
      Castle For Rent


      

      
      
         "The first floor will remain a public area—a library, mostly—but there are private stairwells on the East and West sides of the castle leading to the second floor living areas. From there, the third and fourth residential levels can be accessed. Now, since the castle wasn't designed with long term residents in mind, the showers are spread out through the building rather than there being one in each room. Any questions so far?"



The three ponies stopped in front of a large archway. The doors underneath were shut tight. "What's this room, Princess?" asked the young Palomino mare.



"That's the Throne Room. This area will be sealed off most of the time. I've left a standing order with Mayor Regalia that any official business conducted herein is not to disturb the residents so there shouldn't be any problems."



"Could... I mean, can we see it? Just for a second?" asked the Palomino's stallion companion.



Princess Twilight checked over each shoulder, looking up and down the hallway. None of the other residential guides seemed to be nearby. "Sure, but just for a moment. We have to keep to the schedule." The young couple nodded earnestly, and with that Twilight pushed open the great doors of the Throne Room. Five of the chairs inside and the large table in the center were covered with heavy dust cloths. In the largest chair, bearing the cutie mark of Princess Twilight herself, sat Princess Celestia, quietly enjoying a book.



"Princess not included in rental agreement," Twilight said pointing at Celestia. "See lease contract for details." She smiled back at her companions. "Could you two give me a few minutes, please? There should be refreshments on the second floor landing."



"Of course, Princess." The two ponies bowed and trotted off, whispering excitedly amongst themselves.



"I hear you were abdicating the Throne, Princess Twilight," Celestia said. She placed a marker in her book and set it beside her. "I assumed you wouldn't mind my borrowing your seat."



Twilight flew into the Throne Room and closed the doors behind her. She landed in the large chair next to Celestia, emblazoned with a green flame near the top; the only other one not covered in the room. She looked up to the roots hanging from the ceiling and let our a long breath. "Never and never, Celestia. It's just a chair, really."



"And those?" Celestia gestured wide across the table.



"Monuments."



Celestia smiled for an instant. "If she's not abdicating her throne, then why is the Princess of Friendship renting out her castle?



"I've decided to take a sabbatical." Twilight straightened herself in the seat. "I think I'll be gone a while, and I figured the castle could do more than collect dust and rumors in the mean time. What better use than giving ponies a place to live and learn?"



"That's quite generous, Twilight." Celestia shifted in the seat to face Twilight more directly. "What is it you plan to do with your time off?"



"My first instinct was to lock myself away somewhere and be depressed for a while. Then I thought maybe I'd bury myself in work or research until I went crazy. I snapped myself out of that phase pretty quick," Twilight said with a nervous laugh. "It hit me when I came in here one night. I looked at the map and all of a sudden I knew what I wanted do. I'm going to travel. Not just Equestria, but the entire world. Everywhere I possibly can. But not as a Princess. Just plain, old Twilight. And I'm... I'm going to..." she stood up in her seat, fire smoldering behind moist eyes.



Celestia looked on, silent and proud.



"I'm going to make some friends."
      

      
   
      Everypony loves order, right?


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle, Princess of Friendship, found the target of her ire lounging on a bright, green beach chair on the shore of the frozen lake, wearing an egregious mix of mountain climbing gear and deep scuba diving gear, rubbing daiquiris over his clothes and drinking suntan lotion.



"Discord," she said, keeping her voice level. "What have you done?"



The draqonequus smiled at her, lowering the dark shades he wore over his sea goggles. "Twilight Sparkle!" he announced loudly, with enthusiasm so warm it almost made Twilight think it was genuine. "Come sit, have a drink, put your hooves on the ice, and freeze your little flank off!" he said, snapping his fingers and making another chair appear.



"I'll pass. Discord, I'll ask you again. What have you done?"



"Moi? Are you accusing me of doing something? But I'm innocent! All I've been doing is sitting here, enjoying the weather... snapping my fingers at a little tune I have in my head," he said, smirking.



Twilight cast a quick heat spell to melt off the two snowballs that were floating behind her. "Princess Celestia and Princess Luna have been trying to control the sun and the moon all day," she said, a little frustration seeping into her tone despite her best efforts. "And they haven't been able to move them at all. I know that you are behind this. What have you done?"



Discord patted the faithful pet condor he had since he was a little sprite of chaos, at least for the last five seconds. "Maybe they've gotten too fat?"



Twilight sidestepped to avoid the army of mice that were gathering at the condor's feet, each pleading to be eaten first by the mighty bird deity. "This is not the time for another of your cracks at Princess Celestia's-"



"Once more, you misunderstand me Twilight Sparkle," Discord said with a theatrical weariness. "I did not mean our exquisite princesses or that blob of fat Celestia carries on her behind. I simply meant the sun and the moon."



"What. Did you. Do?"



"Well," Discord said, playing with two yo-yo, shaped like each of the princesses cutie marks. "Here I was, being an obedient spirit of chaos, when I came to a realization."



"Which was?"



"I'm not much of a spirit of chaos anymore, am I?" Discord asked, scratching his tooth. "I've been tamed," he said, pulling at his chain collar. "I even got a handler in Fluttershy. When the spirit of chaos is waiting for orders to let loose... As I said, not much of a spirit of chaos anymore."



"So..." Twilight prodded.



"I've been robbed," Discord shouted, standing in front of a fake, hand drawn bank. "Robbed of purpose and robbed of my life's pursuit. I've been..." He shivered violently. "...Put to order."



"What does that have to do with what you did-"



"See, I knew you would say that," Discord said, wearing a ridiculous hat she had seen Pinkie wear when playing detective. "It's all about fairness, isn't it? Since we all like order so much that the spirit of chaos must carry a beeper and a schedule with him," he said, showing off the items he just listed, "I thought; Well, let's just go all the way then, why don't we?"



Twilight slowly began to understand what the Draqonequus was getting into. "You... You didn't-"



"But I did," he said, dancing around a tall light-post. "I totally did. Here it is, the absolute system of order for you all. A sun, thousands of time larger than Equestria, and million of miles away. A sun that cannot be controlled, cannot be tamed. A moon, half the size of Equestria, almost the exact proportions of dear Luna's size to Celestia's buttocks if I might add. Billions of tons of rock, beyond the capabilities of any alicorn to move or control, and a lunar cycle you can set your watch by."



"Discord..." Twilight mouthed, still unable to accept what Discord had done. "You- you-"



Discord laid back on his chair, putting his sunglasses back on. "Oh, relax Twilight Sparkle. It wasn't such a big deal. It was a pleasure to repay the kindness that our loving Princess Celestia and her sister did to me. No more spirit of chaos messing everypony's day?" he asked.



He lowered his glasses, winking at the hyperventilating Twilight. "No more days controlled by alicorns. You can thank me later. Maybe with a party. Let me know when though. I will need to check my schedule first."
      

      
   
      Best-Laid Plans


      

      
      
         The earth shook on Ghatanothoa’s 1,594,323th birthday when there were no unicorn princesses to be had.



Idh-yaa screeched a lullabye which calmed the rampaging godling and split off two new continents.



“Vulgtlagln lloig y'hah zhro 'fhalma Tsathoggua, k'yarnak syha'h hai ngfm'latgh,” Cthylla said.



The speech of the Old Ones cannot be translated into any human tongue.  A paraphrase might be: To be smothered to death once in each of Tsathoggua’s armpits every day until the stars expire is too good for the salesthing that sold me a pony colony with no princess.



Idh-yaa raised its leather wings above its head and shook its stamens, releasing a cloud of pollen which smelled like dead meat and turned the sun as green as a week-old yolk.  That is to say, Idh-yaa sighed.



In the valley below, the ponies were fighting.  They ignored the three unearthly forms darkening the horizon, instead neighing, nipping, and saying scandalous things about each other’s dams.



Cythylla shrugged a hundred dark noodly shoulders.  The ones in the display looked so delectably innocent.



There's no [untranslatable] in destroying ones bent on destroying themselves, Idh-yaa snorted.  And this was advertised as educational!



Ghatanothoa focused its lens-array on the ponies, stamped the ground with a dozen pseudopods, and shouted, “Nazhro gnaiih ee vulgtm!”  This meant nothing at all, as it was not yet even two million years old.



Let it vent its fury, Idh-yaa said.  How long can a youngling rage?



Cythylla looked back, saying nothing.



“Chupadgh,” Idh-yaa said.  This is one word of the Old Speech that can be translated.  It means, Shit.








“Stell'bsna gastur lloig cep naflsll'ha fhtagn, shtunggli gnaiih chtenff gotha ph'ftaghu wgah'n, athg nasyha'h fm'latgh,” Idh-yaa said, or, This is a terrible idea.



This is an especially imprecise translation.  The Old Speech has no word for “terrible,” as the fish-people of R’lyeh have no word for “water.”  The words give examples of “bad, relative to the standards of the Elder Gods.”  A literal translation would drive one mad.



Idh-yaa held out one foreleg and beheld it with disgust.  No thousand limbs shimmering iridescent oily black now; only four stiff legs coated in wispy blue-gray fibers.



Peace.  Before a [3^5 years] passes, the youngling’s gaze will wander, and we shall discard these forms.



In fact Ghatanothoa’s gaze, and indeed its entire body, had already wandered, and was expressing its disappointment in its birthday present by creating interesting geological formations in what we now call Zebrica.



The Old Ones watched the hideously colored ponies bounding up the mountain.  “Greetings, my little pony,” Cythylla said to the first to arrive.



Idh-yaa sighed.








Cythylla and Idh-yaa looked down from their castle’s tallest tower upon the kingdom below.



“Here is a world worth defiling!” Idh-yaa said proudly.



“Indeed,” Cythylla agreed, stroking the mane of a golden pegasus stallion who lay at its feet.



They seldom spoke the Old Speech anymore.  They had taken pony names and pony consorts, and found pony speech less wanting, and less likely to make their courtiers stumble and drool.



The pegasus opened its eyes.  “What was that?”



“Nothing, Butter dear,” Cythylla replied.








Idy-yaa was on the battlements teaching Moonmist to feel the lunar wind the night Ghatanothoa returned.



It slithered through the forest, up to the outer keep.  Its idiot gaze swept across the ponies staggering from their sleep.



Cythylla and Idy-yaa charged, horns lowered.  Ghatanothoa touched them with one clumsy tentacle, and they rolled to the grass.



“Lo!  I am slain!” Idy-yaa called.  The false princess thrashed its legs, then lay still.



“And I likewise!” said Cythylla.



Each cracked one eyelid open to watch Ghatanothoa.



It snatched up a pony, a goat, and a dragon visiting from afar, and plucked an eagle from the sky.  Their screams lasted mere seconds.  Skin, bones, and innards rained all round while claws clicked merrily.



Two false pony eyes opened wider.



Where four had been, Ghatanothoa set gently down one mad thing of wing, horn, hair, and scale.  Then it reached for Moonmist and Butter Breeze, and their screams tore the night.



Idy-yaa stood up.



So did Cythylla.



They locked their eyes on Ghatanothoa and lowered their heads, and when their hornglow faded there was a column of oily smoke where the godling had stood.



They sniffed the air, stamped their hooves, and turned to face each other.



“Sister,” Cythylla said.



“Sister,” Idy-yaa replied.



And when the dazed ponies gathered around, these new sisters swore to them that no such monster would ever trouble them again.
      

      
   
      Her Sister's Keeper


      

      
      
         Limestone's diary,

5/27/87



We held the funeral today. A few ponies from town showed up—apparently Pinkie had spent the last month making friends with the baker, Hot Cross, and his family—but only Ma, Pa, Marble and I stayed until the end. Maud left halfway through without telling anyone. Figures.



I just can't believe Pinkie's gone. I can still remember the squeak she made when the rock hit her; it sounded like the beginning of a laugh, cut short.  And to think: just a month after she saw that wonderful rainbow! So sad. My tears are staining the page. Truly, we will keep her memory in our hearts forever.



Luckily, things seem like they'll be getting back to normal soon. After all, harvest starts tomorrow, and no amount of tears will




Limestone felt a pair of hooves on her torso. A second later, she went flying across the room and crashed into a bookshelf. She tried to stand, but her assailant pinned her against the wall before she could even take a breath.



Hooves wrapped around Limestone's throat, Maud said, "What did you do?"



A jolt of fear shot up Limestone's spine, but she squashed it. "I didn't do anything. Get away from—"



Maud's grip tightened. "You told everypony that it was a freak accident. That a rock fell and cracked her skull when the two of you were out moving rocks in South Field." Leaning into Limestone, Maud whispered, "Where does a rock fall from in the middle of an open field?"



"There's loads of hills in South Field."



"Hills of dirt. None with rocks big enough to kill a filly."



Limestone scoffed. "Little fillies are fragile. Maybe Pinkie should have seen it coming with that freaky super-sense of hers."



Maud blinked. "Do you think this is funny?"



"No," said Limestone with a scowl. "Unlike you, I didn't think having a mentally ill sister was something to smile about."



"Mentally ill," Maud repeated.



"You know what I'm talking about. Pinkie wasn't normal. She was broken," Limestone said. "She's been broken since she was born, and that rainbow-thing finally made her contagious. She was gonna ruin the farm! Her and her stupid parties—"



"So you killed her?" Maud asked, louder than Limestone had ever heard her.



"I didn't do anything!"



Maud pressed down on Limestone's throat, harder and harder until Limestone could only sputter for breath. Limestone flailed at her sister, slamming her hooves hard against Maud's barrel, but Maud didn't let up. It took a glob of spit straight into Maud's eyes for Limestone to escape.



With a shout, Limestone leaped forward and tackled Maud to the ground. The two rolled across the floor until they hit Limestone's desk. Limestone pinned Maud to the floor and punched her in the snout.



Maud panted. "You—you—"



"I saved the farm!" Limestone seethed. "All Pinkie did was planning parties, right up until the end. Not helping, just planning, planning, distracting everypony! It's been nothing but confetti and balloons, ever since that rainbow flew by. We weren't gonna finish the harvest! No harvest means no money, and no money means we starve! You get that, Sis?"



"I'm going to tell," Maud said. "You're not getting away with this."



"Ma is barely hanging on as is," Limestone said. "We'll all get over Pinkie. But if you tell them what really happened... you wanna tear us apart for good?"



Maud swallowed. "No."



"So keep quiet." Limestone stood up, letting Maud tend to her bleeding nose. "Just go hug Ma and cry into her dress, or whatever it is you do." Sighing, Limestone picked up her diary, which had fallen to the floor during their fight. "And get over it. We're gonna need all the hooves we can get for the harvest tomorrow."



Maud took a deep breath. "You just wasted four."



Limestone paused, then muttered, "Like she would have helped anyway."



Silence filled the room. Without another word, Maud picked herself up and left the room, hanging her head.



Limestone realized she was shaking. Swiping her dry tongue around her dry mouth, Limestone sat down and flipped her diary back open.



I'm sorry about what happened. I am. But at least now Pinkie can be happy in Heaven. She can party all day long, while everypony else makes themselves useful. That's all I want.




Limestone shut her diary. As she locked it away, she gritted her teeth and tried to ignore the ringing in her head; a squeak, like the beginning of a laugh, cut short.
      

      
   
      Protectionism


      

      
      
         Far from the prying eyes of the Princesses and the public, the conspirators met.  They were ponies of power, wealth, and influence.  Even if each of their power and influence was of limited scope.  Together, they represented aspects of Equestrian business, society, and government.



Together, they planned how to save their positions, no, all of Equestria from the threat that had befallen them.



If only they could agree on how to do so.



“I tell you, this is madness!  We’d be tarred and feathered for even thinking about it!”  



“We have no choice!  They’ve left us no choice!  When it was just Celestia…”



“Yes, Celestia understood how things worked!  She never got involved herself!  She had minions for that!  These new ones though…”



“That doesn’t matter!  If we do this, we’ll be accused of Tribalism!  Public sentiment will turn against us on principle alone!”



“Ha!  Unlikely!  They’re hardly a tribe!  There’s but four of them!”



“Four of them so far!  If things continue at this rate…!”



“That’s exactly what we’re all afraid of!



The cacophony of voices was brought to a halt by the sound of a hoof slamming repeatedly onto the tabletop.  It continued to hammer on the ancient wood until silence, if not order was finally restored.



“Mares and Gentlecolts, please settle down. We are all here because we recognize the threat the current situation poses.  We are here to fix things, not to make them worse by attacking each other.”  Fancy Pants cleared his throat and met the eyes of each and every pony around the table.  “Now, let’s keep this neat and orderly.  We’ll start with Government.  Miss Mayor Mare?”



Mayor Mare sighed unhappily and began.  



“The government pension program wasn't designed to handle immortals.  Most ponies work for thirty or forty years, then retire.  They might collect their pension for another twenty or thirty years before passing on.”  Closing her eyes and taking a deep breath, she continued.



“By our calculations, if Twilight Sparkle continues on as Ponyville Librarian for another two hundred years, her annual pension will exceed the town budget.  Every year.  Forever.”



Fancy Pants sighed.  “How about Industry?  Miss Craftsmare?”



The Silver coated mare with the crescent wrench cutie mark nodded. “As you all know, Craftsmare prides itself on its lifetime warranty on all tools.  Lifetime was never meant to mean forever..”



“But surely a few sets of wrenches every decade or two won’t affect your bottom line…?”  Fancy pants asked.  Craftsmare just gave him a dark look.



“Princess Cadance has put in a bulk order for tools to help rebuild and modernize the Crystal Empire.  A bulk personal order.” The mare growled.  Fancy grimaced and sighed.



“Art and culture?”  He asked, gesturing at Jet Set and Upper Crust. 



“It’s not so bad for us as of yet.  While Princess Luna has already purchased a ‘lifetime’ access pass to the Canterlot opera, Royal patronage actually improves our stature and bottom line.”  Jet Set began.



“But that’s only true for the moment.”  Upper Crust grimaced.  “Princess Celestia and Luna are more than acceptable, of course. Princess Cadance is… tolerable I suppose. And there might be some hope for Princess Twilight.”  She rolled her eyes.  “But if more alicorns keep showing up, some of them are certain to be from the… ugh… Lower classes.”  She grimaced, as if she had stepped in something disgusting. 



Fancy pants just sighed and rolled his eyes.  



“Well, I believe we are all in agreement that this situation is, in the long run, untenable.”  This statement was met with murmurs of agreement and nodding of heads.



“And I think we all recognize what we need to do, as distasteful as it may be.”  The murmurs were softer this time, interspersed with grumbling.  But nopony spoke out in disagreement. 



“Very well then. Let us take a vote.”



It was with a heavy heart that Fancy Pants tallied the Ayes.








Princess Twilight Sparkle hummed happily she opened her new set of wrenches.  She couldn’t wait to use them to work on her Transmogrifier!  She was so excited, she almost missed the slip of paper that fell out of the box.  



“Oh, my warranty card!  Don’t want to lose this!”  She hummed to herself, snatching it up with her magic.  Ever a bibliophile, she couldn't resist reading the document as she moved to file it away.  Which was when she noticed a new and terrible addition to the document.



“Wha.. What the HAY???”





CRAFTSMARE LIFETIME WARRANTY*
 

*Princesses Not Included

      

      
   
      Aster Invictus


      

      
      
         They're calling me. I hear them. The Princesses.



They want me to go to the Aster Invictus.



"Long ago, we had to leave Equestria. The heavens conspired against it, and it took all our power to stop them," says the one crowned with day.



"Hope was not lost for Equestria, for we made the Aster Invictus to keep it safe," says the one cloaked in night.



"We promised we'd come back one day. That day's about to come." says the one robed with love.



"But we need your help. You're the one we've been waiting for," says the one clad in friendship.



I am humbled. I'm just a normal pony, yet the Princesses want me to bring about their return. I tell my husband, since I must share my excitement.



"What are you on about?" he asks. "You don't plan on just believing voices in your head, right?"



I am dismayed, but I can't deny what I hear. I tell everypony I know, hoping—for what, exactly? I don't need to tell them to know the answers they give.



"Have you been getting enough sleep?" asks the baker.



"You're plum crazy!" says the corn farmer.



"The Princesses aren't coming back," grouses the constable.



"Laity cannot enter the temple," says the priestess. "Even if you do hear Them, it is for naught."



What do they know? Why did I ask? Why would I pay attention to fools like them? I know what I must do. Last night I kissed my husband good night, and today I left before he could kiss me good morning. It breaks my heart, but there is no other choice.



I take the train to Canterburg, at the foothills of the Temple Mount. The crumbling spires of the old city loom high as I stare out the window. Above that, the temple housing the Aster Invictus, its glow bringing light and life to all Equestria.



Here, I am closer to the Aster than I have been in my life. I know my purpose. Yet now I am unsure. The baker's words tug at my heart. The farmer's exclamation weighs on my mind. The constable's lament wears on my soul. And the priestess's truth tries my strength.



I go to the library. Canterburg houses the oldest texts in the world—some said to be older than the Aster Invictus. There is a prophecy of the Princesses' return, and I would like to know if I am in accord with fate.



There it is. The lettering is ancient, but I know how to read the Celestial script. It describes the hero who will lead Equestria out of this era. She will be kind, loyal, generous, good-humored, honest; and she will brim with the power of her virtue.



Is that me?



I abandoned my husband to embark on my quest. I didn't even tell him what I was going to do. I took the money we were saving for our first foal to fund it. And when ponies told me I was wrong, I snapped into a dour funk.



I am no hero. I'm just a normal pony. I do not brim with power, just hubris.



They're calling me. I hear them. The Princesses.



They're not calling me. I know that.
      

      
   
      Reason to be Proud


      

      
      
         Applejack took a long, slow sip from her mug of coffee. It was dark, bitter, and so hot it stung her tongue into numbness. 



Perfect. She smiled and set the cup down on the wood table. “Thanks for coming out, Rarity. We don’t get together much like this, I guess.”



“We don’t, don’t we?” The fashionista took a dainty sip from the teacup floating before her muzzle. Around them, ponies filled the chic sidewalk cafe’s seats, enjoying the lingering warmth of early autumn. “Sometimes it feels like I only have these little soirees with Twilight or Fluttershy.”



“Well, this ain’t really Rainbow Dash’s thing.” Applejack tapped her mug with the edge of her hoof. “So, how’s Sweetie Belle?”



“Good, good. Excited to be back in school. More excited to be turning 16, I think.” She sighed. “Amazing how time flies.”



“You ain’t old, Rarity.”



“Oh, let me be dramatic, Applejack. It keeps things interesting.”



Applejack chuckled. “Fair enough. Anyway, had something I wanted to talk with you about.”



“Hm? You mean this get-together wasn’t just for the pleasure of my company?” Rarity batted her eyes and took another sip from her tea.



“‘Fraid not. Wanted to show you something.” With this Applejack stuck her muzzle into her saddlebags, pulled out the item she’d ‘borrowed’ from Apple Bloom, and tossed it onto the table between them.



Rarity stared down at it, confusion plain on her face. Then her eyes took in the square, flat shape, the foil wrapping, and the faint raised ring in the center. She coughed politely.



“Applejack.”



“Mhm?”



“Applejack, that’s…” She glanced around and lowered her voice. “That’s a condom, Applejack.”



“Yup.”



Rarity pinched the bridge of her muzzle between her hooves. “Why are you showing me a condom?”



“Found it in Apple Bloom’s room. Had a nice, long talk with her, too.”



“Well, you know, she is about that age. But why are you showing me this?”



Applejack took a long, slow swallow from her coffee. It had cooled to the point of merely burning. Blissful. She closed her eyes to savor it. “She said she got it from Sweetie Belle.”



A silence followed. Applejack opened her eyes to see Rarity staring at the offending object with a little frown.



Finally, “She said that?”



Applejack nodded.



“You don’t suppose she was… No, of course she was telling the truth.” Rarity sighed and seemed to slump in her seat. “Well, I suppose I should schedule a little chat with my sister as well.”



Her horn glowed, and the condom did as well. Just as it lifted into the air to float its way toward Rarity, Applejack stopped it with a hoof. She slid it across the table, dropped it back in her saddlebag, and closed the latch.



“Sorry, sugar. Promised Apple Bloom I’d give it back.”



Rarity raised an eyebrow. “You don’t mind her having it?”



“Would you prefer she didn’t?”



Rarity opened her mouth to respond, and then paused. After a moment she closed her jaws with a clack.



“No, you’re right. That would be stupid.” She set her chin on her hoof and gazed out at the ponies trundling by in the street. “When did life get so complicated, Applejack?”



“Right about when we grew up, I guess. Or when we got little sisters.”



“Ha, little sisters. You know, I still remember the day mom and dad brought her home from the hospital, a little squirming ball of shrieks and screams. I swear they named her as a joke.”



“Would you be offended if I said there was a strong family resemblance?”



“Ha ha, laugh it up.” Rarity let out a long, slow breath. “But even then, she was the most precious thing in the world to me, so sweet and innocent. And now…” She trailed off, her eyes fixing on Applejack’s saddlebags.



“This gonna be a problem?”



Rarity took her time before answering, and shook her head. “No, no. She’s being smart and responsible, and I should be proud of her for that. Apple Bloom too – we both should.”



Applejack smiled behind her coffee mug. “Already am. Any idea who the colts might be?”



“Hm, I have a few guesses. Since we’re being adults about it, we should probably just ask.”



“Sensible.”



“It is.” Rarity set her teacup down with a thud. “Odd, I always thought Scootaloo would be the first. Rainbow Dash will be disappointed.”



Applejack shrugged. “She’ll get over it. Wanna invite her for coffee next week?”



“Sounds delightful, darling.”
      

      
   
      The Circle of Life


      

      
      
         Grandma Megs held onto Sophie’s hands, pressing the small cloth bag into her palms and folding her fingers up around it.  Her grandmother’s hands were cold like dry twigs, and the IV tube taped to the front of her forearm was pulled at far as it could from the container suspended above her nursing home bed.  Her dresser had been only a few steps away, but it had taken Grandma Megs several minutes to get out of bed and move to it, driven as if it was the most important thing in the world.



“Guard it well, Sophia Megan McAllister,” she rasped, sounding far weaker than Sophie had ever heard her before.  “Tell no one, not even your parents.  It has been such a long time since it has been needed, but someday, the evil will return.  They will need you then.  They will—”  She broke off coughing, and Sophie helped her grandmother back into her bed.  Grandma was so thin and light even Sophie’s young body could lift the wasted form back onto the mattress and tuck her under the sheets, but Grandma Megs did not say anything more, not even when her parents returned from signing the papers or when the nurse escorted them out of the room.



It was the last time she saw her grandmother alive.








She saw the rainbow as her parents were helping clean out Grandma Meg’s old ranch house, out in the middle of the green pastures and horse barns Sophie had spent so much time in over the last few years.  Rainbows were supposed to be mere tricks of light, seen in the distance as the water droplets reflected sunlight, but the rainbow she saw now reached down out of the sky to touch on Grandma Meg’s balcony as if it were solid.  It was so fascinating she almost missed the flicker of light in the sky above it, but not the elated cries of joy and terror as ponies began to slide down the rainbow, just as if they were at some amusement park.  



The ponies were yellow and blue and pink, just as her grandmother had described in many long days of storytelling, with wings and horns so different than the horses on her ranch.  They tumbled and rolled on their long slide, with shrieks of joy and panic, until one after another, they all landed on the balcony in a big heap, the last one shouting, “Again!”



The first pony who had landed, a large-eyed unicorn with a pale lilac coat and ruffled wings, struggled out from under the rest of her friends and looked up at Sophie with a blurted, “Wait!  Don’t panic!  My name is Twilight Sparkle and we’re looking for Megan.  Megan Williams.  We need her help!”



Despite the way her heart was thudding away in her chest, Sophie nodded and watched the rest of the ponies untangle themselves and line up behind the winged unicorn.  They were all so similar to the ponies her grandmother had described, but different in so many ways too.



“Is it Tirek?” she asked.  “My Grandma Megs told me about how she used the Rainbow of Light to defeat him.”



“Grandmother?”  Twilight Sparkle blinked several times while muttering, “So the timestream isn’t as asynchronous as I thought.”  She shook herself and added, “No, Tirek is in Tartarus and the Midnight Castle destroyed.  There is a far more dangerous evil threatening Equestria, and we need Megan to use the Rainbow of Light to defeat it.”



“My grandmother is dead.”  Sophia lowered her head, but reached into her pocket, took out the small bag, and passed it over to the unicorn.  “Grandma Meg said I should keep it until you needed it again.”



The unicorn lit up her horn and removed a heart-shaped locket on a chain from the bag, although the sad look on her face showed it was not the answer she was looking for.



“Ponies can’t use it,” explained Twilight.  “The prophecy said only Megan would be able to defeat the evil.”



A spark of light lit inside her chest, and Sophie reached out to the floating locket, feeling a shock travel all the way up her arm as she unwrapped the chain and put it around her neck.



When her parents went looking for Sophie later, all they could find was the empty bag and a note.







Gone to help the ponies.  Be back soon.



Love, 

Megan
      

      
   
      The more things change...


      

      
      
         “Haha, success. The Great and Powerful Trixie has stolen your body, Twilight Sparkle!” Twilight's body cackled, too caught up in the moment to notice the exposition. “And with you trapped in Trixie's incredibly attractive form, you will suffer for the crimes she has commi- the misunderstandings she has had, while I get to enjoy everything that comes with being a princ-” She stopped. Trixie-in-Twilight had tried to spread her new wings at that point to tower over her previous form. Only to feel no response. Or anything there at all.



“Huh.” Trixie's body said, looking at her new wings. “I guess these are more tied into my magic than my body, which is tied to my essence... which is what you transferred.” She finished, smiling with the satisfaction of an explanation found.



Twilight's body opened and closed its mouth silently a few times,dumbfounded and looking more like a goldfish than she'd have liked.



She shook her new head and continued, trying to keep her momentum. “Well, I still have access to the power you had as a unicorn...”



“Er... no, that's not how it works.” Trixie's body corrected with the innocent tone of a tutor trying to teach a particularly dimwitted pupil. “Even if you have access to my body's mana-generation, that takes time to build up and until it does, you'll only have the mana you came into that body with. Which, considering how much you spent on that body-switching spell, probably isn't much.”



Trixie-in-Twilight was about to retort (with what, she didn't know, but she was definitely going to have one heck of a comeback) when she heard the door behind her open. Whipping her head around, she saw... Spines? Spade? Spyro? Whatever, she saw Twilight's dragon enter the room, barely looking up at the confrontation.



Twilight's body smiled wickedly and turned back to her opponent.



“Well,” she whispered, “there's one thing of yours I know I have.” She took a deep breath. “Dragon-slave! The Great and Powerful and Astonishingly Beautiful Trixie has stolen my wings!”



The dragon gave her a look so flat it could give her a paper cut.



“Did she now, Trixie?”



“Yes, yes she did!” Trixie-in-Twilight replied, not even noticing her slip-up. “Clearly, the only way to get them back from someone who deserves them so much is through fire!” She continued, her eye twitching. “So do that! Do the fire!”



The dragon paused, took a deep breath... and let out a truly monumental sigh. He didn't respond to “Twilight”'s demand, just turning and walking away.



“What are you doing?!” Twilight's body screeched. “Don't you walk away from me! I demand you burn that sexy body!”



“Maybe later.” The dragon replied. “It's too early in the morning for this.”



Trixie screamed through Twilight's mouth and gathered energy in her horn. Even in the short time since she'd usurped Twilight's form, she felt it generate a substantial amount of mana. She felt the energy that she had totally felt all the time before in fact it was probably much less that she was used to shut up!   She channelled this mystic power into the mightiest binding spell she knew and released it at the dragon.



It worked better than she could have hoped – the rope materialized and tied itself around the dragon with astonishing speed.



Spike paused, gave the rope one quick slash with his little claw and kept walking.



“grrrrRRRRRRAAAAARGH! Come back here, you...” Trixie tried chase after him only to find Twilight's feet stuck to the floor. She turned back to her old body to see it gathering energy for a spell of her own. One Trixie recognised as one designed to switch bodies. 



Trixie laughed – all she needed was to use a counterspell like... er...



Well, she could just put up her defences. After all, she'd had to wait until Twilight was asleep to cast the spell herself, so she could just...



Put up defences that couldn't stop a tenth of the power she could feel.



Twilight-in-Trixie sighed. “Trixie, just because you have something doesn't mean you know how to use it.”



Trixie collapsed, barely noticing as the spell overtook her.
      

      
   
      Relinquishing


      

      
      
         (4) Upon that day each year, which shall be established as the 90th day following the New Year, shall one score of the most powerful unicorns of age not less than twenty and two, take upon themselves the direction of both sun and moon for a period of not less than 24 hours, nor shall either alicorn aid or disrupt their practice in any way during this time.



-Excerpt from the Magi Carta







Twilight and Celestia watched from one of Canterlot Castle’s many parapets as, below them in the bailey, twenty unicorns prepared an arcane circle in the predawn darkness.



“It’s not fair,” grumbled Twilight.



Celestia nodded diplomatically. Twilight knew that nod all too well. “It’s not,” she repeated, emphatically. “The document says ‘either,’ not ‘any.’ The signers clearly meant you and Luna!”



Celestia nodded again. “The signers certainly were thinking of me and Luna when we drafted that document,” she said. “Of course, there were no other alicorns in Equestria back then.”



Twilight sighed. “I know. It’s just… I’m finally old enough to take part in the solunus circulum, and now, even though I’m perfectly qualified, I can’t.” Her ears drooped. “I’ve been hoping to take part in this ever since I was a little filly. It’s one of the most important historical traditions of ponykind!”



Celestia extended a wing over Twilight’s back, offering a gentle hug. After a moment, Twilight leaned into her. Neither spoke right away.



“Twilight,” she eventually said, “this isn’t just about getting to move the sun and moon around, is it?”



Twilight shook her head.



“What is it, then?”



Twilight didn’t answer immediately. When she did, she looked up to the sky, her gaze wandering as if tracing the path of the still-absent sun. “It’s not really about the sun and moon at all. I mean, I already got to control them once. When I had your power.” She paused, and Celestia waited patiently for her to continue. “It wasn’t the same as what the circulum does, of course, but if all I cared about was getting to do some hooves-on astronomy… well, I’ve already done that.”



“But there’s something else?” Celestia prodded.



“It’s just… every great unicorn I’ve ever read about, in any of my textbooks—hay, in any of the fiction I read—it always tells you how many circulums they took part in. It’s how you know they were great! And I—”



“You want everypony to think that you’re great?”



Twilight’s cheeks flushed. “Oh, no, I didn’t mean that I…” She trailed off as she turned to look at Celestia; she was smiling a bit too pleasantly. “You’re mocking me,” Twilight said, more sourly than she had intended.



“A little,” Celestia agreed. “But tell me, why is it really important to you?”



Twilight looked back to the bailey. “I guess it’s that… it’s that this, right here, is something that all of my heroes have done. This exact spell, together with nineteen other unicorns, for this exact purpose. It’s been this way for thousands of years, like a string that goes all the way back to when ‘Unicornia’ wasn’t just a fairytale setting. A string tying every wizard and mage together, all the way back to Star Swirl the Bearded.” Through her wing, Celestia could feel Twilight’s body tremble, slightly. “Maybe it’s self-aggrandizing, but… but I really wanted to be a part of that. I wanted to touch that string, to connect myself to all that history.”



Celestia didn’t speak until she felt the tremble stop completely. “You know the reason why the Unicornians insisted that Luna and I relinquish the sun and moon once a year, don’t you?” she asked.



“Yes,” Twilight answered. “So that if anything happened to you two, there would still be wizards who knew the spells to keep the cycle of day and night, and who’d performed those spells before.”



Celestia nodded. “If something were to happen to Luna and I—well, something already did. And when Tirek came, it fell to you to take our place.” She smiled. “Though thankfully, only for a brief while. If something were to strike all of us, it’s important that there be unicorns ready and able to step up and ensure the cycle continues.”



Twilight nodded. “I know. It makes sense to exclude me, really. It would be silly to let me take part.”



“Yes, it would be.” Celestia paused. “That doesn’t make it feel any better, does it.”



“No.”



They lapsed into silence, then. 



And together, they watched the sun rise.
      

      
   
      Plush Pony


      

      
      
         The modern department store, the embodiment of consumerism and consumption, was bustling with frenzied customers. Amongst the hum of ponies scurrying past shelves, their trolleys packed full to the brim with goods, two sisters were ambling through a toy aisle. The first, Aether, stopped suddenly to levitate something from the shelf.



“Why the Tartarus are we buying this?” Eddy said. She was eyeing her sister suspiciously, who held aloft in her magic a package of a plush pony.



As with the other dolls on the squeaky-clean shelf, the cardboard packaging was saturated with rainbow colours and colourful rainbows alike. The plush ponies inside fared no better—their coats were a royal blue, and the horn and wings that the plush ponies boasted made Eddy grimace. They stood ramrod-straight with tall statures, and within their manes, stars twinkled and gleamed like the night sky.



“Eddy, what’s wrong with the Princess Luna plush? Her eyes are so cute,” Aether remarked. Unhurriedly, she gently placed the plush pony into the empty trolley and began to push said trolley along the aisle.



Eddy merely rolled her eyes, waving her hoof in front of the price tags under the plush ponies. “What do you mean, ‘what’s wrong with the Princess Luna plush’?” she asked with an incredulous look. “Just look at it! It’s just a whole load of corporate bull making us want to buy stuff.”



Aether glanced at the plush pony and stifled a sigh. “C’mon, Eddy. Maybe forget the corp and open your heart to it or something. It’s pretty cute, if you ask me.”



“I want to, Aether,” Eddy said, dropping to her haunches, “but it’s hard to open your heart to something heartless.”



This time, Aether found herself biting her lip, her eyes avoiding Eddy’s gaze. Resignedly, she joined Eddy on the frigid white floor, slumping on the ground. She let her eyes wander around their surroundings, while the harsh fluorescent lights cast a joyless atmosphere.



In the distance were plush ponies of a carnation-pink winged unicorn alongside a snow-white unicorn, a similarly white winged unicorn, and a lavender winged unicorn as well. The wings of the winged alicorns were awkward in their shape, and in addition, they all wore the same joyous smile, almost forced and definitely artificial.



But when Aether looked at the packaging, realisation dawned on her. “Hey, Eddy?”



“Yeah?” Eddy replied, lying prostrate and splaying her feathered wings on the floor to the chagrin of a group of passers-by.



Aether gazed at one end of the aisle, towards which grumbling ponies were walking back. “Maybe you’re looking at this the wrong way,” she suggested tentatively.



A sceptical glance from Eddy caused Aether to bite her lip. “Go on,” Eddy said.



Lifting herself to a standing position, Aether continued, “Okay, so who are these plushies and what do they do?”



“Well, as a result of their huge advertising budget, I know that the plushies apparently have supernatural powers and that their job is to make their subjects in a utopia happy,” Eddy said. “They’re supposed to be deities, right?”



“Yeah. And foals look up to them, don’t they?”



Eddy pushed herself until she was sitting on her haunches once again. “So you admit that they’re cash cows,” she snarked.



Aether managed some semblance of a hopeful expression. “Well, I was going for ‘heroes’—”



“—but when all is said and done, they’re just doing this for bits.” With a flap of her wings, Eddy took to the air in a low hover.



“Does it really matter, though? That the corp’s making money while providing good idols for fillies and colts?” Aether said. Her hopeful grin grew by every word she said.



Eddy shrugged mid-air. “You sound like a shill.”



Aether hung her head low and brought a hoof to it. “Bleurgh. I’m getting the plushie anyway,” she said, disappointed. As if to make up for her failure to change Eddy’s mind, she furtively levitated another plush pony—the lavender one—to the trolley while Eddy was looking away. “And we should probably get out of here before the manager kicks us out,” she added.



“Agreed.”
      

      
   
      The Times They Are a-Changin'


      

      
      
         A little silver bell rang as Twilight Sparkle pushed open the door of her favorite Ponyville mom-and-pop arcane supply shop. Desiccated crow skulls dangling from braided strands of spider silk bobbed and bounced against her horn.



“Just a minute!” An ancient voice, dry as the bones hanging from the ceiling, called from behind a tattered curtain. It parted to reveal a wizened crone whose  face split into a smile at the sight of her customer.



“Why, Twilight Sparkle!” She tottered over and gave the princess a fragile hug. “What brings you in today?”



“Oh, the usual.” Twilight trotted between the aisles, pausing to sniff at a bowl of fresh monkey paws marked half-off. “More gloom ink, maybe some wailing gems for Spike. Oh, get any new tomes?”



The crone sighed. “I’m afraid not, dearie. I can barely afford candles ever since that big-box arcana store moved in. I just haven’t got the customers any more.”



Twilight frowned and glanced out the window. Across the street, a steady stream of ponies flowed through the doors of the giant brick Barns and Noble magic supercenter. Goliath helium-filled spiders bobbed in the wind, each holding a “Ponyville Grand Opening!” sign in their fangs.



“Well, those ponies don’t know what they’re missing,” Twilight said. “Magic isn’t about corporations! Why, I bet there’s not a single vial of quality virgin blood in that entire store!”








“That’s a lot of virgin blood,” Rainbow Dash said. “There’s, like, fifty different flavors here.”



Twilight Sparkle scowled at the display before them. A sign hanging from the high, well-lit ceiling proclaimed it to be the Virgin Blood, Tears of Enemies, Flavored Fizzy Water aisle. Thousands of bottles lined the shelves.



“Earth Pony Mare, Pegasus Stallion,” Applejack read the names off the labels as she passed. “Lavender Unicorn Mare… Gosh, they take this serious.”



Twilight snatched a bottle at random with her magic. Dark fluid sloughed lazily inside the clear crystal, and the cap was sealed with a tight plastic wrap. It was a far cry from the corked, cloudy, bubbled glass vials in her favorite shop. Her eyes narrowed.



“Look at this.” She snorted and slammed it back on the shelf, rattling its cousins. “It was probably filled by a machine at a bottling plant.”



“Pretty cheap, though,” Rainbow said. “Aren’t you always complaining about how much virgin blood costs?”



“Well, uh…” Twilight snuck a glance at the prices and blinked. They were less than half what she normally paid. “Quality commands a premium.”



“Right.” Applejack set a hoof on Twilight’s withers. “Look, I know you love that little shop—”



“Everypony loves that little shop!”



“—but Ponyville’s a big town, now, and that means bigger stores. Times are changin’, and all.”



“But…” Twilight spun, taking in the enormity of the store. Dozens of aisles stretched away, filled with books and beakers and bunsen burners and everything else a magical laboratory needed. “There’s no soul here, Applejack! Nothing that cries ‘Ponyville.’ When you buy knives, where do you go?”



“Cutlery, Haemophilia Medication and Loose Banana Peels, just like my pappy did.”



“Well, what if they go out of business, because some big-box store like this starts selling more knives? Cheaper knives?”



“Aw, shucks, Twi. That ain’t never gonna happen. Why, every knife I’ve ever bought has been from that little store, and I’m never—”



“Hey, Applejack! Applejack!” Rainbow Dash’s voice sounded from the next aisle over. “Check this out! They’ve got, like, a million knives here!”



“Oh wow. Be right back, Twilight.” Applejack gave her another pat and trotted off.



Twilight’s ears sagged. She could see the future stamped on these bright, clean floors. In a few years the little mom-and-pop stores would all be gone, empty husks left behind. Where would she buy sparrow hearts, then?



“Excuse me, miss?” A high, scratchy voice interrupted her musing, and she turned to see an acne-dappled colt wearing a store vest. “Would you be interested in signing up for a rewards card?”



She sniffled. “What kind of rewards?”



“Anything in the store. Our live spiders are very popular.”



“You have live spiders?” Her favorite little arcana shop didn’t have live spiders. Theirs were all preserved in alcohol.



“We do. Fuzzy and spindly ones.”



“Oh.” She frowned and looked around the store again. It was filled with smiling ponies. Colts and fillies galloped around a special play area filled with foam monsters. From the far end of the store, the scent of fresh-roasted coffee teased her nose.



She sighed. “Sign me up.”
      

      
   
      Standard Dragon Story*


      

      
      
         "No," said Twilight.



An immense figure leaned down to better stare down at her as she stood upon her balcony, the sheer magnitude of the creature straining the equine mind. Its head was roughly the size of Twilight's entire castle, its body occupying much of the clearing opposite Ponyville. A sinuous line of stars trailed down its spine, as though to underscore its astronomical size.



The dragon raised an eye ridge. "No?"



"No. I am not going to just sit back and let you kidnap me."



The dragon sighed, forcing Twilight to shield herself against the strong, saliva-misted winds. "Miss Sparkle, you are putting me in a very uncomfortable position."



Twilight crossed her forelimbs once she dropped the barrier spell. "Have you seen my schedule? I don't have time to get kidnapped!"



"Miss Sparkle, I am Draco, the constellatory dragon. And as Mother always said, you can't spell 'constellatory' without 'story.' That's what the constellations are, stories written in the sky. When we descend from the heavens, we have no choice but to act the part. I am not merely a dragon, I am Dragon, trope and archetype. I terrorize villages because that's what dragons do. I hoard treasure because that's what dragons do."



Twilight rolled her eyes. "And you kidnap princesses because that's what dragons do." She sighed and muttered, "The Ursa Minor was never this bad."



Draco chuckled. Dragons have excellent hearing. "Well, bears tend to be rather benign in stories, don't they? So long as they aren't provoked, of course."



"Of course," Twilight grumbled.



"Fortunately for both of us, dragons are also very intelligent, and thus I am aware of my own predilections. If you resist, I fear that convention would demand that I lay waste to this charming little village in the ensuing struggle." Draco gestured towards Ponyville, which had gone into Tirek-class emergency status—remain indoors and away from windows until the all-clear party—ten minutes ago, when he'd first started appeared on the horizon. "Given what I've heard about you, I assumed you'd prefer the more efficient option."



"Yes, I would." Twilight smirked. "Which is why I went with the most efficient option."



Draco tilted his head. "What do you mean?"



"Well, it so happens that I know another dragon. One who's nothing like the stories. And he got in touch with the one princess who you'd never dare kidnap."



Draco gave a thunderous scoff. "I can't imagine who you could possibly be ref—"



"DRACO!" If the scoff was thunder, the shout was a meteor impact.



Physically, Draco stayed the same, but he seemed to shrink in on himself almost as much as his pupils did. Slowly, inexorably, he turned his head to the source of the shout. "M-Mother?"



Luna hovered some distance from the balcony, scowling at him. "What did I tell you about giving in to your narrative compulsions?"



He tried to grin. He certainly managed to bare his teeth. "W-Well, it was so long ago. You can't possibly expect me to—"



"Dragons have excellent memories, young drake."



Draco glared at Luna. "I am over two thousand years old, Mother, I—"



"Am going to your room this instant," said Luna, matching the glare effortlessly. "I didn't raise you to talk back to me like that."



Draco slammed his fist into the earth, making Twilight stumble with the resulting tremors. "You barely raised me at all! You were always with Orion, or Cassiopeia, or the twins, or one of the other pony constellations! Because that's what this is really about, isn't it, Mother? You're ashamed of me! You've always wished that I could be a pony, or a dumb beast, or a set of black-hole-riddled scales! Well, you know what? I—"



Luna drifted closer to Twilight as Draco's rant went on. "This has become rather personal," Luna said as she lit her horn, carefully directed Royal Canterlot Voice somehow cutting through the tirade without putting any more strain on Twilight's ears. "Please excuse us." And in a burst of antilight, moon and stars were gone.



Twilight waited for a few moments just to be sure. Then she turned around and gave a shout of her own. "We're good, everypony! Pinkie, start the We're Not Dead party!"
      

      
   
      Introduction to Amareican Civics


      

      
      
         A moon after cutting Celestia’s apron strings, Sunset Shimmer thought she was doing quite well for herself.



She’d come into this world with only three things to her name: a strange new body, the clothes that had appeared on her back, and saddlebags full of money. Exchanging the last into local currency had taken some fast talking in a world where they still had to hunt and gather gems and gold, but that was foal’s play to a mare who could consistently dupe the Mistress of the Sun. Finding a place to stay had been trickier, but still manageable, even if she’d had to deal with some unsavory characters.



Compared to her other preparations, school had been laughably simple. The admissions process had been nothing compared to the exams of the true Celestia’s school; the hardest part had been not sneering at the princess’s pale reflection. Once she was in, Sunset had started gathering vital information about how this world worked, laying low until she could blend in properly and climb the social ladder. By the time the portal reopened, she could prove her readiness to rule at Celestia’s side.



Of course, to do that, she needed to know how rulership worked in this world, or at least this country. Research wasn’t Sunset’s first choice, but practical experience wouldn’t help; student government was as much of a farce here as it was in Canterlot. She knew from the daily loyalty oath that she was in the Federated States of Amareica, and that was enough to go on.



Finding the time was easy; the gym teachers were hardly even trying to hide the skeletons in their closets, and Miss Cheerilee seemed to silently approve of skipping PE in the first place, especially in favor of reading. A rare sign of enlightenment in this often barbaric world, as far as Sunset was concerned. By some mercy, the library used the Dewdrop Decimal System, even if there was a sad lack of material in the one-thirties, where magic should have been.



Nonetheless, Sunset began her research.



“What.”



She stared at the text. It refused to shift to something more rational. She grabbed a different book, just in case there had been some kind of horrible, enormous misprint.



“What.”



Sunset understood mayoral elections. Celestia couldn’t be expected to micromanage down to the municipal level, not when she had all of Equestria to worry about. Earth pony political traditions provided an answer. And yes, this world’s Celestia was only a school administrator and lacked her counterpart’s countless centuries of experience. But to have the ultimate authority of the nation in constant flux…



No. Surely there had to be some rational limiter to this political chaos. Sunset kept researching.



It only got worse.



Polarizing ideological oligopoly, with the two sides unable to agree even on how to choose their candidates. Primary schedules constantly vying for greater provincial significance. The bizarre insanity that was the Electoral College.



Her hands shaking, Sunset the books back in their proper places. No sense in angering one of the few civilized people in the world. Slowly, her vision blurring from the nonsense she’d consumed, she made her way to the computers. Maybe… Maybe there had been changes since those books had been printed. Improvements. Attempts to bring logic and order to this nightmarish political system.



Sunset sat and took a deep breath, steadying herself for a moment. She’d figured out how to use the devices through tacit observation and careful trial and error. Working a search engine would be simple enough. She got out a notebook and a pencil, ready to take notes on how the system had changed in the last few years. Surely it had been for the better. Surely.



The paper stayed blank for half an hour. Finally, Sunset scrawled a few words, tore the page to shreds, and crammed it into the first wastebasket she could find as she fled the library.



Dear Princess Celestia,



I don’t want to live on this planet any more.



Your homesick student,

Sunset Shimmer

      

      
   
      Death Party


      

      
      
         “I want a funeral.”



Princess Celestia paused for several moments, her entire body going still as though frozen in its own little bubble of time. She elected then to finish her biscuit and then nodded to Twilight, as though what she’d just heard was the most normal thing in the world.



“Are you dying?” she asked, careful to keep her tone one of mild curiosity.



“You know I’m not,” Twilight said, a bit of an indignant grumble in her words.



“Then you must suspect that somepony intends to kill you.” Celestia’s words were smooth, the fragments of uncertainty she’d shown earlier hidden away. Canterlot palace was her home, afternoon tea her private domain, and masterful calm her natural gift, even if Twilight had momentarily caught her off guard.



“No. I made friends with Equestria’s last villain a month ago.” Twilight sighed, swirling her hoof as thought to hurry the conversation along. “And she wasn’t even really a villain! She was just a very stern bicycle enthusiast who also happened to practice necromancy, but that wasn’t like, her thing.”



“Suicide?”



“No. Yes. Well, kind of.” Twilight made an elaborate gesture with her hooves, visibly struggling to find the words. “Like, yes, because there’s going to be a funeral and everypony should go ‘oh it’s so sad she died.’ But without the part where my heart stops and my soul leaves my body and I start to stink. So you know. Metaphorical suicide.”



Celestia considered this for a moment, sipping her tea to stall for time. “So essentially,” she said, pausing for emphasis as she returned her cup to the table. “You’d like to have a rather somber party where everypony comes and says nice things about you. While you listen from the casket, presumably?”



“No!” Twilight’s ears shot up, and her shoulders lifted with the very thought. “Well, I mean, okay, yes to the first part, but you can’t attend your own funeral. How narcissistic would that be? No, I mean…” She took a deep breath, her eyes slipping from Celestia’s face and down to the table. “I’d just like it if you declared me dead of natural causes and then we had a funeral to everypony could move on, and then I was going to change my name and move to Baltimare.”



Again, Celestia nodded: “Why Baltimare?”



“I’ve heard it’s nice and the rent is cheap.” Twilight scrunched her wings and tail up against herself, seeming to wilt under Celestia’s gaze. The sun princess offered her no respite, staring down at her student. “I was going to dye my coat,” Twilight mumbled. “And I made a spell to hide my horn so everypony will think I’m a pegasus.”



Celestia raised an eyebrow.



“I don’t know. What do you want me to say?” Twilight scrunched up her muzzle, her words coming faster. “That all my friends have had funerals and I feel left out? Because I do. I’m not suicidal, but it is kind of a mortals-only party. But that’s not the only party Princesses get left out of.”



She shook her hoof sharply, and managed to lift her head to Celestia, her voice tight as she went on. “There’s just so much going on in Equestria right now. So much change and innovation and social issues that are getting worked out, and I can’t be a part of that from the top of the pile. I can’t even see most of it. A teenager is not going to crack jokes about her student loan problems with royalty, and buisnessponies won’t be honest with the mare who sets their taxes. I want to be a part of the world again.”



Twilight took a deep breath, and abruptly let it out: “And I’m bored, okay? I’ve been a princess for nearly a hundred years. I think I’ve got a pretty good handle on it. I’m ready to buy a smartphone and take an unpaid internship and learn what social media is.”



“You could do all that as a Princess,” Celestia observed. “Nopony is stopping you.”



“I’m stopping me.” Twilight snorted, and turned her head away.



Celestia considered that for some time.



“I think,” she finally said, “I will tell them I poisoned your tea with a vile draught that pulled you into an eternal sleep. Cureable only by a hero who is pure of heart.”



Twilight looked back.



“Well,” Celestia said, her tone practical. “We need some way to bring you back to life after you get bored of mortality again.”
      

      
   
      A trip to the store


      

      
      
         Gilda tucked the pink package under her wing, wishing it could be anything but that color. So garishly pink, so obscenely bright against her darker plumage. Anypony looking would instantly see the little bit of pink sticking out. But she needed it, she needed it for her mission.



She stepped out of the shop, the tinkling of the bell announcing her departure. “Have a good day ma’am!” The shopkeep called her. 



“Dweeb.” Gilda mumbled to herself. Her wings shuffled again, pressing the package closer against the crook of her wing. She couldn’t take to the air, not until she reached the outskirts of Ponyviile. She couldn’t risk anypony seeing her package, not this close to sweet, sweet victory.



Gilda looked left and right, scanning the streets. Ponies walked up and down, but none of them looked her way and surely none of them recognized her. Cautiously, she took a small step out of the doorway, working her way down the street with a care she rarely showed. 



If she’d learned one thing from her time in the griffon empire, it was to walk as if you belonged. Gilda kept her head up, eyes facing forward, pride clearly on display. She deserved to be here, nothing strange about this griffon, nothing at all.



The first few blocks went well. No pony interrupted her and each step remained full of poise and confident. The third block hit disaster head on. A familiar chromatic mane bobbed along in the crowds, along with a pink blur that Gilda also knew from somewhere. 



But for the moment, it was still fine. Rainbow hadn’t stopped her, not yet. She just needed to take a few steps back and…



“Gilda!?”



Shit. 



Gilda turned and bolted, wing tightening around her package. Of all the ponies in this world, Rainbow could not see the most. “Gilda wait!”



The shout from behind went ignored as she sprinted through the streets. Her fur fluffed up as terror coursed through her; everything could end before it even began! She could not, would not let that happen!



On and on she ran, occasional shouts yelling, pleading for her to wait. She would need to apologize to Rainbow later, but she couldn’t stop, not now. She couldn’t let her precious cargo be revealed, even as the plastic bag crinkled under her wing, reminding her of its presence. 



Gilda dodged through alleyways and alcoves, the shouts growing dimmer in the distance. She ran until the shouts stopped entirely, heart beating fast the entire way.



Eventually, mercifully she made it back to the hovel she called her home. The journey had taken an extra hour, but she made it, made it undiscovered. A secret door lead to the fruits of her labors over the last few months.



Her pride, her treasure, her secret. The one thing she could never let another see.



Shelves lined the walls, perfect pony dolls perched precariously on each one. She had them all - the elements of harmony, the ‘background pack’, the Empress Cadance special. Yet, she had always missed just a single one, the rarest of them all: Filly Luna. 



Filly Luna had become something of a rarity among collectors such as herself. Only available for a limited time in a small run, but Gilda found her. Found her in a small collectors shop and now she was hers.



With shaking talons, she took the bag from under her wing, gently opening the package for “Luna’s playhouse”. The art on the cover perfectly depicted the smiling Luna doll, Gilda nearly salivating over the thought of having it in her fingers. 



Her talons carefully sliced opened the package, ever so gently pulling out the completed playset. She opened the top if, peering inside for her prize.



But it wasn’t there.



With wide eyes, Gilda ripped at the package, desperately searching for her miniature. Where was it? It had to be here, it needed to be here!



She held it steady, searching for some explanation on the box.



Her eyes read over the warnings on the back quickly. This had to be a nightmare, some sort of awful dream! But no, the words stared right back at her muzzle.



Rainbow had seen her, she would suspect something was wrong. And all for naught, for the words read her death knell:



“Princess not included”. 
      

      
   
      Satisfaction Guaranteed


      

      
      
         “Trixie wishes to be an alicorn Princess.” 



“Yes, Mis– Wait, what did you say?” the Jinn did a double take, an impressive feat for a cloud of blue smoke and lightning in the shape of a pony. 



Trixie rolled her eyes. “She wishes to be an alicorn Princess, is that a problem? Your said you could give her phenomenal cosmic power. Everything except life or love.” 



The Jinn ran a hoof down his face. “Yes, I did say all of that. I should also say no alicorns.” 



“What?” 



“Yeah...” it shrugged. “Sorry about that. No alicorns. Can’t do it.” 



Trixie scowled. “Are you saying that Trixie has walked a thousand miles, crossed burning sands and frozen seas, defeated monsters and uncovered buried treasures no pony has seen before for nothing?” 



“Well, not nothing. You still have three wishes, how about I give you a—” He snapped his hoof and a Ferrari appeared. “—brand new car!” 



“No, Trixie wants to speak to your manager.” 



The Jinn choked and the car vanished. “You what? Kid, I’m an all powerful Jinn. I’m offering you almost your heart's desire, what is your problem?” 



She gave a dramatic toss of her head. “Trixie is not happy with your service, it is not performing as advertised.” 



“Urgh, you’re killing me, kid. Look, are you really going to make me drag my boss in? Can’t you just wish for more gold than you can eat?” Trixie merely arched a brow at it. “Great... Alright, don’t say I didn’t try to talk you out of it.” 



With another snap the form vanished, leaving Trixie alone in the decaying tomb. She wasn’t sure what species had built it, but she doubted that skulls were supposed to open like that. 



With a crack and boom a pair of smokey Jinn appeared, the blue and a new red form that shaped itself into that of a minotaur. “Right,” it snapped. “What’s this about? Quickly, I’ve got an oik in Arabia freeing Jinn to deal with.” 



“The Great and Powerful Trixie has wished to be become an alicorn Princess, yet your idiotic subordinate can’t even manage that.” Trixie shot the blue Jinn a withering scowl. 



“See what I’m dealing with?” it snapped. 



“Okay, okay. So, Miss Trixie. I get it, you’re really married to whole alicorn thing. You want power, right?” Trixie nodded. “Righting wrong power? Maybe a little vengeance...” The cloud clapped its hands together. “Got it! Somebody showed you up. Well, I’ve got the perfect solution. How would you like to be the owner of—” He paused for effect, then pulled an amulet from his cloud. “—The Alicorn Amulet.” 



Trixie huffed. “It was insufficient last time.” 



“Oh...” The Jinn rubbed its chin. “Okay. Well, how about a forgotten branch of magic? I know some great stuff you can do with crystals–” 



“Pass. Trixie saw what happened to the last King of the Crystal Empire.” 



The Jinn scowled at her. “You are not making my job easy you know.” 



“Trixie fails to see how that is her problem.” 



Lightning rumbled deep in the Jinn’s form. “You are very lucky we can’t crush lamp holders, little mare. Still, I think I have something for you. The Dragon Lord is ancient and tired, we could give you a powerful dragon–” 



“Um, Boss, the dragons selected a new Lord six months ago.” 



“Confound this reality!” It roared, shaking dust from the ceiling. “Look, Miss Trixie,” it continued in a sullen rumble. “As much as it pains me to admit it, we can not make you an alicorn. Equestria is ruled by harmony—something Jinn care little for—and alicorns are the embodiment of this harmony. If you had a lot of friends and an abstract concept you felt attuned to we could work with that.” 



Trixie frowned. “Trixie has a friend.” 



“Terrific. I’m sorry, it's stupid I know. If you’d wished for the moon anywhere else I could snap and make you its god, but that position has already been filled.” 



“Typical, Trixie should have known–” Trixie paused. A sly smile spread across her face. 








“And that is why Trixie now has wings,” the newly minted alicorn concluded. 



Twilight facehooved. “That’s great, Trixie. But what I wanted to know is why did you crash your moon into Luna’s?” 



She jabbed a hoof at the sky. Trixie’s smaller moon had torn a large rent in the silver orb and scattered debris across half the sky. 



“Ah... Well, it turns out moons are remarkably hard to steer.”
      

      
   
      My Little Pony


      

      
      
         Princess Twilight Sparkle smiled regally and clapped her hooves together as her last petitioners bowed and stepped away from her throne.



“The Twilight Court is now closed. I thank you all for your attendance, my little ponies.” Her voice was warm and pleasant as she dismissed her smiling subjects and stepped down from her dais.



Her pace was slow and sedate as she left her throne room. Not to retain Royal dignity so much as to ensure she didn’t leave her shadow behind. 



“Thank you so much for letting me watch the Court, Princess! I learned a lot!” The high pitched voice of Twilight’s current faithful student pipped up beside her. The little orange filly’s wings practically hummed as she rushed to catch up.



Twilight looked down at her with a smile. 



“It was no trouble at all, my faithful student.”



Windy Seed beamed at her title, basking in the princess’s presence. But Twilight could tell something was on her mind.



“Was there something you wanted to ask me Windy?” 



The little filly scrunched up her muzzle in indecision before finally nodding. 



“Princess, why do you call everypony your little ponies?” She asked curiously



“Well, I wouldn’t say I call everypony that.” Twilight replied with a small smile. Windy fluffed her wings and rolled her eyes.



“Everypony not including the princesses.” She huffed. Twilight giggled softly.



“It would sound silly to call them that, wouldn’t it?” She nodded and smiled. “But it’s a very good question, my student. One I was afraid to ask my mentor when I was your age.”



“Really?” The filly looked up at her with shocked eyes. “You were afraid to ask Princess Celestia?”



“Yes, really! So I had to figure it out for myself.” She nodded, then leaned down and whispered. “And it took me years to do so.” 



Windy’s eyes went wide. “No way!”



“Yes way.” Twilight nodded seriously. “Would you like to know what I learned?”



“Yes please, princess!” Windy practically vibrated with curiosity. 



Whether by luck or skilled timing, the pair was passing a stained glass window comprised of six well-known cutie marks. Twilight sat down, beckoning Windy to do the same. 



“You remember the stories of the Element Bearers, right Windy?”



“Of course princess! Everypony knows them! They’re heroes!” The little pegasus wiggled excitedly. “I’m de-scented from Applejack! I’m an Apple!” 



“Descended, sweetie.” Twilight chuckled. “And yes you are.” She turned her head back to the window, seeing not colored glass and light, but what it represented.



“I remember them as more than heroes though. More than friends, even. To me, they were family.” She smiled softly, lost in memories. “I’ll never forget the first time I held Rainbow and Soarin’s daughter, or how they introduced me as her Auntie. I swore then and there that I would watch over and look after her as if she were my own. I suppose she was the first of ‘my’ little ponies.” 



“The first?” Windy sidled closer, tilting her head curiously. 



“Yes, the first. Because soon enough my other friends started families of their own, with their own special someponies and little bundles of joy. More family for me to love and watch over.” She sighed wistfully.



“Even after my friends passed on, their families, my families remained. And grew. And grew. And GREW, spreading out across Equestria.” She smiled and booped her student’s nose with a wingtip. “Especially the Apple family.”



Windy just giggled, enraptured by the story. 



“I had promised to look after all of my little ponies. But there were so many of them, so spread out… And then I finally realized something.” 



“What did you realize Princess?” Windy’s whole rear wiggled in excitement as she hung on every word.



“I realized that everypony was my family, and that they were all my little ponies.”



“Huh? Even the ones who aren’t the great-great-great-great-great…” She trailed off in thought. “…Great? Grandchildren of you friends?”



“Even them. Because even if they’re not family now, they might be the special somepony of someone who is. Or their children might. Or their great-great-great-grandchildren. And if they’re going to be family someday, why not treat them all as family today?” 



Windy sat very still as she considered this, an adorably thoughtful little frown on her face. 



“So you call everypony your little ponies… Because we’re all your family, even if we aren’t just yet?” 



Twilight beamed down at her student and draped a wing over her back, snuggling her closer.



“Exactly, my little pony.”




      

      
   
      Equestria Girls*


      

      
      
         “Come on Twilight.”  Spike was using his trademark ‘just one more gem’ voice.  “You’ve been studying that spell for days.  You should take a break.”



Twilight looked up from the workbench.  “Spike.  Princess Celestia wouldn’t have sent it to me if she didn’t want me to figure it out.”



“Well, yeah, but right now she’s busy with Luna and Cadance at the Princess Summit.  Besides, it’s been unfinished for hundreds of years.  I’m sure it can last another day or two.”



“I know, I know, it’s just frustrating,” she said, pawing the floor.



“Have you tried casting it?”



“Cast an incomplete, unknown spell?”  She looked at him like he’d just suggested unlimited ice cream day again.  “That would be extremely irresponsible!  No, I have to finish my analysis first.”



“Well, you still need a break.  What about Pinkie’s ‘it’s a nice day to have a party’ party?” he said, fixing her with a stare.  “Even when you drag your hooves about going, you’re always happy about it later.”



Twilight could only meet his gaze for a second before looking away.  “Alright, Spike, you’re right,” she said, her magic sweeping everything into neat piles before she followed him to the door.  Let’s go!”








Twilight had a bounce to her step.  “That was a really fun party.”



“See?  I told you you’d like it.  I still don’t understand why you’re leaving so early, though.  Celestia only set the sun an hour ago.”



“Well, Rainbow's description of the wind in her latest stunt gave me an idea about the spell,” she said, pushing open the library door.



Spike hopped off and trailed her to the workroom, but the moment she opened the door she froze, ears aquiver.  She sniffed the air and her eyes roamed over at her note-strewn worktable.



“What’s wrong, Twilight?”  Spike followed her in.



Twilight caught movement in the corner of her eye and lit her horn.  A cloaked and hooded figure stared back for a split second before bolting.  



Barely a second later, Twilight was on their heels.  “Hey, who are you?  Come back!  Thief!”



Spike missed his grab as she rocketed past and out the front door, and she called over her shoulder.  “Spike!  I’ll chase after her – you go get the girls.”



“Roger!” he said, dashing towards Sugarcube Corner.



Twilight refocused on her quarry, gritting her teeth when she saw she’d almost missed them taking a corner.



Their hoofbeats were loud in the night as Twilight panicked quietly.  This isn’t good.  I don’t know who they are, what they look like, or even what they stole.  I lose them now, I’ll have no way to identify them.



Gathering her magic, she sent out bolts to snare or stun them, only to get a rude shock when each spell was expertly countered.



Okay, I know one thing.  They’re a unicorn.



Ponyville flashed by them as they wove among the buildings, but Twilight’s familiarity with it soon started to tell.  Then, right when she thought she had them boxed in, they disappeared in a flash.  



She turned in a circle, her eyes widening as she took in an empty street.  Her ears went flat.



On a hunch she ran to the edge of town, towards Whitetail Woods.  A dark form pelted across the field!  Elation roared in her ears, but panic rose as well – they’d almost reached the treeline.



Twilight pushed on, trying to summon up more speed.  Just as the thief was about to reach the treeline, a blue blur knocked them to the ground.



“Ha!  You think you can outrun the fastest flier in Equestria?”



The only response was a groan.



Hoofbeats rumbled behind her, and Twilight glanced back to see the rest of her friends closing in from Ponyville, but they were still a ways off.  Then she was at Rainbow’s side, her breath heaving and her eyes going wide as she saw her element of Magic spilling out of the thief's saddlebags.



Rainbow’s eyes barely flickered over to her before she reached for the pony’s hood.  “That’s enough of that, buster.  Who are you, anyhow?”








“Sunset Shimmer.  I have her yearbook photo right here.”



“Mmmhm.”  The police officer took it from her, examining it closely.



“We’re also missing the crown for the Fall Formal, but I can’t imagine how that would be connected.”



“You never know, Principal.  I’ll add it to the file.  Don't worry, a case like this, we’ll find her if she's ran to the ends of the Earth.”
      

      
   
      Twilight's Excitement Can't Be Contained


      

      
      
         Rarity slumped onto a plastic mall bench, her head flopping onto Fluttershy's shoulder. Since there weren't any fainting couches nearby, that would have to do.



From the other side of Fluttershy, Rainbow Dash sighed. "No luck?"



"Not even close. She simply refuses to leave!" groaned Rarity.



"Is it safe to leave her alone in there?" Sunset asked. "At least one of us should probably keep an eye on her."



"Good point," said Rainbow. "You should go check on her."



"Maybe if we all go in, we can sorta herd her out," suggested Applejack.



Pinkie smiled and hopped up from her seat. "Come on, girls! Let's make this into a 'get Twilight out of The Container Store' party!"







"Oh, hi everypony!" Twilight said as her friends approached her. "Look at this one! Imagine all the things you could organize with this!" She reverently held up a clear plastic container with several small drawers in it, her hands visibly trembling.



"Yeah, that's a, um, cool box," Sunset fibbed, scrunching up her nose once Twilight turned back towards the neatly arranged shelves.



"I'll say! And it comes in twelve colors! I could organize these organizers! Hah!" Twilight declared, beaming.



"Twilight darling, is Spike going to be alright all by himself? You've been in our world for at least a few hours now." Rarity did her best to look concerned in case Twilight happened to tear her eyes away from the stackable makeup organizers.



"Nah, he's fine. Dragon-Spike is much more independent than dog-Spike. Besides, my friend Starlight Glimmer is there if he needs anything. I can stay all day!" Twilight continued excitedly browsing as Rainbow mimed strangling her.



Fluttershy gave Rainbow a scolding glare, then said, "What about friendship problems? What if something goes wrong in Ponyville today?"



"You guys worry as much as I do," Twilight laughed. "The pony versions of you are still in my world. If something bad happens, they can take care of it! Ooh, this one is beautiful.."



"That was a good try, sugar cube," Applejack whispered to Fluttershy as Twilight wandered towards a tall stack of plastic boxes.



Pinkie poked her head out from behind the display, snapping Twilight out of her admiration trance. "Hey, there's a super cool party store over by the food court! Want to come check it out with me?"



"But I haven't looked through the laundry section yet!" Twilight countered, pointing to the other side of the store.



"Laundry? You don't even wear clothes!" Rainbow blurted in exasperation. A nearby shopper turned to stare at Rainbow with raised eyebrows. "Er, hose. Pantyhose are uncomfortable, remember? Silly Twilight...heh.."



Applejack stepped closer to Twilight. "Speaking of the food court, that seems like a good place to do some observin', right? Wasn't the point of comin' through the portal to learn more about human behavior?"



"Well, yes, but the mall itself is also worth observing! Ponyville definitely needs a store like this. Malls are great! I mean, this box right here would be perfect for all my bookmarks! And just look at this one!" Twilight took a few steps to her left, stopping in front of an impressively large storage bin. "It's big enough to hold me!"



"Ooh, try to fit inside it!" urged Pinkie. Twilight rolled her eyes and giggled, continuing to gaze lovingly at various containers.



"Good thinking, Pinkie!" Rainbow said quietly. "Once she's inside, you guys hold it closed, I'll buy it, and we can carry her out of here!"



"Rainbow Dash!" hissed Rarity.



"What?" Rainbow said, holding up her hands. "We've tried everything else!"



"Actually, I have one last idea," Sunset admitted. "It won't be very fun for me, but it might get her to leave before the mall closes."



"Whatever it is, please do it! I'm so sick of boxes!" begged Rainbow.



Sunset looked at Rainbow's pleading eyes, breathed deeply, then turned from her friends to scan the shelves for a few seconds. She picked up one of the containers and walked over to Twilight.



"That's a nice one! Are you going to buy it?" asked Twilight.



"Yeah, I just remembered that my pencils are a huge mess."



Twilight's eyes widened. "They are?"



"Mhmm. I should probably go home and organize them," said Sunset.



"O-organize?"



"Yep. Maybe I'll sort them by color.."



"What are we waiting for? Let's go!" cried Twilight, grabbing Sunset by the hand and pulling her towards the register.



"...Her bravery and sacrifice will be remembered," muttered Rainbow solemnly.
      

      
   
      Royal Assent


      

      
      
         “—and under no circumstances could Yokeshire possibly provide a larger tithe of lumber to the Navy than it already does! Those tree-hugging bastards over in Whitetail, on the other hand—”



A bell rang twice and the clamor and fisticuffs which normally accompanied sessions of the Royal Senate died down. At the raised end of the wood paneled chamber, a rather important-looking blue unicorn in crested robes cleared her throat, rapped the gavel several times, and spoke.



“The chamber will now consider the motion placed before it by Lord Berryworth. The Roll shall be taken.”



“Rampant Cross?”



“Aye.”



“Lord Berryworth?”



“Aye!”



“Stellar Gaze?”



“Nay.”



“Harvest Wine?”



“The delegate from Yokeshire abstains. Courteously.”



On this went, with the Lord-Secretary studiously noting every vote. After indicating his satisfaction to the crested-robed unicorn, the Lady-President rapped her gavel and addressed the chamber again.



“The roll call is now closed. The motion carries two hundred-forty three to sixty-seven, five abstaining. The motion will now be referred to the Crown for Assent.”



“The next issue before this august body is the matter the price of eggs and feathers in the County of Baltimare. Madam Keystone proposed a motion to raise taxes on poultry production by twenty bits, partly on account of the smell of her neighbor’s—”



The noise and rambunctiousness resumed its normal pace.








Princess Celestia closed the heavy double doors that stood guard over her private chambers. Another day of petitioners and courtiers had left her exhausted in mind, if not body. Some days I actually miss government by combat, she thought as she removed her finery and settled in front of her writing desk. She levitated the first stack of no doubt captivating literature into reading distance.



“The Report of the Grain Board? How tantalizing.” 



Regardless of lack-of-enthusiasm, she set to work.



At last, she was left with only a thin stack of parchment, the battered look immediately identifying them as Acts in Waiting, Courtesy of the Royal Senate. She broke the blue seal and absentmindedly read the first one.



She had her own gold seal half an inch from the parchment before she was taken by surprise. 



Setting it aside, she took the paper in her hooves and read the High Script carefully.





AN ACT OF THE ROYAL SENATE OF THE PRINCIPALITY OF EQUESTRIA




TO PROVIDE FOR THE PRINCESSES AND REALM OF EQUESTRIA THE PROPER DIGNITY, RESPECT AND GLORY APPROPRIATE THERETO




I. THE PRINCESSES OF EQUESTRIA SHALL IN PERPETUITY HAVE THE STYLE “QUEEN OF EQUESTRIA, DUCHESS OF CANTERLOT, PROTECTOR OF THE NORTHERN REACHES, AND DEFENDER OF FRIENDSHIP.”



II. THE PRINCIPALITY OF EQUESTRIA SHALL IN PERPETUITY HAVE THE STYLE “SOLAR KINGDOM OF EQUESTRIA.”



AMENDED-



III. THIS ACT SHALL NOT BE CONSTRUED AS TO PLACE HONOR OR STATUS ON THE ABSENT PRINCESS.



IV. ALL REFERENCES TO THE ABSENT PRINCESS WITHIN THE CROWN AND GOVERNMENT SHALL BE REMOVED AT HER MAJESTY’S LEISURE. 

 

DONE IN THE NAME OF LADIES, LORDS, AND PONIES OF THE REALM ON THE TWENTY-THIRD OF JULY IN THE YEAR OF THE ROYAL PRINCESSES THREE HUNDRED AND FIFTY ONE






The Lady-President’s and Lord-Secretary’s seal confirmed the bitter truth.



Celestia sank into her cushion as she realized the magnitude of what she’d nearly signed. This is by far the boldest one of these yet, she thought. It was bad enough that the Night Banners and Lunar statuary had to be hauled down for fear of vandalism, or the fifty years of pleading I had to endure at the thrice-damned Court of Day.

 

For one fraction of a second, she considered ending it all by just fixing her seal to the paper. Never again would she hear star stuck commoners or simpering Dukes suggest she increase her status to that which they all so fervently believed she deserved.



That they so wrongly believed she deserved.



She sat the parchment down and looked at a small and very faded portrait sitting on a desk shelf. The alicorn in the portrait stared back at her, smiling her mysterious smile. For more than half an hour she didn’t move. 



Suddenly she opened one of her desks drawers and brought out a different seal, this one black. 



“ASSENT WITHHELD”



With a brief flash she duplicated the parchment and put the copy in the bottom of her drawer, where more than a dozen crumbling proposals lay. Princess Celestia rose and turned toward her bedchamber.



“At least it’s only eight centuries years more of this nonsense.” she said to nopony in particular.
      

      
   
      Terms and Conditions


      

      
      
         Chronecul Chronical Chronicle #1

Inspi Inspection of Synono Synoni Synonymy Sickness - Primary Ramy Ramificashun Ramifications

Evaluation Participat Participant: Twilight Sparkle

Hour: 3:42 pm

Secretery Secretary: Spike



Twilight is trying to get me to write stuff, but I’m having troubles understanding her. I'm pretty sure the Synoni-ymy Sickness is doing something to her speech. (What the heck is a ramificash-tion, anyway?)



She had a fever earlier, but it has gone away since. She’s saying to write (if that’s what inscribe means, anyway) that, and I quote: “Furthu-er scrutiny will be applied.”








Chronicle #2

Inspection of Synonymy Sickness - Primary Ramifications

Evaluation Participant: Twilight Sparkle

Hour: 3:47 pm

Secretary: Twilight Sparkle



Pyrexia has transpired for 45 hour-subdivisions. Enunciation arrangements and chirography have been permuted, but no other concomitant has been beheld. Nominal denominations of equines, arabic numerals, and syntax have been maintained. Further scrutiny will be applied.



Memorandum: Spike was impotent incapable of registering this record, as his proficiency in discourse of this character was underdeveloped.








Account #3

Observation of Wordfinder Indisposition

Appraisal Volunteer: Twilight Sparkle

Instant: 5:24 pm

Entrant: Twilight Sparkle



The unabating temperature stays unremitting, and compositions and discourse are sustained in their perversion.



Visions continually materialize anterior to me. I am apprehensive apropos these manifestations.








Log #4

Twilight’s Sickness

Test Subject: Twilight Sparkle

Time: 6:36 pm

Writer: Spike



I’m doing this in the normal format until she yells at me again.



Twilight is banging her head against the wall. She sat me down with a dictionary, so I guess the words she was spouting earlier wasn’t just nonsense, but it takes forever to hold a conversation.



Oh, I’m sorry. It’s not a ‘conversation’, it’s a ‘confabulation’.



Also, she keeps ‘demanding susti-ene-ance’. It’s getting rather annoying.








Rainbow Dash here.



Twilight is crazy. Spike is trying to calm her down, and she told me to sit here and write down any observations I had after I came in to see where they went.



She looked tired. And I couldn’t understand a thing she was saying.



Also, I’m hungry.



Does that qualify as an observation?








Log #6

Twilight’s Sickness

Test Subject: Twilight Sparkle

Time: 8:27 pm

Writer: Spike



So, apparently ‘demanding sustenance’ means that she’s hungry. So does her being ‘esurient’.



At least I know what dehydration means. Being esurient is just ridiculous.



She also keeps saying something about hallucinations. I think she needs some sleep.








Record #7

Monitoring of Wordbook Pestilence

Examinee: Twilight Sparkle

Stage: 11:29 pm

Amanuensis: Twilight Sparkle



Locutions and abstractions - phantasmagoria rouse me, separating me from my berth.



Febrility as the originator of the deliriums coheres with quondam disquisitions.



Zonked…








Log #8

Twilight’s Sickness

Test Subject: Twilight Sparkle

Time: 7:13 am

Writer: Spike



She seems to be getting a bit better - her temperature has gone down, at any rate. Her words haven’t exactly gotten easier to understand, but she also isn’t talking as much.



I’m going to see if Zecora knows what this is. Twilight knows, but she’s having issues navigating because she keeps picking up random books whenever she sees one, so I’m not taking her into a library so she can point it out the right book to me.








Fluttershy



I guess I should just do this like a diary? Spike didn’t really say...



Twilight seems to be getting better, at least a little bit. Her fever dropped after I gave her a bit of soup. She kept mumbling something about ‘indispositions’, but I’m assuming that was just the fever talking.



I hope Spike comes back soon...








Log #10

Twilight’s Sickness

Test Subject: Twilight Sparkle

Time: 12:58 pm

Writer: Spike



Zecora refused to even communicate with me. She said something regarding “Rhyming with words of length was not exactly her greatest strength” then shoved me out the entrance. I suppose she doesn’t wish to get contaminated.



She did say that the ailment's endurance should soon flag, though, so that’s positive.








Log #11

Thesaurus Disease

Test Subject: Spike

Time: 3:42 pm

Writer: Twilight Sparkle



I have successfully convalesced recovered. Mostly. It is still difficult utilizing small words occasionally.



Unfortunately, Spike has come down with the Thesaurus Disease in his care-taking of me. His vocabulary marginally more limited than mine, so I don’t think there will be any problems communicating.



On the other hoof, I didn’t even know that many swear words. Or synonyms for them.



He is so losing gem privileges for this.
      

      
   
      An opportunity for improvement


      

      
      
         “So, what do you think?” the broker asked, gesturing expansively with one hand. The other hand held a thick folder that detailed the property in question. “The best real estate bargain in my entire portfolio!” 



I looked around with a scowl on my face. I’d already made up my mind, but I couldn’t let him know that. There was still haggling to be done. 



“A bit of a fixer-upper,” I said, poking a cloud with my hoof. 



“That’s why it’s such a bargain,” he replied. “Besides, consider it an opportunity!”



I snorted and pushed the cloud. It skittered away from me like a sulky kitten. “How are broken weather patterns an ‘opportunity’?”



“Being a ‘fixer-upper’,” he said with accompanying air-quotes, “means that you get to set things up however you like. It’s a great deal!” 



“The sun doesn’t work right,” I pointed out.



“All part of the charm,” he said, starting to sweat a little. 



“Neither does the moon.” 



“Uh, well… Who really needs a moon, when you get right down to it?” 



“They’re all the rage across the third quadrant right now. How could I invite my friends over for a night-time party without a moon to light the sky? I’d be embarrassed to show my muzzle.” I let out a carefully crafted sigh. “No, I’m just not sure this will work. Not as-is, at least.” 



To my immense satisfaction, he took the bait. 



“Well…” The broker flipped through the folder he was holding. “I can throw in an extra, magical client species. Free of charge! This world has a pretty strong mana field. They can fix a lot of the problems for you.” 



Now that was an unexpectedly good deal. “Hmm… Can they take any form I want?” 



“Of course!” 



“Ponies, then.” 



“Oh, uh… Yeah, why not? Wouldn’t you prefer something with hands, though?” 



“I’m kinda fixated on equines at the moment,” I said, waggling a hoof at him.



“Consider it done,” he said. Then he winked, “Pending final signatures, of course.” 



“Of course,” I echoed. I manifested a pair of wings and glided down to the earth, frowning as my hooves hit the surface. “Soil needs some work. Especially if there’s a client species I need to feed.” 



He cleared his throat and loosened his tie a little. “Well, how about you specialize your client species?” 



“Meaning?” 



“Divide them into thirds. Some work on the weather, some on moving the sun and moon around, and some on making the soil better.” 



I hate to admit it, but that never would have crossed my mind. “Huh. That could work.” I glanced over at him and saw that he was getting excited, and I realized that I’d let too much of my enthusiasm show through. “Going to be a lot of work. It'll be pretty annoying, having to manage all that by myself.” 



He shrugged. “Anything worth doing is going to be difficult.” 



“Well, how about this. Throw in a minor demigod, maybe two, to manage things for me, knock ten percent off of the list price, and you’ve got yourself a deal.” 



A quick check through the folder was followed by another sigh. “I’m sorry, but I can’t do that. I’d accept the price, but not with the demigods. I’m already too far in the hole on this property as-is.” 



That almost sounded like honesty. I concealed my shock and arched an eyebrow. “Oh, really?” 



“Yeah. This property has been languishing for a while, so I’m willing to take a little bit of a loss just to get rid of it. But even a single demigod is too much. I’d rather just write it off as a total loss, honestly.” 



Well, we couldn’t have that. I thought about it for a while. “I suppose I could just pick a couple of the client species and raise them up myself. Would take a few centuries, but it’s do-able.” 



“Good, good!” The broker flipped once again through his folder. “Oh, I almost forgot. This world also has a Harmony system installed. One of the older ones—Crystal Tree, type IV—but it still works great!” 



“Huh. Neat.” 



“So, do we have a deal? Ten percent under list, client species thrown in?” The broker stretched out one of his hands. 



“Sure, why not?” I said. I bumped the hand with a hoof and grinned. “I even have the perfect name already picked out.” 


      

      
   
      "Stupid Tree."


      

      
      
         As quietly as Twilight had spoken the two words, they still seemed to echo from the cave walls around her.



The tree sat motionless.



"That's right!" She took a step toward it. "I'm talking to you! And don't try to pretend that you're crystalline or deciduous or anything like that! The evidence shows quite clearly that you pay attention to the whole world, not just what's happening in your general vicinity but throughout Equestria and beyond!" She stomped a hoof, a few nearby pebbles clattering. "So pay attention to this! Because you're supposed to be the Tree of Harmony, and this is one pony who's not feeling particularly harmonious right now!"



She waited for the echoes to die away, but nothing on the tree so much as glittered.



"And you want to know why?" she went on regardless. "Go ahead! Ask me why!"



In the silence, her face started feeling warm. "Well, I'll tell you anyway! Stupid tree..."



Unfurling her wings, she flapped the rest of the way to the first of the tree's gnarled roots and lit her horn to better spot any reaction. "Because I just waved another two of my best friends good-bye as they headed out on one of your stupid friendship missions! And the Princess of Friendship? The pony who's dedicated her life to spreading friendship across Equestria? Where is she while that's all going on?" Twilight stomped again. "She's down in a stupid cave yelling at a stupid tree!"



It took longer for the echoes to fade this time, but the tree continued standing silent and still.



Except— A raspy sound began tickling her ears. She pricked them, but then had to let them fold, her face getting even warmer when she realized she was hearing her own panting. "And that's what it is, isn't it?" she couldn't keep from whispering. "It's me. The others have all gone off time and time again to show ponies and non-ponies alike the magic of friendship, but me?" Her head drooped. "I've gone, what, twice? I'm not...not good enough at it, am I?"



The thought made her teeth clench, and she snapped her head back up to glare at the tree. "So fine! I'm not good enough! But how am I supposed to get better if you don't let me practice? What I do isn't like raising the sun or the moon, isn't always the same thing every day! Friendships form in so many different ways, and the things that draw ponies together aren't—!"



The tree burst into colors and shapes, Twilight's voice choking off to see her mark at the top of the trunk and the marks of her friends out along the branches lighting up in a prismatic display that danced over the stone walls. Just as quickly, though, the branches began to flicker, their colors slowly dimming till they went dark, only the deep purple of her own mark remaining.



Twilight stared, her throat tightening further. "So...what? The others, the branches, they spread out, but then they fade? And me, since I'm the trunk, I have to...have to keep glowing...."



She looked away, swallowed, and turned for the cave entrance. "Stupid tree," she mumbled.
      

      
   
      Ascension


      

      
      
         “Ten.” Control’s voice boomed over the headset. 



Twilight was keenly aware that she was sat atop the largest bomb Equestria had ever built. Practice kept her moving, her eyes dancing between panels as preflight checks turned the lights green one by one. The fear still clutched at her heart, however. 



“Nine.” 



She glanced over her shoulder at her friends who lay reclined in their seats, strapped into pressure suits. They all had their duties, Pinkie and Rarity were pouring through checklists, Fluttershy kept up a soft whisper over the communication crystals, and Rainbow Dash and Applejack shared the helm. Only Twilight had no pressing duties, her own fault she’d declared herself Commander months ago, and that left her with nothing but worries to attend to. 



“Eight.” 



There’s been more than enough worries to attend to. Beyond the metal walls that enclosed them Equestria was dying. For nine months Celestia’s sun had blazed down constantly and it was doubtful that the planet would survive another nine. Storms raged unchecked across Equestria, crops withered in the fields and rivers ran dry beneath the immobile sun. 



“Seven.” 



“You okay, Twi?” Applejack interjected. 



Twilight gave a shaky nod. “Yes. Just... wool-gathering.” 



“Six.” 



“No worries, Twilight,” Rainbow Dash added. Her grin was alarmingly wide. “Discord’s not going to win this one.” 



“Five.” 



Twilight swallowed a lump. She wished she had Rainbow Dash’s confidence. After Discord’s reign of madness, after they’d discovered the loss of the Princesses, there had been a great many ponies that believed all was lost. For a while Twilight had been one of them. If not for a single mad idea of Pinkie Pie’s she might have just laid down and died along with Equestria. 



“Four.” 



“Main engine start,” Pinkie chirped. “Hold on girls!” A thud echoed through the capsule followed by a roar of escaping gas. 



Twilight ground her hooves against the seat. Three thousand tones of liquid hydrogen and oxygen lay beneath them. An inconceivable amount a year ago but Equestria had built a chemical industry at a terrifying pace. It seemed every ounce of the nation Twilight loved had been hurled into an ever hungry maw, it would never be the same again. 



“Three.” 



“All spell patterns clear,” Rarity added. “Guidance is go.” 



The whole ship was inconceivable, and Twilight struggled to believe that it had ever been completed. The hull was made of cloud foamed aluminium, something that hadn’t existed before ship had required it, just one of a host of technologies that had been thrown together. Self regulating spells, lifting charms, transmission crystals, as Equestria had demanded critical breakthroughs had come crawling out of the woodwork with mad-ponies to champion them. Somehow, despite the dying world, the ship had been built. 



“Two.” 



“Communications, go,” Fluttershy said, her voice quavering. 



“Navigation, go,” Applejack drawled. 



“One.” 



“Piloting, go. Come on Twilight, let’s light this firecracker!” 



Twilight couldn’t breathe. It was insane right? A fever dream of how they might have saved Equestria. No sane mare would consent to being blasted into space at speeds unimaginable by even the fastest pegasi. She wanted to scream. She wanted to run. She wanted to be anywhere else. 



Instead, she heard her voice say. “Ignition.” 



The explosion was deafening, a roar that blanked out all other sound and rattled the ponies around in their tiny capsule. 



“Tower’s free!” Rainbow bellowed, her voice barely a whisper over the all consuming noise. 



Twilight groaned as the acceleration pushed down on her, a lead weight on chest. With a howl the ship began to tear its way into the sky. Clouds roiled and boomed with lighting far above them, but the pegasi had torn a hole in the everlasting storm and the ship accelerated towards the patch of blue. 



Through the tears pooling in her eyes Twilight could make out Luna’s moon high above, emblazoned with the face of a vengeful alicorn. Discord must have thought it funny to seal her back in her old prison, and ironic to deal with the rest of the Princesses in the same way, but if he’d sought to destroy Equestria he’d made a fatal mistake. 



Twilight engaged her microphone as the ship rose ever higher ever faster. “This is the Ascension!” she boomed, her words broadcast across a desperate nation. “We’re on our way.”  



Twilight touched a hoof to the Element of Magic on her brow. Ponykind could not reach the sun, nor touch Cadence while she was frozen out of time. The moon, however, was within their grasp. 
      

      
   
      Very nearly the best present ever


      

      
      
         “Okay, time for presents!” Mom said. Then she had to repeat it, because all the colts and fillies were still running around like idiots and Topaz wanted to just smack them all. It took a few minutes, but everypony finally settled down, and she was finally able to start opening her gifts.



Present after present was torn into. Buttons and bows, hoof-bands and hair bands were common from the fillies. Notebooks, pens and pencils from the colts, who absolutely refused to buy “girly things”. Each gift giver was given a sincere, if slightly terse, thank-you, and their present was put on the table with their card. Topaz could barely avoid trembling with excitement as the time to open the biggest present, the one from her parents, came closer and closer. 



And then, at last, it was time. After having to wait nearly forever, her mother finally levitated down the big box. It was wrapped with paper that had both Celestia’s and Luna’s cutie marks on it, which, as far as Topaz was concerned, was proof that her parents had actually listened to what she’d wanted for her birthday for once. 



Topaz took her time with it, relishing the wait as she carefully peeled off the paper. Her patience was rewarded when the last of the paper was whisked away, revealing the Pretty Pony Princess Palace Playset (with realistic Princess Celestia and Luna figures included) underneath. Unlike the others, this present didn’t get put up on the table. Oh, no. This present required her immediate and undivided attention. 



So she opened the box, completely forgetting about her guests, who eventually wandered off to do their own things. 



She took out the Palace first, a highly abbreviated scale model of the actual palace at Canterlot. She took a moment to savor the detailed exterior and to exclaim over the golden accents and sweeping spires. The playset opened up to reveal a tiny replica of Princess Celestia’s actual throne sitting on its dias, with a red carpet leading up to it. Topaz studied it for a moment before setting it aside. 



The carriages (pegasus charioteers sold separately) came out next. First, Celestia’s white and gold carriage, then Luna’s done in shades of dark blue, purple and black. Topaz took a moment to admire them before parking them outside of the palace. 



Finally, it had come down to the last of the smaller boxes inside of the largest one. Too eager for magic, Topaz reached out with her hooves and took the lid off of the box that had Princess Celestia’s cutie mark on top... and stopped, confused. 



The box was empty. 



Heart thudding, Topaz checked the larger box to see if the princess figure had somehow fallen out. There was nothing. A wave of despair washed over her, even as she reached for the other small box that was marked with Luna’s cutie mark. 



It, too, was lacking its princess. 



Topaz burst into tears knowing that this, right here, was the worst that life could ever possibly be. If she hadn’t been so upset, she might have noticed the bit-sized hole in the back of the large box, as if something—or somepony—had dug their way out of it.








Unnoticed by the anypony at the birthday party, two tiny ponies hid out amongst the dust bunnies underneath the sofa. They watched in silence as the birthday filly’s heartbroken sobs were soothed away by her mother, who promised to go to the store right away and complain to the manager regarding the missing princess figures. 



“Discord is going to pay for this,” Princess Celestia stated in a voice as cold and hard as iron. 



“What was it you said to him, Celly?” 



“Not now, Luna.” 



“Oh, yes,” Luna said, ignoring her. “I remember, now. ‘I never had a birthday party as a filly. I sometimes wish I knew what one was like’.” 



“Not now, Luna!” 



Luna looked away and snickered into a fetlock. 



“Of course you find this funny,” Celestia grumbled. “He didn’t turn you pink.”
      

      
   
      Princessence


      

      
      
         Looking up from the clipboard floating in the glow of his horn, the stallion shrugged. "Sorry," he said. "We're all out."



"But—" Dinky flapped her new wings. "I finally got 'em this morning, see? I'm an alicorn now, and that means I get to be a princess!"



"Sorry." The way the stallion didn't even shrug this time made Dinky wonder how sorry he really was. "We assigned the last title two hours ago." The clipboard spun around just long enough for Dinky to see that the paper on it was blank, then he was pulling it back and turning to call across the empty desks of the office space behind the counter. "Isn't that right, boss?"



"Huh?" In a yellow-grey flash, an alicorn appeared, an alicorn whose eyes pointed in different directions.



"Mom?" Dinky's ears folded. "What're you doing here?"



"Dinky!" Another popping flash brought her mother into the lobby, that oh-so-familiar hug wrapping around Dinky. "It's my new title! I get a whole office to myself! Well, except for Ink Slinger." She flashed again and appeared behind the counter next to the stallion. "I'm the Princess of Princessence!"



"The—?"



"It means," Ink Slinger said, not looking away from the pyramid he'd begun building with pads of yellow sticky notes, "that she's in charge of princess titles. It was the last title on the list, and the Princess Council decided that she deserved it after all her—"



"So wait!" Dinky jumped up, her wings flaring. "Mom used to be the Princess of Postal Delivery To The Fifteen Hundred Block Of West Bridal Avenue In Ponyville! So if she's here now—"



"Sorry, honey." At least when Mom said it, the droop in her voice told Dinky she meant it. "Zipporwhill got her horn early this morning, so she got my old title. And with everypony becoming an alicorn lately—"



Ink Slinger cleared his throat, and Mom drooped a little more. "Every mare becoming an alicorn, I mean. Because, well, a stallion can't be a princess, can he?"



The smile that crawled over Ink Slinger's snout reminded Dinky of a slug. "And neither can your daughter."



"Honey?" Mom blinked at her. "Are you a stallion?"



Dinky found herself grinding her teeth to keep from shouting at her mother, but a pop startled her. Looking back, she saw a pale yellow alicorn materializing in a ball of dazzling light by the Princess Registry's door. "Whoa!" the newcomer said. "As the Princess of Turning That Frown Upside-Down, I must intervene!"



Recognizing the voice, Dinky had to stare. "Pumpkin? When did you get your wings?"



Pumpkin Cake grinned. "A couple minutes ago!" She spread them. "Aren't they great?"



"But—" The carpet felt like it was dropping away under Dinky's hooves. "You got a title?"



"Well, yeah." Pumpkin tossed her mane. "It's one Pinkie Pie took when she became an alicorn way back when. She's been saving it for me!"



"Saving it?" Dinky whirled to face the counter. "Mom! You could've saved a title for me?"



Mom was busy putting the finishing touches on a second sticky note pyramid while Ink Slinger was twisting paper clips into an aerial tramway connecting the two. "What was that, honey?" Mom asked.



Dinky fell back onto the carpet. "I'm doomed. I'm...I'm the Princess of Not Having a Title."



With a whoosh, Mom's ears sprang up. "Hey," she said, her eyes widening. "My Princessence powers are telling me we don't have one of those!"



Ink Slinger sniffed. "Well, of course we don't. Princess of Not Having a Title would be a title, so bestowing it upon an alicorn would likely create a paradoxical vortex into which the entirety of Equestria would tumble, spraying magma and—"



Leaping forward, Dinky used her magic to slap sticky notes over his mouth. "Mom! You're the Princess of Princessence! So if you say I'm the Princess of Not Having a Title, that'll make it happen, right?"



"Umm," Pumpkin said somewhere behind Dinky.



But Mom was already nodding. "Anything for my little princess," she said.
      

      
   
      Page Two


      

      
      
         The thick square of parchment appeared in a puff of green fire, just a few inches above the tabletop. Princess Luna plucked it from the air with her magic before it could drift onto the combat map.



"It has heft," commented Luna.



"Your highness?" General Firefly stood watching, her wings at attention. Aside from the princess and the general, the situation room was empty. All remaining senior staff were pinned to the battlefield.



In most cases, literally.



Luna placed the parchment onto the smooth surface of the table, temporarily cancelling the holoprojection spell. A pictorial representation of Equestria wasn't particularly useful at the moment. It was easy enough to remember the cities that hadn't fallen.



The princess rubbed her sore left temple with an ankle. "I refer to the missive from my sister, General. The material is heavy, and appears to have survived a fire," she said, gesturing toward the paper. It had a mottled sepia tone, and it looked burnt around the edges. Luna squinted. "The color makes it difficult to read in this light."



"It must have been burned in transit," suggested Firefly.



Luna shook her head. "The dragonfire spell does not work in that manner," she said, and ran the tip of her hoof across the smooth, darkened writing surface. "Never before have I seen paper of this quality. It must be an ancient form of parchment, one designed to withstand the elements. It would seem my sister wishes to preserve what she has written here for future generations."



It was a rare and humbling experience for the princess to lay hoof upon something older than herself, and she had the uncanny sense she was doing so right now.



Firefly noisily cleared her throat and toed at the floor.



"My apologies, General," said Luna, snapping back to attention. "I shall read it aloud."



Manehattan has fallen but for a few pockets of resistance. I have done what is necessary to prevent Tirek from draining my magic, and I remain hidden. I lack the strength to mount another attack.



Luna, you must approach Scorpan and beg for his aid. When he sees the horrors his brother has wrought, perhaps his heart will soften and he will elect to join forces with Harmony. Act now, but please wait for the second half to arrive before leaving the bunker.




Two confused faces stared at the paper.



"Wait for the second half?" said General Firefly. "The page she sent you is mostly blank."



Luna's brow knitted together. "She knows I am stationed in the safest stronghold in all of Equestria. Nothing she sends to this room can fall into enemy hooves," said Luna. "The second part must be a large map, or perhaps a spell."



"We already know where to find Scorpan—" the general began to say.



Another puff of green flame, and the second sheet appeared. It looked just like the previous one. Luna yanked it down to the surface of the table with her magic.



"What does it say?" asked General Firefly.



There were only three words on the page. Luna spoke them aloud, but she used a tone of voice that made the tiny statement sound like a question.



Good luck, Sister.




"That is all?" said Luna, her voice rising with frustration. "What in Tartarus does Celestia mean with this cryptic nonsense?"



Princess Luna lifted both parchments up into the air to examine them more closely, side by side. Then she heard a soft choking sound coming from across the table. In the space between the two pages, Luna could see General Firefly's face. The general wore an expression that Luna had never before witnessed on a senior officer. She was frozen in a state of shock.



"General Firefly, are you all right?" asked Luna.



The general leaned to one side of the table and vomited onto the floor.



Princess Luna flipped both pieces of parchment over and gasped, then shut her eyes tightly and released her magic grasp. The two papers fell quietly onto the table. Luna waited a few moments before opening her eyes.



"Do not bother cleaning the mess," she said to the general. "Prepare my chariot for departure as soon as you are able." Luna trotted briskly out of the room. General Firefly gasped, wiped the sick from her chin with a greave, and followed her liege.



Resting gently on the table lay two patches of cooked hide, an unmistakeable royal sun emblazoned upon each one.
      

      
   
      Only, Only, Only Me


      

      
      
         The day ascends, the night is done,

And sobbing sullies Summer Sun.

So through the darkened halls I flow

Unseen, like you, by everyone.



Whose tears these are I think I know.

My lovely moon, I see your glow.





So frail, pale, wan and fey,

A candle lit at peak of day.

(What lunacy's behind your shine?

Loyalty? Naivete?)



Come, comfort in my umbral shrine

In Sol-less solace sprawl, recline.





Love, let the void between the stars

Recharge receded reservoirs

And purge the guilt and stanch the bleed:

Love, let the shadows seal your scars.



There is no shame in greater need.

Perhaps, my love, you should secede—





—Oh, how you flinch! Oh, how you glare!

I'm sorry, love, I shall forbear.

Your sister's bond you'll never break—

If only she displayed such care.



I sense a deep and ancient ache.

We must address it for your sake.





I feel her name, love, burn your throat;

Let shadow be your antidote.

Let numbing darkness salve the pain

Of every inch of lovely coat.



Expunge the insults of her reign

Till nothing but calm dark remain.





My honeysuckle-darkened lips

Sing sweetened words of long eclipse

Until you smile in harmony;

My honey, suckle darkened lips,



And drink my love; you can be free

With only, only, only me.





Then kiss me deeper, tongue athrust,

And let restraint dissolve in lust.

Clench and whimper, clutch and moan,

Arch your back—surrender—trust—



And let me show you how you've grown.

Remember you deserve the throne.





Forget her sun's cruel hold of space,

And—body whole in my embrace—

Love, let me lick your bitter tears

To cleanse your flawless nightmare face.



The moment of your justice nears.

Won't it be sweet to hear their cheers?





Yes, justice. Justice! Long denied!

We must release what sleeps inside.

All those who care will understand—

Your foes will end up terrified.



Foes? Of course! Was this not planned,

To see you shrink and Sun expand?





I feel you tremble at my touch.

My rage, my love: is it too much?

It's only there on your behalf,

To know that they mistreat you such.



You suffer so! How can they laugh?

We'll craft from it an epitaph.





Your sister feels the secret thrill

Of scorch and sear and burn and kill;

Why should she be the only one?

Tenfold we'll give it back until



They rue the day they chose the Sun!



My love, my sweet,



. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . won't this be fun?











(Author's Note: With respect and/or apologies to Corejo [*].)
      

      
   
      A talk with Celestia


      

      
      
         Princess Twilight’s first gala was a tremendous success.

 

Well, technically speaking, it had only started an hour ago, but Rarity firmly believed her friend’s event would be terrific. Any party Rarity attended always was. 

 

She made her way through the crowds of ponies, smiling at them as though this was her gala. And it was, in a way, since Twilight had practically begged for her to keep watch and make sure everything went swimmingly.

 

After a lovely chat with Fancy Pants, she made her way to the ‘VIP Section’. In other words, the enclosed spot where the princesses were supposed to mingle during the gala. Only the crème de la crème could enter, and Rarity supposed she would grace them with her presence in a little while.

 

Right now, however, she noticed Princess Celestia was missing, and she assumed that was the cause of Twilight’s look of concern.

 

Maybe she’s fashionably late, Rarity thought, trotting off and settling down in a nice solitary spot near the bar.

 

It wasn’t that she didn’t want to talk, but why move around when ponies would come to her naturally?

 

“May I sit here?” a voice said.

 

Rarity turned. “But of cour—Princess Celestia?!”

 

Celestia did say anything at first, patting down on her dress – one of Rarity’s own designs, thank you very much – before sitting down and taking a sip of her tea. Eventually, she finally turned to Rarity.

 

“Who?”

 

Rarity blinked. “…Princess Celestia...?”

 

“Oh no, I’m not a princess,” she replied, levitating her invitation over to Rarity. “I am only Celestia.”

 

Indeed, looking it over, Rarity realized it was addressed to “Celestia”, and no princess title was included. No doubt a miss-sight at the time of printing. Even more so, when Rarity looked up to return the invitation, she noticed Celestia was lacking her usual lovely crown.

 

“I see...”

 

Celestia cleared her throat. “How are you, Rarity?”

 

Rarity cleared her throat as well, eager to wash away how disconcerted she felt. “I’m quite alright, Princ—“

 

“Who?”

 

Rarity bit down on her lip. “I’m quite alright… Celestia,” she said, and she felt both shamefully thrilled by being on first name basis with Princess Celestia. So many nobles would be green with envy!

 

“Princess Celestia!”

 

Rarity turned around to find Twilight rushing towards them.

 

“Princess!” she exclaimed upon reaching them. “There you are! I’m so sorry! Spike made a mistake with your invitation, and forgot your title! Did you have to wait outside?!”

 

“Twilight,” Celestia said, her voice kind yet stern, “As my invitation states, I am not a Princess, just a pony and I am having a lovely conversation with Rar—“

 

“I’ll go print you a new one right away!” Twilight blurted out, rushing away.

 

Celestia sighed in reply, and Rarity laughed.

 

“Dare I venture you’d like a day as a ‘normal’ pony?”

 

Celestia frowned. “I’d like take away my title and give it to somepony else, yes.”

 

Rarity gasped theatrically. “Really?! That's why you're here, isn't it? Oh, Princess, I'm honored! You don't even have to give me the wings or the walk through limbo! Just the crown will do!”

 

“Is that what Twilight said it was? Limbo?” Celestia asked, laughing. She brightened up and asked, “What do ‘normal’ ponies discuss at galas?”

 

Rarity hummed thoughtfully. “Well, you know, our daily lives, the news, gossip. Nothing special, frankly.”

 

“Gossip?” Celestia looked conspiratorially to her sides before leaning down and whispering, “You know… Raven told me she saw Duke Tulip Sword getting on a train to Puerto Caballo last weekend with Countess Lavender Hoof.”

 

Rarity nearly snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous. He’s dating Lilly Garden, and besides, everypony knows he was too sick that weekend to even attend the fashion festiv...” She gasped, jumping away from Celestia. “No! He didn’t!” She put her hooves on her mouth. “…Did he?”

 

Celestia sat up straight and took a long sip of tea.

 

“Do you even realize what this means?!”

 

“Yes, I imagine it’ll be quite the social disaster to deal with for Princess Celestia,” the mare replied. She turned to Rarity and smiled. “I assume I have your complete discretion?”

 

“Yes, but—! You must tell me more! It'll be the scandal of the year!”

 

“Princess Celestia!” Twilight called, an invitation floating above her. “I’m back!”

 

No sooner had she arrived did Rarity take the invitation and stash it inside a nearby flowerpot.

 

“Rari—mmph!” 

 

“Now, now, darling, be quiet!" Rarity chastised, magicking Twilight's mouth shut. "Celestia and I have criminally important affairs to discuss!”
      

      
   
      Burden of the Crystal Princess


      

      
      
         Cadance stood before the Crystal Heart, frowning. It twinkled faintly in the low light of the empire, rotating with a gentle thrum. Cadance recalled the time when she would have found the noise soothing. That had been so long ago. Now she found it more eerie than anything, knowing what the Heart concealed.



Looking left, her mouth briefly flickered into a smile as her gaze found Flurry Heart. The child was sound asleep in her amethyst cradle, pristine as the day she’d been born. Cadance pondered how long it would stay that way.



It’ll all change tonight, if things go poorly, Cadance mused. Quashing the thought, Cadance swallowed her trepidation. She lifted Flurry Heart from the cradle, narrowed her focus on the Crystal Heart, and crossed the veil. A familiar chill crept down her spine as she entered the hidden realm, but nothing more—it frightened her how easy it had become to cross that barrier.



Bluish white mist swirled at her ankles, extending into oblivion in every direction. The soft thrum had grown into an ever-present chorus which swelled around her. The air itself was soft and inviting, if a little chilly. To anyone else it would seem the most serene place in the universe. Indeed, Cadance had felt that way herself upon her first visit.



She knew better now. She stole a quick glance at the turquoise barrier far above, shivered at the memory, and walked forward. 



Too soon for her liking, Cadance reached her destination—a small, unassuming crystalline hill. It was a diminutive thing, failing to betray the importance it held. Ascending to the crest, Cadance felt a stone in her throat as her eyes fell upon the slumped, exhausted pony resting ahead. Her form was crumpled and weak-looking, but she would have been taller than Cadance could she have stood. Long tangles of raspberry hair gradated into a cobalt blue as they fell around her porcelain-white body.



“I’m back,” Cadance said. The pony didn’t stir. Cadance drew a bit closer. “Princess Amore?” she said, prodding her shoulder.



Amore flinched. She slowly turned to face Cadance. Heavy bags undercut the beauty in her eyes, emphasized by the constant golden sheen around her horn. She smiled. “She’s beautiful, Cadenza.” Her voice was barely a whisper.



Cadance looked to Flurry Heart—a tiny snot bubble had sprouted from her nose, and Cadance couldn’t help smiling. “Her name is Flurry Heart.”



Despite herself, Amore chuckled. “Fitting.” She turned away, gazing across the landscape. “She will make a fine heiress, I’m sure.”



Butterflies swirled in Cadance’s stomach. She stepped up beside Amore and said, “I came to make sure you were okay. After what happened to the Heart, I didn’t know what to expect.”



“It takes more than that to break these ties,” Amore said, failing to suppress a wince. “That said, it sap my energy quite profoundly.”



A pregnant silence followed—nothing more had to be said. They both knew the implications.



“How much longer can you last?” Cadance asked, sitting. When no answer came, she looked over at Amore—her gut fell out at the way Amore bit her lip. “A year?” Cadance posed. Amore’s face tightened. “A month?” Cadance whispered, her mouth going dry.



Amore shook her head. Tears welled in her eyes. “I grow tired, Cadenza. I have held this off for so long. I just… want to sleep.”



Cadance looked down, hearing the words but refusing to process them. She floated Flurry Heart closer and scooped her into her hooves. She held her daughter close to her bosom as her tears flowed freely. “This isn’t fair, Amore,” Cadance said, her eyes never leaving Flurry Heart. “I won’t even be there for her first birthday.”



“Nor will she have one, if Sombra’s curse sets in.” Amore rested a hoof on Cadance’s arm, but Cadance pulled away. “For the greater good, Cadenza.”



Closing her eyes, Cadance pictured the most precious ponies—Shining Armor, Twilight, Celestia and Luna, and Flurry Heart too. She saw their faces blotted out by an ancient, titanic shadow. She opened her eyes, looking upon her child’s face one more time.



“At least give me some time to say goodbye,” Cadance muttered. “To everyone.”



Amore leaned her head on Cadance’s shoulder. It took a moment, but Cadance returned the gesture in kind. “I’m sorry, Cadenza,” Amore said. “I wish this mantle was not yours to bear.”



Cadance nodded and said nothing. The two of them sat atop that hill for a very, very long time.
      

      
   
      The Wrong Side of History


      

      
      
         "Why wasn't I attacked yet? I deserve it too!"



Twilight felt petulant and was sure that, for once, she had every right to be it. Around her Royal Guards were  securing entrances to the ballroom, searching for more attackers, comforting the traumatized, scraping pies from the wall and generally ran around in mild panic.



Celestia stepped to her side and put a wing on her back. "Why would you want to be involved? This is no laughing matter."



"Indeed it is not. It is an insult, that is what it is." Luna raised one of the pies the perpetrator hadn't had time to us and examined it closely. "I remember quite well in the old times. Assassins had manners and good taste back then and used daggers. That was proper fun, not"—she catapulted the pie at the wall scattering screaming guards—"this."



"Luna, we talked about the meaning of the word fun, you are misusing it again."



"I am certainly not." Luna grabbed a guard passing by under one foreleg and made a grand swiping gesture with the other. "I would walk through the palace, an assassin would jump out of the shadows and stab me, the blade would break, I would laugh, he would laugh, I would throw him through the nearest window." She sighed and smiled, the guard squeaked. "They knew how to do those things. It was fun."



Twilight stared at Luna, then looked up to Celestia who shook her head mouthing Don't encourage her. She looked at the panicking guard in the iron grip of the night Princess and decided that it would be another entry for her already overflowed mental Don't Ask folder.



"Misguided ideas of my dear sister aside, as I was saying, this is nothing fun or desirable. I can't see why you want to be involved in this whole situation." Celestia stepped to one of the sobbing guards hit by a stray shot of whipping cream and cleaned his muzzle with a napkin.



"It's... You have been attacked five times this year alone, Cadance dodged two pies last month and Shining Armor fought them at his birthday. Even Flurry Heart got a cupcake, and she can't really do much more than drool and destroy ancient artifacts of power. I had my crown for a while now, I fought ancient horrors and brokered truces. I am a Princess too, I want ponies to understand that. I deserve an attempt at my position like everypony else."



"But this is not some kind of validation of your role, Twilight. Look, Luna hasn't been attacked too."



Twilight glanced over to Celestia's sister who was making stabbing motions and laughing in front of two covering guards. She really wasn't sure when Luna had grabbed the second one, but it seemed that the budget for psychologists would have to be expanded. Again.



She muttered under her breath, "That kind of drives my point home."



Celestia turned to her ex-pupil and asked, "What?"



"Nothing. Say, why exactly are there ponies throwing pies at royalty while screaming Gloup! Gloup!?" 



"The  Internationale Pâtissière and I go a long way back." Celestia sighed. "It began with an argument about the appropriate amount of vanilla ice cream near a piece of apple strudel and then things went out of hoof. I made some remark on the futility of the whole argument and how they were wasting my time and they swore vendetta until I would apologize. That was three hundred and sixty-five years ago."



"Wait, how does that involve Cadance?"



"Things became more complex with time. It evolved, among other things, to a stance against 'arrogance and telling ponies how to do their jobs'. They hit Chrysalis too."



"So, if you apologize for that remark, then it's over?"



Celestia stood straight,iron in her voice, her mane ablaze. "I don't negotiate with pastry-terrorists."



Twilight stomped and said, "Well, this is ridiculous. I will put an end to this farce."








She scooped a large glob of whipped cream and held it over the pie crust. She hesitated. How could it come to that? Why had Twilight, no, Princess Twilight took a stance? Why had it to be the wrong one? They had had so much hope for her. She could have been the Princess on the right side of history.



There was no other way now. With a decisive gesture, the whipped cream landed in the crust and Ms. Cake took another scoop. A tear ran down her cheek as she whispered "Gloup Gloup."
      

      
   
      The Midnight Lesson


      

      
      
         Celestia’s eyes widened at the sight of the blood-soaked bandage wrapped tightly around Star Swirl’s foreleg. The scant moonlight streaking in through the sisters’ bedroom window made the stains seem as black as tar.



“Wha—” she managed, before Star Swirl’s magic clamped her mouth shut with a subdued click of her teeth.



“You’ll wake Luna,” he said, giving the sleeping filly a pointed glance. Gently releasing Celestia’s muzzle, he walked out the room and simply said, “Follow me.”



Celestia scampered out of bed, barely managing not to trip over her awkward new wings.



Big, darned, useless things, she cursed them. She found herself envious of Luna's pegasus birth.



As soon as the pair were far enough down the hall, Celestia could hold back no longer.



“Your leg,” she said, watching as her mentor limped. “What happened?”



“Don’t worry, I did it deliberately,” he said, as if that settled the matter.



“Why would you?” was Celestia's inevitable response.



“To teach you a lesson.”



Celestia nearly tripped over her own hooves.



“What?”



Star Swirl quickly shook his head.



“Not like that,” he said. “Sorry, moderate blood loss. A little hard to speak. But I’ll show you, now.”



The two entered Star Swirl’s spellchamber, in the basement of Castle Platinum. When the old wizard lit the illumination runes that were set into the laboratory’s walls, Celestia nearly did a double-take.



The entire room was arranged differently than it had been that evening. Equipment and benches that had not been moved in decades were now pushed up against the walls, making room for a dais standing alone in the center of the room. At the top of the altar was a large bowl filled with a pungent dark liquid.



Blood.



Celestia instantly froze.



“What is that?” she demanded.



“Mine,” Star Swirl simply said, tugging at his bandage. “Now, pick it up with your magic.”



“No!” Every fiber of Celestia’s will revolved at the thought. “This is wrong. Stop it!”



Star Swirl gave her a wry look. “It’s not as though I can put it back.”



“Blood magic is forbidden,” Celestia whispered, suddenly paranoid that others might be listening. “And for a good reason—it is but a step away from dark magic!”



“Yes, you’ll be doing some of that tonight, as well.”



Celestia sputtered. “Have you gone absolutely mad?!”



“No,” he said, eyes hardening. “Have you given any true thought to those wings of yours that you’ve just grown?”



The sudden shift of topic left Celestia blinking.



“Because if you had,” Star Swirl continued, “you’d realize what living forever really means.” He cleared his throat. “With enough time, anything can happen. Perhaps this very castle will crumble and be forgotten. Perhaps another will attain godhood as you have. Perhaps, someday the clouds will rain milk and sugar instead of water. And you will live to see it all.”



Celestia tried to swallow away the uncomfortable lump that had built up in her throat.



“Sometime in your long life, there will be a day when you need to know black magics, and know them intimately, or else all will be lost.” Star Swirl’s voice softened, but still carried all of its conviction. “In six months, you will be crowned the new ruler of this nation. And you will be the last. From that moment until the end of time, you will bear the responsibility of guiding our people towards Harmony.”



The weight of Star Swirl’s words crushed Celestia like an apple beneath an anvil. She had often wondered why she had ascended, but never before had she wanted to tear away her wings and with them her responsibilities.



“It’s not as though being a good Princess comes with putting on the crown.” said Star Swirl. “You must choose to be prepared. And when all is said and done, a pint of an old stallion’s blood is a tiny price to pay for that preparedness.”



Several moments of silence passed before Celestia approached the bowl and peered directly over its lip. Her heart raced so fast in her chest that she could feel it in her ears.



With a sobbing breath, she lit her horn and wrapped her magic around the sanguine contents of the bowl. The blood was viscous and slippery and horrible—nothing at all like the orbs of water she would lift from the castle fountain to splash on her sister.



"Oh, stars..." she swore desperately.



Finally, she held it all in her grasp, several inches above the bowl.



“Good,” said her mentor. “Let’s begin.”
      

      
   
      The Player and the Game


      

      
      
         “Knock knock!” Rarity stuck her head through the crystal library doorway without actually knocking. “Twilight?”



“Over here!”



Rarity found Twilight Sparkle at a low table near the library’s fiction section. She had a jade chess board, and was setting out the pieces as Rarity approached.



“Playing a game?” Rarity took the opposite seat.



“Well, that depends on my guest.” Twilight gave her a hidden smile and spun the board to present the white pieces to Rarity.



“It’s been awhile, hasn’t it?” Rarity contemplated the pieces, then slid her king’s pawn two spaces forward. “Nostalgic?”



“Inspired, actually.” Twilight matched her move. “When I saw how much fun Spike and Big Macintosh had playing with Discord, I knew I had to try it.”



“Board games?” She advanced her queen’s pawn one space, forming a rank.



Twilight matched her move again. “Magic board games.”



Rarity had been about to leapfrog her knight, an armored pegasus, into the center of the board, but now she paused. “Magic?”



“Yes. I was inspired.”



None of this seemed like magic. Rarity glanced at Twilight, then shrugged and jumped her knight into the fray.



Outside, distant thunder boomed, rattling the windowpanes. Rarity started and turned to stare at the bright sunlight pouring through the curtains.



“Uh, Twilight…”



Twilight’s smile grew. “It’s just a game, Rarity.” She moved a knight beside her queen’s pawn. Outside, the clear skies filled with clouds. They spun in a wide, dark gyre over the town, and rain began to lash the windows.



“Ahem, of course.” Rarity swallowed her doubts. “Just a game.”



The next few moves were inconsequential – pawns jockeyed for position and formed serried ranks. But that opened the path for Rarity’s bishop – a marble unicorn mage –  to advance, and she lanced forward with it to harry Twilight’s knight.



The light dimmed. Gas lamps along the walls turned on automatically. Rarity looked outside to see the sun in glimpses between the rotating clouds. It climbed down from the sky toward the east horizon.



“Aggressive,” Twilight mumbled. She moved her bishop to defend the knight, and the sun froze just above the mountains.



“Well, you know me.” Rarity cleared her throat and slid a pawn forward, opening her front ranks. “Twilight, what have you done?”



“Just a spell is all. It’s harmless.” Here she picked up king and rook, and castled them.



Rarity was seized with a sudden sense of vertigo, of incredible velocity, though nothing in the library budged. The view out the window became a sickening blur, and when it resolved she saw not Ponyville but the dry, moonscape desert outside Appleloosa.



Rarity lost a rook, and the castle walls crumbled, exposing the room to the stars. She castled herself, and they landed in a snowy pine forest bedecked in night. Overhead, a huge, leering moon beat the sun into submission.



Finally, many moves and lost pieces later, Twilight selected her queen. Unseen trumpets filled the air with brassy peels as she advanced it into the fight.



Rarity swallowed. “Twilight… Princess… is this safe?”



Twilight’s smile stretched into a grin. She grew taller, her mane shifting across a dark rainbow of hues into an airy nebula. Her muzzle lengthened, elegant and thin as Celestia’s. Long diamond fangs peeked out beneath her lips.



“There are no princesses in chess,” Twilight’s voice was filled with snakes. “Only queens.”



Rarity met Twilight’s queen with her own. She felt herself swell with power. Enormous bat wings sprouted from her back. Her horn evolved into a wicked spire.



They traded bishops, and the sky burned with falling comets. She lost her other rook, and the rest of the castle fell away, leaving only the two queens and their table atop a tall chimney of rock. 



Finally, disaster. Rarity lost her queen to a hidden fork. Overhead, the moon cracked and broke apart. Bells sounded defeat.



But… Rarity smiled. Down to the last of her pawns, she maneuvered her king onto a special square. One from which it had no escape. The world grew still around them, the very air freezing as the game ended.



Stalemate.



And then she blinked, and they were back in the castle in sunny Ponyville. Twilight – Princess Twilight – beamed at her from across the board.



“Good game, Rarity.” She started collecting the pieces. “We’ll have to play again sometime.”



“Mm.” Rarity gazed out the window. In the distance, she saw the pennants flying from her boutique, where a dozen orders still awaited her hoof.



“How about now?”
      

      
   
      Prophecy


      

      
      
         Celestia’s willpower fought against her exhaustion and pain, urging her to stand back on her legs. Her ribs burned, and a sharp ringing echoed in her head. She swallowed, her throat raw and sore, placed her legs below her torso and pushed. Doubt had assailed her, ripping her confidence apart, bringing down her strength. This wasn't the way it was supposed to go. There wasn't supposed to even be a resistance. She was supposed to show a minimal effort of trying to stop her and then get imprisoned. Delay her a little at best to give Twilight a little more time. Not get torn slowly apart.



She was finally up again. Her legs trembled and threatened to throw her down any second now, but she was up. She wasn't sure how much that mattered anymore.



Luna in her Nightmare Moon form stood a few meters away with an infuriating, condescending smile and watched her, her eyes illuminated by an inner fire. This wasn't like the last time. Luna wasn't like that a thousand years ago. She didn't try to punish her, to torture her, hurting her again and again, watching her strive to breathe. She didn't laugh with joy at Celestia's grimaces of pain.



Celestia glimpsed into herself and realized that this was it. There wasn't going to be another attempt to fight back. She had nothing left, no strength and no magic. Everything she could spare had gone into keeping her standing. She had lost, just like she knew she would, but not like this. Not in such a brutal, malicious way.



"Luna... Luna please. Stop this." Pleading with her was all Celestia had left. She needed to buy Twilight Sparkle time, to find friends and then find the Elements. Her student was going to need every second she could gain for her sake against this bitter, vicious Luna. With blood if she had to. She would fall on her knees and whimper on the ground begging if that meant a little more time for Twilight.



"Wrong name princess," Luna smirked, shooting off a weak beam of magic at Celestia's side, throwing her back down. "Try again."



"N-no," Celestia shouted, gritting her teeth against the pain. "You're my sister. You'll always be my sister, no matter what. Luna, please. Don't-"



Luna lifted her head up and laughed. "You might want to rethink that, princess," she said, still laughing cruelly.



Time. She needed time. If she wanted to talk, she'd talk. "What do you mean?" Celestia asked, letting her head fall on the ground, too exhausted to hold it up.



"How did it go again? "On the longest day of the thousandth year, the stars will aid in her escape, and she will bring about nighttime eternal." Yes, that seems about right. Wasn't this how the prophecy went princess?" Luna asked, heavily mocking Celestia's title every time she said it.



"Yes." Celestia didn't see the point. She was already here. Did she think that the prophecy meant that her victory was guaranteed?



"Who is her?"



"What?"



"Her. Who is her? Her escape. Come little princess. Don't tell me you missed this small detail?"



"It's... you," Celestia said, still mystified.



"And what is my name?"



"Lun-"



Luna silenced her with a hoof, surprisingly gentle. "Nuh uh uh. My name. Mine."



"Nightmare Moon," Celestia finally conceded. She was trying to make use of the time to regain some strength, vain as it was.



The dark mare in front of her wasn't done yet. "Exactly. Nightmare Moon." She lowered her head, bringing her smiling mouth, full of sharpened teeth in front of Celestia's eyes, and whispered softly, like a nighttime promise. "Nightmare Moon. Not Luna."



Celestia understood then. Dread and fear filled her, the horrifying implications becoming swiftly apparent. She tried to disbelieve it, to refuse it. This couldn't be right, this couldn't be true!



"Now you are getting it princess." The monster looked up at her sister's moon. "Poor little Luna, still stuck up there. She wasn't included in the deal you see. It's ok. I'll send her something to keep her busy. Now, should you still be breathing, or not? Decisions, decisions..."



Celestia got up on her legs again. Time. She needed to buy time, more than ever. Tears flowed down her face, blinding her while also giving her new strength. She would get her sister back. One way or the other, she was getting Luna back. She needed to buy Twilight more time. Nothing else mattered.



She charged Nightmare Moon.




      

      
   
      Contractors


      

      
      
         Ground Surge held his horn fast against the edge of the large circular table. Magic flowed from him, streaming instructions and complicated spell matrices into the even more complicated magical artifact.



The map lit up with a blue light and emitted a soft chime. A projected image of Equestria flickered into life above the table.



“Phew.” Ground Surge stepped back and wiped the sweat from his brow with a hoof. After a quick stretch, he made his way across the castle atrium. Crystal dust fell from the ceiling above, detritus from the pegasi doing their last minute carving. He found his supervisor standing next to the break table, his face twisted in its eternal frown. “Alright boss, updates are done. I can't believe they tried to push these on us a week before deadline.”



Swift Deadline grunted, then spat on the ground. “Nothing but demands and complaints from those froo-froo idgits up in Canterlot. First it's all ‘oh we need a new castle,’ then ‘oh can it be made out of crystal?’ Now they want the whole thing attached to a magic faultline and they want it all miniaturized when they're done. ‘It should fit in a box!’ Freaking unbelievable.”



Ground Surge poured himself a glass of water and drank from it greedily. “At least the money's coming through. Ain't like some of those jobs we've done where we have to fight for every paycheck. Working for the crown sure has its perks.”



“Yeah… about that.” Swift Deadline glanced about the room, then leaned in close to whisper. “Kid, what's the one thing I always tell you?”



Something popped above them, sending down a shower of sparks and a smoking pegasus. “Always make sure you have on the right protective gear before you stick your horn in something?”



Swift Deadline sighed and rubbed at his snout. “You damn idiots! What do I even pay you for?” He took a deep breath. “No, not that. The other thing. When a job comes in.”



Ground Surge tapped his hoof on the clear crystal of the floor. Just where was this going? “As long as the money's good, don't question it.”



“That's right. That advice has served me well for forty years.”



They stood together in silence, even as the roar of construction continued around them.



“You questioned it, didn't you?”



“Ssh!” Swift Deadline moved close enough to violate at least several workplace proper conduct guidelines. “Look, I know you probably don’t wanna hear it, but I gotta tell someone. It turns out that ‘Crown Princess LLC’ ain't actually affiliated with the crown at all. They're a subsidiary of dCO Enterprises, which is owned by some place called SparkleCorp.”



Ground Surge swallowed. “I've never heard of either of those.”



“Me neither. That chain goes back half a dozen times until it dead-ends in a paperwork warehouse in Southern Canterlot. I don’t get it, Ground. A big old fancy magic castle that my daughter would love to have as a toy. At best, it feels like a vanity project for some rich eccentric schmuck. But then why go through so much secrecy? It’s giving me nightmares.”



“Boss…” Ground Surge glanced back towards the magical map. It seemed deceptively simple, even if he knew how complicated the underlying magic could get. Could it be something dangerous? Could somepony get hurt from this?



“Hey boss,” a pony called out from a nearby room, “we’re low on paneling for the basement. You want I should go get another shipment?”



Swift Deadline cleared his throat loudly, then stood up straight. “I thought I told you to do inventory yesterday! We should have had just enough. I swear, we’re already over budget and when you’re dealing with idiots like this...” He sighed, then shook his head. “Sorry for all that, Ground. Go see if you can help with the lights on the third floor. And pretend we never had this conversation.”



Ground Surge chuckled, then rubbed at the back of his head. “Sure thing, Boss. You wanna pretend we didn’t talk about this over drinks later? I feel like I could use the extra help forgetting.”



“Better things to spend your paycheck on than booze, kid.” Swift Deadline grunted, then spat on the ground. “But for this, yeah, I think you’re right on that one.”
      

      
   
      No Princesses' Land


      

      
      
          There was something, back when I was still Celestia's student, that might help you understand, sweetheart. Many years ago, I was having tea with her, a winter afternoon. 



"Your majesty?" A young Twilight's sweet voice asked.



"Yes, Twilight?"



"I've wanted to ask this question for quite a while, but I'm not entirely sure I'd be... Appropriate for you, or me."



"No question is inappropriate, Twilight. You're always better off knowing more than less."



"Why don't you have any friends?"



The question stunned Celestia, left her breathless. Unusually, the princess smiled nervously, looking around with the same feeling. She scanned the large study room, making sure no one else was there than she and her pupil. She closed the curtains with her golden magic, and the shadow covered her face along with a graver expression. Twilight's pupils grew larger as the room got darker. "Are you alright, princess? I'm terribly sorry if I've upset you..."



"Don't worry, Twilight, you haven't upset me. You may not see it, but I'm actually very glad you've asked this question this early to me. It could serve very well if you decide to continue under my tutorship." The princess lit an amber crystal chandelier hanging above them. "So, you want to know why I don't have friends anymore?" Twilight nodded her head gently. "Well, I did have some friends before, a very, very long time ago. They've left me now, all of them, very long ago, way before you or your parents were even born."



"B-but... Why, Princess? You're so talented, kind, encouraging... Why would any friend leave you?"



"They didn't choose to leave me. They would have stayed, I would have wanted them to stay, but they went somewhere. Somewhere I couldn't go, somewhere you might not too. They left, one by one, silently or loudly. They just carried on, onto an adventure I would have wanted to embark on with them. Sadly, not every door is open, not even for me."



"But your majesty, you're the Princess! You're making the sun rise and the moon fall, keeping Equestria under the stars and over waters. You're ruling over all the known world, couldn't you have followed them?"



"I couldn't, and you've said precisely why. There is a plce, not in Equestria nor Tartarus, where all ponies go one day. Your grandparents have gone there, your parents will along with all your friends. One day, you might too. But not me. I won't join you there, nor will I join any of my friends. Everyone goes here, except princesses. Do you understand?"



"Majesty, does that mean I'll stop studying with you one day? Does that mean we'll never talk again? Is there any way for me to stay with you?"



"There is, Twilight, there is. If you become a princess like me or Cadence, you'll stay with me and her, we'll always be together. But you must know one thing; This also means you'll never see your friends as I will never see mine. You'll stay for eternity away from them, away from everyone you've known and cherished. Being a princess is not a privilege; It's a burden. Do you understand?"



"I-I... I don't think I'm ready to yet, your majesty. I can't yet understand everything we're talking about. I don't think I'm ready yet to be a princess, I don't know if I ever will."



"It's perfectly normal at your age Twilight. You might one day. You might not. But you must remember one thing; Whether you're a princess or not, whether we stay together or you quit, it doesn't matter. You might leave them, they might leave you, but they will always be with you, deep inside you.  Do you understand, Twilight?"



"This I can understand, your majesty. Thank you."



 Years have passed now since this event, decades even. My granddaughter asks me if she is in my heart too. I smile at her and nod, then lift her up on my back with my magic. I watch the hole in front of us, and the coffin hanging over it by some boards. We walk next to it, laying some flowers down and paying last respects to yet another one leaving us, leaving me forever. I can't help but to shed a tear, knowing they walk in peace, far away from anything my wings or horn can reach .
      

      
   
      Proxy Sensible


      

      
      
         "Blueblood.



"My friend Twilight asked me to come. You'll understand why in a moment. Good, you remember me.



"I believe you will recognize this little pendant? Quiet. I'm not done yet. She told me about it; about the ingenious working you two devised for it. I found the gems for her—did she tell you that? I did. Among the finest in Equestria. Her charm would last a lifetime. Let's see if I'm doing it right. Do you feel that, Blueblood?  Don't you dare take it off. That's how much I hate you right now. If it weren't for my cultured civility, I'd string you up by your bow-tie on the turret wall.



"You are going to sit there and listen, and I'll make sure you're listening because you're going to be using your little gem with every sentence I say. Begin now. Angry and scared. That's good.



"Now you must know, I have been averse to you courting our dear Twilight from the beginning. When I learned of your suit, you don't want to know what I said against it. I hurt my friend trying to protect her, you see. It felt something like this. Yes, I hurt her, but she insisted on giving you the benefit of the doubt. And I let her. And I waited. I waited for you to do something foolish, something crass, something ignoble to reveal the egotistical, crude, insensate chauvinist that you are. I waited a week… a month. 



"Imagine my surprise, Blueblood, when Twilight should appear at my door, ebullient and elated, gibbering to no end about the little pendants you two put together. You remember it, I'm sure—all day with no rest from her little empathetic nudges. But you know what gave her joy and me pause? That after each and every one, you sent something back.



"I had a hard time, then. I was confused. Astonished. You, Blueblood, capable of giving. Of caring. First impressions take some work to overcome, but the evidence seemed irrefutable: Blueblood cared for my dear friend Twilight Sparkle. I spent a long time reflecting and revolving, and arrived at the conclusion that I had perhaps indeed been wrong about you—silly foalish dreams that had no point in being, or even that you had found something within your heart.



"Against all my initial misgivings, I found it within myself to accept your overtures.



"Until the other day—your glamorous ball. You knew Twilight had no interest in flaunting herself; knew she planned to stay in Ponyville to celebrate her birthday; knew she had said, repeatedly, that she didn't want anything special. And what did you do? Ignore every bit of it. You invite half of Canterlot to a ball in her honor, hide it from her, lie to her and her family, have her mentor and friend summon her under false pretenses, and throw her onto the floor like a gossiping, intriguing, self-aggrandizing narcissist. You barely spent five minutes by her side, you were so busy circulating and schmoozing. And then you had the gall to be insulted when she ordered everyone out, choking back her own tears.



"I was finally vindicated: you didn't care, and you never would. You didn't think about her at all. Nothing can live in the heart of Blueblood but himself. The ball was a gift, but it was the kind of gift only you could enjoy. And if she stayed with you, that was all she was going to get.



"Finally, you must be wondering why it is I who am standing here, rather than her. You see, Blueblood, my friend is too busy crying her eyes out from humiliation and betrayal. I am to relay that she, quote, 'does not want to see you for a very long time,' end quote. As for our other friends, well… Those in Ponyville would either fail to turn your ear or pummel you into a filigreed pancake. Those in Canterlot don't know enough and neither should they. She was adamant not to get her parents involved. As for Princess Celestia or Luna, I don't think anyone wants to learn how they would react. If you ask me, I'm surprised you haven't been stripped of your title.



"I'm going to destroy this pendant now. It's of no more use to anypony. I don't think Twilight could forgive herself if she did it, but me? Ha! I have an eye for beauty, Blueblood.



"Good day."
      

      
   
      SATISFACTION GUARANTEED


      

      
      
         Hey you! Yes, you! With the sad eyes and the bad haircut and the general air of existential malaise!



Don't look so offended, friend. I know you. I understand you. I have  been you. Metaphorically speaking. Y'see, I too was once a sad sack of a pony, adrift and lost, trapped in this bleak and pointless exercise we call “life.” But no longer! For the one thing that I can credit to my current vim and vigor (not to mention my particularly lady-charming mustache) is right here before you-- Flim and Flam Flimflam's favorite pharmaceutical phenomenon, Silver-medal Super Scrumpy Surprise!



Trademark pending.



Made from only the finest apple cores, stems, and peels, Silver-medal Super Scrumpy is superior to that hoity-toidy Sweet Apple Acres Cider in every way! It's cheaper, it's stronger, and it's far more versatile! In a pinch, you can use Silver-medal Super Scrumpy Surprise to strip paint, and in the winter you can even burn it like kerosene! I'd like to see Sweet Apple Acres Cider do any of that! Why, this miraculous product is so far from boring old “cider” that we're not even legally allowed use that word to describe Silver-medal Super Scrumpy Surprise!



Listen to me, buddy, Silver-medal Super Scrumpy Surprise is guaranteed to turn your life around! Why, after just one bottle, you'll feel a lot smarter, stronger, and far more attractive than you actually are! And that is the important part! Why go through all that hard work of self improvement when you can just kick back a few bottles and feel like you've actually accomplished something instead? 



Y'see, the real key to getting ahead in life is confidence. And nothing, nothing I tell you will give you confidence like a cool, tall glass of Silver-medal Super Scrumpy Surprise! After just one drink, things will start looking up. The next thing you know, you'll be chatting up a princess of your very own, and you'll never have to be sad and lonely again! Or, you know, at least you'll think you're chatting up a princess. Might just be that mare from the corner. Or that colt over there. Or that hat rack. I won't judge. But no matter what your preference may be, all you need is a few sweet sips of Silver-medal Super Scrumpy Surprise and it's gonna be bottoms up in no time!



(Wink wink. Nudge nudge). 



Why, friend, you're still not convinced? Fair enough. You're a smart pony-- no pulling the wool over your eyes!  A lifetime of heartbreaking disappointment has obviously sucked the joy out of your soul to the point where you look upon everything and everypony with a cynical and suspicious eye! But, let me help you, friend, because my brother and I guarantee satisfaction in all our entrepreneurial endeavors! Because if you're not happy with your first bottle of Silver-medal Super Scrumpy Surprise, my brother and I will personally give you another bottle, and then another, and then another after that until you are satisfied, or you're physically incapable of coherent complaint! It's a win-win! 



(Oh, and by the way,I am also legally required to note the following: Do not operate heavy machinery or cloud formations while under the influence of Silver-medal Super Scrumpy Surprise. Pregnant mares should not drink Silver-medal Super Scrumpy Surprise unless they want their foals to be born all funny looking. Enjoy Silver-medal Super Scrumpy responsibly. Friends don't let friends fly drunk. Possible side effects include nausea, vertigo, migraines, temporary blindness, spontaneous combustion, or incontinence. Princess not included.)



So whaddya say, friend? Wouldn't you like to be the life of the party?  It's only ten bits for the six pack, and I'll throw in this stylish bottle opener to boot! I even hear Princess Twilight Sparkle's in town, and don't you want to be at your most confident when you meet her? (You know what they say about the quiet ones, don't ya? Wink wink. Nudge nudge). 



Gotta say, all this talking's made me thirsty. So why don't you put your bits on the bar here, and we can enjoy a cool, tall glass of Silver-Medal Scrumpy Surprise together? I don't know about you, but I could sure use a drink. 
      

      
   
      Build-A-Pone Workshop


      

      
      
         “Good morning, sir. Welcome to Build-A-Pone. How may I assist you today?”



“Well, I have this coupon for one free pony, so...”



“Very well. Just step right over here and we can get started. Now which pony did you have in mind?”



“Well, Luna has always been my favorite.”



“Oh, I'm sorry, sir, but if you read the fine print on that coupon, you will see that princesses are not included in this offer.”



“Ahhh. I see. I guess that's okay though. I like Rainbow Dash a lot too, so I can just get her instead.”



“I'm sorry, sir; I should have been clearer. The fine print on your coupon specifically says that 'this offer does not include any present, past, or future princesses. Nor does it include any non-pony creatures, including but not limited to dragons, draconequui, changelings, griffons, bears, bugbears, humans, ponies in human form, humans in pony form, and horses. May not be used to purchase dakimakura, because don't sell any; so stop asking, you weebs. Cash value 1/100¢, but please don't try to redeem that way. Void if reproduced, copied, transferred, cursed, burned, eaten, sent back in time, or sold. Not valid in rectangular states. Known to cause cancer in the state of California. Void where prohibited, discouraged, or under restraining order. Expires 9/7/2016.'”



“Okaaaaay then. But what does any of that have to do with Rainbow Dash?”



“Haven't you heard? Rainbow Dash is going to become a princess next season.”



“No, I hadn't heard that. Are you sure?”



“It came straight from the pony's mouth, so to speak.”



“Then how about Pinkie Pie?”



“Surely you jest, sir. Everyone knows that while Pinkie Pie might look like a pony, her abilities make it quite clear that she is really an eldritch abomination from beyond space and time.”



“What about Rarity?”



“Are you also unaware that she will be marrying Prince Blueblood in the season finale?”



“Fluttershy?”



“And she will be marrying Discord in next season's premier, and he is technically the Prince of Chaos.”



“And let me guess: Applejack is going to use a magic apple to become an alicorn next week. Or has she secretly been a changeling the entire time.”



“Of course not, sir. Applejack is definitely a pony, and as far as we know, she is not a princess, and never has been or will become one.”



“Fine. I'll take her then.”



“I'm sorry, sir, but you can't do that.”



“Why not? You just said that she's a not a princess.”



“That is correct. We just don't carry any Applejack merchandise.”
      

      
   
      Fashion Inspiration


      

      
      
         Seventeen messages and two voicemails all in the span of ten minutes. I can't even get a decent shower! Still dripping wet, Sunset Shimmer sat on the bed and started going through the texts. 



“Not again, Rarity…” Sunset groaned in desperation. 



She had been spamming her quite a lot lately, always following the same pattern: greeting, concern, doubt, worry, panic, desperation, gloom, doom, dark humour, reminiscing, hope, joy, light humour, smiley face, hugs and hearts emoticons, request for help, and finally a thank you, all without a single clue as to the topic of conversation.



Sunset was in the middle of forming a theory, when a call brought the phone to life. The girl instinctively grabbed the phone with both hands, then—once her pulse returned to normal—accepted the call.



"Darling, where were you?" Rarity screamed into her ear. "You had me worried sick! I've been phoning you like crazy!"



"Wow." Sunset relaxed onto the bed. "I didn't know you missed me that much—"



"The store will be opening in less than thirty minutes and you're still not here!" Rarity went on, completely ignoring Sunset's attempt to speak. "What on earth are you doing?"



I should've known. Sunset frowned, then pulled herself back into sitting position. "I'm sitting on my bed, butt naked, dripping all over the place, because someone interrupted my shower!”



"Oooh, wonderful!" Rarity sounded alarmingly cheerful. "Take a few selfies for me, pretty please? I could really use those for my avant-garde collage project this semester."



"Rarityyy!" Sunset groaned. Nevertheless, she did feel her face warm up slightly.



"Fiiine, we can discuss that later. What's important now, darling, is that you get dressed and zoom here in the next twenty three minutes. Toodles." Rarity ended the call.



"Aargh!" Sunset threw away, then flopped on the bed. 



So much for a calm relaxing day. She grabbed the edge of the blanket and pulled it over her head. The thought of snoozing off was so tempting, yet knowing Rarity there would be hell to pay if she dared.



"Blargh!" Sunset pushed the blanket away and went to get dressed. Might as well get this over with.



Traffic was nonexistent all the way to the mall, possibly the only advantage of driving on a Sunday morning. Parking her motorcycle, Sunset checked the time. Four minutes to nine. Yikes! She grabbed her helmet and ran into the mall.



Rarity'll be pissed! She rushed up the stairs straight for Chez Maud—Rarity's preferred shop for fashion inspiration.



Why am I running? Sunset wondered as she sprinted across the third floor. I’m supposed to be mad! She spams my phone, gets me to come here for no reason, and— Shit! a cold chill passes down the girl's spine. For one thing, there was no sign of a Rarity; for another, the shop was wide open. Damn it! Why is everyone up so crazy early on a Sunday?!



"Rarity?" The girl said meekly as she entered. "I..."



"Hello, Sunset." A slow hiss comes from behind. Before Sunset could blink, she was pulled into a changing booth. "Please try to make up for lost time, darling." A frowning Rarity shoved a stack of clothes into her arms, then turned left with an indignant hmph. "And don't you dare any tricks! No hiding your jeans under the dress this time!"



Dress?! Sunset turned pale as she looked down at the clothes she was holding. You gotta be kidding me! Her left eye twitched. 



"And do hurry up, darling," Rarity urged from outside. "The Princess Costume sale ends at eleven and I want to be sure you're tried every last item."



"Every last..." Sunset felt dizzy. Her entire Sunday morning wasted on trying out princess costumes? No way in Tartarus she was going through that! There were things in this world that Friendship couldn't make her do.



"Rarity," Sunset threw the clothes on the floor. I’ve had just about enough! "What exactly possessed you to call me to try princess outfits?!"



"Pfft, that's obvious, darling." Rarity didn't sound one but bothered by Sunset's tone change. "If I'm to design a princess collection, I need to get proper references. And while the costumes provided here are top notch, they don't come with a princess inside."



"Well, I—" Huh? Sunset belt a lump in her throat. Had she heard correctly? Had Rarity called her what she think she had? Sometimes I really hate your subtlety, Rares! "I'll be ready in a bit." She picked up the dress from the floor.
      

      
   
      Undying Love


      

      
      
              Twilight Sparkle peeked over the side of the crib to look at the tiny pink alicorn who was cooing and babbling incessantly. All at once, Flurry Heart descended into a fit of giggles and extended two tiny pink hooves in the direction of her aunt. Twilight couldn’t help but smile and levitate her niece towards her hoof. “Awww! Come here, Flurry Heart!” she said as she held her close to herself. “Who’s your favorite aunt?” The foal squealed and giggled with delight as she was magically hoisted aloft. “That’s right! It’s me, Twilight!” she said, returning her niece to her embrace.



     “She’s getting bigger every day now,” Cadance said from across the room. “Soon she’ll be teething, and then talking, and flying not long after that. She’s growing up so fast.”



     “I know. I wish I could come out here to see her more,” Twilight lamented.



     “That’s not your fault, Twilight,” Cadance reassured. “Because of the distance between us and both of our royal duties, it’s a wonder you’re able to visit as often as you do.”



     “My family is important to me. I deliberately make time in my schedule to come and see her. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”



     Cadance nodded her understanding and resumed filling Flurry Heart’s bottle. As she did, a wave of insatiable curiosity crashed over her. “So, Twilight, not to be personal or anything, but is there a special somepony you have your eye on?”



     “Oh, I might have a crush or two,” she said as she booped Flurry Heart on the muzzle, inciting another round of laughter. “Why do you ask? Are you eager for a niece or nephew of your own?”



     “I was more wondering if I would be meeting the future Princess of Friendship anytime soon,” she declared, her eyes unwavering from her task until the top had been screwed onto the bottle. She turned towards her sister-in-law to behold her bewildered face. “Oh. Do you not know?” She asked.



     “No, I—I guess not.”



     “I’m sorry, Twilight. I assumed Celestia had already told you. I hate to be the one to break the news to you.” Upon seeing the bottle, Flurry Heart grunted and reached towards her mother, who gently levitated her into her embrace.



     “What news?” Twilight ventured.



     Cadance began with a sigh. “Celestia is the Princess of the Sun, Luna is the Princess of the Moon, I’m the Princess of Love, and you’re the Princess of Friendship. Those four things are all eternal. In this regard, we aren’t like our subjects.”



     “All eternal? Even friendship and love? Friends can drift apart, and love can grow cold—”



     “But the spark is still there, Twilight. It’s like when a fire burns through its wood, and only hot coals remain. You can still get a fire going again, but you’d need more…”



     “Wood,” Twilight finished.



     “Exactly,” Cadance said, glancing down towards Flurry Heart. She then looked back up to Twilight, watching the gears turn.



     Suddenly, Twilight gasped. “Wait, so Flurry Heart is the new wood for the fire?” Cadance nodded. “But, that means you’re the old wood. The wood that burned up.” She nodded again. “That’s not possible, Cadance. You’re an alicorn.”



     “I am the Princess of Love, and I love Shining Armor. Through a spell that Celestia, Shining, and I cast, my fate is now intertwined with his. We will live together, love together, and when the time comes, pass together.” Twilight’s eyes wandered as her mind recoiled. “I know that’s a lot to take in all at once, and I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I thought Celestia already had.”



     “I don’t know if that’s really romantic, or really heartbreaking.”



     “Yes, it is bittersweet, but Flurry Heart will carry on when I cannot.”



     “Does this mean I’m going to have to tie my fate to my friends’ fates?”



     “It’s a completely voluntary process,” Cadance reassured, “but this way, I know my love will never truly die.”



     “If it means friendship will live on in Equestria, then yes, I would at least consider linking my fate to my friends’ fates.”



     "Are you sure?" 



     "Friendship has changed my life for the better in ways I still can't fully understand. I want others to know that friendship long after my friends are gone. Besides, I was wondering how I was going to cope with an eternity without my current friends."



     Cadance smiled. “Sounds like you owe Princess Celestia a letter, then.”



     “I guess so,” Twilight agreed.
      

      
   
      An Alicorn Too Much.


      

      
      
         “...And therefore, we decree the immediate expulsion and banishment of any alicorn in the Unified Equestrian Kingdom.”




Princess Celestia stared at the letter floating in front of her. 



“Hmm.” She stared at the guard standing at her side. “This seems quite unfortunate”. 



The door of her room exploded. “WHAT IS THE MEANING OF THIS FOOLISHNESS, CELESTIA!” Luna entered the room, levitating a similar paper. “WHAT KIND OF CONSPIRACY IS THIS?”



“Calm down, Luna. I’m sure this is some kind of mistake. You know how Parliament can be sometimes. Ahem, Captain Goldspear, do you know what’s the motive of this…um, unexpected decision of the Chamber of Nobles?”



“I’m sorry, Your Highness, I don’t know”.



Luna groaned. “The Royal Guard, as useful as always. Where is your other captain, the pegasus mare? At least she was competent enough...”



Celestia glared at her sister. “Luna, be nice. And Captain Cadance was sent on an important mission of my personal orders.” She glanced at Goldspear with a smile. “I apologise for my sister; these are indeed stressful moments for us. Tell the staff we’ll be leaving, it’s seem we have a sudden appointment with the Chamber of Nobles.” 



Luna sighed. “Damn those fools, why did we have to accept their primitive form of democracy? Ah, I miss the days when we could claim unopposed the title of benevolent tyrants of ponykind…”



“Oh, Come on, dear Sister, I bet this may probe fun after all.”








“...According to subsection three hundred forty-five of the fourth section in five thousand four hundred twenty-three law; taking into consideration the precedents established in…”



Princess Luna groaned and hit her face against their table. Celestia rolled her eyes.



“... any alicorn in the Unified Equestrian Kingdom.”



Chancellor Sharp Cookie set down the document and stared at the princesses with a smug smile. “I’m sorry to say that I don’t see what needs to be clarified here. This decree is self-explanatory enough; we, as the most prominent group of ponies, chosen as representatives of Equestria, had decided that in consideration of their obscure nature, powers and intentions, we would be much safer without alicorns in our lands.”



An old unicorn shouted at them. “HA! BUSTED! DON’T PRETEND LIKE IT WASN’T YOUR PLAN TO TAKE OVER EQUESTRIA AND PROCLAIM YOURSELF A LIVING GOD, CELESTIA!”



“Of course those aren’t my intentions, Lord Heritage...”



“Speak for yourself,” Luna mumbled. 



Celestia scowled at her, then smiled at the representatives again. 



“My little ponies, I understand your need to protect yourself, but I think you are forgetting that according to the Letter of Rights for Ponykind, we have a right to a fair trial before being exiled from our beloved nation.”



Sharp Cookie smiled. “One would think, right?” He smirked “The truth is that the aforementioned letter specifically establishes rights for pegasi, unicorns and earth ponies, but it doesn’t say a single thing about alicorns. Neither do the Amended Rights for Griffons and Mules, nor any other law or statute. To what the law concerns, alicorns have no legal rights as citizens of Equestria, and what’s more, we barely know anything about your actual biology to even affirm that they are actually related to ponies, besides your superficial appearance; and there are more than a few among us that are sceptical of what is your real agenda.”



Another pony shouted from the crowd, “THEY MAY BE ALIENS OR MONSTERS! MAYBE THEY WANT TO PUT THEIR EGGS IN OUR BELLIES AND BREED AN ARMY OF ALICORNS! THE HORROR!”



Celestia was left without speech. She fought for words and settled for a facehoof. “This is preposterous! Neither Luna nor I have ‘obscure’ intentions, and our biology isn’t actually that different from-” Her eyes started to glow in a white light “Oh horseapples…”



Luna approached her brow furrowed. “What it is happening, Sister?”



The light brightened with even more intensity.



The ponies in the chamber trembled and cowered under their seats.



A crystal heart surrounded in a pink light appeared at the top of the chamber. The heart slowly descended to the center of the room and then exploded in a flash of light and colour. When the ponies finally raised their eyes again, they found instead a very confused pink alicorn. 



Luna gasped. “Is that Captain Cadance?”



Cadance looked at the princesses “Celestia? Luna? Wha... what happened...? Wha...? Where I am?”



One of the representatives stood and raised a trembling foreleg. “THEY REPRODUCE BY MITOSIS! WE’RE GONNA BE FLOODED IN ALICORNS! RUN! RUN!” 


      

      
   
      ...No Reason at All


      

      
      
         Twilight rubbed her eyes. Though Flim and Flam had not shown their faces in Ponyville since the tonic fiasco, Twilight was not exactly surprised to find them at her castle's doorstep one morning. However, the changeling chained onto a humble wooden cart did throw her for a loop.



Twilight sighed. “And here I was, thinking you were above selling slaves.”



Flim gasped, and his brother Flim did the same. Flim nudged the changeling, and the changeling also let out a gasp, albeit a considerably less passionate gasp than his captors’.



“Princess, you misunderstand. We’re not in the slavery business. You’ve got us all wrong,” Flim said, removing his hat and holding it to his chest.



Flam did the same. “We believe that changelings have rights, just like any other pony.”



“And now you have a chance to support his rights. Accommodation rights, to be precise.”



“And in exchange, you get a free, legally-bound friend!” Flam said, poking Twilight’s wing. “You’re all about friendship, Princess, are you not?”



The changeling mouthed the words “Help me” to Twilight. Twilight mouthed back the words “You’ll be free as soon as I pay for you here in just a minute”, but she had a feeling it would be difficult to pick up on those words without the accompanying word-noises.



“I’m not interested,” Twilight said, then turned to Spike and whispered in his ear, “Could you get me some bits, please?”



“But we haven’t even gotten to the special features yet!” Flam said. “Changelings can transform in the blink of an eye and become any pony you so desire, any pony at all! Watch and be amazed!” he said, presenting the changeling as it begrudgingly transformed into Twilight, wings and all.



Twilight paused, looking at the irritated copy of herself. She’d known changelings could transform, but a thought she’d had long ago popped back into her head that she’d never taken the time to truly consider. 



“Anypony?” Twilight rubbed her arm with her other hoof. “Can you… can you turn into Princess Celestia?” she said with an intense and very poorly concealed blush.



The Flim Flam brothers turned to the changeling, drilling their moustachioed glares into their next business venture.



Noticing just how deep Princess Twilight’s blush was, the changeling decided perhaps being rescued could be put off for the time being. He was unable to hold back an obscene amount of sweat. “I, uh, can’t. Can’t do that one. Nope.”



Flam held up a hoof, about ready to smack that feature into their product, when his brother gave a tug of his bow tie and arched an eyebrow, no mouthing or word-noises required.



Flim turned to the princess. “Why would you want that, anyway?”



It was Twilight’s turn to sweat obscenely.



Flim practically leapt, landing directly in front of Twilight. “Yes, what reason could a princess be so nervous about wanting a Princess Celestia look-alike around the castle, hmm?”



“I can imagine many reasons, dear brother,” Flam said, hounding Twilight from the left. “But I can’t say many of them are very innocent, shall we say.”



“I was asking for a friend,” Twilight said, swallowing, trying to fake a smile. “I’m all about friendship, after all, heh.”



“Let’s hope it’s not the kind of friendship with benefits, hmm?” Flim neared Twilight’s face with a broad grin that was far from fake. “I’ll tell you what, Princess. Throw in a few bits more, and we promise not to tell anyone about your particular inquiry, or the particularly scandalous color of your face as you inquired.” 



Spike had never seen a sack of bits pass from one pony to another so quickly.



Flim and Flam telekinetically floated the changeling next to Twilight. Once they’d pocketed their earnings, they skipped down the road with their humble cart. “Adieu, Princess!” they sung in unison.



Twilight and the changeling stood on the doorstep. Neither made any sudden movements or word-noises. Both stood still as statues, Twilight’s neck tighter than the changeling’s jaw, and the changeling’s jaw almost as tight as Twilight’s neck.



Twilight coughed. “Have you ever tried to change into—”



“Let’s never,” the changeling said, bolting up and away.



“Yes. Okay. Good.” Twilight nodded as she hurried inside, her face still luminously red. “Yep. Bye.”



Spike put his hands on his hips. He looked at the fleeing Flim Flam brothers, then the fleeing changeling, then the fleeing princess. His eyebrows furrowing, he fled towards Twilight. “Hey Twilight, what did Flim mean by that ‘friendship with benefits’ thing?”
      

      
   
      Sage Advice


      

      
      
         	The sun sinks over The Lonely Peak as our heroes journey to find the revered Sage of Blackrock Mountain. Among their number is Brush Hawk the Hippogryph Rogue from the Glenwood Forests, Hornstalk the Minotaur Paladin of Bullgaria, and Starcaller the Unicorn Mage of Arcanholt. Together they trod up the path towards a pair of lonely doors set into the mouth of a cave. Dusty and tired from the day's journeys Starcaller knocked upon the wood with her staff. 



	“Do you think he’s still here?” Hornstalk asked. “Every other house looked like it had a stampede run through it, and the sages were nowhere to be found.”



	“He better be,” Hawk replied, “we’ve been looking for these sages for days. I don’t wanna have to tramp through another ‘dark forest of doom’ with you guys. No offence but eventually even killing Mirkwood Crawlers gets old.”



	Starcaller knocked on the doors again before anxiously turning to the other two. “It’s our best bet. It’s far away from town so maybe The Dark Drake hasn’t gotten here yet.”



	They waited for a few moments before Hawk spoke up. “Maybe we should just-”



	At that moment the doors swung inwards to reveal an adolescent dragon in a brown smock and glasses. "May I help you?" the dragon asked. 



	"Thank Celestia you’re alright sage,” Starcaller said, bringing her hoof to to her chest in relief, “we were worried that-”



	“I’m not the sage,” the dragon interjected, “I’m his scribe, Nail. Sage Cotton Ears is on vacation.”



	“Well where is he?” Brush Hawk demanded, “Drakeovitch is probably after his life already and if we have to go save him I’m not going to be a happy bird."



	Nail dismissed the notion with a wave of his claw. “I wouldn’t worry about Cotton. Drakeovitch hosts an event every now and then that all the sages are invited to. They go on a cruise, get massages, and talk philosophy. Bleh!”



	“Pinkie...”








	“What’s up Twilight?” Pinkie asked innocently, glancing up from the map and dice scattered before her. 



	“Why is he on vacation?” the unicorn asked, “And why would Drakeovitch be sending him on a cruise? That doesn’t make any sense.”



	“Silly Twilight.” she replied, “YOU said to make the game challenging, so I had Drakey read the Evil Overmare’s List. Any real Evil Overmare knows that when a band of heroes show up in town they should send all the sages and elderly mentors on vacation so they can’t help the heroes. It’s rookie stuff Twilight.”



	“But Pinkie,” Rainbow said, a hoof pressed to her forehead in frustration, “if all the sages are off playing in the water, how are we supposed to get to the evil guy before he does his super ritual thing?” 



	“I have to agree with Dash on this one sugarcube.” Applejack nodded to the pegasus, “As much as I like searching abandoned buildings and wrastling critters, I’d like to move this here story along. Ain't there some way you could cut us a smidgen of slack?”



	Pinkie let out a dramatic sigh and rolled her eyes. “I guess you could try asking Nail if he knows anything about secret rituals or passages into evil castles or anything. But-” she said, and leaned towards Applejack to whisper in a not so subtle manner, “you didn’t hear it from me!”



	“Alrighty then,” Applejack said, “I ask the scribe if he knows anything about rituals or how to stop the Dark Drake Drakeovitch.”



	“Roll it!” Pinkie said and the two each picked up a die and tossed it back to the table. Pinkie glanced at the results before looking down at her books.



	“So Nail turns to you and says that, actually he’s not supposed to be taking to you cause Drakey is paying him not to help traveling bands of adventurers-”



	Twilight levels a flat stare. “Pinkie.”



	“-and he’s really sorry but Drakey has him under contract and breaking contract is super unhealthy.”



	"Oh come on!” Rainbow says, “How are we supposed to get anything done if this guy’s one step ahead of us all the time?”



	"Sorry Dashie, but story dictates character. It’s not my fault Drakey learned so much, I just gave him the list!”
      

      
   
      Complete Surrender


      

      
      
         "Complete surrender?" The general rubbed his chin. Behind him, a nameless agent bent down and started whispered bullshit into his ear. I was so glad I couldn't make anything out.



Three months since the start of the invasion and both worlds were in deep shit—this one more than the other. If I could find whoever came up with the "bright idea" to send the air carriers through, I'd blast him in the head, consequences be damned!



"Why?" The general glanced at the scroll of surrender once more. It was triple-stamped and had the authority of all unicorns, pegasi and earth ponies.



I translated his questions, adding a few explanations of my own. Working under the man for two months had made me aware of the intricacies of his thought process. As most commanders he wanted to be sure that he had come on top. Despite the official propaganda, I knew he had lost far more men than was deemed acceptable and now was searching for a way to save face before his transfer to Earth. The suit next to him, in contrast, didn't give a damn. All that mattered to that guy was keeping our corporate overlords happy.



"They say they are tired of fighting," I translated. "They are willing to hand over control of all major cities, if we agree to treat their citizens—"



"The horses," the suit scoffed. Stars, I hated him so much



"To treat the horses fairly," I continued, earning myself an annoyed glare. "They are not to be imprisoned, dislocated, robbed of their possessions, or physically harmed. In exchange they'll cooperate with all our demands, including as a work force, if needed."



"Could be useful." The suit took out his phone and started texting. "The so-called Sun Princess will be an asset in the energy sector. I'll get head office to send a team to measure her output and—"



"The Princess isn't included in the offer," I interrupted. The suit froze. I found it mildly amusing to watch the features of his face twist in confused as he stared at me.



"Remind them that we have taken their capital,” the general said, dragging out every word. “It would be just as easy for us to take the rest."



I obeyed, knowing full well it was posturing. There was no way he could achieve that, even with the quarter million additional troops scheduled to arrive in Equestria next month. Humanity might have taken Canterlot, but at considerable cost. Even now, as we sat in the throne room of the royal palace, we cannot escape the sight of destruction all around us. The once great city had become a pile of rubble covered in military tents. Not even the Griffins would choose to live here.



"That is their offer," I translated. "To them the Princess is the equivalent of life itself. Take that away and they might as well fight to the death."



The general glanced at the suit. The decision was out of his hands. It was all up to our superiors on Earth. They might agree to the offer, or they could send another million troops. The only thing that mattered to them was the bottom line.



"We still get all mineral deposits?" The general asked. Stalling tactics at their sloppiest. Everyone pretended not to notice the suit move away, typing furiously on his phone. In different circumstances I would laugh.



"Yes, General," I replied calmly.



"And the nuclear waste issue?" He reached for a glass of water. 



Nuclear waste? You're scraping the bottom of the barrel with that one, General. "They've already agreed to that, sir," I remind him. "We can transform Canterlot into a nuclear dumping ground for all they care, as long as the other points—"



I didn't finish. The suit had received his instructions and was now back at the table. Putting the phone in his picked he gave the general a slight nod. That sealed it. I knew what would follow now—mindless posturing, hours of useless negotiations, and faux arguments. The fact was that Humanity had just been given Equestria to do as they wish... Princess not included.



"Home Office was impressed," the suit whispered in my ear. "A bright political future awaits you back home. Good work, Luna."



"Thanks..." I levitated a glass of water to my lips and took a sip. Good work indeed.
      

      
   
      Compartment


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Crossing


      

      
      
         "Where are we?"



Twilight stared at the door in front of her. It was shining in brightly that she can't really stare at it for that long.  Everything around her, along with the floor was black, dotted with star-like lights. She can't see the floor she's stepping on, there probably isn't one. But for some reason she stayed afloat.



They'd been here for a while now. Minutes? An hour? Twilight couldn't remember.



"What is this place?" Fluttershy asked in a timid voice. "Everything is so, dark"



Rarity looked around, with the same confusion in her face. "Well, the last thing I remember is us battling with Grogar, then suddenly, we're here! Twilight darlin, do you have any idea where we are?"



"Ooh, ooh, a guessing game," Pinkie Pie said, jumping up and down. "Uhm, is this a stellarium? Oh, are we in outer space? Ooh, ooh is this a party room?"



"I'm afraid none of your guesses are correct, miss Pinkie."



Twilight and the other girls spun around, trying to see where the voice was coming from. "Who-who are you?"



The voice chuckled. "Oh, I'm sorry, let me show you who I am."



A shadow suddenly passed over the ponies in the room. In front of them, the shadow formed into a pony, or at least he shaped like one. His face was nothing but a skeleton, a cloak draped over his whole body. A scythe floated beside him. He approached the girls.



"I am, as you ponies would call, Death."



Rainbow and Applejack laughed after what 'Death', said. Applejack snorted, "Yeah, the next thing you'll be saying is that we're dead."



"But you are, Applejack, all of you died from Grogar's spell."



All of them fell silent. Their minds were still processing the news they just heard. Even Twilight was in shock. Dead? she thought.



Finally, Applejack spoke up. "So, you mean to tell is that we hit the bucket while fighting Grogar? Does that mean that Grogar won?"



Twilight can't really make out Death's face, but she thought she saw him smile a bit. "No, Grogar died from the spell your elements created against him, but alas, he was able to take you with him."



"So what do we do now?"



Death pointed his Scythe at the door. "You pass through and go to the Afterlife."



"Wait, so you mean that beyond that door, is the Afterlife. Where all the ponies that passed away are?" Rainbow Dash asked.



"That is correct."



Fluttershy raised her hoof. "Uhm, excuse me? Is there anyway that we could go back? To the living world I mean."



Death shook his head. "I'm afraid that you have no choice Fluttershy. Either the Afterlife or wander in this room forever"



Silence filled the room once more. Finally, Applejack broke the silence, "Death, is my parents there?"



Twilight could swear she saw Death grin. "Yes Applejack, along with your Grampa, and everyone else."



Twilight turned to the girls, "Well, I guess we have no choice but to pass through. Now that I think about it, it would be nice to rest after all the things we've been through. And I think we'll find that peace in the afterlife."



Rainbow smiled, "Well, as long as we're together, I don't mind crossing to the Afterlife. As long as we're together"



"Yeah, it would be sooo exciting, I get to see Granny Pie again!" Pinkie chimed in.



"As long as I'm with you darlings," Rarity said.



"Yeah, I'm in"



"Same here"



They all hugged each other, and Twilight can't help but smile. "Alright we all pass through the door together" They walked towards the door. "Okay girls, on three. One, two, three!"



They all closed their eyes and stepped towards the portal. Yet something blocked Twilight. She opened her eyes. She tried passing through again only to fail. She frantically tried to get in, to no avail. She looked at Death. "Death! What's the meaning of this?"



Death stared at her, and suddenly stepped back. "Wait, you're an alicorn? You're a princess?"



"Yes, why?"



"I'm sorry Twilight, but I have to send you back to the Living World." His scythe glowed as he waved it around.



"But you said that's the only place we could go through! You said we were all dead!"



Death shook his head. "Sorry Princess, but there's a rule about the Afterlife. Everyone can go in..."



A black ray hit Twilight. As she felt herself disappear, she heard Death mutter.



"But Princesses are not included"
      

      
   
      Power Pony Adventures: El Taco Loco vs. The Red Menace


      

      
      
         A brief flash lit the night above a city full of skyscrapers, and Starlight Glimmer tumbled out into the sky, screaming and flailing her limbs as she instinctively sought purchase on a floor that was no longer underhoof.



A curious observation intruded through her terror, and she slowed her movements--though not her descent--as she eyed the crimson military-style coat and pants that she unexpectedly found herself wearing. She blinked, and looked closer, studying their yellow piping and polished, star-shaped buttons. She also felt an unusual sensation on her face, and pressed her hooves up into what felt very much like a beard.



“Zdravstvuyte, comrade,” the beard said.



Starlight shrieked.



“Nyet,” the beard said. “Such fear does not befit the greatest hero of the East! Is bad enough to let these Power Ponies joke about you as ‘The Red Menace.’”



“Where am I?! Why do I have a talking beard?!” Starlight paused, digested the latter piece of information, and scowled. “Seriously, ‘Red Menace?’ I imposed one collectivist economic system, in one village, one time…”



The beard sighed. “You know it is super hero name, and this is Maretropolis, and I am inoplanetnyy simbiont from Horsehead Nebula… now, shall we stop you splatting like nasekomoye on pavement?”



Starlight focused on the ground with rising panic. “Y… yes, please!”



Her head jerked forward as the beard formed long prehensile limbs that lashed out toward the nearest pair of buildings. The beard also snaked down around her neck and wrapped it in a strong brace. Moments later, the limbs gripped the buildings and snapped taut. Starlight’s teeth clenched, and her body juddered, but she soon came to a halt, suspended hundreds of cart-lengths above the bustling streets below.



As Starlight’s adrenaline receded, her mind began working to make sense of her situation. “Spike’s comics,” she said aloud. “He showed me one he said I shouldn’t touch…”



“Comrade,” the beard said, angling Starlight’s head toward an alley far below. She watched a pair of adult ponies with a foal backing slowly into the light cast by a streetlamp. A figure advanced on them, its features indistinct but menacing.



“Vy gotovy?” the beard asked. Starlight felt growing concern for the ponies, and the beard pulled her forward and down. She cried out with surprise at the sudden motion, but soon was overwhelmed by exhilaration as the beard swung her through the forest of skyscrapers at speed, forming new limbs and absorbing old ones as it went.



The beard dropped her down to street-level as they came around the final building separating them from the family. Starlight hit the pavement at a full run, flaring her horn with magic and charging toward the bulky silhouette. “The Red Menace… er, strikes again!” she shouted, closing in on it.



It turned on her, and the light of her horn revealed a predominantly aqua-colored creature whose pony-sized torso and head looked grotesque above its spindly forelegs and long tail. It had no hind legs, but somehow moved by floating just above the ground. It sported a large crest upon its back, as well as an orange mask with bright outlines of yellow that was pulled tight across its head.



“Save us!” the family shouted, retreating further.



The figure threw itself to the ground in front of Starlight. “No, save me! My sisters and I were just trying to get out of the world we were stuck in… next thing I knew, I was back in my original body, but now I don’t know where I am and I can’t get this mask off!” The figure wrung its forehooves. “It talks to me… makes me attack things… doesn’t let me sleep!”



“Another world…” Starlight’s eyes went wide. “Wait, you’re… Sirens! You were banished from Equestria a thousand years ago!”



The figure wrung its forehooves. “Yes, but I’m alone… I’m lost… please, I need help!”



“Spike told me,” Starlight said, mostly to herself. “They defeated the villain, and… the comic let them go.” She looked up at the figure. “I don’t know if I can get myself out unless… I defeat you, too. But… I don’t know if it’ll let us both out if I do that…”



“Please! Get me out, before the mask takes control again!”



“Arrest this prestupnik,” the beard urged.



Starlight swallowed, wondering what Twilight would do. She also wondered if the beard and mask were similar, and how much influence the beard could exert over her.



And that, more than anything, made her unsure what she should choose…
      

      
   
      Buyer Beware


      

      
      
         The late afternoon sun baked the apple orchard almost as well as a convection oven. Through the haze a lone red stallion could be seen working his way back towards the barn at the edge of the fields, a bushel balanced carefully upon his sweat soaked back. To say that the basket was overladen would have been a mild understatement. Apples of various size, roundness, and sheen threatened to fall from the container.



Usually Big Macintosh was more careful and carried lighter loads. Losing apples to spillage would be embarrassing and earn him a proper chewing out from Granny Smith, probably about youngsters always being in such a hurry, but today was a special day. He had wanted to finish the day's gathering chores early and by overloading each basket he had carried that day, he would now finish a whole hour early. He would have plenty of time before the mailmare came with the afternoon delivery



The final bushel of apples landed on the floor of the cider cellar with a hearty thud. Big Mac surveyed the piles of apples that surrounded him and made sure that he had met the day's harvest requirements. When he was satisfied with the amount, he allowed himself a few moments to enjoy the cooler air of the storage space under the barn before galloping back to the family house.



He briefly considered waiting on the porch, but the mere thought of what was going to arrive made him feel giddy inside. He quickly made his way up to his room, closed the door, and pulled a magazine out from under his bed. He dropped himself gracelessly onto the bed and began to hoof through pages until he came to the ad that had started the long ordeal that would finally culminate with today's delivery.



"Talking Princess Celestia Doll" read the advertisement. Big Mac grinned and couldn't help but chuckle at the idea of finally having a piece of Princess merchandise to call his own, one that could talk, no less. He wondered whether the tinkers had managed to actually replicate the Princess' voice or whether it was going to sound all-



His green eyes widened with shock as he saw the top portion of the ad that had been previously blocked by the mail-in order form that he had torn out and sent out to make the purchase.



"Batteries"



"Not Included-"



His heart sank as he realized that, unless there were some spare batteries lying around the farm, he was going to have to wait even longer before he could truly enjoy his purchase.



He quickly checked under his bed, in his closet, in his (mysteriously present) dressers, but to no avail.



He rushed downstairs, checked in the cupboards, the pantry, the linen closets.



Again, nothing.



He began to sweat more than he had out in the orchard. This couldn't be happening! He had waited so long! And Applejack had said that while she was in town, the mailmare had told her that a package had arrived for him and that it would be delivered on the afternoon mail route.



He rushed to the tool shed.



Nothing.



Then he suddenly remembered, there was a flashlight back in the barn. It would have batteries!



He galloped as fast as he could, and almost bucked the doors right off the barn.



The flashlight was resting where he had last seen it, atop a hay bale. He grabbed the metal tube in his mouth and unscrewed it with an alacrity that would have shamed Rainbow Dash. The batteries fell out and landed on the floor. He heaved a sigh of relief.



Success.



On his way back to the house, batteries in hoof, he saw the form of the mailmare flying away from the farm.



He quickly galloped to the porch and saw the package.



Wasting no time, he hefted the surprisingly heavy parcel and took it to his room. He set the two batteries on his bedside table and then tore the package open, revealing a good deal of packing material. He hoofed through the top of it and stared, confused. He upended the box on the bed, spilling out the contents.



It was a pile of batteries.



Next to the pile, he saw the magazine ad again. His eyes narrowed as he separated the statements line by line.



"Batteries"



"Not Included-"

"Talking Princess Celestia Doll"



And then he saw, in ultra fine print, the Flim-Flam brothers logo.



Even Granny Smith heard the resulting expletive.
      

      
   
      Paintbrush


      

      
      
             I’d like you to paint a picture with me, okay? Not in inks and brushes, but a canvas that is the quiet place in your mind.



    Consider sunset. The last rays of the day spill shadows throughout the palace. Each day, there comes a time sun surrenders to moon.That time of day has always been special to me. Why would it not? It is my namesake.



    But I digress. Picture me walking through my castle. My hoofsteps echo about the corridors, a steady, slow drumming, each step promising relief from another day spent too-long amidst meetings, petitions, and pageantry.



    When I was little, I wanted to be Princess Celestia, you know? I wanted her grace, her wisdom, her sense of purpose, how the entire world seemed to center upon her.



    Had I realized how dreary much of ruling would be, I suspect I’d never have left my library to ensure I would never grow wings.



    Still. 



    Still. I don’t think this story is going to come out the way I first intended. I could go on, and I’m sure if you tried hard enough you could hear me talk for ages. I’m prone to lecturing after all, and in a way this is just one long lecture! Blink and you’ll miss the flash cards!



    No, no, there are no flash cards. Turns out even the most bookish of princesses learns to improvise a speech or three given time. I can’t quite say I miss my more panicky days, but I do look back on them with a certain wistful charm. 



    We’ve gotten away from the picture, though. So see the darkened halls, empty but for me walking. I'm not the young mare I once was, believe it or not, no. I’ve grown in the intervening time. Picture Celestia, if you would. Go on. Now make her purple. Give her my mane, yet let it sparkle and flow and twinkle just as Luna’s did when you beheld her in days gone by. It’s funny to do it that way, isn’t it?



    Do you have it in your head? Almost? Not there yet? Okay. I’m not walking tall and proud. No, my neck is down. My eyes focus on nothing in particular save making sure one hoof leads the other. My wings droop. My tail? Well, I suppose that still has some energy to it, but these days like my mane it has a mind of its own. I hardly think that counts.



    Do you see me, now? Your princess, stooped with fatigue, walking away from her woes and worries towards the safety of the bedchamber ahead. Listen as my steps quicken, as the cadence of hooves goes from limping walk to slow trot.



    Then hear the gallop from behind, a panicked courtier rushing up. ‘Princess Sparkle! Princess Sparkle!’ he shall call, or some variation thereof.



    I grant him a half-minute of precious time. Long enough to listen. Then, quite firmly and pointedly ask the time. And then despite protests and pleas, inform that this too may wait till morning, that Equestria will not burn if the markets dip, or a noble has their feathers ruffled.



    My staff has been instructed that these hours are mine. They try again and again, yet I hold fast. Yes, if Tirek returned, or the Swarm boiled out of the badlands, or the Deepdwellers rose once more, yes, I would respond no matter the hour. But not for this.



    Close your eyes once more. See my horn glimmer, see it gently draw open the crystal doors. It is not my magic but my hooves that betray my entrance as I draw near a bed too small to be comfortable. Yet I would rather be in this bed than any other in the world.



    Sheets are already drawn down in anticipation of my arrival, and as I settle into place, I smile.



    I smile at you.



    I tuck you against my wing, my most precious treasure, and there I cradle you close to me and tell this story. And now we are done. You want more? Then, another it shall be.



    This is one of my favorites, after all. It is from long, long ago. Long enough ago when Spike was still just a baby, believe it or not! Yes. He was even tinier than you, once.



    Oh, yes, you can have a kiss, dear. All my kisses in the world are yours. Ready, now? Good.



    “Once upon a time, in the magical land of Equestria…”
      

      
   
      The Princess of Envy


      

      
      
         A sharp and painful wail arises behind Princess Luna. The princess comes to a halt at the noise, peering at its point of origin with only her peripherals.  To Princess Luna's rear, beyond the corner into the next hallway, a cloud of darkness develops. A soft black mist emerges from the hall, pouring into the surrounding areas. As Luna's eyes focus in its direction, she begins to quietly show signs of weakness. Her motionless posture breaks as she closes her eyes. Slowly, she gives a deep breath through her nostrils.



Princess Luna slowly spins around to face the darkness. Her hooves clack against the stone floor of the castle, and with every sound her hooves create, she retires for a quick beat to peer at her surroundings. She advances once more after each shortening interval, but only at a snail's pace. Softly and cautiously she creeps until eventually arriving at the edge of the hall's darkness. 



She becomes visibly unsure, an eyebrow raises as she looks into the horizontal pit. Her gaze was unmet, absolutely nothing resides inside the massively dark hallway, yet it held the presence as if something was actually there. Princess Luna slowly raises her hooves once more, but she stomps them after hearing yet another sharp outcry. The second powerful wail erupts from behind her. Only now, it had sounded like a pony. The princess darts away from the darkness, surpassing one corridor after the next until eventually arriving at its source. The door swings open and closes behind the curious Princess Luna, looking wide-eyed around the room for the source. 



The princess held her position. Not long after, though, she begins once again to hear the cry. Now much less powerful, Luna still, however,  tenses at the sound. The cry now took the shape of a filly's. Princess Luna glances to the bed, spotting a lump that was created under the bedsheets. Her hooves begin a new, but stop mid-way for a brief pause. Luna gives in and approaches the foreign object. Without warning, she yanks the bedsheet.



There was nothing. Luna glanced around herself, her surroundings had changed. She was surrounded by a sea of blank white. 



Luna dropped the blanket. She motioned once again with a backpedal. She turned, and in the distance, she saw a white coated figure.



Luna approached them. They sat on the floor as they wailed, possessing the same filly like voice as the lump from under the sheets. 



"'Tia," Luna began in a soft murmur. 



"Why art thou' crying?"



They continued to weep.



"'Tia, ignore my presence if you must, but please do understand that I love you, and that I do not wish for any harm to come to thou'."



Luna's presence continued to be disregarded.



"Does thou' love me too, 'Tia?"



"Luna... my sister..."



The figure stopped wailing and they had risen.



"Yes, 'Tia?"



"Luna..."







"Luna!"



Princess Luna's eyes shot open, she had arisen from her dream. Princess Celestia stood above her bed, the hoof laid upon her sister finally stops shaking once its owner realizes. A pang of relief hits Celestia's heart, and her expression becomes as calm as usual.



"What's the matter, sister?"



"Luna, were you having terrors in your sleep? I had heard screaming from outside your chambers and I came in to investigate."



Luna knew that she could endure the sleep terrors, so instead of worrying her sister, she retreats back to her normal self. “Yes, everything is fine, ‘Tia. You are just overly-worried, is all.”



Princess Celestia began to grin at her sister’s light scolding and began to withdrawal from her bed. “Well, if you don’t have any trouble, I will be off then.”



Luna calls out to Celestia before she fully departs, The sister of white turns once more back into the room to face Luna.



“‘Tia, you love me, don’t you?”



Celestia’s grin turns into a fully featured smile. “Always and forever, my dear sister,” Celestia says. With that, she departs.



Luna raises herself off from her bed. She notices the cold sweat that she has developed in her slumber. It was normal with the number of other dream terrors she's been receiving as of recently. She steps onto the cold stone castle flooring as she levitates a towel toward her figure. She wipes off her sweat and follows it with a drink from the glass on her nightstand. Now fully awake, Princess Luna departs her bedroom.
      

      
   
      The Believer Is Happy; The Doubter Is Wise.


      

      
      
         “So, don't you think it was weird that, when we all switched our cutie marks with each other, Twilight kept hers?” said Rainbow Dash, with all the subtlety and gentleness of a brick thrown through a window.



Rarity blinked, which made the cucumber slices on her eyes fall into the hot tub she was sharing with her friend, who for once had decided to beautify herself. Rarity counted it as a great personal victory.



“Whatever do you mean, darling? Once all that unpleasantness was over I looked at the spell, and I can tell you that it was an honest mistake. Twilight couldn't possibly have known what would have happened in trying to cast it.”



For a moment, Rainbow looked slightly relieved, but then her expression turned somber again.



“The Princess might have, though. Remember how she explained to us that the spell was made by that old wizard coot-” “Starswirl” interrupted Rarity, “Yeah, him. Well, isn't it kinda weird that of all the things he was working on, he had a ready made Princess-making spell he couldn't finish?”



Rarity felt an odd shiver down her spine, completely at odds with the steamy water she was immersed in up to her neck.



“Rainbow, what are you saying, exactly? I'm starting to get...a bit worried, let's say.”



Rainbow appeared to mull over something, chewing on her bottom lip for a few seconds.



“I...I don't know either, Rares, it's just...look, how many days have you had to close down your shop because you were called to do something as an Element of Harmony?”



Rarity giggled, the image of the lazy pegasus being prodded by her work ethic in her mind.



“Seriously? I wouldn't have pegged you for a stakanovista, you kn-” “Could Kicker told me yesterday that I'd actually managed to run out of sick days for the whole year. And Applejack was telling me the other day that she couldn't come see me practice because she needed to make up some work she hadn't been able to finish in the last couple of weeks. Pinkie had to actually postpone one of her parties a month ago.”



“The point is, Twilight doesn't actually need to work for a living. Ponyville was running along just fine when Cheerilee ran the library. And I think that she doesn't even need to do that; she gets some kind of stipend from the Crown just for being Princess Celestia's student.”



Rarity straightened herself up, looking at Rainbow more intently.



“Are you saying she's a bad friend?”



“What? No! Look, I'm the friggin' Element of Loyalty, I can tell you that she loves us to bits! She would never do something to hurt us, you know! At least, not intentionally.”



She stayed silent for a beat.



“But, you know...isn't it weird that after she got her wings, she didn't even think of, I dunno, reverse engineering the spell and make us all Alicorns or something? I'm not saying she used us, I mean, you're the Element of Generosity, you know what I'm talking about? Just...isn't it strange?”



Rarity thought it over for a moment.



“I'm sure it's all in your imagination, Rainbow Dash. It has to be.”
      

      
   
      In the Sun’s Private Abode


      

      
      
         “And now,” the guide said, motioning towards the door he’d just unlocked, “please proceed to the royal bedroom. Mind the stanchions and the ribbon. Do not encroach on the carpet, as it is very fragile. Refrain from touching the furniture.”



The ponies padded one after the other to the doorway and the next room, until this one was empty. The guide closed the door behind him. He slinked amidst the group, and stopped in his middle.



“Shhht!” he hissed, and waited until the last whispers petered out. “This,” he began, taking in all the room in a sweeping gesture, “is the former royal bedroom where Celestia used to sleep.” He pointed at the canopy bed whose rich sheets were adorned in solar symbols sewn with golden threads. A full-size dummy of Celestia was lying in it, eyes closed. 



“Such luxury!” somepony blurted. It was hardly over a whisper, but it echoed in the silent room.



“Uh-huh,” the guide replied. “Now you  can see almost every object in this room is marked or carved with the solar symbol. Even –” and as he pointed up everypony raised their head — “the ceiling.” Over their heads stood a large solar disk, spiked with waving flames, painted in gold over a pale blue background. “Gold was Celestia's most prized metal. Do you guess why?” He scanned the group with intent eyes, but nopony ventured an answer. “Well colour obviously,” he finally picked up. “Gold has always been a solar symbol. Silver was reserved to Luna, and copper was associated with Cadence.”



He cleared his throat. “Every morning, half an hour before the scheduled sunrise, according to the etiquette, the captain of the guard on duty knocked at the door you can see over there, and brought to her majesty on the golden platter now laying on the nightstand a cake freshly pulled from the oven by her private chef baker.”



The group shifted slightly. 



“When her majesty had finished –” he paused, smiled and carried on in a more subdued voice, as if in confidence – “many historians say she wolfed her cakes down rather than properly eat them –” he resumed with his normal voice, “she would raise the Sun at the prescribed hour and then hold her first meeting of the day with the other princesses at this table.”



He gestured towards a dark wooden table, probably mahogany. Four seats were placed around it. On one of them sat a dummy of Princess Twilight Sparkle, her forelegs leaning on the table, her face brightened by a beaming smile.



“They look so real! Almost living!” somepony said.



“Yes,” the guide replied. “Our team of designers worked hard to recreate the room’s original atmosphere from old photographs. Any questions?”



A mare raised her hoof. “Was this room used after the Revolution?” she asked.



"Well, rumour has it that our first forecomrade, Starlight Glimmer, made it her private office before she moved into the newly built People’s palace near the Parliament. But there is no historical evidence to substantiate this claim. It was used as a storage room before this museum opened. Any other questions?”



There was a hush.



“Very well,” the guide said after a few seconds. “This concludes our visit. Thank you for your attention and good stay in Canterlot! Please exit through this passageway.” 



He saluted every visitor as they stepped out. When all had left, he flicked a switch that killed the lights, and walked away. The echoes of his hooves died in the corridor.



Twilight Sparkle sighed and stretched her limbs. “Dang!” she exclaimed as she scraped her chair back. “I almost cricked my neck.”



Nothing moved in the room.



“Princess Celestia?” she asked with an alarmed voice. “Princess!?”



Celestia rolled in her bed. She yawned and cracked heavy-lidded eyes open. “Uh?” she said. “What? Oh!” She giggled. “I think I really fell asleep, Twilight!”



“Princess! For an instant I –”



“Twilight!” Celestia cut in with a mellow voice. “Why are you so mawkish?” She sat up on the bed.



“I'm always concerned about you…”



“So sweet my precious pupil. But tell me: how long before the next group?”



Twilight shot a glance to a clock. “A full hour.”



“That’s plenty of time to fill our stomachs. I heard they locked away a crate of hard cider in the cellar. You’re game to snitch a bottle?” She winked.



“You bet!” Twilight answered.



Celestia stood up, magically opened the rear door, and both princesses disappeared into the stairway behind it.
      

      
   
      The Great Makeover


      

      
      
         Queen Chrysalis carefully powdered Tirek’s cheeks with blush, then smiled at Nightmare Moon. “This was so worth summoning you from the depths of Tartarus.”



“Oh, yes.” Nightmare Moon delicately threaded Tirek’s mane through several curlers. “The makeover will last...”



“Excuse me,” Tirek interjected, “but I didn’t agree to this.”



Nightmare Moon smacked Tirek across the face, whereupon he yelped and rubbed his cheek. . ”Silence, whelp!” She went back to her mane-threading. “If I wanted the opinion of a weakling—”



“Who wants the opinion of a weakling?” Chrysalis asked as she resumed the cheek-powdering, at which they both cackled. “Alright. Blush is done. Now pout your lips, Ms. Tirek.”



Tirek crossed his arms and turned his head away, throwing off Nightmare Moon who growled and  put Tirek’s head back in place. “Stay still!”.



Chrysalis grunted, then grasped a rather pointy rock in her magic and held it to Tirek’s throat. “Listen here, you little ingrate, either pout out your lips so I can apply gloss or—” she poked the rock at Tirek’s guts ”—or I’ll rip out your entrails and feed them to Cerberus. Are we clear?”



Tirek groaned. “I don’t approve of this at all.”



Chrysalis made a sharp incision at Tirek’s midsection, who winced as blood dripped onto the ground. “Are we clear?”



Tirek touched his wound and stared at the slick fluid on his fingers, then looked at Chrysalis. “Whatever you wish, my Queen.” He pouted his lips out.



“That’s a good boy.” Chrysalis patted him on the cheek, pulled out the tube, and proceeded to apply the gloss to Tirek’s lips. “Alright, Moony, now you apply the eyeliner.”



Nightmare moved into position and pulled out the eyeliner brush. “It would be my pleasure. This application. Shall last. FOR—”



Chrysalis gnarred. “Will you quit saying that? Not everything has to last FOREVER!”



“But it’s my—hold still, Tirek—it’s my thing. That’s what I do: imply the eternal nature of a situation and seek immeasurable power.”



“Well, Moony, we all seek untold power,” she said as she applied the finishing touches of gloss to Tirek’s mouth, “we just don’t go yammering about our plans at the top of our lungs until we’re pretty sure we’ve won.”



Nightmare Moon continued drawing the eyeliner onto Tirek. “Hmm. I might have to try your, ‘not announcing things until after you’ve won’ idea one of these days.”



“Yes, it really lets you get far closer to victory than you normally would.” Chrysalis wiped her brow. “By the way, is it getting a bit muggy in here?”



“I’m too busy applying makeup to worry about mortal concerns like humidity.”



“No, I swear it’s getting a bit stuffy in here and I haven’t the—” Chrysalis started before turning around and coming face-to-face with Cerberus, his warm breath and slavering tongues punctuated by six narrowed eyes. “Aheheheh, Moony, we have a problem here…”



“Not yet. I’m not quite done—”



“I said we have a problem!”



“What could have gone so awry as to—” Nightmare started before turning around herself and facing the guardian of the underworld. “Oh.” She looked at Chrysalis. “Why don’t we just kill him?”



Chrysalis shot a glare at Nightmare. “You can’t just kill Cerberus! He’s like, part of Tartarus! Anyone with enough power to kill Cerberus could destroy the universe!”



Nightmare Moon hummed. “Well, that is an issue.”



Tirek ripped out one of the hair curlers, winced, rubbed it on his wound, then ran in front of Cerberus. “Here, boy!”



Cerberus snapped to attention and wagged his tail, smiling at the new game. Tirek then shook the curler and ran out of Tartarus, Cerberus hot on his heels.



Chrysalis blinked. “... What just happened?”



Nightmare chuckled. “The whelp saved us. How subservient of him.”



“No.” Chrysalis took a sharp breath. “Tirek just escaped Tartarus.”



“What’s the worst that could happen? He’s so weak and powerless.”



Chrysalis grabbed Nightmare. “He was in here for a reason!” Chrysalis paced around. “Ponyfeathers, how do I keep the Princesses from finding out? I suppose I could invade Canterlot to distract them.”



“I don’t see what the big deal is,” Nightmare said before she sat down. “I mean, what’s he going to do? Drain all of the ponies of their magic?”



“That’s the thing! We don’t know what he’s capable of! You stay here while I set up an invasion.” With that, Chrysalis left Tartarus, leaving Nightmare Moon alone.



“Okay. I’ll stay here, I guess.”



The corners of Nightmare Moon’s mouth turned up.



“Forever.”








      

      
   
      A Promise of Earlier Days


      

      
      
         “I’m relinquishing my title!” 



And just so that everypony took her seriously, Luna grabbed the tiara on her head and hurled it forward. With a metallic ringing much like a blacksmith forging steel, the crown bounced thrice, then slid, landing next to the herald. 



Just as expected, the chamber was stilled with subjects and soldiers alike simultaneously turning toward the throne. When realization finally hit them, gasps echoed, whispers following after it. But Luna didn’t focus on the unintelligible gossip around her. Her sights kept on the filly deposited on the throne.



“Luna! What are you doing?” Celestia stomped, now standing. 



That’s right. You think you’re sooo smart. Well, I bet you didn’t think I’d do this, huh? Luna tried not to smile as much as Celestia tried to stay stoic. But a smirk accidentally unraveled on her face, and in return, Celestia’s wings flared.  



Looking ready to scold Luna, the princess trotted down the stairwell, grimacing. The anger in her eyes mimicked her cutie mark.  



Luna meanwhile opted not to notice Celestia and instead looked to the side. The herald, his eyes creased and his mouth ajar, picked up her crown. He inspected it, frowning. And it was then that Luna felt guilt-gnawing-worms wiggle down in her stomach. The crown had been made especially for her—she hoped it wasn’t too broken. 



“Luna! You can’t quit being a princess,” Celestia yelled.



“Yes I can. Ponies did it before.” If Celestia wanted proof, Luna was ready. Even though she kept forgetting the ponies that actually abdicated titles, she could easily call for the librarian to solve that.  



Celestia grunted. “Stop being such a foal!” 



“Well, being one doesn’t even matter! Not when you keep making decisions. You never do what I want. What’s the point if I can’t have a say?” 



“Wait, is this about that stupid castle?” 



“It’s not stupid!” 



“I already told you we can’t put a castle in Canterlot Mountains.” 



“But we have a better view of the moon from there!” 



“You look at the moon through a telescope, anyways.” Celestia rolled her eyes. She started to fly away, but Luna yanked her tail with her teeth. 



“Hey!” 



“It’s not fair! You never do what I want. You never listen!” Luna stomped her hooves this time. “So I’ll build my own castle and then I’ll ban all princesses from coming over because it’s I can do what I want!



“That doesn’t even make sense.”



“Half the things you do don’t make sense!”



“Yes they do!” the filly huffed. “So, what? You’ll be the only pony living there? “ 



“Star Swirl’s coming with me,” Luna defiantly said. 



“Star Swirl can’t go with you!” 



“You don’t own Star Swirl!” Luna cried, beginning to sniffle. 



“He belongs here!” Celestia yelled back. 



“No he doesn’t!” 



“Yes he does! He only helps princesses! And if you’re not a princess anymore…”  



Celestia was always so controlling. And so bossy. And sooo mean! “H-He’s my friend t-too!” Luna wiped her eyes.  Her eyes and nose burned. She didn’t want to cry in front of everypony. “I-It’s n-not…” And before she could finish, Star Swirl was suddenly at their sides. 



“My little ponies,” he said solemnly, “might we discuss this in another room?”







“Now, what is the problem?”



“Celestia never listens to me. She always shoots down my ideas!”  



“Because they’re bad ones! 



 “No they’re—”



A raised hoof stopped both of them.



He turned toward Luna. “Princess, if we move the castle where will the citizens go? Do you expect them to follow?”



“Yes…”



“Even earth ponies and old unicorns like me?” 



She looked at Star Swirl’s lanky legs and suddenly felt bad. “I… guess not.”



He turned to Celestia next, and once again, Star Swirl went into another life lecture. He talked of leadership and sacrifice. Of sisterhood and listening and, most of all, of love. 



“Ponies will pass before you. But all you have is each other…” 



Luna supposed that maybe she did overreact…



“Now,” Star Swirl started. 



Celestia cleared her throat. “Sorry, Luna, for not listening.”



“Yeah, I’m sorry too, Celestia. For wanting to leave and stuff… ” 



With Star Swirl hovering over them, they tentatively hugged. It was an awkward motion that eventually became sincere.  



“I guess I’ll try to be less controlling. Even though the older sister should know best.” 



“And you’ll listen to me more?” Luna rubbed her face in Celestia’s mane. 



“Yea, yea.” Celestia clenched her back. 



“Really? You promise?”



Her voice rang loud and clear. “I promise.” 
      

      
   
      "Am I...?"


      

      
      
         "Oof." Flurry's haunches hit the cafeteria floor hard, and she tumbled onto her back. She opened her eyes to see her adversary—Scarlet Rose, the meanest most terrible filly in all of second grade—towering over her with an ugly smirk plastered across her muzzle.



Flurry squeaked, and looked away from Scarlet's persecuting glare. To her left, was a sea of foals staring at them, chattering amongst themselves. She squeezed her eyes shut and faced the opposite direction. She took a sheepish peek and saw what she thought was a mirror image. She closed her eyes again, trembling, and wished she was back home in bed.



"Hey!" shouted a blue colt as he emerged from the crowd, "You can't push her! She's my friend! And a princess!" The colt knelt next to Flurry's head and outstretched a hoof, smiling. "You okay?" 



Flurry took his hoof and nodded, whispering, "Yeah." She hopped up, teetering back and forth as she struggled to balance herself. With a sigh of relief, she brushed the dust off of her coat."Thanks, Scooter." She offered him a weak smile, but it quickly faltered at the sound of: 



"She's not a princess!" Scarlet sneered, flipping her crimson mane like an arrogant model, "she's just some prissy Alicorn." 



Scooter stepped forward, pointing a stiff leg at her. "She is too a princess! And she's not prissy! Unlike you, Scarlet." 



"Oh yeah? What's she princess of? Griffon Wings?" The cafeteria erupted into condescending laughter as Flurry felt her cheeks burn.



"No! She's not, you big bully!" Scooter gritted his teeth, and his nose flared. 



"Princess of what then?" Scarlet repeated.



The colt stammered, "Th-the princess of, uh, the, uh... Crystal Empire? Yeah! The Crystal Empire!" 



"No she's not! Her mom is, not her." 



"No, she is too, right Flurry?" Scooter said, staring back at his friend. 



Flurry’s eyes were fixated on the ground, unable to face her peer. Her hooves shook like branches in a storm, mistyness clouding her eyes as a heaviness filled her lungs. "I-I-I don't..." She tilted her head so only Scooter could see her glossy orbs. "I don't know... " she murmured.



Scooter's eyes drooped. "Oh." he said, rubbing the nape of his neck, his cheeks flared from within. "I'm sorry..." He trotted past her, head hanging like a reef. 



Scarlet must have said something else, because as he walked by, the lunch room stocked with another round of reverberating laughter. 



Flurry sighed, though she knew Scooter couldn't hear her. 



"It's not your fault..." 








Flurry Heart stood in the doorway of her parents’ bedroom and saw her dad, outstretched on the bed. "Dad," she sullenly called, "am I a princess?" 



Shining glanced up from the newspaper he was reading and smiled. "Of course you are, you're Daddy's Little Princess!" 



"Not that," Flurry crossed one of her forehooves in front of the other and tried her best not to look at her father. "I mean, like an actual princess." 



Shining frowned in disappointment. He sat up fully, and dangled his hind-hooves over the side of the bed. He scratched his chin with a taut grin. "Technically, you're a duchess, since your mom's a princess. But that pretty much makes you a princess." He regarded his daughter; she was frail, flushed of her usual bubblegum pink color. He crinkled his brow. "Why do you ask?" 



"No reason," she said, tracing the carpet floor with a hoof. She looked up at him with dispirited eyes. "The carpet's soft."



He ambled over to her side and placed a hoof on her shoulder. "What's wrong kiddo?" 



She stared up at her father, then sighed. "Scarlet told everyone I wasn't a princess and made fun of me." 



"Oh, don't worry about her. She's just jealous."



"About what? She's right. I'm not a princess." Flurry huffed, and ran her hoof across the anemone-like carpet. 



Shining gently tugged at his daughter's chin, "Of what?" he echoed, "did you forget that your mother’s the princess of the entire Crystal Empire? Or that your father is the captain of the royal guard? Or how about the fact that you're the only birth-Alicorn Equestria's ever seen?" He smiled, reaching a hoof under his daughter's ribs to tickle her. 



She giggled, pushing his hoof away. "Stop it." 



"What?" He grinned. "I'm just messing with you," he said, continuing his tickling attack. 



"Stop! Stop!" she pleaded over a barrage of laughter, before finally collapsing on her father's leg. Breathless, she spoke, "Thanks, Dad."



"Anytime, my Flurry Heart." 
      

      
   
      There's a Metaphor in Here Somewhere (also the Simpsons)


      

      
      
         One fine summer day, Rainbow Dash was sitting at a table in Sugarcube Corner, leaning back, sipping on a milkshake, and generally being her awesome self. Things only grew more awesome when she spotted her friends approaching from the other side of the restaurant, led by Twilight, who held a newspaper high above her head.



"Hey, girls." Rainbow said, waving. She pointed at the paper. "Ooh, did everypony write about us saving all those orphans from that burning building yesterday?"



"Yep," Applejack said, lips pursed. "You didn't tell us that they interviewed you, though."'



Twilight threw the paper down on the table. "Why don't you check out the headline?" Everypony crowded around the table to get a good look.



RAINBOW DASH AND FRIENDS SAVE FOALS


"Yeah, I'm pretty awesome at that," says local Wonderbolt hero





"Heck yeah," Rainbow said, nodding. She smiled at all her friends—but her expression quickly faded when she realized everypony was glaring. "What's up with all of you?"



"'Rainbow and Her Friends?'" Rarity repeated.



"What about it? What else would they publish?"



"What about the Elements of Harmony?" Fluttershy asked. "I like that name."



"Me too," said Twilight. She slapped the newspaper. "Where are we in this? The article doesn't mention us once!"



"Sure it does!" Rainbow pointed to 'Her Friends' in the headline. "You're all right here." She paused, then gave a toothy smile and pointed to her chest. "And in my heart."



"Very sentimental," Rarity said, rolling her eyes.



"You're making us feel as useless as a cider press in January," said Applejack. "It's like we're all just your assistants!"



"And this isn't the first time you've done this," said Twilight. She threw a magazine on the table—one with a photo of Rainbow plastered across the cover. "Remember when we stopped Tirek? You got the front page in Adventurer's Daily—'List of Top Five Ponies Who Helped Rainbow Dash Save the Country.'"



"Hey, don't blame me!" Rainbow said. "Blame the journalists!"



"And what about when we unclogged Mayor Mare's toilet last week?" Fluttershy asked. ""All I saw in the newspaper was 'Rainbow Dash Leads Plumbing Brigade.'"



Rainbow looked away. "I did hold the plunger."



"What about when we started a band and you called us 'the Rainbooms?'" Pinkie asked, slamming her hooves on the table. "Huh? Where's your excuse for that?!"



Rainbow blinked. "What?"



Pinkie kept fuming—until Twilight pulled her back. "Wrong dimension, Pinkie."



"Still!" added Rarity. "Even her human self is an egomaniac!"



"Oh, come on." Rainbow sneered. "What about when they publish 'Twilight and Friends?' No one gets mad then."



"That's because I'm the Princess," said Twilight. "The leader of the group."



The four mares behind her brayed in protest. "Whoa nelly!" Applejack said. "You're the leader? Since when?"



Twilight's cheeks reddened. "Since I defeated Nightmare Moon," she mumbled.



"As I recall," Rarity said, "all of us took out Nightmare Moon. Not just you."



Applejack nodded. "If anything, I'm the leader! I'm the level-headed one."



"You also talk to trees," said Rarity, smirking. She took a bow. "Obviously, I'm the leader. I do design the costumes, after all."



Fluttershy frowned. "I thought I was the leader."



Rainbow raised a brow. "So which one of us is the leader?"



"I always thought it was them," Pinkie said, pointing at the author.



The author blinked and wondered what he would have for breakfast.



Everypony nodded and gave a murmur of agreement.



A moment of silence passed.



Pinkie looked at Rainbow and her newspaper. "This is still kinda douchey, though."



Rainbow sighed. "Yeah."



Across the country, the reader prepared to give this piece a scathing review.








Off in the human world, the Rainbooms stood on stage in the front of a smoky nightclub, staring out into the raging crowd. They had only played for ten minutes so far, and yet already Sunset's amp had exploded, Pinkie's drumsticks broke, and Rainbow contracted laryngitis. The audience roared, booing the teenage band with all their might.



Fluttershy hung her head. "I can't believe it..."



Rainbow's magic ears drooped. "Are they booing us?" she croaked.



"No, no!" Pinkie said, pulling her two friends into a hug. She offered them both a shaky, too-wide smile. "They're saying... Rainbooms! Rainbooms!"



With the crowd still screaming, Rainbow stepped up to the mic and asked, "Are you saying 'boo' or 'Rainbooms?'"



The entire crowd let out a unified boo. Half of them threw their drinks right at Rainbow's face.



In the very back of the club, Derpy Hooves sighed. "I was saying Rainbooms..."
      

      
   
      A Battery of Excuses


      

      
      
         It was about three o'clock in the morning, and Twilight Sparkle was reading in her study when she heard the first knock. It was a particularly good book she was reading, however—some sort of treatise on magic or something, as is her wont—so she ignored the first knock. Well, 'ignored' isn't quite the word; she just hoped it was nothing and kept reading.



It wasn't until the second knock minutes later, and then the third and so on, that Twilight groaned and placed the book back onto the shelf. With another huff, she trotted off down the hallway, scowling at the walls. Whoever was there, their reason had better be good.



Twilight paused at the front door of the castle and composed herself. With a sigh, she magically took hold of the door's handle and pulled it open. The cold air sent a shiver down her spine.



And then, she blinked. Of course.



"Oh Goddess... hi, Rarity," she breathed. "What... what's up?"



"Good evening, darling!" Rarity exclaimed. She bore a wide, mischievous grin. "I hope you find yourself well?"



Twilight raised an eyebrow. "Um, yeah, I was just reading. But it's a little later than the evening, don't you think?"



Rarity looked off into the air, and then looked back down at Twilight. It was at this moment Twilight noticed that Rarity's horn was twinkling with an iridescent blue glow. "I suppose it is... the hours do have a habit of getting away from us, do they not?"



"Yeah, I guess they do," Twilight replied, uneasy. Her eyes kept darting to either side of the mare standing in front of her. "So, erm, what brings you by?"



Rarity's face lit up. "Well I'm so glad you asked, darling! You see, I was having trouble going to sleep so I went through some of my things, to see if there was anything I could get rid of. And lo and behold...!"



She took the opportunity to levitate out the small object she had been hiding behind her back, and Twilight immediately recognised it as one of those fancy-schmancy new electric mane dryers, no magic necessary. "You're getting rid of this?" Twilight asked, cocking her head. "How come?"



Rarity let out a long, drawn-out sigh. "Well, darling, as you can see..." She levitated the package over to Twilight, allowing it to hover right by her eyes. "...it says that there are no batteries, and without them I cannot use the thing."



Indeed, as Rarity had said, small type on the back of the package read 'Batteries Not Included'. Twilight rolled her eyes.



"You realise you can just go down to the store and get some batteries, right?" Twilight asked. "Like, I think I have some in a drawer around. Hold on."



Luckily, Twilight had enough tact to remember to not slam the door; unfortunately, she didn't have enough tact to invite Rarity inside. Instead, the white unicorn merely stood there, slightly confused as she watched Twilight dig through drawers in the foyer. A minute passed, and then another.



"Found them!" Twilight finally exclaimed, yanking a small package from within the dresser. "Here ya go!" she said, levitating them over to Rarity.



"Erm, thanks," Rarity replied, clumsily grabbing the package of batteries. "I'll... be sure to try this out!"



"No problem!" Twilight smiled warmly. "Let me know if you need anything else, okay?" She turned, as if to trot back inside, and her magic enveloped the handle of the door.



"Actually... there is one thing," Rarity replied. Surprised, Twilight spun back around.



"Yes?"



"Could you check my back? I fear that an insect may have landed on it, but I cannot reach to check."



"Erm... sure." Twilight slowly trotted up to Rarity and peered around her neck to look at the fur on her back. And while there wasn't an insect perched up there... there were a few words in black ink. Twilight had to squint, leaning in closer to read them.



'Rarity. Hand wash only. Line dry. Princess not included.'



Twilight groaned. "Rarity..."



"Yes, darling?" Her voice was laced with mock innocence. "Did you get the bug?"



"...You're going to be the death of me," Twilight said, though she pulled the unicorn into a hug.



"I do try," Rarity replied, nuzzling Twilight's cheek. "Can I sleep over?"



Twilight rolled her eyes. "Of course. You could have just asked."



"Thank you, darling~"



And with that, the two ponies made their way into the cosy warm castle and shut the door tight behind them.
      

      
   
      Three to One


      

      
      
         When Equestria was first founded, it was done so as a coalition—a collaboration of mutual benefit between the unicorns, pegasi, and the earth ponies. After the nasty incident with the windigoes, not a one of the three races was willing to take any chances; therefore, all were happy to comply with the notion of all three races having equal power in the new nation. After all, what sort of a fair government doesn't represent its ponies?



For a time, this government seemed to work well; Chancellor Puddinghead, Commander Hurricane, and Princess Platinum were able to work together and find common ground, to make sure the fledgling nation was running in the best interests of all its citizens. Months passed, and the ponies of the capital city of Canterlot led good, resplendent lives. Meanwhile, farmers and ponies of the like spread out all over the landscape, dotting dozens of tiny cities onto the map.



And yet... they knew this could not last. It had always been an undercurrent thrumming just below the surface, sure, but then Commander Hurricane fell ill. Deathly ill. It turned out that the poor mare would have just days to live, if that. So they all convened around her hospital bed and devised a plan.



It would be unfeasible to replace any member of the trio, for any new member would not have had the same experience with the windigoes as the original three. As such, they might be more inclined to power grabs or something of the like.[1] No, the three of them decided that power could not fall into the hooves of the common ponies; they wouldn't quite know what to do with it.



But what else could they do? Commander Hurricane would die in the next few days, and the other two knew they didn't have much time left. And yet they couldn't agree on anything; all they knew for sure was that it had to be somepony impartial—somepony with no stake in the matter... or, even better, somepony with a vested interest in all three groups. But alas, no such pony seemed to exist.



It was then that their assistants were sent to scour the land. Clover the Clever went up north to the Crystal Empire, Private Pansy talked to the ponies who lived in the outskirts of the Everfree Forest, and Smart Cookie talked with local farming communities. 



Sometime, a dozen or so days later, they found her. Pansy's and Smart Cookie's paths converged at just the right moment—each trotting in either side of a massive cavern somewhere deep in the Everfree Forest. Their eyes locked as they met the centre, and then they looked down to see the creature in the middle... and she was beautiful, unlike anypony they'd ever seen.



As Pansy and Smart Cookie stared in awe, the white bundle of fur and feathers pushed herself up from the ground and brushed herself off with a hoof, pausing only to run the hoof through her bubblegum-pink mane. She introduced herself as Celestia, and claimed to be able to raise the sun in the day and lower it in the night. What Smart Cookie noticed most, though, was the pony had both a pointy horn, floofy wings, and earthy strength; she was an alicorn. The first alicorn Smart Cookie had ever seen.



It was then and there than Smart Cookie asked Celestia if she would rule over the land as its princess, if she could get permission. And she said yes! After a few days, Smart Cookie was able to consult with the three leaders, and they agreed—this alicorn was perfect for the job. She fit all of their criteria. And so they let themselves lay their heads to rest, and Celestia assumed the throne. 



Of course, there's a tale to tell about Luna and where she comes in, but that's a tale for another day.



[1] It should be noted that at this time Princess Platinum made a very untimely joke about having her line, the House of Platinum, just taking over the ruling duties of Equestria. It is assumed this was a joke in the hopes that Princess Platinum doesn't actually think this.
      

      
   
      Dawn


      

      
      
         A new Dawn approaches.




Have you ever felt like this world is unfair? Like nothing you do will ever matter to the world? Of course you do, and I think you know why. This is a world run by two individuals that have so many years behind them that they have forgotten about the needs of the common pony. Should we allow this to continue? To be ordered about at the whims of Celestia and Luna? These two ponies run our lives and spend each day living in the lap of luxury, ordering around their ponies without ever giving a thought to those below their station.



Celestia, the one whom we are told we must always love because she raises the sun each day is the most to blame! She sits upon her gilded throne forcing others to do her dirty work and expects us to be happy with her ‘just rule.’



I ask you, when the world was threatened by Nightmare Moon where was Celestia? Nowhere to be found and the world was saved by 6 civilians because she couldn’t get off her cake swollen plot. Now what about the changeling invasion during Princess Cadance’s wedding? What did Celestia do except for insult her personal student and then be defeated by the Changeling Queen? The supposed all powerful diarch was overpowered by an overgrown bug and hung in a changeling pod while the attacking army slaughtered ponies indiscriminately. And where was Luna during these proceedings? Sources inside the castle tell us that she was sleeping during the entire event! 



How do we even know if we can trust the Lunar diarch anyway? For a thousand years she was trapped in the moon consumed by evil after raising an army against her own sister. There is no way we can trust a pony that spent that long with her brain poisoned by the Nightmare. Do you know why nopony ever sees her outside of royal publicity stunts? It’s because she is plotting to take over the country again and this time she will wipe us all out. We surely cannot leave such a pony in control of our lives.



This is not to even speak of the attack of Tirek, whose rampage destroyed many homes and took many lives as he stole the magic of everypony. For harmony’s sake he even defeated the princesses Champion, Twilight Sparkle, who was holding the magic of all four alicorns. This truly shows that regardless of all the power they say they have we cannot trust them to protect us.



This is why I, and many others have banded together to create a new town, a safe haven for those who wish to be free of the Princesses oppressive rule. So to those of you who are tired of slaving away each day for nothing more than to be a cog in the machine. Come to Dawn and start a new life where you will be rewarded for your contributions in creating a land in which you and your family can truly be free.



Those that come and show that they can be a productive member of this town will be given a home and everything anypony could need to start a new life. We already have running water and electricity, several homes ready and waiting for somepony to come and claim them and a fair and just Mayor who treats everypony as a member of his own family.



So come to Dawn and start a new life, free of the useless and corrupt princesses.



From the desk of Silver Tongue,

Lord Mayor of Dawn.
      

      
   
      Princesshood Not Included


      

      
      
         "Miss Sparkle, a word with you."



"What do you need, ma'am?"



"My name is Proper Attire. I am a member of the Prestigiously Pretentious Panel of Pointless Parsimony, and it has come to our attention that you've recently acquired a pair of wings. This is far from out of the ordinary and perfectly within your legal bounds, so we thought nothing of it. However, when we spotted your name in the Manehatten Times being referred to as 'Princess' Twilight Sparkle, we felt obligated to correct them. After all, we at the PPPPP keep records of all members of the royal family, and we know for a fact that you have neither taken nor passed the Legitimate Limited Liability Leadership License exam."



"Wait, what?"



"I'm sorry, Miss Sparkle, but you must take this exam in order for your role as an Equestrian monarch to be legitimized. It was through our bureau that the other princesses were legitimized, and it would hardly be fitting for you to be made exempt of this test when those before you were subjected to it. Now, if you'll please fill out this application, and we can begin."



"You've got to be joking."



"Oh no, Miss Sparkle. We're quite serious."



"Why do I have to take this test?"



"I already told you, Miss Sparkle. It's because--"



"Because you and your companions run a bureau regarding such matters, I get that. What I don't get is what legitimizes you to decide who is and isn't royalty."



"Don't be naive, my dear. You don't think that the likes of Princess Platinum and her descendants would so easily entrust their rightful place as this great nation's leaders without at least having some say in who replaces them, yes?"



"So--"



"Just take the test, Miss Sparkle. Don't worry too much about it. Even Princess Flurry Heart took it."



"Wait, really?"



"Quite."



"Fine, I'll take it."



Testing happens.



"Well, Miss Sparkle, the results do look promising thus far. You say that you helped hatch and raise a baby dragon from the early age of six?"



"Yes ma'am."



"Quite fascinating. And you also claim to be one of the bearers of the Elements of Harmony themselves? Truly marvelous that a mare your age should achieve so much in so little time and with so few faculties."



"What did you just say?"



"Don't give me that look, Miss Sparkle. You were born a commoner, after all."



"Don't even--"



"Biting your tongue already? Good."



"..."



"Oh my. It seems that there's an issue with your test."



"And that is?"



"It says here that one of your best friends is an...earth pony."



"Two of them, actually."



"Yes, well, fraternizing with the lowborn is highly unorthodox and isn't permitted withing the terms and conditions of this agreement."



"Why not?"



"They're lowborn, Miss Sparkle. What did you expect?"



"I thought we were past this kind of thing."



"I don't write the laws, Miss Sparkle."



"Is there any way we can fix this?"



"Yes, quite easily in fact. All you have to do is simply stop being friends with the horrid mudponies and everything will be in order."



"Why you--"



"Now, now, Miss Sparkle. I've already been lenient with you. Wouldn't want to lose your title, now would you?"



"You can take the damn title. If the price of it is tribalism, I want no part in it."



"That is a shame, Miss Sparkle. I'd hoped you'd be more mature than this."



"Take that stupid title and shove it up where the sun doesn't shine, you heartless harpy."



"My, how vulgar! You must've picked that up from the mudponies."



"Get out! Now!"



"I will posthaste, Miss Sparkle. But first, I'll be needing those wings."



"Why you can't--"



"I can, Miss Sparkle. Just because you're an alicorn now doesn't mean you have the power to resist every unicorn in Canterlot. We can do this peacefully or we can do this by force, but either way your wings are property of the PPPPP and not yours to wear."



"Wait until Princess Celestia hears of this!"



"She already has, Miss Sparkle. Even she isn't above the law, and running to her won't do you any good. Now either we can do this peacefully, or I can come back with a dozen battlemages and rip those wings right out by the roots."



"..."



"Would you rather it be your horn?"



"..."



"..."



"..."



"..."



"No."



"Good, then let's begin."



And Blueblood is crowned princess three months later.



The End.
      

      
   
      Princess Party


      

      
      
         It had been a normal Wednesday for Party Favor.  He’d double checked his inventory on balloons and placed his weekly order for napkins, helium, hats and a few other odds and ends that he would need for the weekend.  After that he’d sent out various invoices and estimates to clients for his party planning services.  Finally he contacted the bakeries, restaurants and entertainers whose services he would be employing that weekend.  



Then she walked in.  She was a very thin pale teal unicorn with bright stringy green hair.  Her eyes darted around the store as if searching for a lost item.  “Hey,” she hollered at Party Favor, “Who do I talk to about gettin’ a party planned.”



Party Favor quickly brushed his bushy blue hair back as he walked toward the potential customer.  As he did he smiled politely to her and said, “I can help you. Welcome to Party’s Favorite Planning.  Are you looking for…”



“Yeah, listen you got a book or something I can look at?  You know something that shows the type of stuff you do?”



Party Favor nodded and levitated a binder toward her.  It was fairly large and contained basic examples of the types of parties arranged.   The different parties were separated by type and theme and had a basic cost breakdown listed on each page.   



The teal unicorn flipped the binder open to a random page.  She mouthed the name of each type of party as she glared the page.   Party Favor watched her for a few minutes before asking if she was looking for anything specific to which she grunted and continued flipping until she stopped on a bright pink page.  “This one,” she declared.



Party Favor turned the binder to face him and nodded, “Ah the Princess Party.  That’s a very popular one for little fillies.  They get a crown and a cake in the shape of the castle of their…”



“That’s great,” interrupted the unicorn, “But when do they show up?”



“Excuse me miss but, when does who show up,” asked Party Favor.



“The princesses.  I mean I’d figure they must be pretty desperate to just show up for a filly’s party.  They got some money problem or something?”



Party Favor laughed.  “That’s a good one! I’ll have to remember that.”



The teal unicorn tilted her head to one side, “If it’s a princess party then they’ve gotta be there right?”



He stopped laughing and stared.  “I’m sorry I thought you were,” he paused and looked into her vacant gaze his voice upping an octave, “Joking?”



“No,” she said with a huff, “If it’s a princess party then Celestia or the midnight peeper or what’s her face… “



“Who’s the midnight peeper?”



“Her sister.”



“Luna?”



“Yeah,” she said, “I was falling asleep to that book A Knight to Remember and I caught her peeping on me.  Only she had paws, a striped bushy tail and a face with a mask on.”



“I think that’s a raccoon.”



“Don’t tell me what I saw!”



“Well okay,” said Party Favor his eyes darting back and forth.



“What about the purple one who talks all the time?  She’s gotta be available ol’ what’s her name.  Light Sparkplug?”



“No,” replied Party Favor quietly, “It’s Twilight Sparkle.”



“She’s gotta be coming then,” as she began to shake slightly.



“No, ma’am,” said Party Favor with a sigh as he retrieved the binder and put it back on the desk, “It’s just a theme.  No princesses are included.”



“You’re a liar,” she replied with a huff.



Party Favor blinked and asked, “How?”



“You keep saying that it’s a princess party.  That means princesses are showing up.  I don’t care who it is, it can be peeper, Celestia, Toilet Sparkle, whoever. 

But one of them has to show up or I’ll sue and you’ll go to jail.  Party jail!”



“Lady, you’re obtuse!”



The teal unicorn narrowed her eyes, “You callin’ me fat?”



“No! Obtuse not obese! I think you need to…”



“Because I lost eighty pounds in two weeks. Wanna know how,” she said as she stared at him her tremors getting worse. 



“I really don’t…”



“Crystal soda is fan-freaking-tastic,” she said with a smile, “Just drink that and don’t eat!”



“That’s not healthy and...”  



Party Favor never finished the sentence as he watched the unicorn pass out in front of him.  He checked to make sure she was breathing before carting her outside on a dolly and calling the paramedics. He closed early. Party planning could wait another day. 
      

      
   
      Disinclusioned


      

      
      
         “I feel like a ghost, sometimes,” said Twilight, as she studied her pieces. She had played Unicorn Chess for so long, and teleportation was such a natural skill for her, that she no longer had to expend energy or even conscious thought on moving her pieces; once her mind had calculated the proper move, a well-trained subsection of her brain, which could no longer detect a material difference between source and destination, simply made it happen. In this case, the Queen instantly ceased to exist on its home hex and blinked into being at hex A3 as if it had always been there.



Cadance bit back a few obvious quips as she considered the gameboard. She could bypass horn-based spellwork altogether and simply use her talent to increase the attraction between her selected piece and the desired square, until the former, impassioned, rushed to the latter with as much ardor as an inanimate object could display. “Would you care to tell me more?” she said with a smile, as she caused a Minotaur to unite joyously with hex B17.



Twilight held her gaze steady on a neutral space on the board; she didn’t want Cadance to see her staring at any particular pieces. “Well, this is new to me, but now that I have a palace and attendants, it’s as if I’m in a sort of bubble of silence everywhere I go. Conversations die as I approach, ponies always fall into whispers around me unless they have something to say to me directly…”



Cadance gave her eyes a roll of commiseration. “Right. They don’t want to seem like they’re placing themselves at your level, or including you in theirs. They can only interact with you via approved formulaic sayings and elaborate rituals drained of any warmth. No wonder you feel like a summoned spirit.”



Twilight looked up from the board and nodded. “That’s it. That’s just it. Even when they don’t think I’m in earshot and they happen to mention me in conversation, or they’re forced to talk about something fun or interesting when I’m around, they have to sever me from it with verbal formulas. ‘Saving Her Highness’ or ‘Your Royal Presence excluded, of course.’ And they smile these precise little smarmy smiles.” She snapped a Hoofsoldier to hex C5, restricting the forward movement of Cadance’s Minotaur.



“Oh, you know they’re not trying to be rude. You’re a symbol of power to them, and there’s just no socially acceptable way for them to bring you to a bar or invite you to their filly’s second birthday party…”



“Of course, but still it frustrates me. I just feel like some sort of automaton sometimes. And sometimes I daydream that if I just made an illusion of me that stood around glowing and making proclamations, they’d never notice the difference and I could take a long vacation on a tropical island and–” A thaumic distortion swirled into existence above Twilight’s head.  



“Wh-wha?” she shouted as she was firmly grasped between a huge pair of round fleshy pads and yanked out of her native reality!








“What luck!” cried the collector as she inverted her Castle of Friendship playset, which lay darkened and inactive on her work table. “I drove all around town and the stores were all closed! But this will do!” She used a small screwdriver to open an access panel at the castle’s base, between a speaker grille and a little red on/off switch. It revealed an oblong receptacle, rounded at the corners, with a pair of thaumite terminals like pincers at one end.



The collector took up a small clear box, which was barely containing an enraged Twilight, and used plastic insulated tweezers to insert her firmly into the receptacle. Twilight shivered as her sensitive horn was shoved between the thaumite contacts.



The collector swiftly screwed the panel shut, muffling the enraged horse noises, then flipped the on switch and turned the castle right side up. It shone with enchanting sparkles of light and shimmering crystal colors.



“At last!” cried the collector, sighing happily and rubbing her hands. “It’s so pretty now! But I wish it had come with one. They should print that notice larger on the box.”
      

      
   
      The Birthday Scam


      

      
      
         “Ridiculous!” Silver Spoon scoffed. The offer was too good to be true. If her father were here, he'd sit her down, fetch his pipe, adjust his spectacles, then start one of his overly long lectures. 



"Daughter dear," he'd say taking a puff from his pipe, pausing for effect. "What you've been presented is a third rate scam. No pony in their right mind would allow you to have your birthday in Princess Twilight's castle for a hundred bits. Why, even assuming the place could be rented out, the price tag would be in the tens of thousands. No, you are simply the victim of a silly school prank."



School prank, Silver thought. The had to be the explanation. And yet she so much wished it to be true.



"Are you sure?" Her ears moved back, afraid of the answer. As far as she could remember her birthdays had been boring: a stuffy dinner with her parents, a small, expensive gift—most often jewelry—wrapped meticulously in a silver box, and a long speech regarding her future. She would consider herself lucky to have Diamond Tiara over. 



"Absolutely!" Sweetie Belle smiled. "I asked my sister, who asked Spike, who spoke with Twilight, and it's perfectly fine! We get to spend the whole night there!"



Silver Spoon squinted behind her glasses. Belle seemed a little too cheerful. Yes, her sister was close to the Princess, but did she have such sway? Princesses didn't just allow fillies to have parties in their castles. It takes tremendous amounts of planning, money, and effort to set this up. 



"So, my birthday at Twilight's castle?" Silver Spoon tapped her chin,considering. Why am I hesitating? It's just bits. My weekly allowance is twice as much. "And you'll organize everything?"



"Oh please say yes!" Sweetie Belle hopped around the desk, making Silver Spoon already regret her decision. "You don't have to worry, we’ll take care of everything!"



"Marvelous." Silver Spoon sighed, then took a grey purse from her saddlebag. Money wasted, I'm certain. Father will be furious if he finds out. This was the worst investment she'd ever made. The risk factor was off the charts, there was no written contract, and the ponies involved were—



"This will be so great!" The filly snatched the purse and rushed off before Silver could say another word. 



Of course Diamond would pick today to be absent. The filly sighed, then tried to think of other things. 



She arranged her books neatly on her desk, took out her quill case, adjusted her seat and waited. Just a day as any other. Her father had warned Silver about getting her hopes up. High hopes always led to disappointment. The more down to earth she was, the less chance she would end up upset. Although, maybe, just maybe, tonight will to be different?








"What do you mean, Princess Twilight isn't here?" Silver Spoon asked, staring blankly at the castle entrance.



"Weeeell, she had to go to the Crystal Empire to see her niece." Sweetie Belle smiled sheepishly. "But she let us have your birthday there!"



"Princess Twilight's castle..." she said weakly. Princess Twilight not included. I should have seen it. Father was right all along! Her ears drooped.



"Remember, Daughter dear." Silver could hear her father's voice. "Stupid is what stupid gets. It's not the swindler who's to blame, it's those who let themselves be cheated. You knew this could never be true, and still, yet you chose to believe nonetheless. You and you alone bear the responsibility for your own failure."



"So, umm, do you like it?" Sweetie Belle moved a step closer.



"Well," Silver Spoon took a deep breath. "When you said I'd have my birthday in Princess Twilight's castle, I thought I'd actually be spending it with the Princess." She raised her head, looking down on her friend. "Not trot around an empty building with ponies I see at school all day! Honestly, I was an idiot to think this could be anything by a sc—" Silver stopped. It finally dawned upon her. I see how it is. Leave it to you to ruin the best laid plans. The bits weren't intended for the castle, they were to get her father’s attention. And since he believed in life lessons, he would willingly let her have her party there, princessless, just to see experience the consequences.



Well, Father, I guess you showed me. Silver smiled. "Come on, Belle." She trotted into the castle. "Everypony’s waiting."
      

      
   
      The Alleles of Harmony


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Off With His Head!


      

      
      
         “Citizens of Canterlot,” crowed Prince Blueblood over the ponies assembled in front of Canterlot Castle. “During their noon lunch, the Princesses have decided to take an *ahem* ‘beach day’ for the rest of the day. Until they return, I am in charge.”







BONG! The grand clock of Canterlot chimed out the hour over the din created by the mob of ponies in front of the castle. On a temporary stage presided a guillotine, with one bound prince and several other ponies beside it. The leader of a group is an earth pony, with a beigish coat that permanently looks dirty, and a dark brown mane and tail.



“Rabble, is this really necessary?” asked Blueblood. “Can I call you Rabble?”



“No.” The bulky earth pony wasted no more words on the snobbish prince, instead turning to the crowd.



“Citizens of Equestria! Today, this stallion shall pay for his crimes against ponykind! Bring him to the guillotine!”



“Wait! Aren’t you going to tell them my crimes Mr. Rouser? It’s standard at every beheading.” asked Blueblood.



“Is it?” whispered Rabble to his aid, who merely shrugged.



Rabble turned back to the bloodthirsty spectators. “The treasons committed by this rat are unforgivable! First and foremost, the insinuation that the Princesses would leave their post for any reason...







“...and finally maliciously knocking over a poor, overworked maid. So now, time for the beheading!” Rabble cried to the cheers of the assembled ponies.



“Aren’t you going to call witnesses for the crimes?” inquired Blueblood.



“Witnesses? Do we need those?” Rabble muttered to his aide, who just shrugged again.







“It was awful! I had just finished my schedule dusting in the third guest suite, and went back to my quarters for some much needed rest, when rounding the corner I was suddenly knocked over. When I looked up, he was there, and he simply raised his head and walked away! Not even a simple apology!” sobbed the mare in a maid’s apron on the stage.



As his aides ushered the maid down to the crowd, Rabble faced the onlookers, took in a deep breath in, and-



“I demand a lawyer!”



Rabble turned to address his aide, who was already shrugging. “Why did I even hire you?”







“What did you think of your third lecture of your freshman year criminal law class at Hoofvard Law?” probed Blueblood of his next prospective lawyer.



“My class and, in particular, myself (who has carriage of this matter) found-”



“That’s enough!” yelled Rabble. “Pick now or I will appoint a lawyer for you!”







Back on stage, Rabble glared at the prince and his lawyer for several minutes, waiting for one of them to say something. Finally, he turned to the remaining crowd and-



“I demand a trial by jury for my client!”



“Fine! You, you, you, you, you, you, you, you, you, you, you, and you. You’re now the jury,” said Rabble, pointing out ponies in the crowd. “So I guess now we need to find a courtroom-”



“GUILTY” chorused the chosen ponies.



“Oh thank Celestia,” groused the revolutionary leader. “Now, let’s get to the beheading!”



“What about my party?” asked Blueblood.



“Party?” questioned Rabble, facing Blueblood and cocking an eyebrow.



“Yes, my execution party.” replied the prince.



“What do you mean execution party?” 



“Turn around.”



Turning back to the crowd, Rabble was shocked to see banners, streamers, balloons, and all the other trappings of a celebration adoring the courtyard. 



“Are you ready to rock, party ponies!” screamed a mare behind him. He looked back and saw a pink earth pony holding a mike dancing, while DJ PON3, if the logo on the DJ stand that was now onstage was to be believed, levitated a record onto the machine.



“Oh come on!”







“That’s it everypony! Have a good night!” shouted Pinkie as Vinyl packed up her equipment.



“Finally,” muttered Rabble under his breath. “Ok everypony! It’s late, so let’s get this beheading done!”



“What about my last meal?”



“No!” Rabble snapped, whirling on Blueblood. “No more crimes and witnesses, no more lawyers and trials, no more parties and meals! It is time that I get to cut off your head!” he shrieked, spittle flying from his mouth into the prince’s face.



“Are you sure about that my little pony?"
      

      
   
      Passing Through
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      Doorway
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