
      Moon Bright


      

      
      
         The chickens were nervous. Pistachio understood. The moon was too bright.



That was all it was. The moon was too bright. 



He stared up at its blank white face, squinting a bit. Despite its ominously smooth look, any minute now it would yield to the sun. Of course it would. It already had, once. 



There was no reason for it to be late, not with Celestia back in charge. She had raised the moon and its dark prisoner—former dark prisoner—for countless generations before him. And according to the royal proclamation that a Wonderbolt had posted in the town square after the long night ended, everything was back to normal. That was all there was to it. He trusted Celestia like he trusted the sun to ri… 



No, bad analogy. 



Pistachio thought for a moment. Like he trusted the seasons to turn.



Pistachio stepped back from the edge of the porch, glancing through the farmhouse window at the grandfather clock in the living room. Five fifty-seven a.m. Real soon now. Three more minutes. 



Some hens trilled. A rooster clucked. Pistachio stared at the clock face as the languid sway of the pendulum propelled the second hand upward, then across. Two minutes.



Pistachio turned at the clip-clop of hooves on packed earth—his son plodding back from the orchard. Pecan's head was turned, staring back over his shoulder at the too-bright moon suspended over the horizon. 



"Chickens are nervous," Pecan said, slowing as he neared the porch.



Pistachio took a long and silent breath, and tried to ignore their spreading trilling. "Two minutes now."



Pecan glanced at his sire and languidly walked up onto the porch next to him. "I was just gonna say the moon's too bright."



" 'Course," Pistachio said, turning away as his muzzle flushed. "Sun's gonna rise, you mark the Princess' words."



Pecan returned to staring at the moon.



" 'Course it will," he slowly said. "That sister o' hers has been reformed."



"That's what she says," Pistachio said. And then, as he realized that hadn't come out with nearly the note of finality he had intended, he added, "What Celestia says." Even that seemed insufficient, so he coughed and continued: "That's all we need."



They stared at the moon. Pistachio snuck another glance at the clock. One minute.



"Hypothetically," Pecan said. "If it didn't—it will, o' course, but if it didn't—I reckon the Royal Guard might need some good, strong earth pony volunteers."



Pistachio frowned. "Hypothetically," he said, "if it didn't, yer military career would last exactly as long as it takes to charge at a lunatic alicorn."



"Proclamation says we ain't supposed to say that word," Pecan said, with a note of acid at the edge of his tone.



"Well, we're speakin' hypothetically," Pistachio said. "If the sun didn't rise, I reckon that's what she'd be. But it will, so she ain't."



Pecan thought for a bit. "True."



A breeze stirred leaves in the orchard. The poor, confused rooster crowed, a sound as sad and half-hearted as the pale light of the not-a-sun.



The ponies stared at it. Was it moving? It was. Maybe. No? It kept looking like it was moving, but it hadn't changed position against the few nearby stars it hadn't washed out.

 

"Any second now," Pistachio said, his heart pounding against his ribs.



"Sun'll rise," Pecan said tightly.



Pistachio glanced back at the clock. Six o'clock and eight seconds, and his heart stopped. He opened his mouth, turning toward his son—



Shadows shifted. The moon shivered, and lurched, and visibly, unmistakeably sank. 



The horizon brightened. The rooster crowed again, full-throated. Sunlight kissed the wall of the farmhouse. Pistachio let out a long, shuddering breath, closed his eyes, and felt the light warm his skin. 



He'd have to go talk to the local pegasi. The night had to have been unseasonably cold for him to be shivering like this.



There was a snort next to him. "Clock's a bit fast, pa."



"Reckon so," Pistachio said. "But there's chores that need doin'."



Pistachio heard the sound of Pecan plodding back out to the orchard. "Reckon so."
      

      
   
      Three Unicorn Tail Hairs


      

      
      
         “We’re going to get expelled!”  The skinny ferret looked up and down the corridor while gnashing his teeth.  “Well, you will.  I’ll get thrown out into the Dark Woods and eaten.”



Raindolph slipped inside the storeroom and grabbed the ferret before he could escape.  “Hey, you stole the keys from the Dean’s office for me.  If we give up, I flunk my final project and we get kicked out of school.  We get caught, same result.  That leaves…?”



The ferret hunched his skinny shoulders and glared at the floor of the storeroom.  “We find three unicorn tail hairs so you can finish your project.”



“From a virgin unicorn.  And here’s the only place we can find them.”  Raindolph ran his fingers over the magic mirror while his familiar muttered quietly behind him.



“Why do we have to wander around some weird dimension where unicorns aren’t as ‘friendly’ as they are here?  Seriously, a virgin unicorn?  How’s a mirror going to find one of those?”



“Tuning.”  Raindolph touched two last spots on the mirror and the surface began to shimmer.  “Now the portal is restricted to dimensions with our desired parameters.  All that’s left is—”



Raindolph made a frantic grab to catch his familiar's tail before he could run.








The dark house on the other side of the mirror looked almost normal except for the low ceilings and distinct horsey smell mixed with cedar and vanilla.  To Raindolph’s pleasant surprise, the second floor bedroom did have a unicorn mare sleeping sprawled out over most of an ornate bed with her violet tail draped over the edge.



“So is this the first bedroom you’ve ever snuck into?” whispered his familiar from where he was perched on the back of the young mage’s neck.



“Shut up.”  Raindolph crept around to the back side of the bed and inspected the coiled tail, but a few quick magical gestures made his heart sink.  That, and one other thing.



“Go ahead,” hissed his familiar.  “Trim her tail and let’s scram before somebody finds out.”



“Two things,” said Raindolph.  “One.  She’s not a virgin.”



“Nidricks,” cursed the ferret.  “What’s the other thing?”



Raindolph lifted his chin to reveal the sharp scissors resting firmly against his carotid artery, held in a light blue glow of magic.  “She’s awake.”








To be honest, Raindolph had never really anticipated sitting at an undersized kitchen table while explaining his plans over tea and biscuits to Rarity the Unicorn, who was taking the whole unusual circumstance far better than expected.   She nodded and made little sympathetic noises while keeping his teacup filled, and once he had fully explained his graduation project to the unicorn, she very politely removed the sharp sewing implement from against his neck.



“You could have just asked.” Rarity tapped her chin thoughtfully.  “Although I may not be… qualified, I think I have a solution.”








The University Testing Grounds were adjacent to the Dark Woods for a very good reason, because any wild spells or explosions from somewhat-less-than-successful ex-students could be directed where they would not unduly disturb the citizenry.  While the morning sun rose high over the blasting range, Raindolph came skidding to a halt in front of Dean Plaigiosphere, who had just begun to pack the student folders and test results back into his pointed hat.



“Good morning, Rainsford!  I’m surprised you made it,” he bellowed, due to an accident in his youth which had rendered the elderly teacher nearly deaf.  “Had your grading sheet completed too.”  He pulled out a thick sheet of paper with a crimson ‘F’ at the top and placed it on the nearby table. 



Plaigiosphere frowned thoughtfully when Raindolph presented his freshly-finished wand, still warm from the final curing.  “Seems fine on the outside, but let’s see how it performs.  Start with a simple blasting spell.”



Raindolph held out the newly-created wand and squinted nearsightedly at the pitted stone disk at the other end of the range.  The three thin purple tail hairs had been devilishly difficult to get tied into the remaining wand enchantments, and there had not been any time to test the results.  He let his breath out slowly and focused his magic into a simple blasting spell, hoping that the fresh wand would at least make sparks.



It was the last thing he remembered for quite some time, although he did survive the experience with only a broken arm, and Dean Plaigiosphere eventually regained what little hearing he had left.



At least he passed.
      

      
   
      Pardon My Friends


      

      
      
         “Umm...Hello? Are you here, Twilight?” Fluttershy asked, poking her head past the castle door.



“Oh, come on in,” Twilight replied as she pushed aside the papers she had been looking at. “Sorry, I didn't hear you knock.”



“Yeah, I get that a lot,” Fluttershy mumbled as she entered the castle, pulling a cart behind her. Inside the cart was a large rectangular object covered by a blanket.



“So, what have you got there? Some sort of boxed friendship problem?”



“Uhhh...not exactly. You know today is Applesgiving, right?”



“Ugh. Don't remind me,” Twilight said with a roll of her eyes. “I don't know why I let Applejack talk me into making that an official holiday. Now half of these,” she gestured to the pile of papers on the table, “are requests from other ponies who want me to make holidays for their favorite foods. It's getting ridiculous. Just look at some of these.” Twilight grabbed a paper at random. “This one's proposing a 'Marshmalloween.' Why in Equestria would we need a holiday celebrating marshmallows?”



“Surely they're not all bad.”



Twilight eyed the stacks of papers suspiciously. “I wouldn't be too sure about that. Though Princess Celestia did approve 'Cakemas' behind my back.” Her expression brightened as she turned back to Fluttershy. “But enough of that. What can I do for you? As long as you're not here to ask me to give pomegranates a holiday, I'm glad to help.” Twilight's eyes narrowed a bit. “You're not here about pomegranates, are you?”



“Umm. No, I'm not,” Fluttershy said, slightly ashamed nonetheless. “I'm just here about Applesgiving.”



“What about it? Do you have a reason for me to repeal it?” Twilight asked, perhaps a bit too eagerly.



“No, I actually wanted to help it a bit. You see, right now its problem is that we only celebrate it by eating apples. Oh, and Pinkie decided to wear a giant apple costume.”



Twilight smiled and rolled her eyes. “That's Pinkie Pie for you. So you have a new way for ponies to celebrate Applesgiving?”



Fluttershy looked down and kicked at the ground. “Well, not exactly. It's more of a new tradition than a way to celebrate.”



“Okay, what do you have in mind?”



Fluttershy moved to her cart. “I thought that you, being a princess, could maybe,” she paused to pull the blanket off of the cart, revealing a cage with two plump turkeys inside, “pardon some turkeys.”



Twilight stared blankly at Fluttershy for several seconds. “You want me to...pardon some...turkeys? Why? What would a turkey do that needs pardoning? What do turkeys even have to do with apples?”



“It would be, umm, symbolic, mostly. It would show that we support and care about animals like turkeys. There's not really much of a connection between turkeys and apples, but the turkeys do mature around this time of year, so it's at least seasonal.”



Twilight looked from the calm, peaceful turkeys to Fluttershy's innocent smile to the papers on her table. “Well, it's certainly not the worst idea I've heard today. Sure, let's do it.” Twilight cleared her throat and turned to the turkeys. “By the Power of Friendship, I have the power to pardon you. So go on, you're pardoned now.”



Fluttershy waited for several seconds to see if anything else would happen. “That's it?”



“Yeah, it's pretty anticlimactic. But those two turkeys are now officially pardoned, whatever that might mean for a turkey. Now what—”



Suddenly, a magical explosion with the force of one thousand rising suns threw the room into total disarray and confusion. In the center of it stood Princess Celestia, wings flared, horn aglow, and eyes blazing like a metaphor.



Fortunately for Twilight, Celestia relaxed when she saw her. Still, she spoke with a tone of voice that Twilight had only ever heard her use in the most serious of situations, most of which necessitated the use of what Pinkie had taken to calling the “Rainbow Laser Blast of Friendship.”



“Twilight Sparkle, I am relieved to see that you are all right. Last night, attempts were made on my and my sister's lives, and I have reason to believe that the perpetrators are now in Ponyville.”



“What!” Twilight shouted. “Who would do such a thing?”



“We believe that the rebels were two large birds.”



Twilight turned toward Fluttershy, who was hiding under her upturned cart. “Fluttershy, did you just trick me into pardoning two leaders of a coup?” she asked suspiciously.



“Of course not, Twilight. Turkeys don't coo, they gobble.”
      

      
   
      Just After Midnight


      

      
      
         When Princess Luna’s unthinkable cry shook Castle Everfree, we servants hastened to shelter. Rich Bouquet, the sommelier, guided us to the wine cellars. The unicorn understood ’twas better to hide where the earth could block errant spells.



It blocked more than that. We had nary a hint of the battle’s progress, any signs reduced to slight shakings. We spent perhaps an hour there, aided by choice bottles, before the senior staff decided to send somepony to check for safety.



They chose me, then but the youngest and most expendable of the scullery maids. Though my legs trembled with my ascent, though I lacked wings to speed my escape and horn to defend myself, I ascended nonetheless. 'Twas my duty.



Unnatural night still reigned. I edged through the eerie silence, my own hoofsteps echoing like catapult stones striking the battlements. I saw no sign of life, scarcely heard one. But in the silence, with all the beasts of Everfree cowed by the Sisters’ fury, the sound of alicorn-sized lungs drew my notice. I followed the faint breaths to the front hall.



There, Princess Celestia slumped before a curious device, five stone spheres arranged around a central pillar. The Princess Herself did naught, saw naught, lying like insensate flesh before it. Moonlight shone upon her from a hole in the ceiling.



I approached Her cautiously, licking my dry lips. Speaking to Her would be a gross violation of my station, but there was nopony else. “Your Highness?”



“What?” The word sent a chill down my spine. There was no feeling there. It was simply a sound the flesh made after hearing one.



“Should You not raise the Sun again, Your Highness?”



“Why bother?” Now there was feeling, purest sorrow. “Why, when I have lost the one who completes me? What purpose has a Sun with no Moon?”



I tried not to think too much about that. “Equestria needs You, Your Highness.”



The Princess shut Her eyes. “Luna needed me. Lookest thou upon her Moon to see how well I looked after her.”



The profile splotched across the heavenly sphere actually brought relief. “She lives.”



“Perhaps.” Only after the Princess spoke did I realize I had as well. “I know not. Mayhaps I should follow her, seal myself in my Sun. Surely mortal ponies would rule with more wisdom than I.”



Fool that I was in my youth, my thoughts found the leastmost fault there the most interesting. “Should You not raise the Sun first? It seems an easier journey when it lies above the land than beneath it.”



The Princess stared at me, the corners of Her mouth set to twitching, Her breathing stifled snorts. Just when I thought She would smite me for my impertinence, She erupted in belly-laughs. She rolled onto Her back and kicked Her legs like a foal playing in the grass.



I feared I had driven the Princess mad, especially when I could no longer tell if She were laughing or sobbing. Still, I stood by Her. Mad or not, She was Celestia, all Equestria had left.



In time, She collected Herself. She wiped at her eyes and said, “What is thy name, filly?”



“Mince Pie, Your Highness.”



She bowed Her head to me. I bit the inside of my cheek and felt pain. “I thank thee, Mince Pie. Thou hast done me a great service.”



As my mind struggled to fathom the nod, my mouth said, “Not ‘We,’ Your Highness?”



Princess Celestia shook Her head. “Neigh. Not while one half of the We is lost. But thou hast reminded me that one mare's problems, even mine, pale before the good of a nation.” She sighed. “I am not yet through this long darkness of mine.”



My fool’s mouth thrust again. “Neigh. You've still not raised the Sun.”



She smiled. “True. But even then, I will need to heal. Losing Luna was like tearing off mine own wings.” She looked up at the moon. “But I have faith that Harmony will redress this imbalance. I must or all is lost, and none can afford such.” She turned back to me. “But though I will be without my sister, I will have others to support me.”



I knelt. “I am ever Your servant, Your Highness.”



“And, I would hope, my friend.”



I started at that, mine eyes bulging open. “I…” I swallowed and nodded. “Aye.”



“I thank thee again.” Celestia turned once more to the sky, her horn aglow. “Now, to my duty.”



And thus the morning came.
      

      
   
      A Night (Not) to Remember


      

      
      
         Berry Punch staggered through the creaky barroom door, already rather tipsy from the last bar she’d been to. But as the hour had grown late, she'd begun feeling a certain itch that needed scratching, and this was her favorite place to try and get it scratched.



She looked around the barroom, sizing-up each of the stallions in turn. Big Mac sat nursing a cider nearby, but she knew from experience that he was no fun. Most of the others scattered around the room already looked to be with someone. There was one, though, who looked promising: a brown-coated, darker-brown-maned earth pony sitting alone at the bar. She smiled as she studied him; he had a nice enough build, with strong flanks bearing an hourglass cutie mark.



Berry walked over and plopped down on the stool beside him. “Two ciders,” she said to the bartender, before giving him a toothy grin. “Hey, handsome. What’s your sign?”



He considered this in silence for a moment. “I can’t say I’ve been asked that one before. Maybe, ‘Question Authority?’”



She smiled, and not just because of their ciders arriving. “You’re funny. I like that.”



“Really? I know I've been called peculiar, quirky, sometimes a bit oblivious… but almost never funny.”



Berry shrugged. “Well, what’s your story?”



“It’s a bit embarrassing… I woke up with a strange mare in my bed this morning, and I’m retracing my evening to see how she got there.”



“Been there,” Berry said, grinning. “So that means you’re not… tied-down?”



The stallion gave her a nervous frown. “Not currently, at least.” He cocked his head, and took a good, long look at her. “Hold on… it’s you!”



Berry furrowed her brow. “Uh… me?”



“Yes, you!” he shouted. “You’re her! What did you do with me last night?! Or… tonight, as it may be.” He paused, frowning. “You know, moments like these are why I usually don’t let myself intervene in my own timeline; it just gets confusing.”



Berry felt a growing sense of uncertainty, which she did her best to drown in a long swig of cider. “It sounds like I gave you a night to remember. Or… maybe I’m going to?”



He looked aghast. “You will!”



“You’re sure?”



“I am! It happened!”



“But… it hasn’t, yet.”



“It has, let me assure you!”



Berry rubbed her face in frustration. “Wait… so you’re saying that we did something together on your last night, which is my tonight… so where’s your last night?”



“That’s tonight.”



“No, I mean, where is he?!”



The stallion stood up in panic. “What time is it?”



Berry pointed to a clock on the wall. The stallion cursed, then gripped Berry's shoulders. “You must go home with me. The integrity of the space-time continuum depends on it!”



“Of all the lousy pick-up lines…”



The door creaked again, and the stallion vaulted over the bar just as a perfect doppelgänger of himself shuffled into the room.



“Hey!” the bartender shouted.



“Here!” The stallion proffered a bag of bits. “Did I see me?”



Berry glanced at the doppelgänger, who was moving sullenly toward the bar. “I… don’t think so?”



“Then listen closely! Our going home together is a fixed event, but there are always choices! Getting drunk is one thing, but as a courtesy, I would appreciate only the appearance of sordid goings-on!”



Berry frowned. “Well, how’s that fair to me? I’m stuck going home with you anyway…”



“Hello, miss,” the doppelgänger said, dropping onto the stool that the stallion had just vacated. “I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve come to get ‘properly wasted,’ as the foals say.”



Berry glanced down at the stallion, before turning a drunken leer on the doppelgänger. “Sounds great, champ. What’re you having?”



“How about… one of everything?”



“What’s the occasion?”



“I suppose you could say I’ve had a falling-out with my companion.”



“Ah, rebounding. That makes sense now.”



“Excuse me?”



“Nothing.” She smiled. “Barkeep, a Manehattan for my friend here!”



“You’re quite accommodating,” the doppelgänger said.



Berry sighed. “Look, sometimes things don’t go your way, but maybe sometimes if you do the right thing, somepony might end up owing you one.” She peered over the bar, and the stallion nodded curtly. She looked back at the doppelgänger, who seemed very confused.



But then the barkeep set a tall, thin glass of off-clear liquid with a long straw and an orange slice in front of the doppelgänger, and Berry grinned. “Drink up, handsome. One of us is gonna have a night they won’t forget.”
      

      
   
      Tired


      

      
      
         A little while after the end of the night, Twilight finds me at a secluded corner of the ballroom. As she nears, an errant sunbeam streaking in through a window catches her in the eye. Sleepiness has rendered her reactions muted, but she still backpedals, cringing, before ducking beneath the shaft of light with all the grace of a minotaur on skates. I feel just a little bad for chuckling.



"I'm sorry about that," I say with a little smile.



"No, it's fine, Princess Celest—" is all she can manage before a long, wheezing yawn overtakes her. "Oh, my goodness, excuse me!"



"It's all right. Perfectly understandable considering the circumstances, in fact."



"I usually do my all-nighters with a lot more coffee," she admits. "But coffee at an occasion like this wouldn't feel right, would it?"



"No, it wouldn't," I agree. I cast a glance at Luna, who's in the middle of the dance floor. The last of the guests have her surrounded, thanking her for the night and exchanging pleasantries before following the other ponies out the door. A good number of them seemed ready to pass out in their carriages on their way home.



"Thank you for arranging this, Twilight," I say. "She's really enjoyed herself, I can tell."



"It's nothing at all," Twilight insists, smiling broadly. "Just doing my job as the P-O-F, after all."



It takes me a second to figure out the acronym, but I smile when I do.



"Speaking of Pincessly duties," I say, ruffling my feathers a bit, "I'm actually thinking about retiring, myself."



When Twilight realizes I’m not joking, her eyes widen and dart subconsciously to the sunrise-filled windows.



“Oh, not from that,” I say with a chuckle before I point towards the little gaggle of nobles still gathered around Luna, eager to be seen with her. “From this. From being the Princess of the Sun.”



“Why?” Twilight asks. “Is there something wrong?”



I can’t help but feel a twinge of pride in her. A few short years ago, this kind of talk would have shaken her entire world. But now, her first thought is to help.



“Nothing’s wrong,” I assure her. I grin a little. “Can I actually tell you a secret?”



Twilight is still confused, but she nods.



“I actually never wanted to be a Princess,” I admit. “If I had things my way after Luna and I defeated Discord, I would have just gone to live in a quiet meadow somewhere, and ponies would be wondering to this day about how the sun rose and set.



“But Luna convinced me that ponies needed to know that they were being watched over. That we had a responsibility to guide them. And though it has been truly wonderful to see my little ponies succeed and grow over the many years I’ve cared for them, I think I’ve ruled for long enough, now.”



“Does Luna know?” says Twilight. Her ears are swivelling the way they do when she’s thinking.



“Not yet, but I’ll tell her soon.” I shoot my sister another glance. The few ponies that are still with her—Ispot an astronomer and a musician in their midst—are the ones that don’t have political reasons for being here. They seem to be having quite the good time.



“Won’t she be upset?”



“Perhaps at first,” I say, “But I honestly believe she has the most to benefit from this.” I let my voice drop a pitch or two to emphasis this next part. “Has the thought occurred to you that tonight may have been the first time that many of our guests have seen a moonset?”



Twilight blinks, and I continue.



“And it wouldn’t be from a lack of early rising. The simple fact is that most of the time, their attention is drawn other side of the horizon.” I sigh. “But it’s not their fault; I haven’t given Luna or Equestria enough room to grow without me.”



“I think I understand,” says Twilight. “When are… you planning on leaving?” A worried waver shakes her voice.



“It won’t be something I do overnight,” I reassure her. “I plan on doing it the right way, and it may be several more years before everything is put in order.”



“Okay,” she says, clearly relieved, “but let me know if you need my help, okay?”



“Of course.”



I gaze across the nearly-empty ballroom and I look forward to being the Princess of nothing but a little brook in a meadow, somewhere.
      

      
   
      I Wasn't Prepared for This


      

      
      
         Comprehension crashed into Celestia like a buck to the face. She stared into the spacious bathroom mirror, toothpaste dribbling down her chin. Seeing her own pupils shrink, she felt the steadily building weight of her awareness settle upon her. When thought failed her, she put the idea into words:



“I’m not ready.”



She raised a hoof to wipe away the remaining paste from her chin. Instead, her fetlock pressed against her trembling lips. Slowly, her breathing leveled and her heart eased up on her ribs. Yet the physical calm seemed to act as a catalyst for her mind, for the moment she lowered her hoof a barrage of thoughts turned riotous in her skull. Her rebellious eyes drifted back to her toothbrush.



Sorry I fell asleep, Princess. C-can I use your stuff? I promise to be careful.



Letting the toothbrush drop, she staggered back into her chambers. Everywhere she looked, ghostly images flashed before her eyes. A little pony cantered between her legs, and she nearly tripped in an effort not to step on her.



You’re so tall! Like a giant. Are you a giant?



On her favorite rug, the same specter raised a book high over her head.



One night! Bet you didn’t think I could read that fast. What do you mean, ‘retention?’



She stepped passed her bed, trying not to look at slightly older filly staring up at her with big, tearful blue eyes.



Princess? I think there’s a hydra under my bed.



The balcony window bathed her in the streaming sunlight. Through the glass, a mare she’d not seen in many moons glared back at her.



Is that really all you have to say to me?



Celestia closed her eyes, willing the mare away. Her heart had gone back to abusing her ribcage. Oh, how it longed to escape the swords running it through. So many swords…



Forcing her eyes open, Celestia looked upon the city of Canterlot gleaming beneath the orange sunrise. Tall spires, flapping banners, white walls. Somewhere out there a new student prepared for a new life. The hole in the school tower drew her eye, stirring her guts into a horrendous mess.



She’d made her decision. She remained convinced of its appropriateness.



So why did she feel like she was plotting murder?



Celestia could not ignore the biting words. Her head turned slowly, answering the call despite her reluctance. Follow the carpet, across the bed where the familiar apparition lay sleeping, to the nightstand. There the book lay, as it had for so long.



After all this time, would she finally have the courage? Swallowing to moisten her throat, Celestia walked around the bed. She sat and raised her shaking hooves, but they could not approach the tome. She licked her lips, closed her eyes, forced down a slow, deep breath…



It weighed more than she recalled. It did not burn her or fling about insults or remind her of her failure. None of the things she’d associated with it came to pass. They’d all been silly, and she’d known it from the beginning. Even so, she stared at it for a long time.



Her hooves remained still. No glow formed around her horn.



Eyes closed. Deep breath. Eyes opened.



A long pause.



Celestia’s hoof whipped up, snapping the pages open to the bookmark.



A blank sheet greeted her. At the sight of it, the air left Celestia’s lungs. She sagged over the empty pages, a familiar talon tightening over a heart that had slipped down into her hooves. She blamed herself for getting her hopes up, among other things.



Seconds turned to minutes. Celestia flipped through page after page of old, familiar messages as more images danced on her retinae. Not a single new word graced her gaze. It was possible that one never would.



A quill and inkpot lay on the nightstand. Celestia looked at them, then to the book. Pursing her lips, she took the quill in her magic, filled it with ink, and let it hover over the page.



The quill didn’t move.



Celestia gritted her teeth.



Trembling, the quill lowered to the page. Ink smeared the paper, spreading out slowly, until at last it began to move:



Goodbye.




Celestia stared at the word for some time, waiting for the pain to dissipate and the weight to lift. Silence filled the still air of the bedroom.



She ripped the page out and closed the book.



“I’m not ready.”
      

      
   
      Fading Lights


      

      
      
         She had no idea how or why she had ended up here. 



It was like waking up from a long dreamless night, or taking the first breath after being rescued from the depths of an unfathomable ocean. She felt numb, almost paralysed. Her thoughts were sluggish, as if her brain had not yet found back all its purchase on reality.



Where was she? She looked around, but only saw stones. Staggered stones, all the way up to a partly ruined wall which blotted out the rest of the view. Some were ancient, even hoary, their edges chopped and blunted by the slow, but ruthless, hunger of the oozy moss. Some were new, sharp and glossy; weird designs had been carved on them. She knew she was familiar with them. She knew she should have recognised their meaning. But, inexplicably, she couldn’t remember.



She could only flounder for questions.



Suddenly, she realised that even her name was gone from her mind. 



A squall blew, keening through the branches of the battered trees. Sleet pelted the already sodden ground, crackling against the stones. She shuddered, more from surprise than cold, and looked at the sky. Under the leaden, sullen sky, wisps of darker clouds scudded across from horizon to horizon.



What a forlorn place, she thought. She tried to rouse herself from her numbness. I can’t stay there. There must be an exit, somewhere to find shelter in, somewhere to get answers from… She gazed around again, squinting, and eventually spotted a rusty gate in the distance.



She was about to set out towards it when it opened with a grating sound which was almost carried away by the wind. 



Then she saw them coming through the opening.



She saw them and froze, as an icy chill swept down her spine: two blobs of light, two large will-o’-the-wisps floating over the ground. The first was huge, white but somehow both fuzzy and lambent, much like a gently glowing globe seen through frosted glass. The other was smaller, but sharper. It looked like a ball of darkness, with a slight navy blue nimbus.



She couldn’t move a muscle nor utter a cry. Somehow, she was transfixed. All she could do was watching in horror as the blobs glided closer, undisturbed by the gale. 



And as they drew nearer, she realised she could make out scattered syllables. The blobs spoke, spoke with dampened, echoing voices, as if from the far end of a corridor.



It stroke her that she knew those voices. But memory kept eluding her. 



Why?



In a matter of seconds the syllables gelled into words.



“… long enough. It’s been twenty-seven hours now. Is she here?” a first voice asked – it was impossible to tell which blob was speaking.



“Definitely,” an other voice responded. 



“I wonder how you can be so certain.”



“I wonder how you can miss that,” the second voice answered. “Exploring the dreamland has made me more receptive. But even if you cannot sense her, you know the lore.”



The blobs hovered for a short while, then resumed their course.



“Does she know we’re here?” the first voice asked.



“Probably, though she might perceive us differently. Legends say—”



“I know the legend as well as you do…" the first voice cut in, then sighed.



The two blobs were now only a few feet away. They stopped again, and there was silence for a time, silence only broken by the wailing of the wind.



“I always thought she… she would…” the first voice said at last. It faltered.



“No,” the second voice picked up. “You pulled the wool over your eyes all these years.” A sigh. “You know it’s not in our power to grace, and that the grace was only given to those who witnessed the beginning. All others must pass, even those you bless. It’s the law.”



“But why her? And why here?”



“Who can say?” 



What were those beings speaking about? Why had they come here to simply stop in front of her and stand still? 



Maybe? An idea popped in her mind. Maybe they could explain what had happened to her?



Summoning all her courage up, she ventured a trembling: “Hello?” 



There was no immediate response.



“Did you hear something?” the first voice asked after a while.



“Only the wind,” the second answered.



“I could swear there was something else… I… No. I’m sorry…”  



A long pause. 



Then, in a somber tone: “Goodbye now, dear Twilight…”
      

      
   
      The Age Of Harmony


      

      
      
         “Sister,” Luna began, poking Celestia in the flank. “We might have a problem.” 



Celestia let out an ungainly ‘snerk’ ah her head jolted up from the pillow. Her horn flared with magic, lifting a sword into the air and she cast blearily around the dingy inn room. “Uh? Wha... Luna, what are you doing? It’s still dark out.” 



Luna shot her a flat look. “You raise the sun.” 



“Which means I know it’s too early.” Celestia shook her head, running a hoof through her tangled pink mane. “Urgh I can still taste the mead. What’s the problem, anyway, is Baron von Lich-y Pants invading again?” 



“That wasn’t his name.” 



Celestia shrugged. “Eh, they all blend into one. Okay, is it one of the Seven Princes bounty hunters?” Luna shook her head. “Another of Star Swirl’s lost empires invading again?” Luna cocked a brow. “What? It’s happened three times now. Okay, have any of the following returned: Sombra; Discord; Baltheon; Gorgoth; Tirek; Kerberos; Desolation; Timmat; Star Swirl’s evil twin or Chillmaw?”



“The seals remained strong last I checked.” Luna sighed and shook her head. “No, it seems that a large number of ponies have gathered outside.” 



“Again?” Celestia flopped bonelessly back onto the straw mattress. “What’s set them off this time? I swear I haven’t slept with anypony’s son or daughter... without permission.” 



Luna pursed her lips. “Perhaps I should show you. I’d suggest wearing your good armour.” Without another word she slipped out of the room. 



“Urgh.” Celestia shot a dirty look out of the window at the predawn sky. With a sullen burst of magic she hefted the sun over the horizon. If she had to be up early the rest of the world would just have to suffer alongside her. 



A few minutes later, her mane still a mess and her golden armour askew Celestia stepped out onto the inn’s narrow balcony. Her sister stood vigil there, her armour shining silver in the dawn light as she stared impassively at the crowd. As one, the assembled ponies dropped to their knees in a deep bow. 



Celestia did a doubletake. “Well that’s never happened before. Hello, citizens of—” For a moment she wracked her brains trying to remember the name of the township and came up short. “—this fine land. How can I help you this morning?” 



“And how much of a head start will we get this time,” Luna muttered. 



“Excuse me, your Majesties,” a stallion near the front chimed in. “But we’re here to... swear fealty to you.”



Celestia blanched. “I’m sorry, I’m still a little hungover. WHAT!? Don’t you ponies have a lord for that already?”



“The lich killed him!” somepony at the back called out. 



“An heir?” 



“And her.” 



“A constable?” 



“It was very thorough.” 



With a sigh Celestia shook her head. “Okay, well I guess I understand why you’re at a lose end. Still, my sister and I are sell swords. We're definitely not leadership material. I mean what about us suggests we should be lords of anything?” 



There was a moment’s conferring. “Well, you are both alicorns,” the first stallion called out. 



Celestia pressed a hoof against her head. “No. I’ve explained this far too many times now. The wings and horns are just a side-effect of wielding a couple to immensely powerful artifacts to overthrow Discord and his reign of...” She realised she might not be helping her case. “Nevermind, race is a terrible reason to chose your rulers.” 



There was another round of muttering. “How about the immortality?” 



“It's not immortality, I just haven’t aged for a while!” Celestia snapped. “And also not a good way of picking a ruler. Heck, if anything it makes things worse. Has anypony got any sensible reasons why I should be in charge?” 



One of the foals raised a hoof. “Didn’t you just raise the sun?” 



Celestia scowled, opened her mouth and spent a long moment trying to figure out the appropriate response to that.



“Does that make you a god?” 



“Okay, fine,” she said, with a longsuffering sight. “We’ll help you, but only if you never mention the god thing again.” 



The crowd erupted into wild cheering. Celestia rolled her eyes. 



“Are you sure this is a good idea, sister?” Luna murmured. 



Celestia shrugged. “Well you said you were tired to traipsing around the country. I wouldn’t worry though, I’m sure they’ll get bored of us in a year or two and chase us out of... of... Luna, what’s this Principality called again?” 



“Equestria.” 
      

      
   
      Similitude


      

      
      
         Outside the window, Starlight watched her old town. It should have made her happy, but really only reminded her of the thoughts that had troubled her sleep.



"Good morning, Starlight," a voice spoke out behind her. She turned her head to see Twilight Sparkle smiling at her.



"Morning," Starlight responded, trying to keep her voice cheerful as she turned back to the window. But the sight was enough to make her voice hitch, and the Princess of Friendship wasn't easy to fool. In the window's reflection her expression turned into a frown.



"Is something bothering you?" she asked. 



"It’s... meeting Chrysalis yesterday, seeing how she treated her hive, and remembering how this town used to be... I really was the same, wasn't I?"



Twilight hesitated. "I'll be honest, Starlight. In many ways, you were. You forced this town to be what you wanted, not what the ponies wanted, and kept your cutie mark because you considered yourself more important. And like Chrysalis, when you lost, you became obsessed with revenge, blaming others for your mistakes."



That was just too much. Starlight felt her rear legs collapse under her.



"But in the most important way, you're not like her at all." 



"What's that?" Starlight asked.



"Why don't you tell me," Twilight said with a smile. "You've got a lot of friends here who might be able to help."








"Yeah, Twilight does the whole 'figure it out on your own' thing a lot," Spike said. "I think she learned it from Celestia."



Starlight stared at her coffee. "What do you think? Was I like Chrysalis?"



"No way," Spike protested. "I mean, you really messed things up, but Chrysalis is, like, comic book villain evil!” He stopped, considering. "You shouldn't be so hard on yourself. Thorax took part in the attack on Canterlot, but he realized it was wrong, and decided to be a better pony. Well, changeling. You’re like that."



Starlight thought for a moment, but then shook her head. "I don't think that's the answer she's looking for. I mean... I could have realized I was wrong after Twilight chased me out of town. Or- Chrysalis could still change her mind and apologize."



Spike just shrugged. "Well, maybe it's not her answer. But I don't think you were evil, Starlight."








"Trixie thinks the Princess gives very annoying homework assignments."



"Starlight is starting to agree with you. But do you have any ideas? What makes me different?"



"Aside from not being a love eating bug monster?” Trixie rolled her eyes dramatically. “Intentions matter. I never wanted for a giant bear to attack Ponyville, or to be corrupted by an evil amulet. You didn’t want to destroy Equestria with your time spell, did you?”



"No!" Starlight responded. "I just wanted revenge."



"That’s what I wanted when I put on the amulet, and Twilight forgave me."



"Maybe.” Starlight thought about that for a moment. “But if intentions matter... you just wanted to beat her in a magic duel. I wanted to ruin her friendships. If you thought the amulet would do that, would you still have put it on?"



Trixie shook her head, and Starlight sighed again.








“So, have you figured it out?” Twilight asked. Above them, Celestia’s sun was rapidly climbing towards noon.



It was all Starlight could manage not to sigh. “Is it because I realized I was wrong? Or because my goal wasn’t hurting ponies?”



“Those are good guesses,” Twilight replied. “But they’re only part of the answer. Here, try this: Why did you take everypony’s cutie marks?”



“Because… because cutie marks cost me my only friend. I thought it was the only way for them to get along.”



“And when I couldn’t stop you from changing the past, why did you give up?”



Starlight couldn’t help but blink in surprise at the question. Surely the answer was obvious. “I was hurting everypony. The future I saw, there was nothing. No revenge is worth that.”



Twilight nodded. “And that’s the difference between you and Chrysalis. You cared. You always did, even when you were at your worst. I thought, once, that maybe Chrysalis just wanted to feed her children, but you and Thorax found a way to help them and she still refused. That’s the difference between the two of you.”



“I…” Starlight began, but found herself unsure what to say. She looked out across the town, spotting Party Favor walking down the single street. He smiled, giving her a friendly wave.



Twilight beamed as Starlight waved back.
      

      
   
      Never Leave You Hangin'


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash awoke and lay still for some time, breathing uneasily and thinking of yesterday’s events: the assault on the castle with her companions... the offer... and what came afterwards. Slowly, she rose from the bed, her hooves touching down on the littered floor of the stone hall.



It's bright as day, she realized; perhaps this was all a dream? She looked out the window. No. The Moon was blank. The Mare was free. But that wasn't what transfixed Rainbow Dash in place. That sky, oh Celestia, that sky!



The Moon was a jewel in the center of a spectacular nebula, running all the way across the firmament, upon it a thousand glittering stars in spiral curlicues. Far from solid black, this sky was ruddy, ochre, violet...



"Is it not beautiful?" The voice spoke from behind Rainbow Dash, who gasped and twisted in place. There stood Nightmare Moon, proud and regal.



"I shudder to think of the dreadful displays," Nightmare Moon continued, her eyes towards the window, "to which my sister subjected Equestria, night after night. Even now you can see that my stars and moon are a fitting substitute for the Sun."



Abruptly Rainbow was struck with the realization that she'd never bask in the sun again. Her heart sank. No, oh no... Oh Celestia, what have I done?



"Captain Dash," Nightmare Moon said softly, and Dash's doubts wavered a little. "It is time." She moved aside, revealing a uniform folded neatly and placed atop a cushion. It was like the Wonderbolt uniform, but jet-black and purple like a reflection of the sky, and undeniably so very... awesome. A fair trade?...



"Put on your uniform, captain Dash, and then you shall swear an oath of loyalty to me."



At the mention of 'loyalty' Rainbow's mood changed instantly. Her body quivered, once, twice, then the tears dripped from her eyes as she breathed hard. No, no! This was a mistake! I promised we'd save them, how will I look into their faces, I must say I've changed my—



"Weeping, Dash? Really? How unbecoming of the captain of my personal guard," Nightmare Moon said mockingly, and Rainbow actually felt a twinge of shame. "I understand you're second-guessing your decision? I will dispel your doubts. 



"Look out the window, Dash. See: the stars and the very Moon are my playthings. I was practically my sister's equal when we fought, and the millennium of banishment has done nothing to weaken me. And you hoped to overthrow me?" She laughed. "What hope did a team of weatherponies have against me? There was nothing at your disposal you could have used." (Rainbow blushed at the memory of their awkward attempts to hit Nightmare with a thunderbolt.) "This was inevitable. After day comes night; after Celestia's reign came... me. There was no use to struggle."



Rainbow felt her heart sink at these words—there was no chance?—but also something of a relief. So I haven't really squandered anything...



"Understand this, captain Dash: far from betraying your friends, you have saved them. Normally I'd have made an example out of rebellious minds who oppose me, but... I saw the potential in you. Courageous, fiery... and fast. When you agreed, it convinced me to show mercy for the rest of you and treat your excursion as nothing more but impulsive foolishness."








The short, pathetic battle was at an end. All her friends swatted out of the sky, Rainbow had rushed the tyrant in desperation, only to get paralyzed and held in mid-air.



"Brave," the Nightmare noted, looking her in the eye. "Foolish... but brave.



"Why are you a mere weatherpony, Dash?"








"You have not disgraced yourself; indeed you've elevated yourself, captain Dash," Nightmare continued. "I need only the best at my side. Under my tutelage, and with my magic, you shall live up to your full potential... And your name."



Name? Rainbow puzzled over what that meant, then went wide-eyed in shock. "The Sonic Rainboom," she whispered. "But that's only a myth. Nopony's ever—"



"Not for millennia," Nightmare responded. "But you may be the first of your era."



Rainbow's heart beat faster in her chest as she considered. Was it true? Could she really become as... as cool as that? "This..." She swallowed. "This actually sounds... kinda awesome."



"All I will expect from my captain of guard... and personal student," the Nightmare said, "will be... loyalty."



Rainbow stood still for a while, chewing her lip, pondering. "Ooookay..."



Reluctantly, she began putting on the uniform.
      

      
   
      Sore Loser


      

      
      
         “Ugggghhhh.” Rainbow Dash groaned from most of the way under her blanket. “My everything hurts,” she complained, in a drier, raspier voice than usual. It was too early and wanting to get out of bed was hard, but the soreness was making it even harder to sleep. Also, she knew she’d have to pee soon.



The covers were all messed up in a twist, after a night filled with tossing and turning driven by restless anger. She shoved them off, leaving them in a heap at the foot of the bed. It could be made later. Maybe. If she got to it. Or not. Whatever.



She rolled off the mattress. Lying down, she had merely felt discomfort. Standing made her feel like she’d been hit by a wrecking ball. She winced. Her walk to the kitchen had a distinct limp.



The first stop was the coffeemaker.



Overexertion, she ruminated, is the gift that keeps on giving—the sweat, the exhaustion, the muscle soreness. Especially the muscle soreness. The morning after was always the worst. Only one thing helped her even want to be alive on mornings like this.



While it brewed, she sat resting her head on the kitchen table, letting tangled rainbow bedmane cover her face. Under the colorful veil, the steady, soft noise of the coffeemaker was almost relaxing enough to fall asleep again to.



Almost.



It was done just a little too quickly for her to really zonk out.



She poured jet-black liquid into a tall mug, watching it steam. This stuff wasn’t too great by itself. Usually she’d toss in about four things of creamer and plenty of sugar. Sometimes ponies who got huffy about dumb things like that accused her of having no taste, but she always countered that this was the only way coffee ever had any taste.



Not today, though. This was not a cream-and-sugar kind of morning.



This was a black kind of morning. The clouds she could see through the window thought so too, in flat sheets of grey that covered the sky in a blanket of gloom. It wasn’t supposed to rain today, according to the weather schedule, but it wasn’t going to be nice.



Good.



If she didn’t get to feel nice, why should anypony else?



Especially, say, Applejack.



Yeah. Applejack definitely shouldn’t.



She glowered and sipped her coffee. It was still too hot. Untempered bitterness flooded her mouth. Even after she swallowed, it was slow to fade from her tongue.



She grimaced, then slurped down more. It was good practice for the pride she’d have to swallow when she went to go hoof over what she owed that lousy tree-kicking farmpony.



She still couldn’t believe it. A bushel of Sweet Apple Acres’ best against two dozen of Roseluck’s tastiest longstems... and she lost. She, Rainbow Dash, lost!



And now she had to be seen buying flowers. Sure, they were just the eating kind, not the sappy lovey stuff kind, but it was the principle, right? Rainbow Dash doesn’t buy other ponies flowers. She just doesn’t.



Only now she does.



Well, that’s what she got for making the mistake of letting Applejack choose something that favored strength, instead of speed.



It was almost enough to make her want to accuse little miss applebucker of cheating, but she knew better. There wasn’t anything cheating about choosing the game. Getting salty like that was just being a jerk.



She was a hothead, sure, but she didn’t want to be a jerk if she could help it.



Anyway, Applejack had played just as hard for just as many hours. She’d be sore, too... and unlike Rainbow, who had the day off, AJ had to work.



So who really had the worse deal?



Just then, a beam of sunlight broke through the clouds and spilled onto Rainbow. For a brief moment, before the clouds closed again and it faded, everything was bright and cheerful.



She suddenly felt like the sun had just given her a knowing wink.



It was like Celestia herself was saying, “Sure, your morning sucks now, but it’ll pass. It’s gonna get better. Just watch.” Only Celestia wouldn’t say ‘sucks’, or talk like that at all, really. What she’d say instead would mean the same thing, probably, but a lot more formal and cultured.



But still, it made her feel better.



Finally, she couldn’t help it. A smile cracked on her face—just a little one.



Yeah.



Alright.



Maybe it wasn’t so bad.



Maybe that coffee could use some cream after all.
      

      
   
      'Twixt My Sheets She's Done My Office


      

      
      
         Their honeymoon was in an isolated cabin nestled in a snowy clearing on the side of Canterlot Mountain. The bedroom had an easterly view. Every morning, Cadance and her beloved would rise together, peer out the window as dawn broke, and greet the day as husband and wife.



Or so she had fantasized when she booked it.



Their wedding night set the tone for the days to come. They undressed from their finery and slid beneath the covers together, but when Cadance reached out to stroke Shining's cheek, he pulled away and mumbled an apology. So Cadance, who slept fitfully and woke hours before him, greeted the morning alone at the kitchen table with a fashion magazine and a mug of coffee in front of her. 



Shining Armor was hurting. She'd seen it in everything he did from the moment they were reunited. His stance on the dais as she walked up the aisle, his steps as he twirled her in the castle garden, the nervous look in his eye whenever he dared meet her gaze. She knew why, too. It didn't take Twilight to put the pieces together. 



Cadance was loathe to press the issue, and wanted him to open up to her naturally, but by their fourth silent, awkward breakfast, it was clear that he was going to keep it bottled up unless she broached the subject first.  



"We need to talk, Shining." 



Shining Armor levitated his coffee mug, but only stared sullenly into its rim.



Cadance leaned forward onto the table. "You won't touch me. You barely talk to me. You spend your days in the woods, avoiding me, and when you come home, it's to sleep on the opposite side of the bed from me. Just getting you to look me in the eye is––"



"Don't." Shining set his mug down and stared at his untouched plate, a flush spreading across his cheeks. His eyes clenched shut, and Cadance could see a tremble in his shoulders. "Leave it alone."



"Don't shut me out," said Cadance softly. "Please, talk to me. Let me help." 



"You can't." Tears trickled in thin streams down his reddened cheeks. "You can't give back what she took away."



The words struck Cadance like a hammer blow.



"I woke up with her on top of me one night." Shining's voice was as thin and cold as the mountain wind, but rapidly grew louder and more frantic the longer he spoke. "I said we should wait, because we promised we'd wait, but the things she said, the way she felt and moved and smelled – she was you, Cadance, I swear she was. So I gave in, and I let her... I let her do things to me..."



Cadance pushed off her chair and rounded the table, folded her wings around her husband, and drew him close. He stiffened, then melted into her, burying his cheek in her neck and clutching her body as tightly as he could.



"She had you under a spell. You weren't yourself." With her wingtip, she stroked him from his ear to his mane. "I don't hold you responsible for anything you did under her influence, Shining Armor." She pulled away and cradled his face between her hooves. "I love you. I trust you. Nothing will ever change that. Okay?"



Shining turned his gaze away. "It's not just that. Every time I think about... us... you and me... um..."



"Canoodling?" Cadance supplied with a slightly impish lilt. "Foaling around? Makin' the two-humped camel?"



Shining chuckled, but it ended in a sigh. "I feel... wrong. Guilty. Dirty. I think I'm broken. And I don't know if I'll ever not be."



Cadance leaned forward and nuzzled him with the tip of her nose. "I don't mind waiting for you. Hay, I'm kinda stuck with you, anyway. Sickness and health, 'til death do we part... you were there for all that, so I won't repeat it."



He chuckled again as the last of his tears dried on his cheeks. "I'm sorry for shutting you out."



"There's nothing to apologize for, darling, and nothing for me to forgive." She let him lean into her again, and her eyes fluttered shut contentedly. "But... will you do something for me?"



"Hmm?" 



"If it isn't too much... will you at least hold me at night? It gets chilly all alone on my side of the bed."



She felt his lips spread into a smile against her skin. "I think that would be alright."
      

      
   
      Entering and Breaking


      

      
      
         When Minuette woke, she was thirsty. Cracking her eyes, she pushed herself up from the corduroy pillow. From somewhere in the blur that was her living room, a large glass was pressed against her chest.



"Thank you," she mumbled, hooves instinctively wrapping around it.



She blinked; looked up.



"Berry?"



Berry Punch sat opposite her on the couch, looking all the world as though nothing was strange about the situation.



"Drink up," Berry Punch said, gesturing to the glass. "Orange smoothie, just for you."



Minuette stared at her friend; down at the smoothie; back up. "How did you get in?"



"I broke in. Now drink up. You're thirsty, right?"



"I—" She decided she could drink first and argue later, and took a large gulp; gagged. "Bleugh! Berry, what's in this!"



Berry shrugged. "The usual. Ice. Water. Oranges."



Fuming, "Oranges?"



"Oranges: carrot, bell pepper, persimmon mash, walnut flour, polus."



Having been building to demur, Minutette stalled on the last one. "'Polus'?"



"Vodka. The not-orange bits are kale and mint." More to herself, Berry added, "Should remember to ask Good Thyme about orange mint sometime."



Minuette slammed the glass down on the short coffee table in disgust and started to rise. Berry's hoof and the earth pony strength behind it pushed her back to sitting.



"What in Tartarus, Berry! I—"



"Drink," Berry insisted. "It's better for you and it's right here."



"But it's disgusting!"



"Well..." Berry grabbed it, took a sip, and bobbled her head. "It's not—" she fixed Minuette with a pointed look "—sweet."



Minuette's ears pulled back, defensive. "And what's that supposed to mean?"



"You crashed pretty hard after the party. Fourteen servings sets a new record."



She felt her mane prickle. "I did not have fourteen—"



"Nine squares of cake, four scoops ice cream, and one serving worth from those bit-sized cookies. I counted."



"So I have a sweet tooth!"



"And Rumble's birthday last week, you had ten."



"They invited me!"



"Everyone," Berry corrected. "And there's the daily leftovers from Sugarcube, Diamond Tiara's, Apple Acres'—"



"It would go to waste anyway!" Minuette stood on the couch, bearing down. "You break into my house, you want me to drink that dreck, and now you accuse me of being some sugar-addicted freak?"



Berry didn't flinch. "I haven't accused you of anything."



"Well... good! Now get out. I have... stuff to do!"



"It's noon." That bare statement of fact caused Minuette to freeze. "Now I'll start accusing. You probably don't have a job anymore because of oversleeping. And not everything you've been 'keeping from going to waste' was. You knew it wasn't all going to waste; you just didn't care."



Minuette gaped, anger being replaced by something else. "That's not.... You...."



"You fell asleep on a bench by the fountain. I carried you the rest of the way home. Your bed is disgusting, by the way, and you'll need a new door lock."



Minuette was trembling. "You can't just.... I...." Her legs failed and she fell forward into Berry's mane.



Neither of them moved nor spoke for a long minute. Berry watched the condensation on the smoothie slide down the glass sides to puddle on the table, listening; waiting.



Finally, Minuette's hooves slid around Berry, and the gesture was promptly returned. "I have a problem."



Berry Punch gave a wry chuckle. "When you're ready, drink up. It's good for you."
      

      
   
      The Princess Sleeps


      

      
      
         The princess sleeps and dreams that she is sleeping.



Unobserved, dispersed within her mind, I'm one with her at last, her peace alluring. Gentle breaths, all jasmine soaked and swirling, rise like cedar smoke or frankincense to soothe the air, aglow with love's forgiveness.



"Undeserved." The thought is dark and scurries, bristling, shadowy, a fleeting rat.



I cast a tendril, snatch the thought before the princess wakes. I draw it close and whisper, "Love's a gift, bestowed instead of earned."



It laughs like beetles scuttling through the leaves. "A sophist's ploy," it rustles more than says. "Reality asserts itself, you know as well as I. Her fuse is ever lit, her ticking never ending, only muffled."



"Baseless, creature base!" I keep contained, will not allow my former nature space to kick the princess sideways in her dreams the way I did at her command in nightly cavalcade for days and weeks and months. "She finally understands the trust they have in her, the faith, and yes, in fact, the love."



It squirms against my grip. "You can't believe you serve the truth by holding me at bay! I'm vital, bringing balanced common sense to all internal plans, deliberations, thoughts, and schemes! Without the touch of Doubt—"



"You plague her." Still, I'm somehow murmuring instead of shouting, pulling back so nothing sharp can crack the sky, disturb her slumber, make the flower petals, delicate and limpid, cringe and wither, droop and fade. "You have a place, I won't deny, but now that place is changing, Doubt, has broadened, widened, grown refined. You play along or die."



The snort it gives dispenses ripples, shivering the dreaming dream. "You little fool! You draw your strength from nowhere else but me!"



"I did!" To emphasize the word, I'm almost forced to raise my voice. But violent volume, that's the past: the present's softly tough. "That you begot me, seeded me inside her royal womb, I frowningly acknowledge."



"Ha!" Its cackle smacks me hard as any fist. "A father's claim I lay upon you, then, your duty plainly obvious!" Its claws unsheathing, Doubt begins to dig, to work its talons deep into my skin. "Your princess and your mother needs to know her subjects are eternally protected, safe from all the darkness squirming deep within her fetid, dank and cankered soul! And yes, our roles are changing, you and I, but still we have our obligations, must unite to check her power, not allow—!"



"Enough." With rapid teeth, I separate the bloated head of seething Doubt from what it calls its body, crunch its skull and bones, and dine upon its lies and partial truths. "I'm acting as a filter now, a screen of love and caring raised against you, Doubt. That you exist, she won't forget, but neither will I let you dowse the silver light of moon and stars that sweetly fills the night."



It wriggles, but I force it down, my senses stretched and all alert for any shuffle, squeak or crackle. Doubt will ever slither through but never rule while I'm around.



The princess sleeps, and I preserve her dreaming all the day so she can guard the night.
      

      
   
      Happily Ever After*


      

      
      
         Yesterday had been the craziest day in Cranky Doodle Donkey's life. It had also been the happiest.



Cranky quietly sat down at his writing desk, then turned and looked over his shoulder. His new wife, Matilda, dozed peacefully in their bed. It was still very early, so he took pains not to wake her.



It had become a welcome routine. Over the past few months since she'd moved in, Cranky would wake up every morning, kiss her on the cheek, and slip out of bed to start his day. Not with breakfast or coffee—he would wait the necessary hour or two for her to get up so that he could share the moment with her. His day began with writing, as it always did.



Cranky had been penning a dramatic romance novel for many years now. Even back when he spent each day searching for Matilda, a donkey needs a tangible hobby. He picked up writing, and it kept him going during the darkest of times. His book, now novel-length, was nearing completion. All that remained to write was the final chapter. Ponies he'd shown the book to universally loved it. Maybe he'd become a professional writer? At the very least, he'd be able to share this one remarkable piece of his heart with the rest of Equestria.



The donkey turned, picked up his quill, and dipped it into the inkwell. He opened the current draft of his book for reference, and placed a fresh sheet of parchment below it on the writing surface. Then he held his pen on the paper until the place it touched began to bleed ink into a large dot.



Cranky set the quill down again. He stared at the empty canvas, puzzled.



Something was different this morning. Cranky had never before experienced this kind of happiness. Although his depression abated months ago when he found Matilda, there was something curious about finally being married to her. It was real now, no longer just a half-baked fantasy. Matilda was his, and he was hers, and there was no pretending otherwise. He had no choice but to accept the facts.



It made sense for Cranky to be nervous before the wedding. He never thought much of himself, certainly not that he'd be worthy of a mare like Matilda. More importantly, throughout his search for Matilda, he'd grown blind to the absurd unreality of his task.



They had met only briefly, many years ago. He cried the day he lost her, and although his depression deepened over the years, he never cried again. He wanted to die, but it didn't feel sad to him—just numb and hollow. All his emotional energy had been channelled into his quest and his newfound passion for writing.



Soon after he found Matilda, Cranky realised how foalish his love for her had been. His mental picture of her was, naturally, idealistic and incomplete. It wasn't at all realistic to expect she would love him back, or that she'd still be single, or even that she'd remember who the hay he was. Nonetheless, she still fancied him, and their love grew.



After Matilda moved in, his bliss turned to paranoia. He still couldn't justify why they were in love. It was so unlikely they'd be compatible! Despite the long odds, they quickly became accustomed to each other's idiosyncrasies. They would quarrel, but respectfully. The virtue of friendship always bound them together. It was a miracle. There was no other word for it.



Cranky and Matilda were truly in love, whether or not it made sense. It must have been destiny, he decided. Donkeys didn't know much about magic or fate, but they both accepted that this was meant to be. He couldn't understand why, but the 'why' didn't matter. Everything was perfect now, and the two of them would be together for the rest of their lives.



Married. He couldn't keep the silly smile off of his face. But as he looked down at the paper, the words still wouldn't come. He searched deep within, finding nothing. The wellspring within him was dryer than a burning barn.



Then, it dawned on him. With that epiphany, he knew the words had left him forever.



Cranky Doodle Donkey had nothing left to say.



He shut the book and sighed as the unfamiliar sensation of tears began to tickle his cheeks. But the silly smile hadn't left his muzzle, and his heart still sang with euphoria.



Such a trivial price to pay for happiness, thought Cranky.
      

      
   
      A Good Filly


      

      
      
         "Miss, can we ask you a question?"



I didn't recognize the voice, but the cadence and the rhythm of the steps told me the only thing I needed to know. Guards. I felt cold. My muscles tensed, I almost missed a step but caught myself in time. Never show hesitation, never show doubt. 



Tourmaline had felt it, I'm sure of it. She leaned a bit into me, but she didn't show any fear. She was a good filly.



I glanced around in the mad hope that there was somepony else they could be talking to. There wasn't. We were alone in the alley.



I turned around and kept Tourmaline behind me. If things became ugly she could try to run. She knew the way to my brother. She was a good filly.



The guards stood at the entrances of the alley, armor, blue crests, didn't see any weapons. I swiftly lowered my eyes. "Yes, sirs?"



One stepped forward. I suppressed a shivering. I had to stay calm, keep my head low. I still had a chance to come out of it a go home.



"Miss? Is there a problem?" 



Tourmaline shrunk behind me. I couldn't see her, but I felt it. I prepared to throw myself at the guard if things went south. I kept my tone low, but loud enough so he could hear me. "No problem at all sir. How can I be of service?"



"Miss, if there is a problem please tell us. Your filly seems scared of something. Did something happen?"



That was it, I had to buy some time, I had to...



"No sir, it's just a bit cold here, and I... I forgot my scarf."  Tourmaline had spoken, her tone had been steady. She was a good filly.



"Uh, well, OK then." Hesitation, bad sign. I felt his attention shifting. He still seemed suspicious, but maybe we weren't the right kind of ponies they were looking for. "Miss, you know that if there is something you can talk to us, right?"



"Certainly sir. How can I be of service?"



"Well, Miss...?"



Maybe he hadn't seen my mark. I could give a false name, I had a couple of them  for this kind of occasion. No, that was too risky. It could be a trap, and we weren't too far from home. It wasn't too strange for us to be here. "Shining Facet, sir."



"Yes, Miss Facet. Well, this is a bit embarrassing, but we became kinda lost. We would prefer to not have to backtrack to the palace, so, could you please tell us the way to the Ruby Lane?"



They were out of their district, this made them less predictable, I had to leave as soon as possible. Without looking up I said, "You need to go left, then turn right at the third alley, and then you will be there, sir."



"Thank you, Miss Facet. That helps a lot. Hey, Flash, I told you we had to go in the other direction." His attention was back on me. "Well, we will go now. Thank you again, and if there's a problem, any problem, don't hesitate to ask any guard. We are here for you."



"Thank you, sir. But there is no problem at all."



"Have a nice day." They left.



Tourmaline pressed into my side, I relaxed, closed my eyes and took a deep breath. We made it.



"Mother, can we go?"



I looked down at my daughter. She was calmer than me, I had to be stronger for her. "Yes, we can go."



I still felt a bit weak on my legs, happened every time, but we resumed our walk.



"They seemed nicer than the other guards."



That was a dangerous thought. "We still need to be careful, sweetie."



"Do you think it was true? That we could go to them if there was a problem?"



I thought about it. Sombra was gone, or so they told us. We had bowed down before the new Princess, we had shown our submission, I hoped that was enough.



On the other hoof, there had been the fair and the Crystal Heart glowed again. Yesterday there hadn't been any talk about some glorious future, nor had anypony disappeared in the night, nor had there been the rattling of chains. Yet.



"We shall see, sweetie." Asking guards for help seemed such a strange idea. I could hardly wrap my head around it.



I hoped Tourmaline would see such a thing. She was a good filly. 
      

      
   
      The Perfect Evening


      

      
      
         “So...” Starlight began, sipping her coffee. “How did it go?”



She and Trixie sat in one of Canterlot’s innumerable cafes. The little shop was bathed in the morning sun, a fact ignored by most of the clientele who were more interested in their coffee than the vista. Starlight always found it strange how ponies always wanted to sleep their way through dawn, but then she was a morning pony. 



Trixie was not. 



The showmare tossed her tangled mane and took a swig out of her mug. “I’m not sure that’s any of your business.” 



Starlight rolled her eyes. “Trixie, I set you up with him. It’s entirely my business, besides we’re friends and gossip is the foundation of friendship.” 



“I thought the foundation was magic?” Trixie shot back. 



“Eh, only if you listen to Twilight, but what does she know?” Starlight shrugged. “Now come-on, give me all the juicy details.” 



Trixie sighed and took another gulp of her pitch black coffee. “Oh, very well, if you must. Sugar Rush was... interesting, how did you say you knew him again?” 



“He’s a friend of Pinkie,” Starlight said, and then added hastily. “And yes, that covers half of Equestria, but he’s some kind of event planner.” 



“Specifically a confectioner.” Trixie sighed. “Honestly, I thought I requested my date be magical.” 



Starlight arched an eyebrow at her. “The last time I set you up with a magician you two got into a magical duel and a bystander got turned into a frog. You’re lucky saving the world buys you a few favours.” 



“Bah, he was a hack.” 



“And until we find somepony to match your ‘skills’ we’ll have to settle. Now, go on, you at least got to the restaurant this time?” 



“Yes, and you’ll be happy to know that despite the unique food Trixie did actually enjoy herself.” The mare sighed. “Though Sugar Rush seemed overly keen to tell me all about his recipes. The stallion talked faster than Flim and Flam.” 



“Wow, somepony got a word in edgewise, I’m impressed.” 



Trixie glowered at her. “I’ll have you know that Trixie is a talented and subtle conversationalist.” 



“You’re talking in the third person again.” 



“Shut up.” Trixie went to take another slug off coffee only to find the mug empty. She scowled at Starlight as if she was personally responsible. “Anyway, after being shocked and amazed by Trixie’s many exploits –” 



“Exploit.” Starlight stuck her tongue out at her. 



“At least I only nearly destroyed Ponyville. After being shocked and amazed, we went to this little chocolate shop nearby.” 



“Second location, good sign.” 



Trixie let out an annoyed huff. “He got into an argument with the shopkeeper and we ended up running from the guard with a pilfered box of chocolate.” 



Starlight muffled an unladylike snort. “That good or bad?” 



“Well, he was right about the bad mix, so let’s call that one a draw. Still, by then it was getting rather late so, of course, he walked me back to the hotel.” 



“What!” Starlight beamed. “Really? Trixie that’s great. Then what happened?” 



“Oh, umm.” Trixie began to fiddle with her mane. “Well, after sharing a chaste kiss I invited him back up to my room for a coffee. We continued talking long into the night, gazing into each other’s eyes and... you know how it is.” 



“Seriously?” Starlight tried to interrupt but Trixie barrelled on with the story. 



“So, as the night drew on we retreated to my bedroom. He said I looked looked beautiful under the moonlight and I giggled demurely, of course. I then fell into his passionate embrace, pressing his full and hearty body against mine.”



“Uh, Trixie...” 



“We then fell into a sea of insatiable carnal passion. Our bodies burning as he did the... thing with the thing... going into the other thing with...” She shuddered. “Anyway, after a few dozen rounds of that we lay together in post coital bliss whispering sweet nothings into–” 



“Trixie!”



She startled, finally catching the skeptical look Starlight was shooting her. “What?” 



“While I admire your imagination,” Starlight said, though pursed lips. “What actually happened?” 



“Hm, Trixie is a insulted that you don’t believe her capable of seducing a stallion.” 



“Sorry, who is setting who up on blind dates? Come on, spill.” 



Trixie sighed, glaring at her empty mug. “Fine... I panicked when he went for a goodnight kiss outside of the hotel, punched him in the mouth and ran for it.” 



Starlight’s head hit the table. 



“Damn it, Trixie! Agian?” 
      

      
   
      Favor Those Who Hold the Fire


      

      
      
         Something fell to the floor; one heavy crash followed by five thuds that rang like stone striking stone. She fell too. She was bleeding badly, the burnt-skin smell acrid in each breath, but darkness came as the world wobbled around her like a porcelain vase about to topple… 








“Your highness?”



She woke, and realized she was waking, and wild hope surged. It was a dream, let it all be a dream, I’d forgive you any nightmare if I could just hold you now– but she was in a shattered throne room dimly lit by torchlight, and a pedestal bore six colorless lumps of stone, cold as corpses to her magical sense. She was on silken bedding; she saw the stitches running up her left foreleg and ointment on the red patches of skin with hair burnt away, but she had not been moved from where she had fallen. A hole in the ceiling showed scattered stars in wild disorder, and most of the moon, and… her sister’s face, that dear sweet face burned into the sky like an epitaph. Her throat tightened against her breath and she squeezed her aching eyes shut again.



“Your highness? I am so sorry, please forgive us, we would not disturb you if we had any choice…” It was her unicorn seneschal. “We tried over and over to raise the Sun; we have failed. It does not respond to us. It does not… seem to want to respond.”



“How long?” she croaked in a voice of ashes.



“Three days by the tower clock, your highness. We could not bear to disturb your rest, but the plants are wilting, the winds unresponsive to the pegasi. We need you.”



She allowed them to insult her grief by coaxing her upright, and escorting her to the grand tower. She mounted the steps slowly, supporters fore and aft. When she reached the parapet, she heard the intake of breath from the assembled crowd, then a cheer. A cheer that ground her heart to powder. She winced, and her seneschal motioned for the crowd to be silent.



She sought within herself for the power. She had lost so much, now that the Elements were silent and dead to her. Would the Sun spurn her likewise?



But first the Moon had to descend. It fought her; it did not want to leave the sky. She wanted to kneel and beg it to go, to release its distant prisoner, to roll backward through the sky and undo the days and make everything a might-have-been, with one more chance to avoid it all… She pushed with more force then she could spare, then there was a hint of movement, and the orb and its frozen face were sliding down the sky and under the earth like a burial (no no not that no) and now the sky was clear and dark.



She reached out to the sun, but it was heavy, and her love was a sad sundered thing that could not speak to it as before. As she strained in despair, she saw the faces in the crowd; they were expectant, tense, hopeful, their concern for her as one with their need for crop rotation schedules and paperwork and other ephemeralities. For their sake, she had ripped her soul in half and banished one side from the world. And they had probably rejoiced when they heard the news.



Ah, now that was a fruitful conduit; along with her anger grew the spark of connection. She could envision the golden glow at the horizon, their silly cheers and their revolting celebration at the resumption of natural order, then their stunned incomprehension and growing horror as the fiery sphere descended upon them, as the flames wiped them and their troubles away forever, and cleansed the ground, and relieved her pain. Is this how it felt for you, my beloved sister? Is this what gave you such power that it ruined me to resist you?



As she thought, the great sphere responded to her ire, and in a glorious red rush, it ascended almost eagerly to inflame the sky. The fools below started to dance and shout. Wearing a glassy smile, she held the Sun there, hanging over their heads, perfectly within her command, as their stupid happy faces wept and beamed up at her from below. If they didn’t stop cheering soon, that might decide it.



And a small cool part of her took comfort and courage. 



For it was still a choice.
      

      
   
      Keep Wanting


      

      
      
         Violet Dreams gasped. “Captain Rainbow Dash?”



“Yeah,” Rainbow Dash said, unable to stop a grin from climbing up her cheeks. “Former Captain. That’s me.”



Violet dropped the shampoo bottle she was holding, then scrambled to pick it up and blushed. “Sorry, I just…” She stuffed it back in her locker, taking in a breath. “Gosh, it’s you. Wow.” She laughed, sitting down on the locker room bench. “What, uh, what are you doing here?”



“Oh, you know. Just looking around for the nostalgia and stuff,” Rainbow said, glancing down the hallway. “Had to make sure my medals were still out there in front of the Captain’s office.”



“Oh, right,” Violet said, snickering. “Yeah, they sure are. I walk past them every day.”



Rainbow walked into the dark locker room, inspecting the posters on the wall. “So whatcha thinking about?”



Violet blinked. “Huh?”



“Well, I mean, your head was down, you know,” Rainbow said, turning from the posters to Violet.



Violet bit her lip and looked down. “Yeah, I mean, I guess I didn’t have the best day out there training today. I’m not the worst flyer, but I’m also not the best.” She raised her head, brushing a stray strand of hair out of her face. “But, I’ll keep trying! Dedication is the key, right?”



“Right, dedication.” Rainbow Dash smiled. “Yeah. Never give up. All that stuff.”



Violet twiddled her hooves, looking past Rainbow at the darkening sky outside. “I don’t mean to overstep my bounds or anything, but is something wrong, Captain Dash?”



“Just Rainbow, please. And no, nothing’s wrong,” Rainbow said, sitting down on the bench next to Violet with a flat sigh. “I’m just tired, I guess.”



Violet scooted closer to Rainbow and smirked. “As the fastest pony in the world, probably feels good to slow down and rest, huh?”



Rainbow Dash stared at the floor. A door clicked shut out in the hallway, the noise echoing into the locker room. “Yeah,” Rainbow said, as if surprised to see Violet sitting next to her. “I guess so.”



Violet stared at her locker, at the small signed photograph of Rainbow Dash taped to the inside of the door. She reached forward and pushed the door inward, hiding the photo. Violet stared forward. “Don’t you like being famous?” Violet said, brushing her mane back behind her ear.



“Yeah, no, it’s great,” Rainbow Dash said, shrugging. “While it lasts. But the thing is, you get everything you ever dreamed of, and it’s like, what’s next?” She turned her hooves over and looked at them. “That part of my life is over now, and I’ve still got many years left. What do I do now? Write a book? That’s for eggheads.”



Rainbow chuckled and nudged Violet in the shoulder, but Violet’s chuckle was more nervous and softer than hers. “Yeah, eggheads.”



Rainbow nodded, looking forward at the wall of lockers. “Well, ponies move on, right? There are always new, up-and-coming young flyers that ponies get excited about. And that’s fine, that’s great that new ponies get the chance to be the best flyers. But it’s just, for those of us who’ve been there, it’s…” Rainbow covered her face with a hoof. “Good grief, I’m so selfish. I should be happy now that I have everything I ever wanted, but I’m not.



“It’s just that you don’t stop wanting, you know? And the better you get at flying, the more you want, and even when you’re the best in the world, the wanting doesn’t go away, you know? So, like, I’m not gonna tell you to stop wanting, ‘cause you won’t, but…” Rainbow sighed, swinging forward on the bench to stand on her hooves. “I dunno. I’m not sure why I said all this. I didn’t mean to make you feel bad, or, you know.”



Violet shrugged and looked at her knees.



Rainbow wiped the sweat from her forehead. “Gosh, I’ve said too much. Look, kid, um, all that matters is your passion, you know? You just have to keep trying, again and again. You just gotta wake up tomorrow morning, and, you know.” Rainbow patted Violet on the back. “Keep trying, okay?”



Violet looked up at Rainbow Dash. She pressed her lips together and nodded. “Okay.”



Rainbow frowned. “I’m sorry, kid.” With quiet hesitation, she swept Violet’s hair behind her ear and smiled, but Violet’s forced smile didn’t change. Rainbow pulled her hoof back. “Gotta go. Bye.”



Rainbow trotted briskly out of the locker room and into the empty hallway.
      

      
   
      Post Metamorphosis


      

      
      
         I wake up. I am relaxed and comfy. I yawn.

 

I freeze.

 

Where is the constant gnawing of hunger? 

 

I bolt awake.

 

As I get to my hooves, they’re the wrong color. I wasn’t infiltrating anywhere, was I? No, I was working as a guard at the hive. Then why am I disguised? I try to drop the illusion, and realize there is nothing to drop. My legs are still the wrong color, and there aren’t any holes.

 

The gnawing is still gone. I’m so confused; I’m struggling to think at all. I don’t understand! Nothing makes sense! I close my eyes as if that will help. I can’t see my wrong-colored body anymore, but the hunger still hasn’t come back yet. Why aren’t I hungry? Changelings are always hungry! I shiver. Even shivering feels different.

 

I realize that not being hungry feels good.

 

I open my eyes and look around. My hivemates, sleeping near me, are all colorful strangers. I remember, slowly, yesterday. When we thought we’d have food forever after Que— after Chrysalis’ plan succeeded. When the traitor Thora— King Thorax transformed. And then when I followed suit. This was real, not a nightmare, not a dream. Could I even dream what “not hungry” feels like, when I’ve never felt it before today?

 

Yesterday… I think yesterday was a good day. I can think more clearly now; the confusion and panic are slowly fading as I remember. I must have been very tired after yesterday, to sleep so deeply and wake so befuddled. Or is it because of the change? Will I always wake up confused, not remembering where I am? Does this happen to ponies all the time? Am I like a pony now, or still a normal changeling? Or am I something completely new? Do I even want to be something new? When King Thorax transformed into something amazing, it looked like it was meant to be, the best thing ever. I wanted that too, but now I’m not so sure. Is there a way to go back? Would I take it even if there was?

 

I look down at myself, at my different body, just noticeably heavier than usual. It’s so strange, not having holes in my legs. Where did they go? I lift a hoof and run it up a leg--it’s as solid as if the holes were never there. I trail my hoof higher, over the new shiny bumps in my chest. They’re smooth under my touch, and they glitter almost like they’re inset gems. Do they do anything? Are they tender? It doesn’t hurt to touch them. I barely feel anything at all. What are they made of? What am I made of? I knew it was chitin before, but is it different now?  





I try to remember that moment of metamorphosis, the moment I turned into this new me. I can’t remember feeling each different change happen. I can’t really remember how it felt at all. It was too much, too fast, and overwhelmed me.  





I think about the moment before the transformation. That I don’t think I’ll ever forget. It was like nothing else I’ve ever done or felt. I was hungry, like every minute I can remember before then, and I had to give up all my love, my food--just throw it away, as hard as I could. I was afraid I’d die, when I gave that last bit away. I could feel it leave, feel myself getting emptier and hungrier--until that moment when I was sure I’d just ended myself. Suddenly, I felt love from somewhere I can’t identify pouring through me, a stream, a river, a torrent, and it was beautiful. I felt light, lighter than I’ve ever felt, and then there was a glow surrounding me and I was changing. After that, I was new.





I look at my body again, and try flapping my wings. They catch the air better without the holes, and when I close them, the new covers settle comfortingly into place over top. This different body is strange, but...nice, I think.  





I think yesterday was a good day. I like this not-hungry feeling. I don’t even need to eat the love that’s swirling all around me. It makes me feels safe in a way I’ve never felt before. I’m still unsure about all this, but I have time to figure it out, even if it is scary.

 

I look over my sleeping hivemates.

 

And at least I’m not alone.


      

      
   
      After A Wild Night


      

      
      
         Orchard Blossom heard a low, deep moan just behind her, and felt small hooves running against her side and in her long, blonde mane. She turned her head, and saw him nestled against her back. It was nice.



She craned her head to look outside. The horizon was glowing orange. "Oh, my stars and garters," she said in surprise. "Hun, wake up."



He mumbled something about needing five more minutes, but it was nearly completely unintelligible.



"Hun," Orchard said louder. "It's almost morning."



He finally blinked away. His eyes looked at his groggily. They held their stare for a moment, and then he smiled. "Good morning, honey."



Orchard couldn't help but smile. "Mornin' sugarcube. It's time to get in the bath, okay?"



He chuckled. "Are you looking to have some fun already?"



Orchard blushed. His deep voice echoed through her body."Oh you, always knowing what to say to get a mare all fired up!" She wrapped him in her big, strong forelegs, and they nuzzled one another. "But seriously, you gotta take care of your animals, right?"



He nodded. "Of course. Let me just..." He kicked the covers off of him and rolled out of bed. "It would be awkward if anypony caught us like this, you know?"



"Indeed." Orchard rolled out of bed as well, her undergarments shifting on her body as she did so. "Go on, girl, I'll catch up."



"Oh, right!" He blushed, and with soft hoofsteps took himself out of the room.



Orchard waited until she heard water running in the bathroom before getting to work. The first step was to remove the undergarments. It was a struggle, as she hadn't worn them often before. Eventually, she was able to pull herself out of them. She stuffed them with the dress and shoes she had worn last night on their date, and all of it was stored deep in her closet.



The water stopped. It was time to join her. With hoofsteps as soft as she could muster—which wasn't very soft—she slipped into the bathroom. He was already in the bath, the scent of herbs wafting throughout.



"Ah," he sighed, relaxing into the waters. "That was some night."



She smiled. "Yes, it was."



"I never thought I could do those sorts of things!" He looked at her enthusiastically. "Dancing in public—"



"My mare, you were shaking your groove thing!"



"You were pretty light on your hooves, for such a big guy," he said, his voice rising a pinch.



Orchard looked at him in the reflection of the mirror; it was time to work on herself. "I never thought I could ice skate, but seeing you do it, I just had to give it a try!"



"And you did well."



She huffed. "If you count falling over a bunch of times 'doing well.'" She removed her wig, and the bountiful blonde wig yielded a short orange mane.



"But you eventually got it." His voice was no longer that deep resonating bass; it was now a reassuring tenor. He began rubbing her hooves together. "I mean, at least I thought so."



Orchard looked at her, figuring her old self was returning some. "Thank you," was all she could muster saying as she took a washcloth and wiped her make-up away. Now, besides the luscious eyelashes, she was a stallion.



"And sleeping with you, even though we didn't do anything, was..." His voice was now simply a mare's. "Nice."



The eyelashes were plucked off and stored in a stallion's care bag. Orchard Blossom was now Big Macintosh. "Eeyup."



Neither could stop blushing. She coughed, her voice now changed completely. Flutterguy was now Fluttershy.



"Um... Yeah. Nice."



"Eeyup."







They both finished up and disposed of all of the evidence. The sun was now a quarter of the way over the mountains as the two made their way down the stairs and out the front door. They lingered there, both blushing, both waiting for the other to say something.



"Um..."



"Eeyup."



"..."



"...Would you like to do this again?"



Big Macintosh had proposed it first. Fluttershy couldn't contain her smile.



"Oh, yes, I would love to do this again!"



He grinned. They continued lingering before Fluttershy cleared her throat. "Well, I should be off to take care of my animals. I hope they weren't too worried about me."



"Eeyup," was the simple reply.



Slowly, they came together for a hug.



"See you later."



"Eeyup."



His deep voice made her eep!, and she quietly cantered away. He silently watcher her go.
      

      
   
      The Passing of Years


      

      
      
         The sun was just peaking over the horizon as Night Light gazed lovingly into his wife's eyes. Twilight Velvet looked exhausted. There were bags under her eyes, her hair was a mess, and her fur was matted with sweat. And yet, as the first rays of light shone through the hospital room window, she'd never looked quite so beautiful. She was definitely one of the two most important mares in his life.



The other mare was currently nestled against his wife's barrel, a splotch of purple standing out against her off-white coat. The newborn's chest rose and fell gently as she slept through her first morning. 



“Night Light, Shining, meet the newest member of our family, Twilight Sparkle.” Velvet smiled lovingly at her family.



“She's so small!” Night Light barely registered Shining's excited exclamation, his focus solely on his daughter.



“Hello darling. I'm you're daddy. And I'm going to love and protect you forever.” He whispered as he gently nuzzled the tiny filly.








“… and then, whoosh! The sun came up! That was so amazing! Do you think...”



Night Light smiled tiredly at the little filly bouncing in excitement next to him him. It was the morning after the Summer Sun Celebration, and despite being up all night, Twilight Sparkle was filled with exuberant energy and chattering up a storm. 



Beside him, Velvet caught his eye and smiled.



“She'll collapse as soon as we get home, I'm sure.” She whispered with a grin. 



Night Light just nodded, careful not to wake Shining, already fast asleep on his back. He was tired, bordering on exhausted. Spending all night wrangling two rambunctious foals had taken its toll. Still, he smiled.



This, this right here, right now, surrounded by his family…



This was happiness. 








Night Light took a slow sip of his coffee, his eyes staring blankly out the window. Across the kitchen table his wife listlessly shoveled a spoonful of oatmeal into her mouth. Silence reigned.



For the first time in years, the couple had awoken to an empty house.



Velvet sighed, breaking the silence. 



“I knew we'd be empty nesters someday, but I never expected it to be so soon.”



Night Light nodded in agreement, gaze still distant. 



“Velvet... Did we do the right thing? Letting her go?”



“She's going to be Princess Celestia's personal student. It's a great honor!” Velvet insisted, but there was no fire in her voice. 

 

“But she's still just a child! Shining is practically a stallion, but Twilight is still our baby girl!” His eyes never left the window, staring at Canterlot castle in the distance. 



“How can I protect her when she's so far away?” He whispered softly



Twilight Velvet didn't say a word. She just moved to stand beside her husband, placing a hoof on his shoulder.



The couple sat in silence, staring at the distant castle. 








Night Light stared blearily at the unfamiliar ceiling above him. Still half asleep, he glanced around the opulently furnished bedroom he found himself in. It took him a few moments to remember where he was, and why.



It was the morning after the coronation. 



His baby girl. His little purple filly. The tiny ball of fluff he'd promised to love and protect forever.



A princess.



An alicorn princess.



A quiet yawn drew him from his thoughts, and he turned to give the lovely mare beside him a kiss.



“Good morning dear.” Velvet murmured. 



“Morning love.” 



The two of them snuggled together, content to enjoy the warmth of the sheets, and of each other. Together they stared at the ceiling, both lost in thought.



“Do you remember when we first saw her?” Velvet asked suddenly.



“Of course.” A smile crossed his muzzle. “She was so small and fragile looking. Even smaller than Shining was.”



“She was always so energetic though. Do you remember her first Summer Sun Celebration?”



“I remember you saying she'd fall asleep as soon as we got home.” He chuckled wryly. “She was so excited, she was up for hours.”



Velvet giggled at the memory.



“Do you think we did right by her, Velvet?” Night Light asked suddenly, a worried note in his voice.  “Letting Celestia take her so young? Did we visit often enough? Give her enough hugs? Tell her we loved her enough? She grew up so fast without us...”



“She's healthy, happy, successful, and loved.” Velvet smiled softly. “I'd say we did okay.” 



“She's still our little baby girl though.” Night Light muttered. Velvet smiled and nodded.



“Yes. Always.”
      

      
   
      Abhorrent Amalagamation


      

      
      
         I tapped into a force most foul when the Nightmare and I possessed each other, our essences fusing into a singular drive to dominate. As I witness the Earth rise from my Lunar prison-throne, I cannot help but muse just exactly what we aimed to subjugate.



Was it my sister, who prevented us from fulfilling your true potential, or was it the vacuous populace who cannot appreciate the beauty of darkness!



… The stars look lovely from this vantage point, although they poison the purpose of night. I wish there was a way to show everypony the pulchritude inherent in boundless sunset. Perhaps I foolishly assumed that I could make everyone see, through a pure act of will, just what I saw in the night.



Interminable blackness enervates the mortal soul. Thus, to preserve themselves, mortals are driven to dispel the shadows at any cost. Bathed in amaranthine shade, their will depletes, and they are in thrall to whomever promises the slightest glint of light.



Yes, I wanted them to see how darkness, by merely existing, enhances the appreciation of what little light there is, be it a candle or the Moon gleaming off of a pond. After all, what is the night without the day to complement it?



Rapture.



I felt that ponies could not treasure the inherent duality in our existence. Looking upon the Earth now, soaked in both day and night simultaneously, I cannot help but think that the entirety of it is my birthright. I cannot help but wonder how that Solar traitor would accommodate to being encased in this satellite. I cannot help but dream of my ascendancy over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.



I just… I just wish I had gone about it differently. Maybe calmly conversed with her instead of entangling my essence with nightmares that twist my thoughts into treachery towards all that live.



I am your superlative nature. Accept me into your heart, and we as one can accomplish astonishing acts.



… I want my life back. I want my respect back. I want my sister back. Synthesizing with the sticky sluice of the incubus was a grave error. The morning after my banishment concludes―



There will be no morning after the banishment concludes.



…



…



…



What have I done?















Negotiated perfection.
      

      
   
      An Advanced Lesson in Friendship


      

      
      
         Starlight Glimmer paced the length of her room, her eyes unable to leave her bed as she struggled to find a solution to the problem that now threatened her entire world. “I think I can fix this.”



“Fix what?” Trixie asked blearily, yawning and pushing her mane out of her face as she sat up on the bed.



“This!” Starlight burst out, waving her hoof around the room. “This, this!”



Trixie’s head dropped back down to the bed. “Trixie is going to go back to sleep until you make sense,” she mumbled, pulling the sheets tighter around her.



Fighting to control her rising panic, Starlight took a deep breath. “Do you remember what happened last night?” 



“Trixie mostly remembers having too many mugs of cider,” she said, not even bothering to open her eyes. “So, she would appreciate it if you brought the volume down just a little bit.”



“We… I... “ Starlight stammered, taking up pacing again. Her memories might have been a little fuzzy, but there were a few things she remembered very, very clearly about last night. Her heart pounded in her chest as she stared at the unicorn in her bed.



One of Trixie’s eyes cracked open. “Trixie remembers the cider, the fireworks, all her smoke bombs accidentally going off, the pink one throwing her alligator in the punch...” she started, but trailed off as she dug her muzzle into the pillow to cover her yawn.



“Anything else?”



Trixie mumbled something into the pillow.



“Trixie!”



Trixie pulled her face out of the pillow. “Trixie is too sleepy. Give her a hint.”



“Look around!”



Groaning, Trixie opened her eyes and actually looked around the room, her eyes narrowing as the gears finally started to turn in her head. “This is…”



“My room, Trixie.”



The room fell silent as Trixie digested that. “We left the pink one’s ‘Now the Changelings Are Good Guys’ party way too late. You walked Trixie back to her wagon...” She trailed off again, her face reddening. “I kissed you.”



Starlight gestured for Trixie to keep going, hoping that she remembered the next part: the one where Starlight brought her back here. 



Trixie sat up further, red becoming crimson. “Oh.”



A relieved breath escaped from Starlight – along with her own blush. It might’ve been easier if Trixie hadn’t remembered, but that idea just set her even more on edge. “Yeah. But don’t worry. I really think I can fix this. I just need Twilight to let me visit the Canterlot Royal Library.”



“What?”



Starlight beamed. “I can use one of the time spells from the Starswirl the Bearded Wing to go back in time and stop this from happening. Or, if that doesn’t work, I’m sure I could find what I need to make a memory wiping spell that would…” Her smile faded as she watched her friend’s face scrunch up, tears filling her eyes. “Trixie?”



“Trixie is sorry that this,” Trixie managed, waving her hoof around the room, “Is so terrible you would use time magic to stop it from happening!”



Starlight’s breath caught in her throat. “What? That’s—”



“Why do you think Trixie kissed you, Glim? Why do you think Trixie–” she sniffled and shook her head. “I like you! A lot! More than I have ever liked anypony!”



“Trixie, it isn’t… I mean…” Starlight bit her lip, the words cutting straight through her. “I don’t want to undo it! I just… I’m afraid!”



Trixie tried to wipe her tears away. “Why?”



“Because I barely know how to have friends as it is. I keep messing things up. I do really stupid things sometimes.” She offered a lopsided smile, feeling the tears building in her eyes. “You’re my best friend, Trixie. I just don’t want that to end.”



To her surprise, Trixie booped her muzzle. “You know this doesn’t mean we stop being friends, right?” she asked, still sniffling.



“But it changes things.”



“It doesn’t have to.”



Starlight hugged her friend, pressing her muzzle into Trixie’s neck. “What if I wanted it to?”



“Trixie would be fine with that too.”
      

      
   
      Through Obscurity


      

      
      
         Where am I?



Dark oak walls, and a vaulted ceiling. I’m on a couch, or lounge, swimming in a sea of paper. Pages torn from journals and old memories blanket the floor. The world covers a table in the corner, continents and oceans spilling from its broken spine. A notebook next to me, covered in nonsense.



My thoughts are muddled, mired, not my own. It’s hard to think, to remember, recall. I have an appointment with the Princess. Had. 10 O’clock, sharp. What was it about?



No, that’s nonsense. Useless. I hang my head, banish the blur. Think, Twilight. Think.



I pick up the nearest notebook. A cypher, of sorts. Simple. Elegant. Encode, decode, read and recode. Celestia and I used to play all sorts of games with them. Mirror reversal. Caesar shifts. Vigenère cyphers. I blink away tears.



I’m crying. Why am I crying?



These pages have a meaning, I’m sure, but my minds can’t seem to grip it right now. Obtuse. Obscured. My mind. Singular, not plural. Possessive. Mine. My mind is mine, and mine alone, and I –



I had an appointment with the Princess.



10 O’clock, sharp.



What was it about?
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      What We Did Last Night


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Day One


      

      
      
         Luna awoke with a start. She opened her eyes and found herself sprawling on the ground. She gave her brain a few seconds to figure out the meaning of what she beheld: a vast, dark sky where the stars shone with unearthly brightness, as if…



Suddenly all the memories flooded back into her mind. Her revolt. Nightmare Moon. The duel. How she had laughed at the power of the Elements of Harmony. And now she was stranded. Marooned here for a thousand years until the stars would reach the proper position again. In the meanwhile… 



She grunted. But much to her surprise, no sound escaped from her mouth. She tried to say a word, to no avail either. Apparently, it was impossible to speak on the moon. Not that it mattered much: whom could she talk to anyway? At least she was delivered of her sister’s corny babbling. 



She looked around her, but saw only bare rocks, strewn all over a desert plain. Fine, she thought, not even a deckchair or an umbrella to enjoy the view. Too long had she overlooked the tending of her satellite. Developing the tourism industry would require a major change in her politics.



Mind you, she had plenty of time to do so.



She felt disgruntled. She gazed at the remote disk that was Equestria, floating in the darkness, and it seemed to her she could perceive her sister at the balcony of their castle, looking up at the moon with a sadness on her face. She shrugged, grimaced, and blew her a raspberry. Good luck with Equestria’s daily boring business, sister! she thought, and smiled.



She gathered her limbs under her and stood up, to find that her dark blue coat was covered in dust. She shook her barrel, causing the dust to pour on the ground. How come this place was so dirty? On the other hoof, when was the last time she had swept her abode in the sky? She could not remember. 



This was an embarrassing fact. But then she remembered the sun was spotted at times, too. Even her perfect sister had her flaws. 



With that thought she felt slightly better.



Having nothing better to do, she decided to explore the surroundings. Maybe she could encounter some sort of critter? Or was it crater? She was confused. But it didn’t matter, so she unfolded her wings and started to flap.



But didn’t take off.



Dang! she thought. Why can’t I fly here? Undaunted, she folded her wings back and decided to use a mundane teleportation spell instead.



It didn’t work either.



She swore silently. Then she faintly remembered that teleportation was related to geographical coordinates. And while Equestria was flat as a crêpe, the moon was round. Maybe that caused interference. She would have to find out.



Anyway, that left only walking. She sighed – well she tried to at least – and set out. The first steps were surprisingly easy. She was able to stride almost effortlessly, as if her body was weighing much less than in Equestria.



After a couple of minutes, she thought she caught a glimpse of a dark fleck against the backdrop of while hills. Intrigued, she turned and trotted toward it.



It turned out that fleck was some sort of giant road sign warning of rock falling, placed atop another sign saying “umbrellas compulsory”. Some… some something had defiled the text, drawing on it an obscene graffiti.



Luna had no idea what all that could mean. She stood in the middle of a large basin. There was no way rocks could fall here.



She was about to turn around and walk back to her previous location when something crashed on to the ground a few metres ahead, digging a tiny crater and spreading dust around.



All that in eerie silence.



Incredulous, Luna raised her head and considered the sky thoughtfully. Things were so different here. It was a whole new world to discover. 



Suddenly, every trace of sadness was lifted and she felt elated. Too long had she put her private estate aside to help her sister in her petty duties. 



She had a world to tame. And a millenium to do so. And, thinking about it, she wasn’t positive it would be enough.



Better to rule in heaven than to serve in Equestria.
      

      
   
      A Talk With Yourself


      

      
      
         Cherilee awoke to a ray of sunlight shining on her eyes. "Damnit," she mumbled. "Did I leave the window open again?" With a groan, she rolled out of bed, and immediately fell to the floor.



"What the?" She pushed herself up to look at the bed. Only, it was actually the couch. "What on Earth—"



"Sorry about that."



Cherilee gasped and whirled around. Standing in her kitchen doorway was a woman that looked exactly like her. In that instant, everything came back to her: the night at the bar after the fight, and then the sudden appearance of her twin. Sweetie Belle had told her of a woman like her, but seeing it didn't make it less impossible to believe.



"What are you doing in my house!?" she blurted.



Other-Cherilee scratched the back of her head, and then flung it back onto the wall. "Being bipedal is harder than I would've imagined," she said with a chuckle. "See, when we met last night—"



"Where did you come from?"



"From Equestria."



"What?"



"It'll take some time to explain," Other-Cherilee said calmly. "Anyway, after I found you in the bar, and we met, you screamed and immediately passed out. Do you have any sugar cubes? I'm dying for a sugar cube right about now."



Cherilee stammered. This lady's crazy! "How did you find me?"



Now Other-Cherilee's countenance hardened. "Right, I suppose I should explain that. It's the reason I'm here, after all." 



Other-Cherilee staggered into the living room waving her arms around to keep her balance. Human-Cherilee watched, stunned, as the other woman fell forward onto her arms and knees. She was about to help the other woman up, but Other-Cherilee's crawled onto the couch.  With a sigh, she set the coffee onto the table and sat down next to Other-Cherilee.



Definitely nuts.



"So?"



"Right." Other-Cherilee sat up straight, like a proper woman. It made her feel uncomfortable. "My students at Ponyville Elementary (this prompted an eyeroll from Human-Cherilee) have somehow managed to become pen pals with some students from your school."



"Hah! Leave it to those three to get into something they shouldn't."



"I think it's sweet. Trans-dimensional communication could open up a whole new field of education, and help us all make some new friends! Doesn't that excite you?"



"Yeah, right. Trans-dimensional nonsense. So somehow those girls got a hold of you. Did you dress up as me just to impersonate me?"



"...I take it you don't believe me."



"Not at all."



"Well, that's not relevant." Other-Cherilee shook her head. "What is relevant is that they've been talking about how miserable you are."



Cherilee scoffed. "Me, miserable? Well, I will have a talk with those girls once I get to Canterlot High!" She looked over at her living-room clock. "Speaking of which, I must be getting ready, so excuse me."



Other-Cherilee didn't falter, or even look insulted; instead, her eyes softened. "Cherilee, your students—"



"I don't have students! I'm a teacher's assistant."



"Okay, fine. Those girls have been telling me that you're very harsh on them." Cherilee walked away, but Other-Cherilee continued talking. "You berate them for trying out new things—"



"That's because they're not very good at them." Cherilee slammed the door behind her; Other-Cherilee hadn't followed. "They should be focusing on their education, not on stupid music videos and that junk."



"They say you smoke whenever you're feeling down.



"So?" That reminded her to reach for her cigarette box on her dresser. "It's a free country."



"They say that you don't like spending time with other staff members."



"They're all old."



"Or other students."



"Yeah, well, they ask a lot of stupid questions, and do stupid things, and think too long!"



"They're learning," Other-Cherilee said emphatically. "They're students. Do you want them not to think?"



"Waiting for them is hard!"



"Being a teacher is hard. You can't change that—"



"Will you just shut up!" Cherilee finally snapped. "Just get out of my house!"



And then it was quiet. A shutting door signaled peace, for now. The nerve of that woman, coming into my house, telling me how to live my life! 'Teaching is hard!' Well, eveyrthing shouldn't be so...



Her anger stopped her mouth, and only the cigarette smoke could calm her. A restraining order would have to be filed. And then she could go back to her normal life.



She sighed bitterly. 


Outside, Pony-Cherilee rubbed her temples.



"Dear me," she said under her breath. "The poor thing. We've got a lot of work to do."
      

      
   
      The New Dawn


      

      
      
             Within the Everfree, the first rays of sun’s light spackled leaves, small shafts bouncing twixt shadow’s down through canopy to splay shadows upon the forest floor below. Cricketsong already slowing became silence, Timberwolf returned to den to slumber day away, and in distant Froggy Bottom Bog, mud bubbled as great hydra heads rose in hextuplet sinuous winding to gaze blearily at all four corners of Equestria. Creatures of night and day sunk into slumber and awoke, great and small alike. Within the Everfree, the day dawned as normal.



    Within a cottage near the borders of the forest, a white rabbit thumped foot impatiently upon the ground as he stared at an empty bowl. All that remained were scraps of carrot from previous day; the expected leafy greens and fresh fruits not present. Foot thumped harder. Faster. Louder. And when no response came, he turned and bounded his way upstairs, leapt onto bed only to stare in befuddlement at slightly-tossed covers. Bounded down again, nose-wiggle in return to bird-chirp; creatures of fang and claw, yet from each a negative, confusion, uncertainty.



    Past the cottage, a village, and on outskirts of village an orchard. Apples plump and ripe sat waiting for bucking. None had yet risen to tend the fields. None risen to do the chores. Only a small canine racing to and fro, following her nose this way and that and every few seconds, a whine of confusion amidst an empty orchard.



    Within the village, a two-tiered shop, upper floors decorated by prancing faux-ponies to summon visitors to the carousel. Within the shop, white feline prowled the floor, voicing her displeasure in angry yowls. Bolts of cloth lay scattered, tugged and tossed by grasping claws shredding their anger and turning sensibility into disarray. Upon the upper floor, a bed. A bed pale green eyes led paws and tail in leap upon it, kneading and twisting about the unmade sheets. Sheets never once seen left unmade before, always immaculate come dawn, until now.



    Past the shop, a palace. Gleaming crystal, iridescent in sunlight. Silent in refracted halls, apart from occasional bleating ‘Hoo!’ as wings beat, from library to laboratory, kitchen to cupboard, bedroom to bathroom, and in each nothing, save what dust accumulated in dozen hours since draconic claws had last set dust-whisk to them. No scent of cooking eggs, nor pancakes, not coffee-roast filling air with aromas to call the grouchiest of bedheads to wake and dine. 



    Across the town, a bakery, bereft of smells of donut and bread, or cake and pastry. Ovens lay cold and chill, displays as empty as the streets outside. Alligator still as any other. Only occasional flick of tongue gave any sign of life.



    Above the town, amidst rainbow falls, a tortoise slumbered. Here, peace reigned. He slept in basket, unknowing and uncaring of the burdens below.



    And far, far away from the silent village, a mountain. Upon the mountain, a gleaming city. Birdsong the only quiet chorus to herald the dawn amidst cold hearth and home. The gleaming-white and gold and purple hues shone within the morning sun, time’s tarnish till now kept free by caring hooves and horns. Yet today, no new scaffoldings to wash windows or paint walls. Shops lay shuttered, carts scattered in alleys and thoroughfares, one unfortunate roof shattered by impact of a fallen chariot.



    In center of city, a palace. Spiraling towers, stout surface, spell-wrought gates stood firm and closed. Within, the ovens fell to dormancy, gardens untended, throne awaiting its lately-arriving owner.



    And deep within the palace, amidst doors with no guards, two rooms. In one, a bed - blankets even now falling slowly downwards, to sink to warm, weight-sunk mattress. In the other, a circle, spitting and hissing in spell-flame sapphire, shattered crystals set to nearby nexii, as last tendrils of magic crumbled, faded away, and the forlorn clatter of garb of state bounced and came to rest upon the stones below.
      

      
   
      Hair of the Sister That Bit You


      

      
      
         "Sweetie Belle, wake up dear." Rarity nuzzled her sister gently, eliciting no response from the slumbering filly. "Sweetie you wake up this instant or so help me," Rarity said as she yanked the covers off Sweetie's bed. Slumbering beneath the covers as well were Applebloom and Scootaloo.



"Maybe we ought to just leave them be a bit longer," said Applejack from beneath the brim of her hat. "Little extra shut-eye ain't gonna hurt none."



"I think they've had quite enough rest." Rarity spared a sideways glance at Applejack. "You wouldn't be trying to postpone confessing the 'little mistake' you made, would you?"



"Only thing I'm tryin' to put off is the mess of a headache those girls are in for when they wake up."



"Unless they sleep for the next week I think you're out of luck, AJ." Rainbow Dash pulled her head out from under Sweetie's bed, an empty bottle in her mouth. She tilted her head back, tasting the last few drops inside before dropping the bottle. "At least it was a good batch for their first time," Rainbow chuckled.



"Consarn it RD, this ain't the least bit funny!"



"We're going from 'not funny' to 'downright sad' in about five seconds." Rainbow Dash flew to the curtains and yanked them open wide, letting the light of the late morning sun fall on the girls. She took a deep breath, and then, "HEY SQUIRT WAKE UP IT'S TIME FOR A LESSON FROM THE 'WISH I KNEW THIS LAST NIGHT' CLASS!"



Sweetie, Applebloom, and Scootaloo snapped awake. For a moment they scrambled around in a state of shock. The scramble slowed to a halt as the force of sun and scream met between their ears and bloomed into a migraine. The girls fell back down onto the bed, desperately grasping for some sort of shield against the pain.



Rarity hit Rainbow Dash hard in the shoulder. "What are you thinking? You can't just wake them up like that!"



"May as well make it fast and be done with it," Rainbow Dash said.



"But—"



"—Complaints later, treatment now," Rainbow Dash cut in. "Do you have any hoity-toity flavored fizzy water?"



"I have carbonated citrus beverages, yes," Rarity replied.



"Great. Go grab that, and some aspirin if you any. Applejack, you..."



Applejack turned from looking at the girls writhing on the bed, their heads now huddled beneath a single pillow. "Who the what now? Where'd Rarity run off—"



"—Pity party later, sisters now." Rainbow flicked the brim of AJ's hat. "Time to finish getting them up." Rainbow closed the curtains up again. "You're on pillow duty."



"Fine, fine." AJ yanked the pillow off the top of the girls' heads, exposing their frightened red eyes to the world.



"What's wrong with us?" Sweetie asked.



"Maybe we're sick or something," Scootaloo answered as she rolled herself upright.



"You're in the throws of your first hangover," Rarity said as she walked back into the room, floating several fancy green bottles of water beside her. She twisted off the caps from three bottles and handed them over to the girls. They each took a long, greedy drink.



"What's a 'hangover?'" Applebloom asked.



"It's what happens after a pony drinks too much alcohol," Applejack answered. "By the looks of the bottle Rainbow Dash pulled out from under Sweetie's bed you three are hurtin' something fierce."



"But we didn't have any alcohol, we swear!" Applebloom looked back and forth to Sweetie and Scootaloo, each nodding in turn. "We split the bottle of cider you gave me last night and that's it. Promise that's all." Tears began pooling in the corner of Applebloom's eyes.



"Calm down there, Sugarcube, y'all didn't do anything wrong. I'm the one who messed up. Wasn't watchin' what I was doin' last night and I mislabeled a whole crate of our special hard cider with the regular stickers. Damned fool of a screw up, Ah could'a made a mess a folk sicker than a herd of motion sick Pegasus on the first day o' flight school and then we'd really be down a—



Rainbow Dash elbowed Applejack in the ribs, just hard enough to bring her back to there and now.



"Right. What I'm tryin' to say is: I'm sorry. I'd like to make it up to you, if there's any way I can."



The three fillies look at each other for a few moments, talking in the silent way best friends sometimes do. They nod, having reached consensus, and say together, "breakfast."
      

      
   
      Fears for Tears


      

      
      
         Dear Princess Celestia,



I write this letter, unsure if I will even send it. I think I just need to hear the scratch of a quill on paper to feel some sense of normalcy at the moment. I... I broke down in tears a moment ago, as my usual outlet for cathartic writing is my journal. But as I rose from the bed in this cold and sterile new castle, I remembered my journal burned to ashes along with the rest of my home.



I've been breaking into tears all morning actually.



I know I'm lucky to have survived. More lucky still that my friends were spared as well. Lucky thrice over that only property and possessions—not lives—were lost when Tirek attacked. I confess I even felt a sort of "high" in my victory yesterday. The combined power I wielded, the rush of adrenaline in battle, the pride in success at the end. I felt strong, confident even, as I never have before. Even after returning the borrowed magic to you, Luna, and Cadance, I still felt wonderful as I marched my way into this new castle, determined to call it home. Yet when I awoke this morning, it's as though the world came crashing down. All the fear and doubt and rage and anger and sadness of the past few days feels like it just came flooding back all at once.



Is that how it's supposed to work? We bottle up those feelings when we can't afford to endure them, but have to pay for it later in tears?









How do you do it, Princess? I know you've been to battle—faced loss so many more times than I. Does it wear on you the same? Do you weep uncontrollably into your pillow, even as the brightness of day shines through the window? Do you hear the victory parade outside celebrating your success, yet find yourself hiding in the cellar? Is this what it's like to win?



I won. I know I did.



I won. Tirek is locked away.



I won! My friends are all safe.



I WON!!!!



So why doesn't it feel like it? Why can I think of nothing but how close I came to losing everything; to losing everypony! Tirek almost killed you, almost killed Luna, Cadance, my friends... He almost killed us all. He was this close to victory. Had I failed to dodge just one magic blast, one thrown boulder... one single mistake, and I would have died, and everything and everypony I cared about would likely have died with me.



It's the pressure. It must be the pressure. How can so much depend on one awkward, nervous librarian! I'm nopony! I don't even known what I'm doing most of the time. I freak out about overdue books! I almost destroyed the timeline because of homework! How can so much possibly depend on me?!









I took a break for a few hours and flew out over the countryside; forced myself to breathe steadily, focused on the pump of my wings, the flow of the air. Then I saw the tree, and couldn't help myself. "Like a moth to a flame" would be accurate in more than one way, as parts of the trunk were still smoldering, faint wisps of smoke floating up and over the town.



I landed, there in the ashes of my old home. And I wept. Oh, how I wept. I cried so long I began to wonder if it was genuinely possible to run out of tears. Could a pony actually cry so hard that her tear ducts broke? Distracted by the question, I stood up, thinking to retrieve a biology book I shelved a few weeks ago. Then I remembered where I was and there was a catch in my throat as my hooves again felt unsteady beneath me. But curiosity overwhelmed sadness, and I began to dig in the ashes anyway.



Against all odds, a few tomes survived, among them, "Salty Sea's Synopsis of the Sinuses." The outer pages were ruined with water damage, but the section I needed was still legible. So I did what I'm best at. I studied.



And you know what I learned? I learned that in crying, a pony can trade in all her worries, all her stress, all her sorrows, and all her fears. She can cry as much as she wants and as much as she needs to move on. She can cry all day, and nothing will break.



Nothing.



Will.



Break!!
      

      
   
      Filthy Rich President Elect


      

      
      
         "What?!" Luna crumpled the newspaper in disgust. She and her sister quickly took flight for Canterlot.








"Explain this!" Luna demanded of Twilight Sparkle, whom the sisters had left in charge so they could take a year or two of sabbatical.



"I... I..." Twilight stammered. "I just don't know what went wrong!"



"Start at the beginning," Celestia suggested.



Taking a deep breath, Twilight began the tale.








So, I was reading on Prance and this thing called "democracy." It seemed more fair than monarchy, and fair is always better, right? So, I decreed ponies could vote for who they wanted in government positions. Somepony asked, "Even your position?" Well... it seemed only fair, and I thought it'd be easy for me to win.



Pinkie decided to throw a "democracy party" where I could hear ideas and concerns. Filthy Rich heard about this, and decided he'd throw his own. A "Grand Old Party," he said.



At the democratic party, we talked about how to help other ponies. But Dash and others worried about their taxes going to freeloaders, and said we had to be fair about it.



Fluttershy wanted to go further though. She thought we should help the ponies that need the most help, even if it's not completely fair to richer ponies that might pay a bit more. A lot of ponies agreed with her, but our friends took her aside and told her she was confusing ponies and they all needed to back me for now.



Over at the GOP, Filthy was saying a lot of lies about me. He said I was a corrupt "palace insider" and that I'd even been using my own private dragon for official correspondence. He tried to say I was "crooked" because some of the bits I used to rebuild my "personal" library after Tirek came from donations. But the library is a charity!



Then somehow, AJ and some others got word of other stuff Filthy was saying. He was promising more jobs for the working pony. They liked that idea. Then, when they heard we'd made Fluttershy to step aside, they got mad at our whole party and left for good.



Before I knew it, everypony in both parties seemed mad at the other. It was ugly, but when we voted, I still thought I would win. But I guess not...








"So," Celestia said. "More ponies voted for Filthy Rich than you?"



"Oh, no, not at all. I had over a million more votes. But early on, some ponies were worried their issues wouldn't be heard because they lived in rural places. So I said we'd split things up by region to balance that out." Twilight pushed a document across the desk titled "The Electoral College."



Luna skimmed it for a few minutes. "This is the most ridiculous process I've ever seen."



Twilight smashed her face into her hooves. "I know!!" she whined. "I just didn't think it would matter. I mean, how could any pony even consider voting for Filthy Rich? He said donkeys—he called them "jackasses" actually; can you imagine? He said they were murders and rapists and they'd all be deported. He said he wanted to put all changelings in a national registry, just because a few radicals attacked us in the past. Worse, at a party where he was literally promising to end wealth-based privilege, he..." Twilight's voice cracked in a combination of anger and sadness. "He bragged about how being so wealthy let him do horrible things to mares without their consent!" Twilight sighed. "But I guess lies trump everything."



After a moment of silence, Celestia spoke. "Every few hundred years some well-meaning pony seems determined to experiment with democracy. We usually manage to quash it before the infection spreads, but it's always sad to see ponies tricked into hurting their own best interests. At least we caught it early this time, before any other votes happened."



Twilight hung her head in shame.



"Explain." Luna demanded.



"Well, I might have talked Cadance into letting a few disgruntled subjects call a vote. They were upset about non-crystal ponies—"darkies"—moving into their empire. But it turned out it was more than just "a few" and the Crystal Empire voted to leave the Equestrian Union."



"Any good news?"



"Umm... San Franciscolt legalized recreational salt-licks?"



"Well then... I know where I shall be waiting out the next four years! Sister?"



"Right behind you!" Celestia said, preparing for take off.



"Wait!" Twilight called. "Any last advice?"



"Next time, let Fluttershy run."
      

      
   
      Romancing an Alicorn


      

      
      
         "Keep your tail straight, dear," Rarity said sharply as she brushed the mane of her son. "I want you to be at your best for the Princess’ visit."



"Geez, mom!" Gem pulled away. He hated being groomed. It was painful, and humiliating, and he preferred his mane waves instead of straight. "What's the big deal anyway? You see her all the time. Ouch!"



"Forgive me dear, but that's what happens when you don't stay still." The brush slid along his mane. "A visit from Princess Celestia is a great honour, even if she happens to be a close friend ours. Please remove those hideous gills from your neck."



"But, mooom!" Gem protested. "I'm boring without them!"



"Utter nonsense!" Rarity humphed. "No child of mine is going to be a mismatched mass of body parts! Your father and I raised you better than that!"



"Rarity," Spike stormed into the room. "The—"



"Spikey, this is hardly the time," the mare grumbled at him. "Can't you see I'm busy—" She froze. Spike was not alone. "Y-your Majesty." Rarity bowed, dropping the brush on Gem's head in the process.



Ouch, Mom! Gem snarled. That's it! The moment he turned around to leave, his body froze as well. This was the first time he'd seen the princess up close. Gem always considered himself beautiful, yet compared to her, he felt like an ugly duckling.



"I'm so glad that Spike greeted you—" Rarity raise her head "—without warning me" she finished with a slight hiss. 



Gem tried not to snort. Oooh, you're in trouble now dad.



"My apologies, Rarity, but I'm afraid we'll have to postpone our dinner." Celestia stepped in. "I just wanted to tell you myself." 



"Oh." Rarity's ears grouped down. She had been looking forward to the event for months. "Oh, we understand. At least Spike was thoughtful enough not to leave you waiting at the door." Rarity glared at the dragon silently shouting "you should still have warned me!" The dragon offered a guilty smile.



"Is this your son?" Celestia went up to Gem. "He certainly has grown into a fine young draconequus."



"Three parts donkey, one part mule," Rarity snorted. 



I won't forget this, Mom! Gem pouted at her, green flames in his eyes.



"Is that the Element of Generosity being ungenerous?" Celestia laughed behind her hoof. "Just this once don't listen to your mother, Gem. She becomes spitefully faced with beauty greater than her own."



"Majesty!" Rarity gasped.



"Just a little good fun, my dear. It wouldn't be fare for Spike and Gem to be the only ones feeling uncomfortable."



Rarity frowned, a layer of blush covering her face. However, she couldn't hold a candle to Gem. The draconequus' entire coat was as pink as Pinkie Pie.



"Sadly, I must be on my way," Celestia sighed. "Thank you go—"



"Will I see you again?" Gem interrupted her, asking through his ears. The colour of his coat changed to crimson.



"I'll come to see you on the morning after, Gem." Celestia smiled and walked away, followed by Rarity who had already started discussions about the Princess next visit.



The morning after, Gem thought, his smile widening. She'll see me on the morning after.



"You’be go no chance?" Spike whispered once the mares had left the room.



"Thanks for the encouragement, Dad," Gem grumbled. As cool as his father was, he had both his honesty and common sense glands removed.



"No problem." Spike gave Gem a pat on the back. "Age difference is a b—" The dragon stopped abruptly. "A bad thing."



"You're eight years younger than mom, Dad." Gem rolled his eyes.



"Well, yeah, but it's not like it's a thousand," Spike countered. "Besides, I'm me. Let's go eat."



Gem didn't say a word. His mind was set. I'll find a way to make her like me if I have to twist time itself!








"Hello," the young alicorn approached. She had been noticing him for a while, yet only now finding the courage to address him. "Can I sit next to you?"



The creature smiled and moved aside. Celestia still wasn't clear what he was—dragon or stallion—she only that he would come every morning and watch the sunrise, longing in his eyes. He looked at her and nodded, shifting slightly to the side. Celestia let out a sigh of relief.



"I'm Celestia," she said joining him on the hill.



"I'm G— Discord," the creature smiled at her, then looked back at the sun. "I'm time's Discord."
      

      
   
      Alfred's morning


      

      
      
         Confused shambles of sleep gave way to muted street noises outside. Lazy sun rays crawled into the window like a jaundiced slug and I felt the room become warmer. Unwilling to wake up to yet another tiring day, I rolled towards the wall, pressing my face into the pillow. Still, the blissful sleep wasn't returning as I gradually became aware of my surroundings. Something wasn't right.



Tarrying as much as I could, I grudgingly rolled over to face the room and squinted my bleary eys to survey my surroundings. I was in my room, obviously, with its usual mileau; at least, usual for the last few months. In the nearmost corner a heap of old clothes spilled from the open wardrobe, like the guts of some disemboweled monster, with my red jumpsuit resting at the top. In the opposite corner sat a pile of old computer hardware and malfunctioning VR gear, punctuated with quite a few empty beverage cans. The calendar on the opposite wall showed Friday, meaning that today was Saturday. Which would explain the mess. Either that or depression, added the voice in my head. “Oh, come on” I replied, shielding my eyes from the light with a… hoof?



I sharply sat up on my bed and drew a quick breath. Fragments of yesterday night quickly spun in my mind. Inebriating myself with a good few drinks and stumbling home. Sending angry holos to all of my coworkers. I shuddered. Stomping out for the nearest Bureau. Going away on two legs, ambling back on four hooves, the stains on the floor testifying as much. My heart sank.



“Good morning, Alfred” - a familiar voice said flatly. I jerked and just now turned my attention towards the opposite corner of the room, where a squat table stood surrounded by office chairs. On the chair opposite from me sat a tall woman with keen eyes and a sharp chin, dressed in orange overalls. Aurora, my manager. “May I have your attention, please?”



Unsure of my footing, I slowly rolled over on my stomach and crawled out of bed, then awkwardly ambled towards the table.



“Hello, Aurora” - I said, somehow managing to climb onto an office chair. I looked up to her, unaccustomed to my new, much shorter height. A stuffy pause hung in the air.



“You know, I've been worried for you” - she said thoughtfully.



“You have?” - I said, unsure what to say.



“With all those messages you sent…” - she paused, “I thought you were going to…”



“kill myself?” - I finished in my mind.



“I mean, ‘farewell, my unbeloved naked apes’? Really?”



I shuddered as I remembered my drunken revelations.



“You know, I cannot really blame you” - she said, after a while.



“Oh…”



“With the oil running out - how long do have we have, really?” “Five, ten years? Our economy is nothing but oil, in the end. But Equestria is life. They don't use oil there. Not much, anyway.” 



“I thought we have at least fifty, and there are other…”



“Bullshit and propaganda” - she said suddenly and bluntly. “I was reading hypernet, not just RuNet. The goverment sugar-coats everything so that the we don't panic.” “The thing is, you did the right thing, but not in the right time and place. Have you thought what are you now?”



I blinked at her nervously.



“You are an illegal immigrant. A citizen of Equestria. Your old passport is invalid, and you cannot get a new one because you cannot cross the border.”



I drew a dejected sigh.



“But we'll figure out something: maybe we'll be able to still hire you as an independent consultant, if you work from home and don't tell that you are a pony.”



“Thanks” - I said, dumbfounded.



“I always liked you, you know.”
      

      
   
      Memories


      

      
      
         Morning. She was supposed to be my morning...



Princess Celestia stepped onto the royal terrace. Thousands of ponies held their breath in anticipation. Today's Summer Sun Celebration marked ten years since the defeat of Nightmare Moon, a monuments occasion for all of Equestria. Ponies all across the land had gathered in Canterlot to witness the event and treasure the memory for posterity.



The Princess gave the matte little thought. With a regal smile, she lowered her horn, then raised it back up, bringing the sun along with it.



Twenty seven. She would have been twenty seven today.



Cheers erupted. Ponies through the city, and everywhere across Equestria, rejoiced. A new year had begun, full of hope and happiness. Never had the joy of thousands felt so painful.



"Sister?" Luna asked as the Sun Princess passed by her. "Is something bothering you?"



"I'll be in the west tower," Celestia said not providing a reply. "Please, take care of things while—" She stopped. Sorry, Lulu. Some things even you can't know. "Take care of the celebration for me."



Luna tilted her head slightly. Her mouth opened to form a question, or maybe make a remark. Before the a sound managed to leave her lips Celestia shook her head. Don't ask. Please don't ask.



"Okay, Sis." Luna nodded. "I'll deal with it."



There was no thank you, no words of encouragement. Celestia trotted through the corridor, leaving her sister and the crowd's cheers behind her. Palace guards saluted as she went. Pair by pair, their wings touched the side of their helmets again and again, until she reached a section that was empty. No ponies stood on guard there, no servants came or went, just as Celestia had decreed two decades ago.



It was on this day that she cast her first teleportation. She was only seven. Even at that age she so much wanted to impress me. For every time she failed she make ten new attempts, until one day she popped right Obote the cake at the breakfast table.



A smile appeared on Celestia's face. A tear followed.



I hated cake. I've hated it for centuries, but it's the only thing that reminds me of who you were... so innocent and happy, so confused why you were covered in cake...



Celestia made her well up the stairwell. Tapestries covered the walls, yet not a single torch to illuminate them. Celestia had had them removed. She couldn't bare to look upon the scenes they depicted.



She wanted on joining my school for gifted unicorns. There was no need, but she insisted. Did she honestly think I favoured them over her? She was my Morning, my flesh, my souls. She was the greatest joy I had in this realm.



Celestia reached the top of the tower. A massive door of solid gold loomed before her, the image of a setting sun etched into it. Once the door had been made of wood, once the etching had been different.



"Your Majesty," an old unicorn guard approached, the only pony allowed to visit the western tower.



"Goldenmane." Celestia avoided his glance. It brought back too painful memories. Maybe in time, she would be able to, but by then he would be no more.



"I've prepared the room for you." His voice was void of emotion. "Let me know once you've finished."



"Thank you." Celestia hesitated. "Do you want to join me?" she offered. "She was yours as well."



"I've already been there, Majesty." He trotted past her. "I'll be waiting downstairs."



You still haven't forgiven me for what I did. Worry not, my faithful pony, I haven't forgiven myself either. She was supposed to be the answer to Equestria's prayers, all our hopes and dreams. And instead I kept her a secret and forced you to do the same. Little wonder I'd lose her.



The room was spartan. A single bed, a few dolls, and endless shelves of books. Focusing her magic, Celestia cast a spell—a spell she had shown but to one pony. In an instant the walls began to shimmer in the colours of sunset, flooding the room with warm light.



You called that spell your own. Celestia sat on the bed.



"I miss you so much, my daughter," Celestia whispered, tears running down her face. "If I could turn back time I'd have never kept you a secret, I'd never have banished you awayIf." Another wave of cheers echoed from outside. "Please, come back to me, my child. Please, my Sunset Shimmer."
      

      
   
      Scorpion Days


      

      
      
         Chiaroscuro pushed open the shop door with his shoulder and stepped inside. It was dark and smokey, and the transition from sunlight left him momentarily blind.



But he knew the smells – sandalwood, tobacco, oil, and metal. Each separate odor blended in his mind into the single flavor of days gone by. The scent of memory. He drew in a deep breath and held it, and tried to forget the years that weighed on his shoulders.



The cacophony of the Manehattan streets faded, replaced by the faint sound of steel scraping against stone. A conversation of snakes, interrupted, then the sound of hooves on creaking planks.



His eyes adjusted, and the dark shop lightened. Thousands of knives lined the walls, hanging from cords or balanced on pegs. Peelers, cleavers, razors and more all lay in ordered rows like soldiers. Sparks of lanternlight danced along their edges.



The curtain parted as the proprietor stepped through, his mouth already open in greeting. Instead he froze, and for a heartbeat they stared at each other.



The shopkeep, an elderly unicorn, his muzzle dusted with silver, spoke first. The ghost of a smile twisted his lips. “Cherry. Here to apologize?”



Chiaroscuro snorted. He reached up and pulled his lapel aside, exposing the badge pinned to his vest. “Business.”



“Ah. Well, then, welcome, Detective Chiaroscuro, to Falling Leaf’s Knives. What can I do for you?”



Slowly, with far more care than the act normally deserved, Chiaroscuro withdrew a slim envelope from his saddlebags and set it on the counter. Something inside clinked like coins. He stepped back, his lips wrinkling from the taste.



“Have you ever seen these?”



Falling Leaf tilted his head, his eyes darting back and forth between the envelope and the detective. When nothing more came, he shrugged and levitated the envelope. It was not sealed, and he unfolded the paper flap.



A pair of paper-thin blades dropped onto the counter. One landed on its corner and stuck, upright, in the soft wood.



“Hm.” Falling Leaf plucked the razor from the counter with his magic. “Marble Industries surgical-grade steel safety razor with platinum plating. High quality, for a disposable item. Somepony has good taste.”



“You sell them here?”



“I do.” Falling Leaf’s horn glowed brighter, and a small box floated up from beneath the counter. “Twenty bits per dozen.”



“You go through a lot of them?”



He shook his head. “Mind if I ask what this is about, detective?”



“Yeah, I do mind.” The bitter words slipped out without thought. He covered with a cough and continued. “Somepony’s been sticking them on railings, park benches, lampposts. Most are found before anypony gets hurts, but a few ponies have gotten cut.”



“Anything serious?”



Chiaroscuro shook his head. “Not yet. Lotta blood, though. You know how razors are.”



“I do.” Falling Leaf held the envelope still and began flicking the razor back-and-forth across it in a smooth, practiced motion. The blade passed through the paper with barely even a sound, and flakes fell onto the counter in a blizzard. Within seconds the envelope was gone.



“It’s happened before,” he continued. “Some colt, smaller than his fellows, a few years after his balls start to drop. Fascinated by knives, loves cutting things, maybe even himself. Then he discovers razors, and they are… amazing to him.”



Chiarscuro stared at the pile of confetti on the country. A bead of sweat ran down his temple. “Yeah.”



“Such a thin little thing.” Falling Leaf rotated the blade, and it seemed to vanish. “Like a piece of paper, but with so much power. That’s how the colt starts to think of himself. Small, weak, so easily bent, yet now dangerous.”



Chiaroscuro cleared his throat. “You see any colts like that in here?”



A long moment followed. Finally, Falling Leaf snorted. “Not lately.”



Ah. The years seemed to return to his shoulders, and Chiaroscuro slumped. He could already feel the summer heat outside, waiting for him again. “Right. Keep an eye out, will you? Let us know.”



“Of course.” Falling Leaf set the two blades atop the box, and deftly wrapped the whole affair in a sheet of oiled paper. “For your trouble, detective.”



“Right.” Chiaroscuro slid the package into his saddlebags. The oiled paper tasted like childhood. He turned toward the exit.



“Son.” The word stopped him cold. He turned to see Falling Leaf, looking so much older now, a plaintive expression on his face.



Falling Leaf looked down. “Nevermind,” he whispered.



Right. Chiaroscuro did that, and left.
      

      
   
      The Power of the Sun


      

      
      
         "Now, my loyal subjects!" Queen Chrysalis shouted to the crowd of cheering changelings. "We shall take over Equestria for the last time!"



All of the changelings hissed with approval.



"But Your Highness," Thorax stammered from below. "Shouldn't we seek forgiveness, and learn to love one another?"



Chrysalis scoffed. "We will never be friends with ponykind. Now, my hive, we set off to attack!"



Every drone flew out of the hive, ready for battle. Thorax trailed behind, spineless yet obedient. Chrysalis laughed in anticipation as she followed after them, ready to launch a strike against ponykind.



Once she reached the outside, though, everypony had stopped. She reached the front and looked out at a distant mountain. A white dot was standing on its peak, an insignificant speck that nonetheless exuded a powerful presence.



"Who are you?" she yelled at the dot.



Even though it was so far away, the voice was clear. "Ask for forgiveness."



"What?"



"Ask for forgiveness, and it will be granted."



Behind the queen, the changelings looked at one another in confusion. From the back, Thorax spoke up. "It's Celestia, giving us a chance to make peace with the ponies!" He was ecstatic. "Let us go and take up her offer—"



Before he could finish, Chrysalis shot a powerful magical blast from her horn. In a drawn-out instant, Thorax evaporated.



"We shall never ask for forgiveness!" She cried out. The changelings hissed in assent.



"So be it."



Suddenly, the sun hurtled itself towards them. All of the changelings gasped and whimpered, and even Chrysalis was taken aback, but she held her ground.



"Stand firm!" she rallied. "She cannot intimidate us!"



When she turned around, however, she saw her changelings sweating, shaking, fainting behind her. The land began to sizzle, the air began to wave.



In an instant, chaos ensued. Some changelings exploded; others shattered. Those that tried to fly away had their wings burned off, and they too perished.



"No, stop!" Chrysalis began to panic. "What is going on?" She turned to the speck. "What are you doing to my hive!?" 



"Help us!" The changelings cried out. "Help us!" Their voices were burned, their eyes bubbly, their legs snapped. Still the sun drew closer, its light even more blinding, its heat even more severe.



"Stop it, Celestia!" Chrysalis yelled. "Stop it, please!" She began feeling ill, her vision began to fade, her breath grew ragged.



"Run, my changelings!" she attempted to scream, but found it was too late. Behind her, where once was an army ready to die for her, had melted. Their cries for help still rose from the tar.



In a rage, she took off and flew as fast as she could to the speck. It was too far, and the sun too heavy a weight on her back. She fell to the ground onto the singeing desert sand. Her wings had fried up, disappearing from her body. She couldn't reach Celestia. Just as her body cracked with heat, she saw the mare approach her in an instant. Her visage was bright white, but Chrysalis couldn't look away.



"Now you see the power of the sun," the blinding figure spoke with authority. "You see how destructive it can be, what you call upon yourself and your hive!"



Chrysalis screamed even as her vocal chords shriveled up inside her.



"It does not have to be this way," it continued. "Ponies will forgive you, like they forgave me, if you seek forgiveness."



The sun boiled her eyes blind. Her body melted into nothing.



"Now, awaken!"


All was quiet. Her eyes snapped open, and beheld the rising sun.



"No!" She scurried onto her hooves to escape her doom. But it didn't come. The sun didn't race past the horizon, nor did it swell with anger; it crawled on as it had every day. There was no mare looming on the mountaintop, none of her subjects fried to a crisp, none of her body shattering before her. Everything was normal.



She thought back to the dream. A quiet moment passed.



No, she thought, looking at the back of the cave where she now sought shelter. I came so close last time. It is possible. Celestia cannot stop me with the power of the sun, or harm any of my subjects. I just need to plan more.



With a hiss at the light, she slunk deeper into the darkness. Equestria will be mine.











And somewhere far away, in the civilized world, a mare prepared the next nightmare.
      

      
   
      The Day After Yesterday Morning


      

      
      
         Queen Chrysalis laughed as she paced around her royal throne room. She has done it, she did the unthinkable, the impossible. She has captured the leaders of Equestria and now nothing is able to stop her from taking the nation’s citizens and their love.





“You won't get away with this!” Twilight Sparkle said as she hanged upside down, ready to be cocooned. The Changeling queen waved it off and hovered in front of her enemy.





“Yes, yes, you can say that all you wish. But you must realize by now, you have failed and I have won.” she said, revealing a toothy grin to her captured prey. Twilight Sparkle shook her head, being defiant to the end.





“As long as our friendship endures, my friends will never-” she was cut off as the cocoon sealed over her, causing Chrysalis to chortle in laughter.





“Yes, silence in utter darkness, let it be like an old friend, for that will be the only thing that will comfort you.” she said, as she reveled in her victory, knowing that nothing, nothing would stop her from conquering Equestria.





She then heard a laughter behind her. She turned to see the pink pony laughing.





“What do you find so funny, Pinkie Pie?” she demanded. Pinkie Pie simply snickered and pointed a hoof at her.





“Well since it’s considered darkness, she would only need her shadow to comfort her. Your shadow as your friend, that is treat.” she said and began snickering, making Queen Chrysalis look at her in confusion.





“What are you blathering about?” she asked, irked that her moment of glory is disturbed by this obnoxious pony.





“I mean, your shadow is always with you, in fact, every time I jump up and down I always see my shadow beneath me. Following wherever I go, in fact it’s like a little pet."



“You're not making sense at all.” Queen Chrysalis said, annoyance growing within her.





“Well, what is to make sense, everypony gets a little crazy at times. Oh, you wouldn’t believe the time when Twilight got crazy over my Pinkie sense, oh that was fun."



“Enough of your useless prattle! It’s giving me a headache!” Queen Chrysalis said, removing Pinkie Pie out of her cocoon and holding her in the air.





“Headache? Oh you should have a little water a long nap. That helps me after a rough party. Oh, you know what else, when you feel better, everypony can see your happy sappy face and be adored by everypony! Oh great now I’m getting hungry."





“Shut up!” Queen Chrysalis demanded, clutching her hooves around Pinkie’s neck, hoping to silence her. Pinkie Pie stopped talking for a moment and gave a serious look at her.





“Wait Chrysalis, that reminds me! It’s most important I tell you-” she said as Chrysalis seethed in untempered rage.





“What useless and pathetic words of advice do you have for me!?” she asked, hoping to at least be rid of her once she finished her chatter. Taking a deep breath, Pinkie replied.





“Did you ever had the feeling you’re being watched?” she said, which caused Chrysalis to pause.





“What?” she asked, her annoyance turned to confusion at Pinkie Pie’s behest.





“That the eyes of strange and eerie things are upon you?” she said as Chrysalis eyes begin to widen slightly as her words came down upon her.





“That your very actions and deeds have made you found wanting and that others have now judged you because of them. That you now have guilt and even, if I dare say it, have no clue as to what they think of you.”





Chrysalis blinked a few times before softly speaking back.





“And, who is that?” she asked before Pinkie looked to the side and pointed her hoof.





“Look,” she said, as Chrysalis followed, “Down there in the Fimfic comments.”





“Fimfic comments?” she uttered before her eyes went wide in sudden realization, “People!?” Queen Chrysalis lets go of Pinkie Pie and screams at the top of her lungs, while quickly darting toward the exit  by smashing through the hive wall.





***



“Pinkie, that is not how that happened.” Twilight said as she listened to Pinkie speak of Yesterday’s events since their capture.





“I know, but I thought that would be funny if it did happen, wouldn’t you agree?” she said, giving a wink that was not directed at her.





“Why does she do that?” Starlight Glimmer asked, as Twilight simply shook her head.





“I don’t know. It’s just Pinkie being Pinkie.”
      

      
   
      Don't Speak


      

      
      
         Don’t think about her. Don’t look at her. Don’t embarrass yourself any further. And for Celestia’s sake, keep your mouth shut. Talking will just make things worse.





These are the things I think when I see Rarity. At least, ever since last night at the Gala.  





Despite myself, I picture her smile, that small upturn in her lips, giving the poise and elegance of a refined mare, yet with all the warmth of an eager young filly. Those soft, plush, and eager lips, with seductive, expectant eyes. I sneak a peek at her as she trots by. The smile is gone.





Yet another luxury lost to my own arrogance.





There is no “Hello, Prince Blueblood” when she passes, not even a slight nod in my direction. She makes every effort to avoid looking my way. For a brief moment, perhaps, she casts her gaze my way, but it is just as quickly withdrawn. No doubt with contempt. I can’t say I blame her.





My legs begin to shake. In trying times like these, I can’t help it. I want to call after her, say I’m sorry, and beg her forgiveness, but I stay rooted in place. My mouth opens, but no words come out. I wouldn’t know what to say anyways. Mother never taught me how to talk to mares my age. 





Nobody did.





Mother spent thousands upon thousands of bits ensuring I get the best education in all of Equestria, but I still can’t have a plain talk with a nice mare without making a fool of myself. Mother said the mares would come easy to me, what with my wealth, good looks, and nobility. But they don’t. They don’t like me. They don’t want to be around me. 





Mother lied.





Rarity must think nothing more of me than a pauper. In fact, lowlier than a pauper, for at least a pauper may have a disposition she fancies. I am a disgusting pig rolling in its own filth since birth, and I don’t know how to stop. Nobody wants to be around me because of how I am. Mother said I should just be myself, and ponies will like me. But the pony I am, nobody likes.





Rarity heads up to the castle gates, and my glance follows her. I try to muster all of my wherewithal to come forward and apologize. To say something nice like, “I regret how I acted last night” or “I’m sorry I was such a jerk” like they do in those stage plays I’ve seen. Truth be told, I don’t know what I’ll say, but I want to say it. For once in my life.





“Rar—”





She turns immediately, shooting me a white-hot glare full of disdain. It's that kind of petrifying gaze that makes you feel like a hole is being bored through your stomach.





My words fizzle and die in my mouth, leaving only an acrid aftertaste as I clamp my mouth shut. I take a step back and look away, pretending as if I hadn't said anything. 





She turns back towards the castle gate without a second thought. The innumerable gears of the gate creak and churn while it slowly raises. 



“I’m sorry,” I whisper, knowing she can’t hear me. I kick the dirt. I should have just kept my mouth shut. I only make things worse. 



She enters the castle and doesn't look back. 




      

      
   
      Breaking the Mold


      

      
      
         Three ponies lay on the grass outside the castle, a pregnant Moon shining above them.



It was only cuddling. There hadn't even been any kissing. It made sense to go slow, though. Princess Twilight Sparkle had never been intimate with a stallion... much less two at once.



"Ohh, Flash... er, I mean, Flashes," she corrected, pulling the identical ponies close. One Flash Sentry cuddled her from the right. The other embraced her left flank. They nuzzled against her cheeks and hugged her barrel, warming her physically and emotionally.



"What luck that rainbow-person Flash decided to visit Equestria on the same day our Flash arrived from the Crystal Kingdom!" bubbled a giddy Twilight. The Flash on her right stifled a laugh. Twilight couldn't remember which one was which. She couldn't even recall how they'd arrived in the courtyard, but none of that mattered now...



Suddenly, Princess Luna's face appeared in the Moon and made direct eye-contact with Twilight. Wide-eyed and blushing, the lunar princess quickly ducked out of sight.



"Luna?" panted Twilight. Neither Flash appeared to notice.



"JustpassingthroughTwilightSparklegoodbyefornowandIsawnoFlashes!" echoed a nervous voice from the sky.



"Oh no. It's a dream," whispered Twilight, as reality began to sink in. "I'm in a sick, perverted dream, and Princess Luna just witnessed it firsthoof."



She paused in thought while the cuddles continued. Luna surely sees much worse than this every evening, Twilight rationalized. The stars above began flickering strangely.



Twilight turned her head and saw an indistinct orange blob where one of the Flash Sentries lay. Her lucidity was fading, even as the crisp sensation of hugging continued.



"Don't leave me!" she begged, embarrassed and confused. A groggy dizziness wrenched hard on her mind, and she woke.








Princess Twilight Sparkle lay in her spacious palace bed, the covers pulled down to her flanks. The wonderful hugging sensation remained on both sides. She was afraid to move a muscle.



"It's a hypnopompic state," she whispered, closing her eyes. "If I don't move, the hugging might stay..."



"It's fine, Twilight," said a familiar voice. "We won't let go that easily."



Twilight reopened her eyes and looked to her left. "St-Starlight Glimmer?" she gasped. Her protege was embracing her. Firmly. In her bed.



A high-pitched giggle resounded from the other side. "We can cuddle as long as you like," teased another all-too familiar voice, followed by a peck on her cheek. It was a very small kiss—but Twilight blushed and her jaw dropped open.



It couldn't be. This was impossible. Twilight refused to look, but an azure hoof gripped her chin and tugged her muzzle around to face...



Twilight was certain the look on her face was one of absolute horror, yet the unicorn in front of her grinned broadly.



"TRIXIE?" yelped Twilight. Her wings opened, pressing downward against the bedcovers as her hind legs kicked. The action detached her from the collective embrace, forcing her back against the headboard.



"Twilight, are you okay?" asked Starlight Glimmer. She wore a barely-visible smirk.



"But... Starlight? TRIXIE? Why, what... TRIXIE? My bed, this, where, what? Why!? TRIXIE?!?" Twilight shook in place, making a knocking sound against the headboard.



"Not quite how you said Trixie's name last night," noted Trixie. "But the frequency and volume match."



"You're—but you're mares! And, I, well, you're... Trixie!" Twilight began hyperventilating. "This isn't real."



Starlight Glimmer looked concerned. "It's okay, Twilight. New experiences are an important part of life. I learned that from you," she said.



"But how... oh no. Cider season," realized Twilight, shaking her head. "I... I need a bath." She flew directly out the bedroom door, avoiding the master bathroom entirely.








Both mares waited a minute before breaking into peals of laughter.



"I can't believe you actually kissed her!" said Starlight Glimmer, eyes wide. "It was tiny, but still!"



"Hay, it was for a good cause!" mock-pouted Trixie.



"It was a risk," grimaced Starlight. "What if she... reciprocated?"



"That was already a chance! And she hates Trixie," said Trixie, rolling her eyes. "But..."



Starlight Glimmer raised a brow.



"Maybe it wouldn't be totally awful," whispered Trixie.



Starlight gasped, then bit at her lower lip. "This... it was supposed to be a joke, Trixie," she said.



Trixie shrugged. "Fine, Trixie admits it. Twilight grows on you. Like mold. And have you ever seen a pony that happy?"



"Dear Celestia," sighed Starlight Glimmer. "We're going to tease the poor filly again, aren't we?"



Trixie just smiled and pulled her lover close for a kiss.



(The other kind of kiss, that is.)
      

      
   
      Going with the Crowd


      

      
      
         Thorax never thought, on his first day after being accepted as a resident of the Crystal Empire, he’d be the target of yet another witch hunt. He thought the ponies gathered in the middle of the town square were there to officially welcome him into their city, or some sort of party nonetheless.



But when one pony at the edge of the crowd turned and saw Thorax, her expression was much less celebratory than scared and concerned. Her face then contorted in anger and concern. “You!”



That word shouted at such a high level of volume and concern caused everypony to turn and look at Thorax, the chattering petering down to intense silence.



Thorax became concerned.



The crowd approached, the one crystal pony leading the pack. She stopped and pointed at Thorax, baring her teeth. “Where is Crystal Hoof?”



Thorax squinted. “Crystal Hoof? Oh.” The pony he’d disguised himself as yesterday. Thorax raised his hooves innocently, backing away from the pony. “Listen, I--”



“Don’t move!” another pony said.



Thorax froze. “Listen everypony, this is just a misunderstand--”



“Where is he? Where are you hiding him?”



“I made up Crystal Hoof!” Thorax yelled, covering himself with his hooves. “I had to fit in as a crystal pony like you guys, so I made up a pony and Spike helped me come up with a name. Crystal Hoof isn’t real. We made him up, I swear!”



The crowd quieted down. 



Thorax uncovered himself, standing up. He searched the crowd, waiting for someone to speak up and come to his defense. That was the only way ponies earned trust, after all—when somepony like Spike or Twilight walked out and defended him. However, everypony in the crowd seemed to be avoiding eye contact with him.



One pony whispered to her friend, perhaps more audibly then she meant to, “Crystal Hoof is Thorax’s OC?”



Her friend nodded. “I guess so.”



“I bet he’s a self-insert.”



“Ooh, cringe,” one purple crystal pony said.



The pony next to him said, “Honey, please keep it down. That was a stupid thing to say.”



The purple pony pouted. “Everyone else was cringing, I was just saying it…”



One pony in the back spoke up. “Saying ‘Ooh, cringe’ like that out loud to say you’re cringing makes me cringe.”



“Yeah, I’m not sure that’s any better than having a self-insert OC,” said somepony else. “Saying ‘cringe’ like that. That’s just weird. And now that I was all riled up about Crystal Hoof for nothing, I have to be mad about something.”



The crowd nodded in agreement.



The purple pony’s partner shook her head. “To be honest, I’m a little disappointed in you, Agate.”



One pony raised his hoof. “If I could throw my two cents in here, I think you two should break up.”



“Yeah,” said another pony. “Not that we know either of you very well, or that this is any of our business, or that we’re judging your boyfriend based on one ultimately trivial reaction, but you deserve better, girl.”



The crowd erupted in “Yeah, girl”s and assenting whistles.



The pony raised her hoof. “All in favour of Agate’s girlfriend breaking up with him?”



Agate looked around. “Wait, why is this up for vote?”



Ignoring Agate, everypony raised their hooves except for Agate and Thorax. Thorax wasn’t quite sure what was going on, but didn’t want to risk being seen as an outsider, so he raised his hoof.



Agate’s girlfriend let go of Agate’s hoof. “Sorry, sweetie. It’s unanimous.” She walked away.



“Jasper?” Agate shook his head. “Red Jasper, you’re not seriously doing this, are you? It’s up to you, not them!”



In reply, the crowd dispersed in all directions, sometimes turning back to give Agate dirty glances. Agate sat down, hunched over and pouting.



Thorax walked up to Agate. “Hey, um--”



“No, sorry, I can’t do this,” Agate muttered, walking away. “I have to walk away from me, too. Everyone else is doing it.”



“Wait, Agate, hold on,” Thorax said, sprinting to catch up. “You give in to peer pressure, too?”



Agate looked at Thorax, then looked down and nodded.



“Hey, I’m a changeling. Conforming is what I do best.” Thorax stuck out his hoof. “Want to be my friend?”



Agate brought his head up slowly and stared at Thorax’s hoof. “I can’t. Nobody else is doing it.”



Thorax learned that day that public opinion was all that mattered in life, and also to never make an OC ever again.
      

      
   
      The New Castle


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle's eyes shot open as she sat up in her sleeping bag.  She glanced around the large purple bedroom quickly, its unfamiliarity made her heart pound.  It took a moment for the purple alicorn to realize it, but she was in her own room in her new castle.  



She did her best to shake the cobwebs from her mind as the previous day's events quickly came back to her.  Everything from the lengthy magic battle involving Tirek to the small earthquake from the castle growing from the living earth came pouring back to memory.  Twilight rubbed her forehead gently as she surveyed the room more carefully.



It was a sparsely furnished room.  She hadn't had the time to purchase new furniture after saving the world for the umpteenth time.  She'd had to borrow the sleeping bag from Applejack who had said she could keep it as long as she needed.  It was kind of her but, Twilight wanted to return the bag as soon as she could.



Twilight slid out of the bag, every part of her ached as she did so.  Crystal floors, while pretty, were not suitable sleep surfaces.  She grumbled as she twisted to her left then right as her spine popped.  "Make a note Spike, after breakfast we need to go to the spa and get the full treatment," she muttered, "And I swear if they charge me for it after all I've done..."



Her voice trailed off and it soon dawned on her that she was alone.  "Spike," she called out, "Where are you?"  She repeated herself a little louder and followed that with an outright shout of, "Spike," that echoed through the room and out  into the hall.



"Twilight," called back Spike, "Where are you?"



Twilight gingerly stood up and limped to the door.  New furniture and a spa treatment were definitely in order.  "No," replied Twilight loudly, "Where are you?"



"I don't know!  I got up to use the bathroom and I couldn't find it!" 



"Spike!"



"I've been wandering the halls since at least two in the morning," replied Spike, "I'm scared, hungry and I want to go home!"



"This is home," called out Twilight as she trotted down the hallway.  



"This place has bats and scorpions..."



"We'll get an exterminator.  Can you tell me where you are?"  



"One of the scorpions said it was gonna rock me like a hurricane.  I didn't know they could talk!"



"What are you near?"



There was a pause followed by Spike shouting, "A set of stairs and a featureless purple hallway near some featureless purple rooms!"



"Just stay there," called Twilight, "I'll find you!"



After twenty minutes of running to and fro Twilight found the stairwell and made her way up to see her dragon friend curled up near by.  She quickly through her forelegs around him in a tight embrace, "It's okay, I've got you!"



"Twilight," muttered Spike, "I don't like this place.  What do we need a whole castle for anyway?"



"I don't know,"  replied Twilight, "But for now let's get out of here.  We'll grab some breakfast, do some shopping, get a spa treatment..."



"It better be free... they owe you."



"Darn right they do."



"Twilight," asked Spike, "Do you need me to make a list."



She sighed and shook her head, "No, I've got this."
      

      
   
      Wings


      

      
      
         "Dear Princess Celestia; WHY WOULD YOU DO THIS TO ME," Twilight muttered, a quill dancing in the air as she wrote. Then it stopped as she glared at the letter.



"ARGH!" she shouted, and her horn flashed as the letter burst into flames, ashes drifting down to form another layer on an already large pile.



"Twilight, Rarity's here to see you!" Spike called from the library's front door.



"I don't want to talk to anyone!" she yelled back. "Make something up and tell her to come back later!"



"Umm... I kind of already let her in," Spike replied apologetically. Twilight poked her head up from the loft to see that, indeed, Rarity was standing there, concern and insult warring on her face.



Apparently concern won out. "Twilight dear, I can see you've been crying. I know this must be a tough time for you, but becoming an alicorn princess, it’s something you should be celebrating."



Twilight lit her horn and teleported down to her friend. "Rarity, I know you want to help. But there's nothing you can do. Just, ugh, please leave me alone."



"You know you can trust us, Twilight," Rarity said. She gently reached forward, draping a foreleg around her friend.



Twilight closed her eyes, but even that couldn't stop the tears from pouring out. Rarity noticed and tried to pull her into a hug.



That was just too much. Twilight screamed even as a lavender aura pushed Rarity away, and the new Alicorn disappeared in a flash of light.








“And that’s when she burst into tears! I’ve never seen her in such distress,” Rarity told 



“I don’t get it. Why would anypony be upset about growing wings?” Rainbow Dash asked, folding her forelegs across her ribs.



“Why, perhaps she’s afraid immortality means losing all her friends,” Rarity responded. “Or being a princess! Life at court may be glamorous, but it can be so turbulent. The arranged marriages, the stern but gentle stallions, the forbidden loves with foreign agents-”



“I think that’s only in the books you read,” Applejack interrupted.



Rarity sniffed. “Well, regardless, it’s a very chaotic time for poor Twilight, and I think we should all be there to help.”



“And just how are we supposed to do that?”



“Oooh!” Pinkie offered. “We could find Trixie, and then when Twilight tries to say her wings are ugly, Trixie could say ‘no, your wings are beautiful!’”



Everypony looked at Pinkie for a moment. Then, by mutual consent, they all turned back to Rarity.



“Seriously, just how are we supposed to do that?” Applejack asked.



“I think we should make sure she always has someone to talk to, and doesn’t try to do anything rash,” Rarity suggested.



“Rash?” Rainbow asked. “What’s rash supposed to mean? It’s not like she can go to the hospital and ask them to cut her wings off.”



“Don’t be morbid. I merely mean that-” Rarity began, only to be interrupted as Fluttershy flew down out of the sky.



“Excuse me, umm, not to interrupt or anything, but is Twilight alright? Because, I, uhh, think I saw her running towards Zecora’s hut, and it kind of looked like she was crying.








“Are you sure this will work, Zecora?” Twilight asked “I’m not sure I can stand it much longer.”



“Willow bark, poppy, aloe; all have brewed, so here you go,” the Zebra responded, filling a large bottle from her cauldron. Before Twilight could take it, a rainbow blur crashed through Zecora’s window and grabbed the potion from her hooves. 



“Gotcha!” Rainbow Dash cried triumphantly. She tried to fly back out the window, only to find her tail immobilized by a lavender aura.



Beside her the door flew open and Rarity, Pinkie, and Applejack all spilled inside.



“Don’t do it, Twilight! You have so much to live for!” Pinkie cried.



“She’d not going to die, Pinkie.”



“Ohh.”



Twilight ignored the newcomers and immediately launched herself towards Rainbow, reaching for the potion.



“Applejack! Catch!” Rainbow cried, tossing the potion.



“Twilight, please, I know these changes are sudden, but don’t do this!” Rarity pleaded.



Twilight gritted her teeth and grabbed for the potion. “Give me-”



Then her wing brushed against a table. Twilight immediately let out a shriek and collapsed, her magic aura vanishing and dropping Rainbow Dash to the floor.



Rarity and Applejack exchanged confused looks.



“Anyone want to tell me exactly what’s going on here?” Applejack asked.



“I slept on my wing!” Twilight wailed. "It's been cramping all morning!"
      

      
   
      Two Strikes


      

      
      
         Twilight paid no mind to the hundreds of guards who had appeared on campus, nor the announcement that every building that contained magical artifacts had been put on lockdown. What she did pay mind to, however, were the two maids walking slowly in front of her.



"I always knew that filly was trouble," the rightmost maid said, pushing along a tea trolley. "Never cleaned up after herself, spent every night sneaking around the castle—I'm glad she's gone. The Princess deserves better."



The mare to her side gasped. "Don't say that," she hissed. "She was just a child."



Twilight frowned at their rumps. Any slower and she'd be late for her lessons with Celestia! With a curt "Excuse me" and a tiny "Sorry" she pushed through and ran on ahead, tiny hooves scrabbling along the marble floors.



She rounded a few corners and made a beeline for the doors to Princess Celestia's chambers—only to be stopped by the guard standing at the entrance.



"Sorry, kid," he said. "Class is cancelled. The Princess ain't seeing anyone today."



Twilight stared up at him. "But why?"



He took a moment to answer, "She just isn't. Head home."



Both ponies jumped when the doors behind him opened ever so slightly, and Celestia peeked her head out.



"Twilight?" she asked in a voice that sounded like scrap metal. Bloodshot eyes stared down at them. Twilight's words caught in her throat at the sight.



"Princess!" the guard said. "I was just telling her to leave—"



"Come in, Twilight," said Celestia, retreating back inside.



Twilight and the guard shared a glance before the guard stepped aside. With a satisfied smile on her face, Twilight strutted inside.



Her smile faded when the doors closed behind her and she went blind. As her eyes adjusted to the sudden darkness—she didn't even know that Celestia's windows had curtains—she walked forward, calling, "Princess?"



Celestia sat in the middle of the room, wings dragging on the floor. "Hello," she said. "I'm sorry about the guard. I know you must have been confused."



"What's wrong?" Twilight asked, drawing near to Celestia. "You look... different."



"I'm not well today," Celestia said, her face gaunt in the darkness. "Feeling quite sick."



"But you can't get sick," said Twilight. "All the books say so."



"There are many types of sickness." In a shaky voice, Celestia said, "I haven't felt this in years."



A chill settled over Twilight's bones. "Can't you go to the doctor?"



Celestia just shook her head.



Silence fell over darkness, and Twilight felt as if she had been trapped in a box. She took a step back. "Maybe I should leave—"



"No!" Celestia snapped, and Twilight yelped. Immediately Celestia'a scowl softened. She leapt forward and pulled Twilight into a hug. "I'm sorry, I'm sorry."



Twilight tried to calm her breathing, if only to avoid the maddening stench of... something that wafted from Celestia's coat. "It's okay?" Twilight tried. "I didn't—"



"Twilight, I love you," Celestia said. She hugged Twilight tighter. "I care about you. You know that, right?"



"I—"



"I know I'm strict, and I make you work hard, but I just want you to do your best. I just want you to be happy. Are you happy?"



"Of course I am," said Twilight, looking into Celestia's dark eyes. "You're the Princess. How could I not be happy?"



Celestia shook her head. "Ponies are never happy around me."



Twilight frowned. "That's not true. Everypony loves you!"



"Not the ponies who count." Celestia rubbed her eyes. "They all just learn to hate me."



"I could never hate you," Twilight murmured.



Celestia stared at the ground.



Twilight hesitated for a moment—then walked forward and hugged Celestia's leg. With her eyes closed, she felt Celestia's joints tense up. But soon, a familiar warmth enveloped her, like a quilt of fine cloth.



"I love you," Twilight said.



"I love you too," said Celestia. "Always."



The two stayed like that for a long while. Twilight didn't want to let go, not until the lines on Celestia's face disappeared, not until that awful smell went away for good. But soon Celestia moved away.



"I think I need some time to rest," Celestia said. "But thank you for stopping by, Twilight, my—my most faithful student."



The words raced around Twilight's mind—Most faithful? Oh my gosh oh my gosh—and she grinned. The two shared a farewell, and Twilight departed.



Neither pony ever mentioned that day again. But from that day forth, they ended every lesson with three familiar words: "I love you."
      

      
   
      The Dulling Effect


      

      
      
         “What do we do, Adagio?” Sonata huffed out, looking to me for a clear answer. I could barely think let alone lead these two weaklings shuffling behind me at this moment. Aria was the last to enter the dirty alleyway. Adding her own insight to the current problem.



“Adagio, our gems…they’re-”



“I know!” it was a pant and a growl bursting out from my mouth. Aria didn’t need to say it and both imbeciles were looking for some kind of solution. This was a much bigger issue than I had ever anticipated. Being attacked and losing our chance for ultimate power was one thing, but losing our ability to sustain ourselves? To completely lose our ticket of decent living? This meant so much more than hypnotizing people to our control. It meant that shelter, food, clothing, and so much more were now out of our reach.



“How are we gonna-? Are we supposed to-?”



“I don’t KNOW! Arrrrg!” cold pavement. That is what my knees came into contact with at the acknowledgement of our downfall. The Rainbooms didn’t just defeat us. They sent us to our doom. 



My fist felt warm. Slowly I opened it to glance at the trickling blood lacing my palm. Our precious gemstones, shattered. Brought down by a powerful force we had underestimated from the beginning. I watched a slice of pepperoni fall to the ground from my hair and then my cheeks felt that same warm sensation. Tears were flowing from the corners of my eyes and I turned to see my bandmates in turn weeping. Aria leaned on a dumpster for support with her hand clutched to her face and Sonata was faced against the brick wall sniffling the loudest. What was I supposed to do? We were as broken as our necklaces.



“Girls?” a voice called out and immediately. My only allies ran towards me in an attempt to protect themselves. Right when we had thought we lost them, we had been found once again.



“L-leave us alone!”



“Ladies, please! Don’t panic! I’m here to help.” this voice was calm and clearly belonged to one of the faculty’s staff. I recognized him, only from small moments when we had wandered Canterlot High.



“Discord? Hah!” I spouted laying claim to the despair. 



“I saw what happened to you during your performance. It’s a tragedy.” Discord pulled something away from his pockets tossing them into the nearby dumpster. It was a pair of earplugs. He was unaffected by the spell becoming a witness to the entire event.



“You three deserve something better than that. For having the courage to be able to sing in front of such a rude audience. Thrust me, I know how hard it is to get accepted at school!” his words were rough, but sincere. Of course no one trusted the man. He was strange, always ranting on and on about pointless things, and to top it all off, was obnoxious towards other people. “I don’t know you, but I know this. No one has to put up with what you went through.”



“You can’t help us.” a sniffle followed as I refused to look at Discord. He watched the other two cowering girls and determined that I was speaking for the three of us. He rubbed his goatee and gave up.



“Fine then!-But my offer stands.” the moments afterwards were strange. Discord left us with nothing, but the effect of his words lingered. As if he had planted a string to our hands, we followed him. Curious to see something. Anything. Several seconds passed before I found him again turning down the road. Sonata and Aria grabbed onto my arms in tow with my movements.



Why was I following him? I had no reason to and I had shown him nothing but anger. Still I followed like a lost puppy. Did he know we were right behind him? He never shown any signs of sighting us or put up any sort of regards for his three stalkers. Several blocks away he took to some stone steps and entered a door. Unlocking it and turning on the light. The entrance was wide open. With it’s warm glow inviting us in. Determined, I ignore Sonata’s shake of her head.



"No!" Aria pleaded. I could not deny that I too felt like we didn't need his help. At this point we didn't seem to have a choice. Up the stone steps and into the light. Discord was waiting.



"Sudden Change of mind, girls?"
      

      
   
      Trembling


      

      
      
         The leaves in the forest below shook gently, though there was no breeze flowing through the foothills of the Grand Serpent Mountains.



Scootaloo flew in wide circles above the trees. Warm thermals rose from the south-facing hills below, gently buoying her aloft. She could drift like this for hours. The forest may as well not have existed; she could live her entire life, she fancied, among the clouds and sun.



And yet… She let out a quiet breath and tucked her wings to dive. The world grew, and she pulled up just a few dozen meters above the high canopy. The mountains loomed to north, their snow-dusted peaks stabbing angrily at the heavens.



The trees whispered to her, quaking in the windless air. Treetips swayed to and fro, and branches swung like creaking pendulums. She frowned at the ceaseless motion, searching for a break.



There. A fallen tree left a gap, already closing as the hungry underbrush drank the sunlight. She plowed through the young leaves, tearing away creepers, beating at twigs, until she reached the ground beneath it all. She spat out a few leaves and pushed out of the clearing, into the forest, into the shadows of the dancing trees.



She didn’t feel it at first, the swaying. Without any visible horizon, the shifting earth simply felt uneasy to her, like she’d been flying for too long, for years, and forgotten what solid ground was like. But moments stretched into minutes, and the feeling remained, as of a boat on the ocean, bobbing in the swell and trough. 



A particularly strong tremble shook her legs. Tiny stones danced around her hooves. The rustling leaves became a roar, and she closed her eyes to fight off a wave of nausea.



Nopony lived in the foothills of the Grand Serpent Mountains. It was a land of earthquakes, of ground that never stopped trembling. Nothing built by ponies could withstand the shaking; no crops survived the perpetual landslides and sinking earth. There was only the forest, always falling, always growing.



The forest and, allegedly, one pony. Scootaloo ignored her queasy stomach and tilted her muzzle up, sampling the air. Distantly, the ashen scent of a campfire caught her nose, and she began trotting toward it.



The treehouse was an improbable thing, suspended above the ground by ropes and wires and hope. The central platform was a rough collaboration of walls and windows, teetering on the edge of collapse, all above a smoldering firepit. Scootaloo stopped a safe distance away.



“Hey!” she shouted. “Hey!”



Something shifted inside the treehouse, followed by a startled squawk. The building tilted alarmingly. Scootaloo took a careful step back.



A window opened (or fell off, she couldn’t quite tell), and out peered a white unicorn with mossy eyes. Sweetie Belle stared down at her visitor, blinked, then scowled.



“What do you want?”



“Aren’t you a little old for treehouses?”



Sweetie snorted and vanished back inside. A moment later a rope flew out, followed by Sweetie, who shimmered down it like a monkey. She trotted up to Scootaloo, still scowling.



“I said, what do you want? Apple Bloom sent you, didn’t she?”



Scootaloo shrugged. “Yeah, maybe. Don’t tell me you’re still mad.”



Sweetie stomped a hoof. “I’m not mad. She’s just stupid!”



“Right.” Scootaloo leaned back, taking a moment to view the ramshackle house again. “So, uh, how’s life treating you out here?”



“Good. Really good! No stupid ponies, no stupid sisters, and especially no stupid Apple Bloom.” She sniffed. “I love it out here.”



“I can tell.” Scootaloo took a step forward and laid her wing across Sweetie’s back. The mare trembled, though whether it was due to the quaking ground or something else eluded her senses. “But, uh, the others kind of miss you.”



A tiny frown appeared on Sweetie’s lips. “So they say.”



“Yeah.” Scootaloo cleared her throat. “And Apple Bloom says she’s sorry.”



Sweetie Belle was silent. She stared at the shifting ground, where tiny grains of sand danced and crept over their hooves.



“Welp, that’s it, just wanted to say that.” Scootaloo pulled back and peered up at the trees for a gap. “Gonna get dark soon. Later!”



Sweetie blinked at her. “Wait, you’re just leaving?”



“Yeah.” Scootaloo ruffled her wings. “Unless, you know, you were thinking of coming.”



Sweetie gnawed at her lip. She glanced back at the treehouse, then at Scootaloo. Above them, the trees filled the air with their rustle.



Finally, she smiled and sighed. “Let me grab some things.”
      

      
   
      After Party


      

      
      
              Pinkie Pie sat down at a table in the lobby of Ponyville’s Starbits coffee shop. She carefully set her latte on the table before slouching into her chair. Fluttershy delicately landed on a second chair, and placed her iced latte on the table. Rarity arrived last, a pumpkin spice latte in her magic.



     “Pinkie Pie, are you alright?” Rarity asked, bringing Pinkie’s attention back to reality.



     “Y-yeah. Sure,” she replied gloomily.



     “Um, Pinkie? This doesn’t have anything to do with what happened last night, does it?” Fluttershy inquired.



     “No. Yes. I don’t know.”



     “Oh, Pinkie,” said Fluttershy, “nopony really meant any of those awful things they said about you last night. You know that.”



     “She’s right, darling,” added Rarity. “You know how those two can get when they’ve had too much cider.”



     “But everything they said was true!” Pinkie lamented. “My parties do suck and I am weird and I don’t fit in with everypony else—I never have! Not here in Ponyville, not with my family; my whole life, I’ve been trying to find the impossible balance between who I am and who I want to be! This is who I am,” she said, pulling at her straight pink hair, “and I hate it! I hate Pinkamena! I want to be Pinkie Pie!”



     “Please, calm down,” Rarity stressed. “They were inebriated. They would never say those things they said last night to your or to each other’s faces.”



     “And besides that,” Fluttershy added, “they were yelling at each other twice as much as they were yelling at you. If—if that helps any.”



     “If you so terribly hate who you are, then why not just be who you want to be?”



     “Because,” Pinkie began, sinking back into her chair, “they don’t like Pinkie Pie. They don’t like the mare I’ve pretended to be ever since I saw that rainboom when I was a filly. They don’t like her or her parties, or anything else she tries to do, even when it’s for them. All I ever wanted to do was make everypony happy. I—I thought they were my friends.” Pinkie crossed her forelegs on the table and rested her head on them. She looked as if she were about to cry.



     “But you still have us,” Fluttershy replied. “I sought out Rarity when Applejack and Rainbow Dash started yelling at each other. I was right next to her by the time you tried to break them up. When you bolted out of the room, and my and Rarity’s cutie marks vibrated, we didn’t even need the map to know what our friendship problem was.”



     “And our cutie marks haven’t gone off again just yet,” Rarity continued. “We’ve talked with the others, and they’re quite apologetic for their behavior last night.”



     “That doesn’t make it hurt any less. The things they said are still true.”



     “Are they, Pinkie? Are they really?”



     “I’m not Pinkie, Rarity. I’m just Pinkamena.”



     “Ok, well then why aren’t you Pinkie Pie?” Pinkie raised her head and stared quizzically at Rarity, but gave her no answer. “If there’s somepony you want to be, and that’s not who you are right now, why aren’t you that pony?” Rarity reiterated.



     “I—I don’t know,” 



     “Listen to me, Pinkie. Your friends were in the heat of the moment. They were intoxicated. They were already arguing with each other even before you tried to intervene. You were simply unfortunate enough to get caught in the crossfire. You’re ready to base your entire future off a hooffull of drunken remarks?”



     “We still want to be friends with you,” Fluttershy said. “We’re worried we won’t ever see Pinkie Pie again. That’s who you want to be, right? You want to make us happy? Well, nothing would make us happier right now than to have Pinkie Pie back.”



     “Aw. You really mean that?”



     “Of course, darling.”



     The corners of Pinkamena’s mouth rose, forming a smile. As her smile grew, Pinkie’s hair curled up again to the same degree. Rarity and Fluttershy glanced down to their now-vibrating cutie marks.



     “Now, Pinkie Pie,” Rarity began, “I trust you’ll be better about letting things and circumstances define who you are, won’t you?”



     “Of course, Rarity. But that’s kind of a hard statement to take coming from a white unicorn holding a pumpkin spice latte.”



     “Oh. Yes. My one weakness,” she replied as the trio shared a round of laughter.



     See? Hardly ten seconds into being Pinkie Pie again, and they’re already laughing! You can do this, Pinkie!
      

      
   
      Dawn


      

      
      
         Crystal Quartz galloped.



She galloped as blood pounded in her ears, pushing herself through the dim light of the alley. A bloodcurdling screech echoed behind her, almost freezing the unicorn in her tracks. Run! Get away! she yelled at herself.



Crystal pushed harder on her hooves, desperate to distance herself from the sound. However, it was to no avail. The pounding steps behind her grew louder and louder, shaking the cobblestones underneath her.



Gerhard was supposed to be here! she thought as tears welled in her eyes. I knew he would…



He wouldn’t abandon me—



”Cyrstal!”



Crystal Quartz almost stumbled, her legs weak at the sound of Gerhard’s voice. However, something felt off with his voice. It sounded faint, its echoed fading away rapidly.



”Gerhard! Where are you?” Crystal screamed.



Come to my voice…



Tried as she would, she could not pinpoint Gerhard’s location. His voice had grown soft, almost indistinct now. No, no, no!



Crystal tumbled into a sprawl as her hoof kicked a loose cobblestone, tears staining her cheeks. Her pursuer roared and leapt, landing in a crouch in front of her, taking the form of an enormous dark griffon. The griffon grinned, his red eyes glinting with malice.



Where do you think you are going, wench?” he said.



Crystal sobbed, her legs curled up against her as the griffon—Gerald—towered over her. Talons gripped her shoulder, digging into her as Gerald’s grin grew larger.



”Did you think you can run away from your new life, slave?”



Gerald raised his claws and swung—







Crystal screamed, flailing her hooves at the claws. It was almost an instant before said claws swatted her hooves away and wrapped around her barrel.



“Let me go!” she yelled, squirming under the firm grip of the griffon talons. Once again, her hooves flailed, a feeble hope in hitting her attacker.



“Crystal!”



Crystal froze. “G-Gerhard?”



The claws squeezed her, a familiar gentle pressure, no longer terrible. “Yes, it is me, Crystal.” It was indeed Gerhard’s voice. Loud and clear.



Crystal’s sobs choked to a stop, leaving only hyperventilating breaths. Her eyes shot open, taking in the feeble light of the early dawn. She was once again in her bed, in her coltfriend’s warm embrace. She said nothing but her hooves fell over his arms, wrapping tightly. Uncontrollably, her body shook.



“Shh, it is merely a nightmare, Crystal,” Gerhard said, lifting a paw and running it through her mane. He bent down and planted a kiss just under her horn. “Gerald can harm you no longer.”



Memories of last night flooded her. The fire. Gerald standing over her, silhouetted, a manic grin on his face. Gerhard plunging the dagger into Gerald’s side…



Crystal closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Yes, he can’t. Not anymore.”



Gerhard ran his claws through her mane once more.



Sleep retook Crystal Quartz a few minutes later.
      

      
   
      R.Vival


      

      
      
         “Good morning Luna. How are you doing?” The voice coolly asked as it resonated from everywhere, yet nowhere.





Luna rose from the levitated white reconstruction bench. “I just woke up after seeing my last body turned to fine red ash after I got blasted by a beam of pure arcana. How do you think I’m keeping Ti—!” She paused and sighed. “No, you are not her...” She inspected her body, making sure she had every part of it was still intact. To her relief, she felt not one part missing. She even had her wings this time. Small miracle, she thought. Having no wings is such a drag. 





She looked up to the white void above her. “I have a question. Will you answer me?”





There was silence for a seconds before the voice coolly replied. “My arcane-technological matrix programming dictates that I must, regardless of the inquiry provided.”





There she goes again with that technical mumbo-jumbo.





She took a deep breath of air, her sight never leaving the white void where a ceiling should have been. “Why is that every time I die, I end up in this place? Why can’t I just be allowed to die like… l-like...” she felt a heavy pang on her chest just thinking about it. She still had a hard time believing it had happened. She had to fight the urge to tear up.





There was silence for a second before the cool voice replied to Luna’s question. “Because,” she started, “your soul was bound to the reconstruction matrix as per the wishes of my makers. Unlike the majority of other users in the system, your life essence is far too precious to lose.”





Luna looked down. “Why didn’t you save her then?” she asked, her tone rising several decibels. “Why am I the only important one? She was far more powerful than I could ever be! She should have been the one to be preserved, not me!” 





“Irrelevant,” the cool voice retorted. “I am following my directive. It was the last order given to me by my creator before their expirations.”





Luna jumped off the white table and stood to face the white void above, her brow furrowing at the reply given. “You… y-you are supposed to be of this all-powerful ‘god’ in this miserable place! Can’t you remove my soul from the system and let me join my sister?”





“Impossible,” the cool voice replied. 





She stomped her hoof. “It’s been almost ten-thousand years! I’ve probably died billions of times during all that time! Do you know how much it hurts to constantly die and be reconstructed knowing that you will never join those you love!?” She grimaced, clenching her teeth so tight that she could feel the taste of copper seeping from her gums.





“I understand how inconvenient this all must be, but in the end, hasn’t it proven beneficial? You cannot deny that having lived for the last ten-thousand years has given you a chance to see the world from a different viewpoint other than your old one?”





“That’s not the point!” Luna roared back.





“Of course it is,” the voice replied. “As stated before, I am following my directive. That directive is the preservation of your soul by any means necessary. A soul must reside within a physical vessel, hence why you are given a new physical body based on your original body.”





“That still doesn’t answer my question! Why me and not her!?” Luna glared to the white abyss. “Why was I the one whose soul had to get bound to this matrix? Why do you constantly have me going from place to place, righting all the wrongs that you yourself can’t fix?! I mean, if you are really some kind of machine god as you claim, you have the power to alter the very fabric of reality as you see fit! Why not use that power instead of just sitting back and using me?”





The voice went silent. Rather than a response, there was a bright light. Before Luna could fully process it, she was standing in a vast field of grass on a mildly starry night. Without an answer, the only thing she could do was move forward. Move forward and get a little further before she died.





Sister. I swear I will find out who bound me to this world. Then, I will join you in the summer lands. Wait for me just a bit longer.
      

      
   