave Heart had faced a lot of horrible things in his life: dragons, giant spiders, an immortal camel warlock with a habit of turning into a giant pig. But none made his heart quail quite like standing before the front door of his own house.



He swallowed and knocked.



A voice from within half-sang, "Just a minute!" The door opened, revealing a pale yellow mare with an auburn mane. "How can I—" She fell silent, her eyes widening as she beheld Brave.



He gave a desperate grin. "Hi, Princess. I’m home."



He didn’t see Next Generation’s punch, but it still came as no surprise.



The yelling began before he could even pick himself up off the ground. "How dare you! Do you know how worried I was? Do you even think about what you do to us every time you leave on one of these little adrenaline rushes of yours!?"



"Can I at least come inside?" Brave said as he pulled himself to his hooves.



Gen snorted angrily. "Not like the neighbors can think any less of us. This will be the third funeral I'll have to cancel. Mr. Waddle's coming by later to see if there's anything he'd need to change in the eulogy he prepared last time."



"Please, Princess."



"Don't call me that." Gen bit her lip, her eyes starting to water. "Not now."



"Please." Brave hugged her, feeling the tears run down his own cheeks.



They held each other for a time, neither caring how long. Finally, Gen said, "I'm still mad at you."



"I know."



"Come in."



"Thank you."



They were silent until they made it into the living room, each resting on a couch. "You missed Button's birthday again," said Gen.



"Did you get the card?"



She nodded. "And the postmark on the envelope. You sent it a month ahead of time."



"Didn't want to make him think I forgot again."



"I guess you can learn." Gen gave one sad laugh, then shook her head. "You can't keep doing this, Brave. I can't stand not knowing whether or not I'm a widow for months on end."



"We've talked about this." Brave nodded towards the partially filled heart on his flank. "I'm no good at anything if I'm not on the edge of death."



Gen smiled. "Actually, that's something else you've missed. You remember Button's friend Sweetie Belle?"



After a moment, Brave nodded. "Yes. Are she and her friends still getting into as much trouble as I did at that age?"



Gen's said nothing, her smile not shifting as her eyes narrowed.




"Don't you worry, Mrs. Button's Mom!" said Scootaloo.



Sweetie Belle nudged her. "Mrs. Generation."



"Right, that. The point is, we'll be happy to help your husband."



"I'm sure you will, girls."



As Gen left, Brave Heart looked up at the clubhouse and smiled. "Heh. This is nostalgic. Had a place a lot like this back home."



"Ya did?" said Apple Bloom.



"Oh yeah. Kokirin was a logging town. Felt like every kid there had his own treehouse." Brave shook off the nostalgia. "Alright girls, let’s get started."



All three were examining his flanks. "Yer sure yer talent’s adventurin’? We’ve seen plenty o’ ponies misread their marks."



"Very sure. I’ve been adventuring for more than ten years and I’m still here." Technically true. Last Brave had checked, none of the Crusaders had married former S.M.I.L.E. operatives.



Sweetie hummed to herself. "Well, what else can you do?"



Brave mentally ran through his skill set for something safe to share with fillies. "I am trained in demolitions."



"You are?" said Scootaloo, her eyes wide with glee.



Sweetie nudged her. "We’ll, um, put that on the list."



Apple Bloom nodded. "We ain’t allowed near construction or demolition areas fer another four years or so. Let’s try somethin’ else in th’ meantime."



"And that’s training, not talent," added Sweetie. "What I meant was, what besides adventuring do you love doing?"



Brave sat and thought for a good minute. What did he like doing? "Well…"




"Out, out, out!" cried Mr. Amphora, his whole head cherry red as he shoved Brave Heart out of his shop.



"Breezies hide gems in pots!" Brave shouted back. "I’ve seen them do it! This is scientific fact!"



The Crusaders gawked at him. "So this is what it’s like from the outside," said Sweetie Belle.



Scootaloo nodded. "Yeah, kinda weird. I didn't think that's what he meant when he said he liked pottery."



"Maybe we should focus on trained skills fer a bit." Apple Bloom turned to Brave, who was still glaring at the potter's shop. "Any ideas?"



He took a deep breath and said, "Well, I’m certainly good at bucking."



Bloom grinned. "AJ may say otherwise, but we could always use a helpin’ hoof at Sweet Apple Acres."




Brave’s screams resounded across the Acres, barely louder than the pursuing swarm’s enraged clucking.



"He ain’t even supposed t’ be feedin’ the chickens," Apple Bloom said distantly.



Applejack shook her head. "Well, at least he’s got a good turn o’ speed. Next time there’s a rodeo, he may gimme a run fer mah money, but I don’t think he’s a good fit fer the farm."



Apple Bloom sighed. "Yeah. How long ’til Big Mac gets back with Fluttershy?"



"Shouldn’t be more’n a few minutes."



"Guess we'll try somethin' he likes doin' again."




Strains of beautiful music wafted about the square, ponies gathering from all across the town to listen. A phantom orchestra seemed to accompany the two performers as the song swelled to its climax. The audience stomped their applause as the last refrain echoed. The duet bowed and the crowd dispersed, each of them stepping a little higher, their eyes a little brighter.



Brave Heart’s smile lasted until he looked in the lyre case.



Lyra beamed at it. "Wow! Twelve bits and a Quills and Sofas coupon! Nice haul."



"Seriously? Don’t these ponies know how hard it is to play an ocarina with hooves?"



"You don’t do this for the money, Brave. You do it for the music."



He just groaned.




"It’s okay, dear. Really."



Brave Heart just grunted, slumped as he was on the new sofa.



"The hospital did say I was always welcome back at the maternity ward. Besides, now you can spend more time with Button."



He sighed and nodded. "There is that."



A knock made both look at the front door. "I'll get it," said Gen.



"Fine." Brave let his head plop back down and shut his eyes. He had to admit, it was a nice sofa.



"Mr. Heart?"



He cracked an eye open and saw the Crusaders. "Oh. Hello, girls."



Apple Bloom shuffled her hooves. "We came to apologize."



"We may have exaggerated our experience," said Sweetie Belle.



"We’ve helped ponies with cutie mark problems, just…" Scootaloo bit her lip. "Well, not all that many of them. Not yet, anyway."



"An’ we realized that this time around, we were askin’ th’ wrong questions. What you can do ain’t important. What is is why ya do it."



Brave thought for a fair stretch of time, enough to make the Crusaders start to squirm. Finally, he brought himself up to a sitting position and said, "I did what I did to keep ponies safe without them ever knowing they were in danger. I did it because somepony has to, and few can. And…" He took a deep breath. "Well, if I’m being perfectly honest, a little bit because of the thrill."



The fillies looked at one another and nodded. As they turned back to him, Sweetie Belle said, "This time, we have the perfect job for you."




Twilight Sparkle fluffed her wings a bit before saying, "Girls, I appreciate the thought, but I don’t think this is strictly necessary."



"Come on, Twilight, the other princesses have all been on your case to have some kind of guard. Especially Luna." Spike shuddered. "I really don’t want to burp out another epic poem on the subject."



"But I want to be approachable. Just because I have wings and a crystal castle doesn’t make me special."



Spike, the Crusaders, and Brave Heart gave her a flat look. Every eye shifted to her star-marked throne sitting in the middle of the room.



Twilight blushed. "That sounded a lot better in my head."



"For what it’s worth, Twilight," said Brave, "just think of me as a helping hoof. Shooing away solicitors, keeping ponies out when you’re busy, fighting off any experiments gone awry, that kind of thing."



"I barely have time for experiments the way my schedule is."



"Do you have to do everything on it?" said Sweetie Belle.



"No, she doesn’t." Spike gave Twilight a knowing look. "I should know. I write the thing."



"All right, I suppose you have a point." Twilight nodded at Brave. "You’re hired, Brave Heart. Welcome to the... well, we'll figure out a name for my branch of the guard soon. Technically, you’re a captain by default, but I don’t plan on expanding it any time soon."



He nodded. "I’m fine with that." He turned to the Crusaders and smiled. "Thank you, girls."



"Does this feel right?" said Sweetie.



Brave thought about it. "Serving Princess Twilight? Yeah, I’d say it does."
      

      
   
      The Concubine or How Luna Got Her Groove Back


      

      
      
         Breathing had been the most difficult thing to relearn. Celestia reminded Luna constantly over those first few months. Apparently a few of the royal guards had found her stone-still chest and breathless glare disturbing. No matter, if a few guards found her intimidating then all the better. Besides, they couldn't even imagine the time saved by not constantly worrying about a silly little thing like sucking in air every moment of every day until their last exhalation right before their final expiration. No, she only required breath to speak and yell, nothing more. Other than a few uneasy soldiers, things had returned to a state close to normal. Almost as if she was never exiled to the moon in the first place.



And so, boldened by this atmosphere of normalcy, Princess Luna sought out her sister one cold evening in spring to ask her a question that had plagued her mind since her first night back at the castle. She found Celestia upon her throne, eyes closed deep in concentration, or sleep. A thousand years on the moon made her forget Celestia's tells. Oh well, not that it mattered anyway.



"Sister," Luna called out as she approached.



"What's the matter, Luna?" Celestia said. There were no snorts of surprise, and Celestia kept her eyes shut.



"Where is the royal harem?"



Celestia's eyes snapped open. "Luna! What in Equestria prompted you to ask me that?"



Luna scowled. "We cannot find the harem anywhere. We checked the rut room, the stud stables, and even the whinny wing, all cold and empty. Are thou keeping the harem for thinself? If thou art then we shall not hesitate to rise again!"



"Calm down, Luna," Celestia said. She hurried off her throne. "I disbanded the royal harem hundreds of years ago."



"THOU HAST DONE WHAT?"



Celestia winced at the sudden volume. "Luna! Please calm down," she said.



"WE SHALL NOT BE CALM! WE ARE THE PRINCESS OF THE NIGHT, SISTER! HOW ARE WE TO FULFILL OUR TITLE WITHOUT A PROPER HAREM?"



"Luna, listen to me." Celestia tapped her sister's nose just as she had done when they were children. "Times and perceptions have changed. Keeping a harem now would be seen as deviant and an abuse of power."



Luna gritted her teeth and raised her chin in dignified defiance. "None of our subjects would ever believe thou could abuse thine power, sister, thou always were so woefully submissive. And since when has thou ever taken mind to accusations of deviancy? One thousand years later and we still hear talk of thine visage used as a symbol of fertility. Would thou claim it a coincidence? Do not, for we do not believe in such things, what we do believe is that thou hast fallen to old habits and jealously guard thine stables from me."



"To hear such accusations from my own sister!" Celestia said with an angry blush coloring her cheeks. "I wouldn't even think to have a harem anymore. What would my students say?"



"We are sure they would celebrate their improving grades and lightened workload. Surely, it is a fine opportunity for them to learn of such things."



"Some of them are as young as 8!"



"And is that why thou hast not partaken within their collective lifetimes?"



Celestia shook her head. "Fine! Fine. If you wish to start your harem then by all means proceed. Anything to keep you from talking to me about this."



Luna smiled. "Very well, then we shall begin our search for a suitable head concubine." Luna tapped her chin in thought. The head concubine was the most important cog in a harem. Like a head servant, their responsibilities involved the day to day operations. They would need to manage several ponies and tasks, as well as be very stimulating company. But how could she find one? She had not been on Equestria for long enough to know any of the ponies that intimately. Luna looked at her sister.



"Sister," Luna said. "Sister, in our past we had often partaken of ponies together, and so we know thou hast intimate knowledge of our tastes. Might you recommend a suitable seed to start my harem?"



Celestia groaned and slapped a hoof on her forehead. "Knowing you, I believe the ideal pony resides on a plot of land near Ponyville, in a farm named Sweet Apple Acres."



"Thou speakest of the Element of Honesty?" Luna raised an eyebrow. "We had not considered her, but if thou–"



"No!" Celestia yelled out. She covered her mouth with her hoof, surprised at her own volume. Slowly, she lowered her hoof and took a deep breath. "You are not to lay one inappropriate hoof on them. Do you understand?"



"We understand, thou are keeping them for thine own pleasure. Very well, enjoy thine toys."



"Luna!"



Luna rolled her eyes. "Forgive us, we had forgotten your proclivities. Enjoy being their toy then, sister."



"I'm beginning to remember why I sent you to the moon," Celestia mumbled, and Luna pretended not to hear. "No, I am speaking of a stallion of the Apple family."



"Apples? Are they not common stock?" Luna asked with a tilt of her head.



"Times have changed, sister. The Apples have become quite a prominent family. See for yourself." Celestia's horn glowed. A beam of golden light shot through the room, and a gleaming orb grew in the center of the room. It's shine faded until the orb became almost transclucent, and within the orb the form of apple trees came into focus.



"Thou hast developed a method to spy on our subjects?" Luna asked. "Remarkable. Thou must spend many breathless nights with this. Though it is a rather poor substitute for the genuine c–." A large, red stallion walked into the view of the orb, and Luna stopped mid-sentence. "What a specimen!" She stepped closer to the orb to examine the stallion closer. "Imagine the girth of him!"



"Luna!"



"Thou art absolutely right, sister. Why imagine? Take the moon for us." Luna's horn glowed, and, with a flash of light and a small pop, she teleported away.



Celestia stared at the spot where Luna had stood mere moments ago. Luna was in the orb now, popping into existence to kiss a very surprised stallion. Celestia sighed and the orb faded away, she couldn't bare to see the farce that was surely to follow. She went back to her throne and rubbed the side of her head. "Please forgive me, Big Macintosh," Celestia said. She shuffled in her seat to find the most comfortable spot and did her best to fall back to sleep.








Big Macintosh Apple ambled up to the top of his favorite hill on his family's land. The midday drizzle had left drops on the blades of grass. Macintosh reached the top and took a deep breath. He smiled as the sun eased beneath the horizon and the workday came to a quiet end. Hundreds of apple trees lay below him, each with hundreds of white and pink apple blossoms. It would be a good harvest this year, no doubt about that.



A pair of lips pressed against his and a bolt of lightning shot through his spine. His eyes opened wide as shades of darkened blues filled up his vision. The kiss continued and it seemed to strip away at his very being. Though wearing nothing but a wooden harness around his neck, he felt naked. Every emotion, every thought, every memory on full display. He stepped back to break the kiss and wiped his lips. He felt better, not so bare and out in the open.



"Excellent!" Princess Luna said, grin smeared on her face. "Thou hast greatly impressed us."



Now, normally, Big Macintosh would be happy to go about the proper decorum when greeting a princess: the bowing, the kissing of hooves, the whole apple pie a la mode, but Luna had broken that decorum, and so it was only polite to follow her lead.



"Princess Luna, what in the heck are ya doin'?" Macintosh said.



"Upon our sister's recommendation, we have come to groom thee for the position of head concubine and first seed of the royal harem. It is good to know that our sister's eye for stallions has not dulled over the millennium," Luna said. She circled Macintosh like a vulture hovering over a carcass, paying close attention to his cutie mark. She lifted up one of his back legs, and he quickly pulled himself free of her hoof.



A concubine? Macintosh tilted his head. He managed to catch the eye of a princess? How nice, he supposed. He just wished she hadn't been so forward with it. "Well Ah'm flattered, Luna, Ah really am, but there're so many things wrong with what ya just said Ah ain't sure Ah can list 'em all."



Luna waved a hoof at him as if dispersing his concerns. "Nonsense. Why, a thousand and some odd years ago, stallions and mares would risk their lives for even just the opportunity to join the royal harem. Oh, t'was marvelous times. Great feats of strength, magic, and flexibility were offered to show a pony's capability. In fact, these feats were the origins of many modern sports today, including the ponylympics."



"Well that's all well an' good but–"



Luna pressed a hoof against his lips to shush him. "Thou will want for nothing. All will be provided to thee: shelter, food, status, all of it given and all of it of the highest quality, and as our head concubine thou shall be the first in line to attempt to sate thine majesty's appetite as well as the privilege of using any other member of our harem for thine own pleasure. And if thou hast thine heart set on a family of thine own, then thou would certainly be allowed to take a wife to sire thy bloodline. For what reason couldst thou possibly deny thyself such a position?"



Macintosh blinked. "It's almost dinner time an' it's my turn to cook."



Luna rolled her eyes. "If thou would come with me, thou would never use nor see a cooking pot for as long as you lived."



"That ain't a sellin' point," Macintosh said. He looked over at the horizon, the orb of the sun had fallen below the mountains and only a few scant rays of orange and purple remained. He had missed the sunset. With a frown, he turned back to Princess Luna. "Luna, Ah really gotta get back home, but yer welcome to come along, Ah guess, seein' as how yer a princess and such." He didn't bother waiting for a reply and headed down the hill.



Princess Luna followed him, though stayed behind him at all times. "Very well, we shall continue our attempts as you cook. Until then, we shall enjoy the view."



Macintosh nodded, a small smile creeping into his lips. "Eeyup. The apple blossoms are mighty pretty this year. They're gonna grow into some nice apples."



"Indeed." Luna said. "Our eyes feast upon a firm, juicy one as we speak."



Macintosh sighed. It was going to be a long night, and not in the way Luna was hoping.







The Apple family kitchen could have been mistaken for a gallery of antiques. It was a collection of heavy metal pots and pans so well seasoned you could eat them. The rest of the Apple family were busy cooking and counting cans of preserves and pickles to last for the coming winter. Sure, some ponies might say that preparing for winter in spring was a little silly. But Granny Smith had a name for those ponies: dead.



Big Macintosh set a few pots and pans on the stove and looked over at the chalkboard resting on the counter. What would he serve today? Their stock of apples was nice and full, but even Apples got sick of eating apples for several days in a row. That's where the creativity came in. Thankfully, there were always plenty of vegetables around to fill in the gaps creativity left behind. And tonight, creativity would leave a lot of gaps because of a certain royal guest.



"Does thou truly mean to refuse our offer?" Luna asked for the fifth time that night.



Macintosh decided against saying 'Eeyup' to her question for the fifth time in a row. "Let's say Ah do," Macintosh said as he wrote tonight's menu on the chalkboard. "Would Ah still be able to stay here with my family? Will Ah still be able to cook for them? Will Ah still be able to go out and work the fields and help out around the farm?"



"Absolutely not," Luna said, pounding a hoof on the dining table where she sat. "If thou art to become our head concubine, then thou must reside in the royal palace. We cannot inconvenience ourselves every time we wish to sate our desires by teleporting here and teleporting there. Furthermore, we cannot allow our head concubine to plow fields, only princesses. It would be an utter disgrace if it were known that the Princess of the Night cannot provide enough for her concubine to live without toil. It would be a loss of status. Does thou truly enjoy working in the kitchen and on Sweet Apple Acres enough to refuse our offer?"



Macintosh nodded and started peeling apples. He thought about how he could help Princess Luna understand how he felt. "Princess Luna? You love your sister, don't ya?"



"Do you mean before or after she sent me to the moon?" Luna asked with scoff.



"You resent her?" Macintosh asked.



"Resentment is...not the most correct word," Luna said. She stared at her hooves folded neatly on the table. "I understand why she exiled me to the moon but..." she trailed off, and Macintosh stared at her, fully aware that she had dropped the archaic speech. Luna shook her head. "A thousand years is a long time to be left simmering in your own hatred and jealousy. But, deep down, I do still love my sister, if just...a little less now, I must admit."



The kitchen stayed silent for several seconds before Macintosh smiled at her. "Well whaddya know, there's a real pony down below all that pomp and circumstance," he said. The sound of the peeler gave a steady rhythm to the otherwise still air. Luna looked up, an eyebrow lifted as she examined him closely. "You know," Macintosh continued, "when you drop all the 'thou's and 'we's you start to sound a bit more genuine."



"That is the royal speech," Luna said with a scowl. "We did not expect a commoner such as thou to appreciate such a high register."



Macintosh chuckled. "Well excuse me, Princess, but last Ah check you wanted to mash genitals with this commoner."



"Yes we do, but that desire is quickly fading," Princess Luna retorted.



"Oh? That why yer cheeks are turnin' almost as red as mine?"



Luna's blush deepened. "Enough of this tordid talk. Why did thou ask us such a question?"



Macintosh started to crack eggs into a bowl. "Well, Ah know for me, Ah would do anything for the ponies Ah love. Ah'd help them work a farm, and Ah'd make them dinner. 'Sides, ain't no better feeling in the world than watching yer hard work grow into somethin' delicious. Only feeling that comes close is having someone you love compliment your cooking. Anyone ever compliment your cooking, Luna?"



"Princess Luna," she corrected.



"What was that, Lulu?"



"Princess Luna"



"Say again, Lulu-bear?"



"PRINCESS LUNA!"



"Sorry, couldn't quite hear ya, Lulukins."



Princess Luna sighed. "No, nopony has ever complimented our cooking, for we have never cooked before."



Macintosh threw her a pink, frilly apron, and it draped over her horn and covered her face. "Well then, ain't no better time to start than the present."



Luna growled and tugged the apron off her. "We do not appreciate such brazen disrespect. If it continues then thou shalt see the full extent of my magic."



Macintosh smirked. "What? An' lose yer first pick for head concubine? 'Sides, what fun would it be if the royal concubine couldn't tease his mistress?"



"We prefer our concubines to know their place," Luna snapped.



Macintosh tilted his head. He brought a few lemons out and started to zest and juice them, separating each into their own bowls. "And just what exactly is a concubine's place?"



"To serve us," Luna said. "To come to our every beck and call, and to stand silent while looking scrumptious. Our concubines are not only used for sex, but are also trained to be exceptional servants, and for their service they are richly paid with everything a pony requires to live comfortably."



"And what about you?"



"What about us?"



"What do ya get out of it?" Macintosh asked.



Luna narrowed her eyes. "Hast thou not been listening? Sex! We receive sex!"



"That all?"



"Of course, what more could we possibly require?"



Macintosh nodded, but said nothing more on the topic. He instead focused on tossing the apple slices in with the lemon juice. He thought about what Luna said; he thought about the entire situation in general. He had a hunch, and his hunches hardly failed him.



"Alright, Ah'll be yer concubine," Big Macintosh said.



Luna's eyes brightened. "Ha! We knew thou would come to thine sense eventually. Come, let us away and consummate the agreement." Her horn began to glow, but Macintosh raised his hoof before she could pop them back to the castle.



"On one little condition," Macintosh said.



"Thou darest place conditions upon Princess Luna?" Luna said, her tone lowering.



Macintosh bowed with a grand sweep of his hoof. "If thou wouldst be so kind, oh great Princess of the Night. All Ah ask is that ye help me prepare dinner and stay long enough to enjoy the meal and let me take one last look at my beloved farm. Whaddya say? Ah do beseech thee, and such."



Luna sighed. "Very well, but this shall be the first and last request we grant thee." She scooted her chair back and went to stand beside Macintosh. "Where does thou need our divine help?"



Macintosh smiled. "Ah'll put ya in charge of the lemon chiffon pie." He placed a pie tin on the counter in front of her, and Luna stared at it as if it were a rock from the moon.



"We have never...cooked before," Luna said.



"Ya said that already, but it's alright," Macintosh said, his smile getting wider. "Ah'll guide ya. By the time we're through you'll've made a pie good enough to make Celestia cry."



Luna chuckled. "That sounds rather promising."







There had been quite a show when Princess Luna revealed herself to Macintosh's siblings, one of them the Element of Honesty, and grandmother. After the proper decorum had been observed, they had bombarded her with questions, (most of them pertaining to the princess' adjustment to life back on Equestria) but Macintosh excellently distracted them with the prospect of food. He was proving himself more and more a promising candidate for head concubine. His only flaw was his plethora of opinions. No matter, such things could be taught away.



Princess Luna sat down at the dining table now laden with minestrone soup, waldorf salad, and, of course, her lemon chiffon pie. She stared at it as the other members of the Apple family took their seats. A part of her was actually fearful of what the others might say when they tried her dessert. She made sure to squish and destroy that part of her. She was a princess of Equestria! She did not care what the common rabble had to say about her cooking abilities.



"So what're ya doin' here, Princess Luna?" the Element of Harmony asked. Applejack, Luna remembered.



"She came to see me, actually," Big Macintosh said before Luna could answer. "They're thinkin' of puttin' some apple trees in the palace garden, and they wanted one of us to come have a look. Y'all had enough on yer plates so Ah figured it'd be fine to volunteer. Thought it might be a nice chance to see that big ol' castle up close. Hope that was okay."



"Of course, Mac, that sounds fine," Applejack said.



Luna frowned. Honestly, she saw no need for the lie. Back in her day ponies would brag about being picked for the royal harem to every pony they knew. To lie about it, as if it were something taboo and dirty, was an absolute affront. She looked at Macintosh, sitting beside her, and their eyes met. They had a conversation in a split second, and Luna rolled her eyes. Very well, she supposed just this once she would let it slide. Times and attitudes change and all that.



"What was it like on the moon?" the smallest filly asked. Luna didn't remember her name.



Applejack winced. "Applebloom, ya shouldn't–"



"It was cold and lonely, with nothing but the festering desire for revenge to keep me company," Luna said. She took a sip of water. "But other than that it was quite lovely."



A thick silence filled the room and stayed there until Applejack cleared her throat to shatter it. "Well, uh, Ah'm sure we're all hungry, so let's eat."



And that was the end of it.



Conversation took place mostly within the Apple family while Princess Luna kept comfortably to herself. Her eyes kept going back to the lemon chiffon pie, however, and with every course finished her anxiety would rise just a little more. Finally the moment came when the food had all been gobbled up, and all that remained was the dessert. If Princess Luna drew breath, she would have held it as Macintosh sliced into the pie and served everyone a piece.



Applejack was the first to take the whipped yellow meringue and lemon curd into her mouth. She smiled as soon as the graham crust touched her tongue. "Wow, Big Mac, this is delicious!"



"Luna made it," Macintosh said with a smile.



Applejack turned to Princess Luna with a grin. "Really? Ah never woulda guessed. Yer one heck of a baker, Princess Luna." The others bit into Luna's dessert and heartily agreed.



Luna's cheeks warmed. "Oh, thank you very much. We–I am very proud of the result." She turned to Macintosh, a knowing smile gracing his lips. Was this what he was talking about? This feeling, this...warm sensation growing from her chest and into her stomach? It felt somehow familiar.



Macintosh stood from his seat. "C'mon, Luna, let me show ya around the farm."



The rest of the Apple family bid her farewell as they helped themselves to a second slice of the pie. Princess Luna followed Macintosh's lead and walked out the front door with him. The moon was high above them. Well, it looked as if Celestia had no trouble taking over Luna's duties. The moon stayed as they walked along the blooms of the apple trees. Macintosh was silent for several minutes into their walk. He would stop at a seemingly random tree and place his hoof flatly on its bark. He did this a dozen times before he spoke.



"Do me a favor, Princess Luna, and take a nice, deep breath from yer nose."



Luna cocked an eyebrow and shrugged, finding no reason to refuse. She took a deep breath, and her eyes widened. The sweetness of the apple blossoms greeted her first, then the calm earthiness of freshly-tilled soil. They both mingled with the heady scent of wood. All these smells along with the cold air seemed to wake Luna up, and for the first time she took in her surroundings. The hundreds of stars glinting high above them, her moon shining down to illuminate them. The small flowers, almost as numerous as the stars, adorning the apple trees, and the large, red stallion offering her a kind smile.



"Amazing," Princess Luna said.



Macintosh chuckled. "A farm is an honest thing. It doesn't care who ya are or where ya came from. You work hard, treat it right, give it what it needs, it'll pay ya back a hundredfold."



Luna smirked. "Are you speaking metaphorically now, Big Macintosh?"



"Ah don't believe in metaphors," Macintosh said, returning her smirk. He stood upon the ground and stared down the long path that wound through the apple trees. He stared like a pony that didn't believe in metaphors. "You keep talking about how yer concubines'll have everythin' they could ever need, but Ah already got everythin' Ah'll ever want right here. Ah'll never go hungry working on a farm. Ah got a family that loves me, and a warm place to rest my head. Ah'll be sad to leave."



Princess Luna considered him for a long time. He had planned this all from the beginning, hadn't he? She sighed. "Why is it that, when I am with you, alone like this, I feel as if I have much to learn?”



“Easy. It’s ‘cause you do,” Macintosh stuck his tongue out at her, and Princess Luna, appalled, gladly returned the gesture.



“Perhaps I have been too eager to fulfill the position of head concubine,” Luna said. “After all, one day and a magical kiss are hardly enough to truly see if you are indeed fit for the position. So, I suppose, it would be in both of our best interests for you to stay."



"That so, yer highness?" Macintosh asked with a chuckle.



"Yes, for now, but I'll be visiting you quite often from now on. Consider it an extensive and very thorough interview process." Luna's horn began to glow with magic. "These visits will of course be unannounced. I wish to catch you unawares. Until we meet again, Big Macintosh Apple, you had better keep to my standards."



Macintosh grinned. "See ya later, Lulu."



"Luna!" And with a flash of light and a quick pop, Luna vanished from Sweet Apple Acres.








"Sister!"



Celestia awoke with such a fright that she almost fell from her throne. She blinked rapidly and searched the throne room and found her sister smiling up at her. Celestia scanned the room once more for any sign of another pony, but there was none.



"Luna, you're back," Celestia said, "alone. What happened?"



"Not much," Luna said, her smile never faltering. "I will tell you all about it later. Right now, allow me to make you a lemon chiffon pie."



Princess Celestia tilted her head. Was Luna actually breathing in regular intervals now? "I...okay. I'm...looking forward to it?"



Luna's smile widened and she walked out of the throne room with a happy skip. Celestia could only stare after her. Luna offering to cook something for her? Celestia yawned and leaned back into her throne. Her horn glowed with a golden light and the orb appeared in the throne room for the second time that day. She needed to make sure Equestria wasn't currently burning to the ground.
      

      
   
      Fire In The Promised Land


      

      
      
         The traces of the wagon harness bit into Peridot’s shoulders as she pulled, leaving lines of fire down her flanks to her burning hooves.  Fire was good, fire was the friend of a unicorn, in fireplaces and in ovens, bringing heat to the world and food to the belly, but this fire ate into the aching muscles beneath her coat and threatened to rob her of life as it burned the last vestige of fat from her pampered ribs and noble chest.  Soon, she would be out of fat to burn and she would waste away as she walked, ever onwards, away from her home and in the direction of a mere promise.



As the days had passed, the endless trudging through drifts of snow had progressed to slogging through slush, then mud, until finally sprigs of grass peeked up in clumps, giving weight to Princess Platinum’s promise of a new home.  To either side, as far as the eye could see, ponies of all types trudged along just like her, with the strict cultural divisions of Unicornia thrown into the ash-heap of history, just like the golden spires and shimmering fountains of her homeland, now buried beneath endless snow and ice.  



All of the ponies in the exodus had suffered loss.  Peridot’s eldest son had foolishly joined an expedition to the highest peaks in the Unicorn Range to confront the Windigos, and had been mourned when only two frostbitten earth pony servants staggered back to the city with tales of the brave unicorns turned to ice and shattered into bloody red shards.  Her other son had been with King Bullion’s escort during the terrifying descent from their mountain home and caught in the avalanche which had swept the cream of unicorn society into a churning ball of ice and stones cascading down the mountain into the valley far below.  



Peridot, at least, admitted to the death of her sons. Princess Platinum had stated quite firmly that her father was merely lost, and at any moment he would return to take his proper place as king.  In his absence, she had refused to take up the mantle of queen as she roamed through the mass of fleeing ponies, giving reassurance and confidence where it was the most needed, and even taking her own turn under the harness of any wagon which seemed to be flagging during their journey.  



Even the most arrogant and noble unicorn remaining could not do less when their own pristine princess was knee-deep in mud, pulling the wagon of a common earth pony servant.  If the nobles had their way, the wagons would be piled high with the contents of their mansions, heaped with statues and piles of gold while earth ponies bent to their proper place under the harness.  Instead, both king and princess had relentlessly stalked through the evacuation of the city and ordered their priorities with steel discipline.  



Only the most needed of things would be taken.  Sculptors wept outside their snow-packed galleries as they collected only their most-needed tools for the trip, while poets stood in the streets and read aloud from their works before feeding them into the fires for warmth.  Princess Platinum had even thrown her crown into the rubbish a dozen times, only to have one pony or another retrieve it and carry it in her place.  Food, foals and the bare essentials were all that made it onto the massive caravan, but as the punishing journey went on, the departure from their ice-choked city left a trail.



Hardly a night went by without one pony or another found dead from fatigue or stress, left behind under whatever cover could be scraped together as the wagons once again departed with the light of day.  Broken wheels and trash, discarded tools and unneeded material trinkets, all scattered across the graves of the dead as the ponies moved ever onward.  They were hungry, sick, soaked in sweat and bloody with the scratches of ice and rocks, but they still trudged along toward the warm land which Princess Platinum had promised.  



The cultural divides of ponykind had cracked when the Windigos had first appeared, but now had been shattered completely in exchange for simple survival.  The distinctions between pegasi, unicorns or earth ponies no longer mattered when the day was done and the herd gathered together in small clumps to give in to their exhaustion.  The breakdown had even struck Peridot where she least expected it, as the eldest child of her senior servant was now showing the first signs of being swollen with foal, and the pregnancy could only be the result of her eldest son’s attentions during the cold, dark nights.  At one time so few moons ago, the possibly hornless foal would have been an embarrassment to her House, gotten rid of or hidden to conceal the shame, but now Peridot could only pray to whatever unknown gods of this new land that her grandchild would survive, even if she perished.  Undoubtedly, there were many in the vast herd in much the same situation as the cold of the unceasing winter had driven together pairs of ponies who never would have associated before.  Warmth was warmth after all, and the fire of love could drive away the chill of the Windigo, if only for a brief time.



The slow descent of the Sun triggered a practiced reaction for the grazing ponies in front of the line of wagons.  The wide line, spread apart so each scattered blade of grass could be eaten instead of trod upon, slowly began to condense together in tired clumps and groups.  Campsites were started, with little dots of campfires from precious scavenged wood as the ponies gathered to warm themselves before the darkness swallowed the land and the creatures of the night came out to hunt.  The slow wagons did not reach the campsites until the Sun had touched the horizon, but Peridot Brings The Dawn did not hurry her actions as she shrugged free of the harness.  Her task as Dawnbringer was passed to others for a time.  The strain of raising the sun and moon had backlashed on her several days ago, and she had been told to not use her magic until it recovered.  She took the news much like a pegasus being told not to fly or an earth pony not to walk, and had thrown herself into the only activity she could by pulling the family wagon so the servants and her lone remaining daughter could graze on what little bits of grass stuck out above the scattered snow and mud while they plodded onward.



The earth pony servants and farmers who had been traveling with them already had a small campfire going with a pot of gooey oats starting to simmer by the time Peridot dropped her rump into an empty spot by the fire.  She really did not need the warmth, as hours of walking had kept her warm, but it kept the cooling chill away as the clammy sweat on her coat began to finally evaporate.  She accepted a bowl of watery oats from her daughter, Twinkle, as the slender unicorn filly sat and watched her afterwards.



“Go on,” said Peridot, nodding toward the other ponies.  “Your father is joining with the Nightbringers to raise the Moon.  Prepare a place for him at the wagon when he is finished, and get some rest.  I will be along shortly.”



“No, Mother.”  It was a bit of a shock to hear her daughter talking, because Twinkle Twinkle had always been a very quiet child, even before the snow had begun to fall.  If still waters ran deep as the old saying went, Twinkle’s waters were frozen solid and went down for many furlongs.  She just sat there, with her skinny sides the faint shade of pale wisteria showing ribs as she breathed, and looking at her mother with dark violet eyes so close to black as to be indistinguishable in the shadows.  She lit her horn with a pale pink glow, and the bowl of watery oats floated closer to Peridot, with a spoon beginning to descend into it much the same way as she had fed the little filly years ago.  “Eat,” said Twinkle.



She obediently opened her mouth and accepted the first spoonful of oats from her daughter, keeping careful track of the level remaining until she held up one hoof.  “Enough, Twinkle.”



Her daughter did not react, but just remained with the spoonful of oats hovering in front of Peridot’s lips.  It took an astute observer to pick up on the subtle clues, as Twinkle was a frustratingly closed pony who never seemed to smile or frown, but her mother could sense the sharp tension inside her ebb slightly as she accepted the last bite of oats and leaned over to give her quiet daughter a brief nuzzle.  “Lie down,” said Peridot once she had finished chewing.  “I have something which must be done.”



It was odd to hold the cooling bowl in the crook of one hoof instead of her magic, but Peridot had been through the magical exhaustion of raising the sun before, and was used to the limitations of earth ponies.  She waited until Twinkle had strode slowly off to the family wagon for her nightly resting spot before Peridot walked over to where the small family group of servants were gathered, and to Willowbark, who watched her approach.



“Dawnbringer Peridot,” said Willowbark, lowering herself into a deep bow alongside her family.  “We are honored.”



“You are hungry,” said Peridot bluntly.  “Eat.”  She passed over the half-full bowl of oats to the reluctant young earth pony mare and fixed her with the most firm glare she could manage.  “You carry my grandchild, but even if you did not, you were the favorite of my son, and I will not see you go without as long as I have breath in my body.  Again I say to you.  Eat.”



“I…”  The young mare hesitated, looking back and forth among her family.  “I do not deserve—”



“None of us deserve this,” said Peridot.  “We have all lost much, your family and mine, as well as all ponykind.  I say this not as the Mistress of House Starshine, nor as a unicorn, but as the mother-in-law I wish I was, standing by your side with my son as your husband.  I cannot demand that you eat in order to keep your strength up, but I can ask.  A third time I say to you.  Eat.”



The mare stood quietly, without even a glance at her silent family behind her as she digested the impossible things her unicorn mistress had said.  Then she bowed her head, stuck her nose in the bowl, and quietly ate until the last flake of oats was gone and the bottom of the bowl had been licked clean.  “Thank you,” said Willowbark with eyes downcast once she had finished.  “Thank you, Dawnbringer Peridot.”



“I…”  Peridot hesitated, unwilling at first to make the unprecedented move, then flowed into the words a unicorn was never to say to a common earth pony.  “I would ask for you to call me… Mother.”



The young earth pony was taken aback, looking up and blinking her dark blue eyes several times before asking, “Are you certain?  The rest of the unicorns—”



“The rest of my pretentious kind can bite my cutie mark,” said Peridot as a small spark of ire rose up in her heart.  “If you were good enough for my son, you are good enough for me.”



The thought stayed warm in her chest as Peridot returned to the family wagon where her exhausted husband had already collapsed next to one wheel with little Twinkle snuggled up to his side.  It had warmed enough since their frigid departure from the city that they no longer needed to wrap themselves in every blanket they had been able to bring, but Twinkle was the most precious creation they had remaining, and they slept on either side of her to protect the last remaining fragment of their life together.  Peridot bent down painfully from the aches and twinges of her day in the harness only to find a small pile of damp grass placed right where she was to lay her head.  Undoubtedly, either her husband or child had placed it there, gleaned from their meager grazing ahead of the wagon.  With substantial reluctance overcome by the burning hunger in her belly, she silently ate their sacrifice down to the last blade of grass before settling in beside them, three bits of warmth in the cold darkness.








The clang of alarms and the flare of illumination spells woke Peridot from a dream of drifting ice and snow blowing endlessly over the spires of her childhood home and into the harsh reality of fire blossoming up in the sky as pegasi darted and danced around huge flying monsters.



Dragons!



The screams of frightened ponies filled the air as the massive shadows in the sky darted down, spraying dragonfire across several wagons before swooping back up into the air.  One shadowy drake veered in their direction only to turn away when Obsidian fired a bolt of magic in its chest, making the dragon silently vanish into the smoke as it sought less-protected prey.  Her husband was powerful, but his magic had done no more than annoy the dragon, much as the flashes of unicorn magic from all around them in the darkness did not seem to be very effective against the attackers.



“Too strong,” rumbled her impassive husband, holding back a second bolt of magic while looking for another target.  “Scales are too thick for magic.”



A second dragon tumbled past, this one with a dozen pegasi swiping and jabbing at it.  The golden armor they were wearing was a last minute improvisation by the earth ponies and unicorns as they prepared to leave their home, taking one last frantic effort to protect the militant pegasi who were to protect them.  Forged by earth ponies from whatever metal they could grab at the time and hurriedly enchanted by unicorns, the armor was proving its worth now as a dragon caught one of its pursuers in a crushing swipe that bounced the pegasus off the ground, only to have him spring right back up into the air and ram a spear into the monster’s belly.  The tumbling melee passed on out of sight with Obsidian still not having fired his magical bolt, and Peridot’s husband looked around the sky for another, less-obstructed target.



“We need to get to the ballista,” gasped Peridot as she finally made it to her hooves.  An unexpected fire of protective rage flared in her chest as she watched distant shapes in the smoke plunge down on the defenseless ponies and the screams of terror abruptly cut off.  “Twinkle, you stay here and protect the servants.”



Her daughter simply looked back with her normal impassive gaze, not seeming to be worried in the slightest about the screams of death and destruction all around.  With a nod, Twinkle turned to begin herding the nervous earth ponies into safety, or at least getting the youngest and most vulnerable hidden under the wagon where they would not be trampled by the panicked ponies.  Obsidian, however, turned to look at Peridot with a sharp glare.



“Wife, we should not abandon our family.”  His eyes twitched to the sky, and the held bolt of magic finally shot away, bouncing off the ribs of a passing dragon and causing the beast to wheel away while hissing in pain.



“If we do not hurt them, if we do not kill them, they will return,” snapped Peridot, feeling the fire in her chest rage hotter in impotent fury as ponies died.  “They will see us as nothing more than food, and will harvest us as grain before the scythe until the last are consumed.  Come!”  



She broke into a gallop in the direction of the ballista, a crude device slapped together by earth pony artisans in the last hours before they had left Unicornia.  By using captured torsion of a wooden crossbar, it could fling a spear much further than even the most powerful unicorn, although it had only been used to frighten away larger predators until now.  By the time she had galloped to the device with her husband close behind, it had already seen a close attack of at least one dragon, as several wounded ponies lay scattered around the area, and one massive earth pony was slowly winding the device all by himself while bleeding from a shallow cut across his forehead.  



Throwing herself into the winding mechanism beside him, Peridot grunted as the ratchet clattered, one sharp noise at a time while expecting at any second the blaze of dragonfire sweeping over her tired body.  Behind her, there was a bright glare of silver light and the sharp tang of magic as Obsidian forced an enchantment spell onto one of the spears which had been scattered around the siege machine as if they were foal’s toys.  The scent of blood and fire made the primitive part of her pony mind want to hide and quake in terror, but the thought of the dragons attacking her sole remaining child drove the fear out of her mind and replaced it with the feral growl of a mare facing off against predators in the wild.



The smoke drifting around the night air billowed as another dragon flew overhead, beleaguered by a dozen pegasi but snapping and swinging as a pony might when beset by a swarm of bees, only in this case, the bees were getting the raw end of the deal.  One pegasus was caught by the dragon’s tail in a stunning slap, spinning out of control and bouncing off the ground a short distance away in a violent tumble ending in a spray of dirt and a virulent curse.



Flames had scoured the pegasus of his helmet’s crest and most of his tail, but he staggered back up and shook his head as he caught sight of the earth pony ballista, as well as the mismatched crew.  “Don’t load it like that!” he called out, darting over next to the device and supervising their work.



Obsidian accepted his assistance loading the glowing spear, but he swatted away the pegasus hoof reaching for the triggering device as another dragon flew by, a mere ghost in the growing smoke.



“No,” grunted her husband.  “Closer.”



“Closer, right,” said the pegasus.  He shouted up into the clouds of choking smoke at another of his kind, pacing his words with a note of command that brooked no disobedience.  “Private Pansy!  Get a couple of your squad and lure one of those big monsters here!  We’ve got a surprise for it.”



The pegasus saluted with a sharp “Yes, Commander!” drifting down before she darted away into the smoke.



It took interminable minutes before Peridot spotted another of the massive beasts, shimmering a deep magenta in the reflected light from the smoke and illumination flares as it lunged and snapped at a cloud of bothersome pegasi.  They seemed to be almost herding the dragon like a troublesome bear, judging their spearing jabs and close passes with the bravery of ponies who had nothing to lose. One pegasus had not dodged very well, and was clenched fast in one talon-tipped fist, still struggling against her imprisonment but apparently alive enough to scream while fighting to get free.  



The pegasus commander reached for the triggering mechanism again, only to have Obsidian block his hoof again.



“Closer,” he repeated.  “Taunt it and draw its attention or you could hit the captive.”



“All right, if that’s the way you want to play the game,” snapped the pegasus.  He held up his forehooves over his head and shouted at the top of his lungs, “Oy!  Fathead!  Yeah, you there with the tiny brain and the oversized ears.  Didn’t your mother used to clean our toilets?”  



As the dragon roared, the pegasus commander waggled his rear at it, but only briefly, because the dragon followed its roar by darting forward at an astonishingly-rapid velocity with its mouth opening up to breathe.



“Shoot!  Shoooot!!” shouted the captive pegasus as the dragon drew close and inhaled.  The commander scrabbled for the trigger again, but Peridot blocked him this time, holding the larger pegasus back with a strength born of desperation as the dragonfire poured down on them and her husband lit up his horn.



Fire washed over the translucent barrier Obsidian projected across the siege machine and its crew, leaving the dragon frozen in surprise when the smoke blew away.  It only lasted a moment, but that was all it took for the pegasus commander to adjust the aim of the ballista and stroke the triggering mechanism, sending the hard-driven enchanted spear deep into the dragon’s magenta-scaled chest and nearly out its back.  With a piercing shriek of pain, the dragon contorted in agony, flinging the captive pegasus out into the darkness as it crashed onto the ground, then with one final bellow and a spray of grass and dirt, the dragon rolled over a nearby rise and thrashed out its life.



The mismatched crew stared at the furrow the dragon had plowed in the muddy grass as the pegasi above gave a ragged cheer.  The earth pony next to Peridot who had helped load was the first to recover, patting the ballista on its rough wooden surface and rasping, “Was that close enough?”



“Oh, yeah,” breathed the pegasus commander with his eyes narrowing and a victorious grin beginning to emerge onto his face as he pointed.  “Come on!  There’s some more over there.  Let’s go—” his grin became feral “—hunting.”








What seemed like years later, Peridot finally managed to take a breath without hearing the sounds of dragons above.  They had fled, leaving the bodies of ponies and dragons scattered around the torn landscape as the false light of impending sunrise began to paint the sky.  



Despite the crushing fatigue overtaking every living pony remaining, the dead ponies, or what was left of them, were buried as quickly as possible.  Some of the missing had run away and some were lost to a horrible fate, but the vast majority had survived yet another night, and for that, the survivors were grateful.



Once the last of the pony bodies had been placed under the ground and mourned, Obsidian strained his magic along with the remainder of the unicorns, a line of colorful dots in the darkness stretching as far as the eye could see in each direction.  There were holes in the line, their light weak in others, but all lit up as the Moon slid down below the horizon and the Sun rose on the scene of blood and death.  



The dead dragons were ignored as the ponies turned to their morning tasks.  There were more important needs than to bury the monsters.  They would be left behind as the ponies moved onwards, left to rot on the muddy battlefield.  They were dead.  There were far too many dead by now.  



The living were what was important.  The lines of ponies began to form again, ready to start their journey onward in the direction of Princess Platinum’s promise, fewer in number but still united in purpose.  Peridot and Obsidian trudged back to their wagon, coats caked in ashes and mud, only to stop as the empty hill came into view.



Where the wagon had been was nothing but a torn blanket and empty dirt, trod into a thick morass by the claws of several dragons.  There was no wagon, no servants, and most importantly, no Twinkle.



Peridot stumbled forward onto the hill, groping at the discarded blanket in the forlorn hope that it somehow concealed some hint that her last foal was still living, but there was nothing but a few strands of dry grass and several pale hairs.  Crushing fatigue rooted her to the spot while the dawning sun burned hot on her neck and the world seemed to fade away.  She took a deep breath, bowed her head, and finally released the tears she had been holding back for months.  To her side, her silent spouse held a trembling hoof across her back and also joined in her sorrow with tears of his own as they held each other.



A gentle touch on her shoulder made Peridot twitch and open one eye to see a familiar pony, blurred through tears but still and silent in front of her with all the weight of one who bore tragic news.  Behind Willowbark stood the rest of the family servants, each surviving earth pony slumped in fatigue on the muddy ground with their heads bowed, ever obedient to her will as they had been to her household for generations.  Their survival was an unexpected sight, but her daughter was not among them, and Peridot’s heart sank in despair as the young earth pony mare began to speak.



“Dawnbringer Peridot.  Nightbringer Obsidian.  Lady Twinkle saved our lives.”  Willowbark swallowed while her tense neck trembled, but she continued, with her voice as strong as the namesake of all earth ponies.  “When the dragons appeared, she ordered us to our neighbor’s wagon down the hill, but she stayed behind to draw their attention.  She said the pittance of gold stored in the floorboards of your wagon would delay them, and that we all were to hide and be very quiet.”



Willowbark moved with trembling hooves, stopping a distance away from where the family wagon had been parked and pointing up into the air with one hoof.  “There were two dragons right there, and she faced them down.  We were all so frightened we could not move, but your daughter just stood right here in the open and rebuked them until they seized the wagon and flew away, taking her with them.  She was so brave.”



“She’s alive?”  Peridot moved forward, reaching out with one hoof to the earth pony servant before she caught herself and returned to her husband’s side.  “She’s alive,” said Peridot, her voice cracking.



Willowbark shook her head.  “She was, but she can’t be now.  They would not have kept her alive for long, Dawnbringer.  They are beasts.”



“She is alive, and will rejoin us soon, my daughter,” said Peridot through narrowed lips.  “I refuse to admit otherwise.  Are you and your family ready to depart, Willowbark?”



“How can you—” 



“We must go.  The greater herd is already moving.”  Peridot looked in their direction of travel and took a deep breath.  “The bodies of the dragons will draw predators.  Have your neighbor’s wagon prepared to depart at once.”



“There could be others who fled during the attack,” said Willowbark.



“The pegasi are searching.  They will bring them to us as we travel.”  Peridot took in the group of frightened earth ponies and the heavy wagon at the bottom of the hill with one sweep of her eyes, as well as the slow trembling of Obsidian at her side.  “Have my husband loaded into the neighbor’s wagon to rest before he collapses.  We shall join their herd, and pull our weight.”  Peridot fixed the nervous earth pony mare with a direct look.  “As my newest daughter, I expect obedience.  Now, please.”



While the young mare helped Obsidian to the waiting wagon, Peridot took one last glance backwards at where the land of Unicornia had been before the ice and snow had swallowed it alive.



Then she walked down the hill and took her place in one of the unused wagon harnesses as the earth ponies spread out and began to walk, ever onward to the promised land.


      

      
   
      The Yo Mama Mandate


      

      
      
         About one week before the revolution, Twilight Sparkle strolled out of her castle, whistling.

 

Her Tuesday checklist was filled with activities that several sources indicate to be fulfilling for Twilight. Her friend Applejack had requested help with Applejack’s little sister Apple Bloom’s mathematics homework that morning, and her friend Rarity requested that she also help her own little sister and one of Applejack’s little sister Apple Bloom’s best friends Sweetie Belle with her mathemagics homework, both of which Twilight was eager to assist with. In addition, her friend Rainbow Dash had challenged her to a reading contest (with Twilight’s assistant Spike as a judge, in an effort to make him feel included).

 

The first item she had planned to check off, though, was a visit to the town hall. The mayor of Ponyville, Mayor Mare, had requested for Twilight to organize the scrolls on which the laws of Ponyville were kept, which Twilight was described as being extremely eager to do. On her way to the town hall, Twilight was reported to have either a spring in her step or a skip in her step. More research is required.

 

However, by all accounts, Twilight Sparkle was reportedly having a good day, and planning to have a good day prior to arriving at the town hall.

 

Upon arriving, she was greeted by her friend Pinkie Pie. “Morning, Twilight!” Pinkie said, waving on her way out of the town hall. “How are you on this fine Tuesday the 16th of November, in the year 1338 AD (After Diarchy) of our Princesses Celestia and Luna?”

 

“I’m great, Pinkie, thanks,” Twilight said. “You sure seem, ah… accurate today.”

 

“My Pinkie Sense told me historical accuracy is important today.” Pinkie shrugged.

 

Twilight pulled open the door to town hall, but stopped. “What brings you to town hall so early? To town hall at all, really?”

 

“Oh, nothing the mayor can help me with,” Pinkie said. “It turns out I’m supposed to escalate my request to the national level, I guess. I’ll be back later. Toodles!” Pinke said, prancing down the road.

 

Twilight released her magical grip on the door. Townsponies passing by reported Twilight’s face to be moderately baffled and/or bewildered. “Pinkie?” Twilight said. “Wait, Pinkie! Where are you going?”

 

Pinkie turned around as she trotted away. “I’m off to Canterlot to overturn the Yo Mama Mandate.”

 

Twilight blinked. “You’re what?”

 

Twilight did not attend any of her planned events for the rest of that day. Her friends have expressed varying degrees of disappointment, but understood that her actions that day had ultimately benefited the cause.

 

Rainbow Dash repeatedly requested that the records show that Twilight did not show up to the reading contest because she was afraid she’d lose. And Rainbow Dash is the fastest pony in Equestria. And Twilight has no choice but to admit defeat because Rainbow won by default. And Rainbow totally would’ve won had there actually been a contest. She insists that’s all. For now.

 




 

The 8:05 a.m. Canterlot-bound train rumbled along the tracks. Twilight and Pinkie sat opposite each other on the third car down from the engine. Experts still debate to this day whether it was Twilight who sat opposite Pinkie or Pinkie who sat opposite Twilight. Until more evidence is brought forward, the reader is encouraged to decide for themselves for the sake of imagining the discussion.

 

“Pinkie, I really think you should reconsider,” Twilight said.

 

Pinkie held up a hoof. “Gimme a second… Yeah, I think I’ll still do it.”

 

Twilight scooted closer to Pinkie. Glancing at all the ponies seated around them, she whispered, “But these are yo mama jokes we’re talking about, Pinkie. Why can’t we just leave it alone?”

 

“Because I’m being oppressed, Twilight!” Pinkie not-whispered, not glancing at all the ponies staring at her. “Since when does the government tell us what jokes we can or cannot use? This is abuse of political power in its purest form!”

 

“But why yo mama jokes, Pinkie? Do you really think that’s the type of joke you should be fighting for?” Twilight held her hooves out. “Don’t you think the basic concept is mean? I mean, the premise is that it’s an insult to the recipient’s mother.”

 

“Yeah, but nopony ever means it. The fun in the joke isn’t to actually insult yo mama, but to come up with creative insults.” Pinkie wrapped her hoof around Twilight’s shoulder, waving her other hoof in what sources reported to be a grand motion. “Think of the comedic potential! Every day, we could be coming up with new, fun, and innovative ways of insulting other ponies’ mothers!”

 

Twilight raised an eyebrow. “So coming up with insults is fun?”

 

“Yes, now you’re getting it!” Pinkie beamed. “Again, it’s never meant to actually insult anypony. Sometimes it’s just fun to pretend to be mean, y’know?”

 

“No, I don’t know. Why is pretending to insult somepony’s mother fun? How would mothers feel about that?” Twilight said, laying a hoof on Pinkie’s shoulder. “How would your mother react to a joke like that?”

 

Pinkie snickered. “She’d probably laugh and tell me a better one.”

 

Twilight sighed. “Then your mother is insensitive.”

 

Pinkie’s lips curled up in an objectively sly smile. “How insensitive is my mama, Twilight?”

 

“What? How should I—oh,” Twilight said, frowning. “Pinkie.”

 

“Is my mama so insensitive—”

 

“Pinkie, that’s illegal.”

 

Though all witnesses present had gasped and covered their ears, many reported seeing Pinkie’s lips move, allegedly to continue telling the rest of the joke, bearing a grin that was almost unanimously described as “mischievous”.

 

Twilight scowled.

 

“You get it?” Pinkie said. “ ‘Insensitive’ as in not being able to physically feel—”

 

“Yeah, I get it.”

 

Pinkie nudged Twilight on the shoulder. “See? I’m telling you, this kind of joke can be clever.”

 

Twilight didn’t respond, instead choosing to look out the window at the scenery passing by.



After a few minutes, Pinkie leaned over and grinned. “You’re still here.”

 

“Yes,” Twilight said, folding her arms, “because I can’t physically stop you from doing this. I can, however, be the voice of reason in case Celestia actually agrees to this, because knowing you, she very well might.”

 

“Who wouldn’t?” Pinkie said, cradling her face with her hooves and puffing up her cheeks. “Who could disagree with this adorable face?”

 

“The answer has surprised me in the past.”

 

“But will the answer surprise you now?” Pinkie jumped up and yelled, “Nopony!”

 

Twilight glanced at the ponies nearby. “Pinkie, please don’t. Not so loud.”

 

Pinkie hid her face behind her hooves, then peeked out and whispered with rounded lips, “Nopony.”

 

Twilight glowered. “Pinkie.”

 

Pinkie closed her mouth, staring out the window. Twilight took a deep breath, also turning to look out the window. A few minutes of silence passed between them before Pinkie blurted, “Nopony?”

 

Many earwitnesses reported hearing the distinct sound of a teakettle whistling. Some indicate steam literally erupted from Twilight’s ears, and though the feat is physically impossible, four independent sources have confirmed it.

 




 

The heavy doors to the throne room swung open for Pinkie and Twilight. Guards lined the walls, watching over the proceedings of the Day Court. Celestia sat on her throne and smiled at the future leaders of the rebellion.

 

“Twilight Sparkle and Pinkie Pie, it’s a pleasure to see you both,” the Princess said, giving her subjects a gentle bow. “Though there’s no reason to come to me during Day Court. We could have easily met in a less formal setting.”

 

Pinkie hopped up. “That’s okay, Madame Princess Sir, but I thought Day Court would be more appropriate since it concerns laws and other dry and boring stuff.”

 

Twilight hid her face behind her hoof.

 

Princess Celestia chuckled. “Very well. What is your request, Madame Pinkie Sir?”

 

Pinkie cleared her throat and puffed up her chest. “I would like to propose a proposition that we do away with the Yo Mama Mandate.”

 

Princess Celestia’s smile disappeared, and a hardened expression took its place. Every guard in the room reported other guards shifting nervously, though not one guard admitted shifting nervously himself, only either shifting boldly or shifting as part of his duties as a member of the Gaurd.

 

Princess Celestia cleared her throat. “Day Court has now concluded for the day.”

 

The guards immediately mobilized, ushering ponies out of the room, Twilight and Pinkie included. Pinkie attempted to climb over the guards as they pushed her towards the exit. “But Your Highness Majesty, I haven’t had a chance to present my case yet!”

 

“Day Court is canceled,” Celestia said. “I cannot mediate any more disputes today.”

 

The guards pushed Pinkie down. The only visible piece of Pinkie was her hoof, flailing underneath a mass of guards. “Should I have brought this up in a less formal setting? Is that what you meant?”

 

If any guards near Celestia heard her mutter something under her breath (with a strong emphasis on the “if”), then it was simply their imagination.

 




 

Princess Luna rubbed her eyes and yawned. “And you came to me… why?”

 

“Because we were hoping you wouldn’t shut the door in our faces,” Pinkie said, throwing her arms up. “And you didn’t, so success! But now we’re hoping you’d hear our argument, too.”

 

“She was hoping that,” Twilight said, crossing her arms. “I was hoping you’d be able to explain to Pinkie why this is a terrible idea. Both repealing the mandate and waking you up this early.”

 

Princess Luna sighed. “We won’t be overturning that mandate, not anytime soon.”

 

Pinkie furrowed her brow. “No? Why not?”

 

Princess Luna’s ears drooped as she walked over to a window, drawing back the curtains. She looked out the window, squinting and shielding her eyes from the sun. She licked her lips. “This mandate was made a long time ago, back when I ruled this place with my sister. We can’t repeal the mandate.” Tears welled up in Princess Luna’s eyes as she looked up at the sun. “Because our momma is so fat, she has her own orbit.”

 

Pinkie followed Luna’s gaze up to the sun, then gasped. “Oh,” she said, sitting down. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

 

“It’s okay,” Luna said, squinting and drawing the curtains closed. “It’s a sensitive issue, as you’ve seen. Celestia would rather uphold the mandate for now.”

 

Pinkie nodded. “Okay. I didn’t realize it was that personal to you. I’m sorry.” Pinkie pulled Luna in for a hug.

 

Luna returned the hug, smiling. “You’re a very caring pony, Pinkie Pie.”

 

“I am, aren’t I?” she said, backing away. “Speaking of which, you’re looking very sleepy. We’ll let you get back to bed now,” she said, hopping away.

 

Twilight squinted, not following Pinkie. “So does the sun have its own orbit, then? I thought Celestia moved the sun. That’s what they taught us in school.”

 

Princess Luna froze. Her eyes opened all the way, before half-shutting again. “Um, well, wow am I tired. Oh stars above,” she said, staggering. “I must be sleepwalking again,” she muttered. “And sleeptalking. And sleeplying, because what I just said is most certainly not true.” She swayed back towards her own bed. “My sleepimagination sure runs away with me sometimes.”

 

“Princess Luna—” Twilight said before Luna slammed her bedroom door shut. Twilight held up her hoof to open the door, but hesitated and walked away with Pinkie instead, off to Ponyville.

 

However, the seed of doubt had been planted, and Twilight was able to gather evidence the very next day that the earth did indeed revolve around the sun. Celestia denounced the evidence, but literally every scientist in the country sided with the princess of friendship. This led to an uprising and the citizens of Equestria calling for Equestria’s first democratic election, in which Twilight and the rest of the Elements of Harmony won by a landslide and became Equestria’s new hexarchy.

 

Celestia’s infamous last demand before fleeing the country was that Twilight was to never speak to her or her sun ever again.
      

      
   
      A New Beginning


      

      
      
         “Hello and welcome to the six o'clock news. I’m Mint Strong of MT news, and this is my human co-host Natalie Jensen.”



“Good to be here Mint. It’s nice being a part of this wonderful news station.” 



“Thank you Natalie, it’s our pleasure to welcome you here. Now let's go to the main topics at hand for the City of Maretropolis.”



“Yes, we begin with the preparations for the royal family from Britain and the current president of the United States and his family to meet with the mayor of Maretropolis, along with both majesties, Princess Celestia and Princess Luna. The two nations of Earth are seeking better ties with Equus and offer new trade deals and better co-operation.”



“Correct Natalie. This is all in due to celebrate the eighteenth year since the first contact, when a portal from Equus to Earth was discovered and the two planets have coexisted ever since. However, it does baffle scientists on both sides of how this had happened, yet the connection has been steadily ever since.”



“It seems the science community will never solve this phenomenon. It will likely remain a mystery for many years, or unless Princess Twilight figures it out.”



“Ha ha. Indeed it will, Natalie. Since we're on topic, can you explain to some of our viewers as to how the relationship is between Earth and Equus?”



“Sure can. Since the first contact both sides didn’t know what to do. Nations on either side thought the other was a threat and wanted war with the unknown force. Luckily it didn’t come to that, and through a calm deliberation between both sides the nations of Earth and the nations of Equus formally signed the ‘Peace accords.’ After the first year of establishing connections Earth began to invest their business into the world of Equus and vice versa. Because of this open exploration and sharing of technologies both Earth and Equus made leaps and bounds and now cohabiting among major cities on both worlds. Ponies are easily making headway with farming techniques on American mid-west while Gryphons are enjoying living high in the Crimean Mountains and even in the Taiga region.”



“Indeed, and humans have been making headway within Equestria and abroad, bringing new culture that is being spread throughout the planet. Immigrants who come here bring a piece of their history and both sides have been welcoming in the sharing of different civilizations. Though, recently many ponies in Equus and a few other races have felt that their own societies and cultures has been pushed aside because of the shock of human cultures.”



“That is true, Mint. However, there has been some good progress of late that has allowed for further understanding and acceptance between the two sides, particularly within the city of Maretropolis as its shiny example. Foreign exchange students from Earth have been experiencing all of the wonderful things the city has to offer. Though, some have been surprised when they came here and found ponies that were almost like them.”



“Ah anthropomorphic is the word you're looking for. Yes, and it is the same for the youth in the city and get the same reaction. Too think that there were intelligent beings that were closely resembled humans, if you could account for the different ears, horns, wings, and a number of other races and their differences. Nonetheless, they do come to warm to each other as they continue their study.”



“You're right, but both sides have accepted the other side and new studies on coexisting between humans and the inhabitants of Equus has been relatively positive.”



“Indeed Natalie, and with the royal families from Britain and the US, will no doubt bring new ideas to the table. A new possibility is allowing the students from Earth to intermingle with the communities within the city, and even allow host families to care for the students while they stay. Though the plan does have opposition, particularly with liberal major Harsh Wind. Long time mayor of Maretropolis feels that the new exchanges is infringing on the city's identity and way of life. But that only hurts him in public opinion polls, which leads us into the next segment of this evening.”



“You’re correct Mint and we do have the latest polls. Harsh Wind has been dealing with both new pressure on his high tax policy and for his poor performance in the private sector and mishandling on social programs within the city. Two other higher negative polling shows on his handling of crime, which is at a record time high and his comments on inter-species marriage.”



“Indeed, the longtime mayor had spoken harshly against such unions since humans have started coming to Maretropolis sixteen years ago. It is uncommon practice and there are not many people, ponies or humans, who have been known to get to know one another and develop such relations. However, since that time the union between species has been known by ponies and other races of Equus and some that favor the proposal argue that the humans shouldn’t be any different. The mayor himself even made damning words to a ‘couple’ several years ago by saying, quote, ‘You people have no right to be here and to infringe upon our lives. This is not normal behavior and you will go straight to hell.’ unquote.”



“Yes that did bit him hard in the polls and he received harsh criticism for his remarks, including from the human, David Bronco, who seeks to gain the mayoral seat in next year’s election. He is the first human to run for mayor of Maretropolis and is much favorable by the populace. He claims that he has plans that will help the city get back on its feet and make Maretropolis a city free of crime. That is actually a heat segment that we will be getting to later in the program.”



“Indeed Natalie. For tonight we have other news to speak about. Crime is still at all time high and that is what most people are afraid and talking about the most. But we can’t forget our favorite heroes who work tirelessly to keep our streets safe and worry free. And no I’m not talking about the Backstreet Boys, who have made a resurgence since coming to Equus.”



“Ha ha. That trues. It’s our favorite heroines the Power Ponies. For many years they have kept this city safe from the most violent criminals and the vilest villains. The worst of all is the Mane-iac, who her very actions cause more harm to the citizens of Maretropolis.”



“Indeed she does. She frequently clashes with police and has run rampant for many years, terrorizing the citizens with her dastardly deeds. However, when the Power Ponies began to interfere with her plans she has been deterred at every turn. After so many string of defeats the city became safer because of the Power Ponies. Hopefully when she is finally caught and sentenced that the Era of Mane-iac’s terror will end. However, she is unpredictable and will likely return to wreak havoc upon the cities inhabitants.”



“She was defeated several months ago by the Power Ponies at the warehouse in the downtown district and ever since been in hiding. Though it is a safe reprieve from her savagery and merciless attacks it is a relief to Metropolis's citizens that the Power Ponies are always there and keeping vigilant watch over the city.”



“Speaking of vigilance, Natalie. Did you hear of a new vigilante in the city? Apparently the Power Ponies have created such an impact on the people of Maretropolis that some have begun dress up and began to help out in their own way. Though the MTPD, the Maretropolis Police Department, urged the citizens not to take anything that is dangerous and would refrain from taking matters into their own hands. Though one notable citizen has been taking the news as of late. The Mysterious ‘Mare Do Well’ has been making a name for his or herself and been serving their own brand of justice. Notable gangs have been found and beaten into submission and there has been reports of some deaths because of her actions. She is like a modern Batman, as you call Natalie, but has a killer side to her.”



“That is very true Mint and both the MTPD and the Power Ponies have called for her to come forward and to either submit herself to custody or to keep in touch with the other super heroines. She may try to keep the peace but some don’t have to die necessarily because of her actions.”



“That is so true, Natalie. We’ll take a quick break and in the next segment we will discuss David Bronco and his candidacy for mayor. Plus, later in this evening we’ll discuss the latest trend that has been hitting the streets. Pokemon Future. Is this new app a fun entertainment for millions or will it lead to deadly collisions? Find out after these-



                                                                                                              ***



“Mom, I was watching that.” Dinky Doo said as she looked away from the T.V. Her mother, a gray pegasus with bright yellow eyes, settled the remote down on the table nearby. She was wearing an apron that read ‘Kiss the Cook’ on the front and some of it was covered in smudges.

“I think that is enough T.V. Dinky.” Derpy Whooves said as she continued to cook dinner, “Besides, don’t you have homework to finish?” she asked as she cracked several eggs into a bowl and began to whisk them. Several pots were cooking on the stove and steam vented up into the air. The smell of tomato soup and fresh bread hung in the air. It was going to be a delicious dinner.



“I already finished my homework mom and I’m already ahead in my classes.”



“That’s my little muffin.” Derpy said as she continued to beat the dough again and again, making sure it had the right consistency. “Dinner should be ready in an hour and father will be returning soon so do you think you can help me settle the plates on the table?” she asked as she went to a nearby cupboard to grab a few cooking items. 



Dinky stretched her legs and arms outward, making her joints go to the farthest extent before relaxing back at her sides. She got up and headed toward the kitchen, grabbing the plates from the nearby cupboard and settling them down onto the table.



“This is going to be so exciting Dinky. Father said that we will be having several guests coming over, and even a human will be here. I think he is a student and he might be looking for a host family, to test for a possible program in the city. Can you imagine that sweetie?” Derpy said as she continued to shuffle through the cupboards, apparently not finding what she was looking for.



“Hmm.” Dinky responded, only half listening to what he mother was saying. After several minutes later, and Dinky finished setting the table, Derpy shut the last of the cupboards and had a disappointed look on her face.



“Oh horse feathers. There is no more flour for my muffin dessert.” Derpy said and Dinky turned to her in surprise.



“Mom, you shouldn’t swear.”



“Oh. Sorry muffin.” she said with a small blush. She then looked over at the clock then back at Dinky.



“Dinky. Would you be a dear and go get some some flour from the store?” she asked and Dinky furrowed her brow.



“But mom, why can’t Amethyst Star get it?” she said and Derpy shook her head.



“Your sister already has plans with her friends and she won’t have time to go to the store and back.”



“But mom I don’t want to go, it’s scary when it’s close to the night.” she said and Derpy drew a breath and breathed out a deep sigh.



“Dinky. You only turned twelve several months ago. I know you're young but you're no longer a child. I want you to be a big girl for mommy and do this task. I trust that you can do this.” 



Dinky looked over to the clock, it read 6:10. She then turned to her mother and nodded.



“Okay mom, I can do it.” she said as her mom wrapped her arms around her in a big hug. She always did like that.



“I know you can do it my little muffin.” she said as she reached for the counter and grabbed her wallet, pulling out several bills and hand them to Dinky, the latter placing them on her small coin purse that had Mistress Mare-velous on it, the top opening and closing like her lasso. “Be sure to get the flour and also some milk for tomorrow.” 



Dinky nodded then settled her purse on the side of her belt. She then went to the door and opened it up, only to hear her mother call out once more.



“Remember, go straight to the store and come right back. No stops muffin.” she said as Dinky closed the door behind her. Dinky sighed and made her way toward the store. The neighborhood was nice, several families were out and about, taking little walks or speaking with neighbors. They lived in the small district within the city of Maretropolis, the taller buildings of the city surrounding them on all sides. Police were in and around the areas due to the local gangs and they were frequent on their patrols. Dinky kept moving, her mind settled on getting to the store and back before it got darker. After several minutes of walking she walked onto the streets of Maretropolis, walking casually on the sidewalk at a brisk pace. The streets were largely deserted, most likely turning in for the night and being safe with their families. Dinky kept moving, hoping to reach the store down at the end of the block.



She soon passed a corner and stopped when she almost passed a bulletin board. There was much graffiti and many torn signs, however only one seemed to stand out amongst the rest. She was looking at a poster that had the Power Ponies on the front. Light was behind each of the six ponies and they were looking outward with a determined yet optimistic for the future. Dinky looked at for a moment longer before turning to get to the store. She soon neared a plaza, which was right across from where the store is. She was close and she would get the things she needed and get home, simple as that. She climbed a few steps and entered the plaza and stopped when she heard yelling. 



She saw the plaza was deserted and in the corner of the plaza three ponies, two earth and one pegasus, was beating upon somepony on the ground. She could see one of them holding a baseball bat in his hands and they were all covered in tattoos. Dinky turned to the other end of the plaza, the store was just right there. Taking a deep breath she made her way toward the other side of the plaza, hoping that the others wouldn’t spot her. She was halfway when she heard a voice call out to her.



“Hey you. Were you going girl!” she froze as she heard one of the stallions call her name. Thinking quickly she hesitantly replied.



“Ah… no nowhere.” she said as she turned to meet one of the stallions approach her. He was blue earth pony with a bald head, his tattoos were bones that covered his face and open chest. In his hand he had a large bat. He chuckled as he approached right until he was standing over her.



“Nowhere is right.” he said, revealing his teeth along with a single golden tooth. “C'mere.” he said, wrapping his long arm around her and pulling her closer. Her nose ringed slightly as he smelled of alcohol and sweat. He then escorted her until she stood right in between the two other stallions. He then pointed with his bat at what they were beating on.



“Here. Look at this… thing.” he said and Dinky took it all in. It was a human, cradled in a fetal position. The human had white skin, which was bruised on parts of his arms, and his hair was a light blonde, now dirty and out of place. He had blue eyes and they showed fear from the ponies. “Here. Give it what he deserves.” the goon said, handing over his bat to her then pushing her forward. 



She looked down at the lone human. He looked up at her and he had a perplexed look on his face. Dinky looked at the bat in hand then back at the human.



“I… I don’t want to. I… I got to go.” she said meekly, which only earned laughter from the other gang members. The blue goon then came forward with open arms.



“C’mon… Do it!” he yelled suddenly, pushing her forward even more, “He’s not like us, it’s just a lonely human.” he placed a hand on her shoulder, bring only false assurance to his words as she stared at the hurting human.



The human lowered his head, submitting himself to more brutal beating, but he looked more like he just passed out. Dinky, still hesitant in her heart, shook her head at them.



“I can’t. My mom always taught me that all lives matter.” she said and the blue goon laughed even more.



“Yeah that’s true. But only pony lives matter, not these freaks.” he said and his two buddies agreed with him.



“I got to go. I have to get to the store before it closes or my mom would kill Me.” she said as the blue goon backed away as if this was a joke. She then felt something tug on her belt and her coin purse was snatched.



“Hey.” she cried, watching as a green stallion with a beard was holding her money in his hand.



“Going to be hard without any money, girl.” he said as he tossed it to his friend. She quickly went after it but was only rewarded by them tossing her coin purse to his friend. They did this for several moments, taunting and teasing her as they tossed and played keep away from Dinky. After another tossed she lunged for her coin purse, only to be stopped by one of them, holding her head back with his massive hand while the other held the coin purse high enough away. She struggled for a few more moments before a loud honk came from behind the goons. A big red truck came rolling in and several more goons were inside.



“Hey, c’mon let's go. It’s time!” the driver called out as the three headed toward the truck, knocking Dinky aside as she watched helplessly as they walked away with her money. She ran after them hoping to snatch her purse before they got on. They already jumped in the back of the truck and took off down the street, one of the goons waving goodbye and laughing as he did.



“My money.” she called out, watching the red truck turn down the corner and onto a small street. She stomped her foot on the ground and took off toward an adjacent alley way. She ran as she tried to keep up with the moving truck, hearing the machine make wide turns in the narrow streets. She quickly ran until she jumped on top of a box, and hopped over a fence. She landed a little hard but she was able to recover and keep moving. She kept her pace and saw the truck making another quick turn into an alleyway. The truck soon stopped and the goons began moving about in the adjacent alleyway. Dinky hid behind a broken pallet and watched as they began moving boxes onto the truck. She saw the goon who had her purse, hefting it up and down and smile crept across his face. 



Dinky wanted to get it back, but it would probably be too late.



Realizing that there were too many she quickly moved to the next alleyway, hoping to get out and possibly notify the police. She turned the next corner, pausing only briefly to see if there any signs of any more of the bad guys. The only thing she could see was a few dumpters, empty trash cans, and the few hanging street lights in the alley. Believing everything to be clear she made her way toward the street, only to stop in her tracks by a goon. She screamed as the large goon was standing before her.



Only for the goon to groan and double over, falling face first onto the floor of the alleyway. 



Dinky had her hands up and she stood there, unsure as to what happened or how the goon got knocked out, but it was not by her. Another cry came from the adjacent alleyway and she saw one of the goons get knocked to the floor. He spun onto his stomach and began to crawl away, only for a purple gloved hand to grab his feet and dragging him back into the dark alleyway. The goon cried out as his nails dragged into the dirt and his cries were snuffed when he went into the darkness. At the far end of the alley she saw four more goons loading large crates onto the red truck. They paused when they heard the screaming and Dinky quickly hid behind a pile of crates. One of them pointed a finger down the alley and three of them began to move towards their friend. 



Dinky could only stay still as her heart began to beat fast in her chest.



Several tense moments of uneasy silence passed as the goons made their way toward their friend, a couple of them grabbing nearby pipes while the other two had their bats close. When they were close one of them approached their fallen friend, placing a hand on to his back.



“Hey, you alright?” he asked, his friend rousing in response. The fallen goon got up, placing a hand on his head and groaning.



“C’mon, get up.” his friend said once more, and he began to stir once again. He helped his buddy up and he supported him with his weight, while the other two looked about the alleyway, trying to find whoever caused this.



“Hey man. You alr-” he was interrupted when something flew through the adjacent alleyway and crashed into a nearby power box, shattering the inside and causing the street lights from above to go out. The goons turned to see that there buddy was on the ground, his body bruised and beaten from whatever that attacked him. As the lights flickered in and out Dinky saw somepony in the alleyway. A masked pony in a purple body suit and a wide hat, standing in the alley. 



It was brief, but Dinky definitely saw somepony there. She waited with baited breath at what the goons would do.



The goons continued to look about, all of them looked scared but held their weapons at the ready. The goon that hit the power box was stirring but looked down for the count.



“Show yourself!” one of them called out.



“Come out and fight!” another shouted, ready to swing his bat at the ready. 



A few seconds passed and nothing happened, only the silence of the wind blowing past them. Then Dinky watched as a figure strolled out of the alleyway and stood before them. The goons jumped, ready to fight back, only for one of them to gawk in surprise.



“Whoa, dude. Check out the honkers on this chick.” he said, pointing a finger directly at the masked mare’s chest. The mare looked down at her chest for a brief moment then back at the would-be gang member.



“That your final words? You're really pathetic.” she said, her voice low and mysterious. The goons looked at her in disgust, only for their wounded friend to get up and point directly at her.



“Don’t get close. She’s dangerous.” he explained, only for his friend to laugh and turn to him.



“Or what. Will big melons try and slap me to death?” he said, turning back to the masked mare, only to find her standing in front of him.



“No… beat you to death.” she said and slammed a fist into the stallion's head. He flew and slammed into the adjacent wall as the other goons attacked at once. Each one threw their bat or lead bar at her, only for to block and counter with her fist or feet. She grabbed the first once and smacked his head with her long legs. The goon flew into his friend as the other three went after her. She parried the next few fists and returned a few of her own. Some of the goons flew back or slammed onto the ground and the numbers began to dwindle.



Dinky could only watch in astonishment as she fought and beat down the bad guys. As this was happening she notice the other goons were hurrying to load the last of their crates onto their truck, while their friends continued to be pummeled by the Mare Do well. She watched as two of the goons were taken out and the Mare Do Well grabbed one of them and lifted him up.



“No, no please!” he cried as he was thrown out and crashing into a pile of trash cans, sending the filthy debris all around them. The second to last goon went and swung his bat straight at the mare and she blocked it with the palm of her hand, stopping the stallion in his tracks. She then lifted a leg and kicked his head, sending him flying into the sky. The final stallion grabbed at her back, trying to hold her, but she quickly countered with the butt of her elbow into his face then whirling him around and smacking into the wall. The stallion slid down and was still, while the pony that was in the air came crashing down into a dumpster nearby, landing inside with comedic fashion.



Dinky could not believe her eyes. She defeated them all. She was just on par as the Power Ponies. Whoever this Mare Do Well was, she had the strength of at least ten stallions or more. 



Then the masked mare looked in her direction.



Dinky, stopping in her jubilation, was still as a statue as she moved forward. Her intended target, was a struggling goon as he crawled to get away.



“No please.” he said desperately, trying to crawl inch by desperate inch. The Mare soon came up behind him and placed a foot on the back of the goons head.



“These aren’t you streets,” she seethed, anger dripping from every word she spoke, “anymore!” she slammed her foot down and sickening crunch came on the back of the goons head. Dinky screamed and fell from her hiding spot. The mare looked up and saw her crawl backwards, trying to get away from her.



“No… no please don’t hurt me.” Dinky said, fear gripping her as the mare had her foot on the back of the stallion's neck. The mare lifted a hand to her, almost trying to say something. A honk from the truck broke her concentration and she turned to see several of the goons getting inside, including a couple that she thought she knocked out.



“Let's get out of here!” the goon in the truck yelled as he started the truck and the Mare Do Well turned to face them.



“You won’t escape me that easily!” she called out and began running after them. Dinky remained where she was, stunned by the still goon before her and the charging vigilante. She then notice one of the goons began to lift something and pulled something off it.



“Eat this!” he called and threw it in a wide arc, not aiming at the masked mare. The object landed and began to roll closer to Dinky. When it was close enough Dinky’s eyes widened in horror as she realized that it was a grenade. The goons on the truck began to wheel out and Dinky cried out, helplessly crawling back as the grenade neared her. A small red dot was blinking at a rapid pace and it suddenly made a loud beep noise. Dinky cried out and felt something grab her.



The grenade exploded, sending fire and smoke into the air and shrapnel hitting the walls of the alley. Dinky felt her body slid on the ground, her arms held close to her body. For a moment she remained like that, hardly moving, barely breathing. She opened an eye and all she saw was purple. She felt fingers pressed on her head and though her hair, gently holding her from the ground. Her head rested above the mare’s chest, which true to the goon’s words were big. 



The masked Mare Do Well had saved her life.



She then felt the mare shift in place, still holding her close as she moved to a sitting position. The mare soon parted and Dinky looked up to see the mare looking at her. The mare then stood up slowly, grabbing her side as she did. Dinky scooted a little bit back, unsure how to respond to her. The mare grunted as she lifted a hand from her side, revealing a deep purple skin underneath her costume, it almost looked violent in the light but she was not sure. The mare grunted again as she placed her hand back onto her wound and she looked back down the alley, which was covered in thick smoke. Dinky looked to the side for a moment before looking back at the mare.



“You… you saved me.” she paused, unsure what else to say, “Why?”



The mare turned back to her and she flinched slightly as she stared at her. She couldn’t tell what emotion she was expressing but underneath that mask she was giving her a serious look. After a moment of uneasy silence the mare looked to the side once again.



“I don’t want to see any children hurt again.” she said, almost speaking to herself. Before Dinky could reply the mare looked at her once again. “Run home kid. It’s not safe here.” she then tossed something towards her and she gasped as the object landed in her lap. Dinky’s eyes widened as she looked at her coin purse. The picture of Mistress Mare-velous was staring at her and Dinky looked up at the mare before her. She couldn’t tell but she imagine there was a smile underneath that mask. The mare then turned and headed toward the smoke. Before she reached it Dinky stood up and called out to her.



“Your one of those heroes. Aren't you?” she asked, making the masked mare to stop in her tracks. As she stopped Dinky notice the holes in her cape and saw the small scratches on her back, she thought she could see the wounds were still smoking. The mare turned her head to the side, staying there for a second before turning back to the smoke.



“I never was.” she replied, entering the smoke and disappearing all together. All the while Dinky continued to have a smile on her face.



“I think you are.”



                                                                                                                     ***



About thirty minutes later Dinky was already rushing home with a sack of flour and a gallon of milk, pushing her legs as far as they could go. As she moved she had noticed an increase of cops in the area, most likely discovering the battle in the alleyway. She ignored them and kept moving, kept pushing until she was home. As she went she passed by the bulletin board that had the Power Ponies on the front. 



She stopped for a second and tore the page from the wall and took it with her.



After reaching neighborhood she soon returned to her home and opened the door, where she was greeted by her frightened mother and father.



“Oh my muffin. I heard there was an explosion nearby and I hope that you were safe.” she said desperately as she hugged her. Her father, a brown earth pony stallion and wearing a white suit and green tie, also held her close.



“I hope that you alright dear. I was worried sick my dear.” he said as he held her close. Dinky only gave a small smile and clutched tightly to her poster in hand.



“I have such a story to tell you Mom. You would not believe what happened tonight.”



As the excited filly began to explain to her parents of what had transpired she did not see a figure watching from high above, the full moon shining right over her. The Masked Mare Do Well only looked on as the young girl told her parents what had happened and soon took the conversation into the home. The mare didn’t move from her position only staring out into the expanse of the city. She has been all around the city and always done things her way. She had it all and the city was hers.



Tonight though, was different.



"I think you are." The girl had said a while ago. It was the last thing the girl said before she took to the rooftops. She looked down at her hands, and saw that they were shaking and she knew the only reason why. She was afraid of becoming one and not be accepted. She knew she could never be one and be welcomed. 



She can never become one of them. 



The mare removed her wide hat to the side and took her mask off. The fabric came off her face, letting loose large green hair, and coming down until it rested right behind her back. She opened her eyes, revealing a green irises on the outer edge of her eye and a red iris in the center. She had tears streaming down her face, letting them let them fall down to the city streets below.



“I’m sorry little girl. I can never be one.” the Mane-iac said as she stood up from her perch and began to walk away, her mane taking her across the rooftops of the city of Maretropolis.
      

      
   
      Writer's Sin


      

      
      
             “And they all lived happily ever after.” His requested oral reading completed, Celestia’s butler closed his book and looked up, expecting to see her Highness in better spirits than when he began. He was met with disappointment when he saw her lingering somewhere between troubled and meditative. “My lady, was the book not to your liking?”



    Celestia’s expression improved briefly as she felt herself yanked back to reality. “The choice of book was fine, but the moral of the story seemed a bit… familiar.”



    “Tis true, your Highness, the lesson seemed a bit overstressed at times, even coming across a bit cliché, dare I say it. Though, it leaves one wondering—”



    “I was actually referring to the words themselves.”



    A look of confusion appeared on the butler’s face. “Your Highness?”



    “The phrasing of the words seemed a bit like…”



    “A bit like what, Princess?”



    No. It couldn’t be. She would never. But if she did… Celestia sat up on her throne. “I have one more request for you, Silk Tux,” she said as she levitated the book towards herself.



    “Your wish is my command,” he said with a bow.



    “Bring me Princess Twilight Sparkle’s friendship reports.”



    “At once, My Lady,” he said as he turned to trot out of the room. A moment later, he returned, carrying a large number of neatly-stacked scrolls in his magic. Celestia’s demeanor had regained its former appearance, though she seemed to be somewhat consoled at the reappearance of Silk Tux. “Here they are. The friendship reports of Princess Twilight Sparkle, as requested.”



    Celestia thanked her butler and began reading the first line or so of each report before separating them into a second stack. She finally settled on a single report and laid the rest on the ground. She then opened the book to the second-to-last page and began glancing back and forth between the book and the friendship report. Silk Tux watched a look of disappointment mingled with denial take hold of Celestia’s face as she shook her head. A second later, she flipped to a page at the front of the book and began scrutinizing it, apparently looking for something specific. When she found what she was looking for, her eyes widened and her jaw dropped, as if gasping inaudibly. She whispered to herself a single word: “No.”



    Finally, Silk Tux could take it no longer. “What is the matter, your Majesty?”



    Celestia slowly looked up, but did not make eye contact. After a brief pause, she slowly began. “My dearest pupil, Twilight Sparkle, has plagiarized one of her friendship reports.”








    “….” Spike said.



    “Uh huh,” came Twilight’s reply. She flipped another page in her book.



    “…………”



    “Right.”              



    “……?”



    “Yes.”



    A purple dragon claw appeared at the top of the book’s spine. The book slowly lowered to reveal the face of a mildly frustrated baby dragon. “You didn’t hear a word of that, did you?”



    “Oops. Sorry, Spike. I guess not,” Twilight replied sheepishly.



    “Princess Celestia sent you a letter this morning. She even put in in an envelope and sealed it with her royal seal.”



    Twilight knew what that meant: the letter was for her eyes only. “So, it must be pretty important then,” she said, laying her book aside.



     “I guess,” Spike replied as he passed the letter into Twilight’s magic. The Princess shined a magenta light on the envelope, revealing previously hidden words within the sun-shaped seal which read, In Nomine Celestia.



     “Well, it’s definitely the official seal of Princess Celestia.” She opened a desk drawer and produced a letter opener, with which she opened the envelope. She removed the letter, unfolded it and began reading. Spike watched as her eyes moved along the lines, making steady progress down the page. The farther she read, the more nervous she became. Without warning, a horrified look took hold of her face and she released the envelope, her shrunken pupils fixated on the page before her. The envelope floated down to the ground, landing a half foot in front of Spike.



     “What is it? What does it say?” asked Spike.



     Twilight muttered to herself as her eyes raced through the letter. “……. tomorrow? Oh, no no no no no no!” She dropped the letter and began frantically looking around the room, all while biting her lip and doing a sort of nervous dance.



     “Twilight, what’s wrong?”



     “What’s wrong?! Everything’s wrong!” she shouted. She began spurting words a mile a minute. “Princess Celestia found out I plagiarized one of my friendship reports and she’s summoned me to Canterlot! She’s gonna punish me like I’ve never been punished before! She’s going to take away my tiara and my title as Princess of Friendship and my wings and my castle—I won’t have anywhere to live! I’m going to have to live on the streets! But not the streets of Ponyville because everypony here is bound to find out; and I don’t dare set hoof in Canterlot—”



     “Twilight, breathe!” Spike interjected. The alicorn drew several short breaths before resuming her spiel. 



     “I mean, Princess Celestia herself lives in Canterlot! I’ll have to live out the rest of my life in self-exile some place far, far away just to try and cope with the shame of being named a plagiarizer! And that’s assuming Celestia doesn’t banish me herself! Or worse!” She turned her full attention to Spike. “What if she sends me back to kindergarten to learn how to write all over again? Not even magic kindergarten, but actual kindergarten!”



     “Aw, enough with the kindergarten already, Twilight! Get ahold of yourself!” Spike said. “It’s not as bad as you’re making it out to be. You’ve got to take action!”



     Upon hearing Spike’s advice, Twilight was struck with an epiphany. “You’re right, Spike. I have to act rationally. And right now, there’s only one rational thing to do. If anypony needs me, I’ll be right over there in the corner, curled up in the fetal position, cuddling my blankie and sucking my hoof.”



     Spike slapped a claw over his face. He allowed his claw to slide down his face and his eyes to reopen, only to see Twilight levitate a rug to use as her “blankie” and do exactly as she said. Spike sighed and crossed the room. “C’mon, Twilight. All you did was play—playjuh—whatever’ed one of your friendship reports.”



     Twilight removed her hoof from her mouth, producing an audible pop. “Plagiarized! Spike, do you even know what that means?”



     Spike scratched his head. “Actually, no.”



     Twilight was in Spike’s face a moment later. “Stealing! Theft! Taking somepony else’s words and claiming them as your own! As a writer, it’s the one thing you’re never, ever, ever supposed to do! And I did it! Since my friendship reports led me to becoming the Princess of Friendship, I can only imagine the consequences will be loss of my title and wings! And it wasn’t just one friendship report, either! Celestia only found one! I must have plagiarized at least five!” When she had finished speaking, she whimpered, returned to the fetal position, and began petting the rug.



     Spike’s expression dropped. “Oh. Well, in that case, you might actually have a good reason to worry about getting punished.”








    Twilight looked out the train car’s window, watching the countryside flash past her field of vision as the train hurtled them towards Canterlot. She walked to the back of the sparsely-populated train car once more and looked out that window. A moment later, she focused on her reflection in the glass and straightened her tiara for the hundredth time before beginning the trek to the front of the car again.



     “Hey, Twi, could you please quit pacing? You’re making me nervous,” said Spike as she passed him. Twilight sat down next to her dragon and elicited a sound that was half sigh and half whimper.



     “I’m sorry, Spike. It’s just—well, I’m so stressed—I can’t even—”



     Spike put a claw on Twilight’s right foreleg. “Remember that trick Princess Cadance taught you?” Twilight nodded. She drew a deep breath, closed her eyes, and extended her right foreleg into the air. She retracted her foreleg to her chest while simultaneously exhaling. With her eyes still closed, she extended her leg again.



     Without warning, her mind’s eye was filled with a vision of a shining white alicorn standing upon a towering throne. She stared down her muzzle at Twilight, appearing both regal and very dissatisfied with her actions. “Twilight Sparkle,” her Royal Canterlot voice boomed. “I am most disappointed in you. You were my most trusted student; now you have committed the highest offence any writer can commit: plagiarism. As such, I hereby revoke all privileges you possess regarding your status as my student and as the Princess of Friendship.” With that, Twilight was lifted into the air, and her tiara flew across the room by Celestia’s magic. Her former mentor’s eyes glowed white and the golden tiara studded with purple gems disintegrated into a pile of black dust. Golden magic surrounded and forcefully unfurled her lavender wings, and she soon felt a vague sense of pressure as if her wings were being pulled in opposite directions. She glanced in both directions and confirmed what her senses were telling her. When her pleading eyes returned to Celestia, she was met only with a cold, almost hateful glower. Twilight shouted in fear and fell, as it were, into the real world, where she collapsed onto the floor of the train car.



     “Twilight, what happened?” asked Spike. “Are you ok?”



     Twilight ignored the question and instead began sobbing as she lay there on the floor. “What am I going to do, Spike?” she asked in a defeated tone.



     Spike offered no answer other than hopping down from the bench and hugging Twilight’s neck, a gesture the alicorn readily returned.








    Twilight paced back and forth in one of the palace hallways, glancing occasionally at the door to Celestia’s throne room. Honestly, she wasn’t sure what was worse, getting the actual punishment, or experiencing the dread and suspense of waiting for it. After a half hour of pacing, she looked up at a clock at the end of the hall to see that only five minutes had elapsed. She had just resumed her pacing when the door behind her opened, startling the already on-edge Princess. A guard poked his head out and declared flatly, “Princess Celestia will see you now.”



     Twilight’s heart jumped up into her throat, and her stomach nearly went with it. Her entire body felt cold and clammy. She tried to begin walking, but her body protested.



     You know what’s going to happen. You’ll never forgive yourself for this. Nopony will blame you for running away now. Pull a “Sunset Shimmer,” her intellect told her.



     What will everypony think of you? asked her emotions. You’ll be the laughing stock of Equestria! Just run away!



     With pure willpower, Twilight forced her mind and body into submission and began the walk of shame down the carpeted aisle of Celestia’s throne room. Each step, each movement of each step, was a battle to keep herself moving forward. She fought through the dread that pulled her backwards with the force of a team of earth ponies pulling the train to Appleoosa. Lift right front hoof. Lift left rear hoof. Move both hooves. Lower right front hoof. Lower left rear hoof and lift left front hoof. Lift right rear hoof. Move both hooves. Lower left front hoof. Lower right rear hoof and raise right front hoof.



     Twilight kept her eyes on the segment of carpet directly in front of her, for she knew that Celestia—no, Princess Celestia; best to address her by her title from now on—was at the end of the room, watching her as she tediously and laboriously trudged onward towards the throne. She glanced sideways at the stained-glass windows from time to time to get her bearings and judge how far she had ventured into the throne room, but she didn’t dare look up.



     Once she reached the foot of the throne, she came to a halt, closed her eyes, and braced herself for the worst. “Princess Twilight Sparkle,” Celestia called out.



     “Y—” The word caught in Twilight’s throat. “Yes?” she finally eked out.



     “I’m quite sure you know exactly why I have summoned you here. I need to know, Twilight, did you or did you not plagiarize one of your friendship reports?”



     Twilight’s ears instinctively pointed backwards as she lifted her head and gazed upon Princess Celestia with tear-filled eyes. She answered her teacher—her former teacher—with a quaking voice. “I—I’m sorry, Princess Celestia. I—I did.” If Twilight could have been given a choice between being stabbed with a dagger or seeing that look of disappointment appear on Celestia’s face, she would have chosen the dagger; the knife would have hurt far less. She abruptly bowed her head low as the tears begin to flow. In doing so, her tiara slipped from her head, clanging unceremoniously onto the ground. She glanced at it briefly, before symbolically deciding to leave it where it had fallen.



     “I don’t believe I need to remind you how serious a breach of professionalism an act of plagiarism is, Twilight. There will be serious repercussions as a result of your actions.” Twilight heard Celestia’s wings ruffle. She imagined the same Celestia as from her vision; a regal, towering figure who stood as ready to pass judgment on her as a lion ready to pounce on a mouse. Rounding out the analogy, she felt every bit as helpless as the mouse. “Effective immediately, you shall forfeit your tiara, your title as Princess of Friendship, and your right to rule Equestria and Ponyville.”



     Twilight’s cries began anew, this time audibly. She fought a losing battle to keep herself composed, biting her lip to stifle her whimpers. She watched through blurred vision as her tears landed on the carpet. She heard the sound of Princess Celestia’s hoofsteps as she descended her throne, and out of her peripheral vision she watched a golden aura engulf her old tiara and remove it from her line of sight. She glanced up just in time to see Celestia raise a hoof towards her.








     In truth, Celestia hated acting as disciplinarian to her beloved pupil. It broke her heart to see Twilight sobbing at the foot of her throne, even more than it broke her heart to confirm that she had, in fact, plagiarized one of her friendship reports. She walked towards her pupil and extended a hoof to embrace Twilight. Just as she was about to initiate the embrace, Twilight looked up and—flinched away? Did her own dear pupil really think that the punishment for plagiarism would be physical abuse? Celestia recoiled at the sight of her cowering pupil as the final vestiges of her resolve melted away.



     “My dear Twilight Sparkle,” she said, fighting back tears of her own as she enveloped Twilight in a golden aura. “I love you like the daughter I never had. Why do you think I would raise a hoof to strike out at you?”



     “Because—” she sniffled. “Because I don’t deserve to be an alicorn and I don’t deserve a castle and I’ll never be your student again! You’re going to take away my wings and my castle and my friends, and you’re going to exile me some place far away! Or worse!”



     Celestia pulled Twilight into a tight embrace and let her cry on her shoulder. She gently stroked the back of Twilight’s neck and waited for her crying to subside. At length, she placed Twilight back on her own hooves. Once she had composed herself, Twilight began. “Princess Celestia, before you send me away, I want to thank you for this wonderful opportunity you’ve given—”



     “My dear pupil,” Celestia said with a chuckle. “What makes you so sure that I am going to banish you?”



     A look of confusion crossed Twilight’s face. “You mean—you mean you aren’t going to banish me?” Celestia shook her head. “Well, then where will I live?”



     “Princess or not, the Tree of Harmony gave that castle to you. It is your home, Twilight, and I would not take it from you.”



     Twilight furled her wings, giving them one last sorrowful glance. “Is it going to hurt when you take away my wings?” she nervously asked.



     “You will keep your alicorn wings as a sign of my mercy, just as you lost your tiara and title as a sign of my justice and judgement.”



     Twilight turned her gaze to the tiara still floating in Celestia’s magic. “So, who’s going to be Princess of Friendship now?”



     “That I do not know,” Celestia replied as she looked thoughtfully at her student’s former tiara. “In time a new candidate may reveal herself, or perhaps himself. And maybe, just maybe, it will one day return from where it came,” she said with a wink. Twilight’s face was graced with the first genuine smile it had worn in the past two days, though it was soon replaced with a renewed expression of confusion.



     “But, I failed at being your pupil. Surely I can’t be the Princess of Friendship again if I can’t even be the student of a Princess.”



     “Know this, Twilight, that you are still my most faithful student, and that I am reinstating your friendship report assignment. You may have faltered in your actions, but I saw how heavily your heart weighed on you, and how much you value my forgiveness. However,” she paused a moment and donned an expression indicative of the highest degree of seriousness. “Should I catch you plagiarizing again…”



     “I swear, Princess Celestia, I will never plagiarize another friendship report ever again. I’ve learned my lesson.”



     “Really?” the Princess replied with a gentle smile. “And tell me, what lesson have you learned?”



     “Everypony makes mistakes. Sometimes, those mistakes have life-altering consequences. I’ve learned through my own mistakes the value of maintaining my professional integrity. But even more important, I’ve learned that having a faithful mentor in my life is invaluable, and that it’s never too late to ask for forgiveness and start down the right path again. There are going to be consequences, but there is also hope.”



     Celestia spread her right wing and turned towards Twilight Sparkle, indicating a wing hug, which her restored pupil readily accepted. “I look forward to reading more of your friendship reports in the future, Twilight Sparkle.”



     “And I can’t wait to get back on the right track,” replied Twilight.
      

      
   
      A Soul Falls From Grace


      

      
      
         When you hold the hopes and the future of a nation in your hooves, that can seem like all you are in the eyes of others, none have known that fact better than the Elements of Harmony, but what happens to the world when such a power is gone? 



A sudden accident and the hope of a nation is crushed, 6 lives lost in a matter of moments. None could have predicted it and none could have stopped it. Even Celestia in her infinite wisdom was unable to prevent the loss of the greatest defence our world held against the forces of darkness.



This is the world we find ourselves in, a world suffering a loss of hope, a world that looks for someone to protect them and the ones who remain have searched out hope in any and all kinds available. 



There were many who would search for it in other ponies, individuals with the strength, power or wisdom to guide them through their loss and suffering. Be they silver-tongued or honourable, good or evil, it didn’t matter. The weak and needy flocked to the powerful and the devious began to take advantage of any they could.



Not even Celestia’s guidance could protect her ponies from their depression and her control waned day by day as other rose in power. Certainly not by magical or physical power as there were none other than Luna who could truly compare, but with the loss of her champions her subjects faith in her rule had faded. Respect for her position was lessening and even with the added support of her sister Celestia was no longer the all powerful monarch she once was.



In all of this we find a young unicorn mare, barely out of her filly years. Still a bright and optimistic mind capable of seeing the good in other ponies and a future of happiness even as the world she grew up in crumbled around her.








Sanguine Soul was well known by her friends and family as a joyful mare, her bright silver coat and crimson mane would reflect what little light would reach the dark town of Hollow Shades. Like her cutie mark showed, a bright red heart with a wide smile in the center, her very presence was enough to light up the lives of those around her. Even when news of the fall of the Elements reached the town her smile never faltered, for she felt deeply that everything would be alright.



Skipping through the town she kept up the spirits of her fellow townsfolk and it felt like nothing could ever change that, for she was their light. A guiding spirit that kept the hopes of a community in her smile, but the corruption could not be kept at bay forever.



And so the day came where her resolve would be tested, where everything around her fell.



Just like every other day the sun barely shone through the cloud cover that covered the small town, ever present shadows giving the residences and residents a depressing visage as it always had. A light shower further giving the impression of a place of deep sadness as houses, the ground and ponies were covered in a thin layer of damp.



Everything would have seemed like a normal day were it not for a distant deep beating noise travelling through the air though there was nopony outside to hear it. As the morning stretched on the sound slowly grew louder and the ponies started to notice it, peaking their heads out windows and doors searching for the sound that was growing steadily. Soon enough it had grown so loud that it seemed as if the air was vibrating with the noise, like the air itself was a great beating heart.



That was when it happened, the slow steady beat suddenly sped up into 4 rapid booms, a powerful drum roll before a veritable army of ponies rushed into the village. Screams spread quickly throughout Hollow Shades as one after another ponies were cut down by the raiders. Mothers and fathers slaughtered in front of their children before they were killed next. The faster and stronger ponies dealt with quickly so the more vulnerable children and elders could be taken down with ease.



Not far away Sanguine Soul heard the attack begin, her morning fun of galloping through the thick trees surrounding the village coming to a sudden halt as her breath caught in her lungs and sweat broke out over her entire body. Screams broke through her mind, so unknown to her were they in her ever optimistic mind that she couldn’t understand what they could possible mean and she froze, unable to comprehend what could be causing such a terrible sound. 



For an unknown time she just stood there, denial overriding her senses, trying to protect her from whatever was causing those noises.



Minutes, maybe hours passed before she was able to return to her senses. Sudden clarity entering her mind, allowing her to move and think, the panic rose in her chest as she galloped powerfully back to her village where she found a sight that she couldn’t begin to comprehend. 



Blood splattered everywhere, corpses piled up in the centre of town burning even in the ever present rain, the muddy roads turned into a copper slush as the blood of an entire village seeped into the wet dirt and the heads of every pony she had ever known thrust upon the spiked fence that surrounded town hall.



Something inside Sanguine splintered in that moment, the moment her entire world was taken away from her. Never had she believed that such evil could exist, that anypony was capable of such acts of depravity and so her mind fractured. The trauma breaking her mind into hundreds of shards.



Voices inside her mind started to raise a chorus, most screaming in the shock of coming into being, others laughing from having the opportunity to have a chance to speak, dark parts of her mind reveling in their creation or release. 



A war had begun to be waged within the mind of the unicorn mare. Good vs Evil, Light vs Dark, the voices, aspects of her mind fought each other for control. Most falling quickly and easily as more powerful parts of herself tore them down, strengthening themselves with the power of her enemies, until only two remained. Sanguine's Goodwill that survived by not fighting, others falling as they couldn’t bear to confront such powerful virtue and Vengeance, the evil force demanding to tear those who destroyed everything she held dear limb from limb.



The two powers within her were so balanced that neither could strike against the other, Goodwill and Vengeance in perfect harmony. The calm voice of Goodwill asking Vengeance to stand down and the rage filled screams of Vengeance demanding power.



“Vengeance, we are perfectly matched. There is naught you can do to make me submit,” Goodwill peaceably intoned.



”You will back down Goodwill! We must become Death and slaughter all that came here!” Vengeance responded in a guttural scream.



”Pain only begets more pain, while I believe that those who committed this act of cruelty deserve to be punished, if we act as they do we will only become as evil as those who have sundered this land.”



”Then we will be evil, they must pay for the blood that has been spilled!”



”STOP!” cried the voice of Sanguine, her personality finally reasserting itself as Goodwill and Vengeance continued to argue.



”I don’t know why you two are in my head, I’m so confused about what's happening but all I know is that I have just lost everything in my life and I can’t handle all of this fighting.”



”Apologies Madame Sanguine, it would appear that when your mind broke down it was separated into many pieces. Those affected by the darkness you have witnessed and those that still hold true to who you are. In removing most of those pieces it appears that most of your mind has returned to you, though the most powerful parts have created us. I as a creation of your joy and Goodwill to others and the other, Vengeance, the ultimate image of your desire to destroy those who have destroyed your way of life,” explained Goodwill.



As they conversed Sanguine with her eyes to the ground walked slowly to the edge of her village, not willing to see again the sights which had scarred her innocent mind so powerfully so as to fracture it.



Reaching the edge of the forest she attempted the block out the voices still arguing within her mind as she collapsed, tears streaking down from her eyes hidden within the fur already matted from the constant rainfall and dropping onto the muddy ground as she tried to forget everything that happened, but it had and there is no escaping it. Life as she knew it was over, her indomitable positive light had been broken, fractured like her mind and there was nothing she could do to bring it back. 



In the relative shelter of a tree she lay there crying and shaking, curled into a ball in the mud she slowly drifted off, her mind turning to the safety of sleep.








”Please! Please don’t hurt me! I’ll tell you anything you want!,” screamed a voice waking Sanguine suddenly. 



She was no longer in the forest, in fact she had no idea where she was. All she knew was that she was held an unfamiliar pegasus stallion in her magical field,blood and rain matted his dark green coat and blue multi-hued mane, his limbs splayed at unnatural angles with a white shard of bone sticking out of one. Disgusted at the horrible sight before her she tried to talk, to find out what was happening but no words came out. She couldn’t even open her mouth under her own power.



”Tell me where your leader is,” growled a voice that surprisingly came from her own mouth but in a voice that was like hers, but unlike at the same time.



”I can’t tell you, if I do my boss will kill me!” squeaked the stallion, pain obvious in his voice.



”If you don’t you will find there are much worse fates than death, you think that you’re in pain now? Just wait until I’ve finished with you. You will have wished that I had ended you right now,” the voice growled again out of Sanguine’s mouth.



Sanguine tried to fight to wrest control back to her body but Vengeance was too strong, its hate, its desire to cause pain and to find the raiders was just too strong. No matter what she just couldn’t take back control of her body.



”Ok! Just don’t hurt me anymore! My boss operates out of a large farm on the western edge of Fillydelphia, just travel east from here and you will find it,” the stallion answered while pointing off into the distance. 



”Good, that’s all I needed,” cooed the dark voice out of her mouth because the magical aura moved only to the neck and head of the pegasus. 



A rough force blasted out of her horn as it twisted the head of the stallion, swiftly snapping its neck. Control immediately came back to Sanguine and she jumped back before vomiting into the dirt in front of her. Disgust flooded her mind and body with the acts she was forced to commit and she continued to empty her stomach onto the ground.



She gasped, breath returning to her body after expelling the contents of her stomach before she could scream. A wail so powerful that it seemed the weather around her could hear it as the clouds themselves parted above her head and magic poured from her horn. So lost in pain she didn’t notice her body lifting and her magic surging. Everything around the silver unicorn began to burn, a perfect circle of powerful magic destroyed all that surrounded her before the magic fizzled out, exhausting her and dropping her once again into a deep sleep.








Sanguine Soul slowly stirred from her slumber, her mind gradually recollected the memories of what happened before her sudden sleep when they suddenly came back with force. Her mind and body reeled at the things she was forced to do.



”I disagree with the method you used Vengeance, doing such evil to complete these goals is unnecessary and a waste of precious life. Even if that life is one of darkness,” spoke a gentle and calm voice from Sanguine’s mouth, noticeably quieter than earlier.



”I do what I want to make them pay, I am Vengeance,” said Vengeance with a loud growl.



”Please don’t make me do that again,” whimpered Sanguine hoarsely, as if she hadn’t drank in a week.



”Madame Sanguine, we require water or else we will not survive after your unfortunate expulsion earlier and although I dislike to head in the direction Vengeance wishes to, Fillydelphia would be the best place to go,” Goodwill advised.



Agreeing and not wishing to speak to the others in her mind Sanguine headed off in the direction she believed to be towards Fillydelphia, stopping only to drink water at a nearby stream and eating some wild flowers growing by its banks to fill her stomach.







For hours she walked, not willing to stop even as exhaustion wore at her muscles until she could move no longer, she collapsed into the grass and slept. 



When she woke again night had fallen and she continued, never stopping except to drink and eat when she found water or anything that looked safe and edible. For days she marched on hoping that she would see the city in the distance. As she marched she could feel her anger grow and what little optimism she had left weaken. The voice of Goodwill got quieter and quieter while Vengeance would veritably scream within her mind.



Sanguine forgot how long she had been walking when she finally saw the city as she crested the top of a large hill. Vengeance screamed in dark excitement and Goodwill’s once strong voice whimpered in the recesses of her mind.



She could see a farm not far from her and moved towards it, taking care not to be spotted in case her enemy had ponies watching for intruders. A large barn rose in the centre of the property, a pair of unicorns with axes and light armour guarded the entrance. This was where she needed to go, this was where she would find the one responsible for her suffering and she would end it.



Being not quite a fully grown mare allowed Sanguine to use her smaller frame to her advantage, sneaking through the farms wilting fields closer to the barn until she was only metres away. The door guards were still unaware of her presence so she quickly darted out of the fields cover and against the side of the barn. Sneaking forward, hoof by silent hoof she needed to plan how to get past them.



”I can get you inside,” whispered Vengeance in her head. ”All you have to do is let me take control.”



”I don’t trust you,” she whispered back, her voice had taken on a gravelly tone.



”Who cares, if you let me your family will get justice for their deaths. Isn’t that what you what little Sanguine?”



”Yes, but what will you do to them?” 



”I’ll just teach them a little respect, they won’t hurt anyponies family ever again.”



”O-Ok, you can do it,” Sanguine acquiesced, her voice suddenly getting more guttural as she spoke the words.



”Hehehe”



Vengeance stalked forward, stopping as she reached the corner and peaked around spotting the guards still covering the barns entrance. Using her magic she levitated the guard axes, raising them above their heads before dropping them forcefully, beheading each of the guards at the same moment. They didn’t even have a chance to make a sound before their heads fell to the ground rolling away before the bodies followed, dropping sideways, never to get up again.



Slamming the doors open Vengeance galloped into the barn, dual axes levitated around her. Looking around she realised why Sanguine was able to sneak up to the barn so easily, the barn was full of ponies, many of which were armed and all were wearing some form of armor from thick cloth jackets to full metal barding.



”Who the bucking hell are you to enter my domain?” Called out a voice from ahead.



Looking up Vengeance saw a brown coated, black maned earth pony stallion wearing a jewel encrusted peytral and crown glinting in the light with an air of superiority about him.



”Are you the leader of these losers?” Growled Vengeance.



Angry murmurs started to raise from the ponies around Vengeance but the Earth Pony leader quiets them with a raised hoof.



”These are my faithful subjects whelp and you would do best to respect the new Prince of Equestria.”



”Prince? Don’t make me laugh, you’re just a pathetic mud pony. But thank you for telling me you're the one in charge. I am Vengeance, I am Death, I am the destroyer of lives and you will bow down to me!” she shouted before galloping forward.



The ‘Prince’ screamed in pure rage and lunged forward, picking up a sword from a unicorn he passed in his mouth before swinging it horizontally towards Vengeance. Using the handle of an axe Vengeance deflected the blade before swinging the other at the Earth Pony. Jumping back the ‘Prince’ dodged the heavy weapon. 



Before Vengeance could attack again the ‘Prince’s’ forces attempted to swarm her. Lost in the fires of rage Vengeance stole as many weapons as she could in her levitation and attacked with lethal precision, each swing fatally injuring a pony or wounding them so they couldn’t get close enough to attack. Before long, with breath coming heavily, Vengeance stood in a circle of dead and wounded ponies. 



”You dare come into my house and kill my men?” screamed the ‘Prince’ again as he resumed his attack. ”I’ll show you what I do to scum who enter my world and disrespect my rule.”



The sword from before swung toward Vengeance in the same attack she had already stopped. Using her axe she caught the swords blade and dragged it down, the blade of the axe forcing it out of the earth ponies mouth.



”Today you stare upon the face of Death,” whispered Vengeance as she funnelled magic through her horn. 



A bright red beam of magic blasted the false Prince into the back wall of the barn burning through his body as it held him there, flames spreading across his body as first his fur burned off before burrowing deeper until there was naught but charred bones that dropped down onto the dirt floor of the barn.



A malicious smile adorned the face of the silver unicorn as she viewed the bloody carnage that surrounded her before she collapsed. 



Struggling to stand Sanguine looked down at her hooves before she took a look around the barn, indiscriminate slaughter was all she could see and the blood that dripped from her coat slowly drying all she could feel.



”What have I become?”
      

      
   
      The Empty Throne


      

      
      
         Luna’s throne sat alone and empty in the council room. Less than a day had passed since Luna’s exile, yet the council had insisted that it be moved from the table and put in storage after the meeting.  Its continued presence would only evoke the painful memories of their once-great Princess’ fall from grace. The horrid memories of Nightmare Moon.  But for the now, the throne sat facing the wall behind the council, so they didn’t have to look at it. 



Celestia couldn’t take her eyes off it. Faint specks of Luna’s magical aura still glistened gently around the opulent armrests, midnight blue feathers still nestled in the seat, and Celestia was certain trace scents of her sister’s perfume still wafted in the air around it. Precious little things Celestia couldn’t bear to forget. 



A voice from the council murmured something, but Celestia couldn’t make it out. Celestia did her best to concentrate on the meeting's proceedings, but her mind remained focused on Luna. The room seemed to empty and lifeless without her. The intricately carved stone walls bore only the drab grey of a prison without the colorful navy hue of Luna's incense burning. 



Already, Celestia knew she was forgetting those types of tiny intangibles about her sister: the touch of her skin, the sound of her laughter, the clean scent of her fresh incense burning. How long would it be before she forgot what her sister was like entirely? 



“Your Majesty!” 



The sudden shift in volume snapped Celestia back to reality. She tore her gaze from Luna’s throne to the source of the voice. 



“Yes, Posh Pin?” Celestia asked, a small amount of irritation creeping into her tone instinctually. 



The graying stallion shrank back a bit at the harshness in her voice. Hostility from the her was not something he was accustomed to. Internally, she chided herself for being so curt with her chief advisor.  



“I beg your pardon, Your Majesty. I do not wish to disturb your thoughts, but the council would like to hear your opinion,” Posh Pin replied. 



Outwardly, he appeared the same old Posh Pin that had advised Celestia for decades, but Celestia could tell there was a storm brewing. Celestia looked over the council, who were all staring at her nervously. May Meadow, her agricultural adviser, seemed particularly anxious today. Not a good sign.



“On what?”



Posh Pin took a deep breath to prepare himself mentally. “On how Equestria shall be ruled without Princess Luna.” 



Celestia sighed. “Have we not discussed this enough, Posh Pin? I’ve already said I will assume my sister’s responsibilities for moving the moon.” 



The council members shot concerned glanced across the table to one another. Vapor Trail, her war adviser, began grinding his teeth. Pretty Penny, the economic adviser, looked up for calculating her figures, alarmed. 



"Your Majesty, there are other issues to be discussed."



"Such as?"



The floodgates had been opened and a torrent of questions rained down on Celestia. 



From the far end of the table, May Meadow whispered, “Who will tend to the Everfree?”



“What will happen to her royal guard?” Vapor Trail asked. 



“What shall we do with Everfree Castle?” Pretty Penny said. 



“Will Luna’s territory be considered part of Equestria, or its own nation?” Custard Pie, the diplomatic advisor inquired. 



“Princess Luna,” Celestia stated firmly.



A long, uncomfortable pause punctuated the room. Custard Pie looked from Celestia back to his fellow council members, unsure of what to do or say. Sweat trickled 

down his orange coat. He knew he was walking on eggshells. They all were.



“Princess Luna, yes. I apologize, Your Majesty.” He winced, anticipating further reprisal, but none came. 



“Perhaps, Your Majesty, it would be productive if the council put forth its own idea of how to solve this crisis,” Posh Pin offered.



“Very well. If it all right with the council, I think I will need a moment to myself. Please feel free to confer amongst yourselves while I step outside.” 



As Celestia walked toward the door, she caught the scent of Luna’s perfume: a fresh lavender scent with a hint of lilac. The gentle aroma that lulled many a pony to 

a pleasant slumber and dreams of a better tomorrow. She vowed to remember that smell.



Upon exiting the council chamber, Celestia hung her front hooves over the castle balcony and stared into the lush and vast landscape of Equestria. The weather could not have been more perfect. The sort weather that when Celestia was little, she spent all day outside in, playing with her sister. But the greenery, which was once warm and inviting, now only seemed cold, empty, and lifeless. 



She looked to the sky for the moon, but it was lost to sun’s glorious rays. Even though she could not see it, she could feel the waves of hatred radiating off the imprisoned Nightmare Moon, the beast that had stolen her sister away.  The tormented screams of Nightmare Moon still haunted those that could hear her cries. 



Luna. My sister. If only I—



The soft patter of hooves on the granite floors alerted Celestia to the fact she was no longer alone. 



“Your Majesty.” It was Posh Pin again. He noticed the sullen look in Celestia’s eyes. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to burden you, only to tell you that the council has reached a decision.” 



“It’s okay, Posh Pin. I will return momentarily.” 



Posh Pin hesitated. “Perhaps we should adjourn for the day, Princess. The plan the council thought up is rather… drastic. We can meet again tomorrow when our heads are clearer and our hearts are closer to being mended.”



Celestia was taken aback. Never in thirty years of service had Posh Pin ever suggested a council meeting be abandoned early. As Chief Advisor, he ensured the council met, come rain or shine. 



“That won’t be necessary. If I am to lead Equestria, then I must be able to weather this storm.”



“Please don’t feel the need to strain yourself, Princess. We are all still suffering from the loss of Princess Luna.”



“It is in times of strife when a ruler must strain herself for her people.” Celestia stood from the balcony and began walking back to the council room.



"That is what I worry about," Posh Pin said grimly. 








The council was silent the instant Celestia entered the room. All eyes locked onto to her, fraught with uncertainty and tinged with the wide eyed look of fear. For the first time since its creation, the council seemed unwilling to speak. 



Celestia settled into her throne. “So you have come to a consensus?” 



“Yes, Your Majesty,” the council chimed in unison, almost mechanically. 



“Let us hear your decision, then.” 



For a few moments, nobody volunteered to deliver the opinion. The members of the council simply glared at one another, knowing that whoever stood and broke the dead air would have to deliver the news. A task nobody wanted to take the fall for. 



Eventually, Posh Pin rose from his seat. “Your Majesty, due to the extreme circumstances of these troubled times we find ourselves in, we the council feel it is necessary to enact swift action to ensure the kingdom’s future prosperity. We as the council cannot allow Equestria to fall into disarray in the wake of this tragedy.”



Celestia nodded.



“Since Princess Luna is…” Posh Pin chose his words very carefully. “…no longer among us presently, the council and I see that it only fitting that she should no longer have any claim to the throne—“



Celestia loudly exhaled, but said nothing. 



“—and that all her previous titles and land should be passed on to you…”



Celestia’s eyes narrowed.  



“… along with her estate and belongings.” 



“Why do you think I would want my sister’s wealth and prestige?” Celestia snapped. “She earned them, those titles should stay with her! Need I remind you it was my sister who appointed you to this position?” 



“Y-your Majesty, please—“ Posh Pin stammered. 



“I lost my sister less than a day ago, and you’re already speaking of how to split up her land and wealth! How dare all of you! Have you no shame?” Celestia closed her eyes for a moment to prevent the tears from welling up. “I apologize for the outburst.”



Posh Pin didn’t respond, instead bowing his head in silence. He glared at his fellow council members.



“Must we discuss this now? I have no interest in seizing Princess Luna’s estate, especially not so soon. What purpose does it serve to dishonor her so?”



“We miss her too. There is not a second that goes by in this chamber that I do not think of Princess Luna,” May Meadow whispered. 



The rest of the council murmured in affirmation. Posh Pin and Custard Pie stared into the rich oaken table. The others likewise broke eye contact with Celestia, looking away into the distance. 



“But!” Vapor Trail interjected. “Equestria is in pain right now. Our citizens are suffering with the loss of Princess Luna, and they need our leaders to be strong, decisive, and quick!” 



“So we can’t afford to let our emotions cripple our ability to serve the ponies we represent,” Pretty Penny said.



“We need to let the ponies know they can count on us,” Custard Pie stated. "The ponies of Equestria come first."



“And that is why, we the Council of Harmony, would like you, Your Majesty, to become Equestria’s first Queen,” Posh Pin finished. 



“Me? Queen?” Celestia mused, letting her tongue explore its texture. The flavor left a bittersweet aftertaste in her mouth, like biting into an overripe fruit.  “What is wrong with my current title?”



“Nothing, Your Majesty, we only thought that the change in title would signify that we as ponies were moving forward from this tragedy, to bigger and better things. That even though Princess Luna has left us, we as Equestrians remain united behind our leader.”  Vapor Trail stood from his seat, hoof clasped over his breast. “It would be a privilege to serve you as Queen Celestia.”



The rest of the council stood and did the same. 



Queen Celestia. The words echoed through Celestia’s mind. The weight of her crown suddenly seemed unbearably heavy, enough for two ponies. She held a hoof to her head and shifted it uncomfortably. 



“Allow me the night to think this over, everyone… I’m not sure if I am ready to be a Queen.”



“Take your time, Your Majesty. We do not wish to put undue pressure upon you.” Posh Pin turned to the rest of the council. “We are adjourning for today. We shall discuss this matter further tomorrow.”



Vapor Trail opened his mouth to object, but Posh Pin shot him a harsh glance. He shut his mouth wordlessly. 








Celestia spent the night concentrating on the moon, guiding it gently across the sky. Compared to the sun, the moon seemed like such a small, frail thing, like an ornate glass ornament. It had to be handled with exceptional care and grace. Sweat trickled down her brow at the exertion. One false move could spell disaster for the coastal areas. 



How had Luna made this look so easy? 



The mare in the moon seemed to cast her gaze down upon Celestia with contempt.  But beyond its grim visage, Celestia still could see Luna in its eyes, crying out for help, begging for Celestia to release her. For but a brief moment, Celestia could feel her sister calling out to her, gentle whimpers punctuating the endless tone of rage. 



Luna. What would you do? 



The mare in the moon did not respond. 



Celestia slouched over her mattress. She knew sleep would not find her, but the soft surface of the queen-sized mattress provided some menial comfort. The irony of the situation was not lost on Celestia. 



Queen Celestia. 



Luna would have laughed at the thought of being Queen. Celestia could imagine her face, first full of surprise, then open-mouthed guffaws at the very notion. Luna’s laughter was infamously infectious, and Celestia found herself chuckling just picturing, despite herself.



Once, an errant diplomat from the Saddle Arabia had asked Luna rather bluntly why Equestria had two princesses. 



“As day does not conquer night, the night cannot conquer the day. My sister and I are equals. I cannot be without her, and she cannot be without me,” she had said. 



If only that had been true. Celestia flipped herself on her back, staring at the ceiling. What was the sun without the moon? The council could no more hide the loss of Luna than hide the moon from the night’s sky.  



A knock on the door distracted Celestia from her thoughts. 



“Who is it?” she called. 



“Posh Pin, Your Majesty.”



“What did you wish to discuss? Could it not wait until tomorrow?” Celestia did not get up from her bed, electing to speaking through the door. She hoped this wasn’t another matter of inheritance.



“I wanted to talk to you about the council, Your Majesty. I apologize if I am interrupting your concentration. It seems I have been doing that a lot as of late.” Posh Pin sighed. “These last few days have been the most trying of the last thirty years.”



The council? 



“You may come in, and please, don’t apologize.”



Posh Pin hobbled inside and stood at the balcony, staring at the moon pensively. His face, full of wrinkles, contorted into a sad smile. “I must insist that you forgive the intrusion, however, Your Majesty.”



“There was never any doubt that you were forgiven, Poshy.” That was Luna’s nickname for him. 



Posh Pin’s turned towards Celestia sharply at that. The sadness had evaporated from his smile, but only for a moment. He drooped his head back onto the balcony. 



“…My memory has been getting hazy, but I still remember that day thirty years ago, when Princess Luna first asked me to be her advisor, with crystal clarity. I was so scared and excited all at once, but she was so gentle and kind. My worries evaporated in an instant as she outlined my duties, and I knew at that moment, I would be in her service for the rest of my life.” He chuckled morosely to mask the sound of his sobbing. 



Celestia didn’t know what to say. 



“If only I were so fortunate. But since Princess Luna’s exile, suddenly the council wants to act as if Luna ever existed. You’ve seen what they’ve done with her throne! Posh Pin clawed at the air. "Such insolence!" 



"I had hoped that the council would have been able to see past Luna's fall, and give her the respect she deserved." A hint of resentfulness escaped Celestia's carefully modulated voice. 



"Perhaps it is because the council is full of young bucks that they can’t remember how important how important Princess Luna was to Equestria, but I do!” His voice transitioned from its quiet weeping to boisterous bellow. “I will not forget my Princess or turn my back on her!”



Celestia placed a hoof on Posh Pin’s shoulder. “I will not forget my sister either.” 



Posh Pin bowed deeply. “There's not many of us old-timers left, you know. Those who knew your sister as I did will wither and fade away. Please, do not let a moment’s weakness allow the council to tear that history away.”



 “Do not worry, Posh Pin. That history is safe with me.” Celestia smiled.








Celestia stood outside the council chamber with the members of the council. 



“Forgive me for calling this meeting early, but I felt that it is necessary to inform on my decision before we meet officially for today.” 



The council members, with the exception of Posh Pin, listened expectantly, hanging on every word. 



Posh Pin only smiled. 



“Equestria was a nation founded on harmony and unity. Forgiveness, friendship, and love for one another. My sister, Princess Luna, understood this, as I am sure you all do.” 



The council members nodded in agreement. 



“Hear hear!” Posh Pin cheered. 



“Having an absolute monarch, a Queen, is in opposition to those founding principles which made us into the prosperous nation we are today.”



“But—" Vapor Trail tried to interrupted, but the other council members shushed him. 



“I have realized that I am no Queen, I am but a Princess, and a Princess I shall remain. My sister is gone, but not forever. She will retain her title as Princess and her claim to the throne. If I cannot forgive my own sister and strip away her birthright…then how will anypony ever be redeemed? Shall we become an uncaring people who tear our eyes from those who transgress us?”



Murmurs from the council members littered the hallway. 



“Am I not enough of a leader as Princess for you all? I will not tear down my sister for my own ambitions! We are a strong people—we shall not bury our pain through hiding from the truth! We will confront it!” 



“Hail, Princess Celestia!” Posh Pin shouted. 



“Hail, Princess Celestia!” the other members joined in. 



Celestia beamed with pride. She swung open the door to the council room and rested upon her throne.



Luna’s empty throne sat beside her. 
      

      
   
      The Day the God of Time Stopped by for Tea


      

      
      
         One afternoon, the God of Time trotted up the path to Fluttershy’s cottage and knocked on the door. Unfortunately, Fluttershy had no time for him (most ponies don’t), and Fluttershy begged the deity come by another day.



“I’m so very, very sorry,” Fluttershy said from the doorway, as graciously as she could. “I’m sure you’re an awfully important pony, Mr. God of Time, and I’m sure you have an awfully important reason for visiting, but I’m just too busy today. Oh, I don’t mean that I think you’re not busy, or that my time is more important than yours. I’m sure taking care of time keeps you very busy too. It’s just my poor Angel Bunny. He’s sick with a very bad case of…” And here Fluttershy hesitated, for saying the name out loud might make it real, and she so very wanted it to not be real.



Instead, Fluttershy told the God of Time and herself, “He’s sick with the snuffles. That’s all. But it’s still a very bad case of the snuffles, and he shouldn’t be left alone for even a moment. I should be with him right now. I’m so sorry, I just have no time for you today, Mr. God of Time.”



The God of Time understood, politely wished Angel Bunny the best, and agreed to come another day. Fluttershy may have had no time, but the God of Time had nothing but. Too much even, some might say.



The deity left her a business card and went back down the path from Fluttershy’s cottage. Fluttershy went back to Angel Bunny.





“There’s no such thing as a God of Time,” Twilight said a few days later when Angel’s health had improved and Fluttershy had a chance to go into town. Even as Twilight said it, she was pulling books from the shelves of her library to confirm. “At least none that I’ve ever heard of.”



“Well,” Fluttershy murmured, sitting at a table and sipping at a cup of bitter tea, “he said he was the God of Time, so that must be what what he was. He didn’t have any reason to lie.”



“That isn’t how it works,” Twilight said, already lost in some behemoth of an encyclopedia.



Fluttershy chose not to respond. She didn’t want to argue. This was the first real break she’d had since the start of Angel Bunny’s illness. Fluttershy did appreciate her friend's skeptical nature and thirst for truth, be sometimes she wished Twilight would just let things be, not turn every retelling of a strange encounter into a deposition.



Fluttershy scolded herself for thinking something so mean of a friend. Twilight wasn’t doing that at all. Fluttershy was just stressed. Taking care of Angel Bunny had been hard. Fluttershy forced herself to smile, intent on being amiable and having a good time, and said, “Of course, you must be right. You always are, Twilight.”



But of course Twilight couldn’t let it go. “Just what did this supposed God of Time look like?” she asked.



The God of Time looked like an earth pony stallion. He didn’t glow, his voice didn’t boom, and no magical aura radiated about his person. The God of Time looked like any other pony. A bit taller than average, perhaps, but otherwise normal. He wore a two-penny suit and kept his dark mane slicked back. He had an easy smile, looked both professional and easy-going, like somebody Fluttershy could trust.



That was the best word for him, Fluttershy decided—trustworthy. He had been a very easy pony to believe. It was strange, but Fluttershy wanted to believe him. If he gave any auras off at all, they were of honesty and friendliness, and that was why Fluttershy felt irritated that Twilight wouldn’t believe her. Twilight hadn’t met him. She didn’t know what he was like.



Fluttershy may not have been as smart as Twilight, but if a life spent caring for animals had taught her anything, it was the game of predator and prey.



“I think you should be careful around this pony,” Twilight said. “I don’t know why, but he’s lying to you. If he tries to sell you anything, don’t buy it.”



Fluttershy started to retort, but bit her tongue. She didn’t want to argue. She hated arguing.



“And how is Angel?” Twilight’s voice became softer. “Is he doing any better?”



Here, Fluttershy hesitated again. Because she was a liar. Angel Bunny didn’t have the snuffles. He had something much worse. But Fluttershy still couldn’t say it, because she still didn’t want it to be real.



“I’m sorry,” Twilight said, pulling her into a quick hug. “If there’s anything I can do, just let me know.”



But what could Twilight have done?








As promised, The God of Time came knocking at Fluttershy’s door again. But on this afternoon, Fluttershy invited him inside.



“Thanking you so much for taking the time to meet with me,” the God of Time said, and laughed hysterically at his own joke.



Fluttershy smiled politely.



When he finished laughing, the God of Time cleared his throat, sat up in his seat, and adopted a professional demeanor. “I’m sure you already know this, but above all else, I am a business pony. It’s who I’ve always been and who I’ll always be. And the first thing any successful business pony must learn is to make do with what he’s got. To make lemons into lemonade, as it were.” The God of Time leaned forward and raised his eyebrows comically, as if he and Fluttershy were the only two ponies in the world privy to some brilliant secret, and they both thought it a grand joke. “So, as is no surprise, my business is time. And today, I’m bringing my business to your humble little cottage, Fluttershy. Today, I come bearing time. Can’t you see it? Why, it’s practically spilling from my every pocket I’ve brought you so much.”



Fluttershy glanced at his pockets, and saw nothing.



“But alas,” the God of Time said, leaning back, his expression turning solemn, “I am a business pony, and an impoverished business pony at that. Time has been a hard business these past millennia, and I am the god of nothing else but time. I’m no lord of realty or stocks, as I’ve learned the hard way. The day has finally come that I make a profit on the only worthwhile product I’ve ever had.” The God of Time smiled again, all solemnity gone. “It’s your lucky day, because I’ve chosen you, Fluttershy, to be my first customer. I’ve put together a special personalized offer just for you.”



If he tries to sell you anything, don’t buy it, Twilight had said.



Fluttershy frowned.



The God of Time’s smile tightened. It didn’t drop away all together, but went from jovial to something else, something more personal. “I can see some hesitation in your eyes, Fluttershy,” he said, the tone of his voice suggesting that Fluttershy was some poor lost little lamb that had been led astray in the woods. “Some worry or skepticism. That is to be expected. This is an incredible deal, after all. Unprecedented, even! I perfectly understand. But I’m trying to help you, Fluttershy. I would smooth out any anxieties you might have. If there’s anything I can do, please tell me.”



But what could the God of Time have done?



Quite a bit actually.



Most gods can.



“It’s just…” Fluttershy hesitated, but the God of Time’s smile disarmed her. “It’s my friend, Twilight. She said that—”



“You mean Twilight Sparkle!” The God of Time jumped out of his seat. Fluttershy thought she saw something like anger pass behind his eyes, but it vanished in a moment. “Would you believe it, I had planned her to be my first customer. Heavens know no other pony in Equestria could use an extra hour in her day, and the whole of the kingdom would benefit besides. But, as you say, she is far too needling. I’m convinced you would appreciate my help far more than she, Fluttershy. So what does the young princess demand? Proof of my claim to godhood, perhaps?”



Fluttershy shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Well, yes…”



“It is proof easily shown!” With a skip in his step, the God of Time trotted over to one of Fluttershy’s house plants and touched it with a hoof.



The plant began to shrink. It’s leaves fell back into the stem, and stem drew back into the soil of the pot, until there was nothing left.



Fluttershy gasped. She got up and examined the spot where the plant had been, but there was no sign of it.



The God of Time smirked. “I can just as easily send it the other way.”



Under the deity’s touch, the stem popped out of the soil again, leaves folded outwards until it looked just the same as it had before. But it didn’t stop there. The plant grew wildly, tall and taller, its leaves wider and wider. Then it drooped, collapsed on itself, green leaves turned brown and then black and then gray. A moment later, all that was left was ash.



“Is this proof enough?” The God of Time asked.



“Oh, yes! Yes!” Fluttershy cried. “I knew Twilight just had to be wrong. I knew you were the God of Time. I knew you were a friend. I could just tell. I always can.”





“Yes,” the God of Time said, “I am your friend. Now may we get back to business?”



“Absolutely,” Fluttershy said. “Anything you want, Mr. God of Time!”



The God of Time seemed amused at that. “What I want, dear Fluttershy, is to help. I come bearing time, and I bear it for you. It can be yours—for a price.”



“Oh, but… I don’t really want anymore time.” 



It was true. While she heard other ponies often complain that there were never enough hours in the day, Fluttershy had always felt that each day had a perfectly reasonable number. She went to bed every night feeling tired enough, and every morning she woke feeling rested enough. She got all the work done she needed to. No more and no less. What good would more time do her?



The God of Time shook his head sadly. “Oh, Fluttershy, you selfish creature. I do not mean for you to use this time on yourself. I mean for you to use it on another.”



Then Fluttershy understood. She looked towards where Angel Bunny slept. Even in sleep, his breath was ragged.



“Just how is poor little Angel Bunny doing?” The God of Time asked.



Here, Fluttershy hesitated, for all the same reasons.



“You’ve seen it before,” The God of Time said. “He’s running out of time, and he’ll soon be out. But surely you must recognize the miracle this day has brought you? A whole sackful of time just traipsed through your front door, and it’s yours for the taking, to take away as much as you can carry. His time doesn’t need run out. He can have more, if you choose. He could live for years. He could live longer than any bunny rabbit ever has.”



This time, Fluttershy didn’t hesitate. “What do you want?” she asked.



“What does any business pony want?” The God of Time smiled again, his teeth glinting white. “Money.”



Fluttershy gathered her purse, gathered her savings, gathered every coin she could fund under the cushions of her sofa. When it was all collected, she asked the God of Time, “What will this get me? How much time will this buy Angel Bunny? I can find more. I can sell my things. I can ask my friends, if it isn’t enough.”



The God of Time carefully counted out every bit. He considered for a long time, while Fluttershy waited anxiously. Finally, he said, “Enough. It will buy him enough.”



Just as they were about to shake hoofs and finish the deal, the God of Time asked, “And will you be making this purchase with a God of Time MasterCard or store card today?”



Fluttershy frowned. “Um, no. I’m paying with cash.”



“Oh, yes, of course,” the God of Time said. “But do you have either of those cards?”



“Well… no.”



The God of Time looked shocked and then delights. “Have I ever got a deal for you! This month, and only this month, if you sign up and are approved for a God of Time MasterCard, you’ll receive a free twenty minutes off of this purchase! What do you say?”



“Um…”



“It only takes two minutes!”



“I don’t really…”



“No annual fee!”



“It’s not that…”



“Doesn’t Angel Bunny deserve every extra minute you can get him? Especially when that time is free?



“I guess when you put it that way…”



Two minutes later, Fluttershy was the owner of a shiny, brand new God of Time MasterCard, and Angel Bunny was twenty minutes richer.



Again, just as they were about to shake hoofs and finish the deal, the God of Time asked, “And would you happen to be a member of the God of Time Super Customer Rewards Program?”



“I don’t think so…”



“Would you like to sign up? All it takes is a name, phone number, and email. There are no fees, no cards. Just every time you make a purchase at any God of Time retailer, you earn points which can later be redeemed for free time. Also,during certain sales and on special select items we’ll have special prices just for Super Customer members. Enroll now, and start earning points today!”



“I guess so…”



A name, phone number, and email later, Fluttershy was a Super Customer.



Again, just as they were about to shake hoofs and finish the deal, the God of Time said, ”And this product is eligible for a ninety day God of Time Purchase Protect Warranty for just an extra fifteen bits!”



“A what?”



“I, as the God of Time, would like to ensure that all of my customers are satisfied with my product. With a ninety day God of Time Purchase Protect Warranty, if you have any problems with this purchased time, any breaks, temporary loss of coverage, or death within the first ninety days after purchase, and your purchase will be fully refunded!”



“I guess if you think it’s necessary…”



An extra fifteen bits later, and Fluttershy was in possession of a ninety day God of Time Purchase Protect warranty.



Again, just as they were about to shake hoofs and finish the deal, the God of Time asked, ”And would you like to donate to the God of Time Paladins at Home program?”



“Is Angel still getting his extra time?”



“The God of Time Paladins at Home program raises funds to assist former Royal Guardsmen and their families by making necessary repairs, improvements, or modifications to their homes. You care about the former Royal Guardsmen who spent the best years of their lives keeping you and Angel Bunny safe?”



And because Fluttershy did care about the former Royal Guardsmen, she donated one bit and became a proud sponsor of the God of Time Paladins at Home program.



Again, just as they were about to shake hoofs and finish the deal, the God of Time asked, ”Would you like these coupons along with your receipt?”



Exhausted, Fluttershy said, “Whatever.”



The God of Time left soon after, with all of Fluttershy’s money. Only, Angel Bunny was hopping about the cottage, energetically scolding Fluttershy and the other animals, and demanding specially prepared meals. It was as if he had never been sick.



In her delight, Fluttershy never noticed that the God of Time had left her houseplant dead and rotten and grey.








Months later, Twilight examined Angel Bunny. “I can’t find any magical residue in his system at all,” Twilight said, baffled. “Which shouldn’t be possible. If this supposed God of Time used magic to heal him, there would be some measurable trace of it. But there’s no trace of the illness, either. It’s as if he was never sick.”



“It wasn’t magic,” Fluttershy said, content. She had never said the name of the illness, and so it had never become real. Fluttershy had stopped naming lots of things she didn’t like.



“Then what did he to do to Angel?” Twilight asked.



“He gave him more time,” Fluttershy answered simply.



“Yes, but how? And what does that even mean? What does giving somepony more time entail?”



Fluttershy shrugged. She didn’t need anymore than to know that Angel was safe and healthy. Twilight could poke and prod and become frustrated if she chose, but it would change nothing. Angel was alive, and he would be alive for years yet.



“Listen, Fluttershy,” Twilight said seriously, “I know you’re happy for Angel, but you need to think about this. Whatever power this God of Time is using is strange and unpredictable. It could just as easily harm as help. We don’t know anything about this pony, or what his motives are. He could be dangerous! Please, the next time you see or hear from him, come straight to me.”



Fluttershy nodded along, but she wasn’t really listening.








That night, the God of Time trotted up the path to Fluttershy’s cottage and knocked on the door. Fortunately, Fluttershy had all the time in the world, and she welcomed him right in.



“Oh no, that won’t be necessary,” the God of Time said. “You see, I’m only visiting because I couldn’t help but notice that you’ve missed your first scheduled payment. And that’s a problem.”



“What payment?” Fluttershy asked. She didn’t like the God of Time’s demeanor this visit. He was smiling, but his smile was wrong somehow. It was too smug.



“On your God of Time MasterCard, of course.”



“But I’ve never used that card!”



“Yes, you did!” The God of Time looked at her like she was a child acting up. “Don’t you ponies ever pay attention? Your very first purchase of time was charged to the card when you first signed up and were approved.”



“But you took all my bits, too!”



“As a security deposit. And now I’m glad I did. It’s just for situations like this that they’re required.”



“But you took so much!”



The God of Time nodded distractedly, looking through a record book he had brought. “Yes, your credit was terrible. Now I can see why. Anyway, because of your poor credit, your card had a high interest rate. Something around twenty-six point nine percent, if I remember correctly. And you purchased quite a bit of time. A whole lifetime’s worth, actually. The card did have a six month grace period, but interest continued to accrue during that time. Unfortunately, the grace period is up, and you’ve missed your first payment, so there are also late fees to consider.”



“So how much do I owe?”



“Hmmm,” the God of Time hmmmed, scribbling in his record book. He tore a page out and lifted it up for her to see the number he’d written.



Fluttershy balked. “But that can’t be right.”



“I think you’d be surprised at how quickly interest can accumulate, especially on such a large purchase.”



“But I don’t even have that much!”



The God of Time smiled. “Oh, but you do, Fluttershy. Not in currency, no. But I think you’ll find that you have just enough in time to cover the debt. Just barely enough, actually. You’re lucky, when you think about it. Anymore, and you’d be dead outright. This way, you should at least have some time left to say goodbye to your friends. If you’re quick about it, that is.”



For a moment, Fluttershy couldn’t believe it. She couldn’t even speak. It must have been some prank, some joke.



“No,” the God of Time said, as if reading her mind, “credit card debt is really no joke at all.”



“I can’t give you all that time!” Fluttershy said.



“Oh, no, you’re right, of course. You can’t give it to anypony. But I can take it from you. Because I’m the God of Time, and when you’re a god of something, you can do with it whatever you like.”



“But… but…” Fluttershy was on the verge of tears. “But why? You said we were friends. You helped Angel!”



“Why? Because as I’m sure I’ve mentioned, I’m a business pony at heart, and it’s high time I started making a profit. Do you know what I’ve been doing these past millennia? Building demand. As any good business pony knows, and I think you’ll find that I’m a very good business pony, all commerce runs on the principle of supply and demand. And for the longest time, there was just too much time! Too much supply! Did you know, in the earliest ages, there was so much extra time lying about that no pony ever died? Your Celestia is a holdover from those early years. A bit of a hoarder, that one, but who can blame her? Business was hard then. Who would spend money on something you could pick up anywhere? Something as common as air and water? So I waited. I let you little ponies use my time for free, let you waste it. And you ponies really are so very wasteful, have you ever noticed? Hundreds of millions of years passed, and ponies began to die. I didn’t step in then, though. I decided to let them taste it for a while, let them develop a terrible taste for bitter inevitable death. Even then, I didn’t step in. I was building up demand. The less there was, the more valuable my stock became. So I let them die for a few millennia, let them forget the banquet of everlasting life. But our time is now, your time is now, Fluttershy. Time is running out for us all, but yours quicker than most. Because I’m back, and I’ve brought eternal life back into the world. For a price. And you, Fluttershy, owe me quite a bit.”



“My friends will stop you!” Fluttershy cried. “Twilight will stop you!”



“Actually,” the God of Time said, pausing, “I think you’re right. I believe Twilight Sparkle will be my next customer. As for you, I think I’ll be having that time back now.”



The God of Time touched her. Fluttershy fell to the ground, withered and rotten and grey.



“Next time around, read the fine print, dear Fluttershy.”
      

      
   
      A New Home


      

      
      
         Identical rows of cookie-cutter houses scrolled past the window, each with their perfectly manicured lawns and their white picket fences, with the occasional pink flamingo making an appearance. Rainbow Dash spread her fingers against the car window, her eyes darting back and forth so she could take in every inch of it. This was going to be her new home. Her new neighborhood. The place where she’d run and play and explore. The place where she’d grow up. She caught a yellow face peeking out at her from one of the windows, framed by a mop of pale pink hair.



Their eyes met. The girl in the window was of a similar age to her, eight or nine, but she ducked out of sight before Rainbow Dash could do so much as wave. She looked familiar somehow. Hadn’t there been a classmate back home like that? A girl who didn’t talk much?



“You're going to love it here, champ,” her dad said from the front seat of their SUV. “The schools here have a great sports program, and the Shy family actually moved to this neighborhood a few months ago, so there will be at least one person in your class you know.”



Rainbow Dash grunted in a halfhearted acknowledgement. Her dad’s words went in one ear and out the other. Her thoughts were all turned inwards, many of them focused on trying not to throw up.



The tires crunched on the asphalt as the SUV made the slow turn into their new driveway. “Here we are,” her dad said as the vehicle lurched to a stop. His voice had the same edge to it as it always did when he would show off his old sports trophies. The key slid out of the ignition with a loud click, the vehicle beeping with its various noises before shutting down completely.



Her hands fumbled, numb as she unfastened her seatbelt. Even though this house looked identical to any other they had passed, it was somehow more. The building seemed to loom over Rainbow Dash, some vast and unknown thing that threatened to gobble her up and spit out her bones.



Her father jingled a set of fresh keys. “You ready to start our new life? You’ll like your room, it’s way bigger.”



Rainbow Dash didn’t answer, her slender fingers still holding onto the SUV. She couldn’t move. Didn’t want to.



He must have noticed her hesitation, because her father turned back around and knelt before Rainbow Dash, placing his hands on her shoulders. “Hey, I know it’s a lot to take in. Change is scary, I get it. But this is a new start for the both of us. We need this. Your mother…” His face darkened briefly, and he squeezed her shoulders a little tighter. “She can't hurt either of us anymore. I'm sorry it took me so long, but we're free now. We can do what we want, live without looking over our shoulders. It's just me and you, now and forever. I'll always be there for you, I promise.”



Tears threatened to fall from her eyes, and Rainbow Dash bit her lip. She wasn't a wuss, and this didn’t bother her at all. She tried to open her mouth to say something, but she didn’t know what to say, and what words could possibly get it right? She raised her arm, her hands trembling.



Her father took her hand, smiled, and together they walked into their new home.








“‘That, doting on his own obsequious bondage…’ Ah, there’s another good one. Can anyone here tell me what ‘obsequious’ means? How about you, Rainbow Dash?”



“Hah, as if she'll know.”



“Miss Rainbow Dash! When I ask you a question, I expect you to answer it! This classroom is not the place for you catch up on lost sleep!”



“Huh-wha?” Rainbow Dash snorted awake, blinking away dreams and half-remembered nostalgia. The snickers of her classmates surrounded her, and the teacher’s stern gaze dug into her. “I, uh, sorry. What was the question again?”



“Obsequious. Can you please tell the class what it means?”



The word might as well have been in another language for all that Rainbow Dash recognized it. She glanced down at the textbooks on her desk. There was a vocabulary guide in there somewhere, but since she hadn’t been following along with the lesson, she had no idea where they were. She glanced to her left for support, meeting Fluttershy’s gaze.



Fluttershy winced and tried mouthing words. Numbers, maybe, but Rainbow Dash couldn’t make them out.



Rainbow Dash gritted her teeth and lowered her eyes as the stares of her classmates burned like the expectation of a crowd waiting for her to miss the game winning penalty kick. “I, uh, don’t know,” she answered lamely.



The teacher rolled her eyes and let out a heavy sigh. “Can anyone else enlighten Miss Dash?”



Sunset Shimmer raised her hand. “Obsequious means obedient, or servile, to an excessive degree. It’s often used to describe a simpering sycophant, a fawning submissive, or an oleaginous henchman.” She turned to Rainbow Dash, her smile dripping with poison. “Does that help any, Rainbow Dash?”



She wanted nothing more than to punch Sunset in her stupid face, or barring that, at least hit back with a good insult of her own. But her mind came up empty, and she was still recovering from her impromptu nap. Her humiliation was thankfully cut short when the bell rang and everyone turned their attention towards going home instead.



“Remember, I expect a two-page essay about Iago’s betrayal on my desk by Monday!” With a pointed finger towards Rainbow Dash, she added, “For you, it’d better be three pages.”



Fluttershy hurried after Rainbow Dash and fell into step beside her as they made their way through the halls of Canterlot High. “Are, um, you okay?” she asked, panting slightly.



Rainbow Dash clenched her fists. “I can’t stand that bitch. I thought being a sophomore was supposed to be different.”



“It hasn’t been so far,” Fluttershy mumbled. They walked in silence until they made it outside the school. “Do you want to do anything for the weekend?”



“Maybe? I dunno. I just kind of want to go home and chill for a while, you know?” Rainbow Dash rested her hands behind her head. “We could head to the mall or something tomorrow, if you want. I hear the music store got in a sick new custom guitar.”



“Oh, um, if that’s what you want to do, I’d be happy to go.”



“Yeah. See you later, Shy.” Rainbow Dash turned down the road that would lead her home, her thoughts darkening as she thought about what waited for her there.








Her fears were unfounded, for the moment, at least. The house was empty, with a note on the fridge promising a late work day. It meant dinner wouldn’t be coming for a bit, but it didn’t matter. After such a crappy week at school, Rainbow Dash needed to unwind.



She decided to go all out and dress the part; frazzled hair, torn jeans, a ripped T-shirt with an obscure band in it, and some leather cuffs made for a killer look. A quick glance in the mirror told her she looked fierce. She felt fierce, and she was going to play hard enough to bring the house down. She cranked her amp up to eleven, slung her guitar over her shoulder, and played.



Her riffs were loud enough to shake the windows. Her fingers danced across the frets, playing no song in particular. She just wanted to explore the music, stringing together combinations of notes that felt right.



“Hmm hmm hmm,” she hummed along. “Hmm hmm hmm awesome hmm hmm hmm hmm hmm.” Lyrics weren't her strong suit, but it sounded pretty great anyway.



She kept playing, until her fingers ached and sweat poured down her back. The music filled her and washed away her struggles. She played faster and faster, her chords driving her onwards and upwards towards an ever-climbing crescendo. It was pure bliss, a desperately needed release. She could forget about school, forget about her poor grades. Why did everyone think boring four-hundred-year-old stories were so great anyway? Just forget that entire class. And that bitch, Sunset, was going to get what was coming to her too. Since nobody was home, she could even forget about—



Her wings were clipped, and her music fell out from underneath her as her fingers suddenly plucked at strings acoustically. Rainbow Dash spun around, only to find her standing in the doorway, holding the plug to her amplifier.



Crystal Waters was shouting something, but Rainbow Dash could barely hear it over the ringing in her ears. She caught a few words like too loud and neighbors.



“Don't touch my stuff,” Rainbow Dash growled. “And how many times do I have to tell you to knock before entering!”



“Don't you take that tone with me, young lady,” her stepmom said. She marched over and stuck her nose in in Rainbow Dash’s face. No respect for her stuff, no respect for her personal space. “I was banging on that door for three straight minutes before I had to come in and pull the plug!”



Rainbow Dash stepped up to the challenge, leaning up on her tiptoes so that she was at an even height. The woman was a few inches taller than her, and she hated it. “Obviously that means I was busy, and instead of ruining everything you should take a freaking hint and go back to banging my dad, or whatever the hell you were doing before you decided to be a pain in my ass!”



Crystal’s eyes bugged out, and her nostrils flared. It was a pretty good indicator that Rainbow Dash was in for a verbal tirade that was sure to last until her dad got home. She braced herself.



But the expected tirade didn't come. Crystal pinched the bridge of her nose and took a deep breath. “Why must you do this every time, Rainbow Dash? Turn every conversation into a fight, treat every minor request like I've just asked you to murder your best friend?”



Oh no, she wasn't going to get away with this. Yelling was one thing, but Crystal wouldn’t get to play the victim. “I know you were snooping through my dirty underwear, you freak,” she said, changing the subject.



Crystal's next words caught in her throat, and she sputtered incoherently for a moment. “I… I was not snooping. I was doing your laundry. You know, that chore you are apparently physically incapable of doing?”



“First off, don't touch my stuff,” Rainbow Dash said as she counted on her fingers. “Second, that doesn't give you any freaking right to run tattling to my dad because you think you saw something in my panties. Yeah, that's right, I overheard.”



“You…” Crystal's face reddened. She was such a prude, she’d walked right into it. “Just because I'm not your mother doesn't mean I don't care about you, Rainbow Dash. I was just relaying my concerns about your… health to your father. He has a right to know.”



“You're right, you're not my mom,” Rainbow Dash said, giving her best sneer. “Which means you should respect my privacy! If I want to screw the entire football team, it's my fucking business, not yours. And if I want to tell Dad about it, then I will, and you don't have any right to rifle through my dirty underwear and run to Dad behind my back!”



“I… then those stains really were…”



The look on Crystal's face made all of the setup worth it. A part of Rainbow Dash wanted to burst out laughing, but the anger boiling inside of her robbed the situation of any mirth other than a spiteful sense of triumph.



It took several times for Crystal to find her words again, and when she spoke again it was through clenched teeth. “When your father hears about this…”



Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes as hard as she could. “Yeah, that's right, run to Dad and tell him what a slut his little girl is, put on those fake crocodile tears and cry about how worried you are and you just don't know what to do with me. Mind your own damn business. And it was just corn starch, you obsequious cunt.”



Both of them stared into each other's eyes, the tension in the room a blazing inferno. Neither would back down.



That tension shattered with the sound of a closing car door. They both looked towards the door, back at each other, then bolted towards the kitchen.



“Girls, I'm hom—”



“Blitz, your daughter is out of control!”



“Dad, Crystal is a creepy perv, and a bitch, and she won't just leave me alone!”



Her father sighed deeply and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Really? Is it too much to ask for one evening where you two aren’t screaming at each other by the time I walk in the door?”



“Yes!” they both shouted.



“Rainbow Dash,” her dad said after several moments of simmering tension. “I know you and Crystal don't always see eye to eye, but do you have to antagonize her at every turn?”



Crystal nodded smugly.



Rainbow Dash clenched her teeth. “Oh, so now you're taking her side, huh? I see how it is.”



Her father growled a low warning. “I'm not taking sides. I am trying to negotiate peace.”



“Which I would be absolutely happy to do,” Crystal said with mock sincerity. “But every time I extend the olive branch, your daughter here—”



“Olive branch? Yeah right. More like hemlock.” Oh yeah, she’d learned that in class. Maybe it wasn’t so useless after all. What else was an education good for besides winning points in petty arguments?



“Do you see what I mean? She's absolutely wild, and—”



“Enough, both of you!” her father roared. “It has been a long day, a longer week, and I cannot deal with your petty bickering right now.” Without another word, he stormed off into the living room.



“I'm so sorry, dear,” Crystal called out after him, her voice sickeningly sweet. “I'll put in some dinner and make you coffee.”



Rainbow Dash was left alone in the foyer, fuming to herself. She couldn't compete when Crystal turned on the charm and fawned over her father. Obsequious indeed.



“Whatever,” she muttered to herself. “Figured I’d wind up hanging out with Fluttershy anyway.”








“Ugh, I hate her so much!” Rainbow Dash roared, taking out her anger on a stuffed hippopotamus named Jeffery.



Fluttershy winced as her stuffed animals were brutalized, but she didn’t interject in their defense. “Was she that bad when you first met her?”



Rainbow Dash grumbled and continued to pace back and forth in Fluttershy’s room. “Hated her from the moment I saw her. Stupid swimming contest that stupid Dad had to drag me to. She only got bronze, I don’t know why he had to talk to her. Ugh.” With a grunt, Rainbow Dash fell backwards onto Fluttershy’s bed, spreading her arms out.



“I’m sorry,” Fluttershy mumbled. She rested a soft hand on Rainbow Dash’s shoulder and gave a bright smile. “Um, I talked with my parents, you’re welcome to stay as long as you need to sort things out.”



“Uh-huh. Thanks, Shy, you’re the best.” Rainbow Dash raised a hand into the air, staring through her spread fingers at the ceiling light. Just how many times had she retreated to the comfort and stability of Fluttershy’s house since Crystal Waters had moved in? At this point it was her home away from home. Even before Crystal entered the picture, the warmth of this place had helped her fit in as a little girl in a new town. “I guess it wasn’t really that bad at first. I mean, it was super weird when Dad started dating again to begin with, but the girls he found were all dumb and would never stick around long, y’know? I didn’t care. He’s a grown man, he can do what he wants. As long as they left me alone, it was fine.”



“Crystal has always been really sweet to me, but the two of you seem to mix together about as well as oil and, well, water.”



“I guess I’m the one that catches on fire? Gee, thanks.” Rainbow Dash tried to grin, but she couldn’t put her heart in it. “She’s just… so damn nosy. I can’t stand it. Dating was one thing. But living in my freaking house? She doesn’t belong, but she just walks around like she owns everyone and everything around her, and has the right to do whatever she wants.”



Fluttershy nodded. Rainbow Dash supposed that she’d already unloaded this particular rant on her friend at least a dozen times now, but she always listened and was there for her.



“But Crystal and your father, they um…” Fluttershy fidgeted and twiddled her fingers together.



Rainbow Dash smacked her palm into her forehead multiple times. “I know, I know, alright? They love each other. She makes him happy. Their wedding was the happiest I ever really saw him. After Mom…” Rainbow Dash growled under her breath as she stood up and began pacing again. She didn’t want to take her thoughts down that road.



“Is there really nothing you can do to get along?” Fluttershy asked, tilting her head.



“I’ve tried, she’s tried. It always ends up with one of us screaming at the other. What’s the point anymore? It’d be better if I could just get out of the house and move on. Get a sports scholarship and make it into college. But I’m not sure I can last another two years like this.”



Her train of thought was interrupted by a knock at the door. Rainbow Dash pulled it open roughly, only to see Fluttershy’s kid brother.



“Heya, Rainbow Dash,” Zephyr Breeze said. His voice cracked, and he tried to casually lean against the doorframe, pulling himself up to a height that hadn’t quite hit puberty yet. “If you get scared at night, come down to my room, and I’ll be happy to—”



Rainbow Dash slammed the door in his face, and locked it for good measure. “Speaking of nosy and obnoxious.”



Fluttershy giggled. “Sorry. Are you feeling any better?”



“Yeah. Thanks. It’s hard to stay mad when you’re around, you know?” Rainbow Dash grabbed the previously brutalized hippopotamus, tossed it to the ground, and leapt on it as if it were a beanbag chair. She flicked on the TV, then began digging around in the cabinet. “Come on, let’s play some video games or something.”








Rainbow Dash sat in the booth of her favorite local diner across from her father. A steaming mug of coffee rested on the table in front of her, the heady aroma heavenly this early in the morning.



“I’m glad you’re finally ready to sit down and talk,” her father said with a smile.



“Eh, I was having a lot of fun with Fluttershy. Her family doesn’t mind.” This particular sleepover had lasted a full week. Fluttershy’s parents were always so kind and humble and permissive, but even Rainbow Dash could tell when she was overstaying her welcome. “I don’t know. I feel a lot more at home over there than I do at our house, these days. I miss when it was just the two of us.”



Her father winced, then blew on his coffee a few times. The multitude of colors in his hair seemed a little duller since the last time she saw him. “Do you really think that? Do you really hate Crystal that much?”



Rainbow Dash bit her lip. “She starts the fights. I just finish them. Come on, Dad, how many times have we all sat down and agreed to try and ‘work together as a family?’ Has it worked even once?”



“It’s attitudes like that that make change impossible,” he said with a sigh. “I get it, she can be tricky to deal with sometimes. But you really do go out of your way to piss her off, and you know it. I mean, corn starch in the underwear makes for a hilarious prank, in the right context. But was anyone really laughing?”



“Okay, maybe I overdid it,” Rainbow Dash mumbled. She grabbed a sugar packet from the dispenser on the table, then idly spun it around, so as to avoid looking at her dad. “But she should have kept her nose out of my business.”



“It’s not about the specifics, but I did talk to Crystal about it. She was just worried about you, Dash, but she promised that she’ll try to—”



“She says that a lot, but she never changes,” Rainbow Dash interjected, slamming a fist onto the table. “You know, it, I know it, she knows it. It’s an empty promise.”



Her father narrowed his eyes, staying silent long enough that she began to fidget as he drummed his fingers on the table. Finally, he let out a long sigh. “What do you want me to do about it, Dash?”



“I don’t know. How should I know?” Rainbow Dash looked away, unable to meet his gaze. “I just… can’t live with her anymore. Sooner or later one of us is going to snap completely.”



“I see. Look, Dash…” Her father licked his lips. She realized his hands were trembling. “If Crystal and I were to separate, would that really make you happy?”



Rainbow Dash’s eyes went wide, and her heart skipped a beat. Was he serious? Just like that, and that bitch would be gone, and it could be just her and her dad again. She wanted to open her mouth to say yes. She met her dad’s gaze, saw the sincerity in his eyes.



And she saw how heartbroken he would be.



“Damnit, Dad,” Rainbow Dash growled. She slumped forward, pressing her forehead against the table. “You know I can’t ask you to do that. Ugh. Whatever, I get it. I’m the problem. If anyone should go, it should be me. It won’t be that hard to convince the Shy family to take me in for a few years until I go to college.”



Her father let out a held breath. “Thank you for not asking me to leave her. If you really, truly asked, I’d do it, but... As for staying with the Shys… they probably would let you, but it wouldn’t be right and you know it.”



“Uh-huh.” Rainbow Dash kept her forehead down. “Being homeless can’t be that hard then. I know plenty of people who’d let me crash on their couch.”



“Oh, don’t be so dramatic,” her father said, rolling his eyes. “I’m not going to let my little girl live on the streets. But I might have something else in mind.”



Rainbow Dash raised an eyebrow.



“How would you like to, well, that is…” He paused and took a sip of his coffee, then grimaced from the taste. “You’re old enough now. Well, almost. I was thinking that maybe we could get you your own place.”



“Whoa.” Rainbow Dash blinked several times. Did she hear that right? “What do you mean, my own place? Like, a place that's my own?”



Her father took a deep breath. “I’ll pay for it, of course. Mostly. You’ll need to get a job and contribute in some way. Just a small place, somewhere you can have your own space. I'm thinking I'll visit at least three times a week. But you have to be responsible enough to get yourself to school on time every day. If you do nothing but party and your grades suffer because of this, I'll pull the plug in a snap.”



“That's…”



“It's just an idea, of course,” her father said hurriedly. He waved his hands about like he always tended to when he was nervous. “Nothing's set in stone, of course, and you’re perfectly able to just say—”



“So. Freaking. Awesome!” Rainbow Dash shouted. She jumped up and slammed her hands on the table. It attracted the attention of the waitstaff, but she didn't care. “I could make my own recording studio! Nobody around to complain. And I could practice soccer in the house too, if I just don't keep anything dumb and breakable around. I mean the job part sucks I guess, but it can’t be that hard, right?”



Hey father chuckled, then wiped the sweat from his brow. “I suppose I should have expected an answer like that. Though don't get too crazy now; you'll have neighbors, and I'm sure there'll be a security deposit. I mean it, Rainbow, you can have fun on your own, but you need to prove that you can be responsible.”



Rainbow Dash stood up a little straighter. “I got this, Dad. As long as Crystal doesn't bother me. She's uh, on board with this, right?”



“I still need to discuss it with her, but she'll agree.” He narrowed his eyes slightly. “Well, it’s not really up for discussion. I promise she won't bother you at your new place. Though you might have to stomach a family get-together or two when the holidays roll around.”



“We've got worse relatives than Crystal,” Rainbow Dash said with a grin. “Once a year is easy enough to manage. Crap, this is really happening, isn't it? Fluttershy is going to freak.”



Her father smiled then stood up himself. “I don't know if this is the right answer, Dash, but I think it's worth a shot.”



Rainbow Dash wrapped her arms around her father in a tight hug. She could feel the stares of other patrons, but screw them all. “Thanks Dad. You're the best.”








Getting everything set up took about a month. During that time, Rainbow Dash felt a lot better, knowing she wasn’t trapped anymore. With a way out visible and close by, it was a lot easier to avoid arguments. She only had a few minor ones with Crystal, and at one point, they were even civil.



After a short move-in day—she didn’t own that much stuff—Rainbow Dash celebrated with a housewarming party consisting of her father and Fluttershy’s family. It was the weekend, and she could have invited Fluttershy to spend the night, but she wanted to celebrate her first night alone in her new home.



This was finally it. Her own place. Once everyone was gone, Rainbow Dash ran around her own house, giggling like a madwoman. A part of her wanted to go completely wild and wreck the place, scribble on the walls, kick a hole in the door. Who would stop her? But she knew better, because this was hers now, at least in a sense. She’d have to clean it up if she did.



She was going to have to do her own dishes, and her own laundry. Cook her own food. Well, her Dad would probably still help with a lot of that. He had promised to come by for dinner pretty often, and she otherwise knew how to use a microwave.



And the music. Sure, the acoustics weren't the best, but the walls were thick, and while she couldn’t rock the block, she could at least play to her heart’s content.



Rainbow Dash flopped onto her bed after a long night of just enjoying her freedom. It felt right, and while she could stay up all night if she really wanted to, she had a job interview tomorrow afternoon that she’d promised to go to.



But sleep refused to come easily. She lay in her bed, alone, staring up at her darkened ceiling, listening to the sounds of her new house. They were unfamiliar to her, different creaks, different drafts. She remembered a time eight years ago when she had first moved to Canterlot with her dad. How she had stared up at an unfamiliar ceiling, scared and alone and so unsure. That night, she had crawled into her father’s bed and slept there instead.



She wasn’t a little kid anymore, so the very thought of it was ridiculous.



But still, she…



The phone rang three times before he picked up. “Dash?” her father asked, his voice slurred with sleep. “Is everything alright?”



“Everything’s fine,” Rainbow Dash said. “Really, don’t worry. I just… I dunno. Wanted to say good night.”



There was a long silence before her dad spoke again, a hint of laughter in his voice. “It’s a bit late for that, Dash.”



“Yeah, well.” Her face burned and it took a surprising amount of effort to force the words out. “I guess, I also wanted to say thanks again. And, uh, that I love you.”



“Heh.” She could hear the warmth in his voice. “I love you too. Goodnight, champ.”



“Good night, Dad.”
      

      
   
      Shut Up


      

      
      
         The Copenhagen interpretation of quantum mechanics says that every particle and parcel of the universe starts in some simple state, and from there it explores every possibility open to it.  It exists simultaneously within each possible new state until at some point, triggered by some still-mysterious stimulus, it chooses one of that infinite number of outcomes and settles on it, and the cycle begins again.



Under this interpretation, when someone decides, say, to go to the circus rather than stay home and talk with a normally reclusive friend, this is because the waveforms of billions of atoms within each of billions of neurons collapse onto possibilities that, jointly, determine this outcome.



Somewhere within this mysterious massive collapse of waveforms, does free will slip in?  Is anyone, in short, to blame?



This story will not answer that question.



Three particle assemblies are of particular interest in this story.  Let us label them Wynken, Blynken, and Nod.



Wynken had long blonde hair.  It was bleached, and up close it looked like straw, but it shimmered so that when she walked in daylight, you might mistake her for a sunbeam.  She was unremarkable in photographs, but beautiful when she looked at someone she loved. She gave psychological counselling to people who were in prison for violent or sexual offenses, and loved them even while knowing they might do horrible things to her if they met again on the outside.



Blynken was a little older and a little more unremarkable in photographs.  He had come to this country from East Germany the week after the wall came down.  He would still stop sometimes in supermarket aisles and stare at the shelves.  He only smiled at things that were very funny or very sad.  He had a letter from Publisher's Clearinghouse which he had stuck to his refrigerator with a magnet.  It said, "You Might Already Be a Winner!" It always made him smile.



Nod was old enough to be their grandfather.  He was a short, quiet man who seemed to stand taller and speak more clearly the longer you knew him.  He had left his heart and most of his hair back on other continents in earlier decades.  In World War Two, they'd taken him from his farm in Missouri and put him onto a ship in South Carolina.  After a month of rocking and vomiting below decks in the dark, they dragged him up into the sunlight and dropped him onto a beach in Italy, and he fell in love for the first and only time.  The further away life took him from his beloved Italy, the more he talked about the land and the people who had lived there in the 1940s.



We shall add a fourth character to this story, a writer who fancied himself a scientist, or perhaps a scientist who fancied himself a writer.  He need not be named, since he plays only the part of a plot device, a belt that fails to slip, a butterfly that zags instead of zigging.  He felt such a strong sense of purpose and destiny that he had objectified himself, devoting himself entirely to his work and becoming more tool than person. Thus, this (de)characterization is entirely appropriate.



Some scientists say that the predominance of the Copenhagen interpretation of quantum mechanics is only an accident of history.  They say that choosing one of an infinite number of possibilities at random introduces not just a very large, but an infinite additional complexity to the theory.  The proper response as a scientist, they say, is to assume, until proven otherwise, that this does not happen—that every possibility is realized, every possible path is followed somewhere.  In some reality, horses became the dominant lifeform on Earth.  In some reality, Nod went back to Italy.  In some reality, both of these things happened.  This is science.



Let us call this necessary reality Equestria.



We can therefore take it as proven that one day in Equestria, our unnamed but not yet entirely inequine writer had a pair of tickets to the Bar-neigh and Bay Leaf Circus for Wynken and himself.



He'd bought them a month ahead of time and told Wynken to keep the day clear on her calendar without telling her why.  They were long, slender, elegant-looking tickets, printed on shiny cardboard stock.  The tip of each ticket showed the performance date in bold numbers.  He paused before knocking on Wynken's door and practiced fanning them out in his hoof.



When she answered the door, he did it perfectly, fanning them out just so with a snap of his fetlock, but her face remained an ordinary pony face as she watched.  Then she looked at him and smiled, and he almost dropped the tickets.  He loved her, you see, as much as it was possible for him to love somepony.



But the writer had walked slowly to her house, just one leg at a time, because he'd worn his best white suit and didn't want to get it dusty on the town's dirt streets.  So they had to rush to get to the circus before the elephants and the dragons marched in and two dozen clowns climbed out of a single wagon.  They were almost to Sweet Clover's field just outside town where the circus was when they ran into Blynken.



Blynken opened his eyes wide and rushed up to them, kicking dust from the dirt road all over the writer's white suit.  He said that he wanted to talk.  This was odd, because Blynken never said he wanted to talk.  He would just start talking.  It was odder because he was quiet and earnest instead of loud and poker-faced.



Wynken said that of course they could talk, then looked at the writer to see if that was all right.



And of course it was all right with him.  He didn't care about the tickets.  He didn't suggest they could talk with Blynken after the show.  He tore those fucking tickets into pieces and threw them in the trash, even though they cost 60 bits each and it was the last performance of the year, because you put your friends above your own pleasure in Equestria.



It was a good thing, too, because they learned that most of Blynken's smiles that they had thought had been happy had really been sad.  He didn't feel like he Might Already Be a Winner.



They all talked late into the night.  I don't know if they found the magic words that make sad people feel better.  I used to believe in these words, but now I think maybe they only exist in Equestria.  Perhaps these words are well-known in Equestria.  Perhaps they're printed on the sides of milk cartons, instead of pictures of people who've disappeared like smiling circus magicians.  Perhaps it didn't matter what they said.  But I know Wynken remarked later what a good thing it was that they talked with Blynken right then, because otherwise he might have changed his mind about talking by the time the circus was over, and they might never have talked, and who knew what might have happened then?



The next year all three of them went to the circus and saw the elephants and the dragons and the two dozen clowns, and they laughed and cried, and the writer loved them both as much as he could love somepony.  And when Wynken realized that that really was as much as he could love somepony, but it still wasn't enough, it was natural for her to shift some of her love from him onto Blynken, so they were all as good friends as they had been before.  She didn't latch onto the first stallion to pass by.  Blynken was a good pony with a good heart, not a stallion whose eyes slid across other ponies as if they were decorations. He wasn't eager to play with new ponies the way a foal is eager to play with new toys.  The writer accepted it gracefully, and never got drunk and called Wynken on the phone begging her to come back, or sent her photos taken by a private detective of her new lover with other mares.  There are no restraining orders in Equestria.



So Wynken, Blynken, and that other pony were all still good friends when they met Nod.  Not many ponies really met Nod.  Nod never spoke to anyone.  He came to the library every day to return a stack of picture books and check out a different stack of picture books.



They asked him why, and he said he had no family, and all his friends were gone, and his eyes weren't good enough to read the little letters in the other books in the library.  The picture books were mostly for foals, and he'd read them all before, but he didn't know what else to do.



So Wynken, Blynken, and that other pony decided to all trade addresses with Nod, and they promised to write him letters written in very large hoofwriting, so that he could read something else besides picture books.



Nod, to their surprise, wrote to each of them every week.  He wrote about sitting on his porch watching the moon pass behind the leaves of the oak tree his great-great-grandfather had planted.  He wrote about what kinds of flowers grow in what kinds of soil, and how much sunlight or shade each needed.  He described the tiny piece inside a self-winding watch that turns a wheel to wind a spring every time you move your hoof.  He warned them against eating too much peanut butter.



He wrote with large letters and used capitals and exclamation marks freely.  He wrote on broad sheets of vegetable parchment, not on dozens of strips from the wrappers of straws that he had to smuggle out of a cafeteria.  There are no old ponies' homes in Equestria.



Most of all he wrote about Neighples and the war so long ago.  He wrote about how, when he'd arrived, the water in the harbor was crystal clear, and so full of sunken ships that they couldn't anchor near the pier.  They'd had to trot across a floating bridge of planks, with seaweed-covered ships flashing in the light beneath them each time a wave rolled by.  They'd saved up cans of white gas to eat wormy army chow by "candlelight" while a local stallion serenaded them in a foreign language.



And they all wrote him back, in the magical kingdom of Equestria.  They weren't doing anything so goddamn important that they couldn't take the time to write back to an old pony who was racing to set down and pass on everything he knew to somepony, anypony who would listen, before it was lost.



The writer pony was too poor to travel and too busy writing and sciencing, but Wynken had always wanted to see the lands across the sea.  So Wynken and Blynken decided to go with Nod across the sea, where he could see Neighples one last time.  That's where they are today, across the sea.  The writer keeps their houses ready for them.  Wynken's kitchen is waiting for her to bring back the set of Prench dishes she's always wanted.  The walls of Blynken's bedroom are still as white as a clean hoofkerchief.  There are no shotguns in Equestria.



Wynken, Blynken, and Nod never interacted in our universe.  Their waveforms each collapsed separately.  But in some reality, Blynken, Wynken, and Nod stood on the aft deck of an ocean cruiser as it pulled away from the pier.  That's how I remember them—Blynken holding his foreleg around Wynken while her mane streamed behind her in the wind, while Nod hopped up and down, pawing at them and babbling about Neighples, so that they looked like parents hectored by a large, eager child, as they set off for new adventures across the sea, adventures too extensive and exciting to recount here.



And that's what happened to Wynken, Blynken, and Nod in Equestria.  Shut up.  Shut up.  I swear that's how it all happened in the magical kingdom of Equestria.
      

      
   
      Harmony is Clockwork


      

      
      
         Long ago, before the wonderful world called Equus, there was everything, and so there was nothing.



The world was full of gods and goddesses. No one died, and so no one lived. There were no sun and moon, but a single, unmoving light in the sky that made the whole world shine like burning copper.



That was how things had always been, and anything else was unthinkable. But for one Lady Goddess and her Five Daughters, it was not enough.



The Lady had had a dream; the First Dream. She woke from her dream and saw the sad, unending state of the world around her, and gathered her daughters to help her change it.



Together they built the First Clock. The other gods and goddesses were amazed, as for the first time, the passage of one moment to another could be measured. Thus, change was introduced to the world; the idea that something could be one way at one time and another at the next.



The Lady and her daughters didn’t stop there. Working together, they split the great light in the sky into two, a greater and a lesser, and set them to move across the sky in time with the Clock.



From that moment on, nothing was ever the same again. The Lady’s daughters led the people in planting trees around the clock, squeezing water from the sky to nourish them, and creating many wondrous things with their magic. For the first time, the people of the world were happy.



But the nature of change is in endings as well as beginnings, and one cannot know joy without knowing sorrow.



The Lady died, just as the world she named Equus was becoming more wonderful than ever before or since, and her daughters knew the time of gods and goddesses was over. They grieved for their mother, and counseled together on what they should do next.



Some felt guilt for introducing the change that caused their mother to go away.



Some were sure that their mother’s decision to introduce change was right.



One still hoped her mother would change back.



They all agreed that something must be done, before this most horrible change claimed any more of their friends. But what?



The hopeful daughter, the meekest of all, finally spoke up.



She said that life was like the two lights they had set in the sky. Before splitting the great light their mother had tried to move it on its own, but found it could not budge so long as it was alone. It had to be divided; two lights of opposite natures, forever in opposition, to chase each other endlessly and never meet, all the while measuring the passage of days.



Just as the greater light must go away for a while, she said, our mother has left us. But we know nothing stays the same forever, and so we know that one day she must come back.



Her sisters fell silent as they learned to feel hope for the first time.



They swiftly agreed, then, that change in the world must never be allowed to cease. The Clock must be protected, lest the measurement fail and the world become stagnant once more.



And so the Harmonious Clock was sealed away at the bottom of the world, until the day the Five Daughters meet their Mother once more.







“The Harmonious Clock? You found it?”



“So my children tell me, sir scholar,” the great Pegasus Lord Radiant Beam growled, scowling down at his two heirs seated beside him in the opulent parlor of his manor. The young stallion and mare didn’t appear troubled in the least; as far as Quiet Time had seen, scowling seemed to be their father’s neutral expression. “But that is why we have summoned you here from the North, to inquire in the mine and ascertain whether or not such an artifact is in my lands.”



Quiet Time bit his lip and looked back down at the old storybook on the low table in front of him. In the schools he taught in in the North, the story of the Clock was regarded as an insubstantial myth to explain the movements of the sun and moon. There were many different versions of it; some had six daughters instead of five and some only had two, and for some reason in the far West it was told with two mothers. This particular copy was admittedly ancient and rich with detail and symbolism, but it didn’t make this claim any more credible. No true scholar of the North seriously believed the Clock actually existed.



Still, Quiet thought, looking back at the grandfather clock on his hip, his Character Mark; there is something special about that story.



“My daughter was very persistent about calling in a scholar. In fact, she recommended you specifically. She spoke at length of your authority on the subject,” the lord went on.



Quiet looked quickly up at his new patron, then stole a glance at his daughter. Sky Light was smirking at him mischievously.



“I was very impressed by your knowledge and abilities when we were students together. Perhaps you remember me?”



Lord Beam raised an eyebrow over his daughter at her odd tone, and Quiet Time silently prayed to the goddesses that he wouldn’t blush. Sky Light’s younger brother, Ancillary, shook his head and shifted subtly to face away from his sister.



Sky Light sat straighter on her couch. “Of course, I’ll be going with you to verify this for myself.”



Lord Beam’s head whipped back around to face his daughter again. Quiet suspected that he and his host were equally startled by Sky Light’s declaration. Radiant Beam voiced no objection, however, and Sky Light met his ever-present scowl with a sweet smile.



With a cough to clear his throat, Lord Beam turned back to Quiet Time. “Well, scholar? What say you?”



Quiet took a moment to gather his thoughts, looking at the nobleman and his family sitting before him; Lord Beam in his glimmering golden breastplate, sitting more than a full head taller than his children; Ancillary, full-grown yet still smaller and more frail than his sister, with a Character Mark of a constellation on his dark coat and inquisitive eyes that made Quiet suspect this book about the Clock came from the boy’s own collection; and Sky Light, gold and white and draped in blue finery, lounging on her couch and fixing him with a lidded gaze.



It’s not hard to tell why she wanted me to come, Quiet thought to himself. But what of this find? An underground forest at the bottom of a mine, and word of strange happenings in the skies above? Ancillary at least seems to think that points to the resting place of the Clock.



And that, at least, is worth taking a look.



“I’ll do it,” he said with a small smile and bright eyes.







“It ain’t natural. They were right to seal it up.”



Quiet Time felt like pounding his head on the counter, or pounding down another drink. One of those proved more appealing than the other, and he motioned to the unicorn behind the bar who was the source of his early headache. She paused on her way to the other end of the counter, smirked, and passed him an entire pitcher in a dark red glow.



“Natural or not, it’s been ordered unsealed.” Sky Light was sitting next to him at the bar, and was almost as frustrated. “These decisions are your lord’s to make, not yours.”



“All I’m saying is it was the right one. Y’all didn’t see the smoke in the sky like we did. Came right out of nowhere, at just the same time they broke through that wall and found those trees. It got to where it was casting shadows on the ground, and folks swear they heard growling coming from the thick of it before they got wise and sealed the hole back up. You watch; you open up that cave again and the smoke’ll be back, thicker than ever. We’ll all be choked out or eaten up or goddesses-know-what before you so much as hear ticking from any dratted clock. Not that anyone has the right to meddle with such things anyway, on principle.”



“Bah, you don’t really care about that, Song,” came a voice from behind, triggering a chorus of chuckles from the sparse, dirty crowd in the tavern. Quiet looked over his shoulder to see a dark pegasus mare darkened further by soot, with her legs on a table, grinning at the barmaid. “The sun being drowned out by sky monsters is just more fun to complain about than taxes. Or am I not supposed to say that in front of nobility? Oops.” She turned her grin to Sky Light, who only lifted her lip a smidge and looked down her nose at the mare. “Heck, I’ll take you down to the breach if you’re really wanting to go. Open it up for you, too. Name’s Shady Patch. My brother and I’ll make sure you come outta there as clean and perfect as when you went in. Hey, Presto! Come— The heck d’you think you’re doing?”



Quiet followed Shady Patch’s livid glare to another corner of the room, where a young unicorn just a shade lighter than his sister was looking up in surprise from some odd wooden baubles on a table, across from a hunched, suddenly very grumpy-looking brown Earth Pony stallion.



Shady Patch swung her legs off the table and stood up. “You oughta know better than to play anything against old Sawdust! And you!” The stallion turned away and frowned deeper. “You oughta know better than to try anything like that with kin o’mine! You put those dirty dice away and pray you don’t have anything on you that’d more rightly be in my brother’s bag instead of yours!”



“I told you to wait and try him when she’s not in the same room, Sawdust,” the barmaid said with a helpless smirk.



“Shut up, Song,” said Shady Patch, walking briskly to her terrified brother. “You’re encouraging both of them. Maybe we oughtn’t to come here anymore. Waste enough of our money the honest way without losing it at dice. Come on, kid. We’re leaving.”



Quiet exchanged a glance with Sky Light next to him. “Are you still going to take us through the mine?” she asked, leaning back to see past Quiet.



“Yeah, yeah. Just give us an hour to gather up what we need, and we’ll meet you back here. And I expect to be well paid!”









“Let ‘er rip, kid!”



Quiet Time squeezed his eyes shut and covered his ears tighter as Shady Patch’s silent brother, Star Presto, was knocked back on his rear by the purple blast that came from his horn. A rush of dust swept up through the rocky tunnel toward them, and Quiet felt a surge of adrenaline as a shower of loose pebbles rained down on his head for a moment.



Quiet heard coughing from multiple throats, and then the angry voice of Sky Light through the haze. “If you—”



Sky Light was suddenly cut off as a blast of warm air came from the same direction as the dust, flushing it all away and leaving the tunnel clear once more. Quiet listened as the air wave howled through the rest of the mine behind them.



“What was that?” Sky Light asked, all urgency gone from her voice.



“Couldn’t say for certain,” Shady Patch answered, righting the lantern that had been knocked over. “You usually get a little gust when you break into a cave, but never anything like that. I think I remember one of the other guys saying something like this happened the first time they opened this up. Kinda strange that it happened again after only a week or two being sealed, for how big this cave’s supposed to be. We all still here? No one got blown away or eaten by escaping sky monsters? How about you, quiet guy?”



“Here,” Quiet answered.



“Woah.”



Quiet Time, Sky Light, and Shady Patch all turned to see Star Presto framed in the dark hole he had made at the end of the tunnel. Quiet stepped up to join him.



“Woah.”



To Quiet Time’s eyes, he had stepped out of the mine and into an open valley at nighttime. He knew he hadn’t, though, because it had only been late afternoon when they entered an hour ago, and there was no way the sun had gone down already at this time of year.



Above him was a field of stars, though there were no constellations he recognized. The backdrop they were set in seemed darker than a natural night sky. He couldn’t see a moon anywhere.



What little light there was seemed to come from a layer of odd smoke that floated at about his eye level, and stretched off into the distance. The smoke appeared to give off its own gentle light, which allowed Quiet Time to see what sat below the smoke.



As his eyes adjusted and he squinted to see more clearly, Quiet gasped.



The valley floor was a tangled mess of… things. He supposed they must have been trees, but they were like no trees he had ever heard of. These ones grew almost on top of each other, at every angle imaginable. They twisted and curved and turned in odd directions. The canopies were draped across the branches in a wet sort of way, and he couldn’t tell what sort belonged to which tree. Some seemed to have hanging strings and ropes instead of proper leaves.



The trees all grew so close together that Quiet had no idea what was underneath their canopies. The air in the valley was absolutely still and quite warm, but he thought he saw faint movement in the distant darkness.



Quiet was startled from his reverence by the whisper of Sky Light next to him. “Incredible. Do you think it could really be the Sealed Forest?”



“Who can say?” he whispered back.



A noise from the tunnel behind him caught Quiet’s ear, and he looked back. He thought he could feel a cool breeze coming from the mine that he hadn’t felt before. He stepped away from his patron and his guides, and strained to make out the faint sounds.



Quiet thought he could hear a noise like a pony exhaling heavily, and as he listened closer, he also heard echoes of what sounded like shouting.



“Miss Patch?”



Shady snorted. “Wasn’t quite expecting to be called ‘Miss’ at a time like this. You’re spoiling the moment, quiet guy. What’s up?”



“Listen!”



Shady Patch cocked an eyebrow, then an ear towards the tunnel. Both sounds had gotten more noticeable. The first now sounded like an entire crowd blowing to cool their soup, and the second was definitely loud voices. They sounded frightened.





“Miss Patch?”



Shady Patch shushed him, narrowing her eyes in concentration. “Wait here!” she said to the group after a moment, then she flapped her wings and flew back into the tunnel and left the three of them alone on the empty slope, under the strange stars.



Quiet Time exchanged nervous glances with Sky Light and even Star Presto as the noise continued to increase in volume, faster and faster. The breathing had become a high roar, and the voices had become less frequent.



Finally, they heard the voice of Shady Patch from a distance. “There it is! Presto! Get them away from the tunnel, fast!”



They didn’t need telling twice, and the three of them took off running down the slope.



From the tunnel came a great wordless shout of multiple voices at once, and the ground began to rumble.



As the shaking and noise reached its peak, the mouth of the tunnel erupted in a gout of brown water. It began to cascade down the hill, and the three stunned explorers below quickly realized they had evacuated in the wrong direction.



Quiet Time turned and ran downhill for all he was worth, the terror of tripping up in the low light at the forefront of his mind.



Beside him, Sky Light took to the air and came above him, grabbing him around his middle and picking him up off the ground.



“Wait!” Quiet protested. “Presto!”



Out of the black sky swooped Shady Patch, scooping up her poor brother just as the pounding flood crashed into the rocky slope he had just occupied.



“Star! Block it!” Shady Patch shouted, turning back up the hill.



Star Presto’s horn lit up as his sister carried him over the entrance to the mine, and a large portion of the hill above it collapsed, closing the tunnel once again. Small jets of brown water still shot out from between the rocks, but they slowly relaxed in pressure and became clearer in color until they became mere trickles, combining into a stream following in the wake of the flood.



The majority of the water reached the treeline below, and a wave of motion spread through the treetops, accompanied by many rather ominous noises.



Sky Light set Quiet down on a jutting rock, and went off to another part of the hillside. Quiet watched her go, and realized what she was doing.



Two other figures were lying farther down the hill. One was deep red, and was lying flat and still. The other was brown, and was hunched over the red one and moving anxiously. Sky Light alighted next to them, and knelt down as well. They were joined by Shady Patch and Star Presto, and Quiet Time realized he was all alone on his rock. He jumped down and carefully made his way through the mud to the others.



When he got to them, he found progress had been made with the motionless red figure, who he realized was Song, the barmaid from the tavern. Sky Light and Shady Patch were already questioning Sawdust, the other figure who had been trying to revive Song.



“It’s gone, Patch. It’s all gone by now.”



“Are you sure?” Shady Patch demanded. “You didn’t see it!”



“You saw what came after us. It was even worse up above. Only a minute after the smoke came back, and water started falling from the sky. It was as if there was a whole lake up on top of the mountain, and something broke and sent the whole thing through town. Everything’s been washed off the cliffs by now. Some of us made it into the mines, and pegasi flew off with whoever they could carry.”



Song coughed, still lying flat on her back. “Told you. Told you all.”



Sky Light stepped forward. “Whatever happened out there, we’re not going back the way we came. Not anytime soon. We need to get moving.”



“Moving?” Shady Patch asked incredulously. “Where? Into the creepy trees?”



“It’s as good as anywhere else. If we can’t find another way out, we can at least find food and shelter.”



“In those trees? I think we’d end up being the food. Besides, we know we need to go up. We should head higher up the slope and start digging at the cave wall. Presto can find his way to another mine shaft.”



“More than likely to be flooded as well,” said Sawdust. “We’ll have no luck digging out. We’ll have to wait until it all drains away, assuming there’s an end to the sky water at all. Or we find another exit far away, where the flood can’t reach. The smoke didn’t cover the whole world, so far as I could tell.”



“Besides,” coughed Song, “can’t dig very far without food and good drink. We’ll need that anyway.”



“It’s settled,” Sky Light declared. “We’ll press on into the forest as soon as Song can travel. I have a feeling we’ll find everything we need here.”



Shady Patch stepped close in front of her, leaning into her face. “What’s that supposed to mean, huh? You two seemed more excited than surprised to find a bunch of trees at the bottom of a mine. If you know what this place is, I want to hear it!”



Sawdust stepped forward as well. “If they knew what this place was, they also knew what would happen to us when they opened it up!”



“How dare you?” Sky Light hissed, stepping back. “We knew no more than you did! Lord Beam merely took an interest in the report of a strange cave you found, and sent us to explore it!”



“I’ll bet he did,” said Song, sitting up. “And now, even when you’ve wiped out an entire village just by peeking, you still intend to go searching for whatever it is you hope to find here. Shouldn’t be surprised at what our benevolent pegasus overlords consider important.”



“Enough!”



The entire group turned in surprise to Quiet Time, whose face held a very impatient expression.



“Are we going to go or not? I’m already getting thirsty.”







Quiet Time stood in awe and total reverence. The cavernous room of opaque glass resounded with the sound that had led him in a haze from the entrance to the strange ruin:



Ticking.



Before him, carved of crystal more brilliant than any star, was a clock.



It was three times his height, shaped to resemble a six-sided tree. Among the branches at the top of each side was a representation of a different goddess from the story; two for each tribe, a greater and lesser, with the greater unicorn the chief of them all. Each goddess had a hoof raised atop its own uniquely-colored gemstone.



The Greater Unicorn faced him now, above the Clock’s face. Instead of hands, icons of the sun and moon chased each other around the circle on opposite sides, at a snail’s pace.



Lower on the trunk of the tree, instead of a window revealing a pendulum, there were murals that told the clock’s story. Quiet Time had never been so excited in his life as when he had learned the true story.



There had been two mothers, and six daughters. The mothers had died when a great black forest overthrew the world, and time had stopped. The forest burned under an unmoving sun, and the chief daughter failed to fix the world.



So she constructed the clock, and gave herself to power it and the heavens along with it.



Quiet Time felt tears in his eyes. He felt a sudden urge to show his new friends.



As he turned away, he didn’t notice the gems begin to glow.
      

      
   
      The End of an Era


      

      
      
         What would you do if somepony took away your purpose in life? Something you spent all your time and energy discerning for yourself, without any help from your cutie mark? If you made a choice that would leave your life forever changed, putting greater purpose and profundity over having a comfortable, normal existence? Only for somepony to come along and reduce it to a dream? What if that same somepony also took away the two ponies that mattered the most to you? My name is Burnished Halberd, former member of Celestia’s Royal Guard, and this is the story of how the diarchy fell.




  One Day Earlier  


“Mornin’ Bernie, how was night shift?” The approaching pony, who Burnished knew as Stalwart Shield, offered a hoof.



Burnished reciprocated the hoof-bump. “Eh, not any different than most day shifts, although I didn’t have to deal with nobles attending day court. You know how that is, especially when Prince Blueblood wants his damned “priority queue.” Burnished said with a small smile before yawning, tired from a long night’s worth of standing in uniform. 



“Eh, that one is just awful to be around. Ponies like him give royalty a bad name.” Stalwart retorted. 



“They’re not all bad, some of them can be quite pleasant company. Fancy 




His brashness aside, Stalwart Shield was one of those ponies who are shining examples of what kind of pony a royal guard should be, unlike myself. Loyal, and not afraid to stand up for what’s right. Unlike Shield, I didn’t join the guard based on any kind of feeling of duty or responsibility, I joined it for reasons which in contrast seem selfish. No, I joined the guard because I wanted to die knowing that I’d impact Equestria in some meaningful way, doing more than leaving a tombstone and the memory of the pony I was behind. I wanted to contribute to what makes Equestria the wonderful place it is.



Stalwart and I both joined the guard three years ago, and despite our differences, we’ve gotten along as if we were foalhood friends. Feeling a sense of duty to the country that had given him and those close to him so much, he joined. 




“Oh, I forgot to mention, before you go home for the day, Celestia wanted to see you. You should hurry, day court starts soon, and you wouldn’t want to have to sit through that…” 



Shaken from his daydream, Burnished headed towards the Solar Princess’ chambers, exchanging equipment to Stal for his shift.



“Did she say what she wanted?” Burnished calls back. 



“No, only that you should come quickly. It must be important.”



“Something Celestia has to say, and it’s important? That narrows it down!” 







Stal smiles at the sarcastic comment as Burnished continued inside from the balcony overlooking greater Canterlot. 



Today was a morning out of a fairy tale, the sun slowly rising over the horizon, providing a picturesque view of an Equestrian sunrise over the magnificent city. The tips of the roofs glistened, giving the appearance that the whole city was glowing. It was an early autumn morning, and it was time for all of Equestria to rise and shine. Stal couldn’t remember a time where the sunrise, or any time during the day had been this beautiful, other than the annual Summer Sun Celebration. He wondered to himself; Maybe, as unlikely as it was for a pony like him, he had forgotten an important holiday. He continued to admire the good fortune the day had brought him, as he knew he wouldn’t be moving for quite a while. 




Climbing the grand staircase of Canterlot Palace, Burnished trotted toward the Princess’ private quarters while wondering to himself what she had summoned him regarding. He thought maybe he’d be getting reassigned, but then thought that was unlikely, as he had only recently been assigned to night shift rather than day, to his dismay, as he appreciated the long conversations between him and Stal when there was nopony else around. He also saw no reason as to why Celestia of all ponies would address him about this when his superior could instead. Maybe he did something fantastic and the Princess wanted to personally thank him? He laughed internally at this notion, as he wasn’t the most fantastic of grunts, his aspirations lying far ahead on the day which he was the superior, a day when he was higher on the totem pole.







Catching himself daydreaming for the second time, Burnished mentally chastised himself for being so easily distractible as he came to the doors to Celestia’s private quarters. He approached the doors as stoically as possible, carefully knocked a hoof against it three times, and waited. 



“Ah, there you are.” 



Burnished jumped, startled at the sudden sound of Princess Celestia’s voice.



“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you, Burnished.” Celestia approached from behind. “I presume Stal told you I had something I wanted to speak to you about?”



“He did, and not even a hint as to what about…” Burnished said, wryly.



Celestia let out a soft laugh. “Well, I did want it to be a surprise.” 



That got his attention, even in his tired state. He couldn’t think of any time she had done anything of the sort, period. 



Celestia saw his bewildered look and spoke up. “That’s twice I’ve caught you off guard, my little pony, and I’m sorry for that. I’m sure you’ve had a long night, so I’ll cut right to it. I’d like to personally congratulate you on your promotion to be the first of the Counter-Espionage Force of the guard. Despite that, this is a very somber occasion. You’ll be countering changeling spies. The reason I’ve asked you here to take this position is quite important: Recently, ponies within the guard have either failed to show up to their posts, ended up at the wrong post, or worse, gone missing entirely. I’m quite certain that the Royal Guard has been infiltrated by changelings, and may have been for a long time, even if these occurrences are recent. I’m not absolutely certain these events are related to changeling spies, however from evidence that I’ve seen thus far, they are the most likely suspect.”



Burnished’s eyes went wide. Changelings infiltrating the guard? How many of his fellow guards could possibly be changelings in disguise? Granted, he didn’t have too many friends in the guard besides Stal, as most guards weren’t the type of ponies he liked to hang around but the distinct possibility that the ponies he saw daily could all be lies frightened him considerably. 



“I’m truly sorry to place such knowledge before you, my little pony, but I’m afraid to think what could happen if nothing is done to prevent any changeling attempts to replace ponies within the guard… I won’t stand for the very ponies intended to protect Equestria causing it harm. I’m entrusting you with such a task because you’ve given me reason to believe you’re not a changeling. You’ve been rather… forthcoming in the few times we’ve spoken one-on-one. And haven’t been afraid to make a joke once in awhile. Any changeling I’ve ever dealt with wouldn’t speak so freely. Equestria depends on something being done about it, and I cannot so much as say a word publicly or risk frightening everypony and scaring off the changelings among us. Your objective is to find and reveal the changeling infiltrators, preferably to me privately. Will you do this service to Equestria? I know it isn’t what you signed up for, and so I’m giving you a choice, but bear in mind if you say no, you’ll be isolated until those responsible for the strange occurrences are discovered.



“Wait.. But.. How…” Burnished took a moment to sort out his very confused thoughts. Why me? Why am I your first choice? I’m honored you’ve chosen me to carry out something so important for all of Equestria, but is there nopony you trust more than me?”



“You’re right, there are those I trust more. The simple and unfortunate fact is that any one of those ponies could be the changeling, whereas you’re a relatively recent addition to the royal guard, and as such, are a less likely suspect.” 



“Okay. This is a lot to take in, but I want to help. And it would be rather un-fun to be watched constantly as opposed to starring in my own detective novel. Maybe when this is all over, I’ll write it into one so Princess Twilight can read it!” 



On that, they both laughed. 



“This is why I picked you for this, Halberd. It’s thanks to ponies like you that this palace isn’t the most dull place in Equestria. One of these years, you really should come to the Grand Galloping Gala, not as a guard, but as a guest. Let me know and I’ll get you a ticket. But first, you have changelings to find. Good luck.”



Burnished figured the first logical place to go was the guards’ barracks. Since after heading there, he could get a good night(day)’s rest, as it had been over twelve hours since he had gotten any sleep. The barracks had armor strewn about, spears lined up neatly on a spear rack, and many other things one would expect to see in such a place, but Burnished was way too tired to pay attention. He promptly climbed into a cot, and fell asleep. 




The noise of guards talking and clip-clopping around and armor clanking against itself was the first thing that Burnished heard as he woke. It was sunset, or when his shift would normally begin, but as of today, he was a super cool changeling detective! 



Burnished laughed at his own silly thoughts as he climbed to his hooves and looked around. No guard duty today, he thought. He’d finally have a little autonomy in his work in the guard, if only for a short time. Or, today might be the start of something beautiful in his job, but he wasn’t quite sure what. He said a polite hello to his fellow guards who were also waking up to head to their posts as he left. And now he was off to… 



“You know, I have no orders, no concrete structure to stick to, only to find and expose changelings… I could go see Stal… for old times’ sake. Eh, why not?” 



He galloped to the balcony he’d seen a thousand and one times, the one he and Stal always guard, but found him walking back on the way there, the changing of the guard apparently finding a replacement for Burnished, according to Stal. 



“So, the Princess herself Celestia wants to speak to you privately, just to give you a reassignment? That’s hilarious!” Stal laughed, as if that was the furthest thing from reality. 



“Actually, not quite. Have you ever noticed anypony disappearing recently, Stal?”



Stal’s face betrayed his confusion, clearly trying to put together how both of those subjects were related. “No, why? Have they been?”



“According to Celestia, we’ve been infiltrated. By   changelings  . Nopony can know, shouldn’t even be telling you. Everypony’s a suspect, and I’m the Smanish Inquisition. You’re not a changeling, are you Stalward?” 



“I’m as much of a changeling as you are, Bernie.”



Both guards laughed at that, as they reached the barracks.



“Well, time for me to hit the hay, I’m beat.”



“Sleep well, my friend. And be careful, there’s a sinister plot going on here, and no one knows how long it’s been going on, we’re all likely in some form of danger. I just want you to be aware of what’s coming, and as my best and only friend in the guard, prepared. No laughing matter, to that end, be on your guard more than you’ve ever been. Any green flashes means something’s definitely up. The success of this mission hangs in the balance.” 



“I will, you have my word. I know you’ll succeed.”



“I admire your faith in me. I’m genuinely afraid that I’ll fail, despite all my usual confidence.”



“You’ll succeed, but if anything happens, you can count on me to do it for you. Cross my heart, hope to fly.” 



“Thanks. For everypony’s sake, I hope it doesn’t come to that. Night, Stal.”



“Night, Bernie.”




  Outside Celestia’s Private Quarters  


Two guards approach the closed doors, preparing for their shift to guard the Solar Princess’ quarters. 



“Has our superior officer lost it? Why would we, as members of the night guard, be stationed not only on the inside of Celestia’s section of the palace, but outside of Celestia’s quarters? We’re the best aerial force the guard has, and we’re being stationed in close quarters?”



“Maybe the Princess thinks someone will try to enter her quarters while she sleeps?”



“That could be, but then why pick us? We’re supposedly the best, but that only works if we can fly. Flying inside the palace’s corridors sounds like a terrible idea.”



“That’s definitely true, no idea on that one.”



The guards stand on opposite sides of the set of double doors leading into the Princess’ bed chambers.



Suddenly, a green flash illuminates the palace hall.



“I can’t see!”



“Turn that off, whoever’s doing that! Our eyes aren’t used to bright lights!”



“I believe that’s the point.” 



“You didn’t say that, did you?”



“Oh crap!”



Silence falls in the palace corridor. The silhouette of a pony slips into Celestia’s Quarters through the door, and the illumination from a magic spell lights up the room.




  Twelve Hours Earlier  


  Outside Luna’s Private Quarters  


Two guards stand on opposite sides of the bedroom of the Lunar Princess. This section of the Palace is far darker than the section outside of the Solar Princess’ quarters, and lacks windows, themed as if it was the night sky. 



A flash of green illuminates this wing of the palace, blinding the guards used to the low lighting.



“Hey, regulation says this wing of the palace is supposed to stay unlit, turn off your crazy lights!” 



“Think it might be that DJ pony over in ponyville? Someone trying to pull a prank on us guards? I swear none of the party ponies have any respect for boundaries around here!”



Silence falls in the palace corridor.




“Who turned the lights on?” Celestia mumbled into her pillow. She slowly got upright, and looked down at the pony before her, clearly one of her guards. “I know we’re on pretty friendly terms, but that’s no reason to be coming into my bed chambers and lighting the place up with magic!” Celestia said to the pony she recognized as Burnished Halberd. “.... Wait a minute, Burnished Halberd doesn’t have a horn, he’s a pegasus! Who are you and what have you done with the real Burnished Halberd?”



“I’ve been the real Burnished Halberd from the beginning. Don’t you get it? You don’t send an envoy of Equestrian soldiers to capture an entire hive’s worth of changelings and get away with it! Because of you, I lost my parents, my childhood, anyone I ever cared about! Except for one other somepony. Congrats! I found the changelings within the royal guard. Us. You took away our meaning, our purpose in life, and our friendships! Because of you, we couldn’t be what you and your ponies can without a second thought. Because of you, our friendships were torn apart. Families were torn apart! Did you think all of that would go unnoticed? Because of all of that, the two changelings you just happened to miss vowed to have revenge for it all. And now it’s finally coming to a head. Luna’s already out of the picture. Any last words before we right the wrong done unto us?”



Celestia’s mouth hung open for the longest time, until Burnished had enough of the waiting and ushered out the era of the diarchy.




What would you do if somepony took away your purpose in life? Something you spent all your time and energy discerning for yourself, without any help from your cutie mark? If you made a choice that would leave your life forever changed, putting greater purpose and profundity over having a comfortable, normal existence? Only for somepony to come along and reduce it to a dream? What if that same somepony also took away the two ponies that mattered the most to you? My name is Burnished Halberd, former member of Celestia’s Royal Guard, and this is the story of how the diarchy fell.



      

      
   
      The Rainbow Crossing


      

      
      
         It was raining when it first happened. The sky was the typical dreary gray that filled took up most of the evening. People would look out of their windows, complain, criticize the weather, although they had no intention of going anywhere and then return to the safe topics of everyday life. In this instance, however, there was something different. Those who paid attention saw a small rainbow colored dot flash in one of the clouds, growing into a speckled ring of light, before fading away into grayness once more.



"Isn't that interesting," Misses Edminton from 9 Poppy Lane said, as she petted a large white cat.



"I say! Remarkable weather phenomenon," sergeant Phillips (retired) from 10 Ironcast road muttered, fumbling his pockets to find the phone his grandson had given him last Christmas. It was a large and overly complicated device, but sergeant Phillips had learned how to use it to take pictures, and later brag about it in the local pub.



Firefly was in the forest resting on a branch when she saw it. She enjoyed looking at the rain, admiring its softness and freedom. It was the closest thing of home she could have. Usually, she would remain there motionless until the rain would stop, then, after every last person of the village had gone to sleep, would shake off the water, span her wings and enjoy a night flight over the fields and meadows. The piece of rainbow changed everything.



The smell of familiarity kicked her in the muzzle with the force of a raging bull, bringing Firefly to her hooves. The pony's ears flicked. Wings trembled with anticipation, as she leapt off into the air. A sense of wonder lured her into the clouds, towards the place where the dot had been.



"I feel you," she whispered, a smile forming on her face. After all this time, she could feel it again—the faint aroma of ozone, magic and butterscotch cookies all mixed in one. 



Firefly flew up, stopping just below the tree's crown. She preferred to avoid flying during the day. People could see her then. Years ago it wasn't a big deal. Even if they did no one would believe them. Today there were cameras and cellphones to worry about. If Megan were here she would tell her how dangerous it was, how it was better to remain hidden and let others checked it out. 



Danger is my life, Firefly thought. And I've missed it. Licking her lips, she darted upwards. The wind, mixed with raindrops passed through her mane, giving the sensation of swimming. Clouds parted before her, tearing apart as if they were made of cotton candy. For the most part they smelled of chemicals and bitterness, but the closer she got to the rainbow dot's location, the more they changed. She could feel traces of magic still lingering along with echoes of laughter, cheers, and pegasi wings flapping in earnest. 



A jog? She wondered. No, a race! A pegasi race! For the briefest of moments one of the clouds hollowed up revealing a patch of the sky far different that anything around. Putting every ounce of strength into her wings, Firefly sped forward. Sadly, before she could reach it the patch faded away.



"Ponyfeathers!" Firefly humphed as she made a barrel roll. Just a second longer and she would have had it. Serves me right for growing fat on milk and chocolate. I'm slower than a mule on a propeller plane. Anyone else would have been upset, devastated even. Firefly, however, lived in the here and now. It didn't matter what could have been. Minutes ago she had never expected to sense a real rainbow fragment, let along see one. And if there had been one, there could well be more.



"Don't you worry, rainbow," she spun through the clouds with the grace of an Olympic figure skater. "I'll be in shape next time." Quitting chocolate was going to be difficult. Her mouth watered at the mere thought she would have to give up all her Catbury bars and Milka ice cream, not to mention the Mozart marzipan she so much enjoyed. Her stomach growled, yet not loudly enough to change her mind. From he on it was only apples, hay, and practice for her, with the occasional lump of sugar. Next time the rainbow appeared,she was going to be ready.








The second time it happened, Megan was in her dormitory. Mid terms had just ended and with them the desire of students to remain at campus. Some had gone back home to see their parents, most has preferred to spend the time on vacation, partying in weird and exotic places. Mega had done neither. She skyped with her family daily, and as for a vacation—going to England was her vacation. Maybe after a few more years she would get bored with it, but for now she found the place fascinating.



An email notification popped up in the lower right corner of her laptop. Hopefully, it wasn't another spam letter. Megan was just about to open it, when a knock on the window distracted her. What's that? She turned around then kept perfectly still an silent. It was too early for Halloween and too late in the semester for freshman pranks. Could it be a trick of the mind? A second knock suggested otherwise. Confused but curious, Megan stood up from her bed and went to open the window. Initially she expected to find one of the boys throwing stones in an attempt to serenade her again. The had happened on a few occasions already. It would have even been sweet, if the person who did it wasn't so full of himself, and also if it he didn't choose to do it in winter. Even in her nightgown, Megan felt an annoying chill as she went towards the curtains. Pulling them aside she suddenly froze, staring into a large eye purple pressing against the windowpane.



"Hello." A cheerful greeting sent Megan stumbling back and falling onto the floor.



"Firefly?" It took a few seconds for the girl to regain her senses. "What are you doing here?" Megan hadn't seen the pony in months. The two had come to England practically together: Megan had taken a standard economy class flight, while Firefly had used her own wings. Afterwards, they had gradually gone out of touch. Megan had studies and Firefly had crisscrosses the island in search for a nice lazy village to call home.



"Let me in?" Firefly asked. "I'm freezing out here."



It wasn't easy getting a small winged pony into a one room dorm. The window was narrow and half the room was cluttered with the belongings of Megan's ever absent roommate, but with enough effort they managed to finally squeeze her through. Landing on the bed, Firefly shook off the snow gathered on her mane, then lied down comfortably in front of the small heater.



"Mmm, so gooood!" Closed her eyes with a satisfied grin. "They should really fire the weather people. Completely incompetent! It was supposed to be a calm flight here, nothing but clear skies. Instead I get stuck in a blizzard."



"Well, not everyone has your talent." Megan glanced out of the window, making sure no one had been watching, then closed it shut and pulled the curtain. You are so reckless sometimes, girl! I hope no one does a surprise dorm inspection. Having a winged horse in my room will be tricky to explain. "I'll see if I have some chocolate left." She went to the small fridge, yet what she was really saying was 'Why didn't you tell me you'd be coming?' There was a reason she had given the pony her second smartphone. The thing had such a large touchscreen that even Firefly could easily operate it with her muzzle.



"Just an apple, thanks," Firefly answered, earring her a strange look on the girl's part. "What? I'm cutting down."



"That's unlike you." Megan opened the fridge. The Firefly she knew would never turn down chocolate. Apples, apples, apples... There wasn't one single apple. Just sandwiches in plastic casings, three kinds of mustard, a three-month old can of beer given to Megan as a gift from her roommate, and a single orange. "You okay with an orange?" Megan looked over her shoulder. The winged pony shrugged. "I'll take that as a yes." Megan took it out and closed the fridge.



"Cool place you got here." Firefly look around casually. It was obvious she didn't know how to start the conversation either. Just like Megan she was beating around the bush, focusing on trivial topics.



"Summers are great, but it could use a bit more heating about now." Megan went to her bed and sat down. Her feet had started feeling old, she she listed them up and covered them with a blanket.  A small pocket of warmth still remained, making her feel that much better. And of course, you're hogging all the heat. A smile crossed her face. "How's the village?" The girl started pealing the orange.



"It's nice." Firefly stretched her wings. Drops of wet snow fell off onto the floor. "Quiet and nice. A few people saw me once, but I was too fast for them to take a photo."



"Why are you really here, Firefly?" Megan finally asked the question. It hurt slightly doing so. There was a time when she didn't have to ask to know what was going on. Back then it was almost impossible to get the pony to shut up. Now they were treating each other like distant relatives who only met at family dinners and recycled old stories time and time again. I must be getting old.



"It happened," Firefly was quick to answer, here eyes sparkling with joy and wonder. "Twice."



"You saw what?" Megan wasn't sure what to think. She knew of course what Firefly was referring to. At the me time she was afraid to admit it, even to herself.



"The rainbow. I saw the rainbow!" Firefly was about to say more, but Megan stood up and placed the pealed orange in front of the pony.



I really hope you're sure, Firefly. I just started getting good grades. Right now is the worst time for me to vanish on another adventure. Of course, she knew she was lying to herself. Megan wasn't afraid that of finding out the pony's hope was false. On the contrary, she was terrified that it might turn out real, dragging her into pony land again. Technology had developed quite a lot since then, she could make video clips of her experiences now. The thought tickled her fancy. Do I become the YouTuber who talks with ponies? That would be a laugh. It would also pay my way through college, I bet.



"I really saw it, Megan," the pony said after she gulped down the orange. "Twice! That orange was really bad. Where did you get it? Tesco?" She coughed.



"Oh, grow up!" the girl laughed. She missed those back and forth a they used to have. "Where did you find it, though?"



"Random places," the pony winced in the most horrible way possible. "I need some water now. Do you have mineral? Sparkling?" Megan gave her a surprised look. "Sparkling feels nice on my tongue."



Haven't you become picky? There was a bottle of sparkling water by the bed, but that was reserved for her. Then again, she could always get a new one in the morning. "I'll get a bowl." She stood up again. "How do you think it happened? The rainbow became chemically resistant?"



"Nope. It came from the other side." Firefly waited for the bowl to be placed and filled in front of her, then started drinking. Megan waited patiently. Several questions came to mind.



"I thought only you were fast enough to ride a rainbow." The girl's hand moved to the heart shaped locket round her neck. Once it had held a full rainbow—the greatest magic in existence. It had the power to let her travel between worlds, purge evil, and defeat any threat there was. What Megan hadn't know at the time, was that it was also finite.



"Not anymore." Firefly tapped the bowl with her hoof indicating she wanted more. With a smile and a sigh, Megan obliged. "Someone new has learned to. I just hope he's a hot stud."



"Firefly!" Megan tried to act shocked, but keeping a straight face was out of the question. Neither of them were children anymore. And of course, that meant both had developed a linking of the opposite sex. It had been far more difficult for Firefly, though. Unlike Megan, she didn't have anyone of her kind to court. As a result had spent her time daydreaming and writing bad romance novels.



"Hey, a mare can dream," Firefly humphed.



"I know." Megan sat next to her. "So you're going back?"



"You got that right. It's been nice here, but it's no pony land." The pony took another few gulps from the bowl. "Can't wait to see what has happened to the place. Might have to smuggle in some gadgets. Have an MP3 player I can borrow?"



"I'll find you one." You're avoiding the question again. This time I won't be the one asking it. "And you're sure you'll be ready?"



"I will." Simple and to the point. There was nothing to be added to that. Megan knew the pony had made up her mind. "It happened twice, it will happen again. And next time I'll catch it."



I bet you would. Thirteen years. That much time had passed since either of them had been to pony land. If Firefly was right and someone there had learned the ability to ride a rainbow, maybe they could visit again. Rather, Firefly could. Megan wasn't a child anymore. It would be impossible for her to ride Firefly, especially since the pony had to be as fast as the wind to pass through. Will you find a way to pull me through? Another crazy adventure? Either well I'll be ready for when it happens. One way or another, I'll be ready.








The last time when it happened was during Megan's graduation. Firefly had originally wanted to see the young woman appear in her silly robes, so she could ridicule her later. She had managed to make her very own phone holder, made form fishing cord and parts of selfie sticks. It had never come to that. The moment the rainbow dot had perched the sky, Firefly had dropped everything and dashed towards it at full speed. She had missed a dozen chances to catch the rainbow, but she wasn't missing this one! 



*Bang* A dull boom filled the air. The noise startled Firefly, but not enough to lesser her resolve. She had bumped into fighter jets before, even the Concorde, when that was a thing. No simple pop would scare her, though it did intrigue her. She didn't know of any other pegasus capable of breaking the sound barrier. 



Firefly, stop dreaming, girl! Chances of finding your dream match are less than winning the lotto. Flattening her ears against her head she push on on forward. The rainbow had already formed a circle. In less than a second it would fade away dispersing in the clouds. Then again, half a second was a lot of time. When in top form, Firefly had managed to go through an entire box of skittles in half a second. Time for my best. The pony gritted her teeth, aiming for the patch of sky within the rainbow circle. Time stretched. Reaching her top speed, everything around Firefly seemed to slow down: clouds, birds, even a young couple playing badminton all were moving in slow motion, as she was getting closer and closer to her goal... until she crashed into the air.  



"Oumph!" Firefly went, struggling to remain in the air. Everything had gone black, and her head hurt as if she had run into a brick wall. Much to her surprise the air oumphed back.



Huh?! the pony thought. Air wasn't supposed to complain, especially when it was its fault for crashing into her. Barreling back, Firefly opened her eyes. In front of her, less than two wingspans away, was another pegasus, another female pegasus. Firefly's heart raced. After over a decade, the impossible had happened—a new pony had appeared putting an end of Firefly's long period of isolation. The unmistakable smell of magic, sweet apple cider, and adrenalin emanated from the newcomer, bringing back memories of Firefly's youth. And in this pivotal moment, when there were so many questions Firefly could ask, she went for the most unexpected greeting in the history of both worlds.



"I knew it was too much to expect a stallion," she grumbled, still massaging her forehead.



"Wha? Huh?" the other one pegasus asked, trying to make sense of the situation. Her cyan blue feathers trembled as she attempted to get her bearings, and failed in amusing fashion, making Firefly chuckle. 



"Breath, girl," Firefly made a loop around the newcomer. "Just don't inhale the clouds. They're nasty."



"What who?" The other kept turning her head in very direction, like a kidnapped chicken. "Where am I?"



"Cool mane," Firefly commented. Changing the subject, she hoped to get the other to relax. At the same time, she was also a bit envious. Rainbow manes were rare, extremely rare. Firefly herself couldn't remember anyone having more than four colors, and this pegasus had them all. My coat is better, though! "You must get all the dates, huh?"



"Dates?" The newcomer snapped out of her confusion. "What are you talking about?" Her voice was unusually raspy. "Who are you?"



"The one and only Firefly." Firefly zipped to the pegasus' other side. "How'd you learn to ride the rainbow?"



"What the what?" The Pegasus seemed more than a bit annoyed. Level expression on face he glared at Firefly. "Are you drunk or something? Cloudsdale is gone, I don't think we're even in Equestria anymore, and you keep asking stupid questions!" She took a deep breath, only to start coughing moments later. "The clouds here really stink!"



"Told you." Firefly shrugged. "You haven't been rainbow walking for long, huh? Just a newbie."



"Who're you calling a newbie?!" The rainbow-maned pony got incredibly agitated. "I'm a Wonderbolt!" Firefly didn't react. "And the fastest pegasus in Equestria!"



"Must be a really slow place." Firefly couldn't resist ruffling the other's feathers. You're just a kid, after all.



"And the only mare that can do a sonic rainboom!" The mare pretended to ignore the comment, puffing her chest up as she spoke. "Oh, I'm also an Element of Harmony, who has saved E—" she suddenly stopped mid sentence, her jaw hanging like at the season finale of Daredevil. "What do you mean must be a small place?! You're from Equestria! Right?"



"Nope, doesn't ring a bell." Firefly tried to remember. She prided herself in having explored more of pony land than anyone else, but she'd never come across a place called Equestria. Must be somewhere east.



"Cloudsdale? Canterlot?" The other pegasus started to enumerate. Both times Firefly shook her head. "The Crystal Empire? Princess Celestia?" Another two nos. "Discord? Queen Chrysalis? Tirek?"



"Ah, I fought him," Firefly said, making a loop. "Nasty piece of work. Tried to take over pony land, but yours truly stopped him."



"Really?" Something akin to a smile formed on the mare's face. "I stopped him too!" Finally they had found something in common. "I wasn't alone, though. Name's Rainbow Dash, by the way."



"Nice." This was mildly concerning, however. Firefly thought Tirek had been defeated for good, along with his rainbow of darkness. Clearly that hadn't been the case. He had just moved elsewhere and tried to do the conquer the world thing all over again. Some creatures never learn. "Ever heard of Dream Valley?" Now it was Dash's turn to shake her head in response. So much for hoping.



Firefly wasn't sure how to continue from there. Somehow she had imagined meeting someone from pony land far more exciting. This was like a casual meeting with Megan. No fanfares, no cheers, no group of friends to welcome her back. There was no doubt Firefly's mind that they missed her, just as she had missed them. They were bound to have asked questions, to try and find a way to reach her. At first at least. She had to admit that after the first five years even she had chosen to go on with her life. 



[i]Pity Megan's not here.[i/] She would have asked all the right questions. If she wasn't with that dorky boyfriend of hers. The guy was practically a walking disaster. He could even gold on those horseback riding contests.



"So, how's the food back home?" Firefly broke the silence with another stupid question.



"The food?" Rainbow Dash looked at her as if she were insane.



"Rainbow," Firefly sighed. "I've been locked in this world for seventeen years. My friends probably think I'm dead, I can barely remember what home looked like, and let's not forget I'm the only talking pony in this world, with a grand total of three people I can talk with, two of which I haven't seen in over an year." Wow, I sound like my grandma. "So, excuse me if I'm a it curious what's home like these days." Rainbow's eyes widened in a mixture of pity and dread. Maybe I was a bit too harsh on the girl. "I also talk funny."



Rainbow Dash froze. Firefly watched her fight the humor of the last comment with all her will. It lasted for a few seconds.



"Yeah, you can say that again." Rainbow game up trying to keep a straight face and let out a laugh. It didn't last long, but at least was heartfelt. Firefly could sense the magic in it,just as her had been ages ago. "Seventeen years. Mare, that's ro—" She let herself fall backwards aiming to land on a nearby cloud.



"Don't lie on the clouds!" Firefly shouted, but a moment too late. Rainbow Dash was already glowing down, yet upon reaching them, instead of stopping she passed through like a birth in water. Her expression changed from calm to utterly confused, as if trying to figure out why the laws of nature had suddenly decided to play a trick on her. Firefly didn't wait. Shooting down she darted though the cloud, catching Rainbow Dash and pulling her out. "You can't walk on clouds anymore."



"Ya think?" Rainbow Dash coughed, trying to get the clouds out of her lungs. "What are these things made of? Old horseshoes?"



"Ask no questions hear no lies," Firefly smiled. She knew exactly what clouds were made of. Well, the dominant theories anyway.



"And you you lived in this place all this time? Alone?" A faint hint of awe shined through Rainbow's words. "Stars and clouds, Firefly! How aren't you crazy?"



"Who says I'm not?" Firefly toggled her eyes up and down, making Rainbow Dash to jump away startled. "Just a little joke," she laughed. "And it wasn't that bad. You get used to it. Also tablets and chocolate are nice." Her stomach growled. She still hadn't been enjoying as much chocolate as she would like. Even sneaking a Mars bar a week didn't bring much satisfaction, just a guilt trip.



"Well, I don't know about tables, but nothing could beat Sugarcube Corner when it comes to chocolate," Rainbow said with the confidence of a football coach. "I'll take you there. My treat."



"Sounds good. Any cute stallions there?" Firefly couldn't help herself.



Rainbow Dash started to say something, but halfway in reconsidered. She stared over Firefly from head to tail, then shook her head with a sympathetic smile. "Yes, there are cute stallions. Just wings off my coltfriend! I'm serious!" The warning was no joke, yet Firefly laughed all the same. "Come on," Rainbow Dash nudged her. With a wave of her head she flew straight up. Firefly followed. Their speed pierced clouds, and air, then finally sound, bursting in all the colors of the rainbow.



Aren't you the show off? Firefly thought, yes she had to admit she was amazed. This definitely was a new way to create a rainbow. Her entire body trembled with excitement, as she looked around soaking in everything she could see. This was pony land! Not the home one remembered, but the one she knew to be home. Only here the skies were filled with magic and the wind with caramel laughter. 



"Welcome to Equesatria," Rainbow Dash beamed with pride. "Let's go. There's a special on chocolate mousse muffins till noon."



Seventeen years alone in that world, Firefly thought. A lifetime of isolation gone in a second. She was here now, and if Rainbow Dash didn't need a Rainbow to travel between worlds, Megan could come here as well. Almost like old times. Flying next to Rainbow Dash, Firefly chuckled.



"What's so funny?" the blue Pegasus asked.



"Oh, nothing," Firefly tried to keep a straight face. Megan will be so mad when she finds out. A whole era of isolation ending in a talk of chocolate and stallions. Uh-huh, she's really going to be pissed.


      

      
   
      Permission to Land


      

      
      
         	A leader is strong. 



A leader knows not to let their followers see them sweat or show fear. By being rigid, determined, and indomitable in the face of wild dangers or certain death. By exhibiting these traits, the leader becomes more than just alive. They become an icon. 



They become a legend.



	When Spitfire opened her eyes, she wasn't sure if she were alive or dead. She stared at the white speckled ceiling for a moment, trying to collect where she was, how she got there, and why she felt so numb. Spitfire scanned the room, trying to take in as much detail as her blurry vision would allow. The pale tile floors, the vases of flowers with get well cards, the gown that covered her body, and sterile white sheets that covered her.



	'Why am I in a hospital room?’ she wondered to herself, looking around for any sign of help. 



	Atop her bedside table was a small, golden bell. She grasped it in her hoof and gave it a jingle as she stretched.



	"Just one second!" a nurse called from out in the hall.



	Spitfire returned the bell to its resting place and looked down at her body, now noticing the many bandages that covered her. She turned her neck from side to side, trying to shake off the shackles of her discomfort.



	A yellow mare with a sea-foam green mane stepped into the hospital room with a bright smile. Spitfire noted the nurse's cap on her head as she moved towards her with a stethoscope.



	"Well, look who finally woke up!" said the nurse.



	"Heh, thanks," Spitfire replied. "I guess I needed my beauty sleep. How long was I out?"



	The nurse placed a hoof on her mouth, as if trying to recollect a far off event.



	"You were admitted... three days ago? Or was it four. I'm not sure," she said.



	Spitfire tried to hide the shock in her reaction. She felt as if her heart stopped for a moment. She was out for three days? Why was she unconscious for three days, she wondered to herself. She closed her eyes, trying to establish the last few things she remembered.



	'The Manehattan Show. That's right,' she thought to herself. 'We were doing an event in Manehattan. Then, something went wrong during the show.'



	Spitfire shot forward, reaching a hoof out to the nurse.



	"Is everypony okay?" Spitfire asked urgently. "I remember now. That pillar was falling towards the stands, and-"



	"Everypony is safe," the nurse said. "The only one that was admitted from the show was you, my dear." 



	Spitfire let loose a sigh of relief and laid back.



	"Good," she said. "And the other Wonderbolts?"



	"A few cuts and scratches, but nothing serious," the nurse said.



	"Well, great! In that case, I guess I just have to worry about me then, huh?"



	Spitfire leaned forward and eyed her sides. In addition to the many cuts and bruises that lined her body, she noted the fresh, white casts on both of her wings.



	"Huh," Spitfire said aloud to herself, more than the nurse. "Looks like I took a bit of a tumble, huh? How long till I get these off? We have a show coming up soon."



	The nurse opened her mouth, then closed it. She took a few careful steps back and then shut the door.



	"Well, we should talk about that," she said.



	Spitfire's expression grew serious as she noticed the nurse tense up. The yellow pony's eyes darted around the room, anywhere to avoid her gaze.



	"Generally speaking, most of your wounds were easy to care for. A few sprains, cuts, and bruises. But, uhm-" she said.



	"My wings?" Spitfire said, growing concerned.



	The nurse opened her mouth, then finally looked at Spitfire. Pity filled her gaze, as if she were looking down at a wounded puppy dog as it whimpered and cried.



	"There's a good chance... you may never fly again," she said. “The pillar fell directly on your wings, and you passed out from shock. We did the best we could."



	Spitfire's eyes widened, then she leaned back in her bed, her mind blank, processing the information.



	"... You can fix it, right?"



	The nurse stared at her clipboard for a long time before clearing her throat. 



	"A little more simply... Your wing is shattered," she said. "If it were a simple fracture, we could have it set. It would take time and would give you a great deal of pain, but it would eventually heal. This... There are too many pieces that are too small for us to work with." 



	The nurse shifted her weight from hoof to hoof.



	"We could still set it, but no matter how much time spent in a cast, it would just break again as soon as the cast comes off, and the pain would be excruciating for the rest of your life."



	The nurse licked her lips before continuing. 



	"We... we need to amputate."



	A silence filled the room. Spitfire could hear her heart beating in her throat. She could hear a ringing building in her ears.



	"I see," she said quietly.



	The nurse took a step forward, then opened her mouth.



	"I really am... sorry," she said.



	Spitfire's gaze turned to the window, where the sun shined in against a clear blue sky.



	"Could I have a moment to be alone?" Spitfire asked in a low tone.



	The nurse took a step to the door, then stopped, turning back to her patient.



	“Just let me know when we should schedule to procedure.”



~~~



	Spitfire sat in the back of the dark, quiet bar, her glass filled with an untouched burning cinnamon whiskey. Her attention wasn't directed at any of the other patrons of the bar, as she ensured that nopony recognized her in the hidden corner of the room. She had already inspected them thoroughly. She could not trust herself to be strong tonight. She stared at her reflection in the liquid, her mind completely devoid of thought. There wasn't much to think about. The facts were the facts. If she began to think about it, the emotions would rise to the surface. She would be weak. Her Wonderbolts couldn't see that. She would be remembered as a strong leader. As would her replacement.



	She just wanted to get this over with already, just like the operation. The month of recovery in the hospital had passed slowly and many of her friends had come to visit. Not a single pony had chosen to address the elephant in the room, and that was fine by Spitfire. It had made the conversations easier. It avoided a topic where there was nothing to say. Nothing to think about. Nothing to feel about. It had helped her look strong. It had made her seem like she came to terms with what happened.



	She didn’t want them to make it real, even if their eyes had focused intently on the side of her body that was missing something. She still felt it there in the form of little pricks and tingles that were tricks of her mind. The ghost of her wing had still persisted and she wasn’t ready for it to leave just yet, like a filly outgrowing her imaginary friend. For now, she just wanted to live like nothing had changed at all.



	Her gaze moved to the door as she noticed Soarin enter the bar. He laughed and pointed at several of the patrons, as if he had visited the bar on many occasions. She shook her head. Soarin always had a knack for getting on her nerves. Whether it was his lack of punctuality, his crass attitude, his constant appetite, or naive optimism, Soarin was a sort of yin to Spitfire's yang. 



	Tonight, she would not find herself annoyed that he was 20 minutes late. She was just trying to stay completely neutral. She didn’t want to notice the right side of her body was cold.



	"Heya, Spitfire," Soarin said, approaching the table. "What's with all the dramatics? The only time I ever see you at a bar is to celebrate."



	"What? I can't go to a bar every now and then?" she snapped back. "Anyway, I didn't call you here to hear your jokes. We have business to attend to."



	Soarin nodded and took the seat facing her. 



	"Fine, fine. Yeesh. Touchy today I see. What's up?" he said, dropping the casual act.



	Spitfire opened her mouth, then found herself unable to look Soarin in the eyes. He looked at her with concern and rapt attention, but her words were caught in her throat. Her eyes moved down to to the glass of liquor in front of her. 



	There's nothing to think. Nothing to feel. Nothing to it, but to say it.



	"I'm resigning as Wonderbolt captain," Spitfire says, more to the drink in front of her than to Soarin. "You'll be acting captain now."



	Silence filled the space in-between the two Wonderbolts. Spitfire picked up her glass of whiskey and downed it in one gulp. It burned her way down her throat, cleansing her palate of the poisonous words that cut her mouth on the way out.



	"Say something," she said in a low tone, almost as if she were growling.



	"I.. uh, sorry," he said, sitting back in his chair. "It's just... It's a shock for me. Why? Can’t you just-"



	"No. Now do you get it or not?" she barked.



	Soarin reached a hoof across the table, but Spitfire only stared at him.



	"You know everything you'll have to do as captain, right?" she asked.



	"Well, yeah. I mean, of course. But, are you okay?" he replied.



	"I'm fine," she said. "Now, you can probably get Dash to help out a bit more. I think she'd be a great Captain if anything happens to you. Train her hard and be ruthless. She needs a bit of a kick in the rear sometimes. And make sure everyone wears the safety equipment during practices too. We can't afford another bolt to leave. As much as I like this batch of reserves, I doubt many would fill your shoes."



	Soarin watched his friend oddly, as if he was seeing a ghost of somepony he once knew.



	"Are you saying you'll never fly again, Spitfire?" he asks.



	"You might need to round on Fleetfoot. She hates the equipment, but I don't think there's much room for that option now. You'll need to be hard on them, Soarin. You'll need to be strong for them. They need a leader, and a leader can't crumble under pressure, got it?"



	Spitfire's eyes dug into Soarin and he remained quiet.



	"Got it?" she repeated herself.



	"I think I understand," said Soarin.



	"Good," she said, her eyes moving back down to her drink. "Then, in that case, you're dismissed. I'm going to collect my things from my office and locker on Monday and then it's yours."



	Spitfire remained quiet, but he didn't budge an inch.



	"Spitfire, you know I'm around if you ever need to talk, right?" Soarin asked.



	Spitfire didn't say a word and Soarin retracted his outstretched hoof.



	"Alright," he said, failing to hide the pain in his voice. "That's fine."



	He rose to his hooves and began to walk away from the booth. Spitfire's eyes rose to where her friend sat, then to the door.



	"Soarin?" Spitfire said, her voice beginning to betray her.



	She closed her eyes, recomposing herself.



	'Don't think about it,' she thought to herself. 'It's just business. You're a leader. Act like one.'



	"Yeah?" Soarin said, his voice gentle and tender. 



	"Not a word to anypony else. I want this to be quick and quiet," Spitfire said.



	Soarin took a step forward, but Spitfire looked away to her drink again. He stopped, frozen for a moment, before answering.



	"Fine," he said, before turning and exiting the bar.



~~~



	Spitfire sat in her office, one stuffed box of belongings by the door.  She was somewhat surprised by how easy it was to strip the office of her existence. Now it was just as bare as the day that it was given to her by the last Wonderbolt captain, and she would shortly pass the keys to Soarin.



	The last thing to pack was directly in front of her, sitting on the desk. A photo from one of the most recent flight shows. Rainbow Dash, Fleetfoot, Soarin and the rest of the gang, all lined up, covered with sweat, and laughing heartily from a job well done. She remembered she framed it because she thought her hair didn't look terrible after a show for once. Now she stared at it blankly, trying not to think about why it was so hard to remove it from her desk. 



	Her mind was blank as she rose from her seat, and mechanically grabbed the photo. Trotting to her box of belongings, she eased the photo inside. And now, she was allowed to leave. The last thing to do was to leave the facility. Then she would be allowed to think. She could think about why her sides were colder than they used to be. She could think about what her new career options were. She could think about never being able to--



	Spitfire shook her head and took the box onto her back. She splayed her wing to gather her balance, but fell instantly. Her new right stump did nothing to help give the mare balance. She grunted under her breath, anger rising in her chest. Each and every breath she took burned with internal anguish as she rose to her hooves again. She returned the belongings to her box, that would be hidden in the attic until a day that she could face these without having to be strong. She took a deep breath, and released the anger like a dragon puffing soot from its mouth.



	She slumped the box back onto her back, then pushed out of the office. Standing outside were Rainbow Dash, Soarin, and Fleetfoot, fully dressed in uniform. Spitfire shut the office door behind her.



	"So," began Soarin. "This is it?"



	Spitfire hummed to herself, then looked to her two other teammates.



	"You know, we'd be happy to have you on as a personal trainer," said Fleetfoot. "Just because you can't fly anymore doesn't-"



	"Right now I need some time to gather my bearings," interrupted Spitfire. "I'll see my Mom. Visit family, and try to find some new normal. After that, who knows. I'll give you guys a call."



	The three Wonderbolts and the half-pegasus stood in silence. Spitfire reached into the box on her back and pulled out a small ring of keys with her mouth. She tossed them to Soarin. He caught them with a hoof.



	"The chair squeaks," she said. "If you lean too far back, it will fall. Don't crack your head open."



	Soarin nodded, returning her gaze to Spitfire. Rainbow stepped forward, opening her mouth to say something, but closed it. Spitfire eyed Rainbow Dash curiously. Spitfire couldn't help but feel pride for the Element of Harmony in front of her. She’d pushed and guided her since day one. She respected the mare immensely, but Spitfire did her best to never show it. If Rainbow knew she had a soft spot for her, then it could show preferential treatment. This was her last day as a leader. She needed to stay strong.



	"Yeah, Rookie?" Spitfire said. "Spit it out already. I got a balloon outside with my name on it."



	Rainbow Dash opened her mouth, but closed it again. 



	“Permission to speak freely, Captain?” Dash asked.



	“Of course, Rookie,” she replied.



Rainbow opened her mouth, but her words were still stuck in her throat. She closed her eyes, took two long steps forward and wrapped Spitfire in her hooves. Spitfire's eyes opened wide in shock. She looked down at the mare clinging to her tightly, not knowing how to react.



	"I wouldn't be half the flier I am today if it wasn't for you, Ma'am," Dash said. "Thank you. For everything."



	Spitfire felt a dampness against her neck were Rainbow buried her head. She felt a quivering in her chest. She closed her eyes, trying to regain control of herself.



	"Now none of that, rookie," Spitfire said. "You did it all yourself. I just showed you that it was in you."



	But Rainbow didn't let go as Spitfire wanted. Spitfire felt herself losing control of her stability. She took a deep breath, and knew that she wouldn't be able to get out of this situation so easily. She unfurled her only wing and rested it against Rainbow's back, pulling her close. Spitfire felt the tears running down her neck, but did not say a word. She chose not to think about them or what they meant. 



	"You know I'm always here if you need me, Dash," Spitfire whispered.



	The Element of Harmony nodded, her grip easing. Dash reached a hoof up and wiped her eyes.



	"Yes," she said. "I know."



	Spitfire smiled and shook her head. 



	"Getting easy on me already, Rainbow Crash?" Spitfire said, her voice losing its gentle edge. "I'm Captain until I leave this cloud.  Got that?"



	The mare fell in line with Soarin and Fleetfoot.



	"Ma'am, with all due respect, you're wrong," Fleetfoot said.



	Spitfire raised an eyebrow.



	"Oh?" she said.



	"You'll always be our captain, Ma'am," Soarin said.



	With one unified and singular motion, Soarin, Fleetfoot, and Rainbow Dash raised their hooves to their foreheads in salute. Spitfire smiled, chuckling to herself.



	"At ease, you three. I was only kidding."



	But the pegasi before her did not move. They stood at attention, focused on honoring their leader. Spitfire felt a swelling in her chest and smiled as a bittersweet feeling built up in her stomach. She couldn't help but feel sick as she took a step away from them.



	"Well, you know where to reach me," Spitfire said. "I hate goodbyes, so. I'll see ya around."



	The salute did not waver and it did not falter as she made her way down the hallway towards the exit of the administration building. She took a right down the hallway, then stopped in her tracks.



	Lining the hall in front of her, was every Wonderbolt in the squad. They were in uniform and holding the same salute that her friends had held in honor of her. She put one hoof in front of the other, moving down the hall in silence.



	Her gaze moved to each of them, each at attention and unwavering. She recognized each one of their faces and names. She remembered the hours she had helped train each one of them along their journey to earn the uniform. It only served to further the feeling that built in her stomach. Her eyes felt itchy and she couldn't help but blink and look away.



	She wanted to tell them to stand at ease. To stop making such a big deal out of this. She just wanted to go home. These were her last few moments as a leader to them, and she wanted to stay strong. She wanted to still be immortal to them. As strong or as rigid as the Princesses that ruled Equestria.



	"Thank you, Ma'am," said another Wonderbolt as she passed her.



	Spitfire nodded, continuing past the team.



	"Thank you, Ma'am," said another.



	Spitfire closed her eyes, trying to gulp down the tremor in her throat.



	"Of course," she said in a whisper, her voice cracking.



	"Thank you, Ma'am," said a third.



	Spitfire increased her pace down the hall towards the exit. She felt herself breaking down. She felt her willpower fading. She hadn't cried once since the news had broken to her. She knew she must stay strong for her team, but this was too much. She could feel herself walking out of the one thing she loved most. The realization of stepping down from her dream job was washing over her and she didn't want the recruits to see. Her muscles ached. The absence of her right wing was now becoming all too real to her. 



	She realized this wasn't just some bad dream.



	Spitfire reached the end of the hall and pushed open the doors to the building and into the bright sun of the morning. She opened her eyes and felt her breath leave her like a blow to the stomach.



	Lined outside was everypony she had ever seen in passing on the base. Wonderbolt Recruits. Retired Wonderbolts. Wonderbolt trainers. Each lined the path to the balloon that would carry her home to Cloudsdale. Her eyes traced her way to the Balloon, where her mother stood, waiting for her.



	She closed her eyes and moved down the steps. The feeling was building to its breaking point in her stomach. She felt herself tremble with each step. She opened her eyes once more, and immediately locked eyes with Lightning Dust, who stood in civilian clothes, saluting her without a single ounce of resentment on her face. Spitfire bit her lip and looked away, but try as she might, she couldn't move her eyes in a single direction without seeing a pony she knew, saluting her. Her old personal trainer. Her flight partner for when she was a recruit.



	Spitfire blinked and felt a dampness leak from one of her eyes, but shook her head. A flash of a camera blinked, and Spitfire couldn't help but wince like it was a blow to the chest. How would she look in the picture, she wondered. Strong? Graceful? Or would she look as empty and defeated as she felt inside.



	Her breathing became more shallow as the overwhelming love of each person that respected her, looked up to her, washed over her. She found herself walking faster to the balloon, where her Mom stood patiently for her. Smiling.



	The feeling inside reached its tipping point.



	She would never fly again, for the rest of her life. 



	Spitfire stopped, the tide of the war inside her head now turning for the worse. It was hard to stand. She felt herself shake. The ground under her felt as if it would fall away. She closed her eyes, feeling a stream of water stream down her face. 



	'I can't cry,' she told herself. 'I can't be weak. I can't be a bad leader. I've worked too hard to throw it all away now. Not in front of everypony who cares. Not in front of everypony who helped me get this far.'



	But the single fact screamed through her head loud and clear. The single fact she tried not to think until she left the Wonderbolts. She would never fly again. 



	She paused for only a moment. Barely enough for anypony to notice a shift in her step, before she cleared her throat and raised her head high once more. Spitfire was almost there. She knew it.



	Putting one hoof in front of the other, she stopped in front of the balloon and turned around, where her friends stood behind her, still saluting. Rainbow Dash, Fleetfoot, and Soarin, a new Captain’s badge affixed on his uniform, stood at attention, awaiting orders.



	Spitfire cleared her throat, and summoned her voice for one final command.



	“At ease!” she called out to the crowd and their hooves fell to the ground in unison. 



She turned away from them, feeling a tear in her eye. And she stepped onto the balloon without a word to her mother, who climbed in behind her.



	The balloon attendant began to prep the gas for their journey, but Spitfire turned to her three friends, mouthing a 'Thank you' to them. Then her eyes moved to the crowd of ponies in front of her. The near-hundred of pegasi who stood, watching her, in honor of her leadership. In respect of her departure of the post.



	Spitfire placed her two front hooves on the edge of the basket, and the fire in the balloon came to life. The vessel began to rise into the air, and another stream ran down her left cheek.



	In a practiced motion, she raised her hoof and saluted. A smile crept on her face as another stream ran down her right cheek. The crowd cheered for her, louder than any audience for their performances. Louder than any graduating class of recruits. They cheered for her, their leader. Their friend.



	She turned away from the crowd and sat down on the floor of the balloon, Spitfire's mother sitting beside her. Now shielded from the crowd below her. Now resigned of her post. Now that Spitfire was beside her mother, staring at the floor of the balloon, she felt the hoof of her mom on her back.



	Right where her wing used to be.



	The feelings then erupted, and Spitfire wept into her mother's hooves.
      

      
   
      The Last Days of a Sentenced Mare


      

      
      
         Day one



My beloved,



They've jailed us here, in the highest storey of Canterlot’s penitentiary. They led us to the throne room, and fettered us. Then we were frogmarched, heads bowed, like slaves. Forced to look down all the way by ruthless guards, branded with Tirek's mark, cracking big whips. All along the streets we walked, streets lined with hundreds of ponies he had coerced into attending this “parade”. There wasn't a sound, not even a whisper, just the clop of our hooves on the pavement. Oh, I do not bear a grudge against the guards: they're mere puppets in the hands of Tirek; he controls their wills. They act like mechanical devices, I didn't see a single spark of life in their glassy eyes. Zombies they've become. I'm not even sure they recognised us.



One of them, Smashing Hammer, I know – or rather knew – quite well. I tried to speak to him during our march, but he didn't seem to hear. They've been brainwashed, every single one. Gentle, meek and obedient. That's how Tirek envisions us, ponies. As lackeys. 



Apparently, he'd given orders for our cells to be prepared well before our arrival. I'm not the one to pity the most: they gave me a large room, with a comfortable bed, a sink with hot and cold water, a private latrine, a lot of books and even a desk and some sheets of pristine paper for me to write. I'm still a princess, you know, even without my magic, and rank has its privileges. That's why I've decided to write you, hoping against hope that these clumsy words scribbled in haste will one day reach you. One never knows.



Behind the bars, the unique window through which the sunlight pours opens to a gorgeous view of the city below and way beyond. In fact, from that lofty spot which is mine for the few days left to me, I can make out, far away in the plain, the spires of my former castle and even, squinting more, the roofs of Ponyville's highest houses. When I gaze though the grating, and behold my home in the distance, my heart pounds. I wonder what you do, and how you cope with Blazing Dusk. She's so gentle and cute, I suppose she must feel a bit lost without me around; what did you say to her? That I was gone on a long journey, I suppose, like I often did. In a way, this is no lie. A long journey awaits me. One I will never return from. You will have to be strong, both of you.



What happened to Applejack, Rarity, Fluttershy, Rainbow and Pinkie I can only guess. As I was leading the procession, I was the first one to be jailed, and could not see how the others were handled. Maybe their cells are sleazy, infested with fleas, maybe they have no window, or no cot, I don't know. 



I feel more sorry for them than for me. They were pawns in a game that went far beyond their understanding, and now they have to pay the price of their staunch loyalty. I entreated Tirek to release them, but he would have none of it. I suppose he fears they could lead a stand. Or he has more wicked plans in mind.



Probably one of my friends has been locked up in the neighbouring cell, as I can hear a faint clop through the stones. Maybe Fluttershy or Rarity? I don't think Rainbow would walk like that, nor would Applejack. And certainly not Pinkie Pie.



What will happen to us I know very well though. We should be dispatched, two at a time. Tomorrow, the day after. The last one but me in three days at sunrise. And then my turn will come. Rumour has it he wants me burned. Why? I don't know. I suppose he sees me as his arch-nemesis. After all, I led the battle against him. My death is meant to be a warning to quash every possible rebellion. “Look what will happen to you if you revolt.” 



But he doesn't know that burning people has never extinguished hope and anger. On the contrary. Reigns of terror have never endured. Magic shall return, magic must return, and the princesses shall rise again from Tartarus to overthrow him. 



Tell Blazing Dusk her task will be to prepare their return. That her mother will always be at her side, all through the dark times that lay ahead. Take heart. No night lasts forever. Dawn will come, eventually. I am confident you both will be there to behold it.



As I mentioned, the cell is rather neat and large. The fresh air that blows through the open window keeps most of the stench of the corridor at bay. I suppose Tirek wants me to be in good shape for the pyre. A princess of Equestria must look regal, even when put to death.



I'm still wondering why all this masquerade. It would've been so easy just to burn us to ashes, blast us or exile us to the Moon, or some place else. But no, it was too easy, he had to gloat over his victory. He could not afford to make martyrs. He had first to defile us, to make us appear as traitors, as weaklings incapable of defending our own land, unable to face the first serious threat. He not only wants our demise, but also the demise of friendship – that ridiculous concept he cannot grasp even in its wildest dreams. 



He knows pretty well that if all ponies leagued together he could himself be defeated. So he hopes that the executions will prove once and for all that friendship is just a shtick of squishes, and that true leaders, like he fancies himself, can command alone. That will be your combat in the years to come. Convince everypony that together, and only together, you will be able to defeat him. It will be a tough battle, to be fought in utmost secret; there will be joy and sadness, but I know nopony better than you to lead it.



I feel a bit weary. I think I'll pick up a book and take a nap. I shall pick up later. 



Well that was a good nap. It's evening now, I can see the clouds ablaze with the evening sun. Oh! I hear approaching steps. 



Somepony knocks at the door.



I have just talked at length with the pony who brought my dinner; he left only minutes ago. He is a young cook,so  recently hired. Apparently Tirek doesn't need to control all the personnel, only the guards. The brave pegasus was pitiful to behold. He entered my cell, closed the door, put down the plate on my desk and suddenly he collapsed and sobbed for uncountable minutes. Paradoxically, I had to soothe him. He's terrified by all that happened during those last hours: the exile of the other princesses, Tirek’s brutal coup, the sudden deployment of those henchmen to enforce the order and quash any possible trouble. And more than everything, the serving notice that we had been convicted of high-treason and would be executed. He told me he would give his life for me if I could thus be saved. So touching. I never imagined ordinary people could love me so dearly.



This is what I will regret when I leave this world. Not my own existence; it does not matter if I live or die, as life will continue with or without me. I’ve never been an essential part of Equestria and shall never be. Celestia shouldn't have crowned me. She had always put too much faith in me. But I will miss you, of course, you my beloved and I will miss Flaming Dusk and her adorable smile and her cuddles and her babbling. And I will miss my friends. And I will miss all other ponies and our home. The sweet fragrance of the meadows at dusk. The song of the birds high above the treetops. 



I will miss Equestria.



The food was excellent. Porridge with cardamom, apple pie. But it's getting late, the light has almost gone out and I find it hard to write between two yawns. I feel worn out, and I suppose that's how I look also, though I don't have any mirror to confirm. I shall try to sleep. I feel like I'd better doing something else now that I have so little time left, but what? 



I'm sure I'll dream of you.



Sweet night darlings.



Day two



I thought the night would be calm but it wasn't. As a matter of fact, as I write these lines in the stillness and the lambent light of the breaking dawn, I can say I just spent the most gruesome night ever. It was… like a nightmare you want to awake from, but you can't, and you know why you can't because it's not a nightmare, you're wide awake and what you feel and hear is real.



I'd been sleeping for I don't know how long when a loud stomping sound, as of many hooves together, woke me up. I saw, through the crack under the door, the guttering glow of flames, torches probably. They passed by my door and halted. Then I heard the rattle of a lock being turned and a bang as, I figured out, they smashed open the door of the neighbouring cell. And then… oh sweet Celestia… that shriek. It was coming from the other side of the wall and it was Fluttershy's voice, I'm positive. I'm still shuddering from it as I write these words.  “NO!” Fluttershy shouted. Then I heard muffled laughter, and maybe the sound of a short brawl. And then I think she said something else amid sobbing, but I couldn't really hear except maybe "please". 



I'm not sure I shall write what came next but if ever those words reach you, my darling, I want them to be the testimony of what my friends suffered for me. 



Then came those grunts, those repeated grunts and panting, quicker and quicker, until they climaxed in long moans amid the fits of evil laughter. I wished I could block my ears, but I couldn't. And it went on and on, broken only by short pauses as… no I can't write it down and oh please make it stop please, I can't bear it anymore. Worst of all, I couldn't help but seeing in my mind's eye what was going on and it was so painful I burst in tears. Do it to me but not to her! Please I beg you, let her alone, I found myself crying and pounding against the wall. Stop it! Stop it! Do it to me if you want but not to her. Why her? WHY?



But they didn't care or stop and after what seemed hours and a last assault peace came back at last. I heard the door being slammed shut, the lock clanged and whoever it was went away. Then silence returned but for very faint sobs. Fluttershy! I cried at the wall, Fluttershy do you hear me? Fluttershy are you okay? Twice, three times but she didn't answer. Maybe she couldn't hear me? Maybe she didn't want to answer? I don't know. Maybe she just wanted to be let alone in peace, so I quit calling her and curled up in my bed. What else could I do?



But of course sleep wouldn't come and that's when I heard more clopping in the corridor and another door being opened and shut right away. I strained my ears but couldn't make out any sound except the uncontrollable sobbing of Fluttershy. But then at once there came through the door, more muffled than Fluttershy's tears, but very recognisable, another panicked yelp followed by a snap and then – oh! I wish I could forget, I wish I could tear it out of my mind – a mad shriek – there's no other name for it – so shrill and high I think I almost fainted. I don't know, I don't know who shouted like that but I swear I never heard such a sound before, nor could I ever think a pony could let it out. Saying it carried with it more angst and pain than anypony can bear would be a huge understatement. There was in that outburst something pure, quintessential, like   like it was pain in its native, elemental, most excruciating form. It lasted only an instant but like a draught of icy air it chilled me down to the marrow and ripped my heart apart so well I almost felt like dying.



What did they do and to whom, I wish I'd never know, but I'm sure I will. I'm sure they will show me, because I think I figured out why he ordered all that. He wants my friends to suffer. I think he hopes that putting them to the rack will force me to surrender to him. 



But I won't. Never, never will I submit. And I'm sure he knows it. And so he expects that by intentionally sparing me the tortures, they will end up hating me. He wants to shatter our friendship, he craves to show me that what I uphold as one of the strongest bond in this world is nothing but schmaltz for preteen fillies during recesses. That I'm the princess of nothing in the first place.



But no. I'm sure they'll all be strong, and they'll see through his game. And even if they don't, and they end up loathing me, how could I blame them?



I felt numb. It was like when you're rescued from a pool of deep, icy water. You don't feel your muscles anymore. You feel nothing, you're lost in a cotton world where your consciousness has been blunted. My ears buzzed. My eyes ached. I faintly registered other hooves coming to and fro, but like a dark veil a sudden wave of sleep washed over me and I knew no more until I woke up a little before dawn, cold, drawn and like hungover, with an overwhelming headache that only now starts to wear off. And – oh, somepony comes.



It was the same young cook than yesterday, bringing in my breakfast: rye, sundry fruits and fresh daffodils, apple juice. I asked him if he knew what had been going on here last night but obviously he didn't. He's not quartered here, and apparently has only very few contacts with the guards. The only thing he knows is that no food seems to be prepared for the other cells. Has Tirek decided to let them starve too?



I wonder what you are doing right now? Are you already awake? Did Blazing Dusk have nightmares? I hope not. I hope she did sleep soundly, taking shelter in the dreamworld Tirek will never spoil. Even with Luna's magic he will never succeed in controlling the dreamscape. Our deepest hopes are forever sheltered out of his reach. 



A big task awaits you. You'll have to gather all ponies of goodwill into a sort of secret army. I'm sure there are plenty of them, all over Equestria. You know, most ponies are not heroes, there are just simple, ordinary people but deep inside they'll find the courage to help you. Even the shyest may help, if you find out how to move them. Many ponies are like boulders: they seem inert but sometimes a slight fillip in the right place will put them in motion, and once they've gathered momentum nothing will stop them.



We don't need heroes or daredevils anyway. We most of all need smart people ready to wage a long, long stand, and abandon the glib comfort of a slave life for the rough life of clandestinity. And we need people to tell the young how we lived before he came. We need people to cherish and carry the flame of hope in the darkest of nights. Collect the books, hide them away in a secret place. He must not find them. Magic will return. You must be ready to use it when the time is ripe.



Times drags on in my cell. Every so often I look through the window at the thatched roofs and try to catch the small noises coming from far below, the clatter, the echoes of the bustle, something, however tenuous, that still could link me to the outside world. But I don't hear much. Is it because I'm too high above? Or because the city is deserted. From here, it's impossible to guess.



But what is this ominous drumbeat now? There seems to be something happening at the foot of the building, like a procession, but I can't see it. Oh dear, could it be 



Who knocks at the door?



That was grisly. Allow me a few minutes to recover 



So it was him, in a lesser form. Him and Fluttershy and – sweet Celestia – Rainbow. Or rather shadows of them both. I recoiled several steps from what I saw.



Fluttershy (I can't help but retching as I write these words) had her tail held up and tied to her barrel to expose her (you will guess by yourself) and her yellow coat was all bruised and matted with s not with blood. And Rainbow, oh poor Rainbow, she



Sorry it's so    So appalling 



Rainbow the Wonderbolt had no wings anymore. Just large open, festering wounds where they once stood. And her coat, her beautiful blue coat, was stained with clots of blood.



But the dreariest was her gazes. Empty. Lifeless. Dead, as if all life had been snuffed out of them. They didn't even look at me. They didn't even seem to look anywhere any more. They barely stood and breathed. 



And him behind them, giggling. "You see," he says, "what happens to those that resist me? I break them. I don't just kill them, oh no, that would be too easy, too drab, too lenient. First, I wrench their soul out, I deprive them of their essence, as I deprived all of you of magic. I squeeze their substance out, until they are no more than empty husks of flesh and they come to me and beg me to put them to death."



And he beamed, and leaned over Fluttershy and asked in a smarmy tone "What do you want now, dear?" and the wreck who once was Fluttershy answered "I want to die". "See?" he said, turning to me, and, back to Fluttershy, he carried on "Your wish shall be granted very soon and your suffering shall come to an end. But, before, tell me who is that mare in front of you?" pointing at me. And Fluttershy lowered her head a bit more and simply answered "I don't know." "And you, sweetie?" he asked Rainbow in turn. And Rainbow didn't move, but she replied in a whisper "I've never seen her."



"You know," he resumed, looking back at me, "you can put an end to this. It's too late for those two, but you still have three other companions jailed here."



"What did you do to them?" I asked. And him "Nothing yet, dear. But if you don't surrender to me, they will suffer the same fate. Maybe worse. It's your call."



"Never!" I said, as I stomped a hoof and gritted my teeth. "You can rip my soul, you can crush me, you can torture me as you tortured them, make me scream, but never shall I surrender to you."



"I don't intend to torture you my dear," he answered, and cast a light draught that stroke my mane, "but think about your…" He hesitated a second and "friends" he jeered. "You've until tonight to make up your mind.”



And with those words he closed the door, and I heard him walk away. I collapsed on the floor and burst into tears. Oh I cried, cried, until my tears were spent. Then I scrambled to my feet and mustered my strength to sit here and write those words. But I feel drained now, so drained I must stop for a while and take a nap or I'll fall



It's late now. I think I've slept all the afternoon from shock and exhaustion. I found my dinner put in the table, and no news from Tirek. I won't be able to eat. I feel so sick I think I'd throw up anything I'd swallow.



There's not much light anymore,

but I don't feel like sleeping. First because I awoke just half an hour ago, and next because I don't know what I can expect from the night to come



Day three



I'm done in. It's like all energy has left me. I couldn't sleep. Now, as the sun sets on my penultimate day of life, all I can do is flop down on my cot and wait, wait until he shows up again to show me what they did to them during the night.



It was not the same as the previous one, oh, no, when it comes to torture his mind has infinite resources. What did they do to Applejack and Rarity? I don't know. I heard them both being dragged along the corridor into the cell next to mine. Applejack swearing like a sailor and Rarity just whining. Then I heard more scraping and tugging, like furniture being moved or? rolled? Then there was the muffled voice of Applejack again, more swearing, though I couldn't make out the words. 



And then it stopped and strangely all sound abated. Maybe distant sobbing now and then, but no cry, no loud noise. Had they been gagged? What was happening? 



I'd been wondering for maybe an hour, shifting uneasily in my bed when suddenly Applejack's voice flared in another spate of insults. It was her voice all right, but it had a strange quality, as if she found it hard to articulate. And then she was silenced in the middle of a word, and I heard again that evil laugh, the same I heard the night before. And then nothing.



There was a long pause. And then another eruption of Applejack's voice, subdued and definitely like stuttering, disjointed. Then a gargle and nothing for a long while.



Then all of a sudden a sort of liquid noise as if water had been spilled on the ground, and a whoop of evil voices followed by applause.  Then the definite whining and sobbing of Rarity and some other mutters of Applejack. 



It went like that three or four times during the night. And now, I'm just awaiting for him to show up and   



Here it comes.



Applejack was drunk. She was tottering and was reeking of cider and brandy. Now I know. They had forced her to drink probably litres of booze over the night and Rarity, Rarity was a wreck. She had been sheared, her mane and tail had been cut too and yuck yuck yuck she was soaked in



pee and 



shit. 



The stench was atrocious. 



And Tirek beaming. "Look at that one," he said pointing at Applejack, "where did she learn her manners? Getting drunk and then peeing and shitting on a friend… What kind of pony is this?" and he tut-tutted.



I averted my gaze. "What need did you have to do this?" I asked. "What do you want to prove?" "Everyone should enjoy a little fun before dying, no?" he replied. "But this one will soon come down and her" he pointed at Rarity "she can be cleansed. Besides coat and main regrow. All you need to do is a little speech, a few words on the castle's balcony. You already did that for your coronation, didn't you?" And he chortled.



But then something unexpected happened. "Don't yield Twilight. No matter what don't yield to him!" Applejack said. 



I spun round and faced Tirek, looking him straight in the eyes. "You see Tirek," I said, "you can defile us, torture us, humiliate us, put us to death, but you will never break the bond that unite us. You've failed to break us apart and if today you've won a battle, mark my words, tomorrow you shall losenthe war, and on the ashes of your reign we shall build a stronger Equestria, stronger and happier than it had never been." 



He didn't dare reply anything. He looked at me for a long time, unmoving. Then he slammed the door and walked away. 



And now the evening has come and I stand in the gloom of the twilight, awaiting the pyre which should take place tomorrow at dawn. What will happen during the night, I can't tell, but I think Pinkie will be spared the fate of the others. Now he had the proof we will never submit, he knows that he can't extort our loyalty from us no matter he does or blusters. Terror and brute force are all he can wield, and why that can deter most at first, it's only a matter of time before some muster the courage to oppose him. And I'm sure they'll turn to you to blaze the way. You're naturals to lead the resistance.



But I won't be here to watch your victory, nor to help you during the fight. And   



And you know, even if through these words I may sound strong and plucky, I'm   



afraid. 



Afraid to abandon you, to leave this world. Is there really anything after? Will my spirit, if spirit be, linger here forever or soar to some remote plane where I will wait happily for you to join me? All the science I master won't help me.



Don't come tomorrow. Stay with Blazing Dusk. And in a few years, when she will be grown, go the both of you for a walk along the seashore in a remote place and tell her everything about me. Tell her how I loved her, how I loved you, and how both you shan't abandon hope. Never. Whatever the circumstances be. Do it for me. Do it for us all, so our death shouldn't be in vain.



Meanwhile as the pyre will be kindled under the stake I shall look away from the flames and take heart in the memories of what we lived together, of our first encounter, our first kiss, and of all the moments of happiness we shared, before I shall take the great plunge into the unknown.



I love you. Forever. Farewell.








The old pony closed his book in such silence that the light thud of the pages brought together resounded in the classroom. He scanned the students with weary, but piercing eyes. They were all looking at him fixedly, jaw-dropped. Some had their eyes wide open, some others had weeped silent tears. No one spoke a word.



At last, the elder one let out a sigh. "And that's where my great-great-great-great-great-grandmother diary ends", he concluded. "She wrote this account so that we never forget all the pain and suffering four generations of ponies endured for you to have all this. Again." And he made a gesture that encompassed all the room and well beyond. "And this document has endured in our family, as a heirloom we passed from generation to generation," he added. "And I'm proud it now stands as a testimony to you who never lived in the dark times." Then he smiled, faintly, and looked towards the professor.



"Thank you! Thank you so much!" the professor said. He walked to him and reached out. Both stallions shook hooves, while the students left the classroom amid the scraping of the dragged chairs and low whispers.



At the moment the last one disappeared through the doorframe, a slanting ray of sunshine blazed through one of the picture windows, falling directly on the portrait of Celestia and Luna set above the blackboard. The old stallion smiled, more broadly this time, stood up and walked to the window, where he lingered for a long while, his eyes lost in the distance, gazing at the few clouds wandering high above the skyline of New Canterlot. 
      

      
   
      Saved by the Bell


      

      
      
         The bell rang.



Rainbow Dash bolted upright. “I’m awake,” she said, to the convincing of none.



Pinkie Pie chuckled to herself as she finished one last doodle while kicking her legs back and forth under her desk. Fluttershy, Rarity, and Applejack looked up from their papers, all seemingly content with what they had written. Twilight kept on writing as though the bell hadn’t even rung. I stared down at the mostly blank page in front of me. Save for a few lines of pointless filler, there wasn’t anything there to read. Not that it really mattered seeing as how we took our final exams a week ago. All that remained was waiting to hear how badly I had failed.



“Alright, students, it seems you’ve all made it this far,” Miss Cheerilee said while boasting her typical wide and bright smile. “Hand in your work, pack up your things, and I’ll see you all tonight at graduation.”



I could sense a physical weight being lifted from my classmates, all eager to leave Canterlot High for the very last time as students and venture on to the next chapter in life. The rush of papers and books being shoved into backpacks had me caught like a dove in the center of a hurricane. My stomach lurched, tied in knots with my neck similarly tensed as I scraped together my belongings and feigned an uneasy smile for anyone that happened to glance my direction. One last ceremony and I would be done with high school. The end of the road for as far as I could see left nothing so much as a hint as to what I would encounter out in the real world.



The past few years had been rough, but this place had grown to mean so much more to me than I could have ever imagined. It felt weird to say, but this was home. All my friends were here. I had a purpose, a goal. Get up, go to school, study, hang out with my friends — that’s what my entire life consisted of. Once I’d given up on my previous goals of world domination, things got a whole lot easier to manage. Now everything stood to change once again, and I had no idea the direction I was going in.



Twilight had scholarship offers from two dozen plus universities. Rarity was all set to enter a prestigious fashion design program at the Crystal Arts Academy. Applejack had signed up for fall semester at the local agricultural college along with Pinkie Pie in their culinary institute and Fluttershy in their veterinary program. Rainbow Dash hadn’t decided yet where she was going, but she’d narrowed it down to whichever school won the summer league championship. As for me, there wasn’t a whole lot available in the Advanced Magical Friendship Studies department.



“Sunset Shimmer?” Miss Cheerilee said, gently laying a hand on my shoulder. “Is everything alright?”



I shook my head and loosened the death grip I had on my backpack clutched tight to my chest. “Uh, yeah. Everything’s fine.” I half turned, not quite meeting her gaze as my head drifted down and away from her touch. “I, uh… better catch up with my friends.” I peeled off and slung my bag over my shoulder, eyes focused on the door of the now empty classroom. Scrambling as if pursued by a ravenous cragadile, I slipped out the door, the clatter and noise from the bustling hallway nearly drowning out Miss Cheerilee’s goodbye. 



“Hey, Sunset!” Rainbow Dash yelled. “Over here!”



I raised my hand and gave a wave to show that I had heard her call and seen the bright colored streaks of rainbow hair over the top of a hundred other students passing along the hallway. Diving into the mass, my feet quickly carried me over to my waiting group of friends. I raised my smile defenses as soon as I joined their circle.



“Hey girls, sorry I took so long getting out of there. Just wanted to thank Miss Cheerilee for everything she’s done for me these past few years.” The lie trickled off my tongue so easily that I could have sworn I had practiced the line.



Rarity nodded. “Not a problem at all, darling. We were just making plans to meet up at my place around five so we can all get ready for graduation together. I trust you have your cap and gown all ready to go?”



My smile faltered. “Uh, I don’t know if I’ll be going, to be honest.”



Six other smiles fell into puzzled glares. 



“Nonsense,” Rarity said. “You heard Miss Cheerilee. We’re all set to graduate tonight, and you need to be there to accept your diploma.”



I hung my head, hair cascading across my face, sheltering me from a half dozen prying stares.



“Sunset, are you feeling okay? You’re not getting sick, are you?” Twilight reached out her hand in support. I just stared at it, not knowing if I should accept her gesture given my mix of physical stress and mental uncertainty. My stomach rolled over, and I about lost my lunch for the second time in the past ten minutes.



“Oh dear, you are sick,” Fluttershy said placing her hand over her mouth. “We should get you home and straight into bed. How terrible to be sick on the last day of school.”



I pulled away from the group. “No, no, it’s nothing like that. I’m just… I don’t know. I just don’t feel like going tonight.”



“Now hold on there y’all,” Applejack said brushing aside several outstretched arms. “If she don’t want to come, she don’t have to. It’s not like she don’t graduate if she don’t put on some silly getup and parade across a stage.”



I pulled the collar of my jacket across my face and sank to the floor. I didn’t want my friends to see me cry, especially over something as silly as graduation. But there I was, back against a locker, face buried in my jacket tucked behind my knees, and tears filling up my eyes. I just wanted to crawl into a hole and wait out the storm.



“Students, give her some space.” The commanding voice of Vice Principal Luna left no room for argument. The shuffle of feet and the looming shadow that fell over me brought a small bit of comfort, surprisingly. I lifted my head enough that I could see her concerned gaze through the tangled mat of hair that draped over my eyes. “Sunset Shimmer, please come with me.” She held out a hand, which I hesitantly took hold of, and she helped me to my feet.



Luna turned to the waiting circle and gave the order to disperse. “I trust you all have a ceremony to prepare for. Don’t worry about your friend. As soon as we are done, I will see that she joins you.”



Rarity thought about delivering a rebuttal, but thought better of it before any words came out of her open mouth. Twilight clutched her books and lowered her head. She managed to say, “Yes, Vice Principal Luna,” before corralling everyone else and leading the group away. 



“Follow me, please,” Luna said. Without any objection, I fell in line, following close behind as a path through the crowd seemed to clear before us. She led me toward her office, but took a slight detour before we arrived at our presumed destination. “Right in here and take a seat.” She gestured through the door to the office of her sister, Principal Celestia. I swallowed hard and ducked my head as I passed under her watchful gaze.



The office was much as I remembered it from the few times I had been here over the years. Sports and academic trophies stood proudly on the shelves mingled with books both large and small. A golden framed picture of both the Principal and Vice Principal rested on the desk, a high-backed chair sat empty on the opposite side. I hesitated, clutching my sides just a few steps from the doorway.



Luna shut the door and briskly stepped around the desk. The curtains were drawn, and with the door closed the office felt somewhat less of an inviting space and more ;ike an interrogation room. She swiveled the Principal’s chair around and took a seat. “Have a seat, Miss Shimmer. We have some things to discuss.”



I turned my head, glancing around the room for any sign of someone hiding in a corner. A single chair sat in front of the desk waiting for my obedient claim. I moved slowly toward the seat. “W-Will someone else be joining us?” I removed my backpack and set it on the floor to the side of the chair before sitting down.



“My sister will be along shortly, but I want to get started seeing as we don’t have much time.” She rested her elbows on the table, clasping her hands together with her index fingers extended as a platform for her chin. A moment passed under her intense and piercing stare. I felt like I should wither or melt had it taken any longer before she began with her questioning. “Miss Shimmer, could you explain to me why you attempted to fail your final exams?”



I struggled to avoid her accusing glare, but like a moth to a flame, I couldn’t help but sense something different in the way she spoke drawing me in. There was a certain kindness and sympathy in the way she asked her question that loosened the rusted iron grip I had been trying to maintain on my crumbling facade. Her question, as direct as it may have been, had another layer to it that begged a much deeper response — what is wrong, and how can I help?”



“I-I don’t know,” I managed to say, caught off-guard by the sudden compassion that I felt emanating from this unfamiliar source.



“Is there anything you would like to share with me, perhaps something that you feel uncomfortable sharing with your friends?”



“Uh…” I just sat there, teetering on the edge of letting go with everything I had kept so tightly concealed. “What do you mean?”



“I mean how you seem to be having trouble accepting the fact that it is time to move on. It’s nothing new. Lots of students find themselves in this situation, and I feel it is my duty to help them resolve their issues.” Luna drew herself forward, placing her hands on the desk with her fingers pointed straight at me. A concerned, but gentle smile graced her otherwise stoic face. “Now, is there anything you would like to share with me, or do I need to tell you what you should already know?” 



I frantically searched for an escape, anything that would allow me an option other than the one that lay straight ahead. Door barred, windows drawn, a trusted adviser reaching out to offer her assistance, I finally reached my breaking point. “I don’t want to leave Canterlot High. This is my home, and I don’t have anywhere else to go.” I couldn’t tell her the whole truth, but I managed to get the basic problem out there.



The handle turned, and the door sung open. Luna sat back in her chair. I slumped forward, face planted in my hands, elbows digging into my thighs. Footsteps approached, but I remained in my vulnerable pose trying not to think about what would happen next.



A hand rested on my shoulder, and I tried to shy away. Soft-spoken words met my ears, calming and soothing with a familiar sort of magical tone wrapping every syllable. “Sunset Shimmer, you have come so far and learned so much during your stay here at Canterlot High. No matter where you decide to go or what new adventure awaits following graduation, I want you to know that you will always be my little pony and you will always have a home should you ever wish to return to Equestria.”



My heart leapt within my chest. I started gasping for air. Looking up, I found the most wonderful smile shining down on me along with an outstretched hand waiting to lift me up. Wrapped in a flowing white dress complete with golden tassels, solid gold bracers adorning her forearms, and a sparkling crown atop her head, there was no mistaking who it was. Nearly falling as I tried to pry myself out of the seat, I spun around only to collapse into the embrace of my old mentor.



“Princess, is it really you?” I said in a whisper, not truly daring to tempt the fates so brazenly.



“It is I,” Princess Celestia said. “Although I had wanted it to be a surprise to coincide with your evening festivities, I am glad to see you now. It has been far too long.” Over her shoulder, I spotted her double entering the room and closing the door behind her.



“But, how are you… Why did you… Who else knows you’re here?” I sputtered out. “Who else knows about us?”



“Only the people in this room. We can’t tell everyone the truth, but we’ve managed to keep the story simple. I’m the Principle’s twin sister, just visiting for the graduation as far as anyone else is concerned.”



I cupped a hand to my mouth and nodded a side gesture to the sisters standing on the other side of the room. “But I thought we’d kept it a secret from, well…”



“Ha!” exclaimed Principal Celestia. “We’ve known about you, and your friends, and the portal, and Equestria for longer than you realize. I mean, how else could you explain turning into a demon monster and destroying the front half of the school building, or saving us and the rest of the students from the siren’s musical mind control, or ripping holes in the fabric of space-time at the conclusion of the Friendship Games, or any of the day-to-day fantastical things that happen around here without accepting that magic exists and you just so happen to be a unicorn protege of my alternate universe, pony Princess no doubt, form from an enchanted land beyond a magical portal? That’s the only way any of the past few years make any sense at all.” She tossed her hands in the air with a sense of total abandonment of anything resembling sanity.



“Ahem,” Vice Principal Luna said, clearing her throat. “I do believe that the matter of Sunset’s graduation still needs to be discussed.” I released my hold on the Princess and stepped off to the side.



“Right you are, sister,” said Principal Celestia calming down and taking up her rightful position behind the large desk. “Apologies for my outburst. I’m still coming to terms with the fact that in another world, I’m the ruler of an entire civilization of sapient equines. Regardless, we have some concerns regarding your participation in the ceremony this evening, Miss Shimmer.”



Princess Celestia shook her head. “I’m sure this can all be cleared up if she were allowed to take the exam again, but this time actually try and pass.”



“Actually, it wouldn’t,” Luna replied. “She already passed the exam, although with a near failing score. Even so, there is no way she could achieve a high enough mark to overcome Twilight Sparkle as valedictorian. She will have to settle for salutatorian. We just need to ensure that she will accept the duties of the accolade. Otherwise, we’ll have to approach the next in line.”



I took a moment to take in the situation. The stress I had been feeling along with the turbulence of some pretty aggressive butterflies in my gut seemed to melt away in an instant. “I’m at a loss for words. I don’t know what to say.” Somehow, I managed a smile. The Princess returned it. 



Principal Celestia folder her arms across her chest. “I hope you can think of something before tonight, because you’ll need to deliver a speech to the graduating class — something about all the wonderful places you’ll go and things you’ll do. Hopefully that won’t be a problem given your special circumstances? You’ll certainly need to avoid any mention of your magical homeland.”



I looked up into the eyes of the Princess. “I don’t know if I can do it. I wasn’t even planning on going to graduation tonight. How can I give a speech about everything that happens after High School when I don’t even know what I’m doing once I graduate?”



“Hmm…” Princess Celestia stepped back and took a slow walk around me. “I can’t say for sure what would be best for you since that is a choice you must make for yourself, but perhaps you should consider this decision like the search for your cutie mark.” The Principals just shrugged their shoulders.



“But, Princess,” I said, “I already have my cutie mark. That doesn’t help me at all.”



“Aww, but you are wrong,” Celestia said. “Your pony self has her cutie mark, and she knows exactly who she is and what she wants to be. Coming to this new world changed all of that. You lost your way, and only recently found the path that leads to your destiny with the help of your new friends.”



“So does that mean I should go back to Equestria?” I asked. “There’s not much left for me here in this world once I graduate especially with all my friends leaving home.”



“It is up to you to seek out the answer, and you will know when you’ve found it,” Princess Celestia said. “Your friends can help you if you let them.”



“Then I guess that settles it. I’m a pony, and ponies belong in Equestria. All this time I’ve been hiding from my destiny when the truth was sitting right in front of my muzzle, err, face.”



“Are you sure about that?” Principal Celestia asked. “What will you tell your friends?”



“I’ll tell them the truth, that I don’t belong here and that I need to go home.”



Luna shook her head. “Just a moment ago you said that this was your home. What changed?”



“I, uhh…” I didn’t have a good response. Returning to Equestria seemed like the logical choice, but even saying the words I knew it wasn’t true. “I guess I should go talk to my friends. Maybe I’ll be able to figure things out while I get ready for the ceremony.”



“And the speech,” Principle Celestia added.



“I’ll see you tonight, Sunset,” Princess Celestia said, wrapping me in another embrace. “Go and be with your friends. Everything will work out in the end, whatever you decide to do.”



“Alright, we’ll play it by ear. Thanks everyone.” I took comfort in her words and resolved to spend the rest of the evening trying to decide what I should do next. Not quite sure how to go about it, I picked up my backpack, gave an unreassuring smile to all three, and made my exit.








The ten minute walk to Rarity’s house seemed like it took the rest of the evening, even though the sun barely moved from the time I left the school to the time I found myself ringing the doorbell and being pulled inside by an overly excited Pinkie Pie. 



“She’s here!” yelled Pinkie to the entire house at once. Nearly yanking my arm off, she pulled me into the living room where a number of dresses and accessories had been laid out. Everyone was busy taking stock of the options and giving their opinions on what looked best on whom.



As soon as I entered the room, everyone fell silent. Rarity waltzed over and replaced Pinkie’s grip with the gentle guidance of her own hand. “Right this way. I have your dress all ready to go.”



I started to object, but I knew it was futile to refuse. “Thanks, I think.” She led me past the couch and into a small room on the far side. Her personal sewing room looked like a tornado had recently struck. Various busts, draped with all sorts of fancy fabric and lace trimming showed that Rarity had been taking her preparations for graduation quite seriously. She strolled over to the closet and pulled out the most stunning white and gold dress I had ever laid eyes on. In a way it reminded me of Celestia’s dress minus the tassels and royal adornments, but it sparkled all the same.



“Here you are, darling. Hurry and put it on, and join us in the living room so we can do your hair and makeup. We only have an hour until we have to depart for the ceremony.” Rarity thrust the dress into my unprepared arms and glided toward the door without breaking stride.



Before she left me alone with the gorgeous dress and no way to object to her generous gift, I managed to say, “Uh, is it really necessary to get all done up? Aren’t we all going to be wearing the same old boring black cap and gown?”



Rarity smiled with one of her patronizingly reassuring smiles. “This is our graduation night, and there is more to each of us than a boring old cap and gown. What is underneath means just as much or more than what lies on the surface. Don’t forget the shoes; they go with the dress.” She pointed over to the corner at a pair of strappy white heels interwoven with a strand of gold thread snaking up the crisscrossing design. Without another word, she turned and left the room, closing the door behind her.



I stood there a moment wondering if this was a sign. The soft touch of silk draped over my arms felt warm and comfortable, just like the Princess’ embrace. On the other hand, I wasn’t sure how I could properly thank her for the gift and then turn around and say I was leaving.



I hung the dress over the back of a chair and took a moment to study my reflection in the floor length mirror across the room. Right away, the symbol on my shirt caught my eye. My own cutie mark, a simple knockoff of the real one from my pony self, sat proudly for all to see, yet it wasn’t permanently attached and I could remove the shirt whenever I wanted. I slipped my backpack off and dropped my jacket along with it. Without the slightest resistance, the shirt followed. I lay a hand across my chest, bare skin all that I felt. My leggings came off soon after, and I ran a hand over my hip, confirming what the mirror already showed—another bare patch of yellow skin. Had I really abandoned the one true destiny I had known? Was going home the only way to reclaim it?



From the crumpled pile of clothes at my feet, I stepped out of my boots and walked over to the dress. I ran my hand across the hem, taking in the fine detail of the work that Rarity had put into making it. I lifted it up off the chair and slid it over my head. It felt like a second skin, covering and protecting my nakedness. Wrapped in the warmth of a never-ending hug, I shuffled over to the shoes and slipped my feet into the straps. I rose up on the heels and took another look at the crumpled pile of clothing I had shed, the sunburst from my shirt plainly visible on top.



“Sunset, hurry up in there!” Rainbow Dash yelled along with a pounding on the door. “Some of us still need to get dressed up, at least according to Rarity.”



I smiled. “Hold your horses,” I replied. I quickly stuffed my normal clothes into my backpack and opened the door.



“Woah!” Rainbow Dash said, taken back as I walked past her.



“Ohhhh,” Fluttershy added, “you look amazing!”



Twilight looked up holding a tangled mess of Applejack’s hair and an oversize brush. “Just a minute and I’ll help do your hair.”



“Uhh,” Applejack replied, wincing under the tugs from Twilight’s brush, “you better finish with the mess you made with mine before you get to work on hers. Although, she looks great even without her hair done up all fancy.”



Rarity approached. “Take a turn for me, would you?” I blushed. Hoping that I wouldn’t fall flat on my face with the new heels, I tried my best to make a runway turn. “Hmm, I don’t recall adding the mark, but it does suit the piece.”



“Huh?” I remarked, looking down to try and get look at what she was referring to. There, on my hip, in shining gold and red thread sat my cutie mark, the significance most likely lost on the dress creator. I took a step back to get a better angle, but quickly gave up and rushed toward Rarity to give her the biggest hug I could manage.



“Watch the nails!” Rarity shouted as I wrapped my arms around her. Her fingers were damp with a fresh coat of purple varnish.



“Thank you, Rarity,” I said, heedless to the strength I applied to our embrace. “It means more to me than you’ll even know.”



“I appreciate the sentiment, dear, but we’re in kind of a rush. Fluttershy, since you’re all set, would you mind having a go at Sunset’s hair?” Rarity waved her hands as she crossed the room, trying to speed up the process of drying. With a kick on the sewing room door she said, “Rainbow Dash, you have sixty seconds to get dressed and join the rest of us.”



“But I just got in here,” Rainbow said, annoyed at the rush order.



I sat down in a chair, carefully adjusting the cutie mark design to the side of the seat and crossed my legs. Fluttershy grabbed a brush and some pins and got to work on combing through my hair. The tangles from my previous bout of tears took a few minutes to work through, but in the end, she managed to create sweeping up-do worthy of a fancy salon. As she plied through the last few strands, arranging a sort of wreath around my head, she whispered a question in my ear, “I thought you said you weren’t coming. What made you change your mind?”



I answered her without a second thought. “I’m here for my friends, and I almost lost sight of that. An old friend had to remind me that. In fact, there’s something that I need to talk with all of you about, but it can wait until after graduation.”



“That’s good to hear,” Fluttershy said following a short pause. “Umm, perhaps you could have a quick talk with Twilight and let her know you aren’t mad about the whole valedictorian thing. She may have thought that she was the reason you didn’t want to attend tonight.”



“Oh,” I said, “I hadn’t thought of it that way. I hope she doesn’t think I’m jealous. I’m actually quite thrilled that she decided to transfer from Crystal Prep. I still have to give a speech, so it doesn’t really change anything.”



“Well, I can certainly understand not wanting to give a speech.” Fluttershy took a step back, clutching the hairbrush with both hands. “I hope you like your hair. I did my best.”



I stood up and without even looking in a mirror wrapped my arms around Fluttershy. “I know, and I’m sure it looks great. Thank you.” Fluttershy blushed.



“Alright everyone, it’s time we get going,” Rarity said clapping her hands to get everyone’s attention. “Rainbow, I’m disappointed that you won’t let me do your makeup, but the rest of you look absolutely stunning. Grab your caps and gowns and let’s have a wonderful night together.”



I glanced around the room, taking in the view of all of my friends done up in their finest. I wasn’t sure if a graduation night qualified, but this would definitely be a night I wouldn’t soon forget. I reached down to pick up my backpack, but didn’t quite finish before Rarity started up again.



“Leave that here, Sunset,” she said. “Take this instead.” She reached over and handed me a matching purse for my outfit. On the front flap in gold script it read, <i>Best Friends Forever</i>. I turned it over in my hands. The reverse side had the same cutie mark insignia as my dress. Rarity held a finger up to her mouth as if trying to recall something she had forgotten. “I could have sworn I made them all the same, but no problem. At least it matches the dress.”



I tossed on my cap and gown, hurrying a bit as the others were already starting to leave. Rainbow Dash was the first out the door. Pinkie followed closed behind with Applejack and Fluttershy. Following behind the pack, I slowed my pace to try and catch a word with Twilight while Rarity locked up the house. 



A few minutes into our walk, I found myself practically alone with Twilight. “Hey, Twi,” I said. “No hard feelings about the whole valedictorian thing.”



“Oh, heh heh,” Twilight said, shrugging her shoulders. “Sorry about that. I just can’t help myself. My teachers say I have a problem with overachieving, and that it’s going to get me into trouble some day.”



“Well, I just want you to know that a final grade won’t ever come between me and my friends. I’m proud of you, Twilight. You deserve it.”



“Thanks, Sunset. I hope you don’t mind speaking last. I promise I’ll try and keep my speech short and to the point.”



“Take as long as you like. I don’t even know what I’m going to say.”



Twilight gulped and stopped short. “But, you have something in mind, don’t you? You can’t just get up in front of the whole class and have nothing prepared to say, right?”



“You got any suggestions? I’m open to whatever.” I brushed on by, and she started moving again to keep up.



“Well, there’s this one book that everyone seems to recite at graduations. Maybe you could just read that?”



“I don’t know, Twilight. It doesn’t seem like something I would do. I want whatever I say to come from the heart, so I think I’ll wait and see what inspires me in the moment and go with that. I mean, it’s not like we’re being graded on our graduation speeches or anything.”



“I guess that’s true. I’d never thought of it like that. I’ve been working on my speech for the last six months, and I have three different versions ready to go. Maybe I’m waiting for inspiration to strike as well so I know which one to pick.”



“I’d say to go with your gut. You can’t go wrong when there’s nothing to be judged on. I certainly don’t mind if you get up there and thank everyone in the audience for coming and then sit right back down.”



“But doesn’t that kind of defeat the purpose of the speech? Being a valedictorian, or even a salutatorian, means that everyone in the graduating class is looking up to you. They will take what we say and use it as inspiration to help guide the rest of their lives. They’re counting on us, and we can’t let them down.”



The clack of my heels suddenly stopped. “I hadn’t thought of it like that.” The butterflies were starting to swarm again. I grasped the sides of my dress and gave myself a small hug to try and stave off the feeling. I closed my eyes and breathed in the cool night air, slowly in and out. Soon, I felt another set of arms wrap around me in an even better hug.



“You’ll do great, Sunset,” Twilight whispered. “Sorry if I made you nervous at all.”



I smiled. “Who’s nervous? It’s only the entire school, all our friends, and a visiting princess that we have to impress.” I tried to laugh off the nerves.



“A what?” Twilight said, drawing back in shock.



“Oh, umm, nothing. Forget I said that.” I pulled away and started walking toward the school again. Up ahead, the rest of the group was waiting for us, and I didn’t want them to worry that there was anything else wrong. Twilight hurried along, and we arrived at the school just in time to be ushered straight into the auditorium.








From my seat on the stage, I could look out over all the students and family that had gathered for the graduation ceremony.  I kept a steady watch on my breathing to keep my stomach settled. Even so, I couldn’t help but rub my heels together every time another person took to the stand, anxiously awaiting my own turn. Principal Celestia welcomed everyone to start, even giving a brief acknowledgment of her twin sitting in the front row. From the seat beside me, Twilight elbowed me in the ribs and gave a nob of her head toward the Princess. I shrugged and nodded back.



The school band played the Canterlot High fight song. Vice Principal Luna read through the names of all the teachers seated on the stand behind her. Some got a round of applause, and other received some muted boos. Twilight fumbled with three different manuscripts that could have easily been turned into novels to rival <i>War and Peace</i>. I placed my hand over hers to steady her trembling. She turned and smiled and nervous smile.



“Just go with your gut,” I mouthed. Twilight nodded and slipped all three sets of pages under her chair as her name was called. Rising up, she smoothed out her dress, took a big gulp of air, and walked up to the mic.



“Good evening, everyone. Thank you for coming to our graduation ceremony.” She paused and turned around to give me a quick wink before turning back to the audience and continuing. “I’ve thought about what I wanted to say for a long time, but in the moment, none of what I had prepared seems appropriate. I’m new to this school, and by all rights, shouldn’t even be here tonight. I should have graduated years ago, but I’ve been holding myself back because I was afraid of what I would find out in the world.”



My mouth hung open. I wanted to reach out and hug Twilight all over again, but instead I tightened my grip on the arms of the chair.



“Walking over here tonight, I was presented with the thought that whatever I might say here doesn’t really matter. In a short time, all of us will have gone our separate ways. Some of us might remain in town, others may move on to other cities, universities, careers. The only thing that will remain of our time together at Canterlot High will be the memories we’ve shared and the friendships we’ve made. No matter how far apart we are, our friendship will live on. Whenever we face a challenge in life, or need direction on where to turn, we can always call up a friend and seek advice. We may not always get the answer we’re looking for, but we’ll know that we still have a friend who can listen and help where possible.”



A soft patter of tears falling on the front of my not so beautiful, black graduation gown let me know I was failing to keep my emotions in check. At the current rate, I’d be full raccoon eyed by the time Twilight finished speaking. At least I would match my gown. 



“We all have a purpose in life, and it takes a while for some of us to understand what that is. In the meantime, I’m glad I have the support of my friends. I’m glad I could come to this school and learn what it really means to have friends. It doesn’t matter where I go from here, as long as I keep trying to do my best and seek to make new friends along the way. Who knows, maybe I’ll help someone find their purpose in life just like you’ve helped me find mine here at Canterlot High. Thank you all.”



To a round of thunderous applause, Twilight walked back to her seat. Standing and clapping next to the Princess in the front row, I caught a glimpse of Principal Cadance wiping a tear from her eye. Just as I felt it couldn’t get any more emotionally charged, a chant began rolling around the hall. “Best friends forever. Best friends forever.”



Only when Principal Celestia took to the stand did everything calm down. She raised her hand and signaled for everyone to take their seats. Once the crowd had settled back in, she cleared her throat and addressed the room. “Thank you, Twilight Sparkle for those heartfelt words. We have one final speaker tonight before we hand out diplomas. Please join me in welcoming our salutatorian, Sunset Shimmer.”



A polite clap rolled around the crowd as I felt my stomach drop to the floor. Twilight placed a hand on my shoulder and helped coax me out of my seat. Without even asking for help, she walked up to the podium with me and stood by my side while I tried to gather my thoughts. Staring out over the crowd, I could make out only a few faces seated along the first row—Rarity, Applejack, Rainbow Dash, Fluttershy, Pinkie Pie, and right in front of me, Princess Celestia.



I tapped the mic and a screech echoed across the hall. “Uhh, hello everypo… everyone. I’m not usually one to give these kind of speeches, and my friend, Twilight, kind of said everything I might have wanted to say if I was any good at this. That said, I do have something to add.”



The hall was silent. Everyone looked at me, waiting to hear what I was going to say. My stomach remained a knotted mess. My knuckles turned white, like my dress, as I gripped the podium while trying not to shake too badly. I looked down at the Princess. She smiled up at me and gave a nod.



“I’ve been thinking for a while, and the more I thought, the more afraid I became. I didn’t want to graduate. I didn’t even want to be here tonight with all of you. I was scared of what graduation meant. Leaving this place, and all my friends—I didn’t have any plans for the future, and I still don’t know exactly what I plan on doing next.



“When I first came to Canterlot High, I was trying to escape my past. Some really good friends helped me see the error of my ways and helped me change course. I couldn’t have asked for a better outcome given all the terrible things I’ve done. 



“An old friend recently told me that I would know what do when the time came, and I trust that she knows I’ll make the right choice. Canterlot High is my home, and it always will be. Just like my friends here tonight, the memories we’ve shared and the time we’ve spent together will always be with us no matter where we go. I still need to decide what exactly I plan to do with the rest of my life, but I’m not scared anymore. I know that my friends will be there to support me, even if we don’t all go to the same school anymore, or hang out every night, or even talk every week. I know there are new friends out there waiting for me, and I want to find them and share new experiences with them. Maybe I’ll stay here, and maybe I’ll travel to a far away land, but I’ll always be close by if a friend needs my help. Thank you all for being such an amazing group of friends.”



I turned around and gave Twilight a hug. The cheers from the audience felt like they were a mile away. She smiled at me, stepping back and motioning toward the crowd. I smiled back then turned around and stepped off the stage. In a rush, the rest of my friends ran up to embrace me as a group. I hung on for what seemed like an eternity. The cheering continued, but I kept blocking it out, keeping my focus on those by my side.



Slowly, the group parted as the noise settled down. Standing there, patiently waiting her turn, Princess Celestia held out her arms. I ran to her.



Buried in her robe, I could barely make out her voice. “Students, please rise as I call out your names and come up to the stage to receive your diploma.” It took me a moment to realize it wasn’t the Princess speaking. 



She lifted my head and held my cheek while peering deep into my eyes. “No matter where you go or what you do, you will always be my little pony, and I am proud of you, Sunset Shimmer. Don’t you ever forget that.”



“I won’t, Princess,” I replied.



One by one, students began to file up to the stage. Soon, I heard my name and made my way across to where Luna was handing out the diplomas. I caught a brief hint of a smile as she handled me the package. I smiled back and dove in for a hug before she could react. She didn’t seem to mind, other than the fact that I was holding up the line.



I made my way back down to the audience and stood with my friends. Twilight was there waiting. Principal Celestia finished with the names and waited a moment for the last student to clear the stage before addressing the graduates.



“Students, please move your tassels from the right to the left side.” We all eagerly scrambled to do as she said. “It is now my great honor to present the graduating class of Canterlot High.” We all gave a cheer. Some tossed their caps in the air.



I held on to Twilight and Rarity’s hands completing the circle around the seven of us. “Best friends forever,” I said.



“Best friends forever,” everyone replied.



“Now let’s get out of these tacky robes,” Rarity said.



“Yeah, it’s time to party!” Pinkie said.



“Sounds like a plan,” I added.








The school gym had everything set up for the after party. Once we were free of our graduation robes, we joined in the celebration. I got to introduce all my friends to Princess Celestia. Twilight especially seemed quite eager to make her acquaintance. I made the initial introduction, but ducked away once I remembered I had a lot of other people to see.



I milled about the gym, bumping into teachers and friends all over the place. More than a few compliments were made on my dress, and I passed all the praise along to Rarity. People seemed to like my speech, but I honestly couldn’t remember much of anything I had said. I knew what it felt like, and I would always remember that. 



Once free of Twilight, Princess Celestia found a quiet corner took me aside. “So, have you decided what you are going to do now?”



I met her gaze with confidence. “I can honestly say that I haven’t made a decision. College won’t start for a couple of months, and I’ve given some thought to visiting Equestria, at least for a little while. After that, I’m sure I’ll find something to do. Maybe there is something here for me after all.”



“Well, it seems like you have a great group of friends in this world, and it wouldn’t be fair if you had to say goodbye. That said, I do know of a certain school that would be honored to have you as a teacher. I’ve been looking to start a new program, Advanced Magical Friendship Studies, and I couldn’t think of a better unicorn to lead the department.”



“Are you serious? That would be amazing!” I stopped and shook my head. The answer lay right in front of me, shining like the light of the sun. “Actually, Equestria already has a Princess of Friendship, but they don’t have that here. Maybe that’s what I’m meant to do, stay here and help spread the magic of friendship. I could become a teacher, or a counselor. How did I not see this before? I’ve come to see this place as my home, and all my friends are here. They need me, and I need them. I’ll always be a pony at heart, but my friends will always come first. Thank you for the offer, Princess, but I can’t accept.”



“I had a feeling you would say that, and I think your cutie mark agrees.” Princess Celestia pointed down at the edge of my dress, a glowing sunburst pulsing to the beat of the music. “Don’t be a stranger, come and visit from time to time.”



“You can bet on that,” I said as another thought crossed my mind. “What would you say if I brought a friend with me?”



Princess Celestia smiled. “I think she would like that very much.”
      

      
   
      The Next Dawn


      

      
      
         The stench of burning flesh is not one I am likely to ever forget. Not that I wouldst, were I given the choice. These are still ponies we’re fighting, and it's ponies who we've failed. The least I can do is to remember their sacrifice.



Our battles with the faction calling themselves the New Lunar Republic go about as well as one would imagine: we seem to be locked in a stalemate. It is no real wonder. These ponies are skilled, determined, and fanatically loyal to their Princess. It's a dangerous combination; the same one I see etched into mine own soldier’s faces.



By contrast, they call us the Solar Empire, not that we've ever propagated such a name. I suppose the word “Empire” is meant to sound oppressive or restricting, but personally I think it has a nice ring to it. I am comforted by the notion that Princess Celestia is constantly watching over me. 



Speaking of the Princess, to fight alongside her is both awe-inspiring and terrifying. The power she commands is simply unreal, though I hath ne’er seen it used against any other pony. Nay, observing her battles with Nightmare Moon from a distance is plenty enough for me. She has entrusted me with her troops, and it is an honor to lead them into battle in her name. I-



“Sir!” The tent flap snaps open as a soldier barges in. “Northern scouts hath reported movement, sir! An army marches upon us!”



I am already donning my foreleg greaves and helm, my writings forgotten for the moment. “How many?”



“Specialist Swift Wing doth estimate the force at nearly 100,000 sir. Supported by Earth Pony heavy artillery.”



The number stills my hooves as well as my heart. “That- that's practically her entire army.”



“Aye, sir.”



So that's it, then. Nightmare Moon’s last stand. Our hour of victory or defeat approacheth. And me with barely half that number under my command. “What of the Princess?”



“On a hill to the west, sir. She hath not moved for some time.”



I force my body into motion, sweeping past the soldier to the twilight outside. I wouldst say the setting is appropriate, even poetic, but it hath been twilight for a fortnight, mayhap longer. “Rouse the troops,” I order. “Form a defensive arc upon the plains to our north. Position the pegasus archers at 500 metres and the artillery behind the arc. On my honor, we shall not be caught off guard again!”



“Sir!” the soldier runs off, but I have a different destination. I begin a full gallop towards the western edge of our camp.








Would that I could say that the rows and rows of soldiers passing below me brought a sense of reassurance to my mind. The only thing I can think about is the number of these good ponies that will ne’er again see their families, or the glorious moon above them. Would that I could blame somepony else for their imminent deaths, but every single one will be on my conscience.



The upcoming battle shall be the last of this war, come what may: our destruction or theirs. Mistress Nightmare Moon has grown irascible in the journey to this point. In that regard I must confess some ill-temperedness of my own. All we want is for this conflict to be over, for the moon to be shown the respect she deserves. 



Alas, war is never pretty, and rarely respectful. Not all of the ponies I command believe this to be true. They fight for their Mistress, as I do, yet I cannot help but think that some were all too eager to join this cause. There is loyalty, and then there is fanaticism. These ponies shall perish not knowing the difference.



I mustn’t disgrace our Mistress with any disrespect, no. Nothing so callous. My job is simply to command her armies to the of my abilities, while she fights the Solar Princess. Were it not for her, several thousand more wouldst surely succumb to the burning magic that haunts my dreams. 



A shadow descends around me, coalescing into the form of a towering black alicorn. Her wings are a whisper, her voice a hiss. “News, General,”



I mustn’t look her in the eye. “Our march progresseth smoothly, Mistress. We shall meet the Solar Empire in combat less than two hours hence.”



“Good. Thou knowest their strength?”



“Aye. Fifty thousand troops, including archers and artillery.”



“We shall rout them. No longer shall We be known as an inferior being. No longer shall Our nightly canvas go unappreciated.”



This, methinks, was not meant for me, and so silent I remain. Even with superior numbers, General White Lightning will be prepared for us. Two hours is plenty of time to mount a defense. I have no illusions about the cost this battle shall wrest from us, nor am I so naive as to expect to survive until moonrise.








Even in the low light of the impending sunset, our Princess stands resplendent as I crest the hill. Her golden armor catches the sun’s rays in sharp points and angles, and reflects them on the grass surrounding her. I bow respectfully as I approach. “Nightmare Moon’s armies march hither, Milady. Thy orders?”



Neither of us move for mayhap a minute. My bow does not falter; I wouldst hold this position for hours, if need be.



When my Princess does speak, it is soft and resigned. Her tone very much matches my thoughts earlier about the inevitable end of this war. “Thine orders, General, are to do thy best. We put our faith wholly into thee, this one last time.”



Last time? I rise. “Art thou not hopeful, Milady? Or shall I begin penning my resignation?”



“Thou hast done an exemplary job, General. We only fear that no matter the outcome of this battle, be it day or everlasting night, We shall have little need of thy services afterward.”



“I understand, Princess. Wilt thou speak to the soldiers?” 



“We shall, General. But first, We must speak to thou. 



“It hath been an age, it seems, since We hath spoken to the mare who now calls herself Nightmare Moon. Far, far too long, and We find Ourselves regretting each moment.” I had never seen the Princess hang her head before today. “We failed her, General. We need you to know this. We art capable of failure, and this was a failure of the highest magnitude. Now, somehow, We must remedy Our transgressions. We can only hope Nightmare Moon is receptive. We… We cannot lose her. If We do, We fear We shall lose Our very sanity.”



I feel as though there must be something I couldst say to comfort my Princess, but alas, I know not what. I settle for silence, at least until I see the bejeweled chest the Princess levitates to her eye level.



“If nothing else,” She says in that same defeated tone, “We must protect what remains of Our ponies’ livelihoods.” Five brightly colored gemstones, bound by a golden aura, levitate out of the box and circle the Princess’s body. I can feel the magical power radiating off of them from my position ten paces away. 



“It has been an honor, General White Lightning.”



“No, Princess. The honor is mine.”








The last dregs of daylight fade as the Solar Empire’s camp comes into view. I order a halt just before the edge of the forest. If I know White Lightning, he will have pegasi in the clouds waiting to rain fire upon us, and t’would be folly to charge across an open plain against such an onslaught. So long as the sun rests in the sky, at any rate.



“The soldiers are ready sir. We await your order.”



I close my eyes in an attempt to calm my heart faster. The action has the double purpose of masking my surprise. The turn to face my second-in-command reveals golden eyes and slitted pupils in a sea of darkening shadow. “Our thanks, Colonel. Shan’t be long now.”



Colonel Dark Star steps from the trees, revealing glistening fangs and bat-like wings shielding his body: a Thestral Elite. “Might I ask, sir, Why thou art all by thy lonesome out here? The troops have anticipated your hour of victory on this most glorious of nights.”



“They know not whereof they speak, nor wherefore they dost celebrate. Too many shall not see the moon take its rightful place in the sky.”



“Your cynicism is unwarranted, sir. Thinkest thou we hath no chance? Against those fetid sun worshippers?”



“I am hopeful, Colonel, but not optimistic. Romanticized illusions of glory do not a victory make. We must remember that this battle will be no less hard fought than the ones prior. Fifty thousand is well enough for the Solar General to run us through.”



“Perhaps.” Dark Star’s eyes suddenly flash. “Night falls, sir. The time, it seems, has come.”



I nod. “Sound the horns.”








The sound of a battle horn is unmistakeable, and carries easily over the plain. Almost immediately, no less than sixty heavy bolts, no doubt enchanted to be magic resistant, rocket from the trees. 



“Fire at will!” I call to my artillery commander. “Load the fire bolts and aim high! Flush them out of the forest!” I then turn to the pegasus beside me. “Set the grasses ablaze. Make them work for every hoof they gain.” He shoots skyward, and it isn’t but a minute before our own volley is launched.



Their bolts puncture the area shield and impact with heavy thuds. One impales almost the length of my leg into the ground to my left. Screams behind me indicate that somepony hath been hit. Poor soul. I mourn him for as long as I can before moving down the hill and teleporting to the front lines. 



Our own artillery bolts have done their share of damage as well. The forest begins to burn, forcing the charge of one hundred thousand ponies into the range of our archers. With any luck, they will abandon their artillery, but water spells are not difficult, and they may be able to save small areas from our flames.



The downside is that I have just forced the charge of one hundred thousand ponies toward my army. They pour out of the trees, a writhing mass of shadowy figures framed only by the backdrop of blazing foliage. “Hold! Hold, I say!” The order is difficult for even me to obey. The wave of black-armored death barreling toward us is on the list of most intimidating things I have ever faced as a General under her Highness. “We must hold! For the Princess, for Equestria! For the promise of a new day!” 



“Raahhh!” My army cheers behind me. Two to one odds are not insurmountable.








Dodging arrows as well as flaming patches of grass is all in a night’s work against the Solar Empire. My hooves fly across the field, my horn blazing beams into my opponent. I cannot see for the smoke; while thestrals are deadly at night, their command of the air is no match for a Solar pegasus. Therefore, the wind is not on our side tonight. No matter. My stallions have been through worse. 



“They hath formed a defensive arc! Punch through and flank right! Overwhelm them!” My shout is relayed through the army even as we gallop at top speed.



In seconds, we art upon them. A streak from my horn cuts down the first oppressor and my hooves slam into the second. After this I am in the thick of it. My world becometh a whirlwind of fire, magic, and white uniforms to destroy. My mind shrinks to pinpoint actions: duck, kick, shield spell, riposte, repeat. To be honest, my blood rejoices in my veins, my being more alive than it hath any right to be. I refuse to feel shame for this.



From the corners of my vision, thestral after thestral falls. The fools have underestimated their opponents for the last time. The Empire may be ruthless, but their training is efficient and effective. I hath seen it first hand too many times.



Their line is strong, but we are many. I pray to the moon our flanking forces are able to meet us soon.








Too soon the real fight begins. My line performs admirably, But there are simply too many of them; we must fall to secondary positions. My horn pierces through rebel after rebel; they are throwing themselves at me. I suppose they can afford to. 



“Sir! They art flanking our left side!”



We do not have room for complicated maneuvers: Hills are behind us, fire in front. My brain races through the possible retaliations as well as the consequences before deciding upon one. “Reinforce with the right troops and form a reverse ‘V!’ Funnel them into the hills! Superior tactics shall win the night, stallions!”



The courier flies off, his whistle translating my orders into shrill shrieks. The brief distraction allows a thestral warrior to pounce me, however, and I fall back, fangs inches from my neck. Sometimes I wonder if these thestrals are more beast than pony. I head butt the rebel, roll him off me, and finish him with a magical blast, but the encounter has injured my right hind leg. Then I hear the one thing I had hoped to avoid.



“CELESTIA!”



If one hundred thousand ponies charging at you can be classified as intimidating, their mistress is downright terrifying. Nightmare Moon tears across the sky, her bellow loud enough to be heard across the country. Our Princess hath no choice but to meet her in aerial combat. I do not envy her.



I have stared skyward too long, and my shield spell barely deflects a sizzling beam of energy. Before me is a face I recognize from her Majesty’s briefings. “General Black Streak. Fancy seeing thou here.”



“Impressive reaction, White Lightning. Thou livest up to thy name. It is a shame to kill such a specimen.”



“I hath no plans of death tonight, rebel. Thou must realize meeting me was foolish.”



“Aye, perhaps. But thou knowest I couldst not live with myself had I not made an attempt.”



The battle rages on around us. Searing points and lines trace the celestial battle above while my stallions slowly but surely turn the tide on the slopes of the hills. “Thou canst win, Black Streak. Admit thy folly!”










Admit my folly, he sayeth. “The only pony who here hath erred is thy ruler, General! Hath she not told thou what she hath wrought?”



“My Princess’s personal dealings art none of my concern. She is a just ruler, and thou art foolish to defy her!”



We have begun to circle one another. I notice him favoring his left hind leg. The advantage is mine, then. “Thy blind devotion shall be thy undoing. Mark my words.”



In an instant, he hath charged a spell and fired it. My shield holds easily, but it appears the preliminary attack was merely a distraction, as I find him suddenly behind me with a buck aimed at my neck.



The strike is off balance due to his injury, and I am able to roll with it and fire a spell of my own. He teleports again, this time away from me, and charges what I assume to be an area effect spell. I cannot give him that chance.



My legs blur from the motion through which I put them, carrying me several metres in the space of a second. By the time he hath registered a look of surprise, my horn is at his throat. He rears and catches my face with a hoof, but stumbles in the process. I take the chance to leap at him, but his spell is released before I come close.



Of course: tis a fire spell. One wouldst think they teach nothing else at their academies. I barely have time to protect my torso before I am awash in flame. I tumble backward, the smell of mine own flesh burning stinging my nostrils. Lying supine, I can make out my Mistress battling his Princess. Then his face fills my vision. “This is how you fight, and this shall be thy future,” I cough. “Thou hast been taught naught but death and subjugation.”



“Would that it could end any other way, General. Thou art a good pony, methinks. Thou hast simply picked the wrong side.”



“Wrong, Lightning? There is no wrong in this world.” I would shake my head, but the burned skin on my neck prevents me from doing so. “There are only conditions, and how ponies react to them. Actions are neither right nor wrong, they cannot be. Everypony believes he is doing the right thing. Who art thou to define it for the rest of us?”



He seems to consider this, but is interrupted by a gargantuan flash from above, accompanied by a scream. His Princess hovers alone, a beacon of light from the moon illuminating her. My Mistress is nowhere to be seen.



“Is it right, White Lightning? Is it just for your Princess to kill? For what reasons can she justify the death of her constituents? How many of her ponies hath died tonight, and for what? Kill me if thou must, But thou should consider carefully thy reasons for thy allegiance.”



He does not move, either toward or away from me. “It is over,” he states. “The Nightmare’s reign is finished.”



“The Nightmare is dead. Long live the Nightmare!”








The day dawns. I have ne’er been happier to see the day dawn.Princess Celestia hath taken control of both celestial bodies, and brought peace to our land. I feel as though I am waking from slumber, ready to serve her majesty in any capacity she should require. 



Still, I cannot shake General Black Streak’s words about right and wrong. Or rather, the lack thereof. I know nothing but service to my Princess. She shall not lead me astray. She wouldst not.



The Battle, as it is being called, hath shaken the country to its core. Nigh on sixty thousand ponies hath lost their lives, and a similar number were injured. One hundred and twenty thousand ponies can never go back to their old lives. I myself walk now with a limp, the muscles in my leg unable to fully support me.



But no pony escapes war unscathed.  Half of our ruling bodies shall not be seen again in my lifetime, at least. Celestia hath explained to us that the Nightmare Hath not been killed, merely banished. I know not whether to rejoice or to weep. Everything wouldst be easier if there were a definite right and wrong. Damn you, Black Streak. Damn you for putting that doubt into my head.



My amble down the streets of Canterlot Village to my house brings me across the path of a peasant tending his garden. He waves to me, oblivious to the horror that took place just days ago. It feels like ages since I hath been able to measure the passage of time in days. 



“Beautiful weather!” He says. “All hail Celestia!”



“Aye,” I reply, the thought of the dictatorial implication leaving a sour taste in my mouth. “All hail Celestia, bringer of the new day.”










      

      
   
      My Little Fentsie


      

      
      
             Another day, another dollar. The time-reader made its audible bleep, and he sighed as card was placed into the slot to await another day, another shift. Another 8 hours working as a fry cook. A wholly dissatisfying career…but at least it paid the bills.



    That is, if one could call living in a rat’s nest of an apartment in crime-ridden half-downtown a ‘life’. He sure didn’t think so. His family was gone from his life - but even if they were present, what would it matter? Instead of 8 hours of high school, it was 8 hours of flipping burgers. Nothing changed. Everything the same.



    Boots squelched as he trod along the rain-soaked roads. A wash of water sprayed across his coat, soaking into clothing as careless driver swiped the gutter. He sighed. Nothing new about that. Nobody in this town seemed to have an ounce of human kindness. At this point? At this point, he wasn’t sure why he went on.



    Life was drudgery. Day in and day out, it was the same. Work. TV. Crappy microwave dinner. Sleep. Repeat.



    At least the walk was not too long. That was some small comfort - living near work. Soon enough, door opened. Shut. Rain boots tossed aside. Old fridge opened, cheap beer drawn out, the soft hiss of carbonation as tap was clicked when the doorbell rang.



    As he pushed open the door, he saw no one. That is, until a noise below him caught his attention. Looking down, he saw a sweet, adorable baby creature, soaked to the bone from the rain, its tiny claws clutching the swiftly disintegrating cardboard box it laid in. He didn’t know what it was...a cat? A dragon? Cat horse dragon? But its glowing eyes were friendly and he smiled. “I’ll name you...Kefentse.”








    It was funny how much things could change in a year, he found himself musing. Ever since Kefentse had arrived in his life, life itself had lost that squalid quality in which everything was pure misery. The small dragon-cat-pony had somehow brought with a renewed joy in even the simplest parts of life. Shredded wheat? It went from ‘Endless source of cheap breakfast’ to delightful morning experience as the young filly’s growing fangs bit greedily into the endless source of sustenance. She never tired of her wheat, and he found himself enjoying it far more with her by his side.



    Indeed, each look into her iridescent, shimmering bright green eyes seemed to give him something new to smile about. With most children, that first time they found a mouse in your apartment was a reason for the adults to shriek and yell and complain loudly to the landlord.



    Not so his dear little Fentsie. The first time she saw a mouse, she had shrieked with glee, and her little hoof-paws had scrabbled across the unkempt tile floor, scoring new furrows into the covering, and she had pounced and sank her fangs into the unsuspecting mouse!



    She had looked so proud, her muzzle stretched wide in a ghoulish smile as she chewed upon the mouse. The mouse, on the other hoof, had rapidly departed this mortal coil, but so such things went. It was simply the way of the world, really.



    It wasn’t just home life, either. The smile he received each time he admired her bright cerulean hair or vivid neon striping upon ebony coat, the childish glee with which she took in each new simple discovery, the way she never made the same mistake twice - it led to a fresh spring in his step, and it turned out that was noticed at work. His new attitude led to new opportunities, first as an assistant manager, then as a manager, and then to a new job in home web design when an idle comment to a customer led to one opportunity which became two, four, and soon enough he had quit the dreary job, had re-dedicated himself to spending his days upon the internet.



    Yet no more was he simply hunched over his computer playing games or trawling less savory sites to satisfy base physical pleasures! No! Now he toiled to bring prosperity to himself and Kefentse. Each new happy client more business, more chances for the pair to improve their lives.



    And improve it did.








    In her first year he had often thought about keeping Kefentse hidden from the world. Indeed, he had been working upon a plan - save up enough money to relocate to the country, perhaps buy a farm or townhouse or cabin where nobody was around for miles, teach Fentsie to swoop and soar about on her majestic bat wings, let her become the brilliant terror of the night. Oh, what a dream it was! She would have shown the bats how it was done and brought an end to endless centipedes, mice, and small children wandering too far from their campsite to go to the bathroom. 



    It was not to be! He had been terrified to come home one day only to find the door ajar. To find the hallway bearing claw marks, and indeed small puffs of ash from where Fentsie had no doubt exercised her nascent fire breath she was developing. Such a precocious bat-cat-dragon-horse she was!



    Yet ‘pon rushing down, upon following the trail, he found her instead cooing and bouncing happily in the lap of one of his neighbors. He could still recall the woman fussing over Fentsie, singing Pattycake and other nonsense rhymes to her.



    “What a dear little girl!” she had exclaimed, “But oh, she must be lonely! You simply must send her to nursery school!”



    “But -” he had started, “But she’s not a registered and fully legal citizen of these great states! There are laws about this sort of thing, and I do not even know where her home is, and if they wish to deport her -”



    “Oh, posh!” she had retorted, “If it comes to that, we will deal with it. I’ll have you know I was a lawyer before I retired. I’ve never lost a case. Dear Fentsie is safe with me.”



    “...How do you know her name?”



    “Kah! F...fuh...fen! S...suh...see!” the young one had cheerfully piped up.



    “Well. That answers that. She can talk, it seems. Wait, you can talk?!”








    And so the next era in Kefentse’s life began. Humans were afraid of the strange and different - but Kefentse charmed them all at first glance. There was just something so very disarming about her smile, about how when she was upset she’d first hiss, then roar, and then potentially burn down the building she was in.



    That only happened once, though. Well, twice if you counted the playground shed. She apologized each time, however, and promised never to do it again (Without a good and proper reason, such as to start a backfire to defend against out of control illegal arson from spreading too far), and true to her word, Kefentse stayed a model of good behavior, and the other children and instructors flocked to her.



    Not only was she sweet and kind and quick to leap to fierce defense of her friends against bullies, she was most precocious as well! He had been so proud when she had brought home her first grade art project. While the other students were busy doing macaroni portraits, she had instead derived a new method of solving Fermat’s Last Theorem while absently doodling upon notebook.



    None of them had realized it at the time. That would come years later - no, in the moment he had been proud because she had also drawn a picture of her smiling and holding her claw in his hand, ‘Me and Daddy’ written in cheery red crayon beneath the portrait. It hung on the refrigerator immediately, and there it would remain till a visiting mathematics professor saw her childish numerological ramblings and deciphered the significance behind them!



    She was already president of her class - and at age 9, soon became the youngest-ever recipient of the prestigious Fields medal in mathematics, for this new way of looking at Fermat led to all sorts of other notable discoveries!



    Kefentse had moved on from math, though! No, her passion had become soccer! And flying. And soccer. Everyone agreed that since there was nothing in the rules prohibiting flying, as long as she didn’t use her wings to touch the ball her aerial hoof and head juggles were legal. This led to all sorts of full-field plays as she bounced the ball ever higher, swooping above the heads of the other players until smacking it into the goal!



    They took home the state championship 3 years running, with the last game of the last match a stunning 122-1 (Kefentse was taking a rest break to suck on orange peels when the other team had scored, and she always felt it sporting to let the other team score at least once.)



    Chivalrous, smart, popular - there was nothing his dear little Fentsie touched that couldn’t turn to gold! Quite literally, in fact, as they had found one day when monetary woes had afflicted them and her heretofore unrevealed alchemical content manifested when the broken-down old car suddenly became a massive block of shining gold bullion.








    Shortly after that, he and Kefentse moved to a new house in the suburbs. Yet that didn’t last too long - it was off to New York City for her to join the daytime talk show circuit at the age of twelve, where quite rapidly she became a national sensation. She would give deceptively simple advice - statements such as ‘Just do it!’ and ‘Have you tried turning it off and on again?’ were plumbed for every bit of hidden wisdom, and on the eve of her 16th birthday a groundswell of popular support (And a quick Constitutional Amendment) swept Kefentse into public office. Not only was she the youngest-ever, but also the first non-human President!



    But everyone agreed Kefentse was smart and brave and beautiful and America experienced unbridled prosperity and only six months into her term she was also appointed Secretary General of the United Nations and thus began to unify the previously disparate nations into one wide cohesive whole. All over the world, humanity came together beneath their beloved bat-dragon-pony-cat-lizard overmare, solving each other’s problems and renewing the space program and combating morning breath all at once!








     But like all good things, Kefentse’s time on Earth could not last forever. For it would turn out she had a dark, tragic backstory - one that would reveal itself the day Princess Celestia darkened the doorstep of the Presidential Mansion/Waterpark. The day she came to Fentsie’s beloved father to speak.



    “Your daughter is wanted for her many crimes against Equestria,” said Princess Celestia. “Though she may seem but a normal child to you, she in fact is wanted for many, many crimes. She does not remember them because there was a memory charm but -”



    “No! Not my Fentsie! She is too sweet and innocent! She would never commit crimes, not even on her home world that we have never heard of till now despite its more than passing resemblance to an old children’s cartoon I fell in love with back when I was lonely and depressed and the world was but dreary darkness and all was grey and melancholy!”



    “Oh, Father!” said Kefentse, “It is okay! It shall be okay! I shall go with the Princess, for this represents a new world in which I might make friends. I am certain this misunderstanding shall be cleared up at once!”



    At that, Celestia touched her horn to Kefentse’s, truly awakening the young draconybrabat’s magic for the first time ever, and the power unleashed was so great it blew a hole in the roof of the mansion and accidentally shattered her horn - yet when the dust was settled, Earth was gone.



    “Welcome to Equestria,” Celestia said, as they stood upon a wide flat plain with a forest nearby and a mountain in the distance and a city upon that mountain. “My guards will now arrest you for your many crimes.”



    “Oh, Princess!” Kefentse bemoaned, for now her true memories had returned, “I do not know how many times I must say that this is but a cruel misunderstanding! That I have been framed by somepony who is simply out to get me! I promise upon the love of my mother Zecora, my father Spike, my other mother Rarity, and my beloved nerdy human father who I shall never see again : I did not take a slice of your cake!”



    But Celestia was blinded by treachery, and by hunger, and Kefentse found her only recourse was to flee into the dark Everfree Forest, to lose the guardsponies amidst the hydras and timberwolves, and there to conceal herself and stare longingly once more at an Equestria she still somehow could not fit in, and longingly remember Earth, and the humans who had understood her true desire to make friends and bring about a better life for all! Someday, though - someday, Kefentse, no - Fentsie, as her father had called her, her father who she would surely someday see again - someday, Kefentse would have true friends in Equestria. But until that day she would wander, seeking a home with which she could fit in.








    Meanwhile, back on Earth, without Kefentse’s guiding hoof nuclear war rapidly ensued and turned the planet into an uninhabitable wasteland. The End.
      

      
   
      Heartbreak


      

      
      
         Don’t make the same mistakes I did.



Twilight awoke with a jerk and a shriek, the memory of the nightmare still haunting her.



“Are you okay, Twilight?” Spike asked, rushing to her side.



“I’m fine, Spike. Fine. Just the same nightmare as usual.” Twilight rubbed her eyes, trying to clear both the unpleasant vision and the incredible weariness from her head. “How long was I asleep?”



“Uhh,” Spike hesitated. “Promise you won’t get mad?”



She gave him a soft glare. “Spike…”



He flashed a disarming grin. “Six hours?”



“Spike!” Twilight was fully awake now. “I told you to wake me up after two!” She hopped out of bed and charged out of the room.



“Yeah, but the others said—” Spike called after her, but she didn’t hear the rest as she tore down the hall. Not that she really cared. Sleep was a luxury you couldn’t afford when you were in the midst of a civil war.



“Uh, hey there, Twi.” Applejack looked surprised to see Twilight as she burst into the throne room doubling as her command center. “Didn’t expect you to be up so early.”



“Can’t sleep, have a war to win,” Twilight snarled. Applejack wisely decided not to press the issue further.



Twilight surveyed the room. From the looks of it, Starlight and Applejack had been discussing strategy with Rainbow floating above them either listening in silently or ignoring them. Knowing Rainbow, both options were equally likely. Fluttershy was there as well, though she looked rather uncomfortable and uncertain what she was doing there. Twilight briefly considered demanding which of them had told Spike not to wake her up when she’d asked him to, but decided against it and simply slid into her throne. They were her friends after all, and she hadn’t been sleeping much lately. Maybe she actually did need it.



“Status update.”



Starlight cleared her throat. “Heartbreak’s army is—”



“Cadance’s.”



Starlight blinked. “Huh?”



“Princess Cadance’s army, not Heartbreak’s. I know she’s… changed—”



Rainbow Dash snorted. “That’s for sure.”



“—But deep inside, she’s still Princess Cadance. And it’s up to us to help her remember that.”



Starlight looked a little confused, but seemed to accept it. “Er, well, Princess Cadance’s army is about three days away from Ponyville at their current speed. Since crystal ponies are primarily Earth Ponies, Rainbow and her weather squads have been able to impede their progress with minimal risk to themselves, but…”



Twilight nodded, knowing exactly what the problem with this plan was. “But Flurry’s still able to  protect them from the worst of it.” Bad weather definitely wasn’t enough to stop an army led by two Alicorns. Still, every bit of time they could buy was valuable.



“Flurry and Shining Armor,” Starlight corrected. “They’re both on the front lines protecting Heartbrea—, er, Cadance. And Twilight? From what the scouts say, your brother’s looking—”



“How are the battlemagi coming along?”



Starlight balked at the interruption, then lowered her ears. “I’m sorry, Twilight. We’ve got a few who are getting the basic attack and defense spells down, but…” She trailed off. Twilight didn’t need her to finish.



“That’s fine.” She put a hoof on her apprentice’s shoulder. “Any little bit helps, and it’s still more unicorns than Cadance has. When it comes to dealing with her army, it might just be enough to push us over the edge.” She turned to Applejack. “How are the defenses coming?”



“Well, we should have most of them done by the time they get here…” Applejack rubbed her forehead. “But I ain’t so sure they’ll do a heckuva lotta good against an alicorn. And we’re going up against two.”



“I know it’s not much, but we’re not trying to stop them outright. They just need to protect you three, the guard, and the militia long enough to distract Flurry and the army. I’ll be handling Cadance myself.”



Applejack gave her a look. “If you say so, Twi.”



Twilight flashed her a smile. Applejack gave no response. Sighing, she looked up to her third general. “How are the Wonderbolts doing, Rainbow?”



“Fine.” She didn’t meet Twilight’s gaze.



“Rainbow…”



“I said we’re fine!” Rainbow snapped. “Why wouldn’t we be? While everyone else is sticking around here training, or hiding in Canterlot where they’re safe, we’re the only ones on the front line actually risking our lives trying to keep Heartbreak busy. Of course we’re fine! We’ve always been fine! We were the only ones who were even prepared for something like this!”



The room was quiet for a moment. “Is this about Spitfire? Because Nurse Redheart says—”



“No, it’s not about Spitfire!” Rainbow shouted with such force, Twilight almost fell out of her seat. Rainbow put a hoof to her forehead and shook it. “I’m sorry, Twilight. This whole war thing is getting to me. The stories always made it seem so awesome to be a soldier, but…”



“But it ain’t.” Applejack finished.



“You got that right.”



Twilight slumped in her throne. “I know this hasn’t been easy, girls, and I know on some level this is my fault…” The room was filled with protests, but she rose a hoof to silence them. “This is the situation we find ourselves in now and we have to deal with it the best we can. And that means putting a stop to this war as soon as possible.” She turned to Starlight. “Three days?” she asked again. Starlight nodded. “Not a lot of time left. I just hope we’re ready.”



Rainbow folded her forelegs. “I still don’t see why we don’t just fly in there right now and rainbow blast her back to being Cadance. I mean, it worked for Luna, didn’t it?”



Twilight shook her head. “I already told you that won’t work, Rainbow. Flurry’s protective magic is just too strong.”



“She’s just a foal!”



“An alicorn foal,” Twilight corrected. “And while she might not have been affected by Cadance’s corruption like everypony else in the Crystal Empire, she still loves her mom very much and would do anything to keep her safe. I don’t think even the Elements of Harmony could break through her magic. We need to engage the two of them separately or we’ll never be able to stop them.”



Rainbow grunted, but said nothing more on the matter. They’d had this conversation at least five times now, and Rainbow seemed less inclined to believe it each time. This war really was affecting her friend for the worst. It was affecting them all, really.



“Well, what about just talking with her?” Starlight asked. “Like you did with me. Extend the hoof of friendship and help her see the error of her ways.”



Twilight smiled at her apprentice. “That sort of is the plan, Starlight.”



Starlight nervously looked away. “Well, yeah, but…”



“You’re wondering why we don’t just go out there now and talk to her.”



“Yeah.”



“Cadance is not herself right now. Instead of being one of the most loving, kind, and compassionate ponies I know, she’s bitter, resentful, and distrusting. Even if I did fly over there to talk, she’d probably assume it was some kind of trick and attack me on sight. I’d never even get a chance to speak. Instead, if she comes here feeling she has the upper hoof, she’ll at least be less defensive.”



“So you’re just letting Cadance’s army approach and putting everypony at risk,” Applejack pointed out.



“Everypony’s at risk no matter what we do. But as long as you all focus on defense, this is the least risky option. I promise.”



Applejack scowled, but didn’t pursue the subject any further.



“Well if we can’t just blast Heartbreak,” Rainbow chimed in, apparently still attached to her previous line of thought. “What if we took Flurry out of the picture? You and Starlight could fly out there horns blazing, and then when they’re distracted... Blam! I take her out!”



Twilight was aghast at the suggestion. “Rainbow!”



“What?”



“Are you seriously considering killing Flurry?”



“What? No. Just…” Rainbow trailed off. “Just rough her up a bit?”



“She’s just a foal!”



“She’s the enemy!” Rainbow shot back, glaring at Twilight.



“Whoa there!” Applejack brought a hoor between the arguing friends. “We’re all on the same side here. Save the hostilities for the actual battle.”’



Rainbow continued glaring at Twilight for a moment, but reluctantly backed off.



Twilight sighed. “Look, girls. I know this isn’t going to be easy, but this really is the best plan. So long as we all do our parts, this will all be over soon.”



“I dunno, Twilight,” Applejack mused. “What if Cadance don’t listen to you?”



“Don’t worry, she will.”



“But what if she don’t?”



Twilight didn’t respond.



“Twlight?”



“...I’ll think of something.”



Applejack stared at her for a good long while.



“Excuse me. Twilight?”



Twilight and her three generals turned to face Fluttershy.



“Did you want my report?”



Twilight perked up at that. “Oh, did you finally get in contact with Discord?” That was great news. He’d be able to turn the tide of the war easily, and—



“Um. No.”



Twilight’s ears and heart sank.



“I’m sorry, Twilight. But he’s very difficult to get ahold of when he’s on vacation.”



“I know, Fluttershy.”



“Should I keep trying?”



Twilight sighed. “Please.”



“Okay.” She smiled at Twilight. “Um, I know everything’s really bad right now, and that everyone’s counting on you to end the war and all…” Twilight mentally thanked Fluttershy for reminding her. “But I think you’re doing a great job.” She smiled warmly.



Twilight looked at her three other friends present, and they were smiling too. Well, Rainbow was glowering slightly less intimidatingly, which was close enough considering the circumstances. But somehow, despite all the hardships, her friends were still there for her. Still by her side and giving her their all to make everything work. Just like they always did.



She managed to smile back. “Thanks, Fluttershy. I think I really needed a vote of confidence right about now.”



Rainbow snorted. “You’re Twilight Freaking Sparkle. Of course you’re doing an amazing job! Don’t let me complaining get you down.”



“Thanks, Rainbow.”



“Although,” Rainbow’s grimace finally dropped into a playful smile. “It really would be nice if you’d just end this war already. Wonderbolts may be awesome, but we can’t do everything you know!”



“I’ll get right on it,” Twilight smiled right back. “Anything else while I’m granting requests?”



“Yeah,” Dash sat down in her throne. “How ’bout some food? I’m starving.”



The others laughed a little and Twilight and called for Spike to bring them some breakfast for them to eat while they continued talking strategy.








The rest of their war meeting went relatively smoothly compared to the start. Several hours later, Twilight dismissed her generals to carry out their orders, allowing her to ponder the current state of affairs alone.



“Are you okay, Twilight?”



Twilight snapped back to reality. She’d managed to completely forget Fluttershy was still there. “Oh, I’m sorry, Fluttershy. Just… thinking.”



“Anything you need to get off your mind?”



Twilight sighed. “Everything’s a mess, Fluttershy. And I’m just not sure I can fix it this time.”



“You’re doing very well so far.”



“Am I really?” Twilight turned away from her. “Ever since Celestia and Luna left, leaving me in charge of Equestria, it’s just been one disaster after another. The nobles refused to accept my rule, the Griffons threatened to secede, and Cadance…”



“It’s not your fault, Twilight.”



Twilight snorted. “She certainly thinks it is. And I’m not sure I disagree with her.”



“Twilight,” Fluttershy trotted over to stand by her friend.



“I have nightmares of them leaving, you know. They rise up into the sky and vanish. And Celestia always says not to make the same mistakes she did.” She laughed humourlessly. “Utter nonsense, of course, since they didn’t actually leave that way. But that warning… I can never stop thinking about it knowing what happened to Cadance…” Tears started running down her cheek. “I did make the same mistake, Fluttershy. If I’d been paying more attention to Cadance and the Crystal Empire… none of this would have happened!”



Fluttershy said nothing, letting her friend cry it out.



Eventually, Twilight managed to dry her tears. “I could feel it, you know. The precise moment it happened to her, despite being miles and miles away. It was like—” She struggled, trying to find the words. “I don’t know how to explain it. I just knew there was something very wrong with Cadance. And soon that feeling grew across the entire Crystal Empire. And by the time I managed to fly over there… the crystal ponies…” She shook her head, trying to dispel the images of the soulless eyes that looked up at her when she flew overhead. Each one of them completely stripped of their love for anything but their ruler. Not for Princess Cadance, but for Heartbreak.



Fluttershy pulled her friend in closer for a hug. “We’ll make things better, Twilight. You’ll see.”



Twilight certainly hoped so.








Three days later, Twilight sat alone in her throne room, going down her mental checklist for the seventeenth time, making sure there was absolutely nothing she was forgetting. There wasn’t, of course, but running down the list made her slightly less nervous while she waited for the inevitable. She needed to be calm if her plan was going to work.



It was a risky plan and she knew it. Best case scenario was still going to be really rough for a lot of ponies. And worst case scenario…



She didn’t even want to think about that.



Outside, the sounds of battle started, signifying the opposing army’s arrival. Twilight knew it was only a matter of time before Heartbreak realized she wasn’t there leading everypony. Hopefully, that would cause her to do something reckless. Twilight took a deep breath, steeling herself for the inevitable.



“Sunshine, sunshine, ladybugs awake,” a familiar, but twisted and sinister voice filled the room. “Clap your hooves and love Heartbreak.” A pink flame appeared on the other side of the Cutie Map, and a moment later a dark pink alicorn dressed for battle appeared where the flame once was. She smiled coolly at Twilight. “It’s been a long time, hasn’t it, Princess Twilight?”



Twilight gave no reaction to the performance. She more or less expected something like this and was resolved to not let it get to her “Good morning, Cadance.”



“Heartbreak,” Heartbreak snarled. “Princess Cadance is no more, thanks to you.”



Twilight remained unmoved. “Please, take a seat.” She gestured to Pinkie’s throne.



“Take a seat?” Heartbreak laughed. “Why of course, Twilight. After all, that’s the whole reason I’m here. One tiny, insignificant seat. Your throne.”



Twilight stood up and stepped to the side. “Very well, then.”



This broke Heartbreak’s composure and she eyed the throne suspiciously, then Twilight, then the throne again. “What’s going on here?”



“I surrender.”



Heartbreak blinked, then burst out into laughter. “Surrender? After all the trouble you’ve gone through to stop me, you’re going to surrender? Just like that?”



“Yes.” Twilight lowered her head. “I can’t fight you, Cadance.”



“I must admit, this is very smart of you, Twilight,” Heartbreak crowed, taking a seat in Twilight’s throne. “You can’t beat me after all. And I imagine your pitiful army is already falling to my lovely daughter and wonderful husband.” Twilight flinched, but Heartbreak seemed not to notice. “You’re hopelessly outmatched. Surrender is simply the wise option. But there’s just one problem.”



“Problem?” Twilight echoed in surprise.



“I refuse!”



A pink beam of energy erupted from Heartbreak’s horn towards Twilight’s head. It was all she could do to bring up a protective barrier in time, but the impact still sent her flying across the room.



“You think I’d just accept your surrender just like that?” Heartbreak demanded, rising into the air to better aim her next beam. “After what you did to me?”



Anticipating the blast this time, Twilight’s barrier managed to absorb the impact entirely this time. She took to the air herself, barely dodging a third blast.



“After Celestia and Luna left, you forgot me, Twilight,” Heartbreak bellowed, attacking yet again. “You and the rest of Equestria.”



“No!” Twilight protested, dodging again, trying and failing to find something in the throne room that might provide some amount of cover. “Everyone loves you, Cadance. The people look up to you!”



“Liar!” Heartbreak punctuated the word with a double sized blast. “All anypony could think of was friendship. They forgot all about love.”



“Friendship is a kind of love!” Twilight wrapped herself in a protective bubble and braced for impact.



“Then why did they like you better?” Heartbreak demanded.



“I—” Twilight was cut off as another blast clipped her wing. The pain was enough to make her lose concentration and she fell to the ground.



Heartbreak leapt on the opportunity and flew straight towards her prey, horn first. “Say goodnight, Twilight.”



Twilight closed her eyes. She’d failed. She’d failed, and now there was no other option available to her.



“I’m sorry,” Twilight whispered.



“Not sorry enough!”



Twilight’s eyes snapped open as she cast her spell.



Heartbreak froze in place moments before colliding with Twilight. Her head snapped up, and she looked straight into Twilight’s eyes. “What did y—”



And she was gone.








Hours later, Twilight still hadn’t been able to move from the spot she’d fallen.



“Twilight!” Twilight barely managed to recognize Fluttershy’s voice. “Are you okay?”



Twilight couldn’t even raise her head to look at her friend. “She’s gone, Fluttershy.”



“What happened?” A blurry, Fluttershy-shaped blob slid into view.



“I banished her.” Twilight was dimly aware of Fluttershy trying to help her stand up. She ignored her. “Like Celestia did to Nightmare Moon.”



“To the moon?”



“No.” Twilight shook her head. “The spell for banishing an alicorn is both literal and symbolic. You get sent to whatever you represent. So since Luna was the Princess of the Moon, that’s where she went. But Cadance...” She put a hoof to her chest. “Cadance is the Princess of Love.”



Twilight could barely make out the horror on Fluttershy’s face.



“I can feel her inside me. Her rage is... I’m not sure I can deal with this for a thousand years.”



“Can’t we do something?”



Twilight shook her head. “The spell is irreversible. The only thing that can undo it is time. But Fluttershy? ” She slowly rose to her feet. “There’s one thing we can do.”



“What?”



“Cadance turned into Heartbreak because she thought the ponies of Equestria had forgotten her. And Luna thought the same thing when she turned into Nightmare Moon. But a thousand years after Nightmare Moon had been banished, ponies really had forgotten about her. We can’t let that happen again. Cadance will be remembered. Not as Heartbreak, but as the Princess of Love. And in a thousand years, when she’s finally freed, I think we’ll be ready for her.”



She coughed, and staggered on her hooves. Fluttershy caught and steadied her.



“Come on. Let’s tend to the aftermath of the battle.”
      

      
   