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         Sunday, 5:56 a.m.

Canterlot Palace





"I'm sure you know how it is with a new foal, Your Highness," Starblade said as he, Sunspot, and Reveille trotted alongside Princess Celestia through the torch-lit hallway toward the throne room. "Even on a Guard salary, money's always a little tight."



Celestia smiled gently, almost apologetically. "It's tough for everypony right now, Starblade. And I do wish I could do more about rents, but ponies have a painfully exaggerated view of my control over the nobility." She paused as Sunspot lit his horn, fishing his keyring from his saddlebag, and inserted an oversized key in the throne room door. The lock creaked open, and Starblade took a respectful step back as the two Day Guards moved sideways to their posts. "I have introduced a bill for rent subsidies in Parliament," Celestia continued as she lifted a hoof to push the heavy door open, "but without a tax increase—"



The door barely swung ajar before there was a clatter and it hitched and halted. Celestia frowned and pushed a little harder. The door ground open slowly with the sound of metal scraping stone. She narrowed her eyes, lit her horn, and fished around with her field on the far side of the door; with some effort and a loud scrape, she pulled something loose and floated it around the door into view.



A wrought-iron fireplace poker, with a wet reddish-brown stain on the tip.



"Backup!" Sunspot shouted, breaking into a gallop toward the barracks, while Reveille and Starblade leveled spears at the door. Celestia carefully set the poker down and increased the glow on her horn, leaning forward to illuminate the quiet, still room. "Don't disturb anything," she murmured as the guards scrambled inward.



In the center of the room, amid a thick red pool, Prince Blueblood's form lay unmoving.








Sunday, 6:00 a.m.

Throne Room



Blueblood was quite definitively dead, and the room was quickly secured. The eastern and western picture windows were in their winter positions—closed, locked, and braced—and with no other exits, it was easy to confirm that his body had been the only equine inhabitant at the time of the guards' entry.



The guards worked grimly as Captain Rampart barked orders, and the pale hornlight of a few Day Guard unicorns lent the proceedings a ghostly feel. "No spells till we get the auramancers onto the crime scene," he shouted, flaring his wings and leaping in the way whenever anypony got within a half-dozen paces of the body aside from the unicorn carefully setting down evidence tags. Then the shadows in the room shifted as the moon plunged beneath the horizon, and Celestia's frown deepened. 



"By your leave, Captain," she said softly, tapping at the nearest window with the back of a hoof, "this regicide is going to become a great deal more public and complicated if I don't bring the sun up right away." He scowled and waved a hoof at her, and Celestia closed her eyes and lit her horn. About ten seconds later, the room's pale hornlight was washed out by the golden light of dawn.



The new light illuminated the huddled form of Starblade in a corner of the room, staring at the body with his tufted ears flat and his grey cheeks visibly pale. He cleared his throat, then again. "Captain," he said faintly, in a voice that nevertheless drew the room into a hush, "I…I think I know who killed the prince."



Every pair of eyes in the room was suddenly on him. Rampart slowly turned around. "Speak."



Starblade's jaw trembled. He closed his eyes and dipped one wingtip into his saddlebags, fishing out a small, velvet bag that fell to the floor with a clink. "I caught Lady Rarity sneaking through the palace halls an hour or two ago," he whispered as Celestia's eyes widened. "She was—" his voice broke—"I needed money and she didn't have a pass, so I threatened her with a trespassing arrest to get a bribe out of her. And she said she just needed to meet somepony for a business discussion, that her Fillydelphia expansion would fall apart without it, she begged, she…" Starblade swallowed. "I told her she could pay me on the way out. She looked weird when she came back. Distant. She was trembling, and reeked of fresh perfume. But she gave me that, so I didn't ask any questions."



Rampart strode over, snatching the bag up in his hooves.



"It's embroidered with the Blueblood crest," he announced, then turned and pointed at two guards by the door. "Go arrest the Element of Generosity."








Sunday, 1:41 p.m.

Canterlot Dungeons



"I came the instant I heard," Twilight said, hooves pressed to the bars of Rarity's cell. "We'll get through this."



Rarity, who was huddled on the straw bed perched atop the slab of raised stone, stared blankly at the cell's opposite wall. Her hair was a matted mess, and tear-streaks had transformed her cheeks into spikes of streaked makeup. In their adventures together, Twilight had on occasion seen Rarity disheveled, but she'd never before seen Rarity looking like she didn't care.



"I'll make this right," Twilight added. Rarity still said nothing.



Twilight stepped back, resettled her wings, and cleared her throat. "All I could get out of my guards was that they think you killed Blueblood after a business deal gone wrong," she said gently. "What really happened last night?"



At that, Rarity finally stirred, her haunted eyes meeting Twilight's. "That's…that's what they're saying?" she rasped.



"Nopony's saying anything," Twilight said. "I had to literally order my guards to tell me what they knew." She forced a smile. "But that's good! It gives us a chance to get the truth out before the rumors start."



Rarity's lips flitted into a humorless smile, and her gaze unfocused again. "I could live with being thought of as his killer."



"No, you couldn't," Twilight said. "The penalty for regicide is death."



Rarity nodded, expression again going numb, then closed her eyes. "Thank you for visiting, Twilight. For what it's worth, you've made me feel quite better."



An odd feeling gnawed at Twilight's stomach. "Rarity," she blurted out, "As your friend…did you kill him?"



"What?" The question seemed to jolt Rarity back to life, and their eyes met again. "No! You know I'd never…don't you?"



Twilight reached through the bars, and Rarity took her hoof, and for a fleeting moment it felt like her again. Something stirred inside Twilight in the same place where the Elements were, and she knew more intimately than she knew her own name that Rarity wasn't lying.



"Then I promise I'll get you out of here," Twilight said. "Just tell me the truth about what happened."



Rarity's face fell, and she shrank back to her huddled spot on the bed.



"I hope you don't come to regret that promise," she whispered, and then said no more.








Sunday, 2:16 p.m.

Throne Room



"Alright, who's in charge here?" Twilight shouted as she pushed through the ring of guards around the door.



A roomful of ponies looked up from their tasks. In an empty roped-off area in the center of the room, some guards and mages were examining the carpet with magnifying glass and spell. Another group was similarly clustered around the throne at the back. More were around what appeared to be a hastily assembled evidence table by the west wall, yet more were around an uncomfortable-looking servant in a chair in the corner, and a final group were crowded around a grim-looking pale blue unicorn wearing a captain's helmet. Celestia—speaking to a small cluster of nobles by the eastern windows—couldn't quite suppress a wince as she gave Twilight an apologetic glance, and then refused to meet Twilight's eyes.



The pale blue unicorn detached himself from his circle of guards and trotted forward, scowling. "Day Guard Captain Rampart," he said stiffly, "Princess."



Twilight scowled back. "Rarity didn't kill him. Let her go."



Rampart took a step forward, nose to Twilight's. "We'll determine that," he said with quiet menace. "This is an active regicide investigation and she's the only major suspect. Your word won't change that. Not even princesses are above the law."



Twilight stared back, unflinching. "No," she said, "but as a princess I do outrank you."



Rampart's lips curled back into a sneer. "It's my duty to refuse unlawful orders."



Twilight smiled thinly. "But you can't keep me from assigning myself to the investigation."



He paused for a moment at that. "I can't," he said slowly, "but I can throw you in jail the instant you try to tamper with it. So tread carefully, princess." The final word was slower, more grudgingly respectful, than his earlier barb, and Twilight couldn't help but feel like she was being given some sort of silent test.



So she took a breath and gave him a conciliatory smile. "I won't get in the way. I just want to know what you've discovered. The truth will show she's innocent."



Rampart's eyes roamed around her expression and posture, and Twilight belatedly stood a little straighter, trying to project cool confidence. Finally, he said, "You do realize how bad this looks for you, right? A friend of the suspect trying to muscle her way into the murder case."



"And how bad would it look for me if the Princess of Friendship didn't do everything she could for her friends?"



His muzzle creased into a frown, but it was more guarded—not the confrontational scowl from earlier. "I don't know what she's told you, but from here it seems open and shut. She had motive and opportunity. She's refusing to answer any questions. We have a witness and solid evidence."



"If it's that open and shut, then convince me. Start from the beginning."



Rampart gestured around the throne room. "Luna ended Night Court and went upstairs to the observatory at around 11:30 p.m. The Night Guard locked the room up around midnight, when the cleaning crew finished tidying up. This whole wing of the castle was deserted after that, except for the occasional Guard patrol. The body was found by Princess Celestia and three guards when she came to the throne room, as usual, to raise the sun—"



"Hold up. It was still locked in the morning?"



"Yes."



"Who had a key?"



Rampart sighed. "There's at least half a dozen copies floating around the guard, not all of which we've accounted for yet—but Prince Blueblood himself demanded a personal copy some time back, and that key was found in his clothes."



Twilight raised an eyebrow. "Demanded? Canterlot royals don't get keys to their own throne room?"



Rampart glanced away sullenly. "By tradition, no. They've been kept by the Guard for generations—it's a symbolic thing. But technically we couldn't refuse him, just like I can't keep you from jumping in on the case."



Twilight glanced at the door—the inside had a keyhole too, she noted—and tried to project a conciliatory tone. "We're both here for justice. Where does Rarity come into this?"



"Private Starblade confronted her sometime between 4 and 4:30 a.m.—and then again half an hour later, when she looked badly shaken. And before you ask: Despite having to place him on disciplinary leave for bribery, his story checks out. He had no motive, no prior contact with either Blueblood or Rarity, and his finances show no debts or windfalls other than him taking a petty payoff here and there. Nor did he have a throne room key."



Twilight frowned. "Did he see them together?"



"Nopony did," Rampart said. "Other than Starblade meeting Rarity, nopony on the Guard reported anyone in that wing all night."



"Nopony even saw Blueblood come in?" Twilight pressed. "So he and somepony else might have arrived together?"



"Could have," Rampart said grudgingly. "I'm sure it's possible to evade the patrols if you know our schedule. But there's no evidence for it."



"How do you know Rarity even met with Blueblood?" 



"The coin purse she gave to Starblade was his," Rampart said. "And there are traces of both Blueblood's magic and Rarity's on it, both dating between 4 and 5 a.m."



Twilight chewed her lip. That didn't look good, she had to admit, but it was a long way from there to being guilty. 



"Lady Rarity's motive is also clear," Rampart continued. "We've ordered copies of her files at several Canterlot banks, and the story at each is the same: huge loans and lines of credit, with erratic records of payments." Twilight's eyes widened. "She's on the verge of bankruptcy, and has been for a while. And she sets up a 4 a.m. meeting with a royal who she loathes and has publically humiliated? That has blackmail written all over it."



Twilight felt her cheeks heat. Rarity bankrupt? Rarity blackmailing Blueblood? No wonder she hadn't wanted to say anything back in the jail cell…



Rampart gave Twilight a thin smile—she wasn't sure whether to interpret it as conciliatory or triumphant—and his voice, for the first time, softened. "I'm sorry about your friend, Princess. Sometimes ponies aren't who we thought they were. But we can't let that stand in the way of justice." 



Justice. Twilight shook her head and tried to refocus. I have to stay focused on that. Whatever happened…Rarity's not the killer. She took a long breath through her nose, looking around the room as if there were any clues left for it to yield up, and her eyes settled on the evidence table where several ponies were examining a fireplace poker. Focus on the physical evidence.



"You said you linked Rarity and Blueblood to the bag between 4 and 5 a.m.," Twilight said. "I assume that's auramancy, but most of what I know about it comes from Fetlock Holmes novels. What can it really tell you?"



Rampart nodded as if approving of the question. "Actually, that's one of the few things detective fiction gets right. Levitating something—or, for that matter, casting a spell on it—makes it resonate at your unique magical frequency. The power of that resonance weakens at a known rate once your contact stops, and gets refreshed to its maximum if you interact with the object again. Auramancy is just about reading an object's resonant frequencies, giving you a series of 'magical hoofprints' along with approximately how long each signal has had to decay. So we know, for example, that Lady Rarity last magically interacted with the bag around eight and a half hours ago. She might have done so before then as well, but not after."



"So…the evidence doesn't necessarily place them together? Maybe she was so shaken because she arrived to find him dead."



Rampart raised an eyebrow and frowned. "Sure. And she just so happened to rob a corpse and then prop the murder weapon against the door. But she had nothing to do with the death."



Twilight blinked. "Wait, what was that? About the murder weapon."



Rampart hesitated for a moment, then pointed at the evidence table, where several ponies were examining the bloody fireplace poker. "That was used to bash his head in. There's a single impact fracture on the left rear side of the skull. And then it was left leaning against the inside of the throne room door."



Twilight glanced around, furrowing her brow. "Hold on. There's no fireplace here—and even if Rarity were the sort to carry a weapon around, you can't expect me to believe she carried it past Starblade without him noticing."



Rampart's eyes flicked around. "We're, ah, still trying to reconcile some of the evidence with the facts. But there are dozens of fireplaces in the building, and this matches the pokers used throughout the castle. She could have picked it up almost anywhere after their encounter."



Twilight stepped inward, voice turning icy. "'Could have'? My friend is in jail on a 'could have'? That was the first thing you checked, right? You can't possibly have failed to inventory the castle fireplaces by now."



"Look, it's a strange case," Rampart said quietly, not meeting her eyes. "You're right, we checked that first thing, and no pokers were missing this morning. However, one did vanish from Blueblood's room two days ago, and for obvious reasons that seems the likely source. That points to premeditation, and with two days to plan, she could have hidden it somewhere nearby where it wouldn't have been noticed."



"And is her resonance on the murder weapon from the same time as the bag?" Twilight pressed.



Rampart froze.



"Actually," he said, "the only recent resonance on the murder weapon was the victim's—"



"WHAT?" Twilight shouted.



"—which just points to premeditation again!" Rampart continued urgently. "Anypony planning murder would have known we could track them that way, and would have picked the weapon up in their mouth instead. Blueblood's trace was very fresh—between 4:45 and 5:45 a.m. His last action must have been to try to grab for it as he was fighting her off."



"And where's the evidence for that?"



Rampart swallowed. "Well, our spells found no traces of liquid or fabric fibers on the weapon shaft, so she would have had to use professional equipment like a rubber mouthguard, but we already know she came prepared—"



"You know nothing!" Twilight exploded. "Don't give me that! You can't even confirm them in the same room at the same time, and now you don't even have anything to show she had anything to do with his death? That could have been literally anypony holding the poker!"



Rampart, who had been shrinking back under her assault, straightened up a bit at that and fluffed his wings. "Not true," he said firmly. "The poker was left leaning against the only door out. That would have made it impossible for the killer to escape without teleportation. And the only unicorn whose magical trace puts them on the scene in that time period was Lady Rarity."



Twilight hesitated. "…Well, she…" Then she stopped and frowned. "Hold on. Auramancy can read regions too, can't it? A high-powered spell like teleportation would leave a trace in the room."



Rampart stiffened again. "A much more unstable and short-lived one…"



"Not unstable enough to vanish over the course of a few hours." She leaned in toward Rampart so close as to almost touch noses, and wished that she had Celestia's height to tower over him with. "Well? So whose resonance shows spellcasting in the throne room between 4 and 6 a.m.?"



Rampart's eyes flicked around the surrounding guards, to the nobles now watching with undisguised interest from the background, and even to Princess Celestia, as if searching for cover from Twilight's wrath. He swallowed. "Th-there are some facts the investigation is still in the process of accounting for—"



"Who."



"…Nobody. Not a single pony." His voice raised as he glanced around again. "Clearly we're dealing with some kind of magical anomaly, or the killer has some tricks up their sleeve, or—or—" A little fire came back into his eyes. "Or Lady Rarity walked out the door normally, and then teleported the poker to inside the door after she closed and locked it—"



"Uh-huh." Twilight's voice was flat. "She teleported the poker. And left a complete lack of magical resonance on it." 



Rampart's eyes darted back and forth between Twilight and Celestia—who was now watching him with undisguised interest. He took a step back, stood straight, and tried to recover some of his lost professionalism. "As I said, there are still facts we're trying to account for. But all of the objections you're raising rule out everypony in the same way that they rule out Lady Rarity. Clearly there's an explanation, and when we find it, the other evidence will show it had to be her."



Twilight took a step forward to stay in his face. "That's not how justice works," she said with quiet menace. "Based on the evidence in your possession, it's impossible for Rarity to have killed him and left. Let her go, or I'll order you off the case and court-martial you when you refuse. Do you think any tribunal in the nation will back you up?"



"But it's a murder case!" he blurted out. "We've got to have a suspect!"



"No," Twilight growled, "it's convenient for you to have a suspect when the newspapers catch wind of this and everypony start demanding results out of the investigation. But that's not my problem." She smiled thinly. "You do realize how bad this is about to look for you, right? Arresting a national hero to cover up your lack of progress."



"No—but—" Rampart stammered, eyes whipping around the room. Then he sagged in defeat, ears lowering, and looked over to a guard at his side. 



"Lady Rarity is hereby downgraded to a 'pony of interest'," he said in a bitter voice. "Release her at once."








Sunday, 3:18 p.m.

Canterlot Dungeons



Rarity sat up, looking over quizzically, as the guard unlocked her cell and threw the door wide. Twilight smiled gently and beckoned her forward with a wing.



Rarity closed her eyes, letting out a long and trembling breath. She shifted upright and plodded forward, leaning into a long hug with Twilight, and Twilight could feel her body shake with silent sobs.



"It's alright, Rarity," Twilight whispered. "You're free."



Rarity's body heaved again, and there was a sound along with it that sounded almost like a laugh. "I'm not, darling," she whispered. "I'm truly not. I'm not even certain you have done me a kindness. Nevertheless, I am grateful."



Twilight swallowed, and hugged Rarity a little tighter. "I…heard about your finances," she said hesitantly. "I'm going to fix that. Tell me what you need."



"Again, I'm grateful," Rarity murmured. "But it's not so simple as a lack of bits. The problem is I've failed you and failed Equestria. I'm the Element of Generosity, Twilight. How can I exemplify that if I cannot even provide for myself?"



"We've worked through harder friendship lessons," Twilight said. "We'll figure it out."



"I admire your optimism. I suspect I am ruined nonetheless. Public opinion is not so easy to repair as a loan payment."



"Nonsense," Twilight said firmly. "I forced Captain Rampart to admit in front of everypony that you weren't even a suspect any more. There's no reason for any of this to get out to the public, and we'll get your finances straightened out before they can cause any more trouble."



Rarity pulled back from Twilight with an odd look on her muzzle. "You what?…Twilight, darling, did he say what I am to the investigation now?"



"A pony of interest."



"And who are the suspects now?"



"Um," Twilight said, "unless he's had some ideas in the last half-hour, nopony."



Rarity's face fell, and she touched Twilight on the shoulder. "You're dreadfully smart, Twilight," she said quietly, "but you are not and never will be political. 'Pony of interest' is a polite way of saying that I am suspected of all but the act itself. And unless I miss my guess, you've sorely wounded the good captain's ego; no act of vengeance would be simpler nor more defensible than enumerating the 'ponies of interest' to the press in lieu of admitting his lack of leads. Twilight…I do not wish to impress upon you the weight of guilt, because I would be in equally dire straits had you not intervened, but my ruination is more or less guaranteed."



Twilight felt the blood drain from her cheeks. "What?!"



Rarity gave her a brave smile. "You tried, and for that, as I said, I am grateful."



Twilight grabbed Rarity's shoulders. "I'm not done trying. How do I fix this?"



"Frankly, I suspect my situation unfixable. But in the matter of Rampart, I would open with an apology, and then offer some quid pro quo. Assist him in his duties. Secure his political fortunes. Make him, in short, look good."



"Alright." Twilight frowned, looking away. "…I think that means finding the murderer for him."



"Then I wish you great success," Rarity said quietly. "It may buy me a day or two. For my own part…I believe I need to retire to a hotel room and soak in a hot bath for the remainder of my final evening as a respected lady."



Twilight glanced back into Rarity's eyes. "Hold on," she said with equal gentleness. "Help me help you. Anything you could tell me might be the key."



Rarity shuddered. "Please, Twilight. This is torture enough. Do not make me relive last night."



Twilight winced. "I'm sorry, but I've got to have some place to start. I have to.…How about a yes-or-no question?…No, two. Two questions and I'll leave you alone unless there's no other choice."



"Perhaps," Rarity said with some effort. "Ask."



"Did you meet anypony in the castle last night, anypony at all, besides Blueblood and that guard you bribed?"



"I'm afraid not," Rarity said, and Twilight blinked, having braced for the opposite.



"Uh, alright. Was Blueblood alive when you last saw him?"



Rarity shuddered again. "To my regret…yes."








Sunday, 4:46 p.m.

Canterlot Palace



Twilight's path back to the controlled chaos of the throne room spiraled through an endless series of detours and loops as she thought furiously—but every single possibility kept dead-ending in that poker propped up against the door. How could anypony possibly have left it there and gotten out, with no magical traces in the room and none but Blueblood's on the weapon? 



And for that matter, why would the killer have left the murder weapon behind in such an impossible way? Why would they have left it behind at all, when they could have taken it with them and disposed of it? And if they were planning that far ahead, why use a crude tool like a stolen fireplace poker instead of, oh, say, an easily concealable knife or garrote? And how did they manage to catch Blueblood by surprise and hit him from behind while carrying such a visibly threatening—



"Twilight?" Celestia's gentle voice interrupted her thoughts.



Twilight started, and glanced up into her former mentor's eyes. Celestia gave her a pained smile. "I'm so sorry you've had to go through all this. And I'm sorry I didn't send word earlier, but as one of the key witnesses, I've been snarled up in the investigation from the beginning."



"It's alright," Twilight said, and let out a breath. "Kind of. I proved Rarity innocent, but her name's about to be dragged through the mud because I cost Captain Rampart his only suspect."



Celestia winced. "Yes. I…saw your little altercation with the captain. Tell you what, Twilight." She touched a hoof to Twilight's shoulder and smiled. "That's a political problem, and I live and breathe politics. Let me help you smooth that over." The hoof shifted up to Twilight's cheek, and Twilight blushed for a moment before she realized that it was tracing an arc under her eyes. "And once we buy you and Rarity some time, why don't you sleep on it so you can tackle the problem with a fresh mind? You look like the Book Fairy ran you over with a fully-loaded chariot."



Twilight couldn't help but laugh. "I…um…might have been up until 2 a.m. studying in my library last night," she said. "Then it was market day, and then I heard about Rarity when I got back to the castle, and I might have burned through my thaumic reserve teleporting straight to Canterlot from Ponyville, and I've been untangling impossible things since." She looked up hopefully. "Is there anything you've heard that the captain didn't tell me? We should compare notes."



"We should," Celestia said. "Tomorrow. For now, the most important thing is to make certain Rarity's reputation survives intact." She shook her head, grimacing. "The poor mare doesn't deserve this. Not after what she's been through with Blueblood."



Twilight deliberated for a moment, then asked, "What did happen between them last night?"



"Huh?" Celestia said, looking at Twilight and blinking. She tilted her head. "I haven't the foggiest, except for what I've overheard, same as you. What I meant was his vendetta against her dating back to that first Gala. All his torment of her and attempted sabotage of her businesses…I've stopped what I could, but I can't be everywhere. It seems she can't even be rid of him after he's passed on. At least there's nothing more he can do to her now."



"Yeah," Twilight said, though she had a sinking feeling that wasn't settled yet.








Sunday, 5:02 p.m.

Throne Room



"…We both, of course, have the utmost confidence in you, Captain. Isn't that right, Twilight?"



"Uh, yes," Twilight said with what she hoped wasn't too vigorous of a nod, and added in yet another "I'm sorry."



Rampart stood between them as if pinned to the wall. "Of course, Your Majesties. I…" He swallowed and looked into Twilight's eyes. "I'm trying my best with a matter of such urgency and sensitivity. I hope you understand."



"No hard feelings," Twilight said, and felt a little twinge of guilt. "…Alright, maybe some little hard feelings. But I forgive you. That's the important thing. I just want us to both get this right, and I don't want to make your job harder."



A wry smile curled across Rampart's muzzle. "Those are two goals that are by definition at odds, Princess. But if I can have some help running interference with the press now that word is starting to leak…"



"Of course," Celestia said.



Twilight nodded, more firmly this time. "You just focus on the investigation," she said, and grinned. "And keep me posted. I'm still technically on the team, and as long as we stick to the truth I'll go after anypony in your way with the ferocity I went after you."



Celestia raised one eyebrow at Twilight with a wry smile. Rampart just grinned back and saluted. "Yes, Princess."



"Any new suspects?" Twilight said. "Or any new information? Oh! Speaking of which, I did get a brief statement out of Rarity." She floated over a paper on which she'd written out the very tail end of their conversation.



Rampart skimmed it, nodded, and hoofed it into his saddlebags. "Thank you. Hopefully this will help." He sighed. "Unfortunately, no new leads from this end. We're running every test we can think of, and dragging in half of Canterlot University to see if we can reproduce a spell that doesn't leave any resonance. Right now, we're looking into the possibility of changelings being involved, but since they have unique and unchangeable magical frequencies the same way unicorns do, it's back to the exact same problems."



Twilight thought about that for a moment—two Bluebloods attacking each other—and blinked. "There is one killer we haven't considered yet," she said. "Blueblood."



Rampart shook his head. "This would be the world's craziest suicide, if so. But too many pieces don't fit. The location of the wound. How the poker ended up against the door." 



"But it explains the mystery that confounds every other one of our theories! It's impossible for anyone to have exited the room after the poker was placed…but Blueblood never left. And we know for a fact he levitated the poker around the time of his death, and that nopony else did. There are—like you said with Rarity—a lot of weird details to straighten out, but it's not outright contradicted by our evidence, and right now that makes it uniquely worth pursuing."



Celestia thought for a moment, then slowly nodded. "Logically, she has a compelling point, doesn't she?"



Twilight nodded back, wheels furiously spinning in her mind. Celestia was opening her mouth to say something else when a thought sparked, and Twilight hurriedly added, "Hang on—I think I've got it!"



"Oh?" Rampart said.



"Not suicide, exactly. See…we know Blueblood and Rarity met, and she was weaponless, and the poker had vanished from Blueblood's room. He brought the poker. Blueblood was the one who swung it at Rarity." Twilight beamed. "Her actions were self-defense, not murder! And, in fact, since her resonance isn't on the weapon at all—" more pieces fell into place—"I bet she just ducked when she got attacked, and his own swing hit him and mortally wounded him on the follow-through! And then, as she was galloping for the door, he threw the poker at her. She slammed and locked it, and the poker landed propped against the door."



There was silence for a moment. Celestia—who had been staring at Twilight and making subtle hoof gestures across her neck, Twilight belatedly realized—returned her hoof to the floor and visibly winced.



"I feel compelled to warn you," Rampart said slowly, "I do have to reopen the investigation on Lady Rarity, then. Royal blackmail isn't a capital crime, but it's still a major felony in connection with the death."



"Oh," Twilight said faintly. "Uh…"



"Though I do have to say that I'm unexpectedly impressed by your commitment to following the truth wherever it may lead."



"As am I," Celestia smoothly added, "but both of you must admit the odds of a thrown fireplace poker landing point-down and leaning against the door are rather ludicrous."



"But less impossible and more comprehensive than any alternative so far," Rampart said with obvious reluctance. "As awkward as it might be, I don't think the investigation can ignore the idea. At the very least we need to establish the nature of Lady Rarity's alleged leverage and whether it might have driven him to such an act."



Celestia turned to fully face Rampart with her most royal smile. "I'm afraid I'm just an outside observer here, but it seems to me that, owing to the delicacy of the situation, such an unlikely possibility might not require immediate investigation? Perhaps you could assign some guards to it tomorrow so as not to pull them from their current leads."



Rampart shook his head. "We can't risk destruction of evidence." But his face softened at Twilight's anguished look. "Look, we can at least make it house arrest. That will be a great deal quieter and more comfortable for her."



"That would be most gracious of you, Captain," Celestia said, and turned away, clamping a wing over Twilight's back and dragging her alongside.



"Twilight," Celestia hissed once they had both exited the throne room and rounded a corner, "get some sleep."








Sunday, 11:44 p.m.

Twilight Sparkle's Room

Scholar Tower, Canterlot Palace



Twilight couldn't sleep.



There was the guilt, of course. Crushing, suffocating guilt. If she'd only kept her big, fat mouth shut…



But her mind was also chasing its own tail, desperately attacking the evidence from every possible angle, thinking of everything she'd been told, trying to assemble the scene in her head, playing and replaying various scenarios of Blueblood's death, inserting phantom killers into the scene and trying to remove them.



Was it Blueblood's attempted murder gone wrong? she thought, desperately trying to tear down her own theory, and after several sleepless hours she decided it couldn't have been. Rarity's been through Tartarus with me, she thought. Almost literally, in Tirek's case. If Rarity had simply dodged Blueblood trying to kill her, she wouldn't have refused to talk to me about it. Twilight grimly smiled, remembering Rarity's last words to her. And she probably would have gone back to finish the job.



So the task was clear: piece together an alternate explanation that wasn't contradicted by the facts.



She closed her eyes and assembled a timeline, start to finish. No—start to her arrival. Rampart was as flawed as any of them. Maybe there was something she wasn't being told. Something he was hiding, or didn't know, or was overlooking. Twilight had teased information out of Rarity he hadn't been able to get, after all.



She tried to imagine the throne room being swarmed by guards. The chaos of securing the scene. Photographing the body, measuring the blood pool, securing the evidence, combing the room, keeping out onlookers, calling the auramancers—



Twilight's eyes snapped open.



There was the missing clue, clear as day.



And there was a conversation that couldn't wait.








Sunday, 11:58 p.m.

Tower of the Sun

Canterlot Palace



"I need to talk to you about the murder," Twilight said as soon as Celestia had shooed out her guards and closed the door. "Here. Now."



Celestia gave her a strained smile, lighting her horn to adjust the collar of her nightgown. "I understand how important this is to you, Twilight," she said, "but I dearly hope you're willing to give my suggestion of a good night's sleep some consideration."



Twilight's resolve wavered, but only for a moment. She drew a deep breath. "No," she said. "Which is to say, I tried. But this can't wait."



Celestia let out a little huff-sigh and nodded, the smile never leaving her muzzle. "Go ahead."



"Alright," Twilight said, and steeled herself. "Let's say, hypothetically, I was going to ask your alibi for the murder as part of the investigation. What would you say?"



Celestia blinked and tensed—and then she nodded again, her smile growing gentle and sympathetic and sad, and her posture relaxed. "I understand, Twilight," she said. "Justice is blind; the investigation has to suspect everypony, and it's rattling your foundation that you might discover something uncomfortable about me the same way you did Rarity. Right?"



"Right," Twilight said, stomach twisting.



"To answer your question, I was sleeping all night. By happy chance, I had tailors working overnight in my parlor on a dress for tonight's ball, and they can testify I didn't leave my bedroom. My bedroom will also test free of spell residue. My hoofmaidens got me up about 45 minutes before sunrise, and I took a shower—I'm sure they were listening to my humming from here. After they helped me get dressed, I was with the guards until the body was found."



Twilight stared at Celestia's gentle expression for a while, and slowly nodded. "Would I be correct that you handled the murder weapon in your horngrip when the throne room door was opened, by the way?"



"That's correct." Celestia was holding Twilight's stare, and her face was a modem of patient cooperation. "I'm afraid it fell in such a way as to block the door, and we didn't know it was a murder scene yet."



Twilight's gaze dropped to the carpet. She wasn't making this easy.



"Is there anything else?" Celestia gently prompted.



"I suppose so," Twilight said, staring back into Celestia's eyes again. "Again, hypothetically, if I were asking you questions as part of the investigation ... given how both of us affirmed the logic of suicide just a few hours ago, why haven't you commented on my repeatedly asking you about the murder just now?"



A muscle in Celestia's jaw twitched.



Slowly, she closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath.



Twilight waited, gut crumpling into a tiny ball.



"I'm sorry," Celestia said softly, "I'm just trying to figure out where to start. I could ask just how hypothetical this really is, but the answer doesn't actually matter. You're smart, Twilight, terribly smart, and I won't insult you by playing bluffing games with what we both know and don't know. And half of what I want to say is irrelevant because the damage to your trust has already been done." Celestia opened her eyes and turned toward her kitchenette, floating a teapot and some leaves toward the sink. "Let's start, then, with a fact: Prince Blueblood took his own life. And another fact: Tomorrow morning, test results will show that at his time of death he'd just eaten a wafer of potent magical poison." 



"Tell me everything," Twilight said faintly.



Celestia glanced back over her shoulder as the teapot filled. "Are you sure? If we both go to sleep now, then you'll wake up with Rampart realizing that Blueblood's death was a suicide intended to look like a murder, and that he was framing Rarity. That's enough to allow the inquest to be closed without dragging an innocent victim's secrets into the light. The blackmail investigation can be handled separately and more discreetly. You both get the happy ending. If I tell you anything beyond that—" Celestia's voice grew faint—"you'll have some hard choices to make, indeed."



"Better that than to always wonder," Twilight said quietly.



"I figured. But I had to ask." Celestia smiled wryly. "First of all, I owe you an apology. I owe Rarity an apology. I had no idea she would be caught up in this, and her involvement has very nearly unraveled all the good I was trying to accomplish. I'm truly sorry, and that doesn't count for much, but I'm doing all I can to make it right."



"Sorry for what?"



Celestia set the teapot on her stove. "For my part in this, of course. Blueblood…among his many other vile acts, for years he has forced himself on the palace staff, time and time again. Luna and I tried everything possible to rehabilitate him, or even rein him in, but he simply got craftier about his transgressions, threatening his victims into silence. The final straw was two days ago. When he learned he had impregnated a maid named Feather Duster, he beat her to death with a fireplace poker rather than risk her condition alerting us to his actions—and then disposed of her body, blaming her disappearance on her running away."



Twilight's face paled.



"Yes," Celestia continued, "that poker. There's no going back from that, Twilight; he had to be dealt with. But turning him over to the law would have caused a scandal that would have ruined us all for a mere slap on the wrist—he destroyed and befouled too much evidence for the murder charge to stick, and he's long been the favored son of the Canterlot nobility that would have comprised his jury. So I arranged a private confrontation, and gave him a choice: He could end his own life amid a scandal that would blow over quickly, and gain quiet burial of his history of misdeeds; or I would release to the public every last indiscretion we could document, and while it would ruin our own reputations for a generation or more, his name would go down in history as a curse word for villainy."



"You teleported into the throne room with the poker," Twilight said. "Your handling of the weapon was cloaked by picking it up when you arrived at sunrise, and your teleportation spell was cloaked by your daily routine of raising the sun from the throne room."



"The poison he chose to take was a concentrated numbing agent, paralytic in high doses," Celestia said. "He was dead by the time I hit him, but even if he hadn't been, he wouldn't have felt anything." She sighed. "I did misaim the blow slightly, but didn't dare to try again and ruin the effect even more."



"But why set up such a murder scene? Why not just let him die of the poison?"



"As justice," Celestia said quietly. "The death would have been—very briefly—blamed on the missing mare, until it became interpreted as a suicide with which Blueblood intended to cast suspicion on her, by maiming himself with a weapon once numb. That would have cleared her name of his earlier aspersions, and justified us in awarding the family a restitution payment. Unfortunately, Blueblood was also meeting Rarity that same night, and the miscast blame shone an unintended light on her woes…as well as led to your involvement, and this talk. Again, I'm sorry."



Twilight thought. "Was Rampart in on it? He never told me about your handling of the poker or your sun-raising."



"Not as such," Celestia said. "He did, in fact, investigate my alibi, and I'm sure he found it as suspicious as you did. But to have accused a princess of murder, or even intimated he suspected me, without unimpeachable evidence would have ended his career. And he himself authorized my solar raising. That put him in a desperate bind to find any other solution, which I was counting on to help sell the staged-murder angle."



A whistle began to build from the teapot, and Celestia removed it from heat and poured two cups of smoky grey tea. "Which leads us to your hard choice, I'm afraid. Now that you know the truth, Twilight, either you have to turn me in or become an accessory to that death. A well-justified death, I'd like to think…Blueblood was a monster, no less so than Tirek or Sombra. But if I only ever listen to my own judgment, there's nothing stopping me from becoming the monster that he was." Celestia set down the teapot and closed her eyes. "I didn't kill Blueblood, at least not in any way that a court of law will execute me for—but with your testimony of my confession, they can strip me of my throne and duties. If you think that's what I deserve, I swear by my sun I won't resist or retaliate in any way. And if not…" her voice dropped to a whisper. "Then both our souls are a tiny bit darker tonight."



Twilight closed her eyes and bowed her head.



Then she picked up the second teacup, and silently took a sip.



Celestia smiled, with infinite pain and weariness, and sipped her tea.








Moonday, 10:14 a.m.

Room 1410, Canterlot Hayatt Regency



"It turns out he committed suicide," Twilight said, staring carefully at a smudge in the paint two meters to the left of the suite's biggest wall art. "In a way designed to frame somepony for his death. Captain Rampart has been quite understanding of the principle that publicizing the 'murder' angle would just be enabling Blueblood to victimize you one last and cruelest time. The records of the investigation are going to be sealed as soon as he makes today's announcement." 



Rarity sat up, hope creeping into her expression for the first time since the arrest. "Sealed? He…it's all staying private? Twilight, I barely know what to say. Thank you. Thank you."



Twilight chewed her lip for a moment. "That's not all, Rarity. I…think I understand what happened two nights ago." She tried to put as much empathy in her voice as possible. "You never had blackmail material on him. That's not you. He had some on you—and I don't want to know what. I don't want to know why. Let it die with him. You're my friend, and nothing else matters."



"Twilight," Rarity whispered, and her voice held so much gratitude that Twilight didn't have to turn around to know there were tears spilling down her cheeks.



She kept her gaze firmly on that smudge. "And…Rarity." Somehow, this felt like the hardest part—harder than confronting Celestia, even harder than staring at the ceiling marinating in failure. "If…if you ever want to talk about what he did to you two nights ago…" 



For a moment, it was too much.  Instead, Twilight closed her eyes and pictured an unmarked grave on the slopes outside the city, perhaps never to be found. I can't help you, she thought. But I can remember you.



"I can't imagine what that was like for you," Twilight said. "But you weren't the only one he did that to. You're not alone.  And if you ever want some help to start healing…I'll be right here." 



White hooves tightened around Twilight's chest, and Rarity clung to Twilight, wordlessly sobbing.



Twilight turned around and held her friend until both of their tears were dry.
      

      
   
      The Lamia


      

      
      
         “Hey. Hey, Rarity!” Sweetie Belle’s high tin-whistle voice reached Rarity through the thin door guarding the Carousel Boutique’s design room. “A monster’s moving in next door.”



“That’s nice, darling.” Rarity nibbled on her lip, entirely without realizing it, as she focused on the strip of Alençon lace beneath her fabric shears. Thin gold wires wove their way through the delicate cloth, and a careless cut could tear them out of alignment, ruining the entire spool. The blades closed a millimeter at a time, snipping each thread in turn, until the lace fell free onto her table.



“I’m going to go say ‘hi’ and maybe help her okay bye sis!” 



“Uh huh. You do that.” Rarity was already cutting the next slip of fabric. Snip. Just under four hundred to go.



She heard, distantly, the front door slam, rattling the Boutique’s picture frames like windchimes. Then blessed silence returned, and nothing bothered Rarity for the remainder of the hour.



Snip. Snip.



Snip.








When Rarity finally put down the shears, a throbbing headache was well-established behind her horn. She straightened, uncurling her back, and winced as long-locked muscles lining her spine burned in protest. A quiet sound that might have been a grunt escaped her lungs, and she stretched her neck, wincing at the sandy sound of disused joints falling back into alignment.



“Well, let’s never do this again,” she said to nopony in particular, but her eyes were on the workbench, where a thousand strips of lace and trim and ribbon sat in orderly piles. Tomorrow she would begin the task of attaching them to fabric panels, followed by assembling those panels together, and by the end of the week she would have three exquisitely ruffled ball gowns waiting for delivery to Canterlot.



Just thinking about it set her horn to glowing, and a spool of thread on the shelf beside her began to tremble. If she started now, the first one could be halfway done by this evening, which would give her all day tomorrow to start…



No. Before the materials could tempt her any further she walked out of the room and into the kitchen. She let the water run in the sink until it felt ice-cold to her hoof, then filled a glass and downed it in a single pull.



Her headache receded a tad. She smiled.



Through the bay window above the sink, Rarity viewed Ponyville in its late-autumn afternoon splendor. The warm, low sun painted everything yellow and gold. Piles of dry, fallen leaves blew across the cobblestone roads like snow in a blizzard, filling the air with a quiet rustle. Everypony wore a smile as they passed by.



And there, across the street, a moving wagon sat on the curb by Junebug’s old house. Boxes and crates filled it, and as she watched a pair of burly stallions walked out the door, hoisted one onto their backs, and carried it inside. 



A flash of color caught her eye, and she saw a sunflower-coated mare leaning out the house’s window, fussing with dirt and flower bulbs in a box planter attached to the sill. The mare scooped out a hole with her hooves, dropped one of the bulbs in, and covered it over with smooth, practiced motions. She seemed to neither notice nor mind the dirt as it smeared on her fetlocks and chest.



New neighbors! Rarity’s smile grew, and she set her glass down to go greet them.



The breeze had a bite to it, just enough to remind ponies that winter lurked around the season’s corner. It tousled her mane, and she spent a moment fussing with it before crossing the street, making a beeline for the mare in the window.



“I say, hello!” Rarity trotted up to the window, careful not to step on any of the dirt spilled below. “Are you by any chance the new owner of this home?”



The mare glanced up as Rarity approached, and she ducked, as though startled by the sudden attention. After a moment, though, a small, shy smile grew on her lips, and she propped her forelegs on the window sill to lean out into the sun. A rich, auburn mane, shot through with lighter highlights, shone like a bird’s plumage and complimented the earthy yellow of her coat. 



“I suppose I am,” she said. Her voice held the hint of a faint lisp, doubtlessly the relic of a childhood impediment. “Are you Rarity? Your little sister was just here. Oh, um, I’m Oriole! It’s nice to meet you.”



“Well, Oriole, it’s a pleasure to meet you as well.” Rarity knew a socially awkward pony when she saw one; between Twilight Sparkle and Fluttershy, they made up nearly half of her closest friends. She smiled as warmly as she could and pitched her voice low. “I am indeed Rarity, and that was my sister you met earlier. I hope she wasn’t any bother.”



“Oh, no!” Oriole’s vivid ruby eyes, already two of the largest and most expressive Rarity had ever seen on a pony, widened even further, as though she were frightened by the thought that somepony might bother her. “No, she was very nice. A bit, um, loud, but she helped me unpack a few boxes. And she didn’t break anything that I can’t, um, replace. Oh, I’m being rude, aren’t I? I should come out to speak with you!” And with that she vanished in a yellow flash, leaving Rarity to blink at her sudden absence.



But not for long. A moment later the front door banged open and Oriole emerged.



And kept emerging.



In fact, it took a fair few seconds for her entire body to pass through the door. Just below her ribs, where a normal pony’s barrel would begin, Oriole’s coat thinned and gave way to rank upon rank of armored scales. A snake’s body extended for fifteen feet or more, sparkling brown on top, with bright yellow scutes along her belly, ending in a blunt tip that danced energetically across the lawn as she slithered closer.



“Sorry, sorry,” Oriole said as she came to a stop. She fretted with her hooves, rubbing them together against her chest, and her gaze darted around the lawn before finally settling on Rarity. Upright, she ‘stood’ nearly a full head taller than Big Macintosh, though if she were to put her hooves on the ground she would seem no larger than any other unicorn mare, minus the lengthy snake’s body.



“I don’t, um, talk to ponies much,” she continued. “It’s a thing, a thing I’m trying to get better at.”



“Oh, well, that’s quite alright.” Rarity’s mouth ran on social autopilot even as her brain struggled to catch up with the situation. “I must say, your scales are absolutely beautiful. And what, ah, if you don’t mind my asking… well, what are you?”



“It’s okay, ponies ask me that a lot.” She spun around, her body coiling into a great loop beneath her. “I’m a lamia.”



“Oh.” Rarity’s heart slowly climbed out of her throat and back into her chest where it belonged. “That is fascinating. I don’t think there are any other, ah, lamias in Ponyville.”



Now that they were closer, Rarity could see why Oriole’s eyes seemed so large -- she had no visible eyelids. Instead, every few heartbeats a white membrane flicked across her eyes, there and gone, so fast she might have imagined it.



Oriole nodded. “There’s not many of us in this part of the world. In fact, I’ve never seen another one of me.”



That sounded terribly lonely. Rarity felt her smile start to slip and schooled it back into place. “Well, if you’re looking for friends, I’m sure you’ll find plenty here. What brings you to Ponyville, though? I love this town dearly, but it is a tad off the beaten path.”



Oriole froze. Not in the sense a pony might freeze, merely stopping and holding still. With Oriole it was an almost supernatural act, a stillness akin to a statue, painted lifelike colors. Not even her mane or the tufts atop her ears blew in the breeze.



It didn’t take long for the resulting silence to grow awkward. “I’m sorry, is that impertinent of me?” Rarity said. “If you would rather not discuss...”



Oriole drew in a breath, and the illusion broke. “No, no, I’m sorry. It’s just, um…” She took another breath, and another. Her hooves worried at each other again, and a glisten of sweat appeared in her coat. When she continued it was sotto voce, a whisper barely above the breeze. “It’s okay. It’s okay. You can do this, Oriole.”



She cleared her throat, then continued, louder. “The truth is, Rarity, I’m trying to get away from some bad influences. You see, I’m an addict.”



“Oh. Oh!” Rarity stepped forward without thinking, reaching up to rest her hoof atop Oriole’s. “Darling, listen to me. You’ve come to the right place. The ponies here are the friendliest, most supportive people I have ever known. Whatever your issues are, we will help you without judgement or censure.”



A smile grew on Oriole’s face as Rarity spoke, more confident than the shy things she had hidden behind before. The needle tips of fangs glittered against her lips. 



“Your sister said the same thing,” she said. “Not, um, quite as eloquently, but mostly the same. I really think this is the town for me, Rarity.”



“It is, darling, I can feel it.” Rarely had Rarity been more certain of her own words. Something like destiny or fate was at work here, for this poor mare in need to move in across the street from the Element of Generosity. A heady, joyful feeling built in her chest; the remaining faint shadows of fear over Oriole’s monstrous appearance vanished like smoke in the breeze.



“I knew Ponyville was perfect,” Oriole said. She clasped Rarity’s hoof and held it against her chest. “As soon as I heard how few stallions there were here, I knew I’d found the right place.”



Rarity considered that statement.



Finally, she gave up. “I’m sorry, stallions? Why does that matter?”



“Oh.” Oriole ducked her head, suddenly shy again. “Stallions. I’m addicted to them.”



“You’re… addicted to stallions?”



Oriole nodded.



Parts of that made sense to Rarity. Other parts did not. “I see… If you don’t mind my asking, how exactly are you addicted to them?”



Oriole blushed but didn’t hesitate to answer. “I eat them. All lamias do.”



Rarity nodded. “And when you say ‘eat,’ I assume that’s actually a…” she glanced around to make sure nopony was too close, then lowered her voice. “A, ah, sexual euphemism?”



Oriole shook her head. “No. I mean, yes, we do usually have sex. But then I eat them.”



“You physically devour them?”



Oriole nodded.



“But now you want to stop?” 



“More than anything! I realized I’ve been living a destructive lifestyle, always chasing after my next stallion without realizing I was hurting myself and my friends. So I quit, and I’ve been clean for almost nine months now.”



“Well, darling, I admire your spirit,” Rarity said. “And I think you’ve come to the right place. Ponyville has a long history of accepting people who have made mistakes and are trying to do better. So, ah, don’t worry about your past, and know that you will always have at least one friend.”



Oriole’s eyes began to water as Rarity spoke, and her lip trembled. “Really? You don’t care about my, uh, issues?”



“I should think not. Why, we’ve all made mistakes! I don’t see how yours are any worse than mine, as long as you’re trying to improve.”



Oriole could contain herself no longer. She threw her arms wide and wrapped them around Rarity in a firm hug. The rest of her body followed, coiling around Rarity’s barrel and legs like an anaconda, squeezing the breath from her lungs.



“Oh, Rarity!” she said. “I think this is the start of a beautiful friendship!”



Rarity wheezed in reply.



But she was pretty happy, too.








Twilight Sparkle was, as per her custom, reading in the library when Rarity arrived.



Normally the princess preferred to sit in pools of sunlight cast through the library’s crystal windows. But, she had discovered to her dismay during her first winter in the new castle, the advancing season instead directed the sun’s rays onto the shelves and walls, not onto the floor. They were still quite pretty and contributed to the castle’s majestic appearance, but she couldn’t sit in them and read.



Today’s attempt at a solution involved an enchanted mirror that slowly tracked across the wall, reflecting the sunlight onto her reading desk. It wasn’t working out as well as she hoped; the mirror seemed to catch all the sun’s light but none of its warmth. A fireplace, like the old library had in its main room, would solve that problem nicely, but alas…



So distracted by these thoughts was Twilight Sparkle that she didn’t notice Rarity’s arrival until the mare sat down at the desk beside her. Her faint scent, of fresh cotton and floral perfume, teased Twilight out of her reminiscence and back into the present.



“Sorry Rarity, I didn’t hear you come in,” she said, putting her book down. “What brings you by today?”



“Why, Twilight, must I be here for something? Can’t I stop by simply to say ‘hello’ to a friend?”



Twilight blinked. “Oh, you can. Um, hello.”



Rarity seemed to sigh under her breath. “Hello, Twilight. Anyway, I was hoping you could help me find a book.”



Twilight grinned. “A book! Yes, we can do that here! What kind of book would you like?” She jumped to her hooves, ready to race off and find the shelf in question.



“Hm, anything about addictions. And how to overcome them. For regular ponies, that is, not a medical textbook or anything.”



Twilight froze. Her mind locked, caught on that single word, and spun around and around it like an electron in an atom’s lowest energy level. Her heart hammered in her chest, and she gasped in a deep breath. 



“Oh, Rarity!” She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around the startled unicorn in a tight hug. “Listen to me. We are here for you, okay? Whatever it is, we will help you get through this. We’re your friends and we will be with you no matter what.”



Rarity gawked at her, then pushed her away with a scowl. “What? No, not for me! It’s for a friend.”



“A friend. Right, of course.” Twilight stepped closer and sat beside Rarity, wrapping one foreleg around her shoulders to draw her in, and gently patting her mane with the other. “For a ‘friend’, then. Okay. This is fine. We can do this. What sort of problem is your ‘friend’ having?”



Rarity tried to wriggle free but gave soon gave up. “Oh, for the love of Celestia. Twilight, listen to me. My friend’s name is Oriole, she just moved to Ponyville, and she’s addicted to stallions. Oh, also she’s a lamia.”



Twilight stopped to consider that, her hoof still resting on Rarity’s mane.



“Run that by me again?”



Rarity finally disengaged herself with a huff. “She’s a lamia. It’s like a snake-pony thing. Anyway, she just moved here and she’s recovering from an addiction to stallions. I was hoping you might have a book or two with helpful information, so I could support her.”



“A… lamia, you said?”



“Yes. Am I not being clear?”



“No, I mean, you are, but… wait here a moment.” Twilight stood and walked over to the reference shelf to find the ‘La-Li’ volume of the encyclopaedia. She returned with it, set it open on the desk, and started rifling through the pages. “A lamia.”



“Yes.”



Twilight found the entry. It was headlined with a graphite sketch of monstrous snake bearing the head and shoulders of a crazed mare, all perched atop a pile of artistically rendered bones. She spun the book around to face Rarity. “One of these?”



Rarity’s muzzle folded with wrinkles. “Well, I suppose, though this artist seems to have taken some liberties in her description. When you meet Oriole, Twilight, I’m sure you’ll agree that she’s nothing like this. Why, her temperament reminds me of Fluttershy.”



“Rarity, lamias are monsters. They eat ponies.”



“Yes, she’s trying to stop, though. She said she hasn’t eaten a stallion in almost a year.”



Twilight was silent for a while. The enchanted mirror on the wall whirred quietly, redirecting the sunlight onto their table. It was the loudest sound in the library.



“You’re serious,” Twilight finally said.



“I should think so, darling. And I dare say if you knew Oriole you’d understand why. She’s one of the sweetest mares I’ve ever met.”



“But she eats stallions.”



“Ate stallions. Now she doesn’t, and with our help she never will again.”



Twilight closed the encyclopaedia and pushed it away. “Rarity, you can’t just undo stuff like that. Lamias don’t eat ponies because they’re bad, they do it because it’s their nature. That’s why we call them monsters, and we don’t let them live in our towns.”



“Mhm. And what about draconequuses who happen to be spirits of chaos? What do we do when they decide to change?”



“Well, um,” Twilight frowned. “We…”



“We let them live with Fluttershy. And what do we do with former cult leaders who nearly destroy the future with irresponsible, power-mad time travel spells?”



“Hey, that’s a special case!”



“Oh, yes, a very special case. Tell me, where is your special student? Still asleep? Up late after another personal study session with the Princess of Friendship?”



Twilight tried and failed to control the blush exploding across her face. “That’s not… It doesn’t matter what…”



“Listen, Twilight.” Rarity set a hoof on Twilight’s shoulder. “I’m not judging anything you do with Starlight. All I’m asking is to have the same chance with Oriole that we’ve given to so many other reformed villains. You said that it’s in a lamia’s nature to eat ponies, but how do we know that for sure? Has anypony ever tried to help one stop?”



Twilight frowned. “Not that I’m aware of, but… I don’t know, Rarity. This seems risky.”



“We’ll just have to make sure to do this right, then. Now, do you think you have any books on addictions to stallions?”








It turned out the library had an extensive selection of books on addiction, including Breaking the Cycle: The 12-Step Process to Stop Eating Stallions. Rarity set her copy on the kitchen table and chanced a glance out the bay window at Oriole’s house. The moving wagons were long gone, and the boxes were emptied and set out on the curb for collection. 



Three incomplete dresses waited in the next room, begging for her attention. Instead she walked out the door and crossed the street to Oriole’s home.



“Coming!” Oriole’s voice responded to Rarity’s knock, and a moment later the door opened to reveal the lamia. Her mane was pulled back, tied in a kerchief, and she held a feather duster in one hoof. “Oh, Rarity! Please, come in, I’m just tidying the place up.”



“Actually, I was wondering if you were free this afternoon,” Rarity said. She wiped her hooves on the snake-themed welcome mat and stepped inside. “I have something of a tradition where I take my friends to the Ponyville spa to relax and primp, and this afternoon they happen to have a half-off special.”



“Oh!” Oriole fretted with her hooves. “Now? You think they’ll, um, let me in? Like this?”



“I should hope so, darling. They let Rainbow Dash in, after all.”



The trip across town was uneventful. A few ponies stopped and stared at Oriole, but apparently Rarity’s presence at her side was enough to reassure them that, no, this was not some dangerous monster escaped from the Everfree. The few stallions they encountered stared at the lamia with interest, but Oriole’s shy demeanor, downcast eyes, and Rarity’s scowl were enough to discourage them from coming any closer.



There were few spa customers at this time of day, one reason for the half-price special. The spa ponies escorted them back into the baths without once commenting on Oriole’s odd dimensions. Soon they were secure in a steaming wood tub, curtained by rising mist, kept company only by the burble of water in the pipes.



“This… this is nice,” Oriole said. She lay half in the tub, long coils of her snake’s body winding under the water and draped over the sides. There wasn’t enough space in the tub for all of her to fit at once.



“Isn’t it?” Rarity reclined against the tub wall until only the tips of her ears and snout protruded from the roiling water’s surface. “Have you ever been to a spa before?”



“No. I mean, I used to live in a river, but it’s not quite the same.”



“Was it a nice river, at least?”



“Oh, yes, I thought so. The water was deep but not too fast, and there were plenty of rocks along the banks to sun myself on. The stallions from the little village down the way would come and sing to me, and join me on the rocks, and then…” She trailed off with a sigh. “Well, that’s why I’m here. I needed to get away from that. Also, the townsponies there chased me away with pitchforks and torches.”



“Well, not everypony can be as understanding as we are here,” Rarity said. “You know, we don’t even have a pitchforks and torches store? It closed a few years back.”



They lapsed into silence again, content to let the hot water penetrate their muscles, easing away the stress of the day. The moist heat seemed to work its way into Rarity’s bones, chasing away the incipient chill of the lurking winter, and for a moment she considered never leaving, simply moving her boutique to the spa and doing all her sewing from these warm baths.



A sigh finally roused her some time later. The bath shifted as Oriole propped herself up and slithered out of the tub. The water level dropped precipitously as her huge bulk departed, and Rarity found herself sitting in water only up to her waist.



“Sorry, sorry, starting to overheat a bit.” Oriole ran her hooves through her mane, wringing the water from it. “What’s next?”



“Just a massage. The half-price package doesn’t include a hooficure, sadly.” Rarity climbed out of the tub and stood over the metal grates while she dripped. “If you’ve never had one, I think you’ll enjoy it.”



Soon enough they were splayed out on mats in the massage room. Several mats, in Oriole’s case. Aloe kneaded her hooves against Rarity’s shoulders while Lotus ran an orbital waxer along Oriole’s scales, leaving them gleaming in the dim spa light.



“This… this is nice, Rarity,” Oriole said. The orbital waxer added a faint harmonic to her voice, as though she were speaking into a fan. “You know, I’ve never had anypony treat me like this. Like… like a friend.”



“Never, darling?”



“No.” She sighed. “Even the stallions I knew, everything was so transactional with them. We would have sex, and then I would eat them. There wasn’t any real feeling there, and I could never tell if they were interested in me, or merely enthralled by the subtle glamours I unconsciously weave just through the act of being.”



“So said every mare ever.” Rarity turned her head to let Aloe work on the other side of her neck. “I’m afraid I haven’t had much more luck in that respect.”



“What? I thought you must have your pick of the stallions. They should be flocking over you!”



“Ah, well, it’s a bit more difficult than that without the spells. Especially in this town.”



“Oh. Oh.” A sly look overtook Oriole’s face, and the upper half of her body slithered closer to Rarity. “Would you like some help with that? I can teach you the spells, Rarity. You’ll draw the stallions like flies to honey, and when you’re done with them their insides will be soft and creamy and delicious and you’ll be able to--”



“No! No, ah, that’s quite alright,” Rarity said. “Remember, darling, we’re not eating stallions anymore. Not even a little.”



Oriole bit her lip and looked away. “Sorry, sorry. You’re right, you’re right. I’m sorry, I just… habits, you know.”



“Say nothing of it, dear.” Rarity patted Oriole’s shoulder. “One day at a time, remember?”



“Right.” She smiled at Rarity. “One day at a time, with my friends.”








Winter slowly overtook the town during the next few weeks. It started with a light dusting of snow that left white lines in the spaces between the cobblestones on the road outside Twilight’s castle. Ponies began to wear scarves, then coats and boots to ward off the chill. Even the pegasi, normally immune to winter’s bite, put on earmuffs, though Twilight suspected that was more to fit in with the rest of the town than due to any real need to stay warm.



Despite her partially reptillian nature, Oriole seemed to relish being outside. Whenever Twilight saw Rarity, it was always with the lamia in tow, the two of them laughing and conniving. They attended Pinkie Pie’s welcome party together, the first party in Twilight’s memory that didn’t feature any stallions. It was a more subdued affair than normal, perhaps because most ponies viewed Pinkie’s parties as an opportunity to engage with the opposite sex, and when one entire half of the sexual field was too afraid to attend, the normal party dynamic was undone.



Twilight hadn’t minded. She went with Starlight Glimmer. They had a pretty good time.



But now she was perched on her balcony, viewing the town below. The crystal rail (and, for that matter, the floors, the walls, the bathtubs, kitchen counters and every other solid surface) was ice cold to the touch now that winter had arrived, and her order of plush throw rugs couldn’t arrive fast enough.



Her bed was still nice and warm, she mused. She could go back there and snuggle beneath the covers, and wait a few hours until the sun had a chance to chase away the chill, and then she could do her princessy things.



But, no. Duty called, and for now duty meant leaning on her ice-cold rail, waving to the occasional pony in the street while she surveyed her domain.



She could see, distantly, the penanted spire of the Carousel Boutique near the center of town. And there was Sweetie Belle, traipsing about in the snow. Oriole was with her, clumsily packing snowballs with her hooves and engaging in a one-sided war with the Cutie Mark Crusaders. 



A stallion passed nearby, and Oriole ducked away. She hid behind the Boutique until he was gone, then reemerged to toss snowballs again.



“You okay, Twilight?” Spike stepped up beside her. A warm mug of cocoa steamed in his claws. “You looked kinda stare-y there.”



She sighed. “I’m fine, Spike. I just feel like I’m watching a friend make a mistake, and there’s nothing I can do to help her.”



“Did Rainbow Dash screw the weather up again? I thought it wasn’t supposed to snow for a few more days.”



“No, no, though I do think she messed that up.” Twilight glanced up at the low, heavy clouds being maneuvered into place by flocks of pegasi. “I’m worried about Rarity.”



“Oh. Because of the lamia?”



“Yes. She’s dangerous. A monster. And not, like, a metaphorical monster who’s really just a bad pony. She is a literal monster.”



“Aren’t dragons monsters, too?”



Twilight winced. “Technically, yes. Which is why I’m letting Rarity do this. After all, you’re my wonderful little guy.” She leaned down to brush his spines with her muzzle.



He blushed at the contact. “You know, she doesn’t seem all that bad. Very quiet and shy. It took her, like, an hour before she would even stay in the room with me at the Boutique.”



Twilight frowned. “You were with her?”



“Yeah, I was helping Rarity. You know, like I do almost every minute I’m not with you?”



“And the lamia was there?” A cold well of fear began to bubble up within Twilight’s chest.



“Uh, yeah?”



“Oh no. Oh no no no.” Twilight danced away from the rail. “No! Spike, you can’t be around her.”



“What? Why?”



“Because she’s a lamia, and you’re a stallion! Well, not really, but… Okay, come here.” With that Twilight snatched Spike up with her magic and trotted inside to the bedroom. She hopped up on the covers and hugged him close to her chest, just like when he was a little hatchling afraid of the dark.



She patted his spines soothingly. “Listen, Spike, there are some things I need to tell you about. Maybe I should have earlier, or maybe mom and dad should have, but that’s neither here nor there.”



“Uh, Twilight…” Spike tried and failed to squirm free from her grasp.



“We need to talk about about the, ah, birds and the bees. Oh, and the lamias. The birds and the bees and the lamias.”



“Oh no. No no.” Spike clawed at the sheets in an attempt to escape. “No, we don’t have to do this.”



“Now, Spike, it’s natural to be embarrassed about this, but it’s important.” Twilight tightened her grip to keep him from escaping. “As you grow from a colt to a stallion, you’ll notice some changes to your body. And you’ll start noticing fillies more, too, and how they’re different from you.”



“Is this about you and Starlight Glimmer? Because we all know about that already.”



“So, you’ll notice they’re different,” Twilight continued. “And, you know, birds and bees… actually that’s kind of a weird metaphor now that I think about it. Their methods of reproduction are completely different from ponies. Or dragons. Anyway, ah, you’ll start noticing fillies, and… gosh, I think I have some books on this. Anyway, these urges you’re feeling are completely normal and nothing to be ashamed of.”



“Twilight, please stop. I’m literally going to die if you don’t stop.”



“So, these urges aren’t bad. They’re not bad at all, unless they’re about lamias, in which case they are incredibly bad.” Twilight squeezed him again. “Lamias, Spike. You might feel attracted to lamias, because that’s normal, but it’s bad, because they’ll eat you. Oh, you’d be like a snack to her. She’d eat you like popcorn.”



“Rarity said Oriole doesn’t do that anymore.”



Twilight smoothed down his ruffled spines with a hoof. “Rarity means well, Spike, but she doesn’t have you to look out for.”



“Yeah, but, have you even met her yet, Twilight? I don’t think she could hurt a fly. A male or a female fly.”



Twilight frowned. She had, in fact, met Oriole at her welcome party, and her impression had been of a larger, flightless version of Fluttershy. It was hard to imagine somepony like that luring stallions to a secluded river island, mating with them, and then devouring them in a fit of post-coital bliss.



“I know she seems safe now, Spike, but she hasn’t always been,” she said. “It’s to her credit that she’s trying to stop, but that doesn’t mean we should be completely careless around her. I don’t want you spending any time alone with her.”



“What about Rarity? Rarity’s alone with her all the time.”



“Rarity’s a big filly. She can watch out for herself.”








Rarity was alone with Oriole when she realized something: she was hungry.



This was hardly an earth shattering revelation. It was nearing lunch time, and they’d been in the Boutique’s dressing room for more than an hour, chatting merrily while Rarity attempted to fit Oriole with a variety of half-shawls and half-chemises suited for her half-pony body. She hadn’t yet devised any fashions for the snake half of Oriole’s body that didn’t ultimately reduce to a gigantic sock, so she was sticking with what she knew.



“Well, I think that’s enough for now,” Rarity said. She slid the cotton slip off from Oriole’s shoulders and draped it back on the fabric rack. “Could I interest you in some lunch? Perhaps that little cafe on Bridle Street?”



“Oh, that sounds nice. Could we get some cocoa? If you don’t mind, that is.”



“Not at all, not at all.” Rarity snagged a warm wool coat in her magic and slipped it around her forelegs, then trotted out the door with Oriole at her heels. 



There were several inches of fresh snow on the cobblestones, the remainder of last night’s storm. It was the first real snowfall of the year, and the slush quickly froze into her fetlocks, caking them with ice. Oriole didn’t seem to mind the cold; her snake’s body glided across the snow, leaving curved contours in its wake.



“So, are you feeling settled in here, yet?” Rarity asked. “Does Ponyville feel like home?”



“I think so. Though, sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night and I feel homesick for my old river.” She sighed, her shoulders drooping. “I didn’t think I would ever miss it, especially in the winter. The surface always froze and I would have to spend all morning trying to break it open, and of course no stallions wanted to visit when my nest had a foot of snow in it. Or they would come wearing all sorts of coats and boots and scarves and how are you supposed to eat that, really?”



“Did you always eat them? Didn’t you ever just enjoy their company?”



“Oh, lots of times! In fact, I usually let them go. Just because you’re addicted to something doesn’t mean you always have to do it. And every time I let one leave I told myself, ‘See, Oriole? You’re not an addict, you can stop any time you want.’ But it was always a lie, eventually I’d go on a bender and wake up with half a stallion in my nest, unable to remember how I got there. Finally, I knew I had to run away if I wanted to recover.”



“That’s very brave of you, darling. Most ponies I know aren’t strong enough to admit when they have a problem.” They reached the cafe, and despite the cold Rarity opted for an outdoor seat. It wasn’t worth the risk of being stuck inside with a stallion.



“Oh, it’s not strength. It’s just… I knew I’d hit bottom. It wasn’t until my situation was so dark that I realized I had to change.” Oriole coiled most of her bulk beneath the table and peered at the menu. “What about you, Rarity? I’ve met a lot of mares in my life, but they usually get angry and chase me away. Why did you want to help?”



“Well, darling, I am the Element of Generosity. But, if I’m being honest… well, I’ve told you I don’t have much luck with stallions, right? When I heard about your problem, I knew we had something in common.”



Oriole froze. “You, um, you eat stallions too?”



“Ha, I should be so lucky. No, Oriole, my problem is the opposite. I just… I can never seem to find the right one. The perfect one. My prince.”



Oriole pondered that for a moment, and then frowned. “It occurs to me that our problems might compound each others. If I am always avoiding stallions, and you are my friend, then you’ll have to avoid stallions too, won’t you? Then you’ll never find your prince.”



“Oh, posh.” Rarity waved a hoof. “Darling, let me worry about me. Besides, if I ever find a stallion for myself, he won’t be attracted to you, obviously. He’ll be quite safe.”



“Um.” Oriole’s eyes danced around the cafe. “That, um… okay. If you think so.”



“I absolutely do. Now, then, Hearthswarming is coming up, and the whole town turns out to celebrate it. I think this will be a good chance for you to interact with a larger group of ponies. Get to know them.”



“There will, uh, be some stallions there, though, won’t there?”



“Well, yes. But don’t worry, I’ll be right by your side. I’ll make sure nothing bad happens.”



“Okay, Rarity.” Oriole smiled. “I trust you.”








The whole town turned out for the annual Hearthswarming festival. This year, Miss Cheerilee’s class put on the traditional Hearthswarming pageant, and the townsponies sat through it with stiff grins, wincing at each flubbed line, and clapping with unmitigated enthusiasm when it finally ended.



At least, that’s how it felt to Rarity. Oriole’s enjoyment didn’t seem faked at all -- she gawked at the crudely painted backdrops, cowered at Rarity’s side when the ‘windigo’ (actually Winona wearing fabric wings and a few old bells) ran barking around the stage, and cheered loudly when the three tribes finally put aside their differences and founded modern Equestria. 



“Wow, it’s… wow.” Oriole smiled broadly, not caring that she displayed an eel’s array of wicked needle teeth to the world. “That was amazing, Rarity!”



“Well, it was… nice,” Rarity allowed. “They forgot a few lines, but the overall effect was laudable.”



There’d been more than a few dropped lines; halfway through the play Chancellor Puddinghead simply went silent and stared out at the crowd before running off the stage in tears. Fortunately, Smart Cookie picked up most of her role and the foals muddled through the play’s climax in more-or-less the correct order. 



“And your sister, she did so well as the queen!”



“Princess. Princess Platinum,” Rarity said. “And she did, didn’t she? Ah, but you can tell her that later. For now, we have a festival to attend!”



The festival began as soon as the crowd spilled out of the play. The entire Ponyville town square was set aside for the purpose, filled with vendors selling snacks and treats and chintzy tourist knick-knacks. An entire square block was dedicated to various caramel-dipped fruits; mostly apples and carrots, but also beets, celery, daisies and even caramel-dipped pumpkins for the adventurous eater.



Rarity’s went with a simple caramel cucumber. Oriole simply poured herself a cup of liquid caramel and sipped at it while they walked through the crowd.



They found Rainbow Dash at the ring toss. She squinted, drew back her arm, and let fly. The hoop bounced against the rod and clattered to the ground.



“Aaaand that’s another miss for the lovely young miss,” the carnival barker, a mustachioed green stallion, said. “Try your luck again? Five more for a dozen bits?”



Rainbow scowled at the fallen ring. “Ugh, no. I’m out. Rarity, Oriole, you wanna try? I think it’s impossible.”



“Mm, I’ll pass,” Rarity said. “Oriole?”



Oriole glanced at the carnival barker, ducked behind her mug of caramel, and shook her head. “Um, no thank you.”



“Right, of course.” Rarity gave the stallion an apologetic smile. “Perhaps later. Come along, girls.”



They fell into stride, with Oriole in the center. She and Rainbow Dash struck up an easy conversation while Rarity kept an eye out for stallions who wandered too close. So engaged was she in this hunt that finally running into Twilight Sparkle’s booth came as a complete surprise.



“Hi girls! Enjoying the festival so far?” Twilight said. She sat behind a broad table covered with books of every style and subject. Overhead, a bright purple banner proudly announced the Ponyville Public Library Amnesty Day, during which any overdue book could be returned without fee.



“Meh,” said Rainbow Dash.



“Oh, it’s fine,” said Rarity.



“It’s wonderful!” Oriole’s statement burst from her like a cannon-shot. She bounced up and down and spun around, winding her coils around Rarity and Rainbow Dash. “This… the food, the play, the ponies… It’s so amazing! How do you do it all?”



“Lots of practice. Also checklists.” Twilight started to frown at Oriole, but seemed to catch herself. “And how have you been, Oriole? No… problems?”



Oriole shook her head. “No, nothing of the sort. My friends have been very helpful.”



Rarity couldn’t help the smile that spread on her face. “Oh, it’s our pleasure, darling. Why, reforming villains is practically what we do here. I mean, not that you’re a villain, of course. But, well, you made some mistakes and now we’re helping you get better! I’m helping you get better! And how wonderful is that, Twilight?”



A tiny frown marred Twilight’s features. “It’s wonderful, Rarity.”



“Yes, wonderful. In fact, perhaps we should write Princess Celestia and tell her just how--oof! Oh, excuse me!” She stopped and turned to the stallion who had just bumped her.



“Oh my, I’m so sorry!” Thunderlane said. “I wasn’t looking where I was going!”



Another stallion, Pokey Pierce, appeared beside him. “Thunder, be more careful! Look, now you’ve got caramel all over your chest!”



Thanderlane looked down at his chest, where sticky caramel from Rarity’s cucumber now stained his dark coat. He pawed at it with a foreleg, but only managed to smear it around.



“No, silly, you’ll just get it everywhere that way,” Pokey said. “You have to blot it. Like this.”



“Ugh, no, that’s not working either,” Thunderlane said. “Now it’s on you too!”



Pokey frowned. “You’re right. Ugh, this stuff is so sticky." He tried wiping his hooves on his chest, but only managed to spread the caramel around further.



“Try licking it off,” said Rainbow Dash.



“Wait, what?” Rarity blinked at her. "You can't lick caramel out of somepony's coat."



"Sure you can. I do it all the time."



Oriole was silent. She stared at the two, eyes wide.



“This is no use,” Thunderlane said. “You’re just messing up my coat. Maybe if we tried washing it out?”



“Hmm…” Pokey dug through his saddlebags. “I have some meat tenderizer.”



“Try that.”



Pokey pulled out a small glass bottle and dapped a few drops of sharp, sweet-smelling fluid onto Thunderlane’s coat. Then he poured out a bit more, and finally simply upended the bottle onto his friend, using his hooves to massage the fluid into his coat. The stallion’s muscles, exposed beneath his damp fur, rippled in the cool air as he shivered.



“Okay, Twilight, I take it back. This festival is awesome,” Rainbow said.



“Um,” Rarity said.



Oriole seemed to shiver. Despite the freezing air, sweat broke on her coat. 



“Why are you carrying around meat tenderizer?” Twilight asked. “In fact, why do you even own meat tenderizer?”



“It’s no use, Pokey,” Thunderlane said. He wiped at his chest again, then sighed. “I need to go take a bath or something.”



“It’s okay, man. I’ll help you,” Pokey said.



“Hey, Thunderlane, yo, I’ve got a shower,” Rainbow said. “Just say the word.”



But if the two heard her offer, they ignored it. They walked away, huddled together for warmth. The scent of meat tenderizer and caramel lingered in their wake.



“Well, um.” Rarity looked down at her cucumber. “That was odd.”



“Yeah, odd and hot,” Rainbow said.



“Let’s stick with odd,” Twilight said. She shook her head, then looked at Oriole. “Oriole, are you alright? You’re shivering.”



“I’m, um...” Oriole rubbed her hooves together. She trembled, and a long, forked tongue poked out from between her jaws. “I, uh… I need to go!”



And with that she spun and raced away, vanishing into the crowd.








It was dark when a loud banging on the Boutique door roused Rarity from sleep. Sleet ticked against the windowpanes, and for a groggy moment she could not remember where she was, or why the sheets tangled around her legs like snakes.



“Ugh… one moment! I said one moment!” Rarity tumbled out of bed and down the stairs. The clock above her mantle read well past midnight, and her scowl was harsh enough to strip paint from the walls. She flung open the door and shouted, “This had better be good!”



Oriole stood there, shivering, huddled beneath a blanket. Her eyes were red and puffy, and as soon as the door opened she flung herself on Rarity, wrapping her arms and tail around the startled mare.



“Rarity! Oh, Rarity!” She bawled into Rarity’s coat. “I… I… I f-fell off the wagon!”



“What?” Rarity blinked. “What? You fell… Oh. Oh! Ooooh… Oh. Um, uh… let’s come out of the cold.”



She pulled Oriole inside and shut the door, blocking out the frigid air. The lamia huddled at the foot of the couch, sniffling.



“Now, when you say you, ah, fell off the wagon, you mean…” Rarity cleared her throat. “You know?”



Oriole nodded.



“Okay, okay. This is fine.” Rarity took a deep breath. “This, um, stallion. Is he, uh… you know?”



Oriole shook her head.



“Okay, don’t worry.” Rarity trotted in a quick circle. “You’re not in trouble. Well, no, you probably are in trouble. A lot of trouble, actually. Okay, listen. There’s a river in the Everfree a few miles north of here…”








Rarity was seated at a table outside her favorite little cafe, nursing a hot cocoa, when Twilight Sparkle arrived.



Her friend pulled out the chair beside her and sat without a word. For a long while they stared at the ponies streaming by.



Finally, Rarity could take the silence no more. “Here to gloat?”



Twilight shook her head. “Nope.”



“Arrest me as an accomplice?”



“Technically, no crime has been committed. Oriole is a monster and monsters, by their nature, do monstrous things. We can certainly defend our town from her, but we can no more prosecute her for seducing and trying to eat a stallion than we could prosecute a mosquito for sucking somepony’s blood.”



Rarity sighed. “It’s my fault, though. I helped her.”



“Hey.” Twilight put a hoof on Rarity’s back. “You tried to help her stop being a monster. And maybe someday she’ll succeed. I mean, lamias pretty much live forever, so who knows? Your heart was in the right place, and that’s what matters.”



“Then why does it feel like I failed?”



“Well, things could’ve ended better. But the doctors say Time Turner will fine. In fact, he might not have made it if you didn’t call the hospital so quickly.”



Rarity set her chin on the table. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this, Twilight. All the other villains we fixed don’t end up trying to eat ponies.”



“I don’t think she’s a villain,” Twilight said. “Not really. A monster, yes, but she’s not evil or cruel. She seemed very nice, actually. You know, when she isn’t eating ponies.”



“Still, poor Time Turner. He’ll be angry with me for sure.”



“Eh, don’t feel too bad for him. He had to know he was taking his chances. And the surgeon say his new throat will be virtually indistinguishable from the old one.”



“That’s good, that’s good. I guess that just leaves Oriole, then. She was pretty upset when I last saw her.”



“Mm.” Twilight stole a sip from Rarity’s cocoa. “Any word from her, by the way?”



“I got a letter this morning. Remember that river serpent we met in the Everfree? She’s living with him. Apparently they get along pretty well.”



“That’s good. And, hey, no stallions to tempt her in the Everfree, right?”



Rarity contemplated the table’s wood grain. “No. Do you suppose there’s some lesson here, Twilight? What would you tell Celestia about this whole disaster?”



“Well, um… Uh, Dear Princess Celestia, today I learned that no matter how hard you try at any particular venture, there will be setbacks. Ponies can’t change overnight, and it’s not your fault if other people fail, as long as you do your best to help them. Also, don’t have sex with lamias because they’ll try to eat you afterward.”



Rarity was quiet while she considered that. The rest of the town streamed by, unnoticing.



“I guess that’ll have to do,” she said, standing. “And I’ve got some dresses to finish. Tea, later?”



Twilight smiled. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
      

      
   
      Cutie Unmarked


      

      
      
         “Excuse me. It's, uh, Apple Boom, right?”



Apple Bloom turned her head towards the unfamiliar voice, her school bag swinging in her teeth. “Apple Boom,” she corrected. After a brief pause she realized she'd flubbed it, then spit the strap out of her mouth and let her bag fall to the ground. “My name is Apple Bloom. And you're…”



A pegasus filly peeked around the corner of the schoolhouse. “I’m Magnet. Do you know what my cutie mark is?”



“Uh…” Apple Bloom pursed her lips and tried to recall who this filly was. She had bright eyes hidden behind a messy dark brown mane. She’d moved to Ponyville maybe a month ago, but Apple Bloom’s Crusader duties kept her busy. There hadn’t been time to get to know the newcomer. “Your cutie mark is a…”



Apple Bloom’s mouth hung open, and she shook her head. Nothing came to mind, and her cheeks heated up. “Er, sorry, I guess I forgot.” Not the best impression for a Crusader.



Magnet let out a wail and fell to her knees. “Come on, please? You’re a Cutie Mark Crusader, right? Don’t you remember?”



Apple Bloom blinked, then walked around the corner to get a better look. The filly’s cream-colored coat held no adornments of any sort. “Oh, you’re looking to get your cutie mark. Well, we are the Cutie Mark Crusaders, after all. We can definitely help.”



“It's not like that.” Magnet buried her face in her hooves. Her eyes watered, and Apple Bloom realized she was about to cry.



“And by we, I guess I just mean me. Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo are both out of town doing stuff with their families.” Apple Bloom stepped closer, then held out a hoof. “Come on now, it ain't so bad. Let's just talk about it, alright?”



Magnet sniffed, then accepted the hoof and pulled herself up. She looked back to her empty hindquarters and winced. “You wouldn’t believe me even if I told you. Nopony does.”



“I’ll listen to whatever it is you have to say. I can promise that much, or my name isn’t Apple Bloom.” Foals and fillies on their way home from class passed by them, chatting excitedly.



“I already have my cutie mark.”



Apple Bloom stared at her flank. She reached out a hoof and poked where the cutie mark would be. Just a regular coat, no painted over cutie mark or anything like that. “Uh, I ain’t saying I don’t believe you, but I ain’t sure I’m following what you mean.”



“I had a cutie mark! But now it’s gone, and I can’t even remember what it was!” Magnet jumped into the air, pumping her wings and flying in circles. “Nopony can remember me ever having one, and Mom and Dad tell me I'm just being silly. But I know it was there! I just know!”



“Whoa there.” Apple Bloom jumped up, grabbed Magnet’s tail with her teeth, and pulled her back to the ground. “Just calm down. I don't know anything that could make a cutie mark vanish like that off of the top of my head, but I'm sure it's not impossible.”



Magnet took a deep breath. “I'm sorry. I just… everything feels so wrong.”



Apple Bloom tapped a hoof on the ground several times. “Alright. Mystery of the missing cutie mark. Weird, but I guess it counts as crusading. I can do my best to help, if you’re okay with just me.”



“You’ll really help?”



“Your cutie mark found, or your money back!” Apple Bloom puffed out her chest, grinning widely. After several moments without a response, she muttered, “I’m just kidding, we don’t actually charge nothing. Although maybe we should…”



Magnet returned a shy smile, a missing tooth making the expression a bit lopsided. “Thanks…”



Apple Bloom could practically see some of her tension melting away. “So. Missing cutie mark. You really have no idea or clue about what it used to be?”



Magnet shook her head. “I’m sorry.”



Apple Bloom nodded. “Alright then, let’s go to your place. I want to see something.”



“My place? Uh, if you think that’ll help, sure.” Magnet took a deep breath, stood up a bit straighter, and led the way into town.



Apple Bloom stayed silent for most of the trip, the gears turning in her head. She'd seen plenty of weird stuff that could mess with cutie marks in the past. Temporary ones from Twilight's magic. The Heart’s Desire brew from Zecora. Applejack had shared the story of Starlight Glimmer’s cutie mark shenanigans, though she suspected that story had been abridged. And then there were her own nightmares, set straight by Luna.



“You been having weird dreams involving Princess Luna? Before I got my cutie mark, I’d occasionally wake up knowing I'd had a cutie mark in my dreams. Always felt like I'd lost something.”



Magnet glanced back at her, then shook her head. “Nope. No dreams. I know it was real.”



“Hmm.”



They rounded a corner, passed a fading wooden fence and climbed up the steps to the patio to a modest-looking building that could have been pretty much any other house in Ponyville. She could vaguely remember a “for sale” sign in the yard a few months ago. She’d had a conversation with Sweetie Belle wondering who the newcomers would be, but by the time the new family moved in, they’d gotten distracted with other things. When this was all over, she’d have to bring them some pie or something.



“Your parents home?” Apple Bloom stood aside and watched Magnet pull a key out from underneath a rock and unlock the front door.



“Nah. They’re both at work for a few more hours. Dad works on the weather team, and Mom works at the spa.”



Apple Bloom nodded. Her hoofsteps echoed against the wooden floor. The house seemed inviting enough, though it could never beat an Apple homestead. Everything was spotless, and the fresh smell of lemon cleaner tickled her nose.



Magnet rubbed at the back of her head with a hoof. “So, um, why are we here?”



“Just a hunch. If we’re going to find a missing cutie mark, we’re going to need to get some clues first. I wanna check out your room.” Apple Bloom paused at the fireplace. Pictures adorned the hearth: a proud Pegasus stallion, holding a gold medal at some competition in Cloudsdale; a framed article about a unicorn mare who’d saved the life of a drowning swimmer. “These your parents? They sound pretty cool.”



“Yeah! My mom and dad are awesome!” Magnet beamed and pranced about a little bit. “Dad used to win a whole bunch of racing competitions, and Mom is the best swimmer I’ve ever seen. She’s saved a ton of lives!”



Apple Bloom briefly considered bragging about her sister’s accomplishments, but decided against it. “ Impressive. They still get to do that stuff from Ponyville?”



Magnet winced. “Well, not so much since we moved… Anyway, my room is upstairs.”



“Y’all moved in what, a month ago?” Apple Bloom followed her into her room. There weren't a lot of decorations yet, but a full bookshelf suggested a healthy love of reading.



“Yeah. Ponyville is nice, I guess.” Magnet jumped onto her bed and peered down at Apple Bloom from above.



Apple Bloom found a stack of notebooks on the desk, then began leafing through them. Homework, diary entries. A few crude doodles.



“H-hey!” Magnet flew over to the desk and stomped one of the journals shut. “You can't just look at my stuff like that! It's private!”



Apple Bloom stepped back and took a deep breath. “You wanna know what the… well, not the first, or even the second or third, but something I did pretty early after getting my cutie mark?”



Magnet tilted her head to the side. “Huh?”



“I drew my new cutie mark. Dozens of times, until I could get it just right. I mean, I'm a Crusader, and we had a lot of banners and stuff that needed updating, but most ponies I talked to did something similar.” Apple Bloom tapped the journal in question. “But I can’t find anything like that in here.”



“So, what?” Magnet huffed and looked away. “You really don't believe me then?”



Apple Bloom rolled her eyes. “I never said that. If you’d written it down somewhere, we’d know what your cutie mark is supposed to be, and then we’d have a lead to go on. And I'm not convinced my hunch is wrong. Look, there's some pages torn out here.”



Magnet leaned in close to look at the missing pages. “I don’t remember doing that.”



It took maybe fifteen minutes for Apple Bloom to scour the rest of the room for any evidence. Lots of romance novels, although not the fun kind Rarity kept hidden under the bed. Some awkward arts and crafts stuffed into boxes in a closet. A few baby photos that Magnet immediately stole away and hid. Nothing that would lead her to a missing cutie mark. “Alright, time for part two.”



Magnet perked up. “What's part two?”



“We ask an expert. Your cutie mark is gone, and that just don't happen without some spooky magic thing. We've got a bunch to choose from. Princess Twilight. Starlight Glimmer. Zecora. Maybe even Princess Luna or Discord.”



“You really know all those ponies?” Magnet asked, eyes wide.



Apple Bloom couldn't help but grin. “Eyup. Twilight’s the closest, so we might as well start with her.”








“Hmm.”



Twilight Sparkle and Starlight Glimmer circled around Magnet, inspecting the poor filly up and down.



Magnet, to her credit, didn’t run away. Though the wide eyes and shivering certainly suggested this wasn’t the kind of help she’d been expecting.



“Well?” Apple Bloom tapped a hoof on the hard crystal floor. “Is something wrong? Is it some kinda weird magic?”



“First a griffon who wants a cutie mark, and now this. You girls really are getting quite the impressive repertoire of cases.” Twilight turned to flash Apple Bloom a brief grin, before she lit up her horn, and a soft purple light enveloped Magnet. “Tell me, when did you first start noticing this… let’s call it, ‘Phantom Mark’ sensation?”



“Actually,” Starlight Glimmer said, her nose turned up, “‘Phantom Cutie Mark’ was the name given to a rare disease involving infected cutie marks that surfaced about seventy years ago and was quickly wiped out. This doesn’t have any of the same symptoms though, so we can probably rule it out.”



Twilight pursed her lips and glowered at Starlight for a moment before shaking her head. “Well, regardless of what we call it, the question stands.”



“I, uh.” Magnet tried to stay focused on Twilight, but her eyes kept darting back towards Starlight. She licked her lips. “A week ago, maybe? At least, that’s when everything started feeling wrong. I didn’t realize that it was my cutie mark until later.”



“I see, I see.” Twilight pulled a scroll off of a nearby bookshelf and began scribbling furiously. “Did anything happen to kickstart this sensation? Some big momentous change in your life, or something traumatic?”



Magnet took a deep breath, her ears flat. “No, nothing like that. I mean, I moved to Ponyville about a month ago, but that’s it.”



Twilight nodded, then wandered off and started sorting through books on her shelves.



Apple Bloom took the chance to move in close and lay a hoof on Magnet’s shoulder. “Where were you at before, anyway?”



“I lived with my Mom in Mareami. We lived near the beach, it was pretty awesome!” She smiled, her shoulders sagging. “I visited Dad in Cloudsdale maybe once a month too.”



“Cool. I made it to the Mareami Apple Family reunion once when I was younger. The gemstone shores are amazing!”



Magnet giggled. “It gets to be pretty normal after a while, but I loved the look tourists had when they first showed up.”



Twilight cleared her throat and stepped in close once more, a book floating behind her. “You didn’t have an unfortunate encounter with Tirek, or somepony else who drained your magic, did you? There’s not a lot I can think of that can take a pony’s cutie mark away from them.”



Starlight coughed, color rising to her cheeks.



“Yes yes, I was getting to that. I want to try this one first.” Twilight’s horn lit up and zapped Magnet’s flank with a quick spark.



Magnet leapt into the air like she’d just been bitten. “Ow! That hurts!”



Apple Bloom narrowed her eyes. “I didn’t bring her here so you could just mess around like that, Twilight!”



Twilight frowned. “That’s odd. There shouldn’t be any pain. That was the same spell I once used on you, Apple Bloom, when you asked me to give you a cutie mark with magic. But it looks like it didn’t even have a temporary effect. Starlight, can you try your cutie mark removal spell?”



Starlight’s eyes widened. “I, uh, Twilight, I’m not sure if I should be using that. That’s not a road I want to go down again.”



“Wait, you can remove cutie marks?” Magnet turned towards Starlight, her tone vaguely accusatory.



“What? I mean, yeah, kind of. But I don’t even know you, and I promised I’d never use that spell again.” Starlight took a step back, then shook her head. “Besides, it’s not really even a removal spell. It’s a dampener combined with a replacement spell. There’s a big difference.”



Twilight spread her wings and puffed out her chest a little. “For the sake of science, I give you permission to use it. The effect can always be reversed.”



Magnet whimpered.



Apple Bloom squeezed her hoof and did her best to offer a reassuring smile.



Starlight took a deep breath. “Okay. Here we go.” Emerald magic flowed from her horn, enveloped Magnet, and lifted her off the ground.



Magnet screamed, her body convulsing.



The magic imploded and Starlight rushed forward to catch Magnet. “I’m so sorry! It’s not supposed to do that!”



“Are you alright?” Apple Bloom’s gut roiled, and she wondered if bringing Magnet here had been a mistake. If she’d had the other crusaders with her, would they have tried something less likely to get Magnet hurt?



“I… I’m okay.” Magnet sniffed, then ducked to hide behind Apple Bloom.



Apple Bloom turned to glare at the princess and her student.



Starlight Glimmer winced. “The spell… it didn’t work. It felt like something was blocking it. I think there really is strange magic going on here.”



Twilight frowned and rubbed at her chin. “This warrants further study… but it seems as if our magic is hurting her. For now, I think I’m going to step back and do some research. In the meantime, I’d suggest seeking out Zecora. Her wisdom has an uncanny knack for getting to the bottom of things.”



“She was next on my list anyway,” Apple Bloom muttered. “Sorry, I guess this all turned out a bit more intense than I thought.”



“It’s fine. Really.” Magnet wiped at her eyes with a hoof, then stood back up. “I mean, everypony says you did some crazy stuff to try and get your cutie marks. How far would you go to get it back?”



Apple Bloom grinned. “Ain't nothing in all of Equestria that could get in my way.”








“I’m scared,” Magnet whispered.



Apple Bloom pushed a large frond out of their way, then helped Magnet step over a gnarled root. “It ain’t much further, I promise. This part of the Everfree is totally safe, and I’ve come out here hundreds of times. If anyone can get to the bottom of this mess, it’s going to be Zecora.”



Magnet pursed her lips together. “I’ve never met a Zebra before.”



“Really?” Apple Bloom raised an eyebrow. “I thought Mareami attracted tourists from all over the place. Surely you’ve seen a couple?”



“Well…” Magnet blushed and looked away. “I’ve seen some, from a distance. Just never actually met one.”



“Ah.” They continued on in silence for several more minutes, until Apple Bloom sighed. “You ever get to know Sweetie Belle or Scootaloo at all? I know we ain't talked much before this, but…”



Magnet tilted her head to the side, then flashed a quick smile. “No, I've barely talked to either of them. Sorry. Um, the three of you seem really close, though. Everyone in class says lots of nice stuff about you.”



Apple Bloom felt her cheeks burning, and she cleared her throat. “I think they’d love this case. It's a shame. I'm… kind of worried. We're a team, and I might not actually be able to do this on my own.”



“I'm really glad you're trying anyway. Thanks.”



Magnet bumped into something, then screamed. She took off into the air, pumping her wings as fast as she could.



Apple Bloom sighed, then jumped up and pulled her down by the tail again. “You ain't the bravest pony I ever met,” she grumbled through clenched teeth.



A painted wooden mask hung down on a vine, swinging gently back and forth.



Magnet took several deep breaths, her eyes darting back and forth. “You sure this is okay? I mean, the princess was already super scary.”



“She ain't that scary. Just… enthusiastic.”



“Is that intruders I hear, acting very silly? Or is it the sweet voice of my favorite little filly?”



Magnet shrieked again and dove to hide under Apple Bloom’s legs.



“Hey Zecora. Good to see ya.” Apple Bloom raised a hoof and waved. Even just seeing Zecora out here made her feel better somehow. She’d know exactly how to fix this.



Zecora crouched down to meet Magnet’s gaze. She smiled with all of her usual warmth. “I am sorry, little one, if you find my presence frightening. If you stay awhile, you may find the experience enlightening.”



Magnet blinked several times, her cheeks a rosy red. “Sorry. Apple Bloom is right, I'm not very brave. Um, hello. You're Miss Zecora, right? I'm Magnet. Can you help me find my cutie mark?”



“Your cutie mark?” Zecora raised an eyebrow at Apple Bloom. “I thought that this was your specialty now. Surely you have not forgotten—”



Apple Bloom cut her off with a raised hoof. “It ain't like that. She had a cutie mark before, but it's gone, and she can't remember what it is, and neither can anypony else. Twilight and Starlight definitely think there's some sort of magic going on.”



Zecora’s expression darkened. “I see. This sounds like a malady I might know. A spirit affliction that won't let you grow.”



Magnet’s eyes sparkled. “You can fix me?”



“I cannot fix you, at least, that  is not the term I would use.” Zecora turned around and led them towards her hut. “ If you do not have the courage to face yourself, you will lose. I can provide the means and the power, but you must be strong and you must not cower.”



“What's that supposed to mean?” Magnet picked up her pace, scurrying to catch up.



Apple Bloom scratched her head, lips pursed. “You saying this ain't just a ‘fix up a potion’ problem?”



Zecora pushed open her door, the hinges squeaking as they slipped past. Candles flickered and dimmed in the normally homely cottage. The wind picked up outside, rattling the trees.



Magnet shivered. “Um, your home is very lovely.”



“There are spirits in everything, little ones.” Zecora pulled a pinch of dust from a nearby jar. She dipped it in her cauldron, then blew it onto Magnet.



Magnet coughed and sneezed, then froze. Something shimmered in the air, a phantasmal shape extending around her frail body.



“They are in blade of grass, every rock, every tree. Spirits of love and friendship and laughter and glee. Most are small things, tiny sparks of little note. But some grow larger; this one is attached to your coat.”



Apple Bloom tried her best to figure just what she was looking at on Magnet, but Zecora’s dust began to lose its effect, and it became harder and harder to wrap her head around. “You’re saying, that, what, she’s got a spirit on her or something? And it ate her cutie mark?”



Magnet twisted about, trying to look at her flank. “Well I want it back!”



Zecora shook her head. “Your cutie mark was not eaten. Merely obscured from pony mind and eye. All it takes is a request, worded politely; all you must do is try.”



“Um, okay?” Magnet took a deep breath. “Please give me my cutie mark back, mister spirit!”



Nothing happened. Wind rattled the shutters, and Magnet jumped.



Apple Bloom turned to Zecora. “Now when you say ‘only,’ I’m guessing you mean there’s some sorta ritual involved too?”



Zecora chuckled. “It cannot hear or understand our pleas for help. But with the right admixture… Apple Bloom, can you pass me that kelp?”



“Sure thing!” Apple Bloom climbed up to the top shelf where she pulled down a sealed container. “Don’t worry, Magnet. I’m pretty good at potions and stuff too. We’ll ask the spirit nicely, and you’ll be all cutie marked up again in no time!”



Magnet sat down and watched the two alchemists create their brew. The flickering light of the candles and the fire under the cauldron cast eerie shadows over the walls.



Zecora leaned down to Apple Bloom and whispered, “There is something I think you must know. With a plea for help, the spirit will go. But in the first place, the spirit only comes when asked. Your friend hides a reason to lose her cutie mark in her past.”



Apple Bloom nearly swallowed the bag of herbs she held in her teeth. She glanced back at Magnet, then leaned in even closer. “Are you serious? She wanted a creepy spirit to take away her cutie mark? But why? She wants it back so badly…”



“I suspect the answer will become apparent soon enough. When the spirit leaves, she will remember, and she must be tough. She will reject her cutie mark once more, for her real problem is not resolved. It is where you come in, Apple Bloom. Help her through it; you must be involved.”



“I see.” Apple Bloom bit her lip. Helping ponies understand and accept their cutie marks was her special talent, after all. But this seemed like so much more, and she’d have to face it alone. “I ain’t gonna let her down.”








Apple Bloom ran her hoof down Magnet’s face, leaving behind a trail of stinky green mud in an odd pattern of concentric circles. “Alright, that should about do it.”



She stepped back. A ring of candles burned low around Magnet. Zecora chanted rhythmically, in a language Apple Bloom couldn’t understand, and she wandered about the hut, a smoking container of incense dangling from her teeth.



“I’m scared,” Magnet whispered.



“I know.” Apple Bloom took a deep breath and gave her best smile. “We’re gonna do the best we can for you, alright? You just gotta be brave, then ask for your cutie mark back.”



Magnet squeezed her eyes shut. “Okay. I’m ready.”



Zecora nodded, then began stomping her hooves, her chanting increasing in volume. A wind stirred in the room, one of the candles blowing out.



Apple Bloom pulled out a hoofful of dust and threw it into the air. Iridescent patterns of fractured light scattered about the room. The vague shape of the spirit wrapped around Magnet came into focus once more. “Oh wise spirit. We ask you to listen to this filly’s request as earnestly as you can.”



A strange sensation pulsed through the room. Chills ran all the way down Apple Bloom’s body, and her ears felt stuffed full of cotton. The ephemeral form began to shift and stir, and an insectoid skittering echoed throughout the room.



Magnet seemed to be muttering something to herself under her breath. Her eyes still closed, she managed to squeak out a barely audible “P-please give me my cutie mark back!”



A raspy voice, sounding almost like laughter, scratched its way through Apple Bloom’s brain. The spirit began to slither and twist, and it slid onto the floor and up onto the wall, the shadows in the room dancing furiously with every movement.



Like water running off of her back, Magnet’s cutie mark came into view, a plus and a minus sign separated by a slash.



It felt like Apple Bloom’s brain was being washed clean, because she suddenly remembered seeing Magnet’s cutie mark the first day she had walked into class a month ago.



Magnet’s eyes lit up, and she squealed with foalish delight. “It’s back! Everything’s back. I got my cutie mark! My special talent is bringing ponies together! I finally got Mom and Dad to…”



Zecora continued chanting, and the atmosphere in the room seemed to darken even further.



“Mom and Dad, they’re…” Magnet’s eyes grew distant, and she slumped to the ground. “No… I don’t want this cutie mark. All it did was hurt them!”



The spirit above them picked up speed, and Apple Bloom sensed a strange hunger from it. “Magnet,” she said, taking a step forward. “Come on now. You’ve come this far to get your cutie mark. It’s a part of who you are, and you’ll never be complete without it! Bringing ponies together is a great special talent!”



“But it’s not!” Magnet screamed. She took a step back, knocking over one of the candles. “What’s the point of bringing ponies together if they were happier apart? They can’t do what they love here. I don’t want this stupid talent. Take it back!”



“No!” Apple Bloom shouted.



A shriek thundered through her skull, and the spirit manifested fully, a long and horribly segmented centipedal creature. It had a freakishly equine face, made all the more horrifying by the multifaceted eyes and alien jaw. It lunged down at Magnet, mandibles wide.



Apple Bloom tackled the spirit out of the air, pinning it to the ground. It writhed and thrashed, and she quickly realized its strength far outclassed her own.



“Apple Bloom, do not!” Zecora broke out of her trance, her coat matted with sweat. “Do not stand in the spirit's way, it’s too dangerous!”



“Magnet, you gotta listen! You think your mom and dad were happier apart, and maybe they were! But I’m sure they both love you, and your special talent didn’t force them to do anything. They’re the ones who made the decision to make whatever compromise they needed to for your sake! You can’t just throw that away and pretend it never happened!”



The candle flames shifted to an angry blue hue, and their light reflected in the tears streaming down Magnet’s cheeks. “Compromise just means that the problem is solved and nopony is happy. Dad belongs in the sky. Mom belongs near the ocean. Coming to Ponyville was a mistake, and it’s all my fault!”



The spirit bucked and threw Apple Bloom across the cottage to crash into a shelf, various alchemical solutions raining down around her. A sharp pain shot up from her leg.



“Ugh…” She could see the spirit still circling, preparing to strike and start this whole mess over again. With a shake of her head, Apple Bloom stood up, barely able to stand. “Alright, fine, it’s your fault! You didn’t think everything through, and maybe now everypony is unhappy because of it. Deal with it! But if your special talent is bringing ponies together, then that ain’t wrong! If your parents aren’t happy, try harder! Tell them how you feel, and you can all work together to find a better solution!”



“But… but I’m scared!”



The spirit roared and it dove down on Magnet once more.



A brilliant flash of light erupted through the room, the window and door blew open, and every candle snuffed out in a rush of energy.



When the dust settled, Magnet sat in the corner in the darkness, sobbing on the floor.



Apple Bloom limped over to her and threw her arms around her neck. “I know you’re scared. You just gotta be strong, alright?”



Moonlight streamed in through the now-open window, falling on Magnet’s still-intact cutie mark.








“I’m scared,” Magnet whispered.



Warm lights shone inside from the windows of Magnet’s home. Apple Bloom put a hoof on her shoulder. “You want me to go in there with you?”



Magnet turned, smiled broadly, and wrapped her arms around Apple Bloom. “No, I think I can handle this one. Thanks for everything.”



Apple Bloom stepped back, and watched her go.



Magnet made it as far as the door before she looked back and winced. “Um, maybe I do?”



“Alright, no worries.” Apple Bloom chuckled and followed Magnet inside.



“Oh hey champ. You’re late.” A well muscled brown stallion looked up from the newspaper he was reading. “Who’s this filly? A new friend? Is she staying for dinner?”



An azure unicorn poked her head out of the kitchen. “Goodness, darling, you’re filthy! Dinner’s almost ready, so you’d better get cleaned up. And please let us know if you’re bringing over company. You’re lucky I made extra.”



“Hi Mom. Hi Dad. This is my new friend, Apple Bloom. She, um, helped me out a lot today.” She fidgeted back and forth, then looked back to Apple Bloom.



Apple Bloom smiled, and held up a hoof.



Magnet took a deep breath. “Can, I uh, talk to both of you about something?”
      

      
   
      At the Break of Dawn


      

      
      
         Sun's coming up.



And that'll be the end. The real end this time, too. The final end.



Which is kind of a silly thing to say, isn't it? I mean, how can you have different degrees of ending? Either something ends or it doesn't, right? And other than a princess or two, everything ends eventually.



It's just that sometimes, what you think is the end actually isn't. It's just a shift or a setback or a moment where you have to refocus.



Like when Sunburst left. Or rather when Sunburst was taken away. He didn't want to go. I know that. We were best—



Best friends.



Except...



He never got in touch with me after he went off to school, did he? Never sent me a Hearth's Warming card or a birthday card or a cute-ceañera card.



I guess I've been failing friendship lessons my whole life. And now? After what I did today?



Or yesterday, I guess. Sun's coming up, after all. Which means those ponies who tried to be my friends, who tried to get to know me and tried to help me, they'll all be groggily coming awake with splitting headaches, sore muscles, and a general feeling of bloat and lassitude. All because of me. Because I don't know what I'm doing.



And I've never known! I mean, look at Sunburst! Yes, he didn't send me a single letter after he left, but he was the one entering a new life, moving to a new town—moving to Canterlot, for crying out loud! The capital of Equestria! Attending the most prestigious school in the entire world! Under the very tutelage of the princess herself!



Could be I know what that's like, huh? Could be I'm a little bit familiar with the pressure that wraps itself around your brain and squeezes, squeezes, squeezes till casting mind control magic on everypony around you starts to sound like a viable option.



So whose fault was it with me and Sunburst? Which of us was still in her comfortable home with her comfortable parents and her comfortable neighbors? Which of us could've taken a breath, pushed her steaming pile of self-pity to the side, picked up a quill, and written him a letter? Which of us could've given him a little solace and an ear to vent to and maybe helped him through those years when he was discovering that he wasn't our generation's next great sorcerer?



Which of us could've done that?



Yeah. Failing friendship lessons my whole life...



Because look at what I did after he left! Moaning! Wailing! Locking myself in my room! Not even telling my parents I'd gotten my cutie mark: hunger drove me downstairs two days after the stupid thing appeared, and they caught me raiding the ice box! Then the screaming, the arguing, the self-righteous ranting, the running away and never going back.



The ending, you might even say. A good thing he didn't send me a cute-ceañera card, huh?



I really ought to write my folks, take a few days off, go visit, let them know—



Let them know what? That their daughter is still insane? That she's been studying with the Princess of Friendship herself and still doesn't have one single clue what she's doing? That she's still failing at everything she tries?



Yeah, well, they already know that, don't they? I'm sure when news of what I'd done in the village reached them, they were oh so proud of their little filly.



No. Don't think about the village. Don't think about—



About what? About the clenched and fiery knot of rage and hatred you carefully and lovingly cultivated in your gut? About the libraries and museums you broke into, the knowledge you gathered and the magic you built, all to destroy the very essence of Equestria? All to salve your bruised little ego and soothe your injured little pride?



Think what you could've done with those years! Think of the positive contributions you could've made to all ponykind! You could've been the student of the princess by now!



Okay, bad example.



Still, those years came to an end, too, didn't they? The culmination of all my work, my life's goal achieved, the spell that would remove all division, knock down all the barriers, make all ponies equal.



All ponies but me, of course.



And the best part of that? The best and absolutely most typical part?



It never even occurred to me that there was anything wrong with me lying to other ponies and keeping my mark! I had to retain my powers or I wouldn't be able to help others find true freedom! I was willing to sacrifice myself, to never enter the life I'd dreamed of for so long! I was to be the gate through which my fellow Equestrians could pass on their way to a land of peace and harmony!



That's what was really going on in our town! Not that I was the leader, but that I was the outsider always looking in, the secret servant of all, the pony who kept the streets swept so all the true citizens could live without having to soil their minds or hooves by interacting with the fetid, stinking morass of the old world! I was good! I was noble! I was the best friend any of those ponies would ever have!



Another failed friendship lesson, in other words...



We were all failures there was the thing. All of us who came to that village, broken and bleeding inside, we'd all come out the wrong side of a friendship lesson or two. I listened to their stories, sought some of them out after hearing gossip about relationships that had crashed and burned in spectacular ways. Sometimes it had been the pony's own fault and sometimes the fault of the other pony, but either way, while the wounds were still jagged and raw, I would step in with the answer.



The easy answer. The perfect answer. The no muss, no fuss answer. Don't make the effort to mend your broken friendship and reconcile. Don't make the effort to mend your broken heart and move on. The whole world is broken, friend, and the only answer is to find a new world.



Let me lead you there, I would murmur. Let me be your guide. Let me show you the way to a place where differences can't hurt you any longer because there are no differences.



And I believed it. Oh, how I believed it. I had to. My whole life would've been a lie otherwise.



It brought me to another ending, too. A happy ending this time, I was completely and firmly convinced. I would take the pain away from all ponies everywhere at the cost of clinging to my own pain, would add their unhappiness to the spiky ball already jabbing away inside my chest and would deliver them to peace and happiness.



Would kill them, in short. Freeze them in place, turn them to stone, paint a smile on their unmoving faces and announce their friendship lesson successfully learned. While I skipped among the corpses wishing I had the courage to join them.



Okay, that's a little melodramatic. But looking back on it now, it's all I can see. If Twilight and the others hadn't come—



Oh, now, let's really not think about that.



Because I could've salvaged it even then! Could've turned to Twilight Sparkle there in the street and proclaimed that I would teach her my spell, would show her how to remove a pony's cutie mark and lock it away, if she promised to use the spell on me. I could've stood with my friends and neighbors, could've taken that final step, could've seized the ending and made it my own.



Except, well, turns out I didn't believe what I'd been telling those ponies while recruiting them. Turns out my whole life had indeed been a lie. And then the screaming, the arguing, the self-righteous ranting, the running away and—



Well, at last this time I've gone back.



But it's the one friendship lesson I think I might actually have learned. Friendship can't grow when pain and hatred take up all the space. Even the drab and dreary life in that village was still a life, and as the ponies I'd brought there slowly let go of their pain and hatred, they started to form friendships.



Despite me, that is, not because of me. I was convinced I couldn't join them, after all, and was so intent on holding tight to my pain and the pain of all the others, I wouldn't've known real friendship if it'd come marching up Main Street on four purple hooves with a horn and wings attached. I wasn't friends with anypony there, and my only thought when that information came squirming out into the open was to cut and run.



And to plot my revenge, of course.



Please, please, please can we not think about that? Can we just stand here and watch the sun rise and think about how there aren't words in any known language to tell the ponies I treated so horribly yesterday that I'm sorry? To tell them that this will never happen again because I plan on cleaning up the mess I made of Twilight's castle, then packing up my suitcase and leaving? To tell them that I'm—



Running away? Yet again? But that it's worse this time since you're running away in fear and shame instead of anger and hatred? Because as bad as anger and hatred are—



And they are bad. Nasty, grasping, needle-clawed little vermin that dig whispering into every corner of your mind, body, and spirit, never letting go, never letting up, never letting you rest. All they let you see is the purple pony princess who destroyed your life, and all they let you focus on is the plan you'll need to destroy her life. And if there's one thing I'm good at, it's focusing single-mindedly on a plan.



It was brilliant, too. Just like my earlier plan. This time, though, I wrapped myself up in it: no more being on the outside looking in for me! I would show Twilight Sparkle that I did believe my own doctrine, that I hadn't betrayed every principle I'd thought I stood for when I'd run from the village, that my life wasn't a lie!



I cast the spell, and all the parameters functioned perfectly. We were bound, the both of us—and Spike, too, though I didn't know him then—and any time she used the spell to return to that Cloudsdale race course, I would be drawn back as well. She couldn't escape me and she couldn't defeat me and I—



And I destroyed the world.



The whole entire world. Every pony, every animal, every tree, every flower, all of it. Me. I did that. Ended it all.



What does that say about a pony? That the only thing capable of making her stop and look around and think about her life is the complete and utter destruction of all other life on the planet? How does a pony become that pony?



I don't know. I mean, I am that pony, and I still don't know! All the post-midnights I've stood like this, staring out the window and waiting, wanting, hoping that the sun will come up, my ears straining for the first yawning chirp of some early-rising bird to tell me that the heart of the world still beats, that the awful, sour dryness I breathed in as I stood beside Twilight Sparkle in that desolation, that it's not real, not anymore.



And then?



And then?



Then I do what I did yesterday.



It's like I've learned nothing! Like I'm not physically able to absorb the truth that my actions have consequences greater than most ponies! I've demonstrated multiple times that I have the desire and the ability to ruin other ponies' lives and crush the world to a slowly spinning cinder! And what do I do? What do I do?



I'm like Discord! No, I'm worse than Discord! Discord at least formed one bond strong enough to force him to practice restraint! He may be a legendary spirit of Chaos sprung directly from ancient myth, but he's not a monster! No, there's only one monster left wandering Equestria now that Tirek's back in Tartaros and Chrysalis has retreated to her own domain!



Wandering. Maybe that'd be best. I'll go out there this morning, apologize to the five of them, tell them I don't expect they can ever forgive me, and then surrender to the inevitable. Be on my way before I do any more damage. End it here, hit the road with Trixie till I find myself a quiet cave somewhere, and—



And let fear and shame win. Abject fear—they can never forgive me—and despicable shame—I can never forgive me...



Because I can't learn this. I've tried. My mistakes destroy worlds, and I don't want to be that pony anymore.



Don't want to be this pony anymore...



But the sun's coming up. A dog barks. A rooster gives about half a crow before apparently deciding to go back to bed. Another day begins. And I'm still me.



Just like always.



I turn from the window and head for the door. Apology, then cleaning, then another ending.



Or—



Maybe don't plan for once, huh? I mean, the whole planning thing's worked out so well for you so far, hasn't it? Maybe just apology, then cleaning, then—



Then whatever happens, happens.



Stop trying to be perfect because you're not. Stop trying to be in control because you're not. Stop trying to be some pony other than you because you're not.



You're a mess, but you're working on it. You're a failure, but you're working on it. You're a monster, but you're working on it.



I'm working on it. Which means no running away this time. If Twilight sends me away, sure, I'll go—



But she would've done that last night if she was going to, wouldn't she? Unless the other princesses are gathering downstairs right now so they can focus all their power on restraining me.



Seems unlikely. But I don't know. 



There's so much I don't know. And so much I'd like to know. How Applejack can laugh after bucking a million trees with nothing but five million more trees standing ahead of her. How Pinkie Pie can smile at everypony she meets and mean it. How Rainbow Dash can go from asleep to supersonic in the twitch of an ear. How Fluttershy can apologize to the weeds she pulls out of her garden and mean it. How Rarity can create elegance just by stepping through a doorway. How Spike can fold his arms, roll his eyes, grouse and grumble and then do his job anyway. How Twilight can—



How Twilight can keep giving me chance after chance when I would've cut me loose long before all this.



So much to know. And really, no place I'd rather be than here.



Which makes me pretty sure of one thing.



Whatever this is today, it isn't the ending.
      

      
   
      Pinkamena’s Wake


      

      
      
         Ahem, awhoom, ahoum, a who? 



A Houyhnhnm homonym I. A Pony and Pie, no lie! 



And a dillydance I do, on this fine morn in town, updown the avenindues of my innuendous ways, in crusscarrants of herds of Ponyville hooftrotters, all a travel in ravellous teeming streams of comfortuitous equanity, amid which I pronk-a-pie, dancing and leaping in salmonpink upstreaming through the Ponyflow! 



As I turn the south corner, upturn the corners of mouths. I fight the glums and glumes and I am vectorious with infectious glee. I pass blimpaloons to sillicolts and boldfillies, fold paper darts and kites, sing ditties in spindizzies that loften the harpes and spiracues of fronds and neigh-burrs as I greet the hourdes in passenage and ungdulate amung’em.



–Howdy? Very Dee indeed, thankee Berry! A tope of the marening to ye. 



–How present to see you again, Turner! Many haply returns!



–What luck, a fresh bud for me? Aurora Rhodopli!



–Ho, Macintosh! Mac in Toffee? A fine candapple! Share in a cakecup, two bits!



So I prattlance a ringly round on streets run on lines laid down by G. Smith as she uptrod the road to market as a filly in years long by. Her courage echoes. Past dances perdure as I retrance their steps that show to me as hints of hooves in fiery action. I see bits here and there of what was distantdone to contect to the willandnow. None can see all; Discord tried. 



Everything has the space intween, the gutter unmuttered, the shortest possileap parting the momuments that your eyes are too befunneled to see, but I a Pie can. I just try to sillip my way slithely into the justelly presized point between, and place a Pie right there. With so much space where I amn’t, how hard can it be?



And asudden, a doosiance disburbles my equulubrium, my ears swangle and tail swoops low to smack my bellyboobs and carmand my atension… Strangersense is ringling, burnsome and balefully… Eeek! A new hydra at the skirthems of town. We’ll have to convoke a party. A war party. A call to alarums, harum skarums and dispersions! But convergence is called, as the Parensis of Friendship herself, doubtless alarted by mapclap, sounds the call to all on lavendwing above, and so we convenerate about her. From blue sky and amber fields come our strengths steadfast and true, from town our alabestest elegarity and precision, from Froggy Bottom our gelben patience and understanding, and I, I was just pying pankly about so I simply chose to be already there, as our Brightest Brain selects the battle plan. 



For this beastie despite its multiferous headlings has little graimadder to knockle between them, and is a natural boring meaniepuss of lowest water, and lacking all conceipts of cordialations cannot be made to accede to Friendship, even when foired from the collossalest Rainbowitzer powered with all the kilophilos my chums and I can muster. Thus The Good-Thinking-Egg has rightly-as-reignly construded that strapping on the ole spiked iron wharshoes is the best way of discompelling the infrequent Hydratic inscurgions. Cry avec and cut loose the Elephants of Harm! Fill it with Eire!



We find the Inhorifungurundulum by course of riverrun, acharge with multi-necked tilting to usward. Whydra? Could be miscarried crusade, extended snailhunt, foalish indiscrecense… but time to admonish later, with last thirty secs. for plainly-recited gold platitudes. But now we are in the thicavet and it is time to show what ponies are made of, not that we are tasty meatmorsels for rumbly monstummies, but that we have pointyshockyflappyhoofy bits that sting! Now Dashie hoofs up a cloud all darcoalish to fire flashzaps; Twi’s harn, redaglow, seizes serpenecks and renders then full windsors; AyJay loops swirly hydreads and Rarity and Shy direct silk ropes to entangle maloferous monster tootsies. And I… I sing, a morale chorale, as well I can with just one of my many on the deck, until I entract the intentions of a cross sour head on a low stumpbilly neck.



The longfanged visage descends at me to deliver a buss from its pus-spotted puss, and I buck back hard to deliver a boop to its snottydroopysnoot! But gnarled and snarly its mouth curls wide and its slicky slucky stinkery tongue forks forth and tangles my tail, and keryanks! And just in that manner, like a Bonbon popped into Lyra’s chasmous maw, I am ingusted. Tongundulations surge me past pointy unsizers and mushticators to mouthback, where I scrample at the edge of the throat, clinging at all to stop the fall, carpe uvula! But a gulp unglues my grip and down the hitchless hatch I go! Gashlorp! Grullop! Gwrlumph! and a Hey Nom Nom Nommy! Aslipperslide down the ewslophagunk with a slurbglomgollumorfmurfglump to the deep dank dump of its smellybelly! ALP! An I live, deplorable!



Down here, deep in bellumbeast, it is dark and sickery and ickhory beyond descreption, soured with acrid dribbles of digestives and vaulted with ulcerous maimbranes, amid which I am so ensaddered to see the askelerated remainders of several forest craytures to which the Hydrum had taken its fangsy earlier this diem. So saddened I that I cry for them even in the face of my own impending ending by blending, my imminent disPinkering and reHydration. And I cry in such volume that I cry myself away, per se, and ere digested give up my ghost. 



Whither thou, ghost? So ghost I, with furred spurrited sprites of raccoon and bear and river otter, which beasties had shared with me the gravebog of the hydra’s stummy, we all soar out and away across Illusian Fields. Looking back at the discrant seen of the bitter baddle I see that my dear chooms, distrayed but undanted, have fraughtled the Hydra to the darsty ground, by Jacklasso and Twi’s-Brighty-Mighty-Lighty secured, and Dear Dynamo Dashie is hurling her mightenmane against the monster’s mausoleic middeln to force it to disgorge my corpus. But more I do not see, for shades of Hades bound are the craytures and me.



Now Hades is little like Tartarus, for those admittened here are such gentle souls that stones and Styx can never break, and truth bespoke it is a fair place to afterrest in many retrespectives. But I have promises to bake and friends to keep, and so I do not plan to tarradiddle long on the Blackwater shores. For if the UnderLaurd catches a hint I am there, he’ll want me to stay foreverevereverandever and try to take me for pomegranted, and no homebody I, but a Pie with a body at home, just lacking a filling for my crust at prestime. 



But I sing sanguine, as I have a scheme, for when a pone larves a life of adventure and daring and baked awesomes and tightropely-plotted escapades, that pone needs to keep her bets well hedged in case of emergence dire. To turn Durance Vile to Endurance Viable, and gain gumption to gaggle the ghastlies, you simply pretread the dread-trodden ground, and… Quiz: what’s the usual salution to the hardest of all possible problems in Equestria? Make some friends, SillyMillie!



And as Idleon I, with animule escort, appreach the docks, I am shurene and comfidant, for Charon and I have met before and reached a meeting of the miens, and as I hoof my way to the docked ferry and the cloaked ponsonage awaiting his toll, I bow for psake o’pomposity and spit out before him, not an obol, but a cupcake, freshwarmyum from my soulstove. His grimace acquires a curl at the tips, and his bright stareglare eyes tip me a wink.



I turn to take my leave of Lethe and am upshorted by soulful creyeturs wistfulling my way, which gives me not long to pause, for it is supersad that my bestest, bazom chums are missing me above, and I wish to return and reassure to them my resumption and ease their keenings! But these my Shadebound companions, they too are sad, and may be humbglum evermore unless they receive a stuperiffous Welcome to Hades party. And so I tarry just a’twhile, and from meangre scantlings asscrambled from shoredriftings and jetsam, I knock together a minispread of pleasure and fun, aidumented with cakage from my secret spaces and a spray of confruttage from my spiritual Partyretta. And so cheersome feels are spread among lost shoresouls, and Charon unbernds so far as to permit use of his ferry for playing at pirates. Aboom and avast ere I arroint, and splashing of cannolishot! (But always with the Pink slimbelly dodging the wettest splooshes, for unlike the Shadebound I am not ready to Lethe behind my recollects of the Livenworld.)



At party’s end, as Charon ferries them all to the farthest of all shores, I bywave across the waters to my new friends I will somedaway see again when my fineral has been funalized, and then I tack the track back, and point my solely soul to the wayhomehole.



No dillydance suits my escape; it is a dourdle of grimmy grimey slimey mishmesh through which I must thread, for as cupcakes must taste very good, and medications must taste bad enough to call for a cupcake chaser, a reroute from Hades must be frighted with pearils. I am on full duesy alertness for quivers of Tartar source, or brays from the Fae realms, all of which may mistract or sidetempt me. But I make of my innersoulf a bubble, a baulb of cheersome giggles, and so, swirled and chirled and turmled as I may be, yet I rise, roise, roister my way back from the shady layers to waird the wards, to yeastily yearn, to swell with japes of joy and touch the houter hair again. Surf is up! And like a cork from a grand green land, up I pop again…



To see nowt but black, an dark, and nowhere starlights! Luna’s dimshed the whole sky! She must not feel like twining or shinkling either. With her evening mourning me, I tread the streets over lines where G. Smith trotted home with bits in her bag long agos ago (her canter endures), sensing the layout of where I am laid out and walking without thinking as a horse will, and find myself approaching the Cake’s shop, and my happiness quavers and spectral eyes flood until the world quivers, for the town is there, spilling out into the streets, and they are all here and weeping together and all I see around me are friends, and my tears would run down the streets did I have my body back yet. It makes me so sad, straighthair sad, which is good because now I can tell sad me, you see? This is how they will truefeel should you go, and happme and sadme burst out crying together in my own of each other’s arms, for none other can touch me yet. So now I am sadappy, as I pass ghostly through their grieving flanks and enter the Cake’s side parlor where those dearest and nearest see me here, rest. 



Inside, there is a press of ponies, and food and drink from near and far, for the Cakes have outpulled the stops and the Apples have unstopped the casks and the Davenports have supplied the fainting cushions and all around have brought at least a plate for the only Ponyvillewide party I have ever had the misfort to inaugulate in this manner. Twilight is sobbing in the midriff of her eulogizing which is elevendy pages long so she must be so upset and Dash and AJ vie to outcider all the outsiders and Shy is shy in a corner somewhere as Rares retales a story to Starlight and Spike which is half smiles and half sobs.



I ancroach the bier, where they’ve recovered my incorporation from the Hydra’s haggis, probably by aid of Zecora and her Hermetic emetics. I hope my poor bloody body buddy emerged from the less holesome end. It looks well enough, besconced in this supernaleato coffin, inlétaglioed with my fannyballoons. My mane is mainly matted and I see here and there points of broken combs and brushbrist whichby I surmuse that Rarity’d tried to tame my tangle, and with the amount of terreffort I put into manecare (not to mention all the random tchotchkes I put into it) I cast her no blame for giving it up as a capital Jay-ob. Pretty darned perfect for a Pinkawake.



My ghost eyes roll over my me, seeking the seemliest point of reentry, and at the distral end I seem to see the finale of be, where I see… ice cream, my only emperor, in a bowl at the table near my rear, and I perceive a kween jape, a once in alive-time prankapow, and I wait until Dashie is making her way past for another mug, and give her glazeyed puss a little hint of a Boo, and she falls backward onto the table and flips the bowl of creamice up over my restful head as I dive swiftly back in and reambulate the old pumps and unbink the foires. As they hoof her up and turn to me, I awake at my wake for sake of friends forsaken, and shake my head as they quake at my surprising arising. I stand under the bowl, whole, creamcold, and the old ticker recounts the seconds of my life and laughter as it didafore, and I spring in dillydance again among them and sing out:



“My love to you all, and did you think I was dead?”



And Whack! Hurrah! Thence, there was lots of fun at Pinkamena’s Wake. How could it ever be otherwise?
      

      
   
      Twilight Sparkle Lays An Egg


      

      
      
         The morning sun shone gently through the thick curtains of the Canterlot castle guest bedroom as Twilight Sparkle stirred beneath the sheets.  Sloth.  It was a vice she had long missed, and spending a few leisurely days back in Canterlot with Celestia was just what she needed.  Time to reconnect with her fellow princesses relaxed her nearly as well as spending time with her friends in the spa.  Plus, she was going to play with Flurry Heart this afternoon, as Cadence had managed to ‘coincidentally’ schedule a trip to Canterlot too.  



She took a quick peek between nearly closed eyelids to make sure Spike’s bed was empty, just in case.  He had a dawn playdate with Flurry Heart down in the vast castle gardens, and since he was gone as scheduled, Princess Twilight Sparkle had a few more treasured moments to reign over her slumber before she had to get up for anything.



Still, the dream she had last night bothered her. 



In the chaos and whirl of images, there had been some sort of cramping sensation, much worse than she had ever experienced before, and growing until it had vanished in the brief feeling of relief and emptiness.  She had drifted back to sleep afterwards, but now that she was thinking about it, there was something damp on her hind legs, much the same as—



Oh, no.  I haven’t wet the bed since I was a foal!



Twilight Sparkle fractionally shifted position in her cloud-soft bed, which was probably some sort of priceless antique which would never be able to be replaced after being soiled.  Princess Celestia would be so upset, and everybody in Canterlot would know about her failure.  Even Spike would be embarrassed, and he had not worn diapers in nearly a decade.  Twilight screwed her eyes closed, trying not to look at the incriminating wet spot, but an unexpected bumping of a damp object around her hind legs made her eyes pop open regardless.



It was an egg.



She blinked.



It was still an egg.  Much the same as the freshly laid chicken egg she had once collected for Fluttershy from her brood, it was slightly damp and glistening, but quite unlike the egg, it was a light violet in color and had her cutie mark emblazoned on the side.  Also, quite unlike a chicken egg, it was huge, quite nearly the size of a—



Twilight blinked again.  Not wanting to believe her traitorous eyes, she reached down with one forehoof and touched the foal-sized ovoid, feeling the blood-warmth of the impossible egg and giving it a nudge to evaluate its probable density.



It was unmistakably an egg.



In one regard, Twilight Sparkle was relieved she had not wet the bed.



In all other regards…



“Keep it together, Twilight,” she whispered.  “There has to be a reason there’s an egg in your bed.  Other than the obvious one, of course.”



She tucked her tail in against her damp nethers and tried not to think of how that huge object had theoretically managed to transit that narrow passage without waking her up.  Even though it had.  And somehow she had gone back to sleep afterwards.  Until now.



Although pony reproduction had always been an uncomfortable topic for Twilight Sparkle, she was aware of the basics.  The bare basics.  The somewhat-sketchy process between mare-meets-colt and the delivery room had always been a topic she had avoided in her studies, except for foal development in the womb and infant care outside.  The process of going from inside to outside, as well as the actual… act of reproduction, were much like a visual blind spot to her.



Still, she knew one thing for certain: ponies did not lay eggs.



Dragons laid eggs and hatched them by pouring dragonfire across them, thus triggering the magical process of birth.  Birds laid eggs and hatched them by holding them close for several weeks as the little birds grew inside the shells.  Lizards even laid eggs and hatched them on warm rocks where Celestia’s sun could incubate them.



Alicorns, however…



Twilight Sparkle had never seen nor heard about alicorns reproducing by way of eggs, but with such a small sample size and only two data points less than a thousand years old, it could have been missed.  Celestia had been suspiciously vague about where Luna and she had come from, and claimed Cadence had been discovered as a foal.  Twilight’s own experience with becoming an alicorn was singularly unique, as even Starswirl the Bearded had not been able to master the unfinished spell which had transformed her into an alicorn, so she had always thought of herself as an outlier, a data point on the graph outside of the line.



Still, she was part of the growing population.  After nearly a thousand years of Equestria only knowing one alicorn, the world had adjusted to two, then three, and now four with little Flurry Heart.  No, five.  Twilight had forgotten to count herself again.



As a student, Twilight Sparkle had once asked Princess Celestia just why Cadence had come to be an alicorn.  She said Harmony determined the number of alicorns needed, and if Harmony was concerned about upcoming troubles, more alicorns would appear to help deal with it.



The time frame between Cadence revealing her pregnancy and Flurry Heart’s sudden appearance was suspiciously short.  When Twilight had asked why, all Cadence would do was smile and tell her, “Magic, Twilight.”



Twilight ran a hoof over the damp surface of the warm egg, shifting in her soiled bed in order to hold it closer.  This could not be happening to her without a reason.  The world was gaining a lot of alicorns in a hurry.  There had to be something truly terrible out there which would need more magic to defeat it.  The thought calmed her rapidly beating heart and made Twilight light up her horn to cast a life-detection spell on the warm egg.



As she suspected and feared, it was an alicorn.  No, she was an alicorn.



Twilight took a deep breath.  She was the Element of Magic, but this problem was no longer just hers.  An infant alicorn could tip some unseen balance of power, preventing or causing untold devastation.  Her own mother had once told her mares held the responsibility for making the world survive, as only mares could bring forth life.  It was a great responsibility, but as much as Twilight thought she was not up to it, she had to be.



She leaned up to press her horn against the egg and whispered, “I don’t know if you can hear me in there, but your mother is right here.  I won’t let anything happen to you.”



The egg felt cooler for some reason, and Twilight repeated the life-detection spell as before.  An icy force seemed to slug her in the gut as the spell returned a fainter signal, indicating the life-force inside was failing.



“Oh, no,” she whispered, repeating the spell and finding the life it showed even fainter than before.  The infant alicorn in the egg was fading fast.  There was only one thing Twilight Sparkle could do, and it would have to be now!












The morning sun shone brightly into the Royal Breakfast Nook, blessing the breakfast table with its glory and illuminating the six place settings, even though only Celestia and Luna were present.  The two sisters were giggling to each other as they shared the generous spread of breakfast items, although an interested observer would be unable to tell just what was so funny about their situation.  The only clue to the topic of the ongoing unspoken conversation was a pair of golden bits sitting on an empty section of tablecloth, and the unusual mirth between the two royal pranksters.



With a glance over her shoulder at the risen sun, Celestia asked, “Neither of our two young protégées seem to be joining us yet?  I know Cadence is busy with little Flurry Heart—”



“And Shining Armor,” added Luna with an additional giggle.



“—and Shining Armor,” admitted Celestia.  “Still, I expected young Twilight to be here by now, no matter which way our wager goes.”



“Hmm…”  Luna lit up her horn and concentrated.  “Young Twilight Sparkle is no longer in the Dreaming.  You don’t think she missed the egg when she awoke, do you?”



“Only if there was a book in her vicinity,” said Celestia with a smirk as she buttered a piece of toast.  “Ah, here she comes now.”



The quiet clatter of hooves out in the hallway resolved into an alicorn princess as expected, only a somewhat older one who was carrying a young dragon on her back.  



“Good morning, Auntie Celestia.  Aunt Luna.”  Princess Cadence beamed as she swept into the room and deposited Spike on the tallest chair at the table.  “We left Shining Armor down in the garden with Flurry Heart, trying to make friends with the bunnies.  Where’s Twilight?”



Both of the elder alicorns broke into laughter while Cadence sat down, shook her head, and looked down at where Spike was happily filling his plate.  “Maybe you should go upstairs and check on Twilight, Spike.  I think my aunts are pulling some sort of trick on her.”



“Us?”  Both Celestia and Luna put on expressions of pure innocence marred only by mutual suppressed giggles, but Cadence was not buying it.



“Spill it.”  Cadence gave her aunts a glare of pure cold steel.  “Or I won’t let either of you foalsit Flurry Heart for a year.”



“‘Twas Celestia’s idea,” said Luna promptly.  



“It was not!” countered Celestia.  “You said you’ve never seen a pony so prone to panic fits, and I said Twilight Sparkle was the most clever pony since Clover.”



“Both true.  Please pass the pancakes,” said Spike as he continued loading up his plate.



After moving the platter of pancakes over to Spike, Luna sighed.  “We made a wager.”



“A small one,” clarified Celestia, pointing at the two bits on the table.  “And we put an egg in Twilight’s bed this morning.”



“A large one,” said Luna with a giggle.



“An appropriately sized one,” said Celestia in her most serious voice.  “Created out of our magic and crafted to appear as if it were—” she took a brief glance at where Spike was demolishing his pancakes “—laid by her in the morning hours.”



“With a most pertinent dream to go with it,” added Luna as she built her own stack of pancakes.  “As well as the most clever enchantments upon the egg which I was able, including a mirroring spell in case she casts a life detection spell upon it to determine the contents.  It will only last a short time, but she will undoubtedly consider the egg to be real because of the results and react appropriately.”



“Yes,” said Celestia with a sideways quirk to her lips.  “Luna seems to think Twilight is so immature that she’ll come running to me in a panic.”



“And Celly thinks her student is so bright she’ll see right through our little trick,” added Luna.



Cadence soaked in the situation with a long, slow nod, looking back and forth between her giggling relatives.  Then she took a deep breath, rummaged around in her bag, and got out a golden bit of her own to put next to the others.  



“You’re both wrong.  Remember, I foalsat Twilight for a long time.  She’s a research fanatic.  Right now, she probably has every book from the Canterlot Archives in her room, studying to find out just where alicorn eggs are mentioned and how to deal with them.”



“It would explain why she’s not at breakfast,” said Celestia with a contemplative frown.



“And why we have not heard a thing since she left the Dreaming,” added Luna.



There was a little click of crystal as Spike put a small gemstone down next to the three bits.  “Nope,” he said before shoveling in another bite of pancakes.



“Now this I must hear,” said Luna, gesturing with her fork.  “Go ahead, young drake.”



“After you’ve finished chewing,” added Celestia.



Once he had dealt with the pancakes, Spike looked up at the three curious alicorns, pointing to them in turn.  “Princess Celestia, you taught her.  Princess Cadence foalsat her, and Princess Luna, you may have heard all kinds of stories about her, but none of you have lived with Twilight Sparkle for the last ten years.  She’s going to do something none of you expect.”



...causing arcane wards to surround the guest bedroom, sealing it off from the rest of the universe…



“Back when I was just a little whelp, I got to talk with some of the teachers who were there when I was hatched,” said Spike.  “They all tried to talk around it, but they obviously didn’t think it was possible to hatch an egg like mine, and had all kinds of questions I couldn’t answer.  Since then, I’ve seen Twilight Sparkle do some amazing things nopony has ever done before, things which were called impossible before she did them.  Like saving you from Nightmare Moon,” he added, looking at Luna.  “She didn’t panic and run away then.  Or when she became an alicorn,” Spike said, looking at an uncomfortable Celestia.  “She didn’t doubt the authenticity of Starswirl’s journal.  She dove right in and tried it, regardless of the consequences.”



…motes of magic floated around Twilight as she poured herself into the spell… 



“Spike, she’s always done her research,” said Cadence softly.  “I don’t think she’s been out of reach of a book since she learned to read.  Plus when she fought Nightmare Moon, I heard she had to go reference a book first.”



“To find out something she didn’t know already,” said Spike.  “She needed to know where the Elements of Harmony were.  If she already knows how to deal with a problem, she just does.”  He grabbed another pancake off the tray and put it on his plate, sprinkling it with powdered emeralds.  “I’m going to be a big brother,” he added as he poured the syrup.



“Spike,” said Celestia gently.  “It’s not a real egg.  We created it with magic.  There’s no foal inside.”



...mares are the only pony able to create life…



Spike shook his head.  “It doesn’t matter.  Remember, she hatched me when she was taking her test to get into the school, and that was years and several decimal points in her power rating ago.  She wants to hatch the egg, so she will.”



...insufficient power to do what was needed, but there were other sources of power available…



Now it was Luna’s turn to frown and address the little dragon. “Are you implying our little Twilight Sparkle wishes to become a mother?”



Waiting until he was done chewing, Spike nodded.  “She changed my diapers when I was just a baby and spoon fed me when I was hungry, even when I ate the spoons.  She was the best mother to me as a little filly.  Now she’s all grown up.”



...it’s just borrowing for a little bit… 



Cadence let out a sigh and patted Spike on the head.  “I know you’re both excited about Flurry Heart, and you think you know all about Twilight and magic, but there’s not enough power—”  She gave a little hiccup and blinked several times.  “That was odd,” she said, peering cross-eyed at her horn.  “My magic just blinked out.”



“And my moon hath just risen back over the horizon,” said Luna with a sharp glance toward the west.  “I have no control over it.”



Before Celestia could say anything, the sun went out, and the breakfast nook was flooded with darkness of such intensity that all the occupants could see was afterimages.



“What’s going on?” asked Cadence from somewhere in the pitch-black room.



“Twilight,” said Spike.  He lit one of the candles at the table with a regulated burst of dragonfire and looked at the three panicked alicorns in the resulting light.  The ground trembled, and a sprinkling of dust came down from the ceiling while the universe seemed to groan in labor pains, twisting and spasming across nearby dimensions with a sensation that only plucked gently at nerve endings instead of tearing the world apart as it seemed to want.



The feeling only lasted a few moments, but cut off with an intense jolt, and when the sunlight burst back into the breakfast nook, each of the alicorns was sitting rather stunned on the floor.  



Spike scooped the three bits and the gemstone off the table and tucked them away.  “Told ya.”



In the resulting silence, all three alicorns quietly got back to their hooves.  The moon obediently slid back below the horizon to its presumably proper place, the sun shifted in the sky as if to adjust itself for a few missing seconds, and Cadence looked up with an expression of unfiltered joy.



Cadence held a hoof across Luna’s chest before she could break the silence.



“No, Auntie Luna,” she whispered.  “Listen.”



And the distant cry of a newborn alicorn filtered down from above.








      

      
   
      The House Comes Calling


      

      
      
         	"...so then the wet nurse knocks the bottle away with one of her arms and grabs the baby in the other seven," said Discord, stirring an extra lump of sugar into his tea. He sprawled across Fluttershy's couch, his cup and saucer floating above his face, while Fluttershy occupied the armchair next to him. A knee-high coffee table with an antique tea set stood between them. 

	

	"Then she glares at Bill – or as much as a creature without a face can glare, I suppose. And Bill just shrugs and says, innocent as can be, 'well, how was I supposed to know that Mergo was lactose intolerant?'" 

	

	Fluttershy hid her giggle behind her hoof. Bizarre though this tale was, it still was nowhere near as esoteric as what Discord usually brought to Tuesday tea.

	

	"Oh, I shouldn't laugh at that. Was poor Mergo okay?" 

	

	"Mergo was fine – lactose intolerance is an inconvenience at worst to an incorporeal entity. He just went back to his loft." Discord scoffed and sipped his tea, frowned, then drank the cup for good measure. 

	

	"Discord," said Fluttershy flatly. "My grandmother gave me this tea set."



	"Mm? Oh, sorry." He spat the cup back into his hand, set it onto the saucer, and smiled placatingly. "You mortals can be so touchy over your possessions." 



	"Well, I suppose when matter and energy are playings to you, you lose your appreciation for sentimental value." 



	"Tch." Discord rolled his eyes. "Now you sound like Celestia after that orphanage thing."



        Fluttershy narrowed her eyes at him. "Discord..."



        "Fine, fine, fine. I'll stop devouring your possessions." He waved his paw and his teacup floated across the table toward Fluttershy for a refill. "Porcelain gives me gas, anyway." 



        Fluttershy beamed and took hold of the teapot in her mouth. Her ears twitched before she could start pouring, and she set the pot down, frowning at her front door. "Do you hear that?"



        An ear trumpet sprouted from the side of Discord's head, and he cupped his hand against it. "Now that you mention it, I do. A wailing racket, like the anguished sobs of the dejected masses as they huddle around a firepit, crying out for deliverance against their malevolent overseer."



	Fluttershy glared disapprovingly at Discord. 



	"What?" The trumpet curled back into Discord's head, and he shrugged. "Everyone has a past, Fluttershy."

	

	"I just wish you wouldn't be so nonchalant about it," Fluttershy muttered. She angled her head – the sound was coming closer, growing clearer. It did sound like crying. But who could...?

	

	"Fluttershyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy!" 

	

	She recognized the voice at once and shot toward the door. "That's––"

	

	The door flew open before she could reach it and Zephyr Breeze soared inside, tears streaming like ribbons in his wake. He was a mess; his coat was streaked with dirt, and his mane – usually well-coiffed and shimmering – was a dirty, tangled mop, cut crudely into jagged strips. He threw himself on the couch, on top of Discord, and plunged his face into the nonplussed chaos god's chest. 

	

	"I'm in troooouuuub-b-b-buuuuuuuuuuuuull,"h e wailed, his voice muffled by Discord's fur. 

	

	Discord, aghast, looked at Fluttershy for an explanation that didn't come. 

	

	Fluttershy rushed back to the couch and took her brother by the shoulders. "Zephyr Breeze, talk to me; what's wrong? Did your salon go under? Did you get evicted from your apartment"

	

	Zephyr looked up from Discord, sniffling. "Salon's great, an' my pad's a swingin' bachelor's paradise. Problem's with me, sis – I'm up to my neck in debt!" 

	

	"Debt? What are you––"

	

	"I made some bad choices, okay?!" Zephyr wiped his nose with the back of his hoof. "You know how I was – old Zeph, Zeph 1.0, call him what you want; a while back, he did some stupid things in Las Pegasus, and ended up owing money to somepony callin' herself Strong Arm! Things were copasheeshee for a while, and then yesterday, this mare came lookin' to collect for Strong Arm––"

	

	Fluttershy cupped Zephyr's face in her hooves. "How much do you owe?" 

	

	"...A hundred thousand bits," said Zephyr at length. "'Course, that's with a lot of interest––"

	

	"A hundred thousand bits?" Fluttershy squealed. "Zephyr, that's – you can't possibly afford that!"

	

	"That's what I said! So she said that, in that case, they'll just collect fifty percent of my monthly earnings at the end of every month! And when I said I couldn't pay that without goin' broke an' losin' my business, she just said 'well, that's a shame,' and went around trashin' the salon! Dumped out my plant on my head, poured most of my hair product down the sink, jacked up the jack on the chair so that it's stuck at full height and won't go back down... Then, worst of all, she pinned me to the ground, and took a pair of scissors... and..."

	

	"What did she do, Zephyr?" said Fluttershy, trembling with horror.

	

	"She chopped up my mane!" Zephyr jabbed a hoof at his head frantically. He lapsed back into broken sobbing and thrust his face into Discord's chest again 

	

	"Fluttershy," said Discord quietly, his jaw clenched with irritation. "Tell it to stop making Rarity noises."

	

	"Zephyr?" Fluttershy wrapped her hooves around his shoulders and gently pulled him to the other side of the couch, off of Discord. "You're sort of... snotting all over my friend here."

	

	"F-friend?" Zephyr snorted loudly and looked at Discord, blinking in confusion. "This is...?"

	

	"My dear friend, Discord."

	

	Zephyr wiped away his tears. "Y-you're the Discord I heard so much about? God of chaos and disharmony and whatever? But that's..." His hiccups turned into gentle laughter. "Sorry, I-I just assumed you were one of Fluttershy's body pillows." 

	

	Fluttershy froze, heart seizing, mane and tail standing on end. 

	

	Discord smirked, glancing between Zephyr and Fluttershy. "Body pillows, huh?"

	

	Chuckling nervously, Fluttershy interposed herself between the two of them. "Oh, there's no need to trouble ourselves with––"

	

	"No no," said Discord smugly, folding his hands behind his head. "I'd like to hear about this."

	

	"Oho, well," Zephyr drawled, his voice still thick from crying. "Back in high school, Flutters here had a collection like you wouldn't believe. She'd cuddle up with a different one every single ni––"



	A brick suddenly crashed through the front window, startling Fluttershy into hiding behind Discord, and Zephyr into hiding behind Fluttershy. 

	

	Silently, Fluttershy thanked kismet for the brick's deliverance.

	

	Discord rolled his eyes, shook the siblings off of his back, and undulated through the air toward the brick. Dropping to his feet, he snapped his fingers and reassembled the shattered window, floated the brick to his hands, and examined it.

	

	"How cute. There's a note." Discord pulled the note from the brick, unfolded it, and cleared his throat. "'Ponyville Tower in one hour, Zeph. P.S. Don't try to run again, patchouli-head.'" He tossed the brick over his shoulder; mid-air, it transformed into a marshmallow, and smacked Zephyr in the face, exploding into a flock of starlings. They immediately set to work styling his mane into a long, braided ponytail with their beaks. 

	

	Zephyr, stunned, sat without moving.



	Discord balled up the note, tossed it into his mouth, and chewed thoughtfully before swallowing. "I like the brevity, but the brick's clichéic. I give it a six-point-five. Bonus half-point for the iambic pentameter."



	Zephyr broke his trance with a shake of his head that whipped the half-finished ponytail back and forth and set the starlings to chirping angrily. "Wait a tick – that's it! I figured it out; I know how I'm gonna get outta this! Discord, you got all those freaky-deaky chaos powers, right?"

	

	Discord frowned. "You're not wrong, just offensively inelegant."

	

	"Well then, problem solved! You can just magic up a pile of bits for the ponies I owe money to! No fuss, no muss, no more of Strong Arm's goons messing up my workspace!"

	

	Fluttershy and Discord exchanged a look. "Um... well... in theory, that might work," said Fluttershy.

	

	"Minting a big pile of bits straight out of the ether? I could do that in my sleep. Unfortunately, I'm not supposed to pull tricks like that with money. Cay-Cay was very put out with me the last time I did. 'Discord, stop devaluing Equestrian currency,'" he said in falsetto. 

	

	Zephyr's face fell, even as the starlings finished their work and promptly imploded. Then his face lit up a second time. "Well then, what if you just come along with me the next time I meet with 'em? Be my bodyguard, and spook 'em enough to drop the debt and leave me alone!" 

	

	Fluttershy gasped, but Discord, intrigued, stroked his chin. 

	

	"Discord ex Machina, huh?" he mused. "That would be perfectly alright, I suppose."

	

	"It most certainly would not be!" Fluttershy cried, rising to eye level with Discord. "I'm glad you want to help Zephyr, Discord, but hurting other ponies is the wrong way to do it! It could land you in trouble with the Princesses, or cause you to backslide into old habits! And you've been so good about not using your powers maliciously. I don't want to see that change, even if it's in defense of somepony innocent!"

	

	"Who said anything about hurtin' other ponies? I just want him to scare the goons away – bluff 'em with his chaos hoobajoob." said Zephyr. He caught a glimpse of his reflection in the nearby window and tossed his head to-and-fro, watching his ponytail sway with the motion. "Ooh, I think I'm gonna keep this look for a while..."

	

	"Sometimes, the threat of chaos alone is a deterrent," Discord added. "The Neighponese have a saying about it, in fact."

	

	"Even a threat is going too far," Fluttershy insisted. "I know this is a serious situation, and I know it needs resolving. But can't you just sit down and talk it out with one another, instead of resorting to threats and intimidation? Or go to the authorities, or... something?"

	

	"Flutters, that's a fine way of thinkin'," said Zephyr, floating across the room to join her and Discord. "And I respect it – really, I do! But they're not gonna wanna sit down and talk, and the law can't touch 'em – they're the kind of ponies who think the law is just a suggestion they don't need to follow. If that ever would'a worked, it would'a been done a long time ago." 

	

	Fluttershy bit her lip. "I... but..."

	

	"Fluttershy, this is my life we're talkin' about," Zephyr said, wringing his hooves pleadingly. "Please, gimme your blessin' on this."

	

	Fluttershy looked hesitantly at Discord, who shrugged. "There are worse ways to kill an afternoon."

	

	She sighed. "If that's how you want to handle things, and if Discord's alright with it... then I suppose I won't get in your way."

	

	Zephyr darted up and squished Fluttershy against his chest, "Thankyouthankyouthankyou, thank you both, I am so so so lucky to have friends and family like––"

	

	"On one condition!" She pulled away from Zephyr, turned back to Discord, and pressed her hoof to his chest. "You have to promise me that, no matter what, you won't inflict anything malicious on any of them. Even if they call your bluff."

	

	"But Fluttershy!" Discord whined. "Think of all the golden opportunities to sow chaos! The havoc I could wreak upon their––"

	

	"Dis. Cord." She narrowed her eyes.

	

	Discord spluttered, before finally sighing and tossing up his hands. "Alright. I give in. I won't do anything that could possibly be construed as violent or malicious."

	

	"No matter what?"

	

	"...No matter what." 

	

	Fluttershy dropped her hoof and nuzzled Discord.

	

	Behind them, Zephyr lashed his hoof in the air, accompanying it with a cracking sound. Without looking back, Discord's tail slapped Zephyr across the nose, eliciting a yelp of pained surprise. 

	

	"Starting now."

	


	

	

	A curvaceous, bright pink mare in a black suede jacket waited in the shadow of Ponyville Tower. Her mane was strawberry-red, her eyes blue, and she bore a tsunami as her cutie mark. Zephyr was calm as he approached – after all, he had a secret weapon up his sleeve. Or his nose, rather. 

	

	"Garbage pony," greeted the mare, her voice seasoned with a Prench accent. "You might have made yourself presentable. The manestyle's nice, but the dirt? Inexcusable."

	

	Tinny snickering echoed in Zephyr's left nostril. "Oh, I like her."

	

	"Incidentally," she continued, "I notice that you are not carrying sacks of money on your person. I believe I was quite clear on you bringing me sacks of money."

	

	"Oh yeah, no, you were totally a hundred percent clear on that point," said Zephyr smoothly. "Zee-row ambiguity. I just decided not to bring you anything."

	

	The mare was unfazed. "You have brought... nothing."

	

	"Jack diddley."

	

	"You have no intention of paying anything, do you?" 

	

	"I did try to tell you before that I couldn't, didn't I?"

	

	"You did. Or so I assume; it was hard to understand with all the sobbing."

	

	This time, Discord's snickering was loud enough for the mare to notice. "Do you need to blow your nose?" she asked.

	

	Zephyr grinned nervously. "Could you, like, maybe tone it down just a tad? Just a pinchy-pinch?" he hissed to Discord through his teeth. 

	

	The mare cocked her head, confused and a little concerned.

	

	Discord snorted. "Oh, who cares what you want? You're just window dressing for me!" 

	

	Zephyr's nose twitched; his eyes slammed shut, and he sneezed a thick wad of snot that transformed midair into Discord, replete with top hat and cane. 

	

	"Saaaalutations!" he sang, striking a showman's pose. 



	The mare looked Discord up and down. "Garbage Pony. Explain." 

	

	"Ah... this is my ace-in-the-hole," said Zephyr in a stuffed-up, nasally voice.

	

	"A gambling-themed one-liner! Well-punned, Garbage Pony! Now, do me a solid and hold these, would you?" Discord tossed his hat and cane to Zephyr, who caught them, nonplussed. 

	

	"The name," he said as he sauntered to meet the mare, "is Discord. My reputation precedes me, I'm sure."

	

	The mare's eyebrow arched. "You... are Discord? The Discord?"

	

	"None other," said Discord in an oily voice. "And whom do I have the pleasure of addressing?"

	

	"Je T'aime."

	

	Discord cocked his head and grinned. "Well, I'm certainly flattered, but you and I barely know each other. Although your taste is impeccable, I must say."

	

	"My name. Je T'aime Étranger. Imbécile." Je T'aime scoffed and looked away. "All the damn time, this happens..."

	

	"Oh!" Discord blinked. "Beg your pardon, mademoiselle."



	Je T'aime shook her head, muttering in irritation. "No matter. I must raise the question of why you are here. You are an 'ace-in-the-hole,' says Garbage Pony. Why does he say this?" 



	Discord doffed his cap and tossed it over his shoulder, where it landed on Zephyr's head and sank to his muzzle. "I'm here to negotiate on Garbage Pony's behalf, for the sake of his sister, my dear BFFF." He winked. "That stands for 'Best Friend Forever Fluttershy.'"



	Zephyr whipped the hat off of his head. "Wouldja pretty please stop callin' me––"



	"Silence, Garbage Pony; the grown-ups are speaking." 



	"There is no negotiation to be had," Je T'aime snapped. "Garbage Pony owes money to Strong Arm, and Strong Arm will have her due. If he cannot make payments, then Je T'aime knows other ways in which he can pay his debt."



	Zephyr gulped. 



	"Your position is stupid, and I have a counter-offer that would suit everypony involved better," said Discord.



	"Oh?" 



	"Mm-hm. Here it is." He leaned forward, casting a wide shadow over Je T'aime. "You leave. You don't come back. You tell your boss to drop this debt, and we all remain happy as clams."



	Je T'aime snorted. "You expect me to bring this to Strong Arm?" 

        

	"Right you are, my feathery friend."



	"And should I refuse?"

	

	Discord grinned, his teeth like daggers. The fang that poked from his mouth elongated and curved like a sabre, and his entire body stretched grotesquely.

	

	"So glad you asked."



	The sky grew dark. A trio of daisies with gnashing, razor-sharp teeth sprouted beside Je T'aime. Another appeared on her other side. Both rows of flowers grinned and swayed, humming a chilling melody.

	

	"You think to test your will against mine?" Discord's voice was a thunderous rumble that shook the earth on every word. "I, the primordial manifestation of entropy itself? I, who have made the cosmos my plaything since reality was young? I, who can peer into your heart and know every fear, every foible, every facet of your being, and turn your darkest nightmares upon you? I will break you, Je T'aime Étranger and scatter your bones across the unforgiving sea of time!"

	

	The swaying flowers lunged and hissed at once, teeth coming inches from biting into Je T'aime's coat. 

	

	Zephyr stared at Discord, sweating bullets. "Snap."

	

	Je T'aime never wavered, staring Discord in the eye throughout his speech. She finally shrugged. "Okay. Go ahead."

	

	Discord seemed to shrink a little. "Say again?"

	

	"You are really primordial god of this and that and the other thing? Then do your worst. Turn my guts to eels or make me breathe chlorine or whatever you plan to do."

	

	The sky lightened; the flowers ceased their swaying. Their hissing died down to a general annoyed mutter. 

	

	And Je T'aime still stared up at Discord. "Well?"

	

	"I'm... working my way up to it."

	

	"Your worst. Or stop wasting time."

	

	Discord remained frozen as the frightful scene faded. His fang sank back into his mouth, and his body shrank to its normal size. Sighing, he slumped his shoulders and folded his ears against his head. "Sorry, kid, but she called my bluff. I made a promise to Fluttershy that I wouldn't hurt anypony, and I won't break it." 

	

	Zephyr stared, open mouthed, eyes watering.

	

	"Touching. Your commitment, I mean." Je T'aime stroked her chin. "I tell you what. For the sake of Discord, and his sense of honor, I give you one more day to pay what you owe. But that is the end of my generosity. I will be by your sister's home tomorrow to collect. Stiff me again, and I start collecting pieces of you instead."

	

	Zephyr's knees quaked.

	

	"Oh," she added. "And I mean it. Do not try to run again." Snapping her wings, she took to the sky, and sailed out of sight. 



	Discord put his hands on his hips. "I think she likes me. Do you think she likes me?" 

	

	Zephyr buried his face in his hooves and groaned. 

	


	

	

	"Oh, I am so proud of you," Fluttershy cooed, wrapping an embarrassed Discord in a hug. "And so thankful that you kept your promise to me."

	

	Discord's body sagged. "Well, at least somepony is happy with the way that went. It was humiliating, Fluttershy! The feeling of impotence it brought..." 

	

	"I know how tempting it must have been to give her the business." Fluttershy rubbed behind one of Discord's ears. "But you took the high road, and you reminded the world of just what a sweetheart you really are."

	

	Discord blushed. "Well... I suppose that's one positive takeaway from all of this."

	

	"Oh yeah, no, totally," Zephyr snapped. He was seated on Fluttershy's couch, trembling, a blanket draped over his shoulders and a cup of cocoa in his hooves. "Happy for you, Discord, real happy for you. I mean, my problem didn't get fixed, but at least you reminded the world that you're a sweetheart. That's what matters, right?" A shiver ran through him. 

	

	Fluttershy clicked her tongue sympathetically and floated to sit beside him. "There, there..."

	

	Zephyr drank from his cocoa and set his mug on the end table beside the couch. "There's no makin' this better, Flutters. I'm finished. Done. Game over, man! The salon'll close, a-and I won't be able to make rent at home, and when I'm out of a job and got no income... what's gonna happen to me then, huh? What're they gonna do to me?"

	

	"Zephyr Breeze..." Fluttershy looped a foreleg around Zephyr's neck and pulled him close. He rested his head on her shoulder and sighed wetly. 

	

	"It's all over. I screwed up, Flutters. I let you down, and I'm sorry... I'm so, so sorry..."

	

	"You haven't let me down, and you're not going to lose everything, Zephyr." She kissed her brother on the top of his head. "I have another idea. Trust me." 

	

	She looked up at Discord, who was standing in the center of the room, awkwardly looking away from the siblings as they had their moment. "Discord?" 

	

	He snapped to attention. "Mmyes?" 

	

	"How quickly do you think you'd be able to find this 'Je T'aime' pony?" 

	

	"Hmm, well, let's see..." His lips moved as he counted off his fingers, mumbling intermittently. "Carry the hypotenuse, rounding upward from the radial square of pi, and factoring in the multi-spectral quantum phase inversion principle... ah! Instantaneously. Wherefore do you ask?"

	

	Fluttershy smiled. "I'd like you to pay her a visit for me, and ask her to pass on an invitation." 

	


	

	

	Dawn saw Fluttershy waiting with Discord outside her cottage. Discord leaned against the front door, his arms folded, while Fluttershy sat beside him. 

	

	"Taking their sweet time, aren't they?" muttered Discord, drumming his talons against his bicep. 

	

	"Try to be patient." Fluttershy patted Discord's leg. "She said she'd be here, didn't they?"

	

	"She said she'd pass the message along. I have no idea what that means, exactly. For all we know, she'll be sending a sow in a business suit."

	

	"That's glass-half-empty talk." She smiled encouragingly. "She'll show up, Discord"

	

	"Mm. You sound confident." He glanced sidelong at her. "Oddly confident, and relaxed, considering."



	Fluttershy sighed. "I'm perfectly capable of having a civil conversation without panicking. She's just a businesspony, after all. One with a considerable fortune to her name. Who wants to bully my brother out of business.  Who sends scary ponies to wreck the business of ponies who displease her, and who potentially has her hooves in all sorts of less than savory activities, and now that you mention it, perhaps I should lie down for a––"

	

	"Out of the question, I'm afraid." Discord jerked his thumb toward the sky. 

	

	Je T'aime, silhouetted by the rising sun, swooped from the heavens and alighted in front of Fluttershy's cottage. She looked over the facade, from one side to the other, glanced up at Discord with a twitch of her lips, and approached Fluttershy directly. 

	

	Fluttershy cleared her throat. "Good morning! You must be Je T'aime. My name is––"

	

	"I know who you are," Je T'aime said. "You did work with Photo Finish for a time. Good work. I was at one of your shows; you were resplendent." 

	

	"...Oh." Fluttershy flushed. "Well, it's... nice to meet a fan, I suppose." 

	

	She nodded and stepped away as a brown, bald, bulky pegasus stallion swept in and touched down beside her. "Perimeter's clear, chief," he said. 

	

	From over the house came a tan pegasus with curtains of silver hair framing a smug grin, and a black and red skull cap covering the top half of his head. "Backyard's got a bear in it." 

	

	"Oh, don't mind Bear-Ba-Lon," said Fluttershy. "He's just a client. I have an appointment with him this afternoon for a deep-tissue massage, and he likes to arrive a few hours early to visit with Angel Bunny."

	

	Je T'aime raised an eyebrow. "Keep an eye on the bear," she muttered to the bulky stallion. She turned her head and called over her shoulder. "All clear!" 

	

	A black carriage, trimmed in gold and pulled by a pair of mules, rolled up the path to the cottage and came to a halt. Its door opened, and its occupant stepped out. 

	

	Discord leaned down to whisper in Fluttershy's ear. "Were you aware that this Strong Arm was a minotaur?"

	

	Strong Arm was dressed in a well-pressed black suit and skirt, a red tie hanging around her neck. Her legs were steel gray, but her head and hands were snow-white. She was short and thin, with a care-lined face, and sharp blue eyes that quickly sized up the cottage, as well as the pair who stood outside to greet her. 

	

	She clopped her way up the path, her goons parting to make way for her. In height, Je T'aime came up to Strong Arm's neck; she stood on tip-hoof to whisper in the minotaur's ear. 

	

	Strong Arm nodded thoughtfully, then patted Je T'aime on the shoulder. "Noted, but I'll be quite alright, I'm sure. Go take a load off; there's ice water in the carriage." Her voice was rich and grandmotherly, and, absurdly, made Fluttershy glad that she washed the porcelain teaset for this occasion. 

	

	Je T'aime nodded, glanced one last time at Fluttershy and Discord, and trotted away, her goons in tow.

	

	Strong Arm brushed off the front of her suit and offered a warm smile to Fluttershy – a smile, Fluttershy noted, which didn't quite reach her eyes. "You're Fluttershy, I presume. Friend to the animals, fashion icon, and co-savior of Equestria... how many times over? And this dashing creature must be the Discord of legend. You made quite an impression Je T'aime yesterday – she actually recommended you for a job, did you know that?"

	

	Discord smirked. "Knew she liked me."

	

	Fluttershy was certain she'd missed something, and reminded herself to ask Discord about it at some point. "It's a pleasure to meet you," she said. "You must be Ms. Strong Arm."

	

	"Indeed. Elisheba Strong Arm, at your service. Although I insist that you call me Bessie. We don't need to stand on ceremony, after all." Bessie smiled politely. "And may I just say that your home looks lovely – I should like to see if it's as gorgeous on the inside as it is on the out." 

	

	"Oh, of course!" She nudged the door open and backed inside. "Right this way, please."

	

	Discord watched them leave with a concerned frown. Fluttershy could only offer a half-smile as reassurance before shutting the door. 

	

	The living room was spotlessly cleaned and arranged, with Fluttershy's inherited teaset laid out on the rectangular table. A pair of chairs were positioned at either end of the table, with Fluttershy's couch beside it. Zephyr Breeze sat on the couch, and his jaw went slack when he glimpsed the minotaur. He glanced at Fluttershy for an explanation; she just shrugged. 

	

	"Gorgeous," mused Bessie, looking throughout the living room. "Las Pegasus is a desert, you know, not much in the way of greenery. To live surrounded by the beauty of the natural world? That's a blessing. And I envy you."

	

	"Um... thank you," Fluttershy said. She gestured to the hapless pegasus seated on the couch. "May I introduce you my brother, Zephyr Breeze?"

	

	This startled Zephyr Breeze back into awareness. "M-mornin' Ms. Strong Arm, sir lady minotaur."

	

	Fluttershy winced – not a good first impression – but to her surprise, Bessie just laughed it off. "Just Bessie, please. And there's no need to be so nervous – we're all friends here, aren't we?" She pointed to one of the chairs by the table. "May I?"

	

	"By all means!" Fluttershy chirped.

	

	Bessie took her seat, folding her legs primly as Fluttershy poured her a cup of tea. She accepted the drink, and stirred a lump of sugar into it. 

	

	"Thank you so much for coming out here on such short notice," Fluttershy said as she poured cups for herself and Zephyr. 

	

	"Well, it's not every day that a national hero invites me over for tea," chuckled Bessie, idly stirring. She eyed her drink with a flicker of doubt that Fluttershy found discordant with the rest of her demeanor.

	

	"Besides," she added, with a glance at Zephyr that made him gulp. "As a responsible businessperson, I think it's important to take charge of matters personally from time to time, rather than leave things to my subordinates. After all, any problem can be solved if only the parties involved can sit down and talk to one another maturely."

	

	"I agree completely." Fluttershy settled into her own seat, taking a quick sip from the teacup between her hooves. "And I just know that we'll be able to come to an agreement that'll leave everyone in this room satisfied." 

	

	A smile crinkled Bessie's face, and she, at last, took a sip of her own. "Then let's get to business, shall we?"



	She wasted no time. Fluttershy cleared her throat primly. "Well, Bessie, the fact of the matter is that Zephyr simply can't afford to pay what you're asking without ruining himself in the process." 

	

	"Oh, that can't be the case." She turned her crinkly smile onto Zephyr. "Adversity often brings out the best in people; he'd surely find a way to make it work. You might even say I'd be doing him a favor by holding him accountable for his debt."

	

	Fluttershy took a deep breath and set her cup back onto her saucer. "I think your employee has already done him enough favors."

	

	Bessie tilted her head. "Are you referring to that business with the salon? You can hardly blame Je T'aime for your brother's clumsiness."

	

	Zephyr straightened. "Clumsiness?!"

	

	"Yes. She told me how her presence intimidated you so badly that you stumbled into a potted plant and upended it all over yourself."

	

	"That's a lie! She picked that thing up and dumped all the dirt out over my head!"

	

	"That's not what I was told."

	

	"Well, it's what happened!"

	

	Bessie nodded and spooned another sugarcube into her tea. "All a matter of perspective, I suppose."

	

	"And my mane?" Zephyr pointed to his do. "She pinned me down while she took a pair of scissors and hacked up my luscious locks!" 

	

	She looked curiously at his mane. "Frankly, I'm not sure I believe you on that point – your mane looks no worse for wear. Quite the contrary, actually. That's a lovely braid."

	

	Those starlings did their jobs too well. 

	

	"My point is," said Bessie, "that, while I'm glad Je T'aime made such an effective impression on your brother, she did nothing outside the bounds of the legal. Nothing that can be proven, at any rate, beyond reasonable doubt. I have it on good authority that any evidence that could be brought against her in trial would be dismissed as purely circumstantial."

	

	Fluttershy's lips drew a thin, tight line across her face – she was starting to realize the kind of person she was dealing with. "She did threaten to take my brother apart piece by piece, you know. That makes me a little nervous where she's concerned."

	

	"Piece by – oh dear. Is that what this is about?" Bessie chuckled and shook her head. "Je T'aime, Je T'aime. She's a spirited girl, but a bit overzealous in her pursuits at times." She leaned toward Zephyr, who shrank away reflexively. 

	

	"Zeph – may I call you Zeph? – don't you worry. I have no intention of hurting you."

	

	"Y'don't?"

	

	"Of course not! I'm a legitimate businessperson, not a barbarian. I won't hurt you, and neither will Je T'aime." She patted his knee reassuringly. "If you can't meet your financial obligation through your business, then you'll simply have to... work for me."

	

	Anxiety needled the back of Fluttershy's neck. "What do you mean?"

	

	Bessie's cold blue eyes seemed to harden as she flicked them toward Fluttershy. "It's all in the contract he signed. In the event that Zephyr Breeze defaults on his debt, he will be given a position in my own business, one suiting his talents, and will work in my establishment until he pays off his debt. He'll have room and board, too. Granted, those will also add to his debt – considerably – but he will be well taken care of throughout his employment cycle."

	

	Fluttershy's teacup and saucer quaked in her trembling hooves. She shot Zephyr a look that plainly said "you didn't tell me about any contract."

	

	Zephyr gulped and shrugged helplessly.

	

	"In short, it's indentured servitude." Bessie's teeth flashed in a predatory smile. "And, before you ask, it's quite legal, I assure you. And the documents he signed? Binding."

	

	Fluttershy, trembling, stared back at Bessie with her jaws clenched together. 

	

	"Fluttershy, let me be frank." Bessie drained the last of her tea, reached for the kettle, and refilled her cup to the brim. "Zephyr Breeze took considerable losses in my gambling establishment in Las Pegasus. He had no job, and couldn't afford to pay. So he signed documents, under no pressure or duress, which legally entitled me to fifty percent of his monthly earnings after he found gainful employment. In the event that he cannot meet that very generous figure, he enters my employment until his debt is paid. I won't let him renege on a deal which was struck in good faith. Now, I can plainly see that you love him very much, and I'm touched by the lengths to which you're going here." 

	

	Her speech, and her bearing, became cold, as frigid as the gaze she froze Fluttershy with. 

	

	"But I intend to have my due. And no power in Equestria can keep me from it." 

	

	Fluttershy's jaw started to chatter audibly. She raised her teacup to her mouth, but her trembling made her swish and splash her drink along the sides of the porcelain, until it was too slick to grip, and it slipped from her grasp, shattering on the floor. 

	

	She stared silently at the mess until Zephyr's hoof touched her on the shoulder. She met his gaze – he was smiling, eyes shining with tears. "Sorry, Flutters. For not tellin' you everythin'. You gave it your best shot, but... I think we're beat." 

	

	"Zeph..."

	

	"I mean it. Don't worry about me." He wiped his eyes. "I thought they were gonna hack off bits of me for, I dunno, stew, or somethin'. But they're not! I'll have a job, and a place to sleep, food..."

	

	"Our accommodations are enviable," Bessie added. 

	

	"Yeah, see? It's not gonna be so bad." He choked down a sob. "And it's the only choice I got."

	

	His words of defeat coiled her stomach in a knot. Then she looked at Bessie, smiling victoriously, slurping tea from her grandmother's porcelain, and the knot tightened further.

	

	"Zephyr Breeze," she said softly. "Will you give Bessie and I a moment alone?" 

	

	Zephyr looked in her eyes, and his expression changed from resignation, to confusion, and, finally, to a flicker of hope. He hopped from the couch and his wings took him upstairs, leaving Fluttershy and the minotaur alone, a coffee table and an partially incomplete teaset between them. 

	

	Fluttershy spoke calmly. "Zephyr can't pay his debt without ruining his life, and his only other option is to give his life to you. Neither of those are acceptable."

	

	Bessie smirked. "They're perfectly acceptable. Palatable, no, I admit. But acceptable."

	

	"I'm not going to let you have him."

	

	"I thought you were committed to solving this reasonably, Fluttershy." Bessie's voice was deathly quiet. "Let me remind you that I have three pegasi outside, to your one impotent draconequus. Keep that in mind before you start leveling threats."

	

	"It's not in my nature to threaten," said Fluttershy. "I hate threats. I hate conflict. I hate that we're at odds right now; I'd much prefer this be a pleasant conversation over tea, and nothing more." She reached over the table to retrieve Zephyr's forgotten cup – it was still half-full. 

	

	"Incidentally, and just as a reminder, I do have a bear in my backyard." 

	

	Her eyes were closed as she finished the cup, so she couldn't see the look on Bessie's face.

	

	"You have no legal recourse here," said Bessie coldly. "The documents Zephyr signed bind him to my employ if he defaults upon his debt. The law is on my side in this matter, as you will quickly discover if you insist on fighting me."

	

	"I'm sure that's true," said Fluttershy. "In this matter. But I'm sure there are other matters where the law might not be on your side. Things you'd rather nopony looked at closely. Whose legality you might have a harder time defending than you would indentured servitude."

	

	Bessie snorted, amused. "For argument's sake, sure. Let's say there are. Even if the threat of legal action did scare me, what could I possibly have to fear from you?"

	

	"Oh, it's not me you'd need to worry about." She drained the cup completely and set it back on the table. "It's Princess Twilight Sparkle."

	

	Bessie's face spasmed with shock before reassuming her icy demeanor. "You're going to go tattle on me to the crown? Do you have any idea how many ponies in situations like this have flung that idle threat in my face?"

	

	"I told you, it's not in my nature to threaten. This is a... warning. And a promise. And it's definitely not idle." 

	

	Bessie leaned forward, glaring skeptically at Fluttershy. 

	

	"You see," said Fluttershy, gathering herself in her seat. "Through me, Zephyr's connected to an extended family which goes all the way up to Princess Twilight. So if I went to her, and I told her that my brother is having problems with a minotaur who's a... ah... 'legitimate businessperson...' well, I wouldn't even need to ask her to do anything. She would be on that like a party pony on a plate of pancakes."

	

	"And she would find nothing, because you have nothing on me." But Fluttershy could see that Bessie was starting to sweat. 

	

	"That's true. But Princess Twilight would find something, I'm sure, after a thorough, exhaustive, lengthy review of every one of your assets and business ventures. Twilight Sparkle is a 'legitimate businessperson's' worst nightmare. She's focused, determined, relentless, and noble; she can't be intimidated or bribed or beaten. Give her a library of legal books and a week, and she'll find a way to turn your whole establishment inside-out in court. And when that happens, and you're arrested, and all your ill-begotten assets seized? Zeph will go free."

	

	She smiled sweetly, even as a part of her cursed herself for the look of indignation on Bessie's face, the sweat stains showing through her suit. Part of Fluttershy felt like a monster. 



	Another just felt like fainting – this was one heck of a bluff. 



	She didn't doubt Twilight's abilities, nor her commitment to her friends, and she felt certain that Twilight would do something to help Zephyr if she asked. But she also wasn't sure just how far outside her mandate as Princess of Friendship she would go. Twilight had a duty to the crown, and with that came limits – even where her friends were concerned.

	

	But Bessie didn't need to know that.

	

	"So," Fluttershy finished. "Whatever the outcome of this conversation, Zephyr Breeze will not live his life under your hoof. Pushing that will only bring you a great big headache and a legal mess. And I don't want to be responsible for that, and I don't want you to have to go through it. Surely, one little contract isn't worth all that, is it?" 

	

	A vein pulsed in Bessie's neck. "You know, I had these two nephews once – a pair of knuckleheads who got sucked into some shady dealings, against my advice. When it all exploded in their face, they came to me, begging for help. You know what I did?"

	

	Fluttershy cocked her head, a thin curtain of hair falling over one eye.

	

	"Nothing. Because that was their problem, their business, their mess to clean up. My hands were clean. Do you understand me? We are allresponsible for our own messes. Intervening in someone else's life does nothing to help them. You just deprive them of a learning experience, and you make them all the weaker for it."

	

	"That's a very interesting philosophy," said Fluttershy. "And I understand your meaning. Self-reliance is important; I've tried my best to make Zephyr understand that, actually."

	

	"Then why go to all these lengths for him?"

	

	"Because I also believe that everypony deserves a second chance. Because Zephyr has grown in leaps and bounds, and is leading the kind of life I always knew he was capable of living. I've seen him at his lowest. I've seen him deal with adversity. And I've seen him overcome all of that, and I am so proud of him." Her eyes narrowed, and her face darkened, into a commanding, authoritative Stare. 

	

	"And I refuse to let his life be destroyed because of one mistake that he made in his past."



	To her amazement, Bessie blinked. Then she started laughing. 

	

	"What's so funny?" 

	

	"You," said Bessie. "Or, rather, this situation I'm in with you. Your meekness is legendary, Fluttershy. When Je T'aime gave me your invitation... I was expecting a pony I could stampede all over."

	

	A chuckle of her own broke through Fluttershy's dark mood. "I've been working on my assertiveness."

	

	"It shows." Bessie sighed and smiled sadly. "But I'm afraid we're at a deadlock here. Zephyr can't break faith me, and I refuse to forgive his debt."

	

	"Oh, I'd never ask you to forgive his debt."

	

	Bessie's face blanked.

	

	"I don't think that Zephyr's mistake should ruin his life, but I don't think he should escape responsibility for it either. I love my brother, and I want to help him. But 'helping' doesn't mean 'making his problems go away for him.'"

	

	Bessie chewed that over. "Wouldn't tattling to the Princess qualify as the latter?"

	

	"I told you I don't want to do that. That's just how far I'm willing to go." 

	

	Bessie chuckled and shook her head. "Who knew a mare named 'Fluttershy' would have a will of iron tucked away under all that cutesy exterior?"

	

	"Funny you should mention that; I know another minotaur who learned that lesson from me once." Fluttershy stretched out in her chair, unfurled her wings, and floated over to the tea kettle. "Now, I'm going to go freshen up this tea, and get a broom to sweep up that broken cup, and when I'm done... let's talk a little bit about interest rates"

	


	

	

	"I can't believe you!" Zephyr fumed, his words slurred slightly by the dustpan in his mouth. "You talked to her for three hours yesterday, and I-I'm still in the hole! What the heck, sis?" 

	

	"Fluttershy, Garbage Pony is making noises again," Discord yawned, snoozing in the salon chair. 

	

	"What are you even doing?" Zephyr snapped at Discord. "Couldn't you just snap your fingers and fix this place up in a jiffy?"

	

	"Easily," said Discord, smacking his lips. He leaned his head back over the chair's armrest, and smirked at Zephyr upside-down. "But that would deprive you of a very important lesson in self-reliance, right Fluttershy?"

	

	The siblings were in Zephyr's salon, working to clear the mess made by Strong Arm's thugs. It had taken the better part of the morning to unclog the sink of all the viscous hair-care products poured down its drain, and another half an hour to finish sweeping the dirt from the potted plant Je T'aime had upended. The chair still wouldn't fall, not that it deterred Discord from occupying it for a siesta. 

	

	Fluttershy swept a pile of dust into Zephyr's pan and leaned the push broom against her shoulder. "You know, most ponies in your position would be very grateful for the deal I got for you."

	

	"Oh yes, thank you, Fluttershy; [i]fifteen[/i ]percent of my monthly income is such an improvement over fifty." Zephyr tsked and dumped out the dustpan in the trash. 

	

	Fluttershy stared flatly at her brother. "Um. It is. Between that, and the general reduction in the amount you owe, it's a very, very  big improvement."

	

	"Oh, and on top of all that, the accumulated interest? Out the proverbial window." Discord nuzzled the armrest and shut his eyes. "You ought to be kissing your sister's hooves, but instead, it's 'waaah, waaah, I can't afford patchouli oil anymore.'"

	

	"Hey! That's... that's a real sacrifice I'm makin'! Don't poke fun at––"

	

	"Zephyr Breeze," Fluttershy interrupted archly. 

	

	Zephyr sighed. "Alright, alright." He stepped up to his sister and wrapped his foreleg around her neck, mussing her mane. "Look, I might whine about it, but deep down, I'm grateful, Flutter-Butter. Real grateful. You saved my business, made sure I still had a future. Thanks for not givin' up on me, even when I wanted to." 

	

	"I couldn't give up on you even if I wanted to," said Fluttershy, pecking Zephyr on the cheek. She pulled away, ran her hooves through her mane to settle it, and picked up the push broom again. 

	

	"Quick question though," said Zephyr. "How'd you get Strong Arm to agree to droppin' all that money from what I owe? 'Cuz I don't really have a head for numbers, but goin' from a hundred grand to just forty-five – that's pretty steep, know what I'm sayin'?"

	

	"Ah!" Fluttershy whirled, beaming. "Well, we had a little bit of a disagreement on how much, specifically, we should reduce the amount owed by. But then I remembered what she said about working off your debt, and while I'd never condone something like indentured servitude..."

	

	The bell in the corner of the saloon door jingled as a pink mare strode confidently inside. She bounced a pair of boxes that were balanced on her hind end, one box atop the other. "Garbage Pony! Services, chop chop!" 

	

	"...Free treatments for some of her employees until your debt was settled seemed like an appropriate compromise." 

	

	Zephyr's jaw dropped, and he blanched. "You? You?! You want me to work my patented mojo on your mane? After you trashed my shop and dumped out my shampoos and conditioners and mousses and––"

	

	"Garbage Pony needs to stop living in the past – that was all business. No hard feelings. Here, I'll prove it." She stuck a wing under the top box and flipped it through the air; Zephyr caught it in his forelegs. 

	

	He eyed the package suspiciously. "What is––"

	

	"Shampoo. Conditioner. Mousse." Je T'aime strode, head held high, up to the seat occupied by Discord. "I cataloged everything that went into your sink, and bought replacements for you. Call it an investment." 

	

	Zephyr frowned, jaw working silently. "Well, that's... awful nice of you." 

	

	"Like I said. All business. No hard feelings. Ah, and also!" Je T'aime bounced the other box into the air, caught it in her hooves, and held it toward Fluttershy. "A gift from the boss – token of goodwill, or something. Careful, it's fragile." 

	

	"Hence why you tossed it in the air just now," Discord mumbled sleepily. 

	

	Je T'aime whipped her tail across his nose, and he yelped, glaring at her as he slithered from the chair. "Not. Nice."

	

	"Gonna do something about it?" Je T'aime hopped into the now-vacated seat, spinning in an experimental circle. "Now, Garbage Pony, about my mane – I want it to shine, like sunlight on water, bright enough to blind a pony from a kilometer away. Can you do that?" 

	

	"Certainly see what I can do," Zephyr muttered. He opened the box and began inventorying his new hair care products.



	Fluttershy settled onto the floor, examining Strong Arm's "token of goodwill." The box was small, plain, and unassuming – brown cardboard with no adornments or labels. Its lid was taped shut. Discord floated up beside her, dug his claw into the tape, and slit the box open, allowing Fluttershy to pull open the lid. Inside was a teacup of pure white porcelain – not quite a dead ringer for the one that had been shattered, but cosmetically quite similar.



	Discord examined it closely, then smirked at Fluttershy. "Does she know I fixed the one that you dropped?"



	"I don't think so." She glanced up at Discord, looked furtively at Je T'aime, and dropped her voice to a whisper. 



	"I don't mind if you drink this one."
      

      
   
      Time Enough For Wub


      

      
      
         Vinyl Scratch gazed up through the high windows of the cleared-out Manehattan warehouse, raising her glasses for a moment, and soaking up the sight of the rising sun. She grinned, feeling the surge of adrenaline that dawn always brought her, which in this case was augmented by whatever had been circulating in the pungent haze the club goers had left behind. She then turned to watch as a few straggling ponies still staggered their way toward the warehouse’s exit.



Her eyes turned back to her turntables and mixers, and she frowned. “Hey bro,” she called to a black-shirted worker dodging among the nearby cables and amplifiers. The earth pony looked back at her. “Do you need me to clean up, or…?”



He shrugged. “We’re closed ‘til mid-week. You can pack it up or leave it for your next show; I don’t think management cares.”



“Sweet,” Vinyl said, giving him a toothy grin.



She stepped off the platform and tailed the last few ravers at a distance. She hoofed on her headphones, then hoofed through her music player, choosing something with an airy, sweet, pulsing intro.



The bass dropped right as she stepped through the door. Her head bobbed with it on instinct, and the corners of her mouth tightened into a half-smile. Light hit her coat, warming her from without, even as the sick beats of the music warmed her from within.



“Dang, hungry,” she said to nopony.



Vinyl turned down an alley that led back out to the main street. She could see hoof traffic and taxi-carts rolling by, even at such an early hour. But as she watched, and let the music move her, she envisioned the tall buildings of the city rise and fall around her like thick waveforms, dwarfing her, and leaving her to gaze in wonder.



A muffled sound intruded through her music. Vinyl paused, finding herself at the intersection of another alley.



There, in the middle of the alley, lay a unicorn.



Vinyl blinked, raised her glasses, and looked closer. By size and mouth-shape, she guessed it was a stallion. His singed and dirtied coat had probably once been light blue. His long mane and mass of facial hair were in even worse condition, likely having started as white, but now looking scorched, dingy, and bedraggled.



After a moment of staring, she realized that his eyes were open and his mouth was moving. She fumbled as she hoofed the headphones off.



“—me, please,” he breathed. His voice was weak, but deep, and sounded heavy with age.



Vinyl fidgeted. “Dude… are you all right?”



He tried to raise himself on his forelegs, but they gave out, and his teeth clacked as his jaw hit the ground again. “Please… it's terribly important…”



She looked toward the end of the alley. “Uh… do you want me to… hail you a cab or something?”



“No!” He looked at her with intense golden eyes, and a firm set to his jaw. Then he winced again, and hoofed at his head. “No, I don’t remember who, but I need to find… someone.”



Vinyl took a single tentative step away from him. “Okay, well… good luck with that?”



“Wait, please.” He struggled to his hooves, this time succeeding, and staggered toward her slowly. Vinyl drew back a few steps, but then paused as she noticed the scorch marks on the spot where he had lain. She looked from side to side in the alley, noticing how the trash cans, bits of rubble, and other junk, had all pushed away from the scorched spot.



She pointed a hoof toward some of the nearby stuff. “Were you… like, doing something in here?”



The stallion slowed his advance, and held a hoof to his temple. “I remember casting a spell.” He panted with exertion. “I’m sorry, that’s all I remember.”



Vinyl tensed, but forced herself to laugh. “Bad trip, eh?”



He closed his eyes and stiffened, faltering on one of his legs. “I need…” He gritted his teeth. “I need somewhere to rest, to think things through…”



Vinyl noticed as the music coming from her headphones changed, even though they were just hanging around her neck. The sound was harsh and full of modulation, but the bass thudded hard enough to make the coat on the back of her neck bristle with excitement.



Vinyl smiled. “Hey, why not, the night’s been epic, and my place ain’t far. I got couch space if you wanna crash!”








Vinyl jolted awake to the sight of hot, burning sunlight trying to blast its way through her eyelids. She squinted her still-closed eyes and tried to bat it away, eventually hoofing toward her nightstand for her glasses.



They weren’t there. She muttered a curse, and hoofed around the bed, growing more frustrated… before touching her head, and realizing they were there. She cursed again as she lowered them into place, then sat up, blinking. Her tiny bedroom was disheveled chaos, just as she liked it; she noticed the clock, and figured she was waking with sundown, also just as she liked it; but something was wrong. She couldn’t place the feeling, but down deep, she knew things weren’t as they should be.



A scent wafted by, intense and savory. She sniffed. Her mouth watered, and she dimly recalled forgetting to grab something to eat after work the previous night—



That was when she noticed the chair she'd propped-up underneath her doorknob, and the night’s details came back to her.








Vinyl stepped down the short, bare hallway slowly, wincing at every strange clink and scrape she heard coming from the front room of her apartment. As she made her way past the bathroom, she jumped at the sound of a loud bang. It was followed by a muffled curse, and then the faint sparkling sound of a unicorn’s horn coming alight.



She peeked around the corner to her tiny kitchen, and saw the stallion. He was bent over and wiping at a large spill on the red, tiled floor. He looked different, though; Vinyl noticed he was free of dirt, his mane and tail were cut much shorter, and his facial hair had been groomed down into a trim goatee. She took a long breath, trying not to think of him as handsome, and trying instead to think of what she was going to do with the weird street pony who she’d taken into her home.



He looked up, spotted her, and smiled. The corners of his eyes crinkled a bit with age, but there was warmth in them.



“And I thought I was tired,” he said, his deep voice carrying a sense of amusement.



Vinyl blushed as she stepped out from around the corner. “Heh. Yeah, I work nights.”



He nodded, then looked down at the mess at his hooves. “Well, for my sake, I’m glad you do, miss—?”



“Vinyl Scratch,” she said, striking a pose. “Also known as DJ-P0N3, also known as the sickest DJ ever to lay waste to a Manehattan dance floor!”



“I see.” He started mopping things up again, working the hoof towel back and forth in his magic. “And what exactly are you sick with, if you don’t mind my asking?”



She blinked at him. “Oh, sorry bro. No, it’s just a figure of speech. It’s…” She looked over at the small bar-top next to the kitchen, and her eyes settled on a plate of cooked haybacon sandwiches between two glasses of dark wine. Then she spotted the open bottle, and her pulse quickened as she stared at the simple lettering on its brown label.



The stallion smiled again. “I thought that making you a meal was the least I could do, to thank you for helping me in when I was so… lost. And for the use of your grooming implements, as well as your quite remarkable in-home showering device…”



“Dude,” she interrupted. “Why’d you open Octy’s bottle?!”



He cocked his head, then looked over at the bar. “Oh, I’m sorry… I thought wine would be appropriate, considering?”



Vinyl stomped toward him. “Well you thought wrong, dipstick! Octy’s bottle is…” She glanced at the bar, and cringed. “...Was… important. Maybe the most important thing I have! ...Or, had.”



He took a step back. “I’m sorry. I… don’t understand.”



She hung her head for a moment, then took one of the glasses in her magic, and drained it in a single gulp. A moment later, she stuck her tongue out, gagging. “Celestia’s beard, it’s just like her! Disgusting, awful… blech!”



“This ‘Octy’ must be quite the interesting pony,” he said slowly.



“What? No! I don’t mean that she’s disgusting, I just… have you tried this stuff?”



His lips pursed into a smile. “I’ll confess to giving it a tiny sip. I thought it wasn’t bad.”



Vinyl shook her head, then lit her horn, refilled her glass, and drained it again. The bitter taste made her shiver. “Ugh. Yeah, she gave it to me when… I moved here. Said that I should drink it if I ever… wanted to.”



He furrowed his brow. “I suppose one does wish to have some wine from time to time…”



She threw her head back in frustration. “Yeah, but that wasn’t what she meant! It never was the words she said; it was the way she said them.” Vinyl poured from the bottle again, this time only managing to get a half-glass out of it. She stared for a moment at the dark liquid, rendered darker by her violet sunglasses. “All right, well, now you know who I am, and you know what Octy’s bottle was; but I don’t know who you are. Who are you, bro?”



The stallion’s smile turned sad, and he sighed. “I wish I could tell you.”



“What, you on the lam or something?”



“I don’t remember who I am,” he said, his tone exasperated. “In fact, I don’t remember much of anything from before you found me.”



Vinyl clacked her teeth together, shrugged, and finished off her wine.



He shook his head. “I’m sorry, but with all due respect, how can you just do that?”



“How can I not,” she said, hanging her head again. “It’s Octy’s bottle. Now it’s open, and I have to drink it, before it’s all just… gone.”



“I’m sorry for your loss,” he said. His tone seemed genuine, even though the words themselves sounded dull and overplayed to her ears.



“Mmm. Yeah.” She shook her head. “So what do you think you were on if you ended up in a burned-out alley and forgot your name? More than wine, if you ask me.”



He chuckled. “I told you, I think it was a spell. I was looking for something. Something important.”



“Must not be that important if you forgot about it.”



“Yes, but forgetting who I am, on top of it?” He paused, then gestured toward his flank. “What do you make of this?”



She looked, and blushed, and levitated her empty glass back over to the bar. “I’d give it a five, maybe a six, tops. I dunno. I could go seven, if it’s just that you look kinda old, but you’re not actually, like super-old.”



His jaw worked its way open. “...Excuse me?”



Vinyl rolled her eyes. “Five, then; obviously way too old.”



“...I meant the cutie mark.”



“Oh.” Her blush intensified, and her eyes refocused on the sinuous line of grey that spiraled over a field of twinkling lights. “Heh, kinda looks the way a song does on a visualizer. Like stars going nova while you ride out on the beat.”



A look of concern touched his eyes. “The stars… going nova?”



“Yeah.” She shrugged. “How ‘bout we call you ‘Nova’ ‘til you remember more?”



He nodded. “Sure. Just… something that you said there…”



She raised his glass in her magic. “Uh, you gonna finish this, bro?”



He laughed. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”








It wasn’t long before Vinyl’s stomach asserted its need for food in no uncertain terms. The better part of an hour was lost to Nova fussing in the kitchen, either preparing food from Vinyl’s dubious reserves, or cleaning up after another of the succession of items she craved. For her part, when she wasn’t devouring his latest creation, she was sitting heavily upon the stool, sprawling her forelegs across the bar, and staring off into nothing.



“I drank the bottle,” Vinyl said, dropping the statement like a beat into the silence.



“I noticed,” Nova said, scrubbing at a plate in the sink.



She raised her head and tried to fix her gaze on him. “You don’t get it. With the bottle gone, it’s over. Now I can’t go back. Not even if I wanted to.” She snorted. “Like I’d want to.”



Nova looked at her. “You seem to say things like that quite a lot. If I didn’t know better, which I don’t, I’d say you were trying to convince yourself of it, more than me.”



“Why should I go back? I’ve got…” She raised her hooves, gesturing indistinctly. “You know… the job of my dreams, this sweet apartment…” A laugh broke out in her midsection, but it faltered, and she started coughing. “Random old dudes crashing in my pad...“



“I know you keep saying that, but I’m not that old,” Nova said, first smiling, then frowning. “At least, I’m pretty sure I’m not.”



Vinyl shrugged. “Hey, whatever, bro. You seem all right. Last dude I had over was more of a jerk, and didn't make me any food.”



Nova’s frown deepened. “I’m sure this won’t make me sound any less old, but… I hope you're being careful with the company you keep? Don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful for your hospitality, but not everypony is who they seem to be.”



“Pssh, now you even sound like Octy; boringness personified.” She waved a hoof at him. “Go on, tell me something interesting about yourself. Anything you can remember. Doesn’t matter what.”



He set a plate down in the sink, then washed and dried his forehooves, visibly stalling for time. He looked at her with uncertainty. “I think I came here to look for somepony. I think… I’m mad at them. I mean, I don’t just feel mad sitting here, of course, but I think they did something worth being mad about.”



Vinyl grinned. “So you’re some kinda private investigator, eh? Maybe you got too close to someone you were tailing, and they jumped you.”



He shook his head. “That doesn’t sound right. Not that I can’t pick out the wrong bits, of course. Just… whoever it is, they’re powerful. Dangerous, even. And… I have to stop them.”



Silence fell upon the conversation.



“I’m sorry,” he said, looking away from her. “Whatever I’m mixed up in, it doesn’t have to be your problem. I can just go.”



“No way, bro. You opened the bottle. This is bigger than both of us now.”



Nova chuckled. “You can be a bit impulsive, you know.”



Vinyl shrugged. “I don’t see you complaining.”



He gave her a warm smile. “I suppose not. No, I’m very, very lucky that you found me, and that you’ve taken me even a little bit seriously.” He laughed. “And that you didn’t try to kill me when I opened your bottle.”



“Octy’s bottle,” Vinyl said automatically.



“Of course.”








The wine wore off sometime in the early morning hours. Vinyl slumped even harder in her seat, cradling her head and groaning.



“That can happen when you overdo it, you know,” Nova said.



Vinyl gave him an obscene gesture with her forelegs. “Thanks for the advice, dad.”



She felt pressure on the sides of her head. Confusion overtook her as Nova used his forehooves to bring her head up to his eye level. She studied his eyes, and blushed a bit from the close distance. They were nice eyes, she decided; maybe she could go as high as a seven just for those.



He tilted his head back and forth, looking deep into her eyes. “I don’t remember much, but I do think I was pretty good with magic, and I think I know something to help with this, if you trust me.”



“Lay it on me,” she said, grinning.



Nova rolled his eyes, but smiled. He lit his horn. Sparks of power surged and danced around it.



Vinyl’s mouth went slack from surprise. “Uh, bro… what are you—?”



He leaned his head forward, and an arc of white light jumped between their horns.



Vinyl jerked back, going rigid. A sensation like cold fire danced across her brain. She overbalanced on her seat, but Nova’s grip on her head kept her from falling.



When it ended, she slumped forward again, panting. She looked up at him, prepared to tell him off, but paused, realizing that she could think clearly. Instead, she smiled, and cuffed him with a forehoof. “Dude, that’s awesome! You gotta teach me that one. I could use that!”



Nova laughed and set his forehooves down. “Well, don’t get too impressed; I’m pretty sure the effects of that spell are temporary. The real cure for too much wine is a mix of getting some food—which you’ve done—and some water, followed by a lot of coffee. Which I don’t think that you have? Or at least, I couldn’t find any.”



Vinyl stuck her tongue out. “I used to make it myself, but it never came out how I like it. I figure, why bother trying when I can just buy it at the place a few streets over, and they’re open all night anyway, and it always tastes good?”



“It probably won’t make me sound less old if I guess it costs a lot more to go buy it each time than to make it yourself, will it?”



“Not even a chance,” she said, laughing.








They set out for the coffee shop amid the morning’s early street-lit hours. Vinyl led them on a well-known route, which let her focus on watching Nova’s reaction to the city around them. He stared upward with wide eyes and a muzzle that was scrunched tight.



“First time in the city, pops?”



He blinked, shaking his head. “I’ve seen cities before, but this... “



She laughed. “Heh, some private investigator. You must be from someplace like Ponyville if you ain’t seen a big city before.”



Nova stopped. “What did you say?”



Vinyl stopped as well, and turned to face him. “I said you must be from some nowhere town if you—”



“No. No, the name you said.”



She furrowed her brow. “What, do you mean Ponyville?”



An unreadable look crossed his face. “That name sounds familiar.”



“Well, yeah, how couldn’t it? Everything these last few years with Nightmare Moon, and Princess Twilight, and the Elements, and bugbears, and even the new girl… I tell ya, Octy said that I was crazy to leave, but I think she’s the crazy one, staying.”



Nova’s eyes narrowed. “New girl?”



“Twilight’s student, Starlight Glimmer.” Vinyl shook her head. “Real piece of work, that one.”



Nova blinked. His breathing deepened. His stance widened, and he looked down at the ground, eventually holding a hoof up to his head.



“What’d I say?” Vinyl asked.



“It’s all right,” Nova said, wincing. “I just... “ He met Vinyl’s eyes, and his hard expression softened. “Don’t we still need to get you some coffee?”



She pointed a hoof at him. “Don’t do that.”



“What?”



“That.” She frowned. “Not telling me. Just looking at me like I’m some doofus who can’t handle whatever it is. Because I can!”



“I’m sorry.” He raised a hoof toward her shoulder, but stopped and set it back down. “There’s still so much I don’t remember, but I’m quite sure it’s a lead.” He frowned. “Please, let’s get some coffee. I need to clear my head.”



They walked in silence for a few moments, but then Vinyl groaned in frustration. “Bro, whatever’s going on, you need to relax and open up about it.” She lit her horn, raised her headphones from her neck, and floated them over to him. “Here, put this on. I’ll play ya some sick stuff I like with when things are down.”



Nova looked at the headphones with uncertainty, but then lit his horn and put them on. “All right, what do I—”



She flicked them on with her magic, and he startled. Vinyl grinned, and bobbed her head instinctively, reliving in her mind the experience of listening to the track she’d put on for him. It started out with rapid-fire chugs on a guitar before a heavy, funky beat kicked in.



Nova looked at her with furrowed brows. “Is it supposed to be this loud?” he shouted.



Vinyl nodded, and set off toward the coffee shop again.



Nova started to bob his head a little. “This is interesting,” he said, following her. “It’s so… chaotic. Powerful. Destructive.”



Vinyl laughed. “I like listening to stuff that amplifies my feeling, even when I’m on the down and out. Just feel it to the full, you know?”



Nova stopped. He stared at seemingly nothing. Vinyl came up next to him, studying the hardness in his eyes, and the way his nostrils flared.



He started sweating.



Vinyl lit her horn and turned the headphones off. He slowly raised a hoof, removed them, and gave them back to her. “Sorry, Vinyl. I don’t think that’s my kind of music.”



“Yeah right,” she said, setting the headphones back down around her neck. “You remembered something.”



He nodded.



“Something… big?”



“Not everything.” He looked at her, and gave her a small smile. “Just bits and pieces. Bigger ones, though.”



“Okay, cool…”



He looked her in the eyes. “I think I have to go now.”



Vinyl’s jaw fell. “Wait, you… what?”



He said, looked away. “I need to go somewhere, and…” He shook his head. “I don’t think you’d want to follow.”



“No.” She stamped a hoof and frowned at him. “No, no, you don’t just get to drop into my life, and open Octy’s bottle, and then run out, and leave me wondering what it was all about.”



A look of sadness came over him. “I agree,” he said. “It’s not the way that you deserve to be paid back for your kindness. Especially if I've opened up old wounds.” He looked down the street toward the one lit-up building. “The life you have here is… amazing, though. You don’t deserve to have that jeopardized.”



“What in the actual buck are you talking about?!”



“I need to get to Ponyville.”



Vinyl took a step back. “Why Ponyville?”



He sighed. “I’m working on that, but one of the pieces I saw… something unthinkable is going to happen, and I think the only way to stop it is to find Starlight Glimmer.”



“And when you find her, what are you going to do?”



Nova’s look was equal parts determined and plaintive. “I don’t know.”



Vinyl poked him with a hoof. “How come you think I wouldn’t want to go?”



He shrugged. “From everything you’ve said about this ‘Octy,’ I assumed…”



“You don’t know anything.” She frowned. “The bottle’s gone now. It’s not gonna sit there staring at me when I get home too late, or if I forget to clean stuff up, or…” She waved her hoof, wracking her brain for another example. “I dunno. It’s really over now! Like, really for real!" She shrugged. "I can do whatever I want now.”



Nova raised a hoof toward her, but hesitated. “I’m so sorry…”



She grimaced. “Would you just bucking touch me if you’re going to?!”



He drew back with momentary surprise, but then composed himself, and draped a foreleg over her shoulder. “All right, then, Vinyl. I’m sorry.”



“Yeah, me too,” she said, savoring his warmth for a moment before rising up and grabbing him in a vise-like hug.








They caught a cab that took them to the train station, where they bought tickets for the first train in the morning.



Grey dawn had only just begun to creep over Manehattan as they boarded. Vinyl sprung for a good sleeping car, which cleared out most of the bits she had on her, but which neither of them regretted as they slept through the whole day-long trip to Ponyville.



Dusk was thick upon the town as the pair stepped off the train. Nova looked out at it with a mix of curiosity and trepidation. “And you’re sure that you can get us a meeting with Starlight Glimmer?”



Vinyl smiled. “I know a friend of hers. Used to call me up at odd hours to book gigs at the last minute, and paid in candy half the time. I figure she owes me one.”



“Sounds like a plan. And… ‘Octy?’”



“No,” Vinyl said quickly. “One pony’s damage at a time, and you're up first.”








Vinyl knew a good inn with a second floor overlook that gave a view of the town square, and she left Nova sitting staring out at it as she made a brief trip over to Sugarcube Corner. It took some persuading to keep Pinkie from throwing her a “Welcome-back-a-versary” party on the spot, but Vinyl eventually got through to her.



“Sure, no problem!” Pinkie beamed. She leaned in for a cartoonishly conspiratorial wink. “So I guess you’re coming back to patch things up with you-know-who, eh?”



“No, and if you tell her that I’m here, I swear I’m suddenly not going to have an open spot on my gig schedule for the next year.”



“Well played Scratchie. Well played.” Pinkie gave her a narrow-eyed look, then raised a hoof to her eyes, and pointed back at Vinyl. “I’ll go talk to Starlight now. She’ll see you bright and early!”








Nova was still there when she returned, just sitting on his haunches, staring over the inn’s wooden railing railing at the dark, lamp-lit town.



“Did it go well?”



“Yeah.” She sat down at his side, and draped a hoof around him. “But I know that look. You had another memory come back.”



He closed his eyes. “I did.”



She followed his gaze out over the town, unsure what he was really looking at. “So, does that mean you remember what you’re here for?”



“No.”



She frowned. “Okay then… do you remember how you got here?”



He took a deep breath. “I can make an educated guess.”



Vinyl raised her other forehoof to his muzzle, and turned him toward her gently. “No more twenty-questions, Nova. If it’s that big, why don’t—”



“It was my name. Well, really… who I am.”



Vinyl’s heart thumped harder than a bass drop. She let go of his muzzle. “Yeah?”



He shook his head.



She huffed, then slugged him in the chest. “You jagweed! After all this, you just roll in and drop something like that, but you still won’t level with me?”



“It would change things,” he said, rubbing the spot where she hit him.



“That’s right, it would! And what’s so bad about that?”



He took another breath. “It’s possible that you would recognize it.”



She sighed, then groaned, and took her sunglasses off. “Look, ‘Nova,’ I don’t care. Whatever it is, whoever you really are… I already see somepony I like. You’re intense. Life doesn’t just happen to you; you go happen to it. And I dig that about you.”



She touched a hoof to his goatee. He looked at her with a wan smile. “I would never want you to stop wearing the glasses entirely,” he said. “But you have lovely eyes. They’re warm, and clever, just like you. And they twinkle when you’re thinking about doing something mad.” He laughed. “Which does seem to be most of the time.”



Heat rose in Vinyl’s cheeks. “Are they doing it now?”



Nova smiled.



Her eyes searched his. “Tell me your name,” she said, tightening her grip on his goatee. “Because I wanna do something, but I don’t wanna do it if you won’t even give me that. Know what I mean?”



He signed. “Vinyl, if I could—”



She pushed him away. “No! That means you’re either going to make me ride this feeling that you’re giving me on faith—blind faith—or it means you’re going to make me stop here, where I am. And I don’t like stopping!”



“I’m not making you do anything,” he said quietly.



“Not true. You’ve dangled this whole big, mysterious, sexy… thing all out in front of me, and now you’re asking whether I really want to know where it’s going? Pssh, like that’s some kind of choice.”



His eyebrows climbed above a smile. “You think I’m sexy?”



Vinyl pointed a hoof at him. “Don’t change the subject. You’re maybe a six out here in the lamplight. More like a four, when you’re being a pain in the flank. Which is most of the time!”



Nova’s features softened. “Vinyl, do you trust me?”



She threw her forelegs out wide. “I came with you to Ponyville, didn’t I? I went and got you your stupid meeting with Starbad Glimglam, right?” She shook her head. “And yeah, I didn’t kill you when you opened Octy’s bottle. I mean, that would’ve been the time to do it.”



He placed his forehooves on her shoulders. “You’ve been far better to me than I deserve, for what I’ve offered in return. And so I’d ask you to believe me now… because the truth, the real truth… is that it’s better if you don’t know who I am.”



Vinyl swatted his forehooves away, and headed for the door. “Definitely a four,” she called back toward him. “Maybe even a two or three!”



“I promise that you’ll know after the meeting,” he said.



She froze for a moment, but then continued stomping off.








They met outside the inn early the next morning. A chill wind raised the hairs on the back of Vinyl’s neck as she waited for him. It was nearly as chilly as the look that Vinyl gave “Nova” as he approached her.



“Good morning,” he said.



“Is it?”



He looked at the ground. The expression on his face seemed uncertain; maybe a little bit sad. “Did you sleep well?”



She fixed him with a glare. “And what would you know about how I slept last night?”



“Okay,” he said, meeting her eyes. “I deserved that.”



Vinyl shook her head. “This all better be worth it.”



He hesitated. “I hope so, too.”








They found Pinkie waiting for them at the entrance to the Crystal Castle. Vinyl took pains to deflect her myriad questions about Nova, eventually resorting to more threats about her availability. Pinkie relented, and led them through its gates, and down its great central corridor. Every surface glinted in the light of the still-rising sun.



Vinyl kept her eyes fixed on Nova, whose slack-jawed expression was unflattering. “Have you really not seen pictures of this?” she asked, as they ascended a staircase.



“I’ve never seen anything like this,” he said. “The amount of latent magical energy flowing through this place is unprecedented, outside of the Elements themselves. I mean, this surface looks like crystal, but if you cast a spell to take a closer look at its refractive index…”



She gave him a withering look. He quieted. “Sorry. Force of habit.”



“Here we are, you two!” Pinkie shouted. “Have a good meeting!”



Vinyl watched her bounce off, then glanced at Nova. “Look, before we go in there… are you gonna tell me what this is all about?”



He hesitated, but then shook his head.



“But you’re remembering it, aren’t you?”



He gave her the most intense stare she’d yet seen from him. “You should go, now.” He raised a hoof and knocked at the door. “I will protect you if you don’t, but it would be safest—”



The door opened, and Starlight’s pale pink head poked out.



The effect on Nova was electric. Literally, as his horn began to spark.



Vinyl looked at him. “Dude…”



His horn-glow grew more intense. “I’m sorry,” he said, magically amplifying his voice. A breeze began to stir the room as he focused on the other mare. “Starlight Glimmer, through the magic of time-scrying, I have witnessed your destabilization of all space-time.”



Starlight drew back with surprise and fear. “Excuse me?! Who are you?!”



Vinyl put a hoof on his shoulder. “Nova, please…”



He looked at her with glowing eyes. “I promised I would tell you, and the time has come.” He looked back at Starlight, and his horn surged with power. “My name is Starswirl the Bearded, and Starlight Glimmer, I have come to stop you. Vinyl—run!”








What happened next was largely a blur to Vinyl’s overstimulated mind.



She remembered a huge barrier of force rising all around her.



She remembered seeing—sometimes feeling—massive bolts of power that shot back and forth across the Crystal Castle.



At one point, she remembered seeing Nova—Starswirl—stop firing, and start listening, as Princess Twilight descended on the fray.



But she stood as if concussed, just watching it all, and trying to process what she’d heard.



Starswirl the Bearded, an ancient wizard, in her apartment. Sharing a train car with her. Now surrendering himself to the Princess, and letting himself be arrested.



And still—maybe—earning a nine while doing it.








A week passed before Vinyl heard a knock on her apartment door.



She looked up from her makeshift breakfast of chips and cheap beer, and glanced at the clock. It was late by any other pony’s standards, and almost time for her to get ready for her next gig.



“Vinyl?” called a voice that made her stomach wobble.



With a deep breath, she heaved herself up from the bar stool, walked to the door… and paused. Her heart, mind, and stomach warred against each other, like some kind of sick remix gone wrong.



Long moments passed in silence. Then another few knocks told her he was still there. 



She squeezed her eyes shut, undid the chain, and opened the door.



“Hello, Vinyl.”



When she opened her eyes, the flowers were the first thing that she noticed. It was a nice bouquet; big enough, but not too big; full of variety, but still showcasing a few well-placed red roses.



Then she looked up at his face, studying the gentle smile on his muzzle, and the faint lines at the corners of his eyes, and the way his goatee seemed a fair bit longer than she would expect for only a week of growth.



He chuckled, and raised a hoof to his jaw. “‘The Bearded,’ you know. Never have been able to get rid of it.”



An awkward silence fell over them. The only sounds were of their breathing, and of the crinkling cellophane that the flowers were wrapped in.



“Well… come on in,” Vinyl said at length. “You’re looking… pretty good, for a walking, talking historical figure.”



He smiled, and entered, setting the flowers down on the bar. “Thanks?”



She shut the door, and took a breath. “The guards went easy on me. I told them what you told me, and they cast something to make sure that I hadn’t left anything out. I just… didn’t know how long they’d keep you.”



Starswirl nodded. “Understandable. I’m sure this sort of thing doesn’t come up all that often.”



Vinyl shrugged. “I dunno, there was more than one reason why I left Ponyville.” She took another long, deep breath. “And before you ask, you ought to know: I did end up talking to Octy.”



“Oh.” Starswirl’s smile stayed fixed, but his expression became heavy with unspoken questions.



Vinyl nodded. “Yeah, I told her I was taking up with homeless old dudes now. She said that my life choices were ‘disappointing, but not surprising.’”



Starswirl snorted, then broke out into a laugh. “Okay, you had me for a second there.”



She grinned, but only for a moment. “I actually told her about the bottle. How I kept it, and I never, ever thought of opening it, until some doofus came and opened it for me. Octy seemed down with that. She’s doing good. And for the record, she was glad to see me spending time with somepony who was ‘mature, albeit a bit murder-y.’” Vinyl paused. “She actually did say that one.”



He smiled. “I’m glad that you could talk with her again.”



Vinyl shrugged. “Eh, things are never gonna be perfect with an ex, I guess. I got to say some things I needed to, though. I told her she was right; I move way too fast when I move, and I don’t always think things through enough. And that I regretted letting that… do what it did to us.”



“Self-reflection is a hard thing,” Starswirl said. “But you’re a mare of many good qualities. Generous, warm-hearted—”



“Says the guy who nearly killed somepony.”



Starswirl sighed. “Yes, well, it turns out that time travel can be hazardous and inexact when applied over long distances. I couldn’t have known that what my time-scrying showed me was just one possible future of many that Starlight Glimmer’s actions could have created.”



Their eyes met. “I regret the way things turned out. I overshot the time when I could have made any real difference… and I lost my memories from the intensity of the jump… and I threatened somepony who’s already become a positive influence in Equestria.”



“You don’t really regret it, though,” Vinyl said.



“I don’t regret trying to stop the end of the world, no. And I don’t regret meeting you. Though I do regret the way you looked at me when I…”



She rolled her eyes. “Pssh, come on, I get it. You went off half-cocked. You straightened it out before you did any real damage though, right?”



“Something like that.”



“And now it’s all done, isn’t it?” She looked over at the flowers. “Don’t get me wrong, those look tasty, and it’s good of you to come back to tie up loose ends. But… you’ll probably be moving on now, right? I mean, you’ve gotta do your whole… legendary-historical-figure thing.”



He gave her a deep smile. “Yes, well, that’s the great thing about being a time-travelling legendary-historical-figure, isn’t it? I don’t have to go back today; I just have to go back eventually.”



Vinyl’s pulse pounded. “You’re serious.”



Starswirl shrugged. “I liked the music that you played me. Maybe you can show me how you… ‘lay waste to a dance floor’ sometime?”



She smiled. “You sound like an idiot when you say that.”



“Come on, go easy on me. None of this exists, where I’m from.”



“....I still think you’re kinda sexy,” she blurted.



The two of them blushed, and Vinyl looked away. “I mean… I dunno…”



She felt a gentle touch on her chin, and looked up into his eyes. “I feel the same,” he breathed.



Vinyl stole a glance at the clock, frowning. “Aw, dude, this timing sucks… I’ve got a gig…”



He moved his hoof over her lips, and smiled. “Yes, but time travel is pretty safe over short distances, remember?”



Vinyl stood still for a moment, blinking. Then a tingling sensation began to work its way through her chest, and a huge grin plastered itself across her face.



Any further thoughts were soon lost in a warm, insistent kiss, which both of them committed to with passion.
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         Dazed, groggy, confused… There were many ways to define how Rainbow Dash felt at the moment, but her mind was far too preoccupied with hammering its way through her skull for her to think in any of them.



“Ugh…” she groaned as she turned around.



She blinked once, twice, hoping her eyes would adjust to the dim orange light that bathed the room she was in. Begrudgingly, she dragged herself towards the wall and made the effort to steady herself and sit up. She felt something soft, and soon realised she was sitting on top of a simple bed, barely large enough for her.



“Where the heck am I?” she said as her hooves shot up and held her aching head. She paid little mind to her surroundings, deeming it a lesser concern when compared to the throbbing waves of pain that sieged her mind.



It was a while before the headaches subsided, and only then did Rainbow finally take in her surroundings. The room was a sorry mess of brick walls and concrete floor that were as dirty as her bed was, and the faint light coming from the small bulb in the middle of the roof didn’t do much to help dispel that notion.



Rainbow took a deep breath, and then another. She looked around the room again, squinting to see if there was something she had missed, anything that would tell her where she was.



“Hello?” Rainbow asked the empty room. “Anypony hear me?”



Silence was her only reply.



A ghost of a grimace made its way across her face, but she willed it away before it could settle down, as she did with the shiver that ran down her spine. She rose from the bed, flapping her wings, only to come tumbling down onto the floor.



“Gah! Horsefeathers…” she cursed as her headache came back in full force after the impact.



With trembling hooves, she tried to stand up, wincing as her legs nearly gave out a couple of times. She gave her wings a tentative flap, just to see if they were working properly. Much to her relief, they seemed to be working normally, though she did notice they didn’t feel as strong as usual. Years of training had bestowed her with powerful wings, but right now they barely felt strong enough to lift her off the ground.



“What in Celestia’s name is going on?” she mumbled to herself, pressing one hoof against her temple.



With more patience this time around, Rainbow Dash gently flapped her wings. Just hard enough to lift her off the floor. Now that her mind had stopped going ballistic on her, she was finally able to see the details of the room more clearly; mainly, the heavy metal door at the end.



Her eyes widened slightly in surprise before immediately flinging herself towards it and, wasting no more time, did her best to pry the door open. She held the handle with both hooves and threw her whole body backwards, putting her full weight behind it to no avail, the door remain unperturbed.



Rainbow Dash tried again, grunting heavily as she pulled one more time with all the strength she could muster. She raised one of her hind legs to the wall next to the door, hoping that extra leverage would be enough to finally open the door. Before she could notice it, her hooves slipped from the handle and she came crashing on the floor once again, and once again the headache came back.



The pegasus rolled in the ground, grunting and holding her head between her hooves. The confusion and slight twinges of fear from earlier gave birth to a bubbling anger that did little favour to her throbbing brain.



With an exasperated sigh she rose once again, doing her best to ignore the growing pain inside her skull, and turned around.



“Open up, you dumb slab of metal!” she yelled and promptly extended a leg in a rage-filled kick against the door.





“Consarnit!” Applejack yelled as a sharp pain run up her leg.



She sat down as to not exert more pressure on her leg and gave a drawn out sigh. She wasn’t sure what she was expecting, Kicks McGee may be a tough one, but metal is metal. She eyed the array of bolts and rivets that followed a pattern along the edges of the door as well as the frame. Whoever made that door didn’t want anypony leaving anytime soon.



As her hooves shoot up reflexively to the hat that wasn’t where it should have been, she gave the room another glance. She was greeted by the sight of the same unchanging brick walls and concrete floor and ceiling. Biting the inside of her cheek, she mulled over what little she remembered.



It had been less than an hour since she had woken up, and despite the initial confusion, she was quick to start looking for an explanation to her predicament. Nopony was around for her to give a holler, at least nopony who could lend her a helping hoof.



She had to make an effort to keep herself from sighing again.



Standing up—and making sure not to put her weight down on her right hind leg—, Applejack walked around the room. She scanned the endless rows of bricks, hoping to find anything that could tell her where she was or how to get out.



It wasn’t until she reached one of the corners of the room that she noticed something: a small draft that would have gone unnoticed had she not been looking for anything out of the ordinary.



If anything could be called ordinary in this situation.



She had to squint as to better see amidst the darkness that the light wasn’t able to repel, and she was able to see something between the bricks: A hole barely the size of two bricks put together with thick iron bars blocking it.



Her eyes widened and her lips curled up into a smile, though her happiness was short lived. The hole was too high for her to reach and peer through, but if anypony… anyone was out there, they sure should have heard her earlier.



Not one to be disheartened, Applejack quickly turned around and headed for the small metal-framed bed. She walked around it until she was once again facing the corner where the hole with the iron bars was and started pushing. Maybe there was nopony on the other side, maybe there was, she didn’t quite know but she’d rather be sure than to keep wondering.



As she pushed the rickety bed, she once again noticed that she didn’t feel as strong as she normally did. Sure, it’d been dumb of her to try kicking the door open, but even still, she was able to strip an apple tree of its bounty with a single well-placed buck. The kickback shouldn’t have hurt her as much as it did.



She would’ve kept on mulling these thoughts over, but the bed finally hit the brick wall. Applejack jumped on top of the bed, perhaps a little too eager to send those thoughts away. Doing her best to keep her balance, she slowly set her front hooves on the wall, grasping at the protruding bricks to help her steady herself and stand higher.



Even when standing fully upright, the hole in the wall was barely out of her reach. She could reach it with her muzzle if she tried, but there was no way she would be able to look into the other side. However, at this distance she was still able to notice the complete darkness that shrouded the other side of the wall.





That could mean any number of things in and of itself. The obvious answer was that the light bulb in the adjacent room wasn’t working or was turned off, though it may just as well mean that she was facing the exterior and this was a particularly dark night. Neither of these theories were particularly satisfying, nor did they got Twilight any closer to finding out where she was or who got her there in the first place.



The alicorn slowly flapped her wings until she touched the concrete floor once again. She rubbed her forehead as though she was trying to force the thoughts to come out.



“Come on, Twilight… Think,” she said to herself, “Lay out the facts. What do you know for certain?”



The light bulb chose that moment to flicker on and off, plunging the room in a momentary darkness that Twilight did her best to ignore.



“I woke up in a closed room,” Twilight recounted in her mind as she leaned on the bed,” the door was closed and I couldn’t open it.”



After saying this, her gaze wandered over to the thick metal door, its dark shape stood out as a monolith against the dirty red bricks of the wall in a manner reminiscent of the dark magic constructs Twilight knew only from obscure tomes of arcane lore. Letting out a dread-filled breath, the unicorn’s hoof went up and lightly caressed her horn.



“My magic doesn’t seem to be working,” she said, her voice dripping with more than a little annoyance and, perhaps, a twinge of fear as well, “though I can still use my wings, at the very least.”



With another gentle flap of her wings, Twilight once again scanned the room in an effort to discover something, anything she may have missed that would shed some light on what was happening.



As if to mock her, the light bulb flickered once more.



Lamenting that she couldn’t use her magic to light up the room would be wasting energy that could be otherwise spent in trying to figure out where she was and how to get out, so she focused on doing the latter.



Twilight flew closer to a section of the brick walls that was better illuminated by the light bulb. If she could find any recognisable marking on it, any telling detail that could spark her memory and help her discern their origin maybe then she’d be a step closer to figuring out her location.



Artisan masonry usually bore a seal or marking that served to identify its origin, so if she could find an exposed brick, she could figure out where she was. It was such a long shot her mind almost called her out for grasping at straws, but she was desperate enough to try.



Her hooves ran across the uneven surface of the wall with her eyes following every move, every bump caused by an odd protrusion or crevice, every last trace of what once may have been a layer of paint that was swept away by her frantic motions. The bricks may not’ve had a professional finish, but for her end goal they may as well have been completely smooth. 



She didn’t give up, though. She couldn’t. If this search yielded no results, she’d simply have to think of something else and work from there. Dead ends didn’t exist, only temporary setbacks.



With a firm nod, Twilight repeated those words as though they were a sacred mantra, she clung to them for life dear as she continued her task under the flickering light bulb.





“Ah!”



Her hooves hit a pipe protruding from the wall, she had been caught by surprise, but as Rarity’s eyes got used to the darkness she suddenly found herself plunged into, she was able to make the faint outline of the metal pipe coming out from between two bricks. That was another one to add to her mental map of the room.



She should have perhaps done so while she still counted with the support of the light provided by the small light bulb, but regrets were of little use at the moment. Besides, after her rather unsuccessful attempt at opening the door of her masonry prison her remaining motivation was at an all time low.



The fact that she was unable to use her magic did little to alleviate her concerns.



For a moment, she pondered the idea of calling out for help once again before ultimately discarding it. It simply wouldn’t do to tear her vocal chords in what was probably a futile attempt regardless.



“Hmph… Woe is me,” she whispered to the darkness with no effort in trying to hide the sardonic edge of her voice, “now what?”



Rarity slowly made her way to where she remembered the bed was, taking tentative steps as to avoid any unseen obstacle. Once she made contact with the filthy and unkempt mattress, she swallowed the lump forming in her throat and jumped on top of the bed.



“Beggars can’t be choosers, darling,” she said to herself as she searched for the equally nasty bedsheet. The rough fabric felt as though it was made out of jute when in contact with her fur. “Oh, but how I wish I could,” she lamented.



She was grateful the room wasn’t too cold as to merit actually wrapping herself with the miserable excuse for covers the bed had, but it was still far from an ideal situation.



As a set of horseshoes worn down by an arduous trek, so did her eyes felt as though they could burst after spending so long trying to make sense of the room amidst the darkness. Rarity rubbed her eyes, hoping to ease the pain.



“I suppose I can bid farewell to my make up,” she said with disdain, though she could notice her tone was beginning to crack.



She looked up into the darkness, as though she could extricate the answers from it were she to stare it down. And even as silly as a notion as it was, there was not much else she could hold on to.



“Well, Rarity, you’re in quite the conundrum…” she trailed off, having abandoned all pretence of bravado. She could feel her remaining strengths leaving her, and there was not much else she could do but take deep breath after deep breath in hopes of calming her rapidly beating heart.



“Keep it together,” she half said, half ordered herself as she buried her muzzle in the dirty covers, “just wait until it lights up in the morning, then you can keep looking for a way out of this place.”



The silence that followed her words seemed to mock her, to dare her to try to do so, almost confirming her fears that she may never leave this brick room.



“Just… Just wait. It’ll all will be alright, you’ll see… You’ll—”





A quiet sob escaped Fluttershy despite her best efforts to keep her composure, though she was starting to wonder if there was a point in trying anyway. At the moment, breaking down in tears and crying herself to sleep was a very appealing proposal.



She shouldn’t feel so scared, she knew she shouldn’t. She was a strong pony who had faced worse, but when a foreign room of brick walls and rusty pipes greeted her as soon as she woke up, she found it hard to remember that.



She tightened her grip on the cover and pulled it closer to her body as though it could shield her from the darkness of the room. In spite of herself, her mind couldn’t keep from thinking back on all the things that had gone wrong since she had woken up, the latest of which had been the light bulb flickering out and turning off for good.



And the worst part was that there was nothing she could do about it.



Honestly, what could she do? Other than cower in fear and hope everything would sort itself out and someone would come rescue her, that is. She liked that option and was more than comfortable with sticking to that plan.



Her thoughts drifted to her friends, she wondered how they were. Could they be in a similar situation to hers? Waking up in a dark, scary room with no explanation whatsoever as to how they got there?



She was sure Applejack or Twilight could figure out what was happening and find a way to get out of this nightmarish room, Rainbow Dash could force her way out, Pinkie Pie would simply… Pinkie Pie herself out of here, and while she didn’t know how Rarity would fare, she was certain she’d be holding out much better than herself.



She closed her eyes as hot tears ran down her face, matting her coat in its trail. There was nopony there to hear her pleas, and even if there were, they sure didn’t seem keen on helping her.



At that point, perhaps due to the budding frustration within her, Fluttershy’s fear slowly morphed into anger. Whether said anger was directed at herself, the room, or whomever put her there, she couldn’t tell, she just knew she didn’t want to be in that room anymore.



If she pulled the covers any tighter, she’d probably end up blocking the blood flow to her head which, all things considered, wasn’t an entirely unappealing prospect.



She was barely aware of her body starting to shake under the covers, focused as she was of trying to block the oppressive silence that came alongside the darkness. The lone pegasus silently begged to whomever was listening to come and get her as the tears kept flowing as free as a stream.



As the minutes passed, wearing down on her, Fluttershy felt the lingering traces of her resolve leaving her. She felt so utterly powerless, both to leave this horrid place and to avoid succumbing to despair and while those feelings were not entirely unfamiliar to her, they brought her ever so close to her breaking point.



She let out a rasping whimper, as though she was trying to hold back sobs and screams. She wanted nothing more than to be back at her cottage with her little animal friends who were surely missing her and in need of care. The thought of her animals was enough to shatter her fragile state; in a single leap she threw away the covers, reared back, and let out a powerful—





“Blaaaaaaaaaargh!” Pinkie Pie yelled as she jumped to the ceiling of the dark room.



As she floated downwards, much as a balloon caught in a breeze would, she couldn’t help but feel disheartened that her plan to startle the lightbulb into turning itself on had failed. With a large pout and a heavy frown, Pinkie cranked the gears of her mind into thinking up another solution.



“Alrighty, then,” she said, “I counted the bricks, rang the pipes, clung the bars, scraped the paint, hung from the beams, and jumped on the bed but nothing has worked so far. Time to think outside the box!”



At those words, Pinkie struck a triumphant pose which would have had a bigger impact had there been any lights in the room. Nevertheless, she wasn’t one to be deterred by such unimportant details, so she promptly went back to thinking of a way out of the room.



The earth pony sat on her haunches and tapped her chin as if to make an act of showing her thought process. She had already discarded the idea of somepony being nearby; if they didn’t join in her medley of ‘Giggle at the Ghosties’, what were the chances they would help her?



Shaking her head in disappointment, Pinkie Pie turned to face one of the dark corners of the room. “I may as well try to open the door until I can come up with something better,” she said with pure nonchalance as she walked towards the metal door.



Pinkie squinted in hopes of getting to see the door more clearly, a tall order considering the nearly absolute darkness in which she found herself. Either way, she remembered enough of it from before the lightbulb died to paint a picture of it in her head.



She pressed her front hooves against the cold metal, and gently rubbed them against its surface as though she expected to tickle her way out. She was, however, only partially paying attention to the door; her focus was less attuned to the way she could open it than it was to her trying to perceive something from the other side, for the absence of her Pinkie Sense hadn’t gone unnoticed.



Ever since she woke up in the strange and curious room, something had been nagging Pinkie’s mind, the notion that something was amiss. Beyond the obvious that is. It didn’t take long for her to realise that it was herself that felt… wrong. 



Much like a wingless pegasus or a hornless unicorn, she felt incomplete. As silly as a notion as that was, she felt as though a part or even parts of her were missing the moment she woke up.



The sound of her huffing resonated in the otherwise silent room. She knew she had to keep her spirits up, but seeing how odd her situation was, she was having a hard time doing so. Almost immediately, she perked up at the slight shiver that ran down her spine.



“Oh! Wait… No, that’s just dread… Shoot!” Pinkie said pouted. In an unruly act of defiance, she gave the door a small kick.



Perhaps in a similar show of contempt, the door chose that moment to unlock itself.



Startled, Pinkie Pie could only stumble backwards as her eyes remained glued to the slab of metal. A faint orange light bathed the room as the door swung open, and under its frame stood a tall, thin earth pony mare.



Pinkie Pie didn’t dare speak up, she didn’t even breathe. The mare beyond the doorway cocked her head to the side, eyeing her in an odd way , almost as if she was analysing her. Quivering lips, trembling body, and eyes that darted back and forth weren’t the best way to make a good first impression, but before Pinkie could say anything, the mare spoke.



“Apologies for the lights being out, the electric grid isn’t too reliable in this wing of the facilities,” the mare spoke with a calm tone.



Pinkie blinked a couple of times before thinking about replying, but once her mind had caught up, the growing sense of unease was quickly replaced with the elation caused by finally seeing somepony after what felt like hours.



“Oh, don’t worry your little head over that, it didn’t bother me all that much,” Pinkie half-lied, “Anyway, I’m Pinkie Pie, who are you?”



The other mare kept her modest smile fixed on Pinkie Pie. As happy as it made her to see somepony smile, she could tell when a smile wasn’t sincere. The smiling pony before her was but a mask that hid something; what that something was, Pinkie didn’t know, but she was going to find out.



“My name is Serene Breeze, Miss Pie,” the mare said, her smile never leaving her face, “I’ll take care of the lighting problem right away.”



“Thanks! Nice knowing you, Serene.” Pinkie perked up. If she was going to help this mare and find out what was happening, she was going to do so with a smile of her own. “I normally would offer to throw you a party, but I seem to have left my party cannon in my other mane.”



There was a little twitch at the corners of Serene Breeze’s mouth, and for a second Pinkie thought the smile actually reached her eyes. She considered it a small success.



She couldn’t dwell on it for much longer, though, for the lightbulb in the room came back to live, blinding her momentarily. After a few thorough blinks, however, Pinkie’s vision was back to normal and finally got to take on Serene’s full appearance.



She had a lean figure, so much that a pang of hunger shot through her just by looking at her. Pinkie made a mental note to send her a batch of cupcakes as soon as she came back to Ponyville.



“I’m sure you must have quite a number of questions, it’s understandable,” Serene said as she walked into the room.



“Heh… You betcha. I thought I was going loco in the [i]coco[i] around here,” Pinkie said, twisting her hoof around her head for emphasis.



“I must apologise, Miss Pie. We would have loved to give you a better reception, but we had to work under several constraints. I hope you’ll understand.”



“No harm done,” Pinkie said with a smile. One that was short lived. Serene Breeze walked up to a desk that she was almost entirely sure hadn’t been there a moment ago.



“Would you care to take a seat?” she asked her.



“Uh… Sure,” Pinkie trailed off. Props to Serene, it wasn’t often that she was at a loss of words, it was usually the other way around. Still, she complied and took a seat on one of the cushions that had materialised alongside the desk.



“Before I give you the answers you deserve, I just want to make sure you are okay, Miss Pie. Tell me, have you felt odd since you woke up?”



Pinkie’s earlier distress about her Pinkie Sense came back to her mind, but something told her that’s not what Serene had in mind.



“I’m odd all the time, Serene. You have to be more specific!” Pinkie giggled, opting to give more of a noncommittal answer.



“Have you perhaps felt unwell? Disorientation, nausea, headaches, anything of the sort?” Serene asked her, and Pinkie noticed a sense of genuine worry in her words. Though maybe she just wanted to convince herself of that.



Pinkie shook her head without breaking eye contact with her. “Nnope. Nothing of the sorts. I was a bit confused when I first woke up and realised I wasn’t in my room. I mean, I know I can party really hard sometimes, but jeez, I’ve never partied so hard I ended up in a different room, well except for Shining Armor and Cadence’s wedding, but I don’t think that counts because I already was in a different place before I started partying, plus there was that whole crazy-invasion-of-shapeshifters situation going on, so that made every other issue seem secondary, so I guess that really hasn’t happened to me before.”



Throughout all her tirade, Serene Breeze didn’t show sign of being bothered or bored by Pinkie, and she’d been looking for them. No sagging of shoulders, no subtle eye roll, no flickering of ears, nothing. It was almost as though she was genuinely interested in what Pinkie had to say.



That was odd.



“I’m glad to know there haven’t been any major issues, Miss Pie,” Serene said, speaking with a calmness that befitted her name.



“So…” Pinkie started, rocking back and forth in her cushion, “What is going on? How did I get here? Was I sleepwalking again?”



“Nothing of the sorts, Miss Pie—”



“Call me Pinkie! All my friends call me Pinkie,” she said, and made the effort to remain immobile so she could properly gauge the mare’s response.



“Very well then, Pinkie.” Serene’s smile was wide, perhaps even sincere. It wasn’t meant to last, though. Almost immediately afterwards, her expression became serious, though it never lost that benevolent air. “You were summoned here by orders of the Equestrian Crown.”



“Oh, Princess Celestia asked us to come? That’s weird, she usually sends letters with Spike.”



A ghost of a smile made its way across Serene’s face, though it was gone almost as soon as it appeared. “I’m afraid the circumstances are a bit more complicated than that, Pinkie.”





“Well, then y’all better quit going around your muzzle to get to your tail and start doin’ some explainin’, Miss Breeze,” Applejack said, more than a little agitated.



“I promised you I’d explain, Miss Applejack and I intend to carry that promise, just please calm down.”



If Serene’s words were meant to assuage Applejack’s concerns, they had the complete opposite effect. The farmer’s eyes narrowed as her teeth started to grind, and with a forceful jump, she leaned over the desk, knocking down some of the papers to the ground.



“Calm down? I’ve got a mind to straddle you down and walk out the door right now!” Applejack shot back with rising anger.



At her outburst, the metal door opened once again, and two unicorns clad in armor ran into the room.



“Miss Breeze, is everything under control?” One of the guards said.



“At ease, it’s alright soldier,” Serene spoke with authority, a long shot from the calm tone she’d been using.



“What… in tarnation…” Applejack said, confusion replacing her previous impatience.



The guards had armors alright, but they sure weren’t the armor of the Royal Guards. Instead of ornate chest plates and helmets made of gold, they wore what seemed to be suits of heavy gray cloth, and bulkier than a winter coat.



Applejack’s hurried breathing slowed down to a measured pace. Turning around to face a somewhat crestfallen Serene Breeze, she spoke once again now with a low, strong and slow tone, “Now you hear me, Miss, and you hear me clearly. You better tell me what is going on here, or Celestia help me I’ll start getting answers my own way.”



Serene looked back at her with a dejected expression, “Very well, Miss Applejack. Let us talk. Just—”





“—Please be reasonable!”



“To Tartarus with reason!” Rainbow Dash yelled as she trashed about, trying to free herself from the grasp of the guards.



“Miss, calm down, we don’t want to hurt you!” one of the guards groaned between grunts as she did his best to keep the pegasus from hurting them, or herself.



“Oh, I’d love to see you two try,” Rainbow said, taunting the guards with gritted teeth and a glare that could have melted through the metal door. Her headache was back in full force, but the rage coursing through her veins numbed her to the pain, leaving only her instincts to take over.



“Miss Dash, please,” Serene pleaded, “Let’s talk this over as civilised ponies.”



Rainbow Dash stopped her struggling for a moment and focused on the mare in front of her. Her expression quickly morphed into one of pure disgust. “You lost your chance to play that card the moment you locked me in this place.”



Before the guards could react, Rainbow Dash flipped herself over, releasing herself from the guard’s distracted grip, and shot towards Serene aided by her weaker but definitely still functioning wings.



Though she felt somewhat ashamed at the small twinge of satisfaction that sparked in her mind when she saw the fear in Serene’s eyes, she figured it was only fair to let her taste what it felt like for a change.



“Miss Dash, I—!”





“—promise you everything is alright.”



“H-how can you say that?” Fluttershy’s voice was barely audible, she kept her head pressed against the mare’s chest. Serene’s hooves held her tightly, as a mother would her child who just woke up from a nightmare.



“I know it’s hard to believe, Miss Fluttershy, but you have my word that no harm will befall you, you are safe here,” Serene said in her most reassuring tone.



“Can I… Can I go home, please?” Fluttershy said between heavy breaths as she looked up at the other mare.



Serene didn’t reply, not immediately. She looked back at the meek pegasus with eyes filled with regret, almost as though she wished she could say ‘yes’.



“I’m afraid that’s not possible at the moment,” she finally said.



Fluttershy’s wings gave a gentle flick as she tried to move away from Serene before asking, “Why not?”





“I don’t see what all the fuss is, it’s hardly an unreasonable question,” Rarity said with a huff meant to mask her nervousness.



“It’s a sensitive topic, and it’s my task to breach it in an appropriate manner, Miss Rarity,” Serene Breeze replied with a calm, measured tone.



“That’s understandable, I suppose,“ Rarity said in a way that made it clear she didn’t quite accept it. “Could you at the very least tell me why can’t I use my magic? It’s been rather distressing…”



The unicorn looked down and gently scratched the cushion she was sitting on. Synthetic fabric and probably an equally synthetic filling. It was somewhat simplistic, obviously meant to be more utilitarian than decorative. She doubted the offer to redesign their upholstery would be a valid bargaining bit to use in exchange of her freedom.



Serene gave out a long, sustained sigh, as if their short conversation had worn her down. “I can see how that could be worrisome, yes.”



“Very much so. Why, imagine if one moment you woke up and part of you was missing. I dare say you wouldn’t take it very well,” Rarity said, looking back at her.



The other mare didn’t reply, she kept her gaze fixed on Rarity, as though staring past her. “It would be very distressing indeed, Miss Rarity.”



The unicorn did a double take, and looked back at Serene with confusion.



“I… I’m sorry?”



“Don’t be, it’s not something you should—”



“What did you just call me?” Rarity asked with a mix of bewilderment and, perhaps, a hint of ire.



It was now Serene’s turn to be confused. She took a quick glance at the files she had on the desk before looking back at the unicorn. Before she had the chance to speak again, she was assaulted with more demands.



“How do you know her?” Rarity yelled, her eyes narrowing as she leaned forward.



“I beg your pardon?” she asked.





“I said…” Twilight grunted, doing her best to contain herself, “Why did you call me Rarity?”



A look of comprehension dawned on Serene, who simply closed the file she held in her hooves and looked straight ahead at the alicorn. “My mistake, your Highness,” she said.



Twilight wasn’t sure how to react. On one hoof, the mare in front of her held the answers to all the mysteries that had plagued her today. On the other one, she wanted nothing more than to blow apart this blasted room and get back home.



“Start talking. Now,” the alicorn muttered under her breath.



The earth mare closed her eyes and sighed in defeat. Twilight didn’t understand why, though at the moment she found it hard to care.



“Tell me, Princess. What do you remember before this very moment?”



“Don’t change the topic, Serene, I want to know exactly what’s happening!”



“I am not changing the topic, I’m trying to explain. So tell me, Princess,” Serene said with an authoritative tone not appropriate for addressing royalty,” what do you remember before I called you by your friend’s name?”



Twilight didn’t let her glare waver as she talked, “You were about to tell me why I couldn’t use my magic.”



“Is that what you remember?”



“Of course it is.”



“Let me rephrase: Do you remember that happening, or do you remember yourself doing that, Princess?”



“What kind of question is that? Of course I…”



Twilight was at a loss of words. She clearly remembered the conversation that had transcurred mere moments ago. But when she considered the way Serene had put it, she couldn’t quite place herself in those memories.



“Is it coming back now?”



“What… What did you do?”



“I told you the truth. I called you Rarity because at the moment I was talking with Rarity.”



If Twilight had thought the early silence of the room was oppressing, it had nothing on the deathly grip of the one that followed Serene Breeze’s confession.



“You’re not making any sense, Serene,” Twilight said, though her wavery tone betrayed her resolve.



“Am I, Princess?” Serene Breeze’s voice was no longer accusatory. It was more of a simple matter-of-factly tone. “Tell me, do you remember me holding you as you cried? Do you remember the guards coming down on you to prevent you from hurting yourself? Do you even remember greeting me as I entered the room?”



Twilight wanted to answer, she wanted to tell that mare that she perfectly remembered that and that she was the one in the wrong, and to make her stop wasting her time.



But she couldn’t.



Her mouth opened and closed several times as she tried to force the words out, but all the time her mind could only come to the realisation that Serene was right. Her memories of those events were vivid, as one would expect from actions taken in the recent past, but they felt alien. Foreign in a way that she couldn’t quite describe. It was almost as though she remembered watching a movie of those events rather than having lived through them.



“What… How?” Twilight babbled as her brain tried to process what was happening. “Why?”



Her eyes softened, taking on a pleading nature.



Serene didn’t move. Her gaze remained on the mare in front of her as she opened one of the desk drawers. “Because none of you are who you think you are,” she said as she pulled out a small hoof mirror and pushed it towards the alicorn.



Twilight didn’t move, she didn’t think she could.



“Please, your Highness. The fact that you changed from Rarity’s mind so quickly means we don’t have much time left,” Serene said in an pleading, almost begging tone.



With trembling hooves, Twilight reached for the mirror, lifting it up with fear at the uncertainty of what it would reveal. After the nerve grating moments she had spent in the brick room, there shouldn’t be much more that could surprise her, but she couldn’t help but doubt as she held the mirror just outside her range of vision.



Swallowing hard, Twilight gently turned it around until it was facing her, and felt her blood run cold as she saw who looked back at her.



“It’s been quite a long time, your Highness. Equestria has changed in your absence,” Serene said, keeping her head down in a respectful bow.



Twilight didn’t react. She was barely aware of the mare’s words, for the sole object of her focus was the mirror held in her hoof.



“I can assure you that is no illusion,” the mare whispered. “What you see is the reality and the reason I’m speaking with you instead of the mare in the mirror is thanks to decades of dedicated magical research by the brightest minds in Equestria.”



“...Decades?” Twilight finally said after minutes of silence, though her eyes never left the mirror.



Serene Breeze nodded. “It’s been many, many years since the times the Element Bearers graced Equestria with their light.”



“How long,” Twilight asked.



“Far too long.”



It seemed as though each burst of dialogue was followed by a greater span of silence. Twilight didn’t notice, though apparently Serene took an issue with it seeing how she walked around the desk and forced Twilight to look straight at her.



“Princess,” she said, taking her head between her hooves, “if we have gone to such lengths to contact you and your friends is only because Equestria needs your guidance.”



“How…” Twilight started. “How is this even possible.”



“While I would love to go over the intricacies of the spell with you, but that will have to wait for some other time,” Serene moved back as a smile spread across her face, “suffice to say that you’re an echo of the Bearers. And once the effect of the spell are over, you will lay dormant, and we’ve vowed it will remain that way unless you choose to lend a helping hoof to Equestria once again.”



Twilight didn’t reply, but rather opted to look back into the mirror, and at the brown pegasus mare who looked back at her.



“Who was she?” the Princess asked.



“A very brave and selfless mare,” Serene said as she looked at the brown pegasus in front of her.



“I… I’m not sure how I should react,” Twilight said, half to Serene and half to herself.





“I sure do,” Pinkie chimed in, turning around and giving Serene a wide smile. “I knew something was up with you, Missy Breezy.”



“I’m… what?” Serene said, dumbfounded by the sudden shift.



“Oh, don’t worry. All’s well that ends well, and other motivational phrases. Of course we’d love to help Equestria!”



Serene drew a sharp breath as her eyes widened.





“Honestly, girl. You should’ve opened with that. For a second I thought you weren’t playing with a full bag of jacks, but I can’t say no when ponies need help,” Applejack said, rising her hoof to her head as if to tip a hat that wasn’t there. “Shoot, that’s gonna take some gettin’ used to…”



“I… Oh, thanks so mu—”





“Yeah, yeah. I still don’t trust you,” Rainbow Dash pointed an outstretched hoof towards Serene. A few seconds later, her features softened considerably. “But I’ll never leave Equestria hanging. And if my friends are in, I’m in too.”





Fluttershy took Serene’s hoof with her own outstretched hoof. “I’m always willing to help those in need. I don’t know how much of a help I could possibly give you, but I will do my best.”





“I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t lend a helping hoof if it’s within my power to do so,” Rarity said with a subdued smile of her own. “You can definitely count me in, darling.”





Twilight looked at Serene Breeze, her expression a complete antithesis of her name. Tears were flowing freely from her eyes as she looked at her with a jubilant smile.



“Equestria will always need Friendship,” Twilight said as she looked down at the small mirror in her hoof, and saw the pegasus mare smiling back at her. “That will never change. You have that friendship inside of you, maybe you’ve forgotten, but it’s there.”



Serene didn’t dare interrupt her, she limit herself to keep staring at her with longing eyes.



“But if you ever need somepony to remind you,” Twilight said, smiling widely at Serene Breeze, “we’ll be here for you.”



Relieved, happy, at ease… There were many ways to define how Serene Breeze felt at the moment, but her heart was far too preoccupied with beating its way through her chest for her to think in any but one of them.



She felt grateful.
      

      
   
      Denotation and Consternation


      

      
      
         Celestia watched Twilight gallop out of the throne room, charged with single-hoofedly saving the Crystal Empire. Celestia didn’t know why she’d had to say something so antithetical to the lessons of friendship, but her premonitions had been as clear on the matter as they ever were. This would preserve the Empire. Hopefully, it would even aid Twilight on the path to ascendance.



As the faint strains of a musical number wafted in from outside, Celestia felt her sister’s presence at her side once more. She smiled and turned to Luna.



Luna didn’t match her expression. She said nothing aloud, but her scowl spoke volumes.



Celestia sighed. “I don’t like it either, Luna, but I have faith in her.”



“As do I, sister. That is not what has aroused my ire.”



“What’s wrong?”



Luna quirked an eyebrow. “‘A unicorn whose heart was black as night’? Really, Tia?”



“It’s a well-established turn of phrase,” said Celestia.



Luna rolled her eyes. “Yes, after a thousand years of the sun reigning undimmed.”



“It was a well-established turn of phrase a millennium ago.”



“Neigh, then ‘dark as night’ meant a pony was mysterious, hard to know well, but perhaps possessed of glimmers of something better…” Luna’s face twisted into a grimace. “Glimmers of something better gleaming under the surface. Ugh. My apologies, sister. It is not you who has offended me, but language itself.”



Celestia offered a sympathetic smile. “Our ponies are diurnal, Luna. They have associated darkness with peril since before even our births.”



Luna looked away. “It still rankles me to see my night so disrespected.”



“If there is one thing I have learned from our ponies, sister, it is that you cannot fight equine nature. If the herd has made a decision, no one pony, not even you or I, can change it.”



After a few moments, Luna nodded, then made for the doors. “Very well then. I shall just have to get more ponies.”



“Wait!” Celestia stumbled to halt, stopping her pursuing charge a few steps in. “What exactly do you have in mind?”



Luna looked back. Thankfully, she didn’t seem to blame Celestia for her outburst. “I do not yet know, but I promise you, no harm shall befall anypony.”








The echoing call arrived several moments before the Princess. “Good Kibbitz! How may I change the minds of many ponies at once?”



Kibbitz had been the royal majordomo for decades, and over that time had become closely acquainted with Princess Celestia’s personal eccentricities. As such, he had very quickly learned that Princess Luna was not her sister by any stretch of the imagination. That still left him struggling to determine precisely who Luna was, and given both proper deference and her temper, that meant treading very carefully around her. It took several seconds of careful thought before he asked, “What precisely do you mean by that, Your Highness?”



“There is a deep-seated association in the equine mind between darkness and evil, and another between light and goodness. I would demonstrate to the masses that such connections are false and unmerited, preferably by demonstrating the goodness of darkness.”



“I… see.” Kibbitz tugged at his mustached and thought. “It is certainly a tricky matter, Your Highness. Many of your more impressive displays can be described as lights in the darkness.”



Luna nodded. “Aye. Meteor showers, harvest moons, constellation theatre, all rely on an interplay of the two. The ponies of today embrace the night to a degree they never did a millennium ago, but darkness is another matter. I was hoping there was some development that might aid me in this.”



“I am sorry, Your Highness, but nothing comes to…” Kibbitz paused for just a moment.



Luna smiled. It had been a moment enough. “Ah, but something has come. Pray speak, good seneschal.”



“I am not sure if I should, Your Highness. It is… beneath you.”



The princess gave a most unregal snort. “Scant moons ago, I spent a night belittled, mocked, and tugged upon by foals. It was one of the best nights of my life. Only that which I say is beneath me is so, and for this quest, I will happily bury myself until even Diamond Dogs must bow their heads to see me. So long as I do not delve into the truly despicable, my dignity is a small price to pay to make ponies move past primitive fears.”



Kibbitz muddled this over. “Whether or not it is despicable is a matter of some debate, Your Highness. However, if you are truly willing to do anything for this…”



“I am.”



He took a deep breath and said, “It is known as a focus group...”








The offices of Flimflam, Pablum, and Tripe were midway up the Empire Province Building. The conference room, bedecked in mahogany and fetlock-deep carpeting, had a magnificent view of the Hudscolt River. The heads of the firm had been happy to offer their personal expertise to the crown and now sat smiling at one end of the massive conference table, with Luna and a pair of standing, bat-winged guards at the other.



“How have you found Manehattan, Princess?” said Flummox Flimflam, a unicorn mare who had admitted a distant relation to a certain pair of traveling hucksters.



Luna smiled. “It has been fascinating. Oft am I reminded of just how much I have missed because of my earlier foolishness, and this has been perhaps the most stark reminder yet. When last I saw Manehattan Island, there had been scarcely any pony presence at all. To see such a grand city no stand here, so large, so tall, so full of life, it is awe-inspiring.” Luna’s expression soured. “That said, I am not sure how much I like the Manehattanites’ attitudes. Some seemed to feel I was taking up more than my fair share of space. As though I could help that.”



One of her guards cleared his throat.



Luna rolled her eyes. “Yes, good Frolicsome, I suppose I could have shapeshifted, but I doubt that impertinent stallion knew that.”



“Manehattan prides itself on not caring about details like your tribe or species,” said Gisela Tripe, a griffoness.



Luna smirked. “Even in my brief time here, I have seen that Manehattan prides itself on many things.”



Powdered Pablum, a doughy earth pony stallion, gave a more genuine sort of laughter than Luna had expected. “Very true. Still, in this city, it isn’t what you are, it’s what you’ve done.”



Luna gave this a flat look. “I have saved this nation and this world so many times that I have brought history professors to tears as they realized how much has been lost. A mare still demanded that I, quote, ‘turn down that overblown mane before you blind somepony.’”



“What you’ve done lately,” said Tripe, “in Manehattan.”



“Ahh.” Luna nodded. “A hunger for great deeds and a short memory that demands you keep performing them. I am reminded of Pegasopolis. I can only hope this will not end in my feeding some self-important legate her own flight feathers.” She sighed fondly before marshaling herself. “But I digress. I trust you all know why I have asked for your time?” 



Flimflam nodded. “Yes, Princess. And may I say we are very excited to work with you in what is perhaps the most ambitious rebranding effort in history.”



“Making darkness appealing. This is one for the history books,” said Tripe.



“We’re with you one hundred percent,” said Pablum.



“At your price, you had better be.” Luna took the sting out of the comment with a wink. “Very well, o personal relators. How may we change the people’s minds?”



“Well, we’ve been thinking about this for quite some time since you contracted us,” said Flimflam.



“Gotten a lot of our best brainstorming possibilities,” added Tripe.



“Days’ worth of meetings.” Pablum spread his forelegs as if to indicate the magnitude of time.



“We’ve narrowed it down to a few key ideas that are virtually guaranteed to work.” Flimflam levitated a clipboard.



Luna narrowed her eyes. “How virtual is this guarantee?”



“Ninety-nine percent. Ponies can be fickle, Your Highness.” Flimflam chuckled. “If I could just order them to think the way I wanted them to, I wouldn’t have gone into marketing.”



“Very well. Proceed.”



“Well, first off, have you considered making the moon brighter?”



Luna stared at the unicorn for quite some time. Flimflam just stared back, her small smile slowly growing more strained. Finally, Luna said, “Excuse me?”



“The moon. Have you tried brightening it?”



“The moon.”



Flimflam nodded. “Yes.”



“As in the one in the sky?” Luna pointed out the window. “The greatest of the stars, core of the realm of dreams, shepherd of the tides, and suchlike?”



“That would be the one.”



“And you want me to make it brighter.”



“The thing about darkness, Princess,” said Tripe, “is that it dominates the senses so much. If you could tone down the usual amount of it that people had to deal with, make it a little milder, you’d be doing a lot to meet them halfway.”



Luna scowled. Clouds started to intrude on the scheduled clear skies. “The amount they have to ‘deal with’?”



Tripe shrugged her wings. “That’s speaking personally. The thing about eagle eyes? Terrible night vision.”



“Indeed.” Luna decided not to mention the many nighttime raids against reiver camps, the horseflesh-hungry catbirds blinded by their own torches, not noticing her squad until it was far too late. At least, she wouldn’t mention it this time. She took a deep breath. “Increasing moonshine would require a great deal of delicate orbital choreography, both to better reflect the sun and to change how the moon interacts with nearby leylines. My sister and I simply do not have the free time needed to plan out such things, nor would the denizens of the world likely appreciate the strange phenomena that would accompany them.”



“So,” said Flimflam, “that’s a no on the brighter moon?”



“Decisively.”



“All right then, Plan B. Does darkness need to be black?”



Luna gazed into the mare’s mind. She seemed as sane as the next pony. That wasn’t saying much, but it still came far short of the madness that Luna had thought such a question would require. ”What else would it be?”



“Well, that’s up to you. Though the good news is our focus groups reported very strong preferences for blues and purples that will nicely complement your personal color scheme.” Flimflam checked her notes. “Also pink. A lot of ponies were enthusiastic about the idea of pink darkness.”



Luna could not help but think of the Bearer of Laughter’s less pleasant dreams. She bit back her first comment. “How exactly would I go about implementing this change?”



“I’m afraid that one’s up to you, Princess. But almost everypony we asked liked the idea of something other than black.”



”Black is just so harsh,” said Pablum. “Like Gisela said, it demands a lot of attention. That can turn off a lot of ponies.”



Luna found herself contemplating the idea. “I admit, I do see a way to make that happen, but the magical array needed to generate the glamour would require generations of labor to construct and unfathomable amounts of power to maintain.”



“So that’s a maybe?” said Flimflam.



“A maybe of magnitude equivalent to the undertaking it represents. Anything else?”



Flimflam clicked her tongue. “Well, Plan C is…” She winced. “I’ll put this out front, Princess, this one’s the riskiest.”



Pablum nodded. “Something of a long shot.”



Tripe tried a smile. The beak presented some issues. “If anyone could make it work, it would be you.”



“That last was true of the others,” said Luna.



Flimflam nodded. “Fair point. Quite simply, you get them while they’re young.”



“Meaning?”



“Everypony has lived their lives thinking darkness is a bad thing,” said Flimflam. “That’s why you came to us. But if you target foals, the ones who’ve thought that for the least time, the ones who are still in their impressionable years, you’ll have an easier time changing their minds.”



“However,” said Pablum, “you’re going to need to go about it carefully. You and foals, well, I’m not sure if you know, but—“



Luna held up a hoof. “Backside gobbling, yes. I have been acquainted with the legacy I left in common folklore.” She smiled. “I thank you, gentlefolk. Despite your more outlandish proposals, you have indeed been worth every bit.”



Flimflam beamed and started pulling placards out from under the conference table. “Fantastic! We’ve already drafted several potential advertising campaigns that—“



“That will not be necessary.”



All three froze. “Princess?” said Pablum.



Luna just smiled. “You have presented me with the solution. I know how I may implement it.”








The filly cowered, eyes shut. It wouldn’t stop the approaching horror, but at least she didn’t have to watch what happened next.



An explosion made her crack open her eyelids. What she saw was dark, yes, but that wasn't anywhere near a bad thing.



Luna smiled. “A warm welcome to you, Scootaloo.”
      

      
   
      Kintsugi


      

      
      
         Pinkie Pie crawled beneath her bed to get the last of the deflated balloons from their hidey hole. She came out of the tight confines between floor and dreamland with the resolution to sweep more often. Her pink coat had streaks of grey, and enigmatic balls of lint were stuck on her mane.



She placed her fallen friends into a box, watching them flop around sadly, with no bounce in them. She sighed, giving a silent promise to breath life back into them as soon as she was done. A framed photo of her sisters had fallen to the floor, and she picked it up as she headed for her closet, avoiding the small shards of glass.



With a rustle, as strong and gentle as a sussurating whisper, a huge pile of confetti fell on Pinkie Pie as soon as she opened the closet door. Little papers of all sizes and colors buried her underneath their mass. It took a few seconds for the pink earth pony to climb out of it with a gasp, seeking fresh air for her lungs, and spitting out pieces of colorful paper.



Pinkie Pie hopped out of the gigantic pile, and shoved her head back in, only to come out again almost instantly, holding the picture frame in her mouth. She carefully placed it on a clear spot on a small table, and turned to examine the newfound disaster. 



Every little bag of her carefully disorganized bags had ripped open and combined into a huge mass, with no regards for the careful ratios of colors she kept for every occasion. The birthday confetti was socializing with the holiday confetti, the Nightmare Night confetti was a ghost of its former self, and the reunion packs had come apart.



Pinkie walked to the window and stuck her head outside, shaking it up, down, and all around, dislodging the mess on her hair in a celebratory fashion. Rose, who was sweeping next door, shook her hoof at her for adding more of a mess, and Pinkie returned the gesture, only waving her own hoof over her head with a merry smile instead.



Ponies around Ponyville where either out on the streets right outside their homes, or inside, fixing up and cleaning the damages, just like Pinkie did, after Spike’s rampage as a huge dragon. Dragon footprints had to be filled in, houses had to be repaired, and the water tower replaced, as well as find a way to undo the damage the excess water did when it overflowed Ponyville’s flowerbeds.



There was also plenty of mud, but that was ok. Mud could be fun, and it would dry out on its own anyway.



Pinkie Pie’s lodgings hadn’t been targeted by the baby, huge dragon, but just the tremors of his steps were enough to cause plenty of damage. Luckily for Pinkie, she didn’t really posses a lot of breakable stuff. 



Thinking of it, she turned to her bed. She didn’t have a lot, but she had a few, and some of it was really precious. A little decorative statue of a pony clown made of porcelain laid in pieces on a checkered cloth. Pinkie Pie tied up the corners, making sure she had found all the pieces first, and left her room, in search of the only power in Equestria that could help her little clown friend ride his tiny cycle smiling again.



Glue.







Pinkie Pie walked out of the store, smiling. She had found not only glue, but little jars of paint, bright and colorful shades that she couldn’t wait to find a use for. She was humming merrily on her way back to Sugarcube Corner, when a gentle breeze brought the world’s worst sound to her fuzzy ears.



Somepony was crying behind a row of bushes, in the schoolyard. It was too late in the day for any colts or fillies to be there, but that didn’t matter to Pinkie Pie, vanquisher of sadness and bringer of joy. Somepony was sad, and it was her job to bring that frown upside down or offer a shoulder for the sad pony.



Happiness was meant to be shared, Pinkie Pie knew that better than anypony. Sadness was so too, only some ponies always thought they should be sad on their own, tearing up in corners alone. Pinkie Pie couldn’t blame them for that, but she called herself everypony’s friend in Ponyville, and a good friend is there for everything. Even the sad stuff.



Pinkie Pie creeped around the tall foliage, leaning her head around to see who was hiding on their own.



Spike sat on the grass, with his back turned to the bushes that hid him from casual observers. He had his little clawed arms around his tiny legs and was whimpering into his knees. Pinkie’s heart felt a little painful squeeze. She crept back, and instead of going around, popped through the thin branches, ignoring the little stabs and pulls at her coat, jumping on Spike from behind with a wide, honest smile.



“Hey there, Spikey! What up?” she called out, giving him a quick squeeze of a hug.



The baby dragon whirled around, frantically running his palms down his eyes and face, trying to dry out and hide the evidence of what he was doing only moments before. “Oh, hey Pinkie,” he said with a fake cheer in his voice. “What’s up?”



Pinkie Pie wasn’t fooled for a second, but she didn’t let him know that. The choking in his words was as plain as a vanilla ice cream. “Doing some chores,” she answered, lifting her small shopping bag. “You?”



“Oh, uh… Same,” he shot back, getting on his feet. “I’ll leave you to it. I’ve gotta run and do mine too. See you.”



Pinkie Pie watched him turn his back on her and step away. She waited for him to do a single step before speaking up. “Were you crying because the chores are so bad?”



Spike froze in place, and a moment later his shoulders slumped. “You heard me, huh?”



Pinkie Pie put her hooves very close together, even though the baby dragon wasn’t watching her. “Just an itty, tiny bit. Do you want to talk?”



The dragon fell backwards on his tail, that wrapped around him as soon as he sat. “Not much to say. Everypony hates me.”



“That’s not true,” Pinkie said, quietly.



“It is,” Spike insisted. “Everypony does-”



“No, it’s not,” Pinkie Pie insisted back with greater fervor, hopping next to him. “I don’t hate you, and I’m part of everypony. Ergo, not everypony hates you, thus your statement is untrue.” She gasped as if struck by a sudden clarity of thought. “Oh my gosh! I bet that’s even more of a lie than that, and nopony hates you at all. Bad Spike, no cookies tonight!”



Spike’s eyebrows lowered aggressively towards her. “Easy for you to say,” he said, half-muttering. “You’re everypony’s favorite pony.”



“And you’re everypony’s favorite dragon!” Pinkie Pie answered back, holding her hoof up for a high-hoof.



Spike rudely ignored her, burying his face on the inside of his arms once more, taking a position almost identical to what Pinkie first saw him in. “I’m the only dragon here…” he whispered.



“Which makes you even more precious,” Pinkie Pie said, trying to push her muzzle through the underside of his arms. “Is it fun in there? Can I come too?”



“Pinkie!” Spike yelled, pushing her off when her muzzle booped his. “I almost destroyed Ponyville! What’s so hard to get?”



Pinkie Pie hopped on her hind legs and looked over the protective circle of greenery that was hiding them, looking at the remarkably un-destroyed Ponyville. “Looks fine to me,” she reported back.



Spike was gazing at the ground, pulling tufts of grass and throwing them to the wind. “Everypony was outside, cleaning up my mess, and- I was forcing them to give me presents, and how did I repay them?”



“By saying thank you?” Pinkie Pie tried to guess.



Draconic eyes glared at her harshly, trying to show her they were reaching the end of their patience. “By trying to stomp down Ponyville,” he said, lowering his little head. “They won’t put up with me much longer, I know it. It could happen again, and- and they’ll want me to go, and Twilight can’t leave, she has all her friends here, and I’ll be on my own, and- and- and-” The little dragon had started crying again, his shoulders shaking as he gave in to his sobs.



Pinkie Pie was right next to him in a second, holding him as he kept trying to talk through his tears.



“I- I was going on a chore for- for Twilight, and I- I saw everypony working, and- and they were- they were looking at me, they’d stop and look, and Daisy was crying because I de- I destroyed her flowers, I stepped on them, and-”



Pinkie Pie hugged him closer, making soothing sounds. “It’s ok, Spike. Nothing bad happened.”



“You’re just saying that because I didn’t break anything of yours,” the crying dragon said sullenly.



“Yes, you did,” Pinkie Pie said, the cheerful tone making Spike stop his wails enough to look up at her, caught by surprise.



“I- I did?”



“Yep!” She pulled the little bundle out of her shopping bag, and untied the knot, revealing the broken figurine. “See? Completely broken. Look at all those pieces. I might even be missing some! Oooh, the surface got scratched too. See there?”



“I’m sorry,” Spike whimpered, rubbing his eyes. “Was it important?”



“Important?” Pinkie Pie yelled, looking utterly scandalized. “My grandma gave it to me. It’s the oldest gift I have from her. Duh, of course it’s important. I love my little clownie!”



“I’m sorry!” Spike wailed. “You must hate me. I’m so sor-”



“Why would I hate you?” Pinkie Pie asked, utterly baffled.



“‘Cause- Because I broke your-”



“So?”



Spike was taken aback. He lifted a shy claw questioningly at her. “Aren’t you mad?”



Pinkie Pie shrugged. “That’s what some ponies say. Hey,” she said, pulling out the jar of special glue she bought just for this reason. “Want to help me glue it back? It will be like a puzzle!”



“I… You want me to help?”



“Yep!”



The dexterous claws reached for the jar. “Ok. Thanks, Pinkie Pie. I’m glad that you at least-”



“STOP!”



Spike fumbled and did a brief impression of a joggler as he tried to keep the glass jar of glue from falling down and breaking apart. “What, what?” he asked, panicked.



“I just had an ideeeea!” Pinkie Pie sang out. “Open the jar,” she instructed, pulling out another little container, this one filled with golden paint.



She poured a small portion of the paint into the glue and Spike used a small stick to stir it. After a few seconds the contents had turned golden, small metal flakes sparkling inside it.



“Ok!” Pinkie Pie said happily. “Now we can start fixing it.” She held up the clown’s head and the seat of the little cycle he used to ride. “Do you think we can turn him around?”



Time passed as pony and dragon worked together to reform the porcelain clown. Shadows of clouds and flying pegasi rolled over them under the rays of the sun as it crossed the sky. Twilight’s head peered over the bushes, as she had started worryingly searching for her assistant when he took too long to return. She watched her two friends having fun, and decided to leave them to it, letting Spike put his scales down after the day he had. Neither he nor Pinkie ever noticed she was there.



Rainbow Dash flew above, and waved at them when she spotted them, a gesture they failed to return, but went unnoticed by the cyan flyer, lost in her loops as she was. Fluttershy flew gently above them too, in one of her rare flights, and also greeted them. She wasn’t worried when she didn’t get a reply to her quiet words, and left them to their work, heading for her own chores.



Applejack and Rarity found them too, attracted by Spike’s laughter at Pinkie’s antics. Applejack tried to step forward and join them, but Rarity stopped her, shaking her head with a knowing smile, and pulled her away from the pair.



Little by little, fixing the mistakes they did, some of them on purpose, the porcelain statue regained its proper shape. Pinkie Pie took it in her hoof, and held it up. The white of the porcelain looked like soft snow, and gold colored veins ran all over the statue, glimmering in the rays of the sun.



“It looks beautiful…” Pinkie Pie cooed.



“It does,” Spike agreed, watching Pinkie Pie rotate the little clown on his cycle in awe. Pinkie Pie put it down gently, and then lunged at Spike for a sudden hug.



“Pinkie! What’s the big deal?”



“Nothing. Just wanted to hug you. Thank you for making it ever prettier than it was.”



Spike rubbed the back of his head, blushing. “It was nothing.”



Pinkie Pie picked up her grandmother’s gift and nuzzled it happily. “It’s so much better now! Now it can remind of both my grandmother and the fun we had together! Hey, you know what? You should do the same thing with the others.”



“What?”



“You heard me! We’ll do the same thing, and you’ll see nopony will even think about being mad at you, and make it all prettier than it was.” Pinkie Pie started pulling him along, heading for the center of the small town. “If you did that good of a job with my clownie, imagine what you- Oh my gosh, Daisy! Let me help you with your flowers! I got glue!”



“What?” the magenta coated pony said, staring wide eyed at Pinkie Pie as she hopped towards her flowers, brandishing a brush dripping something gold and sticky. “No! Spike, keep her out of there!”



Spike pulled Pinkie Pie away, dragging her by the tail and causing her to fall flat on her face just centimeters away from Daisy’s flowers. “It’s ok, Daisy,” Spike shouted. “I got her!”



Daisy breathed freely and ran a hoof over her forehead. “Thank you Spike. You’re a lifesaver.” She turned her back on the stunned dragon, and continued planting her valued flowers. “It’s nice to know I can count on you for help. Can you pass over these lilies before you go? I always wanted to add some here and this is a good opportunity as any.”



Pinkie Pie rolled on her back and watched Spike do as Daisy asked with rigid muscles. She returned Spike’s shocked look with a knowing one of her own. “Next one,” she whispered, winking at him with a smile, and dragged him behind her as they ran through Ponyville.
      

      
   
      To Fly


      

      
      
         In all of the training repertoire of the Wonderbolts, no drill was as infamous as the Mile High Dive. To fly straight up, five thousand two hundred and eighty feet into the air, fighting both gravity and the wind, left even the strongest fliers gasping for breath. Most newbies could not even make it halfway through the climb.



Faster. Faster. Faster!



Of all truths that Rainbow Dash knew, all of them were that she was fastest pony alive.



So why was Spitfire above her?



The captain blocked out the sun, and in its place Rainbow Dash could only see Spitfire’s blazing orange and yellow tail. No matter how fast Rainbow flapped her wings, the gap between her and her captain only grew as they raced to the thin line of cloud that marked the mile.



Rainbow Dash’s heart couldn’t beat any faster. Her wings could not cut the air any quicker. Her coat could not be more drenched in sweat. She was at her limit, and her limit could not surpass Spitfire. Rainbow’s eyes watered, and she blamed the blustering wind.



A thousand feet ahead, Spitfire flared her wings and stopped at exactly one mile above the starting point. Back, back, back she fell until her whole body pivoted one hundred and eighty degrees. Back, back, back, until her eyes faced Rainbow Dash beneath her.



Even from so far away, Rainbow Dash could see every detail of the fire that blazed behind the captain’s eyes. And in those eyes, Dash found a new truth, one that claimed dominance over any other that she had believed.



I am faster.



In one instant Spitfire vanished from view. A jet stream blasted past Rainbow Dash. Her wings froze, her ascent slowed, and for a split moment she fell. She wanted so much to look behind her at the speck of orange that so absolutely defeated her, but if she did she would go no higher. She steeled herself, grit her teeth, and flew.



With outstretched wings, Rainbow Dash stopped a few feet above the cloud marker.



If the climb tested a pony’s physical strength, then the dive tested her mental strength. Fear became the pegasus’ new opponent. To dive straight down at terminal velocity and to pull up as close to the ground as you possibly could, it was enough to test the grit of even the veterans.



Rainbow Dash held her wings as close to her body as possible and held her front hooves ahead of her. This is where she could catch up, this is where she could prove her speed. The pressure against her hooves mounted, becoming so great that it felt as if she was pushing against a brick wall. But Rainbow Dash was used to this wall.



Her hooves broke through and the world around her turned into a blur. The orange speck steadily came closer and closer. A rainbow trailed behind her as the speck turned into a full-fledged pony. Soon after, the broad, flat cloud the Wonderbolts used as substitute for the ground came into view. Rainbow Dash squinted her eyes in concentration. If she were to touch that cloud, she would be disqualified. 



Spitfire flared her wings yet again and with a powerful flap turned her vertical fall to a horizontal bolt of speed. While the only requirement for the dive was pulling up below twelve feet, it was a point of pride for the Wonderbolts to get as close to the ground as possible. It was no different for Dash. From directly above, Rainbow Dash couldn’t see how close she pulled up from the ground. It didn’t matter, she would get closer and pull up faster.



The final part of the Mile High Dive was a two hundred yard sprint to the finish line. It was another opportunity for Dash to catch up, another opportunity to win, another opportunity to prove she was the best. She would not let this chance go to waste. All she had to do was nail the pull up.



Just as Spitfire before, Rainbow Dash spread out her wings. A whistle pierced the air.



The finish line had been crossed.



Rainbow Dash was supposed to keep going. All the Wonderbolts taking part in the drill were supposed to keep going. They were not to stop until they finished.



But Dash stopped. There was no point anymore. Once again, Spitfire completed the drill before Rainbow Dash could even finish her dive.



Gusts of winds flew past her as the other Wonderbolts caught up, but Dash didn’t pay attention to them and floated to stand on the cloud. Hanging her head, she grit her teeth and tightly shut her eyes.



Why? Why, in every drill, did she have to chase after Spitfire? Not just in the technique training like in turn drills and spin drills, but even in the speed training Rainbow Dash couldn’t catch up. She couldn’t pull off a sonic rainboom fast enough during the sprints, and she didn’t have the endurance to keep up during the longer races.



But the dive, she should be able to absolutely destroy every other pony during the dive. Even if her climbing skills were weak, her greatest weapon, the sonic rainboom, should be enough during the dive and sprint to make up for it. But no, even that wasn’t enough.



“Finish the drill, Dash.”



Every strand on Rainbow Dash’s coat stood on end, and the first thing she saw when she raised her head was Spitfire’s glare. There were so many things Dash wanted to say, but none of them could change a thing. Instead, she bit her tongue and gave her captain a nod.



Rainbow Dash took to the air and flew to the finish line. The last to do so.








After the Mile High Dive, Spitfire sent a call to all the new recruits to meet her at the training stadium right in the center of Wonderbolt headquarters. Rainbow Dash and six others stood in a neat row as Spitfire paced in front of them, examining each one for a flaw in uniform. The cadets tried their best not to fidget. Though none of them said it, each one knew exactly what was to be discussed during this little meeting.



Every year a new flock of recruits would join Wonderbolt ranks, and every year only one would be chosen to join the flight team during their yearly tours through Equestria. It was the one chance each of them had to show everyone that they were better than their peers.



Her inspection complete, Spitfire stopped pacing. Her eyes were steady but unreadable. She stayed silent for a full minute and made sure, in that time, to meet eyes with each of them. Her eyes lingered on Rainbow Dash’s violet-pink eyes, and Dash did not dare look away.



“You have all done remarkably during your short time here,” Spitfire said, her words sincere. “I know that each of you have given everything you have during our training.” She paused to look down the row of recruits yet again. “The Wonderbolts’ tour begins in only six short months. Traditionally, only one newbie would be chosen to join the flight team to participate in rehearsals and the actual shows, but this time around I had to break tradition.” 



Spitfire took a deep breath. “None of you have the required skill to join the flight team. There will be no new additions to the team. But don’t let this stop you from going forward. I know for a fact each of you have the potential to wear the Wonderbolt uniform, but none of you have yet reached that potential.”



Some wiped their eyes with a foreleg. Some bit their tongues to keep their sobs at bay. Some hung their head. There was silence. Nothing else needed to be said. They all knew that Spitfire spoke the truth. They all knew of their own weakness and inability. All of them knew, except for one.



“What!?” Rainbow Dash broke from the line and stepped up to Spitfire. “You gotta be kidding. We both know I’m the best one here. You should be giving that spot to me!”



Spitfire glared at Rainbow Dash. “The rest of you are dismissed,” Spitfire said without breaking eye contact. “I’d like to have a few words with Dash.”



The rest of the recruits stared wide-eyed at the two for a few seconds before a couple of them regained enough sense to walk away. The rest followed and soon it was only Rainbow Dash and Spitfire left on the training field.



“This isn’t about being the best,” Spitfire said. “This is about having the skill to join the flight team.”



“And I do!” Rainbow snapped. “I always come right behind you in every drill we do. I even beat out Wonderbolts that are already on the flight team.”



“That so? Because the way I remember it, you’re always right behind me right until I finish, then you just stop and let others pass you.”



“What does it matter if I finish or not? The point is that I’m faster than everypony except you.”



“The point is that you give up too easily.”



The force of Spitfire’s statement sent Rainbow Dash stumbling back, but she recovered and stepped even closer to Spitfire, chest to chest.



“I don’t.”



Spitfire sharpened her glare. “From what I’ve seen, you do, and that’s partly the reason why you haven’t been picked, and that’s that.”



Spitfire was done and turned to walk away. Unfortunately, Rainbow Dash was not.



“Then I’ll prove that I don’t,” she said through bared teeth. “I’ll prove it by beating you. Would a pony that gives up be able to do that?”



Looking over her shoulder, Spitfire smirked. “I’m pretty sure we already established who beats who by now.”



“Then I’ll train.”



Spitfire shook her head and laughed. “Train? Okay, you know what? I’m feeling generous, so I’ll give you a chance. One month. If, after one month, you can beat me at the dive, I’ll reconsider adding you to the flight team. Deal?”



Rainbow Dash narrowed her eyes. “Deal.” With a flap of her wings, she took to the air and was about to speed off until Spitfire called out to her.



“Where do you think you’re going?”



Dash fell to the ground, wings frozen. “Uh, to train?”



“Your day ain’t over, rookie,” Spitfire scolded. “What? You think that I’m gonna let you do whatever you want during the month? If you’re going to train, you train on your own time, got it?”



“Got it,” Rainbow Dash said, looking away.



It looked like the captain of the Wonderbolts wasn’t feeling that generous.








Of all the places where Rainbow Dash practiced, none she enjoyed more than Sweet Apple Acres. Despite all the apple trees, the orchard still had plenty of wide open space to practice dives and sprints. Not to mention the smell of apples. And sometimes, if she was lucky, Applejack would bring her some cider.



But as Dash climbed to the mile marker, the smell of apples and the taste of cider was far from her mind. All she could think of was the all-consuming desire to win. The mile marker lay above her. She shot out her wings and hung in the air for a split second.



This part.



This part always happened in slow motion. The world seemed to slow down, gravity disappeared, and, for just an instant, she was the absolute center by which Equus, the sun, and the moon revolved.



She dived and the wind dried out her eyes. Just as before, she held out her hooves and broke through the sound barrier. The cloud marking the ground came in quick, and, at the last possible moment, Rainbow Dash pulled up and bolted to the the finish line two hundred feet away. She passed it and breathed a sigh as she alighted by an apple tree to check her stopwatch.



No progress. Ten times she did the dive, yet her time never changed more than a second. Damn it, at this rate she’d never beat Spitfire in a month. She’d be lucky to beat Spitfire in a year. Her grip tightened around the watch. There must be some technique or trick she was missing.



A tinge of red at the corner of her eye caught Dash’s attention. Big Macintosh, Applejack’s older brother, was hitched to a cart full of baskets of apples. He stared at her with his usual half-lidded gaze. Not a word came from him. It was almost as if he was waiting for her to do the dive again. Well, if he wanted a show, she’d make sure it was best damn show he ever saw.



Deep breath. This was the one. This was the one where she would show improvement. She just needed to concentrate.



She went through the drill perfectly, and when she landed on the ground, she did so right in front of Big Macintosh, a huge grin on her face. That grin vanished when she saw how little his expression changed. He looked down at her, head tilted as if she were a puzzle to figure out.



“You want my advice?” he asked.



Rainbow Dash clicked her tongue and glared at him. “If your advice is ‘go faster’, I already know. What do you know about flying, anyway? You’re just an earth pony.”



Macintosh grunted and continued on his way toward the barn. “Your launch is weak, your drop is sloppy, and you lose a ton of momentum on your pull up. Not to mention you touched the ground cloud, that’s an automatic disqualification.”



“Y-you know about the Mile High Dive?” Rainbow Dash asked, hurrying to catch up to him.



“It’s one of the basic drills,” Macintosh said. “Tests endurance, speed, focus, decision making. The Wonderbolts use it to figure out who’s good enough to perform shows, but I’m sure you know all about that, bein’ one yourself.”



“Uh, yeah,” Rainbow Dash said, rubbing the back of her neck. “But how do you know so much about it?”



A shrug was her answer. “Sorry Miss Dash, but I gotta get these apples stored, but I’d be happy to talk to ya more about flying after work. ‘Til then, probably the fastest way for ya to get better is to stop usin’ your sonic rainboom during your dive.”



“What?” Dash stayed beside him. “But that’s my secret weapon!”



“Well sure, but it’s risky. It’s a ton of speed so you gotta spend a ton of energy on the transition to the sprint, and you got a bigger chance of hittin’ the ground cloud. And that ain’t a jab against ya. Even Spitfire would have trouble slowin’ down on the pull up with that kind of speed, and she’s got a good eight inches on your wingspan.”



Rainbow Dash spat. “You’re crazy. There’s no way I’m gonna just abandon the rainboom. It’s my ace in the hole.”



Macintosh shrugged again and continued on without another word. Rainbow Dash did not follow and glared at his backside as he headed to the barn. The nerve of some ponies. They read a book or talk to a pegasus about flying and all of a sudden they think they know everything.



The sonic rainboom remained in the routine, but Rainbow Dash also kept in mind the ground cloud. Under no circumstances could she touch it, otherwise it was an automatic loss. Ten more times she went through the drill, ten more times she went no faster, ten more times she touched the cloud. After the tenth time, she stared at the grooves in the cloud.



Dammit, did she always get disqualified on the dive. Thinking back, Rainbow Dash realized that, since Spitfire always finished the drill before Dash pulled up from her dive, she never actually completed the transition between dive and sprint.



Dash groaned and ran a hoof through her mane. Maybe Macintosh was right. At the very least it wouldn’t hurt to try, especially since he was nowhere to be seen, and so couldn’t brag about being right. 



Climb, dive, sprint. This time without the rainboom. It felt both better and worse. The dive was slower, no doubt about that, and so it felt like a step backwards. Something that actively made her flying worse. And yet, the pull up was definitely easier, and she managed to avoid touching the ground cloud, and somehow, she felt as if she hit the sprint faster.



After running the drill, Rainbow Dash checked her stop watch. The result made her heart drop. The time was exactly the same as her last run.








The sky settled into an orange glow as the sun touched the horizon. It was the end of the workday for humble farmers such as Big Macintosh, and on a whim he decided to see if Rainbow Dash was still practicing the dive. He found her staring at a watch like a parent would glare at their misbehaving foal.



“You were...right,” Rainbow Dash spat out the last word as Macintosh approached. “The sonic rainboom killed my reaction time, and without it, it’s was way easier to transfer speed into the sprint.” She wiped her eyes with a foreleg. “It sucks, you know? The one thing I have that nopony else does, and it doesn’t even matter.”



“Why’re ya so set on masterin’ the dive? Don’t you practice it enough during your Wonderbolt training?”



Rainbow Dash glowered and her eyes flared with rage. “I didn’t make the team this year, so I made a bet with Spitfire. If I can beat her at the dive in a month then she’ll let me join the flight team.”



Big Mac quirked an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t it be best to just try again next year? Why are you rushing?”



Rainbow Dash glared at him, and he felt the force of her gaze collide with his chest. The pink of her irises dominated her eyes as her pupils shrunk to needlepoints. He could actually feel her pride rising from her. “Because I want to prove to everypony that I’m the best.”



For a split second Mac could have sworn her rainbow mane turned orange and yellow. He blinked away the nostalgia and tried to stifle a chuckle. His eyes landed on the stopwatch Rainbow Dash carried. “Get any faster?”



Rainbow Dash growled and threw the stopwatch aside. “No. I just don’t get it. I thought if I practiced enough I could find some sort of trick to do it faster, but I couldn’t.” She sighed and stared wistfully at the few clouds floating leisurely above them. “Maybe I’ve reached my peak, you know? Sort of like those famous musicians and painters that do their best work in their twenties.”



Macintosh laughed, earning another glare from Rainbow Dash. He ignored it. “Let me guess. You were born fast. Took to flying even better than other pegasi your age. Probably the top in your flight class without even having to work for it. You were just born with buckets of natural talent. Am I close?”



“Well duh,” Rainbow Dash said. “But now I’m with the Wonderbolts. What if all that talent isn’t good enough anymore?”



“Ain’t no if. It’s definitely not enough anymore.”



“You don’t have to be so honest about it!’ Rainbow Dash snapped. “So what? Is that it for me? Am I always going to be behind Spitfire no matter what? Is this as far as I go?” Her voice cracked and her eyes watered. She stared at the ground to hide them.



Macintosh placed a gentle hoof on her shoulder. “Talent grows with hard work.”



The sun had set and the stars twinkled in the sky. It was a new moon, and yet, when Rainbow Dash looked up at him, her eyes shined with resolve. Mac’s heart skipped a beat, and for a pony his size that was a good quart of blood. He sighed. These genius speedsters were going to be the death of him.



“Alright, I’m gonna coach ya.”



“Coach me?” Rainbow Dash repeated. She cracked a smirk. “You train me? Uh, I’m a Wonderbolt, and you’re just a pony that probably read a book on flying. I mean, have you ever trained a high-performance athlete before, or even a pegasus?”



“Eeyup.”



Rainbow Dash burst into laughter. “Yeah, okay. You know what? I’ll give you a day. If I’m impressed, I’ll let you be my coach. You free tomorrow?”



“Eeyup. Ah’ll meet you here at five in the morning.”



“Deal,” Rainbow Dash said. “And when I get here, you better have a plan.”



Macintosh smirked. “Always do.”








The eastern horizon glowed with a gentle orange light, and Rainbow Dash stood atop the Apple family farmstead to watch the horizon. Was she doing the right thing by trusting Macintosh’s coaching? He had been right about the sonic rainboom yesterday, but that might have been a lucky guess. Besides, if she couldn’t do anything to speed up her time, then she doubted Macintosh could. Well, at the very least, if he was just pulling her wing, she would only have wasted a day.



A whistle brought Dash’s attention to the ground. Big Macintosh, wearing saddlebags, beckoned her down right where she was training yesterday.



“We’re gonna shave ten seconds off your time,” he said as she landed in front of him.



“If you can do that then I’ll make you my coach for life.”



Macintosh nodded and produced a notebook from his saddlebag. “Your biggest weakness is the transitions: the launch, the drop, and the pull up. That’s what we’re gonna work on today, and that’s how we’re gonna get those ten seconds. You know what makes a good launch?”



Rainbow Dash shrugged. “Yeah, sure. You flap your wings as hard as you can at the same time you jump, then you just flap like hell.”



Macintosh nodded. “Good, now do that a hundred times. Launch, then fly about ten feet straight up.”



“Sounds easy enough.”



It was not. Her back hooves barely left the ground before Macintosh stopped her again. Her timing was off, apparently. With a roll of her eyes, Rainbow Dash tried again. No, the first wingbeat came too soon. Again. Too soon. Again. Too Late. Again. Too soon.



Rainbow Dash clenched her teeth and tried again. She waited for Macintosh to say something, to critique her timing once more, but his voice never came. With no payoff to her anticipation, Rainbow Dash forgot to flap her wings a second time and fell on her back.



“Perfect,” Macintosh said. “The launch, not the fall. If you could not fall, that’d be more than fine.”



As it turned out, Macintosh could use sarcasm. You learn something new everyday, Rainbow supposed. She jumped again, and again Macintosh didn’t say anything. She reached ten feet in the air, and floated back down. Now that she had gotten the timing, she started her hundred reps.



The only sound around them was the click of the stopwatch as Macintosh recorded her time. From the corner of her eye, Rainbow Dash could see the tight frown on Mac’s face as he jotted down the numbers.



“Timing!” Mac barked, and Rainbow Dash grit her teeth and focused back on the sky above her. It took her another three jumps to reestablish the proper timing.



If Dash focused on the stare Mac was training on her, then she would mess up again, but it was hard to concentrate with his eyes burning a hole right through her. Soon, Mac discarded the stopwatch and notebook altogether and came right up to her. He furrowed his brow and circled her a few times.



The sky. Just pay attention to the sky, Rainbow Dash told herself. Dammit, but not even Spitfire looked so intense when she watched Rainbow train. Then again, Rainbow wasn’t the only pony under Spitfire’s eye.



“Gotta be honest with ya,” Macintosh said, “I don’t quite get it. Sure, being the new recruit flyin’ with famous Wonderbolts would make a name for ya, might even convince ponies you’re the best flier around. But you’re already one of the big heroes of Equestria. Everypony already knows your name, but still you’re rushin’ forward like your tail’s on fire. Why’re you so set on bein’ a Wonderbolt?”



One hundred launches. Rainbow Dash stopped and stared at the ground as she caught her breath. She took a hoof and scraped the dirt. “I know I’m already a big deal, but that’s because I’m an Element of Harmony, and I gotta share that. Don’t get me wrong, they’re the best friends a mare could have, but I don’t want ponies to see me and go ‘that’s the Element of Loyalty’. I want them to go ‘That’s Rainbow Dash, the best flier in the best flight team in the world’.”



Rainbow Dash sighed and rolled her shoulders. She stared up at the thick clouds covering most of the sky. “Flying’s what I’m good at. Like, really good at, and if I can’t win this race, then what’s the point? I’ve wanted to be a Wonderbolt since I was a filly. I can’t stop now, not when I’m so close. Not when I can almost hear the crowd cheering my name, all eyes on me, feeling all important like...like...”



“Like you mean something.” Macintosh took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, and when Dash turned to him with a tilt of her head, he smiled. “You remind me of an old friend of mine.”



Dash smiled. “Were they as cool as me?”



“Even cooler.”



“What? No way, that’s impossible.”



Macintosh chuckled. “It looks like you got the launch taken care of. C’mon, let’s start workin’ on the drop.”



The drop, the second transition in the dive drill. Rainbow Dash never gave it much thought. It seemed simple enough really: just stop beating your wings, turn around, and fall. But no. According to Macintosh, there were small, little details that made up a good drop. Timing, momentum, and positioning. Rainbow Dash tried to pay attention to all the technical stuff, she really did, but she felt like she was back at flight school all over again.



“...but you gotta remember that you ain’t gotta beat Spitfire at the climb.”



Rainbow Dash snapped to attention. “What?”



“She’s got a bigger wingspan than you. She can get higher with fewer wingbeats. That’s why the drop and the pull up are gonna be real important, and that’s why we’re gonna be practicing those together. Now if ya do manage to beat her at the climb, then don’t worry, I won’t mind none.”



The drop was a bit easier for Rainbow Dash to get a handle of. Unlike the launch, where timing was king, the drop required more spatial awareness and intuition, two of Rainbow’s strengths. Of importance was finding the right place to stop flapping her wings in order for momentum to carry her the rest of the way to the mile marker. The sooner she could stop flapping, the sooner she could start her one hundred eighty degree pivot. 



From there came the dive and the pull up. This was by far what came most naturally for her. It was all about turning vertical speed into horizontal speed, and she had been doing dives like these since she was a filly. 



With every flight, Rainbow Dash could feel herself getting just a little bit better, a little bit tighter. Each time she ran through the course, she felt more confident, more assured of herself and her talent. It was the complete opposite of yesterday. Yesterday she felt stuck, but now, now it was as if she couldn’t help but rocket forward.



The timing of her wings and jump at take off, the tightness of the pivot at the top of the drop, the smoothness and power at the curve into the sprint. Each time felt like a vast improvement upon the last. She crossed the finish line, and the world seemed to slow. The ground beneath her, the sky above her, it faded away into white, consumed by one simple feeling.



She was having fun.



An hour of practice had passed when Macintosh called down Dash. She landed in front of him, one of her eyebrows raised in a questioning look.



“You got the transitions down, so let’s do one for real,” Macintosh said.



“Yes!” Rainbow Dash cheered with a grin. Once ready, she got on her mark on the ground cloud, and looked up at the mile marker above her. Her heart beat as if trying to prove it was the fastest heart in the world.



Macintosh whistled, and she was off. She felt good. Her body had warmed up from all the practice, yet she felt no fatigue as she climbed higher. The launch was practically perfect, and that perfection helped lighten her spirits and allowed her wings to move faster. 



She aced the drop and moved into the dive. Though she still missed the speed of her sonic rainboom, the rush of air that whipped her mane and eagerly filled her lungs felt comforting at such high velocity. Rainbow Dash was born to cut through the air like this, built to fly and to fall and shoot across the sky. And as she pulled up from her dive and into the sprint, the ground cloud disintegrated beneath the force of her speed.



She zoomed past the finish line and did not stop. How could she when she was in the very height of euphoria? Twirling and spinning through the air like a dancer on her stage, Rainbow Dash felt her heart flutter along. She had gotten faster, there was no need to look at a stopwatch to prove it. But how much faster? 



Curiosity weighed her down until her hooves touched solid ground again. 



“That was one hell of a flight.” Macintosh smiled and gave her the stopwatch.



Dash’s heart skipped a beat. Fifteen seconds. Fifteen whole seconds she managed to cut from her time. She smiled a grin wider than her mouth. Without a second thought, she gave Macintosh a tight hug.



“Thanks, Mac,” Dash said into his neck. “I’m sorry I ever thought you were just trying to get a date with me.”



Macintosh chuckled. “You can thank me after you take a shower. You stink.”



“Oh yeah, as if you should talk, Mr. farmer.” Rainbow Dash stepped back with a smile. “So what’s next?”



A gentle breeze blew through the apple trees, and Macintosh smiled as he stared up at the sky. The clouds had been taken away, and there was now only a clear blue sky above them. He didn’t take his gaze away as he spoke.



“A high protein lunch. Right now your muscles are all torn up, and you need to eat in order for them to build themselves bigger and better. Some rest will help too,” Mac said. “You did good today.”



“No, I mean, like, what’s the plan for this month?” 



“We’ll keep practicing your transitions. They look good, but you need to be able to do ‘em without any thinkin’ involved. Then we’re gonna focus on buildin’ up strength in your wings.”



Dash tilted her head. “How’re we going to do that?”



“Aqua training.”



Dash tilted her head the other way.








As it turned out, aqua training simply meant submerging her body in a lake near Sweet Apple Acres and flapping her wings as hard as she could for thirty seconds. Rainbow Dash didn’t understand why Mac had to use a fancy-ass name for it. He could have just called it ‘getting in water and flapping your wings like a madmare’ training, and she would have understood.



“Keep it up!” Macintosh called out to her from the shore. “We’re aiming for thirty second sprints and ninety seconds of rest. Once we get to the point where you can do this for two minutes with thirty seconds of rest we’ll move up to mud.”



Rainbow Dash clenched her teeth but endured. Macintosh was right about the sonic rainboom, and he was right about the transition training, so she pretty much had to trust him at least a little.



Macintosh and Rainbow were busy during the week, he with farming and she with Wonderbolts training, but after both were finished they would meet at the training field at Sweet Apple Acres and practice. Rainbow Dash would go through the transitions, and Macintosh would offer tips on her posture, then it would be exercises, and then they would talk about diet.



It was slow going at first. Rainbow Dash didn’t have another day like that first day of coaching where every pass through the course led to greater leaps in improvement, but she was still getting better a little at a time, and that was enough for her. 



Two weeks had passed, and Dash stood in a neat row in the middle of the training stadium with the rest of her peers, waiting for Spitfire to pass out the exercise menu for the week, Rainbow Dash didn’t feel all that different. She knew in her mind that she had gotten faster, she had pages of finish times to prove that, and yet it had been two weeks since she had competed head to head against Spitfire. She couldn’t help but wonder if all her training would be enough.



“Hit your marks,” Spitfire called out. “We’re doing the Mile High Dive.”



Rainbow Dash’s heart stopped for several seconds and then, as if to make up for the break, it beat three times as fast. This was it. This was her chance to mark her progress in a real race. No, not only that. This might be her chance to beat Spitfire. Rainbow Dash gulped, and took off to the ground cloud where the race would start.



“I want you to give it all you got,” Spitfire said to them. “I got a special guest watching all of you from the observatory, and he’s taking notes.”

 

Way on the other side of the stadium was the observatory, a thin structure that bulbed out at the top like an upside down Hearth's Warming ornament. It was built out of actual steel and glass rather than cloud to accommodate non-pegasi. Rainbow Dash squinted but the giant panes of glass showed nothing but Canterlot’s reflection.



The referee called the ponies to their marks, and Rainbow Dash shook her head to focus on the dive. The whistle and the launch. It all happened in an instant, and to Rainbow Dash’s delight she took off perfectly. Now she just needed to keep Mac’s advice in her head. Steady pace. Consistency was more important than speed in the climb. Save a burst of speed for the top.



The mass of new recruits quickly fell away, leaving only Spitfire and Rainbow Dash fighting for dominance. Dash didn’t allow Spitfire to break away. She was doing it. She was keeping up with Spitfire. Dash grinned and flapped harder. She pulled ahead.



She was winning. Rainbow Dash was winning.



“Not bad,” Spitfire said, coming up beside her. Dash’s heart almost stopped again as she saw the smirk on Spitfire’s face. “Looks like I can finally take this seriously.”



Seven, Macintosh had said. Seven wingbeats per second. The average speed an average-sized pegasus must reach in order to win over gravity on a vertical climb. Most Wonderbolts usually reached nine at top speed. Dash, with all her might, could clock at eleven. At the exact moment Spitfire passed Rainbow Dash, the captain of the Wonderbolts had a steady rhythm of five.



Some pegasi are born with greater ability. Some are born with larger wingspans. Some are born with lighter bodies. Some are born with sharper instincts.



This was the truth Rainbow Dash saw in Spitfire’s eyes. It was a truth that shone bright and clear even from two thousand feet away.



As Spitfire dove past Dash like a bolt of lightning, Dash turned her head to look at the shrinking orange speck below her. Her wings stopped. She weakened. She fell.








“How long?”



Rainbow Dash had ditched the rest of training to follow Spitfire into the observatory. She had to know. Spitfire didn’t seem too surprised as she pressed the elevator call button.



“How long what?” Spitfire asked.



“How long were you going easy on me?” Rainbow Dash joined Spitfire inside the elevator.



“What would be the point of crushing newbies on the drills? Me and the rest of the flight team train with you guys to give you a standard, one that tells you where we expect you to be.”



“So, what, you decide to give up being a measuring stick so you could crush me?” Rainbow Dash clenched her teeth. She didn’t know what made her more upset: that Spitfire had been holding back all this time, or that she didn’t hold back the moment Rainbow Dash was going to beat her.



“I didn’t give it up. You reached the first standard, so I showed you the next one.”



Rainbow Dash kicked the wall and left a dent in the sheet of metal. “So there’s more? You’re even better than that?”



“Nope. That was it. That’s all I got. And it’s what you’re going to have to beat in order for me to reconsider your place within the team.”



Dash wiped her eyes with a foreleg and the elevator doors opened with a ding. On the other side was a large room with dozens of sofas and chairs facing the floor to ceiling glass panes that looked out at the stadium. A tinge of red caught Rainbow’s eye. Sitting beside a bar table, pen in mouth, was none other than Big Macintosh.



“How’d they look?” Spitfire asked.



“You were right, not an all-arounder among ‘em.” Macintosh closed his notebook and gave it to Spitfire. “Here’re my notes. Hope they can be of use.”



“They always are.”



“M-Macintosh!” Rainbow Dash finally gathered the mental facilities to say something. “What are you doing here?”



Macintosh smiled. “Spitfire always asks me to take a look at the new recruits. By the way, Spitfire, I left some cider for ya in your office.” He gave Spitfire a wink, and she smiled back.



“Ah, the perks of having friends in agriculture,” she said with a lick of her lips. “I gotta get back to training, and you should too, Dash. C’mon, let’s go.”



“You mind if I borrow her for a bit?” Macintosh asked. “I’d like to catch up.”



Spitfire frowned and stared at Big Macintosh for a few seconds. “Yeah, alright. Just don’t keep her too long. Now’s not the time to skip out on training. And thanks again for giving me your input.”



Big Macintosh nodded, and Spitfire went back the way she came. Between going with her and staying with Macintosh, Rainbow Dash had a hard time choosing which was worse. Macintosh was the last pony she wanted to talk to right now, especially since he had a front row seat to her performance earlier. There was no doubt in her mind that he was going to bring it up.



“Bet you’re wonderin’ how I know Spitfire, huh?” Macintosh asked.



Rainbow Dash raised an eyebrow. Did he not see her last run of the dive, or did he just not care. Either way, she sure wasn’t going to bring it up. “Uh, yeah.”



Macintosh smiled and stared out the window at the the stadium of clouds. “We were friends at the same flight academy. Course, I was in the sports science program, studying to be a professional coach.” He sighed and looked back at Rainbow Dash, his smile shrinking slightly. 



“Back then, I would’ve given anything for a pair of wings. Even if it was only for a minute, I wanted to know what it felt like to fly on my own. Closest I ever got was training pegasi. When they flew, by Celestia, it almost felt like I was right next to ‘em.



“Did you know that, no matter what your parents are, there’s still a small little chance you’ll be born different from ‘em?” Macintosh asked. He raised a hoof by his head and pressed it against the glass. “You ain’t the only pony that can’t stand to look at Spitfire from below, but ain’t it amazing, Dash, that you were lucky enough to be born with wings to fight with? And ain’t it amazing that I can help you, in my own small way?”



Big Macintosh turned and placed a gentle hoof on Rainbow Dash’s shoulder. She looked up at him, and their eyes met. “We can’t give up. Not yet. Not until we’ve fought to the very end.”



Dash clenched her teeth together to fight back the water in her eyes. She had given up, the moment Spitfire climbed past her she had given up. But no more. She could fight. No matter what, she would fight and she would win. 



“I’m sorry,” Rainbow Dash said, almost a whisper.



Macintosh nodded. “It’s okay. Let’s get back to work.”








The last two weeks passed quickly but not easily. With renewed resolve, Rainbow Dash hurtled straight into the immense challenge ahead of her. She had graduated to mud, and though her back and wings were sore beyond mortal understanding, she pressed on. She could hit her transitions without even thinking. She continued to gain speed through the course, and her confidence grew with it. She was determined, now more than ever, to not only beat Spitfire, but to finish the course itself.



The race itself was set to happen at noon on Sweet Apple Acres, giving Dash the home field advantage. Only she and Spitfire would be present. Not even Macintosh would be there. Dash was too afraid of him distracting her with just his presence. She knew it was a bit selfish, but at least Macintosh didn’t seem to mind.



On the day of the race, after two days of rest, Dash did laps around Sweet Apple Acres to warm up, all the while she kept her eyes on the course. After a few laps, Rainbow Dash floated onto the farmstead’s roof. Just as the sun reached it’s highest point, a yellow and orange streak split the sky. Spitfire alighted upon the roof right beside Rainbow Dash. She took a deep breath to take in the scent of apples and smiled.



“Been a long time since I’ve been here,” Spitfire said. Her eyes turned serious. “Are you ready?”



Rainbow Dash nodded. She looked down at the farm. Though there were at least two ponies out there somewhere, the farm felt completely empty.



“It’s just us, huh?” Rainbow Dash said. “No cheering crowds, no big lights, no Wonderbolt uniforms.”



“Yeah. Just you and me. Makes it more intense.” Spitfire stared up at the slightly overcast sky. “To our marks then, but, just to let you know, I’m going all out from the very beginning.”



“Well duh,” Rainbow Dash said.



The two pegasus flew to the ground cloud, the starting point. Rainbow Dash tried to calm down her furiously beating heart as she crouched to begin the race.



“See that cloud?” Spitfire asked. “Once it completely covers the sun, we’ll go.”



Rainbow Dash nodded and focused intensely on that cloud. Would she be able to beat Spitfire this time? She had to, there was no other choice. She needed to fly with the Wonderbolts, she couldn’t let Mac’s training go to waste.



The farm became grayer as the cloud blocked the sun. Dash’s launch was perfect, and the first hundred feet were absolutely effortless. Spitfire was right next to her, neither of them gaining the lead, and it stayed that way even as they approached the halfway point to the mile marker. 



Rainbow Dash clenched her teeth against the strain. Her wings were stronger now, she could move them faster, yet the climb was still the most arduous part of the drill. Her wings were on fire, and they screamed at her to stop, but she would not stop. Not when Spitfire was still beside her.



Sweat drenched Rainbow Dash’s coat as the mile marker quickly approached. A hundred feet. Fifty feet. Ten feet. Dash spread out her wings as far as they would go and flapped them once as hard as she could. She stopped her wings, but the momentum carried her forward. The cloud floated away from the sun, and Dash saw it’s blinding light without a single pony above her.



The world slowed as Rainbow Dash did her pivot. She chanced a sideways glance at Spitfire, and her heart stopped as she realized that the captain was already done with her pivot. Dash’s wing twitched, but she narrowed her eyes and bared her teeth. She wasn’t about to give up yet, not when she could still fight.



They dived, and the tail’s-width Spitfire had managed to gain almost disappeared. The howling wind rushing past Dash’s ears blocked out every other sound. She compressed herself as much as she could to make herself more aerodynamic. 



They remained neck and neck through the dive, forcing Rainbow Dash to concentrate on the transition to the sprint. This was it, the last few seconds of the race.. Spitfire and Rainbow Dash flared out their wings and pulled up into the sprint. The world faded until nothing was left but Rainbow Dash, Spitfire, and the finish line.



She needed to win. 



A race between two pegasi, no matter if in front of a thousand cheering ponies or no one put the racers and their pride, always ended the same. The winner, spurred on by victory, would rise up into the air to claim the sky that was so rightfully theirs. The loser, carrying the burden of loss, would float to the ground.



At that split second when Dash crossed the finish line, she spread out her wings and glided to the ground, her head down. 



Spitfire stared from above. A shiver ran down her back as, for the very first time, she felt the immense talent that so greedily wanted to swallow her up.



“You did good,” Spitfire said from the air. Dash didn’t say or do anything but remain in place. With nothing else to say, Spitfire went back the way she came, leaving Rainbow Dash to bite her lip and try to fight the water in her eyes.



She couldn’t bare to do anything. She couldn’t even bare to think. She had lost. Her training, a waste. That was it.



Heavy hoofsteps came toward Rainbow Dash, and she stiffened. She looked up to see Big Macintosh coming toward her, and she quickly looked away.



“I...I…” She wanted so much to apologize, both for losing the race and for wasting all the time they spent together. 



“It’s okay,” Mac whispered. “Just follow me.”



Rainbow Dash nodded and followed him into the farmstead. He took her to the kitchen and pulled out a chair at the dining table for her. She sat as Macintosh took out a few plates of food. Salad, soup, beans, and a couple of apple fritters. Rainbow Dash grimaced at the meal and pushed the plates away from her.



“I already told you before, right?” Macintosh asked. “After a race like that, your muscles are all torn up. So you gotta repair them by eating. That’s how you build up muscle and get stronger.” Mac came up to the table and pushed the plates of food back toward Dash. He looked at her with a small smile, and they held each other's gaze for a few seconds. “So eat. Eat and get stronger. We’ll get her next time.”



Next time. That’s right. This wasn’t the end. Rainbow Dash gulped and started to eat. Next time. Next time she would win.



As Rainbow Dash ate, Big Macintosh pretended not to see the tears trailing down her cheeks or the whispered sobs and sniffs tucked between the sounds of chewing.
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         It was that moment - the flash of light, brilliant and blazing - which was Celestia’s last sensation of color.



The streak flamed up against her face, a fierce white light piercing, burning, driving right into her eyes. Her eyelids flickered downwards, trying to shield her retinas. Even as her head flew back, she could feel the eyelashes burning, flickering away in ash.



She sucked in a breath, superheated air hissing down her throat. It burned, a river of flame roasting her from the inside out. Crackling, the hair covering her body blazed in a torrent of orange, yellow and red.



Alone in the burning light, her horn brightened, fizzling. Her magic welled up, and reached out.



Then, everything exploded.



She screamed.








Celestia could feel somepony peeling her hooves back from her face. She pressed them there more insistently. They paused for a moment, then pulled them down a bit more.



She moaned as her burnt skin ground against the ashy ground, letting out a raspy gasp. It hurt - by the stars, it hurt. Somepony gripped her head, shifting it gently onto their lap.



“It’s okay - Celestia, it’s okay, I’m here, you’ll be okay-” Luna’s voice, normally calm and collected, was shaking.



She whimpered. “Lu-”



“Don’t say anything - I’m right here. I’ll always be here, okay?”



Something cool flowed over her horn. She scrunched her eyelids slightly more shut.



Luna was here.



It would be okay.



Somepony touched her with something -



She lost herself to the dark.








Her ear flickered.



…



Her ear flickered again, more insistently.



…



Something was beeping. She pinned her ears back against her head.



…



It didn’t help.



“Lun-” Her voice scratched out of her throat. “Luna?”



A hoof quickly held hers. “I’m right here, okay?”



Celestia let out a shaky breath. She could feel the cloth wrapped around her head, pressing around her muzzle. Her eyes were forced shut under the soft wraps. One of her hooves was being supported by some sort of strap, and her wings were pinned to her sides. She wiggled. “Lu-”



“Don’t speak. I’m right here.” Luna gripped her harder. “I’m right here.”



Celestia let out a long sigh, the cloth whispering around her mouth. She waited, the synchronous contact with her sister enough to sate her.



They stayed like that until she fell asleep.








Celestia woke with a raging headache.



Of course, that was the least of her problems, but sometimes it was the little things that kept your mind off the big ones.



She managed to croak out a request. “Water?”



A glass was pressed to her lips, a trickle flowing into her mouth. She sipped, before pinching her mouth closed.



Beneath the cloth, her eyes flickered. “Are you… okay?”



“I am.” Luna put down the cup with an audible clink. “It’s been a rough week.”



Celestia tried to nod, but some of the wraps around her neck held it in place. Pain flashed up her neck, and she fell back.



“The doctors say that you should be better soon.” Celestia could almost feel her sister’s eyes not looking at her. “Alicorn physiology is far superior, after all.”



“Yes, it is.” She tilted her head hopefully. “Can I have more water?”



The glass was pressed against her lips again, the trickle returning until the glass was placed back on the desk.



“We’ve had a thaumatologist here, and he says that you should not cast spells for another month after you lose the cast, but you should be fine after.”



She tried to nod again, forgetting that she couldn’t. She winced. “That sounds good.”



“And you-” Luna’s voice stopped. “You...”



Celestia’s wings twitched. “Yes?”



“You should… get some rest, okay?”



She remembered not to nod this time. “Okay.”



She felt the wind blow as Luna left the room.








On her fifth day awake, they said that they could take off the wrap on her face.



Celestia had already been standing for two days, various casts keeping her legs inoperable being removed prior. While still unable to see or smell properly, she had relished the ability to walk about.



It was a miracle, the doctors and Twilight had said. Nopony they had ever treated had healed so quickly.



Celestia wasn’t surprised, but she was irritated at being cooped up.



She was sitting, fidgeting in her hospital bed, when Luna came in. “They’re planning on taking off your face mask.”



“I know.” One of her hooves came up and played with one of the loose ends. “You have no idea how irritating it is to not see anything.”



Luna stood still next to the bed. “Yes, well, sometimes things happen.”



Celestia shrugged, and wrapped a wing around her sister. “It’ll be okay. You know that.”



Luna whimpered. “But what if it is not?”



If she could move her eyelids, Celestia would have blinked. “It will be. We’re here, together. Nothing will change that.”



“Do you promise?” It was plaintive, much more than Celestia expected.



“I do.”



Luna nuzzled into her chest. “Thank you.”



She could hear the doctors enter the room. “Your Majesty. We are going to remove your face mask.”



She nodded as regally as possible. “Please.”



Luna stayed beneath her wing as magic tugged at the white strips, unravelling them. She could feel the cloth slide across her face, nose finally free to take a breath. The last of them were lifted from around her horn and she-



She-



She opened her-



She stood still for a moment, frowning.



Her hoof tapped up on her face trying to feel for cloth. As steadily as she could, she spoke. “Are they all off?”



“Yes, Your Majesty.”



She couldn’t see him nod.



She turned her face towards her sister. She was there under her wing. She felt her eyelids flutter upwards-



She couldn’t see her.



She couldn’t see anything.



“Luna?” Her voice was shaking.



“I’m right here, sister.” Luna stayed pressed against her side. “I’m right here.”



“Luna…” She gulped. “Why can’t I see?”



“You aren’t... going to.” Luna pressed a hoof against hers on the floor.



“Am… am I blind?”



There was a moment of stillness.



She felt the nod against her chest.



She couldn’t see it.



She wouldn’t see it.



She gripped Luna harder.



The doctor cleared his throat. “It was a possibility. We didn’t think… with your recovery…”



“There was nothing you could have done.” Celestia took a deep breath. “Can you leave us? For a moment?”



“Yes, of course.” She heard the hoofsteps as he left the room, door creaking as it shut behind him.



She waited there for a moment, face gazing outwards. “So… you knew?”



Luna shrugged. “They did not think it would happen. I wanted to believe them.”



“I… this is happening, isn’t it?”



Silence was her only response.



Her sister’s soft coat anchored her in the dark.








The sun was calling.



She could feel it, perched on the edge of the world. She felt her horn sing, longing to reach out and touch it again, feel the comfort of the light. 



Then, Luna pushed it, and the sensation was gone.








“You’re not going to get better if you don’t practice.” Twilight poked Celestia in the side. “I know you want to wait for your horn to come back, but it’s a good idea to have a backup if that doesn’t work.”



Celestia simply grumbled, and curled up tighter, pulling the blanket up around her shoulders. “I don’ wanna.”



“You have to, Celestia.” Twilight pushed at her, more firmly this time. “You have to keep going. It’s what all the doctors suggest!”



She turned her head around to look, eyelids opening-



Damnit.



“I can’t see anything, Twilight!”



“You don’t have to!” Twilight grabbed her hoof. “There are plenty of blind ponies that act as normal citizens!”



“I am a Princess, Twilight, not a normal citizen.” 



Twilight actually growled. “Right, you aren’t a normal citizen, which is why you should stop moping about a problem that happens to be so common that one out of every two hundred ponies suffer from it!”



Celestia blinked. “One in two hundred ponies are blind?”



“Yes!”



They stared at each other - as much as they could, at any rate.



“If you are trying to beat me in a staring contest, I can assure you it is no longer going to work. Ever.” Celestia delivered the line in as dry a tone as she could.



Twilight snorted, then choked trying to hold it back. “I… sorry, Celestia.”



Celestia sighed, drooping her head. “It’s fine. I need to get up, you’re right.” She stretched her limbs out, feeling to the edge of the bed.



The darkness was scary. It was like everything she used to do had suddenly become undoable, locked behind corridors and reading and going to the bathroom. It wasn’t like someone covered her eyes - it was like someone had cast Tenebris over her head. She guessed the old maxim was correct - you don’t know what you have until it’s gone.



Fortunately, as bad as the situation was, Twilight was there to help.



“Okay, it says that the first step is to fluff your wings.”



She did so, letting the wind of the room flow underneath. Wind curled around the tips of her feathers, giving her a sense of wind direction and power. She took a deep breath, slowing letting the air out.



Twilight patted her on the shoulder, a flare of sensation in the dark. “Good. Now, get a good feel for the air. Where is it coming from?”



Celestia could tell, through the darkness, that a wind was roaring around the parapet and through the window. Her wings twitched slightly to the left, and she tilted her head, letting the air eddy. She pointed a hoof off to her right. “There. The window, I think.”



“Good. Can you tell me anything else?”



She shifted, hooves moving in the encompassing blackness. She always felt like she was on the edge of a cliff, despite the floor rising to meet her every time. She ignored the sensation, and focused on the wind. “It’s… going around the room. The door is there.” She pointed, hoof going out into the dark.



“Right.” A hoof met her extended one, and lowered it to the floor. “Can you get there?”



Celestia twitched. “I…” It was far. She knew that. “I think maybe?” She crouched a little. “Do I have to?”



“You should, Celestia.” Twilight put a wing over her back. “I know that you are probably thinking this is a bad idea, but if you don’t, you’ll never get there.”



She gulped, and lifted a hoof. She lowered it slowly - the floor was still there. Her hooves started their slow methodical journey.



Halfway through, she felt a shift. The wind was flowing around something, giving her the impression of a barrier. She turned her head towards the breathing she could hear in the air. “Twilight?”



“Yes?”



“Is there something in front of me?”



“Try reaching your hoof out.”



She did, bumping into something. “A dresser?”



“Right. Can you go around it?”



She concentrated, ignoring the dark. It was easy visualizing a picture when there were no distractions. “I think so.” She turned, taking several more steps. “This doesn’t seem too - ah!” There was a thunk as her horn ran into something. “Twilight?”



“Oh, I didn’t think- okay, just a minute.” Celestia waited as hooves sat on her shoulders. “You somehow got your horn stuck. How did you even-?” There was a pause. “Alright. I’ll open it up, you pull down.”



She clenched her fetlock, hissing as pain radiated down from her horn. She yanked down, horn sliding out from between something wooden.



The hooves left, and she was alone again.



It was here, in the dark, that she slumped. “I can’t do anything right.”



Twilight’s voice cut through the darkness. “Yes you can.” There was a touch. “I’m not blind, so I can’t say I understand. But you’re one of the strongest ponies I know. Possibly literally.”



Celestia sighed, then reached over and pulled the startled pony into a hug. She couldn’t see, but she could feel. “Thank you.”



The response was muffled. “You’re welcome.”



Her captive smelled of lavender.








Celestia stood, looking over at the horizon. Pink and purple blurred the orange glow gleaming from the sun. Below, the waves crashed on the cliffside, white flecks fizzing on the grey stone.



Her horn lit, a shimmering yellow light cast out into the sky, and began to push the sun down and away. The light faded away, and then she waited.



Why was it still dark?



“Hello?”



The silence was deafening. She scooted back, huddling, trying to light her horn. Nothing was happening, it was still dark-



Her hooves scooted off the edge of the cliff, scrabbling at the edge as she fell back, terrified, and then she was falling and where was she?



She whipped around, looking, straining through the wind to see-







She jerked upwards, chest heaving. Hooves scrabbled against soft blankets, gripping, but she still couldn’t do anything and it didn’t matter. She choked.



She felt something wet run down her cheek. She could taste something salty enter her mouth.



She couldn’t see it.








“So, all you need to do is push out a permeable barrier, and you should be able to turn the feedback into something useful.” Twilight stood next to her, wings twitching. “Unfortunately, I don’t know what it will do, since most accounts were vague.”



“Okay, Twilight.” She lit her horn, concentrating the energy into a flat plane. It rippled outwards, extending. She could feel it returning, running back into her horn and-



It was exceedingly strange.



Lines danced, giving an image of distance. She knew where the walls were, and where objects were located, but none of it had depth, as if she was watching a movie. It all happened in the dark, nothing lighting. There was no color.



A voice cut through her introspection. “So? What did it feel like?”



She thought for a moment, then shrugged. “I have no idea.”



All she got back was a frustrated moan.








The sun was calling.



Luna gripped her hoof as support. “You are sure you are ready?”



She nodded silently.



Her horn grew warm, channeling magic as she pulled it up from within. The wind around them began to stir, and she reached out across the abyss. She knew it was there, on the other side, watching, waiting, asking. She intensified the spell, reaching out, trying to pierce through the dark. She gripped her sister’s hoof, soft coat anchoring her in the dark.



Then, she touched the sun.



It was there. The darkness stayed, but the sun, bright and burning, was felt in her magic. Light, yet not. Dark, yet not. Static, yet not.



She felt something wet run down her cheek.



The light she couldn’t see burnt bright on the horizon, but she gripped it, and pretended that maybe, someday…



…it would come back in color.
      

      
   
      Mysteries of the Chamber


      

      
      
         When she thought about it, Daring Do frequently came to the conclusion that much of what she did professionally was in spaces that were not exactly what one might call “pegasus-friendly”.



Oh, her lecture hall had quite a bit of vertical wall space, which she’d covered in blackboards that were tall enough that ground-bound ponies had to get creative (or use unicorn telekinesis, but she always felt that that was almost cheating) to write on the higher levels. And every now and then, she’d have digs at properly open-air sites, which gave her the chance to stretch her wings if she felt she needed to.



But, she reflected as yet another drop of water fell the few inches from the sandstone ceiling onto her pith helmet, far too often her work took her to places that seemed almost designed to draw out any latent claustrophobia she possessed. It was hardly uncommon among pegasi to be uncomfortable in enclosed spaces, and though she didn’t usually suffer from it, it could poke its head up at inconvenient times.



Like it was trying to do now.



Nopony would have faulted her for it, were anypony else around to see. The hallway was just tall enough for her to stand up straight, and even folded in against her barrel, her wings were almost scraping the rock walls on either side of her. As it was, she knew she would want to wash them off before she preened next. Whatever was at the far end, the ancient Amareicans had only wanted ponies to be able to traverse the passage in one direction at a time. And considering how long it had been so far, she was questioning their judgment more and more with every step.



As she continued to trudge forward, another drop fell from the ceiling and landed on her, this one near her haunches. Daring thought something uncomplimentary about whoever had thought that cutting a tunnel through porous rock without sealing it was a good idea. It made for an effective form of water torture, but it wasn’t something she wanted to be on the receiving end of. Never knowing when the next drop would land, or where on the body, so that you couldn’t be ready for it, couldn’t adjust to it, every drop of cold hard water as much a shock to your system as the first, leaving you to shiver with antici—



Daring shook her head. That was quite enough of that line of thought.



Then she stopped in her tracks. Maybe it had just been her imagination, but she thought her headlamp had flickered a bit during that head shake.



No, that couldn’t have been it. That never happened. She made sure to change the batteries before every trip. And she certainly hadn’t used it enough on this expedition for them to be running out now.



Still, the thought was a worrying one. If her only source of light was starting to fail on her...



When the light from her headlamp remained steady, Daring decided to move on.



There was definitely a curve to this tunnel. It was not a very tight curve, nor did it possess any sharp corners, but she was certain it was not cut straight through, and she felt as if she had been walking far enough for the Corifoalis effect to set in. She was, at any rate, positive that were she able to turn her head far enough around to see behind her, she would not be able to see her entrance. The air pressure was starting to thicken, too; she must have also been going downward—



Daring’s headlamp flickered again, then got very bright for an instant before cutting out entirely, plunging her into total darkness.



She had no batteries with her, nor would she have had room or visibility to change them now. Any such action would have to take place back at the campsite or the dig site, which were both near the tunnel entrance.



That would be a very long way to walk backwards, and she had no room to turn around. Nor had she had such for some time. Her best option could very well be to reach the chamber believed to be at the end of the tunnel, turn around, and then come back — but who knew how long that was going to take.



“Oh, good,” she said to the emptiness, her voice echoing down the length of the tunnel. “And here I was thinking I would have to worry about getting bored.”








It was very easy to lose track of time in total darkness.



One of the innate bonuses common to most pegasi was an excellent sense of direction and location. Not all pegasi had this, of course; Daring’s distant cousin Random Walk had once famously gotten lost on a numbered grid, but he was something of an outlier in that regard. Daring, by contrast, had a sense of direction even better than most pegasi, which had saved her haybacon more times than she cared to count. It was somewhat necessary if you intended to pursue a line of work in which actual labyrinths were something you could encounter on a recurring basis. So she knew exactly where she was, at least relative to where she’d started. (She had significantly less of an idea where she was relative to where she was going, but then again, if she knew where the place she was trying to get to was, she could potentially have been there already.)



How long she had been in there, though, was another question entirely. There were no visual cues to indicate any sort of progress, one hoofstep felt very much like another, and the hard water slowly dripping down onto her hat (and her shirt, and her back, and her tail, and her flanks…) wasn’t landing with any kind of regularity. She supposed she could start using music to give her a sense of time elapsing, but that ran the risk of distracting her from important things, like the texture of the surface beneath her hooves, or the potential for increased range of motion. She could not afford to miss something critical like that due to humming along to the Washington Bays March.



She was still in the narrow, compressed hallway, still with no room to turn around and head back the other way. Her wings, which had previously been folded against her side, were now slightly extended, intentionally scraping the tunnel walls (and oh, was she going to want to wash them extensively the next time she got to running water). This was not doing anything good for her claustrophobia.



Drip.



Not for the first time today, Daring silently cursed at the designers here. At least when she was infiltrating Ahuizotl’s bases, it was understandable that the things she was sneaking past were specifically intended to keep her out, for all the good it did him.



Though, actually… huh.



As another drop of water landed on her, Daring reviewed the tribal legend surrounding the mountain she was now standing under. The indigenous earth ponies of the area, the Arapahoof tribe, told the tale that Long Ago, they had had a Majestic Settlement here, until the Sky Ponies swooped down from somewhere up the slope and raided their village, taking about half of their most prized possessions with them. The Sky Ponies had left a declaration that They Would Return, and the villagers split into two groups. One left the settlement to be more nomadic, feeling that there was more safety in mobility, though they stayed in the general area in case they needed to come to the aid of their compatriots. The other group had been so overwhelmed by the Mighty Combat Prowess of the Sky Ponies that they decided they would rather go within the mountain itself, with what remained of their relics, and develop their skills until such a time as they could challenge the Sky Ponies on their own terms. They dug deep into the mountain, carved out a chamber for themselves, and then once it was finished, they moved in.



Naturally, they were never seen again.



As legends went, this one was honestly not that ridiculous. It had the ring of something that both was probably based in fact, and was not embellished overmuch. The Sky Ponies’ alleged actions fit the modus operandi of the old Coltmanche pegasus tribes known to have been active in the area, and the dig site near the tunnel entrance was on the location of a village that appeared to have been abandoned fifteen hundred years or so ago. 



Furthermore, an excavation fifteen or so months ago by one of Daring’s colleagues, a unicorn named Keen Eye, had discovered some figurines clearly of earth pony make in a Coltmanche camp just above the treeline of a neighboring peak. The camp and the figurines had also been dated to near the fifteen-hundred-year mark. While this was hardly conclusive evidence towards the idea that the figurines had been stolen from this particular settlement, it seemed a not unreasonable inference.



Daring found herself reevaluating her previous frustrations. If the creators of this tunnel had, indeed, been attempting to defend against pegasus attackers, it would make sense for them to have designed it to be as pegasus-unfriendly as possible. It would certainly explain why the locals kept looking at her wings as if they expected them to do something.



She still couldn’t help but think that they might have gone a bit overboard to their own detriment, though. They may not have delved too greedily, but it was very probable that they delved too deep.



That the tunnel had angled upwards at some point since her headlamp died did nothing to change that opinion.



Drip.



When Daring had been but a filly, her parents took her to visit an old, abandoned mine. At one point on the tour, the guide had provided a demonstration of total darkness, and claimed that if you were in it for a long enough stretch, things started to happen to you: first you went blind, then you went insane, and then some time after that, you could become a tour guide (this last said with an audible grin). Daring wasn’t sure how true any of that was, but she currently felt confident saying that with the water continuing to fall on her, she would go insane before she went blind.



Her hoof made contact with something round, which promptly broke apart into what felt like splinters. This had probably been a torch, then. She was a little surprised it had lasted this long, but if nothing had disturbed it in a millennium and a half, she supposed it was possible for it to sit there decomposing but still balanced.



A jolt of realization hit her: If she was stumbling over torches now, she must be close to the end.



There had never been any question that the chamber existed. The remaining Arapahoof were absolutely certain of it. The stories of its appearance, however, had been lost to time — and, unfortunately, would continue to be for at least another day or two, since Daring couldn’t see anything now. Still, it was there, and she was almost certainly near it.



Indeed, a scant few steps later, she was able to finally properly stretch her wings out. She turned a hundred and eighty degrees, took a long swig from her canteen, and started trotting back down the hallway at a much faster rate than before. It would still take her some time to get out, but at least she didn’t have to worry about running into anything.








“Found the problem,” reported Daring’s top assistant, Dusty Trowel. Dusty was one of her doctoral students, and he’d always been one of her most dedicated.



Daring glanced in his direction, still squinting a bit in the sunlight. This close to sunset, his chestnut coat and mane tended to look much redder than normal, and her eyes still hadn’t quite adjusted back to being outside yet. “Oh?”



“Your bulb’s burnt out,” he said, levitating it over to her. Indeed, there were all the signs of an incandescent light bulb whose Time Had Come, most notably the soot on the inside of the glass. “And I don’t think we have any extras of those.”



“Hm. Something to put on the packing list for next time, then.”



“We may still have a spare headlamp or two, ma’am,” Dusty volunteered. “I’m sure you could use one of those for the duration.”



Daring considered it. She did want to be the first pony in several centuries to see the inside of this cavern; the thrill of discovery was one of the things she most enjoyed about her work. On the other forehoof, the prospect of subjecting herself to that tunnel again was not a pleasant one, especially not tomorrow. And if the chamber had ever been decorated before, it was a safe bet that most of the decorations were ruined by groundwater, and any ponies that had tried to live in there had likely become skeletons long ago.



She shook her head. “You know what, Dusty?” she said. “How about you take the lead tomorrow? I’ll run the dig out here, and you can delve into the mysteries of the chamber.”



Dusty appeared to accept his new assignment as a sign that his advisor trusted him. Which she did. If he wanted to take that as the primary reason, she wasn’t going to bother correcting him, but it was a reason she was letting him make the discovery himself.



Daring walked around to her tent’s entrance, headed in, and picked up a meal pack. One of her other students would be starting the dinner fire soon.



Today had not been great, but tomorrow would be just what she needed: a day spent outdoors where nothing was going to go seriously wrong.



Well, unless Ahuizotl decided he wanted to make a surprise appearance.



...Now that she’d thought that, tomorrow was looking a lot less pleasant than it had been.
      

      
   
      Send Only Memories


      

      
      
         [The following story contains spoilers for the cosmology of The Three Body Problem trilogy by Cixin Liu. If you wish to avoid spoilers, please abstain]







What was the most amount of magic Discord could get away with without Fluttershy noticing? It was one of the funnest games that he liked to practice while she was busy doing something or other. He was lounging on the couch, lazily swapping the body parts of the various animals in the room. 



The rabbit and the squirrel gave the most blood curdling screech upon noticing that their feet had been swapped. Fluttershy might’ve noticed if he hadn’t have placed a sound barrier around them.



The rabbit shambled over and tried to smack him with a paw, but Discord simply let it pass through him, making his body go intangible. He stuck out his tongue at the rabbit and grinned.





That was when the words started.



The block of strange yellow symbols floated up from under the floor. No sooner had the first block appeared than another set of even stranger symbols rose forth like a scrolling marquee.



“Discord! What are doing?” yelled Fluttershy from the kitchen.



“Why does everyone blame me first for these kinds of things?” huffed Discord, as several new blocks of different shaped symbols marched from the floor.



Fluttershy ducked back into the living room. “Here, too?”



“There’s more than one of these?” asked Discord. By this time the march of symbols had gone past the ceiling and more kept coming from below. He snapped his paws and made several copies of himself, leaving a core self at the cottage and teleporting several spares across Equestria.



The “message” was being beamed all throughout Equestria. There were so many spares that it felt impossible for any creature not to notice it. It would be nigh impossible for him to cover this up now, whatever it was.



“What did you do to Angel’s feet?” asked a voice from what felt like far away.



Discord snapped his talons. “Nothing,” he said.



Fluttershy sighed, closed her eyes and then massaged her head with a hoof. “We’ve talked about this.”



“And we can talk about it again, but not now. This,” he said gesturing to the symbols, “I’m not sure what it is, but it’s important.”





One of Discord’s copies reached the other side of the planet. Everything was pitch black except for the slightly glowing yellow symbols. The “message” had been broadcasting there for several hours. The long chain of symbols had passed through the planet and had come out again on the other side. 



The copy looked up and got a feeling of vertigo as he gazed at the marquee that seemed to go on forever. He jumped up and flew along its path, the symbols were a blur as he raced into space. One kilometer, two, ten, a hundred, they just kept going.





“What does it say?” asked Fluttershy from far away.



The Discord inside the cottage shrugged.





The copy of Discord zoomed along the thread. There were so many threads of the broadcast crisscrossing all of space, as if Equestria alone hadn’t been the target. No. Equestria had been the target, the broadcasters just had not have known where in space Equestria might have been. The copy continued to race along the marquee until all at once, the message stopped. The copy looked back down on the planet of Equestria below. From where he viewed, the planet laid mostly in darkness, only a large sun orbiting around it illuminated a crescent patch on the right.



Another copy of Discord teleported to the other side of planet to the exact same marquee. After some quick mathematical spellwork, the marquee was calculated to be over a thousand kilometers long.





Back at the cottage, a familiar set of symbols appeared. Discord recognized the alphabet instantly, as if they were an old forgotten friend. The straight lines and curves instantly relaxed him. He had forgotten what it was like to read in his mother tongue, it had been eons. It had been—



His mind finally understood what the message meant.



Every Discord in Equestria snapped back into the one in Fluttershy’s cottage. Something inside him completely broke and he collapsed onto the floor. He could’ve melted into a puddle, but he didn’t have the energy for magic, or the sense of humor to do it.



The message would kill them all.



“Are you okay, Discord?” said Fluttershy, poking at him with a hoof.



“No,” said Discord blankly.



“Umm…” said Fluttershy.



The marquee continued to stream past. The last time Discord had been so still, he had been a statue. 



“No,” said Discord again. Fluttershy stepped back.



He snapped his talons, willing the march of symbols to disappear, but they didn't.



“NO!” he screeched, standing up and snapping his talons again, trying another spell to banish them. “NO!” he said again, trying another spell that would set the symbols invisible. “NO!” he repeated, trying to hide each side of the symbols behind a black veil. “NO! NO! NO! NO! NO! NO!”



With every “no” he snapped his talons and tried a different spell to remove the marquee. Not even a miniature black hole so much as made the languages budge. He closed his lion’s paw around the miniature void and made it disappear into nothingness.



Fluttershy sat on the couch and watched the vain display of magic. After several long moments of Discord breathing heavily, she spoke up. “Discord, what is this?”



He shot her a dirty look and said nothing. He just sat straight up on the couch and didn’t move a muscle. His eyes kept staring at the marquee still spilling up from below. His mind raced, then went blank, then raced around in circles until something crashed and his mind went blank again.








There was a knock on the door, and one of Fluttershy’s ducks dropped onto the handle and opened the door wide, revealing a calm Princess Celestia.



“I can’t help you,” said Discord blankly, not looking at her.



Celestia paused mid-stride, before continuing to walk in. “It’s nice to see you too, Discord,” she flashed him a warm smile. Her radiant beam shifted from Discord to Fluttershy.



“And how are you, Fluttershy?”



“I’m fine, Princess Celestia,” said Fluttershy, her eyes flashing to the yellow symbols still streaming from the floor. “Umm… would you like some tea?”



“That would be great!” said Celestia. “Can I help?”



“Oh, umm… sure,” said Fluttershy as she trotted back into the kitchen with Celestia in tow.



Once they got out of earshot of Discord, and water was gushing from the faucet into a kettle, Celestia asked, “Does he know what’s going on?”



Fluttershy shut the water off, and nodded.



“Has he told you anything?”



Fluttershy set the kettle onto the stove and shook her head. “Whatever it is,” Fluttershy whispered. “I’ve never seen him so scared.”



Celestia raised an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t he be going white or making it rain on himself or something?”



Fluttershy shook her head. “He only does stuff like that when he wants to be silly, which is usually all the time. But this time...”



“I see,” said Celestia, frowning. “That’s not a good sign.” 



Her horn glowed and the water inside the cold kettle instantly started boiling. 



“What’s his favorite kind of tea?” she asked, already pouring water into three teacups.



Fluttershy grabbed some tea bags and threw them into the cups, adding extra sugar into one of them. They both trotted back into the living room but Discord didn’t so much as blink.



Fluttershy sat right next to him and offered him his usual cup. “Would you like some tea, Discord?”



“I’m…” began Discord, his speech halting. “I’m… not… thirsty.”



“It’s your favorite kind,” mentioned Fluttershy, holding out the tea cup to him.



He blinked and stared at the cup, reflexively reaching down to pick it up. He held onto it with a paw, but didn’t drink it.



“Discord,” began Celestia.



“I can’t help you,” said Discord, his eyes still glazed over.



“Discord, what do these symbols mean?” she asked, gesturing to the nearly infinite wall of symbols.



“What do I look like, a translator!?” sneered Discord, some venom encroaching back into his words. 



Celestia flinched before regaining her composure. “Well, if you knew what some of these languages said, we would appreciate it.”



Discord said nothing.



The room was quiet for a long time while Celestia and Fluttershy drank their tea and the words floated by.



When Celestia finished her tea, she turned to walk away. “If you can’t help me, I’m sure Twilight will.”



Discord snorted. “She won’t know any of these languages.”



“She has a team of linguists, mathematicians and a sample size of over one hundred thousand languages so far. Not every language in this cipher is phonetic based, there should be enough pictograms to figure out most of the meaning.”



“NO!” Discord shouted, flying off the couch and putting his face close to hers. “YOU HAVE TO STOP HER!”



Celestia only raised an eyebrow. “And why is that?”



“If... you find that out," Discord stepped back, resting his lions paw on the back of his neck and looking at the floor, "you will destroy Equestria.”



Celestia stepped back. “What are you talking about?”



“If you fully understand what this message says," he said, staring her in the eyes. "Equestria as we know it will be destroyed. The best decision is to just leave it alone.”



“But this is a message from across the stars. This means we’re not alone in the universe, this is—“



“Going to kill absolutely everypony,” finished Discord.












Spike had never scribbled so fast in his life. This method of writing was so much more difficult than what he was used to. Every symbol had to be carefully copied down exactly as it appeared, and all his little shorthand tricks to write things down faster were absolutely useless here. It was more drawing than writing.



He carefully finished one language block and set the scroll down on the bottom of the hot air balloon. He reached up and pulled the rope to let out the air, causing him to descend down below.



Twilight told him to focus on languages made from symbols, the alphabet based ones were useless. It took a while to get used to, but he could distinguish the alphabet based ones by the way they seemed to be made from simpler shapes that repeated more often. He just had to focus on pictures. He didn’t feel like he was the best artist in the world, especially having to work with the strange glyphs. 



It was a good thing there was a stack of photographer pegasi down below taking pictures of everything. But Twilight still wanted Spike to handwrite some of these to see if there was some extra meaning gained from reconstructing the symbols.



Spike had seen runes and other magical languages before, but this was beyond that by orders of magnitude. There were so many languages here! He had to have written down over 500 at this point, and had glimpsed at hundreds of thousands. And they just kept coming!



Whoever wrote this message had something important to say to absolutely everyone. And the sender didn’t know what language the receiver would understand, so they just sent everything they could. How many of these languages actually had ponies that spoke them? Equestria only had four languages and two of those were dead. 



But the message was coming from… space? So Luna is sending this message? No, Twilight wouldn’t have frantically demanded Spike start writing if this was Luna’s doing.



Spike heard a commotion from down below. He stole a glance and saw that Discord was destroying cameras. Photographer ponies screamed in outrage at their broken equipment.



A few moments later Princess Celestia rushed Twilight out of the library in Canterlot, several scrolls worth of glyphs he had transcribed were burning far down below.



Spike’s stomach lurched and he hid inside the basket.



Princess Celestia and Discord were destroying the message? Why would they destroy it? There was a special knowledge here that somepony demanded that Equestria know about.



He needed to hide the scroll. But how? The main pony he usually sent scrolls too would burn it on the spot. He started rolling up the scroll, not caring that some of the ink hadn’t finished drying yet.



Spike had learned how to control his fire magic to send scrolls to Twilight but… she was down below too. Was there anypony left he could trust to keep it safe?



He quickly scribbled “HIDE THIS!” on the outside of the scroll and readjusted the magic inside of his throat. He held the scroll to his mouth and breathed out a pure white flame.



No sooner had he done so when Discord appeared in the basket with him and every single piece of parchment in the basket caught fire.



“Hey! What are you doing!?” Spike yelled.



“Sorry about all this,” said Discord gesturing to the parade of yellow symbols. “I have a habit of playing with languages and I accidentally wrote too many and they started escaping, y’see?” said Discord with a wry grin. “I’m so sorry you had to see all that.”



“Those are your languages?” asked Spike.



“But of course!” said Discord, removing a top hat from his head and bowing.



“Then why are you destroying them?”



“Oh you know how artists get, Spike!” said Discord, appearing with an easel and paints, some of the glyphs passing beside them displayed on the canvas. “You just can’t show something when it’s not ready! It’s embarrassing! And I can’t say I’ve ever been more embarrassed to see all of these—“ He cringed, but Spike could tell there was a stronger fear behind his expression. “All these rough drafts—all these… sloppy copies. That’s a better term for it. I don’t like ponies seeing them.”



Spike stared at him. 



“Sorry about all that! Now do me a favor and make sure that any other copies get destroyed," he said, poking him for emphasis. "This is surely my most embarrassing moment.”



“More embarrassing than getting turned to stone?”



Discord stood rigid for second before glaring and responding in an icy tone. “Yes.”



With a snap of his lion’s paw, he disappeared.



Spike breathed a sigh of relief, and then reached up to let hot air out of the balloon. As he descended, he noticed yellow light beaming through the small gaps in the basket. He looked over and saw that all of Equestria was bathed in a golden glow. The marquees of text zoomed away and Spike could see as he grew closer to the ground that the Celestia’s horn was glowing.



She was moving all of Equestria, and Luna was moving the sun and moon alongside of it.



“What in Equestria…?” Spike whispered to himself.



When Spike reached the ground, there were no more scrolling marquee’s of foreign glyphs erupting out of the ground everywhere. It was just a normal day in Equestria again.








Twilight was in hysterics.



“Celestia burning knowledge!? I mean—who does that!? Well, now we know that Celestia does. She does have that whole sun motif going on, but that doesn’t mean she burns things! Especially not scrolls—I mean they’re practically books—baby books! Things that have the possibility of becoming books someday! Gone!”



Twilight paced up and down the length of her palace library, fuming. Several hours had passed since the marquees had come and gone and it was now late into the night.



“What story did Celestia tell you?” asked Spike.



Twilight instantly froze. She took a deep breath and exhaled for a long time. “Celestia told me that whatever was in those messages could destroy Equestria. An enemy sent them as propaganda and we must not decipher them.”



She stopped pacing and sat down on her haunches. 



“That’s a lot more believable than what Discord told me,” said Spike, frowning. “Still, this is really strange.”



“Is she right, Spike?” asked Twilight. “Is there knowledge that could be detrimental if it was known? I always viewed knowledge as something that you always want more and more of. There is absolutely no scenario in which obtaining information is a bad thing. EXCEPT THIS!?”



He frowned. “You got me, Twilight.”



“There’s no point thinking about it anyway, all the research is gone, all the photos are gone. Everything is gone. And Celestia...”



Spike walked over and hugged her. “It’ll be okay, Twilight. Not all hope is lost.”



Twilight tensed up. “What do you mean?”



Spike inhaled in a sharp breath and stepped back. “I mean… I may still have some of the message. But I want you to think it through. Whatever this is has both Celestia and Discord worried. Maybe this isn’t something—“



“Where is it?” asked Twilight, standing up and getting ready to move.



“Are you sure?” asked Spike, staring into her eyes.



Twilight glanced away, thinking about the decision more. “Messages that could destroy Equestria,” she sighed. “They could destroy Equestria— it’s not like they will. I know plenty of spells that could wreck Equestria in awful ways. But having that knowledge isn’t dangerous because I know not to use it.” Twilight looked back into Spike’s eyes. “I want to know.”



Spike disappeared and reappeared a few moments later with a scroll.



“How did you manage to keep that safe from Discord and Celestia?



“I umm…” started Spike sheepishly. “I learned how to send letters to more than just Celestia and you.”



“Oh?” asked Twilight.



“It’s nice to send Rarity letters, too,” said Spike, a blush appearing on his cheeks. “Well anyway, it’s a good thing I learned how to adjust that spell.”



“I’ll say!” said Twilight as she grabbed the scroll with her magic and opened it carefully.



The last block of glyphs at the bottom had been smudged, but the other twenty three sets appeared intact. Twilight excitedly began to look closely at each of the sets of languages, analyzing each in turn.



The scroll only contained pictographic based languages, which were the most useful languages for their purposes. But most of it still looked like gibberish.



There was one set in particular that made the most sense to her:



‼️↩️🚀:⚛🌌〽💢〰.🌌↩️📪📭,⚱⌛💀∞⇔.☀️💭💀.🙏🚀⚛↩️,⏩⭕️💭🎊🌌.








She stared at it for a long time, and then went back and forth, looking at the other languages. Every time she thought she made a discovery, something else seemed to contradict it. Then she remembered that some languages have a word order that is opposite of her own. Languages that start verb first are completely backwards and whatever meaning she thought it had, could be the reverse.



However, most of the languages had symbols that were star and sun related. And then another symbol that looked like something bad or dangerous. And then another symbol that looked… like…



“Spike… does that look like an atom to you?”



Spike gave her a look as if she had just told him to eat dog food. “How am I supposed to know that!?”



“No… I—I’ve seen hypothetical diagrams, I’m sure. Could you check to see if—YES!"



Spike stood bewildered as Twilight’s horn glowed and a few volumes flew off of a shelf. She flipped through the pages until she found the diagram she had wanted. A model of the atom by Star Swirl the Bearded (that stallion got so much done during his life). His diagram looked suspiciously similar to several of the pictograms in various languages on the page.



“Spike, I’m going to start babbling what’ll most likely be random nonsense. Can you write it down?”



“I’ve been doing that for years.”



She almost smacked him with her wing. Almost. She looked back down at the page and attempted to interpret what she saw.



“Something curved arrow something: atom space down something wave. Space curved arrow open closed, something hourglass… death infinity double arrows. Sun cloud death. Something something atom curved arrow, forward circle cloud confetti space.”



She repeated the same exercise with each of the other twenty two languages. After she was done, she breathed a sigh of relief.



“What words did I say the most often?” asked Twilight.



Spike peered over the page. “Hmm… space, star, universe, death, infinity, down, wide. Basically random gibberish.” He shrugged.



“Let’s do that one more time,” said Twilight. “I’ll do more… conjecturing this time.”



“Urgent from something: atoms space decreasing something. Space from open close, something slowly death infinite expand. Sun cloud death. Please atom return from, send whole clouds party space.”



She kept going through each of the languages, conjecturing more outlandishly, trying to pick apart the symbols. So many of them made no sense. Perhaps they were body parts of creatures she had never seen? Perhaps they were plants or animals she would never know. One thing remained very constant: the stars. Something was happening to the stars.



She went through this exercise several more times before Spike complained about how late it had gotten.



She steeled herself away from her work and finally agreed to let her mind rest on it.








That night Twilight dreamt about the symbols. Atoms, mass, stuff, objects from stars. Not enough. Stars dying. Stars stretching outward. Stars dying. Ponies dying. Everyone dying. Send back atoms. Save what can be saved.



The symbols shifted in the dream and transformed into stars around her. The stars kept running away from her like fireflies. She was able to catch one, but the rest zipped away. But instead of flying away forever, she could see that all the stars not under her control died and dropped to the floor. She screamed at the stars. Why couldn’t they all just stay in her hooves? She would have protected them. She mourned over the stars, and held tightly onto the one star she had saved.



A message appeared in front of her. It was in the same pictograms, but she felt like she knew what they meant: “give up your star.” She stared at the star held tightly against herself with her hooves and mourned it.



In agony, she finally let the star she was holding go. 

 

To her surprise, all the other stars that had remained dead on the ground started wobbling. The one star she had given up pulled on every dead star and they converged onto a single point in front of her. A singularity of blinding light completely shattered her sense of reality. No sooner had the single point holding infinite stars appeared than they exploded like a firework, sending billions of tiny stars in every direction. There were far more stars now than had been there at the start of her dream.



She looked down at her hooves. Her one star was gone. She had had to sacrifice it in order for all the rest of the stars in the sky to be alive again.








Twilight greeted the morning sun with tears. She knew why Celestia had said this message could destroy Equestria. And she felt so ashamed to admit to herself… that for the sake of the rest of the universe, Equestria had to die. They all had to die. If they didn’t… everyone else that could possibly exist would.



“Uhh… Twilight?” Spike appeared over her. “You don’t look so good.”



“I’m… fine…” she whispered, her voice coming out hoarse.



“You look like…” he stared at her, putting a claw to his chin in concentration, “you need oats this morning! With some tea! And some berries in the oats. How does that sound?”



She grinned feebly, “Thanks Spike.”





After a long breakfast and stewing hard over her dream and the message, Twilight finally spoke up. “I’ll be at Fluttershy’s cottage if you need me.”



Spike stared at her before replying, “You don’t want to keep working on deciphering the message?”



“I…” she tried to begin. “No… not right now. I need to get out of the castle for a bit.”



She thanked Spike for breakfast and trotted down the peaceful lanes of Ponyville. It was such a vibrant, rich town. She knew almost everypony’s name here. Inside every building was a friend. And every blade of grass was a miracle of life.



She took a full hour to make her way to Fluttershy’s cottage. She strolled along smelling flowers, made small talk with acquaintances, basked in the sunlight, and waved hello to everypony she saw. 



When she finally reached her destination, she felt like turning back. It was like walking to a gallows, except she was her own executioner.



She gave the door three sharp knocks. The door swung wide open and Discord was lounging on the couch. He took one look at Twilight and immediately tensed up.



Fluttershy came into the room from the back. “Oh hello Twilight, how are you today?”



“I— I need to talk to Discord,” said Twilight. Fluttershy turned to go back. “But I would like you to be here for this, too.”



“Oh… umm… okay,” said Fluttershy sheepishly, before sitting down on the couch next to a very apprehensive Discord.



Twilight sat down on an armchair and breathed in and out. “Discord… I translated the message.”



“NO!” Discord shouted, his voice shook the entire cottage and several of the animals scurried away. “CELESTIA TOLD YOU NOT TO!”



“But I had to know, Discord. I...” her throat clenched. “I had to know.”



“Whatever happened to the ‘faithful student?’” Discord sneered. “Fluttershy, go on outside and work with some animals or something.”



“No,” said Twilight calmly. “I want her here for this. I want her to know the decision you’ve made for Equestria and for the universe.”



Discord brought a paw up to his eyes, trying to hide his own fears. “Well… out with it then. What’s your translation?”





“A notice from the Returners: the total mass of our universe has decreased to below the critical threshold. The universe will turn from being closed to open, and die a slow death in perpetual expansion. All lives and all memories will also die. Please return the mass you have taken away, and send only memories to the new universe.”






Discord stared at her. “How in Tartarus did you manage that!?”



“Am I correct?”



“Every word,” Discord said through gritted teeth.



“Then that means we can’t stay here.”



“I KNOW what it means! But I’m not going to do as it says. I like Equestria! I like all of my friends! And I like Fluttershy and I’m not giving all it UP FOR SOME STUPID UNIVERSE I ESCAPED FROM IN THE FIRST PLACE! YOU HEAR ME!”



“Discord?” asked Fluttershy timidly. “What’s going on? What does all that even mean?”



Discord closed his eyes and was silent for a few moments. When he finally opened them again the words spilled out.



“The universe is a cold, unforgiving place, Fluttershy. Every alien race wants every other alien race dead. And I did EVERYTHING to keep us safe in this disgusting dark forest. I helped in every step of the way for us to safely extrude from ten dimensions down to a paltry two. I constructed black domains to ensure that we would never be noticed. I did everything in my power to keep our civilization alive. And when ALL of that didn’t work, I finally figured out how to construct pocket universes. But to do so I took some mass and a star and I set up a nice cozy universe for everypony to live.



“THIS!” he gestured around at the cottage and beyond. “This is the only safe way to live.”



“But… it's too high of a cost,” added Twilight.



“It’s not too high! What did the universe ever give us!? A billion alien races with a death ray pointed straight at us. That’s what the universe is! Alien races bending the laws of physics and using it as a weapon against us! We owe them nothing!”



“We need to return the mass Discord took from the main universe,” said Twilight. “If we don’t, then that main universe will perpetually expand and die. But if we do, then the mass will collide into a big crunch, form a new big bang, and create a new universe.”



“That’s IF all those lousy alien races ALSO follow through and give up the mass in their own pocket universes. Did you see how many languages passed through? There are millions, perhaps billions of pocket universes out there with their own mass stolen from the main universe. If most don’t agree to sacrifice their lives, then the universe won’t collapse into a big crunch anyway! We might as well live comfortably here!”



“I…” said Fluttershy. “I still don’t understand.”



Twilight started speaking before Discord could say anything. “Fluttershy, would you sacrifice yourself to save a stranger?”



“Of course,” said Fluttershy without hesitation. 



Discord’s ears lowered.



“Would you sacrifice yourself to save ten million strangers?”



“Yes,” said Fluttershy, a little confused by the question.



“Would you sacrifice yourself, and all of Equestria, to save an infinite amount of strangers?”



Fluttershy thought about that question a little longer. “I… I think so.”



Discord brought his paw and talons to cover his eyes. All was still for a few moments before Discord erupted. “HOW DARE YOU DO THIS TO FLUTTERSHY! How dare you do this to Equestria, to all of your friends, to absolutely everypony and everything you hold dear! One lousy universe dying permanently and never being born again is no reason to sacrifice everything.”



“You forget the second law of thermodynamics, Discord. ‘The total entropy of an isolated system always increases over time.’ This pocket universe is an isolated system. Equestria and its sun will die eventually too. And we won’t have a main universe to pluck out fresh mass from anymore.”



At this, Discord completely fell apart. Fluttershy held onto him tightly as he cried into her mane.



 “No, no, no, no! Please don’t do this to me! I love Fluttershy, I want to be with her, I don’t want to worry about entropy and all that star stuff and dark forests! I just want to be here in Equestria with her and… and…”





"I'm sorry," was all Twilight could say.









After a long time, and after all the tears had been shed, Discord snapped his talons.








Every single atom that existed inside the pocket universe stopped. After a long time Discord unwrapped himself out of Fluttershy’s embrace and went to examine the work to be done.



With a snap of his lion’s paw, he expanded his size to a quarter the size of the pocket universe, and started to tear off the wallpaper magic with its fake stationary stars. The sun and moon started to careen away, but he plucked them out of the sky and set a “group stasis” spell so they wouldn’t stray far from the planet of Equestria.



All in all, tearing things apart was far easier than it had been to create them in the first place. Discord grumbled something about “entropy” to himself, and sighed. He couldn’t bear to do the actual destroying of Equestria himself. The big crunch could handle that. He simply let Equestria and its sun stay frozen. 



He hunched over and finally undid what he had done so many eons ago. A rip appeared in the nothingness in front of him, and suddenly all the spacetime in his pocket universe started rushing back into its primordial home. Equestria and its sun followed along with, and Discord let all but a tiny amount of space escape from the pocket. 



Discord sat on the planet of Equestria, keeping his giant form intangible so as not to hurt anypony. Not like it mattered anymore anyway.



“Fine universe,” said Discord, defeated. “I hope you’re happy.”



“Thank you,” said a voice.



Discord instinctively covered up Equestria with his own body, coiling around it like a snake would an egg. He had half a mind to cloak Equestria by slowing down the speed of light to the rate of the sun’s gravity and thus turning this area into a black domain.



“Who’s there?” asked Discord.



“Just a Stranger. May I ask how you are storing the memories to be sent to the future?”



Discord peered at Stranger. It appeared to be an orb of light with long gyrating light waves dangling below it like a jellyfish.



“Why? So you can steal it!?” seethed Discord.



“No, I wish to help it be efficient,” said Stranger. "We need as much mass as possible in this universe. You have already made the commitment to die, you have no need to fear me.”



Discord’s ears drooped.



“Okay,” said Discord. “I… I was just going to send a book into the next universe. I can’t think of anything better.”



“A book? That’s not nearly efficient,” said Stranger.



Discord stared at the glowing orb and shrugged. “What would you do?”



"A single hydrogen atom should do the trick."



“An atom!?” balked Discord. “What am I supposed to do with that!?”



“Create a backup copy of your pocket universe of course. A whole atom should be sufficient.”



Discord raised an eyebrow.



“Let me show you,” said Stranger.



Discord watched as Stranger plucked a single hydrogen atom off of Equestria’s sun. “The trick is to teach the electron on the atom to remember a long pattern. From that point on, the electron will continue to follow that same pattern indefinitely. It can be stored in the pocket universe, and then released after the next universe’s big bang has cooled off a little.”



“And what exactly is being stored in that electron?”



“Everything,” said Stranger.



Discord watched in awe as Stranger made the atom crisscross back and forth over a frozen griffon in Equestria below. Once the atom was done scanning, the electron’s orbital pattern shifted rhythmically and could be reinterpreted as organic printing instructions. A second griffon absolutely identical to the one below started to be “printed.” 



“You can fit that much information on a single hydrogen atom?”



Stranger glowed a bit brighter for a moment. “Yes. It’s not that difficult really. You could even store it in the mathematical constants of the next universe. Like the culture from the last universe that stored themselves in π in this universe. ”



Discord’s eyes darted back to Stranger. “What’s the catch?”



“No catch,” said Stranger.



“No really, what’s the catch?” demanded Discord.



Stranger said nothing for a moment before responding. “This universe, and the last universe’s Dark Forest psychology has been deplorable. Please, when your civilization’s copy enters the next universe, do not ‘shoot first and ask questions later.’ I’ve gotten to know a lot of worlds in my travels. The next universe doesn’t need to be as dark as this one has been.”



 Discord nodded.



“Thank you,” said Stranger. The bright light went to leave, but Discord called out to it at the last second. 



A single penetrating idea came to his mind that Fluttershy would have liked. “Do you need help?” asked Discord.



“With what?” asked Stranger.



“With telling other civilizations. I’m sure not all of them know that you can save a back-up atom that will recreate the memories of everyone. I could help you find others.”



“I…” said Stranger. “I would like that very much.”








“I’ve shown you everything you need to know,” said Stranger. “Now watch and make sure that your atom is working.”



Stranger flew off, and Discord patiently waited as the atom gathered all the information, saving himself for last.



After the atom finished gathering everything by zipping back and forth through Discord’s brain, it finally stopped. He reset the atom and it started working in backwards order, forming another Discord. He stopped the atom, reset it, and hid it inside the pocket universe. Then he set the pocket universe to open up again when the big bang had cooled off.



Everything was in place.



Discord stared at the frozen Equestria. They would all die soon enough, but he wouldn’t let this version of them know about it. He left Equestria to remain frozen.





He flew far, far away, sending that same message that had caused all this in the first place, adding more languages to the marquee as he found them. He helped countless cultures set up backups of themselves and he asked them nicely not to continue the Dark Forest psychology into the next cycle. 



It’s what Fluttershy would have wanted.








The first thing Discord noticed were the stars. There were so many of them. In all of his existence, he had never seen this many and so brightly before.



The atom had successfully escaped the pocket universe and was already well on its way to printing a copy of everyone in Equestria. Discord quickly searched for a nice planet, and a good sun. There were so many to pick from in this primordial universe. He finally picked a small one and started manipulating it to be like Equestria.



He kept everyone that the atom replicated in stasis, and spent a long time adjusting everything to be just right.



When all was done, he flew down to Fluttershy’s cottage, held her in his arms just as he had left her, and snapped his talons.
      

      
   
      Magic is Friendship [Part #1]


      

      
      
         WARNING: First part of a longer story. I apologize. :/ Submitted nevertheless, in the hope you may still enjoy what’s been written yet. Obviously not seriously competing for any slot.



***




…And harmony has been maintained ever since.



Twilight Sparkle closed the book and raised her head. “Elements of harmony?” She chucked the book aside and snuffed the light from the tip of her horn. “Blah blah blah. What bullshit is this?” She lounged against the trunk of tree she was sitting under and looked absentmindedly at the sky. It was a beautiful afternoon and the moon was riding high. Its radiance was such that it was casting dark shadows on the ground. Princess Luna had probably ramped up the energy feed that helped maintain the cold body’s luminosity.



A remote sound of hooves shook her from her reverie. She looked down and squinted. Far away, over the backdrop of Equestria’s capital city buildings, two shapes were galloping towards her. It was too late to sneak away, unless she abandoned all her picnic stuff here. She sighed. This didn’t bode anything pleasant, but she’d better take it easy, so she picked up a long stalk of grass and bit it between her teeth. Then she slipped both her forelegs behind her mane and waited.



The two shapes came nearer. Twilight recognized Minuette and Twinkleshine. Fuck it! They’re going to invite me to another of their big yawns AGAIN, I’m sure. Too late to escape… she thought. Indeed, a couple of seconds later, Minuette and Twinkleshine skidded to a halt before a disgruntled Twilight.



“Hey Twilight! We were looking for you! Spike told us we could find you here!” Minuette chirped, panting. The sound of her chirpy, high-pitched voice made Twilight cringe. It conjured up the image of rusty, grating cogs in her mind.



“Yeah,” Twilight answered noncommittally, chewing her stalk. “That dragon’s small but has a big mouth. What of it?”



Minuette simpered and hesitated. She looked around, and her gaze zeroed on to the book Twilight had discarded minutes ago. “You still prefer hanging around with books than friends, eh?” she added and smirked. “What’s this one about?”



“None of your business,” Twilight snapped back.



“Oh come on!” Minuette protested. “Why are you so huffy sometimes?”



“And why don’t you get out of my face in the first place?”



Minuette deflated somewhat. “Are you hiding something? Is it your personal diary?” She took a step towards the book, but Twilight caught it immediately in her magic and shove it into her saddlebag.



“Nah,” Twilight said, “don’t even think about it. Want to know what it is? A frigging heap of bullshit about social cooking in the paleopony period. Meat and bones around the campfire. Get it? Happy?”



Minuette rolled her eyes. “Oh wow. I thought you’d gotten over that stupid joke of ours. We apologised, remember?”



“Yeah, of course, placing a dildo under my sheets the day the Princess comes to inspect the dorm. That was so… delicate of you, girls. So mature.”



“Twilight!” Minuette sighed. “We went over this a thousand times. Time to move on, no? Besides, it’s not our fault if the Princess discovered your collection of posters afterwards.”



Twilight groaned and frowned. “Okay. Let me get this straight: did you come all the way from school just to tell me I should feel bad about being less tight-assed than you? Because, I mean, that’s a long ride to deliver such a pathetic message.”



Twinkleshine giggled. “No. We just wanted to tell you Moondancer is having a get-together later in one of the castle private gardens. Wanna join?”



“Moondancer? Screw her. She can rot in Tartarus for all I care.”



“Why do you hate her so bad? She’s cool… well, a bit… weird sometimes but mostly okay.”



“Can’t stand that egghead,” Twilight retorted. “Always sucking up to the princess in hope of a reward of some sort. Makes me sick.”



“It’s egghead versus egghead,” Twinkleshine let slip. She winked to Minuette.



Twilight jolted her head towards her, glaring daggers. “I’m no egghead, but you are a meathead. Mind the difference. The day you dig that, you’ll—”



“So you’re not coming?” Minuette asked.



“In a pig’s eye!” Twilight answered, turning back her head towards her. “Final.” She closed her eyes, cocked her head upwards and crossed her forelegs in front of her barrel in denial.



“Okay. So—Oh!” Minuette rapped against her head with a hoof. “I almost forgot. Spike wanted to see you. Apparently some message from the Princess has arrived and—”



“WHAT?” Twilight exclaimed. She shot her eyes open and bolted upright. “You couldn’t’ve told me first, rather than all that drivel about Moondancer, you retard?” In the wink of an eye, she had magically picked up all her stuff and put it into her saddlebags. She scooted off flat out, leaving a cloud of dirt in her wake. “See ya, losers!” she yelled, flicking her head back.



***




*
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Twilight stormed into the big apartment the Princess had allocated to her. “SPIIIIIKE!” she yelled.



Her assistant was perched on the topmost rung of a ladder leaning against one of the many chock-full bookshelves. At Twilight’s cry he yelped and swayed. The ladder slipped over the rug it was set on and collapsed. For an instant, Spike flailed, looking desperately for safe purchase, then fell.



Fortunately, Twilight cushioned his fall in her magic before he crashed on the ground.



“Spike!” she said reprovingly. “I told you never to climb up so high on a ladder when you’re alone. Your wings are still ineffective, and I might not show up next time you fall.”



“But Twi,” Spike protested, looking up to Twilight’s face while rubbing his scales, “I was fetching the book you asked about—”



“We’ll discuss that later,” Twilight interrupted. “Minuette told me you received a message from the Princess?”



“Oh! Yeah! It’s over there on the lectern.” Spike shook his head towards the ancient wooden lectern the unicorn used to write her ample correspondence.



Twilight rushed to it, took hold of the parchment in her magic, broke the seal and unrolled it. She skimmed through it.



Her eyebrows raised. “Stinking horsedung!” she blurted out.



“What is it?” Spike asked.



“Sorry Spike, for my eyes only. The princess is waiting for me. I’ll be back as soon as possible.” She concentrated and vanished in a flash.



***
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“I can’t believe you’d do that to me!” Twilight grumbled. “Is that some form of punishment for… err… what you found under my bed the other day?” She lowered her head and flushed.



Luna snickered. “No, no, Twilight, I swear it’s completely unrelated. It’s just a coincidence.”



“But then… Why me?”



“You’re a natural for this job. You’re shrewd, pert enough and have an innate charisma.”



“Charisma? Me? You must be kidding.”



“Tut tut,” said Luna. “Don’t underestimate your potential.”



“But why exiling me when I’m about to reach the apex of this research I’ve been conducting for months?” Twilight’s eyes watered.



“Oh come on, Twilight! Quit being so melodramatic!” Luna grumbled. “I’m not sending you in exile. I’m sending you off for a couple of nights. Not such a big deal. Ponyville is only twenty leagues away.” She paused. “Do you want me to send you away to keep my sister company?”



Twilight’s jaw dropped. “Your… sister? You have a sister and you never told me?”



“Well,” sighed Luna, “it’s a long story…”



“Cut to the chase, then,” Twilight said.



Luna sighed again. “Alright,” she conceded. “So, here is the gist. I have a sister, called Celestia. She was responsible for the rising and setting of the sun. She turned rogue for whatever reason I’m still figuring out. It was me or her, so we had it out, she lost, I exiled her and took over her duties. End of story. Is your curiosity slated?”



“Wow!” Twilight whistled. “Must’ve been some sort of armageddon.”



Luna gazed at Twilight with heavy-lidded eyes. “Sorta yeah,” she said, “when she lost her second rook, she knew the game was over.”



“What? You… you settled this over… over…” Twilight hesitated.



“A chessboard, yeah,” Luna finished. “What did you expect?”



“Well…” Twilight scuffed her hoof in small loops, head lowered. “It sounds quite… anticlimactic? I was expecting some sort of ruthless fight, with hot pursuits, buildings crumbling, earth shaking, mountains zapped out of existence by the power of the awesome magic you wield…”



“Oh Twilight, you need to get real! I bet you watched too many cartoons lately. I mean, there was a disagreement between us, but what would the point of destroying half of Equestria be just to sort things out? We were, and still are, responsible princesses, Twilight.”



Twilight nodded. “Oh, I see. May I… I mean—”



“Go ahead,” Luna said. “Don’t pretend to be shy, I won’t buy it.”



“I don’t mean to intrude on your private matters, but what was the nature of the disagreement?” Twilight asked.



“She kept calling me Lulu,” Luna answered.



“Lulu? Mwahaha!” Twilight burst out laughing.



“And you’d better not do the same!” Luna snarled. “Unless you want to follow her.”



Twilight’s laughter died out on the spot.



“So, yeah, she kept calling me this,” Luna continued in a more mellow tone, “and in retaliation I called her Tia. From there things tumbled out of control, and there we are now. Subject closed.”



“So your sister was allegedly responsible for the rising and setting of the sun?” Twilight wondered. “Princess, how long will you keep this pretense up? I mean, everyone knows the celestial bodies move on their own. Gravity and stuff. Why carry on with those stupid legends?”



“It’s a matter of keeping everypony happy, Twilight,” Luna answered. “The layponies like that story, even though brainiacs such as you know it’s make-believe.”



“Uh-huh, I understand.” Twilight paused. Then: “Where is your sister now?” she asked.



“In the sun.”



“In the…” Twilight choked. She coughed several times before regaining her breath. “In the sun?” she resumed.



“Well, I’m still concerned with my sister’s welfare,” Luna answered, and she started pacing around. “The moon’s too cold. The nearest star’s too far away. The planets—who knows what she could’ve done there? Like, she could’ve painted ‘Lulu’ on their surfaces just to drive me wild. So, what was left? At least in the sun she can bake her precious cakes, even if the ingredients are not really fresh.” Twilight detected a tinge of spurn in Luna’s voice.



“Never planned to forgive her?”



“Hmmm…” Luna cleared her throat and shot a glance to a nearby wall clock. “I think it’s time for you to pack up, no? The phaeton is waiting.”



That was a clear dismissal. Twilight bowed and exited without another word.



***




*




***




“There’s something shady about all this Luna stuff,” Twilight said to Spike. They were flying high above the Equestrian countryside, their silvery phaeton pulled by two pegasi of the Royal Guard. The moon was about to set, but there still remained a couple of hours before the sunrise and everypony going to bed.



“What’s shady about supervising the Winter Moon celebration?” asked Spike. “I’d rather consider that an honour. It’s the longest night in the year, after all.”



“Yeah, okay, fine. But why me?” Twilight retorted. “I have about zero charisma. Most of the ponies I meet I find either antipathetic or moronic. The only other pony I seem to get along with is the Princess herself. And then, she insisted in her letter I make friends. Make friends!” She repeated and rapped her foreleg against her temple. ”She’s out of her fu… royal mind. How am I ever supposed to do that?”



Spike scratched his head. “Well maybe it’s not as difficult as you figure it? Take it easy. You’re so tense…”



Twilight shrugged. “All of this feels super-weird.” She looked around and finally leaned over the phaeton’s edge in an attempt to make out the ground below, but most of it was lost to the darkness. “I wish it were just a nightmare.”



At that very moment Spike belched a parchment. Twilight caught it in her magic before it flew away, opened it and rolled her eyes.



“What is it?” Spike asked.



Twilight hoofed the document to Spike. There were only a couple of words written on it: It is not. And it was signed by the Princess.



“And then,” Twilight carried on, “she says something about her sister and the way—”



“Princess Luna has a sister? That’s a new one on me!”



“Yeah and what’s more…” She lowered her voice to a whisper and bent over to Spike’s ear. “She banished her to the sun. But wait…”



“What?” asked Spike.



“I’ve read something in a book earlier today about ‘Elements of Harmony’ or something—”



”Elements of what now?”



“Harmony. Yeah, I know, doesn’t make any sense. But here’s the point: the book was saying the planets would aid somepony in escaping from the sun. What if it was Luna’s sister? And what if all that was somehow connected? I mean, getting sent here, the winter moon celebration, and all that stuff about making friends?”



“I don’t get it,” Spike answered. “How—uh!”



At that moment, the phaeton jerked as the two pegasi nosedived towards the village beneath them. From above, Twilight could see many small, brightly lit houses. Variegated shafts of light leaked through the windows and smeared the ground with fancy colored spots. The pegasi jockeyed the phaeton through the alleys and around the trees until they touched down in a large square right in the middle of the town.



“I guess that’s it,” Twilight sighed. Her ears dropped, and she picked up her luggage. Reluctantly, she stepped down from the carriage, followed by Spike. “Thank you, sirs,” she said to her drivers in a sombre tone. They both neighed in appreciation and took off immediately.



“What now?” asked Twilight to herself. She looked around. She was probably in the town’s central square. The place was lit by elegant, if antiquated, lampposts radiating a diffuse, lambent light. Various ponies were hurrying along past her, without noticing her presence. Apparently, nopony had deemed it important to welcome her, or nopony was aware of her arrival. Her ears drooped again.



“Well, I guess the Princess wants to put us up at the library?” Spike said. “We may as well get directions and drop our stuff inside before we go touring around the village.”



“Yeah,” Twilight replied. “The Golden Oak Library. A library carved into a tree? Do you realize!”



“Realize what?” Spike looked up at Twilight, scratching his head.



“It’s wood, Spike! Wood!” She walked around her assistant. “If ever the tree is struck by lightning, and it starts a fire, nothing could prevent it from burning the library down to ashes!” She stopped and shook her head.



Spike faceclawed. “Come on Twilight. In that part of the country, there’s no thunderstorms in winter!”



“Well, one never knows. In a foreign territory like this, we should take as many precautions as possible.”



Twilight noticed Spike wasn’t listening. Rather, he was looking at the ponies around with beady eyes.



“What’s the matter?” Twilight asked.



“Why do all those ponies have helmets on their heads?” Spike said.



And it was true. Twilight hadn’t really noticed it, but all the ponies were wearing some sort of helmet that covered the top of their heads down to their eyes and muzzle, and ran somewhat lower along their mane. She was still examining the crowd, trying to figure out the reason for that incongruous accessory, when a young mare ambled up to them. She had a dark purple coat, with puffy mane and tail of slightly lighter hue.



“Hi!” she said in a friendly voice. “My name’s Plummy Tart. I know everyone in this town, but I don’t know you, so it must mean you’re new here.”



Twilight grinned. “Hi! I’m Twilight Sparkle, from Canterlot. I’ve been sent here by Princess Luna to supervise the preparation of the winter moon celebration. We’re just staying here a couple of nights.”



“Ooooh!” Plummy Tart replied. “That’s nice! But wait, wait, wait! That calls for… a PARTY!” she shouted.



Twilight took a step backwards. “Errr… Hold your horses, there’s no reason to be stoked like that over my arrival.”



“Oh, don’t take it personally! I throw a party for every newcomer,” Plummy Tart explained. “And they’re usually GOOD because I work at the local bakery!”



“Wow,” Spike said. “Sounds yummy!”



“Yeah, but it doesn’t pay much, alas, and my family is real poor. They own a rock farm somewhere in the outskirts.” She sighed and lowered her head. Her mane and tail seemed to flatten with her sudden change of mood.



“Oh does that mean that during the day—”



“I sunlight, yes,” Plummy Tart answered, looking up to Twilight with pitiful eyes.



“What do you do?” Twilight asked.



“Well I… work at the Fruity’s. It’s a…” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “…brothel,” she finished under her breath.



Twilight’s ears flopped. “Oh my poor thing. Isn’t that too… awful?”



“Hmm?” Plummy Tart was like lost in thought. “Eh? What? Oh no! The mares over here are very delicate and understanding.”



“Mares?” Twilight blurted, taken aback.



“Yes, mares, of course. Why, all the mares are lesbian here. Isn’t it the same in Canterlot?”



“Err…” Twilight grimaced. “Not really…”



“Oh, well…” Plummy said. “Different places, different customs I suppose.”



“Definitely. But—excuse me to ask this, but speaking of customs, I mean, err…”



“Yes?” Plummy sounded curious.



“Why… Why do you all wear helmets?”



“Oh that!” Plummy exclaimed, and she burst out in a clear laughter that somehow sparkled in Twilight a feeling of warmth and coziness. “Why,” she added once she had recovered some composure, “to protect our heads from falling objects of course.”



Twilight looked at Spike, who returned her gaze, shrugging. “Do objects often fall here?” she asked.



“Well every time—” She shot a glance at the clock sitting atop the belfry. “Oh sweet Luna!” she exclaimed. “It’s about to begin! Watch out! HIT THE DECK!”



Almost reflexively, Twilight and Spike flopped to the ground. At that moment, several things happened. First of all, the bell of belfry struck six AM. Then suddenly a loud bang resounded all over the place. It shook the earth, and was accompanied by a sudden flash of iridescent light that briefly illuminated all the surroundings, fading almost as quickly as it had sprung up. Finally, the last echoes of the detonation died out.



Twilight and Spike rose to their feet, completely fazed. “What happened?” asked Spike. He shook his head, his ears still buzzing with the deafening racket.



“Well,” Plummy said. She hesitated. “It’s—”



“ME!” shouted a loud, brash voice behind Twilight, over the characteristic noise of hooves making contact with the ground.



Twilight and Spike spun around to face a mare with bright purple eyes. She had electric blue coat and mane, but what stood out was her coat: a motley patchwork of irregular spots, each one its own color, shimmering in the late moonlight. Twilight had never seen the likes of it before. She was brightly beaming, her wings flared. “Hey noobs!” she almost bayed. “How come you don’t know me? I’m pretty famous around here.” She reached a hoof to her mouth and blew on it.



Twilight could have bet she was looking down on them.



“Are we supposed to?” Twilight answered. Smugness against smugness, she thought. This mare deserves a lesson.



“Of course you are! I am the one and only Iridescent Swoosh, the fastest flyer in all Equestria. Everybody knows me, except hillbillies like you.” She stomped a hoof on the ground.



“Well, if you are, why haven’t you joined the Skypatrol already?” Twilight replied with a feigned coy tone.



“Not yet. Listen to me, purple rube,” Swoosh retorted. “Since you don’t seem to know, in order to join the Skypatrol, speed is not enough. One has to demonstrate a trick nobody’s done before. That’s why I rehearse my number four times a day: pulling off a sonic rainboom as close to the ground as possible. Did you like it?”



”Oh, I see. Regardless of the consequences, right?” Twilight looked around at the helmet-wearing ponies.



“What? Oh that?” She giggled. “What a fuss for just a few flowerpots falling from time to time on the heads of those earthbound crawlers. Really nothing to write home about.”



“Well, my dear Swoosh, the rules have changed. Princess Luna published a new edict yesterday.”



“What!?” Iridescent Swoosh exclaimed. She narrowed her eyes. “How do you possibly know? Are you trying to pull a fast one on me?”



"Okay. Young pup,” Twilight said in a sanctimonious tone, “know then that I am Her Majesty’s personal assistant and—”



“YOU?” Swoosh interrupted. “The princess’s personal assistant? Twilight Sparkle I don’t know who you are but you’re a barrel of laughs! Bwahaha!” She flumped onto the ground, in stitches. 



A few seconds later, Spike belched another parchment. Twilight seized on the fly, unrolled it, grinned, and hurled it to Iridescent Swoosh, who was still in the middle of her fit of laughter, lying on her back with her legs wiggling madly in the air.



“What?” she said when the parchment hit her head. She rolled on her side, picked the letter up and looked over it. “Oops!” she exclaimed. Her laughter died out, and she stood up. Her mane was dull from dust. She shook her barrel and flapped her wings in an attempt to get rid of some. “I’m sorry, miss personal assistant to the Princess. What can I do for you?”



“Henceforth,” Twilight declaimed, “to be considered worthy of joining the Skypatrol, one must know prove he or she is able to clean the sky from all clouds in ten seconds.”



”Ten seconds?” Swoosh repeated?



”Flat!” Twilight confirmed. “That doesn’t seem much of a challenge for Equestria’s greatest flyer, does it? So, game?”



Swoosh looked doubtfully at the night sky. “Game!” she said.



“Then go!”



“Done!” Swoosh replied.



”What?” Twilight exclaimed. ”You haven’t moved a muscle.”



“There’s no cloud in the sky, you clunk!” Swoosh came back. She chortled.



Twilight facehoofed. “Ok,” she said, ”you win for this time. But I name you responsible for the weather maintenance. And if you value your future job in the Skypatrol’s team, you’d rather take this task seriously. Maybe I could… get you a commission?”



Swoosh saluted. “Yes ma’am!” she said. “The sky will be spick and span. Guaranteed. Satisfied or refunded.” 



”Fine. Dismiss now,” Twilight concluded. Swoosh bowed and took off.



Spike trotted to the spot where Swoosh had been all the time and grabbed the parchment. He unrolled it: She is my assistant. Princess Luna. was written on it. He let it curl back and tossed it aside.



Twilight turned to Plummy. “Do you by chance know where we could find the Golden Oaks Library?”



”Of course!” the mare replied. She pointed at a thoroughfare with one hoof. “Follow that road. About three hundreds meters ahead. You can’t miss it, it’s in a middle of another square: an old, stately but gnarly oak. The library’s been closed for ages, though. Are you going to sleep there?”



“Yes. Princess Luna’s wish. I understood it was quiet and roomy.”



”It certainly is,” Plummy confirmed, nodding. “Though might be a tad dusty.”



“We’ll manage. Thanks for all, I look forward to seeing you!”



”Goodbye!” Plummy replied. “And I’ll keep you posted for the PARTY!” She waved and trotted off.



Twilight and Spike did the same, and soon they walked along a wide, still busy street lined with various shops whose windows were often tastefully decorated with sundry items. They were about halfway there when Spike halted and pulled Twilight’s tail to hold her attention. “Hey!” he said. “Look at that shop!”



He aimed his paw at a fashion shop called La Boutique. Beyond the window’s pane, assorted items of clothing were exposed. It felt like a complex mix between grunge and new-age. Ripped clothes made of burlap, scrim or even refurbished upholstery alternated with pristine, vividly colored cotton shirts and linen shawls, sometimes stamped with twirling patterns of unfathomable meaning. 



“They seem to have strange tastes when it comes to clothing,” Twilight remarked. 



Spike nodded and suddenly froze. “Wow!” he said.



A young mare—the owner?—had shown up on the shop’s threshold. Her look was itself a delicate mingle between two extremes: under a (intentionally?) carelessly flung, threadbare jeans jacket, her immaculate white coat was set off by a deep purple, perfectly preened mane. From her flank where three cyan trefoils lay, a brushed, deep purple as well, sophisticatedly coiled tail stretched. Her hooves were perfectly hooficured. What a strange combination, Twilight thought.



She whistled and gave a sultry look towards Spike and Twilight, batting her extended, raven black eyelashes. “Hey, darling!” she hailed. “Want to give a stab at some of my swag?”



”Yeeessss…” Spike muttered and he tumbled onto the ground. The mare did not budge.



“Are you talking to me?” Twilight asked.



“Of course!” the mare replied. “Who else?” She shot a glance to Spike, who lay still on the ground, as if in suspended animation. “Not to that pathetic pipsqueak, I suppose. Come on! My name’s Doozy, and I’m the owner of the shop. A mare like you should get the attire she deserves. You’re already easy on the eye, with a bit of extra care and some of my snazziest stuff, I swear I’ll make you a drop-dead knockout.” 



Suddenly Plummy Tart’s words came back to Twilight’s mind. She waved a hoof. “Errr… I’d love to but I’m a bit busy right now. You see, I’ve been sent here to take care of the Winter Night’s preparation and—”



“Awww!” Doozy whistled again. “Does that mean you live in… Canterlot?” Her eyes blazed with a sudden flame. She left the threshold and walked towards Twilight, her gaze locked on her.



Twilight simpered and took a step backwards. “Yes I do. Well I—”



“Oh wow wow wow! I’ve always dreamed of dating a looker from the capital city. So chic. Will you bring me there? I’d love to tour the city with you. The luxury cafés. The refined food. The swanky shops. The nobility in the streets. We could do so much together,” she concluded in an elated voice. She was very close  now, so close Twilight caught a waft of her heady, spicy perfume.



“Well err… yes, of course. After that… big shindig is over, we’ll fix that up, right? I’m sorry but… I… I must really scoot off!” Twilight stuttered. She levitated Spike with her magic, and bolted off.



“We’ll see at the celebration!” Doozy yelled.



Twilight ran at breakneck speed until she reached another large square, overlooked by an old, impressive gnarled oak, several meters wide in diameter. Its large trunk had been carved with a door and numerous elevated windows. Its logs and branches were full of nests. Twilight braked and came to a halt before a door carved into the trunk. She put Spike on the ground, who shook his head, as if coming back to life. “What happened?” he asked.



Twilight snickered. “I think you suffered from a sort of heart attack, young Casanova. Unfortunately, that mare is very much a lesbian I fear.”



“Shoot!” Spike let out. “She was so… beautiful!”



“Yeah, yeah, she was quite a doozy,” Twilight added, while rummaging into her saddlebags. “Ah! Here’s the key.” She fished out an old, dull-looking key which she inserted into the keyhole. She turned it. The lock resisted a little but finally clicked, and Twilight pushed the door, which hinged with a distinctive grating sound. Beyond the threshold, she thought she caught a glimpse of many bookshelves, but in the ambient gloom, she couldn’t be sure. “Come on, Spike! Let’s find out what the princess has kept in store for us,” she said. Without turning back, she stepped inside, and Spike followed suit.



(To be continued)
      

      
   
      Black Swan Song


      

      
      
         Earth’s Last Gleaming



A teenaged girl and her small dog stood outside the front entrance to Canterlot High, watching a nearby statue intently. With one of her hands she fiddles with the gemstone in her necklace, with the other she manically checks the time on her phone. 



The dog looks up at his master with concern etched on his tiny brow. “Take it easy Twilight. I’m sure everything is fine.”



Twilight reached down to pet her friend on the head. “I’m sorry Spike, I’m just so nervous! What if we didn’t solve the temporal-syncing problem? Or properly identify the override on the transformation matrix? They could pop out of the statue in hundred years as a pair of squirrels!”



“Squirrels?” the dog shook his head. “Nevermind that. What time are they supposed to arrive?”



“7:30 am”



“And what time is it?”



“7:29”



“Well there you go. Sunset might not mind a few minutes either way, but if the other you is anything like the real you she is going to be precise down to the second.”



“We’re both real Spike.” Twilight sighed. “I suppose you’re right though. At any rate there are only a few seconds left, I’m sure Sunset and the Princess will…” 



Twilight was cut off by the sudden appearance of a distortion effect on the face of the statue’s base. Also the 7:30 am alarm on Twilight’s phone. Moments later another teenage girl with red and yellow hair stumbled out of the portal that had formed. Followed soon after by a small purple horse with wings and a single horn jutting from her forehead. Twilight quickly turned off her alarm and raced over to her friend and her counterpart, Spike following close behind.



“Sunset? Princess? Are you alright?”



The girl named Sunset was the first to recover. She jumped up and grabbed Twilight by the shoulders. “It worked! It worked!” I was still human on the other side, and there was no time differential this time, and I could feel magic over there, and that might mean that we could bring more controlled magic over here, and Twilight is still a pony on this side, and that means people and ponies can now swap species at will, and and and…” With a giant grin Sunset wrapped the other girl in a bear hug and cheered one last time. “We did it!”



As the purple alicorn started to stir another alert sounded from Twilight’s phone. 



“What was that?” asked Sunset as she helped the pony to her hooves. 



“Don’t know, don’t care. This is way more important. How are you feeling? … er, both of you.” 



The pony stood slowly, still wobbling slightly “Egh, dizzy. We’ll have to recalibrate the integration matrix before any Unicorns come through. My horn passing through that much magic is like, like, I don’t know, a spotlight to the eyes is the closest analogy I can think of.”



Twilight bit her lip, then shook her head and steeled herself. “Princess, I’m so glad you are here. As yourself I mean. As a pony I mean! Gah! I mean your ability to sense magic will be very helpful on this side of the portal.”



The alicorn smiled up at her human counterpart. “It’s okay Twilight, I think I understand where you are coming from. And please, I told you, you don’t have to call me ‘Princess’. I’m Twilight Sparkle, just like you.”



“Not just like me.” the human Twilight mumbled.



“I’m sorry, I didn’t catch that.” a look of mild concern on the pony’s face.



“Sorry, it’s just, ah, less confusing to think of you as ‘Princess’.”



The pony frowned slightly for a moment, then shrugged. “I suppose I see the practicality of it.” 



Sunset checked her phone quickly and addressed her compatriots. “It looks like our experiment was a resounding success! The rest of the students will probably be arriving in twenty minutes or so, so we should probably take our measurements. If the portal is locked to the statue on this side like we thought we might well be able to move it to a more secure location. We should probably get Principal Celestia up to speed if that’s our plan though.”



“Right” the two Twilights said in unison. The pony looked bashful while the human gritted her teeth. 








After twenty short minutes, too many of which were taken up by Sunset trying to translate the Equestrian Analyze Dweomer spell for Twilight's use, the School buses and student cars began to arrive. 



“Princess, you should either hide or go back through the portal for now, we don’t want to cause a scene.” said Twilight



“Alright, I’ll stick around though, I’d like to see my other friends on this side before I go.”



“Umm, sure. But how are you going to remain hidden?”



“Invisibility spell!” the Princess said with a grin.



Twilight clenched her fists slightly. “Makes… sense. Look, cloak yourself,” she looked to Sunset “and can you make sure no one enters the portal accidentally?”



“Can do boss.” Sunset saluted.



“”I’m worrying over nothing, aren't I?”



Sunset put a hand on Twilight’s shoulder. “Little bit. Hey, I get it. This is all new and scary and world changing. And maybe you didn’t have the best first experience with magic. But we’ve got time. Go gather up the gang.  According to our readings we’ll need to talk to Celestia anyway, we can probably get permission slips for being late to class at the same time.”



With a quick smile and a nod Twilight set off.



A few minutes later Twilight returned with Applejack, Rainbow Dash, Pinkie Pie, Fluttershy, and Rarity. A huddled conversation later informed the newcomers of the additional Twilight present and the plan once the courtyard surrounding the statue emptied. 



Fortunately the last student entered the school soon enough allowing the pony Princess to reveal herself to her friends. While six humans and one equine caught up and expressed shock about true forms not matching imagination, Twilight found herself wandering off to the side of the group. Looking back she saw Fluttershy asking if she could see the Princess’s wings more closely. As the pony extended a wing Twilight decided now would be a good time to check that alert from earlier. 



Checking her phone she saw it was a news bulletin. She frowned, she had not set many news items to actually chime if they occurred. And most of the things on that list were not good. With a sinking feeling she navigated to the source of the alert and began to read.



Seconds later she dropped her phone, her body so frozen shock she didn't even notice the tears now welling in her eyes. 



Soon after she once again felt a comforting hand on her shoulder as she turned to look into Sunset’s eyes. After a moment of Twilight standing speechless Sunset spoke up. “Uh, your phone looks okay. Um, do you want to go somewhere private and talk?”



Twilight started to shake her head when she noticed her counterpart looking at her. She looked worried, all her friends looked worried. That wasn’t important right now. Where was her line of thought going? Right, the Princess… the portal! That was it!



With a shake of her head Twilight address the group. “Okay, everyone listen up! We need to get everyone, and I mean everyone through this portal ASAP!”



The Princess was the first to regain her wits from the shock of that idea. “Uh, Twilight, we haven’t done any large scale stress testing. We have no idea if the portal can handle all the students going to Equestria. Even if the portal can, the journal linking the two worlds might burn out. But I think the main thing is none of us know why you want everyone to go to Equestria.”



“First of all I didn’t say all the students, I said everyone! All seven billion of us! Although it’s probably too late for most of them. Even if they are still alive they could never get here in time and we can't risk contamination regardless.”



“Contamination? Was there a disease outbreak?” Sunset asked. Still holding Twilight’s phone she looked at the alert that had freaked Twilight out so much.



“Worse, so much worse. Someone was stupid enough to make molecular assemblers without a failsafe mode!” At seven blank stares Twilight continued “Nanites! It’s the Grey Goo scenario!” 



Sunset looked up from Twilight’s phone. “Switzerland is gone. France, Germany, and Italy will be dead within three hours.” Her face had gone pale. 



“Because of the trade winds, the Atlantic ocean, and the fact that the nanites probably can’t travel faster than the speed of sound we probably have more that ten hours of evacuation time, but that is a lot of variables and I just don't know! So we need to get everyone through that portal NOW!” 



The Princess walked up to her and looked her in the eye. “Twilight, if something is killing entire countries on the other side of the world then I understand you. And as a representative of the Equestrian government I would be happy to offer sanctuary to any who need it. But if I am going to commit to this path I need to understand the nature of the threat you face, I can not allow Equestria to be put at risk.”



“ARGH! FINE! But I’m only explaining it once, too many live are being lost every second we delay.” Twilight turned and started running to the Principal’s office and yelled back “Come on, we’ll need Celestia’s help to evacuate the school so we will need to tell her too.”








In the Principal’s office with Celestia and Luna Twilight was struggling to explain the depth of the problem. “Okay, you know the story of the wizard who enchants a broom to make more copies of itself and it keeps replicating and replicating?”



Luna blinked, “We know the general parable, yes.”



“We have a similar story in Equestria.” the Princess supplied, receiving yet more surprised looks from the adults.



“Yeah well, I don't know who, but someone made one, a real self replicating machine. And it’s currently eating its way across Europe. By this time tomorrow, at the latest, there won't be a living thing left on the surface of this planet.”



Celestia glanced over at her computer and then back at Twilight “It seems you aren't the only one to think so. But what do you expect us to do about it?”



“And what is she?” Luna pointed at the Princess who just rolled her eyes. 



“She represents our way out. You know about the magic around Canterlot High. It seeped in from a portal to her world that is affixed to the base of the statue in front of this school. We can go there, destroy the portal from that side, and the nanites will never be able to reach us. We can’t save everyone, but maybe we can save enough that humanity will survive.“ 



Celestia nodded, stood and reached for the intercom. “I will tell all the students to meet by the statute. Does anyone have any other suggestions?”



When Celestia’s eyes passed over Sunset, Twilight and the alien she saw steel in their expression. When glancing at the other five she saw haunted faces and shivering bodies. 



Despite her obvious fear, after a moment Applejack spoke up, “Yeah, tell them to call their families, get ‘em to come here too.”



“Their friends too.” Pinkie whispered, looking deflated.



“Get them to tell everyone they call to call everyone they know.” said Rainbow.



“Maybe we should call the mayor and the police chief, let them know we have a plan of sorts.”  offered Rarity.



“The other schools too. I’m sure Dean Cadence will want to evacuate Crystal Prep.” said Twilight.



After another moment it became apparent that no more suggestions were forthcoming. “Very well done girls. Make your phone calls then meet us at the statue.” 








While walking to the portal with her counterpart and Sunset the pony Princess turned to Twilight when they were out of earshot of the others. “Not calling your family?”



“Celestia will call Cadence. Cadence will call my brother, and he will call my parents. I need to focus on the bigger situation.”



“And what is your honest assessment of the situation?”



“Most of the human race will be dead by tomorrow. I’m trying to think long term. From what I’ve read our species has come back from a population of less than 10,000 before, so that seems to be the minimum number for all of this to be worth it. This town has a population of approximately 6000. If we are able to arrange it perfectly we might be able to get one person through the portal every second. That’s 3600 people an hour. 86,400 in a day, but we almost certainly don't have a ,day.  The nearest major city has a population of 700,000 and the entire state has a population of 5.5 million. Getting them here wouldn’t be the biggest challenge, it’s only a few hours drive from the farthest part of the state to here. There’s just no way to get people through the portal fast enough for it to matter. “



“I’m sorry, I’m just still in something of a daze. This is all so surreal to me.” said the Princess.



Twilight grabbed the Princess in her shaky telekinesis and slammed her back first against a nearby locker. “This is my world! Sometimes random crap happens here and there is nothing you can do about it. We can’t all be lucky enough to come from a utopia where everyone loves you and nothing ever goes wrong!”



For the third time that day a comforting hand found its way to Twilight’s shoulder. “Let her down Twilight.” said Sunset. The rest of their friends were standing behind Rarity’s raised shield.



“Gah! Of course you’d take her side.” Twilight let the Princess go.



“There are no sides here Twilight. I may not have been born here, but I’ve lived here for years, and I had planned on staying. I came to love this world and I’m proof the other world isn’t perfect.”



Twilight fell to the floor, crying in earnest this time. “It’s just so hopeless. I don't even have a list of the problems with this situation.”



Choosing to re-enter the conversation the Princess sat beside Twilight on the ground. “I might know of a magic that could help. I doubt it could restore the dead, but it might be able to stop the spread of these nanites. It’s called the rainbow power and its predecessor was quite versatile, performing both banishment and transmutation. We were able to restore magical balance to our entire country using it.”



Twilight perked up at that. “That is certainly getting closer to the scale we would need…” 



“The only magic that works on that scale is altering the orbit of the Sun, Moon, or planet.” said the Princess.



“You can really do that?”



“Yes… I’m surprised Sunset didn’t mention it to you.” She glanced at Sunset who just shrugged.



“Sorry, I just assumed that was some sort of propaganda Sunset fell for.”



“Um, well, at any rate, that sort of magic doesn’t really help us.”



“Are you kidding? Princess, try and think bigger! We can’t stop these things. Nothing can. They might eventually spread beyond the Earth. The entire galaxy could end up destroyed. You can stop that. Once we have saved as many as we can you have to through the Earth into the Sun!”



“What!?” the Princess looked horrified



“Look we don't have time to argue,” Twilight stood up and started marching towards the statue “Celestia and Luna will be coming any minute, then we need to have a settled course of action. This world is doomed, if we can save all the other world that might be out there we have to do it. And let's face it, we have nothing left to lose.”



The Princess spoke up again. “It might not be doomed though. As I said, if I can go get my freinds we might be able to save this world.”



Twilight wheeled on the spot and stared into the Princess’s eyes. “Fine you have my attention. What does this Rainbow Power do and how does it work?”



“No one is sure how it works, but it seems to restore Harmony to the word. These nanties seem like they would qualify as unnatual.”



Twilight let out a bitter laugh. “Maybe in your world. Here they are based on entirely natural laws and behave like super powered bacteria. The only thing unnatural in this world is magic!”



The group of girls exited the school and made the way to the statue in the courtyard in silence. After a minute the Princess spoke up again. “I’m sorry Twilight but you still havent given a real reason to not try. I should go and-”



“Wait.” squeaked a tiny voice not heard since the news was discovered this morning, save for a rushed phone call to her parents and brother.



The Princess turned. “Yes, what is it Fluttershy?”



“I, I dont understand most of what you two are saying, but someone said these things are like a bacteria, like a disease. And Twilight” she pointed at the pony “you said that you wanted to try restoring balance. But, um, what if that’s like giving a disease an antibiotic?”



Twilight’s eyes went even wider than the first time. “Fluttershy, you just saved more lives than anyone can possibly imagine. But you girls need to go through this portal now!” Twilight reached down, grabbed Spike and shoved him into Fluttershy’s arms.



Sunset and the rest of the girls looked confused, but the Princess spoke up. “You think these nanites might be able to learn to manipulate magical energy?”



“Not learn, no, it would be more of a natural selection process.” Twilight shook her head to clear her thoughts,“It doesn’t matter. The point is those things must never be allowed to interact with magical energy. And that means you girls have got to go. NOW!”








Twilight, Sunset and the Princess sent their friends through with instructions for the Spike on the other side. He was to send a message to Princess Celestia and Luna and start arranging accommodations for the many humans that would soon be incoming.



After Principal Celestia and Luna had arranged the students into a mostly orderly queue, with each teacher checking to ensure their charges were accounted for, Twilight finally had a moment to think.  A moment that was soon interrupted by Sunset. 



“Not that I’m not grateful that our friends are safe, but, the three of us represent the the highest remaining concentrations of magic in this world. I get why we need to stay, but our friends would have wanted to help and it wouldn’t have been any worse with them here.”



“Three things. They can help on that side. I would have been even harder to concentrate if I was worrying about them too. And finally, It absolutely would have been worse. The magic concentration would have been higher. We don't know how much worse, but we are dealing with the fate of the multiverse. We can not risk letting the nanties follow us.”



“I guess it’s hard to see the forest for the trees sometimes. How is the thinking going?”



“Not good, I’ve come up with a hierarchy of priorities. Save the multiverse, save as many humans as possible, save this universe, save the solar system. I’d add save the planet, but despite what the Princess say,” she chin pointed at the pony be gawked at by the students filing through the portal, “I think it’s a write off.”



Sunset frowned but nodded. “I might have an actionable idea that fits that mould, but I want to hear if you have any ideas first.”



“No, I just have another problem. Even if we went through and closed the portal immediately, there would still be residual \magic by the time the swarm arrived. The Princess throwing the Earth into the sun won't help, assuming she can move the Earth at orbital velocity it’ll take two months to get there. That’s a lot of potential exposure. Honestly it would be better if we could just blow up the Sun.”



“Well, that doesn’t seem likely.”



“I know. She’s have to be able to stop fusion in the core of the Sun over an area, I don’t even know! As big as possible, thats for sure” That is when Twilight noticed the pony staring at her.



“Your Celestia thought my presences was slowing the line down. Something called rubbernecking.”



“You heard?”



“You want me to blow up the Sun.”



“Yes.”



“Everything I’ve ever learned about astro-manipulation revolves around not doing that. Not to mention that we are standing on a planet orbiting the star you want me to blow up!”



“I know, I know. But we’d have eight minutes after you trigger the detonation to get through the mirror. Its the best plan I’ve got!”



“Eight minutes? How far away is your Sun?”



“Uh… roughly eight light-minutes? 150,000,000 km for what it’s worth. A nova shockwave travels at about light speed.”



“Honestly, that sounds outside my ability. Maybe Princess Celestia could, but there is no way l would be able to.” 



“So thats your plan?” asked Sunset.



“I guess. Still need to find a way to get more people through the portal.”



“Should probably track down the sirens too. They may still be magically active. And if they’ve been around since the Equestrian Classical Era they may know if there is any local magic we need to be concerned about.” said the Princess.



Sunset just gave her a wry look.



“What? I did some research when I got back.”



Twilight spoke up again. “Alright Sunset. What is your idea that you clearly don't want to tell me?”



Sunset sighed. “You really aren’t going to like it.”



“Just tell me.”



“Midnight Sparkle.” 



Twilight reeled back as if slapped. “NO! I put that behind me. You helped me put that behind me!”



“I know, I know. That’s why I think it might be different this time. But you we’re able to rip holes in reality, holes between worlds, and that is what we need right now. As you said, our biggest problem is getting people through fast enough.”








How many could you save?
      

      
   
      To Be Dazzling


      

      
      
         Adagio and her fellow Dazzlings stopped to catch their breaths. Looking behind them, it didn’t seem like the angry crowd had followed, and they had long left the sound of their jeering behind them.



They could finally stop running.



The three looked at one another, too exhausted for words, and began the long walk home.







It was a quaint little townhouse. Nothing extravagant, but not so small that they felt crowded to the point that they wanted to strangle each other.



Most of the time.



As soon as Adagio opened the door, Aria forced her way past both of them and rushed into her room. She slammed the door behind herself and collapsed against it, eyes squeezed shut.



“Ah-Ah-Ahhh… Ah-Ah-Ack!” She cringed and covered her ears, unable to accept that the terrible noise really was her singing. Her own voice felt sandpaper in her throat. A banging at the door forced her eyes open.



“Aria!” Adagio shouted. “Open this door!”



“Go away!” Aria scowled and pressed on her ears even harder.



“...Aria?” came a much softer voice.



Shaking, Aria finally uncovered her ears.



“Please don’t leave us alone...” Sonata finished.



Aria forced herself onto her feet, opened the door, and prayed she didn’t look as pathetic as the sight before her. Unfortunately, she knew that she did. All of their outfits were wrinkled, dirty, and in a pitiful state of disarray.



Aria left Adagio and Sonata standing in the doorway and sat back down against a wall, staring at the floor in front of her. Sonata turned to Adagio, but all she did was walk past Aria and sit down, too.



“C-come on, girls!” Sonata said as she walked over. “We can still… We could… We…” She collapsed in between them and hugged her knees. “What do we do now, Adagio?”



Adagio looked down at her hands—at the shattered remains of her once-beautiful pendant—and for the first time, she didn’t have an answer.



“Why are you asking me?” She squeezed down on the shards until her hands shook. “I thought my last plan was perfect. I thought I had everything figured out.” Her jaw clenched as her entire body tightened up. “And look what happened. This all happened because… because of my lead.” She brought her knees up and rested her forehead against them.



“...So what?” came a familiar, sarcastic voice.



Adagio’s eyes snapped open as she turned to face the voice. Aria had her signature crooked grin, and Sonata was smiling along with her.



“You’re still Adagio Dazzle,” Sonata agreed, “the most dazzling girl we’ve ever seen.”



Adagio had to take a breath to steady herself. “You really think so?”



“You think we stick around for your charming personality?” Aria asked, sporting that teasing kind of smile that Adagio normally couldn’t stand.



“It’s because we always stay together,” Sonata said. “Adagio, Aria, and Sonata—no matter what.”



Adagio took a deep breath and crawled over enough to hug them both tight around the neck.



“Thank you, girls,” she said softly. “We’ll get through this together.”








Adagio lifted her head from the pillow and took a moment to steady her swimming vision. Her entire body ached, but that was to be expected after the events of the previous night. The prospect of simply collapsing back into her mangled bedspread had its appeal, but she forced herself to her feet and marched to the bedroom door.



An acrid smell assaulted her nose once she opened the door and made her jaw clench. With a huff, she stomped down the stairs and glared daggers at the sight before her. The other Dazzlings were already seated in the dining area. Aria was scowling with her arms crossed while Sonata beamed up at her.



“Morning, Adagio!” she called. “I made to-oast!” She flinched when her attempt to sing out the word made her voice crack, but her smile only wavered for a second.



Aria finally turned her eyes in Adagio’s direction. “Sonata made toast,” she warned.



With fists clenched tight at her sides, Adagio looked at Sonata, her eyes demanding an explanation.



“I-I know I’m not supposed to cook,” Sonata said quickly, hands held up in defense, “but-but Aria always does the cooking and…” She trailed off as she sank into her seat.



Adagio brought a hand to her forehead. “Aria handles the cooking because she’s actually good at it,” she said through clenched teeth.



“Someone here has to be,” Aria muttered with a roll of her eyes.



Sonata carefully came out of hiding. Adagio wasn’t screaming at her yet, so that was a start. “After everything that happened,” she continued, “I just thought I’d give Aria a break, you know?”



Adagio redirected her spiteful gaze at the stack of blackened toast sitting on the table. The sight of it caused her nose to curl and made her scowl even more pronounced.



“Uh, well—” Sonata said nervously. “The first time in the toaster didn’t make the bread dark enough, so I put it again, but that made it too dark, so then I tried putting the bread in the other way, but that…” She bit her lip and looked down. “That didn’t help…”



“That’s ‘cause toasters don’t work that way,” Aria said, eyes narrowed.



“Well, they should!” she shot back defensively.



Adagio brought a hand up between them. It was far too early to deal with them bickering with each other. Her hand clenched into a fist as she lowered it.



“Our toaster fits two slices of bread,” she said slowly, trying to keep her voice even. “Why are they all like that?”



Sonata brought her arms up and gave her a sheepish smile. “I didn’t want the first two to feel bad…?”



Adagio forcibly pulled her own chair out and took a seat. “Unbelievable…” she muttered as she served all three of them their own slice of toast. Sonata’s lip quivered as she struggled not to frown, while Aria openly turned her head away in disgust.



Adagio picked up her slice and chomped down on it like she was biting the head off of one of Sonata’s dolls. She glared at the two sitting across from her as she forced herself to chew.



“Well?” she demanded. Neither of them made a move, still avoiding eye-contact. “Eat.” She turned to Aria specifically. “Sonata got up early to make us breakfast. Show some appreciation.”



Aria’s entire body clenched in aggravation, but she picked up her toast and took a tentative bite.



“You, too, Sonata,” Adagio said, taking another bite. “You’ve certainly earned it after going through so much trouble.”



Sonata squeaked out a little whimper as nibbled at a corner of her slice.



“What’s wrong?” Adagio said sharply. She drank from a cup of orange juice, hoping to wash the taste out of her mouth. “We’re all eating the breakfast you made for us. Why aren’t you smiling?”



“I-I’m not hungry,” Sonata said, getting up from the table. “I’m gonna go shower.” She sprinted past them before anyone could object and flew up the stairs.



“Fine,” Adagio grumbled, dropping her half-eaten slice of toast. “And don’t use all the hot water!” she yelled after her. Adagio got up and collected the burnt toast before walking to the kitchen. She dumped them into the trash can in a very unceremonious display. “What a waste of bread.”



Aria strolled over and leaned against the counter. “So what’s gonna happen now?” she asked. “I doubt the landlady will keep on letting us stay here for free.”



“We have her convinced we’re the three sweetest girls in the world,” Adagio reminded her. “I’m sure if we pout our lips and bat our eyelashes, she’ll give us any extension we need.” Adagio demonstrated by striking a pose so sickeningly sweet that it made Aria’s stomach turn. Or maybe it was the toast.



“But you’re right,” Adagio admitted, dropping her facade. “I’ve been thinking about it, and we’ll probably have to get… jobs.” She cringed at the word.



“Ugh,” Aria growled.



“I don’t want to hear it.” Adagio gave her a pointed look, but took a calming breath before continuing. “In the meantime, I have an idea that might help us.”



Her words hung in the air, with the memory of her last idea still fresh in their heads. Aria shifted her weight and tilted her head.



“...Want me to make us all pancakes?”



Adagio let out a breath and dropped her head.



“I thought you were never gonna ask…”








Sunset Shimmer walked through the halls of Canterlot High, and for the first time, felt truly at ease about it. The other students had finally stopped giving her distrustful looks because of the events of the Fall Formal. A few even smiled and waved to her. She no longer felt the need to hide herself behind her books and binders. She could finally hold her head up and smile.



Things were starting to look up for—



“Whoa!”



Sunset was forcibly pulled into a random classroom before she could react. She spun at the sound of the door closing to see Adagio leaning against it.



“You?!” Sunset glared at her. “What are you—”



Adagio held a hand up. “Before you sic your dogs on me, I need to talk to you.”



Sunset’s battle stance relaxed as she took stock of the sight before her. Adagio certainly looked a lot less fierce in her muted hoodie and jeans than she did in her purple-and-gold ensemble. She had her finger hooked into her choker, waiting for some sort of response.



“Where are your friends?” Sunset asked, crossing her arms.



“Oh, they’re around,” Adagio said casually. “I told them to keep a low profile. Right now, it’s just the two of us.”



A chill ran up Sunset’s spine, though she refused to let Adagio notice. “What do you want from me, then?”



Adagio took a deep breath. “I want… I want you to give Sonata and Aria a second chance.”



Sunset’s eyes widened and she suddenly felt too numb to formulate a response.



“You can hate me and blame me for whatever you want,” Adagio continued, “but Sonata—she couldn’t hurt a fly.” Her shoulders slumped. “I mean she really couldn’t. She once almost started crying because she dropped her pencil.”



“R-really?” Sunset finally managed.



Adagio nodded. “She wouldn’t calm down until I sharpened it for her.” She straightened up again. “And Aria—she’s been right there for both of us through everything. If I’d been banished here with only Sonata for company… Ugh, I’m getting a headache just thinking about it!” Her fists shook at her sides, but relaxed once she let out a breath.



“The point is,” she said evenly, “everything that happened is my fault. Mine. They don’t deserve to be dragged through the mud with me. And the way I see it, if there’s anyone in this… miserable school who’d be willing to give them a fresh start…” She looked up into Sunset’s eyes. “...It’d be you.”



“I—I don’t—” For the first time since their encounter started, Sunset Shimmer wanted to run. She had been prepared for a fight, but now she wanted to run away as fast as she possibly could. Before her stood a girl who was defeated, vulnerable, and powerless—and that terrified her. Everything she had be trying to escape and forget about was standing right in front of her.



Visibly shaking, Adagio took a step forward and clenched her fists.



“...Please.”








Adagio, Sonata, and Aria followed behind Sunset as she led the way to the music room. Even though the halls were already empty, the Dazzlings stayed huddled together and continued to check every direction as they walked. Once outside the door, Sunset closed her eyes and let out a sigh.



“Are you three ready?” she asked, turning to face them.



“We’ll just need one minute,” Adagio said pleasantly, putting on a smile. She dragged Aria and Sonata out of earshot and pulled them in close by grabbing a fistful of their hoodies.



“Alright, listen, you two,” she whispered harshly. “We’re only getting one chance at this, so don’t screw it up!” She glared at each of them to ensure she had their complete attention. “I am not facing another rainbow of Equestrian magic because you two can’t stop being idiots for five minutes! Understand?”



“Nice to have the old Adagio back,” Aria said flatly.



Adagio’s scowl deepened to the point that a shark would turn tail in fear, but she sighed and let them go.



“Look, I’m sorry, okay?” She shifted awkwardly. It wasn’t often she found a reason to apologize to them.



“Whatever,” Aria said, straightening out the wrinkles in her hoodie. “Just don’t hug us again.”



“Yeah,” Sonata agreed, “you’re not very good at it.”



Adagio growled, but let it be. “Are you ready, girls?” She could feel Sunset’s eyes on them, and it likely wasn’t in their best interest to keep her waiting.



A noncommittal shrug and a nearly imperceptible nod told her that they were about as ready as they’d ever be.



She turned and led her fellow Dazzlings to Sunset Shimmer and the door that awaited them.








Rainbow Dash idly tuned and strummed her guitar, more to pass the time than out of actual necessity.



“Ugh,” she groaned loudly. The rest of her friends turned at the sound. “Where’s Sunset?”



“It’s not like her to be late,” Fluttershy agreed. “I hope nothing bad’s happened to her.”



“She’s probably just been held up,” Rarity said. “I’m sure she’ll be along shortly.”



“It’s her first rehearsal since joining my—our band.” Rainbow flashed them a sheepish smile. “Shouldn’t she—”



Everyone turned at their attention to the door as it pushed open.



“Sorry I’m late,” Sunset said nervously. “I just, um—” She bit her lip, and it didn’t escape her friends’ notice that she kept looking back at the doorway.



“Somethin’ wrong, Sunset? Applejack asked.



“Uh, well, I didn’t exactly come here alone.” Her words prompted the arrival of three other girls.



“Hi…” Sonata said, waving shyly.



“It’s the Dazzlings!” Pinkie screeched.



“Rainbooms! This is not a drill!” Rainbow shouted as they all grabbed their instruments. “One, two, three, four—!”



“Wait!” Sunset shouted, flailing her arms. Her friends stared at her blankly as she regained control of her breathing. “Girls, I’d like you to meet Adagio Dazzle, Sonata Dusk, and Aria Blaze.”



“Hi,” Sonata repeated, only to be elbowed by Aria.



“Uh, Sunset?” Applejack said. “What’s goin’ on?”



Sunset sighed. “The Dazzlings are looking for a fresh start.” She stopped to look at the three, each of them shifting uncomfortably. “...And I think we should give it to them.”



“What?!” came a chorus of six different voices.



“Don’t you remember what Twilight said?” Sunset said. “They’re just three harmless teenage girls.”



“That may be, darling,” Rarity said slowly, “but after everything they’ve done?” The rest of the Rainbooms nodded in agreement.



“Come on, girls,” Sunset said. “What would Twilight do?”



The girls looked over at the Dazzlings across the room as they reflected on her words. The three had difficulty looking any of them in the eye. In spite of everything that had happened, the Rainbooms couldn’t shake the feeling that those three scared girls looked like they could use some friends.



Pinkie zipped across the room and popped up in front of Sonata.



“Hi!”



“Hi?” Sonata looked at her confused.



“Wanna cookie?” Pinkie reached into her puffy hair pulled out a cookie.



“Uh—yes!” Sonata happily accepted the cookie and took a bite. “Mmmm!”



Pinkie suddenly grabbed her and pulled her away. “I’ve got some games in my bag. Wanna play?” Technically she was asking, but Sonata was barely able to keep up.



“Okay!” she said, laughing as they went.



Aria shook her head and walked over to Rarity.



“Can you believe those two?”



“Oh, I love Pinkie Pie to bits,” Rarity said, “though I do wish she could rein herself in at times.”



“If I know Sonata, they’re only getting started.” The corner of Aria’s lip lifted into a crooked grin as she held out a hand. “Name’s Aria.”



“Rarity.” She gave her a dainty handshake. “A pleasure.”



“I like your hairclip,” Aria said with a vague gesture.



“Why, thank you!” Rarity gushed. “I simply adore your hair ties!”



Adagio looked around with a critical eye. “So, where’s your friend?” she asked. “The purple one with the leg warmers.”



“Twilight ain’t here,” Applejack answered, “but she can be here if there’s any sign of trouble.”



“Hmm.” That was all the acknowledgement Adagio gave her before walking up to Rainbow Dash. “I suppose that means you’re in charge?” she asked, looking her up and down.



“Maybe I am,” Rainbow said fiercely. “What’s it to you?”



The two locked eyes as all other activity in the room slowed to a crawl. Sunset Shimmer bit her lip nervously as they continued to stare each other down, daring the other to flinch—to display even the slightest hint of weakness.



Adagio grinned and turned to Sunset. “So is that guitar just for show, or do you actually know how to handle it?”



Sunset smiled in relief. “Why don’t you three take a seat?” she said, gesturing over to the piano. “We were just about to start rehearsal.”



Sonata bounced up on top of the piano and casually kicked her legs over the edge while Aria found a place to lean against it. Adagio took her place between them, hooked a finger into her choker, and gestured for them to begin.



The Rainbooms got into position and readied their instruments.



“This song is still kinda new,” Rainbow Dash said, “so it might not be as awesome as it could be.”



With that, Applejack started off the song with a strong bassline as the rest of the instruments joined in. Adagio found herself smiling in spite of herself and was surprised to find her foot was tapping. She turned to fellow Dazzlings. Aria was nodding along while Sonata was patting her hands on her lap and bobbing to the beat. They had lost their voices—maybe forever—but Adagio felt a little more at ease knowing a love for music hadn’t left them.



As the music swelled, the Rainbooms began to rise off the ground and exploded in a brilliant flash of light. Adagio’s eyes went wide as pony ears sprouted on their heads and their hair extended to their ankles. She quickly grabbed the other Dazzlings’ hands and squeezed tight, her heart pounding so hard she could barely hear the music anymore.



The song died down as the Rainbooms descended back to the floor and the light faded. They returned to original forms and gave the Dazzlings an expectant look that slowly transitioned to one of concern.



The Dazzlings released each other’s hands and applauded stiffly.



“Are you three okay?” Sunset asked.



“It’s just—” Adagio started. “We thought…”



“You know,” Sonata said nervously, “rainbows and lasers and stuff.”



“We wouldn’t do that to you,” Fluttershy assured them.



“...Twice,” Pinkie added sheepishly.



“That just happens when we play, darling,” Rarity said. “Nothing to trouble yourselves over. We still have time before lunch begins. Would you three perhaps like to hear more?”



With their breathing and heartbeats finally back under control, the Dazzlings were able to smile and nod.



“We’d love to,” Adagio answered.



“Alright,” Rainbow said, smiling.  “Fluttershy’s written up a great new song for us.”



“Maybe you three could even help us out with it,” Applejack said with a wink.



Adagio smiled at the prospect as music and light once more filled the room.








Dear Princess Twilight,



Today, the girls and I made some very—Sunset tapped the pen against her chin, trying to think of a fitting word—unexpected new friends. She looked up from the book and saw Fluttershy watching with a smile as Adagio nervously pet a white bunny rabbit. Adagio jumped when he leapt into her arms, but she happily returned the nuzzle he was giving her.



I’m hoping to properly introduce you to them the next time you visit. I know they’ll really want to meet you when they can.



“You bake?!” Pinkie shouted in excitement. “We should totally trade recipes!”



Aria rolled her eyes, but Sunset was able to catch the corners of her mouth curling upward at the idea.



It’s difficult to say where this new friendship will take us—



Sonata watched with rapt attention as Applejack continued pointing through her scrapbook and describing the pictures. She could barely imagine having such a large family, considering she only ever had Adagio and Aria for company.



Sunset smiled at all of her friends, old and new, as she turned back to her book.



—but I think the future’s looking bright.
      

      
   
      Eyes of the Night


      

      
      
         Gather round now, children. Closer now - there, good. Hmm? What? Oh, yes, you may come to, Pinkie Pie. No, there is space aplenty, you are welcome! Now, are you all comfortable? Good. And how has the Nightmare Night of everypony gone so far? Oh? That well? Most fortuitous, indeed! I am glad you each had a good, ah, ‘haul’, as you so eloquently put it. Hmm? What? You mean to tell me nopony has told you why you are all here?



I would have sworn I communicated that earlier. No matter! Children! Tonight I shall tell you a story, but I warn you, it is not for the faint of heart! Gather together, hug your friends, so when I am done you all shall tremble in fear of the Tale of the Headless Horse!



    ...What do you mean you all already know that one? You are certain? Yes. It is the one with the wedding. Well! In that case, I shall tell you of the Galloping Ghost! Now, all of you, sit and be-



    You’ve heard that one too? What of the Haunted Saddlebags? Hmm. That one is also out, then. Very well. Am I to understand each of you has heard every tale from within this book?



    Oh. I see. I am sorry then, children, I had thought to tell you a scary story but you have heard all of these and I prepared no others. Yes, I do know other tales, but they are from long ago in a time unfamiliar to all of you and I am given to understand ponies care little for the old era. 



    What? You wish to know? Truly? Well! I need a moment to consider. Perhaps? No. What of - ah! Yes. This may do well.



    Children, would you like to hear a tale from when I was but a child? Oh, splendid! I first heard this from my sister, though I believe she heard it from a wandering bard. Back in those days, there were far fewer books, and most ponies did not know how to read. In truth, I did not know till I was of an age older than you are now.



    But I digress. Very well! Tonight, children, we shall sit, and I shall take you to long ago! Close your eyes. Clear your thoughts. Listen to only my words. Together, let us hear the tale of the Eyes of the Night.



    Long, long ago, ponykind had not yet learned so much of what we now take for granted. Pegasi had not tamed the skies. Earth ponies had yet to bond with the land. Unicorns knew not how to raise the sun and moon. The world was wild and unknown. Danger lurked in every forest, in every cave. The sea churned with mighty serpents whose eyes were tall as trees just as wide, whose jaws could swallow dragons whole.



    Ponies clustered together in herds for protection. We had not yet learned the art of building cities. We knew of fire, yes, and the nights would be lit in flickering shadows as ponies huddled together close to the flame, eyes out to the darkness, wary of any who would seek to prey upon them.



    Is it so hard to believe? The very Everfree that borders the town of Ponyville you all call home is fraught with peril. Manticores, hydras, timber wolves, and more dwell within. In this long ago era, many of the great beasts now chained deep within Tartarus still roamed free. Heroes of ponykind such as Clover, Starswirl, Thunderstorm, and yes, my sister and I had yet to appear. Dragons freely roamed the skies taking and pillaging as they wished, for no dragon lord had yet arisen to bring some semblance of order to their kin.



    It was a time when even I can understand why ponies would shun the night. Under sunlight they could easily watch for any movement and stand or flee together. At night, the ground itself was treacherous; the skies were dark and the moon did not yet shine brightly enough for ponies to easily see where they ran. A wrong step could send you tumbling, could lead to accidentally rendering oneself lame, and unicorns had not yet learned the healing arts, now zebras potion-making.



    And in this world there was one tribe who lived in an area much like Ponyville is now. They dwelt within the great plains at the foot of an ever greater mountain, and to the west as a forest wider and deeper than the darkest Everfree. 



    This tribe feared the monsters that dwelt within the forest. Though they would set their fires at night, they needed to spend hours upon hours each day gathering wood, and still more hours standing vigil, and there was no time for laughter, no time for songs, no time for play. Only the work of safeguarding the tribe, and of finding enough to eat.



    Still, there was love amongst the ponies of the tribe, and this tribe had within it pegasi, unicorns, and earth ponies all working together in concert.



    One day, the leader of the tribe called everypony together, for she had a request to make.



    “I am grown old,” said their Chieftess, Morning Dew. “Long do we toil each day. And long do we stand vigil each night. Before my time comes to run with the Eternal Herd, I must choose my successor. The one who will lead us must be brave. They must be swift. And they must be wise. But most of all, they must care for their fellow ponies. And so I say to each of you : I shall name as our new leader the pony who finds the greatest gift for the tribe. In three moons, I shall make this choice. You have until then! So I have spoken!”



With that, the herd was dismissed to return to their labors. Most ponies, though they might dream of leading, knew in their heart of hearts such a burden was not for them, and so they would pass the three moons living their lives as they always had.



But there were three ponies for whom Morning Dew’s words ran true. There was Leafrunner, of the earth ponies, the strongest warrior of the tribe. There was Golden Glow of the unicorns, who wielded the most powerful magics known to her people. And there was Shadowsong of the pegasi, who spent her days toiling in the forests, and her evenings listening at the hooves of her elders, and her nights flying in circles above the herd, always vigilant for danger.



Together, the three of them set out for the top of the distant mountain, a place nopony had ever gone and returned. They knew that within slept a great dragon, for in the time of their granddams of their granddams, the dragon had last woken and its hunger had been terrible indeed.

    

    They travelled for an entire moon till they were at the foot of the mountain, and the summit to the peak was half a moon more. But they were each determined in their own way, and none of them faltered in their dedication to the task at hoof.



    And lo, at the end of their journey they stood before a deep, dark cave. A cold wind blew from within, for the dragon that slept in this cave was no fire-breather. No, this dragon was a beast of darkness, and its heart was colder than the frozen north.



    “I shall go in first,” announced Leafrunner, “For I am the strongest among us. I do not fear the dragon. I shall venture into its lair and make off with its greatest treasure.” And so Leafrunner set off into the cave.



    “We should follow him,” said Shadowsong. “What if he finds himself in danger?”



    “Then it shall be one less pony to compete against us,” replied Golden Glow. “And he shall surely fail. He has no magic to aid him. Who knows how deep the cave is? He may fall into darkness, for unlike me, he has no horn to conjure light.”



    But Shadowsong would not be disloyal to her kin. “Very well!” sniffed Golden Glow. “Go and get eaten too! But know that I advised you otherwise!”



And so she too travelled into the cave. She kept to the air, braving the cold wind so that Leafrunner would not know she followed. The light faded away, and only the sound of his hooves told her where to follow.



The cave, however, was great and broad, for the dragon that dwelt within needed to be able to leave when it awoke, and so eventually Leafrunner found himself within its lair. And there? There he found a great trove of glittering gold and jewels, and artifacts.



    His eyes were drawn instantly to a shining spear - but that spear lay close to the sleeping dragon. And what a dragon it was! Its hide black as pitch, its scales hard as diamonds, and each tooth the size of a pony! But Leafrunner was brave, and so he walked right up and snatched the spear, and in his greed he woke the dragon.



    It shifted, reared, rose itself off of its great pile of treasure. “Who are you?” it hissed in slithering serpentine saying. “Who are you to dare to steal from my lair?”



    “I am Leafrunner of the Tribe of the Green Plains!” he replied defiantly, “And I have come to claim this treasure to prove my worth as Chieftain!”



    “Foolish pony,” chuckled the dragon, “You may be brave, but bravery alone will not save you from me.” The dragon opened its mouth wide, and its neck moved lightning quick, and in but an instant Leafrunner was gone, swallowed by the beast.



    In this time, Shadowsong remained hidden along the dark corners of the cave, scarcely allowing herself to breathe. She wanted to save Leafrunner, yet what could she do? She knew that to challenge the dragon now would be to only invite her doom.



    And so she hid, and gazed across the dragon’s horde. She had no interest in the weapons, nor the armor, for weapons could be broken and armor shattered, and the gift to the tribe would eventually come to nothing.



    In due time, Golden Glow came along, her horn lit to herald her arrival. By now, the dragon had returned to its slumber, and Golden Glow was free to examine its horde. She did not make the same mistake. Instead, her eyes fell upon a tome, a tome etched with arcane sigils that promised new, unheralded magics within it. 



    She carefully reached out with her magic to grasp the tome and lift it up - only to freeze as the dragon began to laugh. “Foolish pony,” it spoke, “Though you are smarter than your friend, did you think I could not smell you? That I would not sense your coming? You shall meet the same fate he did.”



    Golden Glow was quick of wit, and where Leafrunner had stood his ground and fallen, she cast a brilliant flare of light, blinding the beast and causing it to roar with rage. Then, she turned tail and ran, ran carrying her stolen prize towards the mouth of the cave.



    The dragon, however, drew in a great, deep breath, and then his fury spewed outwards, a great wave of darkness that raced towards the entrance. And though Golden Glow was brave enough to face the dragon, though she was powerful enough to irritate him, she was not fast enough to flee in time - and so she was caught in the dragon’s breath, and she and the tome were both frozen in place like a statue. Unmoving, a new trophy for the dragon to rearrange at its leisure.



    The dragon settled down within the darkness to sleep once more, and in that time, Shadowsong remained still and watching. And she saw amongst the horde glimmering lights, gemstones that had glowed in the wake of Golden Glow’s power, shedding light throughout the cave.



    “If I can bring these to the tribe,” she thought to herself, “Then we shall not need to chop firewood all day long, for these shall glow from within and give us a new way to be safe at night.”



    And she waited there, a day and a night, until she was certain the dragon slept once more. Only then did she make her move, careful to never touch the ground, flying slowly and silently around his lair and gathering gemstone after gemstone until her saddlebags weighed her down.



    Only then was Shadowsong ready to leave. She mourned the loss of the others, but knew that there was naught she could have done. She was but one pony, and the dragon mightier than the entire tribe.



    So Shadowsong began to fly away, only to hear a hiss behind her. “Little pony,” spake the dragon, “When your companions thought to steal from me, did you not learn? Now you have interrupted my slumber again, and I find I am hungry. I believe I shall feast on your kin - but I shall start with you.”



    Shadowsong did not wait for him to strike! She flew, fast as she could fly, and though the gemstones were in her saddlebags their combined light let her passage. When the dragon realized it could not simply gobble her up, it began to inhale, to destroy her as it had Golden Glow.



    But Shadowsong was not only brave, and not only loyal, and not only wise.



    Shadowsong was fast!



    She erupted from the cave, instantly soaring up, up, up into the darkness, and the dragon’s fury echoed raged from within the cave as it rose for the first time in generations in pursuit of her.



    But Shadowsong expected this. She wanted it, for she had listened. The dragon was ready to eat, and if she fell, then there would be none left to warn the tribe of its coming. She flew, up, and up, and up, higher and higher into the sky with the dragon hot on her tail.



    She could not go north, for she would not lead it to the northern tribes. Nor could she go east, or west, for she knew that ponies and other creatures lived that way too, and she would not sacrifice them to the dragon’s fury.



    And she could not go south, for that is where her own people dwelt. And so she fled to the one place she could - the sky. Higher, and higher, and higher, ever higher into the cold and dark with the dragon in endless pursuit.



    But as she flew, she began to tire, and her saddlebags began to grow heavy, and the dragon drew ever closer. So she did the only thing she could. She opened her bags, and threw one of the diamonds down, down towards the dragon whose breath licked at her tail. She felt her burden lighten, she felt herself gain speed, but it was not enough.



    Again, and again, and again, and again she sacrificed her precious gemstones, each one abandoned so that she might fly ever higher, ever deeper into the night sky.  And again and again and again and again the dragon’s enchanted breath licked at her tail, but she always remained just out of reach.



    Finally, there was but one gemstone left. Shadowsong shut her eyes, and though she knew it meant she would have failed her tribe, she cast this last gemstone behind her, and the dragon roared in her wake.



    But this time, at the end of the roar, there was only silence, and when she turned around, she saw no sign of the dragon. Down, and down, and down she flew, but she could no sign of the beast, for in its endless pursuit, in its furious attempts to freeze her within the skies, it had used up all the frozen fire within, and a dragon without fire cannot survive.



    Still, she had failed. She landed at the outskirts of the plains and walked back to her tribe with her tail tucked and her head drooping, and when she returned, they were waiting for her.



    “I am sorry,” Shadowsong whispered, “I have failed. I failed to save Leafrunner and Golden Glow, and I failed to bring anything back from the dragon’s cave. I had found a great treasure of stones that glowed from within, but the dragon chased me, and I had to give them all up to escape.”



    “Shadowsong,” replied Morning Dew, “You have not failed us! Did you never think to look behind you? Have you not looked up since your return?”



    Shadowsong looked up. Where once only the dim light of the moon had lit the darkened heavens, she now saw that her gemstones remained suspended in the sky, adding their light to that of the moon. “The dragon’s breath!” she exclaimed, “It froze the gemstones within the sky!”



    “And thus, you have not given only us a gift,” replied Morning Dew, “But you have given a gift to all the creatures of the world. Now the night shall forever shine with new light, and we shall be safer for we shall be able to see beyond the lights of our fires.”



    And thus, children, whenever you look up at the stars, remember that they shine because of Shadowsong. Remember her bravery in facing the dragon, and her swiftness in flight, and her wisdom in letting go when the time came and so bestowing a gift upon us all.



    Of course, because she had brought about the end of the dragon, there was the matter of what lay within its hoard - but that is a story for another time. And lo, so ends the tale of the Eyes of the Night, which are the stars that shine down upon us to this day.



    Thank you, children. May you rest well this Nightmare Night, and know that even within the darkness, there is always a light above.



    Mm? A question? I did not see you join us, Twilight Sparkle. Did you enjoy the story? Splendid, and -  Yes. It is true that I control the stars as well as the moon, but I do not see how - 



    Twilight Sparkle! It is a story! Cease thy nitpicking at once or thou shalt be sleeping on the couch tonight! We shall not warn thee again!



    Ahem. Thank you, children, and fare thee well. Good night, children of Ponyville. Good night, and pleasant dreaming.
      

      
   
      Zephyr Ruins Everything


      

      
      
         “So this is Ponyville,” Shining Armor said as he stepped off of his chariot. “Well, it's no Canterlot, but I suppose I can see the appeal.” He turned to the pegasi who had pulled the chariot. “You two are off-duty until the Princess arrives. I'll be supervising the preparations for the Summer Sun Celebration myself.”



The two pegasi departed with a salute, leaving Shining Armor to fend for himself in unfamiliar and potentially hostile territory. Fortunately, his years of guard training had prepared him for exactly such a situation. So after taking only the shortest of pauses to adjust his armor, he asked a small filly for help.



“Excuse me, I am Captain Shining Armor of the Royal Guard. Can you please direct me to,” he paused to check his list, “Zephyr Breeze?”



The filly's eyes lit up as he spoke. Shining Armor was not unaccustomed to this. It was a common reaction from fillies and colts who hoped to someday join the guard. He himself was once one of those colts. “Are you here to finally arrest Zephyr?” That, however, was a considerably less common reaction. Especially when said with so much excitement.



“No, I am here to supervise the preparations for the Summer Sun Celebration. I was told that he is the pony in charge of the event.”



The filly, an orange and purple pegasus with a scooter, sighed and looked down as she spoke. “Yeah, he is.”



Oh no,Shining Armor thought. Surely he couldn't be. Not in Equestria. Not in a town like this. As important as Shining Armor's assignment was, he knew that other things were more important. He crouched down to the filly's level. “What's your name?”



“Scootaloo.”



“Okay. Scootaloo, look, I'm a royal guard. You can tell me anything you need to, and I can promise that nothing bad will happen, and everything will be okay. So please tell me, is Zephyr...hurting you?”



Scootaloo's head snapped upright. “What‽ No! It's nothing like that! He hasn't actually done anything illegal, as far as I know. I was just hoping that maybe you know something that I don't.”



Shining Armor stood up straight again. “But if you don't think he's done anything wrong, why do want him to be arrested?”



“Basically, Zephyr is the worst.”



“What do you mean by that?”



“He's just terrible.” Scootaloo sighed again. “Look, if you really want to meet him, just come with me and I'll take you to him. Then you'll see what I mean.”








Zephyr Breeze held up his hoof as Shining Armor approached him. “Yeah, I think we can do that for them. We'll talk soon,” he said as a unicorn mare transcribed his words. “Okay, send that off.” Zephyr put his hoof down and turned to face Shining Armor as the mare walked away.



“Hello, I'm—”



“There's nopony I have to send that letter to,” Zephyr interrupted. “But soon, there will be. Welcome to the Dreamatorium, aka the headquarters of Entertainment 720. We got a pool table, a ping-pong table, a couch with a ceiling on it, in-house DJ, DJ PON-3, and best of all, former Wonderbolt Deadlift Shrimp is on retainer. What's up, Deadlift?”



“Zephyr, what does this business do, exactly?” Shining Armor asked as Deadlift walked over.



“As little as possible,” Scootaloo mumbled.



“It's a multimedia entertainment production conglomerate,” Zephyr replied.



“I don't know. You have a lot of overhead here,” Deadlift said doubtfully. “Have you ever thought about scaling back a bit and focusing on building your client base?”



Zephyr gave a fake laugh. “Thanks a lot, For Bits Magazine, but we didn't hire you to give use business advice; we hired you to look pretty and fly stunts. So why don't you head over there and do your thing? We want people to see you when they come in, Deadlift.” Deadlift shrugged and took to the air.



Zephyr turned back to Shining Armor. “We're living the dream.”



“Uh–huh. You are the one in charge of the festivities for the Summer Sun Celebration, right?”



“Of course I am. You'd be crazy to go to anypony besides Entertainment 720 for all of your entertainment needs. Don't worry, bro. I've got it all taken care of.”



“Well, I'd still like to see what you've done, just to make sure that everything is in order.”



“Of course it's in order. Look at this, we've got vaporized cider.” Zephyr sprayed a vaguely apple-scented mist in Shining Armor's face.



“And that's for the celebration?”



“No, that's just the type of thing we've got here at Entertainment 720, because we're just that hip.”



“I see.”



“And look over here. We've got models to spare!”



“Is that one wearing a rainbow wig?”



Scootaloo facehooved. “Don't ask.”



“Of course she is. Is there any mane quite so beautiful as Rainbow?” Zephyr's eyes glossed over as he stared at the indifferent mare. Shining had a feeling that this was similar to the expression his friends told him he got when he thought about Cadance. Only creepier.



Shining Armor turned to Scootaloo and lowered his voice so that Zephyr couldn't hear. “Nothing is ready for the celebration, is it?”



“Nothing I'd want a princess to see.”



“How about this: if you help me throw something together today, I'll see if I can't get an auditor or two to come down and give this place a look.”



Scootaloo smiled like an orphan who just found out she was getting adopted by a princess. “Don't worry, Shining. We'll get this done in ten seconds flat.








“Okay, so Rainbow Dash has taken care of the weather, the Apples have food covered, the Pony Tones will be providing music, and simply moving the event outside means we don't need to do any more decorating. I think that should be sufficient.” Shining Armor put his list away and looked at his companions. “Now the only question is what to do with you three.”



“You could make us Ponyville's official detachment of the Royal Guard,” Scootaloo suggested.



“Or maybe get us our own suits of shining armor, no pun intended.” This suggestion came from Sweetie Belle, who had quickly befriended Scootaloo while Shining Armor made plans for the Pony Tones with her sister, Rarity.



“Or you could at least teach us how to use that cool sword you have,” said Apple Bloom, another friend who the fillies had made while Shining Armor made catering arrangements with the Apples.



Shining Armor chuckled. “Sorry, Apple Bloom, but if there's one thing that having a younger sister has taught me, it's that I shouldn't trust cute little fillies with sharp objects. That, and how to build a book fort, but I think Twily is pretty unique there. And while I am thrilled that you three have decided that you want to join the Royal Guard, I don't think I can do much with your other suggestions until you're older either.”



The fillies shuffled their hooves in embarrassment. “Actually, it's not that we want to be royal guards, exactly,” Scootaloo said.



“We're really just interested in getting our cutie marks for now.” Apple Bloom continued.



“And we won't know if guarding or swordplay are our special talents unless we try, right?” Sweetie Bell added.



Shining Armor rolled his eyes. He remembered his own quests for a cutie mark as a child. “I suppose not, but if you really want to try to get swords for cutie marks, you'll have to talk to your parents. There is no way I'm getting myself involved in that again.



The three fillies frowned as their hopes and dreams were shattered before their eyes. Instinctively, they each turned to every young pony's ultimate trump card.



“Sorry girls, but your cute little pouts aren't going to work on me. I have a younger sister, remember? No, tearing up is not going to help. No, that won't—fine, how about this: I'll go drop off my armor, and then I'll take you out for ice cream to thank you for all the help you've given me today. What do you say?”



The fillies broke off their stares and formed a huddle. “What do you think, girls?” Apple Bloom asked.



“I say we take the deal,” Sweetie Belle said. “We can't just turn down ice cream.”



“Yeah, but then we won't get to play with swords and find our cutie marks,” Scootaloo countered.



“The swords were a long shot anyway,” Apple Bloom added. “The ice cream is guaranteed. Besides, maybe we'll get ice cream-eating cutie marks.”



“I've never gotten a cutie mark when I've eaten ice cream before,” Scootaloo said doubtfully.



“Well, maybe you were doing it wrong,” Sweetie Belle suggested.



“How do you eat ice cream wrong?” Scootaloo asked.



“I'll tell you what,” Shining Armor interrupted. “I'll also make sure you meet a princess or two tomorrow.”



“DEAL!” the fillies exclaimed as one.



“All right then,” Shining Armor said with a laugh. “Come on; I'm staying at the library, which I believe is just up ahead.”








“Hello?” Shining Armor called out as he entered the library. “Is anypony here?” He took the silence as an answer. “Doesn't this town have a librarian? And why is it so dark in here? The sun hasn't even set yet.”



The room was suddenly illuminated, revealing a gray earth pony. “Surprise,” she said in a dull monotone voice.



Shining Armor paused, awaiting any further explanation, but after several seconds, it became apparent that none was forthcoming. “Excuse me? Who are you? What exactly is the surprise here?”



“My name is Maud. This is your surprise party,” she said in the same drab voice. “My sister throws one for every new pony in town. Her Pinkie Sense told her you would be coming, but she had to go to Griffonstone to teach the griffons how to bake properly, so left me in charge of this party. I hope you enjoy it.”



Shining Armor looked around the large central room of the library. The only ponies there besides himself and Maud were Scootaloo, Sweetie Belle, and Apple Bloom, who had entered the library when they heard what they were disappointed to learn was not the start of a Pinkie Pie Party. There also did not appear to be any food, games, decorations, or anything else one would expect to find at a welcome party. In short, these festivities appeared to be just as extensive as those handled by Zephyr Breeze.



“Well, I can see that this is quite the party, but I really should be going.”



“I put some rock candy on the table,” Maud said, apparently oblivious to Shining Armor's attempt to politely leave. The fillies, reasoning that candy is candy, proceeded to investigate this as Maud continued. “Now I'll start the party by reading some of my poetry.”



Before Shining Armor think of an excuse to avoid this, the door burst open and the last pony Shining Armor wanted to see strutted it.



“Guess who's here!” Zephyr Breeze exclaimed as he entered. “That's right, everypony, it's your one and only favorite stallion, moi. I heard there was a party here, and where there is a party, there is Zephyr, and were there is Zephyr, there is a party!”



Shining Armor decided that the lack of a disgusted look, or any other emotion, on Maud's face meant that she was probably okay with Zephyr's presence, and proceeded to grab the fillies and slip out of the “party” unnoticed by Maud and Zephyr.








Shining Armor was tired. He had planned to get a few hours of shut-eye before Princess Celestia arrived, but two insurmountable obstacles had prevented this. First, Zephyr seemed to believe, despite all evidence to the contrary, that there was a party happening in the library, and that this party would last all night long. Maud had also remained in the library through the night, though Shining Armor was not sure if this was because she was also convinced that their sad gathering was a party, or if prolonged exposure to Zephyr had left her comatose.



The second reason that Shining Armor had been unable to sleep was that he had been stuck supervising Scootaloo, Sweetie Belle, and Apple Bloom, who had started calling themselves the Cutie Mark Crusaders somewhere around 2 AM, throughout the night. Since at least two-thirds of their legal guardians had needed to stay up working on the last-minute preparations he had foisted upon them, he thought that keeping the fillies out of their manes for the night was the least he could do. He still thought that Scootaloo's claim that Rainbow Dash had adopted her was somewhat dubious, but since it was traditional to stay up through the night before the Summer Sun Celebration anyway, he had decided not to press the matter.



He had met with Princess Celestia when she arrived in Ponyville, but she could tell how tired he was and had insisted that he remain off-duty and let her take care of herself. She had, however, been quite happy to briefly meet the three wide-eyed fillies who had helped him so much before sending them all on their way to enjoy the rest of the night.



And now, so many hours later, the night was almost over. In just moments, Princess Celestia would appear and raise the sun. Then he could drop off his three charges and finally get some sleep.



Yup, he thought as the mayor announced Princess Celestia's arrival. Any moment now.



It's been an awful lot of moments now.



And that's when Nightmare Moon appeared.








Shining Armor was exhausted. He had planned to sleep for many hours after Princess Celestia raised the sun, and really, that still was his plan. Unfortunately, Nightmare Moon had postponed all sun-raising activities indefinitely.



So instead of sleeping, Shining Armor found himself searching for a way to defeat Nightmare Moon. Thoughts of Twily had inspired him to check the library, and he was fortunate enough to find Maud there once again, as it turned out she had recently been researching the Elements of Harmony, the very relics which Princess Celestia had used to banish Nightmare Moon a millennium ago, because they were “very interesting rocks.” However, he was also unlucky enough to Zephyr, who alternated between being determined to stick with Shining Armor for protection and being determined to stick with Shining Armor for adventure.



And to make matters even worse, the combination of the chaos of Nightmare Moon's return, the urgency of defeating her, and the Cutie Mark Crusaders' determination to help had made it impossible to find any other responsible adult to take them while Shining Armor searched for the Elements of Harmony. But as much as he hated to bring three young fillies into danger, he did have to admit that they were better company than Zephyr and Maud, and he was technically more qualified to keep them safe than anypony else in town.



And so it was that after several hours of danger, adventure, battle, and a general lacking of sleep that Shining Armor and his companions found themselves facing down Nightmare Moon in an ancient castle with the Elements of Harmony in their hooves.



“Can you please figure out how to use those things soon?” Shining Armor said, the strain obvious in his voice. “I don't think my shield can hold her for much longer.”



“Sorry,” Scootaloo said, “but there aren't exactly any 'fire magic rainbow' buttons on them.”



Maud closed her eyes and began to recite from memory. “The Elements of Harmony can only be used by ponies who exemplify the virtues they each stand for, and only when those ponies are good friends.”



“Well, I know we haven't know each other for long,” Apple Bloom said, “But I already feel like I've been friends with Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle for years.” The two other fillies nodded their heads in agreement.



“And I think you're a good friend too, Shining Armor,” Sweetie Belle added. “We had a lot of fun with you yesterday.”



“Thanks, girls. I don't mind calling you friends either. But please hurry up.”



“And Maud, you're...okay,” Scootaloo added lamely.



“Thank you, Scootaloo. That's the nicest thing anyone I'm not related to has ever said to me.”



“Wait, really?” Scootaloo said in surprise.



“So we're all good there,” Shining said impatiently. “Now what are the virtues?”



“First is Loyalty,” Maud said, pointing at the corresponding element, which Sweetie Belle rolled to Shining Armor, “Honesty,” this one was pushed to Maud, “Generosity,” Apple Bloom took this one, “Magic,” which Sweetie Belle, the only other unicorn, took, “Laughter,” which ended up with Scootaloo, “and Kindness.”



The ponies all stared at the final Element. “I don't suppose that one pony can use two of them, can they?” asked Apple Bloom.



“Not unless they're an alicorn,” Maud answered.



The five ponies turned to look at their final traveling companion. Or at least his tail, which was all they could see poking out from behind his hiding spot.



“You're sure none of us can use more than one of them?”



“Definitely.”



“Drat. Hey, Zephyr, take this thing and point it at the bad mare,” Scootaloo said as she shoved the final Element to Zephyr, who reluctantly took it and emerged from his hiding spot.



“All right, gang, let's hope for the best.” Shining said with all the confidence he could muster. “On the count of three, I bring down my shield. One. Two. Three!”







Nightmare Moon was kind enough to let them live.
      

      
   
      Music After Midnight


      

      
      
         There was no moon over Ponyville tonight. The stars shone in the sky, the bright pinpricks of light still the barest imitation of the moon’s brilliance. Not that it mattered. Even a thousand years later, most ponies still slept through the night, leaving the hours of deep darkness to other creatures.



Still, not every pony found it easy to sleep at night. One home in Ponyville still had a light shining through its downstairs windows, signalling that Luna’s hours did not go completely unobserved.



Vinyl Scratch sat at her turntable in the dim light of her shared living room, staring at the various controls in front of her, drowning in the silence of the night. 



She sighed. No. Not silence. Worse. Way worse. The ticking of the antique clock that Tavi had stuck in the corner of their living room pierced her headphones and pounded in her ears, the mechanical noise calling out each and every second she spent not producing anything worth anything.



She was stuck literally listening to the sound of her dreams dying in real time. 



Staring at her hooves, she started to fiddle with the controls again, if for no other reason than to make a bit of noise and silence the stupid clock. She’d have it out with Tavi tomorrow. If she had to get rid of that awesome neon sign she found in Manehattan because it distracted the snobby mare during cello practice, Tavi could get rid of that super noisy piece of junk. 



All she needed was some sort of idea to start with. A theme. A concept. Even just a sound.



Or she could just give up and go get a job at the Hayburger because she was a total hack who couldn’t put together a single new song – let alone a full album. She hadn’t had a legit gig in months.



She shook her head and shoved her mane out of her face, forcing herself to take a deep breath before she looked back down at the blinking lights in front of her. All she needed to do was focus. She just needed to produce a new track. Just one. 



Her eyes drifted down towards the table’s doors, where she’d stuffed a crumpled page from the Manehattan Times. 



If she did that, she’d at least have something she could put on the next album that absolutely nopony bought or liked.



She took another deep breath, forcing her eyes back to the board and refusing to let them drift. If she could just get started on something she was happy with, she promised herself she’d go hit the town and have some fun tomorrow. 



Maybe Tavi would want to come and they could unwind together.



Thinking of her roommate gave her an idea. Maybe she could sample one of Tavi’s songs. 



Building on the work of a talented musician would probably work well enough. Why not just make her next album feature Tavi, while she just kept herself as an uncredited collaborator. That’d probably work great. Ponies’d lap it up.



She shut her eyes and slid off her headphones, throwing them on the table. The idea had merit. Really. It did. The improv piece they’d done for Cranky and Matilda’s wedding had been pretty great. Maybe all she really needed was to try a bit of collab work to get the creative juices flowing again. She’d been in this rut for like, two months at this point. Getting out of her own head might be exactly what the doctor ordered.



Of course, she wouldn’t need to get out of her own head if she could just put together a decent track.



So what could she do with Tavi’s sound? Just start with something her friend had already done? Ask her for a custom piece? Probably not, since she’d need to give the cellist something to work with first.



She tapped her hooves on the board, letting her mind wander as she thought back over all the times she’d heard Tavi play, trying to feel out the right sound and right beat to go with it. Maybe something dark? Everything she’d done lately had been upbeat and light dance tracks, so perhaps heavier—



Vinyl nearly jumped out of her fur as the clock rang, twelve metallic gongs shattering her concentration, obliterating whatever idea she’d had going, and declaring to all of Ponyville that she had wasted another day achieving absolutely nothing. 



Something in her head clicked. She wrapped her magic around the turntable and flipped it off her sound system, wires tearing free as it tore off the table and crashed to the floor. 



Her chest heaved as she stared in slack-jawed horror at the device laying on the ground, pieces of the case having scattered across the floor. A few residual sparks flew off the wiring that, months ago, she had painstakingly worked on to get the absolute best sound she could on her limited budget. All the garbage tracks that hadn’t been worth anything, but still represented all her recent work, were probably gone.



Just paying rent had been eating away at her savings. There was no way she could afford to fix it without getting a gig, and she couldn’t get a gig without it. Not that she could get a gig with it, anyway.



She jammed her muzzle into her forelegs and screamed before just going limp.



She’d go get a job at the Hayburger tomorrow and quit music forever. To Tartarus with her “special talent.”



Her ears twitched at the sound of hooves pounding on the stairs. 



Tavi rounded the corner, descending stairs two at a time. “Scratch, are you…!” she started, but trailed off as her hoofsteps slowed. After a moment of hesitation she continued, “What happened?”



Trying to hold back the tears she could feel welling in her eyes, Vinyl made an off-hoof gesture, indicating that her turntable and mixer had fallen off the table.



“I can see that much,” she said, annoyance creeping into her voice.



The ticking of the clock filled the room as Tavi lapsed into expectant silence.



Vinyl failed to restrain a muffled sob as she slid off the table and sat back onto her haunches, her eyes filled with tears. She tried to wipe the tears as she looked away, struggling to hide her face from her roommate.



Tavi’s voice softened as she repeated her question. “Scratch, what happened?”



Another muffled sob escaped Vinyl as she struggled to come up with some way to tell Tavi she was fine and that she could go away. Shame swelled inside her as she caught the concerned look on her friend’s face, as well as her sleep-bleared eyes and bed ruffled mane. 



Everything had gone to Tartarus all at once, and now it’d just keep getting worse and worse.



“Vinyl. Come on.”



She tried to turn further away as the embarrassed heat in her cheeks threatened to pull even more tears out of her. At this point Celestia might as well just strike her dead and save her the trouble.



“Vinyl,” Tavi repeated again, her voice firm and commanding.



“Knocked it over on accident,” Vinyl squeaked out, her faint voice even more strained than usual.



Snorting, Tavi shook her head and sat beside Vinyl. “I am not going anywhere until you actually bloody well tell me what happened. You’ve been acting like even more of a pain in the flank than usual lately, you know, right? Waking me up in the middle of the night like this is just about my limit for putting up with it.”



Still unable to meet her roommate’s eye, she gestured at the table’s door and kicked it open, revealing the neat – if now ruined – wiring inside and the sheet from the Times that she’d stuck in there a while back.



Tavi rolled her eyes and stuck her head in, pulling the paper out and spreading it out on the the table where she could get just enough to light to read the dark and wrinkled print. 



Not needing to see what it said, Vinyl shrank even further back. She’d read that stupid rag dozens of times already, committing it to memory. If she’d wanted, she could have recited the entire thing, word for word, off the top of her head. 



Tavi glanced back at her, clearing her throat. “Coming from the star of some Canterlot’s hottest events, DJ-P0N3’s first album, When the Bass Drops, feels disappointing. Despite the promise shown in her shown in her appearances at some of Canterlot’s hottest events, this lukewarm release—”



Using her telekinesis to take the paper back before she heard it anymore, Vinyl crushed it and jammed it back under her table. She finally locked her tear filled eyes with Tavi, cursing the pony for reading it out like that. Shouldn’t have shown her.



“That review was from months ago, Scratch,” she said.



Vinyl shrugged.



Tavi was the one to break eye contact this time, searching the ceiling for something. Instead of continuing the conversation, she walked around the table and prodded the turntable and mixers with her hoof. “Come on, Scratch. Help me get this off the floor. I remember helping you install this thing. It is obnoxiously heavy.” Without waiting for a response, she hooked one end of it and waited for the assumed help.



Not having room to protest, Vinyl used telekinesis to lift the other end, straining while Tavi did not even look bothered. 



It only took a second for the two of them to get it back on the table, a fresh wave of anguish washing over Vinyl as she got a good look at the damage she’d caused. One of the platters had actually cracked and bent the spindle, while several of the mixer’s elements had sheared off. It really might have been totaled.



Tavi sighed as she picked up a few of the loose pieces and tossed them onto device. “You really did a number on that thing. I’m no expert, but it looks quite broken.”



Frustrated tears squeezed out of Vinyl’s eyes again. 



“I notice that you haven’t been running off to many jobs as of late,” Octavia said.



Vinyl stayed silent.



“You also haven’t asked me to listen to any of your mixes in a while,” she continued.



Vinyl didn’t move.



“And, thinking about it, you also haven’t tried to drag me out on cider runs or the like in weeks,” she added as an afterthought.



Vinyl looked at the floor.



“I really do think your machine is broken,” she concluded, returning to her original point.



“Don’t care, ‘m done,” Vinyl managed without a hic or sob.



“Bollocks, Scratch. While I’m quite sure you think you’re serious, I know you aren’t.” The glare Vinyl levelled at her could have torched obnoxious ponies in the club, but Tavi ignored it. “I’ve watched you work, and I know you love it. You would shrivel up die if you stopped making your,” she took a deep breath, making her distaste for the word clear, “Wubs.”



Vinyl shot a glance at her turntables and mixer. Not that them being broken made that much of a difference in the end. 



“Are you broke?”



Without any real escape from Tavi’s inquisition, Vinyl took the easiest way out and just shrugged again.



Vinyl rocked back as Tavi spoke up again, her voice sharp as a razor, “Why haven’t you let me know about any of this? Am I your friend, Scratch? Have I not come to you with my share of troubles?”



The nod Vinyl answered with was almost impossible to see.



“Then why will you not do the same for me, you stupid git?”



Because she didn’t want to admit that she was having trouble. Because she was ashamed of the review. Because she thought she was an utter failure. Because she felt like a hack. Because she was jealous of Tavi’s success. Reasons raced through her mind, each and every one of them shameful and embarrassing. 



Worse, she knew that none of them made a good excuse for shutting out her best friend.



Tavi wrapped her forelegs around Vinyl and squeezed, the pressure and warmth cutting through her thoughts. “You really are an idiot, letting that chew you up like this.”



“I…” she started, but failed to finish as whatever walls she’d managed to build broke, letting loose a torrent of tears as she buried her face into Tavi’s coat, her body shaking with unrestrained sobs.



She’d completely and utterly lost control.



Tavi didn’t speak as she sat and held her friend, waiting for the sobs to die down.



“Bad review,” Vinyl choked out, “Barely sold, no jobs lately, can’t produce nothing...” After a few moments of silence, she felt a hoof press firmly against her muzzle.



“I really wouldn’t have figured DJ-P0N3 would go to pieces over little things like that,” Tavi said with a smile. “Who’d have thought that the sickest DJ in all of Ponyville had such a sensitive side.”



Vinyl sniffled and laughed at the same time, almost choking.



“Except for me, I suppose. It’s a big part of why I like her.” The muzzle pressure increased as Tavi pushed her back and broke the hug, taking a good look at her tear-stained eyes. “Bad reviews happen, Vinyl. I’ve certainly had my fair share of them. Sometimes they’re right, sometimes they’re wrong, and sometimes they were written by right twats who wouldn’t know good music if I hit them with my cello. Still, I’ve learned a lot from my critics.”



Vinyl nodded without believing it.



“Wait here a minute,” Tavi said, before turning and trotting up the stairs and back to her room. A moment later she returned, holding a record sleeve in her mouth. 



Vinyl gaped as she looked at a copy of her own album.



Tavi set it on the edge of one of the speakers before continuing, “Personally, I liked it enough to buy my own copy. I would have asked you to sign it, had I not suspected you’d tease me about it forever.” She offered a lopsided smile before she continued, “Though I suppose that would have been a preferable alternative to all this.”



Another sniffling laugh escaped from Vinyl. She really would have. The idea of Tavi headed down to the record shop to buy that stuck in her brain in a weird way. Did she wear a disguise so other ponies wouldn’t see her do it?



“And I am rather sure that I can’t be the only pony. Which, if you ask me, is the important thing. I doubt I will ever have my name in flashing lights in Manehattan.”



Vinyl shook her head. “Why? You played for the princess.”



“Scratch. While I consider it one of the greatest honors I have ever received, I was, essentially, a glorified background element who only received attention because Pinkie Pie did her best to completely derail my performance. I love what I do, but I do not expect fame and fortune to come with it. Just knowing that there are ponies out there who appreciate what I do is all I want. Besides, it is not as if I am the only pony in this room who has played for a princess.”



“Yeah,” she forced herself to admit, holding her hooves out in a helpless gesture to signify that it didn’t make her feel any better.



“I have also been through my share of dry spells and music blocks, which is why I am thankful that I have had understanding friends who were willing to lend me a helping hoof when I needed it.” After a moment, she looked straight into Vinyl’s eyes and added, “If I asked them.”



Even now, Vinyl knew that failing such an obvious invitation might, more than anything else tonight, really and truly ruin her life beyond repair. A job at the Hayburger would be the least of her worries. “Please help, Tavi. I really need it.”



“Of course, Scratch. I would be happy to.” She set a hoof on her friend’s shoulder and nodded her head towards the stairs. “I believe the first thing we should do is get a bit of sleep. Tomorrow we can talk about you doing a few more chores around here in exchange for me loaning of some Bits, and maybe I’ll show you a few tricks I learned to help with music block, okay?”



Vinyl smiled and wiped her eyes on last time. “Okay.”
      

      
   
      Return


      

      
      
         It was early morning when she returned.



The Ponyville Market was closed on Sunday, which seemed to always be a welcome change to supervising a market stall all day. I threw the empty saddlebags over my back, closed the door, and trotted the brief distance to the farm.



Between the farm and the cabin was a large expanse of grass, a spring green plain interrupted in many places by the yellow dots of dandelions. I trampled the blades of grass carelessly, leaving a trail of hoofsteps as I went.



As I reached the first of the blackberry fields, I lifted the flaps of the saddlebags in preparation for harvesting. Delicately, I picked each ripened blackberry from the plant with my teeth, immediately dropping each one into a saddlebag. It was a difficult task picking them with the thorns that threatened to inflict gashes on my cheeks, but earth pony magic had proven useful in willing the thorns to stay away.



Moving on to the next plant, I stepped forward a couple of steps and leaned forward to harvest more—



“Hi Patchy!” a voice hollered in the distance.



I froze in my tracks, gaping. “Is that really—”



The mare, a flame-red pegasus, chuckled. She hadn’t changed at all since we last saw each other. “Of course it is, Patchy. Sunrise? Remember me from ages ago?”



“You disappeared twenty years ago. What happened to you?” I stepped closer, examining her from top to bottom.



She tittered on the spot playfully. “What do you mean, ‘what happened to me?’”



“You know…”



Sunrise interrupted, uttering, “Oh no.” She tensed noticeably, and her legs shook continuously like a machine breaking down.



“What’s wrong?”



“I gotta go,” she continued, turning tail. “I’ll be right here. Dawn.”



And she disappeared in the blink of an eye before I could even register her last words. Despite having not offered so much as a proper conversation, she was gone.



I carried the scant few in my saddlebags back to the cabin and refrigerated them. There was no hope harvesting any more blackberries at this stage, especially when I could no longer focus enough to continue.



The remainder of the ripe blackberries were left unpicked until dusk.








She said she’ll be here at dawn.



I paced around the cabin, the faint clip-clop of hooves accompanying my mindless walk. My head was bent low, staring at every crevice between every plank that made up the wooden floor. However, as I neared a wall, I glanced up, noticing a sepia photograph hanging there. Upon realizing what it was, I looked away fearfully. Now was not the time.



Outside, the full moon, bright as an oil lamp, illuminated the room through a small window in the wall. I stopped to do an about-face towards the only light source. The cabin had never been so bright, especially at midnight—was it a sign that she’ll come back?



My hooves planted on the windowsill, I stared upwards at the stars, counting each and every one. They reminded me of her sky-blue eyes that twinkled, glimmered even in twilight. However, the stars in the night sky always evaded my vision when I tried to look directly at them. And so, as the moon travelled in its nightly journey across the sky, I kept counting, hoping that they would bring me to the break of dawn.



But even when the stars were eventually engulfed in the light of the sunrise, there was no sign of her.








The Ponyville Market, held in the very core of town around the Town Hall, was bustling with customers. Left and right, colors flashed as passers-by strolled past, burlap saddlebags dangling from their backs.



At a crudely-made stall, I stood boredly. There was no hope looking for her here; although Ponyville was relatively small, with most of its citizens spread out over a large area, the Market tended to attract the vast majority of them into the heart of town.



My chin rested on a hoof as I glanced down at the basketfuls of blackberries from the farm. If my thoughts hadn’t been occupied on her so much, then perhaps I could have gotten more. But, to be honest…



“Ooh, I think I’ll have a some of those,” a cream-coated earth pony said, as she stopped to grab a small measuring cup from the counter and carefully measured a hoofful of blackberries.



“Sure,” I droned.



“Huh?” She poured the blackberries into a pouch and placed it on the scales. “What’s wrong? Waiting for a special somepony?”



“Actually… yeah. Somepony I knew for a long time.”



“Hey, I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you.” She placed a hoof on my shoulder and looked me squarely in the eyes. “It may seem like forever, but your special somepony’s going to be back before you know it. Just make sure you give a lil’ gift for them, mmkay? I suggest you check Roseluck’s stall—she’ll know what’s best for any occasion.



“Oh… and I’m Bon Bon, by the way.”



“Patch.”



Bon Bon took a brief glance at the sign before taking out four bits from her saddlebag—two more bits than it actually cost. “Well, Patch,” she said, stowing her pouch into her saddlebag. “I’ll try not to hold up your shop for too long. Good luck!”



With a spring to her step, she ambled eastward to the fringes of town, disappearing into the thick stream of ponies that flowed through the marketplace.








My farm was humble compared to that of the Apple family—merely forty or so meters on each side of the fields of blackberries. I cautiously trod the paths between the fields and, at the same time, held a watering can with a pastern. The plants dipped their flowers slightly as the water was sprinkled over them.



By Roseluck’s insistence, I had chosen a deep red carnation as a gift. It was tucked behind my ear, ready to be given if she returned. The last part I wasn’t sure about, however—it was already late afternoon, and the sun’s descent toward the horizon was almost over.



“Hi Patchy,” a voice called from behind.



My hoof almost let go of the watering can. She did come, after all. Dumbstruck, I placed the container between my legs and turned to face her. “Sunny, you’re back,” I finally said.



“I’m sorry I didn’t arrive earlier.” Sunrise rubbed her neck. “There were complications…”



I shook my head, replying, “Oh, no, no, that’s all right. What complications?”



“Never mind that. It’s good to see you again.” Her face brightened up at the sight of the plants. “Oh, are these blackberries?” she asked, peering into the center of a flower.



I snorted. “Yep. I still grow ’em after… what? Twenty years?” She bit her lip, causing me to hesitate. “Hey, you could come with me. I’ll get you some blackberries I harvested earlier.” As I said this, I beckoned her with a hoof and started to trot back to the farm. I took care to avoid the watering can in the process.



Sunrise’s sea-blue eyes glistened at my suggestion, and she took a hesitant step forward. However, she suddenly flinched and took her hoof back, as though having touched a heated metal surface.



Her legs shook as she retreated slowly backward. She almost collapsed under her own weight. “No. I can’t.”



“Huh, why not?” I walked closer to her.



“You don’t understand. I have to go. Be here next week.” Her eyes darted from plant to plant. Her words had become short, panicked. Terse. Just like last time.



A faint breeze tickled my ear, brushing it against the carnation. Shoot. “Wait! I forgot to give you—”



But she was already gone, leaving not a single trace behind.



I dropped to my haunches and, ever so gingerly, took the carnation out and laid it on my hooves. For a while, I stared at the flower dumbly, before placing it back in its position behind my ear.



I heaved a sigh and returned to watering my plants. Her final words echoed in my mind.








She said she’ll be here next week.



The cabin was quiet, eerily so, as I lay in bed that night. Next week was more than a few days away, and although I didn’t worry as I did a few nights before, a tinge of concern for Sunrise remained. Why did she leave so suddenly? Where did she go?



Having lost all hope of sleeping, I pulled myself up to a sitting position and let my hind legs droop. My eyes drifted towards the photograph hanging on the wall. More than once did I try to force my eyes to look away, yet this time I could not muster the willpower.



Slowly, I walked up to it, but not before lighting an oil lamp.



To the left was a earth pony stallion just out of his teens, standing tall with short bangs. He wore a lopsided grin and held a grinning pegasus mare close. The mare’s sea-blue eyes, rendered a light brown in the photograph, shone as brightly as the oil lamp allowed.



Patch and Sunrise.



I blinked, my eyes suddenly wet. A droplet slid down my cheeks and fell to the floor.



Finally, I tore away from the picture and walked to the windowsill. For the longest time, I merely counted the stars in a feeble attempt to remove the thoughts of her from my mind. Every time a star faded from sight, I lost track and restarted from zero.



By the twentieth attempt, I gave up and walked back to the photograph. The picture returned to my view, its features the same as it was just a moment before. I sighed, recalling the moment from which it was taken. It was the last photograph we took before she vanished: back in a time where we were foolish and young, when we posed in front of the camera and stayed up to watch the sun rise. Back when we were gazing upon the stars on one tranquil evening, counting each one and losing track every time before we reached 50.



With heavy steps, I turned to go back to my bed… and did a double-take.



The photograph couldn’t have been taken less than twenty years ago. Yet, when we met before, it was as if she hadn’t aged at all. I ran up to the photo once again, touching the stallion in sepia through the protective glass frame. Using the same hoof, I lightly stroked my forehead, feeling the faint wrinkles that had appeared in the twenty years since.



Taking a deep breath, I then faced the mare beside him and stared into her eyes, while hers stared into mine.








We had played on this very grass. Picked berries from this very farm. And at the onset of dawn, we sat on the grass’ edge, embracing each other and waiting for the sun to rise majestically from the horizon. Her sea-blue eyes gazed aimlessly, at first appearing to take in the sky that backdropped the blackberry fields.



For what was almost an eternity, we remained there, letting our coats be warmed by the rising sun and our fur be tickled by the breeze. We nuzzled, simply content with the world in which we existed.



“You think the dawn will last forever?” she pondered out loud.



“I wish it did,” I mumbled in reply, as puffy cumulus clouds drifted before the sun.



Slowly but surely, I fell into a comforting trance.







She was gone.



In a moment of panic, I swiveled my head around, searching for the feeling of her touch, the softness of her coat. The sun had already risen a considerable distance from the horizon, and the clouds had continued their journey elsewhere.



I made a beeline across the field, shifting my gaze left and right. Only the dots of black and cerise in a sea of green plants could be seen, with not a trace of flame red. My panic growing, I bolted back to the cabin—heeding no mind to the tufts of grass uprooted by my gait—only to find the building empty.



Perhaps there was hope in Ponyville proper. I galloped straight to the Town Hall, my head was swirling in a whirlpool of matted thoughts. Her parents were informed first and the Royal Guard second; a group was then dispatched to investigate her whereabouts. But months turned into years, and they still did not discover a single clue where she was. The vain hope that I clung onto for so long faded until it was just a memory.



She was…








Bleary-eyed from the night before, I trod the short distance to the front door. The dawn was still young, and the clouds clumped on the horizon shone a brilliant spectrum of colors. However, I couldn’t stop to watch the sunrise; the plants had to be watered, and more importantly, I had to be at my stall before any customers arrived.



I had almost closed the door when she appeared at the entrance only a meter away. Upon noticing her, I flinched; my rump bumped into the door, leaving it wide open.



“Hi Patchy,” she said with a grin.



“You said you’ll be here next week,” I replied, skeptical. “I’m not complaining, but—”



“I know, I know.” She gave a goofy grin. “Turned out they let me come back earlier.”



“Who’s ‘they’?”



Sunrise waved a hoof in dismissal. “Doesn’t matter who.”



“Sunrise…” I glanced back inside the cabin. The photograph still hung on the cabin wall, as well as the two ponies displayed within. Returning my gaze to her, I asked, “Sunrise, why do you keep disappearing?”



Her eyes widened. “What do you mean?”



“Sunny, you can’t be serious. It’s happened twice since you’ve come back.” I pointed an accusatory hoof at her. “One moment you’re standing right here, and the next you disappear without even a puff of smoke!”



“You don’t understand, Patchy.” Sunrise resignedly walked toward the farm, her legs taking her farther and farther away. “Things have… changed. I’m not what you think I am any more.”



I clenched my eyes shut in frustration. “Then what are you now?”



No voice answered.



“Sunrise?” I called. “Sunrise!”



As I opened my eyes once again, I noticed she was gone. Dejection swept over my face as I stood between the fields of blackberry alone, staring at nothing but the field of grass that stretched towards the horizon.



I left for the farm a moment later. The blackberry flowers dipped slightly lower than usual when I watered them.








Sunday flew by again quicker than customers flocking in on a market day. Unhurriedly, I grabbed my saddlebags and flung them over my back. But just as I trotted through the entrance, I stopped. The carnation lay alone in a vase on the nightstand, having partially wilted. Feeling guilty, I grasped the flower between my teeth before leaving the cabin.



A flame-red blob lingered at the edge of the farm. I galloped to it, taking care to not let go of the carnation. With each stride, her legs and wings gradually came into view, and I could see her head bowed low toward the ground.



I dropped the flower and saddlebags between us and plopped down on the grass. A familiar breeze blew from the west. The sun lifted slowly from the horizon, carrying with it oranges, purples, yellows, and flaming reds, but my gaze was firmly on her.



“Sunrise?”



She didn’t respond.



“Sunrise.”



“I’m sorry for disappearing like that,” she replied almost robotically.



I placed a hoof on her shoulder. This time, she didn’t flinch, but my hoof passed right through her and hung limply. Her form flickered for a second before returning to normal, like how a star did when one gazed directly upon it. Shocked, I pulled my hoof away and brought it up to my eyes.



“Sunrise?”



Her tone grew cold. “I’m not real.”



“What?” I replied. Could she have been…?



“I never came back,” she said, shameful. “I’m just a—”



Suddenly, it clicked. “Projection.” A projection of a pony—created in one’s dreams—who had escaped into the waking world. As much as they tried to stay, they were still bound by the dream realm from which they came and the pony whose dreams had originally created them in the first place.



I turned my head to her and blinked once, twice. Sunrise was still there, evidently pained.



She sighed and averted her gaze. “I’m sorry.”



The words lingered in the air as we sat in silence, neither of us daring to come closer, and neither of us knowing what to say next.



“I should’ve stayed in your dreams,” she said. “I shouldn’t have tried to escape the dream realm.” A tear rolled down her cheek. “But I just wanted to make you happy. Even if only you can see me.”



“Sunrise?”



“Yeah?”



“There’s no need to be sorry. After all, you gave me another chance to see Sunrise… to see you again. And how can I fault you for giving me that?” Bending over, I picked up the carnation lying on the grass with my teeth.



I slid the carnation behind her ear, though the flower merely passed through her mane. Feigning frustration, I swung the carnation across her head before throwing it at the farm, causing her head—or the projection of her head—to be swept away like smoke. As quickly as her head dissipated, it reformed only to giggle at my antics as she floated to the opposite side of where I had been sitting. I found myself giggling as well, having failed to stifle a silly, foalish laugh.



After our moment of levity subsided, I tenderly motioned her closer with a forelimb. With a smile, she accepted the offer, hugging me tightly even though I didn’t feel a thing. I closed my eyes, allowing myself to be taken by the ethereal embrace. She wasn’t gone; she was right here.



And as the sun rose ever so slowly, not once did I want to open my eyes again.
      

      
   
      Sleep's Embrace


      

      
      
         There's only one who never sleeps. She wasn't in Canterlot, home of the eternal princesses, nor in Manehatten the city that never blinks, but in small unremarkable village called Ponyville. Her mornings were spent making breakfast for her sister—fresh toast, sliced cucumbers, apple squares, and a bowl of oats and raisins. Sometimes there would be a bowl of begonias, sometimes a glass of lemonade. Her sister never gave much thought or showed an ounce of gratitude. Instead, she would take a few nibbles, possibly share her latest concern in life and them rush off to school. Meanwhile, Rarity would unserve, wash the dishes, clean the kitchen, have a quick bite of her own, then start working. The entire day she would toil on fashion design, always making time should a friend come asking for help—a dress, some advice, or a shoulder to cry on. She would then then prepare dinner—aubergines with carrot garnish, a salad of freshly picked daisies, a pitcher of apple juice, and two servings of strawberry ice cream. Finally, once the diner was over, after she had washed the dishes, tucked her sister in, and groomed her cat, she would quietly go to her room, dim the lights, and spend the whole night working on new fashion designs... never resting a wink.



A day of sleeplessness isn't much for a pony to handle. Almost all have gone through that, from schoolfillies to the princesses themselves. There are some who have gone on for days, possibly a week, rushing to keep deadlines, but only one manages to remain awake for months on end: Rarity. The name itself describes her well: unique, exceptional, extraordinary, out of this world, yet of it. In all of Equestria there isn't, nor has there ever been, a creature such as her. In all of Equestria never has anyone rejected me so...








The clock chirped seven. Rarity gave it a shoulder glance then went back to her design. She had spent the last three nights doing and redoing her latest masterpiece—a summer outfit for none other but the Princess of Love herself. 



The poor things looks simply ghastly, Rarity had thought during the last visit to the Crystal Empire. Those baggy eyes, that messy mane, and her wardrobe is simply atrocious! No, for the sake of the Crystal Empire, and Equestrian fashion as a whole, I'll take it on myself to correct this atrocity! Right after I finish with my backlog of orders.



The latest version of the design was simple, yet elegant; lite, yet stylish; ideal to allow her enjoy the new moments of freedom motherhood permitted her.



Just a few more lines. Ruler and pencil levitated slightly to the left, completing the final touches with scary proficiency. Do world of haute couture would find the final product enchanting beyond compare, sadly Rarity had no time to admire her work. A brush of makeup to cover the bags under her eyes, she rushed to the kitchen. 



"Meow," an annoyed white cat greeted her at the base of the staircase. Giving her an indignant look, the feline turned around with an unspoken humph, then demonstratively  went to her milk bowl and started licking her paw.



"Why, Opalescence, I'll certainly fetch you a bowl of warmed milk, just as soon as—" A deathly glare from the feline made her stop. "Of course, I could do both at the same time," the pony offered with a smile.



The white feline frowned more, considered the offer, then closed her eyes indignantly and continued licking her paw. Rarity let a sigh of relief. Thank you for the compromise, Opal, she thought as she trotted by the cat and into the kitchen. I'll be sure to fetch you some extra cream for your understanding.



The never noticed the care it was receiving, nor did anypony that received Rarity's help. They were always occupied by their own devices. The mare never cared.



I do hope the turnips are fresh. Vegetables, dishes, and table utensils started floating about. This sets of sandwiches formed: butter, carrots, and rose petals for school as well as turnip-carrot melange with mayonnaise for breakfast. Nothing sweet—Rarity knew that her sister was spending too much time in Sugarcube Corner anyway. 



I might make a note to visit Twilight today. Warm slices of bread—triangular, naturally— were arranged on the spotless plate. I could definitely use some magic to help me with my work schedule. Why are there so few days in the week, I really don't know.



"Mmmrow!" An annoyed sound came from the living room.



"Just a moment, darling." Rarity whisked a bowl of cream, added a pinch of sugar, then levitated it to her hungry feline. "And please be careful not to dirty your lovely fur." An akin to a grumble confirmed that the cat had been appeased and would take her request into consideration.



Well, Rarity chuckled behind a hoof. That's one content customer.



"Hello, Rarity!" Sweetie Belle rushed into the room, sitting at the table, seconds after it was set.



"Good morning, Sweetie Belle." The mare smiled. "I trust you have tended to your teeth and mane? Good hygiene is of vital importance for a young lady such as yourself."



"Huh? Oh, yes," Sweetie Belle replied absentmindedly taking a bite from the rose petal sandwich. 



Oh, Sweetie Belle. That was supposed to be your lunch. We both know you'll never eat something as common as turnip-melange at school. Oh, well. Guess I'll have to make some more.



"Rarity, am I ugly?" Sweetie Belle asked, causing Rarity almost to drop a dish.



"Wha?" She looked at her her sister, eyes wide with panic. Is it that time already? You're still too young to be thinking about such things! Then again, when I was your age...



"Photo day is this week, and Miss Cheerilee said that I can't be in the front row anymore." The filly took another bite from the sandwich then bashed aside. "Diamond Tiara said that it's because only the beautiful ponies are in front."



"Oh, hogwash!" Thank the stars! Of course it would be because of photo day. What was I thinking? "Sweetie Belle, ponies are arranged based on height, not beauty." She went to her sister and patted her gently on the head. "You've simply grown taller. There's nothing to concern yourself with."



"Oooh" Sweetie bell pulled the plate with the sandwich back and took another bite. "But can I put on some makeup on, just in case?"



Not again. Rarity rolled her eyes. "Sweetie, we've discussed this. You are beautiful as it is without needing to resort to makeup."



"You use makeup." Sweetie Belle narrowed her eyes.



"Sweetie Belle, it's just that—" rarity stopped. She funny want to explain that the reason she wore makeup, the real reason, was to hide her lack of sleep from Equestria. "It's just that as refined as I am, I'm not as nearly as beautiful as you."



The filly filled her head. Compliments such as this were uncommon for Rarity, nearly always followed by a 'but' or 'except.'



"I guess," Sweetie Belle said, tapping her chin with her forehoof.



"Of course you are!" Rarity packed her sister's lunch neatly in a paper bag, then levitated it to her. "Now go—" The mare's attention fell on an ivory white letter on the table, which hadn't been there only a second ago. Rarity was certain of that—she remembered the precise arrangement of the table and there most certainly wasn't anything in that particular spot. "Sweetie Belle, did you leave that letter there?"



"Huh?" The filly looked at the envelope. A glint of confusion flashed in her eyes. Sweetie Belle surrounded the letter with her magic, but before she could levitate it, a stronger magic took hold.



"I'll take that," Rarity said sharply. "Now please get your saddlebag ready. You don't want to be late for your class photo."



With a sigh and a grown Sweetie Belle trotted out of the kitchen, her breakfast barely touched. Rarity waited to be certain she was alone, then looked at the envelope. Unlike most she had seen, this was perfectly white, unblemished by stamp or a dress. Isn't this peculiar? She thought, then opened it. A piece of paper no larger than a card was inside.





You say you want us to be together.

I wait for you you, and yet you hide.

You could embrace me but you don't.

I come to you in the darkest hour,

And you reject me all the same.






"Oh my." Blood rush to Rarity's cheeks, giving them a slightly pinkish tint. This wasn't the first love letter she had received, nor was it the best, but definitely the most unusual. "Sweetie Belle," the mare shouted loudly, putting the letter on the table.



"What?" A reply came from outside the kitchen. "I'm getting ready!"



And sneaking into my room again to put on some makeup, I'm sure, Rarity though. "Was the letter on the table yours?"



"Huh?"



"Oh, never mind, darling. Just be careful with the mascara. We don't want you to look like a clown on photo day." That should get her to think twice. Rarity smiled, then returned her attention to the letter. "So you're a mystery," she said sliding her hoof over its surface. "Yet, you'll have to wait for another day. I'm behind on Cadence's dress, and my Manehatten order is due by the end of the week. I simply have no time to waste on frivolities."



The routine continued. Rarity put the uneaten food in the fridge, washed the dishes, went to check on Opalescence—who by now was sleeping peacefully next to her bowl of cream—then started working on her latest latest dress. Five minutes in, Sweetie Belle, galloped by and with as little as a goodbye left the boutique. Rarity sighed. 



You forgot your lunch again, little sister. She placed the final ruby gem on the outfit. I'll have to go through your school again. And maybe I'll also go visit Twilight.



"There!" Rarity levitated the dress onto a mannequin. It seemed just as fine as all her other designs, if a bit more pompous than her usual work, but such was the request. "Only three more to go. I just need to..." Rarity yawned.



For a moment it seemed she would give in to sleep's gentle touch. It had been weeks since she had taken even a wink of sleep. If anypony deserved it it was her. But still, she brushed it away with the shake of her head.



"No, no, Rarity, you have ponies relying on you!" she said loudly. "Once the order is done, and Cadence's dress is complete you could sleep all the time you want. Until then, you'll have to put up with this minor inconvenience."



Minor inconvenience. The world seemed strange even more when spoken out loud. The mare had said the same thing a month ago. It had started as a temporary measure to help her make a deadline, and had never ended. No matter how much she worked something would always come up—a friend in need, a new deadline, a friendship emergency, forcing her to remain awake just one more day.



"This is nothing more than a temporary rough patch," the mare continued, trying to convince herself. "Everypony has them." Another yawn, this time longer. " Her eyes closed. For the slightest of moments she surrendered, letting sleep take her away. 



"No pain, no hurt," a voice whispered in Rarity's ear. "Only dreaming..." 



The unicorn's head tilted forward, legs relaxing, bringing her off balance. At that precise moment her body's natural reflexes kicked in. Rarity's head whipped up, her tail flicked twice restoring her to a modicum of awareness. 



"A proper lady does not fall asleep during work hours," she stated stifling a yawn. "What would ponies think if they saw you in such an abysmally horrendous state?" Opal let out an annoyed hiss. Unlike Rarity, the feline disliked her sleep being disturbed. Rarity, of course, disliked disturbing her pet. "Yes, yes, you are quite right, Opal. I need to go to Twilight immediately. I'll just finish one more—"



The boutique door swung open, followed by a thunder of hooves. 



"Rarity!" Pink hooves grabbed her before the mare could even blink. "It's an emergency!"



"Huh?" Rarity managed to say, before the pink menace stuck her face in hers.



"I'll say it's huh! Lyra told me that Minuette told her that Fancy Pants asked her if I could organize his son's cuteseñera," the new arrival splurged out. "Which is easy, because I'm the best party planner in Ponyville, but I've only done a few good parties outside Ponyville, and thus party needs to be extra-mega-special, and in order for it to be extra-mega-special, I—"



"Pinkie Pie!" Rarity hissed pushing the pink pony away. "I am in the middle of some very important—"



"I know, silly," Pinkie laughed. Rarity's eye twitched. Pinkie Pie was difficult to deal with at the best of times, let alone days away from a deadline.



Pinkie Pike, I appreciate your confidence, but now really isn't the best time! Rarity wanted to say. I am way behind schedule as it is, and I promised to go to the spa with Fluttershy this afternoon, not to mention my urgent visit to Twilight. Instead, the unicorn smiled. Coughed politely and took a step back.



"What exactly is the nature of the emergency, Pinkie Pie?" Rarity said with the utmost politeness. "I hope it's not another of your confetti throwing... performances." A slight frown crept on her face.



"Nah." The pink pony waved a hoof. "I just need a dress to be allowed in his home." Pinkie dashed next to Rarity her muzzle almost touching the unicorn's ear. "He insisted on it," she whispered Pinkie style.



"Oh." Well, it's hardly surprising, keeping in mind the reputation Fancy Pants must uphold, Rarity thought. At the very least Pinkie Pie would need an appropriate vest, maybe an elegant dress as well, though not too formal. Possibly something in an elegant white with a touch of pink fir character and— What am I thinking?! I can't possibly find the time for this. I have three costumes to finish, not to mention Cadence's dress, and I was hoping to finally craft something for Rainbow Dash, which is a challenge in itself. "Well, Pinkie Pie, as much as I would live to help you with your endeavor, I simple cannot—"



"A-ha?" Pinkie Pie looked at her, eyes wide with anticipation.



"—finish it earlier than tomorrow morning." Rarity's smile stretched.



"Really?" Pinkie Pie's mane puffed up even more.



"Yes. I—"



"Really??" Pinkie Pie shoved her muzzle against Rarity's.



"Yes..." Rarity made an attempt to pull back.



"Really???"



"Pinkie Pie!" Rarity shouted. Her friend instantly froze. That was very unladylike of me. Pinkie Pie is not to blame for my overcrowded schedule. And I can't just refuse a dear friend. "I understand you are executed, darling, but please give me some space to breathe. Just come tomorrow morning and the dress will be ready."



"Okie dokie lokie!" Pinkie Pie said cheerfully, then hopped out of the boutique. She didn't say a word in thanks, she didn't offer anything in exchange. Rarity didn't seem to care, she had a new dress to design.



If I make two dresses at once, that might leave me enough time to work on Pinkie's outfit, she considered. It wasn't a pleasant experience, but nothing that she hadn't done before. Of course, it would go much better if Rarity could cast another Insomnia spell on her. The mare knew full well it was unhealthy to replace sleep with magic—even if it was Alicorn magic—but there were times in which she needed a slight boost.



"Right!" Rarity said, heading for the stairs. "I better get—" Her hoof tripped. Rarity's entire body lost balance, starting its tumble to the floor. Her head went straight towards the edge of the staircase, landing in a wavy cloud of softness instead.



I watched her lie still, eyes wide as saucers with confusion, as she floated in the cloud of mane—my mane—and then I said "Hello."



Rarity fainted.








I felt Rarity budge. Even fainted she had rejected me, isolating herself in a corner of her mind where she kept thinking about work. So stubborn. Thirty minutes of being knocked out and her attitude hadn't changed. Worse than a dragon mule.



"Where, huh?" She said, looking around co fixed. I felt her poke my mane with her hoof, trying to determine the material. I could see her thoughts, considering if she could make into fabric for one of her designs.



"Hello, Rarity," I said coldly, shrinking my mane to normal pony size. I didn't want to hurt her, but was also too upset to grant her any comfort. Since she rejected me, the floor was a perfectly fine spot for her to lay on.



Who are you? Where am I? She looked around in near panic. This must be a dream. Yes, I'm just having another—



"You haven't dreamt in months, Rarity." I didn't turn sound to face her. "You haven't slept in months." I sounded more hurt that I should have. There was no reason for her, a simple pony, to invoke such feelings in me... and yet, she did.



"Excuse me?" I felt her come back to her senses. Remarkably fast, considering what was happening. "It is generally impolite to discuss a lady's sleep." Pride mixed with a touch of guilt. "And I would have you know that I have been sleeping just fine. Well, maybe my schedule has been a bit on the unstable side for the last few days, but—"



"You haven't slept in ninety-one days," I stated. Despite myself I turned around to look her in the face. "And fourteen hours." I added out of spite.



I expected her to respond with one of her snarky comebacks. Stars, I had seen her do that so many times I had lost count. She didn't. Instead, her expression changed from anger to concern. As she looked at me with her large sad eyes, I felt something inside me tingle.



"Have you been crying?" Rarity asked, her voice ringing with tender concern.



"No." I looked aside, extending my mane so as to cover my face. How dare she! She rejects me all this time, and now she dares act concerned?! 



"Darling, if something has happened, it's best to let others know." I felt her hoof on my shoulder. Her touch made me tremble. This was the first time a pony... a creature had touched me. "Why don't you sit down? I'll make a nice cup of cocoa and we could discuss everything."



I never expected this. I had spent weeks planning this conversation, weeks playing through me confronting her. I thought I had gone through every detail. One minute in her presence and I could see how wrong I was.



"You're too generous," I said, trying not to pout.



"Darling, please," she laughed, making her way to the kitchen. "It's the least I could do—"



"For rejecting me?" I asked. Instantly I felt like biting my lip. It was a horrible thing to say, especially to her. Yes, she had done that to me, and yes, I was upset, but I had also grown to— My mane glowed pink.



"Rejecting you?" Rarity turned around, confusion on her face. "Darling, if I have done so, I am truly sorry, but I don't believe we have met." She took a few steps forward, each making me feel uneasy. "Was in Manehattan during fashion week? Or maybe Canterlot?"



"I'm Sleep," I sighed.



"Oooh. Sleep!" She nodded. I could see her mind desperately try to remember me. Naturally she wouldn't—she had never seen me. Nopony had. Since the beginning of time I had no reason to make my presence known. My only task was to take beings into the realm of dreams. It was easy. Even the most stubborn succumbed to my charms... until Rarity.



"I am Sleep," I repeated, my voice slightly more authoritative. "The same you have been avoiding for the last three months."



"Darling, it is nice you think so highly of me, but—"



Before she could finish, I extended my mane, filling the room with yellowy-pink strands of hair. With little effort I chopped her, her mannequins, cat, tables, and everything else up in the air. That brought me some small satisfaction—watching Rarity gasp at my powers, seeing the confusion that went through her mind. I kept her there for a full five seconds, before I let her down again.



You're really sleep? I heard her think.



"Yes, I am."



Have I really been skipping sleep for that month? I could have sworn that I had a nice long rest only a few days ago, right after I finished—



"No, you haven't!" I stopped on the floor with my hoof. Why did I do that? I wasn't supposed to get upset. "You only allowed a slight embrace before pushing me away and going back to your stupid dresses!" Stupid? Why did I use that word? For some reason it felt right.



"Well, now!" She huffed, raising her chin. "If you're going to be uncivilized about it, you might as well leave."



"I don't want to leave!" I felt tears of sand roll down my face. "I just..." I sniffed. Why can't I think of any words to any? It's this stupid pony form! It must be! I was perfect! Everyone loved me! "Every night I'd come to you. I was there in your time of need. When everyone, even your closest friends, ignore you, I was there. They took you for granted, I didn't! And you still never let me help you. A few hours. That's all I asked. Just a few hours with me..." I was staring at the floor. Drops of sand fell down, making forming piles.



She didn't say anything. I expected to feel contempt, I expected to hear ridicule.



"Tell you what, let's sit on the couch," Rarity said. "I know I have a busy schedule, but I could spend a few minutes to talk things out."



"Okay," I sniffed. Even just now she was rejecting me.



We walked to her couch—soft red velvet. I lay down first, taking two thirds of it. Rarity sat beside me. Her discomfort was apparent, yet her family held firm.



"So, how was your day today?" She asked casually. I looked at her. Was thus the oath she wanted to take? Talk about trivialities until I left again? "Hmm, I suppose that was a stupid question." She tapped her chin with a hoof, deep in thought. "What I really wanted to ask was what Bering sleep really is like."



She was lying. What she really wanted to know was why I showed interest in her. Despite all her generosity, Rarity still remained a vain mare. Vain in a good way.



"I first noticed you when you skipped a week," I said quietly. "During your autumn collection frenzy. It was the guest time in a while since a pony lasted that long."



"Oh, don't remind me, darling." Rarity cringed. "Tireless night of coming up with the perfect design, and for what? An honorable mention. I thought I would die of shame."



"You did," I nodded. "Then spent the next two days locked in your room eating ice cream."



"Weeeell, I might have indulged in a few spoonfuls," she said evasively, her cheeks turning slightly pink. The reaction made me smile. "We all have our dark moments." My smile vanished. Everyone had their dark moments, and mine was now.



"I tried to hug you then, to give you the reward you deserved." My voice was weaker than before. This was not at all the light I wanted her to see me in. I was supposed to be powerful, authoritative. "Instead you ran to Twilight and tricked her into casting an insomnia spell on you."



Rarity said nothing. In her mind I could see she understood exactly what she had done. So, this is what you meant? Each time I rejected sleep, I rejected you. Every night I spent working to make a deadline, I hurt you...



"Sorry, darling, I didn't know..." 



"At first I took it as a challenge." I didn't want to stop. Something urged me to say it all, regardless of the consequences. If anypony should see me in my darkest hour, it was her. "I teased you, I kissed you, I wrapped you in my mane, waiting for you to succumb, but you never did. Despite everything, I couldn't seduce you." I must have seemed pathetic, because I felt Rarity place her hoof on my back. "Each time I would come close something would happen. A telegram would come announcing a new contest, or a friend would rush in, crying for you to make a dress in a day, or your cat would start screaming for attention, your sister as well..."



"Yes, they do tend to be rather demanding," Rarity interjected. Her thoughts made me crack a smile through the tears. She was unconsciously trying to determine which was a greater nuisance: Opalescence or Sweetie Belle. It was a tough call to make.



"After a month, only had eyes for you. I would always be nearby, there but invisible, close but so far away." I sniffed. "I wanted to embrace you, to be with you, yet you never tired."



"Please, darling, you're making me blush," she laughed, trying to brush it off, but I knew it was no presence.



"You never tired," I repeated. "Never ever. I was there. I watched, and waited, and hoped, and..." I couldn't force myself to say it. For once I wished that Rarity could read minds. I felt so powerless. I put every creature in Equestria to sleep and I felt powerless! Tears started rolling down, like rivers of sand. "You really messed things up, Rarity..."



"Well, I..." Rarity stopped. For a single instant both her voice and mind went silent. There was nothing she could say to that. How could she possibly comprehend the consequences to her actions? She, a mortal mare, had made me want something to such an extent I had gained form in the physical world. "You sent the letter, didn't you?" She asked, her hooves stroking my mane in an attempt to make me feel better. "You wanted me to notice you."



I turned around and looked at her. I didn't need words to let her know that was the case.



"Darling..." She let out a bittersweet sigh. "I really a, touched by all of this, honestly, but I just have so much work... I didn't mean to act this way, I truly love my sleep. It's just that circumstances, being what they are, make it impossible."



My head dropped on the couch. Rejected again, just as I knew I would be. She cared, yet not enough. Sleep always took a backseat to the trivialities of daily life. At least I got to have a conversation with her.



"Still—" I felt her head rest on my side. The sensation made my mane twirl. "—I suppose I could spend five minutes with you. After all, you did take time from your busy schedule just to come here..."



I smiled. You never change, Rarity. You always find time to help anyone who asks, constantly at the expense of yourself.



"Rarity..." I whispered, as she finally embraced me, after all this time.








It was morning when Rarity woke up. Stretching with a healthy yawn, she opened a sleepy eye, then closed it back again. A few moments were spent in painless bliss, after which the pressures of deadlines kicked in. Her mind exploded with tasks, times, and dates. Still she didn't immediately 

jump to her hooves. Like any lady, she got off her couch with dignity, made a few steps, then looked around.



"Sleep?" she asked. There was no response. "Sleep, are you still upset with me? Truly, this is no way to behave. I admit that I have been neglecting you, but I did make an effort to—"



She stopped. On the floor, by her hoof, lay was a single white piece of paper.





Thank you, Rarity.

Goodbye.





      

      
   